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        Sleepless Nights

      

      

      I have a night all to myself. I could be anywhere, doing anything I please. I contemplate going to the bar outside town and hooking up for the night. The bartender Penny and I have a mutual understanding, a “friends with benefits” thing going on. Works for her, and sure as hell works for me.

      At least, it was working for me just fine until this black-haired beauty with blue eyes came into my life. Noah’s sister, Charlotte, is by far the most exquisite woman I’ve ever seen, with high cheekbones and perfect olive skin and luscious lips that make me want to haul her over my shoulder and steal her away and kiss her senseless.

      Charli has this down-to-earth, girl-next-door vibe. She’s too young to have to take on the responsibility of raising a teenage boy on her own, but here she is, doing her best. I found out through the grapevine that she saved up enough to rent a place and has her heart set on a tiny two-bedroom cottage not far from Roscoe’s new place. Well, she doesn’t know that it’s mine and I instigated the conversation about this cute place being up for rent. I let the realtor do all the negotiating, not that there was much to discuss. I made damn sure it was reasonable and would meet her budget. She moves in next week. It’ll be good for Noah to have his sister close by and a room of his own. He’s been staying at the compound until Charlotte gets a bigger place.

      I question my sanity because I’m sitting on my bike across the street from Millie’s Diner in the dead of night, gazing up at the apartment above the diner where Charli sleeps. The woman’s a witch! I can’t get her out of my head.

      I’m surprised to see the light flip on in the window, then a few minutes later, switch off. The side door opens, and Charli steps out in the chilled October air. What the fuck is she doing out there, alone, at night?

      She starts to walk toward the elementary school close by. I hop off the bike and follow at a distance. Charli runs her hand along the wire fence as she walks to the swing set. She takes a seat on one of the swings, resting her head on the chain link. I move in closer to her and hear faint audible sobs.

      She’s crying. Alone. In the fucking dark.

      I’m about to approach when I see a shadow moving from underneath the streetlamp and heading straight toward Charli. Charli sees him coming too and jumps off the swing. She starts to run away.

      The man calls out to her. “Charlotte, stop! You can’t avoid me forever.”

      Charli ignores him and keeps running, straight back to where she came from. When the man gives chase, I jump out and block his path.

      “Who the hell do you think you’re chasing?” I get a better look at the guy. He’s middle-aged with a gut on him, but something about him is familiar.

      “Get out of my way.” The man tries to go around me, but I mirror his movements and stop him. “I said get out of my way.”

      “Who the hell are you and what do you want with Charli?” I ask gruffly. He stops and scans my face.

      “You know my daughter? What are you, her pimp?” the fucking asshole says. I see red and react fast, punching him once in the jaw and again in the gut. He doubles over in pain.

      “Don’t you ever say shit like that about Charli again.” He’s about to spew more shit, but I stop him with a warning, “I won’t be responsible for what happens to you if you say another word. Get the fuck away from here while you still have the ability to walk.”

      I’m seething with anger as I watch this guy back away toward a car. He drives off, but I can’t let this go. I head back to Millie’s Diner. All the lights are off, but I check the side door leading to the apartment anyway to make sure she’s locked it. In her state, I wasn’t sure if she was thinking straight.

      I pull out my cell and dial.

      “Wildcard,” Guard’s sleepy voice says into the phone. “Why can’t shit happen at a decent time?”

      I ignore his question. “Shit’s not right with Charlotte.”

      From the rustling on the other end of the phone, Guard is moving around and walking about. His voice is louder when he asks, “What’s up?”

      “I saw her crying at the schoolyard. I was going to check on her when this guy calls her name. She knew who he was and ran. And I mean ran!”

      “Who is this guy?”

      “I stopped him from going after her, and he says he’s her father. That means he’s Noah’s dad too. The asshole insinuated that Charlotte was a prostitute and I was her pimp.” I pause, then add, “I fucking hit him. Hard.”

      “Right.” Guard expels a breath. “Where are you?”

      “Outside Millie’s. Someone’s got to be here if he comes back,” I say. “I’ll stay.”

      “You need to sleep. I’ll get Priest to cover in an hour. But tomorrow, we call a meeting. I think it’s time to find out how much Noah knows about his father.”

      I agree, but it’s also time to confess the reality of what’s happening. “She’s mine, Guard.”

      “No shit, Wildcard. Figured that out at Roscoe’s wedding.” He laughs.

      I thought I was being cool about it. Guess not.
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      I climb into Priest’s SUV and hand him a coffee. It’s the least I can do since he’s been here all night. It’s seven o’clock, and I know Charlotte’s schedule to a T. Right on time, the light blinks on. She’s getting ready for the day.

      Guard sent me home to rest, but that didn’t happen. I lay in my bed, wondering if Charlotte was able to get to sleep. Her frantic expression is seared in my brain. Partly, I was afraid that she’d take off in the middle of the night. I thought better of that because she’s been through hell and back to protect her brother, Noah, and there’s no way she’d leave him behind.

      “Thanks, man,” Priest says, then takes a swig of his coffee. “Not as good as Millie’s, but damn close.” The coffee at Millie’s Diner has been given the title of best in town. Good simple comfort food and great coffee.

      “It’s from Hanna’s.” Hanna’s Bakery is owned by one of our brothers’ wives. Risk met Hanna when she was baking cakes in her own kitchen to make ends meet, but it took him a while to get his head out of his ass and make his move. By the time he did, Hanna had her bakery off the ground, but was being squeezed into bankruptcy by her former father-in-law. That shit was whacked!

      “No one’s approached. Not a sound,” Priest tells me.

      I sigh. “Good.”

      “You gonna talk to Noah about this?” Priest asks, his eyes shifting to me.

      “Need to talk to Charli first. I don’t even know if Noah knows his father exists. The only thing that kid has ever said about his father is that he left them a long time ago. For all I know, he might think he’s dead,” I answer. “If Charli and Noah have that piece of shit as a father, they’re better off without him. She was freaked when she saw him. Not surprised, totally freaked, and she ran to get as far away from him as possible.”

      “Why do you think he’s back?”

      “No clue, but he’s not getting anywhere near them without going through me first,” I say.

      Priest snickers, a glint in his eye. “You fell hard, brother. I thought the next to fall would be Hammer or maybe  Thunder. Since he’s older and all,” Priest comments with a shrug.

      Thunder is something else. He was in Satan’s Pride long before I came along. He was one of the original men to come to town. No one quite knows his story, and Thunder hasn’t been particularly chatty, but there are whispers that a woman was involved. Since he’s been back, he’s been busy. He’s a man of many talents. He helps Risk with his construction business whenever he needs an extra pair of hands, works at the garage with War and Demon, and damn, he’s an amazing mechanic and body guy. Thunder has worked in the parts store when asked and has even gone  along on skips, since Ghost put a two-man policy in place to keep us safe. After what happened with Roscoe being attacked, Ghost wasn’t taking any chances putting another brother in danger.

      But, it must be said, Thunder is a hit with the ladies. Women flock to him like bees to honey. Maybe it’s his raspy voice, or his presence. Don’t really know, but he’s never at a loss for company. He even has a three-date rule. I call it a three-fuck rule. That’s his limit. To be fair, he tells them all up front. Problem is that women always think they can change a man. They haven’t figured out that a man would want to be changed for that to happen.

      “How in the world did you pick Thunder out of the rest of the herd? He’s the last one I would have picked to get serious,” I say.

      “Didn’t you once say that there’s too much to sample to settle for one meal for the rest of your life?” The fucker throws my words back in my face.

      “Fuck off.”

      “Not today.” He laughs.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see the main lights in the diner turn on. Through the window, I see Charlotte behind the counter making a pot of coffee before the morning rush. In less than half an hour, every trucker driving through will be stopping for breakfast and Millie’s coffee.

      Here come Millie and the main cook, Franklin, up the walk and rapping on the doors. Charlotte jumps at the tapping, but comes running when she sees Millie and Franklin outside waiting. Millie has become very protective of Charlotte. She gave her a safe place to stay and makes sure she eats three meals a day. Even more importantly, she listens.

      Between Millie and the Lady Pride, Charlotte’s found herself some great friends to have  her back. The Lady Pride are going to lose their minds when they find out that Charlotte’s being harassed by her absentee father. Then again, I’m making assumptions about her father, and I need to get the truth before I meet with the rest of the brothers later this afternoon.

      “I’m going in.” I fold out of Priest’s vehicle.

      “Good luck, bud. See you at the clubhouse later,” he says. He’s going down the street to meet up with Roscoe. They’ll be heading out to track down a guy who skipped bail. We got word that he’s two counties over. The bartender is a friend of Ghost’s and is making sure he stays put until they get there.

      “Stay sharp out there. Watch your back, brother,” I say to him just before he nods and drives away.
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      Today is going to be tough. I barely slept all night. Every creak and noise had me on edge. My father showed up out of nowhere. My father!

      I haven’t seen him since he last intruded in my life when I was in college. Up until then, my last memory was when he walked out the door when I was nine years old, after beating the shit out of my mom and taking our last fifty bucks.

      Mom came home that night from work and started making dinner. She was a waitress in a diner. How ironic that’s what I’m doing now. Like mother, like daughter. Her name was Lucille, and she was the only light in our very bleak world. No matter how poor we were, Mom always found a way to make us smile. Dad took great pleasure in trying to extinguish that light.

      That night, my father came home drunk and pissed off because they wouldn’t serve him any more alcohol until he paid his tab. Mom tried to get him to sit down, have dinner, and sober up. He wouldn’t have any of it. He’d hurt Mom before, but not like this. He completely lost his mind. I jumped on his back and began to pound on him as hard as I could, and he tossed me aside like a flea off a dog. I fell to the floor with a thud. I think that was what freaked him out. He grabbed some clothes, stuffed them in a duffel bag, and left. After that, I didn’t see him again until the day he showed up at school, years later.

      I hate him. I hate everything about him. I’m just grateful that neither Noah nor I resemble him in any way.

      Mom recovered and was back to work in a week, and our next-door neighbors were a couple who kept us fed until Mom’s next paycheck, not that Mom liked charity, but she agreed and paid them back a little bit each week. She hated relying on others and vowed to be independent and to watch after Noah and me. I worked to save for college and got student loans, and it wasn’t until my second year that dear old dad showed up at my dorm.

      He hadn’t changed one little bit. Dad still thinks the world owes him and he’s been dealt a shitty hand. He didn’t say hello or ask how I was doing. He didn’t even mention Noah or Mom. He got right to the point.

      “Daddy’s little girl is going to college. I should have been given that chance. Instead, I got saddled with a wife and kids.”

      I narrowed my eyes, clenching my fists by my sides, ready to punch him right in the mouth. Then he had the gall to ask for money.

      “Daddy’s little girl figured her shit out all by herself, no thanks to you. It’s time for you to do that for yourself,” I launched back. I went to slam the door in his face, but he pushed through. I knew very well he was going to hurt me. It didn’t matter. He wasn’t going to take any more from me without a fight. I was lucky that my roommate came in when she did, and Dad ran before he got caught.

      I warned Mom, and she and Noah stayed with a friend. According to the neighbor, Dad never did come knocking at their door. It wasn’t long after that that Mom fell ill. She was too sick to work, and financially, the illness was taking its toll on her. That was when I left school to take care of her and Noah as best I could.

      I did a lousy job at both. Mom passed away, and even though the doctors said there was nothing I or anyone else could have done, I still felt guilty for not being able to give her more. The cancer ate away at her until there was nothing left. Noah had started hanging with a bad crowd, and I was so focused on Mom and her health that I didn’t see how serious it was until she was gone.

      I tried to pull him out of the gang and was beaten up for my trouble by a group of them and told to stay out of it. I didn’t. I worked hard and was close to having enough money to take Noah away from there. We’d go anywhere and get a fresh start.

      That was when Noah was caught by Satan’s Pride. We didn’t know it at the time, but it was the best thing that could have happened to him. Since then, he’s gone back to school, he does his homework and studies hard, and he has a bunch of good men as role models. I’ve been adopted by the group of women who call themselves the Lady Pride. It’s made up of the wives and girlfriends of the club. They’ve been wonderful. Willow has urged me to go back to my passion for designing clothes. I even made her wedding gown. It was gorgeous, and I was really proud of my work.

      Since then, I’ve been getting a couple more orders and some seamstress work. It’s not enough to live off on its own, but it’s a big help. I finally have enough to rent a small place for Noah and me.

      Except now, Dad has found out where we are, and God only knows what he wants. Mom told me stories of how Dad grew up with a violent father. Mom fell in love with a bird with a broken wing and was hoping her love would heal him.

      My father’s dysfunctional family turned him into a dysfunctional dad. But that stops now. I won’t allow Noah to fall into that trap. Now that he has his feet on solid ground, I won’t let our father near Noah.

      Noah doesn’t even know he came to see me at school. I don’t want him anywhere near my baby brother.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            You’re Getting It Anyway

          

          CHARLOTTE

        

      

    

    
      The ding of the bell over the door chimes, and in struts my crush. He’s charming, funny, and sweet. They call him Wildcard because, as he once told me, you never know what he’s going to do. I hope I’m not drooling. I swear that man has an effect on me that I can’t explain. The way he walks with purpose, his short-cropped sandy-blond hair with a curl that always seems to land over his eye that makes him even sexier… He reminds me of dashing and daring James Dean. And when his clear blue eyes meet mine, my knees go weak, and I feel a warmth run through me. Since he joined the Pride, he’s been working out a lot. That once skinny kid, the guys talked about is now a muscular, well-built man.

      But right now, Wildcard is stalking straight toward me, his face is set in serious mode, and my mind goes to Noah.

      Did Dad find Noah? Panic ensues. I grip the salt and pepper shakers I’m holding, feeling my fingers cramp.

      “Noah?” I say, my mouth going dry.

      “He’s fine, baby. But I think it’s time you come clean on what the hell is going on with you.”

      I blink once, then again. How can he possibly know? Besides being stunned, I’m getting angry. I don’t owe him an explanation. I’m not asking for anything. I straighten my spine, narrowing my gaze, and, leaning forward, I tell him just that.

      “I don’t owe you an explanation,” I hiss. “Who do you think you are, coming in here and accusing me? I’m not asking for your help, and I don’t need it.”

      I don’t know what reaction I expected, but I certainly didn’t think I’d get the one I got, which is to have his sensual mouth with those perfectly shaped lips surrounded by those whiskers form into a smile that turns into a magnanimous laugh. His head is thrown back and his eyes crinkle as his laughter finally dies down.

      In a humorous tone, he replies, “You didn’t ask for help, but you’re getting it anyway. What you don’t get is that you’re mine. I take care of what’s mine.”

      “What?” I wheeze out. When did that happen? What is he talking about?

      “Think back, dollface. You’ve been mine since the day I set eyes on you. I’ve claimed you.” And then he adds, “And Noah too.” I’m too stunned to speak. I know my mouth is gaping, and I can’t seem to do a thing about it, but he can. A gentle finger comes under my chin, putting slight pressure on it to guide my mouth shut. “This isn’t how I wanted this conversation to go. I’ve caught you off guard, and you need to think on it,” he says, his eyes warm and endearing.

      I nod.

      “I’m sorry, baby. I can’t give you a lot of time. I saw your father last night, and he’s not going to go away.” I gasp, but he ignores it. “I also saw your reaction. Shit is not right. I don’t know how much Noah knows about his dad. I’m guessing not much, but I can’t protect him unless I hear what you have to say.” He’s already close, but he steps even closer, toe to toe  and nose to nose. “That man scares you. I felt it from where I was standing. He doesn’t get to do that to you. As much as you think you may have this under control, you don’t. Which means you may not ask for help, but you’re getting it anyway. Tonight, Noah’s going to be busy at the compound. I’ll make it so. I’m coming here, bringing dinner, and you’re going to tell me what the hell is going on. Are you with me?”

      I want to be with him, so much. But Mom trusted in a man and got a life full of misery. I’ve seen it happen time and time again. That’s not what I want for myself. I want to live and breathe free. Mom was trapped, and with me and Noah to think about, she didn’t live life. She barely existed.

      Yet, for whatever reason, my mouth goes against everything my brain is thinking and says, “I’m with you.” Then he slides his nose against mine. I feel his breath against my skin. I shut my eyes and inhale his manly scent. When his palm cups my cheek, I let my eyes drift open.

      If I could stop the world and freeze time, this would be the moment I choose. He grazes his lips lightly over mine. “You stay put today, dollface. Until we know what we’re dealing with, I want you safe.”

      “Okay,” I manage to mumble before I lose his touch, and he saunters out the same way he came.
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      That didn’t go as expected, but I’ve given her something to think about, and tonight, we’ll delve deeper into her situation. In the meantime, I’m meeting my brothers at the compound. As a club, we decided to take Noah on, and because of that, Charlotte came along for the ride. Although, she’s made her own imprint on the club. The Lady Pride adore her, especially Willow. They’ve become quite close.

      Then there’s Vi, Orion’s wife. She a firecracker! Vi comes across as strong, but she’s truly a sweetheart. She and my Charli both love fashion, Vi in the form of jewelry and accent pieces, her words not mine, while Charli loves to create fashionable clothes.

      I don’t think any of us had a clue as to the extent of her talent until she created a one-of-a-kind wedding dress for Willow. I’m the first to say that I know nothing about fashion, but Willow looked amazing. Since that day, Vi has been working with Charlotte on creating some dress designs and selling them on her website. Ava and Sofia have approached Charlotte as well.

      According to Guard, I haven’t kept it a secret that I was interested in Charlotte, but today, I’m making it official. I’m also going to ask for their help in getting to the bottom of who her father is and what he’s really doing in town.

      Before I meet with my brothers, there’s someone else I want to talk with. I hop on my bike and head over to the high school. If I time it right, Noah will just be arriving. Not that I want or need his permission to see his sister, but I know what they’ve been through and how protective he is of her.

      The first time we met Noah, he was in trouble and part of a rival gang. When he was caught trying to burn down the garage, he thought his life was over, and normally, he would be right. It was Roscoe who saw Noah for what he really was, a young kid pressured into doing something he wanted no part of. Noah actually told us to kill him and end his sister’s suffering. He thought if he were gone, she’d move on. But Guard knew that Noah was worth the effort.

      What he did takes guts. The more time I spend with Noah, the more I know he’s a good kid and is going to grow into a great man. He’s too young to prospect yet, although I was only six months older when Guard let me into the Pride. If he chooses the brotherhood, then we’ll all be there to support him.

      I’ll never forget the first time I met Guard. It was a cold and rainy day, perfect weather for how I was feeling. I hadn’t eaten in three days. I could hardly move, I was so banged up from the beating I took on the streets from some bigger guys, just wanting to pick on the little guy. I came to the cemetery to die near my one and only friend.

      Not that I deserved to be with her. I hadn’t been able to save her. I tried, but it’d been too late. The thought of the day she died still makes me shudder. The intensity of emotions washes over me again, and I force myself to keep my eyes on the road.

      Guard saw something in me that I thought was long forgotten and lost. I couldn’t even get up from the muddy puddle I was going to make my final resting place. He had to carry me out. He asked me one question: “Are you ready to start living?”

      Christ! Up until that moment, my answer would have been “No. Let me go.” Yet, for whatever reason, the dam burst open, and I wept. I cried so hard and so much, I thought I was going to vomit, but I whispered a “Yes.” He asked me nothing else and took me to the club.

      I didn’t meet anyone else for three days, and in those days, I was showered and clean, and Guard brought me food. Soup at first, because I was so malnourished, I wouldn’t be able to handle anything else. Slowly, he introduced me to his brothers, who are now my brothers too. They accepted me and asked no questions.

      It’s not to say they weren’t curious, but they gave me my space. I became a prospect and worked my ass off to prove myself. I even took a knife to the gut for Steady’s woman, Camille. That was a rocky start to a friendship with my man Priest, who’s now one of my best friends.

      Shit! I’ve come a long way. We all have. All led by Guard. And let’s not forget Ghost. He’s another man I owe. He and Guard are the only ones who know what happened that night with Teresa, a sweet girl who had her innocence stripped away so violently that even now, it turns my stomach.

      The school is buzzing with activity. Kids, buses, and teachers are everywhere. But you can’t miss Noah. He sits
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