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      For Riley, my reason for everything I do.

      

      For every reader who found me on Inkitt and decided to follow me on my publishing journey.

      

      For every reader who loves a man who will learn how to love her properly. Who doesn’t see mental illnesses as a problem to be fixed and instead just sees more of a woman to love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note from the Author:

          

        

      

    

    
      This book contains elements some readers may not find enjoyable. These include depression, anxiety, postpartum depression, postpartum psychosis, accidental pregnancy, graphic violence, near-death experience, a secret child, and a prisoner-of-war backstory.

      The MMC in this book is tender and softhearted and will do anything in the world to keep his woman happy and healthy.

      If any of this is triggering for you, I advise against reading.

      If you have any questions before diving in, please do not hesitate to reach out to me on social media or my email: authortosmith@gmail.com

      With all of that being said, happy reading!
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      Three years. That was how long I had been gone from here—from the club that had become my family and from my sister.

      And from the one woman that would always feel like home to me—Trixie.

      Sabotage met me at the gates. There was twice the number of bikes in the parking lot today, which shocked me. I was hoping I hadn’t come back home at a bad time. I really just wanted some down time after the hell I’d gone through.

      I arched an eyebrow at Sabotage as I pushed my hand through my hair. It was practically buzzed on the sides but longer on top, falling slightly into my eyes. I flicked it out of the way.

      “Damn, kid, you filled out,” Sabotage commented, drawing me into a hug as he clapped me on the back. “No longer than scrawny ass kid. How’s the back treating you?”

      I shrugged. I still got pains in it, but I would be alright. Apparently, that wasn’t enough for the fucking government though because they discharged me as soon as I was healed. I would continue to get medical insurance through them, but my career with the military was over.

      So, I’d called Sabotage, let him know I was ready to come back home. And he had reminded me that the club was always open to me.

      “A party?” I asked with a chuckle when I noticed Thor stumbling drunkenly with Hatchet, both of them roaring with laughter. Thor was always the life of the party, always getting someone into some kind of shenanigan.

      “Go big or go home, kid,” Sabotage said with a shrug. “You ready for this?”

      I hummed, staring at the clubhouse, the one place I’d been promised would always be my home. Parties didn’t bother me, and I knew the club had them frequently. “Who else is here?” I asked as I walked up to the clubhouse with him.

      “King’s Disciples,” Sabotage informed me. I arched an eyebrow at him. I’d never met any of them before I’d left for the military. Granted, I hadn’t been around but for a few months, but still. “Long story, but Ghost is their road caption. When I called him and let him know you were coming home, Judge put together a run, and their club rode out here to welcome you home.”

      I wanted to ask what made Ghost switch clubs, but I kept my mouth shut. If Sabotage wanted me to know someone’s personal shit, he would tell me. Besides, I hated it when people pried into my life, so I had no problem leaving everyone else’s the fuck alone.

      Sabotage pushed open the clubhouse door. My little niece looked up, running to Sabotage. Fuck, she had really grown up. Her curls were pulled up into a messy ponytail, most likely because my sister hated dealing with them. Hailey always managed to make a mess out of her hair.

      “Daddy!” she squealed, making Sabotage laugh as he lifted her onto his hip.

      “Hailey!” Izzy barked. “I’ve told you over and over not⁠—”

      My sister’s eyes landed on me as she came over, her eyes widening in surprise. Her words got stuck in her throat, and tears filled her eyes. I smiled at her as I dropped my bag at my feet, opening my arms to her.

      “Alex!” she screamed, dragging all attention to us.

      I stumbled as she launched herself at me, barely catching her as she did so. I laughed as I hugged her back, my arms wrapping tightly around her. “Hey, sis.” Fuck, I’d missed her.

      “You’re really fucking here!” she yelled in my ear, squeezing me tightly. I winced but didn’t say a fucking word. If I lost an ear drum due to her yelling, it would be worth it.

      Sabotage gently pulled her off of me. “Yeah, sis, I’m here,” I assured her with a grin. She looked on the verge of bursting into tears. “I told you that I would come back home.”

      “God, you’re such a dick for leaving.” I snorted. “Come on,” she said, grabbing my hand in hers and pulling me to the bar. “One of the guys will take your bag to your room.” As soon as she said that, Grave silently walked over to my bag and carried it up the stairs to my old room. These men listened to her as much as they listened to Sabotage. Her word was law, just as Sabotage’s was.

      I looked over at the dance floor, my eyes instantly landing on Trixie as if drawn there by an unseeable force. We’d had a small fling before I left for basic training, but that was all it had been—a fling. I couldn’t have more with her at the time, not when I knew I was leaving, even if I’d wanted everything with her.

      I couldn’t deny that I still craved her as much as I did back when we were still eighteen. My blood pounded in my veins, begging for me to make her mine.

      Trixie’s beautiful eyes locked on mine as she continued dancing against Bullet. My blood was boiling in my veins with jealousy, but I buried it, schooling my expression into a mask of indifference.

      I turned back to my sister, but she was already watching me. “Still got a thing for Trixie?” she asked me.

      I shrugged, knowing Izzy was the one person I couldn’t lie to. “I don’t have time to act on it,” I told her honestly. “Sabotage has offered me a patch,” I explained at her questioning look, swiftly changing the subject.

      Izzy’s eyes widened. Obviously, she hadn’t heard yet. “A patch?” she asked incredulously.

      I nodded. “Obviously, no rank on it, but a patch—skip prospect level. He trusts me. If I accept, he’ll call a vote.”

      “You sure you’re ready for that?” Izzy asked with a hint of worry in her voice. She handed me a bottle of beer. “This isn’t the military, Alex. This shit isn’t legal.”

      I smirked. “Sis, I was in the middle of a fucking war zone the moment I got out of basic.” I wasn’t going to mention to her or anyone else that I had been captured, had been held as a prisoner of war, hence why I’d had a bullet in my back and had to endure months of physical therapy. I was covered in scars from the time I’d been stuck in that fucking camp. “I can handle whatever the Savage Crows throws at me,” I told her honestly.

      She sighed. “I just worry about you, Alex,” she said quietly.

      I covered her hand with mine as she swallowed nervously. “Sis, when Sabotage worries about me, then you should. Until then, just know I’m okay, yeah? Trust me,” I begged her. “I know how to take care of myself.”

      She blew out a soft breath before she nodded her head. Then, she smiled. “I’m glad you’re back home, Alex.” She smirked. “Now, go get Trixie before Bullet drags her to his room.”

      I rolled my eyes at my sister before I turned my head to look at Trixie once more. She had a bottle of Jack in her hand now, and she was tilting it backward as Bullet ran his hands over her curvy body. I stood up from the stool, downing my beer in one go before I walked over. I vaguely heard my sister laugh, but I ignored her.

      “Mind if I cut in?” I asked Bullet. Trixie’s body tensed, though I could tell she was trying to act as if my presence didn’t bother her at all. I’d always been able to read her so well.

      He grinned, clapping me on the shoulder. “Not at all, brother. Welcome home.”

      Trixie narrowed her eyes at me as soon as Bullet walked away. I crossed my arms over my chest, staring down at her with unreadable eyes, my face not giving a damn thing away about how I was feeling. “Welcome home?” she asked, her voice low with anger.

      I arched an eyebrow at her. “That’s what he said, isn’t it?” I retorted, trying to figure out why the fuck she was so defensive.

      “You’re staying?” she demanded, suddenly sounding furious.

      I instantly uncrossed my arms from my chest, narrowing my eyes down at her. “Spit your fucking problem out, Trixie,” I snapped down at her. It was always hot and cold with her, though I understood it. She suffered from mental health disorders. I always tried to be patient with her, though sometimes, it was hard—like now, when she was being hateful for no reason at all.

      “Everyone else may be happy that you’re here, Alex, but I’m not.” Her words cut me deep, even if I didn’t let it show. But fuck, I was bleeding. “I wish you had fucking stayed gone,” she snarled, shoving past me.

      I gripped her arm, yanking her back in front of me. I pinned her against the wall, my knee between her legs with my arms caging her in. She swallowed thickly, her pulse jumping at the base of her throat.

      “Care to fucking explain?” I quietly asked. “I left on good terms with you, Trixie. In fact, I remember making sure you were the last fucking person I said goodbye to before I boarded that fucking plane for basic training.” Her hatefulness didn’t make sense in my fucking head.

      She was silent for a moment. I watched all of her emotions pass through her eyes. One of the biggest ones was fear and regret. I braced myself.

      Something had happened while I was gone, and I needed to know what the fuck happened.

      “I was pregnant,” she whispered, her eyes running over my face.

      I jerked my head back from her like I’d been slapped, but I didn’t move my body from hers. “What the fuck do you mean you were pregnant?” I snarled. Why the fuck hadn’t I been told? No one fucking told me. Not even my sister. What the absolute fuck.

      She swallowed thickly. “Exactly what I said, Alex. No one here knew. I left—told Sabotage that I needed some time away—and I went back home up north to live with my mom.” A tear slid down Trixie’s face as her expression cracked, revealing the sad, depressed girl I had fallen so hard for almost three years ago. My heart shattered in my chest.

      I’d fucking abandoned her.

      “I had an episode. It was really bad, Alex. I wouldn’t eat, wouldn’t sleep. I felt so dead inside. She—Alexandra is her name—didn’t even bring me happiness.” She swallowed thickly. “I wanted to love her and take care of her so badly, Alex, but I couldn’t,” she choked out.

      I lowered my head to look into Trixie’s eyes. “Baby, what happened?” I asked softly, calling her the one name that had once brought so much love and adoration to her eyes—happiness—and I was dying to see it in her eyes now. But instead, the woman in front of me was broken—shattered.

      “My mom kicked me out and took me to court.” A broken sob slipped past her lips. I moved my body closer to hers, protecting her from the prying eyes of everyone else around us. “I only get supervised visitation with her.”

      Without a word, I moved back from her. Gripping her under her ass, I lifted her. Trixie linked her ankles behind my back as I pushed her face into the crook of my neck, carrying her out of the party and hiding her broken expression from everyone’s prying eyes.

      I passed Ghost on my way, and I paused, arching an eyebrow at him as he held a baby in his arms, Jessa on his lap. Another man was sitting beside them. His eyes were cold and calculating, but they weren’t threatening.

      I looked back at Ghost. He grinned at me. “Good to see you home, brother.”

      “Yeah,” I said with a slight, disbelieving laugh. “You, too. Congrats on your club switch and the new title, Disciple.”

      Ghost grinned, pressing a kiss to Jessa’s temple. I nodded once at the man wearing the president cut as he lightly gripped Jessa’s thigh—a protective gesture that I understood. Deciding not to pry and figure out their dynamic, I continued striding up the stairs, carrying Trixie to the room that I had stayed in when I used to live here.

      “I’ll fix this, baby,” I promised her once we were inside my old room, the door shut behind us. “We’ll get her back, okay? I’m back now.” I sighed softly, gently pulling her head off my shoulder so I could meet her teary, hazel eyes. The lost, tortured look in them tore at my fucking soul. “I wish you had called me or at least called my sister,” I said softly. “This could have been prevented, baby.”

      “I felt so empty,” she whispered, her voice cracking. “And then, I’d lost everything. It all happened so fast.” She drew in a shuddering breath. “I asked Sabotage if I could come back. I knew he wouldn’t ask any questions.”

      I set Trixie on my bed. She pulled her phone out of her pocket and handed it to me. A beautiful, brown-haired, hazel-eyed little girl was beaming at the camera when I looked at her background.

      Protectiveness rose in me like a coiled snake as I stared at the little girl that looked so much like Trixie. Swallowing thickly, I kneeled in front of Trixie, reaching up to cup her face in my hands. “I’m here to stay, baby,” I assured her. “We will get Alexandra back.”

      “I call her Alex,” Trixie said softly, running her eyes over my face.

      I grinned at her, my grin only widening when Trixie finally smiled at me as well, finally warming my soul with that smile that felt like home. I brought her hands up to my lips, pressing kisses to her knuckles.

      It was cemented. I would be accepting that patch, and the first thing that I was requesting was the club to back me up in the custody battle that would no doubt be sure to come.

      Trixie would have our daughter back, and I would have my family.
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      I watched the men file out of the chapel, most of them heading toward, the kitchen, where Izzy and Reina were finishing up breakfast. Layla was getting the kids seated and getting them ready to eat. Church had been held early that morning—earlier than usual. Whatever they had discussed, Sabotage wanted it done early. He normally gave the men enough time to eat breakfast, at the very least.

      “Izzy, Trixie!” Sabotage’s voice boomed from inside of the chapel.

      I shared a confused look with Izzy as she quickly came out of the kitchen, a frown tugging at her lips. She only shrugged at me before we both headed toward the chapel where Sabotage was waiting. Alex was sitting at the end of the table, a brand-new cut on his back, labeling him as the charter’s new chaplain. Pride swelled in my chest for him.

      When Alex had first shown up at the clubhouse years ago, he had clashed heads with most of the men. It didn’t take them long to grow a strong respect for him though, and I knew he would make a great addition to the club.

      But I had to admit that I was honestly a bit shocked that the chaplain patch hadn’t gone to Bullet, seeing as he had been a member of the club way before Alex had been. But I knew Sabotage did things for a reason.

      “Close the door,” Sabotage instructed. A soft click sounded as Izzy shut the door. I nervously flicked my eyes to Sabotage, only to find him already looking at me. “Trixie, take a seat.”

      I slowly sat down, and Alex moved from his seat, coming to stand behind me. He placed a comforting hand on my shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze—a reminder that he would always be a strong, steady force behind me, which I was grateful for. My stomach was a bundle of nerves. Had I done something wrong?

      Izzy moved to stand next to Sabotage. She shot her husband a questioning look but didn’t open her mouth. “Trixie, you know you could have come to me about anything, yes?” Sabotage asked me, his voice gruff.

      I swallowed thickly, my heart rate picking up speed in my chest. “Yes,” I answered, my voice barely reaching him, coming out more like a squeak than anything. Alex leaned down and pressed a kiss to the top of my head, calming me a little bit.

      Sabotage leaned forward, linking his fingers together on the table as he studied me with unreadable eyes. “So, why didn’t you?” he asked.

      “I don’t—” I choked out, unsure of what the hell was happening. And I hated uncertainties. It tended to make me feel like I was drowning.

      “He knows, baby,” Alex gently told me. I swung my head around to stare up at him. My eyes were wide with shock and disbelief. He had barely been home and had already spilled everything that I had hidden for years. “I came to him this morning before church was called.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and turned back around in my seat. Drawing in a deep breath, I slowly opened my eyes.

      I felt like my world was slowly spinning out of control.

      “What’s going on?” Izzy demanded as she looked at me, then to her little brother.

      Tears filled my eyes. I was thankful that I hadn’t had a chance to do my make-up yet that morning. If I had, it would be absolutely ruined. “I didn’t know what to do,” I told Sabotage, my voice breaking as I spoke. I knew Sabotage would expect an explanation. Alex had already spilled all of the beans.

      “This club is your family, Trixie.” My bottom lip trembled, my chest tightening. “It always has been, and nothing will change that,” Sabotage gently reminded me. “I want to help you, but I can’t do that if I don’t know what’s going on. So, start from the beginning.”

      Alex removed his hand from my shoulder and kneeled in front of me. My hands shook in my lap, and I avoided his gaze.

      “Look at me, baby,” he softly coaxed. Drawing in a deep breath, I slowly raised my eyes to meet his. He reached up and gently ran his thumbs over my cheeks. I circled my hands around his wrists, clinging to him. “The Savage Crows can help us,” he assured me. “I just need you to tell Sabotage everything, okay? No one here will judge you, baby.”

      I nodded, drawing in a shaky breath. “That’s my girl,” he praised, warming my heart, giving me just a tiny bit of strength with his words and his praise.

      He stood again and pressed his lips to mine in a tender kiss before he took his spot back behind me, placing his hands back on my shoulders.

      “I was six weeks pregnant when Alex left for basic training,” I quietly began. Izzy’s eyes flashed with rage, and she opened her mouth to speak, but Sabotage grabbed her hand, shaking his head at her. She clenched her jaw and glared at me. I flinched.

      “Not now, sis,” Alex warned his sister. “You start some shit with her, and you’ll quickly realize where my loyalties lie.” She gritted her teeth but kept her mouth shut.

      I sucked in a sharp breath of air, my chest aching. “I didn’t tell him because I wanted him to make something of himself without the added worry of a baby.”

      “Is that why you left?” Sabotage asked me.

      I nodded. “I didn’t want anyone here finding out about the pregnancy and telling Alex. He didn’t need to be tied down back then.” I wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans. “When I was pregnant with Alexandra, I was diagnosed with bipolar depression,” I informed them. Izzy’s eyes softened. “My mother was freaked out by the random highs and lows I would get. For a few weeks, I would be okay—happy, constantly doing something—and then I would hit a low. I wouldn’t get out of bed, couldn’t find the energy to do anything, and I was just so down and a bit out of it.”

      I pushed my hand through my black hair before I dropped it back to my lap. “My mom forced me to go to therapy twice a week, but I refused any medication. I hate medication, and I sure as fuck wasn’t about to take anything while I was pregnant.”

      I paused for a long moment, my throat thick with tears. And I didn’t want to cry. Crying was so exhausting.

      Alex leaned over and kissed my temple, giving me silent encouragement to get through the really hard part of my story. “When I had Alexandra, I became extremely depressed. There were no longer any highs and lows—it was just lows.” I swallowed nervously. “I had a breakdown—my mother freaked out, and honestly, so did my therapist. I lost my ability to speak. I began having hallucinations, and I kind of lost touch with reality.”

      I released a bitter laugh—the only way to keep myself from screaming. “They tried diagnosing me with schizophrenia, but another therapist at one of the psych wards that I was admitted into wanted to do a second evaluation on me. After looking over my chart, taking in the fact that I was already diagnosed with bipolar depression and that I had just had a baby, he diagnosed me with postpartum psychosis—in other words, a very severe case of postpartum depression that mimics the symptoms of schizophrenia.”

      “Oh, you poor, sweet girl,” Izzy breathed, pain and anguish for me in her eyes. And I hated that word—I hated being that ‘poor girl’.

      “It gets worse,” I told her as I blinked back tears. I pulled my phone out of my pocket, pulling up the picture of Alexandra. I slid it across the table to Sabotage. “That’s Alex’s daughter,” I informed them. Alex squeezed my shoulders.

      “She’s so beautiful,” Izzy whispered as she picked up the phone, gazing at her niece.

      “My mom took me to court, and the courts deemed me an unfit mother because I was still recovering,” I informed them. Izzy and Sabotage both snapped their eyes away from the phone and looked at me, anger on my behalf flaring in their eyes. “I only get supervised visitation with her every other weekend for four hours at a time.”

      My tears finally rushed down my cheeks, and a sob ripped from my throat. “She calls me mommy, but she doesn’t even know me,” I cried.

      Alex pulled me up from the chair, wrapping his muscular arms around my body. I wailed, so much pain cutting through me. “Shh, baby,” he soothed. I sobbed as I clutched his cut in my fists, feeling like my heart was ripping apart inside of my chest. I missed my baby so much. “I’m here. I’m home. I’m going to get all of this shit fixed, okay?”

      “Get everyone in here,” Sabotage instructed Izzy.

      She nodded and left the chapel. Alex gently rocked me side to side, never releasing his hold on me as I cried.

      A moment later, I heard Izzy’s authoritative voice yelling across the clubhouse for everyone to get their asses into the chapel. Alex stayed standing with his arms around me, giving me strength since I felt like I had absolutely none.

      Once everyone was in the room, Alex reached up and leaned my head back, brushing some of my tears off of my cheeks. He pressed his lips to mine in a soft, sweet kiss. “Breathe, baby. It’s going to be okay,” he promised.

      “What’s going on?” Hatchet asked as he stood behind the chair that Layla was sitting in.

      “Alex, how much money do you have saved up?” Sabotage asked me, ignoring Hatchet’s question.

      “About twenty grand,” Alex answered.

      He nodded, pointing his finger at Ink. “How was your real estate agent?” he asked Ink. He and Reina had just bought a bigger house a few months ago, and I knew Ink gave that woman hell trying to find the perfect house for Reina.

      Ink shrugged, nodding. “Yeah, she was decent,” he said. “Why?”

      He pointed at Alex next. “Get her information from Ink,” he ordered. “The first step you need to make is to get a house and furnish it, so you have proof of a stable home.” Alex nodded in understanding as he ran his hand over my hair. Sabotage looked around the table. “Everyone at this table will pitch in if Alex and Trixie need help,” Sabotage instructed. “And if any of you have a fucking problem with that, go ahead and put your goddamn cut on this table and head out to the garage to get the ink burned off your fucking back. They’re family, and in this club, family is above everything.”

      “Again, what’s going on?” Hatchet demanded. “I don’t mind helping out when a brother needs it. I just need to know what I’m helping for.”
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