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The days leading to Maddison getting the job at the Kitty Kat Lounge

Maddison

I KNEW WHEN Brad got up today that it was going to be a rough day. He hasn’t worked in forever and he says he’s out looking for a job, but it’s been almost two months and he still hasn’t found one. I’m pretty sure that he’s out fucking around on me or doing something that isn’t legal. I don’t see any of the money that he brings home, but that’s nothing new. Brad never has ‘trusted’ me with money.

“Maddison, can’t you shut that fucking brat up?” He yells from the bedroom as Zoey, our daughter, starts crying.

“I’m getting her now.” I say back, rushing into her section of the living room.

Picking our daughter up, I start rocking back and forth as I sit down to feed her. Brad doesn’t like to see me breastfeeding, so I make sure to cover Zoey and me up before he comes in. I know that I only have a matter of minutes to feed and burp her before I need to start making his breakfast. I’m expected to have it ready, and still hot, when he makes an appearance.

I no sooner lay Zoey back in the second-hand playpen we have for her, and Brad comes stumbling out of our room. He makes his way into the bathroom as I rush to the stove to get his eggs, bacon, and toast ready. Hopefully he’ll take a shower while he’s in there, giving me more time to prepare his meal then, I have to get myself ready. Brad doesn’t know that I saw a sign that the Kitty Kat Lounge is hiring on one of my rare trips into town. Being a stripper isn’t something that I want to do, it’s something that I have to do. I need to earn some money so that I can get Zoey and myself out of here.

“Where’s my breakfast, you stupid bitch?” Brad asks coming out of the bathroom in nothing but a towel.

“I’m just putting it on a plate for you babe.” I say, scooping all of the eggs onto his plate before adding the bacon and toast.

“It’s about fucking time! I swear, you used to be fucking smart and know how to fulfill your role as my woman. What the fuck happened to you?”

“I’m sorry Brad. I was up most of the night with our daughter. She wasn’t feeling good.”

“I highly doubt that’s my fucking kid in there. I’m sure you spread your legs for anyone while I’m out looking for a job to support your ass. Guess your mama was right about you.” He says, shoveling food into his mouth.

“What do you mean? What does my mom have to do with us?” I ask him, the confusion written all over my face.

“You think I just happened to run into you the day we met?” He asks, looking up from his food. “No. Your mom set it all in motion. She was tired of you flaunting your ass in front of her boyfriends. Paid me real good to take you off her hands. Now, I’m rethinking that decision. I might have to talk to some friends I have about selling you on down the line.”

Brad gets up from the table and scrapes his plate of food to the floor as his plate goes crashing to the floor. He starts mumbling as he walks into the bedroom to get dressed and head out for the day. I grab the broom and dust pan to clean the mess up, knowing that now I won’t be able to eat until I find some scraps to hide away. At every meal, he started making sure that there’s no way I can finish any food he leaves on his plate. Other than that, I don’t eat. Well, unless I can sneak some crackers or some little piece of food while I make his meals. If it weren’t for Aurora, I wouldn’t eat anything at all.

Aurora is a neighbor that sneaks me in some food for lunch when Brad’s gone. She’s also going to be watching Zoey while I go see about getting hired at the strip club. I’ve told her my plans and she’s worried for me, but I have no other choice. Brad hasn’t ever put his hands on me. All of the abuse he inflicts is verbal, emotional, and he has to control every little thing I do. Some days I wish he would hit me. Then I would be able to go to the cops. But, I’m sure he’s got them in his pocket too. He seems to have the ‘right’ kind of people backing him up.

By the time I’m done cleaning another one of Brad’s messes up, he’s storming through the door to leave. “And clean the rest of the apartment up too, you lazy bitch. I want your daughter’s shit put away somewhere I don’t have to see it! Stupid bitch trying to make me pay for your kid.”

After he slams the door and I’m sure that he’s gone, I quickly pick up the one-bedroom apartment. Zoey’s things are hidden away in the closet in the living room. Brad’s shit is all over and for once, I’m just going to leave it where he’s left it. He makes the most mess in here. I spend all day, every day, cleaning up after him and I’m not doing it today. I’m going to take Zoey to Aurora’s and then head downtown to the Kitty Kat Lounge to my audition.
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I managed to get down to the auditions and back before Brad made it home the other day. Thankfully I had dinner made and still warming on the stove until he came stumbling in, drunk and high on God knows what. These days are the worst. I never know what he’s going to do and what’s going to push his buttons. Today though, Brad didn’t even eat. He went directly in the bedroom, grabbed something, and left again, telling me wrap his dinner up and put it away for him tomorrow.

I grab Zoey to feed, bathe, and change her before we lay down on the couch. The only time I’m allowed in the bedroom is to clean it and when Brad ‘throws me a bone’ as he calls it. Other than that, my bed is the couch that’s falling apart. The few clothes that I have are in the closet with Zoey’s things. It’s not an ideal living situation at all, but I have no other choice.

Tomorrow Aurora is going to watch Zoey again, so I can go to rehearsal and work on a routine before we open the next night. I have no idea how I’m going to keep getting out of the house, especially at night, but I’ll worry about that when the time comes. Maybe I can say Aurora needs help during the night or something.
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Rehearsals have been during the day the last two days. So, I haven’t had to worry about sneaking in past Brad. Today I’ve already been to rehearsal and now I have to rush home and cook for Brad before sneaking back out to work my first night. Aurora knows that I’m going to be saying she needs help at night in case Brad comes looking for me. She’s going to tell him that I had to go get her medicine or something like that. He still won’t like the fact that I’m out of the house or that I went into town, but I don’t really care anymore.

When I grab Zoey from Aurora’s between rehearsal and going back later tonight, she tries to tell me something. I don’t have time to listen though, dinner needs to be made for Brad. Plus, I want to freshen up, so I don’t stink when I go back. Zoey needs to eat and get a bath too. Hopefully I have enough time to get everything done and get back downtown. I don’t want to piss Addison and Bailey off.

Walking in the door, the first thing I notice is Brad sitting at the kitchen table with a bottle of alcohol in front of him. The bottle’s almost empty and I know now that Aurora was trying to warn me that he was home. I’m not supposed to go anywhere during the day unless Brad needs me to do something for him, and then it’s to do what he needs and right back home. So, I should’ve been home when he walked through the door. I wasn’t.

“Nice of you to finally walk your whoring ass back here!” He screams, startling a napping Zoey. “Where the fuck have you been? I told you that you weren’t to leave the fucking house unless I told you to go somewhere. I didn’t tell you to go anywhere today.”

“I was out for a walk. These four walls are closing in on me and I needed to get out for a while.” I say, laying Zoey down so I can make his dinner.

“Don’t fucking lie to me!”

“I’m not. I swear, I just went for a walk to get some fresh air.”

“Then why was your kid at Aurora’s? What were you doing that you couldn’t take her with you on this so-called walk? You were whoring yourself out weren’t you.?” Brad screams getting in my face. He’s so close I can feel the spit flying out of his mouth and hitting me all over my face and upper chest.

Just as I go to say something, Brad does the one thing he’s never done before; he puts his hands on me. He backhands me so hard across my face that my head whips around and I can feel myself stumbling backwards. Not wanting to touch him, I try to find something else within arm reach to stop myself from falling. When I can’t find anything, I just put my hands out and try to break my fall a little bit. Too bad I was close enough to the piece of shit coffee to table to land on it and then go falling through the splintering wood. I can feel the pieces of wood piercing and scraping my skin as I continue to fall through the table to the floor.

“You want to whore yourself out, then get the fuck out of my apartment!” Brad screams at me. “Take your kid and get the fuck out. Just remember that everything belongs to me though. You’re lucky I’m letting you and her leave with the clothes on your backs.”

Since Brad slams out of the door to the apartment, I quickly brush myself off and make sure that I don’t have any splinters on my clothes that could hurt Zoey. Then I grab her and make my way to the Kitty Kat Lounge as fast as I can. Hopefully Brad doesn’t follow me there. I’m not sure what I’m going to do with Zoey once I get there, but I know that I can’t leave her with Aurora now. There’s no way I’m going to put either one of them in danger. Yes, Brad told me to leave, but I know him. When he realizes that I followed his orders and left, he’s going to go crazy and do whatever he needs to do to find me and bring me back to the shitty life I live. The one I’ve been living since the day I was born.
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Chapter One
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Tank

WHEN MADDIE saw the picture of her ex on Bailey’s phone, I thought she was playing with me. Until I saw the look of pure fear shining from her eyes. Maddie is truly terrified of this man and somehow, he’s involved with the Soulless Bastards, well when they were alive, and the sex trafficking ring that we’re trying to find to keep Skylar and Bailey safe. Not a single person knew who this guy was until my Maddie said it was her ex-boyfriend Brad.

Now we’re bringing her into an emergency church so that we can learn everything she knows about him. Slim and Playboy are going to be in here too, since Maddie is Slim’s daughter and Playboy’s sister. I’m going to make sure that everything in my power is done to protect Maddie and her daughter Zoey.

I knew from the second I laid eyes on Maddie that I wanted to get to know her. So, I’ve been watching Zoey for her while she works at the diner. When she gets home, I can see how tired she is, so I usually watch Zoey while she does her thing. Usually Maddie takes a hot bath to unwind and relax after being on her feet her entire shift. It’s the little things that she likes and if I can give it to her and let her have time to herself, then I’m going to.

Zoey is such a good little girl that I don’t mind watching her at all. It gives me more time to settle in and do things around the apartment that needs to be done while Maddie is working or relaxing. I absolutely hated it when she went to Slim’s clubhouse while the rest of us went to Dander Falls. I had nothing to do with myself since I’m used to having Zoey around. But, she came home and now my world is right again. I try to spend every spare moment I have with her and Zoey.

“Maddie, you almost ready to go?” I ask from her living room.

“Yeah. I’m trying to find a pair of pants that are clean. I haven’t had a chance to do laundry in a little bit.”

“Why didn’t you tell me? I’d throw a load in for you.”

“Just so you can see my panties.” She calls back.

“You know that’s only part of it.” I answer, a smile breaking out on my face at her moment of humor. Maddie is still shy and doesn’t make jokes very often.

“And what’s the other part of it?” She asks, coming in the living room in nothing but one of the tees I left here last week.

Shifting Zoey in my lap, I can’t do anything but stare at Maddie. She’s never come out of her room any way other than fully dressed. Never before has she worn just a tee, and my tee at that, out of her room. Maddie all but runs to the laundry room though. Shaking my head to clear the dirty thoughts running rampant through it, I try to think about what she asked me.

“Um...” I start clearing my throat. “The other part is that I’ll do things around here that you don’t get a chance to do and you know it.”

“I know Tank. And I appreciate all the help you’ve given me since arriving here. I’m just used to doing things on my own.”

“You don’t have to now. That’s the point. If I’m not here to help you for some reason, then someone else from the club will help you out. Especially the old ladies.”

“I don’t like asking for help. In fact, I haven’t asked you to do anything around here. You’ve just done it while I was working or relaxing. On top of taking care of my daughter.” Maddie says, coming back into the small living room with a pair of jeans on that hug the curve of her ass perfectly. She’s holding a tank top and a larger shirt in one hand as she sweeps back through towards the room she shares with Zoey.

“I never said you asked me to do anythin’ here. I’ve done a ton of things around here and I’d do them all over again. It’s keepin’ you and the little princess here safe. If you need me to do laundry and shit, then tell me and I’ll do a load or two.”

Zoey chooses that moment to grab onto my necklace and give it a yank. She wants my attention and I was still thinking about my Maddie in no pants walking around. I can hear her finishing up in the bedroom though, so I turn all of my attention to Zoey. This little girl is going to be the spitting image of her mama and I’ll have to beat the boys off with a stick when she gets older. Yeah, I’ll be around her then even if Maddie doesn’t know it yet.

Standing Zoey up on my leg, I carefully take back my necklace and tuck it underneath my shirt, so she can’t get it again. Then I start blowing raspberries on her little belly. The sound of her laughter has me laughing right along with her. I love the sound of a little one laughing. So carefree and happy.

“I’m almost ready. Just have to get her diaper bag packed and we can go.” Maddie says, walking past us and leaning over to kiss Zoey on her head.

“Diaper bag is ready to go. We’re just waitin’ on you, sweetness.” I tell her standing up.

“When did you do that?” She asks, stopping to pick it up and heading for the door.

“While you were in the shower. Zoey was playin’ in the playpen, so I packed what we’d need. Just tryin’ to save a little time. The guys are all waitin’ on us and your dad already said if we weren’t there soon they were sendin’ a search party out.”

“Oh jeez!” Maddie says, taking her keys out to lock the door.

“He’s your dad.” I say smiling down at her.

“Well, let’s get there then before he gets his panties in a bunch.” Maddie says, heading to my truck.

Maddie

Tank has been such a tremendous help to me ever since I got here. Now, he spends as much time with Zoey as I do. And he acts more like her father than Brad ever did. I have to keep my walls up though. After Brad, there’s no way I’m going to ever get in a relationship again. I don’t care how sweet Bailey says he is. I’m not ready and I might not ever be ready to go through the name calling, controlling behavior, and put downs about every aspect of my life like I did when I was with him. Tank hasn’t done that to me so far, but we’re not together. Things change when you enter a relationship and start having sex.

Brad is the only guy I’ve ever had sex with and he started changing almost immediately after he convinced me to move in with him. I don’t want to think about him right now though. He’s going to be dominating my thoughts here in a little bit when I have to tell a room full of men that intimidate the hell out of me what I know about the dumbass.

“You okay sweetness?” Tank asks, taking my hand in his and holding it tight.

“I’m just nervous about standing in a room with all of you. I know my dad, Playboy, and you will be in there with me. But, I’m nervous about talking in front of all of you and letting you in on a part of my life that I’m so ashamed about it’s not funny.”

“We’re not goin’ to judge you, sweetness. We need to know what we’re dealin’ with, so we can keep you all safe.”

“I know. But I don’t want to relive my past. Especially with my dad and brother in there. I guess they need to know how I grew up though. I’m surprised that Slim hasn’t already asked me about it.”

“I’ll be right there with you. If you need to sit let me know and you can sit with me. I’ll keep you safe.”

“You can’t protect me from everything. No matter how hard you try. Let’s just get this over with.” I say leaning against the window.

Tank drives us to the clubhouse and I switch between checking on Zoey and leaning against the window. The whole time I don’t let go of his hand though. I’m drawing all of the strength that I can from him before we get in there. I need to stand on my own and depend on myself though. Tank can only do so much before he gets tired of waiting for something that’s never going to happen.

“Who is going to watch Zoey while we’re in there?” I ask suddenly.

“I think Bailey is goin’ to be there.”

“She just had Zander. I can take her in with me. Bailey doesn’t need to try to watch two babies.”

“She offered to watch her sweetness. You can leave her with Bailey and I’ll sit by the door, so I can hear if somethin’ happens. How does that sound?” Tank asks getting ready to pull into the clubhouse parking lot.

“I guess.”

Once he parks the truck, Tank gets Zoey and her car seat out while I wait for him by the passenger door. I really don’t want to go in here and do this, but to save the women that have helped me, I will relive the torment. Tank grabs my hand again and leads me into the common room. Bailey and Ma are sitting there waiting for us to hand Zoey over while we’re in the meeting room.

“You’ll be fine sweetheart.” Ma says pulling me in for a quick hug. “Pops is in there with your daddy and brother. They won’t let anything happen to you.”

“It’s more a matter of having to relive what a shitty childhood I had and then going to live with Brad. How could I not know this shit was going on?” I ask wiping a stray tear from my eye.

Tank wraps his arms around me and holds me for a minute while Ma takes Zoey out of her car seat. As soon as he sees that I have my emotions under wraps, he grabs my hand again and leads me into the meeting room. It’s a full house and every seat is taken. Apparently Gage and some of his guys came down here for this too.

Grim stands up and motions for me to walk up to him. He pulls me in and whispers that everything will be okay, and he purposely sat my dad, brother, Tank, and Pops together where I’ll be standing to talk to everyone. That way I can look at them and focus on the ones that I have spent the most time with. If he only knew that I didn’t want my dad and brother to know about this story.

“Okay. Everyone knows why we’re here,” Grim starts. “I want everyone to be quiet and give Maddison as much time as she needs to get her story out. If anyone has questions, hold them until the end. Even then we’ll probably take a break before she answers anythin’. Whenever you’re ready sweetheart.”

The only person I can look at is Tank. He’s been by my side since we left Dander Falls, so I’m going to draw as much strength from him as I can. I can see my dad and Playboy out of the corner of my eye. So, I’ll be able to see their reaction and know if I’m upsetting them. I don’t know what I’ll do if they get upset, but I’ll deal with that when it happens.

“When I was little, my mom was an okay mom. It all started to change when I was about six or seven. I don’t know what happened to make her hate me so much, but everything I did was wrong. If I was too loud, I’d get a whoopin’, if I didn’t clean up after myself fast enough, or if I asked about dinner. It was all the same, her not having time for me and getting pissed if I did something she didn’t like. Hell, by the time I was eleven, she had me going to buy her drugs and shit for her.” I say taking a breath and seeing the four men I’m focusing on clench their fists by the sides of their chairs. “The older I got, the worse it got. Because at that time she started having her boyfriends over all the time and they would spend as much time looking at me as they did her. I don’t know why they did it, unless it was just to get me in more trouble. When the guy of the day would leave her, I’d get called all sorts of names and she’d beat the shit out of me for making them leave her when she wouldn’t let them have me. I guess I should be thankful that she didn’t force me to be with them, just so they’d stick around. Roxy never cleaned the house, cooked, went shopping, taught me anything about getting my period. I had to depend on myself and do it all. When it came to woman issues, I had to talk to the school nurse just to learn what I had to get for myself. At the age of thirteen, I was working any odd job that I could in order to have money. There were some older folks that lived around us and I usually ended up doing things for them. I hated taking their money, but it was either that or starve to death.

“Anyway, when I turned sixteen or seventeen, I can’t remember because it’s not like we celebrated my birthday, I met this guy. Brad. He seemed so nice and caring. When he would run into me, he’d buy my drink or sit and talk about books with me. Sometimes he would just walk around the streets with me. I’m not even sure how he knew where to find me all the times he’d accidentally bump into me, but he did. So, I’d spend as much time as I could with him. Brad was already out of high school by the time we met so he’d meet me after school or before school he’d walk me there.

“Within six months he talked me into moving in with him. He had an apartment not far from school and it’s not like my mom cared whether or not I was home. In fact, she preferred me to stay away as much as possible.”

I have to stop talking, I can feel the tears gathering up as I let everyone know that even my mom didn’t think I was good enough to have around. All she cared about were her drugs, men, and booze. I didn’t rate anywhere in her life. I’m twenty years old and I still don’t know what caused such a drastic change in her. Looking up at my dad, I can see tears streaming down his face and I want to go comfort him. But, I know if I do I won’t be able to talk about Brad. I’m also pretty sure I know what changed my mom. Other than a few features that I got from her, I look exactly like my dad. She fucked up when it came to him and I got blamed for him not being around. It was her own fault though since he wanted her to go back home with him. She was the one that wasn’t looking for a commitment. Too bad she didn’t know how to make him use a condom or get on birth control herself and she got pregnant with me. 

“So, after I got all settled in the apartment, Brad started to change. He started telling me what I could and couldn’t do, what I could wear, when I needed to be home from school, and who I could talk to while I was there. I didn’t have many friends, so I didn’t really talk to anyone anyway. Then about a year after I got there, I dropped out of school. Brad wanted me home to get packages that were delivered and to cook and clean for him. Basically, I turned into a live-in housekeeper. Definitely didn’t imagine my life like that.

“Soon the verbal and emotional abuse started. I was a fat cow, I couldn’t do anything right, I was kicked out of our room and had to sleep on a lumpy couch. My clothes had to be put in the living room closet. I’m sure he was cheating on me, but I could never prove it. The only time he would touch me is when he would ‘throw me a bone’ whether I wanted to be with him or not. It was all about him after all and he didn’t even care if I got off as long as he did. Soon after I got pregnant with Zoey, he started making it so that I wouldn’t have food to eat unless he left scraps on his plate or I hid crackers in the closet. If he did happen to find food I had hidden, he’d eat it in front of me or crush it into the floor making a bigger mess for me to clean up. Eventually he’d either leave nothing on his plates or smash it to the floor so I couldn’t eat it.”

“That’s enough!” My dad says standing up so fast his chair slams into the table. “She’s had enough for now. Let’s take a break.”

“Maddison, what do you want to do?” Grim asks me.

“I need to get this last part out and then I’d like a break please.” I murmur, looking at the floor.

“Okay. Slim either sit down or get out. The choice is yours.” Grim says waiting to see what he’ll do.

After my dad sits back down, I take a deep breath and start again. “When it got closer to my due date, Brad lost his job because he was always drunk or high on whatever he was taking. I said that I’d go out and get a job and he told me there was no way in hell I was leaving the house. Besides, he said I was too fat to get a job, no one would hire me. It was a week or so and I went into labor while I was making his breakfast. He made me stay there and finish cooking and him to finish eating before he would take me to the hospital. I think we were in the apartment for almost three hours before he would leave. When I came home with Zoey that day, because he made me sign out, he turned worse. All of a sudden Zoey wasn’t his, I was a whore and a slut, even if I was up all night with her, I still had to do everything for him when he wanted it done. The last straw was the day I met Pops and Tank. He raised his hand to me and backhanded me so hard I fell through the living room table and then he screamed at me to get out. I couldn’t even take anything of Zoey’s because he paid for it all.”

Finally, I take a breath and feel myself slump down. Almost like my legs won’t hold my body weight anymore. Slim and Tank run to me and Tank scoops me up in his arms telling everyone that he’s taking me to rest for a while. My dad’s not far behind him as he walks me into his room and lays me down on his bed. As he goes to move away, I grab his hand and don’t let go.

“I’ll be right back sweetness. I’m goin’ to go grab you some water. Slim will stay here with you.” Tank says leaning down to kiss my forehead.

“Okay.” I say feeling my eyes close.

Hearing the door close, I move closer to the edge of the bed where I can feel my dad sitting. I reach out and grab his hand as he kisses mine and kneels down to wrap his arms around me. “I’m so sorry Maddison. If I had any clue at all about you, I would have been there for you in a heartbeat.”

“I know dad. It’s okay. I’m alright.”

“You shouldn’t have had to go through all that shit though.” He says as his tears fall on my hands.

“Please don’t cry for me. I’m okay. You know now and I’m glad that Zoey will get to know her grandpa and uncle.”

“You’re so strong baby. I’m so proud of you for overcomin’ all that shit and knowin’ when to get out.”

“No. If I knew when to get out, it would’ve been when the abuse first started.” I say letting my mind shut down and drift into sleep.

Tank

I knew Maddie didn’t have a good upbringing, but her story absolutely breaks my fucking heart. If that punk ass bitch Brad and her mother were here right now, I’d kill them both with a smile on my fucking face.

This Roxy bitch should have been doing everything in her power to protect Maddie. Instead, she treated her like shit and used her to go buy drugs. I’m sure I know what changed and it has to do with the fact that my girl has a lot of her daddy’s features in her. Maddie’s eyes, nose, and mouth are all Slim. Even her darker toned skin is like Slim and Playboy. Roxy probably didn’t want anything to do with her because she knew that if Slim ever saw her, he’d take her out of that hellhole so quick her head would spin.

I don’t know what the fuck Brad’s deal is, but I’ll get to the bottom of it too. No one deserves to be treated as a slave, but Maddie is so sweet, kind, innocent, and pure that she should be treated like a fucking queen. Let me find out he did more to her than what she’s said, and I’ll kill the bitch, bring him back, and kill him all over again. That’s how much hate and rage I have rolling through me right now.

“My sister okay?” Playboy asks me.

“I don’t know. She didn’t want me to leave my room, but I know she’s gonna need a drink when she wakes up. Your dad’s in with her if you want to go with me.”

“No. I need to process all the shit she just told us in there. I’m sure that’s not all of it either.” Playboy says sitting down at the table.

“Why don’t you check on Zoey then? Ma and Bailey have her in the common room. She’ll calm you down enough to go back in there when Maddie wakes up.” I tell him.

“You care about her, don’t you?” He asks, standing up.

“I care about them both.” I say. “And I’ll give my life to make sure this shit doesn’t touch them again.”

Playboy nods at me and turns to go see his niece. He needs to spend some time with Zoey right now or he’s not going to be able to listen to anything else Maddie has to say. I can see the rage, sadness, and turmoil swirling through him. Just like Maddie, Playboy’s an open book when it comes to family. You can see every emotion on his face and swirling in his eyes. Zoey will make him think of nothing but her and how cute she is when she’s wrapping you around her little finger.

Walking back in my room, I see Slim kneeling by the bed with tears running down his face. He’s still holding my girl’s hand and wrapping her up as close as he can get to protect her from the nightmares she has almost every night. Looking up at me, Slim let’s go and wipes his eyes.

“How did I not know Tank? How much more has my girl suffered through that she hasn’t mentioned?” Slim asks me.

“It’s not pretty man. I spend a lot of time with the two of your girls and I can tell you she has nightmares almost every night I’m there.”

Slim looks at me and I know he wants to know what I’m doing staying with his daughter. I should let him know it’s mainly the nights she works late, but I’m not going to. I’ve already talked to him and told him my intentions with his daughter and granddaughter. They are mine! Maddie is going to fight like hell against it, but she’s not going to win.

“Playboy is out calmin’ down by visitin’ Zoey. Why don’t you join him, and I’ll bring my girl back out when she wakes up? Just let the guys know she passed out and I’ll bring her back in when she’s ready.”

“Alright son. You take care of her.”

“Wouldn’t have it any other way.” I tell him, leading him to the door.

As soon as I shut and lock my door behind him, I take my cut, shirt, and boots off so that I can climb in bed with Maddie. She seems to sleep better when I’m next to her, but I don’t think she has any clue that I’ve spent numerous nights in bed with her when she has a nightmare. I get in when I hear her screams, she calms down and gets some sleep, and then I get up and move back to the couch before she wakes up. Well, before Zoey wakes up. Zoey really only gets up once a night unless she’s teething or sick. Then we’re usually up all night long with her. Those are the other nights I stay with my girls.

Laying down, I just look at Maddie while she sleeps. I know she needs to rest and I want that for her, but at the same time, I know Zoey’s gonna be getting hungry and we didn’t bring any bottles of breastmilk with us because we weren’t leaving her. Hopefully Maddie can sleep until that time though.

Wrapping my arms around her, I lay down as close to Maddie as I can get, and she burrows the rest of the way into me. Turning over to face me, I can see the tears that have streaked her face and I gently wipe them away. Maddie turns her face into my hand, so I don’t move it so that she can feel the protection that I’m giving her right now. She needs to know that when she’s with me, she’s going to be as safe as possible.
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I don’t remember falling asleep, but I’m woken up by a tapping on my door. Sliding carefully out from under Maddie, I make my way over to see who it is. Slim, Grim, and Gage are standing there. Zoey is awake and in Slim’s arms until she sees me. Then she wants to be in my arms. Since, I give her most everything she wants already, I grab her up and ask the guys what they need.

“She ready to continue?” Grim asks me.

“No. She’s still sleepin’. I’m sure she’ll be up in a few minutes to feed Zoey, but this is goin’ at her pace and not a bit faster.” I tell my President staring him in the eyes as I do.

“I get where you’re comin’ from Tank, but we have to think about everyone here and not just Maddie. I don’t want to have to push her, but this doesn’t just affect her anymore.”

“It’s okay Grim. I’ll be ready as soon as I feed Zoey. I know that you guys need to know as much as you can about Brad.” Maddie says walking up to me and taking Zoey from my arms. “Give me about a half hour and I’ll be out.”

“Okay sweetheart. Thank you for understandin’ where I’m comin’ from.” Grim says before they all turn to leave.

Maddie takes Zoey over and sits at the head of my bed and I sit down next to her so that I can hold her while she’s feeding Zoey. Resting her head on my shoulder after pulling her shirt up, she burrows in and looks down at her daughter. After a little bit Maddie didn’t worry about me seeing her feed the little princess. I don’t know what changed for her, but I don’t take advantage of it either. Obviously, I watch her feed her daughter, but I don’t push for more or anything like that. She needs to know that I’m not going to try to take what she’s not ready to offer.

“You can take your time sweetness. We don’t have to go back right away if you can’t handle it.”

“Grim’s right. This doesn’t just affect Zoey and me. Whatever’s going on affects everyone in this club in some way or another. My trauma is limited because I’ve already lived through it. Like I said, I don’t like that you’re going to know all about my past, but at least you know why I’m not ready for anything. Hell, I can’t imagine that you want anything to do with me now after hearing what I’ve already said.” She tells me while switching Zoey to the other side.

“Sweetness, it’s gonna take a lot more than that to scare me away. I’m gonna say it again that eventually, you’ll be ready for more and I’ll be waitin’. I’m a patient man and Zoey and you are the ones I want in my life. It hit me as soon as I saw you at the Kitty Kat and it hasn’t gone away yet. There’s things you don’t know about me that will probably make you want to run and hide. But, I’m not gonna let that happen either.”

“What do you mean? What do you think would scare me away?” She asks, looking up at me through her eyelashes.

“I’ve killed for the club, I’ve lost a child, for a while I was so far in a bottle I didn’t know which way was up. But, I’m not that man anymore. I mean, if it comes down to it, I’ll kill again and I’m not gonna apologize for it. If it comes down to my family or someone else, it’s gonna be someone else losin’ their life every single time.” I tell her looking down at her while running my hand over Zoey’s head.

“How did you lose a child?” She asks, shocking the hell out of me.

“After tellin’ you that I’ve killed, and will again, you ask me how I lost my child? Well, his mom was an addict and I didn’t catch it in time. By the time I realized what she had been doin’, she was goin’ into early labor. The doctors couldn’t stop it and so she delivered my son a few weeks before they might have been able to save his life. I stayed in the room, holdin’ Dean as long as they’d let me. Well, they had to hold me back when they took him from me because I wasn’t ready to say goodbye even though he was already gone. I wanted to stay there holdin’ him.”

I can see Maddie crying and I wrap my arm around the back of her. She looks up at me and I wipe her tears away before she takes Zoey and hands her to me. It’s time to burp her and I’m sure that Maddie wants to get her emotions in check before we go back out to the common room and in to the meeting room. Burping Zoey, I watch Maddison head into my bathroom and hear the faucet turn on, so she can wash her face up.

“You got washcloths in here Tank?” She asks, through the open door.

“In the cabinet at the end of the tub sweetness.” I tell her laying Zoey down in the middle of my bed, so I can put my tee and cut back on.

By the time I sit on the bed to put my boots back on, she’s standing in the doorway looking at me with shock evident on her face. “What’s this?”

“I got some stuff for Zoey in case we’re here and she needs a bath or anythin’. It’s not a big deal.”

“It is a big deal Tank. Could you make things any easier for me? You know you didn’t have to do this.”

“I wanted to do it. It’s not like we ever know if we’re gonna be here or not. Or, if I’m gonna have to stop by while I’m watchin’ her. So, I figured it made sense to have bath stuff for her here.”

Sitting back, I watch Zoey play with the edge of the blanket and try to roll up in it. So, I pull the edge from her tiny hands and throw it over her. We usually play peek-a-boo with one of her blankets when we’re at her house. Might as well do it here too since it’s one of the things she loves to do.

“Alright. Let’s get this over with. I don’t know how much more I can help you guys, but we’ll see.” Maddie tells me pulling the blanket back and acting surprised to make Zoey laugh.

“Grim will probably ask you questions or somethin’ sweetness. Just answer them the best you can, and we’ll go from there.”

Leading her back into the common room, I see all the guys sitting around with their old ladies or in groups of men around the room. We’re the only ones here today since the club girls were taken to shop or some shit by Rage and Blade. As soon as Grim notices us, he kisses Bailey and Zander and starts rounding the guys up to go back for round two.

Maddie takes Zoey over to Ma before following me into the meeting room. Once we’re all in our seats, she stands there waiting to see what Grim wants to do. It doesn’t take long for him to start with the questioning.

“Okay. I think we have enough of the back-story sweetheart. And every single one of us are pissed as fuck that you had to go through all that. For now, we’re gonna ask you some questions and you just answer them with what you know. Irish is gonna be writing stuff down so that we can get together later and figure out our next move.”

“Okay. I don’t know how much help I can be, but I’ll answer what I can.”

“That’s fine honey, you just tell us what you know. Any little detail can help at this point. Now, do you know anyone that he hangs out with?”

“There’s been guys that come over once in a while, but no names were ever given or used around me. They all wore dark clothes though and hats. I don’t think I ever saw them in anything else.”

“Okay, that’s good. Do you know anywhere that he goes when he’s not at home?” Cage asks.

“He used to take me to a pool hall when we first got together. I’m not sure if he still goes there though. We didn’t go out and do much together once I moved in.”

“The one in Dander Falls?” Gage asks her.

“Yeah. We never left Dander Falls. Shortly after I quit school, we lost the car when it was totaled in an accident. Apparently one of his friends borrowed it and crashed it because he was high or drunk.”

“You say he drinks and gets high? Do you know what he takes?” Grim asks her.

“No. I’ve never found anything while I was doing his laundry. And he’s never done it in front of me. I’m not saying that he never did it in the apartment, because I’m sure he did. Just not in front of me.”

“Where’s the apartment?” Gage asks.

“About a mile down from the diner. It’s on Turner Ave.”

“If you went with someone, could you point out the building, or is it just a house?” Grim asks.

I need to step in here. “You seriously askin’ her to go that close to that fucker?”

“I am. She’ll be in a car with blacked out windows, so no one will know it’s her. We’ll put her in a hat and sunglasses in case he’s leavin’ or somethin’. You can go with her Tank, so you know nothin’ happens to her.” Grim tells me.

“I’m goin’ too.” Slim says. “I want Playboy there too.”

Grim nods his acceptance of this since I’m sure he knew it was going to be this way. I’m guessing it’s going to be one of Grim’s guys and one of Gage’s guys that go with us too. Looks like we’re taking one of the SUV’s instead of a car.

“When are we going?” Maddie asks.

“As soon as possible sweetheart.” Grim answers. “I know you have Zoey, but I’m sure Ma and Bailey will be able to watch her while we go down and back. It’s not ideal, but the sooner we get there and back, the sooner we can figure out what’s goin’ on.”

“Well, let me talk to them and see what’s going on then. Please?” She asks hesitantly. “I need to see my baby and make sure she’s going to be okay.”

“Anythin’ you want sweetheart. We’re not stayin’ down there, so it’s not like we need to pack or anythin’. Let me know when you’re ready to leave.” Grim answers her before I stand up to follow her out to the common room.

I grab Maddie’s hand before we get to where Bailey and Ma are sitting with Zoey and Zander. Bailey is feeding her son with a blanket thrown over her, so no one can see her. Grim would definitely go postal on any brother that was watching his woman feed their son. As we get closer, I hear them talking about the upcoming wedding and making plans to go to some new salon close to Dander Falls. I don’t know what Grim’s going to think of that, but we’ll see what happens after today.

“Hey guys,” Maddie says walking up and grabbing Zoey from Ma. “I guess I need to go for a ride with the guys. Are you okay to watch Zoey overnight? I’ll pick her up as soon as I get back or when she wakes up.”

“You don’t worry about a think honey.” Ma says. “I’ll take her home and you come get her when you get up tomorrow. Do you have any breastmilk here, or do we need to stop by the apartment and grab some?”

“I didn’t bring any with us. There’s enough in the refrigerator to last until we get back. I just pumped it this morning since she had her cereal and fruit.”

“Okay honey. We’ll grab it and she’ll be just fine with us. She can sleep in Zander’s crib.”

I want to leave Maddie here, so I can talk to the guys that are going. Instead I stand next to her, so I can get my Zoey time in too before we leave. This little girl is quickly becoming one of the most important things in my world. Just like her mama. Honestly, I never thought that a woman and her child would turn my world upside down and become the most important people in my life so quickly. It was almost from the first moment I saw her sitting in the office at the Kitty Kat Lounge.

Maddie hands me Zoey, breaking me from my thoughts. Holding her close, I sit down next to Ma so that I can stand her on my lap. She loves to stand while I hold her and she’s getting so strong. Every day it seems that she can stand longer and longer with my help. Unfortunately, I forgot to hide my necklace again, so Zoey immediately zooms in on it and reaches up to pull on the chain.

“No no baby girl.” Maddie says, trying to pry her little fingers from my chain.

“It’s okay sweetness. She does it every day and hasn’t broken it yet. Not that I would care if she did.”

“But...” Maddie starts.

“There is no ‘but’ sweetness. She’s fine. Now, let’s say our goodbyes so we can leave and get back here.”

Maddie takes her daughter back from me and takes her to sit at a table in the far corner. She’s probably going to try to feed her before we leave, so I leave her to it. While she’s doing that, I’ll go talk to the guys and make sure that my hardware is ready. There’s no way that I’m not taking anything. I don’t care if they said we’re just going by the house, so she can show us where he lives. You never know what can happen and I’m not taking any chances with my sweetness.
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Chapter Two
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Maddie

WHEN WE ALL piled into two SUV’s almost three hours ago, I got put with my dad, Tank, Grim, and Cage. Joker, my brother, Gage, Crash, and Trojan are riding in the other one. I’m sitting in the back seat of a blacked-out SUV between Tank and my dad. Tank’s hand is resting on my knee and my dad keeps looking at Tank’s hand. Right now, I don’t care because I need to draw all of the strength I can from him. The only thing running through my head is that Brad is going to see me and shit’s going to hit the fan. I don’t want anything to happen to any one of these guys. Especially to Bailey and Skylar’s men.

“So, um, what exactly is going to happen if we happen to see him while we’re here?” I ask the men in the SUV with me.

“What do you mean sweetness?” Tank asks.

“Well, when we go by the apartment house, what happens if we see him outside?”

“You let us worry about that babe.” Grim says from the front seat. “We won’t let you get hurt.

“I trust you. I just want to make sure that he doesn’t see me. I don’t want him knowing where I am or who I’m with.”

“Is there somethin’ more goin’ on that we don’t know?” Slim asks me.

“No. I just don’t want trouble coming to any of you. And, I don’t want him to try to take Zoey from me.”

“Sweetness, I promise he won’t take our girl from us.” Tank says pulling me into his side.

It’s not the first time Tank has referred to Zoey as ‘our girl’, and I’m sure it won’t be the last. Every time he says it, I can feel part of my carefully constructed walls coming down. I’ve never known a guy like him. I want to get to know him more and open up about myself, have no secrets between us. But, I’ve never known a good relationship, so I’m scared shitless to open up to anyone. Even my dad and brother.

“I know. I’m just worried about what his plans are. I’ve never made it out and away from him before. Zoey is all I have, and I can’t let anything happen to her.”

“You have more than just Zoey, girl.” My dad says pulling him over into him. “Now that I know you’re mine, I’m never leavin’ you. Nothin’ will happen to you, you can count on that!”

Famous last words. I don’t think they’re giving Brad enough credit for the length he’s willing to go to keep what he sees as his. Even though he won’t accept Zoey as his, if he wants me back, I wouldn’t put it past him to try to use her to get me to go back to him. He can be extremely devious when he wants to be.

The closer that we get to the apartment house, the more nervous I become. I don’t know what to expect and I don’t know how they’re going to protect me if Brad has his sights set on me coming back. I look at Tank just as he looks towards me and I offer him a small, nervous smile. No matter what, I don’t want him to get hurt because of me. He’s been there for me like no other and I won’t be able to live with myself if he’s hurt.

“You’re going to take a left when you get to the stop light.” I tell Cage, pulling my mind to the job at hand.

Without a word, Cage gets in the turning lane. “Is it on the road we’re turnin’ on Maddie?” Grim asks.

“Yeah. It’s about a mile down the road on the left-hand side. The house is yellow, and the paint is peeling. There’s a small yard in the front and a parking lot out behind the house. If he’s there, a blue Camaro will be parked out front. He never parks out back.”

“Okay. You just be ready to point it out, so we know for sure it’s the right one.”

As the house gets closer, I can feel my palms sweating and a fine sheen of sweat breaking out on my forehead and upper lip. Sensing my nervousness, Tank grabs my hand back and doesn’t let go. If I could, I would hide in his side and not look at the place I lived through hell in. There really are no happy memories in this town for me. The house itself is nothing but a horror show for me with the way Brad treated me.

Cage slows down and I can see the house getting closer. Thankfully I don’t see the Camaro out front. So, I point it out and tell them he’s not home. Grim, my dad, and Tank peer at the house and surrounding area to get a read on it. I’m sure that Cage does something to let the guys in the SUV behind us know that we’ve passed the house.

“Thank you, Maddie.” Grim says. “Before we head home, we’re gonna stop and grab a bite at the diner. When we get there, I want you to go into the bathroom and clean up, yeah?”

“I can do that. All you had to do was say you wanted to talk to the guys.” I tell him with a smile to let him know that I’m not giving him an attitude.

“Okay smart ass. I need to talk to everyone, so you go to the bathroom and Tank will come get you when we’re done. I’ll make it quick so you’re not hidin’ out in there for long.” Grim responds.

As we pull into the diner’s parking lot and pile out of the two SUV’s, I head into the bathroom without looking around. I just want to make it look like I have to go to the bathroom. That way the guys can talk about what they need to regarding Brad and we can eat. My main priority is getting back on the road and heading home to my daughter. I’m sure she’s fine, but I hate being away from her. Other than work, this is the longest I’ve been without her since she was born.

Entering the bathroom, I see no one else in here. So, I do my business and head to the sink to wash up. I make sure I splash some cold water on my face so that I can try to get rid of the sweat from passing the house. Just as I’m drying myself off, there’s a knock on the door. Since I didn’t look at anyone in the diner when I walked in, I’m assuming it’s Tank. Too bad that I wasn’t more cautious.

Throwing open the door, I come face to face with Brad. “Miss me?” He asks, grabbing onto my arm in a death grip. “It’s time to go home now. You’ve messed up my plans and need to be taught a lesson.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you! The guys I’m with will make sure of that.”

“Oh, you mean the guys from the Wild Kings and the Phantom Bastards. Guess you found out who your daddy is. He’s not going to stop me and ruin the plans that I have for you. You’re my ticket out of a whole bunch of shit! I guess you’re fuck buddy is going to have to go without from now on.”

“What are you talking about? I’m not with anyone. You’ve made sure that I don’t want to be with anyone!” I spit out in his face.

“Where’s your brat? I don’t see her around. Did you finally wise up and get rid of her?”

“No. She’s with friends. I’ll be back with her in a few hours.”

“No, you won’t. I know you don’t have friends, you never have!”

Without another chance to say anything, Brad drags me out of the bathroom and through the back door of the diner. One hand still has a death grip on my arm and the other one is covering my mouth and nose so that I don’t scream and alert anyone to what’s happening. I would try to fight him off, but I know that it’s pointless. The guys probably aren’t even in the diner yet since Tank didn’t come for me. His car is parked up next to the door and he goes to the back of it. Opening up the trunk, he shoves me in and slams it closed. What the fuck?

Once my eyes adjust to the darkness, I use my hands and what little I can see to try to find a way out. Since I’ve never been kidnapped before though, I have no clue what to do or look for. Right now, I’m not going to pull my cell phone out because I don’t want to waste the battery for just a sliver of light. I’ll keep it for when I’m alone and can get a call out to my dad or Tank. There’s no way in hell I’m going to call any of the women. That would just send them into more of a panic that the guys don’t need to deal with right now. I just know that I have to get out of here before something bad happens to me.
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I’m not sure how long I’ve been in the back of Brad’s car, but I know that he made a few stops along the way. The only things I can think of right now though are Zoey, Tank, and my family. Including the club as my extended family and my blood family in Slim and Playboy. I can’t imagine what’s going through their minds right now.

Tears start streaming down my face knowing that I’m more than likely not going to see my baby girl again. I’m never going to get to tell Tank how I feel about him and what I want our future to be. My dad and brother are never going to know that I’m so happy to have finally found my real family the ones that truly care that I’m happy and cared for. The girls that I’ve become friends with are never going to know that I value everything that they’ve done for me since we met.

Brad suddenly jerks the car to a stop and I fly forward, hitting my head on the exposed metal inside the trunk. Stars line my vision, and everything gets a hazy edge to it. Thankfully I already moved my cell phone from my pocket to inside my bra, hoping Brad won’t check me for anything.

I can hear him whistling but when he gets to the trunk, I hear him talking on what I’m guessing is a phone because I don’t hear any other voices. So, I try to listen to what he’s saying so that I can find out what he wants from me. The more information I can give everyone, the better off they’ll be.

“I got the package. It won’t be long now before we can get the ones that you really want.” Brad says before listening to whoever is on the other end of the line. “Right now, I’m at the warehouse. I’ll throw her in a cage with the rest until you’re ready to make the call.”

I can still hear him pacing back and forth. Brad is listening to whatever the person is saying in response to hearing I’m at some warehouse. I can hear the agitation in his movements, the person is pissing him off and that doesn’t bode well for me.

“What do you mean you want her kept separate? How the hell am I supposed to do that in a fucking warehouse?” After a brief pause, he continues. “Fine, I’ll put her in the storage room. There’s no windows or anything for her to get out of in there. I have some other things to deal with. She’ll make the call tomorrow and get them here. If she doesn’t want to cooperate, I’ll kill the bitch!”

Brad slams his hand against the trunk, so I’m sure he hung up on whoever he was talking to. Closing my eyes to his rage, I wait for him to open the lid and drag me to wherever he’s taking me. Instead I hear him pacing and muttering to himself. It’s still another few minutes at least until he opens the trunk up and pulls me out by my hair. After slamming my head off of the metal, that’s really the last thing I need. Knowing Brad the way I do though, if I let on that I’m already hurt he’s just going to make it worse.

Once he has me out of the trunk, he ties a bandana that’s been folded up over my eyes so that I can’t see anything. Too bad I already see that we’re in the middle of nowhere. That’s not going to help me get away though. There’s nowhere for me to hide if I do manage to escape somehow.

As I hear a door screech open, I listen to see what else I can hear knowing we’re heading in the warehouse. Once the door slams closed behind us, I can make out the pleas and whimpers of what sounds like several women. Listening carefully, I try to see if I can make out how many there are. But, Brad yells at them to shut up and they do. They must know how he likes to punish women. When he gets it in his head, he will do whatever he wants to ensure cooperation, including rape.

“You’re going to stay in here until I come for you. Then you’re going to be making a call to exchange your life for Bailey and Skylar. If you don’t cooperate, you will be killed after you know that your brat suffered a tragic death. And we’ll still get the two of them. So, I suggest you think about what’s important to you. The brat you say you love, or your life.”

With that, Brad throws me in a small, dark, and musty smelling room. He’s right, there’s no windows in here for light or air. Since he shoved me in and I couldn’t catch my balance, he has plenty of time to slam the door shut and lock it from the outside. I don’t try to get up or move from where I landed on the floor. I’m just going to bide my time until I can call Tank and tell him what I know and to make sure that Zoey remembers me and knows that I loved her with everything I am. There’s no way in hell I’m going to give up Bailey and Skylar for whatever Brad and whoever he was talking to earlier. Zander and the rest of the kids need their mothers more than Zoey needs me. It just breaks my heart knowing that I’ll never get to watch her grow up and find love and happiness.
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