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      Stanton stood inside the double doors of the entrance to the rehab center, tugging at the collar of his button-down shirt and adjusting his tie. Normally he’d have worn something more casual, but his mother was arriving any moment. Since he hadn’t exactly been in a position to drive himself to Tully Drug Rehab a month ago, she insisted on driving up to retrieve him. Or, rather, being driven there. In the family limo, that is. One of the reasons he’d chosen this place was that it had a name among professionals and law enforcement, of which he was both. A close second was its reputation for privacy and seclusion. If he was going to do this thing, he needed to be as far from Poughkeepsie and his father as possible. Not that his father would have visited. The very thought of him and his accompanying barrage of recriminations would’ve been distracting, to say the least.

      But there was no getting around the fact that he was an addict. Not some guy with a little cocaine problem. Not a guy who partied too much or had a bit of a control issue. Nah. He was a fucking addict, through and through. Stanton twisted the family signet ring on his finger as he peered through the frosted glass pane of the front door. He drew his cashmere coat collar up to cover his neck from a brisk draft coming from the entranceway. An addict who wouldn’t snuff white powder up his nose again is who he was now. After four weeks in this place, and the hard work he’d put in, he had no intention of backpedaling and ending right back where he started. Not. Fucking. Happening. If for no other reason than that he didn’t have it in him to take a month off work again. Being a high-powered, respected prosecutor did not allow for that kind of lapse of time. He shuddered to think of the state of his files when he got back to the office tomorrow.

      Besides work, the thing he missed the most was the lack of fucking. Thank Christ he was back at court tomorrow. Hopefully, he wouldn’t have too much trouble finding a soft woman he could sink his cock into real soon. His sponsor, who was about as much of an asshole as Stanton, did make one stipulation. Find a new woman. Cut off the old ones because they were potential triggers. Which meant no speed-dial party girls. Gregory made him delete every last female contact on his speed-dial list. Brutal. Unfortunately, that didn’t include Melanie, the one he most wanted off his phone. He’d taken her off the cheat list during his miserable attempt at monogamy. He sighed inwardly. What a clusterfuck that had been. Old family friend turned other woman turned jilted fiancée. He’d have to make amends to her at some point in the future. It was a one-day-at-a-time program, so he didn’t need to dwell on that hellhole right this moment. Or so Gregory told him when his thoughts tumbled down the rabbit hole. His sponsor was a man who’d been through exactly what he had been through and was willing to waste his time with Stanton to bolster his own recovery. Go figure. He never thought that was how shit would go down. For Stanton, sacrifice was sacrifice, without expectation of anything coming his way. Not approval. Certainly not an ounce of relief.

      A limo rolled up to the curved driveway. He checked his Piaget watch. Just on time. Waving goodbye to the receptionist, he stepped out the door, towing his Rimowa rolling baggage.

      Anthony hurried out of the limo, rubbing his gloved hands together as he walked around to open the back door of the limo for him. “Welcome home, Mr. Prescott,” he greeted as he stood at attention in the frigid air of January in Upstate New York.

      Nodding to the older man, he replied, “Thank you, Anthony. It’s good to be out.” That’s the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.

      Handing Anthony his baggage, Stanton slid into the seat beside his mother and placed a kiss on her right cheek. She squeezed his hand, giving him a quick but thorough once-over. “How are you doing, darling? You look well.”

      “Much improved from the last time you saw me, I’m sure,” he said, squeezing her hand back.

      “Now, now. Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

      “Oh, Mother, only you would say that. You found me plastered in my own vomit, shielding Amy from getting a good look at me while calling nine-one-one. I think we’re past suggesting that I was anything but a fucking mess.”

      “I see they didn’t get you to stop cursing,” she reproved mildly.

      His mother. Always working to better others. She was tenacious that way. Never gave up. Certainly didn’t give up on his father after Jax’s death, and God knows he wouldn’t have given the bastard a second chance. Then again, cast in his father’s image, Stanton shouldn’t be one to talk.

      “You know your father can’t handle anything irregular. It is the only reason he didn’t come with me today,” his mother said. Yeah, right. Excuses, excuses.

      “For an alcoholic—”

      “Former alcoholic,” his mother interjected.

      “There’s no such thing, Mother. One of the many things I learned back there.” He jutted a thumb in the direction of Tully.

      His mother turned her face and gazed out the tinted window as the car started. “He stopped drinking quite a long time ago. That’s past history.”

      If only past history stayed in the past. “He never stopped raging,” Stanton threw back. “Or controlling everything.” He expelled a weary breath. This was an old argument and he should know better than to go down this dog-eared, worn-out path. But dammit, he’d spent the past four weeks dredging up family ghosts. Outside of detoxing, which was the ultimate kick in the balls, he was done with burying shit or circumventing issues.

      His mom turned back from the window, and her startling cornflower blue eyes locked on him. “In any case, I’m glad you’re better and that you’re home. I’ll do whatever’s necessary for you to remain clean. Anything,” she vowed. He grasped her hand again and she weaved her fingers tightly between his. If nothing else, Marie Bethany Prescott, née Astor, was a good woman who’d go to any lengths to keep her family together.

      Convincing his mother that he was better off going home and preparing himself for court tomorrow instead of swinging by his familial birthplace to see his father hadn’t been as difficult as Stanton had expected. Marie had probably been too afraid to push, but he’d be damned if he wasted tonight on his father. He dropped the perfunctory kiss on his mother’s cheek and exited the limousine. There was next Sunday brunch to serve as catch-up on his session of torture. Waiting for the elevator, he heard a ping and checked his cell phone.

      AMY: What’s up? Sorry I wasn’t there to pick you up with Mom.

      Yeah, right, like I’d put her through that for my ass.

      STANTON: Stop apologizing. I specifically told you not to come. I wouldn’t subject you to 4 hours in a car with Mom. 2 hours is one thing. 4 hours is to be avoided.

      AMY: [Laughing crying emoji] You’re my hero. [Winking kissing emoji]

      STANTON: Always got your back, little sis.

      AMY: How’d it go?

      STANTON: Manageable. It wasn’t bad.

      AMY: I’ll be there for Sunday brunch to act as buffer.

      STANTON: I don’t need you to do shit for me. I protect you, remember?

      AMY: I like to help.

      STANTON: Don’t need you here. Take care of your life in the City.

      AMY: You big brother. Grunt. Pound chest. Me little sister. [Winking emoji]

      STANTON: Now you got it.

      Stanton walked out of the elevator and down the hallway. He’d put in the effort to develop a different relationship with his sister, but the you scratch my back, I scratch yours way of life was ingrained in them so young, he routinely had to remind her of the difference in their roles.

      AMY: You’re so protective! The best big brother a girl could have. You’re going to make a great father one day. [Winking kissing emoji]

      STANTON: Yeah, not going to happen. Ever. Hope you find someone soon to fill Mom’s need for grandchildren.

      AMY: Ugh. Whatever. I miss you, asshole.

      STANTON: Can’t wait to see you either.
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      Stanton twisted the key to the lock of the door of his luxury apartment and paused in the quiet hallway. It was too quiet. Back at Tully, there was always some kind of noise. Employees or residents walking by his door, the muted sound of people talking in the courtyard out back during the evening, where people smoked in the freezing weather.

      Shoving the door open, he halted. Huh. The lights were still on. Whoosh. The leather swivel armchair by his desk rotated.

      Cornell.

      A grin broke over his face.

      Cornell was seated, forearms draped on the armrests, sporting a bright, wide smile. “Welcome home, brother,” he said as he stood up. Crossing the living room, he grabbed Stanton’s shoulder, clasped his hand, and gave him a man hug.

      Stanton returned the embrace with relief. “Glad to see you. What are you doing here?”

      “You didn’t think I’d let you come home and mope around alone, did you?” Cornell drawled. “What kind of friend would that make me?”

      “A sane one,” he retorted.

      “Didn’t want you coming back to an empty apartment, and while I love Marie, I wasn’t about to spend four hours traveling back and forth to pick you up. Especially since I’m certain the last half hour was an all-out attempt to convince you to stop to see your father.”

      “You know her too well.”

      “It’s been a decade.”

      “True that,” Stanton replied, with a smirk. Cornell was his first-year roommate at Yale, and they’d been inseparable through college and law school. Although visits to Cornell’s family in the suburbs of New Jersey were far more enjoyable, Cornell had visited him during many summer vacations. A head poked out from the white leather couch of his loft. Seconds later, a little body hurled into Stanton’s legs, causing him to take a step back and clutch onto the little boy’s shoulders.

      Cornell crossed the living area toward the kitchen. Over his shoulder, he said, “Wesley couldn’t let his favorite person in the whole wide world come home alone. Hungry?”

      Stanton sniffed the air and recognized the aroma of Cornell’s famous pasta recipe. His stomach rumbled. “I could eat.”

      “My famous carbonara sauce,” Cornell confirmed. “How about I make my tagliatelle? I brought the white truffles that just came in from Umbria through special delivery to make a quick sauce.”

      “It’s my favorite,” replied Wesley from below. Casting a glance down, his heart melted when the boy said, “Uncle Stanton, I missed you.”

      Stanton broke into the first smile of the day. “I missed you too, buddy,” he replied and gave his tousled hair a ruffle. “Your dad’s recipe is my favorite as well. You know nothing is as good as his cooking. Even your grandma’s.”

      “Hush, don’t talk nonsense,” Cornell laughed. “Go on and change.” Flicking his finger in Stanton’s direction, he noted, “I know you wore that for your mother. Wesley, let go of

      Stanton. He needs to freshen up.”

      Wesley’s eyes lit up. “Yay! I got three new killer Pokémon cards since you left. I’ll lay them out on the table, and I’ll teach you all about them.”

      Shaking his head, he said, “Sounds good,” and rolled his luggage into his bedroom. After emptying it, he took a quick shower and donned a pair of sweats and a soft, worn Legal Aid T-shirt. Ambling back into the main living area, he followed the scent of garlic, butter, and white wine simmering in his kitchen.

      Cornell glanced up from the stove. “I’d offer you wine, but I don’t think that’s in your purview right now.”

      “Nah, I’m not touching any mood-altering substances for the next ninety days. To start with. But, go ahead and drink. It doesn’t faze me. You know, alcohol wasn’t my weakness.” And Cornell also knew why. Once upon a time, it had been his father’s great weakness.

      Nodding, Cornell went to the fridge and opened a bottle of white pinot grigio. Reaching for a wine glass, he poured a little, swirled it around, and tasted before pouring himself a full serving. Turning back to the cutting board, he asked, “So. What’s your next move now that you’re out? By the way, I’m proud of you, man. You did right by yourself.”

      “You don’t need to say that. I know it was pretty ugly in the end,” his voice dipped low so that Wesley couldn’t hear.

      “Which is why it makes what you did all the braver. It’s not like I’m not familiar with the ravages of addiction in my own family.”

      “You saved my life, Cornell,” he returned soberly.

      “Please, don’t go making me sound like a hero. You did the hard work and it’s nowhere near over.”

      “You saw the signs before anyone else and confronted me enough times that I was willing to listen once my mother and sister found me.” Stanton swallowed.

      “Shut up, man. I didn’t do anything special. If you want to do me a solid, then don’t fall back into that hole. You’re like a brother to me, and I’m not feeling another funeral. Anyway, I bet you suffered long and hard from being away from court for a month. I bet you’re in no hurry to miss any more work.”

      Stanton gave a fake shudder. “Christ, that’s an understatement. Day in and day out, talking about how I messed up my life, talking about my father. And Jax. If that wasn’t repentance, then I don’t know what is. Oh, that reminds me, I have to text Gregory, my sponsor.” He went over to his bedroom for his cell phone. Back on the high stool of the bar that separated the kitchen and living room, his fingers flew over his phone and he hit send.

      “Is he cute? Your sponsor?”

      Laughing, Stanton rolled his eyes. “You’re already married.”

      “I like to check out the competition to gloat about how hot my man is. So sue me.”

      “If only you had taken me up on my offer that one night,” Stanton joked in a wistful tone.

      “First off, you were drunk and not at all serious.”

      “So you keep reminding me. Again and again and again…”

      Cornell leaned over and whispered, “You like the taste of pussy too much to give it up. Even for me.” He winked. “I see you, Stanton. Be an ally all you want, but you’re as straight as the edge of this knife.” He held up the paring knife he was using on the white truffles. “Every time you’re unhappy, you wanna be my bitch, but you forget your love affair with pussy. How’d it work for you last time you denied yourself, hmm?”

      He winced. Truer words were never spoken. He was a pussy man. Loved licking pussy. Might sound crude, but he didn’t give two fucks. He loved every aspect of fucking, but, speaking for himself, going down on a woman was the most intimate of acts. Each time he did it for a woman he felt something for, it was a step into his heart. He hadn’t been able to do that with Sage. He was already halfway in love with her at the time. His father expected him to be in a committed relationship with her, even if he’d been particularly unsuited for it. Resentful, he refused to do the unthinkable and relinquish what little control he had by falling for her. If he’d been insane enough to go through with their wedding, they would’ve been fucked for life.

      Stanton shuddered internally. Christ, what he’d had to suffer to refrain from going down on her. One of the biggest lies he’d told Sage was that going down on a woman was disgusting and unmanly. At the time, he had no choice but to lie. If he’d licked her pussy, he would’ve been a dead man walking. But there was a cost, because every damn night he’d lain beside her in bed, bright-eyed and fists clenched, imagining how wet he could make her. It was a living hell. Worse still, his sacrifice didn’t do the trick. Each time he felt himself slipping into love, he panicked and cheated on her with another woman. It was no wonder that she’d fallen for a man who was the exact opposite of him in every way. The president of a biker gang. He snorted. Jesus. He’d pushed her into that. He caught a lucky break with Melanie, his second fiancée. It was no hardship fucking her, but she was always more of a friend.

      “Alright, point taken,” he muttered. “Speaking of pussy, my sponsor said I can at least go back to that.”

      Cornell guffawed. “He must not know how addicted you are.”

      Stanton’s voice resumed its normal volume. “Okay, okay, settle down. No need to be crude.”

      Tossing the egg pasta into a pot of boiling water, Cornell’s only response was an unimpressed “Mm-hmm.”

      “You know what they tell addicts?” he asked Cornell.

      “Which part? Gone to enough meetings for family and friends of alcoholics that I can probably guess, but give me a clue.”

      “Don’t take on too much. Put your effort into battling one demon at a time. That’s why you see so many addicts smoking outside Alcoholics Anonymous meetings. This is my version of smoking, because the one thing I cannot do is fail and pick up hard drugs again.” Turning to face Cornell, he declared solemnly, “I can’t go back there and do that shit again. Wasn’t just the physical withdrawal. I went all in. Did everything that was asked of me. Did all their damn suggestions,” Stanton made air quotes around the last word.

      Cornell clapped his hand on Stanton’s shoulder. “I believe in you, brah.”

      Stanton nodded tightly and swallowed around the lump in his throat.

      Nodding toward the living room, Cornell said in a voice loud enough to reach Wesley, “Go put on the TV. The Yankees are playing tonight.”

      “Yankees! Whoo-hoo!” shouted Wesley as he rushed to grab the remote control. “I can show you my Shadow Lugia card. It’s the strongest card I have. We can play a game and I’ll beat you just like the Yankees is gonna beat the Cardinals.”

      Stanton groaned. He and Cornell had a notorious rivalry between the Yankees and the Mets. “He’d be the perfect child, the son I will never have, except for this one glaring delusion about the Yankees. Did I do something to you when I was high that I don’t remember? Is this torture some form of payback?”

      “No, this is called a lesson in baseball. Maybe now that you’re not in a drug fog, you can pay attention and learn how the game is really played. By the best of the best.”

      “The best,” Stanton scoffed, as he flicked through the channels. “In your dreams, bro.” He loved himself an underdog. Little had he known, he’d end up being one. But, in terms of recovery, he’d do a Daryl Strawberry. Each day he didn’t pick up was a home run.
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      Grr. That idiot just had to get himself arrested, didn’t he?

      Sammi’s red Corvette coupe went up the curb as she parked across the street from the clubhouse, and she let out a string of low curses. It was her spot, although she routinely grumbled about how the brothers hogged the coveted spaces in the front of the clubhouse.

      She winced and backed up carefully until the front wheel rolled off the curb, causing the car to bounce. Her coupe was her baby; it was a gift from Puck when she got her driver’s license at sixteen. One advantage of growing up with a club full of bikers was that a dozen pairs of hands could work on any bike or car her little heart desired. Although she looked kick-ass in her Squad leather jacket and a pair of chaps, she herself didn’t ride. She loved riding on the back of a bike, but all those oil stains. Ugh. So not for her. She may have a few quirks for a biker bitch, but these were her people and she was theirs. She was the mascot baby of the Squad and she had zero issues with it. She loved being coddled. She whipped off her seat belt and screeched when the stretch of nylon caught a few of her long, dark curly tresses as it retracted. “Goddamn,” she yelled as she disentangled her hair. Seriously, she was a hot mess. Throwing the car door open, Sammi grabbed her handbag and lifted herself out.

      Growing up, the brothers and bitches lovingly teased her about the stacks of Vogue and Elle magazines she’d go through in one afternoon, sitting up by the bar. She was unabashed in her love for all things fashion. Drooling over Carrie’s outfits on the reruns of Sex and the City made her realize that she wanted to be a personal stylist. Although, her take on styling had a certain twist.

      Didn’t make her any less of a biker bitch, and she’d kick anyone’s ass who suggested otherwise. Her gaze flicked down to her black patent leather Jimmy Choos. Or, she’d simply get Puck to kick their ass. His shoe choices were ever more appropriate for ass kicking. She ground down on her back molars. Or, at least would have been if he wasn’t in jail.

      Sammi tore through the clubhouse door, as much as a girl wearing four-inch heels could, and scanned the bar and couches of the main room. Her gaze passed over the bar, with its club banner sporting the Squad logo in bold Germanic lettering hanging over it. Crossing over the large area usually used as a dance floor during parties, her gaze bounced off the wall of windows at the back near the pool table. Then it swept back up to the lounge area where she finally spotted Sage. She was leaning back on one of the beat-up black leather couches with Kingdom at her side. Her heart melted when he reached over and rubbed Sage’s protruding belly. A sigh of relief whispered past Sammi’s lips as she hurried across the unswept floor (those prospects are falling down on the job, yo), waved to brothers at the bar, and reached Sage.

      “What the hell did the moron do?” Sammi spat out without bothering to greet them. Unbuttoning her dark plaid, fitted winter coat, she threw it over the back of the couch and plopped down beside her friend.

      Sage turned to her, startled, and instantly brought her in for a tight embrace. “It’s not his fault. It’s mine, and I feel so guilty.”

      “I assure you,” Sammi drawled with narrowed eyes, “it’s not your fault. He’s an idiot. It’s always his fault. He invites trouble.”

      Shaking her head resolutely, Sage explained, “I didn’t think her ex-husband would show up so I didn’t warn Puck ahead of time. Should’ve known better. I didn’t prep him adequately.” Tears popped out from the corners of her eyes, and Kingdom’s hand clasped Sage’s knee.

      Grabbing her shoulders, Sammi shook her gently. “No, Sage, Puck would never have tolerated a man laying hands on a woman in his presence. Regardless of what you did or didn’t tell him, regardless of how you prepped him, he would’ve gotten involved.”

      “Sometimes an abuser backs off when they get a restraining order, sometimes they come at the survivor harder. I was sure Kerri’s ex was the back-off type.”

      “Kerri? Oh, hell no. Puck would’ve never put up with another man touching her. She’s under Squad protection.”

      “It’s true,” inserted Kingdom.

      “He should’ve called the police once that man showed up and threatened Kerri,” insisted Sage.

      “Wasn’t going to happen. Not by a long shot. Kerri’s ex is a biker from that weekend riding club right outside of town, in the suburbs. There’s no way in hell he’d call the police. He’d deal with it himself,” reiterated Sammi. “You can’t blame yourself. Puck’s a grown-ass man, and he did what he felt he had to do.”

      “Yeah, but did he have to confess to the policemen in the squad car?” Sage griped. “That was pure stupidity. He should’ve known better.”

      “By that point, he might’ve been in a temper, and you know Puck in a temper,” interjected Kingdom.

      “The court has five days from his arrest to set his arraignment, but it’s Judge Korman, and you know how he is. Puck pistol-whipped Kerri’s ex, so there’s going to be a felony weapons complaint on top of assault and battery. This is a guesstimate, but we’re looking at bail set at fifty thousand cash or a bond of one hundred thousand dollars, at best. Worst case scenario, Puck won’t get out on bail.” Groaning, Sage pressed her fingertips to her forehead. “And Kerr’s ex fled the scene, so we have a madman roaming free, preparing to do God knows what.”

      “Bail won’t be an issue,” intoned Kingdom.

      “No, Korman will be our main problem throughout this ordeal. I’ll see Puck tomorrow morning before the arraignment. I’ve checked, and he’s already in Central Booking at the courthouse.”

      Arraignment. Central Booking. Bail. Court. Prison. So many scary words jumbled together in her mind. The last word, especially, was doing a loop-de-loop in her head. She’d never lived without Puck. Sure, he’d gone on rides, or left for brief periods for jobs, but he always came back to her. She could take care of herself, but the idea of her big brother being in prison…. She shook off the horrific images crowding her brain. He’ll survive. Puck could do anything he put his mind to. Yet, the thought of him behind bars with dangerous, violent people day in, day out terrified her. Sammi wiped her brow. “This is a mess.”

      Sage grabbed Sammi’s hands in hers. “I’m so sorry, but I promise I’ll do whatever I can to get him out.”

      Staring into Sage’s clouded eyes, Sammi replied, “I trust you. I can’t believe he bragged about what he’d done. Idiot.”

      “Yeah, you know Puck,” Sage breathed out, chin sinking to her chest.

      “We’ll get through this,” said Kingdom.

      Sage raised her head and gave Sammi a pleading look. “I’ve already talked to Puck. He doesn’t want you at court.”

      Charging to her feet, her fists slammed on her curvy hips. “What?!” Fury and frustration boiled over inside her. As if it wasn’t bad enough that Puck had gotten arrested, this overprotective nonsense of his was going too far.

      Sage gazed down at her hands. “I’m sorry. He made me promise that you weren’t to see him in court.”

      Sammi flung a curly, dark lock of hair out of her face and huffed out, “Oh, hell no, that is not happening. I am seeing him, Sage. He can go fuck himself. He gets arrested and then he thinks he can shut me out. Not. Happening. You can’t keep me away.”

      “I made a promise,” she replied in a small voice.

      “That’s a promise you’ll have to break because there’s no way I’m sitting outside the courtroom while my big brother gets arraigned.”

      “It’s not just you. He doesn’t want any of the brothers there,” Sage persisted. “It makes sense, since Judge Korman hates bikers so much.”

      “Look at me,” Sammi swept her hands down her consignment-bought Fendi turtleneck sweater and the fitted pencil skirt that hugged her generous hips. She’d rushed to the clubhouse from a new client appointment, so she was dressed to impress. Hooking her thumbs around the thin leather belt looped around her trim waist, she declared, “Since I started my business, I don’t dress like a biker. If anything, I look like his rich, fashionable cousin from his mother’s side, once removed. There’s no reason not to let me in there.”

      “I promised him.” Sage lifted her pleading face up to Sammi.

      “It doesn’t matter. I could see if I went dressed in a short leather skirt and halter top, but I’ll be walking in there dressed for a funeral. Because it will be. It’ll be his funeral once I’m done tearing into him.”

      Sage buried her face in her hands and groaned. “I don’t need this drama.”

      Tugging Sage’s hands off her face, Sammi complied, “Okay, okay, no drama. I’ll behave…I promise. I’ll be dressed to perfection and act accordingly, but you have to let me be there, Sage.” She had to see him. Imagine if they didn’t get him out on bail. She didn’t know how long it would be until the next opportunity came around. And he could very well refuse to see her. Her hands balled into fists. With his overprotective streak, Puck could be obscenely stubborn. No, it was her best chance to make sure he was okay and to show him she cared, even if it came through a volley of curses and shouting. Once she looked into his big brown eyes, ones so similar to hers, and confirmed that the idiot was safe, she’d get back to being tough as nails.

      Kingdom chimed in, “Let her be there. I’ll take the heat for it. If he has an issue with it, tell him that she has my permission to attend on behalf of the club.”

      Sage shook her head. “Oh, I’m not telling him anything before the arraignment. I’m going to talk to him in the attorney-client booth right before court and I need him focused on my explanation of the proceedings. It’s his only chance of understanding what’s going to happen in there.”

      “He might go ballistic in court,” suggested Sammi, “but he’ll have to suck it up.”

      “Might is an understatement, but at least I’ll have his complete attention during my time with him. I wonder who the prosecutor will be.” Her brows gathered. “I haven’t seen Stanton around, which is unusual. At least I won’t have to deal with him and Korman.”

      “There you go,” said Sammi. “I’m sorry for the added stress, especially with the pregnancy, but you do understand, don’t you? I have to see him. Not just to make sure he’s okay, because I’m betting the other guy didn’t have a chance in hell against him, but I have to be there for him, whether he wants me to or not. He’s always been there for me,” she ended in a murmur.

      Taking her hand, Sage replied solemnly, “I understand, Sammi, of course I understand. I feel obliged to follow my client’s instructions, but being an attorney is about taking care of the family as well as the client. And you’re not just Puck’s family, you’re part of my family, too.”

      Swallowing, Sammi allowed Sage to draw her into a hug. “Thank you, Sage. Same here.” Sage had become like an older sister to her. They’d grown closer, especially since Abby and Greta joined the Squad as old ladies of Loki and Cutter. Of course, after Sammi swooped in to save Abby from being mauled by a jealous bitch at her first club party, they quickly bonded and the rest was history.

      Sammi’s hand slid over Sage’s belly and rubbed it. Sage had trouble staying pregnant, and the whole clubhouse was ecstatic over the baby coming in a few months. A wave of excitement and warm, chocolatey gooiness melted in Sammi’s chest.

      Leaning her face close to Sage’s belly, Sammi crooned, “Hi baby baby, how are you doing in there today?” She felt a small kick against her hand and yanked her hand off, a peal of laughter bursting out. “Oh my God, Sage! Baby just talked back to me.”

      Leaning over again, she resumed her one-way conversation, “Are you talking to me, little one? I think you’re a little guy. You’re too active, doing kickboxing moves in there. You want to get out and get on a bike like your daddy, don’t you?”

      “Don’t give him or her any ideas,” Sage chided. “Although, I’m starting to lean into the idea that it’s a boy.”

      “There’s an easy way to find out,” suggested Sammi slyly. Sage and Kingdom had decided they wanted to have a surprise in the delivery room.

      “Not going to happen,” muttered Kingdom.

      Sammi folded her arms over her chest. “This isn’t just your baby, you know. It’s going to be my little niece or nephew. Can’t we find out and you guys stay ignorant till the end?”

      Kingdom snorted. “With the way the brothers are? Hell no. They’re worse than a pair of gossiping grandmas. After they use the information to taunt me about it, someone will break and spill their guts. Not happening.”

      “So selfish,” she mumbled half-heartedly. Always the youngest in her family and in the Squad, Sammi was looking forward to the next generation. Until recently, Puck and the Squad satisfied her very real need for family. She didn’t grow up with a father, and her mother died suddenly when she was thirteen years old. Puck joined the Squad soon after but didn’t bring her in until he’d patched in and felt it was safe for her. That left her with two very lonely years. So grateful for her new extended family, she didn’t think she’d ever need more. She hadn’t even had a real boyfriend yet. If she had an itch to scratch, she hooked up and moved on.

      But seeing Sage, and now Abby, glowing with the happiness of upcoming motherhood had kicked up a new set of feelings. Shockingly, it included a yearning for her own child. Sammi may have always been the youngest, but she’d grown up fast. Hell, she certainly felt older than her twenty-one years.
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      Stanton stood behind the long wooden desk that served as his pulpit, facing the Judge. The high ceilings of the courtroom echoed Judge Korman when he shouted. There was something about walking into a courtroom, with its odor of aged wood, and seeing the circular golden Great Seal featuring the eagle with raised wings behind the judge’s chair, flanked by American and state flags, that got Stanton’s blood pumping. The clock to his left had the same hands frozen in place since he first began working as a prosecutor five years ago. Typical of a routine arraignment like the one currently in process, the courtroom was mostly empty.

      Which made it all the more surprising when a feminine voice rang out behind Stanton, “Puck! Don’t fight them. I’ll get you out.” His head whipped around in the direction of the sultry voice. He blinked. Once. Twice. A drop-dead gorgeous raven-haired beauty was talking back to the biker on the stand. By their resemblance, she was undoubtedly his sister. Dressed in a black satin dress that hugged her curves in all the right places, a little black pincushion hat sat on her head at a provocative angle. He was surprised it managed to stay affixed to her head. She sure didn’t look like a biker. Attached to the hat was a wisp of black lace that floated above a twin set of perfectly arched black brows. Which hovered over a pair of wide-spaced coffee-colored eyes and a pair of lush pink lips. He wanted to wipe the shiny lip gloss off her full lips. With his cock.

      “Goddammit, Sammi,” the biker shouted back to her. “I told you not to come here. I said, no one but Sage.”

      “Mr. Brandywine, please stop this outburst immediately,” intoned Judge Korman into his mic.

      Talking over her brother and the judge, she called out, “I’m your sister. I had to come.”

      Sage hustled over to her, shushing her. Leaning over the wooden bannister dividing court personnel from the public, she talked low and fast. Sage said something that got her pressing her plump lips closed and sitting back down on what he couldn’t see but guessed, by the shape of her hips, was a plum-shaped ass.

      They resumed the hearing, although half his mind was focused on the rustling satin and huffs to the left and back of him where the young sister sat. Without a good reason to look back, he had to suffer through one of Judge Korman’s interminable lectures, because the man obviously thought it was his mission in life to convert every biker back into a civilian. He side-eyed Sage, who was sitting stiffly, red flags on her cheeks. Hey, he’d never told her to dump him and get knocked up by a biker president, although he felt a pang of guilt when she rubbed her large belly.

      Rising to his feet, he interrupted Korman’s rambling discourse, “Your Honor, I have a high-profile first-degree homicide with Judge O’Connor that begins in approximately ten minutes. I wouldn’t want to be late for her hearing.” That should shut him up, since he was crushing on O’Connor like a first-class nerd on the head cheerleader. Sage let out a breath of relief, but it was the response of the sexy young sister that got his cock standing at attention. He felt pricks on his nape when he felt her eyes on him. From a side-glance, he found her taking him in with one long, incisive head-to-toe look-over. A swoosh of heat rushed over him as her eyes coasted from the top of his close-cropped, groomed hair to the tips of his leather wingtip shoes. That was worth whatever grumbling complaints Korman was lobbing at him at the moment.

      The gavel slammed down with a loud thud, and Brandywine was dragged away by two guards. The hot sister shot to her feet, swaying over the wooden bannister, calling out, “Puck, I love you. Puck, be good.”

      “You stay away, Sammi. Hear me?” he bellowed out, from between two burly guards. “Stay away and don’t visit me!” he shouted, the words echoing from the high ceilings as he was hustled out the side door of the courtroom.

      Sage stopped to talk to the sister, who nodded her head brusquely to whatever Sage was explaining. She bit down on that plump bottom lip of hers and batted her eyelashes quickly as if urging her tears to stay in place. Something tore at Stanton’s chest, like vultures were ripping a hole in his core. He didn’t like seeing that girl struggle to remain calm. He didn’t like it one bit.

      Sage patted her hand, pointed toward the exit, and then pivoted and walked toward him. He groaned inwardly as his fist clenched around the side of the file folder he was holding. He did not want to converse with his ex. Not now. Not ever. No, he wanted to run after the hot-to-trot chick who was sashaying her fine ass down the aisle toward the double doors at the back of the courtroom.

      Chewing on his lip, his eyes narrowed on the curves of her undulating body. That ass. Christ, the way she swung those hips. Like a fucking siren calling for him to follow. Don’t worry little girl, I’m coming for you. Jamming files into his briefcase, he turned a fake smile on Sage as she stopped a couple of feet away from him. He’d just gotten back into the courtroom and now a sweet, sexy little bundle like that girl had dropped into his lap. Luck was finally, finally giving him the time of day. He had to seize the moment, not let Sage, or the past she represented, trip him up.

      “Thanks for intervening, Stanton. Korman likes to go on whenever I show up with a client who’s a member of a motorcycle club.”

      “Not a problem. I hope you don’t think I was anything but fair with your client.”

      “At times I do find you a tad zealous, but today you were perfectly within your rights.” She sighed. “It didn’t help that he confessed to the policeman.”

      “He did seem proud of his actions,” Stanton noted. Once upon a time, talking to Sage was fraught with tension. Four years later, guilt still weighed on him for cheating on her with Melanie, but since she’d moved on and was now pregnant and seemingly happy, their interactions had settled into professional decorum. Even though their breakup was his fault, it had initially grated on him that she’d gone with a hardened biker, of all things. But he knew he didn’t have a leg to stand on. He’d pushed her to that. Soon, he’d approach her with true and sincere amends and would seal shut that chapter of his life for good.

      “Stubborn idiot,” she said under her breath.

      His eyes caught the closing of the large wooden door at the far back of the courthouse. He didn’t have much time if he was going to catch that sexy chick.

      “Well, if there’s nothing else.” He lifted his briefcase, along with another case stuffed with the rest of his files for the day. “Like I said, I have O’Connor in a few minutes.” He fake-checked his watch for good measure.

      Sage tipped her head to the side, a furrow between her brows. “I didn’t hear about you having a high-profile case with O’Connor.” Of course, Sage would catch on to that little lie.

      “I don’t have time to get into it right now. I have to find one of the witnesses before we go in. Don’t mean to be rude, but I really have to go.”

      She took a step back from him, her brows still knitted. “Oh, sorry.”

      He flung open the wooden gate of the wooden bannister and tossed over his shoulder, “No problem,” as he rushed down the aisle and out of the courtroom.
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      Sammi pushed open the door of the women’s bathroom on the basement level and crossed the waiting room of the Clerk’s Office. She was passing the last row of wooden benches on her way toward the stairs leading back to the ground floor of the courthouse when a man stepped into her path. Not bothering to glance at him, she said, “Excuse me.” He didn’t move. She began to sidestep him when he followed her movement and stepped in front of her again.

      “Are you the sister of Mr. Brandywine, Samantha Brandywine?” came a low, deep rumble.

      Sammi’s eyes snapped up and her breath caught. It was the prosecutor in Puck’s case. She stumbled back a step and her butt hit the back of a long wooden bench. What the hell did he want with her? “Yes, my name is Samantha, b-but people call me Sammi.” Oh, God, what does he want with me?

      “Sammi,” he repeated, rolling the syllables of her name over his tongue as if he were savoring the taste of them. The hairs on the back of her neck lifted off her skin. Damn, his voice. If a voice could be described as dripping with sex, then bingo. She took a moment to look him over carefully a second time, since she’d already checked him out in the courtroom. Yup, just as she’d suspected. Up close, he was still fine as hell. His close-cropped dark-blond hair was styled a bit severely for her taste. Not a strand out of place. Only made her fingers itch to mess with it. What he must look like after sex. She stifled a small sigh.

      Intelligent blue eyes scrutinized her carefully, and he sported the kind of chiseled jaw that could cut through a plank of wood. But it was his suit that really did her in. Her body temperature was heating up to the point that she wanted to bust out a fan. The navy pinstripe was tailored to perfection. To cover those broad shoulders of his, she was certain his light wool jacket had been tailored to his frame. This man was wealthy. Every aspect of him called to her, like the perfect pitch of a dog whistle. He seemed so austere, but with a dark and dangerous edge. If a large and lean panther was put in a suit, this is what it would look like.

      They stood in the large bustling waiting room outside the Clerk’s Office. Clusters of people were sitting on benches. Doors opened and closed as pairings of lawyers and clients entered and exited rooms reserved for attorney-client conversations. People were passing through the back of the room toward the staircase that Sammi had been about to use. No one was paying attention to them as the prosecutor leaned in a touch closer to her and said something. Attention was fixated on the slight smile curving the corners of his lips upward, she’d missed half of what he’d said to her.

      “—to say that I’m sorry about what happened upstairs. My hands were tied.”

      Come again? What the hell is he talking about? He was a prosecutor; he knew what he was doing. Even though Sage had told her that their choices were limited, with Puck’s ridiculous confession and the judge’s prejudice against bikers, she wasn’t thrilled about being in the presence of the man who was prosecuting her brother.

      “It would have helped if your brother hadn’t boasted about his actions,” he finished with a sigh, as if harassed.

      “A-are you blaming him?” she sputtered, incredulity lacing her tone. What the fuck! Her big brother was going to jail, and she didn’t need this asshole flaunting it in her face. She knew Puck was a muleheaded idiot, but this guy certainly didn’t have the right to point it out. Sage was already at her wit’s end with Puck’s conduct, yanking at her hair on the car ride to the courthouse. All on top of being six months pregnant. Sammi was beside herself with worry.

      “I don’t need this shit,” she seethed and made to move around him.

      A hand shot out and touched her arm, setting off a shudder up her arm. “No, you don’t. I’m not blaming him in the least,” he assured her immediately.

      This man had some gall. Her eyes shot to his large fingers, warm against her skin. Goosebumps broke out. She peered up at him and was stunned by his piercing blue eyes, staring at her intensely, as if seeking the answer to a question only she had the answer to. Her gaze skittered away from his intense stare. A turmoil of conflicting feelings wrangled in her chest.

      His fingertips rested below her chin and gently turned her face toward him. The prickling along those couple of inches of contact had her heart beating against her ribcage like a jackhammer. “I apologize,” his voice rumbled.

      Her eye twitched. She wanted to nab one of the lawyers scurrying past her and ask, Excuse me, ma’am, do prosecutors usually approach the other side, give them their condolences, and apologize? Umm…she seriously doubted it. His eyes glanced over her figure, pausing on her chest for a good beat. When they returned to hers, they held a distinct flare of bright blue heat. The arousal she saw triggered a small tsunami in her own body. Suddenly, her clothing felt too tight and itchy. Her panties. Well, let’s not go there.

      Err…that’s ’cause they’re drenched.

      He released her, stepped back, and offered her his hand. “Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Stanton Prescott.”

      Her eyes flew wide and her mouth dropped open. As in, jaws unhinged and flapping back and forth as wide open as a barnyard door. This was Stanton. STANTON. Stanton, the bastard who’d cheated on Sage just before they were to get married. It happened long before Sage met Kingdom, but she’d heard enough grumbling about Stanton while volunteering at Sage’s law office, helping with the domestic violence clients. Not that she’d heard of Stanton impeding Sage’s work in that regard. No, just general griping about what the lowlife cheater had done regarding her other cases as a defense attorney. Holy shit. Indignation warred with concern, which warred with lust.

      The clerk called out a name from the Clerk’s Office service window. Needing a moment, Sammi followed the movements at the far end of the bench behind her as a lawyer and her client stood up and hurried toward the clerk. Her gaze returned to him.

      His head canted to the side slightly, a small pucker marring the skin between his brows. “Do you know of me? Or my father?”

      She clamped her jaws together and shook his hand, which had a few calluses. Surprising for a man who was the furthest thing from blue-collar that she’d ever laid eyes on.

      “I know of you, yes,” she replied. “Not your father. I know you from Sage. She’s a very good friend of mine.”

      “Ahh.” That was all he said. Wow, the guy wasn’t flustered at all. Not, Oh, yes, I’m the sorry-ass loser who cheated on Sage during our engagement. Or maybe an admission to the effect of, Oh, yes, I’m the man-whoring asshole you’ve heard about. Not that she had much to say on that last point, since Puck could give this guy a run for his money any day of the damn week. Still, his only response was a murmured ahh. That took guts. Although, he was tugging on his collar, so he may be a tad uncomfortable. Then he even stopped doing that. Really? No other signs of discomfort or embarrassment?

      “Well, that was wreckage from the past. I’m not the same man anymore,” he declared firmly.

      Her eyebrows hit her hairline. Huh. Okay. I hadn’t expected a confession-slash-explanation to a total stranger. She hated him on principle, but everything this guy did threw her off balance.

      “You’re not? So tell me, how does a man-whore change his ways? Enlighten me, I’m all ears.” She clapped her hand over her mouth. Oh, God, shut up woman.

      A deep rumble emanated from him that reverberated down to the tips of her blush-colored toenails, which matched her blush-colored lip gloss.

      “Tell me how you really feel, why don’t you,” he replied in a husky tone that vibrated somewhere in the region of her lower belly. Rats, just her luck. The first guy her body reacted to after a lifetime of hibernation had to be the rich, man-slut ex of one of her favorite people.

      “No reason you should believe me, but I’d love the opportunity to prove it to you.”

      Say what now? “Are you, like, coming on to me?” she asked, because, while all signs pointed to yes, she felt like she’d fallen into a time-space wormhole and popped out in an alternate universe. A universe where men like him ran after women like her. He made another one of those delicious chuckles that caused the warmth in her lower belly to go even lower, pooling more wetness in her panties. Swear to God, that sound had a direct connection to her clit, because it’d been jingling like a little bell since his first chuckle.

      “Yes, I am. I’d like to take you out for a—” The clerk shouted out another name so loudly that it muffled his last word, but she didn’t need to take a wild guess to speculate on what he’d just proposed.

      “A drink? Well, that’s bold of you. You’re the prosecutor on my brother’s case. And Sage’s ex. Hello?!”

      “Unfortunate that I play a part in that,” he mused aloud, sounding completely unruffled. This guy. She almost shook her head ruefully at his ballsiness. He was as smooth as they came.

      “A huge part, I’d say.”

      “A significant part, I agree. Normally, I wouldn’t approach the family member of a defendant because I can get aggressive when I’m arguing a case, but this time, your brother was the maker of his own destiny. That, and the bad luck of having Judge Korman. Nothing I said would’ve changed Korman’s mind, and I’m not overexaggerating when I say nothing.”

      She bit down on her lip and stifled a cry. Her rear butted against the back of the wooden bench. Her chin trembled and dipped low to her chest. She shook her head so that her hair draped down and covered her face.

      “Hey, hey there.” His hand cupped her cheek. “It’s going to be okay.” The hint of compassion in his tone almost made her grab his broad shoulders and bawl into his chest, but she had to be strong. Normally she was a badass, but this was the first time she was without Puck, and she was flustered. A bundle of different emotions, including fear and anger, swirled inside her chest. She wasn’t going to cry, dammit. Puck wouldn’t want her crying on this man’s shoulder. Especially this man. Swatting his hand until he dropped it, Sammi straightened and threw her shoulders back. Not only would she not cry, but she had to figure out a way to help Puck. She owed him that much, at least.

      Carefully eyeing Stanton, she debated how far she was willing to go with this. All the way. It wasn’t much of a hardship. Let’s face it, I’m intrigued. If it included hooking up, she would’ve gone there anyway. The fact that being involved with him in any form could influence the way he handled Puck’s case was like sprinkling crack juice on a regular incentive. In her experience, men were simple creatures. The chance of influencing him were in her favor. If, once it was all said and done, she got to kick his ass to the curb, then hey, that’d be like giving him a “fuck you” on behalf of Sage. Come to think of it, the possibilities were endless.
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      The beautiful, brave girl standing in front of him sniffled as she worked to stifle her tears, and the sound nearly brought him to his knees. He’d drop down to the dirty linoleum floor, wrap his arms around her waist, and hold her close. If they’d had privacy, his next step would’ve been to pull up her skirt and tongue-fuck her little pussy. Anything to wipe away that sad puppy dog look in her big whiskey-colored eyes.

      “What is it that you do, little girl?” It was the first question that popped out of his mouth to distract her.

      She sniffled a bit, but then her little chin lifted a fraction and she replied, “I’m twenty-one. I’m hardly a little girl.” Too fucking cute. “As for what I do, not that it’s any of your damn business, but I’m a personal stylist.”

      Inspecting her thoroughly, he let his gaze linger down her lush form. Hot. Damn. Although she was dressed in black from head to toe, nothing could hide the flare of those hips from her pinched waist. If he didn’t know better, he’d think she wore a corset. That’s how dramatic her curves were, from her heavy tits to the tuck of her waist and back out to her spectacular hips. She was like a 1940s pinup girl. His favorite type. Tilted at a cocky angle was that saucy pincushion hat with the tiny black veil. She looked like she was going to a funeral, which he supposed was the case in her mind.

      A stylist. Made total sense from the way she was dressed. He could respect that. His father hired one for him in the past, during one of his re-election campaigns where if a man forgot to wear a flag pin at a gala for veteran’s affairs, he’d be trolled to death on social media. How would he happen to know that? Because it fucking happened to him, that’s how. After that incident, his father was adamant about having a stylist make certain he was presentable before any public appearances. It was somewhat degrading since Stanton took pride in how he dressed, but familial duty required him to shut the hell up and do what he was told. There was no room for mistakes, especially during a campaign.

      His eyes rolled back up to check out her satiny wraparound dress showcase her lush tits, with a nice gap to show them off. The dress fell just above her knee. A split displayed a nice, firm thigh. Was that a black satin garter belt? She flicked her leg out. Fuck me. It was. She was wearing garters. His tone was almost a growl when he demanded, “Are you flashing me on purpose, little girl?”

      She batted her thick black eyelashes. “Who me?”

      He groaned. Cock-fucking-tease. That’s what she was. And he reveled in it. She was the total sexy package, this one. If a man deserved a little R&R after a thirty-day stint in hell, that man would be him. And this tasty treat he could have. It wasn’t a row of thin white lines. It wasn’t a bottle of bourbon. Although she sure as hell looked as tasty as a tall, cold brew on a steamy, hot day. And for a parched man like him, she was the perfect combination of delicious, but not addictive. For better or worse, women never were. Usually, his problem was getting rid of them, although, he already sensed he wouldn’t easily tire of her. Besides her killer body, all her little expressions and quirks fascinated him. Yeah, this one will take a while.

      “Now, why would I do that?” she continued taunting him with that husky voice of hers.

      In a flash, he was in her space, crowding her against the back of a long wooden bench. Curling his fingers over the smooth wood, he leaned forward, forcing her to lean backward. It had the advantage of thrusting her perfect tits out. The lapels of his jacket grazed her tits and he spotted the pointy ends of her nipples through the stretched satin and flimsy bra she was wearing. Christ, his cock went from hard to rock hard. He glanced down the front of her of dress, and nestled in a lacy black demi-cup bra he found what he was looking for. Two puckered raspberry colored nips. Motherfucker.
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