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Chapter One
 
 
Rory
Three Years Earlier
“AURORA? HONEY, IS THAT YOU?” 
I paused outside my mother’s bedroom, frozen as I fought internally with whether or not to go in. My mom had been bedridden for the last three weeks. When I saw her the day before, she had looked even more fragile than the day before that. She was getting sicker by the day—by the damn hour—and it hurt to see her that way. 
She had only been diagnosed with gastric lymphoma two months ago, but the doctors said there was nothing they could do. It had been left too long, and it had already spread. If she was lucky, she would have six months. At least, that was what they had said four weeks ago. But that was before Sabrina Michaels hadn’t been able to get out of bed. It was before she had started vomiting blood at the end of every day. It was before she had given up. 
Now, hospice came in once a day, to make sure she was comfortable, and to make sure the new live-in nurse my father had hired knew what to do in case something happened. 
Because it could happen any day now. There was no way to determine just how long my mother had, and it was breaking my heart. 
Slowly, I opened the door to the bedroom that had been my mother’s sanctuary for years, her own little slice of heaven that only a few people in the universe were allowed to share with her. I was one of the lucky few, but that privilege didn’t extend to my father. They had kept separate rooms since before I was a teenager. 
My gaze went straight to the hospital bed that was only one of many new additions to the décor of the room. There was a heart monitor on a rolling cart beside the bed, along with an IV stand, pushing fluids and blood into Mom. She had a feeding tube in now because eating just wasn’t possible these days. 
Timidly, I approached the bed, and my mother gave me a weak smile as she lifted a thin hand. 
“How was your date last night, my love?” 
My own smile was shaky, but I forced it to stay in place as I sat on the edge of the hospital bed that practically swallowed up the tiny woman. “Matt took me out to this old field, and we watched stars for a few hours.” 
It wasn’t a complete lie. We had gone to an old field, and he had spread out a thick blanket. He’d held me close while shooting stars had fallen across the sky, but my eyes hadn’t been on them. They had been wet and swollen as I had cried out my grief for my mother against his chest. 
He hadn’t said a word the entire time. Just rubbed his fingers up and down my back and let me cry it all out because he knew how much my mom meant to me. He knew how much I was going to lose when she took her last breath. Sabrina wasn’t just my mom. She was my best friend, and when she passed away, it would be just my father and me. 
A man who would try to control every aspect of my life. But Mom had stood in his way for years now, ensuring that I had my own life, that I could be free from him and his manipulations. Once she was gone, though, that would change. We all knew that. 
“He sounds like a good boy,” my mother murmured now, but I heard the underlying question. 
“He is a good boy,” I assured her with a slightly stronger smile this time. But this time, I was telling her a full-blown lie. 
Matt Reid wasn’t a boy; he was a man. His twenty-one to my seventeen could cause some serious trouble if we weren’t careful. And being a part of the Angel’s Halo MC probably didn’t make him a “good boy,” not when both my father and Creswell Springs’ DA were constantly trying to arrest someone from the motorcycle club. I wasn’t stupid; I knew Matt probably did illegal things when he was off on “runs” that took him away from me for days at a time. 
The truth was, I didn’t care what he was doing for the MC when he left. All I cared about was that he stayed loyal to me, that he only ever loved me, and that it was my mouth he kissed like he couldn’t get enough of my taste when he got home. That was all that mattered to me. I could live with the rest. 
“We haven’t had sex yet,” I assured her when she continued to just look up at me with that question in her eyes. “We want to wait until the time is right.” 
Which could have been any day in the three months since I had met him. Lord knew I would have willingly handed over my virginity to him the first time I had seen him at Hannigans’ the night I’d gone in on a dare. But like everyone else in Creswell Springs, he had known exactly who I was. Which meant he knew just how old I was, and while some of the brothers in his club were into jailbait, he wasn’t one of them. 
But he was just as addicted to me as I was to him, and instead of telling me to fuck off, he had asked to see me again. He called me every day, texted me all the time, and we saw each other as much as possible without my father finding out. Because if Derrick Michaels ever figured out that his only child was dating one of the MC members, he would lose his mind—and then arrest Matt. 
“Tell me what else you’ve been up to,” Mom urged as she shifted uncomfortably, repositioning herself until she could find a small semblance of relief. 
I reached for the IV stand and picked up the little button that would automatically dispense the powerful narcotics that would ease her pain. 
“No, darling. Don’t do that just yet. I lose track of time when I use those damned meds. They confuse me, and I want to focus on you right now.” 
Hating that she was in pain, but wanting to give her what she asked for, I replaced the button and sat back, filling her in on everything that had happened since I had seen her the evening before. There wasn’t much to tell her, so I told her more about my date with Matt. 
“He keeps talking about the future, as if he wants me to be a part of his life forever.” 
Mom’s green eyes, which had once been the same shade as mine, were now dimmed with the yellowing of the whites from jaundice and the pain she was in constantly. But they brightened just a little when I told her about Matt. “He really does sound like a good boy, Aurora.” 
“I love him, Mom,” I confessed. It was the first time I had said it out loud to anyone other than Matt, but it felt good to tell her. 
“It makes me feel better that you will have someone who will be here for you when I’m gone,” she murmured weakly, leaning her head back and closing her eyes. 
Tears instantly pricked my eyes, but I held them back like a levee holding back the sea. “Don’t talk like that, Mom. We still have plenty of time together.” 
We both knew I was only lying to myself, and when she opened her pain-filled eyes, the look in them told me that. “It won’t be long now, my baby. I can feel myself fading a little more every hour.” 
“Mom, no,” I whispered brokenly. 
“Yes, sweetheart. But I want you to know that I love you. You were the best thing to ever happen to me. You are my greatest joy and my greatest sorrow.” Two fat tears fell from her eyes, but she didn’t seem to have the strength to lift her hands and wipe them away. 
Reaching for a tissue, I mopped away the tears and tightened the hold on my own. “I love you too, Mom. You are my best friend. You’re my favorite person in the world, and I don’t want to lose you.” 
“You won’t,” she whispered. “I will always be here for you. I will always take care of you and watch over you.” Her icy fingers wrapped around my wrist and tightened so hard I knew she was using the last of her energy to do it. “When you turn twenty-one, you won’t ever have to worry about anything. I’ve made sure of that. Just try to put up with your father until then, Aurora. After your twenty-first birthday, you can walk away from him and never look back, I promise.” 
“I don’t want anything but you!” I whispered as the first tear broke the barrier and spilled free. “I would give up everything if I could keep you, Mommy.” 
Weak hands pulled my head down onto her chest, and my tears flooded over my lashes, soaking into her silky nightgown. “Shh, my baby. It will be okay. I promise. You’ll be just fine.” 
 
 
MATT
I pulled through the gates at the clubhouse and parked my motorcycle in its usual spot. I probably should have just gone home, but I was exhausted, and the clubhouse was closer. I only wanted a shower and a few hours’ sleep before I picked Rory up later. 
Inside, the place looked like a ghost town compared to how it was at night. Usually, the sheep came out to play when the sun went down, and most of my MC brothers were all too willing to be part of the game. Three months ago, I would have been among them, but since I’d met Rory, I’d gotten bored with the sheep. 
I passed Raider coming out of his room. He lifted his chin in greeting and kept walking, his phone pressed to his ear. I unlocked my door and slammed it shut behind me. My first thought was to just face-plant into the mattress, I was that fucking tired, but I needed a shower. 
Ten minutes later, I was crawling under my covers. I plugged in my nearly dead phone and made sure to set an alarm so I could wake up in time for my date with my girl. The picture of her on the background of my phone smiled up at me. I stroked my thumb down one red-gold curl and then put the phone on the bedside table. 
Sleep. I needed sleep. 
After dropping Rory off at her house the night before, I’d gone on an overnight run. Jet had needed me to pick up a shipment of liquor his distributor had left in Oakland by mistake, so I’d had to take my truck down to pick it up. After dropping it and my truck off at the bar, I’d been running on fumes.
My eyes closed as soon as my head hit the pillow.
“M-Matt!” Rory’s voice pulled me from a deep sleep. 
My eyes shot open when I felt her hand shake my arm, and I flipped onto my back, pulling her down onto my chest in the process. “Hey, girl,” I said with a groan as I used my free hand to wipe sleep from my eyes. 
“Matt,” she whispered, but I still heard the tremble in her voice. 
I looked up at her, saw the tears flooding from her pretty green eyes, and knew something had happened to her mom. “Ah, babe.” I rolled so she was on her back and I could lean over her. I pushed back the strands of tear-soaked hair that were glued to her face and cupped her cheek. “What happened?” 
“Sh-she’s gone.” 
“I’m sorry, Rory.” I pressed a kiss to the middle of her forehead and then tucked her head under my chin. “Is there anything I can do?” 
“Just hold me.” One chilled hand touched my bare back and held on tight. 
“Always,” I vowed, and I held her for a long time. I felt her tears running down my chest, but I didn’t bother to wipe them away. I let her cry it all out, just as she’d done almost every night this past week. She had known the end was coming, but I knew she hadn’t been completely prepared to say goodbye to her mom. 
“She told me she loved me,” Rory muttered a long while later, her voice rough and scratchy from all the crying. “She was holding me, Matt. She barely had the strength to lift her head, but she was still the one holding me. And she wouldn’t take the pain meds, said they confused her, and she wanted to just talk to me for a little while. She was holding me and stroking her fingers through my hair like she would do when I was a little girl, and sh-she whispered she loved me.” 
Her pain soaked into me. I could feel it all the way down to my bones, but I welcomed it, wanted to take it all away so she didn’t have to feel the grief that was consuming her. “Baby.” 
“And then the heart monitor went crazy…be-because her heart stopped. She died holding me!” A sob tore through her, making her entire body shake. I tightened my hold on her, afraid she would physically shatter if I didn’t. 
“She died doing the only thing she wanted to do, and that was always holding you, Rory,” I reminded her. She had told me all about her mother, so I knew Sabrina Michaels had passed away doing the one thing that brought her peace. “You were the only person who mattered to your mom, baby. She loved you more than life. If I were the one dying, it’s exactly what I would want my last minute on earth to be like.” 
“D-don’t say that.” She sobbed harder. “I can’t lose you too!” 
I kissed her forehead and began to wipe away her tears. “I’m not going anywhere. Ever. You’re stuck with me for life, girl. But let’s be honest here. One day, we’re both going to die. It’s the ultimate end game. And when I go, I want to be holding you.” 
“Matt…” 
“I love you.” I brushed my lips over hers, making sure not to deepen it too much, because that always led down a dangerous road. One taste of her was never enough, and my body was begging for more than just that, but there was no fucking way I was going to take things further with her until she was legal. 
But this time, I lingered for a moment, wanting to put everything I felt for her into our kiss. Her fingers threaded through my hair, pulling my head down farther, silently demanding more. 
My door crashing open made me jerk my head up, my arms tightening around Rory to protect her from whatever danger had just broken down my bedroom door. Looking up, I saw Sheriff Bates storm in with two of his deputies, and Mayor Michaels right behind them. 
Fuck. 
“Dad!” Rory screamed as the sheriff and his deputies came around the bed and yanked me up. I was in nothing but a pair of boxers, the only thing I’d pulled on before getting into bed, and my cock was still hard as a damn rock. The cops all looked down at my straining dick, which only had the sheriff pushing me up against the wall. “You sick fuck. She’s only a child.” 
“She’ll be eighteen in ten weeks,” I snapped back. “And I didn’t touch her.”
“Stop! Matt’s done nothing wrong.” 
“You’re an underage girl in bed with a twenty-one-year-old thug who is practically naked,” Derrick Michaels bellowed. “What the hell don’t you see wrong with that, Aurora?” 
“Don’t arrest him!” she screamed when Bates snapped on the cuffs, tightening them so hard that I knew my hands would be numb in no time. 
I didn’t struggle. I hadn’t done a damn thing wrong, but there was no use in giving them something that could stick. Like assault on an officer. Jenkins could get me off on whatever trumped-up charge these idiots were trying to throw at me, but if I head-butted the sheriff and knocked out the two deputies, they would hold me on the assault charges. 
“Rory, baby, call Raven,” I told her as Bates turned me around and pushed me in the direction of the door. I dug in my heels, wanting to soak up the sight of my beauty still sitting in the middle of my bed.
“Wh-what?” she choked, turning her angry gaze from her father to me. 
“Call Raven,” I repeated. “She’ll handle the rest.” 
“Oh.” 
I shot her a wink and a grin. “It’ll be okay, baby. I’ll see you in a few hours.”
“I love you,” she sobbed as the sheriff led me out of the room. 
The clubhouse was just as deserted as it had been when I’d come in earlier, and I knew no one was there for sure. There was no fucking way these dickheads could have snuck up on me if they had been around. I wasn’t worried, though. Rory would call Raven, who would get the MC’s lawyer down to the police station. Jenkins would have me out by dinnertime, and I’d pick my girl up for our date.
It was four hours later before Jenkins had me out, however. By that time, I was starving and in need of another shower, but all I wanted was to find Rory. That fucking sheriff had taken his sweet-ass time letting me out, finding every reason to keep me in a holding cell with some college prick who had been arrested for drunkenly pissing in public on campus and some guy who had been muttering to himself from the moment he’d been pushed into the cell with me. 
“She’s gone, boy.”  
My gaze snapped up from my phone where I had been typing out a text to Rory. “She already go home? Fuck, she shouldn’t be there right now. Her mom just died, Jenks. She needs to be with people who care about her right now. Me and you both know the goddamn mayor won’t fucking make sure she’s okay.”
Jenkins scratched at the stubble on his chin, a sign I’d come to realize meant he was thinking about what he was about to say. “The reason it took so long to get you out was because Michaels and Campbell were trying to hike the charges up to statutory rape. They had the girl scared to death that they would be able to convict you and put you away. She’s vulnerable from the death of her mother, and she’s not thinking clearly. If I’d been able to talk to her, I could have convinced her that her father didn’t have shit for proof, but they wouldn’t let anyone near her.” 
I had suspected rape was bound to be talked about in some shape or form considering the way Rory had been found in my bed. I still hadn’t been worried. Jenkins was the best defense attorney in the damn state. That was why he worked for the MC. 
But that didn’t explain what the fuck he meant about Rory being gone.
“You said she’s gone,” I half growled even as my heart was turning to ice, slowing down, ready to stop at any second. “Where the fuck did she go?” 
“Hell, I don’t know. All I know is that she agreed to go with her father if he agreed to drop all charges against you. A chartered plane left an hour ago, son. Michaels told Bates to hold you until the plane was gone.”
 



Chapter Two
 
 
Rory
Three Years Later
NERVOUSNESS CHURNED IN MY STOMACH as I stepped into the grocery store and glanced around. 
He’s not here, I tried to assure myself. The likelihood of bumping into Matt at the grocery store was one in a million. He’d never gone shopping for food when we’d dated three years ago. Even as relief calmed some of the butterflies in my stomach, disappointment made my chest tighten. 
I had only gotten back to Creswell Springs two days ago. While I’d been gone, I’d dreamed of coming back here a million times. At the time, I had thought I would never get the chance, that as long as my father was alive, it wasn’t possible. He had been holding Matt’s freedom over my head, telling me if I ever dared to contact anyone in the MC, he would have Royce Campbell issue an arrest warrant for Matt and anyone else I so much as exchanged a single word with. 
The only reason I was back now was because soon I would turn twenty-one, and I would inherit everything my mother had left to me. When she told me she was going to make sure I would be taken care of, I’d only thought she meant she was going to leave me a trust fund that would let me have a comfortable life. But once the will had been read, via Skype by Mr. Jenkins, I had been blown away by how generous Mom had been. 
Everything. It was all mine, or would be as soon as I turned the magic age of twenty-one. Stunned was too tame a word for how my father had taken the news. He had exploded, and for the first time in my life, I had been physically afraid of the man. He had thrown things, leaving the floor littered with broken glass. The walls of the house my mother’s grandparents had left her had been full of holes that had needed patching days later when my father had finally calmed down. 
His rage had been unexpected at the time, and I’d been too afraid and shocked to question it. But when everything had settled down and he had returned to Creswell Springs, leaving me with only a housekeeper and a driver who were both my father’s spies, I realized exactly why my father was so upset. 
Spending my mother’s money had been his favorite pastime. It had paid for his elections when he ran for mayor, it paid for his beloved expensive handcrafted suits, and, I suspected, his mistress’s lifestyle as well. Now, those funds were frozen except for the generous allowance my mother had stipulated for me to have each month. An allowance my father had said I didn’t need and he would be taking charge of. 
Making me even more of a prisoner than ever. 
“Excuse me,” someone who was trying to get a cart murmured, and I quickly stepped out of the woman’s way, picking up a wire basket in the process. 
I only needed a few things, and I wanted to grab them and get out as quickly as possible. Matt might have never shopped when I had known him before, but that didn’t mean other people who were close to him wouldn’t see me and tell him. 
Not that I expected him to care. 
Three years was a long time to be away from someone without so much as a single phone call or letter being exchanged. Matt Reid had probably moved on a long time ago. I never crossed his mind. Whereas, he was never far from my thoughts. 
I made quick work of getting my shampoo and other bathroom items, grabbing a box of chocolate chip cookies on my way to the register. There was a long line to check out, and my anxiety began to spike with each second that ticked by. The sliding doors opened so the woman who had just paid for her groceries could push her cart out, and a man and woman walked in. 
It took me a moment to recognize Felicity Bolton, or Flick, as Matt had always called her. It wasn’t until she smiled brightly up at the man holding her hand that I realized who she was. She laughed softly as Jet Hannigan murmured something close to her ear and nodded. While Jet grabbed a cart, Flick glanced around, and I went still when her eyes landed on me and her brow puckered. 
I lowered my head, pretending I didn’t see her until the couple had walked to the far side of the store where the produce was. I rushed through paying for my items, scribbled my name across the little screen when I used my credit card to pay, and didn’t even wait for the receipt before grabbing my two bags and practically racing to my car. 
My fingers were shaking as I tried to press the push start on the car my father had given me the keys to the day before. I hated the damn thing, wouldn’t have even thought to buy myself such a girly little sports car. I would have rather been driving a Dodge Charger with a Hemi, something with real power. But as always, my father wanted me to look the part of the mayor’s daughter. 
As soon as the car was on, I made quick work of getting out of the parking lot. On the way home, I kept checking my mirrors to make sure Flick hadn’t followed. Rationally, I knew she wouldn’t have dropped what she was doing to come after me, and really, why would she even want to? I had caused her friend nothing but trouble, and he had no doubt washed his hands of me years ago. 
But even though it was stupid to think Matt would even care I was back, part of me wanted him to care. I wanted him to have missed me just half as much as I had missed him. I wanted him to have slowly lost his mind thinking of me, just as I had done him. 
I wanted him to still love me. 
Even if just a little, I wanted him to still love me. Because the love I had for him hadn’t changed. Time and distance had done nothing to dull how much he meant to me. 
I pulled into my father’s driveway and parked my car in the garage. Once the thick door was lowered, hiding me from the outside world, I breathed a sigh of relief. Leaning my head back against the seat, I closed my eyes and willed my heart to calm down. If I were being honest, I would have admitted to myself what I was feeling wasn’t completely nervousness. 
It was disappointment. 
While part of me had dreaded running into Matt, I had been subconsciously willing him to appear. Just one look, that was all I had really wanted. One teeny, tiny look at what I had given up to keep him safely out of jail. A single glance would have given me something to live off for a little longer. 
Tears blinded me, and as hard as I tried to hold them back, one still spilled over my lashes. I hastily swiped it away and sucked in a few deep breaths, hoping to calm myself before going inside. My father’s car was still gone, so I knew he was probably at the office—or with his mistress. Either-or, I didn’t care which, as long as he stayed away. We had never really been that close, but after what he had threatened Matt with, I hated him. 
Upstairs in my room, I put away my things and then grabbed my books. I needed to get caught up on the reading list, and it seemed I had nothing but time. Like I had at my grandparents’ old house, I felt like a prisoner. I might have grown up in this house, but after my mother died, it had stopped being home to me. 
The classes I was taking were boring as hell, so it was little wonder that I fell asleep while trying to read the material for my class. I woke hours later to the ringing of the landline. One of the cordless phones sat beside my bed, and blindly, I reached for the noisy thing. 
“’Lo?” I mumbled, still half asleep. 
“Hey, girl!” A high, feminine voice that was only vaguely familiar nearly ruptured my eardrum, and I pulled the receiver away to glance at the caller ID.
Campbell, R. 
Figured. Steph was a pain in the ass, and I had only ever tolerated her in the past because she was the only friend my father would allow. Her father was the DA, and my father’s best friend as far as I knew. I hated him just as much as I hated my own father, but it wasn’t completely because of what had happened with Matt that made me dislike him so much. Royce Campbell had always looked at me…that way. I had always felt uncomfortable around the man. Even when I was barely into my teens, he had been looking, and I had always felt dirty. 
“Hey, Steph,” I muttered, trying to put a little enthusiasm into my voice but failing miserably. 
Not that she actually noticed. “I just saw your dad, and he told me to call you. See if you want to go out with me and Casandra tonight.” 
“Really?” I was only half surprised that my father would ask her to take me out with her and her bitchy friend. It was just one more way he could control me—with the offer of a night out, but with his lackey’s daughter to supervise my every move. 
But even as I knew it was just a tool to keep me under his thumb, I was desperate enough for a night out of the house to accept. “Sure. Give me about an hour to get ready.” 
“Perfect. Dress sexy. We’re going to a frat party just off campus.” 
Great, I thought with a roll of my eyes. “Sounds fun. See you soon.” 
“Later, girl!” 
 
 
 



Chapter Three
 
 
MATT
IT’S NOT HER. FLICK GOT it wrong. It was just someone who looked like her. How many damn times had I thought the same thing? How many goddamn times had I seen her walking down Main Street, only to realize the next minute that it was someone else? Rory was gone, and she wasn’t ever coming back. 
When Jet and Flick had stopped by the clubhouse, it had taken Flick telling me twice that she had seen Rory at the grocery store before my brain could comprehend what she was saying. 
Rory. Back. No fucking way. 
But even as I tried to tell myself that Flick was mistaken, hope flickered to life deep in my chest. She was here; I could feel in it my bones. Rory was back. 
For the first time in my life, I was nervous as fuck over the possibility of seeing a girl. Three goddamn years was too long to go without the girl who owned my fucking soul. I had gone a little crazy when she left, had done some things I wasn’t exactly proud of, things I would never willingly tell her about. But the past didn’t matter. 
She was back. 
I sat down the street from the mayor’s house, watching the window that I knew was her bedroom. Her light had come on thirty minutes ago, and like the stalker I suddenly had turned into, I watched her silhouette as she walked past it every now and then. Each time I saw it, my heart would double in speed, and it would be hard to breathe for a few seconds. My palms would sweat, and my cock would press a little harder into the zipper of my jeans. 
Easy. I had to take this easy. I couldn’t just run in there and take back what had been stolen from me, even if that was what I ached to do. I had to play this with a cool head. Three years was a long time away from each other. Rory might not even feel the same way about me as she once had. She had been more or less a kid back then, which was the major reason why I had wanted to wait for her eighteenth birthday before we had sex. I didn’t want her to suddenly realize she didn’t even like me, let alone love me. If that had happened, it would have destroyed me—even more so than her leaving had done. 
Headlights coming up behind me had me sinking a little lower in my seat, but the driver didn’t even seem to notice me as she pulled into the mayor’s driveway. She honked the horn of her prissy sports car that I knew I remembered but couldn’t place. A minute later, Rory came outside. The floodlights around the house made it easy to see her perfectly. 
Her hair was a little longer and bounced when she walked. She was wearing a short-ass dress that showed off way too much skin and a pair of heels that made her a few inches taller. As I watched her walk, the air got trapped in my lungs. I sat there in a daze, drinking in the sight of her for the first time in too goddamn long. 
Rory gave the driver a halfhearted smile and waved as she walked around the front of the car and climbed into the front passenger seat. As the door closed behind her, my stupor lifted and I started my truck. My cast—a present I had gotten from a fight at the bar—made it impossible to drive my motorcycle, so I was stuck in this damn cage. Not that I could complain too much. The bike would have given me away too easily, and knowing the fucking prick mayor, he would have found a reason to arrest me for just being on his street. 
I kept a few cars between me and the one Rory was in, but I kept them in sight at all times. It didn’t take long to guess they were headed toward campus, and I figured they were on their way to one of the frat houses. Jealousy began to eat at me, and my casted hand balled into a fist, making the plaster bite into my knuckles. 
Maybe she had moved on. 
Maybe I’m going to kill a motherfucker tonight. 
The stupid sports car stopped outside a row of houses. The driver and Rory got out, and then another girl climbed out of the back. I left my truck on for a few minutes as I watched them go into a house where every light was on and rap music was playing so loudly, it was making the houses around it shake. 
I counted down from one hundred in my head, my eyes following Rory as she followed the other two girls into the house. I backed up and found a place to park before heading inside after her. 
There were people outside smoking, and I gave them a chin nod as I passed, pretending like I belonged with this crowd. I’d left my cut back at the clubhouse, so I was dressed in jeans, a T-shirt, and a hoodie with the hood pulled up over my head. No one questioned me as I climbed the front steps and walked into the frat house. 
The music was pure shit, and the volume made it impossible for anyone to hear themselves talk unless they were right in each other’s ears. There were more dudes than females, so it was easy to spot the three who had just come in. Rory’s glossy hair shone in the overhead lighting, and I eased my way through the crowd, keeping a few feet between us at all times. 
For the next hour, I watched her, stalked her. Her friend gave her a red Solo cup of keg beer, and she sipped at it, making faces every time she swallowed. Her friends stayed close for a little while, but when a couple guys came up to their group, the other two females left with them, leaving Rory all alone.
But not for long. Some frat boy came over and tried to talk to her, but she kept her eyes on her drink and only nodded at whatever he was saying, giving him tight smiles that never seemed to reach her beautiful eyes. My jealousy doubled, and I clenched my hands into fists at my sides as I watched him touch her cheek. 
Rory jerked back from the contact, stepping away from the guy with a glare and a shake of her head. “Go away, asshole!” I saw her lips move rather than actually heard her, but that was all I needed to know she wasn’t happy. 
I moved like lightning and stepped between her and the frat boy, wanting to tear him apart for even breathing the same air as she was. I didn’t because I didn’t want her to be scared of me. I had never given her a reason to fear me in the past, and I sure as fuck wasn’t about to give her one now. 
I grasped her wrist with my undamaged hand and pulled her body up against my own. Her eyes widened in surprise, fear, and pure happiness. Goddamn it! Had I scared her, after all? I didn’t like the sight of the fear, but seeing the happiness in her eyes eased something tight in my chest. 
“Hey, I was talking to her, dickhead!” The frat boy tried to step between me and Rory. 
He put a hand on my shoulder, and I shrugged it off, too lost in my girl’s eyes to look away from her. “Fuck off,” I growled, but he didn’t hear me. 
“I said, she’s with me,” the other guy said, trying to jerk me around to face him. 
The fear darkened Rory’s green eyes and only enraged me. Turning, I smashed my casted fist into his face, knocking him on his ass. Everyone was either too drunk or high to worry about the idiot, and other than a few people laughing at him, no one else seemed to care. Tightening my hold on Rory’s wrist, I pulled her through the house and out through the exit in the kitchen. 
The air was chilly, and I felt Rory shiver as I turned us in the direction of my truck. I stopped and released her wrist to pull my hoodie over my head and tuck her into it. As I smoothed it down over her, I saw her chin tremble.
“Baby,” I groaned. “No tears. Please, I’m close enough to killing someone as it is.” 
Her arms went around my waist as she buried her face in my chest. “I missed you,” she sobbed. “Oh God, Matt. I missed you so damn much.” 
The hand with the cast went to her back, the other to the back of her head, holding her against me as I kissed the top of her sweet-smelling hair. As I inhaled deeply, everything felt right in that moment. She was back, she was in my arms, and she was telling me she missed me. That was all that mattered. Everything else in the world could go to hell for all I cared right then.
“Don’t cry,” I pleaded, my voice choked from the euphoria of having her in my arms again. 
She stiffened and pulled away from me. Stepping back, she put several feet between us, her beautiful face paling. “You can’t be here,” she whispered, shaking her head frantically as she glanced around like she expected some fucking SWAT team to ambush us suddenly. “You have to go. I can’t be near you.” 
“Girl, you’re out of your mind if you think I’m going to walk away from you now. I just got you back. I’m not about to give you up willingly.” I caught her hand and tried to tug her back against me, but she resisted. 
“No! Matt, you don’t understand. My father will have you arrested if he catches us together.” 
“Rory—”
“I’m serious.” Her voice shook, tears glazing her pretty eyes all over again. “He told me he would charge you with rape if I ever saw you again. I-I can’t let that happen.” 
“He can kiss my ass. I’m not going to let you go a second time.” 
“P-please,” she sobbed. “You have to stay away from me.” 
I snorted and lifted her into my arms, tossing her over my shoulder as I headed for my truck. “Yeah, that’s not gonna happen. That motherfucker isn’t going to keep us apart a second time.”
I opened the driver’s door and placed her on the seat. She scooted away, and I climbed in beside her, not letting her get farther than the middle of the seat before pulling her back toward me. 
“Matt—” 
“Rory,” I teased and kissed her forehead before starting the truck. “Relax. Your father didn’t have shit on me three years ago, any more than he would now. He can’t touch me for those rape allegations, and he fucking knows it.” 
“R-really?” she breathed, but I saw the hope flare in her eyes. 
“Fucking really, babe.” I tucked her in close and then pulled out onto the road. 
“But…” 
“Hey, do you trust me?” 
“Always,” she answered without hesitation. 
“Good. Now, are you hungry?” I stopped at the stop sign at the end of the street and let my eyes scan over her. “You look like you haven’t eaten in a year, baby.” 
“Oh, please,” she laughed with a roll of her eyes. “I’ve gained like ten pounds since the last time I saw you.”
“Don’t give me that shit. What do you want to eat?” 
I got another eye roll at my authoritarian tone, but she was still smiling. “Can we get something from Aggie’s and go somewhere we can be alone?” 
“Hell yeah, babe. Whatever you want.” I touched my lips to her forehead again, my eyes closing as I took a minute to take in the fact that she was really sitting beside me. 
 
 
 



Chapter Four
 
 
Rory
THE SMELLS COMING FROM THE bag Matt had picked up from Aggie’s were making my stomach practically growl in desperation. No restaurant, no cook, had ever or could ever compare to the food that was served at Aggie’s. Matt had ordered us both burgers and fries, and then gone in to get them alone because I wasn’t about to chance it getting back to my father that I had been seen out with Matt. 
No matter that my sexy biker had tried to assure me my father couldn’t touch him, I wasn’t about to gamble with his freedom. I couldn’t do that to him. I wouldn’t. 
But, God, it felt so good to be with him again. To have the peace fill me all over again just sitting beside him in his truck, with his fingers entwined with mine or his hand on my thigh, was only a taste of what it had been like between us three years ago. Even though I knew I should have run far and fast the minute I had set eyes on him again for his own good, I couldn’t bring myself to so much as scoot over an extra inch when he’d slid back behind the wheel of his truck. 
As he pulled into his driveway, I knew I couldn’t let my father come between us again. I couldn’t give Matt up. I wasn’t a scared seventeen-year-old who had only wanted to protect the man I loved. 
No, now you’re a scared twenty-year-old who selfishly wants it all. 
I couldn’t really argue with that. It was true. I was still scared of what my father could and probably would do to Matt, but selfishly, I didn’t want to let him go again. Was that so wrong? 
Probably. 
But I couldn’t bring myself to care as he opened the door, stepped out, and then reached back inside for me. He pulled me to the edge of the seat and turned me to face him. Without thinking, I wrapped my legs around his waist as he cupped my ass in both hands and pressed my lower body closer against him. 
A shiver ran through me when I felt how much he still wanted me. That, at least, hadn’t changed. His head lowered, and he touched his lips so lightly against the sensitive skin of my neck that I couldn’t hold back a tiny whimper. Goose bumps popped up along my entire body, and I arched my neck, silently asking for more. 
“Let’s go,” he growled, his jaw tense. He released his hold on my ass and then untangled my legs from around him before taking my hand. I reached behind me for the bag of delicious-smelling food and walked with him into the house. 
In the kitchen, he grabbed napkins and paper plates from the cabinet and drinks out of the fridge before leading me into the living room. I remembered his house, and other than a little dust now covering some of the furniture and a bigger television sitting on top of the entertainment center, the place hadn’t changed at all. 
Matt moved the coffee table so that we could sit on the floor with our backs up against the couch. I spread our food out across the table, hungrily stuffing a fry into my mouth while he turned on the TV, channel-surfing until he found something he must have thought I would enjoy. 
A smile teased at my lips when I noticed he had left it on House Hunters, the one show he knew I had been addicted to when we had been together. Once, I had fallen asleep on his chest as we had lain on the couch I was now leaning against. There had been a House Hunters marathon on, and he had gotten pulled into it just as much as I had been. He was still watching it even as I had drifted off to sleep. Hours later, he woke me up, muttering that it was late and he needed to take me home. 
That had been just a few weeks before I had lost everyone who meant anything and everything to me. 
“This is a good one,” Matt muttered as he got comfortable beside me. “You’ll be surprised by which house they actually pick in the end.” 
“You still watch this?” I asked in complete surprise. This six feet five inches of raw, sometimes scary, biker maleness watched people go house hunting? 
“All the time,” he answered with a deadpan expression. “Every time I see a house on here I know you would like, I record it.” 
“Y-you do?” 
He hit the menu on the remote, and the DVR list came up. It showed twenty recorded episodes of House Hunters. And right below that was a stash of porn, the titles alone telling me that they belonged to Tanner. The first made tears blur my eyes, while the latter had me biting back a laugh. 
“Damn it, Tanner!” Matt groaned when he realized the reason for the weird expression on my face. “I told him two weeks ago to delete Cougars Like Threesomes Two.” 
I gave up trying to hold back the laugh. As it left me, only then did I realized I hadn’t made that sound in years. Not since before my mother’s death. “I figured it was his. I remember how much he was into older women.” 
“Yeah, well, he hasn’t changed since you last saw him.” Matt angled his long body so that he was facing me once the menu was off the TV screen, replaced with the show he had originally turned it to. Blue eyes scanned over my face, then lower. I watched as he reluctantly lifted his gaze from my bare legs. “Eat, Rory.” 
Knowing it was useless to argue with him on that score, I picked up my burger and took a small bite. He watched me eat a quarter of it before he even picked up his own. 
“Tanner hasn’t changed, and from what I can see, you haven’t either. At least, not in appearance,” I amended. He looked exactly the same as the last time I had set eyes on him, but that didn’t mean the things I couldn’t see had stayed the same too. “Has anything changed since I left?” 
He seemed to think my question over while he chewed his second bite of burger. Wiping his mouth, he finally shrugged. “A few things. Raven married my cousin, Bash. They have a son together now, and she adopted his daughter.” 
“It’s hard for me to think of Raven as someone’s mom.” 
He grinned. “Once you see her with Lexa and Max, you won’t think that.” 
“What else has changed?” 
“Spider got married. Uncle Jack met his long-lost granddaughter, and Hannigans’ burned down.”
It took me a moment to absorb all of that. I knew both Spider and the man Matt and his brother affectionately called Uncle Jack, but the news that both of them had life-changing experiences didn’t surprise me nearly as much as what he said about Hannigans’.
“Oh my God, Matt. I’m so sorry. I know how much Hannigans’ meant to you. Crap, I bet Raven and her brothers are devastated.”
“It was a blow to everyone. But the place was insured, and they were able to rebuild. The bar is even bigger now, and we were able to save the old Originals’ Booth.” He finished his burger in two more bites then started in on his fries. 
We were both quiet for a few minutes, our gazes going to the TV, but our minds weren’t on what was happening on screen. Instead, I couldn’t stop thinking about what else could have changed after I had left. Not with his family and friends, but with him. I wanted to know—needed to fucking know—if his feelings had changed. 
But I was too much of a coward to ask, so I remained quiet. I picked at what was left of my burger, moving my fries around and picking out the crispy ones. A small pile had gradually grown on the corner of my burger wrapper. Matt had picked out his little crispy ones for me. 
My throat tightened with emotion, making it hard to so much as swallow. If he could remember small things like that and record all the episodes of a show he knew I would like, how much could his feelings for me have actually changed? 
“You’re thinking awfully hard over there, girl.” 
“Mm-hm,” was all I could get out through my tight throat. 
“Hey.” He grasped my waist, his cast making it hard for his fingers to flex, but he was still able to hold on to me tight. He pulled me onto his lap so that I was straddling him. Instinctively, I put my hands on his shoulders to make sure he didn’t suddenly push me away, even though I knew he wasn’t going to let me go. I could feel how much he wanted me, his cock rock-hard as it pushed up against my pussy. 
For a moment, all I could think about was the fact that I was wearing a dress and my panties were already damp. Only a few thin layers separated us, and more importantly, I wasn’t seventeen anymore. There wasn’t a damn thing wrong with doing what I had only imagined doing with him from the night we had met. 
What he had probably done hundreds of times before and after I had come into his life. 
Jealousy tried to ruin the experience of being in Matt’s arms again. I knew that when he had been with me, he’d been loyal—I would never question that. But after I had left, how many women had he been with? How many sheep had he fucked? I didn’t know—didn’t want to know—but just thinking about it was tearing me apart, and I quickly looked away before he could see what I was thinking. 
“Rory,” he said with a low growl and caught my chin with his casted hand, turning my head so that I had to look at him. But I couldn’t do this. Not now, maybe not ever. I wanted so much to be the only woman Matt Reid loved, but that was only wishful thinking. I clenched my eyes shut, refusing to let him see. “Baby, don’t do this to me. Look at me. Give me your eyes.” 
“M-maybe you should just take me home,” I muttered, fighting back the lump as I held myself stiffly over his lap. 
“No fucking way.” He dropped his hold on my chin and grabbed my ass in both hands. He pressed me down against him, his breath hissing out between clenched teeth when he felt just how strongly my need mirrored his own. His fingers contracted around the flesh he was gripping. “I’m not letting you go anywhere until you tell me what the hell is going through that head of yours.”
I bit the inside of my bottom lip to keep the questions I wasn’t even sure I had the right to ask from spilling free. Questions I didn’t think I could handle the answers to. 
“Damn it, Rory. I’ve missed you too goddamn much to play games with you now. What’s wrong, baby? Please tell me.” 
Tears stung my eyes, but they stayed closed so he wouldn’t be able to see them. Still, I lowered my head to his shoulder, hiding my face from him. “I missed you too,” I whispered in a voice choked with my suppressed tears. 
“Don’t you still love me? Is that it?” I felt how tense he suddenly was, as if he were dreading my answer. “Because I sure as fuck still love you.” 
My head snapped up, needing to see his face so I could tell if he was lying to me or not. But Matt had never lied to me before, and I wasn’t expecting him to now. I just needed to see his face, his eyes, to know that what he was telling me wasn’t just a product of my own imagination. In my haste, I had forgotten about my tears, but when he saw them, he let out a low growl. 
“I love you,” I told him, my voice soft but steady. “I’ve always loved you. Every day, from that first day, I’ve loved you. Nothing’s changed.”
“Thank fuck for that,” he said with a cocky grin. “Now tell me what the hell has you upset.” 
“No. I can’t. It’s stupid, and I’m not sure I could deal with it even if I were able to say what’s on my mind right now.” His eyes narrowed on me, but I was done talking. Talking wasn’t going to get us anywhere. It would only end up breaking my heart. I honestly couldn’t handle that on top of everything else at the moment. 
I leaned in close, my lips only an inch or so from his. “Kiss me,” I commanded and shivered when I felt his entire body jerk in reaction to my husky voice. 
“If I kiss you now, I might not be able to stop, babe.” 
“Good.” 
He groaned, but his casted hand left my ass and cupped the back of my head, pulling me that last inch that separated us and covered my lips with his own. The first brush of his mouth over mine, the first caress of his tongue over my bottom lip, had everything inside of me jerking awake. I had forgotten how good his mouth tasted, how perfect his lips were. 
Hungrily, I kissed him back, aching for so much more. My hips rocked against him, and I felt his cock flex against my most intimate place, causing white and red fireworks to explode behind my closed lids. Matt pulled back, his breathing coming out in harsh pants. “We should slow this down. I don’t want to rush you. I just got you back and—”
I didn’t give him the chance to finish what he was saying. I kissed him again, my lips hungrily devouring his, and was rewarded with a tortured sounding growl. Rush me? Hell, we’d gone slow enough as it was. I wasn’t willing to let another hour pass without having him inside me. 
I felt him pulling up the skirt of my dress and then jerking my panties aside so that he could cup my bare pussy from behind. I arched my hips, pressing my soaked opening against the palm of his hand. His fingers teased my wetness, spreading my lips so he could play with my clit. His thumb circled the little bundle of nerves softly, slowly, dragging a moan from deep in my chest as I continued to kiss him. 
Desperately, I reached between us, my fingers fumbling with his belt as I tried to get his pants open. When we had dated, Matt had never let things get further than heavy make-out sessions. He’d never let me touch more than his chest and stomach, and never anywhere below the waist. And he sure as hell had never touched me where he was exploring with talented, experienced fingers now. He’d always been careful with me, making sure never to do more than what could get either of us in trouble. It had driven us both crazy, but he’d always said it would just make our first time better. 
“Fuck,” he bit out, and with both hands on my ass once again, he stood with me still in his arms. My legs tightened around his waist, my nails sinking into his shoulder through his T-shirt. He adjusted his hold so he wouldn’t drop me and then climbed the stairs two at a time. 
I didn’t look around as he took me up to his room. My gaze was trapped by his, and all I could see was the desire flashing out of his blue eyes at me. Moments later, he sat me on the edge of his bed and stepped back. He pulled his shirt over his head then undid his belt and unsnapped his jeans. With my next inhale, he pulled his jeans and boxers down over his hips and kicked them and his boots off. 
Matt didn’t give me time to do more than have a quick look at his cock that was standing at full attention. He grabbed the bottom of my dress and pulled it off along with the hoodie he had put on me earlier in one smooth move, leaving me in only panties and a bra. 
“Ah, fuck,” he groaned as he took a moment to scan his gaze over me. “I’ve wanted to see you like this for so goddamn long, Rory. I’ve imagined you like this, spread out for me across my bed so I could feast on every part of your delicious body until I’d had my fill.” 
He pressed me back onto the mattress and dropped to his knees between my legs. My thighs trembled when he touched the soft flesh, positioning my legs farther apart. “I’ve imagined how good you would smell, how you would taste.” He inhaled deeply, making me blush, but my entire body became one white-hot flame when he exhaled, his breath blowing across my wet panties. 
“Matt… Matt!” I screamed when he tugged my panties to the side and covered my pussy with his mouth. 
His groan sent vibrations through my entire body, torturing my throbbing clit. I felt the tip of his tongue at my entrance and closed my eyes as my fingers searched blindly for something to hold on to so I didn’t float away from the pleasure.
His tongue stroked me from my entrance to my clit, teasing and torturing me with just a caress from the tip before sucking on my clit roughly. I didn’t have time to be embarrassed, didn’t have a spare brain cell to give over to shyness because he was making my mind go completely blank to everything except how good he was making me feel. The slight stubble on his chin that I had barely noticed before rasped across the sensitive flesh of my inner thighs. The rough, sandpaper texture contrasted perfectly with the soft touch of his tongue on my clit. It was as if he was stimulating every other nerve in my body with the way his cheek brushed over first my right inner thigh, then the left. 
“Matt,” I cried when he thrust a single finger into me, going deep until he reached the proof that I hadn’t let anyone else touch me in the time we had been apart. He made a growling sound deep in his throat, which made his lips vibrate around my clit. “Oh fuck, Matt!” 
His head snapped up as the world seemed to shatter with light around me. I couldn’t catch my breath as everything inside of me suddenly felt like it was buzzing with life yet dying at the same time. My legs tried to close as I attempted to hold on to the feeling, but he kept them apart with a gentle touch on each knee. 
I looked up at him through my lashes, too weak to lift them farther. His jaw was tense, and there was a hunger blazing out of his blue eyes that both thrilled and scared me. Sucking in one deep breath after another, praying my heart would calm down before it exploded, I watched as he opened the top drawer of the nightstand beside the bed and pulled out a condom. 
Jealousy ripped through me all over again. Having a stash of condoms meant that he used them regularly. That they were right there beside the bed meant he fucked other women on the same mattress on which he was about to make love to me. Tears stung my eyes all over again, but I quickly blinked them away as he dropped one more kiss to my pussy before jerking to his feet. 
Leaning over me, Matt lifted me so that I was in the middle of the bed before spreading my thighs wide with his knees. He pressed his forehead to mine and I heard him swallow hard. “You’re sure?” he muttered in a tense, deep voice. 
“Yes,” I answered without hesitation. “I’ve wanted this from the first night we met, Matt. Please. I want to be yours.” 
“You are. You always have been.” 
I felt the tip of his cock push inside. Inch by inch, he pushed into me, stretching me, filling me. I gasped at the pleasure then tensed, making my walls clench around him as he began to tear through my hymen. His arms started to shake, and I watched as sweat beaded on his brow. 
“Fuck, girl,” he groaned. “You’re killing me, baby.” 
“I-I’m sorry,” I got out in a shaky voice, and two tears spilled from my eyes. I hadn’t realized it would hurt him. Did I suck that badly at this? “I didn’t realize it would be so hard for you.” 
He paused, his entire body going still over and inside me. “No, Rory. It’s good, sweetheart. You feel so fucking good, I’m about to embarrass myself.” 
“O-oh,” I whispered. 
He shifted his hips, going a little deeper, while his eyes watched me intently. “Does that hurt, baby?” 
I shook my head. “The pain is over,” I assured him. “All I can feel is you now.” 
“Good,” he bit out between clenched teeth. “If it hurts, tell me. I’ll stop, I swear.” 
I wrapped my legs around his waist, trapping him inside me. “Don’t stop. I want this. I want you.” 
He closed his eyes, his head falling back onto his shoulders as he tried to hold on to his control. “I knew this would be good between us. Fuck, baby. Fuck. I’ve dreamed of being inside this pussy. Ached for it.” 
“Matt.” 
“Give me a sec, sweetheart. I’m so close right now. I just…” He shook his head as if he were trying to clear it but couldn’t seem to be able to. His eyes opened and he looked tortured. I touched my fingers to his cheek, and he shuddered. “I love you, Rory. I know it’s been three years, but time means nothing.” 
“I-I love you too,” I panted. 
Slowly, he began to move. Pulling out just a little and then sinking back in carefully, as if I were fine china to him. I could see it was costing him to be so gentle with me. 
I bet he was never like this with the other sluts who were in this bed. 
The thought came out of nowhere, surprising me and pulling me back from the edge of another orgasm. I didn’t want to think about what he had done with other women in his bed, but at the same time, I realized it was probably true. Matt wasn’t the kind of guy who made love unless the person he was with meant something to him. And I knew in my bones, in my soul, that I meant more to him than anyone else who had come before me. 
I caught the back of his head and pulled him down for a kiss that said everything I couldn’t right then. That told him I loved him, that I loved how good he was making me feel, and that I needed more. So much more. It started out slow and easy but became hungry and all-consuming within a few seconds. The wildness of the kiss began to mimic his thrusts until he was pounding into me with more force. 
I was so tuned in to kissing him, so lost in the sensations of him sliding in and out of me fast and harder, that my second orgasm snuck up on me. I reached out blindly, needing to hold on to him so that I didn’t shatter into a billion pieces under him. I caught hold of his upper arms, my nails sinking into his biceps. I heard his ravenous, almost feral growl, felt it vibrating through his chest. 
I felt the change in his cock, how it stretched even more as he grew harder, and knew instinctively that he was going to come. I broke the kiss and buried my face in his neck. I licked over the corded muscles, sucking on his salty skin. 
“Yes,” he roared, and I felt his cock convulse inside me as he came. “Yes, Rory. Fuck. Yes.” 
I wrapped my arms around him as we slowly came down. He was breathing like he had just run five miles, his body was shaking, and sweat was rolling off him. I stroked my fingertips up and down his back, wanting to soothe him as he returned to himself. 
His energy seemed to drain from him suddenly, and his full weight pressed down on me. I welcomed it, basking in the feel of him on top of and inside me. For three years, I had felt like I was drowning, missing him and grieving for him. Now I was safe in his arms, in his bed. I was where I was meant to be, and I didn’t want to leave it or him ever again. 
But reality was already starting to weasel its way into my own little utopia. 
My father wasn’t going to let me be with Matt now any more than he would have let me three years ago. I couldn’t let him put Matt in jail. 
“Hey.” Matt’s voice was hoarse in my ear. “You’re not going anywhere tonight. Don’t even think about it.” 
“But my dad will have you arrested if he finds us together, Matt.” 
“Then we won’t let him find us together,” he said in a voice thick with sleep. He rolled onto his side and then pulled my head onto his chest. “Stop worrying so much, babe. We’ll figure it out. For now, just let me hold you while we sleep. I need this more than anything right now.” 
“But…” 
He kissed the top of my head. “Sleep, girl.” 
A small smile teased at my lips, and I gave in. Forcing all my muscles to relax again, I burrowed against him. “Love you.” 
“Love you, baby.” 
 



Chapter Five
 
 
Rory
“COME ON, COME ON,” I muttered to myself as I searched my room for my keys. I was already ten minutes late for class, and if I didn’t find the damn keys to my car, I was going to be even later. “Shit. Shit. Shit!” 
All I needed was for my asshole professor to call my father and let him know I was late—again. But that was what was going to happen if I didn’t get out the door and park my ass in the front row of his class in the next five minutes. Groaning, I glanced around my room one more time, hoping I had just misplaced them. My bed was a mess because I had overslept and hadn’t even bothered to make it. I had clothes scattered everywhere, a mixture of clean and dirty littering my floor. My desk was a disaster because I had disarranged everything in my rush to find my keys, while the top of my vanity looked like a makeup artist’s worst nightmare come to life. 
I had searched the entire room from top to bottom—twice—but had come up with nothing. My keys had either gotten up and walked off, or…
Anger twisted in my gut, and I grabbed my book and purse as I stormed downstairs. “Dad!” I raged as I hurried to the back of the house where my father’s home office was. 
It wasn’t the first time he’d taken my keys without telling me in the week since I had been home, but I was getting fed up with his trying to control me. I was twenty years old now, not seventeen, damn it. I marched down the hall, so pissed I could feel my face turning red. 
A laugh I knew belonged to my father was quickly followed by a voice I was familiar with. The DA, Royce Campbell, was my father’s best friend. He always seemed to be around, and I couldn’t stand him. 
It took a few seconds for what Royce was saying to register, but when it did, I froze several feet from my father’s office door. 
“Reid’s truck is a pile of ash right now,” the DA was saying, an amused tone in his voice that set my teeth on edge. “The sheriff said there was nothing but bones left when he got there earlier.” 
Something inside of me squeezed hard, and suddenly I couldn’t breathe. I didn’t even understand what the creep was talking about, but I knew it couldn’t be good. Creswell Springs was a pretty small town, so it wasn’t like there were many Reids they could have been discussing, but only one of them owned a truck as far as I knew. 
Matt!
No. No. No. 
Tears stung my eyes even as my father chuckled. “Well, I guess that’s one less sonofabitch we have to worry about. Now if I can just get rid of the rest of those MC bastards, I can run this town the way I want. And get that fucking Samson dickhead off my back. I don’t need some damn senator putting his nose in my business. But he wants the Angel’s Halo motherfuckers taken out as much as we do… He didn’t do this, did he?” 
“Wouldn’t surprise me if he did. But, no. Those MC dumbasses have pissed off Carlo Santino, and his crew likes to play with explosives. He took two out with that bomb, so I want to shake his hand.”
Bile rose in the back of my throat as the first tears began to fall. On legs that shook, I turned and ran back the way I had just come. Suddenly, it didn’t matter that I didn’t have my keys. I didn’t need them, didn’t fucking want them. That stupid car belonged to my father, not me. It, along with everything else, belonged to him and was just one more thing he used to control me. 
Never again.
Outside, the air felt slightly chilled, reminding me I hadn’t grabbed my jacket, but I didn’t turn back. I had to get away from this place, away from that vile man who ran Creswell Springs and with whom I unfortunately shared DNA. I ran down the driveway, my heeled boots catching in the slight grooves of the asphalt every now and then, trying to trip me. Nothing could have stopped me, though. I could have fallen and broken an ankle, but I still would have gotten back up. 
Matt. I have to get to Matt.
“Please be okay. Please be okay.” I fought back a sob, bile churning in my stomach as my imagination became overactive and I pictured Matt’s truck exploding. “Please, babe, be okay.” 
I thrust my hand into my purse, searching blindly for my phone even as I continued to run. My fingers wrapped around it, but when I lifted it out, I realized it was the one my father had given me as a Christmas present the year before. The one he probably tracked my every move with. I tossed it on the ground, leaving it, along with everything else in my purse, behind as I searched desperately for my other phone. The one Matt had given me so we could talk every night without my father fucking it up. Again.
When I touched it, I jerked it out and swiped my thumb over the only number in the call history. It rang and rang, making my heart pound even harder. Fear for the only person who mattered in my life made it impossible to breathe. A generic, automated voice mail filled my ear, telling me to leave a message. 
“Matt? Matt! Call me back. I need to know you’re okay. Please be okay.” 
I hung up and called him back, only to get the voice mail all over again. “I love you, Matt. I’m on my way to the clubhouse now. I need you to be okay.” 
Six more times I called him, and each time he didn’t pick up. Tears blinded me to the point that I could barely make out where I was going, but I didn’t pause for even a second. I knew in my bones Matt needed me. I left him one message after another, telling him I loved him and that I was going to be there soon. 
I passed car after car, but I ignored the drivers and passengers when they tried to honk or stopped to ask if I needed help. Everyone in Creswell Springs knew who I was and was probably already coming up with their own theories as to why Aurora Michaels was running like her life depended on it in the direction of the local MC’s clubhouse. The entire town knew about my history with them, knew I had been sent away because of one particular member. There wasn’t a single person in town who didn’t know. 
The clubhouse was five miles from my father’s house, just on the outskirts of town. By mile three, I’d broken one of my heels, and I cursed the delay as I had to stop and kick them both off. I barely noticed the gravel and God only knew what else that sliced through my socks, tearing the bottoms of my feet to shreds. 
It was at mile four that my heart nearly stopped. I could smell smoke in the distance. I froze, unable to run, barely able to stand as Royce’s words came back to haunt me. 
The sheriff said there was nothing but bones left when he got there.
No!
“Rory!” 
My head shot around at the sound of my name being called. No one but Matt and his family and friends called me Rory, but it was the name I had given myself the night I met Matt Reid for the first time three years ago. I saw a black SUV stopped on the other side of the road, heading away from the clubhouse. I recognized the brunette behind the wheel almost immediately. Willa Masterson waved her hand out the window, and I rushed across the road to get to her. 
“Is he okay?” I sobbed, taking in her tearstained face and swollen, bloodshot eyes. “Tell me he’s okay.” 
Willa’s hands covered mine as they gripped the window. “There was a bomb in Matt’s truck.” The bile was rising again, and I nearly bent in half as it threatened to erupt, but thankfully, it stayed down. “Tanner and Warden were in it, and…and…” She broke off as a sob escaped her. “They’re both gone.” 
Warring emotions flooded through me. Relief that she hadn’t said Matt made my knees weak, and I sagged against her vehicle as the tears poured down my face faster. 
Tanner, oh God, not Tanner!
My heart hurt all over again, and all I could think about was getting to Matt. Of holding him and telling him how much I loved him. 
“Where is he now?” I whispered as I lifted my head again.
“He’s back at the clubhouse. Bash and James had to lock him in his room. He was tearing the place apart and scaring all the kids. I was actually on my way to get you.” She grimaced. “I figured it was better if I showed up at your house rather than Raven. As torn up as she is right now, she was liable to punch your father in the balls and get arrested.”
“I just heard my dad talking to the DA. They were fucking laughing about it.” It had been the final straw for me. That he could laugh at the loss of a life—any life—like that sickened me. That it could have been Matt tore apart something vital in my heart. My father said he hated the MC because they were criminals and evil, but to me, he was the evil one.
“Get in. We have to get back to the clubhouse. I didn’t tell anyone where I was going, and if James finds me gone, there will be an even more dangerous explosion.” 
I didn’t have to be told twice. I limped around the front of the SUV and climbed into the front passenger seat. Willa didn’t waste time, making a sharp U-turn then and there, causing a driver in a passing truck to blare his horn at her. She shot him the middle finger out her window and punched her foot down on the gas. 
“What happened?” I whispered. 
“I don’t know, sweetie,” she said as she sniffed and scrubbed a hand over her still damp cheeks. “I heard James and Bash mention the Italians, but that’s all I caught. They like playing with explosives, and Lord knows things have only gotten tenser between them lately.” 
She might as well have been speaking another language because I didn’t understand a single thing she was talking about. I didn’t know who the Italians were or why there would be tension between them and the MC, but right then, I wanted them dead. Vaguely, I remembered Royce saying something about some guy named Santino and then a senator, but my brain couldn’t connect the dots at the moment. 
The clubhouse came into view, and the smell of smoke was nearly choking as Willa slowed down so she could make the turn into the clubhouse parking lot. First, she had to wait for someone to open the gates. The clubhouse was a refurbished old warehouse that had been there for as long as I could remember. The entire property was fenced in, making it look more like a compound than an MC clubhouse. 
As soon as she drove through, I had my door open and was running toward the front door. 
To my right, I could see a few firemen standing around the burned shell of what had once been Matt’s truck. The sheriff was also standing there, but when he spotted me, he stiffened, and I saw him lift his phone to his ear. I knew he was calling my father, but there wasn’t shit either of them could do about me being there. Unlike three years before, I wasn’t a minor, and they couldn’t force me to leave. 
Inside, there were people everywhere, and I stopped in the middle of what was the living area. All the women were crying openly, the few children staying close to their mothers, making little whimpering sounds that tore at my heart. The men all had MC cuts on, their faces pale and drawn, but their eyes were haunted and full of a rage that scared the hell out of me. 
“Where’s Matt?” I demanded of anyone willing to answer me. 
Raven, beautiful even though her face was streaked with ash and tears, appeared out of the chaos of people crowded into the room. She took my hands in hers, and I felt how chilled her fingers were. “Rory, thanks for coming.” 
“I would have been here sooner if I’d known what happened. I’m so sorry, Raven.” 
“He’s—” She broke off and shook her blond head. “No one can reason with him, and we understand that. But he’s going to end up hurting himself or someone else. I didn’t know what to do except get you in hopes you can reach him.” 
“Where is he?” 
Still holding on to one of my hands, she pulled me through the crowd and down the hall to the bedrooms. I knew which one was his without Spider standing in front of the door. As we neared it, I could hear Matt screaming and something heavy crashing against a wall. 
“I’ll fucking kill them all,” he bellowed from the other side of the door. “They want war, I’ll give them a fucking war!” 
The big, bald man in front of the door didn’t even flinch as the sound of another crash practically made the building shake. “Who left to get her?” he demanded when Raven stopped in front of him. 
“Does it matter?” 
“If you or Willa left, yes, it fucking matters. Has this shit not shown you how dangerous it is right now? They’re out for blood, Rave.” 
“Well, they got it, didn’t they?” she snapped, then quickly sucked in a harsh breath. “He needs her right now, Spider.” 
The door behind Spider opened so suddenly, I nearly stumbled backward. Bash Reid, Matt’s cousin and the MC’s president, stuck his head out of the room. His electric-blue eyes zeroed straight in on his wife. “Did you fucking leave when I told you to stay put? Fuck, Raven! I have too much shit going on right now to add worrying about you and the kids to that plate.” 
“Matt needs her,” she told him, not confirming one way or the other if it had been her or Willa who had left the clubhouse to get me. 
“I ran here,” I rushed to intercede. 
Both men finally took a longer look at me, their eyes widening when they saw the condition of my socked feet. There were holes in the thin, white material, with bloodstains from where I had cut my feet open on rocks and any number of other things that had littered the side of the road. Now that some of the numbness that had invaded my body when I thought something had happened to Matt was starting to fade, I was beginning to feel the pain in my feet. But my discomfort could wait. Matt couldn’t.  
Bash muttered something under his breath and stepped back. “Come in, but stay close to me,” he commanded. 
I moved forward and Raven started to follow, but Spider put a hand on her arm, stopping her. 
“It’s dangerous enough just her coming in, Rave,” Bash growled at her. “Please, for once, just listen and stay out there.” 
She clenched her jaw but stayed beside Spider. I didn’t hesitate, though, and walked into the room, not caring what Bash had said. Matt wouldn’t hurt me—ever. I didn’t need his cousin to protect me from him. 
“Rory, be careful,” Bash snapped behind me. “He’s not himself right now. He could hurt you without realizing what he’s doing.”
As soon as I saw him, my eyes filled with tears again. His face and clothes were streaked with ash. His blue eyes looked wild, feral, as if he were a caged panther who only wanted to be set free so he could reap vengeance for his brother. His body shook with his rage as he punched the wall with his casted hand, cracking the drywall and splitting the skin across his knuckles. He did it again, and I heard a different kind of cracking sound as his cast splintered and peeled back from the bones it was meant to stabilize and protect. 
“Matt,” I breathed and ran across the room, throwing myself against him. 
Even with his hand bleeding, he caught me. The rage didn’t leave him, but at least some of the shaking stopped as his injured hand grabbed the back of my shirt and clenched into a tight fist, holding me prisoner against him. I pressed my face into his chest, inhaling the scents of smoke and other chemicals. But underneath it all, I caught a hint of him, and my heart slowly began to ease its torturous pounding now that I had him against me. 
Matt didn’t speak, but words weren’t necessary. I could feel the agony rolling off him in waves, and I tried to absorb it, wanting to take on his pain so he didn’t have to feel it. 
 
 



Chapter Six
 
 
MATT
MY MIND FELT LIKE IT was being shredded. I couldn’t focus on anything but the fact that my brother, my best fucking friend in the world, was gone. 
Tanner had always had my back, no matter what. Even when I had completely lost it when Rory was taken from me three years ago, he had been right there, helping me fight the madness that invaded my mind and threatened to destroy me. Now, he was gone, and I had a new madness that was infecting not just my brain but my fucking soul. 
Everything that happened earlier was on replay. Waking up to my brother crashing my bedroom door open and stealing the keys to my truck. Throwing my pillow at his back as he laughed and called me a pussy, which had made me chase after him. But then I’d heard Raven asking if he was leaving yet and not to forget Max’s favorite bath toy. I hadn’t wanted her to send me with Tanner, so I’d gone back to my room before she could see me. 
I had known in my gut when the clubhouse shook from the force of the explosion outside that my brother was gone, but I hadn’t wanted to admit it to myself. I’d raced outside, fighting my way through the chaos to see Tanner’s burning body in the driver’s seat of my truck with Warden right beside him…
“Matt!” 
My name came in a whisper, but I heard it even over the pounding of blood in my ears. I turned just as Rory threw herself against me, and instinct took over as I pulled her close and held on, needing to feel her warmth. My hand tightened into a fist at the back of her shirt, refusing to let her leave me. 
Her beautiful face pressed against my chest, getting soot and fuck knew what else on her. I felt her tremble against me, heard the soft little gasps she breathed in. My mind was still in tatters, but my body was very much aware of who I was holding. 
“Rory,” Bash’s deep voice called out, and I tightened my hold on her shirt. No way in hell was I going to let him take her from me. Not when she was the only person who could save me. 
She lifted her head and glanced over at my cousin, the last blood relative I had left. “It’s fine, Bash. I’ve got this.”
“Someone will be outside this door. If you need anything, just call out.” 
“I won’t, but thanks.” 
I barely heard the door shut behind him as Rory looked up at me with those bright green eyes now clouded with tears. “I’m not going to ask if you’re okay. I know you’re not. I just need to know if I can stay with you.” 
I couldn’t get my throat to work. Of course she could stay. She should have already known the answer to that question. I wanted her with me, would have given anything to have had her with me every day of the last three fucking years. 
My gaze latched on to her little pink tongue skimming over her bottom lip. “Can I stay with you…forever?” 
Everything inside of me went completely still. Even my brain shut the fuck up and focused solely on her. “Forever?” My throat ached when I rasped out that single word. 
“I left, and I’m never going back. I love you, and I’m tired of letting my father try to keep us apart. Can I stay with you forever?” 
I moved so fast she let out a small whimper of surprise as I lifted her against the wall. The whimper turned into a little mewling sound as I stepped between her legs, pressing my lower body into her heat as I cupped her chin in one hand. “Forever?” I repeated in a voice that sounded hoarse to my own ears. 
“Forever.” 
My lips crashed down on hers, taking possession of her mouth as I thrust my tongue in and claimed her. Her fingers stabbed through my hair, raking over my scalp as she kissed me back. My fingers dug into her hips, reaching for the top of her leggings and jerking them and her panties down. 
I lost all control, not even thinking about what I was doing as I stripped off her bottoms. Her whimpers and wild little mewls of pleasure only spurred me on when I cupped her bare pussy with the hand that didn’t have the remains of the cast on it. I thrust my middle finger deep inside her tightness, growling low in my throat when I felt just how wet she was for me. 
Her fingers grasped a handful of my hair and pulled my head back roughly. “Yes,” she cried out when I thrust another finger into her, spreading them inside of her to get her ready for me. “Matt, please.” 
I pressed my thumb down hard on her clit. “You want me?” 
“Yes! Please. I want you so bad.” She sucked on my neck, her teeth sinking into it with just enough pressure to make me shake. “Please. I need your cock inside of me.” 
Her hands were already working on my belt and the snap of my jeans. Seconds later, she was reaching inside my boxers and wrapping her soft fingers around my rock-hard cock.
“Fuck,” I groaned, my hips thrusting against her as she stroked me from base to tip.
Rory guided me to her dripping pussy, and without another thought, I pushed into her roughly. She let out a sharp gasp as her walls stretched around my thickness, her eyes rolling back as she clutched my shoulders. I couldn’t stop long enough to ask if she was okay, but the little whimpers that were coming from her and the way her walls were already contracting around my shaft told me she was right there with me. 
Her head bounced against the wall, and I moved the hand that wasn’t in a cast to protect her as I fucked her harder. 
“Matt,” she whimpered. “I’m close.” 
“Fuck.” I released my hold on her ass, letting her legs drop to the floor and then turned her so that her chest was pressed to the wall. Clasping both of her sexy as fuck hips in my hands, I thrust into her from behind, hard. 
She cried out as her pussy contracted around my cock. “Matt!” 
Her thighs trembled as I pounded into her over and over again. 
“Rory!” I bent over her back as my cock erupted inside of her, flooding her with my come…
As reality began to set in and I could breathe again, I realized what I had just done. I looked down at Rory’s naked ass in my hands and felt shame flood through me. 
This was not how I wanted to it to be with this girl. She deserved better than being taken against a wall like one of the club sheep. Swallowing hard, I lifted her into my arms and carried her over to the bed. After laying her down, I went into the bathroom and grabbed a towel. As I came back into the bedroom, I saw the mess I had made earlier. There was a broken chair against the wall, and I was going to need a new TV. The wall I’d just fucked Rory against was cracked with smears of blood across it. 
A glance down at my casted hand showed me the cast was destroyed, barely hanging on to my wrist, and my knuckles were cut open deep. Clenching my jaw, I pulled the rest of the damn thing off before going back to Rory and cleaning her up. Once I had wiped away all traces of my come, I stuffed my cock back into my boxers and zipped up my jeans. 
She rolled onto her side and held out her hands to me. “Come hold me?” 
There wasn’t a force in the world that could’ve stopped me from giving her what she wanted. I crawled into bed beside her. After grabbing the blanket from the end of the bed to cover us up, I pulled her head down onto my chest. She shivered and wrapped an arm around my waist. 
The full force of the day’s events suddenly seemed to press down on me. Now that the rage had faded for the moment, all I could feel was the loss. 
Tanner was dead. My big brother was gone. 
The sight of him inside my truck, the flames making it impossible to even get close to it, haunted me, and my stomach churned at the memories.
Tears stung my eyes, and I clenched them closed as I hid my face in Rory’s hair. Like she always did, she seemed to know I was losing control of myself. Her arm tightened around me for a second before she shifted so she was lying with her head on my pillow, and she pulled my head down onto her chest. 
She combed her fingers through my hair, telling me without words that it was okay to break down. No one was there to see but her. My arms went around her, holding on tight as I let go for the first time since I was a little kid. 
Silent tears fell from my eyes, soaking through Rory’s shirt. She didn’t speak, didn’t make a single noise, knowing I needed the quiet more than words of comfort right then. This girl, she had always gotten me. Even from the first day we met, she instinctively had seemed to know exactly what I needed and when to give it to me. She’d become a part of my soul from the instant she’d flashed her sassy yet adorably shy smile at me. 
 
 



Chapter Seven
 
 
Gracie
I WATCHED AS THE SHERIFF spoke into his phone before I turned away from the sight of one of the men who supposedly ran Creswell Springs, sickened just looking at him. The trouble with this town wasn’t the MC, but the corrupt SOBs who were in the mayor’s pocket. Ever since I had started working with Jenkins, I’d seen firsthand just how slimy the DA and sheriff were, but neither was nearly as bad as the mayor himself. 
That he had it out for the MC had me wondering if it could have been him who’d caused the tragedy that the fire department was still cleaning up. 
My eyes lifted to what was left of Matt’s truck. The paramedics had already extracted Tanner’s and Warden’s bodies, something Hawk hadn’t wanted me to see. But I needed to be there to make sure their bodies had been treated respectfully. When Jenkins finally retired, the MC would be my clients, and I wasn’t about to let my mentor down by not giving them the full extent of legal protection I possibly could.
Now there was nothing left of the truck but a steel frame, the seat inside only a pile of warped springs. The smell of burning flesh still lingered in the air, making my already churning stomach protest every time I dared to breathe too deeply. 
“Darlin’, you should be inside away from all of this.” 
My gaze snapped away from the ghost of a truck and straight to my grandfather. Jack’s face, like those of most of the other MC brothers who were still spread out around the parking lot, was streaked with ash. His gray hair had soot darkening it, and his clothes were filthy. 
“I already told Hawk I need to be here for this. I’m not leaving until Bates and his men are gone.” 
Jack’s eyes went across the parking lot to where my boyfriend was talking to one of the firefighters. This guy was one of the few whom the MC trusted, which meant I trusted him too. But while Hawk was talking to the guy, his eyes kept coming back to me, making sure I was still there. That I was safe. 
“The boys have been taken to the hospital’s morgue, Gracie girl. All these jackasses are doing now is looking for something they can hype up and arrest someone over.” 
I pressed the back of my hand to my nose as the wind began to blow a little harder, stirring up all those godawful smells that had been screwing with my gag reflex for the past few hours. “I know, Jack. That’s why I’m not going anywhere until Sheriff Bates gets his idiot men off the property.” 
“You’re looking green, Gracie.” My head swiveled around to find my father coming up behind me. It was still a little crazy to think that Trigger was my father, and not the evil man I had grown up thinking I shared DNA with. But every time I saw Trigger, my heart leaped a little. In relief that I didn’t share a single gene with the man who was responsible for my mother’s death. With love for the man who had helped create me and had spent the last few months trying to make up for not having been a part of my childhood. I was just thankful that he was a part of my life now, that I got to have family who cared enough about me to worry about me. Lord knew no one in the Morgan clan ever had. “You gonna be sick?” 
“No, I’m fine…” But even as the words left my throat, I felt the bile coming up to follow them out. I bent in half, retching up the meager breakfast I had forced down so Hawk wouldn’t hound me about not eating for the third day this week. 
Trigger grabbed my hair and held it back, keeping it from getting any of the revolting smelling vomit in it. Not that it would have mattered. All the smoke had soaked into every pore—along with every other smell that had been in the air—and it was going to take more than one shower to get them out. 
“Baby!” I heard Hawk’s running feet before I saw them stop right beside me. I felt his strong, warm hand touch my back, grounding me when I needed it the most. 
When I trusted the now scant contents of my stomach to stay there, I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and straightened before stepping back from the mess I’d made. 
“You okay, darlin’?” Jack asked concernedly. “You’re pale as death, girl. Your lips are bloodless.” 
“I’m fine,” I muttered. “My stomach is just in knots from everything that’s happened today.” 
My grief over losing Tanner and Warden, one who had become like a brother to me, the other just as much family as any other MC brother, was staggering. I wanted to cry, but I knew if I started, I wasn’t likely to stop. That, on top of having to watch the cops and listening to them joke about the death of two good men, was fraying my nerves. 
Tires crunching over gravel and asphalt filled my ears, and I glanced over at the gate to the MC’s clubhouse. Jenkins’s car rolled into the parking lot. Once he was parked, he came over to me. He was scanning his eyes over my face just as the other three men in my life were doing. But whereas the other three were trying to urge me to go inside, my mentor knew better than to try to coddle me. I might be sweet little Gracie at home, but at the office, my boss had started comparing me to a barracuda. 
“Bash available?” 
“He’s inside, dealing with Matt,” Hawk informed him, keeping his hand on my back. 
“A few things have come up. We should talk.” 
“Not yet,” I cautioned, and all our eyes went to where the sheriff was still on his phone, probably still talking to the mayor, whose daughter was now somewhere inside the clubhouse. “Let’s let the place clear out first.”
“No, Gracie. It has to be now.” 
“But…” 
Hawk turned to Trigger. “You cover the front door. No one comes or goes.” 
“On it, VP.” 
Hawk took my hand, but I locked my knees, refusing to be moved. They could have this meeting without me and catch me up later. I needed to make sure nothing else happened. Looking down at my stubborn face, Hawk growled something under his breath and turned to my grandfather. “Uncle Jack, eyes on that motherfucker Bates.” 
“I’ve got this, boy. You just go deal with Jenks.” 
“Hawk—” I began, ready to argue my point further, but he shot me a look that told me I could walk or be carried. 
Clenching my jaw, I pulled my hand free of his and walked into the clubhouse behind Jenkins. I followed him up to Bash’s office, while Hawk went to get the MC’s president. Closing the door behind us, I turned to my boss. “What’s this about?” 
“I don’t want to have to tell it twice, Gracie. Let’s wait for the other two, okay?” 
My brows lifted toward the ceiling. Jenkins never hesitated to tell me anything. He knew I would need to know eventually anyway, so there was no use in keeping it from me. But now that we were alone, I saw just how stressed my boss was. His face was drawn and pale, his eyes full of exhaustion. He wasn’t just the MC’s lawyer, but also a private investigator when needed. When he retired, I was really going to have my work cut out for me where they were concerned. 
The office door opened, and Hawk and Bash entered a minute later. On a good day, Bash looked intimidating and scary. Today, after having just lost his cousin and MC brother, after having his kids screaming because they were frightened, Bash Reid looked absolutely terrifying. His electric-blue eyes were full of dark energy that could have easily lit up the entire building. 
Hawk closed and leaned back against the door while Bash crossed to his desk and leaned back against the front of it. “What’s going on, Jenks?” 
“A few things, actually.” Jenkins motioned for me to sit down, and begrudgingly, I sat in one of the chairs in front of the desk. “One, Bubbles was spotted outside Creswell Springs last night.” 
“Fucking cunt,” Bash snarled. “Where is she? I want her brought to me, right the fuck now.” 
The old lawyer lifted his hands, urging Bash to calm down. “I know your reasons for wanting to get your hands on her. Just shut up now, so I don’t know what you plan to do with her. I can’t defend you if I know your part in it.” 
“Where is she, Jenks?” Bash roared.
But the old man didn’t even flinch, too used to the mood swings of his best clients. “Last night, she was at the motel just off the interstate. But when I went to follow up on the lead I’d been given, she had already bailed again.” 
“That fucking bitch could be working with Santino,” Hawk growled, shifting with agitation. Heck, even I wanted to take a few swings at Bubbles. She had nearly made Raven miscarry Max, dang it. “She didn’t have any qualms about teaming up with Samson to burn down my bar and hurt Raven. Those goddamn Italians have a bigger bank account. The greedy cunt wouldn’t think twice about getting involved in their vendetta against us.” 
“That’s one possibility,” Jenkins said with a nod. “But I have another theory. One substantiated by something else that has come to my attention this morning.” 
“Spill it, old man,” Bash commanded. 
“How well do you know Kelli Murdock?” 
That had us all blinking at him in confusion. I didn’t know much about Colt’s girlfriend other than she worked at Paradise City and was Quinn’s roommate. The other woman tended to keep to herself, but I’d liked what I did know about her. While she was closed off, she didn’t seem fake to me. 
“What does she have to do with any of this?” I asked, because I seriously couldn’t fit her into any of the crap that had taken place today.
“I recently did a background check on her. Don’t ask me why, I can’t really explain it to myself, let alone you. But I saw her going into the DA’s office last week, and something just didn’t feel right. When I got the report back on her, I realized my instincts are still pretty spot-on. She’s the daughter of one of Senator Samson’s mistresses.” 
“Are you telling me that Samson had a hand in the bombing?” Bash questioned, his voice deceptively soft, which had all the fine hairs on my body standing on end. Bash shouting was scary, but when he got quiet like this, even Raven took notice. Hawk took a few cautious steps in my direction, putting himself between his brother-in-law and me.
“No, boy. I’m fairly sure that was solely a hit from the Italians, as you’ve said. What I’m saying is, Bubbles worked with the son, so why not the father? When I asked around this morning, I was told Bubbles only had one visitor.”
“Kelli,” I guessed, my stomach churning all over again. 
“Kelli,” Jenkins confirmed. 
Bash’s gaze shot to Hawk. “Is she here?” 
“I haven’t seen her, but I wasn’t exactly looking.” He tilted his head back, glaring at the ceiling as he gritted his teeth for a moment. “Fuck!” 
“Just pause for a minute,” I urged Hawk, getting to my feet and crossing to him. I touched both hands to his crossed arms, effortlessly pulling his gaze down to me. “We don’t know what’s going on here. Kelli has worked for Paradise City since before the bar was burned down. She was assaulted by Kevin Samson while at work one night, remember? Just because she’s the daughter of the senator’s mistress doesn’t mean she’s involved with anything.” 
“She’s right,” Bash surprised me by saying. “We don’t know shit about this girl, and until we do know one way or the other about her motives, we aren’t going to do anything to her. But I want her watched. I want someone’s eyes on her at all times. She doesn’t leave our sight.” 
“What the hell do I tell my little brother?” Hawk demanded. “She’s sleeping in his bed every damn night. If she’s working against us, that means she’s working against him.” 
“Who the fuck do you think I want to keep an eye on her?” Bash twisted his neck, popping it and making me shudder at the sound. “Get him up here. I want to know everything he’s found out about her.” 
Hawk muttered something under his breath but nodded. Pressing a kiss to the middle of my forehead, he opened the door and stomped down the stairs. “Anyone seen Colt?” 
I shut the door to the sound of people telling him to look out back, and I turned to face the other two men. “I’d like to read the background report you have on her, Jenkins.”
“It’s at my office. I’ll give it to you when you come into work in the morning.” His gaze went to Bash. “Want to hear the rest of my theory, boy?” 
Bash clenched his jaw but gave a single nod, silently telling him to go on. 
“Samson tried to get the ATF in here after you boys. But that backfired, and the Feds told the senator to go home and stop making a stink. My theory is that maybe Samson found out just how big a hard-on Michaels and Campbell have for you, and he wanted to cash in on that. Maybe he’s got this girl spying on the MC through Colt, and she’s reporting everything she sees back to the mayor and the DA.” 
“Colt is too smart to let anything club-related slip past his lips.” 
“But she’s now staying here in the clubhouse. You and your boys are vulnerable right now, Bash. Some of those hotheads down there aren’t exactly as close-lipped as you and he are. She could find out all kinds of juicy information she could take back to Michaels. All they need is confirmation of one incident to invoke RICO and charge every last one of you.” 
“Fuck,” Bash groaned and popped his neck again. 
“I’m just saying that maybe you want to do more than just keep an eye on her, son.” 
“Noted,” the big man growled. “Now, is there anything else you need to tell me?” Jenkins shook his head. “Then I need you two to get the fuck out. As you said before, Jenks, you can’t defend me if you know what part I have in something.” 
 
 



Chapter Eight
 
 
MATT
WITH A GROAN, I REACHED for my girl, only to find the bed empty. I opened my eyes, scanning the spot where she had fallen asleep beside me and then across the room to find Rory standing at the door, her head stuck out into the hall. She was fully dressed again, but her hair was tousled, the only visible proof of the fucking she had gotten earlier. 
“Bash needs to talk to Matt. Could you wake him for me?” Raven’s voice sounded strained to my ears, but after the events of the day, it was little wonder. My brother might have gotten on her nerves on a daily basis, but she’d loved him. 
“Are you sure that’s best right now? He’s not himself yet.” 
“It’s okay,” I called over to her, and Rory’s head snapped around. Concern darkened her eyes, and I could see the protest that was about to spill from her lips. “I need to be doing something. Just lying around would only drive me crazy, and you’d end up smothering me with a pillow,” I tried to tease her. 
Raven nudged the door open a little farther until she could see into my room. “Hey, I’m glad you’re calmer now. And I really do hate bothering you, but the brothers are getting riled up, and Bash said he needed to talk to you.” 
“It’s fine, Rave. Give me a few minutes, and I’ll head out.” 
Rory grimaced, but she turned her gaze on Raven. “What can I do?” 
“How good are you in the kitchen?” Which had me forcing back a laugh. My girl in the kitchen? Cooking? Was Raven trying to burn the clubhouse down?
“My talents with a stove extend to boiling water, but I can make sandwiches like a champ,” she assured the older woman with a smirk. 
Raven nearly smiled. “You’re just what I need, then. Half the ol’ ladies are still too upset to be of any help, and these people need to be fed soon. Come into the kitchen when he’s ready to go up to see Bash. I’ll have plenty for you to do if you’re willing to help.” 
“I’ll be out soon, then,” she promised. 
When Raven was gone, Rory shut and locked the door before coming back to the bed. She sank down onto the edge and, leaning over, kissed me. “Are you sure you’re up to going out there? Not two hours ago you were tearing this place apart.” 
I tipped her chin up so I could kiss her again, fighting the madness that was trying to consume my brain again. “I’m sure, girl. Having you here with me has helped. Knowing that you’re not going anywhere will keep me sane enough to deal with club business.” 
I couldn’t let losing Tanner put the rest of my life on hold. I had responsibilities, people who relied on me to do my share. But mostly, I wanted to find every last Santino family member and exact justice for my brother. I couldn’t do that locked in this room with Rory. 
“Please be careful, Matt. I-I just got you back, dammit. I don’t want to lose you again. I can’t.” 
I pulled her head down onto my chest and buried my face in her sweet-smelling hair. My body came awake from having her in my arms, but I reined in my reaction, wanting to savor just holding her. “I’m not going anywhere—ever—without you,” I breathed close to her ear. “You’re mine, Rory, and I’m not letting anyone take you from me ever again. Or me from you.” 
I held her for a few more minutes, gave her one last deep kiss that left us both wanting more, and then forced myself to climb out of bed. She stretched out on the bed, watching me while I pulled on a shirt and grabbed my keys and wallet. 
“Do you have money?” She’d told me she’d left all the stuff attached to her father’s name behind, which meant her credit cards too. 
She narrowed her eyes on me. “I’m not taking your money.” 
“It’s our money, Rory. You’re mine, and that means I take care of you.” I pulled out all the cash I had, which was close to two hundred dollars, but she was already shaking her head, glaring up at me. “Take it, so I know if you need or want something, you can get it.” 
“I’m going to find a job, so I don’t need this money,” she argued, which only pissed me off. 
“You’re not getting a damn job. You’re going to finish school, and I don’t want you to have to work yourself to death with your course load and work too.” 
“Matt, stop, okay? I can’t afford school right now, and honestly, I hate the classes I’m in.” She stood, the look on her face so stubborn it made me want to spank her beautiful ass. 
“I can afford it, Rory. You know I fucking can. And what’s mine is yours.”
She let out a frustrated breath and shook her head. “Look, the past three years, I’ve been doing nothing but complying with what my father wanted from me, all because I thought I had to in order to keep you out of prison. Ever since I came back and you told me jail wasn’t a possibility, all I’ve been thinking about is those damn classes I’ve taken over the years to make him happy. My entire college experience has been to please him, not myself. I don’t even know what classes I would actually want to take, but the ones I’m in right now aren’t among them.”
When I looked at it from that point of view, I had to agree with her. I wanted her to be happy, wanted her to have a life she wouldn’t look back on and regret ten, twenty, even fifty years down the road. I didn’t want to stand in her way, but at the same time, I wanted to make sure she made the right choices for herself. “What’s the plan, then?” 
She put her hand to the middle of my chest and gave me the barest hint of a smile. “The plan is to love you forever and take life one day at a time, because as long as I have you, everything else can go to hell for all I care.” 
 
***
I walked Rory to the kitchen before heading up to see what Bash wanted. I hoped he had something for me to do because even with Rory around, I was going fucking crazy thinking about what had happened to Tanner. I owed it to my brother to kill the bastards who had cut his life far too short. 
As I turned away from the kitchen door, Jenkins was coming toward me. “Sorry for your loss, boy.”
I grimaced and nodded, unable to do more as my throat tightened.
The lawyer cleared his throat. “I heard Aurora Michaels is here. You mind if I talk to her?” 
I stiffened, the lump in my throat dissolving instantly. “If you’re going to try to talk her into going back to her father’s house, you can go fuck yourself. She’s not going anywhere.” 
“That’s not what I need to speak to her about. I just want to ask her to come down to my office in the next few days. Her twenty-first birthday is next week, and her mother charged me with handling the contents of her will. Aurora gets her inheritance when she turns twenty-one.” 
“Fine. Ask her what day suits her best, and I’ll bring her in to see you. Anything else?” He shook his graying head, and I stepped around him. “Then we’re done here.” 
Upstairs, there were two brothers outside my cousin’s closed office door. Brody, a skinny guy with his blond hair pulled back into a low ponytail, stepped forward and gave me a bear hug. “You need anything, you just say the word, brother. You hear me?” 
I clenched my jaw and nodded. “Yeah, B. I hear you.” 
He stepped back and opened Bash’s door. As I entered the office, I wasn’t surprised to see all four Hannigan brothers and Spider. The tension in the room didn’t even surprise me. We were all hyped up after the explosion. 
What surprised me was the way Spider was holding on to Colt’s shoulders, as if to hold him back from something. 
“Colt decide to kill Raider after all for knocking up Quinn?” I was only half joking. It wouldn’t have surprised me if Colt actually had changed his mind. Even I knew that Quinn was special to the youngest Hannigan brother, and we were all watching and waiting for Raider to fuck up. 
The door was shut behind me, and Bash motioned me forward. “I don’t want this getting back to anyone else, so whatever is said in this room stays here. Understand?” 
I stood a little taller, my fingers automatically cracking the knuckles on my uninjured hand. I’d tossed the cast, but my hand was still aching after the beating I’d given the walls down in my room earlier. “What the fuck’s going on?” 
“We don’t know one hundred percent, but it has been brought to my attention that we could possibly have someone feeding the mayor and DA information.”
“Not Rory,” I growled, ready to take on any and every single one of my MC brothers in that room if that was what it took. My girl was loyal, the years away from each other only attesting to that even more. “She would never do shit like that. And she wouldn’t have anything to take back to her father anyway. Club business stays club business. I don’t talk. Ever.” 
“We don’t think it’s Rory,” Hawk assured me, his eyes going to Colt. “Kelli is who we suspect.”
Colt jerked against Spider’s hold, but not even his strength could budge the enforcer. “You don’t fucking know that. She would never betray me.” 
“Like she wouldn’t let Quinn start dancing at Paradise City while we were gone?” Raider taunted, his eyes shooting flames at his little brother. “You don’t even really know that bitch. She could be fucking the mayor behind your back for all you know. She could be fucking that damn senator just like her whore mother.” 
“Shut your fucking mouth!” Colt roared, making the windows actually shake. “Don’t you fucking ever talk about her like that again.” 
“Chill out, Colt,” Jet commanded, his voice booming, and got between his two youngest brothers, despite Spider still not having released his hold of Colt. “Raider is right. You don’t really know Kelli. Did she tell you that her mother used to fuck the douchebag who brought in the motherfucking ATF on us? Hell no, she didn’t. Did she tell you she had seen Bubbles, or let you know where we could find that skank? No. She’s kept secrets, major ones. What the hell else has she not told you?” 
“I don’t know, goddammit. Okay? I don’t know.” 
“Then we need to find out,” Bash growled at him. “And you need to keep your damn head before you fuck it all up and she goes running to Michaels with something that could put us all away. You, more than anyone, know he’s about to nut off in his expensive suit when he gets his hands on us once and for all.” 
“I’ll take care of it,” Colt muttered. “You won’t have to worry about Kelli anymore.” 
“What the fuck does that mean?” Raider demanded. 
“It means I’ll motherfucking deal with her, brother.” 
“How?” Jet snapped. 
“My way, and that’s all you need to know.” 
“You know she’s going to have to be taken care of if you do find out she’s been leaking shit back to them, right?” Hawk bit out. 
Colt’s eyes turned wild, but his voice was calm when he spoke. “I know.” 
“You sure you can do that?” 
“I guess we’ll find out if I ever have to cross that bridge.” 
 
 



Chapter Nine
 
 
Rory
OTHER THAN RAVEN, THE ONLY other people in the kitchen were Flick and Willa, all of them making sandwiches for the masses. As I entered the room, all three of them stopped talking and gave me weak smiles. The three women still had damp, swollen eyes, which tore at my heart a little more. I’d gotten to know them a little since I’d gotten back to Creswell Springs, and I looked up to all of them. These three had a strength I only wished I possessed. 
“Hey, thanks for coming to help out.” Raven motioned me over. “As you can see, we have plenty to do but not much help. Quinn is watching my kids in Raider’s room, and Gracie is outside with Trigger, watching Bates snoop around. Everyone else is still kind of in shock or too fucking lazy to help.” 
I looked at the huge island counter that was covered with stacks of bread, platters of veggies, and bowls of different salad spreads for the sandwiches Willa and Flick were already putting together. There was enough food there potentially to feed the entire county, but having seen the MC brothers eat together before, I knew this would only barely feed everyone. 
I washed my hands and then stood on the side of the island with Raven. Taking a bowl that looked like ham salad, I started putting sandwiches together. “Who made this?” I asked as I licked a smear off my thumb. “This is delicious.” 
“It’s one of Aggie’s recipes,” Willa informed me as she cleaned out her bowl of egg salad and grabbed a new one. “Everything we make comes from one of her recipes. She’s a mastermind at throwing flavors together that make your tongue feel like it’s having an orgasm.” 
“How’s Matt doing?” Flick asked as she covered a full platter of sandwiches with plastic wrap and set it aside. 
“He’s…” I paused, not sure how to answer that. “He’s not himself,” I finally told her honestly. “I’ve never seen him like this, and it’s breaking my heart.” 
“They were really close,” Flick murmured, her eyes filling with tears again, but she blinked them back. “They had always been each other’s best friend, but when their parents died five years ago, they pulled together and bonded even more.” 
“I can’t believe he’s gone,” Raven said with a shaky sigh. “I keep waiting for him to walk in here and ask me for something to eat. Or to run his stupid mouth. Damn it, he was a pain in the ass, but…he was our pain in the ass.” 
We were all quiet for several long minutes, each of us lost in memories of Tanner Reid as we made sandwiches on autopilot. 
Three years ago, when Matt and I had first gotten together, Tanner had been around all the time. But I had liked his company. He’d made me laugh, made me feel like I belonged, like I was a part of the Reid family. He had hit on me all the time, but I always knew he was teasing, that I was nothing more than a sister to him. We had become friends, and he was the only guy Matt had never gotten jealous of. 
“What happens now?” I asked a while later, when the quiet seemed to be too loud. “I mean, will there be a funeral?” 
“Yes,” Raven assured me. “Well, a memorial. Once the boys get taken to the funeral home, they will be cremated. I already asked Bash if that was okay. It was a pretty easy decision to make since there…” Her chin trembled, but she clenched her jaw. “There won’t be much to put in a casket anyway.”
“Willa!” Flick dropped her spoon onto the counter and caught the other woman around the waist as she began to sway. “Shit,” she cried when Willa became dead weight in her arms. 
Raven and I rushed around the island to help her, and we were able to get Willa safely laid out on the floor. Raven dropped to her knees beside her, already checking the brunette’s pulse. “Get Spider,” she commanded. 
Unsure who she was talking to, I ran to do just that. I raced out into the huge, open room, my eyes scanning over everyone, but there were too many faces. “Spider!” I called out as loud as I could. “Spider!” 
All eyes flew to me, but none of them belonged to the scary as hell MC enforcer. “Spider!” I yelled his name at the top of my lungs, and the door upstairs that I could only assume was Bash’s office was jerked open. 
Menacing eyes narrowed on me. “What?” 
“It’s Willa…” His wife’s name had barely left my mouth before he was running down the stairs. “…she fainted.” 
He was already on the ground floor before Matt and Bash had even stepped out of the office. Side by side, it was easy to tell that the last of the Reid clan were related. Bash was wider in the chest, with longer hair where Matt’s had always been cut shorter, but they had the same stubborn set to their jaws and the same electric-blue eyes. Both pairs were now full of questions as they stomped down the stairs, the Hannigan brothers right behind them. 
“What’s going on, babe?” Matt asked when he reached me. 
“I don’t know. Willa just kind of went limp.” 
He took my hand, and we followed Bash into the kitchen. 
Spider was on his knees on the other side of Willa, who had already started to come around. “Don’t try to get up,” he ordered in a voice that shook. “Doc is on his way.” 
Willa’s eyes seemed unfocused for a moment before she blinked them and then frowned up at her husband. “What happened? Why am I on the floor?” 
“You passed out,” Raven told her as she checked the other woman’s pulse again. “Your pulse is starting to come back up. I think your blood pressure dropped.” 
“Well, I feel fine now.” She started to lift onto her elbows, but Spider pressed her back down with a hand to her chest, earning a glare from her. “James, I’m fine. Really. It’s just been a really long and emotional day. I’m okay.” 
He got to his feet then bent and lifted her effortlessly into his arms. “You aren’t doing shit until Doc checks you out.” He glanced at Raven. “Can you come help me get her into bed?” 
“Right behind you,” she assured him as he carried Willa out of the kitchen. 
Jet and Hawk were already getting into the sandwiches. Hawk stuffed one into his mouth, grabbed two more, and then left without more than a garbled “thanks” to Flick. Jet kissed Flick’s lips before cramming his mouth full of chicken salad. “Love you, babe,” he grumbled as he followed after his younger brother. 
Flick watched them go with a bemused look on her face, before turning her gaze on Matt and Bash. “You two hungry?” 
They both shook their dark heads, getting a glower in return. “You two need to eat. Tell him, Rory.” 
I hugged Matt’s waist. “She’s right. Please? Just eat a little something. For me.” 
“Did you eat?” I shook my head. “If you fix us both a plate, I’ll eat. But only if you do.” 
I rolled my eyes, earning a half grin from him. “Fine, you win. This time.” 
He brushed his lips over mine. “Babe, as long as I have you, I win every day.” 
 
 
 



Chapter Ten
 
 
Quinn
A
FIRM KNOCK ON RAIDER’S bedroom door had me pushing to my feet from where I’d been sitting on the floor with Lexa and Max. They didn’t even look up from their coloring when I got up. Unsure if it was friend or foe—or in my case, one of my sisters—I cautiously opened the door an inch. Spotting Colt on the other side, I swung it open. 
As soon as I got a better look at my best friend’s face, I knew something was wrong. His eyes looked dead, his face pale and hard. It could have been that he’d just lost one of his closest friends, two of his MC brothers. Heck, it could have been any number of reasons, but that look in his eyes made me worry about him. And Raider. 
“What is it?” I demanded, my voice shaking as the memory of thinking Raider had been in the blast earlier that day came back to haunt me all over again. Colt’s jaw clenched, making my already queasy stomach protest more. “Colt?” 
Seeing the fear in my eyes, he softened his expression slightly and gave me a grim smile. “I just wanted to come say bye, Quinnie.” 
The word sounded foreign to me. Bye? What did that mean? “Y-you’re leaving? Now?” When I needed him the most? When I was scared for him and anyone who wore the Angel’s Halo MC cut? 
His stiff shoulders lifted in a shrug. “I’ve got some business to take care of, sweetheart. I don’t know when I’ll be back, but I wanted to see you before I left.” 
Business. Meaning he was going on a run for the MC. I knew better than to ask where he was going or why. He wouldn’t have told me even if I had asked, but he always told me bye before he went on one. I hugged him tightly. “Be careful,” I whispered against the leather of his cut. 
He kissed the top of my head that didn’t even reach his chin. “I will. Not sure when I’ll be back,” he said again. “But I won’t be able to call to check on you much. Be careful, okay? Don’t do anything reckless. I’d hate to have to kill someone if something happened to you or the baby. And call if you need me or Kelli for anything life-or-death.” 
My eyes widened. “Kelli’s going with you?” On a run? That made no sense to me. 
“Yeah, just me and her. I wouldn’t take her with me unless I had to,” he assured me with another grim smile, but there was something in his green eyes that had me taking a step back from him. 
I trusted Colt with my life. He had been there for me through every up and down in my life. He was the one person in the world I knew I could count on no matter the time of day, no questions asked. He was my person, and I liked to think I was his too. I had never been scared of him. Never. But right then, with that look on his handsome face and that look in his eyes, he was making me nervous. 
“Just be careful, Colt.” He nodded his dirty-blond head, and I hugged him again. “I love you.” 
I got another kiss on top of my head before he stepped back. “Love you, Quinnie,” he gritted out and walked away. 
I stood there in the doorway watching him walk down the hall. Something was wrong, I knew it, could feel it. But if it was MC-related, I knew I would never know what it was. I started to go back into the bedroom when I saw Raven come out of a room farther down the hall. Seeing me standing there, she came over to me. 
“Hey. The kids okay?” She stuck her head in to look at her kids who, while still a little shaken up from the earlier chaos, seemed blissfully unaware of the true destruction that had been done today. 
“They’re doing good,” I assured her. “Everything okay? You look run off your feet.” 
Her lips twisted into a sad excuse for a smile. “Willa passed out. Doc is in there with her and Spider now, but he’s not happy with her blood pressure. He and Spider are making her go to the hospital for the night.” 
“Oh my God,” I whispered low, so the kids couldn’t hear me. “Is she going to be okay?” 
“I think she will be, if she can survive Spider’s freak-out.” 
“Let me know if there is anything I can do. I feel like I’m just hiding in here.” Or like I’m being locked up, but I didn’t tell her that. 
She didn’t need to know that her brother had exhausted me by making me come over and over again until I had fallen asleep on top of him. Or that he had woken me a while later to deposit his niece and nephew in the room with me before giving me a kiss and disappearing. That had been hours ago, and I hadn’t seen or heard from him since. I knew he was shaken up after what had happened to Tanner and Warden, that it was hurting him deeply. And I even accepted that he was worried about something happening to me and the baby, but I wanted to be with him right now. Wanted just to hold his hand if nothing else, damn it. 
He had promised me he would be careful, but I didn’t completely trust that he hadn’t been crossing his fingers. He was hot-tempered and wanted to avenge his friends. Part of me wanted him to kill the mofos who had taken Tanner and Warden from us. But a bigger, terrified part of me wanted him to just hold me and let the others deal with it. 
“Flick’s going to come and watch the kids in a few. Come and get something to eat,” Raven urged. She touched a hand to my stomach only to drop it quickly when she realized what she had done. “Sorry. I hated it when people touched my stomach when I was pregnant with Max. I was as big as a house, and I guess a pregnant belly is like a magnet or something, but you’re still not even showing.” She shook her head with a tiny smile lifting one side of her mouth. “I’m just really excited to be getting a niece or nephew.” 
“It’s okay. You can touch my stomach whenever you get the urge,” I promised her. “Where is my baby daddy, by the way? Have you seen him?” 
“Sorry, I haven’t seen him, babe.” 
I forced a smile. “Okay. Well, I’ll come eat as soon as Flick comes to relieve me.” 
She turned to go, then stopped and looked back at me over her shoulder. “He’s just worried about you, Quinn. He doesn’t want anything to happen to you and the baby.” 
I tried to make my smile brighter, but it was still forced. “I know.” 
Ten minutes later, Flick knocked on the door. She had two plates for the kids in her hands. “I’ve come to feed the monstrous Reid spawn.” 
“Aunt Flick!” Max jumped up and ran over to hug her leg. 
“Hey, buddy.” With him still clinging to her leg, she half walked, half waddled over to the bed where she set the two paper plates down and then picked him up. Giving him a loud, smacking kiss on the cheek, she tickled him under the chin and rubbed her nose against his. “You hungry? Because I’m not sure if I just heard your tummy growl or if you’re actually turning into a demon spawn.” 
“Can I have a sandwich, Aunt Flick?” Lexa asked as she looked at the two plates cautiously. Having a nut allergy had given the little girl a reason to question everything she put into her mouth. 
“Of course you can, baby. Me and your momma made these ourselves.” 
“You look like you got this lot under control. I’m going to go grab a sandwich,” I told Flick as I backed out of the room. 
“Sure. Don’t worry about us. I’ve got these two. Take your time.” She gave me a sad smile. “Get some fresh air too. I’m sure you feel suffocated right now. Just go out through the kitchen. From what Hawk said, Bates is still dicking around out front.” 
I gave her a nod, because I really did need some fresh air, but more than anything, I just needed to see Raider. I didn’t want to turn back into the girl who had done nothing but follow Raider Hannigan around like a lost little puppy. Didn’t want to become the girlfriend who constantly checked up on her boyfriend. But right then, that was exactly what I felt like I was doing. 
As I entered the main room, I glanced around both in search of Raider and any of my three sisters. I had been able to avoid them for the most part since everyone had been put on lockdown and stuck inside the clubhouse. I’d mostly stayed in Raider’s or Colt’s room throughout the day because my morning sickness was still hanging on. Plus, I didn’t have the energy these days to deal with their bitchiness. 
I spotted Heather sitting on one of the couches with one of the MC brothers. They were sitting close, but with all the kids running around, they both knew better than to play around like they normally would have if it was just the brothers in residence. Amanda was sitting on the floor with a few of the other sheep. They were all still openly crying and leaning on each other. 
There was no sign of Whitney. My stomach churned when I didn’t see Raider either. Jealousy and uncertainty filled me, but I tried to push down my old insecurities. Raider said he loved me, and I believed him…
Mostly. 
Years of being pushed away, of watching him with every other female and ignoring me weren’t going to evaporate from my memory bank overnight. Or even in a few days. Hell, maybe not even in a few years. But I loved him, and we were having a child together. I wanted to at least give this a chance. 
Give him a chance. 
I walked through the main room and entered the kitchen. The place was empty of people, and considering the platters of sandwiches were still untouched, I was pretty sure Raven had told everyone to stay out of the kitchen for now. I washed my hands, put two sandwiches and a few carrot sticks on a paper plate, and then walked outside to eat. 
Smoke was still in the air, but at least the worst of it had faded. I could hear loud voices from the front parking lot and the beeping of a truck backing up, and I figured the wrecker had finally arrived to take away what was left of Matt’s truck. 
Pain stabbed through my chest as the realization that Tanner and Warden were really gone hit me all over again. I sat down on one of the old picnic tables and put my face in my hands. Neither one of them would ever come into the diner and tease me again. I wouldn’t see their faces, hear their voices ever again. 
I’d lost plenty of people I’d loved over the years, the last being my mother to cancer, but it never got easier to handle. You never grew a tough enough skin over your heart to protect you from the pain of losing someone you cared about. 
“Quinn…?” Raider’s voice was hesitant, and I lifted my eyes to see him crouching down beside me. Concern darkened his green eyes, and he cupped my cheek, wiping away a stream of tears that was flooding down my face. “Sweetheart, don’t cry.” 
“S-sorry,” I muttered, pulling back so I could wipe away my tears with the hem of my shirt. “It just hit me all over again that they’re gone.” 
He nodded but didn’t say anything. For several minutes, we were both quiet. I felt shy with him for some reason and kept my gaze on something off in the distance, but I could feel his eyes on me. I didn’t know what to say to him. He had lost two men who were like brothers to him and I knew he was hurting, but I had no words to offer that could ease the pain. 
“Colt and Kelli left,” he finally said, breaking the awkward silence between us. 
I nodded. “He came and told me bye.” 
“He might be gone a while.” 
“Yeah, that’s what he said.” I wanted to ask him what was going on, why Colt had left with Kelli when he never took her on runs. The MC never took any female on a run, ever. Not even Raven. But I knew my words would just be a waste of breath. 
“I’m glad you’re eating,” he said as he moved to sit beside me. He straddled the bench, sitting close enough that I was practically between his legs. Pushing the hair back from my face, he kissed my temple. “What’s wrong, baby?” 
I gave him a tight smile. “It’s just been a long day.” 
His green gaze trapped mine, refusing to let me look away, but something in his eyes eased my tension a little. “I wish I could have stayed in bed with you earlier, but I needed to help out my brothers. Something came up…” He clenched his jaw as he trailed off, as if biting back the words. I couldn’t help wondering if maybe he had been about to tell me club business. “If it hadn’t been important, I wouldn’t have left you.” 
“I know and I understand. I wouldn’t want you to pick me over them no matter what.” 
His eyes narrowed. “It wasn’t about picking you over them. You come first with me. Always.” 
“That wasn’t what I meant.” I blew out a frustrated sigh. “I just… I understand that you had things that needed your attention.” 
“Still love me?” 
That had me rolling my eyes. “That’s a stupid question, Raider.” 
He rubbed his hand over my ass and pulled me closer, while his other hand angled my legs over his thigh that was under the picnic table. His lips touched the corner of my mouth, making me gasp at the tenderness behind the small kiss. “Tell me you love me,” he murmured close to my ear. “I need to hear you say it again.” 
“I love you,” I whispered and felt him jerk. 
Closing his eyes, he pressed his forehead to mine. “I love you, Quinn.”
Hearing those words, I pushed down all my insecurities and doubts and leaned into him, letting him hold me. 
Eventually, I picked up one of my sandwiches and offered him the second. We ate in silence, with me still practically sitting on his lap. Behind us, the kitchen door opened, and Hawk and Gracie came to sit down at the table with us. Hawk had a plate with four sandwiches on it, but Gracie looked about as green as I felt every morning as she sat beside him. 
“I take it Bates is finally gone?” Raider shot at his brother. 
“About ten minutes ago,” Hawk said with a nod. “This one wouldn’t take her eyes off him.” 
“I was just making sure you guys were protected,” she grumbled, her lips twisting when her boyfriend put a sandwich in her hands. She took a tiny nibble. I could see that she didn’t really want to be eating, but the two brothers were too busy talking to notice. 
“Saw Colt leaving earlier. He take Kelli with him?” 
“Yeah.” 
“Good,” Hawk muttered, low and menacingly. It caused the fine hairs on my body to stand up in fear, and I didn’t like it. Something was going on; I could sense it now just as much as I could when Colt had come to say bye. “I guess we’ll have to wait and see, then.” 
That got a nod from Raider, who grabbed a sandwich off his brother’s plate. 
“I can fix you a plate,” I offered, and he shot me a look that told me to stay where I was even as his hand tightened on my ass. 
“I like having you right where you are, sweetheart. Don’t go anywhere.” 
“Here, take mine.” Gracie put her barely touched sandwich on my now-empty plate and dusted off her hands. 
“Are you still not hungry?” Hawk was watching her closer now. 
She shrugged. “I’m good.” 
I caught her gaze and lifted a brow, because I could make a guess at what was wrong with her. Maybe the Hannigan clan was going to be getting more than one new addition soon. 
 
 



Chapter Eleven
 
 
COLT
THE CABIN WAS QUIET WHEN I pulled my hog around to the back of it. Kelli, who had fallen asleep against my back halfway through the trip, stirred as I killed the engine and lowered the kickstand. She had fucking fallen asleep. As if she didn’t have a single care in the world. As if she didn’t suspect for a minute why I had brought her with me on this run. 
I didn’t know what to think about that. Did she not regret betraying me? Did she have no conscience? Or did she just not have anything to even be concerned about? 
I hoped it was the latter one, because I didn’t want to think about what I would have to do if she had betrayed not just me, but my MC. 
“Where are we?” she muttered as she tried to hide a yawn. 
I kept my eyes on the mountains around us. My family had owned this cabin in the Santa Rosa Range for three generations now. The mountain range was mostly in the Humboldt-Toiyabe National Forest, but this cabin was just outside of it. When I realized how badly Kelli might have betrayed me, I knew I had to bring her here. There wasn’t another single person for miles in either direction. No one to hear me screaming at her, no one to hear her cries. No one to witness me burying a body if that was what it came to. 
Fuck, I didn’t want it to come to that. 
I needed to find out what Kelli had been telling Bubbles and that motherfucking senator. Needed to figure out just how much I had let slip during the months I had been sleeping in the same bed with her. 
“This is our old hunting cabin,” I told her as I got off the motorcycle and helped her off before leading the way up the back steps to the second floor. I pulled out my ring of keys and unlocked the door. 
Using the light from my phone, I found the breaker box and turned on the power and the well. The lights came on with a soft flicker, and I was glad at least one thing was going right for me today. I still hadn’t had time to think about what had happened earlier in the day. One of my best friends was gone, but I didn’t have the time to mourn him, wouldn’t get to go to the memorial to tell him goodbye or celebrate his and Warden’s lives with my club. Instead, I would have to deal with Kelli and find out just how much she knew, how much she had told my enemies. 
“Is there even anything to eat here?” Kelli grumbled as she looked around the room with curious eyes. 
The upper floor was completely open, containing both the kitchen and living room, but downstairs there were two bedrooms and a little bathroom that had a postage-stamp shower. There was also the small room where the first generation of Hannigans had cleaned and cut up whatever game they had caught. 
There was a drain in the middle of the room so that the game could be hung upside down and the blood could easily flow out of it. The room, no matter how often and thoroughly it was cleaned, always smelled like old blood. When this cabin had belonged to my father, it hadn’t always been used for hunting, and some of that old blood didn’t completely belong to the deer and elk that he and his brothers had killed. 
“There should still be some canned food in the pantry.” I grabbed her around the waist and pulled her in close. “Go shower, babe. I’ll find us something to eat and make some coffee.” 
Something in her eyes softened, and she gave me a smile with those pouty lips that were just one of her many gorgeous assets that got her good tips at Paradise City. “Thanks, babe.” 
I slapped her on the ass and pushed her in the direction of the stairs. As she walked away, I just stood there, watching her leave me. She didn’t seem to care that I had been hurting all day, that I had been stressed and tired and pissed at the entire world. She was like a robot at times, emotionless. When I’d first met her, I’d thought it was just a mask she put on to keep the rest of the world out. 
Now I wondered if she was a sociopath. 
I heard the water turn on downstairs and then went back down to my hog to get the few provisions I had brought. Coffee was the biggest necessity since I knew the pantry was still well stocked after the last time I’d been up here with some of the brothers. I found a few cans of beef stew in the pantry that still had a few months before it went bad. I put it on the stove to simmer while I made the coffee. 
I was putting our dinner in bowls when Kelli returned, her hair wrapped in a thin white towel and dressed in one of my old shirts. She sat at the beat-up old table, tucking her bare legs up under her and showing me that she was indeed wearing panties. For the first time since I had started fucking her, my dick didn’t even stir at the sight of her sexy little scrap of underwear. I had turned off all my emotions to prepare for what was going to happen next, what I had to do. It would make this easier. I couldn’t let myself soften where she was concerned. Too much was at risk if I fucked this up.  
I set her bowl and mug of coffee in front of her before grabbing my own and taking the chair on the other side of the table. She drank her coffee in silence for a few minutes, letting the stew cool a little before daring to eat it. I kept my focus on my meal, refusing to let the events of the day overpower me. I could think about Tanner and Warden later, when I had Kelli under lock and key. 
Her phone buzzed, surprising us both. Service out here wasn’t the best. I had put a booster on my phone so I could get texts just in case Quinn or Bash needed me. 
I lifted my gaze to find her frowning down at the screen of her phone. “Problems?” 
She blinked her eyes a few times, seeming unable to focus on me. “Um, no. Just…” Her speech was starting to slur, and I pushed my half-eaten bowl of stew away. “Jusssh…” She tried again, her brow puckering in confusion. “Jusssh.” 
“Just what?” I asked with both brows lifted. 
She started to sway in her chair, and she unfolded her legs from under herself clumsily in an attempt to balance herself. Her phone dropped onto the floor at her feet, and she grasped the edges of the table, shaking her head as if to clear it. “Wats wong wit me?” she slurred out. 
I lifted my mug of coffee, watching her over the rim of it as I took a slow swallow. “Your coffee was laced with a little concoction my sister invented herself. Just a little will knock a man as big as Spider on his ass for two days. I barely put a pinch in your coffee.” 
She jerked to her feet so quickly that her chair tipped over, and she nearly tripped over it as she hastily backed away from the table. “Wut?” she groaned, her hands going to her head as she started to sway. 
“Just relax,” I instructed her. “Let it do its job. It won’t kill you.” 
“Why?” she cried as she grabbed on to the back of the old couch across the room. Her legs were shaking, her knees about to give out, but the girl was a fighter. “Why?” she cried again. 
I shrugged like it was nothing to me. Like she hadn’t stabbed me in the back and pierced my heart with her poison-spiked dagger. Like she hadn’t killed what I was beginning to feel for her. “Why did you meet with Bubbles?” I asked instead. 
“Who?” But she was too far gone to hide the guilt that flashed across her face. 
“It doesn’t matter,” I assured her. “You’ll tell me eventually.” 
Her legs started to give out, and she dropped to her knees painfully hard as her body began to go slack, becoming dead weight. Her eyes began to drift shut, and I slowly got to my feet, taking my time as I crossed the room. She fell onto her face, and I told myself I didn’t care if she was hurt or not. She deserved a little pain for what she’d done to me. 
She was completely out by the time I reached her and lifted her into my arms. I carried her downstairs to the master bedroom and laid her on the floor as I prepared the bed. I put sheets on the mattress and then attached the cuffs to each bedpost. When I had everything set, I placed her on the bed and then slapped the cuffs on to each wrist and ankle.
As I looked down at her, I couldn’t help remembering all the times we had played this game before. Kelli liked the rough shit. Got off when I tied her to the bed and made her beg to come. But that wasn’t going to happen this time. This wasn’t a game. 
Turning away from the sight of her spread on the bed, so fucking gorgeous it hurt to look at her, I shut the door behind me and walked into the bathroom. I felt dirty and not just from the long ride to Northern Nevada. Kelli made me feel tainted, but I had to turn that shit off. I couldn’t let myself feel all the things that were churning in my gut right then. It would get me nowhere when I needed answers. 
I showered and then went back upstairs to clean up the kitchen before parking my ass on the couch and shooting my brother-in-law a text to let him know I had arrived and had everything under control. 
 
 



Chapter Twelve
 
 
Rory
IT WAS LATE BEFORE I could get Matt to come to bed. I could tell he was tired, but he couldn’t keep his eyes shut for more than a few minutes before they snapped open again. Every time, his heart would start pounding under my ear, and I knew he was thinking about his brother. 
Sitting up, I put my back against the headboard. “Come here,” I urged and patted my lap for him to lay his head there. 
“I’m good, baby. Just come back down here and let me hold you.” 
“Please?” 
The room was dark except for the soft glow of the new television that was muted. His blue eyes scanned my face for a moment then he blew out a long sigh and placed his head in my lap. I shifted to get more comfortable, then started stroking my fingers through his hair with one hand and massaged the back of his neck with the other. 
My mom had done this to me when I was younger and couldn’t sleep. Every time, no matter how crazy the thoughts racing through my head, it would knock me out. Matt resisted at first, trying to keep his shoulders tense as I used my nails to softly scrape over his scalp, but he couldn’t hide the contented sigh as it flew across my bare thighs. 
I bent over him, kissing his cheek. “I love you.” 
“Love you,” he growled, his eyes heavy. 
Leaning back against the headboard again, I continued my stroking and massaging. Ten minutes later, I was rewarded with the sound of him snoring. A sad smile lifted at my lips, but I didn’t stop what I was doing, didn’t move to lie down beside him. For hours I kept it up, and when he jerked awake at one in the morning, I was still at it. 
He pulled me down beside him, his strong arms going around me as he buried his face in my chest. I didn’t hear his sobs, but I felt his tears soaking through his T-shirt I had pulled on after my shower earlier. I held him close and started stroking my fingers through his hair again. We didn’t speak, because there were zero words that could help him through what he was feeling. Words were useless when your heart was that beat-up. They held no comfort, and no matter how sincere they might be, they were still empty. I knew what he needed, and that was to feel that someone he loved was still there for him. That I wasn’t going to leave him. 
It was a long while before I felt him fall back to sleep. Sleep finally pulled me under sometime around dawn, when I felt Matt finally fall into a more restful sleep. 
The next time I opened my eyes, bright sun was shining through the curtains. Matt was still sound asleep, but I could hear people moving around outside the bedroom door. Fighting back a yawn, I untangled myself and reached for Matt’s phone as I started to stand. It was 1:23 in the afternoon. I groaned as I walked into the bathroom to take care of pressing business. 
After a quick shower, where I moaned and groaned the entire time because my feet were definitely feeling the pain from running barefoot the day before, I went back into the bedroom and pulled on the clothes I had borrowed from Raven the previous night. I slipped my feet into a pair of flip-flops that Flick had loaned me and then went to see if I could make myself useful. 
I left Matt still sleeping as I walked to the kitchen. People weren’t nearly as catatonic as they had been the day before. They all still wore grim, pale faces, but only a few were crying or raging. But that didn’t mean they weren’t still out for blood. I could see in the MC brothers’ eyes that vengeance was top of their list for how they wanted the day to end. 
In the kitchen, I found Raven with Flick and Aggie. Lexa was sitting in a chair pulled up to the island beside her mother, and Max was in his high chair, both of them eating spaghetti. The three women all looked my way as I came into the room. 
“Morning, sweetie,” Aggie greeted with a tiny smile. “How’s our boy doing?” 
“He’s been out cold for a few hours now,” I assured her. 
“That’s good. Sleep heals all things. Even a broken heart, given enough time.” 
“Got any coffee?” I asked hopefully. 
Flick reached behind her for a nearly full pot of strong coffee. I found a mug and let her pour me a cup. After adding a few teaspoons of sugar, I took a deep, life-giving swallow and nearly moaned. “This is the best coffee I’ve ever tasted.” 
Flick laughed softly. “It is just one of many tricks I learned while I was working for the Armstrong family. Their friend Jesse has a special recipe that I’ve perfected to my own specifications. His, you would need a spoon to eat. Mine will probably save me from getting stomach cancer, unlike his.” 
“Well, it’s perfect, so don’t change anything.” I glanced at Raven. “What can I do to help out today?” 
She pressed her lips together for a moment before grimacing. “I think you’re going to be too busy dealing with your rat bastard of a father to want to help me out today, Rory.” 
I stiffened at the mention of my father. “I don’t give a flying frig about my father. I’m where I need to be. I made my choice yesterday. Derrick Michaels can take a long walk off a short pier into shark-infested waters for all I care.” 
Raven’s lips twitched with amusement for a split second before she grimaced again. “Bates showed up this morning with your father. They tried to come in to get you, but the boys wouldn’t let them past the gate. They didn’t have a warrant, and you’re an adult, so they couldn’t legally force their way onto the property. But he’ll be back, Rory. You know him better than anyone, so you know he won’t give up.” 
She was right. My father, the rat bastard that Raven had so aptly called him, was persistent as hell. I knew there was no way he was going to leave me—and the MC by proxy—alone until I at least talked to him. Until I told him to take his threats, and the money he thought he was using to hold me to him, and shove it up his ass. The only reason I hadn’t made my renewed relationship with Matt public outside the MC before now was because I was worried my father would still be able to arrest Matt and throw him in prison. 
I was done playing around. 
“You’re right. He won’t stop until I see him.” I took another swallow of my coffee before reluctantly pouring out the rest and rinsing the mug. “Can I borrow a car so I can go over to his office and talk to him?” 
“Maybe you should wait for Matt to take you,” Flick suggested, a worried frown puckering her brow. 
I snorted at that. “Yeah, that’s not going to work. I need to talk to my father, and with those two in the same room together, all that’s going to happen is a hell of a lot of yelling.” 
Raven grabbed a set of keys off the counter near the fridge. “Take my car,” she offered as she pulled a key fob off the ring and handed it over. “I have the SUV here too, so I won’t be without. Not that I’ll be going anywhere. Bash wasn’t playing around about being on complete lockdown. I can’t even leave the yard without two of the boys shadowing me.” 
“Thanks. I’m hoping I can get this sorted and be back before Matt gets up. But if I’m not, try to cover for me.” 
Raven nodded and gave me a ghost of a smile. “Just be careful. Matt is like Bash in more than just looks. It just takes more for him to hulk out.” 
“Hulk smash!” Max said with a laugh as he pounded his fists into the tray of his high chair, causing noodles and spaghetti sauce to splash across the kitchen floor. “Hulk smash!” 
Flick and Aggie laughed, while Raven groaned and reached for the roll of paper towels. While they were busy cleaning up the mess, I went out through the kitchen exit and found Raven’s black Dodge Challenger. This was the car I would have wanted if I’d been given the option. Well, at least something like it. Something with American-made power under the hood, built like a tank, unlike the little sports car my father had given me that would have turned into a tuna can if it so much as got tapped by the wrong vehicle. 
The engine purred to life as I turned it on and drove around the side of the clubhouse to the gate. I had to open the door and show the guys up on the wall that it was me and not Raven behind the wheel before they would open it for me. She hadn’t been kidding about Bash putting her on complete lockdown. 
It took twenty minutes to get to the mayor’s office, and during that time, I thought of what I was going to say to my father. I knew he wasn’t going to make it easy on me; he had never shown me special treatment for anything unless it was to get his own way. There were times when I was growing up that I had questioned if he actually loved me. 
Now, I knew the truth. He didn’t love me. He only loved what I could do for him. The smiling, pretty face that voters saw when he was running for mayor. The money my mother had left me…
Which reminded me that I had to stop by Mr. Jenkins’s office to sign papers for my mother’s will. I made a mental note to stop there afterward so I wouldn’t have to make a second trip into town in the next few days. I didn’t want to have to put that off on Matt too. Not when he had so much else to deal with. 
I parked outside my father’s building and calmly walked into the mayor’s office. His secretary was behind her desk when I entered, and she barely lifted one of her fake lashes when she realized it was me. The woman was professionally dressed, her hair always expertly styled, but her makeup looked like a YouTube tutorial fail. Someone needed to tell her that less was more at times. 
“He’s been expecting you,” she said with a snide smile, surprising me when her face didn’t crack under the weight of her makeup. “Go on in.” 
Nervousness tightened in my stomach, and for a split second, I wished I had waited for Matt to come with me. But that would have been pure chaos. Gathering my courage, I opened the door to his office and stepped inside. My eyes went straight to the desk where Derrick Michaels always sat. His office chair was like his throne, where he felt like he was at his most powerful. He wanted to rule all of Creswell Springs, and then once he had it exactly the way he wanted it, he planned on running for governor. 
Which was exactly what California needed. 
Not. 
“Hey, Aurora,” a voice I hadn’t been expecting greeted, pulling my gaze from my father to the small leather sofa across the room. “How have you been? I haven’t seen you in weeks.” 
I was taken aback when I saw Steph Campbell sitting there, her father right beside her looking smug and like even more of a creeper than ever. I swung the door shut and turned my eyes back to my father, ignoring the presence of the Campbells for the moment. “I heard you wanted to see me.” 
“I told you not to go near that boy again,” Dad said in a calm voice. 
Calm, always so calm and collected whenever he had an audience. More often than not at home as well, but there were rare occasions when he had terrified me with his rage. Finding out my mother had left him without so much as a dime of her money had been one such occasion. But I wasn’t scared of him now, and I had promised myself a long time ago that I would never be scared of him again. 
At least, not for myself. 
Matt was a different matter. Matt was everything, and I wasn’t going to let my father touch him. 
I lifted a shoulder in a careless half shrug. “I’m almost twenty-one, Dad. I really don’t give a fuck what you tell me. I make my own choices.” 
“He’s a dangerous gang member.” His eyes were shooting fire at me, but his tone was still calm, if a little colder now. “Your mother and I raised you to respect yourself more than to want to be with some gutter trash like that Reid boy.” 
Anger boiled in my veins, and I held up a finger. “Number one, don’t call him that. Your hands are dirtier than his, so just shut your damn mouth about him. Number two, my mother raised me. Not your lazy ass. Never you.” I lifted a third finger. “And number three, don’t bring Mom into this. She’s gone, but before she died, she approved of Matt. He treats me the way she always wished a guy would treat me.” 
“By fucking your friend the minute your back was turned?” Dad shot back, and I had to lock my knees, because that question threw me completely off-balance. “I doubt your mother would have approved of that, little girl.” 
“What are you talking about? What friend? I have no friends, thanks to you.” But something was already churning in my gut. That jealousy I’d fought down the first night I’d gotten Matt back tried to poke its ugly head into my mind as doubts and insecurities flooded back like a tsunami. 
“That hurts, Aurora,” Steph murmured, sounding like I had actually hurt her feelings. But when I glanced at her again, I could see the malice in her eyes. “I thought we were besties.” 
A picture of Matt with Steph flicked through my mind, and I had to swallow the bile that filled my throat. No. It wasn’t true. I didn’t believe it. Couldn’t. Wouldn’t. He wouldn’t have done that to me. He wouldn’t have…
Right? 
But with the malice, I saw the truth shining back at me from her face. That pleased look as she remembered her time with him. As she thought of how he had touched her. 
The same way he touched me. 
I made my face go blank as I turned my gaze back to my father, not giving him the satisfaction of knowing he had just scored a point off me. He might have made a direct hit, but it didn’t have the power to make me come back to his house. It didn’t have the mojo to kill what I felt for Matt. Even if it did feel like being stung to death by a swarm of angry wasps. 
“That was in the past,” I said in a voice devoid of all emotions. I gave a careless shrug. “It’s none of my business.” 
So what if Matt had said that, to him, it was like we were never separated, that the time apart meant nothing? That I had always been his and he had always—always, damn it—been mine. 
So what if I was slowly bleeding to death thinking of him with Steph while I was gone. Was she the only one? I knew what kind of kink the other girl was into. She and her friend Casandra loved threesomes. Oh fuck, had Matt had them both? Together? 
I gave myself a mental bitch slap. Stop it, Rory. Just stop it.

My father’s hands balled into fists on top of his desk, the knuckles turning white. “I’ll have the boy arrested for rape, Rory.” 
I rolled my eyes at the same old threat he had always held over me. “You have no proof. Not even the judges that are in your pocket will be willing to let a case that has no DNA or witnesses go to trial. Because I’m sure as hell not going to testify against him.” 
Before my eyes, his face relaxed into a beaming smile, and everything inside of me turned to ice in a flash. “Who said I was going to have him charged with rape of you, my darling daughter? Stephanie here has been waiting years to come forward about her own experience with Matt Reid.” 
“That’s a lie.” 
“I have pictures of her from where she was beaten.” Royce Campbell spoke up for the first time, his tone almost gloating. “She and Casandra will both testify that he raped them both then beat them bloody and had one of his gang brothers drop them off in front of my house as a warning to back off his thug friends.” 
“It’s a lie!” I snarled at him, but inside I didn’t know what to believe. 
“Is it, though?” He grinned, enjoying having me right where he and my father wanted me. “How do you know for sure?” 
“Because I know Matt. He would never hurt a woman. Never raise a hand to her and never, not ever, violate her.” 
“But a judge and jury won’t see him as anything but a criminal. A loser who doesn’t give a fuck about anyone but his gang,” the district attorney taunted. 
“You can’t do that. I won’t let you.” But my voice was weak, because I knew he could. He would charge, try, and convict Matt. Steph was an apt liar and could come across as a sweet and innocent little rich girl if she wanted to. The jury would believe her, and those who didn’t could be paid off. 
Royce only chuckled, and I bit the inside of my bottom lip as I let my head fall back and glared up at the ceiling, fighting tears. “What will it take for you to not go through with that?” Holding back the tears, I met my father’s gaze boldly. “What do you want from me?” 
“Break it off with him,” Dad commanded. “You are never to see him again. Ever. Because if you so much as look at that boy again, I’ll have everyone in this town thinking he deserves the death penalty for what he did to Stephanie Campbell.” 
 
 
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
 
Rory
ON AUTOPILOT, I LEFT MY father’s office and got back in Raven’s car. Once I was behind the wheel, I just sat there, staring off into space as the realization I was going to lose everything hit me squarely in the chest. 
If my father had threatened me, I would have just laughed in his face and walked away. Instead, he’d threatened the one person in the world I couldn’t breathe without. I couldn’t let him do that to Matt, I had to protect him. 
I’d told my father that I would do what he wanted, but that I had to break it off with Matt in person. If I didn’t, he wouldn’t accept it, and even if I did go back to my father’s house, he would find a way to get to me. Dad hadn’t been happy about it, but he knew he had me right where he wanted me, so he had given in. 
Swallowing around the tightness in my throat, I finally pulled into traffic and headed back toward the clubhouse. A few blocks later, I saw Gracie standing on the sidewalk outside of Mr. Jenkins’s office with Hawk, and I remembered that I had to deal with the paperwork for my mother’s bequest to me. 
I parked Raven’s car right in front of where they were standing, causing them both to turn their heads. Hawk frowned, thinking it was his sister, and moved over to open my door. “Everything okay?” he asked when he stepped back to let me out. 
No, I wanted to sob. Everything is wrong. Everything I love is being pulled from my arms, and I’m helpless to do anything to stop it.

“Mr. Jenkins asked me to sign papers yesterday. I was already in town and decided to go ahead and take care of it now.” My gaze went to Gracie, who gave me a small but warm and welcoming smile. Unfortunately, it didn’t even come close to melting the coldness that seemed to have invaded every one of my organs. “Is he busy? I…I can come back if he is.” 
She shook her head. “Even if he is, I can help you.” Standing on tiptoes, she kissed Hawk on the lips. “Be careful, okay? I love you.” 
“I’m picking you up and taking you over to see Doc at four. Be ready.” 
“I told you I’m fine,” she grumbled. 
“You’ve lost too much weight. You’ve been sick, and you refuse to eat. You’re going, woman. End of discussion.” 
I turned my eyes away when he bent his head to brush his lips across hers again. That kiss said everything that no words had the ability to. It said that Gracie was his light on cold, dark days. That she was everything sweet and good in his world, and that he would kill anyone or anything that ever tried to take her away from him. It was the kind of kiss Matt had given me countless times, and it broke my heart a little more to see someone else experience it now. 
“Fine,” Gracie said with a breathless sigh. “I’ll be ready, but I’m telling you it’s just stress.” 
“Love you,” he called as he got onto his hog. 
She waved. “I love you too.” 
Turning back to me, her smile still in place, she motioned me into the lawyer’s office building. “Jenkins told me he was putting everything together for you this morning so it would be ready. I think it’s all set to be signed. Can I get you anything? Something to drink?” 
I shook my head and clasped my hands together to hide the fact that my fingers were trembling. Now that I was away from my father, the nervousness had faded, but I was still coming down from the adrenaline I’d been feeling during our meeting. I felt weak now, my legs barely holding me up. I hated how helpless I felt, how my father was making me feel. 
And I fucking I hated that now I doubted Matt. That all I could see when I closed my eyes was him with Steph, doing all the things he did to me in bed. 
“Okay then, let’s go into my office.” She stopped long enough to let the receptionist know what she was doing and then led the way into her office.
Gracie moved to take the seat behind her desk, shifting a few heavy files out of her way as she dug out the documents needed. “Jenkins told me the basics of your mother’s will. She left the majority of everything she owned to you, but other than a monthly allowance, it’s been in a trust until your twenty-first birthday. Which is next week?” 
“Um, yeah. That’s it in a nutshell.” I was slower to sit down, but once I was off my feet, I felt like the weight of the world was pressing down on me. The reins of control I had on my emotions were beginning to slip, and I realized that dealing with this right now hadn’t been the best idea. Remembering my mother—aching to have her hold me and make all my problems go away—was not going to make the maelstrom of craziness already swarming around in my head any easier to deal with. “Mr. Jenkins said I needed to sign some papers.” 
“Right.” She flipped through the documents, her eyes scanning over each page as she made sure everything was in order. When she got to another page, her eyes widened, and she lifted them to me. “There’s a note here that says your father has already been questioning Jenkins about the money. He’s provided a bank account and routing number for the money to be deposited. Is this really where you want the money to go?” 
It shouldn’t have surprised me, but part of me was still stunned by what she had just said. My father was so desperate to get his hands on all that money that he was trying to trick my mother’s lawyer into putting all of it into an account I probably would never be able to access. This, on top of everything else, was too much, and I felt the tears well up in my eyes, impossible to hold back. 
“I-I…” I swallowed, but it suddenly felt like I couldn’t breathe. Nothing would come in, nothing going out. I felt dizzy and knew if I had been standing, I would have fallen on my face. 
Through the blur of tears and panic, I saw Gracie jump to her feet and race around to crouch down in front of me. “Easy, sweetie. You’re having a panic attack.” She put her hand on my chest, her fingers tapping steadily. “Close your eyes and just focus on my fingers. Feel the rhythm.” 
My eyes clenched shut and I tried to focus, but all I could see was a slideshow of the day’s events flying through my mind. Waking up beside Matt. Having coffee with Raven, Flick, and Aggie. Walking into my father’s office and finding Steph and her vile father there. Finding out Matt had slept with her—and probably Casandra as well, even though he had said he had considered us always together the entire time I had been gone. My heart cracking open, followed quickly by my father’s threats. Knowing that Matt was lost to me forever. Finding out that my father was trying to steal everything my mother had left for me and me alone…
Gracie slowed the rhythm of her fingers, but she made the taps stronger. I tried to clear my head, tried to erase it all, if only for a moment. My lungs burned from lack of oxygen, and the panic only increased. 
“Listen to my voice. You’re okay, Rory. Nothing can hurt you here. You’re safe.” Her tone was soft, soothing, but commanding.
Tears slipped through my lashes and spilled down my face. My lips and chin were trembling so hard my teeth chattered together, but somehow, I was finally able to focus on her steady fingers and her voice, so full of authority, but so alluring.
When my lungs finally filled, I gasped in pain, my chest throbbing. I covered my face with my hands and just let go, tired of acting strong when I wasn’t. The sobs took over, but I was deaf to the sounds I was making. My heart was broken, shattered into even smaller pieces than it had been the first time I’d had to let Matt go. 
It wasn’t fucking fair. Why did I have to give up everything, while my father got it all? Why was I the one left with nothing, while he got to play dirty and rule the goddamn world? 
A cold, damp cloth was pressed to the back of my neck, jerking me out of my mental tantrum. I lifted soaked eyes to find Mr. Jenkins standing beside where Gracie was still crouched in front of me. Embarrassment made my cheeks turn scarlet, and I averted my eyes, not wanting either of them to know just how weak my father could make me—how much of a victim he had turned me into. 
“Your mother and I were friends about a hundred or so years ago,” Mr. Jenkins informed me with a concerned smile. “Or at least, it feels like it was that long ago. When she moved here with your father, I was one of the first people to welcome her into the community. She was a good woman. Strong, determined, maybe a little naïve at first, but smart.” 
A frown made my brow pucker, and I wiped my snotty nose with the tissue Gracie offered. “She was the b-best woman I ever knew.” 
“I agree,” he said, dropping casually down into the chair beside me. “Which was why she came to me to handle her will. She wanted to make sure that the most important person in her life was taken care of. That your father couldn’t trap you like he trapped her.” 
“T-too late,” I whispered brokenly. 
“Only death can make something too late, sweetie,” Gracie assured me with a kind smile.  
“He’s making me leave Matt,” I confessed, letting the words spill out of me as easily as the tears were falling from my eyes. “He… He said if I didn’t give Matt up, he would charge him with the rape of Stephanie Campbell and her friend Casandra.” 
They both went quiet, and when I glanced at Gracie, I could see how tense her shoulders had become. “Matt would never do that,” she bit out. 
“I-I know,” I agreed. “But how many people in this town would believe Matt over my father? Campbell even said he had pictures of Steph and her friend beaten bloody.” 
“What’s his agenda?” Mr. Jenkins asked, his eyes unreadable, his voice neutral. 
“He hates Matt and every other member of the MC,” I said with a shrug. “Without them here, he can finally run Creswell Springs the way he has always envisioned.”
“You mean by tearing down Hannigans’ and the strip club and the clubhouse. Building hundred-dollar-a-plate restaurants and five-star resorts. He wants to run off anyone who doesn’t earn more than half a million a year and make Creswell Springs into a country club town,” the old lawyer spat out. 
“Basically,” I mumbled. 
“Did you know about the bank account he wanted me to have your mother’s money transferred into?” he demanded, but his tone was less harsh now, kinder. I shook my head. “He tried to steal from you.” 
“Nothing unusual about that, Mr. Jenkins. He’s been keeping the monthly allowance my mother provided for me for himself, and all I’ve had to live on is the limited credit cards he gave me.” 
“I’m sorry, Rory, but your father is nothing but a greedy bastard,” Gracie said as she straightened. 
“Agreed.” 
“I don’t want you to worry,” Mr. Jenkins told me as he shifted in his chair. “I’m not going to let him get his filthy hands on your money.” 
I slouched down in my chair, feeling both physically and emotionally drained. “I honestly don’t care if he takes every last dime. I would happily give it all to him if…” 
I broke off and jerked upright in the chair, my eyes widening as I realized the answer was so easy. Fuck, why hadn’t I thought of it before? 
I knew he wanted that money, but just how badly? 
“Mr. Jenkins, how much money did my mother leave for me?” I’d never questioned it, never cared enough to want to know before. 
“Somewhere around two hundred and fifty million,” he said with a casual shrug. 
I just sat there blinking at the man. My mom had come from old money, and I knew without her ever having to tell me that the majority of the reason my father had married her was because of that. Sure, he’d had his own money, but it had never come close to what my mother was used to. 
With the money just sitting in my trust waiting for me to turn twenty-one, Derrick Michaels could surely buy himself the governor’s seat if he wanted it bad enough.
“If…” I paused and licked my lips. My eyes were red-rimmed but dry now. “If my father resigned as mayor, who would take over in his place?” Creswell Springs didn’t have a deputy mayor, thank God. I had little doubt if there were a second-in-command, he would have been just as corrupt as my father. 
Jenkins scratched his chin, thinking about my question. “I guess if your father resigned early, there would be a special election to appoint someone in his place.” 
“Such as?” 
“That I couldn’t tell you.” 
“Wh-what about you?” I threw out there. 
He snorted, but Gracie was giving him a considering once-over. “No one would vote for me, Rory. They know me too well.” 
“Which is exactly why they would vote for you,” his protégé assured him. “I don’t know what Rory is thinking right now. But I have to tell you, Jenkins, if that idiot was out of office and you were up for the position, you would get my vote.” 
“That’s not likely to happen, Gracie.” 
“Maybe.” A devilish smile started to lift at my lips, and my earlier feelings of being weak and powerless transformed in my chest. Maybe this crazy idea I had wasn’t what my mother had intended when she had left me everything, but she had told me she was giving it to me so that I wouldn’t ever have to worry about being under my father’s thumb again. And that was exactly what that money was going to accomplish. “Maybe not.” 
“That smile is kind of terrifying,” Gracie muttered, but her own smile was shining out of her eyes. “Tell me more.” 
 
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
 
RAIDER
I
PULLED ON MY JEANS and leaned over to kiss Quinn’s lips. She was sound asleep, and I hated to wake her, but there was no fucking way I was leaving this room without a kiss. Her lashes fluttered and her lids lifted to half-mast, a smile teasing at her lips. 
“Come back soon,” she said in a soft, sleepy voice. She caught the edges of my cut and tugged. “I miss you already.”
I kissed her again, lingering to savor her taste. At the sound of her small gasps, my dick hardened, demanding I take off my jeans and climb back into bed with her. But Bash had already pounded on my door twice, calling for church up in his office. If I didn’t go now, he was liable to come drag my ass out. “Love you, sweetheart.” 
She sleepily mumbled she loved me too, and I took a second to eat up the sight of her in my bed. The sheet was covering most of her front, but it was only draped over half of her sexy ass. There was a red and purple love bite on her left hip that I had put there the night before, mocking and taunting me to come back to bed. Leaning over, I pulled the sheet up to her shoulders to cover the temptation and backed toward the door. 
After closing the door, I had barely walked a few yards when Whitney appeared at the end of the hall. I mentally groaned, not in the mood to have to deal with one of Quinn’s bitchy sisters, especially not this particular bitch. Since Quinn and I had gotten together, Whitney had turned into a raging cunt, and I was down to my last nerve where she was concerned. 
“Leave me alone, Whitney.” 
As she came closer, I could sense something was up. Her face was tight, her clothes the same I had seen her wearing the day before, and her hair was windblown and tangled. She was usually meticulous about her appearance, so seeing her like this had my eyes narrowing. Twice in the past week, she had tried to force my attention on her, only to get pissed when I’d refused to fall for her bullshit. I was with Quinn now, and I wasn’t about to let Whitney—or anyone else—fuck that up. 
Whitney glanced around nervously, her eyes darting into every dark corner along the hall, and as she reached me, I could see she was shaking. 
“I have to talk to you,” she whispered. “It’s important.” 
I rolled my eyes, figuring she was just trying to play me to cause trouble with Quinn yet again. I didn’t need my girl to spell it out that she didn’t completely trust me. Lord knew I had given her plenty of reasons not to with how I had treated her in the past, but I wasn’t about to give her more. 
Seeing that I wasn’t going to play games with her, Whitney grabbed my arm as I started to walk around her. “Please,” she whispered fiercely. “I think I know how the bomb was planted.” 
I froze in the process of shaking her off. “What do you know?” I growled in a tone that was menacing, deadly. 
Whitney shrank back in fear. “I-I can’t talk h-here.” 
“The fuck you can’t.” I grabbed her elbow and twisted her arm behind her. If she knew something about what or who had helped cause the death of two of my brothers, then she was going to fucking talk. 
“You’re hurting me,” she whined in a voice that grated down my spine like nails on a chalkboard. 
I only tightened my grip on her, letting her know without words that it was only the beginning if she didn’t shut the fuck up. But not by my hand. Even as pissed as I was right then, I wouldn’t have hit her. 
If she didn’t talk, however, someone would make her. Raven would beat every last secret Whitney had from her. 
As I pushed her in front of me, still holding on to her arm, women turned to watch us. “Raider,” Heather said in an admonishing tone. “What are you doing with my sister? Let her go.” 
“Shut the fuck up, sheep,” I snarled at her and marched Whitney upstairs to Bash’s office. 
The door was already ajar, my MC brothers already spread out around the room. Everyone was there except for Spider and Colt, I noticed as I kicked the door shut behind me. I released Whitney before pushing her into the middle of the room as all eyes turned to me. 
“What the fuck are you doing?” Bash demanded, his blue gaze going from me to Whitney. But it was the fact that I had brought a sheep into church that had him pissed. Not even Raven would have been allowed in during church. “Have you lost your damn mind?”
“Tell them what you just told me,” I commanded, my tone ice-cold. 
Whitney usually ate up the amount of attention she was suddenly getting. Every brother in the room had his eyes trained on her now. But she looked small, meek, and scared. Definitely not the Whitney any of us knew. 
She swallowed nervously, her arms going around herself as she began to shake with fear. “I-I think I know how the bomb was planted in Matt’s truck.” The tension in the room skyrocketed, but no one spoke. Our gazes alone were enough to make Whitney start talking in a rush. “The prospect, Boomer. I’ve been showing him more attention lately. He’s fun, and I like to have fun.” 
There were only a handful in the room who didn’t know just how much fun she liked to have. She was kinky as fuck, and there wasn’t much she wasn’t willing to do. I regretted ever getting between her legs, but I couldn’t change the past. 
“Boomer,” I repeated the name like a curse. When the prospect had first shown up, I hadn’t had a problem with him. He was from our Texas charter and was top of the list to get patched in once his probation period was over. Then I’d caught him with Quinn one night, and I’d had nothing but hate for him ever since. 
Whitney nodded as she lifted her gaze to me. “He’s been acting weird the last few days. Sketchy, nervous, and in a piss-poor mood. Then yesterday, it took me a while to realize that he wasn’t around after the explosion. I h-haven’t seen him since the night before last. When I realized he wasn’t around, I went to his place last night to check on him. He wasn’t there…” She shuddered. 
“But?” Bash barked, making her jump in fright. 
“B-but there were things in his living room that looked like they might have been used to make a bomb.” 
“I’ll fucking kill him,” Matt roared as he shot to his feet. 
Jet and two other brothers grabbed his arms before he could get to the door, and I moved to block the only exit. “Easy, bro,” Jet growled, struggling to keep his hold on the man. “You go out there half-cocked right now, and you’re going to get yourself killed. Think about your woman. She doesn’t need you going off to the morgue in a body bag, man.” 
Bash stepped in front of his cousin and lowered his voice. “We will deal with Boomer, but we have to know more. We need answers before we do anything stupid. I want no mistakes when we take care of this. I’m not willing to lose you—or anyone else.” 
Turning to the others, he started throwing out orders. “Uncle Jack, take a few guys and check out Boomer’s apartment. Find out what he’s been up to lately. Ask his neighbors about him and any visitors he may have had recently. Trigger, I want you to call the Texas charter and find out anything and everything you can about that motherfucker from the brothers you trust. We accepted his transfer papers after only a phone call to Snake. I should have vetted him better instead of taking that slimy bastard’s word.” 
Snake was the Texas charter’s president, but rumors had reached us that he had gotten the position nefariously. Before this war had kicked up, we had been talking about sending Spider down to check out how things were running, to make sure we could trust Snake and his men. But that had been months ago, and with this shitstorm blowing up, it had been put on the back burner. 
“I’m going with Uncle Jack.” Matt struggled against the men holding him again as Uncle Jack and three other men left the room, but one look from Bash had Jet tightening his hold on Matt. “Fuck you, Bash. I’m going!” 
“Sit your ass down,” Bash ordered. 
Matt struggled against Jet and the other two brothers’ holds. “I want to see what that motherfucker’s place looks like. I want to see what the fuck he’s been planning. He took my brother’s life, but that bomb was meant for me.” 
“And you will have your revenge,” Bash assured him, his jaw tense and his eyes stormy. “But for now, keep your ass steady, cousin. This shit’s not over. It could just be the calm before the storm. Those bastards could be watching and waiting for us to fuck up, but we’re not going to give them what they want. You hear me?” 
That shut Matt up, and Bash turned back to Whitney. “You should have come to one of us yesterday when you suspected something. If Boomer’s on the run, he now has more than a twenty-four-hour head start.” 
“I-I didn’t want to cause trouble if it was nothin’,” she started, but whatever she saw on Bash’s face had her cowering back. “I-I’m sorry.” 
“You don’t leave the clubhouse. For anything. You step outside this building, and you’re out on your ass. Now get the fuck out of my sight.” 
She moved hastily to the door, and I stepped aside to let her through. But as she started to walk out, Bash called after her. “We’ll all be watching you, Whitney. You’ve already been on thin ice, trying to fuck around with Raider’s ol’ lady. One more fuckup and you won’t ever be welcome in my MC again.” 
 
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
 
Gracie
AFTER THE EXCITEMENT OF THE afternoon, I wasn’t ready to go when Hawk showed up to take me for my appointment with Doc. I was still putting the final touches on the contract Rory had asked for, making sure every possible loophole was closed. I was always meticulous when it came to anything I drew up, but this time, there was more at risk. It wasn’t just about Rory and Matt and that dickhead mayor. Hawk and the rest of the MC were at risk too. I wanted Derrick Michaels out of Creswell Springs just as much as his daughter did. 
At two minutes after four, Hawk walked in, a glower on his handsome face. “Woman,” he growled as he slammed my office door. “I told you, you’re going to the doctor. Now, grab your things.” 
I held up a finger as I turned my attention back to the contract. I reread what I had just corrected, making sure it was completely airtight. Once Rory got her bastard of a father to sign on the dotted line, Creswell Springs was going to be a better place. And given Rory’s plan, I doubted the honorable mayor would be able to walk away. Two hundred and forty-nine million dollars was a lot of money for even a saint to walk away from, and Mayor Michaels was far too greedy to be the exception. 
“Gracie,” Hawk bit out impatiently, and I smiled to myself as I printed out the last page of the contract and put it into the envelope with the rest of the document. 
“Almost done. Promise.” Jumping to my feet, feeling like I had more energy than I’d had in a long time, I skipped out of my office and down to where Jenkins had moved his stuff. His old office was still under renovation after Santino’s men had broken down a wall with their van to take me. But not even the memory of that crazy day—and everything that had followed—could dampen my good mood right then.
I knocked once on his door then opened it. Still smiling happily, I handed over the envelope. “How did the meeting go?” 
His face was full of amusement, but his eyes were dark. “It started out rough, but by the time I left with Rory, we were all on the same page.” 
“Great. So…have you given any more thought to what Rory suggested? That you run for mayor?” 
“That’s not a good idea. I’m not the best guy to run this town, and it’s not like anyone would actually vote for me.” But even as he was making up excuses not to run, I could tell the idea held some appeal for him. 
I rolled my eyes at him, figuring he just wanted me to stroke his ego. “I know about three hundred people just off the top of my head who would vote for you. You would do a pretty good job cleaning up Michaels’s messes, and I already know what your first order as mayor should be.” 
Eyes sparkling with laughter, he snorted. “What’s that?” 
“Fire Campbell and Bates.” 
“Campbell’s position is an elected one,” he reminded me. 
“Then Bates. Fire that lazy sonofabitch.” 
“Gracie—” 
I held up a hand, stopping whatever new protest he was going to come up with. “Just think about it, okay? And just know, you would have my vote in a heartbeat.” 
He was quiet as I left the room, shutting the door behind me as I went. Hawk was standing in the hall outside my office, my briefcase and jacket in his hands and an impatient look on his face that I’d always thought added to his sex appeal. “You done now?” 
I grinned up at him before standing on tiptoes to kiss him. My sexy, growly biker melted against me for a moment, kissing me back. When I pulled away, however, the scowl was back in place. “Now, I’m ready.” 
He drove us over to Doc’s office, his eyes darting from one mirror to the other, making sure no one was following us. Before the Morgans had conspired with Santino’s people to take me, I would have laughed at how paranoid he was. Now, I was glad for it. Those fucking Italians had turned me into a nervous wreck lately. 
It was almost closing time for the private practice, and the waiting room was empty. The receptionist waved us on back, and we were greeted by Doc’s only nurse, Wendy. “Hey, guys. How are you?” 
“I’m actually feeling a lot better,” I assured the cheerful nurse. “Like I told Hawk countless times over the last few days, it’s only stress.” 
Wendy gave me a quick appraisal with her eyes, and a frown wrinkled her brow. “It hasn’t been that long since we saw you for a follow-up after your sepsis, Gracie. But I can tell just from looking at you that you have lost some weight.”
“Weight she didn’t have to lose in the first place.” 
I shot Hawk a look that told him to be quiet, and surprisingly, he did. Wendy made me stand on a digital scale and shook her head when she saw I was fifteen pounds lighter than the last time I’d been there. In an exam room, she took my temperature after putting an automatic blood pressure cuff on my arm and a heart rate monitor on my middle finger. 
“No fever, and BP and heart rate look good.” She scribbled the numbers down and stepped back. “Doc will be right with you.” 
When we were alone in the exam room, Hawk was anything but idle. He grasped my hand, playing with my fingers as he paced in front of the exam table I was sitting on. “Please relax. I’m fine. I swear.” 
“You don’t know that, and even if you did, you wouldn’t say anything.” 
“I do know it,” I argued. I tightened my fingers on his and tugged him toward me. I knew that if he didn’t want to be moved, he wasn’t going to shift so much as an inch, but he came willingly to stand between my legs. Stroking my free hand over his jaw, I repeated what I’d been telling him for days now. “It’s only stress. I’m perfectly fine. There’s no need to worry about me.” 
Releasing my hand, he cupped the back of my head, pulling it back so that he could look straight into my eyes. “I worry about you every minute of every day. Whether I’m with you or not, I worry about you. It’s not just you being sick, it’s about you being you. I love you. I want to spend the rest of my life with you, and I’m fucking terrified that something is going to fuck all of that up.” 
“Nothing is going to take me away from you. Ever.” 
His olive-green eyes darkened, and he lowered his head until our lips were almost touching. “Marry me, Gracie.” 
If the heart monitor had still been on my finger, it would have made an angry noise because right then my heart was beating so wildly it felt like it might burst. I sucked in a soft gasp and tried to make my voice work. “I-is that a question or a demand?” 
“It’s whatever the fuck it needs to be that will make you say yes,” he gritted out, and I realized he was holding his breath, waiting for my answer. 
“Did you honestly think I would say anything but yes?” I teased. 
“I’ve had nightmares about it, so yeah, actually, I did.” He still hadn’t released his breath, though. “And you haven’t said yes yet.” 
“Yes, Hawk. Yes, of course I’ll marry you.” 
He groaned like I was torturing him and caught my mouth in a deep, hungry kiss that left us both breathless. I felt him shudder as I kissed him back, my fingers tangling in his shirt as I held on for all I was worth. 
The exam room door opening was the only thing that pulled us apart several minutes later. Hawk reluctantly lifted his head and turned to glare at Doc. “Fix her,” he commanded. “She says she isn’t sick, but I know better.” 
I hid my grin as Doc walked fully into the room, shutting the door behind him. Doc had been taking care of me for a few years now. He knew me well considering he’d not only treated me when I’d had a concussion but had also taken over my care after I’d gotten home from the East Coast a few months back, having been in the hospital with sepsis. 
His concerned eyes went from the looming biker to me and shook his head. “What’s been going on, Gracie?” 
“I’ve been nauseated the last week or so. It’s just stress, though,” I laughed, but when the doctor didn’t laugh in return, mine died flat. Of course he would be on Hawk’s side, dang it. 
“She hasn’t been eating, and she’s been throwing up randomly throughout the day,” Hawk filled in when I didn’t. “She’s been stressed before, and this didn’t happen.” 
“Well, let’s have a look, okay?” Doc stepped forward and gave me a full exam. Checking my ears and eyes, looking at my throat, and listening to my heart and lungs. He had me lie back and listened to my stomach for a moment. With a shake of his head, he pulled my shirt up and pushed my dress slacks down a little. When his cold hands touched my stomach, I let out a small hiss, but when he pressed down on my lower abdomen, I groaned in discomfort. 
Beside me, Hawk’s hands balled into tight fists, but he remained mute as the doctor finished up and then stepped back to wash his hands. “Gracie, when was your last period?” 
“Oh…” I thought back to when my last period had been. “Um, I can’t honestly remember. I’ve had a lot on my plate lately, and I haven’t kept up with it like I should.” 
“I’m going to have Wendy do a pregnancy test, but I think it’s safe to say that you’re most likely pregnant.” 
All the air rushed from my lungs with a whoosh. I hadn’t been expecting that to be his diagnosis, but now that those words were suddenly a glaring neon light, I felt stupid for not having thought of it myself. Weren’t women supposed to know—or at least freaking suspect—when they had life growing inside of them? 
I chanced a glance at Hawk to determine his reaction. His face had gone pale as a ghost, and the look in his eyes was shell-shocked. “You…” He cleared his throat. “You’re sure?” 
Doc shrugged. “I can’t say one hundred percent for sure until we do the test, but my professional opinion is that, yes, she’s very much pregnant. She will have to have an ultrasound to determine how far along and get an accurate due date, but I would say Gracie is between eight and nine weeks at the least.” 
Hawk turned away, effectively blocking out the doctor and me. Doc shot me a grim smile, promised Wendy would be in to take care of me, and then made a quick exit. I stared at Hawk’s back, unsure of what to say or do. Hell, I was just as shocked as he was. 
Wendy opening the door less than a minute later saved me from the tension that was rolling off Hawk, and I was all too happy to take the cup she offered and go into the bathroom to pee in it. After putting the little cup in the cubby so the nurse could use it for the pregnancy test, I washed my hands but didn’t leave the bathroom. Instead, I just stood there, staring at myself in the mirror. 
My face was just as pale as Hawk’s, but my eyes looked bright. With what, though, I didn’t know. Excitement? Was I excited to be pregnant? Not particularly. I had so much on my plate at work, and if Jenkins did run for mayor, I was going to have twice as much. Being pregnant wasn’t going to make my workload any easier. If anything, it was going to get in my way a whole heck of a lot. 
But I wasn’t particularly unhappy about it either. 
My hands covered my lower stomach where Doc had pressed and made me so uncomfortable earlier. Was there really a baby in there? A part of Hawk and me that was growing and waiting to take the world by storm as soon as he or she took their first breath? Did I want there to be? 
Yes. The answer floated through me without hesitation. Yes, I wanted there to be a baby. I wanted this part of the man I loved growing inside of me. 
With that thought, I opened the bathroom door and went back to the exam room where I’d left Hawk. As I closed the door behind me, he lifted his blond head, and I was glad to see that most of his paleness had faded. “You okay?”
I shrugged. “I was about to ask you that.” 
“Why wouldn’t I be okay?” he asked with a frown. “You said yes to marrying me, and Doc just said you’re probably pregnant. I’m on top of the fucking world right now.” 
“Really?” I asked weakly, tears surprising me as they leaked from my eyes. 
He groaned at the sight of my tears and pulled me into his arms. “Really, baby. I’m so fucking happy right now, but I’m scared too.” 
I didn’t ask why, because I was scared myself. Anything could happen between now and the time our baby was born, and after having Tanner and Warden taken from us the day before, I was even more scared. Not for me, but for Hawk. What if the next time they tried to take out one of the MC guys, they targeted the MC’s VP? 
There was a light tap on the door. Hawk turned me in his arms as Wendy stepped in, a beaming smile on her face. “Well, it seems someone is going to be busy in a few months. Your pregnancy test was positive, hon.” She handed over a slip of paper. “Doc said to have these filled today. They’re prenatal vitamins. Take them before bed because they might upset your stomach, and you’re already nauseated as it is. Also, I’ll make an appointment with the OB-GYN that Doc suggested. He said that he was Raven’s doctor, so you’ll be happy with him.” Her laughing eyes lifted to Hawk. “Or at least, Daddy here will be. I’ll call you when I have the date and time.”
Out in the car, we sat there for a long while just looking at each other. We had lost two people the day before, but this baby was proof that life goes on. I took Hawk’s hand and placed it over my lower stomach. “I don’t want to tell anyone yet. Not until we see the OB-GYN and find out how far along we are.” 
“Whatever you want, baby.” His fingers stroked over my stomach through my shirt, his look of shock replaced with one of awe now. “I’m serious. Whatever you want, it’s yours.” 
“I have everything I want,” I whispered. 
 
 
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
 
Rory
IF I HAD BEEN EXHAUSTED after my initial meeting with my father that afternoon, I was dead on my feet after the second one. My dad was an emotional vampire where I was concerned because I felt like I had zero energy left by the time I parked Raven’s car in the clubhouse parking lot. I wanted to fall into Matt’s bed and sleep for a week.
But with the emotional exhaustion also came a feeling of vindication. That first visit may have been a score for Derrick Michaels, but I had come out the winner. Matt was safe from my father’s manipulations, as were the rest of his MC brothers. Or at least, from the mayor. Royce Campbell was still going to be hanging around, and because my second meeting with Dad had just been him, me, and Mr. Jenkins, I doubted the creepy DA even knew what was going to happen in the coming weeks. If Dad wanted the money I had offered him—offered, because blackmail was a criminal offense, as Mr. Jenkins had explained to my father—then he wouldn’t say a word to anyone. Ever. 
The way I saw it, this was a win-win for us all. My father was getting the money he had always been itching to get his greedy hands on, and with it, a shot at the governor’s mansion. I was getting my father out of my life for good, hopefully giving Creswell Springs a fighting chance with a new mayor, and keeping Matt safe. All at the same time. 
Mr. Jenkins had tried to convince me to keep a little of the money for myself—if you could say a million dollars was a little. I didn’t want anything to do with that money now, but he had insisted that my mother would have wanted me to have something out of all of this. A million dollars was probably chump change to my father now that he was getting so much more, but for me, that money would go a long way. I was set for life with it to fall back on if I ever needed to. 
At least, financially. 
My heart was still feeling bruised and achy. 
A tap on the window had me jumping with a start, and my eyes lifted to find Raven standing beside the driver’s door, her brows lifted in a silent question. Somehow, I found the energy to give her a tight smile as I climbed out of her car and handed over her key fob. “He won’t be bothering anyone again.” 
That only had her brows lifting higher. “Do I need to get Bash and Spider to hide a body?” 
“Not this time,” I said with a wink. 
She didn’t look convinced. “Well, that’s about the only thing I can think of that could keep that dickhead from bothering us again. If he’s still breathing, then he’s still going to cause trouble.” 
I pressed my lips together. For now, the only people who knew what was going on were my father, Gracie, and Mr. Jenkins. The fewer people who knew about what I had done—and what the mayor of their small town was doing—the better. I figured I could trust Raven with this, but ears were everywhere, and I didn’t want to chance any of it getting out. 
Shrugging my shoulders, I turned for the back door that led into the kitchen. “You’ll just have to trust me on this. My father won’t be anyone’s problem from here on out. And if by some chance he is, then he would only be slitting his own throat.” 
As I entered the empty kitchen, Raven hot on my heels, the smell of something delicious made my stomach grumble loud and painfully. It reminded me that I hadn’t eaten all day, and I was freaking starving. 
“Matt came looking for you about two hours ago, but I told him you were running some errands for me. Bash called church, and they’ve been in there ever since,” the MC queen informed me as I crossed to the stove to lift the lid off one of the four huge pots of chili. 
At the mention of Matt, my gut twisted, and I rubbed my hand over my stomach as the ache seemed to linger. “Thanks,” I muttered. “Is there anything that I can eat right now other than this chili? I forgot to eat earlier.” 
“I’ll fix you a sandwich if you tell me what the hell happened today,” she offered. 
“Or I could fix my own sandwich,” I countered, and she blew out a frustrated sigh as I pulled out meat and cheese from the fridge. 
I didn’t even bother with bread. Just wrapped some deli meat around a few slices of cheese and started eating. Food didn’t help the gnawing ache in my stomach, but at least it shut the damn thing up. As I ate, Raven remained quiet, glowering at me. Having her look at me like that made me nervous. I had never seen it with my own eyes, but I’d heard plenty of rumors of how good of a fighter she was. 
And how bloody she had made plenty of the sheep—and anyone else—who dared to step out of line. 
“Your face looks drawn, and your eyes are red-rimmed,” she observed. “Tell me what happened? I can help you, Rory.” 
I stuffed the last of the meat and cheese into my mouth and wiped my fingers on a dish towel. “All right, fine. I want to ask you something, and I want you to be completely honest with me.” 
“I’m all ears.” 
The deli meat was suddenly sitting heavily in my stomach, and I forced myself to ask the question I already knew the answer to. “You know Stephanie Campbell?” She nodded. “Did Matt sleep with her?” 
Raven’s lips pressed together in a straight line, but I could see the truth before she even opened her mouth. “That isn’t any of my business.” 
“Meaning you don’t know, or you’re not willing to tell me.” I nodded, not in the least bit stung at her refusal to speak against her cousin by marriage. “You’re loyal to Matt, so I understand. No hard feelings. I already know the truth anyway.” 
“Rory…” she started, but then she closed her mouth and shook her head, as if thinking better of it. “That was years ago. You weren’t even here, so why does anything that happened with that bitch matter?” 
I didn’t know how to answer that. She was right. I had been gone, but in my heart, we hadn’t been broken up. Matt had told me over and over again that it was the same for him. That no matter how long we were apart, to him, I was still his. I belonged to him. 
But if that was how he saw it, then he hadn’t belonged to me. 
And that was what was killing me. 
I had always trusted him. When we had first gotten together three years ago, I hadn’t questioned his fidelity to me once. Since we’d been together again, I had still felt that loyalty. Had been so sure that he would never look at anyone else, let alone touch them. It was the in-between time, when we had been separated, that had jealousy clawing at the walls of my mind. 
If Matt hadn’t told me he considered us still together while I had been away from him, maybe it wouldn’t have bothered me so much. But he hadn’t. And he hadn’t remained loyal to me during our time apart.
Out of sight, out of mind.
“Look, Steph Campbell is a whiny little bitch. She has nothing on you. All she ever does is run her mouth and go crying to her precious father whenever anyone so much as looks at her wrong. After I beat the snot out of her and that idiot friend of hers a while back, she learned to stay clear of us. Don’t worry about her. She’s not worth your time.” 
“You fought with Steph and Casandra?” I asked, but the puzzle of how Royce had pictures of the two girls beaten bloody now made sense. 
She shrugged. “One of them called me a sheep in my own bar. It didn’t end well for them.” 
“I can only imagine,” I said with a smirk. For some reason, knowing that Raven had shelled out a beating to Steph made me happy as hell. I grabbed a water out of the fridge. “I need a shower. Dealing with my corrupt and dirty father has left some grime on my skin.” 
“Are you ever going to tell me what happened with him today?” she called after me. 
“Maybe one day,” I shot back, hiding a small grin when I heard her exasperated mutters to herself.
I went to Matt’s room, intending to take a shower, but I remembered that I had a suitcase full of some of my clothes and other items in the back of Raven’s car. But now that I was alone again, what energy the deli meat had given me seemed to evaporate, and I dropped down onto the edge of the bed. 
Falling onto my back, I kicked off my borrowed shoes and curled up in the middle of the mattress and closed my eyes. With each deep breath I took, I could smell Matt, and that calmed my racing thoughts. I was torn up after finding out about Steph and him, but when it came down to it, I didn’t care enough about it to let him go. It hurt—hurt until my very body ached with it—but being without Matt would have hurt worse. 
The sound of the door opening forced my eyes to lift. Matt slammed the door closed behind him. Seeing me on the bed appeared to surprise him, but as he looked down at me, most of his tension seemed to melt away. “Hey, baby. If I’d known you were back, I would have come down sooner.” 
“I’ve only been here a few minutes.” 
“I don’t like you going out by yourself like that. Next time, wake my ass up or take one of the guys with you.” He pulled off his cut and tossed it at the only chair in the room. Scrubbing his hands over his face, he sat on the edge of the bed beside me. “Santino’s guys might not know you’re with me yet, but they’re probably watching who comes and goes.” 
I hadn’t thought about that, hadn’t even given it a moment’s pause during the time I had been out earlier. I had been too anxious to get the meeting over with my father, then too upset to care about my own safety at the thought of having to give Matt up. Now, I realized it was stupid not to think that whoever had blown up Matt’s truck was still out there, ready to attack and hurt the MC any other way they possibly could. 
“Sorry,” I muttered. “It won’t happen again.” 
He fell back beside me, his jaw clenched, his eyes on the ceiling. I could tell he was upset, but all I could do was lie there and look at him. I ate up the sight of how strong his chiseled jaw was, how long his lashes were, the dark stubble on his jaw and chin, and the side of his Cupid’s bow mouth that I could see. His neck was thick, veins standing out along it and his arms. Without his cut on, his chest looked massive underneath his thin gray T-shirt. 
He was darkly Adonic, and just looking at him had my heart pounding against my rib cage. “Tell me what’s on your mind,” I urged as I put my hand on his chest.
Both his hands covered my much smaller one, but his touch was gentle, belying the strength that was simmering just below the surface, wanting to be let loose on the world. “I can’t talk about it, babe. Not yet.” 
That stung, but I knew if it was MC-related, he wouldn’t ever tell me. “Oh,” I muttered and moved to pull my hand free. “Okay.” 
“Rory,” he started, his hold on me tightening. 
I stood, forcing him to release me. “I got some of my things from my dad’s house. I need to get them so I can take a shower and give Raven back her clothes.” 
He shot to his feet. “I’ll get them,” he offered. “They’re in Raven’s car?”
“Yeah… Thanks.” 
After the door shut behind him, I went into the bathroom and started the water for my shower. I barely waited for the water to warm up before I was standing under the spray, letting the powerful jets bite into my tense muscles. I leaned my forehead against the wall of the shower, closing my eyes as I tried to put the day out of my thoughts. Tears spilled from my eyes, but I refused to let myself sob.
I didn’t hear the door open, but the rush of cool air into the steaming shower had my head snapping around. The water flooding down onto my scalp masked the fact that I had been crying as Matt shut the shower door and pulled me into his arms. I went willingly, my lips meeting his halfway as I accepted his hungry kiss. 
I wanted him to erase every thought of him with Steph that had tortured me all day long. Wanted him to love me and make me feel like I was the only woman he had ever—and would ever—touch. His hands caught my ass, grinding his rock-hard cock against my stomach for a few seconds before lifting me. My legs wrapped around his waist, my hands holding on to his shoulders for dear life as he pressed me back against the wall under the spray of the shower. 
Water cascaded down his back, and it felt like we were hidden from the world with it acting like a waterfall.
Matt entered me quick and hard, but I was ready for him. My body opened to accept him, welcoming him home like it had been years since I had last felt him deep inside my body rather than just hours. I clung to him as he pounded into me, making my ass bounce against the tiled wall. 
“Look at me,” he commanded in a voice rough with the feral need I saw shining out of his blue eyes when I lifted my lashes to meet his gaze. “You are mine, and I’m yours. I always have been. Always will be. Nothing will keep us apart. Not your damn father, and not that fucking bitch Steph.”
I jerked at the mention of her name, anger rising in me. Raven must have told him what I had asked earlier. Damn it. I hadn’t been ready to talk about Steph with Matt. Not yet, maybe not ever. Because I didn’t want him to think about his time with her. 
And now he was talking about her while he was fucking me. 
I beat my fist against his chest, once, twice, but he didn’t even flinch. “Don’t say her name while you’re inside of me.” I pushed at his shoulders, wanting him to release me, but his hold on my ass only tightened, and he thrust into me deep and hard, making my breath catch. 
“I’m sorry I fucked her,” he growled close to my ear. “I’m sorry if that hurt you.” 
“If?” I half snarled, half sobbed. 
“I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking straight right after you left. Wasn’t thinking, period. I missed you so goddamn much, baby. It was killing me, driving me fucking insane, because I didn’t know if you were safe or not. Didn’t know if your bastard of a father had hurt you or what. I was pissed and hurting, and when I saw her, all I could think of was getting back at your father and that motherfucking DA.” 
“Stop,” I sobbed. “I don’t want to hear this.” 
“I got drunk, and I stayed drunk, Rory. I was fucking wasted when I did what I did with her, but it meant nothing, and I hated myself when I finally came to my senses. Maybe you weren’t here, but in my soul, you were still mine and I was fucking yours. Even then. My insanity lasted for all of two days, and then the red began to clear and I got rid of her. I couldn’t even look at myself in the mirror for weeks afterward.” 
I closed my eyes to block out the tormented look on his face, but I couldn’t shut it out. Could see that same lost and tortured look on his face after I had left him. 
“I loved you then, and I love you now. And I’m so fucking sorry I had sex with Steph, that I hurt you by doing that.” He kissed my shoulder, then my neck, making me shiver and clench around his cock that was still rock hard as it sat deep inside my body, unmoving. “I would change it if I could, but I can’t, baby. I fucking can’t.” 
I pressed my forehead to the center of his chest. “I always knew you wouldn’t stay celibate. You’re not a monk, Matt. I just… It’s hard to digest when the proof of who you were with while I wasn’t here is shoved down my throat like my father did today.” 
“I’m sorry, babe.” Slowly he began to rock into me, keeping the pace steady but no less mind-numbingly delicious. I tried to fight the pleasure, tried to keep my body from melting more and more, but it was hopeless. He knew exactly how to make my body respond to him, how to draw out every little whimper and sigh.
“I love you, Rory. Only ever you. Don’t think of that bitch. Don’t ever think of her because, until Rave told me about her just now, I had completely forgotten about her. She means nothing. No one—fucking no one, girl—means anything to me but you.” 
“But it hurts,” I cried, my nails biting punishingly into his shoulders. “It hurts so bad.” 
“Fuck, I would take it away in a heartbeat if I could. Don’t let this ruin us, baby. Don’t let this come between us.” He stopped moving, his cock completely still inside of me, which drove me a little closer to the edge. “I won’t lose you over her, do you hear me?” 
My head fell back against the tile, and I looked up at him with tears clinging to my lashes. “You won’t,” I whispered. “Because as much as I hate the thought of you with her, I can’t let you go. I love you more than I love myself, and I can’t give you up. Ever.” 
Relief filled his enthralling eyes. That look, and feeling how hard he was inside of me, told me without words that he loved me, that I mattered the most to him. That was all I needed right then. What I would always need. 
 
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
 
MATT
I
WAS STILL TRYING TO catch my breath a long while later as Rory lay on top of me on our bed. She was still gasping, her body still trembling from the force of the last orgasm I had just given her only a few minutes before. 
As my heart began to settle into its normal rhythm, I stroked my hands up and down her spine. “So you saw your dad today?” She nodded. “Did you run errands for Raven?” She shook her head. “You should have fucking woken me up, Rory.” 
She lifted her head. “Why? You going with me would have only made that meeting more stressful for me.” 
“Why?” 
“Because he uses you against me!” she cried and rolled over onto her side on the mattress facing me. “It’s what he did today. He threatened your freedom, wanted me to break up with you or he was going to have Campbell charge you for the rape of Steph and her slutty friend Casandra.” 
Regret at ever having touched Steph hit me in the gut again, but it didn’t stop me from being pissed that Rory had faced her dickhead father without me. Rory was mine, and that meant I protected her, not the other way around. 
“Just to clear everything up regarding those two bitches, did you fuck Casandra too?” 
I caught her chin and forced her to look at me. “No,” I told her honestly. “I didn’t touch her. But Tanner had some fun with that one. I think he actually invited a few of the brothers over and had an orgy with her in our living room. I was drunk off my ass at the time, so I can’t say a hundred percent for sure, though.” 
Her face scrunched up in disgust, but I saw the relief she wanted to hide. “Your brother was gross.” 
“He had his moments,” I agreed, feeling the loss of the man who’d had my back every day of my life, all over again. “But until I met you, I wasn’t any better, baby. I wasn’t a good guy, and all I cared about was having fun.” I didn’t want her to think I was some hero she should put on a pedestal. Until I met her, I hadn’t cared what I did or who I did it with. But when she walked into Hannigans’ on a dare, she turned my life upside down for the better. 
She was silent for a long moment, but then she blew out a frustrated sigh. “The past is the past. I don’t want to talk about it, don’t want to think about you with anyone but me.” 
“You’re the only one that counts.” 
“Good.” 
“Now, tell me what happened with your dad today.” Her lips pressed together, and I knew she had been hoping I had gotten too distracted to bring up her father again. “Campbell and Bates haven’t shown up to arrest me, and I sure as fuck am not letting you leave me. Which means you must have handled things with your father.” 
She lifted her shoulder in a casual shrug. “We came to a mutual understanding that satisfied us both in the end. He won’t bother us again, I promise.” 
“That simple?” I frowned, knowing there had to be more to it than what she was saying. Derrick Michaels was too full of himself to let it go so easily. 
“That simple,” she said with a sly smile and sat up. “I’m starving. I haven’t eaten much today. Can we go and see if the chili Raven was making earlier is ready?” 
When I heard her stomach growl, I gave in and dropped the subject of her father for the time being. I would get it out of her eventually. If her father really was out of our lives, then there was no rush. 
 
***
It was late when Uncle Jack came back from checking out Boomer’s apartment. I was sitting on one of the couches in the main room with Rory, Flick, Gracie, and Hawk when he walked through the door. As soon as he entered the clubhouse, every brother in the room went silent. The old man’s gaze found mine, and he gave a nod in the direction of Bash’s office. 
I kissed Rory quick and hard before getting to my feet. Hawk followed me as I climbed the stairs two at a time to get to my cousin’s office. I walked in as Raven was leaving, but as soon as the door closed behind her, Uncle Jack was talking. 
“It had to have been him,” he said to Bash, who was already seated behind his desk. “The place was littered with paraphernalia that could be used to build a bomb. That bastard could have a few with him for all I know.” 
My skin began to crawl with the need to slaughter Boomer. He had been a prospect, but he’d still been like a brother to me. I had trusted him—my fucking brother had trusted him, goddammit! 
“Any leads on where he might be heading?” Hawk asked. 
“One or two. No fucking way he would go back to the Texas charter. Even if Snake is a piece of shit, he wouldn’t welcome Boomer back after he blew up another brother.” Uncle Jack popped his neck left and right, as if gearing up for a fight. “I have my narcs keeping their eyes open. A few are sticking close to Santino’s compound as well.” 
“Santino isn’t the one we gotta worry about,” Hawk grumbled. “It’s Enzo Fontana. We gutted his brother looking for Jr. back in New York. He’s the one who wants our heads.” 
I didn’t give a fuck who was behind the bombing. I just wanted to make someone bleed, wanted to hear their screams as I flayed their skin back from their muscles and poured salt into their wounds. 
There was a double tap on the door. Bash called for the person to come in, and Trigger walked into the room. My tension skyrocketed. “What is it?” I demanded. 
“It took a half-dozen calls, but I finally got some answers on the prospect. He was helping the cartel get drugs across the border down in Texas and skimming a little of the profits and the products off the top for himself. The Colombians put a hit on him, so he decided to come this way.” 
“No fucking wonder he’s under Santino’s thumb. They own his ass now,” Bash gritted out. “Santino has just as big a hard-on for those bitches as he does for Vitucci. He’s just pissed because he doesn’t have the manpower or the balls to play with the big boys, let alone the men.” 
I crossed to my cousin’s desk and slammed my fists down on top of it. “I want Boomer. I don’t give a fuck about Enzo or Santino or the goddamn Colombians. I get that motherfucker. He’s why Warden and my brother are dead.” 
Bash’s eyes flicked with electricity, but he gave me a grim nod. “He’s yours. But you do nothing until after the memorial tomorrow. We take the day to respect the dead, and then and only then can you take him out.” 
I gave him a nod in appreciation. 
“I want Jet and Hawk with you when you go looking for him.” 
“Not me,” Hawk spoke up. “Gracie has been too sick lately. I’m not leaving her.” 
“Then me,” Bash said without a pause. “Me and Jet.” 
“I don’t care who comes, as long as you stay the fuck out of my way when it comes time to put a bullet in his brain,” I told him point-blank. 
“You have my word,” my cousin assured me. 
After taking care of a few more things, we all left Bash’s office. Rory was still sitting where I had left her half an hour before. Raider had taken my place beside her, with Quinn on his lap, leaving no room for me. Rory stood up when I crossed the room to her. 
“Everything okay?” she asked in a quiet voice that only I could hear. 
I gave her a stiff nod. “I’m good.” 
“Holy shit!” Raven yelled out and came running out of the kitchen. 
All eyes were on her as she grabbed the remote and turned on the huge flat screen mounted on the wall. “You guys aren’t going to fucking believe this,” she said to the room at large, but her eyes went to Rory after she found the right channel. 
It was the local news, and one of the three news anchors was standing outside of the mayor’s office building. “…no news as to what’s behind the sudden resignation of Mayor Michaels…” My gaze shot to Rory, but she kept her eyes locked on the television. “…but sources speculate that he will be putting in his bid to run for governor at the end of the year. A special election will be held next month to fill the position, and we already have confirmation of two of the candidates. District Attorney Royce Campbell will be stepping down so he can put in his bid for the seat, and the other is our very own Jacob Jenkins.” 
“Yes!” Gracie squealed. “I knew he would do it.” 
“You knew about this?” Hawk asked. 
“Oh, it was just something that came up at work today. He asked me not to say anything because he was undecided about running or not.” 
“Well, he’s going to get my vote,” Flick said from where she was still seated on the couch. 
“What did you do to convince him to give up his job?” Raven demanded with a bewildered look on her face, pulling Rory’s gaze from me to her. 
“Does it really matter?” 
“No, but I’m curious. I don’t think you just asked him to pretty please go away, and he gave in out of the goodness of his heart.” 
“I’d rather not talk about it,” Rory muttered, turning away from everyone, including me. “Just be thankful that he’s leaving.” 
“Oh, I’m beyond thankful,” Raven assured her. “I think everyone in this room is thankful.” 
“Yup,” a few of the brothers called out. 
“Fuck yeah,” Bash and Jet both seconded from behind me. 
“Thanks, Rory!” a handful of men called from across the room. “You’re our new best friend, babe!” 
I had no fucking clue what was going on, but my gut was telling me that my girl had done something life-changing to get her father to agree to resign and leave me alone. I didn’t like it. She didn’t need to play her father’s games for me. I could take his ass on any day of the week. 
Grabbing her hand, I pulled her out of the room and down the hall to our bedroom. I didn’t say anything until the door was shut and locked behind us. “What the hell did you do?” 
“What I had to,” she answered deadpan, but there was no fear in her eyes, not even a flicker of nervousness.  
Everything inside of me turned to ice, trepidation eating me alive with fear for her. Michaels was a slimy bastard, sure, but he was still dangerous. What the hell did my girl get herself into? “Rory.” 
“I gave him what he wanted,” she said with a shrug, as if it was nothing, and sat down on the chair across the room. 
“Which was?” 
“Money. He was nearly broke, and my mother’s money comes to me the minute I turn twenty-one. I’m giving him almost all of it.” 
“You gave up everything your mother left you?” 
For me. Shit, I couldn’t let her do that. 
“How much did you give up for me?” 
“It doesn’t matter.” 
“How much?” I barked.
Her brow puckered into a frown. “Why does it matter?” 
“Because you shouldn’t have to give up anything for me. Ever. You’re not supposed to be the one taking care of me.” 
Her frown turned into a glare, and she was on her feet in a flash. Marching across the room, she punched me in the chest. “That’s not how this works, asshole. You aren’t the only one who gets to do all of the taking care of and providing and whatever else alpha shit fills that thick head of yours. We’re partners. That means we share everything, including the bad shit. You only get to take care of me, protect me, as long as I get to do the same for you.” 
I caught her fist before she could hit me again. “How much did you fucking give him, Rory?” 
“Two hundred and forty-nine million,” she snapped and pulled her hand free. “But I kept a little for myself. He didn’t get everything. I still have a million dollars, dammit.” 
I let her go, too stunned to hold on to her. My jaw dropped, nearly landing on the floor, as I tried to comprehend just how much money she had given up to be with me. I knew her parents were well-off. Fuck, she had told me once just how big her grandparents’ house was where she had stayed in the three years we were apart. But, fucking hell, I hadn’t imagined she had that much money to her name. 
This girl—my girl—was too good for me. No goddamn wonder her father had wanted her to stay away from a screw-up like me. 
“Don’t you fucking dare,” she growled and caught my face between her hands. “You shut those damn thoughts down right now, Matthew Reid. I can see the wheels turning in that head of yours. I didn’t want the fucking money. I have never wanted anything more than you, and as long as I have you, I don’t care about the money. I don’t need it. Not when I have you.” 
I covered her hands and pulled them away. “You deserve better than me, Rory.”
“I deserve to be happy!” she yelled in my face, those green eyes spitting flames at me. “I deserve to have a man who loves me and only me and who would give up his last breath for me. Are you telling me that you aren’t that man?” 
“Fuck no!” I yelled back. “I would give up everything I have to protect you. You are my entire goddamn world.” 
“Then don’t you ever tell me I deserve better, because it doesn’t get better than what we have.” 
I caught her around the waist, jerking her against me and covering her mouth with my own. Her fingers tangled in the back of my hair as I lifted her, her lips devouring my mouth as I carried her over to the bed. Clothes went flying, and as soon as I had her pussy bared and my cock out, I thrust into her hard and fast. 
“This…mmm… This doesn’t mean I’m not still pissed at you,” she panted. 
“Oh, yeah?” I grabbed a pillow and stuffed it under her perfect ass. “What the fuck are you mad about, girl?” I asked with a smirk.
“Because you…you… Shit, I can’t talk when you do that, Matt!” 
“This?” I thrust deeper and felt her walls start to contract around me. “Okay, I’ll stop,” I lied and thrust even deeper. 
“You’re such an asshole,” she gasped out, her eyes rolling back in her head the instant my thumb touched her clit. “Matt!” 
“You still pissed?” 
“Yes!” 
“You sure?” I kissed her neck then bit into her shoulder and sucked hard, marking what I would kill to keep. 
“Yes… No…” she whispered. 
“Which is it?” 
“No,” she whimpered, her nails slicing into my back. “No, just keep doing that.” 
I pushed up onto my knees and wrapped my arms around her thighs as her feet fell over my left shoulder. “I. Love. You.” I punctuated each word with a thrust that took me even deeper inside her drenched pussy. 
“Oh God,” she moaned as she fell apart for me. “I love you too!” 
A handful of thrusts later and I was falling on top of her as my cock emptied inside of her. 
 
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
 
COLT
I
HEARD A SOFT MOAN coming from the bedroom downstairs and set my mug of coffee on the counter. It was getting late, but I had figured Kelli would be waking up soon. I hadn’t given her enough to put her out for long, but she had already been out for longer than I had expected. 
The stairs creaked as I descended them, and I heard her moan again. She was going to have one hell of a headache from the shit Raven had whipped together. We had started using the stuff on guys three times her size two years ago, and those fuckers had cried like little pussies when they woke up from that shit. 
As I entered the master bedroom, I saw she was starting to struggle against her cuffs, making little whimpering noises as she began to realize where she was and what was going to happen to her. She didn’t have to worry too much. I wasn’t going to hurt her physically. I couldn’t stomach that shit, but I was still dreading what answers she was going to give me. I didn’t want to have to get rid of a body, but if it came down to it, I would do what had to be done. 
The cuffs rattled as she shook her wrists. “What the fuck?” she muttered to herself. 
“Nice to see you awake, babe.” 
Her head snapped around so quickly I could tell she was seeing stars behind her eyes. She inhaled sharply and slowly blinked before finally focusing on me. “What are you doing, Colt?” she demanded, then flinched at the loudness of her own voice. 
I moved to the end of the bed, so that I could look down over her entire body. I gazed down at her dispassionately. “Tell me about Senator Samson,” I commanded, ignoring her question. 
Before my eyes, her entire body went completely still. “Wh-what?” 
“I won’t repeat myself.” 
“Samson is…” She paused, seeming to think about how to answer, or maybe her head was hurting too badly to understand the question. I didn’t care which it was. I stood over her, patiently waiting for her to answer. 
“He was my mother’s lover,” she finally said, lifting her gaze to stare at something over my shoulder. “He’s… He’s my father.” 
That answer surprised the fuck out of me, but I kept my face completely blank. If she was Samson’s daughter, then no wonder she was helping that fucker out by spying on us.
Shit. 
“But I hate him,” she went on after a small pause, so fervently I didn’t doubt her even for a second. “I hate that sonofabitch more than any other person on the planet. I would have killed him myself years ago if I knew I could have gotten away with it.” 
“Why is that?” 
“There are a hundred reasons I could think of just off the top of my aching head,” she growled. “Like how he treated my mother before she got sick. How he still treats her. My mother loved that slimy bastard when his own wife couldn’t even stomach the sight of him. But would he marry the woman who loved him, when the one who hated him only wasted his money on facelifts and tummy tucks? No. Because my mother wasn’t the type of woman who could help him get his Senate seat.” 
The passion in her voice, on her gorgeous face, was the most I had ever heard or seen from her in all the time I had known her. The love she felt for her mother shone like a beacon from her eyes. 
“So why help Samson by spying on the club?” I demanded, hardening my heart again when I realized I had begun to soften toward her a little. “If you hate him so much, why would you help him? 
“Because he threatened to stop my mother’s care if I didn’t,” she said in a voice that was clouded with pain. “My mother has Alzheimer’s.” 
That was the first I had heard of it, but then again, this was the first time she had even mentioned her mother. Until now, I hadn’t even realized she actually had family that was alive.
“She has round-the-clock care in one of the best nursing homes in the entire state. But her disease is progressing faster than even her doctors expected. On her good days, she can barely even remember who I am. Her bad days, she can’t remember how to use the fucking bathroom.” Despair filled Kelli’s eyes, and she lowered them before I could read more of her emotions. “Calvin is paying for her nursing home, but he’s also paying for the experimental drugs that are giving her more good days than bad ones.” 
“He was holding your mother’s life over your head to get you to find out all you could on me and the club,” I bit out, not a question but a statement. 
She nodded, then moaned at the sudden movement of her head. “Yes,” she muttered after she could focus her eyes again. “But he’d been getting fed up with me, and I knew it was only a matter of time before he finally cut my mother off.” 
“Why?” 
She turned her gaze up to the ceiling, refusing to meet my gaze as she gritted out her answer. “Because I was feeding the mayor and his pervy crony nothing but bullshit. I didn’t have anything to offer to them that could be used against you or the club. Instead, I was feeding them details about Samson’s dirty dealings, and Michaels was going to use it against my father so he would have no choice but to back him in his bid for the governor’s seat.” 
“You what?” My voice rumbled, unable to hide my shock this time. 
She lowered her lashes, grimacing in pain at how loud and harsh my voice was, but when she opened them again, I saw the truth shining out of her eyes. “I didn’t betray you, Colt. As much as I love my mother, I couldn’t do that to you or the club. It would have hurt you and Quinn, and I just couldn’t bring myself to hurt either of you like that. So I had to come up with a contingency plan. The mayor wants to be governor, and for that to happen, he needs other politicians to back him up. To agree with him when he wants to have his own way and convince everyone else to think just like him. My father has a lot of clout in this state and in Washington, DC. If anyone could get the mayor what he wants, it would be Calvin Samson. Every time I’ve met with Michaels and Royce Campbell, I’ve given him dirt on the senator. Not you or the MC or anyone else.” 
“But what about your mother?” 
“Do you think I gave him most of that shit for free?” she laughed, then grimaced again when the sound caused her physical pain. “The mayor said he was coming into a big cash flow soon, but I told him I wanted the money upfront at each meeting. I’ve got my mother taken care of. She will be just fine.” 
I didn’t know whether to believe her or not. There was too much shit going on for me to just take her at her word. 
“Why did you meet with Bubbles?” It was something I had been wondering about more than I had been curious about Samson. Why the fuck would Kelli meet with that cunt and not tell me? She knew we had been looking for the ex-sheep. She knew what Bubbles had done to my sister. “She nearly cost Raven Max.” 
She blew out a long sigh. “Samson doesn’t know yet that I’ve been double-crossing him. Michaels wasn’t ready to let that little cat out of the bag. My father called and said he had a contact I needed to check up on. I had no idea who it was. All he gave me was a time and a place and told me to meet up with one of his contacts. I didn’t know it was Bubbles, had no clue who she was until she introduced herself. I spoke to her for all of ten minutes before I left.” 
“What did she say?” 
“She bragged about being my father’s newest lover. Apparently, she thought he was better in the sack than Kevin had been.” Her lips twisted in disgust. “She didn’t have much to tell me, other than what to watch for and which brother was the easiest to get the most information out of.”
“Which is who?” I had a feeling what name she was going to give me, but I needed confirmation. 
“Warden was on the list. She said he liked to talk after he got good head.” 
Warden never had been able to keep his mouth shut after he got his dick sucked. 
Damn it. 
I glared down at her, hating that I was feeling relieved she hadn’t betrayed me. “How the fuck do you expect me to believe anything you say?” 
“I have proof,” she assured me. “Have Raider go to our house, tell him to lift the loose board under my bed. I have a USB drive under there of the recordings I made of each meeting I had with Michaels and Campbell.” 
I put my hands on the end of the bed and leaned over her menacingly. “You better hope he finds it, babe. Because if he doesn’t, you won’t ever be going home.” 
 
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
 
SPIDER
I STOOD IN THE
CORNER of the private hospital room, watching as a nurse changed out Willa’s IV fluids then checked her blood pressure again. Willa looked weak and pale, her worry not completely hidden by the small smile she gave the woman who had done nothing but poke and prod my girl all damn day. 
Doc had admitted Willa the night before for observation and to run some tests to figure out what was going on with my female’s blood pressure. The nurse had come into the room at random times throughout the day to take countless vials of blood. A heart monitor had been put on Willa as soon as we had gotten to the room the night before, and her heart rate had varied between low and normal—or so Raven would tell me every time I texted her what the numbers on the screen said every few hours. 
The nurse had given us no answers when I’d demanded to know if the blood test results were back. She said I would just have to wait for the doctor to come in. I called bullshit because I knew the nurse had to be aware of what was going on with my wife. She just wouldn’t fucking tell me. 
The nurse was working on making Willa’s pillows more comfortable when Doc finally showed up. 
“About fucking time,” I snarled at the man. He was wearing his white lab coat and carrying his damn iPad. He barely looked up from it when I growled at him. “Well?” 
Doc turned to the nurse with a tired but commanding kind of smile. “Could you give me a moment alone with my patient and her husband, nurse?” 
She grabbed her things and made a quick exit. While the door shut behind her, Doc moved to stand beside Willa. Taking the stethoscope from around his neck, he started listening to her heart and then her stomach. He was quiet for so long, I was beginning to lose what little bit of sanity I still held on to. 
“For fuck’s sake, Doc. What the hell is wrong with her?” I wasn’t even sure I had meant to bellow the question, but I was at the end of my rope. If Willa was scared, it was nothing compared to how terrified I was right then. I wanted answers, damn it, and I wanted them now. 
“James,” Willa started to scold me, but when our gazes met, she pressed her lips shut. She could see that I was seconds away from having a damn breakdown. This female was everything to me, and if anything happened to her, it would kill me. 
Doc sighed and wrapped the stethoscope back around his shoulders. “Her labs are basically normal. Heart enzymes are perfect. Glucose levels within ranges that don’t worry me. She’s fairly healthy.” 
“That doesn’t mean shit,” I snapped. “I want to know why she passed out last night. I want to know why her blood pressure hasn’t gone up, and I want to know what the hell we’re going to do to fix her.” 
Doc scratched at the stubble on his chin, seeming to contemplate what he was about to say. Willa held out her hand, and I didn’t hesitate to cross to her and take it in mine. Her fingers trembled as we waited for Doc to speak. 
“I said her labs were basically normal. I do know what is wrong with her, but I’ve been trying to find a way to tell you that won’t send you into a catatonic state, Spider.” He blew out a harsh breath and shook his head. “When I say basically normal, I mean normal for someone in her condition.” 
“Just tell us,” Willa commanded, seemingly at the end of her own rope now. “Spit it out, Doc. I can take it.” 
“You’re pregnant, Willa.” 
My knees went weak with a mixture of relief and terror. Thankfully, the hard as fuck recliner I had slept in the night before was behind me, and I dropped down into it hard. She was fine, she was healthy and fine. 
Pregnant. 
Fuck. 
Pregnant. 
Ah, fuck. 
No one word had ever scared the shit out of me more. My wife had life growing inside of her. 
I was going to be a father. 
“Pregnant?” Willa asked with awe in her voice. “Why couldn’t you just come out and say that in the first place, dammit? I was scared to death something was seriously wrong with me.” 
“Your hormone levels suggest that you’re carrying more than one baby, Willa,” Doc explained. “And I figured your husband was going to freak when I told you about being pregnant, so I could only imagine his reaction when I mentioned the word multiples.” 
“That’s crazy! He’s…” she started to chide the doctor. But then her gaze landed on me, and worry wrinkled her brow. “Babe? You look like you’re going to pass out.” 
“I might,” I croaked out. 
Multiples? More than one baby. Shit. Shit. Oh, fucking shit. 
If the idea of one baby was scaring the living hell out of me, two was going to send me into an early grave. 
“Um, so, are we talking twins?” Willa asked the doctor after watching me for a few more moments. 
“At the least, yes.” 
“What the fuck does that mean?” I roared. 
Doc, used to my temper after years of dealing with the MC, didn’t even flinch. “It means we’re going to do an ultrasound so we can determine just how many babies Willa is carrying,” he informed me calmly.  
“Okay, when can we do that?” Willa asked, her voice shaking with both excitement and apprehension. 
“Let me get a wheelchair, and I’ll take you downstairs and do it myself,” he offered. 
“Thanks, Doc.” Her smile was shaky, and as soon as he was out of the room, it fell. 
Unable to have so much space between the two of us, I fell to my knees beside her bed and buried my face in her lap. Her fingers stroked over my bare head. 
“How can I even be pregnant?” she grumbled to herself. “I’ve been on the pill for years now, and we haven’t had any issues.” 
“What about when you had that bad ear infection a few months back?” I reminded her as I turned my head so that I could see her beautiful face. “You went through three different antibiotics before it got cleared up. Raven told you to be careful.” 
Amusement darkened her eyes. “Yeah? Well, then I blame you.”
Seeing that look in her eyes had a bit of my tension easing. “So, this is my fault, is it?” 
Her lips twisted into a sexy little smirk. “Yup. All your fault. You put these babies in me, and now look where we’re at.” 
Lifting my head, I stroked my palm over her stomach. “This is scary shit, baby.” 
One of her hands covered my own. “I know. But we’ve got this.” 
“Do we?” I didn’t feel nearly as sure as she sounded. 
“Why do you doubt it?” 
I lifted one shoulder in a halfhearted shrug. “I will probably fuck this kid up.” 
“Um, I’m guessing it’s going to be more than one kid, babe. But you’re not going to fuck up anything. You’re amazing with Lexa, and Max adores you.” She leaned forward and touched her lips to mine. “You’re going to kick ass as a daddy, James. Actually, I’d been thinking of babies lately. I wanted to wait until all the crap with those damn Italians was over before bringing it up, though.” 
“Don’t worry about those motherfuckers, Willa. I’ll gut them all before I let anything happen to you and the kids.” 
She kissed me again, then gave me a sly smile that had my cock jerking painfully against the zipper of my jeans. “I didn’t doubt it for a single second, babe.” 
Doc came back a few minutes later with the wheelchair, and I followed them downstairs. The room he took us to was dark, with only a monitor on a large machine to see by. I helped Willa get onto the little exam table and get comfortable while Doc typed in all her information. A few minutes later, he pulled out a wand and put what looked like a condom over it. 
“What the fuck do you think you’re gonna do with that, motherfucker?” 
Willa giggled even as Doc tried to explain what he was going to do. Everything inside of me told me to knock his ass out and take Willa home. Whatever the fuck he was about to do could wait for when a female tech could perform this exam on my wife. I stood stone-still beside Willa’s head as Doc put the condom-covered wand inside of Willa and shifted it around. 
She made a few noises of discomfort and reached for my hand. I took it and lifted it to my lips. “You’re okay,” I murmured, but I wasn’t sure I believed my own words. 
“Ah,” Doc commented after a minute or two of making Willa squirm. “Here we go.” 
Willa’s eyes went straight to the screen, but I only watched her face for a minute. She looked on in awe as Doc pointed at something, and I wondered if she had ever looked more beautiful. 
“Oh my God, James!” she whispered emotionally and lifted wet eyes to me.
The sight of her tears was like a kick to the gut, and I snapped to attention. “What? What is it?” 
Doc patiently pointed to the screen again. “Baby A is right there. This is Baby B. And here is Baby C.”
“Three?” I choked out. 
All I could make out were three little dark blobs. If he hadn’t told me what I was looking at, I never would have thought they were babies. But as I watched Doc shift the pictures in front of me by moving the wand inside of Willa, my heart melted in my chest. Then the room filled with the sound of their heartbeats. Willa began to cry and laugh, and it was all I could do to hold back my own tears. 
Three babies. Holy motherfucking shit. How was that even possible? Sure, people had twins all the time, but fucking triplets? I thought that only happened when the parents used IVF or some shit. 
“Looks like you’re measuring at about ten weeks, Willa,” Doc told her with a grin. “And everything is looking great. I want to get you into a specialist as soon as possible, though. Someone who deals with multiples on a regular basis.”
“Can you tell if they’re identical or not?” She tossed it out there just as the thought floated through my own mind. 
He shook his head. “I can’t determine that, but the specialist might be able to.” 
“This… Whoa, this is just so crazy. I never imagined something like this could happen. Triplets… Twins don’t even run in either of our families, and here we are with three?” 
Doc’s face suddenly became very serious. “I’m going to warn you now, Willa. There is a chance that all three babies may not make it to delivery. You’re still in the first trimester, even if you only have a few weeks left. You need to be aware that carrying multiples, no matter how healthy the mother, comes with some bigger risks than if you were just carrying one baby.” 
“O-okay,” she whispered, but then she set her chin in that stubborn way that irritated the hell out of me but always made me fall a little more in love with her. This woman was strong, determined, and all mine. “But we’ll be okay. These little beasts will come out fighting no matter what happens over the next six months.” She lifted her gaze to mine, and I nearly fell to my knees beside her. “They’re too much like their daddy not to.” 
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty
 
 
Rory
“REMEMBER THAT TIME TANNER PUNCHED Bates in the face and told him to suck his dick when the sheriff pulled him over?” Raider snorted beer out his nose he was laughing so hard at the memory. “Spent three days in jail because of it, and made like two g’s from playing poker with some of the guards.” 
“Remember the time…” 
That was how all the conversations seemed to start tonight. From the moment we had walked through the doors of Hannigans’, everyone had been talking about Tanner and Warden. They were remembering the hilarious antics Matt’s brother had gotten into and all the good times they had shared with the two fallen brothers. 
Having only ever attended my mother’s funeral, I didn’t really know what to expect tonight. I figured it would have been held at a church and people would stand up and talk about the two men who were now gone.
Instead, Matt had surprised me by pulling his motorcycle into the parking lot at Hannigans’ along with everyone else. Music was playing loud and proud, while everyone laughed and had a good time. Food was lined up inside on the bar top, a buffet of what Raven had told me were all of the two fallen brothers’ favorite dishes. They were celebrating the life of their brothers, not mourning them. 
I had never seen the MC brothers look so dressed up before. At least, by their standards. They all wore button-up shirts under their cuts, with jeans that looked newer compared to the distressed ones they all tended to wear on any other day. But this day was different. Today they were saying goodbye to two of their own. 
Oddly enough, that seemed like a better way to say goodbye to someone than standing over a casket and sobbing because my heart was broken at the loss of someone I cared about. 
The bar was overflowing, and it was nearly impossible to talk to anyone over the roar of music and laughter, but somehow, they did. I stood beside Matt because he wouldn’t let go of my hand long enough to even get my own drinks. He sent someone to get him a fresh beer and a glass of wine for me whenever we needed a refill. 
Bash, whom I’d only seen a handful of times throughout the night, appeared out of the crowd with Spider and Hawk on either side of him. “We got a new lead,” he said in a deadly serious voice, and I saw a switch flip inside of Matt. 
“You’re sure it’s legit?” he growled at his cousin as he released my hand. 
“It’s worth looking into,” Hawk said with a shrug. 
Spider tipped his head toward the door. “Let’s talk about this outside, man.” 
“Yeah.” Matt dropped a kiss on my lips, barely looking at me. “Get something to eat, babe. I’ll be back in a little while.” 
Without looking back, he followed the other three out the door, and I had a sudden bad feeling. Something told me that whatever was going on, it involved what had happened to Tanner. I understood Matt’s need to avenge his brother, but I didn’t want to have to go to another one of these damn memorials, next time for him. 
I wasn’t hungry, but I figured Matt would be when he came back inside. There was a long line at the buffet, so I grabbed a paper plate and waited. 
“Hey, Rory. We’re on our way out,” Flick called as she came up to me with Max on her hip and Jet right behind her. She paused long enough to let me kiss Max’s cheek, but he hid his face in her shoulder, making her roll her blue eyes. “This little monster is cranky, so I’m going to take him back to the clubhouse and attempt to get him to sleep.” 
“Ah, poor little guy.” I kissed the top of his head, loving the smell of his baby shampoo. “Don’t be mad, Max. Auntie Flick will give you cuddles.” 
He lifted his head and frowned at me, then pushed me away. “My Flick!” 
Flick laughed, and Jet muttered something I didn’t completely catch about little cockblockers. I hid my grin as she gave me a wink. 
“We’ll see you later,” Flick said as they moved away. “Tell Matt we love him.” 
“I will,” I promised. “See you later.” 
A few other people came up to me as I was waiting in line. Quinn and Raider came to say goodnight, and Willa stopped long enough to ask me if I had seen her husband. She looked better than she had before she had been hospitalized, but she hadn’t said what the doctor had diagnosed after all the tests they were supposed to do at the hospital. 
“He’s outside with Matt, Bash, and Hawk,” I explained. “Club business.” 
“Oh, well, I guess I’ll let him stay a little longer. I’m tired and wanted to head home. If you see him, tell him I’ll be in the bathroom, okay?” 
“Sure. No problem. Are you feeling okay?” 
She shrugged. “Nothing a little rest can’t cure,” she said with a smile, but there was something in her eyes that made me wonder what was going on with her. 
Willa left, and two sheep in front of me soon pulled me into a conversation as we began to fill our plates. Everyone was still having a good time, laughing and telling “remember when…” stories about Tanner and Warden. I had been sad when Matt told me Warden didn’t have any biological family left, but hearing all these people telling stories about him, seeing their smiles and hearing the affection they had for the man, told me that maybe he hadn’t had any blood relatives, but he still had a family who had loved him. 
“Get down!” a deep voice roared over the music. 
Suddenly, everyone was dropping to the floor, and without even thinking about it, I followed suit. The music was cut off abruptly, but people were screaming in fear while the brothers all rushed outside. I didn’t know what was going on, couldn’t make sense of anything at first other than the fact that I was now on my stomach between a crying Aggie and some other woman whose name I couldn’t remember. My plate of food was gone, spread over the floor along with everyone else’s. 
I lifted my head, looking around for any sign of what was going on.
What sounded like a vehicle backfiring suddenly drowned out everyone’s screams, and my breath froze in my throat. The noise came again and again, rapidly back to back, and I knew exactly what it was. Someone was shooting at the building. The windows were breaking from the bullets, sending glass flying in all directions, making people scream in surprise and pain.
Matt! The thought hit me in the gut with the force of a wrecking ball. Matt was out there! 
No, please, no. Let him be okay. 
Fear had made my vocal cords freeze up, so I didn’t scream along with everyone else. I ducked my head back down as the sound of more bullets echoed from outside, and I prayed that Matt had a gun. 
“Momma!” Lexa’s frightened squeal could suddenly be heard over everyone else’s. My head snapped up, my gaze going to where I had heard the little girl. 
Dread filled my stomach when I saw the beautiful little dark-haired girl standing by one of the windows. The pretty pink dress she was wearing was now covered in blood, most of which was on her left arm. 
“Lexa!” Raven screamed, but I didn’t have time to figure out where she was in the chaos. 
Another round of bullets started raining through the windows. There was no time to think about what I was doing as I jumped to my feet and started running toward the girl. I reached her in a matter of seconds, and I grabbed her well before Raven could reach her. Tucking Lexa close, I fell onto my stomach with her underneath me just as a handful of bullets flew over my head. 
“Momma!” Lexa screamed at the top of her lungs. 
“Lexa, I’m coming, baby,” her mother called out, and I chanced lifting my head to find Raven crawling toward us. 
She reached us quickly, her face a mask of fear and rage. “Where was she hit?” she demanded as I lifted up enough so she could pull her daughter from under me. 
“I think it got her in the arm.” 
“Fuck,” she bit out. “Shit, thank God Flick took Max with them.” Her fingers were shaking as she pulled the dress over Lexa’s head so she could check the little girl’s arm. There was blood pouring from the back as well as the front of her arm. “Through and through,” she said, sounding relieved.
“Momma, it hurts,” Lexa sobbed. 
“I know, baby. I know.” 
Wrapping the dress around the wounds like a tourniquet, Raven grabbed my hand. “Hold this. Don’t let go.” 
I nodded. “She’s going to be okay?” 
“She will be fine,” Raven assured me, but her voice scared me almost as much as the bullets still flying by us did. “Stay with her. Protect her with your life.” 
“Where are you going?” I cried as she got to her feet. 
“Protect her,” she commanded and made a mad run for the door. 
“No!” Lexa screamed and tried to get free when she realized her mother was leaving her. “Momma, come back!” 
I tightened my hold on the dress and covered Lexa’s little body with my own once again, afraid more bullets would start flying. I had no idea what was going on outside, but all I could think was that Matt was out there somewhere. 
Matt could be hurt. 
Matt could be shot. 
 
 



Chapter Twenty One
 
 
Raven
JET HAD BEEN AGGRAVATING MAX all evening, teasing him that he was going to marry Flick and he was going to take her away from him. Max hadn’t been happy and had clung to Flick all night to the point that she couldn’t even set him on his feet without him throwing a fit. When he’d started yawning, Flick had given in and offered to take him back to the clubhouse for the night. I was thanking every damned deity in the sky for that small blessing now. Just as I was thanking them that Lexa’s gunshot wound hadn’t hit anything major. 
But the sight of my daughter standing in the middle of bullets flying all around her was going to haunt me for the rest of my fucking life. Her sweet face had been white with fear and pain as the blood had oozed out of her gunshot wounds. All I could think about was getting to her, making sure she was okay, that I wasn’t going to fucking lose her. 
As soon as I realized she was going to be okay, that it was nothing life-threatening, the rage had boiled up fast and hot.  
Outside, I saw at least four vehicles that shouldn’t have been there at the end of the parking lot. Men in suits were standing behind them, their powerful guns pointed at my family’s bar, at my friends and family. 
At Bash. 
The brothers were all ducked behind vehicles and motorcycles, shooting back at the suits. “You want some of this, Enzo, come get it!” Hawk yelled. “I’m right fucking here, pussy.” 
I could tell where my brother was, not just because of where he was yelling insults at the men with guns, but where the bullets were suddenly being directed. 
I ducked down behind a row of motorcycles as a stray bullet whizzed by my head, unsure it was friend or foe who had nearly shot me. On my hands and knees, I crawled through the maze of bikes toward my SUV. Bash didn’t know it, but I had a stash of guns where my spare tire should have been. I had started my little arsenal when Hawk had been shot a while back trying to protect Gracie from being taken. There was no way in hell I was going to chance being out with my kids and something happening to us that could have easily been avoided if I’d just had a gun. 
It felt like it took forever to reach my blacked-out SUV. I opened the back and started moving shit around. My fingers shook with reaction as my hands wrapped around the butt of the shotgun I’d filched from Spider’s basement. Willa had caught me taking it, but she hadn’t said a word about it. The next day, she had done the same thing with her own vehicle. 
The gun wasn’t loaded, so I grabbed the box of shells that was right beside it. Dropping the shells onto the ground beside me, I grabbed the two Glocks as well but left the second shotgun. 
“Fuck!” I heard someone groan and realized it was Uncle Chaz. “Bastard got me in the belly.” 
“No,” I whispered and prayed it wasn’t true. In my experience, gut shots were usually fatal. 
One of the tires on the other side of my SUV suddenly exploded, making me tighten my hold on the shotgun. Gritting my teeth, I loaded the gun and jumped to my feet. Leaning around the back of the vehicle, I shot twice at the group of cars and was rewarded when I heard an agonized bellow of pain as one of my bullets found a new home in some bastard’s shoulder. I didn’t feel the pain from the force of the kick; I was too full of adrenaline to feel anything but the need to make them all bleed. 
“That’s for my daughter, motherfucker!” I yelled as I reloaded.
“Raven?” Bash roared. “Raven, where are you!” 
“Fuck, Raven, get your ass back inside!” Spider yelled out next. 
One of the suits laughed. “So these pussies have their women doing their dirty work?” 
“Nope. You just pissed off the wrong mother,” I called back and edged around the back of the SUV. I aimed for someone’s head and pulled the trigger. His brains splattered across the top of his car. 
With a howl of outrage, bullets shifted from Hawk and the others to start flying in my direction. 
“Come out, you fucking bitch!” the suit who had laughed roared now. “Come and face me!” 
Dropping the shotgun at my feet because it took too much time to reload, I checked to make sure the magazine in one of the Glocks was full. 
“Goddamn it, Raven,” Bash snarled, sounding closer now. “Stay where you are. I’m coming to get you.” 
That wasn’t going to happen. I made myself as small as I could as I ducked and ran for the next vehicle that was big enough to give me some protection. It was Willa’s massive Suburban. It was off the ground a little more than my own was, and I crawled under it. Using my new position to hide and protect myself, I aimed at the guy who was now calling me names in Italian. 
But one of the other suits kept getting in my way. “Fuck it,” I muttered under my breath and pulled the trigger. Once. Twice. A third time. The first shot lodged in his arm, the second missed him as he jerked at the pain, but the third got him right in the neck. 
Blood gushed from the artery I had just hit, then poured out of his mouth as he choked on it. The first squirt of blood from the wound hit the guy I had wanted to shoot, and he pushed the other man to the ground in disgust. I aimed again, but something seemed to catch his attention, and he ducked down and ran for the first of the four cars he was hiding behind. 
In the distance, I thought I heard sirens. As they grew louder, the idiots in suits seemed to realize they were about to have the law to deal with, something their boss had already figured out because he was pulling out onto the road and hauling ass in the direction of the highway. 
A hand snaked around my ankle, and I kicked out in instinct before I realized it was Bash. My booted foot made contact with his chin just as I turned to look at him. Blood spilled from his mouth, and he spat it out before grabbing me. Pulling me to my feet, he crushed me against him. “Thank God you’re okay.” 
I hugged him back, but only for a few seconds. The cops pulled into the parking lot, their sirens and lights pulling us apart. I turned and started running again, needing to get to Lexa to make sure she was okay. 
There were women still lying on the ground, crying and sobbing in fear. I stepped over them to get to Rory, who was still lying on top of my daughter. “Lexa!” I cried, and Rory’s head snapped up. 
The other woman’s face had small cuts, and I figured it was from some of the glass that was in her hair. “Is it over?” she asked in a shaky voice.
I nodded as she got to her knees, and Lexa jumped to her feet. My daughter threw herself into my arms, her sobs making both our bodies shake. “Momma, I thought you were gonna die!” 
“No, baby. No.” I held her close, stroking her hair back from her face. Kneeling down in front of her, I moved the dress that I had used to slow the bleeding and saw that her arm was still bleeding pretty freely. She was going to have to have stitches and some antibiotics. 
“Rave…” Bash had been slower to follow me, and when he saw our daughter in only a pair of panties with her bloody dress tied around her arm, he seemed to lose his shit. 
He pulled his cut off and then undid his shirt. He wrapped the shirt around Lexa before putting his cut back on, and then he turned and left us. If Enzo or whoever the fuck that had been shooting at us had still been out there, I knew he would have been hanging by his entrails from a tree. 
Outside, the cops were all over the place and so were paramedics and the local news. I stood outside the ambulance as Lexa was given an IV, and they prepped her to be moved to the hospital. Uncle Chaz had been taken immediately to the local hospital, but by the time the EMTs had gotten him inside the ambulance, the old man was already looking poorly. I had a bad feeling about him, and my heart broke as we waited for news on the Original. 
Bates was ready to arrest anyone wearing an MC cut, but after the recent shooting of Quinn and Kelli’s house, and having taken statements from everyone, they realized all our guys had been shooting back in self-defense. Bates didn’t arrest anyone, but he told everyone not to leave town. 
“We’re ready when you are, ma’am,” the paramedic told me after making sure Lexa was strapped onto the gurney.
“Just a minute,” I muttered and glanced around for Bash. 
He was standing in the middle of all the brothers, his face set in stone. I waved to get his attention, and he broke through the men to come over to me. Like this, Bash Reid had never looked scarier, but I wasn’t afraid of him. He was in killer mode, but he wouldn’t hurt me or his children even if a gun were put to his head. 
I touched his bare chest, but he didn’t even blink. “Lexa is ready to go. Give her a kiss, and tell her you love her.” 
“I don’t want to scare her,” he bit out. 
“You won’t,” I assured him. “Just a small kiss, Bash. She needs to know you love her.” 
Without another word to me, he ducked into the back of the ambulance and kissed Lexa’s forehead. “Daddy loves you, pumpkin.” 
Her little hands caught the flaps of his cut and held on. “Love you, Daddy. I hope you get those bad men.” 
He stroked a tender finger over her cheek. “Don’t you worry, little one. Daddy will make sure you’re safe.” 
“Is Max safe too? Are Aunt Flick and Uncle Jet okay?” 
“Your brother is fine. Uncle Jet is taking good care of both of them,” he promised, then stepped out of the emergency vehicle. “Be a good girl for Mommy, okay?” 
She nodded, looking small but brave, and my pride in her doubled. She may not have been mine by blood, but she was one hundred percent mine in spirit. 
Bash grabbed me and pulled me roughly against him. For a second, I saw the flash of emotions churning in his electric-blue eyes. The rage, the fear, the need to maim and kill those who had hurt his family. I stroked a hand over his jaw, letting him know it was okay to feel those things—to do them. His dark lashes lowered for a moment, and when he lifted them, they were emotionless once again. 
“I love you. Take care of our daughter.” 
“Always.” 
 
 



Chapter Twenty Two
 
 
MATT
“BOOMER WAS SPOTTED IN PORTLAND, Oregon,” Hawk told me as soon as we were outside and alone. “Dutch caught his ass, has him at one of the cabins up that way. He’s waiting on us before he does anything to him.” 
“I’m going,” I said without hesitation. “Boomer’s mine.” 
“I told you he was. Jet and I will go with you first thing in the morning.” Bash laid out the game plan for the next day. I was ready to go tonight, right fucking now, but this night was still about Tanner and Warden. 
Plus, I needed to tell Rory I was going to be gone for a few days. The thought of being away from her for more than a few hours set my teeth on edge, but there was no damn way I could take her with me. My gaze went to Hawk and Spider. “You two will be here?” They both nodded. “Take care of Rory for me.” 
“You don’t even have to ask that, brother,” Spider assured me. 
“We got your back, man,” Hawk seconded. 
Relieved that two of the men I trusted the most were going to be watching out for my girl, I took the beer Spider had snagged on the way out and swallowed half of it. “Fuck, man, I’m starving.” 
“When aren’t you hungry?” Bash complained. “Go find your woman and eat, cousin. Tomorrow’s going to be a long day.” 
“I’m gonna find Willa and take her home. She needs to rest,” Spider grumbled as he started to follow me back inside the bar. I hadn’t even reached the door when there was the sound of screeching tires behind us, followed by doors opening and slamming shut. 
I glanced over my shoulder, my brows already raised, when I saw the four black sedans and the fuckers getting out. The streetlights in the parking lot were bright enough to show us who it was—and the fact that they had semiautomatic guns in their hands.
“Fuck!” Hawk yelled as he dropped down behind a trash can. 
I didn’t have time to do more than drop behind the two motorcycles I was close to as bullets flew over my head and into the concrete wall of the bar. “Rory!” I whispered her name, wanting to get inside and make sure she was safe. But she and everyone else weren’t going to be safe at all if we didn’t take out these motherfuckers. 
I opened the satchel on the side of the bike I was ducked behind, realized it was Uncle Jack’s, and wasn’t surprised when I found two guns inside. I tossed one to Spider and then checked the mag in my own before shooting back at the fuckers who wanted us all dead. 
It was a blur of bullets and shouting for the next ten minutes, but when it was over and the cops were making their presence known, all I could think about was getting to Rory. I rushed into the bar and found her on the floor beside Raven. Seeing the blood on Rory’s shirt, I went a little crazy. 
“Baby!” I was across the room and pulling her up into my arms in the next second, my trembling hands skimming over every inch of her. “Where are you hit? Does it hurt bad?” 
She caught my hands and gave them a weak squeeze. “It’s not my blood, Matt. Lexa got shot in the arm.” 
“But your face…” I stroked my thumb over one of the cuts on her cheek. “You’re bleeding here. You have cuts all over your face.” 
“The glass cut me,” she explained in a voice that was even weaker than her touch had been. “I…” She swayed, and I caught her. Blinking her eyes a few times, she sighed. “It’s just a delayed reaction. I’m okay.” 
I lifted her into my arms and carried her over to the first chair I could find. Sitting her in it, I barked at the sheep who was still cowering on the floor at her feet. “Get her some wet paper towels.” 
“Yes, Matt!” 
A glass of water was shoved into my hand, and I gave Aggie a thankful nod as I lifted it to Rory’s lips. She swallowed a few sips then pushed the glass away, gagging. “I’m okay.” 
The wet paper towels appeared, and I unfolded one to place on the back of Rory’s neck, using the other to wipe some of the blood from her face. She was right; they were just little cuts from the glass that was still clinging to her hair. I cleaned them out, noting how white her normally honey-kissed complexion was now. 
“Hey, man, I’m taking Gracie and Willa back to the clubhouse. You want me to take Rory too?” 
I lifted my head to find Spider standing behind me with Willa tucked into his side. I didn’t want to let Rory out of my sight, but she needed to be away from all of this shit. Wordlessly, I stood and lifted Rory into my arms again. I carried her out of the bar, ignoring Bates as he told me no one could leave yet, and put her in the back seat of Willa’s SUV beside Gracie. 
“But I want to stay with you!” Gracie was crying. “Trigger had blood on his shirt, and Jack wasn’t running his mouth. Something’s wrong with them both.” 
Hawk leaned in closer to her and lowered his voice. “Trigger has Uncle Chaz’s blood on him. He got shot in the gut. Uncle Jack isn’t running his mouth because there are about fifteen cops milling around here. Please, baby. Go back with Spider so I can concentrate on this shit right now and not have to worry about you.” 
“Then I need to be here. Bates is trying to question everyone, and I need to make sure that you’re not arrested!” 
“Jenkins will be here soon.” 
“I want to stay with you,” she sobbed. “What if they come back? What if—?” 
He shut her up with a quick, hard kiss. “Go, Gracie. Don’t do this to me now.” 
Rory was oddly subdued as I fastened her seat belt and kissed her cheek. “I’ll be there as soon as I can,” I vowed. “Flick can clean up your face. Listen to Spider and Jet, and don’t leave the clubhouse unless they say otherwise.” 
She nodded as she finally turned her eyes on me. There was fear in those green depths, but I saw the flash of fire. “Kill them all, Matt,” she whispered. 
I kissed her lips then stepped back, not promising her with words, but my eyes said everything she needed to know. With a firm nod, she turned her gaze to the back of the seat where Willa was already safely strapped in. Spider gunned the engine, and I watched as they left, before going back inside to see if I could help. 
The paramedics arrived, and Uncle Chaz was loaded up immediately. Trigger rode with him, but we all had a sick feeling in our stomachs. Gut wounds were dangerous. We could end up losing him tonight. 
Lexa was bundled up into the back of another ambulance, and while Raven watched them work on her, everyone moved to flank Bash. We all stood there, waiting, ready to jump into action the minute he gave the order. 
“Hawk, have Dutch bring Boomer to us. I can’t leave my family right now, but that fucker is still going to get what’s coming to him,” Bash ordered. “When you’re done with that, tell Jet to contact Vitucci and let him know about this latest attempt to take us out. Warn them that Enzo is still focused on us, but that idiot can’t focus on shit for more than two seconds. He could be going to hit Dante or Ciro next.” 
“On it.” 
“Matt.” I stood up a little straighter, ready to fulfill any command my cousin gave me. “Colt isn’t answering his phone. Take two men and go bring his ass back here.” 
“Are you sure?” I muttered low enough so that only those closest to us could hear. “What if…?” I didn’t finish, but he knew what I was asking. 
What if he hadn’t gotten it out of Kelli yet? 
What if he was still in the process of getting it out of her? 
What if I had to bring that bitch back too? 
“Do what you have to do,” he instructed. “Follow Colt’s lead on that for the most part, but do what your gut tells you to do where that bitch is concerned.” 
“What about Enzo?” Uncle Jack asked in his emotionless voice that was low and controlled. 
“Bates showing up gave him enough of a head start that he’s probably back at Santino’s by now. But as soon as we are all under the same roof again, we will make a plan to deal with them all, Uncle Jack. I’m not willing to make a mistake with this motherfucker, but we can’t wait any longer to take care of this.” 
The old man nodded his head. “Good. Good.” He turned his eyes on Hawk. “You take care of my grandbaby, boy.” 
The command caught us all off guard. He knew Hawk would take care of Gracie, so what the fuck was he talking about?
Then the old man dropped to his knees, holding his chest. “Promise me,” he choked out as I moved to grab him and turn him onto his back. 
“We need a medic over here!” Bash bellowed, catching everyone’s attention. 
The EMT who was about to close the doors on Lexa and Raven rushed over, but when he started to check Uncle Jack over, the old man pushed the guy away. “Get the fuck off. I don’t need you, dumbass.” His desperate eyes went back to Hawk. “Promise me!” he whispered fiercely with the last of his strength. 
Hawk fell to his knees beside him, his eyes glazed with emotion that was choking us all up now. Uncle Jack, like all the uncles, was a father to all of us. He had taken over attempting to keep Tanner’s and my noses clean when our own father passed away. “I promise.” 
“Tell ’er… I love…’er…” he muttered weakly as he sucked in one last gasping breath. 
“Uncle Jack.” Hawk tapped the old man’s cheek. “Open your fucking eyes, old man. You can tell her yourself. Don’t you fucking die.” 
But Uncle Jack’s skin was already bloodless, the life fading from his eyes right in front of us. 
“No!” Hawk said with a growl. “No, you can’t fucking die. She loves you too. Don’t die. Don’t leave her.” 
The EMT knelt on Uncle Jack’s other side and felt for a pulse. Sympathy flooding off him, he looked up at Bash. “He’s gone, sir.” 
Hawk grabbed the EMT by the shirt and jerked the poor bastard forward. “Bring him back. Gracie needs him.” 
“He refused my help, sir.” 
“Hawk, brother, you know he wouldn’t have wanted to be attached to tubes and shit.” Bash pulled the other man’s fingers from the EMT’s shirt. “Let him go.”
“Bash…?” I turned to find Raven standing only a few feet away, her stricken gaze on her brother who was still kneeling beside Uncle Jack. “Is… Is he…?” 
“Matt, go with her to the hospital,” Bash commanded, his focus on his brother-in-law, but I still saw the raw emotion in my cousin’s gaze. The same emotion that blasted out of every one of my MC brothers’ eyes. The same emotion that was churning in my gut and burning the backs of my eyes. 
I gently took hold of Raven’s upper arm and turned her back toward the ambulance that the EMT was now standing beside. “Let’s go, Rave.” 
She walked beside me, but her head was turned so that her gaze could stay on her husband and brother, on Uncle Jack’s lifeless body. “He’s gone?” 
“Yeah, honey.” 
“But he can’t be gone,” she whispered. “He’s Uncle Jack. He’s immortal.” 
Over the years, it had felt like that at times. I swallowed around the lump in my throat that was trying to suffocate me. “I’m sorry.” 
She dug in her heels outside the ambulance doors. “Give me a minute. I… I can’t let Lexa see me like this.” 
She had silent tears running down her face. Needing to comfort her—fuck, needing to comfort myself—I pulled her head to my chest and held her there. The sound of her sobs was muffled against my chest, and I patted her gently on the back as I swallowed back my own tears. First Tanner, now Uncle Jack. Maybe even Uncle Chaz. 
I was losing people I loved left and right in this fucking war. 
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty Three
 
 
RAIDER
I DROPPED QUINN OFF AT the clubhouse but didn’t get out of her car. Instead, I drove across town to the house she had rented with Kelli. Colt had texted me that morning to ask me to check out something for him, but I’d been busy all day and hadn’t had the chance to do it. 
I parked in the driveway and walked up the sidewalk to the front door. There was still broken glass everywhere from where the fucking Italians had shot at my girl. I stepped over the splintered wood and bullets that littered the living room and walked to the back of the house. I knew which room was Kelli’s, but when I turned the knob, it was to find the door locked. 
Kicking it in with one booted foot, I pushed the now broken door aside and crossed to the bed. The sheets were a mess, and there were clothes spread around the floor like she used them for rugs. The room was messy but in an almost organized kind of way. 
I pushed the bed out of my way and felt along the floor for the loose plank. It took me a few minutes to find the right one. Lifting it, I stuck my hand into the dark hole and pulled out a small velvet sack. As I opened it, a plain black USB drive fell into my hand. I didn’t know what was on this thing, but Colt had made it sound important. 
Pocketing the USB drive, I replaced the plank and then fixed the bed back where it had been. 
As I was closing the front door behind me, I got a text from Hawk, then just as quickly, one from Bash. 
Italians ambushed the bar. Get to the hospital. Uncle Chaz got one to the gut. 
I didn’t waste time. Climbing back into Quinn’s little car, I hauled ass to the hospital. As I was pulling up, an ambulance came into the ER bay. Two EMTs jumped out with Trigger right behind them, and the three of them pulled Uncle Chaz out on the gurney. 
I ran across the parking lot just as a team of doctors and nurses came out to meet them. The doctor was shouting orders to the nurses, while one of the EMTs gave a summary of what was wrong with the old man. “GSW to the stomach. Lost a good bit of blood on the scene.” 
“Let’s get him up to surgery,” the doctor ordered the nurses, and they wheeled the old biker away. 
“Trigger,” I greeted my MC brother as I reached him. “What the fuck happened?” 
The older man glanced around suspiciously at the EMTs. “It was bad, man,” he muttered. “Real bad. Lexa got hit. The women were all screaming. Gracie was so scared and giving Hawk hell when I left.” 
Lexa? Shit, no, not my little niece. But it couldn’t have been too bad, or there would have been another ambulance pulling up by now. I pulled out my phone and dialed Quinn’s number, needing to make sure she was safe. 
“Hey!” she said breathlessly. “I was dialing your number when it rang. Are you okay?” 
“I was going to ask you that,” I growled, relief washing over me at the sound of her voice. “Listen, things got crazy at the bar after we left.” 
“I-I know,” she interrupted. “Spider just showed up with Willa, Gracie, and Rory. There was blood on Spider’s face.” 
“I’m at the hospital, baby. Uncle Chaz got hit, so I’m going to be here until I know he’s okay. Don’t go anywhere. Listen to Spider and Jet, and don’t leave the clubhouse unless they say otherwise.” 
“I want to come be with you,” she protested, and I could hear the tears in her voice. “I love Uncle Chaz too, Raider.” 
“I know, sweetheart. I know. But it’s too dangerous to have you out right now. Please, for me, just stay there with my brother and Spider.” 
“Raider,” she started to protest again, but I cut her off. 
“I love you, Quinn. Stay the fuck there, or I’m going to spank that sexy ass of yours when I get back.” 
I didn’t give her time to reply. I hit end and pocketed my phone. 
Another nurse appeared and waited hesitantly just a few feet away. I shot her a scowl, and she flinched at the menace coming off both Trigger and me, but she swallowed her fear of us and gave us a shaky smile. “The doctor asked me to show you to the OR waiting room.” 
We started to follow her when another ambulance with its lights on came into view. Trigger and I stayed where we were as it pulled into the ER bay. Once it stopped, I reached for the back door and found Raven sitting on a gurney with Lexa on her lap and Matt sitting beside the EMT. One look at my sister’s face and I knew something was wrong. 
“Uncle Jack is gone,” Matt informed us before I could open my mouth. 
“What?” Trigger asked, his face dropping. “But he was fine when I left. I saw him walking around and calling out orders to the boys.” 
Raven closed her eyes and turned her face away so we couldn’t see how much pain she was in. “The EMT said it was a massive heart attack.” 
“Ma’am, we need to get your daughter inside,” the EMT murmured in a voice filled with sympathy. 
She gave a nod and started to set Lexa on the gurney so the EMTs could take her inside, but the little girl clung to Raven’s neck. Without protesting, Raven stayed where she was and let the men wheel both her and Lexa into the hospital. 
Matt, Trigger, and I stayed with my sister and niece, none of us willing to leave them after everything that had already happened that night. It only took about half an hour to get Lexa stitched up, and Raven signed her release papers.
Lexa was sound asleep, and I lifted her into my arms as we went upstairs to the OR waiting room to wait for news on Uncle Chaz. 
As we took a seat in the empty waiting room, the doors flew open, and the rest of my MC brothers flooded in. Bash was in front of Raven before I had even realized he was in the room, pulling her into his arms and rocking her as she began to cry silently. 
“He’s really gone,” she whispered brokenly. “I don’t believe it. I don’t want to believe.” 
“I’m sorry, baby. So damn sorry.” He tucked her close as she cried, but his gaze went to me and his peacefully sleeping daughter. The big man’s brows lifted, and I gave him a grim smile to let him know Lexa was going to be fine. 
Relief filled his blue eyes, but it was short-lived as the doctor who had met the first ambulance came into the room. His surgical scrubs were covered in sweat, and the look on his face told us that what he had to tell us wasn’t going to be news any of us wanted to hear. 
“You’re all family?” 
“Yes,” Bash growled, making the doctor’s Adam’s apple bob. 
“I’m sorry to tell you that Mr. Barker didn’t make it.” 
“No,” Raven sobbed. “No, he’s got to be okay. I can’t lose them both in the same night.” 
Bash tucked her closer, whispering something into her ear, but she couldn’t hear him over her own sobs. 
“I’m sorry,” the doctor continued. “There was just too much damage.” 
Hawk moved forward to talk to the doctor, but the rest of us were in too much shock to listen to what was said between the two. I couldn’t believe it. Two of the Originals were gone, stolen from us by Enzo. Maybe they hadn’t shot Uncle Jack like they had Uncle Chaz, but Enzo was still equally responsible for both deaths in my eyes. 
And he was going to bleed for it. 
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