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      Cursed.

      If someone were to ask me to give one word that describes my life, that would be it. I’m cursed. Everything about my life is. It’s the way it always seems to be.

      It started when I was little, after my mom left my dad to raise my two older brothers and me. He worked two jobs until a massive heart attack took him when I was in the eighth grade. Then five years later, while I was a freshman in college, a semi-truck jack-knifed, taking Davis from Dustin and me. 

      My only blessing was that when we lost Davis I was home on winter break. I was lucky enough to be able to see him one last time. It might not seem as such, but it was a gift to have the memories of the days leading up to the accident. I hated losing Davis. He was the one I talked to the most. Not that I don’t love Dustin, he was always great growing up, but losing Davis was like a wall building in place between the two of us. We didn’t talk as much. Didn’t really spend time together. We lost the glue that held our family together.

      Dustin became more involved in his club, where he now goes by what he calls his road name. I honestly don’t understand the MC life. To me, he’s always been Dustin, though when around others, he’s asked me to call him Mammon. I do this for him to keep things good between us, and so we don’t have fights.

      I do a lot of things to appease him since I’m not a confrontational person. I never have been. I’m more of a book nerd and homebody than someone who likes going out and partying.

      I get my reasons for being a homebody and reading all the time, though others wouldn’t get it or even understand why. If I go out and make friends, there’s a chance that those people I end up caring for could end up leaving me like everyone else has in my life.

      The only one I’m okay to keep around, even at a distance, is Dustin. He’s the only one who I’ll let in since I don’t have to let him past my walls.

      It’s the reason I agreed to the job offer at Saddle Ridge Elementary as a kindergarten teacher. I could keep my stance with life and still spend time with my brother every once in a while.

      The decision to move home hadn’t been an easy one, but there were reasons that pushed me to make the move. Ones I’ve kept to myself and won’t be sharing. It was already hard enough to take the step, however, I don’t regret it. It was time to face all the memories. Including the bad ones. One of the worst was standing in the middle of the road while a friend of Dustin’s told me our brother was gone. Dustin had been off to the side, surrounded by others, his back to a white picket fence, head down, shoulders shaking.

      I shake the thought away, not wanting to go deeper. I never liked going down the rabbit hole of that dreaded day, or the days that followed. It’s never something a sibling wants to have to decide. The yes or no answers to where his body should go. Of knowing he’s an organ donor and parts of him would go to someone else. Though Davis had been gone, they’d been about to save some of his organs, including his eyes, to give to another person.

      Only we never got to find out who those people were who received them. At the time, I thought of looking into finding out who the recipients were. I knew you could find out, but I never went through with it. I couldn’t.

      The idea of meeting the person who had Davis’s eyes and seeing them in another’s face . . . it would kill.

      Sucking in a breath, I shove all thoughts to the side. I needed to get ready.

      My brother is dragging me to a wedding. He insists I need to break out of my shell and cut loose before the school year begins. I reluctantly agreed, hoping if I did, he’d lay off and let me live my best introverted life. Plus, I’m kind of curious to see how the bikers do a wedding. Will the VP wear a suit and tie when he ties the knot? Probably not. I hear he's marrying a sweet girl, though. My brother is hellbent on making Della my new best friend.

      Slipping into a simple, knee-length crochet dress, I reach for the only pair of boots I own. Typically, I wear flip-flops or no shoes at all. Work is the exception. I have a ton of different flats I like to wear. Though for work, I have a ton of different flats I like to wear. Being that I’m only five-five, I could seriously get away with heels, they just weren’t my thing.

      I preferred to have my toes in the grass as much as possible.

      Checking the time, I groan. I need to finish getting ready if I want to get there on time. I brush out my blonde hair and put on minimal makeup. Another thing I am pretty basic about. It’s not that I’m conceited about the way I look by any means. I simply don’t like to cake my face up. Moisturizer, a little concealer, mascara, eyeliner, and a red lipstick. That’s all I need.

      Once I’m ready, I make it through my little rental. It’s lucky, with it still being summer, I could find a place. Saddle Ridge and its surrounding area are famous for rodeos. However, there’s more to the town itself than just the rodeo. The views alone could attract tourists.

      Finding my boho bag, I make sure to grab my keys and phone from by the entryway. I check my bag to make sure I have a book, I never leave without one, and my wallet. I’m paperbacks all the way.

      I take a breath and step outside into the sweltering heat thanks to the late summer days. I’ll be glad when it starts to cool off and the leaves begin to turn autumn colors. I long to smell the fall air in the breeze.

      Sighing, I hop into my truck, a gift from both Dustin and Davis when I graduated high school. It was so I could get home whenever I needed to. I’ve kept it in top running shape myself, as they taught me, so I didn’t worry about going to a mechanic to do those things. I have everything I need to fix it myself.

      The truck starts with a loud rumble of the exhaust system. One thing about my Chevy Z71, you can hear it coming from a mile away. If not more. Something my brothers used to joke about, they’d know I was coming home without me telling ‘em.

      I put the truck in reverse, back out onto the street, and throw it in drive. Music blasts from the speakers, Zac Brown’s Chicken Fried. This song always makes me smile. I love the song for no other reason than for what I feel when I hear it.

      By the time I make it to the clubhouse where my brother told me to meet him, four other songs have played through, including Fancy by Reba.

      I spot my brother outside as I park off to the side, where other cars and trucks are. He makes his way over to me, a grin in place, one I know means he’s actually happy, and he’s not just putting on a front.

      “You actually made it on time,” he jokes, knowing me well.

      “I’ve gotten better about being on time for things.” I always tend to be late to everything I’m invited to. To avoid this, I now set an alarm for when I’m supposed to leave.

      Dustin pulls me into his arms and hugs me close. My eyes shut of their own accord at the familiarity of it. For a long time, I didn’t have this from him, but since moving back a couple of weeks ago, he’s hugged me whenever we see each other.

      “Come on, I’ll introduce you to everyone.” With his arm still around my shoulders, I start walking toward the back of the clubhouse.

      “I’ve already met them,” I tell him, not wanting him to put the attention on me. I didn’t do well with attention. I haven’t been one for wanting the spotlight.

      “You know my brothers, but you need to meet the others that are around here today,” he explains. “We’ve got Della’s family and those who work on the ranch here as well.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah.” He chuckles and stops us next to the first group of guys. Two of them I recognize. The others, I can somewhat remember their faces. “Amelia, you might remember her, but Maddox, Garrett, this is my little sister, Delaney. Laney, this is Della’s brother, his fiancée, and Garrett.”

      “Yeah, we met a couple of years ago at one of the club’s cookouts. You were the girl with the book, and I was the lunatic running after a feral little boy, secretly wishing I had time to read.” Amelia smiles warmly. “It’s good to see you again.”

      The man standing beside Amelia winds an arm around her waist, drawing her into the crook of his arm, making it clear he's her fiancé, and not the other man standing to her left.

      His eyes leave Amelia, and he regards me with a curt nod.

      “Nice to meet you, sweetheart.”

      “Pleasure to meet you.” Garrett gives me a chin lift, his fingers on the brim of his cowboy hat.

      “You all as well,” I say, feeling my cheeks heat at the attention.

      “And you remember Shadow and Lucifer.”

      “Yeah.” I nod, not really able to meet Lucifer’s gaze. It’s not that he wasn’t nice to me. It wasn’t even the fact that he could seem intimidating. I simply struggle to look into his eyes because when I do, all I see is him telling me that Davis is gone. He took it on his shoulders to tell me something tragic, and I respect him for it. He didn’t have to be the one to tell me. He could have left it to my brother or even one of the many officers on scene that fateful day to break the news, but he’d been the one to do it instead.

      “Delaney, good to see you again.” My gaze slides to him, and a relieved sigh escapes me when I find his eyes are pinned to my brother. “What’s the matter, Mammon? Couldn’t find a saddle bunny to bring to the wedding, so you brought your sister instead?”

      “Fuck you, man,” my brother grunts. “She needed a night out.”

      “Well, whatever the reasoning, I’m glad you could come today,” Shadow says, pulling my attention toward him. “Mammon mentioned you’re gonna start teaching here.”

      “Yes, I’m one of the new kindergarten teachers. I start orientation next week, then I’ll be able to set up my classroom and prepare for open house and the first day of class.”

      “Her last school awarded her best teacher of the year,” Dustin brags, giving me a squeeze.

      “It’s not a big deal,” I mumble and shake my head. Yes, I’d gotten the award, but all I did was do my job and make sure my students learned the material they needed to know. I didn’t rush them as I helped them learn and thrive in the classroom, as many other teachers do.

      Thankfully, Amelia turns the attention from me, and they all bustle about getting ready for the wedding to begin. My brother shows me to a seat, taking the one next to me.

      “You don’t have to sit with me if you don’t want to,” I tell him while picking at a strand in the hem of my dress.

      “I’m good right here.” I don’t know what this change is in him, but it honestly freaks me out.

      For the last several years, he’s been pretty aloof. He talks to me, but it’s never been like this, just like with the hugging. That wall I have up was just like the one he had toward me. Only now it’s different with him, and I don’t understand why.

      “What’s going on with you?” I blurt without meaning to. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to ask that.” Not out loud, that is.

      “Mammon,” someone shouts, calling for him to join them.

      Dustin looks at me. “I gotta go help Shade, but to answer your question quick-like, I was reminded not long ago that I don’t want to lose the only blood I have left. I watched Maddox nearly lose his sister. Shadow could’ve lost his woman, but she’s here. I’ve lost one sibling, I’m not losing the other. I’m not going through that again, Laney. I won’t. Now that you’re back, I’m fixing things between us. We’re going to get back what we shouldn’t have lost in the first place.”

      With his words cutting me like a double-edged sword, he gets up and heads in Shade’s direction.

      The ceremony starts moments after his departure, and I’m left with his words reeling in my head on repeat. I’m not sure how to handle what he said to me. Throughout the entire thing, I don’t really pay attention, not even when Shadow kisses his bride.

      All I keep thinking about is escaping the feeling that my brother has embedded in me. Did he lose me? Did we lose each other? For so many years now, we haven’t been the same as we were with each other. Could we get that back? I didn’t think so. I’m cursed to lose everyone in my life. I couldn’t go back, not with the fear lingering over me. Or without him learning my secrets that I keep deep down.

      My dad used to say that rain or shine, there’s always a brighter side. Well, my life always seems to be raining without a brighter side, so I stopped looking a long time ago. I’m better off alone, and that’s how it should stay.
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      “Daddy, can I go play?” Dash asks, tugging on my shirt sleeve, pointing over to where Amelia’s son was running around with a few other kids laughing.

      “I’ll take him,” Lexy, my sister, offers with a smile. “Come on, troublemaker, let’s go play.”

      I chuckle as Dash takes off running on his little legs. He’s a damn good kid and the only thing I need in this world. I couldn’t be more grateful to my sister for all the help she lends. If not for her, I’d be at my wits’ end. She’s been helping me with Dash since he was two months old, after I caved to admitting I needed the help.

      Admitting defeat is something I’m not used to. I don’t like to and don’t when I can avoid it. But after the shit Dash’s mother pulled, I didn’t want to trust anyone with my son. It took me a month to even talk about it without rage in my voice. I wanted to kill the woman with my bare hands. Instead, I had to settle for the judicial system doing its job.

      “You see the hot blonde over by Mammon?” Beau asks, plopping his ass down in the chair next to me. “Chick is hot.”

      “She’s Mammon’s little sister,” Garrett says, leaning back in his own chair, arms bent, hands clasped behind his head. His cowboy hat balances on his knee.

      “No shit?” Beau chuckles.

      “Yep.”

      I glance in the direction of the woman in question, seeing her standing close but not too close to Mammon. I gotta admit she’s beautiful. Blonde curls that cascade down her back, the casual dress she’s wearing forms to her body, giving just the right fit to her curves. From here, I could see she has both tits and ass. Full package for a man who was looking to get laid.

      I needed to, but not with her. The last thing I needed was to get my rocks off with one of the club members’ siblings.

      This didn’t mean I couldn’t enjoy the view of her.

      “Lily told me she’s one of the new teachers the school board hired,” Garrett says, his voice pulling me back into the conversation between him and Beau. Lily is Garrett’s sister, who works in the elementary school office. The two of them were what I’d call busy-body churchgoers, they only go for the chance to gossip. In a small town like ours, gossip is always swirling around like wildfire.

      “What’s Lily got to say about it all?” Beau asks, brow cocked.

      “Nothing much yet, she’ll be blathering on once school starts up. With it being summer break, all she’s talking about is hearing the whispers that one of the girls at her church has been caught in what she calls a sinful position.” Garrett rolls his eyes. “Sunday dinners at Mom’s house, you know it’s always something as the two of them talk about gossip.”

      I feel for the man and what he puts up with, but he loves his parents. It’s the only reason he goes to those dinners.

      Thankfully for me, Lexy and I don’t have the same issue. She and I are tight. Tight enough that she now lives at my place, and we don’t need to fight or argue with each other. Our parents passed away three years ago, leaving us both an inheritance. It’s not an overly large amount, definitely not enough to have helped Maddox with the ranch, but it would’ve been enough for Lexy to live on her own while going to school to finish her degree. However, that’s not the way we were raised. Mom and Dad raised us to always look out for one another.

      One of our dad’s greatest lessons taught us both the meaning of hard work and blessings. You work for what you have or need. Wants always come second. You don’t need to have the world to be happy, and that’s the way we both live.

      Eventually, I want to find a piece of land with a house or build one close enough to the ranch that I could have a home of my own away from the ranch, but because of my job, it’s easier to live on the property. Being the ranch manager, I have to be able to get here in minutes if need be. Besides, I wouldn’t move away from here unless I had to. The farmhouse works perfectly for us. It might be on the smaller side, but it wasn’t too small for us.

      Besides, we have enough space in the two-story home Maddox and William have let Dash and me stay in since Megan nearly took my son from me. At the time, we’d been living off the ranch, and I was driving in every day.

      There was even a small barn off to the side that I use for storage. Mostly, it’s where I keep Dash’s bike, my dirt bike, and ATV.

      “Hey, Tyler,” Lexy calls, holding my son. “I’m going to take him home, he’s getting tired.”

      “I’ll take him.” I start to get up, only to have my sister wave me off.

      “You stay and enjoy yourself. I’ve got him.”

      “You sure?” I ask, not wanting her to feel obligated to take Dash for me.

      I love my son and will do anything for him. He might be a handful, but that’s all boys. Especially ones his age.

      “Yeah, I’ve got him.” She nods. “I’ve got to take care of some work on my computer for school.”

      “Alright.”

      Lexy was still in school getting her Bachelor of Science in Nursing. She’s already an RN and works at the hospital in the Cardiac Unit.

      I get to my feet and take my son from her for a minute. “I’ll see you when I get home, buddy, love you.”

      “Love you too, Daddy,” Dash says, throwing his arms around my neck, hugging me tightly.

      I close my eyes, soaking in the warmth of him. He’s a good kid, and I know one day, far too soon, he won’t want his old man hugging him. I’ll take what I can get for as long as I can while he’s this age.

      I hand him back to Lexy. “Drive safely and let me know when you get there.”

      Lexy rolls her eyes. “You know I will.”

      It’s the one thing I ask of her when she’s got Dash. I need to know he’s good at all times. Some might say I’m just being overprotective, but when you witness your ex trying to kill your son, you get the right to be overbearing.

      The day I walked in on Megan in the bathroom, Dash not even a month old, under the water, motionless, still sits heavy on my chest. If I’d been even a minute later finding them, he wouldn’t be here. I hate my ex with a passion, but I love my boy more than anything in this world.

      Instead of retaking my seat at the table with the guys, I make my way over to the tables groaning with food. Everything from beef brisket to deviled eggs line the tables. Anything you could want, they had set out. Everything looks good. I pile a plate up with more than enough to put myself in a food coma when someone bumps into me.

      “Oops, I’m so sorry,” the sweetest voice I’ve ever heard says.

      I glance in her direction to find it’s Mammon’s sister. “It’s alright.”

      “I really didn’t mean to bump into you, I wasn’t thinking as I kept going down the line of food,” she rambles, pink tinging her cheeks.

      I take in the plate she’s holding and cock a brow at how little of everything she has.

      “Everything just looks so good, so a little of it all it is,” she explains without me having to ask.

      “Want to join me at a table?” I offer before thinking better of it.

      “Umm, sure,” she answers a bit hesitantly. “I’m Delaney, by the way.”

      “Tyler.” We finish getting food on our plates, and I show her to an empty table. I hold a chair out for her and wait for her to sit before joining her.

      “I hear you’re going to be working for the schools here,” I state between bites of the brisket.

      “Word travels fast,” she says, that pink in her cheeks coming back. “I forget that small town gossip . . .”

      “Gets around faster than a dog in heat?” I finish for her, making her laugh.

      “I guess that’s a good way of putting it.” Delaney laughs and takes another bite of her food.

      “Which school will you be working at?”

      “The elementary school. I teach kindergarten.”

      I nod, taking her in. She doesn’t seem like the kind of woman who would teach a bunch of rowdy kids. Then again, the older kids could probably chew her up and spit her out.

      “My son’s going to be starting this year in kindergarten.” The very mention of it has my chest tightening with how fast time seems to have flown.

      “Well, maybe he’ll be in my class. I love teaching the little ones. They’re fun at that age and always willing to learn with the right motivation.” The setting sun light seems to make her eyes brighter as she continues to speak of how much she loves teaching kids.

      The more she talks, the more I want to take her somewhere private and get inside of her. It’s her voice that’s affecting me. That and the sweet scent of peaches surrounding her. I shouldn’t be thinking any of this, the woman could very well be my son’s teacher, only I can’t stop my train of thought.

      Around us, the party becomes rowdier, and I could tell she’s starting to get uncomfortable.

      “Want to head out? We could find somewhere else to keep talking?” I suggest before thinking better of it.

      “I should probably head home,” she says before pulling her bottom lip between her teeth. The sight of her mouth, I have a sudden need to be the one biting her lip. “We could, um, go to my place.”

      “How about I show you somewhere?” Now, why the hell did I offer to show her somewhere? Where the hell is it I want to show her? Honestly, I don’t know. My dick seems to have taken over my mind, and I want to get her out of here and find a field.

      “Okay.” She nods a bit hesitantly.

      I take her hand in mine and guide her away from the party toward where my truck is parked. “I’ll bring you back to get your car later.”

      Delaney nods next to me as we get to the passenger side of my truck. I hold the door open for her to hop in. I thought I might need to help her up with how tall my truck sits with the six-inch lift I put on it. I close the door, round the hood, and climb up in the driver’s seat. Shoving the key in the ignition, I twist, and the truck starts up loudly.

      “What’s your take on trucks that are squatted?” She surprises me with her question.

      I shift to drive and pull out as I answer with a question of my own. “What kind of question is that?”

      “Well, you have a lifted truck that is about five years old, doesn’t have the key fob, nor the fancy interior. I figured you’d have an input on squatted trucks.”

      There’s no stopping the laugh that bubbles out of me at her perception. “Guys who drive those have to take it up the ass,” I tell her.

      Delaney giggles and shakes her head. “I never could understand the appeal of it.”

      “Agreed. Trucks are not designed to be road princesses. They’re meant for work, hauling, and things like that. Squatting takes away from what it can do. Hence, the reason the guys who do this to their vehicles have to take it up the ass.”

      “If they’re going to ride high up top and tailgates to the road, might as well be. I’ve seen an Escalade squatted with wide rims and tires stretched thin. I swear they’d end up denting the wheel with one good pothole. They had it so squatted I don’t think they could fully see over the hood to the road, considering the angle was more to the sky.”

      I shake my head at the image she describes. I never understood the appeal either. It has to go against safety regulations. I know some states have banned and even passed laws to make it illegal, though it doesn’t stop idiots from doing this to a vehicle.

      Conversation keeps flowing between the two of us as I drive out to one of the access roads that turns off to a field. I park just out of the treeline and turn the engine off. I barely get out of the truck before Delaney is hopping out, her eyes to the sky. I open the back passenger door behind mine and pull out a blanket I keep back there. I carry it to where she’s standing and unfold it.

      “Here, lay on the blanket, it’ll be better for your neck.”

      Delaney does as I tell her, stretching out onto the blanket, and it’s then I notice she’s taken her boots off.

      I join her, lying down next to her, eyes to the darkening sky.

      “It’s beautiful out here. I’ve missed being able to stare up at the sky and not having lights from the city dimming the night sky.”

      “Where were you before you moved back?”

      “I went to school and worked the first year as a teacher in North Carolina. I had a full-ride scholarship to East Carolina.”

      Impressive.

      “So, you always wanted to be a teacher?”

      “No, I used to want to be the best female bull rider on the circuit.” She surprises the hell out of me with her answer.

      “You wanted to be a bull rider?”

      “Don’t sound so surprised. I am from Saddle Ridge and grew up with two brothers.” She sucks in a shuddered breath and changes the subject. “You didn’t go home with your wife and son.”

      “My sister and son,” I correct her. “If I had a wife, I wouldn’t have brought you out here.”

      “Sorry,” she whispers.

      I roll to my side and take her in. She’s beautiful lying next to me.

      Leaning into her as she twists to face me, my mouth finds hers, and I’m lost in the taste of her. Her lips are soft, sweeter than I imagined. I pull her closer, my hand sliding to the small of her back as she arches into me. The stars above us fade from my consciousness as she deepens the kiss, and her fingers curl around the base of my neck.

      I break away first, needing air. “Damn, Delaney,” I murmur against her lips.

      Delaney’s breath comes in quick gasps, her eyes wide with surprise. “I wasn’t expecting that when you asked if I wanted to go somewhere.”

      “What were you expecting?” I ask, my thumb tracing her bottom lip.

      “I don’t know. Maybe just talking?” Even in the darkness, I can see the way her cheeks seem to blush.

      “I’m not much of a talker,” I admit, lowering my head to kiss along her jawline. Honestly, this is the most I’ve spoken to a woman that wasn’t Amelia, Judy, Della, or my sister.

      “You could have fooled me.” She smiles.

      “I’ve been surprising myself all night,” I whisper, my hand sliding down her side, even farther to the hem of her dress, feeling her shiver beneath my touch. The night air has cooled, but there’s heat building between us that has nothing to do with the summer evening.

      “What are we doing out here, Tyler?” she asks, her voice breathy as my fingers trace the edge of her dress.

      The question hangs between us, and I pause. What am I doing? I’ve got a son at home, responsibilities, and this is Mammon’s sister. But then her eyes catch the starlight, and I find myself not caring about any of that. All I want is to take a moment in time for myself and enjoy this beautiful woman’s body.

      “I’m enjoying the company of a beautiful woman,” I answer honestly. “Is that okay with you?”

      “Yes,” she whispers, her voice barely audible over the chorus of crickets surrounding us. “That’s definitely okay.”

      I lean in again, this time taking my time to explore her mouth, my tongue sliding against hers as my hand continues its journey up her thigh, lifting the dress as I go. She gasps into my mouth when my fingers find the edge of her panties.

      “Tyler,” she breathes, her hips shifting beneath my touch.

      “If you want me to stop, just say the word,” I murmur against her neck, feeling her pulse quicken beneath my lips.

      “I don’t want you to stop,” she admits, her fingers threading through my hair.

      I slide my hand beneath the fabric, finding her warm and wet. Her back arches as I stroke her, her breath coming in short gasps that match the rhythm of my fingers.

      “You’re beautiful,” I tell her, watching her face in the starlight. The way her eyes flutter closed, her lips part—I can’t tear my eyes away. “Let’s get rid of your dress.”

      She nods, sitting up and pulling the dress over her head in one fluid motion. The moonlight catches on her pale skin, making her look like some kind of goddess as she lies back down. I take a moment to look at her, drinking in the sight of her curves bathed in starlight.

      “You’re staring,” she whispers, but she doesn’t try to cover herself.

      “I’m appreciating,” I correct her, running my hand down her side. “You’re gorgeous, Delaney.”

      I shed my shirt, tossing it aside before lowering myself beside her. The contrast of our skin . . . my sun-darkened arms against her milky complexion . . . makes me pause for just a second. Then, her fingers are on my belt buckle, and I lose all thought.

      “Let me,” she says, her voice husky as she unfastens my jeans. I help her push them down my hips, kicking them off along with my boots.

      When I’m fully naked, she reaches for me, her hand wrapping around my length. I hiss at the contact, my eyes closing briefly as pleasure shoots through me.

      “I want your mouth wrapped around my cock,” I growl, the words tumbling out before I can stop them. My cock jerks at the mere thought of her delectable lips sucking me off.

      Delaney doesn
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