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      I’ve been running too damn long.

      

      Eight months of lonely nights and wasted days, looking, trying to find my place.

      

      And I thought it boiled down to hooking up with a new MC. But it was so much more.

      

      And now, the only girl I’ve ever loved shows up and needs my help.

      

      She’s asking too much.

      

      Her brother’s death years before was my fault, and that loss haunts us both.

      

      Just being around her breaks me.

      

      No fucking way I can tell her no, but once it’s done, I’m walking away.

      

      She deserves better, and this world I live in is too dangerous for her.

      

      I’d never forgive myself if something happened to her, and my happiness ain’t worth all that.

      

      And yet, I can't let her go.

      

      No matter how right it is to do it.
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            Chapter 1

          

          Rhys

        

      

    

    
      New York City was still relatively cold in March. The snow had finally stopped, although there were still massive dirty piles of the stuff tucked up against sidewalks, waiting to melt in the afternoon sun that only hit them for roughly two hours a day. The belly of New York City was often in shadow this time of year due to the shorter days and the height of the buildings, but the snow piles would melt eventually.

      For now, they weren’t enough to keep me off my bike.

      I’d been craving a ride for weeks—months even. My 2018 Indian Scout Bobber had sat in my garage, lonesome and cold, waiting for me to get back in the saddle as soon as winter passed.

      And it finally had.

      Now I was weaving through traffic, leaning side to side as I swerved between cars and wove between the painted lines on the road. Cars honked their horns at me, and I ignored them. They were just jealous that they had to endure the bumper to bumper Saturday afternoon traffic in the Big Apple.

      Chicago had been home to me for the last eight years, and coming back to New York City just over six months ago had been an adjustment. The life I built for myself in Chicago had been torn to shreds by the Reed brothers, who killed more than half of my crew and pushed me out of my city.

      I’d left many things behind. And people.

      I took a sharp right turn and glanced over my shoulder. My three old crew members who had come with me from Chicago were doing their best to keep up with me, but they had nothing on my riding skills. It infuriated them and entertained me to no end. The only man I’d ever met who was an equal rider to me was my best friend Max Connolly.

      He was one of the people I’d left behind in Chicago.

      In a casket six feet under.

      I opened up on the throttle. The engine roared between my legs, and the front tire left the pavement for a good couple of seconds. For a three-block stretch, there were no cars in front of me. Nothing to slow me down. I rode hard and fast until I came upon tail lights at a busy intersection. I geared down, cut between two taxis, and rode the line to the front of the red light where I put one foot down to keep the bike up.

      The car on my right was a sleek little Mazda R8. The windows were blacked out, so when the driver’s side one rolled down, I looked over.

      A young kid, probably no more than twenty, nodded at me and revved his engine. He had friends in the car. I could hear them egging him on, encouraging him to wipe the pavement with my ass.

      I leaned down over the handlebars and fixed my gaze on the opposite street light. I watched as it turned yellow and then red.

      As soon as our light turned green, I opened my Indian Scout up all the way. The back tire slid sideways, burned a bit of rubber, and then caught traction and launched me forward. The Mazda was peeling through the intersection, and as soon as the kid shifted gears, I blew past him, cut in front of him, and left him far behind in my mirrors as I headed out of the downtown core to the bar me and my crew had been frequenting recently.

      It was a cozy place called Angie’s, and it was run by a plump woman with curly brown hair named, unsurprisingly, Angie. Her cheeks were always flushed from being a busybody all the time. She went from mixing drinks to serving tables to taking payments, and then she’d be lending a hand to any of her staff who needed her. It was a family-run business. Her three daughters worked as waitresses, and her husband was the head chef. The food was amazing, the atmosphere was friendly, if not a little low class, and sitting by the massive stone fireplace was perfect after a chilly afternoon ride.

      I was the first to arrive, which didn’t surprise me, seeing as how I’d left the others far behind. I swung a leg over my bike and brought my helmet inside with me. The hostess greeted me with a friendly smile and shivered when the cool air from outside hit her.

      “You’ve been out riding in this weather?” she asked, her brows drawn together as she grabbed a menu from under her little podium.

      I grinned. “You bet. As long as it’s not snowing, it’s riding weather. And there’ll be four of us actually. Thanks.”

      She took three more menus and brought me over to the fireplace. She set the menus down, returned a couple minutes later with four glasses of water, and told me the waitress would come for our orders once my companions arrived.

      Companions. A strange word.

      Aiden, Liam, and Owen showed up a good seven or eight minutes after me, which made me grin like a prideful idiot as they made their way between the tables to come sit down with me. They pulled out their chairs and did their best to ignore my smug look.

      Aiden opened his menu and peered down at it. After a minute, he looked up at me and scowled. “Stop gloating.”

      “He can’t,” Owen said dryly. “He’s a smug bastard by nature.”

      I shrugged and mindlessly began playing with the pepper shaker on the table. “You’re just jealous that you don’t have the balls to ride like you mean it.”

      Liam nodded. “I won’t lie. I wish I could ride like that. We caught up with that kid you raced in the Mazda. His buddies were ripping him a new one.”

      “He shouldn’t be racing on busy streets like that anyway,” I said.

      “Hypocrite,” Aiden said.

      “Maybe. But I have the skill to back it up. That kid still had pimples and hadn’t grown into his own nose yet.”

      “I still get pimples,” Liam muttered. He was the youngest of the four of us, and back in Chicago, he’d been the youngest member in my MC, the Red Rogues. He was only twenty-four and, as he said, was still victim to the occasional pimple.

      Our waitress came and took our orders as promised. We all ordered different burgers with assortments of delicious toppings, including eggs, fried onions, coleslaw, pickles, spiced relish, mushrooms, bacon, and of course, cheese. It would be a feast fit for kings. We also ordered a pitcher of beer to the table which arrived quickly.

      I leaned forward and poured us all a glass. My first sip was chilled to perfection. Nothing beat a nice cold beer after a ride, regardless of the weather.

      Aiden put his beer down and leaned back in his chair, which creaked beneath his weight. The guy was built like an ox, much like his older cousin, Max Connolly, was. The one in the grave back in Chicago. “Have you spoken to Ryder recently?” Aiden asked.

      His question was pointed at me, so I shook my head. “Not in a week or so. Last I heard, he was pretty overwhelmed. Dani has him putting the finishing touches on the nursery.”

      Owen snorted. “Now that’s a sight I’d pay to see. Our president hanging shelves and putting up curtains. You think she’ll get him to paint an animal wall mural, too?”

      We all snickered at that, but I shook my head. “I meant finishing touches as in furniture. All the hard stuff has been done for months. It’s just the crib and a few odds and ends left, I think.”

      “How was Dani last time you talked to Ryder?” Liam asked.

      “She’s good. Very pregnant, naturally.”

      Liam nodded. “Naturally.”

      “I think she’s ready for the whole pregnancy thing to be over.” I tapped my finger against the side of my beer glass and shook my head. Dani’s belly had been swollen to the size of a basketball last time I saw her. She was smiling and happy, but she walked with a serious waddle, and I could tell she was more than a little uncomfortable. Ryder had catered to her every need. “Women are incredible creatures.”

      Owen’s eyebrows lifted dramatically. “What are you talking about?”

      “Nothing.”

      He still looked skeptical as he sipped his beer.

      Aiden chimed in to move the conversation along. “You know, Owen, this is the sort of place that back in the day, you would have found some asshole to pick a fight with.”

      Owen chuckled. “You could say that again.”

      “Thank God that shit is behind us,” I said.

      Owen shrugged. “It was fun while it lasted.”

      “Not for me,” I grumbled.

      “Or me,” Aiden agreed. “It was either me or Rhys or Max who’d have to talk you down and spare some poor bastard from getting all his teeth knocked out.”

      I flinched when Max’s name came out of his little cousin’s mouth. I thought I’d be used to him not being here by now. He’d been dead for eight months. But I wasn’t. I was far from it. There was still so much guilt eating at me that every time we spoke of him, all I could think was that he should still be here, sitting across from me, giving all of us shit for hitching our wagons to another MC.

      Owen scratched at the stubble on his chin and nodded. “Sometimes, Max would get in on the action with me.”

      “Only if he’d had a few too many beers,” Aiden said.

      “True,” Owen said. “But he’d get a few punches off nonetheless. He was one hell of a fighter.”

      And then the same silence that always followed a brief conversation like this about Max or any of the other guys we’d lost settled in around us. The air was thick with it.

      I stared at my beer and turned my glass around in a slow circle, tracing it through the condensation that had gathered on the table top.

      I lifted my beer up. “To Max.”

      Nobody else said anything as they lifted their beers as well and drank.

      A minute passed and was followed by a couple more. When our food arrived, we were all grateful for the distraction, and soon, conversation started to flow again. The burgers were messy and dripped sauce all over the place. We had to lick our fingers clean afterward.

      The meal was delicious.

      I covered our tab and thanked Angie before we all headed back out to the parking lot. The cold afternoon air nipped at my skin as I pulled on my riding gloves.

      Aiden stopped beside me as I made to put my helmet on. “Do you still, you know, talk to Quinn?”

      “Quinn?” I asked dumbly.

      “Yeah, I just, I don’t know,” Aiden said a little sheepishly before he scratched the back of his neck. “I just wonder how she’s doing back in Chicago. She was pissed when we left. And Max hadn’t been gone long. I worry about her is all, I guess.”

      “Then you should call her, Aiden. She’s your cousin, after all. Not mine.”

      Aiden nodded. “Yeah. Maybe I will.”

      I pulled my helmet on and got on my bike.

      Quinn Connolly. The only girl I’d ever loved. The only girl who made me feel like I was more than just a criminal walking a fine line with the law.

      And Max’s baby sister.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Quinn

        

      

    

    
      “You sure you don’t want me to hang back and help you close up shop?” Diana, my co-worker at the tattoo parlor, asked as she paused at the front door.

      She was illuminated by the bright pink neon sign outside our window that read “Raven Ink and Piercings”, and it made her look rather witchlike with her black hair and dark eyes.

      “I’m good, I promise.” I smiled as I popped open the cash drawer to count the cash. “You have that handsome man of yours at home waiting for you. This will only take me fifteen minutes.”

      Diana smiled. “I owe you coffee.”

      “I’m off tomorrow, but I’ll be here Monday. You know what I like?”

      Diana nodded as she unlocked the door and pushed it open. She gathered her black fleece jacket up tighter around her neck to ward off the cold night air. “Yep. An Americano with a pump of vanilla, right?”

      I winked. “You got it.”

      “Goodnight, Quinn. Thanks again!”

      I walked around the counter and locked the front door behind her. I stayed where I was and watched out the windows until she got in her car and drove away. Sometimes, this place attracted some folks who were a little rough around the edges, and a woman alone in a parking lot invited unwanted attention. Diana looked tough on the outside, with her broad shoulders and arms inked up with tattoos in royal blues, blacks, and purples, but she was really just a sweet young woman who hated confrontation.

      I, on the other hand, had a streak for rising to the occasion and holding my own in a fight. I didn’t back down. It was a blessing and a curse.

      I went back to counting the money and locked up the deposit in our safe in the break room to bring to the bank the following morning. Then I gave the shop a quick onceover to make sure everything was as it should be.

      It was basically immaculate. It was a female-run tattoo parlor with an edgy but modern vibe. The chairs were black leather, and the brick walls had been painted black when the place was purchased by our owner, Katrina. Industrial-style lighting had been installed in the ceiling, and various prints of all the artists at Raven Ink had their sketches plastered on the walls.

      This place was my second home.

      I grabbed the keys to my bike and my leather jacket from the hook inside my locker. I shrugged it on and flicked off the lights on my way out. After locking up behind me, I crossed the parking lot to my bike.

      “Hello, gorgeous.” I grinned as I pulled my helmet on. I rode a glossy black 2016 Triumph, and I had called her Victoria—inspired from the word “victory,” another word for “triumph.” I’d named every vehicle I ever owned, but none of them were as precious to me as Victoria. I’d wanted her for a long time.

      I swung my leg over the seat and went to turn the bike on when I felt my phone vibrating in the back pocket of my jeans. I put my feet down to balance the bike, grabbed my phone, and saw the name “Nancy” flash across my screen.

      Nancy was my best friend and possibly the only thing in this world that I cared more about than my bike.

      Give or take a few others.

      Well, one other.

      I pulled my helmet off and hung it on my handlebars before answering the phone. “Hey, girl,” I said.

      “Hey,” Nancy said, but I could barely hear her. She was somewhere incredibly loud, like a bar or a concert or something.

      “I can barely hear you, Nancy.”

      “Sorry. I’m at the Witch. Are you off work?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can you come pick me up?” Nancy asked.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, I just… I’m here with Kyle, and he’s wasted. He wants to drive home after he and his buddies finish this last drink, and I don’t want to get in a car with him.”

      “Stay where you are. I’m on my way, okay? I just need ten minutes, tops. Do not get in that car with him, Nancy. No matter what. Okay?”

      “Okay. Just hurry. Please.”

      I hung up, slid my phone in my back pocket, and put my helmet back on. I was peeling out of the parking lot and racing down the street before I realized I hadn’t even done my helmet up.

      This guy that Nancy had been seeing, Kyle, was a real piece of work. He’d put a bad taste in my mouth the very first time I met him, and try as I might, I couldn’t seem to get Nancy to see what I saw in him. She was enamored with his smile and bright blue eyes. I understood that. But when a person showed you their true colors, it didn’t matter how pretty their eyes were or how cut their body was. He was an asshole, plain and simple, and my girl deserved better than that.

      I got to the Witch in eight minutes and went inside as I took off my helmet. I tucked it under my arm and peered around. The place was packed. Saturdays were their busy nights, and after ten o’clock, they moved some of their tables aside to make room for a dance floor. That space was currently occupied by at least fifty people who were all swaying to the loud music in the bar.

      I cut around the edge of the dance floor and spotted Kyle at the bar. He was with two other guys, and they were tossing back shots of what I could only assume was tequila. Fuck him for thinking he could drink himself stupid and then drive Nancy home. Fuck him for being the sort of person who was willing to endanger everyone else on the road.

      Had Nancy not been there and in need of my help, I would have marched right up to him and given him a piece of my mind. But she was there. And she did need my help.

      So I kept walking through the bar until I found her sitting in one of the corners at a booth by herself.

      She looked up when I stood beside her and tapped her on the shoulder.

      She deflated like a balloon with relief. “Oh, thank God you’re here. I was starting to think you wouldn’t make it in time.”

      “He’s still doing shots at the bar,” I said.

      “Oh.”

      I grabbed her hand and pulled her to her feet. “Come on. Let’s get out of here before he sees you leaving.”

      Nancy hurried along behind me. She was dressed inappropriately to be on the back of my motorcycle, but we were shit out of luck. I had on the proper attire: black jeans, a black tee, leather jacket, and black combat boots. Nancy had on nude pumps and a skin-tight coral-colored dress.

      We pushed between people who were crowded in front of the front doors, smoking cigarettes. I hollered at the stubborn ones to get the hell out of the way.

      “Where are you two off to in such a hurry?” one guy called after us.

      “Nice ass!” another one yelled at me.

      I rolled my eyes and kept marching, tugging Nancy along behind me across the parking lot.

      She stopped in her tracks when she saw the bike. “You don’t have your car?”

      I held up the helmet I’d had tucked under my arm the whole time. “Did you not notice I was holding this?”

      “I—I did. I just didn’t put two and two together until now.” She looked down at her dress and pulled it a little lower down her thighs. It inched right back up. “I don’t think this is suitable for riding on the back of a motorcycle.”

      “Oh, it’s definitely not,” I told her. I was unable to stop myself from smiling. “But you’re shit out of options, sweetheart. Here, put this on.” I held the helmet out to her.

      “What are you going to wear?”

      “I have thick hair.”

      Nancy rolled her eyes at me. “This isn’t safe.”

      “No, it’s not. But we need to get you out of here. And it’s a short ride. I’ll drive safely. I promise. Now put it on so we can get the hell out of here.”

      Nancy bit her bottom lip but eventually conceded. She pulled my helmet down over her perfectly styled chin-length black hair and flipped the visor open. I helped her do up the chin strap, and then I got on the bike.

      “Okay, get on,” I told her.

      She climbed up behind me.

      And then someone was screaming her name.

      I looked back over my shoulder as Kyle and his two buddies exploded out of the bar. He knocked over two smokers as he barrelled across the patio and then hit the pavement of the parking lot.

      “Get your fucking ass back here!” he bellowed.

      I revved the engine. She purred like a kitten.

      Nancy threw her arms around my waist and screamed at me to drive.

      There was no need to tell me twice. I revved the engine one last time—just to taunt Kyle the dickhead—and then launched forward. Nancy shrieked in my ear out of surprise and pressed herself as firmly against my back as she could.

      I watched Kyle run after us in my mirror as I drove out of the parking lot and hit the road. I drove fast until we were out of sight and then slowed right down to the speed limit.

      It was agonizingly slow.

      I didn’t want to scare Nancy. She’d already had a rough night as it was, and me showing off and riding how I usually did wouldn’t make her feel at ease. So, I took it easy and drove back to my place, which I realized I was probably going to be sharing with my best friend tonight.

      Yay for going back to having a roommate again at twenty-seven years old.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Rhys

        

      

    

    
      Her hair was braided. She knew how much I liked it when it was plaited like that down her back, right to the middle of her spine. As I followed her into her bedroom, it swished gently across her back, and I could smell her shampoo lingering in her wake; roses and cucumber and mint.

      She was wearing a thin silk camisole and a pair of black panties that said “Spank Me” on the ass—which was firm and perky as she went straight to the bed, got on her knees, and bent over for me.

      The blonde braid down her back fell over her shoulder, and the end of it grazed the top of her white bedding. She looked back at me, fixed me with her hazel eyes, and ran her tongue along her upper lip.

      “Are you coming?” she asked. Her voice sounded far away. Or like it was underwater.

      But I nodded and went to her. I ran one finger up the back of her calf and then her thigh. She giggled as goose bumps bloomed on her milky soft skin.

      “Always such a tease, Rhys,” she whispered. Her voice was breathy now. Needy.

      Quinn.

      My Quinn. The girl who drove me wild just by looking at me. She’d had me wrapped around her finger since the first time I laid eyes on her, and here she was, bent over in front of me, ass up, ready to be fucked within an inch of her life.

      That was how she always liked to be fucked.

      I grabbed her ass in both hands and squeezed. She was mostly muscle and a bit of fat. The perfect handful. She wiggled her hips and pressed back until her ass met my crotch. Another soft giggle left her as she hung her head and rolled her hips in my lap, grinding against my stiffening cock beneath my boxers.

      “Fuck me, baby,” she pleaded.

      I slapped her ass.

      Quinn yelped and jerked forward. I grabbed her by the hips and yanked her back. She proceeded to roll her hips against me until her panties had soaked through with her wetness. Quinn was down to fuck anytime, anywhere.

      I hooked my thumbs in her panties and pulled them down. I left them around her knees and soaked in the sight of her bare pussy. So perfect. So juicy.

      As I was staring, she reached back between her legs to rub herself. Watching her fingers roll across her dripping wet opening and then massage her own clit had me panting. I pulled my boxers off and gripped my shaft to slowly start working myself over as I watched her.

      She eased a finger inside her pussy. A sigh left her lips as she pulled it back out and spread her lips for me. An invitation.

      I stepped toward her and planted my legs on either side of hers. Her knees were pinched together from her panties, and she tried to look back at me as I slid the meaty head of my cock up her slit.

      I held her head in place by grabbing onto the top of her braid, right at the base of her neck. She let out a startled yelp, which morphed into a contented sigh as I pushed her down on the bed.

      I held her there as I eased myself inside her.

      Her moan was sharp. I didn’t stop. I pushed in. She gripped the bedding on either side of herself. I kept going until I had my entire length buried deep inside her, and then I held it, waiting for her to adjust to me.

      Her fingers loosened their hold on the sheets.

      “That’s it, baby,” I growled. “Take it.”

      

      “Holy fuck,” I breathed as I sat bolt upright in bed.

      My body was sticky with sweat. My blankets clung to my skin as I struggled to extract myself from the sweaty mess.

      My cock was rock hard, and my balls were aching.

      “Son of a bitch,” I hissed.

      It had been a few weeks since I’d had a dream that intense about Quinn. Aiden bringing her up the other day at the bar had probably triggered this one. It had felt so incredibly real—so visceral—that I almost believed it was real.

      Almost.

      I padded from my bed to the bathroom and turned on the shower. I gave it about twenty seconds to warm up, tore open the shower curtain, and stepped over the edge of the tub. The water wasn’t quite hot yet, but I didn’t give a damn. I needed to take care of business before my balls burst.

      I gripped my aching cock and braced myself against the back wall of the shower. My shoulder blades bit into the tiles, but it didn’t matter. I ran my hand up and down, applying just the right amount of pressure, and closed my eyes.

      I pictured Quinn.

      I pictured her just how she had been in my dream: in that little silky camisole and those panties that made her ass look so good. Then I pictured her out of the panties. I thought of her tight little pussy and how she was always the good girl for me. She had no limits. She’d let me do whatever I wanted, and every time, she came back for more. She was a wild one in the bedroom, there was no denying it, and I’d never been with a girl who could ride dick the way she did.

      She was a marvel.

      I gritted my teeth when my balls clenched. I trained my thoughts back to the curve of her legs. Her ass. Those damn lips of hers and how they puckered when she used to suck me off. Those eyes. How she would watch me when my dick was in her throat and her own fingers were swirling over her clit and—

      I came hard and fast. I grunted with the force of it and relished in the relief after I was done. No blue balls for me. Hell fucking no.

      After my shower, I dressed in a pair of jeans, a black Henley, my Blundstones, and my Lost Breed leather jacket. I pulled my dark gray beanie over my still damp brown hair. I’d need something to ward off the chill.

      Then I got on my bike and drove out to the little diner not far down the road from Axel’s auto shop. Derek was already there, leaning up against his truck, watching me as I parked my bike and got off. I took off my helmet, pulled my beanie out of my back jeans pocket, and pulled it on.

      “Hey there, pretty boy,” Derek said as he pushed himself off the side of his truck to fall into step beside me as we walked up to the front doors of the diner.

      “Morning,” I said as I tugged the door open. Derek went in ahead of me, and we moved to the back to pick out our usual booth. The waitress came over and filled up our coffee mugs for us. She gave me a flirty smile before leaving.

      Derek waggled his eyebrows at me. “You know, I’m pretty sure she’s got the hots for you. You should ask for her number. How long has it been since you, you know, went to pound town?”

      “How old are you? Sixteen? Who the hell says, ‘pound town’?”

      “This guy.” Derek grinned, pointing at his own chest with both thumbs.

      I shook my head at him. “Poor Evelyn.”

      Derek shrugged. “She knows my foul mouth is all part of my charm.”

      “Right. Just like your humble attitude?”

      “You know it,” Derek said before sipping his coffee. He burned his tongue.

      I snorted. “Serves you right.”

      “Somebody’s moody today,” Derek said as he crossed his arms and leaned his elbows on the table. “What’s got your panties in a bunch? Maybe you really should ask the waitress to let you—”

      “Stop,” I said, cutting him off. He was right. I wasn’t in the best mood, and sitting around talking about fucking the poor waitress wasn’t helping things. She was pretty, and if my heart wasn’t still so damaged from the last girl I’d been with, I might have taken his suggestion and asked for her number.

      But my heart was fucked up. It had been pulverized over the last eight months. I didn’t want to backslide.

      Derek stirred some creamer into his coffee while scowling into it like he blamed it for burning him. “I was only throwing it out there. You need someone to take care of you, man. I want you to find your Evelyn.”

      “Fucking hell,” I muttered.

      “What?”

      “Relax, Casanova. I’m doing fine on my own. If I wanted a woman, I’d be looking for one, all right? But I don’t. There’s been enough change in my life over the last little while. Now that things are finally settling into a calm rhythm, I’m not interested in throwing a wrench into the mix. Women are complicated.”

      “You could say that again,” Derek said.

      The waitress came back and took our breakfast orders. My mouth was watering after putting in my request for hash browns, eggs, toast, and sausage. She left us to our conversation, and Derek was the first to speak.

      “Do you think you’d ever go back to Chicago?”

      I blinked at him. “Why do you ask?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. I just wonder if you’re happy here sometimes. I know it’s a big change of pace for you. I mean, you went from running your own MC in Chicago to coming here, where you answer to Ryder. It must be strange.”

      “Not really.”

      Derek eyed me over his coffee mug. “Liar.”

      “Sure, it was strange at first, but now? I don’t know. It’s kind of nice not being the one to call the shots, you know? There’s a sort of freedom in it. Besides, there’s nothing in Chicago for me except for bad memories.”

      Derek nodded. “I hear you. I just wanted to make sure, I guess. For the record, you and your boys fit in well. Everyone likes you guys. Ryder especially. Mind you, he never would have lived to meet his own child had it not been for you.”

      I still had a scar from the bullet that went through my bicep to remind me of that night in the alley with Isaac Reed and his brother. I still had the memory of blowing a hole through his forehead, too.

      I shifted in my seat. “Well, it worked out well for everyone.”

      “Everyone except Isaac.”

      I smirked. “Yeah, well, fuck that guy.”

      Derek snickered. “Amen.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Quinn

        

      

    

    
      I yawned and cracked my back when I woke up on Sunday morning. Then I nearly jumped out of my skin when someone said my name.

      My eyes shot open, and I found myself staring at Nancy, who was curled up on her side, facing me with one arm tucked under her pillow. Well, my pillow, to be specific.

      “Sorry,” Nancy said.

      “It’s okay,” I mumbled as I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes to try to rub the sleep out of them. “What time is it?”

      “Eight.”

      “How long have you been awake?” I asked.

      “Since around five.”

      I blinked my eyes open and stared at her. “What? You should have woken me up. I could have kept you company or something. Or made you breakfast. Or—”

      “It’s okay, Quinn. Really. It was nice to just lay here and feel safe. Thanks again for coming to get me last night. I appreciate it.”

      I nodded. “You know you can call on me for anything. I’ll always be here for you.”

      “I know. And I’ll always be here for you, too.”

      I patted her knee before sitting up and indulging in one last stretch. “Come on. Let’s get up and make some coffee. I think I have stuff in the fridge to whip up a good breakfast.”

      “Can I borrow some clothes? All I have is my dress from last night.”

      “Of course. Sweats and pajama pants are in the top drawer of the dresser. Tanks and tees in the middle. Pullovers beneath that.” I rolled out of bed and padded to the bathroom, where I went about my lady business, washed my face, and tucked the loose strands of my braid back into place.

      I went back into my bedroom and changed into a pair of gray sweats and an oversized tee, and then I made my way into the kitchen where Nancy was already scooping ground coffee beans into my French press. The kettle was on the stove, and the element beneath it was already turning bright red as it warmed up.

      “I can either make us protein pancakes or eggs and toast,” I said. “Do you have a preference?”

      “Pancakes,” Nancy said. There was no hesitation there. “Is it the chocolate protein you buy?”

      I winked. “It can be.”

      Nancy smiled. It was a sad sort of smile. I knew this was going to be rough on her. She’d been optimistic about Kyle, despite my many warnings, and after I’d resolved to letting her figure it out on her own, I think she actually started to believe that she and him might really work long term.

      It was a ludicrous thought to me because the guy was such a dick head, but hey, no one could help who they fell in love with.

      I knew that better than almost anyone.

      I started whipping up the pancakes as Nancy hovered around the stove, waiting for the kettle to boil. When it did, she poured the water over the beans in the press, gave the concoction a good stir, and put the lid and plunger on top.

      She braced herself on the counter and sighed. “I don’t know what I’m going to do now.”

      “Well, I have an idea.”

      “Please tell me.”

      “When you’re ready, the two of us will go back to yours and Kyle’s place. We’ll pack up your shit one day while he’s at work, and we’ll bring it back here. You can stay here as long as you like. We’ve lived together before. Why not do it again?”

      Nancy bit her bottom lip and nodded. “Thank you, Quinn.”

      “You’d do the same for me.”

      “I know, but it’s not you who keeps making shitty choices. It’s me. Why do I do this over and over? Why am I drawn to these God-awful people?”

      I stopped mixing my protein packed pancake batter and went over to her. “You have a good heart, Nancy. You believe that people are better than what they are. That’s all. You’re an optimist. The world needs more people like you.”

      “And less people like Kyle.”

      “Yes, Kyle’s are the worst.”

      Nancy chuckled, and my heart grew lighter. I went about finishing up the pancakes as she plunged the coffee. After a minute, she poured us each a mug and fixed mine just how I liked it: with a splash of vanilla almond milk.

      Then we took our plates, coffees, and the maple syrup from the fridge to the kitchen table and gorged ourselves on the chocolatey goodness I had prepared.

      “I swear, these taste better every time you make them,” Nancy said through a mouthful of food.

      “I try something new every time.”

      She nodded. “And this time?”

      “I added a bit of cinnamon.”

      “It’s yummy,” Nancy said, taking another bite. I’d earned her stamp of approval.

      “What do you want to do today?”

      Nancy shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “Is Kyle working?”

      Nancy shook her head.

      “Damn. We could have gone and gotten your stuff the hell out of there. Like ripping a band aid off. All in one shot, done.”

      “It’s okay.” Nancy smiled as she dragged a bite of pancake through the syrup on her plate. “There’s plenty of time to go get my things. I’d like to go grocery shopping and stock up on some food for the week. And maybe we could go see a movie or something tonight? I’d like a good distraction.”

      “Consider it done,” I said.

      After we finished eating, we took our dishes and put them in the sink. The only thing I didn’t like about my apartment was that it didn’t have a damn dishwasher. Well, that and it also had a teeny, tiny little balcony, which was good for absolutely nothing. I couldn’t even fit a grill out there, let alone a chair or two. I had some herbs and a couple flower pots out there in the summertime, but in the winter, it was never used.

      Nancy turned on the sink and started filling up one side with hot soapy water. “I’ll do the dishes. You shower. Then we’ll switch.”

      “Deal,” I said.

      I could hear her humming to herself as she washed the dishes, and I walked to the back of my apartment where my bedroom was. I picked out the clothes I would change into after my shower: a pair of black jeans, a bralette, and my favorite band tee. I was pulling my oversized shirt off over my head when someone knocked on the door.

      “I’ll get it!” Nancy called down the hall at me.

      The water turned off. Nancy’s heels struck the laminate as she crossed the kitchen and went to the door. I heard it open. And then I heard her scream.

      I tugged my shirt back down and raced to the kitchen, where I found Nancy retreating behind the island as Kyle, red faced and furious, followed her inside.

      He shot a dark look at me as I stopped at the mouth of the hallway.

      Kyle was a big dude. He was at least six feet tall, maybe even a couple inches taller than that, with broad shoulders, thick legs, and equally thick arms. The slow way he blinked suggested he might still be intoxicated, and so did the redness lining his brown eyes.

      His gaze slid from me to Nancy. “Fucking bitches.”

      I stood up as straight as I could manage and forced myself to relax. “Kyle, you need to leave. Right now.”

      He snarled at me like a rabid dog. “I’ll leave once I get what’s mine.”

      “Nancy isn’t yours.” My mind was spinning a mile a minute. How were we going to get out of this one? Kyle was the definition of unreasonable. He’d lay hands on a woman without batting an eyelash; I was sure of it. There was no doubt in my mind that he’d done it numerous times before.

      There was also no doubt in my mind that if he got Nancy alone, he’d beat the shit out of her.

      And that wasn’t fucking happening.

      “Kyle,” I said again. This time, my voice sounded venomous. He looked up at me, and I pointed at the door. “Leave.”

      He started laughing. The bastard actually started laughing at me. “You think you can tell me what to do, tough girl? Do you? You may ride a motorcycle, and you may talk a big game, but we both know deep down, you’re just a scared little girl. What are you overcompensating for, princess? Daddy issues?”

      I didn’t indulge him. Instead, I moved and planted myself between him and Nancy.

      Nancy whimpered behind me. “Quinn…”

      I didn’t look back at her. I wasn’t going to take my eyes off the threat.

      Kyle swayed on the spot. He was drunk as a skunk. Then he pointed a thick finger at me. “Get the hell out of my way, or I’ll go through you to get to her. Don’t think I won’t do it.”

      “I know you’ll do it, you piece of shit,” I said. But Quinn Connolly takes shit from no one.

      He went after me. Nancy screamed my name.

      Kyle grabbed my wrist and yanked me roughly toward him. Dumb ass. I used my elbow and drove it right into his gut. He grunted, doubled over, and clutched at his stomach as I drove my elbow down into his back.

      Then he punched me in the hip and knocked me right on my ass. I landed heavily and slammed my shoulder into the corner of the kitchen island. That really fucking hurt.

      He was hissing and spitting at me as he straightened up. I was snarling back, full of fury, as he loomed over me. The fucker was going to kick me.

      Then someone was yelling down the hall that they had called the police.

      Kyle froze with his right leg wound back. His lips peeled back off his teeth when he looked back down at me. “You got lucky.”

      And then he bolted out the door.

      Nancy scrambled out from behind the island to slam the door closed. She locked the handle and deadbolt before pressing her back against it and glancing over at me. “Quinn. Oh my God. I’m so sorry. I can’t believe—”

      “I’m fine,” I said a little breathlessly. I held my aching hip as I got to my feet. I had to use the edge of the counter for support.

      Then the waterworks started. Nancy started sobbing as I went over to her. I gently nudged her out of the way of the door and then held her by the shoulders. “Listen. I’m fine. Go have a hot shower. I’m going to talk to the neighbor and find out if he actually did call the police.”

      “Then what?” Nancy sniffled as she dragged the back of her hand across her nose.

      “Then we figure out what our next move is. Kyle isn’t going to throw in the towel that easy. He’s going to try again.”

      Nancy covered her face with her hands. I wasn’t sure if she was hiding from the guilt, shame, or embarrassment. Maybe all three.

      I wrapped my arms around her and hugged her tightly. “It’s going to be fine. I promise. I’ve dealt with guys like this before.”

      That was only sort of true. The last time I’d had dealings with men as violent and cruel as Kyle, I’d had men who were equally as fierce to back me up. But they all left. Or were killed. I’d been on my own for six months.

      Six long months of wondering what I did wrong. Of wondering why, after losing my brother, I had to lose everyone else, too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          Rhys

        

      

    

    
      Liam rolled the end of his pool cue in the blue chalk before bending down and lining up his shot to sink a solid. He and Owen were playing against Aiden and me, who were in the lead by only a couple points.

      Liam took his shot and sank the red solid in a corner pocket. He straightened up, gave Aiden and me a smug smile, and walked around the table to scout out his next shot.

      I went to the table we’d claimed near the pool table and took a few mouthfuls of beer. Aiden joined me and ate a cold French fry from the basket that had been sitting on the table for at least an hour. He made a face at it and then went back in for a couple more.

      “Are you gonna eat any of these?” he asked as he popped another fry in his mouth.

      I shook my head.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Have at ‘em, man. They’re all yours.”

      Liam finished his turn, and I stepped up to take my shot. I sank my first one but missed my second, and Owen took my place at the edge of the table. He missed.

      Aiden shoveled a few more fries into his mouth before he lined up his own shot. He sank the last four balls we had on the table, and then he sank the eight ball and used his pool cue as a staff and leaned upon it. He gave a dramatic bow with a flourish of his hand. “That’s how it’s done, gentlemen.”

      Owen scowled. “All right, all right.”

      We all went back to our table and ordered another round of beers and some baskets of food. Angie’s bar had cheap appetizer nights on Tuesdays, so we ordered another basket of fries, some wings, salt and pepper dry ribs, and potato skins.

      Angie delivered the grub to our table in person. “You boys are going to keep me in business if this damn economy crashes, you know.”

      “We’ve got your back, Angie.” Liam smiled. Liam had other interests at stake. He had a thing for Angie’s oldest daughter, Brooklyn, a sweet, shy, cute blonde girl with big lips and wide-set eyes. She reminded me of a deer. “We’ll keep coming back if you keep serving this delicious stuff.”

      Angie beamed at all of us and told us she’d bring over a pitcher of beer on the house.

      “She wouldn’t be giving us free shit all the time if she knew you and her sweet innocent Brooklyn had been sucking face in the storage closet,” Owen muttered.

      “Dude!” Liam hissed. “Shut the fuck up. I don’t want anyone hearing you.”

      Owen rolled his eyes and slumped back in his chair. “Dude? I’ve walked by that door while the two of you were in there and heard plenty. Me saying it out loud is the least of your worries.”

      Liam turned bright pink. “We haven’t had—”

      Owen held up his hand. “Don’t care. All I’m saying is I’ve heard that girl in there, and she sure sounds like she’s having a good time with you. There’s no way her momma hasn’t caught on to what’s going on between the two of you.”

      Liam turned to look at me with wide eyes. “Is he fucking with me or not?”

      I shrugged. “Next time you bring Brooklyn into the storage closet, I’ll make sure to walk by. Nice and slow.”

      Liam swatted at me. “Fuck you too, asshole.”

      I laughed and so did Owen. Aiden just shook his head at all of us.

      When Liam’s face returned to its normal color, he nodded at the pool table. “You guys up for another round after we eat?”

      “Hell yeah,” I said.

      Owen nodded. “Yeah, I can’t leave without kicking Rhys’s ass at least once.”

      “Good luck,” I said, draining the last of my beer.

      As soon as I’d put it down, Angie came back with our new pitcher. She topped up my glass and put it down in the middle of the table. “Your food will be out in just a minute. Anything else I can get you boys?”

      Owen nodded and leaned forward. “Is Brooklyn working today?”

      Liam turned pink again and shot Owen a menacing look.

      “No, not today,” Angie said. “She has one of her night classes today. She doesn’t work Tuesday or Thursday nights.”

      Owen sighed. “Shame.”

      Angie smiled. “I’ll tell her you all say hello.”

      “Do that,” Owen said.

      Angie waddled off, and all of us looked at Liam, who was trying his best not to make eye contact with any of us. I nudged him with my boot. “Cat got your tongue, Romeo?”

      He buried his face in his hands. “I never should have hooked up with her.”

      “Oh, come on, you don’t mean that,” Owen said.

      “Oh. I mean it.”

      Owen clicked his tongue. “I’m sure she’s glad you did. I mean, just on the sounds alone, I’d say—”

      “All right!” Liam cried. We all cracked up, and he scowled at us as he finished the last quarter of his beer and filled his glass again with the fresh stuff. “Sometimes, I wonder why the hell I even hang around with you clowns. Brooklyn’s a nice girl. I don’t like you talking about her like that. She’s—she’s a lady.”

      Owen looked at me over the rim of his beer glass as he tilted it back to drain the last few mouthfuls. When he put it down, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “You’re a strange kid, Liam.”

      “Why?” Liam asked.

      Owen shrugged. “You don’t belong with our sort. You should have gone into business. Or medicine. I don’t know. Something other than this life would have suited you better.”

      “But I like this life,” Liam said.

      I clapped him on the back. “And we like having you. Ignore Owen. He’s just sour that he wasn’t the one with his tongue in Brooklyn’s mouth.”

      Owen topped up his beer glass. “I won’t deny that. She’s cute as hell.”

      After hazing poor Liam for another five minutes or so, our food arrived. The kid was grateful that we could all stuff our faces, rather than make him suffer through more conversation about Brooklyn.

      When we were done eating, we went back to playing pool. We set up another game, and Owen started us off with a good wide break. Then it went from there.

      I was standing with my back to the bar when Aiden, who was standing on the opposite side of the pool table, looked over my shoulder and narrowed his eyes as if in recognition. Then they widened, and he said, “Holy shit. Quinn’s here.”

      “What?” I asked sharply as I turned around.

      It didn’t take me long to spot her. In fact, my eyes were drawn to her like she was a magnet and I was a compass needle.

      She was sitting on one of the barstools and had her back to us. I didn’t need to see her face to know it was her. Her hair was pulled up in a long, high, sleek ponytail. She was wearing dark black jeans, black ankle boots covered in silver studs, and a studded black leather jacket. She looked like sin sitting at that bar, sipping on a bottle of beer.

      Then she looked over her shoulder to stare right at me.

      Her perfect full lips curled in a smile, and she slid off the stool.

      “Fuck,” I breathed, and then I was moving toward her.

      We wove through bodies in the bar until we reached each other, and once I was in front of her, I had no idea what I was supposed to do.

      She took over and hugged me. She hugged me the same way she used to. She lifted onto the balls of her feet and then wrapped her arms around my shoulders to bury her face in the groove of my neck.

      I could smell her perfume. Clean and crisp and floral. And her shampoo. Roses, cucumber, and mint. Just like my dream.

      When she pulled away, her cheeks were a little pink, but the flush disappeared rather quickly. She straightened out her leather jacket and shifted her weight to her right foot. “Well, I’ll be damned. Rhys Davies in the flesh. It’s been a while.”

      “Sure has,” I said. It sounded stupid in my ears. I tried to think of something smart to say. Something that wouldn’t make me look like the blubbering idiot I felt like whenever I was in her presence. She was still smiling at me. “You look good, Quinn.”

      “I always look good.”

      That couldn’t have been truer. Quinn was the most beautiful woman I’d ever met. She wasn’t your typical beauty, either. She was rough around the edges. The most feminine thing about her were those lips of hers—so full and perfect, especially the dramatic dip of her cupid’s bow. The rest of her was hard. Her eyebrows were sharp and thick, her nose thin and pointed, her cheekbones high. She was all sharp angles, and shadows always made her look a little mysterious. Almost magical. Like she didn’t belong here on this earth with us.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      Quinn opened her mouth to speak, but she was cut off when Aiden sidled over and grabbed my shoulder. He tugged me back a step and then went to his little cousin, gathered her up in his arms, and turned in a full circle with her feet dangling off the floor.

      She laughed, but I could tell it was forced. It didn’t bubble freely out of her like her genuine laugh did.

      He set her down. “Quinn! It’s great to see you! You look…”

      “Good?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “I was gonna say like a biker.”

      “That’s probably ‘cause I have a bike now,” she said.

      “What?” Aiden and I both asked in unison.

      The leather of her jacket groaned as she folded her arms. “You heard me.”

      “Well shit,” Aiden said. “All right then. What the hell are you doing in New York City? You always said this was the place for narcissists and businessmen.”

      “I still think that,” Quinn said. Then her hazel eyes shifted to me. They looked almost gold in the dim lighting of the bar. “I came here because I need your help, Rhys.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          Quinn

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting when I left Chicago to come find Rhys in New York. Did I think he’d look different? Did I think he’d sweep me off my feet and kiss me right there on the spot?

      Did I think things would have changed?

      Standing this close to him brought back a whirlwind of steamy memories: Kissing him outside Max’s front door before going inside to have dinner. Fucking him in the backseat of the Impala I sold after Max died. Fooling around in empty movie theatres.

      Telling him I loved him.

      Now here he was, looking hotter than ever, staring at me. He was wearing the same gray beanie he used to wear in the winter months back in Chicago. His brown hair poked out from underneath it and framed his bright green eyes. Eyes that had seen my soul.

      There was nothing in this world I wanted more than Rhys Davies. He knew me better than anyone, and we trusted each other more than we should. I would do anything for him—and I had. I had let him leave when he told me he couldn’t bear to see me anymore. He couldn’t do it to Max.

      So, after my brother died, I lost the only man I had ever loved because of the guilt he struggled with every day over Max’s murder.

      I could still remember the night Max died like it happened yesterday. I’d been at my apartment folding laundry. It was nine o’clock at night on a Sunday. I had to work the next day, so I’d gone about my normal routine of making my lunch and getting ready for the week.

      I’d just changed into my pajamas when someone knocked on my door.

      

      I unlocked the deadbolt and pulled the door open. I was pleasantly surprised to find Rhys standing there. He was looking down at his feet. I couldn’t see his face.

      “Hello, handsome,” I said softly as I reached out to him.

      Then I noticed the blood on his shirt. In his hair. On his hands.

      I frantically rolled up the hem of his shirt to inspect his stomach for an injury. I found nothing—nothing besides muscle and tanned skin. I rolled it up farther to make sure there were no wounds on his chest.

      “It’s not mine,” he said. His voice was hoarse. He barely sounded like himself.

      “What happened?” I whispered.

      And then he looked up at me, and I could see that he was barely keeping it together. His eyes were glassy but hard, like he was willing himself to stay in one piece. His jaw was clenched, and the muscle flexed repeatedly. He swallowed and looked down again.

      “Rhys. Please. Talk to me.”

      He shook his head once.

      Nausea washed over me, and I grabbed at the doorframe to keep my balance. Rhys caught me as my knees buckled. I didn’t care that he was covered in blood. I let him hold me up, and I clung to him as he clung to me. The room continued to spin as my brain started to put the pieces together.

      I wrapped my arms tighter around his neck and gathered the back of his shirt up in my fists. It was hard to breathe. “Where’s Max?”

      He shook his head. He shook his head, and I knew the answer right away.

      “No,” I said.

      He held me tighter, so tightly that his fingers pressed into my ribs. “I’m sorry, Quinn. I’m so fucking sorry.”

      I released his shirt as sobs overtook me. He gathered me up in his arms and let me cry as he brought me to the couch in my living room. He sat down, with me still in his arms, and I curled up against his chest.

      Rhys rubbed my back in slow circular motions. I sucked in great heaving breaths and tried to calm myself down enough to get answers. I needed to know what had happened. All this blood… Max hadn’t died peacefully. Someone had stolen him from me. From us.

      “What happened?” I finally managed to ask.

      Rhys’s hand fell still on my back. I leaned away and peered up into his face. His brow was furrowed. He wouldn’t look me in the eye.

      I reached out and held his face in my hands. “You have to tell me. I need to know.”

      He closed his eyes. “You’ll never forgive me.”

      

      “You need my help?” he asked, pulling me from my thoughts.

      I nodded. “Yeah. Well, not just me. Nancy too.”

      “Nancy Vickers?” Aiden piped up.

      I nodded. “She got in too deep with this guy—”

      “Same old shit she’s always been doing,” Aiden grumbled.

      I glared at him to shut him up. “That’s not the point. The point is she was seeing this guy, and things took a bad turn. I had to go pick her up the other night to get him away from her, and the next day, he showed up at my apartment and tried to drag her out of there. He might have succeeded if I hadn’t—” I stopped talking when I remembered who I was speaking to.

      “If you hadn’t what?” Rhys asked, his eyes narrowing.

      “Never mind.”

      His eyes roamed all over me. Then they stopped when he glanced upon my hip. I looked down. My tee was just short enough to show a thin line of skin between my shirt and the top of my jeans. He was looking at the purple bruise on my hip from where Kyle had punched me.

      I looked up sharply and tried to take a step back as I clapped one hand over my hip.

      Rhys caught me by the elbow and pulled me close. He lifted the hem of my shirt and pushed my hand away. Then he saw the bruise in all its glory. It was dark purple at the center and faded to a puke-yellow color at the edges.

      “Did he do this to you?” Rhys asked. His gaze slowly lifted from my hip to my eyes. “This guy of Nancy’s?”

      I swallowed. “Yes. But only because I intervened. It would have been Nancy who took the brunt of it if I let him get to her.”

      “You’re a psychopath, cuz,” Aiden said, whistling. “You know that? Not many chicks would take on a dude who was willing to hit a woman. Who the fuck is this guy?”

      “Kyle something or other. I don’t know his last name. He’s a piece of work.”

      Rhys was looking at my hip again. “Did you land a hit of your own?”

      He knew me so well. I grinned. “You bet your ass I did. Two, for the record.” I held up two fingers.

      Aiden shook his head at me. “I’m telling you. Psychopath.”

      I stuck my tongue out at him.

      Rhys pulled his beanie off and raked his fingers through his thick brown hair. I wanted to do the same thing. I wanted to ride him and sink my fingers in those locks and feel him—

      “I’ll come to Chicago,” Rhys said.

      “Just like that? It’s that easy?”

      He nodded. “It’s that easy. I just have to talk to Ryder first and make sure he’s good with me stepping away for a couple days. I’m sure it won’t be a problem, but I don’t want to go MIA on him.”

      “Who’s Ryder?” I asked.

      Rhys opened his mouth to answer, but Aiden beat him to the punch. “He’s the president of the Lost Breed MC here in New York. Our president.”

      I glanced at Rhys. He had a president? He wasn’t running his own crew? “Are all four of you with him?”

      Rhys nodded. “Yeah. We were initiated six months ago.”

      “That didn’t take long,” I said. I regretted the words as soon as they left my mouth. I hadn’t meant for them to cut him, but I could see that they did.

      Rhys looked away and rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah. Well. Some shit went down here shortly after we showed up. Derek was caught up in a situation with Isaac Reed.”

      I blinked. “Isaac Reed? Did you know he’d come to New York?” I was thinking several things at once. Firstly, I was realizing that Rhys hadn’t necessarily left Chicago to get away from me. Maybe he had left to track down Isaac. Secondly, he’d potentially gone after my brother’s killer without telling me. And thirdly, how the hell had he not told me about this sooner?

      “Yeah, I knew he was here,” Rhys said.

      Aiden looked back and forth between us. “Uh, I’m gonna go take my shot. You kids catch up.” And then he was gone.

      I stared at Rhys. “You came here for him?”

      “I came here to warn Derek about how dangerous he was and the damage he could do. Derek is an old friend. I couldn’t let him lose his crew the way I lost mine. Not when I knew there was something I could do to help.”

      “And did you?” I asked sharply.

      “Did I what?”

      “Did you help?” I asked.

      Rhys licked his lips and put his beanie back on. “If you’d consider putting a bullet between Reed’s eyes helping, then yeah, I helped.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath. “He’s dead?”

      Rhys nodded.

      “And you—” I broke off and lowered my voice. Then I leaned in close so I could whisper and not be overheard. “And you killed him? When? How?”

      Rhys shrugged one shoulder. “Six months ago. The details don’t really matter. I just happened to be at the right place at the right time, and someone put a gun in my hand. And I took the shot. I didn’t even hesitate.”

      “Rhys,” I whispered. I knew him better than anyone. He was no killer. Even when shit had gotten really hard for him back in Chicago, he’d stood by his morals, and he’d never killed anybody. Beat them up pretty bad? Sure. But never killed them.

      He reached out and gently took my elbow. “Don’t worry. It’s not a burden. I’d do it again if I had the chance. Someone needed to make him atone for what he did, and I’m glad it was me. For Max.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat and nodded. “I can’t think of a better excuse to have a drink, can you?”

      Rhys smiled a little. “No.”

      “Buy me a beer for old time’s sake? I’ll tell you everything I know about Kyle.”

      “All right,” he said, and then he followed me up to the bar, and we both took a seat. He ordered us two beers, and as we sat and drank them, he asked, “So where are you and Nancy staying?”

      I chuckled. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”
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      Quinn tipped her bottle of beer back and took her first long slow sip. I watched, transfixed by the way her lips pressed to the bottle, and even more in awe of the little bead of condensation that trickled from the base of the bottle all the way up to cling to her lower lip. When she put the bottle down, she wiped it away with her thumb, dragged her now wet fingertip down her thigh, and looked over at me with a crooked smile. “Quit staring. You’ll make a girl blush.”

      I averted my eyes to my own beer. “Sorry. It’s just been a while.”

      “Yeah.”

      Quinn was as much of a knockout as she used to be—maybe even more so with this new edgy way of dressing. Max would have lost his mind if he saw her looking like this. And riding a motorcycle? I was sure he was rolling over in his grave right this minute.

      “So, you ride now, huh?” I asked.

      Quinn nodded. “Yep. A Triumph”

      She was going to make me press her for more answers. She’d always been like that. A bit mysterious, not super forthcoming, and very private. We both knew it was her defense mechanism. If she didn’t let anybody in, there was no risk of her getting hurt. But she’d let me in. I guessed, in the end, she got hurt anyway when I bailed.

      “I hope you don’t ride like your brother,” I said.

      Quinn surprised me with a wide grin. “I ride better than him.”

      “Those are big words. Max could match me in a race, you know?”

      “I know,” she said.

      I rolled my eyes. “I see you’re just as humble as ever.”

      “The same could be said for you.”

      “Touché.”

      Quinn crossed her arms and rested them on the bar. “So, how do you like it here? What’s this new MC like? What did you say they called themselves?”

      “The Lost Breed,” I said.

      “And your president?”

      “Is a good guy. Well, good enough. He took me in when he didn’t have to. He took all of us in.” I took another long swig of beer.

      Quinn nodded slowly. “Must be nice to have someone let you join them.”

      She was taking a dig at me. I winced. “Quinn, you know I couldn’t—”

      She held up her hand. “Yeah, I know.”

      After Max died, Quinn had hardened into a woman who wanted vengeance. I couldn’t blame her. I wanted the same thing. But it was more complicated than that. I blamed Isaac Reed for killing Max, but had it not been for me, Max would have never gotten caught in the crosshairs. He’d still be alive, and Quinn would still have her brother.

      About two weeks after he died, Quinn came to me and told me she wanted in. At the time, I hadn’t understood that she was asking to be a Red Rogue. She wanted the initiation, to wear our colors, and to ride with us. She knew the responsibility that would be on her shoulders, and she was more than aware of the risks, dangers, and costs. She didn’t care. She was all in.

      And I told her no.

      Max would have never forgiven me if I brought his sister into the fold. He’d spent the last couple of years of his life trying to keep her as far away from it as possible. Of course, I was undoing half the work he put into his cause by sleeping with her and falling in love with her, but he never knew any of that. He only thought she wanted in because she wanted to be by his side.

      He had no idea she wanted to ride alongside both of us.

      I sighed and ordered us both a shot of tequila and another round of beers. Quinn gave me a sad smile as a thank you when the shots arrived, and we both took them the way we used to back in Chicago when we used to go to bars together: no lime, no salt. Just the liquor and a beer chaser.

      Quinn licked her lips. “The others are good? Aiden seems happy.”

      “They’re good. They’ve gotten settled here. The clean slate has been good for all of us, I think.”

      “Liam said the same thing.”

      “You’ve been in touch with Liam?” I asked.

      Quinn nodded. “He’s how I tracked you down. I called him the other night and told him I needed to find you. He gave me this address and told me you’d be here tonight.”

      “Little fucker,” I growled.

      “He was just helping me.”

      “I know. But he could have at least given me a heads-up you were coming. Then I wouldn’t have—”

      “Been caught standing there with your mouth open when you saw me?” Quinn asked. That devilish smile of hers emerged. It was the same one she used to give me before stripping naked and going to her knees in front of me.

      It made my cock twitch, and I shifted on my bar stool. “Yeah, pretty much.”

      Quinn giggled, and I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed that sound until it graced my ears. “Don’t worry. I thought it was cute.”

      “Cute isn’t what I was going for,” I said a little sourly.

      Quinn drew her ponytail over her shoulder and ran her fingers through it. “I like that I can still make you look at me like that,” she whispered.

      Good lord. Was she trying to give me blue balls on purpose? I needed to change the subject before I carried her out of here and found a place to lay her down and fuck her right. I went with the obvious. Nancy. “So, this guy that came after Nancy. What else do you know about him?”

      Quinn shrugged. “Not much unfortunately. I’ve met him a couple times. He’d come into the parlor to pick her up after work or sometimes bring her lunch. Like all things that end bad, it started really good for the two of them. Nancy fell for this guy. That’s why it pisses me off so much. He drew her in, made her care, and then showed her who he really was. A manipulative, abusive, drunken bastard.”

      “Is this the first time he’s been violent with her?”

      “I don’t know. Nancy never told me it had gotten this bad. I mean, based on my impression of the guy, I wasn’t surprised, but as far as I know, this is the first time he lost his cool. Maybe he’s been rough with her but never struck her.”

      “Instead, he struck you.”

      Quinn slapped her right fist into her left palm. “Only after I got him.”

      I shook my head at her. “You’re going to get yourself in over your head.”

      “Nothing I haven’t done before.”

      “Are you willing to tell me where you and Nancy are staying?”

      Quinn chewed the inside of her cheek and considered my question. “Another shot. Then I’ll tell you.”

      I waved down the bartender, and within two minutes, we had two more tequila shots sitting before us on the bar. They had been filled to the brim and were leaving little puddles on the wooden surface. We picked up the shot glasses, spilled tequila over our fingers, and tossed them back.

      Quinn licked her fingers clean, which drove me completely insane as I watched her and tried to keep myself from getting a raging hard on right then and there. Then she licked her lips. “We’re staying at that little motel down the road. With the blue neon light and the cute little cafe attached to the lobby.”

      “I know the one. Do you think Nancy’s okay there by herself?”

      “Sure. She was picking a movie on the on-demand channels when I left and had grand plans of spoiling herself with room service. I fully expect there to be a shit ton of dishes on my bed when I get back there.”

      I smiled. “You’re a good woman, Quinn. Nancy is lucky to have you as a friend.”

      Quinn’s expression was unreadable. “I’m lucky to have her, too. She’s the only one— She stopped talking and shook her head.

      I knew what she was going to say. Nancy was the only one who hadn’t left Quinn in Chicago. She’d lost her brother, her cousin, and me all within a two-month period. She and Max’s parents died in a car crash when Quinn was only sixteen. Max had stepped in to take care of her. To make sure she had everything she needed and keep her in school. Mostly, he kept her on the straight and narrow. She had the same nature as him: a craving for adventure and excitement. But Max wanted better for her than the MC life. He wanted her to go to college, to earn scholarships, and choose a path she would be proud of when she was older.

      And then he died.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and sighed. “Quinn, I’m—”

      “Sorry. I know.”

      I drank the rest of my three-quarters full beer. “Yeah. Fuck.”

      She reached out and put her hand over mine. “It’s okay, Rhys. I understand.” She ran her thumb over my knuckles. The heat of her skin on mine was almost unbearable, even though it was just her hand. Our bodies were still separated by almost a foot of space.

      I swallowed. “Do you have to get back to Nancy tonight?”

      Quinn’s thumb fell still. She looked up at me. Her golden-flaked hazel eyes burned with something that matched the fire in my belly. “Come on, Rhys. You know me better than that. I don’t have to do anything.”

      “Call her,” I said.

      Quinn giggled. I slid off my stool and put my hand on her hip. I hooked a thumb in her belt loop and used it to spin her around so her back was to the bar, a neat trick if the top of the stool is on a swivel. She leaned back and rested her elbows on the bar behind her. “Are you telling me what to do?”

      “You bet your ass I am,” I said. “Call her. Tell her you’ll see her in the morning.”

      “And your boys?” she asked, tipping her chin to where Liam, Owen, and Aiden were still crowded around the pool table.

      “Fuck ‘em.”

      Quinn giggled. “I’ll call her from the cab, then.”

      I offered her my hand, and she took it and then slid off the stool. Her boots thudded on the hardwood floors, and we turned away from the bar and made our way out of Angie’s place.

      It was later than I thought. Probably close to ten or eleven o’clock at night. It was cold as hell out, and both Quinn and I drew our jackets closed. I wrapped an arm around her and pulled her into my side.

      She fit against me perfectly. Like always.

      Our steps fell in sync as we crossed the parking lot and went out to the street where I perched on the edge of the curb and waved to hail down a cab. The third one that passed pulled over for us, and I opened the back door for Quinn. She slid all the way to the opposite side of the car, and I ducked in after her.

      The driver looked back at us. She was a plump woman in her mid-fifties, with dyed black hair, pencilled-on eyebrows, and purple lipstick. She gave us a bright smile. “Hey, kids. Where to this evening?”

      I gave her my address, and she pulled away from the curb. Quinn pulled out her phone and lifted it to her ear as it started ringing. I heard Nancy’s tinny voice through the speakers. “Hey. Where are you?”

      Quinn glanced at me as I put my hand on her thigh. “I met up with Rhys. I just wanted to let you know I won’t be back at the hotel for a couple hours yet. Are you alright on your own?”

      “I have three plates of room service in front of me and I’m watching a movie. I’ll be fine,” Nancy said. She paused. “Don’t have too much fun.”

      Quinn bit her bottom lip and smiled at me. “No promises.”

      After Quinn hung up the phone our driver told us her name was Margaret, but she preferred Maggie. She then proceeded to tell us her life story, which was unfortunate because all I wanted to do was turn to the woman beside me and devour her.

      Quinn’s hand on my crotch was evidence that she wanted the same thing.
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      Margaret, also known as Maggie, pulled over in front of a row of narrow homes separated by about four feet on either side. They were red brick, with white trim around the windows, and had a set of stairs that led up the side of the house from the sidewalk to the front doors. The garage was on the bottom level and the entrance on the second.

      Rhys’s house was on the end. It was well kept on the outside, which didn’t surprise me because Rhys had always been a good home keeper. He took my hand, and we walked up the stairs. I swayed at the top and realized I was a little intoxicated.

      Going inside might be a big mistake. It might make everything harder. It had been a little over eight months since I knew his touch, and letting myself fall victim to him again was just going to make it hurt more when I went back to my life in Chicago and he stayed here.

      But damn it, I wanted him. My whole body seemed to ache with every heartbeat. I could feel my pulse in my fingertips and at my throat. I was thrumming with excitement, and there was an ache below my belly that I hadn’t felt in some time.

      I needed him.

      Rhys unlocked the front door and went inside. I followed him and closed the door behind me. “Nice place,” I muttered as I kicked off my boots.

      Rhys shrugged out of his leather jacket, and I took mine off, too. He took it from me and hung it in the closet in his entranceway.

      There were no lights on, but I could see that the place was just like his old house in Chicago: clean, simple, and not cluttered with stuff. Rhys wasn’t a wasteful consumer and only bought things he really needed. He didn’t have shelves because he never bought junk to put on them. He had the basics, and that was enough for him.

      “Do you want a drink?” he asked as we walked down the hall and emerged in the living area. Half of the room was his living room and the other half the kitchen. The walls were a cool gray and so were the floors. They were separated by crisp white baseboards that matched the white cupboards in the kitchen.

      “Uh, sure,” I said as I turned to face him. He went into the kitchen and opened the freezer. He withdrew a bottle of spiced rum, poured it over two glasses filled with ice, and then threw in a splash of cola.

      He brought mine over to me where I stood on the other side of his kitchen island. “Cheers.”

      “Cheers,” I said.

      We watched each other over the rim of our glasses as we took our first sip. It was strong. Just how I liked it—how I liked most things.

      I put my glass down. So did he.

      Then I licked my lips.

      Rhys’s eyes followed my tongue and then moved up to meet my gaze.

      I practically threw myself at him. He caught me, engulfed me with his thick arms, and held me to him as I practically climbed him like a tree to kiss him. He tasted like rum and beer and smelled like rainwater and pine. I drew in a deep breath as our mouths crashed together. His teeth nipped at my bottom lip, and I whimpered into his mouth as he gathered me up in his arms and lifted me off the floor. I hooked my legs around his waist, and he set me down on the kitchen island.

      All thoughts of what was good for me and what wasn’t went out the window as he pulled my black tee over my head and tossed it on the floor. His shirt came off next, and I traced every line of his body out of memory as we kissed with our eyes closed. I followed the cut of his hips up to his navel and then worked my way outward, trailing every ridge of his abs up to his chest. Then I worked my way over his shoulders and down his arms until I found something new. Something unfamiliar.

      I paused and ran my thumb over hardened skin. I broke our kiss. “What’s this?” I asked.

      Rhys planted his hands on either side of me against the counter and kissed the side of my neck up to my ear. “Nothing, baby.”

      I narrowed my eyes to try to see better in the darkness and ran my thumb over it again. “A scar?”

      He pinched my earlobe between his teeth.

      “Rhys,” I half moaned, half sighed.

      He kissed my earlobe as if in apology and then moved to look me in the eyes. His hands were still on either side of me. His shoulders and arms were taut. Every muscle was outlined in the darkness. “Yes, baby. It’s a scar.”

      “It’s new,” I said.

      He nodded.

      I frowned. It was almost perfectly circular. “Did you get shot?”

      The corner of his mouth twitched, and he nodded again.

      “Who?”

      “Reed.”

      “Oh,” I breathed.

      He closed his hand over mine to make me stop tracing the scar. “It was six months ago.”

      “I should have been there,” I whispered.

      He shook his head. “No.”

      “I could have helped. I could have—”

      “Quinn,” he said roughly as he took my chin in one hand. His grip was firm. Hard enough to make it impossible to seal my lips. “Enough. I’m glad you weren’t there. I never wanted you anywhere near that animal. And now he’s gone. We never have to worry about him again.”

      Then why haven’t you come back to me?

      I wanted to ask him so badly, but I just nodded and whispered, “Okay.”

      “Okay.” He released my chin.

      I grabbed his belt, pulled him to me, and kissed him as I undid the buckle. He found the hair tie in my ponytail and pulled it out. It cascaded down my back as I popped open the button of his fly and then tugged the zipper down. I pushed his jeans down his hips, and he worked them down the rest of the way.

      Rhys’s tongue plunged into my mouth while he undid my jeans. I pushed myself up on my hands, lifting my ass off the counter so he could pull my pants off, and then he settled me back down. I gasped. The counter was cold on my bare ass.

      Rhys chuckled and ran his thumb beneath the waistband of my black thong. It matched my black lace bralette. I flinched when he grazed the sensitive spot on my lower stomach by my right hip. “You’re so damn beautiful, Quinn.”

      I took my panties off, and he watched as I spread my legs. He ran his hands down my thighs to my hips and then went down to his knees.

      It had been some time since I saw him between my legs, and it sent a jolt of desire through me. He licked his lips before he ran his tongue along my pussy. He took his time, tasting me in slow laps and rolling his tongue over my swollen clit, then pausing to draw it between his lips and suck it until I was a breathless, moaning mess above him.

      Then, right before I came, he would stop and repeat the process.

      It was maddening. And delicious. And everything I’d been craving for eight fucking months.

      I arched my back and leaned back on my hands as I lifted my face to the ceiling. Rhys plunged his tongue inside me, came back out, and lapped at my juices. I bit down hard on my bottom lip when he slipped a finger in me.

      “Yes,” I breathed. I looked back down at him.

      He was smiling as he ate me out. He enjoyed it almost more than I did. Almost.

      When he slipped another finger inside me and sucked hard on my clit, I let out a shriek of ecstasy and threw my head back. I came, coating his fingers with my slick juices, and rolled my hips and ass on the counter as he continued flicking his fingers inside me.

      He pulled them out and licked them clean. “Good girl,” he purred.

      I was breathless, sitting on his counter, and all I wanted was more. I didn’t want to wait.

      Rhys took his boxers off. His cock sprang free. I hadn’t forgotten how big he was. I licked at my lips as he rummaged through pockets of his jeans for a condom. When he found one, he wasted little time tearing it open with his teeth, and then he rolled the rubber over his shaft, massaged his balls, and stepped between my legs.

      I inched to the edge of the counter and lined my pussy up with his cock. Then I looked up at him. “I hope you still know how to use that thing.”

      Rhys smirked. “Baby, my neighbors are gonna hear how good I can fuck your tight little pussy.”

      I moaned at his words and stared down as he leaned into me, sliding his first two inches into my soaking wet pussy. I took him in desperately and closed my eyes as he worked his way slowly, deeper and deeper, until we were at six inches. Then he stopped.

      I opened my eyes. I was already panting, and there was still plenty of him left. “What are you waiting for?” I asked.

      Rhys clenched his teeth and gave me all of him in one deep thrust.

      I gasped and clutched the edge of the counter. Rhys groaned and began working himself in and out of me. My muscles were tight and my whole body went rigid as I adjusted to his length and girth. When I managed to relax, the pleasure was incredible.

      I sighed and watched him dip in and out. His shaft was coated in my juices, and the sloppy wet sounds it made when he buried himself all the way inside me made that ache below my belly begin to pulse.

      He held himself deep inside and cupped the back of my neck to nip at my lips. I whimpered as he pinched my lower lip, and then he gave me sweet kisses. I moaned into his mouth, and he tightened his grip on the back of my neck. His tongue explored my mouth, and I opened up to him as he continued fucking me nice and slow.

      I was getting wetter by the second.

      “Fuck, I’ve missed this,” I whispered.

      Rhys tightened his grip on my neck further still. “Me too.”

      “Fuck me harder, baby. Please. I want to come all over your cock.”

      Rhys’s whole body shuddered. He loved when I talked dirty.

      I moved closer to the edge of the counter so he could get even deeper. “Come on, baby. You won’t hurt me. I promise.”

      Rhys silenced me with a rough kiss and then started fucking me hard and fast. He had to hold me in place on the counter. Otherwise, I would have been forced backward. I moaned until I couldn’t contain my screams of pleasure as my second orgasm slammed into me. I was even wetter now, and I knew it was driving him crazy because his forehead was furrowed and he was watching my tightening pussy as he fucked me.

      He started rubbing my clit. I lifted up to him. His other hand held me in place by the back of my neck, and I let my head fall back, giving him complete control of my body.

      He groaned.

      I told him to come.

      “Fuck,” he growled.

      And then he was holding on to me with such fierceness as he came that I could barely breathe. Air wasn’t important right then. As he blew his load, he bucked wildly against me, and I came again.

      He released my neck, and I sucked in a breath of air and grabbed at him to pull him in for more kisses. It felt so damn good to be this close to him again, to have him inside me. I didn’t want to be empty again. I wanted to stay in this moment, with him inside me, sitting on his counter for as long as I could.

      But after our kiss, he stepped away and went to clean himself up.

      I hopped down off the counter, and my legs trembled. I had to hold myself up and wait for the feeling to return to them. Then I picked up my discarded clothes and started getting dressed.

      I was jumping in place to get my jeans up over my ass when he came back into the kitchen and started getting dressed, too. He looked as disappointed as I felt.

      “I’m sorry I have to go,” I said. “But Nancy…”

      “She needs you. It’s all right. I’m just being greedy, and I want to keep you all to myself.” He moved to me and cupped my cheek in one hand. Then he realized the sudden intimacy of what he was doing and let his hand fall to his side.

      “For what it’s worth, I wish I could stay.”

      He smiled. “Can I see you tomorrow?”

      I nodded. “I’d like that. My number is the same.”

      “I’ll call you a cab.”
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      I woke up on Wednesday morning feeling more rested than I had since moving out to New York. I knew without a shadow of a doubt that it was because of my night with Quinn.

      Quinn.

      She’d shown up, and like always, I’d fallen victim to her. I couldn’t help it. She was everything I wanted and needed but couldn’t have, all packed into a beautiful body with a wickedly smart brain. Her telling me she needed help was like someone holding a gun to my head. Of course I’d help her.

      It would be a cold day in Hell if I ever said no to Quinn Connolly when she needed me.

      I rolled out of bed, showered, and got dressed in a pair of jeans and a white T-shirt. I didn’t bother with breakfast and, instead, went straight down to the garage after putting on my jacket and suited up to ride over to Ryder and Dani’s place.

      Being a Lost Breed meant I couldn’t just pack up and leave if I had to. I needed to ask permission first.

      It was a strange thought. Back in Chicago, I’d been the top dog. I was the person my boys had to run things by. Now that I was on the other side of things, it felt a little weird. I didn’t like it.

      I took a cab back to the bar where I’d left my bike. Normally I’d never leave my bike parked in a lot over night, but Quinn was well worth the exception. I swung my leg over the seat and headed to Ryder and Dani’s place.

      The driveway was empty except for his car and Dani’s black cruiser. Nobody had been hanging around their house much now that Dani was deep into her pregnancy and they were about to welcome their little one into the world. We were respecting their space.

      I felt a bit guilty when I knocked on their front door.

      It was opened about ten seconds later by a very round Dani, who opened the door up all the way and smiled at me as she leaned against the doorframe. “Morning, Rhys. How are you?”

      “Morning, Dani. I’m all right. I hate to bother you, but I was wondering if Ryder was home?”

      She nodded. “He’s in the nursery. Come on in. Can I get you anything? Coffee? I was just in the middle of whipping up some breakfast, and there’s plenty of food if you’re hungry.”

      “You’re going to be a great mom.” I chuckled as I closed the front door behind me and followed her down the hall and into the kitchen.

      She smiled over her shoulder at me and went to the stove where she was scrambling eggs. She pushed them around in the pan with a spatula. “Thanks.”

      “Rhys,” Ryder’s voice came from behind me.

      I turned around to find him in the doorway to the kitchen. He was sweaty and wearing dark jeans and a muscle shirt. I arched an eyebrow. “What does she have you working on in there?”

      Ryder smiled. “Oh, you know. A little of this and a little of that.”

      Dani clicked her tongue. “I suggested he call someone for help, but he’s a stubborn bastard.”

      “I’ve got two hands,” I said.

      Dani pointed her chin at the kitchen table. “You two sit, and once you’ve had some breakfast, you can help him. Deal?”

      I walked through the kitchen and sat down at the table. “Deal.”

      Ryder came and sat down across from me. He leaned on his elbows and clasped his hands together. “You good at putting together shitty furniture?”

      I shrugged.

      “It’s not shitty” Dani said defensively.

      Ryder laughed. “Well, you’re not the one putting it together, kitten. I am. And I can assure you of one thing: it’s shitty.”

      I watched and listened to them bicker for a minute before Ryder conceded and leaned back in his chair. Dani was smiling at the eggs as she slid them onto a plate, smug with her victory. I was sure this was how every argument went down in this house. Try as he might, the president couldn’t win against his first lady. No way in hell.

      Dani waddled over to the table and set our plates down for us. I stood up to help her with the rest of the food, and she shook her head at me and pointed at my chair. “Sit. I’m pregnant, not dying. Moving around is good for me.”

      Ryder hooked his thumb at her. “I’m starting to think I shouldn’t have let Axel step in for me. It’s been harder dealing with her the last two months than it was dealing with all you fuckers.”

      I chuckled, and Dani planted her hands on her hips. “You want to say that again, honey?”

      Ryder shook his head. “Nope. You’ve got that crazy pregnant lady hearing. You heard every word, I’m sure.”

      “You bet your ass I did.”

      Dani came and sat down, and we dug into our food. It was delicious, as Dani’s cooking always was, and I was the first to clean my plate. When I got up and walked it to the sink, I heard the front door open. “Are you two expecting someone else?” I asked Ryder and Dani.

      Ryder nodded. “Derek is stopping by to talk business.”

      Seconds later, Derek emerged in the kitchen. He sniffed the air, rubbed his stomach, and went to the pan on the stove full of eggs. The plate on the counter held slices of bacon, and there was bread beside the toaster.

      “Help yourself,” Dani said.

      Derek did just that. As he put the bread down in the toaster, he glanced at me. “What are you doing here, man?”

      Ryder piped in. “Good question. What are you doing here?”

      Dani scolded him in hushed tones for being rude. I put my back to the counter and faced my president. “I came to run something by you.”

      “Oh?”

      “I have to run to Chicago for a couple days.”

      “Is everything all right?” Ryder asked.

      “Yes,” I said. Then I realized that I was lying, and I backtracked. “Well. No, not really, I guess. A girl I used to know showed up at Angie’s last night, asking for my help. She and one of my other good friends from back in the day had a run in with a guy. He knocked this girl I know around a bit. Put a big bruise on her hip. I have to go… handle it.”

      Ryder nodded. “Go. Take your time. Things here are under control.”

      Dani was watching us with concern. “Is she hurt? This friend of yours?”

      “She’s tough,” I said. “She landed a few hits on the guy herself before he hit her.”

      “I like her,” Ryder said wryly.

      “You’d like her even more if you met her,” I said a little wistfully.

      Dani smiled at me. Could she see right through me? Could she tell that I was in love with this girl?

      For fuck’s sake. Could they all see that?

      Derek thumped me on the shoulder. “You need backup, man? I can go with you to the windy city.”

      “Thanks, but I can take care of this on my own. I want to keep it quiet.”

      Derek nodded. “All right. Well, call me if that changes. You know I’m always up for an old-fashioned beat down. That is the game plan, I’m assuming?”

      I shrugged. “I haven’t decided yet.”

      Derek’s toast popped, and he plucked it out, swearing under his breath as he burned his fingertips. He started smothering the bread in strawberry jam and then looked at me out of the corner of his eyes. “This girl who came looking for you wouldn’t happen to be Quinn, would it?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Who’s Quinn?” Dani asked. She pushed herself up awkwardly out of her chair and waddled over with both hands on her belly. She leaned on the kitchen counter and watched me with curious eyes.

      “Uh,” I stammered, “she’s just a girl I used to know.”

      Derek shook his head. “Don’t lie to our Dani now, Rhys. Come on. Give it to her straight.”

      Dani smiled and shook her head. “It’s all right. If you don’t want to talk about her, I understand. This pregnancy has just made me into more of a romantic than I ever used to be.”

      “You could say that again,” Ryder said from where he still sat at the kitchen table.

      “Ignore him,” Dani said, waving her hand dismissively.

      Derek took a bite of his toast and, with a very full mouth, said, “Quinn is the only girl our Rhys has ever loved. If you’re looking for a happy love story, Dani, you’d best look somewhere else.”

      “Oh,” she said softly, straightening up and giving me a sad look. “I’m sorry.”

      I shook my head. “It’s not as bad as he makes it sound. Yes, I care a lot about her, and we have a lot of history, but we could never work.”

      “Why?” Dani asked.

      I scratched the back of my neck and considered lying. But that would do no good. So, I took a deep breath. “You know how Isaac Reed killed a bunch of guys from my old crew?” Dani and Ryder both nodded. He had stood up and was walking over to where we all stood. Derek’s toast crunched as he took another bite. “Well, one of those guys who was killed was my best friend, Max. Quinn is his little sister.”

      “Fuck,” Ryder breathed.

      Dani looked back and forth between us. “I don’t understand what the problem is.”

      Ryder shrugged. “Well, if it were me, I’d be torn, too. I imagine this brother of hers didn’t want the two of you together?”

      “I don’t know. If I’m being honest, I never let on to the fact that I was into his sister. We kept it a secret from him. But he hated the thought of her ever being part of the way we lived. He wanted something better for her. Something safer. And I wanted the same things. Then, well, you know what all went down.”

      Dani bit her bottom lip. I didn’t like the way she was looking at me, with pity. Derek took his breakfast to the kitchen table and started eating.

      Ryder sighed. “That’s shitty, man. I feel for you.”

      Dani was frowning. “I don’t think you should let who this girl’s brother was stand in the way of you two being together.”

      I blinked at her.

      Dani rubbed her belly. “Honestly. I mean, I knew that when I met Ryder, I was in way over my head, and everything in my life would change if I chose to be with him. And it did. But I’m still me. I’m still good. And so is he. The way we live is just a bit unconventional is all.”

      “And dangerous,” I said.

      “Yes. But if history has taught me one thing, it’s this: a man thinking he can make a woman’s choices for her is more dangerous than letting her make them on her own.”

      “My woman, the prophet.” Ryder chuckled as he wrapped his arm around her shoulders.

      She smiled up at him. “Joke all you want, but it’s true. The only thing keeping you two apart is you. The reasons you’ve made up in your head for why you can’t be together? They’re just lies, Rhys. That’s all I’m saying.”

      Ryder cracked his back and nodded at me. “Enough of this mushy shit. You ready to build some shitty furniture?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. Derek?”

      “When I’m done eating,” Derek said, pointing at his still half full plate of food.

      I followed Ryder out of the kitchen and told him I needed a minute to call Quinn. He nodded and went down the hall, and I stepped into the living room to call her.

      She answered right away. “Morning.”

      “Morning.”

      “What’s up?”

      “I’ll meet you in Chicago tomorrow night.”

      “How are you getting there?” she asked.

      “I’ll ride.”

      There was a moment of silence on the other end. “Okay. I’ll book mine and Nancy’s flights right now. Come to my apartment when you get to the city. I’m still in the same place. You can stay in my guest room for as long as you like.”

      I closed my eyes and ran my hand down my face. “I’ll only need to stay for one night. I have responsibilities here in New York now, Quinn.”

      Another moment of silence. “Right.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          Quinn

        

      

    

    
      Nancy covered her mouth as she yawned. Then she rested her forehead against the back window of the cab and stared out at the passing cars as raindrops rolled down the other side of the glass.

      “Are you all right?” I asked.

      She glanced over at me and sat up a little straighter. “Yeah. Sorry. I’m just really tired. I haven’t been sleeping much with everything going on.”

      “Well after tonight, you will. Rhys will take care of everything, and you’ll go back to sleeping like a baby and snoring your face off.”

      Nancy smiled. “You’re sure he’s all right with this? I feel like he’s already done enough for me in the past, and I hate using him like this.”

      “He wants to help.”

      “Of course he does. But that’s the catch, isn’t it?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “I mean, of course he wants to help when he knows the shit Kyle is doing to us. I guess I just feel like we’re taking advantage of him.”

      “We’re not,” I said.

      Nancy looked back out the window. “Okay.”

      I considered what she had said as I watched the cars pass. We were still fifteen minutes away from the apartment, and I was itching to make a cup of tea and have a sandwich. I needed comfort food after this cold, wet, terrible weather and being cooped up in an airplane.

      The cab pulled up outside of my apartment, and we paid the driver. We covered our heads and ran to the front door as the cold rain hit our skin like tiny angry daggers.

      Once we were inside, I was uncomfortable and eager to strip out of my now damp clothes.

      “All I want is a hot shower, a cup of tea, and a tomato sandwich,” I muttered as we rode the elevator up to my floor. “And to watch a movie or something.”

      “Sounds like a good way to spend the night to me,” Nancy said.

      The elevator doors opened, and we went down the hall to my apartment door. I stuck my key in the lock to find it already unlocked. Frowning, I turned the handle and pushed it open. Had I forgotten to lock it when we left? No. I wouldn’t have made a mistake like that. Especially since we were going out of town. My stomach rolled over.

      We went inside, and I dropped my purse on the floor.

      The whole place had been torn apart.

      “Oh my God,” I breathed.

      Nancy stepped up beside me. “Oh no.”

      Every piece of dishware I owned had been taken out of the cupboards and smashed on the kitchen floor. My kitchen appliances, like my microwave and Crockpot which I always left on the counter, looked like they’d been beaten with a baseball bat.

      My fridge was dented. My kitchen cabinets were smashed and scratched.

      I walked deeper into the apartment. The pillows on my sofa had been gutted and were puking out stuffing all over the place. My television was shattered. Everything was destroyed.

      “That fucker,” I said.

      I could hear Nancy crying behind me. “Quinn, I’m so sorry. This is all my fault. I’m so, so sorry.”

      “Nancy.”

      “I never should have come here,” she said. “I never should have asked you to come pick me up. Now you’re on his radar and—”

      “Nancy.”

      “He’s not going to stop until he gets what he wants. Oh my God. How could I have been so stupid?”

      I turned around and marched over to her. She was still standing in the entryway with her bags in her hands. Tears were streaming down her cheeks and leaving mascara tracks in their wake. I took her by the shoulders and shook her. I wasn’t gentle about it, either. “Nancy. Now is the time to come clean, all right? Who the fuck is this guy?”

      She shook her head. “I—he—”

      I shook her again. “Now is not the time to withhold information. Look what he did to my place! Look how he came after us! He wants to hurt us, Nancy. I’m not fucking around. There’s something you’re not telling me. Kyle is worse than I thought he was, isn’t he?”

      She started nodding, and my stomach rolled over. I pressed a hand to my forehead and staggered back from her. Nancy’s bottom lip trembled as she watched me. “He’s not a good person, Quinn.”

      “No shit.”

      She flinched.

      “I’m sorry. I’m just… frustrated.”

      Nancy nodded.

      I turned in a slow circle to soak in the sight of my mangled apartment. I didn’t even want to know what he had done to my bedroom. I felt violated. He saw everything I owned. Everything. My intimates. My vibrator.

      I shook my head. There was no sense in dwelling on that. I couldn’t change it.

      “He sells drugs,” Nancy said.

      I nodded. I wasn’t surprised. “And?”

      “And… he runs with some pretty scary dudes. Men that I know have their hands in some pretty dirty pockets.”

      “How dirty are we talking here, Nancy?”

      “One of them is a hired hand.”

      “Meaning?”

      Nancy looked down at the floor. “He’s killed people.”

      “Of course,” I said grimly. “And I have Rhys coming out here to deal with this shit. This is great, Nancy. Just great. No wonder you feel like shit about getting him involved. Are these guys too much for him to handle? Because we’re not going to be able to talk him down now, and if I send him off to get killed by your piece of shit boyfriend, I’m going to—” I slapped my mouth shut.

      Nancy crumpled to the floor and buried her face in her hands as she started sobbing. “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”

      But it did happen. And I warned you about him. I knew he was a bad guy. I knew he’d hurt you. But you wouldn’t fucking listen to me. Why do you never fucking listen to me?

      I crouched down in front of her and pulled her hands away from her face. “I’m sorry, Nancy. This is just a lot for me to process all at once. And you know how I feel about Rhys. I don’t want him getting hurt.”

      She sniffled. “I know.”

      “So, tell me if you think he has a chance against these guys or not. And tell me the truth.”

      She didn’t have time to answer me. Suddenly, the doorway was filled with a dark shadow. I looked up, and my eyes widened as Rhys stepped into the entranceway and looked around. His green eyes looked darker than I’d ever seen them.

      I stood up, and his gaze locked on to me. “What the fuck happened?”

      “He came and trashed it while we were in New York,” I said.

      Rhys walked around Nancy who was still on her knees on the floor, crying. He didn’t even look at her. Instead, he walked slowly through my apartment, inspecting the damage that had been done. “This is thousands of dollars of damage,” he said.

      “I know.”

      He stopped in my living room and bent down to pick something out of the carpet. He pulled a photo out of a shattered frame and shook glass off of it. I knew without having to look which picture it was. It was of me, him, and Max a few months before Max died. It had been taken in the summer during one of the MC’s baseball games. We were all playing for the red team, and they’d let me paint red stripes on their cheeks with my lipstick. War paint, they called it.

      All three of us were a little drunk in the photo, but it was the best one I had of the three of us.

      Rhys ran his thumb over it and then put it down on the edge of my coffee table. It had a metal frame, and that was the only part of it that wasn’t broken. Then he came back over to us and looked down at Nancy. “Where would I find this bastard on a Thursday night?”

      Nancy looked up at him slowly. Then she looked at me. I nodded at her to tell him. We didn’t have a choice now. Nancy took a deep breath. “They usually hang out in one of their garages off Rockmore Avenue. The garage faces out onto a back lane. It’s a shady neighborhood. Plenty of foreclosures and no people around who are likely to ever call the cops if something goes down. Like a fight. If you go, Rhys, and you’re in trouble, nobody is going to come bail you out.”

      “Do you want my help or not?”

      Nancy winced at the anger in his voice and nodded. “I’ll text you the address.”

      He turned to me. “Do you have rental insurance?” I nodded. “Good. I’m going to pay this asshole a visit, and then I’ll be back to help you clean.”

      “Rhys,” I started to say, but then I realized I didn’t know what I could say. Would he stay if I asked him to? Would he be able to walk away from a fight like this? I knew him better than anyone. He was going to serve his justice one way or another. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to go alone. Kyle hangs around with some scary guys. Murderers. I don’t like this.”

      “Well, I’m here now,” he said. “And I’m not leaving until this fucker gets what’s coming to him for laying a hand on you. I can take care of myself. Besides, the chance to ask for backup has passed.”

      Nancy hid her face in her hands again. Had she been more honest about who we were dealing with, maybe Rhys would have made the effort to bring Owen with him; anyone was better than no one.

      “I can come with you,” I said.

      “Absolutely not.”

      “I’ll wait in the car.”

      “Are you fucking crazy?” he asked, grabbing my upper arm. “You won’t go anywhere near this guy, Quinn. Do you hear me?”

      “I hear you.”

      He let me go and nodded. “Good. I’ll be back when it’s done. Make sure you lock the door behind me.”

      “I will.”

      Rhys turned and left without saying another word to either of us. I stood beside Nancy for a solid thirty seconds before my brain started working again, and I went and closed and locked the front door. I rested my back against it and sank down it to bring my knees to my chest.

      Nancy took her phone shakily out of her bag, and I watched her text what I assumed was Kyle’s address to Rhys.

      “Will he be okay?” I whispered.

      Nancy slipped her phone back in her purse and looked over her shoulder at me. “I hope so.
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      I turned down Rockwood Avenue and knew instantly which garage was the one I was looking for. It was located five houses down the little lane, and the door was open. Four men were sitting under cover of the garage while a fire burned in a gas fire pit in front of them. The pavement was littered with beer bottles and food wrappers, and the whole lane smelled like booze, wet asphalt, and weed.

      The four of them were passing a joint around. They took long draws and held the smoke in their lungs for a while before exhaling little puffs of smoke, which rose up and floated above them in the garage.

      I parked my bike and got off. I left my helmet on the handlebars and started walking over.

      If they heard or saw me coming, they chose not to acknowledge me.

      One of them lit up a cigarette, which prompted the others to follow suit. By the time I reached them and stood on the other side of the fire, the air was thick with cigarette smoke.

      All four of them looked up at me. The chairs they were sitting in were all lawn chairs in varying states of disrepair. Duct tape was present on almost all of them, holding them together by some sort of miracle.

      The man closest to me on the far right shifted in his chair, which creaked beneath his weight. He had a blue ball cap on, and when he smiled, I saw that his teeth were starting to rot. “What can we do for you, man?”

      “I’m not a buyer,” I said.

      He took his cap off and ran his fingers through his wet hair. No. Not wet. Oily. “Then get the fuck out of here.”

      “I’m looking for Kyle.”

      The four of them all exchanged looks I couldn’t read. Then they all got to their feet.

      They were big boys. All of them cleared six feet easily. But so did I. The one I’d already spoken with looked past me at my bike parked a couple shops away. I wasn’t stupid enough to bring it within close proximity of these clowns. “That your bike?”

      “Yes.”

      He put his ball cap back on and nodded. “Nice wheels.”

      “Stop wasting my time,” I said none too nicely. “Which one of you is Kyle?”

      “I am,” the guy on the left said. Naturally. He was the biggest of the bunch with a big build and massive hands that were curled into fists at his sides. He wasn’t dumb enough not to realize what this was. “Who sent you?”

      “Nobody sent me,” I said.

      “What the fuck do you want then?”

      “I came to tell you that you’re done with Nancy Vickers.”

      Kyle snorted and looked around at his dimwitted buddies. They chuckled too. He ran his hand over his buzzed head as his shoulders shook with mirth. “You crack me up, man. She got you running her errands for her? What did she do to talk you into coming down here?”

      “She didn’t do anything.”

      His eyes narrowed. “What about that bitch friend of hers? The blonde one.”

      I refrained from leaping across the fire and decking him across the jaw. I swallowed and kept my expression still. “It doesn’t matter. What matters is that you do as I say, and you cut Nancy loose. Is that going to be a problem?”

      “Hell yeah, it’s going to be a fucking problem, you punk,” Kyle spat, stepping around the fire and closing the distance between us. He was a mere three feet away from me now. He pointed a finger at my chest. “I don’t know who you think you are, but nobody shows up at my fucking house and tells me what to do. There’re rules against that sort of shit. Rudy, get me my damn baseball bat.” He held out his hand as the one called Rudy, the oldest of the bunch, walked into the shop and plucked a baseball bat from where it hung on the back wall. He walked back over and placed it in Kyle’s hand.

      I never moved.

      Kyle gripped the handle of his weapon. “Who the fuck are you, man?”

      “Not important.”

      Rudy cracked the can of another beer. “Kick his ass, Kyle.”

      Kyle’s lips peeled off his teeth in a wicked grin. He swung the bat lazily in an arch to slap it into his palm. “Yeah. Buckle up, boys. You’re gonna get a show tonight.”

      I took a step back to create a bit more space between us. I wasn’t worried about him having a bat—quite the opposite, really. The fact that he wanted to bring a weapon into this suggested he might not be a very good fighter.

      But even if that was the case, I knew I’d have to deal with his three buddies if I kicked his ass. Then I’d really have my hands full.

      But if I kicked his ass, there’d be a baseball bat lying on the pavement just waiting for someone to pick it up and use it.

      In theory.

      “What is Nancy Vickers to you?” I asked. “Why not just leave her alone?” There was no possible way this scumbag cared about her. Not in a million years.

      He chuckled. “She’s a good lay.”

      His buddies hooted and hollered from their seats around the fire. They sipped their beers and puffed on their joint and cigarettes as Kyle took a menacing step forward.

      The fire cast half of him into shadow. He was still grinning at me like a madman. Clearly, the man had bloodlust. If they got me down, I might not ever get back up. I noted his scarred knuckles and patchy eyebrow. He’d been in many fights before. This was nothing new for him. Then why the need for the baseball bat?

      Maybe because he was drunk as a skunk and stood a better chance of landing a hit on me with some extra reach.

      I rolled my shoulders.

      Kyle snickered and pointed his bat at me. “Getting all warmed up, pretty boy? That’s cute.”

      The others had another good laugh at that.

      “It’s just been a while,” I said. I wasn’t lying. The last time I’d been in any real sort of brawl was six months ago when I saved Derek from being strangled to death by some of Warren’s thugs. Shortly after that, I’d had my fight with Isaac Reed and his brother in the alley. But that hadn’t been much more than getting shot in the arm and pulling the trigger myself.

      This was something else entirely.

      I couldn’t afford to make any mistakes. These guys were serious. They wanted to fuck me up good. And if I didn’t walk away from this, Quinn and Nancy would be in even more trouble than they already were. Kyle knew they were the reason I was here, and there was no way in hell I was going to let him walk away to wreak more havoc on my woman.

      I shook my head. She wasn’t mine. Not anymore.

      I flexed my fingers and tucked my thumbs into my fists. Kyle didn’t notice. Good. He didn’t need to know how many times I’d done this. Being underestimated was an advantage in a situation like this.

      Kyle let out a furious bellow and charged forward with the bat wound back over his right shoulder.

      So, he was righthanded.

      As he swung, I dodged to my left, far out of the path of the arcing bat. I came back in at his side as the bat angled down, drawing with it his momentum. I hammered my fists twice into his ribs and then dealt him a swift kick to the side of the knee. He yelped and went down to the pavement before any of his buddies even had time to get to their feet.

      Then I kicked him right in the teeth, took the bat from his hands, and turned around to face them with his unconscious body behind me.

      “Next?” I asked.

      Rudy practically leapt over the fire and came at me with a rabid snarl. He went for my face, which was foolish because I was able to stop him by driving the bat into his right hip.

      He wouldn’t be walking for a day or two. Maybe more.

      Then the other two were up and rushing forward. The bat became more cumbersome than useful, but I didn’t want to toss it aside for either of them to get their hands on. If they did, all it would take was for one of them to get me down while the other one wailed on me. There was too much risk involved to make a stupid mistake like that.

      So, I held on to it and tried to use it to my advantage as Rudy somehow managed to get back up on his feet. Maybe the bastard was so damn drunk he couldn’t feel the damage I’d more than likely done to his hip. I’d heard the bat connect with bone. It sure as shit was not going to feel good when he sobered up.

      “Get that fucker,” Rudy hissed.

      The other two guys were big, but not nearly the same size as Kyle. They were also clearly better fighters. They gave me a wide berth, and one moved behind my back as the other stayed in front of me, forcing me to look back and forth to keep my eyes on both of them. I turned sideways to save myself from craning my neck.

      “You piece of shit,” one of them spat at me. “Who the fuck do you think you are?”

      “I think I’m the guy who’s gonna kick your ass,” I growled. I’d shifted into fight mode the second the baseball bat came into play. Adrenaline was starting to pump through my veins as the two guys started circling me.

      Rudy dropped to one knee to check on Kyle. He looked up at me. “You knocked his damn teeth out.”

      “He was ugly anyway.”

      Rudy staggered back up to his feet. “We’re gonna kill you, you smug fucker. You hear me?” He was yelling at me. Nancy’s warning had been true. There was nobody in this neighborhood who would call the cops to report any funny business. It was safer to keep their blinds closed and ignore what was happening behind their house, rather than get involved.

      “From where I’m standing, there’s a lot of talking going on,” I said. “And I’m getting bored. He should have done what I said and stayed away from Nancy.”

      “Kill him,” Rudy said.

      The two guys came at me at once, and the fight was on. Kyle had only been an appetizer. These two knew what they were doing. One of them went for my upper body while the other went for my legs. I couldn’t fend them both off at once, so I took a swipe with the bat at the guy in front of me, and it connected with his shoulder. He grunted and stumbled sideways as the guy who came at me from behind wrapped his arms around my waist and knocked me to the pavement.

      I rolled onto my back before he had a chance to pin me down. He stayed on top of me and wrapped both hands around my throat as I saw the other guy coming for me out of the corner of my vision—which was darkening around the edges due to how hard he was squeezing my neck. No oxygen was getting to my brain.

      I’d pass out if I didn’t get out of this.

      Stars burst in my vision.

      Pain erupted in my right side.

      I drove my knee up into the guy’s stomach who was on top of me, trying to choke me out. The impact rocked him forward, and he was close enough for me to reach up and press my thumbs into his eyeballs. He screamed, released me, and stumbled back clutching his face.

      I sucked in a ragged breath, and dizziness broke over me. I needed five seconds to recover, but I wasn’t going to get it because the other guy was right in front of me, and he had the baseball bat in his hand.

      He grinned down at me. “You made a big mistake, asshole.”
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      Nancy took the hair elastic off her wrist and used it to tie up her short black hair in a messy bun at the back of her head. Her hair was too short to get it all in the elastic, so a good chunk of it lay against the back of her neck as she crammed more cushion stuffing in the black garbage bag that was on the floor beside her in my living room.

      She glanced up at me as I walked from one side of the kitchen to the other and then back again. After rocking back on her heels and sighing, she said, “I’m sure he’s fine.”

      “He should be back by now.”

      Nancy squinted her eyes at the clock on my stove. “He’s only been gone an hour.”

      “Yeah. I know. How far away is this place?”

      Nancy shrugged. “I don’t know. A fifteen-minute drive?”

      “So, he would have been there in ten,” I stated.

      Nancy nodded. “Okay. Yes, but an hour still isn’t—”

      “That means he’s been with them for forty minutes at the least, Nancy. You know Rhys. A fight should not last that long. It should be a five-minute ordeal. Tops. Something doesn’t feel right.”

      Nancy rolled up to her feet and nudged the garbage bag aside.

      In the hour that Rhys has been gone, we had committed ourselves to trying to clean up some of the mess. I’d managed to sweep all my broken dishes into one corner of the kitchen and then swept them into a garbage bin. I had also opened my fridge to find that every liquid had been opened and poured all over the inside of the fridge. I packed everything up, washed what could be saved, and was forced to throw away what could not.

      I had also managed to work up the nerve to go into my bedroom. It hadn’t even been touched, which made me think that Kyle hadn’t had much time when he came in here. Or he knew he couldn’t stay long because one of my neighbors would catch him in the act. He’d only ransacked the living room and kitchen.

      I was relieved that I hadn’t lost everything in my bedroom. I had precious memory boxes up in my closet, along with some of Max’s sweaters and some of my parents’ clothes, too. Nobody knew I’d kept that stuff, but I hadn’t been able to let it all go. I needed to keep something that still felt like them.

      I needed to keep something to sit with and hold that made me remember my family.

      I pressed my hands to my forehead and blew out a shaky breath. “I think we should go after him.”

      “No,” Nancy said nervously. “He told you to stay away from there. We have to trust him.”

      “I do trust him,” I snapped. “It’s not about trust. It’s about whether or not he’s lying face down in a ditch somewhere because of us.”

      Nancy wrung her hands together. “Let’s give him twenty more minutes. If he’s not back by then, we’ll go to Rockwood.”

      Twenty minutes felt like a long, long time. “Ten.”

      “Fifteen,” Nancy countered.

      I threw my hands up. “Fine! Fifteen.”

      Nancy went back to stuffing the garbage bag with couch stuffing, and I dragged the garbage bags I’d already filled into the entranceway to be taken down to the garbage in the morning. I wiped sweat from my forehead before joining her in the living room and collecting all the broken picture frames, candle jars, vases, and destroyed books from my shelves. After tossing them into yet another garbage bag, I sat down cross-legged on the floor and rested my elbows on my knees and my forehead in my hands.

      Nancy didn’t say anything for a while. What was there for her to say? She’d already apologized a thousand times, and that didn’t make me feel any better. If I was being honest, it just annoyed me. Saying sorry didn’t fix anything.

      And it wasn’t really her fault. It was Kyle’s fault. Nancy had just fallen victim to him and let him manipulate and control her, and when it spiralled, Rhys and I got caught up in the fray. I knew the guilt she was carrying and wanted to make it go away for her, but right now, with Rhys being who the hell knew where and my apartment in shambles, I just didn’t have it in me to try to make her feel better.

      If only Rhys would walk through the front door, then everything would be better. I’d be able to breathe, and the nausea swirling in my gut would pass.

      I stared at the door and willed him to walk through it.

      He didn’t.

      I put my head back down in my hands and stared at my own feet. I needed to repaint my toes. The black polish had started chipping.

      I heard Nancy stand up. “Maybe you’re right, Quinn. Maybe we should go look for him. If something happened…” She trailed off, unwilling to finish the sentence.

      “If something happened, what?”

      “Then it’s on me.” She shook her head. “I can’t handle that. Not on top of everything else. If he needs us, we’d better show up for him.”

      Now she was starting to talk sense. I stood up and stepped over the many garbage bags that had filled up my living room. “Get your shoes on.”

      Nancy and I both put on our boots. I grabbed my leather jacket, my car keys, and my purse off the kitchen island and went to the front door as Nancy scrambled around trying to find her purse, which was likely buried somewhere under all the debris.

      “You don’t need it,” I said impatiently.

      “Do you have your phone with you in case we need to call someone?”

      “Yes,” I said, tapping the toe of my boot on the floor. “Let’s go.”

      “All right, all right,” Nancy said.

      And then something thumped into my front door. I let out a startled yelp and leapt backward into Nancy, who grabbed my upper arm and pulled me a good three feet backward when someone started knocking. “What if it’s Kyle?” she whispered in my ear.

      “That’s what a peephole is for,” I muttered.

      The knock came again. “Quinn?”

      I dropped all my shit on the floor and rushed forward to unlock the door. I yanked it open, and my breath caught in my throat as Rhys looked up at me.

      He was leaning against the doorframe hunched over. His face was bloody and so was his right hand, which he had cradled in front of him. His shirt was torn and so were his jeans, and there were red marks around his neck.

      From somebody’s hands.

      “Holy shit,” I breathed.

      “Can I come in?” he asked. I couldn’t tell if he was smiling or not. Maybe it was a grimace. It didn’t matter.

      I stepped aside and offered him my hand. He didn’t take it. Instead, he stumbled in and made it to the kitchen island before he had to grab onto it for support.

      Nancy hurried around him and peered up into his face. “Where is all the blood coming from?”

      “What?” he asked.

      Was he that disoriented? Had they knocked him around that badly that he didn’t know how much blood was smeared over his face?

      Nancy blinked at him. “The blood. Where is it coming from? Did they cut you?”

      He frowned and looked down at himself. Then he shook his head. “No.”

      Nancy looked nervously at me. Her eyes were wide with panic.

      I marched around him and grabbed his face to make him look me in the eyes. “Rhys. You’re covered in blood. We need to know if it’s yours so we can help you.”

      He shook his head again. “It’s not mine. Well, most of it isn’t. I think one of them might have split my lip or something.”

      I peered closer through the bloody mess. Yes. He did have a split lip. And a gash in his eyebrow. “How did you get so much blood on you? Is it Kyle’s? What the fuck happened out there?”

      Nancy went to the sink and slapped her hand on the counter when she realized I had no cups.

      “In the bathroom,” I told her. “There’s one by the sink. Just take my toothbrush and shit out of it. Aspirin is under the sink.”

      “Okay,” she said, and then she took off down the hall.

      “Rhys,” I whispered.

      He closed his hands over mine. “Stop worrying. I’m sure it looks worse than it feels.”

      “Oh really? Because it looks really fucking bad. Like you got hit by a truck or something. Why is there so much blood?”

      He narrowed his eyes in thought. “One of them had a knife.”

      “And?”

      “And I got it from him and used it.”

      I bit down on the inside of my cheek hard. “Did you kill him?”

      “What? No. I stabbed him in the leg. He’ll be fine.”

      “Thank God,” I said. Then I shook my head. “Wait. If you stabbed him in the leg, how do you have this shit all over your face? This doesn’t make sense.”

      He shrugged. “I may have taken a hit to the head at some point.”

      “What?” I practically yelled at him.

      He grimaced. “Too loud.”

      “Sorry.” I walked around him and went to my tip toes. The hair on the back of his head was matted with blood. I reached up and gently touched it with two fingertips. “Does this hurt?”

      “It doesn’t feel good,” he said dryly.

      “You might have a concussion. We should go to the hospital. If all this blood is from your head—”

      “Quinn,” he said softly and turned to me. He put his hands on my shoulders. “I’m all right. I just need to lay down.”

      Nancy came back from the bathroom with two aspirins in her palm. She held them out to Rhys and then gave him a glass of water. We both watched him toss them back and then drain the whole glass. She went and refilled it and brought it back to him, and he drank more.

      “Did you ride your bike home?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      I was going to give him a piece of my mind in the morning. I sighed and took his hand. “Come on. I’ll get you cleaned up, and then you can lie down in the guest room. I don’t need you getting blood all over my sheets. The rest of my stuff has already been ruined enough.”

      He followed me into the bathroom where I cleaned him up and inspected the back of his head, looking for a gash or some evidence of where all the blood came from. I never found it.

      Maybe it wasn’t his. Maybe he wasn’t telling me the whole truth of what went down. Maybe he didn’t stab that guy in the leg.

      I had him take his shirt off and made sure there weren’t any wounds hiding beneath his clothes. He also took his pants off. He wasn’t leaking from anywhere. Once I was satisfied that he wasn’t going to bleed out in my guest room overnight, I took a look at the hand he’d been cradling when he first showed up at the door. His knuckles were bruised and split and in need of cleaning. He let me clean them and wrap them for him. I also wrapped his wrist tightly in case it was fractured or sprained.

      Once he was blood free, he looked a lot more like himself. He had a split lip and the beginnings of a black eye, but he looked healthier than I expected.

      We went down the hall to the guest room, and I pulled the blankets down. I sat down at the head of the bed with my back against the headboard and told him to come. He didn’t hesitate to lay down on his back and rest his head in my lap.

      I stroked his hair, running my fingers through it gently as he looked up at me. “Thank you,” he said softly. He could barely keep his eyes open.

      “For what? If it wasn’t for me, you never would have had to do this tonight.”

      “Someone needed to teach him a lesson, right?”

      I sighed and leaned down to kiss his forehead. “I wish it didn’t have to be you.”

      He smiled, and his eyes closed. I continued stroking his hair and watched as his breathing evened out and he fell asleep. It didn’t take long at all. Seconds, probably.

      But time seemed to stand still as I sat there with him, suspended in a reality I could never have.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          Rhys

        

      

    

    
      My head wasn’t pounding as furiously as I thought it would be when I first opened my eyes. The room was dark, so I knew it wasn’t morning yet. There was a pressure against my shoulder blades, and I remembered that I’d fallen asleep with my head in Quinn’s lap.

      I waited for my eyes to adjust to the darkness.

      After a minute or so, she came into focus. She was just a pale outline above me. I could hear her soft and steady breathing, and her breath danced across my forehead. Her hand was still in my hair.

      I smiled to myself and winced as the cut on my lip burned. It didn’t matter. It had all been worth it to lie like this with her.

      I had to fight myself to keep my eyes open. I wanted to linger here in this quiet place with her for just a couple more minutes. I wanted to commit it to memory so that after I went back to New York, I had something to pull out and think about. Something that wasn’t just sex but a quiet moment between the two of us. Tenderness.

      Love.
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        * * *

      

      I woke again when the bedroom was basked in sunlight. I had a bit of a headache but nothing too serious, and by the time I swung my legs over the side of the bed and stretched, I felt refreshed. My knuckles still hurt, and my wrist ached, but besides that, I was in decent enough shape. Not bad for taking on four guys on my own.

      I stood up and gave myself a minute before I left the bedroom. I wanted to make sure no dizzy spells were going to jump up on me. When none came, I looked around the room and found my clothes, washed and folded, sitting on top of Quinn’s old dresser that she’d moved into the guest room years ago.

      I pulled on my jeans, which smelled like her lavender detergent, and then my shirt, and I left the bedroom to walk down the hall. I lingered in the entrance to the kitchen and watched Quinn.

      She must have just gotten out of the shower within the last ten minutes or so. Her hair was wet and hanging straight down her back. She’d probably start braiding it soon. She was wearing sweatpants which were rolled halfway up her calves and a black crop top that showed off her lean midsection. She really had no clue how goddamn sexy she was.

      I whistled.

      Quinn turned around and smiled at me. She’d been chopping up cantaloupe and throwing the little squares into a bowl along with some green grapes. “Morning,” she said.

      “Morning.”

      “You look much better than you did last night.”

      “All thanks to you.”

      She shrugged. “It was the least I could do.”

      I joined her at the counter, and she popped a piece of cantaloupe in her mouth. I watched her lips as she chewed. Her marvelous, splendid, voluptuous lips. Then she picked up another piece and held it up to my mouth. I opened up, and she placed it on my tongue.

      It was fucking cold.

      She giggled as I chewed and wiped her hands on the towel hanging off the oven handle. Then she went back to chopping.

      “Where’s Nancy?”

      “She had to go into the parlor this morning. She’s been working there with me for the last six months as our receptionist. You just missed her by about twenty minutes. She was hoping you’d get up so she could see you.”

      “Why?”

      “Seriously?” Quinn asked.

      I stared blankly at her. “Yeah. What am I missing here?”

      “She feels terrible, Rhys. You were in pretty rough shape last night, and she had no idea what condition you’d be in this morning. And whatever condition it was, you wouldn’t be in it if she hadn’t started dating that asshole.”

      “But she didn’t know he was an asshole when she started seeing him.”

      “No,” Quinn said slowly. “But a certain someone who is a pretty good judge of character did warn her a handful of times, and she chose to disregard the warnings and the numerous red flags.”

      I chuckled. “Nancy doesn’t like being told what to do. And neither do you. Didn’t Max tell you that I was bad news and that you should stay away from me?”

      Quinn opened her mouth to reply and then closed it. She cocked her head, thinking. “Well shit. You just poked a giant hole in my logic.”

      I tapped the side of my head. “Perspective, baby.”

      Quinn rolled her hazel eyes at me. “She’ll be glad to hear that side of things. This has been hard on her. All of it. The messed-up apartment. You getting your ass kicked—”

      “I did not get my ass kicked.”

      She blinked innocently at me. “Oh? Then what would you call all of this?” She gestured at all of me but focused her attention on my back eye, split lip, bruised throat, and fucked up right hand. She put her hand on her hip and arched her eyebrow. “You look like you were used as a piñata.”

      I laughed. She didn’t.

      “Rhys,” she said. There was no playfulness to her tone. “What happened last night?”

      I moved around her and grabbed another piece of melon. After popping it in my mouth, I met her gaze. “I found Kyle, and I told him to leave Nancy alone. He wasn’t having it. He said she was his. He was unreasonable, so one thing led to another.”

      “How many of them were there?”

      “Four.”

      “Jesus.”

      I shrugged. “I handled it.”

      “Nancy is scared that Kyle is going to come after her again. Does she need to worry about him?”

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      “What did you do?”

      “Why do you assume I’ve done something terrible?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “I don’t think that. But I need to know what happened. So does Nancy. She deserves the peace of mind. Tell me.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “Fine. He came at me with a baseball bat. I busted up his knee, broke a rib or two, and kicked in a few teeth.”

      Her eyebrows inched up her forehead with surprise. “Oh.”

      “And then I had to contend with the other three. I’m sorry that I scared you last night. And Nancy. I didn’t really realize how rough I looked, I guess.”

      “You looked like you were in a freak accident and your parachute didn’t open after jumping out of an airplane and you landed on something hard and sharp.”

      I grinned. “Like the good old days, huh, baby?”

      Quinn took the bowl of melon and grapes and started eating them. “You’re impossible. You know that?”

      “You make a point to remind me whenever you get the chance.”

      “So, these other guys. What sort of condition were they in when you rode away? The same as Kyle?”

      “Give or take.”

      She paused with a grape in her mouth. It was cute the way her lips were puckered. “Define ‘give or take’.”

      I stole a couple grapes. “Well, instead of broken ribs, they had other broken things. Like a broken nose and wrist. But I’m no doctor.”

      “No. You’re just the guy who sends people to doctors.”

      I grinned. “You like that about me.”

      Quinn drew her wet hair over her shoulder and ran her fingers through it. Then mindlessly, she began weaving it into a braid. “I don’t not like that about you.” Her tone was playful. It sounded to me like she’d forgiven me for being a total barbarian last night.

      I took the hem of her shirt and pulled her to me. “I know.”

      Quinn tugged her shirt out of my hand and walked around the kitchen island. Confused, I watched her go and sit on one of the barstools on the other side. She continued eating her bowl of fruit without looking up at me.

      “Uh, did I do something wrong?” She shook her head. “Then why does it feel like I suddenly did something wrong?”

      She heaved a dramatic sigh. It was a signature move, and one that guaranteed that she was right and I was wrong. I braced myself. “You’re leaving today, right?”

      “I was planning on it.”

      “And you think that you can just come here, fight my battles for me, and then fuck me and leave?”

      “Wait, what? No. Quinn—”

      She shook her head. “I don’t want to go down that road. Saying goodbye to you the first time was hard enough. I don’t want to live it again. Seriously, Rhys. I’m all alone here. Except for Nancy. And if we do this again, I’m afraid I’m going to feel the exact same way I did last time, and it almost killed me.”

      Her words hit me right in the gut. I leaned on the other side of the island and hung my head. “I get it.”

      “Do you?”

      I looked up at her. “Yeah.”

      “Really? Because from where I’m standing, it doesn’t seem like you do. It was so easy for you to pack up and move to another fucking state, Rhys. And you never looked back. You just left.”

      “It wasn’t easy.”

      “You never even called me. I waited weeks, thinking that you would. Just to check in. Just to make sure I was all right. It had only been two months since Max and—and—” She shook her head sharply. “It doesn’t matter anymore. It’s in the past. And that’s where it should stay. If you have to go back to New York, then that’s fine. But you can’t have both. You can’t have your new life and me. It’s not fair.”

      I ran my tongue along my teeth. Every word was true, and that made it hurt even more. “You’re right.” Quinn stiffened. “I should have called. I should have made sure you were all right. I just couldn’t hear your voice without thinking of him. I couldn’t bear it, Quinn. I needed to do something to make it better, and the only fucking thing I could wrap my head around was killing Reed.”

      “And did that make it better?” she whispered.

      I swallowed. “No. Nothing has.”

      “Then why didn’t you come back?” Her voice cracked, and I didn’t dare look at her. I didn’t want to see the tears that were there because of hurt I’d caused.

      “Because this city only reminds me of what I’ve lost and what I’ve done.”

      “And what have you done, Rhys?”

      “Enough. I’ve done enough.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Quinn

        

      

    

    
      I’d spent the last eight months thinking I was the one who’d been damaged the most, the one who’d suffered the worst.

      As I stood across from the only man I’d ever loved, I realized how wrong I’d been.

      Rhys was equally, if not more, fucked up than I was. It had been no secret how hard he took Max’s death, but the details were never divulged, and nobody ever worked up the nerve to ask him about it—except for me. And I’d been unable to get anything out of him other than a vague answer that guaranteed he was withholding something from me—from all of the crew.

      I knew he didn’t have bad intentions, and he was likely keeping these details from me to spare me from more hurt. Unfortunately, that meant he was carrying a heavy burden all by himself.

      I licked my lips. He was still standing across the island from me. He had his forearms resting on the counter, and his head was hung. I wasn’t sure if his eyes were open or closed.

      I walked around the island and stopped when I was just a couple inches away. Then I leaned into his side and rested my cheek on his back, right against his shoulder blade. I wrapped one arm around his back and put my other hand on top of his on the counter. “I’m sorry,” I said gently.

      “It’s all right.”

      I shook my head, and my cheek whispered against the soft fabric of his shirt. “No, it’s not. I understand why you have to go back to New York. That’s your home now. I was acting like a spoiled child.”

      He finally looked at me and peered over his shoulder. I couldn’t see his mouth, but his eyes were warm and kind. “No, Quinn. You were just saying the things I didn’t want to hear but needed to. It’s all right. We’re all right.”

      I kissed his shoulder and hugged him tighter. All I wanted to do was tell him I loved him. But I couldn’t. So I just said, “Yeah. We are.”

      He straightened up and turned to me, letting his arms slide off the counter to hang at his sides. I stared up at him as he reached out and put a hand on both of my hips.

      “What are you doing?” I whispered.

      “Just because I have to go doesn’t mean I want to.”

      “I know.”

      “Give me something to think about on my ride home?”

      “Distracted driving is dangerous,” I said as I took the hem of his shirt and pinched it between two fingers. I inched it upward to run my fingers along the warm skin of his lower stomach. “I want to make sure you get back in one piece.”

      He caught my hand and held it still. “Are you playing games with me, Quinn?”

      I drew my bottom lip between my teeth and gave him my best sultry gaze. “Maybe.”

      Rhys ran his thumb over my knuckles. “You know what happens when you play games, baby girl.”

      I did know. I knew from experience the sorts of things he would do to me for teasing him. Delicious things. Mouth-watering, panty-soaking, naughty things.

      I slid my hand out of his and gave him a coy smile as I undid his jeans. He watched me, a smile playing in the corners of his mouth, as I pulled down his fly and went to my knees in front of him. I didn’t bother taking his pants or boxers off. I didn’t want to waste time. I simply pulled down the waistband of his boxers and freed his cock.

      I wet my lips with my tongue before planting wet kisses on his meaty tip and trailing them down his shaft. Then I ran my tongue up the base and back to the tip, swirling around his shaft, and finally taking him in my mouth.

      Rhys moaned as I gripped the back of his legs to pull him closer to me. His eyes were hungry as he stared down at me while I took inch after inch, keeping my tongue pressed to the underside of his dick.

      I could take almost all of him. Feeling him in the back of my throat made my clit ache, and I reached down and rubbed myself over the fabric of my sweatpants. Rhys growled above me and reached out to plant his hands on the counter behind me, bracing himself as he worked himself in and out of my throat.

      I slipped my hand under the waistband of my sweats. I needed more. I went under the panties, too, and found slick wetness there. My body was telling me I was ready as I slid a finger around in my juices and swirled it over my clit.

      I moaned over his dick in my mouth. The vibration made him shudder, and he gripped the counter tighter. The muscles in his forearms strained, and his veins appeared like snaking lines on the insides of his arms.

      “Deeper, baby. You can do it.”

      I took him out of my mouth and caught my breath while I ran my tongue up and down his shaft. Then, when I was ready, I took him between my lips and held his gaze as I kept my throat relaxed and took every inch of him.

      “Fuck,” he grated. He couldn’t help himself. He gathered my hair up in one fist and held me down on his cock as he fucked my mouth. Thick saliva gathered around his dick as he worked himself over, and I stayed where I was for him, worshipping his cock the way he deserved. My swollen pussy ached for him to fuck it the same way he was fucking my mouth.

      His grip tightened in my hair, and he pulled me off him and lifted me up to my feet. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and gave him a pouty smile. “I wasn’t done.”

      “You are now.” His voice was deep and husky. Rhys took my hand and guided me out of the kitchen and down the hall to my bedroom.

      I stopped when I reached the end of the bed and turned back to him. He was watching me with hooded eyes, so I gathered the hem of my shirt, rolled it up a few inches, and then tugged it over my head.

      With deliberate slowness, I hooked my thumbs in the rolled-up waistband of my sweats and then shimmied my hips back and forth as I pulled them down my legs. I bent all the way down, stepped out of the pants, and then straightened up and let Rhys have a nice long look at me.

      He licked his lips.

      Apparently, he liked what he saw. The bra I had on pushed my tits up to my chin, and the red lace screamed, “Fuck me.” My panties didn’t match, but that didn’t seem to matter to him. Had I let him stare any longer, he might have started drooling.

      I stepped out of my sheer black panties one leg at a time and shot them like a rubber band at Rhys. He caught them in his left hand and then tucked them into the pocket of his jeans, which were still riding low around the top of his thighs.

      “A little keepsake of our afternoon,” he said as he took off his pants and then his boxers.

      “What do I get to remember the afternoon?”

      Rhys flashed a devilish smile at me, and my stomach flipped over. “You’ll be sore for days, and every time you sit down, you’ll remember what we did.”

      I ran my tongue along my teeth. “Sounds like fun.”

      He smirked. “Turn around.”

      I turned.

      Then he was there, right behind me, pushing me forward with a hand between my shoulder blades. I bent over the bed, and he pinned me there. Then he spanked my ass, hard enough to make me yelp, and I started giggling. I couldn’t help it. Whenever he got really serious, it made me laugh.

      I heard him chuckle too.

      He ran his hand up the back of my right thigh and cupped me between the legs. My laughter dissolved as I sighed with pleasure. He rolled his fingers over my clit and pressed hard with the heel of his hand. He still had his other hand between my shoulder blades, which made it impossible for me to move, and he used his position to torture me a little.

      I didn’t know how long he made me wait like that. It might have been minutes or seconds. Regardless, it was too long for my taste, and all I wanted was for him to stretch me. I whimpered into the bedding and tried to wiggle free from him.

      “Do you want it, baby?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I said, but my voice was muffled by sheets.

      “I can’t hear you.”

      I lifted my head. “I want it.”

      “What do you want?”

      “I want you to fuck me.”

      Rhys eased a finger inside of me, and I moaned. I let my head fall back to the bed and rolled my forehead against the blankets as he flicked his finger against all my sensitive spots.

      “More,” I pleaded.

      “Greedy girl.”

      “Shut the fuck up.”

      Rhys laughed, but he did what I wanted. He slid another finger into my pussy and started fucking me harder. I could barely keep my eyes open while he worked, and soon, I was trembling beneath him as he worked me closer to my orgasm. I craved the release more now than I ever had, and I knew that when it broke over me, I would lose all control. I would be his to do with what he wanted.

      And he knew it.

      He fucked me hard and fast, and right when I started to come, he pulled his fingers out and rubbed them quickly and incessantly over my clit until I came hard and fast. I screamed into the bedding as my hips bucked and my body was overrun by muscle spasms.

      Rhys didn’t wait for me to finish. Instead, I felt him roll his meaty tip through my juices. He moaned behind me, eased the tip of his cock in, and then pulled out. I heard him tear open a condom wrapper. Where he’d got it from, I had no idea. I didn’t care. He was taking too damn long.

      I looked back at him over my shoulder as he rolled the rubber on. When he was ready, he came back to me. I spread my legs farther apart, and he took hold of my hips.

      His first two inches slid inside me with no resistance. I was so fucking wet.

      I moaned as I took another inch. I pressed back into him to take another, and then another, and soon, I was grimacing as I held his full length inside of me. He waited only a couple of seconds before he pulled out and drove himself back in.

      He fucked me like that until I couldn’t stay on my feet anymore. My knees trembled and then gave out, and Rhys wrapped his arm around my waist and lifted me up to put me on the bed on my knees. He slapped my ass and slid his cock back in.

      I balled my fists in the sheets and hung my head. I rolled my shoulders and hips and ground against him as he fucked me. He reached around and rubbed my clit as his hips slowed, and he let me ride him like that. I liked the control.

      The couple of seconds he let me have, anyway.

      He pushed me back down face first. I felt him lift one leg and put it on the bed beside me so he could get in deeper. I moaned into the sheets and then cried out when the pleasure became almost too much. I bit down on the bedding and held it between my teeth as he bucked against me. The sound of his quickening breathing tipped me off that he was about to find his own release.

      I reached between my legs and cupped his balls as he fucked me.

      He lost it right away. His thrusts became wilder, and as he thrust up into me, I came undone too. I cried into the bed as I came, and he kept going until I had ridden out my orgasm.

      Then he was lying beside me on the bed. His eyes were closed as he lay on his back. I watched his chest rise and fall and admired the way his skin shined from exertion.

      I reached out and rested a hand on his shoulder. “You should stay just one more night. For old time’s sake.”

      He didn’t open his eyes. “I have to go back.”

      “I know that. And I’m not asking for forever. I’m asking for one night.” If he offered me forever, I knew I would say yes.

      He opened his eyes and looked at me. His gaze was hard. “One night. That’s it.”

      “One night.”

      He propped himself up on one elbow. “All right. Just the one.”

      I smiled and sat up. “Good. There’s still plenty of daylight left. What do you say we hop on our bikes and ride out to one of our old hangouts?”

      He nodded. “Sounds good. There’s just something I have to do first.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          Rhys

        

      

    

    
      The grass had grown back over Max’s grave. The last time I’d been here had been just a few days after his death, and I’d stood at the edge of freshly turned soil. The groundskeeper had long since planted new grass, and it blended in seamlessly with the rest of the grounds.

      I drew my jacket tighter around myself and sighed as I stared down at Max’s tombstone. It was a simple one, really. Cool gray stone carved with a few nice words: Max Connolly, loving brother and friend, 1986-2018.

      “You deserved better, old friend,” I muttered. My voice was lost on the cool breeze blowing through the cemetery. I sighed and shoved my hands into my pockets. “You’re probably wishing you hadn’t died for me now that you know about me and Quinn. Sorry, brother. But she’s…” I trailed off and pinched the bridge of my nose. “She’s different. And she’s the only good thing I’ve got left. That’s selfish. I know. Fuck.”

      My throat ached. I needed to yell. I needed to let it all out. But I didn’t dare because if I just gave it an inch, I’d never be able to stop. All the anger and pain and grief that I’d kept pent up inside me for so long would just spill out of me in an uncontrollable fit of rage.

      What the hell was I supposed to do?

      I knew that every choice I was making was betraying him. Max had given his life for me, and I was repaying him by doing the one thing I knew he would hate me for: letting his sister love me.

      All he had wanted for her was something different than this dangerous life. And here I was, baiting her, letting her continue to think that she and I might somehow, one day, make this thing between us work.

      When in reality, we just couldn’t. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.

      I let my hand fall from my face and looked around the old cemetery. The trees along the paths were turning into bright shades of green. The dead browns of winter were being eaten away by life as spring arrived. Soon, flowers would bloom, and this place would be a lot less barren. People would be able to leave roses and daisies and tulips for their loved ones buried here. Maybe, every now and then, Quinn would drop by and leave something at Max’s tombstone.

      Did she come here often? And if she did, did she come alone? Was that the fate I’d left her to?

      “I’ll leave tonight,” I said more to myself than to my dead friend. The breeze picked up and blew my jacket open. I tugged it closed and buried my chin in the collar. “Rest easy, Max.”
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        * * *

      

      Quinn was waiting for me when I got back to her apartment. She was out at the curb, looking like a hell-raising sex goddess on the back of her glossy black Triumph. Her helmet was sitting in front of her on the gas tank as she finished braiding her hair.

      Damn her for looking so good and making this way harder than it needed to be. She was an expert in torture and warfare against me. She must have known it, too.

      “Where’d you go?” Quinn asked as she flicked her braid over her shoulder.

      “Just rode by some old places.”

      “The garage?” she asked.

      “Yeah.” It was a harmless lie. Back in the day, we all used to spend a lot of time at the garage, shooting the shit and working on our bikes. Quinn had been the only girl who ever stopped by, and she’d only ever leave if Max didn’t want her around when we were talking business. It bothered her even then.

      Quinn put her helmet on and fastened the strap under her chin. She flipped her visor up and lifted one foot up onto the peg after putting up the kickstand with her heel. “Where do you want to go tonight? Your choice.”

      “Is the Well still open?”

      “Sure is.”

      I nodded and revved up my Indian. “Let’s go there, then. I haven’t had a good basket of nachos since the last time I was there.”

      Quinn slapped her visor down and revved her engine to match mine. Her visor was tinted black, so I couldn’t see her face, but I would have bet money that she was smiling at me.

      Then she pulled away from the curb, her back tire squealing, and opened the throttle. She wasn’t fucking around. I tore off after her and found myself having to weave through cars to catch up with her.

      It took me a good six or seven blocks to come up on her ass, make my way around her, and take the lead.

      And I never lost her. I couldn’t wait to get back to New York City and tell the boys that she was a better rider than them. She maneuvered with effortless ease and wasn’t afraid to lean through her corners. At one point, I could have sworn her knee grazed pavement. As soon as she was upright again, she was giving it all she had and racing to catch up with me. I played with her a bit and let her think once or twice that she was going to overtake me. Then I’d pull the rug out from under her and pull away to continue playing the same games.

      I caught myself laughing as we pulled into the gravel parking lot of the Well.

      I parked my bike, took my helmet off, and looked up at the old log cabin-style motorcycle bar. It was a good hour and a half ride out of the city limits of Chicago and catered to bikers for the most part. It had a massive wraparound deck that hosted mismatched tables and chairs for smokers. There were a couple people sitting outside under the heat lamps above, dressed in their full leathers or denim, puffing on cigarettes and flicking them into ashtrays on the table.

      Quinn pulled up beside me and killed her engine. Her hair was a bit of a mess when she pulled her helmet off and tucked it under her arm. “You still ride like a complete ass. You know that?”

      “The boys make a point to tell me on a daily basis.”

      “Good.” She put her kickstand down, swung her leg over her bike, and walked off, her boots crunching on the gravel, hips swinging, ass beckoning for me to follow.

      I swallowed. No. I would not stay another night.

      I got off my bike and followed her up the steps onto the deck. She opened the front door and let it fall closed behind her. I caught it and slipped in after her, and we seated ourselves at the table we always used to sit at back when I still lived here. It was in the very back corner by large bay windows. A little candle flickered in a mason jar in the middle of the table.

      Quinn slid into her seat and put her leather jacket and helmet on an empty chair. I did the same, and she passed me a menu.

      The place was just as I remembered inside, too. The ceiling was high, at least twenty feet, and supported by rafters. One big wrought-iron chandelier hung in the middle with little light bulbs glowing on long black arms. It was almost gothic looking.

      The bar was dimly lit by the chandelier and the candles. A dance floor in front of the bar would likely become busy in the next hour or so, and everyone’s boots would scuff up the original hardwood floors even more than they already were.

      It still smelled like grease and beer and motor oil.

      Quinn closed her menu and crossed her arms on the table. “Share a pitcher?”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “Nah. Not if we’re riding back.”

      She blinked at me. “You and Max would always share a pitcher whenever we came here. Or two.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re not Max.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      The waitress came over and greeted us with a friendly smile. Her cheeks were bright pink and dimpled, and she had shocking red hair tied up in a messy bun on top of her head. “Hi, I’m Alicia. I’ll be your server today. What can I get started for you?”

      She was much more polite than the service I was used to getting here. Quinn and I ordered a basket of nachos to share and each asked for one glass of beer. I nodded approvingly at Quinn after the server left. “Thank you.”

      “Yes, Dad.”

      “Don’t call me dad.”

      “Why not?”

      “What do you mean, why not? Because it’s weird.”

      She shrugged. “Then don’t act like my dad.”

      “I wasn’t acting like your dad a couple hours ago, was I?”

      Quinn blushed. “Okay. Now you made it weird.”

      “Oh, I made it weird?”

      She giggled and shook her head at me. “Okay, okay. I take it back. Just forget it.”

      Our beers arrived, and our first sips were heavenly. Foam clung to Quinn’s upper lip, and I didn’t tell her. She looked too cute, and I was trying to commit the image to memory. When she caught on, she licked it off with her tongue, and my cock twitched in my jeans. Our nachos were brought over shortly after, and we both gorged ourselves on the cheesy, onion, pepper, and jalapeno-adorned chips. Quinn loaded each bite up with salsa, sour cream, and a heaping amount of guacamole while I enjoyed them condiment free. She told me I was crazy.

      After stuffing myself to max capacity, I leaned back in my chair. “So you ride like a hellion,” I said.

      Quinn smiled proudly. “I’d say I learned from the best, but I didn’t. Self-taught, baby.”

      I wanted to tell her it was sexy—because it was. But instead, I said, “Just watch out that you don’t get yourself on the cops’ radar.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “I thought you’d be telling me to slow down, or I’d get myself killed.”

      I shrugged. “You ride well. Based on what I saw, you have the skill to know your own limit. It’s not you I’d be worried about fucking up. It’s other drivers. They’re blind to bikes.”

      “Oh, I know. I had no idea just how bad it was until I started riding. I’ve been cut off and nearly driven over several times.”

      “Please don’t tell me shit like that. You’ll give me a heart attack.”

      Quinn smiled and rested her chin in her hand. “You do care.”

      Of course I cared.

      The sun was setting outside, and the bar had grown even darker by the time the music started to play and people began making their way over to the dance floor. Quinn stood up and nodded down at the open space in front of the bar. “Want to dance?”

      I looked over my shoulder at the dance floor. Couples were swaying from side to side. Women had their cheeks resting on their men’s shoulder. “Nah,” I said.

      Quinn pouted. “Come on. Just one dance. Or two. We can show those clowns how it’s done.”

      “Quinn.”

      “Rhys,” she said sternly. “I’m not asking you to marry me. I’m asking to dance. You’re leaving tomorrow. Don’t be such a jackass.”

      I drained my beer and stood up. She took my hand and dragged me out to the dance floor, where the couples made room for us as the music started to speed up.

      Quinn and I were well versed in swing dancing. We’d picked it up years ago when we first started seeing each other. I’d been able to dance a bit, but she was incredible on the dance floor. Her body moved in ways I’d never seen a woman move before, and I forced myself to learn to dance the way she liked just so I could put my hands on her while she moved her hips like that. It was one of the best decisions I’d ever made.

      But right now, as she spun circles around me and threw her head back with joyful laughter, it felt like a cruel punishment.

      By the second song, people were watching us—no, not us—they were watching her. She was a sight to behold as I twirled her and dipped her and pulled her up tight against me. As the second song wound down, she pressed her hands flat to my chest and smiled up at me. “Thank you,” she said breathlessly. Then she went to the tips of her toes and kissed me.

      Her lips were warm. She tasted like beer and jalapenos and smelled like flowers and sunshine.

      I pulled away and held her at arm’s length. “We shouldn’t be doing this, Quinn.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I shook my head. “I mean, I can’t do this. Today was great, and I miss you like hell. But when I have you, all I can think about is Max and what this would do to him. And I just can’t, Quinn. I’m sorry.”

      Her eyes widened, but she didn’t say anything as I let her go and started walking away. But I heard her heels striking the floor as she hurried after me and caught my wrist. “Where are you going?”

      “Back to New York.”

      “Now?”

      “Yeah.”

      “But it’s cold. And dark. It’s a twelve-hour ride, Rhys! Just stay and leave in the morning.”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      She let my wrist go. “Did I do something wrong?”

      I looked back at her over my shoulder. “No, Quinn.”

      She bit her bottom lip. “You’re not just saying that?”

      I went back to her and put my hands on her shoulders. “You’ve never done anything wrong. I’m the one who’s done wrong. And you’ll be all right.”

      I wasn’t sure, but I thought I felt her tremble beneath my palms. She looked down at her feet. “Call me when you get there safely?”

      “I will,” I said, and then I kissed her forehead. She closed her eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Quinn

        

      

    

    
      I pulled my phone out of my pocket and stared down at it. I let out a frustrated sigh and hovered my thumb over Rhys’s phone number.

      Nancy looked up from behind the reception desk at the parlor. “What’s up, Quinn?”

      “He still hasn’t messaged me.”

      “Rhys?”

      “Yeah, who else?”

      “Sorry,” Nancy said. Then she lifted her pen and tapped it against her chin. “Maybe he ended up stopping at a motel on his way home or something? Like you said, it would have been a long, cold ride.”

      I scratched the back of my neck. “Yeah. Maybe.”

      Nancy stood up and walked around the desk to plop down on the tattoo bench in front of me. Her feet dangled off the floor, and she swung her legs. The shop was empty, and we didn’t have any appointments for the last half hour of the day. “Just call him.”

      “I don’t want to. It was so awkward how he left. I don’t want him to think I’m some crazy girl who’s obsessed with him or something.”

      Nancy cocked her head to the side. “But you are a crazy girl who’s obsessed with him.”

      I slapped her knee. “Shut up, Nancy.”

      Nancy smiled, but she didn’t laugh at me. “You’ll drive yourself crazy just wondering where he is. Call him. And then you can at least go to bed tonight and not be worried.”

      She was right, of course. I’d already twirled strands of my hair so tightly that I pulled them out of my head. I pressed dial and lifted the phone to my ear. He didn’t answer, so I left him a voicemail. I kept it simple. “Hey, it’s me. Just wanted to make sure you got back to New York in one piece. Let me know.”

      Nancy nodded approvingly as I tucked the phone back in my pocket. “See? That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

      “No. But it wasn’t so easy, either.”

      Nancy put her hand on my shoulder. “I know, babe.” She slid off the seat and went to the storage closet where she grabbed a broom and a Swiffer mop. She held them both up, and I pointed at the Swiffer. She tossed it to me and started sweeping in the north corner, working her way out through the rest of the shop. I followed behind her with the mop.

      “I just wished he’d stayed another night,” I said once we were halfway done. I needed to talk about this. Carrying it around in my head wasn’t doing me any favors.

      “I know.”

      “And I don’t understand why he couldn’t. Would one night really make that much of a difference to him? I mean, it’s not like sleeping at my place would solidify anything. It wouldn’t change anything between us either.”

      Nancy rested her chin on the end of her broom. “Have you stopped to seriously consider what it’s like from his perspective?”

      “Of course I have.”

      “Quinn, I mean it. Be objective, and really think about it.”

      I stared blankly at her.

      Nancy laughed, shook her head, and continued sweeping. But she didn’t leave me hanging. She was good like that. “Well, let’s think about it right now then. He spent his whole life by Max’s side. They were everything to each other. And you were everything to Max. Right?”

      “Right,” I said slowly.

      “And it was no secret how Max felt about you and that he didn’t want you involved in the MC life. He kept you at arm’s length for a reason. Rhys understood that. It’s why he never wanted Max to know about the two of you.”

      “I know.”

      “So when Max was killed, did you really think any of that would just magically change?”

      “Well, no, but—”

      “But nothing,” Nancy said. “Rhys was the only one who was there when your brother died, Quinn. He’s the only one who knows what happened. That’s a lot for one person to carry.”

      “I’ve tried to help him. I’ve tried to get him to open up to me.”

      Nancy stopped sweeping again and put her hand on her hip. “Can’t you see how insane that is?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked defensively. I’d stopped mopping.

      Nancy tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “How could he confide in you, Max’s sister? We both know your brother didn’t have a pleasant death. He was murdered. Quinn, come on. Rhys is trying to spare you from knowing the details.”

      I licked my lips. “I know that.”

      “Then how is he supposed to just confide in you?”

      “I don’t know. But he has to let someone in at some point, right?”

      Nancy nodded. “I couldn’t agree more. But he’s not going to do it on his own. There’s no way in hell. For as long as I’ve known him, he’s always been private. And he’s determined to protect you until the day he dies. This is all just part of that.”

      “Well, fuck that!” I said angrily.

      Nancy shrugged.

      I growled and kicked the end of one of the tattoo chairs. Pain laced up my leg, but I didn’t care. “He has to stop thinking that he has any right to make my choices for me.”

      “I agree.”

      “You do?”

      “Of course I do, Quinn!” Nancy threw her hands up in the air. “For fuck’s sakes! The two of you are just a massive fucking migraine. You make it so much harder than it needs to be.”

      “I make it harder?” I asked incredulously. “He’s the one—”

      “No,” Nancy said, cutting me off. “It takes two. Rhys needs help. And he needs you. And you need him. Somehow, the two of you need to figure that out.”

      “How do I help him?”

      Nancy gave me a sad smile. “You need to forgive him.”

      “For what?”

      “For Max. For everything. He needs someone to tell him that none of what happened was his fault, and he needs to believe it. And I think you’re the only one who has any chance of doing that.”

      “I do forgive him.”

      “I know, but maybe he doesn’t. Or he doesn’t believe it. Quinn, you’re the toughest chick I know. If you want him, you have to fight for him. And it might feel like you’re just slamming your head against a wall for a while, but it will get better. For both of you.”

      I rubbed my forehead. “Why are men so complicated?”

      Nancy chuckled. “I don’t know, but if you ever figure it out, please share the secret.”

      We spent the last twenty minutes of our shift cleaning the shop. By the time we closed up and flicked off all the lights, it smelled like citrus cleaner, and every surface was clean and ready for the next morning.

      We walked across the dark parking lot to Nancy’s car. She started it up and looked over at me as I stared out the passenger window with my cheek in my hand. “Do you want to pick up gelato on the way home?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      She put the car in drive. “Okay, gelato it is. Anything else?”

      I shook my head. “No, I’m okay. Thanks, Nancy.”

      She pulled out of the parking lot. “I’ve got you, babe. Everything will work out. Don’t worry. Let’s just have a nice night in tonight. We can watch a movie. I think we have a bottle of wine at the apartment, too.”

      “That sounds nice.”

      “Right?” Nancy turned on the radio, and an upbeat song filled the car. She cranked it a bit louder and started singing along. She flashed me a crazy smile when I looked over at her, and soon, the two of us were rocking out as we drove the three miles down the street to our favorite gelato shop.

      We parked the car, went inside, and ordered the largest sizes we could, piling the cups with all different flavors. The staff knew us by name, and we stood around and chatted for a while. By the time we got back in the car, I was already feeling better. Lighter.

      “Thanks, Nancy,” I said.

      “Anytime.”

      My apartment greeted us with open arms. We both went into our bedrooms and changed into our lounging clothes. I came out of my room in a pair of galaxy-printed leggings and an oversized black sweater. Nancy emerged wearing a thigh-length hoodie and socks that went up to her knees. She padded into the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of white wine from the fridge. She fetched two glasses and came to join me on the sofa as I looked through all our movie options.

      “What are you in the mood for?” I asked. “Comedy? Horror? Drama?”

      “No to drama,” she said, shaking her head. “You know I love a good horror flick, but I think tonight might be a good time to stick with a comedy.”

      That was probably a good move. A comedy was always a good little pick-me-up. I tried to find one that wasn’t based on a love story. It was hard, but we pulled it off and sat back in the sofa cushions with our gelato and wine. Soon, I was immersed in the movie, and my thoughts weren’t as dark and frustrated as they had been an hour earlier.

      Then my phone lit up on the coffee table. I felt Nancy’s eyes on me as I leaned forward and picked it up.

      “What does it say?” Nancy asked. She already knew it was from Rhys.

      I sighed and read it aloud. “Made it back. Stay safe Quinn.”

      “That’s it?” she asked.

      I nodded and flipped my phone over. “That’s it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Rhys

        

      

    

    
      The first thing I did on Sunday morning when I woke up was roll over and look at my phone. I wasn’t entirely sure if I’d expected Quinn to message me back or not. She hadn’t.

      Had I wanted her to?

      Maybe.

      But it was also a good sign that she hadn’t. Maybe she was mad at me. Maybe this time, things would finally end between us, and she could carry on with her normal life back in Chicago. Maybe she’d meet someone.

      Fuck. That thought hit me right in the gut.

      I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and rested my elbows on my knees. Thinking of Quinn with another man made my teeth hurt. But if I was lucky, my time with her had given her some closure, and we were finally on the same page: this couldn’t go on. We were done. And that meant I would have to stomach the fact that she would find someone else.

      Someone else who would take her dancing. Who would care for her, protect her, fuck her…

      I shook my head. “God damn it.”

      After standing up, I cracked my back. The twelve-hour ride back from Chicago had left me a little sore, so I indulged in some morning stretches before hitting the shower. The hot water chased away the fatigue, and I felt better by the time I dried off and got dressed.

      There were things to attend to now that I was back in the big city.

      I started by calling Ryder. He answered on the third ring. “Rhys.”

      “Hey, just wanted to give you the heads-up that I’m back in town.”

      “In one piece, I hope?”

      “Yes.”

      “Glad to hear it,” Ryder said stiffly. I heard him yawn. “Aiden is here with me. He says he’s on his way to your place.”

      “Tell him to bring coffee.”

      I heard the first half of Ryder’s sentence, telling Aiden to bring coffee before he hung up on me.

      I slid my phone in my back pocket and walked through my place to do a quick clean up. Once everything was in order, I went out into the garage. I opened the doors and let the chilly spring morning air in as I set to work on my bike. There were a few maintenance things to be done to it. I wanted to change the oil and the brake pads, and I didn’t see a better time than now.

      I needed the distraction.

      I heard Aiden coming when he was probably two or three blocks away. His car, a new Challenger, was loud as shit, and by the time he pulled into my driveway, I was sure my neighbors were annoyed. It didn’t matter. It was ten in the morning on a Sunday. They should be up by now. If not, they were lazy fuckers who deserved the rude wakeup call.

      Or they were teenagers.

      Aiden got out of his sleek black muscle car and slammed the door behind him. He had a drink tray in his hand with two coffees on it and a bag of food. He stepped into the garage and put it down on my workbench. “Morning,” he said.

      I wiped my hand on a rag—an old T-shirt, to be precise—and walked over to the bench. He handed me my coffee. “Thanks, man. I ran out.”

      “Holy shit, man,” Aiden said, flinching when he saw my face. I’d already forgotten about the bruises around my neck and the split lip and eyebrow. “What the fuck happened to you out there?”

      I shrugged. “Turns out, there was more than one guy to contend with.”

      “How many is more than one?”

      “Four.”

      Aiden shook his head. “I knew some of us should have gone with you.”

      I laughed. “I’m all right.”

      Aiden narrowed his eyes at my throat. “Did one of them try to fucking strangle you?”

      “Key word there is ‘try,’” I said. “I’m fine. No serious harm done. And those fuckers will leave Quinn and Nancy alone now.”

      “Jesus.”

      “Thanks for the coffee,” I said, holding up the cup of steaming rich goodness.

      “No worries. Black, right?”

      “You got it.”

      Aiden nodded at the bag. “I picked up a couple breakfast sandwiches and hash browns too. I figured you probably wouldn’t have eaten this morning.”

      “What made you figure that?” I asked as I opened up the bag and pulled out one of the sandwiches. Egg and sausage. Excellent choice. I took my first bite and nodded approvingly.

      “Well, you just got back from seeing Quinn. So, naturally, you’ll neglect yourself for the next week or two.”

      I swallowed my food and narrowed my eyes at him. “What?”

      “Don’t give me that look. You know it’s true.”

      I shifted uncomfortably. “I’m fine.”

      “Yeah, sure you are.” Aiden grabbed his sandwich and leaned against the bench, crossing his ankles. “How was Chicago?”

      “The same as it was when we were there.”

      “Right, and did you hook up with my cousin or what?”

      I sputtered into my coffee, burned my tongue, and scowled at him as I dragged the back of my hand across my mouth.

      Aiden chuckled. “Dude, come on. You know I won’t get bent out of shape about it. I know you and Quinn are good for each other.”

      “I’m not talking to you about this.”

      “So, you did hook up?” He nodded knowingly. “Good. Where do things stand between you two, then? You going to go back out there soon?”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “You heard me.”

      Aiden frowned but said nothing.

      “Listen,” I said, tossing my empty sandwich wrapper back into the bag and grabbing my hash brown. “Quinn and I are over. We had one more fling, but that was it. I can’t keep doing it anymore. It’s not fair to her. And the space between us makes it too hard.”

      Aiden arched an eyebrow. “Sounds like a lot of excuses if you ask me.”

      “Well, I didn’t ask you.”

      Aiden finished his sandwich and sipped his coffee. We stood in silence for a little while, and he looked over my bike. He asked me what I was working on, and I told him, glad for the subject change. He asked about the ride and how long it took and how cold it was. He asked about Nancy and how she was doing with all of this.

      “She seems all right.” I shrugged. “I mean, I didn’t spend too much time with her—”

      “Because you were boning my cousin.”

      “Shut the fuck up, man.”

      “Sorry. Couldn’t resist.”

      “Anyway, Nancy is fine. Everyone is fine.”

      “Except for the guys you fucked up, right?”

      I smirked. “Right. How is Ryder? And Dani?”

      Aiden uncrossed his ankles and walked around my garage as he sipped his coffee. “They’re good. Dani is ready to pop any second. I had no idea how big she’d gotten. Don’t tell her I said that.”

      “Never.”

      “Anyway, you can tell they’re both ready to just get on with the damn thing. The nursery is ready, and Dani has her hospital bag packed and sitting by the front door.”

      I smiled. “She’s always prepared.”

      “Always.”

      Aiden stopped pacing around my garage and looked at me. I could tell there was something he wanted to say, but he was debating whether or not it was something he should keep to himself.

      “What?” I asked.

      He ran his hand over his head. “Are you sure that you and Quinn are really done? For good?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes, I’m sure. Not that it’s any of your business.”

      He sighed and shook his head.

      “Something else you want to say?”

      He looked up at me. “Yeah. You’re a fucking idiot, man.”

      “What did you just say to me?” I asked.

      Aiden laughed—but it wasn’t a happy laugh. It was a frustrated one. “I just can’t make sense of why you won’t let yourself be happy. You and Quinn are perfect for each other. You know it. She knows it. We all fucking know it, Rhys. But for some damn reason, you’re hellbent on making sure you’re miserable for the rest of your goddamn life. You can hate me for saying the truth if you want. I don’t give a shit. But it has to be said.”

      I glared at him. “It’s not as easy as you think.”

      “No?”

      “No,” I growled. “You know I love her. I’ve loved her from the first second I laid eyes on her, and from that moment, I knew I could never have her. Max made me promise. And after everything, I can’t go back on my word. If something ever happened to her, I’d never forgive myself.”

      “And what if nothing ever happened? What if the two of you are denying yourselves happiness because you’re living in fear of something that might never happen?”

      I shook my head. “It’s not a risk I’m willing to take.”

      “Does she get a say?”

      “No. Because I know what she’d choose.” Me. She would choose me.

      Aiden put his coffee down and walked out of the garage. He stopped when he was out on the driveway and looked back at me. “You know, Rhys, you can’t live the rest of your life trying to please a dead man.”

      I watched him get in his car and leave. And then I stood there, arms slack at my sides, hating myself more than I ever had. Would the endless assaults never end? No matter what I chose, it was wrong.

      I marched over to my bike and got on. Fuck the brake change. I could do it later. I needed to clear my head.

      I pulled out of the drive, not bothering to put my helmet on, and sped off down the street. I just needed to clear my head. The cold wind on my face silenced my thoughts, and I was able to ride and think about nothing but the resistance against my chest and the tug at my jeans from the wind as I picked up speed.

      That was the only way I could ever feel peace.
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          Quinn

        

      

    

    
      A week had passed since Rhys had left Chicago.

      I still woke up every morning with a body that ached for him, and he was all I thought about in my waking hours. He was all I thought about in my dreams, too. Everything reminded me of him, and try as I might, I just couldn’t focus on my normal everyday tasks the way I used to.

      Our eight months apart had almost made not seeing him feel normal. Almost. But now that I had seen him again, and kissed him, and held him, and made love to him, all those same feelings were back, and they were more powerful than they’d been all those months ago.

      It sucked.

      The only good distraction I had was Nancy. If not for her, I knew I would have lost my mind. She knew it, too, because she kept me entertained, distracted, and busy. All of those things were better than sad and empty.

      “Don’t let me forget that we have to take the garbage out tonight before we go,” Nancy said as she popped open the register and started counting out all the cash we’d accumulated over the day at the tattoo parlor.

      I peered out into the dark parking lot as I locked the door. It was nine o’clock at night, and we were finally ready to close up shop and start preparing to leave for the night. “Looks like there’s space in the garbage can for once.”

      We shared the little strip mall with a few other tenants who had an uncanny knack for filling up the communal garbage dumpster before we ever got to it. Tonight, it looked like the lid was closed, which was promising. We’d be able to tuck our two large bags in there no problem.

      “That’s a first,” Nancy muttered as she stacked bills in front of her.

      I went behind the counter and grabbed a black garbage bag. I emptied all the trash cans in the parlor, including the one in the break room and staff bathroom, and tied off the big bag and left it by the front door to take with us when we left. I also put the other bag we’d filled up over the last two days beside the first.

      “Almost done?” I asked as I walked past the front desk.

      Nancy didn’t answer me as she was mid-count, but she nodded. Then she bent over and wrote down the totals, slipped the earnings of the day in an envelope to deposit at the bank in the morning, and brought it and our two hundred dollar float to the safe in the back room.

      I followed her, and after she closed and locked the safe, we put our jackets on. I peered around. “I feel like we’re forgetting something.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think so. You got the garbage. Cash is done. All our clients were called to confirm their appointments for tomorrow. We just have to set the alarm and take out the garbage.”

      “Yeah. Okay.”

      I flicked off the lights on our way back out to the front of the parlor, and Nancy went to the front door. She picked up both garbage bags, and I flipped open the cover on the alarm beside the light switch. I was about to punch in my code and arm it for the night when the shop was suddenly filled with bright lights.

      A car had pulled into a space facing our shop and was aiming its headlights in at us. Nancy shielded her eyes against the glare. I could only see her outline in the bright light, and I saw her reach for the lock.

      “Don’t,” I said. I wasn’t sure what compelled me to warn her, but the word came out of me.

      Her hand fell to her side, and she looked back at me. “What?”

      “Just don’t unlock it.”

      She turned back toward the car.

      “Move away from the door, Nancy,” I said.

      She did as I told her and retreated back to fall in line with me. She stood beside me, her shoulder pressed to mine, and we watched, unable to see anything due to the glare of the headlights. My heart pounded in my chest. My fingertips tingled. Something was wrong.

      “What the hell?” Nancy whispered.

      I swallowed.

      Then the front and passenger door opened and were slammed closed. The headlights flicked off. It took a minute for my eyes to adjust to the darkness, but once they did, my frantically beating heart quickened in speed, and my stomach flipped over.

      “Kyle,” Nancy whispered. She took a step back.

      Fuck.

      Kyle was with three other guys. One of them walked with a limp. They were all bruised and damaged, and I knew without hesitation that these were the guys Rhys had fought.

      “What do we do, Quinn?” Nancy whispered.

      I didn’t know when it happened, but I’d pulled my phone out of my back pocket. I didn’t even think about it. I just called him.

      Rhys answered on the fourth ring. There were people in the background talking and laughing. Music was playing. He yelled at someone to shut the fuck up.

      “Rhys?” I asked. I sounded panicked and breathless.

      “Quinn? Is something wrong?”

      “I’m at the shop with Nancy. Kyle is here.”

      “What?”

      I nodded, even though he couldn’t see me. “I don’t know what to do. He’s outside with three other guys. He parked his car and aimed his headlights in on us for a good couple of minutes, and now they’re just pacing in the parking lot, watching us. What the fuck do I do?”

      Rhys took one short breath. Then I heard him moving. Someone barked out his name, wherever he was, and he ignored them. A door closed, and all the background noise disappeared. He had locked himself in a room somewhere. “Listen to me, Quinn. Nancy needs to call the cops right now. Okay? Right fucking now. Tell her.”

      “Nancy, where’s your phone?”

      “My purse.”

      “Call the police.”

      Nancy did as I told her. She dialed 911 and held the phone to her ear. I looked back outside at Kyle and the other three men. They popped open the trunk.

      “What the hell are they doing?” Nancy whimpered.

      “I don’t know. I can’t see.”

      “What’s happening, Quinn?” Rhys asked. His voice was thin.

      “They’re getting something from their trunk.”

      I heard Rhys exhale. I could picture him, locked up in a bathroom somewhere, pinching the bridge of his nose the way he did when he was frustrated. His eyes would be closed. His shoulders would be hunched. He’d be doing everything in his power to keep his cool. “Can you see what they have yet?”

      “No,” I whispered.

      “It’s all right, Quinn. You’re going to be all right. Has Nancy gotten through to the cops yet?” As soon as he asked the question, Nancy started to speak and tell the dispatcher what was happening. Rhys must have been able to hear her because he went quiet, and he and I both listened to Nancy as she explained the situation.

      “No,” Nancy said. “They haven’t tried to come in yet. Yes, I know him. He’s come after us before and is very violent. Oh God. Quinn. He has a baseball bat.”

      I looked outside. She was right. Kyle had grabbed a baseball bat from his trunk. He had it slung over his shoulder, and he was laughing and walking back and forth in front of the shop windows. He stopped at the door and leaned forward to press his face against the glass as he knocked. His voice was muffled when he spoke, but I could make out the words well enough. “Hello, pretties. Come unlock the door, will you? We have some catching up to do.”

      Nancy whimpered. I gritted my teeth.

      “Quinn?” Rhys’s voice filled the phone.

      “He’s taunting us,” I hissed.

      “Don’t do anything stupid,” Rhys warned.

      Nancy was nodding. “Yes. Raven Ink and Piercings. He can get in. The storefront is all windows. Please hurry. Okay. Okay. Five minutes?”

      “We don’t have five minutes,” I said.

      Nancy repeated this information to the dispatcher.

      “Rhys?” I asked.

      “Yes?”

      “What do we do? The cops aren’t here for another five minutes. If Kyle comes through that door, five minutes is going to feel like a hell of a long time. Tell me what to do.”

      “Fuck,” he spat. “Okay. Okay. Your door to your back room locks, right?”

      “Yes. But it’s a weak door.”

      “It’ll slow him down. Lock it. Empty out your safe. If he’s going to get through that door before the cops show, you and Nancy have to get in the safe. What’s the code?”

      “I’m not getting in the fucking safe. Are you serious?”

      “You may not have a choice, Quinn! Do you understand? You have to. Otherwise, he’s going to drag you and Nancy out of there, and I don’t know where to look for you.”

      I licked my lips. “Okay.” I grabbed Nancy’s arm and dragged her through the doorway into the backroom. I slammed the door closed and locked it. Glass shattered. He was coming in. Nancy screamed.

      “What’s happening?” Rhys asked. His voice was not calm. Not anymore.

      “He’s in the shop,” I said as I punched in the safe code and pulled the lever to open the door. Our safe was the size of a fridge but full of shit. We stored all our cash boxes inside it, as well as some of our artists’ personal belongings, their ink and tattooing tools, and some confidential designs. I tore it all out and left it on the floor. Then I pulled out the shelves as someone slammed their shoulder into the door to the back room. Nancy was screaming again. The poor dispatcher was probably trying to keep her calm.

      I grabbed Nancy’s forearm and yelled at her to give the dispatcher the safe code. She did. And I told Rhys. “The safe code is 339672. We’re getting in now.”

      “You’re going to lose service. But he can’t get you in there, okay? Keep calm. The cops will get to you in time. I’m on my way. I’m getting the two of you out of that fucking city until we deal with this, all right?”

      I stared into the dark abyss that was the safe. I’d always had a problem with confined spaces. I swallowed. “All right.” I pushed Nancy in. Kyle slammed into the door again. Wood splintered.

      “Quinn?” Rhys sounded scared, and that scared the shit out of me.

      “Yes?” I stepped into the safe and put my hand on the door to pull it closed.

      “You’ll be all right in there. Deep breaths. The cops will get you out. And I’m coming for you.”

      “Okay,” I whispered. And then I pulled the door closed, and the line went dead.

      We were swallowed up by darkness and blanketed in silence. Nancy clung to me, and we both sank down to the floor of the safe. It was cramped, and our breathing echoed in my ears.

      “Are you okay?” Nancy whispered.

      “No.”

      Nancy put her arm around me. “We’ll be out soon. Deep breaths, okay? Together.” She guided me through my breathing. Panic was waiting to devour me. I closed my eyes and willed myself to remain calm.

      Then the men outside started banging on the safe. I was sure Kyle was wailing on it with his baseball bat. I could hear them yelling but couldn’t make out what they were saying. Nancy tightened her hold on me, and we curled into each other.

      Time passed agonizingly slowly. Those were the longest five minutes of my life, and when the door finally opened, I spilled out onto the floor, gasping for breath. Nancy came out behind me, her hand rubbing slow circles on my back, and she pulled herself together well enough to tell the police what happened while taking breaks to tell me I was all right.

      With shaking hands, I texted Rhys that the cops got us out and Kyle was gone.

      Then I bolted to the bathroom and fell to my knees in front of the toilet to puke my guts out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Rhys

        

      

    

    
      Nobody noticed I’d left Ryder’s place until I’d been gone for about twenty-five minutes. I got a call from Owen when I was leaving the city limits, asking where the hell I went. I told him what happened with Quinn and Nancy, and he almost drove out after me to head to Chicago. I told him to stay put but to let the others know where I’d gone. I might be calling on them for a favor or two within the next couple of days. He assured me he would spread the word and told me to be safe.

      Staying safe was the last thing on my mind. All I cared about was getting to Quinn.

      I drove all through the night and hit Chicago around seven in the morning. I was tired as hell but unwilling to stop. I went straight to Quinn’s apartment, parked my car at the curb, and rushed into the building to her floor. I knocked and waited impatiently for her to answer.

      When she opened the door, relief sang in my bones. I wasn’t sure why, but I’d been terrified that she’d been hurt, despite her texting me to give me a heads-up that everything was fine. They’d escaped Kyle, and the cops had gotten them out of the safe before they ran out of air.

      Quinn kept her composure for a good ten seconds before she crumbled and covered her face with her hands. I stepped through the door and wrapped my arms around her, letting her cry into my shoulder. She didn’t hug me back. She just stood there sobbing and let me run my fingers through her hair.

      Nancy emerged from down the hall, carrying two duffel bags. Her expression was grim, her face pale, and her movements slow.

      They’d both been scared out of their minds last night.

      And I was livid.

      Nancy came over to us and put her bags down. “Do you have everything you need packed, Quinn?” she asked. Her voice was soft, and her eyes were sad. She looked at me and gave me a weak smile. “Hey, Rhys.”

      “Hey, Nancy.”

      Quinn nodded into my shoulder and then pulled away from me. She wiped her tears away with her middle fingers and sniffed. “Yeah. I have everything. Let’s get out of here.”

      I picked up the bags and carried them down to the car. I put them in the trunk and the two women got in the back seat. Nobody said anything for the first fifteen minutes.

      “Thanks for driving all the way back out here for us,” Nancy said eventually.

      I met her eye in the rear-view mirror. “Don’t mention it.”

      She glanced at Quinn, who was slumped sideways in her seat. Her sweater was balled up to form a pillow, and she had it tucked between her head and the door panel. Her eyes were closed.

      Nancy sighed. “I’ve never seen her scared before,” she whispered. Her eyes were glassy.

      I pulled over and twisted around to look at Nancy in the back. Quinn’s breathing was soft and slow. She was out cold. “Come sit up front. Let’s catch up.”

      Nancy got out of the back seat and climbed in the passenger seat. Once she had her seatbelt on, I pulled back out into traffic, and we hit the road. Soon, we were on the interstate and heading for New York.

      “I knew the safe was going to be rough on her,” I said after a couple minutes.

      “She didn’t panic,” Nancy said.

      “Good.”

      “She was sick after, though.”

      “Oh. I guess I can’t fault her for that.”

      “We didn’t have a choice, Rhys. It was good thinking on your part. If you hadn’t suggested it, I don’t know what Kyle would have done if he got his hands on us. It would have been worse than being locked in a safe. Quinn knows that too. You just know how she is with tight spaces.”

      “Yeah.”

      Quinn had been claustrophobic for as long as I’d known her. She had some bad experiences as a kid with being bullied and having her sleeves tied so tightly around her body that she couldn’t move. It had led to panic, which led to her throwing up, which led to triggering memories. She was locked in her locker once in her first year of high school, and when Max discovered her banging away at the inside in near hysterics, he’d lost his mind and left me behind to get her out while he went after the kids who locked her in.

      She’d been so panicked she could barely tell me her lock combination, and when she finally got out, she’d collapsed into me and clung to me for dear life until Max came back with split knuckles and messed up hair. Then she’d gone to him, and he took her home.

      Telling her to lock herself in the safe hadn’t felt good at all.

      I could feel Nancy’s eyes on me. I glanced over at her. “What is it?”

      She shrugged and looked out the windshield. “I shouldn’t meddle.”

      I chuckled. “Nancy, be real. All you do is meddle. What’s up?”

      She smiled and looked down at her lap before looking at me again. “I don’t want to speak on Quinn’s behalf, but I just have to ask. You know she’s in love with you, right?”

      My breath caught in my throat, and my grip tightened on the steering wheel. I couldn’t respond.

      “She’s been in love with you for years. And I’m pretty sure you love her too. You don’t need to say anything to me. Really. I just needed you to know. If you’re going to leave her behind again after all this, then it needs to be the last time. Okay? She can’t keep doing this. It’s going to destroy her.”

      It will destroy me too.

      Nancy sighed. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.”

      “Not about you and Quinn. About this mess. It’s my fault. Well, I guess I’m sorry about you and Quinn, too. It sucks.”

      “Yeah, it really fucking does. And this isn’t your fault. Stop thinking that.”

      “I can’t just stop thinking it because someone tells me to.”

      “Why not?”

      She gave me a wry smile. “How many times has Quinn told you that Max’s death wasn’t your fault?”

      I stared at her.

      Nancy shrugged and looked back out at the open road before us. It was lined with tall pines, all casting dark shadows across the pavement in the early morning. “It’s not as easy as that, is it?”

      I looked at Quinn in the rear-view mirror. Her cheek was crushed against her sweater, and her mouth was open. She probably hadn’t slept all night. “No, it’s not.”

      After driving for an hour or so, it became impossible to stop myself from yawning. Nancy caught on and asked if I wanted a break from driving. I assured her that I was fine and drove another fifteen minutes or so. My eyes were getting heavier. I hadn’t slept a wink the night before. I’d spent the whole night driving, rushing to get to my girl.

      Not my girl. Quinn.

      I covered my mouth and tried to stifle my thousandth yawn.

      Nancy rolled her eyes at me. “Pull over. Let me drive just for a couple hours so you can get some sleep. You need it.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Rhys, I mean it. I don’t want to get in an accident because you were too proud to take a damn nap.”

      “Fair enough,” I muttered. I pulled over to the side of the road and switched places with Nancy. “Do you know where you’re going?”

      “Sure do,” she said. “Sleep. I’ll wake you up when we stop for gas, and we’ll grab a bite to eat. Deal?”

      “Deal,” I said as I leaned my chair back. I watched Nancy drive for a couple of minutes before it became impossible to fight my eyes from closing on me. The darkness behind my eyelids was inviting, and sleep wrapped me up in a cozy cocoon.
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        * * *

      

      Someone shook me gently awake with their hand on my right shoulder. I blinked my eyes open and peered down at Quinn, who was crouched down outside the car beside me, looking at me through the open passenger door. Her long blonde hair was down and catching in the breeze. She shifted her weight on the balls of her feet and smiled at me. “Hey, Nancy is filling up the car. There’s a cafe here. You hungry?”

      My stomach growled. “Yes.”

      “Come on then. Let’s get something to eat.”

      I pulled my seat back upright and got out of the car. A twist to the right and then to the left relieved some of the stiffness in my back with a couple of cracks. Nancy made a disgusted face at me over the roof of the car as she stood by the gas pump to fill the tank. When she was done, she parked the car in an open spot beside the café, and Quinn and I waited for her outside the front door. Then we all went in together and were seated in a booth by the window where we could watch the cars fly by.

      We all ordered a hearty breakfast of eggs, toast, sausages, bacon, and hash browns. Nancy had orange juice while Quinn and I slurped down three cups of coffee each. I paid the tab, much to the annoyance of both women, and we lingered in the booth for a good fifteen minutes after we were done.

      I leaned forward on my elbows and looked at both of them sitting across from me. “I’m sorry about what you both had to go through last night. I thought Kyle would leave you well enough alone. I should have made sure.”

      Quinn shook her head. “It’s okay. You kept us safe anyway.”

      Nancy nodded.

      It didn’t feel like I’d kept them safe. It felt like I’d done the opposite. Like I’d poked the bear and made the whole situation worse than it needed to be. I sighed and raked my fingers through my hair. “Well, the good news is this time, I’ll have backup. I know Ryder will have my back on this. If I need help, he’ll give it. We’ll figure this out.”

      “No more hiding in safes?” Quinn asked. Her smile was genuine.

      I shook my head. “No more hiding in safes.”

      We left the cafe and got back in my car. I was ready to drive, feeling refreshed from the three hours of sleep Nancy indulged me in, and feeling even better with a full belly and three cups of coffee in my system. We hit the road and Quinn rode shotgun this time. She turned on the radio, and she and Nancy sang like they always used to when I drove them around the city.

      God damn, the nostalgia.

      After listening to them sing three songs back to back, I noticed a car in my mirrors that had been parked at the cafe. It was an old Lincoln with tinted windows and chipped black paint. Back in the day, it was probably a nice car, but now it was worn and not well taken care of.

      It still lingered in the trail of cars behind us after another three hours of driving. I decided not to tell the girls. There was no need to frighten them over something that might turn out to be nothing.

      But when I was half an hour from New York, the car was still there. We were being tailed.

      I called Aiden. “Where are you right now?”

      “Yo, man, what the fuck happened last night? Are you in Chicago?”

      “No, I’m back. I’m half an hour away from home. But I need a favor. Are you close by?”

      “Yeah, I’m at Angie’s with Liam and Owen.”

      “Meet me at my place?”

      “Why?” Aiden asked.

      “Just do as I say, will you?”

      “All right, chill out, man. We’ll be there.”

      I ended the call and gripped the steering wheel.

      “What’s going on?” Quinn asked from the back seat.

      I met her eyes in the mirror. “Someone has been following us.”

      “What?” she asked and started to turn around.

      “Don’t look back there. It’s fine. I want them to follow us.”

      “Why?” she and Nancy asked in unison.

      I grinned. “Because we’re on my turf now. And these bastards have no clue who they’re fucking with.”

      Nancy and Quinn sat in tense silence for the rest of the drive to my house. When we pulled up, three hogs and their riders stood in my driveway. I pulled in behind them, and Aiden came to my window. “What’s the deal?”

      I watched my mirrors as the black Lincoln cruised by slowly. “Follow the Lincoln. Hang back. I don’t want him knowing I’m onto him. Find out where they’re holeing up for the night and come straight back here, okay?”

      Aiden nodded and went to get on his bike. He was good like that. He knew the right and wrong time to ask questions. This was time sensitive. He pulled out of the driveway on his bike as I got out of the car and popped the trunk. The girls came out too and hugged Liam and Owen in greeting. It had been a while since we were all together like this.

      Max’s funeral had been the last time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Quinn

        

      

    

    
      I woke up roasting hot. My body was sticky with sweat. I groaned in discomfort, peeled the top sheet off my body, and looked around.

      I was in Rhys’s guest room. Nancy slept beside me. She had her back to me, and one arm dangled off the edge of her side of the bed. She snored softly, and I was sure there was drool on her pillow. Based on history, it was a high probability.

      Moving with care not to wake her, I got out of the bed. It creaked when my weight was off it, and I froze with my toes curled in the soft plush carpet. She didn’t stir.

      My bag was on the floor at the end of the bed. Softly and silently, I padded over to it and crouched down. I drew the zipper open and rummaged gently around in the bag for something warmer to put on. My cotton shorts and tank top weren’t doing it. I tugged the tank top off, rolled it up tight, and tucked it into the side of my bag before pulling my off the shoulder gray sweater on over my head. I cast a glance at Nancy, who was still out cold, and then pulled off my shorts and swapped them for my trusty loose gray sweats. I tightened the draw string of my pants, raked my fingers through my mane of bedhead, and went to the door. I let myself out into the hallway and closed it quietly behind me.

      “Morning,” a deep male voice said when the door clicked closed.

      I nearly jumped out of my skin. I spun around to see both Aiden and Rhys sitting in the living room. They were bowed conspiratorially together, but they leaned away from each other, trying to act casually.

      I rubbed the back of my head nervously. “Morning.”

      Aiden nodded his head at the opposite sofa. “Come sit. Want a cup of coffee?”

      “Um, sure. Just let me take care of some lady business.”

      I didn’t look at Rhys as I made my way down the hall to his bathroom. I splashed cold water on my face and patted it dry with a towel. Then I drank a cup of water, took care of business, and washed my hands.

      I stared at my reflection. I looked haggard. Like I’d been through a shitstorm. I guessed I had. The last couple of weeks had been hell, and the wear and tear was finally starting to show.

      I sighed and braced myself against the counter. “Pull yourself together, Quinn. You’re fine. You’re safe now.”

      My stomach rolled. I’d been out of sorts since locking myself in that damn safe. It had brought back a torrent of old fears that I thought I had long since put to bed. Apparently, I was wrong.

      I hated that confined spaces still scared me. I didn’t scare easily. In fact, I hardly scared at all. I was tougher than nails, and I knew that about myself. I’d never backed down from anyone in my entire life—except for fucking Kyle. He’d done a number on me.

      I patted my cheeks to bring some color into them. Now that I didn’t look so pale and weak, I left the bathroom. Aiden was coming back into the living room at the same time with a cup of coffee in a dark blue mug. He wrapped one arm around me in a great big bear hug and then pressed the mug into my hands.

      “Thank you,” I said, curling my fingers around it and trying to soak up the warmth. I sat down on the sofa opposite them and crossed my legs under myself as I took my first sip of coffee.

      “How are you feeling?” Rhys asked. His eyes flicked back and forth between mine. He was analyzing me, like he always did whenever I “went through something”. He was worried for me. I appreciated that, but I didn’t want it. I could handle this on my own.

      “I’m fine,” I said, forcing a smile.

      He didn’t buy it. I could tell by the dark look in his eyes. But he let it go.

      “What were you guys talking about?” I asked.

      Aiden and Rhys exchanged a look. “Nothing,” Rhys said.

      “Oh? And that’s why you were crowded together like gossiping school girls? You were talking about nothing?”

      “Yep,” Rhys said flatly.

      I leaned forward and put my mug down on his glass coffee table. Then I pressed a hand down on each of my knees and glared at both of them, putting on my best mean girl face. I’d locked myself in a safe for five minutes. I could do anything now. “You’re lying to me.”

      “It’s nothing you have to worry about, Quinn,” Rhys said. I might have been mistaken, but his voice seemed to have a pleading tone to it.

      I didn’t give a damn. “Cut the shit, Rhys. I’m not stupid. You two are planning something, aren’t you?”

      Aiden looked at Rhys, who stared evenly back at me.

      I held his gaze. “Aren’t you?” I repeated. This time, my tone was harsh. Angry.

      Rhys sighed and scratched his jaw. He looked tired—more tired than I’d ever seen him. His brow and lip were scabbing over. The bruising around his throat looked better than it did yesterday, which was good, but he still wasn’t firing on all cylinders. He still didn’t say anything.

      “I’m done playing games with you,” I said. “I’m done sitting back and being kept in the dark. My brother is dead. His hold over me died with him. I can make my own decisions, and I’m really fucking sick and tired of you guys thinking differently. It’s time you start treating me as my own person, rather than just as Max’s little sister.”

      Aiden lifted his gaze to meet mine. “I’m with her, Rhys. She’s right.”

      Rhys clenched his jaw.

      I looked at the ceiling, searching for restraint. I was frustrated and tired of having the same conversation over and over and getting the same results. It was like talking to a brick wall. I met Rhys’s gaze. “What do I have to do to get you to see me? To really see me?”

      Rhys looked away.

      “Well,” Aiden said, putting his hands on his knees and pushing himself to his feet. “I’m out. I think you two kids can handle this one on your own, right?” He closed his hand over Rhys’s shoulder, gave it a squeeze, and walked out of the living room to disappear through the door to the garage.

      I stared at Rhys, but he refused to look at me. In fact, he looked everywhere but at me.

      “Rhys,” I said.

      “What?”

      “Can we not just have a normal conversation?”

      He opened his mouth to speak but slapped it back closed when the bedroom door opened again and Nancy came out. I straightened up and grabbed my coffee, trying to regain my composure. I took a drink as she came and sat beside me. She had her pajamas on and looked half asleep.

      “Morning, guys,” she said thickly.

      “Morning,” Rhys and I said at the same time.

      Apparently, Nancy was too tired to pick up on the thick layer of tension hovering in the air. “How’d you sleep, Quinn? Rhys, that bed is pretty comfy. Better than the one I have at home.”

      “Thanks,” he said lamely.

      She inched closer to the edge of the sofa. “I meant to ask you about this new crew of yours while we were on the road. You mentioned a guy named Ryder?”

      Rhys blinked at her. “Yeah.”

      “What’s he like?”

      I groaned. “Nancy.”

      “What?” she asked, looking back and forth between us. A pleasant smile curved her lips. Nancy was always the sort to try to make everyone feel comfortable and get conversation going. She was bad with silence.

      Rhys rubbed his forehead. “Ryder’s a good guy. You’d probably like him.”

      The front door opened. I thanked my lucky stars when Owen walked in. He smiled broadly when he saw the three of us. “Well, hello there, ladies.”

      “Hi, Owen,” Nancy said cheerfully.

      I lifted my coffee mug in way of greeting.

      He folded his arms across his thick chest and smirked. “You look like you slept well.”

      “Is that a compliment?” I asked.

      Owen grinned. “Of course it is, Quinny.”

      I scowled at him. He’d always called me Quinny. I hated it when I was young, and I hated it now.

      Owen waggled his eyebrows at Nancy. “Hey, you want to get out of here and grab a bite to eat? I’m sure these two have things to talk about.”

      “Oh,” Nancy said innocently. She looked at me. “Were you guys in the middle of something?”

      “No,” Rhys said.

      “Yes,” I amended, shooting him a dark look. “We were.”

      Nancy stood up. “I’m sorry. I didn’t even notice. Yeah, food sounds good, Owen. Just let me get changed into something a little more appropriate. Give me a minute?”

      “Sure thing.” He nodded as she slipped back into the guest room. Then he looked down at me and Rhys and cleared his throat. “Awkward.”

      “Fuck off,” Rhys growled.

      I sipped my coffee as Owen came and plopped down on the sofa beside me. He wrapped his arm around my shoulders in a brotherly sort of way. “How you been, Quinny? I know things have been shitty the last couple of weeks. It’s going to get better.”

      “Thank you for your eternal optimism, Owen.”

      He chuckled. “Come on, don’t be like that. I thought we were cool, you and me?”

      I sighed. “We are cool. I’m sorry. I’m just in a mood.” I directed my last few words at Rhys, who rolled his eyes at me.

      Owen let his hand fall from my shoulders. “Well, I don’t envy you, man. She’s going to chew you up and spit you out. Don’t be too hard on him, Quinny. We want to keep him around a bit longer.”

      “Stop calling me Quinny.”

      “All right, shit, my bad,” Owen said, holding his hands up defensively as he backed away from the two of us.

      Nancy emerged from the guest room in a pair of jeans and a yellow sweater. “Ready?”

      Owen nodded and took her hand. Then he hurried to the front door, and they left without saying anything, leaving me and Rhys glaring at each other across the coffee table.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Rhys

        

      

    

    
      Quinn crossed one leg over the other and leaned back into the sofa cushions. She folded her arms beneath her breasts, and all her criss-crossed limbs made her look like a folded-up human pretzel.

      A seriously pissed-off human pretzel.

      If she were able, I was sure she would have crossed her eyes to match the rest of her body language.

      I had no clue where to start. Was I supposed to apologize? If so, what exactly did I need to apologize for? For caring enough about her to keep her out of harm’s way? I knew her better than she knew herself. Revealing my plan to go after Kyle and his three blubbering idiots tonight would put her at risk. She’d want to come along. She’d want to get in on the beatdown that was coming their way.

      And that sure as shit was not happening.

      Quinn widened her eyes at me to urge me to talk.

      “I don’t know what you want me to say,” I started off, which was true.

      “How about you start by telling me what you four are planning for tonight?”

      “Quinn.”

      “I mean it. I want to know. I need to.”

      I ran my fingers through my hair and slumped back against the sofa cushions. “Why?”

      “Why?” she asked incredulously. Then she was on her feet and stabbing her finger toward my chest. “Because I’m sick of feeling like I have no control. I’m sick of being treated like a child. I’m fully capable of taking care of myself. I’ve been doing just fine for eight whole fucking months without you policing my entire life.” Her voice was almost a scream. Quinn swallowed. Tears clung to her bottom lashes.

      I licked my lips. “I didn’t want you to feel like I abandoned you.”

      “But you did,” she whispered.

      I stood up too. “It wasn’t my intention, though.”

      “Your intention was to run away.”

      I shook my head and reached for her, but she pulled away. “No, it wasn’t. I went after Isaac. You know that. And I put him in the ground where he fucking belongs.”

      “Months ago!”

      I flinched.

      Quinn pressed the heels of her hands to her temples in frustration. “You can skirt around it however much you like, Rhys, but the fact of the matter is, you could have come back. You could have chosen me. Max is fucking dead! He can’t stop you anymore. The only thing standing in the way of us being together is you. Do you know how much that hurts me?” A tear escaped and rolled down her cheek.

      I couldn’t even look at her. Her grief made my insides hurt. “I know, Quinn.”

      She let out a deep sigh and turned her back toward me. I gave her time to gather herself, and when she turned back, her tears had stopped. She walked around the coffee table, took my hands in hers, and made me sit down on the sofa with her. She licked her lips and met my eye. “You need to let me help you.”

      “What? How?”

      Quinn didn’t blink. She just stared at me with those bright hazel eyes of hers. “You need to tell me how Max died.”

      I suddenly felt like I was being squeezed on all sides by invisible walls that inched closer and closer together. Soon, I wouldn’t be able to breathe.

      “Rhys,” Quinn whispered. “Please talk to me. You can’t keep carrying this around by yourself, and I can’t be in the dark anymore. We both need to take this step. It’s been a long time coming. We can both handle it. Together.”

      Her fingers grazed my still-healing knuckles. Was this it? Had I gone as far as I could keeping this to myself? Did I have any other choice but to come clean?

      I could lie. I could keep doing what I’d been doing, but it clearly wasn’t working. Not for either of us.

      I took a deep breath. “All right.”

      “Yeah?” Quinn asked, her voice a little high pitched. Hopeful.

      I nodded. “Yeah. Fuck, I don’t even know where to start.”

      She bit the inside of her cheek. “I know you trailed Reed to the parking lot at Lincoln Park, right?”

      “Yeah, at midnight. He had already killed Joseph and Dean three days earlier. I’d been looking for him for almost twenty-four hours straight. I was alone, but Max knew what I was up to. He tried to talk me out of it. I wouldn’t listen.”

      Quinn’s fingers continued to roll gently over my knuckles. “Right. So you trailed him to the park. And you both got out of your cars?”

      “Not right away. He sat in his truck for a good five minutes. I waited. I didn’t know what was taking him so long. Maybe he wanted me to make the first move. Maybe he was taunting me. I still don’t know. Your brother called me and asked where I was. I didn’t tell him.”

      “But he found you anyway?”

      I nodded. “He’d turned on the GPS on my phone. He wanted to keep tabs on me. Smart bastard.”

      Quinn almost smiled. “He was protective like that. I would know.”

      “Yeah, I guess you would. Anyway, Reed got out of his truck and so did I. I wasn’t thinking straight that night. I was so fucking mad. He’d killed seven of my boys by the time I caught up with him, and I knew if I didn’t stop him, more would follow. I couldn’t deal with that, Quinn. I needed to put him down. And if he came out on top, then so be it. At least I wouldn’t be around to watch more of my friends die.”

      Quinn nodded. “I understand.”

      “He taunted me. He was unarmed. So was I. I mean, I had a knife in my dashboard, but I didn’t plan on using it.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “How were you going to kill him?”

      “With my hands,” I said flatly.

      Quinn didn’t say anything.

      “I was too far gone with rage. I hadn’t even noticed there was a guy in his passenger seat. He had his brother with him. But I never knew about it until he and I got into it. I landed some hits, and as soon as I had the upper hand, his little brother jumped in, wailing on me. He knocked me out. I don’t know how long I was unconscious for.”

      Quinn’s eyebrows were drawn together. She was clearly having a difficult time listening to all this, and I hadn’t even made it to the bad part yet. We were still on the prologue. Her fingers had fallen still as she sat in rapture and listened.

      “When I came to, they’d propped me up against the wheel of his truck. Isaac had a knife. He put on a show with it, like he got off on the anticipation. I was disoriented, but I’d accepted my fate. I thought about you, actually.”

      “What? Really?”

      I shrugged. It was true. Quinn had been the only thing on my mind when I thought I was about to meet my end. I had thought about her so intensely I could smell her perfume. Telling her that hadn’t been part of the plan, but the words were out now, and there was no taking them back. “Yeah. I thought about you. I wished I’d spent more time with you. Said goodbye. Told you how I felt. Fuck.” I ran my hand down my face and shook my head.

      Quinn pressed herself closer to me. Her knees rested against the outside of my leg, and she wrapped one arm around mine. “Keep going,” she whispered.

      “They were about to gut me when headlights lit us up. Your brother pulled into the parking lot. I remember him walking over. He was fucking fearless. He walked toward us like he was walking through an aisle in a grocery store. Like it was something he did every fucking day. And he told them that he was going to kill them.”

      Quinn’s hands started shaking. I closed mine overtop of hers on my arm. She closed her eyes and put her forehead against my shoulder.

      “Turns out Isaac had a gun in the back of his jeans. He’d grabbed it from his truck while I was out, I guess. By the time I saw it, it was too late. I tried to warn Max, but I’d barely gotten a word out when Isaac pulled the gun on him and pointed it at his chest.”

      Remembering the night in such vivid detail made my head ache. I’d spent the last eight months doing everything in my power to push these memories away, but it was impossible to forget something as horrific as watching my best friend get murdered.

      I leaned forward, closed my eyes, and rubbed them with my fingertips. “Your brother never even flinched. He held his ground. He knew he was going to die. He looked right at me when I yelled for him. Then the gun went off, and Reed put a bullet right between his eyes. I watched him fall. It was like—like it all happened in slow motion. When his body hit the gravel, the brothers rushed back into their truck. Isaac was laughing. I think I was screaming. And then they drove off.”

      Quinn wiped her eyes and didn’t look up at me. I didn’t expect her to.

      “I sat there with him until the police arrived. They arrested me. I was taken away before your brother was moved, which made me sick. And then, well, you know the rest.”

      Quinn sniffled. “I’m sorry.”

      “Why?”

      “That you had to go through that.”

      “Go through it?” I asked, stunned. “Quinn, I was a fucking fool. I thought I could take on Reed all by myself. Your brother knew otherwise. And if I’d only fucking listened to him, he wouldn’t be dead right now. If I’d killed Reed when I had the chance—”

      Quinn straightened and grabbed my face in her hands. She stared into my eyes and shook her head firmly. “No, this wasn’t your fault. None of it was. My brother died because Isaac Reed shot him. It could have easily been the other way around. I don’t blame you, Rhys. Nobody does.”

      “I do.”

      Her chin trembled, and she hung her head. “Then I forgive you.”

      “How can you?”

      She lifted her head. “I forgive you, Rhys. And it’s time to forgive yourself. The past is behind us. Max is gone. And if he could have done it over again, he would have made the same decisions. I know him. He wouldn’t have had any regrets. And he would think you were insane for blaming yourself for all of this. Do you believe me?”

      “Quinn, it’s not that simple.”

      “Do you believe me?” she asked again. Her eyes flicked back and forth between mine. “Do you really think I could love a man I believed was responsible for my brother’s death?”

      I studied her. “No.”

      “No. Exactly. So pay close attention, Rhys, because this next part is very important. I love you. I loved you then, and I loved you when you left, and I love you now.”

      My body felt a thousand pounds lighter. I’d been carrying around tension in my shoulders and back that I hadn’t even noticed, and it completely evaporated when she said those three little words. The guilt morphed into something new, something manageable: acceptance. I couldn’t change what happened, but I could change how I handled it.

      “I love you too,” I said.

      Quinn smiled. Then she leaned in and kissed me. The kiss was wetter than usual from all the crying, but it was also sweet and tender and soft.

      Her hands fell to her lap when our lips parted, and she tucked a couple loose strands of hair behind her ears. “I don’t know about you, but I definitely feel better.”

      “Me too,” I said.

      She nodded. “Good.”

      “Kyle and his three asshole friends followed us from Chicago to here yesterday. When we got back, I sent Aiden after them to find where they were holed up. They’re in a motel not far from here. We’re going after them tonight.”

      Quinn giggled. “Are we on an honesty streak now?”

      “Why the fuck not?” I asked.

      “I’m not complaining,” she said.

      “I don’t want you or Nancy to have to worry about these guys anymore. They’re on my turf now. Well, Ryder’s turf. And the Lost Breed doesn’t tolerate scumbags like them.”

      Quinn placed her finger against my lips. “Just shut up, and kiss me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          Quinn

        

      

    

    
      Rhys’s honesty had made up for eight months of isolation. There would be more to work through—one conversation couldn’t fix all our issues—but that was definitely a good start. He’d shown that he trusted me, and he had finally let down the walls that he’d put up after Max was killed.

      Based on everything he had just told me, I couldn’t blame him for not wanting to talk to anyone about it.

      It had taken every ounce of willpower I possessed not to break down and cry while he told me what happened to Max.

      I knew all along that he had been shot, of course. And I knew it happened at Lincoln Park in the parking lot just after midnight. But all the details were new. Learning that Max had gone there of his own free will seemed to make me feel better, too. He hadn’t been forced or even asked to go. He just went as per Max’s usual style.

      All he ever wanted to do was help and protect his friends. And he’d achieved that. He saved Rhys’s life that night. I had no doubt in my mind about that. And that was something I would be eternally grateful to him for.

      The man I loved was still alive because of my brother’s sacrifice. It didn’t make the grief any better, but it made choosing to be with Rhys an easy choice. It was like Max had saved him for me. Like he knew the sort of destruction Rhys’s death would have wreaked upon my heart.

      Having everything out in the open made the kiss between me and Rhys feel even better than usual. I swung one leg over his waist and straddled him as our kiss deepened. Our tongues explored each other’s mouths with familiarity. He tasted like coffee.

      Rhys trailed his hands up the inside of my sweater. I wasn’t wearing a bra. He cupped my breasts, and I sighed into his mouth.

      This was a new kind of passion between us. What used to be wild, crazed, desperate fucking had slowed down. We were taking our time, as if we were feeling each other for the first time.

      I rotated my hips in his lap, grinding against his crotch. He chuckled into my mouth as I felt his cock hardening through his jeans. I smiled as he pulled the bow of my drawstring apart.

      “Owen and Nancy could come back any minute,” he said.

      “They could.”

      “And you don’t care?”

      “Do you?” I asked, pulling my lips away from his to rain kisses down the side of his neck and back up to his ear. I pinched his earlobe gently between my teeth. “We can move to the bedroom. Or you can have me right here. I don’t care.”

      “You’re for my eyes only,” he said.

      And there it was. That ever-present alpha overprotectiveness of his. Why the fuck did it turn me on so much? I bit down harder on his earlobe. “You’re damn right I am.”

      He rolled his hips beneath me and slid a hand inside my sweats. He rubbed me over my panties, and I continued rocking gently in his lap, feeling him growing harder and harder between my legs by the second. Somehow, I was always surprised at his size. I probably always would be.

      My mind was still trying to make sense of everything he had told me, and I was desperately trying to silence it as he nudged my panties aside and drew one finger up and down my aching pussy.

      Was everything going to change now? Would this conversation be the tipping point? Would we be able to really take a stab at this thing for real and stop trying to pretend we weren’t made for each other, all for my brother’s sake?

      I didn’t know. And right now, it didn’t matter. Feeling his body against mine was the only thing I cared about.

      I moaned as he slipped a finger inside of me. I continued to rock back and forth, grinding against his fingers, as he used his other hand to roll up my sweater and expose my tits. He plunged his face between them, his stubbled jaw tickling my skin, and then went from nipple to nipple. He swirled his tongue around them and pinched them gently before suckling on them. Then he moved to the other and showed it equal attention as I continued riding his finger.

      I was getting wetter by the second.

      Rhys eased another finger inside me.

      I groaned and clung to his shoulders. My hips rocked and rotated of their own volition as my body took over and called all the shots. Pleasure rippled through me, pushing a contented sigh from my lips.

      He was looking up at me and watching as I lifted my face toward the ceiling. It felt so fucking good. I never wanted the moment to end. I wanted to take our time, to indulge and spoil each other.

      Then we heard a car door slam.

      I froze. His fingers were still inside me, and my arms were wrapped around his shoulders. We both turned and looked at the front door. We heard voices.

      “Hold on to me, baby,” Rhys said.

      I hooked my legs around his waist as he stood. My pussy ached for him as he tightened his arms around me and carried me down the hall to his bedroom. He put me down on the bed as we heard the front door open, and then he hurried back to his bedroom door and closed it softly.

      We heard Owen and Nancy’s voices out in the living room. They were laughing about something.

      Rhys turned back to me with a cocky grin.

      “What?” I asked, propping myself up on the bed on my elbows.

      He licked his fingers clean. “Take those pants off.”

      I bit down hard on my bottom lip as white-hot need burst apart inside me. Oh, fuck yes. I inched my sweats down my legs, little by little, and then took off my panties. Rhys watched and walked toward me like a hungry lion.

      I slid closer to the edge of the bed and spread my legs for him. He went down to his knees at the end of the bed and stared up at me as I gazed back at him. Then he ran his tongue along my opening, and my eyes fluttered closed.

      I let my head fall back to the bed. I marveled in the darkness behind my eyelids and focused on the delicious sensations between my legs. Rhys licked and flicked his tongue in all the right places. Long strokes were broken up by slow swirls around my clit, and then he would draw it between his lips and suck.

      Hard.

      I moaned and arched my back as he sucked and rolled his tongue over my swollen clit. I was going to come. I was seconds away.

      He released me, and I sank back onto the bed. He chuckled and pressed his lips in soft kisses to the inside of my thighs. “Not yet, baby. Not yet.”

      “I need to come.”

      “You will. When my cock is inside you. I want to fuck that pretty pussy of yours and feel your juices as you come.”

      I whimpered. He continued kissing my legs. He knew if he went back to eating me out, I would come right away. Once he brought me to that point, I hovered around it for minutes. Sometimes longer. My body ached, and every muscle was taut and ready for a release.

      But he was going to make me wait.

      I reached down to rub my clit. He caught my wrist and clicked his tongue. “Bad girl.”

      “Please.”

      “No.”

      He stood up. I writhed on the bed as he undid his jeans and took them off. His shirt followed. I ravished him with my eyes as he stood there in nothing but his black boxers, looking like sin and sex. Then the boxers came off too. His cock reached upward to his navel, where dark hair swirled up his stomach and spread outward at his chest. He was one hell of a man.

      My man.

      He took hold of his shaft and began working himself over. I moaned in frustration and tried to touch myself again. He arched an eyebrow and gave me a stern look. So I cupped my tits instead.

      I needed a distraction. I spun myself around to let my head hang off the edge of the bed. I opened my mouth and watched Rhys upside down. He was still stroking himself, but he was smiling at me.

      “What are you doing down there, baby?”

      I ran my tongue along my upper lip. “Come fuck my mouth.”

      He smirked.

      I squeezed my tits together harder and spread my legs. “Please?”

      He stepped toward me. I reached for him as he leaned over me and braced himself on the bed with a hand on either side of me. His cock hovered in front of my face for a split second before I took it in my mouth and drew him all the way into the back of my throat. His breathing immediately sharpened.

      Good.

      I worked him over, keeping my mouth opened wide so my teeth didn’t graze him. I only paused to catch my breath. That was when he reached down between my legs and started rubbing me again.

      My clit was so swollen and sensitive that his touch had my eyes rolling back in my head. I let out a moan that I was sure Owen and Nancy heard in the living room. Rhys silenced me by putting his dick back in my mouth. I moaned around it when he put his fingers inside me.

      Then he fucked my mouth. I gripped the sheets and relaxed my throat. He plunged in and out, and my body strained against the pleasure. He decided when I needed air, and he made me work for it.

      When I was about to come, he stopped rubbing me. He massaged my tits and worked himself slowly in and out of my mouth. I held him for one long draw, and when he pulled out, I gasped for air.

      He turned me around and slapped my ass.

      I wiggled it in the air for him and went down on all fours.

      “No, baby,” he said, pushing me down on my side. He grabbed my hips and pulled me over to him before rolling me onto my back. “I want to see you.”

      Rhys walked around the bed and opened his nightstand. He climbed up between my legs once he’d grabbed the condom, tore open the wrapper, and eased it on.

      He leaned over me and pushed my legs back, practically folding me in half. Then he dipped his hips down to mine, and his cock slid into me.

      “Oh fuck,” I breathed. The pressure was incredible. And wonderful. I closed my eyes and took all of him on the first thrust. He held himself there, and I opened my eyes, gritting my teeth as the first burst of spasms raced through me.

      “Don’t come until I say you can,” Rhys said.

      “I can’t hold back,” I whispered.

      He pulled out and slid back in. I gripped his wrists and held on for dear life. “Yes you can, baby. We’ll take it slow. Then we come together.”

      I bit my bottom lip and nodded. I would always do what he said.

      He maintained a slow, perfect, torturous rhythm. My pussy grew wetter and wetter, and I knew he could feel it. He was having a hard time keeping it together, too.

      I let out a shaky moan, and my back arched. My climax was right there. One more pump and I would come.

      He stopped.

      I was paralyzed with need. I couldn’t move. I whimpered, and Rhys bent over me to kiss me. It was hot and needy, and no words were necessary. We were both so close. He made me wait and distracted me with more kisses.

      Then he stroked my hair off my forehead. “Let it go.”

      “They’re going to hear us,” I said shakily.

      “Let them,” he grated out, and then he buried his cock inside me.

      I screamed. He clamped his hand over my mouth to silence me as he fucked me hard and fast. My whole body shook with spasms as I lost control and gave in to the pleasure. It was the most intense orgasm I had ever had.

      Rhys kept his hand sealed firmly over my mouth as he fucked me until the sound of my juices became too much for him. Then he shuddered and came too. His hand fell from my mouth, and he crushed his lips against mine. I clung to him as he fucked me until we were both spent and dazed from the rush of pleasure.

      He collapsed beside me.

      I stared up at the ceiling. My whole body was still singing with delight. “Holy shit.”

      He chuckled and wiped his brow. “Yeah.”

      “Do you think they heard me?”

      He glanced over at me, smiling. He looked so fucking handsome. And happy. Almost like his old self. “If they didn’t, they need to get their ears checked.”

      I covered my face with my hands in embarrassment. But then I started to laugh. He pulled my hands away from my face and pulled me up against his chest. We stayed there, nestled together, until our breathing slowed and our heart rates returned to normal.

      I kissed his chest, and he held me tighter. “Be careful tonight,” I whispered.

      His voice was a deep rumble in his chest. “I’ll make it back here to you, Quinn. I promise.”
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          Rhys

        

      

    

    
      Aiden and Liam were on either side of me as we walked up the driveway to Ryder’s front door. Aiden put his hand on my shoulder, and we all stopped walking a couple feet before the motion sensor light would turn on above the garage door and cast us all into bright white light. It was eight thirty at night, and it was time to handle Kyle. Properly.

      “You sure this is how you want to handle this?” Aiden asked.

      I nodded. “I’m sure. Things are different now. We can’t just go off doing whatever we damn well please. I’m not your president anymore.”

      Aiden looked up at the house. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. Did it bother him that I had to ask permission to go after Kyle and his three stooges?

      Liam shoved his hands in the pockets of his jeans. “Can we just go and get this over with? He’s not going to say no.”

      “And if he does?” Aiden asked.

      “He won’t,” Liam said simply.

      They both looked expectantly at me. I ran my hand over my head and scratched the back of my neck. “He won’t say no, but if he does, we have other options.”

      “We can’t go behind Ryder’s back and kick their asses,” Liam warned.

      “That wasn’t what I was talking about.”

      “What were you talking about then?” Liam asked, sounding worried.

      I shrugged. “We call the police.”

      Aiden scoffed. “You? Call the police instead of delivering the beatdown yourself? Yeah, right.”

      I shrugged. “It doesn’t matter because it’s not going to be an issue. Come on. Let’s get moving.”

      “In a hurry to get back to my cousin?” Aiden teased.

      I looked him straight in the eyes. “Absolutely.”

      Aiden blinked in surprise, and I walked away from them. They jogged up the drive to catch up with me as I raised my first to the door and knocked.

      Derek opened the door. He smirked as he crossed his arms and leaned against the doorframe. “What are you fuckers doing here?”

      “We could ask you the same thing,” I said.

      Derek shrugged. “Dani’s been cooking up a storm to distract herself from the pregnancy, and they invited me over.” He stepped aside and waved us in. “Yo, Ryder! Rhys is here for you.”

      Derek brought the three of us into Ryder and Dani’s living room. Ryder was sitting in his usual recliner by the window, and Dani was sitting on the sofa. She had her feet up on the coffee table. Her belly was somehow bigger than the last time I’d seen her.

      She gave us all a strained smile as she ran her hand over her swollen tummy. “Have more of you caught wind of my cooking spree?”

      I shook my head. “Uh, no. We came to talk to Ryder about business.”

      Dani shot Ryder a look before she said, “Go ahead and talk. It took me forever to get comfortable. I’m not moving.”

      Ryder nodded for us to sit down. We took up spots on the sofas, and Derek stayed on his feet, standing behind Dani’s sofa.

      “What’s going on?” Ryder asked me.

      I leaned forward and rested my elbows on my knees. “You know about the guys I went after in Chicago last week? They were the reason I had to bail the other night and drive back there.”

      Ryder nodded and then pointed at his neck. “I assume they’re the ones who gave you those?”

      I kept forgetting about the bruising around my throat, my busted lip, and split eyebrow. “Yeah.”

      “What about those guys?” Ryder asked.

      “They tailed me all the way from Chicago.”

      Ryder didn’t react. His expression remained neutral. “And?”

      “And I’m here to ask your permission to go beat the shit out of them.”

      Ryder looked at Derek, who shrugged. “Don’t look at me, boss.”

      Ryder cocked his head to the side. “You understand that I’m not interested in starting another war, don’t you? Things have been quiet for us. They’ve been good. And with my child coming along in the next few weeks, I don’t want there to be someone else gunning for the Lost Breed.”

      “This isn’t like Isaac Reed,” I assured him.

      “How do I know that?”

      I scratched my jaw. “You just have to trust me.”

      Ryder looked at Dani. She was gazing at me with her brows furrowed.

      I sighed. “I don’t want to start anything either, Ryder. Seriously. But these pieces of shit? They’re hellbent on hurting my girl. They’ve already attacked her more than once. It’s just a matter of time before they make another move, and I want to beat them to it and make sure they know that this city is off limits for them.”

      “And where is this girl of yours?” Ryder asked.

      “Back at my house. Owen is with her.”

      “Good,” Ryder said.

      “Is that a yes?”

      Ryder studied me. “Yes, it is. So long as you’re not starting something we can’t finish in one night, I don’t give a damn. Kick their fucking teeth in.”

      I stood up, and Aiden and Liam followed suit. “Thank you, Ryder.”

      Ryder nodded his head to the door. “Now get the hell out of here. Dani needs some peace and quiet, and you clowns keep disrupting her.”

      “I’m fine, really,” Dani said, lifting her hand up.

      “Get out,” Ryder said. “You too, Derek.”

      We didn’t need to be told again. We said goodbye to Dani, who was giving the president a knowing smile. I caught her mouthing the words “thank you” to him as I slipped out the front door. She was probably exhausted, and having us dropping by all the time was more than likely starting to wear her down. She needed some downtime, and she was more than entitled to that. She was nine months pregnant, and it was her own damn house.

      Derek slid his hands in his jacket pockets as he fell into step beside me. “Need a fourth?”

      “We can handle it.”

      “Come on, man. I’m itching for a fight. I haven’t seen any real action since, well, Isaac Reed. I’m going a little stir crazy.”

      I stopped walking and arched an eyebrow at him. “Is your woman going to allow that?”

      He popped me roughly in the shoulder. “Fuck off, man. She’s not the boss of me.”

      “Liar.”

      Derek chuckled. “Okay, fine. But what she doesn’t know won’t hurt her. I just need a little taste of action, you know? And these guys fucked with Quinn. Your Quinn. Cut me in on this, and I’ll make them fucking regret it. You know I’m good for it.”

      I shrugged. “Another set of fists couldn’t hurt.”

      He grinned. “Like the old days.”

      “Yeah, like the old days.”

      “So what’s the plan?” he asked.

      Liam and Aiden had gathered around. Our bikes were just behind us, and they were all looking expectantly at me. It really felt like the old days, like the days when I called the shots. When the boys called me President.

      “Aiden tracked them down,” I said. “They’re holed up in a shitty motel not too far from here. A twenty-minute ride, tops. He’ll take the lead and get us there. Then we go in and mess them up. We’ll teach them who they’re fucking with.”
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        * * *

      

      It was nearly ten o’clock when we parked our bikes across the street from Kyle’s motel. It was an old run-down place. The neon sign that read “Motel” hummed so loudly we could hear it from where we sat on our bikes. There was a sign beneath it that said “Vacancy”.

      The building was falling apart. The puke green-colored siding needed a good power wash, and the pavement in the parking lot was cracked and patchy. The lines marking the parking spaces were faded to the point of being nonexistent. The pool out front was as green as the building itself.

      “Well, this is a nice place,” Derek muttered. “Remind me to bring Evelyn here for a date some time.”

      “I bet even their cockroaches are moldy,” I said.

      Aiden’s nose wrinkled in disgust. “I can practically smell it from here. We’re all gonna end up with fucking fleas.”

      Derek laughed. “They can keep your crabs company.”

      Aiden shoved him. “Asshole.”

      We all laughed, but when the humor faded, Liam looked down the line at the rest of us. We were all perched on our bikes, watching. “When are we going in?” he asked.

      I scanned the building. “It’s too early. I want to wait until they’re in bed. Keep your eyes peeled. Maybe we’ll catch them coming out of their room, and we’ll know which one to go into.”

      We only had to wait fifteen minutes before one of the guys came out of the room at the far-left end of the building on the ground floor. He walked down the cracked sidewalk to the ice machine, filled it up, and fished for change in his pocket to put into the vending machine. He purchased a soda and walked back to the room.

      “That one of them?” Derek asked.

      He must have known based on the way my eyes narrowed and my fingers tightened on the handlebars of my bike. “Yeah. That’s the fucker who tried to strangle me.”

      Derek grinned. “Well, karma is about to bite him in the ass.”

      We waited until midnight. Then we crossed the street and made our way quietly across the parking lot. The only sound was the steady hum of the neon sign and the occasional passing car.

      Liam crouched down in front of me to pick the lock. We were lucky it was such an old building, rather than one that used key cards for entry.

      I heard the bolt slide into the door. Liam turned the handle, and it gave way. He pushed the door gently inward.

      The motel room stank like dirty feet and beer. The smell wafted out and slammed into us like a thick wall. Derek buried his mouth and nose into the crook of his elbow as we filed in, one by one, to be swallowed up by the dark belly of the old, musty room.
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          Quinn

        

      

    

    
      Owen had his back to me and Nancy as we sat on the sofa, sipping our tea. It was midnight, later than I wanted it to be. But Owen didn’t seem bothered. He was in high spirits as he stared out the back window of Rhys’s living room at the little yard outside and the line of trees.

      “You know, I never thought this is where we’d end up,” he said.

      “What do you mean?” Nancy asked, tucking her legs neatly beneath her as she held her mug in both hands. Her cheeks puffed out as she blew on it, and a little puff of steam wafted upward.

      He shrugged. “Think of how things were just a year ago. So different than this. Different city. Different club. Different president. Now everything has changed. All because of one asshole.”

      I glanced at Nancy. She shrugged.

      “You’re talking about Reed?” I asked.

      He nodded and looked over his shoulder at me. “‘Course I am. Did Rhys finally talk to you about everything?”

      I stared into my tea. “He did.”

      “Good,” Owen said. “It’s about damn time. I’ve been trying to get the bastard to talk to someone forever. So has Aiden. But he’s as private as they come. I knew there was one good thing that could come from the whole mess with this Kyle guy. It gave him a chance to talk to you. To come clean. I’m glad he took it.”

      “There was nothing to come clean about,” I said. “None of it was his fault. I think he finally sees that now.”

      Owen left the window and went to a cabinet against the far wall of the living room. He tugged it open, grabbed a bottle of whiskey and three glasses, and brought them over. He filled them up and passed them around. I continued sipping my tea as he said, “If you’ve made him realize that he’s not to blame, then you’re a miracle worker, Quinn. And you deserve a real fucking drink.”

      I stared at the dark liquid in the glass. Fuck it. I did deserve a drink. I plucked it off the table and replaced it with my tea mug before lifting it in the air. “To a fresh start.”

      Owen grinned. “Hear, hear.”

      Nancy picked up her glass too. “Oh, what the hell. I’m in.”

      We sipped the whiskey, and Owen sat down on the floor beside the coffee table. He stretched his long legs out in front of him and braced himself on his hands planted behind him. “So what’s the plan after this?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “You know. Are you going back to Chicago or what?”

      I hesitated. “I haven’t really thought about it yet.”

      He nodded. “What do you want to do?”

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      Nancy reached out and put her hand on my knee. “You should stay here. With Rhys. You’re happier when he’s around. And he’s better when you’re around too. If you guys really were able to have that talk, then maybe it’s time to stop being so distant from each other. Maybe it’s time to make it work.”

      I blushed. “It does sound like a lovely idea.”

      “But?” Nancy asked.

      “But I have obligations back in Chicago.”

      “Obligations?” Nancy laughed. “The only thing you have there is your job. This is New York! You can get a gig here no problem, Quinn. You’re crazy talented.”

      I frowned. “But you’re in Chicago.”

      Nancy shrugged. “I don’t have to be.”

      I stared at her. “You’d seriously move all the way out here just because I did?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, I would. Don’t make it sound like it’s such an insane idea. You’re the best part about Chicago. If you leave, I leave. Besides, we’d be reunited with old friends here. I’m not opposed to a fresh start.”

      “Someone who finally talks sense,” Owen said appreciatively. Nancy beamed at him, and he winked at her. She turned a furious shade of pink and sipped her whiskey.

      I adjusted myself on the couch and re-crossed my legs. Owen glanced over at me as I held my whiskey in two hands and sipped it. I raised an eyebrow at him. “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You don’t have to sit with us all night, you know? You can go do whatever you want. Or go to bed.”

      Owen shook his head. “Pass. I’m up and with you two until Rhys gets back here.”

      “I’m sure he wouldn’t care if you crashed for a bit,” I said.

      Owen fixed me with a hard stare. “Not happening, Quinny.”

      His tone had changed. It was harsher. I frowned. “What’s your deal?”

      He looked over to the window he’d been standing in front of earlier. It was pitch black outside, and all I could see was our reflections in the glass. His expression was dark. “I’ve dropped my guard before, and it got people killed. I’m not getting caught up in that mess again. Once was enough.”

      Nancy and I glanced at each other. He continued staring at the darkness outside.

      Nancy slid off the sofa to sit on the floor. She grabbed the bottle of whiskey and then topped up Owen’s glass. She slid it across the table closer to him and cleared her throat.

      He looked back at it, picked it up, and took more than a big mouthful. He winced and swallowed and then put the glass down.

      “I’m sorry for what happened to the Red Rogues,” I whispered.

      He shrugged one shoulder. “Nothing for you to be sorry about, Quinny. Shit went south. There wasn’t a damn thing any of us could do about it once that fucking ball started rolling.”

      “Why did Isaac Reed go after you?” I asked. “Your MC, I mean?”

      Nancy shot me a look that said “are you sure you want to have this conversation?”. I was sure.

      Owen chuckled and looked up at the ceiling. “You know, I often wonder the same thing myself? I don’t think I can even give you a solid answer. The guy was fucking nuts. Truly. Once we crossed paths, he decided he was going to take us out, one after another. And he didn’t hold back.”

      “When did you cross paths?” I asked.

      Owen sighed and turned around to face both me and Nancy. He took another swig of whiskey, and then another. Nancy leaned over and topped up the glass. He thanked her with a nod. “We met him in a bar.”

      “Oh?”

      He nodded. “Yep. We were doing our usual shit. You know how it was. Hitting on chicks. Drinking beers. Throwing darts and playing pool. I was in the middle of telling Rhys some story or another—I don’t recall what it was about now—when Reed walked by. He slammed into my shoulder. And, well, you know how I used to be.”

      “You fought him,” I said. It wasn’t a question. Owen was a much different man now than he used to be. He used to be the sort of guy who was always looking for a fight. The fact that he was the one here watching us rather than off with Rhys to crack skulls was more than a little surprising.

      “Yeah, I fought him. At least, I tried to fight him. He had me on my back pretty fast. Rhys and Max were there and stopped him from beating my skull in. But of course, he didn’t like that.”

      Nancy made a nervous sound in the back of her throat.

      Owen smiled at her. “I’ll spare you the gory details.”

      “Too late,” she said.

      He chuckled and scratched his jaw. “Sorry. But yeah, that fight sort of kickstarted the whole thing. From there, we started to notice little things. We were being followed when we were alone. He popped up in random places we always frequented. Soon, he was making plays at us. He jumped a few guys and beat the living shit out of them. And it escalated from there. It went from beatings to murders in a matter of weeks. It was… hellish.”

      “I’m glad he’s dead,” I said bitterly.

      Owen took another big drink. “Me too, Quinny. Me fucking too.”

      “I thought I told you to stop calling me Quinny,” I said teasingly.

      “I can’t help myself. It suits you. And it reminds me of better days.”

      I smiled. “Me too.”

      Owen rolled to his feet. “You think that boy of yours has anything worth eating in his fridge?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe.”

      Apparently “maybe” was good enough for him because Owen walked off into the kitchen, and Nancy and I listened to him rummage around in the fridge. I met her eye, and she gave me a sad smile. “Maybe Rhys wasn’t the only one who needed to talk about all this.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I think you’re right.”

      I took another sip of whiskey and so did Nancy. We sat quietly and waited for Owen to come back, and when he did, he had a jar of salsa in one hand and a bag of chips in the other. He tore open the bag, unscrewed the jar, and put them on the table. “It’s not much, but it’s the best he’s got. You’ll have to take care of that shit, Quinny.”

      “Why are the contents of his fridge my responsibility?” I asked sourly.

      He blinked at me.

      “I’m not his maid,” I said.

      “I never said you were.”

      “No. You just implied that it was my job to fill his fridge up with better food.”

      Owen chuckled nervously. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “I should hope not,” I said.

      “I meant you need to teach him how to shop like an adult.” He held the bag out to me in a peace offering. “Chip?”
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          Rhys

        

      

    

    
      The motel room door clicked closed softly behind Liam, and we crept farther inside.

      One of the lamps on the wall between the two beds flicked on.

      “What the fuck?” Rudy, the one who I’d hit with the baseball bat that night outside Kyle’s garage, sat bolt upright. He and the others were all lying on top of the blankets, fully dressed. “Kyle!”

      Derek rushed between the beds, gathered the front of Rudy’s shirt in his hand, and clocked him right in the face with his fist.

      Rudy wailed with pain and cupped his hands over his nose, which was now gushing blood. His friends came to at the noise

      I loomed over Kyle, who woke with such a start that he scrambled right off the bed and fell heavily on the floor. “Hey there, sunshine.” I grinned. “Remember me?”

      Kyle glared at me, and his friends found themselves in equally unpleasant situations. Aiden and Liam were watching the other two, while Derek smirked at Rudy, whose shirt was turning red with blood.

      “Which one of these assholes tried to strangle you?” Aiden asked.

      “The ugly one,” I said.

      Aiden chuckled. “They’re all pretty fucking ugly, boss.”

      I glanced up at him and the two men he was forcing to stand up. I looked them over. They were both decorated in bruises, courtesy of yours truly, and they were staring daggers at me. Liam and Aiden shoved them roughly up against the wall and told them to stay where they were.

      “The one with the beard,” I said.

      Aiden nodded. “Good to know.”

      I stared down at Kyle and lifted my leg to plant a boot on the bed frame. I leaned forward and rested my elbow on my raised knee. “You and I need to have a little chat, man.”

      “Fuck you,” he spat.

      “I don’t give a shit if you want to cooperate or not. I’m going to say what I have to say, and then me and my boys are going to give you a taste of what will happen to you if you keep coming around. I won’t ask you if you understand. I don’t really give a fuck if you do or not. Because I’m going to enjoy this.” I reached down and gathered the front of his shirt in my fist. I yanked him forward. “You will never go near Nancy or Quinn again. If you do, I swear to God, I’ll kill you. And something tells me nobody will miss you, Kyle. Not a damn person.”

      He clenched his jaw.

      “Why did you follow us here?” I asked.

      Kyle’s lips peeled off his teeth—well, what was left of them since I’d kicked some of them out—and he sneered at me. “To teach those bitches a lesson.”

      Rudy started laughing despite his bloody nose. Soon, the other two joined in on it. Kyle chuckled too and leaned forward, closing the distance between us. “Nancy can’t just walk away from me. Not after everything. She’s mine. You hear me? She’s mine.”

      I shook my head. “No, I don’t think you’re getting it.”

      “I think we need to show them what we mean,” Derek said.

      I released Kyle’s shirt and stepped back to let him get up. He gripped the side of the bed and pulled himself to his feet. Then he spat at me. “Come on, hot shot. Let’s do this.”

      Aiden, Liam, and Derek were all giving their guys space too. I didn’t always fight fair, but tonight, I would. Mostly because I wanted to show them how poorly matched they were against us. I’d seen them in action before, and that was enough. Sure, I’d taken some hits, but that was because there were four of them.

      And a baseball bat.

      Now it was four on four, and there was no baseball bat on the scene. They didn’t stand a chance.

      Kyle let out a furious yell and charged me. The others followed suit, and I blocked out everything else in the room, focusing all of my attention on Kyle.

      He slammed into me, and I buried my fist in his gut. He grunted and doubled over, but his momentum pushed me backward into the wall. My head hit the drywall, cracking it. Kyle drove his fist up into my ribs once, and then again. Then he tried to back away. I grabbed him by the neck and drove my knee up into his chest.

      Air whooshed out of his lungs. He staggered back and tried to catch his breath as I shook my hands out and prepared myself for the next round. My head already hurt from being slammed into the wall, and my ribs were protesting. I wanted this to end quickly. I was in no mood for more bruised ribs, and I sure as hell did not want any broken bones on account of this asshole. “You can do better than that, Kyle. Come on.”

      He rushed me again. It went worse for him than the first time. He was a poor fighter—something I had already established the first time I fought him in Chicago. His timing was off, and he threw his weight around like a drunk teenager in his first fight. How he managed to maintain his current lifestyle, I had no idea.

      After delivering another couple of blows to his ribs, I turned him around and slammed him into the wall. Then I grabbed him by the throat and pinned him there. “You will leave Nancy and Quinn alone. If I see you in my city again, you know what I’ll do to you. You’re an annoying fly buzzing around my head, Kyle. I’ve dealt with meaner dudes than you. And you know where they are? In the fucking ground.”

      Kyle grimaced and tried to break free, but I held him fast and slammed him into the wall again. The back of his head punched a hole in the drywall.

      “Are you going to make more trouble for me, Kyle?” I asked.

      He gritted his teeth. His broken, ugly, sharp teeth.

      “I asked you a question,” I spat, tightening my grip on his throat.

      The fight that had been raging around me was dying down. We didn’t have much time left before we’d have to hightail it out of here. Someone had most likely called the cops by now, and there would be a short response time. We probably had four minutes. Maybe less.

      “Rhys,” Derek warned.

      “I know,” I growled. I tightened my grip again. “I’m not leaving until you answer me.”

      Kyle tried to swallow, but my grip was too tight. He reached out and tried to pry my hand away. His nails dug into the back of my hand, but I didn’t let up. He squirmed and tried to kick me. I drove my knee into his stomach.

      “Last chance,” I said. “Leave the girls alone. Don’t come back here. Or you will mysteriously disappear, along with your three buddies.”

      Kyle glanced over my shoulder at the others. I couldn’t see what he saw, but I assumed his friends were on the floor unconscious or in similar situations to Kyle. His eyes slid back to me. “All right,” he said, his voice a raspy whisper.

      I let his throat go, and he sucked in a desperate breath. “I hope you’re not lying to me, Kyle.”

      He rubbed his throat and slipped away from me to retreat into the corner. “You’re fucking crazy, man. If those bitches mean that much to you, fuck it. They’re yours.”

      “Rhys,” Derek said a little more firmly. “It’s time to go.”

      “All right,” I said. Then I pointed at Kyle. “I suggest you don’t tell the cops that we were here and you let them think the four of you did this to yourselves.”

      Kyle was still massaging his throat.

      “At least it’ll look like you won a fight for once, you weasel,” I said. Then I turned and marched out. The cool fresh air of the night hit me, and I took a deep breath and shook out my hands. My wrists ached from having my hands clenched so tightly into fists.

      The others followed me out. “Anybody hurt?” I asked.

      I was answered with a unanimous, “No.”

      “Good. Let’s get the hell out of here. Good work.”

      We jogged across the street. Before we got on our bikes, Derek put his hand on my shoulder. “What?” I asked.

      “You said ‘my city’ back there.”

      “What?”

      Derek clenched his jaw. “When you were threatening Kyle, you referred to New York as yours. I just wanted to clear that up. This isn’t your city, man. It’s Ryder’s. I’m not threatening you. I’m just giving you a heads-up. You have to watch yourself.”

      “I hear you,” I said. I hadn’t said it because I meant I was in charge. I’d said it because it would hold more weight in the moment. I wasn’t going to tell the guy that this was Ryder’s city. He didn’t know who the hell Ryder was. I’d rather let him think I was the enemy. And it was a better tool to keep him the hell away from Quinn. And Nancy.

      We all got on our bikes. Liam and Aiden pulled away first and were followed shortly after by Derek. They were all heading back to my place.

      I sat on my bike and stared at the motel in front of me. Sirens whirred in the distance.

      The door to Kyle’s room was still open, and I could see movement inside. He was probably trying to rouse his friends. Then I saw him run out of the room, look both ways, and take off at a sprint down the sidewalk with a duffel bag over his shoulder.

      The coward was running.

      I laughed to myself. Nancy and Quinn would definitely be safe. If he didn’t have the balls to hang back with his friends and face the heat, he sure as hell didn’t have the nerve to go after my girl again.

      Because he knew what sort of hurt would be waiting for him if he did.

      I revved my bike and tore out of the parking lot. The bright glow of the neon sign faded away in my side mirrors, and I opened up on the throttle. I wove through cars, rode the line, and kept my eyes dead ahead on the taillights of my friends’ bikes until I caught up and overtook them.

      Then I left them behind and smiled as the engine of my Indian roared in my ears and the wind tugged at my jacket.
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      The bag of chips was empty. Owen was on one sofa with his feet up on the armrest. His arms were clasped beneath his head as he lay on his back with his eyes closed. He’d fallen asleep a short fifteen minutes ago, and I didn’t have the heart to wake him. It was one thirty in the morning.

      Nancy had fallen asleep too. Her head was in my lap, and she was curled up on her side. I watched her sleep, and then watched Owen, doing everything in my power not to worry about how long Rhys and the others had been gone.

      I wasn’t doing a very good job.

      My gut was twisting with nerves, and my heart raced with every passing minute. It had been too long, hadn’t it? He should have been back an hour ago if everything went well. Maybe there had been complications. Maybe Kyle had more than just four guys with him.

      Maybe Rhys and the others were in trouble.

      Stop it, Quinn. You’re working yourself up for no reason. He’s fine. He’s always fine.

      I ran my fingers through my hair and tried to focus on how peaceful both Nancy and Owen looked. He had started to snore softly, and I watched his chest rise and fall with each breath. I could hear Nancy’s breathing too.

      Panic still swelled inside me.

      I considered calling him but doubted he would answer. And if he was sneaking up on Kyle, I didn’t want to risk compromising him. I just had to wait. That was what he wanted me to do, and it was what I was used to. I could do this.

      I had to.

      Another few minutes passed. I was about to wake Nancy up when I heard something familiar: the distant roar of a motorcycle engine. Not too long after, I heard the mechanical groan of Rhys’s garage door opening.

      I tapped Nancy’s shoulder. “They’re back,” I said as her eyes fluttered open.

      She pushed herself up and rubbed sleep out of her eyes. “How long was I out?”

      “Not long. Twenty minutes or so.”

      She nodded and peered around. Then she spotted Owen and smiled. “He finally fell asleep too?”

      “Yeah, once you passed out, he was quick to follow,” I said as I got to my feet.

      The motorcycles were out on the driveway now. Owen’s eyes opened, and he sat up. He looked around at us and then blinked at the clock on the wall. “It’s almost two. What were those clowns doing all damn night?”

      “I was wondering the same thing,” I said.

      He rolled to his feet and cracked his back.

      The door to the garage opened, and I spun to see Rhys emerge in the hallway. Liam, Aiden, and Derek all followed behind him, and they made their way into the living room.

      Rhys greeted me with a hug. I threw my arms around his shoulders and clung to him. “I’m glad you’re okay,” I said.

      He rubbed my back. “Of course I’m okay.”

      “You were gone a long time.”

      “We had to take the long way home. There were cops all over the place, and we weren’t sure if they knew it was us who’d messed up the guys at the motel.”

      Rhys pulled away and stroked my cheek. Then he seemed to remember that we had company, and his hand fell to his side. He glanced at the coffee table. “I see you got into my liquor cabinet.”

      “Owen did, to be more specific,” I said.

      “Hey, you drank it too,” Owen said.

      Rhys chuckled. “I don’t mind.”

      Owen rubbed his hands together. “So? Give us the details. How’d it go?”

      Rhys smiled and looked at me and Nancy. “You two don’t have to worry about them bothering you ever again. They got the message. They’ll be on their way back to Chicago, and they won’t show their ugly faces around you again. And if they do, you know who to call.”

      “Thank you,” Nancy said. “Seriously, thank you. All of you. This was my screw up, and I don’t know what would have happened if we didn’t have your help.”

      “You would have figured something out,” Owen said confidently.

      Nancy shook her head. “I don’t think so. We were in big trouble. I put my best friend in danger. I’m sorry, Quinn. Now that this is behind us, I just want you to know I’ll never put you in a position like that again.”

      I went to my friend and gave her a hug. “It’s okay, Nancy. I promise. We’re all okay.”

      Rhys smirked. “Except for Kyle.”

      The guys all started laughing.

      Liam nodded at Owen. “You missed out, man. These guys would have given you a laugh. They thought they were a pretty big deal.”

      “Maybe in some circles they were,” Aiden said.

      “Maybe,” Rhys said. “But here? In Ryder’s city? They’re no one.”

      I didn’t know what that meant, but I caught Rhys and Derek sharing a knowing look between one another. I didn’t say anything about it. It wasn’t my business.

      “So when are you ladies going back to Chicago?” Liam asked.

      I glanced at Nancy. “Uh, we’re not sure yet actually. We have a lot to talk about. I know Kyle is taken care of, but I think I want to get out of my apartment. Start fresh somewhere.”

      “The guest room is yours for as long as you need it,” Rhys said.

      I smiled. “Thank you.”

      Nancy thanked him too.

      “No problem,” Rhys said. Then he looked around at all of us. “Well, I don’t know if I speak for everyone, but I’m pretty tired, and my head is pounding. I’ll see some of you in the morning.”

      He didn’t wait for anyone to answer him. He just walked off down the hall, slipped into his bedroom, and closed the door behind him. I stared after him as the others all gathered in the living room and sat down. I shook my head and asked if anyone wanted water. They all nodded, and I went to the kitchen to find glasses and fill them with cold water. I brought everyone’s drinks out and sat down between Nancy and Owen on the sofa across from Liam, Aiden, and Derek.

      The room was thick with silence for a good couple of minutes.

      “Are you actually going back to Chicago?” Aiden asked.

      I blinked at him. “I don’t know yet, Aiden. There’s a lot I need to think about. And talk about with Rhys and Nancy. A lot of things are sort of up in the air right now.”

      Aiden rolled his eyes at me.

      “What?” I asked, a little annoyed.

      He shrugged. “Nothing. It’s your call, cuz. I just think you’d have to be a special sort of idiot to go all the way back to Chicago and let this thing go.”

      “This thing?” I asked, challenging him.

      “You know what I’m saying. You and Rhys.”

      “I don’t want to talk about this with all of you,” I said.

      The others were staying out of it. At least, they were trying to. Their eyes were down, and nobody said a word.

      Aiden licked his lips. “You should go get him.”

      “Sorry?”

      Aiden nodded. “Rhys. Go get him.”

      “What the hell are you talking about, Aiden?”

      “Go get him. The two of you are made for each other. You know it. He knows it. For fuck’s sakes, we all know it. Rhys doesn’t want you to leave, and you want to stay. So why make things harder on yourselves than they need to be? Put an end to this damn charade, and walk your ass in there.”

      “Aiden—”

      “Tell me I’m wrong. Tell me you’re not in love with him.”

      I stared at him. All eyes were on me. My cheeks were growing hotter by the second as I sat there, completely paralyzed by the words that had just come out of his mouth. “I—I can’t tell you that,” I said.

      “Exactly.”

      I stood up and shot him a dirty look as I walked down the hall to Rhys’s bedroom door. I padded softly across the hardwood. I didn't want to wake him if he’d somehow managed to fall asleep that quickly. I knew he was probably pretty sore, and if he had miraculously fallen asleep, I would let him rest.

      But if he was awake…

      I paused outside his bedroom door and pressed my ear flat against it to listen for sounds of life inside. Was he getting ready for bed? Was he in bed already? Was he lying awake thinking about me?

      I hoped he was. Of course, I hoped he was. All I wanted was for him to want me the same way I wanted him. Based on the conversation we’d had earlier, I was positive that we were both on the same page.

      He’d be happy if I decided to stay in New York City with him. At least, I hoped he would. It would be a big step, but it would be for the best. We needed to be closer to each other. Not seeing him for eight months had nearly killed me. I wanted to live in the same city as him again.

      I wanted a lot of things. Not many of them were things I could have right now, give or take a couple.

      I ran my finger up the door and tapped lightly. There was no response. So I reached down for the handle and gently turned it until it clicked and the door gave way.
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      The ceiling fan above my bed was perfectly still. In the summer, it would turn lazily, arms reaching out to the edges of the ceiling as it went in a never-ending circle. Round and round and round.

      I closed my eyes, and darkness swallowed me.

      My head hurt. So did my ribs. Kyle had managed to get a couple hits on me, and my body was now aching in protest. I was getting too old for this shit.

      The days of living for the fight and liking the pain were behind me. I didn’t have bloodlust the way I used to. That fire was dying. I didn’t mind. It all seemed to be happening according to plan. I was following Ryder’s lead now, and there wasn’t as much need for me to get my hands dirty.

      Except for tonight, of course. And the other night. Kyle was an exception, not the norm.

      He’d gone after Quinn, and I couldn’t let that slide.

      The bruises and the pain were worth it. I’d have taken a hundred times worse to guarantee that he would never bother Quinn again. She had enough on her plate already. She didn’t need an asshole like him making things even more difficult for her. It wasn’t fair.

      No woman deserved a man like that making things hell for them. All the Kyles of the world deserved to have their teeth kicked in.

      It had been satisfying. That was for damn sure. The way he’d looked at me as I loomed over him made me feel powerful. I’d missed that a bit.

      But only a bit.

      That momentary high of scaring the shit out of someone and feeling like a formidable badass evaporated and was replaced with pain. And I was so fucking done with pain.

      I wanted to roll onto my side to try to get some sleep, but I knew my ribs would throb, and it just wasn’t worth it.

      I tried to distract myself with other thoughts. They all went back to Quinn.

      They always went back to Quinn.

      I thought back to the good old days when we were younger and stupid and life hadn’t kicked us in the balls yet. I thought of our first date.

      It had felt a bit like an undercover mission. We didn’t want Max to find out that we were seeing each other, especially not so early on. There was no telling how he would react, and the drama wouldn’t be worth it if it turned out we weren’t really all that into each other. Of course, we knew well enough that we already were.

      I’d driven us far out of the city limits. She rode on the back of my bike. I could still recall how good it felt to have her arms wrapped around me. She was no stranger to being on a bike, even back then. She had ridden on the back of Max’s several times; she’d almost grown up doing it. She was fearless and had begged me to go faster.

      And I did.

      Even over the roar of the engine and the wind in my ears, I could hear her elated laughter as we sped down the interstate.

      We’d gone to a little place called Romeo’s. It was a small cafe by day and a bar by night. It was summer time.

      The outside of the place was filled with people when I parked the bike. Quinn and I walked inside hand and hand like a couple. It was the first time I’d felt like she and I actually had a shot. I had no idea then how much harder things would get for us over the passing years.

      We’d picked a table and ordered drinks and food. The entire night was spent laughing our asses off and kissing. She’d done a number on me, and there was no doubt in my mind that I wanted this girl. I needed her.

      I smiled to myself and opened my eyes to stare up at the bedroom ceiling fan. We’d been just kids back then.

      Now we were far from it. Life had hardened us. Well, sort of.

      I sure felt soft when she was around. I felt like she’d ruined me. I hated how soft she made me. My heart ached right now, just thinking about her going back to Chicago soon. I wanted her to stay. I wanted her here with me.

      But I couldn’t ask her to sacrifice her whole life in Chicago to move here. It was unreasonable and unfair. I was the one who had up and left. I had no right to ask her to do the same.

      I picked at a loose thread at the top of my blanket.

      Then I lifted my head as my bedroom door opened. Light streamed in from the hallway and illuminated Quinn from the back.

      “Are you awake?” she whispered.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Come in.”

      She came in and closed the door behind her. I heard the lock click softly. Then she padded across my bedroom floor and came to sit on the edge of the bed beside me.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Yes. I just wanted to come and check on you. You left in a hurry.”

      “Yeah, sorry. My head hurts and I was tired.”

      “Did you take an aspirin or anything?”

      “No.”

      She sighed. She patted my hand before standing up and going into my bathroom. She flicked the light on, and I shielded my eyes as I watched her crouch in front of my cabinets and rummage through everything. She withdrew a bottle of painkillers and filled my cup on the counter with water. Then she came back to me and held out the pills. I popped them in my mouth and took the water from her to chase them down. “Thanks,” I said.

      “You’re welcome.” She paused. “Are you sure you’re not hurt?”

      “I’m all right, Quinn. Nothing I can’t handle. Just a couple bruises here and there.” She looked at her hands. I could barely make out her features in the darkness, but I could tell she was thinking. I reached out and closed my hand over both of hers. “What are you thinking about?”

      She didn’t answer me right away, like she was arranging the words in her head before she actually spoke. “I was thinking about everything you’ve done for me. And how grateful I am. And how lucky I am to have you. And how much I don’t want to be apart from you again.”

      I propped myself up on my elbows and studied her. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m not saying anything. Yet. I just, I don’t know. Doesn’t it feel different this time? Like we’re both finally on the same page? I think it would be a mistake to put distance between us again, don’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Really?”

      “Absolutely,” I said.

      Quinn let out a soft giggle, and I put my hand on her knee. I listened to her breathing and smelled her perfume. Roses. Citrus. Something else familiar and fresh, like rainwater.

      “We can figure everything out in the morning,” I told her.

      “Okay, and until then?”

      “Until then, you should sleep in here with me.”

      “Sleep?” she asked teasingly.

      I chuckled. “Did you have something else in mind?”

      “How else would I thank you for going and beating up Kyle? I want to show my appreciation. And I want to celebrate us.”

      “Celebrate, huh?” I asked.

      She let out another breathless giggled and then swung her leg over me to straddle my hips. “You heard me. I love you, Rhys Davies, and I’m going to ride that cock of yours to prove it.”

      I put my hands on her hips, and she rocked on top of me. The pain in my ribs subsided to a dull ache. She was just the distraction I needed.

      Quinn pulled her shirt off over her head. Even in the dark, I could make out the lean lines of her stomach, the groove of her navel, and the outline of her waist and hips. She was wearing a lace bra with no padding. Her tits were perky and spilling out the top of the cups. She reached behind her back and undid the clasp, then dangled the bra over the edge of the bed and let it go, where it fell soundlessly to the floor.

      She leaned over me. Her body was hot against mine, and her breasts grazed my chest as she devoured my mouth with sweet kisses. She tasted like whiskey and salsa. I cupped the back of her neck and held her to me as our kiss deepened.

      It felt so fucking good to hold her like this. Especially because for the first time since I fell for her, I didn’t feel like I couldn’t have her.

      Because I did have her. And she had me. And we were going to make this damn thing work one way or another.

      Quinn’s hips rolled, and my cock strained against my boxers. She must have been able to feel it through the blankets between us because she smiled into our kiss and slowed her hips. She nipped at my bottom lip. “Somebody’s eager.”

      “You’re too sexy, baby,” I told her. “I get hard just looking at you.”

      “Well, lucky you. You’ll get to do more than just look at me tonight. You can do whatever you want.”

      “Whatever I want?” I mused.

      She nipped at my lip again and then kissed me softly. “Whatever you want.”

      “And what if I want to tease you like this afternoon?”

      “Then you can tease me.”

      “And if I want to fuck you in your ass?”

      Quinn paused and stared down at me. “I’m all yours, Rhys.”
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          Quinn

        

      

    

    
      He wrapped his arms around me and crushed his mouth to mine. I knew telling him he could fuck me in my ass would be the thing that pushed him over the edge. I’d told him to do it once while we were fucking, and he blew his load right then and there.

      This time, I had given him plenty of warning.

      He held me down on top of him and kissed me deeply. I kissed him back and held his face in my hands. Then I traced his shoulders and pulled the blankets down. I wanted more skin on skin.

      I still had my sweats on, and they were more than getting in the way.

      Rhys suddenly rolled over and pinned me down beneath him. I let out a surprised giggle as he planted kisses down my chest and stomach. When he reached the waistband of my sweatpants, he slowly rolled them down my legs and took them off. He dropped down over me, and I lifted my hips up. He grinned into our kiss and reached down between my legs to rub me in slow circles.

      Our kiss became more desperate. I hooked my leg around his and rolled, using our momentum to bring us up so that I was straddling him again. I put my hands on his chest and braced myself as I ground against his cock. He was hard and ready beneath his boxers, and I liked the way the thin bit of fabric felt between us.

      Soon, the teasing became too much for me. I slid down the length of his body to settle between his legs, and I pulled him free from the confines of his tight black boxers. I took him in my hands and stroked him gently before sealing my lips over his tip and taking him deep in my mouth.

      Rhys sucked in his breath through his teeth. Knowing how much he liked it, I continued sucking him off. His hand plunged into my hair, and he guided me down on his dick. I followed his lead as he held me down on him. I pressed my tongue to the base of his shaft and took more of him.

      He groaned, and the sound of his pleasure turned me on even more. I moaned around his cock, and soon, he was pulling me off as he started straining. He was going to come soon, and he didn’t want things to be over too quickly.

      With his hand still in my hair, he guided me to my knees on the bed. Then he put his hand on the small of my back and gently pushed me flat on my belly.

      I looked over my shoulder at him as he went to his knees behind me. I lifted my hips off the bed and wiggled my ass in the air for him.

      Rhys ran his hands up the backs of my thighs and squeezed my ass. I giggled softly as his hands trailed to the inside of my thighs. I kept my hips off the bed. He cupped my pussy and rubbed his thumb against my clit. He had me sighing within seconds and aching for more.

      Then I yelped when he bit my ass. I burst into a fit of giggles, and he smiled as I buried my face in the sheets. He kissed my ass where he bit me and slipped a finger in my pussy.

      I moaned.

      He worked his finger in and out of me and then kept it out. He drew it back to my tight ass and applied a bit of pressure. Then he slid his finger in.

      I bit down on my bottom lip and sucked in a breath.

      “Relax, baby,” he whispered.

      I did as he said. I took a slow, deep breath and exhaled through my nose. I melted into the mattress. He worked slowly, gently, and I relaxed even more. The moment of pain was brief, and now it was pleasant.

      More than pleasant.

      “Yes,” I breathed.

      Rhys worked me over until I was a breathless mess upon the bed. I wanted all of him everywhere, and when I begged him to fuck me, he chuckled and told me to wait.

      “Waiting is torture,” I moaned.

      He rolled me over onto my back and ran his hand down my stomach. He circled my nipples, which grew hard at his touch, and then trailed his fingers down the middle of my stomach, straight to my pussy. “Waiting is half the fun.”

      “For you,” I groaned.

      “Perhaps.”

      He inched his way down until he was between my legs. He pushed them apart so that the outside of my knees rested on the bed. Then he licked me. I flinched as he grazed my clit. I was terribly sensitive.

      I rolled my hips against his mouth as he started lapping at my juices. He rolled his tongue over my clit and drank from me as I sank my fingers into his hair.

      Then I was moaning with delight as he pressed his finger back into my ass.

      “Oh God,” I breathed.

      His tongue flicked, and his finger worked. The pressure and the soft caress of his tongue were too much. I came undone. My body bucked beneath him. He kept licking and fucking me through my entire orgasm. My legs shook, and my knees felt like putty.

      I stretched my arms over my head and smiled into my forearm when he kissed my hips. He trailed his way up, his lips against my skin softer than velvet. His kisses danced up my throat to my ear, which he pinched between his teeth. “Are you ready, baby?”

      “Yes,” I sighed.

      “Are you sure?”

      I smiled. I’d been ready for a long time. Not just for this moment right now, but for everything we were going to share together. Our lives. Everything. Finally.

      “Yes,” I said.

      He grabbed a condom from his nightstand and slipped it on.

      Then he picked me up and tossed me down on the bed on my back. I laughed as he climbed up behind me, pushed my legs apart, and stood between them.

      He dropped his hips to mine. I lifted upward. His meaty tip pressed into me, and I opened up for him. I spread my legs a little farther, and he pressed in a little harder. Then he slid the rest of the way inside me.

      I moaned and collapsed down on the bed.

      Rhys rocked his hips against me, moving them in a fluid motion like a wave. I reached up and ran my hands over his shoulders. I followed the lines of muscle and traced the pattern of his veins in his arms. I could barely make out his face in the dark, but I knew he was smiling at me. I was smiling at him, too.

      Soon, it became impossible to smile. I was reduced to nothing but mush as he drove deep inside me with slow strokes. The way he ground his hips had his cock hitting all the right places. I reached my hands above my head, and he grabbed my wrists and pinned them in place.

      I playfully tried to lift them, but he held fast. His grip was tight but delicious. He was so strong, and I loved it. He tortured me with kisses and suckled on my nipples as he fucked me. Soon, I was grinding my hips too, desperate for more as he maintained his slow and practiced rhythm.

      He gently pinched my nipple between his teeth, and I gasped.

      Then he slid out of me, took me by the hips, and turned me over.

      I wiggled my ass in the air, and he grabbed on to me to hold me in place. I hung my head and waited. He cupped my pussy in one hand and dragged his finger through my juices. He swirled it around and then went up to my ass.

      I held my breath as he rubbed his cock between my ass cheeks, and I remembered what he’d told me. I had to relax.

      I exhaled slowly and closed my eyes as he started to enter me.

      “Fuck,” he growled. “You’re tight.”

      I whimpered and gritted my teeth.

      “You can do it, baby,” he said.

      I knew I could. I pushed back, taking more of him inside me. He drew in a short breath of surprise, and I rolled my hips. Then he put his hands on the small of my back and guided me the rest of the way down.

      “Oh God,” I groaned.

      “You’re all right. You feel so fucking good.”

      He slid in and out of me. The first few strokes hurt, but the pain was temporary. I looked over my shoulder at him. “Fuck me harder.”

      He obliged. I gripped the sheets and arched my back as he fucked me for all I was worth. Soon, I was unravelling, and I reached between my legs to rub my clit as he fucked me from behind like a madman. His breathing quickened, and he groaned with pleasure behind me. I pressed my face into the sheets and cried out his name as I came, and he blew his load right after me.

      His thrusts slowed, and we broke apart. He fell to his side on the bed and wrapped an arm around me to pull me into him. His body was hot. It felt good.

      He kissed the side of my neck. “I love you, Quinn.”

      “I love you too,” I whispered as my eyes closed of their own volition.

      My heart was full. My body was light.

      I had never felt so happy, and I owed it all to him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          Rhys

        

      

    

    
      
        
        2 Weeks Later

      

      

      Liam was up inside the moving truck. He pressed his shoulder to the side of the sofa and then pushed, walking it right to the back of the truck so Aiden and I could grab it. We balanced it, got our grip, and were guided across the strip of grass between the road and the apartment building by Owen. He propped open the lobby door for us and told us to wait for him. Then he hurried in behind us and pushed open the door to the stairwell.

      Thank God Quinn and Nancy’s new apartment was on the second floor.

      Getting it up the stairwell was a big job, but after some precise maneuvering, we made it to the apartment.

      Nancy was waiting at the door for us. She clapped her hands together enthusiastically as we went in and deposited the couch in the living room.

      The apartment was big by New York standards. The floors were dark-stained wood, and the whole place was an open concept. When you first walked in, the apartment greeted you with open space as you made your way into the kitchen, which overlooked the living room, a flex room, and a dining area. New light fixtures hung from the ceiling and gave the place a modern feel.

      Quinn would be happy here. When she initially decided that she was for sure going to move to New York, we had considered moving in together. It would be so easy for her to just move into my house with me.

      But that would be moving pretty quickly. We would have gone from not speaking for eight months to suddenly living together. Things were good with us, but we still had some shit to work through.

      Well, I did. I would forever be a work in progress.

      Aiden wiped his hands on his jeans. “Is this the last of it?”

      Quinn emerged from the bedroom down the hall and smiled at the sofa. “It looks so good in here. I knew it would.”

      Nancy walked over to her and hooked her arm around Quinn’s. “I think we’d better order pizza to celebrate. I’ll run out and grab beers.”

      “I’ll drive,” Owen offered.

      “Perfect,” Nancy said, grinning. “Does anyone else need anything?” We all shook our heads. Pizza and beer would suffice for us. We weren’t hard to please. Nancy grabbed her purse off the kitchen counter, and she and Owen headed out the door. “Call me if you change your minds!”

      They closed the door behind them, leaving me, Quinn, Liam, and Aiden standing in the middle of her new living room.

      I looked around. “What else can we help with, Quinn?”

      She pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Um, I think it’s all good. All the heavy lifting is done.”

      “Do you want us to try to get the living room arranged how you like it?” I offered. “That way, you and Nancy don’t have to fight over it. I remember how much of a headache it was setting up the last place you two shared together.”

      Quinn giggled. “Sure. Now that you mention it, that’s a good idea.”

      “And I suppose you know exactly how you want everything?”

      “I knew how I wanted everything as soon as we saw this place for the first time,” Quinn admitted.

      She directed us on where she wanted all the furniture. We followed her orders and moved everything. Then we made some adjustments as she found herself unsatisfied with the vision she had in her head of how the living room should look.

      By the time we were done, we’d broken a sweat, but the place looked good.

      We had angled the sofa toward the fireplace, where we would be installing their TV on the wall mount above. We arranged the coffee table and the dining room table. We ended up unpacking some of her office supplies and setting them up in the little den area.

      By the time Nancy and Owen got back from picking up beer and pizza, the apartment looked much different than when they left.

      Nancy was thrilled.

      Quinn came over to me as I sat down on the sofa. She sat on my lap and wrapped her arms around my neck. “Thank you for helping. And for suggesting we get the living room set up. That was some quick thinking on your part.”

      “I have my moments,” I said.

      She grinned. “You sure do.”

      She got up and grabbed us each a beer. She came back and went to sit beside me, but I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her back onto my lap. She giggled, and we cracked open our beers and drank greedily.

      As we sipped our drinks, the others dug into the pizza. We waited our turn before grabbing a slice each, and all of us sat around the coffee table stuffing our faces. It had been a long day. There was nothing more vigorous or tiring than moving.

      But it was worth it. My girl was close to me, just a ten-minute drive away. She and Nancy both had interviews set up at tattoo parlors over the next couple of weeks, and Quinn was excited to get the ball rolling. She was ready for change. So was I.

      Quinn leaned back to whisper in my ear. “I can’t stop thinking about later tonight.”

      I squeezed her ass. “Don’t tempt me, woman. I’ll carry you down the hall right now.”

      She giggled softly and pressed her beer to her lips. Then she kissed my neck and moved up to my mouth.

      We both heard Nancy sigh and broke apart. She was sitting on the sofa, watching us with her chin in her hand. “I need to find myself a man,” she muttered.

      Everyone chuckled, except for Nancy. She was being serious. She scowled around at all of us and took a massive bite of pizza. A bit of marinara sauce clung to her cheek, and she wiped it away with the back of her hand. “Laugh all you want, you jerks. Just wait. I’ll find my prince charming one of these days.”

      “We don’t doubt it, Nancy,” Liam said.

      “As soon as I have a new job and I’m settled in here, I’m going to throw myself back into the dating world. And this time, I’ll find someone a bit better for me than the last guy.”

      “A bit better?” I asked. “Please aim higher than that. I don’t want to have to break any more noses.”

      “Or kneecaps.” Owen winked.

      She rolled her eyes at us. “You know what I mean. Maybe I can meet a guy who, you know, isn’t into the sort of things we used to do. Someone straight and narrow. A good guy.”

      “You deserve that, Nancy,” Quinn said, smiling. Then she lifted her beer. “To Nancy.”

      “To Nancy,” we all said and sipped our beers.

      Nancy shook her head at all of us. “To a fresh start, more like,” she said.

      So we toasted to that too.

      We all spent the next hour goofing around. Quinn was on our asses to keep the noise down. She didn’t want her neighbors to hate her on the first night that she moved in. We did our best to keep our voices down, but every now and then, we’d get excited about something, and we’d make a bunch of noise. Then Quinn would be furiously shushing us all over again. It almost became entertaining.

      Soon, the beers were all gone, and the pizza boxes were empty. I was sitting on the floor, leaning against the sofa and between Quinn’s legs as she ran her fingers through my hair. Liam had passed out on the other sofa and was sleeping at a crooked, haphazard angle with his neck bent over the back of the sofa. The kid could sleep almost anywhere. It was a talent. Owen was sitting on the floor in front of the sofa Liam was sleeping on. His long legs were stretched out in front of him and crossed at the ankles. He too was sleeping soundly.

      Aiden yawned and stretched, and his movement prompted Nancy to do the same. Her eyes were heavy with fatigue, and she blinked around at the rest of us. “I think I’m going to call it a night, guys. Aiden, you can crash on the other sofa once Rhys and Quinn move. Do you need a pillow or blanket or anything?”

      “Nah, I’m good. Thanks, though.”

      She nodded and got to her feet. “I’ll see you guys in the morning?”

      “Yep,” Quinn said behind me. “Good night, Nancy.” Nancy headed down the hall and disappeared into her bedroom. I craned my neck to look back at Quinn. She smiled down at me. “Yes?”

      “What do you think? Is it time to call it a night?”

      She gave me a sleepy little smile. Damn, she was cute. “Yeah, I could sleep.”

      “Who said anything about sleeping?” I asked.

      Aiden groaned. “All right, you two. Get the hell out of here. You’re on my bed. And the last thing I want to do is listen to the two of you fawning over each other. Beat it.” He shooed us away with one hand.

      I stood up and offered Quinn my hand. She giggled as Aiden slid across the sofa to take up the space she had just been occupying. He let out a contented sigh and closed his eyes. “That’s better. Now scram, love birds.”

      We scrammed. We scrammed all the way down the hall to the master bedroom, which Nancy had insisted Quinn take. It was her way of making amends for the whole Kyle disaster.

      The bedroom was beautiful, with gray walls, dark wood floors, and a chandelier that hung above Quinn’s bed. All of her stuff was still in boxes, but I knew she’d have the place looking like something out of an interior design magazine in a matter of weeks. She was good at making a house a home.

      I flashed her a smile when she turned to face me. “What do you say we break this new room in?” I asked as I followed her around the bed.

      She giggled. “I like the sound of that plan.”

      “Get your ass over here then.”

      She let out a delighted shriek as I took a swipe at her. She hopped up on the bed and scurried across it. I followed and bounded over it. I caught her around the waist, and she bubbled over with laughter. I kissed the side of her neck and nuzzled her hair out of my way. I breathed in the smell of her, and we both fell still as I kept my arms wrapped around her.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” I said.

      “Me too,” she whispered, pressing her cheek to mine. “It feels really good. It feels right.”

      “Yeah. Definitely. And maybe when Nancy gets this man of hers she keeps talking about, you and I will take the next step and move in together.”

      “I’d like that,” she said.

      “You don’t think it’s moving too fast?”

      She leaned away from me. “Not at all. Do you?”

      I shook my head. “Hell no, baby. Hell no.”
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        2 Months Later

      

      

      “I’m nervous,” I muttered.

      Dani, Ryder’s girl, was sitting beside me in her bedroom. I had just finished applying my red lipstick, and she had just finished changing her baby’s diaper. He was a beautiful baby boy named Jason. He had shockingly thick black hair for a six-week-old baby, and his eyes were almost as dark. He was currently being swaddled in a dark blue blanket. Once he was wrapped up like a burrito, Dani scooped him up in her arms and rocked him.

      “Trust me, Quinn. You’ve got this. It’s not a big deal at all. It’s just a ritual of sorts.”

      “A ritual?” I asked. A big ugly knot formed in my gut.

      She nodded and laughed at my pale expression. “Yes. Don’t worry. You don’t have to drink blood from a chalice or anything.”

      “Why doesn’t that make me feel better?”

      Dani stared down at the now sleeping baby. His little breaths were the softest coos in my ears. “It’s all right, Quinn. Ryder isn’t as scary as he seems. He’s a big softie on the inside.”

      “But this is different. I’m different.”

      “Yes, you are. And that’s what makes this so exciting. You’re making history tonight.”

      I swallowed. “Okay. I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

      There was a knock on the bedroom door. Dani called for them to come in.

      The door opened a crack, and Rhys flashed me a wide smile. “You ready, Quinn?”

      I stood up. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Dani grabbed my hand. “You’ll do great. Trust me. Just keep your chin up, and walk straight through, and it will be over before you know it. We’ll catch up after, okay?”

      “Okay. Thanks, Dani.”

      Rhys held out his hand to me, and I took it. Our walk through the Moretti house couldn’t have taken longer than twenty seconds, but it felt like it lasted an eternity. We stopped at the sliding glass doors to the backyard.

      Rhys squeezed my hand. “I have to go first, and I’ll meet you at the front. Wait about fifteen seconds, and then you come out, okay?”

      I licked my lips and nodded.

      He turned me to face him and held my face in his hands. “Quinn, you can handle this in your sleep. I promise you. You locked yourself in a safe, even though tight spaces are your biggest fear. You can walk through a bunch of dudes to get a new jacket.”

      “It sounds a lot less frightening when you put it like that,” I said. My voice was thin with anxiety.

      He kissed me. “Because it shouldn’t be scary. This is a big deal. But not scary.”

      I wrapped my arms around him and hung on tight for a couple of seconds. Then I let him go. My arms fell to my sides, and he put his finger under my chin. “Chin up. It’ll be over before you know it.”

      “Okay,” I breathed.

      Then he opened the door and vanished on the other side.

      I took a deep breath and mentally started counting to fifteen. My palms were sweaty. Really sweaty. My stomach was flipflopping around, and I was glad I hadn’t eaten anything all day. If I had, I was sure I’d be bent over a toilet right now, puking my guts out. Thankfully, I’d had the foresight not to put myself through that.

      I looked down at myself. I was wearing black jeans and my black combat boots. The toes were looking pretty scuffed. I was going to have to get a new pair one of these days. I also had on a black tee.

      Five more seconds to go.

      I closed my eyes.

      I wanted this. It was all I had ever wanted. And the moment was finally here. I thought of Max. I wondered what he would think of this. Would he be angry? Sad? Disappointed?

      Scared?

      Maybe he’d be a mix of all those things. I hoped that he’d be a bit proud, too. In the end, this was my decision. Nobody else’s. Not Rhys’s or my brother’s. Mine.

      And it felt really fucking good.

      I lifted my chin as both Rhys and Dani had told me to do and squared my shoulders. Then I drew open the sliding door and stepped outside into the dark night.

      Ryder’s backyard was full of men. Lost Breed men. They were standing in two groups. Some to the right and some to the left. They were all facing forward, so they had their backs to me. The yard was illuminated with warm amber light from the bonfire burning at the front of the pack of men.

      I put one foot in front of the other and stepped onto the grass. It had rained a lot this spring. The ground was wet. It squished under my feet.

      I kept walking to the back of the yard. As I went down the aisle between the Lost Breed men, those on the inside reached out and patted my shoulders. I smiled at them. I didn’t know what else to do. They gave me nods of encouragement. It kept me going.

      I spotted Ryder standing in front of the fire. He looked menacing as hell with his bare arms and dark tattoos. I couldn’t see his eyes as his face was cast into shadow by the fire burning at his back. He looked like a movie villain, but I knew his heart. I knew he was good. He’d shown me many times over the last couple of months who he was.

      All of the Lost Breed had.

      They were my home.

      I made it to the front. Rhys was there, standing off to the side. He gave me a thumbs-up and winked. He was standing beside Owen, who was with Aiden and Liam. On the opposite side, to my left, was another line of men that I’d been introduced to but didn’t know well yet. They were the other members and ran in Ryder’s close inner circle. I recognized Derek, whose teeth were bright white amongst his beard as he grinned at me. Beside him was a younger man named Caleb- Rhys had told me all about him being the one who was caught alone in the alley outside Kadia with Isaac Reed and his brother. Then there were the others: Axel, Jax, and Sabian. These men had all become Rhys’ family. And soon they would be mine, too.

      They all beamed at me as I stepped up and stood in front of Ryder. Silence wrapped itself around me as I waited. The fire crackled and spit sparks into the sky.

      Rhys stepped forward when Ryder gestured at him. He had a leather jacket over his arm, and he held it out to Ryder before falling back into place beside Owen. I licked my lips and stood tall as Ryder’s eyes slid to me.

      “You have something to give to the fire?” he asked.

      It was part of the Lost Breed initiation ritual to give something to the fire that represented your old life. It had taken me a long time to find something I thought was fitting. I’d asked Rhys what he gave. I was surprised to learn he’d burned his old Red Rogue jacket. But it made sense. He’d been starting fresh.

      I nodded to Ryder and pulled my old apartment keys out of my back pocket. I knew it was a weird thing to give. And if my old landlords had known I’d kept a copy of their key, they would have been pissed. But it didn’t matter. It meant something to me, and Rhys said that was the important thing. The keys symbolized my life in Chicago. My apartment. My home. The place I lived when I fell in love with Rhys. The place I made homecooked meals for my brother and Rhys and sometimes even Owen, Aiden, and Liam on Sundays.

      I was going to create new memories here in my new place.

      Ryder gestured for me to toss the keys. I did.

      The he unfolded the jacket Rhys had handed him. It was a woman’s size. It had been cut and tailored to fit me. The black leather was rich, and the Lost Breed emblem on the back was crisp and fresh. He held it out to me, and I slid my arms through the sleeves.

      It fit me perfectly.

      Ryder put his hands on my shoulders and turned me to face the men who were all watching us. Their eyes caught the amber glow of the fire behind me. Ryder’s voice cut through the crackle of flame with power and I almost flinched. “"We ride for the lost. The left behind. The abused. The abandoned. The forgotten. We ride for each other."

      Then Ryder grabbed my hand and lifted my arm up. All the men burst into cheers and applause. I found myself smiling so hard, my cheeks hurt.

      Rhys rushed forward to gather me up in his arms. He spun me in a circle and kissed me. I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him back. When he put me down, Ryder prodded him roughly in the shoulder before announcing loud enough for everyone to hear, “Let’s drink!”

      More cheers and applause ensued.

      “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Rhys asked.

      I shook my head and tucked my hair behind my ears. “No, not so bad. Still super nerve wracking, though. Holy shit.”

      Rhys threw his head back and laughed. “Don’t be overdramatic.”

      “I am not being overdramatic!”

      “Children, children,” Owen said as he came up behind us and wrapped an arm over each of our shoulders. “Do the two of you ever just, you know, let things go? It’s a party, after all. No arguing tonight!”

      “We weren’t arguing,” we both said in unison.

      He looked from me, to Rhys, and then back at me. “You are two of the most stubborn people I’ve ever met. I’m gonna go get a beer. You want one?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      “Likewise,” Rhys agreed.

      Owen stalked off through the crowd, stopping to talk to some of the guys, and I knew it would be a while before we got those beers.

      Rhys grabbed the front of my jacket and tugged me close to him. “This jacket looks so fucking hot on you.”

      I grinned. “You think so?”

      “Hell yeah, I do. And you’re the first woman to ever wear one. It’s an honor.”

      “I know,” I said, looking down at my jacket and running my fingers down the leather.

      “How do you feel?”

      “Invincible,” I said. My tone was light, but I meant it. I really did feel like I could take on the world. Maybe that was because I finally felt like I had a family again—something I’d been yearning for since Max died.

      Rhys slid his hand inside my jacket and rested it on my waist. “Max would be proud of you, Quinn. I mean it. He’d be proud, and he’d be happy for you.”

      “For us,” I whispered, cupping his cheek with one hand.

      He kissed my palm.

      “Are you happy, Rhys?”

      He smiled at me. It was that genuine smile of his—the one that made the corners of his eyes crinkle. The one I loved so much. He nodded. “Hell yeah, I’m happy. I’ve got everything I need right here. In these two hands. And she’s part of my MC now. A guy couldn’t ask for more than that.”

      “How about a girl who could ride circles around him?”

      He chuckled. “Don’t push your luck.” He kissed me. It was soft and tender. It was the sort of kiss you wouldn’t expect a man to give you while you were both surrounded by about fifteen or so other men. But he didn’t give a damn. “Are you happy, Quinn?”

      He blurred in my vision as tears bloomed in my eyes. I nodded and wiped them away. “Yes, I am.”

      Rhys pressed his forehead to mine. “That’s all I care about, baby.”

      I sighed. We’d made it. We were here. Home.

      And we were together at last.
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