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Dedication
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To Bunny & Red

Someday, you'll both lie under my desk while I write. Until then, slow down and wait for me.
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Zane

––––––––
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The handcuffs around Ridge Stafford's wrists kept him locked to the table. Zane glanced at his younger brother, Kingsley. After a year, they still hadn't gotten used to the idea that their dad would be in prison for fifteen years for felony assault with a deadly weapon.

"I need you boys to do something for me." Dad clasped his hands together, keeping his voice low. "There are two girls—sisters. I need you to find them, guard them, and make sure nothing happens to them. They're currently in foster care."

His skin prickled. Keeping his mouth shut, he wondered if his dad had a couple of kids out there that he and Kingsley hadn't heard about. It wasn't out of the question. Ever since their mom ran away before he turned five, his dad partied hard with the other Gem Haven Motorcycle Club members. There were always women around.

"How would we do that?" Kingsley ran his hand over his face. "Who are they?"

His dad's gaze swept the room before he continued. "The girls are Tom Pruitt's daughters. He's sitting on death row."

Zane leaned back in his chair and studied his dad. Ever since he was old enough to see the many sides of Ridge Stafford, he'd tried to figure out what went on in his dad's head. He'd watched him build, strengthen, and run the motorcycle club his whole life. 

Yet, his latest request made no sense.

"Who are they to you?" he asked.

The last year has been hell. At nineteen years old, he had his hands full keeping the compound going. His dad not only left the MC floundering after his arrest, but the bar and campground also had to stay going to support everyone.

At the moment, there were seventy-five members of Gem Haven Motorcycle Club, twelve employees, and other clubs who were waiting for him to fuck up so they could steal it all from him.

Kingsley was a year younger than him and ran wild. There was nobody to rein him in. He partied every night at the clubhouse and rode recklessly without purpose.

"Let's just say without Tom Pruitt, I wouldn't be alive. You boys wouldn't have your old man." He lowered his voice. "Don't fuck this up. Protect those girls with your life and watch your back."

He looked down at the table. Without someone telling him what to do, how was he supposed to do that?

"You'll receive a letter with all the information you need to find the girls."

"If we find them, who do we give them to?" Kingsley frowned.

"Don't take them unless they're in a bad situation. Make sure they're happy and protected. That'll be your main job—"

"Job?" Zane scoffed. "I have a motorcycle club to run."

He never asked for all the responsibilities thrust at him. One more thing added to his already full schedule stressed him out. If he failed at one of the things his dad left him, he risked losing the club.

Not to mention, the members had a hard time taking orders from someone half their age. He'd had to pull his pistol more than once to gain power over the club.

"Give Big John more control over the men. He's your V.P., use him. Don't be afraid to hand over the work to the others. You're the leader now, son. Don't trust anyone." 

He nodded. Without Big John, he would've lost half the members already. Some of them hadn't wanted to listen to a kid. Without the experience to lead the men, he relied on the vice president to back him and the pistol at his side.

His dad had raised him and Kingsley around guns their whole life, letting them shoot and target practice on the mountain. His skill had kept reign over the members when the president got arrested.

If not for Big John stopping him from killing those who challenged him for control of the club, Gem Haven MC would be short a few members.

His dad's gaze intensified. "Find the girls and safeguard them. Whatever you do, don't let the girls know their dad is in prison."

"Where do they think he is?" he asked.

"Dead."

"Why wouldn't—?"

"Don't question me," snapped his dad. "If you can't do it for me. Do it for Gem Haven."

He remained quiet for the last ten minutes of the visit. As he left the prison, walking beside Kingsley, he processed everything mentioned. His dad still tried to run the club from the inside. But as the eldest son, Zane made all the moves for Ridge Stafford.

Outside the gate, Kingsley lit a cigarette. "What was that all about?"

"I don't know." He strode to the two motorcycles at the back of the parking lot. "Dad must owe that Pruit guy something big."

"The guy is on death row. How will he know if we find his daughters or not?" Kingsley blew a stream of smoke at Zane before grabbing his helmet off the seat of his Harley. "I don't want to spend all my time tailing two girls—unless they're hot."

"I don't know what the fuck is going on." He straddled the bike. "I guess we'll find out when the information gets to us."

"Dad looked okay, though. Right?" Kingsley snubbed out his barely smoked cigarette. "He's holding his own."

There were no worries about his dad not being able to take care of himself in prison. It wasn't his first stay, but it would be his longest.

Running the motorcycle club was never something Zane wanted to do. Not yet, anyhow. He and Kingsley were the youngest members. They earned their patch just like every other member. If anything, it was harder for them. Ridge Stafford refused to raise pussies.

"Dad will be fine." He met Kingsley's gaze. "But we need to watch our back."

"Why?"

"Because any of the Gem Haven members will be looking for a chance to step up and sit in Dad's seat at the table." He toed the kickstand. "Don't trust anyone. From now on, it's just us."

His brother met his gaze. For the first time since they watched the cops haul their dad away, Kingsley looked scared.

He started the motorcycle and rode away from the prison. His obligations grew, and he had no idea how he'd take care of everyone when running the compound and keeping the members of Gem Haven alive was more than he could handle.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One



[image: ]




Zane
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River pushed through the swinging kitchen doors in Gem Haven's bar. She slipped her arms through the straps of her backpack and cast her worried expression at the full room of bikers until she settled her gaze behind the counter and darted forward. Zane set down the full glass of beer he planned on enjoying and braced himself for the energy directed at him.

As a kid, his brother dared him to touch the electric fence behind the house. The same excitement and anticipation filled him now as he prepared for the high-voltage zap of River's attention aimed at him.

She stopped in front of him, holding onto the straps of her backpack. He motioned his chin toward Big John, kicking him off the stool.

River slid onto the empty spot and leaned against the counter. "Did you really tell Taylor no?"

"Yeah."

Her brows lifted until he saw the light blue ring around her pupil. "Why?"

He refused to let her disappointment sway his answer. "If you want to visit Taylor, you can borrow a car, or I can drop you off in town. But she's not driving you into town, not in that beater she owns. Only last week, she had the tow truck called because she landed in a ditch."

"She said it was an accident. Her foot slipped off the brake."

"Well, she's not going to get a chance to have an accident with you in the car." He shrugged. "End of discussion."

Her chin tilted, and he could make out her heart-shaped face better. High cheekbones, dimples, black hair, and striking blue eyes—she had everything to get her way with him, but he held firm.

His attraction to her went beyond physical looks. She was soft-spoken, responsible, and thoughtful. Despite losing her entire family and the state of Idaho shuffling her from one foster family to another, she retained her vulnerability.

When she was seventeen years old, he stole her from the state's care, brought her to Gem Haven, and made sure no one would find her until she became a legal adult.

If he had his way, he wouldn't subject her to the influence of her friend, who he'd caught in bed with Snake two nights ago.

"It'll suck working in the kitchen without Taylor." She crossed her arms. "Maybe I could get a job in town, like her. I can still live here. I could drive the truck back and forth. Taylor says I can make more money in town—"

"You want a different job? I'll give you another one within Gem Haven." He left the beer on the bar and walked down the length of the counter to the exit.

"What kind of job?" River hustled to keep up with him as he left the bar. "I won't entertain the bikers."

He stopped walking and frowned. He'd never allow her within an arm's length of any bikers. Each one of them knew he'd slice their neck if they even looked too long at her.

"What do you know about entertaining men?" he asked.

She shrugged. "I'm not blind."

He exhaled loudly. "The campground is opening up on Memorial Day.  You can work in the cabin five days a week. Pick your weekend, and let Phil know. I'll find someone else to replace you in the kitchen. Camping season goes until Labor Day, so it won't be year-round."

She grabbed his arm. "But I need money."

"You'll get money."

"More than in the kitchen?"

He dipped his chin. He could give her a little more if that's what made her happy.

The left side of her nose twitched as it often did when she tried to hide something from him. "I don't have to live at the cabin, do I?"

A designated cabin at the campground's entrance provided a mini store for campers needing items they forgot at home and acted as a central hub for visitors. It also housed those who worked on the grounds. From the greeter to the maintenance crew, those employed to run the campground could stay upstairs in bunkhouse-style lodging. 

"You'll work the counter, welcome the guests, and learn how to run the store." He lowered his voice. "You'll sleep at home."

"Thank you."

He cupped her cheek. "If you wanted out of the kitchen, all you had to do was tell me."

He could see through her panic. Instead of complicating her problem by involving Taylor, she could've told him she wanted a different job. Not once since living with him had she asked to go somewhere with someone else. He knew there was another reason for her asking.

She gazed up into his eyes. "It's not that I'm ungrateful—"

"There's no reason to be grateful." He strummed his thumb along her cheekbone. "This is your home. It'll always be your home."

"Will you move back into the house?" She held her breath. "Please."

"I can't do that," he whispered.

"Why not?"

"It's not a good idea."

He'd fucked up. It was best to forget what happened between them. He couldn't have her the way he wanted. She deserved better than what she got from her family and him.

"But I want you with me." She dropped her gaze to the middle of his chest. 

Her brows pinched. He'd tried to help her the best he could, but he wasn't cut out to protect someone. His life was filled with responsibilities. Used to finding pleasure to offset the stress he was under, he never wanted that part of his life to touch River.

But it had, and there was no going back. 

She wanted him as much as she wanted to find her sister. And nothing would stop her.

She studied him silently. He refused to argue with her. She always took everything he said to heart and tried to change his mind. 

Smarter than anyone gave her credit for, she constantly tried to piece together the puzzles of her past, whether they involved him or Kenna.

As much as he'd love to know where River's sister was, he and his brother had lost contact with Kenna soon after she turned eighteen when the state removed her from her foster family. There was no record of where she ended up. 

"Yo, Zane." Kingsley jogged toward him. "Hold on a sec."

River threw her arms around Zane's waist. "Thank you."

He stroked her head, pulling her hair out from underneath her backpack. "Go home. You can talk to Phil tomorrow morning, and he can get you set up for your new job."

"Don't forget you'll have to find someone to help Lori in the kitchen. She can't handle all the work herself." She squeezed him.

She skipped away in the other direction, headed toward the house two hundred and fifty yards down the hill. He gazed at her until she walked through the front door.

Kingsley stopped beside him. "What's going on?"

His brother was unaware of what happened between him and River. Sharing the information made no sense because he wasn't planning to repeat the mistake.

"She's going to start working for Phil at the campground."

"Why the change?"

He inhaled deeply. "More money. She thinks the sooner she can save up enough money, the sooner she can hire a private detective to find Kenna."

"I should've known," muttered Kingsley.

"You wanted to talk?" Zane turned his back to the house. "Talk."

"Dad called. He wants us to visit the prison next Sunday," said Kingsley.

"Did he give you any idea about what he needed?" He shoved his hands in the front pockets of his jeans.

Ridge Stafford had six years left of his fifteen-year sentence for felony assault with a deadly weapon. He hadn't killed the guy he beat, but the man probably wished he had died.

"You know Dad as well as I do." Kingsley shrugged. "We'll find out when we get there."

"I'll put the visitation request in." He shoved his hands in his vest. "He needs to keep himself out of trouble so that he can get his parole hearing. He could get out earlier than expected if he doesn't screw up."

"You think he'll stay out of trouble?"

"Who the fuck knows," he said.

They stood in comfortable silence. They had handled running the Gem Haven compound in their dad's absence and kept the motorcycle club profitable.

But they'd disappointed their dad. They'd failed to protect Kenna Pruitt. He and Kingsley searched daily, but Kenna had dropped out of sight.
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River
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In the dark, Zane parked his motorcycle outside the two-story garage next to the house and strolled toward the walk-through door. River watched him until the door shut. He was the sexiest man she'd ever seen.

Thick brown hair, a full beard, and covered in tattoos, he'd scare most people away from him. But to her, he was tall, strong, honest, and loving.

Dropping the curtain, she returned to the desk beside the queen-size bed. She stayed up late every night, hoping he'd enter the house instead of going to the garage apartment. The times he came into the house, he always waited until late, probably hoping she was asleep.

His determination to stay out of the house was the only sign that he remembered the night they had sex. He never spoke about it. He never hinted that he remembered. For the longest time, she thought maybe he had too much to drink, and the moment completely slipped his mind. Like, he'd blacked out.

But Zane never came to her drunk.

She could see he remembered what they'd done. His refusal to stay in the house with her spoke volumes. If she didn't know him better, she'd take his lack of addressing what happened as a sign that he hated her.

But he was always kind to her.

His attitude hadn't changed after they had sex. He was the same kind, caring, and protective man who'd rescued her from a hard life.

Their time together through the years was her best-kept secret. Going off his cue when she was a child, she understood her foster parents must never know about him. To those living in Gem Haven, she was the girl who lived in the big house by herself and worked for Zane.

She exhaled, sputtering her lips. How stupid could she be, asking if she could go to town with Taylor? 

She was fine with Zane dropping her off, but she'd tested him. It would've devastated her if he had allowed her to traipse off to town with Taylor. His protectiveness was one of the things she loved about him. His possessiveness fed into her insecurities and gave her the confidence that he would never leave.

After the last time they were together, she needed to know he still cared.

Now, she had to work at the campground. She rubbed her temples. That would be a nice break from the kitchen, but now she was stressed about a new job.

No one put ultimatums in front of Zane and walked away happy with the results.

What would she do in September when the campground closed for the winter?

She needed to earn more money. Zane had told her it would take at least thirty grand to hire a private detective to find Kenna. With the money she made, plus paying five hundred dollars a month to rent a room in Zane's house and her groceries, it would take her two more years before she had enough to put a detective on retainer.

She was grateful to Zane for all he'd given her. She'd done her homework and found out it would cost three times the amount Zane charged to rent an apartment in town, not counting utilities. Plus, she'd need to buy a car if she lived off Gem Haven property.

A door shut in another part of the house. Her heart rate spiked, and she froze, straining to hear. Her desire that Zane would walk into the house, grab her, and put his lips on her again was a constant wish.

Some days, she hurt for how much she wanted him.

Not wanting him to leave before she could see him, she jumped from the chair and hurried down the hallway, taking the stairs at a run. She skipped the last few steps and jumped into the foyer.

The house was big, with four bedrooms upstairs and two downstairs at the back. The foyer split the house in two. The kitchen and laundry room were on the right, and the living room and rec room were on the left. She tried to sense where he'd be.

Knowing his inclination for late-night snacks, she went to the kitchen in time to see him heading toward the back door.

"Zane." His name came out breathless and quiet, but he'd heard her. 

He turned around. His heated gaze settled on her, taking in every square inch of her. It was only then that she remembered all she had on was a tank top and a pair of panties that barely covered her.

The air sizzled between them. She stepped forward, drawn to him like a ghost seeking a warm body in the dead of night.

Around the others, she kept her distance from Zane. But she couldn't hide her feelings when they were alone in the house.

She placed her bare feet on the toes of his boots, making herself taller, and wound her arms around his neck. Even then, she was too short to kiss him.

A whine slipped out of her mouth. Zane picked her up by her waist and pressed her against the wall, claiming her mouth. She fisted the ends of his hair, keeping him close and within her grasp.

Yes. God. Yes.

This is what she wanted. Just him. Just her.

He pushed his body against her, pinning her to the wall. She tangled her tongue with his, sucking and drawing him into her mouth.

He palmed her ass, dragging her up his body until the hard ridge in the front of his jeans pressed against her pussy. Her insides clenched, knowing precisely what he could do with his cock.

She'd been a virgin the last time they were together. Her shyness was gone. Her body was ready for him to fill.

He swung her away from the wall, carrying her up the stairs. She wrapped her legs around him and used her hands to keep his hair from falling on his face, blocking him from her. She caught his bottom lip between her teeth, tugged, and then sucked on the abused lip.

He grunted, knocking his shoulder into the doorframe. She tore her mouth off him and stared into his angry eyes. She framed his face with her hands, looking at him closer. Not angry. Heated. Violent. Scary.

She'd never seen him that way, and it turned her on.  It wasn't anger but raw sexual tension feeding his emotions.

She pressed her breasts against his chest. He wore too many clothes, but she could tell he wanted her. She wiggled until he set her on her feet beside her bed. Hooking her thumbs under the band of her panties, she shimmied until the material fell to the floor. Then, she pulled her tank over her head and shook her hair. She wasn't going to give him a chance to change his mind.

He came to her.

He always came to her.

His gaze dropped to the apex of her thighs. "You're wet."

She nodded. "I want you."

"You shouldn't."

"But I do." She stepped toward him, reaching for his buckle. "You don't have to worry about hurting me now."

He'd taken her virginity—something that had sent him running off into the night, angry at himself. Angry at her.

She unclasped his buckle and worked the front of his jeans until the button came undone, and she pulled the zipper down. A voice in her head told her she had no idea what she was doing, but she knew what she wanted, and to get there, she needed his cock.

He cupped her breasts, tweaking the hard nipples. "Can you feel what you're doing to me?"

Her fingers slid between the denim and his skin, wrapping around his cock until she had him in her grasp.

His breath hissed between his teeth, and he rocked his hips forward. She gingerly pulled his cock out from his jeans, setting him free.

Gazing into his eyes, she wasn't sure how far to go. It wasn't that she had no idea how to go from standing in front of him to fucking, but she liked when he took control—like last time.

The scent of amber mixed with smoke wafted off him. It'd taken her years to discover what he smelled like. Several months ago, Taylor and she had gone Christmas shopping at the mall while Zane followed them from shop to shop.

When she described the woodsy smoke and sweet honey aroma to the sales lady, she'd brought her a bottle of cologne that had amber in it. It was the one thing she splurged on—a bottle to give Zane for Christmas and a bottle for herself that she kept in her backpack.

She smelled the cologne and felt like Zane was close to her when he wasn't around.

His cock pulsed in her hand. She raised her gaze, questioning Zane on what to do next.

Then, his lips calmed her worries. He kissed her with confidence, dominance, and the promise of never leaving. She opened her mouth, letting him in. He was hot and penetrating, leaving her lightheaded.

Her back landed on the bed. She gasped, realizing he had taken her across the room and planted himself between her legs without her even knowing she'd moved.

"Take my cock and show me what you want." He took her hand and wrapped it around his hardness once again.

She squeezed. "I want you."

"You have me." His voice dropped an octave. "Show me what you want."

She caught her lower lip between her teeth and wiggled underneath him until she could bring the end of his cock to her pussy. Having never held the chance to play with his cock before, she rubbed it in her wetness and skimmed the head over her clit.

Her eyes bugged at the sensation of his hot, silky skin caressing her. The sensation was nothing like his fingers or her fingers.

"Look at me."

She raised her gaze as she rubbed the end of his cock against her. "It feels so good."

Her chest constricted. She panted, moving underneath him while using his hardness for her pleasure. 

"That's nothing." He slipped out of her hold and crawled down her body.

He pushed her legs wider apart, grasping her behind her thighs and lifting her knees. His head disappeared.

A warm, smooth, wet caress licked her slit, zeroing in on her clitoris. Her hips pumped uncontrollably as tiny shockwaves of pleasure coursed through her.

"Oh, God." She grabbed onto his hair and held him against her pussy.

That was way better than his cock rubbing against her. His tongue was like nothing she'd ever experienced before. Even her fingers from working in the kitchen weren't that soft when she touched herself.

"Zane." She closed her eyes.

Warmth flushed through her whole body as if the sun had come out. She flashed between screaming inside for him to lick her more and shock that having his face in her vagina was not freaking her out but turning her on.

His hands gripped her legs tighter, keeping her from moving. Under the control of his mouth, she clutched the bedspread in her hands and rode the waves of pleasure consuming her.

"Oh. Oh." A moan ripped from her throat.

Her orgasm held her hostage. All the strength left her legs, and Zane moved her like a doll he could pose.

He got up on his knees, grabbed her hands, and pulled her into a sitting position in front of him. "Push your tits together."

She cupped her breasts, but it was his hand wrapped around the base of his cock that tossed her out of the euphoric high and grabbed her attention. 

A drop of cum dotted the head of his cock. She leaned forward, drawn to the sight of him. His forearm bulged with the grip he had on himself. The size of his cock throbbed in front of her, rock hard and intimidating.

He moved closer, rubbing the liquid seeping from him between her breasts and sliding his hardness between the mounds she'd created with her hands.

Though her body was warm and flushed, his cock was hot against her, sliding through her cleavage. She lowered her chin to her chest, not wanting to miss a single second.

"Does this feel good to you?" she asked.

"You feel good to me." He removed his hand from his body and cupped her breasts, pushing them together.

She put her hands on his hips, holding on to him as he thrust into the plush crevasse. The head of his cock stabbed her in the chest before pulling back and then sliding forward again.

Her lips parted with each breath, understanding what he was doing. He fucked her breasts like he fucked her pussy.

Instead of her wetness coating the way, he'd used his arousal to lubricate her skin. He slipped between her breasts, leaving a blazing path.

She stared into his face, hardened in concentration, highly focused on her breasts. She could see why men feared him in Gem Haven.

But she knew him. She would never be afraid of him.

She fell in love with that dedication and fierceness many years ago.

He thrust. The head of his cock pushed past her breasts and erupted at the base of her neck.

Zane inhaled deeply and then pulled back, letting go of her breasts. They fell back into their natural position, and a chill swept over her.

He picked up her tank from the floor and handed it to her. She wiped her neck and breasts clean.

"Will you stay?" she asked.

Zane fastened his jeans. She slid off the bed, wanting to keep him here. It was his house. He should stay. If not with her, then in his bed down the hall.

He walked to the door. A lump of emotions swelled in her throat. He was going to walk out again.

"Please, Zane."

He stopped. A year after he moved her into his house, he kept trying to push her away while giving her anything she wanted as long as he wasn't required to spend more than stolen minutes with her. 

He treated her like someone he cherished, wanting to ensure she had everything she needed. Yet, he harbored such coldness, ensuring she couldn't have all of him.

The juxtaposition of love and hate created an emotional home life. Their warm relationship was constantly shadowed by his refusal to be with her.
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