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      For Riley, my reason for everything that I do.

      

      For every reader who thinks they’ll never find a person they’re compatible with—your person is out there.

      

      For every reader who loves a man with darker sexual tastes.
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            NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR:

          

        

      

    

    
      This book contains elements and situations that not all readers may find enjoyable. These include intentional cause of pain during sex, biting (hard enough to break the skin), blood play, rope play, bondage, violence, guns, a car accident, prison time, and abandonment of family.

      If you find any of the above triggering, I advise against reading.

      If you have any questions before diving in, please reach out to me via email (authortosmith@gmail.com), Instagram, or Facebook.

      Happy reading!
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        Jax

      

      

      “Fuck,” I swore as sirens reached my ears. This wasn’t supposed to goddamn happen. Wasn’t part of my fucking plan. I had people to take care of, and I was about to abandon them. No damn doubt about it. Because there was no way I was getting out of this. Even if I ran, leaving the gas can and the car here, my prints were everywhere. I hadn’t had time to wipe anything down. Hell, I’d just set the old house on fire.

      I always knew there was a possibility I’d lose my freedom by doing these jobs, but I’d felt untouchable. I’d gone so long—years—without even being on the cops’ radar.

      But that was over now.

      Blue and red lights lit up the small yard I was standing in. The heat from the flames licked at my back as I turned to face the four police cruisers that pulled in. My arms went up, showing my hands were empty and that I was cooperating. I’d seen other kids get shot by officers in this city for less. And I was praying I’d make it out of this unscathed if I just cooperated.

      Especially for Cameron and Ace. It would kill a part of them if they found out I was dead. As the babies of our group—Ace at eight and Cameron at twelve—I did my best to protect them. Konrad, Shaw, and Arlo were old enough now to stand on their own, though I still did my best to protect them, too.

      That wasn’t going to happen anymore.

      I’d failed them.

      “Get on the ground!” one of the officers shouted as he got out of the car, his gun pointed at me. I gritted my teeth and lowered myself to my knees, my arms still up.

      I could kiss my freedom goodbye—and the boys I’d managed to form a family with.

      Ash dropped onto my skin, burning me before it cooled. I linked my fingers behind my head and remained silent as two officers began patting me down, the one barking orders still pointing the gun right at my head.

      “You are under arrest…” a fourth officer began as I was yanked up from the ground. My hands were snatched behind my back, and metal cuffs bit into my wrists. I felt blood trickle down my hand, but I didn’t say a word about the tightness.

      I just obediently followed as I was towed to the back of one of the cruisers, my Miranda rights being read out to me all while firefighters worked on putting out the fire I’d started.

      The officer slammed the door shut, blocking out the sound of their squawking radios, the spray of the water, and the crackling of the flames. Sighing, I leaned my head back against the seat and shut my eyes, picturing my family’s faces in my mind.

      I hoped they didn’t end up making the same mistakes I did.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      If you go anywhere else in the United States, you’ll find a criminal trial takes forever. Here in this small town in Washington? It happens fast. They don’t pile up evidence against you. They hit you with prison time as quickly as they can.

      Which was why I was now sitting across from Konrad and Shaw on visitation day after two months of being inside. No one had been able to post bond for me, so I’d sat in a cell until my court date, only to get hit with nine years.

      Nine. Fucking. Years.

      This was the first time I’d allowed Konrad and Shaw to come visit me, and I was going to make it the last, too. I didn’t want them to have ties to me. I needed them to get their shit together and get on the straight and narrow. Get the hell out of that town while they still could before bad shit kept them locked in it, too.

      “Why?” Shaw finally asked me, leaning back in his chair. His dark eyes roamed the room, taking in the white, brick walls and all the inmates in prison orange, just like me.

      I shrugged at him in answer. He sighed and scratched his jaw before looking over at Konrad. Konrad steepled his fingers together on the table, pressing his thumbs together. He stared down at them for a moment before looking back up at me.

      “Ace has been inconsolable,” he finally told me. I clenched my jaw so tightly, my teeth audibly ground together. “Arlo is aging out soon. Cameron and Ace are going to be on their own in that fucked up home, Jax. We were supposed to protect them.”

      I shook my head. “They have to grow up at some point,” I told him quietly, the words tasting sour in my mouth. “Even if I don’t fucking like it.” Sighing, I leaned back in my chair, giving both young men pointed looks. We were the same age, though I was the oldest by a couple of months. “You two need to get the hell out of that town while you still can. Go make something of yourselves.”

      Shaw narrowed his eyes at me. “We can’t abandon family, Jax.”

      I shrugged. “What do you plan on giving them, Shaw?” I demanded. “Homelessness? Hunger? Fucking fast-food joints that’ll only pay you part-time wages?” He stared down at the table, the muscle in his jaw ticking. “Why the fuck do you think I’m in this predicament?” I demanded. “For shits and giggles?” Konrad sighed, frowning at me. “I’m in here because I was trying to find a way to support all of you. This is what that town will eventually get you.”

      “And where the fuck do you suggest we go?” Konrad demanded, anger tightening his features.

      I arched a brow and held my hands up. I wanted to spread them out, but they were cuffed together, preventing me from doing so. “Does it look like I have fucking internet at my disposal to Google some shit, Konrad?” I bit out. He glared at me. I knew I was being an ass, but I had to drive them away. I needed them to go start their lives somewhere else.

      “I’ll keep in touch with Ace,” I promised them. I couldn’t abandon that boy. “Cameron will be alright. He’s twelve. Life has already hardened him, and I know he’s angry with me right now.” Shaw nodded in agreement. “Just get the hell out while you can, alright? And cut ties with me.”

      “Cut ties with you?” Konrad gaped.

      I softened my features, and he swallowed thickly. “Please,” I quietly asked him.

      He scrubbed his hands down his face before nodding. “Okay,” he rasped. He looked back up at me. “No matter what, Jax, you’re still our brother. Always.”

      My throat burned with tears, but I forced a smile on my face.

      “Always,” I rasped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Jax

      

      

      
        
        NINE YEARS LATER

      

      

      I rolled my neck around before tilting my head back, staring up at the clear, blue sky above me. White clouds dotted the sky, but nothing blocked out the sun beating down on my skin. Humidity hung heavily in the air, making my clothes stick to my skin almost immediately—clothes that didn’t even fucking fit anymore. Even now, my t-shirt constricted the movement of my arms, the seams biting into my biceps uncomfortably.

      The prison loomed behind me, towering over me like a menacing giant threatening to suck me back within its depths. Quickly, I made my way around the building and to the sidewalk, my old, worn shoes crunching over the gravel until I made it to the asphalt. I had some cash that I could use to get some decent clothes and a burner phone from the nearest Walmart. And then, I needed to call Ace.

      He was the only one I still had contact with. Ace had kept me up to date on his grades, the shitty foster homes he’d been tossed to, the beatings he’d endured from some of the foster parents. And I did my best to keep his spirits up all while mine dwindled to nothing.

      Those letters had been the hardest to read. Because I wasn’t there to protect him. None of us fucking were. I was supposed to be the one to stick around and keep everyone safe, and instead, I’d gotten caught doing illegal shit—stealing a car and burning a house down just to get some extra cash—and had to do nine years inside. And I hadn’t even had the opportunity to get out on good behavior.

      Criminals didn’t get second chances in this town.

      The good thing about Walmart was that when you walked inside looking as poor as I did, no one batted an eye. Especially not around here. I was just a normal-looking customer to the workers, so no one cast me a second glance.

      I grabbed the first pair of jeans I found in my size and a t-shirt, then snatched a pair of steel-toed boots off the back wall in the shoe section. Ten minutes after waiting for someone in electronics, I had a burner phone and my clothes were rung out.

      I was more than happy when I got to throw those damn old shoes and clothes into the trash. Finally, I could move my fucking arms and my jeans didn’t ride up above my ankles and squeeze my thighs.

      As I was walking out of Walmart, I dialed the number Ace had given me in his last letter. It rang three times before his voice came through the line. “If you’re fucking prank calling me⁠—”

      I chuckled, my shoulders relaxing a little at the sound of his voice. It’d been too fucking long since I heard it.

      “Ace, it’s just me,” I assured him. I swallowed thickly, my chest tightening. I’d really missed him. I missed all of them. “I got out today.”

      “Jax? Holy fucking shit!” he exclaimed. “I thought this day was never going to come.”

      I blew out a soft breath and took a seat against the brick wall outside of Walmart—out of the way of the shoppers and the cart pushers. “Me neither,” I told him quietly. “You doing okay?”

      He sighed. “About that…” His voice trailed off. My shoulders stiffened again, and I sat up straighter, my jaw tightening. “The group home I’m in is… It fucking sucks, Jax.” His words went quieter, like he was trying not to be overheard. “It’s so bad here, the state has been in and out in the past couple of weeks. There are talks of it being shut down. I think the parents are about to face charges.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I swore, jerking to my feet. I pinched the bridge of my nose before smacking my hand against my thigh. “Where the hell are you going to go?”

      “I don’t know,” Ace quietly told me. “Another home, I guess?” Fuck, that could be anywhere in the state of Washington. “I age out soon.”

      A few months. That wasn’t soon enough for me. He needed out now. Like yesterday. He’d gone through enough without the rest of us there to protect him. Now, I was out. I was here. I could do something.

      It just would require a really tough phone call… and asking for favors that I would eventually have to pay back.

      You just couldn’t pull the streets out of the man, apparently.

      “Hang in there, Babe,” I told him. It was something we’d called him since the moment he got dumped into a group home with us. He’d been afraid of being touched and always ready to bite someone’s head off if they came at him wrong. He was our baby—the one who needed protection the most. “I’m going to pull some strings.”

      “Jax…” Worry filtered into his tone. “Don’t get yourself back in trouble,” he snapped, that attitude he was known for coming forward. I had to bite back a smile. As long as Ace kept that fight in his soul, he’d make it. He would be alright. “I can’t lose you again.”

      “You won’t,” I promised him. And he knew I didn’t break my promises. “Just give me a couple of days, alright?”

      He sighed. “I swear to God…” he muttered. “Fine. Two days, Jax.”

      I hung up the phone and took off on foot to where I knew I could get some help. Help that would have to be paid back, but no cost was too high when it came to protecting Ace.

      I would do anything in the world for him.

      I just hoped Konrad and Shaw would, too.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “This is a call I was never expecting,” Konrad drawled over the line. I sighed. Yeah, it wasn’t one I was ever expecting to make either. They’d kept their word and got the hell out of town and cut ties with me, just as I asked. Now, I was back in a hole I’d worked hard to keep myself out of. Had I kept my contacts? Fuck yes, especially since some of them had me do discreet hits in prison. It gave me the opportunity to have cash in my pocket when I got out.

      “I didn’t expect to make it, either,” I told him honestly. I sank onto the motel room bed, cringing at the squeaky mattress. Fuck, this place was a dump. “Ace needs help.”

      “Ace?” Konrad asked incredulously. I heard Shaw in the background, but I couldn’t understand what he was saying. “What the fuck is going on with Ace, Jax?”

      “Group home is about to get shut down. He’s going to get shuffled to another home when it does, and it could be anywhere, Konrad. I don’t want him to age out too far away from anyone who can help him.”

      “Fuck,” Konrad swore. He relayed what was going on to Shaw. “Look… Shaw and I were about to re-up, but we won’t. We’ll come home, and we’ll figure out a way to gain guardianship of Ace… But on one condition.”

      Oh, fucking boy.

      “Can’t wait to hear what this condition is,” I grumbled.

      “You have to come home with us. We’re family, Jax, and it’s about time we started fucking acting like it.”

      “The four of us aren’t the only ones,” I weakly argued. “That’s a big family to be trying to take care of.”

      A light shuffle happened, the phone making a sort of staticky noise, and then Shaw came on the line. “I don’t give a fuck if we were a whole goddamn army, Jax,” he growled. “If we come home, you have to stick with us. We’ll handle Arlo and Cameron. But this separation shit? No more.”

      “Who died and made you boss?” I snapped, getting irritated. I wasn’t the kind of man they wanted around. Their lives were on the straight and narrow. Wasn’t a damn thing a felon like me could offer them.

      “I made myself boss,” he retorted. “Keep this number and stay the fuck out of trouble. We’ll be in touch.”

      The line went dead. I brought the flip phone down from my ear and stared at it, blinking.

      What the fuck had just happened?
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