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Synopsis
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Tragic. 

That’s what people refer to when they think about my past. A series of tragic events that ultimately led to me ending up on the streets, wandering around looking for her—my sister Joey. She abandoned me in the foster care system when she turned eighteen, but not before she saved me from one of the worst homes we’d ever lived in. 

My sister disappeared after that, and when I finally aged out of the system and went out to find her, she was knee deep in trouble with a violent MC club and I had the only bargaining chip to get her out. I never expected them to renege on our deal, beat the crap out of me, and take her underground again. But that’s exactly what happened, and now I fear that Joey may be gone forever.

If it wasn’t for the Celestial Sons MC, I probably wouldn’t be alive, and I should be thankful for all their help, but I’m not about to let my guard down for another group of bikers, when my sister’s life is in danger. But they are all I have, and now that Joey’s time is ticking down, I have to do whatever I can to save her, even if it means asking for help from the group of men I secretly betrayed.  
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Dedication
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We’d like to dedicate this book to all the Cancers out there. Those sensitive, compassionate, security-seeking, loving, and goofy individuals who are born June 22nd through July 22nd. The men and women who always go out of their way to make others feel comfortable but are also deeply connected to their emotions and can often get overwhelmed by them. The people who thrive on making other people laugh and lightening the mood, but also can get moody and snappy when it’s time to take a break and think of themselves. This book is for all of you. 

Always reach for the stars, 

~Annelise and Quinn~
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This book contains hard triggering topics involving child abuse, non-consensual sex, and abuse. We did our best to not go into graphic details but please keep in mind that this book deals with hard issues and depicts the tragic lives of two kids that got lost in the foster care system. 

Please keep these triggers in mind while reading Pincher’s story.
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Prologue
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It’s hard to explain the feeling you get in your heart when you realize you’ve been abandoned. It’s pretty much indescribable. Standing on the steps of the city courthouse, watching as your parents walk away from you without so much as a goodbye or a see you later, or even an explanation of why they don’t love you enough to stay is as close as I can come. That feeling of unworthiness, self-pity, and abandonment never leaves a kid.  

I’ve tried to process that day through my mind over and over again, pretending to step back into those too tight shoes with ratted holes and broken soles, and the jeans that were two sizes too small and had holes in the pockets that I always lost things in. I remember tugging on the collar of my favorite batman shirt that morning, looking down at the logo that had been faded by dirt and too many washings. The Murdocks didn’t buy new clothes. No. They were left with scraps, surfing through the bargain bins at the local Goodwill, and never adorning anything new. We didn’t go to school. We didn’t make friends. Hell, we hardly left our house for the first eight years of my existence. But even with all the fucked-up shit that went on behind closed doors, I had a family, which is a lot more than what I could say I had now. 

Jumping back into my eight-year-old head was never easy, especially when I had to be thrust back in time, fighting the tears that threatened to spring forth, and having to suck them down all over again because I was told boys never cry. Even at eight, I had been hardened to stone, with only my sister there to hold me. Joey had always been my rock—my only friend—my only family. She’s the only one who has ever mattered to me at all. If it wasn’t for her, I don’t know if I would’ve ever survived the foster care system. It was through her strength that I could withstand the hell we were put through–the pain–the heartache–the disappointment. Always wondering if our parents would come back for us, but knew deep down, they never would. 

Our parents were junkies who enjoyed the high more than raising children. They gave us up after our third well-child check, and they both popped hot for opioids. That day the judge gave them a choice: stay parents or give up their rights completely. I don’t think I’ve ever seen two people more relieved to sign their names on a dotted line than when my parents relinquished everything, leaving us there with nothing more than the clothes on our backs and broken smiles. You can’t smile when you’ve been abandoned, just like you can’t smile when you’re tossed from home to home.

Joey was two years older than me, and she made it her mission to keep us together, despite what the State of Texas wanted to do. There were times they tried to pull us apart, but it was Joey who demanded we stick together, and we did—moving from home to home, reliving the fear over and over again of whether the door we walked through that time would be a good one or a bad one. 

And let me tell you... they were almost always bad. I’m not saying there weren’t nice foster parents in the world, because there are, but the ones my sister and I got forced to live with must’ve been dredged up from the bottom of the barrel. 

Fourteen foster homes in six years. Out of those fourteen homes, only one ever really gave a shit about us and treated us like we weren’t a paycheck. The McGees. Helen and Norm, to be exact. They were the nicest people I had ever met and treated me and Joey like we were their own grandchildren. We spent two glorious years in their home, living in tandem with the elderly couple like we had always lived there. I was twelve and Joey was fourteen at the time. Norm was the one who had taught me how to fish, and Helen taught Joey how to cook. And man, could my sister cook a mean meal now because of Mrs. McGee. They were the perfect fit... until they weren’t anymore. Norm got sick and Helen, well, she couldn’t handle taking care of Norm and us at the same time. The day she gave us back to the State was the day I shed my first and only tear. I thought the McGees were going to adopt us one day, but like our own parents, they thought the Murdock kids were dispensable. Easy to pretend to love and even easier to give away. It’s why I try not to get attached. It’s why I don’t care about anyone but Joey. 

Without my sister, I would be lost in this world, and the fact that we were nearing her end date in the foster system wasn’t lost on me. She only had one more year to go before she aged out, and I knew the only reason she stuck around at all was because of me. A fact I’d been so thankful for. 

“This is it, guys,” Layla chirped from the front seat, her eyes heavy with worry. “The last foster family in Rising Star that will take in two teenage kids. I think you guys will both love the Sinclair family. They are new foster parents, and their background check came out impeccable.” 

Layla hadn’t always been our social worker, but she had taken over our case two years ago, when the Gordon family decided fostering was no longer something they wanted to do. It was after Mrs. Gordon got pregnant with her “miracle baby”, a baby they thought they’d never have. Who wants two tweens hanging around the house when a fresh baby was on the way? Babies and young kids under five are always the first to get adopted, but older kids like us... we were more like temporary slave labor than anything else. It was hard to love hard-headed teenagers, especially ones that had been burned too many times in the past. We learned very early on not to get our hopes up about anything, and usually the ones with “impeccable backgrounds” were the ones you had to worry about the most.

Joey shot me a look from the seat next to me and I had to hide my laugh. She was always cracking jokes and crossing her eyes at me, doing whatever she could to make me laugh. My sister’s brown eyes were the center of my world sometimes. They grounded me, anchoring me to the earth that felt like it was trying to swallow me whole. Those ginormous sepia orbs held all my happiness and security in them, but all of our secrets, too. She was the only one who knew the truth—a truth we kept hidden from others. It was Joey who constantly put herself in harm’s way, shielding me from anyone who wanted to hurt me, and keeping me out of trouble. It was Joey who stood up for us when I was too weak to stand on my own. She took the brunt of it all, letting the decay and corruption of the foster care system rot away her soul, bit by painful bit–staying strong on the outside while crumbling beneath her fragile and bruised skin.

But sometimes, even she couldn’t protect me from the monsters who preyed on our vulnerability. And yes, the horror stories of what people do to foster kids can sometimes be true too. I should know. I’ve had my fair share of beatings, bruises, punishments, and unwanted touching like any fucked-up foster kid. But it was Joey who had it worse, always putting herself in danger to try to keep me out of it. It’s why we had our code, something only she and I would ever understand. 

Layla got out of the car just as Joey turned toward me. 

“Hey, Dillie, we got this, okay? I’m sure this one can’t be any worse than the Kennedy home.” 

I closed my eyes, trying to push down the bile that rose up in my throat when I thought about that house. What those people did to me and my sister in four weeks of living there will haunt us for the rest of our lives. 

“Why do you always talk to me like I’m still a baby?” I asked in annoyance.

She ruffled up my hair, grinning from ear to ear. “Because I can. You’re always going to be my baby brother.” 

“I’m fifteen.” 

“I know, but let me act like your big sister while I still can.” 

Rolling my eyes, I sent her a small glare. “Fiiine,” I gritted out, hating that she always spoke to me like I was still a child. 

“What do we always say, little brother?”

I glanced up at Joey, taking in her confident smile, and tried to mirror it. “We are like the letter ‘M’, two pieces joined in the middle by one strong connection. It’s why we are the Murdocks. We are stronger together than we are apart.” 

She beamed with pride. “That’s right. And what’s the sign if there’s danger?”

I looked down at my hand, crossing my middle finger over my ring finger, tucking my thumb under my palm, and then spreading out my other two fingers to make the letter M. 

Returning that perfect smile of hers wasn’t easy, especially when my stomach was circling a drain of uneasiness I couldn’t break. “Okay, and what’s our symbol for us to know that everything is okay?” 

I uncrossed my two fingers and pushed them next to each other while holding the other fingers in the same position as the first. “Crossed M means danger. Uncrossed means everything is okay.”  

She nodded before pulling me into a hug. “Yup, you got it, Little Bro.” Ruffling up my hair again as she pulled away, she grinned. 

“Would you stop doing that? You’re starting to annoy me.” 

She laughed. “You’re not so little anymore, are ya, Dillie?”

“Nope, I’m growing up just like you. Which is why you should stop babying me.” Letting out a long sigh, my eyes wandered to the window, sizing up the couple with the fake smiles who stood on the front porch of what appeared to be the perfect home. “And in a year, you’ll be gone, and I’ll be stuck with this,” I said quietly, motioning to Ken and Barbie, who stood like two perfect dolls, saying the right things, making all the right moves. 

But we both knew better. It was the ones who seemed perfect that always turned to shit. And, just by the way Mr. Sinclair held such a firm hand on his wife’s back, watching how she submitted to him in silence without giving away any of the tells a normal battered wife did, I knew. 

We were about to walk through another door that led straight to the depths of Hell. 

Joey squeezed my hand. 

“No matter what happens in there, I got you. It’s you and me against the world, Dillie. Forever and always.” 

Squeezing her hand, I whispered back, “Forever and always. We are stronger together than we are apart.” 

But I don’t think any amount of pep-talking could’ve ever prepared us for the path our life was about to take. It blindsided us both.
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Chapter One 
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“Boy, get in here!” Mr. Sinclair yelled from the living room. Something had set him off again, and I was pretty sure I knew what it was. I was way behind in school, courtesy of my deadbeat parents, never bothering to enroll us in one when we were younger. Truth be told, school would have been a welcomed relief from being at home all the time with parents who were too high to do anything for themselves. But now, as a teenager, my lack of education set me up to fail. I barely knew how to read, let alone pass my classes that were meant for smarter kids. I may have had the street smarts to get me by, but that didn’t help me in classes like science and math, where I had no idea what I was doing. The only class I actually had an A in was Auto Shop and that’s because Mr. Sinclair owned his own body shop, so to speak, and forced me to work there for him for free. 

“Yeah, Randy, what’s up?” 

The beefed-up Mr. Sinclair sat in his favorite recliner like it was a throne, smoking a cigarette that dangled from his lips dangerously as he sneered at my existence. His arms were massive, looking like he was storing fully cooked hams under those biceps instead of the muscles most sane people had. The wife beater he wore stretched tightly over his chest, where a pop of tattoos barely peeked out amongst his chest hair. His long blonde hair was greased back, and he always sat with his belt undone... just in case he needed to whip it out as punishment. 

“I told you to never call me that, you piece of shit.” 

Squaring my shoulders, I held my head high, doing my best to show no weakness in front of this sorry excuse of a man. “Sorry, Mr. Sinclair...” 

“What the fuck is this?” he asked, waving a piece of paper at me. “Is this some kind of fucking joke?” 

At just a glance, I could see it was my report card, but once it was thrust into my hands, I could clearly see the two f’s, two d’s, one c-, and the single A on the sheet. Fuck.

“Looks like my report card.”

“Are you dumb or just plain stupid? This is unacceptable, Boy. I didn’t bring you and your fine ass sister into this house to make a mockery of me and my family. Hell, if you weren’t so fucking good at boosting and hot-wiring cars, I’d already have you back at the orphanage I pulled you out of.” 

Nails bit into the flesh of my palms as I tried to hold back my anger. Mr. Sinclair was a piece of shit, but until this point, he had left me and Joey alone for the most part. Now there was a devilish look in his eyes, one that I knew all too well. 

Fuck my life.

“Come here, dummy,” he growled. 

“No.” 

“Boy, I said come the fuck here.” 

“No!” I challenged again, refusing to give in. 

In one huge move, he was out of the chair and pushing me into the wall until he could wrap his massive fingers around my throat. “When I tell you to come here, you fucking come here.” 

Struggling to get out of his grasp, my fingers dug into his palm as my whole body wiggled beneath him. 

“Randy, no!” Alisha, his pretty little wife, screamed as she flew into the room. “You can’t hurt them.” 

“And why the hell not? Don’t we own them now?” 

“The social worker is coming in two days,” she fired back. “We need the State’s money.” 

Randy’s eyes darted to his dutiful little wife, and his upper lip ticked upward in disapproval. “You’re lucky you’re worth more to me alive than dead, shithead. Say anything to that fucking social worker about what I’ve been having you do, and you’re fucking dead.” Before I could pull away, a searing heat bit into my flesh, and I looked down to see him butting out his cigarette into the skin on my arm. “Whoops. That’s not an ashtray,” he sneered, daring me to confront him. 

Joey was at work. She was a carhop at a local burger joint in town. He never did this kind of stuff to me when she was around, only when she was gone.  

My body collapsed onto the worn-out carpet, and I hollered out in pain, trying to gasp for breath at the same time I attempted to extinguish the hellacious burning pain coming from my skin. Black rubber was all I saw as Randy brought his foot down, violently kicking me in my ribs, knocking all the air out of my lungs. 

“Get grades like that again, and this boot will go straight up your ass.” 

“She said you couldn’t hurt me,” I gasped out, clutching my side, trying to push past the throbbing pain and act as strong as I could, even though his kick literally weakened me. 

One of these days, I’m going to kill him. 

Triumphantly, Randy walked away, sitting back down in his chair as he turned to his wife, who now had widened, fear-filled eyes. The bitch didn’t even look sorry that he kicked me, more afraid she was going to lose her purse fund. Because that’s what they did with the State’s money—fund her ever growing purse collection. 

“Get me a fucking beer,” he ordered her. 

She nodded her head in submission and quickly left the room. My fingers clutched the strands of carpet as I tried to stand. When I finally dredged myself up from the ground, he smirked, lighting up another cigarette just as Alisha placed his beer in his palm. 

“Couldn’t even bother opening it for me, Alisha? You’re so fucking useless sometimes.” His mammoth hands easily turned the cap before he pulled the vile liquid up to his lips. 

There were always beers and cigarettes involved in the foster care world, at least from my experience, just like there was always someone out there looking for another paycheck who wasn’t really interested in finding kids for them to love.

“I’m sorry, Randy,” she murmured, her eyes never leaving the floor. 

“Why don’t you go do the dishes? They’re starting to pile up. And as for you,” he growled, turning toward me. “Might want to study and bring up those grades, Boy. If I see them that low again, there will be more of that in your fucking future,” he said, motioning to my arm with a satisfied sneer. I rubbed at the spot and hissed when I pulled up some of the seared skin. “Now get the fuck out of my way. You’re blocking my view of the game.” 

I didn’t linger there any longer. Instead, I made a quick dash out of the room, immediately running to the small room they provided for me to sleep in. I’ve seen closets bigger than the room they set me up in. The small living space had a single twin bed, frayed blue curtains and a sickly baby blue wall that looked like it was meant for a newborn baby, not someone who was surfing the age of sixteen. Joey’s room was quite a bit larger than mine and was even decorated like it was fit for a teenage girl. It was like Mr. Sinclair was dead set on giving her whatever she wanted, and it wasn’t until later that night that I finally found out why. 
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Being woken up from a sound sleep in the middle of the night is pretty normal for me. I had a hard time sleeping in the first place, and it was even harder when I was living in a new foster home. We’d been here for over six months, and my sixteenth birthday was only a few months away. I didn’t expect a big party or anything like that. I just wanted to be able to spend time with my sister and hang out just the two of us.  

“You’re late...” a deep voice boomed from the living room. 

My sister’s voice filtered in, and I could sense the fear wobbling through her. “I know, Mr. Sinclair, I’m sorry. The boss wanted me to close because another girl called in tonight.” 

“Why the fuck didn’t you call home then and let us know? Do you think you can just come and go as you please, Joey? Do you think this is some halfway house? You were with him again, weren’t you?” he bellowed. 

“NO!” Joey fought back, squeaking when it sounded like he grabbed her.

The protective brother inside me cracked open my door, watching the scene play out in the living room without giving away my position. If he hurt my sister, I’d kill him. That was one fact I did know. Blood dripped from my hand as my nails bit into the soft flesh of my palm, anger bristling my backbone as Mr. Sinclair grabbed Joey by the arms and began to shake her.

“Don’t lie to me, bitch. I can smell his fucking cheap cologne on you. You’re nothing more than a fucking little whore.”

“I didn’t do anything!” she challenged. “Stop telling me I did.” 

“I told you what would happen if you were late again, Joey. This is the third time this week and now a punishment needs to be paid.” The rage in Mr. Sinclair’s eyes was insane. This man seemed to radiate with anger, the veins in his arms bulging, his eyes bugging out like he was ready to pop. An evil, vile smile crossed his lips before he threw her to the floor, taking off his belt as he started marching straight toward my room. 

“No!” she screamed. “Don’t hurt him, please!” she pleaded. But it wasn’t for her own life... she was pleading for mine. “I’ll do anything you want, just please, don’t hurt my brother.” 

Mr. Sinclair stopped a few feet from my door, his chest rising and falling with each angry puff. “Anything?” he growled. “Anything leaves options open I don’t think you’re ready for, pretty girl.” 

She looked down at the floor. “If you leave my brother alone, I’ll do anything you want. But only if you promise not to hurt him.” 

He looked at my door while grabbing the front of his pants so he could adjust himself. That sick fuck was getting a hard-on! A hard-on for my fucking sister.  

“You’re seventeen, Joey. Did you know that the age of consent in Texas is seventeen?” His smirk was vile and filthy and dripped of impure thoughts. I fucking hated him for looking at her that way. 

“I know,” she said, ashamed.

“No!” I whispered under my breath. “Don’t do it, Joey. Please. I can take it. I know I can.” 

But instead of Mr. Sinclair continuing his trek to my room, he turned, motioning for my sister to follow him into her room. Mrs. Sinclair took sleeping pills at night, so there was no chance of her waking up to hear this. 

Fuck! My sister only had me right now.  

Joey rose up from the floor, walking hesitantly towards the big man who was supposed to be our guardian. The second she reached him, he tilted her face up, smiling at the tears that left track marks across her face. “I always knew you wanted me, girl,” he said triumphantly, as he grabbed her hand, tugging her toward her door. 

“Joey! No!” I yelled, throwing open my door. “I can take it. Let him take it out on me, not you.” 

Joey’s eyes widened, the fear in them evident as she tried to hold back her tears. 

“Stay out of this, Boy.” 

“That’s my sister, asshole! If you think I’m going to stay out of this, you’re sadly mistaken.” I charged Mr. Sinclair, throwing my thin body at him like a missile, but bouncing off of him like he was made of rubber. The force sent me flying into the wall, my head hitting it so hard that I started to see spots. 

He raised his hands at my sister and smiled. “I didn’t touch him.” 

I was in a daze, the room spinning as a throbbing pain hit my head. Black spots swarmed my eyes just as Mr. Sinclair disappeared into my sister’s room. She sent me a pained look, then held up the Murdock universal sign for everything was okay.

Everything was definitely not fucking okay.

My sister was sacrificing herself to save me from getting beaten, and before I lost complete consciousness, I heard her door lock just as my head sank into a numbing void of darkness. 
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Chapter Two
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“Dillie, please talk to me.” 

Staring at the faded and chipped wall was more appealing than speaking to my sister at the moment. I was still fuming over what she did last night, doing my best to process why she would make such a careless and reckless decision. I knew she was just trying to save me from getting hurt, but opening her legs for someone as vile as our foster parent, Randy, was downright unnecessary. I knew she regretted it, even if he could be considered handsome. There was so much guilt hanging over her that she wouldn’t even look up from her breakfast plate. I wasn’t sure if that was because she was afraid to look at me or Alisha, but now that both Alisha and Randy were gone shopping, she was doing her best to try to talk to me. 

Reluctantly, I turned over, my eyes blaring with so much anger that I could feel it rushing through my veins like hot, molten lava. 

She looked so sad, like the weight of the world was sitting on her shoulders. 

“Why did you do it?” 

She shrugged. “Because I didn’t want him to hurt you, and it’s not like it’s the first time it’s ever happened.” 

My eyes widened. “What do you mean?”

“I’ll do whatever I have to in order to protect you, Dillie. Sometimes that means doing things I’m not so proud of. I lost my virginity at the age of twelve... at the Kennedy house...” she hesitated before she finished her thought, “...to Mr. Kennedy.” 

Bile rose up my throat at my sister’s confession. I thought I was the only one that endured that kind of pain there. I was wrong... she did too. But it wasn’t Mr. Kennedy who touched me, it was his son... and I’m just now realizing that we both lost an innocence there, that we’ll never get back again. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“Because I didn’t want you to look at me with the shame you’re looking at me right now with. Everything I’ve ever done, it’s been done to protect you, Dillie.”

Tears formed in my eyes as I tried to think back on all the times she probably tried to protect me over the years. God, there were so many, but also way too many she failed at. 

I was wearing the only hoodie I owned, the same hoodie I wore every day to hide my scars. Nobody knew what was hidden underneath the thinning fabric, and normally I kept it that way. But not today. Today I was going to show her my pain. 

Rolling up my sleeves, I presented her my arm, showing her the fresh burn mark. 

“What the hell, Dillie? What happened?”

“This is what happened before you got home yesterday.” 

She fingered the mark, hissing when I sorta flinched. “H—h—he did this to you?” 

“Yes...”

“And this one?” she asked, motioning to another scar higher up on my arm. 

“One of the scars left behind from our stay in the Kennedy house...” 

“And this...” she went further down my arm, running her finger over the slightly fresher wound. 

I quickly took my arm away, pulling the sleeve back down. 

“Sometimes, to relieve the hidden pain, you got to make yourself bleed to let it all go.” 

She gasped. “Oh, Dillie, I had no idea.” 

“I know. I like to keep that pain hidden, so you don’t look at me with the pity you are right now.” 

In one sudden movement, she had me wrapped up in her arms, hugging me so tightly that I didn’t care I could barely breathe. We were both hurting in our own ways, and all we had was each other. 

“I’m going to get you out of here.” 

“How? You age out in two days.” 

“I know. I don’t know how I’m going to do it, but I’m going to get you out of this home. I’m not going to leave you behind so that monster can hurt you anymore.” 

Tears pricked her eyes, cascading down her fair cheeks, leaving visible track marks she couldn’t erase anymore. 

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Joey. You know the foster system is a messed-up place, and kids like you and me just fall through the cracks.”

“Not this time, Dillie
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