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This entire series is dedicated to Karen Anne L.

I have not forgotten how kind and gracious you were to me.
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​From the Author
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If while reading this book you come across any word, terminology, slang, misrepresentation/misappropriation of culture or religion that makes you feel hurt, uncomfortable, or offended in anyway, please do not hesitate to contact me. 

My aim is to do better, listen, learn, and grow as I go. I'm not perfect and I don't know it all, but I'm willing to adjust, adapt, and make changes where necessary.

One Love. One Blood. One Heart.
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____

This book is set in Denver, Colorado, a state of which I am not a resident.  To familiarize myself, I have done a lot of research and asked a lot of questions. That said, if despite all my efforts you, being a resident of Denver, Colorado, come across any inaccuracies, I do apologize, especially if it affects your reading experience. Feel free to contact me and I’ll make corrections where necessary. 

Thanks, 

Ann

Theme song for this book:

Storm by Ruelle 
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Toni 
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I feel his eyes on me. 

They’re always on me. I’ve gotten used to it, used to being his prey. 

My back is turned, but I know those azure blue eyes with streaks of gray as well as I know calculus, and they are all over me. 

I’m never able to escape them on C-Tech campus. Down the halls, across the parking lot, in class...I can always feel his pressuring, unrelenting eyes on me. 

Four months ago, when I walked into this class as the new calculus professor and met his bold, simmering gaze for the first time during roll call, it had made me uncomfortable. In my six years of being an on and off math teacher, I’ve never had a student look at me the way he did. At first, since I was new to Colorado, I figured that was just the way of the younglings on this side of the State. I’m eight months in now and that conjecture has been debunked. Only one student watches me as though I’m perpetually snaking my half-naked body around a pole to the beat of Massive Attack’s Angel.  

Nero Gunnar. 

I spin around from the whiteboard and pop the cap back onto my marker as I continue to explain the problem on the board. 

As forty-two pairs of eyes stare past me to the board, one pair meets my direct gaze. He chews on the cap of his pen, his square jaw ticking with each movement. 

I avert my gaze and maintain focus. I’m used to it now. As well as I’m used to the flutter in my belly each time our gazes meet, no matter how brief. 

Where I used to feel uncomfortable before, now I feel...well, sexy. Wanted. Like I’m not some dried-up old prune whose beauty and sexual appeal is no more. 

Which is how I used to feel about myself before I moved here to get away from my self-loathing, self-blaming thoughts and rejections. Except that my thoughts and rejections had also packed up their belongings and came right along with me, refusing to set me free.

Until Nero Gunnar's eyes found me. 

I notice the two girls to his left whispering and giggling while ogling him. He doesn’t even notice. 

Spitefully, I call on one of the girls to come up to the board and solve a problem. She’s stumped, as I knew she’d be. The girl hasn’t got a clue. I’m convinced she’s only in this class to get Nero’s attention. She’s failing miserably at that, too. 

Fifteen minutes later, I dismiss the class. As everyone noisily shuffles out, I turn to clean the whiteboard.

I’m not surprised when I turn back around to find that everyone has cleared out except for Nero. 

At this point, it’s a routine. I don’t bother to ask if there’s something I can help him with. The last time I did that, he smirked at me and said, “What’d you think?”

Under his heated and unwavering gaze, I gather my belongings and turn left to exit the classroom. 

He doesn’t follow. 

That’s not part of the routine. 

~
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I teach two more classes for the day. Two classes devoid of Nero Gunnar’s uninhibited stare. It’s a bittersweet feeling. I’m mildly annoyed and largely anxious when I have a class that he’s in, yet I feel strangely bereft and inexplicably irritated when I have a class he’s not in.

It’s ineffable. 

He’s twenty, and my student. Impure thoughts are forbidden. He should not be having this kind of mental effect on me. I’ve never been more ethically and emotionally flustered in my life.  

Later, when I’ve wrapped up for the day and I’m trotting through the parking lot toward my car, I inhale a deep breath in preparation for the final part of the routine. 

I smell the cigarette smoke before I see him, straddling his Harley that’s parked in the slot next to my SUV.  

Dammit, it is so very wrong of me to say this but screw it, he’s hot. 

Insanely. 

He’s attractively tall. Around six feet two inches to my five feet four. His shoulder-length, sun-streaked blond hair is perennially pulled back in a messy bun. But it’s that rugged, low-cut beard on his angular jaw that gets me every time. It makes him appear older, badass.  

He’s in faded denim, shit-kicker boots, a plain white t-shirt, and a leather biker jacket representing the motorcycle club he’s from. A full sleeve of tattoos clothes one arm, while the other is ink-free. 

He puffs out a mouthful of smoke and studies me through the swirls. He’s not supposed to be smoking on campus, but it’s pretty darn obvious that this guy is both a rule-breaker and limit-pusher.

“Gunnar,” I acknowledge as I walk past him to my car. 

He doesn’t respond. He never does. 

Climbing into my vehicle, I slam the door and start the engine. 

Nero watches me from the outside, as he always does. 

I pull out of the parking space and gas it to the exit. 

Nero watches me leave. 

Glancing back at him in the rear-view mirror, I whisper, “Until tomorrow, Gunnar.” 

Some would call it stalking, or creepy. But weirdly enough, Nero’s presence makes me feel safe. 

I’m new here. Having left all my friends and family back in Washington, Nero Gunnar’s stalkerish tendencies have become my solace. 

I’m not afraid. 
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Toni
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I swing into the driveway of my three-bedroom home in the quiet, tucked-away neighborhood of Opal Meadows.

My overly friendly neighbor, Cookie, strolls out on her upper balcony as I clamber out of my car. “Hey, Professor.” 

Aside from interactions with other professors on campus, I’ve kept to myself since settling here. I’ve been practicing the art of solitude and loving it. But with Cookie, there’s no escaping. She’s determined to be my friend. I’m not sure why—I’m a pretty boring person. 

Slapping on a smile, I wave back. “Hey, Cookie. Had a good day?”

She sips amber liquid from a high-ball glass. “It was alright. Smoked a blunt, caught up on some Ray Donovan episodes, did some laundry. About to prepare dinner now then grab a quick nap before work later.”  

Cookie is the proprietor of high-class gentleman’s club in town, but you’d never be able to tell with all the pink, sparkly teenage crap she wears. When she told me she’s pushing forty, I almost didn’t believe her. Thirty is more believable.  

With her ever-glossy, ever-bouncy, voluminous red hair and big, bright eyes, you’ll be quick to dub her as the girl next door. But Cookie is far from it. She’s bossy, tough, and forceful. Conniving. A chronic pot-smoker, an alcohol-abuser. She could outbake Martha Stewart with her eyes closed. 

Due to her career choice, the prudes and judgy-Suzies in the neighborhood treat her with contempt. According to them, she doesn’t “belong” in the pricey, cushy, classy neighborhood of Opal Meadows.  Tell that to her G-Class Benz parked in her driveway and her Audi parked in the back garage, or the mortgage she doesn’t have since she bought her house with cash. If she can afford to live in the neighborhood, then she certainly belongs in the neighborhood.

“Sounds like a damn good day to me,” I say through a light laugh.  

She shrugs and takes another sip of alcohol. “I’ve got like four loaves of lemon zucchini bread in the oven. Want a loaf when they’re done?” 

My mouth waters. Did I mention she makes the best freaking pastries? Thanks to my blessed genes, I don’t gain weight easily, but her delicious pastries have made me seven pounds heavier since I moved here. I swear she’s always baking something, and seeing as I’m the only one in the neighborhood she’s sociable with, I’m often the recipient of a lot of tasty goodies. “Gimme, gimme!” 

Laughing, she takes a gulp of her liquor this time, emptying the glass, and strolls back inside. 

A stack of assignment papers in hand, I climb the steps to my porch and key open the front door. Marley, my cat, greets me at once, brushing her snow-white fur against my legs. I deposit the papers on the side table before crouching down to pet her. “Well, hello to you, too,” I croon. “You missed Mommy, didn’t you?” 

She meows in delight, loving the attention; so spoiled. 

I scoop her up and amble into the living area, dumping my workbag and keys on the teal sofa. Marley leaps out of my arms and snuggles up against the throw pillows.

I glance around the quiet house. Clean, modern, high-end, and mine.

How am I able to afford a luxury SUV and a home in an expensive neighborhood on a teacher’s salary? Well, the answer is, I can’t afford to live like this on a teacher’s salary. 

I grew up in a fairly privileged family—not affluent, but comfortable. At age twenty, I fell in love with a mogul twelve years older and shrieked, “Oh My God, yes!” when he proposed. 

The bliss of our marriage lasted a little over a year before he began cheating on me, repeatedly and unapologetically. If I wanted to maintain my financial security and status, as my friends and family advised me, then I needed to learn to look the other way. “It is what we all do as wives,” they’d said. “Boys will be boys. Especially when they’re loaded.” 

Young and naive, I followed the advice of women whom I believed were wiser than me and remained in a hapless marriage for almost a decade. Suffered through three miscarriages and spent the majority of my evenings in therapists’ offices. 

The one thing that kept me sane was continuously advancing my education. I’m a math brain, and no matter how many degrees I got, I never felt satisfied or fulfilled. Not even after receiving my Ph.D. 

It wasn’t until he knocked up a nineteen-year-old college student, moved her into a mansion on our street, and even began sleeping there a few nights a week, that I said enough was enough. I was the laughingstock of the neighborhood. The idiot wife whose husband had zero respect for her. I couldn’t step outside without people staring and whispering. 

I served him divorce papers, which he refused to sign. Nope, not until he was ready to sign it. He wanted it to be said that he left me, not the other way around. A year later, after he found another young thing and proposed to her, he served me divorce papers. I gladly signed them. 

Our initial prenuptial agreement granted me 2.5 million dollars for each year of our marriage, along with the mansion we lived in, but with how blatant and careless he’d been with his affairs, he knew if I contested it—which I actually didn’t plan to do—I’d walk away a billionaire, so he preemptively offered me an insanely hefty settlement in addition to the original agreement.

Filled with shame and resentment toward the people in my life who, for the love of money and status, had pressured me into staying in a relationship that humiliated me and stole every bit of joy, confidence, and self-value I had, I sold the mansion, rented out the Paris penthouse he’d ceded me in the settlement, donated all my clothes and jewelry to charity, then got into my car with nothing but Marley and a duffle bag, and just drove. 

I didn’t know where I was going, I knew only that I needed to find myself. 

For days on end, it was nothing but a blissful series of highway speeding, B&B stops, and Rihanna on repeat. I felt...free. Like I could do anything, be anyone.

It wasn’t until my stop in Denver that I felt as if I had reached my destination. The weather, the views, the food, the culture...I was home. 

Without second-guessing it, I bought a house, secured a job, and made Denver my haven. 

For the most part, I’m content in my isolation. On some days, though, the loneliness becomes weary. Sometimes I feel sorry for myself. I do miss my family, my friends, but they are all toxic and insalubrious, driven by greed and status, so I maintain our relationship with distance, communication via email only. None of them knows where I am, and I’ll never tell them. The farther apart we are, the better. 

The full-length mirror across the open space of my living area shows me my reflection, a face that’s both content and discontent. At 110 pounds, most would describe me as petite. My dark brown hair barely touches my shoulders in a curly bob—the “new me” haircut I got immediately after my divorce. I’m often described as “Blasian,” much to my displeasure. Quadracial is more appropriate, with my mom being of Japanese and Dominican descent, and my father of Native American, German-American, and African-American descent. But it’s too exhausting to correct people’s assumptions, so I don’t bother anymore.  

Since relocating to Denver, I’m slowly regaining my self-confidence. To chase off the self-loathing, I practice self-love by never breaking promises I make to myself.  

During the liberating and meandering road trip I embarked on after being freed from my disastrous marriage, I decided to remain single. No more men, no more relationships. I can do life all by myself.

Relationships are sweet and fun and euphoric...until they are not. The brief feelings of happiness, contentment, and tingly, tummy-flipping love we feel in the honeymoon phase of a relationship, are just not worth the pain and heartache that will inevitably ensue. I’m perfectly fine with being single. 

On the tail end of that thought, however, azure blue eyes leap across my mind.  With a groan, I crash down on the couch next to Marley. She crawls onto my lap. 

Confession time: my name is Toni Blume, I am a calculus professor, and I am insanely, irrationally, inconceivably attracted to my twenty-year-old student. I’m thirty-two and freshly divorced. This should not even be a thing! But, because life hates me, it is.

There. 

I admit it. 

I like Nero Gunnar’s blatant stares. I crave it. Get high off it. 

And when I am alone within the safe walls of my home, I allow myself to think about him. It’s wrong and deluded, unthinkable, sheer insanity, and did I mention wrong?

We have a relationship, him and I. It is silent, platonic, chimeric. 

That is all it will ever be. Because not only is any other kind of unprofessional engagement with my student off the table, but as aforementioned, I’m perfectly fine doing life on my own.

My doorbell rings and I grin down at Marley as she peers up at me with a purr.

Our lemon zucchini bread is here.
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Nero 
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“You need some pussy, man,” Scratch, my brother in more ways than one says, clapping me hard on the back before he drops down on the stool next to me. 

Taking a drag of Menthol Marlboro, I slide him a glance. “And you need to get a checkup before your dick rots. Been slutting it up like there’s about to be a drought or something.” 

“At least I’m not rolling ‘round here a miserable ball of tension like you are.” He signals the barman for a beer. “Seriously, man, grab a Club Cat, stick your dick in, and release some of that. For shit’s sake.” 

Scratch is the closest thing I’ve got to a brother. Half-Samoan and four years older than me, we grew up together in the same foster family, starved and abused with six other kids by our piece-of-shit foster parents. They kept us for the paychecks, squandered it all on gambling and alcohol. What groceries they did bother to buy was just never enough to feed all of us.

Scratch and I, being the oldest of the bunch, used to be on the streets hustling, doing all sorts of odd jobs. We’ve always looked bigger, older than our age, so folks believed us when I said I was fifteen, even though I was twelve, and when Scratch said he was nineteen, even though he was sixteen. It was either that or die in that wretched house. 

Our foster sister, Kendra, a year younger than me, would fight to come along with us. She proved herself to us, that she was tough as nails and just as capable as we were. We became a triple-braided rope. Survivors. Inseparable. 

A week before his eighteenth birthday, Scratch left home and joined the Den of Heathens MC as a Prospect and found a new family of brothers. I felt jealous and abandoned. But by association, they allowed me to hang around, gave my virgin fourteen-year-old self busty older women to bang, beer to drink, weed to smoke. The compound became my home.

At fifteen, Judge gave me a job at his auto repair establishment, The Metal House. That was the start of my mechanic apprenticeship. By then Scratch had earned his patch and was voted in. 

At seventeen, although I wasn’t yet of age, Judge became my sponsor and brought me into the MC as a prospect. A month after my eighteenth birthday, I earned my patch and was voted in. I became an official brother. 

Kendra was a whiz at number-crunching, so Scratch and I came together and paid for an accounting course to get her certified, which eventually landed her a job with Judge as a bookkeeper at The Metal House. 

Now all three of us are a part of the DoH MC family.

The men of the club are my brothers, but Scratch is my brother. The only fool who can say whatever the hell he wants to me without getting his face bashed in. 

“Done messin’ around with these Club Cats. Too easy,” I tell him. “Got my eye on something sweet and classy.” 

This gets his attention. “Huh,” he drags with intrigue. “Pray, tell me all about this classy tail.” 

Like hell. She’s mine. My secret to keep, and I’m not sharing her with anyone. Not even Scratch. 

When I don’t respond and take a long pull of my smoke instead, he nods in understanding. “Ah, I see. This is ‘potential ole lady’ kind of ass.” He takes a swig of beer. “Does she at least know you’ve marked her?” 

“She’s smart.” I knock ash from my cancer stick. “If she hasn’t yet, she will. Soon enough.” 

Scratch throws his head back and laughs. “Man, you’re one psycho son of a bitch.” 

“Says the man who’s gotta have his blood drawn to get off,” I shoot back. 

Dude’s into some sick shit. Always got a scratch, cut, or welt somewhere that some chick gave to him, as big and muscle-bound as he is. Hence the alias “Scratch.” I’ve had enough orgies with the guy to know he’s seriously jacked in the head.

Kendra comes smashing in between us just then. “Hey, dickwads.” 

“Goddammit, sis,” Scratch groans, rubbing his shoulder. “You made of steel or something?” 

“Nope. I’ve been weight-training with Judge.” She flexes her arms and kisses each of her biceps. “A few more weeks and I’ll be ripped.” 

“Why?” I ask dully, taking in her jet-black hair, heavy-lined silver eyes, and puffy lips covered with black lipstick. 

“Why do I wanna be ripped?” she asks. When I shrug in response, she fixes her hands on her hips and replies with sass, “Because I can.” 

“You think dudes are attracted to ‘ripped’ chicks?” Scratch asks her. 

“I don’t give a shit what dudes are attracted to. I’m doing this for me.” 

Scratch shrugs in surrender. “Suit yourself. Don’t come running to me when you can’t get any guys to dick you.” 

“As a matter of fact,” she starts smugly, “that’s what I came to talk to you about.” 

Shimmying snugly between us, she lowers her voice, “I like someone, and he likes me, too. And I want your blessing to—” 

“He a brother?” Scratch curtails. 

“Y-yes,” she says with hesitance. 

“Then no,” I growl, stubbing out my cigarette. 

Is she insane? These men are my brothers, but they’re also animals. There’s no one here, myself included, who’s worthy of her. The few decent brothers already have old ladies, and even they screw around on their old ladies from time to time. 

She bristles, glaring at me, and just short of stomping her foot, hisses out, “Why not?” 

Before I can growl at her again, Scratch shakes his head at me and chips in, “Because you can do better than us. Go find yourself a boring accountant or something
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