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Blurb




Fast: A Pregnant by the Bad Boy Romance

Burns Brothers #2




Family means everything to this tattooed bad boy—good thing since he’s about to start his own.
I wanted her the first time I laid eyes on her. But what starts as a fun time, quickly gets serious when the stick turns pink a month later. My life is already chaos with my recently paroled father popping up and the usual drama at the family business building custom motorcycles. Plus our reality show just got picked up for a full season.

But it really hits the fan when I discover that the new woman in my life is the daughter of the President of the West Coast Kings, the baddest motorcycle club in Sacramento—and our biggest client. Think he’ll like being called Grandpa?

Life just got hella complicated.




A standalone book in the Burns Brothers series







  
  
  Prologue

  
  





Ryan Burns

West Coast Kings MC Clubhouse

Sacramento, CA

It was her laugh that first caught my attention. The West Coast Kings’ clubhouse was definitely a man’s domain—from the scuffed wooden floors and worn leather bench seats to the collection of questionable art hanging on the walls—liquor posters, street signs, and the occasional bikini model. This wasn’t the place for nice girls. Her light-hearted laughter cut through the male badass posturing like the ringing of bells. And she was just as gorgeous as her laugh—long, blonde hair, sparkling eyes, and a slender figure that immediately had me picturing what was going on underneath her black Henley top and skinny jeans.

If only she wasn’t hanging off the toughest S.O.B. in Sactown, the president of the motorcycle club who was also our client, T-Bone.

He had to be old enough to be her father. His grey mustache and deeply wrinkled face clashed harshly with her youthful California girl looks. If I had a dollar for every time we’d witnessed this show… But for the first time in all the years I’d known him, I felt jealous of T-Bone.

And it had nothing to do with the badass bike he was straddling.

“T-Bone looks happy with his bike,” Nathan, my second older brother said before he took a long pull on his beer.

Nate deserved to let loose and get shitfaced. We’d busted our asses the last two days to finish T-Bone’s bike, despite the fact that Austin, our oldest brother and founder of Badass Builds, had gone MIA. He had a habit of disappearing when things got rough. But in this case, we knew he was alive since he called me in to help Nate out. Apparently, Austin was up in Tahoe snowed in with a ski bunny while we’d busted our asses to finish T-Bone’s bike. Prick.

“Hell, I’d be happy too if I had a piece of tail like that hanging off me,” our youngest brother, Dylan muttered.

“She’s not wearing a vest,” I muttered back. “So, she’s not his old lady.”

“Old lady? She’s young enough to be his daughter.” Dylan faked a shudder. “That shit’s gross.”

“You two need to shut your pieholes.” Nate nodded at the bartender, signaling for another round. “The Kings are our best clients. As long as they’re not doing seriously illegal shit in front of us, we don’t have an opinion about anything. Now let’s have some fun.”

“Hell yeah, we’re gonna have some fun!” Hawk, the VP, hollered as he approached us. “Prospect! Fuck that light beer shit. Get my boys a round of tequila! We’re gonna do it up right. And me and you need to talk about building another bike, but for me this time. That machine you guys put together for T is the shit. But you gotta make mine fucking awesome.”

Hawk and Nathan huddled together to talk design, leaving me and Dylan with a tray of tequila shots. I toasted Dylan and downed the first one.

Things got a little fuzzy after that.

All I remembered was a few hours later, I was standing in the corner of the clubhouse’s courtyard to cool off since the bar had gotten too hot—or maybe that was because of all the shots I’d done—when I heard a woman clear her throat. I whipped around and found T-Bone’s blonde standing a few feet away.

She gave me a nervous smile. “Hey. Hi.” She flushed and fidgeted with the cuffs of her long sleeve Henley. “Sorry, I’m a little starstruck. I uh, I forgot what I was going to say.”

I had to smile at her ridiculously cute greeting. “How about we start with names? I’m Ryan.”

“I know. I’m a fan. I’ve watched your special on the Urban Channel a few times. And I uh, was at Public School—the nightclub—when you guys hosted last month.”

“Oh.” This was the other part that I was still adjusting to—where people felt like they knew you because you were on TV. Another one of Austin’s big ideas. I hitched a shoulder, but I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t tell yet if she was going to be one of those fans.

She shook her head. “I’m sorry. This is weird. I just…wanted you to know that I really appreciate what you guys are doing—not just the motorcycles—but the whole family dynamic thing? It’s nice to see people who are actually real on reality TV. You guys don’t play to the cameras. You let your dysfunction fly.”

I laughed. “We didn’t exactly have a choice. After a while, I forgot the cameras were there. But you’re right; my family is the definition of dysfunction.” During our special they showed us building a few bikes, yelling at each other, and then the final fight between Nathan and me that ended with us in the E.R. getting his broken nose and my right hand x-rayed. We loved each other to death, but we were still working on the healthy way of showing it part.

Seeing that play out on TV had made me take a good, long, hard look at myself and honestly, I really didn’t like what I’d seen.

“But I could tell you guys cared about each other.” She smiled slightly. “I mean, it got super intense at the end with the whole fight and hospital thing, but in the end you guys came together and worked out your problems. Not all families are willing to work them out like that—so publicly and just raw.”

I snorted, remembering the way Nathan and I had worked out that little issue we’d had. We’d had to redo the drywall in the shop, I’d broken two fingers in my right hand, Nathan had ended up with a broken nose, and we had to pay a huge hospital bill. “I’d guess that if you’re hanging out here, you’re used to a rough kinda guy…” I shook my head. “Those days are behind me. Mostly.”

I was the annoying middle brother. I talked shit and occasionally had to defend myself, but I was trying to put that shit behind me—when my brothers let me.

“Oh no. It’s not… I’m not…” She sighed. “It’s a long story.”

Before I could figure out what she meant by that, Dylan shouted from the other side of the courtyard. “Ry! It’s time to go, bro. Before we do shit we can’t take back.”

Right. Because she was biker property. And that was a line that I couldn’t—wouldn’t—cross. I valued my balls too much. “I gotta head out. It was nice to meet you.”

She gave me a tremulous smile and as I walked away, I heard her whisper behind me. “Me too.”








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




It took three months to find out her name.

We were back at the Kings’ clubhouse to reveal Hawk’s bike, and she was there again with her hungry, sultry eyes trained on me. But unlike our first visit, this time she wasn’t hanging all over one of the guys. Now, she was holed up at a corner booth with a brunette girl about her age. A big, burly biker hovered a few feet away, almost like he was standing guard.

As if I needed the reminder that she was off limits. Ha. Not in this lifetime.

I rested my elbows on the bar as I waited for the bartender to pour us our round of shots. Hawk had ridden off on his brand-new bike with a shit-eating grin that almost made all those hours and scraped knuckles worth it.

“Look at those two.” Nathan scoffed as he stared at our brother, Austin, and his newly-moved-in girlfriend, Rachel. “They live together now, and they still can’t keep their hands off each other.”

I grinned as Austin smiled down at his girl. Unlike Nathan, I wasn’t disgusted. I loved seeing Austin happy. If anyone deserved a slice of paradise on this earth, it was him. He’d been the one who’d protected us when our dad flew off the handle before. And he was the one who’d hidden us all in his closet the night our lives changed. If not for Austin, we might all be lying in a grave next to our mom. And Austin had been the one who’d worked his ass off and made sure we all stayed together—both at Aunt Wendy’s house and as adults.

That didn’t mean the lovebirds could run out on the party. And I never passed up an opportunity to needle my older bro—he was such an easy mark.

“Austin! Get your ass over here!” I waved an arm over my head like my voice wasn’t enough of an attention getter. “We’ve got celebratory shots to do!”

Austin sagged, pressed his forehead against Rachel’s, and then let her drag him over to our end of the bar. I smirked as he paused to adjust himself. Served the bastard right. He’d done the same to me junior year of high school—cock blocked me with Amy Jensen when he found us in the cramped shed behind Aunt Wendy’s house. Revenge was sweet.

An hour of drinks and laughs later, I turned and found my mystery blonde sidled next to me. I toasted her with my pilsner glass. “Well, hello there.”

“Hi, Ryan.”

“Hey, uh…I’m sorry, beautiful. I don’t remember your name.”

“Hope. It’s Hope.” She brushed her long, blonde hair over her shoulder and blinked up at me. “I was hoping,” she winced, shook her head, and continued, “that we could continue our conversation from earlier.”

“Hell yes. Pull up a chair. What were we talking about?” The combination of the booze and her presence made my head fuzzy.

“Right. Because I’ve spent the past few months thinking about all the things I should’ve said but was too flustered to put three words together, and you…” She shook her head. “You didn’t even remember my name. I’m so stupid.”

She turned to go when my hand shot out and grabbed her shoulder. A zing went up my arm at the contact, although Hope didn’t seem to notice. She’d stopped but didn’t turn to face me or acknowledge me in any way.

“Wait a second now.” I took a beat to blink the fuzziness away. “If memory serves, you didn’t even get around to telling me your name. You told me my name and how much you liked our show and how fucked up my family is—which by the way makes me question your sanity—and then I had to go. You never told me your name.”

Hope swung around displaying her chagrined expression. “Well you didn’t ask.”

“Pretty sure I did. I’ll agree to disagree. But I now I know it. Hope. Beautiful name, by the way. So, if it’s all right with you, Hope, I’d like to buy you a drink, and we can continue whatever it was you really wanted to talk about three months ago.”

“I’d like that. Maybe we could go somewhere quieter to have that talk?” Her voice deepened toward the end of her question, making her intent undeniable.

I lost my train of thought for a second. I couldn’t tell if it was the liquor or the migration of most of my blood supply, but I was having a hard time focusing on anything other than her gorgeous eyes. A doe-eyed blonde was my kryptonite. And this one? Christ. I barely held in my groan. She was sexy and clearly interested. I’d felt the same charge of electricity that’d hit me when I first met her three months ago.

Someone on the other side of Hope cleared their throat. I looked up and caught Dylan’s narrowed eyed glare and subtle head shake. We were in a one-percenter’s clubhouse and she’d been hanging all over someone last time. She was off limits.

Right.

I took a step back and bumped into a guy behind me. I muttered an apology and turned back to Hope. “I, uh, don’t think that’s the best idea. You’re, uh, yeah and I’m me. I don’t poach—especially one percenter property. I don’t have a death wish. But it was nice to meet you.”

“I’m not club property.”

I snorted a laugh. “There’s no way a girl like you—looking as gorgeous as you do—isn’t attached to someone. And I saw you here last time with one of the bikers. I can’t remember—was it Hawk or T-Bone?”

She shuddered, and her revulsion would’ve been comical but for what it meant.

She wasn’t Kings’ property. She was single.

And tonight all mine.

But she wasn’t done explaining. “I would never. I mean, I’m sure there’s some who would—” She made a face when she couldn’t finish. “It’s complicated, but I can guarantee you that I’m not now or ever have been property of a King. I am my own woman.”

I couldn’t keep the grin off my face. “Well okay then.”

“Okay,” she softly echoed.

“How about we go somewhere quieter so we can talk?”

Hope nodded slowly. “Sounds like a brilliant idea to me.”

I hopped off my barstool, took her hand, and led her out of the clubhouse.

Pausing on the edge of the courtyard, close to where we’d had our famous conversation three months before, I turned to her and asked, “How many drinks have you had tonight? Because I really don’t think I should drive.”

“I, uh, actually live just down the street.”

My blood froze in my veins. “Here?”

She bit her lip then tilted her head toward the apartments a block down.

In one of the shittiest neighborhoods in Sactown.

We were surrounded by a shady strip mall that probably hadn’t seen any lucrative business since the nineties, a suspicious looking convenience store, given the number of people lurking outside in the shadows at this late hour, and the clubhouse for a freaking one-percenter motorcycle club. Most of the streetlights were broken and the asphalt had holes bigger than my truck.

Hope lived here?

Christ, just thinking about that made my skin itch.

My unease must’ve been broadcasted on my face because Hope crossed her arms over her chest defensively. “It’s close to where I work.”

I lifted my hands, palms out. “Hey, no judgement. I just wasn’t expecting you to say that—you know, that you live so close.”

What the hell kinda work did she do that had her living here? I wanted to ask, but I didn’t want her thinking that I was a judgmental prick. Again.

Although it did explain why she was hanging out at a biker clubhouse. It was practically home, apparently.

“Okay. Sorry.” Hope shook her head. “It’s just…never mind. So my place?”

I reached out and grabbed her hand. “Sure. Lead the way.”

Hope’s lashes fanned against her cheek as she looked down at our joined hands. Her hand squeezed mine, and then she gave me a look that had me aching to find the nearest backseat or alleyway—anywhere I could get her alone and make her mine. Now.

Using our joined hands, I tugged her toward me. Hope fell into me with a naughty light in her eyes. I buried my free hand in her hair and kissed her like I’d been aching to since I first saw her three months ago. My lips moved hungrily over hers, silently asking, then telling her to open to me. When her lips finally parted, my tongue darted in and took over. I mimicked the act I was dying to perform with her, thrusting my tongue in and out of her mouth and about lost my mind when Hope caught the tip and suckled on it.

Now it was my turn to groan and lose the feeling in my knees. Christ. This woman. I was inches from just lowering her to the ground here and now when someone started up a motorcycle.

The sound of the revving engine jolted through Hope like a crack of lightning and she sprang away from me. Her eyes darted around the courtyard as she panted. She looked like someone who didn’t want to be caught. Someone who was maybe cheating on their boyfriend.

“Who the hell are you?” I took a step away from her, like that would make a difference.

Because if it’d been her old man who’d come outside and saw us making out, I wouldn’t even be breathing right now, let alone talking.

Hope blinked up at me with an incredulous expression. “I’m Hope.”

“Bullshit. Who’s your old man?”

“I told you, I don’t have one. Why would you think—”

“Because you look guilty as fuck.” I cut in. “Clearly you don’t want to be caught out here with me. Why the hell aren’t you wearing a ‘Property of’ vest?”

“Because as I said—I’m not now or ever have been the property of a King. I’m my own woman.”

“Then why the fuck are you acting so guilty? I’m not going anywhere with you if I gotta look over my shoulder the whole fucking time. I don’t require commitment, but I’m sure as hell not gonna be anyone’s dirty mistress. Especially if you got a scary one-percenter boyfriend. I like my balls where they are, thank you very much.”

“I’m not… He’s not…” Hope sighed and shook her head.

…and that was where I got off the crazy Hope ride. Maybe my brother, Austin, had it right. I needed to stop thinking with my little head.

“Yeah, I’m out.” I took a few steps backward, and away from her. “Have a nice life.”

I’d turned to go when Hope’s words had me freezing in my tracks.

“He’s not my boyfriend. He’s my father.”







  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  





Hope Stephens

I winced. There had to be a better way to say that. You’d think after six months of living here I would’ve figure it out. You’d also be wrong because here we were. The last time—and really the only time—I’d told a guy who my father was, he couldn’t run away fast enough, like I was patient zero or something. It was insulting. And also the reason I hadn’t looked at any of the men here in that way again.

Until Ryan.

If it’d been anyone else we wouldn’t have gotten this far. But I’d had a crush on him ever since I’d seen him on TV. And then I felt that charge of electricity when we met in person. He was just so gorgeous and masculine and sexy.

“No boyfriend then?” Ryan asked.

I blinked and suddenly he was only inches from me. He was so close I could feel his breath ruffling my hair. Why did he have to smell so good?

“Hope?”

“Huh?” I blinked and the mental picture of him breathing me in while nestled between my thighs faded away. Right. We were still standing in the clubhouse courtyard and not in my bed at home. “No, no boyfriend.”

“And you’re above the legal age of consent? Since you’re hanging out here, I didn’t think I’d need to card you.”

I laughed and shook my head. “That’s kinda creepy. Do you often card the girls you want to go home with?”

“Only when they threaten me with their daddies.” Ryan smirked.

“Forgive me for being jumpy.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “The last guy who found out about my father ran a mile when he found out. His legs did that Scooby Doo thing, and he was gone.”

“I don’t care who your dad is. Believe me, I’m the last guy to judge a person based on their sperm donor. Mine might be the shittiest one of them all.” Ryan hung his head as he rubbed at the back of his neck.

I recalled all the media hoopla about his dad, who’d just been released on parole after serving twenty-five years for killing Ryan’s mother. Ryan was in his late twenties, so he couldn’t have been that old when it all had happened. I would guess that he didn’t have any memories of either parent. It was heartbreaking and made me feel like my family drama was small potatoes in comparison.

And right now, Ryan looked so vulnerable and badass at the same time. His aw- shucks body language juxtaposed against his dark good looks and five o’clock shadow— this was the reason I’d been attracted to him in the first place. He looked like a guy who wore his heart on his sleeve but didn’t mind beating the crap outta anyone who made fun of him for it. I wanted to soothe him and screw him at the same time.

What was wrong with me?

“How about we forget about our dads and go to your place?” Ryan tilted his head and sent me this look that had my heart racing. It was mischievous and naughty and just so freaking hot. Like he couldn’t wait to rip my panties off me.

And before I knew what I was doing, I found myself replying, “Sure. We can do that.”

Ryan’s head shot up and the gleam in his eyes had my breath shuddering. Just like that all the drama and bullshit fell away. He grabbed my hand and pulled until I fell into his hard chest. I put a hand out to catch myself and left it resting on the firm muscle of his left pec. My eyelids fluttered. Good god, if he was that hard through a t-shirt and hoodie, what would he feel like when he took it all off?

And then he was kissing me. Ryan’s mouth moved against mine and the butterflies in my stomach multiplied. His lips were soft and supple and so fucking clever. After what felt like an eon, he pulled away with a groan.

“How far is it to your place again?”

I laughed as I took a step back on unsteady legs. Lord, that man knew how to kiss. Grabbing his hand, I tugged him in the direction of my apartment. After a beat, he fell into step with me and wrapped an arm around my shoulders.

My shiver had nothing to do with the chill in the spring air.

We walked in amicable silence, but it felt like the longest two blocks of my life. I was so nervous I was shaking. After the first time we’d met, I’d spent I don’t know how many nights going over all the things I should’ve said to him since I’d been such a tongue-tied doofus. Now I was so anxious about what was going to happen, I couldn’t string together three words if I could even think them up. I’d never had a one-night stand before. Sure, I’d had sex, but only with boyfriends after we got to know each other. And now I was going to strip naked in front of someone who didn’t even know my last name, let alone how I like my coffee or what I’d studied in college—those little details that spelt relationship.

No, this had all the hallmarks of a one-night stand. It’d been on my sex bucket list forever, but I’d been so determined to get the hell outta my mom’s house and then finish college so I wouldn’t need to lean on her or her husband anymore that I hadn’t gotten around to having a one-night stand. Or most of the things on my sex bucket list if I were honest with myself.

How did I even do this?

I didn’t know, but I was excited to find out. My heart pounded, and I snuck a peek at the silent man at my side. Ryan’s face was tense and a quick glance down below told me why—he was already hard, judging by the large member currently stretching his jeans.

Oh wow. I had done that to him. He found me so hot that he already had a hard on. I felt so powerful.

I could do this. I wanted to do this. Do him.

It became my mantra as we walked and before I knew it, we’d reached my building. Ryan paused in front of the building’s front door and waited for me to do something, but I had no idea what. When I didn’t move, he looked down at me with a frown.

“Everything okay?”

“Yes.” I nodded affirmatively like I was trying to convince both of us.

“All right.” He eyed me for a second, waiting expectantly. “Are you going to let us in? Looks like a combo is required.”

The door. Right. I needed to enter my code. My cheeks heating with my flustered nerves, I crossed to the keypad and entered my pin—the date that I’d found out my father wasn’t dead after all, six years ago. The keypad flashed green, and the door buzzed. I reached for the handle, but Ryan beat me, pulled it open, and held it for me.

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome, beautiful.”

I ducked my head to hide my smile. I realized it was probably a nickname he used with every girl, but I still felt a zing every time he called me beautiful.

I got a few feet into the entryway when I realized he hadn’t followed me. Turning, I found him still in the doorway, holding the door open. “Aren’t you coming?”

He lifted a shoulder. “Do you still want me to come inside with you?”

I took a deep breath and nodded.

“You don’t look sure. There’s nothing wrong with changing your mind.”

“No, I want you to come up with me. It’s just…” I trailed off, not sure how to finish that sentence or how much of myself I wanted to reveal to him.

Ryan leaned against the open door. “It’s just what?”

In for a penny… “I’ve never done this before.”

“You’ve never had a guy inside your building?” Ryan tilted his head as a devilish spark gleamed in his eyes.

“I’ve-never-had-a-one-night-stand-before.” I rushed it out in one breath, unable to look at him. An awkward silence buzzed between us. I hadn’t heard the door close but I was afraid to look. Instead, I crossed the lobby to the elevator. I felt so stupid. Why did I say that? I should’ve come up with something cleverer, but no, I just blurted out my total lack of experience like someone without any social skills. Mortified, I stabbed at the elevator call button.

The elevator pinged immediately and the doors slid open. I didn’t even bother looking behind me. He was probably halfway back to the clubhouse by now.

“Uh, who said we were gonna have sex?”

I swung around and looked at him incredulously. “Why are you here then?”

“You said you wanted to talk somewhere quieter.” Ryan leaned against the wall and hooked his thumbs in his front jeans pockets.

The elevator doors slid shut with us still standing in front of it.

“So, you’re just here to talk? Are you serious? What about all those kisses and the crazy sexual tension that’s been buzzing between us?” I almost pointed out the hard-on he’d walked two blocks with, but thank God my social skills weren’t that bad.

“Don’t get me wrong, I was hoping for more, but given how hesitant you are, I thought that was off the table.”

I didn’t even know what to say to him. It was mortifying to know I’d been that transparent. So much for my newly acquired badass skills. “You’re happy to come upstairs and just talk to me? Really?”

“Really. I am hoping I’ll get another kiss or two, but I know even that’s not guaranteed. You’re the one in charge here, Hope. What happens between us is entirely up to you because I think I’ve made my stance pretty clear. But in case you need another reminder—” He slipped a hand behind my head and bent toward me. His lips hovered over mine, questioning.

And I couldn’t resist. I closed the distance and kissed him with everything I had. I wanted this man. After a beat, he took over and kissed me in that amazing, toe curling way that only Ryan was capable of.

I groaned into his mouth and swayed toward him, wrapping my arms around his muscular body. Oh my God. Yes.

Yes.

I was totally doing this.

One night stand with a bad boy? Check.

Distantly I heard a bell chime and Ryan pulled away with an aggrieved sigh.

I’d forgotten where we were. And when the doors slid open a second later, I wished we were anywhere else.







  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  





Ryan

“Hopey girl! As I live and breathe!” The shriek from the disheveled older blonde getting off the elevator had my ears ringing. I’d sprung away from Hope like we were teens who’d been caught by their parents. Although given this woman’s apparent age, I wasn’t far off.

“Goldie, hey.” Hope blanched then crossed her arms over her chest and inched toward me. “I didn’t see you at Hawk’s party.”

“Yeah, Rags doesn’t want me hanging around the club right now. I had a little thing with Hawk’s old lady and shit went down. I don’t think you were there that night, but…oh my god! You bagged one of the infamous Burns brothers? Damn, girl, you got skills. But she’s got nothing on me, Mr. Muscles.” Goldie’s eyes raked up and down my body in a way that left me feeling degraded. She swayed toward us on her knee-high boots, stopping so close all I could smell was cigarettes and B.O. “I could do things that would make you think you’d died and gone to heaven. But lemme tell you, they don’t do things like that behind the pearly gates. I’m pure sin. This tongue is certified Grade-A evil. And the teeth are removable, if you get my drift.”

I shuddered and flinched away as she ran her hand down my arm. “That’s an, uh, interesting offer, ma’am, but I, uh…”

I sent Hope a panicked look. I’d been hit on by older women before but never this blatantly or with an audience or just… I felt dirty. And not the good kind.

Hope stared back at me with large eyes but didn’t say anything. She seemed as shell-shocked as I was.

Goldie leaned toward Hope and ran a finger down her cheek. The long, blood red nail clashed harshly with Hope’s pale cheek. “Or we can really make this a real party. I don’t think anyone at the clubhouse has played with the new girl yet. You ever been with another woman, Hopey girl? I’d love to be your first. And last.”

Hope’s eyes narrowed. She flicked Goldie’s stick-thin finger away. “I don’t think Rags would like that.”

“What my old man won’t know, won’t be a problem.” Goldie smiled devilishly, displaying yellowed and lipstick smudged teeth. “Especially with a Burns boy in the mix. Which one are you again? Ryder or Nolan?”

Hope stepped in front of me, putting her slight frame between me and the middle-aged woman. “I don’t share. And even if I did it wouldn’t be with someone like you. Get out of our way.”

She stared down the older woman until Goldie finally stepped away with a shrug.

“Your loss,” she muttered as she tottered toward the lobby door.

I jabbed at the elevator button and sighed in relief when the elevator binged, the doors immediately whooshing open. I all but shoved Hope into the elevator, careful to not turn my back on the lobby or Goldie. Hope was still glaring at her, so I punched the button for the top floor, and then the door close button. Anything to make that shitshow end.

The doors slid shut behind us and the hum of the elevator filled the taut silence for a moment.

“Oh my god.”

I snorted a laugh. “You can say that again.”

“Oh my god! I don’t… I can’t believe…” Hope shook her head helplessly.

“Thanks for saving me down there.”

Hope giggled. “You’re welcome. I’ve never been the knight in shining armor before.”

I leaned against the elevator wall and shook my head. “What was it you said about your neighborhood again?”

“That it’s close to my work?” Hope blinked at me in confusion.

“Something about it being safe? I gotta disagree with you there, Hopey girl.”

“Because Goldie propositioned us?” Hope smirked. “I’m sure that’s never happened to you before.”

“I can honestly say that that has never happened to me before.” I laughed and after a second Hope joined in.

The bing of the elevator broke our laughter a moment later as the doors slid open to reveal the fifth floor.

Hope stepped out and turned to me. “How did you know I lived on the fifth floor?”

“I just pushed a button. You didn’t seem to be functioning all that well at the time.”

She smiled. “Well thanks. For walking me home and…just for being an awesome guy all around.”

“I don’t know that I’d call me awesome.”

“Just take the compliment, Ryan.”

I ducked my head to hide my smile. “Yes, ma’am. And you’re welcome.”

The elevator doors started to slide close when Hope threw her arm out to block them. A buzzer blared, and the doors slid open again.

“I’m not ready for the night to end yet.” Hope tilted her head and smiled softly. “Come in for a drink?”

For a moment the only sound I could hear was the thump of my heart. “Are you sure? Because you weren’t earlier. And I’m not saying you can’t change your mind later, but—”

“Ryan?”

I cleared my throat. Apparently, her babbling tick was contagious. “Yeah?”

“Stop talking and get inside my apartment already.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I gave her a small smile and wrapped an arm around her waist as she unlocked her door. Her hand shook slightly as she tried twice to fit the key inside the knob. Testing a theory, I slid a finger in that space between the bottom of her shirt and the top of her jeans. Her hand jerked hard to the right and she shivered.

“You might want to move your hand,” Hope gasped. “Unless you want to give my neighbor a floor show right here and now.”

I chuckled as I took an exaggerated step away from her and watched silently as she took a deep breath then opened the door. I put my hands up as I stepped past Hope and into her apartment. She laughed softly behind me as I took in her apartment. It was way nicer than I’d pictured given the neighborhood. I could see why Hope would want to live here. The large, spacious great room had floor to ceiling windows on the far wall with gauzy pale pink curtains obscuring the view. Hope’s choice of oversized tufted sofas made me want to flop down and relax. I could easily imagine us stretched out on her gray couches, Hope on her side in front of me as we watched a movie with a fire snapping away in her fireplace under the TV. Nibbling her neck when the chick flick got boring. Running my hand over her curves and dipping my finger under her waistband until I could—

“…want to drink?”

“Huh?” I blinked.

Hope stood behind the kitchen counter, her right hand holding a tumbler glass of clear liquid. “What did you want to drink?”

“Drink. Right. I don’t suppose you have any beer?”

Hope shook her head. “I do have some tequila, vodka, and whiskey though. And softer drinks if you’re not up for the hard stuff.” She made a face and shook her head. “Sorry, that came out wrong. Or not. Maybe just ignore me. I don’t know what I’m saying half the time.”

I chuckled as I crossed the room to her. Wrapping my arms around her, I pulled her to me until she was flush against my body. “I don’t think it’s possible to ignore you, so don’t stop on my account.”

Hope set her drink down then twined her arms around my shoulders. “Okay, but for the record you’re not gonna find much hardness here.” She leaned back and gestured with one hand down her body. “It’s mostly a lot of soft with the tiniest bit of firm. Or a little bit of firm if you count teeth. But they’re not removable like Goldie’s.”

I snorted and buried my face in her hair. “Fuck me. Whatever you do tonight, do not bring up that woman or her offer again. It’s a verified mood killer, especially the teeth part.”

“Noted. Sorry. Sometimes my mouth goes off before my brain has a chance to catch up.”

“I’m starting to get that.” I leaned back and stared at Hope. Fuck me, she was gorgeous. She had that All-American California girl thing with her long blonde hair and slender body. But it was her brown eyes that just slayed me. They held a vulnerability that made me want to do whatever I could for her. Protect her from the neighborhood, shield her from horny older women, hell, I’d be willing to slay a dragon for her. Doe-eyed blondes had always been my weakness.

“So, no drink then?” Hope asked with a hesitant smile.

“Ask me after.”

“After what?”

As an answer, I ducked my head and kissed her. She was tense for only a moment, but then her body relaxed as she kissed me back. Opening her mouth to my hungry tongue, she groaned softly. I felt a sharp pinch as her hand tangled in my hair, but I didn’t give a shit. She felt so fucking good against me—soft and welcoming and so damn hot. I had no idea where her bedroom was. All I knew was that it was too fucking far away.

Grasping her under her arms, I lifted Hope onto the counter as I continued to kiss her. She broke our kiss with a soft squeal. “Ryan, what are you doing?”

My lips cruised across her jaw to her neck, not breaking rhythm. Finding a soft bit of tissue, I nipped it gently with my teeth then sucked it into my mouth to sooth it with my tongue. I released it with a groan and breathed roughly into her ear. “Just getting to know you, beautiful.”

“Oh. Okay. I just thought…” She trailed off with a groan as I nibbled on her ear lobe.

“What did you think, Hope? Clearly I’m not doing my job well enough if you still have thoughts circling around.” After splaying her thighs wider, I hooked my hands in her back pockets and slid her bottom closer to me until I could feel that welcoming heat that her jeans couldn’t hide.

Hope groaned, her head falling backward. She didn’t say another word, but she not-so-subtly thrusted her hips and grounded her center into my hard cock. I definitely had her attention now.

“Before we get too far, beautiful, do you have a roommate?”

“Huh?” Hope stared back at me with hazy eyes before biting her bottom lip to muffle her groan.

“Roommate? Someone who wouldn’t be thrilled with the way we’re defiling your countertop? Someone who might walk in on us at any second?”

“No. No, I live alone.”

“Fan-fucking-tastic. Let’s get this party started then.”

Hope gave a gasping laugh. “I don’t know about you, but I’m halfway there already. This party is almost done.”

“Aww, you’re sweet. You think you’re gonna be done after one orgasm? We got all night, beautiful. Better buckle up.” I smirked down at her just before I covered her lips with mine again. Hope groaned into my mouth and arched her hips against mine. Christ, this woman was primed like a rocket. We hadn’t even removed the first piece of clothing and she was ready to go off. Who had she been sleeping with? Someone who didn’t know fuck all about women. Or their bodies. Or orgasms.

Hope’s hands fisted in my shirt, tugging me closer to her as she rocked her lower body against mine. My dick felt so hard, the harsh material of my jeans bit into me. But I didn’t complain. I had a hot, eager woman grinding against me. I would happily take this pleasure-pain feeling for the rest of my life. Fuck food and shelter—this was all I needed to get through life.

I broke our kiss to breathe hotly into her ear. She was close. I could feel it. I bit down on her ear lobe just as she arched her body into me and she broke. She gave a sharp, keening cry as shudders quaked through her body. I wrapped my arms around her and let her hold onto me as she came down.

After a few moments, Hope gave another, almost sad squawk and burrowed her face in my chest with a muttered, “Oh god.”

“My name’s Ryan, but it’s all right with me if you wanna think of me as god-like.”

Hope groaned again but didn’t look up.

“I’m starting to feel a little self-conscious here, beautiful. Is there something on my face? Do I have a bat in the cave or something?”

Hope snorted. “No.”

But she still wouldn’t look up.

“Are you okay? You didn’t pull something, did you?”

“No.” She made that sad squawk again. “That so wasn’t on my sex bucket list.”

I laughed. “Sex bucket list? What’s that?”

“Oh my god.” Hope groaned and burrowed her face deeper into my shirt. “Did I say that out loud?”

“Yup.” My shoulders shook with my suppressed laughter even as my dick throbbed impatiently. I don’t think I’d ever had so much fun while dealing with a hard-on. “What’s a sex bucket list?”

“Just a mental list of all the sex stuff I’ve missed out on while being a responsible adult.”

“And I’m not on it?” I wasn’t sure if I should’ve been insulted or not.

Hope pulled away and gave me an indignant glare. “Of course you’re on it. I mean look at you. But that—what we just did on my countertop wasn’t. I feel so stupid.”

I blinked. “Stupid? About what?”

“I’m still wearing all my clothes—even my shoes for crying out loud—and I just dry humped you to orgasm like a high schooler with her first boyfriend.”

I snorted. “Well I think it was fucking hot. And just imagine what it’ll be like when we finally take our clothes off. I’m kinda surprised they didn’t singe off with all that heat burning between us.”

She blinked up at me with her large, doe eyes, that uncertainty still swimming there. “Really?”

“Yes, Hope. And if you’re up for it, I’d really love to help you out with that sex bucket list somewhere a little more comfortable.” I leaned down and gave her a soft peck to the tip of her nose. “Show me to your bedroom?”
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Hope

My earlier embarrassment fled as I gave Ryan a smile. His words bolstered me, and my confidence returned. I still couldn’t believe I’d done that there with him, but now I felt kinda proud. We might have just gone after each other like teenagers, but I was having my first one-night stand, and our chemistry was explosive. If that was what he was capable of with all our clothes on, I didn’t know if I’d be able to handle the next part.

But I was dying to find out.

Hopping off the countertop, I grabbed his hand and pulled him away from the kitchen. My heartbeat had slowed coming down off my orgasm, and now my body was all loose-limbed and languid. I felt sexy a. f. as I led him down the short hall to my bedroom. Giving him a sultry smile, I opened my bedroom door.

“This is it,” I said as I stood in the doorway.

Ryan’s arms wrapped around my waist and I leaned back into him as he nuzzled the side of my neck.

“I’m sure it’s nice, beautiful, but I don’t give a fuck if you have a waterbed or a bunk bed. I just wanna get you horizontal and these fucking jeans off me.”

I closed my eyes as shivers from his naughty lips shook my body. I had a feeling he’d be so hot and sexy and just…wow. I had no idea he’d be such a sweetheart though. Between this and how he’d talked me down from my freak-out earlier, I would’ve been eager to take my pants off—if I wasn’t already eager to take my pants off.

“So, can I come in?” Ryan asked, his words muffled by my neck.

“What? Are you a vampire or something? I’m getting a little nervous with your neck fixation and constant need for permission to enter buildings and rooms.”

“One, it’s just good manners. My Aunt Wendy raised me right. Two, I love the little shimmy your body does when I do this to your neck.” His lips cruised up my neck then he nibbled at a little spot just below my ear, and my whole body shook. Ryan’s quiet laughter had me smiling in response. “And three, you’re kinda standing in the doorway.”

“Oh! Right.” I jumped away from him like he’d tapped me with a cattle prod. “I didn’t realize—”

“Hey, get back here.” Ryan grabbed me by a belt loop and pulled me back until my butt nestled against his hardness. “I didn’t say that to be an ass. I was teasing. And I was kinda hoping it would move us in the direction of the bed, but I don’t give a fuck where we are. We can neck all night in your bedroom doorway if you want.”

And he nuzzled my neck to prove his point. God, he was so freaking good at that. He could probably make me come with just his lips on my neck alone. Check that. He’d already made me come that way. It would’ve been so easy to just lean in and let him, but I wanted more.

I wanted everything.

I wanted my freaking one-night stand.

I pulled away with a soft laugh. “We better get to the bed before I lose the ability to use my knees.”

“Lead the way.”

I rolled my eyes, grabbed his hand, and pulled him toward the bed. Turning, I sat on the edge of the bed and eyed Ryan expectantly. How did I do this again?

Ryan chuckled as he toed off his work boots. They fell to the floor with a thump. “You should see your face right now.”

“Do I look freaked? Because I feel kinda freaked. I don’t know how to do this. I mean, I’ve done this before—just not this this, ya know?”

“Hey, hey.” Ryan sat next to me on the edge of the bed. “There’s no right way or wrong way to do this. There’s no game plan or checklist or whatever. We just do whatever feels right, whatever you want.”

“Okay.” I gave a shuddering sigh as I looked into his gorgeous eyes. “Then I want you to kiss me.”

“Maybe we should—”

“No. You said whatever feels right. And it always feels right when you kiss me.” I leaned into him and his arm came around my shoulders and settled in a way that just…felt right. “Please.”

Ryan groaned. “Christ. You have no idea what it does to me when you bring out the eyes. You could ask me anything, and I’d probably do it.”

“Then kiss me already.”

He leaned toward me, his lips hovering over mine, and then he whispered, “As long as you promise to only use your powers for good.”

“No promises,” I whispered back.

Ryan’s eyes flared and he groaned. “Fuck me.”

Then his lips covered mine, and I lost the ability to think. All I could do was feel. His amazing lips. The way his hair felt in my hands because I had to hold him somewhere. The way my heart raced when he suckled on my tongue.

Minutes later I was the one tugging frantically at his clothing because I had to feel him. Everywhere.

Ryan’s laugh was husky in my ear and made me want to moan. “I think the only thing hotter than your gorgeous eyes is how eager you are right now.”

I swung my leg over his hips so I could straddle him. Looking into his eyes, I smiled wickedly.

Ryan cleared his throat unevenly. “Uh, I stand corrected. Apparently you can get way hotter.”

The power I felt in that moment… The fact that I had this man, this crazy hot guy, so worked up and just willing to do anything that I wanted? I think I could’ve come from that thought alone.

Then I pulled his shirt up and over his head.

Or maybe the view of his hard, tattooed body would send me over the edge.

I ran an appreciative hand over the art covering his chest and arms. The heart on his left pec with “family” written in script. The flamed motorcycle racing down his arm. And the muscles. Sweet baby Jesus, the muscles! He had so many muscles I couldn’t even…

He took advantage of my temporary paralysis and tugged my shirt up and over my head. A reverent expression stole across his face. “Ah, Hope. You’re just…”

He trailed off in a groan before he took my lips again in a harsh, hungry kiss.

I ached to feel those lips on my nipples. Unconsciously arching toward him, I moaned into his mouth. Finally I couldn’t take it anymore. I reached behind me to unclasp my bra but my fingers were swiftly batted away by Ryan’s. He made quick work of the clasp and then my bra was falling down my arms, baring me to Ryan’s hungry eyes.

“Christ, they’re even more gorgeous than I imagined.” He lifted a hand and cupped the underside of my left breast.

My cheeks heated with his compliment. Or the contact. I didn’t know which. I bit my lip and looked down at where his tanned, calloused fingers held my pale breast. “You’ve been thinking about my boobs for a while?”

Ryan groaned and brushed his stubbled cheek against my nipple. “All night. And occasionally when I was alone the last few months. I couldn’t get you out of my head after that first night. How you looked. That scent. The way your voice sounded.”

“And my boobs?” I teased. But still, I was caught by the way he remembered me. I’d had such an impact on him that he thought about me, too?

“There’s no way to get these babies out of my mind.” Ryan murmured as he rasped his cheek against my hard nipple again. Then he finally stopped teasing me and gave what I craved. He captured the tip of my breast in his mouth and suckled hard.

And I melted. I think I groaned or something. I know I burrowed a hand into his hair and held him against me. Like I was afraid he’d try to get away.

Ryan pulled back—as much as my greedy hands would let him—and blew gently on my wet nipple before turning his head and laving attention on my other, poor, neglected tip.

I closed my eyes and let my head fall back as the sensations shrouded me. I wanted more. I wanted deeper. I wanted him all. My thighs clenched and I was seconds away from my second orgasm of the night when Ryan pulled away with a groan.

“Shit, beautiful.” His breath was warm against my shoulder. “You keep grinding on me like that and this show is gonna be over before I even get out of my pants.”

I rolled my eyes then twisted my body until I could fall safely onto the mattress. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

Ryan looked at me over his shoulder before shaking his head. He stood up and shucked his jeans down his legs, kicking them out of the way. After grabbing his wallet from the tangled mess, he tossed it on my nightstand then crawled up my body. With his own wicked grin, he rested between my splayed jean clad legs. “You’re not the one who’d have to do the walk of shame in jizz-spotted jeans.”

“Touché.” I laughed.

“Now where were we?” Ryan murmured just before flicking one of my hard, aching nipples.

“Well, I was about a second from orgasming, and you were being mean.” I blinked innocently up at him, using my eyes with their full power and no shame.

Ryan groaned and burrowed his face into my neck. “Now I feel bad.”

“You should. I’m the one with blue balls over here.”

He sat up with an indignant frown. “Seriously? You’ve already had one orgasm tonight? Who really is the one with blue balls here?”

“Fine,” I muttered with a fake pout. “Would you at least take these itchy pants off me? If you’re going to be on top of me, I wanna be able to feel every inch of you.”

His wicked smile returned. “Oh, I guarantee you’re gonna feel every goddamn inch I got.”

I shivered at the promise in his eyes. I believed him.

And I couldn’t wait.

He made quick work of my shoes and jeans. I swear, I blinked and they were gone. But Ryan lingered over my silky panties. His blunt forefinger traced over the large heart pattern. I felt that caress all the way to my toes. I bit my lip and groaned. It felt like too much and not nearly enough all at once.

Ryan tossed me a knowing smirk then slowly ran his finger up and down the junction of my thighs, still covered by my panties. He leisurely explored every fold, stopping here and there to press over the same stop twice, three times, and just when I was getting into his rhythm, he’d change it and move. Never once letting me fully enjoy his touch or a freaking orgasm.

I practically growled in frustration.

Ryan’s lips twitched like he was holding back a laugh and then he slipped his fingers under my panties and suddenly neither one of us was laughing. His clever fingers slid between my folds and found my hard, aching clit. I groaned and arched into his hand. Ryan’s fingers caressed me in a way I’d never felt before. A jolt of electricity arced through my body. I gasped. He did it again. And I came.

Not a single inch of him inside me. Just his fingers trapped between my panties and my clit and I came. My head was spinning. I held my breath as my body shuddered. A volcanic explosion of sensation course through my body until finally I lay beside him, unable to think or move.

I was done.

After a moment Ryan moved to free his hand and I groaned as an aftershock quaked through my body. I curled up on my side away from him. “No more. Please.”

He laughed. “Fuck. You are so fucking hot. I don’t think I’ve ever been so turned on.” His lips pressed against the back of my neck and I shivered. “You are so goddamn explosive. It’s sexy as hell.”

Despite my slight—seriously slight—discomfort, I grinned into the sheets under us. I had to admit it felt good to hear him say that. And with a protracted moan, I rolled over on my back. “I feel bad.”

Ryan froze. “What?”

“It’s just…I’ve been so selfish. Here I’ve come twice, and I’ve hardly even touched you.” I reached up to touch the bulge his boxer briefs couldn’t hide. Not that they were trying. After one soft, fleeting caress, his cock flexed, seemingly arching toward me.

Ryan closed his eyes with a soft groan. “I guess we have a little time…”

I laughed as I pulled him down to the bed next to me. Propping myself up on my elbow, I surveyed him from head to toe, lingering here and there on the interesting bits. After a second, my fingers joined my gaze as I softly petted my way down his body. I lingered on his muscular chest, kissing the interesting tattoos covering his skin. I traced the ridges of his muscles with my tongue, dipping into the valleys created by his carved musculature. When I reached the waistband of his briefs, he hissed out a breath.

“I don’t know if I can take much more.”

I bit my lip as I peeled back the fabric covering him and he helped me, arching his hips to move it along. “We haven’t even gotten started.”

“I knew you were trouble the first time I saw you.” He groaned as I took his hard length in my hand.

My tongue darted out and softly licked the head like it was my favorite flavor of ice cream. I looked up at him from beneath my lashes. He was biting his bottom lip like he was in pain. I continued licking, and after a minute he burrowed a hand in my hair then moved his other hand over mine where I held his cock.

“Squeeze me a little tighter.” He hissed. “Yess. Just like that. Aww, fuck.”

Something about him telling me what to do got me even more excited. My thighs felt slippery as I knelt and took the head of his cock into my mouth. Moving my hand up to my lips, I worked them together as I swallowed as much of his length as I could. Gagging slightly, I backed off and tried again. He bit off a curse and his hand fell away from mine over his cock. Out of the corner of my eye I saw him fist his free hand in the sheet next to his hips. Feeling smug now, I moaned deep in my throat and moved down his length once more.

Once I got the mechanics down, I have to admit, I felt powerful. And sexy. I had this gorgeous, built, hot guy at my mercy. Begging for me to do what I wanted to him. I felt a deep pulsing between my thighs. It felt good. I wanted more.

I was just building a comfortable rhythm when he pushed me off him.

“Wha—” I blinked down at him in confusion.

“Sorry, beautiful. But much more of that and I would’ve lost it. And I’ll be damned if I’m not inside you the first time I come. Or the next time you come, for that matter.” He reached over for his wallet and pulled out a condom. Then with efficient movements, he rolled it on himself while I sat there and drooled. Literally. There was just something so sexy and effortless about the way he unselfconsciously moved. He handled himself with ease. I wished I felt that graceful.

With the condom in place, he leaned forward and gave me a kiss. “You got any preference on how we do this the first time? Any specific positions on that sex bucket list you wanna try out?”

I shook my head.

“I really wanna look into those gorgeous doe eyes the first time I take you.”

“Okay,” I whispered, suddenly shy. I let him maneuver me into place on my back in the middle of my bed with him looming over me.

He looked down me and groaned. “Let me know if I move too fast. We’ll take this at your pace, okay, beautiful?”

I nodded.

And then he was pressing into me. I wrapped my arms around his neck and held on as his cock moved into my body slowly, deeply, until finally his hips rested against mine. He kept his eyes on our sex—the rapt, heavy lidded stare transfixed me. Then they flicked up to mine. “You okay?”

I felt…full. And aching. I arched up to him, craving that grinding pressure and he chuckled.

“You’re okay.”

Then he started moving. Finally. But oh so slowly.

I must’ve made some noise in frustration because he froze. His eyes still trained on mine with narrowed intent. Then after a beat he moved again, but still so, so slow.

I got the message.

Instead of trying to control his movement, I just held on and let him go.

He thrust into me. Slowly. Deeply. I looked into his eyes and felt something just as deep. I didn’t understand it. And I didn’t have time to examine it. I was climbing higher and higher. But I needed something more. I wanted…

Without moving or even telling him, his hand moved between our bodies. That clever finger of his found my clit. He thrust once. Twice. And on the third time, I lost it. It felt like my body exploded and melted all at the same time. I didn’t have control over anything. I couldn’t do anything but feel.

And as I came down from my high, I noticed that Ryan was frozen above me. “Did you…?”

He shook his head tightly.

And I melted a little more. This man.

I widened my thighs and arched up toward him. His eyes fixed on mine and he thrust again. And again. And again. The entire time we held eye contact. Somehow that felt more intimate than anything we’d done together. And then with one more thrust, Ryan lost it.

He threw his head back with a shout then he clenched his jaw. Tendons stood out on his neck, his muscles in all their glory just right there for me.

I couldn’t resist.

I reached up and petted him, softly moving my hands over his body until he collapsed onto me with a soft grunt.

We lay there for a few moments, limbs all tangled up as I tried—and failed—to figure out what just happened. This didn’t feel like a fuck between two strangers. But then again, I’d never done that before, so what did I know?

All I knew was that this felt so much more powerful and right than any other first time between either of my ex-boyfriends.

But what did that mean?

Finally Ryan pushed himself up and gave me a little grin that didn’t seem to reach his eyes. “I’m just gonna go take care of…”

“Yeah. Sure.” I smiled weakly.

Not that he’d noticed. I was talking to the back of his head.
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Ryan

She scared the shit out of me. I’d never met a woman before who was just so…everything. She made me feel things—emotions, sensations—I’d never felt before. I wanted to stay forever and run for it at the same time. Hope was so fucking dangerous, and she didn’t even know it.

I leaned against the bathroom counter and stared at my reflection. I wasn’t ready for something like this—a relationship. I was only twenty-seven. I thought I’d have another five years or so to play around before I found the one.

The one.

What the fuck was wrong with me? This was supposed to be a one-night stand. What was it that Austin used to say? “Wham, bam. I’ll see myself, out ma’am.” I was a Burns brother. We weren’t built for happily ever afters and white picket fences. We were so damaged that we screwed up everyone and everything we came into contact with. Hell, it was practically my brand. From high school with my minor in possession of alcohol charges to that time I got evicted after the crazy party I threw that caused a tiny bit of damage to some common areas. Technically it wasn’t my fault—I wasn’t the one who threw the sofa into the pool from the third-floor balcony. Not that my landlord bought the argument. But bottom line, I didn’t do relationships. I hadn’t since high school, and it had worked just fine for me up to now.

Filled with a new resolve, I turned to dispose of the condom.

Fuck!

My heartbeat thundered in my ears.

The condom ripped.

The condom ripped.

The refrain buzzed through my head, competing with the sound of my heartbeat.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

I pulled the tattered condom off and washed up as much as I could, but I couldn’t deny that some of my spunk had escaped. I’d chalked up the wetness on my thighs to how charged up Hope had been, but now I knew.

Fuck.

I had to tell Hope. All that bullshit about how I’d take care of her was clearly that—bullshit. Fuck.

Maybe it wasn’t that bad. Maybe she was on the pill. Maybe it was the wrong time of the month and this all wouldn’t blow up in our faces.

After taking a deep breath, I shook out my arms then grabbed a towel to pull around my waist. I couldn’t do this bare assed naked.

Opening the door, I found Hope sprawled out on her side on the bed, naked, with a drowsy, content expression on her face.

“Hey.” She pushed herself up on her elbow. “What’s with the towel? You feeling shy all of a sudden?”

“Hope. I uh, fuck, I don’t know how to say this.”

“What?” Her brow wrinkled with a frown as she sat up. “What’s going on? Are you okay, Ryan?”

I looked away and scrubbed at the back of my head with a hand. “Fuck. I’m sorry. But the condom ripped. I don’t… Fuck. I’m sorry.”

“Oh.” Hope sat back against the headboard, her face blank.

“Yeah. Pretty sure that wasn’t on your sex bucket list.” I joked weakly before clearing my throat. “Uh, I’m clean. I swear this has never happened before. And I was at the doctor just a month ago for my physical, so you’re protected there, but…”

“But not against the other,” Hope finished softly.

“Right. I uh, this is awkward to ask, but are you on the pill or a different kind of birth control?”

Hope closed her eyes and shook her head. She reached for the sheets at the bottom of the bed and pulled them up and over her.

“Okay. There’s no reason to panic. I’ll just run out and get a morning after pill. They sell them in drug store all over the state. No worries.”

Hope made a sound halfway between a laugh and sob then buried her face in her hands. Her voice was muffled when she finally spoke. “I can’t take the pill.”

“You can’t?” I repeated weakly.

Hope nodded, still not looking at me. “The morning after pill is just a high dose birth control pill, and I can’t take the pill. The last time I was on it I had huge mood swings, depression, anxiety. It wasn’t pretty. I can’t—won’t take it again. I won’t put myself through that again.”

I closed my eyes with a muttered curse then sighed. “Well, that still doesn’t mean you’re going to conceive, right? Maybe it’s the wrong time in your cycle or whatever.”

“When have I ever been that lucky?” She chuckled darkly then shook her head. After swiping under eyes, she picked at the comforter covering her legs. “Like mother, like daughter. I should’ve known.”

“Known what?” Was she blaming me? Thinking that I did this on purpose or something. That was fucking insulting.

“I should’ve known that I can’t let loose and have fun—any kind of fun.” Hope shook her head and looked somewhere over my shoulder, but the heartbreak in her eyes tore me up. After a second, she ducked her head to swipe at her eyes again. “From the time I was little, my mom let me know that getting pregnant was the worst thing that could happen to you. She never came out and said that I ruined her life, but that was the subtext. She screwed my head up so much that I didn’t even lose my virginity until my second year of college. I was nineteen the first time I ever had sex. Hence the sex bucket list. I’ve played by the rules my entire life, and the one time I have a little walk the on the wild side, this happens.”

“Fuck, Hope. I didn’t—you never said—”

She still wouldn’t look at me. “It’s fine. But uh, maybe it would be better if you go? I’m sorry, I’m just… really not in the mood to talk anymore. Or in the mood for anything else.”

I reached for the pile of clothes at the foot of the bed. Spying my jeans at the bottom, I untangled them then pulled them on. “And you’ll tell me if you’re… Whichever way, I wanna know.”

“I said it’s fine, Ryan. You don’t have anything to worry about.”

My scalp prickled. “What the fuck does that mean.”

Hope finally looked at me and the hurt in her eyes tore something loose inside of me. “It means it’s my body, my decision.”

“Fine. I’m not arguing that.” But I couldn’t deny it rankled me that she would make this decision—if there was a decision to be made—on her own. I knew better than to tilt at that particular windmill. I’d been raised by one tough woman who’d drilled that refrain into our brains at a very early age. “But you’ll let me know? If…”

I couldn’t even finish the sentence. If there wasn’t anything to worry about? If she was pregnant? If she decided to have an abortion? If, if if…

Hope crossed her arms over her chest, still not looking at me. “I swear, I’ll let you know. I just, I’m kind of tired, you know?”

“No, I got you. I’ll just…” I paused not sure how to even finish that. Run away with my tail between my legs? Say a few prayers that you’re not pregnant? Either way I sounded like what I was—an entitled prick who didn’t want a kid. And Hope… I didn’t even know what to say to her to make this better. She seemed to have turtled into herself and checked out. But I couldn’t leave her like this. That feeling just minutes ago hadn’t disappeared. My heart hurt because I knew she was hurting.

I pulled my shirt on over my head then grabbed my socks and boots. Turning to Hope, I held them loosely at my side. “Maybe we could get together later and have dinner or something.”

“Yeah, sure.” She replied flatly. “Maybe.”

Fuck. What should I do? What could I say?

I bounced my boots against my thigh. “I really mean it, Hope. I want to see you again, and I want to be there for you whatever happens—baby or no baby.”

“Thanks, Ryan,” she whispered before she swiped at her eyes again.

“I’ll leave my number on your kitchen counter. Call me. Please?”

She nodded again but didn’t say anything.

I felt like a heel, but I didn’t know what to say or do. So, I left the room, gently closing the door behind me.

Standing in her living room, I remembered the feeling I’d had just an hour ago—all filled with sexual tension and need and awe that this woman had let go so spectacularly still fully clothed. I’d been right—it was so much more explosive once we took our clothes off.

So explosive that we’d ripped a condom.

That amazing feeling was gone, and now I just felt hollow.

I pulled on my socks and boots while staring at her closed bedroom door, but I couldn’t hear anything. If she was crying or screaming into her pillow, I couldn’t tell. I wanted to help her, but I didn’t know how.

Instead I grabbed the magnetic pad on her fridge and wrote down my name and number. All I could do was hope she’d reach out.

Then I left with the biggest hole ripped open in my heart and no idea how to fix it. I didn’t even mind the spring rain that came out of nowhere.

It fit in perfectly with my mood.

* * *

I tried to spend the next day holed up in my condo, but that wasn’t possible when my brother was my neighbor. I knew the knocking wouldn’t end until I opened the door.

My younger brother, Dylan, had been my partner in crime my whole life—we were thick as thieves, literally, since we pulled that five-finger discount at the corner store when I was seven and he was six. At least I knew I wouldn’t get shit from Dylan if he knew who I went home with last night—unlike my older brothers. I never seemed to do right in their eyes.

“What the hell, bro.” I muttered as I pulled the door open. “It’s too fucking early for this shit.” I’d gotten home around two but had spent at least an hour staring at my ceiling, thinking about what I should’ve said, and all the ways my life could implode in a few weeks. I was usually a morning person, but not when I hadn’t had any sleep the night before.

“Lemme in. I need coffee.” Dylan brushed past me and headed straight for the kitchen like he lived here.

Hell, he practically did. I kept my kitchen fully stocked, unlike him. I liked eating, and under Aunt Wendy’s tutelage I’d developed a love of cooking. I half thought it was the reason Dylan bought a condo right next to mine. This way he didn’t have to worry about cooking for himself. The mooch.

I followed Dyl into the kitchen and couldn’t help but laugh. Dylan stared at the empty coffeepot like it was a personal affront. Since I’d only gotten out of bed to let him in, I hadn’t had a chance to make any.

Dylan turned to me and all but whimpered, “Why?”

“Because it’s the butt crack of dawn? What do you want from me? I just got up.”

“I want a freaking cup of coffee,” Dylan groaned.

I rolled my eyes and stumbled to the cabinet. “You know there’s a machine in your place that makes the same magic that mine does, right? You just gotta put the grounds here and then fill it with water here.” I matched my actions with the words. I could’ve performed the task blindfolded. “And then the magical, life affirming liquid comes out there.”

Dylan tossed me a dirty look before he turned to cupboard to grab mugs. “You say that like it tastes the same when I make it.”

I laughed as I took the offered mug. “It is literally the same stuff that I have. How can it taste different?”

“I don’t know, but it does.” Dylan hovered over the percolating pot like a helicopter parent with their firstborn.

The thought gave me a pang. Would that be me in a year? Or would I be wondering what if, if Hope chose to go a different way? Fuck. I had to stop thinking about it. There wasn’t anything I could do until we found if she was actually pregnant. I was probably worrying about nothing.

“So, what happened last night?”

I whirled around at Dylan’s question. “What?”

“Come on. You went home with a club girl, and I don’t get any details? You don’t look beat up, so I’m guessing her old man didn’t walk in on you. But seriously, bro, what the fuck were you thinking?”

I shrugged uncomfortably. Usually Dylan and I talked a bit about the girls we saw, but telling him about Hope made me feel weird. And I really didn’t want to think about why. “She doesn’t have an old man.”

Dylan raised his eyebrows as he poured a cup of coffee then traded me for my empty cup. “That’s not what it looked like. She was the same girl from T-Bone’s bike reveal three months ago, right? Wasn’t she hanging all over him that night? And she was back at the clubhouse months later. Smells like an old lady to me. Playing with fire like that is dangerous. Kings don’t fuck around, Ry.”

“She’s not with any of the Kings. I guess her dad is in the MC.”

“Holy fuck. And you think that’s better? You think they’d be protective of an old lady? What do you think they’d do if they found out you were fucking one of their daughters?”

“It’s not like that. I kinda got the impression they’re…I don’t know, estranged or something. Anyway, I’m not one to judge. Look at who we have for a father. Hope can’t help who she’s related to.”

“It’s not even remotely the same thing. Just watch yourself, okay?”

I hitched a shoulder but didn’t reply. I sure as hell wasn’t gonna spill to Dylan all that had gone down with Hope last night. I didn’t want a lecture. Least of all from him.

“Speaking of Dad…” Dylan stared down at his coffee.

Oh, fuck me. When it rains it pours. Kinda like my walk back to my motorcycle last night. “What’s going on?”

“You know he was released Wednesday?”

I nodded only because that explained so much about Dylan’s attitude this last week. Dad had become a source of contention in our family. Our older brothers, Austin and Nathan, wanted nothing to do with him. They remembered what our life was like with him. They remembered Mom and told us stories about her until she became kinda like a mythical character to me and Dylan—like Snow White or something—someone you only knew through stories who didn’t sound real. No one was that perfect.

But to Nathan and Austin and Aunt Wendy, she was.

Meanwhile Dylan had, unbeknownst to the rest of us, reached out to Dad in prison (because Dad had been sentenced to twenty to life for murdering our mom) and Dylan had started a relationship with the man. Leaving me in the middle. I didn’t know Mom, but I didn’t like the thought that he’d killed her and now was out of prison.

But I loved Dylan. And he wanted to give the old man another chance—said he’d changed and wasn’t that angry man that Nathan and Austin remembered.

I didn’t know what the fuck to say. Again.

“I guess he’s living in a halfway house or whatever they’re called. He’s gotta report to his parole officer and find a job, so I thought maybe we could help him out with that.”

“Dyl…” I scrubbed at the back of my head with my free hand. “You know Austin and Nate won’t hire him at the shop. They don’t want anything to do with him. You saw the paperwork.”

Austin had hired a lawyer and did everything short of getting a restraining order (and only because his lawyer said he didn’t have grounds to file) to keep Dad away from the family and the business. Our brothers wanted us to sign some papers too, but Dylan refused because he wanted Dad in his life. And I didn’t because it felt disloyal to Dylan. He was my best friend. I didn’t want to hurt him.

“No, I don’t mean hiring him. I’m meeting him for lunch in an hour to help him get up to speed with job hunting online. Wanna come?”

Meet Dad? I was no longer in the middle. If I went to lunch, I would clearly be choosing sides.

Fuck my life.
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Hope

I woke up the next morning and stretched lazily in my bed. The muscles between my thighs twinged in protest. I caught a hint of Ryan’s musk, still clinging to my sheets, and the whole night came back to me. The bike reveal. Going home with Ryan. Goldie. The dry humping. The condom breaking.

Oh my god, the condom broke.

Crap, crap, crap.

Now all I wanted was to be back in that blissfully ignorant place I’d been in when I’d first woken up. I fell back against my pillows with a groan. God, what was I going to do?

Okay, calm down. There was a chance I wasn’t even pregnant. Maybe I wouldn’t have anything to actually worry about after all. Just don’t think about it.

Don’t think about it.

It became my mantra as I went about my morning ablutions—showering, brushing my teeth, blow drying my hair. Just don’t think about it.

But it was all I could think about.

When my phone rang, I fell onto it like it was a lifeline to save my sanity.

But I should’ve checked the screen first. Because the caller was no lifeline—she was the furthest thing from it.

“Hello?”

“Good morning, Hope. How is Sacramento?” The fake enthusiasm in my mom’s voice had me biting back a groan.

“It’s good, Mom.” I rolled my eyes, glad my mom hadn’t figured out video calls. The hellfire that would rain down on me if she saw the expression I was making… “How’re things in Eureka?”

“Oh, you know, the usual. Cal is busy with work, and your brother had a sleepover last night at one of his friend’s houses from band, so it’s just me here rambling around this big house all alone.”

“Mmmmn,” I hummed in agreement. It was a special talent or something, but my mom always found a way—regardless of the topic—to needle me about my decision to move closer to my birth father.

“How’s the job? Have you met any gang bangers yet?”

I sighed. Here we go. My mom hadn’t approved of my decision to take a job in a hellhole like Sacramento—her words—especially one where I had to mix in with inner-city kids. But I swallowed down my ire and focused on her first question. “The job’s good. I get to hire a few sports counselors for the upcoming baseball and softball seasons. We got quite a few new applications, so I have to interview some of them and have a company compile background checks. I’m kinda excited.”

As the assistant program director of a local Boys and Girls Club, this would be my first solo project. I’d shadowed the director, Paul, for the first few weeks when I was hired and somehow ended up in paperwork hell since then. I was fairly sure Paul had just given me anything he didn’t want, under the guise of it being something that’d slipped through the cracks back before I’d been hired. Honestly, it was starting to feel like I was really his glorified assistant and not an assistant program director. But this would be the first project I’d get to see through all on my own, and I couldn’t wait to get started.

“Baseball? What do you know about baseball?”

I sighed. “I won’t be teaching the kids, Mom. It’s my job to pick the coaches.”

“Sounds fascinating, honey. Really. How’s dating life? Have you met any interesting men?”

Yeah, I wasn’t touching that one with a ten-foot pole.

But apparently my silence had damned me.

“Oh, Hope. Please tell me you aren’t dating one of those bikers your father hangs out with.” She said the word ‘biker’ with such derision that it sent my back up. “Those men are dangerous, and no matter how attractive the whole bad boy thing is, they only want one thing. You’ll be lucky if you don’t end up in a prison cell or even worse, pregnant by one of those scumbags.”

“Really, Mom? Wow. So sorry I ruined your life.” Tears blurred my eyes. Was I really the worst thing that had ever happened to her? And for her to say that today of all days?

“I didn’t mean it that way.” She huffed out a breath. “You know my feelings on your father and the people he associates with. I just…really wish you were safe here at home and not there with him.”

“Well why not, Mom? It was good enough for you, once upon a time.” I was so tired of her harping on my dad and my wanting to have a relationship with him. And really, between my job and the few times he’d let me be around the club, I only saw him once or twice a month. As far as I could see, he wasn’t as bad as she’d made him out to be. He was more of those tough, scary exterior, marshmallow interior kinda guys. Like my stepdad, Cal.

She sighed in that way of hers, and I felt every bit of her disappointment. “I don’t—I can’t talk about this with you now. Call me when you’re feeling less snarky, please. Love you.”

It was hard to believe. It didn’t sound like it. And I certainly didn’t feel it. “Bye, Mom.”

“Bye, honey.”

The silence after she hung up thrummed through my apartment. My emotions were all over the place. But that was the norm every time my mom called me. Home hadn’t felt like a home a long time before I found that picture of my mom straddling a biker who was straddling a motorcycle. My mom—the woman who personified dignity and grace and doing the right thing—had had an affair with a biker. To say that my life had been rocked would’ve been an understatement.

But I thought, finally, finally, maybe something in my life made sense. Maybe my suddenly alive father was the answer to who I really was. I’d come to Sacramento searching for something—anything—that felt like I belonged.

And in the process, I’d alienated my mom.

But it was just a new level of her disappointment in me. She hadn’t been happy when I quit tennis in middle school. She’d been disappointed when I came home with a C in chemistry in tenth grade. She was baffled when I majored in social work in college. And she was definitely upset when I broke up with my college boyfriend—who was on his way to law school—to move here.

When I found out she’d been lying to me my whole life about my father, I didn’t care about being the disappointment anymore. Apparently, my entire existence had ruined her life, but that was her mistake. Not mine. She could be disappointed in me all day long; she’d been the last person I’d expected to betray me. But she had.

I wondered what she’d think if I ended up pregnant after all. That might be the thing to make her cut me out of her life forever.

Pregnant by the bad boy biker. History was a bitch with the whole repeating thing.

Don’t think about it.

* * *

Three hours later, I was streaming a rom com movie and trying not to think about the broken condom in my bathroom trash or the appointment I’d made at the clinic for STD testing when someone knocked on my door.

I hit pause on my remote then got up with a sigh. When I saw through the peephole who was standing on the other side of the door, I had to swallow another sigh. I don’t know why I was surprised. Nothing had gone right for me this weekend. Why should this be any different?

Regardless, I opened my door with a fake smile. “Hey, Dad.”

He pushed past me with grunt.

“Come on in,” I mumbled to myself as I closed the door behind him.

“What’s this I hear about you going home with one of those Burns boys?”

I froze, my right hand still outstretched toward the door. “Uh, what?”

“You heard me, girl.” My dad had always been an intimidating man, but now he was absolutely terrifying. His eyes were scary flat and his bearded face was set in disapproving lines. “What the fuck were you thinking?”

I stared back at him, wide eyed. Where was the marshmallow dad I’d known for the past couple of years? Now he felt every inch the one-percenter his leather vest proclaimed him to be.

“If you think I’m gonna let my daughter become the fucking club whore—going home with any man who’s interested—you better rethink that fast. Keep those fucking knees together. Do you hear me?”

Shocked, I just stared back at him.

“DO YOU HEAR ME?” He shouted, spittle flying from his lips.

I flinched then nodded robotically.

He grunted before looking around my apartment. “That bastard isn’t still here, is he?”

“No,” I whispered.

“Just got what he came for and booked it, huh? Fucking pansy ass.”

I folded my arms across my chest, holding them tight to my body. I didn’t know who this man standing in front of me was, but he wasn’t the man who came to my dorm five years ago and took me out to lunch on the back of his bike. He definitely wasn’t the same man who’d laughed away my protests as he’d given me the keys to this very apartment. This man was an angry, disapproving stranger who was scaring the crap out of me.

“Stay the fuck away from him. And Goldie too.” He stabbed a finger at me. “That bitch is a cancer I’m gonna cut out of the club one way or another.”

That sounded more like a threat than a turn of phrase. But I still I ducked my head with a nod. Anything to get him out of here. At least now I had an answer as to who’d blabbed about me and Ryan. Freaking Goldie. I should’ve known. “Okay. I, uh, have some work that I really need to catch up on…”

I trailed off, not quite sure how to end that sentence. I just wanted him out of here and away from me. Far away from me.

“I’ll leave when I’m done talking to you.”

I took a step backward closer to the door. My heart pounded in my ears.

“I know I didn’t have a hand in raising you, but I wanna make one thing crystal clear—I will not be made a fool of in my own goddamn clubhouse. I brought you to this city, gave you a fucking apartment, hooked you up with a cushy job, but all that can disappear with a snap of my fingers if I want it to. You can be back in bumfuck nowhere like that.” He stepped toward me and snapped his fingers in my face. “We clear?”

I flinched at the snap. My whole body trembled as my fight or flight instinct went into overdrive. It took everything inside me not to run out the door behind me, but I couldn’t hold back the tremor shaking my voice or the way my voice trembled when I spoke. “Yes. Sir. Crystal clear.”

“Good. It would be for the best if you made yourself scarce around the club for a while. Give the boys a chance to forget about this shit. I’ll tell you when you’re welcome back.”

“Okay.” I stepped to the side as he moved closer to me.

He grumbled something under his breath then opened the door and said, “Keep your nose clean and your knees together for fuck’s sake.”

I didn’t look up from my toes as the door slammed shut behind him.

Oh my god. Oh my god.

I rubbed my hands up and down my arms, trying and failing to whisk some warmth into me. Everything felt cold. The floor beneath my bare feet. The air around me. My heart.

Did I really piss my mom and stepfather off and disappoint my little brother to move closer to that man?

My stepfather, Cal, was an all-bark no-bite guy—the man I’d thought my father was. But I’d known Cal for fifteen years and he’d never scared me even an ounce as much as my dad just had. Hell, Cal was the reason my dad had felt so familiar despite his scary biker exterior.

But now?

I felt like I’d just stared into the face of the devil.

I wanted to call someone, but I didn’t have anyone I could lean on. The rest of my family would be full of I-told-you-so-s, my friends back home thought I was just as crazy to move here, and everyone I knew here was through my job or the club. No one from work knew anything about my private life, and I knew better than to call anyone from the club about this. Club loyalty first and last.

Maybe I should call Ryan? Warn him about my father’s wrath? I cast a glance toward the pad of paper in my kitchen where Ryan had left his number in a big, masculine scrawl.

But suddenly talking to him on the phone felt like a Herculean task. And so freaking awkward.

Fuck my life.

I’d text him. Later.

Instead I locked my door, wrapped myself in a quilt my mom had made me, and huddled on the couch with the rom com playing in the background.

My mom was right.

Maybe moving here was a mistake.
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Ryan

Fuck, this might be the most awkward breakfast I’d ever had to sit through in my life. And considering my family, that was saying something.

I don’t know what I’d been expecting. He was a stranger to me. I’d seen the old man from afar when we’d testified at his first parole hearing. He’d been wearing what looked like blue scrubs with the yellow letters CDCR Prisoner emblazoned on the back, a white undershirt, and a haggard expression. Every time I glanced at him he’d had tears welling in his eyes. The few times I’d caught him looking at us, I looked away. It felt like I was betraying Aunt Wendy and my other brothers or something.

I’d grown up hearing stories about my wonderful mom and wicked father to the point it felt like a fairytale—none of it was real to me. But Aunt Wendy was real. She’d been my mom as long as I could remember. She’d helped me with my homework and kissed my scraped knees when I fell. Aunt Wendy was everything to me.

This man had upended my whole life, but I didn’t remember any of before.

I didn’t know the man from Adam. I was only here for Dylan.

The awkwardness had started while I was waiting outside for our table to be ready. Dylan had gone in to put our name down, and I was busy holding up a post when he came up to me.

“Nathan?”

I straightened from my slouch and couldn’t keep the scowl off my face. If I had a dollar for every person who thought I was one of my brothers, and for it to come from him of all people? “No, I’m Ryan. The middle one.”

He snorted. “The middle one? There’s four of you. What kinda math is that?”

“Sabrina is the fifth. Our cousin. You know, Wendy’s daughter. Wendy, the woman who raised us?” I stared back at him, not impressed or charmed in the slightest. “Because that’s the family I have now. Sabrina makes five, so I’m the middle.”

The older man in front of me blinked then nodded slowly. “Right. Sorry.” He reached up and rubbed at the back of his neck in a movement all my brothers—and myself—had done so many times. “I, uh, I’m George. Your father.”

“I know. I remember you from your first parole hearing.” I don’t know why I said it. Like some part deep inside me wanted to needle the man with the tired eyes and somehow familiar face in front of me. But I didn’t want to examine that too closely. I was here for Dylan. And maybe because a part of me was curious—and apparently another part was pissed off.

“Right.” He rocked back on his heels and shoved his hands deep into his jean pockets. “Is Dylan here?”

I jerked my head in the direction of the restaurant. “He’s putting our name on the list. Might be a bit of a wait.”

“Ah okay.”

We stood there in awkward silence, looking anywhere but at each other. When Dylan popped his head out the door a minute later, it was a relief.

“Hey, they can seat us at the counter now if you want.”

Thank God.

But all I said was, “Sure,” as I started toward the door.

“Nuh uh.” The old man shook his head. “Can’t do the counter. I need a back corner table or we gotta eat somewhere else.”

I exchanged a wide-eyed what the hell look with Dylan before he nodded slowly. “Right. I’ll go see about that.”

Dyl disappeared back into the restaurant while I resumed holding up the post out front. I shot the old man a look out of the corner of my eye, but he didn’t say anything. No excuse or apology or anything. Like it was totally normal to demand a specific table or none at all.

After another awkward minute, Dylan came out and stood next to us. “It’ll be a few minutes.”

Right.

Dylan’s gaze bounced between us for a second before he spoke, “So, uh, Dad, how’s the place you’re staying at?”

The old man grunted. “It’s a glorified dump. But hey, it’s better than prison, right?”

Dylan nodded, his head down like something on his boot was fascinating.

“How’d you get here?” I asked just to break the awkward silence.

The old man held his cell phone up like it was a prize. “Uber. Can you fucking believe it? My attorney hooked me up with a phone and took me through all these—what’d he call them? Ads? You can push a couple of buttons and someone will come to your house and pick you up. Crazy. We didn’t have anything like that twenty-five years ago.”

I bit back the snarky reply about cabs being around for forever that burned on my tongue. I was here for Dylan. I had to remind myself. He was the only reason I was here. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but the old man bugged me. At the first parole hearing, he’d seemed so broken and remorseful. And now… I don’t know. Something about him just rubbed me wrong. Honestly, I didn’t want anything to do with the guy. The only reason I was still standing here was my brother.

This whole charade was a betrayal to Aunt Wendy. I tried not to think about her. I knew I wouldn’t be able to look her in the eye when I saw her next. This was all just so fucked up.

Of course, the troublemaker in me couldn’t leave well enough alone.

“I thought we were meeting you to figure out work. How do you have a phone already?”

“My folks left me some money. It’s tied up in a bunch of red tape, but that’s what lawyers are for, right?” He laughed heartily like he’d told a joke or something.

Or that we had experience with lawyers.

“Right.” I reached up to rub at the back of my neck in the same movement I’d watched him do and froze. Fuck. I dropped my hand and twisted my head to pop my neck instead. Damn, this was weird. I’d never been so cognizant of every move I made. Everything felt wrong. Like I was in someone else’s skin. I just wanted this to be over already. I’d gladly take a mountain of Austin’s shit at work than…whatever this was.

“So uh, what kind of job are you looking for?” Dylan apparently didn’t feel the same as he tried to move the conversation along.

“Whatever place will hire me. I was a mechanic before the bitc—er, before I went inside. And I kept up with it while I was serving my sentence. The Department of Corrections has lots of programs to benefit and enrich the inmates. I was impressed when I heard you guys had started your own shop.” He tried for a caring note in his voice, but I saw right through the bastard.

“Austin did that.” I snapped. “He worked nights and weekends while we were all still in school. He built the shop up from nothing and has made a fucking empire all on his own.” I was vibrating with nerves, repressed anger, I didn’t know what. But I’d about had it with this asshole.

The old man’s lips curved with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “That’s not exactly true.”

“What?” I barked. Was he seriously going to take a bow for everything Austin had done?

“He had his brothers, didn’t he? I doubt his shop would’ve gone this far without the three of you backing him up.”

Some of my ire drained away. I jerked my chin in acknowledgement of his point.

But I still didn’t like him.

“Burns, party of three? Burns?” A pretty redhead poked her head outside, looking at the crowd of people waiting. “Burns.”

Thank fuck. I pushed away from the post with a grunt and headed for the door. At this point, I didn’t really care if the guys behind me followed. I just wanted some greasy bacon and runny eggs.

The next awkward moment came when we reached the table. It was the only booth at the back of the restaurant, just like the old man had demanded. But when I moved to sit on the far side bench, the old man gestured for me to slide in so he could sit beside me. Rolling my eyes, I complied. At this point, I didn’t know what would be worse—sitting next to him or having to stare at his face if I sat across from him.

The way my skin burned when he sat next to me made me think I’d chosen wrong.

The redhead hostess dropped our menus and mumbled something about a waitress before she disappeared.

Dylan must’ve felt just as twitchy as me because despite our having the menu memorized months ago, he picked a menu up and hid behind it. I didn’t even bother. I knew what I wanted. Instead, I pulled out my phone and spun it on the table.

“What’s good here?” The old man asked as he leaned back against the booth. The leather creaked under his weight despite his slight frame. The guy looked small but he gestured and acted like he was much bigger.

“I like the biscuit sandwich, wet,” I replied referring to the artery clogging bacon, onion, cheddar, biscuit sandwich topped with two runny eggs then smothered in gravy. “Dylan usually gets the kitchen sink, and Austin and Nathan love the grilled cheese Benedict.”

I don’t know why I added my older brothers into the mix—maybe a subconscious effort to needle him—but the old man noticed.

“I don’t guess they’re big fans of me, given the paperwork my lawyer showed me. A job at your shop is probably out of the question.” His words lingered over our booth in a way that made my skin itch. His words weren’t aggressive, but something about the way he said them—his slightly snide tone—didn’t sit right.

My brothers and I might fight like cats and dogs on occasion, but I’d gladly stand between any one of them and a bullet—like Austin had done for us so many years ago. Austin had been the one to protect us that night when everything had changed. Austin had hidden us all in his bedroom closet, standing between us and the door. Or so Nathan told me. I’d been too little to remember.

I stared down at my phone on the table and gave it another spin. Everything about this felt wrong. What the hell was I doing here?

Dylan slapped the menu down on the table.

Right. I was here for Dyl.

Dylan sighed. “Yeah, working at the shop isn’t gonna happen. But I can put in a good word for you with a couple auto shops I have connections with around town. Mostly autobody places, but we’ll see what we can do.”

I raised my eyebrows but didn’t say anything. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to be part of the “we”. And I was kinda surprised that he’d use his industry contacts to get this man a job. But Dylan had visited the old man a time or two in prison, so maybe he knew something I didn’t know.

It was a relief when the waitress showed up to take our order. Quickly followed by another moment of awkward silence.

Dylan cleared his throat. “So uh, are you into regular mechanic work? Have you done any body work? Like I said, most of my auto contacts are with the body side of the business.”

The old man replied, but I lost track of the conversation when my phone vibrated across the table with an incoming text.

Unknown: Apparently Goldie talked some crap about us with the guys at the club. My dad found out. You should avoid the clubhouse and anyone affiliated with them for a while.

Obviously it was Hope. I took a few seconds to enter her info into my contacts while I thought over what she’d written. Her dad was obviously pissed. What the hell did Goldie say? I didn’t like the thought of anyone talking smack about Hope. She was sweet and kind and so crazy hot. Besides whose business was it if we had sex last night? Given what I’d seen go down in the clubhouse at parties before, why would they care about what we did behind closed doors as two consenting adults?

And anyone affiliated with them? What did that mean? Was she implying that she didn’t want to see me either? Fuck.

I didn’t know how to reply to her text. I had so many questions. And I didn’t want to look like a needy guy the night after begging to see her again.

Was there any way to reply to her text without looking like a fool?

Fuck. I hated this part of dating.

“Problem?” Dylan asked with raised eyebrows.

I shot him a look and tilted my head toward the old man. “Nothing critical.”

Meaning nothing I wanted to talk about with an audience.

After another awkward beat, the old man slapped the table top then pushed to his feet. “I’m gonna go drain the snake.”

Charming.

“What’s going on?” Dylan asked as soon as the old man had cleared the room.

“Nothing you need to worry about.”

“Ry, I know that look. Last time I saw it was when we got that eviction notice. The day after your crazy party, remember? Spill while we have some privacy.”

I heaved a sigh. “You were right. Apparently Hope’s dad isn’t thrilled that she took me home last time.”

“I told you.”

“I know. I know. She uh, doesn’t think it would be a good idea if I show up at the clubhouse or bump into any Kings for a while.”

“Holy shit.” Dylan exclaimed before hunching over the table and whispering, “Did he put a hit out on you? Who the hell is her dad?”

I shrugged.

“You don’t know?” Dylan’s eyes widened. “How the hell don’t you know? Did it not come up last night?”

“Seriously? How many chicks do you ask to see their family tree before you fuck them?”

“Hey, this isn’t on me. You’re the one who said she wasn’t a club chick and that she’s a biker brat.”

“We didn’t dig too deep into our backgrounds. I’m not one to pass judgement on someone’s family. Look at what we got in ours. We’re not exactly a Norman Rockwell painting.”

“Fuck me. Seriously?” Dylan paused and gave a fake smile to the waitress as she passed out coffees and waters.

She smiled brilliantly back and bent extra low to give Dylan his coffee. And a bonus view.

Not that he noticed.

I glared at my brother. “We have a shitty father, so who am I to judge hers?”

He turned back to me and hissed. “Not the fucking time or place, and I’m not gonna let you dodge the fucking conversation.”

“Do you guys need anything else?” The waitress drawled.

“No,” Dylan bit out.

Her eyes widened before she hurried away.

“Come on, Dyl. I know you’ve spent more time with the old man than I have, but there’s something not right about him. He says all the right things, but he’s skeevy.”

“I’m not talking about that now. What are you going to do about the Kings? They’re our biggest client. Nathan signed them for another build after you left. You can’t dodge them forever.”

And Dylan didn’t even know the worst part. There was a chance Hope and her MC family could be in my life for a long fucking time. Not that I could tell him that. It might not happen after all. Especially since Hope probably didn’t want to see me again anyways.

Besides, the old man was heading this way.

“You need to figure it out. And make it right. Just think what’ll happen if Austin gets wind of this.” Dylan said before noticing the old man standing at the end of the table.

“Everything okay with you boys?” He looked between our tense faces. “I can always go grab a cigarette if you need another minute.”

Again, he was saying all the right words, but something about the way he said them…

I shook my head. “We’re good.”

It wasn’t like I wanted to rehash all the ways I’d fucked up last night.

Because if my luck held, this was just the tip of the iceberg. And I’d always had shitty luck.
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Hope

Two weeks later

I stood in the women’s health section of the pharmacy, uncertain of my choices. This one promised results three days early. That one swore it was 99% accurate. Ugh, how did I pick? Technically I was only a day late, and I felt that heaviness in my pelvis that always came with my period.

But I wanted to know for sure.

I grabbed one box with three tests inside at random and headed for the register. I’d purposefully driven into Midtown to a store outside my neighborhood so I’d avoid running into anyone I knew.

But then I was never that lucky.

Standing at the first register I went to was Dylan. Ryan’s brother. Eff my life.

I swiveled to make a quick escape when I slammed into someone else.

“I’m so sorry. I wasn’t looking where—” I broke off with a gasp when I looked up into Ryan’s face. Ryan. The reason I was at this store in the first place, Ryan.

I hadn’t heard from him in the two weeks since his short and sweet, Thanks for letting me know, text after my warning about my dad’s wrath. I hadn’t spoken to him or my father since. I was kinda surprised about Ryan’s defection. But despite how sweet and amazing he’d been with the broken condom news, he’d shown his true self with his silence. I should’ve known.

“Hope, I, uh…” Ryan looked from me to his brother standing behind me then back to me. “Hey.”

“Hey,” I squeaked as I whipped the pregnancy test behind my back. Swallowing hard, I tried and failed to figure out what to say to my one-night stand and possible baby daddy.

“I, uh, didn’t expect to see you.” Ryan rubbed at the back of his neck. His arm flexed, showing off the bulging muscles and colorful tattoos beneath his short-sleeved shirt.

And I really shouldn’t be noticing things like that. We were a one-night stand that was over two weeks ago. We had nothing now. Unless this test came back positive… I shifted my weight and tried to think of a suave way to side step this awkward conversation and get out of here with some of my dignity still intact.

A chime pinged and he grabbed his phone out of his back pocket with his other hand. His brow wrinkled and he frowned down at me. “You’re holding a pregnancy test?”

“What? How did you…”

Ryan tilted his head and looked over my shoulder. I swung around to glare at his brother standing behind me. Dylan shrugged and tucked his phone away.

I sighed and turned back to Ryan as I pulled the test from behind me. “Yeah, I uh, wanted to know for sure.”

“You think you might be?” Ryan’s face paled.

“I’m a day late.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah.” We stood there awkwardly for a moment. I didn’t know what to say to him. What did you say to a guy in this situation? I’ll let you know. Nice to see you. Ugh.

Ryan gestured to his brother. “We were going to have a little barbecue tonight. Cook up some burgers and ribs. Do you, uh, would you like to come over?”

“Oh no. I just…have a test I need to study for.” I waved the kit in a weak attempt at humor. “But I’ll—”

“Please. We live just around the corner. We can eat and you can study for your test.” Ryan smiled blindingly down at me. “And then we’ll both know.”

I had to look away from him. My knees literally felt weak. When he turned on the charm, he really turned on the charm. The man was dangerously charismatic.

“You’re coming.” Ryan grabbed the pregnancy test from my hands and tossed it onto the conveyor behind me.

“I thought you wouldn’t care,” I mumbled as I crossed my arms over my chest.

“Of course I do. I told you I’d be there for you—whatever you choose to do.”

“Really?” I tilted my head, annoyed that he was taking that stance given all that hadn’t happened. Namely him showing up again. Ever. “I kinda assumed that was a line. After you got my text, you never once hit me up.”

“Oh.” Ryan bent his head to rub the back of his neck and I swore his cheeks pinked. “I thought your text meant you didn’t want to see me.”

“What? I told you that my dad was angry. What did that have to do with me not wanting to see you?”

“You said I should stay away from anyone associated with the Kings. I thought you were implying you didn’t want to see me either.”

I blinked. “What? No. I meant the guys and people like Goldie.” It made sense now. He’d gone MIA because I’d all but told him to. “I never meant… I don’t play games like that. If I didn’t want to see you, I’d come right out and tell you.”

Ryan’s charming smile returned. “I’m sorry I assumed. Next time I won’t.”

I couldn’t help but smile back at him as butterflies fluttered in my stomach. Next time? My sigh was shaky as I thought about that meant. We’d wasted two weeks. He’d wanted to see me after all. He wanted to see me now.

And then the register behind me beeped, tearing me out of my temporary fog. My stomach sank as I remembered. I was late. There was a test lurking in one of those plastic bags, waiting to decide my future. This could all go batshit crazy in the blink of an eye. My dad. The Kings. Ryan.

Eff my life.

Suddenly I wanted to be somewhere, anywhere but here.

“Uh, this is all really touching, guys,” Dylan said as he came up from behind me and place a hand on my shoulder. “But the cashier would like to be paid now.”

“You got a wallet.” Ryan huffed as he reached in his back pocket. “You couldn’t try to be more of a mooch.”

“It’s not like I’m gonna eat any of this food now,” Dylan retorted as Ryan approached the register. “I know exactly what’ll happen. You two will hole up at your place, and I’ll be Joe Third-Wheel. I’m thinking of changing my name to that, actually. What do you think?”

Ryan took the receipt from the cashier then glared at his brother. “I think you should use your psychic powers for good and fuck off without a word.”

I heard a gasp behind me and turned to see an old lady in her eighties glaring at us. “If you gentlemen are finished with your business, would you kindly let the rest of the line check out?”

“Sorry, ma’am.” The guys mumbled, and the three of us took off for the parking lot.

We reached the doors, and I dug through my purse for my keys. “I’ll just meet you at your place?” Despite our moment, I had absolutely no intention of meeting Ryan anywhere. “Can you text me your address?”

I didn’t want to be peeing on a stick with him pacing in the hallway like some rom com cliché. Next time I’d pick a store on the other end of town, maybe in the suburbs, and buy a test there. Alone. Ryan would have to be happy with a text informing him of whether or not he was a father. I couldn’t deal with all of this right now.

“I’ll ride with you. We came in Dylan’s truck since we had all this to load. It’ll be easier that way.”

“Really? Dylan’s gonna need help with all that food. I think it would be easier if I ride over by myself.”

“Nah, Dylan’s a big guy; he can handle all this. I’ll go with you. That way you can’t get lost.” His eyes drilled into me like he knew that had been my plan all along.

“Great,” I replied weakly.

Ryan hunted through the bags for the pregnancy test then shoved the cart toward Dylan. “You don’t mind, do you, bro?”

“Not a bit,” Dylan snarled as he bared his teeth in a semblance of a smile. “I’ll take home the groceries and put them away for you. What are brothers for?”

“Disappearing, hopefully. Thanks, Dyl.”

Dylan rolled his eyes and then gave me a real smile. It didn’t have the same effect on me as Ryan’s. “Nice to meet you, Hope.”

“Right. Thanks. Uh, you too.”

But I was talking to Dylan’s back as he pushed the cart in the opposite direction.

“So, where’d you park?” Ryan asked as he tapped the pregnancy test against his thigh in an agitated rhythm.

Oddly enough, proof of his nerves calmed me somewhat. I don’t know. Something about him being so charming and in control when my mind was an endless whirl of what-ifs had annoyed me. You know, when I wasn’t drooling over his bulging muscles and big smile. Clearly I had problems.

I gestured toward a row three up from us, and Ryan grabbed my hand and led us like he knew where I’d parked. Or what my car even looked like.

And that was a big part of his charm. Aside from the ridiculous good looks and incredibly fit body, Ryan was always confident. Even when he was so, so wrong. Like now, when he paused next to the white Toyota Camry.

I tugged on his arm. “I’m the black Dodge Charger.”

“You have got to be shitting me.” Ryan’s head swung from my gleaming baby to me then back again. “You drive that?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I stopped behind the trunk and crossed my arms over my chest as I stared him down.

“I just…I mean look at you.”

My eyes bulged out at that point. “What the hell?”

“Oh, come on, I didn’t mean it like that. You’re just all buttoned up.” He gestured at my very serviceable pantsuit that I’d worn to work today. “No way does someone who owns a pantsuit drive a sweet little number like this.”

I shook my head and turned on my heel, heading for the driver’s door. “Get in or not. At this point, I really don’t give a shit.”

“Fuck,” Ryan muttered as he swung into the passenger seat. “I’m guessing you’re not in the mood to let me drive it now, huh?”

I glared at him as I pulled my seat belt on. “Buckle up.”

He was still reaching for the seatbelt when I reversed out of the space. I calmly and carefully drove through the parking lot, right up to the point that I hit the street, and then I let it go. The tires spun with a squeal and we raced down S Street.

Ryan grabbed the “oh shit” bar above his door. “I’m sorry that I teased you. I didn’t mean it. Will you please, please not kill us both in a fiery car crash?”

I screeched to a stop at the light then shook my head as I impatiently waited for the light to change. “Did you forget where we met in the first place? My dad is the freaking president of the West Coast Kings. The clothes are for work. When I’m not at work, I like to play.”

“Wait, your dad is the president? T-Bone is your dad?”

I nodded, throwing him a confused look. “Yeah. I told you all this the night we hooked up.”

“Oh, no you didn’t. Trust me. I’d remember if you told me that the fucking president of a one-percenter motorcycle club was your father.” Ryan ran a shaky hand through his hair. He looked paler now than when he’d spotted the pregnancy test in the store. “Fuck me. Fuck!”

“I don’t get why you’re freaking out. He’s a man just like any other. Well, okay not like any other, but still. He’s my father. It’s got nothing to do with you.”

“Wow, you cannot be that naïve. If that test comes up positive, I’ll probably disappear. Hell, men have gone missing for a hellova lot less than this. I’ll be lucky if they don’t burn my fucking house down with me still inside.” Ryan buried his face in his hands with muted roar.

Meanwhile I could only stare at him in horror. He was joking, right? I mean I knew my dad wasn’t a model citizen, but bikers like that didn’t exist. That was all Hollywood exaggeration, right?

The blare of a car horn tore me out of our bubble. The light was green. I jerked my foot onto the gas pedal and tore through the intersection. “Uh, you still haven’t told me where we’re going. Should I drop you off? Or maybe we should go to my place?”

Ryan dropped his hands into his lap and shook his head. “Yeah, I’m not going to your place waving around a pregnancy test. I value my life too much.” He gave a defeated sounding sigh then gestured at the upcoming intersection. “Take a right here then go up two blocks.”

I silently followed his instructions to his place, all the while a burning sensation tingled at my scalp. He was acting like someone who’d been told that their life was going to end. It couldn’t be that bad.

Could it?
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Hope

After parking where Ryan pointed out, I sat behind the wheel as my thoughts tumbled in my head.

My dad would make Ryan disappear? That wasn’t the man I knew. But that kinda sounded like the man who’d yelled at me for being a whore in my apartment the morning after Ryan and I…

Maybe I didn’t know the man at all.

I hadn’t seen anything like that at the clubhouse. Sure, the guys were rough, but I thought they were a group of guys who liked to get together to ride bikes and hangout. Although I could only go to the clubhouse on certain days and for some parties. I always had to call ahead and make sure I was allowed, current blacklisting notwithstanding.

“You okay?”

I nodded. “Not really,” I replied, contrarily. “I just, I don’t know that guy. My dad’s never been like that with me. I mean, he’s only recently come into my life so I don’t know. It’s not something—”

“Take a breath, Hope.” Ryan’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “You’re babbling again.”

“Of course I’m babbling! You just told me my dad’s going to kill you! You were freaking out seconds ago and now you’re laughing? What the hell, Ryan?”

“Your driving kinda sobered me up. I figure if I can survive that, your dad will be a walk in the park.”

“You son of a—”

“Hey!” A voice shouted from outside the car. “Are you gonna help me out with all this? Or am I your pack mule too?”

Ryan laughed. “Be right there, bro.”

I shook my head in frustration but couldn’t smother a tiny laugh. Ryan had a way of draining the tension. I followed the guys—who wouldn’t let me carry anything more than my purse—into one of the condos.

They piled all the groceries on the kitchen island while I hovered awkwardly in the background.

“I’ll uh, leave you guys to…” Dylan rubbed the back of his neck and avoided eye contact with me. “Yeah, so lemme know if you want to hang later. I’ll probably be around.”

“Thanks, Dyl. Later.”

I waved awkwardly and watched him leave.

Then silence. I stood in his living room, not really taking in the scenery. There was a kitchen beyond the sofa and a ton of windows. Probably some bedrooms and bathrooms off that hallway. Everything had a grey hue. For a guy with so much personality, his place was kinda utilitarian.

I jumped as his hand brushed my shoulder.

“Sorry.” Ryan gave me a sheepish smile. “I uh, maybe it would be better to just get it over with? The bathroom’s down the hall there.”

He held the test kit in his hands.

Right. The whole reason I was here. Because maybe I was pregnant.

Maybe my whole life was about to implode around me.

Maybe my dad would have a reason to kill Ryan after all.

I took the box from him and headed toward the hallway.

“First door on the right. You go ahead and I’ll just—”

The bathroom door closed behind me with more of a slam than I’d intended.

I stood there for a minute just staring at the test kit in my hands. I wanted to know, and I didn’t. If I wasn’t, would I really see Ryan again? Did he say all that because he thought maybe I was pregnant? What if I was? How would I go to work and take care of a baby? It wasn’t like I had an understanding mom to lean on. I shuddered at the thought. My dad wasn’t the only parent I’d be afraid of telling.

Just take the test already. No point in playing what ifs when I literally had the answer in my hands. Besides, it was going to be fine. My period probably didn’t come yet because I’d been freaking out. So I’d take the test, see the negative result, and BAM—period. Nothing to worry about.

I ripped open the box, peeled the test stick free of all the packaging, and read the instructions. I’d have the results in three short minutes. Yay.

A minute later I capped the test kit and set it on the counter. The little indicator darkened with the result, but I couldn’t bear to look. I wasn’t ready. Instead I flushed the toilet and methodically pulled up my pants.

And then jumped when Ryan knocked on the door.

“Everything all right in there?”

I made a face at myself in the mirror. After a deep breath, I opened the door.

Ryan’s head jerked up and he visibly swallowed. “So?”

I lifted a shoulder. “The test takes three minutes.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah.”

We stood there not staring at each other and shifting our weight. I didn’t know what to say. Hope you didn’t knock me up? What’s your stance on abortion? Nice weather we’re having? Every thought that ran through my head annoyed the crap outta me.

Instead I said nothing.

“Has it been three minutes yet?” Ryan asked.

“Probably?” I shrugged. “I didn’t set a timer or anything.”

And yet I couldn’t make myself look. I didn’t know if I wanted to see the result yet. My life was about to change forever or I’d have to do a whole new walk of shame from Ryan’s place.

“Are you gonna…?” Ryan tilted his head.

“I can’t. Would you?”

Ryan’s eyes widened. “Uh, sure. What am I looking for?”

I laughed. “It will literally say pregnant or not pregnant. Well, not say. It’ll read. Or display. What’s the word I’m looking for?” I watched as Ryan stared at the indicator and didn’t say a word. The silence was driving me crazy. “I’m nervous. Can you tell I’m nervous? I’ve been told I tend to babble when I’m nervous. Oh my god, what does it say?”

Ryan turned to face me, his face blank. “It says pregnant. You’re uh, we’re pregnant.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah.”

Pregnant. I was pregnant. Pregnant.

“Oh my god.” A buzzing sound filled my ears, and I swayed. “Oh my god.”

“Whoa.” Ryan grabbed my upper arm and led me to the sofa out in the living room.

I sank onto the soft leather and buried my face in my hands.

Ryan cleared his throat and I heard the leather creak as he sat down on the sofa next to me. His touch was feather light when he rubbed my back. “It might help if you put your head between your knees. Just take a couple of deep breaths. In. And out.”

“Oh my god. What are we going to do?” My voice was muffled by the hands but my suppressed sob was undeniable.

“Uh, I guess that depends on what you want to do.”

“What?” I sat up in a rush to glare at him and had to take a second as the room swam around me. “Are you seriously laying all this on me?”

Ryan lifted his hands. “There’s not much I can do until you decide if you want to have the baby.”

“Do you want me to have the baby?”

“I don’t know.”

I crossed my arms over my stomach. I must’ve made some noise because Ryan reached a hand out before retracting it like I was contagious.

“You gotta give me a break, Hope. I’ve had like ten minutes to process this whole thing.”

“I have to give you a break? Are you kidding me? I’m the one pregnant here. Do you have any idea how this is going to implode my life? I’m barely talking to my mom. My father all but called me a whore for taking you home. I just started a new job. I don’t have any real friends here, no support network whatsoever. What do you think this is gonna do to me?”

Ryan shook his head. “You have me. I’ve thought about being a father—in that foggy, distant future kinda way—but I do want kids. And if you have this baby, I’ll be there for you. For both of you. You’re not alone, Hope.”

“Well it sure as hell hasn’t felt like it the past two weeks.”

“I’m sorry I read more into your text than was there. But I meant what I said. I want to spend more time with you—baby or no baby. I like you, Hope.”

I crossed my arms over my chest as tears burned my eyes. He was saying all the right things, but he wanted to ride in to rescue me now? I knew I was lashing out at him, but I was so damn frustrated at the circumstances. At him. A few tears fell and I swiped at them with the back of my hand. “I just… I don’t know what to do.”

“There’s nothing that says we have to decide now. Let’s take a minute, or a few weeks, and think through our options.”

I groaned. He sounded so damn calm and authoritative. It was annoying a. f. “I aced my high school health class. I have a fricking degree in social work. I know what my options are, and I don’t like any of them. This baby is half me. I don’t think…I can’t abort it. I just…I can’t.”

“Okay. So you’ll have the baby then.”

“And put it up for adoption? It’s one of my options, right? I can’t imagine living my life knowing my baby is out there somewhere. What if her parents get a divorce? What if they can’t love my baby because it’s not theirs? I’ve seen stuff… You can’t imagine some of the crap people do to their children—blood related or not.”

Ryan snorted. “And here I thought you were a fan.”

“What?”

“Maybe you could get down off your high horse and remember who you’re talking to. My father fucking killed my mother. I don’t remember her at all and because of him, I never will. Because he killed her. You don’t need to lecture me. I know what people are capable of.”

Right. I knew that. His whole family history was part of the TV show. I just…forgot about it because I was so wrapped up in panic.

And now I felt like a jerk. No, bigger than a jerk. A…. I couldn’t think of the name for how big of a jerk I’d been. This wasn’t just my baby—it was half of Ryan too. He should have just as much say in what happened as me.

“Right,” I whispered. “I’m sorry. I knew that. I uh, don’t know what to say.”

Ryan lifted a hand as if to run it through his hair but he froze just short and ran both hands agitatedly down his jean clad thighs. “You don’t have to say anything. Whatever. It’s fine. It’s been my life as long as I can remember. But just for the record, I was never going to sign off on an adoption. If you don’t want to raise our baby, I do. I will. I… God, I still can’t believe this is happening.”

Ryan stood up and walked over to the kitchen. After pulling open the fridge with a rough jerk, he held a beer bottle up. “You want one?”

I made a face. “Yes, but I can’t.”

“Right.” Ryan moved to put the beer back.

I waved a hand at him. “But you go ahead. One of us should get drunk tonight, and clearly it won’t be me.”

“Nah, if you’re not drinking, I won’t drink.” He set the beer back and then closed the fridge.

I had to smile at that. It was oddly sweet.

“So,” I rubbed my hands over my thighs in the same movement he’d done. “What now?”

“I don’t know. I can’t say that I’ve ever been in this position before.”

“Me neither.”

We smiled at each other for a moment before Ryan’s phone chimed and he looked away. Pulling his phone out of his back pocket, he glowered at the screen.

And that was probably my cue to exit.

I stood up, brushed my jeans down then looked around for my purse. Did I even bring it inside? Maybe I left it in the bathroom? Or my car?

“Are you hungry?” Ryan asked from the kitchen. “I have all the fixings for some killer burgers.”

“Nah, that’s okay. I should probably—” I gestured to the door.

“And I think we need to spend some time together.” Ryan leaned back against the cabinet, his legs stretched out in front of him. “We aren’t going to decide what to do for the rest of our life right now, but I’d like to get to know you a little more.”

I bit back a melodramatic sigh at his sweetness. Could he be any cuter? I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I wasn’t hungry. I couldn’t even think about food right now. But he was being so ridiculously understanding, I sighed in surrender. “Okay. How can I help?”

“Nothing. I’ve got it all in hand.” Ryan opened the fridge again and started piling ingredients on the counter.

“No, really. I’d like to help.”

“And I want to cook dinner for the gorgeous girl in my kitchen. Just have a seat and watch the master at work.” Ryan turned and pulled a few items from his spice cabinet. “If you can’t tell, I’m trying to impress you with my amazing cooking skills, so let me have this one.”

I crossed the room to pull out a barstool near him in the kitchen. “Hey, far be it for me to get in the way of your game. I’d love to see these amazing cooking skills of yours.”

Ryan threw me a killer grin over his shoulder. I couldn’t help but smile back. A minute ago I was falling apart at the seams and now—with just a smile from him—I was all twitterpated. The man was lethal. And I was reminded of what had drawn me to him in the first place—his killer charm and incredibly good looks. I just hoped our baby looked more like him than me.

Baby. Oh god. Right. I was pregnant. In nine—eight?—months, I’d have a tiny human to take care of.

I’d forgotten about it there for a second.

My breath came in short gasps.

Oh god.

I couldn’t do this. I didn’t know anything about babies. Or childbirth. What was I thinking?

“Hey.”

I looked up at Ryan’s touch. He’d placed his hand over mine. In all my panic, I hadn’t even noticed that he’d moved.

“It’s going to be okay. You need to relax.”

I laughed a little hysterically. “In the history of the world, I can guarantee that no one has ever relaxed after being told that.”

He was being so caring and sweet, but honestly everything inside me was yelling RUN! I just…couldn’t do this. I didn’t know him. I didn’t know what the hell I was doing here. I didn’t know what I was going to do. My scalp burned and tears blurred my vision.

“Come here.” Ryan tugged me off my barstool and gathered me in his arms. “I know this is scary, but you can’t focus on all the what ifs. We’ll take it one step at a time for now. We have months to figure everything else out.”

I tried to relax in his arms for a moment, but it still didn’t stop the flow of tears. Taking a step back and out of his arms, I swiped at my eyes. “I just…I don’t know. This is so, so big. I know we need to talk more, but I think I need some time. By myself. I uh, I’ll call you in a day or so?”

“If that’s what you want to do.” Ryan looked like he’d been hit in the face—wounded and shocked—but I couldn’t worry about him right then.

I had to take care of myself and the tiny soon-to-be human growing inside me. And right now, I needed some time and space to think. “I’m sorry, Ryan.”

The room was silent as I turned and walked away. I didn’t let the sobs free until I closed the door behind me.
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Ryan

I could hear her crying on the other side of the door. It ate me up inside not to go to her, hold her, and try to make this right. But I couldn’t. She clearly wanted to be anywhere except here with me.

I stared at the counter top in front of me, covered in ingredients for tonight’s dinner. This hadn’t gone how I’d thought. Nothing had gone how I thought it would.

I was going to have a baby. A baby. I still couldn’t wrap my head around it.

But I’d hoped that we’d get to know each other over dinner tonight. Granted, a few hours ago I’d also thought I was a carefree bachelor with nothing more on his calendar than burgers and beers with his brother. Now…

Now I was going to be a dad.

My cell buzzed in my pocket. My heart pounded as I thought—hoped—that maybe it was from her. I pulled it out and read the incoming text.

Dylan: Everything going okay? Am I gonna be an uncle?

I rolled my eyes at his phrasing. Until I realized I wouldn’t be the only one this baby would affect. My brothers. My Aunt Wendy. The show. Shit, how was I going to keep this from the producers? We were supposed to start filming in a few weeks.

And then there was Hope’s dad. Fuck me. This was a clusterfuck of epic proportions.

I tossed him a text back.

Me: Come on over. Coast is clear.

I hadn’t decided if I was going to tell him yet. I didn’t know if I’d have anything to tell him. Hope hadn’t seemed like she wanted to have an abortion, but who knew what some time and distance would do? Maybe she’d change her mind. Maybe I wouldn’t have any news to share.

Although that would make things easier in my life now, I couldn’t deny that the thought hurt. I wanted that baby. I wanted to hold him or her in my arms. I wanted to watch the first wobbly steps. Teach my kid how to ride a bike. I wanted to be there.

Like my Aunt Wendy had been there for me.

My eyes skimmed my phone and my gaze landed on the text that’d come in when Hope had been here.

Unknown: Can we get together soon? I need some help.

I hadn’t bothered to put the old man’s info in my phone, but I still knew who the text was from. And now, more than ever, I really didn’t want to see the son of a bitch who’d cratered my life. Dylan might have thoughts or hopes about the old man’s future, but I already knew it wouldn’t have anything good—for him, me, or anyone I knew and loved.

I jolted as my front door opened and Dylan strolled in like he lived here too. Because if I were honest, he probably spent more time here than his own place. Mostly because I cooked, and he was a mooch.

“So, you’re free and clear?” Dylan asked as he pulled open the refrigerator and helped himself to a beer. He turned, took in my numb self, and held out the beer. “Or maybe not. I think you might need this more than me.”

I shook my head. “I uh, kinda promised I wouldn’t drink.”

Dylan raised his eyebrows. “Seriously? Why the hell would you promise that?”

“It seemed like a good idea at the time?” I shrugged. “Hope can’t drink. It didn’t feel right.”

“Well, she’s not here now, so…”

I waved him off. “Nah. I’m not really in the mood. You want a burger?”

“Sure.” Dylan closed the door with a thump then crossed the kitchen to perch on the same stool Hope had been sitting in only minutes ago. “You want to talk about it?”

I dumped the hamburger in the bowl then blindly grabbed some spices to shake over the top. “Not much to say. I don’t really get a say until she figures out what she wants to do.”

“So she is pregnant.”

“Yup.” I took a second to rip the rings off my hands then massaged the spices into the meat. I stared down at the sticky lump of hamburger. I could make four regular sized burgers or two monsters. Honestly, I didn’t really give a shit. I wasn’t even hungry anymore.

“What do you want to happen?”

“I’d love to go back in time and not break the fucking condom that night. You happen to have a time machine on you?”

“Nah, I think I left it at that club we hosted—the Office—I think? Otherwise I would’ve used it when I hooked up with that one chick who kept showing up at my place every day for a month. Remember her?”

“The one with the monogrammed towels?” I laughed. “Kinda hard to forget her.”

“Christ, I forgot about the towels.” Dylan laughed then took a swig of his drink. “But hey, we got through that, we’ll get through this too.”

“I don’t think this will be handled with a restraining order and a visit from the cops. It’s not that simple. She’s pregnant, Dyl. There’s going to be a baby in nine months.”

“Or not.” Dylan raised his eyebrows. “If she’s gone home to think, is she thinking about not having the baby?”

“I don’t know. But I fucking hope not. That’s my baby!” I slammed a fist down on the mound of hamburger. Red, spindly meat went flying. I stared down at the cutting board, breathing raggedly. “I don’t know what the fuck to do.”

“Okay. Clearly you have feelings about this. How about I fix the burgers and you sit down and have a beer?”

I huffed out a laugh. “Yeah, no. I promised Hope I wouldn’t drink. And I didn’t buy all this meat for you to burn it in another attempt at cooking.”

“Well at least have a beer. What she doesn’t see, she won’t know.”

“I said no.” I glared at my brother, wanting him to drop it already. “Okay? I don’t want a fucking beer.”

“Fine.” Dylan lifted his palms. “I get it. You don’t want a beer. Sorry I said anything.”

I huffed. “No, I’m sorry. I just… I don’t have any control over what’s going on. Everything right now is Hope’s decision, and that fucking sucks. It sucks balls.”

“Yeah it does.”

I kept my head down as I finished forming the patties. I felt like a dick snapping at Dylan. And for not being able to comfort and help Hope. I was sucking at every-fucking-thing today. The least I could do was make dinner.

* * *

I didn’t hear from Hope until Monday. I was knee deep in hooking up the electrical system—my least favorite job—for some weekend warrior’s first custom bike when my phone pinged.

Hope: I have a doctor’s appointment Wednesday at noon if you want to come along.

My heart pounded when I saw the text. Doctor’s appointment? What did that mean? Was she getting an abortion?

I broke all the social rules about calling after a text as I hit dial. I had to know what it meant and typing on that small stupid screen was the last thing I wanted to do. Especially since my hands were shaking like a virgin who’d saw his first titty.

I left the shop and my brothers, Austin and Nathan, behind me while I searched for a private space to talk. I didn’t have an office, and I really didn’t want to have this conversation while standing in the bathroom. The phone rang and Hope answered just as I closed the door behind me in my cousin Sabrina’s empty office.

“Ryan. Hey.”

“Hey.” I cleared my throat as I suddenly found it difficult to speak. I didn’t have the patience for small talk. I had to know what the fuck was going on. “Uh, what is this appointment for exactly?”

“Oh. Sorry. I should’ve been clearer.” Hope laughed unevenly. “It’s, uh, just an initial appointment to confirm pregnancy and figure out how far along I am. I think we both know exactly to the minute how pregnant I am, but apparently this is what they always do the first appointment. And then the doctor will schedule a sonogram in a few more weeks. At the end of the first trimester I think. So more like months really.”

Her babbling was sweet and endearing. And made my heartbeat slow to a reasonable thump. Appointments. Sonograms. Months. She was keeping my baby. All the tension leached out of my body, and my knees went weak. I sagged against the wall while I grinned like a loon. “Okay. Great. What kinda test will they do?”

“I’m not sure. Either a blood or urine test, I think? I probably won’t even see a doctor. Maybe just a nurse? I don’t know.”

“Oh.”

“But you don’t have to come. You wanted me to tell you what the next step was and this is it.”

“No, I’ll come. I want to come.” I laughed as I realized I was probably saying ‘come’ too much. “Does that mean you’ve decided what you want to do? Are you, uh, keeping the baby?”

I was pretty sure I knew the answer, but I had to hear it.

“Yeah.” Hope paused and cleared her throat. “I mean, I’m keeping the baby. I just…haven’t decided all the rest. You know, telling my parents, child care, schools.”

“It’s only been two days, Hope. I think all those things can wait.” My breath left me in a whoosh as I looked up at the ceiling and silently thanked god. “But um, I’m glad. I was hoping that would be your decision.”

“Oh. Good. I guess?” Hope laughed softly. “This is all so weird and surreal.”

“Yeah, but it’s good too.” I studied the tips of my boots. Something about that shy, bashful note in her voice just got to me. I wanted to rush over there and hold her and let her know that everything was going to be okay. But I couldn’t. After the way she ran out of my place last weekend, I knew I’d have to take this slow. No matter how much I wished otherwise.

Hope sighed. “I’m glad you think so. I gotta get back to work, but I’ll text you the address for Wednesday, okay?”

“Thank you. And uh, I really am glad you’ve decided to keep the baby, Hope. Really I am.”

“Thanks, Ryan. Bye.”

“Bye.”

I stared down at my phone as I ended the call. She was keeping the baby. I was going to be a dad. A stupid grin stretched across my face. Wow!

But the sound of someone clearing their throat behind me had my blood freezing. I spun around and spotted my cousin Sabrina standing in the partially opened doorway.

“Uh, hey, Ryan.” Sabrina’s wide eyes cut from my face to my phone then back again.

Shit.

“Hey Sabrina. Sorry. I just had to steal your office for a private phone call.”

“So I heard.” Sabrina entered the room then closed the door behind her. “Anything you want to talk about?”

I reached up and rubbed at the back of my neck. “That depends. How much did you hear?”

“Enough to know more than I should.” Sabrina smiled serenely at me as she raised her eyebrows.

She was really more of a sister to me than a cousin since her mother—my Aunt Wendy—had raised me and my brothers since I was three. Since Sabrina was only a year younger than Dylan, she’d been mine and Dylan’s partner in crime for most of our lives. Here at the shop, she worked as our in-house accountant and HR manager, doing all the boring paperwork none of us could be bothered to do. Lately she’d been kinda distant. Not hanging out with us as much and doing her own thing by herself or with Aunt Wendy. But she was still my best friend, aside from Dylan.

“Hey, I don’t mean to push. But if you ever need a shoulder or a sympathetic ear, I’m here for you.” She shrugged then crossed to pull the chair out from behind her desk. “You know you can trust me. I never told anyone why you suddenly decided to be a vegetarian when you were ten. And believe you me, I had plenty of opportunities to tell everyone the real reason or how much you cried when we watched that movie.”

“Dinner means death and carnage.” I quoted. “Christ, I still can’t eat a piece of bacon without thinking of Babe.” I shook my head. “But thanks. I uh, guess if you heard enough of the conversation, you know I’m going to have a baby?”

“Yeah, congratulations. Who’s the girl? I didn’t know you were dating anyone.”

Christ. Here we go. “You didn’t come to any of the Kings build reveals, but uh, it’s a girl I met there.”

“At the Kings’ clubhouse?” Sabrina’s voice rose. “What the hell, Ry? Do you have a death wish?”

“I didn’t know at the time. I liked her. Still like her. She’s sweet and gorgeous and funny. I don’t know. I thought she was a hanger-on when we first met.”

“You mean she’s not? Don’t tell me you knocked up a biker’s old lady? Oh God, we’re going to have to hide you. Mexico or Canada? I don’t think you could hack the winters up north, but then again you got a D in Spanish so—”

“Hold up, Sabrina. Take a breath. Please.” I laughed. “She’s not anyone’s old lady.”

“But you said she’s not a hanger-on.”

I sighed as I rubbed the back of my neck. I was feeling a familiar pain stabbing me between my temples. “She’s not. She’s not technically a hanger-on, and she’s not an old lady. She’s uh, T-Bone’s daughter.”

Sabrina stared at me with wide eyes, her face slowly leaching of color.

“I know. I know. It’s not, uh, ideal. I mean, I’m happy she’s keeping the baby, but I kinda wish I would’ve known who her father was before we hooked up. Hindsight and all that.” I waited a beat and still she hadn’t said anything. “Sabrina? You okay?”

She slowly shook her head. “Mexico’s not far enough. Shit, Ryan. Shit. Maybe the South Pacific? I hear they love motorcycles in Australia.”

“Very funny.” To be honest, I had spent the past couple of days trying not to think about what Hope’s dad would do when he found out about us and the baby. I really didn’t need Sabrina shoving it down my throat just now. “We only just found out this weekend that she’s pregnant, so I’d appreciate it if you’d keep this to yourself. I kinda want to tell everyone myself. We don’t need any crazy rumors flying around.”

“Right. Scary biker dad aside, you’re better off waiting until after the first trimester before you tell anyone.”

“What do you mean?”

“There’s a higher risk of miscarriage in the first three months. Not that I’m saying she’s going to miscarry. What’s her name? I feel weird calling your baby mama “her.” Or would you prefer baby mama?”

“Hope,” I murmured absentmindedly. Miscarriage had never occurred to me. I’d been too busy thinking about the what-ifs about Hope’s decision. The thought of her losing the pregnancy hadn’t once crossed my mind.

“Hope. I like it. The name was on my maybe list when I was…” Sabrina trailed off as horror flashed across her face.

Dread pooled in my stomach. “When you were what?”

“What?” She replied in fake innocence.

“When you were what, Sabrina? Don’t even try to pretend that you didn’t almost say something. What were you going to say?”

Sabrina studied the grain of her desk, picking at a chip in the wood. “When I was pregnant, okay?” She tilted her head up and stared defiantly at me. “That’s what I was going to say. Hope was on my maybe list when I was pregnant.”

It felt like a tractor trailer had run me over. Sabrina had been pregnant? What? When? How did I not know? I collapsed in a nearby chair and held my head in my hands. I couldn’t wrap my head around it. Sabrina had been pregnant. My tiny, innocent best friend/cousin/sister had been pregnant?

“What? When? Why didn’t you tell me?”

It was the last question that hurt the most. How could she not tell me about this?

“It was almost a year ago. I uh, never told you I was seeing someone. You know how you all get about guys I date.” Sabrina made a face then looked away. “Anyway, we broke up, and then a month later I found out I was pregnant. And a month after that I lost the baby. I didn’t even have a chance to tell the father.”

Tears sheened her eyes as she looked away. I got up and came around behind the desk to gather her in my arms. Crouching in front of her chair, I held her as she sobbed against my shoulder. “I’m so sorry. That’s so shitty, Sabrina. I wish I would’ve known. I would’ve been there for you.”

“It wouldn’t have changed anything. I’d still not be pregnant. It’s fine. I just…don’t talk about it much. But it’s fine.” She pulled away from me to wipe at her eyes. “It’s for the best, right? There was probably something wrong with it. That’s what my doctor said anyway. It’s not my fault. I didn’t lose the baby because of anything that I did. Blah, blah, blah. But anyways, that’s why you shouldn’t tell anyone for a few months. There’s a chance nothing will come of it, and you’ll have imploded your life, her life, everyone’s life for nothing.”

Looking into Sabrina’s wet eyes, it didn’t feel like nothing. The loss had clearly decimated her. I wanted to kick myself for not noticing what she’d gone through this last year. Sure, she’d hung back and didn’t go out with us like she’d used to, but I’d chalked that up to her not wanting to hang out with four overbearing older brothers. We might have made it a game to make any guy interested in her jump through ridiculous hoops to spend time with her. Meanwhile she’d gotten pregnant, lost the baby and hadn’t told me—or I imagined any of my brothers—anything about it. It hurt to know she’d gone through such a painful experience all on her own.

“I’m so sorry, Sabrina. I wish I could’ve been there for you.”

She shrugged and looked away.

But I wasn’t going to let her or the situation go that easily. “To be honest, I’m kinda hurt you didn’t come to me. I thought we were closer than that.”

“I’m not gonna apologize for anything I had to do to get through my miscarriage. I’m sorry your feelings are hurt, but I had to do what I had to do. I can’t—” Her voice broke as tears sheened her eyes again and I felt like shit for even bringing it up. “I can’t talk about it. Still. It hurts too much.”

“I get it. Just promise me that if you’re ever in a situation like that again, you tell me. I want to be there for you. I love you, Sabby.”

She smiled sadly at me. “I love you too, Ry. You know I’d do anything for you.”

“Ditto.”

“I promise to visit you in Mexico. Maybe I’ll even move with you. Lord knows you’d need an interpreter.”

“Ha ha. Very funny,” I muttered as I stood up.

“I try. But uh, really, please, learn from my train wreck. Don’t tell anyone just yet. Be there for Hope if she’ll let you. I’ll be here for you if you need me, but maybe don’t tell either of your families yet. Be sure first.”

“Thanks, Sabrina.”

“No problem. Now get outta my office. I gotta work on payroll.”

I rolled my eyes as I turned to the door. “Yes, ma’am.”
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Hope

I twitched nervously as I sat in my car waiting for Ryan to show up. I’d spent the last few days alternating between tears and denial. But something about sitting in the parking lot of an OB-GYN had a way of being a wakeup call. I stared at those letters in front of me. I’d seen them before—this wasn’t exactly my first time coming to this office—but this was the first time I’d ever come to a doctor’s office for this.

The rip of a motorcycle’s engine made me jump as he roared up next to my car.

Ryan.

My breath caught as I watched him idle for a second before slowly walking his motorcycle back into the parking spot next to me. The rumble of his engine stopped and he pulled the helmet off his head. Flashing me a wicked smile, he swung off his bike and stowed the helmet on the seat. Every motion he made was methodical, purposeful, confident. He clearly had his shit nailed down.

Meanwhile, I was a basket-case.

Something about sitting here made the pregnancy feel more real than anything else. I knew I’d be walking out of that office with an official pregnant diagnosis.

And that scared the crap out of me.

I jumped as Ryan knocked on my window next to my head. After taking a deep breath, I grabbed my purse and opened my door. Ryan jumped out of the way and gave me a shaky smile.

“Hey, how are you feeling? I can get that for you.” He grabbed my purse out of my hands then held it away from his body like he didn’t know how to hold one.

Maybe I was wrong. The waves of anxiety coming off Ryan were intense. And oddly comforted me. I kinda liked that he was just as nervous as me.

I closed my door and smiled at him. “Thanks for coming.”

“I told you, I’m in. Completely, one hundred percent in.” He smiled again, flashing a dimple in his left cheek.

Which caused my knees to tingle.

Ack. I had to get myself under control. There was no way I was walking into my gyno’s office all twitterpated and wet between my thighs. What if she wanted me to get in the stirrups?

“Come on, the office is this way.”

Ryan trailed behind me, silent as we walked through the medical complex to my doctor’s door. He hovered behind me as I checked in at the front desk then crowded close to me as we sat in the waiting area, me with a huge clipboard full of paperwork.

When his shoulder brushed against mine for the twentieth time, I turned to snap at him but stopped when I saw the look on his face. He was bone white; his face held no color whatsoever. I followed his eyeline to the woman across from us, who had to be fifteen months pregnant if she was a day. She didn’t appear comfortable as she shifted her weight every five seconds and grimaced.

“It’s okay,” I murmured out of the side of my mouth. “I don’t think they’re gonna call on you to deliver the baby if she goes into labor here.”

“What?” Ryan looked over at me, startled.

“Nothing. Are you okay? You know you don’t have to be here for this appointment. Like I said, I probably won’t even see the doctor.”

“No, I told you, I’m here for every part of this. That’s my baby. I want to be here.”

“Awww!” The woman across from us exclaimed. “Sorry for eavesdropping, but he is just too cute. You need to hold onto that one, sweetie. He’s a keeper.”

“Thanks.” I muttered as I hunched over my paperwork. There was no point in explaining the situation to the woman.

“Melissa?” A nurse in pink scrubs called from the doorway.

“That’s me. Fingers crossed I’m dilated. I want this baby out of me yesterday. But again congrats. He’s a real keeper.” Melissa pushed herself to her feet, gave us a wide smile then shuffled toward the waiting nurse.

I waited until the door closed behind her then muttered, “Overshare much?”

“I don’t know. I kinda liked her.”

I snorted. “You would. I think she was half in love with you.” Then under my breath, “Like the rest of the female population.”

“What was that?”

“Nothing.” But I meant it. I’d seen the way the receptionist had smiled at him. How all the women at the clubhouse had swayed toward him and batted their eyelashes. The man was a chick magnet.

Not that I had any claim on him.

He wasn’t even here for me. He was here because of the baby inside me, and I’d be silly to think otherwise.

“Your birthday is June twelfth? I’ll have to remember that.” Ryan whipped out his cell phone and tapped away at the screen.

I scowled at him and tilted the clipboard so he couldn’t read it. “This is confidential information, buck-o. Keep out.”

He grinned, still tapping away at his screen.

I refused to be charmed.

Mostly.

We sat in silence for the next couple of minutes, semi- relaxed—him typing away on his phone and me trying to read the legal jargon of their patient privacy statement.

“Hope?”

I jumped as the same nurse reappeared in the doorway.

I wasn’t ready for this. I couldn’t be pregnant. I wasn’t ready to be a mom. Oh God. Someone was going to be calling me mom. Me. Hysterical laughter boiled in my chest, but I bit it back. I didn’t want Ryan to know just how freaked out I was.

Although the fact that I hadn’t stood probably told him that.

“Hope?” The nurse called again. “Hope Stephens?”

“Here!” Ryan replied, taking the clipboard from me. He put a hand on my back, silently urging me to stand, but I didn’t budge. “Hope? You okay?”

“Yeah, I’m good. I’m good right here.” My fingers wrapped around the arms of my chair. They couldn’t make me go. I was good right where I was—at the crossroads of insanity and denial.

“Hey. Look at me.”

Something about the husky, intense note in his voice drew my eyes to him.

“It’s going to be okay. No matter the outcome, you’re going to be fine. You can do this.”

That hysterical laughter burned at my chest again. He was right. I could do this. I’d peed in a cup before. My hysteria hovered near the surface and a tiny bit escaped. I giggled. “Sorry. It’s just… Yeah. Okay. I’ll go pee in the cup.”

“That’s my girl.” Ryan grinned at me, that dimple flashing, and had me dazed right up until he stood up.

“Whoa. Hey, I know you said you’d be here for me but there is no way in hell you are coming in while I’m peeing. Let’s leave some mystery in our relationship.”

I flinched as the R-word fell from my lips. I really didn’t mean to say that.

The nurse laughed. “He can wait out here with me.”

Of course he could. I shook my head as I handed over my paperwork and accepted the sample cup from her. Seconds later she was laughing at something Ryan said while I shut the door behind me in the tiny restroom she’d pointed out.

Not that she’d made direct eye contact with me. She’d been too busy flirting with Ryan.

Apparently, this was going to be my life from now on—constantly watching from afar as Ryan charmed everyone in his sphere.

Later while I screwed the top onto the sample cup then washed my hands, I avoided looking at myself in the mirror. I didn’t want to see if I looked as crazy as I felt. My heart pounded. Oh God. I took a deep breath and tried to calm down as I repeated Ryan’s words. “It was going to be okay. I can do this.”

I exited the bathroom nervously holding the specimen cup. It felt like one of those momentous moments. In a few minutes everything in my life was officially going to change.

Not that anyone around me noticed.

Ryan and Nurse Horny-Pants were still talking and laughing like they didn’t have a care in the world. I hovered awkwardly for a few seconds. When no one looked my way, I cleared my throat. “Uh, here you go.”

The nurse smiled warmly at me as she took the cup in her gloved hands. “Thank you. I’ll have results for you in a jiffy.”

Okay, I felt a little bad for mentally calling her Nurse Horny-Pants. She was clearly just a nice, friendly woman. And I was a jealous, crazy nutball.

She walked a few feet away to a paper-lined table and unscrewed the cup.

I tossed a nervous smile Ryan’s way but his eyes were glued to my cup of pee and the thin strips she’d dunked in the cup.

“Oh yeah. Definitely pregnant.” The nurse held up a white paper with the tiniest hint of pink darkening it.

Somehow I thought this would be more…scientific? Or at least involve more than the same kind of kit that I’d used at Ryan’s place. “Are you sure? That’s barely pink.”

“Yup. It doesn’t matter the shade. That line right there.” She pointed to the faintest slash of pink darkening the strip. “That means you’re pregnant.”

My scalp tingled, and I felt a little woozy. I was pregnant. I was having a baby. Right now there was a cluster of cells inside me that would turn into a baby.

A baby.

“Whoa.” Ryan caught me as I swayed. “Let’s have a seat, beautiful.”

He carefully led me to a chair in front of the table the nurse had used.

“I am so sorry.” The nurse murmured as she stood at my side, her hand under my other elbow. “I shouldn’t have just blurted it out like that. Would you like something to drink? Some water or orange juice maybe?”

“No, I’m okay. I knew I was pregnant. I took a home test and everything, but I just…”

“Didn’t think it was actually true?” The nurse laughed. “Me neither. At least for my first. And my fourth. Just take a few breaths. It’s gonna be okay.”

“Everyone keeps saying that, but they’re not the ones with a baby inside them.” I buried my face in my knees.

Ryan laughed above me. “Very true.”

“After you take a minute, I’ll need to know when your last period was, and then we can figure out how far along you are. But judging by the faint line I’d say only a few weeks.”

I laughed to myself. I could’ve told her the exact hour of conception but something about that felt wrong. Like I was letting a total stranger know more about my sex life than even my best friend knew. Not that I’d talked to her lately.

I sat up slowly and crossed my arms across my chest, careful not to touch Ryan. “And when can we do a paternity test?”

The nurse’s eyes widened as her gaze swung between me and Ryan, but her face otherwise remained carefully blank. “We could schedule one as early as fourteen weeks.”

“Hold up.” Ryan interjected. “Don’t those come with a risk of miscarriage?”

“Yes,” the nurse nodded. “There is a slight risk of miscarriage with an amniocentesis.”

Ryan crossed his arms over his chest. “Then we’re not doing one.”

“Ryan, I don’t think that’s your call to make.” I sighed.

He did that thing where he raised only one eyebrow—so sexy and infuriating at the same time. “Is the only reason you’re having it to prove that this is my baby?”

“Yeah. Mostly.” I shrugged. I thought he’d want to know. Wouldn’t most men?

“Then I don’t want you to have one. I trust you. If you say you haven’t been with anyone else and this baby is mine, then I believe you.”

I blinked. I hadn’t really expected him to have such a strong opinion on this. Heck, I’d expected him to demand one given his rising fame with his TV show and successful shop. A warm glow spread through me. I bit down on my bottom lip to stop myself from saying anything crazy.

Ryan hitched a shoulder. “And we can always have one after the baby is born—with no crazy miscarriage side effects.”

My glow immediately dissipated. “Right.”

The nurse cleared her throat and sent me a sympathetic smile. “If I could just get the date of your last period…”

I robotically pulled out my phone and opened my period tracking app. Numbly, I gave her the date and watched as she pulled out a spinning wheel gadget, like something you would’ve picked up for free at a convention—cheap, plastic, and emblazoned with the name of a drug company.

“You’re due February 28. We’ll want to see you back in eight weeks for your first sonogram. Be sure to start taking some prenatal vitamins. Really, any you can get over the counter at your local pharmacy are good. Do you have any questions?”

I shook my head dully, thanked her, and then crossed to the side desk of the receptionist to make the appointment. She was busy with someone in the waiting room, so I stood there examining the grain of the desk, really looking at anything other than the man hovering at my side.

Ryan was oddly silent as well, but when I finally made the follow up appointment, I saw out of the corner of my eye that he put the info into his phone’s calendar as well.

When the receptionist asked for the copay, Ryan slid a card across the desk before I could fish my wallet out of my purse.

“Ryan.” I sighed.

He shook his head and signed the credit card receipt. The steely resolve in his eyes had me biting back my words. We could hash it out later.

I waited until we got to the parking lot. Stopping next to my car, I turned and looked up at Ryan. “I don’t have a problem with you coming to the appointments, but I don’t expect you to pay for anything. This isn’t a date. We’re not going Dutch. It was my decision to have the baby, so any costs up through delivery are mine and mine alone.”

“Yeah, that’s not going to work for me. I want you to have this baby. I want to have input on anything that happens at the appointments, and I have too much money to even have this argument. We just got a signing bonus for our new series—what else am I going to spend the money on?”

“Booze? More motorcycles?” Boobalicious bimbos, I finished in my head. “I don’t know, but I don’t expect or want you to take care of me.”

I had to get used to it, right? It wasn’t like we were together. We weren’t a happy couple eagerly anticipating the birth of our first child. I couldn’t let myself fall into the dream of this being something more than it was.

Ryan wiped a hand over his face and muttered, “Shit, this next request is going to go over like a ton of bricks.”

“What request?”

Ryan sighed and dropped his hand. “I was going to ask you over for dinner tonight. Just me and you. I think we need to get to know each other, spend some time together, see if this thing between us can be anything more.”

I was dumbfounded. My mouth opened and closed a few times but nothing came out. To have my exact mental fantasy play out in front of me threw me for a loop. “I thought you didn’t want…”

I shook my head as tears welled in my eyes. Stupid hormones.

“I did. I do.” Ryan stepped up to me and wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “I wanted to see you, but I was trying to give you some space. Since you’d left so fast when we’d first found out and told me that you’d be in touch, I was trying to respect that. I was lonely and super worried but afraid to call you. It’s hard to be the one reaching out. Once you’ve been slapped down a time or two, you stop reaching.”

A tear escaped and trailed down my cheek. That was the singularly saddest thing I think I’d ever heard. “Oh, Ryan.”

I turned into his arms and buried my face in his chest, wrapping my arms around him. I wanted to hold him and tell him that everything would be all right. I wanted to heal the wounded little boy inside him. But I didn’t know how, so I just held on.

His arms came around me as he rested his chin on top of my head. “Is this a yes to dinner tonight?”

“Yes.” I laughed huskily. Shaking my head, I pulled back and looked up at him. “You are one smooth son of a bitch. You know that?”

Ryan’s dimple flashed. “I’ve been told that a time or two. When do you get off of work?”

“Technically six, but I usually stay till six-thirty and help out with some of the activities.”

“I’m off at five. Come over whenever. I’ll cook you dinner, and we can spend some time getting to know each other. Sound good?”

“Yes. Sounds great.”

“It’s a date. Take care of yourself and drive safe.”

Ryan leaned into me and my breath hitched. But he only pressed a kiss against my forehead before taking a few steps backwards. Tossing me another dimple flashing smile, he turned and headed for his motorcycle.

I couldn’t watch anymore. I wanted to at least pretend that I had some self-control.

As I drove away, a bemused smile spread across my face. Somehow I’d gone from being annoyed and holding a grudge against him to cuddling in the parking lot and agreeing to everything he’d said—including dinner.

I had a date with Ryan Burns. The father of my unborn child.

What the hell just happened?
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Ryan

“Nice of you to join us,” Nathan snarked as I entered the shop.

I didn’t reply as I returned to the wiring job I’d left an hour ago. No one liked doing the electrical work on the motorcycles—so many wires snaking everywhere and they were so fucking tiny. Despite our “all for one” motto, I was always the one left to do the shit job of wiring.

“I hope it was a filling lunch. You were gone a whole fucking hour.” Nathan grouched from his side of the shop where he was meticulously putting his tools away.

I raised the lift at my station until the motorcycle was where I wanted it. “Didn’t actually eat.”

“Are you shitting me? You were gone for an hour and you didn’t eat lunch? What the hell, Ry? It’s Wednesday. You couldn’t keep it in your pants for five more hours?”

“Seriously, Nate? What the fuck does it matter?” I was so goddamn tired of being the screw-up. The lazy brother. They didn’t have a fucking clue. “It was my lunchtime. I’m gonna use it for what I want.”

“It matters because this is a business.” Nathan crossed his arms over his chest like he hadn’t screwed off on a lunch break ever. The hypocrite.

I tried to breathe deep and get my anger under control, the advice from my instructor playing back in my mind. “Breathe. Count to ten. And let the anger go.” But Nathan really knew how to push my buttons. All my brothers did. “I didn’t fuck anyone. I had a doctor’s appointment. Is that okay with your highness? Or do I need a note from the doctor next time?”

Some of Nathan’s self-righteous anger leached out as he dropped his arms. “Doctor? What’s going on?”

I hitched a shoulder. I didn’t know how to answer that. Sabrina’s voice kept ringing in my ears. “You’re better off waiting until after the first trimester before you tell anyone.” Should that include my brothers? Hope and I hadn’t had a chance to talk about this. Were we telling people? I felt guilty that Sabrina and Dylan already knew. Nate was my brother—sure, he was an ass sometimes, but that was only because he cared. Maybe I should tell him too.

But Nathan read my silence as something else. “Ahh, I see. Does it burn when you pee? Little bro has an STD.”

And maybe he was just an ass.

“Fuck off.”

Nathan hooted. “Fucking awesome. Did you get it from that gorgeous blonde from the last Kings’ bike reveal? Hope, wasn’t it? Had to be. You’ve been a fucking monk since that night.”

“Not funny.” I tossed my pliers down and was across the shop before Nathan could close his mouth. And he really fucking needed to. I was in his face in a second, all my anger management lessons forgotten. “I don’t want to hear her fucking name on your lips. Especially if you’re gonna be saying shit like that. You hear me?”

“Whoa, whoa.” Austin came from nowhere and jumped in between me and Nathan, pushing us apart. “What the hell is going on here?”

I didn’t answer. I kept my eyes on Nathan, promising him without words what I really wanted to do to the bastard.

“Nothing,” Nathan replied, not taking his eyes off me either. “Just giving Ry a little shit for taking a long lunch.”

“I was gone an hour.” I shook my head. “I’ll come in early tomorrow to make up the extra half hour if it really chaps your ass that much.”

Nathan tilted his head. “Why not stay late tonight? Do you have plans? Or maybe you’re just Hope-ing.”

“Hilarious,” I snarled. “I thought the bike wasn’t due until next week.”

Austin rubbed the back of his neck. “Actually the client called while you were at lunch and wanted to know if he could have the bike Friday. This Friday.”

As in two days from now? I shook my head. “If you guys are in a hurry all of a sudden why was Nathan straightening up his tools like a tight-ass when he could’ve been working on the fucking bike?”

“Like I’d touch your station after the last time.” Nathan laughed. “I might be thick, but I’m not that dumb.”

Oh right. The fight the camera crew had captured on our special that ended up with us in the ER with broken hands and noses. Nathan had taken some of my tools. Again. After I’d specifically asked him not to. Plus we might’ve had some animosity building up ever since he’d moved in on the girl I’d been eyeing at the nail salon at the end of the block. In my defense, this was a whole year ago.

Before Hope. And before my anger management classes.

“Regardless,” Austin raised his palms. “We need to get the wiring job done, and we need it ASAP.”

I closed my eyes with a muttered curse. “I can’t tonight. I got plans I can’t postpone.”

I was on thin ice as it was with Hope. Any sudden dick move on my part and all the ground I’d made up would disappear in a blink.

“Right.” Nathan smirked. “Ryan’s been talking about this thing he’s been burning and itching to do.”

I shook my head and tried to remember what was important. Hope. Our baby. And not the way I really wanted to slam my fist into Nathan smug, annoying face. Because there was no way I’d make our dinner plans if Nathan and I were in the ER. Again.

Breathe and count to ten.

Eight. Nine. Ten. “Sounds like Nathan is happy to fill in for me.” I tossed him a smug grin. “I’ll come in early tomorrow and pick up any slack he’s dropped.”

Austin lifted an eyebrow. “You’re volunteering to come in early? You? Is there some Invasion of the Body Snatchers thing going on here? Did the pod people get you?”

I huffed in reply and returned to my station. There was wiring to be done, and apparently I was the only one who was actually gonna do it.

“No really.” Austin followed behind me. “Where’s my screw up little brother who couldn’t be bothered to come in on the occasional Saturday, let alone volunteer to come in early in the middle of the week?”

“Yeah,” Nathan smirked. “What happened, bro? Does it have anything to do with your appointment earlier?”

I snorted. There was no way I was telling them about Hope and our situation now. I really wasn’t up for the lecture. Because if I knew my brothers, there would be one. I’d rather wait until Hope and I figured out whatever this was between us and I had a few more answers about everything before I opened this can of worms. “Are you guys gonna bicker all afternoon or are you gonna help me with this pain in the ass wiring?”

Austin raised an eyebrow but let the moment pass. “You and Nathan can get to work on that. I have a conference call with the production company in ten. You both ready to have your every move and thought documented by cameras at work?”

My stomach dropped. Shit. I forgot about the series. It was gonna be hella hard to keep what was going on with Hope off the show. And I had to, because once those producers started digging… Son of a bitch.

“When does that start again?” I asked weakly.

“Next month,” Austin answered as he tapped at his cell phone screen.

“Right,” I replied. “Great.”

Nathan sent me a questioning look that I avoided as I bent over the bike.

Like I didn’t have enough on my plate already.

Fuck my life.

* * *

Figuring out what to cook Hope for our first dinner together was the biggest mindfuck. Did she like fish? Was she a vegetarian? Was she off carbs? Were there any foods that already made her nauseous because of morning sickness? What about spicy food? Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

You couldn’t go wrong with chicken, right? Shit, I hoped that was the right call. I hit the grocery store and now had a few breasts marinating in the fridge while I chopped some veg for a southwest style salad with black beans.

I also might’ve had some refrigerated pasta and bottled sauce as a backup.

To say I was nervous was an understatement. I never thought I’d be in this position, but I wanted this between us to work. I’d been drawn to Hope the first time I saw her, and our one night together had rocked my world. Plus, I didn’t want to be one of those single dads who only saw their kid every other weekend. The stakes were high.

Shit, maybe I should’ve cooked steaks.

When the sound of my doorbell pealed through my place, I was a jittery clusterfuck of nerves. I really wanted to have a beer, but I’d promised Hope I wouldn’t drink.

I opened my door with a huge grin, careful to flash the dimples that I knew she found charming, but my smile fell away when I saw who stood on my front step.

The old man.

I tossed a quick look behind him, afraid his path would cross Hope’s but saw no one else.

I braced myself against the open doorjamb. “What do you want?”

His brow wrinkled. “Is that any way to greet your father?”

“For you? Yeah, actually it is.” I didn’t even want to acknowledge his father comment. Austin had been more of a dad to me than this asshole. And our breakfast together a few weeks back hadn’t given me any new warm fuzzies for the man. “I’m not playing this game with you today. I have someone coming over in a bit. What do you want?”

“I see.” He stuffed his hands in his front pockets and rocked back on his heels. “Is it okay if I come inside? I really don’t want to have this conversation out here.”

“Nope. I don’t want you inside my place.” I stepped into the hall and shut the door behind me. “You’ve got two minutes. I wasn’t kidding about having plans.”

His face turned red and the muscle in his jaw flexed as he tried to stare me down.

I snorted. I grew up with four brothers. This old asshole didn’t scare me. “Time’s ticking, old man.”

His head swung left and right, taking in the empty parking lot before his eyes narrowed on me again. “Right. Well, uh, there’s no real easy way to ask this but…I need a loan.”

I closed my eyes with a soft laugh. Of course. Honestly I was surprised it’d taken him this long. “What happened to all that money you bragged about earlier? From your folks and the sale of the house?”

“Lawyers and some wrongful death lawsuit your bitch of an aunt filed decades ago ate the whole thing up. I don’t know why that fucker Tony didn’t tell me about it. But then again, he overcharged my folks for decades so why would I expect him to be honest? Crooked dickhead.”

“Haven’t you gotten a paycheck yet? It’s been almost two weeks since Dylan hooked you up with that job. You can’t have that many expenses living in a halfway house—can’t you hold out until you get paid?”

“Yeah, that’s another thing. I need to find another job. My P.O. says I can’t be unemployed by the time of my next check-in.”

“Unemployed? What happened to the job Dylan got you?”

His lip curled. “Stupid asshole thought he could say shit to me when he didn’t think I could hear. Fuck that. I don’t need that kinda hassle.”

“You kinda do. You have to have a job. Do you really think you can keep burning through our contacts without any of the fallout raining down on us? Dylan vouched for you. He put his neck out for you. And now you’ve screwed him over?”

“It’s not like you guys are hurting for work. You have your own TV show for Christ sake. You have more than enough money to spare.”

I shook my head. Fuck that. I was done. “Not for you.”

“Come again?” He blinked like he hadn’t been expecting that reply.

“I only went to that breakfast for Dylan. I love my brother, but I don’t want anything to do with you. You’re no parent of mine. Aunt Wendy is the only parent I have left thanks to you. So I’m done.”

“You can’t do that.” His face flushed from red to purple as a vein stood out on his forehead. “You owe me.”

“What the fuck do I owe you? You killed my mother. Do you really think Aunt Wendy hasn’t told us about her? About the wonderful, amazing woman she was before you broke her down? Before you killed her? You took her from us. I don’t owe you shit.”

“You’re gonna regret this,” he shouted as he pointed a finger in my face.

“Fuck you. I’ll regret nothing.” I retorted as I batted his hand out of my face. “And don’t even think about hitting Dylan up for a loan. You burned that bridge when you screwed him by quitting your job.”

He stepped toward me like he was going to do something when Hope’s Dodge Charger pulled up. Her engine idled for a second, but I didn’t take my eyes off the old man. He was the type who’d swing the minute my back was turned.

Hope’s car turned off and her door opened. “Hey, Ryan. Everything okay?”

His eyes left mine, and I snarled as he looked Hope up and down. Then his lip lifted in a sneer. “You better make sure he pays you in advance. This one is a prick when it comes to settling the bill.”

I stepped toward him, but he was already down the sidewalk and shouldered not too gently as he passed Hope. It took everything inside me not to chase him down and teach him a lesson with my fists.

But I didn’t. I couldn’t. I had to prove to myself—and Hope—that I was a better man than him. That I could be a better father than him.

Hope turned to me with wide eyes. “Did he just imply that I’m a prostitute?”

“Sorry about that. He won’t be back—ever—if that helps at all.” I pulled open my door and gestured for her to come in.

She turned and eyed my old man’s retreating figure before following me inside. “And just who was that?”

“You just met the patriarch of the Burns Family and recent parolee, George Burns.”

“Oh.” Hope’s eyes widened as she took off her purse and set it down on a nearby leather arm chair. “That’s, uh, awkward.”

“You have no idea.” I shuddered like I could shake the shitty mood off me. It didn’t help. Tossing Hope a forced smile, I crossed the room to the fridge. “Want something to drink? I stocked up on non-alcoholic alternatives. I have near beer, nonalcoholic cider, soda—caffeine free, diet, and zero, whatever that is—and apple juice. And of course there’s always water. I have still, sparkling, and tap. I didn’t know what you’d like, so I got a little of everything.”

“I see that.” Hope had followed me into the kitchen and stood in front of the fridge with wide eyes. “Is there anything you don’t have?”

“Alcohol. I carted the lot over to Dylan’s place next door—beer, tequila, whiskey, and a bottle of vodka I had for some reason. It’s all gone. I don’t trust myself having it in the house. I’ve never successfully given anything up before, so it seemed like the first logical step. Dylan was happy. I doubt the asshole will have to buy liquor for a while.”

“Ryan.” Hope gave a little laugh as she shook her head. “You don’t have to give up alcohol because I can’t drink. I don’t expect that at all.”

“Of course I am. I told you I wouldn’t drink, and I won’t.” I closed the fridge and faced Hope, with a serious look on my face. I wanted, needed her to know I was serious. “I’m in this. With you. I’m one hundred percent in.”
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Hope

I sucked in a breath. He couldn’t—he didn’t… I couldn’t form a coherent thought, let alone a sentence. My heart pounded in my ears and it felt like the whole world slowed for a moment. Ryan Burns was a hundred percent in with me.

Holy crap.

“I, uh. Wow. I don’t really know what to say.” I hunched my shoulders as I inspected the toes of my shoes. Really I was just looking anywhere but at Ryan.

“There’s nothing you need to say.” The tone in his voice had me jerking my head up to take in his wide smile and that dimple. “Except, of course, what you want to drink.”

I laughed. “Right. I guess I’ll have a nonalcoholic cider.”

“Sounds good.” Ryan pulled out two bottles of cider, popped the top off one and handed it to me then popped the top off of the other. He took a long pulled then sighed. “Almost as good as the real thing. You want to sit for a minute? The chicken needs a little more time to marinate.”

“Sure.” I followed him to the luxurious leather sofas and took a seat at one end, far from Ryan. I wasn’t ready to sit that close to him yet.

“So,” Ryan said before ducking his head and taking a pull from his cider.

A heavy silence thrummed between us. I didn’t know what to say. This felt like an uncomfortable first date. Except it wasn’t a first date. We’d hooked up. I knew what he looked like naked. I’d traced a few of his tattoos with my tongue. He’d held a stick I’d peed on. He watched a nurse handle a jar of my pee. And now here we were, having dinner together and unable to come up with a single thing to say to each other.

Awkward.

But he’d already laid it all out for me with his “hundred percent in” comment. I wanted to do my part too, so I searched for something—anything—to say.

“So, Dylan lives right next door, huh? How’d that happen?” I asked.

Ryan’s brow wrinkled. “There were two condos for sale, and we bought them.”

“I kinda figured that part out on my own.” I laughed. “What I meant was did you guys intend to live next to each other? Was that the plan? Or did he follow you? Or did you follow him?”

“I don’t even remember who found the place first. When we first moved out of Aunt Wendy’s house, Dylan and I roomed together in an apartment in Ben Ali, not that far from the Kings’ clubhouse. It was a shithole. But it was all we could afford at the time. We really wanted to get out and live on our own, you know. Anyhow, we saved up because we were paying fuck all for rent, and when we got the signing bonus for the TV special, we moved here. I can’t remember who found what first. It just felt right. Dylan and I have been joined at the hip for forever. Might as well be neighbors, too. I can’t get away from my family. Not that I want to.”

“That sounds kinda awesome. I wish…” I trailed off not sure I should or could finish the thought. The love that Ryan had for his family was awe inspiring. I’d seen it on the show and could hear it in his voice. It was awesome and lovely and just so foreign to me.

Ryan tilted his head. “What do you wish?”

“I just wish… I’ve never had that with my family. When I was little my mom was so busy going to school then working, I spent more time in daycare and at the Boys and Girls Club than I did with her. And then she married Cal when I was eleven. I don’t know. It just never felt like I fit in. I was without a family, and then I was outside the family when they had a baby together. I was always the afterthought.” I paused and made a face at my sudden outpour. “And wow, I didn’t mean to unload all that. Are you sure this is nonalcoholic?”

I laughed weakly at my pathetic joke. I couldn’t look at Ryan. It felt like I’d stripped bare in front of him, and he was contemplating all my flaws. Instead I picked at the label on my bottle and hoped like hell he wouldn’t want to dive deeper into my verbal diarrhea.

I flinched when the cushions jostled as Ryan moved down to me. He stopped a few inches away but didn’t touch me.

“I’m sorry about your childhood. How old is your brother? Sister?”

“My brother, Sage, is twelve.” I frowned. I had no idea where he was going with this.

“That’s what? A ten, twelve year age difference? Kinda makes it hard to be siblings then.”

“I guess. By the time he had a personality and could do stuff, I was in high school. And the last thing I wanted to do was hang out with a preschooler.”

“Nah, I get that. I couldn’t imagine growing up without my brothers and Sabrina. We’re all so close. Especially me, Dylan, and Sabrina. We’re kinda the three musketeers.” He frowned and looked away. “Or at least I thought we were.”

“Is something wrong?”

“What? No.” He turned back and smiled at me.

Not that I bought it. “Come on. It’s only fair. I poured out about my secret pain. You gotta share something with me.”

“There’s nothing secret about my pain.” Ryan snorted. “Everyone knows my dad killed my mom.”

“We haven’t even gotten to my daddy issues.” I shook my head. “Sorry, that came out way grosser than I meant. What I was trying to say is that I have way more issues. We haven’t even scratched the surface. But you gotta give me something.”

Ryan laughed lightly at my phrasing. “Uh, maybe. Have we reached the secret sharing part of this relationship yet?”

“Um, yeah? I’m pregnant with your baby and just told you about my screwed up childhood. I think we’re way past it.”

“No, I just meant…” He sighed. “I’m going to tell you something that I need you to keep just between me and you. My brothers don’t even know and I don’t, she doesn’t, want them to know.”

I frowned when he said she but nodded anyway.

He reached up and rubbed at the back of his neck. “I guess a year ago my cousin Sabrina was secretly dating someone, accidently got pregnant, and then miscarried a few weeks into the pregnancy.”

“Oh no.” I covered my belly with my hands. “That’s so horrible. I don’t…I can’t even imagine.”

Ryan nodded tightly. “And she didn’t tell anyone about any of it. She went through all of that alone. I only found out about it Monday. I’m just…I’m hurting for her. I can tell she’s still torn up about it, but she doesn’t want to talk about it. The only reason I know is because she heard me talking to you on the phone and figured out our situation. I don’t think she even meant to tell me. It just slipped out. And I don’t know. It hurts to know that she went through that, but it also hurts that she didn’t trust me enough to tell me about it. I would’ve been there for her. I want to have been there for her. I just…”

He trailed off and shook his head. I scooted across the cushion separating us and wrapped my arms around him. He was clearly grieving for his cousin and also, I think, for himself.

“I’m so sorry, Ryan.” I didn’t know what to say beyond that. Even though this pregnancy had thrown my life into chaos, I was already attached to it. After my initial freak out—okay, days long freak out—I started thinking about what it would mean. I would have a chance to do everything I wished my mom had done for me. It was a do over of sorts. And I wanted it. Loved the thought of it. Sure, it would be hard, but this baby was mine.

And I really didn’t want to think about the possibility of losing it.

Ryan’s hand rubbed up and down my back. His voice was somewhat muffled when he finally spoke. “Thanks. But, um, for obvious reasons I don’t think Sabrina wants anyone else to know.”

I pulled back. “I won’t say anything. Besides, it’s not like I have a roaring social life.”

“Yeah, about that. I guess your dad is still pissed about us?”

“Yup. He hasn’t reached out to me at all. And to be honest, I’m not all that eager to talk to him after that last time.”

“Maybe you need to spend some time with my family, then. They’re going to be in your life. Might as well get to know them now.”

“I’d like that.”

Ryan laughed. “You say that now, but trust me. You spend any amount of time with my brothers, they will get on your nerves.”

“I can’t wait.”

“Great. Uh, before I get started on dinner there is one thing I want to talk to you about.”

“Okay.”

“It’s kinda related to the whole Sabrina thing. Well, something she told me anyhow. Uh, she said miscarriages are more likely to happen in the first couple of months and that’s why she didn’t tell anyone about the pregnancy. She thought it would be a good idea for us to wait and not tell anyone until you’re more…established, I guess. It’s not like you can get more pregnant.” He sighed and shook his head. “I’m screwing this up. I guess what I’m asking is: do you want to wait before telling our families? Aside from Dylan and Sabrina. Obviously, they know about us and the baby, but what about everyone else?”

“I guess I want to wait? I haven’t really thought about it much. I mean my dad would have to contact me for me to even tell him, and if I’m honest, I’m not ready to tell my mom. We have a strained relationship as it is. She’s not exactly thrilled that I moved here to be with my dad. And now I have to tell her I’m having a baby with one of his biker friends.” I shook my head. “It will not go over well.”

Ryan’s brow wrinkled. “What’s to disappoint? You’re a beautiful, college educated woman. They should be supporting you.”

“Family isn’t always a safe place to fall. You of all people know that.”

Ryan conceded my point with a chin jerk. “True.” He paused to clear his throat. “There’s another awkward angle to this that I haven’t told you yet. Uh, you know we’re gonna start filming on our series soon? I don’t think it would be a good idea to have this front and center. The producer can be shady as hell and once he starts digging…” He trailed off and blew a raspberry. “I’m worried about them causing shit with your dad and the club.”

I could see it now. The producers would love to give us a Romeo and Juliet, forbidden love kinda slant to the drama. Reality show gold. “Crap.”

“Yeah.” Ryan laughed bitterly. “It’s shady as fuck considering how I felt about Sabrina’s situation, but I think we need to keep the pregnancy under wraps for the time being. That’s an atom bomb we need to be prepared for when it finally drops. And in the meantime, we could date as two regular, non-pregnant people.”

“Non-pregnant people? What the heck?” I laughed.

“I don’t know. I don’t think I’ve ever talked this much in my life. My smoothness was never gonna last long. But anyway, back to my point—going forward with my family and the filming. You’re the girl in my life, and I want to see you. I want to be with you. I want to get to know you. Kiss you. Do other stuff with you. That’s my point. I like you, Hope Stephens. Will you go out with me?”

My breath caught in my throat. There was something so old school amazing about his question. I don’t think anyone had asked me that since I was thirteen. And for it to come from this man at this moment? I smiled as a flush spread across my face and body.

“Yes, Ryan Burns. I’ll go out with you.”

Ryan gave a whoop and gathered me in his arms again. “This is gonna be fun, beautiful. You’ll see.”

And then he covered my lips in a kiss that had my heart racing in seconds. It was everything our night together had been plus the promise of more. That time we’d been derailed by the broken condom and now…

Now, I was pregnant. I was having a baby with this man.

Oh man, was I in trouble.

I couldn’t wait to see what came next.







  
  
  Chapter 14

  
  





Ryan

She was soft and pliant in my arms at first, kissing me back like there was nothing she wanted in this life more. My dick was hard and aching in seconds. I was running different scenarios in my head. Should I toss her over my shoulder and head for my bedroom? Or say screw it and get busy right here? It wasn’t like we’d need any condoms nearby. But before I could decide which route to take, she changed. Instead of the warm, needy, passionate woman, she was suddenly stiff and rigid in my arms.

I pulled back to ask what was wrong when Hope bolted from the couch. She raced out of the room, down the hall and slammed the bathroom door shut.

What the hell?

I followed her and hovered uncertainly outside the bathroom door. No sounds filtered out. Was she feeling okay? Did I freak her out by moving too fast?

“Hope?” I called hesitantly after knocking softly.

Nothing.

What the hell?

And then I heard the telltale sounds of someone retching.

Fuck.

I pushed open the door and found her on her knees in front of my toilet. Placing my hand over hers, I took over the job of holding her hair back.

“Ryan.” Hope groaned. “I don’t need you in here for this.”

“Nowhere else I’d rather be.”

Hope made one of those gulping sounds that made my stomach clench in sympathy. I closed my eyes and blocked out the sound. Or tried to. Finally, after a few more gulps, Hope grabbed some toilet paper and wiped her mouth.

I let go of her hair and flushed the toilet. Plopping down on the edge of the bath, I looked at her. “Feel better?”

“Ugh. Not really.” She grabbed a new tissue and carefully wiped under her eyes. “That was not fun.”

“Didn’t look like fun. Was that the first time you were…because of the pregnancy?”

“Yeah.” Hope finally put her hands down and made a wry expression as she looked at me. “Think it’s too optimistic to hope that was also the last time?”

I smiled back at her. “Probably. Think it’s too optimistic to hope you’ll be impressed with my cooking skills after that?”

Hope laughed then groaned and clutched her stomach. “Probably.”

“Wanna give it a shot anyway?”

She sat back on her heels and smiled wryly at me. Holding her hand out as an answer, she let me pull her to her feet then held my hand as we walked to the kitchen.

“Do you need another cider?” I asked, looking around for our abandoned drinks. “Or want something else? I have juice, soda—”

“Whoa.” Hope laughed holding her hands up. “I don’t need to hear the whole laundry list again. How about a water?”

“Still, sparkling, or tap?”

“Oh my god, you are ridiculous.” Hope laughed as she shook her head. “You know that, right?”

My grin grew wider. “I might’ve been told that a time or two.”

“I guess still water if that is what I think it is.”

“If you’re expecting regular, ole bottled water, then yes.” I smiled back at her while I grabbed two bottles from the fridge, handed her one, and pulled the marinating chicken out. “Want to join me on the balcony while I grill these up? Is chicken okay? I should’ve probably asked, but I didn’t know what you’d like. Can’t go wrong with chicken though. Right? Unless that wouldn’t sit well with your stomach? Do you want something else?”

Hope’s eyes widened. “I uh, no. I like chicken.”

“Great.” I set my water down and grabbed the bowl with the chicken breasts. I needed a minute to get my head on straight. “You know what? You can hang here and I’ll just put these on grill and be right back.”

I slipped out the sliding glass door to the balcony before she could say anything. After lighting the grill, I waited a second for it to warm up. Standing there with a bowl of raw chicken in one hand and tongs in the other, I shook my head. “Asshole,” I mumbled to myself. “She’s gonna think you’re a fool if you don’t get your shit together.”

“I think you’re cute,” Hope said behind me.

I closed my eyes with a curse. “Right. Because a man who doesn’t know what the fuck he’s doing is cute.”

“It is when I don’t know what the heck I’m doing either. I’ve never been in this situation before, and I think it’s safe to guess that neither have you.”

I shook my head. “Nope. Never.”

“You were just so confident and self-assured earlier. And the way you came into the bathroom and took care of me? Swoon worthy. You have nothing to be nervous about. I think you’re going to be an amazing dad.”

I rubbed the back of my neck, not knowing what to say in the face of all these compliments.

“To be honest it kinda freaked me out because I don’t know what I’m doing.” Hope made a face then looked away like she was embarrassed.

“Me too.” I put the chicken onto the grill then closed the lid. After setting the bowl and tongs down on a little side table, I turned to her and held up my hands. “I’m scared outta my mind. I don’t know how to do a relationship. I don’t know anything about pregnancy. Or babies. I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing.”

“Ditto.” Hope took a small step toward me. “Maybe we can figure it out together?”

I put an arm around her waist and tugged her the rest of the way toward me until she was pressed up against me. “I’d like that.”

Hope smiled tremulously up at me and then rested her head softly against my shoulder, wrapping her arms around me. We stood there on my balcony holding each other.

Honestly it was one of the best moments of my life so far.

* * *

“So I’m kneeling there with a freaking plastic Santa in my hands when Nathan comes tearing around the corner screaming, ‘run!’ I look up, and he’s already halfway down the street with a plastic reindeer in one hand and a string of Christmas light in the other while a huge guy with a baseball bat is bearing down on me. I tossed the Santa at him and booked it after Nate.”

Hope blinked. “Wait, why’d he have a baseball bat?”

“I imagine to bash our heads in with.”

“But I thought you guys were there to decorate Nathan’s girlfriend’s front yard. Why would that piss him off? Were they anti-Christmas or something?”

I took a bite of chicken and hitched a shoulder. “Well, little did I know that Nathan hadn’t bought the decorations. Honestly, it never occurred to me to ask. He didn’t have a job at the time. I mean, he was helping Austin with his shit, but there was never a paycheck at the end of the day—all the money went back into Austin’s shop back then. So Nathan couldn’t have afforded the decorations himself. Apparently before I showed up, he’d gone onto some dude’s lawn three streets over and stole the stuff. Thought he was so slick. We’re just lucky that the guy came after us with a baseball bat and not a gun.”

“Holy crap, that’s crazy.”

I laughed. “That’s growing up with the Burns brothers. I got a million stories about them. And they’ve all got an equal number of stories about how stupid I was. But don’t listen to them—they’re liars and thieves.”

Hope’s laughter joined mine. “Clearly. Unlike you, right?”

“Absolutely.” I gave her my innocent smile, dimples flashing. Not that she bought it judging by the eyeroll I got in response.

“Still that’s nice that you all had each other’s backs.”

I snorted. “After that night, it was a long while before I had Nathan’s back. Fucker should’ve told me he stole the decorations. And then I would’ve told him he should’ve worn black clothes and not a fucking white t-shirt. Idiot.”

Hope laughed as she twirled her fork through the black bean salad on her plate. Despite her earlier nausea, she’d eaten most of the dinner I’d made her and had enjoyed my stories, but there was a pensive look on her face now. I remembered her words about not fitting in with her family and spending more time in daycare and at the Boys and Girls Club than with her mom. I couldn’t imagine not having my crew of partners in crime. “What was it like for you growing up?”

Hope made a face and shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s weird to talk about, you know? It’s all I knew. I had a mom who loved me, yet I didn’t see much of her. When I figured out that other kids had dads but I didn’t, my mom told me he’d died. Christ, I was four. I didn’t even know what that meant. I don’t know. It was what it was. I just… I want better for our kid. I want to be there for my kid.”

I nodded in encouragement but Hope didn’t notice. She was too busy staring down at her plate, tracing her fork through the lime juice and olive oil I’d used to toss the black bean salad.

“It didn’t even occur to me until I moved here that my mom clearly has a type. But all the men my mom dated were…rough. She didn’t bring many of them home until Cal, but the few I met were all biker kinda guys like my dad. Cal, my stepdad, looks like a freaking Viking with his muscles and mohawk and rings. He is going to shit a brick when I tell him. I might be more scared for him to find out I’m pregnant than my mom.”

A chill swept over me. Did that mean… “Has he ever put his hands on you?”

Hope looked up with a horrified expression. “God no. I didn’t mean that. He’s just… He’s never been the warmest man. Even with his own son, he’s distant, I guess? I can see that now. I’m not sure how to describe it. He’s brusque, short-tempered, but it’s all verbal. He’s never touched me. Heck, I don’t think he’s ever hugged me. But sometimes he has this way of making me feel really small. Kinda like how my dad made me feel after he found out about you and me.” Tears sheened her eyes as she gave me the saddest smile. “Anyways enough about my pitiful life. What’s going on with you? Tell me about your TV show. When does that start?”

I let her steer the conversation away from the painful topic of her family, but it was in the back of my mind as we discussed the upcoming filming and I asked her a few questions about her job. Now that I knew more about her childhood, it was kinda poetic that she’d made a career for herself with an after-school program—sort of like going into the family business.

I cleared my throat. “We’re having a celebration dinner this weekend at Austin’s house. I guess all the paperwork for filming is finally finalized. Dylan thinks Austin just wants an excuse to throw a party. But uh, I’d like it if you would go with me.”

“Dinner? With your family?” Hope’s eyes widened. “Do you think that’s a good move? I mean, this early?”

“It’s not like it’s a formal dinner. More like a barbeque. Or a kegger. There will be so many people there, I swear it won’t even register as a meet-the-family thing.”

Hope chewed on her bottom lip and didn’t say anything.

Shit, I was screwing this up. “Is it too soon? It’s too soon isn’t it? It’s fine. We can go to a movie or something else. You wanted to take this slow, right? I can do slow.”

“Ryan, stop. It’s fine. I just…” She shrugged. “Sure, it’s a little fast, but apparently that’s how we’re doing this. We’ve slept together. I’m pregnant with your baby. We’re having our kinda first date now. It’s not like we’ve done any of this in the right order. Why not meet your family? I’ve already met Dylan. What’s two or three more?”

“Technically five.” I ticked off the members of my family on my fingers. “Aunt Wendy. My cousin, Sabrina. Nathan. Austin. And Rachel. So five.”

Hope had gone back to gnawing at her lip again.

“But there’ll be other people there. Six! I forgot Rachel’s son, Wyatt. He’s a cute kid.”

Hope still didn’t look convinced.

“I don’t want to pressure you. If you’re not ready for it, that’s fine. There will be plenty of opportunities to meet my family. But I think you’d like them, especially Aunt Wendy. She has a more-the-merrier kinda vibe—always the life of the party—and she was a pretty awesome mom. I don’t remember mine, so she’s all I’ve known. You said you never felt like you fit in your family, and I want you to know that you’ll always have a place in mine.”

Tears welled in Hope’s eyes and she covered her mouth with a hand. “Oh my god.”

Fuck, I went over the top again. I was really bad at this relationship shit.

“That is the sweetest thing I think I’ve ever heard.” Hope swiped at her eyes. “Sorry. I’m not usually this tearful, but it’s been kinda a day, you know. But thank you, Ryan. I think now I have to come to dinner with your family.”

I laughed a little uncomfortably. I’d never brought a woman to tears over a dinner invite before. “With that buildup, how can you not?”

Now I just hoped that we lived up to the hype.

“And thank you for dinner. It was wonderful.” She smiled and all my unease fell away.

I’d whip my brothers into shape if it meant that Hope looked at me like that again. Fuck, I could climb Mount Whitney at that moment. It took everything inside me to stay on my side of the table and not jump on her the way I really, really wanted to.

“I’m glad you liked it,” I whispered huskily as I fought a battle with my inner demons.

“But I should probably head home. Because if you keep looking at me like that, I’m gonna stay and do things that landed me in this tangle in the first place.”

“Damn, I didn’t think I’d been that transparent.”

“Yeah, well you kinda have that whole eating me up with your eyes thing down pat. Maybe work on that before the dinner this weekend.”

I laughed. “Noted. Come on, I’ll walk you to your car.”

“Thanks.” Hope smiled bashfully at me.

I grabbed her purse off the counter, handed it to her, and we were out the door because if I were honest, I didn’t trust myself much either when there were so many horizontal surfaces nearby.

Hope’s hand brushed against mine as we walked to the parking lot. I slipped her hand into mine and it felt like the most natural thing in the world. A tingle ran up my arm to my chest at the soft smile Hope gave me. Christ, this woman might be my kryptonite. I think I’d do just about anything to see that look on her face on a daily basis.

Stopping next to her car, Hope leaned back again the door and blinked up at me. “So this is me.”

“This is you,” I murmured as I stepped into her space.

Hope ran her tongue along her bottom lip and I bit back a groan. “Thank you for dinner. Maybe we could do this again sometime?”

“Abso-fucking-lutely.”

Hope’s mouth puckered as her eyes danced, and I just couldn’t stop myself. Leaning down I covered her mouth with mine and kissed her. Hope’s arms moved up and twined around my neck, one hand burying in my hair, the other gripping at my shoulder as she kissed me back.

As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t let my hands touch her because I knew the minute I felt her beneath me this whole going slow thing would end in a heartbeat. Still I moved my mouth over hers and swept my tongue inside her mouth, searching, tasting, remembering every small detail I forgot about that night.

And wishing we could go back there again.

Finally, I pulled away with a groan. “If we don’t stop now…”

“Yeah,” Hope whispered back. “I gotta get home.”

It was my turn to bite my lip as I watched her take a step back and duck into her car. Fuck, I really wanted tonight to end differently.

But I couldn’t regret the way the night had turned out.
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Hope

Ryan: You’ve had all your shots, right?

I blinked at my phone. It was a dinner at his brother’s house, not a trip to some exotic country.

Me: What is your brother serving that I need to make sure I’m updated on my shots?

Ryan: With us a tetanus shot is kinda required.

Me: WTF? Do you have nail gun fights for fun or something? 

Ryan: No. 

Actually Nathan and Dylan did once now that I think about it.

Me: Yeah, I’m thinking I might find something else to do instead.

Ryan: Sorry. Bad joke. I swear there won’t be any fighting or hospital visits required.

I just stared at my phone in disbelief. Did he really think his brothers would be that pissed about us? But then I remembered my little conversation with my father when he found out I’d slept with Ryan. Would his family feel the same? Like I wasn’t good enough to be with him? How would they react when they found out about the baby?

Me: We’re still keeping the pregnancy between us, right?

Ryan: Sure. Well us and Dylan and Sabrina. But that’s all. I swear.

Right. I forgot that some in his family knew. More like half his family. Crap. At this point was there any chance at keeping the pregnancy secret?

Ryan: Just thought I should maybe brace you for some yelling and general dysfunction. My family can be a lot. 

Me: Do you not remember why we got together in the first place? I’m a fangirl. I know all this.

Ryan: Yeah but seeing it on TV and living it are two different beasts.

Maybe I should’ve explained more about my little family—my stepdad Cal in particular. That man had plenty of roar when required.

Ryan: It’ll be fine. I swear. Am heading out the door now. See you in a few.

Me: I’ll be waiting ;)

And by that I meant waiting in the lobby. After last time, I didn’t want to chance Ryan running into Goldie and her blabbing to my dad. Again. I’d tried to talk Ryan out of picking me up. I could drive over his place or even meet him at Austin’s—I wasn’t picky—but he wouldn’t budge. He wanted me on the back of his bike or we weren’t going at all. It kinda pissed me off that he was being so high handed. Although there was a not-so-little part of me that was thrilled he had to have me on his bike. I couldn’t wait to wrap my arms around him, feel the wind on my face and his hard body between my legs.

I had to fan myself to calm down a bit. Stupid pregnancy hormones. Or maybe it was just the thought of Ryan’s pheromones. He did smell really good.

Rolling my eyes at my sudden horniness, I slipped my wallet and phone into my tiny clutch that should easily fit in Ryan’s saddle bags. I’d spent ages obsessing over what I should wear. Ryan had made it sound like a laidback get together, but I didn’t want to show up looking like a schlub. Although his motorcycle meant I’d have to wear jeans and boots, so I topped them off with a vee neck t-shirt that always made me feel sexy. Grabbing my clutch and a wind breaker for the brisk spring air on the back of Ryan’s bike, I was out the door.

As I stood waiting for the elevator, my phone pinged with a text. I smiled as I fumbled through my clutch for my phone. Could he really not wait ten minutes to talk to me? He should be driving!

But my smile fell away when I saw the display on my phone.

Sage: When are you coming home again?

It felt like someone hit me in the chest with a baseball bat. I didn’t know how to reply to him. While I was at college, I’d swing by the house on long weekends to take him out for a meal. Since I’d been getting to know my real father, I’d wanted to get to know my little brother too. He’d been in elementary school when I’d started hanging out with him, but he was in middle school now and struggling.

I hated to disappoint him, but with everything going on in my life I couldn’t go home now.

I stressed over my reply the whole elevator ride down to the lobby. And now sitting in a chair next to the elevators, I typed out my reply.

Me: Sorry, bro. It’ll be a while. Need to work more so I get some time off. Maybe this summer? What’s going on?

I waited, but he didn’t reply right away. Something had to be going on for him to text me. I’d always been the one to initiate contact. He had my number since I’d started taking him out for meals, but he’d never reached out before. Something wasn’t right. I could feel it in my bones.

Biting the bullet, I did the one thing I really, really didn’t want to do.

I called my mom.

The line rang and rang, but she didn’t pick up. That wasn’t unusual—she never had her phone on her. Ending the call, I thumbed through my contacts and called my stepdad.

On the fourth ring, he picked up.

“What.”

I blinked at his terse non-greeting. I shouldn’t have been surprised; this was Cal after all. “Hey, Cal. I was trying to reach Mom, but she’s not answering. Is she there with you?”

“Yeah, but she’s busy. She’ll call you back when she gets a chance.”

I heard a soft cry in the background and then he hung up on me.

Shit. That wasn’t good. Nothing about this was good.

I scrolled down to Sage’s contact and called him.

One the sixth ring, he picked up.

“Hope?” He whispered.

I tried to talk around the frog in my throat. “Hey, buddy. What’s going on?”

The silence on his end of the line was nerve wracking. He gave a shaky sigh. “I miss you.”

“I miss you too. I really wish I could pop over there.” It was a four plus hour drive to Eureka. “I’m sorry, Sage. I know I haven’t been a good sister lately. But um, I’ll take a look at my calendar at work on Monday and plan a trip, okay? Maybe come over for Memorial Day?”

“Okay.” His voice sounded so weak and far away.

“Is there anything you want to talk about now though?”

“No.”

Sometimes it was like squeezing blood from a stone to get any kind of reply beyond a yes or no from him. We’d been so much closer before I moved to Sacramento. “Okay. How’s things going at school?”

“Okay.”

Lord. “And home? How’s life with Mom and Cal?”

He paused again before he replied. “Okay.”

“You gotta use more words, buddy.”

“Okay.” He giggled and the sound warmed my heart.

“But really, you can always call me or text me if anything’s wrong. I’m your sister. I care what happens in your life.”

“Okay.” He snorted like the little smartass I knew and loved.

“Okay.” I rolled my eyes. “And I promise I’ll text you with my plans for our next weekend together. I swear.”

“Okay. Love you, Hope.”

“Love you too, Sage.”

I ended the call with a heavy heart. I didn’t know what was going on with him. But enough of his replies sent my social worker radar pinging. I knew what life was like at home when I’d lived there. I just hoped it hadn’t gotten worse. Sage deserved better.

I would do better.

The lobby doors slammed open and I jumped. My solitary bubble burst as Goldie waltzed into the lobby.

“Ooooooh.” She shoved her teased blonde hair out of her face and smirked down at me. “Who’s the princess slumming with tonight?”

I pushed to my feet then shouldered passed her and headed for the doors. “Fuck you, Goldie.”

“Excuse me? I don’t know who the hell you think you are, but you better check yourself, sweetie. Or I can do that for you.”

Oh really? I spun around and surveyed her head to toe. From the tear-smudged mascara to the mismatched black leather heeled boots and not to mention her offensive mouth, she defined crudeness. But there was no way in hell I’d let her think she could walk all over me.

Especially after our last run-in.

“You might have fifteen years and thirty pounds on me, but I can kick your ass any day of the week.”

Goldie hot footed it across the lobby to where I stood next to the doors. She shoved her face toward mine, and I winced at the waft of gin that hit my nose. “I can and will give you a lesson of what happens to little girls who think they can play with the big dogs. I’ve been a big dog longer than you’ve been spreading your legs for skinny, little punks.”

I snorted, not the least impressed. Or intimidated. “Did you seriously just call yourself a dog? Apparently, I don’t even have to think up insults. You’re doing all the work for me.”

“You little bitch.” Goldie swung her hand toward me but stopped an inch short.

Rags, her old man, stood behind her, holding her slapping hand aloft. “Seriously, Goldie? You don’t have enough shit raining down on you, you have to throw down with the Prez’s little girl? What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“You didn’t hear what she said,” Goldie whined as she tried to tug her hand free.

“The shit where you called yourself a dog?” Rags snorted. “I heard all of it, and it was fucking hilarious. Stop shoving your nose where it doesn’t belong.”

Goldie scowled as she finally tugged her hand free. “Little bitch is so damn uppity. Someone needs to teach her a lesson.”

“Well that someone isn’t you. Get your ass upstairs. Now.” His voice brokered no argument. And with one final glare in my direction, she stomped over to the elevators.

“Hope.” Rags nodded at me before turning to follow his woman.

I inclined my head in reply, but he’d already disappeared into the elevator.

Lord, if this was how the night was starting, maybe I’d be better off staying home.

But before I could think about texting Ryan, my phone pinged.

Ryan: Am out front.

I hadn’t heard the rumble of his motorcycle. Although I hadn’t heard Rags’ either, but maybe he’d walked over from the clubhouse.

I pushed through the front doors and stopped short at the pickup idling at the curb. Ryan hopped out and crossed around to open the passenger door. “Hey, beautiful.”

“Hi.” I looked from the truck to him in confusion. “What happened to the bike?”

He shrugged. “Hauling precious cargo. I thought this would be safer.”

And so it begins. “Don’t you think that should be my call? My body, my decision?”

“Just get in the fucking truck, Hope.” He heaved a sigh like the conversation already exhausted him.

I guess I had come off as bitchy and confrontational right off the bat. I tried to shake off the bad feelings my family and Goldie had given me. Curling my lips inward, I walked over to Ryan and stopped when I was in his personal space. Looking up at his tired eyes, I placed a hand on his arm and smiled. “What I meant to say was hi, Ryan. Thank you for coming to get me.”

He sighed. “Is everything always gonna be a fight with you?”

“Probably.” Standing on my tip toes, I pressed a kiss to his cheek then made to get into the truck.

“Whoa, wait.” Ryan held me back from jumping into the cab and pulled me back to him. “That is no way to say hello. Say it like this.”

Then his lips crashed into mine and he all but swallowed me whole. His lips moved aggressively over mine, his tongue sweeping inside to duel with mine. In seconds I was swaying against him, twining my arms around him to hold myself up. A minute later my knees were weak, and I was seriously contemplating dragging him upstairs to finish what he’d started.

But then I heard the rumble of a motorcycle, and I remembered where we were. Ryan might be ready to stake his claim and let everyone know what we were, but I wasn’t there yet.

Pulling back with a sigh, I raised my eyebrows at him. “Hello.”

His eyes laughed down at me. “Hi.”

“Is there somewhere we need to be, or was the plan to make out in the parking lot?”

“There was a plan, but now I’m rethinking it.”

I rolled my eyes and hopped into the cab. “Come on, Ry Guy. We got places to go and family to meet.”

Ryan closed my door and walked around to the driver’s side. After climbing in, buckling up, and checking that I buckled too, he put the truck in gear and turned toward the exit. His headlights shone on a pack of motorcycles pulling into the lot. And at the front of the pack, my father. I’d recognize that hulking figure and bike anywhere. Ryan and his brothers had built the motorcycle after all.

My gaze flicked to Ryan and found him watching the bikes as well. A muscle flexed in his cheek as his eyes narrowed.

I watched as my father’s head turned toward Ryan’s pickup, and I swore his eyes met mine despite the darkening skies and the truck’s tinted windows. My stomach clenched at the scorn I saw. I swallowed hard.

“Any time you want to move, just let me know.” Ryan continued to watch the bikes pull into the parking lot.

I sighed. “I swear when it rains, it pours.”

Ryan’s head swung around and he narrowed his eyes at me. “Why? What happened?”

“Just the usual. Crap with my family. Ran into Blondie in the lobby. And that lovely little stare down with my father just now. The Saturday night dysfunctional trifecta.”

Ryan scanned the parking lot behind me, taking in the pack of motorcycles idling twenty feet away. Then he turned back to me and smiled wide. “Beautiful, you haven’t met dysfunctional until you’ve hung out with my family.”

I muffled my giggle behind my hand. The way he’d said it made it actually sound like fun. I couldn’t wait.
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Ryan

I tried to act like the scene in the parking lot hadn’t affected me. Between the kiss and her father’s sudden appearance, I was a clusterfuck of nerves and feelings. I didn’t know what to do with it all, so I cleared my throat and changed the topic. “What happened with your family?”

“What?” Hope turned from her survey of the Saturday night traffic and blinked at me.

“You said you had some crap with your family? What’s going on?”

Hope hitched a shoulder. “I don’t know really. I got a text from my little brother asking when I’m going to be in town to see him next, but he didn’t respond to my reply. When I finally got him on the phone, he sounded…off. I don’t know what’s going on, but whatever it is it doesn’t feel right.”

“Has he had trouble in the past?”

“What, like been a difficult kid? No way. Sage is the nicest, calmest kid you’d ever met. He just goes with the flow and is so freaking funny. But today he was monosyllabic and just not himself.”

“Are you going to talk to your mom about it?”

She hitched a shoulder. “I tried but she didn’t answer and Cal was his usual charming self. I’ll try to get answers from Sage again before I escalate it.”

I felt like there was a lot that she was leaving out, but when she didn’t say anything more, I decided to let it go. For now. “Speaking of dysfunction, are you ready for tonight?”

“You keep saying that. What exactly do you expect to happen?”

“It’s not a Burns family get together unless one of us leaves pissed off, bleeding, or—in the case of Sabrina—in tears. Although the bleeding part hasn’t happened since we filmed and only with the guys. No one will lay a hand on you, I swear.”

“Okay, now you’re kinda freaking me out.”

I signaled to turn. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to. Just trying to lighten the mood.”

“Keep trying.” Hope shook her head. “Or maybe don’t. I’m a little afraid of what you might say next.”

“You and me both.”

Her giggle turned into a full belly laugh. I grinned at the sound. I don’t think there was anything on this earth I loved more at that moment than the sound of her laughter.

Hopefully tonight turned out better than it’d started for her.

Doubt hit me as I pulled up to the curb outside of Austin’s glitzy house ten minutes later. While the rest of us had gone the townhome route, not ready to commit to so much house—or mortgage payments—Austin had gone a different way. His house was modern, sleek, and fucking expensive. Judging by the vehicles parked in the driveway and up and down the street, also full of my family and friends.

No pressure.

I don’t know why I’d thought this was a good idea. My family was a lot to take on a regular, low key day. But I hadn’t wanted to go a whole week without seeing Hope. And I knew there would be a shitstorm if anyone inside recognized her. The Kings were our biggest client, so I’d had to do some tap dancing lately to avoid them—tap dancing that I hadn’t explained to most of my brothers. Austin and Nathan had no clue of the big changes happening in my life.

Would I be able to reign in my anger if any of them went off about Hope and the Kings? I needed to show her that I was a responsible man and not that asshole with the anger problem from our reality show—the angry guy who broke his brother’s nose. I had to keep my shit under control, which would be tricky, because my brothers really knew how to push my buttons.

My earlier feeling of dread roared back with a vengeance.

I forced a smile as I opened her door for her and held her hand as we walked up the driveway. It’d be fine. I was worrying about nothing. Taking a deep breath, I raised a fist and knocked on the ornate front door. Up until a month ago I would’ve just walked right in without knocking, but that had changed when Austin’s girlfriend, Rachel, moved in.

Speaking of, Rachel was the one who answered the door. She smiled as she held the door open. “Ryan. Hey.”

“Hey, Rachel.” I stepped into the house as she ushered us inside. “This is Hope.”

“Hi.” My girl gave an adorably awkward wave with her free hand.

“Hello.” Rachel tilted her head. “You look familiar. Where do I know you from?”

Hope’s eyes darted to me then away. “Really? I don’t think we’ve met.”

“We’ve only been dating a few weeks.” I cut in. “She hasn’t had a chance to be introduced to most of the crew yet.”

“Oh, well, tonight will definitely be fun then.” Rachel’s eyes twinkled. “Tossing her into the deep end, huh, Ryan?”

“It won’t be that bad,” I reassured Hope. “We were nice to Rachel when we first met.”

Rachel raised her eyebrows but didn’t say anything to contradict that. “Most everyone’s in the kitchen. I think Austin, Wyatt, and my mom are out back with the grill. Make yourselves at home. Nice to meet you, Hope.”

Hope nodded. “Nice to meet you, too.”

I led the way to the kitchen with Hope’s hand still in mine. Rachel shut the door behind us then murmured something about checking on her mom.

When we reached the kitchen, I found Sabrina, Dylan, Nathan, and a few friends huddled around the island.

“Ryan!” Everyone chorused, like this was Cheers and I was Norm.

“Hey guys. This is Hope. And this is Sabrina, my cousin. Nathan, my brother. You already know Dylan. And this is Phil from Performance Builds and Tom from Rancho Custom Paints.”

“There will be a test later.” Sabrina laughed. “Can I get you something to drink, Hope?”

“A water, please.” Hope replied.

“Still, sparkling, or tap?” Sabrina asked.

Hope laughed and turned to me. “Is this a Burns thing?”

“We just really like our water.” I shook my head then jerked my chin at Sabrina. “Still and one for me too.”

“Water?” Nathan raised his eyebrows as he tipped his beer up. “Since when do you not drink? Or go out with teetotaling women?”

“Ooooh!” Dylan mocked. “Cracking out the big SAT words. Teetotaling.”

Sabrina smiled at my brothers teasing. But I didn’t miss the way her eyes flicked to Hope’s stomach as she handed over our waters. I’d asked her and Dylan to keep the pregnancy news quiet since we weren’t ready to tell everyone yet. But between the two of them, it was probably a matter of minutes before the news leaked.

I shrugged. “It’s a little early to drink and Hope is a classy gal. What can I say?”

Austin waded into the kitchen, holding a cutting board and tongs aloft. “Five thirty is early? How late are you two planning on staying?”

“We thought we’d give Wyatt some sugar and see how long he runs around,” I replied, referring to Austin’s girlfriend’s three-year-old son.

“Well the joke’s on you because Wyatt doesn’t like sugar.” Austin snorted. “You’d have better luck if you tried cheese.”

“Okay, that makes no sense,” Dylan retorted. “Cheese doesn’t make kids hyper.”

I pulled Hope close to me as my brothers bickered in the background. She gave me a smile and settled into my side. Maybe I was wrong. I’d built this whole thing up in my mind, and it really wasn’t that bad. No one had recognized Hope. Or spilled the beans about the pregnancy. What had I been worried about?

“So Ryan,” Nathan said with a raised eyebrow, immediately raising my suspicions. “How did you and Hope meet?”

There was a pause as I—and possibly Hope—considered our answers. Then at the same time Hope said, “At the clubhouse,” I answered, “At a club.”

“What?” Nathan asked with a wrinkled brow.

I squeezed Hope and replied, “At a club.”

It wasn’t technically a lie. The West Coast Kings was a motorcycle club after all. I didn’t want anyone here to look at Hope that way—like she was a girl who hung around a motorcycle clubhouse and all the slut shaming that came with it. But judging by the way Hope had gone rigid, she didn’t appreciate the white lie.

“Oookay.” Considering Nathan’s raised eyebrows, he didn’t believe me anyway. “What do you do, Hope?”

“I’m the assistant program director at a local Boys and Girls Club.”

“Oh, that sounds like fun,” Sabrina waded in, smiling at Hope. “Do you get to work with kids and play sports and stuff?”

“Sometimes. I usually do more of the behind the scenes, hiring, background checks, work with vendors. That kind of thing.” Hope shrugged like it wasn’t an important job. “But I do love to hang out with the kids and hearing about their days and what’s going on. That’s why I took the job. Kinda sucks that I don’t get to do more with them.”

“It sounds like fun.” Sabrina shoved her hands into her pockets. “I wish I was as passionate about my work, but how much fun can payroll and paying bills ever be?”

“Well, if you have the time you should come down. We’re always looking for responsible adults to help out, and I’m pretty sure an accountant is the definition of responsible.”

I grinned as I wrapped an arm around Hope. I knew she and Sabrina would get along. But a small part of me niggled that she’d never asked me to come down to volunteer. Did that mean she didn’t see me as a responsible adult?

“I gotta go check the grill.” Austin grabbed a platter and clean tongs. “Nice to meet you, Hope.”

“You too.” Hope smiled.

Nathan still frowned at Hope like he couldn’t make sense of why such an amazing woman was on my arm. I felt that familiar simmer of anger bubbling under the surface. But after a few deep breaths, I let it go. I wasn’t here to score points off my siblings.

After one more searching look, Nathan nodded at us. “I’m gonna go help Austin stand over the grill. Nice to meet you, Hope.”

She didn’t notice. Sabrina had grabbed her and the two were talking about different programs at the Boys and Girls Club.

Nathan slipped out with Tom and Dylan on his heels, leaving me alone with the women and Phil.

“Ah, Ryan, since I’ve got you, can we talk for a minute?” Phil gave me a grim smile.

Oh shit, this wasn’t gonna be good. I sent a look Hope’s way—she and Sabrina were still happily talking—before jerking my chin at Phil. “Sure. How about in here?”

I led the way to the living room, knowing and dreading what was coming next. Standing next to the sofa, I crossed my arms and waited for the shit storm to rain down.

Phil stopped a few feet away, just out of arms reach. “I just wanted to make sure everything was okay with us.”

I’d heard that line with women a time or two, but never from one of my friends before. I shook my head, not expecting it from Phil. “What?”

“I know things didn’t exactly go as planned with your father. I’m sorry that I had to fire him, but I hope that won’t affect things with our relationship personally or professionally.”

“This is not even remotely how I thought this conversation was gonna go down. I thought you’d be pissed that Dylan asked you to hire the fucker.”

Phil blinked. “I thought… Dylan made it sound like it would be a personal favor to him and you if I took your father on.”

“That son of a bitch. I can’t believe he brought my name into it.”

Phil grimaced. “To be honest, it made me a little uncomfortable when he asked. Especially since he didn’t want me to talk to Austin or Nathan about it.”

I closed my eyes and bit out a curse. “I’m sorry that Dyl brought you into this fucking mess. And I’m not surprised that you had to fire that fucker.”

“Well, I told him when I hired him that it might’ve been a personal favor, but I still expected him to do the work. Hell, showing up would’ve been a nice start.”

“He pulled a no call no show?”

“Five. After a few warnings, I had to let him go. I can’t have some guys playing by the rules but not all.”

“No, I understand. It shouldn’t have happened in the first place. Any of it.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “I’ll have a talk with Dylan. But I swear, everything is completely fine between us. I consider you a friend, and I hope this won’t sour shit between us.”

“We’re good.” Phil stretched a hand out and we shook before he slapped me on the back. “I’m gonna get a beer. You good?”

“Yeah, man. Thanks. I’m gonna get back to my girl.”

“Sounds good.” Phil tipped his chin at me then left the room, leaving me to think over the situation Dylan had put me and Phil in.

This shit had to stop. Now. The old man was already sniffing around looking for another job, and after the shit he pulled with Hope, he wasn’t getting a fucking thing from me. Dylan had better leave my name out of anything he did for that fucker in the future.

I just had to hope news of their little arrangement didn’t hit Aunt Wendy’s ears. Shit would rain down from high for sure then.

“Really, Ry?”

I jerked my head up at Nathan’s confrontational approach. Fuck me, he’d heard about the old man already?

I hitched a shoulder. “It’s Dylan. What could I do?”

“What’s Dylan? I was talking about you bringing that chick from the Kings clubhouse here. What the hell are you and Dylan into?”

Right. Hope. I bit off a curse. Nathan had been there the night Hope and I hooked up. It’d been too much to hope he wouldn’t recognize her. “Nothing. Just a little side project. And Hope is an awesome woman.”

“She’s a motorcycle club slut. What the fuck you doing bringing her around our family?”

“Do. Not. Ever. Talk about Hope like that. I will end you. Do you get me?”

“Whoa. Are you seriously gonna throw down over some Kings’ club pussy?”

I was across the room, shoving Nathan before he finished the sentence. “I don’t ever wanna hear that shit from you again. Ever. We clear?”

I jabbed a finger in Nathan’s face and he slapped it away with a glare.

“She was at the Kings’ clubhouse. Think about what that means for a second. You’re happy letting her hang around Sabrina? Around Aunt Wendy? Rachel and Wyatt? What the fuck is wrong with you?”

I wanted, ached, to slam my fist into Nathan’s smug face, but I remembered my instructor’s words. “Your anger will boil to the surface again. Take a breath. Remove yourself from the situation if you can’t calm down. Then come back to it when you have control over yourself.”

“I can’t talk about this with you now.” I turned to leave but froze when he spoke again.

“Really? You’re running away? When are you gonna stop being the fucking screw up of the family? You like to play like you’re a man but you’re really still a little boy. You need to grow the hell up.”

“No, what I am is determined not to be like Dad. I’m leaving because all I want to do is smash my fist into your fucking face until you stop saying stupid shit about my woman. But sometimes being a man means walking away.”

I crossed to the front door. I wasn’t leaving. I just had to get out of this room and take some time to cool down. I didn’t trust myself around anyone at the moment.
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Hope

I bit my lip as I surveyed the backyard. The word didn’t do the area justice. From the fenced pool to the manicured gardens to the winding path leading to the pool house in back—they had another house—the space was far from what I’d call a backyard. But I didn’t see Ryan anywhere.

“How’s it going?”

I jumped as Rachel sidled up to me. “It’s good. Your house is amazing.”

“It’s Austin’s but thank you. I only moved in a few weeks ago. I swear sometimes it doesn’t feel real.”

“I know what you mean.” I’d thought the same about me and Ryan a few times before. And that was before my pregnancy test came up positive.

“They’re a little overwhelming at first, but they really are a great group of guys. And Wendy is awesome. She’ll be by a little later. I think she’s working at the diner still, but I swear it’s not like the TV show. They’re pretty low key most days.”

“Good to know,” I murmured.

“Telling Ryan’s girl all our secrets?” Austin asked as he stepped up behind Rachel and wound his arms around her.

“Only the really good ones.” Rachel smiled and ducked her head as Austin nuzzled the side of her neck.

“Oh Christ, get a room you two.” Nathan groaned as he stepped into the backyard.

“We would but we have company right now.” Austin smirked. After giving Rachel one more kiss, he stepped away and accepted a beer from his brother.

I felt the scorch of their passion and obvious love for each other. They were sweet, but honestly, kinda hard to watch. It only underlined how far Ryan and I had to go. We weren’t there yet, but I really, really wanted to be.

I felt a different, unpleasant tingle and turned to find Nathan surveying me from head to toe, almost like he was looking for something not to like. I gave him a hesitant smile that he ignored as he turned to follow Austin to the grill.

Rachel tilted her head. “And some are slower to warm up than others. Can I get you anything? Something more substantial to drink? It’ll help you make it through the night with this crew. Trust me.”

“I’m good.” I tilted my bottle of water. “I think I’ll stick to water tonight, but thanks.”

“Sure.” Rachel smiled, but I could see the question in her eyes. Was I a killjoy? Some religious nut? I was afraid to even think the “P” word in case I’d somehow telepathically send it to her.

“Found you.” Ryan laughed as he walked to my side. “Everything okay?” He smiled at me, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. The fake smiled bothered me, and I wanted to know what was going on.

“We’re fine.” Rachel tucked her long, brown hair behind her ear. “I was just getting ready to tell Hope the real dirt on the Burns boys.”

Ryan snorted. “Pretty sure the whole world has seen us at our worst already. Not much dirt left.”

The smile fell from Rachel’s lips. I struggled to find something to fill the awkward silence when a little boy came running across the grass screaming, “Mommy!”

Rachel shook her head as she crouched down to hug the little boy. “You’d think he hasn’t seen me in years.”

“Homework is taking up most of your time here lately.” A middle-aged woman in a wheelchair said as she rolled toward us on the winding cement path. “He’s missed you.”

“Thanks, Mom. Guilt acknowledged and accepted.” Rachel rolled her eyes as she hugged her little boy. “Hopefully things get easier after finals here in a few weeks.”

“It wasn’t a criticism, Rachel. I know how hard you work at school and at keeping this little guy alive.” Her mom tossed a smile to the group. “I’m just going to go hangout at home and leave you kids to your party. Night.”

“Goodnight, Mom. Thanks for watching him.” Grasping him under his arms, Rachel lifted her little boy up and he wrapped around her like a monkey. “Hope, this is Wyatt.”

“He’s a cutie.” I couldn’t help but smile at the adorable little boy. “Hi, Wyatt. How old are you?”

“I’m four.” Wyatt grinned with his entire body. “Are you Ryan’s girlfriend?”

I stuttered along with my heart as I didn’t even know how to answer that.

Ryan chuckled next to me and wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “Maybe, kiddo. I’m trying to convince her.”

Rachel’s eyes widened as she pressed her lips together.

I had a feeling I was making the same face. Ryan had said so much with just a few words. But before anyone could acknowledge the comment, Wyatt screamed, “Austin! Austin!”

He wiggled down from Rachel’s arms and tore across the yard to where the rest of the men were gathered around the grill with beers in their hands. Without pausing, Austin bent down and scooped Wyatt into his arms—beer and all—and kept talking to the guys. Wyatt wiggled in his arms like a puppy and butted his head against Austin’s shoulder.

“Excuse me. I think I need to rescue Austin.” Rachel said as she backed away. Her eyes flickered to me, and Ryan’s arm around me, before she turned and headed for her family.

But instead of taking her child from Austin’s arms, she stopped at his side and Austin wrapped his other arm around her, his beer resting against her hip. They looked like a family unit.

My eyes felt mysteriously misty. I surreptitiously swiped at my eyes then mentally cursed myself for touching my mascaraed lashes.

“You hold up all right while I had a little chat with Phil?” Ryan asked, tearing my attention away from his family.

“Yeah. Your family is pretty great.” Except for Nathan, who was kind of a dick, I finished silently. “Everything okay with you? You looked a little frustrated when you came out here.”

Ryan looked down and toed at his boots. My face burned as I realized he didn’t want to tell me what was going on. Right. So much for girlfriend fantasies. I don’t know why I expected—

“I don’t even know where to start,” Ryan muttered, interrupting my internal dialogue. “There was shit about my dad. Shit with my brother. Brothers. Two of them. Maybe I should start shit with Austin and make it a complete set.”

I pressed my lips together, unsure of what to say. I’d never had problems like that with my sibling. “I uh, do you want to talk about it?”

Ryan pause then shook his head. “Not here. Later.”

“Okay.”

“Just… Let me know if Nathan does or says anything that makes you uncomfortable.”

What the hell? My eyes widened. I wondered if I should tell him about the dismissive little stare down session we’d had. I didn’t want to make anything worse for him and his brothers.

So instead I nodded and didn’t say anything about it.

We stood there for a moment in silence that was surprisingly comfortable considering we were both clearly a little uncomfortable with Nathan. Ryan’s arm wrapped around me with everyone else chatting a dozen feet away. It felt like an alliance. Ryan and me against the world. Or most of his family, anyway, given the way Nathan and Dylan kept tossing us looks.

Maybe this family thing wasn’t as easy as I’d hoped it would be.

A few minutes later, the moment was broken as Austin hollered, “Food’s ready. Everyone get your asses inside and eat.”

The rest of the night passed in a blur of good food—shrimp skewers, pasta salads, and fruit—good company, and alcohol for everyone but me, Ryan, and Wyatt. The latter disappearing upstairs with Rachel after dinner and not returning with her thirty minutes later.

I think the combination of food and alcohol mellowed everyone. Ryan was calmer and teased his brothers about work and stories from their childhood. Nathan even relaxed some and stopped glaring at me.

But mostly I’d remember the way Ryan’s arm felt around my shoulder or when he’d reach out and casually rest a hand on my thigh when I sat next to him at dinner. Immediate warmth enveloped me always followed by little electric sparks. By the end of the night I felt like a live wire, buzzing with a mixture of sexual tension and aching need. And for once I couldn’t blame it on alcohol. It was all Ryan.

I hoped he felt the same way as I did, otherwise this would be long night. I wondered if I had any triple A batteries at home...

We sat side by side on the sofa, me all but sitting in his lap as he absently traced random patterns over my jean clad thigh. I swear it felt like his finger was on my skin and not touching my thick, scratchy jeans. His voice was a distant rumble as he talked to Austin. The vibrations of his chest under my cheek were soothing despite the storm his absentminded fingers caused.

Suddenly Ryan jolted, jarring me from my spell, and I sat up with a wince.

Ryan’s stubble rasped against my temple as he murmured in my ear, “Sorry, were you sleeping, beautiful?”

“No, I’m fine.”

“Maybe you should head home.” Austin rumbled from the other end of the sofa. “She looks half asleep.”

“No, really I’m fine,” I weakly protested.

“Yeah, I think we’re gonna head.” Ryan jostled me as he stood up, pulling me up as well and clutching me to his side. “See you guys, Monday. G’night.”

Ryan wrapped an arm around me, and I smiled apologetically at everyone as we made our way to the door.

“Thanks for letting me tag along.” I gave a smile, awkward wave, hampered by Ryan’s arm around me. “It was nice meeting you all.”

“I wouldn’t call it tagging along.” Rachel smiled. “Not if Ryan has his way.”

The rest of the group hooted.

Austin grinned. “Ryan and Hope sitting in a tree. F-U-C—”

“Language!” Rachel scowled.

“What?” Austin laughed drunkenly. “I was spelling it, not saying it. Besides Wyatt is sleeping. Maybe we should head upstairs and do a little of our own F-U-C—”

“And that’s our cue to leave.” Ryan saluted the group. “Night, all.”

The crew murmured their goodbyes and we walked out the door to the sound of Rachel and Austin’s laughter.

“Uh,” Ryan’s lips quirked. “Are you sure you wanna be in with a family like that?”

I nodded slowly. “Yeah. They’re pretty great actually. I really like Rachel. I’m sure the rest of your family will grow on me with time.”

“Like a fungus. Right. That’s a pretty apt description of my family.”

I rolled my eyes, but I was smiling as we walked toward Ryan’s truck.

“Bro!” Dylan shouted behind us. “Wait up!”

Ryan huffed in annoyance but stopped and turned, waiting for Dylan to catch up.

“Whoa. I shouldn’t drink and run.” Dylan groaned after he stopped in front of us. “It really fucks with my equilibrium.”

“Was there a point to this or did you just want us to watch you run drunk?” Ryan scowled. “Kinda got things to do tonight, Dyl.”

“Yeah, yeah. I need a ride home. I caught a lift here with Austin.”

“Seriously?” Ryan scoffed. “Call an Uber. I’ve got to take Hope home.”

“I don’t mind,” I cut in. Looking between Ryan and Dylan, it felt like something else was simmering beneath the surface. Ryan was definitely pissed at his brother and not because he’d asked for a ride. “Um, I kinda wouldn’t mind seeing your place again. That is, if it’s all right with you?”

Ryan stared at me for a moment then slowly nodded. “Okay. Sure, I’ll take you home, Dyl. But you’re riding in the back seat.”

Dylan raised his palms. “Hey, I’m not trying to get between you and Hope. I just want to get home in one piece.”

Ryan shook his head and then, still holding my hand, led the way to his pickup parked at the curb. When we reached his truck, Ryan opened my door for me and helped me into the cab. A silent Dylan scrambled into the backseat of the crew cab as Ryan closed my door and circled the truck to his side. Ryan tossed his brother an annoyed look as he settled behind the wheel.

Just as Ryan started the truck, Dylan piped up from the backseat, “So I take it no one else knows we’re going to be uncles?”

Ryan shook his head. “How drunk are you?”

Dylan snickered. “Just enough to really enjoy pissing you off in front of your girl.”

Ryan raised his eyebrows at me. “I swear, I told him we weren’t telling anyone else about the baby yet.”

“It’s fine.” I hitched a shoulder. “They’re family, right?”

“Right,” Ryan muttered. “No matter how much I wish they weren’t sometimes.”

“Hey! Can we stop for In-N-Out? I’m starving!” Dylan moaned.

I shook my head and smiled at Ryan. “Kind of a preview of what having a kid will be like.”

“Because drunk Dylan isn’t far off from a toddler?” Ryan laughed. “Agreed.”

“I think the two of you are gonna make a gorgeous baby.” Dylan snorted with laughter behind us. “Gorgeous. Does that sound weird to you guys? Gor-ge-ous. Genius? What was I saying again?”

I giggled the rest of the way to Ryan’s condo. Maybe having a family wouldn’t be all bad.
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Ryan

I was ready to kill my brother. Literally and figuratively. By the time I’d pulled up to our condos he’d told us all about the last girl he’d hooked up with—down to the color of her nipples—and we listened as he tried to pronounce chiaroscuro. I only knew what he’d meant because we’d been living together when he took those art classes at the community college. But between Phil apprising me of Dylan’s name-dropping and him horning in on my alone time with Hope with his never-ending babble, he was testing the limits of my anger management skills.

“Oooh!” Dylan exclaimed as he clamored out of the truck. “I’m gonna order Postmates! Later.”

I sighed with relief. At least he knew when to make himself scarce. Eventually. Although it was probably more due to his drunken hunger than manners.

Turning to Hope, I smiled wryly. “Do you want me to take you home?”

“I’m exactly where I want to be.” Hope smiled back at me.

I closed my eyes in relief that Dylan hadn’t actually fucked up tonight for us. I gave her a wolfish grin. “I’m glad to hear that. Sit tight for a second.” I bailed out the driver’s door and jogged around the truck to her side. Opening Hope’s door, I shook my head. “Sorry about Dylan.”

“Don’t be. He was fine. Funny. And at least he didn’t puke in your truck.”

“Yeah, it’s probably a good thing we didn’t stop at In-N-Out.” I grabbed Hope’s hand and led the way to my front door. “He’s gonna be pissed when he finds out that Postmates doesn’t do In-N-Out.”

“Hmmm, maybe lock your door.”

“He’s got a key.” I pulled out my own and unlocked the door. Pushing it open, I held out a hand for Hope to enter first then followed behind. I flicked on the lights and locked the door behind us, hoping that Dylan wouldn’t use his spare. I had a feeling I didn’t want him walking in on us thirty minutes from now. “So…”

“So.” Hope turned to face me and raised her eyebrows.

And I had nothing. I didn’t know what to do or what to say. “Want something to drink? I have sodas and alcohol-free cider and—”

“And water,” Hope finished for me with a smile. “Every kind I can imagine, I remember. Thank you but no.”

“Okay.” I shoved my hands into my front pockets to keep myself from reaching out and touching her, holding her. I just wanted to put my hands on her, but I’d promised that we’d take this slow. So how slow was slow?

And how did I ask that without sounding like a horny tool?

Hope watched me with a slight smile curbing her lips. She tilted her head like she found my twitchiness curious. “So.”

“So,” I repeated.

“I think we need to find a different word. Or something to say to fill the awkward silence between us.”

“Want to sit on the couch and talk?” I offered.

“Because we’re doing so well with conversation so far?” Hope asked with raised eyebrows.

I shrugged as I ducked my head. I didn’t know what to say, and it was frustrating. Usually I was confident, arrogant even, when it came to women. I knew many found me attractive. Between the time I put in at the gym and my attitude, I’d never really had to work to get attention. I didn’t have much experience at keeping it though. Up until now I’d always been fine with moving on after a few weeks when the initial spark had cooled.

Now, more than anything, I wanted to push past that spark and get to know the woman beneath and have a relationship with Hope. But damned if I knew where or how to start.

“Did you have fun tonight?” I asked. “The guys weren’t too crazy, I thought.”

“No, I mean yes, I had fun and no, the guys weren’t crazy.” Hope laughed. “So no and yes.”

I laughed lightly as I searched my brain for something, anything to say.

Hope tilted her head. “Everything okay?”

“I uh, yeah. Sorry. I don’t know what to say. We had this whole vibe going on at Austin’s house just a few minutes ago, and I don’t know how to get it back.”

“I think you’re putting a bunch of pressure on this between us, Ryan. It shouldn’t have to be so much work. I don’t think it should feel like work this early.”

“I just…want this to work. And I have no fucking clue what I’m doing.” I crossed to the sofa and sat down heavily, burying my face in my hands. “I don’t know how to do a relationship, Hope.”

“Well, neither do I, but I think at first, the most important thing is that there’s chemistry.”

I snorted. “We have so much chemistry it blew up a condom. Hell, it’s taking everything in me to keep my hands off you right now. There are so many places in this apartment I’ve imagined laying you down and doing just dirty, depraved things to you.” I shook my head. “I don’t think chemistry is our problem.”

She glanced around the apartment. “You have? Because it’s been three weeks since you’ve so much as kissed me, so you can see why I was wondering.”

I sat up and turned to face Hope. “You think I don’t want you?”

Hope shrugged and looked down at her hands as she twisted her fingers together. “I want to be more than an incubator to you. If this between us ever has a chance of working, there has to be an us to begin with. Since the condom broke, almost every conversation has been about the baby or how our families are going to react about the baby.” She paused and hunched her shoulders. “I’d like to talk to you about you and well, maybe do more than talk, if you’re still interested in that with a pregnant woman.”

She whispered that last part like she was embarrassed.

And it was shitty that I ever gave her that impression. I didn’t know what to do about creating a relationship between us, but there was plenty I could do about letting her know that I wanted her.

“Come with me.” I stood up, grabbed her hand, and led her out of the living room, down the hallway to my bedroom. I might’ve had plenty of fantasies about her in every room in my place, but this was the one I’d spent the most time dreaming, fantasizing about. I had to have Hope under me again in my bed.

Maybe tomorrow we could defile my living room. Or my kitchen. Then maybe the shower.

Stopping next to my bed, I turned and cupped her face in my hands. “You are without a doubt the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever seen. I wanted you the first time I saw you, and I want you every time I see you. It’s taken a hell of a lot of self-discipline for me to’ve kept my hands off you this long. But that stops now.”

Hope blinked up at me with wonder in her eyes, like she couldn’t believe what I was saying. Like maybe she wasn’t worthy of my words.

But she was.

I leaned down and kissed her. I let her feel the power of my hunger, all the times I held back, kept myself from reaching out for her, bleed through my kiss. I kissed her until she believed me. Until she couldn’t question that I wanted. Until I had to pull back and breathe.

But fortunately I was a talented multitasker. While I was busy breathing huge gulps of air, I grabbed the hem of her shirt and pulled it up and over her head. Hope made a surprised little squeak and I smiled. Christ, I don’t think there was anything about this woman I didn’t love.

I paused as the l-word flashed through my brain, but then my eyes dropped down to the thin lace covering her breasts. Suddenly I wasn’t capable of complex thought. All I wanted was to feel those pink tipped breasts under my hands, with my lips and tongue.

Pushing her bra cup out of the way, I passed my thumb over her hardened nipple. Hope sucked in a breath and arched into my hands. She was still wearing way too many clothes, but I couldn’t wait. I had to have a taste. Bending down, I licked her nipple before sucking the tip into my mouth. Hope groaned and buried a hand in my hair, holding me closer. I rumbled a groan of my own and sucked a little harder. She moved helplessly under me, arching into my mouth. I could hear her panting breaths and the little cries she made when I nipped her. But it wasn’t enough. She was still wearing too many clothes and so was I.

I pulled back with a groan. I didn’t want to let go of her at all, but I had to get her and me naked.

Hope swayed when I released her. I put out a hand to stabilize her and she looked up at me with slumberous, please-fuck-me eyes.

“Shit, sweetheart. You look just…” I trailed off with a groan. Taking a step back from her, I tore my shirt off over my head. Legit heard a ripping sound. Then made quick work of my itchy pants. Kicking them out of the way, I heard Hope make a groan of her own. Before I even looked her way, she’d closed the distance between us and ran a ravenous hand over my chest.

“This body of yours…” She shook her head. “Between your muscles and the tattoos, I think you’re like my fantasy brought to life. I must’ve used up all my wishes on you, and I don’t regret a single one.”

I huffed a little laugh. “What? Wishes? What are you even talking about, beautiful?”

Hope shook her blonde hair out of her face and looked up at me with eyes that were brimming with emotion. “And that. That right there. The look on your face when we’re together like this. I think I forgot it with all the crap going on in our lives outside of the bedroom. You’re like this perfect mix of bad boy and reverent lover. I don’t know what I ever did to be worthy of having you in my life, but I’m so glad.”

And now my skin felt itchy. Perfect? Hope thought she had to be worthy of me? What the fuck? Hope was the gorgeous, self-assured, college graduate who was living so far away from home. I was the asshole with anger issues who’d barely graduated high school and hadn’t managed to move more than a dozen miles from where I grew up. A hot, itchy sensation swept over my scalp and my heartbeat pounded in my ears. But I tried to laugh it off. “That’s just because you don’t know me, beautiful. It’s kinda the foundation of our relationship.”

Hope laughed lightly as she ran a hand over my chest, pausing to play with my left nipple. “I know enough to know an amazing man when I see one, Ryan. Because you are amazing—with your family and this body and the way you make me feel when you kiss me.” Her eyes sparkled when she looked up at me. “You’re amazing.”

I couldn’t take hearing anymore of this. It made me feel uncomfortable. Not worthy. So I did the only thing I could think of. I pushed her down onto the bed and covered her mouth with mine.

Crouching over her on the bed, I kissed her. Hope buried her hands in my hair and kissed me back. Tempting me, moving restlessly under me, hypnotizing me with her taste and scent. I continued to kiss her as I grappled with her bra. Finally, the clasp sprang free and I pulled back to tug the material off her. I dove onto her breasts, teasing one with my fingers and suckling the other deep into my mouth. I went back and forth until we were both breathless with arousal.

“Ryan,” Hope groaned as I left her breasts and fumbled with her pants. I wanted to feel all of her. Under me. Around me. Clasping me with her warm, wet heat. The last thought almost had me coming right then. After several tense seconds, I finally pulled her pants free, and her panties were quick to follow.

Kneeling between her thighs, I ran a delicate finger over her folds, teasing the soft delicate skin. Hope made a keening cry as she arched into my touch. But her cry was quickly followed by a gasp as I nuzzled the center of her folds.

“Oh my god. Oh my god.”

I smiled as her litanies grew in volume. Using a soft nuzzling kiss, I played with her perfect, gloriously wet pussy. But those words of hers kept niggling in the back of my mind. Perfect. Amazing. Worthy.

Shaking my head like I could shake them out of my brain, I got back to business. Gently parting her with a finger, I slowly ran it up and down her center. Spreading her wetness. Relearning her taste. My thumb softly passed over her clitoris and she jumped in my hands. I continued to tease her clit with my thumb while I explored her folds with my tongue. Hope groaned and buried a hand in my hair.

“I don’t… I don’t think…” Whatever else she was going to say was lost in a groan ending in a scream as she went over.

I could feel her pussy spasming even though I hadn’t even gotten so much as a finger inside her. Her whole body pulsed with her release. I waited a few beats for her to come down, enjoying the look of ecstasy on her face, that expression of sheer joy and awe. I felt like I could scale a mountain just then. Take on ten hairy bikers all on my own.

Hope blinked as a slight shudder shook her body, and then she smiled drunkenly at me.

It only took one look from her gorgeous eyes, and those words were pounding in the back of my brain again. Perfect. Amazing. Worthy. I wasn’t. Despite what that smile on her face said. I was so far from any of those things.

I bent my head and made us both forget those words ever passed her lips.

This time I gently teased her with one finger, slowly pressing it inside her as I softly licked her throbbing clit. Hope groaned and shimmied beneath me. It only took a few seconds of me teasing her with both my fingers and mouth before she went over again. She grasped my finger in the vise grip of her soft, silky center that had me groaning. I could easily imagine what she’d feel like around my dick. Because I remembered. And I wanted to be there again.

But first, I bent down to nuzzle her pussy one more time, only I was denied. Hope groaned and rolled away from me.

“No more. Please. I don’t think I can take another orgasm.” She groaned into my pillows.

I sat back stunned. Shit. I’d gone too far, and now she was a raw nerve ending. Meanwhile, I was gonna die of a literal case of blue balls.

Dammit.

With a heavy sigh, I headed over to the light switch, turned it off, and crawled into bed next to Hope.

“What are you doing?” She asked as she sat up, pushing her hair off her face.

“Going to sleep.” Maybe. And maybe I’d wait ‘til she fell asleep then sneak off to the bathroom and rub one out.

Despite the dark room I could see the frown wrinkling her forehead. “I thought we were having sex.”

“And you said no more, so…”

“No more oral. I didn’t mean I was done fucking you.”

It jarred me a minute hearing that word fall from her mouth. Usually Hope went to crazy lengths not to curse. And then I figured out what she was saying. “Wait, so you want more?”

“I want you. I kinda thought I made that perfectly clear, but apparently not. I guess I’m just gonna have to take control here.” She swung over so she was straddling me, her hair falling in a curtain around us. A naughty little grin curved her mouth and I had to hold my breath. Then she shimmied down my legs until she could sit between my thighs. Only my boxer briefs were between me and Hope.

Fuck that.

Without waiting for her to say a word about them, I pulled her a little higher onto my stomach, arched my hips, and pushed my stupid boxer briefs down my legs. Everything tangled for a minute—my underwear, my legs, Hope—but after a moment and a few giggles from the two of us, the briefs were gone and it was just me and her.

After shimmying down my legs until she was nestled between them, Hope sighed. “I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of looking at this bad boy,” she murmured as she gently stroked up and down my length. “In fact I think I need some up close and personal time.”

And then I about swallowed my tongue as she bent forward and slowly licked every inch of me. She took me into her mouth until the tip of my dick rested against the back of her throat. When she swallowed it took everything inside me not to lose it then and there.

I reached down and grabbed her under her arms, lifting her off me.

“Wait! I was just getting to the good stuff!”

I snorted. “Unlike you, I don’t get to play again and again. And there’s no way in hell that I’m coming for the first time in a month inside your mouth. Where the hell did I put those damn condoms?”

I was craning my neck, trying and failing to reach the nightstand when Hope spoke.

“I uh, don’t think we need those anymore.”

I froze. She didn’t mean… My head swiveled and I gave Hope an incredulous look.

She shrugged. “It’s not like I could be more pregnant.”

“Condoms don’t protect you from just pregnancy.”

“Are you saying you have an STD?”

“No. I’m clean. I had my yearly physical a month before you and I got together the first time, and I haven’t been with anyone else.”

“I am, too. I went to the clinic after we…” She shrugged and I was sure if I could see her clearly there would be a blush staining her face. “I didn’t know you, and the condom broke, so I got tested.”

“Smart.” Because it was. She didn’t know me from Adam, despite her fangirl status. I couldn’t resent her for that. Besides… “Does that mean you don’t want to use anything?”

“If you’d like.”

I’d like. Fuck, I’d love. Dammit, there was that word again. “As long as you’re comfortable.”

A wicked grin swept over her face. “I think when I’m done, we’ll both be comatose. Forget comfortable.”

“Is going bareback on your sex bucket list? Because it’s sure as hell on mine.”

Her eyes sparkled. “Ditto. And I’m thrilled that I get to take your bareback virginity. You better lay back and find something to hold onto. I’m gonna take you for a ride.”

Then she pushed me down on the bed, straddling me once more. Only this time, she lined herself up, holding my dick in one hand as she sank down onto my length.

My eyes rolled back into my head. I’d never been bare back with a woman before and let me tell you, it absolutely lives up to the hype. There is nothing like that hot, wet clench of woman with nothing between you. I was inches from losing it all and we had only barely gotten started. I cursed myself for missing the show. I opened my eyes just in time to see Hope fully seat herself on me. She tilted her head back as a shiver shook her body. Her long hair tickled my thighs, and then it was my turn to shiver. After a second, Hope clenched around me but not moving at all, and I groaned.

I reached up and grabbed her around the back of her neck, urging her to bend toward me. I needed to do my part here too. Straining up, I nipped at her nipples dangling overhead and Hope gasped. Finally, finally she moved slowly up and down my length. Talk about perfect. Between the gorgeous woman, tasty nipples and hot, wet, naked pussy, I wasn’t sure how much of this I’d be able to take. I reached down with one hand and softly flicked at her clit. Hope groaned and rode me a little faster.

I clenched my teeth and tried like hell to get her there first, but dammit it was close. I thought about the complicated wiring of a Harley. I thought about the ingredients to my favorite baby back rib rub. I tried to think about anything other than the perfect clench of Hope’s pussy.

Right until I felt the telltale first clench, and then I lost it. I griped Hope’s hips and thrust into her. One. Two. Three thrusts, and I was coming.

And coming. Fuck, it’d been forever since I’d been with her, and my hand had nothing on the feeling of Hope’s naked pussy—especially when she was clenching around me like now.

Hope collapsed onto my chest, and I couldn’t fight the little laugh bubbling up.

“What?” She muttered into my naked chest, unable to even lift her head up to look at me.

“Nothing. I’m just happy.”

I could feel the curve of her lips as she smiled against my chest. “Me too.”

We lay there for a moment, lost in the happy glow of our post orgasm haze.

It was damn near perfect.

Fuck, there was that word again.

After a minute, Hope groaned and pushed herself up. Shoving her hair off her face, she smiled at me. “I’ll be right back. I just gotta go clean up.”

“I can do that. Just wait here a second.”

Hope raised her eyebrows. “Unless you can bring me a toilet, I think maybe I should do this myself.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. I need to pee. I do that a lot lately.” With a quirk of her lips, she jumped off the bed and headed for the attached bathroom with more energy than I was capable of at the moment.

But I had to, since I had some cleaning up of my own to do.

The whole time I was in the hall bathroom those words she’d said earlier buzzed around my brain. Perfect. Amazing. Worthy.

The words gnawed at me. Antagonizing me. Because I was none of those things.

When I got back to the bedroom, Hope was already in bed with a happy smile curving her lips. I climbed in next to her and pulled her into my arms. She fell against me with a sigh.

“Sleep, beautiful. I’ll take you home tomorrow. I just want to sleep with you, hold you tonight.”

Hope didn’t say a word and in a few minutes her soft, steady breathing told me she was asleep.

Perfect. Amazing. Hope was both of those things.

I had to figure out how I was going to be worthy of her.

I wanted to be—had to be—if I had any chance of keeping her.
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Hope

From Ryan: How’s my favorite girl doing today?

I grinned as I looked down at my phone. Just seeing Ryan’s name had those butterflies rocketing in my stomach in a way that had absolutely nothing to do with morning sickness. Although I had puked once already today.

Not that I was gonna tell Ryan that.

Apparently morning sickness was tragically misnamed; it should’ve been called all-day sickness.

Me: I’m your favorite?

Ryan: Of course but plz don’t tell Sabrina. She’d kick my ass.

I laughed then held my stomach with a groan. Between the constant queasiness, occasional puking, and horrific smells from my coworker’s lunch, my stomach was a war zone. I really hoped this morning sickness thing didn’t last long.

Me: Your secret is safe with me :)

Thinking that would be the end of our exchange, I set my phone aside and took a quick inventory of what I had to get done even though it was already after five. Screw it. Nothing was pressing, and I really just wanted to get home, take off my bra, and veg in front of the TV. I shut down my computer and was reaching for the drawer I stashed my purse in when my phone pinged again.

Ryan: You busy?

Me: Nope just shutting down for the night.

Ryan: Great. I’ll wait for you out front.

Out front? He was here? A stupid grin stretched across my face, and I all but sprinted out of my office and down the small hallway to the front door. I vaguely heard the sounds of the after-school program behind me. Usually I’d hang around and help out, but not tonight!

I pushed open the front door and there he was. Standing in front of his bike as he looked down at his phone, Ryan could’ve been on the cover of any magazine. He was so much hotter than his brother, Austin, who’d already been on a few covers. Between Ryan’s cheekbones and the scruff of facial hair and the muscles that couldn’t be hidden under any clothes, he would put any model to shame. And then he raised his head, and gave me a panty-melting grin—it was this mix of cocky and endearing that made my heart pound.

“Hey.” I smiled as I crossed to him.

“Hey,” he murmured back just before he wrapped his arms around me and kissed me like he hadn’t seen me in a month and not just two days.

I had enough time to be thankful that I kept a toothbrush at my desk. Then I couldn’t hold a single thought as Ryan’s lips moved over mine. He had me panting and willing in just moments. I swear I moaned slightly when he broke our kiss.

“Probably shouldn’t give the kids a floor show, huh?” He whispered with a smile before pressing a quick peck on my lips.

“Wha—?” I broke off with a gasp when I realized what he’d meant. Shaking my head, I took a huge step backward. “You, sir, are crazy sexy and probably not good for my reputation.”

“What does that mean?”

I blinked in confusion at his suddenly pissed tone. “Just that I work with kids, so it’s probably not a good idea if I get all kissy and unprofessional in the parking lot where I work. I kinda want to keep my job, especially considering…”

“Sorry. I just thought you meant… You know what? It doesn’t matter. I’m sorry. I uh, was kinda hoping you could show me around? See what you do here? If it wouldn’t get you into trouble that is.”

“No, I can show you around. It’s fine.” I bit my lip to hold back the impulse to ask what that had been about. I didn’t want to rock the cart when Ryan didn’t seem comfortable talking about it. “Come on in. I’ll show you around, as long as you promise to keep those lips to yourself.”

“I swear I won’t kiss you while we’re inside…but no promises when I’ve got you all alone back at your place.”

I laughed. “Come on. Let’s get this show on the road, so we can get to that private show ASAP.”

Ryan followed me inside the large auditorium, keeping a respectful distance between us. It kinda made me love him all the more for it. My steps stuttered for a second and Ryan bumped into me from behind. I mumbled an apology as my mind whirled. Did I just think about love and Ryan in the same sentence? That was crazy. We didn’t know each other nearly enough for me to think that.

“Hope? Everything okay?”

I cleared my suddenly froggy throat. “Yeah. Yeah. Uh, where were we?”

“You were going to show me around? Let me know what you do?”

“Right. Yeah. So, these are our indoor courts. We have basketball and volleyball in here. Down that hall is the activity room where we do our afterschool program. One in four kids have nowhere to go after school—in the summer that number skyrockets. So we’re here to support all kids, especially those who need us most, to reach their full potential as productive, caring, responsible citizens.”

Ryan had been craning his neck, taking in the large auditorium with its basketball hoops and painted wooden floors, but paused and swung his gaze to meet mine. “Is that why you picked this Boys and Girls Club?”

“What?”

“’Especially those who need us most?’ You chose to work and live in one of the most depressed areas in the city. Why was that?”

“You know why I live where I do. As for the rest… I’d like to say there’s some altruistic reason that I chose to work here, but the honest answer is that they hired me. Not a lot of places were hiring at the time and apparently not a lotta people wanted to work here. It’s not that easy to find a placement after college doing what I do. My mom tried to get me into the local club, but they weren’t hiring. And I don’t know if I would’ve if I could have—that place had a lot of not-so-happy memories for me. So I don’t know. Something about this place just felt like home. I knew it the minute I walked through those doors. I’m just glad they offered me a job in the first place.”

We might’ve been all alone in the gym, but I felt like a thousand people were staring at me and finding me wanting. Why did I say that? I know I’d had a better reason when I interviewed almost a year ago but damned if I could remember it now.

“Damn girl, I didn’t think it was possible, but you just got so much hotter.” Ryan shook his head and rubbed at the back of his neck. “You better show me around quick before I have to drag you out of here.”

“What? Where’s that coming from?”

Ryan buried his face in his hands and groan. After a beat he looked up at me with burning eyes. “Every time I find out a little more about you, I fall a little harder. You said it wasn’t altruistic? I don’t know what your definition of that word is, but to me, you’re it. You work to give kids a safe place to hang out. You found a second home in this crazy neighborhood.” He shook his head. “That’s hella hot.”

“Thank you?” It came out as a question because I was so lost. He found my job hot? Now I was kinda afraid to show him what I actually did. Nothing would kill an erection faster than a huge spreadsheet of costs and suppliers.

“You take care of kids. And you’re having my baby. I couldn’t have tried to find a more perfect woman.” Ryan reached up and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “You make me want to be better. I want to do better to be worthy of you.”

“Ryan…” I shook my head slightly as I looked up at him. I didn’t know what to say. He thought that highly of me? It made me feel so much I couldn’t put it all into words.

“Hope, I didn’t know you were still here.” My boss, Paul, boomed from the other side of the gym.

And the moment was broken.

I gave Ryan an apologetic smile as I took a step back and away from him. Turning, I gave Paul a forced smile. “I was, but my boyfriend asked for a tour.”

The word fell from my mouth before I’d realized. Boyfriend? We’d never even had the talk, and I’d just declared him my boyfriend to my boss. Crap.

“Boyfriend? Hope, you know we can’t just—holy crap! Is that—are you Austin Burns?”

Now it was Ryan’s turn to give Paul a fake smile. “I’m his brother actually. Ryan Burns. Nice to meet you.”

Paul took Ryan’s outstretched hand and shook. “Right. Of course. Sorry, you guys look so similar, but I’m a fan. I love your guys’ work. I wish I could afford to hire you to build a bike for me.”

“Oh, you ride?” Ryan asked before sidestepping slightly to put a respectful amount of room between me and him.

“Uh no, but I’d like to.”

I had to turn my head and cough to cover my laugh. Paul was a dork on the best of days. Now, here with Ryan, he was kinda ridiculous.

“Maybe one day,” Ryan replied nicely.

I coughed to cover my giggle. “Excuse me.”

“Are you feeling okay, Hope?” Paul tilted his head. “I’d heard that you were maybe under the weather today.”

Meaning Nancy, the gossipmonger, had heard me puking in the restroom and told everyone. “I’m fine, Paul. Just a little tickle in my throat.”

“Well, okay. Please don’t come in if you really are sick. The last thing we need is to have it spread to everyone here.”

I choked back another laugh. I mean, Ryan was potent but I don’t think my morning sickness would spread.

“I will. Thanks.” It was hard to smile without letting my laughter leak out, but I managed.

Barely.

“Okay. I’m gonna head home. It was nice to meet you, Ryan. Good night, Hope.”

“G’night, Paul.” I echoed.

We waited until the door shut behind him before breaking out in laughter.

“Oh my god,” I gasped as I wiped at my eyes.

“Your boss is kind of a tool.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.” I spent the first three months here being his glorified secretary. He had absolutely no respect for my degree or the time I spent doing field work and internships or the fact that I was hired as a director here. But I was finally getting a few solo jobs here and there, so hopefully that will prove my worth.”

“I take it you haven’t told anyone about…” Ryan tilted his head toward my tummy.

I shook my head. “Yeah no. I just got off my new-hire probation, the last thing I’m going to do is advertise this. I’m not telling anyone until I put in for maternity leave. They can’t ask, and I’m not telling until then.”

Ryan nodded slowly, but I could tell he didn’t total understand my position. To be a newly hired woman and pregnant was the most precarious of positions. I wasn’t doing anything to rock the boat until I had to.

“Anyhow, you wanted to see the place, and here it is. Uh, what else did you want to see? My office? I have to warn you it’s pretty boring. I mostly deal with paperwork and phone calls. Not exactly thrilling stuff.”

“What about sports and the afterschool program?”

“We’re between sports seasons for the next week, but the afterschool program runs until seven thirty or when the last kid is picked up. We have a few other programs—STEM focused things, financial classes, music classes, health programs, leadership programs—that run throughout the year. But I think the only thing going on right now is the afterschool one.”

“Lead the way.”

“I… You want to see the afterschool program?”

“Don’t you usually help out there after work?”

“Well not officially, but I’ll pop in most nights and lend a hand if they need it.”

“Then let’s go.”

With wide eyes, I studied him for a beat, but I still couldn’t figure out what or why he wanted to see the program for himself. Shaking my head slightly, I grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the hallway leading to the activity room. The noise grew louder the further down the hall we went. Homework time was definitely over and the crew was deep into play time.

“Are you sure you want to see this?” I asked after I tugged my keycard out of my back pocket.

“You say that like we’re going into a strange, crazy, new world or something.”

“You said it, not me,” I murmured as I waved my keycard in front of the lock then pulled the door open.

The noise hit us like a slap in the face—excited chatter, occasional squeals followed by rebukes by the adults. The kids were in multiple groups, each captained by an adult. Some were painting, others were playing board games, some were playing duck, duck, goose. It was a picture of organized chaos.

I stood inside the door next to Ryan as he took it all in.

“Kinda reminds me of Aunt Wendy’s house.”

I turned and saw the huge smile spread across his face.

“Really?” I asked. “This is like your childhood?”

“Yeah. We always had kids from the neighborhood over and some babysitter trying and failing to keep us all in line. Those are some of my happiest memories. This is awesome.”

My heart melted. He got it. I smiled up at him and watched as his gaze bounced around the room. His shoulders relaxed, and he gave my hand a small squeeze.

“Hope!” A squeaky voice shouted from the other side of the room.

The tiny body of my buddy, Olivia, sprinted across the room until she crashed into my legs.

“Hey kiddo. How was school?”

“Good. Isabella got sick in class and puked everywhere. It was gross. Then Ms. Johnson made that puking sound and almost puked too.”

“Awesome.” Ryan laughed. “Sounds like a banner day. What grade are you in?”

“Second. I know you! You’re the angry man from that tv show. My mom says you’re hot, but not boyfriend material ‘cause you’re too angry. She says how boys treat their family shows how they’ll treat you.”

I choked back a laugh and had to turn away for a second.

“Sounds like your mom is a smart woman.” Ryan crouched down so he was eyelevel with the little girl. “I thought the same thing too when I watched the TV show, so I went and took some classes to learn how to not be angry all the time.”

“They have school for angry people?” Olivia asked with a frown.

Ryan smiled. “Kind of. And you know how awesome school is. I learned a lot, and I haven’t been in a fight since.”

“Good. Fights are stupid.” Olivia turned to me. “Are you gonna come play with us?”

“I wish I could, but I need to show Ryan around. Maybe next time?”

“Okay.” Olivia graced us with another smile then turned when someone called her name. “Gotta go back to my group. Bye!”

“Bye,” we echoed as she skipped away.

I grabbed Ryan by the hand and tugged him out of the room. “I didn’t know you took anger management classes.”

Ryan shrugged and looked uncomfortable by the question. “Like I told her, I didn’t like what I saw when I watched the show. I guess I had a lot of unresolved anger issues from my childhood and…” He twitched his shoulders. “I took some classes and learned some life skills I should’ve picked up years ago.”

“That’s good.” I wanted to ask him more about it but he looked so uncomfortable by the whole conversation, I let it go. “Wanna see the rest of the facility?”

“Sure.”

Holding hands, I showed him around. The fields out back. The large, industrial kitchen we used for functions. The cameras in the hallway for security. My office.

“So that’s where I work,” I finished as I leaned against my desk.

“It’s pretty amazing. You spend every day knowing that you’re making a difference in someone’s life. I can’t… I don’t have anything like that in my life. I help build motorcycles for self-important assholes. I just… I mean I love working with my hands, building something from the ground up. And I love working with my brothers—most of the time—but there’s a lot of bullshit with it too. Especially with the show and some of our clients—” He paused and shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t know what I’m trying to say.”

“Well, not to burst your bubble or anything, but it’s not all butterflies and lollipops here either. My boss is an ass who thinks I’m his glorified secretary, and I spend most of my time doing paperwork.”

“Yeah, but you do still get to work with kids sometimes. That’s gotta be super rewarding.”

“Well you could work with them too. We’re always looking for volunteers here.”

Ryan laughed. “You kinda stole my thunder. I was gonna ask you for an application.”

“You were?”

“Yeah.” Ryan ducked his head as he rubbed the back of his neck. He couldn’t meet my eyes like he was feeling bashful or something. “I was toying with the idea before, but seeing your afterschool program kinda cemented it for me. I’d love to help out here if I can.”

Swoon.

Okay, it was official. I was falling in love with Ryan Burns.

“I think we can do that. Maybe we can talk about it over dinner?” I had absolutely no appetite with all my morning sickness fun, but I didn’t want my time with him to be over.

“Sure.”
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Ryan

“So, Austin tells me because of your run in with the West Coast Kings MC after your last build, you guys aren’t building anymore bikes for them. Can you talk to me about that?”

I stared back at the smug expression on the producer’s face. That fucker really got under my skin. When we recorded our special last year, James spent the entire time mind-fucking us, stirring shit up until we exploded. Blood everywhere. It’d taken us hours to get that shit cleaned up, and weeks to heal the breach between us four brothers. I’d be damned if I’d let James do that again.

Because it’d always started with that phrase: Austin tells me. Or Nathan said. He made it sound like my brothers were constantly talking behind my back, and I’d later found out that they’d even never said most of the shit. James was just stirring the pot.

I had to count to ten twice before I could answer him.

“Yeah, we’re not doing that.” I leaned back against my tool kit and stared stoically at James, ignoring the camera guy and the boom operator hovering in our faces.

James blinked. “Not doing what?”

“I’m not doing the whole your brother said this or your brother thinks that. It’s a bunch of bullshit tricks you pull out to make for good drama. I’m not letting you and your stupid TV show come between me and my family.”

“Stupid TV show? The network is paying you six figures for one season. You better show me some goddamn respect.”

I smirked. “Who’s getting under whose skin now?”

“Listen to me, you little pissant.” James hissed as he leaned into me. “You think you’re funny? You think you’re ever gonna win if you try to start a fucking war with me? I have more power than you can ever fucking imagine.”

“Sounds like someone has a Napoleon complex. I thought short people were supposed to be more down to earth.”

“Ryan!” Austin barked from the other side of the garage.

“Excuse me, gentlemen.” I pushed away from the cabinets and crossed over to where Austin stood with a scowl on his face. I could hear from the pack of footsteps behind me that the crew were following.

“Everything okay?” Austin asked, still frowning.

“I was just letting James know I wasn’t gonna put up with his bullshit. I’m happy to talk about our builds and the work, but I don’t ever want to hear him imply that you all are talking shit behind my back.”

Austin’s scowl swung from me to James. “I thought we had an understanding.”

James’ face turned a mottled red as the camera swung from me and Austin to James. “I didn’t say anything contrary to the contract.”

We’d all had a conversation before negotiating the contract with the Urban channel and agreed that their manipulating of us behind the scenes couldn’t happen if we went ahead with the show. The shark Austin hired made sure it was clearly stated in the contract.

I snorted. “Your opening line was ‘Austin tells me…’ You’re a fucking liar. I’m sure the boys here can play it back for you if you’re having a hard time remembering.”

James scowled and shook his head slightly.

“There’s two ways this can end, James.” Austin rocked back on his heels as a cocky expression stretched across his face. “You can apologize to me and Ryan and promise it won’t happen again. Or I can get my lawyer on a conference call with the network. And I think we both know how that’s gonna end up.”

The red in James’ face deepened to an almost purple hue. His body vibrated, but not a single sound left him.

Austin and I exchanged a look.

I lifted a shoulder. “I guess we call Evan then.”

“I’m sorry.” The words sounded like they were ripped from James’ throat. “I shouldn’t have implied that Austin was talking behind your back.”

“And?” I asked as I raised my eyebrows.

“And it won’t happen again.”

The camera guy and boom operator exchanged amused expressions.

“You guys got all that?” Austin asked.

The camera guy gave us a thumbs up.

Austin raised his chin. “Okay. We appreciate it. And I want a copy of this recording.”

“Wha—” James’ eyes widened. “I said what you wanted.”

“And I don’t want you trying to act like this didn’t happen. You only get two strikes with me. Fuck up like this again and you’re gone. End of story.”

The camera guy swung the camera off his shoulder and hitched a shoulder. “That’s fine. It’s not like we can use what’s on here anyhow.”

“Thanks, you got my email address? You gonna send it to me there?” Austin waited for James’ tight nod of acknowledgement before turning to me. “You good, Ry?”

“Fantastic.” It always felt good when my brothers had my back.

“Great. See you all mañana. Later, bro.”

And then Austin was gone. No doubt to send a little email to our lawyer—I knew how Austin worked. He’d want everything documented. But he left me in the awkward position of facing the crew we’d just kinda/sorta screwed over.

“I guess that means filming is over for the night? See you guys tomorrow. Great working with you.” I put my hand out to shake the crews’ hands.

“Will.” The camera guy said as we shook.

“Liam.” The sound guy told me.

James, however, refused to shake and turned his back to stomp out of the shop.

I shook my head. “Great way to start off filming. Hopefully tomorrow goes better. Thanks for the help, guys.”

“Anytime.” Will laughed. “It was awesome to see James put in his place. Can’t wait to see what you guys do tomorrow.”

“Should be interesting,” Liam murmured.

I waved to the guys and got the hell out of there. I wasn’t one to run from a fight, but I wanted to see my girl. And maybe make sure that James wasn’t slashing my tires in the parking lot.

“Ryan!” Aunt Wendy shouted from down the hall.

Fuck. So close.

“You’ve been ducking me, boy-o.” She all but yelled as she walked out of Sabrina’s office. Her ombre blue hair shone under the fluorescent lights. “Don’t think that I don’t know what that means.”

I cringed. There were few people on this earth that I was honestly afraid of, but Wendy was one. She had a way of making me feel three inches tall when she was disappointed in me. And she was definitely disappointed now. My mind spun with the possible things she’d found out about. The fight with the producer just now. Seeing my dad. The rift with the West Coast Kings MC. Hope. The baby.

I had too much drama going on right now.

Sabrina stood in her doorway and widened her eyes at me, like I’d know what that meant.

“Holy crap, do you have that many pans on the fire that you can’t figure out which one I’m talking about?” Wendy raised her eyebrows. “We definitely need to talk more.”

Sabrina cleared her throat. “I’m really sorry, Ry. It just kinda slipped out.”

I closed my eyes with a muttered curse. Today had been an exercise in anger management. I took a deep breath then gave Sabrina a small smile. “It’s fine, Sabby. The news was bound to come out sooner than later. Can’t exactly keep it under wraps forever, ya know?”

Sabrina’s eyes widened and she shook her head furiously. She opened her mouth to say something when Aunt Wendy elbowed Sabby in the stomach.

“You were saying, Ryan?” Wendy asked with a wicked grin. “What news was bound to come out eventually?”

I took a beat and thought before I answered. Better to give a little than to spill everything. “I assume Sabrina told you about my new girlfriend.”

“Girlfriend?” Wendy grinned. “I had no idea you lovebirds were that far along. Sabrina told me you were dating someone, but I didn’t know you were exclusive already.”

I sighed with relief then shrugged. “When you know, you know. You know?”

“Not even slightly.” Wendy rolled her eyes dramatically. “But that’s beside the point. I missed meeting her at Austin’s party since I was working. When are you bringing her to dinner at the diner?”

Wendy ran Bette’s Diner. We’d practically been raised there—when we weren’t terrorizing our neighborhood. But still I hesitated. This was the beginning of the whole meet the parents dance. Was I ready for that? Was Hope? “I’ll see if we can swing by this weekend.”

“Tonight. I’m meeting her tonight. You’ll bring her to dinner.”

“I’ll try, but I’ve got to ask her. I don’t know if she’s got plans.” I knew she didn’t, but this was easier than arguing with Wendy when she got in one of her mama bear moods.

“Fantastic. I’ll see you lovebirds in a few hours. Bye, Sabrina. Love you both.”

“Bye.” Sabrina and I both echoed before silently watching as she walked down the hall and left through the front entrance.

The minute the door closed behind Wendy, Sabrina whirled around. “I am so, so sorry. I thought she knew about Hope. It’s not like it was a secret, right? You brought her to Austin’s party, and that was weeks ago. I would’ve thought someone had brought it up to her by now.”

“Holy shit. I almost told her about the baby.”

“I know. I know. I’m sorry. I was trying to tell you not to spill all the beans, but Mom has a pointy elbow.”

“I just…I need some time. Hope needs some time. She hasn’t even told her dad that we’re dating, let alone that I knocked her up. Can you imagine the shitstorm that’ll rain down on us when the fucking president of the West Coast Kings finds out that his daughter is pregnant with my baby? I can’t… We still have to figure out what we’re gonna do—how Hope wants to tell him.”

“I know. I’m sorry. But you’ve gotta know that that secret is safe with me. I will never tell anyone about the baby.” She crossed her arms low over her stomach. Right over the place her baby would’ve grown.

“Fuck. I’m sorry, Sabby. I forgot—”

“No. Don’t. It’s fine.” She shook her head but the tears welling in her eyes belied her words.

I reached out and pulled her into my arms. Sabrina was rigid at first but after a few beats, she burrowed into my embrace. A few sobs left her, and I just held on. Tears stung my eyes as I thought about all that she’d gone through on her own. Her, Dylan, and I were the three amigos. I still didn’t understand why she hadn’t come to me when she was going through all that.

But it wasn’t my place to ask her. It wouldn’t solve anything and would only make her feel guiltier. I just wanted her to know that I’d always be there for her.

After another few minutes, it sounded like the storm had tapered off. I pulled back slightly and looked down at her. “You gonna be okay?”

She made a face then smiled. “I’m fine. It just hits me sometimes. What could’ve been you know?”

“I know exactly what you mean.” I thought about that breakfast with my dad and all that Dylan had done for him. I’d been suspicious about the old man but because of Dylan I’d tried. What would our childhood have been like if the old man wasn’t such a monster? What would life with our mother have been like? Those questions had haunted my childhood.

After making sure everything was really okay with Sabrina, I gave her one last hug and then was out the door.

Where I tripped over my dad in the parking lot.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” I hissed.

“Are you fucking kidding me? That uppity Wendy Wagner works here, and you guys can’t give me a fucking job? I’m your flesh and blood. Fuck, I gave you life.”

“Wendy is family. She’s the only fucking mother I’ve got because you killed the one who actually gave me life.” I shouted back.

And then it hit me. Why’d he think that Wendy worked here? “How long have you been skulking in the shadows here?”

“Long enough, boy. Long enough to see some shit. Long enough to know that you’re not as golden as you think you are.”

My blood froze. He knew. Hope. The baby. The Kings. He knew.

I had him by the throat against the building before I even knew I’d moved. “You will not say a fucking thing. You will not breathe her name, let alone be anywhere fucking near her. You think you can fuck with my life? I will end you.”

The old man gasped and clawed at my hands wrapped around his throat, but I wasn’t letting go.

“You think you’re some big badass? I can have you back in prison with a fucking snap of my fingers. You will not fuck with me and mine!”

“Ryan!”

For the second time a woman was shouting my name, but I didn’t let go and I didn’t look away from the piece of shit I dangled in my hands.

Sabrina pounded on my back. “Stop. Ryan. Stop! You’re killing him.”

I let him go and took a step back, blocking Sabrina from seeing him. The old man sagged against the building, his face a mottled purple.

“He’s not dead. He just needed to know that I mean business.” I snarled. “Now get your ass out of here.”

Sabrina gasped. “I don’t think—”

“Not you. Him. Go on. Get your ass out of here.”

He scrambled to his feet and glared at me. His voice was raspy when he spoke. “Don’t think this is over.”

“It can be.” A vicious smile curved my lips. “With one little call, I can make your life hell and end this for you. It’s up to you. Feel like being Tiny’s little bitch again? I bet he’s missed you.”

“You little fucker. You think you’re so big. I can—”

“What was your parole officer’s name again?” I whipped my phone out of my pocket. “I bet I could Google it in nothing flat.”

George glared at me then turned and disappeared into the shadows. I waited a beat then heard the rattle of his shitty Crown Vic as he tried and failed to rev the engine angrily.

Sabrina spun around and glared up at me. “What the hell was that? You almost killed him.”

“He knows. He said he knew that I wasn’t golden. He knows about Hope, the baby, the Kings.”

“I dunno, Ryan. That seems like a big leap.”

“You didn’t hear what he sounded like when he said it. Or what he said about your mom. He knows shit he shouldn’t, Sabrina. He’s pissed that his kids have built an empire and have left him out in the cold. And he all but threatened to use what he’s got on me to get a piece of it.”

“Shit. What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know.”
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Hope

My phone flashed with a text alert.

Sage: You busy?

Instead of replying, I called him.

He answered on the third ring, “’lo.”

“Hey Sage.” I tried to put a peppy note in my voice because I was tired. I seemed to always be tired lately. “What’s going on? I haven’t heard from you in a while.”

“Nothing.” He sounded so down.

I couldn’t let it go. He wouldn’t have reached out if he didn’t want to talk about it. “Sounds like something’s going on. Maybe it would help to talk about it? You know I’m always gonna be on your side. I’m your sister.”

“It’s stupid. It’s nothing.”

“Come on, buddy. Tell me.”

“Fine.” He huffed. “There’s this girl in my class, Samantha. I really like her. She’s cute and nice and whatever. Anyway, I was sitting at lunch all by myself—waiting for my friends to show up—and I had an ear bud in, listening to music. I guess Samantha came up and tried to talk to me, but I didn’t see her. Or hear her. So I guess she went back to her friends and told them that I was on drugs or something because I was so spaced out. But I wasn’t. I swear. You know I wouldn’t, Hope.”

“I believe you.”

He gave a shaky sigh. “Thanks. But I guess no one else at school believes me because it was all over school. Everyone was talking about it. Now everyone thinks I’m a druggie or something. My life is over.”

He groaned and then there was a thump like he’d plopped onto his bed.

“All right. So let’s break this down. She spread a rumor at school about you because you ignored her?”

“Kinda. I guess.”

I sighed. “Honestly, she doesn’t sound like a great girl. I’m sure she’s cute, but she doesn’t sound like a good friend, let alone girlfriend. Do you really want to be with someone who would say that kinda crap about you?”

“No.” He huffed. “I guess you’re right.”

“And I know it feels like the end of the world, but it should all blow over soon. Someone else will trip and drop their lunch tray or something and everyone will be talking about them.”

“Maybe.”

I reclined back on the sofa and tried to relax my tense shoulders. I dreaded what I had to say next, but I had to tell him—I couldn’t go behind his back. “Now I know you don’t do drugs, Sage, but I have to let Mom know what’s going on.”

“What? No, Hope. Please? She’ll be so pissed.”

“She won’t. I swear. She knows you too. But she needs to know this is going on. If this gets back to the other kids’ parents, it could snowball into insanity. And I know Mom will take your side. She’ll understand, buddy. I swear.”

“Fine.” The word sounded like I’d dragged it out of him.

“It will be fine. I swear.” I smiled and shook my head. Man, you couldn’t pay me to be a kid again. I was so glad all that angst and drama was behind me. “So what else is going on? Do you like your classes?”

Sage’s voice sounded brighter as he talked about school and their upcoming field day. I think I calmed him down about the situation. It was kinda ridiculous, but I remembered being that age. How everything was dramatic and life or death.

“All right. You know I love you, buddy?”

“Yeah.” I could practically hear the eyeroll on his end.

“Good. I still need to talk to my boss, but I’m pretty sure I’ll be able to take some time off this summer and come see you. I miss our burger hangouts.”

“Me too. And maybe you could take me shopping? Mom keeps trying to get me to wear skinny jeans.” He dropped to a whisper. “I hate skinny jeans.”

I laughed. “Sure. I bet we could team up and convince her of the evil of skinny jeans.”

“Thanks. I don’t want to look like a douche.”

I choked and more laughter spilled out of me. Pretty sure I shouldn’t let him talk like that, but I wasn’t his parent. That was Mom and Cal’s job. Besides he was right.

“All right. I gotta get ready for dinner. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

“’Kay. Thanks, Hope.”

“Love you, buddy. Bye.”

“Bye.”

I grinned down at my phone. He was a funny little brat sometimes. But then the smile fell off my face as I realized what I had to do next.

I had to call my mom.

Biting the bullet, I pulled up her contact info and called her.

She answered before it even rang on my end. “Hope?”

I couldn’t speak for a moment. I didn’t know how to start this, and apparently my throat wasn’t working.

“Are you okay?”

“I, erm, yeah, Mom. I’m here.”

“It’s so good to hear your voice, sweetie.”

It didn’t sound like a dig, but it felt like one. I knew I’d been ducking her calls lately. “I talked to Sage and uh, there’s some stuff going on that I think you need to know about.” She listened as I recounted what Sage had told me. “You know how it is with kids. This has the potential to snowball, and I wanted you to know what’s going on. Sage isn’t on drugs. He’s not that kid.”

“I know, honey. Thanks for telling me. I’ll have a talk with him and be on the lookout for…all this.” She paused for a second then cleared her throat. “Hope, I don’t know what’s going on in your life right now, and I know it’s partly my fault. I miss you. I missed hearing your gorgeous voice. I miss this—laughing about the crazy stuff your little brother has gotten up to. I just… I’m sorry. I’m so sorry that I didn’t take you moving to live closer to your father better. I was afraid.”

I gulped, not sure how to reply to that.

She sighed. “He’s not a nice man, and I was worried because that’s what mothers do. I wanted to protect you, but you’re a grown woman who can make decisions for herself. So I’m trying. I want to know about your life. Everything that’s going on. The boys, I’m sorry, the men you’re dating. Your job. I just miss you.”

Tears were streaming down my face by the end. I could hear the ache in her voice, and it was mirrored in my chest. I missed my mom, too. Sure, we had our dysfunction, but she was still my mom. She was the one I went to when I found out my high school boyfriend had been cheating on me. That night we’d eaten raw cookie dough and watched shoot ‘em up action movies because I couldn’t bear to watch people fall in love. She was my mom, and I needed her. “I miss you too, Mom.”

“I just… I know I haven’t made this move of yours the easiest, and I’m so sorry. I want to do better. I want to be better.”

“Thanks. That means so much to me. I missed you too.”

She sighed like everything in her world had lined up. “Tell me about everything. What’s been going on in your life?”

I didn’t even know where to start. Ryan? My dad? The baby? What could I tell her? “I think I need a second. Can you tell me what’s going on at home first? I know we’ve talked about Sage, but how’s work? And Cal?”

“We’re fine honey. Cal and I had an argument because he went out and bought a new Harley without even talking to me about it. Fun marriage stuff. But we’re fine. Nothing you or Sage needs to worry about.”

Motorcycles. Marriage. Both words immediately made me think of Ryan. My stomach dropped. I didn’t want to explore that right then. “A new Harley, huh? He must love that. And Sage too.”

She scoffed. “I swear I hardly see those two lately. They’re always going for rides together.”

“I kinda feel like I’ve let things slide with Sage on my end. Today’s the first time I’ve talked to him in ages. It’s just been so crazy here with work and…” I wasn’t ready to go there just yet. “The distance doesn’t help either. I don’t know. It feels like I was better at being his sister when I was at school. The distance was the same in college, but I feel like I spent more time with Sage than I do now.”

“Well you had a lot more breaks then—Christmas, spring break, summer. Life changes when you graduate and join the working world.”

I huffed out a laugh. “Tell me about it.”

“How is work? Are they letting you do more real work yet?”

I filled Mom in about my job, the kids, and the programs I was helping with. And it felt like all was right in my world again. She laughed at my stories and my face hurt from smiling.

“So that’s work. What about the other thing?”

A whooshing sound filled my ears and my scalp tingled. I didn’t—I wasn’t ready yet. I cleared my throat. “What other thing?”

“Guys? Are you dating anyone? What about that one coach you were talking about earlier? Daniel? Sounded like there might be something there.”

“No. Nothing going on with Daniel, but there is a guy in my life.”

“Someone in your father’s motorcycle club?” She asked flatly.

I cleared my throat again. “Not exactly, but I did meet him through Dad.” And here we go. “Have you heard of the Burns Brothers? They build custom motorcycles and have their own reality show? Well, technically it was a special but now they’re taping a reality show. It’s all about the four brothers, well, there’s a cousin too—”

“Honey, you’re babbling.”

“Right. Sorry.”

“The Burns Brothers? I think I’ve heard your—er, Cal talking about them before.”

“Yeah, well, I’m seeing Ryan Burns.”

“Oh.”

God, this was awkward. Clearly mom was hesitant to ask too many questions, and I wasn’t sure how much I was ready to tell her yet.

“Well, that’s nice, honey. Does he treat you right? Are you happy?”

“I am, Mom. I really like him.”

“Good. Great. I can’t wait to meet him. Speaking of which, I wanted to plan a little family visit and come and see you. I’ll drag Cal and Sage along, and we’ll make a long weekend of it. What do you think?”

“Sounds good. I’d love to see you guys. There’s a lot we need to catch up on.”

“Okay. We’ll talk in a few days and see what dates we can get to line up.” I heard a rumbling murmur in the background, and my mom covered the phone as she replied. “Okay, honey, I gotta go. Cal wants to eat, and I don’t think we have any food in the house. Cal says hi by the way.”

“I say hi back. Love you.”

“Love you, too. Bye.”

I set my phone down and took a deep breath. That felt good. Like maybe things with my mom could get back to somewhat normal. But it hadn’t felt right to tell her about the baby. But soon. Maybe when they came over for a visit.

That kinda news was probably better to reveal face to face, right?

I pushed away from the counter with a sigh. I had to get ready for my date with Ryan. He’d be here any minute.

And I tried not to think about the fractured relationship with my dad that I had no idea how—or even if I wanted—to heal.

* * *

I could tell something was eating at Ryan when he came to pick me up twenty minutes later. “Are you okay?”

We were waiting in the hallway outside of my apartment for the elevator, and for the first time in a long time, Ryan was a full arm’s length—if not more—away from me. For the past few weeks, if we were near each other, he had to be touching me somehow. It was possessive and sweet, and I missed it. Not to mention the way his entire body was vibrating. He was stressed.

“I’m fine.” Ryan stuffed his hands in his front pockets and kept his eyes on the elevator doors.

Yeah, I didn’t believe him. But he didn’t seem to want to talk about it, so I didn’t press him. He’d talk to me when he was ready. I hoped.

But he remained silent in the elevator, through the lobby and parking lot and then the entire drive to his Aunt’s restaurant. I didn’t know what was going on. I guess I could say something again, maybe reach out and try to touch him? But I was afraid. This thing we had was so new, I didn’t want to push him too far, too fast. I spent the whole drive with my stomach in knots.

It was almost a relief when we pulled up to Bette’s Diner.

From the outside, it looked like any other fifties diner with the retro architecture and metal cladding. I wanted to ask who Bette was, but Ryan still wasn’t in a chatty mood. He still crossed over and opened my door like he had every time we were out together, but he didn’t reach for my hand and hold it as we walked to the entrance. We could’ve been two strangers for all the body language we shared. This wasn’t the Ryan I’d come to know. And I didn’t know what to do about it.

A bell jangled overhead as we entered.

“You came!” A woman shouted from the other side of the restaurant.

All the stiffness fell away from Ryan as a grin stretched over his face. “Pretty sure I had to. Your invite felt more like a threat.”

Was that what this was all about? Was Ryan nervous about introducing me to his aunt?

And then a small, colorful woman hurled herself into Ryan’s arms.

“Oomph.” Ryan fell back a step as he caught her.

“Oh shut up you!” She pulled back and slapped him on the arm. “I’m a buck ten. Stop making it sound like I weigh a ton.”

“It’s not the weight I was protesting.” Ryan laughed. “More like the speed at which you hurled yourself at me.”

Wendy huffed again. “You’re a big, strong man. I think you can take it. So, is this her?”

“Yes.” Ryan stepped away from Wendy and for the first time that night, reached out and took my hand. “Hope, this is Wendy. Wendy, this is my girlfriend, Hope.”

Girlfriend? I bit back a silly grin. I’d called him my boyfriend when I introduced him to my boss, but we still hadn’t had that conversation. I gave him a little side eye look. He hitched a shoulder and smiled down at me. My goofy smile escaped and spread across my lips as I turned to Wendy and held my hand out. “Hi.”

“Oh honey, we don’t shake hands in this family. Come here.”

And before I could blink, Wendy’s colorfully tattooed arms enveloped me in a bone-crushing hug. For such a small, slender woman, Wendy really packed a punch.

“I’m so sorry I wasn’t at Austin’s to meet you with the rest of the family.”

“Oh, that’s all right. If it makes you feel better, Ryan hasn’t met any of my family. My mom lives four hours away with my stepdad and little brother.”

Ryan cleared his throat and shook his head subtly. What did that mean?

“What about your father?” Wendy asked, still holding onto my hands.

Oh right.

Crap.

“Um….”

Ryan heaved a huge sigh. “Her dad is—”

He broke out as the bell jingled again as another couple entered.

“Can we do this somewhere else? Or some other time?” Ryan wrapped an arm around me and pulled me away from his aunt. “We should order. Hope is hungry.”

“Oh yeah. Sure.” Wendy turned around and headed for a set of booths on the other side of the room away from everyone else. “Take your pick. I’ll bring out your food.”

I watched in bewilderment as she walked back toward the kitchen. “But we didn’t order.”

Ryan scooted into the circular booth. “Family doesn’t order here. Wendy brings out whatever, and you eat until you feel like popping. Don’t worry, there will be a ton of stuff to choose from, so you just eat whatever you like.”

I laughed lightly as I scooted into the booth too. “I’m not worried about eating anymore. I got some anti-nausea medicine from the doctor, and I feel great now. I could eat enough for a football team.”

“You saw the doctor?” It sounded like an accusation the way he bit the words out.

“Not really. I called his office yesterday about the morning sickness, and he had some pills waiting for me at the front desk. He said they were perfectly fine to take while pregnant.” I paused and took in his annoyed expression. “What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing. I’m not mad. I just…” Ryan huffed out a breath. “I’m sorry. I just want to be there for every appointment. I don’t want to miss anything. I want to be there. I want to hold your hand. I’m all in. That’s what I’m trying to say.”

My heart melted. I’d been worried he was turning into a controlling douchebag, but this? “You didn’t miss anything this time I swear. I talked to the nurse; she made a note in my chart then gave me some sample pills. Nothing happened.”

“Okay. Just let me know if anything’s going on with you. I want to help. I want to be there for you.” He paused as a busboy approached the table and left two waters. And when he spoke again his voice was deep and rough like the words were coming from somewhere deep inside him. “I know this whole thing started as a fling and then we kept seeing each other because of a mistake, but it was the best mistake of my life. I don’t regret a single thing that has happened with us. I love you, Hope.”

“Really?” Oh my god. Tears welled in my eyes as he said what I’d been afraid to think, let alone confess to him. I knew I was falling for him, but was I in love with him? All my doubts crowded in. “It’s too early. We’ve only been together for—”

“It doesn’t matter. When you know, you know. And I know. I love you. And I can’t wait to meet the person we made the first time we met. Because I’m sure I’m going to love her too.”

“Ryan.” Emotion welled inside me and spilled out through my tears. I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to repeat the words back to him, but I didn’t know if I was ready to say it out loud. I felt so much, and it was all so tangled up inside me.

“It’s okay, beautiful.” He smiled and his eyes looked suspiciously shiny. “I don’t need to hear the words back right now. I just want to let you know that I love you, and that I’m going to do whatever I have to to protect you and our baby.”

“Baby?” A new and familiar voice sounded overhead, and I winced.

But that was nothing compared to the way Ryan flinched.

Wendy stood with wide eyes at the end of the booth, a tray filled with food and drinks in her hands. “You’re having a baby?”
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Ryan

Fuck me.

I don’t know why I’d felt like this was the place to have that heart-to-heart with Hope. To be honest, I kinda forgot where we were for a minute.

The tray Wendy had been holding dropped onto our table with a solid thunk.

Fuck me. There was no way I was ducking out of this conversation. I might’ve wished for an earthquake for a second, but the San Andreas wasn’t taking requests apparently.

I cleared my throat. “We aren’t telling people yet, but yes, Hope and I are having a baby.”

“Oh wow. Oh my god. I don’t… Wow.” Wendy sank onto the corner of the banquet near me. Her hand was shaky as she reached for one of her trademarked Bloody Mary’s with the shrimp cocktail topper. “I’m gonna take this, since apparently you’re not drinking.” Wendy tossed the shrimp aside and downed half the drink in one swallow.

Hope looked at me with wide eyes, but honestly I didn’t know what to say.

Or do.

“Whoa.” Wendy plunked her drink down with a hiss. “Okay. That helped some. You wanna take a slug before we get into this, Ryan?”

“I’m not drinking since Hope can’t, and I don’t see what there is to get into. Hope and I are having a baby. I love her. We’re together. So you can either get on the train or not. Either way, this is happening.”

“Uh…” Wendy looked wide-eyed from me to Hope and back again. I’d just dropped a lot on her, and she clearly needed a second to absorb it.

I lifted a shoulder in a half shrug. There wasn’t anything more to say really.

“Um, I’d like to say that you’ve raised a wonderful man.” Hope’s voice sounded husky and her eyes shone with tears. “Ryan has been nothing but respectful and supportive and all I could ask for in a partner. I don’t have a lot of people in my life that I can count on and fewer men who are worthy of my trust. But not Ryan. He’s…everything I didn’t know I was looking for in a man.”

Wendy sat back against the banquet. “I think that’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard. Thank you. You spend years raising these boys and don’t know…” She trailed off as she swiped at her eyes. “Thank you.”

Hope tipped her head and smiled.

“But are you sure you’re talking about this Ryan?” Wendy asked with a twinkle in her eyes. “This hot-tempered, hard-headed asshole? Honestly this is kinda feeling like Invasion of the Body Snatchers moment. Or is this some kind of an elaborate prank?”

“Ha ha.” I shook my head. Leave it to Aunt Wendy to take a heartwarming moment and bust my balls. “Nope. Totally in love and completely pregnant.”

“And as proof, I really need to pee.” Hope blinked up at me. “Are you gonna be all right if I leave the two of you alone for a minute?”

“Yes, Hope.” I rolled my eyes. “We’ll be fine.”

Wendy grinned wickedly. “I promise that I’ll wait until you’re back before filleting him with my favorite knife.”

Hope froze.

I sighed. “Go. She’s joking. I think.”

Hope gave us a fake smile, looking more freaked than happy as she scooted off the bench seat then headed off in the wrong direction. Before I could say anything, she stopped, looked around, and then made for the restrooms.

“You’re going to be daddy.” Wendy shook her head. “I can’t believe it. Well obviously it’s true if she’s peeing all the time and you’ve become a teetotaler in her honor. Never thought I’d see the day—not the baby bit, the part where you’ve given up drinking. I’ve actually always been kind of surprised one of you didn’t make me a great aunt when you were in high school. I guess all those boxes of condoms I kept buying did the trick then.”

“Yeah. They did the trick. Not this time though. And, if it helps any, Hope thinks I’m crazy, too, for giving up alcohol. She didn’t ask me to do it, but I think if we’re in this together it’s the least I can do for her.”

“It sounds like you’re doing that and a whole lot more for her.” Wendy tilted her head and gave me a searching look that had me wanting to find the bathroom myself. I had quite a few memories of her metaphorically kicking my ass. Aunt Wendy had raised four hellraiser boys and knew how to keep us in line. And then she spoke again. “But she’s right. I’m really proud of the man you’ve turned into. I think you’ll make her a wonderful partner and an amazing daddy for your baby.”

My skin felt itchy. I reached up and rubbed at the back of my neck. It all just felt…wrong. Hope’s earlier words came back to me. Amazing. Perfect. Worthy. I was none of those things. I’d betrayed the only mother I could remember with my breakfast with him. The scene in the parking lot. I wasn’t the wonderful man both of these women thought I was. I’d sided with the enemy—however briefly—and I had to come clean. “I uh… There is something that I have to tell you.”

“I’m not expecting a wedding. I think you two kids have enough on your plate. And you’ll know when the moment is right. Believe me, you won’t get any wedding-before-baby grief from me.”

“Thanks, but that’s not what I meant.” I looked away and had to gather my nerve for a minute before I could face her again. Her eyes were gentle and so much more understanding than I deserved. “I’ve met with my dad a few times since he’s been out. Helped him get a job. Apparently. And uh, yeah. I found out what a truly, amazing asshole he actually is. I don’t want anything to do with him now. But uh, yeah. So that’s it. I just wanted you to know.”

Wendy took a deep breath and the air hissed with her exhale. “Is that all?”

“Mostly, I guess. We kinda got into it in the parking lot this afternoon. Threats were made. He called you uppity. I tried to strangle him. Sabrina stopped me. I told him to stay away from me and mine or I’d have a conversation with his parole officer.” I sat back with a groan. “But you should think about looking into a protective order. He’s not exactly rational.”

“I have.” She gave me a sad smile. “They said I need some proof of an ongoing threat or whatever before I could even apply for a temporary order.”

“Well, you have that now. I’ll sign whatever your lawyer needs. I didn’t like the look in his eyes when he was talking about you.”

Wendy laughed harshly. “He wouldn’t like me. That fucker knows where I stood before he killed your mother. I tried to talk her into leaving him for years. I knew exactly how that all was gonna play out. Tale as old as time. I just wish I’d been wrong.”

We sat in silence for a moment, thinking of my mom. The woman I’d only known from pictures and stories from Wendy and my older brothers. The woman I’d betrayed by trying to get to know my father. “I’m so sorry. I know it was a fucked-up thing to do, but I just—”

“Needed to know for yourself.” Wendy finished for me. “I know. I get it. I mean, I can’t lie that it doesn’t hurt a little, but it’s part and parcel of being a parent. Your kids aren’t always gonna make the same decisions you would, but that’s how they learn. Sometimes all a parent can do is stand back and watch. You’ll see for yourself soon enough.”

“Right.”

“But you’ve got a few years. Get through the pregnancy and the first few years before you worry about the kind of monsters you’ve spawned.”

“Ugh. Don’t remind me. This is the part where all my past sins come back and haunt me, huh?”

Wendy laughed. “It’s the perfect karmic revenge.”

“Thank God I’ve already taken anger management. I have a feeling it’ll come in handy with the teenage years.”

“You took anger management classes? I didn’t know that.”

I shrugged, feeling ashamed for some reason. I hadn’t minded talking to the kids at the Boys and Girls Club about it, but with Wendy I felt more exposed and vulnerable than ever.

“I think that’s fabulous. You boys all need some help in that area. I know Austin and Dylan are a little laid back compared to you and Nathan, but you all have your emotions so close to the surface. I never really knew how to help you boys with that. I wanted to, but I just didn’t know where to start. I’m glad you got help. I’m proud of you.”

“So am I.” A voice said somewhere over my left shoulder.

I looked up at Hope standing next to our booth with a soft smile on her face.

With both women looking at me with such admiration, I didn’t know what to do, where to look. I shrugged uncomfortably. “Okay. Thanks. I guess. Can we talk about something else now?”

Wendy laughed as she shuffled out of the booth. “I’ll leave you two to it. I’m gonna go cook your dinner. Anything I should steer clear of with you Hope? Any allergies or something you’re not supposed to eat because of the bambino?”

“No sushi or tuna.” Hope replied. “Oh, and I read something about cured lunch meats and bacon being bad for the baby’s brain growth.”

“No bacon?” I gasped. “I’ll give up alcohol for you, but there’s no way in hell I’m giving up bacon.”

Wendy laughed and waved over her shoulder. “I’ll leave the two of you to duke that one out. Nice to meet you, Hope. Welcome to the family.”

“Thanks,” Hope replied sheepishly as Wendy walked away. Then she turned to me with a smile. “That went well, I think. Maybe it’s time to tell the family about us.”

“Hell, at this point it’s more like who doesn’t know.”

“With your family maybe. I haven’t told any of mine about the baby yet.”

“Shit.” I reached out and pulled her to me so I could wrap an arm around her. “How are you going to tell your dad?”

“I don’t know.”

“Have you even talked to him since…?” I couldn’t even say it. The shit he’d said to her when he found out about us sleeping together was heinous enough. I doubted he’d take the news that he was about to be a grandpa any easier.

“No,” Hope whispered. “I uh, I’ve seen him a few times in the parking lot, but he acted like he didn’t even see me—he looked right through me.”

Fuck, that was harsh. “Do you want me to be there with you?”

She shook her head and shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know. Maybe? I’d like more time to think about it. Maybe next week, after our appointment? I’ll be twelve weeks along then and out of the first trimester.”

“Okay. We’ll do it at your speed. But the longer we wait, the more likely someone else might spill the beans first.”

“I know. I just need some time to figure out what I want to say. With how our last conversation went, I uh, I might be cutting him out of my life completely.”

I sighed. I was sure it felt like a horrible thing for her to say, but I didn’t disagree. It had to be her choice though. “If that’s what you want to do, I’ll wholly support you.”

“Thanks.”

“Uh, do you mind if I tell the rest of my family though? Austin and Nathan still don’t know, and that doesn’t feel right.”

“Yeah, no. That’s fine. It’s not like they’ll be running off to fill in my dad. I don’t mind.”

“’Kay.” I squeezed her close and pressed a kiss to the top of her head. Even with all the uncertainty swimming around in our lives, right now in that moment, I felt like everything was fucking fantastic. I had my girl in my arms, our baby in her belly, and more love in my heart than I’d ever felt before.

I sat back in the booth, holding Hope close, and soaked up the feeling. Life was pretty fucking good.

* * *

Too bad that feeling wasn’t still with me when we’d wrapped filming the next day. James, the asshole producer, had been a passive aggressive prick all day, making me shoot retake after retake of my confessional until I couldn’t form a coherent sentence, and then yelled at me for babbling. Between his bullshit and Austin riding my ass for screwing up the wiring on the corporate build, I wasn’t in the mood for the little heart to heart I’d asked the guys to stick around for at the end of the day. But unlike Hope, I just really wanted to rip the Band-Aid off before someone else leaked the news for me.

We’d all crammed into Austin’s office and closed the door so production couldn’t eavesdrop on our meeting. I’d made them all wait until Sabrina slipped in with an apologetic smile and took a spot in the only empty corner.

“Come on, Ry. Just spill whatever it is already.” Nathan grouched from his position in front of the door, his hand hovering over the knob. “It’s Friday night. I wanna go hit up the club. Do you want a raise or something? Kinda awkward to ask with all of us here.”

“Yeah, right.” Austin laughed from his chair behind his desk. “I can guarantee he doesn’t need a raise because he’s making the same amount as the rest of us. Too fucking much for building bikes. He probably just knocked a chick up and wants to tell us that we’re all gonna be uncles. Well and an aunt in Sabrina’s case.” He added nodding toward Sabby standing in the corner with large eyes.

When only he and Nathan laughed at his shitty joke, their laughter trailed off and their eyes bulged.

“Seriously?” Nathan gasped.

I lifted a shoulder. “I, uh kinda wanted to tell you all before someone else leaked the news, but yeah, Hope and I are having a baby.”

Another awkward silence pulsed around us. Dylan studied his feet, Austin’s face was slowly turning red, and Nathan stared at me in horror like I’d proclaimed he was the father.

Sabrina cleared her throat. “Congrats, Ryan. I’m happy for you guys. How far along is she?”

“We have the twelve week appointment next Wednesday. I guess we get to hear the heartbeat and see a blurry image of the baby.”

“That’s great,” she whispered with suspiciously shiny eyes.

“Thanks,” I replied with a nod. I burned to say more, but Sabrina didn’t want anyone else to know about her miscarriage.

“I’m happy for you two,” Dylan said with a nod. “How’s Hope feeling?”

“She’s got a little bit of morning sickness, but medication is help—”

“Bullshit,” Austin bit out.

“What the hell?” I swung around and glared at my brother’s shitty comment. “Do you doubt that Hope has morning sickness or that she’s pregnant at all?”

Austin glared back. “I doubt that this is the first time that Dylan is hearing about the pregnancy.”

“What does that matter? Are you seriously going to tell me that you tell us all the important shit at the same time? That there’s not shit that you and Nathan discuss and decide before it even trickles down to us? You guys get together and decide stuff about the show all the time. You probably talked to him about stuff with Rachel instead of me. But do I care?” I shook my head. “It’s what family does. We all have the ones we go to first. Dylan and Sabrina have always been that for me.”

“It matters because it affects the show.” Austin pointed at the door. “Do you really think those guys out there aren’t gonna try to use this to make drama for the show? They already tried once. And when the news about your baby gets out, it’ll only get worse.”

“Who cares?” I roared. “I don’t give a flying fuck. How about that? I don’t care if they ask about the baby or Hope or the shit with her father. I love her, and that’s all the matters.”

Silence pulsed around us for a second time. None of my brothers would meet my eyes, only Sabrina.

She gave me a small smile and crossed the room. Stopping in front of me, she reached out and wrapped her arms around me. Her voice was muffled when she finally spoke. “I’m so happy for you two. I thought she was great when I met her at Austin’s party, and I can’t wait to get to know her better. And your baby.”

“Thanks, Sabby,” I replied as I squeezed her back.

“I’m sorry, bro.”

I blinked as Austin suddenly appeared at our side. Sabrina gave me a shaky smile as she stepped back and then he was in front of me.

“You’re right. There’s nothing wrong with having family members that you hash shit out with first. We all do it. And I wasn’t thinking about this like it was a family announcement, but I should have. I’m sorry.” Austin pounded my shoulder then pulled me into a bro hug. “I’m glad you found your other half. And for what it’s worth, I think you’ll make a fucking fantastic father.”

I couldn’t talk over the frog in my throat. I just nodded and squeezed him back.

After a few moments, Austin took a step back and our arms fell to our sides.

Nathan stepped between us and glared at me. “Are you fucking serious? Is that it? You’re not going to fill them in on the rest?”

I bit off a curse. I’d forgotten that Nathan recognized Hope from our first meeting at the clubhouse. “I kinda forgot.”

“He forgot.” Nathan rolled his eyes then turned to Austin as he jabbed a finger in my direction. “This guy brought a fucking motorcycle club whore to your party. The same girl he proclaims to love and is having a baby with spreads her legs for any biker in the Kings clubhouse.”

“You don’t know shit!” I yelled. I wanted to drive my fist into Nathan’s smug, lying face. Repeatedly. Instead I took a deep breath, closed my eyes and counted to ten. Then twenty. By the time I got to thirty my heartrate slowed enough that I could finally talk. “I don’t even want to hear you saying shit like that about Hope or any woman ever again. We clear?”

“What? Suddenly you’re a feminist? Since when?” Nathan sneered. “And what’s with the funny breathing? You got asthma now?”

“You’re seriously gross, Nathan,” Sabrina cut in.

We both swung to face her. Nathan closed his eyes and bit out a curse.

She shook her head. “I’ve watched all four of you sleep your way around town with any woman who was interested, and never once did I call any of you a bad word. Whatever you want to do with your body is your business. How dare you judge a woman for doing the same?”

“Come on, Sabrina.” Nathan held out a hand in a placating gesture. “You know I didn’t—”

“No,” she cut him off again. “We’ve all met Hope. She’s a sweetheart. Ryan clearly loves her and is happy that they’re having a baby. This isn’t a discussion. You don’t get a vote in who your brother decides to spend his life with. Just be happy that he’s happy.” Sabrina had to look away as her eyes shone suspiciously.

I crossed the room and gathered her into my arms again. After a second her arms came around me and she hugged me back.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

“I’m happy for you,” she whispered back. “I just wish…”

She didn’t finish the sentence but then she didn’t need to. “Me too.”

A moment later someone tapped me on the shoulder. I pulled back and found Nathan standing next to us.

“I’m sorry. I just…” He shrugged then held out a hand. “I’m an ass. For the record I am happy that you’re happy.”

“Thanks, bro.” I shook his hand then let him pull me in for another hug.

“I’m happy for you, bro. And I agree with Austin.” Nathan pulled back and slapped me on the shoulder. “You’ll make a great dad once you get your anger under control.”

“Fuck, Nate,” Austin hissed. “Really?”

“What?” Nathan shrugged. “Like you weren’t thinking it too.”

Dylan stormed over and shoved Nathan in the shoulder. “You’re an asshole.”

“You guys, it’s fine.” I lifted my palms like I was the one under attack. “He’s right.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Dylan bit out. “You wouldn’t ever hit your kid. Or your girl. It’s bullshit and you know it.”

“That’s also not what I said,” Nathan retorted. “I never said a fucking word about him beating anyone. I never thought that for a fucking second. You are a better man than our father even dreamed he could be. You’re not him, okay? That’s not what I was saying. All four of us have got some anger issues. Just look at how we handled Ryan’s news about being a father. Sabrina was the only one who could congratulate him.”

Dylan cleared his throat.

“Like that was the first time that you heard about the baby.” Nathan shook his head. “All I’m saying is that maybe we should take some anger management classes or something because this dynamic here isn’t healthy.”

I jerked my chin at him. “I get what you’re saying, but it’s not necessary.”

“Ry, I don’t think—”

I waved a hand, cutting him off. “That’s what my ‘weird breathing‘ thing was about. A little skill I picked up in my anger management class.”

Everyone blinked at me like I’d told them I wanted to buy a stock Harley.

“Really?” Austin asked.

Sabrina shook her head. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

“Because I didn’t think you guys would understand. Or you’d think I was weak and couldn’t handle my problems myself.” I shrugged. “I was embarrassed, I guess. But I’ll go to another session if any of you wanna go. It wouldn’t hurt to brush up on my conflict resolution skills.”

Nathan nodded. “I’m in.”

“Me too.” Sabrina smiled.

Dylan rolled his eyes. “Like you need any classes, Sabby. You’re the most levelheaded one here.”

“Like that’s a glowing endorsement.” Sabrina laughed.

Austin shook his head. “I’m in, too. Just no one tell production. They’ll have my ass if they think there won’t be any drama to film.”

“Pretty sure that’s not gonna be a problem with this crew.” I laughed along with my family.

And for the first time in a long time it felt like we were clicking, like maybe we could be a normal family.

Or what passed like one for us.
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Ryan

“Hey, Dylan! Wait up!” I called down the hallway.

My brother paused and swung around to face me. I could tell by his expression that he already knew what I wanted to talk to him about.

“What’s up?”

I lowered my voice. “How about we head over to the paint shed and talk there?”

Dylan nodded tightly. “Sure.”

We walked side by side in silence down the hallway, out the side door and around the lot to Dylan’s paint shed in the back of the lot. We all called it a shed, but really it was a whole lot more. About the size of a domestic two car garage, the building was fitted with a large rolling door, a viewing window, and all the professional equipment an autobody paint shop could handle. Only this was Dylan’s domain. Whereas me, Nathan, and Austin all worked out of the main shop—and on top of each other to our annoyance some days—Dylan was our shop’s only paint guy.

Sometimes I really envied Dylan that, but not today.

I closed the door behind us and debated how exactly to start this conversation.

“What’s going on?” Dylan asked as he leaned against the cabinets on the opposite wall from me.

I sighed. “We gotta talk about the old man. He’s bad news, Dyl. He was lurking here in the parking lot. He said some shit, and I let him know in no uncertain terms that we were done. It’s past time that you cut ties with him too.”

“Shit. He was here? I told him not to come here to try to talk to us.”

“Us? What’s with this fucking us? Since when do you speak for me?”

Dylan’s head reared back like I’d sucker punched him. “What’s your problem, Ry? We’ve always been a team. When did that change?”

“It shouldn’t change. But when you start talking to guys—using my name to get that son of a bitch a job—then we got a problem. He’s an asshole and a loose cannon. It’s only a matter of time before he goes off again, and I’ll be damned if my name is tied to him when it happens.”

“You’re overreacting.” Dylan scoffed. “It’s not that big a deal.”

“Not that big a deal? Are you fucking kidding me? He killed our mom. He—”

“And he did his time. He showed remorse and joined a Christian group. He’s changed. Dad did all that the state required of him, and he deserves a second chance.”

“He’s blowing smoke up your ass and you know it. You’ve heard how he talks about her now—he fucking blames her for his time in prison. He doesn’t have a remorseful bone in his body. He’s just sorry that he got caught. And what about Mom’s second chance? Doesn’t she deserve one?”

“That’s not fair, and you know it.”

“No, you’re not being fair to Aunt Wendy, and you know it. He killed her sister, and she had to raise his kids. She’s more of a parent to us than he ever was. Have you even talked to her lately? Does she know what you’re doing?”

Dylan hung his head and didn’t answer. He couldn’t answer.

Because we both knew he was in the wrong. “He already blew the job you set him up with. He had the fucking nerve to come to me for money or another job here. Where the hell have you been?”

Dylan hitched a shoulder. “I got some things going on. I was busy.”

“Fuck me. Busy? Really? You’re not gonna tell me?” I waited a beat, but when Dylan couldn’t answer me or look me in the eyes, I shook my head. “He’s been watching us. He tried to talk shit about Aunt Wendy and he all but threatened me and Hope. He knows shit he shouldn’t, and I don’t know what he’s gonna do with the information, but it can’t be good.”

“I’ll talk to him. He can’t… I won’t let him touch you or Hope. I swear.”

“Dylan, seriously? You’re still gonna take his side? Do you not see where this is going? He’s gonna fuck your name in this town. No one will want to do us any favors if you keep hooking him up with jobs. Because that fucking leopard isn’t changing his spots. He’s got anger issues and thinks the whole world owes him something—especially us. And I don’t care what he says. He’s already doing shit he knows he shouldn’t.”

“I can’t, Ryan. I don’t…” Dylan rubbed the back of his neck and sighed heavily.

I couldn’t believe that he was still choosing that bastard over his real family. He knew that Austin and Nathan wanted nothing to do with the son of a bitch. Why couldn’t he see what we all already knew?

My sigh echoed his. “I told Wendy. She knows everything.”

Dylan’s head came up and his glare would’ve scared a weaker man. “What the hell? Why would you—”

“Because I didn’t like the way he was talking about her. You might’ve ignored it, but I heard the way he talked about our mother at breakfast—little veiled digs and slurs. He’s a fucking pig. He’s already killed one woman, and I’ll be damned if he kills another. Next time it might be Wendy or Sabrina. Or Hope.”

Dylan sagged back against the cabinets with a defeated expression.

“I don’t know what the hell is going on with you, but you don’t owe that man shit. You deserve a lot better of a father than him. You aren’t him. You’ll never be him. You don’t owe him anything. Don’t let him get into your head.”

Still Dylan didn’t say anything.

“When you want to talk about it, I’m here, man. I’ll always be here.”

Dylan jerked his chin up and his voice was husky when he finally spoke. “You don’t understand. There are things…” He shook his head then finished weakly. “He’s the only father we’ve got.”

“No, you don’t understand. Austin was our father because that son of a bitch killed our mom and should’ve rot in prison for the rest of his life. The title of father isn’t something you get because you have a kid. It’s earned. Look at Austin with Wyatt. Do you think he’s any less of a father to that kid because he’s not blood? That little boy loves him so fucking much because Austin’s earned it. He’s shown up. Austin showed up every day of our childhood. He’s the example I’m looking at when Hope has our baby. Not the son of a bitch who only gave us half of our DNA. Think about that the next time you talk to him.”

Dylan didn’t have a response or the ability to look me in the eyes. I shook my head. “I meant what I said. If you want to talk—when you want to talk—I’m here.”

Dylan hitched a shoulder and continued to study the tips of his boots.

I swung out the door and slammed it behind me. I wasn’t in any shape to see Hope right then, so I stabbed out a quick text when I reached the main shop.

Me: Gotta work late tonight. How about I pick you up for breakfast tomorrow? 

Hope didn’t reply right away, so I got to work. Most everyone had left for the night since it was Friday night, but I heard some rumblings in the conference room that the production crew had claimed. Shit, James really was a bastard if he was making the guys work late on a Friday night. I’d have to buy Liam and Will a round if they were still here when I finished.

I must’ve gotten lost in my work because the next thing I knew, it was almost midnight. Time had flown, but my aching back was now paying the price. Fuck. I stood up and tried to stretch my kinks out. With a groan, I grabbed my phone and saw that Hope had texted me back hours ago.

Hope: Maybe lunch? I gotta work late too so I want to sleep in tomorrow.

I rolled my eyes. Like I’d wait that long to see my girl. Maybe she was still up.

Me: You still up? I could swing by now and then I’ll be with you to sleep in with you. 

Hope: Hmmm… Kinda hard to argue with that. 

Me: I’ve got something else that’s hard for you.

Hope: Is that all you ever think about?

Me: Think about? Think with? Pretty much.

Hope: I’m home, horny boy. I’ll wait up for you.

Me: On my way.

I might’ve had a shit eating grin on my face as I shoved my tool cart aside. The silence of the building let me know I’d missed my chance to buy the production guys a round. Maybe next time. I took a few seconds to check that the outer doors were locked and armed the security system.

There was a hop in my step, and I might’ve been whistling as I walked out the door toward my bike. Knowing that Hope was up and waiting for me in bed made all the aches from being bent over that damn wiring job disappear. In a few minutes I’d be the one bending her over.

“I think we need to have a little talk about respect.”

The quiet hiss of T-Bone’s voice had my heart stuttering. In all my euphoria of leaving, I hadn’t noticed the motorcycles parked side by side in the street. There had to be at least twenty bikes lined up with a biker standing in front of them. None of which looked pleased to see me. Least of all Hope’s father, T-Bone, who stood in front of them all and about twenty feet away from me on the edge of our parking lot.

“I uh—”

“I don’t want to hear your pissant voice right now!” T-Bone roared.

I swallowed and nodded stiffly. I was up to my eyeballs in trouble. I didn’t need T-Bone to spell it out for me.

T-Bone sauntered toward me with a smirk. “I had a really hard fucking time coming to terms with you sleeping with my girl at my fucking bike reveal. I know you boys think you’re tough shit with your bikes and your little reality show, but family is off limits.” He stopped with the toes of his boots touching mine–so close I could smell his cologne. Some spittle sprayed my face when he spoke. “I had a little talk with my girlie, and she was supposed to keep her goddamn knees closed.”

“Sounds like you’re the one who needs a fucking lesson about respect.” The words flew out of my mouth before my brain had caught up. Not that I regretted what I’d said.

Not even after his fist plowed into my stomach.

I groaned, clutching my stomach.

“As I was saying. The boys convinced me not to come down on you and yours after you’d fucked my daughter. They wanted those pretty bikes you guys build, so we decided to make you sweat it out a little. Because no one screws with us and just gets away with it. But then today a little birdie told me that you—a little pissant nobody—had gone and knocked up my little girl.”

My blood froze. He knew about us. About the baby. Shit. Fuck. I could feel the sweat forming on my forehead.

While T-Bone had been talking, the other bikers had formed a circle around us. A circle I probably wouldn’t be leaving alive.

“And it was then I realized. There are four of you. And from what the boys say about your little TV show, I doubt your brothers will even miss you. So I can take care of business—teach you a little bit about respect before I make you swallow your tongue and your dick too—and my boys can still buy some bikes from the three remaining Burns Brothers.” His voice dropped to a whisper as he hissed, “And maybe for a little quid pro quo, I’ll fuck that little sister of yours. What’s her name? Sabrina?”

I swung. My fist plowed into the side of his jaw and his head went back. He growled low in his throat and whipped out a heavy chain I hadn’t noticed, flinging one end into my face. The blow whipped my head back and agonizing pain exploded in my entire skull.

But still I fought. Swinging out to punch him but my arms were no match against his chain. The length kept him just out of arms reach as it delivered blow after blow. My head and face throbbed from the smacks from the chain while the crowd around us howled and shouted advice for T-Bone.

The chain caught the side of my head, and I went down. Blows rained down on my head, chest, ribs, back. All I could do was flinch and groan. My hands were no protection against his heavy chain. Blood dripped from my forehead into my eyes, and I could taste the metallic tang of it in my mouth.

And then I heard the telltale sound of a gun cocking next to my ear. I wanted to fight. For myself. For Hope. For our baby. But my body was broken. I closed my eyes and said a little prayer for my family, my girl, and the little girl I’d never get the chance to meet.

“Hey assholes!”

I thought the shout had come from one of the Kings, but they all fell silent before a few cursed.

Opening my eyes, I could barely make out the form of a man standing on the shop’s roof with a camera on his shoulder. Will? And then he spoke again and I realized it was James, the asshole producer. “I’ve already called the cops on your asses. This is a little incentive for you all to get on your bikes and get the fuck away from my guy.”

“Just shoot him!” One of the Kings shouted.

“Ha!” James shouted. “You could shoot me, but do you think you could get up here on the roof and get rid of what I’ve recorded before the cops show up?”

A few Kings grumbled, but then the piercing wail of approaching sirens had them all running for their bikes.

“Next time, fucker.” T-Bone paused and kicked me in the side. “We’ll find you when you don’t have a little blue bird watching out for you.”

Blue bird? Birdie. James was the one who’d outed us to T-Bone? “He told you about us?”

A sinister smirk curved across T-Bone’s lips. “The jackass with the camera? Nah, your own father sold you out for a few lines of blow.”

“Bone!” Someone shouted. “We gotta roll. Pigs are coming.”

And with one last sharp kick to my ribs, T-Bone was gone and the roar of twenty bikes vibrated the air and ground around me.

I was barely holding on to consciousness as they rode away. It was hard to breathe. I tried to push myself up, but my arms weren’t working.

“I called for help. I swear an ambulance should be here any minute.” James yelled from somewhere overhead.

“Thanks,” I slurred right before everything went black.
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Hope

I looked at my phone and my stomach clenched when I realized that a whole hour had passed since Ryan’s last text. On my way.

He should’ve been here by now.

My hands shook as I looked through my contact list for Dylan’s info. Ryan had given it to me weeks ago, wanting me to have multiple ways to get in touch with his family if I needed it. He’d also saved Wendy’s, Sabrina’s, Nathan’s, and Austin’s numbers. But I knew out of anyone, Dylan was the one to call right now. He was the closest of all their siblings—both personally and geographically. He’d know what was going on with Ryan.

Finding Dylan’s name, I hit the button to call him. The line rang twice before he picked up.

“Hope, are you here? We’re all in the waiting room outside of surgery. Fifth floor.”

“Surgery?” I repeated weakly. The room started to spin, and I sank down onto my knees. “Oh my god. Oh my god.”

“Hope? Hello?” Dylan’s voice sounded so far away.

I buried my face in my hands. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t… Oh God. I wiped at my eyes and reached for the phone I must’ve dropped. “What happened?”

“No one called you?” There were some shuffling sounds on his end of the phone. “What do you mean you guys didn’t call her? He loves her. Of course, he’ll want her here.”

“Dylan? Dylan!” I pushed myself up off the floor and raced for my bedroom with my phone still clasped to my ear. I needed a bra. And pants. Shit.

“Yeah. I’m here, Hope. I’m sorry. I thought you were on your way. I was the last to get here, and I thought one of the guys had already called you.”

“I don’t care about all that.” I ripped a pair of yoga pants off my bed. “Just tell me what hospital.”

“Yeah, not happening, sweetheart. I’ll be there in ten to pick you up. Ryan will have my ass if you try to drive yourself here.” More shuffling on his end then his muffled voice. “I don’t give a fuck what you think. She didn’t have anything to do with this.”

“Do with what? What happened to Ryan? Is he all right?”

“I’ll be there in ten. Sit tight.”

The line went silent then a beep sounded letting me know he ended the call.

I looked blankly at my phone’s screen. What had happened to Ryan? Why wasn’t he telling me? And why did his family think I had something to do with it? Shaking my head, I tossed my phone aside and sank down on the end of my bed. I closed my eyes and said a quick prayer for Ryan to be all right. That was all I wanted. Needed.

“Amen.” Heaving a shaky sigh, I stood and got myself dressed.

The building was suspiciously silent. Even though it was after midnight, I’d usually run into someone in the elevator or the lobby. With all the apartments filled with MC members, normal working hours didn’t usually apply. Especially on a Friday night.

As I sat alone in the lobby the implications hit me.

Ryan was hurt.

No one was around.

Something had happened.

Were the two related? I was so far outside my dad’s inner circle I wouldn’t know, but my body quaked as I did the math.

It was a relief when Dylan roared up to the curb on his custom bike. I was out of the building and climbing onto the back of his bike before he even got his helmet off.

Dylan killed the engine and turned toward me. “We’ll park my bike and take your car.”

“Fuck that. The bike will get us there quicker. I have to see Ryan.”

He started at me for a second then shook his head. “Fine, but you gotta wear my helmet. I don’t have a spare. And Ryan will hang me by the balls if anything happens to you.”

I took his helmet and quickly strapped it on. “I don’t need the speech. I know how to hold onto a bike. I’m my father’s daughter after all.”

“Let’s hope that’s not true,” Dylan muttered just before he revved his engine.

And that was when I knew. He had done something. Ryan had been right. I should’ve talked to my dad sooner. Told him about us. Something, anything, that would’ve prevented whatever had happened to Ryan. And I only had myself to blame. I felt lightheaded as Dylan sped through the city streets, but I still held on like a hellcat.

It felt weird to have my arms wrapped around Dylan and not Ryan. Dylan didn’t have the same bulk that Ryan did. His body in my arms just felt…wrong. My slight baby bump that had started to make my jeans feel tight pressed against Dylan’s back. It was so weird. And wrong. It should be Ryan my arms were around. Not his brother. Tears burned my eyes, but I didn’t let them fall. There would be time later to fall apart. Right now I just had to concentrate on getting to Ryan.

No matter what had happened, I was going to be there for him.

Even if the rest of his family didn’t want me there.

Dylan parked his bike just outside the main entrance. I handed his helmet over and swung off his bike. Dylan got off and reached out to grab my hand. “We’ll talk inside. But when I left, he was in surgery. They were concerned about internal bleeding and that he hadn’t regained consciousness.”

I nodded tightly and let Dylan lead me into the building, to the elevator and up to the fifth-floor surgery waiting room. He’d held my hand the entire way. Something about that was significant, but I couldn’t get my mind to work out why. Instead, his words whirled around my head. Internal bleeding. Hadn’t regained consciousness. Bleeding. Bleeding.

We burst through the waiting room doors and found Ryan’s entire family huddled in the mud grey room along with a few men I didn’t recognize. Wendy. Sabrina. Austin and Rachel. Nathan.

It was the latter who glared at me.

I ignored him as I crossed to Wendy. “How is he? Did they give you any update?”

“No, honey. They’re still working on him.” Wendy reached out and pulled me in for a tight hug. “But I’m not worried. He’s a stubborn S. O. B. He’ll pull through this just fine. I can’t tell you the number of times that boy has been in one scrape or another. He’s tough.”

I pulled back and gave her a slight smile that I was miles from feeling as she kept an arm around me.

“How are you feeling, honey?” Wendy asked.

I shook my head. “I don’t even know. This is all so surreal.”

“Don’t you want to know why he’s in here in the first place?” Nathan demanded with narrow-eyed intent. “Or did Dylan already fill you in?”

“I didn’t tell her anything because we don’t know much.” Dylan stepped up to my side and rested a hand on my shoulder. “Hopefully the doctor will fill us in shortly.”

“You’re not even a little curious how Ryan ended up in the hospital or did you already know? Did your daddy tell you what he’d planned?”

“Nathan,” Dylan hissed.

“No this is bullshit. None of you thought it was important to tell me and Austin that she’s the fucking daughter of the Kings’ president? You let us think that she was just some club whore, spreading her legs for any of those bastards, when she’s his fucking daughter. Now she’s coming in here with her fake tears and bullshit acting. Do you have a guilty conscious because you’re a conniving bitch?” Nathan’s voice rose with every word until he was shouting at me. The tendons in his neck straining as his words cut me into shreds.

I glared at Nathan and held on to that shred of rage to keep me upright. How dare he. “The last thing my father said to me—which was months ago by the way—was to call me a whore for sleeping with your brother. So congratulations. You’re not the first to call me that. You’ll have to get in line behind my father, who I haven’t spoken to since by the way.” My whole body quaked, but I refused to look away or back down from Nathan. “But I guessed. Ryan texted me that he was coming over, and it doesn’t take an hour to do that this late. And my building was…too silent. Something was wrong. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to do that math.”

“Your building?” Nathan sneered. “The one that the Kings own and house their bitches in?”

“Yeah, that one. The one my father put me up in. I’m not anyone’s bitch.”

“Nathan, that’s enough. This is not Hope’s fault.” Wendy waded in, shoving Nathan back with a hand to his chest despite their considerable height difference. “She didn’t know what her father planned to do tonight. Everyone here can see that when they look at her. She’s hurting just like the rest of us. Leave her alone. You of all people should know that no one is responsible for their father’s sins.”

This time it was Nathan’s turn to flinch.

I shook my head. “But it is my fault. Ryan wanted me to talk to T-Bone about us, but I was scared. I wanted to wait until after our next appointment. I’m only eleven weeks. There’s still a chance that…”

I couldn’t finish the thought. Like if I said it out loud, it might happen.

But apparently just thinking it was enough.

I felt a familiar heaviness in my pelvis like I usually did just before my period would start. Only I wasn’t supposed to get my period. I wasn’t supposed to get it for another twenty-something weeks. Or was it thirty? I couldn’t remember. Everything felt a little fuzzy. Looked fuzzy. What was I talking about again?

I clutched my belly. “I need to sit down.”

“Hope, are you okay?” Wendy led me to a sit next to Austin.

I shook my head wordlessly. I couldn’t talk. I was afraid if I said anything the most horrible thing in my life would happen.

I’d lose my baby with the man I loved.

I loved him, and I hadn’t even told him yet.

“We need to get her down to the ER now,” Sabrina said anxiously before lowering her voice. “She’s bleeding.”

“Fuck!” Nathan bit out and the next thing I knew he’d swept me into his arms and hustled toward the door. “I’m sorry, Hope. I didn’t—”

He stopped short, almost plowing into a man wearing scrubs and a white lab coat who’d entered the waiting room. “How is he, doc?”

“Ryan Burns family?”

“Yeah. Yes. Is he going to be all right?”

“Well—”

“Just give us the CliffsNotes version, doc. I gotta get this lady to the ER.”

His gaze swung from me still swept up in Nathan’s arms to the people crowding around us. Then he took a deep breath and sighed. “We stopped the bleeding, but he’s not out of the woods yet. The next few hours will be critical.”

“Nothing new. Got ya.” Nathan shook his head. “Sabrina, you coming?”

“Right behind you.” Sabrina called.

“Wait!” I grabbed Nathan’s collar to try to get him to stop but he plowed through the doors and headed for the elevator without pausing. “I had questions I wanted to ask him.”

Sabrina ran ahead of us and punched the elevator button. “It doesn’t matter right now. They’re looking after him. Now we need to look after you.”

“But I want to know…” I trailed off as Nathan jostled me again.

He stepped onto the elevator and whirled around. I had to close my eyes as everything spun sickeningly around us. I didn’t think elevators were supposed to move like that.

“I’m so sorry, Hope. I didn’t mean any of that shit I said. I don’t…” He sighed. “I don’t think you’re responsible for what happened to Ryan. That’s on T-Bone. All of it. I don’t want you to stress out about it. You just need to think about that little nugget inside you and concentrate on keeping her there.”

“Her?” Sabrina asked as the doors swept open. She’d tried to hide her flinch over Nathan’s words about keeping the baby inside me, but I saw it. Her eyes held a world of pain as she looked at me. “Isn’t it too early to know?”

I nodded.

Nathan’s shrug about jostled me out of his arms as he sped down the hallway in the direction of the ER. “Ryan said you were having a little girl.”

“He’s hoping.” I rolled my eyes. Then had to close them as I remembered why we were here. That he might never even meet his baby.

That I might lose them both tonight.

The wave of grief that hit overwhelmed me. I covered my eyes with my hands and gave into it. I just sobbed. I couldn’t answer any of the questions that they asked me—Nathan, Sabrina, or the annoyed nurse behind the glass wall. Sabrina grabbed my tiny purse and handed over a card or something. I didn’t know. I didn’t care. All I could think was that I hadn’t told Ryan that I loved him. Why didn’t I tell him? I had so many chances. And he’d told me. I didn’t have to wonder how he felt about me. I knew. But right now, this second, Ryan was unconscious somewhere in this hospital without that same knowledge.

That was what I wanted to ask the doctor. If I could see Ryan. I didn’t care if he was awake or not. I just wanted to tell him—finally—that I loved him. That I’d always love him. And our baby.

If our baby made it.

Oh God. Oh God.

I cried until I didn’t think I could cry anymore. I cried until my voice grew hoarse from my sobs. I cried until I could hardly see. People buzzed around me but I couldn’t focus on anything.

And finally when there was nothing left, I fell asleep curled up in Nathan’s lap in the waiting room.

* * *

Someone was calling my name. I groaned and burrowed into my pillow. “Crap, Mom. Give me five minutes?”

My voice sounded froggy, like I’d had a cold or something. Then my pillow moved.

“I’m not your mom. Come on, Hope. It’s our turn.” The deep voice came from somewhere near my head.

I opened my eyes. I was in a hospital. Sabrina sat across us with an anxious expression. And then I remembered. My dad. Ryan. His surgery. My bleeding. Our baby.

“Oh.” I sat up with a wince.

“Are you okay?” Nathan asked anxiously from just above my head.

So close because I was still sitting on his lap.

“Yeah. Just a little kink in my neck.” I muttered as I pushed to my feet. I was too tired to even be embarrassed.

“Hope, I can carry you.” Nathan protested.

“I’m fine.”

“Hope Stephens?” The nurse across the room called again.

“Here.” I waved a hand as I hobbled toward her, Nathan and Sabrina hot on my heels.

The nurse took in my entourage with wide eyes that lingered on Nathan’s hulking figure. “This way.”

She turned and lead us through a winding maze of beds and curtains and computer stations. Stopping in a random corner, she had me stand on the scale then asked me to sit as she took my pulse and blood pressure. After she’d written all the numbers down, she stood again and led us down another hallway before finally stopping in front of a small room. “Take everything off. Put on the gown. Climb up on the bed and someone will be in soon.”

Nathan hovered awkwardly outside the door. “I’ll just wait here until you’re er, ready. Shout if you need me.”

“You wish.” Sabrina murmured, and judging from the smug expression on her face she took more than a little pleasure in slamming the door in his face. “Do you need some help or want me to wait out there with the asshole?”

“I don’t…” I gave a shaky sigh. “I don’t want to be alone right now.”

“You won’t be, Hope. I’ll stay as long, probably longer, than you want me to.”

“Thanks.” I looked down at my hands and cleared my rough sounding throat. “Can you do me a favor?”

“Anything.”

“Can I borrow your phone? There’s someone I have to call and I forgot mine at ho—at the apartment.”

“Sure.” Sabrina whipped out her cell, unlocked the home screen, and handed it over. “Do you need some privacy?”

I shook my head. “No, this will only take a minute.”

Looking down at the phone, I punched in the number I’d known from the time I was tiny. I held the cell up to my ear and held my breath as it rang. It was late. Maybe too late. This was a dumb idea. I should just get naked and hop up on the—

“Hello?” A groggy voice answered.

“Mom?” For the umpteenth that night, tears welled in my eyes. “Mama, I need you.”
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Hope

Hours later, I was still sitting in the same tiny room. Sabrina and Nathan both sprawled out on chairs across from my bed. I’d been nervous at first, wearing a thin gown and nothing else in front of Ryan’s family, but anxiety and the grindingly slow passage of time as we waited forever cured me of my modesty. Really at this point all I wanted was answers, but no one had any for me yet.

I needed this test. I was waiting for another test. Still nothing. Just that annoying advice to stay calm and try to relax. Like that was possible.

I was gonna punch the next person who dared to tell me that again.

I flinched as the door flung open. But instead of another apathetic nurse, my mom stood in the doorway.

“Hope,” she whispered brokenly. Then she was at the side of my bed holding me like I was eight years old and everyone but me had been invited to Madison James’s birthday party at the water park.

“Nathan and I are just gonna wait outside and give you two some privacy.” Sabrina murmured.

“Wait.” My mom pulled back and faced them. “What have they said? What’s going on?”

Sabrina shook her head with a twisted expression. “Nothing yet. They’re waiting for the sonogram tech to get down here. The er, bleeding has stopped. It wasn’t much, but they want to get a scan before they can tell us anything.”

My heart broke again at the agonized expression on Sabrina’s face. This whole thing had to be excruciating for her. But she’d stood by my side without breaking down once. I don’t know that I could ever be as strong as she’d been tonight.

If she ever needed something, anything, I’d be there in a second. It’d only taken a boyfriend beatdown and a maybe miscarriage for me to find my ride or die bestie in Sacramento. “Thanks, Sabrina.”

She gave me a sad smile. “We’ll just be out here.”

The door shut behind her and my mom turned to me. “So.”

I smiled weakly. “So.”

Mom grabbed Nathan’s chair and dragged it to the side of my bed with a harsh screech. She grunted as she sat down. “How are you feeling?”

“Better. I think it was the stress of everything. But they took some blood, made me pee in a cup, and now we’re waiting for the sonogram tech like Sabrina said. I drank some juice and Nathan tracked down a sandwich for me, so I feel better.” I looked down at my hospital gown and picked at the hem. “Mostly.”

She shook her head. “Why didn’t you tell me you were pregnant?”

“Come on, Mom. You spent all those years lecturing me about how getting pregnant is the worst thing that could ever happen to me. Do you think I was really eager to call you up and let you know that I’d let you down?”

“Honey, I didn’t… I can’t believe you’d think that.”

“Why not? After all of those lectures, what else could I think? I know my entire existence pretty much ruined your life. I was afraid that my pregnancy would be the thing to make you cut me out of your life forever.”

“Oh Hope, no. I don’t… I never meant that about you. You are one of the best things in my life. I’ve never regretted that I had you. I just meant that as a teenager you should be so careful about sex and birth control. But now you’re a college graduate with a steady job and a man in your life. I’d never say that about this baby or you.” She looked down at me with watery eyes. “And honestly you’re the wake up call I needed to get your father out of my life.”

“What do you mean?”

“I know I gave you the sanitized version of my relationship with your father, but you deserve to know everything.” She gave a shaky sigh and looked away. “I ran away when I was sixteen. I thought I knew everything. You never met your grandparents, but they were deeply religious. They held onto me with this iron grip. It was too much. So I left. And eventually I ended up at the West Coast Kings clubhouse. I did things I’m ashamed of. But in all my time with them, there was only one rule—never, ever get knocked up. No babies. Ever. But I did. And at the time, I was solely with your father. He’d claimed me. Kinda. Not formally. He never made me his old lady—apparently he already had two—but I was his property. I’d heard whispers from the other girls what had happened when someone got pregnant, and it wasn’t pretty. Beatings. Back alley abortions. I never thought I’d want to be a mother, but when I found out I was pregnant with you, there was nothing in this world that I wanted more.”

“And so you ran again,” I whispered.

“Yes. I never thought he’d want to be part of your life, and I was terrified that you would want to be part of his. And then you were. I regret…a lot of what I’ve done with my life, but telling you about your real father is my biggest regret. I should’ve lied when you found those pictures. At the very least I should’ve told you the truth about us—about him. But I was ashamed. And he had me so fooled when you met him when you were in college. I thought he’d changed. That his club had changed.” She closed her eyes and shook her head. “But I was wrong. I was so, so wrong. I’m so sorry, honey. I hope you can forgive me.”

“I can. I do.” I bent down and hugged my mom, squeezing her with everything I had. “I love you so much. I’m sorry. About everything. Coming here. Being so distant. Not telling you about Ryan and the baby. I just… I’m sorry.”

“I love you too, baby.” After a minute, my mom sat back and swiped at her eyes. “Now tell me the rest.”

I blinked at the sudden change of topic. “Rest of what?”

“Ryan. Did something happen between you two? Why isn’t he here waiting anxiously to find out what’s going on with his baby? Does he even know about the baby? Well, he’d have to, right?” She answered her own questions without even pausing. “That was his brother here just now, right? And what—his sister?”

“Mom.” I interrupted. “Can I get a word in edgewise, or do you just wanna have this conversation by yourself?”

“Sorry.” She sat back and rolled her eyes. “You know how I get when it comes to my kids.”

I smiled because I did know. She might’ve been kinda absent the first half of my life when she was a single working mom, but I’d never wondered for a moment where I fell in her priorities. She gave me any time she had. If a teacher or coach called about something, she was there—usually making their life miserable—because she loved hard and deep. Mom might’ve been able to spend more time with my brother Sage since she wasn’t working and going to school now, but I never felt like she loved him more. We had our dysfunction—who didn’t— but she was the same with him as she was with me—fierce, loyal, and giving everything she could.

I’d missed her so much.

She raised her eyebrows. “So, Ryan? Where is he?”

I flinched as the smile fell from my face. “Ryan’s on the fifth floor; they just moved him to the ICU. My er, T-Bone found out about us and wasn’t happy. I guess he and a few guys cornered Ryan after work tonight and beat him up pretty good. I don’t—” My voice broke and the room swam. I had to swipe at my eyes before I could finish. “I don’t know if he’s going to be okay. He needed surgery because of internal bleeding, and he hasn’t woken up yet. I guess he passed out before the ambulance showed up and hasn’t been awake since. I don’t… I don’t know anything else because I’m down here, and he’s up there and the cell service in this hospital is super shitty, so Nathan can’t even call and texts aren’t always going through.”

“Oh honey.” My mom reached out and squeezed my hand. “I had no idea. I’m so sorry.”

“I know. And I can’t… I just feel like it’s my fault. Ryan told his family about us and the baby, and he wanted me to tell T-Bone and you. But I was scared. You should’ve heard him after he found out I went home with Ryan that night. He was so scary. I couldn’t… I was so afraid to tell him about the baby.” I had to look away. The shame enveloping me was so thick and heavy. “I should’ve done something, anything, to stop this from happening to Ryan. It’s my fault he is lying unconscious upstairs. My battle, that I should’ve fought.”

“Hope. You can’t do that to yourself. Your father…” She gave my hand a squeeze then stood up. Pacing to the other side of the room, she seemed to be working herself up to tell me something. Finally, she shook her head and turned to face me. “Your father has always been a hard, unforgiving man. And if there’s anyone to blame for your boyfriend’s trouble and your own, it’s me.”

“Mama, no!” I reached out to her but she was so far away and now pacing agitatedly.

“Yes. I thought I was so smart. I wanted to raise you differently from how I was raised. My parents held on so tight, and I let you go way too soon. Hell, you practically raised yourself. I made so many mistakes. Of course you wanted to get to know your father. I didn’t give you any kind of home. And then I married someone and immediately had a baby with him. You must’ve felt so abandoned.”

“Mom, no. You know that’s not true.” I pushed myself up and swung my legs over the side of the bed so I could face her. “I was just thinking about how I never had to wonder if you loved me. I’ve seen you with Sage, and you’re the same way with me. You love us both and we know it. T-Bone was… I thought he was a part of me. I wanted to know that part, thought I’d find myself with him. But I didn’t. That life was so empty. All flash and no substance, you know? It was seductive at first, but it lost its luster. And at least through him I met Ryan. He’s the best man I’ve ever met. He’s sweet and thoughtful and so damn giving. I just… I love him.”

Mom charged across the room to finally hold me. Her arms wrapped around me, and I felt that feeling again. Home. Love. Forgiveness. Tears stung my eyes.

Mom pulled back and ran a hand over my head. “Fine. If it’s not my fault what your father did to your guy, then you can’t blame yourself either.”

“It’s not that easy. I—”

“Wasn’t the one beating him up in that parking lot. So I don’t want to hear it anymore.”

I finally whispered the thought that had been circling my head all night long. “But what if this isn’t the end? You had to move hours away to get away from his reach. What does that mean for me?”

“I don’t know, honey. I don’t know.”

A brisk knock at the door had us breaking apart and swiping at our eyes.

“Yes?” I called out.

The doors crashed open, and a harried looking woman dragged a rolling cart in behind her. “Sorry for the wait. It’s been a bit crazy here tonight. But what do you expect when a full moon happens on a Friday night? Insanity. I swear. Every time. Anyhow, I’m here to do a vaginal ultrasound on—” She paused a whipped out a clipboard. “Hope Stephens. Is that you?”

“Yeah.” I cringed. “Vaginal? You mean you have to—” I gestured vaguely at my legs.

“Yup, this early it’s the only way to really see the fetus. Give me a second to get set up and then we’ll see what you have cooking.”

I watched with big eyes as the tech bustled around the cart, plugging in cords, and jostling plastic bottles.

“Honey,” Mom whispered loudly. “Do you want me to leave?”

“No. Please don’t go. Uh, could you ask Sabrina and Nathan if they want to come in? They should be waiting outside. If Ryan can’t be here, I’d like someone from his family to be here at least.”

“Sure thing.” She poked her head out the door, said something to the guys waiting outside, and then held the door open for them as they trooped inside.

“Do you seriously want me in here for this?” Nathan asked as he hovered in the doorway.

“Unless it makes you uncomfortable,” I replied before looking at the technician. “We can keep me covered up, right? So no one sees anything?”

“Sure, I can do that.” She smiled back. “But uh, if you could close the door…”

Nathan shut the door behind him, still keeping one hand on the handle.

The tech positioned my feet on the bed, draping the sheet over my knees and then burrowed underneath. Nathan whipped around to stare at the opposite wall. I chuckled and turned my attention to the ceiling. This was just as awkward for me too. I grimaced at the pressure between my legs.

“Does that hurt?” The tech asked, poking her head out of the sheet before settling it over my knees again.

“No, I’m fine.” I reached up and swiped at the tears burning my eyes. I couldn’t look at the screen. I was too afraid of what I’d see.

In moments a rapid whomp, whomp, whomp pulsed through the room.

“Is that…?” I couldn’t say it.

But I didn’t need to as the technician finished for me. “Your baby. Yes, it is.” She punched at a few keys on the keyboard on her cart then gestured at the screen. “And there he is. Or she. It’s too soon to determine gender quite yet.”

I squinted at the screen. It was just a mess of squiggles to me. Nothing there even remotely looked like a baby. But for some reason I was afraid to admit it. Like maybe she’d realize she was wrong or something and the baby wasn’t there. I was afraid to believe.

But Nathan wasn’t. “Where? I can’t see shit.”

“Uh.” The tech chuckled unevenly. “This right here.” She circled a tiny almost human shape with a bulbous head. “That’s the baby.”

She clicked buttons and pressed the wand deeper into me, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the fuzzy shape of my baby. She was perfect. Okay, she looked a little weird, but I’d done enough reading to know that was how babies were supposed to look like at this stage. My baby was right there.

“Oh honey,” Mom whispered huskily as she held my hand.

“Hot damn.” Nathan laughed.

I laughed with him. The relief I felt at that moment was immense. There was my baby. “Is she okay?”

“Well, I’ll leave it up to your doctor to give you the details, but unofficially I’d say you’re fine. Some women have breakthrough bleeding in their first trimester, especially when under high levels of stress.” She clicked a few more times. “But I’d say your baby is healthy and happy.”

Sabrina made a muffled moan.

Oh god. I’d forgotten. Sabrina. I turned to look at her but she waved a hand over her tear-filled eyes. “Sorry. I’m just so happy for you.”

And so sad for herself, I finished silently.

She shook her head fiercely, and I gave her slight smile in understanding. I knew she didn’t want to talk about it—Nathan probably didn’t even know about it. Maybe I shouldn’t have asked her to be here for this. Crap, I was a shitty friend.

Nathan wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Can you believe little Ryan is going to be a daddy? How the hell did that happen?”

“Well you see, when a man loves a woman…” Sabrina smirked up at him then squealed and ducked as he tried to give her a noogie.

The tech shook her head. “All done here. You can get dressed. I’ll give the doctor my notes, and she should be in with you soon.”

She bundled everything onto her cart and was out the door.

“Since your mom is here and everything looks good, we’re going to run upstairs and check on Ryan.” Nathan kept his arm wrapped around Sabrina. “No updates since cell reception is shit down here. I’d like to get in to see him if I can. Nice to meet you, ma’am. We’ll see you up there, Hope?”

“Sure.” I smiled at Nathan and Sabrina as they waved then left.

I turned to my mom. “So.”

“So.” She smiled.

“I’m just gonna…” I grabbed my clothes and hobbled off into the attached bathroom. As I cleaned myself up and pulled my clothes on, I thought about everything my mom had said—about my dad, his club and how she had to get away from him.

And then I knew what I had to do.

When I came out of the bathroom, I met my mom’s gaze. “You had to move to get away from him?”

“Yeah, honey. You father’s not exactly known for giving up when he’s losing. He’s the kinda man who changes the rules in the middle of the game. He always has to win.”

“Then there’s only one thing I can do.”
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Ryan

Fuck, this was weird. I could hear my own heartbeat. Shit, that couldn’t be good. Everything felt off. Weird. Kinda floaty? That wasn’t the right word, but I couldn’t make my brain come up with the right one.

I opened my eyes and the harsh overhead light glared down on me. I blinked a few times and tried to get my bearings.

“Hope?” My voice was raspy and deep. Not like mine at all. “Hope?”

“He’s awake. Hit the call button,” someone called from the side of the bed.

I tried to turn my head and grimaced at the wave of pain that hit me. “Nathan? What? Where’s Hope?”

Silence met my questions.

Then a bunch of people rushed into the room, and I couldn’t keep track of anything. All I knew was that Hope wasn’t there.

Questions were fired at me by so many strangers, but I just closed my eyes and let the darkness swallow me again.

* * *

The next time I woke up, I could hear my brothers arguing around me.

“You should’ve told him. He deserves to know,” Austin whispered harshly.

“It’s not like I had a ton of time,” Nathan retorted. “The doctors swarmed the room and kicked us all out. When exactly should I have told him? Huh? Maybe yelled it from the doorway? That would’ve been really productive.”

“He deserves to know Hope ditched him.”

“We don’t know that.” Nathan replied. “She probably had to go home and get some sleep. Doctor’s orders and all that.”

“Without coming up here and trying to see Ryan first? And not replying to anyone’s texts?”

“Can’t text if you’re sleeping.” Nathan groaned. “I should’ve stayed with her. If I knew she was going to be discharged so fast, I would’ve hung around.”

“It’s not your fault she’s a flake. At least Ryan knows now before he gave her a ring.”

“Doesn’t matter, he’s still having a baby with her.”

“Yeah, if she keeps it,” Austin argued.

“You didn’t see her. She wants that baby. And I heard her talking to her mom. She wants Ryan too. She just doesn’t know what to do about her fucked up dad.”

“Yeah, what are we gonna do about that asshole?”

“He’s already sitting in a jail cell. I say let’s give the courts a chance, first.”

“Because they did such a stellar job with our dad?” Austin groaned. “This is such a fucking mess.”

“Shut up.” I slurred.

“Ry!” Austin all but shouted in my ear. “He’s awake!”

I grimaced. I would’ve said something but my face and brain wouldn’t work together.

“Are you in pain? Should we page a nurse?” Austin asked.

“Where am I?” I closed my eyes, giving up the fight to keep them open. Everything felt fuzzy and swollen. Hospital made more sense than these fuckers being in my bedroom.

My brothers paused and Austin’s never ending questions ended. Finally Nathan asked his own question. “You don’t remember?”

I tried to shake my head, but my neck felt stiff, and moving sent a pounding ache through my skull.

Nathan made this pained sound that if I didn’t know better was the sound of his heart breaking. His voice sounded rough even after he cleared his throat. “I can’t, bro. You tell him.”

“What’s the last thing you remember?” Austin asked.

I looked up at the ceiling and that small movement hurt. Flinching, I closed my eyes. “Hope?”

“Hope’s fine,” Nathan replied.

Austin made a funny sound followed by the muffled thump. A familiar sound with us brothers. Someone had slapped the other’s arm or chest.

“Quit it. Not the time.” Nathan murmured before continuing in a louder voice. “That was Thursday night. It’s Saturday afternoon. You don’t remember Friday at all?”

I tried to say no, but it sounded like an odd croak, even to me. Then, that weird floaty sensation came back.

“We should page a nurse.” Austin’s voice sounded tense. “They need to know he lost a whole day. That’s crazy.”

I felt the uncontrollable urge to laugh. It bubbled up, and I think some leaked out.

“He’s so loaded up on painkillers I doubt he remembers his own name.” Nathan said.

“Ryan,” I murmured weakly.

“I’m getting a nurse.” Austin said followed by the scrape of a chair. “He needs an MRI or something. He could have brain damage. You know how hard the fucker wailed on him.”

“Hope?” I asked before the darkness swallowed me again.

* * *

“He’s fine. The MRI came back clean. No brain swelling.”

Instead of arguing, this time it sounded like Nathan was trying to comfort someone. Hope maybe?

“You don’t understand.” Dylan replied. “This is my fault. He tried to tell me, but I wouldn’t listen.”

Nope, not Hope.

I groaned as I opened my eyes.

“He’s awake. Should I get a doctor?” Dylan asked.

“Fuck, not you too,” Nathan muttered. “How you feeling, buddy?”

“Floating. And weird.” I tried to reach up and rub my face but my hand felt heavy.

“You’re in the hospital, remember?” Nathan replied before shooting a look at Dylan.

“Yeah. Right.” That sounded kinda familiar. “Where’s Hope? We crash?”

“You weren’t in a car accident, Ry.” Nathan sighed then rubbed at the back of his neck. “And Hope is fine. She wasn’t injured.”

I swiveled my head to take in the room, but then had to close my eyes as it swam around me. “Where’s she?”

“Uh, well…” Dylan trailed off.

“She’s fine, bro.” Nathan cut in. “She had to go home and get some rest. Doctor’s orders.”

“Doctor? Phone.” I lifted up my hand.

“Not happening.” Dylan shook his head. “You gotta rest too.”

“No.” I would’ve glared at my brothers but I couldn’t make my face do what I wanted.

“I swear, she’s fine.” Nathan leaned forward. “They wouldn’t have discharged her if she wasn’t.”

I shifted then grunted at the wave of pain that hit. Something niggled at the back of my brain about what Nathan said but I couldn’t put it together. “What happened?”

“You were working late,” Nathan replied when Dylan cut him off.

“The West Coast Kings jumped you at the shop. James called the cops and caught the whole thing on camera. They arrested T-Bone for assault with a deadly weapon and got a few others Kings on weapons possession charges.”

None of that sounded even kinda familiar. Shouldn’t I remember this? I stared at Dylan, waiting for him to continue before I passed out again.

“James said he had a chain,” Dylan whispered.

Now the pain made sense.

“He almost killed you, Ry.” Dylan blinked a few times as tears shone in his eyes. “We’ve been worried you’d never wake up.”

“How long ago?”

Nathan sighed. “It’s doesn’t matter.”

I glared at him. I had to know.

“It’s Sunday morning.” Dylan replied. “They jumped you late Friday night.”

Two days. I lost two whole days.

“What about Hope?” Had she been there? They didn’t… I couldn’t even finish the thought. Her father had jumped me and tried to beat me to death. What the hell would he have done to her?

Dylan huffed. “Last we saw her, she was fine.”

“Dylan,” Nathan hissed.

“What? It’s not like she’s been here this weekend. At all.”

I blinked. “Wha—Where?”

“She’s home. Sleeping. It’s fine, Ry. Don’t worry about her.” Nathan replied before turning and elbowing Dylan in the stomach. “You need to shut your fucking mouth.”

“No.” Dylan retorted. “It might be my fault that he’s in here, but it was her father who beat him up. And where the fuck is she? Not here, that’s for damn sure.”

My head spun. I couldn’t concentrate. I wanted to ask what the fuck, but that floaty, strange sensation came back, and I was having a hard time holding onto reality.

“Again, it’s not your fault.” Nathan said. “You didn’t beat up Ryan, and neither did Hope. You all need to lay off her and give her some space. This is some heavy shit.”

“That’s hilarious, coming from you.” Dylan laughed bitterly. “You were the one blaming her in the first place. And that was before she did her disappearing act.”

“Yeah, well, I was pissed. And then I saw her—she was fucking devastated.” Nathan sighed. “And I heard her baby’s heartbeat. Ryan’s baby. It’s… She’s carrying a heavy load right now. She deserves some space if she wants it. That’s all I’m saying.”

Heartbeat. Nathan heard our baby’s heartbeat. For some reason that fact buzzed around my head. It was important, but I couldn’t figure out why.

And then the darkness swallowed me again.
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Hope

24 hours earlier

Saturday morning

I shoved my bulging suitcase closed and struggled with the zipper. The stupid thing wouldn’t close. “Gah.”

“Honey, let me help you.” My mom crossed the room, and in that effortless way of hers, spun the zipper around the bag, closing it without a struggle. “I don’t understand why we have to do this right now.”

“Because, Mom. He beat up the man I love, the father of my child. I can’t—I won’t stay for one more minute in an apartment paid for by that bastard.”

“But Cal and Sage will be here in a few hours. I could’ve sent them to get your stuff. You were just discharged from the hospital. You should be resting. You’ve been up all night, in a stressful situation. Your doctor told you to rest.”

I shook my head. “I have to do this. I want to make sure I get everything because there is no way I’m coming back here ever again.”

My mom just sighed and grabbed the suitcase off the bed. She wheeled it to the door next to my other suitcase and the pile of boxes holding all my bathroom stuff, shoes, and odds and ends. I’m pretty sure she muttered something about stubbornness under her breath, but I didn’t care.

I just wanted to finish this. Rip it off like a Band-Aid.

Taking in my apartment, the place that I’d tried to make a home for the past year with dry eyes, my shoulders slumped. Exhaustion dragged at me. It’d been…I couldn’t even remember how long since I’d slept last. But I wasn’t tearful. I might’ve been leaving everything I knew in Sacramento behind, but I wasn’t going to cry about it.

My mom had raised a stronger woman than that.

And now I finally knew where I stood. Home wasn’t with my asshole father. This place had never and would never be home. I’d been fooling myself to think so.

“Ready, honey?” My mom asked.

I nodded. “I just wanna have another walk through before we leave—make sure I’ve got everything.”

“Okay. I’m gonna run this first load down. Wait for me to help you with the rest.”

I smiled and shook my head. As soon as my mom had heard about the baby, she was all that’s too heavy, let me carry it. She was sweet, but it was starting to feel over the top. A couple boxes wouldn’t kill me or my baby.

Which was why, after one more walk through and once I saw how few boxes she’d left behind, I hefted all three and headed for the elevator.

T-Bone had given me the place fully furnished, and it was a bit sad to see how little I’d acquired. All my worldly possessions only filled two suitcases and five boxes. I’d left anything that wasn’t mine. I didn’t want a single thing to remind me of that asshole. I might still have to live with having his DNA, but I sure as hell didn’t want anything else from the bastard.

He’d torn my world apart, and all I had to show for it could be moved by two women in a single trip. It’d be funny if it wasn’t so sad. I know Ryan would’ve found some joke to make given all this.

But he was lying in a hospital bed because of me.

Tears burned my eyes but I blinked them back. I wasn’t going to fall apart now.

When the elevator doors opened, I really, really wished I’d waited for my mom. Goldie leaned against the far side studying her long, fake acrylic nails with fascination.

I took a step back.

“What? You suddenly too good to ride with me?” Goldie drawled with the fakest smile I’d ever seen. “Because that’s not what I hear. Good girl done gone and got herself knocked up. Oldest, stupidest story of all time.”

My eyes narrowed, and I hoisted the boxes higher up in my arms before I stepped onto the elevator. Dropping the boxes at her feet with a thud, I glared back at her. “You just ride this thing up and down all day long, hoping to see me?”

Goldie flipped her hair. “Don’t know why you think I’d want to see your skank ass.”

“Since you live on the third floor, I don’t know what you’d be doing up on five.”

She froze for a second before a huge smile curved her lips. “You think I’m here for you?”

“That or you’re up here to visit Knuckles.” I gave her my own evil little smile. “But that doesn’t make sense because you’re with Rags. Right?”

She blinked slowly a few times at all I left unspoken. I knew about her and Knuckles. Given the numbers of times I’d seen her on my floor, I knew she wasn’t up here to borrow sugar, and until now, I’d kept that to myself.

Silence pulsed through the remainder of our short ride to the lobby. I have to admit, it felt so very good to make this bitch sweat.

My evil smirk spread into a full-blown grin as the doors slide open to reveal Rags standing just outside stabbing at the button with a thunderous frown.

Someone was about to get what was coming to them. Finally.

“Goldie.” The pure anger in his voice would’ve made anyone flinch and hide, but I stepped past him without a qualm. “Where the fuck have you been? You weren’t at the clubhouse, and you weren’t in our apartment. What the fuck?”

I stopped at the entry and turned to face the couple. Goldie was stuttering as she tried and failed to placate her angry man. I basked in the pleasure of seeing Goldie get her due.

Right up until Rags raised his hand.

Shit.

“Hey, Goldie?” I called.

Rags froze before running his raised hand over his bandana pinned hair like that was all he intended to do. But we all knew. He was an asshole just like the rest.

If it was possible, Goldie shrank a little more as she sent me a silent panicked plea with her eyes.

“Thanks for the help with packing. I really appreciate it.” I hefted the boxes in my arms as I shoved the door open with a hip.

She sagged a little and closed her eyes in relief. Then tilting her head in acknowledgement, she straightened and met my gaze across the lobby. “No problem, Hope. I erm, hope you’re happy wherever you land. I’m sorry things didn’t work out.”

I lifted a shoulder and smiled back at her.

Rags didn’t acknowledge me or my alibi for his woman. I could’ve been a ghost for all he cared.

And that was when it really sank in. I was cut out of their life. Not that I’d ever really fit into it in the first place. Nor did I want to anymore.

It still kinda hurt. These people were supposed to be my home. My family.

I shook it off and headed for the parking lot.

As the door fell closed, he continued to rant. “Next time, answer your damn phone. I’ve been calling you—”

“Who was that?” My mom asked as she took the boxes with an irritated expression.

“Just saying goodbye to an old friend.”

“You should’ve waited for me like I told you. You really shouldn’t be lifting anything right now in your condition.”

“Okay, Mom.” I cupped my hands over my stomach. The doctor hadn’t said anything about lifting. I’d kinda thought my mom had been overdramatic, but maybe I should’ve listened to her.

“That’s everything?”

I nodded.

“You ready to roll then? Cal and Sage should be at the hotel soon. I know Sage is really eager to see you again.”

“Uh, I’ll meet you there? I need to go say goodbye first.”

“Honey, do you really think that’s smart?” My mom frowned. “You’re already under a lot of stress. I really don’t think you should add to it.”

“I have to, Mom. It won’t be any easier the longer I wait, and I can’t face myself in the mirror until I admit the part I played in all this. I need to look him in the eyes and tell him goodbye—that he can’t be in my life anymore.”

“They might not even let you see him.”

“I know, but I have to try. For myself and my baby.”

She shook her head in frustration. “I wanna be pissed at you, but we all know where you get that stubborn nature.”

I froze. Was she really comparing me to him right now? After all I’d—we’d—been through?

“Your grandmother used to say I was as stubborn as my father. But she was a pretty stubborn old bat too.”

I huffed out the breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “I would’ve liked to meet them.”

My mom sighed. “My life is full of regrets, but that’s not one of them. They weren’t good people, honey.”

I gave my mom a forced smile. “I’ll meet you back at your hotel? Text me the address please.”

“Will do.” Mom stepped forward and pulled me into a tight hug. “Love you.”

“Love you, too.” I rested my head on her shoulder for a moment and whispered, “I’m so sorry I ever came here to him.”

Mom’s arms tightened convulsively. “Everyone makes mistakes. All you can do is learn from them and do better the next time.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

* * *

I’d never even been to traffic court, so getting through all the procedures to visit someone in county jail was definitely an eye opener. First of all, it was bedlam. So many people here to visit a loved one being held. The children were especially heartbreaking. Little girls and boys fussing and occasionally crying in the waiting room while their steely eyed parents tried to placate them.

I was a child visiting a parent in jail, but at least I had the choice to be here. And after today, never again.

After giving my name and detailing my relationship to the inmate, I handed over my ID, and stepped through the metal detector. And because this was the day that kept on giving, I got searched too. I almost turned around then, but I wasn’t one to run from a fight. I stayed and was rewarded with an endless wait in a tiny room filled with screaming kids and annoyed parents.

When they finally called my name, I was led to a long, narrow room just like in the movies—with a long glass wall with telephones attached and separated by partitions.

My dad had officially become a cliché.

I sat where the guard pointed and waited, bouncing my knee in nervousness to pass the minutes.

And then he entered.

Wearing the requisite orange jumpsuit, he was escorted by an armed guard. Even though I knew I was safe on my side of the glass, my heart pounded when his eyes caught mine and hardened. He stopped short. I knew he hadn’t expected me and was tempted to leave, but the guard prodded him on the arm and smirked as he said something. T-Bone didn’t acknowledge whatever had been said, but he continued toward me then sat at the chair opposite.

I silently thanked the maker of the glass wall and fought the urge to shiver.

T-Bone stared at me through the glass and didn’t move to pick up the phone. I stared back, not wanting to let him see me sweat. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the guard frown and move toward T-Bone.

I grabbed the phone and held it to my ear. After a beat, he did too.

“You’re not what I was expecting.”

“Ditto.” I bared my teeth at him. “I guess we both should’ve known better.”

“Nah, I meant now. Today. When they said my daughter was here, I thought it was one of the girls from the club. A few of them like to call me daddy.” He smirked in a way that made me nauseous. “Never thought for a second I’d ever see you again.”

“After today, you won’t.”

His expression didn’t change. Who was this man? He wasn’t the one who’d spent time getting to know me at college in Oregon. Or the one who’d been adamant that I move into his building. Where was that sweet guy who just wanted to know me?

“Was it all a ruse? You coming to see me in college? All those dinners out and time spent hanging together? Didn’t any of it mean anything to you?”

I don’t know why I’d started with that. I’d come to tell him off—let him know that I never wanted to see him again—but the words that fell from my mouth sounded like a lost little girl. I burned to take them back, but I didn’t want to look any weaker to this man than I already had.

He shrugged. “Some things are more important than family. Like respect. And now your man knows that.”

“Do you seriously think anyone will ever respect you now? You’re going to rot in here.”

He hitched a shoulder again like it didn’t bother him.

And I just saw red. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t care what you think, what you want, or what you plan to do about me. Because I’m done. You’re not going to be in my life or my baby’s life. This one here, who will grow up in Sacramento with the last name Burns, will never call you grandpa.”

His eyes darted down to my belly where I rested my hands like I could protect my baby from him. When his gaze met mine again, I swore there was some emotion there, but maybe that was wishful thinking.

“My mom had to run away to get you out of her life, but I’m not doing that. Because you’re as good as dead to me. I’m done. Keep you and yours the fuck away from me. I’ve learned from the best, and I’ll do whatever it takes to protect me and mine. So you can all fuck off out of my life. I’m done.”

I slammed the phone back onto the receiver and pushed my chair out with a harsh scrape. The entire time I kept my eyes on him, never flinching even when his eyes narrowed. Then I blinked as I turned and walked away.

There was some kind of scuffle behind me. A few guards shouted and footsteps pounded. But I didn’t turn to look. He didn’t deserve that.

I was done.

I just hoped Ryan wasn’t.
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Hope

I wanted to go straight to the hospital, but when I exited county jail my mom, Cal and Sage were standing in the parking lot. Tears streaked down my face quick and fast. My breath hitched in my chest as Sage tore across the parking lot and all but tackled me in a hug. The next thing I knew my mom and Cal were there, their arms around us too.

I hadn’t seen Cal in almost a year since I hadn’t gone home for Christmas last year. But something about seeing his craggy face, his graying blond hair and his familiar scent of Old Spice had me crying harder. We’d had a strange pseudo relationship. I’d resented him showing up in our life, taking so much time from my mom, and then slowly accepted him. I’d watched jealously as he bonded with my brother over cars and TV. He’d always been there, but not so much for me. But he’d been a great father for Sage. And apparently what my mom had needed too.

“I am so sorry, Hope,” Cal murmured. “I know it doesn’t mean much to you, but I feel like I owe you an apology.”

“What?” I blinked up at him in confusion. “What are you talking about?”

“I know I wasn’t a very good stepfather. And to be honest, I didn’t know what the hell I was doing, so I wasn’t there for you. Fuck, I was the definition of absent.” He sighed and looked away. “I guess what I’m saying is that I wish I’d been a better stepfather, and then maybe you wouldn’t be in this whole mess.”

I shook my head. “None of this was your fault. All of this is on him and some on me too, but not you. Or Mom. Or Sage. I don’t want any of you to feel responsible.” I shoved my hands into my pockets and rocked back on my heels with a smile. “And besides, if I hadn’t come to Sacramento, I never would’ve met Ryan. And you wouldn’t be a grandfather in six months’ time.”

“What?” Sage shrieked. “You’re gonna have a baby?”

I nodded as a stupid grin swept over my face.

“You want me to be its grandfather?” Tears glistened in Cal’s eyes. “Me?”

“Of course. Ryan doesn’t have a relationship with his father and well—” I tipped my head toward the building I’d just left. “You might be all we’ve got, but you’re also the best we could ask for. You might not have thought you’d done a good job, but you’re the kind of guy I want my child looking up to for a grandpa.”

“Grandpa.” Cal nodded slowly. “Sounds like a great title to me.”

I smiled back then had to close my eyes as the parking lot swam around me.

“Hope!” Sage shouted.

Then the world really did tilt as someone—Cal no doubt—swept me into their arms.

“I’m fine.” I protested weakly. “I gotta get to the hospital and see Ryan.”

“The only place you’re going is to bed,” Cal retorted.

Mom sighed as she ran a hand over my head. “You need to take care of yourself, honey. You and the baby.”

“But Mom,” I protested weakly.

Cal bent down and plopped me into the back seat of my mom’s hatchback. “No excuses. You’re under too much stress. You need to sleep. Ryan will still be there tomorrow. We’ll all go and meet him.”

“Great,” I muttered after he shut the door. I leaned against it and closed my eyes for a second. “I’m sure Ryan will be thrilled with the invasion. If he even lets us in.”

Then I let the overwhelming exhaustion take me.

* * *

After a night I’d spent totally unconscious and then breakfast with my entire family the next morning, I conned my mom into dropping me off at the hospital with plans to meet up that afternoon. If all went well.

I knew when I exited the elevator on Ryan’s floor that it wouldn’t go well.

Dylan, Sabrina, Nathan, and Austin all sat in the tiny lobby next to the elevator. And all their eyes swung to me the second I got off the elevator. Their opinion of me was all over their faces.

Judas. 

Too little too late. 

But Nathan’s was carefully blank.

“Hey,” I murmured with an awkward wave. “How’s he doing?”

Dylan and Austin just blinked and stared at me with their angry expressions. Sabrina shook her head and looked away.

“He’s doing better.” Nathan replied.

“Nate. What the hell are you doing?” Austin hissed.

Nathan rolled his eyes. “I’m telling Ryan’s girlfriend and the mother of his unborn baby how he’s doing.”

“Like she really gives a shit.” Austin shook his head. “Where was she all weekend? And why the hell hasn’t she answered any of our texts?”

“What’s with the Greek Chorus act?” I waved a hand. “I’m standing right here. How about you just ask me?”

“Fine.” Dylan stood to face me. “Where the hell have you been?”

“When they discharged me, I knew we wouldn’t be able to see Ryan for a while, so I went back to my apartment to pack up all my stuff. As you all know, my dad had been paying for my apartment. But after he beat and almost killed Ryan, I didn’t want anything to do with him. So I packed it all up and went to tell him that in person. I told him that he won’t have any place in my life or my baby’s life, and he better keep his asshole friends away from us. Then, my mom made me eat and go to her hotel where I’ve been sound asleep for the past fifteen hours. I got here as soon as I woke up. And tomorrow I’m going to find a lawyer and see what I can do to make that all legal and official.”

Austin tilted his head. “Our lawyer is already on it.”

“Well, I’ll get my own restraining order, too.”

“And the texts?” Dylan asked.

“I don’t—” I patted my pockets and realized I didn’t even have my purse. “I don’t know where my phone is. Probably with my purse at the bottom of a box at my parents’ hotel. I don’t even remember the last time I saw it. I didn’t know I was missing any texts from anyone. I’ve been kinda running on adrenaline for the past few days.”

“That’s not acceptable.” Nathan stood as well

I flinched. For some reason I’d really thought I had him in my corner. But now it looked like I’d have to fight for all of their approval before I could even get into Ryan’s room. Where I no doubt had another battle on my hands. That familiar feeling of exhaustion dragged at me again. It was only 9 AM.

“You need to take better care of yourself. You and your baby.” Nathan glowered. “Ryan will be pissed if anything happens to you. Either of you.”

I closed my eyes as a wave of relief swept over me.

“Did you eat breakfast?” Sabrina asked. “I can get something from the cafeteria if you’re hungry.”

“Thanks, but my mom made me eat before they dropped me off.”

“Why would you go see that asshole in jail?” Dylan asked with a frown. “That’s insane.”

“And so is he.” I shook my head. “I had to make sure he knew that I wasn’t going to stand by and watch him try to tear my family apart. Him or his biker brothers. You guys are off limits.”

“You consider us your family?” Nathan smirked.

I shrugged, suddenly embarrassed. They had this big, complicated family structure already. Who was I to come along and lay claim to them? “You’re Ryan’s family. You guys will be this baby’s uncles and aunt.” I nodded at Sabrina. “So I guess that means you’re stuck with me too.”

“Ah, we’re not stuck with you.” Nathan reached out and gave me a brotherly side hug. “Ryan picked you. You’re the chosen one.”

Austin laughed. “You’re making her sound like the Messiah.”

Nathan raised an eyebrow. “Well, she is pregnant, so who knows?”

“You’re insane.” Austin pulled me out of Nathan’s arms to give me a hug. “Ignore him. You’re Ryan’s girl. Of course you’re family.”

My eyes went straight to the door that led into the ICU, and my earlier feeling of dread pooled in my stomach. “Hopefully he’ll forgive me as easily as all of you have.”

“That’s because you’ve done nothing to need forgiveness.” Dylan’s quiet words drew everyone’s attention. “He’s not in there because of you.”

I flinched. Obviously he was in the hospital because of me. But for our relationship, my father never would’ve gone after him. I must’ve somehow given away my thoughts because Dylan wrapped an arm around me and pulled me to his side.

“Listen,” he murmured. “If he can forgive me for all the screwed-up shit I’ve pulled lately, you’ve got nothing to worry about. Trust me.”

“Thanks, Dylan,” I whispered back as I hugged him tightly for a moment.

Then I pulled away and tipped my head toward Ryan’s room. “Is it all right if I…”

“Yeah, sure.” Austin answered. “Ryan’s sleeping right now. Aunt Wendy is in with him, but I know she’ll clear out for you. Pick up the phone over there.” He nodded toward the phone attached to the wall next to the closed ICU entryway. “And ask to see Evel Knievel in 16A and tell them who you are. Wendy added your name to the approved list.”

“Evel Knievel?” I repeated with a frown.

“It’s a password to keep the undesirables out.” Austin said. “Cops have labelled it a gang crime, so Ryan needs the extra layer of security.”

“Plus he always had a thing for Evel.” Nathan laughed.

“I think it had more to do with the name than anything else.” Sabrina snorted. “Evel. Ryan always has to be the bad ass.”

I nodded then headed for the ICU entryway. Just as I reached for the phone, Nathan asked, “What screwed up shit have you been doing lately, Dylan?”

I didn’t hear his answer; I was too focused on getting through the series of doors standing between me and Ryan.

It felt like it took forever. Talking to one nurse on the phone. Waiting for her to give me approval and buzz me in. Then walking down the hallway to his room. 16A.

When I finally stood in his doorway, all my attention was focused on the man sleeping in the hospital bed. Tears welled in my eyes and my breath hitched. I couldn’t…I didn’t… That was Ryan?

I must’ve made some noise because Wendy spun around to face me.

“Ah, honey.” She stood and gathered me in her arms. “He’s going to be fine. I swear he looks worse than it is.”

I didn’t think that was possible. His face was bruised and swollen. His left arm was encased in a bright white cast while his ribs were wrapped in white bandages. My eyes kept returning to his face. That beautiful, gorgeous face wasn’t the one I remembered. I had the wrong room. This couldn’t be Ryan

Then his eyes opened. Those hazel eyes met mine, and I knew.

“Oh God. Oh, Ryan. I don’t… I can’t…” I sobbed in Wendy’s arms as the reality of what my father and I had done crashed down on me.

“Ryan, you shouldn’t—” Wendy broke off as another set of arms wrapped around the two of us.

“I’m fine, beautiful.” His familiar rumbly voice whispered in my ear. “I swear it looks worse than it really is.”

Oh shit. Now he was comforting me. That was when I really lost it. My sobs shook all of us. Wendy murmured something to Ryan and the next thing I knew all three of us were beside Ryan’s bed and they were lowering me down onto it.

“No,” I protested through my sobs. “You’re the one who’s supposed to be—”

Ryan’s face twisted into something akin to a pained smile. “I’m supposed to be getting out of bed and moving around. Especially if I want to be discharged anytime soon.”

“Discharged? But—” My eyes scanned him from head to toe again. His hospital gown didn’t conceal much and everything I could see had a bruise or a bandage around it. “Oh my god. I’m so sorry, Ryan. I don’t even know what to say to make this better. I am so, so sorry.”

“I’m just going to…” Wendy trailed off, quickly followed by the sound of the door closing.

“Hope, you have nothing to apologize for. This wasn’t your fault. Your father did this. No one else.” He collapsed into Wendy’s chair next to the bed and shook his head. “Why the fuck is everyone but him apologizing to me about this?”

I swiped at the tears that wouldn’t stop. “But it is my fault. I should’ve talked to my dad like you wanted me to. Maybe I couldn’t—”

“No. I’m glad you didn’t.” Ryan cut me off. “I’ve had nightmares about what could’ve happened to you if you’d told him. Christ. I would lose it if anything ever happened to you.”

“Ryan.” Tears swam in my eyes and I shook my head. Damn these tears. I’d never been such a water faucet before. “When Dylan told me what had happened, all I could think was that I never told you that I love you. Because I do. I have for a while. I just couldn’t say the words for some stupid reason. And you were in surgery fighting for your life, not knowing how I felt because I’d never told you.”

“Hope.” Ryan pushed himself out of the chair. The movement was painful for him and for me to watch. He took three steps then collapsed on the bed and wrapped his arms around me again. “I knew it, beautiful. There was never any doubt in my mind that you loved me. I knew. I felt it. You never had to say it.”

“But I want to.” My words were muffled against his chest. I pulled back so I could look into his battered face. “Because I do. I love you, Ryan Burns.”

His eyes closed for a second and he sucked in a breath. Then that playful smile of his curved his lips. “Even though I look like I went ten rounds with the heavyweight champion?”

I rolled my eyes. He was ridiculous. And cute. And the only man for me. “Even though. I still love you.”

“I guess I can live with that. I love you too.” Then he leaned down and kissed me.

I closed my eyes and kissed him back. And it felt wonderful. Like coming home.

Which reminded me.

I broke the kiss and whispered, “There’s something I forgot to tell you. Actually a few somethings.”

“Nathan told me about your miscarriage scare. Is everything okay? Are you and the baby okay?”

“Yes, we’re both fine. No more bleeding. No more cramps. It was so scary, but I’m fine. We’re both fine.” I placed a hand over my slight tummy bulge. “We got to hear the heartbeat.”

“It kills me that I wasn’t there for you.” Ryan’s hand joined mine over our baby. “That I couldn’t hear our baby’s heartbeat too. But I’m glad Nathan and Sabrina could be there for you.”

“Yeah.” I looked down at our joined hands and smiled. “I guess I’m officially absorbed by the Burns clan.”

“There’s no running now, beautiful. We’ve got you forever.”

There wasn’t anywhere else I wanted to be. “I’m not complaining. But uh, that wasn’t the only thing I had to tell you. There is something else. I’m kinda homeless now.”

“That bastard threw you out? Fuck, I don’t know why I’m surpr—”

“Ryan! Of course not. He’s sitting in county jail. My mom and I packed up everything and moved me out. After what he did to you, I’ll be damned if I’ll take anything from that bastard again. He’s dead to me.”

“Oh. Right. That makes more sense.” Ryan shook his head. “So you’re worried about being homeless? That’s not a problem. As long as I have a place, you have a place with me. You are my home. I love you.”

I smiled. “I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of hearing you say that. Thank you.”

“Tell Dylan to unpack your shit at my place. We’ll have to turn my office into a nursery, but we’ve got a few months for that.”

“Are you asking me to move in with you?”

Ryan snorted. “There’s no asking here. You’re doing it.”

I raised my eyebrows at his high handedness and laughed. It was hard to pretend to be annoyed when all I felt was overwhelming love. I guess I had found the place I belonged after all. My home was with Ryan and our little nugget.

“Besides, we gotta take care of each other. They won’t discharge me without the promise of someone looking after me. And I have to take care of you and our baby.”

I couldn’t stop the smile spreading over my face, but I still tried to sound stern when I replied. “Fine. And just so you know, the doctor told me no sex until we talk to my doctor.”

“That’s fine, beautiful.” Ryan gathered me into his chest with his good arm and urged me to lie down beside him. “As long as I have you next to me, I’ve got nothing to complain about.”

This time it was my turn to snort. “Let’s see if you’re singing the same tune if this lasts more than a week.”

“Ah…” Ryan’s forehead wrinkled. “I guess we’ll just get creative, then.”

That sounded good to me. I closed my eyes and rested against him. “Love you.”

“Love you too.” Ryan sighed deeply. “This might just be my favorite day ever.”
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Ryan

One year later

“And this is where Daddy does the majority of his cussing,” I murmured to my babbling six-month old daughter as I held her cradled against my chest.

“Bah!” Felicity whacked me in the face with a wet hand.

I laughed. “Yup, I’ve been known to say that a time or two.”

“That’s not the word I remember you shouting yesterday.” Sabrina laughed from the doorway of the shop. “Although if memory serves, it did start with a B.”

Tipping my head at my tiny daughter, I narrowed my eyes at my blabby cousin. “You mean baby?”

“No, but it does involves babies.” She crossed the shop floor, holding her hands out and scowled when I wouldn’t give up the goods. “Hey, I’m not one to judge. It’s not like I was born in wedlock.”

“You sound like you’ve been reading those books again.” I shook my head but let her take Felicity from me.

Sabrina held my baby tight to her chest and grinned when Fliss slapped her with a wet hand. “I’m thinking of starting a book club. My bestie Madison has been reading them with me since high school, and I’ve managed to convert Hope.”

“You don’t have to tell me. I can’t go five feet in our place without tripping over a book with a ripped dude on the cover. I think it’s starting to give me a complex. Why do you think I’ve been spending so much time in the gym lately?” I sounded annoyed, but really, I loved that Sabrina and Hope had become such close friends. Plus there were some delicious benefits to Hope’s new interest in romance books. I definitely wasn’t complaining.

“Oh, give it up. All four of you guys could and have been on the cover of a magazine. And a calendar. Did you know that, Felicity? Daddy is Mister March and September.”

“Don’t remind me.” I grimaced. “Felt like one of those damn firefighter sell outs, all greased up and straddling pipes.” I thought it’d been revealing to have millions of people watch the film of me getting a beatdown by a motorcycle gang, but that was nothing compared to having loads of women talking about my package on social media. Especially the DMs. I shuddered. “What about that sells motorcycles?”

Sabrina had been staring into the hallway, kinda frozen and all weird until Fliss hooked her hand in Sabrina’s hair and yanked. “Ouch.” Untangling the baby’s hand from her hair, she grimaced. “Uh, what?”

“Nothing. You okay?”

“Yeah, sure. Just thinking about royalties on those calendars. Here, take your kid back. She’s getting fussy.” She grinned as I took my cranky daughter back. “That’s the best part of being godmother. I get all the fun and then give her back when she gets whiny.”

I rolled my eyes. Like Fliss was ever a handful. She was a fat and sassy little girl who only whined when she wanted a bottle, but I’d just fed her twenty minutes ago. Clearly Sabrina was deflecting and didn’t want to talk about whatever was on her mind. I debated for a second about probing deeper, but I let it go. She knew she could come to me if she needed anything. “Hey, before I forget. Me and the guys are supposed to film the reveal of Cole Jackson’s new bike up at Tahoe tomorrow and apparently Austin scheduled someone to come by to start the upgrade of our fire suppression system then too. Can you hang out here and let him in? Otherwise we gotta call and cancel, and it took two months to get this appointment.”

She sighed like it was a huge ask. “What time? I’m getting my nails done at one.”

“The guy’s supposed to be here at ten. Come on, Sabby? For me? Please?”

“I guess I can stay and work on a Friday, but you owe me.”

“Thanks. Sorry, if you had your hopes set on drooling over rock and roll’s bad boy.”

She snorted. “Not even my type, but thanks for thinking of me. Nice to see you, Felicity. You’re so much cuter than your daddy.”

She gave her a smooching kiss on the neck that had Fliss squealing then turned to go.

“Thanks in advance for tomorrow. But don’t let just anyone in!” I hollered at her back. “His name is Logan Carter or Carter Logan. I can’t remember which.”

Sabrina stopped then whipped around to face us. Her eyes were huge. “What?”

“What?” I repeated. What did I say that freaked her out so much? “What’s wrong?”

“What’s his name?” she whispered.

Concerned by her paleness, I jostled my daughter in my arms as I reached for my cell. Pulling up the text Austin had sent me, I read the name. “Logan Carter. Does that… What? Do you know him or something?”

Sabrina blanched. “I don’t. Sorry.” Sending me a totally fake smile, she backed away. “I have expense reports waiting for me. The exciting life of an accountant. Buh bye, Fliss! Later Ry.”

And she was gone before I could even question her.

“That was weird,” I whispered to my daughter. “Think we should be worried about Auntie Sabrina?”

Felicity gurgled then lunged for the tool tray on my right.

“Guh. Right. Maybe I have enough on my hands at the moment.” Whipping her around in my arms, I twirled us until she forgot about the shiny tools. Her cute baby giggles echoed in the empty shop, making her giggle harder. I don’t think there was a sound on this earth that I loved more. Grinning at my daughter, I widened my eyes. “How about we go make a mess in Uncle Austin’s office? And maybe we can come up with our plan about how we’re gonna ask Mama to marry me. What do you think?”

Felicity squealed and stuffed her hand into her mouth.

I made a funny face at her as we walked down the hall toward Austin’s office. “And maybe find out if Daddy packed a teething ring or if we’re gonna regret my lack of planning.”

“Isn’t lack of planning what got you a daughter in the first place?” Austin drawled from his office’s doorway.

“Oh. Hey, bro. Didn’t know you were still here.”

“I figured.” He laughed as he tipped his head toward the diaper bag I’d flung onto his desk a few minutes ago.

I shrugged. “Not like I have an office around here. And Fliss needs a softer, cleaner surface than the greasy shop floor next to my tool cart.”

Austin grinned and held his hands out for his niece. Fliss all but leapt into his arms. He grunted as he caught her and held her in front of him so he could make goofy faces. “Yeah about that. We need to look into expanding—either building onto our shop here or maybe opening a new one with more facilities.”

Felicity’s belly laughs filled the room and had both of us grinning—when Austin wasn’t screwing his face into a weird expression.

I shook my head. “I wouldn’t mind having my own office, but I think that’s a conversation we need to have with Sabrina.”

“I would have, but she ran out of here like hellhounds were on her heels.” He shrugged. “I guess I’ll talk to her next week about that. So, what’s this I hear about asking Hope to marry you? Took you long enough.”

I grinned, unrepentant. Hope and I had needed time to get to know each other and then our hands were full with figuring out how to keep a tiny baby alive. Besides it wasn’t like Austin was the poster boy for marriage. He and Rachel were only three months into their engagement. “Want to see the ring?”

“Hell yeah. I’m kinda pissed you didn’t ask me along to help you pick it out.”

I dug into the diaper bag to pull out the small ring box. Opening it up with shaking hands, I displayed the two-carat glimmering diamond ring. “I took Sabrina and Aunt Wendy with me.”

“Nice, bro.” Austin grunted when Fliss lunged at the ring. Dancing away, he swayed and tried to distract her with silly faces. “Do you know how you’re gonna ask her? Got anything planned?”

“I haven’t decided.”

“Huh. What does Dylan think?”

I shrugged. I hadn’t actually talked to Dylan much lately outside of work. I didn’t remember much from the attack, but deep down I felt like the old man had a hand in it somehow. But nothing from James’ footage proved my suspicion, and the Kings were quiet about the details—going to trial instead of taking a plea deal that would’ve required giving up their accomplices. Despite his contriteness in the hospital after the attack, Dylan was still doggedly on Dad’s side—got him a new job (or three, who could keep track?) and spent time with the old man every weekend. So things were kinda awkward with Dylan lately. Meanwhile I was focused on my family. “It’s not like he has practice with this. How’d you ask Rachel?”

“Well first I asked for Wyatt’s permission. And then he blabbed to Rachel that I’d asked him, so it was kind of anticlimactic. At least you don’t have to worry about that with this one. She won’t tell anyone what you’re planning.”

“But your brother has a big mouth.” Hope laughed from the doorway. “Because I heard that all the way down the hallway.”

“Fuck,” Austin muttered.

“Fbbbt.” Felicity blew a raspberry.

“Seriously, Austin?” I shoved the ring box into my jeans pocket then held my hands out for my baby. “First you ruin my proposal and now you’re teaching my daughter curse words?”

“That’s my cue to leave.” Austin all but tossed the baby to me, grabbed his leather jacket off his chair and refused to look at me as he pivoted around me and Felicity. “Congrats, Hope.”

Her laughter trailed after him as he ducked and all but ran down the hallway. Her eyes were dancing as she faced us. “So can I see it!”

“Uh uh. Fliss and I have a plan and it’s not gonna be ruined by my pain in the a-s-s brother.” Still holding our daughter, I bent down and gave Hope a quick kiss. Then I had to pull away when Felicity’s hands got tangled in Hope’s hair. We took a second and untangled everyone before Hope grabbed the diaper bag. “You sure you want to tie yourself down with this insane group?”

Hope stepped into me and slid her free hand into my hair. Her lips brushed mine again in a tease of a kiss. “There’s nothing in this world that I want more.”

Overwhelming love swamped me. I had everything I’d ever wanted in my arms at that moment. And I don’t think there would ever be a better time to pop the question. Shifting Felicity in my arms, I pulled the ring box out of my pocket.

Hope gasped.

Popping the box open, I dropped to a knee. “You have made me the happiest man on this whole earth. We have a gorgeous daughter who—even though she’s only six months old—I already know is brilliant. I have you, the love of my life, in my bed every night. And I hope and pray you won’t ever wake up and realize you can do so much better than me. I will do everything I can every day of my life to be worthy of you. Of both of you. I love you with everything I got. Will you marry us?”

Felicity squealed and lunged for the proffered ring in my other hand.

“Yes.” Hope dropped to her knees in front of us and cupped my face in her hands as she kissed me again. Pulling away with a grasping cry, she laughed. Tears welled in her eyes, but I wasn’t worried. I knew these were the best kind of tears. “I’ll marry you.”

“Us,” I corrected, tipping my head toward Fliss. “We’re kind of a package deal.”

Hope shook her head. “I remember where she came from. Kinda hard to forget that.”

“Right.” I scanned the room for danger before letting Fliss loose in Austin’s office. But then this wasn’t the first time we’d commandeered his room. Felicity scooted toward the plush chair in the corner as I wrapped Hope in my arms. I kissed her again, harder and deeper than before until we both had to take a breather. “I love you.”

“I love you more.” Hope looked down at the ring box still clutched in my hand and sighed. “Wow.”

I slid the gleaming ring onto her finger. “An amazing ring for an amazing woman. I still can’t believe that you’re mine. I love you.”

Tears streamed unabashedly down her cheeks. “You are amazing. And I remember what you said earlier—you are worthy. You are the only man for me. I love you so much, Ryan.” She shook her head and swiped at her eyes. “Thank you for giving me my family. I’ve finally found the place I belong and it’s with you. And Fliss. Thank you.”

I closed my eyes and rested my head against hers. “You’re the one who’s given me everything. You’re the best mother for my daughter I could ever ask for. You’ve given me a family and a home that’s all ours, so thank you.”

Hope pulled back and after a quick glance over her shoulder at our happy daughter who was currently trying to stuff the bottom of her shirt into her mouth, she gave me a quick peck. “Can we agree that we’re perfect for the other one and amazing in our own right?”

I sighed. “I guess. Want to get home and celebrate our engagement with a little more privacy? Maybe knock another item off your sex bucket list?”

“Sounds perfect. Let’s go.”

The End







  Acknowledgements



First, I have to thank you, the readers! I don’t have a job without you! I love hearing from you, how excited you are to read my books, and your eagerness for certain characters’ stories. You guys make my day with every email, FB message, and DM! You’re the reason why I do this! Thank you!

To my awesome husband, Dave—Thank you for making my writing a priority. I love you and all the wonderful things you do for me—like wrangling the tiny human out of my office.

To my kickass crit partner, Amy Isaman—Thank you for all the meetings over coffee and thoughtful feedback! You always keep me on track and true to my characters. And kick my ass to keep me motivated when I’m struggling. I hope I’m doing my share to keep you on track too.

To Dawn Mangum who was so thorough with her ninja proofreading skills. Thank you! You’re awesome!

To all my amazing author friends! Sasha Devlin, you hold my hand through all my freak outs. You talk me down when I get nutty and give me praise when I’m feeling down. I’d have a lot fewer books published without you in my life! And Stina Lindenblatt. You have been so awesome sharing all your self-published knowledge with me. You’ve given me so much with your friendship—I hope it’s been at least somewhat reciprocated! And Dayna Hart. You were so awesome with your edits! I loved and agreed with all your notes. Thanks for all your hard work!

To all the book bloggers out there who helped spread the word about my Burns Brothers books—Jo, Kylie and the rest of the crew with Give Me Books, thanks so much for all your help! Readers can find my books because of what you guys do and that means everything. Thank you!







  Also By Gillian Archer



Burns Brothers Series

Build

Fast

True Brothers MC Series

Ruthless

Rebellious

Resilient

Rough Ride

HRH Series

Reluctantly Royal

Pleasure Code Series

Wicked Weekend- Temporarily out of print

Up In Knots







  Bio



GILLIAN ARCHER has a bachelor’s degree in mining engineering but prefers to spend her time on happily ever after. She writes the kind of stories she loves to read—the hotter the better! When she’s not pounding away on the keyboard, she can be found chasing her preschooler, or surfing the couch while indulging in her latest reality TV fixation, or reading awesome romance ebooks by her favorite authors. Gillian Archer lives in the wilds of Nevada with her amazing husband, gorgeous little girl, and goofy dog.

gillianarcher.com

GilliArcher@gmail.com

Facebook.com/GillianArcherWrites

Twitter: @gillianarcher

Instagram @gilliarcher

Sign up to receive important news and new-release info from Gillian Archer straight to your inbox: eepurl.com/n3UWf







  Excerpt of BUILD



In case you missed it, read on for an excerpt of

Build

A Bad Boy Snowed In Romance

Burns Brothers Series #1

Out now!

Order your copy here






Chapter 1




Austin Burns

Badass Builds

Sacramento, CA

Days like today, I really wish I’d been an only child.

“You’re full of if it you think the West Coast Kings are going to be happy with a fucking paint job like that.” My younger brother by eighteen months, Nathan, growled as we stood in our workshop with all my brothers gathered around the cans for the Kings build. “It’s streaky on that side, and you totally jacked up their logo. We’ll be lucky if those sons of bitches don’t fuck us all up.”

“I know it’s not my best work,” our youngest brother, Dylan, groaned as he stared morosely at the cans in question. “I had some shit on my mind. I guess I wasn’t concentrating. I fucked up.”

“I fucked up,” Nathan mocked. “I’m sure the Kings will find that hilarious when they show up Saturday to pick up the goddamn bike. You know, after they give us a beat down.”

And I wished I hadn’t gone into business with my entire family, like a moron. My temples began to throb in that special way that only my brothers could make me feel.

My middle brother Ryan laughed and muttered something under his breath that sounded suspiciously like, “I’d like to see them try.”

“Really?” Nathan scoffed. “You think you could hold your own with the one-percent motorcycle club that runs this city? They would eat you for breakfast.”

“They could try,” Ryan retorted as he straightened from his slouch. He closed the distance between him and Nathan in a slow, measured saunter. “We all remember who ended up with a broken nose the last time me and you danced. Wanna go again?”

There was a reason the Urban Channel was in talks with our lawyer to make our previous hour long special into a weekly reality show. The four of us together defined drama.

And dysfunction.

“ENOUGH!” I roared, finally at the end of my patience. “We don’t have time for another run to the E.R. because you two can’t figure out how to get along. We gotta fix this mess and build the bike before we piss off the Kings. They’re our biggest client right now. We don’t have time for finger pointing. So calm the hell down, or get the fuck out. Either way, this bike will be done by Saturday. We clear?”

“Clear,” Nathan muttered with a glare Ryan’s way.

Ryan smirked. “I could use the weekend off.”

“If you’re not careful, you’re gonna have a whole lot of weekends off.” I shook my head.

“Wait, what?” Ryan turned and blinked at me.

“I’m tired of your bullshit.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “This is a fucking business. Do you think you’d get away with any of your screwing off if you worked for someone else? It’s time to grow up. You’re twenty-seven years old for Christ’s sake.”

“Are you serious?”

“As a heart attack. I’m done bailing you out—both literally and figuratively. You need to start treating this like an actual job. What time did you even come in this morning?”

“Ten,” Ryan muttered.

“I was here at seven. Nathan showed up at eight. Dylan too. How is that fair?”

Ryan hitched a shoulder and studied the tips of his boots, all his earlier bravado gone.

I shook my head. “Maybe try being an adult for a change. God knows I’ve had to be one since I was eight years old.”

Ryan narrowed his eyes at me. “That’s a low blow.”

Dylan and Nathan shot me sidelong glances, but neither said a word. Dylan’s face took a reddish hue. He hated confrontation of any kind, but I was too tired to give a shit at the moment. Especially since he was the reason we were in this mess in the first place.

“So, if we’re all done measuring our dicks, can we come up with a plan to finish this bike? Preferably before the Kings make us regret ever taking this job?” I looked from one brother to another.

After a beat, each gave me a grudging nod. Except Ryan.

“What’s it gonna be, bro?” I asked. “You staying or going?”

“I’m still here, aren’t I?” Ryan retorted. Like that was an answer.

Or a fucking apology.

I suppressed the urge to give him the beatdown he clearly wanted. Despite how much he’d pissed me off. We didn’t have the time, and I really didn’t want to spend the whole day in the E.R.

Again.

“Fantastic,” I muttered sarcastically. “Dylan will repaint the cans tonight, and the three of us will be here first thing tomorrow to finish the build. If it all goes smoothly, we shouldn’t have any problem finishing the bike by Saturday. But no more screwups. Clear?”

“Crystal,” Nathan snarled. More than likely he was still pissed that he hadn’t been able to swing on Ryan.

Join the club.

Dylan picked up the cans and left the room without a word. He’d been oddly silent through most of the exchange. Usually he’d have something to say in Ryan’s defense—those two were thick as thieves—but today he was practically a zombie stumbling around the shop. I made a mental note to check in with him later today and find out what had crawled up his ass.

“I’ll call T-Bone and move the reveal a few hours back. Maybe we should bring the bike to them, instead of having the reveal at the shop.”

Nathan hitched a shoulder. “Could be a good idea. If they have one of their infamous parties, they’ll be more mellow.”

“Anything to avoid a fight, huh, Nate?” Ryan taunted.

Nathan took a threatening step in Ryan’s direction.

“Whoa, okay. You—” I said pointing in Nathan’s direction. “Go home. Get some sleep. Maybe have some booze first, so you mellow the fuck out.”

Nathan lifted his upper lip in a snarl before turning on his heel and stomping away. Before he reached the door, he picked up an empty gas can and hurled it into the wall with a thunderous crash. It fell to the floor with one side completely caved in.

A beat later, the office door slammed shut with a wallop that shook the walls.

Fan-fucking-tastic.

“And you,” I turned to my only remaining brother, and the biggest literal pain in my neck today. “You’d better be here bright and early tomorrow.”

“Sure,” Ryan replied sullenly.

“I’m not screwing around. We’re cutting it close as is. We don’t have time for you to keep needling Nathan and pulling this bullshit.”

“Whatever, bro.” Ryan pushed away from the cabinet he’d been leaning against.

“You gotta grow the fuck up and be an adult. I’m not kidding, Ry. If you’re not here at seven tomorrow, you’re gone.”

He lifted a middle finger in salute as he walked away from me.

It probably sounded like an empty threat, since it wasn’t the first time I’d made it.

But it would be the last because I was done.

Done with their bullshit. Done with E.R. visits (and bills) because my brothers were at each other’s throats. Done with all the family drama. I needed a tropical island getaway—somewhere far, far away from my crazy family.

Running away was a regular fantasy of mine. I craved somewhere quiet, secluded, and just peaceful. Maybe I’d hit up my friend, former client, and rock star great, Cole Jackson, and see if I could borrow his Tahoe retreat. The place was crazy—super luxe with a freaking media room and every amenity you could think of. Apparently it was vacant most of the season since Cole was on the road right now.

I sighed. One day.

Instead, I retreated to my silent office, passing my cousin and Badass Builds’ CPA, Sabrina, on the way.

“Is it all clear?” Sabrina asked, as she tugged on the cuffs of her oversized sweater then crossed her arms over her chest.

“Yeah, sorry about the fireworks. Nate and Ry took off for the night. Dylan is in the paint shed fixing the cans. It’ll probably be a late night for him.”

Sabrina nodded then gave me a sad smile. “Did you mean it?”

I tilted my head in confusion.

“Ryan. Are you really going to fire him if he doesn’t show up on time tomorrow?”

I closed my eyes with a muttered curse. “You heard that part, huh?”

“Pretty sure the nail salon down the block heard your threat. And Nathan. You all get kinda loud when you’re uh, discussing stuff.”

That was Sabrina’s nice way of saying we get loud when shit hits the fan.

“I don’t know. He’s my brother and I love him. But shit’s gotta change. I’ve worked almost every weekend since I started building motorcycles. Ryan’s had it too easy. I’m tired of holding his hand. He’s a freaking adult. He needs to start acting like it.” I rubbed a weary hand over my face. “And with Dylan’s fuck up, we’re cutting it crazy close to get the Kings’ build done in time. I’m just so fucking tired, Sabby.”

“Well, when’s the last time you took a vacation? Oh wait, I can answer that. When you finished the bike for Cole Jackson, and he took you all up to his cabin. That was what? Over six months ago? That’s not healthy, Austin. You need a break.”

I chuckled wearily. “I can always sleep when I’m dead.”

“The way you’re going, that’ll be sooner than later. I’m worried about you.”

“You’re sweet, Sabby, but I’m fine. I’m gonna go do some paperwork, but I’ll knock off early tonight. I promise.”

Sabrina shook her head. “Still not good enough. Maybe you should hit Mom’s diner on the way home. She’ll get you straightened out.”

I snorted. “I definitely don’t have the energy for Wendy tonight.” My aunt was a ballbreaker and lifelong meddler. The last thing I needed tonight was a dose of Aunt Wendy.

“Think about it. Goodnight, Austin.”

“Night Sabrina.” I shook my head as I walked past her and down the hall toward my office. I’d have to have a death wish if I went to Bette’s Diner when Wendy was working. The food was amazing, but the lecture that came with it wasn’t worth the price of admission.

I spent the next twenty minutes on the phone with T-Bone, promising him everything but my firstborn to push the reveal a few hours back and bring the bike to him at the Kings’ clubhouse. I finally hung up the phone with a groan. If this reveal didn’t go well, we could kiss our business goodbye.

Along with our loved ones, more than likely.

I hung my head between my knees and let out a muted roar. When was this gonna get easier? We’d been doing this for years. Years. When would the shitstorm finally end?

My phone pinged with an incoming email.

I was almost afraid to look. But the Kings were too smart to put any threats in writing.

The words in the subject line made the blood freeze in my veins.

Parole granted.

No. No. It couldn’t… They wouldn’t…

I clicked on the email and every word made me feel sicker. The usual bureaucratic jargon followed by George Burns. Parole granted. The words swam on my screen. I couldn’t believe it. I never thought that bastard would see freedom for the rest of his life. After the first parole hearing, my brothers and I had stopped attending. We had our lawyer send victim impact statements and our declaration forms because we weren’t spending another second breathing the same air as that bastard. And because we knew there was no way an evil son of a bitch like him would ever be paroled.

Apparently the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation disagreed.

What the fuck was wrong with them? How could they not see past his bullshit? Oh God, I was gonna have to tells my brothers. Sabrina. Aunt Wendy.

I couldn’t.

I couldn’t breathe.

I needed to get the fuck out of here.
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