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      I’m done with my old ways.

       No more bar fights, making enemies, or saying goodbye to friends who got caught in the crossfire of our dangerous lifestyle.

       Things are better.

       But it’s impossible for it to stay that way for long.  

      I’m not that lucky.           

      Evangeline Snow is the girl from my past who I didn’t deserve. Her father made sure I knew that. But now, seven years later, after running into each other by happenstance, it’s like no time has passed. We’re both stronger people and we know what we want.

      Nothing has changed for me. I want her.

      The question is whether or not she’s willing to stand her ground and stay by me or choose her father and her own reputation over what we have.

      I won’t blame her if she chooses the safe route.

      I am the road less travelled.

      And trouble will inevitably find its way back to me one way or another.

      It always does.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Introduction

      

      

      
        
        Join Ali’s Insiders Newsletter Group for New Releases, Updates and to Connect with Ali.

      

        

      
        As a thank you for joining her list,

        you’ll receive a starter library from Ali.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        Join Here

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Owen

        

      

    

    
      Rhys was draped carelessly across his chair with one arm over Quinn’s shoulder. The pub was loud. He had to lean forward a bit, moving closer to the table we shared between us and Liam and raising his voice to call to me over the racket of the music and the obnoxious drunks scattered around the place.

      “Want to rack up a game of pool?” He nodded across the pub toward the far corner, where there was a bunch of old-school arcade games like Pinball and Pac-man and four felt-lined pool tables. One of them had just opened up.

      I smirked. “Why? You looking to get your ass kicked in front of your girl?”

      Quinn giggled into her beer as she took a sip. “He won’t lose with me on his team.”

      “Tough words.” I chuckled.

      Quinn shrugged a shoulder and looked up at Rhys. Her cheeks were rosy from a couple of beers she’d had over the course of the hour. “What do you say, babe? Want to help me embarrass these two?”

      “For the record,” Liam said beside me, “I have not done any trash talking, and I would rather you didn’t make an ass out of me in front of all these pretty and very single chicks.”

      I clapped a hand on his shoulder. “They’re not paying any mind to you, Liam. You’re too young.”

      “Am not,” he said defensively.

      I reached for his chin. “Is that the beginnings of a chin strap? Can you even grow a full beard?”

      “Fuck off,” he said, slapping my hand away.

      Rhys and Quinn laughed at his expense, and then Rhys got to his feet smoothly. “You guys set the table up. I’m going to use the bathroom, and then I’ll order us another round. Want another beer, babe?”

      Quinn shook her head. “Just ice water, please.”

      He bent down and kissed her forehead. “You got it.”

      Rhys strode away, leaving the three of us sitting around the table to quickly polish off our beers.

      Quinn finished hers first. “I’ll go get the table set up before someone steals it out from under us. Hurry up, boys. Drink those beers.”

      She swept away from the table, hips swaying as she went, and I did a noble job of keeping my gaze on my drink. Liam, however, did not fare as well.

      I jabbed him in the ribs with my elbow. “If Rhys caught you looking at her like that, he’d have your head. Or your dick.”

      Liam let out a nervous little laugh as he nursed his ribs. “I wasn’t looking.”

      “Right. That line won’t work on Rhys, brother. I’m just saying. Nose down.”

      Liam tilted his head back to polish off the last couple mouthfuls of his beer. “I just need to get laid, man. It’s getting a little dire in that area of my life. I’m desperate.”

      “Maybe you should start looking at more attainable options. You know, women who aren’t spoken for?”

      “Ha. Ha.”

      “I’m serious. Here.” I took the back of his chair and dragged him sideways to drape an arm over his shoulders. I nodded at a blonde girl at the bar. She was wearing blue jeans and a white crop top that showed off about an inch and a half of midriff. She was thick, curvy, and cute as hell. She crossed her ankles and leaned on the bar as she ordered herself a drink. “What about her?”

      “She’s out of my league.” Liam sighed.

      “Says who?”

      “Me.”

      I shook my head. “Give yourself a little credit. You just have to have the right approach.”

      “Which is what?”

      “Well, for starters, introduce yourself,” I said before slumping back in my chair and sipping my beer. “You’re not gonna get a woman when you’re sitting here and she’s standing all the way over there. Say hello. Talk to her about something generic. Something happening around you.”

      “Like?”

      I shrugged and looked around the pub. “Like the drunk clowns at the table beside Quinn.”

      Liam twisted around in his chair to look across the pub at the pool table area. Quinn was bent over and stretching across the table to rack up the pool balls inside the triangle. She was blissfully unaware of the drunk buffoons behind her checking out her ass.

      Liam’s eyes narrowed. “Should we do something about that?”

      I watched the men carefully. There were four of them. They had put their game on hold and were leaning against their pool cues and staring unabashedly at Quinn as she straightened up and planted her hands on her hips. Then she walked around the table and pulled a cue from its place on the wall. She chalked the end of it.

      The men nudged each other and whispered what I was sure were objectionable remarks about Rhys’s girl, and then they descended into childish snickering.

      That seemed to get Quinn’s attention.

      She turned to them with her eyes narrowed.

      Then they started chatting her up.

      Right from the get-go, it was going terribly. It was clear to me that Quinn was telling them to leave her alone. Her body language suggested that she was annoyed, not threatened, and the scowl she wore told me they had already said more than a couple of things that rubbed her the wrong way.

      I sighed. “You can’t go anywhere these days without running into assholes.”

      When I stood up, Liam was quick to follow.

      I marched across the bar. If Rhys hadn’t been in the bathroom, he would have done the same, but we were Lost Breeds, and if he wasn’t around to come to Quinn’s aid, then I was the next best thing she had for backup.

      Not that she needed it.

      Quinn was in one of the guys’ face. She jabbed a finger at him, and her voice was raised. I couldn’t make out what she was saying, but her face was getting red—and it wasn’t from the beer.

      I jogged the rest of the way across the pub and came up beside her, taking her elbow and pulling her back toward me as she practically spit on the tall, preppy-looking guy who had approached her.

      “Is there a problem here?” I asked as Liam stepped up on Quinn’s other side.

      The preppy guy, who had thick black hair and a long mouth that was twisted in a cocky smirk, shook his head. “No, no problem, man. I just said hello to your friend here, and she started blowing smoke out her ears.”

      Quinn scoffed. “Yeah. That’s exactly how it went, you misogynistic, ignorant prick.”

      His eyebrows lifted.

      I kept a firm hand on Quinn, who was vibrating with anger. Whatever Mr. Preppy had said had most definitely rubbed her the wrong way, and she was a hard woman to anger.

      “You should leave,” I told him, nodding at his buddies. “Go back to your game, and we’ll go to ours.”

      “I think your little friend owes me an apology,” Mr. Preppy said.

      Quinn’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. “I owe you an apology? I don’t think so.”

      The smirk he wore stretched into a smile that reminded me of the smug look a salesman would give you if you said, “Yes please, I’d like to take the warranty package.” He slid his hands into the pockets of his jeans and swayed on the spot. He was drunk. “Listen, baby girl, you’re making me look bad in front of my boys. And you don’t want that, do you?”

      “Fuck you,” Quinn hissed.

      He leaned forward. “Say you’re sorry, bitch.”

      Quinn yanked her arm out of my grip and moved forward.

      But she was too slow.

      I closed the gap between me and Mr. Preppy in one short step, and I used that momentum as I wound back with my right fist. I swung, twisting at the hip to gather as much power as I could in the short amount of time I had, and my knuckles landed right across his jaw with a loud crack.

      He hit the floor and stayed there.

      His buddies all stared at me, dumbfounded by how quickly things had taken a turn as I shook out my fist.

      “Well, shit,” I growled, staring down at the unconscious jerk sprawled out at my feet.

      Quinn clapped her hands over her mouth. Then she giggled.

      Liam put his arm in front of her and pushed her back a couple of steps. “You’d better let us take it from here, Quinn.”

      She fell back behind us.

      The whole pub had gone quiet. The live band up on stage had ended their song with an unsynchronized wheeze of noise as their instruments stopped. Security guards were making their way through the crowd.

      And the three friends of Mr. Preppy had finally collected their jaws from the floor to make a decision. They wanted to fight.

      They charged Liam and me with battle cries and raised fists.

      I grinned.

      We slammed into each other with force, and I brought one to the floor in seconds, breaking his nose under my fist and leaving him in the fetal position on the floor, cupping his bloody face. I stepped over him as the second man blew past me and made for Liam, while the third put his fists up in front of his face to protect himself.

      Finally, someone who had a clue.

      He let out an angry yell and came in low, wrapping his arms around my waist and spreading me out flat on my back. The fall knocked the air from my lungs, and as I tried to catch my breath, he gathered the front of my shirt in his fist and wound back with his other hand. His eyes were wide, his nostrils flared, and his shaggy brown hair was sticking out in every direction.

      He landed a hit to my jaw, and I tasted blood. I shielded my face with my forearms as he let out a flurry of punches. Those were definitely going to bruise.

      While he wailed on me, I waited for my chance to strike. He tired after only about fifteen seconds, and then I took my opportunity to drive a fist up into his ribs. He yelped, and I rolled him off of me. As I rolled, I decked him in the face, and he rolled onto his back, where he stared up at the ceiling, dazed.

      I made to strike him again, but Quinn grabbed the wrist of my raised arm. “We have to go. Now!”

      She pulled me away from the pool tables. Liam was already making a mad dash for the door, and as he went, he caught Rhys coming down the hall from the bathrooms. Rhys saw us running toward him and took the hint, falling into line behind Liam and running after him.

      I was laughing wildly when we burst out into the parking lot. Security yelled after us never to come back, and Quinn flipped them the bird over her shoulder as she ran up ahead of us, calling for us to move our dumb asses.

      Liam shook his head at me as we jogged across the parking lot. “You’re a fucking madman, Owen.”

      I grinned. “Don’t tell me you didn’t have a blast in there.”

      “I think I broke my thumb,” he grumbled as we slowed to a walk.

      I dragged the back of my hand across my bloody lip and looked back over my shoulder. “I wish there’d been more of them. Then we really could have had some fun.”
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          Evangeline

        

      

    

    
      The modern open-concept mansion was beautiful—I would give it that—but it had nothing on the manor I’d grown up in back home in Chicago. It lacked the character my manor had. Where my home was finished with dark cherry-oak features and stained-glass windows, this home was stark and white and bright, with floor-to-ceiling windows and glass partitions separating the kitchen from the living room and other living areas. No matter where you stood in the house, you could see through to other areas.

      For a party like this, it made sense.

      I could easily see which rooms had a bar, which rooms were full of people I wanted to avoid, and which rooms had a nice private spot to sit down and take a breather from all the eager socialites who wanted to steal a minute to talk to me privately about my father’s success and how proud I must be.

      I moved through the rooms toward the backyard.

      The air was fresh and crisp, as fall had just arrived a couple of weeks ago in New York City. The rich aroma of the turning leaves filled the air and was punctuated with the chemical smell of chlorine wafting up in the steam from the in-ground swimming pool. Nobody was in it, but as the night wore on and went into the late hours and people were a bit more intoxicated, I imagined they would have looser inhibitions, and some of them might get in the pool.

      Or be thrown in.

      House parties like this tended to escalate in that direction.

      The outdoor bar was crowded with people, but they made way for me as I stepped up and ordered myself a Manhattan. The bartender showed off a bit, probably looking for praise or just my attention, but I put my back to the bar and scanned the crowd, searching for my father.

      I knew he was here somewhere. Several people had told me they’d already spoken to him. But with so many people around, it was hard to spot him. All the men were well dressed in perfect bespoke suits. The women dazzled the rooms with their floor-length gowns and glittering jewelry. My dress, a floor-length silk black gown, stood out from the crowd. It was a bit edgy, with a slit up the right leg that nearly went to my hip. Each step I took showed a good amount of leg and a flash of my strappy black cage heels.

      The only jewelry I wore was a pair of teardrop-shaped diamond earrings that were long enough to graze the sides of my neck while I walked.

      The bartender handed me my Manhattan, and as I took a sip, a familiar face cut through the crowd and came toward me.

      Emory Cage.

      Great, I thought, thankful for my Manhattan that washed the sudden bad taste out of my mouth.

      Emory sauntered over and flashed me his most offensive womanizer smile. “Evangeline,” he purred, taking my hand and pressing my knuckles to his lips. “A pleasure to see you here. I didn’t think you were coming.”

      The event was for my father, and I wasn’t going to be rude to one of his biggest donors. “For a while there, I didn’t think I’d be able to make it either. But here I am.”

      “Here you are,” he said. His tone dripped with sex, and I had the sense he wished he was in a socially appropriate setting where he could lick his lips and give me a very obvious up and down.

      Thank God he didn’t.

      “You look good,” he said.

      “You too.”

      I wasn’t lying. He was a good-looking man. Most of the men at parties like these were. They had money spilling out their ears to afford the best forms of self-care, as did I, and it showed. Emory had almost black hair, peppered with the first appearances of gray. It suited him. He was cleanly shaven with square, bold features, and he looked more like an athlete than a marketing tycoon.

      “What’s new with you?” he asked, sliding between a couple of people at the bar to stand beside me and flag down the bartender. He ordered himself a whiskey on the rocks.

      “Not much,” I said, still casting my eyes around the place in search of my father.

      “How are you liking living in the Big Apple so far?”

      “It’s good. Busy, but good.”

      “Do you think you’ll stay, or do you plan on going back to Chicago?”

      “Not sure yet,” I said. “I have a lot of time to decide.”

      “Well, if you ever want someone to take you out to some of the hot and up and coming places, you just give me a ring. I’ll show you a great time.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      I would not be calling.

      I spotted my father at the opposite end of the pool. Praise the Lords. An escape.

      I slipped out of Emory’s reach. “I’m sorry, but I have to excuse myself. I’d like to speak to my father before his speech and wish him luck.”

      “Ah yes, go ahead. I’ll find you later.”

      “Wonderful,” I said, trying to disguise the sarcasm coloring my voice.

      “Oh, and Evangeline?”

      I turned back toward him and waited expectantly.

      “That dress,” he said, pressing his thumb and forefinger together to complete the gesture for ‘perfect’. “Magnificent.”

      I smiled but didn’t say anything before slipping through the throngs of people gathered around the pool. I made my way to the other end, apologizing as people were forced to get out of my way.

      The party was packed to max capacity. That was for sure.

      When I caught up to my father, he was entrenched in a conversation with two other men around his age. Standing in the circle but not saying a word was a handsome younger man, maybe four or five years my senior, who nodded at all the right times and was doing an exceptional job of looking interested.

      I put a hand on my father’s shoulder.

      He turned toward me and smiled wide when he saw me. “Eva.”

      His embrace was warm and firm, and he held on to me for a good ten seconds or so, making the other men in the circle wait on him. He stood back and cupped my cheek. “You look beautiful, my girl. When did you get here?”

      “About half an hour ago,” I said.

      “I’ve missed you terribly. The manor does not feel the same without you.”

      “I miss you too,” I said.

      He let his warm hand fall from my cheek and turned to the side to invite me into the circle. “Gentlemen, this is my daughter Evangeline. Eva, this is Wallace and his brother John. They have been big contributors to my Clear Ocean program.”

      I held out my hand, and they shook it. “Nice to meet you both.”

      Then my father turned toward the younger man who stood patiently beside me.

      “And this,” my father said, “is one of my partners at the company. Matthew Aero.”

      Matthew was the sort of man who stood out in a crowd. He had black hair, big dark brown eyes, thick eyebrows, and a strong jaw. His shoulders were broad, and his waist narrowed down, creating a dramatic V shape that would make most women swoon.

      He stood back a bit and held out his hand. His shake was firm and confident.

      “Evangeline,” he said in a deep, confident voice. “It’s very nice to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you from your father over the last six months since you moved to New York. To say he misses you is a grand understatement.”

      “My father never stops missing me,” I said, shooting a look at my dad.

      My father laughed. “It’s true. I don’t. I wish you would live with me in the manor for forever. But at a certain point, a man needs to learn how to let go. You have a life to live, my dear. And you have a lot to offer. And there’s nobody I trust more than you to make sure things are running smoothly here in New York.”

      Matthew nodded at my drink. “Shall you and I go for a walk while these old timers talk business?”

      My father chuckled and waved us off. “Yes. Go. I only need a half hour or so, and then I’ll give my speech. And Eva, afterward, can we sit down and catch up somewhere? Please?”

      I put my hand on my father’s forearm. “Yes. I’ll find you.”

      He leaned in and kissed both of my cheeks before letting Matthew guide me away and around the outer edge of the pool. He walked slowly, mindful of the height of the shoes I had on, and then he nodded toward the bar as we walked past. “Are the drinks any good?”

      “My Manhattan isn’t bad,” I offered.

      “I might have to wander over later and treat myself. Once all the business talk is out of the way, of course.”

      “Of course. How long have you worked with my father?”

      “About four years? Yeah. That sounds right. He’s been a great mentor to me. I’ve learned a lot about myself in working for him, and I owe him a lot, if not all, of my success. He’s a great man. You’re lucky to have him as a father.”

      I agreed. I’d always had a good relationship with my dad. My mother died during childbirth, and he had a rough go of things for the first couple of years of my life. Like all expecting parents, he never dreamed he’d suddenly be widowed and a father all on one day.

      He had to adjust to his new reality alone. His sister Francine, my aunt, had stepped up to help and moved into the manor a week after I was born. Without her, both he and I would have been lost. She held his hand as he navigated his new role of fatherhood, and I ended up being his saving grace. At least, that was what he told me.

      “I owe him all of my success, too,” I said.

      “Then we are two peas in a pod.” Matthew grinned.

      He had a great smile.

      “Indeed,” I said, sipping my Manhattan.

      We completed a lap around the pool and then wandered off across the path that led through the gardens.

      “Forgive me for overstepping, but I have to ask,” Matthew said. “Do you enjoy events like this?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “All the stares you get. Does it get old?”

      “Very,” I said firmly.

      He chuckled. “I can imagine. I couldn’t help but notice that every pair of eyes was on you as we walked by the pool. These people are borderline obsessive, aren’t they?”

      “They are consumed with gossip, is what they are. They want to catch me making a mistake. And they want to be the one to tell all their friends about my misstep.”

      Matthew shook his head. “Snakes. So concerned with their social media feeds. Look at them. Selfies. Pictures of their food. Sheep. The lot of them.”

      I laughed, and he grinned at me, apparently pleased with his ability to make me laugh.

      “May I be forward with you, Evangeline?”

      “Please,” I said, enjoying his honest approach.

      “I haven’t spent much time in this city, and it looks like your father has plenty of work for me to do out here. I was wondering if I could take you for a drink and you could share some of your knowledge of New York City with me.”

      I finished my Manhattan. “Drinks sound lovely, Matthew.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Owen

        

      

    

    
      “Fucking hell,” I grumbled when the sunlight streaming through my windows woke me up on Saturday morning.

      The day after a tussle like the one I had at the pub last night was always the worst. My split lip was swollen and tender to the touch, and my forearms ached something fierce from protecting my face from Mr. Preppy’s friend’s fists.

      It was better my arms than my face though, and truth be told, this was the best kind of pain.

      I chuckled as I remembered the events of last night and the satisfaction of knocking those assholes flat on their asses. Quinn had left laughing as well. Like me, she was a bit of a daredevil, and she’d been more than happy to watch Liam and I teach those clowns a lesson.

      I rolled out of bed and checked the time on my phone. It was nearly nine o’clock. Damn. I’d slept late.

      With a groan followed by a yawn, I got to my feet and arched my spine as I stretched, reaching my arms over my head. My back cracked in several places, and I rolled my shoulders, shrugging away the tightness in my muscles as I made my way to the bathroom to have a hot shower.

      The steam and the hot water burned my lip.

      After I dried off, I brushed my teeth, which also burned my damn lip, and then went into the kitchen to have a quick bite to eat.

      By the time I headed into my garage, it was already twenty to ten.

      With fall upon us, I only had so many good riding days left, and I’d wanted to get out of here a little earlier to make the most of the day.

      I opened the garage door and rolled my bike out onto the driveway. She was an army-green Harley-Davidson Roadster XL1200CX Sportster with brass accents. We’d been through hell and back together, and when I considered selling her last year to buy something with a bit more speed, Rhys talked me out of it, telling me I would regret parting with a bike like this.

      He was right.

      She’d been with me through all the shit back in Chicago with Isaac Reed and our MC and their complete annihilation. Hell, I’d ridden her away from Max’s funeral and used the speed and sharp corners to take my mind off the fact that I’d just lost all my brothers.

      Just like that. Everything had changed.

      If it weren’t for Rhys, I wouldn’t have come out the other end alive. I’d have died in an alley somewhere after having the shit kicked out of me by a bunch of strangers in a fight I’d have undoubtedly started over something stupid.

      I called it recreational activity. Liam called it a suicide mission.

      And Rhys, wiser than the rest of us, told me it was my coping mechanism. And then he asked me to stop because he wouldn’t be able to bare losing another one of his brothers.

      I swung my leg over the seat and pulled my helmet on. I flipped the visor down, kicked up the kickstand with my heel, and played with the throttle. The engine rumbled and roared as if to tell the neighbors we were leaving, and I peeled out of the driveway, dragging the back tire across the asphalt as I skidded into the middle of the street, straightened out, and opened up on the throttle as I headed for busier streets with higher speed limits.

      It would take a good half hour to get out of the dense city and onto less busy, windy roads that were ideal for riding. I liked tight corners and long winding roads, and those were nonexistent in New York City. So I rode, and I rode hard.

      And while the wind roared over my shoulders and around my knees, I thought. As I always did when I rode.

      There was nobody in my life I was more grateful for than Rhys. He’d saved me when everyone else had practically thrown in the towel, and by that point, I believed myself to be a lost cause. I started shit everywhere I went, and I had a chip on my shoulder the size of the iceberg that sank that Titanic, and it was everyone else’s fault that my life had imploded so miserably.

      I’d been the same when I was young. In my early twenties, before Rhys ever found me and took me in, I’d been a hellion with a bad attitude and a thirst for danger. I’d spent some time in prison for petty theft and an armed robbery with a weapon that I did not use and did not intend to use. But I’d brought it with me nonetheless, and the two other kids I was with did not have the same plans. They brought crowbars and used them to destroy the store, scaring the shit out of the owner, who was on his hands and knees pleading for us to leave by the time we emptied his cash register.

      I still carried a lot of shame around with me for the decisions I made when I was young and stupid.

      Maybe it was guilt over what I’d done to other people. The fears I might have given them that they still had today. But I was also ashamed of what it cost myself.

      Life had been looking up for a while. I had a girl. I had Evangeline.

      I had the girl every man dreamed of, and I had all of her. Her heart and her body and her mind. She was quick as a whip, funny as hell, and a fighter inside and out. She was everything I ever dreamed of having in my life and everything I knew I was not good enough to have.

      But she loved me anyway. Until things went sideways.

      Then, understandably, she had to walk away from me and all my bullshit. As it was, she probably had no idea what had gone down with my MC and Isaac Reed. Maybe it was better if she didn’t know.

      I rode hard and fast for the entirety of the afternoon, soaking in the crisp sun and fresh air and dry, open roads. Soon, they would be slick with rain, which in turn would make the leaves that had fallen across the asphalt soggy as they began to rot, and those were terrible conditions for a motorcycle.

      I made my way back into the city around five in the evening. My stomach was growling, my ass was asleep, and my knees ached something terrible. It was all worth it.

      Without intending to, I ended up on Rhys and Quinn’s street, and I decided to pull into their driveway and pop in to say hello.

      I got off the bike, hung my helmet on the handlebars, and waddled up to the front door, nursing my right ass cheek as it came to life with sharp pins and needles that made me wince with every second step.

      What they said was right. Eventually, you got old enough to start noticing the strain riding put on your body.

      My ass was coming back to life when I knocked on Rhys and Quinn’s front door, and Quinn pulled it open within thirty seconds or so. She folded her arms over her chest and popped out her right hip to lean it against the doorframe.

      “Why hello there, troublemaker.”

      “Hey, Quinn.” I grinned, stretching the cut on my bottom lip. “I was out for a ride and passing through. Thought I’d pop in and say hello.”

      She pulled the door open the rest of the way and straightened out. “Come on in. Rhys is in the kitchen. Have you eaten yet?”

      “No, haven’t had a bite since breakfast.”

      “It’s five-thirty,” she said, clearly unimpressed with me.

      I shrugged. “Yeah. I didn’t want to waste time on a day like this. I wanted to be out on the road.”

      She rolled her eyes, and I followed her down the hallway to the kitchen, where Rhys was leaning over the stove, stirring the contents of something in a large pot on a backburner. He had his back to me and was wearing a plaid shirt, black jeans, and slippers.

      Quinn sure had domesticated his ass.

      I whistled. “Lookin’ good, boss. All that’s missing is a frilly little apron.”

      Quinn giggled at Rhys’s expense and went to her man, rubbing his back as she winked at me. “There’s nothing sexier than a man in the kitchen, Owen.”

      “Really? That’s good news for me then. I make a mean bowl of ramen noodles.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “From scratch?”

      “Is that what they call it when it comes in those little plastic bags?” I asked.

      Quinn laughed and shook her head at me. Rhys put the lid back on the pot he’d been stirring. He turned toward me with a lopsided grin. “Hey, man. There’s plenty of food. Want to crash for dinner? It’ll be better than noodles in a bag. I swear.”

      “I have nowhere to be.”

      “No bar fights to get to?” Quinn asked, a hint of judgment coloring her tone.

      I waved my hand, aware of both of their steady gazes on me. “Nah. Don’t get your panties in a bunch, lovebirds. I’m not going back to my old ways. It was just one little skirmish. Besides, those boys were asking for it, weren’t they Quinn?”

      “Most definitely,” she agreed.

      “Thanks for stepping in Owen,” Rhys said. “I wish I’d been there to even the odds. But I suppose you and Liam didn’t really need a third man. You handled yourselves.”

      “Let’s be real.” I smirked. “I didn’t even need Liam’s help.”

      “Ever so modest,” Quinn said, shaking her head at me as she went to the fridge and opened it with a tug. She grabbed a beer and held it up. “Owen?”

      “Sure.” I nodded.

      Quinn grabbed two more beers, popped the tops off them, and handed one to me and Rhys before lifting her own to her lips and taking a sip.

      Rhys went about finishing off dinner, and within another fifteen minutes, everything was ready, and we were all gathered in front of the stove with bowls in our hands, waiting to get our serving.

      Rhys had prepared rice as well as some sort of stew. It looked good and smelled even better, like onions, ginger, pepper, and spices. My mouth was watering as I carried my bowl and my beer to the table in the kitchen and sat down across from Quinn, who had a spoonful of stew held in front of her to blow on it.

      Steam wavered up into the air in front of her face. Rhys sat down at the head of the table and told us to dig in.

      My first bite was scalding hot, and I fanned my mouth while the two of them chuckled unabashedly at my misery. I soothed my burning tongue with my beer and waited for my food to cool—which took some effort because I was absolutely famished.

      “Have you talked to Ryder recently?” I asked, trying to distract myself while I waited for my stew to be eating temperature.

      Rhys shrugged. “A week ago, or so. He and Dani are doing well. She’s back to work, and the little one is home with Ryder most days, and they’re looking into possible daycare options.”

      “Never thought Ryder would trust strangers with his child,” I mused.

      Rhys nodded his agreement. “Me neither. But at a certain point, you gotta lean on others for help. I think he’s found some solace in Axel and Ellie. They’ve been there to help him, and Dani navigate this whole parenting business.”

      “Sounds like a fucking nightmare,” I said.

      Quinn sipped her beer. “That’s because you don’t like kids. You’re biased.”

      “Biased? No. Smart. The word you’re looking for is smart, Quinn.”

      She tried to hide her smile. “You’d be great with kids, Owen.”

      “Or he’d beat the shit out of them when they spoke out of turn,” Rhys said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Evangeline

        

      

    

    
      The silk of my shimmery white robe was soft against my freshly moisturized skin as I tied it around my waist. My bathroom mirrors were still fogged from my shower, but I could tell my hair was a wild mess when I took it out of its shower cap.

      My hairdresser was coming over later this morning to give me a fresh cut and a blowout, so I didn’t see any sense in taking the time to wash and condition my locks in the shower. I pinned it all up on top of my head, getting annoyed with the shorter layered strands that fell out of the clip and pinning them back with a couple of bobby pins.

      Then I wandered down the long hall from my bathroom into my kitchen and made myself a coffee, which I carried out to my balcony overlooking Manhattan. I padded barefoot to the railing, a good forty feet from my balcony doors, and leaned on it, cupping my coffee mug in my hands and enjoying the rich, earthy aroma as the steam carried it up to my nose.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. There was no better way to start the day than this.

      The sounds of the busy city were drowned out by the immense space between me and the ground some fifty stories below. I could see everyone bustling around down there, small pinpricks dancing along the sidewalk and hurrying across the street on their daily commutes to work.

      I loved my solitude up here.

      There was nobody here to stare at me, to whisper behind my back and wonder aloud why I hadn’t married yet. Why a girl like me, with a father like Frank Snow, had not yet hitched her wagon to another billionaire socialite to start her life off on the right foot.

      It was exhausting.

      Luckily, my father did not share the same sentiments as the rest of our wealthy community. He was happy that I was working for him and still striking out on my own, starting my life by planting my roots in the city I loved on my own terms.

      Yes, his money had paid for this penthouse, and yes, my trust fund was bursting at the seams, but I was fairly certain I could survive without his money. I was capable. I was smart.

      And I was not as spoiled as others, looking from the outside in, might assume.

      That was not to say I wasn’t spoiled at all, of course. My father overcompensated for me not having a mother by making sure I lacked for nothing from the moment I took my first breath to now. And what was more, I never asked for anything. I just received it.

      I knew I’d developed a bit of an entitled complex, and I knew his doting hadn’t done me any favors in the long run, but I was also aware of the fact that I was hundreds of leaps and bounds ahead of the other young women in the circles I hung around in. They would be trust-fund babies for the duration of their single years, and once they were married off to some well to do, pompous, yacht-club membership owning rich snob, they would use his money to fund their shopaholism.

      At least I was not one of those.

      I turned my back on the city as it came to life that morning and headed back inside just in time to hear the knock at my front door. I padded over, my silk robe swishing around my ankles, and opened the door to find my best friend Victoria on the other side with a jug of OJ in one hand and a bottle of champagne in the other. She flashed me a bright white smile and held both up in height with her shoulders.

      “Hey, bitch,” she chimed. “What does your afternoon look like?”

      “Wide open,” I said, stepping aside for her to brush past me into my penthouse. Her heels clicked on my white marble floors, and she set everything down on the island in my kitchen. Victoria made herself at home and helped herself to two champagne flutes, which she dropped two ice cubes into before mixing our mimosas.

      She handed me mine, and I took a sip. “My hairstylist is coming by this afternoon. Should I call and see if another girl is free? A blowout and cut on me, if you’d like?”

      Victoria, whose family was wealthy but not of the same caliber as mine, beamed at me. “That would be lovely.”

      So I made the arrangements, and by the time we’d moved on to our second drink, both of the stylists had arrived, and we were sitting in the middle of my living room with them bustling around us as they cut and styled our hair.

      “After this, I have a mani-pedi,” I told Victoria. “I called and asked them to send another girl for you, too.”

      “How did I get so lucky to have you as a best friend?”

      “You had a hot older brother,” I teased.

      It was true. Her older brother, Sammy, who now lived in Dubai overseeing the family real-estate business there, had been the first thing that drew me into her life, and when the two of us met, we were instantly bonded to each other. She was my anchor that kept me grounded, and I was the wind beneath her wings, for lack of a better expression.

      Sammy and I weren’t together long, just a few months, and things ended mutually between us. I came out on top because through our relationship, I gained a best friend.

      He gained a couple of headlines in magazines for being my boytoy of the season.

      It had been a completely unfounded article. They played me out to be some high-rolling, man-eating shark when in reality, I’d only had three boyfriends after high school, one of them being Sammy.

      The other two had been even less thrilling than our two-month romp and led to unemotional breakups that were easy to walk away from.

      They didn’t matter. They were in the past.

      “Sammy still asks about you when we talk on the phone,” Victoria said as her stylist pulled her head back, rolling the round brush through her silky blonde hair while fanning it with her blow dryer. “He was happy to hear you’d struck out on your own in New York like you wanted.”

      I smiled. Sammy had been more of a friend than a boyfriend, and he had always supported my dream of breaking away from my sheltered upbringing. “How’s he doing?”

      Victoria closed her eyes and rested her head back while her stylist continued working around her. “He’s really good I think. I very well could be wrong, but I think he met a girl.”

      “Oh?” I asked, arching an eyebrow and then wincing as my stylist tugged at my hair a little too hard.

      She apologized instantly.

      “It’s all right,” I assured her. “No pain, no gain, right?”

      My stylist smiled and worked more gently.

      “Yeah,” Victoria said, cracking open one eye to peer over at me. “I asked him about it, but he says it was nothing serious. I think he just doesn’t want Mom and Dad to find out. Buy himself some more peace and quiet before Mom starts talking about wedding rings and venues and babies.”

      “She’s still riding that grandma bandwagon hard, huh?”

      Victoria nodded. “Yep. Sammy is naturally her first target because he’s almost thirty, but if he doesn’t get a move on, I know the heat is going to turn to me.”

      “Even though you’re not seeing anyone right now?”

      “Do you seriously think my mom cares if I’m seeing anyone? I’m sure she’s done her research and has a list of suitors a mile long, all with great genes. Over six foot, coming from big families with a good slice of inheritance coming their way at some point or another. Oh, and likely all sexist dicks who would be more than happy to leave me at home all day, every day with their spawn.”

      I snorted before descending into a fit of laughter. Our two stylists, young women around mine and Victoria’s ages, couldn’t help themselves and started giggling too.

      Victoria looked around at all three of us. “You laugh, but I’m not joking. That’s my nightmare right there, and my mother would be more than happy to marry me off to one of those vermin if it meant she was half a step closer to having her first grandbaby.”

      “I feel for you Victoria,” I offered sympathetically. “I’m lucky in that regard. Daddy would freak if he caught wind of me considering parenthood.”

      “Lucky,” she grumbled.

      My phone lit up on the kitchen island, just out of my reach. My stylist, who had been coming to my penthouse every two weeks since I moved to New York City, reached for my phone and handed it to me.

      “Thank you, Brittney,” I said as I peered down at the screen. It was a number I did not recognize, and I considered letting it go to voicemail so I could enjoy my much-needed gal-pal time with Victoria.

      “You should get that,” Victoria said.

      I pursed my lips and decided she was right. It might be a business call. I lifted the phone to my ear. “Evangeline Snow.”

      “Evangeline,” a deep, familiar male voice said through my speakers. “Hey. It’s Matthew Aero. From the party.”

      “Hello, Matthew Aero from the party.” I smiled, leaning back against my chair and rolling my shoulders. “I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon.”

      “I didn’t expect to call so soon. But I must confess, I’ve been thinking about you since the last moment I saw you, and even though I tried to talk myself out of calling so soon for fear of giving the wrong impression, here I am, calling.”

      “I’m glad you did.”

      “Really?”

      He was charming, I’d give him that much. “Really. If you hadn’t called, I was going to have to find someone else to take me for a drink tonight.”

      “Then I am most definitely glad I called, too. I will send a car for you at eight. Will that suffice?”

      Charming and proper. A gentleman.

      “I’ll be waiting.”

      “See you tonight, Evangeline.”

      I hung up the phone and put it facedown in my lap. I could feel Victoria’s eyes on me, and I peered over at her. She lit up like a Christmas tree.

      “Who the hell is Matthew Aero?” she asked, her foot bouncing anxiously in anticipation.

      My stylist giggled. “He sounds like a superhero.”

      I smiled. “He does, doesn’t he? His name has a ring to it.”

      Victoria snapped her fingers. “Don’t evade the question. Who is he? Why is he calling you? Spill the beans, woman.”

      I pressed the tips of my fingers together and smiled at my friend. “I met him at the party last night. He works with my father. He’s handsome and witty, and he thought the whole affair was as overdone as I did.”

      Victoria looked impressed. “So is this just a drink with a friend, or is this a date?”

      I shrugged. “I guess we’ll have to wait and see.”

      “What do you want it to be?”

      I studied my friend and considered her question.

      Did I want to dip my toe in the dating pond again? It wasn’t that I didn’t like dating or didn’t like men. It was more or less that I had never met someone who gave me that rush of giddiness, of nerves, of white-hot and unquenchable passion.

      Well, I’d met one person, but he was off limits.

      Dangerous.

      And he was buried deep in my past, where he would stay.

      “A date would be nice,” I said, leaning back and closing my eyes as Brittney ran her curling wand through my hair to polish off the final touches of my blowout.
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          Owen

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure you don’t want a coffee or a cup of tea?” Quinn offered when I told her and Rhys that I should probably hit the road and head home.

      I shook my head. “Nah. Caffeine this late will keep me up all night.”

      “You’re getting old, man,” Rhys said.

      We had moved from the kitchen table to the living room after finishing dinner. Quinn had the kettle on the stove, and I could hear it starting to bubble away. Soon, it would be shrieking, and she could pour her and Rhys their evening cup of tea.

      He might look tough, but he was a softie on the inside, and watching Rhys and Quinn together reminded me that there was no one way to be a Lost Breed.

      For a long time, I thought love and romance did not belong in the lives of me and my brothers. Our lifestyle was too fast-paced, too hardcore, too rough. There wasn’t any room for women who either couldn’t fight for themselves, which was a category Quinn certainly did not fall into, or women who wanted us to change. There was no room for damsels or girls who were afraid to break a nail.

      If you were with a Lost Breed, you were a fighter. Plain and simple.

      And you were someone who knew the risks and the danger you were exposing yourself to.

      Men like Isaac Reed liked to make things personal. He’d gone for anyone and everyone, and some families had been hit hard by his cruelty. The thought of having someone I loved be put in danger because of the life I led was simply not an option for me.

      Although that did not eliminate the appeal of having a woman like Quinn waiting for me at home.

      After the end of a long day, it would be nice to have a girl to come home to. Someone who was happy to see me, who greeted me with a kiss and a smile and a soft body and, if I was lucky, open legs in the mornings and evenings.

      Yes. I could see myself enjoying that part of a relationship very much.

      The kettle started whistling away in the kitchen. Quinn made to get up, but Rhys went for her, leaving the two of us alone in the living room.

      Quinn ran her forefinger along her jaw. “How have you been, Owen? Really?”

      “Good,” I said.

      Her eyes narrowed a bit, and I got the impression she was fishing for something. “You’re sure? You seem a bit—I don’t know—quiet lately.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Quinn. All is good. New York finally feels like home. We still have a couple of weeks of good riding weather left. What else could a guy ask for?”

      She studied me, her expression unreadable, and then relented. “All right. And the fight last night was what? Purely circumstantial? There wasn’t a part of you that was itching for it?”

      She knew me too well.

      “Of course there was,” I admitted.

      She nodded knowingly. “I hope you’re not going to start looking for a fight everywhere you go, Owen.”

      “I won’t,” I said defensively. “Last night only happened because those guys were dicks and they outnumbered you. Had there been only one of them, I would have let you handle it yourself. Hell, I’d have gone around the place collecting bets and given you the pot once you kicked his sorry ass.”

      Quinn smiled but didn’t say anything.

      I picked absentmindedly at a loose thread on my sleeve. “You don’t need to worry about me, Quinn. I’m not that guy anymore. I won’t go looking for trouble.”

      She nodded. “Good. Because things have finally settled down. Rhys is happy. Untroubled. I haven’t seen him so at ease in years. It’s like a weight has been lifted off his shoulders, and he’s finally managed to move on after Chicago. I’m not trying to put any shit on you, Owen. I just worry about him slipping into his old ways and his old negative thoughts again if things start to unravel here.”

      I leaned forward to rest my elbows on my knees and clasp my hands together. “Quinn. Don’t worry. I’m not going to fuck this up for anyone. I want the same things you do. I swear it.”

      She drew her bottom lip between her teeth and chewed it. “Thank you. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to assume the worst. I just still get scared sometimes, you know?”

      I nodded. “Of course.”

      It was another reason why relationships in this life were hard. Quinn had her guard up. She always did. She was forever canvassing for potential threats, forever looking for the pin that might come loose that might blow everything up in her face and destroy what she had wanted for so long.

      Rhys.

      I pushed myself to my feet, and she stood with me. “I should hit the road. Thanks for dinner.”

      Quinn followed me to the door with her hand on my back. “There are no hard feelings over this, right? I’m only looking out for you boys because you’re all so incapable of doing it for yourselves.”

      I chuckled and pulled her in for a one-arm hug. “No hard feelings. Someone has to keep us in line, right?”

      She grinned. “Right.”

      Quinn called down the hall into the kitchen to Rhys to tell him I was leaving, and he joined us at the front door to wish me a good night. I thanked them both again for dinner before hitting the driveway and getting back on my bike to head home.

      They stood in the doorway with the light from the hall illuminating them from behind, and as I rode away, the image of them waving was burned onto the back of my eyes, a picture of domestic bliss.

      A picture of something I could never have. And didn’t want. At least, I was fairly certain I didn’t want it.

      The night was cool but not intolerably so, so I took a long way home and found myself on busy streets packed with cars heading to their Saturday night destinations. I wove through taxis and luxury sedans, limos, and sports cars. I ran more than a handful of yellow lights and two reds.

      When I came to a somewhat less busy street lined with swanky restaurants, I spotted a woman with long dark brown hair stepping out of a limo on the curb on the opposite side of the street. I had to stop at a red light behind two taxis, and it gave me the chance to really get a good look at her.

      There was something familiar in the way she moved.

      She was like a dancer, completely in control of every elegant movement she made, almost like she was a woman who was used to being watched at all times. It would make sense. All I could see was the back of her, and the view was spectacular.

      She was wearing all black. Her top was all lace, with long sleeves, and it ended right at the narrowest part of her waist, highlighting her hourglass shape. Her pants were skin tight from hip to ankle and blacker than sin, and she’d paired the look with a pair of sky-high black pumps with red soles that screamed sex and class.

      “Damn,” I breathed, watching as she stepped up onto the curb and flipped her mane of luscious brown hair over one shoulder. She looked both ways down the sidewalk, and I got a glimpse of shimmery cheekbones and red lips.

      I was not satisfied. I needed to see more.

      So I wove out and around the two cabs in front of me, both of whom honked their horns in annoyance, and pulled up to the stop line at the red light. I leaned over my gas tank and kept my right foot planted on the pavement to keep myself steady as I admired every curve of her body.

      Then she turned to face the road, and my breath hitched in my throat.

      Evangeline Snow.

      “No fucking way,” I muttered.

      It took me all of three seconds to assess the intersection, pull out in front of traffic, and pull a U-turn which earned me a hell of a lot of honks and curses through open windows. I accelerated around a couple of cars and pulled into the open spot behind the limo as Evangeline turned toward a man in a black suit. She held out her hand, and he lifted it to his lips to place a kiss upon her knuckles.

      Tool, I thought as I swung my leg over the seat and tucked my helmet under my arm.

      I hopped up onto the sidewalk as the man in the suit offered Evangeline his arm. She threaded hers through the crook of his elbow and smiled up at him as he began leading her to the wide double doors of a very lavish-looking two-story restaurant with a glass front.

      I jogged over to them and called her name.

      Evangeline turned, her brow furrowed in confusion, her red lips slightly parted, and memories flooded over me.

      Me and Evangeline making out on my bike in her driveway at the manor in Chicago.

      Me and Evangeline fooling around by the edge of the pool on a hot summer day when her father was out of town.

      Me and Evangeline telling each other we loved each other when we were both a little drunk and a little high on endorphins after a night of lovemaking.

      I swallowed as a smile touched her lips and recognition lit up her bright green eyes, which were just as dazzling and wild and clear as I remembered.

      Like tropical oceans. A sea of green and wonder.
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          Evangeline

        

      

    

    
      Matthew pulled me in a little closer to his side when we turned toward the man who had called my name.

      At first, I’d expected to turn around and see one of my father’s friends. Or perhaps someone from the party who had tried to get my phone number. Or even worse, someone from the media.

      But he was none of those things.

      I smiled and my cheeks hurt. “Owen McCully.”

      He’d changed. A lot.

      For starters, he was much bigger than I remembered. Back when we were young and dumb and under the impression that we were in love, he’d been tall and lean with a lot of filling out to do. He had very clearly done it. His shoulders were broader, his arms thick with muscle. His chest was full, and his posture was powerful. He was a man who owned the space around him and commanded respect—or fear, depending on who you were.

      His auburn hair was thicker and untamed, probably due to the fact that he’d just been wearing a helmet. That did not surprise me. Owen almost always had his helmet with him because he rode everywhere he went. His jaw was more square and covered in dark stubble that dared me to reach out and stroke his cheek like I used to.

      I swallowed.

      There were also some things about him that were new and not necessarily positive things. His nose had been broken. Again. It was more crooked than it used to be. And there was a scar through his right eyebrow where no hair grew.

      But damn him, he was still a handsome devil.

      Devil being the key word there.

      He looked me up and down in that same way he always used to, like a lion who had found what he wanted after months of searching. “I never thought I’d see you in this neck of the woods, Angel,” he purred.

      Angel.

      He’d called me Angel for as long as I’d known him. When we’d first met and he found out my name was Evangeline, he’d cocked his head to the side and said he was going to call me Eva. But then he frowned, shook his head, and said I was no Eva. So he went with Angel.

      He was the only person who had ever called me that, and I liked it that way. It had become our special thing.

      “I live here now,” I told him.

      His dark, thick eyebrows lifted. “Oh yeah? Likewise.”

      “Really? I never thought you’d leave Rhys back in Chicago.”

      “I didn’t,” he said.

      I cocked my head to the side curiously.

      He waved his hand dismissively. “Doesn’t matter. You look good, Angel. Really good.”

      I wished my cheeks weren’t burning so furiously, but there was nothing I could do to stop it. There were some men who just made you feel a certain way, and Owen was and always had been Kryptonite to me. He was a bad boy. Rugged. Mean. Tough.

      But he also had a soft and gooey center that I knew not many people were privy to. I was one of the lucky ones who’d gotten a glimpse of it before our time together ended.

      “And you’ve been staying in trouble, I see.” I nodded at his face, referencing his new scar and newly shaped nose.

      He grinned and slid a hand in his jean pocket. “Me? Trouble? Never.”

      I giggled.

      Matthew suddenly stepped forward and let my arm fall as he offered his hand to Owen. “Hey, man. I’m Matthew. Nice to meet you.”

      Owen looked from Matthew’s hand to his face, then accepted the gesture and closed his fingers around Matthew’s. “Owen McCully.”

      Matthew stood back and put his hand on my lower back. “How do you two know each other?”

      Owen looked to me to answer.

      “Oh,” I said, trying not to smile as I recalled the memories of our times together. “We used to date. About seven years ago.”

      Matthew nodded knowingly. “So you’re from Chicago, then?”

      “Born and raised,” Owen said.

      “Why did you move to the Big Apple? I just found myself living here after a transfer at work. I work for Evangeline’s father, actually.” Matthew flashed a cocky smile and glanced at me. I smiled politely back up at him.

      Owen cleared his throat. “I needed a change. Chicago was getting a bit too small.”

      “Small?” Matthew asked.

      I interjected, sparing Owen from having to explain his involvement with his MC. “Owen was always meant for someplace other than Chicago. At least, that’s what I always thought.”

      “You did?” Owen asked.

      I nodded and dropped my gaze to the sidewalk. “I did.”

      Matthew’s hand pressed more firmly into my lower back and wrapped slightly around my waist. He pulled me gently toward him and nodded at the restaurant doors. “Sorry, man, but we’d better head in. This place books up weeks in advance, and I had to do some serious schmoozing to get us a table tonight. You understand, don’t you?”

      Owen took his helmet out from under his arm and let it hang by his side. “Of course. You can’t let a schmoozed-for table go to waste. Have a good night.”

      I offered Owen the best smile I could and hoped he understood the feeling behind it. I wished I could stay out there and talk with him longer. But that wouldn’t be fair to Matthew, who had very clearly gone through a lot of work to make tonight happen. I appreciated his efforts, and I wanted him to know that.

      But Owen McCully was a hard man for me to turn my back on.

      When I did, he caught my wrist and pulled me to him, right out from under Matthew’s arm. He gazed down at me with his deep brown eyes. “Sorry, Matthew, one second?”

      Matthew sighed behind me. “Of course.”

      Owen smiled at me. “Can we meet for coffee sometime and catch up? I want to know what the last seven years have looked like for you.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “Yeah?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Yes. Now, you’ll have to let go of my hand so I can get back to my date.”

      Owen released me and let my hand fall to my side. “I don’t have your number.”

      I stepped back toward Matthew. “I guess you’ll just have to find me again. Have a good night, Owen.”

      I let Matthew lead me through the doors and into the restaurant, and I didn’t look back to see if Owen was staring after me, even though I desperately wanted to.

      Matthew greeted the host, who immediately brought us to a table by the window. It was a romantic little spot at a small table that was so intimate, our knees touched when we sat down. He proceeded to order us a bottle of red wine and told the host that we were going to keep the drinks menu.

      Just in case.

      While he spoke to the host, I rested my chin on my hand and gazed out the window to watch Owen get back on his bike.

      It was the same one he’d had all those years ago.

      The army-green paint looked a little faded from the sun, but everything else about it was the same. The brass accents, the matte-black motor, and exposed pieces.

      When he pulled away, I frowned.

      Across the back of his leather jacket were the words “Lost Breed.”

      “What’s the matter?” Matthew asked.

      I shook my head and tore my gaze off of Owen, who was peeling off down the street. “Nothing. Sorry.”

      Matthew studied me. “The two of you have history, huh?”

      I licked my lips. “Yes. That was rude of me, wasn’t it? Indulging him like that?”

      Matthew shook his head. “No. Not at all. The two of you very clearly went way back. I was the one who was rude, pulling you away like that. I was being selfish. I didn’t want to miss my chance to sit down with a woman like you in a place like this. Do you think me a bad person?”

      Matthew had stolen all of my attention back with his charm. I smiled. “You aren’t a bad person, Matthew. I’m happy to be here with you. I’ve been looking forward to this all day.”

      “Likewise,” he said, twisting around in his chair and craning his neck to peer over the heads of other customers in the restaurant. “Now, where’s that wine so I can perfectly time my toast to our evening and getting to know each other?”

      Matthew was smooth. He’d addressed the run-in with Owen and effortlessly moved past it like a gentleman, and I appreciated that in a man.

      When he spotted our server coming, he turned back toward me with a crooked grin that in turn made me smile. He had a boyish charm to him that was endearing, but also another edgier, sexier, more mysterious side.

      The server poured us our wine, and he lifted his glass in a toast. “To a good evening with a new friend.”

      “Cheers,” I said, and we both took a sip of the merlot. It went down as smoothly as Matthew’s lines.

      I crossed one leg over the other. “So, Matthew. How long have you worked with my father?  I believe you told me at the party, but I’m sorry, I’ve forgotten since then.”

      “About four years now.”

      “Do you like working with him?”

      Matthew nodded. “I do now. At first, it was a bit overwhelming. Your father, as I’m sure you know, is a very headstrong man, and he’s ruthless when it comes to business. He has a vision for his company and his brand, and he shoots for the moon. Which I’ve learned over the last two years is the only way to have any sort of success in this day and age, especially when your project is environmental. It’s easy for the world to turn a blind eye and forget about you if you’re not making sure you’re right in their face at every turn.”

      I laughed. “You’ve definitely sat in many meetings with my father. You sound just like him.”

      He raised his wine glass. “I will take that as a high compliment.”

      “It is.” I smiled, taking another sip of wine and watching Matthew Aero over the rim of my wine glass.

      Charming indeed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          Owen

        

      

    

    
      She took my hand in hers and pulled me away from the crowd as the music vibrated the earth under our feet. Her laughter was lost in the air, drowned out by the screams of the crowd, the music blaring on stage, the chorus of voices, the beat of the drums, and the chords of the electric guitar.

      But I knew she was laughing nevertheless.

      Evangeline was always laughing when we were together.

      I cast a glance over my shoulder as she stole me away, around behind the stage where nobody was allowed to enter except security and VIP personnel. Evangeline’s wealth and her last name let her get away with a lot of shit I never would have dreamed of attempting. A guy like me would go to jail for attempting the shit she got away with.

      She spun me around and pushed me up against the side of the platform used for the stage. There weren’t many people back here, and now that we were out of range of the speakers, I could hear her when she whispered, “I want you right now.”

      “Here?” I breathed. My cock twitched in my pants in response, and the breathless giggle that came out of her only made it worse. I swallowed. “Angel, someone will see us.”

      “Since when were you the goody-good in this duo?” she asked, cocking her head to the side to give me a quizzical stare.

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “Since you started saying crazy shit like that.”

      She tossed her head back and closed her eyes as she faced the night sky.

      Good God, she was beautiful.

      Too beautiful and too sweet and too clever for the likes of me.

      But she turned her sights back on me, her lips curling in a naughty smile that threatened to take my legs out from under me, and she pressed her hands flat to my chest. “Then why don’t we find somewhere a little more private?”

      Her hands fell to my crotch, and she rubbed my cock through my jeans.

      I grabbed her wrist and pushed her away, but she refused to relent, and if I didn’t answer her soon, I knew she’d have a hand down my pants, and then I’d be done for. Seconds would pass, and she’d be on her knees, pulling my pants down.

      And then all bets were off.

      I’d fuck her right here and now and wouldn’t give a damn who saw us.

      “Come on, baby,” she purred, hooking her thumb in my waistband and pulling me to her. “Let’s go.”

      “Lead the way.”

      Evangeline took my hand again and led me away from the outdoor concert at Jay Pritzker Pavilion. I hurried along behind her and cast wary looks over my shoulder to make sure no security was watching as my girl dragged me to the treeline on the outskirts of the concert property. We plunged into the darkness, and once we were shielded from view by the leaves and branches and shadow, she spun to me, gathered the front of my shirt in her hands, and pulled me in for a kiss.

      She tasted like spiced rum.

      I cupped her cheek in my hand and plunged my fingers into her thick dark hair to hold her in place as I walked her backward until her shoulder blades were pressed against the trunk of a tree. She smiled into our kiss and fumbled with my fly to get my jeans undone.

      When she succeeded, she let out a needy little moan into my mouth and plunged her hand into my boxers to stroke my cock.

      Evangeline was wearing a short black skirt and a button-up white blouse that she’d tied in a knot to shorten it and expose her flat belly and the sparkly piece of jewelry in her navel. She took my free hand and pressed it to her stomach. Then, holding my wrist, she encouraged me to run my palm down her stomach and under her skirt, where I discovered she wasn’t wearing any panties.

      I broke our kiss and pressed my forehead to hers. Her eyes were closed.

      “You were counting on this, weren’t you, Angel?”

      She nodded.

      I teased her, running my hand along the inside of her thighs and tracing the groove between her pussy and hip. Her skin was soft and smooth and firm, and she bit her bottom lip and pushed her hips toward me, silently pleading for me to give her what she wanted.

      Her blue eyes fluttered open, and she stared right into my soul. “If you make me wait any longer, Owen McCully, I’m going to have to take care of myself.”

      “Sounds sexy,” I purred.

      She cracked a wicked smile. “Sounds like blue balls for you.”

      

      “Fuck me,” I growled when my alarm clock started blaring obnoxiously on my nightstand.

      I glared at my ceiling, full of anger and spite that morning had come at the exact moment that things were heating up in my dream.

      I rolled over, slammed my hand on my alarm clock to silence it, and then went back to lay on my back and gaze at the ceiling. I was out of breath. My cock was hard as hell, and the soft graze of the blanket on top of me was enough to make me flinch.

      Of course, I was already dreaming about her.

      Evangeline had always had a hold on me that was incomparable to any other woman’s draw. In fact, all other women paled in comparison to her. I’d said that to Rhys once, who told me I was probably missing out on plenty of great women because I was constantly holding them up against Evangeline and what we’d had.

      He was right. He always was. But it didn’t change a damn thing.

      I still pined for her soul and her heart and her lips and her tits and her pussy. I pined for all of her. She filled something in me that nobody else would ever be able to fill, and until I saw her last night, I had resigned myself to my fate that she and I were nothing but a memory. Something to look back on with fondness and to dream about from time to time.

      But, damn it all to hell, I could have sworn there was still something there when she looked at me last night. Her gaze had been full of fire, just like it used to be, and she didn’t try to hide it, even though she was clearly out on a date with another man.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and sighed. “You’re being a fool.”

      Seven years was a long time. A lot had changed for both of us.

      I was a different man than I used to be. I could only assume she was different too. She looked like she’d moved on with her life and followed in her father’s footsteps. They were making a difference, and the man she’d had on her arm last night probably had goals more aligned with hers.

      It didn’t matter how many times I told myself she and I didn’t make sense, and I should leave it alone.

      I needed to see her again. The dream only reaffirmed that.

      It hadn’t been a fantasy, but rather a memory of one of my favorite nights with the girl of my dreams.

      Evangeline had shown me a wild time that night at the concert. She’d sucked me off in the trees and let me fuck her against the trunk. She didn’t keep quiet, either. Anyone walking past would have known there were two lovers going at it in the trees.

      I could still recall her cries when she came.

      I ripped my blankets off and padded to my bathroom, where I cranked the cold water in my shower and stepped under the spray. The cold instantly made my skin prickle with goosebumps, but it chased away the lingering arousal that sat heavily in my limbs.

      By the time I got dressed and had a cup of coffee, I felt almost normal, but my mind was still occupied with thoughts of Evangeline and the man she was with last night.

      She’d told me she was up for coffee, but I had to find her first.

      I was sure her address would be impossible to find online, but I gave it a go anyway. Nothing came up. So I used the resources I had and called Dani, who was conveniently at work at the police department.

      She scolded me for using her for such frivolous matters, and I assured her it was not frivolous at all. Evangeline was important. She put up a bit of a fight, and I pleaded with her until she finally caved and told me to sit tight while she got the information I was after.

      Within another six minutes, I had Evangeline’s address at a posh fifty-story apartment building in downtown Manhattan.

      I was there just before noon.

      The place was luxurious and a hell of a lot fancier than I’d expected. I left my bike parked out on the street a couple of blocks away after seeing the valet service at the roundabout driveway outside the building. I wasn’t trusting someone with my baby, and I also didn’t feel like paying an arm and a leg for something I could do on my own.

      I took the stairs up to the front doors of the lobby two at a time, and a doorman opened the door for me and greeted me with a polite nod and a very formal, “How do you do, sir?”

      I nodded at him before stepping inside and feeling immediately out of place.

      The floors were glistening white marble and were probably polished every night. The ceiling was two-stories high, so every step I took echoed, and the people mingling around in the lounge off to the right cast uneasy glances in my direction.

      I was not dressed in a suit or a business dress like them, but rather jeans and a black T-shirt with my leather Lost Breed jacket on top. In retrospect, that might not have been the best decision. I probably looked like I was here on unsavory business in their eyes.

      I strode right up to the concierge desk. It, too, was white marble, and above hung a dazzling crystal chandelier that caught the sunlight streaming in through the two-story floor-to-ceiling windows all around the lobby.

      Behind the desk was a wiry young man in a gray suit with thick-framed black glasses. He had a stylish haircut that was slicked back, and not a strand of his light blond hair was out of place. When I stopped at the desk, he looked up from his computer screen and blinked at me.

      “Oh, good afternoon, sir. How can I help you?”

      “I’m looking for Evangeline Snow.”

      The concierge, whose nametag read “Barry”, narrowed his eyes at me. “Apologies, sir, but I am not authorized to give you any personal information on residents at this property unless specifically directed to by the resident themselves.”

      I shrugged, leaned forward, and crossed my arms on the counter of his fancy desk. “I’ve got all day, Barry. If you don’t call up to her, you and I can hang out. What do you say?”

      Barry became clearly frazzled. He straightened out several items on his desk compulsively: keyboard, mouse, notepad, pen, cell phone. Then he pushed his glasses farther up his nose and stammered, “I’m very busy, sir. Perhaps you can come back later?”

      “Nah. I’ll wait.”

      Barry frowned. “Sir. Please. I’m not permitted to—”

      “She’ll want to hear from me. She and I go way back.”

      Barry licked his lips and looked at my jacket and then my hands. My knuckles were a bit bruised from my fight back at the bar the other night. “This feels like a mistake,” he said nervously.

      “Why don’t you just call her and tell her Owen is here to see her? She won’t be pissed. I swear.”

      Barry made a nervous sound in the back of his throat.

      I leaned forward, and he recoiled. “Come on, Barry. Do a guy a favor. Call her up and pass me the phone. I’ll talk to her.”

      Barry, bless his little soul, hung his head in defeat, picked up the phone, and dialed Evangeline’s number. He looked from me to my knuckles while the phone rang, and when she answered, he said, “Hello, Ms. Snow. Sorry to bother you. But there is a gentleman down in the lobby asking for you. He says his name is Owen. Would you like to speak to him?” He paused as she answered. Then his shoulders slumped. “Yes. Yes of course. Here he is.”

      He handed me the phone.

      I took it from him with a smug smile. “Hey, Angel. Barry here runs a tight ship. He put me through the wringer.”

      Her soft laughter filled the phone. “He takes his job very seriously.”

      “Listen, I just busted my ass tracking you down. Please tell me you’re free for lunch.”

      “Or what?”

      “Or I’ll come up there and get you myself.”

      Barry shook his head frantically. “No, sir. You are not permitted up—”

      I held up my hand. “Shut up, Barry.”

      Barry hung his head.

      Evangeline giggled into the line. “Give me fifteen minutes. I’ll meet you down there.”

      “Wear pants,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “Because I brought my hog.”

      Barry, who probably didn’t know the term “hog” for motorcycles and thought I was saying something completely inappropriate to one of his residents, looked like he was going to pass out.

      I flashed him a grin and waggled my eyebrows.
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          Evangeline

        

      

    

    
      I got ready in a whirlwind, spurred on by anxiety and excitement and giddiness.

      Owen McCully was downstairs waiting on me.

      It had been a long time since I’d felt this sort of rush about spending time with someone. My cheeks were hot, and my hands were shaky, and there were butterflies fluttering around in my stomach, hellbent on freedom.

      Owen’s warning to wear pants was appreciated because I’d almost gone down in a maxi dress and a loose cardigan. I swapped it out for a pair of high-rise jeans—which I rolled up at the ankles—booties, a crop tee, and a black leather jacket. My hair was already in a long braid down the middle of my back, which would do, and I hurried out of my penthouse to get on the elevator and ride it down to the lobby.

      As promised, Owen was waiting for me.

      He had his back toward me, and the Lost Breed emblem was on display on his jacket while he spoke to Barry, who was pale and expressionless and a little wide-eyed.

      The poor thing was terrified.

      I would have to fix that.

      Owen’s ass looked pretty good in his jeans, and I checked him out from behind before tapping him on the shoulder. He turned around and smiled. It was the best thing I’d seen today.

      “That’s criminal,” Owen said, looking me over.

      “But bike appropriate,” I said.

      He shrugged one shoulder. “I suppose so. Are you ready? I think Barry is going to shit himself if I don’t clear out of here soon.”

      I giggled and shook my head before moving around Owen to put my hands on the concierge desk. “Barry, I’m sorry you had to deal with him. But thank you for keeping him entertained while he waited for me. He’s just a goof, okay? He won’t hurt you or anyone in here. His bark is worse than his bite.”

      Barry laughed nervously. “Yes, Ms. Snow. Thank you.”

      I gave him a reassuring smile. “I appreciate you breaking protocol and phoning me. Owen is a dear friend. Whenever he comes by, you have my permission to let him up, okay?”

      Barry nodded, despite looking horrified that I would be comfortable letting a man like Owen up to my penthouse. “Yes, Ms. Snow.”

      I flipped my braid over my shoulder and turned back toward Owen. “I’m famished. Where are we going to eat?”

      “I’m craving something greasy.”

      “Burger and fries?” I suggested.

      Owen flashed me a smile. “You always know the right things to say to a man, Angel.”

      I followed him out the front doors, down the steps, and across the looping driveway and valet service. We walked two blocks down the road to where his bike was parked, and as soon as I saw it, my heart fluttered in my chest.

      “You still have her,” I said softly, reaching out and resting a hand on the worn leather seat. I’d spent hundreds of hours on the back of this bike with my arms wrapped around Owen.

      “Of course I do,” he said, plucking two helmets off the handlebars. He handed me the smaller of the two. “Do you still know how to put these on?”

      I scoffed at him. “How much do you think I’ve changed in seven years?”

      “I don’t know. I’m a bit worried to find out.”

      I shook my head at him. “You have nothing to be worried about. I’m the same girl.” I pulled the helmet on and threaded the strap through the metal rings, working the end of it back through and then tugging down to tighten it. I made sure the helmet wasn’t too loose before flipping the tinted visor up. “If you ride like a pussy just because I’m on the back, I’ll kick your ass, Owen.”

      He threw his head back with laughter before putting his own helmet on. Then he swung a long leg over the seat of the bike, put the key in the ignition, and revved the engine.

      The sound made my knees ache.

      It had been so fucking long since I’d been on the back of a bike.

      There was something about the rush of wind over my knees and the way a bike leaned in the corners that made you feel like you were invincible. Having a strong man calling all the shots and keeping you safe all the while wasn’t so bad, either.

      Owen nodded for me to get on.

      I kicked down one of the metal spokes behind his heel, planted the ball of my foot on it, and then stepped up, bracing myself with a hand on each of Owen’s shoulders as I swung my other leg over the seat and sat down. I kicked the other peg down, found a comfortable position, and leaned forward to wrap my arms around Owen.

      He was thicker than he used to be.

      I wondered what sort of masterpiece lay beneath his T-shirt now.

      Owen kicked up the kickstand and pulled away from the curb. The engine roared as he opened up the throttle, and I quickly flipped my visor back down as the wind hit my face and we wove through traffic.

      When we stopped at a red light, Owen put his hand on my knee and turned his head to the side. “You all right back there, Angel?”

      I nodded and squeezed him with my arms. “I’m great! See that red awning up ahead? They serve great burgers. Let’s stop in there.”

      He nodded.

      We pulled into the parking lot of the burger shack and parked the bike. I got off first, then Owen did, and we took off our helmets and brought them into the restaurant with us.

      The place was busy, with only two open tables. The waitress, a short, curvy little thing, brought us to a booth by the window. We placed our helmets on the seats beside us before ordering a glass of water each. She bustled off and left us to scan the menus.

      I already knew I was getting the Tropical Hawaiian Burger. A concoction of barbeque sauce, grilled pineapple, sweet relish, hot peppers, and chipotle mayo.

      Owen was still poring over his menu, long after I’d closed mine and tucked it off to the side.

      I arched an eyebrow at him. “What’s taking you so long? You and I both know you’re going to order the one with the most bacon on it.”

      “It’s been seven years, Angel,” he said without looking up at me. “Maybe I’ve changed.”

      “Oh please. No amount of time could ever disenchant you from your love of bacon.”

      With a chuckle, he closed the menu. “Who am I kidding? You’re right.”

      “Aren’t I always?”

      “Not always,” he said.

      “Oh? Name a time?”

      He pursed his lips, lips I had kissed a thousand times and dreamt of kissing again in the past seven years, and he gazed out the window thoughtfully. Then his brows drew together.

      “Can’t think of anything, can you?” I teased.

      He shook his head. “No. Not off the cuff like that.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Excuses. Excuses.”

      He grinned. “It’s really fucking good to see you, Angel. Seriously. It’s like…”

      “Nothing has changed?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I feel that way too.”

      Our moment was interrupted when our waitress came back with two glasses of iced water. She set them down in front of us and plucked a small notebook from her belt. She flipped it open, clicked her pen, and poised it over the page. Then she looked up at us. “What can I get you?”

      Owen ordered his bacon burger. “Add extra bacon.”

      She scribbled it down and turned toward me.

      “I’ll have the Tropical Hawaiian Burger.” I folded up my menu, took Owen’s, and stacked them together before passing them to her.

      She read our orders off to us to make sure they were right. “Are both of those with fries?”

      Owen and I nodded.

      “All right. Anything else to drink, or are you good with your waters?”

      We told her we were fine with our waters, and she took her leave, taking orders from a couple of other tables around us before reporting back to the kitchen.

      I turned to Owen, whose eyes I could feel on me as I watched her. I smiled and sipped my water. “So. What’s new with you?”

      He raked his fingers through his hair. “I don’t know where to start. A lot of shit has changed since I saw you last, Angel. A lot of shit.”

      I leaned forward to rest my arms on the table. From here I could get a couple of whiffs of his cologne, bergamot and cedar wood. I inhaled and hoped he didn’t catch me smelling the air around us. “How about you start by telling me how you ended up here in New York City?” I suggested.

      His expression fell.

      I sat up a little straighter. “Owen? Did I say something wrong?”

      He shook his head. “No. No, not at all. It’s just… well, it’s not a very good story.”

      “I’m not looking for a good story.”

      He met my gaze and nodded. “Right.”

      I licked my lips. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

      For a minute, I thought he might take me up on that offer, and I tried to think of something else to ask him that didn’t elicit such a reaction. I’d never seen him go all stiff like this. It was clearly something he didn’t want to talk about.

      But there had never been any secrets between us.

      “Where’s your old jacket?” I whispered.

      He looked down at his leather jacket, his Lost Breed jacket. “Yeah. That’s the thing, Angel. The Red Rogues are no more.”

      I swallowed past the sudden tightness in my throat. “What happened?”

      He sighed and slumped back against his seat. “Your father was right. I got us in trouble. And most of us didn’t make it out alive.”

      “Owen,” I said, reaching for his hand resting on the edge of the table. He let me graze his knuckles, which I noticed were bruised but I didn’t say anything, and then he pulled away and let his hand fall to his lap.

      He met my eye. “We met a bad guy. A real bad guy. In a bar. He was there looking for a fight, and he picked me out of the crowd, and when he made a point to knock my shoulder, I pushed back. You know how I used to be.”

      I nodded. I did. He was a fighter. No, a scrapper. He was the guy you wanted on your team when shit went sideways.

      “He nearly killed me.”

      “Who was he?” I asked.

      “Isaac Reed.”

      I’d never heard of him, so I stayed quiet.

      “Rhys and Max were there to save my ass. If they hadn’t, my skull would have been crushed by that angry bastard. I’m sure of it.”

      This explained his scarred eyebrow and busted nose. I licked my lips. “What happened after?” I knew there was an after. I could see it in his eyes. He’d lost something.

      “Reed came after the whole club. He was a psychopath, Angel. He wrought havoc on us. Tailed us when we were alone. Made sure we knew someone was after us. And then he started picking us off one by one. There are only four of us left. Me, Rhys, Liam, and Aiden.”

      “What?” I breathed.

      He nodded. “He killed eight of us. Max included.”

      “Jesus. Owen. I’m so sorry. You could have called me. You could have—”

      He shook his head sharply. “No. It was best that you and I were done before Reed came along.”

      I chewed the inside of my cheek to stop myself from crying.

      Seven years ago, there had been two things in this world that made Owen happy. One of those things had been his club. The other had been me, and I’d had to walk away from him when the fighting wouldn’t stop, and my father’s stress was going to give him a heart attack.

      He’d lost us both.

      Just like that.

      I looked down at the table and willed the tears not to come.

      “Angel,” Owen said softly, reaching for me. “It’s all right. Things are better now. We came out the other side in one piece.”

      “Not all of you,” I whispered.

      “No. Not all of us. But we put the bastard in the ground who slaughtered our brothers and we’re doing their memory justice. Please. Don’t cry.”

      I sniffled and shook my head. “I should have been there for you.”

      “No offense,” Owen said, chuckling softly. “But I’m glad you weren’t. It was really fucking messy. And had you seen me when it all went down, you might have hated me.”

      “I could never hate you,” I said, lifting my gaze back to him.

      He smiled, but it was a sad, twisted, broken sort of smile.

      It was clear to me that he still hadn’t managed to put himself back together in the aftermath of his loss and grief.

      Owen McCully could fight himself out of any situation. He was the guy who would come to your rescue no matter what the odds were. He’d stand by your side with his fists raised until the bitter end.

      But he’d never been very good at the healing part.
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          Owen

        

      

    

    
      Evangeline dabbed at the corners of her eyes with her thumbs when the waitress came back with our plates of food. She set them down on the table, spun them toward us, and then stood back with her hands on her hips.

      “Anything else?”

      There was ketchup on the table and plenty of napkins, so I shook my head. “We’re good. Thanks.”

      “Holler if you need anything,” she said as she was already walking away.

      I set to work on my food and popped two fries in my mouth. Evangeline was still getting herself settled and was sniffling softly.

      I pulled a napkin out of the chrome box beside the ketchup and passed it to her. “Here.”

      She took the napkin, dabbed under her eyes and her nose, and then crumpled it into a small ball. I didn’t see where it went, but it disappeared. “Thank you.”

      “I’m sorry, Angel. I didn’t mean to make you upset.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “I could have given you a heads-up that things were going to get dark real quick.”

      She shook her head. “No. That’s not what I meant. It’s not your fault what happened to the Rogues.”

      I hesitated with my burger halfway to my mouth.

      She licked her lips and stared at me. “I know you, Owen. I might know you better than almost anyone. And I also know you probably wake up every morning wishing you hadn’t swung at Reed. But it’s not your fault.”

      I put my burger down.

      Damn her for being so intuitive.

      “I wouldn’t say every morning,” I said.

      Evangeline ran her finger under her lashes, wiping away bits of wet mascara. “I can only imagine how angry you were.”

      I nodded. “Things were pretty bad for a long time.”

      I thought back to all the fights I’d gotten into after Reed wiped most of us out. At the time, I was hellbent on convincing myself and the remaining Red Rogues that the fights were just a distraction. That I was only looking for something to take the pain and the guilt away for just a few minutes.

      But each fight had a higher and higher cost.

      When my bar battles started landing me in the hospital, Rhys put his foot down. He was just as broken as I was, maybe even worse off after Max was killed, but he was still there and able to put me in my place.

      He told me I was looking for the easy way out.

      I was looking for someone to end my misery for me.

      And then he’d become so furious, I thought he might kill me himself.

      “So New York was a fresh start?” Evangeline asked, guiding me away from those unsettling memories.

      “Yes. In a sense. When we came here, it wasn’t for a clean slate. We tracked Reed here. He was doing the same thing to another crew that he did to us, and he’d only just got started. So we tossed our hats in the ring and offered to help them put him down.”

      “I thought clubs didn’t work together like that?”

      “They don’t,” I said. “Not usually. But they were in a bad spot. Reed had already killed two of them, and I think their boss was realizing that Reed wouldn’t stop until he was surrounded by the corpses of his brothers.” I shifted in my seat and reached for the ketchup, which I squirted on my plate. I handed it to Evangeline, and she did the same. “At first, they wanted nothing to do with us. But Rhys was stubborn as hell, and we ended up getting our way in. And we were there when they cornered Reed. And Rhys put him down.”

      “He killed him?” she breathed.

      I nodded. “Shot him.”

      She bit her bottom lip.

      “Don’t feel bad, Angel. The guy deserved the bullet he got. And it doesn’t weigh heavy on Rhys, either. Hell, I think it set him free. That’s why Ryder gave him the gun.”

      “Ryder?”

      “Our new boss.”

      She reeled under this new information. “New boss? Rhys isn’t—”

      “Nope. Ryder is the President of the Lost Breed MC here in New York City. He took us in. Gave us a new home. Set us up for success. He’s a good man, Angel. As good as they come. Rhys is more than happy working for him. And, you should know, he and Quinn are together now.”

      “Really?” she asked, her eyebrows lifting and her lips curling up in a smile. I was happy to lead the conversation in a lighter direction.

      “Really. Shit isn’t all bad. Not anymore. We’re back on our feet, and this feels like home now.”

      “I’m glad.”

      I nodded at her plate. “Eat up. You said you were famished. I’d hate for my sob story to steal your appetite.”

      Evangeline looked at her plate and ran her hands down her thighs.

      Damn it. I had spoiled it for her.

      I should have kept my fucking mouth shut. Everything that happened in Chicago was not her problem. It was my burden to bear.

      I took a bite of my burger and hoped it would spur her into eating as well. “What about you?”

      She picked up a fry and took a bite. “What about me?”

      “Any mass murders happen in your last seven years?” I joked.

      She didn’t see the humor in it and shook her head. “No. Thank God. I’ve been luckier than you. Then again, I think I always have been.”

      I wouldn’t argue that point.

      She finished her fry and moved on to her burger. After a few bites, she dabbed her lips on her napkin, leaving a perfect pink imprint of her mouth on the paper. “Things in my neck of the woods have been pretty good. Uneventful compared to your seven years. Daddy is still kicking ass, and his Clear Ocean program has taken off. He’s touring the country and giving speeches and even some lectures at universities now. It’s making a difference.”

      “That’s great. You must be proud.”

      “I am. I’m holding down the fort here if things come up. They don’t that often. But if a client needs to meet with my father and he can’t get to New York, I step in.”

      “Do you enjoy it?”

      She studied me. Her blue eyes, bright and clear as the sky, danced back and forth between mine. “Sometimes.”

      “Just sometimes?”

      Evangeline drew her long braid over her shoulder and ran her fingers over it. “I mean, yes. It’s a good job. And I’m proud of what I’m contributing to and the fact that I’m part of the family business. But I don’t really like a lot of the clients. They look down on me, and I think they try to get away with things they would never try to pull if it was my father in the room instead of me.”

      “So, sexist pricks?”

      She smiled. “Yes. Sexist pricks.”

      “Do you think they don’t take you seriously?”

      She laughed. “Oh, I know they don’t take me seriously. I can’t tell you how many of them have asked for my personal number at the end of business meetings. It’s appalling.”

      I shrugged. “Can you blame them? I mean, look at you.”

      She arched an eyebrow, and I immediately got the sense I was walking on thin ice. “So that means it’s okay for them to behave like pigs in the workplace? Because I’m attractive?”

      I swallowed. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “I hope not,” she said, and then she cracked a smile to let me know all was forgiven. “Besides working for my father and moving to New York, not much is new with me. Auntie Francine is doing well. She’s back at the manor in Chicago, keeping everything in working order for my father. He’d be lost without her, and I probably never would have moved here if she wasn’t still living at the house.”

      “Well, I’ll have to thank her sometime then.”

      Evangeline blushed.

      We finished our meals, and I paid the tab. Evangeline, always respectful of our financial differences, did not insist on covering the bill herself because she had more money. She graciously accepted, picked up her helmet, and winked at me. “Take me back to my penthouse? I’ll show you my digs.”

      “Is that a proposition?”

      “I don’t know. Depends how fast you’re willing to ride to get me home.”

      I parked in the underground of Evangeline’s swanky apartment building about ten minutes later. We were lucky to not have passed any cops because I was definitely breaking a hell of a lot of traffic laws to get her home as soon as I could. She assured me it would be perfectly fine to leave the helmets with the bike unattended, and we headed to the elevator. She pressed the button for the top floor, and we rode up quietly.

      She stood with her hands clasped in front of her and glanced at me out of the corner of her eye. “It’s kind of weird to be inviting you to my place. Like old times, huh?”

      If this was going to be like old times, I was about to become one very lucky bastard.

      “Just like old times,” I said. The elevator doors opened, and I found myself standing in a grand foyer. The ceiling above was glass, and sunlight streamed in, lighting up the space between the elevator and Evangeline’s front door. She slid her key into the lock and pushed it open.

      I stepped into a bright, beautiful, spacious penthouse suite. The floors were the same shimmering white marble as those downstairs in the lobby. The ceilings were high and arched with white support beams. Her ceiling was littered with skylights and pot lights, giving the place an even bigger, grander feel.

      Her kitchen was the shit out of magazines, with white cupboards and counters that glittered. The chandelier above the table in the dining room must have cost upwards of twenty-thousand dollars. The whole place was surrounded in windows, and straight ahead were balcony doors opening up onto a massive balcony overlooking the city.

      And, naturally, there was a swimming pool out there.

      “Well shit,” I breathed, turning in a circle and soaking in the sight of it all. “This is exactly like old times.”
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      Owen’s mouth was hanging open as he looked around at my penthouse in awe and shock.

      “Not bad, huh?” I asked, popping out a hip and resting it against the kitchen island as I folded my arms under my breasts.

      He turned toward me while rubbing the back of his neck. “Not bad? I’d hate to imagine what you would fawn over.”

      I chuckled softly. “I’ll admit. I was a bit awestruck by this place too when I first saw it.”

      “So, naturally, you bought it.”

      “Naturally.” I smiled.

      “I’m proud of you, Angel. You’ve done really well for yourself. At least one of us was of sound enough mind to move past our bullshit and get their head on straight.”

      I hated how he did that. How he lumped himself in with a category he seemed to deem less worthy of happiness. Of love. “One of us had a hell of a lot more shit to go through, Owen. And it wasn’t me. I got lucky with all of this. I didn’t work for it. It fell into my lap.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Of course it is!” I said, throwing my hands in the air. “My father made sure I had one of the nicest suites in New York City. In fact, it was one of his terms in even letting me move out here in the first place.”

      “Letting?”

      I rolled my eyes. “You heard me. I love him dearly but sometimes…” I shook my head and trailed off, not willing to speak ill of my father out loud.

      It was just that sometimes, he treated me like a child. Or like his most prized possession that he needed to put on a pedestal for the rest of the world to see.

      Or instead of a pedestal, a very high-rise luxury condo in one of the wealthiest neighborhoods in the United States.

      Same thing, right?

      Owen shrugged out of his leather jacket and draped it over the back of a bar stool before leaning on the other side of the kitchen island. He peered up at me from under his hooded brow. “He just wants you to be safe.”

      “He underestimates me.”

      “Yes, he does,” Owen said simply.

      I sighed and rubbed my temples. “I’m so glad I ran into you last night. It feels so good to talk to someone I don’t have to—I don’t know—put on a show for. Does that make sense? I can just be me.”

      “It makes perfect sense,” Owen said softly. And then he was moving toward me. He came around the island, stopped in front of me, and lifted a hand to my cheek. “Because I feel the same way. I’ve missed you, Angel. I’ve really fucking missed you.”

      I closed my eyes and pressed my cheek into his warm, callused palm. It felt so right; so safe and familiar. I took a slow and steady breath and tried to capture this feeling of calm in my heart so I could replicate it later.

      But it was interrupted by a soft kiss upon my lips.

      Owen’s fingers slipped from my cheek to cup the nape of my neck as his tongue slipped between my lips. I didn’t resist.

      How could I?

      This was Owen McCully.

      This was the man who, despite all my best efforts, still carried a piece of me around with him everywhere he went since we’d parted seven years ago.

      His kiss was hot and needy and just as intense as it was all those years ago. I let out a soft moan as I let my defenses fall.

      Being intimate with a man was not a luxury of mine. Not with my life. Men always wanted something from me. If it wasn’t a business opportunity, it was sex, and if it was sex, it wasn’t the sort of sex to write home about. It was them planting their flag in the stand to declare that they had conquered Evangeline Snow, and then they would move on to another target. Or, in worse cases, they might try to get me under their thumb so they could get a taste of my father’s wealth and influence for themselves.

      That was why it was easier to avoid men in general.

      But Owen wasn’t like those others. He was good to his core. Even though he ran in bad circles and he’d broken a lot of bones and shed a lot of blood, I knew that he was good. Strong. Brave. He had a core set of values and morals that he would never compromise, and he would do anything to keep me safe.

      That was why he’d left in the first place.

      To keep me safe. To keep me away from his hell or high-water lifestyle.

      But now he was back. And he was kissing me. And his fingers were sinking into my hair, and all I could think about was going to my knees and reminding him how good I could be to him.

      Reminding him how good we could be to each other.

      I pulled away just far enough to stare into his eyes when I opened mine. “Are we doing this?” I whispered.

      “Are you asking my permission?” He chuckled. I shook my head. “Do you want me to ask for yours?”

      I shook my head again.

      Owen nipped at my bottom lip, and I smiled. Then he pressed his cheek to mine and slid forward so that his mouth was right by my ear. When he spoke, his hot breath tickled my neck, and my knees ached something terrible. “Then tell me what you want me to do, Angel.”

      I wet my lips and shivered as he ran his hand up my hip to the waistband of my jeans. He slid his finger along the top, pausing at my navel. Then he pushed his hand flat to my stomach and inched it down so that his fingers slid under my panties.

      I sighed.

      “I want to suck your cock,” I whispered as my legs trembled.

      His fingers moved farther down until they hovered on the place above my clit. He rubbed the sensitive skin there, knowing how delirious his teasing could make me. Then, like the devil he was, he pinched my earlobe between his teeth. “And then what?”

      My eyes nearly rolled back in my head as my veins caught fire with lust. “And then… and then…”

      “Yes?” Owen purred, finally indulging me and running his fingers over my clit. I sucked in a sharp breath, and he held me in place, using his body to pin me between him and the counter. He pressed down a bit harder and traced circles over my clit. “And then what, baby?”

      “Then I want you to fuck me.”

      “Yeah?”

      I nodded, and my breath shuddered out between my lips. “Yeah.”

      He pulled his hands out of my jeans and, with a flick of his wrist, popped the button open. Then, wasting no time, he yanked them down my hips, spun me around, and grabbed a handful of my ass.

      His growl was primal, and my panties were instantly soaked.

      “These seven years were good to you, Angel. Fuck.”

      He bent me over the counter and pulled my panties down. I knew from the times I’d been with him in the past that it was best to stay where he put me—unless I was in the mood to be punished. It could be fun to be a little pain in his ass. I liked how his jaw used to get tight and how he’d look at me like he was going to fuck me within an inch of my life.

      But today, I would be good. Today, I would follow the rules.

      Owen ran his fingers up the inside of my thigh and then over my pussy. I was dripping wet, and the sound he made when he touched my wetness was pure desire. He swirled his fingers along my slit, and then he pushed them inside me.

      “Yes,” I breathed, leaning forward and pressing my cheek to the cool countertop.

      Owen gave me deep thrusts with his fingers. I wiggled my hips, unable to stay still, and he rewarded me with another thick digit.

      I gripped the edges of the counter and dared myself to keep it together. I couldn’t come right away. I had to make him work for it.

      That was his favorite part.

      “Please,” I whispered, my breathing heavy and sharp as he fucked me with his fingers.

      “Please what, Angel?”

      “Let me suck your cock.”

      He stood back, turned me around, and let me crouch down before him to slowly undo his jeans. I gazed up at him and held his stare as I pulled his cock free of his pants and then pushed them down around his thighs.

      I’d nearly forgotten how well endowed he was.

      Nearly.

      I started by running my tongue up the base of his shaft to the tip, where I swirled around his head and then slowly took him between my lips. He watched me the whole time, and I continued staring up at him as I drew him deep into my mouth until he was pressed against the back of my throat.

      And I went farther still.

      “Fuck,” he breathed, his voice thick and strained.

      I sucked him off until he was close to bursting. I could see the strain in his jaw and in his hard stare, and I didn’t stop until he pulled away.

      I licked my lips. “Come back here.”

      He shook his head and pulled me to my feet. Without a word, he pulled my crop top off over my head and tossed it on the floor. Then he took off my bra, and I pressed my tits together for him, putting on a show as he fumbled to get his jeans off the rest of the way. He stepped out of them, fished a condom out of his pocket, and slapped it on the counter before pulling his shirt off over his head.

      “Damn,” I breathed, raking my eyes over his body.

      It was just as I thought. Owen was a hell of a lot more man than he’d been seven years ago. And even then, I’d thought he was man enough.

      His shoulders were broad and swollen. His arms were thick and chiseled with defined muscle. Veins stood to attention along the inside of his forearms and wrapped around to the back of his hands. He had the same tattoo I remembered: the half sleeve on his left bicep and tricep. But there was also a new one on his right shoulder. A skull and the words “Lost Breed”.

      He was hot as hell, and my body couldn’t wait anymore.

      “Turn around,” he said hoarsely.

      I did as I was told and turned. I arched my back for him as I leaned on the counter and went to the tips of my toes to give him the best view of my pussy and my ass.

      He tore the condom wrapper open, and I looked back at him over my shoulder as he rolled it on. “I still like it hard, baby,” I told him.

      He took me by the hips, stepped in close, and eased his cock inside me. “Some things never change,” he growled.

      From there, I tossed conscious thought to the wind, and I let him carry me away on an adventure of pleasure. He filled me up with each deep thrust, and his pace quickened steadily, building up to a rhythm that had me biting down on my tongue to stop myself from screaming.

      But that trick had a shelf life.

      I let out a muffled cry of pleasure when he slapped my ass.

      Things intensified when he lifted my left leg and held it up on the counter, forcing me to bend it at the knee. He managed to drive his cock even deeper into my pussy, and I reached for something I could grab onto.

      There was nothing but smooth countertops.

      Owen grabbed the base of my braid in one hand and pulled me up. I moaned, loving how much control he craved, and found myself staring up at him as he leaned over me. I gazed into his eyes, and he stared back while he fucked me until I couldn’t keep it together anymore.

      I screamed his name.

      Owen bucked wildly against me as I came. My legs trembled so fiercely that he had to hold me up to stop me from toppling over. He kept driving into me, hard and deep, and I descended into sinful madness as he pushed me down flat on the counter and rode me until he found his own release.

      Then he pressed kisses to my back and squeezed my ass gently.

      I stayed where I was. The cool counter felt good against my cheek, breasts, and stomach.

      “You’re still the best I’ve ever had,” I said, my voice thin from screaming.

      Owen’s deep chuckle vibrated through me as he cupped my pussy in one hand. “That’s what I like to hear. I hope you’re not done with me already, Angel. This was just a warm up to remind you what you’ve been missing.”

      I almost came a second time just from his words.
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      Waking up in Evangeline’s penthouse was like waking up in a guest suite at the Queen’s palace in England.

      Well, maybe it wasn’t that lavish, but it was close enough in my mind.

      It smelled like fresh lavender and sage when I opened my eyes and found myself staring up at Evangeline’s bedroom ceiling. The lights were off, but sunshine streamed in through the sheer white curtains on the massive windows on the south wall of the bedroom. I squinted against the brightness and raised my hand to shield my eyes as I turned toward the sun and Evangeline’s side of the bed.

      She wasn’t there.

      I strained my ears, listening to see if she might be in the bathroom having a shower. But there was only silence.

      So I rolled out of bed with a sleepy groan, rubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands, and peered around in search of my clothes, which were nowhere to be seen. I did find a white bathrobe draped over the chair on the other side of my nightstand, however, and it seemed as if it had been intentionally placed there for me to find.

      I chuckled to myself and shook my head.

      This reminded me of how things used to be with me and Evangeline.

      She loved to share her wealth and the luxuries it afforded her. She’d probably tucked my clothes away to force me into putting the robe on.

      I shrugged it over my shoulders and tied it around my waist before heading to the bathroom to take a leak. Then I made my way down the long hall from the sleeping quarters of the penthouse to the living area. I crossed the living room, and then the dining room, and then found myself coming around the corner to the kitchen to see Evangeline standing at the island pouring mimosas.

      “What on earth are you up to?” I asked, cocking my head to the side.

      She let out a startled yelp when she heard me and nearly spilled orange juice all over the place. She set the jug and the bottle of champagne down. “I thought I would fix us a little morning beverage. Do you have plans for the rest of your day? Anywhere you need to be?”

      I folded my arms over my chest. “No. Why?”

      She shrugged one slender shoulder.

      She, too, was wearing a white robe that matched mine. She had it loosely tied, and the collar had fallen open, exposing her chest and her cleavage and a bit of her rib cage. She looked beautiful as always. Her hair was down and wavy, and she had very clearly brushed it this morning. It hadn’t looked that smooth when I was done with her around three in the morning. It had been a chaotic tangled mess with pieces jutting out all over the place.

      Evangeline finished pouring the drinks into slim champagne flutes made of what I assumed was crystal, and then she walked around the island to hand me my glass. She was barefoot and had no makeup on.

      This was my favorite state of Evangeline Snow. Natural. Pure. And smiling at me.

      “Can we spend the day together?” she asked.

      “On one condition.”

      “Name it.” She smiled.

      I tugged at the collar of my robe. “I don’t have to take this off and put real clothes on.”

      She giggled. “An easy condition to abide by. Cheers.”

      I sipped my mimosa and enjoyed the citrus flavor combined with the dry bubbles of the champagne. Evangeline took my hand and led me back around the kitchen island to the counter by the sink, where she had cut up a plate of fresh fruit: watermelon, cantaloupe, strawberries, apples, kiwi. She picked up the plate. “Let’s sit outside. It’s a nice morning. We can put our feet in the pool.”

      I followed her out onto the balcony and pulled the doors closed behind us before joining her at the edge of the pool. She sat with her feet in the water and her robe slightly open, exposing a hell of a lot of bare thighs. Then she leaned over the plate she’d set down between us and plucked a strawberry from the assortment to pop it in her mouth. Evangeline chewed gracefully, nodding her approval of the sweet berry.

      I helped myself to some fruit too before leaning back on my hands. “You realize you’re wasting all this shit on me, right?”

      She smiled. “No, I’m not. You could use it. Let me rephrase. You deserve it. You’ve had a rough go over the last while, and I wanted to do something nice for you.”

      I studied her as she gazed out across the pool.

      Her lashes were long and cast shadows over her high cheekbones as the sun started creeping higher in the sky. She looked down at the water around her ankles, and the shadows lengthened.

      Somehow, she had gotten even more beautiful over the years.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      She turned toward me and flashed a white smile. “You’re welcome.”

      I sighed and turned my face up to the sun, closing my eyes. “Tell me something, Angel.”

      “Anything.”

      “What made you throw in the towel with us?”

      She hesitated.

      I chuckled. “I’m not trying to put you on the spot. And I’m not looking for an answer that will make me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. I just want to know. I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about it over the years, and I figure we’re in a place now where we don’t need to pretend anymore. Aren’t we?”

      She licked her lips and then nodded. “I suppose you’re right. I… I never wanted to end things with you, Owen. But it became about more than just you and me, and I had to make a choice. You or my father.”

      It was the answer I’d been expecting. “It makes sense.”

      Evangeline gazed back out at the pool and gently swung her legs in the water. It lapped at the edges and fanned outward. “I think it made sense at the time. But now? Now, I feel like it was a mistake. I showed weakness. I compromised what I wanted to make things easier for someone else.”

      “Someone you love. Your dad only wanted—”

      “What was best for me. Yeah. I know. But who is he to determine what’s best for me?” Her blue eyes swept up to me, and her intense stare held me in place. “Who is he to tell me that you were the wrong choice? That you would hurt me? You’ve never hurt me, Owen. Never. The only hurt I ever experienced in your regard was when things ended between us.”

      I waited a beat before speaking. “Did your dad know how we felt about each other?”

      She shrugged. “To be honest? I have no idea. And even if he had, I don’t think it would have made much of a difference.” She laughed and shook her head. “If he’d have known I was in love with a bad boy biker like you, he would have had a heart attack.”

      My breath caught in my throat, and my skin tingled. “In love?”

      Evangeline’s eyes widened, and her cheeks turned a furious shade of pink. Her mouth opened and closed as she worked to try to find something to say. No words were coming.

      I grinned. “Damn. Who’d have thought the sophisticated Evangeline Snow could ever love a schmuck like me, hey?”

      “You’re not a schmuck,” she said hurriedly. “Besides, I was young. I didn’t know what love was. But at the time, that’s what it felt like.”

      “Have you felt that way again since?”

      Evangeline looked right at me. Her eyes reflected the still surface of the pool and appeared even bluer than usual. “No. No, I haven’t.”

      “Me neither.”

      We stared at each other for what felt like a very long minute. Then she dropped her gaze to the plate between us and picked up a piece of cantaloupe. She popped it in her mouth, chewed, and went back for another piece.

      I wasn’t sure if she was doing it for a distraction or if she actually wanted to eat.

      “Can I ask you something else, Angel?”

      She nodded. “Sure. Why not? This is going swimmingly for me so far.”

      I chuckled softly and rubbed the back of my neck. “Forgive me. These are things I have wondered for a very long time.”

      “I understand. Ask your question.”

      “Do you still care what your daddy thinks about the men you choose to spend your time with?”

      Evangeline chewed the inside of her cheek. “I know what answer you’re after, Owen.”

      I didn’t say anything.

      She sighed. “And I don’t think it’s as simple as a yes or no answer. I’d like to tell you I don’t care. I really would. But I don’t know if that’s true. My father is a good man. And I am so grateful for him. And I want him to be proud of me and happy for me. But most of all, I want him to know I am safe, so he doesn’t have to worry himself over me. Does that make sense?”

      Of course it did.

      If Frank Snow found out she was in love with me and that she’d chosen me, he would fear the worst for his daughter on all fronts. Her reputation would be at stake and, in his mind, so would her safety and her character. I could compromise her. Soil her.

      Ruin her.

      “It makes sense, Angel,” I said.

      Suddenly, the bathrobe over my shoulders didn’t feel so luxurious. It felt like a wall between me and Evangeline. All this swanky shit was what was keeping us apart, and it was just a reminder of all the obstacles in our way.

      I untied the robe, shrugged it off, and slipped off the edge of the pool to plunge under the surface. When I emerged, Evangeline was laughing at me and had inched closer to the edge. “What are you doing?”

      “It seemed a shame to let a perfectly good pool go to waste like this. Especially on such a nice morning. The good weather will be gone soon. Join me.”

      Evangeline gave me a crooked smile and shook her head. Then she spread her legs a bit, tucking one flap of her robe over her thigh for modesty’s sake, and beckoned me to come closer.

      I stood between her knees, and she picked up a strawberry and put it in my mouth. Then she took my face in her hands and leaned over to kiss me.

      I pulled the sash of her robe apart, pushed it open, and pulled it down her shoulders. She slipped out of it and into my arms, and I lowered her into the water, where I pinned her against the edge of the pool and ravished her with kisses.

      Kisses that would make her old man keel over with rage and terror.
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      I met Victoria for lunch at a posh salad bar only a few blocks from my apartment building. She was already there when I arrived, sitting at a table by the window and sipping on an ice water with a lemon wedge on the rim. She waved me over when she spotted me at the door.

      I wove through the tables, and she popped up to her feet to give me a hug.

      “You look great,” she said, standing back and nodding at my shoes. They were new royal-blue suede pumps with a thin gold heel, and they went well with my all-white ensemble. “Those shoes are killer.”

      “Thank you,” I said, shrugging out of my thin white coat. I draped it over the back of my chair, along with my purse, before taking a seat and tucking into the table. “You look good, too. New lip color?”

      Victoria nodded. “You like? I thought you might. It’s not released yet, but the company sent me a box of their samples. I can bring some for you next time we see each other.”

      “Sure,” I said, not one to ever turn down free makeup samples. I flipped open my menu and scanned the options, even though I knew every dish they offered. Victoria and I came here on an almost weekly basis and, for the most part, we always ordered the same thing. “Do you know what you’re getting?”

      “Of course I do,” Victoria chimed.

      “Let me guess,” I said, running my finger down the page until it landed on the salad she always ordered. “The Mexican mix. Add chicken, grilled not breaded, extra avocado, no tomatoes?”

      She giggled. “You know me too well.”

      “You’re predictable.”

      “Oh, like you aren’t?”

      I shrugged. “I think I might order something new today. I’m feeling adventurous.”

      “Really? What brought that on?”

      “Nothing,” I said innocently. “I just want to dabble in some new flavors.”

      Victoria watched me suspiciously as I read the menu and opted for a salad with beets, goat cheese, vinaigrette dressing, and red onions. The selling feature was the candied pecans. Then I closed the menu, folded my arms on the table, and gave Victoria all of my attention.

      “So what’s new with you?” I asked.

      Victoria pursed her lips in thought. “Not much, to be honest. Same old stuff, although I did get a chance to talk to Sammy on the phone last night, and he told me all about this new girl he’s been seeing in Dubai. And I must say, she sounds pretty fantastic.”

      “Yeah? Where is she from?”

      “She’s an Emirate. Born and raised in Dubai. She works as a tour guide and loves her job and has been doing it for ten years.”

      Victoria had to cease telling me all about Sammy’s new lover when the waitress came to our table to take our orders. Once she left, Victoria went right back into telling me all about this woman Sammy was obsessed with.

      Within about three minutes, my mind started to wander.

      At first, I thought about how badly I wanted my salad because I was hungry as hell. Then, after I drank some water, the hunger pains subsided, and I started thinking about other things.

      Things like my morning in the pool with Owen yesterday.

      Or the night we’d had leading up to said morning in the pool.

      Or the afternoon we had after the pool.

      When I really thought about it, I could almost feel the warm press of his lips on mine. I could feel his hands on my hips, strong and demanding and putting me where he wanted me. I could feel his breath on my neck, feel the swell of his—

      “Eva?”

      I looked up at Victoria. “Yes?”

      “Are you even listening to me?”

      “Erm.”

      Victoria narrowed her eyes. “I’ve been talking for like fifteen minutes, and you haven’t said a word. Are you okay? You look like you were totally zoned out.”

      “Sorry, Victoria. I was just a little distracted.”

      “By what?”

      “Nothing,” I said a little too quickly. “Just stuff.”

      “Boy stuff?”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Oooh,” she said, clapping her hands together and leaning closer to me over the table. “It is boy stuff, isn’t it? Is this about that Matthew guy from the party? Has something happened between you two? Oh my God.” She gasped. “Did you two hook up?”

      I shook my head. “No. No, I did not hook up with Matthew.”

      Victoria studied me like I was a bundle of Christmas lights she had to untangle. Then she pressed her index finger to her chin. “Hmm. But you are glowing. And that blank expression suggests you were fantasizing about something. Something yummy. Spill the beans, woman.”

      I couldn’t stop myself from smiling as I leaned forward too. “Do you remember me telling you about the boy I used to date when I was younger? Owen McCully?”

      Victoria still had her finger resting on her chin when she narrowed her eyes at me in consideration. “The guy in the biker gang?”

      “Biker club, but yes.”

      My friend shifted somewhat uncomfortably in her chair. “Hold up. He’s the guy you’re daydreaming about? The broke guy with the obnoxiously loud motorcycle? Wasn’t he always getting in fights?”

      Growing up the way Victoria and I had meant it was easy for us to pass judgment on others who came from other backgrounds. People like Owen. She saw the parts of him that my father saw, but she had never seen his whole person and who he actually was.

      “Yes, that’s him,” I said, trying to keep the irritation out of my tone.

      “What brought this on? It’s been forever since you guys saw each other last.”

      “I know. But when Matthew and I—”

      “So dreamy. So handsome. So rich.”

      “Shush,” I snapped, scolding her. “When Matthew and I went for dinner, I ran into Owen. Turns out he moved here a year and a half ago or so.”

      “Seriously? I thought he was one of those born and raised in Chicago boys who would never leave his neck of the woods.”

      “Well, he sort of got pushed out.”

      Victoria frowned. “What do you mean?”

      I wasn’t sure if telling her everything that had happened to the Red Rogues was the best idea. I knew she wouldn’t tell me not to see him. Victoria never told me what to do in general. She trusted my judgment—as she should because I had better judgement than she did.

      But what Owen had gone through was rough and dirty and bloody, and it was a part of him that I wasn’t sure I had a right to tell.

      But I also knew it might help her see him in a different light.

      So, I came clean and told her everything about what happened to the Red Rogues and how Rhys took Owen, Liam, and Aiden out here to track down Isaac Reed and put him in the ground.

      Victoria breathed out a shaky breath. “So he’s a murderer?”

      “No.”

      “Sorry, he just hangs out with murderers? That’s cool. Your father definitely had no right to worry about you back then. I can’t believe he’d overreact like that.” Her eyes widened as she pursed her lips around her straw and sucked back a couple of gulps of water.

      I stared blankly at her. “He’s not like that. And they were in a bad spot. What were they supposed to do?”

      “Um, I don’t know. Maybe let the police handle it?”

      “The police were doing what they could. This guy killed over ten people, Victoria. And he wasn’t going to stop. It was them or him. I, for one, am glad he was the one who was killed.”

      Victoria shifted again and ran her hands down her thighs. “Well, I guess that’s one way to look at it.”

      Our waitress came back to the table with our salads in hand. She set them down, asked if we needed anything else, and took her leave when we assured her we were fine.

      Victoria and I ate the first half of our salads in silence.

      I never should have told her what happened to Owen. Now she saw him in an even worse light than she already did.

      I put my fork down and dabbed my lips with my napkin. “Look, I know this makes you uneasy. It would make any sane person uneasy. But you trust me, right? You know I would never put myself in a position that jeopardized my safety or the safety of the people I care about?”

      She searched my eyes, and after a moment of hesitation, she nodded.

      “Good,” I said as relief trickled through me. “I’m sorry if I scared you. But if you knew him like I knew him, you would understand that all those fears are completely unfounded. Owen is a good man. Like, to his core good. He went through some rough patches in life that set him on this path, but that doesn’t compromise his integrity or his heart. He would never let anything happen to me.”

      Victoria tucked her hair behind her ears and fixed me under her calm stare. “You really care about him, don’t you?”

      I nodded. “I always have.”

      “But you ended things with him. You threw in the towel.”

      “Not because I wanted to,” I said.

      She nodded slowly. “You did it for your dad?”

      “Yes. I had no other option. At least, I didn’t feel like I did at the time. But this time, things feel different. I feel like I have power. Like I’m the one who can make the right choices for me. Does that sound silly?”

      Victoria smiled and shook her head. “No, babe. It doesn’t sound silly at all. It sounds like you know what you want. And it also sounds like I might have to drop my delicate sensibilities and come around to the fact that my best friend is in love with a criminal.”

      I grinned. “He’s not a criminal.”

      “That’s what you’re going to deny?” she asked sharply, her smile growing. “So you do love him?”

      “Wait. What?”

      She pointed an accusing finger at me. “Ah hah! I caught you! You do love him, don’t you?”

      I was spared from having to answer her when my phone rang. Victoria groaned, clearly dismayed that her well-planned attack had been thwarted.

      Then I groaned alongside her when Matthew’s name flashed across my phone screen.

      Victoria craned her neck to look at my phone screen and winced. “Are you going to answer it?”

      I had to answer. He was an associate of my father’s, and I wasn’t going to ghost him. I had more class than that.

      He was also a nice guy.

      I answered the call. “Hi, Matthew.”

      “Evangeline,” he said, his voice full of that classic charm of his. “How are you?”

      “I’m good. Just sitting and having lunch with a friend.”

      “Oh, then I won’t keep you. I just wanted to tell you I had a wonderful time with you the other night. And I haven’t stopped thinking about it since. Are you free for a drink this evening?”

      “I’m sorry, Matthew. But tonight isn’t good for me. Can I take a rain check for some other time when my schedule opens up a bit more?”

      Matthew was quiet for a minute. “Yes. Yes of course. No worries at all. We’ll talk soon, yes?”

      “Sure.”

      I ended the call, put my phone facedown on the table, and lifted my gaze to Victoria, who was analyzing me closely. “What?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “Nothing. I was just thinking.”

      “Thinking about what?”

      “Thinking that I never really saw you with a guy like Matthew anyway. You know, the whole corporate suit thing just doesn’t seem like your jam. But leather jackets and dirty boots and fast motorcycles? It makes a little more sense.”

      I giggled and blushed. “Stop it.”

      Victoria reached across the table and put her hand on mine. “I’m sorry I was so judgy. I do trust you. And I want you to be with someone who makes you happy. So, on that note, tell me all about Owen. I want to know everything.”
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          Owen

        

      

    

    
      Thursday afternoon was sunny and warm, so I brought my bike out onto the driveway, along with a bucket of soapy water and a soft-bristled brush. I spent the better half of two hours scrubbing her down to the point where she was all shiny and new again. Then I went through my garage looking for wax while she dried out in the sun.

      Liam pulled into my driveway on his hog shortly after I put the hose away. He parked on the opposite side of the driveway, swung off his bike, and pulled off his helmet to run his fingers through his hair and tame it down a bit. Then he tucked his helmet under his arm and came over to meet me in the garage.

      I opened my mini fridge and tossed him a can of beer.

      Liam caught it and, in one flourish, popped the tab open and took a sip. “Thanks, man.”

      “Out for a ride?”

      “You know it. The sun won’t last much longer.”

      “I know. It’s a bitch, ain’t it?”

      Liam nodded and took another few gulps of his beer before setting it, as well as his helmet, down on my workbench. Then he reached his arms over his head and indulged in a long stretch. I heard several popping sounds from his spine as he twisted from side to side.

      Gross.

      “What’s new?” I asked, leaning up against the workbench and crossing my ankles. “Haven’t seen you since the bar fight. Sorry about that, by the way. You know how it is. I got ahead of myself a bit there. Dragged you into it.”

      Liam shrugged. “You were right to do so. They deserved it. And Quinn was outnumbered.”

      “If we hadn’t stepped in, she would have killed them with her bare hands. Let’s not get it confused.”

      Liam laughed and nodded. “You’re right. She’s scarier than all of us combined.”

      “And she knows it.”

      “What have you been up to, man? Getting into any more fights? Stirring up trouble?”

      “You know I’m done with that shit.”

      Liam chuckled. “I know you want to be done with that shit. But let’s not fuck around here, man. It’s in your blood. You were itching for that fight back at the bar. I could see it in your eyes. It’s like you were happy we’d run into a bunch of assholes.”

      He wasn’t wrong. Unfortunately.

      “Nah, it was coincidence,” I said, almost like I was trying to convince myself.

      Liam gave me a skeptical look over the rim of his beer can as he lifted it to his lips. “Sure it was. You had fun. So what? What’s the harm?”

      I licked my lips.

      Liam’s eyes narrowed. “Unless there’s another reason why you’re trying to pretend you didn’t get off on kicking their asses.”

      “No reason.”

      “Bullshit.”

      I smirked and shook my head at him. “Leave it alone, Liam.”

      “No. Tell me. What’s up?”

      I sighed and rubbed the back of my neck. “Fine. There’s a girl, all right?”

      Liam’s face lit up like a Christmas tree. “A girl, huh? What’s her name? What’s she like? Do we get to meet her? Does she know you’re a Lost Breed?”

      “Slow down.” I laughed, holding up a hand and leaning away from him and his eagerness. He had too much energy for me at times like this. “I know her from back home. Evangeline Snow? Ring any bells?”

      “Evangeline Snow? Who the fuck is that? She sounds like a royal princess or some shit.”

      “You’re not far off,” I muttered.

      “What?”

      “Her father is Frank Snow. You know the guy with the cleaner oceans program? His face is on a shit ton of billboards all over the place and—”

      “Oh yeah!” Liam smacked himself in the forehead with the heel of his hand. “I remember you telling me about her one time. Rhys, too. You guys had a serious thing going on for a while, didn’t you?”

      “About a year.”

      “And why did it end again?”

      “Her daddy didn’t want her hanging around a guy like me.”

      Liam shrugged. “Fair enough.”

      “Hey,” I warned.

      “What? It’s true. You and I aren’t exactly the sort of dudes fathers are hoping will show up to court their daughters, you know? It’s nothing personal. It just is what it is. We invoke a certain… expectation.”

      “Which is what?”

      “I don’t know. That we’re dangerous uneducated risk takers?”

      I snorted.

      “Am I wrong?” he asked, cocking his head to the side.

      I sighed. “No. No, you’re not wrong.”

      My phone started buzzing in my back pocket. I put my beer down to pull it out and grinned when Evangeline’s name flashed across the screen. I held up a finger to Liam, who gave me a knowing grin and nodded for me to go ahead and take the call.

      “Hey, Angel,” I said, putting my back to Liam. “I was going to call you in a little bit. What perfect timing.”

      “Oh, you were, were you?”

      “Yes, ma’am. What are you doing tomorrow night? I want to take you out.”

      She hesitated. “I have an event to go to tomorrow night. I’m standing in for my father. He had to head out of town for work, and he had a speech planned at a fundraiser gala downtown.”

      “Sounds like a shitty way to spend a Friday night.”

      She laughed softly. “Well, on that note, would you like to accompany me?”

      I felt my eyebrows drawing toward each other on my forehead. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. Why not?”

      “Because I don’t exactly fit in with that sort of crowd.”

      “So?”

      “So. Are you sure you want to do this? Your father will catch wind and—”

      “I don’t care. I’d like to have you on my arm tomorrow night, Owen. If you’re comfortable coming along, that is. I understand if you’d rather stay away from events like this. I would if I could.”

      “No,” I said hurriedly. “No. I’ll come.”

      I could hear the smile in her voice when she sighed on the other end. “That’s fantastic. I’ll have something sent to your house for you to wear. Text me your address and your sizes after we get off the phone? Your shoe size, too.”

      “You don’t trust me to dress myself?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      I laughed. “So my leather jacket won’t blend in?”

      “With all the silk and wool and velvet? No, it most definitely will not blend in. You will wear what I send over to you. Yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good,” she said.

      I turned back toward Liam and looked out at the bike in the sunshine. “Are you sure you’re okay with me tagging along? You’re not worried about me making a fool out of the pair of us?”

      “No, Owen. Not even a little bit. I trust you to respect that this is important to me and my father and his business. I expect that you’ll be able to handle yourself just fine at the event. If you don’t think you can, just tell me now and I’ll fly solo. I totally understand if you’d rather not tag along.”

      “You can’t get rid of me that quickly, Angel.”

      “Darn.” She giggled. “Worth a try, right?”

      I dropped my voice so Liam couldn’t hear me as he wandered onto the driveway to inspect our bikes. “So, what are you going to wear then?”

      “Tomorrow night?” she asked, her voice going as low as mine.

      “Yeah. Something sexy?”

      “Not too sexy. This is a formal event.”

      “Come on,” I purred.

      She giggled. “Owen.”

      “What, baby? All I’m asking for is a bit of skin. Something to get me through the evening in one piece. Help a guy out.”

      She was still giggling into the phone and becoming more and more breathless with each passing second. “How about I make you a deal instead?”

      “Let’s hear it.”

      “I’m going to wear the dress I had made for me for this event. It doesn’t show a lot of skin. But if you ask nicely, I could accidentally forget to put panties on while I’m getting ready.”

      My cock twitched in my pants.

      God damn her.

      “That sounds like a reasonable compromise,” I said.

      “I expect you to make the most of it, Owen McCully. It’s not every day a girl wears a dress and no panties.”

      “Woman,” I growled. “I asked for skin. Not for you to torture me like this.”

      “Oh, sugar,” she cooed into the phone. “You have no idea what I’m capable of. I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

      She hung up before I had a chance to say anything else, leaving me staring down at my phone like a lost man staring at a broken compass.

      “All good?” Liam asked, joining me back in the garage.

      “All good.” I nodded, my mind still consumed with thoughts of my girl walking around a gala, looking hot as sin without any panties on. I swallowed. “All good.”

      Liam arched an eyebrow. “Okay then.”

      I drained the rest of my beer. “She’s taking me to a gala tomorrow night. Apparently, it’s very fancy.”

      “You’d better be on your best behavior then.”

      “I will be,” I said defensively.

      “I hope so,” Liam said. “Evangeline was the one that got away in your books, right? Don’t fuck it up. Those rich pricks might try to fuck with you. Let them. Keep your eye on the prize.”

      I nodded.

      He was right.

      He knew me too well.

      “I will,” I said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Evangeline

        

      

    

    
      Brittney stood behind me and wrapped a strand of my hair around the barrel of her curling iron. She held it in place for about seven seconds before letting it fall and spraying it with a shit ton of hairspray. Then she coiled it around her finger and pinned it to my head for the curl to set.

      “Are you looking forward to your evening?” she asked as she gathered the next strand and brushed it through with a fine-toothed comb.

      I stared at my reflection in my vanity mirror as my hairstylist worked her magic behind me. She was focused on her work, and I watched her bustle around in the mirror behind me. “Yes. A little nervous too. I have to make a speech, and public speaking is so not my cup of tea.”

      “A speech on your father’s behalf?” she asked.

      Brittney had been working with me since I moved to New York, and she knew most of the ins and outs of me covering for my father.

      “You know it.” I smiled.

      Brittney glanced up at the mirror and grinned at me. “You’ll kill it. You always do. Remember last time? You were telling me about how nervous you were, and then some magazine wrote an article about how you were the new up and comer in environmental something or other?”

      I giggled. “Yes. I remember.”

      She put a hand on my shoulder. “Just think of that when you start to get nervous again. You’re going to be fine. More than fine. You’ll capture the attention of the room as soon as you take the stage. I mean, look at you. Who couldn’t sit in rapture listening to someone with your presence?”

      “I owe it all to my hairstylist,” I said, winking at her.

      Brittney smiled and continued working around me in a circle, curling, spraying, and pinning.

      Once she had every strand of my hair pinned in place, she doused my head with another full circle spray of hairspray. Then she planted her hands on her hips and nodded confidently. “All right. We’ll let that set for about fifteen minutes, and then I’ll take the pins out. Once it rests for another fifteen, I’ll brush it out, and you’ll be all set. Should I send your makeup girl in now?”

      I nodded. “Yes. Thank you, Brittney.”

      Brittney slipped out of my bedroom and sent in my makeup artist. She was a young slip of a girl with long, thick blonde hair nearly down to her ass. She rolled her makeup kit into my room behind her and began opening it up. As she unveiled her products, she smiled up at me and swept her mane of hair over her shoulder. “How are you this evening, Ms. Snow?”

      I waved my hand at her. “No need to be so polite, Sage. We’re all friends here.”

      She popped up to her feet and smiled. “Thank you. I’m sorry. You make me nervous.”

      “Why?”

      She shrugged a dainty shoulder. “You’re very influential. And very powerful. And rich. And beautiful.” She giggled nervously and shook her head. “Sorry. I’m gushing.”

      “I’m just like you,” I told her. “Now. Show me what you brought.”

      I spent the next half hour with both Sage and Brittney bustling around me, doing their work. They were both completely committed to making sure my look was seamless. My curls fell perfectly down my back, and Brittney pinned one side up, securing the hair behind my ear to show off the chandelier earrings I was going to pair with my gown.

      Sage gave me a flawless complexion with a deep smoky eye color and winged eyeliner. I was feeling myself when they finished up and left me in privacy to put my gown and shoes on.

      I had to be at Owen’s place in half an hour.

      My nerves were starting to get to me a little bit. I was worried about how Owen was going to feel at the gala. He was going to be out of his element. That was for sure. And I had no idea how he would behave in a setting so foreign to him.

      I found it hard to believe that he would behave poorly. He knew how important this was to me, and he wouldn’t put me in a tight spot. So long as he played the part, nobody would be suspicious. And if nobody was suspicious, they wouldn’t feel the need to call my father and give him the heads-up that I was seeing a man with a scarred eyebrow and a mean streak.

      Time would tell.

      My gown hung on the back of my closet door. It was a sleek, tight, midnight-blue dress with criss-crossing straps down the open back. The sleeves sat off the shoulders, exposing my décolletage, which was dusted by the ends of the extremely long diamonds earrings I put in. The final piece was my shoes, strappy diamond-studded nude pumps.

      I stood back to look at myself in the mirror and smoothed out the silky fabric of the gown.

      Yes. This would do.

      It was a bit sexier than what I would normally wear to an event like this.

      To deny it had anything to do with Owen would be a lie.

      I wanted to look good for him. Correction, I wanted to look my ultimate best for him.

      And I had to admit. This dress was pretty much as good as it was going to get.

      

      I fidgeted with the strap of my clutch in the back of the limo on the ride from my apartment building to Owen’s house.

      I hadn’t been this nervous in ages.

      The limo pulled up to the curb outside his house and double honked the horn. I didn’t like how impersonal that was, so I got out of the back and began making my way up the drive to go knock on his door. But when I was halfway there, the door opened, and he stepped outside.

      The suit I’d picked out for him looked incredible on his frame. It accented his broad shoulders and narrow waist and the midnight-blue shirt complemented my dress perfectly.

      He turned from the door as he adjusted his cufflinks and stopped in his tracks when his eyes fell upon me.

      “Damn,” he breathed, letting his gaze rake me up and down, down and back up, and then up and down once more. “You look… wow.”

      It was impossible not to smile and blush under his flattery. “Stop it.”

      He came toward me and rested a hand on my hip as he leaned in to give me a sweet kiss. Then he ran his hand along my hip, and a wicked smile stretched his cheeks. “I don’t feel anything under this very thin fabric.”

      I lifted my chin. “I’m true to my word, McCully. No panties.”

      He chuckled and put his hand in the small of my back to guide me back to the limo. We slid inside, and he pulled the door closed behind him. The driver pulled away, and we headed to the hotel, which was about a forty-minute drive from Owen’s place in New York City traffic.

      Owen shifted closer to me on the back seat and put his hand on my thigh. “You know, I think I’m going to need some visual proof about this whole no panty business.”

      “Do you not trust me?”

      Owen gave my thigh a squeeze. “I trust you to deliberately fuck with me.”

      “Oh, poor sweet Owen,” I whispered, reaching up to caress his cheek as I drew my dress up my leg with my other hand. I drew it up my shin, over my knee, and up my thigh, pausing where his hand rested. “If I wanted to fuck with you, you wouldn’t even see it coming. Now, move your damn hand.”

      Owen didn’t need to be told twice. He moved his hand, which allowed me to draw my dress up the rest of the way, exposing the top of my thigh and the groove of my hip.

      He ran his hand along the top of my leg to rest it between my thighs. “You are too sexy for your own good.”

      I leaned into him. “The same could be said about you.”

      “Nah.” He shook his head. “There isn’t a soul on this planet that can compare to you. And somehow, I’m the guy on your arm. How the fuck did I get this lucky?”

      I smiled and bit my bottom lip. “You fought for me.”

      “I’ll always fight for you.”

      “Just not tonight,” I said.

      He chuckled. “No. Not tonight.”

      I gave him a kiss. And then another. And then one more.

      Before I knew what was happening, his tongue was in my mouth, and his hand was inching up my thigh to cup my pussy. He moaned softly into my mouth, and I grabbed his wrist, holding his hand away as he tried to push me for more.

      “I can’t do an evening like this if I’m turned on,” I whispered.

      “I can make you come right here. Get it out of your system.”

      I shook my head and pushed his hand away before pinching my knees together. “Down, boy.”

      Owen backed off but gave me a devilish grin. “The ride home, then. You’d better prepare yourself, Angel.”

      “You’d better make sure the prize is worth the hype.”

      Owen roared with laughter and slapped his knee.

      Then, in classic Owen fashion, he proceeded to harass me for the duration of the drive to the hotel. When we pulled up to the valet, he shrugged off his boyish humor, got out of the limo, and stepped out onto the sidewalk.

      There were people milling around outside in their best evening wear. Most of them were smokers. Some were photographers. The cameras started flashing when Owen offered me his arm and I got out of the car behind him. I made sure my dress fell to the floor perfectly, and then I let him lead me up the stairs to the front doors.

      We slipped inside, and he put his hand over mine on the crook of his elbow. “So this is normal? The photos? The stares?”

      I was aware of the looks we were getting from everyone we passed. I was used to them. Owen, however, was not. He already must have felt totally out of place, and the curious stares we received from everyone we passed weren’t helping.

      “Just ignore them,” I told him. “They can’t help themselves.”

      Owen held his chin up as we made our way into the ballroom of the hotel where the gala was being held. He kept his cool and didn’t fall victim to the typical slack-jawed admiration newcomers always portrayed when they came to an event of this caliber for the first time. Instead, he acted like he belonged there, and he kept his poise as I introduced him to a few friendly faces.

      After picking up some drinks at the bar and wandering through the cluster of tables to find our seats, Owen leaned toward me to whisper in my ear. “These people have no idea they’re talking to a Lost Breed.”

      I smiled. “No. But they know you are not one of them.”

      “How so?”

      “Your scars. The way you hold yourself. Your hands.”

      “My hands?” he asked curiously.

      I nodded. “Calluses. Bruises. Scrapes. You have the hands of a man who knows what it is to work hard for a living. It is curious to them.”

      “And to you?” he asked.

      “I think it’s sexy as hell.” I winked.
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          Owen

        

      

    

    
      I shouldn’t have been surprised to discover that our table was at the very front of the room, center stage. Evangeline’s name was scrawled in cursive on an elegant name card upon her plate and on the spot beside her. Clearly, she’d had a plus one but had not called ahead to give them a name.

      I wondered if she had confirmed these plans before she and I ran into each other the other day. Or perhaps shortly after. Maybe she expected to be sitting beside the guy in the suit she’d been on a date with the evening I ran into her on the sidewalk.

      Lucky her.

      Instead, she was here with me. The guy in the room who was at least half a head taller than everyone else with a crooked nose, un-botoxed wrinkles around his eyes, and busted-up hands—something I had not been self-conscious about until she pointed it out to me.

      Then again, she thought it was sexy.

      I considered taking my jacket off and rolling up my sleeves when we took our seats. The room was warm. Very warm. But every other man in the place still had their jacket on, and I didn’t know what sort of expectations I had to adhere to. Since I already stood out like a sore thumb, I figured I’d play it safe and keep my jacket on.

      Evangeline swept her napkin off the table and draped it over her right thigh. I followed suit, and she nodded at me as if to say I was doing well.

      I felt like a boy on his first day at a new school after being homeschooled.

      I reached for the rum and coke I’d ordered from the bar to calm my nerves.

      “What do you think so far?” Evangeline asked.

      “I can’t form an educated opinion until I’ve tasted the food.”

      She giggled and shook her head at me. “Of course. I should have known better. Every man’s judgment starts at his stomach.”

      “Right you are, Angel.”

      The ballroom of the hotel was an exquisite space. It was the sort of room one would expect to see in the background of bridal magazines, with its Greek-style columns in the corners, massive ballroom chandeliers, and warm-toned cream walls that offered a blank canvas for all events with varying decor.

      The decor for this evening was simple and clean. The centerpieces were low vases full of greenery so that each person at the table could see across to the other side to encourage discussion. The tables were draped in white linens that matched the covers over the chairs, which were finished off with an olive-green satin ribbon on every second chair.

      The most beautiful thing in the room by a landslide was Evangeline herself.

      As she sat beside me and lifted her glass of white wine to her lips, I spared a glance at the other tables around us. Women peered over their shoulders and bowed their heads together to whisper quietly to one another while their eyes remained on the pretty girl beside me. Men stared just the same, practically drooling in the presence of her beauty.

      Was Evangeline aware of all these glances? Of the whispering behind her back? And if she was, did it bother her?

      Evangeline put her hand on mine. “I’m going to get up there and make my speech while dinner is being served so I can get this over with. You’re all right to wait here for me?”

      “Break a leg, Angel.”

      She smiled, gave me a kiss on the cheek, and swept gracefully from her chair to the stage, where she took the microphone and faced the crowd of nearly one hundred and fifty people milling around down below.

      Her eyes flicked to me, and I gave her an encouraging nod.

      Evangeline’s smooth, rich voice filled the ballroom. “Hello, ladies and gentlemen. I hope you are all having a wonderful evening. For those of you who don’t know me, my name is Evangeline Snow. I’m Frank’s daughter, and I’m here on his behalf to welcome you to this special event and say thank you for your presence, your support, and your generosity to my father’s Clear Ocean program.”

      A smattering of applause followed her words, and I followed suit, clapping loudly as she smiled down at all of us.

      Evangeline continued, and I was caught up in her words as someone pulled out a chair on my other side and took a seat. I was aware of other people sitting down across from me. Three in total, including the one who’d sat down beside me.

      “My father wishes he could be here himself to speak to each and every one of you this evening so he could thank you personally, and he apologizes for not being able to make it here. But as most of you know, duty calls. He is a very busy man, and he’s working hard to make a difference in our oceans. Something that would not be possible without all of you.”

      Evangeline’s voice faded into the background when someone tapped my shoulder.

      I turned to the side, thinking I might be blocking their view, and found myself sitting beside the man Evangeline had been on a date with the evening I caught up to her on the sidewalk.

      What was his name again?

      Mason?

      Marvin?

      Mark?

      He was dressed in a dark blue suit with a white shirt underneath. He didn’t smile when I gave him a curt nod in greeting. Instead, he lifted his chin and leaned forward on the table. The men across the table from me did the same and rested their elbows on the surface.

      And everything in my mind clicked. They were here to try to intimidate me.

      I dared myself not to laugh.

      “Gentlemen,” I said, leaning back in my chair and draping an arm over Evangeline’s temporarily empty seat. “Can I help you with something?”

      The two across the table from me looked similar to one another. They were probably brothers. Their hair was sandy blond, slicked back, and shiny with heaps of product holding it in place. They had tanned skin, which I wondered if they’d earned in the great outdoors or a tanning bed, and the buttons of their shirts were popped open at the top, revealing perfectly smooth, most likely waxed skin.

      I raised my eyebrows when none of them spoke and turned to the dark-haired guy beside me. The one in the blue suit with the dark eyes. “What was your name again, man?”

      His eyes narrowed into slits. “Matthew.”

      “Right,” I said, rolling my eyes like I should have remembered. “Apologies. How’ve you been? Enjoying the party?”

      “I’m not here for small talk, Hot Shot.”

      Hot Shot? What was this, sixth grade?

      I fought the smile that tugged at the corners of my mouth and shrugged one shoulder. “What are you here for then?”

      Matthew leaned in a little closer. So close I could see the pores on the bridge of his nose. “You don’t belong in a place like this, man. And you sure as hell don’t deserve to be here with a woman like Evangeline.”

      I chuckled. “I know. I still can’t quite make sense of it myself.”

      This caught him off guard a bit, and Matthew exchanged a look with his buddies across the table. Then he set his glare back on me. “She has class. And a guy like you is only going to take advantage of her. All you want is to get in her bed and have your way with her. But let me make something perfectly clear. I’m not going to let you tarnish her. So you’d best clear off if you know what’s good for you.”

      “Tarnish her?” I snorted and let my arm fall from the back of Evangeline’s chair. I sat up a little straighter and didn’t lean away from him as he tried to encroach further on my space. “She’s not a piece of jewelry, you ass. And she can make her own decisions.”

      “Sometimes, a woman can’t spot a bad seed, even if it’s right in front of her.”

      Anger rolled in my gut. Hot and ravenous and enough to make my fists clench. I forced myself to relax. “I’d say I’m surprised to learn that you’re a sexist pig, but here I am, completely unsurprised.”

      “You arrogant piece of—”

      I waved him off dismissively. “You’re just butthurt because she prefers a man who’s a bit rough around the edges over a dude who gets a manicure once a week.”

      “How dare you speak to me like that?” Matthew seethed.

      I shrugged. “Hey. You’re the one who came over here and started this shit. You’re the one who got personal. I’m just pointing out the obvious. I mean, look at those cuticles. They’re beautiful.”

      Matthew tucked his fingers into his palms and glared at me. “I suggest you shut the hell up before you find yourself in over your head.”

      Chuckling, I nodded at the two men across the table. “What? Are you and your little Power Puff Girls gonna take me outside and teach me a lesson?”

      The three of them shifted restlessly.

      I undid my jacket buttons. “Listen. I suggest the three of you go back to your seats. I’m here to support Evangeline, not get in a five-second fight with a bunch of sniveling rich boys with inferiority complexes. Scram.”

      Matthew pointed a finger at my chest. “I gave you a chance to walk away. If you had her best interests in mind, you would take the opportunity I’m offering and leave. She can do better.”

      I leaned back in my chair once more, spreading out like I was in my own damn living room. “You’re absolutely right. She can do better. I’m a lucky man.”

      Matthew opened his mouth to speak but was cut off as another round of applause washed over the ballroom. Then, just seconds later, Evangeline was taking the seat beside me and looking around the table at the three men.

      She smiled tight-lipped at Matthew. “Hi, Matthew. It’s good to see you.”

      His eyes flicked past me to her, but his hard expression never wavered. “Evangeline. Nice speech.”

      “I would say thank you, but I doubt you caught a word of what I said, since the two of you were talking through the whole thing.”

      Matthew blinked.

      Evangeline put a hand on my shoulder. “Owen, would you mind running to the bar and topping off my wine for me? I need to wet my lips after that speech.”

      I got to my feet and re-buttoned my jacket. “Of course. Anything for you gentlemen?” I looked around the table.

      All three of the men stared daggers at me.

      “Suit yourselves.” I shrugged before turning my back on them and weaving through the tables to make my way to the bar.

      I didn’t mind being dismissed by Evangeline. Like Matthew said, she had class, and she knew how to handle clowns like him in her sleep.

      I just wished I could have hung back to watch her in action.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Evangeline

        

      

    

    
      I crossed one leg over the other and studied Matthew as he slapped on the same charming smile he’d worn the night we went out for drinks.

      “I was listening to your speech,” he said, abandoning the rigid way he’d been sitting when Owen was still at the table. He rolled his shoulders ever so slightly and leaned away from the table, assuming a more comfortable position and pulling his drink off the table with him.

      “Yes. It sure looked like you were. Owen too.”

      “I tried to tell him we could talk later.”

      I almost rolled my eyes at him. Almost. Instead, I maintained a neutral expression and turned toward the two men on the other side of the table. I was fairly certain they were the Wright brothers, wealthy, shallow, easy to look at, but impossible to have an intelligent conversation with.

      I gave them the politest smile I could manage. “Would you two excuse us for a minute? I need to speak to Matthew about something private.”

      The two brothers looked at each other and then at Matthew.

      As if they were asking permission.

      As if my asking for a private moment meant nothing to them unless Matthew gave them the go ahead.

      How insufferable.

      Matthew nodded at them. “Go on, then.”

      The two men stood up and wandered off through the crowd as more and more tables started having their meals delivered to them. I took note of the fact that they headed in the same direction as Owen.

      Then I set my attention to the task at hand and turned my chair toward Matthew.

      “I should have been more honest with you when you called me the other day, Matthew.”

      He studied me calmly and didn’t say a word.

      So I continued. “When you asked me out for drinks, I told you it wasn’t a good time. But that wasn’t the truth. The truth is, I’ve known Owen for a very long time. And he’s special to me. We have a lot of history, and our run-in with him the other day kind of… rekindled an old spark we used to have.”

      “He’s a middle-class nobody,” Matthew said, his voice tainted with disbelief.

      I sat up straighter. “That is only how you see him. It’s not who he is.”

      “He’s the guy who wants to get in the bed of the most beautiful woman in New York City,” Matthew said. “You have to open your eyes, Evangeline. Men like him are dangerous. He’s a shark. He’ll do whatever it takes to get you on your back and—”

      “Excuse me?”

      Matthew froze. Then he bowed his head. “I’m sorry. I crossed a line. I didn’t mean to say it like that.”

      “But you did mean to say it?”

      He licked his lips. “I don’t want you getting in over your head with someone who is going to hurt you. Someone who doesn’t see you for who you are. Someone who only wants something from you.”

      “And you?” I asked, cocking my head to the side. “You don’t want something from me?”

      “Just your time,” Matthew said.

      I laughed softly. “You know, had you not said all that other shit leading up to this, that might have been a good line.”

      “Eva—”

      “I’m sorry. This isn’t how I wanted this to go. I had a good time with you. And something might have happened between us had I not run into Owen. But I did. And I care about him. And nothing is going to change that. Least of all a selfish warning from a guy I hardly know who seems to think he has Owen all figured out after knowing him for less than half an hour.” I got to my feet and smoothed out the skirt of my dress. “And for the record, Owen and I already had sex. And he’s still around. And he’s behaving himself better than you and your dynamic duo of meatheads.”

      Matthew stood up beside me. “Evangeline, please. Hear me out. I never wanted to offend you. I just want to make sure you’re safe.”

      “You know what I’m getting really tired of?”

      He stared blankly at me.

      I laughed without humor. “I’m sick of men telling me that they want me to be safe. It’s all bullshit. All they want is for me to conform to their idea of what I should be. How I should talk. Who I should spend my time with. What my opinions should be. Owen doesn’t make me feel like that. Owen takes me for who I am. Unlike you.”

      “I never intended—”

      “I’m glad we had this conversation, Matthew. Now I have no regrets blowing you off. Have a good rest of your night.”

      I turned on my heel and headed toward the bar. Thankfully, Matthew didn’t get up to follow me. I wove through the crowd, leaning from side to side to try to steal a glance at the bar where I suspected Owen was still in line.

      I couldn’t see him or the Wright brothers.

      Anxiety blossomed in my chest, and I moved quicker, apologizing as I shouldered my way through tight throngs of people chatting and between chairs that were pressed up tightly against each other.

      I was within thirty or so feet of the bar when a man with a receding white hairline cut me off and held out his hand.

      “Miss Snow!” he said excitedly, grabbing my hand and shaking it vigorously. “Great speech, my dear. Your father better watch his back. He has competition in his own daughter.”

      I smiled. “Thank you, Mr. Galway. I appreciate that, and I’m glad you enjoyed my speech. I was very nervous.”

      “You didn’t look it. Not one bit.” Mr. Galway patted the back of my hand. He and my father had been friends for nearly four decades, and I had memories of stealing caramel candies out of his pockets whenever he came to visit my father at the manor in Chicago. As I got older, I started to suspect he was intentionally leaving his jacket at the door with his pockets weighed down with caramels specifically for me to steal away to my bedroom to savor over the duration of the day.

      “How have you been?” I asked, trying to make my search for Owen out of the corner of my eye as subtle as possible.

      “Oh, excellent, my dear. Excellent! I bought a new property in Belize. My goodness. I have never seen such a beautiful place before. Have you been?”

      “Not yet. But I do hope to visit one day.”

      “Well, consider yourself more than welcome at my property. You just let me know if you ever want to go, and I will arrange for you to have the whole place to yourself.”

      I smiled. “Your generosity has always been exceptional, Mr. Galway.”

      “You deserve it, my dear. You’re one of the good ones.” He paused and peered around suspiciously. “Now, I suspect you should go find that man you arrived with. He had the Wright brothers on his heels when I saw him over at the bar a couple of minutes ago. And those two? Well, I can confidently tell you that they are not some of the good ones.”

      I gave him a one-armed hug. “Thank you, Mr. Galway. I hope to see you soon. Take care.”

      I left my father’s old friend behind and moved toward the bar once more. Other people tried to pull me aside to talk to me, but none of them had a special place in my heart like Mr. Galway did, so I politely excused myself and explained I was in a rush.

      Some understood. Others seemed genuinely put off and turned to talk behind my back to those in their company.

      I didn’t give a damn.

      When I spotted Owen turning away from the bar with a glass of white wine in his hand, relief washed over me. I hurried up to him, plucked the wine from his hands, and tossed it back in three massive gulps.

      His eyes widened a bit. “Slow down there, boozy. What’s the rush?”

      “I want to get out of here.”

      He looked over the top of my head back to our table. “Did something happen?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing worth worrying about. I just don’t want to be here right now.”

      I wasn’t sure what words had been exchanged between Owen and Matthew while I was giving my speech, but I didn’t see a point in telling Owen the shit Matthew was saying to me. It served no purpose. And none of it was true.

      Owen frowned. “You’re sure? You look upset.”

      “I’m sure. I just want to spend the rest of the night with you. Just you.”

      Owen’s green eyes fixed on me. He looked like there was something he wanted to say. But he held his tongue, nodded, and pointed at my glass. “You don’t have to finish that just because you made me stand in line to get it so you could put Matthew in his place.”

      I laughed and shook my head at him. “Nothing gets by you, does it?”

      He shrugged. “Some things.”

      I lifted the wine to my lips and drained the rest of the glass. Then I set it down on the tray of a passing waiter and dabbed my lips with the back of my hand. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      Owen offered me his arm.

      We left the ballroom under the same relentless stares from the guests that we’d received when we arrived. They were easy to ignore as we hurried down the steps and crossed the sidewalk to stand on the edge of the curb.

      I peered both ways down the street, looking for my limo. “There he is,” I said. “Let me just call him and tell him to come around for us.”

      I fished my phone out of my clutch and called the driver while Owen stood close to my side and wrapped an arm around my waist. I leaned into him, glad to be in his company and not leaving the event with a man like Matthew.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Owen

        

      

    

    
      “He’s such a pompous dick,” Evangeline said, scowling out the window of the limo as we pulled away from the curb. “An arrogant, entitled, nosy, man-splaining dick.”

      “Remind me never to get on your bad side,” I said as I shrugged out of my jacket and relished in the freedom of not having something so restricting on. I unbuttoned the cuffs of my dark blue shirt and rolled the sleeves up to my elbows.

      Evangeline was still glaring out the window. “You’d have to do a lot to get on my bad side, Owen. But Matthew? Screw that guy.”

      I chuckled. “He’s just behaving the way he knows how to.”

      “That’s not an excuse,” she snapped, spinning around to face me. Then she bit her bottom lip and slumped back in the seat. “Sorry. It’s not your fault. I’m just pissed off.”

      “Fair.”

      “I saw this night going differently.”

      “Me too. But I’m still happy with this outcome. I mean, it checked off all my expectation boxes.”

      “How do you mean?” she asked.

      “Well, for starters, I got to see you in a dress like this, and that alone made everything worth it.”

      She rewarded me with a smile.

      I kept going. “And I got to see you in action, which was pretty cool. You were just as badass and smooth as I thought you’d be. And the icing on the cake? You told Matthew off and swept me off my feet and whisked me away in a limo. I mean, what more can a guy ask for?”

      She bubbled over with laughter. “Stop it.”

      “I’m being serious. I’ve never felt like a princess before. It was kind of kinky.”

      “Kinky?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.

      “Yeah. I liked it. I especially liked the part where you pounded back your glass of wine like it was a shot of whiskey. It made me tingly all over.”

      “Really? That’s what turns you on?”

      “Oh, God no,” I said, shaking my head. “I’ve been turned on since you walked up my driveway. Everything else was just a bonus.”

      Evangeline sighed. “Well, I’m glad one of us had a good night.”

      “You didn’t enjoy yourself at all?”

      She shrugged. “No. Not really. I usually don’t. It’s just a bunch of people soaking in as much information as they can in a short amount of time so they can go and spread the gossip to those who weren’t able to attend. Or they’re snapping pictures for their social media feeds or complaining about the food or the decor. It’s just so artificial.”

      “At least it’s people who have plenty of money to give, coming together to help a good cause, right?”

      She nodded. “Yes. True. Very true. I guess I just wished they didn’t need such a lavish affair in order to justify spending their money.”

      “Everyone likes a party, right?”

      “Right.”

      Evangeline rested her hands in her lap and her head against the seat rest. “I’m sorry, Owen.”

      “For what?”

      “For Matthew and how he treated you. I should have expected someone to pull something like that. I could have warned you.”

      “Angel, I can take care of myself. You don’t have to protect me.”

      A smile curled the corner of her mouth. “I thought you liked being the damsel for a change?”

      I shrugged. “I lied.”

      She laughed.

      “In all honesty though, you don’t need to worry about me,” I said. “I can handle whatever bullshit guys like Matthew want to dish out. Hell, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy watching him squirm like a worm in a puddle.”

      “Charming.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing. I’m glad you were there with me. It could have been worse.” She sighed. “A lot worse.”

      “Yeah. We could have stayed and had dinner.”

      Her eyes widened. “I completely forgot we never ate.”

      I chuckled. “It doesn’t matter. I’m pulling your leg.”

      Evangeline slid off the back seat to sit on the longer seat along the side of the limo. She made her way up to the front where she pressed the button to roll down the black partition between us and the driver. “Sir? Hi. Would you mind taking a bit of a detour so we could grab some food?”

      “Where would you like to go, Ms. Snow?”

      She looked back at me for suggestions.

      “I’m up for anything,” I said.

      She pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Is there a burger takeout place nearby?”

      “I’ll pull into the first one I see, Miss.”

      Satisfied, Evangeline rolled the partition back up and slid along the seat to come and sit beside me once more. She gave me a bright smile. “It’s not a three-course gourmet meal, but it will do.”

      “Fries, burgers, and a sundae after? Sounds like three courses to me.”

      “The eternal optimist,” she said softly.

      The limo slowed down and took a right turn. Then, within a couple of minutes, we were driving over the lip in a sidewalk and pulling into a burger joint parking lot. The driver parked, and we spilled out of the back seat. We paused to ask if the driver wanted anything, but he told us he was fine and shooed us along to go inside and order.

      We got a couple of stares from teenagers hanging out in the restaurant area while we ordered our meals at the counter. Once we had our burgers and fries and sundaes in hand, we went out to the parking lot, sat down on the curb like we used to do when we were young and in love, and unpacked the bags.

      Evangeline took her first bite of her burger and nodded with satisfaction. “Oh my God. Yes. I didn’t even realize how hungry I was.”

      I filled the cardboard lid of my burger box with ketchup and dipped a couple of fries in it. “You look good eating a burger, Angel.”

      She rolled her eyes at me and licked sauce from the corner of her mouth. “Come on, Owen. You think I look good doing everything.”

      “That’s true.”

      I unwrapped my burger and dug in. I hadn’t quite realized how hungry I was either. I’d been too distracted by the fancy ballroom and the douche bags who’d tried to pry me out of Evangeline’s life.

      They were going to have to try harder than that to get me to stay away from her.

      A lot harder.

      “So how often do you do events like this?” I asked.

      “Once a month at the very least. Sometimes more.”

      “Damn.”

      “I know. It gets old pretty quick. If it wasn’t for Clear Ocean, I would have thrown in the towel by now. But I believe in my father’s vision, and I’ve seen the difference he’s made with this campaign, and I’m proud to be part of it. Even if that means I have to spend a night or two a month kissing rich people’s asses.”

      I snorted. “I didn’t see any ass kissing tonight.”

      “We left early. Believe me. The last two hours are always the worst part. And the time in the evening where I get hit on the most. Which is always great fun.” She popped a fry in her mouth and shook her head. “Men.”

      “Not all of us though, right? There are some diamonds in the rough.”

      “Did you just call yourself a diamond?” she asked with a sly smile.

      “Maybe.”

      She giggled. “Yes. You’re one of the good ones, Owen. Now eat up. Our poor driver looks bored out of his mind.”

      She was right. The driver had his head resting against his window, and his eyes were closed. If we put off going home any longer, he’d fall asleep, and we’d have to wake him up. Which would be awkward as hell.

      We finished eating, collected our garbage, and dropped it in the can near the door of the restaurant before hurrying back to the limo and piling in. The driver roused from his near slumber, started the limo up, and pulled out of the parking lot, striking out in the direction of Evangeline’s apartment building.

      She leaned over and tugged the hem of her dress up, exposing her ankles and shins so she could undo the straps of her heels that wrapped around her ankles. Then she slid her feet out and let out a sigh of relief. “The best part of the night.”

      “I have a couple of ideas of things we could do that might feel better.”

      Evangeline looked up at me as she massaged her feet and arched an eyebrow. “I’m surprised it took you so long.”

      I patted my lap as I leaned back against my seat. She made to sit on me, but I shook my head. “Sit back. Get comfy. And put your feet up.”

      She eyed me suspiciously but did as I said, kicking her feet up to rest her heels on my thigh as she rested in the corner of the back of the seat and the side of the limo.

      Evangeline had cute feet. I massaged them one at a time, applying pressure to the arch and the balls of her feet and then pinching her ankles between my thumb and forefinger and gentle rolling over the tendon there.

      She smiled at me. “I should bring you everywhere with me just for this.”

      “I’d go anywhere with you for this.”

      Evangeline ran her fingers through her hair, shaking out her curls, and let them fall over her shoulder. “You’ve always been too sweet to me, Owen.”

      “You deserve it,” I said softly, running a hand up her calf and under her dress as I worked it along the side of her thigh and climbed on top of her. I had to plant one foot on the floor of the limo and rest my knee on the seat to maintain my balance as I leaned over her.

      She stared up at me with a sexy little smile playing on her lips.

      “What are you thinking about?” I asked.

      “You.”

      “Stop thinking,” I purred, leaning in to kiss her cheek and working my way to her neck. I pressed my lips to the soft skin by her ear. “Let me take care of you.”

      She quivered beneath me and ran her hands up my chest and over the lapel of my jacket. Then she pulled me down to her and sealed her lips over mine with a kiss that was warm and soft and tasted faintly of white wine.

      I worked my hand higher up inside her dress and gripped her thigh tightly. Her supple flesh melted into my palm, and I let out a hungry growl that was muffled by our kiss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Evangeline

        

      

    

    
      My senses were overwhelmed by all things Owen.

      His cedar and bergamot cologne.

      His hands on my bare legs.

      His hot breath on my neck as he nudged my cheek to the side to press soft kisses to my throat.

      The sounds of his stubble whispering against my cheek.

      The lingering taste of rum on his tongue.

      All the troubles of the evening faded to the background. The anger in the pit of my stomach toward Matthew dissolved and morphed into something warm and eager as Owen’s strong and hungry hand slid under my thigh and cupped my ass.

      I giggled, remembering how obsessed he’d been with my ass when we were young. Whenever we were alone, he used to put a hand on my rear end. Sometimes, he’d slide it in the back pocket of my jeans if I’d let him.

      I almost always did.

      Owen ran his hand over the groove of my hip. I hooked an arm around his shoulders and wove my fingers up into his hair, curling them into a fist and holding on as his touches grew closer and closer to my aching pussy.

      I’d been thinking about this all night.

      Sure, I’d kept my eye on the prize, which was the speech I had to deliver on my father’s behalf, but in the back of my mind, all I’d been mulling over was how badly I wanted him to touch me. How badly I needed him to touch me. Once a man like Owen teased you, there was no turning off the arousal until you were satisfied.

      And I trusted him to satisfy me.

      All damn night long.

      He grazed my clit with his fingers, and I sucked in a breath.

      He chuckled softly into our kiss and pulled away a couple of inches. “Have you been wet all night, Angel?”

      I nodded and tried to speak, but no words came. I was caught up in the glint of his green eyes and the way they glowed every time we passed under a street light. He was gorgeous. There was no other word for it.

      Sure, Owen wasn’t the typical sort of handsome most girls went for. He didn’t have the symmetrical face or the straight nose or the perfectly groomed facial hair.

      But what he had to offer was so much more than that. He had a strong jawline. A jawline a girl like me dreams about running her fingers over night after night. And his nose, despite its crooked little zig-zag from being broken so many times, spoke of his rough life and how willing he was to put it all on the line and fight for what he believed in. What he wanted.

      And right now, what he wanted was me.

      There was no bigger turn on in the world than that.

      His eyes were hooded by a heavy brow that made him look like he was in a constant state of brooding, and his lips, soft and curled up in that classic devilish smile of his, were the most kissable lips I’d ever laid eyes on.

      Owen stroked my cheek with his free hand while he rubbed my clit in slow circles with the other. He held my gaze and eased a finger inside me.

      I closed my eyes, clenched my jaw, and let out a moan that I desperately wished I could have held on to.

      Poor driver. I hoped he couldn’t hear us back here. He’d had a long enough night as it was.

      “Don’t fight it, baby,” Owen purred.

      “The driver,” I whispered, barely able to get the words out as he slid his finger in and out of my wet, swollen pussy.

      “Who cares about the driver? I’ve been waiting all night for this. He only has to endure us for another five minutes. Then you’re all mine.”

      His words set my veins on fire.

      He slid another thick digit inside me.

      “Owen,” I whimpered, gripping his shoulder and rolling my hips involuntarily.

      “Yes, Angel?”

      I bit my bottom lip and stared into his eyes. “Make me come.”

      Owen’s eyes darkened with lust. And there was no going back from there. The driver be damned.

      Hell, the cars parked beside us every time we stopped at a red light probably knew what was going on in the back of the limo as Owen braced himself on the door panel above my head and fucked me hard and deep with his fingers. He pressed his thumb to my clit and watched me as I gasped and moaned beneath him, writhing powerlessly under his touch.

      He growled above me when my legs started to tremble.

      Then I gripped the wrist of the hand above me against the door and let out a short cry as my body gave in to the orgasm that had been just out of reach. It broke over me with force, and I clung to him as Owen bowed over me, worshipping my neck with sweet kisses and nibbles as I came.

      When we turned onto my street, Owen sat up and pulled me up with him. I hurried to straighten out my dress and tugged it down to fall back down my legs, covering my nakedness as the limo slowed and pulled over to the curb.

      I struggled with the straps of my shoes, so Owen bent over and did them up for me while I fanned my cheeks and tried to catch my breath.

      “I’m so embarrassed,” I muttered.

      “You look sexy.”

      “I probably have bedhead. And my cheeks are on fire.”

      “Exactly. Sexy.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. “He’s going to think we had sex back here.”

      “Yeah, probably.”

      I gave him a deadpan stare as the limo slowed to a stop. “You’re supposed to reassure me.”

      “You mean lie?”

      “No, just tell me my face isn’t red, and I don’t look like a floozy.”

      Owen laughed. “Your cheeks aren’t that red. You don’t look like a floozy. Better?”

      I pouted. “No.”

      He finished doing up my shoes and squeezed my knee. “It doesn’t matter. He probably heard you back here anyway.”

      “Oh God,” I mumbled, burying my face in my hand as I heard the driver open his door and get out.

      Owen slid across the seat and popped open the back door. “I’ll take care of it.” He got smoothly to his feet outside the limo and stood outside the door to speak to the driver. “I’ve got it from here, man. Thanks.”

      The driver said something I couldn’t understand, and Owen waited a beat, and then the driver got back in the front seat. Owen bent over and offered me his hand. “Come on, Angel.”

      I smiled, took his hand, and got out of the car. He guided me up onto the sidewalk, mindful of the long skirt of my dress and the perilous height of my shoes, and then he offered me his elbow, and we walked up the stairs to the front doors and then across the lobby.

      The night shift concierge was standing behind the desk near the elevators. He nodded in greeting before returning his eyes to the computer in front of him.

      Owen and I went to the elevators and rode them up to my floor.

      “Thanks for sparing me the embarrassment back there,” I whispered.

      “Anytime.”

      The doors slid open with a soft chime, and we spilled out and hurried to my front door. I slid my key in the lock, and by the time I managed to push the door open, Owen was already gathering me up in his arms.

      I giggled hysterically as he kicked the door closed behind him and carried me across my suite liked my weight was nothing to him.

      It probably wasn’t. I’d seen all the muscle he hid under his shirts. He was a powerhouse.

      My powerhouse.

      He turned sideways to step through the doorframe to my bedroom, so as not to decapitate me and set me down on the floor near the edge of my bed. He turned me around so that my back was toward him, drew my hair over one shoulder, and gently pulled the zipper down the back of my gown before sliding the sleeves off my shoulders.

      The silky fabric fell to gather around my hips. With a soft tug, he sent it to the floor, and I stepped out of my gown completely naked. It was the sort of dress that didn’t have any room for a bra.

      I began undressing Owen. I started by pulling his jacket off and then undoing the buttons of his midnight-blue shirt, exposing more and more swollen chest and abs with every button. When I reached the bottom, I untucked his shirt, popped open his belt, and then undid his fly.

      He shrugged out of his shirt. It joined my dress on the floor. Then he jerked his pants and boxers down and stepped out of those, too, and we both faced each other, our chests rising and falling with each rapid breath.

      Then he moved in on me like a predatory animal, sweeping me up in his arms and moving us around the side of the bed to where my nightstand was. He pinned me to the wall between the nightstand and the window, using his body as a barricade, and began planting little kisses along my neck and breasts.

      “Don’t move,” he said, his voice hoarse, and then he leaned over and opened my nightstand drawer to pluck a condom from the small box in the right corner. He tore the wrapper open with his teeth and rolled the condom on.

      His cock was hard and pressed to my hip when he closed in on me again. I waited impatiently, my breath hitching in my throat as he grabbed my wrists and pinned them above my head against the wall with one hand.

      He silenced my protest with a kiss. His tongue slipped between my teeth and explored my mouth ravenously as I was forced to the tips of my toes.

      I whimpered into his mouth, and he leaned his hips toward me to slide his cock between my thighs. He teased me, and I rolled my hips, trying to lean into him, but it was impossible. He held me in place until he was ready to succumb to his own needs.

      He took his cock in one hand and guided his length up, sliding it into my wet pussy.

      Pleasure rippled through me, and my toes curled in the plush white rug that covered the space under and around my bed.

      Owen rocked his hips slowly.

      My breath whispered out between my parted lips as he cupped my face with his free hand and rested his forehead against mine.

      He quickened his pace just a bit.

      I licked my lips, closed my eyes, and reveled in the sound of his breathing in my ears. Of the pressure of his hands gripping my wrists. Of every thrust sliding in and out of me.

      I tightened my fingers into fists, and my nails bit into my palms.

      Owen ran his thumb along my bottom lip. I let him trace my teeth before taking his thumb into my mouth and sucking gently. He pressed down on my tongue as he quickened his speed, and my eyes fluttered open as he groaned in ecstasy.

      His head was bowed. His hair was a mess from me running my fingers through it, and it hung in front of his eyes. He was cast in shadow, but the moonlight danced over his muscles, and the sight of him pushed me over the edge.

      “Yes,” I pleaded. But my words were muffled by his thumb in my mouth.

      His hold on my wrists tightened, and I strained against him as my climax grew inside me like a filling well about to brim over.

      My moans were louder, and my breathing was ragged, and I could barely keep it together. I shifted my weight on my toes as my knees buckled and my legs quivered, but he held me in place and fucked me harder until I lost all sense of who I was and gave in to the desire to scream his name at the ceiling as I came.

      It sent him spiraling, too.

      We came together, and when he was done, he released my wrists but held me up, knowing how unsteady I was on my feet after an orgasm like that. He guided me to my bed, and we both toppled onto it, rolling onto our backs and breathing heavily at the ceiling.

      Neither of us said anything. There was nothing to say.

      But I was full of a sense of peace.

      And gratitude.

      If Owen hadn’t caught up to us on the sidewalk that night, I would have gone home with Matthew tonight. And I would have been none the wiser to his true self.

      I closed my eyes as a smile tugged at the corners of my mouth.

      Yes. I was a lucky girl.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Owen

        

      

    

    
      It had been a long week.

      Not a bad one. Just a long one.

      I chalked it up to the fact that I hadn’t seen Evangeline since the blissful morning after the gala last weekend. Her schedule for the last six days was jampacked with commitments she couldn’t break for her father’s company, and to her best friend Victoria, and I wasn’t going to be the needy guy who expected her to change her plans just to spend more time with me.

      Although selfishly, I wished she would.

      We’d made time to call each other every second day just to catch up. It was a bit odd, and it sort of made me feel like I was back in high school. Back then, I used to call the girl I liked every damn night, and we’d talk for hours.

      Or until her father caught her holding up the line and got angry and made her hang up.

      There were actually quite a few things about being with Evangeline that reminded me of being in high school.

      The anxious butterflies in my gut that I had before I saw her. One would think the feeling would go away after a couple of dates, but it wasn’t. It was still there, relentlessly reminding me of how flustered she made me.

      And then there were the physical things. Hard-ons every time I saw her or thought of her. Sweaty palms. Prickling skin. Shortness of breath.

      If she knew what she did to me, she would think me a horndog. Hell, I thought that myself.

      But I was powerless to how she made me feel. And what was more, I didn’t really want it to stop. The adrenaline felt good, and the payoff of being with her was always satisfying.

      I’d been hopeful that we would be able to get together for a little while at some point today, but she’d called me this morning to apologize and give me the heads-up that she wasn’t going to be able to step away from her work.

      So I was flying solo.

      But I didn’t want to be alone because all I would do was think of her, and time would pass by at an agonizingly slow rate. So I called Liam up and asked if he was up for a ride and stopping someplace new for lunch outside the city. If we could put a couple of hours of pavement behind us, we had a good track record of finding cool local bars to grab a cold beer and a burger at.

      He agreed and was on his way over.

      I also gave Rhys a ring. He answered on the second ring. “What’s up, Owen?”

      “You got plans today? Liam and I are hitting the road. You and Quinn want to join?”

      Rhys groaned. “I wish. Today doesn’t work for us, man.”

      “You have better things to do?”

      “I don’t know if ‘better’ is the right word.”

      I chuckled. “What does she have you working on now?”

      “We’re painting my living room.”

      Quinn had wanted to paint the living room ever since she moved in with Rhys almost a year ago. She hated the terracotta color that it was now, and I couldn’t blame her. It looked outdated, and it clashed with all the new soft-gray furniture she’d brought with her when she moved in. She had good taste and style, where Rhys was content to use whatever he had. Like most men.

      “She deserves a room that makes her happy to be in,” I said.

      “Oh, believe me. I know,” Rhys said. “And she’ll get off my back about it.”

      I laughed. “All right. Well, I’d offer to come help, but fuck that. Painting is a bitch. Have fun. Liam and I will have a beer on your behalf.”

      “Fuck you too, man.”

      We were both still laughing when I hung up the phone.

      The rest of the late morning was spent aimlessly waiting for Liam to show up. I heard his bike pull into the drive just after ten-thirty, and I went into the garage, opened the door, and plucked my leather jacket from the hook beside the workbench.

      Liam ducked under the still opening garage door. “Ready to go, man? It’s a perfect day out there. A bit cold, but hell, I like a bit of bite in the air when I ride.”

      I fished my leather riding gloves out of the pocket of my jacket and pulled them on. “I’m ready. Where are we heading?”

      “Doesn’t matter to me. North?”

      “Sure.” I shrugged.

      Then I got on my bike, and he went back out onto the drive to get on his. I rolled out onto the driveway, closed the garage door behind me, and tightened the chin strap under my helmet before turning the bike on and revving the engine.

      Liam gave me a thumbs-up, and when I returned it, he opened up on the throttle of his bike and swung out onto the street. I followed, and the rumble of our bikes was music to my ears as we cruised down the residential street toward the interstate to take us out of the city limits so we could hit some real speeds.

      It only took us a half hour or so to hit open roads where we could open up on the throttle and really move. We passed cars, wove through traffic, and broke free of congestion that was slowing us down so we could make the most of our afternoon. There was nothing worse than a perfect riding day but having drivers get in the way. All they had to do was move to the right lane, but they were oblivious.

      Liam and I took turns leading. Every fifteen minutes or so, the guy in the rear would speed up to pass, and then he would lead for a while and set the speed. Liam hadn’t been riding as long as me, so I knew I was pushing him pretty hard when I took some corners and checked my mirrors to find him falling behind.

      He was a smart rider though. He didn’t push himself past his skill level, despite his desire to kick my ass, and I admired that about him. Especially since he was only twenty-four. The young guys were usually the ones taking the unnecessary risks, all because of their testosterone. But not Liam. He had common sense and appreciated self-preservation.

      I couldn’t say the same thing about myself when I’d been his age.

      Hell, I couldn’t say the same thing about myself now.

      Liam had been leading for about ten minutes when I followed him into the parking lot of a biker bar off the interstate about two and a half hours out. The parking lot was loose gravel, so we had to slow down a fair bit, and there were a good twenty or so other bikes parked in the lot.

      There were a few Harley’s, some cruisers, some crotch rockets. A little bit of everything.

      I expected it would be a good crowd inside.

      I parked my bike in the same space as Liam’s, and we took our helmets off as we walked across the lot, the gravel crunching under our boots, and took the stairs up onto the porch where a few men were outside smoking. They nodded in greeting, and we nodded back. Judging by their leather vests, I assumed some of the hogs in the lot were theirs.

      When we pushed through the doors, we were greeted with the smell of grease, frying onions, beer, and man smell.

      It was a biker bar, after all.

      Liam struck out ahead and sought out a table with a view of the parking lot through the window so we could keep an eye on our bikes. He and I had too many experiences with drunken assholes hanging around in the parking lot, smoking their cigarettes or weed, and going over to look at our bikes.

      Looking was fine. Touching was not.

      And for some reason, drunken bikers always wanted to touch shit.

      Our waitress was a middle-aged woman with a tough exterior. Her bare arms were covered in tattoos of swirling roses, vines, and quotes in cursive that I couldn’t read. She stopped at our table and looked back and forth between us with one hand on her hip. “What can I get you boys?” Her voice was raspy and deep, a smoker to be sure.

      We ordered whatever ale they had on tap and then asked for a couple more minutes with the menu.

      She nodded. “Take your time. Give me a holler when you need anything. My name is Stacy. Don’t be shy, sugars.”

      When she walked away, Liam arched an eyebrow at me. “Sugars?”

      I shrugged. “I think she was talking to you.”

      He snorted. “Please.”

      “Maybe she likes the young ones.”

      “Piss off.”

      “Do you want a kids’ menu? Crayons?”

      Liam gave me a deadpan stare before flipping open his menu and scanning the options. I did the same, snickering to myself at my own jokes.

      Stacy swung by our table again, and we placed our orders. Within fifteen or so minutes, our beers were half empty, and we had our plates in front of us, a bacon cheeseburger for me and a basket of fish and chips for Liam.

      As we ate, we caught up on our previous week.

      “So how have things been with you, man?” Liam asked as he smothered a piece of cod in tartar sauce. “You and Evangeline still hanging out?”

      “Yeah. We haven’t seen much of each other this week because of her work, but I’m hoping to be able to see her tomorrow night.”

      “How was that fancy thing you went to with her last weekend?”

      “About as terrible as one would expect.”

      Liam laughed. “How so? What happened? Please tell me you didn’t get into a fight with some billionaire.”

      “Do you seriously think so low of me?”

      “No, not at all.” Liam shook his head. “I think so low of the sort of people who were probably there.”

      He wasn’t far off. “I might have exchanged words with one of them who tried to get me to clear off and stay away from Evangeline.”

      Liam froze with a piece of fish on his fork halfway to his mouth and frowned. “What?”

      “Yeah. I don’t recall if I told you, but when I ran into Evangeline the other week, she was actually on a date. With some prick named Matthew Aero. And he—”

      “He sounds like a tool. Matthew Aero?” He wrinkled his nose in disgust.

      “Tell me about it. Anyway. He seems to have it in his head that he’s entitled to her, and he tried to get me to leave, telling me I didn’t deserve a girl as classy as her. Like I didn’t know that already.” I shook my head and laughed.

      “If you make her happy you deserve her, man. Simple as that.”

      “Yeah? Got a lot of experience in the love department, kid?”

      Liam’s brow furrowed. “No. But I’m on your side. And I know you. She’s lucky if you ask me. What are her other options? Douche bags like Matthew Aero?”

      I appreciated his support, even if I thought he was bullshitting me a bit. “Yeah. Well. I told him off, took a couple stabs at him for shits and giggles, and then Evangeline came back to the table and asked me to go get her a drink so she could put him in his place on her own.”

      His eyebrows crept up to his hairline. “Oh. You didn’t tell me she was a badass.”

      “You have no idea, man. She can handle her shit. She’s a boss.”

      “Sounds like it. What happened after that?”

      I shrugged. “She and I left. Well, first she chugged her wine like it was water, and then we left.”

      “And then?”

      I gave him a lopsided grin. “And then we went back to her place, and the rest of it is for my memory. And hers.”

      Liam chuckled and held up his hands. “All right. All right. I’ll lay off. I’m happy for you, man. She sounds like the sort of woman you need in your life. You know? A girl who can keep you out of trouble.”

      He was right.

      Evangeline had a way of handling the riff-raff without using her fists. She also had a way of reminding me to avoid violence without saying a word. With her around, I didn’t want to fight. I didn’t want things to escalate. Because that was when shit got messy, and I would never want to expose her to that side of me.

      Not again.

      “You know. Three weeks ago, had you asked me if I ever wanted a relationship, I would have sworn up and down they weren’t for me.” I lifted my beer to my lips.

      Liam gave me a knowing grin. “And now?”

      “Now it sounds pretty fucking great with a girl like Angel.”

      “Angel?”
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          Evangeline

        

      

    

    
      “What do you think?” I asked as I shuffled the notecards of my upcoming speech back into chronological order. I was kneeling in front of my coffee table, frowning.

      Victoria was sitting across from me on the sofa. Her legs were crossed and neatly tucked under herself, and she had her elbows resting on her knees with her fingertips pressed together. She gazed at me intently over the tops of them. “I think it was pretty good.”

      “Pretty good? That’s it?”

      “Well, it’s a bit dry.”

      “Of course it is. It’s a speech about cleaning the oceans. It’s not supposed to be an adventure of highs and lows. It’s informative. And gracious. And just the sort of thing people at these events expect to have to listen to.”

      Victoria frowned and swept her long blonde hair to one side, letting it tumble down her shoulder. “But do they have to listen to that sort of thing? Is there no room for you to mix it up? Surprise them? Keep them on their toes? There’s something to be said about a more non-traditional approach. You’ll stick out in their minds at the very least. Not that you don’t already. Especially with that new dress you’re going to wear.”

      I sighed. This wasn’t helping.

      A lot was riding on this speech. I was going to have to address a room full of my father’s biggest donors, and for some bizarre reason, the more money people had, the tighter they tended to hold on to their wallets. I had to win them over. I had to show them why this was the right cause for them to throw some of their wealth at.

      Ocean health and the condition of the ecosystem was crucial to human survival, not to mention a basic responsibility that we’d been neglecting for far too long. Someone had to do something. And that someone was my father.

      I had to convince them to open their damn wallets and stop being greedy bastards.

      It was easier said than done.

      I stared down at my index cards. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I should try something fresh. Do you have any suggestions?”

      Victoria winced. “I’m good at giving constructive criticism. Not solutions.”

      “Typical.” I huffed, putting the cards down on the coffee table and leaning back on my hands.

      She uncrossed her legs and stretched them out to rest her heels on my table. “Can we talk about something else for a bit?”

      I nodded. “Please. My brain feels like it’s about to implode.”

      “Have you seen Owen lately?”

      I shook my head. “No. Not all week. I’ve been so busy with this stupid speech, and I had to go to private meetings with several of my father’s clients here in the city. I’m hoping I get some time to see him tomorrow. And if not tomorrow, early in the week. I miss him.”

      “I bet you do. A whole week without any toe-curling nookie? How horrible.”

      “Victoria!”

      “What?” she asked innocently.

      Blushing, I shook my head at her. “I can live without sex for a week. And for crying out loud, please don’t ever call it ‘nookie’ again?”

      “I like that word.”

      “Well, I don’t.”

      “Diva.”

      “You know it,” I said, grinning at her. “Want a glass of water?”

      “Sure,” Victoria said, leaning across the table to grab my index cards. I popped up to my feet and padded into the kitchen to pour us each a glass of sparkling water.

      “Do you want lemon?” I called.

      “No thanks,” Victoria said, somewhat distracted by the cards in her hands. “Hey, what if you opened with a joke?”

      “That doesn’t seem cliché?” I asked as I pulled two glasses down from my cupboard.

      “It depends on the joke.”

      “Any suggestions?”

      “No.”

      I poured us each a glass. “Of course not. Criticism, not solutions. I have to remember that.”

      “You’ll get there,” she teased.

      I was walking through the kitchen to bring our waters into the living room when there was a knock on my door. I set the glasses down on the counter while Victoria continued to study my speech and opened my front door.

      My father was on the other side.

      He gave me a warm smile and pulled me in for a hug. “Hello, darling.”

      “Hi, Daddy,” I said, giving him a good squeeze before stepping back to hold the door open for him. “Come on in. Victoria and I were just going over my speech for the next event.”

      Victoria smiled and waved at my father. “Hi, Mr. Snow.”

      “Please, Victoria. We’re all family here. Call me Frank.”

      Victoria scrunched up her nose. “Yeah. You know. You’ve been asking me to call you that since I was thirteen, and I just can’t get used to it. You’ll always be Mr. Snow to me.”

      “It makes me feel so old,” my father muttered as he popped open the buttons of his gray suit jacket.

      “Would you like a glass of water? Sparkling? I also have wine, soda, whiskey—”

      “I’m all right, sweetheart,” my father said. “I was just hoping to have a moment to speak to you about something… sensitive.”

      Victoria, always one to catch the undertones of any conversation, rolled to her feet, set the index cards down, and clasped her hands together. “That’s my cue to get out of here. Call me later, Eva. Anytime after six. I have a yoga class at five.”

      “Have fun.” I smiled as she collected her purse from the kitchen counter, gave me and my father one last wave, and ducked out the door.

      My father and I stood quietly for a moment, and then I gestured at the sofa. “Should we sit?”

      He shrugged out of his suit jacket and draped it over the back of my sofa before he took a seat. He let out a sigh, which in my experience was a sure sign that the conversation we were about to have wasn’t going to be a fun, light, enjoyable one.

      “Are you sure you don’t want something to drink, Daddy?”

      My father rubbed the side of his head. “No, I’m all right. Come. Sit.” He patted the sofa beside him and waited for me to come join him.

      I made myself comfortable and crossed one leg over the other as I waited for him to start talking. But it seemed as if he wasn’t sure where to start.

      “Is something bothering you?” I asked, hoping to prompt him to spit it out.

      “Yes. Yes, it is. I got a call this morning from Matthew Aero.”

      “Oh.”

      My father studied me. “He said you were quite rude to him last weekend at the gala.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Oh please. He was asking for it.”

      “He is my business associate.”

      “He’s an ass.”

      “Evangeline,” my father said sternly.

      I ran my hands down my thighs. “I’m sorry that I had to tell off your associate. But he was treating my date poorly and spouting nonsense. I wasn’t going to let him walk all over me or—”

      “I would also like to speak with you about this date.”

      “What about him?”

      My father narrowed his eyes at me, and a pit formed in my stomach.

      He already knew.

      Fucking Matthew had spilled the beans like the kiss ass he was.

      “I don’t want you seeing that man, Evangeline.”

      “Daddy, Owen isn’t what you think he is. He’s good. He’s one hell of a better man than Matthew. I can guarantee that.”

      My father shook his head at me. “Enough. You have your reputation to worry about. And you’re representing me and my campaign. I can’t have you rolling into these events with a guy like Owen McCully on your arm. What will people think?”

      “I don’t care what they think,” I said sharply.

      My father sighed with frustration and pressed his palm to his forehead. He looked older. There were more wrinkles around the corners of his eyes. He also looked terribly tired.

      “There are things in this life that will be infinitely more difficult if you’re with someone like Owen. He’s not good for you. You’re my daughter, and I want what is best for you. Don’t you understand that? I’m trying to protect you.”

      “I don’t need you to protect me.”

      “Apparently, you do because you’re off spending your time with a criminal.”

      “He’s not—”

      “I know exactly who Owen McCully is,” my father said. “He’s a rule breaker. A criminal. A deviant. He needs to stay on his side of the tracks and leave you to yours. You have more important things to do with your life. You must leave him behind. He’s only going to hold you back. And put you at risk.”

      “He would never hurt me,” I said.

      “Maybe not intentionally,” my father said, moving closer to put a hand over mine on my knee. “I trust that he would never hurt you on purpose. I know him well enough to know that. But sometimes, men are powerless to the life we know. He knows how to solve problems one way, Evangeline. And that is through violence. Do you deny it?”

      I bit my bottom lip.

      My father hung his head and patted my hand. “I know you don’t want to hear this. And I know it’s not my place to tell you what to do. But I would not come to you with these concerns unless I absolutely had to. Owen will put you in dangerous positions that Matthew can keep you out of. He’s trouble.”

      None of what my father was saying was a surprise to me.

      I knew Owen was trouble. But he was trouble for other people—bad people. He wasn’t trouble for me.

      For me, he was a safe place to land.

      “You must consider your priorities,” my father continued. “You must look at the bigger picture. Owen has no place there. You two had your fun when you were young. But now you have responsibilities, and I’m sure he does as well. It is time to own up to that and put him in your rearview mirror for good. Please.”

      My throat was tight. My hands were clammy. And I could feel my own pulse fluttering frantically at my throat like a panicked bird trying to escape the confines of its cage.

      “But, Daddy—”

      “I’m not going to speak any more of it. You know what you must do. And I trust you to do it and to do it in a timely manner. You’re a grown woman now, Evangeline. The time for flings with a biker is behind you. It is time to look forward to bigger and better things.”
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          Owen

        

      

    

    
      Barry was working the concierge desk when I crossed the lobby of Evangeline’s apartment building on Saturday evening.

      He didn’t see me until I was basically right on top of him, and when he looked up, he sputtered and stammered over his words until his mouth caught up with his brain.

      “Uh. Hi there, Mr.…”

      “McCully,” I said flatly.

      “Right. Apologies. Mr. McCully. How may I help you?”

      I rapped my knuckles on the desk. “I’d like to go up and see Evangeline Snow if you would?”

      Barry narrowed his eyes at me. “Of course, sir. You may proceed to the elevators. Shall I buzz her and let her know to expect you?”

      “Nah.” I waved a hand. “I’d like to surprise her. Keep those sneaky fingers of yours away from that phone.”

      Barry had been reaching for his phone to dial up to Evangeline’s suite. He let his arm fall to his side. “Of course, sir. Is there anything else I can help you with?”

      I leaned on the desk. “You could at least pretend to not despise my coming here so much. You know. A smile here and there really wins people’s favor.”

      Barry stared at me blankly.

      I laughed. “I’m fucking with you, man. Lighten up.”

      His mouth twitched in what I could only assume was an attempt at a smile. “Very funny, sir.”

      “I thought so.” I shrugged.

      Barry stared at me, and I stared back.

      “All right,” I said, slapping my hand flat on the counter. Poor Barry nearly jumped out of his skin. He must not have had much experience with men like me. He was used to the suits and the polished shoes and the flashy watches. I was a whole new breed of trouble and menace in his eyes. “Catch you around, Barry.”

      “Good evening, Mr. McCully.”

      I sauntered over to the elevators, jabbed the button, and waited for one of them to open up for me. I didn’t have to wait long. The building was massive and had four elevators. I stepped on after a young couple stepped off, and I pressed the button for the fiftieth floor once I was inside.

      On the ride up, my phone started ringing. It was Rhys. I answered the call, surprised I still had service in an elevator shaft. “Hey, man. What’s going on?”

      “Hey, brother,” Rhys said. “You got plans tonight? Quinn and I are having a couple of folks over for drinks and dinner.”

      “Let me get back to you. I’m on my way to see Evangeline right now. If I’m not with her tonight, I’ll swing by.”

      “Oh, no worries. We’ll be your last resort. I see how it is.”

      I snorted. “Like you wouldn’t do the same with Quinn?”

      Rhys chuckled. “Yeah. You got me there. See you when I see you, brother.”

      I rode the elevator up to the top of the building and found myself standing in front of Evangeline’s door.

      I chastised myself for not bringing flowers or something.

      I had to step up my game at some point. She was probably used to being waited on by men with a lot of money to spend, and there was no doubt in my mind that they would spend it on her. If I was in their shoes, I most certainly would.

      Flowerless, I knocked on her door and waited.

      I waited a long time. A whole minute and a half maybe. Then I knocked again.

      The door opened a crack, and Evangeline peered around the edge of the door with one eye. “Hi, Owen.”

      “Hey,” I said, leaning to the side to try to get a better look at her. “How are you?”

      “I’m all right,” she said. Her voice was thinner than usual, almost hoarse. Her nose was pink, and her cheeks were flushed, and her lips looked a little swollen.

      I almost asked if she’d been crying but thought better of it.

      Instead, I asked, “What are your plans for tonight? I’ve missed you all week, and I was thinking it might be nice if the two of us could grab dinner together.”

      Evangeline wrapped her fingers around the edge of the door and looked down at the floor. “I’m sorry, Owen. I’m not feeling well. I think I’m just going to stay in tonight.”

      “Is it the flu?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “Your stomach?”

      “I don’t know,” she said a little more firmly, meeting my stare. “I kind of just want to be alone tonight. You understand, don’t you?”

      I nodded and rubbed the back of my neck. “Yeah. Yeah, of course I do. Can I run out and grab you something? Soup? Ginger ale? Crackers? Whatever you need, I can bring it back for you and—”

      “I’m fine, Owen. Thank you. I just want to sleep this off.”

      I was still nodding like an idiot. “Okay. I’ll call and check in on you in the morning. I hope you feel better.”

      “Thanks,” she said, and then she pushed the door closed and left me standing there like a fool staring at it, wondering what the hell just happened.

      She didn’t look or sound sick. And she’d had a full face of makeup on. And she was dressed nicely.

      Something wasn’t adding up. I’d seen Evangeline sick, and she wasn’t one of those women who just trooped her way through it like a boss. She liked to get cozy in her favorite pair of PJs and matching slippers, and she’d drink cups and cups of green tea while watching movies on her sofa cuddled under a blanket.

      She was certainly not sick.

      So what the hell was that all about?

      As I walked back to the elevator, I racked my brain trying to recall if I’d done something wrong. Was she upset about something?

      We hadn’t seen each other all week, and we’d only talked over the phone. What could I have said that would make her suddenly want to put up a wall like this?

      I jabbed the elevator button and slid my hands into the pockets of my leather jacket.

      No, I was fairly certain there was nothing I’d said to elicit this cold response from her. Perhaps it had nothing to do with me. Perhaps something else was going on.

      If someone else had hurt her, they had better hope I never found out about it.

      I grimaced.

      My old tendencies were bubbling to the surface at the first sign of trouble. That wasn’t a good reaction. I had to keep my cool. Play it off nice and easy.

      It might be nothing.

      Maybe she had only just suddenly started to feel unwell, and she was planning on getting cozy right after I left her doorstep.

      The nagging voice in the back of my head screamed bullshit.

      When the elevator door opened, so did Evangeline’s front door.

      I looked over toward her, and she pressed her head to the side of the door and gave me a sad smile. “I’m not sick, Owen. I’m sorry. Would you like to come inside?”

      Confused but grateful she didn’t want to shoo me away, I nodded and crossed the little lobby to step into her place. She closed and locked the door behind me and then went to the kitchen, where she poured herself a glass of wine. She sighed before taking a sip.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked.

      She pressed her lips together. “Yes and no. Mostly no. Although…” She trailed off, shaking her head. “It’s stupid. But I need to talk to you about it.”

      “All right,” I said.

      “My father stopped by earlier today to talk to me.”

      “Okay.”

      “And it turns out Matthew told him that I was with you at the gala last weekend. And he didn’t like that very much.”

      Typical Frank.

      “Well, that’s not really a surprise, is it?” I asked, cocking my head to the side. “We both figured he wouldn’t be happy to know I was there with you.”

      Evangeline nodded and took another sip of wine. “No. You’re right. But I also didn’t expect him to show up at my place demanding I break things off with you and pursue a guy like Matthew instead.” She laughed, but there was no humor there. Instead, I heard only bitterness. “I can’t believe he still thinks you’re dangerous.”

      She was saying all the right things, but just beneath the surface, I could detect notes of insecurity. She wouldn’t meet my eye, and her shoulders were drawn inward. She seemed so unsure, so unsteady in her own resolve, and it made me start to think of things differently.

      Maybe I was the one who should offer her an out.

      Instead of her father having to come down hard on her, maybe it was my turn to offer her another option, a chance to bow out of this relationship before we both got too invested and we couldn’t turn our backs on it.

      Before I fell too hard and she stomped on my heart when I felt safe.

      “Angel,” I said, moving around the kitchen island to stand beside her. I placed a finger under her chin and lifted her face toward mine. “Your father isn’t entirely wrong.”

      “But—”

      “Wait. Let me finish. He loves you. You are the most important thing in the world to him, and he doesn’t want to lose you. And he doesn’t know me. Not really.”

      “I know he doesn’t. But he should trust me. I’m his daughter. I don’t make stupid choices. And I’m a grown-ass woman. This is my choice to make.”

      “It is,” I agreed. “And if you choose something else or someone else, I want you to know that I understand, and I won’t hold it against you. I promise.”

      Her eyes searched mine, and her lips parted in surprise. “Owen, don’t say that.”

      “I have to. I care about you. And I want you to be happy. That’s all I want. And if I’m not what makes you happy and it’s not worth all the shit you’re going to get for being with me, then don’t feel bad if you have to walk away.”

      Evangeline shook her head ever so slightly before cupping my face in both hands and running her thumbs over the stubble on my jaw. “You’re talking crazy.”

      “I didn’t want to say it. But I had to.”

      Evangeline’s eyes grew glassy. I willed her not to cry. I could take anything but that.

      Then she smiled and sniffled and pressed her lips to the palm of the hand I still had resting under her chin. “And that’s what makes you such a good man, Owen. I just wish my father could see this part of you. He would change his mind in a heartbeat. I know he would.”
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          Evangeline

        

      

    

    
      I couldn’t believe I’d even considered ending things with Owen.

      And all because my father couldn’t wrap his mind around the fact that Owen was not the risk-taking young man he knew from all those years ago.

      He was so much more than that.

      Sure, he still had a bit of a wild side, but that was part of what I loved so much about him. That, combined with his sense of humor, his compassion, and his willingness to help anyone in need made him a well-rounded man who was worthy of so much love.

      And I had so much to give.

      My father was clueless. And narrow-minded.

      Part of what made this so hard was that I really wanted my father to come around and see Owen for the man I knew he was. But he wouldn’t meet me in the middle. He wouldn’t soften his narrowminded views of the bad-boy biker he knew seven years ago.

      Even then, Owen had been a good person.

      He was lost, like a lot of young people were. And he fought his way out of the darkness and the confusion of youth. All those years of struggle had made him into the man he was now.

      There wasn’t a bone in my body that didn’t trust Owen fully.

      He would never put me in a bad position that would jeopardize my safety. Hell, he’d be the first thing standing between me and danger if something ever did happen. But there was no need to think like that because nothing would happen.

      Because this was now. Not seven years ago.

      I felt ashamed for what I’d put him through. That was where the tears were coming from. I could tell my emotions were making him uneasy.

      I dabbed at my eyes and willed myself to stop crying. “I guess I’m not as independent as I thought. I still care too much what my father thinks.”

      Owen rubbed my shoulder. “There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      “If it’s interfering with my personal life and what makes me happy, there is.”

      Owen didn’t have anything to say to that. He looked down at his feet. “I wish I could make it better for you.”

      Hs words warmed my heart, and I put my hand on his chest. “You are making it better. Trust me.”

      “I’m also half the problem.”

      I pursed my lips. “That’s not true.”

      He arched his eyebrow.

      I cracked a smile. “You’re about ninety-nine percent of the problem.”

      Owen tossed his head back and laughed. The sound was radiant and comforting, and I stepped in close to wrap my arms around his waist. He gathered me in and rested his chin on top of my head. It felt good to be nestled into his chest like this. I fit perfectly, and his embrace set my mind at ease.

      This was where I wanted to be.

      Nobody else’s opinion was going to dictate my choices.

      I was stronger than that. And Owen was something I was willing to put it all on the line and fight for.

      He was rubbing off on me.

      Owen stroked my back. “So…” He trailed off.

      I looked up at him. “So?”

      He chewed the inside of his cheek. “Is it too soon for me to ask you out for dinner again tonight?”

      He was so sweet. I giggled. “I would love to spend tonight with you. But maybe we could change things up a bit?”

      “How so? Name your price. I’m up for anything.”

      “Well,” I said slowly, clasping my hands together behind his back and craning my neck back. “I was thinking it might be nice if you showed me some of your spots here in the city.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “Uh. You want to go hang out at some biker bars? I’m not saying no, but I don’t think you’ll be much of a fan of the cheap beer and obnoxious crowds.”

      I snickered and shook my head. “No, not a biker bar. But maybe you could introduce me to some of your friends?”

      He searched my eyes.

      I frowned. “You do have friends, don’t you?”

      “Yes,” he said, his tone scolding. “Plenty of them. I just don’t know if they’ll be your cup of tea.”

      “Well, are they anything like you?”

      “Ruggedly handsome? Clever? Funny as hell? Yeah.”

      I rolled my eyes and laughed. “Then why wouldn’t they be my cup of tea?”

      Owen grinned. “All right. You win. We’ll go meet some of my crew.”

      “Really?” I asked excitedly. Owen’s new MC was his whole life, and I wanted to know as much about that life as possible. Meeting them seemed like the right place to start.

      He nodded, and as he talked, his eyes lit up, and his grin stretched his cheeks. “Really. Rhys is having a few of the guys and their women over for drinks and dinner tonight. If we leave soon, we’ll be there right on time.”

      “Just let me grab my purse and a jacket, and we can go,” I said as butterflies took flight in my stomach.

      This felt like a big step in the right direction for us.

      Owen caught my hand as I spun away from him to grab my jacket from the hook by the door. He looked me over. “You should probably change altogether.”

      “I beg your pardon?” I asked, looking down at my outfit. I had on a pair of white pants and a long-sleeved pastel-pink blouse that went well with the gold jewelry at my throat and in my ears. “I like this outfit, thank you very much.”

      “Slow your roll, princess. You’re going to meet a bunch of bikers who don’t wear anything besides denim and leather. It’s your call.”

      I frowned. He was right.

      “Damn it,” I muttered. “Okay. Hold on. I’ll be right back.”

      “I suggest wearing flat shoes,” he called to me as I hurried down the hall to my bedroom.

      When I reached my bedroom, I threw my closet door open and stared at everything I owned. Most of it was for business functions or dinners, and a good portion was for formal events.

      What the hell was I supposed to wear to a casual evening at a biker’s house?

      My mouth went suddenly dry.

      What had I gotten myself into?

      I didn’t know how to behave around men and women like this. I had no idea what we were going to talk about. Was I going to be that girl sitting in the corner, all uptight and worried about what everyone was thinking about her?

      Because surely, they would all be thinking something.

      Wouldn’t they?

      What a rich snob.

      She’s a prude.

      What is Owen doing with a woman like that?

      How much do you think she spent on her nails?

      Why is she here?

      Owen can do so much better.

      I shook my head furiously.

      “No,” I muttered to myself. “These people are his family. And Owen would not have family as mean as that.”

      Owen’s voice called back down to me from the kitchen. “Who are you talking to in there?”

      “Myself,” I called back as my cheeks started to burn.

      I could hear him chuckling to himself.

      I had to move my ass. He was waiting on me.

      After staring aimlessly into my closet for another minute or so, I abandoned it and went to my dresser, where I sorted through a bunch of jeans until I found a plain dark pair with no embellishments. I stripped out of my elegant outfit and pulled the jeans on. Then I found a plain black shirt, which I tucked into the jeans.

      I scoured my shoe racks for something casual and, more importantly, flat.

      Like Owen had said, heels were probably a bad idea. For the first time in my life, I regretted that my shoe collection was comprised of about eighty-five percent heels or wedges.

      The clouds parted, and a solution presented itself when I found an old pair of over the knee black boots. I pulled them on, discovering they were a little higher than over the knee. The pitch-black suede fabric hit me mid-thigh, covering most of my jeans, but it looked cute.

      Really cute actually.

      And kind of badass.

      I finished the look by brushing out my curls and pinning one side back. I wore gold hoop earrings that matched the gold zippers on the dark green leather jacket I shrugged over my shoulder. I flipped my hair out from under the jacket and went back out to meet Owen in the kitchen.

      His jaw nearly hit the floor when he saw me.

      “Hot damn,” he breathed.

      I spun in a little circle for him. “Is this more suitable?”

      “Much more,” he said, coming to me to rest a hand on my hip. “You look great, Angel. And you’ll fit in just fine.”

      I studied him. “I’m nervous.”

      “Don’t be. They’re good, easygoing people. And they’ll be excited to meet you finally.”

      “Finally?” I cocked my head to the side.

      Owen, for the first time since I’d known him, blushed.

      I gasped. “Have you been talking to your friends about me, Owen McCully?”

      “Maybe,” he mumbled bashfully.

      I giggled and draped my arms over his shoulders. “I think that’s sweet.”

      “Not too soft?”

      I shrugged. “It’s a little soft. But let’s be honest. I’ve always known you were soft and squishy on the inside.”

      He laughed and kissed the tip of my nose. “Yeah, yeah. Don’t go telling people. I don’t want it to ruin my reputation.”

      “Never,” I promised.
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          Owen

        

      

    

    
      Pulling into Rhys’s driveway that night with Evangeline on the back of my bike was a surreal feeling. Her thighs squeezed my hips, and her helmet rested between my shoulder blades as I slowed down and parked behind Liam’s bike.

      She got off first, hopping off and landing gracefully on the pavement to pull her helmet off. Her hair tumbled down her back, and she shook her head to loosen the tangles as she ran her fingers through the roots.

      I swung my leg over the bike and took my helmet off too. I hung both our helmets on the handlebars and nodded up at the house. “You ready for this?”

      She glanced up to Rhys’s front door. “Not really.”

      I nudged her in the ribs with my elbow. “Just think. You walk into galas with a bunch of rich assholes who are for sure judging you. This is just a chill dinner with people who don’t give a damn where you come from. Trust me. You’ll win them over in minutes. They’re pretty easy to please.”

      “Any tips? Topics to avoid?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe avoid asking about family?”

      “What? Why?”

      I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and steered her toward the house and began putting one foot in front of the other. “Because a lot of these folks have lost people in unpleasant ways, and I want to spare you from the awkwardness of those conversations.”

      “Oh,” she breathed, reaching up to entwine her fingers with mine on the hand draped over her shoulder. “Thank you.”

      “Aside from that, everything is fair game. Just prepare yourself for a lot of razzing and good old-fashioned horsing around.”

      “I can handle that,” she said.

      “Of course you can. You told off Mr. Fancy Matthew Aero like a champ. These guys would love to hear that story if you’re looking for an icebreaker.”

      Evangeline flashed me a white smile. “Good idea.”

      We stepped up onto the front porch, and I let my arm fall from her shoulders to rap my knuckles on the front door. Then I shouldered it open and bellowed down the hallway that I had arrived.

      Liam was the first to greet us.

      He popped his head out from around the corner in the kitchen, and his eyes flicked from me to Evangeline. He grinned like a little kid. “Hey, come on in. Leave your shoes on. Everyone is out back. Burgers and chicken are on the barbeque, and the fridge is full of beer and cider.”

      I took Evangeline’s hand and led her down the hall into the kitchen.

      Liam held out his hand to her, and she shook it.

      “You must be Evangeline,” he said. “It’s nice to meet you. I didn’t think Owen would have the balls to bring you around these parts any time soon. I’m pleasantly surprised.” He chuckled and looked at me. “I don’t know what a girl like her is doing with your sorry ass, man.”

      I chuckled. “I’m still trying to figure that out for myself.”

      Evangeline adjusted her jacket and rolled her shoulders before smiling up at me. “He has his charms.”

      Liam laughed. “Yeah. Sure, he does. Come on out back. We’ll introduce you to everyone.”

      I saw her swallow and gave her hand a squeeze as we fell into step behind Liam, who cut through the kitchen and the dining room and then ducked out through the screen on the back patio doors.

      We passed through them after him and emerged on Rhys’s back deck.

      Evangeline was lucky. It wasn’t too big of a turnout.

      Sitting around the patio table were Rhys and Quinn, who looked up and smiled when they spotted Evangeline by my side. At least there were some familiar faces around the table for her. She knew Rhys a bit from back in Chicago.

      He got to his feet and greeted her with a big hug. “Nice to see you again, Evangeline. How’ve you been?”

      When they parted, she gave him her best smile. “Good. Really good. It’s nice to see you too. You have a lovely home.”

      “This shithole?” Rhys barked, gesturing at the house.

      Quinn popped to her feet and scowled. “It’s not a shithole. Well, not since I moved in anyway.” She moved smoothly around the table and introduced herself to Evangeline. She hugged her just like Rhys had and then put her hands on Evangeline’s shoulders. “I hope this isn’t inappropriate, but I just have to say, you’re gorgeous.”

      Evangeline turned bright pink.

      I pulled her into my side. “Beat it, Quinn. She’s mine.”

      Quinn giggled and went back to her seat. Rhys sat down beside her, and she pulled out the empty chair on her other side, motioning for Evangeline to take a seat. I sat down on her other side and kept my hand on her knee for reassurance as she was introduced to the others who had been patiently awaiting their turn around the table.

      Next up were Aiden and his girl, Cheryl. They said their friendly hellos, and we moved on to introduce Evangeline to the last couple, Jax and Holly.

      Jax was the pretty boy of the group, and he winked at Evangeline when he shook her hand. She sank back into her seat and smiled back at him, not intimidated at all.

      Sitting beside her was a turn on all on its own.

      “Where’s everyone else?” I asked.

      Jax lifted his beer to his lips. “Axel and Ellie are at a preschool play.”

      “How sweet,” Evangeline said beside me.

      Jax chuckled. “Have you ever been to one of those? It’s nothing but a bunch of kids staring out at the audience, about to burst into tears.”

      “Sounds like you experienced some personal trauma with that,” Rhys teased.

      Jax shot him a look. “Bite me.”

      The rest of us laughed at Jax’s expense.

      “I think Ryder and Dani wanted to stop by at some point,” Quinn said. “They were considering seeing if Jamie could babysit for them. But I haven’t heard from them since yesterday afternoon.”

      “Ryder? Leave his baby?” Aiden scoffed. “Unlikely.”

      “And Sabian?” I asked.

      Rhys shrugged. “Who knows with that guy? Whoever shows up, shows up. Are we not good enough for you now? Is your high-rolling life making us look less appealing?”

      I laughed. “No. The opposite actually.”

      All eyes darted to Evangeline, who seemed to notice they were all staring at her. She blinked under the attention like a doe caught in the headlights, then lifted her chin. “Oh. Don’t worry. You can talk shit about the high rollers. They’re a bunch of pompous assholes.”

      The table was quiet for a minute.

      Then they all started laughing.

      “I like her,” Rhys said.

      “She can stay,” Aiden agreed.

      Liam, who was standing near the patio door and leaning against the side of the house, lifted his beer in a toast. “To new friends.”

      “New friends,” they said unanimously. Everyone drank.

      I leaned over to Evangeline. “See? Told you you’d be a hit.”

      She smiled. “I knew my good looks would get me somewhere one day.”

      I laughed and squeezed her shoulder as I got to my feet. “Want a beer? Cider? Water?”

      “Beer please,” she said.

      Quinn nudged her in the other shoulder. “Thatta girl. Scram, Owen. Let us pick her brain and get some dirt on you.”

      “Knock yourself out,” I said. “Just don’t ask her about my cock. Ya’ll know how sensitive I am about how massive it is.”

      They all booed me off the porch, and I ducked inside chuckling to myself, trusting that Evangeline would be able to handle herself just fine in their obnoxious company.

      I went to the fridge and grabbed two cans of beer. When I closed it, I looked up to find that Liam had followed me inside.

      He waggled his eyebrows at me. “She’s a hit. A real crowd pleaser.”

      “I figured she would be,” I said.

      “So are things serious with you two then?”

      I shrugged. “We haven’t put a label on anything. But we’re enjoying our time together, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want it to become something more than that.” I tossed one of the beers in my hand. “She’s special, man. Always has been. And I’ll be damned if I let her slip through my fingers again.”

      Liam beamed and bumped my shoulder with his. “I don’t think you have to worry about that, brother. She lights up like a Christmas tree when she talks about you. I just saw it myself.”

      His words made my stomach feel like there were hundreds of warm fluffy butterflies flying around.

      My girl was making me soft.

      We went back out onto the back deck as Rhys opened the lid on the barbeque. The smell that wafted out made my mouth water. He plated several patties, oozing with cheese, and called everyone to prepare their burgers. All the condiments and toppings were laid out on the dining-room table inside, and we made a neat line, one behind the other, so we could go through and create our masterpieces.

      Evangeline loaded hers with bell peppers and barbeque sauce. That earned her some approving nods from several of the men.

      Everyone took their seats outside at the table. Some of us had to pull up chairs and eat with our paper plates on our laps. Evangeline licked barbeque sauce off her thumb, and it reminded me of the other night when she had my thumb in her mouth while I fucked her up against her bedroom wall.

      My cock twitched in my pants.

      God damn it.

      “You all right there, brother?” Liam asked, nodding at me from the other side of the table.

      I nodded. “Mind your own business.”

      Evangeline dabbed her lips with her napkin and turned toward Rhys. “I’m not trying to kiss your ass, I swear, but this is the best burger I’ve ever had.”

      “Kiss ass,” Jax teased.

      She was unflustered by his hazing.

      “It’s an old family recipe,” Rhys said.

      “That he refuses to share with the rest of us,” Aiden added bitterly.

      “Family recipes are legacies,” Evangeline said.

      “See? Someone understands.” Rhys nodded at Evangeline. “Help yourself to more. There’s plenty left.”

      Evangeline glanced at me. “I think I will.”

      This earned her a smattering of applause from the crew. She blushed under the attention but waved them off.

      “What?” she asked. “Just because I’m a girl, I can’t have two?”

      “We’re just surprised that a girl with your background is willing to eat shit like this,” Jax said, always the one to say what everyone was thinking but unwilling to say it.

      Evangeline helped herself to another burger and bun off the barbeque. “That’s fair actually. Most of the women at the events I go to eat like birds. Or they don’t eat at all. I’m telling you, if they had burgers like this at those events, I’d be fatter than Owen.”

      The laughter that filled the yard was well earned, and I winked at my girl before she ducked into the house to no doubt bury her burger in more bell peppers.

      Rhys nodded at me. “It’s good to see you two back together again. It makes sense, you know?”

      “She’s a boss.” Quinn grinned. “And she fits in with the rest of us misfits.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “She does, doesn’t she?”
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          Evangeline

        

      

    

    
      It was well past midnight when Owen moved to stand behind my chair on the back porch of Rhys’s home. He rubbed my shoulders, leaned over, and nudged my cheek with his.

      “You ready to head home, Angel?”

      I stifled a yawn and nodded.

      “Let’s go,” he said, straightening up and looking around at the only others remaining: Rhys, Quinn, and Liam. “We’re going to call it a night, guys. Thanks for having us over. And for the beers and the burgers.”

      Everyone got to their feet and walked us to the front door.

      Their manners would have knocked my father’s socks off.

      At the door, Quinn pulled me in for a hug. “Don’t be a stranger, okay? Maybe one of these days, you and I could go grab a coffee and get to know each other better? You know, have some girl time?”

      “That would be lovely,” I said. And I meant it.

      Even though I still hardly knew these people, I felt like they had embraced all of me. My history, my reputation, my wealth.

      All of it.

      And they didn’t feel the need to put me in a box and slap a label on me. They were happy to just enjoy my company, and I was thrilled to enjoy theirs.

      Yes, they were a rowdy bunch. And yes, it was a lot for me to process all at once.

      But Owen had been right. I liked them all. I didn’t feel out of place, either. I felt like I belonged there, and I was already looking forward to coming back and spending more time with them.

      “Goodnight, lovebirds,” Liam called after us as Owen and I jogged down the steps and struck out across the drive to go to his bike.

      Owen waved over his shoulder and wrapped an arm around my waist. “So, what did you think?”

      I leaned into him. “I had a really good night. Seriously. They’re all so wonderful.”

      “I don’t think anyone has ever told Jax he was wonderful before,” Owen said, scratching his chin.

      I laughed. “He’s all talk.”

      “That is true,” he said as he handed me my helmet from the handlebars. I pulled it on, did up the strap, and tilted my head back to let him inspect it and make sure I’d done it properly. He was protective like that.

      I didn’t mind. In fact, I kind of liked it. He was looking out for me.

      He got on the bike first, as per usual, and I put my hands on his shoulders to get on behind him. Then I nestled against his back, wrapped my arms around him, and got myself situated on the foot pegs.

      He pulled out of the driveway and out onto the street and opened up on the throttle.

      The cool wind was refreshing, and it stirred me from my near-slumbering state. It had been a night jampacked with intense conversations and even more intense people, and the three or four beers I’d had were making me sleepy.

      When Owen arrived at my building, I had him park in the underground again. I didn’t want him leaving the bike on the road overnight, and I had no intention of letting him leave my apartment tonight.

      Tonight, he was all mine.

      We rode the elevator up to my floor, and once we got into my penthouse, I was happy to get out of my boots.

      But they were impossible to get off.

      “Damn it,” I muttered, perching myself on the edge of my sofa as I tried to pry the boots off.

      Owen was shrugging out of his leather jacket in the kitchen. He smirked. “Do you need a hand?”

      I pouted at him. “Yes please.”

      He came over and crouched down in front of me. I gave him my foot, and he rested one hand under my ankle before twisting the boot gently and working it loose until he could pull it off my leg.

      My foot sang sweet hallelujahs as it tasted freedom, and then he did the same with the other foot.

      “Thank you,” I said as I wiggled my toes. “Those things were way too damn tight.”

      “Do you ever wear comfortable shoes?”

      “They make comfortable shoes?” I teased.

      He rolled his eyes at me. “You’re impossible.”

      “You love it.”

      “Of course I do,” he said.

      I stared at him, and he stared back at me. Then he swallowed, and his gaze darkened, and the air around us was suddenly hotter. It buzzed as if there were electricity flickering and snapping all around us, and the hair on my arms stood up as my breath grew shaky.

      A familiar tight knot formed below my belly, and an ache for something, for him, began to burn within my veins. It started out slow and subtle, almost undetectable. But when he got to his feet and undid his jeans, the fire intensified tenfold, and I wet my lips as I looked up at him, ready for whatever it was he wanted from me.

      I slid off the edge of the sofa and went to my knees on the marble floor.

      Owen pulled his jeans down around his thighs. His cock was straining against his boxers, and I traced the outline with my hand, relishing in the thickness of it under my touch. He was rock hard.

      I pulled his boxers down, and his cock sprang free.

      I stared up at him and leaned in to run my tongue along his shaft. He watched, his gaze darkening by the second, and when I took him between my lips, he let out a soft moan that made it feel like someone had just yanked very hard on the two ends of the knot below my stomach.

      I let out a moan of my own as I took him deep into my throat. So deep that I couldn’t breathe.

      But air was not important.

      I wanted to make him feel good.

      There was no need to rush. We had all the time in the world, and there was nothing more important than this moment right here. I worked him over slowly, drawing him in and out of my mouth, pressing in a little deeper each time. It was like a game and a challenge to myself to see if I could ever succeed at taking the full length of his cock in my throat.

      The chances of winning that game were very slim.

      Owen gathered my hair up off my face and held it back for me as I quickened my pace. His grip tightened, and I liked the tension as he guided me in a rhythm he liked the best.

      Then he pulled me up to my feet and pulled my shirt off over my head. I unclipped my bra and tossed it aside before undoing my jeans and shimmying them down my legs. Owen stepped out of his jeans too and nearly toppled over, and we both descended into a fit of giggles as he regained his balance.

      Then he grabbed me by the hips and spun me around to bend me over the sofa.

      He hooked his thumbs in the waistband of my thong and worked it down my legs to leave it around my ankles. I put on a bit of a show for him, rolling and wiggling my hips and arching my back to stick my ass up in the air while kicking my panties to the side.

      Owen went to his knees behind me and pushed my knees apart.

      I kept my back arched and planted my hands on the armrest of the sofa for balance. Then I looked over my shoulder down at him as he ran his tongue up my slit.

      “Oh, fuck yes,” I whispered as my eyes rolled back in my head and little tremors of pleasure danced through my body.

      There was nothing sexier than the man you loved worshipping you like this. Owen took his time, giving me long strokes with his tongue and then pausing to swirl it around my clit. Each lick and flick had me whimpering and trembling, and soon, my head was bowed, and I was gripping the arm of the sofa as he brought me closer and closer to an orgasm.

      “Right there,” I moaned as he swirled his tongue in a particularly delicious way around my clit.

      Owen gripped the back of my thighs as he worked his magic between my legs, and I caved to the buildup of pressure. It rocked me to my core, and I bit down on my bottom lip as I came. Owen let out a sound from the back of his throat that turned my knees to pudding.

      Then he was standing behind me, gathering my hair in his fist to pull my head back and sliding his fingers in my pussy.

      I whimpered against the pleasure and the strain on my scalp.

      Owen pulled my head back farther, forcing me to look up at him as he fucked me with his fingers.

      It became impossible to keep my eyes open. I moaned and twisted in his grip, but he held fast, and before I knew it, he had me quivering and shaking again as I came. He released my hair, and I slumped forward to brace myself on the armrest of the sofa. I was well past the point of being able to hold myself up.

      Owen went to his jeans on the floor. He rummaged through his pockets, pulled a condom out, and waggled his eyebrows at me.

      I giggled breathlessly and leaned more of my weight against the sofa as he tore the wrapper open and rolled the condom on. Then he stepped in close, gripped my hips, and held me in place as he leaned toward me and slid his cock inside me.

      He rocked forward, pushing my thighs against the side of the sofa.

      He planted his hand in the middle of my back between my shoulder blades and pushed me forward. I didn’t resist. I found myself draped over the arm, ass in the air, breath catching in my lungs with every thrust he gave me.

      I gripped the sofa cushion and dragged it closer to me to muffle my moans.

      His thighs slapped against mine as he quickened his pace.

      How I had almost given up on him, I would never understand. Owen took care of me in every sense of the word. He was my protector, my friend, and my lover. He was everything I needed and everything I tried so hard to convince myself I didn’t want to appease my father.

      No more.

      He was mine.

      And I was his.

      “Harder,” I breathed, looking over my shoulder at him.

      Owen obliged.

      His thrusts grew wild, and he bucked against me as he came unhinged. I reached back between my thighs, lifting my hips off the armrest to make room, and cupped his balls in one hand.

      It pushed him over the edge.

      I smiled to myself as he came and growled behind me, and he held my hips more firmly, pulling me against him as he drove in deep and earned himself one last cry of pleasure from me.

      Then we broke apart, and I struggled to stand up. He steadied me by the elbow, and then we both collapsed on the sofa.

      I cuddled into his side and rested my cheek on his chest to gaze up at him. “I think I’m in big trouble.”

      Owen smiled down at me and stroked my cheek before tucking my hair behind my ear. “We’re in it together, Angel.”
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          Owen

        

      

    

    
      I stroked my chin as I studied the assortment of sparkling wine in the cooler at the liquor store that was halfway between my house and Evangeline’s apartment.

      I had to make the right choice. I wanted tonight to be the perfect evening for us. I’d called her up this morning and asked if I could come over and prepare her dinner. She deserved to be doted on. And I was going to pull out all the stops.

      My bike was sitting out in the parking lot. My helmet hung off the handlebars, as per usual, and I’d brought an old backpack with me which had the groceries I’d just stopped to pick up tucked inside it.

      I was going to sear some steaks on the stove and make a peppercorn sauce to smother them in. For sides, I had broccoli, carrots, and zucchini, which I would also fry shortly before the steaks were served. Lastly, I was going to make her my famous garlic mashed potatoes.

      They were a crowd pleaser each and every time.

      Now I just needed to make the right choice in terms of wine.

      I’d never seen her drink a rose, so I’d eliminated that option right off the bat, but I hadn’t expected there to be so many sparkling options to choose from.

      Did I want sweet? Dry? Fruity?

      A salesman wearing a black apron and a pinstriped button-up shirt sauntered over to me and looked from my pained expression to the cooler. “Need a hand there, sir?”

      I nodded. “I’m looking for something special to have before dinner.”

      “For a lady?” he asked, winking at me.

      I nodded again. “Yes. And she knows a lot about wine, so I don’t want to show up looking like the clueless schmuck I am.”

      The salesman was a young guy, probably close in age to me, with a warm smile and a thick brown beard. He popped open the cooler door, crouched down, and grabbed a slender bottle with a gold label. “Bring her this. She’ll like it.”

      “You’re sure?”

      He nodded. “I mean, I can’t make you any promises, but I’ve never sent a man off on a date with this and received any backlash, so I think it’s a pretty safe bet. And it’s rare. She may not have even tried it before, which will probably win you brownie points.”

      “Sold,” I said.

      I followed him to the cash register, and he rang me up. The bottle cost nearly a hundred dollars, which didn’t surprise me in the slightest but made my insides squirm.

      “She’s a lucky lady,” the salesman told me. “We don’t get many men coming in who are willing to buy something as nice as this.”

      “She’s special,” I said.

      “Are you taking her out somewhere after?”

      I shook my head. “No, I’m cooking her dinner. We’ll see how it goes. I might be playing with fire and overestimating my abilities. It’s been a while since I prepared something that wasn’t as simple as chicken and rice.”

      He chuckled. “She’ll appreciate it nonetheless. I’m sure.”

      “I hope so,” I muttered.

      Not only was I looking forward to cooking for Evangeline, but I was also looking forward to getting my hands on her as soon as I arrived.

      Since I told her I was coming over to cook her dinner, she’d been hellbent on torturing me.

      I spent my day working on my bike. She needed fresh oil and some maintenance, and every hour, on the hour, Evangeline sent me a sexy text message that made my balls ache something terrible.

      The woman was going to be the end of me.

      Each text was more merciless than the last, and I spent half the damn day with a hard-on, trying to get shit done, which was damn near impossible when she started sending me pictures along with her text messages.

      Half-naked pictures.

      Pictures of her lying on her bed in nothing but a strappy bra that left little mystery to the tits I adored. She was a babe, and I still had no idea what she was doing with a guy like me.

      But I wasn’t going to question her. I was going to run with it and enjoy every second I had with her.

      I paid for the wine and took it out to my bike as the sun dipped down behind the skyline, plunging the nearly abandoned liquor store parking lot into shadow.

      I tucked the wine into the backpack and made sure everything was stacked neatly and not at risk of being crushed or spilled or broken.

      The last thing I needed was to show up with my back soaked in wine and steak juice. That wasn’t a good look for anyone, and it might put a damper on the sexy mood Evangeline was in. That just wouldn’t do.

      I put my helmet on and shrugged the backpack over my shoulders before swinging a leg over the seat and starting the bike. The engine roared and rumbled, and a child sitting in the backseat of a car pressed his face to the glass to watch me pull out of the parking space. I gave him a small wave, and he grinned at me as I drove off around the back corner of the liquor store and turned my headlight on.

      I drove along the side of the building to leave through the back entrance, which would take me down a back way to Evangeline’s place.

      I wanted to drive faster and not get held up by traffic on the more populated routes.

      When I rounded the corner at the back of the shop, I caught movement out of the corner of my eye.

      I should have sped up. I shouldn’t have let up on the throttle.

      But it was a reflex, and it bit me in the ass.

      Someone standing around the corner stepped out and swung a baseball bat toward me. I swerved to the left, but I wasn’t going fast enough to get out of the way, and the bat clipped me on the shoulder, rocking the handlebars back to the right and sending the bike wobbling.

      I let out a furious growl as I lost my balance and toppled sideways. The bike landed with a clash of metal on the pavement and pinched my leg underneath it.

      Wetness seeped through my back.

      Just like that, my hundred-dollar bottle of bubbly was broken.

      I didn’t have time to worry about that right now. I had to focus on the three men that had pushed themselves off the back wall of the liquor store. They made their way over to me as I strained to push the bike off my leg and shimmied out from under it. Small pebbles stuck to my palms as I glared up at a familiar dark-haired man who put his foot on the back tire of my bike.

      Matthew Aero crossed his arms over his chest and peered down at me with an arched eyebrow and a wicked smirk playing on his lips. “What are you doing down there, man?”

      The two other men who were with him were the same two from the gala dinner the other week. The blond jack asses Matthew clearly toted around everywhere with him and used as his personal attack dogs.

      Fuckers.

      The taller of the two brothers had the baseball bat he’d just hit me with resting along his shoulder. He drummed his fingers along it and gave me a cocky smile.

      I gritted my teeth against the pain in my shoulder. “I didn’t think pricks like you would want to show your faces in a part of town as rough as this.”

      The area wasn’t exactly rough, but I was sure it looked pretty seedy in Matthew’s eyes. The liquor store parking lot was all cracked and uneven, and the old yellow-painted speedbumps were half broken away from years of harsh winters that split the concrete. The liquor store itself had bars on all the windows, and it was located in a part of the city that wasn’t all that congested.

      I supposed it made the perfect place to get the jump on someone.

      Especially right here.

      Nobody could see us from the road or the parking lot. There were no windows out the back of the liquor store, but there was a back door, presumably for staff to use to bring the garbage out to the dumpster about fifty feet away from where I was on the pavement.

      “We were willing to compromise. Just for you.” Matthew grinned.

      “Lucky me,” I muttered, resisting the urge to clutch my aching shoulder. I had a feeling things were going to get a hell of a lot worse before they got any better, and I didn’t want to remind them that I already had a massive vulnerability with this injury.

      If they were smart, they’d use it to their advantage.

      Hell, I would have.

      But then again, this wasn’t a fair fight. It was three against one, and they already had the upper hand.

      Matthew gave my bike a kick. “What a piece of junk. I thought you boys were supposed to ride real bikes?”

      I wasn’t going to rise to a petty line about my bike. I really didn’t give a fuck what he thought about it.

      What I did give a fuck about was the fact that he’d just caused at least five-thousand dollars in damage and possibly dislocated my fucking shoulder.

      My blood was starting to boil.

      “How do you want to do this, Hot Shot?” Matthew asked, uncrossing his arms and clapping his hands together. He rubbed them together manically, and his eyes got wild with excitement. “Are you going to get up, or are you going to make us beat you while you’re already down?”

      I snorted. “Us? Like you have the balls to get your hands dirty. You have to protect those pretty nails of yours.”

      His eyes narrowed.

      I had a tendency to open my big mouth at the most inopportune times. Had I held my tongue, I might have spared myself some trouble. Or at least been in a better position to defend myself.

      But I hadn’t. I’d taken the opportunity to take a jab at him, and now I had to pay the price.

      “Get him,” Matthew growled.

      The brothers moved in on me.

      The taller let the bat fall from his shoulder and slapped it in his open palm as the shorter of the two stepped over my bike and marched toward me.

      If they thought I was going to let them have their way with me without putting up a hell of a fight, they were about to get a very rude wakeup call.

      They had no idea who they were fucking with.

      Sure, my odds were slim, especially with one of them bringing a weapon to the fight, but I was still going to do my damndest to inflict as much damage on these assholes as I possibly could.

      Starting with shorty.

      I pushed myself to my feet as he closed in on me. My shoulder protested, but I curled my hands into fists regardless, ignoring the pain and welcoming the promise that there was more to come.

      Much more.

      “Let’s dance, boys,” I grated.

      And then I saw red.
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          Evangeline

        

      

    

    
      “He’s coming over to make dinner for you?” Victoria asked, a hint of jealousy in her voice.

      I nodded and put my phone down to put her on speaker phone so I could open my cupboard and grab a glass. I filled it with water from the fridge. “Yeah. He won’t tell me what he’s cooking either. He just said that I’ll like it.”

      “A man who cooks,” Victoria said. “I wonder what that’s like.”

      “I’ll report back when I find out.” I giggled.

      Victoria sighed into the phone. “So, things are good with you two?”

      “Yeah. Things are better than good actually. He’s so sweet. And I met some of his friends last week. It went better than I thought it would.”

      “Some of his biker friends?” Victoria asked incredulously.

      I laughed. “Yes.”

      “What? Seriously? What was that like?”

      “Fun.”

      “Fun?”

      “Yeah,” I said simply. “We had a lot of laughs. I didn’t meet them all at once. Apparently, there are a good fifty or so people who are missing. But Owen said he’ll make sure I meet all the guys from the inner circle. And Ryder.”

      “Which one is Ryder again?”

      “He’s the president,” I said. It felt a little weird using that word for the leader of a motorcycle club. But that was what he was. He was the big cheese. The ringleader.

      I would be lying if I said I wasn’t curious to know what he was like. I had this image of him built up in my head. I pictured him as this massive man with dark hair and features and tattoos and scars. Somewhat like Owen, I supposed. Chances were, he’d lived just as rough of a life to get to where he was now.

      But when I found out he was a father, the image softened a little, and now I had no idea what to expect.

      “The president?” Victoria asked. I could picture her dubious expression now. Big eyes, lips parted as her mouth hung open in surprise.

      “Yep.”

      “Did it occur to you while you were there that you might be sitting amongst some seriously dangerous dudes?”

      “Victoria. Stop it. They’re not like that.”

      “How would you know? You just met them.”

      I sighed and rested an elbow on the counter. How could I explain this to her? And should I even bother? I was going to get pushback like this from tons of people when they found out I was with a man who was part of the Lost Breeds motorcycle club.

      “They’re good people, Victoria. They just live a different life than us. A harder life. The things they have aren’t given to them like they are to us.”

      “I just worry about you.”

      I rubbed my forehead. Was it better to lie and tell her none of these men had done anything too bad in their lifetime? I’d told her about Isaac Reed and what he did to the Red Rogues, and that was the extent of my knowledge.

      “None of them are going to get me in trouble, Victoria,” I said.

      “Good,” Victoria said. “I’d hate to think you were hanging out with dangerous people. Are they just drug pushers or—”

      “Victoria!” I snapped into the phone. She fell quiet. I sighed in exasperation and closed my eyes. “Listen. I know you’re not familiar with men who aren’t…” I trailed off. What was the right word? “Suit wearing rule followers. But just because they don’t fit into the category you have personal experience with doesn’t mean they automatically fall into the stereotype you see in the movies. You’re being ignorant. And I’m going to be real with you. I don’t like it. You’re sounding as narrowminded as my father.”

      Victoria was quiet on the other end.

      We had the sort of friendship where we could call each other on our bullshit. That didn’t mean it wasn’t uncomfortable. It just meant we were strong enough together to check one another when we needed to.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “That’s the second time I’ve done that.”

      “Yes, it is. And you know how I feel about Owen. And you know he’s one of the good ones. So I don’t want this to happen again, okay?”

      “Okay,” she said.

      There was awkward tension on the line now. I licked my lips. “I love you, dummy.”

      Her voice lightened up a bit. “I love you too. Let me know if any of those bikers are cute and single, will you? Maybe I need a change of pace. They could help me broaden my horizons.”

      I laughed almost hysterically.

      “What?” Victoria asked innocently. “What’s so funny?”

      “You think you could date one of them? Oh God, now I’ve heard it all.” I could barely contain my laughter as I snorted into the phone.

      “You don’t think I could handle it?”

      “Nope. I do not. In fact, I know you couldn’t.”

      “And why the hell not? You can!”

      “Yeah, I can. But I also don’t have a problem with riding on the back of motorcycles or eating leftovers or—”

      “Leftovers?” She balked.

      “Yeah. Or burgers fresh off the barbeque. Or pizza and beer. I love that shit. You on the other hand… you’re more of a lady than I am, Victoria. Always have been. And there’s nothing wrong with that. You’ll find a perfectly nice gentleman one day who knows how lucky he is to have a girl like you. Trust me.”

      Victoria sighed dreamily into the phone. “Yeah. And he’ll probably wear Armani. And have a really nice car. And be so handsome I can’t keep my hands off him.”

      I chuckled. “See? You know exactly what you want. And it’s not a biker.”

      “I suppose you’re right. But maybe one day, I can meet these friends of Owen’s? I could see firsthand what you’re talking about. Maybe it will help with my… privilege.”

      I smiled. “I think that would be nice. I also think you’d broaden their perspective, too.”

      “How so?” she asked.

      I tucked my hair behind my ears and sipped my water. “Well, for starters, I don’t think they’ve ever met anyone who wears as much jewelry as you. Or who looks like a real, talking Barbie doll.”

      She giggled. “I’d love to grace them with my presence.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t say shit like that if you ever do meet them.”

      “I wouldn’t.”

      I didn’t believe her.

      I glanced at the clock on my stove and frowned. I’d been talking the time away with Victoria and hadn’t even noticed that Owen was over half an hour late.

      “Odd,” I muttered.

      “What’s up?”

      “Owen was supposed to be here half an hour ago.”

      “He’s probably stuck in traffic.”

      I pursed my lips. Owen didn’t get stuck in traffic. He sped through traffic on his bike like a madman. “I don’t think so,” I muttered. “Sorry, Victoria. I’m going to let you go and give him a call. We’ll talk soon, okay?”

      “Okay, have fun on your date night, you lucky bitch. Tell Owen he can cook for me anytime.”

      We ended the call, and I dialed Owen. I called him three times, and it went straight to voicemail each time.

      My stomach began rolling with uneasiness. Something felt off.

      I couldn’t explain it, but I couldn’t pretend I didn’t feel it either. Owen was never late. And if he was, I knew he would call me to give me the heads-up, especially if he knew I was waiting on him. This was totally out of character and made me nervous.

      Had he crashed his bike?

      Unlikely. He was a skilled rider. But other drivers were unpredictable assholes on the road, and sometimes, you had no escape route, especially when you were on a bike. If he was in the wrong place at the wrong time, something bad might have happened.

      My mind started reeling, and my thoughts spun out of control.

      What if he was lying in the middle of the road somewhere?

      What if he was in a hospital bed unconscious? They wouldn’t know to call me. How would I find him? How would I get to him? How would—

      My phone rang.

      I snatched it up off the counter without even looking at the name that flashed across the screen.

      “Owen?” I asked breathlessly, pressing a hand to my chest.

      It wasn’t Owen’s voice that flooded my speaker. “Evangeline. Where are you?”

      “Matthew?” I asked, recognizing his smooth drawl almost immediately. Why the hell was he calling me? And was it just a coincidence that he happened to be calling when Owen was half an hour late?

      I doubted it.

      Red flags started popping up, and a warning rang in my ears.

      “Yes, it’s me,” Matthew said. He was out of breath. His voice sound strained. “Where are you?”

      “I’m at home,” I said, my sense of uneasiness growing.

      “Are you alone?”

      I considered telling him I was not. But instead, I walked to my front door and bolted the locks. “Yes. I’m alone.”

      “Thank God,” he muttered.

      “Matthew. What the fuck is going on? Why are you calling me? What do you want?”

      “You need to be careful, Evangeline. Owen’s a fucking madman.”

      My pulse fluttered at my throat.

      Matthew continued. “I ran into him at a liquor store, and he came after me like a fucking psychopath. I told him I was butting out and minding my own business, but he wouldn’t leave it alone. I told him you and I were through Evangeline, but he was enraged. I didn’t even recognize him. It was like he turned into a fucking animal, and he just lost it. And now I’m waiting in the emergency room. I think he broke my fucking arm.”

      “What?” I breathed.

      I heard him swallow, and I couldn’t deny that it sounded like he was in pain. “Please. Lock your door, okay? The bastard came unhinged, and I wouldn’t put it past him to show up at your place looking for more trouble.”

      “Matthew, I—”

      “Just lock your door. Do you hear me?”

      “Y-yes,” I stammered.

      “I have to go. The doctor’s here. Watch your back, okay?”

      He hung up on me. I stared at the phone, and my heart raced in my chest like a frightened little rodent trying to escape a bloodthirsty predator.
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      The ride from the liquor store to Evangeline’s apartment building was one of the most uncomfortable of my life. My shoulder ached fiercely, and the rest of my body screamed for me to get the hell off the bike and get horizontal.

      Matthew and his fucking posse had done a number on me.

      But not before I managed to mess them up pretty good.

      I parked my bike at the curb, left the champagne-soaked backpack on the seat, and walked the rest of the way down the block to her building clutching my aching ribs with one hand. I couldn’t straighten up all the way without my side flaring with pain, so I hunched over, took shorter steps than normal, and eventually made it to her building and up the front steps to the doors.

      The doorman did not want to open the door for me.

      I couldn’t blame him. I was a fucking mess. There was blood in my right eye and in my mouth and down the front of my shirt. My knuckles were split open and raw, and I had no idea what the extent of damage was to my face.

      It must have been bad because he recoiled from me like I’d pulled a gun on him.

      “I was jumped,” I said, hoping he’d believe me.

      The doorman, a wispy guy in his late forties, looked me up and down. “Shouldn’t you go to a hospital?”

      I shrugged, and it hurt. Damn it. “Shouldn’t you mind your own business?”

      He shrank in on himself.

      I shook my head and grimaced. Staying on my feet was a chore. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. I’m here to see Evangeline Snow on the top floor. You can call up and ask her if you need to.”

      He pursed his lips and studied me for a good thirty seconds. Then he opened the door. “No. Go ahead. I’ve seen you around here plenty. Are you sure you shouldn’t call an ambulance?”

      “I’m sure,” I said. I’d had much worse than this.

      Much, much worse.

      I crossed the marble floor of the lobby to make my way to the elevators.

      But lo and behold, I was stopped by Barry. Insufferable, irritating, ass-kissing fucking Barry.

      He scampered out from behind his concierge desk and waved his hands in my face to stop me. “Sir! Sir! You cannot come in here like this. You need to leave. Now.”

      I was aware of the people sitting in the lounge on the other side of the lobby. I’d stolen all of their attention, and a hush had fallen over the place. I narrowed my eyes at Barry. “Move.”

      He swallowed and shook his head. “I can’t do that.”

      For a brief second, I admired his resolve.

      Brief.

      Then I moved forward and closed a hand on his shoulder. “Listen, Barry. I just had a really shitty go of things, in case you haven’t noticed. And all I want is to get upstairs and see my girl and make sure the assholes that did this to me aren’t going to show up at her place. So you know what you’re going to do?”

      Barry’s mouth hung open, and he shook his head slowly.

      I leaned in close, my lips peeling off my teeth in a snarl as my side flared with more pain. “You’re going to get the fuck out of my way. Now.”

      Barry stood there with his mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water.

      I tightened my grip on his shoulder.

      Barry let out a little yelp and shrugged away from me before stepping aside and motioning for me to carry on toward the elevators. “I didn’t realize it was you,” he said.

      “Get bent,” I growled, blowing past him and heading for the elevators.

      “Should I call an ambulance?” he hollered after me.

      “No,” I said over my shoulder.

      I stood at the elevators and jabbed the button furiously. I had to wait for what felt like ages before one arrived on the first floor, and I had to wait more as six people piled off it and cast wary glances in my direction. I scowled right back at them.

      My patience was wearing thin.

      Once I stepped on the elevator and I was heading for Evangeline’s floor, I slumped against the wall and breathed a sigh of relief.

      My reflection caught my eye on the mirrored wall on the far side of the elevator.

      “Jesus,” I muttered as I looked myself over.

      I was a mess.

      My hair was matted with sweat and blood from a gash at my hairline on the right side. At some point, I must have run my fingers through my hair because there were streaks of red running through it. My jaw was already bruised, and I’d earned myself another gash in my right eyebrow which had stopped bleeding but was the culprit for the blood blurring my vision.

      My jacket was ruined.

      That stung a bit.

      I wasn’t sure of the extent of the damage under my clothes, and I didn’t have time to check it out before the elevator doors slid open and I stumbled out into the little lobby to make my way to Evangeline’s front door.

      She was going to freak out when she saw me.

      I rested my forehead on her door and closed my eyes. I’d have to warn her first.

      I knocked softly.

      There was no answer.

      I waited. A minute passed. Thirty more seconds. And then I knocked again.

      “Angel?”

      Ten seconds.

      “Owen?”

      “Yeah, it’s me. Are you all right in there?”

      She didn’t answer right away, and when she did, her voice was shaky. “Yes. What’s happened? Why are you so late?”

      I sighed. “I ran into Matthew and his goons.” Well, I hadn’t run into them. They’d been lying in wait for me. They must have tailed me to the liquor store without me noticing. “They ambushed me at the liquor store and came after me with a baseball bat. Angel, before you open the door, I need to warn you. There’s a lot of blood.”

      “What?” Her voice was sharp.

      Seconds later, the lock was sliding out of place, and she wrenched the door open with so much force that it caused a gust of air to blow her hair back over her shoulders.

      When she saw me, her eyes went wide, and she covered her open mouth with one hand. “Oh my God, Owen. What did they do to you?”

      I tried to smile and failed. “Nothing I didn’t do right back to them.”

      Evangeline snapped into action and came to me, slipping under my arm and offering her support. I leaned on her, but not too heavily, and she helped me into the living room. She started lowering me onto the couch.

      “You should put sheets down or something. I don’t want to stain your—”

      “Shut up,” she said bossily. “It’s just a sofa. Sit.”

      I sat.

      Evangeline helped me out of my leather jacket and frowned at it as she held it up, pinched between her fingers. She gave it a sniff. “Champagne?”

      I nodded. “I had grand plans for our date tonight.”

      “Fucking Matthew.” She scowled as she rested my jacket on the coffee table.

      My muscles sighed with relief as I leaned back on the sofa and closed my eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Owen. I’m so fucking sorry.”

      I cracked open one eye. “This isn’t your fault.”

      “Yes, but—”

      “No.” I shook my head. “No ‘but’.”

      She pressed her hand to her forehead. “He called me fifteen minutes ago.”

      “Who did?” I asked, my head fuzzy from the pain.

      “Matthew.”

      “What?”

      She nodded. “He called me and told me you attacked him and put him in the hospital. Did you break his arm?”

      I swallowed. “Maybe.”

      She rubbed her eyes and left dark smudges of mascara on her skin. “He’s such an ass. I shouldn’t have put it past him to pull something like this. Men like him will do whatever it takes to get what they want, and he must have thought if he could trick me into thinking you were dangerous, I’d go running back to him.” She scoffed and shook her head before lifting her eyes toward the ceiling. “What a dick. I’m going to kill him.”

      “He’ll be easy to find. He’s not getting out of the hospital anytime soon.”

      “Good.”

      I arched an eyebrow at her.

      Evangeline crossed her arms under her breasts. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “I'm rubbing off on you,” I said.

      She shrugged. “Yeah, a little.”

      I grinned.

      Evangeline cracked a smile of her own too. Then she shook her head. “Now is not the time for jokes. What do I do?”

      My stomach growled.

      Evangeline covered her mouth when she started to giggle.

      I scratched my jaw and tried to play it cool. “Well, I had grand plans of cooking you a nice steak and serving you nice champagne. But it’s all blown to pieces in my bag with my bike.”

      “I’ll order us pizza,” she said.

      “You’re a fucking mind reader.”

      Evangeline laughed and grabbed her phone from the counter. As the phone rang, she nodded at me. “Take your shirt off. I want to make sure everything is in the right place under there.”

      “You just want to get me naked,” I said through gritted teeth as I pulled my shirt off over my head.

      Evangeline let out a little gasp, and I looked down at myself.

      Yep. It was bad.

      But not as bad as I was expecting. I’d been to hell and back when it came to recovering from injuries like this, and in comparison to some of the really bad ones I’d had, this was nothing. I’d be back to tiptop shape in no time.

      Well, a couple of weeks, more like.

      But that was still decent.

      “It’s not that bad,” I told her.

      She couldn’t answer me. The pizza place had answered her call, and she gave them our order while she went to the freezer and grabbed some icepacks from the shelf on the door. Then she rummaged through some cupboards for hand towels, which she wrapped around the icepacks. She gathered a couple of other things: extra hand towels, a bowl of hot water, and rubbing alcohol.

      Damn it. She wasn’t going to let this slide.

      When she hung up the phone, she came and sat down beside me. She held her hand out for mine and started by patting my busted knuckles with a hot towel. Then she dabbed them with a splash of rubbing alcohol, which burned like hell, and then handed me an icepack wrapped in a thin towel. “Hold it on your knuckles to stop the swelling.”

      “You could have been a nurse,” I said.

      “I don’t like people enough to be a nurse.”

      I chuckled.

      Evangeline proceeded to take care of my injuries. She gently poked at my ribs, which made me flinch, and her brow creased with concern.

      “They’re not broken,” I assured her. “Just bruised. They’ll heal on their own.”

      When all my cuts and scrapes and gashes were taken care of, she tucked her legs under herself and stared at me. “I’m sorry this happened to you, Owen. Who would have thought my social circles would be the one getting you in trouble?”

      “You never know what people have up their sleeves,” I said.

      “Apparently,” she muttered.

      “You know what would speed up my healing tenfold?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “What?”

      I gave her a cocky smile.

      Evangeline threw her head back and laughed.

      And I knew I was going to get what I wanted when she set her gaze back on me and her eyes twinkled deviously.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          Evangeline

        

      

    

    
      Owen looked rough.

      But that charming smile was as handsome as ever.

      “Down, boy,” I said, swatting at his hand as he reached for me. “You need to take it easy.”

      “Screw that. Are you really going to turn me down? After everything I went through?” He pouted and gave me big puppy dog eyes.

      “Oh no. That’s not going to work on me.”

      “But, babe.”

      “No,” I said firmly, holding up a finger and pointing it at his chest. It was like I was scolding a toddler.

      “We have what? Half an hour before the pizza is here?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Plenty of time for you to relax, put your feet up, and ice your bruises.”

      “We both know I can get the job done right and still have time left for icing.”

      I laughed and shook my head at him. “I’m not questioning your skills. I’m questioning if that sort of rigorous activity is going to make your injuries worse.”

      “I’m fine.”

      I looked him over skeptically. “Right. You look totally fine.”

      “See? What’s the problem?”

      “Owen, I—”

      He leaned into me and pressed a kiss to my lips. “You’re overthinking, Angel. I’m going to be fine. I promise. This shit? It’s just surface level. It’ll go away in a couple of days.”

      I studied him.

      He’d taken this beating because of me exposing him to Matthew. The least I could do was ease his aches and pains, right?

      “I have one condition,” I said.

      “Name it.”

      “You sit back and let me take the lead.”

      His eyebrows crept up to his hairline.

      “It’s non-negotiable,” I warned.

      Owen wrapped his arm around my waist and grabbed my hip. “Non-negotiable, huh? Should we lay down some ground rules?”

      “Ground rules? Weren’t you listening? You sit back. I lead.”

      “This sounds like a win-win for me.”

      “It is,” I assured him.

      “And if I break these terms?”

      “Then we stop.”

      He threw his head back and laughed.

      I scowled at him. “Why is that so funny?”

      Owen clutched at his bruised ribs as he tried to get his laughter under control, and I tried valiantly to continue scowling.

      But damn him, he was cute when he laughed like this.

      He shot me a look and broke eye contact when he started snickering again. “You think you could stop right in the middle? Just like that? Please. I know you, Angel. When I get your legs trembling like they do, there’s no stopping.”

      I licked my lips as my cheeks burned. “I think I have a little more willpower than that.”

      Owen leaned back on the sofa and hid his grimace as best he could as he undid his jeans. Then he shimmied them down his legs, gave me a daring glance, and patted his bare thighs. “Come here then. Show me what you’ve got.”

      A challenge. I liked that.

      I swung my leg over him and settled in his lap. I was wearing a skirt, so I shimmied it up to my waist so he could feel the bare skin of my thighs against his as I rocked gently back and forth, rubbing myself on his cock.

      He was already hard. I shouldn’t have been surprised. Owen was always hard by the time things got to this point. I loved that. It made me feel so desired and sexy.

      As I rolled my hips in his lap, I ran my hands down his bare chest, gingerly tracing the bruises forming on his flesh. He’d been beaten up pretty good, but nothing seemed to bother him as badly as his ribs, so I gave them a wide berth.

      Owen cupped my cheeks in his hands and pulled me into him for some sweet kisses. I was glad I’d cleaned the blood from the gash in his brow and his knuckles because he raked his fingers through my hair as he slipped his tongue between my teeth, and I sighed softly into his mouth as need began to burn inside me.

      He was right. Once things got started between us, I was incapable of stopping them.

      He did something to me that I couldn’t explain. While he made me feel safe, he also made me feel like I was walking on the edge of a very high cliff and I could fall at any second. Maybe that was what kept things so interesting. Maybe it was what made me so obsessed with him.

      He was an adventure.

      A wild ride with twists and turns and corners I couldn’t see around but couldn’t wait to explore with him.

      He was mine.

      Our kiss deepened, and I rocked myself forward as he gripped my bare ass under my skirt and squeezed. I giggled, and he smiled into our kiss, and then he ran his hand along my hip to tug my panties to the side so he could rub my pussy.

      A little bit of foreplay wasn’t going to hurt him.

      Right?

      I let him swirl his finger around my clit. And I still didn’t stop him when he traced my opening and eased a finger inside me.

      I reached down and ran my finger along the waistband of his boxers. Then I pulled him free and stroked his cock while he fucked me with his finger. We kissed the whole time, both of our heartbeats quickening and our breathing growing shorter.

      “Do you have a condom with you?” I whispered as I broke our kiss. I pressed my lips to his jaw and worked my way to his ear.

      “Yes,” he said hoarsely. “Front left pocket.”

      “Good,” I cooed before pinching his earlobe gently between my teeth.

      He sucked in a sharp breath and eased another finger inside me.

      I moaned and rocked my hips, riding his fingers as I trailed more kisses down his throat and across his chest. Then I slid off of him, pushed his knees apart, and knelt before him, still stroking his cock with one hand.

      I rested my elbows on his thighs and leaned in to swirl my tongue around the head of his cock.

      He draped his arms over the back of my sofa. I saw him grimace, but I didn’t say anything. He was a big boy. If he was in too much pain for me to suck him off, he could stop me.

      But I knew he wouldn’t.

      He wouldn’t stop me unless he was close to death.

      I smiled and ran my tongue down his length before slowly working my way back to the sensitive tip. He watched, his eyes glued to me as I put on a show for him and teased him. I was going to make him wait for it. It was half the fun.

      When I was good and ready, I took him in my mouth and eased the first few inches in along my tongue. I sealed my lips around his thickness and kept going, drawing him in deep and relishing in the feeling of his cock hitting the back of my throat.

      He let out a soft moan that encouraged me to take more of him.

      I worked him over slow and steady. Each long stroke turned me on more and more, and as I watched, Owen became more relaxed. He hung his head back, facing the ceiling, and closed his eyes as I worshipped his cock.

      I would have been content to suck him off until he was finished and called it a night.

      But he would have punished me for it.

      So I straightened up, got to my feet, and began putting on a show for him.

      I started by pulling my shirt off over my head and letting it dangle from the tips of my fingers before letting it fall to the floor. Owen watched me like it was the first time he’d ever seen a woman get naked.

      I loved it.

      I worked my skirt down my legs, popping my hips out from one side to the other to create dramatic curves with my body. As I stepped out of the skirt, I turned around and put my back to him.

      When I unclipped my bra, I looked over my shoulder at him and gave him a seductive smile before tossing the bra aside to join the rest of my clothes on the floor. I was left standing in my white lace thong, which I began slowly drawing down my hips and the length of my thighs.

      When I reached my knees, I was bent over in front of him.

      My ass was in the air, and my pussy was on display, and I showed him just how flexible I was as I took the panties to the floor.

      “Get your ass over here,” he growled.

      I clicked my tongue at him as I straightened up. “You’re not in charge tonight. I am.”

      He let out a strained moan as I continued displaying my body for him. I arched my spine, reached my hands over my head, and sank my fingers into my hair. Then I rolled my hips from side to side and turned toward him, cupping my breasts and pushing them together as I stood just out of his reach.

      “You’re cruel,” he grated.

      “Am I?”

      Owen nodded. His jaw was tight, his gaze was dark, and his cock was hard and ready for me to ride him.

      I bent down and went through his pants pockets until I found a condom. Then I opened it, stepped in close, and rolled it on for him.

      Owen reached for me, and I turned around, put a hand on each of his knees, and sat down on his cock.

      I took him one slow inch at a time. I knew he’d appreciate the view, so I kept my back arched as I took all of him and then started bouncing on his cock. Owen didn’t know what to do with himself. He wasn’t used to being the one sitting back. And I enjoyed having the control.

      I enjoyed having him in the palm of my hand.

      I quickened my speed and rode him like that until my thighs started to burn, and then I turned around and straddled him. I slid him back inside me and rocked my hips slowly, grinding and rocking and relishing in the pressure of his cock pressing against the walls of my pussy.

      Owen, always the rule breaker, reached down and rubbed my clit as I fucked him.

      I didn’t have it in me to tell him to stop. It felt way too fucking good.

      I rode him for all he was worth and leaned back so I could grind my hips with my hands resting atop his knees. He pressed down on my clit with his thumb, and I closed my eyes as the pressure built and my climax mounted until I was at my breaking point.

      Then Owen rocked his hips upward, driving deep inside me, and I let out a surprised yelp as his cock hit that perfect spot. He held my hips and continued bucking beneath me until I descended into delirious pleasure and fought to catch my breath through my desperate moans and sighs as I climaxed.

      Owen pulled me in close when I was done.

      My breasts were crushed against his chest as he rocked his hips slowly. I clung to him and pressed my cheek to his, closing my eyes as he gripped my ass and spread my cheeks to push deeper inside me.

      I tried to whisper to him that he was breaking the rules.

      But the words wouldn’t come.

      It all felt too good.

      I smothered him with kisses instead, working my way along his cheek and jaw, down his neck, across his collarbone, and along the swell of his chest. When I returned to kiss his lips, his breath shook, and I knew it was taking all the self-control he possessed not to give in.

      I plunged my fingers into his hair. “Come for me, baby.”

      He gritted his teeth.

      “Don’t fight it,” I whispered, stroking his cheek and then planting soft kisses upon his lips.

      He finally gave in, and he held me while his climax broke over him.

      Then we made out until there was a knock on my door.

      I leapt off of him and pressed my hands to my forehead. “Shit! I forgot we ordered pizza! Just a minute!” I hollered toward the front door. Then I scrambled to pull my skirt and shirt back on and ran my fingers through my hair to try to smooth the wild flyaways. “Do I look like a floozy?”

      Owen shrugged.

      “You’re supposed to say no!”

      He chuckled. “You look sexy. That’s all I can say. And if I wasn’t in this state, I’d get the door on your behalf. But,” he gestured down at himself, bruised and naked and still hot as hell, “I’m a mess.”

      I bit my bottom lip.

      A perfect mess.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          Owen

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Two Weeks Later

      

      

      

      Evangeline was half buried in her closet as she tried to find the right shoes to go with her evening gown for the gala we were already twenty minutes late for. When she stumbled out, she had them dangling from her fingertips, and she hurried over to where I stood, holding her dress so that it wasn’t dragging on the floor.

      She sat on the edge of her bed, wearing nothing but a pair of black lace panties and a strapless black bra, and put her shoes on. Then she popped back up to her feet and had me hold the dress up over her head so she could slip into it.

      Then I set to work zipping her up.

      She looked over her shoulder at me as I drew the zipper up the middle of her back and secured the little clasp at the top. “Nobody is going to say anything about the bruises.”

      I’d been a bit worried all day about the fact that the bruises on my face from my run-in two weeks ago with Matthew and the Wright brothers hadn’t fully healed yet. My jaw was still a disgusting shade of yellow, and the cut in my eyebrow had scabbed over.

      It looked pretty horrifying.

      And the people at the gala event tonight were definitely going to notice.

      “They may not say anything, but they’ll think it,” I muttered. “Are you sure you want me coming with you?”

      She turned to me. “Of course I am. I promise. I want you there with me.”

      I nodded. “All right.”

      She gave me a kiss and stood back. “So? How do I look?”

      The shoes she’d been hellbent on wearing, which took her almost ten minutes to find, couldn’t even be seen under the long skirt of her sea-green gown. When she moved and it caught the light, it shimmered and turned dazzling shades of turquoise and royal blue. It was a magnificent gown, but it had nothing on the beauty of the girl wearing it.

      Her hair was curled and pinned up, secured with pins and clips that were no longer visible. She wore long crystal earrings but no necklace. Her makeup was elegant and striking with shades of champagne and gold, thin eyeliner, and fuchsia lips.

      “You look incredible,” I told her.

      “So do you.” She grabbed my tie and pulled me in for one last kiss. “Now let’s get the hell out of here. The limo has been waiting on us.”

      “Us? You’re the one holding us back, gorgeous, not me.”

      “Get used to it.” She winked.

      

      We arrived at the gala forty-five minutes late, which wasn’t as bad as I expected it to be. We got lucky with traffic, and when we stepped out of the limo and onto the curb, Evangeline and I hooked our elbows together to walk across the red carpet that had been laid down across the path that led to the front doors of the swanky hotel.

      The lobby was decorated with gold embellishments, and a harpist played in the corner.

      “This is going to be even fancier than the last one I went to, isn’t it?” I muttered in Evangeline’s ear.

      She nodded and smiled at those who turned to look at us. “Yes. It most certainly is.”

      “Thanks for the heads-up.”

      “I thought the black and white suit would tip you off.”

      “Nope. Not even a little bit.”

      She flashed me a radiant smile that made my knees weak. “You still have so much to learn.”

      I didn’t doubt it.

      Evangeline’s lifestyle was a hell of a lot different than mine, and we had both decided that we weren’t going to let that stand in our way. We completed each other, and we got to have our toes in the best of both worlds: fast bikes and cars and high-society fundraisers.

      I could have done without the glamorous nights like this, but it was well worth it to have Evangeline on my arm.

      We passed under the archway of a grand entrance and stepped into the ballroom where the event was being held. Had Evangeline not been leading the way, I would have stopped in my tracks to admire the splendor of it all.

      This place was unreal.

      It was at least ten times swankier than the last gala I’d been to.

      Sheer white drapes were strewn across the ceiling, and from the middle hung a massive, twinkling, elegant chandelier that must have had a price tag that would make my eyes pop out of my skull. It cast shimmering light on the dozens upon dozens of round tables down below, which were covered in sparkly gold tablecloths.

      “Is it fucking New Years in here or something?” I whispered in Evangeline’s ear.

      “No. This gala is put on by Anne Patton. She loves glitz and glam and spares no expense when she hosts. It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

      “It’s something,” I said, not sure if the word “beautiful” encompassed how I felt about the extravagant decor.

      The centerpieces were massive towers of gold, topped with white and blush-pink roses. Each table was set with gold plates and matching cutlery resting upon white napkins. Champagne buckets sat on each table, ready to be poured into the crystal wine glasses at each place setting.

      In the middle of the room beneath the chandelier was a stage with a microphone. The skirt around the stage was the same fluttering gold as the tablecloths, and the whole place had a cohesive vibe. It was overdone, yes, but I couldn’t deny that whoever had styled it knew what the hell they were doing.

      Evangeline pointed across the room toward the bar. “Do you see that girl there? The blonde in the blue dress? That’s my best friend.”

      Victoria. I’d heard a lot about her. I’d especially heard that she had no filter and said whatever was on her mind. I’d been warned that she might say some inappropriate things about me or my MC, and I assured Evangeline I would be on my best behavior and her opinions would not ruffle my feathers.

      “I’m going to go grab a glass of wine and bring her over. Would you like a drink?” Evangeline gazed up at me with those beautiful blue eyes of hers.

      “I’m all right for now. I’ll have a glass of wine with dinner.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Positive,” I said.

      She gave me a kiss, not caring who was looking—which was everyone within our general vicinity—and then she picked up the hem of her gown and hurried along between the tables to meet Victoria at the bar.

      I tried to look cool standing there by myself, but I was woefully aware of how much I did not blend in.

      People were talking. Well, not talking. They were whispering. No doubt about my bruises.

      I didn’t have to stand by myself for long. A man stepped up beside me and cleared his throat. “Good evening, Owen.”

      I glanced to my right and balked at Frank Snow, Evangeline’s father. “Frank.” I nodded. I had never, and would never, call him Mr. Snow. If he’d shown me some respect back in the day, I might have considered it, but the time for niceties had passed.

      He didn’t say anything for a while. I slid my hands in my pockets and waited as he sipped his champagne. Then he nodded at Evangeline across the room by the bar. “She’s radiant tonight.”

      “She is,” I agreed.

      Frank sighed. “I owe you an apology, Owen.”

      I turned toward him and tried to hide my bewilderment. An apology? From old man Snow? Was I in an alternate universe? I knew the chances of getting a girl like Evangeline were slim to none for a guy like me, but to have her father say he owed me an apology was totally out of left field.

      “Sir?” I asked, confused.

      He gave me a tight-lipped smile. “You make her happy, Owen. And that’s all a father wants for his baby girl. And when I cleared the mud out of my ears and started paying attention, I realized something very important. My daughter hasn’t been this effervescent in years. I think I tried to convince myself it had nothing to do with you. But I was in denial. It has everything to do with you.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say. This was uncharted territory for me. So I kept my mouth shut and watched Evangeline with Victoria as they inched forward in line toward the bar. People stopped to talk to her frequently, and she greeted them with her dazzling smile, clasped their hands, and hugged some of them.

      She was in her element.

      “Just so you know, I’ve fired that lunatic Aero,” Frank said.

      That made my eyebrows creep upward. “Really?”

      Frank nodded. “Yeah. When I found out what he’d done—” Frank paused, clicked his tongue, and shook his head. “Well, that’s not the sort of person I want to be associated with my company. And it’s definitely not the sort of person I want anywhere near my Evangeline. Thank you for breaking his arm.”

      I laughed.

      The sound seemed to catch Frank off guard, and I held a hand up to apologize. “I’m sorry. I just never expected words like that to come out of your mouth, sir.”

      “Me neither,” Evangeline’s father said. Then he smiled slyly. “But it felt kind of good to say them.”

      I chuckled and nodded. “It felt good to break his arm, too.”

      “I bet.”

      Then he did something that really surprised me. He put a hand on my shoulder. “Are we good, Owen?”

      “We’re good, sir.”

      He nodded. “May I speak my piece one last time before leaving it to rest?”

      “Say what you must.”

      “Please take care of her. I know where you come from. And I know what you’re capable of. The fact that Matthew Aero was in the hospital for four days after his run-in with you can attest to that. I don’t want my baby girl going down a dark path. If things ever start to spiral, you’ll cut her loose. Right?”

      I studied the hard lines of his brow, the tightness in his jaw, and the desperation in his eyes. “I will, sir. I’d let her go before I ever put her in danger. You have my word.”

      He squeezed my shoulder. “Very well. Let this be the last we ever speak of it. Come find me later. We’ll have a drink.”

      And just like that, the conversation was over. Frank slipped away into the crowd and left me reeling in the aftermath of words I never thought we would exchange.

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” I said to myself. That was going to take some time to process.

      Evangeline popped up by my side and grabbed the sleeve of my suit jacket. “Owen, are you all right?”

      “Yeah,” I said, grinning sheepishly as I rubbed the back of my neck. “Yeah. I’m good.”

      I was better than good.

      Evangeline stepped aside and revealed Victoria, a beautiful blonde with pink cheeks and a nervous smile. “This is Victoria. Victoria, this is Owen.”

      I offered her my hand. She held hers out, and wanting to make a good impression, I pressed my lips to her knuckles. “It’s a pleasure to meet you Victoria. I’ve heard a lot of good things about you, and I’m glad we finally have the chance to meet.”

      She giggled like a high-school girl and turned an even brighter shade of pink. Then she leaned over to Evangeline. “You weren’t lying. He is cute.”
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          Evangeline

        

      

    

    
      I closed my eyes as I breathed in the crisp fall air.

      It smelled like maple and soil and rain.

      Owen held me tighter, and I nuzzled my chin under the plaid blanket Quinn had draped over me a few minutes ago when I started to get chilly.

      We were sitting around a firepit in Axel’s backyard.

      I’d met a ton of people tonight, many whose names I’d already forgotten, and I was more than a little overwhelmed.

      But I was also incredibly content as I sat in Owen’s lap and listened to the conversations transpiring around the fire.

      “Least likely to win a fight?” Quinn asked, pursing her lips and pressing her forefinger to her chin thoughtfully.

      Everyone had been playing a game around the fire of “least” and “most likely to”, and I hadn’t participated much since I didn’t really know everyone. The game started many arguments, but everything was all in good fun, and I was soaking up as much as I could.

      “Liam,” Jax said, pointing his chin toward Liam who sat in the chair beside me and Owen.

      Liam scoffed. “Why does everyone always vote for me for that one? Just because I’m the youngest doesn’t mean I can’t fight. Fuckers.”

      “Yeah, it does,” Jax said confidently.

      The man beside him, a brooding devil with dark skin and thick black eyebrows, cracked a grin in Liam’s direction. “Don’t fight it, little one. You’ll get tougher with age.”

      Snickers moved around the fire.

      “Who’s that again?” I asked, leaning back to whisper in Owen’s ear so the others didn’t hear me. I didn’t want them knowing I was already forgetting their names.

      “Sabian,” Owen said. “He’s nicer than he looks. Trust me.”

      I nodded. Sabian was definitely a menacing-looking man. Then again, most of them were.

      Especially Ryder Moretti, who sat a few chairs down from Sabian. He had his woman, Dani, sitting beside him, and their fingers were entwined as their hands hung between their chairs. They looked like the king and queen sitting there like that, like this was their domain, and we were their subjects.

      Which I supposed we were in some sense.

      Rhys, sitting on the other side of Liam, knuckled the young man in the shoulder. “You’re a champ, Liam. I’ve seen you in action. I know what you can do with those fists of yours. Right, Owen? Back me up here?”

      “A new Jet Li in the making,” Owen mused.

      “Don’t inflate his ego,” Jax muttered.

      “I’m telling the truth,” Owen said. “I’ve fought side by side with him. I’d trust him to have my back.”

      Jax nodded at Owen. “Who gets your vote? Least likely to win in a fight. Go.”

      Owen grinned like the devil. “Ryder. He’s all soft after becoming a daddy.”

      The men and women around the fire burst out laughing. Even Ryder laughed at his own expense, and I got the sense that the polar opposite of Owen’s statement was true.

      I’d bet money that Ryder could fuck them all up with one hand tied behind his back. He was the president, after all.

      “Most likely to win in a fight, then,” Jax said.

      Owen tipped his chin down the circle. “Quinn. Hands down.”

      Quinn beamed and sat up a little straighter. “That’s the smartest thing you’ve ever said.”

      I loved the camaraderie around the circle. These men were brothers, and the women were as much a part of the crew as they were. It was obvious.

      Everyone was welcome here. I felt perfectly at ease in Owen’s lap. Even though I was a bit shy, it had nothing to do with who I was with. It was simply due to the fact that I didn’t really know any of them.

      Not yet, at least.

      I suspected many of these people were going to become close friends in no time.

      Another man piped up, whose name I’d forgotten, and I looked to Owen as he spoke, who told me his name was Aiden. Aiden asked, “Most likely to get caught jerking off.”

      I laughed, and Owen squeezed my thigh before declaring, “Derek!”

      Everyone nodded their agreement and burst out laughing, except for a man with a thick auburn beard and a head of hair slicked back. “Bullshit. I might beat it more than you fuckers, but I’m not dumb enough to get caught.”

      They all booed him, and Derek waved them off, his scowl morphing into a smile as the group grew louder and more obnoxious at his denial.

      “All right, all right,” he said, holding his hands up. “Let me lay one on you. Most likely to suffer from premature ejacu—”

      “Owen,” I said.

      I hadn’t even thought before I spoke. I just saw the humor in it, knew Owen would laugh, and his name tumbled from my lips.

      I was right.

      My vote was a hit.

      The men slapped their knees and laughed, and the women giggled until their sides hurt. I joined in on the laughter as Owen tried to defend himself but was drowned out by the sounds of our hilarity.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, gripping his shoulder. “I didn’t mean it. I just had to.”

      “She meant it,” Liam said beside us.

      “Butt out,” Owen barked, but he smiled.

      More laughter ensued around the circle.

      I cupped his cheek. “I didn’t mean it like that. You know how much I like your—” I stopped talking as I remembered everyone else around us and swallowed. “Erm.”

      “How much you like his what?” Liam waggled his eyebrows at me.

      I licked my lips. “Never mind.”

      Owen gave my ass a squeeze, and I leaned against his chest and pulled the blanket up to hide my face.

      “Well,” Ryder said, his deep booming voice demanding silence. He got to his feet, and I peered over the edge of the blanket at him as he looked around the circle. His gaze settled on me. “I think that settles it. You’re one of the family, Evangeline Snow. Welcome to the club.”

      Everyone lifted their drinks to me.

      I blushed and stammered under the attention and was grateful it didn’t last long. When conversation resumed, I pressed my mouth close to Owen’s ear. “Did I just become an MC member?”

      Owen chuckled and shook his head. “No, Angel. There’s a lot more involved than that. But you got the stamp of approval from the president. He trusts you. And you’ll be welcome at all events. Business related or not.”

      “Really?”

      Owen nodded and gave me a kiss on the cheek. “Really.”

      The laughter and the sounds of everyone chatting around us faded away, and all I could see was Owen. All I could feel was his warmth that we shared under the blanket. The scent of his bergamot and cedar cologne mingled well with the crisp fall air, and I breathed in a deep breath of him and nature.

      “There’s something I want to tell you,” I said. “Something I’ve wanted to tell you for over seven years now.”

      Owen ran his fingers through my hair. I had all of his attention, and I had to stay focused on what I wanted to say so I didn’t get lost in his green eyes. “What is it, Angel?”

      The smile that stretched my cheeks was impossible to stop. “I love you, Owen McCully. I love you so much it hurts.”

      Owen’s grin matched mine, and he cupped my cheek. “I love you too, Angel. Until the day I die.”

      He gave me a soft kiss, and then another, and then his tongue was in my mouth.

      The others gave us our moment. Nobody interrupted. Nobody made jokes. And I had the feeling that everyone else’s hearts were just as full as mine.

      And it was glorious.
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