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            PICKING UP THE PIECES

          

        

      

    

    
      *Ivy*

      

      I’ve been sitting in the kitchen for almost half an hour, trying not to listen to the raised voices coming from the other side of the wall. It’s nearly impossible. The doors are closed, but the walls aren’t thick enough to block out the shouting. The more I try to focus on peeling the potatoes in front of me, the more the shouts make my stomach twist.

      Every man in the club is in there right now, discussing what they’re going to do to stop Logan. It has to be unanimous. That’s what Ghost told me, anyway, but who knows how truthful he was being. Either the club hunts him down and puts a stop to the Vultures once and for all, or they hope that Logan learned his lesson.

      As much as I tell myself that I don’t care what they decide, I absolutely do. When I told Hawk three days ago that I wanted to stay, I didn’t consider what that would mean where Logan is concerned. When I first arrived, I was waiting with bated breath, hoping he wouldn’t find me. Now, I’ve made the decision to stay. Even though the club all voted and decided it’s okay, the reality of it is a little more complicated.

      I hiss when I accidentally slice my finger with the potato peeler. I look down as a drop of blood prickles on my fingertip. Shit. I’m going to have to throw out the potato I’ve been absent-mindedly peeling. Felix would have my ass if he knew. He hates food waste.

      A louder shout breaks through the walls just as I’m running my hand underneath the running water. I know the sound of male outrage and can recognize the growing tension. They’re getting close to boiling over. Is it really just about the Vultures? Or have they realized that me staying isn’t worth the risk??

      It’s stupid to be so worried. I’ve survived much worse than the rejection of two dozen men. So why does it feel like I’ll live or die by their approval?

      What if they don’t think I’m worth the trouble?

      I wrap my finger tightly in a paper towel and take a deep breath while I squeeze tightly to stop the bleeding. I look around the kitchen that’s become like a second home to me, and feel an unfamiliar weight in my stomach. For the first time in my life, I want to stay somewhere.

      After a lifetime of running away from my problems, I actually want to stay.

      Another shout rises, and I recognize Blaze’s cadence. He sounds angry, and not in his usual playful way. I almost get up and force my way into Church. I stop myself, though. I don’t belong in there. They may have voted for me to stay, but I’m not a member. I’m not patched, and I don’t have voting rights. They’ve never had a woman as a full-fledged member, and it would be arrogant of me to assume that will change.

      Going to Church is not an option, so I turn back to the potatoes. I peel three more of them roughly before giving up. My hands are damp and raw, and my nerves feel like an exposed live wire.

      The kitchen becomes silent, which is somehow more unsettling than shouting. They’re probably voting. This is the point of no return.
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        * * *

      

      *Hawk*

      

      Ghost leans casually against the back wall with his arms crossed, looking like he’d rather be anywhere else. He and I both know that he’s pretending more than anyone. He’s more invested in Ivy’s safety than anyone. No matter what we say this vote is about, he and I know that we’re really deciding the best way to keep her safe now that she’s decided to stay.

      Maverick sits stiffly in his seat, still favoring the side where he got shot. Blaze argues quietly with Hyena, who’s clearly pissed that we’re having this conversation to begin with.

      “Say what you need to say,” I tell him. “Share with the class.”

      “I’m just saying what no one else is brave enough to say,” Hyena says defensively. “We never had this much problem with the Vultures. Is keeping Blaze’s girlfriend here really worth the risk of a war?” ”

      “She fought harder than anyone else when they attacked,” Blaze shoots back.

      “Because she had to. Do you really think she’s going to fight as hard now that we’ve chosen to let her stay? It seems like a pretty cushy position to me,” Hyena is quick with his retort, like he’s had it loaded for days.

      “Watch it,” Ghost warns from the back.

      Blaze looks ready to throw a punch. I’ve got to step in before this turns into a bloodbath.

      “Simmer down,” I snap just as he’s starting to wind up a fist. “Hyena, the vote to let her stay was unanimous, which means you voted yes. We’re past the time of arguing the merits of Ivy’s involvement.”

      Blaze unclenches his fist but shoots me a glare that says he’s not actually done arguing. Hyena leans back smugly, but I’m not done with him either.

      I stand at the head of the room and look around. This is my family, for better or worse. I’ve known many of the men in this room for years. Some for decades. We’ve fought together, bled together, and buried people together.

      Before Ivy came, Church wasn’t nearly so divisive. We mostly agreed on what needed to be done and how it needed to be done. I didn’t often have to pull rank. Even when they decided to let her stay, there was less arguing.

      They’re scared. I see it, and I recognize it. The last battle with the Vultures was messy, and it left Maverick severely injured. If I had my way, we’d already have started a defensive assault, but the club isn’t a dictatorship, and my men need time to lick their wounds.

      “The Vultures have always been a scourge on our doorstep. We need to decide how best to handle them,” I say firmly. “That’s what we’re here to discuss.”

      “Red’s deputies have been on our ass more than ever the last few days,” Brunt speaks up. “He was part of the raid too. We don’t have enough force to deal with the Vultures and the pigs.”

      “None of that is her fault,” Maverick says quietly.

      “No one said it was,” Hyena grumbles.

      “You implied it.”

      The room starts stirring again, tension rolling through it fast. Ghost closes his eyes like the noise is giving him a migraine. I can’t blame him.

      “Enough,” I bark. “Ivy didn’t cause this. Red has always been a thorn in our side, and Vex was always going to come after us eventually. We’re the only thing keeping him from completely controlling Ransom.”

      “He didn’t bring this shit to our doorstep before her,” Blaze argues.

      Blaze laughs once, cold and sharp. “You scared?”

      “No,” Hyena grumbles.

      “Funny,” Blaze shoots back. “You look scared as shit to me.”

      “Blaze,” I warn him.

      He leans back in his chair, his jaw tight, but he shuts up.

      I look around at my brothers. They’re making decisions with their pride instead of their heads, no one more than Blaze. He’s not the only one, though. Maverick treats Ivy like she hung the moon for him. Ghost would’ve burned the entire state down to get her back, and I know he’s itching to go Vulture hunting. The battle with the Vultures put everyone on high alert. No matter how they feel about Ivy staying, there’s an underlying fear.

      “She isn’t patched,” Brunt interjects again. “Why do we assume she’ll fight with us if we go to war?”

      He makes a good point. Sort of. I want Ivy to be part of this club. She should be patched, and she should ride with us, but we’ve never had a woman in our ranks. It would be breaking precedent completely.

      “Leave Ivy out of the equation,” I say. “Are we going to counterattack the Vultures, or just keep an eye on the situation? That’s what we’re deciding tonight.”

      It becomes so quiet you can hear a pin drop, then all hell breaks loose again.

      “The bastards have what’s coming to them.”

      “We don’t have the numbers.”

      “It would be a bloodbath.”

      Ghost bangs on the wall hard enough to make everyone shut up.

      “Hey, pussies,” he shouts over the noise. “It’s pretty damn simple. If you don’t want to attack the Vultures, vote no. Otherwise, shut the fuck up.”
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        * * *

      

      *Ivy*

      

      Blaze walks into the kitchen alone, with his hands behind his back. He runs his hand over his blond hair, but his face is unreadable, which is unusual for him. I can usually tell exactly what he’s thinking with one look.

      “Well?” I ask impatiently.

      “We couldn’t come to an agreement this time,” he says carefully. “So, for now, we’re going to wait it out and see what happens.”

      My brain has a hard time processing his words. I hear what he’s saying, but somehow it doesn’t make any sense to me. We aren’t going after the Vultures, which means I’m basically a sitting duck here. I knew that, somewhere in the back of my head, when I decided to stay. I don’t know what I expected.

      “Okay,” I nod. “That makes sense. We’re already weak as it is, it doesn’t make sense to purposely provoke them.”

      He smiles a shit-eating grin at me that I don’t quite understand.

      “What?” I ask suspiciously.

      “You said ‘we.’” He beams, brushing the skin under my chin with his finger. “It has a nice ring to it.”

      I can’t help but blush at his words and the way he’s looking at me. I shouldn’t give into the urge, but I do stretch up on my toes and give him a quick peck on the lips. It could so easily turn into something more.

      It’s all gotten so damn complicated. Of course I have feelings for Blaze. Giving into this thing between us would be easy. The second I take things too far, though, I can’t help but see Maverick’s wounded look in my mind. Ghost’s angry one. Hawk’s possessive one. So, I pull away.

      Not a moment too soon, either, because Felix comes into the kitchen looking tired and annoyed.

      “That was so fucking stupid,” he mutters under his breath, not paying us any attention.

      “Felix,” Blaze warns. “Careful that you aren’t sharing any Church business with non-members.”

      Felix looks up at both of us like he’s surprised to see us there, then he narrows his eyes at Blaze.

      “Of the two of us, I’m not sure I’m the one with loose lips.”

      I can’t stop myself from laughing at this. Felix is a sweetheart when he wants to be, but he’s definitely got a salty side, especially when someone is getting in the way of his kitchen prep.

      “I’ll take that as my cue,” Blaze says with a wink. “See you later, Poison Ivy.”

      I nod and watch him go before turning back to the prep area. Now I’ve got to chop the damn potatoes. I glare at them like that will somehow make the work go faster.

      “Why the hell is there a perfectly good potato in the trash?” Felix accuses.

      “I got blood on it,” I shrug.

      He sighs heavily and shakes his head at me.

      “You know I like you, kiddo, but you’re on thin fucking ice.”

      I laugh, and he smiles conspiratorially, but his words cut deeper than I’d like to admit. I know the club has accepted that I’m their new permanent resident, but I do feel like I’m on thin ice. I’m terrified that the slightest wrong move will ruin the home I’m fighting to cling onto. For the first time in my life, I want to stay somewhere, and my experience tells me that good things only last so long.
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            NEW RESPONSIBILITIES

          

        

      

    

    
      *Ivy*

      

      I’m just turning on the coffee machine the next morning when Brunt, one of the more recently patched members, comes to find me.

      “Hawk wants you in his office,” he grumbles, not making eye contact with me.

      I don’t know him well, but I’m still surprised by the cold shoulder.

      “I’ll handle this,” Felix says, stepping in next to me to start brewing the coffee for the morning. “Can’t argue with the boss.”

      “What happened last night?” I ask him.

      He sighs warily, refusing to look at me.

      “You know I can’t tell you what happens in Church,” he reminds me, not for the first time.

      I nod and hand him my apron before heading to Hawk’s office. My palms are sweating and my heart is racing. There’s no reason for me to feel this nervous. It’s just Hawk.

      He avoided me last night, though. I’d wanted to talk to him after the vote, but he made himself scarce. Felix and I got busy with dinner, and afterward, he’d either locked himself in his office or he’d gone to bed early. I tried not to think he was avoiding me, but it felt a lot like he was.

      I rap sharply on his door and ignore the buzzing in my ears.

      “Come in,” he calls.

      I push the door open hesitantly and force myself inside on shaky legs. Hawk sits at his desk, running a hand through his dark black hair. He isn’t looking at me when I walk in, instead staring at something on his computer. Again, I get the feeling that he’s ignoring me, even though I can’t possibly understand why.

      “You wanted to see me?”

      I sound so stupid. Obviously, he wanted to see me. It’s why I’m here. He looks up sharply, studying me.

      “What’s wrong with you?” he asks, narrowing his brown eyes at me. “Sit down.”

      “Nothing’s wrong,” I mutter, sitting down carefully.

      “You’re being weird,” he accuses me, seeing right through my facade.

      I widen my eyes in surprise. “Everything’s fine,” I answer quickly.

      “Good,” he nods. “Now that you’ve decided to stay, I think that you could be a great asset to us. I’m pulling you out of the kitchen.”

      That’s not at all what I’m expecting to hear. I also don’t love the sound of that. The kitchen has become something of a safe haven to me. Felix and I have developed a really nice working relationship. I’m in no hurry to give that up.

      “What do you want me to do?” I ask curiously.

      “You may know that our businesses aren’t exactly above board. Not all of them, anyway. But dirty money only goes so far, so we have to work on increasing our legitimate operations, especially now that Red has a target on our backs.”

      My stomach twists as I think of that vile man. Hopefully, having my gun pointed at his head has encouraged him to leave well enough alone, but somehow I doubt it. Keeping him away from the club sounds like a great idea to me.

      “You have a natural gift for dealing with difficult people,” he continues.

      I almost laugh at the absurdity of that. I’ve never thought of myself as being good at dealing with difficult people. More like, difficult people keep wandering into my life, and I do what I can to survive them.

      “You’re also good at reading people. You cut through the bullshit and get to the truth of things.”

      “I’m not hearing a job description in there,” I say anxiously.

      He’s being entirely too complimentary and so formal. It makes my skin crawl, honestly. This isn’t how I know him.

      “Right,” he sighs. “I’d like you to work with Chase to handle some negotiations and contracts. You’ve met my brother, right?”

      I immediately picture the man who looks like a younger, more put-together version of Hawk. He’s like Hawk in an alternate universe where he’s clean-cut and works in a downtown office building, instead of a dirty motorcycle club in the middle of nowhere.

      “Briefly,” I answer truthfully.

      “Well, you’ll be getting to know each other a lot better,” he tells me. “He’ll help teach you the ropes before we throw you to the wolves.”

      “I’m really fine in the kitchen,” I tell him warily. “I mean, if it’s a matter of finding me a job around here, I don’t mind helping Felix.”

      He fixes me with a stern look.

      “Ivy, this isn’t about you paying dues. It’s about utilizing the skills you already have in a way that will work most to the club’s advantage.”

      I bristle a little at his words. This is new territory for me. No one’s ever trusted me with this much responsibility before. Somehow, it feels like a trap for me to fall into, like if I don’t perform well, he’ll have an excuse to make me leave.

      Somewhere, deep inside of me, I know that’s ridiculous. Hawk is the one who offered to let me stay. There’s no reason he’d kick me out. I have to get used to the idea that there isn’t always a catch.

      Just as I’m about to argue with him again, there’s another knock at the door. Blaze sticks his head in without waiting for Hawk to invite him in.

      “Oh, sorry,” he says with a completely unapologetic tone.

      “It’s fine,” Hawk says, turning back to his computer. “I was just informing Ivy about our decision to move her to our legitimate operations. Take her to the garage and show her the books.”

      “Is that what we decided?” Blaze asks, raising his eyebrow.

      Hawk glares at him, and I feel like I’m standing in the middle of a duel. Blaze clearly doesn’t agree with Hawk’s decision, and I can’t help but wonder why.

      “I’ll see you later, I guess,” I tell Hawk as I get up and move toward the door. Blaze holds it open for me in a way that I have to duck under his arm to leave.

      “Wait for me?” he asks before going into the office and slamming the door shut.

      Not even a second later, I hear their raised voices.
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        * * *

      

      *Blaze*

      

      “You’re going to run her off,” I warn Hawk darkly. “She’s barely decided to stay here. If you give her too much, too soon, she’s going to leave.”

      “You underestimate her,” he shoots back. “You think she’s this fragile, broken bird who needs to be watched at all times. She needs a chance to prove herself and rise to the occasion. This will be good for all of us.”

      “You’d better be right,” I snap. “I don’t want to lose her.”

      “Neither do I,” he says sharply. “So take her to the garage and get her started on the books. Chase should be back from Dallas later today.”

      I nod and turn on my heel. Ivy working with Chase makes me feel uneasy. He’s a good kid, and smart too. He’s also a lot easier on the eyes than his brother. The last thing any of us needs is for Ivy to go and fall for him too.

      “Everything okay?” she asks as I open Hawk’s door.

      “Of course it is, sugar,” I say with a wink.

      She smiles, and we fall into step. I resist the urge to wrap my arm around her shoulder. As much as I want to, it could be seen as overly possessive. Hawk, Ghost, Mav, and I all promised to protect Ivy no matter what. We never exactly ironed out the details on what it would look like when she decided to stay.

      “Do you think this is a good idea?” she asks hesitantly, showing a rare moment of vulnerability. “Hawk seems to think I’d be good at this, but I’m not sure.”

      “I know you’ll be good at it.” I grin at her. “People gravitate toward you. Besides, you’ve got a gorgeous face. It’s hard to say no to you.”

      She rolls her eyes and smacks me on my arm as we make our way to the garage. This is where Hawk wants us to start for now. Thank God, Maverick isn’t here right now. I don’t think I could stand fighting for her attention with anyone else so early in the morning.

      “We’re going to start expanding our garage services,” I explain, “opening it up to the public. The Black Vultures have made it impossible for small businesses to operate in Ransom. That gives us a unique opportunity to make some extra income.”

      “Will Maverick be able to handle all that new business?”

      “We’ve got a couple of other guys who are competent enough under the hood, and Maverick can train more if need be. It’s an easy place for us to start because people know we’re good with vehicles. If we can get them to trust us with more than their emergency repairs, we’re sitting on a goldmine.”

      She looks around the garage with narrowed eyes, taking in the lift, the tool wall, the half-disassembled truck in the corner, and the stacks of parts Maverick keeps organized in a way that only his strange brain can comprehend. I see her mind processing, seeing how this could work.

      “So, your plan is to become a regular mechanic shop?” she asks.

      “That might be shooting for the moon,” I admit. “But we want to advertise that we have the capacity to do oil changes and such. If Chase pulls through with his county contacts, we might even get a couple of fleet contracts. We’re not trying to be corporate or some shit.”

      She smiles wryly.

      “No, that probably wouldn’t be good for your street cred.”

      I chuckle.

      “I think our street cred is safely intact, especially after what you did to Vex. Nobody’s going to mess with you, Poison Ivy.”

      She looks down at her feet uncomfortably, but I know she’s secretly pleased. She kicked his ass, and Red’s too. She bites her lip mindlessly, and God, do I love her mouth. It’s so unbelievably distracting while I’m trying to focus on this business shit. I’m about to talk her into the backseat of that truck when Ghost comes barreling in.

      “Hawk wants the patrol routes checked,” he says to me, barely acknowledging her presence.

      He’s so fucking obvious, especially when he’s trying not to be. There’s no way he didn’t see Ivy and me come in here. He’s the ultimate cockblock.

      “That’s weird, because Hawk literally just asked me to show Ivy the books.” I narrow my eyes at him.

      His face remains annoyingly unreadable, and he just shrugs.

      “I don’t know why you’re bothering,” he says to her. “Being involved with this shit comes with a price.”

      “That’s ominous as fuck,” I answer for her.

      “I think I can manage,” she shoots back, staring directly at him, though I don’t know who she’s responding to, exactly.

      I hate how uncomfortable I feel standing in between them. They’re basically eye fucking like nobody else exists. The tension between them is palpable, and it’s bringing out a nasty side of me. Checking the patrol routes would probably be a good idea for me at this point, because being their third wheel is not what I want to be doing with my time.
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            A WARNING FROM THE PAST

          

        

      

    

    
      *Ivy*

      
      Over the next couple of days, things start to fall into a predictable rhythm. Blaze helps me get settled in front of a stack of new paperwork, and I start reconciling accounts. Surprisingly, I find the work to be exciting. I’m helping the club venture into new territory. It makes me feel like I actually belong here. My work is creating a new future that I’ll get to be part of.

      Chase isn’t back from Houston, though, so there’s a lot I still haven’t had a chance to work on. Right now, it’s mostly mundane filing and catching any monetary discrepancies. I’m not remotely qualified to do this kind of work, but no one seems to care. Hawk trusts me. Blaze encourages me. Ghost has started to mostly ignore me. We’re finding a rhythm, somehow.

      I’m halfway through reconciling receipts from a supplier one afternoon when my phone buzzes against the makeshift desk Maverick set up for me in the garage. I ignore it at first because I know if any of the guys in the club need me, they’ll come find me.

      Then it buzzes again. I sigh and grab it, thinking maybe Blaze is out on the road or something. When I pick it up, though, the text message I see isn’t from his number. In fact, it’s from an unsaved number.

      My blood immediately runs cold. It isn’t Logan’s number, though that
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