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A foul odor filled the hallway. Peer Nyland strode forward and quietly pushed his son's bedroom door open, looking inside the room. Tyr held onto the side of his crib, trying his best to shake his bed apart.

He went into the room, pride filling his chest as he grinned at his son. His smile fell as he looked lower at the mess on the sheet. His gaze traveled higher over Tyr's bare legs and stomach.

The disgusting smell came from Tyr.

"Shit," he mumbled, sliding his hands under Tyr's armpits and holding him away from his chest. "What did you do, son?"

Tyr babbled happily. He carried him an arm-length away to the bathroom, trying to breathe in and out of his mouth and not through his nose.

Looking at the shower and back at his son, he was stuck. He couldn't put Tyr down on the floor and spread the mess, and he couldn't hold him in one arm without getting the stink on him.

Tyr kicked his bare legs. Knowing he needed another set of hands, he yelled, "Coco?"

His son stopped struggling to get down and looked toward the bathroom door, anticipating Coco coming to save him. Peer exhaled harshly. "Don't get your hopes up. She's not going to help you escape."

"Yeah?" said Coco behind him. "Oh, ...sh—poop."

"Can you turn on the shower." He stepped closer to the wall, giving her room to get past him.

"Tyr? Sweet face? What in the world did you do?" She glanced at Peer as she kept a wide berth around him, navigating the bathroom. "Give me a second to get the temperature adjusted."

"No hurry." He swallowed, struggling to not breathe through his nose. "I'm not going anywhere."

Coco looked over her shoulder at him, leaving her hand under the running water. The impish grin on her face only made him scowl at her. She was enjoying his discomfort. Changing dirty diapers wasn't his idea of fun, but what Tyr had done by pulling the sticky tabs off his diaper after his nap and then shitting in his crib wasn't normal.

"The water is perfect now." Coco straightened and looked him over and shook her head at the sight of Tyr. "How are you going to do this?"

"I'm going to set him in the tub and hose him off with the showerhead." He stepped closer.

She pressed her back against the wall. He almost handed over Tyr to tease her, but he needed to get his son in the shower and cleaned up.

"This is the second time he's taken off his diaper after his nap," said Coco.

Her squeaky voice got his attention. He looked over his shoulder. She'd pinched her nose closed with her fingers. Her big, brown eyes alert for any sudden movements.

"You're wimping out on me, Collette Lewis," he said.

Holding Tyr's arm with one hand, keeping him on his bare feet in the tub, he wrestled the soiled T-shirt of him. Sweat dripped down his temple. Undressing a wiggling one year old covered in shit in a slippery porcelain tub was harder than it looked.

"I'll work on training him to go on the toilet." He grabbed the showerhead and brought it down to the tub.

"He's too young. I think people potty train their kids when they're two or three years old." Coco held out the bottle of liquid baby soap.

Spraying off every inch of Tyr's body, he soaped up his son from head to toes. Coco placed a towel over his shoulder.

"I don't know what to do." He gritted his teeth.

Parenthood was hard. Despite all the books Coco had bought him on the subject and being warned about all the different stages from his Nordic brothers in Slag Motorcycle Club, he found himself frustrated half the time.

The other half, he couldn't think of a better responsibility to have.

"I'll strip his crib down and get the disinfecting wipes," said Coco.

He picked up his clean bundle. "Thank..."

She'd already left the bathroom. He inhaled deeply, smelling nothing but fresh boy. When Kelli had left Tyr at the gate after he was born and hightailed it out of town, he never imagined himself being a single father.  Over the months—renting a house, feeding, changing, overseeing his son's care—Coco had stepped up and offered to move in with him to help out.

For him, working with Coco and living with her meant she was around all the time. He never would've survived without her. Hell, he still couldn't survive on his own.

"Let's get you settled." He carried Tyr into the living room. Plopping him down on the couch, he grabbed a diaper and quickly put it on his son.

Tyr grunted, his hands going to the tabs, trying to take the diaper off. He grabbed his son's little wrists and put his hands above his head, pinning him to the couch.

"No." He refused to let his son move. "You can't do that."

Picking up Tyr, he put him on his lap and grabbed the T-shirt and bib overalls on the arm of the couch and got his son dressed. Only then could he trust that Tyr would stay dressed and his diaper would stay on his butt.

He kissed Tyr's cheek. "No more fooling around."

His son grabbed his beard. Carrying him over to the playpen, he put his son inside with a handful of his toys.

"Be good." He palmed Tyr's head, straightened, and headed down the hallway toward the bedroom.

Coco came out of the bathroom. He stopped, before running into her.

"I bleached the tub." She held up a balled-up towel. "I have the bedding in the washer."

"I could've done that." He sniffed, the scent in the house went from putrid to flowery.

"I sprayed air freshener in his room, too." She stepped around him and walked to the laundry room. "What time is it?"

He pulled out his phone. "Five o'clock."

"Good. I'll be able to put everything in the dryer before we have to take off for work," she said from inside the room. "I'm going to jump in the shower. I'll be quick if you need it after me."

He looked down at his chest. "I took one while Tyr was napping. I think I'm good."

Coco came out of the room. Her gaze swept over him and settled on his beard as she approached him. Within a foot of him, she stretched to her toes and leaned closer.

"What are you doing?" he asked.

"Smelling you." She grinned. "You're good to go."

He grunted and walked back out to the living room. Diving for the couch, he propped his head on his arm and let his boots hang off the cushion. He gazed at his son, playing happily with a stack of wooden blocks Roar and Lizzy had bought for him.

Every day, he was thankful for Slag Motorcycle Club. Without them supporting him, he believed his son's life would've turned out differently. It was impossible to raise Tyr by himself. He had a job bartending at The Fire Ring, the club's bar, and as Treasurer for Slag, he had business that pulled him away at a moment's notice. It took Coco and a village to raise one small boy.

He ran his hand over his face. Parenting shouldn't be hard.

He'd give his life to protect Tyr. His son was everything to him.

But, Tyr deserved a mother. He deserved having a woman in his life to share the responsibility of raising a child.

Hell. He sighed. It'd been a couple of months since he tried finding Kelli.

Even Elling with all his skills at tracking information down couldn't find a trail on Tyr's mom. He needed to try again. Not because he wanted her back, he wanted to make sure she stayed gone.

The longer she stayed away, the harder it would be to find her. She could be anywhere by now. She hadn't stayed with the Seattle Chapter, and every woman in the club that'd been friends with her hadn't seen her since she took off before Tyr was born.

He wanted to know exactly where she was to keep tabs on her.

"Pa pa pa pa," babbled Tyr.

"I see you, son." Peer watched him clank two blocks together.

A couple of weeks ago, Tyr had started to say his own version of pappa. Nothing filled him with pride more than hearing his son call for him. With the introduction of talking, it made his relationship with Tyr real. Tyr wasn't a baby. He was growing.

Coco walked into the living room with a towel wrapped around her body and her hair wrapped up in another towel atop her head. Strolling past him, she went into the kitchen and sat down on the stool at the island.

She set up a mirror and dropped her makeup bag in front of her, rifling through the contents.

He raised his upper body, following her with his gaze. "Most women put on their makeup in the bathroom."

"How would you know?" Coco kept her back to him as she leaned closer to the small mirror she propped against a loaf of bread. "Do you have a long list of women you've lived with that I don't know about?"

"No."

"Well, six out of ten women prefer natural light to put their face on. The kitchen has a south-facing window. The bathroom has none."

"You could at least get dressed in the bathroom. Tyr's going to think it's normal to have a woman traipsing around without any clothes on." He laid back down on the couch.

Coco laughed. "Your son doesn't even know the difference between men and women or aware of someone being naked—which I'm not. I have more of my body covered than I do at work, by the way."

Tension between his brows increased. "You're naked under the towels."

"Should I remind you that Tyr took off his diaper and made a mess because he likes the freedom of not wearing a diaper?"

Hell. She was right. Again.

"Pa pa pa pa." Tyr crawled over to the side of the playpen and pulled himself to his feet. "Pa pa."

"Your pappa is being weird. What should we do with him?" Coco's voice moved in the room.

Peer sat up and found her walking to the playpen. His son lifted his arms, wanting held.

Coco indulged him, carrying Tyr over to Peer. He held out his arms as his phone vibrated in his pocket.

"Go ahead. I'll take him into the bedroom with me while I dress." She turned and left the living room. "I'll even teach him to close his eyes."

He sat up and connected the call, not recognizing the number. "Ja?"

Silence came from the caller.

"Hello?"

"It's me," said a soft voice he recognized.

Gut punched, he stood. "Kelli."

"How are you?" asked Kelli.

He fisted his hand. "Are you serious? You drop out of our son's life, and you ask how I am?"

"Peer—"

"Nei." He inhaled through a tight chest. "Where are you?"

His thoughts circled, and he wanted to know where Tyr's mom was and where she'd been for over a year. He wanted to know how the woman he'd known could turn into a cold-hearted bitch toward her own child.

"I..." She paused. "H-how is he?"

She had no right to ask about his child. The son he'd worried about, taken care of, and promised to raise by himself. She'd thrown away the greatest gift in her life and never looked back.

"You don't even know his name." His jaw ached, holding back all the accusations he wanted to throw at her.

She'd left their son outside the gate of Slag and walked out of his life without a fucking care in the world. She'd abandoned Tyr when he needed a mother the most.

"I'm sorry—"

He disconnected the call, tossed the phone to the couch, and walked down the hallway to get his son. It was time to go to work at the bar and Tyr needed to go to the clubhouse where the women of Slag would watch over him while he put in eight hours at The Fire Ring.

He wasn't going to waste his time with Kelli.

His mind on other things, he missed paying attention to what he was doing until Coco stood in front of him in her bra and panties. The black material against her pale skin accented a woman's body.

His gut tightened, and he looked again, taking his time.

"Peer." She scoffed, grabbing her shirt. "A little privacy, huh?"

He walked backward, indulging himself. Her black-lined, brown eyes challenged him. He had no idea that's what she wore under her clothes or how her small breasts had the perfect amount of plump. His gaze lowered to slim legs. She kept her feet apart as if that would make her appear more formidable, but it only made her look sexier than hell.

"Peer!"

He snapped his head up, turned, and walked back in the living room.

Wiping the sweat off his forehead, he welcomed the uncomfortable pressure in his jeans. It'd been a long time since he'd seen a beautiful woman.
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A group of five men walked through the doors of The Fire Ring. Coco finished hanging up the order on the wheel in the window of the kitchen while the customers seated themselves. They took the table near the door, and a burst of energy motivated her to cross the room and greet them.

The tips tonight would rock.

"Welcome to The Fire Ring. What can I get you men?" She leaned next to the closest customer. "Wait. Let me guess." She studied the guys. "Beer all around?"

"Sounds good. Three pitchers to start us off." The one near her draped his arm around her shoulders. 

She quickly extracted herself from his hands. "I'll get to those right away. Anything to eat?"

While two of the men ordered food, the other three turned their attention to the game going on at the pool table. A couple walked in, giving her an excuse to put the order on the wheel and attend to the other customers.

Fifteen minutes later, she looked at the clock behind the bar. She only had ten minutes until her last break.

"Hey." Peer turned his back to the customers sitting on the other side of the counter. "Can you do me a favor?"

"Sure."

"Run over and check on Tyr for me." Peer tossed the bar towel over his shoulder.

"No problem. My break is in a few minutes. I'll go spend it with him."

His prominent brow lowered and he stepped closer, deepening his voice. "Go now. I'll cover your customers for you."

She studied his tense expression. "Is everything okay?"

"I hope so," he muttered.

He walked down to the cash register. Concerned, she shook her head in bewilderment and walked out of the main room into the hallway. Tyr would be awake. Because of their work hours, they'd trained him to sleep when they retired for the night—usually between two-fifteen and three o'clock in the morning.

Out the back door, the fresh night air hit her face. She raised her arms out to her sides and walked across the alley to the clubhouse.

Roar, the president of Slag Motorcycle Club, stood by the door with Markus, Brage, and Elling, also members. "Are you trying to fly?"

When she'd lived with Lizzy and Roar, she'd learned that the Norwegian men making up Slag Motorcycle Club could be funny when they wanted to be. It was hard to read their facial expressions but if she listened for the lift in their rough voices, she could sense amusement coming from them before their joke hit her.

She waved her arms up and down. "If I could, I would."

"Girl, something isn't right with you." Markus grinned. "Are you running away from work? Cause I'm not taking your place."

"No worries, bud." She opened the door. "Roar's too good of a boss for me to up and quit tonight."

Going inside, she stopped and looked around at all the Slag members filling the clubhouse. She found Holly strolling around near the back wall and weaved her way through the room. A smile overtook her face the closer she came to them.

Holly followed Tyr in his walker, pretending to chase him. Love spread through her at the happiness on Tyr's chubby face.

He loved all the attention from the women and the members of Slag. They were his family and the one constant in his life. He loved them all, but when he was tired, he wanted his pappa. Only then, when she witnessed the sad cries from fighting sleep and the sweaty, red face from his struggles, Tyr broke her heart.

It was as if on his first birthday, Tyr knew something was missing in his life. That his mother wasn't there to soothe him to sleep. That his mother wasn't giving him the love he deserved.

She approached Holly. Tyr hadn't spotted her yet. He was in a race to go everywhere his tiny legs could push him in his wheeled cart.

"How's he doing?" she asked, walking with Holly.

"I just fed him, so he's wound up." Holly reached out and grabbed the back of the walker, turning Tyr to keep him from going near the stairs.

"Peer wanted me to check on him." She laughed when Tyr's head turned like a baby owl, and he blinked at her before squealing and pounding his hands against the attached tray.

"He's happy to see you." Holly touched Coco's arm. "If you want to watch him for a few minutes, I'll run to the bathroom."

"Sure, go ahead." She squatted down to Tyr's level and slipped her finger into his grabby hand, directing his attention to her. "Your pappa thinks you're up to no-good."

"Pa pa pa pa." Tyr held up his arms.

She picked him up and smooched his cheek with a kiss. "We're going to seriously have to work on your vocabulary. Say, Co-co."

"Pa pa pa..." He laid his head on her shoulder.

She hugged him, rubbing his back. "I know, you love your Pappa," she whispered.

Not knowing what caused Peer's urgency for her to check on Tyr, she stayed at the clubhouse instead of taking him over to the bar for a few minutes.

Lizzy walked her way. She waved, motioning her over. Her best friend held her new baby on her chest and looked beautiful, naturally glowing. Motherhood agreed with her. She'd never seen Lizzy so content and happy. Even Roar walked around with a bigger chest since the baby was born, and she couldn't imagine him getting any bigger.

"I was going to walk over and see you at the bar, but Brage mentioned you were here when I arrived." Lizzy one-arm hugged her. "I've missed you."

Her and Lizzy had lived together for five years before Roar came into the picture and hired them both at the bar. For a while, she had lived with the two of them until she decided to stay with Peer and help him with Tyr.

She leaned over and kissed baby Hanne's head while keeping a firm hold on Tyr. In the past, Tyr had wanted to grab at the baby. He was all boy at his age. There was nothing gentle about his curiosity. He wanted to poke, tear, and hit everything.

"That's because you're always busy—as you should be with that little angel." Her heart melted. "I need to find time to come over and spend some serious auntie time with Hanne. When's a good time?"

Lizzy blew a raspberry with her lips. "You don't need to make an appointment, just stop by."

The dynamics of her living situation had changed over the last year, but her friendship with Lizzy had stayed the same. They remained close despite Lizzy living with Roar and being in a fully committed relationship with the president of Slag Motorcycle Club and starting her family.

"You're the best." Coco kissed the side of Tyr's head, looking at Lizzy. "I'll try and come over tomorrow if Peer's going to be around the house and I can get away."

"If not, bring Tyr." Lizzy shrugged. "It makes no difference. I just need to catch up with what's going on with you."

"Same ol' thing. Work, babysitting, sleeping, and the occasional trip to get my hair done." She spotted Holly coming back. "I'll bring over a taco salad when I do come, and we can gossip like old times."

"Okay." Lizzy lowered her voice. "And, you can tell me why you're over here with Tyr and not working."

Lizzy remained the manager at The Fire Ring even while being off on her extended maternity leave. Living across the street, it was easy for her to run over and deal with scheduling and filling in for an hour or two if needed while Roar kept the baby.

"Mm..." She turned her head and whispered, "If I knew what went through Peer's head, I'd be a lucky lady. I have no idea why he wanted me to check on Tyr, but it's a good way to spend my break, and I got to see you."

She straightened. "I should get back to work, though. Can't earn money if I don't work."

Holly took Tyr. She ran her hand over his head and kissed his cheek. "I'll see you later, sweet face."

Tyr had already lost interest and put all his attention on Holly's hoop earrings. She stepped over and gave Hanne a kiss on her head, hugged Lizzy, and walked toward the door. 

The day Slag hired her and Lizzy to work as the servers in the bar had changed her life. For years, she'd floated, only existing, trying to find her place in the world while working her ass off in food-service type jobs.

She loved the work but until she started at the bar, she'd only known minimum wage and cheap tips. The Fire Ring provided enough money, she actually had a small savings.

She walked out into the alley, getting her second wind from the chilly temperature. The Fire Ring probably wasn't a life-long career. What she'd gained were friends that would last her whole life, no matter if they closed the bar.

Walking in the back door, she stopped in the breakroom to wash her hands, reapply her lipstick, and hurried out to the main room.

Customers grabbed her attention before she could check in with Peer, and she gave him a smile and nod as she scurried from table to table, letting him know that his son was perfectly happy.

Peer looked at her unblinking, wiping the outside of a glass. She had a hard time focusing on the orders and scribbled on her menu pad to keep everything straight. Peer's intense gaze coming from shockingly blue eyes followed her around the room, bothering her more. Something was wrong, and she couldn't figure out what was bugging him.

Not that he was the easiest person to figure out. Over the last year, he tended to keep to himself. Living with him, she'd discovered he had a talent for turning every conversation around to other people or about Tyr.

At the bar, at the club, at home, he always helped everyone else. He needed help. Not only with Tyr but the sheer responsibilities around the house on top belonging to Slag. But, he rarely asked others for anything. It drove her crazy.

It'd taken her several weeks of living with him to figure out that during their long conversations, he'd given her the illusions that their friendship was two-sided. When she finally figured out how he distanced himself from not only her but everyone, it hurt.

She tried hard not to fall for him asking questions about what was going on in her life as caring. Their arrangement was for Tyr. She understood what he'd asked of her, but she wanted more from him.

She walked in front of the counter. Peer looked up and followed her with his gaze. She looked over her shoulder, letting him know she was paying attention and he turned away from her.

Dejected, she rethought her personal goal to get closer to him. It was a daily struggle. Maybe she needed to amp her game. There had to be something she could do.

Slag men were a rare breed. Traditional in their views toward women and proud. They put women on a pedestal and respected them.

Peer probably never even thought of being friends with her the way other men were willing to do. She constantly had to remind herself not to run home and unload her thoughts on him the way she had with Lizzy when they lived together.

Ten minutes until closing, she finally got a chance to talk to Peer while she took the cleanup bin back behind the counter.

"Tyr's putting miles on that walker you bought for the clubhouse. He'll be walking in no time." She took the tips out of her apron and put the cash in her pocket to count later.

"Ja." He picked up two bottles in each hand. "He'll probably run right out the door."

She gasped. "Don't say that. We'll be extra diligent and always keep an eye on him. They have those child locks you can put high up on a door."

"It's tough enough with him crawling and walking around the furniture," he muttered.

She opened her mouth to ask him why he was giving out all the negativity, and a customer came up to the counter to pay. Leaving Peer to do his job, she helped Heather, Monica, and Dinah clean their sections of the room.

Marcus, standing by the front door, locked the bar and shut off the outside light.

"Why are you so quiet?" Heather took off her apron. "You're usually whooping it up when the last customer walks out."

"Tired." She blew out her breath. "I'm thinking about my bed. Nothing sounds better at the moment."

"Girl, I could list a few things that would be more fun than going to sleep. Like what you can put in the bed with you." Heather raised her brows. "I'm going to the clubhouse and plan on filling mine with something scrumptious."

"Ugh." She shook her finger. "That takes too much energy."

Monica, overhearing the conversation, pouted. "Everyone needs someone."

Heather hip bumped Monica. "You have Joel. When's the last time you were on the hunt for love?"

"Honey, I hunt for it every day." Monica walked around the table and shoved in each chair. "It's all about the chase."

"No, it's always about the capture." Heather laughed. "Tie me up."

"No wonder Joel is so deep in love with you." Coco looked over her area, deeming it clean and orderly for the ladies from Slag to come in the morning and clean properly. "You guys have a good night...with whatever you do. I'm out of here."

Checking to see how soon Peer would be ready to go home, she found him gone from behind the bar. She went to the breakroom, grabbed her sweater, and walked out into the alley.

Peer's motorcycle was still parked in the fourth spot in the long, line of bikes. She yawned. The way he acted tonight, she wasn't sure if he would stick to the normal routine of bringing Tyr out to her car, so she could bring him home.

His mood change put her in a funk. She opened her car door and slid into the seat to wait. Normally, she'd talk with other Slag members or go inside and visit with the women while she waited for Peer. Tonight, she only wanted to go home.

She leaned her head back and closed her eyes. The weather had cooled off from the summer heat and burrowing herself under the covers in bed and letting go was right up there with getting off her tired feet.

The back door of her car opened. She blinked, shaking off the tiredness. With Tyr in the vehicle, she needed to stay fully aware.

"Hey, sweet face. Are you ready to go home?" She looked in the rearview mirror, unable to see him with Peer's head blocking her view to the mirror they'd attached to the headrest making it possible to see a baby in a rear-facing car seat.

Tyr gave her a string of babble as an answer. She found herself smiling. That kid was the coolest baby ever.

"I agree with you," she said softly, consumed by the comfort a baby could bring to her life.

"He's all set. I'll follow you home." Peer shut the door.

She watched his long legs stride away to his motorcycle. He'd already taken his blond hair out of the strap of leather he used to tie it back during work. A sign that he was frustrated.

She'd seen that mood at home when pressure got too much for him raising a baby by himself. Some days, he walked around with his below the shoulder hair wild looking and his beard undone from its usual braid.

The look was totally hot, but the level of disarray warned her something was wrong.

Had he talked with someone else inside the clubhouse? Was he only being quiet around her?

Her head pounded, and she started the car. Men were weird. If they weren't having sex with a woman—and Peer definitely wasn't having sex with her—they distanced themselves from getting involved or making small talk.

She had no right to feel left out of his life. 

She'd gone through the same loneliness when Roar moved in with Lizzy and her—back when she still lived across from the bar. The change of having three people living in one house rather than two was expected and yet irrational. She wanted the best for Lizzy, but she couldn't help how she had suddenly found herself without her best friend, her confidante, her partner in crime.

Peer pulled out in front of her. She crept forward, watching out for the bikers standing in the alley, and followed him through the gate out to the street. It was ironic that she developed feelings for Peer when they had no emotional investment in their living situation.

At the traffic light, she glanced in the rearview mirror. Tyr rubbed his eyes with balled-up fists.

It would take no time for him to go to bed once they reached the house if he hadn't already succumbed to sleep from the car ride.

Luck was on her side when she shut off the engine in the driveway of the one-story rental house. Peer worked at getting Tyr out of the car seat without waking him while she walked up to the house and used her key to unlock the door.

Stepping out of the way for Peer carrying his son, she locked up the house and went straight to her bedroom, thankful Peer gave her the master suite with the bathroom so she wouldn't bother him and Tyr. 

Taking a quick shower to wash away the night of working in the bar, she pulled on her cotton nightshirt, needing the comfort tonight.

Not bothering with turning on a light, she walked into the bedroom and crawled into bed. A sigh escaped her, and she snuggled the extra pillow to her chest.

Her body remained tense. She rolled over, pressing her head into the pillow and drawing her knees up to the make-shift bundle she clutched to her chest. Even her thoughts worked against her, keeping her from relaxing.

A soft knock opened her eyes. She stilled, listening when another knock came.

Throwing off the comforter, she walked across the room and opened the door, finding Peer in the hallway.

"Is Tyr okay?" she asked, concerned with the sternness on Peer's mouth, partially hidden in his blond beard.

Peer dropped his gaze. Aware that the material of her nightshirt barely covered her ass, she pulled the door in front of her, using it to cover her lower half.

"He's good." He looked her in the eyes. "I'll be gone on Sunday. I wanted to check with you to see if you wanted to watch Tyr or if I should take him to the clubhouse."

"Will you be back on Monday?" She, like him, only had Sunday and Monday off each week. "I've got a hair appointment at nine o'clock."

He dipped his chin, his gaze intensified. "You don't need to cut your hair."

She reached up and tugged the strands touching the back of her neck. Because of her schedule, she hadn't gone to her stylist in almost eight weeks. Her bi-leveled look appeared more like a shaggy pixie lately.

"It's what I do." She shrugged, changing the topic. "I'll watch Tyr. I'll see if Lizzy wants to bring Hanne over or I'll take him there. We'll have fun."

She licked her lips when she caught him watching her mouth. Not only wasn't she dressed but she'd washed all her make-up off in the shower. Aware that she looked younger and less appealing stripped of her eyeliner, lipstick, and flat hair, she lifted her chin, refusing to be embarrassed.

She'd spent too many hours learning how to apply make-up, do her hair, and dress right for anyone to tell her she was unappealing and nobody would want her when she was au naturel.

"Thanks." He stepped away, stopped, and said, "Keep a good eye on Tyr when I'm gone."

"Of course."

He frowned. "I know you will."

He hesitated in the hallway. She waited for him to say more and give her a glimpse of what was going on inside his head, but he only nodded and walked into his bedroom, leaving the door open.

She softly shut the door and went back to bed, seeking the comfort of her pillow. 

Sleep finally came to her early in the morning.
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The members of Blue, an intercity gang within Portland, were already at the meeting spot under the St. John's Bridge by nine o'clock. Peer rode behind Roar, Brage, and Elling with Marcus and Joel at his side. The cargo ship set for Norway would leave in two weeks, and they needed to pick up the extortion money first.

Scanning the area, he slowed down and came to a stop. Each monthly pickup made them more alert to Moroad Motorcycle Club ambushing them. The contracts had belonged to Moroad until Slag confiscated them from the motorcycle club located in Federal, Idaho.

"Let's make this quick." Roar left his helmet on and strode forward with Brage.

Getting off his Harley, Peer kept his eye on the man exiting the passenger side door of the lead car. He expected someone to pull a gun.

They'd been commandeering the payment for over two years. Blue had plenty of time to figure a way out of the corner Slag pushed them into and had yet to act. Month after month, it came as a surprise when they handed over the cash without any trouble.

"Another one. Left rear of the third car." Joel shifted to his left, keeping the man in sight.

As if another Blue member joining the meeting was a signal, all the doors on the cars opened. Peer brought out his pistol and held his position. His first job was to protect his president.

Roar and Brage continued the exchange, not showing any fear. None of the men gathering in the area reached for a weapon or approached those making the exchange. A few walked toward the water, thirty feet away.

"What the fuck are they doing?" said Joel.

"I don't like it." Peer moved in front of his motorcycle in case he had to dash out and protect Roar. Then, it dawned on him that they could be distracting him, and he turned around and watched the road.

"Keep an eye on the entrance points," said Elling.

Peer's gaze swept over the street, under the bridge where an unmarked road allowed traffic through to the residential area a block away. There was no movement, no sight of any vehicles parked nearby, no signs that men sporting blue bandanas and wearing flannels over their sport's team shirts rushing around any corners.

Roar and Brage stepped away from the leaders. Peer had missed the exchange.

The members of Blue came back from the water and walked directly to the vehicles while the leaders turned their back and headed away from Slag's president. Peer continued to scan the area even after Roar and Brage came back to their motorcycles.

"Everything okay?" asked Elling.

"Ja." Roar swung his leg over his Harley. "Let's ride."

As one, they all mounted and rode off. Peer took up the rear, keeping an eye on the side mirror of his motorcycle. Blue let them leave without any problems.

Twenty minutes later, he rolled past the gate into the alley between bar and clubhouse. He parked his motorcycle in the line of bikes and toed the kickstand. Taking out his phone, he checked for any calls and texts. The tension in his chest eased. He'd given instructions to Coco to call if she needed him while watching Tyr.

No message meant Tyr was safe.

Roar reached inside his vest and pulled out a stack of cash, holding it out in Peer's direction. He strode forward and took the extortion money.

"That's it from Red and Blue. In two weeks, we'll travel up to Seattle." Roar looked around at the crowd of Slag members filling the alley. "Because of the large supply of weapons that we sent with the last shipment; this will be it for the Mother Chapter."

"Is it enough?" asked Dag, a newly patched-in member.

"We'll make it work. In the meantime, Elling is working on finding a way to intercept one of Moroad Motorcycle Club's shipment of illegal guns. We'll discuss it more during the meeting." Roar motioned for Peer to go.

He walked through the crowd and entered the clubhouse. Going straight to the meeting room, he shut the door. There were only two people who had the combination for the safe. Him and Roar.

In the case of both of them dying, the Slag information packet would be opened by the vice president or the next in line who was still alive. The official document, from the Mother Chapter in Norway, would let the Portland Chapter know how to access the money and find all the information they would need to run the club.

He removed the Slag Motorcycle Club flag from the hooks on the wall covering the safe, tapped in the combination on the keypad, and pressed his thumb to the scanner. The fire-proof steel door unlocked. 

Retrieving the financial records book and the cash pouch, he stepped over to the table and sat down. He grabbed a pen, and after counting the money, he put the cash flow in the appropriate columns, dividing the profit into thirds.

Norway, Seattle, and Portland Chapters would all benefit.

He leaned back in the chair. If he died, what would happen to Tyr?

Running his hands over his face, he exhaled loudly. Caught up in raising his son and being responsible for him without Kelli in the picture had taken all his attention. He needed to plan for the future.

Being a member of Slag, anything could happen. 

Today could've turned out differently. Blue could've opened fire. Bantorus Motorcycle Club could've ambushed the crew on the way back to the clubhouse. Moroad could hit any time. A cage driver could've run a red light and plowed into him ending his life.

The Feds were always right around the corner, waiting for Slag to fuck up. If he lost his freedom, he needed to make sure Tyr was taken care of for the rest of his life.

Right now, Coco took care of Tyr ninety-nine percent of the time when he was busy during the day. She was the main person besides him in his son's life. Even when they both worked, they took turns walking over to the clubhouse to spend time with him.

She'd gone over and beyond helping him, and she'd never once stepped into a parental role or tried to demean his position as Tyr's father.

He'd taken all the help he could get, and as he sat there thinking about her, he wasn't sure he'd ever told her how thankful he was to have her living with him. He needed to rectify that immediately.

The door swung open. Peer closed the records book.

Roar came into the room. "Squared away?"

"Ja." He picked everything up and carried it to the safe. "We've made what we set out to collect this time."

"That'll do for now." Roar patted his vest pockets. "Do you have a smoke on you?"

He reached into his back pocket and tossed the crushed pack on the table. "There might be one or two in there you can salvage."

Roar sat down with a heavy exhale. Peer pulled out his phone, checked to make sure Coco hadn't texted him, and walked to the door. "I'm going to take off."

"You're in a hurry." Roar studied him. "Everything okay?"

Peer shrugged. "It will be."

"Let me know if you need anything, brother."

He raised his hand in farewell and walked out. Tapping on the phone screen with his finger, he sent a text to Coco letting her know he was on his way home. He watched for a reply on his way out of the clubhouse and finally put the phone in his pocket. She was probably busy with Tyr. He'd witnessed her attentiveness to his son. Nothing around her existed while she was responsible for his care.

It was another thing he appreciated about her. And, her one-direction focus worried him.

He put on his helmet, started his Harley, and rode toward the gate. It was her dedication and focus that could catch her off guard.

He had no idea what Kelli would do now that she'd contacted him. All day, he'd worried she'd try and contact Tyr, and Coco wouldn't see her coming.

His biggest fear was losing his son. If that meant protecting him from his mother, he would keep Kelli away from him.

Far as he was concerned, the moment Kelli abandoned Tyr at the gate of Slag, she'd made her life choice. He'd never trust her again around his son.
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"Look at you, champ." Coco set Tyr on his feet in the middle of the room, holding on to his hands. "Let's walk one more time, so when your pappa comes home, you can surprise him. Sound good?"

Tyr plopped down on his diapered butt and reached for one of his toy cars. She straightened, not faulting him for not wanting to walk. Ever since he'd stepped away from the couch and walked halfway across the living room, she'd tried to urge him to keep going.

"Okay, sweet face," she said softly. "Play with your toys."

She backed away and sat on the couch, slouching on the cushions. It was almost nine o'clock at night. On a work night, she'd be full of energy at that time.

After a day with Tyr, she was mentally and physically exhausted. She had no idea how other women with children kept going day after day, never letting down their guard. 

Tyr, while barely mobile, could escape a room faster than a rabbit. He had the uncanny ability to fall over backward as if his head was too heavy at times. Luckily, she caught, held, ran, and surrounded him all day, keeping him from getting hurt.

It wasn't easy.

It was the hardest job she'd ever had.

She owed her mom a phone call. It couldn't have been easy raising her, two stepsons, and a stepdaughter, all singlehandedly, while working full-time.

Tyr crawled over to her and pulled himself to his feet. She smoothed the blond, almost white, hair half covering his forehead.

"You are going to grow up to be quite the stud," she murmured. "Like your pappa."

Lately, Peer hadn't even taken time to use his good looks to entertain the ladies at The Fire Ring—employees and customers alike. He'd stepped into fatherhood and forgot himself. Understandably so, but she missed the easy-going, more talkative, and flirtatious man who'd tended the bar.

"Pa pa pa pa?" Tyr searched the room, balancing on his feet and holding on to her leg.

"He'll be home soon." She leaned to the side, reaching into her back pocket.

Her phone wasn't on her. She looked around the room. Where was the last place she used it?

Earlier, she'd confirmed the call from her hairstylist while at Lizzy and Roar's house during her visit. Had she left it over there?

No, she remembered setting it down to take Tyr into the bedroom to change his diaper. It must be in the kitchen.

The door handle jiggled. She looked at Tyr and gasped in mock surprise. "I wonder who that is?"

Tyr's knees bent, and he straightened as if jumping, though his feet never left the floor. He lifted his arms to her as the door opened and Peer filled the room.

"There's your pappa." She smiled, meeting Peer's gaze. "You surprised me. We were just talking about you."

"You didn't get my text?"

She scooted and stood from the couch. "I only realized a moment ago that I set my phone down somewhere. I think it's in the kitchen."

"No worries." He opened the coat closet and shoved his duffle up on the top shelf.

She stepped into the kitchen, read his text, and warmth filled her. There was something about how he always called or texted to check up on her that had her reacting as if there was more going on than being roommates.

Exhaling harshly to stop herself from thinking of Peer in a different way, she reminded herself that all his messages and conversations centered on Tyr. That she was a female and it was natural to care more about someone she shared a home with and he was a male—a male who tended to see her as a co-worker who just happened to sleep in a bedroom in the house, much like he was used to staying at the clubhouse with people sleeping in another room.

"Coco," bellowed Peer from the other room.

She startled at the urgency in his deep voice. Heart pounding, she ran out of the kitchen and straight to him. "What's wrong?"

He held his arms out to his side and stared down at his feet. She followed his gaze, looking at Tyr holding on to Peer's leg, making sure he wasn't hurt, though he made not a sound.

"Is he okay?" She raised her gaze to Peer. "Are you okay?"

"He walked." His eyes widened. "He walked across the damn floor."

Her spine relaxed, and she hung her head in relief. She hadn't had time to tell him that Tyr walked on his own today.

"He's walking." Peer's gaze intensified with a slow blink. "You've got to see him. He didn't even wobble."

She nodded, opening her mouth to tell him Tyr had taken his first steps while with her today but the wonderous sense of pride filling Peer stopped her. He deserved to believe he witnessed his son's first steps.

He scooped up his son and pressed his forehead against Tyr's forehead. "I'm going to get you a dirt bike."

She laughed, amused. "I think it'll be a few more years until he's big enough to ride."

"One of those battery-powered rides, then." Peer straightened and flashed her a grin before sobering. "We'll need to move. He needs more room to run around. A place with a big backyard."

"Whoa, slow down, Pappa." She squeezed his hard forearm, wondering if he included her in the "we" part or just him and Tyr. "Take a big breath. He's got plenty of time to work on his skill before he needs to spread his wings."

"Let's see if he'll do it again." Peer walked a few feet away and set Tyr on his feet.

They'd spent many hours together, trying to get Tyr to walk, she knew what to do. She sat on the floor, spread her legs, and held out her arms.

Peer's large hands steadied Tyr from behind. "Go see, Coco, son."

"Come here." She leaned over, making her hands only a foot away from Tyr. "You can do it."

Tyr lunged, caught his balance, and took three steps. Coco scooted back, making him take another step.

And, another.

And, another.

Caught in the excitement, she stopped moving and caught him. His little arms wrapped around her neck. She hugged him, swaying side to side, and looked up at Peer.

Her stomach fluttered. His smile, clear up to his dark blue eyes, pierced her. Sharing the moment with him was worth keeping it a secret that Tyr had already walked for her. 

In that instant, she knew exactly what she wanted.

She wanted a baby. 

Her maternal clock was ticking. She wanted someone to share the happy moments and smile over all the little achievements. She wanted a family.

Tyr was Peer's son, not hers. She inhaled deeply and set Tyr down on the floor. Her emotions were all over the place, and she blamed it on spending the day with Lizzy and Hanne, holding an infant, and taking care of Tyr while Peer was on a ride.

Her ovaries were getting hit from every angle, except in the direction that mattered.
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Music blared inside of the Slag Motorcycle Club clubhouse. Joel held a drink out to Coco. She shook her head, leaned closer, and loudly said, "No, thanks. I'm going to take off."

Monica leaned against Joel's other side and said, "Already?"

Coco nodded, looking around the room. Peer told her he'd only be a few minutes and then they could go home. But, he'd gone in the back with Tyr, and she hadn't seen him since.

A hand landed on her arm. She turned, expecting Peer to be behind her and Dinah pulled her close and said, "Peer's outside. He went out once the music started."

"Oh, okay." She smiled. "Thanks for letting me know."

"I'll see you Tuesday night, if not sooner." Dinah's gaze went up. "I meant to tell you; I love your hair."

She cupped the back of her head. Her hairstylist took out the purple color and gave her blonde streaks, trying to match her more natural color. She'd done it on a whim. Used to more extreme styles and colors, she found herself acting calmer without the pop in her appearance.

"Thanks. I'm still getting used to it," she said.

Dinah stuck up her thumb, voting for the change, and stepped away.

She told Monica and Joel goodnight and then worked her way through the crowd. There was a time she would've stayed at the clubhouse and partied with the bikers. She'd even hooked up with a couple of them. Great guys, but none of them were looking for a relationship, and she knew that going off with them was for companionship only.

Walking out of the clubhouse, she stopped in the alley until the door shut and the music mellowed to background noise. She searched the area for Peer and found him standing against the back wall of the bar.

Halfway to him, she veered over to her car when she spotted Elling and his girlfriend, Jackie, talking with Peer. She'd only met Jackie once before when Elling brought her to The Fire Ring for dinner. She seemed nice enough, though she made no effort to have a conversation with her past the introductions.

She slid into the car. Her body sighed, molding to the seat. She was too young to feel the amount of exhaustion beating down on her. It was almost three o'clock in the morning, and she'd slept until eleven o'clock that morning, thanks to Peer getting up and entertaining Tyr quietly in his room.

The back door opened. She turned in the seat. Tyr was already asleep.

Disappointment filled her. She'd looked forward to a snuggle with him before she went to bed.

Peer's hand landed on her shoulder. "Are you okay to drive?"

"Yeah." She hadn't drunk anything at the party, knowing she had to bring Tyr home. "I'll follow you."

Away from the clubhouse, she concentrated on the roads and arrived back at the house without having her usual conversation with Tyr, seeing as he slept the whole way. She spotted Peer already walking toward the vehicle when she shut off the engine.

Knowing he would pack Tyr inside the house, she went and unlocked the front door. It was one of those nights where all she wanted to do was eat some ice cream and veg out in front of her phone watching something on Netflix until her eyes closed and she could sleep.

It still cracked her up that Peer had never owned a television. He'd shrugged the oddity off to growing up in Norway where people were outside more than they were inside the house.

She walked down the hallway, threw her purse on the bed, and returned to the kitchen to see Peer quietly closing the door, lugging Tyr on his shoulder. Being quiet, she opened the cupboard and removed a bowl.

Efficiently scooping the ice cream, she added two heaping spoons' worth of strawberry jam to her indulgence and carried the concoction to her room, using her foot to close the door. She undressed, showered, and settled on the bed, sitting cross-legged with her phone on her knee and the bowl of half-melted ice cream in her hands.

As an episode of Breaking Bad came on the phone, she stirred the jam into the ice cream, wishing Lizzy was here to watch the show with her and help her predict if Walter White would ever get caught.

When she'd lived with Lizzy, she might not have had a busy social life outside of working, but she always had a friend to share her day with when she came home. Her interests never gained Peer's curiosity.

Halfway through her ice cream, a knock interrupted the show. She tapped the pause button and untangled her legs. Carrying the bowl, she crossed the room and opened the door.

Peer glanced down. "You're eating."

It was a statement, not a question. Had he not noticed she always kept ice cream in the freezer? She lifted the spoon and took a bite, licking her upper lip. "There's more if you want some."

"No." He shoved his fingers in his hair. "I'm not hungry."

Not that she was watching him, but she'd noticed he had never ordered anything from Peach in the kitchen at The Fire Ring during work tonight—that was something he usually did during his lunch break.

"Are you not feeling good?" She put the spoon in the bowl. "I could fix you something light if you want."

He shook his head and looked down the hallway before meeting her gaze again. "Can I talk to you for a minute?"

"Sure." She stepped back expecting him to come into her bedroom.

He lifted his chin, motioning her to come out. She followed him into the living room.

When he sat on the couch, she sat down, too. No longer hungry, she put her bowl on the floor at her feet, knowing she wouldn't eat anymore.

Something was bothering Peer. Maybe he'd changed his mind about raising Tyr away from the clubhouse and planned to move back.

"What's up?" she asked, curling her bare legs underneath her and pulling down her nightshirt.

Peer remained tense and looked across the room. She waited for him to tell her what he'd sought her out for. Whatever it was, it couldn't be as bad as he imagined.

If he was going to quit renting the house, she'd move back in with Lizzy and Roar. She'd be welcome there, and she could help Lizzy out with the baby until she figured out her next move. Since Hanne was so young she slept in their bedroom at night, she couldn't imagine them telling her she couldn't use her old room for a few weeks.

"Kelli called me," blurted Peer.

She gawked, caught herself, and slowly exhaled to compose herself. Since Tyr was left at the gate for Peer to find, Kelli had never shown back up. She'd ghosted Peer and Tyr.

Peer had tried to find Tyr's mom. He'd told her about all the dead-ends he'd run into in his search. She'd supported him, secretly pissed at Kelli.

Not that she'd ever been friends with her. At one time, when Kelli had her on-again/off-again relationship with Peer, Coco worked with her at the bar.

She knew Kelli was a jealous bitch. Even back then, she could never figure out what Peer liked about Kelli and what kept him going back to her. When Kelli had come back to Portland and informed Peer she was pregnant in front of a full crowd at The Fire Ring, she'd felt awful for Peer.

Far as she knew, he and Kelli never tried to work things out, but she knew without a doubt that Peer had always planned to be a part of his son's life.

She leaned closer and squeezed his forearm. "Do you want to talk about it?"

"I don't know what I want to do." He glanced at her. "I've been thinking about going back to Norway."

Her chest squeezed. She couldn't imagine not having Peer and Tyr in her life.

Dread filled her pounding heart. She rubbed his arm, lost on what to tell him. Of course, she wanted him to stay. If he moved away, Tyr would grow up, and she'd lose the bond she had with him.

And, she'd miss Peer.

But she couldn't tell him that. What kind of friend would she be if she pushed him in one direction because she had feelings for him?

They'd made a make-shift family, the three of them. A dysfunctional one, but she was used to living in a messed-up family. It was only her and her mom until her stepdad came around with kids of his own. Then, her stepdad left her mom and his own children.

Her mom had survived, and she'd supported all the kids that she loved, who weren't born from her.

It was total chaos growing up, and she'd left the month after she turned eighteen years old. Now that she was older and had the experience of Peer raising Tyr on his own, she could understand where her mom's strength came from.

"I imagine you and Kelli will want to do what is best for Tyr," she said softly.

Peer turned his attention to her, his gaze hardening. She swallowed, her throat constricting. Peer had shown every emotion in front of her, and she knew he was easy going until someone pushed him too far, and he could lose his temper.

She'd seen him lose it twice at the bar when a customer got too grabby with her and when someone from another motorcycle club walked into The Fire Ring as if they owned the place.

Even then, she had never witnessed the pain showing in his eyes.

"I don't want her in his life." He caught her hand, playing with the ring on her thumb. "I don't stand a chance if she wants him back. No court, no judge in the world would look at me and say I could keep him. If I go to Norway, Slag can hide me. Hide us."

She sucked in a breath, seized by the turmoil in his eyes. There had to be something she could do to help him. Running away and hiding Tyr away from everyone who loved him wasn't the answer, even though she could understand him wanting to protect his son.

"Maybe she'll go away again." She grabbed on to his hand, holding it between both of hers. "She's disappeared before, and it's been a year since she walked away from Tyr."

He growled. "What's a year? In another, Tyr will be two years old. He'll know when a stranger comes into his life. At three years old, he'll want to know who that woman is if she shows up. I'm not going to live my life waiting for the fucking day Kelli decides to pull her head out of her ass and be a mother. She gave that right up when she abandoned him."

His anger was understandable. Kelli had put him through hell, and somehow, he'd stepped up and took care of Tyr by himself. That wasn't easy with a newborn when Peer had zero experience around babies.

"Just don't jump into doing something you'll regret." She rubbed his fist. "Did she tell you she wanted to see Tyr?"

She clamped her teeth together. Knowing everything that Peer had gone through and knowing Kelli's personality, she wanted to strangle the woman for the stress put on him.

He shook his head. "She asked how he was, and I disconnected the call. She doesn't have the right to know how Tyr is doing. Hell, she doesn't even know her son's name."

Her chest throbbed. She couldn't imagine not knowing her child. As far as that goes, she couldn't imagine letting her child out of her sight...ever.

"I wish there was something I could do to help." She scooted closer, not letting go of his hand. "I can't even say I know Kelli that well. We worked together for a few months before...you know, she decided to punch Lizzy and was sent away, but it wasn't a secret how possessive she was of you. Maybe she's still got feelings—"

"No." He took his hand out of her grasp and stood. "It doesn't matter how she feels. She lost any right to feel anything."

She nodded, not sure she agreed. Kelli would not only see Peer as a man she'd loved but as her baby's father. Someone who could be in her life forever if she chose to let him.

Unless Peer went back to Norway.

She stood and went to him, grabbing his arms and making him face her. "Things will be okay, okay?"

He gazed down at her with his hands shoved deep in the front pockets of his jeans. Not getting any reaction out of him, she stretched to her tiptoes and wrapped him in a hug.

An attempt at a hug. Her arms couldn't go clear around him with his hands in his pockets. Despite the awkwardness, she squeezed him tight and closed her eyes, hoping he would let her in to comfort him.

Nobody could be strong twenty-four/seven. Everyone else relied on him. As Treasurer of Slag, he kept the club afloat. He practically ran The Fire Ring besides being the main bartender. Even with her help, and the other ladies at Slag, he was solely responsible for Tyr.

He shifted. She let her arms drop and rocked back on the heels of her bare feet.

Before she could step away, Peer pulled her back and pressed her against his body. His arms locked around her tightly. Emotions clogged her throat, and her cheek hit the front of his vest.

She inhaled the leather scent, tinted with a smoky musk aroma she associated with Peer. Her stomach fluttered. She'd never had his arms around her before.

She'd pushed, playfully slapped, and one time even punched his upper arm when he teased her, but they'd always kept things at a friend level. 

The way his upper body hardened against her and his arms tightened, stole her breath. This wasn't a man who reached out to her for support during a difficult time. He needed her for comfort, and she was loopy enough about him to take that as attraction to her, even though tomorrow, everything would go back to being roommates.

For that reason alone, she straightened, and he let her go. She gazed up at him, giving him all the understanding she could muster and stepped away. Retreating, she turned and headed for the hallway.

It was late. She was overthinking. Tomorrow, she'd think more clearly.

"Coco?" 

She stopped, reaching out for the wall. Turning around, she held her breath.

"Thanks for being here," he said.

She nodded and forced herself to go to her bedroom. He was hurting, and while she wanted to go to him and comfort him, she knew it would only be adding more complications to the heavy stuff he was already dealing with.
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"Damnit," muttered Coco.

Tyr turned at the sound of Coco's voice. Peer, curious about her outrage, lifted his gaze to watch for her.

She entered the living room, rubbing her elbow. From his sitting position on the floor, he leaned his back against the couch.

He palmed the rubber ball he'd been rolling to Tyr. "Are you okay?"

"Yeah." She shook her arm. "I hit my funny bone coming out of the bathroom."

Tyr crawled over to the chair and pulled himself to his feet. He put the ball down, his son's attention pulled away from the game.

"Are you going to walk to me?" Coco leaned over and held out her hands. "Come here and tell me what you had for breakfast."

His son bent his knees to drop to the floor and surprised him by stepping forward. He focused on the strength of Tyr's bare feet being able to balance as he walked, flinging himself into Coco's arms, knowing she'd catch him.

His son was smart and a good judge of character. There wasn't a better woman in his life who would love him unconditionally than Coco.

"Look at you go." She hugged Tyr, rubbing his back. "Good, boy."

She looked at Peer beaming a bright smile at him. He lifted his chin, sharing the success for Tyr's latest stepping stone. It'd taken both of them working every day to get his kid mobile.

Once the pediatrician urged him to work with Tyr on his balance and stability at his twelve-month checkup, he hadn't even had to ask Coco to help him.

"Did you eat?" Coco walked into the kitchen, carrying Tyr.

He stayed in the living room, having a view of her looking on the counter for evidence of his breakfast—which came around noon that day.

"I finished up the cantaloupe and made a piece of toast." He pushed off the floor and sat on the couch. "I put it in that blender you bought and smeared it on the toast, so Tyr had the same thing."

She wrinkled her nose. "Sounds disgusting."

"He liked it."

She put him down on the floor, close enough he could hold on to her leg while she poured herself a cup of coffee.

Tyr walked away, holding out his hands to touch everything he passed. Once he was sure his son could entertain himself, he went into the kitchen and sat on the counter, facing the living room.

Coco glanced at him. "What's up?"

"About last night..." He lowered his voice, even though Tyr would have no idea what he was talking about. "I want to make sure you know if you ever have Tyr, and Kelli approaches you, I want you to call me."

"Sure." She sipped from the mug. "I would regardless of her calling you the other day or not. That goes for anyone who isn't a constant in his life, not just Kelli."

She walked in front of him to leave the room, and he tagged her arm, keeping her in front of him. "Whatever you do, don't let her touch or hold Tyr."

Coco frowned. "I don't really want to get in the middle of what you two have going on."

"There's nothing going on."

"She's Tyr's mom and—"

"Hell, Coco," he muttered. "You're more of a mother to Tyr than Kelli. I don't want her around him."

She sucked in her lips and nodded. "Okay."

"Okay?"

She inhaled loudly. "Yeah."

He trailed his fingers down the smooth skin of her arm before letting go. His cock pulsed, aware of how good she felt in his hands. She'd throat punch him if she could read his thoughts.

The last time he had a woman...it was before his son had been dropped off at the gate and he found out he'd become a father. He slid off the counter, adjusted his jeans, and followed her into the living room.

"I'm thinking about going over to the clubhouse." He picked up a few of the toys littering the floor and dumped them in the basket he used as a toybox. "Want to go with me?"

"You want Tyr there?"

He took in her shorts and the off-shoulder shirt. She had a banging body, something he'd always been aware of but seeing her the other day, he started imagining exactly what she looked like bare-ass naked. 

"He doesn't have to be there, but I need to go. I was just thinking you deserve some time off from watching my son. Maybe you want to walk over and see Lizzy or hang out with the ladies. If not, you'll be free to do what you want. Someone there can watch Tyr for me while I attend the meeting." He had a hard time controlling his body's reaction to her. "Or, you can hang out with me."

"You have a meeting." She raised her brows. "Don't forget."

"Before and after. We can plan on eating there. No use running back and forth to the house before we both need to go to work." He stepped over and pulled Tyr away from the plant stand Coco brought with her when she moved in. "It's up to you."

"Yeah...I'll go. I can hit the store while you're in the meeting." She walked toward the hallway. "Give me a few minutes to grab my uniform for work and a few things, and then I'll be ready."

"No rush. I need to pack a bag for Tyr." As soon as she left the room, he got a whiff of the air. "Son...bad timing."

He put Tyr on his feet, took his son's hand, and walked slowly into the bedroom to change his diaper.

Coco popped out into the room and held out her hands. "I'll change him. You pack."

"I've got him," he mumbled.

She laughed softly, leaning down and picking up his son. "Let's just say...you owe me."

He tilted his head, watched her swish her ass, and chuckled. Her favors always came in the form of longer lunches during working hours or letting her sleep in on Sunday. A fair exchange if it meant getting out of diaper duty.

Walking into the bedroom, he gathered everything Tyr would need for a day at the clubhouse, plus two extra outfits in case he ruined the one he was wearing—which happened more often than not.

As he walked out to the living room, a knock came to the front door. He tensed and stopped. It was a regular day.

He and Coco were getting ready to leave with Tyr. There was a club meeting later. His son was walking.

He wanted to ignore the person on the other side of the door. Whoever it was could go away. He had everything he wanted inside the house.

A knock came again.

"Are you going to get that?" asked Coco behind him.

He looked over his shoulder at his son. Then, he raised his gaze and met her eyes.

Her face softened. She stepped up to him and handed him Tyr, whispering, "I'll look and find out who it is. You can grab my bag out of my room and the red top and black shorts on the hanger."

Holding his son, he retreated into the hallway, knowing it wasn't her job to see who was at the door. But he had Tyr to protect.

All the same, he strained to hear any noise or voices that would clue him in on the visitor. Gathering all of Coco's things in one hand, he carried his son over to the window and looked out. He couldn't see the driveway for the hedge that grew outside next to the house.

"Peer?" called Coco.

He looked at his son and thought about putting him in his crib. If Kelli tried to come to the house, he wanted Tyr out of view.

"Brage's here," said Coco.

He inhaled, expanding his lungs. It wasn't Tyr's mom.

Carrying everything into the other room, he found Brage standing by the door. He handed over Tyr to Coco.

"I could've saved you a trip." He hung the clothes on the doorknob of the coat closet. "We're getting ready to come over to the club."

"I was in the area anyway." Brage scratched his jaw and glanced over at Coco.

He followed his MC brother's gaze and connected with Coco, giving her a wink. She nodded and took Tyr out of the room. She'd been around long enough to know when the conversation veered toward club business and gave him the privacy that he needed.

"We've got a clusterfuck happening," said Brage.

"What's the problem?"

"In twenty-four hours, Bantorus Motorcycle Club put Moroad out of business."

"The guns?"

Brage nodded. "Moroad is backed into a corner. They won't survive without any supplies to sell."

"What's happened since?"

"All hell broke loose inside the Idaho State Penitentiary early this morning. The incarcerated Moroad members went full-on-out with Blue and Red gangs, took back their contracts. The extortion money we were counting on is no longer coming to us."

"Fuck." He crossed his arms.

Slag relied on the money from the extortion contracts they'd stolen from Moroad. Without the extra cash, they'd have nothing to send to Norway to help the Mother Chapter in their survival during the territorial wars. Hell, it'd be tight for every member of Slag in Portland and Seattle, too.

"There's more." Brage met Peer's gaze. "While all that was going on, Brikken Motorcycle Club found their opening with Bantorus and lifted the stolen vehicles on the car hauler five miles from their destination, turned the trade around, and took Bantorus's business."

"Jesus Christ," he mumbled, shaking his head. "What else can go wrong?"

Brage's chest expanded. "Agent Vance Campbell is sitting in his car outside The Fire Ring."

Peer walked off, came back, and said, "Are the Feds suspecting we have our hand in everything that went down?"

"We don't know, but Moroad, Bantorus, Brikken, and even Lagsturns would love to pay us back for the trouble we put on them. I'm sure they'd love to point the fingers that all of this was Slag's fault." Brage straightened his beard. "I need to go and update Elling. He was aware of the activities going down, but he was stuck watching the Fed staking out Slag. I'll meet you at the clubhouse."

He dipped his chin. "Watch your back."

"Same, brother." Brage walked out.

He inhaled deeply, letting the news soak in. As with everything in his life, shit happened at the worst times.

Behaviors always brought consequences. Slag acted, and they could bet their life on others retaliating. He had unprotected sex, believing Kelli was on the pill, and Tyr was born. There had never been a moment in his life when he could sit back and relax knowing nothing would happen.

"Coco," he called.

A minute later, she walked out, leading Tyr slowly toward him. "We're all ready."

He lifted his son, checked to make sure both shoes were still on his feet and led them outside. Once he had both of them in Coco's car, he went back in the house and grabbed his duffle and helmet.

They were at the clubhouse in under ten minutes. Lately, he only let his guard down when he had both of them behind the gates and on Slag property.

Today, more than the normal number of members clustered in the alley, talking amongst themselves. He knew what the discussions were about without hearing the conversations.

Coco's arm brushed his side. "What's going on?"

She'd been around Slag often enough to sense when the routine of living the biker lifestyle shifted. He moved Tyr to his other side, holding him in one arm.

"I imagine by the end of the meeting we'll be locking things uptight for a while." He put his hand on her back when she stopped walking and urged her through the door of the club. "I'd feel better if you stuck around the clubhouse until I know more."

"You're worrying me." She turned, walking backward to keep up with him and put her hand on Tyr's back. "Should Tyr be here?"

"He's fine. It's safer here than away from the club." He stopped in the middle of the room. "I'm going to find Holly and see if she can keep an eye on Tyr."

Coco reached out and squeezed his arm. He wanted to stay with her, watch to make sure she remained on Slag property.

As if reading his mind, she said, "I'll stay and help the women wherever I can and probably call Lizzy to see if there's anything she needs. Maybe talk her into coming to the clubhouse if things are up in the air with Roar, too."

"That's good," he said.

Tyr slapped his shoulder, jarring him from ogling Coco as she walked away. He bounced his son against his shoulder and walked to the kitchen to see about handing Tyr off to one of the women. Thankful he was too young to feel the hardships raining down on them.
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Large hands grasped Coco's hips. She came to an abrupt halt and swiveled, seeing Peer behind her.

She balanced the tray of drinks to keep them from falling. "Sorry. Was I in your way?"

"No worries." He patted her hip before letting her go. "Busy night. Be careful."

"Whatever the reason, the crowd is good for business. Everyone is bouncing off each other. The servers will be lucky to get through the shift without a major spill." She walked around the counter, dodging customers.

The loud music and extra volume of voices in the room created total chaos the servers were trying to handle. She set the tray down at Table 3. There was no use yelling her spiel while the two women in the party who were dancing grabbed everyone's attention.

She worked her way past the large group and almost collided with Heather. Leaning against the other server, she loudly said, "Do you need any help?"

Heather shook her head. "I've got it. Monica's food order is up, though."

She looked out into the crowd and found Monica dealing with the customers surrounding the pool table. Knowing she wouldn't get away for a few minutes, she went to the kitchen window and double-checked the order before gathering the plates and staking them on a clean tray.

Dinah leaned in beside her, hanging another order. "Only twenty more minutes and Peach will be closing the kitchen."

"Thank, God," she mouthed, hurrying away.

Her feet were killing her. All she wanted to do was sit down and not get up. She couldn't remember the last time The Fire Ring was overfull, and they had trouble keeping up. It had to have been before Dinah got hired and Lizzy went on maternity leave to have Hanne.

Heather rushed to her side. "What's with Peer?"

She glanced behind the bar on her way across the room and met Peer's gaze. He wore a frown and glared at her. She raised her brows, silently questioning what was wrong, and he only turned away and dealt with the drink orders.

Men lacked the ability to read female expressions. She clearly gave him the 'What's up?' look, and he hadn't even responded.

Setting down the plates, she made sure everyone had what they needed and reminded them of her name in case they wanted something else, then took her leave.

Monica met her on the way to the counter. "Thanks for covering my orders for me."

"Glad to help." She stepped behind the bar, out of the way of the others.

Heather shot her a look, tilting her head toward the cash register. She turned her head and found Peer watching her while a customer talked to him.

Her stomach fluttered. Unsure of what was going on, she walked over to him and waited until the customer stopped the conversation, but Peer turned away from the man in mid-sentence and put all his attention on her.

He leaned down and put his lips near her ear. "Go take a break."

She startled, grabbing his vest, and said, "What's wrong? Did, um, you get a phone call?"

Maybe Kelli had called him again. That would explain why he kept looking at her. He might want to talk or have her check on Tyr in the clubhouse. Or, it could be club business from earlier, she wouldn't know.

"You're tired." He leaned back, hooked his finger under her chin, and tilted her head. "You need a break."

"It's almost—"

"Coco." He frowned. "You skipped your break and have been running around the room, taking care of everyone else. Nothing they need is that important you need to exhaust yourself."

She warmed, and a yawn slipped out. Covering her mouth, she ducked her head. When she recovered, she said, "The bar closes in thirty-five minutes. I rather start working the room to get them out of here than take a break."

Peer flung the bar towel over his shoulder, his mouth tightening. A customer called his name, and he stepped away from her.

She went to visit the tables in her section, informing everyone the kitchen was closed and they should finish their drinks. To her disappointment, it took forty minutes for all the customers to leave and that only happened because Marcus pulled the plug on the music and barked out the orders to get the fuck out, surprising every server with his lack of patience.

As soon as she made it to the breakroom, Coco stumbled under the weight of Monica throwing her arm around her shoulders and laughing loudly.

"I swear, when Marcus yelled, I was ready to run out the front door with the customers." Monica dragged in a deep breath, snuffing her amusement. "God, what a rough night. I am so glad the bar is closed for the next two days. My feet are swollen. I'm going to have Joel rub them until I fall asleep. I might not even get out of bed until it's time to work Tuesday night."

"I bet Peer will rub your feet, too, Coco," said Heather from behind her.

"What?" She laughed, looking over her shoulder. "I don't think that's part of our rental agreement."

"I bet if you asked him real sweet..." Heather stepped around her. "You had to have seen the way he's been looking at you."

"What are you talking about?"

"Mm-hm." Monica raised her brows. "Girl, that guy's got you stripped naked and tied up in his head."

"Maybe something has already happened between them." Dinah closed her locker and wiggled her brows. "Truth be told, it was only a matter of time before you two hooked up. You can't put two people of the opposite sex in the same house and expect them not to—"

"Oh, come on, you guys." Coco rolled her eyes and grabbed her bag. "Nothing has happened or will be happening."

"Right," muttered Heather. "We'll see."

"We won't see." She shook her finger at each of them. "Go home. You're delusional. I'll see you guys on Tuesday."

She walked out of the breakroom, shaking her head. Part of her wished Peer was attracted to her. It would make the feelings she had toward him feel more rational. As it was, half the time, she thought she'd explode with wanting him and the other half, she felt like she was going crazy.

All the talk tonight was because they were all exhausted. They were reading more into the situation than was necessary. Peer had a lot going on. Things that he'd only told her. The others were clueless about the stress he was under. It was normal to act a little crazy when he felt like his world was falling apart.

She pushed out the back door and stepped into the alley. Going right to her car, she slid behind the steering wheel and adjusted the seat to lay down.

The seat came to a sudden stop halfway down, and she groaned. She'd forgotten that Tyr's car seat was behind her in the backseat.

Silence surrounded her. She closed her eyes, trying to slow her rapid breathing. Her heart continued to beat wildly, whether from the busy night or the other women teasing her about Peer, she couldn't tell.

No one knew how she felt about Peer. She hadn't even told Lizzy, who she trusted completely.

She just wanted to enjoy her attraction to him in private and not complicate things. If they weren't living together, she would probably have a chance to act on her feelings and walk away afterward while keeping a friendly co-worker's relationship. But he had Tyr to think about, and she lived under his nose. It would be awkward.

It was going to be hard enough if Peer follows through with his plans and moves to Norway to keep Tyr away from Kelli. She'd mourn...everything.

The back door of the vehicle opened. She jolted, moving the seat forward.

"Did you fall asleep already?" asked Peer, putting the harness over Tyr's head.

She watched him in the rearview mirror. "No, just trying to simmer down. I feel like I've run a marathon."

He finished securing Tyr. "Let's get you home, and you can go to bed."

She wasn't sure if he was talking to Tyr or her, but her stomach warmed imagining him taking her to bed. He could tuck her in and —

The door shut. 

She shook off the thought and started the engine. Glancing in the mirror, she smiled. The little guy in the backseat solemnly looked around.

"Are you going to keep me company on the ride home?" She drove through the alley and pulled up to the gate.

Tyr gave her no answer. It was okay. She was happy knowing he listened.

Following Peer, she drove out to the main road. "Did you have a good night?"

She drove through the intersection. The late hour meant they were the only two on the street at the moment.

"Want to hear something?" She glanced in the mirror before putting her attention on Peer in front of her. "Your pappa is a good man. He's the best man in the world. You might not know it right now, but someday you will."

Her stepbrothers and stepsister held such contempt for their father since he walked out of their lives as kids. They never got over it. Each one had their own set of problems dealing with personal relationships, and as an outsider, she could tell it came about by being abandoned by the man who was always supposed to love and cherish them.

Her own dad had left before she was born, and she barely remembered her stepdad. He only stayed around a couple of years when she was only a few years older than Tyr.

She turned and slowed down as they approached the house. In the driveway, she shut off the engine and looked over her shoulder. She sighed, grinning stupidly. 

Tyr had fallen asleep with his thumb in his mouth.

Her vision blurred. She loved his sweet face.

Peer opened the car door. She blinked feverously, unable to imagine losing them to another country.

She left the car, hurrying to the front door. Over the last year, she'd become accustomed to the routine of living with Peer, going to work with him, coming home.

The simplest things like making sure Tyr had a dry diaper on, picking up toys scattered all around the house, and snuggles from a baby straight out of the bath became things she didn't want to lose.

Unlocking the door, she held it open for Peer. He squeezed in front of her and stopped. Her skin prickled at his closeness.

"I know you're tired, but wait for me." He searched her eyes. "Please."

She nodded, catching her bottom lip between her teeth. His eyelids lowered, and his gaze warmed. She caught herself leaning forward, drawn to him.

"I need to put Tyr in his crib," he said roughly.

As if she couldn't catch her breath, she nodded again and closed the door when he walked toward the hallway. The moment he was out of sight, she rushed to the bedroom, throwing off her work uniform, and slipped under the shower spray.

Peer's conversation. His look. His closeness. His attention.

Maybe the other women were right, and he wanted her.

If she stood a chance, she wasn't going to wait around smelling like beer and fries from work. 
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Peer walked down the hallway and heard the shower going in the master bedroom. He stopped and put his hand on Coco's door. Imagining her wet and naked instantly hardened his cock.

He was tired of holding back, putting everything in his life first before his feelings toward Coco. During the first six months of her living with him, he should've gone to her and told her that if she wanted to remain roommates, it wasn't going to work out because he wanted more.

Then...

He let his chin fall to his chest and closed his eyes to the steady stream of water. The responsibilities toward his son came first. He was needed twenty-four/seven. The little energy he had left, he gave to the club.

Even if he had wanted to get involved with Coco, he had nothing to give her.

It wasn't fair to go to her now with how much he wanted her. She would take his reasonings as desperation. His life was falling apart. The future of Slag in peril. Hell, his freedom with the Fed watching the club's every move was at stake, and he had no right to pursue her.

If Kelli tried to take Tyr away from him and he ran to Norway to keep his son, he'd disrupt all their lives.

The shower inside the room shut off. He walked into the living room to wait for Coco. The timing couldn't be worse.

After work, Coco was dead on her feet. He was cranked tight with fifty things on his mind. But he couldn't talk himself out of trying to fix the electricity bouncing between them every fucking time he turned around. 

The situation between them was the one thing in his life he could fix.

There was no use putting her through any more frustration. He'd seen the agitation, the excess energy, the way she shook when she ended up touching him. He felt it all, and it only made him more determined to have her.

He stood by the fireplace. He'd shucked off his vest and removed his pistol, his wallet, and boots. 

Looking down at his bare feet, he ran his hand over his face as if he could scrape away his frustrations.

Was he fooling himself? Did he have a right to act on his attraction to Coco?

He'd eliminated everything on him that would require an extra three seconds to remove because he wanted to strip away the time she could use to change her mind.

Coco entered the room, wearing a sleepshirt that hit her upper thighs. Her hair, usually styled higher on her head, lay wet and natural. His gaze dropped, needing to know if she was bare under the shirt.

Her nipples, hard tips under the material, jiggled with each of her steps. He rubbed his hand against his stomach. She was the most beautiful woman in the world.

Everything about her ticked off what he loved about women. But, it was the woman he'd gotten to know through living with her day after day that sealed the deal for him.

She gave everything she possessed to him and his son and never asked anything in return. He inhaled through a tight chest. She cared. She loved. She wiggled her way into his life and became a part of his family.

He couldn't imagine life without her.

"Has something happened?" she said softly, always aware that Tyr slept right down the hallway.

"Ja," he whispered. "I've decided to get off my ass and do something I've wanted to do for the last year."

Her arched brows created a small wrinkle in the middle of her brow. "What?"

He stepped toward her and used his thumb to relax the worry showing on her face. "You've probably thought I was a selfish man, blind to what was right in front of me."

"I haven't—"

He placed his finger on her lips. "I'm not blind."

Her eyes widened. He traced her mouth.

"You're gutting me, Coco," he whispered. "Every second of the day, and the nights...the nights are hell."

She placed her hand on his chest and nodded. Her permission came fast and eager.

He lowered his head and captured her mouth, swallowing her soft gasp of surprise. She consumed him in a heartbeat.

She wrapped her arms around his waist. He cradled her head, holding her close, and tempted her soft, full lips.

He deepened the kiss. Touching and tasting her was better than he'd imagined.

He pulled his mouth off her and went back in. Moving his other hand to her lower back, he brought her closer, molding her against the front of him. Her slim body fit perfectly.

Coco tapped his side. He moved his head, sliding his tongue against hers. She groaned, and that's when he felt the pressure of her arms pushing, trying to move away.

He lifted his head.

She panted. "The door. Someone's knocking."

He stiffened and looked over his shoulder as if he could see outside. Tangled up in Coco, he hadn't heard anything. He'd lost his damn head.

"Don't move." He rearranged his cock and walked to the window.

Expecting a Slag member, he stared outside, trying to understand why Kelli was on the other side of the door and how she found out where he was living. If she'd gone to the gate, trying to get entrance to the clubhouse or asked for him, nobody there would give her the address of the rental house.

"Fuck," he muttered.

"What's wrong?" whispered Coco.

He let the blind fall closed. "It's Kelli."

"Oh." She stepped away and turned, heading toward the hallway.

He wanted to call her back and tell her to stay with him. He wasn't finished doing what he started. His plans for the night included her in his bed.

Another knock came, zapping all the good feelings from him. He turned the lock and opened the door.

Kelli straightened, clutching her hands in front of her. He swept his gaze over her. She'd changed in the eighteen months since he'd seen her last. Her hips were wider. Her breasts were bigger. Yet, there was a gauntness in her face as if she'd lost weight.

She'd always been a pretty girl with a round, youthful face, but he'd lost his attraction to her a long time ago when she started trying to manipulate him by playing an emotional game.

"Can I speak with you?" asked Kelli.

Her soft voice failed to put him at ease. He'd been the subject of her mood swings many times. She had the ability to make him forget that her temper could get the better of her.

"No." He stayed in the doorway. "You've made your choices."

Far as he cared, she'd walked away from Tyr. That act was unforgivable.

His son was too young to look out for himself, and he'd do everything in his power to protect him from ever experiencing the hurt his mother had the capability of causing.

"Peer." She raised her clutched hands to her chest. "Can I explain why—"

"Not interested." He stepped forward onto the step and closed the door behind him, not wanting to wake Tyr. "How the hell did you find out where I live?"

"I...I followed you from the clubhouse. I wanted to talk to you." She dropped her arms to her sides. "Can I see our son?"

"Our son?" A bitter taste entered his mouth. "You did nothing for our son. All you could do was think about yourself. You never put him first in your life. You never gave me a second thought after dumping him at the gate. You gave him to me with no name, no medical information, no instructions. I'll be damned if I let you try and upset his life again when I'm doing everything in my power to provide a home for him and some kind of normalcy where he can thrive and have a halfway decent chance at growing up knowing he is loved. So, take yourself away and stay the fuck out of our lives."

Tears rolled down Kelli's cheeks. He hardened himself against her emotional outburst. The fake tears and overexaggerated hurt was nothing new. She could turn them on and off at will.

"Please? Can I see him?" Kelli shook. "Just to look?"

His body hardened. What else would she ask for?

Everyone who knew Tyr loved him. He could name two hundred Slag members plus their women who would lay down their life for Tyr, for no reason. His own mother hadn't done that.

"Go. Don't come back." He turned his back on her and went inside, closing and locking the door.

Walking straight to the kitchen, he reached above the refrigerator and grabbed a bottle of whiskey. He downed a deep drink and put the bottle away. The burn only irritated his frustration.

He couldn't drink until he forgot. His son was sleeping in the next room.

He braced his hands on the counter and hung his head. His life was going to shit.

Tonight, he should've been with Coco. 

He couldn't go to her now. She deserved more from him.
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Coco held on to the bedroom door handle and took a deep breath. If she could teleport herself out of the house without seeing Peer, she would. After last night when Kelli showed up at the house, stopping her kiss with Peer, she wanted to forget the way he made her feel.

Kelli's return was a huge sign that she'd totally lost her heart. She swallowed her disappointments. Her life was supposed to be simple. 

Lizzy would be pulling up in front of the house any minute, and she wanted to be outside ready to go when she got here.

She could do this.

She had to do this.

Opening the door, she walked down the hallway. Veering to the right, she placed her car keys on the counter and turned to face Peer in the living room, playing with Tyr.

"I'm going out for a while. I left my keys for you in case you need to go anywhere." She fiddled with her phone as she walked to the door.

"Hey." Peer stood and stopped her from leaving the house. "Are we good?"

"Yeah." She frowned, hiding the pain of her confusion. "Of course."

"Why are you leaving?"

"Roar's watching Hanne, and Lizzy wants to get away from the house and de-stress. We haven't had two minutes alone since she had the baby."

She normally left her car if she was going out because Peer needed a way to transport Tyr if he got sick or hurt. Luckily, he'd never needed to go somewhere with Tyr alone, but she wouldn't want him to be without options.

"I'll be back in a bit." She opened the door and slipped outside without giving him a chance to ask more questions.

She had no idea what happened last night after she went to her bedroom or where he stood with Kelli now that they'd talked. While she understood if he wanted to work things out with the mother of his child, she feared there would be no place for her in his life if that were to happen.

The thought of moving out and on, after sharing a kiss, knowing he felt the same way about her had made her a jittery mess. She needed to talk to someone, and Lizzy was her person.

She walked down the driveway, kicking herself for not paying any attention to Tyr as she'd made her escape. It wasn't his fault she couldn't handle her emotions when it came to his father.

A brand-new SUV honked, heading toward her. She waved, not used to seeing Lizzy drive a car, much less a brand new one.

Once Lizzy came to a stop, she slid into the passenger seat and glanced behind her into the backseat. "I can't believe you're alone."

"You called and needed me, and I came. How could you doubt I wouldn't?" Lizzy pulled away from the curb. "Now tell me what's going on and keep me from driving straight home and picking up Hanne."

Coco pouted. "I'm sorry. If you want to go—"

"No, I don't. I need this time away from the baby and Roar for my mental health. I know that in here." She tapped the side of her head. "But my boobs haven't got the memo, yet."

She sighed, knowing Lizzy had a lot on her plate with a new baby at home. "I don't know exactly where to start. I haven't told anyone, trying to keep things cool..."

"You're in love with Peer," stated Lizzy.

She jerked her gaze toward her best friend. "How did you know?"

"Um, maybe because we lived together for five years before you moved out. Maybe because I see how you look at him. Maybe because you haven't been calling me every hour since I stopped working at the bar, so someone else must be filling in the role of BFF to you." Lizzy flipped on her turn signal.

She chewed over that information as Lizzy pulled up to the window of the coffee shack. Automatically pulling money out of the pocket of her shorts, she passed the right amount to Lizzy.

When they pulled back out on the street, she said, "You're right. I've fallen in love with him without him doing a thing. He didn't even know I liked him until last night. This morning, I'm not sure he understands or even realizes how I feel about him and Tyr."

"You're leaving a lot out." Lizzy looked over her shoulder and merged with traffic. "Is the park okay?"

Ahead of them, the community had an urban park where they demolished two buildings a few years ago. There were park benches and picnic tables scattered around with newly planted trees that were anchored to the ground until their trunks grew bigger to support the branches.

"Sure." She'd go anywhere to have an ear to listen to her sob story and help her figure out what she was supposed to do with Peer.

A few minutes later, they were settled on a bench, staring at the traffic going by on the street. Coco crossed her arms and her legs and blurted out what had happened last night. How Peer had swept her off her feet with the kiss he gave her.

"I really thought last night was our moment. It wasn't even that I knew we'd have sex. It was something more. I swear on my life, though the words weren't spoken, it was like this big confession of love in one freaking kiss." She shook her head. "I'm not saying this right and trust me, I know he's not saying he's falling in love with me. But I know him better than I've known any man. Peer can set aside his emotions for sex. I get that. But he wasn't doing that last night with me."

"Well, you've lived with him for a year." Lizzy sipped her coffee. "You know the good and the bad. It's been long enough that you have things that irritate you about him. You see all his bad habits."

"He's not perfect. I know that." She looked down at her cup. "But he's perfect for me. And, it's not just that we work together as a team so well. There's an attraction between us that drives me forward every day. I wake up, so I can go into the living room and see him and Tyr. I look forward to getting off work because I want to go home with him. You know me, I'm affectionate and touchy, and I find myself using excuses to touch him. When it gets to be too much, and I try and avoid him, then I turn around, and he's straightening my earring or coming up close when I have Tyr—granted he's playing with the baby, but he's touching me. I know he is, and not reacting to him is the hardest thing I've ever done. Then, last night, he was right there. Then, he wasn't."

"You're going insane," said Lizzy, nodding.

She lifted her hand and slapped it on her thigh. "Yes. I knew you'd understand."

"There's one thing I don't understand," said Lizzy softly. "What happened last night? I'm assuming something stopped you from finally sharing yourself with him and your feelings."

She pressed her lips together. To go into what happened, she'd need to divulge Peer's life, and even though it was Lizzy and she trusted her with her whole life, she couldn't betray Peer.

"I can't go into what happened, but I will say it wasn't my choice or Peer wanting to stop." She gazed at Lizzy, hoping she understood what she wasn't saying and would help her with what little information she'd given freely.

"Ah." Lizzy squeezed her hand. "Say no more. I get it. I think."

A car honked. She lifted her gaze, frustrated at all the interruptions. She wanted to purge her soul and show Peer everything she'd held back from him.

"I think you're going to have to have some patience with him." Lizzy leaned closer and nudged her shoulder against Coco. "It would be simple if it was only you and Peer. Add in Slag Motorcycle Club and a baby, and I'm afraid a relationship—even the steps to get there—are going to go slow."

"A year slow?" she muttered.

"Hanne's five months old. To me, it seems like I gave birth yesterday. I can't tell you what day it is or what I fed Roar last week, but I can tell you every little coo, smile, and dirty diaper Hanne has given me. It's the most wonderful time of my life and the craziest. The only thing that makes it possible, for me, is Roar is right there by my side experiencing the same thing. He understands that it's not always him I'm happy to see when he comes home but the fact that I get to close my eyes because he's there, and I know he'll watch the baby."

"You're saying Peer's on his own schedule because of Tyr?"

Lizzy nodded and holding her cup, tapped her hands together. "You two will come together when the timing is right. It all depends on if you're willing to wait."

"Absolutely." She inhaled deeply and blew out the air. "I can't lose him."

She drank her cold coffee to keep from blurting that Peer was thinking about running off to Norway and leaving the life he had built here. And, leaving her.

She might not have any option but to let him go, and if that happened, how would she go on?

She shifted on the bench and threw her arms around Lizzy. Without any question on what she was doing, Lizzy hugged her tightly. Sobs caught in her chest. She refused to let them out.

"I'm going to get you wet." Lizzy leaned back, holding her an arm's length away.

She followed Lizzy's pointed finger to the wet spot on the front of her shirt and burst out laughing. "Girl, I can't take you anywhere. Let's get you home, so you can feed that baby."

Lizzy linked her arm through Coco's and walked to the car. She came to get everything off her chest and receive advice, and although she kept most of the details secret, being with Lizzy helped tremendously.

Knowing someone listened, supported her, and only hoped for her to have the best was exactly what she needed. She headed home stronger than when she'd fled to protect her heart.
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The soft suckling sounds of Tyr finding his thumb filled the small bedroom. Peer backed out into the hallway and lightened his footsteps to keep the sound of his boots hitting the wood floor from waking his son.

In the kitchen, he checked the clock on the back of the stove. Coco had left with Lizzy almost an hour and a half ago. He could've used that time to finish the conversation he'd started with her last night.

Picking up Tyr's toys, he tidied the room. Coco had enough to do, the least he could do was pick up after his kid and give her a break. Even when he cleaned the room, she usually went around after him, going further on the job. He couldn't tell the difference between a swept floor and a mopped floor, but Coco could.

Where the hell was she? Baby Hanne was only months old. He knew how often a baby needed to be fed. Lizzy couldn't be away from home too long.

He sat down on the couch and stretched his legs. She'd surprised him by leaving. He'd wanted to explain why he'd stopped last night.

A car door outside alerted him to someone at the house. The closest place to them remained vacant after a foreclosure, and the neighbor on the other side lived around the corner. 

He got up and looked out the window, spotting Coco stepping out of Lizzy's car. A car Roar had bought before the baby was born, knowing Lizzy would need transportation. Thankfully, Peer had Coco here, and he'd held off on buying a vehicle to get Tyr around. But car shopping was on his list of things to do. He only needed to find the time.

Coco finally turned away from the vehicle and waved, watching Lizzy drive off. Slowly, she walked to the house. Her sluggish pace worried him.

Usually full of energy, she jetted wherever she went, whether at home or work. He let the blind fall and stepped over and opened the door.

Coco lifted her gaze and looked to him for answers. He would talk until she understood how he was feeling. Nothing would stop him.

Tyr was down for a nap. There were hours until they needed to be at work. He planned to spend every minute until then with her.

"Hey." She stopped in front of him.

He moved back, letting her in the house. She walked over to the kitchen and tossed the two paper coffee cups in her hands in the trash under the sink, and then faced him.

His pulse accelerated. She'd got all dolled up to meet Lizzy. Her makeup dark and shadowing her eyes. He'd learned that she dressed and made herself up to fit her mood, and if he had to guess, she was feeling troubled.

She looked kickass. It was probably his ass she wanted to kick.

"Is Tyr sleeping?" she said quietly.

"Just put him down for his nap." He studied her, concerned about the seriousness in her eyes. "Did you have fun?"

"I always enjoy being with Lizzy." Her gaze flickered away from his for a moment and came back to him as she shrugged. "It's hard for us to find time to get some one-on-one lately. I miss that, and her."

"That's my fault," he said.

She frowned and walked to him. "Why would you say that?"

"I ask too much of you. With me. With Tyr." He blew out his breath. "About last night..."

"Yes?" She stepped closer.

Unable to deny himself any longer, he cupped her face in his hands. If it was up to him, he'd never let her go. She was the one he wanted. Hell, Tyr wanted her.

"I love you," he blurted.

Her eyes widened. He hadn't even thought about what he was going to say, and he threw the bomb at her.

But he wasn't going to take it back.

His hands shook, and he stroked her cheeks with his thumbs. "I had a plan to tell you how I feel before we were interrupted and I know this is going to sound fucked up, but we've been living together for a while now and last night was the first time I'd kissed you."

"Peer," she whispered.

"Look at me." He chuckled at himself. "I'm doing things ass-backward."

"It's not backward to me." She smiled. "It's perfect."

"You have no idea how long I've wanted you." His balls tightened in pleasure, and he kissed her lightly. "Every. Damn. Day."

"Finally." She threw her arms around him. "I thought you weren't attracted to me."

"Fuck," he muttered. "Been miserable, and pissed off at that damn door on your bedroom, making me want what was on the other side every night."

"I'll leave it open from now on. You're always welcome to come to me."

"Nei, Coco. You'll be in my bed and not as some girl I visit for sex," he said.

Her smile grew, and that happiness warmed his chest. "Tyr's sleeping. We've got a couple of hours."

"I only need one." She raised to her toes and pulled him down, kissing him.

He held her tighter than he should, but he wanted her to stay. His hands tugged at her top, wanting her skin against him. She squirmed without breaking their mouths apart, trying to help him. Her erratic movements against the front of him sent his cock pulsating to hardness, pounding to the beat of his heart.

The last button on her shirt popped off in his hurry. He cupped the indention of her waist, trailing his hands up her ribcage to the front of her silky bra. He palmed her breasts through the material.

She moaned. He swallowed the sound, finding her hard nipples and rolling over them with his thumbs.

The blood rushing from his head pounded in his body. He deepened the kiss, moving his hands down to her waist. His fingers slid under the waistband of her shorts, and he tugged.

Coco inhaled swiftly, and the material went over her hips and fell to the floor. He cupped her ass and squeezed the flesh, grinding against her.

The denim of his jeans grew tighter. He walked her backward toward the couch, kissing her with each step.

She clung to him, not letting any air come between them. He needed out of his jeans and to free his aching cock.

Pulling back, he reached in front of him for his belt as Coco pulled his T-shirt out of his pants.

His ass vibrated. Tension pounded his head. It was his cell ringing in his back pocket.

"Call," he muttered, knowing he had to answer.

It could be someone from the club. 

He dug the phone out. Every time the damn thing rang, he suspected it was Kelli. He knew her well enough to know, she wouldn't give up on talking to him.

He gritted his teeth and stared at Coco. "It's Brage. I need to get this."

She nodded, breathing heavy. Without taking his gaze off her standing there in front of him in her bra and panties, he connected the call.

"Here." He slipped his hand into hers and held her in front of him, not letting her stop what they were doing.

"Emergency meeting," said Brage.

"Damn," he muttered, his arousal going down a notch. "Are we going on lockdown?"

He'd need to pack a bag for Tyr and bring some extra sheets for the crib at the clubhouse. There was probably enough baby food stashed in the kitchen to see them through a couple of weeks.

"Nei."

"Okay." He gritted his teeth. "I'll leave now."

"See you when you get here."

He disconnected the call. Tyr would sleep for two hours. He'd need to wake him up early, borrow Coco's car, or ask her to watch him at home while he rode to the clubhouse.

Coco covered her bra with one arm without saying a word when he made no move toward her. With his cock half-hard, all he wanted to do was stay home with her and finish what they'd started.

"Go." She wiggled her hand out of his grasp. "I'll watch Tyr. If you're gone until it's time to work, I'll bring him to the clubhouse beforehand."

"You're sure?" he asked.

"Absolutely." She picked up her shorts and stepped into them, then put on her shirt. Leaning over, she searched the floor until she found her lost button. "We'll have fun when he wakes up."

He tucked in his shirt. "I'll try and get back first. Be naked."

She pocketed the button, and her lower lip came out. "Tyr will be awake. We both have to work tonight."

Damn. He'd forgotten already. Trying to have sex would take a miracle.

He stepped over to her and brought her to her toes, kissing her hard. "We'll figure it out."

She grabbed his vest, keeping him from leaving. "By the way, I love you, too. So much so, it makes me crazy and moody and frustrated because I know you have a lot going on taking care of Tyr, and—"

The corner of his mouth lifted. He kissed her again. "There's room for you."

"I have to call Lizzy," she blurted.

"Really?" He studied her. "She's the first person you want to tell?"

"Oh, God, no. I'm not ready to tell her about us." She straightened his vest and patted his chest. "I want her to call Roar and demand that he cuts the meeting short. I want you home."

He chuckled. "I won't stop you."

She kissed him and pushed him toward the door. "Hurry."

"Ja." He gathered his duffle from the top of the closet and opened the door. "Demanding woman."

"You better believe it." She hugged her middle, smiling at him.

He winked and closed the door. Then, he jogged to his Harley, hoping to shorten the time he'd be away from her.
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The tray, heavy with pitchers of beer, wobbled and fell from Coco's hands. She grabbed the customer's arm near her and kept him from getting beer spilled all over him, taking the brunt of the mess herself.

"I am so sorry." She gazed up at the group around the table. "Let me get you another round, on the house."

A cheer went up. She looked around the room and connected her gaze with Heather, who pointed at the floor, then at the bar, hurrying in that direction. Knowing Heather would fill the drinks and bring them over, she kneeled and started picking up the bigger pieces of glass before anyone got hurt.

Hands slipped under her armpits from behind and lifted her to her feet. She pinched the shard and looked behind her, finding Peer.

"I've got it." He moved her out of the way and using his towel, swept the pieces into a pile.

Monica brought out the rolling bucket and mopped up the liquid. Embarrassed, she dropped the piece of glass she held into the towel and retreated to the breakroom where she dried off her bare legs.

Frustrated at herself, she scrubbed at the front of her shorts to dry them. She hadn't spilled any drinks or dropped any trays since a customer bumped into her months ago. Tonight's accident was all her fault.

She couldn't walk, talk, or concentrate on working when Peer was in the room. She could practically feel the heat rolling off him more than the fire in the middle of the bar.

He flustered her.

He excited her.

He captivated her, seeing that aroused side of him.

It wasn't only her who could see his sudden intentions toward her. Monica cornered her an hour into working and asked what was going on between them. Even Marcus, running security at the door, gave some flippant remark to Peer that she'd barely caught, but knew it had to do with Peer being a walking hard-on.

She threw the towel in the corner of the room and ran her hands down the front of her shirt. The short waist apron was soaked. She took it off and found a different one. Tying it behind her back, the door shut behind her.

"I'm hurrying." She pulled the apron string too far and started over.

Large hands encircled her wrists. She gasped, trying to move and got pulled back against a hard body.

"Take it off," said Peer against her ear.

Her eyes fluttered, threatening to close and a deep throb of excitement wet her sex. "What are you doing?"

"Doing what I should've done months ago." He sucked on her neck. "You're on break."

"Wh-what about you?" She panted, her stomach tightening.

His hands let go of her wrists, and he undid the button on her shorts, dropping them to her ankles. "Dinah's covering the bar. This time, nobody is going to stop us."

"Oh," she said, except it came out more like a moan.

She'd never had sex at work. Why would she?

Peer pressed against her back, leaning her forward. She grabbed the seat of the chair in front of her. His finger slid through her wetness. She squeezed her eyes at the beauty of it all. He had to know how excited he'd made her because his finger slid inside her pussy with ease.

"I'm taking you when I can get you. Not waiting any longer." He found her clit and circled the small nub.

Her legs shook. She clinched the seat in her hands, locking her elbows. Faced away from him, she had the freedom to just feel.

He slipped his thumb inside her without stopping the attention on her clit. She rocked back and forth, her lower stomach curling and tightening.

"Condom?" She trembled.

"Ja." His hand left her.

She bit off the whine, escaping her at the loss of him. What they were about to do was crazy.

Their first time together should be special, private, and slow. But fast, secretive, and hot fit their lives at the moment. Desperate to deepen their connection in the most intimate way, she dipped her back when his hands held her hips.

Peer slid his cock inside of her. Rocked to her tiptoes, she moaned under the pressure, the fullness, the power of his thrust.

He hit her core. Then, he hit it again and again.

Her next breath escaped her. She strained against her body spiraling, powerless to the pleasure coursing through her.

Needing him. Needing more. Needing to feel him, she reached behind her. His fingers slipped between hers, and she clung to his hand.

He never missed a movement, never stopped stroking her with his cock, never let her slip from the high she rode.

The connection she craved came, holding him, feeling him, becoming one with him.

"I...I...I..." Her lower body unraveled.

Pleasure erupted and flowed through her, vibrating her body. Taken out of the breakroom, out of her head, out of working, she basked in being with Peer.

He squeezed her hand at the same time he plunged inside of her and groaned, getting his own release. She lifted her head. A flash of adrenaline brought her back to reality.

"Peer, everyone is going to wonder where we went." She let go of his hand and pushed up from the chair.

His cock almost slipped out of her, and he wrapped his arms around her waist, keeping her connected to him. "I don't care."

"I do." She looked over her shoulder.

He kissed her hard and quick. "I want them to know. You belong to me."

"For how long?" she asked quickly, not letting him leave her guessing where they stood when it came to what was happening between them.

He was right when he confessed their relationship had started in reverse. They'd moved in together, under the understanding that they were platonic and only going to be roommates with her helping out with Tyr.

"Forever." He slapped her bare hip, pulling out of her. "Unless I get fired for fucking a server on her break, and then it'll probably be short-term."

She gasped, whirling around. "We can't do this again."

"We'll be doing it again." He disposed of the condom, tucked himself in, and scrubbed his hands clear up to his elbows at the sink. "After work. When Tyr's sleeping. Any time I can get you."

She melted. Suddenly, their home life got busier and more exciting.

Making sure her shirt was tucked in, and her apron was straight, she took her turn at the sink after standing in front of the fan to cool her heated face.

He kissed her. "Ready?"

"No." She leaned against him. "I want to go home with you now."

"Soon." He led her out to the hallway.

She shook her hand, trying to get him to let go but he tightened his fingers, never letting her go. There was nothing she could do but brace for everyone knowing what happened in the breakroom.
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Coco's leg tightened around Peer's waist. He lazily sucked her breast, cocooned in her warmth after having sex twice through the night. Thinking back over his life, he had never experienced the contentment that he'd found with Coco in his bed over the last week.

She supported him raising Tyr. Understood his responsibilities toward the club. Put up with his mess around the house. Even working with her and being able to protect her while she concentrated on serving the customers made him happy.

It was the way having a family was supposed to be. It took him a long time to realize that what he'd had for the last year was a family.

Coco smoothed his hair back from his face. "Your son is waking."

"He's fine," he mumbled, never taking his lips from around her nipple.

Her upper body jiggled. "Did you use the Duct tape on his diaper before you put him down for his nap?"

He paused and raised his head. "Shit."

"Literally, he could shit." She kissed his head. "Go get Tyr before he does something we both don't like to clean up. I'm going to get dressed."

He rolled out of bed, pulled on his jeans, and walked across the hallway into Tyr's room. Sniffing the air, he stepped around the crib and looked down on his son.

He sucked his thumb, his eyes still closed. Though he kicked his legs in the air, trying to wake himself up.

"Hey, son." He placed his hand on Tyr's stomach. "Are you going to wake up?"

Tyr blinked and a slow smile formed around the fist in front of his mouth. Peer reached over and grabbed a clean diaper, the container of wipes, and changed his son. Then, he put his shorts, socks, and small sneakers on his feet.

Picking him up, Peer kissed his cheeks, eliciting giggles from him. Tyr always woke up happy, and he strived to make sure that contentment remained in his son. A child should have a carefree life. He wanted his son to feel secure wherever he was or whoever he was with.

"Want to find, Coco?" He kissed his son one more time. "Let's go get her."

He set Tyr on his feet and watched him waddle off. Following, he grinned as his son went straight to Peer's bedroom. Over the last week, his son had figured out where he could usually find Coco.

The second he spotted Coco tying her shoes, Tyr babbled words nobody could understand.

She smiled through her laughter and held out her arms, snatching his son up into a giant hug. He stood in the doorway, watching them. 

"Are you hungry?" Coco stood, putting Tyr down. "Let's go get you some food."

They'd both been letting him walk everywhere unless he asked to be carried, trying to let him gain his independence. Coco stepped up to him and hugged his middle.

He looped his arm around her shoulders and walked out to the living room with her. She veered off into the kitchen.

He grabbed Tyr before he could dump his box of toys and put him in the highchair. "Are you sure you're okay with watching him? I could be gone until early morning."

Slag was going to intercept a gun deal intended for Moroad Motorcycle Club in Idaho. Lagsturns Motorcycle Club would be carrying the goods through the area tonight. Club members planned to follow them up into Washington where the Slag Seattle Chapter would stop them, and the Portland Chapter would ride up behind and take the weapons off them.

Not only would the stolen goods benefit Norway, but it would also make Moroad weaker. They were already getting desperate.

"There's no use packing him over to the clubhouse when he can stay home with me." She set out a piece of toast with jam on it, cutting it into four pieces and putting it on the tray of the highchair.

He'd prefer that Tyr stay home with her. That way, he knew his son would be fine.

"I better take off." He reached behind his head and braided his hair in a single strand. "Call if you need me."

"We'll be fine. Besides, we have all day and night. That's a lot of time to teach your son some new words...like Coco." She put the banana she was slicing down and walked around the kitchen island to him.

Keeping her hands at her sides, she leaned in and up. He cupped her face, holding her still, and kissed her thoroughly. It'd be a long ride.

"Be careful." She dropped back on the heels of her sneakers.

"Call if you need me." He stepped over and kissed the top of Tyr's head. "Be good, son."

"Pa pa pa pa." Tyr slapped his hands down on the tray in front of him and tipped over the sippy cup.

He righted the milk and went to the closet to gather his duffle, emptying everything but the pistol and ammunition that he would carry on him once he got to the clubhouse. All hell could break loose intercepting Lagsturns Motorcycle Club, and he'd need to be prepared.

Hopefully, the information they'd received was true. Slag needed to fill the shipment to Norway and time was running out.

Coco caught him one more time before he stepped out the door and kissed him. "I'm serious. Be careful."

"Nothing to worry about." He patted her ass. "You be good, too."

"Oh, always." She rolled her eyes.

"Ja," he whispered. "You're good."

She grinned. "Don't you forget it, mister."

"I won't, Collette Lewis." He chuckled, leaving the house. 

Nobody called her by her full name. She was Coco to everyone who knew her. But he wasn't everyone.

The lock clicked behind him, and he left knowing Coco was securely inside with his son.
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Three days later, Roar, Elling, and Brage surrounded Peer in the alley. Coco waited off to the side after leaving Tyr with Holly in the clubhouse and promising to see him after work.

Heather and Monica came outside and joined her in waiting for Roar to open the back door of the bar.

"What's keeping everyone?" Monica raised her hand and shielded her eyes from the evening sun.

"I don't know." Coco whispered, "Jackie was out here when we arrived earlier."

Elling's woman rarely came around Slag, much less came into the alley. It was the first time Coco had seen her near the clubhouse. Knowing she was blood kin to Brikken Motorcycle Club, she found herself leery around her.

Slag Motorcycle Club protected the family. The clubhouse and alley were safe places for the women and children of members.

While she wanted to believe another woman wasn't here to cause trouble, she had to think of Tyr inside. Though, Peer remained relaxed when she brought up the subject of having someone else, from another motorcycle club, on the property.

"Strange." Heather fanned her face with her hand. "Did she leave?"

"I think so." Coco looked around the alley, not seeing Jackie. "Maybe she came on her own and not with Elling since he's still here."

"Whew, it is hot tonight." Heather exhaled loudly. "I'm going to go stand by the back door of the bar in the shade before my makeup melts off my face. The heat is killing me the last couple of days. I need air conditioning."

The men broke up. Roar headed across the alley with Brage and Elling while Peer looked around and found her waiting. He headed toward her.

She met him halfway. "You guys were looking pretty serious. Everything okay?"

"Ja." He looped his arm over her shoulders. "I'm going to have a cigarette before I head in."

"I'll stay out here with you." She set down her bag she'd brought with her and tilted her head up to the sunshine. "Lizzy mentioned coming by tonight for dinner. I hope she can make it."

"What's she doing with the baby?" He lit a smoke.

She shrugged. "I assumed she'd take Hanne to the clubhouse and let one of the women watch her, or she might bring her into the bar. She's too young to be aware of what goes on in there."

He blew smoke above his head. "Roar needs me after work."

"Okay."

His brow lowered. "Do you think you can bunk in one of the rooms upstairs at the clubhouse until I get done?"

"There's no reason for that. I'll take Tyr home, and we both can sleep in our own beds." She pushed her short hair behind her ears and straightened her earrings. "Tyr's doing so well sleeping through the night, I'd hate for his schedule to get messed up now."

He nodded. "I'll have Dag escort you home after work."

Having seen and been subject to Roar acting protective of Lizzy when she lived with them, she accepted Peer's suggestion as concern for her. She'd gotten used to having him with her coming and going from work, making her feel safe.

She still remembered when Roar got shot. While Slag Motorcycle Club provided safety, there were dangers being associated with them.

"Should I be worried?" she asked.

"Nei," he said, slipping back to answering her in Norwegian.

He stubbed out his cigarette and pocketed the butt. She watched him, waiting for him to expand on his reasons for wanting her escorted home, but he only picked up her bag, handing it to her, and gathered her hand in his and led her to the back door of the bar.

Peer kissed her before dropping her off in the breakroom. Separated from him, she got ready for work. There was no sense in worrying. He'd be home tomorrow morning, and they'd start another day together.

***
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EIGHT HOURS LATER, after a busy work night, she kissed Peer goodbye and went and sat in the driver's seat with Tyr in his car seat behind her.

"Straight home." He tapped her steering wheel before straightening and stepping away from the car.

"Gotcha." She blew him a kiss. "See you when I see you."

She pushed the button and put her window up, then looked for Dag. Finding the young Slag member on his motorcycle by the gate, she drove her car forward off Slag property.

Once on the main road, she glanced in her rearview mirror. Tyr had already fallen asleep.

If someone would've asked her eighteen months ago if she'd be living with a man, deeply in love, and helping him raise his child, she would've laughed.

She'd only been going out on a few dates at the time. Those dates usually turned into sex before emotions could get involved. For one reason or another, none of the men in her life in the last six years or so ever panned out into something serious. The others lacked something she needed, or she wasn't willing to become someone's late-night scratch.

She looked ahead at the cross streets and kept her speed up, knowing Dag was behind her. Her stomach fluttered. Life was exciting and promising. She could barely contain her happiness.

She loved every single day with Peer, and it was only getting better now that they were together.

Together.

God, she loved being in a committed relationship. It was everything she imagined.

Peer was a simple man. All he had to do was snap his fingers, and she'd jumped into his bed and agreed to a committed relationship.

Of course, it took him a year to figure it all out, but she knew early on he was someone special. 

She turned on her blinker. Going slowly down the street, she pulled into the driveway and shut off the engine. Before she could get her door open, Dag appeared outside the car.

Stepping out, she handed him the key to the front door. "Thanks, Dag."

"Not a problem." He walked toward the house.

She slung her bag over her shoulder, opened the back door, and unbuckled Tyr from his seat. He startled, putting his thumb in his mouth, and going back to sleep. She picked him up, cuddling him to her chest, and carried him into the house.

"Have a good night," whispered Dag. "I'll stay until you lock the door."

"Thank you," she mouthed, flipping the lock once he left.

Carrying Tyr into this bedroom, she leaned over his crib and pushed his blanket out of the way. One of the ladies at the clubhouse had already dressed him in his pajamas and changed his diaper right before they'd left. It made it easier to put him to bed without waking him.

She placed him on his back in the crib. He rolled to his stomach, sucking sleepily on his thumb. She covered him with the light blanket and stayed by the side of the crib, making sure he stayed asleep. Then, she walked into her and Peer's bedroom and turned on the monitor, making sure she could see him on the screen.

Since Peer was gone and she was solely responsible for Tyr, she undressed and put on one of Peer's T-shirts from the dresser. She'd wait until Peer was home so he could watch Tyr while she showered.

Remembering her bag she'd dropped by the front door, she walked out into the living room and retrieved her phone. Halfway down the hallway, her cell vibrated.

She looked at the screen and smiled. Peer.

Hurrying into the bedroom, so she could talk without waking Tyr, she answered, "Are you checking up on me?"

"Ja," he said.

"We just got home. Tyr's sleeping like an angel, and I'm ready for bed." She sat on the mattress. "What are you doing?"

"Taking a break to call you." Heavy traffic in the background made it hard to hear him. "Go to sleep. I'll be home in the morning."

"Okay." She yawned. "Love you."

"Love you, too."

The call disconnected. She plugged her phone into the charger and set it on the nightstand. Getting back up to use the bathroom, she washed her face free of makeup and then returned to bed.

Snuggling deep in the blankets, she exhaled heavily and closed her eyes. The silence in the house made her hyperaware of Tyr sleeping in the other room. She couldn't allow herself to sleep too soundly in case he woke up.

Startled by a knock, she raised her head and looked at the monitor. Tyr slept soundly.

She lowered her head and closed her eyes. Sometimes, Tyr would roll and hit his head against the railing on the crib.

Another knock came. She sat up, glancing at the monitor. He hadn't moved.

Knowing she wouldn't be able to go to sleep without checking on him, she trudged across the hallway and peeked in on him. He hadn't moved since she'd put him to bed. Quietly stepping up to the crib, she placed her hand on his back. The slight rise and fall as he breathed assured her he was okay.

Taking a calming breath, she straightened and watched him sleep. How parents survived when children were little without giving themselves panic attacks amazed her. There was not a moment when she didn't worry about Tyr, and she wasn't his mom.

She loved him with all her heart. And as if he was hers, she would always make sure he was okay and didn't need a thing.

A knock brought her head up. That was definitely coming from the other end of the house. She hurried to the living room and looked through the window and found Kelli standing in front of the door under the porch light.

Hurrying back into the bedroom, she grabbed her phone and called Peer as she returned to the living room. The call went to voicemail.

Not wanting to hang up without leaving a message and having him worry that something happened to Tyr, she told him Kelli was at the house and guaranteed him she would not let his ex-girlfriend in to see his son.

Kelli knocked again. Highly alert, Coco tensed. Kelli better not wake the baby.

Going to the door, she unlocked the deadbolt and only opened the door six inches. "It's the middle of the night. Peer isn't here. You need to leave."

Whatever friendliness her and Kelli had between them in the past was gone. She didn't want to get involved in their problems. As far as she was concerned, Kelli was a bitch for coming back. She should've just stayed gone if she wanted to give Tyr to Peer and not be a mother.

"I know Peer's gone." Kelli stepped forward. "I waited until he left with the others because I wanted to talk to you."

"Why me?" She caught herself talking louder and lowered her voice to continue. "We've never been what I call friends."

"You're raising my son." Kelli gazed at her. "Please. I'll only take a few minutes, and then I'll let you go to sleep."

"I'm not letting you inside the house." She stayed in the doorway. "Say what you want, and then you need to deal with Peer, not me."

Kelli worked her hands in worry or frustration or embarrassment. It was hard to tell what emotions the woman was going through because in the past, she'd bounce from one to the other in a matter of seconds.

"I know you and Peer are...together." Kelli looked away. "You're here with my son."

Running out of patience, Coco said, "What do you want Kelli?"

"I want to see my son."

Coco's spine straightened at the statement. She feared Kelli coming back into Peer's life after he confessed to wanting to run to Norway to keep Tyr away from his mother.

"That's not my decision to make," she said.

"Please, Coco. I'm his mother." Kelli pursed her mouth. "I have a right to see him."

"A right?" Coco shook her head and spread her hand out in front of her to stop Kelli from saying any more. "You abandoned Tyr after he was born. You walked away from having any right to him."

She clamped her teeth shut. How quickly she grew angry and lost her cool after promising herself not to get involved. It wasn't her job to tell Kelli anything regarding Tyr or Peer.

"I know." Tears came to Kelli's eyes. "I couldn't...I was...I'm here now, and I want to be in his life. I want to know him. I want to hold him."

"I'm not the person you should be asking." Her heart pounded. "You need to leave."

She stepped back and shut the door. Throwing the lock, she walked straight to Tyr's bedroom and checked on him. He continued to sleep, not knowing his mother fought for him moments ago.

Knowing she wouldn't sleep if Kelli wanted Tyr back, she sat down in the rocking chair and watched Peer's son. It wasn't until her pulse slowed had she realized her cheeks were soaked with tears.
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The last duffle fell on the pile in the middle of the alley outside the Slag clubhouse. Peer stood around the empty bags they'd brought back with them after dropping off the weapons they'd confiscated from Lagsturns Motorcycle Club to the Slag Seattle Chapter. The only mishap happened to Joel, who'd been waylaid by a Lagsturns' member who ran him off the road before Brage and Peer rode up, shooting to keep their enemy from killing Joel.

Besides a hip covered in road rash, Joel was able to continue on to Seattle where he'd recuperate for a few days before heading back to Portland.

"Everyone grab a bag, go home or crash here, and get some sleep." Roar looked around at the members filling the alley. "Another good job, brothers. We'll celebrate tomorrow night."

Peer stepped forward, picked up an empty duffle, and headed to his Harley. The sun had been up an hour, and he wanted to get back before Tyr woke up and find out what Kelli wanted.

When he'd received Coco's message, he'd almost turned around and came back to Portland.

At one time, he'd trusted Kelli. To a point.

She was always moody and temperamental, but he'd had ways of calming her down. She could be sweet when the mood hit.

But her irrational side ruled her brain. He no longer trusted her. Not with Tyr. Not with Coco.

He rode toward the gate and out to the street. Within minutes, he pulled into the driveway and strolled up to the house. Using his key, he entered quietly and shut the door. He put his pistol up in the closet, removed his boots, and walked down the hallway into Tyr's room to check on him and found Coco in the rocker asleep.

Standing in the doorway, he glanced over at his son to make sure he slept and then stepped over to the rocker. He leaned down and picked Coco up.

She startled. "Wh—?"

"Sh. I'm home." He carried her out of the room and into his bedroom. "Have you been sitting in there all night?"

He laid her on the bed. She pulled him down with her.

"I didn't want to leave him after..." Her eyes widened, coming fully awake. "Did you get my message?"

"Ja." He exhaled loudly and pulled her to him. "What did Kelli do?"

"She came to talk to me. I think she believed I would convince you to let her see Tyr." She propped herself up on her arm. "I told her to leave and locked the door. Afterward, I wanted to stay in Tyr's room because it didn't feel right leaving him alone. I must've fallen asleep."

"You're tired." He smoothed the worry away from the corners of her eyes. "You did the right thing."

He had one woman who gave up her baby and another woman who would do anything possible to make sure that baby was safe and loved. His chest pounded with respect. Coco had gone beyond what he'd expected from her, and he wouldn't forget.

"Go back to sleep. I'll stay up and keep Tyr occupied when he wakes while you rest." He kissed her lips softly, wishing he could slide between her legs and then crash afterward.

She snuggled into the pillow. "I'll just take a short nap. I want to hear what you've been up to and make you breakfast."

He kissed her forehead and walked out of the room, shutting the door quietly behind him. Needing a few minutes to calm down and prepare himself for Tyr getting up, he went into the living room and sat on the couch.

During the ride and the visit to the Seattle Chapter to drop off the supplies, he hadn't let himself think about the consequences of Kelli showing up at the house. What in the hell was she doing dropping in without calling first?

Had she known he wasn't going to be home?

Was it her way to get to Tyr and take him away?

There wasn't a policeman in the state of Oregon who wouldn't arrest him on sight if he went after Kelli. The authorities would side with the mother, never the father.

He ran his hands over his face. The only way he'd get answers would be to listen to Coco and find out exactly what Kelli said. Then, he'd have to think of what Kelli would do before she stole his son from him.

Fisting his hands, he wanted to punch the fucking wall. For months, he worried about Kelli coming back and wanting to be a part of Tyr's life. Maybe he should go with his gut instinct to take Tyr to Norway. He shouldn't have waited so long.

But, Coco was here. 

Now that they were together, he couldn't separate his family.

Soft footsteps penetrated his thoughts. He looked over his shoulder. As if by needing her, she knew to come to him, Coco walked to the couch and snuggled on his lap. He wrapped his arms around her and sighed deeply.

"You're supposed to be in bed," he whispered.

"I would rather be with you." She kissed his neck, underneath his beard. "Besides, I can't sleep when you're near."

"You're going to be stiff and sore after sitting in the rocker all night." He rubbed her hip.

"I'll survive." She tilted back her head without raising it from his shoulder. "You went on a ride."

He grunted, not denying it.

"You smell like dust," she said.

"I need a shower."

"Not yet." She slipped her arms around his sides. "Give me a few more minutes with you without any interruptions."

He held her. "What's really going on?"

She shook her head against him. Coco was the only thing going right in his life. He couldn't deal with drama right now, not with shit happening within the club and Kelli threatening to tear apart his personal life.

"Did Kelli say something to you?" He kissed the top of her head. "Is that what's bothering you?"

"It wasn't really something she said, but more of the subject matter that she talked about." She sat up straight on his lap. "She wants to see Tyr."

"She's not going—"

"Hear me out." She gathered his hand and held it between hers. "It's not my place to have an opinion about you, Tyr, and Kelli, and I told her as much. But...I don't remember my real dad because he left before I was born. It wasn't until I watched my stepsiblings go through all the emotional stages of their dad walking out and leaving them with my mom did I realize that I was missing out on knowing my father. Like Tyr and his mom, I was too young to know my father, but there were times in my life, especially when I was a teenager, when I probably did things I shouldn't have, and I looked for that acceptance I should've received from my dad with other people. And —"

"Coco," he muttered, wanting her to stop.

"No, Peer, you have to hear." She lifted her chin and looked at him. "The feelings I buried centered around having a father who wasn't in my life. I felt I wasn't good enough. That I wasn't perfect enough to love. That nobody really wants me is always in the back of my mind. I feel that way with everyone in my life. Lizzy. Monica. Heather. Every past boyfriend. You." She swallowed hard enough, she gulped. "I would hate for Tyr to feel inadequate and vulnerable his whole life because someone who should love him unconditionally...hadn't."

He opened his mouth and shut it. What could he say when he was reeling from the pain that Coco had lived through?

She kissed him softly and got up from his lap.

"I won't let that happen to Tyr," he said adamantly, not wanting her to walk away thinking he'd let any pain come to his son.

She nodded, her gaze softening. "I know you will do your best to let him know he is loved."

He would never allow Tyr to believe his parents' choices—both of them, had any reflection on him. His head pounded. Knowing Coco, being with Coco, living with Coco, he never would've imagined that she had those feelings scarring her.
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Peer pushed the door of the clubhouse open. Coco, holding his hand, stepped around him and pulled him out into the alley. Then, she wound herself around him and kissed him deeply.

He chuckled against her lips. Pulling back without letting him go, she smiled up into his face. 

"What's got you excited?" He palmed her ass.

"Do you know how long it's been since we've had a night together?" She trailed her hands over his shoulders, squeezing his biceps. "Just us."

"Last night at work," he said.

She playfully slapped his chest. "That doesn't count."

"Ja." He tugged her closer, pressing her lower body against him. "It does to me."

She puckered her lips, melting over how dedicated he was toward her when he lived such a busy life. She fell deeper in love with him every day, no matter if they were at work or at home playing with Tyr together.

"Do you think Tyr's okay?" She looked toward the clubhouse door, expecting someone to come out at any moment and tell them to come back inside.

When they'd left Tyr with the ladies inside, they were fighting over who got to play with him first. Leaving him while working had always been easy because Tyr loved being at the clubhouse with other toys, more people, and a bigger space to explore.

But, he'd had a rough night, and the lack of sleep made him clingy. He was trying to cut his first molars and was refusing to eat his normal foods, preferring to chew on his fingers.

"The Tylenol is probably kicking in, and they'll feed him when he wants to eat." He brought his hands up and cupped her neck, circling his thumb on the slope of her jaw. "He's fine, and if he needs us, someone will come find us."

"Okay." She leaned closer and kissed him. "If you say so."

"I do." He stepped back and tugged her hand. "Let's go get a beer."

Brage walked out of the clubhouse holding several bottles in his hand. Peer relieved him of two, popping the cap off one and handing the drink to Coco.

"Thanks." She tipped back the bottle, the coldness hitting the spot.

"Are you guys staying for a while?" Brage held out the rest of the bottles to other Slag members.

"Ja." Peer widened his stance, keeping Coco's hand in his. "It's early."

She leaned closer to him. They'd talked it over at home and decided if they stayed until two o'clock in the morning, they could keep Tyr on his sleeping schedule and have some time for themselves while having others babysit him.

Her stomach fluttered, thinking about when they could be together again. She was getting as bad as Peer, always thinking about sex and finding ways to make it happen.

"Good." Brage clapped Peer on the shoulder. "Enjoy."

As Brage walked away, Roar and Lizzy headed toward them. She waved excitedly and motioned them over. As soon as they were close, she let go of Peer, gave him her beer, and flung her arms around Lizzy, and then hugged Roar, taking him by surprise.

"I've missed you guys." She stepped away from Roar, laughing at the way he raised his brows. "I have."

"From what we heard, you're more entertained at Peer's house." The left side of Roar's beard twitched. "You're not even visiting us anymore."

She scoffed, looking behind her at Peer—who schooled his face. "You told them?"

Peer shrugged. She shook her head and turned back around. Of course, Lizzy knew how she felt about Peer, but she hadn't had time to have a meaningful talk about exactly what transpired since they'd gotten together to talk. She had wanted to wait until she could see Lizzy face to face because she wanted to let out the excitement, the love, the absolute craziness that was going through her with her relationship status change.

She looked at Lizzy, wanting to explain her good intentions. Holding the information back from her best friend wasn't done for any other reason than she wanted to share with Lizzy in a moment they could both talk and speculate and dream.

Lizzy cocked her head side to side, her eyes glowing in happiness. That's all it took. She launched herself back into Lizzy's arms, and both of them jumped up and down in a hug that threatened to crush her upper body.

"Oh, my God. I'm so happy for you." Lizzy danced her around without letting go.

"I couldn't wait to tell you." Coco laughed, happiness bubbling out of her. "It was so romantic. He just came right out and—"

Peer cleared his throat. She stopped jumping and looked at him. Amused at him thinking she should keep some things secret, she looked back at Lizzy and burst out laughing. Nothing would stop her from sharing the excitement.

"You know the second they're alone, they'll discuss everything that has happened since they last talked," said Roar.

She and Lizzy turned toward the men. When Roar hired them both to work at the bar, Slag Motorcycle Club scared them both to death. While she'd flirted with others and partied with the whole club, she never imagined loving a biker.

She never imagined standing here with Roar and Lizzy and being with Peer. It was like that was how her life was supposed to be.

Grabbing Lizzy's arm, it dawned on her what was missing. "Where's Hanne?"

She knew where Tyr was, but she'd completely missed that the baby wasn't with Lizzy.

"At home with Roar's sister, Anna. She's visiting from Norway and staying with us for the week until her husband arrives. She's got a little one about Tyr's age and volunteered to babysit for a couple of hours tonight, so we could have some time for ourselves," said Lizzy.

"That's awesome." Coco pulled her back to the men and saddled up to Peer, taking her drink back. "What time is it?"

Peer looked at his phone. "A little after nine o'clock."

"Good. We have hours." She kissed him, noticing he'd finished his beer. "Do you want another?"

"I'm good."

She took another drink and handed him the rest of her beer. "Finish mine. I was only going to have one, anyway."

His hand moved from her lower back and patted her ass. "You're good."

"Don't you forget it, mister." She leaned against his side and kissed him.

"Nei, I won't, Collette Lewis."

Roar got pulled away into conversation with Marcus. Lizzy looked at Coco. She knew her friend wanted to follow, time away was scarce for both of them, and she shooed her.

"We'll catch up later." She blew a kiss to Lizzy.

Once they were alone, she turned to Peer and hugged his middle. 

Lizzy talking about Roar's sister visiting from Norway reminded her of Peer's plan if Kelli kept trying to see Tyr. The only way she knew to convince him to stay was to make it impossible for him to leave her.

She'd love him like no other woman could. Support him every second of the day. Show him how good he had it here with her, Slag, and work.

"Hey." He tipped her chin. "What are you thinking?"

"Do you ever have that moment when you realize this is exactly what you wanted to be doing and where you wanted to be?" She gathered his beard in her hands and straightened it. "Let's make this a monthly thing."

"We're here every day—"

"I'm not talking about when we're at work or when we come over for a meeting or when you have something to do here." She let go of his beard and spread her hands on his chest. "A date. We've done everything backward. Something normal and fun, just you and me, that's what I want more of. It doesn't have to be a lot. Once a month is perfect for both our schedules and with Tyr."

His gaze warmed. "You want a date. I can do that."

"Next month?" Adrenaline filled her. She needed a future plan from him to know he was right here with her and not thinking about taking off and going back to Norway.

He kissed her softly. "Next month. Maybe we'll ride to the coast and back for the day."

"Really?" Joy filled her. "We don't have to be gone that long. I know you don't like being away from Tyr."

"An hour there, an hour back, and time enough for me to have sex on the beach with you is all we need. Tyr will sleep most of the time in the clubhouse if we leave early in the morning." His gaze intensified. "I like being around the water and around you."

"Then, it's a date," she whispered.

Grasping on to the hope of a future with Peer living in the United States, she stayed in his arms. To think he and Tyr would be ripped away from her was unbearable.
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Coco walked the leaving customers to the front door. From behind the bar, Peer stuffed the towel in the glass he held and blindly cleaned the water spots while watching her talk. 

The two men made Coco laugh.

She threw back her head and curved her spine in a way that showed pure enjoyment over whatever the men entertained her with. He glared fire at the group, his body tensing. She deserved all kinds of happiness, but he had little time to be the one to give her those free-giving laughs that'd made him fall in love with her.

"You're going to break the glass," said Roar.

Peer looked down at his hands and set the tumbler on the counter. It was a slow night, and getting slower the longer he watched Coco interact with the customers.

Roar, sitting on the other side of the counter, poured beer from the pitcher in front of him. "Everything going okay?"

"Ja." He flung the towel over his shoulder, his gaze following Coco through the room as she went to check in on the tables within her area. "It's Saturday night. What could be wrong?"

"A hell of a lot. Thankfully, Slag's holding their own." Roar looked over his shoulder toward the windows. "For now."

Peer followed his gaze, spotting the Federal Agent outside through the one-way glass, leaning against the fender of his black car. Last time the Fed came around, looking to take down the club, Brikken Motorcycle Club's activities drew him away from Slag. For a few months, they had a break. A reprieve. Things had been looking up.

"Shit always happens at the same time." Peer braced his hands on the counter. "It's all going to blow up."

Roar put down his mug. "You're usually not one to let things bring you down."

"I'm not down." Peer gritted his teeth, taking in Coco chatting with a couple by the pool table. "Kelli's hanging around Portland."

"She's here?"

He straightened. "Here. There. Hell, I don't know where she's at. She called out of fucking nowhere, wanting to see my son. Then, she popped over to the house in the middle of the night when I was out of town, trying to convince Coco to let her see Tyr."

Roar whistled low. "Not good, brother."

He scoffed, agreeing. Kelli should never have gone around him and contacted Coco.

"Do you plan on letting her back in your life? In Tyr's life?" asked Roar.

His chest tightened, spreading an uncomfortable warmth over him. With everything going on with Slag and trying to enjoy his relationship with Coco, he hadn't confided in any of his MC brothers or his president about his personal problems.

"She gave him away. Abandoned him and never looked back. He was a newborn and helpless in every aspect of his life." Peer's lip curled. "She deserves nothing."

Roar looked down at the counter and smeared the condensation mark from underneath his beer with the palm of his hand. "I can't even imagine a mother leaving her baby."

Since Lizzy had a child not too long ago, Roar would understand. There was an internal hormone bonding a mother to a baby. A physical ownership over an infant who had been nurtured and created within a woman that drove her to protect, love, care, and bond. He'd seen that warrior quality in every woman who'd had children. Hell, he'd seen the same tendencies in Coco around Tyr, and she wasn't related by blood to his son.

Somehow, there wasn't an ounce of being a mother in Kelli's body.

"I'll tell you right now if Kelli pushes me or tries to go for custody..." Peer leaned over, braced his elbows on the counter, and whispered, "I'll go back to Norway and hide deep in Slag to protect my son."

Roar's gaze intensified. "You have my full support and understanding. Always, brother. We'll prepare for that to happen."

He dipped his chin. Things would go smoother if he had the Portland Chapter at his back.

There would need to be another voting if he left. Slag would have to find another Treasurer for the club. He'd start over in Norway at the bottom and need to prove his worth and loyalty. The amount of money he'd receive from the pot, being a regular member, would barely cover his needs, now that he had Tyr. But he knew children within Slag would not go without.

His son would have a roof over his head, clothes on his body, food in his belly, and all the love a boy would need, and then some. Whether he was in Portland or Norway.

He looked out at Coco, finding her walking toward the kitchen window with an order in her hand. His head pounded. He couldn't ask Coco to uproot her life, go away to a foreign country, and leave everything and everyone she knew for him.

Yet, he couldn't face leaving her. She was a part of his life that made him whole. Without her, he was only a single father, lonely and full of rage.

She brought comfort and calmness to his heart. When she wasn't giving of herself, she met him head to head with sarcasm, wit, and challenges. He had no idea what she'd hit him with next and looked forward to the surprises. One thing he never had to worry about was her loyalty and truth.

Coco turned from hanging up the piece of paper and found him looking at her. A smile warmed her face, and she came to him behind the counter.

"Smile, mister. You look grumpy." She stretched and kissed his cheek and then looked at Roar. "Hey, you. I thought you'd be home since it's your sister's last night with you and Lizzy."

"I'm escorting her and my brother in law to Seattle tomorrow. Lizzy's going with. We'll have dinner with my parents and then be back late." Roar tugged on his braid. "That's why I came in tonight. Lizzy wanted to make sure you knew. She said something about you and her having plans, and she needs to cancel."

Coco wiggled her head side to side nonchalantly. "They were tentative plans. She wasn't sure when your sister was leaving when we talked earlier this week. No biggy. We can reschedule, plus she'll have more fun going to visit your family. We were only going to get pedicures while Hanne napped."

Roar tipped back the rest of his drink, wiped his forearm across his mouth, and stood from the stool. "Call if you need anything. Brage will be around tomorrow for everyone."

"Ride safe, Prez." Peer turned to talk with Coco, but she'd gone out onto the floor to help the customers.

Dinah slid an empty tray along the counter. He caught it and put it on the stack.

"Do you want me to tend the register?" Dinah cocked her head in the other direction. "I've got time."

He cleared his throat, taken out of his head and put back into tending the bar. "I got it."

Spending the next half hour satisfying the demand of the customers, he watched the clock, wanting the time at work to go faster.

"I'm going on break." Coco pointed to the hallway door. "Come get me if the bar goes crazy."

"Take your time." He held the mug under the tap, watching her walk out of the room.

Beer flowed over the rim onto his hand. He dumped the contents, wiped his hand off on the towel, and started over. What he wanted to do was stick his head under the damn stream and drink his body weight in beer. Maybe then he'd be able to stop his mind from working overtime and dwelling on losing Coco if he moved away.
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Coco slipped her arms around Peer's neck. His beard prickled her neck, sending tingles over her skin.

"We have to be quiet," whispered Coco.

His lips quirked as he backed her into the bedroom. "I can't promise that."

His tongue caressed her ear lobe. She quivered, holding on to him tighter.

The bed pressed against the back of her legs. She hummed.

"You have too many clothes on." His thumbs hooked the sides of her underwear.

She shimmied, helping him undress her. He'd caught her with only a bra and a pair of panties on. There wasn't much left to strip off her.

He leaned back and skillfully unhooked the front clasp of her bra. With her breasts free, she trailed her hands down his chest, over his hard abs, and unfastened his jeans. He had only slipped on his pants when he'd gotten out of bed to soothe Tyr back to sleep.

With both of them naked, she kept herself from blinking as a moan escaped her lips. She could look, drool, and drive herself crazy, entertaining herself all day long if he stood naked in front of her.

Caught between ecstasy and weakness, she found herself at his mercy once again.

Having always been the aggressor when it came to her sex life, believing she had every right to enjoy herself as much as any man, she loved, absolutely loved, knowing from the stage where they both got naked, he controlled her feelings, her movement, her desire.

"I've thought about, dreamed about, fantasized about your body for longer than I want to admit, and nothing compares to when I see you with my own two eyes and can touch you with my hands, and put my cock inside your body. Gets me. Every damn time." His chest expanded, and his gaze warmed.

She reached for his head, unsteady on her feet. Everything about Peer came out raw, unfiltered, honest. He was a Norwegian, proud, loyal, and steady.

Admiration flowed through her. He was everything she wanted in a man. Period.

He stepped away. She floundered, alone, until he went to the dresser and brought a condom back with him.

Peer never asked if he should wear a condom, which she was thankful for. But there were times she wondered if he feared getting her pregnant.

He tossed the protection on the bed, and then took her with him, laying her down. Jolts of energy and warmth settled in her lower stomach.

"You're shaking." He ran the back of his hand over her cheek.

"You do that to me." She trailed her hands along his sides. "I feel like I'm drunk."

"You haven't had anything to drink."

"I know," she whispered, kissing him softly.

Her heart beat wildly. All the emotions and happiness made her feel powerful and loved in a way she'd never known.

The lustful heaviness of his eyelids as he looked down into her eyes sent desire swarming her body. A deep pounding in her soul singing loudly.

Being with him also affected her. She could sense his need pressed against her inner thigh and hear his heavier breathing. The lines on his forehead more prominent as he concentrated.

He braced on one elbow and placed his hand on the middle of her chest. His gaze lowered. Her nipples peaked. With each second, he looked at her body, her insides tightened, and her breath came faster.

She reached down and wrapped her fingers around his hard cock. Her heartbeat reached her ears, pounding hard and deafening her.

He moved his hand. It wasn't until a feathery softness swept over her pussy; she knew he'd put his fingers on her.

Peer captured her lips and swallowed the moan that erupted from her mouth. His tongue sought entrance before hers, and then it was a battle of who could get closer. Touch more. Feel more.

The soft stretched skin of his cock held the pounding heat of his arousal. She squeezed the hardness, eliciting a groan of pleasure from him.

His finger circled her clit. She whimpered, holding on to the out-of-control pleasure thrashing eagerly inside of her.

His hand left her, then wrapped around her wrist, taking her off his cock. He broke the kiss and reared up on his knees, grabbing the condom on the bed.

She gazed down at his strong forearms, broad hands, his skill at rolling on the protection. His cock pulsed, visibly throbbing, at his touch. She caught her bottom lip between her teeth. He was such a powerful, sexy, strong man.

Fierce.

Yet, she'd witnessed the softness behind the armor many times as he held Tyr.

If he believed in something strong enough, he wouldn't budge. She loved that about him, and also feared the results of his stubbornness.

She raised her gaze, connecting with his. Unable to read his emotions in his blue eyes, she could only guess what was going through his mind.

Love.

Hate.

Fear.

Confidence.

Whatever it was, it had him filled with dominating confidence that was contagious.

He lowered himself between her legs, his hands landing on the mattress on each side of her head. "Your pussy is wet for me."

She trailed her hands up his chest and around his neck, hooking her ankles behind his thighs. As if her body knew what to do, she found herself spread out underneath him, pulling him down.

"I'm always ready for you." She lifted her hips off the mattress.

He lowered himself, nudging her sex with the head of his cock. Not putting it inside of her, he rubbed his hardness along her slit, over her clit. She grabbed his shoulders and arched. Needy and frantic with each of his golden strokes, she brought his head down until their foreheads connected.

"Ready?" His hips glided him between her legs.

She nodded, breathing hard, anticipating the sweet invasion. "Yes."

His rhythm slowed. She fought for air as her natural instinct to tighten all her muscles and hold her breath overtook her.

Pressure landed at the entrance of her pussy and plunged into her. She gasped, shuddering in nirvana.

As he thrust in and out, she struggled to keep herself grounded. Her breath wouldn't come, and she panted.

Her legs locked around him, trying to stay in the moment but she was spiraling out of control on the edge of a climax. Not knowing when it would hit but warned of the intensity, she gripped Peer, digging in her nails.

His upper body arched, and he plunged harder, faster. It was all too much. Too full. Too exciting. Too big. She hooked her hands behind his neck and lifted off the mattress, wanting it all.

He balanced on one arm and grabbed her ass with his free hand. She needed to touch every part of him and pressed against him. Practically hanging off his body, her movements swayed with the force of his rhythm.

Her body wound tighter and tighter. She held on tighter and tighter. She came over and over in a soul-stealing moan. His deep groan added to the mix and together, they trembled in each other's arms.

Growing weaker, her arms loosened. He lowered her to the bed, pressing down on her, until he rolled to the side, pulling her with him. She kept her legs around him, not ready for him to leave her body yet.

Several minutes passed. She lifted her head off his chest. Love flowed through her at his heavy-lidded gaze under a prominent brow bore into her.

"I should've jumped you when I first moved in," she whispered on a giggle.

"Wish you would've." He kissed her softly. "Missed all this for a year. Should've—"

She covered his lips with her finger, silencing his regrets. "It worked out perfectly. I wouldn't change us at all. Not many people have a chance to be friends first with the person they love with their whole heart. I think it'll make it easier and mean more to us in the long run, don't you?"

"Ja," he whispered. "But the sex...if I would've known."

Her heart swelled. She'd never admit it, but to hear how much their physical relationship meant to him made her feel beautiful and wanted.

"I need to get up." He pulled his cock out of her and grabbed the condom as he stood to go to the bathroom.

She sat up, looking around the bedroom. Neither of them took the time to keep the room organized and picked up. Next free day, she'd need to do something with the mess. As it was, it was easier to close the door when Tyr was awake and keep him out of the bedroom.

Peer walked into the room, using a towel to clean his cock. She grinned. He was always comfortable around her, and for him, there were no boundaries between them once they started having sex.

He tossed the towel toward the dirty clothes hamper. "Hungry?"

"Mm...I am." She found clean clothes to slip into and carried them toward the bathroom. "Give me a few minutes, and I'll make us something."

"I've got it. Tyr's going to wake up any minute, so take your time." He leaned down and kissed her as she stepped out of the room. "Love you, Collette Lewis."

She smiled up at him, feeling the happiness clear down to her toes. "Love you, too, mister."

Leaving him to take a quick shower, she gained her second wind. The energy filling her made her excited for the future. It was unnatural to want to spend every second with another person, but she couldn't get enough of Peer.
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Roar sat at the head of the table in the meeting room of the Slag Motorcycle Club clubhouse. Peer set the last of the envelopes in front of Roar, waiting for the appropriate time to hand out each member's share of the pot.

"We'll target Blue and get the extortion money back Moroad has once again stolen. That should give us enough cash for the next shipment. Considering the Federal Agent is watching us, we'll come up with a way to divert the attention off us and toward the gang." Roar looked to Brage. "We'll need the details next week for us to plan a way out without any eyes watching us."

"That'll work. Blue is dealing meth and women. It shouldn't be hard to swing all the attention to their activities." Brage took a question from one of the members.

Peer half-listened, ready to go. The monthly meeting was going to make him miss Tyr's doctor appointment if it lasted much longer.

"What about Brikken?" Marcus closed the folder in front of him. "It's on the calendar to validate their schedule."

"Can Elling find that information out through his channels?" asked Joel.

Elling, the computer genius of the club, shook his head. "Slag's on their own regarding Brikken. They don't confide in anyone else."

Since Elling got together with Jackie, a blood relative of the Stanton family who ran Brikken Motorcycle Club, he'd drawn a line. Understanding his position about not wanting to put hurt on his woman's family, the Slag officers backed him in his decision not to use his woman for personal gain. Elling, stepping back when dealing with one club, wouldn't weaken Slag. They'd rise to the occasion.

"Peer?" Roar steepled his hands in front of him. "Get a crew sorted and have an answer about Brikken before the next meeting."

"Will do." He looked around the table. "Anything else?"

"Nei." Roar banged the table. "Meeting adjourned. It's payday."

"Make sure you grab your envelope before leaving." Peer watched over the money, handing it to each member present at the meeting.

For the members who hadn't risen into a high enough ranking to attend a meeting, he'd make sure they each swung by the clubhouse to receive their envelope by morning. It took time, considering Slag tipped out at almost three hundred members. 

Once the room cleared, he put the records in the safe and walked out to the main room. He searched for Coco and Tyr and came up empty.

Spotting Monica, he said, "Did Coco leave already?"

"About ten minutes ago." She raised her brows. "Tyr's with her, too. Do you want me to run out and see if she's left the property yet?"

"Nei. I'll find her." He walked off, jogging to the door, and pushed outside. If he hurried, he could catch up with her at the doctor's office.

In the alley, Coco's car was gone from the spot where she'd parked. He hopped on his Harley, put the helmet on his head, and started the bike. Tyr needed him.

His son was due for his shots, and after seeing what Tyr went through during the other baby-well checkups, he wanted to make sure he was there to comfort him.

Riding out of the gate, he stayed on the main road and followed the flow of traffic to downtown Portland, hitting every red light. By the time he entered the parking garage, found Coco's car, it was a half hour past Tyr's appointment and he decided to wait for them.

His wait wasn't long. Coco walked out of the clinic, searched the area without seeing him, and carried Tyr his way. From his distance, he watched her face keep turning to his son, her lips moving, holding a one-sided conversation.

Tyr played with Coco's necklace, contently allowing her to carry him.

For the first time today, he was exactly where he wanted to be. He no longer cared that he'd missed his son's doctor appointment. Coco was there for his son, comforting him, and giving Tyr the attention he needed.

And, it was the sexiest thing he'd ever experienced. If someone would've asked him a year ago what he wanted in a woman, he would've wanted a beautiful woman who was adventurous in bed. His desires were simple.

Then, Coco entered his life and what he wanted had changed.

He inhaled deeply. He got the beautiful woman who was adventurous in bed, but he had a deep craving for loyalty, a giving nature, a nurturer, an honest and yet level-headed personality.

Coco brought everything he needed and wanted into his house and made his and Tyr's life better. He wanted a future with her.

"Pa pa pa." Tyr pushed against Coco's shoulder, wanting down.

He'd been spotted.

Coco hesitated as she raised her gaze, finding him waiting, and smiled. He got off the motorcycle.

She hurried over with Tyr, holding out his arms. He took his son from her and looked him over. Tyr seemed no worse for wear.

He looked at Coco. "Everything go okay?"

"Surprisingly, yes." She put the diaper bag in her other hand and leaned forward for a kiss—which he gave her. "No question about who I was or what I was doing with Tyr when I checked him in. I'm sure it's because of the paper in the file giving me permission to see over his medical care that you filled out. I also wrote everything down—his height, weight, and the words we should work on with him. He needs to come back when he's eighteen months."

"More shots?"

"Yep."

He rubbed Tyr's upper leg, knowing he received immunizations today. "Did he cry?"

"Whined." She stuck out her bottom lip. "Then, he pulled himself together and tried to get off the examination table. He's a tough boy."

His chest expanded. That was his son.

"There's a drive-up joint down the road that sells ice cream. Will you take him and meet me there? They have tables we can sit at?"

Her brows rose, and she tilted her head. "Absolutely."

He handed Tyr back to her and walked with them to the car, helping her while she buckled his son in the car seat. He'd forced Coco to pack his kid around for too long, but he couldn't see buying a car when there was a chance that he was leaving for Norway.

Fifteen minutes later, he had Tyr on his lap, letting him lick the ice cream, and Coco beside him, doing something erotic with her tongue as she indulged in the treat. Occasionally, he got a taste when he needed to clean the drips rolling down the cone.

"It's almost dinner time. We're spoiling all our appetites." Coco wiped her mouth off with a napkin.

"He deserves the treat after the appointment, and you get a free ice cream cone for going solo." He watched her tongue come out and clean off the corner of her mouth. "I appreciate you covering for me. The meeting went longer than I'd planned for."

She reached over and squeezed his thigh, leaving her hand on him. "I've told you, it's not a problem. I'm happy to help out. Besides, I like hearing how much he's grown and how well he's doing. He's such a cutie. The nurse absolutely gushes over him and all his blond hair."

He looked at his son and chuckled. Tyr had hair, but it all seemed to stick straight up.

Time was going too fast. The last year a blur, all the small achievements Tyr made seemed to be exciting one day and gone the next. Already, he was used to his son walking. Soon, he'd be saying more words and talking.

He'd be asking questions.

He'd want to know why he didn't have a mother like the other kids and why the woman living with his dad was called Coco.

Holding the ice cream away from Tyr to see if he'd had enough, he said, "I wanted to talk to you about our plan to go to the beach for the day."

"Next weekend." Coco smiled. "I'm so excited. I checked the forecast, and so far, it's supposed to be nice."

"About that...," he muttered, putting Tyr down and keeping him trapped between his legs so he couldn't run away from him. "We need to cancel. Slag needs me that weekend. We're not going to be able to go."

"Oh." She looked down at the empty cone in her hand. "Okay, well, we'll make plans for another day."

He tossed the rest of the ice cream cone away from him and watched it disappear into the trash can nearby. With both his hands free, he let Tyr have his freedom to play underneath the table.

"We can still plan another time, right? Maybe the Sunday after?" she asked.

Until the money and contents were gathered to fulfill the shipment to Norway, he couldn't plan anything. Slag came first. It was the way he kept a roof over their heads and took care of his family.

Family.

He looked at Coco. He'd been including her long before they shared their feelings toward each other and started sleeping together.

"We'll see," he said.

She got up and turned around, walking to the garbage. He took in the slope of her shoulders and frowned. She'd never admit it to him, but she was disappointed.

Tyr babbled making truck sounds.

Coco turned around, plastered a smile on her face and held her hands down. His son walked over to her. She picked him up, and his head went to her shoulder.

Her eyes closed an extra beat as she snuggled him. Then, she looked at him. "We should probably go home, so I can change for work and see if he'll eat something healthy before we take him to the clubhouse."

He stood and walked them to her car. Coco kept up a steady stream of conversation with Tyr.

He should probably try and explain the reasons why he canceled their day away. Their date. But, with everything going on with the club and Kelli showing up, he had no idea if he'd have another date with Coco, much less be in the states.
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Tyr babbled in his spot in the grocery cart, pointing excitedly at the car. Coco lifted two bags and put them in the trunk.

"You have to wait until we get home. That was the deal." She grabbed more groceries, keeping her foot behind the wheel of the cart to keep Tyr within her grasp. "We need to make sure it's okay with your pappa. But, between you and me, I think we can convince him to let you give them a try."

She put the next bag on top of the one containing the cinnamon graham cracker bears, hiding the box from his view. How Tyr knew that they were a kids' snack was bordering brilliance, in her opinion. Without a television in the house, Tyr hadn't seen any commercial for them or would know what they were, but he wanted them—and he threw a micro-fit in the store until she let him carry the box while she finished the shopping.

Done putting the groceries in the car, she closed the trunk and wheeled Tyr to the cart return where she picked him up and carried him through the parking lot. Finding Dag sitting on his motorcycle at the end of the line, she waved.

"Look, Tyr." She moved him to her hip and pointed. "Wave to Dag."

He squirmed to get down without seeing the Slag member. She held on to him tighter. He was getting so big, and when he wanted to move, he put up a struggle.

Walking between the cars, she hit the button on her keyring, unlocking the vehicle. "Whew, it's getting warm out."

At the rear of the car, she heard someone call her name. Turning, she looked around the area, coming to a shocking stop at the sight of Kelli hurrying toward her. Panicked, she blindly fumbled behind her, searching for the door handle.

"Coco." Kelli arrived in front of her, out of breath and staring at Tyr.

She turned her body, keeping Tyr out of Kelli's reach. "You need to leave."

Go home. Go wherever she came from. Go to hell.

She wouldn't allow Kelli to take Tyr away from her or force Peer to take his son to Norway.

"Can I please see him?" Kelli leaned to the side and at her first glimpse of Tyr, covered her mouth, stifling the gasp-filled sob.

"No." Coco turned completely around, facing the car, and fought to open the handle while trying to keep a squirming child against her chest.

The door gave way, and she wiggled into the opening she'd created. "Hang in there, sweet face," she whispered, putting him in the car seat.

Tyr fussed and stiffened his little body like a board. She pushed his middle down and quickly harnessed him in.

Making sure she still had the car key with her, she shut the door and faced Kelli. "Peer will hear about this. You can't approach me, thinking you'll get to your son without Peer's permission. How selfish of you not to even think of what you're doing to a baby. You're a stranger to him. Are you trying to scare him?"

Seething, she minutely shook her head. "Don't come around me again. If you have something to discuss with Peer, contact him. I don't want to be involved in your...your problems."

Kelli's hand came out, her fingers grasping air. "He's my son."

Coco rubbed the base of her neck, studying the way Kelli stared at the darkened window of the car. "I know this must be hard on you, but for Tyr's sake, please talk with Peer."

"Tyr?" Kelli slowly raised her head, her wet, dull gaze meeting Coco's. "Peer named him Tyr?"

The rumble of a motorcycle broke into the questions coming from Kelli. Coco spotted Dag slowing down behind her car.

She raised her hand and nodded, letting Dag know everything was okay. Unsure if the young member recognized Kelli or if he hadn't met her, she wanted to go home and talk to Peer first before he heard about today from someone else.

"I can't do this with you," she whispered, stepping back and opening the driver's door.

She slid into the seat and started the engine. Turning in the seat, she glanced in the seat mirror at Tyr. He sucked his thumb and blinked with heavy lids.

Changing her purpose, she looked behind the car to make sure Dag was out of the way and backed up. Even when she entered the street and headed toward home, she couldn't relax. Her heart hammered as if the wonderful life she had with Peer and Tyr was being slowly ripped away from her.

The pain unbearable, she barely held the tears at bay. Squeezing the steering wheel, she held on to the strength of her love for Peer and the baby in the backseat to get them both safely home.

By the time she pulled into the driveway, the cords of her neck ached clear down into her shoulders. She shut off the car and glanced in the rearview mirror to look at the reflection of Tyr sleeping. Unable to make herself get out of the car and pack him inside, she sat in the silence, only broken by the occasional slurping coming from Tyr sucking on his thumb.

The fact that she was caught in the middle of Peer and Kelli's problems meant things were not okay in her relationship with Peer. How could they move forward with a genuine obstacle like Tyr's mom in the way?

Peer would never have the freedom to find his happiness with her if he held feelings for Kelli. She let her head fall to the back of the seat. Everything was new, exciting, and passionate at the moment, but that would only last long enough for their love to fall to the wayside if Peer wasn't fully committed to her.

She was sure he was not in love with Kelli. From everything she'd seen and heard over the last year, she refused to believe Peer would go back to Tyr's mom, even for the sake of his son.

But, his anger and bitterness over what Kelli had done when she had the baby would slowly eat away at his love for Coco. The negative emotions spent on others were a cancer that would show up when she least expected it.

A tap-tap-tap startled her. She opened her eyes, not remembering closing them.

Peer opened her door, looked at her, then poked his head in the car, and looked in the backseat. "Are you okay?"

"Yeah." Her smile wobbled, and she shifted to get out before he could notice how upset she was when all she'd done was go shopping. "I was just letting him sleep before I had to wrestle him out of the car seat. You know how it is if his naps are too short."

"I'll get him." Peer moved to the back of the car.

She made her escape and waited by the trunk for him to go inside. Then, she slipped the plastic bags onto her wrists as if she had a sudden urge to wear too many bangle bracelets. Heaving the heavy groceries up to the house, she passed Peer coming out.

"There's only a few more bags. I can get them." She passed him, realizing he was going to ignore her need to bring everything in herself.

Quietly putting the food away, she tried to stay busy while Peer set everything on the counter. She wanted to discuss Kelli with him but needed time to think about how to broach the subject.

He wasn't going to like what she had to say, and she rather not say it. Everything out of her mouth would be an endorsement for him to go to Norway.

"What's this?" Peer held up a box.

She glanced over at him. "I bought them for Tyr. He eats graham crackers, and those are the same thing, except shaped like bears and have cinnamon on them. If you don't think he's ready to eat them, I can take them to the clubhouse, and one of the other moms can take them home."

"You don't have to ask me what Tyr can eat. You're better at knowing what he'll like and what he can chew without choking." He tagged her wrist and pulled her over in front of him. "What's wrong?"

"Nothing." She wiggled out of his hold. "I need to get the groceries put away. The milk needs to go in the fridge. Oh, and the grapes."

He tugged her back and held her hips. "Was it too much taking Tyr with you?"

"No." She gazed at the ends of his beard. "Shopping is a piece of cake with him now that he's looking at everything."

He tilted her head, forcing her to look at him. "Damnit, Coco. I know something is wrong. Talk to me."

Her stomach dropped, and she held on to him. "Kelli showed up outside the store and tried to see Tyr as I was putting him in the car."

His gaze narrowed. She put her hands on his chest. The fact that he wasn't saying anything scared her.

"I wouldn't let her see him. I put him in the car seat and shut the door, and I told her to leave. I told her not to contact me again and that she needed to talk to you first." She tried to catch his gaze that'd wandered away from her. "I brought Tyr straight home. You can ask Dag. He can tell you that I didn't let her hold or touch Tyr."

"I'm not doubting what you're saying. I trust you." He leaned back against the counter and crossed his arms in front of his chest.

She swallowed; her throat suddenly dry. "Maybe you should talk to her."

He pushed off the counter and walked into the living room. She followed him, waiting to hear his opinion, his plan of action, his defense in protecting Tyr.

"I don't have any interest in hearing what she has to say," he said.

"But, still..." She shrugged. "She's Tyr's mom."

He grunted and refused to talk.

She crossed her arms and cupped her elbows. As much as she hated the back and forth, being caught in the middle, she couldn't step away and let him handle Kelli on his own. She was committed to him. She supported him.

"Do you still have feelings for her," she whispered.

Her biggest fear would be that Kelli wanted back in Tyr's life to get to Peer. She had a lot of experience seeing the jealous and possessive streak inside of Kelli when she worked at the bar.

The ugliness and emotional displays was the reason she never liked Kelli. She found her immature, petty, and lacking self-esteem. It was why Kelli had held on to Peer so tightly when they had an on again-off again relationship. She'd never seen that Peer was fully committed to her or their future, but she also wasn't privy to what went on between them when they were alone.

Peer's gaze intensified. "Is that what you think?"

"Honestly? I try not to think about you two." She inhaled deeply. "I've always thought that if you have such anger toward someone, it's because they meant something to you at one time. Maybe, you haven't had time to get over Kelli. She is the mother of your child."

"I don't need to be reminded of that." He fisted his hands.

She softened her voice. "I'm not pushing you."

"Then drop it."

"I can't because she's contacted me twice. What happens next time she approaches me? What am I supposed to tell her? What am I supposed to do?" An ache came to the back of her throat. "It's unfair of you to put me in the position of dealing with your business when you should be the one handling the relationship between Kelli and Tyr."

His nostrils flared, and he narrowed his gaze. She stood facing him, upset that they'd had their first argument.

He turned away from her. "Can you watch Tyr?"

"I..." She stepped toward him and stopped. "Yes."

"Lock the door behind me." He grabbed his duffle and left the house.

She stood, staring at the door. Was he going to find Kelli and talk with her or had he left to get away from her?
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Peer unlocked the front door of the house. Lullabies played softly in the other room, calming him down from his ride after disagreeing with Coco about how to handle Kelli.

He followed the music to Tyr's room, peeked in, and found Coco standing over the crib rubbing his son's back.

She raised her head and stepped away from the bed. He motioned for her to continue and she shook her head, walking to the door, and squeezing past him.

Tyr cried out. He wasn't asleep yet.

Taking Coco's place, he leaned over the crib and rubbed his son's back. Most of the time, a little soothing put him to sleep. But nothing about today had been normal.

Maybe Tyr sensed his mood.

He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, slowly, trying to mask the frustration and anger dwelling inside of him. The roughness of his hands like sandpaper caught on the softness of the sleeper. He lightened his touch without stopping the circular motions.

After ten minutes or so, he slowed to see if Tyr would protest. His son never noticed. He lifted his hand. Tyr continued to sleep.

Shutting off the music, he walked quietly out of the room, leaving the door halfway shut. Not ready to go into the bedroom and talk with Coco, he slipped into the bathroom and took a shower. Only then, he felt like he had some semblance of calmness inside of him.

He toweled off his hair, leaving it loose, and walked naked into the bedroom. Coco had shut off the light. He stood in the doorway, letting his eyes adjust to the darkness.

After thirty seconds, the light from the baby monitor was enough for him to see the furniture and Coco buried underneath the blanket with only her head sticking out.

He walked over to the bed, slid under the covers, and rolled to his side. Hooking her around the waist, he pulled her back against his chest.

Neither one of them said anything. He put his lips by her ear and whispered, "I'm sorry I left."

"You're mad," she whispered back. "I get it."

"Nei, I shouldn't have left you here to watch Tyr. He's my responsibility." He paused. "And, I'm not mad at you. You're one of the good things in my life, and I won't let Kelli come between us, and ruin our relationship."

"You know I will always, always take care of Tyr, no matter what." She rolled in his arms and faced him. "But I don't want to be involved or pushed between you and Kelli."

He played with the short hair around her ear. "If...and this is a big if, if Kelli contacts me again, I will talk to her. I will let her know she can't go to you with her problems."

"Are you going to let her see Tyr?"

He shook his head. "I don't trust her not to walk out of his life again."

Coco put her head on his chest, hiding her eyes from him. He tightened his arms around her. All he could do was promise to make sure Kelli stayed away from her. The decision whether to let Kelli be around Tyr came down to him, and he wasn't going to budge.

Several hours passed. Coco slept soundly in his arms.

He stayed wide awake.

Kelli had lived in the clubhouse, surrounded by Slag members. While he never gave her any knowledge of the things he and the others have done to keep money coming into the club, he couldn't swear that she hadn't put clues together or a timeline of their rides.

When they'd been together, he knew her temper got the best of her and had purposely kept her blinded to the activities.

Knowing her faults hadn't stopped him from sleeping with her. Even though he regretted keeping her around as long as he had, knowing they weren't meant for each other, he would never regret having Tyr. His son was the best thing he'd done in his life.

It bothered him that she'd shown up around the same time the Federal Agent started staking out the clubhouse again. He wasn't a believer of coincidence.

The more he thought of having her in Portland, the more he worried about what she would do to see her son. Would she turn him in to the Feds? Would she take the whole motorcycle club down to get her way?

It would be foolish to believe she was here as a mother interested in seeing her son. A son she gave away the first chance she got.

He slowly removed his arm from underneath Coco's head and inched off the bed without waking her. Grabbing his phone, he walked out into the hallway. He checked on Tyr and then quietly went into the living room.

He pushed the contact on his phone, calling Roar. When the call connected, he said, "I need to find Kelli. Elling wasn't able to find her when she was away, but she's back."

"Okay. I'll put a call into Elling and have him work on it. Anything else?"

Peer walked over to the window. "You need to know she showed up at the same time as our visitor."

"I noticed the same thing and mentioned it to Brage," said Roar.

"What are your thoughts?"

"We stay aware. We've got a close eye on our visitor, and Elling knows if anyone, including Kelli, comes near him, it's a call of action. I don't think she could get within a hundred feet of him without us noticing."

Peer let the drape fall. "I should've realized before now that there could be a problem."

"You've got a lot going on. Slag is here to cover your back."

"Ja. Thanks," he murmured. "I'll let you go back to sleep."

He disconnected the call. Letting his hand drop to his side, he wondered if the end of his freedom would fall by the hands of his ex-girlfriend.

A slight noise or maybe a shift in the air alerted him that he wasn't alone. He looked over his shoulder. Coco stood behind the couch; a blanket wrapped around her.

"Who's your visitor?" she whispered.

"Huh?"

"On the phone." She blinked. "You mentioned Kelli showing up at the same time as your visitor."

He shrugged. "I don't know what you're talking about."

"Peer." She raised her chin. "I heard you."

He walked toward her, biding his time. "The phone call?"

Her brows lowered. "Yeah."

"Elling has a visitor that's checking out Slag." He pulled her against him and wound his arms around her and the blanket. "You should be sleeping."

She tilted her head. "You're going to search for Kelli and not wait until she comes to you?"

"Ja." He kissed her forehead. "Let's go back to bed for a few hours, or we're going to be dead on our feet tonight at work."

He walked her to the bedroom. Club business couldn't be shared with anyone not wearing a Slag patch. He hadn't lied to her. Elling had a visitor. The visitor was the Federal Agent that Elling was following and keeping tabs on.

The rest of his conversation about Kelli...well, he'd like to wait until he finds out what Kelli wants before worrying Coco.
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Lizzy sat down at the table in The Fire Ring with Roar and waved. Coco delivered the appetizers to Table Four, going through her spiel without thinking. She needed to talk to Lizzy alone without Roar or any other Slag member around.

That was hard to do tonight when three tables in her area of the bar were filled with bikers wearing leather. She carried the empty tray over to the counter and slid it toward Dinah, leaving Peer alone to help the customers sitting on the stools.

Heather stopped beside her. "I've given two warnings out in the last hour to the group around the pool table. I'm not sure they're going to like it when I cut off their drinks when they finish the game."

Coco looked over at the door. Marcus remained at the front of the bar, filling his role as security. "I'll tell Marcus."

"Could you?" Heather sighed. "I swear, I'm wearing a path from one end of the bar to the kitchen."

"I got you covered." She smiled.

Loading up a tray with the drinks Dinah supplied her, she carried the orders out to the customers.

"Hey, Coco."

She turned and found Will, a regular customer, holding up a twenty-dollar bill. "I'll be right there."

Setting the drinks down on the table, she lowered the tray. "Yell if you need anything else."

"Will do, sweetheart." A male customer tipped up the flat bill of his snapback. "As long as you're serving me."

She nodded, not giving him any encouragement. Going over to Will, she plastered a smile on her face. "Done already?"

Normally, Will stayed until closing. There were still two hours to go until they shut down for the night.

"Yeah, well, you know..." He leaned closer. "Brannihan's has women's two for one tonight."

She laughed, taking his money, knowing the bar across town that he spoke of and the women who frequented the place that went looking for men. "Good luck."

Going back to the counter, she looked over at Lizzy and found her on her cell phone. The Slag members around her were deep in conversation. She swept her gaze at the tables in her section, ready to jump if any of them needed something.

"Coco?" Monica stopped in front of her. "Go on your break. You're late."

She exhaled in relief. "Thanks."

Going over to Lizzy, she motioned toward the kitchen door and mouthed, "Please."

Lizzy nodded. Knowing her best friend would come to her if she was able, she escaped the bar and went into the breakroom. Collapsing in the first chair she came to, she leaned against the table and put her face in her hands.

Longest. Night. Ever.

The pressure in her head kept pounding, and she wanted to snap the heads off each of the customers. They were only having a good time, but she wanted them to be miserable like her. It sure would make her feel better if others understood the pain she was going through.

"Sorry, I was talking to Norah. She's down from Seattle and is in the clubhouse, spending time with Hanne, and wanted to..." Lizzy sat down beside her. "Nevermind me. What's going on?"

She looked at the door, got up, and shut them into the room. "I think I'm losing Peer."

"What?"

"Sh." Coco sat back down and whispered. "I don't want anyone else to know, not even Peer."

"Talk to me." Lizzy reached out and grabbed Coco's hands. "Tell me why you would feel that way when all I see is a man who is deeply in love with you."

She winced. There was no doubt that Peer loved her, but their life together wasn't simple or easy. Love wasn't enough.

"Nobody can know what I'm about to tell you," she said.

Lizzy sagged forward and rolled her eyes. Coco instantly felt bad for even making her promise not to tell anyone. They always confided in each other. Nothing they talked about ever went past the two of them.

"Kelli's in Portland, and she's approached me twice asking to see Tyr. She's also called Peer on his phone. He's adamant about not letting her anywhere around Tyr." Her chest heaved, and she couldn't breathe.

"Okay...that sounds pretty normal. That's what two people who aren't in a relationship have to work out together when they have a child."

"I know." Her eyes burned with unshed tears. "But Peer has talked about going to Norway to keep Kelli out of Tyr's life."

"No," whispered Lizzy, leaning back in disbelief.

She nodded. "I'm going to lose him."

"Maybe he won't go. He's got the club here—"

"He's got the Slag Motorcycle Club in Norway. He's got his parents there, and who knows how many other relatives." Coco rubbed her face, wiping her fingers under her eyes. "He would go and forget all about me."

"Are you sure he'll leave the country?"

A shuddering breath rolled through her at speaking her fears for the first time. "Wouldn't you do the same thing to protect your child?"

Lizzy visually shook and dropped her chin to her chest. Any parent would understand wanting to shield their child from further hurt. Coco wasn't even a mom, and she understood Peer's desire to make sure Tyr never felt abandoned and rejected again.

That hadn't stopped her heart from breaking.

"Talk to him." Lizzy squeezed her hands. "Let him know how much you love him."

"I have." She sniffed. "He knows, and I know how he feels. But I can't compete against a father's need to take care of his son."

"Oh, God..." Lizzy hugged her and pulled back. "I'm sorry you're going through this."

"It's been killing me. Talking to Peer about Kelli is...frustrating. I'm an outsider, and he's set in his anger. Right now, he can't step back from the situation and see long term." She shook her head. "I need to get a grip and go back out there and work. Thanks for listening to me whine."

"I'll always listen, and you know I'm here if you need anything. Anything at all." Lizzy stood.

They hugged. She washed her hands, and together they walked out to the bar. Total chaos greeted her, and she jumped into working the tables in her area.

Unlike other nights, the fire burning bright in the middle of the room constantly reminded her that her life was going up in flames. When all was said and done, she feared in the end, she'd only be a pile of ashes.
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The six-man crew split away from Peer, heading toward the clubhouse. He turned on the next road and cruised slowly home. It'd taken all day to follow Brikken as they made their way to deliver the goods, validating the other MC's schedule.

Like Roar had thought, Brikken was still making a trip every six weeks to Northern California. He and the others followed them as far as Bend, Oregon, and then turned around and headed back to Portland with a stop mid-way to watch the Brikken members rally at safety points along the route.

The only thing that'd changed since the Feds caught up with them was the other motorcycle club no longer followed Interstate 5.

He pulled into the driveway and shut off his Harley. Toeing the kickstand, he gathered his duffle and went up to the house. He unlocked the door and let himself in.

"Pappa." Tyr ran across the room and attached himself to Peer's leg.

He stretched and threw his duffle on the shelf in the closet and then picked up Tyr. "Did I hear you say my name right?"

Coco pushed off the floor and stood. "We've been practicing all day."

"Pa pa pa pa." Tyr slapped at Peer's face trying to get his attention.

"See?" Coco laughed. "He still gets excited and keeps pa pa-ing."

He walked to her, leaned over, and kissed her. "Any luck getting him to say your name?"

"No. I'm going to give him a break and work on more important words." She moved away and picked up a few toys, tossing them in the toy box beside the couch. "How was your ride?"

"Long. Traffic was a bitch." He sat down on the couch.

"Peer." She pointed at Tyr. "Little ears."

He sighed at the reminder that his son would mimic all his words someday. "Lots of traffic."

"Probably because it's Sunday." She folded the baby blanket on the floor and put it on the back of the couch before sitting down beside him. "You can rest tomorrow, can't you?"

"Ja."

Tyr wiggled out of his arms and crawled over and sat on Coco's lap. He stretched out his legs, watching his son snuggle against his woman's chest. Coco had a natural way about her, automatically stroking Tyr's head and cradling his body.

"I could be jealous of him right now." He lifted his arm, laying it on the back of the couch, and stroked her nape with his thumb.

Her gaze warmed. "Maybe if you're a good boy, I'll cuddle with you tonight."

He groaned in approval. "I'll be good."

"You better be, mister." Coco lifted her feet up and draped her legs over his, leaning back on the couch without Tyr being aware of her movements. "Have I ever told you how sexy you are when you come back for a ride."

He cocked his eyebrow. His interest in what she thought about him skyrocketed the more she looked at him.

"Your hair all wild when you pull the leather off and unbraid your beard." Her tongue came out and moistened her lower lip. "You've gotten tan which makes your eyes stand out more."

"My eyes?" he said gruffly.

"Oh, yeah, your eyes are..." Her voice softened. "Passionate, brilliant, and hardened."

"Hardened?"

She laughed. "Too much?"

"Not if you're trying to make me hard." He hooked her neck, bringing her and his son closer until he could put his arms around them. "I've been thinking."

"About?"

"I blew the beach trip we had planned but how about we drop Tyr off at the clubhouse tomorrow, and we go for a ride. We can get away from the city, maybe stop along the Columbia River or go up to Multnomah Falls."

"Yeah?" Her brows perked up. "I would love that."

"Then it's a date," he murmured.

She smiled and puckered her lips, calling him to her in that silent language only she spoke. He kissed her slow and deep. His woman was aroused.

He pulled back, looked down, and a grin came to his mouth. "He's asleep."

"It's not his nap time. Should I wake him up or—"

"Put him in the crib." He kissed her again. "Then, come to the bedroom."

"Yeah?"

He chuckled. "Ja."

Helping her off the couch, he stood and watched her sway her way to the hallway with Tyr in her arms. Once she was out of sight, he stretched his back and headed to the bathroom to knock the road dust off him before having sex with Coco.

In the hallway, his phone vibrated in his pocket. He went into the room, turned on the shower, and answered the call from Elling. "Just got back. I'll be in later to fill everyone in on what happened."

"That's not why I'm calling," said Elling.

"What's up?" He closed the bathroom door to keep from waking up Tyr.

"I found Kelli."

Fuck. He shut off the water. For a year, he'd had Elling looking for her. Peer had also contacted every friend and relative she had from Portland to Seattle in an attempt to find her. He never received a clue and had given up, writing her off.

But she was in Portland and not hiding anymore, trying to make contact, and now he knew where to find her.

He stood in the middle of the bathroom. "Where is she?"

Elling gave him an address off Powell Boulevard. He knew the area.

"Is that a hotel?" He opened the bathroom door and walked out to the living room.

"Nope, a house. The owner's name is Mitch Simmons."

Not recognizing the name, he found a piece of paper and pen in the kitchen, writing down the name and address. "Thanks, Elling."

"Don't thank me yet, brother."

"Is there something else I need to know?" He gripped the counter, bracing himself.

"Simmons is a member of Bantorus."

"He's what?"

"A Bantorus Motorcycle Club member."

"Jesus," he muttered.

"If you have plans on contacting him, I'll ride with you. I can get a few Slag members together and go any time you want," said Elling.

"Not yet. I'll let you know." He disconnected the call.

Hanging his head, he gritted his teeth. What the fuck was Kelli doing with one of Slag's enemies?

His life kept getting messier.

He would never allow his son around his mother for fear she'd run off with him, and he'd lose Tyr. Knowing she lived with a—dragging his hands down his face—hell no, he would never let her near Tyr.

"Peer, are you coming to bed?"

He raised his gaze. Coco stood in the hallway. He wanted nothing more than to go into her arms and let her comfort him and convince him that everything would be okay.

But it would never be okay as long as Kelli was in his and Tyr's life.

"I, uh, need to leave." He cleared his throat. "Elling called."

"Oh." She stuck out her lower lip. "Will you be long?"

"I don't know."

She frowned. "Is everything okay?"

He shook his head. What could he tell her? He knew nothing about what was going on, only that his family was threatened.

She approached him. "Can I do anything to help?"

"You already are." He kissed her forehead, not trusting himself to say more. "Lock the door."

He grabbed his unpacked duffle from the coat closet and left the house. Not knowing what he would find when he came face to face with Kelli and Mitch Simmons, he wanted to be prepared.
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The single-story, box-shaped house Kelli lived in sat thirty feet off the main street. Peer rode by, letting anyone looking out see him around. The place wasn't much to look at with its overgrown grass, faded paint, and an old plywood garage door on the single detached garage.

He rounded the block. There were no vehicles in the crumbling concrete driveway providing off-street parking. Hell, Kelli and the asshole Simmons might not even be home and coming to her would've been a waste of his time when he could be home with Coco.

Getting back on the busy street, he shifted down and stopped in the driveway. Not giving them time to prepare, he strode to the front of the house and beat his fist against the door.

He'd give Kelli one minute to come and face him, or he'd kick the fucking door in.

He lifted his hand again, and the lock clicked from inside, and then Kelli stood in front of him.

"Peer?" She looked past him to the street. "What are—?"

"Stay away from me. Stay away from Coco." He widened his stance. "I won't allow you around my family."

Her head snapped back, and her mouth opened at him claiming Coco in front of her. His muscles tensed, ready for her to yell, hit, cry.

"You can't keep me away from my son," she said.

"The fuck I can't." He narrowed his gaze. "Try me."

She crossed her arms. "I'll get a lawyer and take you to court. I want to see him."

His throat tightened. The situation would never get that far. He'd leave the country.

Knowing he'd need to leave Coco behind if Kelli pushed him, he said, "You do that, and all hell will break out. You're now hooked up with Bantorus Motorcycle Club. Slag will view your actions as a threat against Slag. I will not give you a chance in hell of taking my son away from me."

"He's my son, too," she said, her voice rising. "I trusted you to take care of him when I couldn't. But now I can. I want to see my son. I have a right to—"

"You don't have any damn rights, woman." Peer spread his arms. "Look around you. You abandoned him. You're living with a Bantorus member. This house is shit, and my son is walking around and getting into everything. As a mother, you should know that, but you don't. You don't know a fucking thing about him."

"Peer, listen to me." She reached for the front of his vest.

He cocked his head, warning her away. She'd pushed and pushed him too many times in the past, and he'd forgiven her simply because he believed she had good in her. Now he believed he was only fooling himself.

She wasn't good. He'd seen good. He'd had good. He wanted good in the form of Coco.

He didn't want Kelli's hands on him, ruining Tyr's life.

"Stay away from me. Stay away from my son. Stay away from Coco." He stepped backward, away from her. "That's the only warning I'm giving you."

"What do you think I'm going to do?" Tears rolled down Kelli's face. "I just want to get to know him, be a part of his life, love him."

"Love?" Pain ripped from his throat, having firsthand knowledge of what it was like to love a child. "You don't know what love is. You abandoned my son."

"I had to—"

He raised his hand, turned, and stormed back to his Harley. Starting the engine, cutting off her calling his name, he rode through the tall grass, hopped the curb, and rode away. At the end of the street, he spotted Elling and Brage.

They both made a U-turn and followed him away from Kelli. Not wanting to go home in the mood he was in, he went to the clubhouse. In the alley, he flung his helmet to the ground and walked inside, straight to the kitchen.

Roar seen him coming and held out a bottle of Aquavit. Taking the water of life, he drank straight from the bottle. Agitated, he paced the room, not knowing if he wanted to calm down or head home and pack his shit together.

"Get him a chaser," said Roar.

Brage approached Peer and put a bottle of beer in his hand. He popped the cap and guzzled the contents. He wanted to forget. He wanted to make his problems go away. He wanted to protect his family.

Tyr.

Coco.

They depended on him. They were happy. They were loved.

He wouldn't let a woman who gave her son away destroy them.

"Get him another one. He's been holding it together too fucking long." Roar planted his hand on Peer's back and pulled out a chair, pushing him down on his ass.

"I need to get home." He set the empty bottle on the table.

"Nei, brother. Have another one." Elling removed the cap and gave him a beer. "We'll call Coco and have her come pick you up. Let us take care of everything this time."

"She needs to be here." He rubbed his hand across his face and pushed out of the chair. "I don't want her to be at home alone with Tyr."

"Sit." Roar pushed him back down. "Finish your beer."

"I need to get—"

"I hear you." Roar got in his face. "I sent Marcus over to the house already. He's going to escort Coco and your son to the clubhouse. They'll be here soon. I need you to calm and tell me what's going on."

He took another shot of Aquavit and followed it by the whole bottle of beer. 

Then, the drinks hit him, and the fear settled in his stomach.

Fisting his hands on the table, he looked Roar in the eyes. "Did Elling tell you she's shacking up with a Bantorus member?"

"Ja." Roar pulled up a chair. "I sent them over as soon as I heard in case there was trouble."

"I don't know if he was there." His shoulders sagged with the weight of everything happening at once. "Kelli answered the door."

Roar's eye twitched. "If she's involved with Bantorus and she's got a beef with you, we need to expect trouble to land on our heads. Now isn't the time with the Feds around to be caught unaware."

"I never got around to discussing her life and why she's living with Simmons. The only thing I told her was she wasn't allowed around Tyr or Coco." He closed his eyes an extra beat. "She's going to get a lawyer and go for custody."

Roar looked away. He'd already told his president he'd take Tyr and go to Norway. There was nothing more to discuss.

His only option was to run away. He wouldn't allow someone to hurt his son. Kelli had already abandoned Tyr. She'd done enough damage.

His heartbeat slowed. He stared at the table. There was only one thing he needed to do.

In the background, he heard Roar, Brage, and Elling talking about him. Talking about Bantorus Motorcycle Club. Talking about the Federal Agent. Talking about Slag.

Nobody was talking about Coco. Nobody was talking about how it'd kill him to leave her here.

He reached for the Aquavit and took another drink. How was he going to walk away from Coco?

Pushing himself out of the chair, he stepped forward to go home. He needed to see her.

"Hey." Brage put his hand on Peer's chest, stopping him. "You're not going anywhere. Marcus is two minutes out with Coco."

He heard but he couldn't figure out what that had to do with him leaving. He'd need a passport for Tyr. That was the only way he could get him to Norway.

"Peer?" Brage patted his arm. "Coco will give you a ride home when she gets here."

"She's here?" He looked around. "Where is she?"

The noise in the room muffled his hearing. He patted his pocket, looking for his cell phone. He'd call Coco.

She always knew what to do. He needed her.

"Let's get him outside. The drinks hit him hard." Roar threw his arm around Peer's shoulders. "Feeling better?"

Was he...? 

He looked at his president. "I need to pack."

"That'll wait until tomorrow."

Ja. He could do everything tomorrow.

He found himself outside. There was no hurry. Tomorrow was the day.

"You said Coco's coming?" he asked.

Roar pointed. He followed his finger. That was Coco's car.

"I'm not going to leave her here." He patted his chest. "I'll take her, too. She's my family."

"Ja." Roar lead him forward. "Let's get you in the car. I'll have Dag and Elling help you when you get home."

The most beautiful woman in the world walked toward him. He smiled and held out his arms.

"Come here, Collette Lewis." He embraced her, holding her close. "Where's my son? We need to pack."

"He's in the car." Coco frowned, cupping his face. "What's wrong with you?"

"Nei. Don't look at me like that. I'm going to take care of everything. I'll get us away from this...this..." He looked at Roar, knowing everything that transpired needed to be kept between Slag members. "Tomorrow."

"Tomorrow." Roar slapped him on the back. "Now, let's get you in the car."

"Right. Tyr's in the car. My son." He kept his arms around Coco, making sure she came, too. "We're leaving."

The passenger seat was far down. He plopped, hitting his knees against the dashboard of the car. 

It was a long ride home.
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Peer blinked awake. Coco waited, impatiently, for him to acknowledge her.

She'd been up for three hours with Tyr, called Lizzy and Roar, and packed a diaper bag—all while waiting for Peer to wake up from his drunken state.

Peer lifted his head, groaned, and let it fall back on the pillow. "Where's Tyr?"

"Roar and Lizzy picked him up and took him to the clubhouse. I thought it would be best if he wasn't here when you woke up." Sitting cross-legged on the bed, she glared down at him. "It's almost one o'clock in the afternoon."

"Damn." He rubbed his hands over his face.

Her patience gone, she picked up her pillow and hit him in the head with it.

"Hey." He tossed the pillow to the side. "What was that for?"

"You're an idiot." She climbed off the bed.

"What did I do?"

"You're leaving." She opened the top drawer of the dresser and flung all the boxers at him. "You might as well pack now. Why wait?"

"Hold on..." He sat and swung his legs off the bed. Grunting, he stood, swaying before he caught his balance. "Why are you pissed? Why'd you send my son with Roar and Lizzy?"

She turned away from him. His naked body, in any state, always made her forget the moment. Today was too important for her to get swayed toward him because his dick was swinging.

"I heard it all last night. You're going to Norway. You're taking Tyr." She stumbled over his boots on the floor and kicked them in her frustration. "You're doing that all today, so pack your stuff, and then you can go get Tyr. Take my car. I don't care."

"You don't care?"

"Of course, I care," she exploded. "I'm sick to my stomach. I'm breaking in two." She muffled her scream. "I can't believe you would leave when you said you loved me, and I'm pissed. God, I am so mad at you."

"Coco," he muttered, stepping toward her.

She backed away, holding up her hands. "I hate you. I really, really do."

"Don't." He flinched. "Let's talk—"

"Talk? It's a little late for that." She picked up her shoes and slipped them on her feet. "Just tell me one thing. Did you or didn't you plan on going to Norway to keep Kelli out of Tyr's life?"

The lines on his face deepened. His anguished gaze pleaded silently with her. Never having known Peer not to talk through his thoughts, the truth was written all over his naked body.

"Promise me one thing." She grabbed her phone and car keys off the top of the dresser.

"Anything," he said.

She picked up a bag and slung it over her shoulder. "Let me see Tyr, alone, to say goodbye before you leave the country. Give me that."

His gaze intensified before he turned his head to the side. The cords at the side of his neck convulsed before he turned back and faced her.

"I will," he said softly.

She nodded, knowing if she spoke, she'd break down and beg him to stay. Turning, she walked to the door of the bedroom.

"Where...where are you going?" he asked behind her.

"Roar and Lizzy always said I could come back and live with them if the situation ever changed. I'm taking them up on their offer. My car will be in their driveway. Take it." She walked out of the room.

There was nothing more to say or do. He'd made plans without her, that never included her.

She walked out of the house and to her car. She had no doubt he told the truth when he declared his love for her. But that love was obviously limited.

Driving away, she held on to the steering wheel with both hands. She wouldn't allow herself to cry.

Cars entered her line of vision. She braked at the stop sign and watched for an opening in traffic. Once it was safe, she entered the flow of vehicles.

She refused to look in the rear-view mirror at the empty backseat. 

She squeezed the steering wheel. Last night had been a nightmare. When she'd received the call that Peer needed her to drive him home because he'd had too much to drink, she'd assumed it was a happy occasion.

Slag Motorcycle Club liked to drink in celebration. She'd joined them at parties before and knew they were always up for a good time. The men drank a lot and everyone had fun, including her.

She'd assumed the reason for him tipping the bottle was because of the club business he was called away from home on.

But, right from the start, his mumblings about leaving tomorrow set off red-flags for her. Once she got him home, he dozed in bed, frequently waking to tell her Tyr needed a passport or he needed to get his money sent over to the Mother Chapter ahead of time. Or—the idiot—asked her to remind him to take his extra pair of boots.

After a while, she could only listen to him plan his trip with tears rolling down her face. None of his plans included her. Though he never spoke of talking to Kelli, going by his anger toward her, the threats of Tyr's mother coming back in the picture was a real fear to him.

By the time he'd finally fallen asleep for the night, she'd laid in bed with the worst pain in her chest. That pain only worsened that morning.

She stopped across from The Fire Ring, and turned into Roar and Lizzy's driveway beside Roar's Harley. Her heart raced, aching inside her chest. She grabbed her things and walked to the front door before she could change her mind.

Lizzy stepped out, greeting her with her arms wide open. She shook her head. Any form of comfort would cripple her, and she had too much to do, too much to think about, too much to process yet.

"Hanne's sleeping in our bedroom. The bed is still in your old room. I moved all the toys and baby clothes into the closet." Lizzy watched Coco carefully. "Can I get you something to eat or drink?"

"Not yet," she said in a shaky voice. "I need to call the clubhouse and make sure they get Tyr's car seat out of your car. He'll need it in Norway."

"Roar's in the garage. I'll have him walk it over to the clubhouse." Lizzy took the bag out of Coco's hand. "Sit. I'll be right back."

She walked over to the couch and plopped down. The quietness of the house unsettled her. Peer was probably at home packing boxes and all of Tyr's toys and clothes.

Her chest quivered. The pain doubling at the realization she was losing both Peer and Tyr. She couldn't breathe. She couldn't move.

Shit. She was having a panic attack.
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After connecting with his son at the clubhouse and making sure he was looked after, Peer walked toward the door to go over to Roar's house to get Coco.

Rune blocked his path. "Prez wants you to hang around."

"Tell him I don't have time."

Rune lifted his chin, his gaze going behind Peer. "Tell him yourself."

He looked over his shoulder. Roar strode his way and held up his hand.

"Can it wait? I'm going over to your house to get Coco."

"The Fed is out there. I can't have you walking past him to my house. I don’t want any attention directed at Lizzy." Roar walked around him and stood between him and the door. "You're going to have to wait and talk to Coco at the bar tonight. As it is, the agent is going to connect you with Coco staying there and probably keep a closer eye on her, and I don't think you want that."

"Fuck." Peer paced. "I need to talk to her before any more time goes by and she gets angrier over shit I haven't even talked to her about yet. She's not answering her damn phone."

"Brother, she's already angry. I don't know how much more she can get." Roar glanced at his phone. "The bar opens in an hour. Give her time to calm down and then talk to her where you can have some privacy."

He turned and looked at Tyr walking around the room, pushing chairs out of his way. Nita followed his son, making sure he wouldn't find something he shouldn't have. The best thing for Tyr was normalcy, and he had that here at the clubhouse where everyone doted on him.

He strolled over to Tyr and squatted beside him. "I'm going to work. Give me a hug."

Tyr leaned into him. He kissed his son's head.

"Be good." He waited until Tyr toddled off and looked at Nita. "Thanks for watching him."

Nita waved her hand in dismissal. "It's the best part of my day or night."

He dipped his chin and walked out of the clubhouse. In the alley, he lit a cigarette.

His hands shook. He exhaled harshly. Coco had surprised him when he'd finally woke up from his drunk, demanding answers and not giving him a chance to get his thoughts straight enough to discuss everything with her.

He had no recollection of talking about his plans last night. Hell, he couldn’t remember much past the time he lifted the Aquavit to his lips and topped it off with beer.

Kelli had pushed him too far, threatening to take him to court. He hadn't wrapped his head around his plan, putting in safeguards, and making sure he could support his family once he left the states.

Coco had made assumptions. She was wrong.

What he wanted to do would be a change of lifestyle for her. She'd be giving up everything to go with him and Tyr to Norway. He sure in the hell wouldn't leave her behind. 

But as a Slag member, he needed to figure out a way to protect his club from any backlash. He needed to know the Bantorus Motorcycle Club member Kelli lived with would not hit the club in response to him going into hiding in some sense of protecting Kelli.

All he could do was bide his time until work started. Then, he'd talk to Coco and straighten out the misunderstanding.

Elling walked over to him. "I heard the news."

"What news?"

"Coco moved out." Elling looked down the alley. "Sorry, man."

"She's not moving out." He crossed his arms. "Soon as I talk to her, she'll come back home."

"That's good." Elling removed a can of snuff from his pocket. "I'm off for the night. Thinking about taking Jackie and checking out the car races at P.I.R. Ever been?"

"Nei." His frustration building, he slapped Elling on the back. "Have fun."

"You..." Like normal, Elling walked off without finishing the sentence.

Peer walked across the alley and entered the back of the bar. He might as well keep himself busy until seven o'clock rolled around, and Coco came to work.

At five minutes after seven, he threw the bar towel on the counter and walked out of the building into the alley with customers lined up on the stools waiting for their drinks.

Spotting Joel, Dag, and Glenn, he jogged over to the group. "Where's Roar?"

"He's still in the clubhouse," said Joel.

He strode to the door and went inside. Scanning the room, he found Tyr sitting on a mat playing with a mound of toys. He walked toward the back, looking in the kitchen, and headed toward the meeting room where he found Roar.

He filled the doorway. "Where is she?"

Roar looked up from the table. "Coco called a few minutes ago and asked for the night off. Heather and Monica are going to cover her area. If it gets too busy, I'll go home and watch the baby while Lizzy comes over and fills in at The Fire Ring."

Coco never called off work. Since she'd been hired at the bar, she worked regardless if she had a slight cold or wasn't feeling the best.

"Let Dinah know she's covering all the drinks tonight. I'm going over to your house to talk with Coco, whether the Fed is there or not." He stepped backward into the hallway.

"She's not at my house." Roar leaned back in the chair.

He stopped. "Where is she?"

Roar stared him down. 

"Damnit, Prez." He gritted his teeth. "Loyalty, brother."

"Coco is special to me. She's my woman's best friend. She's become my friend, and I care about her as if she was family."

Peer's pulse throbbed, and he fisted his hands. Coco was his. "Where is she?"

"I'm only going to tell you where you can find her if you can tell me if you're serious about keeping her." Roar latched his hands behind his head. "If you're going to walk away from her eventually, you can go back to work."

"She's mine. I'm not going anywhere without her," he said.

Roar dipped his chin. "She figured out tonight, while you're at work, would be a good time to go back to your house and pack up her things. She's recruited Aron and Rune to help her."

"Jesus," he muttered, swinging around and jogging through the clubhouse and out the front door.

At his Harley, he slapped his helmet on his head, latching the chin strap. He brought the motorcycle to life and rode toward the gate.

The newest prospect opened the street to him, and he headed home without a second thought that he'd left the bar unattended. Roar could deal with his absence. Winning back Coco came first.

He needed her.

Tyr needed her.

They were a family, and he wouldn't let her break them apart.
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Aron pointed to the couch. "Does that go out?"

Coco lifted the cardboard box off the counter of the kitchen. "No, none of the furniture is mine. It's...it's Peer's. Just the stuff in the bedroom. I'll get the other things from the rest of the house."

Rune came out of the hallway carrying her clothes still on the hangers. She swallowed over the lump growing in her throat. When she'd moved in, she brought so little but removing her possessions made the house seem empty despite the furniture and toys scattered about the room.

Not letting herself breakdown, she carried the box outside and put it in the front seat of her car. The guys helping her had driven the Slag truck over and put the other items in there. 

She wanted to move out in one trip while Peer was gone.

A clean breakup would be easier on everyone, especially the baby. Even doing things calmly and fast seemed wrong and more painful than anything she'd ever experienced.

She wasn't only leaving Peer, but Tyr. And, that little boy owned the other half of her heart.

Leaving her car door open, she trudged back into the house to pick up another box. She planned to store everything, plus her queen-size bed, dresser, and desk in Roar and Lizzy's garage until she found another place to live.

Staying with them was temporary. It would take time to find a small place she could afford on her own. The wages and tips at The Fire Ring were good, she wouldn’t have to have a roommate or be picky. For that, she was grateful.

She loved her job, and when Peer and Tyr moved to Norway, she wouldn't have to see him every day. The pain would ease, the days and nights would get easier. That was the way of life changes. She knew deep in her heart she'd be okay eventually, but right now, the pain tried to convince her she'd hurt for the rest of her life.

Going into the bathroom, she opened the cabinets and tossed her hair supplies in the box. The first thing she was going to do was chop her hair off and dye her bangs purple. She'd go back to enjoying the crazy styles of her past. What a fool she'd been trying to grow it out and being reluctant to dye it because Peer made one comment how he liked her hair natural.

"The room is cleared," yelled Rune.

"Okay." She hurried to grab the rest of her things and pick out the towels that belonged to her.

Lugging the box out to the living room, she moved to hand it to Aron when she realized the guy in the black, leather vest in front of her who refused to take her belongings was Peer.

Shocked that he was there when he was scheduled to work at The Fire Ring, she blurted, "What are you doing here?"

"It's my house." His gaze intensified. "What the fuck are you doing?"

Taken aback by his anger when it was her right to be bitter about what he was doing to them, she said, "Moving out."

"Don't." His mouth hardened. "Don't do this to us."

"Me?" She set the box on the floor between them.

Her heart thrummed inside her. All the calmness and acceptance she'd forced on herself escaped in a rage of anger.

"You're leaving me." She shook. "Don't put this on me. I love you. I love Tyr. There was not one thing I wouldn't have done for either of you, and you won't let me into your life. You made plans to go to Norway without warning me that all your talk about hiding away was real. I had to hear the truth come out of your mouth when you were selfish and drunk."

"I was going to—"

"Don't tell me you were going to write me a letter or call me on the phone when you got there." Her eyes burned with unshed tears. "I don't want just a little of you here and there or a picture of Tyr on his next birthday and when he turns into a teenager or when he graduates high school. You can't do that to me."

"I wasn't going to." He grabbed her upper arms, keeping her in front of him. "I was going to ask you to come with us. I want you in Norway with me. I don't want to take anything from you, but I know I'm asking you to give up everything for me. If you want to call me selfish for not letting you go, go ahead. It doesn't change the fact that I don't want to lose you. I won't. So, if you're packing your things, I'll pack our stuff, and we can go now cause I don't plan on letting you get away."

"Are you lying?" She held her breath, trying to keep up with what he was telling her.

"Nei, Coco. I'm not leaving you behind." He held her head.

His rough breathed fanned her face. She found herself panting. Gazes locked, his declaration ran over and over in her head.

"You're not leaving me behind?" she whispered.

He kissed her softly. "I love you."

His heartbeat raced against her breasts. She closed her eyes and opened her mouth and let him consume her.

A heavy thump came from the room. He broke the kiss. She stared up into his eyes, searching for any sign that she was dreaming or he was lying to her.

He looked over his shoulder. "Take her things over to the clubhouse."

"We're not finished," said Aron.

"You are for now." He took Coco's hand and led her down the hallway to the bedroom. Closing the door, he said, "At least the bed is still here."

She opened her mouth to tell him she hadn't planned on taking any of his possessions when he kissed her deeply and walked her backward toward the bed. She went willingly to the mattress, not caring what Aron and Rune were doing in the rest of the house or that she left her car door open.

All that mattered was that she was in Peer's arms and he wasn't going to take his son and leave her behind.

On top of Coco, Peer braced himself on his elbow and lowered his hand to her hip. She gazed into his heated eyes. She'd never seen him filled with such passion and energy.

"Don't ever doubt that I love you and will do everything possible to make sure we have a future together," he said.

She caressed his beard and cupped his cheeks. "I thought—"

"You think too damn much." His hand slipped into the leg opening of her shorts.

He stroked his finger along her slit. Her already overemotional body wound tighter at his touch.

Peer pressed his cock between the V of her legs. "Get the condom out of my wallet."

She strained, slipping her fingers into his back pocket. Pulling the leather free from his jeans, not even looking, she fiddled in the pouch, ignoring the cash, and took out the foil package. Bringing it to her mouth, she ripped it open with her teeth.

Every movement automatic, because her brain was hypnotized by the suction of Peer's mouth on her neck and his fingers sliding her shorts down her legs. She lowered her hands, opening his jeans, and found his cock. She rolled on the protection.

He groaned. She kicked her leg, getting her shorts down past her knees until one foot slipped out and she could spread her legs.

Peer lifted his upper body. She grabbed his hips, pressing her pelvis against him, needing him now as if joined, she could believe his promises.

Peer thrust forward and slid his cock inside of her. She gasped, locking her legs behind his thighs, not letting him get away. All the emotions she'd held in escaped in desperation.

He rolled, taking her with him until she was sitting on top of him. Planting her hands on his chest, she pushed herself up. The shift in pressure left her quivering.

She rode him, stroking his length with her pussy. His hands on her hips guided her, but her desire set the rhythm. She wanted to wash away their misunderstanding.

The last twenty-four hours.

The hurt of learning what it would be like without him.

She wanted to run away with him. Run away from everything that would keep them apart. Run away and hide with him.

Her breath escaped her. She panted, flinging back her head, pumping atop him faster.

The wetness from her body coated his covered cock. She moaned, digging her nails into his leather Slag vest. The slick friction of their bodies aroused her more. 

Her movements came erratically, but her goal stayed steady. Her thigh muscles screamed at the way she made them work. Peer lifted, lowered, lifted, lowered her. She bounced on top of him, almost coming off him when Peer brought her back down, filling her.

Pleasure traveled down her spine, curling her stomach in pleasure. She held on, reaching for what awaited her.

The length of his cock assaulted her, over and over. Captive to his influence, she let herself go. Her body, free and willing, came hard. The irresistible sensations barreled through her. 

Her muscles spasmed, squeezing down on him. 

She gasped as a tightening warmth coiled inside of her.

Higher and higher.

She moaned from deep in her soul as her body unraveled, shooting pleasure throughout, clear to her fingers and toes.

Peer held her down on him, grinding inside of her, as he added his groan of release. Her spine curved and her shoulders fell forward, only awakened intermittently by tender jolts of frenzy that refused to settle down.

He pulled her down to his chest and wrapped his arms around her. Kissing the side of her head, he said, "Are you one-hundred percent in?"

She nodded against him. "Without any doubts."

His chest expanded underneath her. She snuggled closer and closed her eyes to keep from crying in joy.
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Around the Slag table, Roar stood. "We'll ride out in six different crews with the officers leading two groups that'll follow me. Once I reach the house, the rest of you will circle the block. Don't let anyone approach or leave. If all goes as planned, it'll take ten minutes. If fifteen minutes go by, every one of you will rush the house and make sure every Slag member gets out."

Peer stood and shoved the chair under the table. He'd already been informed of the men who would ride with the officers. The Blues, an inner-city gang, put women on the street and drove the heroin supply in Portland. Their closest enemy was the Reds. Same prerogative, different district. No better than rats scurrying around, nibbling guns, loot, and boundaries from everyone in the PNW.

Checking his pistols, he secured one to his ankle and one under his belt at his back. Then, he walked out of the room and searched down Tyr.

His son stood at a kid table splashing a toy car in the water tub. Stripped down to his diaper, the front of him dripped from the mess he made.

He leaned down and kissed the top of Tyr's head. "Having fun?"

Tyr handed him the toy. He plopped it in the water, making a splash. His son giggled and fished out the car again.

"I'll be back later. Be good for Coco." He straightened and stepped over to Coco who sat in a chair beside the small table. "Are you sticking around?"

"Probably for a little while so I can visit with Lizzy."

He looked around the room. "Where'd she go?"

"Upstairs to change Hanne." She reached up and grabbed his belt buckle. "Lean down."

He bent at the waist, and she raised her lips. Kissing her, he stroked her cheek. After today's run, they were going to sit down and plan their future.

"I'll be back in a couple of hours." He kissed her again.

Tyr squealed. Coco's attention went to his son. "Ride safe."

He walked away while Tyr was occupied and stepped out to the alley. The others were already mounting up. He prepared for the ride and started his Harley.

Looking over to the other members down the line of bikes, he held up three fingers. With almost one hundred members riding today, they couldn't all start their engines at the same time. Too much noise would draw everyone's attention around the block.

Roar strode toward the front of the line, holding up his hand. The officers stepped away from their motorcycles and gathered around him.

"The Fed arrived." Roar's mouth tightened. "We need a diversion."

The last thing they needed was to attack Blues and have a Fed tagging along. They needed to get their winnings first.

"I've got it." Elling walked away from the group.

"I'll follow him and make sure he takes the bait." Peer latched the D-ring on his helmet. "I'll call when it's safe and then fall back and meet you there."

Playing cat and mouse with the Federal Agent was something they regularly had to do. He felt better doing the job himself and being one-hundred percent sure Slag wasn't going to get caught in a sting.

He restarted his Harley and rode for the gate. Letting Elling get a head start, he left several minutes later, following far behind.

With the Fed in view, knowing Elling would lead him away from their planned destination, keeping him in sight came easy.

Six miles out, he slowed down and turned on a side street. He called Roar and let him know he was good to go. Not wasting time, he looped through Portland taking the side streets. Before he reached the block where the Blue's headquarters was located in an old Portland-style house that'd seen better days and appeared abandoned with boarded up windows and peeling paint, he slowed and waited for the others.

Slag's loud arrival would warn every Blues' member in a two-block distance. He throttled the bike, riding in behind Roar and the others.

Everything happened at once. Twelve Slag members, including Peer, stormed through the front door, taking Jones, the leader of Blues, in the middle of hiding his stash. They weren't interested in drugs. What they wanted was worth more to them.

Roar walked forward with a knife in his hand. Peer knew from years of walking side by side with his president that Roar had ninety-nine percent accuracy with a blade.

Jones's gaze darted behind them. Peer turned, holding his pistol in front of him and put a bead on the chest of the Blues' member hovering in the hallway.

"I want you to listen closely, and nobody will get hurt," said Roar. "I want you to open the safe."

"Dude, I don't have anything here that Slag Motorcycle Club would want."

"Then, humor me. Open the safe."

"That's not going to happen."

Peer caught the Blues' member listening to the conversation and taking a step back. He knew the safe was in another part of the house by the man's need to protect his investments.

"Where is it?" he asked, taking the pressure off Roar.

The man held up his hands. "I don't know what you're talking about. I ain't got nothing, man."

Roar ordered the leader to the hallway. When both Blues' members were pushed together, Peer felt better about the job.

"Let's make this simple before the girls get too uncomfortable." Roar stepped forward. "Jewel was especially concerned about the trouble she would get in when she rounded up the other women in your corral."

"You don't have my girls." Jones narrowed his gaze and tilted his head. "You can't touch them."

"Can't we?" Roar held out his hand.

Brage handed Roar a phone. Roar flipped it around, showing Jones the screen.

"It wasn't hard to gather seven of the women since you put them on the corners during the day. They didn't want to cause a scene." Roar handed the phone back to Brage. "We'll take the money, and you can have your girls back."

"You'll leave me with nothing." Jones glanced at the other Blues' member. "I'll give you half."

Roar gave a slight shake of his head. " I want it all."

Peer moved behind Jones, following him upstairs and to a bare bedroom. The man opened the closet and lifted the floorboards up.

Five minutes later, Slag Motorcycle Club walked out with almost two hundred and fifty thousand dollars. Out on the street, they made a quick exit and rode away. The next shipment to Norway would be cushioned and welcomed.

The threat of having the girls belonging to Jones in their custody was enough for the Blues' leader to hand over his security money. Elling's photoshopped picture wasn't even questioned by Jones. It was easy enough to take photos of each girl as she worked on the street and make a collage with all of them in the same picture, pretending that Slag had them in their possession.

Back behind the gate in the alley between the clubhouse and The Fire Ring, Peer got off his motorcycle and looked over to where Coco had parked earlier. Her car was gone.

He checked his phone for any messages and the time. They'd only been gone an hour and twenty minutes. Coco must've taken Tyr home.

Knowing he needed to stick around and take care of the bounty Slag earned today, he joined the others to celebrate their winnings.
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"Hop. Hop. Hop." Coco laughed, holding on to Tyr's hand.

His little feet never left the ground, and he performed the perfect head bob. He'd conquered walking, running, and jumping off the couch with only one head bump but his hops needed work.

"Ah, sweet face, you entertain me." She moved behind him and picked up his other hand. "Hop." 

She lifted him a few inches off the ground and set him back down. "Hop."

Again, she showed him what to do. Tyr tried, but all he managed to do was bend his knees and straighten his body.

"Alright, let's go get a snack." She moved to his side and started the slow walk to the front door. "I'm thinking goldfish crackers, cheese, and a sippy cup of milk sounds yummy."

"Che che," said Tyr.

"Very good. We'll have cheese."

"Che che."

"Say Coco. Co—co."

"Che che."

They argued back and forth to the door. Someday, he'd say her name. He'd talk in complete sentences. The days of making sounds and trying out sounds would be a distant memory.

"Coco?"

The back of her neck prickled. Recognizing the voice, she scooped up Tyr before she glanced over her shoulder. Kelli was hurrying up the driveway. Damnit.

"Wait." Kelli jogged toward her. "I just want to talk for a second and then I'll leave."

Trying to keep Tyr shielded and out of sight of Kelli proved harder than she liked. He was tired and hungry. It was time for his nap, and he wanted down.

"You know you're not allowed here," she said.

"I know, but it's important to me that Peer knows I'm not involved with Mitch Simmons." Kelli worked her hands in worry. "Mitch owns the house but doesn't live with me. I-I rent from him."

Not knowing what Kelli was talking about, she shrugged. "I'll tell him."

Kelli met her gaze. "If you could tell him how much it would mean to me if I could see Tyr. Let him know I'd really—"

"This is getting really old. I'm done. You need to leave." She held on tighter to Tyr.

"I know I don't deserve to be in Tyr's life. What I did was unforgivable. I didn't know it at the time, but I suffered from Postpartum Depression. It's been hell, Coco, but I don't regret giving my baby to Peer. I knew he would be taken care of and loved. It was the best decision I made at that time. I have a lot to do to prove to my son, to Peer, and myself, that I'm sorry. I just want to spend some time with him." Kelli looked away when Coco remained silent. "I don't expect anyone to understand."

Coco studied Kelli. The tears filling her eyes were genuine. She was Tyr's mother, and no matter how Peer wanted to protect his son, Coco believed Kelli was honest, and the emotions were sincere. She'd heard about Postpartum Depression before, of course. It was not something Kelli had any control over.

She reached out and squeezed Kelli's arm, then opened the door and went inside. Putting Tyr in the high chair, she returned to the living room and looked out the window. Kelli walked away, her arms hugging her body. Empathy for the woman clouded her vision.

It was too late to change the course of Kelli's life. Peer was taking Tyr and her to Norway. They had an appointment tomorrow to get expedited passports. The plan was to fly out of the country in four weeks.

The airline tickets were bought. The belongings she planned to take were already boxed and in Roar's garage. All they had to do was pack Peer and Tyr's items, and then they'd have Slag send them forward for them. But with a baby in the house, that would have to wait until the last moment.

Tyr babbled, banging on the tray of the highchair. She walked back to the kitchen and gave her attention to feeding Tyr. Her mind wrapped up in Kelli's visit, she couldn't forget the sadness in the other woman's eyes.

Was she telling the truth?

What was her purpose on telling Peer about her non-relationship with another man? 

Did Kelli want Peer back?

She remembered being witness to all the verbal fights between Peer and Kelli when they were living their rocky relationship. She knew Kelli's tendencies to lose control of her anger and her jealousy issues.

But she'd also caught the sweet moments surrounding Kelli, too. One time at work, Kelli had sat with an eighty-year-old veteran and listened to him regale her with tales of his life, then paid for his meal and beer. Kelli would often tend other stations, helping each server without being asked. She was a hard worker. 

While her personality was hard to take at times and made people not trust her, she also would be the one who dealt with the rude and pushy male customers because everyone knew she could handle herself.

Tyr whined, rubbing his eyes. She wet a washcloth and wiped his face.

"Come on, sweet face. I know what you need." She lifted him from the chair and carried him to the bedroom.

After changing his diaper and stripping him of everything but his onesie—which kept Tyr from removing his diaper when he woke up, she laid him down in the crib. He automatically rolled to his tummy. It was as if turning one year old gave him the freedom to sleep how he wanted, and he let them all know he liked his little butt in the air.

She rubbed his back in slow circles, urging him to keep his head down. Putting him to sleep was something she enjoyed and would do whenever she could talk Peer into letting her do the job.

There was something soothing about watching a ball of energy slowly slip off to dreamland that relaxed her. It was the sleep of the innocent, and nothing made her feel more content.

Tyr had that effect on everyone in his life. Even the gruff Norwegian bikers turned soft holding him.

She sighed. Could Tyr give Kelli the calm she needed to come to a place where she could accept Peer being the sole parent in raising him?

All Kelli was asking for was time to get to know her son. She never mentioned wanting to take him away from Peer to her.

Tyr's breathing slowed and grew deeper. Coco removed her hand and stood at the side of the crib to see if he would stir. When he continued to sleep, she glanced over at the camera and made sure it was on. Then she went into the bedroom and carried the monitor into the living room where she could see when Tyr woke up or hear him cry out.

She sat down on the couch and scrolled through her phone, reading the texts Lizzy had sent her when the front door opened and Peer walked in.

He raised his brows. She put her finger to her lips. "He's sleeping."

Nodding, he walked to the couch, bent over, and gave her a kiss before taking the spot next to her and stretching his legs out in front of him.

"Good ride?" she asked, leaning against his side and wrapping her arm around his stomach.

"Ja." He put his arm around her and slouched on the couch. "Have you had time to rest?"

"No, but I'm fine."

"We have to work tonight."

"Yeah, but it's Thursday. It shouldn't be too busy." She slipped her hand under his vest and rubbed his stomach. "Are you hungry?"

"Nei." He let his head fall back. "I have a lot to do. I should call my mom and dad to see if it's okay if we send the boxes to their house instead of the club. The sooner our belongings get there, the better I'll feel. I don't want to go out and buy a bunch of Tyr's shit he'll need if I know we already have everything."

"You haven't asked your parents if we can stay with them yet?"

"They'll let us. If not, we can stay at the clubhouse. I've already spoken to Karl—he's the president of the Mother Chapter—and we're good to go with him."

Her stomach fluttered in nervousness. One part of her was excited to go on a huge adventure to Norway with Peer. The other part of her was scared. She would leave everything familiar behind. Her fear that away from everyone, she wouldn't fit in kept her from telling Lizzy of her plans. She also hadn't called her mom and let her know.

"I have to tell you something, and I don't want you to get mad or freak out." She sat up and took his hand.

"What?"

"Earlier—"

A soft knock came from the door. Peer got up and looked outside.

"Fuck," he muttered, looking at Coco. "Does something you have to tell me refer to Kelli?"

She nodded. "Why?"

"Because she's at the door."

She stood and went to Peer. "She wants to talk to you again."

"A little late for that. I told her she's not to come around you or Tyr."

"Peer, she wanted you to know she wasn't involved with the man...I think she said his name was Simmons, and the reason she gave you Tyr was because she suffered from Postpartum Depression. I think you need to hear her out. Like, give her the time to explain everything without becoming defensive."

"It isn't going to change a damn thing. She gave our son away."

Speaking in a quieter voice than normal, she said, "No one is telling you to change your mind, but you need the whole story. If afterward, you feel the same, then you will feel better about the decisions you're making for us."

Another knock came louder. He stepped away from Coco. "I'll talk to her outside before she wakes Tyr."

She wanted to go to him, but what he had to deal with was something he would have to do alone. While she understood Peer's position and she, too, wanted to protect Tyr from further hurt, she understood what it was like to want a parent's love and be denied something so simple.
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Peer stepped outside the house and took a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket. Kelli had paled as soon as the door opened. Knowing he was moving back to Norway gave him the calmness to face her again.

She couldn't hurt Tyr any longer. She couldn't harass Coco any longer. He'd made sure of that.

"What do you want?" He lit the cigarette and leaned against the house.

"I was standing at the bus stop when I seen you go by on your motorcycle." She fiddled with the button on her shirt. "I wanted you to know that I'm not involved with Bantorus Motorcycle Club or Mitch Simmons. He owns the house I rent. That's all."

"None of my business." He blew out a stream of smoke. "Is that it?"

Kelli's shoulders lifted with her inhale. "After I had the baby, I couldn't cope. Everything about taking care of him overwhelmed me. You know how my parents are..."

Her parents were self-centered. They believed now that their children were grown, they should be able to live the life they'd always wanted—which Kelli had to understand. She couldn't rely on them. She was thirty years old and responsible for herself. While he'd seen the cold and impersonal side of her parents only a couple of times, he'd seen what their independent lifestyle had done to Kelli, who was emotionally dependent on them. She'd always tried to get their attention, and they were strict 'hands-off' parents.

"After Tyr's birth, it took a lot out of me. I thought it was normal to have no energy. I'd sleep through his crying, and all I wanted was for him to stop. I thought I was going crazy—sleeping at times I should be caring for him and wired when he was asleep. I couldn't think or remember what I had done five minutes prior. I didn't know if I fed him or changed his diaper. My parents urged me to let you help, and once they gave me that idea, I obsessed about it. All I could think about was handing him to you, so I could have my life back. I couldn't take care of him. I knew that. I also knew something was wrong with me, but I had no idea that what I was going through had a name. It's a chemical imbalance that can happen after giving birth." Kelli rummaged through her bag and extracted a handful of papers. "Here. This is my medical report and information on what was going on with me. You can read it all."

"I don't want anything from you." He stubbed the butt of the cigarette on the thigh of his jeans.

"Please." Kelli continued to hold the papers out to him. "I'll leave if you take them."

He took the papers. The relief that came over her face angered him. She'd brought a child into the world and had abandoned him. His child.

Kelli looked away, then walked away. Again.

He turned and went inside, closing the door behind him. Tossing the papers on the mantle of the fireplace, he sat back down on the couch and pulled Coco into his arms.

Dealing with Kelli put darkness in his life. When he'd heard she was pregnant, he'd assumed they'd raise Tyr together with the baby living with her most of the time. He'd never thought about walking away or not taking responsibility for the child.

While he disappointed himself on being careless protecting her from getting pregnant, he never once regretted having Tyr. Early on, when he found himself raising an infant, his parents had even asked him to move back to Norway and they'd help him raise the baby. But Coco had stepped up and became more help than anyone.

He kissed the top of her head. "Thank you."

She looked at him. "For what?"

"Being you." He kissed her lips and brushed her hair off her forehead. "Your hair is getting longer."

She pinched his side. "I should shave it off."

He studied her. It dawned on him that she hadn't gone to the stylist in months.

"Why are you growing it out?"

She sat up straighter. "You're seriously asking why?"

Confused, he tugged the longer strands behind her ears. They were just long enough to stay. "Did I miss a conversation or something?"

"You told me not to cut it?"

"I did?"

Her eyes bugged. "Yes."

"Nei, I wouldn't—"

"You did."

He leaned his head back, looking her over. "If I did, it didn't mean anything. I like your fancy cuts when you do different things to it. I also like it the way you have it now."

She pushed against his chest and got up from the couch. "Make up your mind, Peer. I'm going to take a shower."

He shook his head, lost in the conversation. Was she growing her hair out for him?

His chest loosened over Coco's sweetness, thinking about what he liked after dealing with Kelli's selfishness. Coco only had to be herself for him. He wasn't picky. She looked beautiful however she styled her hair.

The crazy haircuts were nice. It made her look different, sexy, tempting.

He got up, wishing he could join her in the shower, but Tyr never slept long during the daytime. Grabbing bottled water out of the fridge, he took off the cap and tossed it on the counter. Today's business made the day seem longer, harder than normal. In a couple of hours, they'd need to take Tyr to the clubhouse and get ready to work at the bar.

Movement out of the corner of his eye grabbed his attention. The papers on the mantle fluttered to the floor.

He went over and picked them up before Tyr woke up and made a mess. His son loved to rip paper apart—a new fondness he developed when he was bombarded with presents on his birthday.

Putting the papers Kelli gave him on the mantle, he set the spare riding gloves he kept handy on top to keep them from falling again.

His cell vibrated in his pocket. He looked at the screen. His father. He connected the call.

"Hei, Pappa." He sat down and talked with his dad.

While he updated his dad on the timetable of his plans, talking in his native tongue relaxed him. It was easier to express himself in the language he grew up using.

He was able to discuss how much he loved Coco and the special care she took of his son. It felt good to get his worries off his shoulders about traveling with his son and the changes Coco would need to make to adapt to the colder weather. 

Norway, while being his home, wasn't where his heart was any longer. He spoke of his worries about the Mother Chapter—which his father was a member of. It would be a struggle in his home country. Slag had many enemies overseas, and they were all fighting to take Slag's territory away.

Moving away from Portland, he would leave behind the pride of what Slag had accomplished in the states. He was a part of that, unlike in Norway. He'd left home at twenty years old and made his footprints on U.S. soil. He wanted to give that to his son.

His dad chattered in his ear, trying to talk him out of moving. The advice came from the love in his heart and concern about the uprising going on back home. He would like nothing more than to make his family proud and stay, but he wouldn't risk losing his son.

He told his dad if he had any other way to guarantee keeping Tyr, he would do it in a heartbeat, but he was losing hope. Kelli kept coming around. She wasn't giving up.

Coco walked into the room. He winked at her and said farewell to his dad.

"Tyr's stirring. He'll be waking up any minute." She plopped down on his lap. "Have I ever told you how sexy it is when you talk in Norwegian?"

"Ja." He chuckled and grew serious. "It was my dad."

"Everything okay?"

He inhaled deeply. "Listening to him, it makes me think."

"About?"

"Going home." He kissed her loudly on the cheek and picked her up as he stood, setting her on her feet. "Let's get Tyr up."

"Wait." She grabbed his hand. "You're changing your mind?"

"Nei." He shrugged. "I'm only thinking."

"Does your thinking include me?"

"When I know what it is that bothers me, I'll talk with you." He patted her hip. "Don't be worrying."

"We're supposed to leave next month."

His chest tightened. "Until I know differently, that's the plan."

"Peer...," she whispered frowning.

Tyr cried out. Peer motioned with his chin and walked out of the room. He had no answer for her because he couldn't figure out why he found himself reluctant to take his family out of the states. Maybe if he hadn't had the conversation with his dad—those niggling doubts would've stayed buried.

Maybe Kelli's visit set wrong with him.

He couldn’t figure out what bothered him in a split second. He needed time.
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The glasses clinked against each other on the tray. Coco moved away from the crowd of people, balancing the load of dishes.

"Coco, order up for Table Four," said Dinah.

She looked behind her and weaved her way through the customers standing around the fire in the center of the room. Meeting Dinah's eyes, she smiled, letting her know she heard.

Back at the counter, she dropped off the dirty glasses, put the order on a clean tray, and went back on the floor. If people kept coming in at the same rate they were going, the hours would fly by.

"If you need anything else, let me know." She left the customers with a smile and almost ran into Lizzy. "Hey, what are you doing here?"

"I heard you need an extra server." Lizzy tied the short apron over her shorts. "Where do you need me?"

"Let Heather and Monica know you're here and float between the tables." She stepped away, stopped, and said, "Lizzy?"

"Yeah?"

"It's good to have you back, even for the night." She gave a little hop before realizing that in a month, The Fire Ring would be without a server and a bartender.

Would Lizzy come back and work full-time, leaving Hanne with the women at the clubhouse? If Dinah moved up to being the main bartender, they'd have to hire someone to take her place on the floor.

She didn't like the changes. The Fire Ring wouldn't be the same place once she and Peer left.

"Hey." Peer snagged her wrist when she walked to the kitchen window. "What did Lizzy say that upset you?"

She shook her head. "It wasn't Lizzy."

"Talk to me."

Peach turned the order wheel and yelled out her number. She stretched to her toes and kissed his cheek and in his ear, said, "I'll tell you later."

He grunted loud enough; she could hear the displeasure over the noise inside the bar. There was nothing she could say or do right now. She moved away from him to grab the food under the warmer.

She worked non-stop until it was time for her lunch break. By then, some semblance of order had come to the bar with Lizzy's help, and Peer had time to slip outside into the alley with her. She tilted her head back, cooling off. It was warm inside the bar when she constantly had to move and fight the crowd.

"Tell me what was going on earlier when you were talking to Lizzy." Peer lit a cigarette.

"It's nothing, really." She leaned against the wall and sipped the water she'd brought out with her. "It just hit me that when we leave, everything is going to change. Not only our lives, but everyone here will feel the impact. My relationship with Lizzy will change. Roar's going to have to hire two more people to work at the bar, which will change the whole dynamics inside. Right now, we have Holly and Nita watching Tyr in the clubhouse while we're at the bar, and it's so easy to check in on him when we have breaks. What if we can't find someone we trust to watch him in Norway?"

"My parents can—"

"Have you asked them if they would? We don't know if they're able to or want to. You said they were in their seventies." She shrugged. "See? I told you it was nothing. Just worries that keep popping in my head."

"You're overwhelmed. Slow down." He stubbed his smoke out in the can filled with sand by the back door, then hugged her. "Trust me to take care of you."

"I do, honey." She kissed him. "We will have a fantastic life together. You. Me. Tyr."

His arms tightened around her. "I like hearing you say that."

"I believe in us." She kissed him softly. "I've also been thinking about the repercussions of leaving. If Kelli got a lawyer is it possible that you could get arrested for taking Tyr out of the country?"

"He's my kid. We have no legal contract giving her custody of him. Now, if we stay here, she can take me to court and let them decide who he should live with."

"They always pick the mother." She groaned. "I'm just worried that the fight over custody will follow us over there."

"It won't."

She kissed him, wanting to believe him. But having children was a lifetime commitment. She couldn't see Kelli giving up, even if they went into hiding.

He groaned against her lips before pulling back. "What do you say we get the hell out of here, go home, and have sex?"

She laughed, kissing him hard. "We can't. We need to work and save all the money we can get before our move."

His gaze warmed, though his scoff came back loud and clear. He wanted her, and that was the best feeling in the world.

"You better get inside. I'm going to check on Tyr, and then I'll come back to work. Go ahead and tell Monica she can take her lunch break when I return." She stepped away.

He pulled her back, kissing her again. Elation filled her, and she wrapped her arms around his neck. She could never get enough of him.

He excited her body, calmed her nerves, and made her look forward to the future. To a future, meshing their lives together and hopefully adding more children to their little family.

Peer sighed loudly and broke the kiss. "I need to get back inside, and you need to calm down."

"I'm calm now," she said.

He leaned back without letting her go and looked at her breasts. "You're wound up, and you won't let me do a damn thing about it out here."

Her amusement burst out of her, and she laughed. "Go on with you, mister."

He walked backward to the door, a little stiff-legged, soaking her in. She stood there, mesmerized by the heat directed at her. He winked before he stepped into the building.

She exhaled and fanned her face, warmer than she'd been when she first stepped outside. Peer had a way of igniting every inch of her.

She strolled across the alley, deep in thought, thinking about Peer, and entered the clubhouse. At least thirty Slag members were lounging around downstairs.

Looking over the whole area, she couldn't find Tyr anywhere. She went into the kitchen. Nita talked with two other women. Tyr wasn't in sight.

She approached the group, touching Nita's arm. "Where's Tyr?"

Nita's brows rose. "Holly has him. She mentioned putting him in the wagon and taking him for a ride."

"Okay, thanks. I'll go look for them." She went back outside and looked up and down the alley.

The one street light on the east end left shadows on the west end. Squinting her eyes, she slowly gazed around the Slag members loitered around the alley.

Her pulse accelerated. Why wasn't she seeing him?

She walked toward the bar, turned, and scanned the length of the alley again. Her breathing came faster. Holly wouldn't take him off the property, would she?

As soon as her worry came forward, panic set in. Holly and Kelli had been friends. What if she took Tyr outside the gate so Kelli could see him? Could take him?

She hurried to the back door, and stepped into the hallway of the bar, yelling Peer's name. Blind to the others rushing toward her, she pushed her way through until she grabbed on to Peer's vest.

"I can't find Tyr." Her wild heartbeat echoed in her ears. "Ho-Holly took him on a wagon ride. I thought she might've taken him in the alley, but I checked, and she's not there. What if...what if she took him to Kelli?"

He grabbed her hand and pulled her into the hallway. Running to keep up with him, she plowed into his back as he halted to open the back door of the bar. Jumping out into the alley, they both stopped and scanned the area.

A sob filled her chest. Tyr nor Holly was anywhere in sight.
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"Everybody spread out and look for Tyr." Peer rushed through the crowd, holding tightly to Coco's hand.

He wasn't going to let go of her. His family belonged together, and as soon as he found Tyr, they'd leave for Norway the soonest he could get them a flight.

"Holly," he yelled, looking behind the row of motorcycles.

"Tyr!" Coco pulled on his arm in her frantic search.

He stopped Aron. "Have you seen Holly?"

"Looking for her." Aron yelled at Elling to take a crew on the streets. "We'll find your son."

Taking Coco with him, he jogged to the far gate at the end of the alley. "Dag, have you seen Holly or Tyr?"

"Nei." Dag stood from his motorcycle. "What's going on?"

"We can't find them." His gaze darted around. "Have you seen Kelli tonight?"

"Your ex-girlfriend?" Dag shook his head. "Nei. Unless she unlocked the unmanned gate."

Kelli wouldn't have access to unlocking it from the outside. His jaw tensed. Though, Holly would be able to open it from the inside and go out.

Coco grabbed him. "Call her."

"I don't have Kelli's number."

She patted the front of him. "On your phone. She called you several months ago. Her number should still be in there."

His chest tightened. If Kelli wasn't involved, he didn't want to bring her in. She'd use losing Tyr against him. He had to find his son.

"I'm going to ride around the block. Holly couldn't have gotten far with him." He led her to the door of the clubhouse. "Go inside. Don't move."

"I need to look for Tyr." She held on to him. "You go. I'll keep asking around to see if anyone knows where they went."

Peer jogged to his motorcycle. Pure panic flowed through him. He couldn't lose his son.

He put his helmet on and started the engine. Toeing the kickstand, he popped it into gear when a crowd of Slag members stepped in front of him.

Scanning their faces, he recognized the urgency directed at him. He shut off his motorcycle.

"What?" he shouted.

"We found him." Brage laid his hand on his shoulder. "Come on."

He jumped off his bike and followed Brage inside the clubhouse. At the sight of Coco holding his son, he lost all strength in his legs and stopped. The sudden relief weakened him.

One minute he was far away from them, the next, he had them both in his arms, consoling Coco and reassuring himself that Tyr was in his arms, healthy, happy, and clueless at the fear that had swept through him and Coco, threatening to disrupt their entire world.

"He's safe," he whispered, kissing Coco's forehead.

She wasn't letting go of Tyr. He had to be satisfied with holding on to them both.

"I was running through the back hallway and heard his giggles." She sniffed, smiling up at him. "Someone put the wagon upstairs, and Holly couldn't carry it and Tyr downstairs, so she rolled him around the upstairs and pretended the dresser in the community room was a gas pump, so he could fill up the wagon."

It no longer mattered what kept Tyr from their view because there was no danger. There was no threat.

Holly approached them; her eyelashes spiked from the tears she'd shed from the obvious upset. He shifted, keeping his arm around Coco and said, "Sorry, we threw up the alarm."

"I didn't mean to scare you. He was looking forward to a ride in the wagon and I didn't want to disappoint him. I thought we'd stay upstairs and play."

"It's not your fault." Coco leaned forward and hugged Holly. "You keep being you. You're wonderful with Tyr. It's all my fault. I have so much on my mind, and when I couldn't find you both downstairs, my imagination took over. You know Tyr can go with you anywhere in the clubhouse. I overreacted."

Holly's brows lowered. "I would never take Tyr outside the gates without your permission."

"It's okay, Holly. Coco and I are being extra careful lately because Kelli's moved back to Portland and wants to see Tyr," said Peer.

"I didn't know." Holly's shoulders sagged, and she glanced between both of them. "I haven't seen or talked to her since she left before Tyr was born."

Peer, feeling better that Kelli wouldn't use someone who belonged to Slag to see her son, cupped Tyr's head, bending him back, and kissed his forehead. "I need to get back to the bar."

"Me, too." She loved on Tyr, then handed him to Holly. "Thank you, and thank Nita, too, for taking such good care of our boy. I don't know what we'd do without both of you watching over and loving him."

"It's my pleasure." Holly kissed Tyr and urged him to wave bye-bye.

Peer looped his arm over Coco's shoulders, and together they walked out into the alley. Beside him, Coco exhaled deeply and squeezed his waist. The relief that should've came escaped him. If anything, more tension was added to his body.

Having a glimpse of life without Tyr debilitated him. While he and Coco experienced the pain, fear, and total helplessness of not knowing where Tyr was every second of his life, there was a woman across town who felt that suffering every second since giving birth to Tyr and giving him away.

Coco stopped in the hallway of the bar, pivoted until she stood in front of him, and said, "That was the scariest ten minutes of my life."

He kissed her. "He's safe and cared for. Let's concentrate on that and get back to work."

Needing to keep himself busy, he took over control of the bar and kept his mind off what was happening in his personal life. He'd been so sure that the best decision about raising Tyr was to protect him from any further hurt.

After tonight, he wasn't sure of anything, except he loved Tyr. He loved Coco. And, he wanted them to be a family.
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Peer stood in front of the mirror over the dresser in the bedroom after oiling his beard and braiding the whiskers together several times before putting a small rubber band at the bottom. She studied his nightly ritual with interest. All the Nordic men in Slag took pride in their hair, including facial whiskers.

He caught her gaze in the reflection of the mirror. The heated look warmed her.

She walked to him and hugged him from behind. "Do all Norwegian men wear their hair long and do the braid thing?"

"Nei. Most Slag members do it to honor our Viking ancestors. It was a ritual to bathe and adorn their hair in braids on Saturday after winning a battle."

"Why Saturday?"

He chuckled. "To get the girls during the celebration."

She placed her hand on his hard stomach while slipping the fingers of her other hand into his boxers. His cock pulsed in her grip, hardening, growing, until the tips of her fingers no longer touched her palm.

His abdomen steeled. She placed her cheek against his back, listening to his heartbeat. He was such a solid presence in her life.

Peer stood in place. She stroked him slowly, enjoying having him here and the ability to touch, play, love him whenever she wanted—which was all the time.

His quick intake of breath filled the room. Her nipples peaked, and she closed her eyes. Aroused because of his arousal, she placed her lips on his bare back.

"You better..." He groaned. "Stop before you waste it."

His pleasure, to her, would never be wasted. She let go and slid around his body to the front of him. His lust-filled eyes made her knees weak. She bent her legs, going to go to the floor and take him in her mouth, but he slipped his hands under her armpits and lifted her up, putting her ass on the dresser.

She gasped, taken by surprise at his intent to change positions with her.

He spread her legs without taking his gaze off her eyes. She grabbed onto the edge of the dresser with her legs open to him.

"Beautiful," he whispered.

Her lower stomach fluttered. She was wet for him.

He trailed his finger around one of her nipples. She swayed, her body threatening to buckle on her. His touch stole the strength right out of her spine.

She raised her arms and held on to his shoulders. Hypnotized on his finger, circling, drawing, tickling.

Goosebumps came over her skin. She trembled. He had that power to melt her with the littlest of attention from him.

She arched her back, silently begging him for more. He lowered himself and took her nipple in his mouth. Yes.

The sweet draw shot desire to her core. She ran her fingers through his hair and cradled his head. He was sexy even when he wasn't trying to be.

His shoulders carried the responsibilities for so many people. She moved her hands down, appreciating the broadness of his body.

Peer went down to his knees. His mouth came off her.

She sucked her bottom lip between her teeth and clamped down, reading the purpose in his gaze. The urge to move, rub, and twine herself around him almost unbearable.

He put his hand on her stomach and spread his fingers, changing her position. She leaned back and grabbed onto the dresser again. Arched to make room for his head, she slipped her legs over his shoulders to balance.

His blond hair lowered between her legs. Her eyes closed at the initial sweep of his warm, soft tongue.

"Peer?" Her limbs trembled.

No matter how long they tried to stretch out their lovemaking, she had little control. He loved as skillfully with his mouth and tongue as his cock.

Tighter and higher, she absorbed everything. Unable to move her sex against him, she fisted his hair and pulled.

"You'll waste it," she rasped, giving him his own line back.

He kissed her pussy, wiped his face on the inside of her thigh, and stood. Knocked off her pedestal, she floundered, breathing hard and buzzing.

He grabbed a condom and rolled it on his cock. She reached out for him, and he picked her up as if she were light as a feather. She wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist.

He held her hips and pushed her down on him while standing. She moaned, sinking her teeth into the skin of his shoulder.

His cock pulsed inside of her as he walked them both to the bed. He sat on the edge. Latched around him, she couldn't move. The pressure of his width and size filled her completely.

"Give me your mouth," he said.

She captured his lips, tasting herself on him. His tongue opened her mouth, and he lowered his hands to her ass, lifting and plunging her down on his hardness.

He swallowed her moan. Needing to move, she pushed and rejoiced when he reclined on the mattress. She pushed up on his chest and rode him slowly.

He slid his hand between their bodies and found her clit. A primal response flowed through her, and she bucked and ground her body down on him.

His gaze bounced, keeping her breasts insight. Up. Down.

Her heartbeat filled her ears. Her pleasure spiraled, winding, and squeezing. She moved with one goal in mind.

And, when her orgasm came, she went wild atop him. The pressure of his cock taking the brunt of the force as her body spasmed.

Peer dug his fingers into her hips, holding her down, and added his own release. Her chin fell to her chest, and she soaked in the pleasure emitting from him.

He raised his hands to her breasts and rubbed. "No waste happening tonight."

She laughed softly and got off him, hating the moment when his body left hers. Leaning over him, she kissed his lips. "I'm going to wash up and then go to bed. Do you need anything."

He tilted his head against the mattress. "I have everything I want."

"Good." She kissed him again.

Leaving the room, she jumped in the shower taking a quick wash, then tiptoed to the kitchen for a drink of water.

She yawned. A new day would come fast. It was already after three o'clock in the morning.

Checking on Tyr one more time and assured that he was asleep for the night, she went back to bed to the soft snores of Peer. She snuggled against his side and closed her eyes. Her man and her sweet face were asleep, and all she wanted to do was join them.
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Peer grabbed the papers off the mantle that Kelli had given him two weeks ago and went outside. Sitting on the step, he let his eyes adjust to the darkness. There was a streetlight in front of the house that afforded him enough light to read.

Before he could force himself to find out what Kelli wanted him to learn, he lit a cigarette to calm himself enough that he could hold off his anger.

A car passed in front of the house. He followed the glow of the lights as they drove out of sight.

Coco was inside sleeping. His son was tucked in his crib, innocent to the troubles plaguing Peer.

It was expected of him to lead the family, to shelter, and protect. He couldn’t do that with a past that would follow him wherever he ended up.

He held up the stack of papers and scanned the first sheet. It was all the information on Tyr's birth. His weight. His height. The time. The day—which was four days before his assumed birth.

He closed his eyes and squeezed the bridge of his nose. He would always regret not seeing his son take his first breath. That right had been stripped away from him by Kelli.

He set the paper by his side, wanting to keep it. Someday, Tyr would ask about all the details, and he'd want him to know.

The next several papers were hospital admittances and discharges. There were three of them. They were for Kelli, not Tyr. Diagnosis: Postpartum Depression.

There was that word again.

Was she sad about having a baby on her own? Was she depressed that she was no longer a single woman but a single mother?

Not once had he told her he wouldn't help. He'd offered her money, care, and support. Every time they talked prior to the birth, he let her know he wanted an equal part in raising Tyr.

He set the papers down and looked at the pamphlet in the stack. Holding it closer to his face, he began to read about Postpartum Depression.

As he learned more about the mysterious illness that Kelli suffered through, he went through every emotion possible. The information left him shaking. Everywhere he looked, he tried to find somewhere written in the pamphlet where he could blame Kelli for not taking care of herself or not seeing the signs or doing something wrong until he finally stopped looking.

His body shook. He closed his eyes.

Not wanting to hide away from the truth, he read the rest of the papers, finally coming to the last one. It was full-disclosure about her treatments and how she adapted to getting off the medication after nine months. He swallowed hard. Her doctor noted that she was on the road to accepting what she'd gone through, adapting to her life, and positive about the future, which included getting to know her son again.

He restacked all the papers, then bent his legs and braced his elbows on his knees. Kelli had to let him have custody of Tyr because she was unable to care for him. When she was unable to take care of an infant, she'd done the best thing for their child and gave their son to him.

And, Kelli had gotten help.

For every hardship, frustration, and mistake he'd made trying to figure out how to be a single father, Kelli had been battling her own problems.

The door behind him opened. He rubbed his face as Coco sat down on the step beside him. She snaked her hand underneath his arm and hugged his bicep to her chest. He reached down and squeezed her thigh, leaving his hand on her leg.

"Are you okay?" she whispered.

He shook his head. Everything he'd believed over the last year had been a gross misunderstanding. The fears he'd cultivated and grown wouldn't disappear in a night or because he'd read some doctor's reports.

"Do you want to talk about it?" asked Coco.

"There's nothing to say," he muttered, feeling twice as heavy as his weight.

Coco leaned her head against the side of his arm. They had plane tickets that would take them to Norway in two and a half weeks. Bringing into light what he'd found out tonight would only complicate his plans.

"Why didn't she tell me?" He stared out to the street. "I told her every time we spoke to each other before Tyr was born that I was here if she needed anything."

"Only she would be able to answer that question."

"Fuck." He tensed, knowing he could've done something different. Maybe he missed a sign that she wasn't okay or that she wasn't handling the pregnancy as well as she wanted him to believe. "I don't know what to do."

"You could talk to her." Coco kissed his shoulder. "Now that you understand the situation better, you can find out what she wants from you."

"She wants Tyr," he muttered.

"Would it be so bad if she—?"

"I'm not giving him up."

"No...that's not what I'm saying. It could start out slow, and you two can see how things go." Coco leaned against him. "Talking. That's a good first step."

"It hurts so fucking much." He stood and grabbed another cigarette. "I've never been so scared of losing something in my entire life. He's my son."

She wrapped her arms around her upturned knees. He paced, needing to purge his body of the energy inside of him. Maybe he should ride over and talk with Kelli now.

"Peer?"

He stopped and looked at Coco. She hadn't moved from her spot on the step.

"Does it hurt because you still have feelings for Kelli?"

"No." His gut tightened, and he exhaled loudly, studying her closely. "She's the mother of my child, but even when we were together, it was up and down. We weren't good for each other. Even knowing she was pregnant; we both understood and agreed that a future together was never in the cards."

Coco leaned her chin on her knees. He stubbed out his cigarette. The whole situation wasn't fair to Coco. She'd been there from day one with Tyr and him, she deserved a better life than worrying if the child she loved was going away and the man she loved had feelings for someone else.

She'd put everything on hold to run away with him and put him first in her life. 

He was pulled in two different directions, while she sat there not judging him and ignoring her own vulnerabilities.

"I should go back in the house in case Tyr wakes up." She stood and stepped toward him.

She raised to her toes and kissed him softly. "If you need anything, you know where to find me."

He watched her walk inside. She was too good for him.

He'd made a lot of bad decisions in his life and never had to ask her to support him because she freely offered herself. Every time Slag business came between them, she silently stood in the background waiting for him.  As hard as he tried to not put the responsibility of raising Tyr on her shoulders, he found himself relying on her as an equal partner in his son's life.

Behind all the shit going on in his life, he knew one thing for certain. He loved Coco.
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Lizzy put Hanne on her tummy in the playpen and turned to face Coco. "When were you going to tell me?"

On the floor, Coco handed Tyr another block. "Everything has been so crazy. I was trying to find the right time. I only told my mom last night and because of her schedule and mine, I won't even be able to see her before I leave."

"You leave in fifteen days." Lizzy sat on the floor across from her, keeping Tyr in the middle so he wouldn't go over and wake the baby. "How am I going to live without you?"

"That's dramatic." She tried to lighten the mood.

"I'm serious. You're my girl." She stuck out her lower lip. "I can't even think about what it'll be like every time I want to tell you something, and you're not here."

"You can call or text. I think." She frowned, adding another thing to add to the list of questions she needed to ask Peer.

Lizzy snatched Tyr from his spot and cuddled him on her lap. "And I'm going to miss this big guy. He'll grow up and won't even remember me."

Coco wiped her cheek of the tear that slipped out. "Stop it."

"I'm going to tell Roar to order Peer from leaving."

She rolled her eyes. It wasn't as if she hadn't thought of that. Every time she freaked out about moving, she tried to come up with reasons why they couldn't. But eventually, her desire to go to the ends of the earth with Peer won out, and she found herself excited to share his home country with him.

The front door opened and Roar strode in. Lizzy held her finger to her lips, and he shut the door quietly and came over and kissed her.

Coco watched the obvious love between them. It made her heart happy to know that Roar would be here for Lizzy after she moved. That while Lizzy would miss her, someone more important would be by her side.

"Did you know Peer and Coco are moving to Norway?" asked Lizzy.

"Ja." He glanced at Coco. "It wasn't my business to share."

Lizzy groaned. "It doesn't count when it involves Coco."

"They'll be fine. You're not losing her." He straightened and walked out of the room.

Lizzy studied her. After several seconds, she said, "Okay, I'm not going to talk about it anymore. You have fifteen days, and I want five of those days. You'll go where I take you, do what I tell you, and spend every second with me."

She laughed quietly, glad to have Lizzy go in a different direction with the conversation.

Tyr crawled off Lizzy's lap and went back to the toys on the floor. Coming here kept her mind off of Peer and what he was doing. Early that morning, he'd decided to go to where Kelli was staying and ask her to come to the house and talk.

He wanted to have the conversation at the house because apparently a Bantorus Motorcycle Club member owned the rental Kelli lived in.

She wasn't too stuck-up to admit she was jealous, but more than that, she was scared. Kelli was Tyr's mom. 

While she hadn't given birth to Tyr, she'd been there from the beginning. She feared losing her sweet face.

"Hey." Lizzy leaned forward. "What's wrong?"

"Peer's talking to Kelli," she whispered.

Lizzy's gaze softened. "About Norway?"

She shook her head. "No. Maybe. I don't know. He wasn't going to tell her, but he could've changed his mind. He's been quiet the last two days, and with work, I haven't had a chance to talk things over with him. But, I think it has more to do with figuring out what to do. She is Tyr's mother."

Tyr pushed himself to his feet and made an attempt to go to the playpen. Coco hooked his waist, bringing him back.

"Are you feeling left out?" asked Lizzy.

She nodded and shrugged. "It is what it is, you know? I knew he and Kelli had a child together when I moved in with him."

"Yeah."

She spent another half hour talking about everything but moving, work, Kelli, Peer. Finally, Tyr started getting cranky, and she whisked him out to her car and buckled him into the car seat with promises to Lizzy that she'd see her for five out of the fifteen days she had left.

It was nap time, and the car ride served its purpose. Tyr was asleep before they reached home.

She spotted Peer's motorcycle in the driveway. He came out of the house before she could get out of the car. Pointing to the backseat, she let him know that Tyr was fast asleep.

Once she got the diaper bag out of the car, Peer had Tyr on his shoulder. She followed him into the house, crossing her fingers that Tyr would stay asleep and she could find out what happened over at Kelli's place.

Peer didn't keep her waiting. He returned to the living room and led her over to the couch. She settled on his lap.

"How did it go?" She stroked his face.

"She's going to come over here at three o'clock."

She straightened. "That's in fifteen minutes. Tyr will be napping until five o'clock."

"Ja." His gaze intensified. "This is between us, not my son."

She pushed against his legs to get up. "I'll go to the clubhouse and give you privacy."

He tagged her wrist, pulling her back down on his lap. "Us, Coco. You, me, and Kelli. You are Tyr's mamma."

Her throat closed. She couldn't take that title from Kelli, but in her heart, she grasped on to the sentiment. "Are you sure?"

"Positive." He brought her hand up and kissed her knuckles. "I need you. Tyr needs you."

She closed her eyes at the onslaught of emotions. Then, she gazed straight in his wonderful blue eyes and nodded. "I'll stay."
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Kelli sat on one end of the couch, and Coco sat on the other end. Peer, unable to sit, stood near Coco. It wasn't lost on him that he was also near the hallway.

He was most comfortable if he was between his son and Kelli.

"I take it you've read the papers I gave you." Kelli perched on the edge of the cushion. "You probably have questions."

"Ja." The muscles in Peer's shoulders tensed. "Why hadn't you called or gotten ahold of me?"

Kelli looked down at her clasped hands. "Because I had no idea what was going on with me. The first week after I got home from the hospital, all I could remember was my mom yelling at me to take care of the baby. I was...I was resentful of—"

"Me?" he said.

She glanced up and then dipped her chin again, not looking at him. "At first, but I felt the baby was making me miserable. I couldn't tell the difference between night and day. Time ran together, and my head was all messed up."

"Did your mom take you to the doctors?"

She shook her head. "I went to the hospital after I dropped the baby off with you. I knew you would take care of him."

"His name's Tyr. Use it," he said.

Coco reached over and slipped her hand into his. He held on tightly. The anger he'd felt toward Kelli hovered around the edges of the room, barely restrained.

"It took a few months for me to start feeling better. By then, I felt like I didn't deserve to be in the ba—Tyr's life. He was better off without me." Kelli looked at him. "The doctor explained how hormones can play tricks on me and make me believe something that isn't true. I should've known something was wrong. I know you think because I'm moody around the time I get my period that I would recognize how I was acting, but it was different, more intense and scarier. I never thought I'd get Postpartum Depression after having him. My intentions were to have the baby, heal, and contact you."

"You're all better now?" he asked.

"Yeah." Kelli blew out her breath. "I've seen a therapist, and I'm off the antidepressants. I'm now on hormone pills that have stabilized my levels. I've got a part-time job at Kramer's Truck Stop waiting tables and renting, well... you know where I'm living."

He sat on the arm of the couch. "What do you want from me, Kelli?"

"I only want to see my...our son. I want to see Tyr and get to know him." Kelli's voice came out stronger. "I want to be a part of his life and be the mother I wanted to be to him."

"I'm not going to let you take him away from me."

"I won't—"

"You threatened me with a lawyer." He shifted, and Coco held on to his hand tighter. "I'm all he knows. Me and Coco."

"I know, and when you came to me, I spoke out because I was desperate." Kelli nodded emphatically. "I realize how much you both have done, and if I spend the rest of my life trying to make up for everything, it'll never be enough. If I could see him or we could set up visitations, I'll prove to you that I only want what is best for Tyr. I would never come between your relationship with our son."

He'd seen this side of Kelli before. When she'd fucked up and wanted to make amends. She could butter him up and change her attitude, and she'd make good on her promise...until the next time something set her off.

He looked at Coco. Her pained gaze only told him the prospect of letting Kelli into their lives scared her. He was in the same boat.

Stroking her hand with his thumb, he needed help. Making a mistake wouldn't only invite turmoil into Tyr's life but shake the foundation of what he had with Coco. He had a lot to lose. Everything he loved could be taken from him if he made the wrong decision.

Coco's eyes focused. Her chin came up, and she squeezed his hand. She was fierce in her love for him and Tyr.

"You can see Tyr. Not today. Tomorrow," he said.

"Thank you." Kelli stood. "Thank you so much."

"Hang on." He stood, needing the advantage over her. "You'll come here so he's comfortable and Coco will stay with him while you visit. Come at one o'clock. You'll have an hour, and we'll go from there."

Kelli nodded the whole time he'd talked. "Thank you."

He let go of Coco and walked across the room and opened the door. Kelli followed him, stopping at the threshold. He clamped his jaw. The hope and relief were written on her face and only made him more determined to protect his son.

Tears slipped down Kelli's cheeks unchecked. She mouthed, "Thank you."

"You ever decide to leave him again or hurt him in anyway, and I'll bring hell down on you," he said.

Kelli had fifteen days to prove herself, and he'd use every Viking cell in his body to watch over his son.

"That's fair enough," she whispered and stepped outside. He shut the door. When he could inhale deeply again, he looked up and found Coco gone from the room.

Walking down the hallway, he found her standing at the open doorway of Tyr's bedroom. Her sloped shoulders. Her stillness. Her quietness spoke to him.

Change was hard. Trust even harder.

He stopped behind her and wrapped his arms around her, bringing her back to his chest. His heavy heartbeat joined hers.

Trusting Coco to oversee the care of his son, she was the only person he'd trust to protect Tyr when Kelli came to visit.

"How can I be happy for Tyr when I'm scared to death of losing him?" She held on to his arms and rested her head against his chest. "I'm a selfish person."

"You're the most giving person I've ever met," he whispered back.

She turned her head and looked at him over her shoulder. "What are we going to do?"

"We wait and see." He looked over at his son, sleeping and unaware of the turmoil in the house surrounding the only parents he'd ever known. "But I'm keeping our plans, and we move forward."

He could go face to face with any motorcycle club in the area, steal from those who would rather kill him, and live with the Federal Agents chasing his heels. But raising a son had him second-guessing his ability to love enough, to love right, to love smart.
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Coco grabbed the towel on the bathroom counter and wiped her mouth. Flushing the toilet, she stepped over to the sink and washed her hands, her face, and brushed her teeth. Her stomach still reeled, and she was afraid of vomiting again.

The closer it came time for Kelli to come to visit Tyr, the sicker she felt.

She'd held in her nausea until Peer had left and then rushed to put Tyr in the crib before running to the bathroom.

Using the mouthwash, she swished the liquid around her mouth and spit. Taking a deep breath, she walked across the hallway and picked up Tyr.

"You're such a good boy for me." She carried him out to the living room and put him on the couch.

Grabbing a clean diaper, she changed him, and then stood him on the floor while she went to the garbage. She struggled with the cabinet lock under the sink and broke one of her nails.

"Damnit." She closed the door and washed again.

Small hands patted her bare leg. She looked down and smiled. "What do you want, sweet face?" She dried her hands. "Do you want to play with your trucks? Come on. I'll play with you."

Tyr toddled ahead of her and pitched himself forward to the floor in front of his toy box. He was getting fast, and she loved how he entertained himself for longer periods with his toys.

She kneeled down and picked two trucks out, handing him one. "Any minute, we'll have a visitor, and I think she's going to love playing with you, too. Do you think you can share your trucks with her? Hm?"

Her throat closed up. She couldn't even talk about Kelli coming over for visitation without feeling the loss of losing her relationship with Tyr. No matter how many times she told herself that nothing would change, everything would be different.

From Tyr calling Kelli mom to Kelli being around Peer. She trusted him, but she'd worked at The Fire Ring at a time when they were together. She'd seen the closeness, the lust, the playful times, and their fights.

Most of all, they had a child together who was still a baby. That connection drew two people together. Lord knew it'd happened to her and Peer. Living together, working at the bar together, caring for Tyr together, had all been factors of why they'd become attracted to each other.

Maybe without that chance, they never would've gotten together.

Tyr made putter noises with his lips, pushing the truck on the floor. She couldn't love him more if she had given birth to him.

The rumble of a car outside growing closer invaded her pity party. She pressed a hand to her stomach. God, she only needed to get through the next hour.

Before she was ready, Kelli's knock came, and she stood up feeling lightheaded.

Looking back at Tyr one last time, she steeled herself and opened the door.

Kelli looked at her hopefully. Dressed in a pair of yoga pants and a tight T-shirt, she'd come to play.

"I'm a couple minutes early." Kelli's smile trembled. "I can wait out here if you'd like."

"It's okay. Come on in." She stepped back and then closed the door behind her. "He...as you can see is wide awake and ready to play. He likes his trucks and those big blocks the best. Well, he likes when someone else builds a tower, and he gets to knock them over. He's big into destruction."

She was rambling. 

It would take her a full week to tell Kelli everything about Tyr. He was a loveable baby, full of cuddles as much as he enjoyed pre-bed roughhousing with his dad.

"Tyr?" She sat down on the couch and leaned over. "This is..."

Kelli looked at her. The yearning in the other woman's eyes pained her. As much as she wanted to hate Kelli and deny her the right to be in Tyr's life, she empathized with what she'd gone through. She also knew what it was like to grow up without knowing her father.

"This is your mom." She closed her mouth.

She might understand what needed to be done, and she would do whatever she could to make the family dynamics work to Tyr's advantage, but she would not teach Tyr how to say mom. She couldn't. It would break her heart.

"Hi, Tyr. What do you have there?" Kelli sat on the floor; her gaze locked on her son. "That's a cool car. Does it go vroom?"

Tyr ran the toy across the floor, crawled after it, and brought it back and sat in his pile of toys. Coco perched on the couch, her heart racing. Suddenly, she was the third wheel, the observer, the one left out.

Kelli used every excuse to touch Tyr as she played with his toys and kept up a steady stream of conversation centered to a child. Coco's eyes burned. She had never wanted something for someone else so much, knowing it would be her who suffered.

She got up from the couch and went into the kitchen, keeping Tyr in her view. Taking two water bottles out of the fridge and putting milk in a sippy cup, she returned to the couch.

Waiting until Kelli stopped talking to Tyr, she took the lull in conversation and gave Kelli the water. She started handing the cup to Tyr when she changed her mind and gave it to Kelli.

"He drinks milk out of a cup, but you have to remind him to hand it to you when he's done, or he'll throw it on the floor." She sat back on the couch and watched her interacting with Tyr.

He only took a small drink and tossed it to the floor. Kelli quickly used the hem of her pants to wipe up the splatter.

Tyr crawled over and using Coco's legs, pulled himself to his feet and held out his arms, whining to be picked up. Knowing that he was to spend time with his mother, she hesitated and looked at Kelli. It was her chance to hold him.

Kelli shook her head. "It's okay."

Coco pulled Tyr up onto her lap. He snuggled against her chest. She rubbed his back. He still liked to be held and assured that she or Peer was still in the room with him.

"He's beautiful." Kelli tugged on Tyr's sock, unable to keep her hands off him. "I can see a lot of Peer in him. It's the eyes."

Coco nodded, agreeing. The elation on Kelli's face irritated her. Was she glad that Tyr looked so much like his father because she was still in love with Peer? Was coming here and wanting to see her son all because she wanted back in Peer's life?

Tyr squirmed. She relaxed her hold on him, not realizing she was hugging him tightly to her chest.

"Does he eat and sleep well?" asked Kelli.

She cleared her throat. "Yeah. He's a big eater. He got his first two teeth in when he was four months old and by six months was interested in baby food."

Kelli's gaze warmed. "He's so big. I can't get over how much he's grown."

"He's a healthy boy." She rubbed Tyr's back. "Aren't you, sweet face?"

Kelli whispered, "He wouldn't sleep when he was little."

Coco's chin came up. Kelli had only had him for a week before giving Tyr to Peer. What had she expected?

A soft chime sounded, and Kelli shifted to her hip and pulled out her phone. "I only have fifteen minutes left."

She'd set a timer? The minutes couldn't go fast enough. She wanted her little family back.

"Offer your hands, and he'll go to you," said Coco, needing to rush the visit along.

Kelli followed her directions. "Come here, Tyr. Let me hold you, sweet face."

Every muscle in Coco's body tightened. That was her endearment for Tyr, not Kelli's.

Tyr rubbed his face against Coco's breasts, then looked at Kelli. Used to going to others at the clubhouse, he leaned away from Coco and went to his mom.

Empty handed and hollow, she picked up the bottle of water and used the action to hide the way her hands shook. She couldn't supervise any future visits. It was killing her.

At two o'clock on the dot, Peer walked into the house. His gaze took in the situation, first flashing to his son, then Coco, and last, Kelli.

"Time's up," he said, holding on to the door.

Kelli kissed Tyr's cheek and put him on the floor with his toys. As if reluctant to leave him, she looked back at her child as she walked out of the house. On the step, she spoke to Peer. Not wanting to hear what she said, Coco scooped Tyr off the floor and took him into the bedroom to change his diaper.

She needed that time with him to assure herself that he was still with them, that she hadn't been replaced. Hating herself for the feelings overwhelming her, she found herself on the verge of breaking.

"How'd it go?" asked Peer.

She pulled up Tyr's pants and raised her gaze. "Fine. Tyr knows no stranger."

Peer frowned. "She didn't cause any trouble, did she?"

"Nope. She was perfect with him." She picked up Tyr and set him on his feet on the floor, letting him totter away.

Peer stepped out of his son's way. She walked forward to follow, and he stopped her.

"What aren't you telling me?" he asked.

"Nothing. She came and talked quietly with Tyr, played with him, held him, and marveled at how wonderful her son is. Sh-she even set a timer on her phone to keep track of time, so she followed the rules you'd set. She never pushed herself on Tyr and took her cues from him. She did everything right." Coco stared at the front of his leather vest. "I better check on Tyr."

"Coco...?"

"It was fine, Peer." She kept walking and muttered, "Everything was fine."

She might as well hang a banner around Kelli's neck that said 'available—will make a wonderful mother to your child'. Stopping in the kitchen, she held on to the counter and watched Tyr play with his blocks, unaware of the jealousy boiling inside of her.

She had misgivings about moving to Norway. Everything that meant anything to her was here in Portland. But if she could, she would scoop Tyr up in her arms, grab Peer's hand, and run to the airport and get on the first flight out of here.

It was better than waiting around for Kelli to dig her way into their lives and take those she loved away from her.
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Coco squatted behind the island in the kitchen. Peer gritted his teeth and waited for her to pop up again, but she stayed out of sight.

"Do you want to explain why you're not going to stay here while Kelli comes and visits Tyr?" he asked again.

"I've stayed through four visits in ten days. It's my day off. I have a hair appointment and want to run errands. Kelli's...well, she's Tyr's mother, and you're his father, so it isn't going to hurt you to stay here while she comes over." She straightened, tossing the wet rag in the sink, and brushed her forearm across her forehead. "Today was the only opening with my stylist before we leave for Norway and I don't know how long it'll be until I find someone I trust to cut my hair once we move."

He balked. They were all short on time. He hadn't found a private moment with Coco to have a serious discussion. They were either at work, caring for Tyr, going in two different directions, dealing with Kelli's visitations, or asleep.

"Okay. I get it." He rolled a toy truck over to Tyr on the floor and stood from the couch. Going into the kitchen, he said, "When will you be back?"

"I don't know." She dried her hands on her hips. "Later."

"Coco." Her name vibrated in his chest. "Tell me what's going on with you."

"Nothing."

"You've barely said two words to me today."

She looked at him. "I'm a little frazzled. There's so much to do yet, and our passports haven't arrived."

"They came yesterday. I put them in the envelope with the plane tickets." He rubbed the back of his neck. "So that's one thing you don't have to worry about."

"Someone has to worry about everything." She walked out of the kitchen and down the hallway.

What the hell was that supposed to mean?

He hadn't made up his mind, but he was leaning toward staying in Portland. Coco wouldn't know that because until he knew what the hell they were doing, he wasn't going to add more stress on her shoulders.

Things were working out with Kelli visiting Tyr. She hadn't put any demands on him or asked to have their son spend the night at her house or threatened to keep him permanently. If she allowed him to have sole custody of Tyr and settled for visitations when it was convenient for one of them to oversee the meeting, then there wouldn't be a problem.

But, hell, he didn't know what was going to happen. He'd rather have his options open at the moment. He had four days to make up his mind.

Coco returned to the living room with the small wallet that she carried her phone in. "I'm leaving."

He stayed leaning against the kitchen island. She came to him and kissed him quickly. Too quickly.

Then, she went to Tyr and gave him smooches and talked with him quietly. For the amount of time he'd had with her lately, he found himself envious of his own son and the attention he received from her.

Coco walked out the door without another word or glance at him. He scoffed.

Tyr stood and walked to him. He gazed down at his son.

"What do you think about that?" He nodded when Tyr pointed at the door. "Coco will come back."

Tyr walked to the fridge and tried to pull the handle. Needing to distract his son from filling up on milk only, he found the box of bear crackers and poured a few in a plastic bowl, tempting Tyr out of the kitchen and to the activity center in the middle of the living room.

"Mam ma ma," said Tyr, cramming a graham cracker bear in his mouth.

"Hey, did you say Mamma?"

Tyr banged his fist on the tray. "Mam ma ma."

There was no doubt in his mind that Tyr called Coco mamma.

"You love her?" He ruffled Tyr's hair. "Me, too, son. Me, too."

Several minutes later, a knock interrupted him wiping Tyr's face free of crumbs. He walked over to the door and let Kelli in.

She hesitated in the entryway. "I wasn't expecting you to be here."

"Well, I'm here. Go ahead and get on with your visit." He went into the kitchen and leaned against the counter and crossed his arms.

Kelli hesitated. He motioned his chin toward Tyr. What did she need? A second invitation?

Coco would've been down on her knees with his son by now. From day one, she'd never hesitated over taking care of him and had spent hour upon hour talking to Tyr.

Kelli sat down across from Tyr and watched him. Peer pulled out his phone and shot a text to Coco.

Want to go to the clubhouse for dinner? I'll see if N or H can watch T. He pushed send.

She was probably in her car on the way to the hair place still. He set the phone beside him on the counter. She'd been right. It was her day off. After getting her hair done, she deserved a night off from cooking.

Tyr gave Kelli a stuffed bear, and she hugged and kissed the animal before handing it back. His son threw the snuggle toy to the floor.

Peer grinned. His son was all boy.

Kelli put her hands out in front of her and tried to get Tyr's attention. His son walked to her and sat in her lap, letting her hug him.

Peer stretched his neck side to side. He could've been using the free hour to get some shit done around the house, but he wasn't going to leave the room while Kelli was with their son.

"Hey, Peer." Kelli stood, holding Tyr on her hip. "I wanted to tell you I'm moving."

That got his attention.

"I found another home to rent over on MLK Boulevard. It's an apartment, but a nice one. They have a play area in back for kids, and there's a lot of families that stay there." She swayed side to side, half speaking to Tyr.

"Why are you moving?"

She gazed at him. "I know you don't like the thought of me renting from Mitch. It's true I don't have any kind of relationship with him, but a tenant/landlord one. But since you're letting me see Tyr, I don't want anything to make you change your mind. I'm really trying to prove I'm worth trusting again. Tyr's the most important thing in my life. I'll do anything to keep visiting him."

"Just don't hurt our son."

"I won't." She looked at Tyr. "Have you ever seen such a beautiful boy?"

He grunted in agreement.

"Every night, I close my eyes and try to replay everything he does and says during our visit." Kelli smiled, and he recognized the woman he'd enjoyed being around. "I'm so thankful you gave me a second chance, and understand why and what happened with me."

He understood what she was diagnosed with, and she had no control over the Postpartum Depression, but he hadn't walked in her shoes. For him, nothing and no one could take him away from his son. He understood she hadn't been in her right frame of mind. Now she seemed back to normal and deserved a second chance with their son. A good show of faith was cutting all ties with a Bantorus Motorcycle Club member.

His phone vibrated. He reached over and picked up his cell, reading the incoming text.

Coco: I'm going to be late. Sorry.

He replied. How late?

Coco: I don't know yet. I'll send a text when I'm on my way home.

Instead of texting again, he put his thumb on the call back button. If she was going to be out after dark, he needed to know what she was doing and where she was at. He could send a Slag member over to escort and follow her home.

"Everything okay?" asked Kelli.

"Ja." He put the phone in his pocket, not saying anything more to Kelli.

There was something going on with Coco, and it was more than the upcoming move. He swept back his hair and walked away from Kelli and looked out the window, hoping she'd get the hint that he wasn't going to talk about his private life. She came to play with Tyr, and he'd prefer if she kept her distance.

Turning his back and facing the window, he pulled out his phone and called Coco. It rang three times, and her voicemail came on.

He disconnected without leaving a message.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 38




[image: image]


Outside Lizzy and Roar's house, Coco sat on the step by the front door and leaned against her best friend's side. After getting her hair cut and dyed, she'd made it halfway home before she came unraveled and changed directions to come here.

"You know, Roar's a good guy." Coco sighed. "He just took the baby and let you have time with me, even though I look like a basket case."

"Hey." Lizzy nudged her with her arm. "Your hair is awesome."

She rubbed the back of her head where the stylist had used the clippers with the longest attachment. "My hair is the only thing that feels good."

"What can I do?" asked Lizzy.

She blew a raspberry. "There's nothing anyone can do. That's why it hurts so bad."

"I wish you'd tell me what was wrong. You seemed happy about moving."

"I was." She rubbed her hands over her face. "I thought going away and having that time with Peer would bring us even closer. He's talked so much about Norway and how beautiful it is there. I wanted to experience that with him. Honestly, I had to hype myself up to leave the country, but all the benefits were a huge incentive. But now...having Kelli back in our lives, in Tyr's life, I feel this space coming between us and each time she comes to the house it gets bigger and bigger. It's like we have a freaking canyon between us."

"The Kelli Canyon...bigger than the Grand," mumbled Lizzy.

She blew out her breath. "Yeah."

Lizzy rubbed Coco's back. "Are you sure Peer feels the same way?"

"I don't know what he's thinking. That space I talked about..." Coco spread her arms wide. "We haven't had a conversation that didn't include Tyr, work, or Slag in what feels like two weeks."

"Or, talked about your haircuts."

She snorted and fingered the chin-length bangs, the longest hair on her head. "Well, there was that. I really thought he hated my hair."

They sat together, both of them staring across the road at the bar and tried to ignore the streetlights coming on now that the sun had set. She had so much history at that building, first working for Mr. Reeves when it was Burger Bistro, and then working for Slag when they bought the property and opened The Fire Ring. Her whole social life after work and on her days off was spent at the clubhouse. The motorcycle club was like a community in its own right.

She'd worked with Peer for almost four years. Lived with him for over a year. She'd gone from being friends with him to lovers to becoming his woman and talking about the future.

"Do you want Roar to talk to him? I mean, I won't tell him to, but I'll gently persuade him to check on him," said Lizzy.

"Thanks, but no." She patted Lizzy's leg. "I've kept you long enough. You go back in and hug that gorgeous baby and tell Roar I'm not really going insane."

"He knows you're only half crazy." Lizzy's gaze softened. "We both love you."

She stood with Lizzy and hugged her. "I better get home."

Lizzy wrinkled her nose. "Just in case you weren't paying attention, your phone has been going off every five minutes."

"I know. "She smiled sadly. "Love you."

"Love you, too."

She walked to the driveway and got into her car. Instead of answering Peer's phone calls and texts, she backed out of the driveway.

A black car parked along the curb blocked her view of the street. She crept out until she could see, and cut in front of the traffic behind her. Glancing at the car, she spotted a man sitting in the driver's seat. Had he been there the whole time? Had Lizzy noticed him?

Going around the block, she parked outside the gate leading to the alleyway and the Slag Clubhouse. Pulling out her phone, she called Lizzy.

"What's wrong?" asked Lizzy, her voice higher than normal.

"Probably nothing, but did you notice a guy sitting in a black car outside your house?" She stared at the closed gate, wondering if she should go alert someone at the club.

"Yeah, it's okay. Roar knows him."

Sensing something in Lizzy's voice made her wonder who the guy was. "Okay, I just wanted to check. I didn't even pay attention when I was there and only noticed him when I was leaving. I'll let you go."

"Drive safe."

"Always." She disconnected the call, put her blinker on, and pulled out onto the street.

Caught between wanting to rush home to be with Peer and see Tyr before he went to bed and wanting to take the onramp to I-5 and keep going, she concentrated on the road. She hated the mix of emotions inside of her.

Her defenses were erected sky-high. So afraid of losing him, she found herself not dealing with the problems in front of her. She'd done the same thing as a teenager growing up without a father. Every boyfriend was temporary. She ran when things got too serious or became invested. Leaving was better than someone abandoning her again, like her father.

Missing the onramp, she continued on, determined to go home. As she pulled into the driveway and put the car in park, she looked in the rearview mirror and groaned. She'd forgotten to take out the car seat when she'd left the house. If Tyr had gotten sick, Peer would've had to call one of the Slag members.

Walking to the front of the house, the door opened before she reached the handle. As if coming within feet of the one thing that brought her comfort, she reached out for Peer.

His body hardened before she came into contact. "Where the hell have you been?"

Shocked at his anger, she avoided touching him and walked into the house. Tyr wasn't in the living room, and it was too early for his odd-timed bedtime.

"I got my hair done, dropped off two outfits that I wanted dry cleaned before I pack them, and went over to Lizzy and Roar's house to see her." She looked down the hallway. "Where's Tyr?"

"At the clubhouse." He stepped in front of her. "I had Holly borrow a car seat from Reider, come over here and get Tyr, so I could go comb the fucking streets looking for you."

She flinched, guilty as charged. "I'm sorry."

"Sorry?" He seemed to get bigger in front of her. "How hard is it to answer your phone or call me, so I can have someone with you to protect you. It's Portland. You're a woman alone. It's fucking dark outside."

He glared down into her eyes. She looked back, knowing it was unfair of her to put him through the worries. He was a proud man. A good man. Of course, he'd take responsibility for her safety.

Peer grabbed her shoulders and brought her to his chest. Palming the back of her head, he held her close. His rapid heartbeat pounded against her ear. The whole situation blown out of proportion coupled with her tender emotions, she closed her eyes. She wanted to pretend that the only thing bothering her was his lack of respect toward her feelings.

But it was much more. Much-much more.
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Coco wrapped her arms around his waist. Peer inhaled deeply, trying to calm himself. It'd been a hell of a night not knowing where she was or how to find her.

One short phone call from her could've reassured him she was okay. He'd put too many responsibilities on her shoulders lately. She deserved to do the things she enjoyed.

"I am sorry," she whispered. "I should've answered your calls and let you know what was going on."

He caressed the back of her head. The puppy-smooth hair stilled his body.

"What did you do to your hair?" He tilted her head back and studied her all over.

The front was still down to the top of her shoulders. He turned her head and stared. The back was shorn short with a little pink dye along the bottom inch near the top of her neck. It was the craziest thing he'd ever seen on her—and he'd seen some doozies.

She drew herself up to her full height. "Hate it?"

Why had her question come out like an accusation? Almost a challenge? There was nothing she could do that would make him hate something she loved. He chuckled. "I could get used to it."

Her eyes flashed before she pulled away from him. He frowned. He couldn't win with her. Without knowing what bothered her, he would probably keep saying the wrong things.

"I'll go to the clubhouse and get Tyr," she said.

"Do you want company?"

She glanced over her shoulder. "You don't want to take your Harley?"

"Short trip. I'll ride with you." He followed her outside, locking the door behind them. "I need to talk to you anyway."

Her brows lowered. "About what?"

He pointed to the vehicle. She got in, and he slid into the passenger seat. He couldn't put off the talk. After tonight, he realized that she was stressing about the trip and it was making her frustrated with him. Telling her would at least fix that part of her life.

Once on the road, he said, "During Kelli's visit with Tyr, she told me she's moving."

Coco's gaze snapped to him before going back on the road. "Where?"

"To some apartments in North Portland."

"Oh," she whispered, clearing her throat. "What made her do that?"

"She wanted to prove to me that she wasn't involved with the Bantorus member who owns the house she rents, and she wanted to remain close to Tyr. She said the apartment complex is a safe place and family-oriented."

"I take it you didn't tell her that we're moving to Norway in four days." She stared straight ahead, squeezing the steering wheel.

"About that..." He put his hand on her thigh. "I think we'll stay here. Things are going okay with Kelli. Tyr seems to enjoy the interaction and to have his mom's full attention when she visits. I don't want to take her away from Tyr when she's benefitting his life."

She slammed on the brake. Caught off guard, he grabbed the dashboard and found them sitting at an intersection with a red light.

"Are you serious?" she said.

Her eyes were barely visible, and her mouth was tightly pinched. He thought she'd be happy.

"You knew this is where I'd prefer to stay. I'm an officer within the Portland Chapter of Slag. I've worked hard for the position." He pointed. "The light's green."

She jetted forward, not saying a word. He shifted in the seat, getting his knees off the dashboard in her small car.

"Roar understands our position. Your job's secure." He studied her. "We already decided to pay the month's rent on the house, so we can have Slag come over and clean after we leave. We won't have to worry about where we live."

She gave nothing away. The cold attitude she'd given him lately remained. He couldn't tell if she was happy over the news or disappointed.

Coco slowed down and put the blinker on. "There's that car again. Look and see if there's a man sitting in the front seat."

In front of the bar, he gazed to his right, trying to follow her change of subject, and spotted the Federal Agent staked out where he always is.

"What about it?"

"He was there when I was visiting Lizzy. I called and mentioned him, and she said Roar knew him." She turned to go to the alley behind the bar. "It's strange that he just sits in the car though. Roar's home. Do you know who it is?"

"Ja." He looked ahead at Dag opening the gate, highly aware she'd ignored everything he'd said about not moving. "Nobody important."

In the alley, she parked in her usual spot. They got out of the car without talking about the change in their plans. He joined her at the door and put his arm around her, kissing the side of her head.

"We'll talk more when we get home." He walked her inside.

He wanted to get to the bottom of what was bothering her. How could he fix the problem if she refused to tell him what she wanted?

Tyr played in the corner of the room and hadn't noticed them until Peer spoke his name. Then, his son hurried over and latched on to Coco's leg.

The first smile of the night came when she picked up Tyr, kissing his cheeks. "Were you having fun playing with Holly?"

Tyr pointed back at the toys. She jiggled him to make him giggle.

Tired of Coco putting all her happiness on other people and not on him, he pressed his hand to her lower back. "I'll grab his bag, and we can go. We're not done with our conversation."

Coco ignored him and walked away carrying Tyr. He thanked Holly, got the bag, and went outside.

At the car, Roar and Brage talked with Coco. He approached them. It was a night off for everyone, and he was surprised to see Roar here instead of at home.

"What's up?" He tossed the bag into the backseat of the car.

Roar lifted his chin and motioned him to follow. He switched places with Brage—who offered to put Tyr in the car seat for Coco.

Walking a few paces, he stopped. "Problem?"

"Elling needs you, Rune, and Marcus to go with him tonight and get the Fed off my doorstep." Roar gazed around as he continued speaking. "I got a call that Bantorus is packing another shipment, sending guns up to the Federal Chapter. I want to be on it. I've called a crew together. You'll need to keep our visitor busy for the rest of the night."

"I'm on it. Let me go home and get my bike."

"Appreciate it, brother. You can meet Elling and the others in front of the bar in forty-five minutes." Roar slapped Peer's shoulder. "Ride safe and watch your back."

He walked to the car, got in the passenger seat, and filled Coco in on the change of plans. All he could tell her was that he was needed at the club overnight.

Met with the same non-response, he damned their situation.

Placing his hand on her thigh, he caressed her bare leg with his thumb. They'd work things out. All they needed was time to hash out their differences and meet in the middle. 

Then, she would understand how he'd come to the decision to stay in Portland.

Hell, if she wanted to go to Norway that bad, he could always take her there on vacation. They could stay at the Mother Chapter, see his parents, and enjoy a few weeks exploring and enjoying everything he missed back home.

But first, he needed to get the Feds off Slag's back.
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Almost at the end of Coco's shift at the bar, Heather flanked her side. "Are you feeling okay?"

Coco wiped down the round barrier around the fire in the middle of the room. "Yeah. Why?"

"You're quiet." Heather studied her, straightening the chairs at the nearest table. "You're the one who usually keeps us pepped-up during work.

"I don't have enough energy tonight to be a server and a cheerleader." She mustered a smile. "I probably ate too much at lunch. Peach handed me a turkey sub sandwich on the way to the breakroom, and I ate the whole thing."

"Ah, turkey will get you every time." Heather carried a tray away.

She finished cleaning where someone's drink had spilled and then carried the dirty rags to the bin behind the counter. Peer would've been taking her and Tyr to Norway in twelve hours if their plans hadn't changed.

Instead, she was working for another hour and then going to bed. Peer may or may not have sex with her when they got home, and then Tyr would wake them both up and keep them busy until it was time to go to work again tonight.

She couldn't remember if Kelli was scheduled to come over or not. Peer told her yesterday not to worry about her visits anymore, because he'd stay at the house for the hour she was allowed to come over.

As if she could shut off her thoughts that easily.

She harrumphed under her breath. Having another woman slide right into her life, her home, her family irritated her.

Grabbing the orders under the warming light, she walked out on the floor. She glanced over at Peer talking with a couple of men by the cash register. His attentiveness and interest in the conversation in front of him even set wrong with her. He should be disappointed about not moving.

He was the one that had wanted to go to Norway in the first place. She was the one who was hesitant. Not that it mattered now. Apparently, it was more important to have Kelli in their lives than it was for them to have a future together.

She bumped into a large object and startled. The tray tipped, and she grabbed it with both hands before the contents slid onto the floor.

"Whoa." A male customer grabbed her arms, steadying her.

She snapped her gaze up into an older man's face. "I'm so sorry."

He eyed her up and down. "You're not hurt?"

She shook her head. "Just clumsy."

"They say less than graceful women know how to dance," said the customer.

"I'll have to take your word for that." She laughed. "Let me get you a drink. I'll just set these down first. What's your pleasure?"

"Rum and Coke."

"Perfect." She handed the right plates to each person. Relieved that she hadn't spilled anything, she smiled to the others at the table. "Anyone else need anything?"

Once they no longer needed her, she went back to the bar and looked for Dinah to fill the free drink, but she was busy out on the floor. Peer spotted her and lifted his brows.

"One rum and Coke," she said.

He nodded and pulled out a bottle, glancing back at her. Her stomach fluttered, and not in a good way. She understood his concern about her attitude.

She'd been reluctant to talk because she didn't want to hear how Kelli was a part of their life now. She didn't want to hear how he still had feelings for the mother of his child. She didn't want to hear how it wouldn't work out between them.

"Who's tab?" He put the drink down on a tray.

"It's a free one. My clumsiness." She escaped before he could ask any more questions.

Serving the freebie, she checked in with her customers at other tables and then moved out of the way to tidy up behind the counter and pick up empty glasses.

Noticing Marcus still at the front door, working through his break, she slipped into the kitchen and poured him a cup of coffee with sugar, knowing that's how he liked it. She walked the drink to him.

"Thought you might like this." She smiled when he thanked her. "Do you want anything to eat?"

"Nei, I'm good. Thanks." He opened the door and let two customers in. "I'll grab whatever is left at the clubhouse when I'm off."

It hadn't taken her long to realize Norwegians had their biggest meal in the late afternoon and the bikers took full advantage of the leftovers before going to bed.

"Okay. I'm going to tell Peach to close down the kitchen." She tapped her wrist. "A half-hour to go and we're out of here."

Marcus raised his brows over the brim of his coffee mug. She let him be and went into the kitchen. Peach looked up from wiping down the surface of the grill.

"I was going to tell you to shut down the kitchen, but you're one step ahead of me," she said.

"There's sweet rolls and smoked salmon on the platter. Give it away. It won't save until tomorrow." Peach stepped over and carried a tub to the sink. "The special wasn't as big with the customers tonight. All they wanted was their fries and nachos."

"Well, they don't know what they were missing." She carried the platter out and made her rounds, seeing if anyone wanted a free appetizer. It softened the news that the bar would be closing soon.

Taking a slower pace, she put away her order pad, pen, and emptied her pockets. She opened the cash register and took out the pile of tips she'd earned throughout the night and folded the cash, putting it all in her pocket.

Customers started standing up from their tables. She stayed at the counter and waited for them to come and pay their tab.

Aron, sitting at the bar, reached over and clasped Peer's hand. "Congrats on staying around, brother. I heard the news earlier that you're not getting on the big bird and flying home."

"Thanks, man. It feels good." Peer grinned. "Besides, The Fire Ring would go downhill without me running the bar."

"Damn right." Aron leaned his elbows on the counter. "Life's looking good. I'm happy for you."

Peer leaned forward and spoke too low for Coco to hear. She stared, trying to read his lips, but he burst out in laughter before she caught anything. The sound of his happiness drained the blood from her head.

She moved away and went through the motions of getting the customers out the door. By two o'clock in the morning, she was done with tidying up her area on the floor and walked to the breakroom to get her bag.

Outside, she strolled across the alley and into the clubhouse. Grabbing Tyr, she held him to her while she lugged his diaper bag over her shoulder. She hated herself from trying to get comfort from a baby, but right now, Ty's little arms wrapping around her neck was the best thing in her life.

Heavy footsteps came behind her. She wrapped her arms protectively around Tyr and turned. She exhaled in relief, finding Roar jogging toward her, his limp more pronounced.

"What's wrong?" she said, instantly worried about Lizzy and the baby.

"Where's Peer?"

"I don't know. Still, inside the bar, I think."

Roar left without a word. She frowned after him. What was with the Slag members lately?

"Bikers are weird," she whispered to Tyr. "Don't you tell your pappa I said that, though."

She carried him to the car, opened the door, and threw both bags inside. Then, she put Tyr in the car seat, kissing his chubby cheek. He yawned.

She stroked his face. "Are you tired, sweet face?"

He squirmed to get out. She kissed his forehead and shut the back door. Looking around for Peer and finding the alley almost empty of Slag members, she got into the driver's seat to wait.

Minutes ticked by. On the verge of getting Tyr out of his car seat again and going to look for Peer, the back door of the bar opened, and he strode out, going right to the car.

She turned the key halfway and lowered her window, knowing Peer had ridden his Harley to work like normal.

He planted his hands on the car and leaned down. "I'm needed here. I'll have Dag follow you home."

"Uh." She looked in her rearview mirror. "Okay. I'll put Tyr to bed then. He's probably going to fall asleep."

Peer leaned inside the car, kissed her hard, and then tapped the roof of her vehicle before jogging into the clubhouse. Disappointed, she wondered what he was going to do. She'd learned never to ask, because of some Slag rule of not telling outsiders their business. Even living with him, she hadn't figured out what pulls him away from home a few times a week.

A big part of her didn't want to know.

She rolled up the window, started the car, and drove to the gate to wait for Dag. It wasn't long, and Dag came out and waved her to go through. Properly escorted, she appreciated not going home alone. The middle of the night made her surroundings formidable, and she had Tyr to think about, too.

The ten-minute ride home put Tyr to sleep. Dag helped her gather her bags while she carried Tyr inside. She whispered her thanks as they approached the front of the house.

Dag put his hand on the door and pulled off a folded piece of paper. "Looks like you've got a note."

She took the paper. "Thanks."

Locking the door behind her, she stuck the tape attached to the paper to the counter and carried Tyr to bed. Thankful that Nita put him in his pajamas and changed his diaper before he left the clubhouse, she laid him down in the crib.

Double-checking the monitor, she walked out of the room. She stopped in the bathroom, grabbed a wet washcloth and scrubbed the makeup off her face as she went out to the kitchen. She wasn't in the mood for ice cream tonight. All she wanted to do was fall in bed and shut off her mind.

She drank a glass of water standing at the sink. Turning and scrubbing her face, she stopped at the note. Hopefully, their landlord wasn't upping the rent. He'd raised it fifty dollars only six months ago.

She slid her finger in the fold and flattened the paper.

Thanks again for the pep talk and letting us be a family again — Kelli

A heaviness settled over her. Leaving the note for Peer, she went to the bedroom. She couldn't compete with the mother of his child.

She crawled into bed, knowing Peer had a key and could let himself in. Despite her body shutting down, her mind wouldn't stop thinking about the note, about Peer wanting to stay in Portland, about Kelli calling Tyr sweet face.

Was there anything left for her?

Feeling as if everyone she loved got ripped away from her or left her altogether, she sat up in bed. If she was smart, she'd let Kelli have her little family. She'd let Tyr have his real mom. She'd let Peer go, so he could live guilt-free, knowing he had done everything possible to raise his son right and honorably.

On a whim, she stood and turned on the light. Opening the dresser drawer, she shoved Peer's socks and underwear to the side and looked for the envelope she knew had to be there. Telling herself if the airline tickets were still there it was a sign that she should leave Peer to find his own happiness.

She could take her ticket and go to Norway. Distance and travel would help her get over Peer. The last thing she wanted to do was be here and watch Kelli take over her life, her man, her sweet face until she had nothing left.

Her fingers slid over the envelope. She pulled out the tickets and walked backward to the bed. Sitting down, she stared at the information. The plane would leave at eleven o'clock in the morning. It was almost three o'clock now.

Most of their things were stored away, waiting to be sent to Norway by Slag. They hadn't had time to retrieve everything and bring their possessions back home. But, she had clothes, and she had cash from her tips and access to her bank account. That's all she needed for an extended vacation.

The urge to run away before Peer could leave her for Kelli, she packed everything into a suitcase and put it in the coat closet by the front door. Then, she went to Tyr's room.

Being quiet, so she wouldn't wake him, she put her hand on his back.

"You won't even remember me, sweet face," she whispered. "But I'll remember you for the rest of my life. I hope deep down, you'll always believe someone loves you. That you're good enough. That you deserve love. Your pappa and mamma love you so much. You deserve all of that goodness." 

She let her chin fall to the top of the crib rail. Tears coated her cheeks. She wasn't causing Tyr any hurt. It would be different if he was her son, but he had a mother. He had a father. He had everything a child needed. He was one of the lucky ones.

"Take care of your pappa for me," she whispered. "He's a good-good man."

Her sobs broke the silence. She tiptoed out of the room, afraid of waking Tyr and making him scared because she was crying.

She laid down in bed. When Peer got home, he'd believe she was asleep. Then, she'd leave before he got up.
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"Coco?" Peer carried Tyr out to the living room after looking in the bathroom. "Where the hell are you?"

She'd been in bed with him when he went to sleep.

Tyr cried at his rough voice. He put his son down on the floor with his toys. Finding his phone on the counter where he left it after coming in earlier, he spotted a note.

Thinking it was from Coco, he inhaled a calming breath.

Thanks again for the pep talk and letting us be a family again — Kelli

"Hell," he muttered, crumbling the paper.

He called Coco. After three rings, it went to voicemail.

He texted her. Waiting several minutes without a reply, he called Lizzy.

Roar answered, telling him Lizzy was feeding Hanne. He stared at Tyr and said, "Have you heard from Coco today?"

"Nei. We just got up. Did she have plans with Lizzy?"

"Not that I know of." He walked to the bedroom. "She's not here."

"Is her car there?"

Shit. He hadn't checked since getting up. Hurrying back to the living room, he looked out the window, and his head pounded.

"She's got her car," he said.

"Maybe she ran to the store."

"Nei. Not without telling me first."

"Do you want me to call over at the clubhouse and get some men together and go look for her?"

He inhaled through a tight chest. "No, but call over there and see if Holly can come to the house and watch Tyr. I have no way of getting him there. Once I got him taken care of, I'll go and try to find her."

He disconnected the call. Not knowing where she would go, he called Tyr to follow him. The walk down the hallway took too long. Once he was inside the room, he shut the door to keep his son in view and got dressed the rest of the way.

Pulling out a pair of socks, he found the envelope that was buried at the bottom of the drawer sitting on the top of his underwear. He looked inside and pulled out two tickets and two passports.

"Ah, Jesus Christ." He shoved everything back in the drawer.

Quickly, he pulled on his socks, tied his boots, and slipped on his Slag vest. Then, he scooped up Tyr and ran back to the living room and found his phone, looking at the time.

It was nine-thirty. The plane left in an hour and a half. He'd never make it to the airport, park, and find her in that time. Not if he had to wait for Holly.

Tyr whined. He set him on his feet on the floor and called the clubhouse.

Rune answered. Peer said, "Get over here. As fast as you can."

"On my way."

He called Coco's number again. "Come on, answer the damn phone."

Tyr walked into the kitchen, crying. He blew out his breath. Coco always got up and made his son breakfast.

Knowing Tyr had to eat, Peer grabbed the box of graham cracker bears and took a handful out and put them on the tray of the highchair. Then he buckled his son in, tapping the tray to get his attention on the food.

He dumped a cup of yogurt in a plastic bowl and put it in front of Tyr, giving him a small spoon, knowing he was going to make more of a mess than get any in his mouth.

Once Tyr started eating, Peer walked to the window and watched for Rune. It was the longest ten minutes of his life.

He met him at the door, throwing instructions at him about watching Tyr and cleaning him up after he ate.

"I got it, man. I have nieces and nephews." Rune frowned. "What's the emergency?"

"Coco's leaving the states and going to Norway." He ran to his bike. "I'm going to stop her."

As soon as he fastened his helmet, he was off. The airport was forty minutes away if traffic was good.

By the time he got to The Freemont Bridge, traffic came to a standstill merging onto I-5. He revved his engine. Nobody budged. Checking his side mirror, he passed the long line of vehicles on the right side, off the roadway, and cut back in before he had to take the 205 Exit.

His frustration level accelerated as he took his hand off the throttle and put his feet down. Looking behind him and in the other lanes going in his direction, he was either going to miss Coco's plane or get caught breaking the law and get stopped.

"Fuck it," he muttered, gunning the Harley. He rode between the two lanes, weaving around fenders and side mirrors. It was slower going than he wanted, but at least he wasn't sitting in one spot.

Several miles later, his road rage was at the breaking point when he spotted cars moving ahead. He sped up the dividing paint strip and entered the flow of traffic again. Not wanting to waste precious seconds checking on the time, he focused on going forward.

Finally making it to the exit to the airport, he studied the area while going over the speed limit. He had no idea where to go. He wasn't dropping off. He wasn't parking overnight. Spotting general parking, he got in line.

"Come on," he muttered, inching forward and revving his engine.

Security came out to the car in front of him. When it was his turn, he simply said, "I'm parking."

"How long will you be?" asked the man.

"How the hell do I know?" He gritted his teeth. "An hour."

"Park in 7A." He handed over a ticket.

Putting the paper in his mouth, he rode forward, trying to make sense of the rows and numbers. Finally parking the bike, he hung the paper from his brake and took off running.

He arrived out of breath and searching for where he should go. It'd been a lot of years since he'd flown into PDX and everything had changed. He found check-in, looked at the clock, and panicked. 

Pushing his way to the front of the line, he ignored the people behind him grumbling. He leaned on the counter. "Which gate is going to Norway." Damnit, he couldn't remember the complete route. "Uh, it's going to California, Florida, then flying to Norway. To Oslo."

"Sir, do you know the airlines?" The woman looked down at the screen.

He fisted his hands. "Icelandair."

"That's gate 45B. If you have your ticket, I can—"

"I don't have a ticket." He grimaced, knowing the ticket was at home. 

"I can't let you go to the gate without a ticket."

He glanced at the clock. In two minutes, the plane would be leaving with Coco on the flight.

"It's an emergency. I need to talk to someone who is already boarded."

"I'm sorry."

He pushed away from the counter. Thrusting his hands in his hair, he walked through the entrance, looking around, trying to figure out what to do.

The excitement around him, the bitter aroma of coffee, the rush of people pressed in on him. He weaved around suitcases and families, sad goodbyes and happy reunions. Pulling out his cell phone, he called Coco at exactly eleven o'clock.

And, got her damn voice message.

The intercom announced a flight. A woman shrieked in happiness, seeing a loved one. Children begged for a treat out of the gift shop. Peer stopped turning in a circle. It was too fucking late.

He walked out. A deluge of cars rolled up to pick others up.

Ignoring everyone, he walked straight out into traffic amongst horns going off and people yelling for him to get out of the way. He stuck his middle finger up in the air and walked slower. There was no rush to get home.

Coco wouldn't be there. She was up in the air, headed to his home country without him. He had no fucking clue why she'd left. They were in a good place.

They'd had a lot of changes in their life. Kelli had brought fear to both of them, thinking she was going to take Tyr away from them.

Tyr. He sighed. His son wouldn't understand why he came home alone.

Once he arrived at the house, he'd need to call his parents and have them be at the airport when Coco landed. Then, he and Tyr would exchange their tickets for the earliest flight to Norway and bring her back, or he'd stay there. It no longer mattered where he lived, as long as he had Coco in his life.

He stopped and looked back at the airport. The distance to the parking area longer than he'd thought when he arrived.

A plane flew over his head. He stared at the large white jet, wondering if Coco was on that one. His body rushed to breathe. She'd taken every piece of him with her.

Continuing to walk, he looked at the ground, reading the parking spots. He was four rows back and to the left. He gazed ahead of him.

He almost ignored the car.

He almost forgot Coco drove to the airport.

He stepped backward and put his hand on the roof of Coco's car. Through the back window, he spotted the car seat.

She'd left the vehicle behind, abandoned in a parking lot, like him. Neither one had much value without Coco.

He hit the top of the roof, leaned down, and banged his forehead against the driver's side window. Pain ricocheted in his head, matching the hurt in his heart.

Staring at his reflection in the glass, he caught movement inside the car. He blinked, adjusting his vision and saw Coco sitting behind the steering wheel.

His hand shook as he fumbled for the handle. Not believing what he was seeing. 

He needed to touch her. Feel her. See her, to believe she was real. She was here. She hadn't left him.

The second he removed the barrier between them, he squatted, running his hands over her wet cheeks.

"Why were you running away from me?" he whispered.
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Peer's question vibrated through Coco. She soaked him up, knowing their relationship wouldn't survive if she was out of the country or remained in Portland. The life they both wanted wasn't meant for them.

"Why?" he repeated. "Why did you leave me?"

She closed her eyes, catching the tears threatening to flow. When she opened them, she stared out the front windshield, unable to face him.

He deserved the truth. One of them had to be honest and bring reality to their relationship. It wouldn't help either of them if they kept pretending that things would work out for them.

"Coco?" He hooked her neck. "Talk to me."

"I left because I needed to get away." She inhaled deeply, pushing herself. "Before you left me."

"What the hell are you talking about." His gravelly voice came out tight. "I'd never leave you. I love you."

"I was going to use my ticket and go to Norway and let you live the life you deserve." She glanced at him. "You and Kelli are Tyr's parents. For how much my heart is breaking, it would be worse to pretend we're okay, and I have to hear the truth later when you realize you've already got your family. A family that happened when Kelli got pregnant with Tyr."

His hand tightened on the back of her neck, and he shook his head. The truth hurt. She'd had weeks to come to accept that Kelli was going to be a part of his life. He needed to realize he deserved happiness, too.

She understood how important it was for him to give Tyr everything he needed to grow up with a stable home life, support, and love.

What better way than to have Tyr's real mom in his life?

"That's the stupidest excuse I've ever heard." He brought her head forward and pressed his forehead against hers. "Kelli is part of Tyr's family, not mine. You...you're my family."

"But what about—?"

"Nei. Never." He kissed her softly. "I want you to listen. Can you do that?"

She nodded sniffing.

He pulled back, removed his phone from his pocket. "I recorded this yesterday and was going to have you listen to it."

Silence played over the phone, and then Tyr's voice came on. "Mam ma ma. Mam ma ma"

She folded in on herself, thinking she knew what real pain was leaving Peer, but hearing Tyr say mamma was like a stake in the heart.

Peer cupped her cheek, forcing her to look at him. "He babbled mamma when you left the house, pointing at the door."

"Me?" she mouthed, elation flowing through her heartbreak.

"Ja. You are the only mother he's known. You're the one who puts him to sleep, feeds him, cares for him." His eyes softened. "Tyr needs you. I need you, Collette Lewis. Come home."

He put his phone on the floor of the car and brought her face closer, kissing her deeply. She sobbed, kissing him back.

Peer pulled back. "Please."

She covered her mouth, catching the sobs escaping her, and nodded. He remained beside her.

"Do you need us to go to Norway for you to understand that I love you?" he asked.

Maybe she was an idiot for doubting his love. Maybe Tyr could grow up with parents who lived apart as long as he was raised with love by each of them.

Her heart filled with hope. She believed Peer only wanted her, and that's the only guarantee she needed.

"I want to go home with you." She kissed him, letting her lips linger on his mouth. "I love you so much."

"Don't ever doubt us," he mumbled against her lips.

"I won't," she whispered. "Never again."

"Let's go home." He straightened. "I'll follow you."

She started the car. "Did Tyr really call me mamma?"

"Ja."

New tears came to her eyes, and her stomach fluttered. "Is that alright? I mean, with Kelli being a part of his life?"

"My son can call you any damn thing he wants, and he knows what you are to him." Peer kissed her again. "Are you okay to drive?"

She nodded, filled with happiness.

"Watch the road." He closed her door and walked over to his motorcycle.

She exhaled loudly, wanting to start over. The right way. From the beginning.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Epilogue




[image: image]


Three years later —

"Slag. Slag. Slag," chanted the Slag Motorcycle Club members.

Peer put his arm around Coco's waist. The baby in her stomach kicked his hand, already showing a stubborn streak.

She looked up at him, laughing. "What are we celebrating?"

"A good life." He raised his beer bottle in the air.

"You guys are crazy." She leaned against his side and yawned. "Norwegians find any excuse to party."

It'd taken seven years for the battle in Norway to end. The Mother Chapter claimed victory over the other clubs trying to take control of the territory and as the chaos ended in their homeland, so had the need for the Seattle and Portland Chapters to supply them with extra money and weapons.

Slag would always steal from other motorcycle clubs. It was entertainment as much as it offset the money they earned running The Fire Ring and the numerous outside jobs held by the majority of the members. But the schedule would slow, the danger would ease. At least for a while.

Coco patted his stomach, looking down the alley. "Look, Lizzy came."

Hanne ran toward the clubhouse door ahead of her mom. Lizzy carried an infant car seat at her side.

"Whistle, mister," said Coco.

Peer put two fingers in his mouth and rent the air with a sharp trill. Coco laughed when Lizzy's head came up and searched the crowd, finding her and waving.

Coco motioned her over. At Lizzy's approach, she said, "You changed your mind. I thought you weren't coming."

Lizzy put the car seat on the ground. "Roar came busting in the house and told me to get dressed because Slag was having a celebration, so here I am. Looking fat, tired, and probably not fully dressed."

"Oh, stop it." Coco held her arms out to her sides. "If anyone is fat, it's me."

"You're beautiful, plus you're pregnant." Lizzy pressed her hands to her breasts. "It's almost feeding time."

"Let's get you two inside." Peer reached down and picked up the handle of the carrier holding Roar and Lizzy's new baby. "Tyr and Hanne are probably tearing the place apart by now."

At four years old, his son believed himself invincible. No surface was too high, and he had a hell of an arm on him. He'd already broken the front window of the house throwing a rock in the yard, requiring a late-night repair.

Coco trailed after him, trying to get a glimpse of the baby under the blanket in the car seat. She wouldn't have long to wait to hold her own child. The due date was three weeks away.

This time, he'd be there every second to see his baby girl arrive in the world.

"How's Joakim sleeping?" asked Coco.

"Three hours at a time." Lizzy opened the clubhouse door and let Coco and Peer walk with the baby inside first. "I remember thinking that was a long stretch when Hanne was little, but with two of them now, I'm exhausted. I can't wait to get six hours at a time."

Roar joined them, taking the car seat, and putting it up on the table. Lizzy picked up their son and cradled him in her arms, showing his face to everyone that was gathering around.

He stepped away from the table and cupped the back of Coco's neck, wrapping his finger in the hair at her nape. She'd changed her style again last week. Leaving it to her shoulders and wearing her bangs off to the side. It was hotter than hell on her.

"Have you seen Tyr?" she asked.

He pointed across the room. His son and Hanne played with several other Slag kids.

She smiled, shaking her head. "The best thing that kid has is the club. Look at Nita and Holly hovering over all of them."

He chuckled. His son had many people in his life who loved him. For Tyr, Portland was home.

"Oh, look at Joakim. He looks exactly like Roar." Coco laughed. "All he needs is his hair in a braided mohawk."

Lizzy, overhearing, rolled her eyes. "Trust me, Roar is already telling me we're going to let that blond mop of Joakim's grow out. I keep telling him that public schools around here will never let him start kindergarten looking like a Viking."

Amused, Peer looked at his president holding his son. The Slag Motorcycle Club would go on someday with their grown children carrying on the Nordic traditions they all held close to their heart. The trust, loyalty, and promise to protect would be implanted in each of them.

Marcus approached and slapped his hand on Peer's shoulder. "When are you flying to Norway?"

"Not until the baby is six months old." He counted the months. "In May."

"You'll make it back for Norwegian Constitution Day." Marcus crossed his arms. "Want company on the way back?"

"You?"

Marcus shook his head. "I've been talking to this woman back home. She'd like to come here, but I don't want her traveling alone."

He shrugged. "Sure. Once we have a set date, I'll let you know."

Marcus clapped him on the back. "Thanks, brother."

Coco had stepped away and was talking with Lizzy, Heather, and Monica. He eyed his woman's ass, liking the fullness since she'd gotten pregnant.

"I can feel your eyes, mister," said Coco, looking over her shoulder.

"Only on you, Collette Lewis." He ogled her, knowing when they get home, he was going to have all that in bed.

"Mamma?" yelled Tyr.

Coco stepped away from the group. "I'm right here, Tyr."

His son ran up and came to a stumbling stop in front of Coco. "Can I spend the night at Hanne's house?"

"Not tonight, sweet face."

His son wrinkled his nose. "Please."

"Remember, your mom is coming over early in the morning, and you'll be spending the weekend at her place." She brushed Tyr's bangs off his forehead. "We'll plan something with Hanne on a different night."

Peer's chest warmed. The matter of who would be mom to Tyr as he grew up was never a problem they had to face. His son called Kelli mom, while he saved the Norwegian name of mamma for Coco.

Tyr dropped his chin, pivoted, and ran back to the group of kids. Coco straightened, holding her back and yawned.

He went up to Coco, knowing they were both looking forward to having the weekend to themselves. It would be the last one before the baby arrived.

"You know what I think?" He gathered her in his arms. "I say, let's get Tyr into the car, get you home, and I can rub that tired back of yours, and you can get some sleep."

"Don't make me have an orgasm right here, promising a backrub," she whispered.

He raised his brow. There were rooms upstairs.

As if reading his mind, she leaned into him, her baby bump hitting him first. "Should we?"

She didn't have to ask him twice. He grabbed Elling. "Watch my son."

"No can do. I need to go home to Jackie." Elling glanced back and forth from him to Coco and shook his head in amusement before walking away.

Taking Coco's hand, he led her to Brage. "Are you going to be around for a half-hour?"

He held up a bottle of whiskey. "I'm meeting Dinah in the alley in five minutes."

"Damn." He searched through all the members occupied in conversations or with their women, and said, "Let's ask Holly."

The older woman pushed Peer in the chest at his request and shooed him away with a laugh. Taking her kindness to babysit, he led Coco upstairs. On the second landing, he heard shouts of encouragement from the Slag members. Keeping Coco walking, he kissed her to distract her from their audience.

He took her in his old room—pre-Tyr days—and shut the door. It wouldn't be long, and they wouldn't have time to run away and grab a quickie at the clubhouse when the urge hit.

But, his little family was worth the sacrifice.
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THE SOUND OF BARKING dogs outside the cinder-block walls caused tension in the room. Anders wrapped a short piece of rope around the knuckles of his hand, made a fist, and held his arm out for Will to tie the ends. 

At any moment, if they were lucky, Joney would be brought back into the room after fighting the dogs, and they'd put their long-planned escape into motion.

"We have to do this now. It's our only chance." Two-crow pressed his back against the cement wall and scrambled to his feet. "The next one who gets called out will never survive. They're egging on the dogs, and they're getting thirstier for blood."

For two years, the six of them lived in the cement block room with only blankets to protect them from the roughness of their surroundings. One toilet and sink sat in the corner, no walls, no privacy. Food came twice a day—usually tortillas and beans.

The only time they were let out into the sunlight was when the men holding them captive took them to the barn to train the dogs and get them ready for the ring.

Anders had no idea where they were living. Though Quint believed the men who'd taken them out of state care delivered them to a foreign country. The men at the barn were dark haired, dark skinned, and darkly possessed. Everyone spoke a different language, only shouting the names of the men in charge in English.

Richard Parker.

Sam McCloud.

Ken Powell.

Don Durham.

Owen Roberts.

Michael Jaster.

The others remained nameless, but their faces and hands were branded in Anders' head, he'd be able to spot them out of a crowd.

Will paced the small room. "What if Joney doesn't come back?"

Mark sat on the floor and rubbed his eyes. "He's been gone a long time."

"They'll bring him back, and if they don't, we'll find him." Anders flexed his fingers, staying alert.

At seventeen years old, he had a man's body. With a lot of time stuck in the room, he exercised to build his strength and plan for the day they could escape. They all had.

"What if they sic the dogs on us?" Quint tucked in his threadbare shirt that appeared almost brown rather than white. "We'll never make it out of here."

"That's why we're going to get the boss-man first. He won't be able to alert the others," said Anders, sweeping back his hair. "We all have to attack him when he brings back Joney. If one of you bails and they get control or more come, they'll kill us."

"Where are we going to go?" Will hitched his jeans higher.

"We run to the right of the barn toward the trees. If the others come after us, we'll have to split up." He looked at each of them, feeling their fear penetrating the room. "We need to pick somewhere to meet up if we go in different directions and lose each other."

"Montana," said Two-crow.

"Why there?" asked Will.

"Because no one will know us. None of us came from that state when we were kidnapped. Nobody will be looking for us. We can finally be free. The Bitterroot Mountains are there. We can hide and live off the land." Two-crow undid the knot at the bottom of his braid.

Anders studied the others, wondering if their destination was the right one or if the Louis L'Amour book that Two-crow had in his back pocket when he was taken had to do with picking Montana.  "If we get split up, we'll meet there."

"The mountains are huge. Aren't they?" asked Quint.

"Don't worry, we'll find each other," said Anders.

He hadn't set foot inside a school since he was fifteen years old and was removed from the boys' home for orphans because of behavioral problems. The wilderness therapy program he was assigned to was his last chance before going to juvenile detention hall until he turned eighteen years old.

Instead of being thrown in the woods to survive and learn coping skills, he was blindfolded, handcuffed, and taken to where he was ordered to train dogs to fight inside a ring to their death. Lately, the men in charge forced him and the other boys to stay in the ring and defend themselves against the dogs when they turned on them.

He ran his hand over his chest. When the dogs got a whiff of blood, they could no longer see the difference between human and canine, and he had the scars to prove it.

"What if we're really in a different country?" whispered Quint.

More than likely, they were in Mexico or some Spanish villa in the south. Going anywhere but here was the only thing Anders cared about.

"Just remember, go to Montana if we lose track of each other. I don't care how many weeks or months it takes, we all need to get there." Anders shook his hand, making the blood go to his fingers, making him stronger.

"Sh." Two-crow held up his hand and stepped closer to the door. After several seconds, he looked back at the group of boys and nodded.

Anders raised his fists, ready to attack. They'd talked over their plan for almost a year. The only way they'd gain their freedom and stay alive was if they fought their way out. They had to do it during one of the days they each were taken separately to the dogfights.

The men who usually watched the outside of the building would be occupied inside the barn. 

The lock on the other side of the door rattled.

Anders whispered, "Make sure Joney knows where we're going before we run."

The door crashed open. Quint and Will jumped on Mateo, the escort. Unable to take the three-hundred-pound man down, Anders attacked, punching the large man in his face, over and over.

Freedom spurred him on. Fear put the power behind each hit.

The others pinned Mateo down, keeping the man from swinging back. Anders used the only opportunity he had to escape and used all his anger and distress over the last two years to beat one of the men holding them hostage.

Every punch released the rage consuming him. The loud grunts as he pushed his muscles to work harder than ever shouted his pain. Blind to the act, he let his humiliation and fear out, hitting Mateo, spreading the contamination in his life.

Mark fell into Anders, pushing him to the ground on top of Mateo. He continued to swing. Left, right, left, right. Sweat rolled into his eyes, but he no longer looked for a face to beat. He continued his attack until Quint grabbed his arm and Will pushed him off their capture.

Breathing hard, he blinked, focusing on the man in front of him.

"He's dead," whispered Mark.

Quint pulled Anders to his feet. "Let's go."

"Where's Joney?" Anders slapped out, trying to stop them from leaving. "We need to get him."

"There's no time. They'll kill us if they see us around the pens." Will pulled him toward the door. "Let's get the hell out of here."

"No, we need Joney." Anders looked around frantically. "We promised.

Two-crow crouched to run. "How do we get him?"

"I'll go to the back of the barn and look for him. You guys go ahead." Anders shook his hands free of the ropes.

"Okay. Let's go," said Mark, looking over his shoulder as he ran forward.

Anders ran with them until they reached the corner of the barn where the pens were located. Where they fought the dogs. Where Joney was taken.

Changing directions, he ran to the back of the building, ignoring the other boys who called his name, urging him to run. He slid to a stop under the window and stood on his toes to view inside.

His heart beat frantically, echoing in his ears. Fear of being caught made it hard to focus. He rubbed his fist against the dirty window, wiping the film of dust away.

Inside, a crowd of men gathered. He couldn't see Joney.

His concentration wavered. He couldn't leave without him. They'd made a pact.

The men moved closer. The back door swung open.

Anders plastered himself against the building. Caught outside, he'd never be able to outrun them. They'd send the dogs after him. The animals would smell his fear and take him down, the way he'd trained them to.

A body flew out the door and landed on the hard-packed dirt. Anders sucked in his breath and stopped breathing.

Joney.

Staring at the lifeless body, he forgot about the others. He forgot about the men. He forgot about the dogs.

The door slammed shut. Anders crept forward and fell to his knees beside Joney.

"Hey," he whispered, jostling his friend. "Hey, Joney. Wake up."

He shook harder. Joney's head lolled to the side, and Anders reeled back, falling on his ass.

Half of Joney's face was gone. A bloody, meaty mess hung from his friend's jaw.

Anders turned, knowing those in power had turned the fighting dogs on Joney for their entertainment and money.

Stumbling to his feet, he gagged and ran away. Looking forward, he lost sight of the others. He ran toward the trees.

He ran toward freedom.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 1
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Two bodies collided behind the blackjack table. Anders Stone lifted two fingers, signaling security to take the two fighting men out of Stone Lair. Arguments, punches, and even a knife or pistol were common occurrences at the only source of entertainment around without going eighty-eight miles into Missoula.

Anders called the Bitterroot Mountains home on the Northwest border of Montana—Out far enough, the law rarely set foot off the interstate.

His rules were his own.

He answered to no one.

As the owner of Stone Lair, he controlled everything from the casino, the bar, the restaurant, and all those that stayed to enjoy the entertainment he provided under one roof.

The building, built from the trees that used to populate the acreage he owned, provided a setting that blended into the mountains. Made out of lodgepole logs, the two-story building, at over twenty-thousand square feet, impressed every visitor.

He lived above the establishment, taking the second floor as his private quarters. The Lair stayed open twenty-four/seven and also had a gas station, pole building, and ten cabins. 

Mac, his manager, approached him. "Our crew is outside making sure those involved in the fight drive off the property."

"Good." He gazed around the room. "Let security know I'm going upstairs if any problems arise."

Mac dipped his chin and stepped away. Anders walked out of the casino, crossed the entryway of the Lair, and entered the bar. Two employees worked on the stage, setting up for the singer scheduled for the weekend. He headed to the back of the room to the locked door that led up to his personal residence when the music started.

A husky feminine voice greeted the crowd. Forgetting about going upstairs, he turned as the singer made her way out to the front of the small stage.

"She walked into the night...," she sang, lowering her gaze to the floor and turning sideways.

Both of her hands held the microphone. Her billowing sleeves pooled around her elbows. He stepped away from the door, getting a clear view of the owner of the seductive voice.

Tits and ass packed in a tight body, she flowed on stage. Pure liquid with soft movements. She could've worn a robe from neck to toes, and every man in the room would've wanted to fuck her for her voice alone.

Her dark blonde hair highlighted with a brush of red shined in the spotlight. She swayed hypnotically as she continued to sing. He lowered his gaze to her hands, looking at her ring finger. Though he'd take her whether she wore a wedding band or not, he wanted her single and uncomplicated.

The song slowed. His balls throbbed and he refused to leave the room.

As soon as the first song ended, the second one began. Her gaze slid over him, and he wanted to call her back to him.

People moved to dance in front of the stage. His view of her polluted by customers, he could only see her shoulders on up. 

The soft rock song excited the room. He wouldn't stand here and share her with a room full of customers. Turning away, he strode over to the bar and searched under the counter until he found a notepad and pen.

He wrote one word and folded the paper. Taking out his cell, he texted Mac to meet him.

Within two minutes, his manager stood in front of him.  He turned his head to keep their conversation private.

"I want this note and a bottle of Onus One delivered to the singer the moment she walks off stage." He straightened his shoulders. "Make sure she comes upstairs."

Mac dipped his chin. "Of course, Mr. Stone."

He turned toward the stage, took in the high coming off the singer. "What's her name?"

"Iliana." Mac caught his silent question. "Just Iliana."

He walked over to his door, keyed in the code, and slipped out of the room. Going straight to his office, he turned on the widescreen on the wall and sat behind his desk. Using the remote, he found the camera for the stage and enlarged it.

Iliana sang straight to him. He removed one of the cigars from the box, clipped off the end, and lit it, leaning back in his chair and propping his boots on the corner of the desk.

Puffing away, the vision in front of him blurred and he let her voice wash over him. Closing his eyes, he concentrated on the words. He knew shit-all about music but what she could do with her voice stroked him until his cock hardened and he was determined to have her.

He opened his eyes, set his cigar to the side, and called Two-crow. He and Two-crow went back far enough, they claimed to be family. Along with Quint, Will, and Mark.

"Hello?" said Two-crow.

"It's Anders."

"What's up?"

He gazed at the woman on the screen. "I need some info."

"Business on a Friday night at ten thirty, and you don't have a woman in your bed. It must be serious."

"I need you to find whatever you can on a woman named Iliana." He stared at the screen. "Five feet seven inches. About one hundred and thirty-five pounds. Blonde hair—natural. Blue eyes."

"Last name?"

"There isn't one, yet. She's a singer at the Lair tonight." 

"Let me Google." Two-crow paused. "Which you can do yourself or ask your manager who booked her for the Lair to do for you."

"Shouldn't have to when I have you." He leaned back.

He never watched television, listened to the radio, or learned about the internet. It wasn't needed when he had other people to do the work for him.

Iliana finished the song. After the cheers and clapping faded, she excused herself for a ten-minute break. Knowing when she returned to the stage, she'd only have thirty minutes left of her show, he stood from the chair and flipped on the lights to the office.

"Okay, her last name is Teel. She was born in Missoula," said Two-crow. "She's a local singer, popular from the looks of it. There's no tour, only local gigs in the Pacific Northwest and inner PNW."

"Age?" he asked.

"Twenty-five."

"Family?"

"That'll take me longer to find out," said Two-crow.

"Go ahead and send me the full report when you get it. Thanks, Two-crow." He disconnected the call, shut the door to his office behind him, and walked down the hallway.

Women caught his interest every night, but he'd never wanted to know more about them than if they were willing to have sex. Despite his business and position, he had nothing to give a woman.

He'd spent his thirties bagging every woman that caught his eye and finding out they wanted an emotional connection that he found impossible. Now at forty-five years old, he'd become pickier. He wasn't looking for a relationship and preferred casually hooking up and spending all his energy on the Lair.

Iliana's voice seduced him. He wanted to see where the feelings she brought out in him would go.
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