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    I’m pregnant with the mobster’s baby. 
 
      
 
    I broke the rules – I slept with a mobster. 
 
    One mistake would have been bad enough. 
 
    But now that I’m carrying his baby… my whole world is about to come crashing down. 
 
    Because the bad boy is coming to claim what’s his. 
 
      
 
    I’ve always been a good girl. 
 
    I looked the part, acted like it. 
 
    The politician’s daughter, as prim and proper as they come… 
 
      
 
    And I f**king hated it. 
 
      
 
    I was dying to know what it felt like to be free. 
 
    To be wild. 
 
    To be bad. 
 
      
 
    So I crossed the tracks and did what I never, ever should have done. 
 
    I let Tony Esposito claim me. 
 
    He was dark and violent and dangerous – everything I’d been kept far away from since the day I was born. 
 
      
 
    And my god, it was incredible. 
 
      
 
    My throat was raw from moaning. 
 
    My knees rug-burned and sore. 
 
    But I felt alive for the first time in my life. 
 
      
 
    Only one problem: 
 
    My transgression didn’t end when he dropped me off. 
 
      
 
    The mobster left something in me… 
 
    And he’s coming back to get it. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter One 
 
    Evie 
 
      
 
    I was twenty years old. Intelligent. Independent. I had never willingly relied on others before, and I willingly never would. I knew what I wanted, and I knew how to get it. I didn’t have to ask for anything, and I didn’t want for anything. 
 
      
 
    So the fact that I was sitting in my father's office, tears in my eyes, damn near begging just to have him listen to me? That was something that I hated. It was something that set a fire in my stomach. I was angry beyond belief as the man who raised me, in the loosest sense of the term, sat across from me at his mahogany desk, his hands folded over the lacquered top, not even daring to look me in the face as he and his little team of yes-men discussed my future in front of me. 
 
      
 
    "This would be disastrous for the campaign. If you announced this now? Total train wreck. There would be no coming back from it." 
 
      
 
    "It would ruin the image of family values that the Brown family has worked to uphold for years." 
 
      
 
    "It's an honest disgrace, is what it is." 
 
      
 
    "Would you all shut the hell up?" 
 
      
 
    They finally stopped talking. They finally looked at me. My father finally looked at me. He seemed tired—tired of me, tired of the trouble that I'm causing, tired, tired, tired. 
 
      
 
    Good—I was damn tired, too! I felt my blood pressure rising every second that my father looked at me, and I knew my face was; I could feel an incessant throbbing in my temple that just wouldn’t go away. I wanted to throw something. 
 
      
 
    "Are you quite done, darling?" my father asked me. He knew I hated it when he called me darling; I knew he never meant it. 
 
      
 
    "All of you are talking about this as if I'm not even here." All of you are making choices about my life like I'm not the one that has to live it! 
 
      
 
    "Well, when you spread your legs for who-knows-who, you weren't thinking much about us, here, were you? Or what it would do to us and our family. I see little reason to give you the same courtesy." 
 
      
 
    I glared at him, and then I glared at the woman standing behind him, cowering like a little dog as if she knew that what she had done was wrong. Mary Anne Tillerson; I had thought that she was someone who would look out for me. The last twenty-four hours had told me just how very, very wrong I was. 
 
      
 
    "You had her violate my privacy." 
 
      
 
    "And you violated my trust. Did you think about that, Evelyn, darling?" 
 
      
 
    No. No I hadn't, but I didn't say as much as I continued to glare at my father. My thoughts swam back to that night—the one that had led me to this god awful yet ... strangely exciting predicament. 
 
      
 
    The ballroom was filled with my father's donors, his ass-kissers, and the oh-so-lucky few who were called his friends. They were there for my father's fundraiser, and I was there for my father to show off—his dutiful, pretty daughter, who is in line with his ideals and his beliefs. Damn her own mind, because of course, he and I are one and the same. 
 
      
 
    I had drunk, then drunk some more. Not enough to get me sloppy drunk, because nothing made bad news and dirty press like a lush in the family (reasons Aunt Elenore was no longer allowed at family functions and wasn't even graced with a trashy, lacey card at Christmas). But it was enough that, when he approached me ..., I was drawn in and so ready to make bad choices. 
 
      
 
    He was big—definitely cleared six feet—and had muscles even I could see under the perfect cut of his suit. He was bronzed and handsome, hair thick and black—short, too, but I still wanted to run my hands through it anyway. He smiled and offered to get me a drink. I knew who he was the moment that he approached me, and I knew that talking to him was trouble. Tony Esposito. Mafia Don's son. Enemy of my father. Perhaps if it had been another night—perhaps if I wasn't so tired of my father, of his control, of his bullshit—I would have told Tony no. 
 
      
 
    But it wasn't, and I didn't. I told him yes and followed him with a sway in my hips that I noticed those gorgeous, dark eyes of his taking in. Big boy would have been drooling, if he hadn’t been the suave type. 
 
      
 
    "What's a pretty thing like you doing with the Brown family name tacked on at the end of yours?" 
 
      
 
    "Is suffering a good answer?" 
 
      
 
    "I'd say it's a good as answer as any." 
 
      
 
    We laughed. We flirted. He touched my hand here and there, then got bolder, sliding it over my hip and drawing me to him. 
 
      
 
    When one of my father's cronies decided to come over and kick Tony and his boys out—there were a couple of them, I came to realize, poking at the other politicians' lonely wives and drinking up all the good wine—I offered to be the good girl and see them out myself. 
 
      
 
    As a courtesy, of course. We had to keep face, didn't we? 
 
      
 
    Tony's boys went one way, and Tony and I went down the alley. He was forceful. He was rough. He took me by the hand and practically dragged me down there, and while I hated being led into anything, it felt good to give over to something that I wanted. 
 
      
 
    His mouth was on me quick, hot, and fast, with just the right amount of tongue and force behind his bite. They were claiming bites, and I moaned for them and the way his teeth went into me. 
 
      
 
    "You like that, huh?" he asked, as if he had to. 
 
      
 
    I laughed, cupping his cock, bold and dirty in a way I knew would make my father's sensibilities go far, far out the window. "What do you think?" 
 
      
 
    I squeezed him there, liking how hard he was and how he bucked into my hand. He growled like an animal—a beast. It made me ache. 
 
      
 
    "I'm gonna fuck you." 
 
      
 
    "I thought that was the idea." 
 
      
 
    He silenced my snark with more kissing, and his hands slid under the hem of my dress. It was a modest length, but tight to show off my body. He shoved it up, then dragged my panties down. I kicked them out of the way just in time to gasp as his fingers plunged inside me. 
 
      
 
    "Ah, fuck!" 
 
      
 
    "Such dirty words from the governor's daughter." 
 
      
 
    I'd have said something back to him, but he was fucking me with his fingers and it felt so good. Maybe it was the alcohol, or maybe he was just that good. I moaned in response, spreading my legs for him as I leaned back against the alley wall, rocking my hips against him. He laughed. 
 
      
 
    "You like this, don't you?" 
 
      
 
    I nodded, delirious. More than liking it, I loved it. 
 
      
 
    "More," I panted out. "Fuck .... fuck my father, fuck his election ... Fuck!" 
 
      
 
    My cries echoed in that alleyway, and I lost myself. Wanton. Like a whore. Like some woman who walked the street waiting for things like this—dirty, nasty screws where disease probably ran rampant. 
 
      
 
    I didn't care with his fingers inside me, and I didn't care that I was cumming all over them either. I certainly didn't care as he slammed me back against the wall before I could collect myself; I don't even know when he freed his cock from its confines, but I did know when he picked me up and shoved himself inside of me. 
 
      
 
    "God damn," he growled against my lips, and all I could do was gasp at how thick and long he was. He felt so damn good inside me. 
 
      
 
    I clung to him as he started bucking. He didn't give me time to adjust. I loved that. Men who I would be with—men who my father approved of—would treat me like they were too much for me. Like I had to have help handling them. I didn't need help with anything, least of all handling a man. Tony gave all of himself to me. 
 
      
 
    "Harder," I told him. "Harder, faster, more." 
 
      
 
    Never did he question me. He just gave it to me. He held my hips against the wall in that alley and fucked me like he owned me. Oddly enough ...I didn't mind that. Was that wrong? 
 
      
 
    Oh well. Who cared. 
 
      
 
    He bucked harder when I dragged my nails down his skin, and I loved feeling the way his skin split when I slid my hands under his shirt. Men didn't usually like that, but I loved that he did. 
 
      
 
    "Gonna fucking mark up your insides with you clawing me like that." That growl was sin. 
 
      
 
    "Do it." Breathy. Panting. Quivering around his cock. "Don't stop, don't stop—" 
 
      
 
    I tightened around him, cumming again, groaning and screaming and moaning. Why someone hadn't come down the alleyway to see what the hell was going on was beyond me, but it didn't matter. 
 
      
 
    "Fuck, fuck, you feel good." 
 
      
 
    He pulled out. I thought he was about to stop, but he pulled me from the wall, shoved me bent over a pile of boxes, and forced his way back in. 
 
      
 
    "Oh my God!" 
 
      
 
    "Not a god, baby girl, but I'll take it." 
 
      
 
    He fisted my hair, pulling my head back. I gripped those boxes, clutching tightly as they rocked and jerked with the erotic assault on my insides. 
 
      
 
    "Cum in me," I groaned, rocking back against him. I was tight and hot, my pussy throbbing from my two orgasms. I didn't even think about dangerous that was—asking that of him. He obviously didn't care, either. 
 
      
 
    Like a dog mounting, he thrust and thrust, pushing in deep, and I felt that shuddering groan and the hot, hot warmth of him as he released inside me. There was so much that it dripped out, nasty and lewd. Little did I know, he wasn't done with me. He pulled out and jerked me around. 
 
      
 
    "Knees." 
 
      
 
    I went. I was so into it that I did it. My father ...God, if he could have seen me, he'd have disowned me and hated that I shared his named and blood. I got on my knees in that alley, though. I was face-to-face with Tony Esposito's proud, erect cock, dripping in cum and slick with my own. He didn't need to tell me what to do. I took him in my mouth like his cock was the last thing I'd ever eat. 
 
      
 
    I should have felt filthy. I think in a small way, I did. But that's what made it exciting. That's what made me moan to taste him and myself together. That’s what made me touch myself while I took him down my throat, too— 
 
      
 
    "Evelyn, are you listening to me, girl?" 
 
      
 
    I shifted in my chair, very much aware of my wandering thoughts and how much they made me ache between my legs and long for something between them again. Namely, Tony. However, that was far out of the question, and I had known that it could never happen again when we parted ways in the alley. But then I had taken the pregnancy test ... and then my father had found out. 
 
      
 
    "I'm listening as much as I care to, father." 
 
      
 
    "Which is obviously very little." 
 
      
 
    He stood, coming around the desk. He kneeled in front of me, getting down at my level. He brushed away some of the angry tears that had started to spill. I jerked away from his touches. 
 
      
 
    "Don't." 
 
      
 
    "You've always been a good girl, Evelyn," he said, unfazed. "Always desiring to go off on your own, but always doing what you're supposed to. Do you hate me so much? Is what why you did this?" 
 
      
 
    Of course he'd be making this about him. 
 
      
 
    "It's not about you, father." 
 
      
 
    "Then what is this about?" 
 
      
 
    "It was a mistake." 
 
      
 
    "Buying the wrong scratcher is a mistake, Evelyn. Making a right-hand turn instead of a left and having to change direction is a mistake. You got knocked up. And by who, I wonder?" 
 
      
 
    It was funny (not really) how defiant I had been, considering I now felt so shameful with just my father's words and the way that he was looking at me. I averted my gaze, shaking my head. 
 
      
 
    "It doesn't matter." 
 
      
 
    "You don't know." 
 
      
 
    "I know!" I look to him, furious. "How dare you—" 
 
      
 
    "Who did you let knock you up, Evelyn?" 
 
      
 
    And there went all my shame. 
 
      
 
    "Tony Esposito." 
 
      
 
    The look on my father's face said all I needed to know about how this situation was going to go. First his face paled, and then it went red. His mustache twitched, and I saw the muscles in his jaw do the same thing. 
 
      
 
    "Esposito? Tony Esposito? Geno Esposito's son?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes." 
 
      
 
    "When?" 
 
      
 
    "The night of your fundraiser." 
 
      
 
    "Where?" 
 
      
 
    "What does that matter?" 
 
      
 
    My father gripped me by the arms, nearly shaking me. He'd not put his hands on me in a while, and I was reminded how strong he was, even for a man of his age. 
 
      
 
    "You will answer me, Evelyn." 
 
      
 
    "In an alleyway." 
 
      
 
    My father let go of me as if he were scalded. He looked at me as if I were venom. I stared back at him, frustrated and furious. As if he had the right to judge me! I knew that this wasn't ideal. But he was treating me like ...like a failure. 
 
      
 
    "Did you do it on purpose?" he asked finally. 
 
      
 
    I scoffed. 
 
      
 
    "Why would I get pregnant by a mafioso on purpose." 
 
      
 
    "Well, you obviously let one slither between your legs on purpose," he said back to me, deathly placid. "But fine. Fine. You're obviously not going to get rid of it now—" 
 
      
 
    "I could have told you that." 
 
      
 
    "But you will get rid of it after you drop it from your violated womb. Until then, you're going to go away—" 
 
      
 
    "If you think I'm going to do this, father—" 
 
      
 
    "I know you're going to do this, and you will, unless you want me to pull that thing inside of you out myself. You're going to go away until you have this child, you're going to give up this child, to a family that will love it and want it and take care of it, and then you're going to come back, like a dutiful daughter, and we're never going to speak of your little slutty indiscretion again. Do you understand me, Evelyn?" 
 
      
 
    I refused to answer him. I had no choice in the matter, but I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of giving my consent. I didn’t consent. This wasn’t what I wanted. But I knew that it was what was going to happen. My father didn't become governor by being a soft man. I found myself in a position where I loved and loathed the man that he is. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head while I refused to answer. He turned to one of his men. 
 
      
 
    "I'll arrange a house out of town. No detail left undone. We'll say that she's doing some independent study, maybe throw in some charity work. Luckily I've kept her reputation sterling-silver up until this point; no one will think that she's carrying some mafia bastard in her belly." He then turned to Mary Ann. 
 
      
 
    "You'll be going with her," he told her. "You will keep an eye on her, and you will report back to me." Mary Ann nodded as I stared at her. She was an older woman and a little stooped. She has always been nice to me; I never thought that she would go behind my back like this, and the fact that my father was imposing her on me now just made me angrier. 
 
      
 
    But, what could I do? I was pregnant, unwed, and my father was going through the biggest election of his life—an election that this baby would ruin. 
 
      
 
    What a sad, ironic thing. 
 
      
 
    I'd always wanted to be a mother ... 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two 
 
    Tony 
 
      
 
    "You know we can't do this again, right?" 
 
      
 
    "Ha. I mean, we could. But it'd be damn dumb of us." 
 
      
 
    "Which is why we can't. I had a good time, though." 
 
      
 
    "Me too, sugar lips. Me too." 
 
      
 
    I should have kept a number. Gotten an address. Hell, I should have brought her back here to show her a nice week or so of what it would be like letting me at her sweet pussy in a bed instead of in a dirty alleyway. But I had thought that I was making the smart choice when I let that pretty little piece of Brown ass go that night at her daddy's fundraiser. 
 
      
 
    I was dead wrong. 
 
      
 
    She'd tasted like candy and felt like velvet heaven between her thighs. She’d had a supple body, honey hair, and these pink, pink lips that got all swollen after a cock was in her mouth. I didn’t think I'd ever fucked someone who made me want it so badly again and again, but I guessed that was what I got for sticking my dick in a walking honey pot. 
 
      
 
    "Yo. T. Pay the fuck attention. Come on." 
 
      
 
    I put out my cigarette and tore my eyes from the television. Honey Pot's daddy—asshole of a governor, Rick Brown—was on it, talking himself up like he was something when everyone knew he wouldn't be shit without a little illegal side action. No matter, though. Less concern I had for that man and more concern for his daughter. Where the fuck was she? No one had seen her in a few weeks. They kept talking about how she was off doing some bullshit charity garbage for her father. I couldn't care less about that shit; I wanted another taste. 
 
      
 
    "Allan," I called, turning off the television in the living room and heading out to the front where my boy was waiting for me. 
 
      
 
    "Why you keep watching that shit, man? Just listening to that slimy motherfucker talk gives me stomach issues," he joked, bumping his fist against my shoulder and laughing. I shoved him right back. We'd been friends since we were in diapers; it was normal by now. 
 
      
 
    "I wanna see where his daughter is," I said. 
 
      
 
    "That pretty, blonde honey? With the fat ass?" 
 
      
 
    I smacked him. 
 
      
 
    "Aye, yeah, that one." 
 
      
 
    "You got it in, didn't you? You fucked Brown's baby girl. Shit, man, that's dirty." 
 
      
 
    I chuckled as we left out the front door. 
 
      
 
    "Well, it was pretty dirty. And she's not that much of a goody-goody girl herself. Fucks like she gets paid to do it." 
 
      
 
    He whistled. "Damn, man, you lucky as hell. I can't even get Rosamaria to let me get it wet—" 
 
      
 
    "That's because she's sweet on Calcio. You're never gonna get it wet in Rosamaria." 
 
      
 
    "You got it wet in Rosamaria!" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, because I have game and you don't." 
 
      
 
    We made our way through the compound like this, joking and laughing and all that dumb shit. The compound itself was impressive, with big buildings and plush-ass grass—built from years of blood, sweat, and toil that my family put in raising ourselves from near poverty to the one of the largest mafia families of the west coast. At the head, currently, was my father. Geno Esposito. Every bit of him could be found in every inch of this compound. He was the one who really pushed us to where we were today, and he never failed to remind people of that fact, nor did he ever fail to remind me. 
 
      
 
    One day, all this would be mine. One day, he'd know that it was his son and his blood who ruled this mother. 
 
      
 
    But until then ... 
 
      
 
    "Yo, so T, what you have me going on this field trip with you for, eh? What's the downlow? And why didn't you want me to tell Papa G about it? You know he don't like it when I slip and slide on telling him what's going on. He gets all twitchy and shit." 
 
      
 
    "We're looking for someone." 
 
      
 
    "Someone?" 
 
      
 
    I grinned and looked over at him as I pulled us out of the compound lot. 
 
      
 
    "We're looking for a Honey Pot." 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    I'd been keeping an eye on Rick Brown's campaign for a while, namely at the request of my father. I'd kept an eye on it after seeing his hot piece of a daughter. Now, I'd watched it closer, ever since I got a hit of her, and I intended to find where he was hiding her. He couldn't possibly have found out about us—but hell, even if he had, what the fuck could he do? I'd fuck his pretty, little girl on his desk right in front of his face if I had to. 
 
      
 
    'Course, I had to find her, first. 
 
      
 
    I drove Allan and I through town, then a little ways out of it. You could get any information you wanted if you paid enough money, and I'd pulled enough cash to pop a nice price on locating Evelyn Brown. Allan seemed to get where we were going as soon as I pulled into the parking lot for Donnie's, a mechanic's shop just on the outskirts of town, before the road hit the desert. It’s another fifty miles before the next gas station, clean place to piss, and roach-free motel to fuck someone pretty in. 
 
      
 
    "Dude, you hired Monroe? This Honey Pot that special?" 
 
      
 
    "Man, you don't even know," I said. "You don't even know." 
 
      
 
    Allan shook his head in disbelief, but he followed me anyway, like he always did; he was loyal like that and would only question me to a certain point. I liked that. There was no one there when we went in, the doorbell dinging pathetically. I leaned on the grimy front counter and waited. 
 
      
 
    Monroe came through a few minutes later. He was a big bastard, clearing six feet easily, with long, greying dreads going down his back and a patch over one of his eyes. He used to run with an MC, back in the sixties. Big-ass black man on a bike; he's seen some shit. It was why I gave him so much respect. 
 
      
 
    "Tony," he grunted at me, shaking my hand in a meaty grip. "You're here sooner than I thought." 
 
      
 
    "You said you found my girl." 
 
      
 
    Monroe laughed. 
 
      
 
    "Aye, fool boy, I found your girl. One moment." 
 
      
 
    He reached under the counter, fiddling around with his eyes. I heard the metallic clank of a file cabinet opening and waited as patiently as I damn well could for him to emerge again with a file. 
 
      
 
    "Evelyn Brown," he said. "Daughter of Governor Rick Brown. Last seen publicly at the fundraiser held at the convention center. She's been out of the public eye for a few weeks. They say she's on some charity run." 
 
      
 
    "Shit, I already know." 
 
      
 
    "Aye. I dug a little, though. Seems her father's put in a decent bit of cash, setting up residence three counties over. Nice, but not too nice. He’s paid in advance the salaries of a maid, two guards, and an undercover cop to keep a look out on said residence. I may have pulled a few strings and gotten you some pictures you might be interested in." 
 
      
 
    It was then that he flips open the file. There were some papers in there, but on top are black and whites of Evelyn entering and leaving a standard house, accompanied by an older woman. She looked annoyed as all hell, but still so fucking gorgeous. The way those lips of hers poked out ...hell. 
 
      
 
    "So, what's this all about? She's not on a charity gig, then, obviously." 
 
      
 
    "Obviously. I didn't find too much, but I did look into Ms. Brown's financial records and found something you might be interested in." 
 
      
 
    "And what's that?" 
 
      
 
    "The last purchase she made on her regular card was at a local pharmacy. She bought a pregnancy test. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three 
 
    Evie 
 
      
 
    I hated being cooped up. I hated having nowhere to go. Mostly, though, I hated how my thoughts kept going back to him. 
 
      
 
    Tony. 
 
      
 
    I'd been in exile—because I refused to call it anything but that—for at least two weeks now. My only human company was the woman who betrayed me to my father, and I refused to give her the satisfaction of seeing me in any state other than angry. When I was alone, however, I found myself sad. Frustrated. Guilty. 
 
      
 
    My father ordered me to speak not a word of my pregnancy to anyone, but especially not to Tony. He refused to have any sort of confirmed, legitimate connection made between myself and the father of the little life growing inside me. It caused an argument, one that I had inevitably caved on; I thought that Tony should, at the very least, know that he had a child somewhere, and my father disagrees. 
 
      
 
    I grappled with myself. Would Tony even care if he had a child? Would he even want it? Would he think it was his to begin with? So many men denied their paternal links to children who could only be theirs. In all honesty, it wouldn't surprise me. Tony was a mafia boy. Weren't they known for being deadbeats? After all, he had taken me down an alleyway to screw me, without protection. 
 
      
 
    Then again, I had let him. So what did that say about me? 
 
      
 
    I stood in my shower, thinking this over and finally coming to the conclusion that my thoughts had been pushing and pushing me to since I found out about this accidental little life that I was now carrying. I had pulled some strings, and while I hadn't gotten Tony's number, I did get the number to a bar he and his mafia boy frequented often before I had even found out I was pregnant. In all honesty ...Tony left a very good impression, and I'd started to crack on my 'never again' declaration. I'd at least wanted to see if he wanted another go. Now, it seemed, I'd be using that number for something else. 
 
      
 
    When I got out of the shower, I dried and dressed quickly. Hair pristine and clothes comfortable. My father had made it clear that I was to dress as normally and inconspicuously as possible and keep myself from the public eye as much as possible. Out here few people probably know who I was or who my father was. It was what my father would call ‘country.’ When I was done, I came out of my room, immediately greeted by Mary Ann. 
 
      
 
    "Are you going somewhere, Miss Evelyn?" she asked. 
 
      
 
    "Evie, and I'm just going for a walk," I said, hoping to throw her off my trail. 
 
      
 
    "I'll get my purse." 
 
      
 
    Seems I wasn't that lucky. 
 
      
 
    My father had tasked her with keeping an eye on me, and with making sure that I wasn't trying any "funny business." I guessed that meant making sure that I wasn't going to contact Tony, or the press, or something equally damaging for everyone involved. That is fine, though. There were a number of ways to get Mary Ann off my tail, and I was going to call Tony! 
 
      
 
    We didn't drive anywhere. We walked. The car was for emergencies and necessities, such as picking up groceries. I thought my father thought that it was supposed to be a punishment to me, but the joke was on him; I loved to walk, and Mary Ann was slow. 
 
      
 
    I didn't set a pace she was easily able to keep up with. We walked down the road, with the house that my father had set up for me being a little out of the way, before ending up in the "main" part of the tiny town. 
 
      
 
    "Miss Evelyn!" 
 
      
 
    I could hear her panting behind me, struggling to try and keep up with me. I almost felt badly for her, but I couldn't bring myself to do so. She was the reason that I had been put into this predicament, stripped of my agency and my right to privacy from my father. 
 
      
 
    My heart raced and adrenaline pumped. I got faster and faster, until I was at a light jog, trotting away from Mary Ann. Her shouts died out as I ran down the main road, turned, ran, then turned again, ditching her as I made my way to a little diner in the heart of the town. 
 
      
 
    "Morning, Miss Joan." 
 
      
 
    "Morning, Joe." 
 
      
 
    The Diner—which was what it was called; not very creative, really—buzzed with the few people who were in it, and I was greeted by the owner as I walked in. Joe was an older man, around the same age as Mary Ann, but I liked him a great deal more. He called me Joan because it was what my father had demanded—that I give people a fake name, so even if they thought they recognized me, I still had some sort of cover. 
 
      
 
    "You eating today, sugar? Where's that granny of yours?" 
 
      
 
    "Not eating today, no. And she's home, resting. I just needed to use the phone." 
 
      
 
    "Take all the time you need, sugar." 
 
      
 
    My father had taken my phone before I left. He thought that it gave me too much freedom—freedom that I would "have to earn back, long and hard," according to him. He seemed to not realize there were other ways of getting word out to people, and I hastily made my way to the little payphone in the back of the diner, sliding in some quarters and dialing the number to the bar. 
 
      
 
    Ring ... Ring ... Ring ... 
 
      
 
    "Come on, come on, pick up ..." 
 
      
 
    "Sunsets, what do you need?" 
 
      
 
    I jumped at the sound of the voice, embarrassing myself even though I couldn't be seen. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, yo, don't tie up my line. What do you need? I got work to do." 
 
      
 
    "Yes, right, sorry. I was wondering if I could leave a message for someone." 
 
      
 
    "Eh? Message for who, woman? This ain't no call center." 
 
      
 
    "Yes, I know, sorry. But I wanted to leave a message for Tony Esposito? I know he goes there a lot and this is really important—" 
 
      
 
    "Tony? Aye, yeah, I know Tony. Ain't taking no messages for him. Talk to him ya damn self." 
 
      
 
    "Wait, no—" This was likely my one and my only chance to tell Tony about the baby! I couldn't lose this opportunity! 
 
      
 
    I heard muffled noises on the other side and felt myself panicking. That was, until his voice filtered through. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, who is this? I'm a little fucking busy right now so make it quick—" 
 
      
 
    "Tony?" 
 
      
 
    There was a pause. 
 
      
 
    "Evelyn?" 
 
      
 
    "Evie," I corrected. "But. Uhm. Yeah. Hi." 
 
      
 
    "Hi." 
 
      
 
    He sounded surprised to hear from me, and I couldn't blame him. I was the one, after all, who had told him we wouldn't be seeing each other again. Though I suppose that wasn't wrong—we probably wouldn't be seeing each other again, even if I had gotten the chance to contact him. 
 
      
 
    "What are you—shit. I've been looking all over the Goddamn place for you!" he said. I was surprised at the frustration. "I was about to head out—" 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean, head out?" Now I was confused. "Tony, listen, we need to talk—" 
 
      
 
    "I know about the pregnancy test." 
 
      
 
    I was silent. 
 
      
 
    "Evie?" 
 
      
 
    "How—how did you find out? My father—" 
 
      
 
    "Has you shacked up in some tiny-ass town with no way of getting out and about. Yeah. I know. Did you honestly think I was gonna forget about you?" 
 
      
 
    "It's what we agreed to." 
 
      
 
    I heard him laugh. 
 
      
 
    "Baby girl, you let me fuck you like that, there was no goddamn way I wasn't gonna get it again. But then there's this baby thing." 
 
      
 
    "That's what I was going to call you about." 
 
      
 
    "Why didn't you call me before your father sent you off?" 
 
      
 
    "I—" 
 
      
 
    How was I supposed to answer that? With a you don't know my father? With a this was the only thing I could do? With an I'm scared? 
 
      
 
    Those were things I would never admit aloud to Tony, that was for damn sure. 
 
      
 
    I sighed. 
 
      
 
    "I made some mistakes," I said. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, well, we both did, but I'm gonna fix that shit." 
 
      
 
    "Tony—" 
 
      
 
    "That baby in you is mine," he said. "And that makes you and it my responsibility. You think your dick-head of a father is gonna keep me from what's mine—" 
 
      
 
    "I don't belong to you, Tony—" 
 
      
 
    "I'm coming to get you, Evie—" 
 
      
 
    "Tony, no, you're not!" I hadn't realized I'd raised my voice, but when I did, I blushed. I saw a couple of patrons looking at me and mouthed 'I'm sorry' at them for disrupting their meal. That was rude of me; I shouldn't have done that. 
 
      
 
    "Listen, Tony, please. You don't understand," I whispered. "My father made me swear not to tell you about this. I'm going to be out here for nine months. I'm going to have this baby. And then I'm going to give this baby away. I was only calling so that you knew that you have a son or daughter out there somewhere—" 
 
      
 
    "Is that what you chose, or what your father chose?" he demanded. 
 
      
 
    I swallowed. "Tony, you don't know my father." 
 
      
 
    "And your father obviously doesn't know who the fuck he's dealing with." 
 
      
 
    Then the line went dead. 
 
      
 
    My hand trembled and I felt sick. I hung up the phone. 
 
      
 
    What the hell had I just set in motion? 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    "What did we agree to when I sent you out there?" 
 
      
 
    "That I would keep my head down, that I would listen to your rules, and that I wouldn't cause any trouble." 
 
      
 
    "Then why did Mary Ann have to call me, informing me that you ran from her today, going who knows where to do God knows what?" 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. 
 
      
 
    "It's not like I can get pregnant again, father, so I don't think you have to worry about another indiscretion." 
 
      
 
    My father's sigh on the other side of the phone sounded like he was ready to be done with me. Honestly, I wished he would be. This whole ordeal was insane. It was the twenty-first century; yet here I was like it was nineteen-hundred and I was some good Catholic girl knocked up by the neighbor boy, whisked off into the night so that no one knew her nasty little secret. 
 
      
 
    Why had I agreed to this? Why? 
 
      
 
    "We talked about this, Evelyn. Remember what we agreed to? Say it. Say it out loud, girl." 
 
      
 
    Right. I remembered. 
 
      
 
    "This is better for the baby, and for my future," I parroted off. "I can't have a career with a baby this young, and I can't do it with the stain of mafia ilk, either. It wouldn't be able to have a normal life. I wouldn't be able to be happy." 
 
      
 
    "Exactly. Think about that the next time you run off. Now. What were you doing?" 
 
      
 
    "I just wanted some alone time," I said, exasperated. That wasn't really a lie. 
 
      
 
    "Hm. Well remember that you haven't earned alone time, and until you start showing me that you're grateful for my efforts to preserve your image, you won't be getting it." 
 
      
 
    He hung up. 
 
      
 
    I flung the phone away from me. It was Mary Ann's, anyway. She picked it up from the floor, frowning. 
 
      
 
    "Miss Evelyn—" 
 
      
 
    "Don't talk to me," I snapped. "I'm going to bed." 
 
      
 
    I couldn't find it in myself to feel sorry for being so angry at her. Mostly, I was angry at myself. My father had orchestrated all of this, but it was me who had let him cow me under. I flung myself onto my bed when I got to my room, groaning in frustration. 
 
      
 
    I was young, beautiful, and intelligent. I was supposed to be living my life—one-night stands like the one I had with Tony were my right as a young woman! Get it all nice and out of the way before ... 
 
      
 
    My hand settled on my belly. I hadn't started showing yet. It was too early. But I still knew what lay inside me. I never admitted it to my father, but the feeling that I’d had when I had seen that little plus sign on my pregnancy test hadn't been one of dread, but elation. I had been excited. I'd always wanted to be a mother at some point. Father had always told me that such notions were silly, though—that children only ever got in the way of the future and that I could entertain my fantasies after I was done getting ahead in life. 
 
      
 
    I'm coming for you, Evie. 
 
      
 
    I sighed. That's what Tony had said. It was foolish as hell for him to think he was going to, and it was dumb of me to want it, but I did. Just like the night that led to this conception, I knew it was wrong and silly—but it was exciting and dangerous and I wanted it. I wanted him to take me away. 
 
      
 
    But ...did I want him? Did I want him to be the father of my child? Did I want him to possess me? 
 
      
 
    I had no idea. But it wasn't like Tony would actually come for me, anyway. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Rick Brown got off the phone with his daughter. Irritation colored his aged-yet-handsome face. Stupid, silly girl. Spreading her legs in an alley like some sort of whore, then having the nerve to be indignant when he didn't coddle her for the mistake that came with it. He shook his head, sighing. She should feel lucky that he didn't send her to get it scraped from her belly. She should be grateful that he was being generous enough to welcome her back after her little romp that led to the bastard inside her. 
 
      
 
    His eyes fell to a picture on his desk. A beautiful woman, with blonde hair—the same as Evelyn’s. He touched the framed picture fondly. Evelyn resembled her mother in a number of ways. It was merely unfortunate that she didn't behave like her as well. His beautiful wife ...had died to bring their ungrateful child into this world, and now Evelyn dared to throw away that life on what? Some mafia thug? 
 
      
 
    Rick Brown shook his head and was ready to stand and leave for a meeting when his phone rang. Perhaps it was Evelyn, calling to apologize for her poor behavior, but—no. An unknown number. 
 
      
 
    "What's this ..." 
 
      
 
    He answered with caution. 
 
      
 
    "Rick Brown," he said. "Who is this?" 
 
      
 
    "Tony Esposito. We need to talk." 
 
      
 
    Rick grimaced and sat down. He alluded nothing to his mood, however, playing calm. 
 
      
 
    "And what does the great Tony Esposito want with me?" 
 
      
 
    "I want you to hear it from me when I tell you that your attempts failed, and I'm getting what's mine, Rick." The boy sounded so confident with himself. Rick scoffed. 
 
      
 
    "And what, exactly, do you think is yours?" 
 
      
 
    "Your daughter, for one," he said. "And that baby that you tried to keep from me." 
 
      
 
    "So Evelyn did contact you." 
 
      
 
    "I found out about the baby before she called me. You see, she left such an impression when she was suckin' my cock—" 
 
      
 
    "You will not speak about my daughter like this. She may have let you slither inside her and plant your little bastard, but Evelyn is a Brown, and she will get more respect than that—" 
 
      
 
    "You mean the same kinda respect that makes a father send his daughter away to some little Podunk town in the middle of nowhere so she can have her baby in secret like it's a shame, then give it away? 'Cause, lemme tell you, I think that's pretty fucked up, and you know what I'm capable of." 
 
      
 
    "That I do." 
 
      
 
    "Then you know better than to stop me when I take your daughter and that baby." 
 
      
 
    "You touch my daughter and I'll have you killed—" 
 
      
 
    "You so much as breathe in my direction and I'll cut off your balls. And that's before I let one of my boys at your ass for thinking you were gonna fuck with me and mine, Governor. We'll call it even-stevens if you leave me to get mine, I'll make sure that any dirt the family has on you stays as far out of the spotlight as it has been lately." 
 
      
 
    "You're blackmailing me? Do you want to start a war, boy? I could crush you." 
 
      
 
    "You decided to start a war when you thought you were gonna hide my child away from me." 
 
      
 
    The phone went dead. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Four 
 
    Tony 
 
      
 
    "He's keeping his daughter out here? In this rinky-ass town?" 
 
      
 
    "I told you this guy was obviously fucked up beyond a reasonable doubt." 
 
      
 
    I had Allan with me. He was the only one I trusted to be right there up front with me. We were tailed, though, by a couple other guys who Allan had rounded up. Other than that, this was all on us. I hadn't even told my father—he wouldn't understand, for one, and for two, he wouldn't be able to say no when I brought Evie back. 
 
      
 
    She had her baby in me. That made her mine. My father always said a real man took what was his. 
 
      
 
    I had it planned out—take out the undercover, then take out the guards. It was night, so it wouldn't be that hard. We were going to leave the maid—I didn't kill old ladies. Even I had some Goddamn standards—get Evie and whatever the hell she wanted and needed from that house, and take her back to the compound. She could say no, but I wasn't going to take no as an answer from her, not by a damn long shot. 
 
      
 
    "You know, man, I know you have this all in your head that you gotta do this because there's a baby involved and everything, but you ever think that this is a trap?" 
 
      
 
    "I trust Monroe's info—" 
 
      
 
    "Dude I'm not talking about Monroe. He says that the girl is out here and got a pregnancy test and shit, then she obviously did; he knows the game. I'm talking about this girl's daddy. You've heard shit about him—" 
 
      
 
    "He's not gonna get in the way of this." 
 
      
 
    After our little conversation, I knew at the very least I would get away with taking her. If Rick Brown knew what was good for him, he'd let me keep his daughter without a damn fuss. If not ... well I knew what I had in store for him. 
 
      
 
    I pulled us down the road where Evie's temporary home was. It wasn't too far out of the cut, but enough that it was obvious her father had tried to make shit hard on her. What a bastard. We rolled on slowly. 
 
      
 
    "Look up there." 
 
      
 
    There were two cars flanking the road. I looked to Allan, and he nodded at me. He already had his hand in his jacket, fingers on his gun. I was doing the same. I kept the slow roll. One person came out of each of the cars, and our windows went down. We reacted first, guns out the windows before the two men could react. We shot; there was no sound, though. We were smart enough to have the silencers. The two wouldn't die, but we hit our marks true and they fell to the ground; I sped up and away, down the road. 
 
      
 
    "Well that was easier than I thought it would be," Allan commented. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, easy for now. Stay on your toes. There's supposed to be an undercover around, too, remember?" 
 
      
 
    "Aw, yeah ..." 
 
      
 
    Oddly enough, we didn't come across the undercover. I kept my eyes peeled as we pulled up to the house. There were a couple of lights on in front of the house, and I sat in the car for a moment before getting out. 
 
      
 
    "Watch my back." 
 
      
 
    Our second car pulled up behind us, and by my order, the people in it stayed their asses put. I walked up to the front of the house and knocked. 
 
      
 
    "You're gonna be polite about all this?" 
 
      
 
    "I was raised half decent." 
 
      
 
    Allan snorted. 
 
      
 
    There were a few moments of waiting before footsteps sounded, and I heard muffled voices. The door opened, and I was greeted by the face of an old woman. She opened her mouth to try to scream, and I held my gun up under her chin. I wouldn't kill her, but that didn't mean that I was above threatening her. 
 
      
 
    "Don't do that." 
 
      
 
    I stepped forward, pushing her back into the home as Allan and I entered. There was a television on that I could hear in the background and what smelled like food cooking. 
 
      
 
    "Making me dinner?" I asked, amused. She didn't answer me, only stared with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Mary Ann, what—Tony?" 
 
      
 
    I kept my gun on Mary Ann, but turned my eyes to Evie. She was as gorgeous as she had been the last time we'd seen each other and obviously surprised that I had actually come. I didn't see why; I had told her I was going to come and get her, and I wasn't the kind of man to back out on something that I'd committed to. Especially when it came to someone like Evie. 
 
      
 
    "I told you that I was gonna come back for you." 
 
      
 
    "Tony—what the hell? Take that gun away from her. What are you ... what ..." 
 
      
 
    She approached me slowly, as if she couldn't believe that I was actually there. She reached out to me, brushing her fingers on my face. She was so warm and soft, and it was my turn to be surprised when she suddenly wrapped her arms around me in a hug. 
 
      
 
    "Well, that was unexpected," I muttered. I wrapped my arms around her, though, and drew her close to me, keeping her there. Fuck if I didn't love the way she felt pressed against my body. Even knowing that she was pregnant, it sent a fire through me, nice and low. 
 
      
 
    "You have to leave, Tony," she said against my chest. "My father—" 
 
      
 
    “I don't give a fuck about your father," I said. "I told you that I was coming to get you. I came to get you. Pack up your stuff. We need to leave." 
 
      
 
    I gave her no room to protest. There was an order there—me needing to have her do this thing for me. She looked up at me with those big, blue eyes of her, and for a moment, I thought she was going to tell me no. 
 
      
 
    "Okay." 
 
      
 
    She pulled away from me, retreating to a room. That left us and grannie, who hadn't moved nor spoken a word. She was pale as a sheet. 
 
      
 
    "Mr. Brown won't let you get away with taking Miss Evelyn," she said, not wholly meekly, but not sure of herself, either. "He cares about her. He won't let you—" 
 
      
 
    "He cares about her so much that he left her out in the middle of a desert to rot until she had her baby, and then was planning to throw that baby to the wayside? I don't think so. The man is a selfish prick, only thinking of himself." 
 
      
 
    "Do you think this is good for Miss Evelyn? You're only thinking about yourself. I bet you don't even care for her. This is all about putting Mr. Brown in his place—" 
 
      
 
    I raised my gun up again. 
 
      
 
    "I ain't gonna kill you, but I'm not in the mood for a lecture, old lady. That's my baby, and as far as I'm concerned, that’s my girl now too. You shut the fuck up and let me take her, and I won't have you meet your maker anytime soon." 
 
      
 
    She paled even more, but didn't give me another lick of bullshit, which was good for her. I nodded to the couch, and she moved over there to sit. 
 
      
 
    "Watch the woman," I told Allan. I followed through where Evelyn had walked off to, going to stand in the doorway. She had a suitcase and was throwing in clothes randomly from the drawers and the closet. It might have been a little creepy, but I just watched her, taking in the curve of her back as she leaned over and the way her ass jutted out as she bent. I bit my lip. I remembered how nice that ass was when it was bent over. 
 
      
 
    "You know, you're gonna make me wanna give the old lady a heart attack by making her hear how you sound when I'm fucking you if you keep showing me your ass like that." 
 
      
 
    She jumped a bit, turning around. Her cheeks were red; it was a nice color on her. 
 
      
 
    "You scared the shit out of me." 
 
      
 
    I smirked. 
 
      
 
    "I could always make that up to you." 
 
      
 
    "Tony ..." She shook her head and turned from me, going back to filling up her suitcase with clothes. 
 
      
 
    "What?" 
 
      
 
    "You're a lot more relaxed than I thought you would be." 
 
      
 
    "Why would I be uptight?" 
 
      
 
    She cast an incredulous look over her shoulder, gestured to her belly, then turned back around. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not the kind of man that shirks on his responsibilities, if that's what you mean," I said. “Not in the slightest. I'm not like that." 
 
      
 
    "I didn't say you were. A baby is still ...big." 
 
      
 
    "And? I have money. I have power. That little thing isn't going to want for shit—" 
 
      
 
    "So you want to raise it?" 
 
      
 
    I tilted my head. 
 
      
 
    "Why wouldn't I?" 
 
      
 
    She went to open her mouth, but stopped. She looked outside, and I heard it too. 
 
      
 
    Sirens. 
 
      
 
    "Son of a bitch ..." I went to her suitcase, zipped it up, grabbed it, and grabbed her, too. "We can talk about this later." 
 
      
 
    Allan was already by the door, holding it open. 
 
      
 
    "He must have had them following us, or one of them at the front called it in or some shit," Allan said. We both saw the police lights coming our way. "We gotta hurry the fuck up, man." 
 
      
 
    I didn't hesitate as I pulled Evie along with me. We left the old woman in the house. She shouted after us. 
 
      
 
    "You'll never get away with this! You hurt Miss Evelyn, you'll pay!" 
 
      
 
    "God, I wish that old bat would shut up." 
 
      
 
    I pushed Evie into the back of my car, and Allan slid into the front. I didn't bother buckling as I peeled off down the road, and the other car with our backup was already following along behind us. 
 
      
 
    "You're gonna need to strap in and hold on to something, Evie," I told her. I hit the gas harder and harder, and when we got closer, I slammed the break. Our back up flew past us instead, ramming into the cop car that had raced down the dirt road, and I had to swerve like a mother in order to avoid it. Evie gasped and pressed herself against the window. 
 
      
 
    "Are they going to be all right?" 
 
      
 
    "Who the fuck knows? I'm sure your father can deal with the fallout just fine. He's probably the one who sent them this way." 
 
      
 
    She said nothing. 
 
      
 
    There were more sirens, though, and I knew we weren't going to be in the clear. I saw more lights at the mouth of the road. 
 
      
 
    "Both of you hold the fuck on." 
 
      
 
    I could hear Evie breathing heavily in the back, and I sped up. So this was how Rick Brown wanted to play? He wanted to try and corner me while I got what was mine? That was fine. I wasn't a pussy. I told him that I was going to get what belonged to be and that's what the fuck was happening. 
 
      
 
    There were three cop cars, lights and sirens blaring. They had their guns out, and I had time to yell ‘duck’ as the windshield was shot out. Evie screamed, and Allan cursed. 
 
      
 
    "What the fuck? Don’t they know that she's in here?!" 
 
      
 
    "So much for careful cops." 
 
      
 
    They didn't hit the tires, and I peeled down the road. I didn't take the freeway, though. It would be too easy for them if they decided to give chase. I went through the dirty backroads with winds and turns and forks; I had done enough dirty, off-the-grid business to know the area, even if Rick Brown thought he was doing himself a favor hiding his daughter in the fucking boonies. 
 
      
 
    "Holy shit, Tony, slow down." I took a turn sharp as hell, tilting the car. Evie sounded like she was going to be sick. 
 
      
 
    "I will when I know they're not gonna be up our ass." 
 
      
 
    "Then you might have to deal with me throwing up all over your car!" 
 
      
 
    The thought wasn't appealing, but neither was letting the cops close. I slowed her just a little. 
 
      
 
    "Better." 
 
      
 
    There were still sirens in the distance, but that sound got further and further away and there weren't any lights following us. That was good. 
 
      
 
    "We're gonna need to explain to your pops about all this," Allan said after a moment. 
 
      
 
    I laughed. 
 
      
 
    "What's he gonna do, tell me to take her back?" 
 
      
 
    "Nah, but he might be pissed about the car ... and Terry and Troy. Probably the windshield on this, too." He dusted away some of the broken class. "This was one of his favorite cars ..." 
 
      
 
    "Eh." I shrugged. "What's money if you don't use it to fix up your fuck ups, hm?" 
 
      
 
    Allan laughed. He turned around and looked at Evie curiously. 
 
      
 
    "You all right back there?" 
 
      
 
    I caught her in the rear-view mirror. She was looking a bit shaken, but she wasn't too hurt. That was good. She nodded palely at Allan. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah ...yeah I'm fine ..." She shook her head. "I can't believe all of this." 
 
      
 
    "Well, you better believe it, girl. You're in good hands now." 
 
      
 
    She raised her brow at Allan. 
 
      
 
    "Well, okay. Relatively good hands. They could be worse hands, to be fair." 
 
      
 
    I didn't comment on how she'd already been in my hands. Seemed the wrong time to bring all of that up, but it didn't stop me from smirking about it. 
 
      
 
    "What's so funny?" Allan asked. 
 
      
 
    "Nothing, man. Nothing." 
 
      
 
    We were quiet the rest of the drive, cruising through the backroads and avoiding the majors and highways. It took a little longer to get back into the city, but it was better safe than sorry. It was much later by the time we pulled back into the compound. Most people were asleep by then, or out partying. There were the guards keeping watch and they let us through, eyeing our shot-out windshield curiously. 
 
      
 
    I heard snoring from the back as I pulled into the lot, parking us in the garage. I looked up to see Evie snuggled in the back of the car, curled against the window. That shit was precious and there was a strange tug in my chest that I shrugged off as I got out. Must be a lust thing. 
 
      
 
    "Get her suitcase, will you?" 
 
      
 
    Allan nodded and complied. 
 
      
 
    I went to the side that Evie was on, opening the door quietly and nudging her gently. 
 
      
 
    "Evie? Evie, we're here." 
 
      
 
    "Hmm ..." 
 
      
 
    She was out cold. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and smiled a little, scooping her up easily in my arms. I carried her like that, with Allan following me, trekking in through the garage. If we were lucky, we could avoid my father, and I would be able to get away with having brought her here until the morning. 
 
      
 
    "My, my. I was beginning to wonder when you'd come home." 
 
      
 
    My father, Geno Esposito, was standing just on the other side of garage door leading from the lot into the main house that we shared. He must have been waiting for us, or had been told we'd pulled up. 
 
      
 
    "Father," I said. "You're up late." 
 
      
 
    "As are you." He looked to Evie curiously. "And with a guest." 
 
      
 
    "My guest," I said levelly. "She's important." 
 
      
 
    "Yes, I'm aware. Governor Brown's daughter, yes? If you were planning on taking her as bait or to pass around as a whore, you could have at least run such a thing by me." 
 
      
 
    My jaw twitched a little. 
 
      
 
    "Allan, can you take her shit to my room?" 
 
      
 
    Allan didn't even say a thing. He nipped on past us, not wanting to get involved in an issue between my father and myself. 
 
      
 
    "She's not a whore," I started out. "She's gonna be staying with me." 
 
      
 
    "You decided all this on your own, did you?" 
 
      
 
    "She's carrying my child." 
 
      
 
    That made my father pause. He looked to her curiously once more, eyes lingering on her flat, little belly. 
 
      
 
    "Well. That's far more interesting than using her as a whore. I would have been angrier had you taken two of my men and gotten into a chase with police over a whore." 
 
      
 
    "Her father tried to keep her from me. That baby in there is mine. That makes her mine. I figured you'd approve." 
 
      
 
    My father laughed. 
 
      
 
    "I'd approve more if you'd have had the sense not to put your seed in the governor' daughter and then risk my men—" 
 
      
 
    "Our men," I corrected. "We're in this together. Partners." 
 
      
 
    His lips twitched. 
 
      
 
    "We'll discuss this in the morning," he said. "Have a good night with your ...woman." 
 
      
 
    My father turned and left me. I scoffed. Ever the formal bastard—not even interested in the fact that he was going to be a grandfather. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and went to my wing of the house. I had a lot of space all to myself. I liked it that way, though. My father had his side, and I had mine. Sometimes, though, it felt like the space was little more a physical reminder of the fact that he treated me less like a son and more like an employee. Cold. Distant. Ever disappointed. 
 
      
 
    I shook off that, though. I didn't have time for that shit. 
 
      
 
    Allan was waiting for me in my room. 
 
      
 
    "Ah, well, he didn't carve your balls, at least," he said as I laid Evie on my bed. 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes at him. "Funny. He's still in a bitch-ass, pissy mood, though. Fucker." 
 
      
 
    "Well, he is your dad. It's kinda what he does." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, yeah." 
 
      
 
    I brushed my fingers through Evie's hair as she curled into the covers. She was worn out. I guess I couldn't blame her; there was some unexpected excitement, and I'm pretty sure this wasn't how she’d envisioned her great get away. That was all right, though. 
 
      
 
    "I need to make a call. Watch her real quick." 
 
      
 
    Allan looked at me puzzled, but shrugged it off. 
 
      
 
    "Sure, no problem. Whatever you need man." 
 
      
 
    I pulled my phone out my pocket, dialing up a number I had just called a few days prior. 
 
      
 
    "I take it my boys in blue couldn't wrangle your slippery, little ass." Rick Brown's voice answered the phone—not angry or surprised, but somewhat amused. I scoffed. 
 
      
 
    "Nah. Your boys in blue didn't get me. But it's nice to know you're paying cops to do your dirty business." 
 
      
 
    "A man tries to kidnap my daughter, then I have every right to call that in," he said smoothly. 
 
      
 
    "She came with me willingly. Couldn't wait to get out." I laughed. "What is it you're afraid of, Brown? Huh? Are you worried that this is gonna fuck up your election? That's spineless, cowardly—" 
 
      
 
    "What do you want, boy? You wouldn’t have called me after victory if you didn't have something to tell me. Is it a ransom price? Are you already tired of having my slut daughter in your care?" 
 
      
 
    "I'll forget that little comment if you can remember this: I'll keep Evie's pregnancy a secret for you. Don't think I'm dumb; there's plenty of people who would go after her because my kid's in her and she's your precious little girl. I don't wanna flaunt that." 
 
      
 
    "What do you want? I'm listening." 
 
      
 
    "Evie stays here. I keep her pregnancy secret, out of the media, and all that shit. I also keep quiet about how you were trying to keep the pregnancy a secret yourself. I'll keep her safe, her and that baby. And when she has it, that baby stays here. No one has to know it's your grandson. Hell. Maybe I adopted." I laughed at the thought. "But you try to interfere in my child's life, I'll ruin you and then I'll kill you. We both know that I'm fully capable of doing so, don't we? 
 
      
 
    I could practically hear the wheels turning in Rick's head. It gave me a sense of satisfaction. He was thinking about it, which meant that I had something to hold over his head. I had leverage—leverage gave me power. 
 
      
 
    "Say I agree to this. What about my daughter? You can't hope to keep her ...living with you in secret forever. I have an image and a reputation to maintain." 
 
      
 
    "That's be up to her," I said with a shrug. "Maybe you should work on getting her back in your good graces, Governor." 
 
      
 
    With that, I hung up the phone. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Five 
 
    Evie 
 
      
 
    I wake up in a bed that's definitely not mine. That isn't saying much, as I haven't woken in my own bed in weeks, but this bed is different. It's warm, soft, and it smells like a man. A man that's pressing close against me and behind me. 
 
      
 
    Tony's arm encircles me and his face presses into my neck. It warms me low in my belly, but I roll over, not wanting to get too comfortable with this. I've broken from my father's attempt at hiding me—but now what? Tony seemed so carefree last night as he was talking about bringing me here, about our child, and about all this. It was exciting, thinking about finally leaving that horrible home my father had put me in. Now I wondered if I'd jumped the gun too soon. 
 
      
 
    "Tony?" 
 
      
 
    He grumbled in his sleep, muttering. It was kind of cute, if I had to admit it. I didn't want to, but just ...God. Mafioso was waking up like a child would. 
 
      
 
    "Five more minutes." 
 
      
 
    "Come on Tony ...it's morning. We should wake up and talk." 
 
      
 
    He grumbled again and blinked his eyes at me. I, embarrassingly blushed. I cleared my throat. 
 
      
 
    "Tony. Please?" 
 
      
 
    He blinked some more, tilting his head. He sighed. 
 
      
 
    "Mkay." 
 
      
 
    I smiled at him and disentangled myself from his arms. I was still in my clothes from the night before, and I desperately needed a shower to wake up. I slipped out of the bed, stretching. 
 
      
 
    "Do you have a bathroom I can use? I'd like to take a shower and get dressed." 
 
      
 
    He sat up, running his hand through his hair. He was bare-chested and had an intricate koi-fish tattoo on his chest. I found myself staring; I hadn't gotten to see him naked when we'd had our one-night stand. I hadn't known that he had ink, but it was beautiful, especially on the darkness of his skin. I'd always been interested in tattoos, but my father would have killed me if I'd ever gotten one. 
 
      
 
    "Evie?" 
 
      
 
    "Huh? What?" I had gotten a little distracted. He laughed. 
 
      
 
    "Bathroom is that way. Towels and stuff, too. Your suitcase is over there." 
 
      
 
    I nodded, blushing some more, and grabbed an outfit from my suitcase before heading to the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    Tony's room was, in a word, huge. It wasn't anything I wasn't used to; father loved living lavishly and over-the-top. But there was a different kind of opulence that filled up Tony's space. It was all deep, dark colors, hints of bold and rich reds. Modern. I liked it, and I loved the bathroom when I entered. There was porcelain, marble, and chrome everywhere. What drew me, though, was the huge shower with several different water speed settings. 
 
      
 
    "Oh my." 
 
      
 
    I undressed quickly, turning the water on. It was so hot when I got in, but I loved my water scalding. I sighed and stood under the hard and soothing spray, enjoying how it rolled over my body. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, Evie. What are you even doing?" 
 
      
 
    I selected a soap from the few bottles of liquid and lathered up. The scent was soft and clean, relaxing me further with the aid of the heat of the water on me, as well. As I washed, I idly wondered what the day had in store for me, or what the next day would. What Tony planned to do with me now that he had 'freed' me from my father's clutches. 
 
      
 
    When I was done showering, I got out and dried off. Tony had these huge, impossibly-plush towels. They were thick and soft, and if I hadn’t known any better, I'd have just walked around in one all day. Instead, I pulled on a pair of shorts and a tank top, brushed out my hair, and went back into Tony's room. 
 
      
 
    "Oh." 
 
      
 
    He was naked, pulling on a pair of boxers. I couldn't help the out-loud comment, but hell if it wasn't embarrassing to have burst out like that. He raised a brow, looking over his shoulder. His head tilted and he smirked as he slid his pants on next. 
 
      
 
    "Like what you see?" 
 
      
 
    I had enough shame to scoff indignantly. 
 
      
 
    "Well, I won't complain, but that's the only bone you're getting," I told him. 
 
      
 
    "Shame. I was hoping for a little more than just that for a bone." 
 
      
 
    I felt myself flush more under the implication of his words and shook my head. 
 
      
 
    "You're impossible." 
 
      
 
    He smirked. 
 
      
 
    "Come on. I wanna show you around. Apparently, my father left early for business, so we have some time before he comes around again." 
 
      
 
    He pulled on a simple tank and held his hand out to me. I looked at it hesitantly before reaching out to slip my fingers into his. His hand was warm and soft. And—dear Christ—was that my heart fluttering? 
 
      
 
    Probably just remembering what those nice, soft hands could really do when given the chance. 
 
      
 
    I fell into place beside him easily, and he led us hand-in-hand out of his room. It seemed that he had a complete wing to himself, and he pointed out various rooms. 
 
      
 
    "I have a couple of guest rooms that way.” He gestured down the opposite end of the hall. "In case we have any parties and there are crashers. Then I got the game room that way, the piano room—" 
 
      
 
    "You play piano?" I asked, a bit surprised. I could play. It was one of the few things my father had gotten me into that I had actually enjoyed and done because I liked it, not because he thought that I should like it. 
 
      
 
    Tony laughed. "Hell, no. I don't have a musical bone in my body. It used to be my mother's. She could play." 
 
      
 
    "Used to be?" 
 
      
 
    "She passed a few years back." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, I'm sorry." I regretted asking about it, but Tony surprisingly shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry about it. We knew it was a long time coming. She went happy, enjoying her family and what it had built over the years." 
 
      
 
    "That's lovely." 
 
      
 
    "It was. Ah, and here's the main part of the house." 
 
      
 
    Tony showed off everything, telling me about art pieces that his father had bought and about furniture that had been important. Oddly enough, he talked about it all from the perspective of his father's possessions instead of things that were his own as well. I wondered how much he and my father were alike, but didn't ask. 
 
      
 
    "And out here ..." He led me out the front. I gasped a little, not having expected the sprawling grounds. There were several additional buildings dotted here and there, spreading over the property. "Out here is everything else. I could show you to the pool or even to a couple of the 'guest' homes. Those closest to the family live in those." 
 
      
 
    "Wow," was all I could say. It was a little overwhelming. I felt Tony squeeze my hand and pull me a little closer. 
 
      
 
    "You good?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I'm good," I said. "I just. Ha. I thought my father had it made." 
 
      
 
    Tony grinned. 
 
      
 
    "Your father wishes he had it this made. Come on. Pool." 
 
      
 
    We passed by a few people walking the grounds, here and there. Some were in suits with earpieces—obviously security of some sort. Others were more casually dressed—men of the Esposito employ, perhaps? Their eyes turned on me curiously, some lustfully. It made me press closer to Tony, and oddly enough, doing so made me feel a little safer, especially when we came close to what I assumed was the pool house; I saw that there was a tall, ominous-looking security fence, and as I followed the line of it, I realized that it enclosed the entire property. 
 
      
 
    I felt a little uneasy at that. Would I be trapped here too? 
 
      
 
    I filed that away with things to ask Tony when he wasn't obviously intent on showing me around. 
 
      
 
    I heard laughter and voices coming from the pool area. Splashes, too. Tony pushed open the gate leading us into the enclosure. The same man from the night before and another I hadn't seen before were fooling around in the pool, tossing a ball back and forth. The one from last night looked up as Tony led us in. 
 
      
 
    "Aye, Tony! Evie! You two are up. What's up?" 
 
      
 
    "Just showing Evie around. Evie, this is Allan. You met him last night. He's my boy. This is Peaty. He's a bit of a son of a bitch, but he's a damn good shot and can outdrink an alcoholic." 
 
      
 
    "He is an alcoholic—" 
 
      
 
    "Shut your shit, Allan. Aye, cuteness." Peaty, a good-looking man, though definitely thinner in frame than Tony, treaded the water over to us. He grinned. "Tony being nice to you?" 
 
      
 
    "As nice as I think he can manage," I said with a small smile. Peaty laughed. 
 
      
 
    "Ha! Girl got some jokes. I like her already, T. I like her already." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, well, you better not get any bright ideas," Tony said with a pointed look. Peaty waved him off. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, yeah, yeah. Keep your dick in your pants. I'm not dumb." 
 
      
 
    I blushed at the implication. 
 
      
 
    "Aye, so, Evie, you wanna join us or something? Ain't shit going on the rest of the day—" 
 
      
 
    "I'm still showing her around the compound," Tony said. "Maybe later." Allan pouted. 
 
      
 
    "Maaaan. Don't keep her all to yourself! She seems nice. Oh. Oh! Papa G said be ready for him this evening. He wants to, ah, talk to the both of ya'll." Allan nodded as if that was that and pushed off back into the water, going to dunk Peaty under it. Tony shook his head. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sure that will be fun." 
 
      
 
    "Does your father not want me here?" I asked, curious. 
 
      
 
    Tony shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "I hadn't actually asked him." 
 
      
 
    "What?" 
 
      
 
    He rolled his eyes and walked us from the pool house, back towards the main home. "I don't need his permission—" 
 
      
 
    "Tony, we can't just do rash things like this—I can't just do rash things like this." 
 
      
 
    "Listen." He closed the front door of his home and turned to me. "I told you I would get you out of that shit hole your father was hiding you in—" 
 
      
 
    "And I'm grateful for that." 
 
      
 
    "And I told you that baby is my responsibility. You think I was just bullshitting you or something?" 
 
      
 
    "No, that's not it." 
 
      
 
    "Then what is it, Evie? What is it?" 
 
      
 
    I sighed. It was a lot of things. I thought, finding my words. 
 
      
 
    "I just don't understand. We were just a one-night stand. But you risk yourself, your men, and your standing with your father just to help me when you could have easily just let the problem go to someone else? You could have left me to my own devices to figure this out on my own." 
 
      
 
    "I'm not that kind of man, Evie," he said. "I told you—that kid is mine. I'm gonna have a say in what happens to it." 
 
      
 
    His conviction, I think, was what surprised me the most. I had no idea what to make of that. Men like him ...did they have convictions? Morals? Did they care about the children they put in this woman and that woman's belly? I hadn't thought so. I had only called Tony as a courtesy to him to know he had a child, not thinking he was actually going to take responsibility. 
 
      
 
    "I—thank you, Tony," I said. I placed my hand on his cheek. I didn't know what else to do other than show my gratitude in a soft way—a way that seemed to make the most sense. His hand covered mine, his fingers warm. 
 
      
 
    He leaned forward, pressing me back against the door as he kissed me. 
 
      
 
    It was like a romance. Two wayward souls, young, dumb, making bad choices, and facing the consequences of their actions together. He tasted like cigarette smoke, and damned if the weight of him and how solid he was didn't make me quiver. 
 
      
 
    "Tony ..." I breathed against his mouth. My hands found his shoulders, clinging to him and drawing him closer. I needed the contact. I was desperate for comfort. And that ...itch that had been there since the first time I had let him take me was there. That fire that burned— 
 
      
 
    His hands came to my ass and jerked me to him as he ground his cock against my middle. I rolled my hips against his, moaned again, and tugged his lip. Only when I felt his hands come around to the front of my shorts and move to pop the buttons did I have a small amount of sense come back to me. 
 
      
 
    We couldn't do this. This temporary comfort wasn't what I needed. I needed answers. I needed to know I wasn't just here for this—he talked so much about taking responsibility, but I heard how he had spoken about what was his. Did this baby make him think he had claim to me too? 
 
      
 
    A dirty part of me hoped it did. The logical part of me knew I had to say no. 
 
      
 
    "Tony ..." I put my hands on his, pulling them from me. "Tony, wait." 
 
      
 
    "Why? You want me. I know you want me. I want you." His mouth pressed against mine again, claiming. I was ashamed to admit it, but it was harder to pull away than it should have been. 
 
      
 
    "We can't." 
 
      
 
    He grumbled. 
 
      
 
    "Why not?" 
 
      
 
    "Because ...because ..." I shook my head. "Because this isn't going to be what I'm here for. I'm not ...I'm not property, Tony." 
 
      
 
    "I never said you were." 
 
      
 
    "You said you were coming for what was yours." 
 
      
 
    "My child and the mother of my child. You're my responsibility now." 
 
      
 
    "Tony—" 
 
      
 
    He put his hands on either side of my head. I didn't know what to do—I felt angry at him for trying to trap me, but it excited me too. This possessiveness ...it was different than my father's. Was it a kind I wanted? 
 
      
 
    "You and I both know," he said, putting his face inches from mine, "that if that baby wasn't in you, you'd still have come crawling back to me. I would have too. Your pussy has been aching for me, I bet, just like my cock's been thick for you. That baby just made it happen a little sooner and little surer, and it ensures no one else gets that sweet, little piece of yours—" 
 
      
 
    I smacked him. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not some whore just because we fucked—" 
 
      
 
    He turned me around, putting his teeth at my nape. He growled, and I wasn't even afraid when he held my hands above my head with one hand and forced my shorts down with the other. I was dripping wet. What the hell was wrong with me? 
 
      
 
    I didn't stop him as he kicked my feet apart and bent me a little closer to him. I gasped when he shoved his fingers inside me. 
 
      
 
    "Tell me you don't want it now, Evie. Tell me you're not mine." 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Six 
 
    Tony 
 
      
 
    She wasn't gonna tell me no—because she wanted it and I knew that she wanted it. Her pretty, tight pussy convulsed around my fingers when I plunged them in, her curvy, supple body trembling. I wasn't one to beat around the bush for something that I wanted. Evie was mine. That baby was mine—she knew it. It would just take time showing her not to let her silly, little head get in the way of us. 
 
      
 
    I had no notion as to why I wanted her so much. I'd only fucked her once. I didn't even know her past what you could learn from the news. But she was mine, and I couldn't shake the thought. Especially not when she rutted back against my fingers instead of trying to push away. 
 
      
 
    "Tell me you don't want it now, Evie. Tell me you're not mine." 
 
      
 
    She didn't answer as I curved my fingers in her, assaulting that patch of nerves with them. She gasped, her slick wetness flowing out around my fingers. 
 
      
 
    "I thought so." 
 
      
 
    "Tony ...Tony, please ..." 
 
      
 
    I continued to work my fingers in and out of her. 
 
      
 
    "Please what?" 
 
      
 
    She turned her face into her arm. I could see how red her cheeks were. I chuckled a little and put my face back into her neck. 
 
      
 
    "That's okay. I know what we both want." 
 
      
 
    I bit her neck like a beast. Taking my fingers out of her, I undid my pants and took out my cock. I was hard and aching. I needed to be inside her like I was born to do nothing but fuck her. I jerked her back against me, sliding my cock along her pretty ass. 
 
      
 
    "One day I'll claim that, too," I told her before I shoved inside her tight, wet pussy. 
 
      
 
    She screamed out, the pleasure making her convulse around me. I let go of her hands in favor of grabbing her by the hips and slamming into her. We were in a pretty public place—the front of my father's home. Servants could pass by. Hell, dear dad himself could try to walk through that door. 
 
      
 
    It only made me fuck her harder. Only made me drill into her deeper. She moaned and panted, and I kept her wedged between me and the door. 
 
      
 
    "Tony ...Tony ..." 
 
      
 
    It was Goddamn music to my ears, just like when I'd bent her over in the alley. Just like when I'd had her suck my cock. Just like when I’d pushed her against the wall again and fucked her and fucked her, until I couldn't get it up anymore, and then I’d still finished her off another round. 
 
      
 
    Not mine. 
 
      
 
    Bullshit. 
 
      
 
    She was mine on merit that she got me hard. 
 
      
 
    I went at Evie with abandon. I made her cum, but I didn't stop. Not even when she was sobbing and twitching. 
 
      
 
    "Fuck, Tony—Tony!" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, say my name, Evie. Scream it!" 
 
      
 
    "Ah, ah, fuck! Tony!" 
 
      
 
    I felt my balls tighten, but I wasn't ready. I pulled out. I pushed her to the floor, on her back. She looked surprised as I did, gasping as I pinned her down by the wrists and shoved into her again. Her legs wrapped around me, forcing me inside her deeper, plunging in. 
 
      
 
    "You. Are. Mine. Evie." I bucked into her, sure to bruise her in more ways than one. Mine—all mine. There was nothing and no one who was going to change that. 
 
      
 
    "Tony—fuck, right there. Right there!" 
 
      
 
    She came undone again, and this time I came with her—came in her. Panting, I stayed there a moment before pulling out. I rolled over onto my back. The tile felt good. Cold. It was calming against the heat of my skin. Evie lay beside me, panting as well. I looked at her, watching between her thighs as milky cum ran out of her. She was marked. She was mine. 
 
      
 
    She was also standing up, flushed and refusing to look at me. 
 
      
 
    I don't know why, but that made me feel guilty. I watched her slide on her panties and her shorts. 
 
      
 
    "I'm going to go shower," she said, her voice hoarse and regretful. I let her go. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seven 
 
    Evie 
 
      
 
    "Tony ... Tony ..." 
 
      
 
    I stood under the spray of the water, touching my clit and thinking about how much I loved the feeling of Tony Esposito forcing his way between my thighs. It was …well, honestly, it was crazy. I should have been furious. I should have felt disgusted. 
 
      
 
    I didn't. 
 
      
 
    I was hot, wet, and throbbing. 
 
      
 
    I wanted him. 
 
      
 
    I didn't know if I truly wanted to be his. I didn't know if I wanted to be possessed—not permanently. Not forever. But in moments like the alley, and the one that I had just had with him, I liked being his and being possessed in the moment. I liked how he fucked me. I liked how he handled me. I loved feeling used in the moments when his cock and fingers would just ... shove into me and claim my pleasures. 
 
      
 
    But there was a baby in me now, and I couldn't ...I shouldn't ...I had other things to think about! I shouldn't have let him take me like that, but there was something that made desire burn to my very core for Tony. 
 
      
 
    "Tony ...Tony ..." My fingers worked furiously at my clit. Circles, pressing in. I was so sore inside from how hard he’d taken me. I loved the ache. It made me wetter—made it run down my thighs and into the water as it slid down the drain. I grabbed one of my breasts, pretending it was Tony's hand. I imagined what it'd be like to have him take me with his mouth— 
 
      
 
    "Ah!" I clenched, cumming all over my fingers and panting. 
 
      
 
    What was wrong with me, I wondered, that after everything, I was getting off in the shower with Tony's name hot and heavy on my lips? 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Later that evening, Tony and were called into his father's office. I had spent the remainder of the day in the music room, where the piano was. I hadn't dared touch it, knowing that it had been Tony's mother's piano, but I did long to do so nonetheless. Instead, I sat in the window seat, watching the comings and goings of the compound and trying not to let myself think too hard, knowing that it wasn't going to do me any good. Allan came by, poking his head in. 
 
      
 
    "Hey," he said. "Boss wants to see you and T." 
 
      
 
    He'd led me out, and we were met by Tony. Tony stared at me a bit, and I averted my eyes; I didn't know what he was going to say to that, but I also didn't know whether or not I wanted to be the person to break first. 
 
      
 
    We walked in silence down the hall, to the other wing of the sprawling home. Allan gave a little salute as he dropped us off. 
 
      
 
    "Have fun, kiddos." 
 
      
 
    Tony rolled his eyes and shook his head. 
 
      
 
    "Big idiot." 
 
      
 
    He looked down at me again. 
 
      
 
    "You ready?" 
 
      
 
    I laughed, a little lacking in the humor of it. 
 
      
 
    "As I'll ever be." 
 
      
 
    "It'll be okay." 
 
      
 
    The softness in his words was a huge contrast to the way he had taken me earlier, and they surprised me. I hid it well as he opened the door and let me in. I stepped in first, with Tony behind me. The room was like a typical office space, but large and spacious. There were book cases lining the walls and pieces of art in the spaces between, small sculptures and statues adorning some of the shelves. My eyes were drawn to the man sitting behind the large, dark-wood desk in front of the giant, wall-length window that the office boasted. 
 
      
 
    I could see where Tony got his looks from. Though his father was older, he was still handsome—still could probably be a lady killer if he tried. His grey hair was slicked and combed back away from his face, his mustache and beard thick. His dark eyes regarded me, and I stared right back at him. I wondered what he thought of me. About this situation. 
 
      
 
    "I'm glad to see you're finally awake and about," he said. "Geno Esposito. Head of the Esposito family and babysitter to my son and his ...negligent behavior." 
 
      
 
    I raised a brow. 
 
      
 
    "Evie Brown," I said. "Thank you for allowing me to be here, at least for the time being." 
 
      
 
    His lips twitched beneath his mustache. 
 
      
 
    "You're aware I had no idea you would be coming." 
 
      
 
    "I surmised it, considering the less-than-ideal situation. I'm sorry that this was brought to you so suddenly, Mr. Esposito." 
 
      
 
    "Please. Call me Geno." 
 
      
 
    His head tilted a little and he continued to stare. He looked a little more interested, however. I wondered what had changed his mind, if anything at all. 
 
      
 
    "I'm impressed that she seems to have more manners than her father," he said. "I like her. She's courteous. Obviously smart. You could learn from her, Tony." 
 
      
 
    "Father—" 
 
      
 
    "I want to ask her some questions," Geno said, interrupting. "What do you make of all of this, Evie? This ...accident of a pregnancy between you and my son." 
 
      
 
    "It was an accident that happened between two people who weren't ...thinking quite clearly." 
 
      
 
    "Hm ...I'd say. You both had to know who the other was." 
 
      
 
    "I did." 
 
      
 
    "Spunky. You let my son at you even knowing who he was. Intentional?" 
 
      
 
    "I just wanted to have some fun that night. I wasn't thinking past getting off, to be honest." It was a little crude, but I was picking up on how to answer Geno Esposito, especially if I was going to be around the man a lot. Like I thought he would, he smirked, impressed. 
 
      
 
    "Up front. I like that. And what do you intend to do now?" 
 
      
 
    Ah. That's where he was going to get me. I bit my lip. 
 
      
 
    "I want to do whatever is best for my child," I said finally. "I know my father thinks that ...giving it away is the best. I think he's wrong. I think—" But there I stopped. 
 
      
 
    "Go on," Geno urged. 
 
      
 
    "I think he doesn't want me ruining his image. It has little to do with me ...or this child. I wanted to think that maybe he cared about what this would bring on me and his grandchild, but I know better. I've always known better." 
 
      
 
    "So that leaves you with us." 
 
      
 
    "Seems so." 
 
      
 
    Geno tented his fingers and rested his chin on their tips. 
 
      
 
    "What would you say if I offered you a place here?" 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean by that?" 
 
      
 
    "I mean that I would be willing to have you in my home, growing fat with my grandchild, at little stress to you. Raising the child would be up to you and Tony," he said, eyes flicking for the first time to his son. "But my house would be your house. You would be free to come and go as you please, within as much reason as you can guess." 
 
      
 
    "What would you want in return?" 
 
      
 
    He smiled. 
 
      
 
    "You're a smart girl. Your father wastes you being a pretty thing to show off at his parties. You graduated high school with an associate's degree and you already have a bachelor's. You would be looking at going into law, no?" 
 
      
 
    My eyes narrowed. 
 
      
 
    "How do you know this?" 
 
      
 
    "I know everything that I need to know about the people in families who ...play in my world." 
 
      
 
    "My father isn't a mobster," I said, laughing a little. "He has cop buddies, okay, but he's not—" 
 
      
 
    "How do you think he climbed the political ladder so quickly, if not for a bit of outside influence?" I swallowed. His smile remained. "I won't sit here and presume to ruin your relationship with your father. Put simply, I hope to build a relationship with you, as you're the mother of my first and currently only grandchild. I have no desire to be untruthful with you, however. I would like you to assist around here in a few ways. You might be a woman, but I've never discriminated." 
 
      
 
    "You want me to work in exchange for staying here and having control over what happens with my child?" I clarified. "What if I wanted to leave?" 
 
      
 
    "Then you may, but I would caution you that, outside of my family's reach, there are people who could and might find about what grows inside you. People who would seek to hurt me and my son. The same goes for your father. You're carrying a rather ...interesting piece of blackmail inside you. Where your father wants to get rid of it, I want to help you." 
 
      
 
    "I see." 
 
      
 
    "You don't have to choose today—" 
 
      
 
    "I want to stay here." It sounded ludicrous, even as I said it. But I knew that, between going back to my father and staying here, this was the best choice. "I want to stay here. I want to raise my child. But if I do this ...I want to know the truth about my father. And I want to know the truth about you, too." 
 
      
 
    Geno smiled at me. 
 
      
 
    "My dear, I think I'm going to like having you around." 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
    Tony 
 
      
 
    I knew exactly what my father was doing, having Evie stay here and telling her about her father. He was trying to get an in. She might not see it, but I knew how my father was. He might look after family, in the loosest sense of the term, but it wasn't always out of a sense of benevolence. 
 
      
 
    That being said ...Evie was staying. And I wasn't going to tell her anything that was going to have her leaving me because she couldn't trust my father or some shit like that. She was agreeing willingly to stay here—to raise our child—under the stipulation that she would have to contribute something to the running of the business. 
 
      
 
    Honestly, I took it as a step to keeping her here and keeping her here for good. 
 
      
 
    I didn't know what the fuck was wrong with me. I wanted her body. I wanted her. There wasn't a scenario that would go through my head that didn't involve her just never leaving. I wasn't about to let her go—wasn’t about to give her up. I wouldn't give her a reason to leave. 
 
      
 
    I blew smoke out my car window while I sat and waited for the light to turn green, thinking about how she had felt the last time I'd fucked her—tight and warm. But then she'd just gotten up and left. She'd wanted it, but it hadn't happened again in the last two days. My father—generous bastard that he was—had set her up in one of the guest bedrooms in my wing instead of in my room, where she belonged. He claimed that it was to preserve her independence. Bullshit. He wanted to play the good guy. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and tossed my cigarette out of my car window. What a crock of shit, honestly. I sped up when the light turned green. I had other things to think about right now anyway. 
 
      
 
    We'd gotten intel that the boys from the night I took Evie had been taken out of the hospital and released to police custody. They hadn't been killed—or worse—but Rick Brown's goons were trying to get them on charges, just to say that they had some of my men. I told that fucker not to fuck with me. But that's what blackmail was for, and I was good at that. 
 
      
 
    I parked in front of the station, zipping in there like I owned the place—and hell, maybe one day I would. I had a file in my hand, full of everything that I needed to make this all go smoothly. One of them came out the front as I walked up, his eyes going wide. He looked like a rookie. 
 
      
 
    "Hey you can't—" 
 
      
 
    "Back up, boy, I'm here on business and I'm not afraid to clock you." 
 
      
 
    With that, I pushed myself inside. 
 
      
 
    The city police department was a real swanky place. They were loaded on tax-payer money, not to mention pay offs from the politicians, judges, and other 'public servants' who kept their pockets well-lined and their tables fatly stocked. It was a corrupt world, but hey, what were you to do? I strode to the front desk, and the cop sitting there eyed me suspiciously. 
 
      
 
    "Esposito." 
 
      
 
    "Cunningham." 
 
      
 
    "The fuck are you doing here, boy?" 
 
      
 
    "Pretty rude words to say. I come here politely and without backup," I said, tilting my head. "Where the fuck is your boss? I need to talk to him. We got business." I held up the file folder in my hand. Cunningham frowned. 
 
      
 
    "We don't have any business with you, Esposito. Get the fuck outta here. Especially after that shit you and your boys pulled the other night—" 
 
      
 
    "Cunningham!" A booming voice echoed through the police station. I looked toward the back, where the office door to the chief was propped open. Marshal. I smirked and walked over. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, you can't—" 
 
      
 
    "Cunningham, shut the hell up and finish doing your paperwork," Marshal ordered. 
 
      
 
    I followed Marshal into his office. Despite the fact that Marshal was getting his pockets lined as much as his boys, he at the very least knew how to deal good business. He had done a few deals for my father back in the day when they were still the young bucks around town, and he continued to do those favors in order to keep balance—police, the politicians, and the mafia. It was a trifecta of fucked-up shit, but for it to work, we had to work together. At least in some small capacity. 
 
      
 
    I sat myself down, setting the file on the desk. Marshal didn't pick it up. 
 
      
 
    "I was wondering when you'd come down for your boys." 
 
      
 
    "You were expecting me?" 
 
      
 
    "I knew when Rick decided to pull our strings to try and bust you that we'd probably end up seeing your face here in some capacity. Mostly, I'm surprised it took you so long. What's your price today, Esposito? I don't got all day." 
 
      
 
    See, this was why I liked Marshal. He may have been a blue, but he was Goddam practical. 
 
      
 
    I opened up the file. The first picture was Cunningham. He had a girl with her skirt hiked up over her ass, legs spread, and his cock buried in her pussy. The next showed the girl's face. 
 
      
 
    "Christ. Is that—" 
 
      
 
    "Mayor Callahan's seventeen-year-old daughter? Yep." 
 
      
 
    I flipped to the next picture. It was Cunningham's partner. He didn't have anything as damming as underage pussy in his picture, but he was stuffing his face full of cock in the back of one of the town's most popular gay bars. Now, I didn't have a problem with who people fucked—man and woman or man and man, who gave a shit as long as you were getting some? But I knew a lot of people who would pay good money to use this against the precinct. 
 
      
 
    "You wanna see the third one?" 
 
      
 
    "You'd show me anyway." 
 
      
 
    I flipped to the last picture, this one of a group of Marshal's cops surrounding a couple of young girls. There were a couple other pictures as well. The implications were obvious. 
 
      
 
    "Now, you know, there's a lot we could do with all this," I told him. "For one, even your boys and all your clout can't hide cold, hard black-and-white pictures. Underage pussy ...homosexuality ...gang rape …" I tilted my head. "You know, I know plenty of people who would kill for just one of these photos. My father was pretty adamant, especially about the ones with the girls. He doesn't like seeing little girls hurt. Used." 
 
      
 
    "When do you want your boys released?" 
 
      
 
    I smirked. 
 
      
 
    "Sundown. Return them in good condition." I stood up, straightening out my jacket while Marshal watched me damn near unflinchingly, in that odd way that he always did—like nothing that was going on was actually a bother to him in the grand scheme of things. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, also. You might wanna tell your boys to reign it in a bit. It’s only a matter of time before someone’s family comes to us asking for a favor because they know that’s we’ll carry it out for them without a care. I mean it about the girls.” 
 
      
 
    Marshal nodded, said nothing, and I made my way out. 
 
      
 
    One thing was fixed. Now just a few more things that I needed to settle. I wanted to do something for Evie—maybe bring her back something or maybe take her out somewhere when I got back. What was the protocol for any of this? I had no idea. 
 
      
 
    I was pulling another cigarette out of my jacket when I bumped into someone. 
 
      
 
    Well, what do you fucking know? I found myself practically nose-to-nose with Rick Brown. 
 
      
 
    I smirked at the man. 
 
      
 
    “Governor,” I said. “What a pleasant surprise. And what are you doing here, mingling with the common folk?” We both pushed out the precinct doors, and I was met with flashes of cameras. I ignored them, however. They meant nothing to me, and I wasn’t going to miss this opportunity to fuck with him. 
 
      
 
    “Esposito,” he said curtly. He inclined his head to the reporters, though seemed to be disinclined to take any of their pressing, urgent questions. How funny. I continued smirking. 
 
      
 
    “Flustered, Governor?” 
 
      
 
    “Governor! How do you know Tony Esposito? Are you close? Do you have comment on the whereabouts of your daughter and the rumors that she’s been spending time with the mafioso?” 
 
      
 
    “Governor, can you explain to us the kind of charity work that your daughter is supposedly doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Governor, Governor!” 
 
      
 
    I laughed as he declined more comments while we made our way down the police station stairs. 
 
      
 
    “Is this a little too much for you, Governor?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    He scoffed. 
 
      
 
    “There is little that is too much to me; I merely see no point in entertaining gossip, just as I don’t feel like entertaining the childish antics of the city scum.” 
 
      
 
    My jaw clenched. 
 
      
 
    “What did you—” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll make this very clear.” Rick Brown spoke louder here, drawing himself up. “I will not be cowed by you, your father, or the people with whom you associate. Now, boy, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve work to do, namely seeing to it that, eventually, your name is nothing more than a cautionary whisper for little boys and little girls who think it’s cool to play gangster on the weekends. War is for soldiers, boy. I would suggest you remember what you are and what you aren’t in regards to that. As for my daughter,” he turned his attentions to the reporters, who were notetaking and rolling their cameras during his whole little speech. “My daughter is and always will be under my careful watch and protection. She has decided to retain a bit of privacy during this election, which I am respecting. Now. If you’ll excuse me.” 
 
      
 
    I watched, fuming, as Rick Brown walked off and away to his Bentley. The reporters followed him, still rolling their cameras, snap, snap, snapping away pictures, and jotting down notes. 
 
      
 
    “That fucker.” 
 
      
 
    I got in my car, peeling out of there. Son of a bitch … making it out like he was standing up to the mafia or some shit when he was no better than anything that my father and I were. I shook my head. And that shit about Evie always being under his protection and watch. Was that some sort of hint? Was he watching her? Was he planning to try and take her back? 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. Over my dead body. Fuck Rick Brown. His daughter was mine. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
    Evie 
 
      
 
    I sat on Tony’s bed, waiting for him. I had seen the entire exchange on the news channel and I was …furious? Annoyed? All of those things and then some. What the hell was he doing? What did he think this was? Some sort of game? 
 
      
 
    When his door burst open, I looked over. He seemed surprised to see me, but I glared at him. He caught the look and his own changed, too. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell did I do this time?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, good, you’re aware that you’re fucking up, then.” 
 
      
 
    He raised a brow at me. “Excuse me?” 
 
      
 
    “I saw you on television. With my father. What are you doing, provoking him publicly like that? I thought that there was an arrangement, and it didn’t involve poking at my father. When you do that, he won’t stop—” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think that I’m going to sit here and cower at your father’s name like some sort of bitch?” 
 
      
 
    “No, I expect you to be smart and not act like an idiot making him make wild claims on public television! I thought you wanted what was best for the baby. Fighting my father and causing war not that!” 
 
      
 
    He growled. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell do you want from me, Evie? I bring you here, I offer you protection—” 
 
      
 
    “Your father offered me protection. It’s clear what you want, and I’m pretty sure it’s self-serving, single-minded, bullshit!” 
 
      
 
    “What did you just say to me?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know where the attitude had come from. I had watched him have it out on the television with my father, and had been angry. I wanted to lash out. He was so … so … hard-headed! He was like some sort of alpha male, and I had hated those all my life. 
 
      
 
    But I wanted him to retaliate back at me. Was that sick? Probably. 
 
      
 
    I slid off the bed, went up to him, and poked him in the chest. 
 
      
 
    “We both know the only reason that you brought me here,” I said. I grabbed his hand and pressed it between my legs, where I was hot and soaked, just the thin cotton of a comfortable pair of shorts protecting me from his fingers. Those wonderful, thick, penetrating fingers. 
 
      
 
    “Is that so?” he asked me, his lip curling in a snarl. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, that’s so.” 
 
      
 
    He snarled and shoved me back on the bed. My legs were already spreading, and he wasted no time ripping my shorts from me. I hadn’t worn panties. He kept his eyes on my pussy, the irises darkening his already deep, dark eyes. He licked his lips, jerked me close to the edge of the bed, and dropped to his knees. 
 
      
 
    His tongue found me, warm and wet. I didn’t know what it was about the aggressive way he acted, but it made me hot like a cat in heat and I arched against his tongue as it slid harshly over my clit. He took it in his mouth, growling as he did. And just as aggressively as he’d done anything else when we’d had sex, he held me spread-open wide for the whole world to see if it was there. He suckled and slurped, forcing me to rock against his mouth with abandon as waves of pleasure rolled through me. My fingers found his hair, gripping and pulling. It felt so good. I wondered if I could get him to do more … 
 
      
 
    “You can do better than that, can’t you, Tony?” I panted out. “Is that all your mouth can do? No wonder my father challenges you in public—! Ah!” 
 
      
 
    He threw my legs over his shoulders, plunging his tongue inside me, and fucking me like it was his cock as his fingers went to my clit. No man had ever eaten me out like this. Most men just wanted to get you wet enough to screw, without actually getting you off. Tony was obviously trying to prove that he knew what he was doing. 
 
      
 
    “There, there. Right there. Don’t stop.” I kept rocking against him, so close, so close— 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, he stopped. My eyes flew open as I got ready to bitch at him for stopping when I was so close. But he was pulling away to pull his cock out, and he jerked me down to the edge of the bed. Like when he started, he spread my legs wide and smirked down at me. 
 
      
 
    “You were saying?” 
 
      
 
    “I still haven’t cum yet, you bastard—” 
 
      
 
    My head tilted back as he slammed into me. I was becoming addicted to the way his cock felt when it filled me so suddenly, because I was tight around him, cumming hard at just him thrusting inside me. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my God—!” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, babe, you’re so damn tight!” he snarled out at me. He kept fucking me through my orgasm, making the slick, wet sounds that were coming from inside of me even more lewd than they would be. I gripped the bedsheets as he rocked me against the bed, moving and shaking the bed and making it knock hard against the wall with a bang, bang, bang. 
 
      
 
    “Harder, Tony. Harder. Faster.” 
 
      
 
    More, more. I needed and wanted so much more. I thought I was going to go insane with it! 
 
      
 
    He complied beautifully. He pulled out, then slammed back in. He was slow to pull out again, letting me feel every single inch of that glorious cock—how thick and long it was—before slamming back into me. I felt him penetrate deep, and he pulled a yell out of me. 
 
      
 
    “You like that, huh? You like it when I fuck you hard?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” 
 
      
 
    He slammed into me again, over and over. His hips rolled in a fluid motion, knocking his cock back deep within me until I was screaming his name and cumming all over him again. I arched, my back coming off the bed and my breath taken from my throat, brows furrowing. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t stop—” 
 
      
 
    “Like hell I’m gonna,” he snarled. He hiked one of my legs up, settling it on his shoulder. It forced him deeper, and for the life of me, I’d never had a man handle me like that before—like this was what I was made for. Like I was his. 
 
      
 
    He grunted as he kept on, pistoning himself inside me. All I could do was lay back and take it, enjoy how good it felt, and clutch the bedsheets in my hand until Tony’s hips were stuttering against my own—until his thrusts became more and more erratic. He pushed deeply into me as he came and laid himself over me. I wrapped around him as he worked himself in and out some more, milking his orgasm until he was fully done and sated. I panted beneath him, satisfied and glowing. Throbbing. 
 
      
 
    “We’re making a habit out of this, you know.” 
 
      
 
    “Sex?” 
 
      
 
    “Angry sex.” 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t angry.” 
 
      
 
    “Coulda fooled me.” 
 
      
 
    He rolled over, pulling out of me. We laughed. 
 
      
 
    “We should probably stop,” I said. “The angry sex. Eventually, it’ll be bad for the baby.” My hand settled on my stomach. Still flat—though I noticed it was somewhat harder. His hand joined mine. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t intend to have that thing with your father, by the way,” he said. I looked to him, head tilted, a little puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Hm?” 
 
      
 
    “That thing on the TV. I had gone to get the two guys who helped me get you out of that shitty house that your father was keeping you in. He was there.” 
 
      
 
    “Why was he there?” 
 
      
 
    Tony shrugged. “No idea, to be honest. Probably paying off whoever lets him run the town the way he wants to run it.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned a little. 
 
      
 
    “My father …he’s into a lot of things that he shouldn’t be, isn’t he?” 
 
      
 
    “What gave you that impression?” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve always known that my father works with shady people. I don’t trust any of his cronies, and less than half of the people that he works with are the government. But I always kind of thought …” I shook my head. “I don’t know what I thought. He’s a shitty father, but I didn’t think that overall, he was a shitty person. He has his goals and his ambitions but … he champions for the people. Championed for the people …” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a smart girl. I’m sure you understand how the world works.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d hoped …” 
 
      
 
    “That your father was a better man than that.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. I had thought that he was, but apparently, I was wrong. How fucked up is that?” 
 
      
 
    Tony rolled over. He eyed me for a while. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not really fucked up though, is it? I mean, it’s not like everyone is always how they ought to be, you know? The world isn’t perfect like that.” 
 
      
 
    “I guess you’re right.” 
 
      
 
    “I know I’m right. Either way, don’t beat yourself up over the shit your father does. That’s on your father …not on you.” 
 
      
 
    “You know that applies to you as well, right?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    I looked at him a little pointedly. 
 
      
 
    “I mean, you and your father aren’t really close.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, well. I mean we’ve never been really close anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “And that’s not really on you.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know where the urge came from, but there was an intense need and desire to have some sort of additional contact. I wrapped around him, snuggling up close to him. I think the move surprised him a bit; he started a little before he reciprocated the gesture and wrapped himself around me as well. 
 
      
 
    “I think I should apologize,” he said eventually. 
 
      
 
    “Apologize? For what?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been a bit. You know.” He gestured between my legs. I laughed. 
 
      
 
    “If I didn’t like it, do you honestly think I would have just let you get away with it?” 
 
      
 
    “Hm, well, when you put it that way …” 
 
      
 
    I smacked him lightly on the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Listen … I don’t know what all is going to happen. But …I guess I do know at least you give really, really good sex.” 
 
      
 
    We both laughed at that. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
    Tony 
 
      
 
    I had a lot to think about when it came to Evie. A lot. She was a hot little thing, she was smart, and to be honest, most of the time I wanted her on my cock more than I wanted her off of it. Sometimes though …there was this weird feeling that I couldn’t really describe because it wasn’t one that I had ever felt. Being around her and knowing that she had my baby inside her, though, made me want to protect her and watch out for her. Pussy was pussy, but Evie was more than pussy. I didn’t know what to do with that. 
 
      
 
    It was about a week after she and I had had that argument. My father had gotten her set up advising him and a few of his partners—never showing her face to them, though. One thing we agreed on was that we would expose her to as few people who would talk as possible. If we didn’t make waves, then her father couldn’t, either, right? It sounded smart, and though my father went along with it, I could tell he had a small issue with it. Whatever. It was my call to make; Evie was my girl. 
 
      
 
    Anyway. It was about a week after, and things were settling in, mostly. I had my head wrapped around Evie, though. The baby. Our future. Too many thoughts to be having about pussy, so I’d decided to go out with Allan. We sat in Buster’s, a cheap-ass strip joint in the slower part of town. It meant a less-than-perfect selection of tail, but the girls were enthusiastic and usually they’d let you do whatever you wanted with them. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t in the mood to do whatever, though. That was the fucking thing. Wild, wasn’t it? Here I was, surrounded by pussy, and I didn’t fucking care. 
 
      
 
    Allan, though—boy, he was happy. I took a sip from my glass and watched as some thick-assed honey wiggled herself in his lap. She was pretty, but had no rhythm. Not like Allan noticed; if there was action on his dick, he was pretty set and set good. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, girl,” he said. He slapped her ass, sliding in a couple of high-marked bills. “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes and scoffed. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, dude, you’re harshing on my real good vibes over here with all your huffin’ and puffin’,” he said. “Why don’t you pay for a dance or something?” 
 
      
 
    “Because I don’t want a dance.” 
 
      
 
    “Then why did you say we should come here?” 
 
      
 
     I didn’t answer. Eventually, Allan scoffed. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, man, whatever. Go to the bar and drink there or something. I’m getting’ me mines!” 
 
      
 
     I looked over and saw he had his hands all over the girl’s tits. He was throwing around enough money that they wouldn’t care about the no touching rule. Maybe before we left he’d get a little more than just a titty grab. I sure as hell wasn’t staying to sit around for that shit. 
 
      
 
    “Man, whatever. Don’t take too long. I’m already bored and I want to get some food before we go home.” 
 
      
 
    Allan didn’t even listen or pay attention. I shook my head and went over to the bar. The lights were dim, but at least there weren’t any girls trying to shove their asses in my face; the one behind the bar was pretty, though. Must have had a look on my face that said that I wasn’t interested, however. 
 
      
 
    “You look a little put off to say you’re at a strip joint,” she said. She smiled at me. “What can I get you?” 
 
      
 
    I slid my glass over to her. 
 
      
 
    “Rum.” 
 
      
 
    “You got it.” 
 
      
 
    I sat back as I waited for her. I watched her as she made my drink. The sway of her ass. The way her body was curved. She looked like she had the kind of hips that you held on to when you had a woman riding your dick—she’d probably be good at it. But while I would usually be fine with grabbing, going, and maybe taking up a few days of her time, there was just nothing. My cock didn’t even react to her. 
 
      
 
    When she came back around, I slid her a decent tip. She raised a brow and slid it into her bra after counting it. 
 
      
 
    “Pretty generous considering I still have all my clothes on.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t really come here to get any naked action,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” She started cleaning a glass. There was a wolf whistle that took my attention for a second, until I realized that it was just Allan, still being a Goddamn fool. She laughed. “Whatever the case, your friend certainly is having more fun than you are. You caught up on something?” 
 
      
 
    “You always so talkative?” 
 
      
 
    “Only with the ones who need to talk.” 
 
      
 
    I eyed her a bit. She was pretty. First time I really got the chance to look at her right. She had these candy-apple-red lips and long-ass black hair. Thick, too, with creamy, caramel-colored skin. I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not. What’s it to you?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, one, it’s my job to make sure the men that come in here have a good time and feel good. You’re not having a good time, and you don’t feel good.” 
 
      
 
    “I said I didn’t come in here for a dance.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t say I would make you feel good with a dance—but, fair warning, you still have to pay. I’m on the clock.” 
 
      
 
    She came around the bar. Another girl walked up, seemingly out of no fucking where. Girl with the candy-apple lips tugged me up from my seat and to the back room. She was a strong, little thing, and while I wasn’t looking for that kind of good time, I was curious about what she was going to give me. 
 
      
 
    The back rooms were fairly clean. They weren’t the most pristine or prestigious or whatever, but it didn’t really matter, did it? She sat me down on the couch and I willingly followed. She plopped herself down beside me, resting her thick, little legs in my lap. 
 
      
 
    “So,” she said. “Is it a girl who’s got you all sad? I doubt it’s a man if you’re in here, but hey, you never know.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not a man.” 
 
      
 
    “A girl, then.” 
 
      
 
    “A girl.” 
 
      
 
    When I didn’t offer any more, she nudged me. 
 
      
 
    “Well, go on. I’m studying psychology while I work here. Give me something good to analyze. Maybe I can help.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re gonna be in trouble if you find you clients coming to a strip joint,” I muttered. Christ, this was crazy. Talking to a stripper about a female. I sighed. “It’s like this,” I started. “I had a one-night stand with a girl. Standard. It was hot and she was hot. I got her on my mind because of that, but I don’t hear from her for a while, right? Her father is …kind of an important guy. Controlling and shit. I do some digging and find out the reason that I haven’t heard from her is because her crazy-ass father locked her away somewhere …I knocked her up, and he wasn’t too pleased.” 
 
      
 
    Candy Apple whistled. 
 
      
 
    “I’d probably be pissed too. Locking her away, though?” 
 
      
 
    “I know, right? Crazy-ass shit. Anyway. The long and short of it is I get this girl away from her crazy father—” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, wait. Hold up.” Candy Apple starts to get comfortable. “How the hell did you get her back if her father had her on a serious lock down? You need to explain that.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. It’s like this. I did some digging. Found out some details. I was planning on getting her, right? Funny thing is, she actually calls me—” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? So she was looking for you, too?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. She calls me and explains things. Tries to get me to stay put, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    “Which, obviously, you didn’t do.” 
 
      
 
    “Obviously not. I get her. There’s some beef, but it’s cool. We’re cool. I bring her back to my place and get her situated and settled away.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what’s the issue?” Candy Apple looks at me intently. “Sounds like you got everything squared away, so why all the fuss and worry?” 
 
      
 
    “Because.” I shook my head. “Listen, she’s got my baby, yeah? But I don’t know shit about her. I think she’s fine. Fucking her is nice. But—” 
 
      
 
    “You’re catching some feelings you weren’t expecting way too fast, in your opinion, over some tail?” 
 
      
 
    I stared at Candy Apple, mouth a little open. She shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “What? I told you I was putting myself through school. Don’t look so surprised just because I’m a stripper.” 
 
      
 
    “It ain’t that—” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t lie, I promise it won’t hurt my feelings. An-y-way. You and this girl. You wanted to just, what? Step up. Be a man. Claim that as yours. But now it’s feeling too real?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, sounds about damn right.” 
 
      
 
    Candy Apple laughed. 
 
      
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
      
 
    “The fact you’re making this more complicated than you need to. Men always do that, but so do women, so let me clue you in. This girl is willingly staying with you, yeah? Which means on some level, she wants something to work out with you. I say take the leap and see where it gets you. You don’t gotta be all in your feelings over it. Take her on a date. See a movie. Learn about what she likes and what she doesn’t like. By the time that baby comes in, you’ll know how hard you want her, or if you’re just cool looking out for her because you fucked up and didn’t wrap it before you tapped it. Simple.” 
 
      
 
    I thought about it a little. Yeah, that was simple. But there was obviously shit that I wasn’t about to tell her about the situation. Namely Evie’s father … I didn’t trust that bastard to keep up his end of the deal here—the deal being that I was allowed to have Evie and our baby and he could kick rocks for all I cared. Eventually, people would start asking questions, but questions were things that I was able to handle and put a decent, swift end to. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, so like. Date her? You want me to date her?” 
 
      
 
    “You want you to date her. I’m just telling you like it is.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm.” 
 
      
 
    She laughed again and stood up. 
 
      
 
    “Listen. I get that the situation is hard, but you don’t seem like a dumb guy, even if you’re being dumb about this situation. Men like you always go after what they want and don’t stop until they get it. Treat that like this—you know, without being a dick about it—and I’m sure your girl will come around the way you want her to. Now.” She put one hand on her hip and held the other one out to me expectantly. “Time’s up, big boy.” 
 
      
 
    I snorted. Candy Apple sure was something, wasn’t she? Whatever. I fished into my pocket and pulled out a decent set of bills, giving her a little extra, considering playing therapist probably wasn’t in her job description. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “Anytime, big boy. And I do mean that. Swing back around and tell me how it goes!” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know if I was gonna go that far, but I gave her a nod before I left, as if I was going to think about it anyway. 
 
      
 
    Allan was still playing with his girl when I walked out. He’d gotten her top off, though, and was fucking around in her panties. She ground up against him like it was the first time anyone had gotten a hold of her pussy. I shook my head, took Allan by the collar of his shirt, and dragged his ass up. He protested, yelling at me as I did so. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, man, what gives?!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m bored and done and not staying here,” I said. “Come on with me unless you want to walk your ass back to the compound.” 
 
      
 
    Allan, of course, didn’t argue with me. Much, at least. 
 
      
 
    “Man, that’s fucked up. I was gonna get me some!” 
 
      
 
    “You can get you some the next time. Quit your bitching. It’s not like you’ve never had pussy before.” 
 
      
 
    Allan grumbled and griped all the way home, but that was just fine with me. He would be over it by the next day and we’d be back to normal—business as usual. Most of my mind was on Evie, anyway, and how I was going to go about taking Candy Apple’s advice. I formulated a plan on the way home, and when we pulled up and I got out, I tossed the keys to Allan. 
 
      
 
    “You can park her. I got business to handle.” 
 
      
 
    “Man, if that’s code for you’re about to get some pussy, I hate you, and you can go fuck yourself.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Who knows. Maybe I’ll get a little bit luckier than you right now, fuck face.” 
 
      
 
    Allan flipped me off, but I didn’t really care. It was all good either way. I went into the house, side-stepping a couple of the maids who tried to get my attention. 
 
      
 
    “Your father—” 
 
      
 
    “Tell him he can wait. I got something that I need to handle.” 
 
      
 
    They looked a little put off about that, but they didn’t try to stop me as I made my way to my wing. There was music coming from it and, curious, I followed it to the room that Evie was staying in. I peeked my head into the room and was quiet as I watched. 
 
      
 
    She swayed her hips to the beat as she folded clothes. We had maids for that kind of stuff—but she insisted on doing things like that on her own. She hummed the beat and the tune, and I was surprised that she had rhythm enough to move well to the music. 
 
      
 
    Taking a leap of faith, I walked in. I came up behind her and slid my hands around her middle. She jumped, surprised at the sudden contact. 
 
      
 
    “It’s just me,” I assured her. “Don’t worry. It’s just me. I’m not trying to do anything.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh—okay.” 
 
      
 
    The music continued to play, and I pressed against Evie and moved with her to the music. It took her a little bit to get comfortable, but it was all right. I smiled when she relaxed and just let herself get into it instead being all uptight. It was nice. 
 
      
 
    “You know, I didn’t know that you could move like this,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Well, not if my father had anything to say about it. I had dance lessons, but not like this. My best friend in high school taught me the moves.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? And where is this best friend now? I need to thank her for giving you the shake, shake, shake in this nice ass of yours.” 
 
      
 
    Evie laughed. 
 
      
 
    “It was a he, actually, and he didn’t pass my father’s stringent friend-approval system. Carter was gay through and through, and my father thought he’d make me look bad so … I cut him off easy and nice before my father could do something mean or nasty to him.” 
 
      
 
    “Your father would do something like that?” 
 
      
 
    “My father hid me away in a completely different town just so that I could have my baby in secret, without anyone ever finding out where it came from, who the father was, or that I was even pregnant to begin with,” she pointed out. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. That’s a fair point. I’ll give you that.” 
 
      
 
    Rather than be upset, Evie laughed and pulled away from me. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine. I’ve accepted the way that my father is. I don’t have to like it—it’s just fact.” She looked up at me and smiled. “Did you need something? I was under the impression that you and Allan were going to be gone for a while. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Actually … nah. It wasn’t anything all that important. I actually wanted to talk to you. You got, uh. Time?” 
 
      
 
    Evie quirked her brow. 
 
      
 
    “Unless your dad has asks me to help some dealer who doesn’t understand business despite running his own business … there’s not a whole lot for me to do at the moment and not a lot of people lining up to have meetings with me, either,” she said. She moved back to plop down on her bed. “What’s up? Is something wrong? Anything I need to worry about?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “Nah, nah, nothing like that. It’s. Well—” 
 
      
 
    “You being tongue tied is a first.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned. 
 
      
 
    “This is a bit of a first for me, all right?” 
 
      
 
    She held up her hands. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t mean anything by it. Go on. What’s up?” 
 
      
 
    “I was thinking …we had a lot of fun, yeah? That night that we got together? And we’ve had some fun even if it’s been a little …wild.” 
 
      
 
    “Wild is a good word for it.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. But we’re gonna be in this for a while. You’re gonna be cooking that in there for nine months and then it’s who knows how much time afterward that we’re gonna be in this thing. Raising this kid. Looking out for it—and trust me, I’m gonna, all right? I’m not gonna be one of those men who doesn’t provide.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s reassuring.” 
 
      
 
    “I told you, I’m not about to back out on this just because this wasn’t planned. But I was thinking …maybe we get to know each other a little better, yeah? Nine months is a long time and, I mean, I’m not opposed to you. You’re a looker. You’re pretty cool.” 
 
      
 
    Evie bit her lip. She could see where I was going with this, I could tell. 
 
      
 
    “So, what? You want to go steady, or something?” She chuckled at the thought, as though it were an incredulous suggestion, but there was something else in her eyes that led me to believe that she was hopeful. Or maybe that she knew that’s where this was headed. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged it off, though, like it was no big deal—like it wasn’t a whole hell of a lot to me. But fuck it if I didn’t like the general idea of steady. She’d be mine. 
 
      
 
    “You know. I could take you on a few dates. Figure this shit out together. Like adults with a baby on the way.” 
 
      
 
    She bit her lip. The way she moved it in and out between her teeth made me want to bite it too. She started to blush. 
 
      
 
    “Tony …are you sure you even want this because you want this, or because we have a baby on the way?” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t it be both?” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds like you’re trying to make excuses.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. I moved toward her, standing in front of her where she sat on her bed. 
 
      
 
    “Listen. I said that I wanted to do this right.” And it seemed I was saying that a lot lately. I hoped it wasn’t all just for my Goddamn benefit. “Which means all of it, you know? I’m not saying we’re fucking—I don’t know—star-crossed lovers, but we are going to be parents and I want to have a good relationship with you. Whatever that is. I also want to take you on a date or so and show you off where I can.” 
 
      
 
    Evie stared at me for a while. Like, really stared. It was like she was trying to see through me, and it would have been weird if it wasn’t so nice to look into her eyes. They were gorgeous—captivating and shit. 
 
      
 
    I started to get worried when she didn’t answer, but when she finally did, I breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I don’t see why we can’t give it a try, Tony. I want to get to know the father of my child, too.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
    Evie 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know what my parents’ relationship was like before my mother died. I had never gotten to meet her, after all, and so the only references that I had to parental relationships came from bad sitcoms from the nineties and my friends. 
 
      
 
    My high school best friend, Carter, had the most loving parents in the world. It made me sad to realize that it had been so long since I’d seen any of them. but I could remember how much they cared for Carter and how much they stood up for him, and ultimately, how much they loved not only him, but each other. It was never a fantasy of mine to be a parent like my father was—controlling, distant, and often manipulative—even if he thought that he was doing the right thing. He was my father and a good man underneath the way he was, however he was ambitious, and that ambition always outweighed anything else that was going on in my life. 
 
      
 
    No …I wanted to be like Carter’s parents—a wife to my husband, mother to my children. I wanted at least three. Three always seemed like a nice, well-rounded number to me. I would work and take care of them, of course, and my husband would help and do the same. I loved how Carter’s parents were equals, not the imbalanced, archaic way that my father’s peers ran their own personal lives, with the women nearly subservient and in their husband’s shadows. 
 
      
 
    As I got ready for my date with Tony, it made me laugh to realize how backward I was doing all of this. Wasn’t I supposed to have gone on the date before the sex? Before the baby? Before all of this? Wasn’t I supposed to know the father of my child was before I conceived? 
 
      
 
    I ran my hand over my belly. Earlier in the week, I had been able to go out with one of the many girls Allan was trying to get his hands on,. I needed clothes and, initially, I was just going to get some comfortable things for around the compound and perhaps start looking into maternity clothes. Ellia, however, had had other ideas, and while I had gotten things that I needed, I had left downtown with more …sexy things than anticipated. 
 
      
 
    “You’re running with Tony,” she’d told me gleefully. “You got to look the part.” 
 
      
 
    In the low-cut, emerald-green top I was wearing, my breasts were full and prominent. The jeans were nice and tight, showing off curves and ass that even I hadn’t realized that I had. The front of the shirt was flowy, but still showed off my figure without being too tight—though I didn’t have a belly, really, to speak of, it was starting to poke out. 
 
      
 
    Yeah. This should have been phase one, not phase wherever the hell I found myself. Oddly enough, it was exciting. I felt jitters in my stomach as I brushed the curls of my hair into perfect place and stared at myself in the mirror one last time before smiling at myself. 
 
      
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
      
 
    I slid on a pair of flats—which was honestly becoming my favorite thing about being at Tony’s; I would always be in these god-awful heels when it came to what my father wanted me to wear—and headed out into the hall. I was sharing the wing with Tony, and while we’d had sex, I felt like it was best if we slept in different rooms. It wasn’t something that I explicitly stated, but it was pretty obvious when I wasn’t trekking to his room every night. 
 
      
 
    That didn’t mean I wasn’t curious about what it would be like to sleep with him, however. 
 
      
 
    I knocked on Tony’s closed door, nudging it open to peek in. 
 
      
 
    “Tony?” I called. “Are you ready?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, just a second.” 
 
      
 
    His voice came from the adjoined bathroom in his bedroom, and I smiled a little. I leaned against the wall outside of his room, waiting. Again, the jitters fluttered in my stomach and I realized … for the first time … 
 
      
 
    This was a date I was going on that I had set up and agreed to all on my own, without my father’s input or approval. I wondered what he would say if he knew that Tony was taking me on dates. 
 
      
 
    Well, it’s only one date, and you have no idea how it’s going to go, and you two are just trying to get to know each other because you’re pregnant. Don’t get ahead of yourself. 
 
      
 
    When Tony came out, I was pulled, blessedly, from my thoughts. I was stricken, though, by how good he looked. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t suit-and-tied dressed up, which I hadn’t expected because he had told me to go sexy-casual. But his button-up shirt was tight in the right places and not buttoned all the way up, showing off part of his chest. Short sleeves let me see his arms and, oh, I would always be reminded every time that they were bare just how cut Tony really was, and just how strong, thick, and masculine he was. Nothing like the kind of men my father set me up with. 
 
      
 
    I was satisfied to see that he was doing the same amount of staring right back at me, eyes moving up and down my body. It was nice to know that, even pregnant, I was still appealing, even if only for now, while I didn’t have a large, pregnant belly. 
 
      
 
    He smiled at me and held his arm out. I took it and we headed downstairs. 
 
      
 
    “You know, you look … really Goddamn good,” he said. I laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. I couldn’t tell with the way that you were staring at me.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t make fun of me. I’m only a man and I like what I like.” 
 
      
 
    “Well take it all in, because you get to have this all night,” I said, before I could stop myself and before I really thought about my words. 
 
      
 
    “Is that a promise?” he asked me, amused. “Because I would totally take you up on the offer.” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Our drive into town consisted of blaring music, Tony and I singing at the top of our lungs, and me realizing that I really, really, enjoyed fast cars. 
 
      
 
    He drove us out, zipping and zooming along the highway, out of our city and into the next one over. He figured, apparently, that that would help minimize the risk of someone we knew personally recognizing us. He didn’t want to be cooped up in the house and didn’t want to force me to be the same, but also didn’t want to make too many waves—I could appreciate that. 
 
      
 
    While our city was large and certainly had places to party, the next over was literally a party city. Lights shined upward into the night sky and music blared from every direction. People went from one club to another to another, and I was honestly awed; this wasn’t something that I had ever done before—certainly not on a date. 
 
      
 
    Tony parked us in a private garage. He got out and came over to my door, holding his arm out as he let me out. 
 
      
 
    “So, what do you want to do first?” 
 
      
 
    I looked around. There was so much. How was I supposed to choose? I looked back to him, smiling. 
 
      
 
    “Surprise me.” 
 
      
 
    He grinned at me and led us down the sidewalk, weaving in and out of the bustling city foot traffic. I took in everything—the lights, the sounds, and the smells of the food being cooked by the street vendors. There was the hint of alcohol in the air, too, and I was tempted to ask if we could stop at a bar before the realization hit me. 
 
      
 
    “So, you know I can’t drink, right?” It was a thought that occurred to me as he steered us into a club with thumping, loud music with reverberating bass. 
 
      
 
    Tony laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Babe, I make it a point to make sure that my dates can have fun with me without the booze—I mean it’s a bonus, but still. Nah. We’re gonna dance and you can show me more of those sweet moves of yours.” 
 
      
 
    There were so many people in the club, it would have been suffocating if it weren’t for the fact that Tony kept his hands on me the entire time. He stood behind me with his hands on my hips and his body pressed to my back. He rocked to the beat of the music as we bobbed and weaved onto the dancefloor, and he pulled me back a little harder so my ass was ground against his crotch as we found a place and stayed there. 
 
      
 
    I’d never been clubbing—at least not unless you counted the couple of times that Carter and I sneaked into the gay bar he liked going to. I wasn’t sure if that did count; it wasn’t like he was actually my date and it wasn’t like I picked up anyone there, either. But it was fun. 
 
      
 
    This, though. 
 
      
 
    Tony’s hands on me. 
 
      
 
    His face in my neck. 
 
      
 
    His body pressed to mine. 
 
      
 
    I found an easy rhythm with the music, rocking and rolling my hips against him. It wasn’t intentionally sexual, even though I felt the stir of his cock against my ass. But it was …fun. Exhilarating. I put my hands on his and guided them up to touch me freely over my belly and just under the rise of my breasts before I moved them down, teasingly preventing him from touching. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, so mean.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled and wiggled my ass against him. 
 
      
 
    “I’m being nice, aren’t I?” 
 
      
 
    He nipped playfully at my neck, and I shuddered. I turned around, looping my arms around his neck, and ground up against him that way. 
 
      
 
    “So,” I said, raising my voice a little so he could hear me even with the heavy bass of the music playing. “You always take your dates here?” 
 
      
 
    He smirked. “I’ve never been on a date.” 
 
      
 
    I raised my brow. 
 
      
 
    “How is that even possible?” 
 
      
 
    He laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Because, Evie. I pick up girls from bars, and maybe I’ll take them home. Usually, we find a nice place to, ah, work out our tensions, and then we part ways. But actually planning on bringing a girl out in public? Never.” 
 
      
 
    I tilted my head. My lips quirked into a little smirk. “So, I’m your first date, then?” 
 
      
 
    Tony rolled his eyes, but looked away, embarrassed. 
 
      
 
    “Listen,” he said. “I do things a little backwards sometimes it seems. You can’t fault me for liking tail and chasing it, okay?” 
 
      
 
    I leaned up, nudging his head to me so I could tug on his lower lip. 
 
      
 
    “Honestly,” I said. “I’d probably have done the same if I was ever given the chance. Just. Like. You know. Casual sex. Fucking whoever, no strings.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve never just gone to a bar looking for cock?” That seemed to surprise him. 
 
      
 
    I laughed. “Tony, you’ve met my father. Do you honestly think I was given an opportunity? You were the first man that I—” I stopped there, embarrassed. Tony raised a brow, squeezed my hips a little, and rutted against me, urging me on. 
 
      
 
    “The first man who ever …go on,” he said, not even bothering to hide his grin. 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You were the first guy that I’ve ever just, you know—didn’t meet through my father and fucked casually in an alley, no-strings. A one-night kind of deal,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Tony grinned down at me. 
 
      
 
    I nudged him. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “So, basically, what you’re saying is that we’re each other’s firsts—in some capacity. Romantic.” 
 
      
 
    I snorted. “Oh yeah, totally romantic.” 
 
      
 
    We continued to dance after that. I let my fingers play through his hair, and he spent his time touching me in any way that he could. That fluttery, jittery feeling in my stomach was soon replaced with a content, happy feeling. This was nice. Exciting. Different. 
 
      
 
    After a few sets, I was a little sweaty and needed to pee. I leaned up and kissed Tony. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, I’ll be right back,” I said. “Gonna go to the bathroom.” 
 
      
 
    He tugged me back before I could leave, stealing another kiss from me. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be too long.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try not to.” 
 
      
 
    I moved in and out of the other dancers on the floor, making my way back to the bathroom faster than I expected. When I got back, I would ask if we could take a break so I could get some water; I was feeling the thirst and didn’t want to burn out. I was having so much fun with Tony and didn’t want the night to end too abruptly. 
 
      
 
    Which …surprised me. Usually on dates, I couldn’t wait to get away from them. I wanted to make them as short and sweet as possible. Even with men who I was compatible enough with that the sex was good, I tried to limit how much time was spent with them. I didn’t want this night to end—there was no pressure or fuss—just me and Tony having fun. 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t realized how much I had been craving that until it was right in front of me. 
 
      
 
    I did my business quickly and finished up, heading back out into the club. The song had changed into something even more upbeat and bass heavy. I bumped and swayed to the beat as I looked for Tony in the crowd when someone took hold of me. 
 
      
 
    “Hey pretty thing.” 
 
      
 
    I turned around, putting distance between myself and the man. He was good looking—but I wasn’t here with him. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, sorry, I’m with someone,” I said politely as I turned around. He took my arm and pulled me back to him. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t look like you’re with no one,” he said. “You look like you’re all alone, in fact. Let me keep you company, cutie.” 
 
      
 
    He brought me closer to him, and I could smell the alcohol on his breath, like he’d brushed his teeth in whiskey. I frowned, putting my hands to his chest. 
 
      
 
    “I said no. I’m with someone.” I was firm in my tone and looked the man in the eyes, letting him know that I wasn’t interested in the slightest and that he could damn well be on his way and leave me alone. He just continued to smile down at me though. 
 
      
 
    “Aw, come on, don’t be that way. I wanna have some fun. It’s my birthday—” 
 
      
 
    “Go have fun with someone who cares, then.” I wasn’t usually so rude with people in these situations, but this man was giving me little choice in the matter. I wasn’t in the mood for some stranger to put his hands on me. 
 
      
 
    This didn’t seem to please the man. His grip got harder, and I gasped as he forced me against him and he started to dance. 
 
      
 
    “Listen, babe, I don’t want to take no for an answer and since it’s my birthday, I think you should—” 
 
      
 
    “Aye, is there a problem here?” 
 
      
 
    I audibly let out a sigh of relief. Tony was back. I pushed the man away from me and rubbed my arms as I moved away and Tony got between the two of us. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, dude, no problem. The girl and I were just dancing—” 
 
      
 
    “Looks to me like she wasn’t much in the mood for dancing with you. Beat it.” 
 
      
 
    The man looked between Tony and I, brow raised. He gave an ugly sneer. 
 
      
 
    “Aw, come on. I just wanted a birthday dance. And she has such a sweet, little, tight body. Can you blame me—” 
 
      
 
    Tony stepped towards the man. I thought that he might hit him. His fists were clenched at his sides, but he never raised them. He did, however, get in the man’s face. It was then that I realized that Tony was definitely a few inches taller than the man—and the man realized that, too. 
 
      
 
    “I said,” he nearly growled out, “to back the fuck off. She doesn’t want to dance with you, got it?” 
 
      
 
    The man stared Tony down, and then flicked his eyes to me. I wasn’t sure, but I thought I saw something flash in his eyes. He gave me another nasty glare and smirked at Tony. 
 
      
 
    “Whatever. It’s not like the club isn’t full of a bunch of bitches, you know.” 
 
      
 
    The man walked off. Tony watched him until he disappeared into the crowd. Good riddance. 
 
      
 
    I sighed and shook my head. What the hell was that all about? 
 
      
 
    “Sorry about that,” Tony said. “I should have been over here watching you or something.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed, and Tony looked at me, confused. 
 
      
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t watch me all the time, Tony. It’s fine. I promise. Nothing bad really happened, but gross dudes in the club are probably a thing. Though …” I slid close to him, falling into the beat of the music as I ground up against him again. “It was really, really hot watching you stand up for me like that.” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    We stayed at the club for about an hour and a half, or maybe two hours. We had idle chatter between dances, but mostly we just enjoyed each other’s company. When I mentioned being hungry, Tony said we could go out and see what kind of street vendors and food trucks were outside. There was a huge selection—anything from street tacos to burgers to Mediterranean fare to pizza. I had never had vendor food, which was insane given that I lived in a big city, but my father had always considered the street food to be ‘below’ us. 
 
      
 
    I decided to settle on Mediterranean, specifically a gyro place that smelled like utter heaven. Tony and I walked down the street with our gyros in hand, munching away happily and eating. 
 
      
 
    “This is—oh my God—so good,” I moaned out. I was hardly proper in the way I ate, stuffing my face full. Tony laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Damn, girl, you sure do pack away.” 
 
      
 
    “In my defense, I am eating for two.” 
 
      
 
    Tony gave a snort to that, looking down at my stomach as he did. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, fair enough, fair enough. That baby is hungry, apparently, despite the fact it’s, what? The size of a sea monkey?” 
 
      
 
    “Not even that yet. It’s tiny. Super tiny.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
      
 
    I looked up to him. He seemed deep in thought. I nudged him. 
 
      
 
    “What’s on your mind?” 
 
      
 
    “Well. It’s kinda weird, you know? Like, we’re going to have a son or daughter? Have you thought about names?” 
 
      
 
    Oh. 
 
      
 
    I took another bite of my gyro. I had, if we were being perfectly honest. 
 
      
 
    “When my father first sent me off, that’s how I would spend a good part of my day,” I said. “I had the television, but he cut me completely off of everything else. No computer, no phone—nothing. So I would sit and think and make up all these baby names, depending on if it was a boy or a girl …names that would go with either, just to make it easier.” I laughed. “You? Have you thought of any?” 
 
      
 
    “Honestly …nah,” he admitted sheepishly. “Everything’s been moving fast. Mostly I was trying to focus on getting you back, and then it’s been non-stop … shit.” He shrugged. “I mean, I also never really thought about being a father, either. I figured it wouldn’t come until—” 
 
      
 
    “Later.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    We lapsed into a silence then. Still stuck on the idea of baby names, I looked up to Tony. 
 
      
 
    “So, what do you think about Anthony?” 
 
      
 
    He looked at me, confused. “Who’s Anthony?” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. “No one, silly. I meant as a baby name. Come on. We can bounce ideas off each other. Isn’t that what parents do? We’re trying to do this thing right, aren’t we?” 
 
      
 
    Tony tilted his head. “Oh. Huh. I suppose you’re right.” He pondered a bit. “Anthony is nice. Alexander?” 
 
      
 
    “Hm … Holden?” 
 
      
 
    “…Holden?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a nice, aristocratic name!” I defended. 
 
      
 
    Tony laughed. “Ah, yes, our child, the aristocrat. Hm. What about Cliff?” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds too casual. Donovan?” 
 
      
 
    “I knew a Donovan once and hated him.” 
 
      
 
    “Marco?” 
 
      
 
    “Polo?” 
 
      
 
    “Tony!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s my name—” 
 
      
 
    I shoved at him playfully. We went back and forth on this, calling out random names and switching between boy names and girl names and everything in between. We didn’t actually choose a set of names then, but it was still nice. It still felt like something normal, despite the fact that, up until this point, there hadn’t been a lot that was normal between the two of us. 
 
      
 
    By the time it was time to go home, Tony and I had walked up and down the main road once, stopping by a couple more clubs to dance. My feet were aching when we got back to the car and I was grateful to be able to sit. I leaned my head back against the seat and dozed. 
 
      
 
    “Evie… hey. Hey. We’re home.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked my eyes awake, seeing that we were, in fact, back at the complex. I stretched before I got out and, I think to Tony’s surprise, wrapped myself around him as we walked up into the house. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
    Tony 
 
      
 
    She was nice and warm, tucked into my side as we walked into the house. The night had been fucking amazing—even if you included that minor incident with the fuck-face who had tried to get Evie to dance with him. I had my arms around her as I walked her inside. In all honesty, I expected her to tucker out and go to her room. We’d spent a lot of time moving around. 
 
      
 
    What I didn’t expect was her pressing herself against me and kissing me when we got to my room. I was going to walk her to her own, but she seemed to have other plans, not that I was going to complain or going to make her stop, either. Our mouths moved against each other’s and my hands settled on her ass. I squeezed and pulled her closer to me, and she groaned. 
 
      
 
    “You sound like you need something.” 
 
      
 
    “You know exactly what I need, Tony.” 
 
      
 
    I fiddled with the door, working it open one handed while I kept kissing her. We practically tumbled into my room. If I thought I was going to get the upper hand, I was dead-ass wrong. Evie pushed me to the bed before I could turn her onto it myself. I was curious, though. She was initiating. Taking. What was she about to do? 
 
      
 
    I watched with hooded eyes as she straddled me and rocked her pretty, full hips down onto my crotch. I’d been about half-hard all night and rutted up against her. She smirked down at me. 
 
      
 
    “I wanna show you how much I liked tonight, Tony. Let me take care of you?” 
 
      
 
    I was pretty sure it was supposed to be the other way around, but I was taken in by watching her hands smooth over her breasts, then squeeze as she gave a breathy, sexy, little moan. I put my hands on her hips and squeezed, moving her against my cock as she continued to touch herself. She took off her top and—fuck. She wasn’t wearing a bra. Her nipples were pert and pretty, and I wanted my mouth on them. 
 
      
 
    I sat up, keeping her in my lap as I put my mouth on her tit, sucking her nipple between my lips. She gasped and moaned as I sucked, nibbling a little at the bud. She rocked hard against me and dragged her nails down the front of my shirt before she started going at the buttons, popping them off one by one. She shoved my shirt off to get at my chest. I groaned against her breast, going for the other nipple as her nails dug into my skin. 
 
      
 
    “Ah …Tony.” 
 
      
 
    I growled against her, loving the way that my name came out of her mouth. It was damn near perfect in every way, and there was nothing anyone could say that could convince me it wasn’t the best damn thing that I had ever heard. 
 
      
 
    Her hands moved down while I played with her nipples, enjoying how hard they were and how soft her breasts were in comparison. She undid my pants and pulled my cock out to stroke it. H=Her hand barely wrapped around me, and I was already dripping for her. I wanted to be inside her, wanted her on me and grinding—but I was gonna let her take care of me, like she said she was going to. She stroked and pumped me until I was rocking in her hand and panting her name. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, Evie, right there. Right there, just like that. Such a good girl.” 
 
      
 
    She squeezed and stroked, thumbing over my slit with her pretty, little hand. I felt my balls get tight and I knew that I was close, but I wasn’t ready to pop just yet, so I held out. 
 
      
 
    Evie seemed to notice this, and she let go of me just as I was nibbling and biting a little harder on her breast. She let go of me and I groaned, wanting the feel of her back on me. She slunk to the floor before the bed and licked the head of my cock. My head went back. 
 
      
 
    “Fucking hell, Evie, your mouth—” 
 
      
 
    She giggled between my knees, then took the base of my cock in her hand so that it was easier for her to get a hold of me. She guided me into her mouth and started bobbing her pretty little head, moaning and slurping around me. My cock jumped in her mouth and I put my hand on her head, guiding her to take all of me until I was in her throat. She was so tight and wet, I couldn’t help but buck into her like I was fucking her. That’s how I liked getting head. Raw and hard. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Fuck. Suck my cock, Evie.” 
 
      
 
    Her nails dug into my thighs and she did just that, sucking me off like it was the only thing that she ever wanted to do, forever. She moaned and groaned, and I swear I heard her whine, too. Fuck, that was hot. Goddamn— 
 
      
 
    “Ah, shit!” 
 
      
 
    I jerked hard in her mouth, cumming down her throat. I kept her bobbing on my cock, though, so she could slurp all of me down and suck. It felt good and I stayed hard in her mouth, pulsing against the soft drag of her teeth on me and her tongue licking over my length. Eventually, she pulled off, flicking her tongue over the head of my cock. She eyed it, her head tilted. She ran her fingers over it as if she were marveling. 
 
      
 
    “You’re still hard.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s surprising to you?” 
 
      
 
    She smirked up at me. 
 
      
 
    “No. Just means that I don’t have to wait long for the next bit of what I want to do to you.” 
 
      
 
    I raised my brow as she stood up. I watched her as she tugged my pants all the rest of the way down, taking my shoes with them. She nodded back, telling me to slide further up on the bed. I bit my lip as I did and she started sliding her pants down. She wasn’t wearing any panties, and I could see her glistening between her thighs already. 
 
      
 
    I thought she was gonna hop on me right then, but she slid her hand low, slipping it between her lower lips. She moaned as she touched herself in front of me, and I watched. My cock ached, wishing it was inside her, but I was patient. 
 
      
 
    “That feel good, huh?” I asked her. I took my cock in hand, stroking slowly, just to ease some of the tension. 
 
      
 
    She nodded. I saw a finger slip inside her as her thumb pressed over her clit. Her thighs trembled. 
 
      
 
    “You want to sit on my cock?” 
 
      
 
    She bit her lip and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “You wanna fuck yourself on me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah … yeah that’s what I want.” 
 
      
 
    I curled a finger. 
 
      
 
    “Come on. I wanna be inside you. Cum in you. I’ve wanted you all night.” 
 
      
 
    Her fingers slipped from inside her and she walked over to me, crawling on the bed. I laid back as she situated herself over me. She took my cock in her hand and looked me in the eye as she slid her wet, little pussy lips over me. She was so hot—I arched, trying to slip inside, but she raised her hips out of my way. 
 
      
 
    “I said I wanted to fuck myself on you,” she said. “Lay back and enjoy the ride, T.” 
 
      
 
    She’d never called me T before. That was a nickname for me among the people here—my friends. But it made me bite my lip as she did so; it was like she was accepting that she was one of us. I put my hands on her hips as she went back to grinding up on me without letting me inside her, but this time, I let her do as she pleased. Work me up by teasing—work herself up by sliding the head of my cock over her pussy. I was clenching my teeth and growling by the time she let the head actually slip inside her, and tossed my head back when she lowered herself. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, Evie, you feel good.” 
 
      
 
    She didn’t answer. She only moaned in response and she started doing just what she said she was going to do—fuck herself on me. she raised and lowered and swiveled her hips and I let her do as she pleased, getting all tight and hot around my cock. It started a little easy; she needed time to adjust but it was only a little before she was bucking on me and grinding down, her breasts moving with her, undulating. I let her take control and watched her, grabbing her tits in my hand to hold. 
 
      
 
    Her head tossed back. 
 
      
 
    “Ah! Tony. Fuck!” 
 
      
 
    “Just like that. Faster, baby. Bounce for me.” 
 
      
 
    She moaned, louder and louder. I swear she was screaming my name. Harder and harder until she was whining and cumming, and I was shoving myself up into her throbbing pussy, following right on behind her. 
 
      
 
    She collapsed onto my chest, and I wrapped my arms around her, remaining inside her. It was a feeling that I was starting to get used to. She was velvet soft, liquid warmth, and all that shit that could get you addicted to a pussy. To a woman. 
 
      
 
    I brushed my fingers through her hair. Sex with her was addictive and wild. She was addictive and wild. 
 
      
 
    “You’re gonna get me hooked on you, you know.” 
 
      
 
    “Isn’t that the point?” she said with a little laugh. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm. Probably.” I kissed her head and rolled us over. I slid in and out of her, easing between her folds. She arched against me. 
 
      
 
    “Again? Already?” 
 
      
 
    “As many times as you can take, baby.” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    A man sat across from the diner in a black sedan. The windows were up, tinted. No one could see in, but he could see out, and that was the point. He kept his eyes trained on a couple—a pretty, pregnant blonde and her tan-skinned beau. They’d been going at this for about three months, and the man had been following and watching them for those three months. 
 
      
 
    It was boring as shit, truth be told. Sometimes he’d get some good eyefuls—when the couple would get frisky in the car or he had a good shot into a window of one of their rooms at that big-ass complex that they were hiding out in. The girl had a nice set of tits on her. They seemed to get bigger and bigger every damn day, probably because of her pregnancy. She was gonna be as big as a house, eventually. Maybe her tits would be just as big if he was lucky. 
 
      
 
    So far, though, they weren’t doing anything that would show off her tits. All they were doing was eating together and laughing. Sickening and boring. 
 
      
 
    Time ticked on and the man in the sedan snapped a few pictures that showed the two of them together. Kissing. Flirting. Whatever the hell young lovebirds did. When the couple got up to leave and the man noticed that they weren’t going in the direction of the compound, the man decided then was as good a time as ever to call the week to a close and take his newest pictures to his employer. 
 
      
 
    The drive was fast. He knew his way along the back roads by now, and he didn’t meet his employer at the main part of the compound; he pulled up into the front of the Esposito safe house and saw Geno Esposito waiting for him. 
 
      
 
    It was a curious thing, the fact that Geno was having him spy on his own son and the girl that was carrying his son’s child. Maybe he wanted leverage. Or maybe it was to make sure that she wasn’t about to go off and tell her daddy things—because, oh. The man knew exactly who the pretty, little blonde was and was paid handsomely to keep that information to himself. On top of the pictures, of course. He had a house and family to feed. 
 
      
 
    The man smirked up at Geno, who returned nothing of the same sentiment to him. Grumpy, old bastard, Geno. 
 
      
 
    “You’re late,” Geno said. The man shrugged, reaching into his jacket pocket to pull out the manila folder he’d slid the newest pictures into. 
 
      
 
    “They had an extended lunch, doing all sorts of boring, couple things.” 
 
      
 
    “I imagine you appreciate it more when your assignment falls sometime during the night.” 
 
      
 
    “Have I commented on the girl’s tits enough for you to pick that up, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Enough.” 
 
      
 
    Always one to try and be straight to the point. 
 
      
 
    “Fine, fine. You have my cut?” 
 
      
 
    Geno was the one this time that reached into his jacket pocket. The folder he pulled out was fatter. The man smirked as they exchanged the folders. 
 
      
 
    “Always nice doing business with you, Geno.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
    One Month Later 
 
      
 
    Tony 
 
      
 
    I never woke up next to the women that I fucked. Ever. Either I left their place or they left mine—half the time, I didn’t even fuck them in a place that belonged to either of us. 
 
      
 
    I’d woken up next to Evie damn near every day for the last few months, and I was slowly falling in love with it. 
 
      
 
    Her hair would always spill over my pillow. And she was always soft and warm, and she smelled like something that I could bury my face in for fucking days. It was that sappy, lame-ass romance kind of shit that I honestly never really bought into, but with Evie, it was hard not to. I loved the way she felt pressed against me, and I loved the way that she wiggled and whined in her sleep when it was time to wake up. 
 
      
 
    I was falling for her, hard. 
 
      
 
    Between the usual shit with the family business—doing deals, running some smack here and there, and under-the-table shit—I spent a lot of time with her. I guess you could say that we dated. We were dating. It was only a few months, but I was damn near hooked on her. My father, I knew, thought it was silly. I always caught those patronizing-ass looks that he would give me. Usually, it would bother me, but I didn’t really care anymore. 
 
      
 
    I was fucking happy. Could you believe that? 
 
      
 
    As much as I loved waking up with Evie, though, I had shit to do. It was getting a little later and I had some business that I needed to handle—I was meeting with Evie’s father. 
 
      
 
    I disentangled myself from her. I had gotten a text from a number I didn’t have the day before. It’d asked me if I was available today, and if I could be alone and discrete. Naturally, I’d asked who the fuck it was and got an interesting reply. 
 
      
 
    The father of the woman you defiled. We need to talk. 
 
      
 
    I had contemplated if I needed to tell Evie this, but over the months, anytime her father was mentioned, either explicitly or on the news while his campaign was running strong, she would get this look on her face, and it wasn’t a good one, either. I would see what the bastard said and would figure out what to do from there. 
 
      
 
    I got dressed quietly. The further along Evie got in the pregnancy, the more and more she would sleep. I thought it was precious, but there were mornings like this where it was more than beneficial to myself. I left without even waking her up, pecking her on the forehead. As I made my way downstairs, I saw my father waiting. I scoffed. 
 
      
 
    “I have shit to do, Dad. Whatever it is, it can wait—” 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to meet with Rick Brown, are you not?” 
 
      
 
    I stopped. I turned and faced him, my eyes narrowing. 
 
      
 
    “So what if I am? How do you know that? Did you tap me or something?” 
 
      
 
    My father rolled his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I hardly have the time or the patience to tap your phone, Tony. I know because I was the one that suggested it.” 
 
      
 
    I narrowed my eyes further. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “In the coming months, there are going to be … many factors that decide how everything plays out with you and sweet Evelyn,” my father said. “I want to make sure we’re on the same page and that things start being set into motion—that those who come out on the top of this situation are the ones who should be out on the top of it. Do you understand me?” 
 
      
 
    I glared at him. 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t about whatever beef you think there needs to be between you and Rick Brown,” I said. “Evie and that baby are to stay out of your bullshit. Do you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    My father smiled enigmatically. 
 
      
 
    “As long as Evelyn is carry and raising an Esposito child, she and that baby are my bullshit. Just remember that the better things turn out for me, the better they turn out for you, boy. You best get going. You don’t want to be late for your meeting.” 
 
      
 
    I considered telling my father that he could go fuck himself. But I knew better than that. I also knew that I needed this meeting with Rick Brown more than I thought. My advantage here was my father thinking that I was going to be going into it with his best interests at heart. Bullshit. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Rick had us meet in a lot at the edge of the city. I’d have been more nervous, but knowing that my father had suggested this move, I had less of a feeling that Rick would try to do something underhanded—like kill me. It was only a small thing, but it was a thing. Nevertheless, when I pulled up, I was surprised to see that he was actually alone. Seemed he could be at least halfway trusted. He was leaned against his car as I pulled up beside it. I got out and leaned against mine. 
 
      
 
    “You wanted to talk?” I said. “What do you want? I thought we weren’t gonna be doing this bullshit.” 
 
      
 
    “We weren’t,” he said. “Your father, however, is a very persuasive man when he wants to be.” 
 
      
 
    “He told me he arranged this little meeting. What did he give you? You can’t possibly need anything from him any more than he needs something from you.” 
 
      
 
    Brown shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “My business deals are my own. Suffice to say, it was persuasion and little more. Mostly, I wished to see how my daughter was.” 
 
      
 
    I raised my eyebrow; I didn’t believe that for a second and Brown could tell. 
 
      
 
    “Despite what you might think, I do care about my daughter,” he said. “I love her dearly and haven’t heard from her in a while.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a little hard for her to get in contact with you when you didn’t allow her a phone, you know.” 
 
      
 
    “She knows my phone numbers, and I’m certain that you’ve not had her live without one for very long, no?” 
 
      
 
    “You’d think the radio silence would have been an indication that she doesn’t want to talk to you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d actually assumed that that was your doing.” 
 
      
 
    “Unlike you, I don’t control Evie.” 
 
      
 
    Brown smirked at me like he didn’t believe me. It didn’t really matter what he did or did not believe; it wasn’t my concern, and as far as I was concerned, Evie was a grown-ass woman. She was my woman, but I wasn’t going to have her on a leash like a dog. I didn’t have time for shit like that. 
 
      
 
    “Why did you really want to meet me out here, Rick?” I asked, finding myself bored and annoyed with this meeting. “What do you want?” 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to discuss what was going to happen after Evelyn has her baby.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s staying with me, obviously,” I said. Brown smiled, like he knew something that I didn’t. 
 
      
 
    “Is that what you think is going to happen? Did she not tell you, then?” 
 
      
 
    My brows furrowed. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me what?” 
 
      
 
    “The arrangement that Evelyn and I had was that she would be placed into seclusion until such a time that she had her baby. After that, we would draw up fake adoption papers, then claim that she’d been off with the real mother of her baby, helping to prepare herself for motherhood. You didn’t honestly think that you would just be able to keep my daughter there, under wraps, for the years to come after the birth of this child?” Brown laughed. “No. I came here to see where the two of you were on those preparations, or if my daughter had even bothered to mention these things to you, though I see that she has not. The fact remains that these are things that will be addressed in the coming months—” 
 
      
 
    “What makes you think that I’m just going to let you take my child away from me like that?” There was a rolling anger in me for a number of reasons, but right now it was directed at this asshole, and he was prime target for it just on merit of who he was. 
 
      
 
    “What makes you think that I’m going to just let you take away mine?” He shrugged his shoulder. “I think on this we understand each other, but know this: there’s not a pretty end either way for this. I will pay you handsomely to comply, but I can and will ruin you if you choose to go against me—” 
 
      
 
    “Are you threatening me?” 
 
      
 
    “Hardly. I’m laying out terms and conditions, like a businessman. You understand that, do you not? But it appears as though you and my daughter have a lot to contemplate over the next few months. Perhaps you should consult with her and see what she has to say about the matter.” 
 
      
 
    With that, Brown gave me one last smile. I could have ripped his fucking face off for looking at me like that, but I held my shit together as best as I possibly could in this situation. I glared in his direction and watched him as he slid back into his car and drove away. 
 
      
 
    Evie and I had a lot to talk about. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    She was getting some sun when I got back to the compound. She was lounged out by the pool, hanging out with some of the other girls who liked sticking around the boys. She looked up at me with a smile that quickly faded. 
 
      
 
    “Tony …is something wrong?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded to the other girls instead of answering her. 
 
      
 
    “Get lost.” 
 
      
 
    They knew better than to argue with me, and I did care that some of them were put out by the way that I talked to them. They didn’t need to be here for what was Evie’s and my business. She looked at me like I was crazy. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell was that about, Tony? They weren’t doing anything—” 
 
      
 
    “What was the arrangement with you and your father after you found out that you were pregnant?” I asked, interrupting her. “Hm? What was the arrangement that you made with your father regarding our baby?” 
 
      
 
    She paled and looked at me like I had slapped her. 
 
      
 
    “Have you spoken to my father?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I have. He and my father are on some bullshit. I can smell it. But that’s for another day. Right here, right now, I want you to tell me what the arrangement with your father was.” 
 
      
 
    She swallowed. 
 
      
 
    “Was he going to make you give up the baby, or was he gonna have you keep it, huh? Were you just going to bounce on out of here after living on our dime with my baby, like nothing was happening between the two of us?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re assuming a whole hell of a lot of things right now, Tony,” she said, flaring up. Her face was red. Gorgeous. But I couldn’t even think about settling this argument the way we’d settled arguments in the past. Not even a little. 
 
      
 
    “Am I? So you weren’t going to pretend that this baby was adopted, huh? You weren’t going to just leave me and go back to your cushy, little life, huh?” 
 
      
 
    Evie stood up. She wasn’t my height, but she drew herself up, looking me angrily in the eyes as she went off. 
 
      
 
    “My father forced me off into the countryside, pregnant, to hide this baby in secrecy,” she spat. “The only way that I would have been able to keep this baby in any capacity was to claim that it was adopted after I had it. That was the deal I made with my father, before you decided to come in, guns blazing, and take me away. Don’t act like you’re better than my father; you tried to lay claim on me just as much as he did, so any deal that I made with my father is my business and mine alone—” 
 
      
 
    “It’s my child—” 
 
      
 
    “And I’m the one carrying it!” she screamed out. “Which everyone around me seems to be forgetting. I’m the pregnant one. I’m the mother. I’m going to be the one who lives under all this fucking scrutiny because I dared have unprotected sex and a baby resulted from it!” She threw her hands up in the air. “Yes, I made that deal with my father so that, at the very least, my child would grow up with one of its parents. That was before you got me, Tony, and in case you hadn’t noticed, I haven’t been in contact with my father since the last time I talked to him, which was before you stole me! Whatever my father told you, and whatever he put into your head, I don’t fucking know what it was, but I would have thought that we knew each other a little more over the last few months that I wouldn’t be thinking about whisking myself away in secret after this baby is born, as if all I’m here for is to use you!” 
 
      
 
    She started pacing and as the weight of her words sank in. 
 
      
 
    “Evie—” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know how scary this is? Knowing that I can’t hide here forever? Knowing how much easier it would be to do what my father wants after this baby is born? It would be so much easier and probably so much better to pretend, but if you’d taken the time to come to me and discuss it with me instead of accusing me of being some fucking freeloading bitch, or something, then you would know that I actually have no fucking clue what I’m going to do after I have this baby. Do I go back to my normal life? Do I stay here? I can’t hide my whole life, so either situation is going to be very, very public and potentially damaging for myself and my child either way. 
 
      
 
    “But you don’t care about that, do you?” she went on. “What is it? Did my father make you feel inadequate or something because he staked a claim that’s yours, hm? It’s always the same with men, all the time—” 
 
      
 
    “Evie—” 
 
      
 
    “No!” 
 
      
 
    Evie was very red by now and her chest was rising and falling rapidly. I let her continue. 
 
      
 
    “You come here and you assume you know everything. Well, you know what, you don’t! You don’t, my father doesn’t, and your father doesn’t, either. None of you know what’s best for me, but you’ll sit here and act like you have all the answers. Well, you know what? I thought, at least with you, that I would have you by my side instead of going over me for these things. I thought we were in this together. I was stupid to think that, but I’m not going to be thinking that anymore. Fuck you, Tony.” 
 
      
 
    I was stunned as she gathered her things and walked away from me. I didn’t even try and follow her. What was I supposed to do? Say? 
 
      
 
    Shit. 
 
      
 
    I fucked up really bad. 
 
      
 
    I thought about running after her, but again, I didn’t know what the fuck I was supposed to say. I thought we were in this shit together. I was stupid to think that. That shit hurt. That hit me hard. 
 
      
 
    Was this what her father had wanted? Was this a part of him trying to push us away—was that what my father was trying to do when he set up this meeting to begin with? And what had he even promised Brown in exchange for reaching out to me? 
 
      
 
    I plopped down by the pool. I punched the water—not like it really did all that much good, in all honesty—and knew that I had to fix this somehow. I just wasn’t exactly sure how. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Evie 
 
      
 
    I slept in my own room that night. Tony didn’t bother to come and talk to me, and I assumed that he was mad at me, or on whatever ego trip that my father had set him on. Where had either of them gotten off thinking that they needed to have any sort of conversation about me, without me present? What’s more, all those accusations from Tony …I thought that he knew me better, though it was clear that he did not. 
 
      
 
    I thought back to all the time we had spent together. Dates. Trips out of town. Just lounging around the compound when there wasn’t anything else to do. We had learned about each other’s families, and about our likes and our dislikes. He was secretly a comic junkie, and he knew that I was mildly afraid of the dark. 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t told him about the deal that I had made with my father. It had slipped my mind in all the chaos, and by the time that I had begun to think about it again, it seemed like a moot point; whatever I ended up doing would be independent of the deal that I had made with my father. I had been honestly considering taking the leap and staying with Tony, but if this was what he thought about me … 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure that I wanted that. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    The next day I had an ultrasound scheduled. I would have forgotten about it if it wasn’t for the fact that there was a reminder that went off on my phone. I groaned. 
 
      
 
    I would have to spend the day with Tony. 
 
      
 
    I got ready slowly as I could manage without making us late. We didn’t talk to each other on the way over and we didn’t talk to each other as we waited, either. He seemed like there was something on his mind; he kept looking at me, and a couple of times, it seemed like he was trying to speak. I didn’t ask him what was on his mind, however. If he was going to talk to me, then he could talk to me like a man or not at all. I wasn’t going to coddle him and I wasn’t going to hold his hand. Maybe it was the pregnancy hormones. Whatever. I was still mad and hurt by what he had said to me yesterday. 
 
      
 
    When we were called, I stood up first, leaving him behind to catch up with me as I followed the doctor to the back. This person was apparently discrete; they had a lot of clients in organized and illegal practices, and the fact that I was coming in for prenatal care with Tony Esposito wouldn’t be getting out to the press anytime soon, if ever. After our conversation last night, it was obvious that that was a good thing. Or something. I wasn’t sure. 
 
      
 
    The doctor greeted us as we came in. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, Evie and Tony, good to see you in again. Doing well, I assume?” 
 
      
 
    “Well enough, Doctor Connors.” 
 
      
 
    The older doctor raised her brow, looked between Tony and me, and said nothing more on that subject. I was grateful for this, and I hopped myself up on the examination table, already pulling my shirt up over my belly. 
 
      
 
    “In a hurry today, I see. Excited?” 
 
      
 
    “Tired. I want to go home and sleep.” 
 
      
 
    “Understandable. Pregnancy can be tiring. Is the daddy helping out?” 
 
      
 
    “As much as he can, I suppose.” 
 
      
 
    Tony remained silent during this exchange, which was a surprise. He always had to and wanted to chime in with his opinions, after all. The doctor chuckled, shooting a look over at Tony. 
 
      
 
    “You must be in the dog house. You would think men would learn not to do that …especially not with the pregnant.” 
 
      
 
    I snorted and glanced over at Tony. I was surprised to see that there was somewhat of a guilty look on his face. Rather than feel satisfied about that, however, I felt a small pang of guilt. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s just get this over with,” I said. “I really do want to just get home.” 
 
      
 
    The doctor nodded. She put the jelly all over my stomach, making me shrink back a little at the cold. That was always the worst part of this thing; that stuff was freezing! 
 
      
 
    “You can’t warm that stuff up, doc?” I said, taking the opportunity to try and lighten the mood. 
 
      
 
    She laughed. 
 
      
 
    “I try to remember to do so, but you know. You get busy and warm lube isn’t always a priority.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and watched the monitor as the little device that would show me my baby slid over my stomach. The image was all black and white and grey—it looked like a whole mass of nothing, to be honest. 
 
      
 
    “Hm …” the doctor hummed. Then she smiled. “Here, there we go. Your little nugget.” 
 
      
 
    She always called it a little nugget every time we came in here. I thought it was cute and my heart fluttered a little as she pointed to the mass in the middle of the screen. 
 
      
 
    “There it is. The little guy or girl. The two of you have said you’d like to stay surprised on that, yes?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Tony and I said in unison. My eyes caught his and I looked away from him quickly, not certain if I was ready to share this moment with him or not. 
 
      
 
    “Well, good news—everything is looking good and healthy. You’ll come back in in a few weeks and, luck willing, you’ll have the same good news about your little nugget. Now. You been taking your prenatal vitamins as usual?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Good to hear. Well, there isn’t anything else. You two are free to go.” 
 
      
 
    Quick and painless, which is what I liked. It felt odd that this wasn’t a happier moment, though, and I realized that was because Tony and I weren’t in a happy place. 
 
      
 
    Our ride home, however, was silent. Whatever Tony might have wanted to talk about, he certainly didn’t want to talk about it right now. I wasn’t even sure I wanted to talk to him right now. When we got home, we lingered in the hallway a little outside his room. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad everything’s good. You know. With the baby.” 
 
      
 
    “Me too.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    That’s how Tony and I parted ways that night. It’s how we greeted and parted ways the next few days as well and it was just on the wrong side of way too damn maddening. It even got to the point that Tony’s father noticed. He talked to me about it one night, while Tony was doing a money run with Allan and I was dining with Geno alone. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve noticed that the honeymoon phase has eased on out,” he commented. He sat at the other end of the impossibly long dining table in the dining room. My face reddened a little; I didn’t dislike Geno, but it was still odd having one-on-one conversations with him, especially when it concerned Tony; Geno Esposito was …an odd man. But I supposed that he was still trying to be a helpful, active part of his son’s life, so I couldn’t really fault him for that one, could I? 
 
      
 
    “We just got into an argument,” I said. “That’s all.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm, well,” he said, his lips twitching beneath his mustache, like he knew something that I didn’t know. “These things happen, you know. Couples squabble. They fight. They hate each other for a while, then they go back to loving each other, and the cycle continues. Especially for you younger ones. You’re always so full of excitement that you don’t know what to do with yourselves.” 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure if he was trying to get details out of me, but I just smiled. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure that we’ll work through it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m certain sure that you will.” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Actually, talking through our problems didn’t come for a couple more days, and it was Tony who came to me—which would have surprised the living daylights out of me if I hadn’t felt like this was coming all day. 
 
      
 
    He knocked on my door in the evening. I was already lying down, about ready to go to sleep. I still hadn’t gone back into his room to sleep, but I was starting to miss him nonetheless. When he knocked, I knew it was him. I had felt the tension in the air all day and had been preparing myself. 
 
      
 
    “Come in,” I said. I wasn’t sure if I sounded particularly sure of myself, but I sat up on my bed, my legs crossed. Tony came in, looking very dead-set on something. I wondered if this time was him bucking up the nerve to tell me it was time to leave. 
 
      
 
    “Hey. Can we talk?” 
 
      
 
    Ah. The dreaded ‘can we talk’ line. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Sure. What do you need to say?” 
 
      
 
    I braced myself. My father had gotten rid of me when I had messed up, at least in his perception. It would make sense that Tony would, too. I didn’t know what I was thinking when I had decided that this was a good idea. 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to apologize.” 
 
      
 
    Okay. I stared at him, openly shocked. That …that was not what I was expecting. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “I said, I wanted to apologize. For the other day. Honestly, actually, just for everything.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
      
 
    “I should have come to you and asked you what you planned. Honestly …your father was baiting me. It was obvious. So fucking obvious, and I totally should have just trusted you and trusted what we’ve been building over what your father was telling me, trying to get a rise out of me. That wasn’t fair to you, and it wasn’t fair to us or the baby, either.” 
 
      
 
    I was quiet for a moment. I didn’t know what to say. I stared at him, and he rocked on his feet, as though the silence was making him uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
    “Anyway …that’s all I wanted to say. You don’t have to say anything. I understand I kind of fucked up; we’re supposed to be making this work, in whatever way it’s gonna end up working.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you want it to work out?” 
 
      
 
    He tilted his head. 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    “I said, how do you want this to work out? What do you see us being …I don’t know. What’s the end game here?” 
 
      
 
    He thought about it for a little, and while I suppose that should have worried me, it didn’t worry me half as much. He was taking the time to think it through—I could appreciate that. 
 
      
 
    “I want you to stay here,” he said. “With us. Openly. I don’t know if we’re going to be a thing. You know. A traditional mother and father and the whole picket fence shebang—that kind of idyllic scene isn’t something I can promise. But I would help take care of our child and I would help take care of you.” 
 
      
 
    “What if I don’t want to be taken care of, though?” I asked. “What if I wanted to be an equal in all of this? In being a parent? Beside—you?” 
 
      
 
    “You want to be with me?” 
 
      
 
    “If I were to be with you, it’d be in the sense that I wouldn’t be the kind of woman that my father expected me to be every time that he set me up with another one of his golf buddies’ sons. I would be included in things …to an extent. I still want to go to school. I want to do something with my life while also being a mother and a lover and just …a person.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that a problem?” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “You being your own person? No. But you’re not ready to be with me—really with me—yet, are you?” 
 
      
 
    Ah. That was the hard question. 
 
      
 
    “I think I could.” 
 
      
 
    “But not right now.” 
 
      
 
    “I think that there’s still a lot we need to work out and a lot that’s obviously working in the shadows with this entire pregnancy,” I said. “But. I’m willing to work toward it. It’s why I’m here. It’s why I chose to stay here. I do like you, Tony. I want this to work out.” 
 
      
 
    It was then that he walked over to me. I let him reach out and touch me, then caress the side of my face. I leaned into his touch, welcoming it. I hadn’t realized how much I had actually craved feeling that until that moment—how much I had missed something as simple as him putting his hand on my face and comforting me, even when it seemed silly to need such a comfort. When had things gotten like this, I wondered. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not gonna rush you on this one, Evie,” he said. “God knows I want to. I want to make you mine in every way conceivable. I want to fuck you and kiss you and keep you here. You and that baby, and Goddamn your father and anyone who tries to take you away from me.” He sighed. “But you have to want it. I can’t make you want it. I won’t. So I’ll give it time and I won’t …do that shit that I did the other day. Okay? We gotta work together on this.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled and turned my head into his palm. I kissed him there. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t know how much I appreciate that. I just want to do what’s right. I’m trying. I’ve never had to go through anything like this before. It’s—” I choked up a little. “It’s scary, you know? All of this? Sometimes it dawns on me so suddenly that I’m going to be a mother and I want it so bad that it scares me. Then I remember everything that’s happening outside of being a mother. My father is still telling people I’m doing some charity bullshit that any discerning reporter can see is just a lie. He still expects me to come home to him eventually, like a dutiful, little daughter wanting to kiss his boots. And then there’s all of this. And I shouldn’t be okay with it. I shouldn’t even like it, but I …do. I like being here. I like being a part of all of this. It seems like it should be wrong and I don’t know how to reconcile it feeling right.” 
 
      
 
    Tony laughed. 
 
      
 
    “It’s the allure of the life, isn’t it? You know, there’s dangerous shit. And you know that a lot of it is bad …but you can’t stop.” 
 
      
 
    I bit my lip. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “It must be something.” 
 
      
 
    I worried my lip a little more. Tony sat beside me. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “How much will they be involved?” I placed my hand on my stomach. “This little one. This is a family thing, isn’t it? So …they …” 
 
      
 
    “If you want me to be truthful with you, there’s a lot that I don’t want my children involved in. This one …ones in the future.” Tony took my hands. “I have a lot of plans. A lot of plans that I can’t finish up right now. But in the future, this isn’t something that I want my kids having to do just to be where we are. That’s something that I can promise you as far as all this goes. I thought I would have more time before I really thought that I was going to need to start …moving on my own. But what can you do? Sometimes little miracles come and sometimes you gotta rearrange your time tables.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at him with a raised brow. 
 
      
 
    “You mean you’d give all this up just to a raise a kid normally.” 
 
      
 
    Tony laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t get me wrong …I don’t mind keeping the clubs …the strip joints. The cars, too. The ones we deal on the side. But I wanna cut out fucking around with the heavy shit. It’s good for cred on the street and not a hell of a lot much else. You see the problems it’s brought us with your father—the police coming here because of the reputation. I know this isn’t what my great-grandparents wanted for my generation when they started to build the Esposito line from the ground up.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s reassuring.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s supposed to be.” He kissed my forehead. “We’ll figure it out. Together. I promise. Right now, let’s just worry about getting this baby cooked and out and what we’re gonna do right after.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “I think I can do that.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Tony 
 
      
 
    Things went back to normal after talking with Evie. Honestly, it was a Goddamn first. I had never had to actually put in effort like that with a woman before. Ever. Mostly because I never planned to keep them if I was fucking them, and that’s all I was doing with them if I was playing with them—fucking. 
 
      
 
    Evie was different. 
 
      
 
    After our conversation, I put more effort into getting shit together for her and the baby. We had been going to doctor’s appointments, yes, and picking out baby things here and there, sure. But we weren’t planning the big things. 
 
      
 
    We turned the guest room in my wing into a nursery. It took about a week or so to get it totally done, but Evie moved into my room officially and our baby had a room—officially. It seemed to be the first step in a few that I was laying out to make this thing with Evie the real damn deal. 
 
      
 
    I could remember standing with her in the room. We’d painted it this really faint yellow—still on this thing that we wanted to be surprised about the baby’s gender and therefore would have the nursery painted in a color that would suit a boy or girl, either way. I’d looked down at her as we observed our handiwork—we’d wanted to the painting ourselves—and she’d had speckles all over her face, like little yellow freckles. She’d looked so happy; I’d never seen a woman glow like her, and I wanted to make her glow, and glow, and glow like that some more. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t even just that. It was everything about Evie. 
 
      
 
    She’d made friends with everyone at the compound. She’d seemed nervous at first, but she’d tried. She wanted to try and be a part of things, and though certain aspects made her nervous, she never shied away hard. She wasn’t afraid. She was trying. I could appreciate a woman with a bit of gumption, despite the odds, and the hard-ass will to get shit done. 
 
      
 
    She even got along with my dad, which was a shocker. I still didn’t trust him as far as I could throw him, but he at least treated Evie well enough, and I couldn’t fault him for that in all honesty. I rather him treat her like the queen that she was than some sort of trash. 
 
      
 
    As for me? I worked on those promises I’d made to Evie, which generally meant pushing my father to do things that he had, up until this point, not wanted to do. Cleaning out the drug slinging, for one. It brought in cash, but we made more cash running the clubs and strip joints than we did on drugs—and there were fewer reason for cops in Rick Brown’s pocket to come sniffing after us if there wasn’t a reason to sniff. My father thought I was chickening out. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve been doing these things this way for years. You want to stop now?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no point,” I’d told him. “The numbers speak for themselves. It’s good business. We put our efforts into something that, in the long run, will bring us more profits and fewer troubles.” 
 
      
 
    “And what does your little lady think of that, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “She thinks it’s good business.” 
 
      
 
    My father had laughed at that, but eventually he’d conceded. We were working on cleaning up our operations, now, and working toward something better for the Esposito name. Cleaning it up would be something that would happen in the long run, but I was fine with that. I wanted that kind of upswing associated with me and not with my father. 
 
      
 
    I had a renewed sense of purpose. I had a drive. A lot of that had to do with having a focal point for the shit that I wanted. 
 
      
 
    That focal point had me thinking past these immediate changes. Out and about in town, it had me walking into a store that I hadn’t expected to—a jewelry shop. 
 
      
 
    I browsed through the selection of rings. There were a lot—ones with huge rocks, tiny rocks, no rocks at all, and rocks of all colors. I hadn’t had this particular talk with Evie yet. I didn’t know if it was the right time, really. But what could I say? I worked fast. I could at least be prepared for when the time was right (as in, when I knew that she would be down for something as crazy as this.) 
 
      
 
    There were gold bands and white-gold bands. There were platinum bands. A lot of them were gaudy. I knew that Evie wouldn’t want something gaudy. 
 
      
 
    “You need any help, young man?” 
 
      
 
    The jeweler came up to me as I leaned over the glass, peering in. I looked up to him and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Trying to find the right one.” 
 
      
 
    “They always do,” he said knowingly. “I think I can help. Tell me about your girl.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s perfect.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed. 
 
      
 
    “They always say that, too. What’s perfect mean to you?” 
 
      
 
    I thought about it. 
 
      
 
    “She’s smart as all hell. Confident but …humble. She knows how to show rather than tell. I like that.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm …” The man started to peruse on his own. “Color preference? Cut?” 
 
      
 
    “Anything but yellow gold. Oh—she likes amethysts?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh. Non-traditionalist. I like that. Shows adventure. Love needs adventure.” 
 
      
 
    “I like to think that I’m adventurous.” 
 
      
 
    “You look the type.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. “You have no idea.” 
 
      
 
    The jeweler gave an enigmatic smile and moved through the selection. He eventually stepped back behind the counter, and I followed him over when he gestured to me. 
 
      
 
    “How about this one?” 
 
      
 
    He pulled from under the glass a thin-banded ring with a single amethyst set into it. The cut was just as delicate as the platinum band and it glittered in the light. He held it out to me and I looked at it carefully, taking it in. 
 
      
 
    There wasn’t a thing wrong with that ring. It was …well, hell, it was perfect. And perfectly went with Evie. It was like it was fate. 
 
      
 
    I looked to the man and gave him a huge grin. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take it.” 
 
      
 
    After I finished up at the jewelers, I stopped by a bakery to pick up cupcakes to bring back with me. I wasn’t going to be giving Evie the ring, not just yet, but I could at least have something to bring back to her, nonetheless. Things were looking up. My life was making a few good turns for the better. 
 
      
 
    I just didn’t know in the moment that this was merely the calm before a very pressing, daunting storm. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Evie 
 
      
 
    I paced the room. Back and forth, back and forth. For the past two days I had been going over in my head every detail of today. Everything that I wanted to say. Everything that I wanted to do. I had a lot that was on my mind. 
 
      
 
    The last few months had been a whirlwind. Everything with Tony. The baby. This pregnancy. Getting close to everyone at the compound. Even Geno—and Tony, especially Tony. I was coming to realize more with every passing day that I wanted him for more than just sex. More than just a matter of circumstance. He was a better man than I had ever originally pegged him to be, and he proved day in and out that he would make an amazing father to our child. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to be his partner. I wanted to do this together, with him, by his side. 
 
      
 
    The issue was telling him, because while we’d gotten closer, there still seemed to be something that was between us. The rule that we had laid down before about things never happening again seemed to apply in a much different way now. I was the mother of his child. He loved claiming me and my body. 
 
      
 
    But I didn’t know if he loved me. I knew that he wanted me to stay and to be with him. We had talked about making this work, and I wanted very much to make it work. But making things work and being in love weren’t necessarily the same things. 
 
      
 
    It seemed like such a fantasy thing—falling in love with someone who you shouldn’t, coming to realize that you want them more than anything in the entire world, and knowing that you would do anything to have and to keep them in your presence. I felt vulnerable, and I wasn’t sure if that was from the pregnancy or from this. 
 
      
 
    If Tony didn’t want me like that, then I knew it wouldn’t be the end of the world. I was an independent woman. I didn’t need a man in my life to make me whole. I wanted him, though. That was all that mattered at this point. My want outweighed my logic. 
 
      
 
    So, I continued to pace and I continued to worry. That was, until I heard a knock on the door. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Evie, you in there?” It was Allan. I opened the door, having to waddle a little out of the way; I was obviously very pregnant at this point. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, Allan? What’s going on?” There was something wrong. I knew that much. Something on his face made me take a step forward and reach out to him. He was pale and a bit disturbed looking. 
 
      
 
    “You gotta come see this. All over the news—” 
 
      
 
    I followed him down to the living room. Everyone was there, watching the television. I heard my father’s voice before I saw him, and I caught the tail end of the speech that he was giving. 
 
      
 
    “…for months, my family and I have been trying to get my daughter back from the thugs and brutes of the Esposito family. They kidnapped her. For months, they have held her hostage. They have drugged her, raped her, gotten her pregnant, and kept as a prisoner. We are working very hard to get her back, but with how slow the police have been to respond, due to what this family is capable of, we’ve been playing by their game in the hopes of keeping my daughter and my unborn grandchild alive.” 
 
      
 
    “Governor!” One of the reporters yelled out, calling my father’s attention. He looked over, nodding at them. They continued on. “How would you respond to the recent allegations that this …kidnapping ploy is little more than something to cover up the numerous and mounting investigations open regarding you, your campaign, and the apparent rabid corruption that comes with it?” The muscle in my father’s jaw twitched, though it was hidden well. He dabbed a bit at his eyes, as if he were crying. 
 
      
 
    “If there is any validity to these heinous accusations, it is because my family and I are being blackmailed by the Esposito family. There is only one thing that matters to me right now: the safety of my daughter and my unborn grandchild. If I have done things that have warranted these investigations, it’s because I am trying to do what I think will keep my daughter and her baby alive.” 
 
      
 
    There were more questions that were shot off by the reporters, some of them lost in the sea of how many there were. My father answered them, playing the role of the wounded father, before the news story cut away. 
 
      
 
    “This is the scene outside of the county courthouse, where Governor Rick Brown has been questioned in the recent hearing against a circuit court judge with whom there has been alleged official corruption, including but not limited to bribery, discrimination, and manslaughter. When asked about these allegations, it was reported that Governor Brown broke down, thusly revealing this information about his daughter. This comes amid recent releases of pictures featuring the governor’s daughter at the Esposito compound, in the company mainly of Tony Esposito, Geno Esposito’s son. They have also been seen out and about together, and corroborating the governor’s claims, Evelyn Brown is, in fact, pregnant.” 
 
      
 
    Up on the screen, they showed the various pictures that had been taken. I frowned as several pictures of dates that Tony and I had been on were plastered all over the news, in varying states of my pregnancy, all of them showing my very swollen, very filled belly. 
 
      
 
    I felt sick. My stomach turned and I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “What is …what is he doing …why …” 
 
      
 
    I felt my stomach take a worse turn, and I had to move away, dashing into the kitchen to hurl and empty my stomach into the sink. Whatever was in my stomach—not a whole lot, it was still the morning time—spattered into the sink and out of my stomach. 
 
      
 
    A warm hand came to rest on my back. I looked up to see Tony standing there beside me. I felt hot and flushed. I had no idea how to process what was going on. 
 
      
 
    “This has to be a mistake,” I insisted. “He wouldn’t …I don’t understand. Where did they get all those pictures? I thought we were careful?” 
 
      
 
    “We were. He must have had someone tailing us or something—” 
 
      
 
    “But he didn’t want the public to find out about all of this. He said—he swore—” 
 
      
 
    “Men say and swear a lot of things,” Tony said. “And men in power do so with half those things as lies.” 
 
      
 
    “You think he set it up?” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe someone’s trying to force his hand.” 
 
      
 
    “Or he’s forcing his own hand to try and get you back.” 
 
      
 
    “After all these months?” 
 
      
 
    Something didn’t add up right. It didn’t feel right. 
 
      
 
    Whatever the case, I rinsed my mouth out. Allan came in behind Tony. 
 
      
 
    “Papa G’s calling a meeting. We probably ought to go, T.” 
 
      
 
    “You should lay down, Evie. I’ll come get you when we’re done.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. I didn’t have it in me to argue, and I’d rather lay down and get my head sorted. I grabbed a glass of water before I went up, so that I could have something to hydrate with. I went back up to our room, plopping myself down on the bed. The sheets were nice and cool and I spread myself out on them, not wanting to curl up. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t make any sense to me, for all this to be happening. Tony might think that my father was capable of this, but I didn’t think he was. He had tried to handle his in the privacy of the shadows—without the public involvement and awareness of what was going on. My father had tried to send me away to have this baby in secret, for Christ’s sakes! Just so that no one else would be able to find out about his daughter whoring it around with a mafioso. 
 
      
 
    I knew that it was a bad idea, but I rolled over, taking my phone from the charger. I made sure that it would be blocked before dialing a number that I knew by heart. The phone rang and rang, and I thought that he might ignore the call because it wasn’t from someone he knew. However, he picked up on the fifth ring. 
 
      
 
    “If this is another reporter, I’ll file a complaint with the police—” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not a reporter. It’s me. Evie.” 
 
      
 
    “…Evelyn?” 
 
      
 
    “Evie,” I corrected with a sigh. “Yeah, it’s me.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t expect you to call.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t expect to call, either. We need to talk.” 
 
      
 
    I heard him sigh on the other end of the phone. “I assume you watched?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. I saw you on the television. Why did you lie? You know I wasn’t kidnapped, and you know I wasn’t raped. No one is holding me hostage, and no one is making you to bad things in order to keep me alive. So why did you say all of that on the television, Daddy? You know it’s not true.” 
 
      
 
    He sighed again. 
 
      
 
    “You wouldn’t understand, Evelyn. You never understand.” 
 
      
 
    “You never try to get me to understand! You just do things, and you expect me to fall in line with them just because you say that I should!” 
 
      
 
    “You are my daughter, and there is a certain standard I have always expected you to live by. A standard that you’ve entirely fucked away, letting yourself get swept up in that bastard’s arms.” 
 
      
 
    “Tony treats me right, father,” I said. I tried to keep my voice from trembling and shaking. I tried to keep it from wavering too much or from giving away the fact that he was making me feel like complete shit—but it wasn’t because I felt guilty. It was because I was finally truly coming to terms with the fact that my father wasn’t the man that I thought he was, nor the man who I needed him to be as my father. “He treats me right, he respects me—” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure he respects you so much, having had you bent over like a whore in an alleyway.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh my god.” I shook my head. “It was a one-night stand. Get over yourself, father. I’ve made a lot of silly mistakes in my life, but I’m not going to sit here and let you pretend like somehow this changes me as a person when we both know what it doesn’t! Especially when all of this has nothing to do with me and everything to do with your horrible, over-inflated ego and your need to control everything in my life! I don’t—I don’t care what you do from now on, father. The truth will come out eventually. I’m not playing your games anymore. You keep yourself and your people away from me and mine and we won’t have an issue, but you do something like what you did today and you’ll regret it. I’m with Tony. I’m by his side. There’s nothing that you could say or do that would make me change my mind and you’re not going to lie your way out of having me here, do you understand?” 
 
      
 
    My father scoffed. 
 
      
 
    “Spoken like a true mafia slut. Your mother would be so disappointed.” 
 
      
 
    I hung up on him, flinging my phone away from me. 
 
      
 
    There was an anger that rolled and boiled in my stomach. I knew that my father wasn’t necessarily a good man, but that didn’t change the fact that accepting it and realizing that we would never be on level with each other hurt something fierce. I buried my face in my pillow, let out a scream, and started to cry. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    “You’re in a bit of a predicament, aren’t you, Governor?” 
 
      
 
    Rick Brown sat once more in his office. The press was gone, there were no more flashing lights and no more people trying to get answers out of him. But he felt no better for it. He had just set into motion something that he could not reverse. Between the investigations, his slipping control on his state, and now this … 
 
      
 
    He stared across the desk at Marshal. The police chief had been in this game for a long time, even longer than he had. He always toed the line between the politicians and the mafia, because it was the police who kept the streets from running red with blood. He frowned. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose you think I’m rather stupid, do you?” 
 
      
 
    “I think you acted on impulse.” 
 
      
 
    “Same thing.” 
 
      
 
    Marshal’s lips twitched; that was the closest thing to a smile or a smirk Rick had ever seen. At his expense. 
 
      
 
    “Can you fix it?” Rick drew out a lighter and a cigar from a fancy case in his desk. He lit it and took a puff. It was the only thing shy of having some young tail on the side that would take the edge off this most glorious fuck-up. 
 
      
 
    “For a price,” Marshal said. “There’s a lot of evidence against you and, unfortunately, no evidence against the Esposito’s for what you’re claiming. And besides. We both know that your girl wasn’t kidnapped, nor was she raped; Geno’s boy doesn’t play by those rules, and neither does Geno.” 
 
      
 
    “You say that like the truth has ever mattered before.” 
 
      
 
    “It does to some people. Sometimes.” 
 
      
 
    Rick rolled his eyes, taking another puff from his cigar. 
 
      
 
    “Do whatever you have to do. Bring my daughter back to me. I can keep her quiet. Make it seem like some sort of daring rescue or something if you have to, but she needs to be in my care again by tomorrow night.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope you know what you’re doing, Governor.” 
 
      
 
    “Less so than I expect you know what you’re doing, Marshal.” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Sirens blare through the air, and I was shaken awake. My head was throbbing, but I could hear Tony yelling insistently beside me. 
 
      
 
    “Evie. Evie! You have to wake up. We need to get the fuck out of here.” 
 
      
 
    “What …what …what’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    “Cops,” Tony spat, pulling me out of bed. “Fucking cops. We gotta go before they bust up in here; I’m not having a shootout with you here.” 
 
      
 
    Disoriented before, that awakened and alerted me instantly. Cops. Shoot out. Shit. They were probably here because of that shit that my father pulled on the news. 
 
      
 
    Trying to shake off the funk of sleep and weariness, I went to pull on real clothes. All I had on was a pair of shorts and a very thin, very flimsy tank. Tony shoved my shoes at me instead and shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “No time, babe. Come on. Shoes on. We have to go!” 
 
      
 
    I flushed, worried and scared. I nodded, shoving them on my feet without even bothering to get socks on. The whole home was in an uproar, people running through the halls, shouting, their guns out. Tony tugged me along, and I followed him as quickly as I possibly could. 
 
      
 
    He pulled me outside to the garage. I could see the flashing lights of police cars barreling down the expansive drive, and I was distinctly reminded of the night that Tony whisked me away from my father. Only, this time, it felt far more urgent. There were more cops and more guns, too. I saw Tony’s men lining up and getting themselves ready to defend the compound. 
 
      
 
    A shot rang out, and I ducked instinctively, yelling out. Tony kept his arm on me, keeping me close. Another shot rang out, then another. I felt air whiz past my ear, and I screamed again as glass from a window shattered behind me. 
 
      
 
    “Shit, what the fuck are they thinking?!” 
 
      
 
    Tony grabbed me, pulling me into a sprint that I forced myself to manage. I panted, my chest aching as more and more shots rang out around us. 
 
      
 
    “There she is!” 
 
      
 
    “There!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t let them get away!” 
 
      
 
    “Keep these pigs out of our territory!” 
 
      
 
    I listened to the shouting as we got to his car and I jumped in. I could tell that they were here for me and that taking me was what they wanted. Did my father put them up to it? I didn’t have time to think about it as I fumbled with the seat belt. Tony ran to his slide, slid in, and booked it. The cop cars were pooling in from the front—but Tony was taking us around through the back, where a hidden, dirt road was. 
 
      
 
    “Tony. Tony, what about everyone else?” 
 
      
 
    “Everyone else can hold their own,” he said roughly. “We all know who they’re here for. They’re here for you. And that means that they’ll head out once they can’t find you.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure? What if they hurt someone? What if someone is killed?” Suddenly, running away seemed less and less appealing. I felt sick again—sick and horrible—and I was going to be the reason that someone that I cared about ended up hurt or worse—dead. 
 
      
 
    “Tony, please. Please go back. I’ll go with them. I’ll do something to make all of this stop. Please—” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not losing you, Evie,” he said. “I’m not fucking losing you. Don’t you realize that I love you too much for that?” 
 
      
 
    Silence fell between us. He had never said that he loved me before, but it was out there now. It was out there and the two of us were silent, because it was really fucked up that it had to be said at a time like this. 
 
      
 
    I could still hear the sirens even when we were far away. I didn’t know where this road led—Tony and I had never come down this way—but I hoped and prayed that the cops wouldn’t realize that the road existed and wouldn’t try to come after us. After more driving, and when we couldn’t hear the sirens any longer, Tony pulled off to the side, killing the car. 
 
      
 
    It was eerily quiet. 
 
      
 
    “Evie—” 
 
      
 
    I undid the buckle of my seat before he could say anymore and leaned over to kiss him. I reached over to the other side of his seat—having to maneuver a little, considering my belly—to slide his seat back. 
 
      
 
    “Evie, what—” 
 
      
 
    I climbed into his lap, facing the wheel instead of facing him. I pressed my ass against his cock. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck me,” I said, my voice shaky. “Fuck me, Tony. Please.” 
 
      
 
    Tony’s hands settled on my hips, almost hesitant until I ground against him again. I felt him get hard against me, and I was hot and wet in response. He slid a hand into my shorts, easily sliding the fabric out of the way so that his fingers could find my pussy and slide in, caressing my insides slowly, almost tenderly. I rocked against his hand, moving my hips and tightening around his fingers. My brows furrowed and slicked up with sweat. It was so easy to work me up while pregnant; everything was so sensitive and— 
 
      
 
    “Ah …” His thumb slid over my clit and circled. I felt like I could cum then and there, but I wanted him inside me. 
 
      
 
    I reached around, desperate, fumbling with his sleep pants to slide them down and release his cock. With my shorts out of the way, it was easy to guide him to my entrance. I felt him stretch me as I lowered myself on him, letting him fill me up to the hilt. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, Evie …” 
 
      
 
    I placed my hands on the dashboard, on either side of the steering wheel. Tony loved fucking me like this, but this was the first time we were doing it somewhere besides a bed. I wasn’t complaining. I needed to feel him—needed him to make me feel good. He …he loved me. I needed to show him I loved him too. 
 
      
 
    I lifted my hips, swiveling them down. I didn’t go hard and rough; we were a little too far in for that, but it still felt good at this slower pace. Tony’s hands gripped my hips, guiding me, but letting me control the pace—letting me rock and rut against his cock. 
 
      
 
    “Just like that, baby,” he said. “Just like that. Fuck you feel good. So tight and nice and right.” 
 
      
 
    “Tony …” I breathed out his name like a prayer. “Tony …” 
 
      
 
    He leaned forward, burying his face in my neck, inhaling my scent, kissing me, and biting me. I moaned, sliding down onto him a little harder as my nails slid across the dashboard to leave marks as I rocked and swiveled on him some more. 
 
      
 
    The car rocked gently beneath us with our pace, the windows fogging as we panted harder and harder with each other. I moaned, tossing my head back as he hit nice and deep, and he nudged his cock against my inner, sensitive places. 
 
      
 
    His hands moved from my hips to my breasts, gripping. He pinched my nipples, squeezed my swollen breasts. Then they moved from my breasts to my thighs, then from my thighs to back in my shorts to play with my clit. 
 
      
 
    “Tony,” I said again, shaking and quivering in his lap. “Tony …I love you too.” 
 
      
 
    “I know you do baby, I know you do.” 
 
      
 
    My skin was hot and flushed as I let him take me like this, as his hands roamed all over my body, and as the pleasure built until we were cumming softly together. He filled me up, warming my insides. He stayed hard, though, and kept rocking in me until he leaned me forward, pressing against my back. 
 
      
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” he reassured me. “I promise.” 
 
      
 
    We stayed like that for a while, just enjoying the feeling of each other. I had to trust that that was true—that everything would be okay. That Tony and I and everyone else would make it through this. If I fell into the trap of being discouraged, then that would make me want to do something stupid—tuck tail and go back to my father. Things that I absolutely, one hundred percent, could not do under any circumstances. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, I pulled myself off of him, once he’d gone soft. I sat back in my chair and sighed. 
 
      
 
    “So, what do we do from here?” 
 
      
 
    “We wait. Too dangerous to call or text in and tell them where we are. If anyone was taken in, chances are they’ll be watching the phones. They might still be watching the house. I know for a fact that my father probably won’t be taken in.” 
 
      
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “The police chief knows where and where not to step when it comes to the family. He’s not going to do anything too drastic; taking my father in would be considered too drastic.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the others?” 
 
      
 
    “Not so sure.” 
 
      
 
    Tony pulled his phone from his pocket after tucking himself back into his pants. 
 
      
 
    “Hm …just a little after one in the morning.” He turned the car back on. 
 
      
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a little safehouse, just a little further. We haven’t been followed, so I doubt they’re gonna be coming this way. We’ll stay there tonight and then see what we can or need to do in the morning. Sound good?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “Sounds good to me.” 
 
      
 
    We continued down the road, driving at a normal speed. It wasn’t that long until we were at the safehouse Tony described. It was a two-story house, and small. It had an old-time feel to it. Tony pulled us up to the front of it and let me out. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to the Esposito home before the glitz and glam.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes widened. 
 
      
 
    “This—?” 
 
      
 
    Tony nodded, leading me up the front stairs to the porch. 
 
      
 
    “Back before the family had money, they lived out here. My father, his brothers and sisters, their parents, and their grandparents. They were immigrants, you know. My great-grandparents built this house, and generations of Esposito children lived here. They started building the main complex slowly, gradually moving from here to there until this place stopped being used as the family home and was made into a safehouse in case anything went south.” 
 
      
 
    He opened up the door and led me in. There was minimal furniture, but it was cozy. It was obvious that the home hadn’t been used by anyone for much of anything in years. He flicked the light on and stretched. 
 
      
 
    “There’s not any food here. At least, nothing that’s probably any good, unless you want canned beans or something.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “No, I’m good. I think I want to get some more sleep before we figure out what’s going on tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds good.” 
 
      
 
    Tony took me by the hand, leading me up the stairs and down the hallway. He pushed open one of the doors, and we made our way into a room. It was about as bare as the downstairs, with a single bed, dresser, and a mirror. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not really fancy,” Tony said. “But it’s what we’ve got for now.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine,” I said. “Better the bed than the floor. Or the car.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed a little. 
 
      
 
    “You’re right about that.” 
 
      
 
    I pulled back the covers and slipped into the bed. Tony followed after. He wrapped himself around me, pressing behind me as he did. His warmth was nice, and despite how the night had gone, I was grateful for him here tonight. 
 
      
 
    “Tony?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “I love you.” 
 
      
 
    I felt him smile as he pressed his mouth to the back of my neck. 
 
      
 
    “I love you too, Evie.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Tony 
 
      
 
    I woke up to the smell of something cooking. I rolled over, finding the other half of my bed empty. 
 
      
 
    “Evie?” 
 
      
 
    I got no answer and rubbed my hands in my eyes. I was sore and still damn tired, to be honest. I rolled over after a moment, groaned, and got out of the bed. I made my way down the creaky, old stairs and stood in the entryway to the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    Evie stood there, humming and swaying a little to the tune that she hummed. Her hair was still a mess from sleep, but she was beautiful nonetheless. She was frying something on the stove, and I tilted my head before I went to her, wrapping my arms around her, and settling my chin on her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Eggs?” I raised a brow. “Where’d you get those?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s chickens outside,” she said, sounding pleased with herself. “There were a few eggs, and I figured the worst that would happen was that I would crack one open and it would have a chick in it. I lucked out, clearly.” 
 
      
 
    “Clearly.” 
 
      
 
    I snuggled against her back, pressed to it gently. My hands settled on her stomach as she flipped the eggs and eventually put them onto a plate. 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast is served!” she said cutely. “No milk. Or toast. Or meat of any kind. But it’s something.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled and we sat down at the small, round table in the dining area. She’d cooked up four eggs, two for herself and two for me. We started eating, silent for a little while before she spoke up again. 
 
      
 
    “Any word from anyone at the compound?” she asked. I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet. We might need to give it a couple of hours.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
      
 
    I reached across the table and rubbed my fingers over her hand. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be okay,” I told her, like I’d told her last night to reassure her. “There’s not a whole lot we can do right now, but I know that it’s not going to be the end of the world or anything like that. Push comes to shove, we’ll need to go into town and get more food supplies and maybe some other necessities. I can’t imagine that anything else will happen today.” 
 
      
 
    She nodded, seeming to accept that. 
 
      
 
    We finished eating up, and after I’d cleaned, Evie went to take a shower. While she was in there, I checked around the house, figuring I could see if there was anything that needed to be done to it while we were there, as well as making a mental list of food items to buy, just in case. I was just settling into the couch when my phone buzzed in my pocket. 
 
      
 
    Allan. 
 
      
 
    I answered immediately. 
 
      
 
    “What’s up.” 
 
      
 
    “A whole lot of shit, that’s what’s up.” 
 
      
 
    “How is everything? What happened?” 
 
      
 
    Allan sighed. I heard other sounds from the other side and listened as it seemed like he was moving from one place to another. He got back to me. 
 
      
 
    “Someone hired them to come bust up shit looking for Evie,” he said. “Like, dude. They sent a whole fuck-ton of cops. We ended up moving into the house, and they ended up coming in. There was gonna be a lot of shooting—a few people got clipped—” 
 
      
 
    “Anyone dead?” 
 
      
 
    “Nah, but a lot of unhappy people with bullets in them in some capacity. Anyway. Papa G eventually called us off and told us to let them search, because it wasn’t like they were going to find anything that they were looking for here. And heh. They didn’t. Pissed them right off, too, and they tried to make arrests.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure that went well.” 
 
      
 
    “Not for them. You know Papa G don’t keep nothing incriminating on the compound grounds. All the guns were clean, no drugs, no nothing. Cops left empty-handed, but they did leave an interesting message behind.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” 
 
      
 
    “One of ‘em said, and I quote, ‘He knows that it was you. You violated the agreement, and this is your fault. You brought this on yourself.’ To Papa G.” 
 
      
 
    My brows furrowed and I rubbed my hand on my chin. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is that supposed to mean.” 
 
      
 
    “No idea. Papa G been up in his office all morning. I bet it has something to do with all those pictures from the news, though. They were saying that they came in from an anonymous source. And I mean …” 
 
      
 
    I knew exactly what he meant. 
 
      
 
    “You think dad had those pictures leaked? The ones that Brown said were proof that we’d kidnapped and raped Evie.” 
 
      
 
    “Listen, man, I don’t wanna be bringing no bad blood—” 
 
      
 
    “It wouldn’t be you who was bringing the bad blood, Allan.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, well. It’s just a thought. Anyway. You and Evie can come back, yanno? Whenever. I’d make it soon, though. Shit’s probably gonna keep hitting the fan until something or another happens, and you know it.” 
 
      
 
    We hung up. 
 
      
 
    Shortly after, Evie came trotting down the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “Was someone here?” she asked. “I thought I heard you talking to someone?” 
 
      
 
    “Nah. Was on the phone with Allan.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? Is everything okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Relatively speaking.” 
 
      
 
    She sat down beside me, putting her hands in mine. She smoothed them over, just like I had done with her before. 
 
      
 
    “Hey. You can tell me. We’re in this together, remember?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah …ugh. Everyone is okay. A few people got shot, but no one was killed, and otherwise, there was nothing really serious, either. What did happen was they apparently went through the house looking for you. I guess they tried to arrest people, but what the hell were they gonna arrest on? They had no warrants and no probable cause, either. But it was …shit, Evie.” I ran my hand through my hair. “It was implied that those pictures came from my father. That it was his fault that all of this was happening because he broke the agreement.” 
 
      
 
    “The agreement that people wouldn’t know about us or the pregnancy.” 
 
      
 
    Tony nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
      
 
    “Why would your father do something like that, though? I thought he understood that …this was what was best for everyone. To keep the peace between us and my father?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Honestly? I don’t fucking know. Maybe it was a power play. Maybe he thought that this was going to put him ahead of the game or something. There’s only one way to find out, though. The house is safe, and we’re going back to talk to my father.” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    The drive back home was quiet. Evie was as much in her own thoughts as I was in mine. Only difference was, I think she was worried. Me? I was livid. My own father …I couldn’t even begin to explain why what he did was fucked up. 
 
      
 
    Allan greeted us when we came up the front. There were bullet holes all over the place and glass on the ground. Tire tracks in the ground. Shit. This place was a literal and metaphorical clusterfuck of a mess. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, man.” He nodded to me and Evie. 
 
      
 
    “Glad to see you’re good.” 
 
      
 
    “Same to you. Same to you.” 
 
      
 
    “My father still in his office?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, man. Just go on right up.” 
 
      
 
    I turned to Evie. 
 
      
 
    “Let me talk to him on my own.” 
 
      
 
    She looked at me, shocked. 
 
      
 
    “Why? This has to do with both of us—” 
 
      
 
    “I have to be the one that questions him,” I said. “I’m his son, and when he’s gone, I’m going to be the one running all of this. So this has to be a me and him thing. You understand that, right? I’ll tell you everything when I get out.” 
 
      
 
    I knew that she wanted to be a part of this, but she knew that I was right, too. She nodded her head, and I turned to Allan. 
 
      
 
    “Keep an eye on her. We don’t want any crazier shit going down and happening, you know.” 
 
      
 
    With that, I went to my father’s office. I didn’t bother to knock before I pushed in. The air was full of cigar smoke, and I had to squint and blink a little before a lot of it got in my eyes. 
 
      
 
    “How rude of you not to knock.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s rich, coming from you.” 
 
      
 
    “So, I assume you figured it out, did you?” 
 
      
 
    I sneered at him. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I figured it out. I just don’t know why you did it. Why would you release pictures like that to the public, knowing what Evie and I were trying to do? Knowing that her father would be forced to retaliate? I thought you understood what this was.” 
 
      
 
    Annoyingly, he laughed. 
 
      
 
    “You thought I knew what this was. Ha. And I thought you knew that sometimes you had to make bold moves in order to get what you wanted.” 
 
      
 
    “Was having the house shot up and Evie almost taken away something that you wanted?” 
 
      
 
    There, my father was silent. He stared at me. He took another deep puff of his cigar and blew out the smoke before answering. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll admit, I miscalculated how much of Rick Brown’s shit would be lost, seeing his daughter’s photos plastered all over the news in the midst of his … extensive investigations.” 
 
      
 
    “You fucked up is what you did.” 
 
      
 
    My father shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “It happens.” 
 
      
 
    “That still doesn’t answer why you did it.” 
 
      
 
    There, my father sighed. He let out a large, annoyed sort of huff. 
 
      
 
    “When I agreed to take in your pregnant …side piece,” he said slowly, “I did so understanding that there would always be some sort of play that would go on between us and them. You honestly expected all of this to go smoothly, like some sort of romance—like a child who’s gotten his first taste of pussy and thinks it’s made of gold.” My father scoffed. “I did it because I knew Evie and that baby that’s growing in her belly would be useful in more ways than one. I did it to rattle Rick’s cage and to remind him who truly runs things—to remind him of what I hold in my grasp now. The man is close to washing up. I could easily help him out of it … I have power and means. I wanted to remind him, though, that just as much as I could help him, I could destroy him.” 
 
      
 
    My jaw clenched. 
 
      
 
    “You did this for a power play?” 
 
      
 
    Again, my father shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I assumed that he would do what he always does—pay off people in order to make the bad ilk run away.” 
 
      
 
    “He told the public that we kidnapped and raped Evie! This allowed the cops to be set on us—” 
 
      
 
    “And nothing permanently damaging happened.” 
 
      
 
    “You gambled with people’s lives, assuming that things would go your way. That’s sick. That’s insane—” 
 
      
 
    “That’s business, my boy,” my father said. “And if you want to take my place one day, you will learn that this is all a part of the game. Do you think that, if the roles were reversed—if your pretty girl was a pretty boy instead and you, my idiot son, were instead an idiot daughter who had laid on her back and taken cock that she shouldn’t have, getting herself fat with a bastard child—that he wouldn’t do the same? That he wouldn’t use the two of you, that unborn baby, and this power struggle against me? I made the first move—” 
 
      
 
    “And he’s made his. You’ve put us in danger.” 
 
      
 
    My father smirked. 
 
      
 
    “If you think this is danger, boy, perhaps you’re not as cut out to watch over your little lamb as you think. Now. Leave. I won’t be questioned by you anymore. Not when I need to plan our next move.” 
 
      
 
    “Not until you answer me about what you promised Rick in return for us meeting,” I said. “You remember, right? A couple months back? I knew something was sneaky back then, but I didn’t think to look too much into it. Maybe you were looking out for me. Obviously, you weren’t.” 
 
      
 
    My father smiled. 
 
      
 
    “I promised him his grandchild if he poked at you a little. Naturally, I wasn’t going to give into such a thing, but it was nice making him feel like he had the upper hand. Certainly you had fun with him, no? You can’t tell me you didn’t enjoy seeing the man riled. You can’t claim to be holier than thou, Tony, when you’re my son and I know just how you operate. You don’t fool me anymore than you’d be able to fool a man like Rick Brown.” 
 
      
 
    I walked to the desk. Each step was deliberate. I could have choked him, beat him, and bashed in his head. I could have killed him. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t. 
 
      
 
    Instead, I leaned forward, putting my hands on his desk. I got in his face. I looked in his eyes and made damn sure that he saw the fury there—and oh, there was fury. Lots of it. 
 
      
 
    “One day,” I said levelly. “One day, you’re going to be old and decrepit, and you’re going to need me to take care of you. And on that day that you look at me, thinking that I’m gonna wipe your ass, coddle you, and, tell you everything is gonna be okay, I’m going to remember this moment and tell you that you can rot in hell.” 
 
      
 
    Instead of being angry, my father laughed. His head tilted back and his belly rolled. It was the most amused I’d heard of him in years. 
 
      
 
    “For once, you act like my son. I remember saying the exact same thing to my father when I was your age. Careful now, Tony; we’re more similar than you think.” 
 
      
 
    I scoffed. “I’m nothing like you,” I told him. “Nothing. You claim that you’re all about family and protecting what’s yours—what’s ours. How was this protecting? How?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll understand one day, when you’re actually running this business and you have a family of your own that you have to keep track of. Until then, my boy,” my father said, continuing to smile at me. “Try not to bite off more than you can chew. Remember who’s in charge here.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Evie 
 
      
 
    Tony was taking some time talking to Geno. I had gone up to the nursery, sitting in a rocking chair that we had gotten for the room. It was a quaint room and it was comforting. Within it, I was allowing myself to think. 
 
      
 
    I was tired of being passive. 
 
      
 
    I was tired of waiting. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t let my baby come into this world to a mother who just …let things happen around her without intervening! 
 
      
 
    There was a fire lit under me, and I wasn’t going to let it go out. 
 
      
 
    When Tony came looking for me, I began talking before he could put a stop to it. 
 
      
 
    “I want to go to the press and fix what my father has done,” I said immediately. 
 
      
 
    “What?” He blinked at me as if I were crazy. I stood my ground. 
 
      
 
    “I want to go to the press and fix what my father has done,” I repeated. “All of this. All the lies. Everything. I want to come clean about us—about the pregnancy. They can’t vilify and they can’t control if I’m the one setting the record straight, and they can’t make a victim out of me if I’m not one—” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    I stopped my tirade. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, no? You heard what my father said. You saw what happened because of what he said—” 
 
      
 
    “No one was hurt—” 
 
      
 
    “Not this time. Tony, what the hell is wrong with you? This isn’t okay. We have to fix this.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not fixing anything, Evie. Do you hear me?” He shook his head. “Listen, this will blow over, and we’ll figure something out. You don’t need to be doing anything rash. Let me handle this.” 
 
      
 
    My jaw locked. 
 
      
 
    “Let you handle this?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you plan to do, then? Go public and tell them that you didn’t do all those things to me? Do you think that they’re going to believe you when you’re the one who’s being accused? Do you think they’re going to care?” 
 
      
 
    “Evie.” He sighed and ran his hand through his hair. “Look. Our fathers are involved in this. And they’re not good men. We both know this—” 
 
      
 
    “If I can tell the truth—” 
 
      
 
    “Evie, just let me handle this, okay?” 
 
      
 
    I stared at him. He wasn’t going to back down. That was fine. I wouldn’t either. 
 
      
 
    “Fine. Do what you have to do.” 
 
      
 
    At least not to his face. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Tony was a heavy sleeper. It served me well when I wanted to do things like make him breakfast in bed or get some shopping of some sort done before his very, very late rising. This morning it was serving a different purpose, as I was the first to rise in the entire compound and therefore able to leave without being noticed and before anyone could stop me—let alone tell Tony. 
 
      
 
    The plus side to being my father’s daughter was that I had the numbers to all the major press. I knew personally several news anchors and quite a few journalists who were always interested in a story—even if it wasn’t a factual one. Regardless of that, I had resources and they were meeting me at City Hall to prep for the interview of a lifetime. 
 
      
 
    It had been so long since I’d been in front of a camera, let alone pulled at, poked, and prodded. I was made up and done up to perfection—though I would admit it was nice that all of this was happening outside of the scope of my father’s control. 
 
      
 
    I was surprisingly calm when all was said and done and I was placed upon a podium. Camera lights flashed. The phone that Tony had bought me buzzed in my pocket, but I ignored it. Tony would be furious, but it was something that I was willing to endure if it meant that I got this out the way that I wanted to get it out. 
 
      
 
    I started to speak. 
 
      
 
    “It’s been a long time since I’ve been in front of a camera, so forgive me if I’m a little rusty,” I said, giving the crowd that Brown smile that they had come to know and love. “But it’s been for good reason. As you can see, the rumors are true—I’m very, very pregnant.” 
 
      
 
    Click, click, flash. Cameras went off. I playfully showed off my belly and went back to it. 
 
      
 
    “I know there’s been a lot of talk the last few days about this whole thing. And a lot of people have had a lot of opinions about this pregnancy. After my father’s colorful press conference, however, and the photographs that were released to the press without my consent, I wanted to set the record entirely straight. Yes, this is a child conceived between myself and Tony Esposito. But unlike the story that my father told you, I wasn’t kidnapped, nor was I raped, nor have I been raped. I willingly, and knowingly, had unprotected sex with Tony Esposito, knowing exactly who he was. A child came about from that, and while it wasn’t the most responsible thing, I also don’t regret it,” I said. “I’ve been staying with the Esposito family, not against my will, but as family. I haven’t been mistreated. I haven’t had anything bad happen to me. I’ve even had regular prenatal checkups. I have a nursery planned for my baby. I’m certain that, given the circumstances, my father thought that he was doing the right thing in trying to explain and even trying to protect the image that he thought would be ruined by this, but the truth is that, whatever you happen to think about this personally, I’ve never been happier, nor have I ever been healthier. I hope this clears everything up for you. I’ll be taking my leave now.” 
 
      
 
    Questions boomed out as I started walking away. People tried to approach me, but by merit of me being pregnant—and having confirmed quite boldly that, yes, it was an Esposito child—they weren’t so rough with me that they risked or threatened any sort of real harm to me. 
 
      
 
    I led myself to the taxi that had brought me here and could take me discretely back to my car where I’d garage parked it without my being further hounded. Whatever happened now would be determined by which story was the believed story—mine, or my father’s—but I was fairly certain that it would be the story told by a woman who was glowing with pregnancy and not the repugnant story that my father told. 
 
      
 
    I paid the cabbie when we pulled into the garage, thanking him. He tipped his hat, too busy counting the rather large stack of bills that I slid to him. 
 
      
 
    My phone buzzed again in my pocket and I checked it. There were several texts from Tony. 
 
      
 
    Where are you? 
 
      
 
    Evie, this isn’t funny. 
 
      
 
    Evie, I swear to God, if this is to make a point. 
 
      
 
    Evie, they’re saying you’re about to make a press release at City Hall. Tell me you’re not there. 
 
      
 
    Evie, this is serious. What the hell are you doing? I’m on my way. 
 
      
 
    I’m watching this on my phone, and I swear to god, you’re marvelous, but also fucking crazy. 
 
      
 
    Evie, we need to get back home ASAP. I’ll meet you where you parked; Allan saw the garage, but getting in is a bitch. 
 
      
 
    YOUR FATHER IS HERE. WATCH YOUR BACK JUST IN – 
 
      
 
    I never finished the last message from Tony before I was pulled into a vehicle. 
 
      
 
    “Let me go—” 
 
      
 
    “Evelyn.” 
 
      
 
    Across from me, my father sat. The only thing keeping me from lashing out at him was the fact that I was in a very, very strong set of arms. I glared at him. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Trying to fix the horrendous mess that you’ve decided that you’re going to make of our family name,” my father said. “When I got wind that you had called a press conference, I came right down. I had hoped that you would corroborate what we released, but clearly that was asking far too much of you.” 
 
      
 
    “You lied about how I got pregnant and where I had been.” 
 
      
 
    “A far better cover than telling the country how you let some mafia thug screw a baby into you.” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t change facts just because you don’t like them.” 
 
      
 
    My father’s lip twitched as we pulled away. 
 
      
 
    “If you think that there’s going to be anyone who buys that story you told, I wasted the money spent on your education. Clearly what’s wrong is that you were made to think that this was all okay—Stockholm’s, if you will. But no matter. You’re going to be a good girl for me, Evelyn, and you’re going to play by my rules.” 
 
      
 
    “Or what?” I challenged. “What are you going to do to me, hm?” 
 
      
 
    “If you decide to continue on with this little fantasy about having consensually decided you were going to have a child with Tony Esposito, I don’t think I’ll have much choice but to relieve you of your source of trauma.” 
 
      
 
    He let that sink in. 
 
      
 
    “You wouldn’t,” I said, horrified. “I’m too far along—” 
 
      
 
    “And I know plenty of doctors that don’t care as long as there’s money involved and a sob story about a disenfranchised girl to go along with it. So. I’ll ask you again, Evelyn. Are we understood?” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Evie 
 
      
 
    I’d known for a while that my father wasn’t a good man. That wasn’t something that I was unaware of. I had always thought that maybe …he thought he was doing things for the right reasons, or that there were right reasons for the things that he was doing, but I had to accept the fact that my father was none of those things—he was a monster. 
 
      
 
    The very blatant threat to my child’s life is what had me returning to him, the dutiful daughter. Speculations were circulating around over the validity of both press releases. My father played up the speculation, only offering this to the press: 
 
      
 
    My daughter has been through a very tough and trying time in the recent months. She should be given her privacy and her time to recover while we sort through the events leading up to her disappearance and her return. 
 
      
 
    In other words, I had no idea what I was talking about and my trauma was so severe that no one should take me seriously. 
 
      
 
    I showed up at charities and fundraisers. I was never without a guard—for my own safety and protection—and I was never allowed to be alone, even when I was brought to the family home. I had learned that my father had fired Mary Ann after she had ‘let’ me get away with Tony. For that, I felt somewhat sorry; what was she to have done—fight him off? I’d have left with him anyway, but it was obvious that my father didn’t care about anyone else other than himself. 
 
      
 
    Mary Ann was replaced by another large, hulking guard. He would literally follow me everywhere, and I had no moment’s solitude. And, unlike in my first few months of pregnancy, I was rather large. I wouldn’t be able to run from this man to make a break for it, even if I wanted to. 
 
      
 
    What was more, Tony hadn’t come for me yet. 
 
      
 
    There were stirrings here and there that something was going on with the Esposito family. There were businesses being moved and sold and assets being consolidated. I knew that Tony had been moving for a cleaner-running family business—for the sake of our child. Is that what he was still busy on? Or had he simply moved on after I defied him? 
 
      
 
    I missed him terribly, but didn’t have the ability to contact him. I was, for the first time in months, utterly and wholly alone, and it was far worse than the last time that I found myself imprisoned by my own father. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    “You’ve read all your cue cards, I assume?” 
 
      
 
    “I have them memorized, father.” 
 
      
 
    “And you know not to deviate? That off-the-cuff stuff only works in certain cases, and I had these crafted perfectly for this event.” 
 
      
 
    “I know how to read and memorize cue cards, father. You taught me that well, remember, while you were teaching me how to be your mouth piece?” 
 
      
 
    “Ever the pleasant bit of company, darling.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes as one of my father’s assistants worked on my make-up. We were preparing for his recent charity event. It was supposed to offset the fact that my father was still under investigation—from what I found out, for fraud, extortion, and a decent bit of other illegal dealings and handlings. My father was doing a good job at trying to sweep things under the rug, having pulled a lot of strings to make the proceedings happen behind very, very closed doors and make it out like it was still through no fault of his own that this was happening to him. That it was, in fact, he that was being extorted. He was the victim. 
 
      
 
    I could laugh. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t, however, as the last bit of makeup was applied to my face. I was conservative enough to be demure, but done up enough to make people want to get to know me—according to my father. 
 
      
 
    “Well, come on. Let’s go, Evelyn. The press isn’t going to make itself.” 
 
      
 
    I don’t remember much of the speech. I had memorized the cue cards and recited them verbatim, making sure that I was putting enough emphasis and inflection on the right words that my father wouldn’t be able to complain about them. The crowd ate up my speech—something that was highly self-congratulatory as far as my father was concerned and full of lies about the kind of man he was and how much he was focused on helping people. 
 
      
 
    Afterward, my father answered questions and gave his own speech. I stood by and listened to him dutifully, as if I was agreeing with everything he was saying and not utterly disgusted by the person he had become. 
 
      
 
    Or, in reality, always had been. 
 
      
 
    I was very annoyed that I couldn’t’ get a drink. It would have at least taken the edge off of everything while I milled around, answered questions, and pretended not to be annoyed with all of the blatant stares that I was getting from people—and the stares that they were aiming at my belly. It was insensitive and insufferable in a number of ways. 
 
      
 
    A waiter walked by me with a try of hors d'oeuvres. I took one, nibbled, and then snagged another from another waiter. My pregnancy hunger wasn’t helped by my irritation and my anger with my father, after all. 
 
      
 
    “Evie!” 
 
      
 
    A voice called to me and I turned. There was a man standing behind me. He was very tall and very handsome. He came up to me, along with my father. I raised my brow suspiciously at the man as my father smiled at me. It wasn’t one of the warm smiles one would expect from their father. It was one of those warning smiles, like don’t mess this up—don’t do anything you’re not supposed to be doing. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, father,” I said, still to the point—curt.. I inclined my head at the unnamed man. “And you are?” 
 
      
 
    “Ha, she’s so forward, isn’t she? I would have introduced you, had you given me the chance to do so, Evie.” My eyes flickered over to my father and I scoffed, but turned my attention back to the man with a smile. I held out my hand. “I’m sorry. My manners must be effected by my pregnancy.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s no worries,” the man said, taking my hand. “Eric Williams. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
      
 
    “Likewise.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what brings you and my father over to my neck of the woods? I have to say, nothing too interesting is happening over here at the moment. I’m merely munching on treats—eating for two is so, so very satisfying,” I said, leaning over to the man, knowing that it would annoy my father for me to do so. 
 
      
 
    My father’s mouth twitched, and I smiled. I knew it. 
 
      
 
    Eric, however, laughed. 
 
      
 
    “I love to see a girl with humor. Tell me.” He took a sip from his glass and eyed my belly. That’s when I my eyes narrowed suspiciously. I eyed my father, who was enigmatically silent, and he previous, pompous look returned. “Do you know the sex of it? The baby, that is?” 
 
      
 
    The question threw me off and I stared at Eric for a moment before answering. 
 
      
 
    “Oh? Uhm. No. I had wanted it to be a surprise,” I answered. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “A surprise?” Eric seemed confused on that note. “You don’t think that’s good information to know? All things considered? What are you going to tell people?” 
 
      
 
    Now I was getting really confused. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I had assumed that I was going to tell people when the baby was born what the baby’s gender—” 
 
      
 
    “And if it’s not what someone wants?” 
 
      
 
    My brows furrowed. I had somehow completely lost the conversation. I took another bit of food from a passing waiter, wishing more and more that the actual meal would come sooner. 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid we’re going to have to back pedal. I don’t believe I understand the intention of your question?” 
 
      
 
    My father and Eric exchanged a look, and Eric ran his hand through his hair. He looked at me apologetically. 
 
      
 
    “I’m so sorry,” he said. “Your father said that you still might be a little confused and disoriented. I had thought that, with how eloquently you gave the speech, perhaps tonight was a good night—” 
 
      
 
    “A good night for what, exactly?” My eyes flashed to my father, who was decidedly silent. “What are you talking about? Why did you want to come over here and talk to me?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, about the baby of course.” Eric nodded down. “My wife and I have been trying for years, with no luck. Your father explained the gravity of the situation to me—” 
 
      
 
    “The gravity of what situation, I wonder?” This time, my eyes stayed on my father as I spoke, demanding along with my words an answer to what was going on here. This time he was the one who spoke, picking up where Eric left off. 
 
      
 
    “It’s all right, dear. Eric is very sympathetic and understanding. I explained to him the situation and how confusing everything has been for you. All the brainwashing that you endured with those thugs and how they made you think that this—” he gestured to my belly “—was actually something that you wanted. It’s all right if it’s not a good night, dear. But I wanted to introduce the two of you because he’s interested in adopting the baby. Once it’s born.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not giving up my baby,” I said. My teeth grit. How dare he? “Everyone knows exactly what happened to me. I said it in my press conference—” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, the one that Tony put her up to, yes.” My father nodded, sagely. “Brute of a man. She still has a hard time deciphering what are her thoughts and what are the thoughts that Tony put into her head.” He gave me a look, one of warning. I simply glared back at him. 
 
      
 
    “It’s all right,” Eric chimed in. “We can speak another time. I completely understand, and I don’t want to push Evie anywhere that she’s probably not ready for right at this moment. If you want my number—” 
 
      
 
    “No!” My yell carried, but I didn’t give a damn. “There’s not going to be an adoption. I don’t know what else my father told you, but his promises and stories are lies! I wasn’t forced into this. If anything, he forced this situation when he decided to forcibly send me away to have my baby in secret, locking me away like some sort of criminal—” 
 
      
 
    “Evelyn—” 
 
      
 
    “And then on top of that, threatening to have a doctor kill my baby if I didn’t come along and comply with him! If you want to know who the real monster is, he’s standing right in front of you. My father. Rick Brown. Twisted and corrupt. Well, you can’t twist me anymore. You’re not making me give this baby away, even if I have to run away and find Tony myself. We love each other—” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure that’s why he’s come to your rescue. Oh, wait—” 
 
      
 
    “Actually.” 
 
      
 
    My father and the crowd silenced its gossip as another voice joined in the argument. It was a voice that I knew well—one that I had been craving to hear again ever since my father forced me back under his wing. 
 
      
 
    I turned and saw Tony standing behind me. My eyes widened and I was shocked. 
 
      
 
    “Tony?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought since there was such an extensive conversation going on about me, I would go ahead and join on in.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty 
 
    Tony 
 
      
 
    “What—what the hell are you doing here?” Evie’s father stepped forward, a glare on his face. I smiled at it. 
 
      
 
    “I’m on the guest list.” 
 
      
 
    “Like hell you are—” 
 
      
 
    “You going to want to stop right there unless you want trouble, Governor.” 
 
      
 
    I had boys all through the crowd. Brown stopped and looked around. I knew when he looked past me that he saw Allan and a couple others. But there were more, and he was taking notice. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want?” he hissed at me. “Why are you here?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought it was obvious.” I looked to Evie. “I’m here for my girl.” 
 
      
 
    Evie looked at me with wide eyes. I knew I had taken a long time, but it was because I’d been preparing this whole affair. I hoped that she would understand when I got the chance to explain everything to her. 
 
      
 
    Brown laughed. 
 
      
 
    “You’re here for your girl. Your girl. Where? No girl here belongs to you.” 
 
      
 
    “I could say the same thing, though you certainly like acting like your daughter belongs to you.” I looked out to the crowd. “Didn’t you hear her? Didn’t you listen to Evie? Do you honestly believe this story that her father spun for all of you, or can you see what a fucking psycho he is—” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to leave—” 
 
      
 
    I nudged the security guard who had come over to me away. 
 
      
 
    “No. Not until I’m finished. This man coerced and kidnapped his own daughter because she was pregnant. He forced her into seclusion, then threatened her and her unborn child so that she would do what he wanted. This man is a menace and a fraud, and all of you,” I said, pointing around, “allow it to happen, because all you can think about is how much of this asshole’s money can line your pockets and what you can gain from it.” 
 
      
 
    I turned to Evie. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry I took so long this time,” I told her. “But we promised we were in this together, and your shit-head father isn’t going to change that, if you still want to try.” 
 
      
 
    A wide grin broke out over Evie’s face. Suddenly, she rushed into my arms. A hug was a little hard—she was huge, after all, and round as all hell—and I had to lean over that belly to give her a kiss, but it was worth the shocked gasps and oohs and ahhs in the crowd. Let Rick Brown try and worm his way out of that one with another press conference. 
 
      
 
    “You ready to get out of here?” I asked her. 
 
      
 
    She nodded up at me, tears shining in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I am.” 
 
      
 
    I took her by the hand and the crowd parted. There were pictures flashing and people calling over to us, trying to get answers. I didn’t have answers for them. I only had answers for Evie. Her father tried to follow. 
 
      
 
    “Evelyn! Evelyn! You get back here—” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have to look around, but I had a couple of boys in the crowd. Contacts of my father—FBI. On a whim, I looked back and saw them holding up folders in front of Brown’s face—a face that had gone so pale he looked like he’d seen a ghost. Perhaps he had. The ghosts of people’s pasts were enough to spook anyone, and a whole lot of Rick Brown’s ghosts were about to come back up and haunt him. 
 
      
 
    I led Evie outside. The night air was cold, but it felt refreshing enough against my skin that I couldn’t really complain about it. I had my arm over Evie’s shoulder, and I was feeling better tonight than I had in a really, really long time. 
 
      
 
    “I missed you so much, Tony,” she said as she pressed herself into my side. I hugged her tighter to me. 
 
      
 
    “I missed you too.” 
 
      
 
    “What—what happened? It’s been weeks. I thought—” 
 
      
 
    “I was putting this whole thing together,” I said. “I knew that the only way to get you would be having Rick exposed somehow. I knew that there had to be evidence. My father knows a few guys in the FBI. I contacted them and this MC buddy that I have who originally helped me find you. We got all the information that we needed that proved he tried to hide you away—amongst other things.” 
 
      
 
    “Other things?” 
 
      
 
    “His case. All the extortion shit? I pulled a few strings. Your father is going to be going away for a long, long time. The worst of it, though, my father is keeping to himself.” 
 
      
 
    “The worst of it? There’s …more? How much more?” 
 
      
 
    Ah. There was the caveat. 
 
      
 
    “More as in …murders. A few. Most notably the accidental death of the man he was running against before he became governor.” 
 
      
 
    “Benedict Rhode? He died in a train crash just before the elections.” 
 
      
 
    “Your father had that rigged.” 
 
      
 
    Evie didn’t say anything. I looked down to her, and she wasn’t even really shocked. She was frowning. 
 
      
 
    “I guess I’m not really surprised. My father was going to get rid of our baby …before it was born,” she said, placing her hands on her swollen belly. “That doesn’t surprise me, but—why are you keeping that from the police? He deserves to be punished!” 
 
      
 
    “He does. But it’s leverage so that when, or even if, he gets out of jail and he sends anyone our way—mine, yours, the baby, anyone—we have enough evidence to send him right back. And more. The death penalty is alive and well in this state for someone involved in multiple murders.” 
 
      
 
    Evie didn’t ask for any more details, and I didn’t blame her. I was glad that she didn’t. There was one murder that Rick Brown had covered up that I didn’t think Evie would recover from … 
 
      
 
    “What have you guys got for me? It’s been weeks. I thought you all were quick.” 
 
      
 
    Rodney and Avery Jiles, my father’s two FBI contacts, sat across from me in my father’s office. I’d gotten them to look into Evie’s father for anything and literally everything they could find that would give us leverage against him. In particular, any proof that he had tried to lock away Evie and had threatened her to keep her from trying to come to me. 
 
      
 
    “We are quick, but it takes a little time when the person you’re digging up on has so much dirt on them you might as well be in a landfill,” Rodney said. He and Avery slapped three thick folders onto the table before me and my father. We exchanged looks. 
 
      
 
    “This is enough to put him away on the investigations that are already ongoing for him.” Avery said. “Honest, bone fide proof of extortion, money laundering, bribery—you name it, he’s done it.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s excellent!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. You’ll also be interested to know that there’s quite a bit in here suggesting that he was involved in several murders—and evidence confirming at least two.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes lit up. This was amazing. I was so fucking excited. I was going to get my girl back from her bastard of a father and put him away for life. 
 
      
 
    “So, what was it? Did he have a hit on someone? He whack a colleague?” 
 
      
 
    Rodney and Avery exchanged a look. 
 
      
 
    “In a manner of speaking. Yes. You’re aware of the tragic death of Benedict Rhode, yes?” 
 
      
 
    “The one who was killed in a train crash, yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, Rick Brown organized that whole thing. The faulty track. The breaks failing. All of it.” 
 
      
 
    “You gotta be shitting me.” 
 
      
 
    “Nope. No shit.” 
 
      
 
    “That killed Benedict Rhode, his staff, and several other people not even involved in the crash.” 
 
      
 
    Rodney nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yep.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head in disbelief; Rick Brown had ruined and taken so many lives—and I couldn’t say that I was an innocent man, but that was downright cruel. You settled your beef with the person involved; you didn’t fuck with innocent people that had jack shit to do with it. 
 
      
 
    “Okay… So Benedict Rhode. Who was the other one?” 
 
      
 
    “His late wife, Karen Brown.” 
 
      
 
    I nearly choked. 
 
      
 
    “What? What? No, that’s impossible. Evie said that she died in childbirth—” 
 
      
 
    “And she did. But not because of birth complications. She’d been severely beaten before giving birth. Evie was born a month early. Did you know that?” 
 
      
 
    “No …I didn’t…” I shook my head. “How the hell—” 
 
      
 
    “Rick and Karen Brown had a midwife. Karen was all about natural birth, so they never had plans to have Evie in a hospital. It turns out, however, that Rick had suspected that his wife had been cheating on him for some time—perhaps long before Evie was conceived. He hired a private detective to follow his wife and found evidence that his wife was, in fact, unfaithful. He beat her within an inch of her life one night when she was coming home from a date with her lover, sending her into an early labor. The birth complications that killed Karen Brown weren’t birth complications at all; her husband had beaten her to death and hired a doctor close to the family to deliver the child secretly. He then paid quite a handsome amount of money to police to overlook the fact that his wife was covered in inexplicable bruises, and then more money still to doll her up after death so that she would look presentable for her funeral. No one ever knew that Rick Brown had killed his wife—except those who helped cover it up.” 
 
      
 
    “And they, too, have mysteriously disappeared over the years.” 
 
      
 
    My mind reeled. Evie had always thought that her mother had died giving birth to her—because of complications. Well. Hell. Abuse was certainly a fucking complication. 
 
      
 
    “There’s also more that’s rather interesting,” Avery piped up. 
 
      
 
    “More?” I said, unsure if I could believe that more was even fucking possible in this situation. 
 
      
 
    “Yup. Rick Brown apparently had a hair up his ass after the death of his wife and raising their child on his own—he wanted to see if Evie was actually his daughter. He paid for a very, very discrete paternity test.” 
 
      
 
    “And?” 
 
      
 
    “Evie’s certainly her mother’s child …but she’s not Rick Brown’s. Not by blood.” 
 
      
 
    No, there was a lot about Evie’s father I had learned that I would not be telling Evie. But Rick Brown didn’t need to know that. As long as he thought that I would and I had the means to do so, he would fall in line and stay in line and wouldn’t be bothering us again. 
 
      
 
    From beside me, Evie nudged me. I looked down. 
 
      
 
    “Hm?” 
 
      
 
    “You look very much deep in thought.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “I might be. A little.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? Well do tell.” She nudged me again. “Don’t keep secrets. I’m still trying to figure out how lucky I am to have gotten a man like you.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. I didn’t know if I would call it lucky on her part, but I certainly wouldn’t be complaining about it, either way. I was the lucky one. After all this shit, I finally had her and there was nothing in my way to stop me from keeping her, either. 
 
      
 
    I stopped us along the sidewalk. The area was surprisingly quiet, just a few other passersbys. It was peaceful. I reached into my pocket to fish out the last piece of the puzzle on this one—a small, black, velvet box. 
 
      
 
    Evie was shocked as I dropped to my knee. I opened the box, revealing the little amethyst ring I had bought at the jewelry store. I smiled up at her. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have anything sappy to say to you,” I said. “I want you. I want that baby. I want us to be happy—and I love you. If you would let me, I want to make you my wife, Evie. I want you to be mine and me to be yours.” 
 
      
 
    Tears flowed down her face. They came rapidly, like a stream. But she was happy and smiling, and I knew that they were good tears. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” she said, holding out her hand for me to slip the ring on her finger. It fit perfectly, like her hand hadn’t been made for anything other than this. 
 
      
 
    I pulled her up to stand with me, and I wrapped myself around her, kissing her deeply. 
 
      
 
    “I love you, Evie,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I love you too, Tony.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Evie 
 
      
 
    This was the first time that I was visiting my father since his trial started. He was being kept in the jail, something that I knew his lawyers had fought long and hard against, but that was something that I was counting as his problem, and didn’t feel the least bit sorry for him. 
 
      
 
    That’s what happened, after all, when you broke the law so thoroughly as my father had, ruined lives in the depth that my father had, and tried to cover it up with lies, as though he were an innocent man. 
 
      
 
    I had considered not going. I was nine months pregnant, tired most of the time, and my ankles were swollen. I didn’t feel like walking, let alone hobbling through a jail, but it was something that he was insisting on, and his attorney, Richard, was a nice man and at the very least was just trying to slate his client’s needs. 
 
      
 
    “He just wants one meeting with you. That’s all. After that he says he won’t bother with you again.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know if that was for my benefit or for my father’s, but I had come down nonetheless. 
 
      
 
    I waited in a private room for them to bring him in, alone. Tony had insisted on coming with me, just in case, but I assured him that there was little chance in my father being able to pull off something legitimately sinister while under surveillance. Tony still didn’t trust the cops, who had been in my father’s pockets as much as they had been able to be swayed by his father, but I knew that the cops weren’t taking Rick Brown’s money anymore; his name and his money were mud, and they were smart enough to know where they should be getting their bones, and it wasn’t from my father. 
 
      
 
    When they brought him in, he barely even looked like my father. His facial hair had grown out and he looked like he hadn’t slept in days. His hands were secured in front of him and it was certainly a sight to see—my father in chains. 
 
      
 
    “You sure we can’t take these off, boys? I’m just talking to my daughter, not plotting world domination.” 
 
      
 
    One of the cops rolled his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll keep the cuffs, Brown. Be lucky we don’t have you in the full shackles and strapped down.” He nodded up to the camera that was watching over the room. “You try any funny business and we’ll know about it. You’ve got ten minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “I paid for an hour—” 
 
      
 
    “And we’re giving you ten minutes. You don’t run shit no more, Brown.” 
 
      
 
    I watched the cop leave with a bit of satisfaction. When the door closed behind him, I turned to my father. 
 
      
 
    “Well, what did you want?” I asked. “Talk.” 
 
      
 
    “Such a lovely way to greet your father.” 
 
      
 
    “Funny thing, I don’t really look at you like my father anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “I was only doing what I thought was best, Evelyn.” 
 
      
 
    “You were only doing what was best for yourself. Your campaign. What would get you more money and more power. It was never about me, what I wanted, or what was best for me and my child. So, please. Explain to me how you thought you were doing what was best.” 
 
      
 
    He looked at me for a moment and scoffed. 
 
      
 
    “I should have known trying to reason with you wouldn’t have gotten me anywhere.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. You should have. Is this all you called me here for? Because if so, this was a huge waste of time.” 
 
      
 
    He frowned at me a little, but I didn’t think that it was because I had legitimately hurt his feelings. I think he was finally coming to realize that he couldn’t cow me and bend me to his will, and that was wearing on him heavily. He’d lost his leverage. 
 
      
 
    “When are you due?” 
 
      
 
    The question came suddenly and threw me off. I stared at him hard. 
 
      
 
    “Why do you want to know? What’s it to you?” 
 
      
 
    “Well I was hoping that, at the very least, I would be able to see my grandchild while I’m locked away on bogus charges.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. 
 
      
 
    “You honestly think that I’m going to let you see this child? You? After everything you’ve—” I stopped and shook my head. “Why on earth would I do that?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m your father. I raised you. I took care of you. At the very least, you should let me see my family—” 
 
      
 
    “I stopped being your family when you started treating me like property. I want nothing to do with you, and this baby will have absolutely nothing to do with you. Do you understand? I have no idea why you thought that would happen. You threatened to kill this baby!” 
 
      
 
    “I was trying to protect you and knew you would want to protect yours—” 
 
      
 
    “And that’s what I’m doing by keeping this child away from you. I only came here because your attorney is nice, and at the very least, I could tell you in person to never, ever, contact me again.” 
 
      
 
    I stood up, and felt no remorse in watching the way my father kept his eyes on me. He looked disappointed and sad—which is something that I had never seen on him before. 
 
      
 
    Good riddance. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    I returned to the compound with a pep in my step that shouldn’t have been there. Several months ago, I would have been down from the way that the meeting with my father had gone. Now, I had no issues with cutting ties to him. He didn’t have that kind of emotional control over me anymore. I wasn’t going to let him have that sort of control over me ever again. 
 
      
 
    I pulled into the garage alongside Tony’s and the boy’s other cars. This one was mine—I was now working properly as Tony’s business consultant and was getting a decent amount of change doing that. I also consulted and advised the family’s business partners and the like, which meant that the pretty Jag that I stepped out of was all mine, in my name and everything. There was also a more conservative car, for when the baby arrived. But until then, I was riding around in proper, high-class style. It made me feel pretty damn good. 
 
      
 
    I clicked the car locked and headed into the house. The maids and housekeepers alike greeted me and I them. Allan passed me by with a pretty woman on his arm. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Evie! You met Elektra yet?” 
 
      
 
    I smiled at her, knowing who she was. Tony had told me Allan had gotten sweet on a girl—a stripper from one of the clubs in the city. She was cute, I would give him that. And if it made him happy … 
 
      
 
    “No, I haven’t. But it’s nice to meet you, Elektra.” We shook hands and she seemed surprised that I was so warm with her. 
 
      
 
    “Nice to meet you, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Anyway! If you’re looking for Tony, he’s up in the office. You should catch him before he starts working himself to death, you know. Elektra and I, however, have a date.” 
 
      
 
    He popped her nicely on the ass, and she giggled. I watched the two of them practically skip out of the front door and out into the lot. I laughed. Having Allan around would never, ever get old. 
 
      
 
    I went up to the office after that. Tony had slowly moved himself into his father’s office and was working entirely independently out of it. Geno was gearing to retire, and Tony, now with a family on the way and a wedding to plan, was stepping into this role as the head of the Esposito family. I knocked once, then a second time. 
 
      
 
    “Tony?” There was a little bit of silence. I smiled and knocked a little harder. “Tony?” 
 
      
 
    “Huh? Ah. Come in.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and, sure enough, when I entered, Tony was wiping spit of off his face—he’d obviously been sleeping at his desk. I tsked and walked over to him, leaning down to give him a kiss. 
 
      
 
    “What have I said about working yourself so much that you end up falling asleep in here?” 
 
      
 
    “I was just going over some contracts I need to look over with our attorney—” 
 
      
 
    “Things you should be doing when you’re actually with your attorney, not when you’re by yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “I like getting a head start on things.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. When he went to put his hands on the papers in front of him, I moved them out of the way. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, babe. Take a break. Don’t worry about it, all right?” 
 
      
 
    He sighed a little and sat back in his chair. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Okay. Fine. I’ll be good.” His eyes slid closed for a moment, and I allowed him the small doze. After a few moments of silence, I perched myself on the edge of his desk—a little wobbly, granted, but I made it work. 
 
      
 
    “So, how’d the talk with your father go?” 
 
      
 
    “As well as to be expected.” 
 
      
 
    “Did he behave himself?” 
 
      
 
    “Define behave.” 
 
      
 
    Tony cracked open an eye to look at me. 
 
      
 
    “I mean did he threaten you? Did he try to get anything out of you? We both know your father. He doesn’t do anything without a purpose and a talk isn’t just an innocent talk when it comes to him. He’s a right bastard.” 
 
      
 
    At that, I had to laugh some more. 
 
      
 
     “I mean, you’re right about that, but he didn’t try any of that. Not this time. He did try to get me to tell him when the baby was due and tried to guilt me into letting him see the baby after it was born.” 
 
      
 
    “And what did you tell him?” 
 
      
 
    “I told him that he wasn’t going to have any sort of part in our child’s life, that that was going to be the very last time that he ever saw me, and to never contact me, you, or our family ever again.” 
 
      
 
    “Good answers.” 
 
      
 
    “I certainly thought so.” 
 
      
 
    Tony sighed, and leaned forward, nuzzling at my thighs as he pushed my skirt up—a nice, flowy thing because pants and pregnancy simply didn’t mix. I squirmed under his touches. Pregnancy always made getting turned on so easy. 
 
      
 
    “Tony—” 
 
      
 
    “I love you, Evie,” he said, placing kisses to each of my thighs between his words. “I love you so much. More than I can tell you.” 
 
      
 
    He moved up and up. He pushed my thighs wider apart the higher he got, and I let him. This wasn’t new for us, and me being as big as a blimp didn’t stop the fact that we couldn’t keep our hands off of each other. 
 
      
 
    “Tony—” 
 
      
 
    “Let me have you.” 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t an order, so much as it was a request—and who was I to deny it? I couldn’t. I wanted this too much. 
 
      
 
    I let him hook his fingers in my flimsy panties, then pull them down to my ankles. He pushed my skirt up higher, exposing my sex to him. I was already warm and wet. I wanted him inside me in any way. 
 
      
 
    He looked up at me from between my thighs as he slid his fingers over my slit. I trembled beneath his touch and spread my thighs further, opening myself to him. I was surely already dripping onto the desk, but he’d taken me so many times over it that the mess didn’t really matter. 
 
      
 
    “You’re so beautiful,” he said. “Your face, your body, your breasts, your pussy. All of it. I love it. I love you.” 
 
      
 
    He slid his finger inside me, crooking it. I moaned. He had already found my G-spot, touching and tickling it expertly, stroke after stroke. 
 
      
 
    “Tony, please,” I moaned, begging. 
 
      
 
    “Tony, please, what? You gotta tell me what you want.” 
 
      
 
    “Your mouth,” I said. “Put your mouth on me. Suck my clit. I want it.” 
 
      
 
    He bit his lip and smirked, and I could have cum from just that, honestly. But it was when his tongue darted out just so, flicking a teasing little lick across it, that had me whining. 
 
      
 
    “Like this, babe?” he asked, and I knew that he was trying to undo me. 
 
      
 
    “Your whole mouth, baby. Eat me out. Please. Fuck me on it.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
      
 
    I gasped fully when he wrapped his lips around my throbbing, little bud. It made me lean back and lay on the desk. My husband-to-be stayed sitting in his chair with my legs splayed open and my pussy wet and wide as he worked his fingers in and out of me and suckled at my clit like he was starved for just the taste of it in his mouth. I was shaking and moaning and oh so close—so quick. I thought that he might stop. He liked doing that when he had me like this. He’d get me tight and close to cumming before he slid his cock in me to finish the job, but not this time. His tongue replaced his fingers to fuck me and his thumb circled my clit to keep up the simulation until I was clawing at the desk and arching as much as I could in my state. I flooded out against his tongue with a wild, manic cry. 
 
      
 
    “Tony …Tony …” I breathed out his name like it was a prayer and my chest heaved. 
 
      
 
    “It’s all right. I got you. You think you can take me, baby? You think that’s okay?” 
 
      
 
    “God, Tony, fuck me. Please. Fuck me. I want you in me.” 
 
      
 
    We couldn’t fuck hard, not in the way that we were used to, at least. That was all right though. Tony knew how to handle me even if I was like this, even if we had to be a little more careful because of the baby. 
 
      
 
    I remained laid on the desk while I heard him undo his zipper. He parted my shaking thighs a little wider and nudged the rock-hard, thick head of his cock against me. Even after all this time, I never got tired of the press of him inside of me. We moaned together as he sheathed himself within me. He let me adjust, just resting within me until I was the one to rock my hips against him. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck me, Tony,” I begged again. “I want you to fuck me and cum in me.” 
 
      
 
    He took hold of my hips, gripping me as he pulled himself back and out, then slid back in smoothly. It was a nice, slow roll. I could feel every inch of him as he pressed into me and could feel all of his girth as he stretched me wide. But it was a gentle, loving kind of fuck that always made me feel closer to him. He pressed deep, his cock head rubbing against all the overly-sensitive places inside my pussy, live wired with sensation. 
 
      
 
    “Tony …Tony …just like that. God, you feel good.” 
 
      
 
    “You feel good too, baby. Fuck. So Goddamn tight. Always so good.” 
 
      
 
    I trembled for him and rocked against him, reveling in his praises. Our moans and groans mingled together, and he grunted here and there, sometimes thrusting a little harder, and I knew he was trying to control himself, as to not go too rough. But his nails dug into my hips as he took me, and sometimes the desk would jerk a little. 
 
      
 
    It was …so hot. All that rough, raw power wanting to let loose on me and claim me like a bitch, but he was so good and so caring as to not do so. 
 
      
 
    “I love you,” I sobbed out as I felt myself get closer and closer to cumming—as the tension within my walls made me tighter around him, clinging to him. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, I love you, too, Evie. Shit—shit—” 
 
      
 
    We groaned together, and his pace quickened just so as I flooded around him again, calling out his name as my completion drew out his own. I felt his warmth fill me and leak out. There was so much of it. I loved it. 
 
      
 
    We stayed like that for a little. It was too good a time to not bask in it, and as his hand caressed my swollen stomach, there was nothing in the world that could ruin how much I loved this man. 
 
   


  
 



Epilogue 
 
    Tony 
 
      
 
    It has been a year since our son was born, and I’d never been happier. 
 
      
 
    I was running the family businesses. It was a lot of work—clubs, strip joints. We even had a race strip getting ready to go up in the fall and a lot of really good business deals about to go down—all clean. My father was skeptical. He’d always done things dirty and raw. It was the only thing he knew how to do, and I couldn’t blame him too much for hesitating, but I was glad that I didn’t let him cow me, either. 
 
      
 
    And then … there was Evie. Evie and our little boy, Christopher. We called him Chris for short. He was the fattest, happiest little baby that I had ever seen, not that I had seen a lot of babies, to be honest. But he was the best. There was no disputing that. 
 
      
 
    I stood in the doorframe of his nursery as Evie cooed him to sleep. She bounced him in her arms, and he made those cute little gurgling noises that babies tended to make. I had never been moved by a baby. They were kind of weird to me in theory—tiny people, but they didn’t act like people. Christopher was something else, though. Evie was something else. 
 
      
 
    My little family. 
 
      
 
    I came up behind her as she put him down in his little baby bed and tucked him in. I wrapped my arms around her and hugged her, tickling a little at the remaining pudge that was still at her tummy. It was cute. She swatted at my hand and laughed as I tickled her. 
 
      
 
    “Hey! Don’t do that. I’m still trying to work all of this off!” 
 
      
 
    “Aw, don’t do that. The pudge is adorable. I like it.” 
 
      
 
    “Mmmhm.” 
 
      
 
    We stood like that for a while, just watching Christopher sleep. We did that a lot. It was a parent thing, I think. 
 
      
 
    “He beautiful,” Evie whispered. She turned her head to me. “He takes after his daddy.” 
 
      
 
    “Really? I was gonna say that he takes after his mama.” 
 
      
 
    She giggled. 
 
      
 
    “He takes after us both. We were in that whole thing together, remember?” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, we were.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading! 
 
    Did you like my story? 
 
    If so, sign up to my mailing list! 
 
    New subscribers receive a FREE steamy short. 
 
      
 
    Click the link below to join. 
 
    http://dl.bookfunnel.com/ogns2te7xi 
 
    


 
   
  
 



TRIP’S BABY: The Pride MC 
 
    By Nicole Fox 
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    I THOUGHT SHE WAS DEAD. BUT NOW SHE’S BACK… WITH MY BABY IN HER ARMS. 
 
      
 
    I heard her scream as they gunned her down. 
 
    I promised I’d get my revenge for her death. 
 
    Years later, I’m almost ready to strike. 
 
    But then everything changed. 
 
      
 
    I’m a soldier, a warrior, a stone-cold killer. 
 
    It’s the only way to survive in this world I’ve chosen… 
 
    Kill or be killed. 
 
      
 
    As VP of the Pride MC, my men depend on me to be ruthless. 
 
    I’ve got reason enough to stoke the fury that burns in my chest: 
 
    The murder of my girlfriend years ago. 
 
      
 
    My enemies took her from me. 
 
    They wanted to stop me in my tracks. 
 
    But all they did was throw gasoline on my fire. 
 
      
 
    For years, I’ve told myself to wait for the right time to make things right. 
 
    Death for death, blood for blood. 
 
      
 
    But then Misha shows up on my doorstep. 
 
      
 
    And she’s not alone… 
 
    She’s got my baby in her arms. 
 
      
 
    I’m reeling now, my world turned on its head. 
 
    I know only one thing for certain: 
 
    I’m about to show her what she’s been missing all these years. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Prologue 
 
    Trip 
 
      
 
    She was gone. 
 
      
 
    She was fucking gone. 
 
      
 
    There was blood smeared all over her room, splattered across her windows. It painted everything in the dainty little space that she used to occupy, but there was no body. There was nothing left of her amid the overturned lamp with its bulb shattered on her floor or her bed, messed up like someone had fought her in it. Even her curtains were torn from her windows—and she wasn’t there to witness the aftermath of whatever the hell had gone down. 
 
      
 
    But fuck, there was blood. A lot of it. More than there should be to hope that she would be alive. There was a trail leading out her door like she’d been dragged out and away. 
 
      
 
    I paced around the fucked-up room, my boots thudding against her floor. When I stepped in a pool of blood and nearly slipped, it clicked that it was hers. I grabbed her dresser in a white-knuckled rage and slung it across her room. It crashed, scattering lace and silk that I’d gotten to peel off her body to worship what was beneath too many times to count. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
      
 
    “Trip. Trip! Calm down, man—” 
 
      
 
    There was a hand on my shoulder and I flipped out. I swung around to face whoever the fuck thought they were gonna touch me while I had to look at her blood all over the damn place, knowing that she was gone and that I was never going to see her again. I couldn’t see anything but red, but I felt the hands on my arms as I fought against them. 
 
      
 
    I struggled until there was no fight left in me. I struggled until my face was on the floor and the wood pressed into my skin. I could still smell her perfume in the air, even with the blood. The wood didn’t mask that, and as the fight started to leave me as I sagged against it, and I didn’t know how I felt. 
 
      
 
    I was numb. 
 
      
 
    It was those Jackal bastards, over the border. I knew it, and I knew my boys knew it too. They were the only ones who left blood baths like this. They thought they were untouchable. They knew a few names—thought they’d take a few of ours for themselves. We wouldn’t let them. 
 
      
 
    “It’s gotta be retaliation. Gotta be retribution.” It was what—barely a week ago we made it firm that we didn’t do business with Jackals—not now, not ever. I bet that had made them mad as all hell. When the Pride backed an MC, it was known it was always smooth sailing from then on out. 
 
      
 
    “Jackals, those damn Jackals …” 
 
      
 
    “Trip?” It was Brig. “Trip, man, you gotta breathe normal or something man. Come on.” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t. 
 
      
 
    There were voices coming from the other room. Big John. I knew his voice; Misha’s daddy. He was like us once. He hadn’t wanted her around us or me—me especially. Too much bad news, and I guessed he was right about that, since I had dragged his little girl into this world. 
 
      
 
    “Trip, if we let you go, you gonna be good?” Brig asks with a shaking voice; that’s right—he’s never been fond of blood. Must be woozy. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t answer, and the arms didn’t let go of me. I thought they probably thought I was going crazy again; I might. I almost wanted to laugh, that’s how crazy I felt. That would be a hell of a lot better than just the nothing that’s settled. 
 
      
 
    I heard heavy footfalls, and I didn’t move, not even when it was a foot falling on my skull, followed by Big John’s shouts. There was so much ringing, I could barely hear a damn thing over it, but I heard him calling me every name in the book like I deserved it. Like it was my fault that he had walked into his little girl’s room to find it like that. 
 
      
 
    Maybe it was. 
 
      
 
    Who was at fault and who was not, though, didn’t really matter when I knew whose hands Misha’s blood had drenched when they killed her. 
 
      
 
    I was gonna ruin every last one of them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter One 
 
    Trip 
 
      
 
    The rev of bikes trolling the highway was a comforting sound, oddly enough. There was just something right about the purr of the engine, nothing between you and the asphalt that raced underneath you, and the growl like a beast that came from your ride as you cruised. 
 
      
 
    Misha used to love it, but I tried not to think about her too much anymore. She was long gone. 
 
      
 
    Trixie, though, was here right now. She was pressed against my back, with her tits squished against me. She held on to me like she was afraid that she was going to die, and I kinda liked having that kind of power over her. It made her thankful when I delivered her sweet ass safely back to her house and made her tremble at how scary but exciting it was, right up until she was inviting me inside her house to make her more than tremble. We had just gotten done celebrating; news had come in about a run to disrupt some Jackal business, landing us a nice stash of goods to hock off on the market and putting the Jackals out a few nice, fat ten-grand stacks off the spoils they’d have made from that load. 
 
      
 
    All was fair in love and war, after all. And when war was fruitful, Trixie was there to help me celebrate in ways my boys couldn’t. 
 
      
 
    She wasn’t very smart, but she was always wet, always wanted to fuck, and didn’t ask questions she didn’t need to. She wasn’t that hard on the eyes, either, and when I took a look back at her as I pulled us off the highway and onto the road her rickety little house was on, I caught those pretty, doll-like, blue eyes and those cock-sucking, pink lips of her, smirking at the look of admiration on her face. 
 
      
 
    “Almost there, doll face.” 
 
      
 
    She giggled at me; she loved that name, like it makes her special. She pressed her tits against my back, right up against the Pride patch on my kutte. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t go too fast. I don’t wanna crash, T!” 
 
      
 
    “Crash? With you on my bike? Wouldn’t dream of it doll face. I like you too much.” 
 
      
 
    She giggled again, and it wasn’t the most annoying thing I’ve heard in my life, but it was damn sure not the sweetest. I revved a little to make her squeal and zipped through the dark streets with their flickering street lights. Trixie didn’t live in the best part of town; her family was textbook trailer trash because her daddy liked to spend all his money on lotto scratchers and big titties down at Assets. Trixie didn’t do too badly for herself though. She had a nice, cushy spot working the diner the next exit down the highway and maybe a little ass-selling on the side, which is fitting; Trixie was hardly her real name. 
 
      
 
    I pulled n, and she slid off my bike, thick legs wobbling like she’d had them spread to fuck. I reached out and popped her on her ample ass. 
 
      
 
    “T!” She squealed again, jumping and making her ass cheeks jiggle a little out of her denim skirt. Though—heh—you could barely call that little strip of cloth a skirt. 
 
      
 
    We walked up to the front of her trailer, her fumbling with her keys while I slid my hand up under her skirt. She was already wet; her panties were hot and soaked, and she moaned when I rubbed my fingers over her ass crack. 
 
      
 
    “Wait until we’re inside, T—” 
 
      
 
    She was trying to unlock her door as I presssed behind her. I was hard hard and not really keen on waiting. I leaned against her, speaking against her ear. I could smell perfume on her. Something cheap. I made a note to maybe buy her a little something I liked. 
 
      
 
    “If you think I’m not ready to fuck you enough to slide that skirt up, shove your little tooth-floss panties out of the way, and shove my cock inside you until you’re screaming for your neighbors, you don’t know me very well, doll face.” 
 
      
 
    She gasped and her ass jutted back against me, but she damn sure made the effort to open her door, right and quick, too. As soon as we were inside, I slammed her against the door. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, hell, T. You’re needy tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “Baby girl, I just wanna hear you scream.” 
 
      
 
    Needy? Not what I’d call it. I was fucking high—lit light a kite and I hadn’t even taken anything. It was victory. I’d claimed it in a small dose over the Jackals tonight, with help of my boys. Now I’d claim it on Trixie’s sweet little snatch. 
 
      
 
    I kissed her before she could say anything more, trapping her against the door. She tasted like beer and lipstick; I felt the stuff smear over my lips and didn’t bother to be annoyed about it. They could smear over my cock later too. Her arms went around me, and those ridiculously long, manicured nails dug into my back. I hoisted her up; she wasn’t that heavy. Her legs went around me, and I pressed against her, rocking my cock against that pretty pussy of hers. 
 
      
 
    “I thought you wanted to fuck me?” she panted. 
 
      
 
    “I’m gonna; I just like hearing you mewl before you get it.” 
 
      
 
    She whined, but she didn’t argue. I was allowed to get what I wanted from her, and she gave it to me like any other club girl would. She was just happy to be worthy enough to take my cock, and as I shoved those frilly, little, barely-even-there panties aside, plunging my fingers into her heat to work her open, she wouldn’t be able to think that I wasn’t being fair to her anyway. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, T, fuck!” 
 
      
 
    In and out, I fucked her on my hand. So wet and tight. I was used to her by now and knew how to get her wet quickly. I didn’t feel like fucking around on her and taking my time; that kinda shit was for another girl. 
 
      
 
    Trixie had strong legs and those thick, pretty thighs of hers held her up while I fiddled with my pants, not too much a gentleman to resist fucking a pretty girl against her door before I decided whether I wanted to bend her over her couch or bed next. I undid my belt, opened the button, pulled down the zipper, and found it was a relief when my cock let loose from my pants. There was a condom in my pocket—I was not a stupid man.But as I went to rip the foil, my phone rang. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck.” 
 
      
 
    I groaned. There was a temptation to ignore it, but it was Brig’s ringtone, and he knew not to mess with my me time unless it was something important. 
 
      
 
    I set a pouting Trixie on her feet and pulled away to answer. 
 
      
 
    “This better be good,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I dunno if it’s good, Trip.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s gonna be worse if I don’t find out what it is.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s—it’s Misha, T. She’s right outside the fucking club.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two 
 
    Misha 
 
      
 
    Everyone’s eyes were on me—everyone’s. There were only a few of them who I didn’t know, but most I did. There was Brig, who’d filled out a lot since the last time I’d seen him. He wasn’t quite so thin, but then again, he didn’t have quite so many scars, either. He didn’t look like a boy anymore. Jackson and Prewet, the DeVos twins. I could still tell them apart after the years; I’d bet money it was Johnny with the long hair and Peaty with the short. There was Travis, too, with a patch over his eye. Arms folded. He looked dumbfounded like the rest, and I couldn’t blame them for it. I imagined that it was hard to look at someone who you had thought was dead sitting there in front of you, alive, well, and with a little, knee-high girl perched in lap. No one said a word, trying to process what I was doing there, alive and, surprisingly, with a child. 
 
      
 
    I never thought that I would find myself here again, Ace of Pride, the bar Bobby Oakland’s Pride worked out of. Though, talk was that Bobby didn’t run the Pride anymore. No … 
 
      
 
    I looked down at my little girl, and she looked up at me, a little shy. She had my auburn hair, falling in curls around her little cherub face, but she had her daddy’s eyes—blue as the sky over the sea and just as bright and full of mischief as I remembered Trip’s being. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t here. He’d gone off celebrating on his own. I wasn’t dumb and knew what that meant. He’d either taken someone back to his place or gone back to hers. It didn’t bother me as much as it should. Lord knew I hadn’t saved myself over the years … 
 
      
 
    “Mama?” 
 
      
 
    Rose looked up to me. I hadn’t realized I’d zoned out. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, baby?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sleepy.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, baby. It’s okay. It won’t take long, I promise.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, mama.” 
 
      
 
    She tucked herself into me, drawing away from the big men in leather kuttes who surrounded us. I wished it was a sight that was unfamiliar to her, but I couldn’t boast about being a mother who had been able to keep her daughter from the things that had driven me away from the Pride to begin with. No …out of the fire, into the frying pan. That had been my life for the last five years. 
 
      
 
    I looked to Brig. He didn’t seem to know what to do about me, but we’d been friends back in the day. He’d always treated me kindly, especially since Trip had been so sweet on me. 
 
      
 
    “Is there a room in back she can lie in?” 
 
      
 
    “I dunno if that’s a good idea, Misha. Should keep you together in the same place and all.” 
 
      
 
    My face fell a little. It didn’t seem that our old friendship would win me any bonus points here. 
 
      
 
    “I guess you have a lot of questions.” 
 
      
 
    “T’s gonna have a lot of questions, too.” 
 
      
 
    Harsh. 
 
      
 
    I bit my lip. 
 
      
 
    Things had definitely changed. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know how long we waited. The buzz from the bar up front went from steady to decayed and there was a lull that told me the boys who stayed had found their places in their rooms, and those that had left had taken their women and gone to spend their nights elsewhere. Brig had called Trip after I’d arrived, bringing his closest boysthe ones from five years ago, the ones that had come up with them—to the back with me. 
 
      
 
    It was so uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
    I almost started to fall asleep when the office door opened. My eyes widened falling on the man in the doorway. 
 
      
 
    “Trip …” 
 
      
 
    He was the same as he was five years ago. Tall. Handsome. His kutte fit him like a glove still and I was reminded how the look had drawn me to him, all those years ago. His black hair was military cut, and his arms, thick with muscle, were covered in tattoos. Idly, my fingers brushed over the one that I had, inside my left wrist. The only one I’d ever wanted. 
 
      
 
    Trip. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t his real name, but it was the name that he preferred, and the name of the man that I had fallen in love with when I was a dumb sixteen-year-old girl. Before I realized that I was pregnant with Rose, before I knew that living this life and having her—having Trip—just wasn’t going to work if I was going to raise a child. Funny how things turned out. 
 
      
 
    He stood there at the door, as dumbfounded as the others had been. Looking at him, taking him in, I noticed the slight smudge of color on his lips; he’d definitely been with a woman before Brig made the call to have him come here. 
 
      
 
    He made no move to walk to me, he only stood and stared, as if I were a ghost. I might as well have been. He didn’t stir until there was a movement in my lap, a sleepy little girl who moved and blinked up at me once more. 
 
      
 
    “Mama, is it time to go yet?” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet, Rose.” 
 
      
 
    There was a choked sound from Trip, and I looked back at him. He was eyeing Rose, taking her in. I could see the wheels turning plain as day—she was old enough to have been born in the time I was gone. Old enough she was either his or some other bastard’s from around that time. But I knew who she looked like when she turned her face on him, and I could tell that he did, too. It was his own eyes that looked at him from Rose’s face; no other man could claim to be her daddy. 
 
      
 
    “Get out.” He looked to Brig and the others. When they didn’t move, he slammed his hand on the wall. 
 
      
 
    “Get out!” 
 
      
 
    One by one, his boys flowed out, Brig being the last to go. I watched as they exchanged a look, and wordlessly, Brig nodded and left too. 
 
      
 
    It was the first time in years that I was alone with Trip. He walked toward me, slow and deliberate. There was tension in the air. I didn’t know if it was sexual or anger or just longing from the years gone by. 
 
      
 
    I knew, when he came in front of me and wrapped his arms around me, that maybe it was a little something sweeter. 
 
      
 
    “I fucking missed you.” 
 
      
 
    “Language.” 
 
      
 
    It was a knee-jerk reaction, one that made him pull away from me for a moment. It was as if he’d forgotten about the little girl between us. Rose looked up at him curiously, as if she hadn’t expected him to get so close to touch. 
 
      
 
    “Oh. Oh fuck—” 
 
      
 
    “Trip—” 
 
      
 
    “Is she mine?” he asked, so quiet that not even Rose heard him. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t have to ask the question. He knew the answer. I gave him one anyway. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    He sucked in a breath, looking down at her. His hand twitched, like he was going to reach out and touch her, but he never did. She blinked up at him in return. I hadn’t told her a lot about Trip, other than I loved him and I had to leave him, but that one day I’d come back to him and she’d be able to meet him in person. 
 
      
 
    “What’s her name?” He asked it like he was afraid to ask her himself. 
 
      
 
    “Sweetie, tell the nice man your name.” 
 
      
 
    She looked between the two of us, almost uncertain. I nodded at her, encouraging. 
 
      
 
    “Go on.” 
 
      
 
    “My name’s Rose.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a pretty name.” 
 
      
 
    “Mama says it’s because roses are the prettiest flowers, and I got to have the name to match me.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, your Mama would be right, you know. You’re a pretty girl.” 
 
      
 
    Rose giggled at that, and I shifted her on my lap. 
 
      
 
    “It’s late …” I looked at Trip. “Can I put her down in a room? We can talk?” 
 
      
 
    Trip nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I think that’s a good idea.” 
 
      
 
    I stood with Rose in my arms, leaning down to get the duffle bag I’d brought with us. Trip didn’t seem to know what to do—whether to take her, or let me hold her—but he led us out of the office with one last little glance at her, and an almost disbelieving shake of his head. 
 
      
 
    There were a few locked rooms, and I knew what was likely going on or had gone on behind them. But the room that Trip brought me to was in the very back, set away from the others. I knew it well; we’d spent many nights there when we were younger. 
 
      
 
    His room hadn’t changed much. There were still pictures on his dresser, clothes sticking out of the drawers. He didn’t have proper curtains; there was an old blanket that his grandma had knitted him tacked up over where the window was. 
 
      
 
    As much as the nostalgia flooded back in, I wasn’t here for that. After setting our duffle off to the side, I set Rose in the middle of his bed, tucking her in. 
 
      
 
    “I’m gonna come back when it’s time to leave, okay, Rose?” 
 
      
 
    She nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Mmhm, Mama.” She was already closing her eyes and snuggling beneath the covers. 
 
      
 
    Back in the office, it was quiet. We stood there in silence, now that we were alone. Trip stared at me, long and hard. It was a surprise when he reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. 
 
      
 
    “I missed you.” 
 
      
 
    There was passion in his words. It lit a fire in me that I hadn’t felt in years. It was like there weren’t five years between us— 
 
      
 
    But when he leaned in, as if to kiss me, I remembered that there were five years. Five years and secrets, so many that it was hard to keep track of them sometimes. I stepped away from him before he could lean all the way and claim my lips. I’d be so far gone if that’s what he did. 
 
      
 
    There was a flash across his eyes. It wasn’t anger; it was hurt. 
 
      
 
    “It’s been a while,” I said, as if that made up for anything. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. It has.” 
 
      
 
    Trip ran his hand through his hair. He sat back on top of the desk in his office and leveled a look at me. I hadn’t allowed that intimacy to connect, so now it was cut off. This was business. Perhaps it was better that way. 
 
      
 
    “What happened, Misha?” he asked. “What happened? We all thought you were dead. There was so much fucking blood! Your room was a wreck. And now you’re back five years later. You got a kid. You say she’s mine—” 
 
      
 
    “She is yours.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t say I thought she wasn’t; her face may as well be mine.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I always thought.” 
 
      
 
    He ran his hand through his hair again. His arms folded across his chest. 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” he repeated. “There was so much blood … You disappeared. No one saw you; everyone knows what those Jackal bastards are capable of when they take someone out.” He was desperate for answers, and I couldn’t say that I blamed him for that. 
 
      
 
    I had known that this was going to come up. How could it not? It didn’t make me feel any better about telling him. 
 
      
 
    “That night … they came to my place. Packed. Said they were tired of Bobby and the boys—and especially you—footing around them. Not giving them what they wanted. So, they decided to take something that you had.” I tugged at my ear, a reflex, before showing him my palm. A thick, ugly scar arced across it. “They made me cut myself so if you did perhaps get the cops involved, my DNA would be there. The rest was pig blood, just to make it look like they messed me up real bad. They wanted to scare you, maybe bait you into doing something really stupid. I suppose you did, just … not in the ways they expected. When you didn’t show up when they thought you would, looking for me—” 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t that I didn’t wanna come looking for you—” 
 
      
 
    “I never said that was it,” I said sharply. Christ, he’s defensive. “It would have been suicide back then. It’d be suicide now. That’s not … that’s not the point. Trip, let me finish.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded, letting me continue. 
 
      
 
    “They assumed you’d do what you always did. Act rash. Come guns blazing. They were going to keep me and rough me up. They did, the first few days.” I shifted where I stood; it wasn’t like that was a lie, and the memory of those days wasn’t something I liked to remember, let alone talk about. Especially not to Trip. “When you came, they were going to show me to you, make you flesh out a deal that they wanted from you. When you didn’t, they thought about killing me to make their point drive a little harder than it apparently already had. I told them I was pregnant and—” 
 
      
 
    “You knew you were pregnant?” 
 
      
 
    I sighed, looking away from him. My hand found my ear again. 
 
      
 
    “I was going to tell you. Before the Jackals decided they wanted to use me as Pride bait.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm.” 
 
      
 
    “Anyway … I told them I was pregnant. They didn’t believe me, but their president has this thing against killing the unborn. Obviously once I started to show, they knew that I was telling them the truth. So, when that was confirmed, he thought it would be more elaborate, then, to keep me and let me have Rose, and then show up with me and our baby one day and shock you then. Real theatric, Holland.” 
 
      
 
    “What changed his mind?” 
 
      
 
    “Me.” I shrugged. “He took to me.” 
 
      
 
    Something dark flashed across Trip’s face. I wasn’t sure if I should be scared or turned on by the possessive streak that was clearly still there. 
 
      
 
    “…You were his old lady or something?” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t call it that. He had an old lady. He just liked me, kept his boys off of me.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not like I loved him or anything.” No, I could never do that, no matter how relatively well Holland had treated me. 
 
      
 
    “Holland’s been out of the game for months now,” Trip said, moving the conversation on like it made him uncomfortable to think aboutme and Holland together in any sort of capacity. “His nephew, Rigger—” 
 
      
 
    “Is president right now, yeah. Holland got into a crash and went into a coma, I’m sure you know. Not a lot he can do from a hospital bed, hooked to IVs.” 
 
      
 
    “We threw a party when we heard it happened.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you did. Rigger’s in charge now, and he was never happy with the fact that Holland didn’t use me as bait for you. He decided, though, since I was already a part of the family, that I ought to stay,” I said bitterly. 
 
      
 
    “He wanted you,” Trip guessed. 
 
      
 
    “Holland kept the boys off me. I wasn’t an old lady. I wasn’t a club girl, either. We had sex, but he never treated me bad, at least not after he started to take to me. Rigger is another story, and he’s not too picky when it comes to who he sleeps with or hurts to get a point across.” 
 
      
 
    There was a twitch in Trip’s jaw. 
 
      
 
    “He ever touch you?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t answer him, which was enough of an answer. 
 
      
 
    “That son of a bitch.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been five years, Trip,” I reminded him gently. He scoffed. Fair enough; five years didn’t make it any better, I supposed. 
 
      
 
    “He ever touch Rose?” 
 
      
 
    “Like I’d let that bastard lay a finger on my daughter.” 
 
      
 
    That, at the very least, placated him, if only a little. No … if there was one thing that I had been able to keep Rose from, it was the touches of a man and the strikes of fists. I’d have taken more and more for her if I had to. 
 
      
 
    “So, you were basically kept there … A hostage. Personal little thing for Holland until his accident and Rigger sent things all on their fucking head.” 
 
      
 
    “Being under Holland wasn’t ideal, but it was safer than trying to escape while pregnant and safer still after I had Rose. He might have treated me decent, but he made no mistake about letting me know that I wasn’t to leave. There was security and protection I wasn’t willing to risk with Rose in the picture. That security went away when Holland went under.” I’d been living in fear ever since I learned that Holland’s bike had been hit by that truck on the highway. It’d sent a fear in me that I’d never known quite so hard before and it had been … eye opening to the reality of my situation. I had gotten comfortable. I shouldn’t have. That comfort could have cost me my daughter. 
 
      
 
    “So how did you get out? Someone else take sweet to you and help you?” 
 
      
 
    I ignored the mild accusation in his tone. 
 
      
 
    “No. I escaped after a party they were throwing. Rigger’s birthday. After the partying and … the after party, he passed out drunk as a skunk. I was able to get out of the bed, get Rose, and leave. Everyone was plastered or high, so no one noticed me slip out. I’d been planning it for weeks. I caught a ride hitchhiking—” 
 
      
 
    “You hitchhiked with her?” 
 
      
 
    I raised a brow. 
 
      
 
    “It’s what I had to do. Everyone over the border is likely to give up information if the Jackals ask for it, whether it’s nicely or not. I needed to get out of there with someone that wasn’t going to be coming back.” 
 
      
 
    “… That’s fair.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed a little, despite knowing that in telling Trip all of this, I was likely putting more distance than five years already had between us. I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve known you’re her father all of five minutes and you’re already overprotective.” 
 
      
 
    “I just think it’s a bad idea to hitchhike with a child.” 
 
      
 
    We lapsed into a silence again, and my fingers tugged absently against my ear. Trip eyed me a bit. “You guys got a place to stay?” 
 
      
 
    I raised my brow. 
 
      
 
    “I was going to go to Daddy’s.” 
 
      
 
    He stared at me. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t know, do you?” 
 
      
 
    “Know what?” 
 
      
 
    He shifted. 
 
      
 
    “Your dad left on out after you died—or, I guess, were taken. He stayed around for a while but he couldn’t stay in that house with all of that. He packed up and sold it. No one knows where he went, just that he’s not here anymore.” 
 
      
 
    My heart sank. 
 
      
 
    “No one knows where he is?” 
 
      
 
    “He didn’t leave an address, didn’t leave a phone number.” 
 
      
 
    That made my plans up until that point fall through rather hard. Where was I supposed to stay if Daddy was gone? Where would he even have gone? We didn’t have any family, and Mama wasn’t around anymore. 
 
      
 
    “You can stay here.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at him sharply in surprise. After what I had told him and his reactions? 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “I said, you can stay here.” 
 
      
 
    “Where? Back there?” I gestured to the rooms. “Trip, this isn’t the place for a child—” 
 
      
 
    “Why did you come back, then?” 
 
      
 
    I stalled. 
 
      
 
    If only I could tell him. 
 
      
 
    I stood there for a moment before I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “It can only be temporary,” I said. “I hadn’t expected. I mean I didn’t—” 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t come back here for me.” 
 
      
 
    “I came back because it’s what I needed to do for Rose.” 
 
      
 
    “Then let me help.” He stepped closer to me, into my space, but not as close as he had when he had tried to kiss me. “This is my daughter too, right? And we were something … even if it was five years ago,” he said evenly. “Even if I and everyone thought you were dead. You never stopped being a part of this family.” You never stopped being my old lady. 
 
      
 
    I almost wish that he’d have said it aloud, but that would have shortened the distance that I had promised I would keep between myself and the Pride. I was back because I had nowhere else to go—not because I was coming to tag along again. 
 
      
 
    “Just until I get on my feet again,” I said. “And … you can get to know Rose, if you want to.” 
 
      
 
    “I want to.” 
 
      
 
    I shouldn’t have felt warmth hearing that, but I did. There was something that I needed to know, though. 
 
      
 
    “Trip … All the club stuff. I don’t want that around Rose. I know how things are—” 
 
      
 
    “Things are different now, Misha,” he said. “We’re not … we’re not like that anymore. We’ve cleaned up. We keep the town and our own protected. That’s what we do.” 
 
      
 
    Trip left after that. I figured he was going back home—maybe back to whoever it was he’d been with before Brig had called him over. 
 
      
 
    I looked around the room. 
 
      
 
    Honestly, nothing about this had changed. 
 
      
 
    I let Rose sleep as I undressed. I wanted a shower, hadn’t had one in a while. Trip’s room had an adjoining bathroom, and though I hadn’t been here in years, there wasn’t an awkwardness in allowing myself in his space. He still had towels and everything strewn in the same places, his soaps organized in the sense that there were three different bottles of the same scent in his shower, because he never could remember if he had the right amount in what was left in his shower when he went to the store. 
 
      
 
    It made me smile in spite of myself, though I had to school it off of my face as I turned the water on, set the heat high, and started to wash. I was here for Rose, not for the nostalgia and not for Trip’s love, if it was even still there. The way he’d reacted to what I’d told him of Holland was enough to know that the thought of my being with someone else hadn’t pleased him, even in those circumstances. Pride boys were just that—prideful to a fault, and especially about their women. 
 
      
 
    But I hadn’t been his woman in a long, long time, and there were secrets enough in those five years apart that I knew would keep the distance between us. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I woke up with the scent of Trip in my nose. My face was buried in his pillows, so soft, with the lingering hit of his cologne clinging to the fabric. It was familiar, and I sighed as I buried my face further into it. I was taken by that scent, by the memory—until I realized that the tiny weight beside me that I had gone to sleep with was gone. 
 
      
 
    Rose! 
 
      
 
    The comfort vanished, followed quickly by panic as I sat bolt upright. Rose wasn’t with me, and Trip’s door was wide open. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
      
 
    I shot up. I paid no mind to the fact I was in the short-bottomed, no-bra tank pajamas I had put on the night before after my shower. I knew, in theory, that Rose was safe with the Pride. But mother’s worry and years of always having to worry propelled me out to the front of the bar, my daughter’s name on my lips. 
 
      
 
    “Rose?!” 
 
      
 
    “Mama!” 
 
      
 
    Her yell was a melodic tinkle, happy and unafraid. I rounded the corner from the hall up to the front. A few of the boys were around, and they looked up at me with amused faces. Rose sat up at the bar with them—literally on top of the bar—with a plate in her lap stacked full of pancakes. 
 
      
 
    I walked over. Travis waved. 
 
      
 
    “Misha! This li’l girl came out wondering and hungry, so I whipped her up some pancakes. Hope that was okay? She got a big appetite, this tiny thing.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed, relieved, and feeling a little silly myself over the reaction that I’d had. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah … Yeah it’s fine. Did you say thank you, honey?” 
 
      
 
    “Mmhm.” She nodded with a mouth full of pancake. 
 
      
 
    “She’s a polite li’l thing. What about you? You want some pancakes? Eggs? Bacon? Trip keeps the kitchen locked and loaded; we practically live here.” 
 
      
 
    I almost declined, not wanting to intrude too much. The growl at my stomach answered for me, and Travis grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Full plate coming up, cupcake.” 
 
      
 
    Breakfast came fast and hot. I hadn’t had a breakfast that tasted quite so good in years, though maybe that was because everything I’d eaten back with the Jackals had been taken with a grain of salt and didn’t have the same kind of heart that eating with the Pride did. Whatever the case, I enjoyed my food, and Rose enjoyed hers. There was a little small talk between the boys, talking a run here and there, some business they had in town. I was surprised they talked so freely in front of me. 
 
      
 
    “I can go, if you boys need to talk business,” I said. “Me and Misha can eat in the room.” After all, it wasn’t like I could forget how the club worked. 
 
      
 
    “Nah, nah,” Travis said, waving me off. “You’re Trip’s girl. I don’t think he’d care—” 
 
      
 
    “Morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, hell. Speak of the devil.” 
 
      
 
    I had already turned at the sound of the voice. Trip and Brig walked through the front doors of the bar, suited up in their kuttes as if they were ready to start business. Brig gave me a narrowed looked, but it was Trip that I focused on instead. When his eyes fell on me, I was reminded of the lack of clothing I was wearing; his eyes widened and roamed over me. It was odd … it’d been so long since I’d really enjoyed the gaze of a man, I didn’t know what to do with the heat that flowed through me, having Trip’s eyes on me like that. 
 
      
 
    Maybe it’s because it’s him. You never stopped loving him. Never stopped wanting him. That heat was something that I knew all too well and it was only something that Trip had ever been able to draw from me, make pool low between my legs with that uncontrollable need— 
 
      
 
    But I didn’t need to be having those thoughts. Not about him, not anymore. 
 
      
 
    Before Trip could come over, I stood, gathering my food and Rose’s . I had a good excuse that would make for a quick escape. Let Trip try to keep me there, I dared him. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, sweetie. Let’s let them talk, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Aw, but Mama, Travis was gonna tell me about his eye!” 
 
      
 
    “Another time, baby. Come on.” 
 
      
 
    If I hadn’t known any better, there seemed to be a disappointed flicker in Trip’s eyes as I took Rose by the hand and led her away. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    I kept my eyes on her, until she was gone. I frowned watching after her; why the hell had she gone? And that little girl … fuck. Made me feel some type of way just getting another look at her. 
 
      
 
    “Aye, lover boy.” I looked over at Travis, who was, for some reason, waving a piece of bacon in my face. “You gonna eat before we get into work, or nah?” I grumbled at him. 
 
      
 
    “Shut up. Meet me out front and round up everyone. We got work to do.” 
 
      
 
    Work that day was simple. There were some thugs harassing Big Mama up at the diner that needed cleaning out, and rumors of a drug den somewhere in the backroads. Shit that the cops were legally responsible for, but tended to not be able to legally handle on the radar. 
 
      
 
    So, that fell to us. 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t lied when I told Misha things weren’t the way they were when we were kids. The violence, the showmanship—back then it had just been to see whose dick was bigger. We were no better than a gang, really. Now, we had a purpose. I had made sure of that after Misha was killed, or after I thought Misha had been killed. 
 
      
 
    If you couldn’t protect your own with the power you had, what was the point of having the power? 
 
      
 
    We rolled up to the diner at noon, about when Trixie said that the assholes usually showed up. Their bikes were parked out front, but they weren’t an MC like the Pride. The Pride wouldn’t invite themselves to sit at other people’s tables and eat their food, grope their girls, and use fear to keep people from saying shit and doing shit about it. 
 
      
 
    There were five of them. Not a lot. We had three extra guys on them. There was one, a big guy I figured was the leader because all his little goons sat around him while he had his arm around some woman that didn’t look like she was all too willing to have him touching her. 
 
      
 
    “What say you, sweet cheeks, huh? You hop on my bike and I show you a good time?” 
 
      
 
    “I—I don’t think that’s what I want—” 
 
      
 
    “Come on, ain’t you ever heard of me? Roy Jackson, I’m pretty big around here—” 
 
      
 
    “Please, I was just here to eat—” 
 
      
 
    “Is there a problem here?” 
 
      
 
    I walked over, flanked by Travis and Brig. The others moved around, placing themselves near the other fuckers there in the diner, making a nuisance of themselves and getting into people’s business where they didn’t belong. The big one looked up at me and scoffed. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want, whippersnapper? Can’t you see I’m busy here?” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t you see you’re not welcome here?” 
 
      
 
    The man’s lip twitched beneath an impressive mustache. 
 
      
 
    “Who the fuck do you think you are?” 
 
      
 
    Rather than tell, I decided to show. I walked up to him, took that big dumb meaty head of his in my hand, and slammed it against the table. His boys tried to stand but mine kept them at bay. The man was too slow to react, and I did it again, and again, spraying his food over his table from the force of everything. 
 
      
 
    “I said, you’re not welcome here. Get the fuck out and don’t show your face again here, or there’s more Pride you’re gonna be dealing with, asshole.” 
 
      
 
    The man tumbled out of the booth, sputtering, but he wasn’t fighting back, either. He and his guys left in a scramble, and we watched and made sure that they were long good and gone. When they were, a voice called to us from the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “Y’all done made another mess, ain’t cha?” 
 
      
 
    I turned and saw Big Mama come around. She was a huge woman, almost as tall as me, but with a lot more meat than I had stuck up on her bones. She was intimidating to a lot of people but she was a good woman, and I appreciated her. She always had good gossip and always knew where to point us in the direction of trouble when it was headed toward the town. 
 
      
 
    She lumbered over and eyed the mess on the table, and the shaken woman that had been victim to that fat-fuck’s harassment. 
 
      
 
    “And y’all done shook up one of my customers! You all right, cupcake?” 
 
      
 
    The woman nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Y-yeah. I just didn’t want that man sitting with me. He kept trying to get me to leave with me to do … stuff.” She turned her head up at me with a bit of a teary-eyed smile. “Thank you, though. I don’t know if I’d have been able to tell him no.” 
 
      
 
    “Aye, don’t worry about it.” I was already fishing into my wallet, pulling out a decent handful of bills. I handed them over to Big Mama. “For the trouble—” 
 
      
 
    “Boy, now you know I don’t want or need none of your damn money. It’s enough you cleared those wannabes out of here. Now go on, git, before I changed my mind.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed as she hobbled away, but I set the money down on the table in front of the woman. 
 
      
 
    “For your troubles.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three 
 
    Trip 
 
      
 
    If I’d thought shit was going to go back to the way it was when Misha showed up, I’d beendead-ass wrong. 
 
      
 
    She hadn’t changed in looks, but she had changed, nonetheless. She didn’t drink anymore. Didn’t party hard. She used to cuss like a sailor and now I barely heard a blip out of her mouth, especially when Rose was around. She used to put herself in my space, used to flirt and bat her eyes at me—even sometimes at one of the boys, just to rile me up and make me jealous just so that I would do her rough the way that she wanted and liked it. 
 
      
 
    But she didn’t do any of that anymore. If anything, it seemed she went out of her way to stay out of my path. She was reserved, like it was a crime for her to have fun or cut loose anymore. Then again, it wasn’t like I was a hard partier anymore, either. I had goals … But she was back now, and it was odd that things didn’t just fall in how they used to be. It was frustrating, and I hadn’t been in this dealing-with-a-woman-properly-thing in the five years she’d been gone; I had no damn practice on it. 
 
      
 
    It’d been about a week and a half since Misha came back. She stayed at the bar, in the back, where my room was. My home away from home, as it’d always been, where we’d made memories that only teens could even think of. I remember that we had smoked our first joints in that room, back when Bobby was still running the place and I was still a stupid little shit. 
 
      
 
    It was odd to think that now she was in there with my daughter. I hadn’t even known she was pregnant. She said that she had planned to tell me, but I had seen the way she’d tugged her ear. She didn’t realize it, but it was always a sign she was lying, or at least holding something back from me. She hadn’t planned on telling me, at least not then, if at fucking all. 
 
      
 
    But that was beside the point. Maybe she’d had a reason—though I didn’t know what the hell reason that was. 
 
      
 
    Kids were never something that I wanted, but that little girl was definitely mine. The boys saw it too when they saw her, no one had a doubt that I’d made that. It was fucking terrifying. If those damn Jackal bastards – 
 
      
 
    I sat in my office, thinking about all this. I reminded myself like I had the last couple of weeks to calm down about the whole thing. I’d called off all operations that had to do with the Jackals, for now. They hadn’t killed Misha, just fucking kidnapped her,. Five years under Holland, and then the shit that Rigger put her through. 
 
      
 
    I needed to think. 
 
      
 
    I had been working on bringing down the Jackals slowly, methodically, for the last five years for Misha’s death. I’d not heard word or fucking tale of Misha being with them, so clearly Holland hadn’t wanted me to know about her and the fact that he had her. Rigger had even kept that information to himself. Maybe he’d been biding his time until it was the perfect opportunity to bring her out of the woodwork. 
 
      
 
    See here? The woman you were pining over, she was always us. Had our hands on her, all to ourselves. And your daughter too. 
 
      
 
    There was a bottle of Jack on the table, and a glass. I’d already thrown back two, and I poured me another. This was a lot of shit to take in. As I drank, there was a knock on the door. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    There wasn’t an answer. The door pushed open, and in sauntered Trixie. She’d been around a few times since I’d left her at her place the night that Misha showed up, but I hadn’t given her much attention aside from a pat on the head and a promise that I’d get to her. 
 
      
 
    It was a lie, of course. I couldn’t even think about sticking my dick in her while Misha was under my roof. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, T,” she said. She jutted her chest out a little, as if her tits needed the help with the tiny ass tank that she wore, cleavage hanging out the top. “I’ve missed you. Brig says you been holing yourself up in here lately and I thought you could use the company.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t need to ask her what kind of company she meant when she scooted my chair back and situated herself in my lap. I sighed. I didn’t have time for this shit. 
 
      
 
    She stuck her face in my neck, kissing and grinding up on me. Usually there’d have been some interest stirring in my cock by now; I could feel the kitten heat of Trixie’s pussy through my jeans, but there was nothing else going on down there to say I had a ready and willing woman in my lap. 
 
      
 
    I pushed her away. 
 
      
 
    “Not right now,” I said. “I’m busy.” 
 
      
 
    She pouted, poking out one of those pink lipsticked lips of hers. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, baby. Let me make you feel better. I know it’s gotta be hard. That girl came back and—” 
 
      
 
    “Her name is Misha,” I said harshly, putting my hands on her shoulders and shoving her ass off me. “And I’m not in the fucking mood for you. Get the fuck out.” 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is your problem, T? You never act like this—” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m acting like it now. I said I don’t want you, now get out.” 
 
      
 
    I felt bad the instant that I looked at her face, but she was gone before I could apologize. I didn’t want her right then, but I could have … fuck, I didn’t know. 
 
      
 
    “This is bullshit.” 
 
      
 
    “Bad time?” 
 
      
 
    I started. Standing in my doorway now wasn’t Trixie and her sad expression, but Misha. She wasn’t looking at me. Her gaze was cast down the hall, presumably in the direction that Trixie had cried off to. 
 
      
 
    “It’s been a long day.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got the Jack out, so I would say it has been. There enough in there for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Always. I thought you weren’t the drinking type anymore?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been a long day.” 
 
      
 
    I smirked. 
 
      
 
    “Using my lines, I see.” Maybe some things hadn’t changed. 
 
      
 
    I poured her a drink and she perched herself on my desk. Five years gone by, yet she still sat there with her legs crossed like she always used to when we’d come in here when Bobby ran the joint. I’d pretend to be the president, and she’d pretend to be my old lady, back when we were still little squirts that didn’t know real shit about old ladies. She’d always had the notion of being my ride or die. 
 
      
 
    Five years … that changed a lot. We’d changed a lot. 
 
      
 
    I cleared my throat, drinking on my own glass as she threw back a good portion of her own. I decided to bite the bullet. 
 
      
 
    “How’s Rose settling in?” If I were honest with myself, I had said that I would get to know the girl when I offered to take the two of them in, but actually doing so had been fucking terrifying. I’d barely talked to the tyke. 
 
      
 
    “She’s fine. She likes Travis; thinks his eye patch is cool and makes him look like a pirate.” 
 
      
 
    “He does like booty.” 
 
      
 
    She laughed at that. 
 
      
 
    “He does.” Then she got a little serious. “You know, if you want to talk to her yourself, you can. She asks about you.” 
 
      
 
    “She does?” 
 
      
 
    “Mmhm.” 
 
      
 
    Well, hell. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine if you’re not ready,” she said. She finished up her drink and slid off my desk; I wished she’d stayed perched up there. She was close enough I could smell her perfume and it’d been so long since I’d smelled it on her skin— 
 
      
 
    “You know, I think that girl was just trying to make you feel better.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “The girl that you yelled at—um—Trixie, was her name? You didn’t need to do all that.” 
 
      
 
    Where the hell had that come from? I got defensive. 
 
      
 
    “I told her I didn’t want her in here.” 
 
      
 
    “Look, she’s obviously a little sweet on you. Be nicer next time. I know you have it in you.” 
 
      
 
    There was something more in her words, but she was walking away. I didn’t want her to. 
 
      
 
    I stood up. My strides were longer than hers, and I caught her by the arm in one hand while closing the door on her in another. She jerked her arm out of my hold. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Stay,” I said. I took her face in my hands. “Come on. I’m sorry. What does it matter? She’s just a club girl anyway—” 
 
      
 
    She jerked out of my hold. 
 
      
 
    “She’s still a person. And considering she’d probably still come back to you if you asked her to after you treated her like a ragdoll, you should treat her a little better!” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know where the anger came from. Why the fuck did Misha care how I treated a club girl? Why did I care how I treated a club girl? I’d never handled Trixie like she was my girl ever. 
 
      
 
    Before I could ask, Misha was jerking open the door. She turned to me, a scathing, yet very obviously hurt, look in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t act like that in front of my daughter,” she said viciously. 
 
      
 
    Two times in less than an hour that two women had stormed out of my office. I think I needed a stiffer drink. First, though, I shot off a text to Trixie. 
 
      
 
    Message Sent – Trix: Sorry I was a dick. I’ll make it up to you. 
 
      
 
    I waited a few moments before another came in. 
 
      
 
    Message Received – Trix: You could just not be a jerk just because you feel bad. 
 
      
 
    Message Received – Trix: I don’t think I wanna fuck you anymore, anyway. 
 
      
 
    Well, that was a low blow. Before I could reply, another came in. 
 
      
 
    Message Received – Trix: Misha’s your girl and your child’s mama. It wouldn’t be right. 
 
      
 
    Message Received – Trix: You know I’m not like that. 
 
      
 
    Message Received – Trix: I know you’re not like that, too, T. 
 
      
 
    Message Received – Trix: Sorry for coming onto you. 
 
      
 
    Messages Received – Trix: You’re still my best boy though! ; ) 
 
      
 
    I chuckled and shook my head, a bit dumbfounded. Women. 
 
      
 
    Yeah, I definitely needed that drink something fierce. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure about this, Trip?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure about what, Brig?” 
 
      
 
    “You know damn well what, man.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. 
 
      
 
    Harp, harp. That’s the only damn thing that Brig seemed to know how to do lately. We sat at the bar, drinking on beer, watching the boys and their girls and few of the town people be rowdy. I tried not to let them, but my eyes lingered on Misha and Rose, sitting not too far away from us, eating bar food. Misha’s eyes caught mine for a moment, as if she had felt me looking at her. A blush drew up on her face before she averted her eyes. I could go over there, put myself in her space— 
 
      
 
    “Trip, are you even fucking listening?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    Brig sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Look, man. I told you after you settled her back there, something doesn’t feel right about her story—” 
 
      
 
    “What’s supposed to be right about anything that she said?” 
 
      
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
      
 
    I did. He’d brought it up to me when I relayed everything Misha had told me to him. Brigs and I, we were brothers like that. As far as anyone else knew, all that had happened was the Jackals took her and kept her and Rose. They didn’t get the finer details because they didn’t need the finer details. 
 
      
 
    Thing was, Brig was smart. Like, college educated smart kinda shit. Got a fancy degree and everything before deciding that he wanted something wilder. Meant that he picked up on things—holes in stories and things that didn’t make sense. 
 
      
 
    There were a few things in Misha’s story that didn’t make sense. It was only confirmed by how many times she’d tugged on her ear when she told me her story; I knew, and had always known, that that was her tell. Meant she was lying or holding something back. 
 
      
 
    But that wasn’t information for Brig. That was for me and Misha and that little girl sitting across from her. 
 
      
 
    “Brig,” I said. “If you’re gonna keep wasting my time with this bullshit, you can leave. She’s back, she’s safe, she’s happy. And I got a little girl. You’re my VP. Be fuckin’ happy for me, man.” 
 
      
 
    What could I say? I wasn’t above being a guilt-laying mother fucker. 
 
      
 
    Brig sighed. He looked over to Misha and Rose. He shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, man, whatever. Something just don’t smell right. You keep your head up. I’m happy for you and all. But I’m not about you getting burnt again. Even if it’s Misha. Especially because it’s Misha.” 
 
      
 
    He stood and left me then, going off to play pool with Travis. I could go play with them, too, but instead I stayed at the bar, watching Misha. 
 
      
 
    She was still so fucking beautiful. She was worn, yeah. Could see it in the bags under her eyes. But she’d been taken care of … I’d give Holland that one small thing. She was full in hip and breast, hair still shiny and curly—thick. I used to run my hands through it just to feel how soft it was … used to love tugging it while we kissed and while we fucked. 
 
      
 
    Probably not the best ideas to be getting in my head. She’d just gotten back and there was something that she was keeping from me. But how many times had I envisioned the miracle of her coming back to me despite the odds of that never happening? Too fucking often. Each time I thought of her magically walking through my bar doors always ended in me taking her by that hair of hers, dragging her to my room—but we’d never make it there. 
 
      
 
    She’d moan about how she’d missed me so much, how it hadn’t been choice to leave me. It was those Jackal fucks. And I’d tell her it was fine, it didn’t matter, ’cause I had her now and she was mine. 
 
      
 
    I’d take her, rough, fast, against the wall. I’d reassure her she was mine and mine alone. And she’d cum in my arms with those sweet, soft cries of hers like I was the only man to have ever touched her like that. 
 
      
 
    Fucking filthy thoughts I had, sitting at that bar, watching the woman I loved—because, oh, I hadn’t fucking stopped, even when I thought she was dead—sit there eating with my little girl. The little girl I still hadn’t gotten the damn courage to acknowledge to her face. 
 
      
 
    I finished my beer, downing it. No. I didn’t need those thoughts in my head. I wanted the good ones, the ones that made me feel like the man I was, the man that years ago would have taken his woman, no questions asked. 
 
      
 
    I called it a night, saying bye to the boys. I avoided looking at Misha as I left. I didn’t know if I wanted her to see what I knew was in my eyes. How much I wanted her. Needed her after all this time, even though I knew she wasn’t entirely the same. I wouldn’t be able to control myself if I let her look me in the eye right now. 
 
      
 
    This woman was going to drive me fucking insane. 
 
      
 
    “Trip? Hey, Trip!” 
 
      
 
    Well, hell. 
 
      
 
    I turned, seeing Misha slip through the front door of the bar. I raised a brow at her. She looked very determined, like she was a woman on a mission. That would either bode well or ill for me. I proceeded with caution, especially after our … whatever the hell that had been in my office. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Misha. What’s up?” 
 
      
 
    She rolled back and forth on the balls of her feet. She looked guilty. Or maybe apologetic. She was a lot better at hiding her emotions than she had been five years ago; must have been a learned thing. 
 
      
 
    “I just—I’m sorry,” she said. “For being so harsh in there. I shouldn’t have. I know this all has to be very stressful and odd for you. I still don’t think you should have treated Trixie like that—” 
 
      
 
    “I apologized to her.” 
 
      
 
    “I—oh. You did?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a chuckle. “I shot her a message and everything. She’s fine. Nothing really ever fazes her for long and she forgave me. She, uh. Apologized too. Said she wasn’t gonna do it again.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?” That seemed to puzzle her. “But you two are …” 
 
      
 
    “Not anymore. You’re back, aren’t you? 
 
      
 
    Her face heated up and she avoided my eyes then. 
 
      
 
    “Trip, you don’t have to—” 
 
      
 
    “Misha, listen.” I stepped forward, putting my hands on her shoulders. I waited until she looked at me. I needed her to look at me. Needed her to see in my face that I meant what I said. “There’s always only ever been one girl for you. That’s you. I couldn’t even think about getting it up back there even with Trixie in my lap, and she’s got a nice ass, too—” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, that’s definitely TMI, Trip—” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, okay, but this is my point,” I said. “I apologized. She’s fine. But it’s not happening. You get me?” 
 
      
 
    “I—” 
 
      
 
    “Oi, T!” 
 
      
 
    I groaned. 
 
      
 
    “For fuck’s sake … What?” I looked back to the front of the bar, where Travis was sticking his head out. His one good eye seemed to sparkle mischievously. 
 
      
 
    “Yo. I thought you were getting your sorry ass out of here. But there’s some good shit in here with your name on it, brother, if you’re still gonna be lollygaggin’ around!” 
 
      
 
    Misha laughed as Travis disappeared back into the bar. 
 
      
 
    “Things don’t change, do they?” 
 
      
 
    “You have,” I said. “So have I.” 
 
      
 
    She frowned a little at that. 
 
      
 
    “It’s been five years, Trip—” 
 
      
 
    “So you keep saying,” I said. I didn’t know where the frustration was coming from, just that it was there. That it was hot and heady. “Misha, I don’t give a fuck—” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, well, I do, Trip! I don’t know if you don’t seem to care or give a damn about what happened during those five years, and I’m sorry shit isn’t the same, but that’s not my fault!” She snatched herself away from me. “All I wanted to do was come out an apologize. I did that. I hope you have a good night, Trip.” 
 
      
 
    She turned on her heel and left. 
 
      
 
    I groaned. I kicked at the dirt lot outside the bar. What the hell was all that? The woman was still damn frustrating. Stubborn. 
 
      
 
    Well, that’s why you liked her in the first place, you dipshit. She was hard to get and you wanted to get her. 
 
      
 
    Getting her this go around seemed like it was going to be harder than before. How the hell was I supposed to do any of this shit? Things were more complicated. I had thought maybe with a little time … Maybe it hadn’t been enough time. It’d only taken me mere moments to want her back in my arms after seeing her again, though! And she was … she was so … Christ! 
 
      
 
    Ah. Fuck it. 
 
      
 
    I hopped on my bike, peeled off, and headed home. This sounded like something I would deal with tomorrow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four 
 
    Misha 
 
      
 
    Being back in town was strange. Most people who came through Ace of Pride knew my face— thought I had just run out of town like a wild child. Daddy apparently hadn’t told anyone but the Pride what had happened. Hadn’t wanted the cops involved, it seemed, as he’d trusted them less than he’d trusted his daughter to make good choices with biker boys. 
 
      
 
    Well. Daddy had always been a smart man who knew what he was talking about. 
 
      
 
    I spent my days at the bar. Things were a little boring during the day, but I would take boring over anything that the Jackals would have been doing, and I found things for Rose to do. I had packed her coloring book and crayons, as well as a couple little books that Holland had gotten her. I never let her think that man was her daddy, and hadn’t let him pretend like he was, either, but I couldn’t say he hadn’t at least tried to make her as happy as a little girl should be. 
 
      
 
    She liked the boys. She hadn’t gone a day in her young life not being around men in kuttes, drinking and swearing and doing questionable things to women in broad daylight. Oddly enough, the Pride boys were a little more put together than the Jackals; they kept that wild stuff to a minimum when I brought Rose up front. Travis taught her how to play pool, holding her up so she could reach the table. The DeVos twins tried to teach her darts, but there was something about pointy, flying things in my daughter’s hands that made me hesitant. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll teach her when she’s older,” they’d laughed in unison. 
 
      
 
    Trip was the only one that hadn’t made a real effort to get to know her, and after our fight or … whatever that had been, I didn’t know if he was half as interested in her as he should have been. Or as I’d hoped he be. It wouldn’t have been so frustrating, but even Brig, who eyed me suspiciously like he knew I had something to hide, had taken to her. 
 
      
 
    So, it was the boys, pool, and darts, that watched over my little girl, and the handful of coloring books that were almost all full of color. But pool and darts and coloring books weren’t enough for a five-year-old girl. 
 
      
 
    I sat in Trip’s room, watching her take her afternoon nap as I dug through the duffle bag that I had brought with us. It had been all that I could think to pack. Clothes for a couple weeks—now running low—the things to entertain Rose, some hygiene products—also running low— and some other things that I had thought would be good to bring at the time. 
 
      
 
    Down at the bottom, and probable the most important thing in the duffle, was a baggie, almost like the ones used for banks. It had a few hundreds in it, about thirty thousand in cash that I had been saving over the last five years between getting it from Holland, skimming the minimal I could get off Jackal profits, selling a few things here and there. It had been a miracle that I had managed to keep such a thing from Holland, and even more of one that I had managed to keep it from Rigger. 
 
      
 
    Caught up in the thought that I could use some of it to buy Rose some more clothes, maybe a few things to keep her entertained while I worked out the logistics of getting a cheap little car, something I could drive away with her, I didn’t realize the door had opened. I jumped when a hand came down on my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Woah, sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you. Packing a lot of cash in there, I see.” 
 
      
 
    I hastily piled the clothes that had been in our duffle on top of the money, and looked up at Trip. 
 
      
 
    “It’s security,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Mm.” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t look like he believed me, but that was more his problem than mine. Before he could ask about it, I decided to ask my own question. 
 
      
 
    “I need to go into town and buy a few things for myself and Rose,” I said. “Just a few things, nothing drastic. You think I could call a cab or something?” I didn’t have my own phone to do such a thing, but I didn’t want to assume I could just use whatever was in the bar, either. 
 
      
 
    “No,” he said. I frowned. 
 
      
 
    “What—” 
 
      
 
    “Come on. I’ll drive you. Don’t have anything else to do right now anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t drive, you ride.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but unless you’re buying a whole store full of girly clothes and princess playhouses, I’m pretty sure whatever you get will fit under the seat. Come on.” 
 
      
 
    Trip left no room to argue as he slipped out of his room. I sighed, casting a look down at Rose. I followed Trip out. 
 
      
 
    “What about Rose, Trip?” I asked. He looked back at me with a somewhat puzzled look before it seemed to dawn on him. 
 
      
 
    Oh, the ease of being a new parent and being able to forget just like that. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Trav!” 
 
      
 
    “Huh!?” Travis’ voice came from somewhere in the bar, though I could tell where he was as we passed through. 
 
      
 
    “Gonna take Misha to the store. Watch Rose for me, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “You got it, Boss Man.” 
 
      
 
    Trip held the bar door open for me. 
 
      
 
    “See? Easy. Travis won’t let anything happen to her.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, though it was strange to think of leaving her behind. I never left her behind. I didn’t step through the door even as it was held open for me. My heart beat fast in my chest; it felt like I was abandoning her – 
 
      
 
    “Hey.” 
 
      
 
    Trip’s hand came to settle on my lower back, his fingers splaying over my spine in a caress. I sucked in a breath; I hadn’t felt his touch like that in so long, and hadn’t been expecting it, either. He used that hand and maybe my distracted state, too, to nudge me from the door before pulling his hand away. 
 
      
 
    Part of me was grateful; the other part hated the feeling of him not touching me anymore. 
 
      
 
    We said nothing to each other as he brought me over to his bike. She was still a looker, shiny black and chrome, and I remembered all the long rides in the night that we had had on her. From under his seat, he pulled his spare helmet; he was still a rebel and didn’t wear one himself. 
 
      
 
    “You remember how to ride?” he asked, and I pretended like I didn’t hear the double implication in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “I never stopped.” 
 
      
 
    That surprisingly drew a smile to his face, the first that had broken over it since I got back. He slid onto his bike, and I, after, sliding the helmet onto my head, got on behind him. There was a faint hint of sugary sweet shampoo that lingered on the helmet; reminding me of the waft of it I had gotten from Trixie when she had stormed from his office. 
 
      
 
    But we were pulling out and peeling off before I could really let it sink in that there was another woman who hadoccupied this space behind Trip that I always used to. I wrapped around him snug and tight. He was still so built, perhaps even more. He was solid beneath my arms and I shuddered at the feeling of him. 
 
      
 
    “You good back there?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine.” 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t. 
 
      
 
    I was … blissed. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t help but snuggle against his back, cheek right between his shoulder blades. I’d ridden with Holland and Rigger a lot. But they never felt as good as Trip, and I was beginning to remember why. He felt like home. Dangerously, wonderfully, like home. 
 
      
 
    He rode us through town, and I knew he was taking the leisurely route; it didn’t take forty-five minutes to get to the department store from the bar. Maybe he wanted to show me everything that I had missed over the years of being gone. Maybe he felt as good to have me on the back of his baby as much as I was happy to be on it. 
 
      
 
    When we got to the store, I dismounted with shaky legs that I tried to hide. I was made aware of the fact that that warmth had returned to me. I felt it all the way between my legs. If Trip noticed, he didn’t say anything, but his eyes did linger on me with a raised brow and a knowing smirk. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I asked. He shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing. I was just thinking that with everything that has changed, there’s at least something that hasn’t.” 
 
      
 
    I raised my brow at him, but all he did was laugh. With a roll of my eyes, I walked forward, toward the store, showing that I was all too willing to leave him behind. He laughed. 
 
      
 
    Another first since I’d been back. 
 
      
 
    He caught up to me before I got to the storefront, throwing his arm over me before we got through. I shouldn’t have, but I pressed to his side. Again, he felt like home. 
 
      
 
    We walked through the store. There was a silence, and I didn’t know if I should fill it or not. More than once I looked up at Trip, and he looked like he was in deep thought. After piling some necessities into my basket, I headed over to the clothing section, wanting to get Rose a few things. Trip stopped shy of it, veering off down a completely different aisle. 
 
      
 
    “Trip, what—” 
 
      
 
    “What kinda toys does Rose like?” 
 
      
 
    He brought us down a toy aisle. It was full and bursting bright with pinks and purples, dolls in pretty dresses, and Barbie cars. Oh. That’s what he wanted to do. 
 
      
 
    I laughed. 
 
      
 
    “What’s so funny?” he asked, staring hard at the selection of dolls in front of him. He seemed lost, and I found that adorable. 
 
      
 
    “Well, one, the assumption that Rose likes to play with dolls. She’s actually a Hot Wheels girl herself.” 
 
      
 
    “No shit?” 
 
      
 
    “No shit.” 
 
      
 
    Trip continued to stare at the dolls, before heading to the adjacent aisle, the one with all the cars and trucks and Nerf guns. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t know shit about dolls, anyway. This is a hell of a lot easier.” 
 
      
 
    I pushed the cart behind him and stood back, watching as he perused the selection of toys before him. He plucked various items from the shelving, popping them into the basket. He was about five toys in before I pulled the cart away, preventing him from putting in a sixth. He looked at me with a raised brow. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
      
 
    “You know you don’t have to get her all of this, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I have five years to make up for, and she doesn’t have any toys.” 
 
      
 
    Insistently, he pulled the cart back toward him, placing the toy into the basket. My brow was raised, but I allowed him this one thing. I supposed that I couldn’t blame him; he had just found out that he had a daughter. 
 
      
 
    “She talks about you, you know,” I said. We moved from the toy aisle back to the clothes. I started picking things out for her that I knew she would like, within the limited of the money that I brought with me. “She thinks that you look cool in your jacket, but she thinks you don’t like her.” 
 
      
 
    He rounded on me. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s not like you talk to her,” I said simply. “Not a lot. I could probably tell her Travis is her daughter and she’d probably believe me—” 
 
      
 
    I stopped when I felt his hand on my arm. 
 
      
 
    I looked back. He didn’t hurt me; he didn’t even look angry. He was frowning. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what to say to her.” 
 
      
 
    Ah. 
 
      
 
    I smiled at him, though I pried his fingers from my arm. Oh, I knew what those strong, deft fingers could do and I wasn’t afraid of them holding me—that’s why I needed them off me. 
 
      
 
    “She’s five,” I pointed out. “You don’t have to give her a dissertation on your life or a huge spiel on the birds and the bees. She likes you. She just thinks you don’t like her.” I frowned a little. “You do like her, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “She’s fucking amazing; I don’t know how I couldn’t. Travis says she was working in a little workbook the other day; she can already do small multiples!” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. I turned my attention back to the little girls’ clothes, plucking a shirt I knew she would like. 
 
      
 
    “Holland didn’t think letting her go to school was a smart idea. So I taught her how to read when she got old enough and started buying those little schoolbooks for her, too, once she got good at writing. She’s very good at math. And reading. She’s a smart little thing. I wanted to make sure that she didn’t fall behind or anything, even with the circumstances.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s amazing.” 
 
      
 
    I caught his eyes, and he was looking at me, almost mesmerized. I couldn’t help but flush at the intensity of the gaze, couldn’t help but feel like I used to when I came to him. 
 
      
 
    “I was just trying to be a good mother.” 
 
      
 
    “Rose is lucky for that.” 
 
      
 
    My heart skipped, and it took everything in me to not cry. Instead, I finished with the clothes. 
 
      
 
    “I think this is all we need for now.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not gonna get yourself anything?” 
 
      
 
    “I got some hygiene stuff that we were both needing, but all I need to do is wash clothes and I’ll be fine.” I didn’t want to blow too much of the money too soon. 
 
      
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
      
 
    Seemed that that was the only thing that Trip was willing to compromise on. When we got to the counter, he got in front of me, pulling out his wallet. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to pay, Trip,” I said. I’d brought money for that! 
 
      
 
    “You’re staying under my roof, and while you’re under my roof, you’re under my responsibility. Besides, most of that in there is for Rose, anyway. Isn’t a father supposed to provide for his child?” 
 
      
 
    He had me there. 
 
      
 
    Begrudgingly, I let him pay for everything, figuring that I could pocket the money I would have spent and put it towards something else. We grabbed the bags, just a few, and headed out. 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” he said. “You want to grab a bite to eat? We could hop over to Flagler—” 
 
      
 
    “That’s an entire county over, Trip.” 
 
      
 
    “We used to go all the time.” 
 
      
 
    “Rose is still at the bar, though …” 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t that I didn’t want to go. It was that this was starting to feel too familiar and good. I was supposed to be getting on my feet so I could take Rose and leave properly, for good. That meant the Jackals and the Pride. 
 
      
 
    And Trip. 
 
      
 
    We got to Trip’s bike, and he started loading up the under seat. He took my hand when I went to set the last bag into it. I tried to avoid his gaze, but I couldn’t. I looked up at him with a nervous, bitten lip. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what more there is to you and the Jackals,” he said. “You’ve changed. I get that. I have too. I’m not like I was back then. But just let’s do this for old time’s sake while we’re out.” 
 
      
 
    And just like that, I couldn’t possibly tell him no. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    It was an hour’s ride from the department store into Flagler. I knew exactly where he was taking me without him even having to say what he was doing. It was this little family diner, one of those old-time kind of places. They still had a jukebox, and they made all their home-style Italian from scratch to order. It was where we had had our first date. He’d snuck me out when I was just fifteen and he was seventeen, for a spin on the brand-new bike Bobby’d bought him. 
 
      
 
    We arrived, and I wondered if this was right. I had no intention of staying. Trip seemed to have some sort of idea of that. It didn’t seem to matter when we sat across from each other, however, and I started to look at the menu, feeling more and more like my teen self than I did the adult woman that I was today. 
 
      
 
    Feels like a date. I haven’t gone on a real, right date in ages … 
 
      
 
    “Nothing’s even changed,” I murmured in awe, looking over the menu after our waitress took our drink orders. I ignored the lingering stare that the girl gave Trip and the way she leaned all the way over so that a peek of her chest was visible for Trip’s obviously wandering eyes in favor of paying attention to the abundance of food that I hadn’t had in forever. Trip laughed. 
 
      
 
    “You gonna huff and puff over the little waitress like old times, too?” 
 
      
 
    I looked at him over the menu. 
 
      
 
    “I was referring to the food.” 
 
      
 
    “Mmhm.” 
 
      
 
    “I was. You’re not that much of a problem stirrer, you know.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that so? I remember back in the day you liked showing pretty, interested waitresses just who was going home with me. Marked your territory real good.” 
 
      
 
    I stuck my tongue out him, and hoped that my blush wasn’t too prominent. 
 
      
 
    “Look, see! You’re red as a popped cherry, Mi.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck off, T.” 
 
      
 
    Mi. T. What were we, teens again? 
 
      
 
    The waitress—Candy, it said on her nametag—came back around to take our orders. She ignored me in favor of asking Trip what he wanted. 
 
      
 
    “Is there anything good I can get you?” she asked. Once more, she leaned over more than necessary. Trip smiled up at her. 
 
      
 
    “I think my girl here is ready to order.” 
 
      
 
    I raised my brow at him calling me his girl, but I wouldn’t deny the satisfaction in how quickly Candy snapped up straight and turned to me instead. Of course, the look on her face wasn’t particularly pleasant. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
      
 
    Someone’s got an attitude. 
 
      
 
    “A large Italian sub and a loaded Stromboli, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm, big appetite,” she commented; it was far from complimentary. 
 
      
 
    Candy turned back to Trip, and her tone immediately changed back. 
 
      
 
    “Now, what can I get you, honey?” 
 
      
 
    Trip ordered, though I didn’t pay much attention. I kept my eyes on the back of Candy’s head, mouth in a deep grimace. Seriously? Trip didn’t even go for blonde bimbo waitresses 
 
      
 
    “You know, green was always a good color for you.” 
 
      
 
    I looked away from a retreating Candy to turn to Trip. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not jealous.” 
 
      
 
    “I never said you were jealous.” 
 
      
 
    “You said green was a good color on me.” 
 
      
 
    “Your shirt’s green,” he said with a grin. “Take the damn compliment.” 
 
      
 
    I knew that Trip was playing with me, but I let it go. I was definitely, one hundred percent, was not jealous. It was just rude to ignore fifty percent of your table, that was all! I huffed and took a considerable sip of my soda, looking anywhere but at Trip and his stupid, smug, handsome face. 
 
      
 
    “Though, it’s kinda nice you still puff up over me. I wonder what else hasn’t changed about you.” 
 
      
 
    I inhaled through my nose. So, he was going to keep playing this game, was he? 
 
      
 
    “Not so much that things have changed, but I’ve probably learned a few things that would put you to shame, Trip. So I wouldn’t go there if I were you.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Oh? Have you? I bet it’s nothing I can’t handle. I bet whatever it is, I can give you a run for your money.” 
 
      
 
    “I bet you’re full of shit.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, language!” he said, throwing my words back at me. 
 
      
 
    “Rose isn’t here.” 
 
      
 
    “I wonder what she’d say if she knew her mommy cursed like a sailor.” 
 
      
 
    “She’d probably think that it was daddy’s fault for being a bad influence.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh. Kinky. I didn’t realize you’d be fine calling me daddy.” 
 
      
 
    I nearly choked on my drink. 
 
      
 
    “Trip!” 
 
      
 
    He let out a roaring laugh, and I threw my napkin at him. 
 
      
 
    “You haven’t changed one bit, have you?” 
 
      
 
    “Nah, I’ve changed. It’s just been a long time since I’ve been able to have this.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah … I can understand that.” 
 
      
 
    We were silent for a moment before he spoke up again. 
 
      
 
    “You and Holland … You ever do shit like this?” he asked. He sounded somewhere halfway between curious and not wanting to know. 
 
      
 
    “Shit like what, Trip? Dates? He took me out from time to time, yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you like it?” 
 
      
 
    I stared at him. 
 
      
 
    “It was better than being holed up in his house all day, or at the shop.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not like I looked at them like dates.” 
 
      
 
    He stared at me for a bit, head tilted. 
 
      
 
    “Would you consider this a date, then?” 
 
      
 
    Was he serious? 
 
      
 
    “I was considering it dinner, to be honest. You never said that it was a date.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t think I had to.” 
 
      
 
    I scoffed, though I wasn’t mad. It was more to hide the fact that I liked thinking of it as a date a little more than I should have. I was caught somewhere between disbelief and amused … Maybe a little pleased that he would have thought of this as a date to begin with. Hell. There I went again, thinking about this … this … shit again! I took another drink of my soda, as if that was going to help the situation in the slightest. 
 
      
 
    “What about you and Trixie?” I blurted out. 
 
      
 
    “What about me and Trixie?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s obvious that there’s something going on there.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s a club girl.” Well, I figured that much out. I wasn’t born yesterday. “Not much to go on. Besides, like I told you, that’s not happening anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
      
 
    He said it with such conviction that it was hard to not believe him. I honestly hadn’t when he had told me they were done during our fight. I figured they would still screw around—at least a little, because it wasn’t like there was a huge thing about fidelity among the clubs. Not like there was fidelity to be had between me and Trip! 
 
      
 
    Still. 
 
      
 
    I knew club girls. I’d never been one, but if you lived life around bikers, you lived life around club girls. You knew what they were for. You knew what they were worth—at least in the eyes of the boys. I’d always been friends with the girls that hung around the Pride; they also tended to titter on and on about me and Trip. 
 
      
 
    “You know,” I said, “we’re talking an awful lot about other women, to say that this is a date—” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a date now, is it?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m calling it a date.” 
 
      
 
    He seemed pleased by that, and grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Well, good. I like the sound of that.” 
 
      
 
    Our food came out then, Candy swaying her hips this way and that way. Trip didn’t pay attention to them, though. He kept his eyes on me and I couldn’t help but squirm; his stare had always beenneedlessly intense. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. As we continued to eat, I felt myself get more and more … open to this. Eating here with him. But yet again, I found myself wanting to clear the air on something. 
 
      
 
    “About the other day—” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t gotta apologize. I think it’d probably be better if we didn’t try this whole apology thing, considering where it gets us,” he said. I nudged my foot at him under the table. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said anyway. “You have to understand things are just—” 
 
      
 
    “Different.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “You know,” he said. “I don’t think they’re as different as you’re making them out to be. But that’s all right.” 
 
      
 
    “It is?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Like you said, it’s been five years … But there is something that I want.” 
 
      
 
    Of course there is. 
 
      
 
    “And what would that be, Trip?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, if this is a date,” he said, digging into the fourth massive slice of his pizza, “I think we should treat it like one. All the way through.” He grinned at me, and my heart fluttered. “You wanna have some fun after? To make up for time lost and … all this shit the last few days. We were always good at making up, you know.” 
 
      
 
    The air seemed to snap with the release of the tension that had been around us all day—hell, since I’d gotten back—with his brazen, bold words. I knew exactly what kind of fun he meant—and exactly how we used to make up back in the day. It was obvious in the way he looked at me. I had to wonder if that was the only reason he’d brought me out here with him today. I had to wonder even more if I actually cared—I knew that I should, but this was Trip; I’d always been weak for him. 
 
      
 
    I decided to play it cool, even though I felt my resolve slipping and slipping hard, right between my legs, where the memory of having him there was far too in the distant past. I wanted to make up. I wanted him, too, even though I knew I wouldn’t be able to have him for long. 
 
      
 
    “Depends on the kind of fun,” I said, sipping at my drink. “I don’t want Rose waiting up or thinking that something’s happened to me. Besides. If it’s making up, we should be thorough about it.” I nodded, and Trip matched mine with one of his own. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I was thinking something quick, but good. I can make up for being an ass when you’ve just gotten back.” 
 
      
 
    There was that phrase again, and the implication of his words was still there. I couldn’t pretend like there wasn’t one way that this was going to end. I should have been more opposed, but … 
 
      
 
    “Quick fun, you say?” I took a bite of my food, watching him. His eyes never left my mouth. When I flicked my tongue over my lips, he bit his own. The reaction made me feel powerful. 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t sound like a lot of fun if it’s gonna be quick, Trip. And I don’t know if you can make up in such a short amount of time.” 
 
      
 
    “If I recall, it never took me too long to make you accept my apologies back in the day. Let me take care of you, Misha.” 
 
      
 
    It was a bad idea. I reminded myself—I wasn’t here for Trip. I wasn’t here to relive our younger days. Hell, I didn’t even know if there was a me and Trip to speak of. The boys at the bar could look at me and treat me like I was still his old lady all they wanted; didn’t mean that I was. 
 
      
 
    If I recall, it never took me too long to make you accept my apologies back in the day. Let me take care of you, Misha. 
 
      
 
    I’d missed it so much. Hadn’t realized how much until I’d come back and seen him again. 
 
      
 
    Maybe that’s all it was to him. Quick fun. If that’s all it was … just fun … Just making up. 
 
      
 
    It was a bullshit excuse, but I would take it and pretend like it was true nonetheless. 
 
      
 
    I sipped at my drink. I found myself a little too hot for my jeans, and I knew that there was something nagging between my legs and it was easy to pretend that if this was just for fun then it would be easy to treat it like that when it came time to snip Trip loose again when I left. But there was a reason that I had gotten involved with him in the first place. Trip was a hard man to resist, and I’d never been very good at telling him no. I might as well have been a horny teen again, not caring about caution all for the sake of the pretty boy across from me. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t going to forgive myself, but if it meant sating part of this tension, then I would take it with a grain of salt and consider it my earned dues for the shit I’d had to go through. 
 
      
 
    “Five minutes,” I said, standing up. “We have to get back before sundown and you have work to do.” 
 
      
 
    I finished my drink and stood up, heading outside. But instead of going to Trip’s bike, I rounded the corner and went toward the alley beside the diner. Trip and I, when we were teens, had made use of that alley more often than not. We’d been stupid back then—apparently, we were still a little stupid. 
 
      
 
    It’d barely been two weeks, and I was already running back into Trip’s arms after having made the choice five years ago to leave them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five 
 
    Trip 
 
      
 
    I didn’t actually think that my flirting would get me anywhere. I’d hoped, but Misha was a stubborn woman. She had been so damn distant with me before this, but over the day we’d just slipped back into how we used to be. Or at least something that kind of felt like it. 
 
      
 
    I knew she was hiding something from me. 
 
      
 
    I knew she had gone through hell with the Jackals, regardless. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t matter when she agreed to some quick fun, though. Making up. If I was being honest, I hoped that it landed her with me longer than just something hard and quick. But for the time being, having spent the whole day with her, sitting across from her during dinner and seeing that she still reacted to me the way she used to, was enough. 
 
      
 
    I wanted her. She was mine. I’d make her remember what she’d obviously forgotten in five years. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t wait for Candy’s candy fake ass to come back around. I pulled out all the bills in my wallet, plenty to cover mine and Misha’s food, and more than a twenty percent tip before I headed out of the diner. I didn’t even bother to stop at Candy’s call, didn’t give her the satisfaction of giving her an answer, either. 
 
      
 
    I knew exactly where Misha headed. We’d done this a hundred times before. 
 
      
 
    She was leaned against the wall of the diner in the alley. She looked up to the sky, breathing in deeply. I was hungry for her in ways that I’d only ever been hungry for her. Never any other woman. 
 
      
 
    I took her face in my hands as soon as I was in front of her. I didn’t give her the time to change her mind, and I knew that she wouldn’t when she moaned against my lips. She tasted divine, felt better, too. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to give her time to decide she was gonna pull away from me. I hoisted her up against the wall. Her legs went instantly around my waist. Her shirt was a cute thing, little button up. I popped those top buttons open so I could kiss my way down to her breasts as they were exposed. They were full as ever, plump as fuck, and I wondered if that was because she’d had a child. I nuzzled my face there, inhaling her scent. She was sweet andfucking soft. Her nails raked through my hair and tugged hard, making me bite down on her with a growl. 
 
      
 
    I smirked at her gasp. She was going to bruise. 
 
      
 
    “Trip, come on. We don’t have a lot of time.” 
 
      
 
    “Hush and let me take care of you.” 
 
      
 
    I covered her mouth with mine so she couldn’t protest anymore. We moaned together, tongues sliding over each other. We fit each other like a glove and it made my cock twitch to feel how easy it was to kiss her like I used to. 
 
      
 
    Like no time had passed. 
 
      
 
    I unbuttoned the rest of her shirt, growling against her lips. I slid my hands over her as her own started to wander. Her nails raked over my abs and clawed into me, making my cock ache. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck me, Trip. I missed you.” 
 
      
 
    Her praises made me buck against her. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll give you something to miss, baby.” 
 
      
 
    Her whine was high and pretty, and as she fumbled with my pants I meddled with hers, shoving my hand in when I got the damn button and zipper loose. My fingers dipped in past panties and over her soft, hot skin. She was totally bare, and she was soaked. 
 
      
 
    “You’re already so wet for me,” I growled, finding her sweet little spot, rubbing my fingers over it. She bucked against me with a gasp and the hand working my pants gripped my cock over them. 
 
      
 
    “Trip … more. You’re apologizing, remember?” She said it like that was the only reason that we were back here doing this, but I fucking knew better, and knew she did too. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, making up.” I covered my mouth with hers again as I slipped fingers inside of her, loving the feeling of her inside wrapped hot and tight around me. 
 
      
 
    She was a desperate little thing when she got worked up. I fucking loved it, and dipped my fingers down to her soaking, aching hole. I spread that sweet wetness around her clit, making it slippery slick. I could feel how it twitched beneath my fingers and I worked her over as she pulled my cock from my pants and started to jerk me off. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, just like that, Misha. Just like that.” 
 
      
 
    Her hand had never been able to wrap all the way around me, even when I was a teen and still growing. Her hand still couldn’t wrap all the way around me, even as her thin little fingers squeezed and stroked me like it was her tight little pussy around me. I bucked into her hand, balls tight and my slit aching. 
 
      
 
    I needed to fuck her, now! It’d been too damn long. 
 
      
 
    I put my face in her neck, and bit her. She’d mark up just like her tits, and I kind of liked that. No, I definitely liked that. Misha was mine. She’d never been Holland’s, sure as fuck had never been Rigger’s either. I held her to the wall and jerked her pants down as far as they would go. 
 
      
 
    “C-condoms, Trip?” 
 
      
 
    Honestly, I could have forgotten them with her. I growled again, being hasty when I reached into my pocket. I was always prepared, truth be told, and ripped into the foil of the condom that I had and slid it on my dick before I slid inside of her. 
 
      
 
    We groaned in unison. She was tight as I remembered and hot, too, so fucking warm I could have cum then and there if I hadn’t wanted to see her cum herself. But I did, and didn’t waste time holding her by her thighs and driving into her like she was mine again. 
 
      
 
    “Trip, Trip!” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t. I just fucked her harder until she couldn’t say my name anymore and it was just her hollering and making an echo in the alley way. Mine, mine, mine; every thrust I gave made sure of that. The bruises that I’d leave on her thighs? She’d feel them every time she walked, too. I’d have my own battle scars, with the way her nails dug so hard into my back. I could feel them through my kutte and it only made me fuck her harder. 
 
      
 
    I shoved my hand between us, touching and rubbing on that pretty swollen clit of hers as I felt her get tighter around me. She always came quick when it was like this—nasty, exhibitionist. I think she liked the idea of getting caught with me inside her as much as I did. 
 
      
 
    “Harder, harder. Trip, please!” 
 
      
 
    I obliged her, driving in until I was sure it hurt. I hurt, aching in my legs and my back and my cock and balls, but it was worth it if I got to have my Misha again like this. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck … Fuck Trip, I’m close-!” 
 
      
 
    She didn’t even need to say it, didn’t need to warn me. I felt her convulse around me right before her sweet pussy flooded around my cock. She cried out, arching against me, and clung to me hard. One pump, then another, and I was cumming fast behind her. I wished I could fill her hot like I used to, let the cum run out of her like I’d marked her. 
 
      
 
    Another time. 
 
      
 
    I held her against the wall like that, rocking my cock in her as I spent myself until I was done. I didn’t pull out though. I wasn’t ready for that just yet. I liked being snug in her. We panted together, and I rested my forehead against hers. 
 
      
 
    All too soon, the glow was over. 
 
      
 
    “You have to let me down, Trip,” she said softly. “We need to be getting back.” 
 
      
 
    Right. 
 
      
 
    This had just been quick fun. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to leave just yet though. As she tried to slide away from me, I leaned forward and kissed her. It was one of those deep, sweet kinds—the kind you give the woman you love, rather than the bitch you just fucked. She almost melted into it, but I was forced away when her fists pushed against my chest. 
 
      
 
    “I said we need to go, Trip. I’m done. You’ve made up.” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t say I wasn’t bothered by it, but I couldn’t let her know I was. I scoffed and pulled away. I let her fall to her feet where she wobbled as I slipped the condom off and tossed it aside. 
 
      
 
    “Gee, thanks, Trip.” 
 
      
 
    “You look like you’re walking just fine,” I said lightly. 
 
      
 
    I watched her as she walked away before me, swaying a little but noticeably pissed off. 
 
      
 
    I supposed that’s what I got for thinking I’d win her back with my cock, in the middle of an alley. 
 
      
 
    I supposed that’s what I got for thinking and wanting at all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six 
 
    Misha 
 
      
 
    “It looks here like you don’t have any prior food industry experience.” 
 
      
 
    “No, ma’am, I don’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Yet you wanna try a diner as your first proper job?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m a fast learner, ma’am, and I really need the money—” 
 
      
 
    “You and every other tart-lipped, big-tittied sugar lump in this town, honey. You gotta give me more than that to go off to hire you.” 
 
      
 
    “I have references.” 
 
      
 
    The plump, middle-aged woman across from me laughed as she looked down at the abysmal résumé that I had compiled for her. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I see that. Trixie. Child, that girl is about as bright as a box of bricks. You know that, don’t cha?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m more than willing to prove that I’m not a lost cause.” 
 
      
 
    I sat in the office of Lancaster’s, the little diner just off the highway and the place I was trying to get a job. I’d been poring over potential places in town, but with no real work experience I kept coming up bust. It had been, shockingly enough, Trixie who had seen me one day, pouring my heart out on paper applications, and told me that her job was hiring. 
 
      
 
    I was beginning to wonder if that, however, was about to prove a fruitless endeavor. 
 
      
 
    “Please, ma’am,” I said. “I really need this job.” 
 
      
 
    The woman shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “Like I said, you and every other tart-lipped little piece in town. But I’ll tell you what. You run around with them Pride boys, don’t cha? You know the big boy, Trip?” 
 
      
 
    I raised my brow. 
 
      
 
    “I might …” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, sugar plum, don’t get cute. The Pride boys are good boys around here, kept off Jackal trouble when them mean asses kept comin’ ’round, starting trouble. They tried some funny mess with my little niece, and it was the Pride—that boy Trip—set ’em right. It’s him what kept them out of here the last few years—” 
 
      
 
    “That was Trip?” The story sounded familiar. I remembered a few years back, one of Holland’s boys had gotten in deep with a girl from here, only come to find out that she wanted none of it, and he’d been using her to ferry in girls for trade. It was a nasty business, but after he got busted was when Holland decided to pull back from town and stay with operations over the border. I hadn’t known that was Trip— 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, girl, that was Trip. Don’t you know nothin’? Anyway. I’d hate to turn down one of his girls after what he did. So, say you’re on preliminary for a month before I decide to keep you on.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re hiring me?!” 
 
      
 
    “Girl, don’t you listen? I said preliminary. Come in seven sharp in the morn’ and I’ll start you on training. Don’t disappoint me.” 
 
      
 
    I was ecstatic. So much so, I jumped up from my seat and hugged the woman across from me. She patted me on the back, obviously a little amused by my display of unplanned affection. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, all right, girl. Go on, git. Seven sharp. Bring your brains with you, Lord knows Trixie ain’t got much, though she does bring in business in the men and such. Also—you gon’ stay here, don’t call me ma’am. It’s Big Mama, missy. You best be remembering that. Ya hear?” 
 
      
 
    “I hear, ma—Big Mama. Again, thank you!” 
 
      
 
    What had been a turmoil in my head was now a relief so deeply set in that I didn’t know what I was going to do with myself. So, I did the next best thing – 
 
      
 
    I called up Trixie. 
 
      
 
    I had gotten her number from Travis. Turns out he had a bit of a soft spot on her, but hadn’t stepped into anything because she was a club girl and he was afraid that she was always going to be a club girl. I’d convinced him that if I managed to get a job with her, then he would have to buck up and ask her on a proper date—for me. 
 
      
 
    That was going to be negotiated the next time I saw him. I fished out a couple of quarters I wouldn’t need for the taxi ride back to Ace of Pride, and slotted them in the diner’s payphone. It was two rings before Trixie answered. 
 
      
 
    “Big Mama, it’s my day off. You said you wouldn’t be calling me in anymore—” 
 
      
 
    “Trixie? It’s not Big Mama. It’s me, Misha.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Mi-mi, hey! What are you doin,’ calling from work?” 
 
      
 
    “My interview was today,” I reminded her. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! It was, wasn’t it? How’d it go? I hope Big Mama wasn’t too mean to you.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, she wasn’t. She hired me!” 
 
      
 
    “No way!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. It’s preliminary, so I can train, but it’s a guaranteed month and I’m sure I’ll be able to pull through enough that she’ll keep me on longer than that.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, hell, that’s awesome, Mi-mi.” She gasped. “We gotta celebrate!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I was thinking. Wanna meet me out at the diner? We can get dinner, on me.” 
 
      
 
    “You betcha. Though, let’s not eat at the diner. That old woman will have me stay a whole shift! Be right over. Oooh, we’re gonna be coworkers, I’m so excited!” 
 
      
 
    Trixie’s squeals left me, and I couldn’t help but smile. People could say what they wanted about her being dumb as a sack of flour; I liked her—even if I did get the odd look here and there for it. 
 
      
 
    I waited out front for Trixie to show up, and she didn’t disappoint when she pulled up in her hot pink bug. She’d apparently saved up for that baby, and it was her pride and joy as much as any of the bikes belonging to the boys of the Pride were. She hopped out, waving at me, wearing a hot pink dress that damn near matched. 
 
      
 
    Well, no one could say that she didn’t know how to turn people’s heads, that was for sure. 
 
      
 
    I bounded over to her and hopped on in. She sped off as soon as I was buckled up, and immediately started talking my head off. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe that we’re gonna be coworkers,” she chirped excitedly. “This is. So. Cool. We’re gonna have to tell the boys, too. Big celebration and everything—” 
 
      
 
    “Woah, woah,” I said, laughing. “Slow down there. I don’t need a huge celebration!” 
 
      
 
    Trixie practically screeched. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, you do! This is, like, huge girl. Huge. I’m sure Trip would put out for you.” She nodded. “Yep, I know he would.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled a little at that, but didn’t say anything—honestly? She was right. But … I also didn’t want to get into a conversation about Trip. 
 
      
 
    “Uh oh.” 
 
      
 
    I looked over to Trixie. 
 
      
 
    “Uh oh?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh oh. You have that look on your face, girl.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned. 
 
      
 
    “What look?” 
 
      
 
    “The ‘boys are dumb’ look. Come on, girl. You know I get around. I know that look. Do I need to kick Trip’s ass?” 
 
      
 
    At that, I laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Definitely … Definitely don’t kick Trip’s ass. Please.” 
 
      
 
    “Mmm, well if he’s gone and made you all sad and stuff, I will. He’s a hard-headed butthole sometimes, but you just got back! Come on. Tell a girl what he did!” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. Where did I even begin on this?! I’d avoided talking about the little incident at the diner after it happened. Throwing myself into getting a job had helped, and Trip was busy with club affairs and hadn’t pushed for that again, thankfully. 
 
      
 
    I laughed a little again, if only to placate Trixie and her curiosities; I didn’t want to talk about what had happened, or about how it had made me feel—which was another thing that I was wholly, vehemently avoiding. Like the plague. Instead, I shook my head. Trixie and I didn’t talk much about Trip and me, and I figured that the good thing to do was keep it that way. 
 
      
 
    Best way to do that? 
 
      
 
    Deflect. 
 
      
 
    “Trixie?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeeah?” 
 
      
 
    “You and Trip. You’ve been together, haven’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Mhm.” I was happy to see she didn’t seem faze in the slightest over the conversation topic change. 
 
      
 
    “And it doesn’t … This isn’t weird for you?” Admittedly, it’d been a little weird for me, even with Trip’s steadfast assertions that he and Trixie weren’t sleeping together anymore. 
 
      
 
    “Girl, why would it be weird? Trip’s been all up in a bunch of other girls—no offense,” she said, looking over at me apologetically. 
 
      
 
    “No need to be sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “Whew. Anyhoo. Listen. I know what I am, okay? I don’t have any delusions. Trip’s nice and all, but girl, I knew that wasn’t going anywhere! You being his old lady and all, and you got his girl—” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not really his old lady,” I interjected. “I’m not really his anything.” 
 
      
 
    “Girl,” Trixie said, rolling her eyes. “Anyone a mile away can see that’s bullshit. Besides …” She trailed off, rolling her lip between her teeth. “I was actually kinda afraid you weren’t gonna like me. I don’t pretend like I don’t know what most old ladies think about club girls, you know. It would have been okay if that was what you thought, but I’m glad you don’t. Besides, I don’t sleep with boys with attachments. It gets too complicated, and I just want to have fun while I’m young enough for it to matter!” 
 
      
 
    She beamed at me with a smile, and I couldn’t think of even a second where I could honestly have disliked her. I patted her hand as we came to a stop at a light, just across the road from Lancaster’s. 
 
      
 
    “Trust me when I say I understand the rap is generally unwarranted,” I told her. “Besides … You were there for Trip when I left. Even if it was just sex. It was something. It was obviously something that he needed.” 
 
      
 
    She looked like she was going to cry, and that beaming smile widened. 
 
      
 
    “I’m so glad we’re friends, Mi-mi.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven 
 
    Trip 
 
      
 
    Misha started a job at the diner, and spoke not a lick about what had happened when I’d taken her out. I supposed it was for the best. It had made me start to feel things that I knew I shouldn’t let myself feel. Things that would have me second guessing duty and club business. 
 
      
 
    So, while Misha threw herself into work, I did the same. 
 
      
 
    The Jackals hadn’t killed Misha, but they had taken her. Another club president had taken her and kept her and her daughter hostage. She hadn’t been a member of the club, but she’d been my girl. That was a grievance that I couldn’t allow to stand. Problem was, I was facing walls. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think we should go through with this. Not yet.” 
 
      
 
    We were in my office—me, Brig, Travis, and the other boys I kept up high. We had a few ears to the ground over the border, a few ears that’d informed me that the Jackals were planning on moving some product through the area. Usually, we wouldn’t touch drugs. I’d cleaned that shit out of here and made sure Jackals didn’t run that through our town. However, interrupting Jackal business meant fucking up their revenue, and they were breaking rules by running it through our town, anyway. 
 
      
 
    Don’t bring the drugs over or through. They didn’t respect that, so I didn’t respect them. 
 
      
 
    Brig had a problem with it, for some dumb shit reason or another. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve done this before. They wanna run some shit they know better about through here. We toss it all off a cliff or something. I’m not saying peddle it here or something.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think it’s a good idea to meddle with them in general, until we’re certain that things won’t go too south. There’s circumstances,” he said pointedly. 
 
      
 
    “Circumstances?” I knew where this was going. 
 
      
 
    “Misha—” 
 
      
 
    “Why the fuck is it always about Misha?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Because there’s gonna be retaliation when they figure out where she went, and poking them is gonna send us into some bad territory, Trip.” 
 
      
 
    “You know,” Travis spoke up. “Brigs is probably right.” He held up his hand to stay my anger. “Let me finish, boss. That being said, even if they try something because they were dumb and let Misha slip out, we can’t let the slight against one of ours stand. And it’s not like we can afford to have them running drugs into town, either. We all know what dope problems do. It’s why Bobby’s gone and Boss Man here is where he is so young.” 
 
      
 
    Heads were hung solemnly, and I looked over to Brig. 
 
      
 
    “We’re gonna disrupt that run,” I said. “And then we’re gonna keep doing what we’ve been doing to show those Jackals that the Pride doesn’t stand for bullshit. Holland was already having trouble keeping up with all the interruption in business; Rigger’s an asshole, but he damn sure ain’t as smart as Holland was. Anyone that’s got a problem with that is free to not be here anymore.” 
 
      
 
    Brig looked like he could have hit me. It wouldn’t have been the first time; we were best friends, but that didn’t mean we didn’t scrap from time to time. I saw the twitch in his jaw, but he didn’t do anything. 
 
      
 
    “Whatever you want, boss,” he said. 
 
      
 
    The meeting went on. 
 
      
 
    Afterwards, I found Brig at the bar. He was nursing a whiskey. I sat beside him. 
 
      
 
    “If you’re looking for an apology, I’m not giving your annoying ass one,” he said. I shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Who says I came looking for apologies, any fucking way? I wanted a drink.” 
 
      
 
    He grunted. 
 
      
 
    “Listen,” I said. I stopped there, until he looked over at me. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “I get you’re worried, all right? I get you have doubts about Misha’s story. But she’s back, okay? And regardless, she was still taken. She still had to deal with that shit. I don’t know … I don’t know if it’s all the truth, but they faked all of that just to get her, just to make me snap. They gotta pay in some way, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “I get that. We don’t want war, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Nah, but if I can do whatever I can to keep them fucks from being on top, and knowing their place, then I’ll do it. But I need my brother beside me. You gonna be that, man?” 
 
      
 
    Brig rolled his eyes, but I could tell he was about to crack. 
 
      
 
    “I should tell you no, you know.” 
 
      
 
    “But you’re not.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I’m not, because I’m obviously some special kind of stupid. Whatever. I’ll tone it down, okay? But watch your fuckin’ back. Something’s brewing, some fucking where. I can feel it. We’re in for one hell of a storm.” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    C-O-N-G-R-A-T-U-L-A-T-I-O-N-S-M-I-S-H-A-! 
 
      
 
    The banner was strung all the wayacross over the bar. There were balloons and streamers and ribbons everywhere, perfect for a party. 
 
      
 
    I was fucking nervous. 
 
      
 
    Trixie had suggested this whole thing. Honestly? I wouldn’t have thought about it. It seemed like a whole lot of effort for something like getting a job, but Trixie had insisted there was something that I had to make up for. What? Couldn’t tell a soul, since Trixie hadn’t told me. She’d only given me a list of supplies, a date, and the instruction that I better make it good or she’d cut off my balls. 
 
      
 
    Considering the fact that she liked them so much, the threat was concerning. 
 
      
 
    I enlisted the help of the boys while Trixie took Misha out on a ‘girls’ date’ or whatever. I didn’t know about that stuff, and I didn’t ask. It did mean that, while we were setting up, I was in charge of Rose. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Trip?” 
 
      
 
    I looked down at her, tugging lightly on the edge of my kutte. Neither Misha nor I had told her about me yet. I still wasn’t sure how to interact with the little girl, and simply hadn’t, not a lot. It didn’t seem to bother Misha—at least in the sense that she hadn’t said anything yet. 
 
      
 
    I smiled down at Rose, though, trying not to be floored like I usually was at how much she looked like me. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah? Whatcha need?” 
 
      
 
    “Miss Trixie helped me pick out a present for Mama, but I need help wrapping it up …” 
 
      
 
    From behind her back, she showed me a tiny butterfly pendant. It looked like one of the kind you could get from Walmart, but it was pretty and dainty and it was Misha’s favorite color—green. 
 
      
 
    I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Sure. You got a bag and some tissue paper?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Let me show you.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t pay attention to the fact that the boys were watching me as Rose led me back to the back room that she and Misha still shared. Even working, Misha didn’t have enough money to move out—though I wasn’t keen on forcing her out, either. Rose pulled out a little bag and an unwrapped selection of tissue papers in green and white. Girl knew her mama well. 
 
      
 
    “All right. Here’s what you’re gonna do …” 
 
      
 
    By the time the two of us were done, there was something kind of like a decently packaged bag. There was a lot of tape—and I mean a lot of it—but I didn’t think that was too shabby. Mostly. 
 
      
 
    “You think it looks okay, Mr. Trip?” Rose held onto my hand tight as I led her out of the room and back into the front to drop her present with the others that were there for Misha. Boys in kuttes and girls in skirts were slowly pouring into the bar, courtesy of invite. Music was starting. 
 
      
 
    I looked down at Rose. 
 
      
 
    “Say … When your mama comes here, can you do me a favor?” 
 
      
 
    Rose nodded at me fervently.“Yes! What is it, Mr. Trip?” 
 
      
 
    “Tell her to meet me in my office. I have a surprise for her, too, but I want to give it to her in private, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay! Is it a present, too?” 
 
      
 
    “It is. But it’s a secret, so you can’t tell her it’s a present, just that it’s something that’s for her. You think you can do that for me?” I topped the question off with a wink. She wiggled around a little, delight. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mr. Trip!” 
 
      
 
    “Awesome. Thanks, sweetheart.” 
 
      
 
    Her face reddened and she beamed at me before trotting off to Travis, presumably to tell him about her present to her mother. I watched, not able to help the smile that came to my face. 
 
      
 
    Damn. That little girl was mine. How the hell had I helped create something as magical as her? Had to chalk it up to Misha’s genes; li’l thing wasn’t shit like me, aside from the eyes. 
 
      
 
    With that, I went back to my office, waiting. I hadn’t told anyone I was getting Misha something. I wanted it to be a total surprise, and I knew the boys were shit at keeping secrets. They were just like women sometimes; got some sort of hair up their ass about good gossip and it was spread all over the bar like fucking wildfire. 
 
      
 
    “Trip?” 
 
      
 
    There was a knock at my door that went with the voice. Her voice. I straightened up. 
 
      
 
    “Aye, yeah. Come in.” 
 
      
 
    Misha pushed my office door open, popping her head in before sliding in apprehensively. We hadn’t talked much since we’d fucked; I couldn’t really blame her, I guessed, though it was frustrating nonetheless. I pushed down those frustrations, though, and gestured across from me. 
 
      
 
    “Go on and sit.” 
 
      
 
    She did so. 
 
      
 
    “Did you organize all that out there?” she asked, nodding her head. “It’s insane.” 
 
      
 
    “Well … to be fair, Trixie was the one that brought it up. I thought it was a good idea, though. Celebrate your new job and you being back in the fold and alive and all.” I said it casually, as if it were just another welcome home party. Misha raised one of her brows, but there was a tiny little smirk that tugged the corner of her lips. 
 
      
 
    “I appreciate it either way, Trip. You didn’t have to do that.” 
 
      
 
    “But I wanted to.” 
 
      
 
    She shifted in her seat as I kept my eyes on her. There was a lot that I wanted. This, her happiness, her. I wondered if she could feel it in the way I looked at her. 
 
      
 
    She squirmed. 
 
      
 
    Obviously, she did. 
 
      
 
    I smirked a little, but didn’t let her see too much of it as I ducked down, opening one of the drawers to my desk. Inside was a sealed envelope, thick with paper and weighted by something inside. It had Misha’s name on it, penned shakily. I slid it over to her. She seemed confused. 
 
      
 
    “Trip, what—” 
 
      
 
    Her words stopped when she got a look at the writing. Her hand came to her chest. 
 
      
 
    “D-daddy …” 
 
      
 
    “He wrote that after you were taken,” I said. “He was going to bury it in the memorial—” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a memorial?” she interrupted sharply, though I could hear the tears in her voice even though they had yet to fall. I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. We—your father, the boys, and I and some people from town—set it up. He was going to bury it there, but never had the heart to do it.” 
 
      
 
    “Why wasn’t I told about this?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not like we’ve had a lot of time or opportunity to sit down and talk about this shit, Misha.”And you don’t sit still long enough for us to talk as it is. 
 
      
 
    I kept my words to myself as she swallowed and looked back down at the unopened letter. She eyed it, as if afraid. 
 
      
 
    “Has anyone else read this?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “No one’s opened that envelope. It’s as closed as the day your father licked the seal shut, Misha.” 
 
      
 
    Slowly, her finger slid into the fold, tearing along it. It gave fairly easily; the letter was old and the paper dry—I hadn’t let anything get to that letter in the five years it’d been since it was written. 
 
      
 
    I sat back and watched as Misha pulled the letter out. There was still something in the bottom of it, but she didn’t pull it out yet. Instead, she read. The tears she had been holding back slowly but surely began to well, and then they started to fall the more she read those words. She didn’t sob; Misha wasn’t that kind of woman. But I knew that it took a lot to make her cry, and her father’s last words were so very clearly capable of that. 
 
      
 
    I let her read, and when she was done, she folded the letter up and held it to her chest. She fished the trinket from inside the envelope. It was a delicate silver chain with a small pendant stone dangling from it. I recognized it from our childhood; her mother used to wear it, and her mother before her, and so on. It was an heirloom after Misha’s mother passed away when she was ten or so. It was something incredibly significant and cherished. 
 
      
 
    Misha slid it around her neck. When she got up, I figured she was leaving, not wanting to stay in my presence while she was like that. I was surprised when she came over to me, leaned over me, and kissed me. 
 
      
 
    She’d grabbed the front of my shirt to pull me close to her. I slammed my hands on the top of my desk to steady myself before I stood to full height. It just made her stand on her tiptoes and wrap her arms around me. Mine did the same. 
 
      
 
    The press of her body against mine was more than welcome. Her kisses were open and desperate and so the fuck were mine. I moaned against her as I held her. There was nothing better than it. 
 
      
 
    She rocked against me, and I groaned. It was so easy to get me wanting her. I’d have felt bad had she not whined and ground against me again. It made me jolt against her and back her against the desk. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to rip off her clothes. My fingers dug into the hem of her shirt and inched underneath it, feeling her sides and just the heat of her. I wanted to throw her down and fuck her—show her she didn’t need to cry. I was here. I was going to take care of her. 
 
      
 
    I remembered how she’d left before though, and I knew that now wasn’t the time. 
 
      
 
    This time, it was me that pulled away. Misha sniffled, and seemed to realize then as I rested my forehead against hers what she’d done. 
 
      
 
    “Oh … Oh, Trip, I’m so sorry.” 
 
      
 
    I hushed her by kissing her. 
 
      
 
    “You’re fine,” I said. “More than fine, actually. But I know you’re not gonna want this right now, and there’s a whole lot of people out there that are gonna be waiting on us to get out there.” The implication was obvious—I knew she wouldn’t want people talking. 
 
      
 
    She nodded. She wiped her eyes on her shirt and she nodded once more. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah … yeah you’re right. But, Trip?” She bit her lip as she looked up at me with those big, pretty eyes of hers. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe … Sometime you’re not busy … We can just sit and talk or something? Like actually talk. Not the … whatever we’ve been doing lately.” 
 
      
 
    I was shocked, and it took me a moment to answer. When I did, I barely sounded like myself. Voice all squeaky and everything, like I was a teenager cracking his voice again. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I managed to get out. “Yeah, I’d like that.” 
 
      
 
    She smiled at me and pecked my cheek. She took my hand and pulled me out of the office, into the front. I was surprised that she kept her hand in mine, but I wasn’t going to complain and I wasn’t going to pull it away from her, either. I squeezed her hand and smiled as Rose came up and ran to her. 
 
      
 
    “Mama! I got something for you.” 
 
      
 
    Misha wrapped Rose in a one-armed hug—I was admittedly pleased with the fact that she hadn’t let go of my hand, in all honesty. 
 
      
 
    “You got me something, baby?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Uh huh! Mr. Trip helped me wrap it up!” 
 
      
 
    Misha looked at me. “Did you now?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “I might have given direction.” 
 
      
 
    Rose excitedly tugged us over to where Misha’s gifts were stockpiled. The boys had gone hard on her, and there was a decent stack of gifts. It was like Christmas. 
 
      
 
    “You guys seriously didn’t need to do all of this,” Misha said as Rose dug for her gift. Misha eyed the presents in awe. 
 
      
 
    “Of course we did!” Travis boomed. “It’s your welcome back slash congrats on your work party! Definitely requires presents. Think of it like five years of birthdays and shit, if that makes you feel better.” 
 
      
 
    Misha laughed. God, I could live for that laugh. 
 
      
 
    Rose brought over her gift for Misha. It was only then that she let go of my hand. I watched as she opened up the gift carefully, like it was the most precious thing to her. She beamed at the necklace inside. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, sweetie, it’s lovely!” 
 
      
 
    “You like it, Mama?” 
 
      
 
    “I love it.” 
 
      
 
    From there, it was mingling. I stayed close to Misha, and she didn’t shrug me off. I introduced her to a couple of new people that she hadn’t yet met, and she reconnected with a few people who had only recently heard about her mysterious return and the presence of Rose. For her sake, I was able to deflect most of the intrusive questions. After getting around, she turned to me. 
 
      
 
    “I think I want a drink,” she said breathlessly. “There’s so many people here. I didn’t think most people would even care!” 
 
      
 
    I laughed, leading her to the bar. 
 
      
 
    “Of course they care. You weren’t hated or anything like that before you were taken. Come on. What you want? Something strong?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. We’re celebrating, aren’t we?” 
 
      
 
    I order us both a whiskey. 
 
      
 
    “Honestly, though, thank you, Trip.” 
 
      
 
    “For what?” 
 
      
 
    She gestured about. 
 
      
 
    “All of this,” she said. “It … it feels like I’m back home, you know? I didn’t know if I would be able to feel like that ever again after everything and—” 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” I said. I nudged her with my foot. “It’s fine, honestly. Least I could do. Besides, like I said … It was Trixie that thought of this whole master plan anyway. I just did her bidding.” I hung my head solemnly, though I smirked. She shoved a little at my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, poor you, at Trixie’s mercy. She’s barely my size.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, you small people are scary!” 
 
      
 
    She laughed again, and took a drink. We smalltalked like that for a while, for the first time having a real ease about us. The diner … well, I supposed that had been close. But not close enough. 
 
      
 
    When it came time for her to put Rose to bed, she came over to me. Rose gave me an unexpected hug. 
 
      
 
    “Night, Mr. Trip,” she said sleepily. 
 
      
 
    Misha disappeared into the back, tucking her in per their nightly routine. I hadn’t sat in on one yet. I wondered if I should go back there, but then thought against it. I nursed my drink. Things had gotten a little calmer. The music that was playing was softer. I hummed to the tune. It sounded familiar. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like the boys are starting to tucker out.” 
 
      
 
    I turned to Misha. 
 
      
 
    “You want to dance?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    She tilted her head at me. “Dance?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. You know. Two to tango, all that jazz—” 
 
      
 
    “You know nothing about tango or jazz.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “Perhaps. But the offer still stands.” 
 
      
 
    She bit her lip, and looked out to the semi-empty bar with drinking patrons and Pride members. She smiled.“Sure.” 
 
      
 
    I led her out to the floor. The song changed over, but it was still a little bit of a slow one. I took her in my arms and had her pressed up close to me. The scent of booze and the softness of her shampoo mixed together nicely; it was so very much a Misha thing. I laid my head on top of hers and she fitted against me with her face in my neck. 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t danced like this in a long time,” she breathed out. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Neither have I.” 
 
      
 
    It was the truth. I didn’t dance with women—not like this. If I danced, it was dirty, and it was with the intention of getting the girl nice and riled and ready to fuck. 
 
      
 
    This? I just wanted to be close to her, and I would probably get some shit from the boys for being a sap, but I didn’t really care at the moment. It was like old days. The bar, the music—and Misha, right where she belonged. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    I was a little buzzed, but I was happy. I don’t think I’d felt real happy in a really long time. It felt good in Trip’s arms, a little more than it should have, but I leaned into him without a hesitation. 
 
      
 
    I shouldn’t have … But I couldn’t help myself. 
 
      
 
    As we swayed to the music, I leaned up and kissed him. He seemed surprised, but he didn’t pull away. It was sweet at first, and deepened. I heard a wolf whistle from somewhere, and blushed—but I didn’t pull away. 
 
      
 
    “Misha … Are you …” 
 
      
 
    “I should have stayed kissing you in the office.” 
 
      
 
    It didn’t matter that people were around. I didn’t really care. Why should I? What did I have to be embarrassed by? I was thinking about a lot and the alcohol didn’t help, but I was happy right now, and I deserved that, didn’t I? 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t ask me if I meant it; it was in my voice that I meant it. He took me by the hand and led me from the bar, almost over-eager in the way he tugged me—to the bathroom. It was so silly; it was stuff that teenagers and single people did. Not two people with a history. Not two people who, maybe, probably, still had feelings for each other. 
 
      
 
    I let him press me against the door, and he hoisted me up, keeping up those kisses. I laughed. 
 
      
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
      
 
    “We used to do this all the time.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you saying we’re too old for getting dirty in a bathroom?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, considering the bathroom is already dirty—” 
 
      
 
    He cut me off with another kiss, and ground against me. I moaned, feeling him between the heat of my legs, hard and wanting—wanting me. I wrapped my legs tighter around him, wanting him just as badly. The alley hadn’t been enough and I couldn’t help but whine when he bit a little harder on my neck. 
 
      
 
    My hands were sloppy, moving under his shirt, tugging, going down to his pants to get at what I wanted from him. He bucked against me eagerly, groaning while me did, before letting out a curse as my fingers slid over his cock. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I breathed. “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “No condoms on me.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
      
 
    He rested his forehead against mine and I bit at his lip. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have to have sex to have fun.” 
 
      
 
    His brow rose, obviously having his mind on sex rather than just getting off. That was fine. I smirked at him and took him in my hand, figuring at least in part I could return the favor of him fucking me so thoroughly. His eyes rolled and his Adam’s apple bobbed with strangled swallows as I stroked him and squeezed him. I loved the weight of him in my hand and it was nostalgic having him like this in here. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, Misha, just like that. Fingers on the head—” 
 
      
 
    I swiped my thumb over his dripping slit, and he rocked harder into my hand, like he was fucking into me for real. The thought made me wet and tighten around him. He pressed his forehead to mine and I watched him as he got closer and closer, how the muscles in his neck strained until he finally came, pressing hard against me as his release spilled all over my hand. 
 
      
 
    “Shit …” His breath puffed at my hair and as I pushed it out of my face with my clean hand, he pulled away from me, dropping to his knees. 
 
      
 
    “Trip, what—” 
 
      
 
    He shoved my thighs apart, popped my button, and pulled my pants down before I had sense to finish my sentence. He took my panties down with them, and nuzzled himself against my hip. 
 
      
 
    “I wanna see if you taste the same.” 
 
      
 
    Heat flooded my core and I had to hold myself up on his shoulders when he went for me, sliding his tongue between my lips to capture my clit between his own. I moaned, and the sound echoed through the bathroom. He groaned against me and the sensation was amazing, tantalizing, and I couldn’t help but rock my hips against his face and the motion of his tongue over me. He slipped his fingers inside of me, curling them and hitting my G-spot with precision only a person who’d been your first could have. 
 
      
 
    “Trip, right there, right there—” I dug my nails in his shoulders and tightened around those fingers, wishing they were something else. I thought about what it would feel like, and remembered what it had been like when he’d fucked me in the alley. In, out, just like his fingers. 
 
      
 
    They worked together with his mouth, his growls, all drawing me closer and closer until I was whining. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t stop, don’t stop—” 
 
      
 
    I pressed my hips close to his face, almost screaming as I came for him, flooding around his fingers. I panted above him and rocked against him as he just kept going until I was twitching, until it was almost too much. He pulled away but helped me up, making sure that I didn’t slump over or fall in the wake of the orgasm that I had just had. 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit …” 
 
      
 
    He stood and nuzzled to me, chuckling. 
 
      
 
    “What’s so funny?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “You taste just as good as I remembered.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
    Misha 
 
      
 
    Misha, 
 
      
 
    I can’t tell you how much I miss you. There’s not a day in the last few weeks that has gone by when I haven’t missed you. I put your room back together thinking that it would be easier to accept, but it wasn’t. It just made me angrier to know that I wouldn’t be seeing my baby girl again. 
 
      
 
    I took to the bottle. I know you wouldn’t like it, but it was hard to say no. I was good after your mama left us, but you don’t just turn down a Daniel’s after you lose your child. You just don’t. It’s something I can’t describe. 
 
      
 
    I let myself drown in the bottle. I’m not proud to admit it, but it gave me time to grieve. When I was done, it gave me time to think. 
 
      
 
    You’re out there, somewhere, Misha. I know you are. Lot of things seem funny now that my head is clear and my thoughts are sharp. I’ve known the Jackals and the Pride a long time—long before your beau Trip ever was a squirt in his mama. It’s not a move them Jacks would make. Not even to piss the Pride. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know why, but you’ve run. 
 
      
 
    I can’t say I understand why you went to the trouble, but it must be something important if you couldn’t go to Trip to help you fix it. I wish I’d have been the one with the answers, but you’re a smart girl and always have been, Misha—just like your mama. It’s why I love you both so dearly. 
 
      
 
    I’m not gonna look for you. If you wanted to be found, you’d have told me. I guess I got to trust that you know what you’re doing. I hope that you find what it is you’re looking for since it’s not here, honey. I hope you find happiness. I hope you grow old and prosper and bring so many happy, healthy, pretty, and smart babies into this world. 
 
      
 
    The only thing I think I can say now is, if you come back, I won’t be here. This place was only beautiful when you and your mama were occupying this space to me, and now you’re both gone. I think I’m going to travel. Maybe one day if the wind blows me right, I’ll end up with you again. 
 
      
 
    If you do come back, baby—this time maybe give the boy a chance. I know under normal circumstances I wouldn’t usually say this, but for all my hemming and hawing, the boy isn’t bad. He’s young and stupid—like all boys. The Pride isn’t a joke, either. You choose to commit to that, you choose for life. You choose for yourself, for your children, for their children. But I can see you love him more than anything in the world. And if the wind chooses to blow the two of you back together, too, you and the boy have my blessing. 
 
      
 
    I love you, Misha, more than my life. 
 
      
 
    We’ll see each other again one day. 
 
      
 
    Love, 
 
      
 
    Your Daddy 
 
      
 
    I’d read over that note what felt like a hundred times since the first time I read it. I read it in my free time at work, stealing off to corners to steal peeks at my father’s lettering, at night after I’d tucked Rose into bed and she was fast asleep. 
 
      
 
    Daddy had always been a smart man. I shouldn’t have underestimated him. 
 
      
 
    It warmed and hurt how much he loved me, and how much he didn’t hate me for leaving him without an explanation. I wished he would have stayed if he’d known I was alive—wished he would have come after me. Maybe the Jackals wouldn’t have been able to keep me so long. 
 
      
 
    But then I had to remind myself. I was the one who’d gotten myself mixed up with Jackals. I was the one who’d betrayed the love of my life and sought their help in the first place, and it was that selfishness that had landed me in their den for five years. 
 
      
 
    The deepest secret that I kept with me in my heart … that it hadn’t been the Jackals that had taken me, not at first, and Daddy knew it. He hadn’t told a soul. He’d wanted me to be happy, whatever my choices. 
 
      
 
    Even if they included Trip. 
 
      
 
    That was the part that floored me the most. His words—he’d given us his blessing, told me to give him a chance. They echoed in my heart and to be honest, I’d been rethinking the whole idea to cut up and leave again ever since I’d read them. 
 
      
 
    Staying with the Pride after I’d gotten pregnant had never been ideal. I knew the moment I found out I was pregnant something had to change, and it wasn’t going to be Trip, so it had to be me. I had to be the responsible one and take me and my child away from this. 
 
      
 
    Stupid me. I’d gotten help from the wrong man, who’d led me right into the lion’s den. Or rather, a den of Jackals. 
 
      
 
    I sighed as I sat on the front of Ace of Pride, that letter in my head and my mind reeling. I was waiting for Trip to get off a run with the boys. Didn’t know what it was for, but from what I gathered they were doing something for charity. At the very least, it wasn’t like it was something that would carry worry. It was one of the few things that made what I was going to do rest a little easier in my chest. 
 
      
 
    Of course, when I saw him pull up, my heart just stuttered back to life again. It was always like that, seeing him pull up. He dismounted and walked over to me, smiling. I waved to the boys as he put his arm over my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Hey. You waited for me?” 
 
      
 
    “I figured I might as well. Make sure you didn’t get yourself in trouble over a charity run. How’d it go?” 
 
      
 
    Trip shrugged, looking back over his shoulder to the others. Travis waved over to me, and Brig merely looked at me before brushing past and walking inside. Weird. 
 
      
 
    I looked back to Trip. 
 
      
 
    “You ready?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. You wanna cut out of here, though? Sounded like you wanted to talk about something serious and—” 
 
      
 
    From inside, there were loud hoots and hollers. Trip rolled his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “The boys want to celebrate.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re that happy about riding donations over to people?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, something like that. Come on.” 
 
      
 
    We hopped back on Trip’s bike and zoomed away from the bar. Trixie was looking after Rose for me, meaning that I had the evening to get out what I wanted to say and perhaps get to some common ground with Trip. There was a lot that I couldn’t say and wouldn’t, but there was a decent amount that I wanted to say to him, too. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long to get us there. Trip was still the same way that he always had been, going too fast for his own good but I still loved the thrill of it all the same. We dismounted and he led me in. 
 
      
 
    “This place hasn’t changed at all, has it?” 
 
      
 
    It was just as I remembered it when we were kids, from the furniture to the old-time wallpaper on the walls. Trip’s family home had always been a nice one; when I was younger I’d envisioned being his wife and living with him in it. 
 
      
 
    I pushed that particular nostalgia down as he walked us into the living room. He sat on the couch and I sat beside him. I suddenly felt very fidgety. I knew this was what I wanted to do—but I wondered if it was the right thing. 
 
      
 
    “You okay, Misha?” he asked, eyeing me with curiosity. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine. I guess I’m just a little nervous.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay. Just get out what you have to say.” 
 
      
 
    Oh, he said it like it was so easy. Well. Perhaps for him, it was. I chuckled, shook my head, and took a breath. 
 
      
 
    “You know I didn’t come back here thinking to … settle,” I said, hoping that it would come out as gently as I wanted it to. “I didn’t come back with these grand ideas of getting back together or being welcomed back like that from the boys. I actually kind of expected you to have settled yourself, or something. Gotten yourself an old lady.” 
 
      
 
    He went to speak, but I held up my hand so that I could say my piece. 
 
      
 
    “I accepted this, because so much time has passed, and we’ve changed. I’m not wild like I was. I can’t be. I have to be responsible. It’s also… hard to trust that everything is going to be okay, you know? There’s always this fear that something is going to go wrong. I know what an MC is like. 
 
      
 
    “But … You took me in and you didn’t have to. You’ve let Rose and me stay, even though you don’t know her like a father knows his daughter. You’ve had the chance to build something new and you could have … Yet you took me back as though nothing had changed. 
 
      
 
    “I thought maybe … things would be the same. I know what the MC was like before I left. They were in heavy with a lot of bad stuff. I heard that you guys were still poking at the Jackals after I was gone, too. I didn’t think things were different. But I learned you cleaned up a lot of what the Pride was doing after I was taken. You should hear Big Mama go on and on about all the good the Pride has done for the town in the last five years. That there was something that lit a fire under you in those years. I don’t know if it was me—but I do know things have changed and I like them and I think…” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. Once I said it, it was it. 
 
      
 
    “I think I want to try this again. Properly. You, me. The Pride. Together … as a family … With Rose. Trip, it’s been five years and I still haven’t gotten over you, and I know—or I hope— that you haven’t gotten over me, either. I want this not only for Rose, but for myself. I … I missed you so much.” 
 
      
 
    Trip sat there, looking at me like he was just seeing me for the first time in a long time. We’d had sex. We’d had intimate moments. It hadn’t been that long back, though. I didn’t know if everything that had happened was merely because it was familiar or if it was because the things I was feeling were the same things he was feeling, too. 
 
      
 
    I got my answer when he leaned forward and kissed me. 
 
      
 
    Just like behind the diner, my body lit up, electric fire all through me. His kisses had always managed to make me weak. I pressed against him, arms going around him. but I wanted an answer, an actual answer, before we went on. 
 
      
 
    “Is … is that a yes, Trip?” 
 
      
 
    “Hell, yeah, it is.” 
 
      
 
    I pulled back a little. “Even Rose? I know it’s been a little awkward. It must be strange for you—” 
 
      
 
    “You and her. You’re a package deal.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled and pushed back into his arms. 
 
      
 
    He stood with me like that, pulling me up. My legs went around his waist and I was in mutual agreement for the next step. 
 
      
 
    “Bed,” we both said. 
 
      
 
    He carried me through the house, trailing to his room. We got sidetracked, though. He knocked against the wall and pressed me there, bucking his hips against me. I could feel how hard he was, and I arched against him. 
 
      
 
    “Trip, please.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted this to be as real as it felt. The quickie in the alley hadn’t been enough—it was never enough. I craved him having me like he used to. 
 
      
 
    He obliged me, grinding against me only a little but more before pulling me from the wall and carting me the rest of the way to his room. He tossed me to the bed where I bounced a little with a giggle, especially when he crawled over me. His hands found their way under my shirt, pushing it up so his lips could settle on my belly. I arched against him. 
 
      
 
    “I want you two here,” he said. I looked down him, gasping a little as he bit playfully into my stomach before I could speak. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Here. I want you and Rose here. If we’re going to do this, we’re going to do this right.” 
 
      
 
    There was no room for arguing, and honestly? I didn’t want to. I could envision the three of us living here. A family. 
 
      
 
    I jerked Trip up to me. He was taking too long to travel up my body. 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing more than that I want,” I said, moaning out against his lips as he pressed snugly between my legs. My hands went under his shirt, feeling all his muscles like I hadn’t been able to when he’d taken me in the alley. 
 
      
 
    “You’re thicker than you used to be,” I breathed. 
 
      
 
    “So are you. All this hip and tits; I fucking love it.” 
 
      
 
    His shirt was off and then mine followed, his face going in to nuzzle at my cleavage before he shoved my straps down my shoulders and then yanked my bra beneath my breasts. He didn’t even unhook it, immediately going to my hard, exposed nipples. One he rolled between his fingers and the other he took between his lips. I rolled my body against his as heat flooded my core; my panties were already soaked. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t idle, though. I never was. My own hands went to his pants, undoing the buckle of his belt and then the button and zipper of his pants. I reached in and pulled out his length. It was hard, curving up, so thick and heavy in my hand as I stroked. He groaned against my breast and tugged, making me cry out in ecstasy. 
 
      
 
    “You like that, baby?” 
 
      
 
    “More,” I ordered. “Trip, you know what I want.” I squeezed him, making my point as I made him bow over and growl. He bit into my neck. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I know exactly what you want.” 
 
      
 
    He pulled back, sliding down my body. He bit and sucked my skin until he got to the hem of my jeans. Without a fuss, he undid them, sliding them and my panties down and off me. He kissed the inside of my thighs, but he was as impatient as I was, only giving a couple of them before he pushed them open wider, putting me on display for him. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, you’re still as gorgeous as I remember.” 
 
      
 
    I flushed at his words, but had no time to reply as his tongue came out and delved into the wet folds of my sex. I’d had sex with Holland—and Rigger, too. Neither had ever taken the time to go down on me, though, and Trip had always been so good with his tongue. He slid it over me, sending impossibly strong tingles through me. When it flicked over my clit, I arched and took hold of his hair, and that prompted him to stay there. 
 
      
 
    He worked over the sensitive nub, taking it between his lips and sucking, giving soft little bites. As he did, he slid his fingers inside me, homing right in on sensitive nerves. I writhed against his mouth and fingers, loving the duality of the pleasure. It was like no time had passed. He knew exactly how to touch me, where, how hard to go to bring me close and then to pull away before I could. It drove me mad, but it felt so good. I felt myself practically gushing around him. 
 
      
 
    “Trip … Trip, please … no more waiting.” The time in the alley hadn’t been enough, and I’d let myself close off from him, thinking it’d been a mistake. Not this time. 
 
      
 
    He lapped against my folds, though, and sucked against me one last time before he pulled away. I looked down and watched as he undressed the rest of the way, licking my lips at the sight of his cock. There was no man that could ever compare to him, that much I was certain about. 
 
      
 
    Trip retrieved a condom from his nightstand, hovering over me as he slipped it over his length. I watched him eagerly. 
 
      
 
    “Hurry up, Trip,” I urged. 
 
      
 
    He chuckled as he propped himself over me, hands on either side of my head. “You in a rush or something, Misha?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m in a rush for you to fuck me—” 
 
      
 
    The head of his cock nudged against my entrance and I gasped as he entered me fully. My head tilted back and I wrapped my legs around his waist, urging him forward. He had been my first and only when we were young, and I had always loved to feel of him entering me. It made me claw the sheets as he rolled in, pulled his hips back, and then snapped forward. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
      
 
    He hit so deep, I thought I’d explode from just that. Instead, I held off as he picked up a rhythm, jarring the bed with his deep, powerful thrusts that were strong and smooth. I chanted his name like it was a prayer, my arms coming to wrap around him to hold him close to my body. His chest brushed against mine, hardening my nipples and making them sensitive. I moaned and kissed him, whining out his name. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, you feel so good, Misha.” He panted against my lips, bucking harder as my nails settled into his back. Harder, harder. And I bucked my hips against him as my walls fluttered and pulsed around him, becoming tight and needy with the pleasure that he was giving me. we moved in sync, rolling and rocking until the bed was hitting the wall loudly. Trip reached up and grabbed his headboard to steady himself, and then his free hand grabbed me by one of my thighs to hold and anchor me as he drilled into me harder. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, Trip!” My head tossed back at the cry of his name, bucking up against him and sobbing out as I felt myself grow tighter and tighter around him until I couldn’t hold my pleasure anymore. I was tight and flooded around him. Trip didn’t stop, though. He kept up the pace and didn’t seem close to stopping. When he spoke next, I knew that was the case. 
 
      
 
    “Want you … on top.” 
 
      
 
    He pulled back to roll us over, placing himself on his back with me straddled on top. I gasped at the sudden change of position and planted my hands as steadily as I could on his chest. I groaned as he slipped into me deeper than he had before. It was all … so good, so much. I was ripe with sensitivity. 
 
      
 
    His hands found my hips and guided me up as I found a rhythm. They were strong and held me where my legs were otherwise weak from my own orgasm. I felt him pulse inside me as I picked up pace though, and reveled in watching him as we found our rhythm together again—he with his feet planted into his bed and bucking up into me, and me grinding down on him with sinful swivels of hip. I knew how he liked to be ridden. Hard and fast until he was tossing his head back and cumming deep within me. Well—he wouldn’t be doing that, but I was going to make him feel good. 
 
      
 
    I rose up and slammed down on him.The sound was lewd as I was soaking wet, and the headboard creaked and bumped against the wall. I held onto it as Trip had when he’d been on top, the leverage allowing me to ride him smoother and harder. It felt so good—I could get off again if I wanted, and I wanted to. He always came harder when I was tight around him. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, Misha, just like that,” he encouraged. I moaned at the dig of his nails in my sides the harder I went, and he rolled into me hard. I knew he was close. 
 
      
 
    His chest heaved, and the sounds of his pleasured growls turned me on so bad. I’d always loved how gravelly his voice could get. That hadn’t changed, only deepened with age, and it was the sexiest thing I’d ever heard. 
 
      
 
    “You like that, baby?” My voice was shaky, but I wanted to hear him say it. 
 
      
 
    His head was tilted back as he nodded, eyes closed as he basked in the pleasure of me riding him. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, fuck, fuck, ah—” 
 
      
 
    Trip arched up hard, and his hands gripped me even harder. He held me down on his cock, emptying himself. I missed the warmth of his release, but I still got to enjoy the pure bliss that etched itself across his face. It was red and sheened with sweat and his Adam’s apple bobbed. 
 
      
 
    I leaned down, putting my face to it. I nibbled and sucked as Trip rocked his still-hard cock within me, moaning with each pass. I sighed against him and nuzzled into his neck. We smelled like sex and satisfaction, but mostly, we smelled like each other. I had missed that scent. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, Misha. That never gets old …” 
 
      
 
    “Sex?” I asked with a little laugh. 
 
      
 
    “You. The way you feel. The way you work your hips.” 
 
      
 
    Trip took my chin in his hand and tilted my head towards him. He kissed me, deep and claiming, as he rolled me onto my back again. He started to soften, I could feel it, but when he pulled out, he replaced his cock with my fingers. 
 
      
 
    “All mine,” he sighed against my lips as my hips jerked against his hand. “You’re all mine. This body, your pleasure, your heart. Misha …” 
 
      
 
    We had never said it when we were younger. I knew the urge though. It was in me too. 
 
      
 
    I pulled him to me, the kiss swallowing what I knew he wanted but struggled to say. He worked his fingers in and out of me, this time slowly, gently, like he was loving me with them rather than fucking me. Even then, I felt every pass like an intense sensation; I had come close to cumming, too, before Trip had. But I wanted this one to last. 
 
      
 
    I moaned against his mouth and rocked on his fingers. They curled and brushed deeply, intimately. I whined for him and when it was all too much, I arched against him softly again and spilled around his fingers. 
 
      
 
    He pulled them out of me gently as my rocking hips slowed and eased until I was lying there, spread open on his bed. He settled beside me, wrapping around me. Experimentally, I took his hand in mine and dragged my tongue over his fingers, tasting my own satisfaction there. He watched me and groaned. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know if I could take much more of you right now,” he said, rolling his hips against me. He was still soft. That was okay. I nuzzled my nose to him after cleaning his fingers off. I let myself scoot close to him, and I wrapped arms and legs around him, snuggling with him in the afterglow. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “How about we nap for a little … maybe after we can go for another round … or two … or three, even.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Two or three? Greedy little thing today, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe. I just know I have five years and a little bit of celebrating to do, and I haven’t had sex like that in forever. If anything, it’s better than it used to be.” 
 
      
 
    He grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Then let me not keep you from your nap. Would hate to impede your celebrations and catching up.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
    Trip 
 
      
 
    I woke up with Misha kissing her way down my chest. 
 
      
 
    I felt the brush of her lips against me, starting at my neck, over my chest. Her tongue flicked over one of my nipples, making me arch and blink down at her sleepily. 
 
      
 
    “Mmm, what are you doing down there?” I asked, rocking my hips against her body and not really needing to know what exactly she was doing. She didn’t answer me, just kept moving down and down and down some more with those damn lips. Still naked, she found her mark and nuzzled against my pelvis, her hair brushing over my hard cock. I hissed. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, baby, don’t hold out.” 
 
      
 
    She giggled, and her mouth met the head of my cock. Ah, that was nice. I laid back and enjoyed the cute little kitten lick she gave the head before she wrapped those sweet lips around me. It’d been a while since I’d cared to get intimate enough to allow a woman at my dick like this. Most of the time I wanted a quick fuck—but Misha wasn’t just a quick fuck, after all. 
 
      
 
    She lowered herself on my, taking me all the way down. She was hot and wet and she sucked like she’d missed it. I fisted my hand in her hair and rolled my cock into her throat. After sleep I was always sensitive, and I felt it in the early twitch and the way the pressure built in the base of my spine. I didn’t really care; this was one hell of a way to wake up. 
 
      
 
    Misha bobbed and moaned around me, and I moaned with her as she sucked me off expertly. The harder she sucked, the harder I bucked, until I was holding her down on my dick and spilling down her throat with a groan. 
 
      
 
    “Ah … fuck …” 
 
      
 
    She kept sucking me though, drinking all of me down. It made my hips buck even more, even worse. I had my head tilted back as the ministrations teetered somewhere between mind blowing and a little too much. 
 
      
 
    When Misha pulled off, my cock was clean, and she slithered up my body. 
 
      
 
    “You sleep good?” 
 
      
 
    I wrapped my arms around her and laughed. “How the hell do you sound so cute and innocent after sucking my dick like it has the antidote in it?” 
 
      
 
    She smacked me lightly on the chest. “Shut up. Come on, we need a shower. We’re telling Rose the news, remember?” 
 
      
 
    Ah, yeah. That. 
 
      
 
    After Misha had confessed to me that she wanted to try this thing with us again, we’d spent the better part of the rest of the day fucking. I ate her out in between; she sucked me off when she felt like it. I’d had her against every conceivable surface in my room—and the kitchen, because apparently Misha cooking in just panties was too distracting for me—before we’d finally slept the night away. In between, we’d decided that we would tell Rose the news, as well as inform her that she and her mama would be moving in. 
 
      
 
    It was step one to ‘Trip Becomes a Real Dad.’ 
 
      
 
    It was kind of terrifying, but it was a step I wanted and was willing to take. Anything for Misha. Anything for that little girl that was mine. It made a lot of things flow into perspective for me, but that was shit I’d be working out on the side and wouldn’t be bothering Misha about. 
 
      
 
    I followed Misha into the bathroom with a grin. We showered, fooling around a little but not taking too long. When we got out, nice and squeaky clean, we hopped on my bike and headed to Ace of Pride. 
 
      
 
    Trixie was outside with Rose when we pulled up. She’d bought Rose a set of chalks about a week back. Trixie was drawing pictures with her on the steps. Misha laughed at the sight as we walked over. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, baby, you having fun?” 
 
      
 
    “Mama!” Rose jumped up, immediately going to Misha’s open arms. She snuggled into Misha’s embrace, and it warmed my heart seeing my girl and our girl like that. “You like them? Miss Trixie was showing me.” 
 
      
 
    Rose pointed to a rose done up in chalk. Misha raised a brow. 
 
      
 
    “Woah, that’s actually pretty good. You did that, Trixie?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup,” Trixie said, pretty proud of herself. “Mama always said back in the day I shoulda been an artist, but everyone knows that that stuff don’t do well around here.” Trixie stood up and dusted herself off a little. She smiled at Misha. “She was an absolute doll, but I gotta go—I got a date!” She smooched Misha on the cheek and waved at me. I looked to Misha. 
 
      
 
    “A date?” 
 
      
 
    Misha shrugged, though she wore a conspiratorial smile. I wondered if she knew who Trixie was going on a date with, and decided maybe later I’d find out. In the meantime. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Rose?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mr. Trip?” 
 
      
 
    “Your mama and I have something cool to tell you.” 
 
      
 
    “Oooh?” 
 
      
 
    We walked Rose inside, back to the back room. I hadn’t spent much time in it since Misha and Rose had moved in, and there was a definite mother’s touch that had come to it. Everything was straightened up and in its proper place. There was little hint of the fact that the space was usually occupied by a piece of shit slob like me—but I supposed that that was the point. 
 
      
 
    “Is everything okay, Mama?” Rose asked as we settled into the room. 
 
      
 
    Misha took Rose into her arms. “Everything is fine, baby. But there’s going to be some changes, and Trip and I wanted to talk to you about them and see what you thought about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Are we leaving again, Mama?” Rose seemed a little panicked. “Like the last time? I don’t wanna leave. I like it here. Mr. Trip is nice.” 
 
      
 
    Misha shushed her, and I was amazed at her ability to do so, so easily. 
 
      
 
    “No, no, baby. Nothing like that. Trip and I … Well, we’ve known each other for a long time. You know that, right? And we knew each other before I ended up with Mr. Holland and Mr. Rigger. Trip and I’ve decided that since I’m back, it would be a good idea to pick back up where we left off.” 
 
      
 
    Misha looked to me, encouraging. I cleared my throat. 
 
      
 
    “Basically. I like your mama. She likes me. So … You two are going to move in with me. I want you two with me. You two are a part of the family here, you know.” 
 
      
 
    Rose’s eyes widened as she looked between me and Misha. I wondered for a brief moment if it was dread or if she wasn’t going to want to. Maybe she had more attachments to the Jackal men than she did here. After all, she’d lived with them for five years. They were all she knew. 
 
      
 
    Those fears were bullshit the second that that little girl threw herself into my arms. 
 
      
 
    “I get to live with Mr. Trip for real! Yay!” 
 
      
 
    For the first time, I hugged my own daughter. I had to bury my face in her hair to keep myself from doing something stupid, like blubbering like an idiot. 
 
      
 
    The next week was busy. There wasn’t anything else but what Misha had managed to bring with her to move in from the bar to my home, but there was a bit of furniture that needed to be bought. My guest room was more of a messy closet, and while I let Brig take over the running of things, I was running myself ragged trying to get shit up to snuff enough for a little girl to be living in my home. 
 
      
 
    Misha was a huge help. I would have been happy and fine with doing it all on my own, but she wasn’t having any of that. Misha was right there, hauling things out of the room, hammering shit if I needed another set of hands, and determining with her mother’s expertise what was and was not suitable for a five-year-old girl. 
 
      
 
    We were tired on the first day. By the third, we were ready to take a vacation. We held out until the fifth, and sprawled in the middle of our little girl’s new room. 
 
      
 
    Everything was soft blues and creams. Rose didn’t like pink—unless it was in roses, of course. I didn’t want for much and spending on my own daughter was as easy as blinking. I’d fixed the room with a good bed, matching dressers, even a tiny little vanity that at some point I figured we could replace with a larger one, when she was a teen. That’s how invested in all this I was. Unprepared as I was—I was in it for the long haul with Misha and Rose. I wondered if Misha knew that. I hoped she did. 
 
      
 
    “I’m so beat,” Misha sighed out. “But we’ve got it. I’m glad I found those curtains and the rug. They bring it all together. I think she’ll love it.” Misha pulled out her phone—a new thing she’d been able to buy working at the diner—and checked the time. “It’s not too late, either. We might be able to pick up Rose a little early from Travis and Trixie. Those two are a godsend—” 
 
      
 
    I stopped her words by rolling on top of her where we lay on the floor and kissing her. She seemed taken by surprise, but that was fine by me; I smiled against her lips as she relaxed and molded herself against me, wrapping her arms around. 
 
      
 
    “Mmm … Before we continue … I hope you know … you’re not fucking me in our daughter’s bedroom …” Yet between her words, she kept kissing me. I couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t planning on that. I just wanted to kiss you. And tell you that … I’m really grateful for this, Misha.” I pulled back a little from her, looking her in the eyes. “I swear … everything I do and I am right now is for you and that little girl. Misha—” 
 
      
 
    We both jumped at the sound of both our phones going off. We gave each other a confused look before disentangling ourselves from each other. I looked at my phone. It was Travis. I looked to Misha. 
 
      
 
    “It’s Trixie.” 
 
      
 
    Something uncomfortable settled into my stomach, and while Misha answered her phone, I answered mine. 
 
      
 
    “What’s up, Travis?” 
 
      
 
    “Yoooo, boss, we got a little thing. So like, Trixie and I, we took Rose to the park, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Everything was going great. Better than great. Trixie let me hold her hand and shit, even—” 
 
      
 
    “Travis, I don’t give a shit. What’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, okay, anyway, so everything is going good, we’re watching Rose and shit, and Trixie and I get to talking. We’re talking, and I guess we got distracted—” 
 
      
 
    “Did you fucking lose my daughter?” The words were out before I could stop them, but that’s where my mind went. A chilled, sudden fear and anger. “Travis, you dumb fuck—” 
 
      
 
    “Woah, woah, boss, slow it down, I didn’t lose no children! One minute we look away, next we look up, some guy is talking to Rose. A Jackal. So I go over and ask what he wants. Rose knows the guy, but she’s damn fuckin’ scared, man, so I just walk her away and stare the guy down, I tell him he talks to her again, he’s getting a boot in his face. He don’t say nothing, don’t do nothing, but man, Rose is scared, and Trixie and I didn’t know what to do—” 
 
      
 
    I hung up. 
 
      
 
    Misha, on the other hand, was still on the phone. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, baby, it’s okay,” she said. I could see her shaking, though, and knew that at least in some capacity, it was not okay. I walked to Misha and put my arm around her as she talked. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, honey. Remember what I said? None of them would ever hurt you, because Mama will always protect you… Even when I’m not around, baby. Mamas are that powerful, more powerful than any bad man, okay? … Yes, sweetie … I promise … Yes, Trip and I can come get you … Okay, honey. Can you put Trixie back on the phone? Just remember to be good, okay? Hi, yeah, Trixie, we’re on our way. Please just stay there; it’ll spook her more if you don’t … Yeah. Yeah … Thank you so much.” 
 
      
 
    Misha hung up and sighed. She was still shaking. I didn’t know what to make of any of this. 
 
      
 
    “We need to go,” she said, heading out of Rose’s room. 
 
      
 
    “I gathered. Misha, what the hell—” 
 
      
 
    “Later, Trip,” she said firmly. 
 
      
 
    There was something in the tone that told me to listen. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
    Misha 
 
      
 
    Mama … Mama he said he was going to do those things again. And he said he was gonna do them to me. Mama, I’m scared. 
 
      
 
    As Trip rode us through town, zipping through to the park that Trixie and Travis had taken Rose, her words repeated in my head. I had never heard Rose sound so scared—even when we were in the thick of living with the Jackals. Holland had always kept Rose from those things, even if it was only to keep me in line and make me less likely to run. Rigger, however … He’d made my little girl watch a lot more than any girl her age should. To think they’d found her— 
 
      
 
    Found us. 
 
      
 
    It terrified me to no end. Instinct made me want to pack up and run again, and the only thing that stayed those thoughts was how safe I felt wrapped around Trip. Trip was security. Trip was safety. I—I loved him. That would have to come together to work, somehow. Maybe. 
 
      
 
    Damn, there were the doubts again. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t let the doubts dominate my mind as we pulled into the parking lot of the park. I was off the bike before Trip was, and ran over to where I saw Trixie and Travis standing with Rose. She clung to Trixie’s legs, but when she saw me she bounded over. The tears streaming down her face damn near broke my heart. 
 
      
 
    “Mama!” 
 
      
 
    I wrapped around her and scooped her up in my arms. I peppered her little face in kisses and whispered little loves against her skin. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, baby. I told you it would be okay. Mama’s never lied, have I?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Mama, no.” 
 
      
 
    I nuzzled to her, and looked over to Trixie and Travis. They looked like they were afraid I would be angry at them, but I couldn’t muster the emotion. Mostly, I was worried. 
 
      
 
    “Did he touch her at all?” was my first question. 
 
      
 
    “God, no,” Trixie said. “No. He stood there and was talking to her when Travis walked over.” 
 
      
 
    “Had one of them creepy ass grins on his face, though.” Travis shuddered. “Nasty fuck.” 
 
      
 
    “Language.” 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t me that said it, but Trip. He walked up to us, and ran his hand through Rose’s hair. 
 
      
 
    “Are you okay, hun?” 
 
      
 
    Rose sniffled against my neck. 
 
      
 
    “Mmhm. I’m fine, Mr. Trip …” 
 
      
 
    He leaned forward and pressed a kiss to the crown of her head. If anything came out of this situation, the only heartwarming thing that had happened was over the fact that my daughter and my daughter’s father at least got a moment; I could appreciate Trip trying. 
 
      
 
    “That’s good hun. Your mama and I finished your room in my—in our—house. You’ve had a long da., You wanna see it? You can finally hunker down with us.” 
 
      
 
    Rose lifted her head to look at him. She sniffled again. 
 
      
 
    “Really, Mr. Trip?” 
 
      
 
    “Really.” 
 
      
 
    Trixie tossed me her keys. “You can drive my Bug,” she said. “We’ll follow you guys.” 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later, Travis, Rose, and I were in the kitchen, cooking as though we’d always been doing so. 
 
      
 
    Rose stood on a little pull-out stool that Trip had, so she could reach the stove. Rich tomato sauce rolled and boiled in the pan, with a hearty helping of meatballs sizzling in the juices. It smelt heavenly with spices and herbs—my daddy’s recipe. 
 
      
 
    Which was surprising to me, considering the fact that it was Trip who had suggested that we cook it in the first place. 
 
      
 
    “You never told me that you knew my daddy’s spaghetti recipe,” I said, peering over at him from where I stirred and watched the noodles. He was letting Rose get a taste of the sauce. 
 
      
 
    “More salt!” she ordered, like a little head chef. Trip laughed. 
 
      
 
    “You got it, boss. Also.” He grinned over at me as he added another small dash for Rose’s approval. “Bobby always told me that a way to a girl’s father’s heart was to make him a meal that would make him fall in love with you. Now, I wasn’t about to get your daddy to wanna kiss me or nothing, but I figured knowing how to handle his prized spaghetti recipe couldn’t hurt. I mean—I never got the chance to test it out on him, but it’s worth the chance to test it out on his daughter, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    I turned, hiding my smile. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    I giggled. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “That is honestly the sappiest, sweetest thing that has ever come from your mouth, Trip,” I said. I looked over to him. “You really cared that much?” 
 
      
 
    “I always cared that much, Misha.” 
 
      
 
    Our eyes locked. The last hour had been … Not the easiest, but it was a lull in the tensions to have this ,and I knew we both felt it. I’d need to talk to him later, but for now, we were being a family. 
 
      
 
    I really liked the sound of that. 
 
      
 
    For the first evening, Trip, Rose, and I sat at a dining room table all together, eating dinner together as a family. I’d never thought that I would see this day—it was a dream that had seemed so out of reach while I was with the Jackals. 
 
      
 
    I watched as Rose and Trip interacted. It was the first time without the boys around, or not in public in general, that Trip had time with Rose. I smiled as she gave him herrapt attention, as it seemed he wasn’t expecting her to be so receptive to him. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Trip, Mr. Travis says that you’ve never gotten in a wreck before. Is that true?” 
 
      
 
    Trip nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Mmhm. One of the only ones; because I actually know how to ride,” he said with a wink. 
 
      
 
    “Ooooh. What’s that scar from, then?” She pointed a little pudgy finger to a fine line that peeked up over the collar of Trip’s shirt. I blushed at the memory; it wasn’t from a wreck, but I knew what it was from. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Trip said with you laugh. “That one was from your mama.” 
 
      
 
    Rose gasped and turned her gaze to me. 
 
      
 
    “You did that, Mama?!” 
 
      
 
    “It was an accident!” 
 
      
 
    “I was left traumatized.” 
 
      
 
    “You laughed the whole time!” 
 
      
 
    Trip let out another laugh, and set into the story. 
 
      
 
    “Back when we were kids,” he started, “your mama and I did some really wild things. We weren’t as good and responsible as we are. I was teaching her how to throw knives, like darts, yanno? Only, she was terrible at it—” 
 
      
 
    “You were trying to teach me how to throw while drunk!” I protested, tossing a napkin at him. He batted it out of his way playfully and laughed heartily at me. 
 
      
 
    “We were both drinking, and we were both being really, really stupid, okay? Anyway, I was teaching your mama how to throw knives—” 
 
      
 
    “Poorly.” 
 
      
 
    “I was poorly teaching your mama how to throw knives, and one thing led to another and she kinda clipped me.” 
 
      
 
    Rose looked at me, her little eyes wide. 
 
      
 
    “Mama, you stabbed Mr. Trip!” 
 
      
 
    “I accidentally managed to throw a knife at Mr. Trip, which is still his fault, because he wasn’t in the right frame of mind to be teaching an impaired girl how to throw knives in the first place.” 
 
      
 
    “I got a lot of really cool stitches, though,” Trip said, leaning over to Rose, whispering. “Like, really cool stiches.” 
 
      
 
    “Woah!” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, all right. Enough of that.” 
 
      
 
    Dinner was easily the most relaxed I’d been, watching Trip finally cut loose with Rose. You couldn’t tell that she still didn’t know that he was her daddy; they interacted like father and daughter and for all of Trip’s apprehensions, I couldn’t for the life of me understand why he had had them in the first place. 
 
      
 
    He was a natural. 
 
      
 
    We cleaned up after dinner, Trip letting Rose stand on the stool so that she could reach the dishes in the water better, and I watched from the sidelines—Trip and Rose wanted to ‘treat Mama’ to not having to do any work. Afterwards, Trip and I both walked Rose up to her new room, where she dressed down and got ready for bed. 
 
      
 
    “Mama, is it okay if Mr. Trip reads me a story tonight?” It was routine, she always got a bedtime story. It was my right, my little thing that I had, but—I plucked one of her favorites from her shelf, and handed it over to a very befuddled Trip. 
 
      
 
    “That’s perfectly okay, sweetie.” 
 
      
 
    Trip took the book and looked at it apprehensively before that apprehension turned to determination. He flipped open the book to the front page, settled on the floor beside Rose’s bed, and started. 
 
      
 
    “Once upon a time …” 
 
      
 
    “You were really good with Rose today.” 
 
      
 
    We were in bed. Rose was tucked away, snoring and snoozing. Trip and I had stripped down, too, cuddled under the plush comforter in his—in our—bed. It was peaceful. 
 
      
 
    Trip laid his head on mine. “You think?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. You were really good. I told you that she liked you. Now she knows you like her.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope she still likes me when we tell her I’m her father.” 
 
      
 
    “I know she’s going to love you.” 
 
      
 
    He looked down at me, his brows furrowed. Before I knew it, he was kissing me, my face held in his hand. It was the sweetest thing he’d given me so far, by way of kisses at least. It took my breath away and I sighed against his lips before he pulled away. 
 
      
 
    “Misha … about earlier.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned, having known that the pleasing lull in stress was only that, a lull. I scooted to sit up and Trip did the same. 
 
      
 
    “Whatever it is,” he said, “it’s not going to make me think of you differently. But I think—no, I know—I need to know what all of that was about. What Rose said … I need to know. For the sake of knowing how to keep our daughter out of this.” 
 
      
 
    Our daughter … 
 
      
 
    He really was a father, wasn’t he? 
 
      
 
    “You know Holland didn’t let anyone at me,” I said. I had hoped to avoid this conversation with Trip, but he was right. He deserved to know, not for my sake, but for Rose’s. “We slept together, yeah, but it was never … it wasn’t bad. It wasn’t traumatizing. When Holland got into his accident and Rigger took over, though, whatever elevated status that Holland treated me with was null. It didn’t matter. Rigger made me a club girl. At first, I thought he was bluffing. Holland’s condition wasn’t looking very good, but there’s a good chance that over a little time and some treatment, he’ll pull through. Which means he’ll know about anything that Rigger does between now and then and in between. I called him on his shit and figured that I would just go ahead and move on my way, staying there as I had. I batted off the first few guys, reminding them of Holland’s rules. They respect Holland more than they fear Rigger, that’s for sure. 
 
      
 
    “One day, Rigger got fed up with this. He brought Rose out to the shop they all worked out of, and where I was doing books and stuff like that. He told me either I did what I was there for, or Rose would learn early.” 
 
      
 
    I drew in a breath. I could remember that day so clearly. It was a vivid image in my head, like a movie playing. 
 
      
 
    “I can tell you what was playing on the radio as it all happened. I could tell you what cars they were working on while they went in rounds. I can’t tell you how I felt because there was nothing to feel other than the fact that I was going to do what I was told in order to protect my daughter from something much, much worse than seeing her mother like that.” I avoided looking at Trip as I drew my legs up. 
 
      
 
    “I never regretted it. I would do it again if I had to. I just never thought that one of them would find us here again, that he would go up to Rose like that. I thought—I thought we were safe from all that. I thought I made the right choice—” 
 
      
 
    “Misha.” 
 
      
 
    I stopped. My heart felt like it was going to run out of my chest, like it was going to explode. I felt the same panic as I had the day it happened, and the days after where I wondered what it would take to make Rigger snap and do horrible things to my daughter, what it would take to make him hurt her, knowing that I couldn’t let him do such horrible things to her. 
 
      
 
    But we weren’t there anymore. I was here, with Trip, and I hadn’t realized until then that I had never had the time to really process what happened. 
 
      
 
    He held me while I cried. I sobbed. I don’t know where it came from; I hadn’t cried a day that I was with the Jackals, not even when I’d given birth to Rose, in Holland’s house with the doctor they paid off not to say anything. He held me in his arms, rocking back and forth as I was vividly reminded of all the reasons I had left the Jackals—but it was in his arms that I remembered why it was him I had come to in the first place. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not gonna let them touch her,” he vowed. “I’m not gonna let them touch you ever again, either.” He took my face in his hands and turned it upward, looking at me. “You’re my family. The both of you. You’re my girl and she’s my daughter, and there’s not shit that’s gonna change that. Whatever it takes, Mish.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want you going to war over me, Trip,” I said softly. 
 
      
 
    He pressed his lips to mine. “We’re already there, Misha.” He drew a breath through his nose. “We’ve always been there.” 
 
      
 
    “You never stopped.” He didn’t need to tell me. I knew. I knew. It was just different now than it was then. Because Trip was smarter. Wiser. He didn’t act rashly. 
 
      
 
    Still, the thought was terrifying. 
 
      
 
    “The boys weren’t celebrating a charity run, were they?” I asked. “When you guys rode on in.” 
 
      
 
    “We’d just finished dumping about a quarter mil of coke off into a ravine.” 
 
      
 
    “Trip—” 
 
      
 
    “My duty, and everyone’s duty here, is to protect this town. Misha—when we were young, it was all about the glory. Partying, fucking, showing off the bikes, showing how bad you were to anyone that was around. We were dumb back in the day. But after … after you left … I was so fucking angry, Misha. Angry because I couldn’t protect you. Was too busy getting into bar fights and drinking and being a stupid little shit that I didn’t know my head from my ass. It opened my eyes and made me realize that if I was going to be doing all of this, I needed to be doing it with some sort of purpose, you know? Protecting those that can’t be protected otherwise. It might be poking the Jackals in the ass, but it’s keeping drugs that made this town a shit hole out of it. it’s the kind of shit we do, Misha. I told you when you came back, didn’t I? Things had changed.” 
 
      
 
    “You knew I wouldn’t like this. You kept it from me.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not a member of the club, so, yeah, kept it from you.” He must have caught the flash of hurt that went across my face. “You know I don’t mean it like that, Misha. But you’re not a club member, and you didn’t want Rose mixed in this, and I knew that if you knew everything that was going on, you would worry. That wouldn’t be good for you.” 
 
      
 
    “You kept it from me to protect me?” I asked, almost sarcastic. “Or yourself?” 
 
      
 
    “I kept it from you because you’d already been through enough and if that meant you thought we were going on a charity run rather than handling drugs, then I was gonna do it. Why do you want them bringing in that shit here? Do you want them fucking up this town after we’ve spent years fixing it? Do you care about them—” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t give a shit about them!” I shouted, not realizing that my voice had gotten so loud. I bit my lip, though, remembering that Rose was in the other room. “I don’t care if their drugs are taken. I hope all their shit suffers, Trip. But he—he was here. He knows we’re here. And now apparently, you’re messing with their stuff like that. It was one thing keeping them out of the territory—I know all about that little squabble and deal a few years back. One of Holland’s boys stepped over a line with a girl, Big Mama’s niece, wasn’t it? She told me about it. Shit that could have given you every right to retaliate like the old days, but you knew that would mean war. Holland told me that it took a fair bit of negotiating but there was always rumor of skirmishes one way or another—” 
 
      
 
    “We never instigated those—” 
 
      
 
    “But always were a part of them.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you want me to say, Misha? I’m doing and have been doing the best that I damn well can.” 
 
      
 
    The silence lingered over us. I didn’t realize that there were tears falling until Trip reached out and brushed one from my cheek. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want this to be the reason that I lose you again, Misha. Say something.” 
 
      
 
    It took me a moment. Everything seemed to be crashing down around all at once, and I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to or even could make of it. 
 
      
 
    “I—I’m scared, Trip,” I admitted. I looked at him. “You’re more involved than I thought—” 
 
      
 
    “I’m only involved when it comes across the border, Misha. I don’t poke the bear, and I don’t make rash decisions that will hurt people.” He took my face in his hands. “I promise you. I will protect you and Rose. I swear. Don’t think I won’t, because I fucking will.” 
 
      
 
    It would have been so easy to tell him no. that I wouldn’t trust him. I hadn’t trusted anyone in years. 
 
      
 
    There was a fierceness in his eyes though. An intent there—I saw myself in those eyes. A parent willing to do what it took to protect their child. 
 
      
 
    I said nothing. I leaned forward, kissed him, and knew things would be all right. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
    Trip 
 
      
 
    “You excited, sweetie?” 
 
      
 
    “Mmhm! I’ve never been to a school before!” 
 
      
 
    I had Rose’s little hand slipped into mine. I was walking her to her classroom—her first classroom. It was her first day of school after a hell of a lot of hoop jumping getting her registered. But she would be almost a year behind if we put it off, and Misha and I knew that she couldn’t just hang around the house or the bar for the rest of forever. 
 
      
 
    Oddly enough, it was kind of scary. I was leaving my daughter with strangers after I’d just started getting to know her. 
 
      
 
    However, I couldn’t let that get in the way of what was best for her. It was all a part of this parent thing that I was doing. Parent, family man, kind of thing. We got some odd stares, probably from people who weren’t expecting some biker guy to be dropping off a little girl, but I didn’t care. I only wished that Misha hadn’t had to pull a double at the diner and had been here to see her off, too; seemed like a thing a mom should be able to do. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Trip.” I hadn’t realized Rose was tugging on my arm. I looked down. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, sweetie?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think I’ll make friends? I’ve never had a friend, except for Mr. Holland, but he was an adult.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned and stopped with her, standing off beside one of the walls. 
 
      
 
    “You were never around other kids with the Jackals?” 
 
      
 
    “All the kids were older … and mean,” she said softly. “And Mama said she didn’t want me getting involved with them, either. so I stuck with Mama and with Mr. Holland. He used to give me sweets and help me color.” 
 
      
 
    I pursed my lips. I still hadn’t gotten over the fact that the bastard had basically been allowed to act as a surrogate father to Rose all these years, but that was neither here nor there, and I couldn’t change it, anyway. I squatted down in front of her. 
 
      
 
    “You’re such a sweet girl, Rose,” I told her. “I’m sure you’ll make a lot of friends, and they’ll all be very, very nice to you, too.” Her eyes lit up. 
 
      
 
    “You think so?” 
 
      
 
    “I know so. Besides, you’re cool and smart, too, and people will want to be your friend because you’re so cool and smart.” 
 
      
 
    She smiled brightly, and flung herself on me, wrapping her arms around me as she did so. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Mr. Trip. It’s almost time for class!” 
 
      
 
    I laughed and stood up, taking her by the hand to walk her to her class. There was a small line as parents dropped off their kids. Apparently, there was stuff that we had to take. When it was my turn, I knelt down and kissed Rose on the head, letting her sprint into the room with the other couple dozen tiny Gremlins too. The teacher, a short, younger woman, smiled up at me and I caught the way her eyes lingered. 
 
      
 
    “Hello there,” she said, holding out a folder for me. “This is all the class information that you’ll need to help everything run smooth and easy this year. All my contact information is in there as well, in case you have any questions for me personally, Mr …?” 
 
      
 
    “Trip,” I said, taking the folder, making a mental note as the teacher continued to stare to bring Misha with me next time so that maybe I wouldn’t get the creepy, unnecessary bedroom eyes. 
 
      
 
    Hell. 
 
      
 
    When had I become the man that didn’t like the creepy, unnecessary bedroom eyes? 
 
      
 
    Pondering this, I made my way back out into the parking lot. I’d borrowed Travis’ truck, and knew that if this was going to be a regular thing, I might need to invest in an actual vehicle to take Rose to and from school, not to mention to and from other places. I still wasn’t very comfortable having her on the bike just yet. 
 
      
 
    Look at me, being responsible. 
 
      
 
    I walked out to Travis’ truck, and paused. Amid the realization that I was maturing a little faster than planned, I got that feeling you only get when you’re used to watching your back. 
 
      
 
    Like someone was following me. 
 
      
 
    I played it cool, though. Worst thing to do in such a situation was to tip off the person that was following you, that you knew that they were following you. It made them act rash, and I wasn’t about rash anymore. I got in the truck, turned it on, and pulled out. A few moments later, there was a beat up two-door pick-up behind me. The windows were grimy and I couldn’t get a good look at who the person was, but they were definitely tailing. 
 
      
 
    “Well, fuck.” 
 
      
 
    I pulled out my phone and rang up Brig. He answered on the second ring. 
 
      
 
    “What’s up? You piss yourself trying to figure out how to navigate an elementary school—” 
 
      
 
    “Someone’s tailing me?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” I heard some rustling. “Who? You get a face?” 
 
      
 
    “Nah, they’re in some shitty ass truck though, nasty windows.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not a lot to go on when everyone in town has a shitty truck, Trip.” 
 
      
 
    “Suck a dick. I’m gonna ride around and see if I shake ’em. Expect me at the bar in twenty if not. Also—send someone over to the diner. Don’t tell Misha, just make it seem like a friendly visit. Rose will be safe in school and it’s only me, Misha, and you that can pull her out of school and they ask for I.D.” 
 
      
 
    “You got it, boss. See ya soon.” 
 
      
 
    I hung up and kept an eye on whoever the hell it was that was following me. I knew they were following, because they still hadn’t ditched me in all my random driving through town, and kept following me until I pulled up to Ace of Pride. Of course, they were greeted by about a dozen or so Pride boys hanging out front. I didn’t have a problem in stepping out of Travis’ truck and joining them. 
 
      
 
    “Who the fuck is that?” Travis asked, leaning over. I shrugged. The person hadn’t yet come out. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck if I know. They trailed me from the school.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you notice them following you to the school?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t think so, but I could be wrong if they were all over my ass after leaving. Maybe they didn’t want me seeing them on the way to school …” 
 
      
 
    I kept my eyes on the car, and the person inside still hadn’t come out. I squinted, trying to make sure that it really was just one person, before the side door opened. Everyone stood straighter, at attention, and a man came out. 
 
      
 
    He was kind of small. Like, wimpy kid that gets shoved into lockers in crappy high school movies kind of small. He didn’t seem like much, and I relaxed. 
 
      
 
    “H-hi …” My brows furrowed as he stepped closer. 
 
      
 
    “The fuck do you want?” I asked. “And how about you just stay right over there, yeah? I don’t think you need to come any closer than this.” 
 
      
 
    The man stopped. He looked at each of my boys and gulped. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t think you’d drive over here.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, well, you thought wrong, didn’t you? The fuck do you want, before we decide it’s time to get a little rough with you?” 
 
      
 
    “Listen, I wouldn’t have, all right? But I need to talk to Misha. She doesn’t know—” 
 
      
 
    I strode forward, backing the guy against his truck. 
 
      
 
    “You need to talk to Misha about what?” 
 
      
 
    He swallowed. 
 
      
 
    “Rigger,” he said. “He’s looking for her.” 
 
      
 
    It took about two seconds for me to have the man’s shirt in my hands. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not talking fast enough for my tastes,” I said. “So you better start making some chatter—” 
 
      
 
    “Listen, I’ll tell you, I’ll tell you! I just don’t want her hurt!” 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Trip. Let’s take him inside and see what he’s got to say.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
    Misha 
 
      
 
    “Johnny, you’ve been here for three hours.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there a reason you’ve been here for three hours?” 
 
      
 
    “I like the diner.” 
 
      
 
    “Mmhm.” 
 
      
 
    The long-haired DeVos twin sat at one of my tables, eating through a second plate of the breakfast sampler. Where he was putting it, I had no idea, but I knew that he was stalling something fierce. At first I had just thought that he was in for breakfast and had come by to say hi. But then he’d lingered. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have time to babysit him, however. We were slammed. I was pulling a double, and I was tired and a little down from not being able to see Rose off to her first day of school. There was something that was up, however, and I knew something was up with the way that Johnny kept checking his phone, as if he were waiting for some kind of signal. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t going to kick him out, either way. I worked through my first shift, took a five-minute break to shove food in my mouth, and then worked through about thirty minutes of my second shift before I saw Johnny take Big Mama into the back office. They were gone for a time, and I was able to take two more orders and clear out a table before he came back around. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Misha, we need to go.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at him incredulously, carrying a tray of dirty dishes in my hands. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, we need to go? You sit here all day and you don’t tell me what’s going on, and you expect me to leave in the middle of a double shift rush?” I scoffed. “Johnny, I don’t know what’s going on, but if Tripp is keeping me out of things, you guys need to settle on in or out and—” 
 
      
 
    “It’s about Jared Longman.” 
 
      
 
    The tray dropped from my hands. 
 
      
 
    “Shit!” 
 
      
 
    I scrambled to pick up the mess, but my mind was racing. Jared Longman … why was he here? What the hell did he think he was doing? Had he talked to Trip? 
 
      
 
    Trip. 
 
      
 
    Shit! 
 
      
 
    “Listen, Johnny—” 
 
      
 
    “Misha, we need to go and we need to go now.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned. “Big Mama—” 
 
      
 
    “Already knows. Come on.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t bother clocking out. I just knew that if Jared was in town, then there was nothing good that was coming from it. I just hoped that he hadn’t caused some sort of irreparable damage by opening up his mouth. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    Johnny rode me to the bar. Checking my phone when I got off, it was only a couple of hours until it would be time for Rose to come home. I wondered what she would be coming home to. 
 
      
 
    The bar was shockingly deserted, save for just the boys. All their eyes turned on me, and I had the intense sense of deja vu, as if it was the day that I had come back, rather than a few months into all of this. They were all up front, and in the center closest to the bar were Trip, Brig, and Jared. He looked worse than he usually did. He had always been a thin man, and small, and not much of a biker boy in reality, but he’d been roped into some shit with the Jackals, and they were all too big on letting go of assets. 
 
      
 
    “Misha,” he said, breathing out a very large sigh of relief as he saw me. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Jared,” I said warily. “What are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
    “Apparently, he came to warn you,” Trip spoke up. My eyes flicked to him, and his were controlled … but I could see that something was wrong. My stomach sank at the possibilities. 
 
      
 
    “Warn me?” 
 
      
 
    Jared’s eyes flicked over to Trip, and Trip nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Tell her.” 
 
      
 
    Jared swallowed. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yeah, well. Rigger’s put out a bounty on you. Holland’s not looking too good, and he’s been putting pressure on Holland’s old lady to pull the plug, you see. Either she does it officially, or he’ll do it unofficially.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s going to kill Holland?” 
 
      
 
    “In one way or another, yeah. Get him out of the way, solidify his hold. After your boys took his shipment of drugs—” Jared’s eyes flicked over to Trip “—people started saying that maybe they should start doing shit like Holland said they should. You remember what it was like before you left. Rigger letting all sorts of crazy shit slide—” 
 
      
 
    “What does this have to do with the bounty on me, Jared?” 
 
      
 
    “It has to do with it because with Holland legitimately out of the way and no one willing to challenge Rigger without someone that they know can handle him, people are more than willing to fall in line with what he wants—which is you back with the Jackals. You didn’t actually think he’d just forget about you? Especially if you came back here?” 
 
      
 
    “I hadn’t intended to stay.” I avoided looking at Trip; I’d never admitted that to him—that this hadn’t meant to be permanent until I realized that I couldn’t leave him again. 
 
      
 
    “Well … they found where you were. Whoever ends up bringing you back is basically set with Rigger as far as any of them are concerned.” 
 
      
 
    “So I have to leave.” 
 
      
 
    “Basically—” 
 
      
 
    “Wait a second.” Trip stepped forward, between me and Jared. “No one is fucking leaving—” 
 
      
 
    “You think that Rigger’s gonna give up his favorite club girl—” 
 
      
 
    Before anyone could stop him, Trip’s fist connected with Jared’s face, giving a sickening, crunching sound. Blood spurted everywhere from Jared’s nose, and he cried out, deeply in pain. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, shit, what the hell—” 
 
      
 
    “Misha. With me. Now.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t have it in me to protest. I looked back at Jared, who was fairly on his own in taking care of his face. None of the boys were looking to get him anything, and it was unlikely that they were going to. I followed Trip back to his office, where he snapped the door closed. 
 
      
 
    “Trip—” 
 
      
 
    “What happened the night the Jackals took you?” 
 
      
 
    I tugged at my ear. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “I mean—shit—what the hell do you think I mean, Misha? What happened that? What actually happened?” 
 
      
 
    I stared at him. I felt my chest tightened. 
 
      
 
    “Jared told you.” 
 
      
 
    “And now you’re gonna tell me.” 
 
      
 
    I drew in a breath. 
 
      
 
    “Trip … I was scared, okay? I found out that I was pregnant, and I looked at our life and how we were living it, and it scared me. All the partying and the fights and the shit—you don’t think about it when you’re a stupid teenager, but then there’s a baby growing in you—” 
 
      
 
    “So you turned to the Jackals to help you get out. You didn’t trust me to do the right thing. You—” 
 
      
 
    “You need to let me finish, Trip, if you want to know what happened.” 
 
      
 
    I saw the muscle in his jaw twitch, but he stopped talking. Instead, he paced, hand going through his hair. 
 
      
 
    “I was scared. I started looking up all sorts of ways to get rid of it, but I—I couldn’t. Everything always made me sick and I always thought about, well, it’s not the baby’s fault it’s there. It’s yours. Now what are you gonna do about it? I hadn’t even intended to go to the Jackals, but … I met Jared. He was in town for a funeral. I was sitting at Mama’s grave talking to her and he just came up to me. Said I was looking sad. Asked if I needed to talk. I let out everything, I didn’t know who the fuck he was until I mentioned the Pride and he freaked out. That’s when I found out. It didn’t really register with me, I didn’t think, I just knew that he didn’t wanna get caught up in Pride territory alone with your girl. Jared’s always been a scared kind of man.” 
 
      
 
    “I could tell.” 
 
      
 
    “Anyway … I told him if he helped me with the situation, I would never tell anyone he was walking around Pride territory when things were getting so tense between the two. He was willing to. He felt bad for me and he didn’t want to get his ass kicked.” 
 
      
 
    “It’d have definitely gotten kicked.” 
 
      
 
    “Trip.” 
 
      
 
    He grunted, but let me continue. 
 
      
 
    “Jared is only a year older than me, so … Our plan was kind of stupid.” I shook my head. “Looking back after everything happened, I realized it was just too much and too dumb. I wanted to make it look like some sort of home invasion or something. It couldn’t look like I had just left, but it couldn’t look like anyone specific had done it, either.” 
 
      
 
    “We assumed it was the Jackals either way.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, well. In hindsight I should have realized you would. I had this … brilliant idea that as long as some of the blood was mine, the DNA would show it on the off chance the police were involved. The thing about the pig blood, that was true; Jared actually does a decent bit of hunting despite being incapable of shooting an actual person. So, we spattered some of that, too, and headed out.” 
 
      
 
    “How’d you end up with Holland, then? If Jared was supposed to ride you out into the sunset?” 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t like that, Trip. And we only got caught because Jared didn’t realize that Holland had put one of the boys on him to make sure he didn’t get into trouble. They’d been watching us the whole time, had followed me, seen me with you guys. They flanked us and rode us across the border. I knew Jared would get in trouble if it came out he was actually helping me; I nudged him in the direction of spinning some kind of tale that we fell for each other.” I rolled my eyes. “Jared was barely a Prospect. Nothing belongs to Prospects, especially not women. Holland gave him a beating for stepping out of line and told him that he could have me when he’d earned me. When I told him I was pregnant, it made him stop from passing me around in case the baby would get hurt, and over nine months I guess I grew on him. So after Rose was born, he still kept people off me. No one ever knew the real reason behind Jared trying to smuggle me out, and I’ve been with them for five years because when you’re a dumb little girl making dumb choices, you do what seems like it’s gonna save you.” 
 
      
 
    Trip was silent when I was done. When it was all out, from my mouth. It was silence that was the worst. I wanted him to say something. 
 
      
 
    “Trip—” 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t you just try?” he asked. “Why didn’t you just try to stay here with me? We were dumb, but Misha—” 
 
      
 
    “Do you honestly think we could have raised a little girl the way things used to be, Trip?” 
 
      
 
    “Was raising her with Jackals better?” 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t what I wanted to have happen!” I yelled. “I was going to go off, shack up with some family in the East. They didn’t talk to Daddy much, but they’re the sort that would never turn away a pregnant girl. But it would have been away from all of this! I was scared, and pregnant and was trying to do the right thing! You don’t understand, because you weren’t the one looking at five pregnancy tests after nights of parties and watching you fight people twice your size, and hearing about gun fights on the border with Jackals! You wouldn’t have understood then, just like you fucking don’t now!” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know where such anger had come from. Did I blame him, for the things that had happened? For not being what I needed him to be when I found out I was pregnant with Rose? Maybe I did a little. If he—if we—had both been the people we needed to be, none of this would have happened. It had been a joint effort. 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me all of this when you came back? Why did I have to hear all this shit coming from a Jackal’s mouth before I heard it coming from yours?” 
 
      
 
    I looked at him, shaking my head.“Would you have taken it well then, knowing what happened?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not taking it well, now.” 
 
      
 
    “You would have taken it less well then.” 
 
      
 
    “That doesn’t make it any better.” 
 
      
 
    “I know.” 
 
      
 
    We stood there, quiet for a time. I had known that this would come up eventually. I merely wished that I had been the one to bring it to him. 
 
      
 
    “Back there. You said that you hadn’t intended to stay. Was that … Was that still the intention, even after you moved in?” 
 
      
 
    I looked to him, hurt. 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t have asked if I hadn’t wanted to make this permanent, Trip. Do you think I’m that cruel?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what to think.” 
 
      
 
    “If I didn’t want to stay here now, I would still be living out of that back room. I wouldn’t have gotten Rose’s hopes up and enrolled her in a school. I wouldn’t—I wouldn’t have let you touch me and love me again, Trip. I’ve made bad choices, but that never would have been one of them.” 
 
      
 
    I walked over to him. I didn’t know how to ease the hurt. I knew that I had made the choice that I thought was right back then. I just— 
 
      
 
    “I never did anything to hurt you, Trip,” I said softly, placing my hands on the sides of his face. “Nothing that I ever did or ever will do was ever done just to make you suffer. I love you far too much for that.” 
 
      
 
    It took him a while before his eyes met mine again. I leaned up, knowing there weren’t words in the universe to convey any of that to him. So I kissed him, putting all my love for him into it. I pressed to him, letting my mouth move against his until he was reciprocating, until his arms circled back around behind me. It didn’t go further than that. It was the first time that it didn’t go further than kisses. It was just us feeling each other out, trying to get on some sort of common ground with each other. 
 
      
 
    “I love you, Trip,” I breathed against his lips. “I’m sorry for lying, even when I thought it was what I had to do.” 
 
      
 
    “I know … I know …” He pressed his forehead to mine, and I looked into those blues of his. “I love you more than my own damn life, Misha. You know that, right? I always have. I’m always going to. Holland, or Rigger, or that limp fuck out there, isn’t going to change that, not in the damned slightest, you understand? I wish you wouldn’t have left. I wish none of this would have happened.” He laughed. “Can’t change the past, can we? But I meant what I said, Misha. I told you, I am gonna protect you and Rose, and I fucking meant it. You’re never gonna have to run away again. Ever. You hear me? It was my own damn fault for all of this—” 
 
      
 
    “Trip, no, it wasn’t—” 
 
      
 
    “It was,” he said. “It was. You were my girl, and you didn’t feel like I could do what needed to get done. Not this time, Misha. This time, I set things right.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Trip 
 
      
 
    Before my father died and Bobby took me in, he told me that no man that couldn’t take care of and protect his own could claim to call himself a man. I learned that I hadn’t yet earned that right when I learned about what really happened with Misha. 
 
      
 
    Things returned to normal, somewhat, after the warning brought to us by Jared. He didn’t stick around long, good fucking riddance. He was getting the hell out of Dodge before the Jackals could realize he’d skipped out on them, and he wasn’t welcome here, either. Misha accepted it, if only for the fact that she knew he’d never be safe here, Rigger out of the picture or not. Jackals didn’t take well to traitors; Jared was a good one. 
 
      
 
    We kept this shit from Rose. Misha and I agreed that this wasn’t what we wanted her being aware of, nor something that we wanted her worrying about. She’d dealt with enough already. 
 
      
 
    I kept one of the boys watching the diner when Misha worked, and the house when I wasn’t around. Travis even drove by the school during recess if I or Misha couldn’t run by, just to make sure that nothing questionable happened. It wasn’t ideal, but it was something. 
 
      
 
    The days went by, and then about a week. We weren’t tailed by anyone, and we didn’t catch a peep of the Jackals. Either they were waiting to see what was going to happen, or they were spooked by the fact Jared had taken off. Whatever the case, when week two came, I had other big things to worry about. 
 
      
 
    Our first parent-teacher conference. 
 
      
 
    “You should stop fidgeting.” 
 
      
 
    We sat together outside of Rose’s classroom. Inside was another pair of parents, chatting it up with Ms. Bedroom Eyes. I had forgotten about her in the aftermath of Rose’s first day, but I didn’t know at this point if I had the patience to deal with her. Hell—I didn’t know if Misha had the patience to deal with her. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know how to do this parent-teacher stuff,” I muttered back. “Doesn’t help I’m in this shit.” This shit being a suit. It was Misha’s idea. I had been regretting this entire affair from the moment that I sat down. 
 
      
 
    “I think it makes you look handsome,” Misha said. “Very attractive.” 
 
      
 
    I looked down at her. “You think?” 
 
      
 
    “Mmhm. I want to rip it off you, it’s so hot.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Okay, now I know that you’re just playing with me.” 
 
      
 
    She laughed.“Maybe a little, but you do look really, really hot in that—” 
 
      
 
    “Misha Daven and Anthony Collins?” 
 
      
 
    I groaned.“Haven’t been called that in years,” I muttered, standing up with Misha. The teacher’s eyes fell on us, and they widened a little. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Trip,” she said, smiling at me without giving much of a look Misha’s way. “I didn’t realize that was you.” Misha cleared her throat, making the woman stop her staring long enough to cast her eyes to Misha. She didn’t seem too particularly impressed, and less so when her eyes trailed down between us, seeing that I was holding on to Misha’s hand. I smiled at her. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we?” 
 
      
 
    The teacher—who I saw when I finally paid attention was Ms. Bradson—sat behind her desk as Misha and I took our places across from her. At least these were larger seats, more suited for adult bodies, as opposed to the tiny seats we’d used while waiting. I was too damn big for that shit. 
 
      
 
    “It’s nice to meet the both of you,” Ms. Bradson said. “Together in person, finally. You’re Rose’s parents?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Mother and father,” Misha answered. If I didn’t know any better—hell what was I thinking, I knew exactly what was going on—I would have said that Misha scooted closer to me then. Which she did. I let her, too. 
 
      
 
    Ms. Bradson smiled, though I could tell that it wasn’t particularly genuine. 
 
      
 
    “Yes … Well, the good news is, there isn’t a lot to report on, as far as Rose is concerned. She’s incredibly bright for her age, loves asking questions as much as she does answering them, and participates in all of the group activities extremely well, despite voicing the fact that she’s never really been around other children.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, she’s an only child,” Misha said. “Before we moved here, there weren’t a lot of children for Rose to play with, really. None were around her age.” 
 
      
 
    “How unfortunate; she makes friends fairly well. There is one issue, however.” 
 
      
 
    “An issue?” I interjected. Rose hadn’t said anything about there being problems at school at all. “What kind of issue?” 
 
      
 
    “Well.” Ms. Bradson reached into a drawer on her desk and pulled out a little folder. Inside were a few drawings—damn good ones. A lot of ones with bikes, one outside the bar, a couple others that I didn’t recognize, but it might have been shit from when she was with the Jackals. Misha looked over them too, lingering on the ones that looked like they had to do with the Jackals, and looked to Ms. Bradson. 
 
      
 
    “What’s so wrong with these drawings?” she asked. “They’re very good.” 
 
      
 
    “The issue isn’t the quality, more the content, and the fact that Rose seems very … knowledgeable on adult topics and freely talks about them in front of the other children. There have been several parents asking why their children are coming home asking about coke—and not the soda kind—as well as talking about biker terminology and Jackals—” 
 
      
 
    “Our daughter has a vivid imagination and an interest in bikes. It’s something her father does, so she likes it.” 
 
      
 
    Ms. Bradson smiled. “Yes, well. There’s that, as well. She never refers to Mr. Collin here as her father. It’s always Mr. Trip. I had assumed that he was merely a boyfriend of the mother, since Trip was clearly not a name on any of the forms, but it’s obvious that the family structure is skewed a little—” 
 
      
 
    “Are you implying that there’s something wrong with my family?” Misha asked tersely. 
 
      
 
    Ms. Bradson’s smile widened, though it was still far from being friendly. “I’m implying no such thing. I’m merely saying that perhaps with the unconventional arrangement of your family, certain things have become normalized for Rose that aren’t normalized for other children. I’ve spoken with her about certain things not being appropriate for the classroom, but it doesn’t seem to connect with her like it would with other normal children—” 
 
      
 
    “Rose is perfectly normal,” I cut in. “She’s just … experienced different things from other students.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure that’s true,” Ms. Bradson said. “However, as her teacher I only have her best interests at heart—” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you do,” Misha said tersely. “Is this all?” 
 
      
 
    Ms. Bradson nodded. “For now, yes.” 
 
      
 
    Misha and I stood. I didn’t spare another look for Ms. Bradson, even though I felt her eyes on me. Creepy. I had my arm around Misha as we left, and when we were out of the classroom, I let out a sigh. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s over now, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “Mmhm.” 
 
      
 
    “It could have gone worse.” 
 
      
 
    “Mmhm.” 
 
      
 
    I raised a brow and looked down at Misha as we walked through the hallway, and shook my head. She was pissed. I could hear it in her ‘mmhms’ and see it in the little stomps of her feet as we made our way out into the parking lot. 
 
      
 
    “Misha,” I said. “You know what she said in there doesn’t mean shit, right? There’s nothing wrong with Rose.” 
 
      
 
    “I know there’s nothing wrong with Rose,” she said sharply. “But that’s not the point.” She sighed. I waited for her to speak, but she didn’t. I reached out and took her arm, making her stop and turn around to face me. 
 
      
 
    “What is the point, then?” She frowned. 
 
      
 
    “That she—she’s smart and well liked, but she’s not, you know. Like the other children. She wasn’t brought up like the other children, and it’s obvious that she wasn’t brought up like the other children. I don’t know why I thought that she would just, I don’t know, blend in seamlessly. I should have known that there would be things that were different for her than there were for them. It’s not her fault, and it’s not fair, but—” 
 
      
 
    “Misha.” I put my hands on her shoulders. “Does that really matter? Does it? So she’s got a couple of quirks and says and knows things other children don’t. It’s fine. We’ll get her set a little straighter for the environment that she’s in. It’s gonna take time. Remember: that was all she knew for five years. The whole five years that she’s been alive. It can’t be helped, babe.” 
 
      
 
    Misha drew in a deep breath, and after a few moments, she nodded. “You’re right,” she said. “You’re right. I just wish that woman wasn’t so … smug about it! Like it was a fault or something.” 
 
      
 
    I smirked. “Sure you’re not just mad because she was making eyeballs at me?” 
 
      
 
    She smacked my arm. “I’m not above making you sleep on the couch, mister …” 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    We got back home to Travis and Trixie looking after Rose. They had her on the front porch, doing more drawings in chalk like she’d done at the bar. She looked up when she saw Misha and I pull up, and bounded on over. 
 
      
 
    “Mama! Mr. Trip!” She gave us each a hug as Trixie and Travis walked over. 
 
      
 
    I smiled down at Rose. “Hey, sweetie. Why don’t you go inside and get washed up so that we can start dinner soon, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay!” 
 
      
 
    I watched her trot inside before turning to Travis. “Anything?” 
 
      
 
    “Nah. It was all nice and quiet here, no disturbances or anything. Which ain’t a bad thing, but all this quiet is really weird, don’t cha think?” 
 
      
 
    “Weird, but it’s not unwelcome. We’ll keep on having an eye until something stirs. Anything about—” 
 
      
 
    My phone started to ring. I rolled my eyes. “Great. I bet this is something great.” I answered the phone. “Hello?” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, it’s Brig.” 
 
      
 
    “Where are you calling from?” 
 
      
 
    “A hospital.” 
 
      
 
    I paled. 
 
      
 
    “The fuck are you doing at a hospital—” 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to see if I could get some information on what was going on with Holland,” he said. “Sorry, it was last minute. I knew you wouldn’t want me heading off—” 
 
      
 
    “You’re damn right I wouldn’t want you heading off.” 
 
      
 
    “Listen, Trip. Bitch me out later. But you need to know, Holland’s dead. I think they’re gonna start moving a little quicker now that he’s officially out of the picture. From what I’ve gathered poking around, it seems like it was dragged out a little, pulling the plug. Seems Holland’s old lady was trying to hold out, but I guess Rigger was getting impatient.” 
 
      
 
    “I bet he was.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, well. Just keep an eye out on things. I think I’m gonna keep an ear on the ground to keep you informed.” 
 
      
 
    “You figured that all out on your own, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “I figured you had enough you were dealing with and at least this way we have real information, instead of just waiting to see if they’re going to do something.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough. You keep yourself out of too much trouble, Brig.” 
 
      
 
    “I make no promises, boss.” 
 
      
 
    Click. 
 
      
 
    I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “What is it, Trip?” Misha looked up at me, worried. 
 
      
 
    “Holland’s dead,” I told her. Her eyes widened. 
 
      
 
    “Rigger—” 
 
      
 
    “His old lady. Pulled the plug.” 
 
      
 
    “Christ.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think shehad another choice. At least this way she had control over it. At least this way Rigger wasn’t able to do something worse to him or make him suffer.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    I gave a look at Trixie and Travis, nodding up to the house. Travis got the hint and slid his hand into Trixie’s. He tugged her up and led her away from Misha and me, and when they were gone, I pressed my forehead to Misha’s. 
 
      
 
    “You okay?” I asked. She breathed in. She let it out. She did it a couple of times, and as she did, I watched her face. The tears were slow to come, but they came. Misha didn’t sob, though. I wondered if she even had it in herself to sob over a man like Holland. 
 
      
 
    After a few moments, she looked up to me. She blinked a few of the tears out of her face, but what made me sigh in relief was the smile that was on her face. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be okay,” she said. “I am okay. Really, I am. It’s not the worst thing that could have happened, and I was expecting it anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “But he meant something to you …” I tried, and did fairly well, keeping the jealousy out of my voice. “At least on some level.” 
 
      
 
    “I was attached because he was the safest thing around,” she said. “But it was never going to last. Or I knew that it couldn’t last. And I never let whatever safety and comfort I got from him overshadow the fact that he still took me and kept me and Rose like he did. Like pawns …” 
 
      
 
    “Hey.” Her eyes had downcast to the ground, and I tilted her chin up so that she could look at me. “Don’t worry too hard about it, okay? That’s all behind us, and we’ll work on the shit that’s ahead of us now.” 
 
      
 
    She leaned up and kissed me, and I kissed her back, eager as I ever was. 
 
      
 
    “Trip?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, Misha?” 
 
      
 
    “I love you.” 
 
      
 
    “Love you too, baby.” 
 
      
 
    I kissed her, bringing her in close to me. It deepened pretty quickly, my hands finding her ass and gripping her there to pull her against me. She whined and moaned so pretty for me, and I backed us up until we hit my bike. 
 
      
 
    “Trip—” 
 
      
 
    “Mama!” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled as Misha let out a breathy little laugh. Rose came bounding over to us, with a peculiar look on her face. 
 
      
 
    “We’re supposed to cook dinner,” she said, putting her little hands on her hips, jutting them out. I had to laugh at the sight; her eyes might be mine, but every damn thing else about her was full-on Misha. 
 
      
 
    “We are supposed to cook dinner, aren’t we? What do you say, Misha?” 
 
      
 
    She slid her hand into mine, and I squeezed. 
 
      
 
    “I say it sounds like a good idea to me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen 
 
    A bike zoomed through Pride territory, pushing past the speed limit and pushing further. No cops would pull that bike over, however. Not with who was riding it—or at least not with who that person was associated with. 
 
      
 
    JACKAL was emblazoned on the back of his kutte. His face was hidden behind a pair of shades. He was on a mission. He was looking for someone. There was a bounty and clout worth a hell of a lot more than just the money for the pretty little piece that had gotten away. 
 
      
 
    He rode through town, keeping a keen eye. Those who saw him and got a decent enough glimpse at his kutte turned their eyes away just as quickly, and that suited him just as well. He didn’t have time to deal with the locals and their little candy ass attitudes; he’d be long gone, anyway, by the time any of them thought to squeal to their precious Pride. 
 
      
 
    He ended up by the school that he’d found out was their daughter’s. He sat there and watched it for a while. He had been keeping track of their movements, picking up patterns. The others weren’t smart enough to think to do it—or too chicken shit to just move in on them guns blazing. He was neither. He was patient. 
 
      
 
    He watched the school for a little before he saw them pull up. They’d finally gotten a regular truck to take the little girl to and from school in. That was good. That was smart. He watched as the couple pulled into the parent loop, as they waited, and finally, as the little girl skipped her way to the truck, and the truck pulled off. 
 
      
 
    He waited some more before he pulled off to follow. 
 
      
 
    The others were always far too obvious in how they trailed. He knew how to stay back and keep from being spotted, knew how to look as though he were merely going the same way that someone was going rather than methodically trailing them. He knew that he hadn’t been noticed; they continued on their merry little ways without so much as trying to shake him, nor did he get the feeling that they were panicking. 
 
      
 
    He followed them until they pulled off onto a road that he knew led down to more private property. It was dirt and gravel, lined on both sides in trees, forest, and prickly bushes of all sorts. Instead of following properly down the road, the man stopped, parked his bike on the side of the drive in the bushes, and started to walk. 
 
      
 
    He stayed off the road, walking just in the trees that lined it. It would keep him hidden without getting him lost, and it wasn’t long before he came up to the house in question. Cute little two story. The woman, Trip, and the little girl were getting out of the truck and making their way into the house. The man heard the girl let out a squeal of laughter. He receded a little farther into the trees. 
 
      
 
    Keeping his eye on the front of the house, the man pulled his cellphone out of his kutte pocket. He hit a speed dial number and waited. The person on the other end picked up after a few rings. 
 
      
 
    “You better have good news for me.” 
 
      
 
    “I do, boss. I found the woman you’re looking for—Misha. Her and the girl; shacking up with Trip.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course she is. Are you there now?” 
 
      
 
    “I am. I can send you the location now.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. How many are there?” 
 
      
 
    “Just the woman, the girl, and Trip. No others I can see in the house—no cars or bikes were outside. I think they’re in for the day. They just picked the little girl up from school.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Call Galen. I think I have a distraction in mind that’ll get Trip out of the way and the rest of his crew with their hands tied. You wait there for me, you understand?” 
 
      
 
    “I sure do, boss.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. We’re about to get what’s mine back.” 
 
      
 
    “And the bounty?” 
 
      
 
    There was a laugh on the other line. 
 
      
 
    “All yours.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Misha 
 
      
 
    “Trip … Trip your phone is ringing … Trip.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know what time it was, just that it was too damn late for the phone to be going off. It had been a long day, and an even longer evening with Trip giving me all his attention, and I had no desire to hear his phone—or mine, for that matter—ringing off the hook at one in the morning. 
 
      
 
    Trip rolled over beside me, groaning, seeming to have the same idea I had about not wanting the distraction. 
 
      
 
    “’m getting it, ’m getting it …” He scooted away from me reluctantly, getting his phone from the nightstand to answer. 
 
      
 
    “The fuck do you want, Brig?” 
 
      
 
    There was some silence, a bit of gurgled talk I couldn’t really make out from the phone, before Trip sat up straight. 
 
      
 
    “Are you serious? When? Where? Fuck.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled over and watched him as he got out of bed, flicked on the light, and started rummaging around for clothing. I was confused and mostly worried; it was never a good sign when something was going down in the middle of the night. I sat up as he pulled on pants and a shirt and shrugged on his kutte. I frowned as all he seemed to do was listen to what Brig was saying on the other end of the phone, and swear intermittently. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah … Yeah … All right … Yeah … I’ll be there as soon as I can. See ya.” He hung up. “For fuck’s sake.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on, Trip?” 
 
      
 
    “Some assholes fucking around with Trixie while Travis and her were out. They ended up getting into a huge ass fight. Brig wants me to come down and smooth shit over; apparently, it’s some other club—” 
 
      
 
    “Jackals?” 
 
      
 
    Trip shook his head. “Nah, nothing like that, but we don’t ride around in our colors to be getting into some dumb shit like that. On top of that, there’s apparently a huge party causing a bit of ruckus over by Big Mama’s and long story short we’re killing two birds one stone.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned. That was a lot to go on in one night. “You want me to stay up for you?” 
 
      
 
    “Nah, babe. Go ahead and sleep. I’ll try to get back as quick as possible, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, hun. Be careful.” 
 
      
 
    He grinned at me.“Always, babe.” 
 
      
 
    He kissed me on the forehead and left. I tried to go back to sleep after that, but I found it difficult. Something didn’t feel right. I figured perhaps I was just being paranoid, as I had been for the last few weeks in a state of constant hypervigilance. I decided to go downstairs and make myself some tea, wait up a little, and then see for myself if I could possibly get to sleep after having the warm, calming liquid. 
 
      
 
    I put the kettle to the stove and pulled down my favorite loose leaf. Trip called it ‘bougie,’ but there was nothing better to me than loose leaf tea steeped to perfection. As I let the water heat, I stood by the kitchen window. 
 
      
 
    My brows furrowed when I caught a movement. 
 
      
 
    It’s probably just a raccoon or an opossum, I reasoned. There are a lot of those out there. 
 
      
 
    Once more, I brushed off the feeling that something was off. It was night, I was alone, and we had been on a bit of a high alert for the better part of the last few weeks. But this was just simple club stuff, and we were way out of the way. 
 
      
 
    Away from people that could help. 
 
      
 
    I groaned. I didn’t need to be giving myself those kind of thoughts! 
 
      
 
    I looked outside one last time, giving whatever animal was out there the glare of a lifetime before turning back to my kettle. It started to slowly whistle and I took it off, getting my mug and the little metal ball with my tea in it ready. I set them on the counter to steep, and was about to get out milk and sugar when I heard something outside. 
 
      
 
    My heart thumped in a small panic. 
 
      
 
    It’s just a raccoon. They like getting into the garbage cans in the middle of the night, that’s nothing new— 
 
      
 
    But what I heard next didn’t sound like a raccoon. It sounded like bikes and car tires rolling around the dirt and gravel road that led to the house. I was very familiar with the sound of the Pride boys’ trucks and bikes—there was always a distinct kind of sound that every vehicle made, regardless of whether or not it was a run-of-the-mill little car or something fancier. I had gotten good at figuring out the differences in the sounds of different cars. 
 
      
 
    None of these belonged to the Pride boys. 
 
      
 
    I left my tea and bounded up the stairs. Whoever it was that was outside wasn’t welcome, and I needed to get Rose and call Trip. Something wasn’t right, and I had a feeling about what it was. 
 
      
 
    I dashed into Rose’s room, feeling bad about waking my little girl, but it was necessary. 
 
      
 
    “Rose? Hun? Come on, sweetie, you need to wake up.” 
 
      
 
    She rolled over, blinking tired little eyes at me. 
 
      
 
    “Mama? Mama, what’s wrong? Is it time for school?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sweetie. Come on. There are some people outside and we need to hide, okay? We have to be very, very quiet and—” 
 
      
 
    There was a loud bang at the door, like someone trying to knock it down. I heard an indistinguishable shout, and my fears mounted then. 
 
      
 
    “Mama—” 
 
      
 
    “Hush, Rose, come on!” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t wait for her to react, scooping her up in my arms and running down the hall to mine and Trip’s room as a second bang rang out, and I knew that the front door had been kicked in when the sound of thudding boots hit the wood floors. 
 
      
 
    “I saw her in through the kitchen window. She’s somewhere in here. Find her and the girl; Rigger wants ’em both.” 
 
      
 
    I grabbed my phone from the nightstand when I ran into the room, and had I had the time, I’d have grabbed the gun, too. But I knew that I needed to hide, and I knew that trying to get in a firefight with these assholes wasn’t going to end well for me; I was outnumbered, and had Rose to think of and not just myself. I scooted us into the closet, thankful it was deep and hoping that the clothing and closed door would be enough to hide us. 
 
      
 
    “Mama—” 
 
      
 
    “Shh, baby, shh.” 
 
      
 
    I could hear them tearing up the house. Glass shattered and broke. I heard them turning over furniture. Hastily, I sent a text message to Trip, not willing to risk them hearing me talking on the phone. 
 
      
 
    Message Sent – Trip: Jackals are at the house. Inside. We’re hiding. Send help. 
 
      
 
    I clutched the phone in my hand and held Rose close to me as she shook in my arms. The front of my nightgown was soaked; she was crying silently, and I rocked her back and forth as I heard them making their way up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “Come out, come out, wherever you are.” There was a sing-song voice, one I recognized as Rigger’s right hand man, Callum. My heart sank as what I had just been surmising was confirmed. 
 
      
 
    I scooted farther back into the closet with Rose, keeping her head pressed to my chest as I felt her continuing to shake. I tried to steady my breathing so that she wouldn’t pick up on my panic. I had to be strong for both of us. 
 
      
 
    The noises got louder and louder, until they were in my room. I listened to them talk. 
 
      
 
    “Messy bed. Wonder if he’s been laying it to her good since she came back,” one of the men said. 
 
      
 
    “Rigger’s gonna be mad his girl’s been putting out on top of scuttling off.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure he’ll set her right.” 
 
      
 
    My jaw clenched at the words and I held Rose even tighter. Though she shook, she didn’t speak; she knew being quiet was key. They were tearing everything up. I could see through the thin spaces in the slats of the closet. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at my phone, hoping to see an answer from Trip. Nothing. I shook a little and hoped that whatever had gone on with Travis and the wild party they’d beenasked to break up wasn’t a part of all of this. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Miiishaa …” Callum called, entering the room. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think she’s in here.” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t be too many more places she can hide in this house—” 
 
      
 
    Beep-beep! Beep-beep! Beep-beep! 
 
      
 
    My eyes widened and I tried to silence my phone as a call came in. 
 
      
 
    No, no, no—! 
 
      
 
    “Found you.” 
 
      
 
    The closet door was pushed open as my phone continued to ring, and I pushed Rose behind me as a pair of hands reached in and grabbed me. I kicked and threw punches at whatever I could, but thick arms wrapped around me, staying my struggle. 
 
      
 
    Callum was a big man, always wore shades, and was as kind as a pit viper and loyal as a dog to Rigger. I hated him almost as much as I hated Rigger, because he was the same kind of deviant shit that Rigger was; it was Callum that had come up to Rose at the park the day she’d been out with Travis and Trixie. 
 
      
 
    “Let go of me!” I bucked against him, and he laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Woah, woah there. I don’t think so. I went through a lot of trouble to be the one to find you for Rigger. Now, you’re gonna come with me. Or—” He nodded to one of the several Jackal men that were in the room, all in their kuttes with very visible guns strapped to their thighs. The man stepped toward the closet, pulled his gun, and pointed in. I heard Rose whimper from within. 
 
      
 
    Any struggle that was left within me died when I heard that. I knew that begging was out of the question; Rigger had a bounty on me, and no amount of begging would work. I had to cooperate. 
 
      
 
    “Fine. Fine. Just don’t hurt her, please. She has nothing to do with this—” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps not. But Rigger wants the both of you, you see—” 
 
      
 
    “I thought the bounty was only for me!” I tried to twist and turn in Callum’s arms, but he held me steadfast. 
 
      
 
    “You hear that from your friend, Jared? Rigger always knew he was a little slimy son of a rat. He kept most of the information from him while giving him a little bite. Kinda funny, really, when he cut and ran and we knew he was gonna go to you. I followed him; got a li’l drop. Followed a trail. Now I found you, and you’re both coming back and it’s up to you if it’s in one piece or a whole bunch, so make your next choice wisely, Misha.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed, and knew I’d been had. “Okay,” I said. “I’ll go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Trip 
 
      
 
    “Next time, I’m seriously not bailing your ass outta doing some dumb shit like this, Travis.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, man. I didn’t mean to start any shit—” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t wanna hear it.” 
 
      
 
    The night had been interrupted sorting out Travis and his little fight, sending people over to Big Mama’s to deal with whatever crazy ass disturbance. I was getting all of that wrapped up when I looked and saw that there was a message from Misha. When I read it, my heart fucking stopped in my chest. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t answer my phone call. Not the first one, not the second one, not the third. 
 
      
 
    As I stood in the middle of my house, seeing it ransacked like I’d never seen before, I wished I had never left. I should have let Travis deal with his own shit, let Big Mama deal with her own shit, and stayed with my girl and my daughter. At least then— 
 
      
 
    I kicked my overturned couch. This felt too damn much like it had when I lost Misha the first time, only this time, this was real. This was so real and in my face and I knew it. 
 
      
 
    “Man, I’m so sorry. If I’d known it was a distraction—I didn’t mean to take you away—I fucking—” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine,” I said. I couldn’t listen to him try to apologize for his stupidity or his actions. “Just drop it.” 
 
      
 
    All the boys were here, looking through everything for a trace of them. I walked away from Travis, going into the kitchen where an abandoned cup of tea was, steeped so black it settled that dark reminder in my chest that Misha had been taken from me. 
 
      
 
    I swiped my hand across the counter, slinging the cup and its now cold tea into the wall, shattering it and sending tea everywhere. 
 
      
 
    “Goddamn it!” 
 
      
 
    I paced. I knew I was being watched, warily at that. Like I was some kind of animal to be feared, rather than a man with an amount of dignity left in me. This was fucking ridiculous. I was fucking livid. I— 
 
      
 
    “Trip.” 
 
      
 
    I turned what I knew were probably crazy, deranged eyes to Brig. He’d come up to me when no one else would. He put his hand on my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t tell me to calm down,” I said. “Don’t you dare fucking say it. They took—” 
 
      
 
    “First of all, I wasn’t going to tell you that you need to calm down,” he interrupted. “I was about to ask if you were done throwing your tantrum so we could go get your girl and the little one.” 
 
      
 
    I could have been insulted by his words, but there was a fire in his eyes I hadn’t expected. It fired me up even more, only aiding the boiling in my blood and I nodded at him, and then nodded to the others before walking out of my ruined house. I could fix that shit. But I needed to get my family back, first. 
 
      
 
    # # # 
 
      
 
    I coordinated with the boys, getting them all up to speed. I wasn’t wasting time, and we’d been keeping tabs on a certain little mole. We rode to his little hideout, a trailer on the very outskirts of town. We rolled up, and I wasted no time knocking on his front door. 
 
      
 
    Jared didn’t answer, but I wasn’t taking no answer. 
 
      
 
    “Open the fuck up, you coward!” I snarled, banging again. “Or I’m busting in, and you won’t like me too damn much if and when I do.” 
 
      
 
    I heard movement on the other side of the door, and was rewarded with it cracking open a few moments after. I shoved my way in, rude as hell, but honestly I felt that I deserved it at this point. Jared squeaked behind the door as I let myself in and Pride boys started to fill up his pathetic excuse for a trailer. 
 
      
 
    “W-what are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t actually think that we wouldn’t be keeping tabs on you, did you?” I asked. I didn’t wait for an answer when I took him by the front of his shirt and slammed him against the trailer wall, shaking it a bit as I did.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you want from me?! I haven’t done anything. I told you about everything—” 
 
      
 
    “They’ve taken Misha.” 
 
      
 
    Jared’s already sickly face paled even sicker. 
 
      
 
    “W-what?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. They took her. Her and Rose.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh … oh shit, oh shit—” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Oh, shit, is right. Funny how you blew in and suddenly they knew where to find us, though.” 
 
      
 
    Jared struggled in my hold. His face got red. It looked like it could pop off from the way that I held him, but I wasn’t about to let up on him, either. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t tell them where you were!” he cried out. “I swear. I swear! Why would I, when I told you that they were looking for Misha and Rose? I didn’t want them to get hurt.” 
 
      
 
    “A lot of good that’s done.” 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t me!” 
 
      
 
    He struggled, but it wasn’t very strongly. He didn’t want to get hurt—or killed, or whatever he thought that I was going to do with him, which at this point I truly hoped that he expected that I was going to kill him. It made me feel marginally better to have that power over him. 
 
      
 
    “You’re in luck, Jared,” I said simply. “’cause while you’re obviously a spineless little turd, I can at least see that you really don’t want Misha hurt.” 
 
      
 
    That seemed to make him a little relieved.“You-you do?” 
 
      
 
    “I do. Which is why you’re gonna come with us and show us where the fuck Rigger is running out of these days, and you’re gonna help us get Misha back.” 
 
      
 
    Jared’s relief was short lived. 
 
      
 
    “I-I don’t think that that’s a good idea—” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t really give a damn what you think is a good idea. You’re coming with us. You’re gonna show us where they’re lying, and you’re gonna stick around and help us while we get my family back, do you understand?” 
 
      
 
    Jared squeaked out something that might have been a yes, and I let him down. 
 
      
 
    “Get your shit and let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    He threw worried glances around at everyone that was there, watching him like they didn’t care about his discomfort—and honestly, no one really did. It wasn’t about him. This was about Misha, and we were working against a clock here. 
 
      
 
    We were back on the bikes and on the road as soon as Jared got his helmet. He didn’t want to go back to the Jackals, that much was evident, but the fact that it didn’t take a lot to make him come with us was interesting at the least, and reassuring at the best. He was a flighty little fuck, but I could see in his eyes there was love there for Misha—whatever kind it was, it wasn’t the time to think about it. 
 
      
 
    We were going to get my girls back. 
 
      
 
    We followed behind Jared for about an hour or so, and then two. I grew impatient, but as we got closer and closer to Jackal territory, I could only feel anticipation. 
 
      
 
    We’re almost there, Misha. 
 
      
 
    Jared led us off the main highway and eventually pulled off the main road and down through a neighborhood, which eventually got less and less densely populated. I had the boys looking out for anything that might be fishy; we weren’t in home territory anymore, and it was more than likely that we could run into people that we didn’t want to before it was time to run into them. 
 
      
 
    We didn’t get ambushed, however, and that was a plus. He turned us down a road and pulled off to the side. We followed and got off our bikes. 
 
      
 
    “Where the hell are we?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not the only one that lives off in a cut,” Jared said, his eyes avoiding looking at me in any kind of way. “Rigger’s house is set back. We can take the bikes, but they’ll hear us approach.” 
 
      
 
    “You think I care if they hear us approach?” 
 
      
 
    “Misha and Rose might if it makes them do something stupid!” 
 
      
 
    He had a point there, and I held my tongue. I took in a deep breath and looked over at Brig for a second opinion. He chewed on his lip and thought on it for a bit. 
 
      
 
    “We roll the bikes up, we have a decent way of getting out,” he said. “We’ll have quick transportation. We let them know we’re coming though, that’s bad for us; gives them time to prepare.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go, then.” 
 
      
 
    We pushed the bikes up along the road and it wasn’t too long of a walk before we saw the outline of a two story in the distance, seeming to be surrounded by a couple smaller ones. 
 
      
 
    “I thought you said it was only Rigger that lived out in the cut,” I said, approaching Jared and grabbing him by the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Rigger and a few of those close to him live here. They call it The Compound. Most of the operations come out of here, between the drugs and guns and other shit that they do. I thought you were keeping tabs!” 
 
      
 
    I snarled a little, but tossed him away. “Keep leading.” 
 
      
 
    We had been keeping tabs. Or at least I thought we had been keeping them enough. 
 
      
 
    As we continued a little closer, pulling up as near as we dared without getting in sight of people, Brig came up to me. I saw the look in his face and slowed my own pace as Jared led us on, so we could talk quiet without him hearing us. 
 
      
 
    “Something feels weird.” 
 
      
 
    “You think so too?” 
 
      
 
    I glanced over, seeing him nod. 
 
      
 
    “He’s offered up all this information to us so far, but failed to mention that they’re living in a compound and we’re going to be dealing with more than just Rigger and maybe a couple other goons? When he wants to save Misha so bad?” 
 
      
 
    My jaw clenched. “You think it’s a setup?” 
 
      
 
    “Could be. Hard to tell. Thought he was pretty forthcoming when he came around the first time, but now I’m not so sure.” 
 
      
 
    “Stay on him,” I said. “We can’t afford to fuck this up. We need to end this. Once and for all.” 
 
      
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Misha 
 
      
 
    “Mama, I’m scared.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, hun.” 
 
      
 
    We’d been sitting there for about an hour, in his room. It was the one on the top floor, the biggest, with a huge bed and a large window. It’d have been a nice room—ideal, even—if I hadn’t known who it belonged to. It smelled like his cologne, a piney scent that I had come to loathe in the last five years. 
 
      
 
    I was scared, too. But I couldn’t let Rose know that. I had held her all the way into Jackal territory, had kept her close and safe, and I knew that the only way that she was going to stay all right was if I stayed all right. I knew that Trip had gotten my text message, and I knew that he would be on his way. Whatever happened between then and now would have to be prioritized in terms of what was best for Rose. 
 
      
 
    While I was lost imy thoughts, the door opened. I scooted further onto the bed as Callum came in, smirking like he’d won the lottery. 
 
      
 
    “Rigger can’t wait to see you, you know,” he said. “He’s real excited.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m surprised that he isn’t here right now,” I said snidely. “With as excited he is. Makes a guest feel unwelcome, you know.” 
 
      
 
    Callum laughed. “A guest. Heh. That’s what you think you are. I see why Rigger likes you so much; you’re so mouthy. He’s going to have fun putting you in your place. So am I.” 
 
      
 
    He turned, shouting out the door. “Hey, Hellen! Get your ass in here.” 
 
      
 
    Hellen? 
 
      
 
    My brows furrowed as she walked in—Holland’s old lady. She was an older woman, still shapely and naturally beautiful though. She had honey blonde hair and brown eyes. She also looked tired as all hell. I wondered why Callum was talking to her in such a way; that’s not how things were run. Hellen was always given the utmost respect being Holland’s old lady. Then again, Holland was out, Rigger was in, and she was probably in the minority at this point. 
 
      
 
    She carried a tray with her, holding a couple of sandwiches and some water. Callum gave her a snide smirk and a pop on the ass as she set it down. Her face twisted in a grimace, but she said nothing. 
 
      
 
    “Y’ll catch up and you lay out the law of the land around here for her,” Callum said. “Rigger’s setting some things into motion; he’ll be up in a little.” 
 
      
 
    With that, he left. As soon as I was sure he was gone, I turned to Hellen. 
 
      
 
    “Hellen—” 
 
      
 
    “How on Earth did you get yourself caught up in these boys again, girl?” she asked. “When you hightailed it on out, I thought you’d be gone for good.” 
 
      
 
    “So did I, Hellen.” 
 
      
 
    “Holland was gonna eventually leave, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I—” I paused. “He was?” 
 
      
 
    Hellen nodded, handing me the plates with the sandwiches. I took one, and gave one to Rose so she could have something in her poor stomach. 
 
      
 
    “He had been thinking about it before the wreck, as Rose got older. He felt bad keeping you for so long when he knew all you were trying to do was get away from the chaos of the life. Before your boys cleaned up their act and straightened themselves out, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “Little late to think about what Holland was or wasn’t going to do, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, well, ain’t that just the way.” 
 
      
 
    I nibbled at the sandwiches and saw that Rose was doing the same. Good. I turned my attentions back to Hellen. 
 
      
 
    “What’s happened since I left, Hellen?” I asked. “Why are you being treated like this?” 
 
      
 
    She laughed a little bitterly. “Because I stood by Holland even when he was in a coma, I wouldn’t do what Rigger wanted just because he was trying to be macho and a piece of shit. I stood up for the club girls, too. It’s one thing to pass them around and screw their brains out, another to do half the shit those boys were allowed to do to them. Had too much of a big mouth.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m so sorry.” 
 
      
 
    Hellen waved her hand at me and shrugged.“Don’t be. For Rigger? He was a piece of shit when he joined and Holland should have never taken him in. For everything that that man ever did, he always had a shitty soft spot for people, even when he shouldn’t have.” 
 
      
 
    I shifted.“I’m sorry he’s gone, Hellen.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yeah, well. So am I, Misha.” 
 
      
 
    She stared at me a little, her brows furrowed. She’d never hated me, even with the way Holland had taken me. I’d always found that odd, though it was nice that she hadn’t. I supposed it was part of her being a practical woman. Hellen was nothing if not practical. 
 
      
 
    “Your man coming to get you?” Hellen asked suddenly. I glanced at her and she gave me a raised brow. 
 
      
 
    “It ain’t like I’m gonna tell Rigger, but you should know that if your man is coming, Rigger’s got boys here and that little weasel Jared—” 
 
      
 
    “Jared told me about Rigger looking for me to begin with.” 
 
      
 
    Hellen laughed. “Honey, who do you think told him to go out and drop that information? Jared’s gotten into a lot of trouble … They thought that he helped you escape, for one, but he’s also been skimming money from Holland for years, then come to find he thought he was going to do the same with Rigger. Holland wasn’t ever stellar with numbers, but I’ll hand it to Rigger, he’s smart like that, saw right through. Told him he’d spare his life if he dropped a couple of little hints to scare you up, maybe make you come back on your own, then hang around in town for the finale. He knew your boys would come looking for him to see where they’d be taking you.” 
 
      
 
    I drew in a breath, and shook my head. I could hardly process any of this. 
 
      
 
    “I thought Jared was my friend.” 
 
      
 
    “Jared is your friend, but he’s also a raging coward, baby.” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t even argue with her on that one. I knew that Jared was a coward. I didn’t think that he would betray me like that, though. Just for himself. 
 
      
 
    Hellen put her hand on my shoulder. “Don’t dwell on it, Misha,” she said. “It’ll only make it worse. Hunker down until your man comes. I don’t know all of what Rigger has planned, but it won’t do you any good trying to run out.” 
 
      
 
    Hellen left, and I weighed my options. Jared had had a hand in all of this. I shouldn’t have felt so bad—but I did. It twisted something ugly in my chest and it legitimately hurt. 
 
      
 
    I finished off my sandwich with gusto, and looked to Rose. I needed to get her out of here. She could run, and run, and run, but the Jackals had bikes … Unless she ran into the woods. 
 
      
 
    My phone was still in my pocket. Callum hadn’t taken it; I’d silenced the ringer and slipped it into my pocket, letting him think that it had been left behind. I pulled it out and tucked it into the little PJ pocket that she had. 
 
      
 
    “Honey,” I said. “When the time is right, I’m gonna tell you to run, okay? You need to run as fast as you can, into the woods. Don’t stop until you hit the road, okay? You remember how we left?” 
 
      
 
    She nodded at me, though she was still shaking. 
 
      
 
    “Mama, you’ll come with me, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll follow you, sweetie.” 
 
      
 
    “But, Mama—” 
 
      
 
    “You have to trust me Rose, okay? Please.” 
 
      
 
    She sniffed but nodded, and tucked her face into my chest. I didn’t know if it was the right choice to make, but it was the choice that I was making nonetheless for my daughter. 
 
      
 
    I waited as patiently as I could, then. It was maybe ten minutes after that the door opened once more, and it was Callum that came in. 
 
      
 
    “Rigger’s here. Wants you downstairs.” 
 
      
 
    His smirk told me that something gross was likely up, but there was something positive in that; it would be easier to get Rose out of this goddamn house down there as opposed to up here. Rigger could do whatever he wanted with me after Rose was gone, but I needed her out and in the woods and I needed her calling someone for help. I stood and took Rose’s hand. Callum tried to touch me to nudge me out of the room, and I dodged his touch. He only laughed. 
 
      
 
    “You can keep doing that all you want; it’s not gonna change a damn thing, Misha.” 
 
      
 
    With that, we made our way down the stairs. Each step echoed nervously in my heart, but I steeled myself for my daughter. I had to keep my nerve and my wits about me. 
 
      
 
    Downstairs, there were a few Jackals about—but I knew it wasn’t all of them. They were the ones that had always been somewhat in Rigger’s pocket. They’d probably been all too happy to jump Holland’s ship and throw their support in for Rigger once Holland was out of the way. They were scattered about the downstairs, leering, with Rigger in the middle of them. 
 
      
 
    He was tall and built, and would probably have been handsome if he wasn’t such a disgusting human being. His hair was black as pitch and his eyes were clear blue. Dreamy, to a lot of the club girls, before he got his hands on them, at least. 
 
      
 
    “Misha. Nice of you to return.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t really have much of a choice, Rigger.” 
 
      
 
    “You had plenty of choice! You came back willingly rather than trying to fight your way out. You had a choice to stay here, too, but I suppose you had an itch that needed scratched. You should be grateful that I let you scratch it for as long as I did.” 
 
      
 
    I said nothing. He smirked and walked toward me, circling around me. It was like he was a predator eyeing prey, sizing me up, trying to see how much of a bite he could take out of me. it was honestly sickening, but there was little that I could do about it. He got closer, reached out and fluffed his fingers through my hair. I stepped away from him and he reached out and grabbed my upper arm, pulling me closer to him. It would almost have been considered a lover’s embrace, but he was far from a lover. I could smell the cloves on his breath and the hints of his cologne on his skin. I hated the combination of those scents. 
 
      
 
    “Did you miss me, Misha?” 
 
      
 
    “Like someone misses cancer,” I griped. 
 
      
 
    He chuckled. “That’s rude. And here I have a house for you, a bed for you, food for you. And this is how you treat me. You run away, and then when I give you your little vacationyou come back to me with an attitude. I don’t like that all too much, Misha. Not at all.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you’ll live, Rigger.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed again, and this time he let me go, though he continued to circle me. 
 
      
 
    “So, did you enjoy it? Your little rendezvous with your old flame? Was it enjoyable? Did you have fun?” He eyed Rose. “He put another one in you?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t answer. 
 
      
 
    “Aw, the silent treatment. That’s so cruel. I thought we could talk about your vacation, like old friends. But apparently I was wrong. You come back thinking that you can talk to me any way that you want. Didn’t you learn anything while you were here under me, Misha?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t answer him again. This time, his stare got nasty. 
 
      
 
    “Tut, tut. You give a girl a little bit of freedom and then she’s ungrateful for it.” 
 
      
 
    Before I knew it, a hand came across my face. It was hard, and knocked me to the ground. Rose yelled out, but I didn’t respond; my ears were ringing from the force of the hit across my face and I felt the blood starting to run down my nose. 
 
      
 
    “Misha, you know I hate marking you up,” he said, stooping down to take my face in his hand. He made me look at him and his head was tilted, that predatory gaze staring back at me in those evil blue eyes. I glared at him. 
 
      
 
    “You like it, and don’t even try to tell me that you don’t. I know you, Rigger. You’re a disgusting, sadistic son of a bitch.” 
 
      
 
    “Ouch. Such foul language. And in front of the girl. Tut.” 
 
      
 
    He let go of my face and stepped away. He started to approach Rose, and she began to back away from him. 
 
      
 
    “Come now, girl. Don’t be shy. You remember Uncle Rigger, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Rose whined, stepping further away from him, out of his reach. She was getting closer to the door. I saw this as her chance. 
 
      
 
    “Rose, now!” 
 
      
 
    She spared me only a single glance before turning and bolting. One of Rigger’s men tried to reach out and snatch her, but she was too fast for him and ended up darting out of his grasp and out of the front door. It banged open, and I watched as my daughter’s figure flitted away into the darkness before the door banged closed again. A few of the men moved toward the door, intent on going after her. To my surprise, Rigger called them off. 
 
      
 
    “Forget about her. She’ll get lost in the dark and the woods and she’ll either come back or she’ll deal with the elements and the animals.” He looked down to me. “Clever, I suppose, but not wholly. If you think she’s gonna get away quick and fast, you’re wrong.” With the toe of his boot, he rolled me over, onto my back on the floor. I looked at him from my place there, hating him with every fiber of my being but knowing at the very least that this was going to give Rose a head start. She wasn’t totally helpless; she had a phone that was almost all the way charged and she was smart even if she was young. 
 
      
 
    “You know, I always thought you were such a handful. Even when you were Holland’s, walking around like you were untouchable just because he threw you a bone or two here and there. And then getting uppity when we finally had the chance to keep you in your place.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a piece of shit. Of course I want nothing to do with you,” I snapped. 
 
      
 
    Callum smirked. 
 
      
 
    “Well see about that. We’ll see—” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the front door bust open. I was startled, and looked over to see Trip charging in, along with the other Pride boys. My heart jumped in my chest, elated, but not when I saw guns drawn on both sides. My eyes widened, knowing there was going to be some sort of firefight. 
 
      
 
    “Misha, get out of the way!” I heard Trip’s voice as he shouted at me, moving in on Rigger. I couldn’t lose him. 
 
      
 
    I knew Rigger needed to go down first. I kicked my foot out as a shot rang out loud and Rigger let out a surprised grunt as he began to fall to the floor. 
 
      
 
    Everything seemed to happen in slow motion. I saw the anger on Rigger’s face, and I saw the gun pointed at me. I heard someone shout my name—it might have been Trip, it might have been someone else. All I knew was that Rigger was going down to the floor, and there was a sharp pain that radiated out from the right side of my body. 
 
      
 
    More shots rang out, but I slumped against the floor, my eyes turned up to the ceiling. I saw people run past, and more shouts. There might have been another set of shots before they died out, but I couldn’t pay attention to them. 
 
      
 
    My thoughts were on Rose. Was she okay? Had she made it to the road? Would the Pride boys follow her? Would they take care of her? Of course they would. She was Trip’s blood and he wouldn’t let a damn thing happen to his little girl. 
 
      
 
    “Misha? Misha?” 
 
      
 
    I felt hands on me. Sweet, warm hands, that held me so tightly against a solid body. I blinked; I hadn’t realized that I had closed my eyes at all. 
 
      
 
    “Trip …” His face swam in a blur in front of my face, but it was him. 
 
      
 
    “Misha, come on. You’re gonna be fine. Keep your eyes open.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m so tired, Trip.” Why was I so tired? 
 
      
 
    “Misha, you need to stay awake for me, okay, baby? Come on. No, don’t close your eyes again—” 
 
      
 
    “I love … I love you … Trip.” 
 
      
 
    “Misha? Misha!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Trip 
 
      
 
    Waiting was the worst thing. So many hours. So many questions. 
 
      
 
    The hospital was accommodating. They knew about the Pride as they knew about the Jackals and the fewer questions they asked, the better off they would be. The heat wouldn’t be on us—but the heat wasn’t what was most on my mind. 
 
      
 
    Misha lay in a hospital bed before me, hooked up to machines. She’d just gotten out of surgery to remove the bullet and stabilize her lungs. She didn’t have a trace of blood left on her, but it was caked on my clothes from where I’d held her, dying in my arms. 
 
      
 
    This was never supposed to happen. I was supposed to be the one that protected her from this shit, not brought more of it down on her. But why else had this happened? I’d thought that I could fucking … play God or some shit. I wasn’t sure. 
 
      
 
    My head was a mess. My girl was a mess. My daughter was a mess. 
 
      
 
    She was on the hospital bed with Misha. Curled on her. She refused to move. Travis had gone after her when she’d bolted out of the house and managed to get her before she’d gotten away too quickly. Lifesaver, that man. Now she refused to leave Misha’s side. I couldn’t blame her. 
 
      
 
    I wished that the sight of my girl and my daughter sleeping together could have brought me more joy than the ache that was currently in my chest, but that just wasn’t in the cards for me right now. I didn’t know what was going to happen when Misha woke. 
 
      
 
    I sighed. I stood. Rose wasn’t going to wake anytime soon and neither was Misha. I stepped outside. 
 
      
 
    Travis and Brig flanked the door, like bodyguards. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going for a smoke,” I said. They nodded. 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t smoked in forever. Not since Misha first disappeared. She’d always hated the smell of cigarettes and I’d always pretended to be a little hard ass despite that. 
 
      
 
    I needed them desperately right now, though. The front of the hospital was the only smoking zone that was there, so I took myself down the few levels and out the front. I was surprised to see Holland’s old lady—Hellen, I think her name was. Her presence sent my hackles up. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked, pulling out a cigarette and lighting it. She held out one of her own, and despite my apprehensions, I did her the favor of lighting her cig for her. 
 
      
 
    “Waiting for you to get stressed and worked up enough to smoke. You men always do.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s your excuse?” 
 
      
 
    “Son, I been smoking longer than you’ve been alive. Don’t try me.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmph.” 
 
      
 
    Our silence didn’t lapse long. 
 
      
 
    “How is she?” 
 
      
 
    “You care?” 
 
      
 
    Hellen scoffed.“You’re not the only one capable of having feelings. You forget, I housed that girl in my home for five years. Holland wasn’t the only one that took to her, though I guess my interest in her was more motherly than anything else.” 
 
      
 
    “How kind of you.” 
 
      
 
    “If you’re just wanting to have a pissing contest, I can leave.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you want?” I didn’t have the patience for … well, whatever the fuck this was that she was doing. 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to check on Misha and on Rose. You know, there are Jackals that care about her.” 
 
      
 
    “What, like Jared?” 
 
      
 
    “Jared isn’t a Jackal. He’s a spineless little puppy that was misfortunate enough to wander into the lot with the other dogs. I meant me. The club girls. Misha’s not the only one that’s been burned by Jackal men, and she looked out for them—and me. I just wanted to make sure she was going to recover well. And to give her this.” 
 
      
 
    Hellen pulled an envelope out of her jacket. I eyed it suspiciously. 
 
      
 
    “What is that?” 
 
      
 
    “What was left to her after Holland died. I kept it safe and out of Rigger’s grubby hands. You should be glad that you ended up shooting him down; he’d have died to get his hands on this.” 
 
      
 
    With that, she flicked her cigarette to the ground and stomped it out. She started to walk away before I caught her. 
 
      
 
    “Wait.” 
 
      
 
    She turned to look at me. “What, boy? I have a club to go back to and business to sort.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah. You know. If you ever want to swing by—” 
 
      
 
    “You’re inviting a Jackal into your house, boy?” 
 
      
 
    I scoffed.“I’m inviting a friend of my girl’s. Apparently, I guess you did for her … She’d want to do for you. After everything.” Hellen looked surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Hmph. Well. I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
      
 
    With that, she was gone. 
 
      
 
    The envelope I held was fat. Long. I wondered what was inside it, and maybe Misha would be upset with me but … I had to know. There was a lot that Misha had told me about her time with Holland, interspersed here and there as she spent more and more time with me in our home. 
 
      
 
    I slid my finger into the envelope, opening it. It was filled with hundred dollar bills, and a note. It was single paged. My eyes widened, and I pulled out the note. 
 
      
 
    Misha, 
 
      
 
    What’s in here isn’t much. I say that knowing that there’s no amount of money that changes what I’ve done to you. I don’t regret getting you in my life—I regret the way I did it. What it put you through. What it put Rose through. 
 
      
 
    I’m not going to apologize. You deserve better. Know that if I’m dead now, I hope that youcan find your way with what I’ve left you. You know I love my Hellen, but I love you, too. 
 
      
 
    Watching you from the other side, 
 
      
 
    Holland 
 
      
 
    It was short. I couldn’t help but feel a surge of jealousy from it, but it was largely overshadowed by the fact that he had thought about her, tried to care for her, and had had enough foresight to include him in his dying wishes. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t like this manor what he had put Misha through. I would never forgive him, either. But I figured this was the best as far as reconciliations were going to go, and it wasn’t up to me to reconcile, anyway. That was up to Misha. 
 
      
 
    Finishing my cigarette, I went back into the hospital. Travis and Brig were still outside her door, and when I went in, I was greeted with Misha sitting up, just a little, petting through Rose’s hair. 
 
      
 
    I drew in a breath. She looked tired—I couldn’t blame her. Weary. Considering I had thought a day ago that I was going to lose her, it was beyond a relief to see her somewhat functional. I walked over, not wanting to disturb Rose, who had been through a lot. I sat at the edge of Misha’s bed, tentatively placed my hand on hers. It was chilly. I rubbed my fingers over it. 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Hey.” 
 
      
 
    “How’re you doing? Feeling? Have your nurses checked on you—” 
 
      
 
    “I just woke a few moments ago.” Her voice was raspy. “They haven’t been in yet. They probably will be soon though.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know what to say. There didn’t seem to be enough words to say anything. So I leaned forward and kissed her tenderly. Nothing to work her up or anything, just enough to show her how much I had worried, how much I loved her. She kissed me back, pressing her forehead to mine. 
 
      
 
    “That was a close call,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, it was.” 
 
      
 
    “Rigger?” 
 
      
 
    I raised a brow. “Misha, we don’t have to talk about this right now.” 
 
      
 
    “I want to know what happened, Trip.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “After you kicked him down, he was pissed,” I said. “Saw it in his eyes, knew what he was doing. All hell broke out. Someone shot —we don’t know who. Had each other popping off and shit.” I ran a hand through my hair. “He shot, and I saw red. I put a couple in his chest before getting to you. There was … so much blood. You weren’t breathing well. You kept closing your eyes and muttering. I thought—” 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not okay.” I shook my head. “It’s far from okay. Misha—” 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine, now,” she said. “And Rigger’s … Rigger’s gone. I guess the cops aren’t getting involved?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.“Cops don’t want their hands in this shit; they’re staying off books and hands off with it. They figure that it’s good riddance Rigger’s gone; they preferred Holland.” 
 
      
 
    “Most people did. What about the others?” 
 
      
 
    “They scattered after Rigger went down for good. They didn’t wanna stick around and to be honest, it was probably good that they didn’t. I wasn’t discriminating.” That made her quirk her lip a little. 
 
      
 
    “And Jared?” 
 
      
 
    “Slimy little motherfucker bailed as soon as the shots were fired.” 
 
      
 
    “He was working with them,” she said, somewhat sadly. “Hellen told me.” 
 
      
 
    “Brig thought he was up to some shit.” I kissed her forehead. “I’m sorry, babe. I really am. I tried—” 
 
      
 
    “Trip,” she stopped me. “This has nothing to do with you, or what you could or could not do, okay? Don’t go blaming yourself. I see that look on your face. Don’t go there. Please don’t go there.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. It was hard not to. 
 
      
 
    “I failed you.” I looked down to Rose. “Both of you.” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. Despite the bags under her eyes, there was a fierceness in her gaze. 
 
      
 
    “There is nothing about this that is your fault, you understand?” she said. “Nothing. Rigger was a crazy asshole, and he was going to try something one way or another, with or without you looking over me. He’s just—he was—just that kind of man. I’m not going to blame myself for Rigger being disgusting, and I won’t have you doing it either, Trip. I’m not going anywhere, okay? So you can just hush yourself.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. I smiled, and then I laughed. Her brows furrowed as she stared at me. 
 
      
 
    “And just what is so damn funny?” she asked, her bottom lip poking out. 
 
      
 
    “You. You are. I love you so much, Misha.” 
 
      
 
    She cracked a smile.“I love you too, Trip.” 
 
      
 
    After that, the nurses came in. They were happy to see that she was awake, less happy that she had two people in her bed. I was prompted to get up, and get Rose, too. She didn’t even stir, she was so tuckered out. I stayed to watch them poke and prod at Misha. They checked her vitals, and she was looking good—to say that she had just come out of major surgery and had been shot, that is. 
 
      
 
    That evening, I took Rose to a nearby hotel after getting the green light from the nurses that Misha would be okay, and the insistence from Misha that I needed to sleep in a real bed, and so did Rose. Travis elected to stay at the hospital, just in case. Said he felt responsible in part for how far south everything had gone. 
 
      
 
    In the hotel, I thought over a lot of things, after tucking a very tired and still sleeping Rose into her own bed. Namely, that things would need to change. Whoever the fuck took over the Jackals next—I needed to at least be on decent terms with them. Real, decent terms. I needed for all this to never happen again. 
 
      
 
    I started putting together a plan. 
 
      
 
    Misha wasn’t going to be discharged for at least two days. I had Trixie come over and watch her at the hotel. Rose wanted to come with me. 
 
      
 
    “Can I go? Please? I don’t want you to go.” 
 
      
 
    I knelt before her looking her in the eye.“Why is that, honey? You know I’ll be back.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want them to hurt you like they hurt Mama.” 
 
      
 
    I pat her head, trying to comfort. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, hey, it’ll be okay, all right. I won’t let anything happen to me, all right? You know why?” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Because I’m your papa, and papas watch out for themselves so they can watch out for mamas and their little girls, right?” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes widened a little, and flooded up with tears. It jerked at my heart, but I simply hugged her, pulling her close to me and I snuggled on her. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be back, okay? Just be good for Ms. Trixie.” 
 
      
 
    “O-okay. Papa.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled, liking the sound of it. 
 
      
 
    Being in Jackal country, it didn’t take long to get to where I needed to go. Back to the compound. Didn’t think I’d be stupid enough to ride on over there again, but I did anyway. Unlike the first time, however, I didn’t get off my bike once I got there; instead, I rode up to the front. There were Jackals all out front in the compound. Oddly enough, they didn’t look like they were about to move against me. They stood up and eyed me warily. 
 
      
 
    One of them walked up to me as I approached. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked. “What do you want?” 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to talk,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Y’all did a good amount of talking last night,” chimed in someone. 
 
      
 
    “Shut up, Rick,” the one who’d approached me said. “Lot of fucked up shit happened in the last couple of days. Now isn’t the time.” He looked to me. “You want to talk, talk.” 
 
      
 
    I raised a brow. “You in charge here?” 
 
      
 
    “After all the shit that happened? You bet your ass.” 
 
      
 
    “What about Rigger’s goons?” 
 
      
 
    “Gone.” 
 
      
 
    Well, that was interesting. 
 
      
 
    “So, you’re in charge?” I wanted to clarify, beyond a doubt. He nodded, leading me off to the side. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Let’s talk.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Misha 
 
      
 
    “…We’re not having anymore of these skirmishes. None. We keep in our territory, they keep in theirs. The big drugs, the guns, all of it, it’s over.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve seen too much shit and lost too many people to justify doing this shit anymore. A lot of us are tired. A lot of us didn’t get into this shit to be some crazy ass gangs that steal people and shoot shit.So, we’re in a treaty. A real treaty. None of this wishy washy shit we’ve had the last few years.” 
 
      
 
    “Any questions?” 
 
      
 
    It was the largest gathering of Pride and Jackal I had ever seen—that is to say, there had never been a gathering like this before. 
 
      
 
    Trip and Allan, the new Jackal President, stood before us all. Pride on one side in the lot outside of Big Mama’s, and Jackals on the other. It smelled like barbeque in the air, and there were burgers and dogs on the grills that were fired up. They’d met, talked, and drawn up a damn fine order of peace between the two clubs. Apparently, after Rigger had been taken out, Callum and the others loyal to him who had taken over the Jackals had been run out by Allan and the others—tired of all the shit that Rigger had been having them do. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I got a question!” Travis spoke up. 
 
      
 
    Trip eyed him. “What, Trav?” 
 
      
 
    “When the fuck do we eat? I’m starving!” 
 
      
 
    Everyone laughed, and Trip rolled his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Go on and get it, assholes. No one’s stopping you.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd spread out, and the separated lines began to mingle. I watched from the porch of Big Mama’s, and Rose ran up to Trip. I smiled. Things were so much more open now that he had told her he was her father. She took to him more openly—I think, even unknown to her—that maybe that’s what she had beenwaiting for to finally let all the walls down and just be happy with him. 
 
      
 
    I was happy with him. He’d grown so much. Years ago he would never have done this. Years ago, this never would have been possible. Yet here we were. 
 
      
 
    “You look so nasty and in love, it’s sick.” 
 
      
 
    I looked over to see Big Mama. Despite her admonishment, she was smiling widely at me and grinning ear to ear. I returned the smile and looked back out to Trip. He was filling up plates for himself and for Rose. A Jackal stopped to talk. She chattered to him animatedly at whatever he had said to her. My heart swelled. 
 
      
 
    “I am,” I said. “I really am.” 
 
      
 
    “You know, not every woman would stick around after all this. A lot would bail. Think it was too much.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. “I think after the first time, I’m done bailing,” I said. “I’m … happy. With everything that he’s set forth. He’s grown so much, hasn’t he? This has grown. To think—Pride and Jackal. They’re not friends, but they’re not enemies anymore, either. They’re eating together. They’re talking together. This has never happened before.” 
 
      
 
    “And it’s likely it wouldn’t ever have if Trip didn’t love you so much. You take good care of that boy, sugar.” 
 
      
 
    “I will, Big Mama.” 
 
      
 
    I had a lot of ideas about where I wanted to go from here. All of them involved Trip, the boys, and our girl. I knew there were a few things that I wanted to do first, however. 
 
      
 
    A couple of weeks after everything between the Pride and the Jackals was settled, I pulled up to Holland’s old place in a new car that I had bought with some of the money that Holland had left me. It had been a surprise, but it was more than enough to kickstart a few little pet projects of mine that I wanted. Hellen was coming outas I was pulling up, and she looked incredibly surprised to see me. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here?” she asked as I popped out of my car, smiling warmly at her. 
 
      
 
    “You not happy to see me, Hellen?” 
 
      
 
    “More so wondering why the hell you would drag yourself back here after you finally got away—again. Girl, what are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
    “I got you a little something.” 
 
      
 
    I went to the car, into the back seat, and pulled out a small but elegant plaque. I had had it custom made for her, in memory of Holland. I knew that whatever funeral or burial t he had had, had likely been tainted by the stain of Rigger. When she saw it, her eyes welled up with tears. 
 
      
 
    “Misha …” 
 
      
 
    “Please, please just accept it,” I said. “Things weren’t ideal … I know that it had to be hard, the way things were with me and Holland. But you never treated me poorly for a situation that I couldn’t control, and you never resented me. Trip told me that it was you that brought the envelope and the letter Holland left.” 
 
      
 
    “I was just trying to look out for you.” 
 
      
 
    “And this is me looking out for you.” 
 
      
 
    I fished out a decent stack of cash from my pocket. Immediately, Hellen shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “You can’t expect me to take that when I got plenty from Holland—” 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t about Holland,” I told her. “This is about me and you, for all those years. Please, take it. It’s the least I can do.” 
 
      
 
    Her shaking fingers curled around the bills, and she looked at them incredulously. I didn’t know how much Holland had left her, but I knew that this would be a nice amount to add on top of it. 
 
      
 
    “You know, you’re welcome over anytime,” I told her, as she brought me into an embrace. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah, your boy told me that, too. You go on and git. You stay out of trouble, you hear, girl?” 
 
      
 
    “I hear you, Hellen.” 
 
      
 
    After stopping by Hellen’s, I made a trip to the compound. There was even more surprise there. Allan came out, eyeing me warily. 
 
      
 
    “Misha …?” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. “Hey, Allan.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
    “You know, the number of times that thathas been said to me today ….” 
 
      
 
    He smiled a little. “Sorry. Wasn’t expecting you. Didn’t know if something came up?” 
 
      
 
    “No, nothing came up. I actually wanted to talk to you about a little project I want to get done. I hear you do construction on the side …” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Epilogue 
 
    Trip 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe you pulled this all off.” 
 
      
 
    We stood together outside of a newly remodeled Ace of Pride. It was … spectacular. Misha had used the remainder of the money that she had gotten from Holland to pay Allan to remodel. The old Ace, it had been great, but this was Misha’s present to me. 
 
      
 
    “We’re starting new. I think we should give this place a complete one-eighty,” she had said to me. 
 
      
 
    I had been apprehensive about letting Allan do the work on it. We had worked on a truce, but actually working that close? Seemed like it was going to stir up trouble. But Misha had insisted, saying Allan’s crew came highly recommended, and there were few that could boast the talent that he and his did. 
 
      
 
    Hated to say it … but she was right. 
 
      
 
    The bar maintained its rustic value, but it was all updated on the inside, and had a shiny ass new sign on the out. The stairs had decent railing, finally, and the lot wasn’t a dirt and gravel mess from hell. The boy, initially, weren’t sure if they were going to like the change. Seemed a little too wishy washy for their tastes and they knew what they liked and what they didn’t! 
 
      
 
    But Misha knew her way around stubborn men, and it wasn’t long before they were all on board. 
 
      
 
    I took Misha’s hand and walked her inside. There were Allan’s boys, and my boys. Together. this was something that was taking a little while to get used to, but I was getting used to it, nonetheless. I guess that’s what happened when you finally buried the hatchet; you stopped caring about dumb shit like who wore what name on their back and what strife in the past you had with people. 
 
      
 
    “You know, I was thinking,” Misha said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no, more thinking.” She nudged me in the side. 
 
      
 
    “Hush, you. I was thinking … With everything that has gone on, and everything leveling out, it’d be nice to … Move things along, you know? With all this change.” 
 
      
 
    I raised a brow. 
 
      
 
    “More change?” I chuckled. I ordered us both a drink. “You’re on a roll, don’t you think?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re on a roll, actually,” she said. She smiled at me, her lip bitten. When our drinks were brought out, she nudged hers away. 
 
      
 
    I raised a brow at her. “No booze? Not even tonight? We’re celebrating!” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t be celebrating like this for a while,” she said. “A long while. Nine months, to be exact.” 
 
      
 
    I was confused. Why the specific number? Why— 
 
      
 
    And then it dawned on me. 
 
      
 
    No alcohol. 
 
      
 
    Nine months. 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit—Misha. Misha, are you sure—” 
 
      
 
    “One hundred percent.” She bit her lip, fidgeting in her seat. For the first time, I saw nervousness in her eyes, but I had no idea where it came from. “I understand if it’s not okay. But we haven’t been very careful the last few times and—” 
 
      
 
    I put my finger to her lips, before cupping her face with my hands. I drew her close, so close, keeping my eyes on her and pressing our foreheads together. 
 
      
 
    “I have never heard something in my entire fucking life that has ever made me so damn happy, Misha,” I said. “Nothing. I am being one hundred percent honest when I say you’ve just made me the goddamn happiest man alive.” 
 
      
 
    Her face reddened. “You mean it?” 
 
      
 
    “I mean it.” 
 
      
 
    I kissed her sweet, then hard, and wrapped my arms around her like I would never let go. There was a wolf whistle somewhere, and then a shout of “Get a room.” Somewhere someone decided to throw a napkin at us, hitting my head. 
 
      
 
    That’s when I pulled away. 
 
      
 
    “I’m gonna be a dad again!” I shouted. “Drinks all around, all on me tonight, boys. There’s a whole hell of a lot more that we’re celebrating than just a new gig!” 
 
      
 
    There were shouts and hoots and hollers. Jackal and Pride alike came up and congratulated us on our good news. I only had eyes for Misha though. The way she glowed under the compliments and the congratulations, the way she tucked her hair out of her face—and I could catch the etch of my name tattooed on her wrist. 
 
      
 
    Yeah … new gig, new life, new beginnings. I liked the sound of that. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading! 
 
    Did you like my story? 
 
    If so, sign up to my mailing list! 
 
    New subscribers receive a FREE steamy short. 
 
      
 
    Click the link below to join. 
 
    http://dl.bookfunnel.com/ogns2te7xi 
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    TRIP’S BABY: The Pride MC 
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    I THOUGHT SHE WAS DEAD. BUT NOW SHE’S BACK… WITH MY BABY IN HER ARMS. 
 
      
 
    I heard her scream as they gunned her down. 
 
    I promised I’d get my revenge for her death. 
 
    Years later, I’m almost ready to strike. 
 
    But then everything changed. 
 
      
 
    I’m a soldier, a warrior, a stone-cold killer. 
 
    It’s the only way to survive in this world I’ve chosen… 
 
    Kill or be killed. 
 
      
 
    As VP of the Pride MC, my men depend on me to be ruthless. 
 
    I’ve got reason enough to stoke the fury that burns in my chest: 
 
    The murder of my girlfriend years ago. 
 
      
 
    My enemies took her from me. 
 
    They wanted to stop me in my tracks. 
 
    But all they did was throw gasoline on my fire. 
 
      
 
    For years, I’ve told myself to wait for the right time to make things right. 
 
    Death for death, blood for blood. 
 
      
 
    But then Misha shows up on my doorstep. 
 
      
 
    And she’s not alone… 
 
    She’s got my baby in her arms. 
 
      
 
    I’m reeling now, my world turned on its head. 
 
    I know only one thing for certain: 
 
    I’m about to show her what she’s been missing all these years. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



GRIZ: A Dark Bad Boy Romance (Chained Angels MC) 
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    She’s a liability I can’t afford… and a temptation I can’t ignore. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I didn’t ask for another thing to worry about. 
 
    Especially not the hot, distracting mess that is Tanner Williams. 
 
    But when she challenges my authority, I don’t have a choice. 
 
    I need to bring out the chains and truly make her mine. 
 
      
 
    I could kill my VP for putting me in this mess. 
 
    There’s a way things should be done. 
 
    And this sure as hell wasn’t it. 
 
      
 
    Throwing a kidnapped beauty across my bed? 
 
    Calling her “the spoils of war”? 
 
    It’s more than I asked for. 
 
      
 
    Sure, she might be the sexiest thing I’ve ever laid eyes on. 
 
    But I’ve got a daughter at home and a club to run. 
 
    Not to mention a war looming on the horizon. 
 
    I can’t afford distractions like Tanner Williams. 
 
      
 
    But she’s mine now, whether I like it or not. 
 
    And when she starts giving me lip, the last of my patience disappears. 
 
    I’m gonna tighten her leash… 
 
    And show her who she belongs to now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



THE DADDY NEXT DOOR: A Dark Bad Boy Baby Romance (Heaven’s Horns MC) 
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    I’M DOWN ON MY KNEES FOR THE DADDY NEXT DOOR. 
 
      
 
    I just wanted to get out of this town and start a new life. 
 
    But then something unexpected happened… 
 
    I got hooked on a bad boy. 
 
    He’s filthy. He’s wrong. And he’s staying in the room next door. 
 
      
 
    Colton Sears is bad news. 
 
    He’s a criminal, a rebel, an outlaw with nothing but sex on his mind. 
 
      
 
    So why can’t I stop thinking about him? 
 
      
 
    It’s not like I don’t have better things to be daydreaming about. 
 
    My life isn’t exactly cupcakes and sunshine, after all. 
 
    I’m barely scraping by, working double shifts at a ratty diner, 
 
    Flirting with gross men because I’m so desperate for tips. 
 
      
 
    And living in this disgusting motel ain’t so peachy either… 
 
    Especially not with a sexy, reckless neighbor who is nothing but trouble. 
 
      
 
    But when Colton’s kid needs my help one day and Daddy is nowhere to be found, 
 
    I do what any human would do and get the kid a snack. 
 
      
 
    What a mistake that turns out to be. 
 
      
 
    Before I know it, I’m up close and personal with the tattooed devil himself. 
 
    I should hate him – he’s everything I’m trying to run away from. 
 
    But one look in those steely eyes and I know I’m not going anywhere. 
 
      
 
    I’m his now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



HOGTIED: A Dark Bad Boy Baby Romance (Satan's Chaos MC) 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    I’LL KEEP HER TIED UP UNTIL SHE GIVES ME WHAT I WANT: A BABY. 
 
      
 
    I was running from the law when I came across a bonfire in the desert. 
 
    Crazy girl burning her ex’s car? Check. 
 
    Hot as hell and desperate for a revenge f**k? Check. 
 
    The last person in the world I should be associating with? Check, check, and checkmate. 
 
    But she’s too damn perfect for me to stay away. 
 
      
 
    I needed to lie low for a while, and the best place to hide is in plain sight. 
 
    So I take a job guarding a reality star in the middle of an emotional breakdown. 
 
    After all, no one would expect a criminal like me to be swimming in the rich kid end of the pool. 
 
      
 
    Her glitzy diamonds and ritzy dances are a far cry from the leather and liquor I’m used to. 
 
    But Francesca Savoy is temptation in a tight black dress. 
 
    And she’s falling off her high horse… 
 
    Right into my tattooed arms. 
 
      
 
    I’ll let her keep thinking she’s the one running the show. 
 
    She doesn’t know that she’s falling for me. 
 
    That every touch, every tease, every rough, sweaty f**k is getting her more and more ensnared in my trap. 
 
      
 
    I want one thing: a baby. 
 
    And no one is gonna stop me from getting it. 
 
    Not her ex. 
 
    Not her mother. 
 
    Not even Francesca herself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



MANHANDLED: Sigma Saints MC 
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    SHE’S ABOUT TO GET MANHANDLED. 
 
      
 
    When you stick your nose where you don’t belong, then some punishment is in order. 
 
    It’s too late for “I’m sorry” or “It was an accident.” 
 
    She trespassed on the wrong man. 
 
    And I’m about to show her how delicious this punishment can be. 
 
      
 
    She was nothing special. 
 
    At least, that’s what I used to think. 
 
      
 
    When she first barged in and heard some things she definitely should NOT have heard, I didn’t think much of her. 
 
    She was cute, sure. 
 
    Sexy even, in an innocent kind of way. 
 
    But she was a loose end, and that meant one thing: 
 
      
 
    She needed to be tied up. 
 
      
 
    I cuffed her down until I could decide where to dispose of her once I’d done what had to be done. 
 
    But the longer I stared at her, the more my hunger grew. 
 
      
 
    A prize like this shouldn’t be just thrown away. 
 
    It needed to be tasted. 
 
    Savored. 
 
    Devoured. 
 
      
 
    I’d had a million girls before her, but Jess is another species entirely. 
 
    She brings out sides of me I never knew were there. 
 
    I don’t know whether to thank her for it… 
 
    Or bend her over my knee and spank her to teach her a lesson. 
 
      
 
    Lucky for me, I don’t have to choose between the two. 
 
    We’ve got plenty of time for both. 
 
    The Hitman’s Child: A Dark Bad Boy Baby Romance 
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    SHE CAN HAVE HER CHOICE: MY BABY IN HER BELLY, OR MY BULLET IN HER BRAIN. 
 
      
 
    My clients want people dead. 
 
    And if this man is to be believed, his ex-wife deserves her fate more than most. 
 
    But I’m not so sure. Maybe she’s earned the sweet kiss of death… 
 
    Or maybe all she needs is a hard, sweaty f*ck. 
 
      
 
    She thought she was finally safe. 
 
    But she didn’t know that I was coming to kill her. 
 
      
 
    It was nothing personal. 
 
    I’m a hitman, not a judge or jury. 
 
    I don’t ask questions… 
 
    I just pull the trigger and hide the bodies. 
 
      
 
    But there’s something different about this one. 
 
    Something innocent. 
 
    Something pure. 
 
      
 
    Is she really the monster her husband claims she is? 
 
    Or is there another story hidden behind those pretty eyes? 
 
      
 
    Only one way to know for sure: 
 
    Force her to her knees and spread that mouth wide open. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



DOM’S BABY: Broken Spires MC 
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    I HAD A TASTE OF HER. NOW, I’M COMING FOR THE REST. 
 
      
 
    One more heist, and then I’ll be done with this life for good. 
 
    In and out. I’d done it a million times. This will be no different. 
 
    At least, that’s what I thought… 
 
    Then Erica showed up. 
 
      
 
    She was too delicious to pass up. 
 
    A pretty city girl in a world far removed from the one she knows. 
 
      
 
    In other words, easy prey. 
 
      
 
    Down here, we do things different. 
 
    When a man like me wants a woman like her, he doesn’t stop to ask questions. 
 
    He just takes. 
 
    And takes. 
 
    And takes. 
 
    Until his hunger is sated. 
 
      
 
    And that’s exactly what I did. 
 
    The stupid girl was about to get stabbed, but I had a different kind of penetration in mind. 
 
    I scooped her up, threw her across my bike, and took her home. 
 
      
 
    The rest was bare flesh and broken moans. 
 
      
 
    I wish it had ended there. 
 
    But you can’t always get what you want. 
 
    And this little angel is trying her damndest to drag me back into the underworld I’m desperately trying to escape. 
 
      
 
    Cut it out, princess. 
 
    You don’t give the orders around here – I do. 
 
    Now get on your knees. 
 
    I’m not going to ask twice. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



King’s Baby: A Bad Boy Mafia Romance 
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    By the time all this is over, she’ll have my baby in her belly. 
 
      
 
    She was the star dancer at a sh*thole strip joint with plans for something grander. 
 
    I was an ex-con trying as hard as possible to stay out of the spotlight. 
 
    None of this should have ever happened. 
 
    But she pushed too far, and I had to punish her… The only trouble is, she liked it. 
 
      
 
    On the run from the law, I’ve got to find work where I can, even if it’s bouncing at this trashy club. 
 
    I should be keeping a low profile, but Christy has other ideas. 
 
      
 
    The platinum blonde dancer is a thunderstorm of ambition and ego. 
 
    She thinks she can shake that pretty ass and I’ll help her with whatever she needs. 
 
    But she’s wrong. 
 
    The only needs I’m satisfying are carnal. 
 
      
 
    The problem is, when I bend that gorgeous body over, I lose control… 
 
    And my past catches up with me. 
 
      
 
    The old boys from the neighborhood aren’t keen on letting me disappear. 
 
    They’ve found me at my most vulnerable, 
 
    and they aren’t the type of guys to let me live my life in peace. 
 
      
 
    Especially not when a shadowy mob boss is guiding their every move. 
 
    I should drop everything and run. 
 
    But Christy’s got me hooked. 
 
    I want her body. 
 
    I crave her taste. 
 
      
 
    And I promise you this: come hell or high water, I’m going to make her mine… 
 
    In the most permanent way I know how – 
 
    By putting my baby inside of her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Rip’s Baby: Hounds of Hades MC 
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    Rip won’t rest until he puts a baby in my belly. 
 
      
 
    Rip Harris is just like the rest of the Hounds of Hades MC – loud, obnoxious, and always looking to get laid. 
 
    And just my luck – he’s now going to be working in my dad’s auto shop. 
 
    He might be sexy as hell, but if I truly want to break free of this town, I need to stay far away from him. 
 
    But when a star professor tries to force himself on me, there’s only one place to turn for help. 
 
    Too bad the price of Rip’s protection is my mind, my body… and my womb. 
 
      
 
    All I ever wanted was to get the hell out of this podunk town. 
 
    It’s a dusty backwater filled with boozy bikers and washed-up losers. 
 
    I’ve got bigger dreams. 
 
      
 
    And when I land a prized scholarship to study design at university, I can finally see the light at the end of the tunnel. 
 
    Attracting the attention of the department’s preeminent professor seems like the cherry on top of a too-good-to-be-true ice cream sundae. 
 
      
 
    Turns out that’s exactly what it is. 
 
      
 
    Professor Ellsmith didn’t pick me out of the crowd because I was talented. 
 
    He picked me because he wanted to shove his filthy old hands between my legs. 
 
    And he threatens to derail my budding career if I say no. 
 
      
 
    I’m caught in the worst possible position. 
 
    Do I let this predator take advantage of me? 
 
    Or do I give up on my dreams? 
 
      
 
    I need help. 
 
    Rip seems like the last person in the world I want to owe a favor, but it’s not like I have a lot of choices. 
 
    There’s just one problem: 
 
    His services don’t come for free. 
 
      
 
    And if Rip is going to solve my professor problem, his demands are steep. 
 
    He wants to strip me, own me all night long… 
 
    …and use me to carry his baby. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Biker’s Baby: Devil’s Wings MC 
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    I can feel the biker’s baby growing inside me. 
 
      
 
    A whorehouse, a police raid, and a case of mistaken identity… 
 
    It’s a brutal recipe that’s left me tied up in the bed of a sexy, vicious biker. 
 
    Connor Ryan is determined to wring the truth out of me, by any means necessary. 
 
    I’ll resist all I can, but we both know the truth: he’s going to break me, and then he’s going to use me – in any way he wants. 
 
      
 
    When I promised my friend that she would never have to go back to whoring, I had no idea I would be forced to take her place. 
 
    But when she betrays me, I’m given to Connor Ryan… and my life takes a turn for the worse. 
 
    I’ve spent years running from my past. 
 
    But now, this bad boy biker is going to tie me down and make me do whatever he wants. 
 
      
 
    Connor knows I’m lying, and he’s determined to make me confess – or else. 
 
    The longer I defy him, the more determined he is to twist my body to its limits. 
 
    The sick truth is that part of me doesn’t mind this sinister game… 
 
    As long as it’s him I’m servicing. 
 
      
 
    But when I find out that my loved ones are dying while I hold out, 
 
    I’m forced to make a decision: 
 
    Do I keep up this charade… 
 
    Or do I submit and bear the biker’s baby? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Bad Boy’s Toy: A Bad Boy Hitman Romance 
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    I’ll put a baby in the escort’s belly. 
 
      
 
    She’s a whore on the run from her pimp. 
 
    I’m an enforcer looking for a new gig. 
 
    She thinks she can use me to help her climb out of her sh*thole of a life. 
 
    But I know how much her body is worth, and I’m determined to wring it for every last cent. 
 
      
 
    Micah 
 
      
 
    Don “Daddy” Williams is a sadistic bastard. 
 
    He painted a pretty picture of his business when I first arrived, desperate for cash. 
 
    But it didn’t take long before I realized his house was the farthest thing from legitimate. 
 
    He’s a pimp, a flesh trader – not a businessman. 
 
    And he doesn’t like taking no for an answer. 
 
      
 
    So when I tell him I don’t want to sleep with strangers for money, 
 
    He drops me off at a rough roadhouse with no protection. 
 
      
 
    I was about to get manhandled – or far, far worse… 
 
    Until Ford showed up. 
 
      
 
    The hired thug might be my only chance to escape. 
 
    And I’ll do whatever it takes to make it to Hollywood. 
 
    Even if it means letting him own me completely. 
 
      
 
    Ford 
 
      
 
    I was sick of my life. 
 
    Sick of hurting people.
Sick of stealing. 
 
    And most of all, sick of working for an old fox like Daddy Williams. 
 
      
 
    I want out. 
 
      
 
    But the future seems bleak, until a little gem named Micah catches my eye. 
 
    She’s in way over her head, and without me, she’s dead meat. 
 
    I lend a helping hand and get her out before something bad happens. 
 
    But she’s no fool – she knows I want something in return. 
 
      
 
    Her body. 
 
      
 
    I take her over the hood of my car, in a diner, in a filthy motel. 
 
    And when I find out she’s stolen from me, 
 
    I chain her up in a dungeon and make her beg for my forgiveness. 
 
      
 
    But when I learn that Daddy desperately wants his best working girl back, 
 
    I’m forced to make a choice. 
 
    Do I sell her back to the violent sex trafficker? 
 
    Or do I keep her for myself? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chopper’s Baby: Savage Outlaws MC 
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    He snatched me up and filled me with his baby. 
 
      
 
    I shouldn’t submit to him. After all, he kidnapped me. 
 
    I should do something – run, scream, fight back. 
 
    But one look into his icy eyes and I know the truth: I’m not going anywhere. 
 
    I’m going to stay here. Submit to his touch. 
 
    And I’m going to have his baby. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kelsey 
 
      
 
    I knew when I started that this was a dangerous game. 
 
    But I needed answers, and one of these bastards had to know who killed my sister. 
 
    I’d do whatever it took to find the murderer. 
 
    Even if it meant letting a hideous monster f*ck me like a dog. 
 
      
 
    Spike Lawler claimed me as his old lady before I even knew to resist. 
 
    Now, he says he’ll never let me go. 
 
    I’m trapped and drowning, a helpless victim to his disgusting wrath. 
 
      
 
    And when he finds out I’m pregnant, the last windows of opportunity to escape are slammed shut. 
 
    But here’s what Spike doesn’t know: 
 
    The baby isn’t his. 
 
      
 
    And the man who gave it to me is coming to claim his child. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chopper 
 
      
 
    I’m sick of standing idly by. It’s time to strike. 
 
    Spike Lawler is soft. Weak. Arrogant. He thinks I can’t do a thing to him. 
 
    But he doesn’t know that I’ve learned his secret: 
 
    His old lady, his most prized possession, is pregnant. 
 
      
 
    I’m going to hit him where it hurts the most. 
 
    The plan comes together perfectly, and before I know it, 
 
    I have his old lady tied up in my clubhouse basement. 
 
      
 
    I go down to interrogate her, only to come face-to-face with a stunning realization. 
 
    She’s not just some pawn in this power struggle. 
 
      
 
    She’s the mother of my baby. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



BROKEN ANGEL: Devil’s Route MC 
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    She was an angel when she met me. She was broken when she left. 
 
      
 
    One night in my bed ruined her for good. I left her with aching lips, dark desires… and a secret baby. 
 
    Eight years later, she’s back, and desperate for more of the same. 
 
    But there are shadows on her tail – an ex-husband thirsty for blood. 
 
    Well, he’d better come ready. I’ll die to protect what’s mine. 
 
      
 
    Halley Talin should have stayed in my past. 
 
    We had one night together – one hot, filthy night, a night where I showed her how pleasurable the shadows can be. 
 
      
 
    I knew she’d never forget it. 
 
    But I had to move on. 
 
      
 
    I had a club to ride with, and that was all the family I ever wanted. 
 
      
 
    At least, that’s what I used to think. 
 
      
 
    Then Halley came knocking on my door once more. 
 
    She was just as stunning, just as sweet. 
 
    But something dark lingered behind her eyes. 
 
      
 
    And when she stepped aside, she revealed something that left me damn near speechless – 
 
    A son I never knew existed. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know the first thing about being a father. 
 
    All I know is crime and violence and the craven thrill of making a woman beg and moan. 
 
      
 
    But for the first time in my life, I have something to lose. 
 
    Something to fight for. 
 
    Something to protect. 
 
      
 
    And I’ll be damned if anyone is going to take it from me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CAGED: A Dark Bad Boy Romance 
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    I’VE GOT HER CAGED AND DESPERATE FOR A TASTE OF THE BAD BOY. 
 
      
 
    The boss only wants Joey Banks straightened out, but I’ve got a different plan in mind. 
 
    I’m going to kill the man and take the smuggling route for my own. 
 
    No one else needs to get hurt. The plan is as simple as it gets. 
 
      
 
    Until I meet Joey’s daughter. 
 
      
 
    She might look like an angel… 
 
    but she f*cks like the devil. 
 
      
 
    And then I find out she’s letting me reel her back in so she can get her own revenge on her father. 
 
    Fair enough; I can respect a little deception. I’m no stranger to it myself. 
 
    We might even have made a good team – if she hadn’t turned on me. 
 
      
 
    Now I’ve got no choice but to call in a siege. 
 
    I’m going to have to fight my way out, but I’m not leaving empty-handed. 
 
      
 
    I’m taking that fiery b*tch with me no matter what. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Born Sinner 
 
    Available only when you sign up to my mailing list! 
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    Life ain’t easy for a born sinner. 
 
      
 
    Carter Prince wants an old lady like a house cat wants baths – in other words, not at all. So when the president of his MC hires him out as a bodyguard for the daughter of a local politician, he’s a little bit less than pleased. It’s not a completely horrible situation, though – he wasn’t expecting her to be such a stone cold stunner. He tells himself to keep his mind on the job, but the more time they spend together, the closer he gets to taking her as his own right then and there… 
 
      
 
    Angela McCarron is sick of rules. Go here, not there. Do this, not that. It comes with the territory of being the daughter of a city councilman, but after eighteen years of it, all she wants is a little freedom, just a taste of the carefree childhood she never got to have. 
 
      
 
    So imagine her joy when a mysterious threat in the mail prompts her father to hire a bodyguard for her. But there is a silver lining – Carter Prince might be the sexiest man she’s ever seen. If only he wasn’t such an icy bastard. She shouldn’t keep disobeying him, but then again, Angela’s never met a line that she didn’t wish she could cross… Especially not one this handsome. 
 
      
 
    As Carter and Angela clash and mesh and clash again, the danger around them draws ever closer. It only takes one mistake before both of them realize just how far they’ve gone down the rabbit hole. They just have to hope it’s not too late to save themselves – or each other. 
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    New subscribers receive a FREE steamy short. 
 
      
 
    Click the banner or link below to join. 
 
    http://dl.bookfunnel.com/ogns2te7xi 
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