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GIVE ME A REASON




ONE

TRENT


It was just before ten when I eased my bike into the packed parking lot at the front of the club.

Darkness had long descended on the small city of Redemption Hills, California. The sky above was nothing but a blanket of black. Against it, the neon lights gleamed and glowed from the two-story building like beacons of debauchery, flashing over the slew of cars and bikes lined in a row near the entrance.

I stopped at the front and planted my boots on the ground so I could roll my bike back. Killing the rumbling engine, I kicked the stand and swung off. The glow of club lights and the sound of heavy music seeped through the thick block walls.

I lit a smoke and strode for the entrance, my boots crunching on the loose gravel as I went.

“Mr. Lawson.” Kult dipped his head as I approached.

Awareness rustled through the bodies standing at the door to get inside as I advanced on the crowd.

“Kult,” I returned as I came up beside him.

“How are you tonight, Sir?”

“Still breathing.”

He chuckled. “All we can ask for, isn’t it?”

Kult was a bouncer who’d been working for me for the last four years. Intimidating as fuck. Loyal to the bone. Exactly what was required.

Stamping out my cigarette with the toe of my boot, I scanned the scene. “All quiet tonight?”

“So far, Sir,” Kult responded, his burly frame forever on guard.

“Way I like it,” I said, gaze sweeping the faces of those who’d turned to stare at me. Like every person there had taken note of my presence. Every eye compelled to look my direction.

My father had always said respect wasn’t earned, it was taken.

You had to own it.

Possess it.

As much as I’d despised the pig, he’d at least had that one thing right.

Proof of it was in the way every person had shifted. Now on edge. A shot of self-preservation injected into their bloodstreams.

Like they’d felt the rumble of the earth vibrating beneath the approach of my bike.

Felt the shift in the sordid, stagnant air.

I always found it ironic that they all seemed desperate for the promise made by the blue neon sign hanging from the front of the building.

Absolution.

Absolution from whatever sins they were running from.

Absolution from any choices they might make that night.

Absolution from feeling anything at all except for pleasure.

Still, they gaped at me like even in the midst of their thirst for indulgence, they felt wickedness in their presence.

They wouldn’t be wrong.

“At capacity?” I asked. There were at least twenty people in line, but I made it a habit to know everything going down in my club.

“Yes, Sir, since about nine.”

“Good.”

“Always is.” He cracked a bearded grin.

I lifted my chin in parting before I wound behind him so I could slip through the double doors and into the dingy glow of the bar. Music blared through the speakers and reverberated along the floors. It set up the vibe in anticipation of the band that would be taking the stage in about an hour.

Absolution was this cross between luxe and dive.

Fuckin’ kick-ass bands and the best drinks in the small, trendy mountain city that was tucked in the most northeastern corner of California.

A biker bar that had the rest of Redemption Hills flocking in droves for a chance to dip their toes into the danger they could feel seeping from the walls and still be able to walk away from it in the morning without feeling an ounce of guilt.

I edged deeper into the belly of my bar.

Place I’d built from the ground up with a little help from my brothers.

My attention swept the enormous room. The lights hanging from the cavernous ceiling were dimmed. Mood rowdy.

The bottom floor was surrounded by booths that lined the walls, tables and couches in the open space, and the stage and dance floor were to the far right.

The upper floor was home to pool tables and a second bar, and it wrapped around like a horseshoe, creating a balcony that was open in the middle to give a view of the stage.

I headed for the long matte black bar that ran the far wall on the main floor.

The floating shelves on the back wall were welded steel and glass, the rows of bottles running top to bottom cast in a glow of blue neon lights.

I wound through the couples snuggled on the couches and a few groups of college boys who were clearly out looking for a taste of the wild side.

Sage was behind the bar. He lifted his chin in welcome when he saw me coming. His dark tattoos looked like seething demons writhing across his even darker skin. Dude looked about as menacing as they came except for the grin that cracked his face.

“Yo, Trent. About time you decided to show your lazy ass.”

He was all cocky smiles as he poured me my regular. I slipped onto the stool in front of him, and he slid the glass my direction.

I took it with a scoff, taking a sip of the scotch and letting it soothe the disorder I couldn’t keep from raging inside. Way it always did. Begging to break loose.

“You gonna write me up for being late?” I razzed, quirking a brow.

Asshole loved acting the boss.

Considering he kept this place running when I wasn’t around, he might as well be.

Sage laughed a sound that was pure pity. “That would be a hard pass. Hard enough cleaning up your messes around here. You really gonna ask me to take on more?”

I tipped my glass his direction. “Only one I trust to do it.”

“Guess I need to start slacking then, yeah?” he taunted with a grin.

“Hell, no. Place would be in shambles without you. How is it looking tonight, anyway?”

He dried his hands on a towel. Sage was my general manager, but the dude loved playing bartender. It put him front and center. Where he could always keep an eye and an ear open. Be in the middle of the mix. Blending in so the rest of the staff thought of him as one of their own and let down their guard.

He always knew when something shady was going down before anyone else.

Plus, he actually fuckin’ liked people, so that was a thing.

“All’s good. Deliveries are complete and accounted for. Safes are full. Numbers are on your desk. Band is in the back ready to roll. All staff showed except for Laila. Shocker. Speaking of, there is someone waiting on you for an interview. She refused to leave until she saw you, if you want to know what you’re up against.”

His brown eyes played as he cracked a smirk and gestured toward one of the booths running the left wall.

I let my attention wander there, to the blonde who was sitting tucked in the booth sipping a Coke, looking so out of place I could actually feel her discomfort all the way from where I was sitting.

Frown taking hold, I swiveled my attention back to Sage. “Are you kidding me? Who let her in?”

Fighting laughter, he shrugged. “I did.”

Annoyance left me on a sigh. “Should only take a glance from you to know she doesn’t belong.”

Hell, she looked like raw meat set out for wolves to devour. Weak and ripe for the kill. Girl would get torn to shreds in a place like this.

Fact my dick jumped at the sight of her was evidence enough.

“Besides, interviews are by appointment only,” I added like he didn’t know the routine.

Sage lifted his hands to the side. “Hey, man, don’t blame me. She sat there all pretty like in that booth and ordered herself a drink. Paying customer and all. Of course, she’s been sitting there since three, refusing to leave until she got to talk to the one in charge, you know, since the bossman didn’t show for her interview that had been scheduled for that time.”

“Shit,” I grumbled, scrubbing a hand over my face. “Totally let it slip.”

Sage arched a sarcastic brow. “Really?”

“You could have handled it.”

“Went out there, and she flashed me a winning smile and said please. What’s a gentleman to do? Besides, don’t want that position, remember?”

Gentleman?

I scoffed and stood. “Fine. I’ll get rid of her.”

I swiped my drink from the bar and started her direction.

Girl sat facing out, her attention flitting all over the place. Anxiety ripped from her and sent little shockwaves pulsating through the air.

This tingly, nervous energy that blistered and blew.

Inhaling deep, I pinned on my most indifferent expression because fuck…I could scent it like prey.

Goodness.

Vulnerability.

I should send Kult over to toss her because I had the sense that I should tuck tail and head the other direction. Stay as fucking far away from this girl as possible.

Knew better than getting twisted in something like that. When a bad idea presented itself? I usually found myself standing in front of it like I was on the goddamn welcome committee.

And there I was. Hit with an urge that had me itching to take a closer look. A feeling I hadn’t felt in a long, long time.

To dip my dirty fingers into something pure. Like maybe it could offer a second’s reprieve from who I was.

But did I stop?

Nah.

I was drawn.

Moving closer.

Thing was, didn’t think I’d ever seen anyone so uniquely plain or indecently stunning before.

Her nose was probably a little too big and the contours of her face a little too sharp for her to fit into that perfect formula for beauty. Thick, blonde hair was parted in the middle, and it was curled in these fat waves that rolled over her shoulders, like the style hailed from another day.

Her chin was shaped like a heart and her mouth was a tiny pink bow written in an innocence so sweet I had to think there was a chance it’d never been devoured before.

Came to the quick conclusion it was the sum of them that made her striking.

This stoic sort of beauty that could bring a wicked man to his knees.

She felt me coming the way everyone else did. A frisson slaked through the air as I made my way to her. She looked up. Eyes the color of November took me in. A kaleidoscope of browns and greens, yellows and reds. Fallen leaves that sparked and shimmered beneath the muted light and sent another shiver racing for my dick.

Her stare ran down my body like she was cataloguing everything she could about me.

First and foremost, fear.

Danger.

Distrust.

Good girl.

Problem was the way something else struck in the space between us. Something palpable yet imperceptible.

I saw the evidence of it prickle across the surface of her flesh.

Chills that ran wild.

Motherfuck.

She brought her shoulders up high like she could protect herself from it, all while lifting her chin in a show of confidence that made a smirk tick up at the corner of my mouth.

Nothing but a ferocious little kitten.

I slipped into the booth opposite her. As casual as could be, I slung an arm over the back and kept my other hand wrapped around the glass that I set on the table.

Before I had a chance to say anything, she asked, “You’re the owner?”

Her voice was this breathy, seductive thing, and shit…

“Yes,” I gritted.

She shoved her hand out across the table. “Hello. I’m Eden Murphy. I’m really grateful for the opportunity to meet you.”

Yeah, well I wasn’t so keen on meeting her because I was overcome with a severe bout of insta-lust. Kind that had my fingers twitching and the tiny speck of a conscience I still possessed telling me to stay the fuck away from the sweetness that was fillin’ my nostrils like a drug.

My own sixth sense.

Because to a guy like me? It was the light that was the danger. Thing that left me vulnerable. Put me at risk.

I just glared at her dainty little hand like all it had to offer was a viper bite before I cocked my head and bit out the reply, “Trent Lawson, and I’m sorry to waste your time, sweetheart, but we aren’t hiring servers.”

I started to get the fuck out of there when her voice hit me again. “Um…wait…what?”

Could feel her confused dejection floating around me.

Gripping on.

Talons digging into my skin and dragging me back.

Words started to flood out from behind. “It said you were hiring in the job ad, and I had an interview at three o’clock today. I’m qualified. I worked at a café all through high school and at a coffee bar during college.”

“You and everyone else, sunshine,” I tossed out without glancing back because looking at her had become a dangerous thing.

This chick with the autumn eyes and the thrumming heart.

“Please, I’d appreciate you at least talking to me.” Agitation bound her words as I kept moving away. Then they flooded with panic. “I’m qualified and I’m fast…and…and I’ve danced my entire life.”

I whipped my head around fast enough to witness her delicate throat tremor when she said it, like maybe she could swallow back up the words after she’d released them.

I chuckled a dark sound.

Was she serious?

I sank back into the booth, no clue where this girl thought she was going with this, but some sick part of me liked the idea entirely too much.

“So, tell me about this dancing, Kitten, that you’ve done your whole life.”

She flinched, her delicate throat bobbing when she swallowed, the words hard when she pushed them out.

“I’ve done ballet since I was a child,” she said. “Now I teach classes to children.”

A rough chuckle scraped from my throat. “Ballet?”

“Yes. I can demonstrate, if you like?” A clear challenge tilted her head to the side when she said it.

Hard laughter slipped free, and I took a sip of my scotch, raked my teeth on my bottom lip as I sank back farther to take her in.

“What I want to know is how dancing has anything to do with you gettin’ hired as a server here? This look like a strip club to you?”

“No. I just…I thought it might…” She trailed off, chewing at her bottom lip.

Hiking a brow, I blatantly let my gaze rake over the bits of her I could see from over the top of the table. Girl was wearing a fucking baby-blue blouse that she had buttoned to the base of her throat, a suit jacket over the top like she was applying to be a teller down at the local bank.

Hot as fuck, but not even close to fittin’ in around here, though I got the sense she was trying to convince me that wasn’t the case.

Nah, we might not have dancers, but it was no secret our servers weren’t shy to tempt imaginations. To tease minds into desire with bits of flesh rather than showcasing everything hidden underneath.

Untouchable where they roamed like fallen angels through the raving pack.

Girl sitting across from me might be an angel, but not the kind who owned these floors.

The scrape of my laugh was like razors. “Sorry, Kitten, know exactly what you’re sayin’. Think it’s safe to say you don’t quite fit the bill.”

The offense that flashed through her expression almost overrode the desperation. “And what exactly is that supposed to mean?”

Pushing to standing, I moved over to plant my hands on the table and leaned her way.

I was slammed with another shockwave of energy.

That fear and distrust.

But this time, the other piece was unmistakable—stark, terrified attraction.

My mouth moved close to her ear. “It means you’d get eaten alive.”

Most likely by me.

Shivers raced her spine.

I felt them.

Her nerves ricocheting against mine.

Had to restrain myself from leaning in and licking her jaw.

Because fuck, I wanted a taste for myself.

I edged back an inch, figuring she’d slip out in the bare space and run the hell to safety.

But no.

Not this girl.

She lifted that defiant chin again. “I’m far less fragile than you think.”

I inhaled her honeyed scent. Had to force myself to be a good little boy considering I was dying to test that theory. “Believe me, sweetheart, I’m doing you a favor. Girls like you don’t belong in a place like this. Now go home and lock your door behind you before you regret walking through my door.”

“Are you always so condescending to the women who apply here?”

Desire and disdain.

They seeped from her skin.

This time, I let my nose run the edge of her ear as I murmured, “Only the ones who look like you.”

I pushed back and started to walk, only to freeze. Struck by the bolt of lightning that speared through my body when her hand wrapped around my wrist.

She gasped like she’d felt it, too. Then she gritted, “I don’t need your protection, Mr. Lawson. What I need is this job.”


TWO

EDEN


Flames ignited in the spot where I’d grabbed him by the wrist. Heat blistered, searing up my arm and spreading like a flashfire through my chest. It jumpstarted my heart into mayhem. Into a confusion, chaos, and greed I couldn’t fathom this stranger could invoke.

The second I’d stepped through the doors of this club, I’d known I was treading into dangerous territory. Dancing into a devil’s den.

This guy was right.

I’d likely get eaten alive. I didn’t belong here. Didn’t fit in. Not that I wanted to or was ashamed that this place had me feeling on edge. Completely out of my element.

But I didn’t have another choice.

There were times in your life when you had to suck it up and make the sacrifice. When you’d step out of your comfort zone if it meant it might help the ones who meant the most to you.

Even if my efforts only made the smallest bit of a difference in my father’s life, it would be worth it.

I squeezed his wrist tighter while he glared at me like I was going to regret having the audacity to touch him.

No question, I would.

I swallowed my pride, the fear, the apprehension, and tried to put on a brave face. “Please.”

His darkly beautiful brow curled in cruel disbelief. “So, the dancer needs a job.”

He was mocking me. I could hear the tenor of it sliding off his tongue. Baiting me on his hook.

Why had I told him that? But that was the thing when you were desperate.

You’d say anything—do anything—to fix your situation. To help those you love.

“She does.”

“And does she have…any other talents?”

He cracked a menacing grin.

It sent another rush of chills skating my flesh. Sent my belly tipping, sloshing with a sensation I didn’t want to recognize. Like every nerve ending in my body had suddenly sparked to life.

“Like I said, I used to be a server for many years, and I’m a quick learner at what I don’t know. I’m sure you’ll teach me whatever that is.”

There was no keeping the bite out of my tone. No stopping the way my hackles rose. The way he had me feeling something I couldn’t pinpoint.

Like I was teetering a razor-sharp edge between disgust and desire.

And I’d met him not five minutes before.

It was a terrible sign, if I was being honest. A sign that warned I should just leave. But I remained rooted to the spot.

The man laughed again in this unholy way.

How he made stepping back a foot appear predatory, I didn’t know, but I felt the threat created in the movement. In the way he hovered and writhed in the small space. A gorgeous wraith who eclipsed me in shadow.

His aura was this seething electricity. A compulsion that led the weak toward destruction.

His hair was a raven shock, shaved on the sides and longer on top, and his eyes were a sooty, smoldering gray.

Lures that drew you toward temptation.

He wasn’t as thick as the bouncers. Instead, he was slender and tall, his frame rippling with fierce, sinewy muscle. Somehow, it made him appear even more intimidating.

Ink covered most of his exposed flesh. It rode out from under the sleeves of his leather jacket and onto the back of his hands and over his knuckles. More climbed from the neck of his tee and rolled up his throat where the designs disappeared behind his ears.

And there he stood, taking me in with a face that was cut into the most distinct, unforgettable lines. This daunting, terrifying beauty.

I wasn’t sure I’d ever encountered a man as electrifying.

As darkly alluring.

A jumpstart to the senses.

As hard as I tried, the only soft thing I could find about him were his plush, pouty lips—that was if you could look past the sneer they seemed to be permanently curled into.

I could feel it shivering across my skin and shouting from my soul.

This boy was bad.

Bone deep.

And there I stood, the fool begging him for a chance. “I’ll do whatever it takes.”

Wrong thing to say because he cracked a smirk. “Ah, I see how it is, Kitten. You like to play with fire.”

“I don’t,” I told him. Honestly. Truthfully.

I didn’t want any trouble, and he clearly had plenty of it to offer.

I just wanted a job.

No matter if he made my belly quiver and my fingers tremble. No matter if he stirred something inside me that had been dead for a long, long time.

His gaze raked me again.

Calculating.

Analyzing.

Then he jutted his chin. “Follow me.”

Spinning on his heel, he started across the bar without further warning.

This guy gave me whiplash.

I scrambled to follow. “Where are we going?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he parted the crowd as if every person there felt him coming.

I tried to keep up as we crossed the bottom floor of the bar that was completely packed.

Anticipation high. Inhibitions freed. People letting go while salivating for the band that was setting up on stage.

I peeked to the side as if I were looking for a buoy. For a raft in the middle of a stormy, toiling sea.

My attention landed on the bartender who’d let me set up post for the entire day. He’d been kind to me, but right then, he was grinning the smuggest grin I’d ever seen.

The kind that screamed, sucker.

I didn’t know if it was meant for me or the man who cut a path to the opposite end of the bar.

Mr. Lawson hooked a left into a narrow, dank hallway. There was a sign at the side that read employees only. I skated around the sharp corner, clutching my purse to my chest and rushing to keep up while my heels slid on the slick concrete floor.

Great.

Scoring all the points.

A second later, he suddenly stopped to toss open a door to the right. He held it open as he spun back to look at me.

On a gasp, I skidded to a stop, unable to keep up with the turbulence vibrating through the dense air.

Still standing in the dim shadows, he quirked a brow. “So, tell me Eden Murphy, is it the thrill or the money? Trying to piss off your daddy?”

Those sooty eyes gleamed and glowed with the challenge.

Wow. I wanted to tell this guy where to shove it.

The only reason I was there was because I was trying to save my daddy.

My daddy who was in dire straits.

And I would do absolutely anything to help the man who’d sacrificed so much. The one who would do anything for me. Lift me up. Support me. Hold me.

Now, it was my turn to return the favor. But this jerk didn’t deserve an explanation, no matter how gorgeous he was.

I gulped down the irritation and anxiety.

“I told you I needed this job. The answer to that should be obvious.”

“And I also told you that you don’t belong. Plenty of other jobs in the city.”

Hurt curled through my senses. Of course, a guy who was clearly rolling in it would spout it as truth.

“Are there?” I couldn’t help but sneer it.

Those fierce eyes sheared through me as if I were standing there bare, dragging from my eyes and down my quivering throat to where my trembling hands were clutching my purse.

Down, down, down, along the length of my legs exposed by my pencil skirt, to my heels, before he was somehow both leisurely and voraciously dragging them back up.

Shivers raced beneath the unabashed perusal, my stomach churning with a mix of revulsion and fascination.

The man was nothing but a smolder when his gaze met with mine.

“I’d take you as the type who’d show more…caution.” He said it like an insult.

“You think you scare me?” I spat the words like they could become steel around me. A hedge of protection.

He suddenly reached out and fluttered the tips of his tattooed fingers across the erratic thunder at the pulse point in my neck.

A wild, reckless pound.

Shivers raced and my knees nearly buckled.

He tilted his head. “Don’t I?”

I struggled to swallow. To breathe. I gave a harsh shake of my head to break the trance. “Do you have a job for me or not, Mr. Lawson? Because I’m not here to play games.”

He cracked a wry, cocky smile and widened the door. He gestured inside. “After you, Kitten.”

Gritting my teeth, I strode into his office with as much confidence as I could muster. It wasn’t that hard. I might appear delicate and fragile. Unworldly. Naïve. But I’d experienced enough tragedies, enough heartache in my life, to know when I needed to dig in my heels and get done what needed to be done.

He gestured at a chair set in front of a desk that sat facing out on the room.

“Have a seat.” He said it like a proposition.

I had to stop my eyes from rolling when I sat down, but there was nothing I could do to keep them from jumping around the office that was much larger than I’d anticipated. Taking it in. The massive black desk and black leather chair. But it was the glass case against the side wall that stole my attention.

It was filled with relics and treasures and paraphernalia from another time. Guns. Swords. I gulped when I saw a few pieces of ancient, rusted torture devices on display like a prize behind the glass.

I shifted in discomfort.

Everything in this room screamed sadist.

My chest tightened and I itched in my seat.

He was suddenly there, leaning over me at my side, dragging a finger down my cheek while he murmured in my ear, “There’s still time to run, Kitten. I promise I won’t even chase you.”

I swallowed the screaming reservations down, the ones that told me coming here was hunting down trouble unlike anything I’d ever experienced in my life. Self-preservation urged me to get up and go and never look back.

But I had a mission, and I wasn’t backing down. “Like I said, I need this job.”

He hovered there, at my side for far too long before he let go of a long sigh and rounded the desk. He folded himself into the huge leather chair. He dug into a drawer and then shoved a stack of papers my direction. “Everyone signs an NDA.”

Shocker.

Who knew what he ran through here. Everything about him shouted mayhem. That his darkness went so much farther than skin deep. That his hands were dirty.

Nerves roiled in my belly.

Was I really doing this?

He rocked back, an elbow propped on a chair arm and his head rested on those fingers. Somehow, he’d lost his jacket in my moment of stupor, as if I’d lost a period of time, lost in the insanity of what I was doing.

And there he sat like some wicked king. His arms a portrait of depravity. Those eyes a vacuum to the sins deep within.

I guessed it was that moment that I remembered my father’s words. When he’d say we’re all brought to the altar of temptation. We either kneel at it or turn our backs on it, but we can never, ever straddle it.

Call me a fool, but I was going to try.

I lifted my chin. “I won’t do anything illegal.”

He cocked a salacious grin. “Don’t worry, Kitten. I have something much more fun planned for you.”
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Was he serious?

He had something much more fun planned for me?

I gritted my teeth, scrubbing the last of the pots that had been piled high in the industrial sink and fighting tears. I’d never been so offended in my life.

I’d told him I was qualified.

I may never have been a cocktail server before, but I knew how to take care of people and how to do it well. Caretaking had been what I’d done my entire life.

Instead of telling me to come back for training, he’d handed me a freaking apron and sent me into the kitchen, still wearing my heels and skirt, mind you.

Jerk.

Music vibrated the floors, rumbling from the depths of the bar while I fought an irrational rage.

Or maybe it wasn’t irrational at all.

He’d wanted to insult me. Put me down. Shame me into subjection.

The fact I wouldn’t let him was the only reason I hadn’t walked, not that I was ever going to return.

I glanced at my watch.

Two a.m.

I had to be to my real job by seven.

Crap, I was going to be a zombie come tomorrow. A very irate, disgruntled, broke-ass zombie.

I would have gladly lost sleep for some actual money.

But this?

I swiped at the tear that got free.

Damn it. I wasn’t going to let him see me cry. That’s what he wanted. To belittle me. But more than that? I had been relying on this being a break. Had hoped to find some sort of blessing, but I should’ve known better than to look for it in a place like this.

Maybe it was a sign. My salvation. A gift hidden in the mirage of mockery.

I didn’t belong here. Didn’t want to be. We all had choices in how we lived our lives, and I knew the choices I wanted to make for mine were out of tune here. The fact the fine hairs prickled at the back of my neck when I felt the shift in the air was proof enough.

The way my stomach flipped at that seething intensity that rippled through the air and covered me from behind. The way they wrapped me in these chains that I refused to become hostage to.

“Kitten.” His voice was a rough scrape.

My teeth ground harder. “What can I help you with, Sir?”

I spat it like my own insult.

“Your shift is over. Tom will finish loading the washers and cleaning the floor.”

I tried to draw a sane breath into my lungs and not lash out. I pinned on the fakest smile ever faked, but I was sure I still looked like a lunatic when I whirled around and shot it his direction. “Great.”

I started to wind around him. He grabbed me by the hand.

Fire streaked.

Flames that screamed up my arm and jumped into my veins.

What the hell was wrong with me?

I froze, barely looking at him, and then my brow curled when he extended an envelope for me to take.

A very fat envelope.

With a shaking hand, I warily accepted it. “What is this?”

“Your portion of tonight’s tips.”

Confusion flashed so quickly I couldn’t keep it out of my expression. “What?”

“Servers and bartenders share a cut of what they make with the rest of the staff. What you do allows them to do what they need to do. That’s how it works around here.”

Stunned, I blinked, still held by his hand on my arm. The whisper coming from my mouth was shocked. “Thank you.”

He leaned in closer, his aura taking me whole, the words a rough threat when he uttered them an inch from my jaw. “Don’t thank me just yet.”

Then he turned and stalked for the swinging door, not bothering to look back when he said, “See you tomorrow night at nine, Kitten.”

I swore, I felt the ground shake beneath my feet.

Tentatively, I peeked at the contents of the envelope. My heart nearly seized. Inside, there had to be at least three hundred dollars in cash.

Oh god.

My hand went to my chest, and I struggled to take in a cleansing breath.

To make sense of this stupor.

This feeling that I should run against the temptation that whispered I should stay.

And as I peeled off the apron and went into the locker room to get my bag, my head still spinning, I wondered if I’d finally, finally caught a break, all while praying I wasn’t being lured into the deepest pit in Hell.


THREE

TRENT


Groaning, I buried my face deeper into the pillow when my mattress was hit by a Richter eight. So much energy comin’ from the pint-size tot it was a wonder he didn’t bring down the house.

“Dad, Dad, Dad! You’ve got to get up and hurry it up quick.” He jumped at my side, his little feet creating a cataclysm on the bed. “It’s the very first day of school, and no way can we be late because I don’t want to go gettin’ into trouble. Gettin’ into trouble is bad, right, Dad?”

I hugged that pillow and willed myself to shake off the fog. The exhaustion. Because truth be told, three hours of sleep just wasn’t gonna cut it.

But he was the one thing that made it worth it.

One love.

One loyalty.

One reason.

“Right, Dad, right?” He kept bouncing away.

That time, I buried the groan into the down feathers before I forced myself to roll over, peeling my eyes open to the dawning day.

And there he was, the kid all sunshine and love and exuberance smiling down at me.

Gage.

My son.

Only thing brilliant and big enough to fill the crater burned through the middle of my black heart.

Only thing bright enough to give me a glimpse of the light.

He was the one good thing I had in my life. One thing I protected with that life, too.

He was dressed in jeans, a short-sleeved button up, and his checkered Vans. Looking like the budding badass that he was.

Except the skin of his arms and neck were covered in squiggles and lines and crude shapes drawn in ink.

What the fuck?

Sitting up, I stabbed my fingers through my bedhead, squinting through the blinding light. “What’s goin’ on there, little dude?”

I gestured at the shit he’d scribbled all over his body.

He stretched his arms out—far too proud. “What d’ya think, Dad? You like ’em a lot? Now I look just like you.” His caramel-colored eyes widened in anticipation. “’cept not as big yet, but I’m gonna be soon! Right, Dad, right?”

He started jumping again, little legs propelling himself as high as he could go, arms raised above his head with all that golden hair bouncing around his chubby face.

Kid cute as fuck.

A slight chuckle rumbled out, and I snagged him around the waist and tossed him onto his back on the bed. I started tickling his sides. “You think you’re gonna be as big as me, huh?”

Gage howled with laughter, clutching his stomach and kicking his feet. “You know it, Dad! I got to be.”

“You gotta be, huh?” I kept tickling him, but soft and with all the love I had for him.

He batted at my hands, laughing and squirming all over the place. “Yes, Dad, yes! I got to be! Otherwise, my uncles are gonna call me shorty for my whole life!”

“Rude.” I widened my eyes with the tease.

“The rudest,” he said with a jerk of his chin, resolute.

I slowed, unable to do anything but gaze down at this kid who was looking at me like I was his hero. Most precious grin spreading across his face, so massive it dimpled his cheeks.

Wanted to be that for him.

His hero.

His rock.

Kind of dad worthy of someone looking at him the way my boy did.

Like I wasn’t covered in scars and sin and shame.

Like my soul wasn’t shrouded in the blemish of the things I’d done.

I ran my hand over the top of his head, pained affection bleeding out. “I do know it. You’re gonna be so big. So strong. So good,” I promised.

Caramel eyes shined. “Just like you.”

Old grief clutched my chest, and I forced a smile. “No way. You’re going to be way better.”

“Those seem like really too high standards, Dad.” He said it all kinds of serious.

Laughter fumbled out, and I ruffled my fingers through his hair.

Fucking Logan.

“Sounds to me like you’ve been spending too much time with Uncle Logan.”

He sat up, more of that earnestness infiltrating his voice. “You crazy? There’s never too much Uncle Logan time.”

My grin was wry as I sat back and hooked my knuckle under my kid’s chin. “I bet he told you that, too.”

Gage scowled. “Bettin’s bad, Dad, don’t you know?”

Kid was a stickler for the rules.

The irony wasn’t lost on me.

I shook my head, my lips softening as I stared at the child who I’d do anything for. “You look super cool, man, but I think we’re gonna have to ditch the tattoos for your first day of school, yeah?”

A pout took to his face. “Oh man, how come?”

“Because I doubt your teacher is going to appreciate how dang awesome you are.” I shot him my most playful grin, though I was one-hundred-percent serious. Last thing I needed was some rigid bitch on my back.

Judging me.

Judging my kid.

“Go on and have Uncle help you get cleaned up. I’m going to grab a shower and I’ll be downstairs in a minute.”

“’Kay, Dad!”

He scrambled off the bed and went blazing out my bedroom door, his footsteps banging down the stairs.

A heavy sigh heaved from my lungs, and I tossed the covers and went for the massive shower in my bathroom. I scratched at my chin as I shuffled in, trying to stave off the desire to faceplant back into bed.

I turned the water on hot and let steam fill the room as I twisted out of my underwear so I could step into the spray.

My eyes dropped closed at the warmth.

In an instant, her face flashed behind my lids.

Shit.

Seemed no matter what I did, no matter how hard I tried to walk the straight and narrow, I always ended up chasing trouble. Hunting it, like I didn’t know how to stop.

Because there I was—struck with it—an errant bolt of lust that didn’t belong.

Eden Murphy.

That feisty little kitten who’d wanted to claw my eyes out last night.

Except she was the key to an entirely different type of trouble than I normally sought, and I was just fool enough to want to turn the lock.

No doubt, that was why I hadn’t kicked her to the curb. Why I couldn’t get her off my mind for a second last night or the fact she’d shown up in my brain first thing this morning, too.

I’d fucking eaten up the way she blushed and fumbled and lifted that chin. The way she came off so innocent but was clearly a fighter underneath.

My dick jumped, hard at the thought of her sitting there all prim in my office, nothing but her thundering heart and fumbling hands and tempting sweetness.

Way she’d gone straight fire in the kitchen before she’d softened like silk. Way her breath had skittered across my face and her honeyed scent had invaded my senses.

I’d bet that’s exactly what the girl would feel like—silk.

Like dipping my fingers into sweet honey.

My tongue lapping up the pure.

And I knew better than that.

Before I let the girl get me off track, I quickly washed, rinsed, and was out in less than five. I dried and tugged on some jeans, still rubbing the towel over my hair as I bounded downstairs.

House was one of those luxury cookie-cutter types. A one-in-four chance that your house was gonna be the exact same as the neighbor next door, but that shit still cost a small fortune.

Ceilings were high and the counters were quartz, floors a mix of gray hardwood and carpet.

Like the original Stepford wife herself had drawn the concept and done the decorating.

That shit didn’t matter, though. Only thing that did was it was a safe place for Gage. Place to raise him right. A big backyard. Kids to call friends. A park across the street.

A million miles away from where my brothers and I had grown up. A lifetime away from the sleazy city. From the depravity. From the grief.

From all the sordid bullshit we’d left behind.

I just hoped to fuck that world would never catch up to us.

Only goal I had in my pathetic life was to keep my brothers and my son safe.

One of those brothers was in the kitchen with Gage as I ambled in.

Logan, the happy motherfucker.

Dude cocked me a smug grin from where he stood at the island in front of where Gage was propped on the counter. With a washcloth, Logan was doing his best to erase the marks the kid had littered on his body.

“Ah, look it there, if it isn’t Princess Buttercup,” Logan called.

Since Gage was facing away, I took the opportunity to give Logan a finger.

My asshole brothers had been calling me that since we were kids and I’d tripped and rolled down a hill, shouting the whole way.

He cracked up.

“What’s wrong, sunshine? Someone seems…tense.” He pursed his lips like he was in deep contemplation as he dabbed at the ink on Gage’s arms. “Lonely, maybe? All the ladies hanging around the club ignoring you? That’s sad, brother. Better get some so you can stop moping around here being such a d-i-c-k. Just looking at you is ruinin’ this glorious, sunny day.”

I sent him another finger. “And you can F-off, dude.” I whispered it, too.

You know, since we were pros at letter cussing.

“And you know I don’t touch anyone at the club.” Spat that one because that rule suddenly tasted sour.

I was on a no-name basis.

No ties.

No attachments.

No chance of dragging someone into the ugliness of my past or them getting close enough to drive a knife into my back.

“My, my, someone is testy,” Logan tsked.

“I’ll show you testy,” I grumbled as I moved for the coffee maker. Dude gave me shit every second of his life, and I was the sucker who loved him for it, anyway.

Considering he sacrificed his nights to take care of my kid while I was at the club, he got away with it. Truth was, this life we’d built here wouldn’t work without either of my brothers. The support they gave. Only two people in the world I could really trust.

“Testy?” Gage piped in, his little voice rising as he tried to catch on to the topic of conversation. “Oh, oh! You think I’m gonna get to do a test at school?”

Clearly, he was failing miserably at catching on, thank fuck, since Logan the loudmouth didn’t know when to keep his pie hole shut.

But I guessed it was worth it because my kid was lighting up, thrilled at the prospect of a test. He whirled around to look at me as I filled a massive mug to the brim with steaming hot coffee.

A light chuckle rolled out, and I turned to rest against the counter while I took my first sip. “Think they’re gonna be testing you on the first day, huh?” I asked.

Gage grinned my way, all dimples and adorableness. “I hope so. I gotta get straights As. I got my pens and my pencils and my coloring crayons in my new backpack. I’m all ready.” He turned to Logan. “You wanna see, Uncle?”

He tried to wiggle out from under Logan’s washcloth. My brother looked at me from over his head. “Who is this kid?”

Gage tipped his head back to fully meet his eye. “I am Gage Michael Lawson.”

I choked out a laugh around my coffee.

Logan shook his head and tapped Gage’s nose. “Gage Michael Lawson who is from Mars.”

Gage scrunched up his little nose under his finger. “Mars. No way, Uncle. I’m from Redemption Hills, California, and I was born on August 17, 2016. I even got a burf certificate. Right, Dad?”

He was back to looking at me for approval. Way he always did. My heart pressed against my ribs. The love I felt for him nearly too much.

“That’s right, Gage.”

He turned back to Logan. “See, Uncle. You don’t know nothin’.”

Logan tossed a dumbstruck glance my way.

I hiked a shoulder. “What can I say? Kid has the smarts.”

Logan scratched at his shaven jaw. “Yeah, and apparently, I’m the one getting schooled around here.”

“Maybe you need to come with me and get some educations,” Gage said with a little shrug.

“I just might,” Logan tossed out as he fought laughter, his green eyes dancing with mirth. Asshole ran stocks for his clients. Made a ton of them millionaires, same as he’d made himself. Pretty sure he was stacked with the smarts.

My baby brother had the same black hair as me and our middle brother, Jud. But he’d gotten our mother’s eyes, these crystal-cut emeralds that sparked and played. Always bright and shining. Got her soft spirit, too.

Same as Nathan had possessed.

Grief tried to squeeze its way through, guilt twisting through me like the gutting of a blade.

I wrestled it back so it could fester where the demons writhed within.

I watched Logan with my son. With all the shit we’d been through, how my brother had turned out halfway normal, I didn’t know. Going through his life like every day of his childhood hadn’t been jacked.

It was the reason he was the only person I trusted with Gage. Reason the poor sucker had to play babysitter to a five-year-old every fuckin’ night where he lived three doors down.

Jud?

He was like me, through and through, though bearded and twice as thick. He owned a bike shop in the warehouse out behind the bar, living out an old dream the best that he could.

Two of us had built a small empire out of the rubble.

“Well, we better get going then if we’re gonna be to school on time, Uncle,” Gage told him. “We can’t be late. School starts at eight o’clock, on the dots.”

Anxiety rolled my spine. Hated the idea of my kid being in someone else’s care.

But I’d promised myself he would have as close to normal of a life as I could give him, and keeping him home, hidden away like some recluse, wasn’t going to give him that.

Logan lifted him from under the arms and set him onto the ground. “Sorry, shorty, but I think I’m gonna have to pass on school today. I might get in trouble if I don’t show up at work.”

“Then you might have to go to time out?” Kid asked it like the punishment might be a war crime.

That was the way I wanted it, and I was going to spend my life making sure he never knew about the cruelties of this world.

One life.

One loyalty.

One reason.

“And I don’t want that, do I?” Logan answered, voice deep. Like he got it, too. “Now get over here and give me a big hug before you go off and have your best day ever.”


FOUR

EDEN


Rays of afternoon light streaked from the sun-kissed sky, the heavens the bluest blue. It wrapped our mountain town in a warmth that chased away the cool breeze that blew through the towering pines and oaks.

Lifting my face to it for a quick second, I inhaled and drew the crisp air into my lungs. Appreciating the things that I had and refusing the grief that wanted to squeeze out through the wobble in my spirit.

Squeals of joy rang out, and I returned my attention to the playground where my kindergarten class ran and played. I tried to hide my smile when Tessa started to saunter my way as her class joined mine for their last recess of the day.

My best friend was all sly smiles and curiosity as she sidled up next to me where I stood on the quad close to the playground.

“Someone looks like death warmed over.” She’d angled in close to my ear and whispered like it was a horrible secret.

“Wow. I appreciate that.” I drew it out with as much sarcasm as I could muster.

Tessa laughed, her strawberry ponytail swishing around her shoulders. “Hey, remember when we promised we would always be honest with each other? What kind of best friend would I be if I broke that pact now?”

“Um…a nice, good, sweet one?”

With a scoff, she knocked her shoulder into mine. “Hardly. You know you love me because you can count on me to tell it straight. And believe me, I’m telling it straight.”

She gagged like she was repulsed, all through the smile she was trying to suppress.

I laughed through the exhaustion. “Fine. Considering that’s exactly what I feel like, I’m not surprised in the least to know it’s showing.”

Last night I’d known I would be a walking zombie today. A very irate, disgruntled, broke-ass zombie.

But thanks to the guy who still had me feeling rattled—one who’d left me tossing and turning all night, unable to escape that strange energy that had seeped into my bloodstream—I was just a smidgen less broke.

I had no idea what to make of my new boss, other than the plain truth that I needed to stay as far away from him as possible. Yeah, I was a fool because I already knew I’d go crawling back there again tonight.

“But you got the job? That’s good, right?” she pressed.

No doubt, she’d been dying to ask me the details the entire workday, but we hadn’t had a second to ourselves. The first day of school was always chaos.

Parents late. Children crying and confused, while others refused to listen to the rules and tested just how far they could push it. Lunches were forgotten and little hearts were broken because some of them had been left for the first time.

I’d poured all my love and energy into each of them, showing them that this was a safe place. A place where they were going to learn and grow and have a blast while doing it.

It was what mattered.

Instilling hope and knowledge into the children who were offered into my care.

It was my greatest joy, the greatest gift.

My heart tremored with the thought of losing it. For this place to just be…shut down. Gone.

Tessa and I taught at a private Christian academy in Redemption Hills. A school my father owned. We had a wait list a mile long since we had a reputation of offering the best private education in the area. No, the tuition wasn’t exactly cheap, but we barely ran a profit since my daddy poured most of it back into the community.

I was proud to share in it. I helped out in every area that I could, but none of us were exactly raking in the dough.

We’d always made it work.

Dread wrapped around my ribs and squeezed tight.

Stretched thin was one thing. On the verge of losing it all was another.

The real possibility of it was what had sent me crawling into Absolution last night, even though I had doubted my meager efforts would really make that much of a difference.

But God, that stack of cash sitting in my purse was whispering that maybe I could pull it off. Earn enough to get us by until my daddy figured out what he was going to do.

How to recoup.

How to restore.

How to rebuild both his finances and his spirit.

Tessa nudged me out of the reverie. “Um, hello, Eden? You actually worked, right? I’ve been dying for the details.”

“Yep. I started last night.” I fought the flutter that buzzed in my chest. Every thought filled with the memory of the sharp angles of his face. As if they’d somehow cut in and taken hold.

Impossible.

Maybe it was a cruel side effect of sleep deprivation, the fact I couldn’t take my mind off the man.

I didn’t believe in insta-love or even insta-infatuation or…I guessed I had to admit I’d even given up on the belief of attraction. In the possibility that I could feel it.

I’d come to believe my devastated heart no longer beat quite right.

Tessa’s brow rose around her ice-blue eyes, and the freckles that matched her hair danced when she curled her nose. “And it left you looking like this? That sounds…brutal.”

Air blew from between my lips. “I didn’t get home until two-thirty, and then I was too wired to sleep. This is all your fault, you know,” I ribbed.

Anything to take the attention off me.

She gasped, all feigned offense. “And how is that?”

“You’re the one who suggested I apply there when you saw the ad, saying it was where I could make the quickest money in Redemption.”

You know, without having to take off my clothes, but the second I’d stepped inside that bar, I’d started to question that. Which was why I’d suggested…

Heat flamed my cheeks at the memory. At the way I’d tossed out dancing like it would be my own lure. Like it would sway him or make him change his mind.

Ridiculous.

Except…it had, hadn’t it? It was what had made him stop and sit back down. Now I was wondering if I was a fool for being thankful he had.

Disbelief filled Tessa’s expression. “Um…I was joking. I never thought you’d have the balls to do it.”

“I’m pretty sure balls don’t have a thing to do with it. It’s called desperation.”

“Nah. I think it’s called my BFF is a badass.”

“Or stupid,” I tossed back.

She shrugged. “Only time will tell.”

I swatted at her upper arm. “I hate you.”

“You can’t hate your favorite person in the entire world. Your bosom buddy. Your number one homie. Your ride or die.” She sang them, getting louder with each one.

I was giggling by the time she got to the last.

“Fine, fine, I don’t hate you. But close.” I pinched my fingers close.

She grinned. “So, give me the goods. Is it wild in there? Did you make any money? Get hit on? I mean, you definitely got hit on, right? Tell me you got a few numbers. It’s about time my girl got herself some action.”

I almost smacked her again, only to stop when a little boy who’d been coloring by himself at a small table came racing our way—basically saving my life because…Tessa.

He waved a piece of paper over his head while his backpack that was three sizes too big for him bounced on his tiny shoulders. “Miss Murphy, Miss Murphy, look it what I made for you!”

He was all golden hair and sweet eyes and the cutest thing I’d ever seen. I swore, my heart had trembled in my chest the first time I’d seen him sitting at his desk.

Tessa called it a sickness—the fact I got attached to every child who came through my classroom door. But there were some kids—some who worked their way in so deep they would forever hold a piece of me. The part of me who longed for it so desperately, knowing it was likely impossible. My chance passed.

“What did you make for me?” I asked him, my voice light.

He skidded to a stop, beaming at me as he held up the paper. “This! What do you think?”

I knelt in front of him, taking the picture. My eyes caressed the crude drawing, a stick-figure depiction of what was clearly meant to be the two of us holding hands beneath a giant sun, standing on jagged grass.

Affection pulsed through my chest, a throb in the void. “I think it’s beautiful.”

His smile only widened. “Did I pass my test?”

Bewildered laughter filtered free. “Pass your test?”

“I have to get all As, Miss Murphy! Don’t you know, As are the best, best.”

I couldn’t stop it, my hand moved to run over the top of his head. “Don’t worry. You’re doing great.”

His grin widened. “That is really great news. I gotta tell my dad. Did you know my dad is the best dad in the whole wide world?” Somewhere in his ramble, he’d threaded our fingers together and had taken to standing at my side, a jumble of words flying from his mouth as he swung our hands between us. “He took me to the store and got me papers and pens and colors and all’uv the things I need so I can get all the As. I got new shoes, too.”

He kicked out his left foot.

Amusement flitted around my lips.

“He sounds like a good dad.”

“Yup. He is the best. But my uncle said he needs to get some so he can stop moping around being a d-i-c-k.” He lowered his voice when he uttered the letters like he was mimicking the way he’d heard them in the first place.

Tessa choked on the laughter that ripped from her throat, and I whipped around to give her a warning glare. She tossed her hand over her mouth to try to cover it, her eyes blinking furiously as she fought it.

She busted up, anyway, turning away for a beat to hide it.

I did my best to hold mine back, swallowing down the amusement that bounced around my chest.

Tessa turned back toward me, still snickering.

I straightened out the sundress I wore like I could stave off the giggles I could feel building between us, sure she was going to be rolling on the ground if I didn’t put a stop to this.

“Maybe you should go swing some more before school’s over?” I suggested. “I’m sure your dad will be here soon.”

He just tightened his hold. “Nope. That’s okay. I like it right here.”

Right.

Okay.

Tessa kept giggling.

I widened my eyes at her. “Would you stop it,” I mouthed.

“What?” She shrugged. “That was hysterical. And seriously, get some?” she mouthed back. “Um, did you see his dad? He dropped him off this morning, and oh my god.” She fanned herself. “I’m sure he’s getting plenty.”

I swatted at her with the hand that wasn’t wound with the child’s. “What is wrong with you?” I hissed.

But I guessed it didn’t matter because the little cutie had started to sing to himself, oblivious as he belted out his ABCs.

She shrugged again. “Like I told you before, I’m a teller of the truth. But did you?” she baited.

Exasperation filled my sigh. Tessa was relentless. “No. I was in a meeting with my daddy.”

Trying to save this school and his house. Not scoping out the new crop of dads.

That was enough to make Tessa frown, her voice lowering farther. “How is your dad?”

Sadness gathered tight in my chest. A sadness that struck me, lash after lash. Still unable to believe it. “Worried. Heartbroken. Not sure how we’re going to come up with the money, all while struggling to accept she would do that to him.”

I thought he still was in denial. Making excuses for my sister. Refusing to call the police even when we had clear proof that she was responsible.

My father was the most generous man alive. He had his ginormous heart set on saving the entire world, friends and strangers alike. Unfortunately, that meant he got trampled on, more often than not.

But when it was blood? His daughter? My sister? It’d been devastating. A blow neither of us had been prepared for.

Sorrow curled through my spirit, an ache so intense I felt it like a wound. Deep and throbbing.

With everything—with all we’d suffered—I didn’t understand how she could come here and inflict more pain. How she lived with herself after what she’d done.

What hurt the most was how much I still loved her. How much I missed the relationship we’d once had before she had lost herself.

But my daddy and I? We still had each other, and I was going to be sure I could make it right if I could. Hold some of his brokenness the way he’d always held mine.

I swallowed my own anxiety. “I promised him I was going to figure it out.” I made sure to keep the conversation between Tessa and myself since none of the other teachers knew the situation we were in. “I told him I would try to scrounge some money together to keep the foreclosure at bay at least until we can figure out a longer-term solution.”

How we were going to manage that, I didn’t know.

Tessa sighed. “You can’t fix everything, Eden. I’m worried about you.”

“Says the one who sent me into the lion’s den.” Voice wry, I sent her as much of a tease as I could.

“Well, since you would have tried to figure it out yourself, no matter what I said, I thought I might as well point you in the right direction. What was it like, anyway? Seriously, I still can’t believe they started you immediately. That’s a big break.”

I huffed out part of the disgruntledness I’d felt last night. “It was pretty clear the reason I’d had to start immediately was the owner was testing me.”

Speculation arched her brow. “How so?”

“Let’s just say he took it upon himself to prove I didn’t fit in.”

A flash of annoyance darted across her face. “And how exactly was he trying to do that?”

I squeezed the little boy’s hand who was still belting out his song, the child grinning as he stood there watching the other children play, as content as could be. I angled toward Tessa. “Some hunters love to play with their food before they go in for the kill.”

I let my brows raise for my hairline, letting her connect the dots.

“Ah…” she grumbled, picking up what I was laying down. “That kind.”

“Yup.”

“Let me guess, he’s ridiculously hot and thinks the world revolves around him?”

I vented out a raw sound. “That doesn’t even come close to describing whatever he is.”

Hot.

Gorgeous.

Terrifying.

A total jerk and somehow…protective, in this weird, overbearing way.

“Speaking of hot guys…” She angled her head in the direction of a white Porsche Panamera that pulled into the parent pick-up line on the other side of the wrought-iron fence. “There he is.”

And I wondered if I was seeing things.

Hallucinating.

If this was some kind of cruel, sick joke or if I’d just done something really terrible in another life and this was my punishment.

Because there was no mistaking the smoldering eyes staring me down through the windshield where he came to a stop at the curb.

The way shock blanched his unbearably gorgeous face before his jaw clenched in what appeared hatred.

Or maybe glee.

With the man, I was sure they were one and the same.

My hand tightened on the child’s.

Instinctual.

A gut reaction to protect him.

Shivers raced. This unsettled feeling that something was coming. Something I didn’t understand, but something I should fear.

The man climbed from the driver’s seat of the flashy car that I wouldn’t have thought would fit him at all but somehow right then looked like the perfect accent piece.

He straightened to his full, menacing height.

“There he is! There he is!” The child started jumping up and down and waving his hand in the air. “Hi, Dad, hi! Over here!”

That seething intensity flashed through the air. My head spun and my knees knocked, my mouth going dry.

Trent Lawson strode toward the gate, all dark swagger and don’t-give-a-shit attitude, even though there were at least fifteen signs asking parents to stay in their cars and their children would be escorted out.

I got the sense the man wasn’t exactly one to follow the rules.

Because there he was, dressed a lot like he’d been last night, black jeans and a black v-neck tee and black boots that were unlaced. All that exposed, inked flesh somehow appeared obscene.

I had the urge to wrap the child up and take him into hiding. Run to the rest of the children and usher them to safety.

Emergency evacuation.

But I just stood there.

Dumbfounded.

Finally, I mumbled, “That’s your dad?”

Gage Lawson.

Of course.

This really was some cruel, sick joke, and I was the very brunt of it.

“Yep! That’s him.” Gage was jumping and pointing. “Tell him I got an A, Miss Murphy! He’s gonna be so proud!”

Trent Lawson strode toward the gate with the clear intention of barging in.

Finally, I found my voice, calling out before he made it through the barrier. “Sir, you need to wait in your car. School isn’t over for a couple minutes, and we will bring your child to you. Parents aren’t allowed in this area without signing in at the office first.”

With his hand on the gate latch, he paused, an arrogant smirk ticking up like a threat at the corner of that plush mouth. “That so?”

I lifted my chin, still clutching his son’s hand. “Yes.”

He eyed me as if I were the enemy. “So, let me get this straight. I pay an ungodly amount of money for my son to come here, and you get to tell me when I can and cannot pick him up?”

“You’re paying for your child’s education, Sir, not for me to order you around.”

“Huh…would have been mistaken.”

My chin lifted higher. “It seems you are very, very mistaken.”

A war waged in the exchange. That same tension that had existed last night clear and present, his outright animosity unchanged. But there was something else lining it, too.

As if I’d gained some sort of power as we stared each other down.

“You’ve got to wait, Dad! I told you I got to get all the As, and you’re gonna ruin it by not followin’ the rules. Sheesh.”

Tessa giggled beside me.

One second later, the bell rang. It jarred me out of the trance the man held me under, my entire being jolted with the sound, as if time had been set to pause and it’d begun to speed to catch back up.

Children screeched their excitement and ran to grab their bags that were lined up against the wall.

“Please remain in your car tomorrow,” I called out, the words roughened shards as I reluctantly released Gage’s hand.

“I’ll see what I can do,” he returned, just as smug and cocky and infuriating as he’d been last night.

Gage went running that way, that giant backpack bouncing all over. He glanced at me, running backward for two steps, nothing but grins and belief. “Don’t worry, I’ll be back to see you tomorrow, Miss Murphy!”

When the child made it to him, Trent stretched out a hand for Gage to take.

For a flash, his entire demeanor shifted when he looked down at the child and the child smiled up at him.

Soft. Kind. Protective.

I had to be seeing things.

Then he turned to leave on those ridiculous boots, but not before he tossed out from over his shoulder, “See ya soon, Kitten.”

Anger rushed, my cheeks hot and my pulse wild and that irrational rage taking hold.

All mixed up with that feeling.

That impossibility.

They walked back to the Porsche, and I remained rooted to the spot as he helped Gage into the backseat and into a booster before he rounded the front of the car and slipped into the driver’s seat.

The man glared at me before he tossed his car back into drive and pulled from the curb.

Fingernails curled into my upper arm. “Holy shit, Eden Jasmine Murphy,” Tessa hissed. “What was that? And you better fess it up now, because I can already feel your denial coming on, and there is no denying whatever the heck that was.”

She waved a turbulent hand through the air as if she could capture that feeling.

Something unattainable but real.

“That?” I let my eyes follow the car that whipped out of the drive far too fast. “That was my new boss.”


FIVE

EDEN


Life is a series of choices. Some are easier made than others. Some take days or weeks or even years of contemplation, while others are made in a split second. Some are destined to be mistakes and others are made of sound judgement and mind. Fueled by wisdom and foresight and discernment.

Black and white.

But sometimes?

Sometimes they are grayed. Blurred. Obscured in a hazy cloud of smoke.

Vapors and mist and uncertainty.

That’s exactly what it felt like as I slipped into the murky shadows of the hall outside the dressing room where I’d just placed my bag into a locker and pulled a clean apron over the jeans and tee I’d opted for as attire tonight.

I felt as if I were stepping into uncertainty.

Into a different world where I didn’t know the rules. Where I questioned the unsteady terrain on which I traveled.

Or maybe subconsciously I knew full well I was making a mistake by following this path. That I was begging for trouble.

Maybe I sensed it as a premonition as I edged down the confined passageway toward the kitchen. An omen that whipped and whirred through the dense, thickened air that held fast to the cramped quarters of the hall.

I was standing at a clear line where I had to make a choice. Keep moving forward or turn and run.

I supposed I was the fool who continued to edge toward that destiny.

I was almost to the turn that hooked into the kitchen when I felt the dark presence emerge from behind.

As if he’d felt me pass by his office.

Or maybe he’d just been watching.

Waiting.

The hunter who wanted to play with his prey before he went in for the kill.

My heart skittered and my flesh prickled, and I inhaled a shaky breath as I slowed and turned around.

Trent Lawson hovered at the doorway of his office, those sooty eyes taking me in like he wanted to see deep inside. Sift through my makeup.

More than likely, he’d read everything written inside, anyway. Had already picked up on the scent of who I was. Smelled the desperation. Sensed the vulnerability.

But the thing about vulnerability? It didn’t always make you weak. Sometimes the only thing it did was make you fight harder. Make you more determined to go after what you needed in your life.

“Well, well, well, if it isn’t little Miss Murphy.” He tsked it like it were a sin. “You came, after all.”

My chin lifted in defiance. “You thought I wouldn’t?”

He chuckled a rough sound and moved to lean against the wall outside his door. He stuffed those tattooed hands into his pockets and slung himself back so nonchalantly that one might mistake him for blameless. But I wasn’t fool enough to believe he wouldn’t strike at any second.

“I would have thought you’d think it a…conflict of interest.” His head cocked to the side.

I tried to ignore the way my heart raced, thrumming so hard it had to be a palpable thing. “Conflict of interest?”

Undeniably, him coming at me this way was the conflict of interest. The dude was my boss. Clearly, he didn’t give a crap about that.

I got the sense he didn’t just ignore the rules, he made his own.

Coarse assumption flowed from his wicked mouth. “I have to admit I was shocked to see you standing with my son’s hand in yours when I rolled up this afternoon, but I shouldn’t have been, should have I? A place like that is exactly where you belong.”

Just like I’d known he would, he struck. Only it was slow. Like a wolf stalking…prowling…slowly stealing in closer until its target was cornered.

Nowhere to go.

My back hit the wall, and he was right there, invading my space, the man pure masculinity and greed.

Energy crackled.

A seething intensity that lashed through the air.

I inhaled a shocked breath, a mistake because the only thing it achieved was a rush of his essence sucked deep into my aching lungs.

Leather and nutmeg and the faint vestiges of cigarette smoke.

Only a fool would have the urge to lean closer and inhale.

But I did.

I had the sudden desire to press my nose to his hot flesh. To drag it up his throat over the tattoo etched there—a baby owl in full flight, its wings stretched wide around his neck, though its face was a disfigured skull.

My fingers itched with the need to trace it.

There had to be something wrong with me.

But I couldn’t help it.

The way my eyes traveled, so close, unable to stop myself from devouring as much of the exposed skin as I could.

Tonight, his tee dipped low enough that I could make out the words hidden in the whorl of colors and designs on his chest—Live to Ride, Ride to Die.

My mind spun, no clue why I felt compelled to understand. Why I wanted to ask him to explain. Who he was and why he was. How this hardened, terrifying man was the father to that adorable little boy. And why I cared so much.

I’d only met him yesterday, and the few interactions had already left me caught up. Swept away in a torrent.

“Aren’t I right, Miss Murphy?” He angled in closer, his voice dropping to a lure. “You’re meant to be there…with those children. Amid all that innocence.”

His lips were suddenly at my jaw.

Touching.

Igniting.

Destroying something inside me.

Chills streaked, and my head rocked back as sensation rushed across my skin and desire leapt in my belly.

Those lips murmured the words like an accusation as he ran them up to my ear. “I bet you even teach Sunday School.”

God.

What a dick.

I forced myself to pull back. “And what if I do?”

I totally did.

But I didn’t owe him a single explanation. Funny, how I wanted one from him.

Trent chuckled a menacing sound. “It would prove exactly what I’d recognized about you the second I saw you last night. You don’t belong here.”

I crossed my arms over my chest to put some space between us. “You don’t know anything about me.”

“One look at you, and I know everything I need to know.”

“What is your freaking problem?” I hissed.

He shocked me by suddenly moving to the other side of the hall, taking my breath with him as he went. He propped his back against the wall, smirking the whole time.

Even with the three feet separating us, he filled the space. Everything about him overwhelming.

Intoxicating.

I knew better than letting myself get drunk on this man.

“My problem? Not the one with a problem here. I’m doing you a solid, Kitten.”

“Wow, aren’t you ever the knight in shining armor?”

He scraped out a raw laugh. “Nah, not even close, but for you, I just might try.”

Was he serious? I had no doubt this guy would gladly rip me to shreds.

He roughed a hand through the longer pieces of his black hair, and for the first time, something genuine filled his tone. “Listen…this isn’t a good place, Eden.”

The air shifted, and I swore I saw the slightest edge of vulnerability slip into his features, and I found myself digging again. “And you’re not a good man?”

There was no missing the bare truth of the question.

Another of my sicknesses claimed by Tessa. I dug around to find the good bits in everyone. Believed it was there. That we all had something to offer, no matter what we’d done in our pasts.

And I felt desperate to find his.

His voice twisted into a threat, that moment of softness stiffening to steel. “What do you think, Miss Murphy?”

“I think we’ve all made mistakes, Mr. Lawson.”

His nostrils flared, and he was moving again, edging my direction, eclipsing me in his towering frame. He stopped right before he plastered his body against mine, and he angled in so close our noses almost touched.

That energy sizzled.

“Tell me, is it a mistake if you make the choice to do it, again and again? If the sins you’ve committed make up the foundation of your life? If they make you who you are?”

Involuntarily…instinctively…stupidly—I didn’t know—I reached out and let my fingertips flutter over the words imprinted on his chest.

“Are you…a biker?”

Like, a real biker? Was this bar a front? Doubt and fear thrashed and boomed, banging through my brain in a flashfire of warnings while I stood staring up at him as if the question had been a plea.

A shuddered breath left him.

A moment held.

Then he reached out and snatched me by the wrist as if it took him those stilled seconds to realize I was trying to dip my fingers inside and discover a little of who he was, the same way as I could feel him doing to me.

Fury filled his expression. “What do you think you’re doing?”

My head shook, and the words left me like confusion. “I honestly don’t know.”

Severity twisted his brow, and his fierce jaw ticked in restraint. In need. In dark desperation. “You should stay away from me,” he growled.

“Should I?” It was out before I could stop it. But I knew there was something there. Something unseen. Something I could feel pulsating in the atmosphere that I’d never felt before.

It stretched between us.

Keening and alive.

Something my spirit warned would ruin me in the end.

“I think you already know the answer to that.”

Gathering my courage, I asked, “Then why is it you have me pinned to the wall?”

“Ah…” A single fingertip trailed down the angle of my face, and he was watching me with those eyes, devouring the way a shiver raced across my skin.

Trent tipped his head to the side, raven hair pitching that way. “Now that is the question, isn’t it? Why I couldn’t look away from you from the start. Why once you were outta sight, I still went to bed thinking about you. Wondering just how soft your skin might be.” His mouth moved closer to my ear. “Wondering how you’d taste.”

He edged back again. “Guess it makes me the fool who woke up this morning still wondering the same.”

Attraction.

It flickered and flared.

A vapid dance in the heated air.

It was such a terrible idea. Giving in to whatever this was would be a crime. A choice I knew full well I shouldn’t make.

Black and white.

But I felt it.

Desire.

And for me, that was a miracle. My own impossibility.

“You’re a dad.” It came out softer than it should as Gage’s sweet face filled my mind.

With a child like that? I refused to believe this man was only carved of wickedness and greed.

Affection left him on a breath. “Yeah.”

“Gage…” His name heaved out of me like a stone. Like a prayer. I guessed that was exactly what it was. “He’s…”

I’d felt a connection to the child immediately. In an intrinsic way. In a way that I should ignore.

“Adorable? A handful? Sweetest fuckin’ thing you’ve ever seen?” Trent said each one like he was checking off the child’s list of As, the slightest smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

Sweet. Sweet. Sweet.

My heart fluttered in an entirely different way.

God, I really was traversing dangerous ground.

“He is,” I murmured, a smile of my own threatening my lips. “Probably one of the sweetest, most adorable children I’ve ever met.”

“Only good part of me.” He said it like he’d heard me ask the question aloud. Saw it written all over me.

“It seems he sees many good things in you.”

Trent scoffed out a rough chuckle. “Kid’s always singing my praises.”

I glanced away before I brought my gaze back to his handsome face. “Are you…”—I gulped before I forced it out—“…married?”

I realized I was shaking. My breath locked in my throat, terrified of what he might tell me.

Trent grunted, angling back just a fraction so I could meet the brutal expression on his face. “Look married to you?”

My teeth clamped down on my bottom lip. Was I supposed to answer that?

He shook his head a little. “Only commitment I’ve got is to that kid. To this club. To my brothers. Ends there.”

Right.

Okay.

It was another warning.

It also felt a whole lot like a rejection.

I blinked, trying to process what I was feeling.

This tingling in my belly. This fullness in my chest.

Was that what this was? Did I…want him? Did I want him to touch me? Want to touch him? For the sake of what? Dipping my fingers into forbidden waters? To experience something unlike I’d ever experienced before?

To sate the feeling that suddenly washed through me?

Something that was hot and sticky and twisted my stomach into a thousand knots. A feeling I hadn’t felt in so long.

A flash of guilt clutched me. Admitting it to myself felt wrong, but if I were being honest, it was something I’d never experienced before. Never before had I felt something as powerful, as inescapable, as this.

I gasped a little under the pressure of it. With the shivers that raced down my spine and spread down to throb between my thighs as he edged an inch closer.

Nothing but man towering over me.

Trent chuckled. Dark and deep. As if he’d witnessed every thought that had played out in my mind.

He reached out and stroked the pad of his thumb down the length of my cheek. “Ah, playing with fire again.”

My jaw dropped open at his touch, and he went to brushing that thumb across my bottom lip.

Fire.

Flames.

“So fuckin’ sweet,” he whispered. Those ashen eyes sparked, black flames that searched me in the night. We got held there. Just…staring at each other.

Want.

Need.

Fear.

I saw it in the fraction of a second, gone when he ripped himself away and every line of his gorgeous face went rigid. Pure, unrelenting steel. “You should get to work.”

Cold ice slicked down my spine, and my knees nearly buckled with the sudden change in his demeanor.

My chest squeezed tight.

Tied in hurt and confusion.

When he started to edge back, I reached out and grabbed him by the wrist. A fool. A fool. But I couldn’t help the way my entire body felt as if it’d come alive.

Sparked into existence after I’d been numbed into nothingness for so long.

“I…don’t understand.”

He wrung himself out of my hold and held his arms up at his sides. “Not much to understand, Kitten. I’m a bad guy and you’re a good girl. You’d do well to keep your space. Simple as that.”

My head shook. “It doesn’t feel so simple to me.”

Grimness lined his lips. “Have a way of turning pretty things ugly.”

Another warning.

Though this one rang with regret.

My attention darted left to right, to the ground, before I forced myself to look back at him. Unsure of his life, but sure it was dirty, unsure why I couldn’t seem to keep myself from delving farther.

Searching for a way inside.

“Does that apply to Gage? Do you think you’re a danger to him? That you could hurt him?”

I didn’t even care that my voice shook when I asked it. My students would always be my first priority. But I knew with Gage, it was more than that. That feeling that had taken me over the first time I’d seen him sitting in his tiny desk in the front row.

In a flash, the wolf struck. Trent pinned me to the wall. My palms flew behind me to keep me steady.

His hands were planted on either side of my head, and the entirety of his being vibrated with brutality.

Caging me in. A vicious, obliterating force.

The words that fell from his mouth were daggers. “Am I a danger to him? Miss Murphy…make no mistake…anyone who even thinks about hurting that child? There isn’t a soul on this Earth who could save them from me. From the pain I would inflict. From the hole where their body would lie. The only danger is to them.”

My throat tightened, and I struggled to swallow around the lump that gathered thick.

My knees knocked with the clear implication.

I knew most parents would easily claim it. Claim they would destroy anyone who hurt their child. It was only normal to want vengeance if they were faced with that horrible circumstance.

With Trent Lawson? It was clear it was no idle threat or exaggeration.

This man had blood on his hands.

I could smell it.

Taste it.

Felt it radiating around him.

An aura of iniquity.

“I pray neither of you are ever put in that position.” I meant it.

Stepping back, he released me, but not from the snare of his spirit. Our gazes were a tangle of questions as those fiery eyes glowed and glinted, calling me deeper.

Deeper and deeper.

“You really should go home.” That time, he was pleading with me.

I swallowed around the emotions locked in my throat and gave him my own truth. “You’re not the only one who has trouble in their life, Mr. Lawson. You’re not the only one who would do whatever it takes to protect their family.”

I had to wonder if we were really any different at all. If we were all only trying to figure out how to give those we loved the hope they deserved.

Harshly, he searched my face, as if he were looking for a lie. “That what this is? You need money…for your family?”

My nod was jerky.

His lips curled in distaste. “You married?”

Grief trembled, that empty space howling its sorrow. Closing it off, I angled my head to the side, my voice soft surrender as I turned his words back on him. “Do I look married to you?”

Only my commitments ran deep. My promises. My love. My soul’s innermost ache.

He wavered in the moment, like he was going to ask me why before he seemed to come to a resolution. He nodded. “Okay, then.”

Forcing a brittle smile, he stepped back.

It was as if he had made the decision to put a wall between us. Neither cold nor hot. Indifferent.

It left me feeling as if I’d just been tossed ashore after being drowned in turbulent, tormented waves.

Floundering and coughing and searching for air.

I stared at him for a beat.

At his beauty.

At his intensity.

At this man who for the first time in years made me want to look closer.

My spirit warned I might not like what was written inside.

It didn’t matter.

That hunger had lit.

A hunger I would never act on. Would never be so reckless. I knew full well my heart would never recover from the kind of breaking this man would bring.

But I guessed…I guessed I relished in the idea—in the feeling—in the simple fact he made me feel alive for the first time in so long.

“Thank you, Mr. Lawson. Truly. I needed this job.”

Peeling myself from the wall, I forced myself to turn and start toward the kitchen.

“Kitten.”

That ridiculous nickname coming from his tongue wrapped me like a sinful caress, and I stopped moving, but didn’t turn around.

“Your probationary period is over. Go change. You’ll start training as a cocktail server tonight.”

At that, I whirled around. “What?”

Trent cocked that arrogant grin. “Everyone starts off washing dishes here. Didn’t you know?”

Then he spun on his heel and disappeared into his office, slamming the door shut behind him.

I just stood there.

Stunned and confused and grateful.

My heart in my throat and my head spinning.

Whiplash.


SIX

TRENT


Out back, I lit a cigarette and leaned against the grimy building. I inhaled, filling my lungs full, one boot planted to the ground and the other to the wall.

I looked to the blackened sky smattered with stars.

Trying to get my shit together. To figure out just what the hell I thought I was doing. How I was supposed to maneuver this.

Was basically hiding out back of my own bar, for fuck’s sake.

But it was getting harder and harder figuring out how to be in Eden Murphy’s space and act like she hadn’t gotten under my skin. Like I wasn’t constantly watching her. Wanting something I most definitely shouldn’t want.

Last week, back on the first day of school when I’d discovered she was Gage’s teacher, I’d made the firm and fast decision that I had to draw a line. A clear-cut boundary, one in which eradicated that mesmerizing presence from my bar.

Knew it had to be done with the reaction that’d shaken down my insides when I’d pulled into the lot and saw her holding Gage’s hand.

A motherfuckin’ arrow straight to the heart.

Piercing.

From out of nowhere had come this longing that was pure insanity to acknowledge.

Might have known that I could never have it, that I’d ruin it, but I still hadn’t been able to shake the sense that I was looking on something right. Something good. What was missing.

Belief and beauty and hope.

Yup.

Straight fuckin’ stupidity.

That shit wasn’t in the cards for me.

I’d already fucked it all. Had committed too many wrongs. Most importantly, I couldn’t lose sight. Couldn’t jeopardize what I was living for by going after something I couldn’t have.

Only thing it’d be was another sin mounted on the others.

It didn’t help that after the first day of school Gage had climbed into the back of my car and chattered the whole ride home about the greatness that was Miss Murphy. How pretty she was. How she had to be the smartest teacher in the world. How he was certain he was her favorite but that he wouldn’t tell the other kids because he didn’t want them to be sad.

My damned chest had felt like it was going to implode as I’d glanced through the rearview and witnessed all that joy lit on his precious face.

It was the only thing that mattered.

Wasn’t a stretch to come to the resolution that I had to end things here at the club before it got messy. Boundaries set.

She was my kid’s teacher, and that was going to be the end of it.

So, I’d confronted her in the hall. I’d had every intention of cutting her loose, but then I’d been consumed all over again.

Hit with the urge to get closer.

Fingers itching to sink into something pure.

Drawn to that unique, unfound beauty.

Like a prick, I’d gone to tossing who she was in her face, not that I knew how to be much else. Thinking I was going to chase her away when the only thing I’d done was draw her closer.

Her body backed to the wall, her breaths shallow and her heart flying.

My dick steel and raging at my jeans.

Somehow, in the middle of it, we’d exposed ourselves, different boundaries set than the ones I’d imagined, and it’d ended with her thanking me for the job after I’d promoted her to server.

Yeah. Girl’d flipped that shit on me, hadn’t she?

Now I was left floundering.

Tiptoeing.

Pretending like night after night I wasn’t dying to trace my fingertips over every line of her body. Get lost in those autumn eyes and that honeyed flesh. Felt like I was losing my goddamned mind with how bad I wanted her.

No-name basis.

No connections.

No chance of a knife driven into my back.

Apparently, I needed that shit drilled into my brain.

Chuckling at my stupidity, I rocked my head back on the coarse brick and exhaled, blowing the smoke from my lungs and watching it disappear into the nothingness.

Right along with my common sense.

“Yo, brother.”

A grin slid to my mouth as the gruff voice hit from the side, and I shifted around to peer into the night. Jud’s giant frame emerged through the hazy shadows where he trudged up the walk between our establishments.

Both buildings had been abandoned on a single lot, neglected and crumbling. The roof over at his bike shop had been caving in, and the inside of the bar had been nothing but rotted wood and a mountain of trash.

A bonafide dumpster dive.

My brother and I had pooled our dirty money and vowed to do something clean. Make a change before we ended up behind bars or dead like everyone else we’d run with. Way we’d planned to do before everything had come to a gruesome, horrible end.

As hard as we might try, think we both knew we’d committed sins we could never fully leave behind. Those ghosts slipping through the cracks, haunting our hearts and threatening our lives.

Taking another long drag as he approached, I lifted my chin in welcome. “Where you been?”

Hadn’t seen the asshole in days. Dude always got wrapped up in his work. Fully tranced out as he gave old, rusted metal new life.

“Busy,” he grumbled before he gestured at me. “Can see someone else is slackin’ as usual,” he cracked, roughing a massive palm down his black beard.

Low laughter rolled out as I exhaled. “Nah. I’m just getting started, unlike someone else who looks like he’s packin’ it in for the day,” I tossed back.

He grunted. “Considering I’ve been neck deep in primer and paint for the last ten days, I think it’s warranted.”

“Big job, yeah?” I asked, drawing one last pull before I exhaled the smoke toward the sky and stubbed out the cigarette with the toe of my boot.

He heaved out a strained sigh. “Yup.”

I clapped him on the back. “Then we better get you inside and get some drinks in you.”

“Now you’re speaking my language.”

“Ah, I see what I’m good for.”

Jud chuckled and squeezed my shoulder, and I opened the heavy metal side door and we slipped by Milo, the bouncer who guarded the side door and lot.

The two of us moved down the hall that ran along the side of the bar, passing by the employee lounge, storage room, my office, and kitchen.

The whole way, I swore I could sense her. That honeyed goodness wafting through the air. Sweet, sweet temptation. Her spirit flooding the space.

Yeah. Needed to get that shit under lock and key if I hoped not to lose my ever-loving mind.

Jud and I made it to the end of the hall and ducked into the loud thrum of the main bar. Place was already packed, tonight’s band set to hit the stage in a half an hour. Lights strung from the second-floor ceiling cast the entire place in a hazy glow. Vibe was seductive and close to slow, though buzzing with the anticipation of getting freed. Of getting lost in the mayhem that was preparing to hit.

We made a beeline for the booth at the back that was permanently reserved for me and my guests.

Did my best not to look around. Not to seek her out.

Jud tossed himself into the left side of the booth, groaning low, his hulking body sagging as he scrubbed his hands over his face like he could polish himself out of the exhaustion.

Dude worked his fingers raw.

I slid in opposite him, waited for him to look up.

“Still worth it?” I asked when he did.

Because of me, we’d be hiding out in Redemption Hills for the rest of our lives.

Jud grunted. “You really still askin’ that question?”

“Yup.”

“Well, you should stop. Would do anything for that kid.” He stretched farther out in the booth, filling the whole thing. He jerked his chin toward me. “For you.”

My head shook as I fiddled with the edge of the beer list, peering across at my brother. “Just don’t want to hold you back.”

He scoffed. “Hold me back? You’re the one who made the sacrifice, Trent. One who did what you had to do. One who set us free. I’d make a fuckin’ million of them to pay you back.”

My insides coiled. A clash of anguish and hatred.

This retching, writhing mess of sins that would forever mar my soul.

“Not a debt, man. Other way around.”

“Bullshit,” he spat.

I pushed out a heavy sigh.

Jud leaned forward, his enormous frame pushed up against the table, his words gruff. “You gotta quit blaming yourself, man. Wasn’t your fault.”

“Wasn’t it?” I challenged.

“Nope.” He actually grinned. “Besides, you landed us where we belong. Kinda like it here, if I’m bein’ honest. The quiet life.”

My nod was slow, sure the cost of it was always going to be too high.

Then I watched his grin widen when he looked to his right. Out into the bar. I didn’t have to follow his gaze to know she was there. Thought I could actually sense her moving around the tables as she shadowed Leann through the club. Still in training and learning the ropes.

Could sense that lithe body swishing through the crowd.

Sense her spirit pulsing in little sparks that rippled through the dense, dank air.

Pinpricks prodded at my flesh.

Might have already known she was going to be there, but I looked anyway.

Taking her in as she weaved through the brimming crowd.

Bold but shy.

Confident but delicate.

Eden wore a black Absolution tank that served as our uniform, the thin material stretched tight over her slender curves, these sexy as fuck super short leather shorts that showed off her dancer’s legs, and a pair of over the knee high-heeled boots.

She’d look so fuckin’ good on the back of my bike.

Jolted at that. Struck by my stupidity. By this want I couldn’t shake.

I couldn’t go there.

I’d touch her. She’d let me. I knew she would. But she’d hate me in the end, no question about that. I’d taint her. Soil her. But God knew I was itching to get dirty.

Swore, I was a twisted fuck. Salivating at the mouth to tear into something sweet.

That thirst only intensified as she followed Leann over to our table, autumn eyes catching mine for one heated beat before she straightened and put on a professional face.

Considering we were at a biker bar, that only made her seem even more out of place.

All prickly and cute and making my dick twitch all over again.

“Why, hello there…if it isn’t my two favorite Lawsons,” Leann drawled in her southern accent.

She was so full of shit. Girl nearly creamed herself on the rare occasion that Logan made his way into the bar.

“Aww…now don’t go making me blush, darlin’,” Jud goaded her because he knew it, too.

I held my laughter.

Dude loved to mess with her.

She’d moved to California from Mississippi with the hopes of finding fame in Los Angeles. Apparently, it hadn’t panned out, and she’d found herself in Redemption Hills with the rest of us outcasts instead.

“Are you doing good?” Jud asked, sincere this time.

“I am now that you’re here.”

Jud grinned. “Charmer.”

“Only for you.” She touched his shoulder.

The girl definitely knew how to work a crowd. But she was sweet as hell and a good server, too, and she’d become a huge asset to the bar.

She gestured to Eden at her side, like I hadn’t noticed her standing there.

Nerves rode out on Eden’s warmth.

Girl tiptoeing, too.

“This is Eden, and she’s brand new here and helpin’ me out tonight,” Leann said.

Wasn’t a man to miss an opportunity, so I swung my attention to Eden, which didn’t take a whole lot of effort considering I kept sight on her from the corner of my eye, unable to focus anywhere else but on the girl who’d stolen every sense.

All trembling fierceness. Stark, gutting beauty.

Her attention jumped between Jud and me. Surprise before some kind of affected amusement played through her features, clearly coming to the realization that Jud and I were brothers.

She lifted her hand in a dainty wave. “Hello.”

Jud sat back farther in the booth. His eyes raked her like he was contemplating all the things he might do to that body. “Sure good to meet you, Eden. I’m Jud. This one’s brother.”

Rage flared.

The irrational kind.

Because right then, I wanted to beat my brother’s ass for no other reason than he was eye-fucking the girl.

“It’s nice to meet you, too, Jud.”

“Why don’t you take this one? I think you’re ready,” Leann suggested, stepping back so Eden could take the lead.

It was basically the last test for a new server before they were let loose—serving me so I could judge if they were ready or if they weren’t going to work out at all.

I was in tune with my bar to know well enough Eden was handling it just fine, but still, she inhaled like she was preparing to run a race when she took a confident step forward.

Energy surged.

Could feel her heart beating manic in the space.

I attempted to swallow around the rocks in my throat. To sit still around this feeling in my gut that churned every time she got close.

I fisted my hands under the table, trying to keep it cool when she cast a timid glance at me before she lifted her head and cleared her throat. The way that pink tongue darted out to wet her lips nearly drove me crazy. “Welcome to Absolution. What can I get started for you tonight?”

“You have any suggestions?” Jud, the asshole.

“What do you like?” She angled her head. “You look like a beer guy to me.”

Jud laughed. “I think you’re on to me.”

“I think I might be.” Eden was all smiles. A tempting, tantalizing tease.

I itched.

She glanced my way like she was looking to see if she was doing it right.

Only we got locked there, girl staring and me staring right back.

That strange energy she emitted zapping me like a shock.

Finally, she jerked, clearing the roughness from her throat again, and turned back to Jud. She started to list off the beers we had on tap like she’d just spent the last five days cramming for a test.

Apparently, she and my son really would get along.

Jud picked his brew, and then she was turning that attention on me, her nerves firing all over the place, but she still had that sweet softness in her eyes. That thing that clearly neither of us understood. “And what can I get for you, Sir?”

Had to grit the words around the need. “Sage knows what I like.”

“But I don’t.” Her voice was doing that wispy, seductive thing, and…fuck, I wanted to fuck her.

It was true.

I wanted to strip her down and lay her out.

I forced a smirk. “Well, then, Miss Murphy, there’s a bottle of Macallan back there with my name on it. Like it neat.”

Warm, like those eyes. Like that mouth. Almost as good as I knew she would taste.

“Okay.” It was a breath. Like she was committing it to memory. This girl doing her best to sink right in.

“Would either of you like to see a food menu?” she asked, glancing between me and my brother.

“Right here, gorgeous.” Jud’s deep voice bolted through the connection. “This boy’s starvin’.”

She sent him a tender smile.

Stomach fisting, I drummed my fingertips on the table.

“Well, we can’t have that now, can we? I’ll be right back with your drinks and a menu so we can get you fed.”

“That’d be perfect, gorgeous,” Jud told her.

She smiled in relief, like she knew she was in the win before she glanced at Leann.

“That was good, sweetie. I think you’re ready to tackle the place.”

Eden gave a little nod of appreciation before she started to duck out, though she slowed when her gaze washed over me as she went.

Shy, sweet, curious.

Fuck me.

Something had shifted between us over the last week. This understanding. Like the girl got me. Saw me in a way she shouldn’t. Got the sense that maybe I was seeing her, too. That quiet ferocity that kept getting jammed with the sorrow that would swim through her eyes.

Or maybe it’d just been there all along and it was getting harder to ignore.

It was something I knew better than to entertain. Wanting to dig inside and discover who she was all while imprinting myself on that body.

Apparently knowing better didn’t matter a bit because I couldn’t stop from tracking her as she followed Leann back through the mess of tables and over to the spot at the bar where the servers handed their drink orders to the bartenders, Leann talking with her hands the whole way, giving her instructions.

My attention was glued on that body, on those golden waves that rolled down her back and caressed her slender shoulders, on her waist and the delicious curve of her ass.

A rough chuckle punched me from the side. I jerked back to face my brother. Jud sat there with a smug look riding his face, dark eyebrow arched.

“Wanna tell me what that was about?”

Gave him the most indifferent shrug I could find, asked it like it was obvious. “Training the new girl?”

Jud chuckled low. “Who you think you’re foolin’, brother? Know you better than you know yourself, and I haven’t seen you shit yourself over pussy since you were about fifteen.” His forehead pinched. “She doesn’t exactly give off the vibe that she fits in around here.”

“No shit,” I rumbled with a sigh. “But she needs the job, so I gave her a chance to prove herself.”

A shock of heavy laughter jolted from his chest, and he shook his head in straight disbelief. “She needs the job? Everyone who applies is in need of a job, brother. That is how that works, in case you missed the meanin’.” Every word was a jab.

“Let’s just clarify on what you really meant, yeah? Your dumb ass wanted her to have the job. You know… quick access. Think I can’t see the greed lighting in your eyes? Think I can’t tell you’re sitting there imagining exactly how you’re going to get her out of those clothes? Thought we agreed not to sleep with the help?”

He looked at me pointed even though he cracked a self-righteous grin.

The two of us had made the rule when we went into business—no dipping our dirty paws into the cookie jar.

These were our employees.

Totally fuckin’ off-limits.

I scowled. “Not even considering it.”

That time, Jud cackled. “Oh, Trent, you’re adorable when you lie.”

I frowned at him. “Girl’s not exactly my type.”

He pointed at me. “Which that, my friend, is exactly why you want her.”

Nah, it was more than that, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to admit it.

“Doesn’t matter. Not gonna touch her. You can count on that.”

They were on their way back with our drinks, ripples of intensity coming off her, waves of it as she approached.

Jud and I sat back so Eden could set his beer and a menu in front of him. “There you go,” she murmured below her breath, then she turned to slide the glittering tumbler of scotch in my direction.

Slower, though. Like she was relishing in the second she got to be closer to me. Or maybe she was wary of getting too close.

Our gazes tangled.

Questions raged.

Confusion and greed.

“There you go, Mr. Lawson,” she whispered.

I reached out, our fingers brushing as I accepted it. “Thank you.”

Her nod was jerky, hand shaking as she drew it back, and she straightened herself out and pinned on a smile when she shifted her focus to Jud. “I’ll be right back to see what you’d like to eat.”

“Sounds good. I’ll be right here waitin’.” Jud was all burly charm. How the asshole pulled it off, I didn’t know.

She peeked at me and that was all it took for that crazy feeling to take hold of the air. A thrum, thrum, thrum in the midst of the music that played and the clamor that was taking to the stage as the band’s crew finished their set up.

Ripping herself away, Eden followed Leann to another table.

Couldn’t do anything but watch her go.

My smug-ass brother laughed.

“Hundred bucks you have her in your bed by the end of the month. Hell, I’d bet my fuckin’ share of Absolution.”

I scraped a frustrated hand over my face. “You might wanna retract that bet. She’s Gage’s kindergarten teacher.”

Surprise knocked through his features before he was laughing harder. “This just gets better and better.”

“Fuck off, man.”

“Look at you over there, squirmin’ in your seat.”

I started to spout off a response when I stilled, craning my ear and my eye over my shoulder when the atmosphere shifted.

When a disorder descended on my bar.

Could sense it.

Way the hairs at my nape shivered as a roll of corruption and lawlessness filled the room. Tendrils of it rushed through, winding and curling, spreading like a disease.

Supposed it was my past that left me so in tune. Fact I could sniff out trouble in an instant. Scent evil just as easily as I could scent the good.

Same as Jud could do.

We both took note as three guys wound their way through the masses and sat down at one of the only empty tables close to the sectioned off area in front of the stage.

Shady as fuck. Something malicious rolling from their skin.

My eyes roamed the faces in the bar, taking stock, landing on Kult who stood right inside the main doorway. He lifted his chin with a heads-up.

He’d picked it up, too.

I returned the gesture, letting him know I had it covered.

“You seen these pricks around?” Jud asked.

“Nope.”

He grunted a hard sound over the clamor of the band taking to the stage. They were local and played rock covers from the 70s to the 2000s. Performed most Monday nights, the crowd eating them up every single time.

My attention swung back to Eden. Fuckin’ sweet as sin Eden.

Little Temptress.

Moving through the crowd as she and Leann approached the new table.

Lead singer moved to the mic. Sound crackled through the speakers as the DJ killed his set and gave it over to the band. “Yo, Absolution. We’re Deep Under Cover, and we’re about to go deeper! Let’s go!”

They drove into one of those 80s songs that set off the entire bar.

An injection of chaos.

A dose of unruliness.

Almost everyone got to their feet, and a slew of people rushed to get out on the dance floor in front of the stage where they could completely let go.

This was when we started raking in the dough. When inhibitions were freed. When the chains of everyday life were loosed.

It got crazy busy for the servers and bartenders, too, which had me cringing all over again when Leann motioned for Eden to take the table herself so she could help some other customers.

The girl was clearly ready to stand on her own, but shit, not like this.

Eden nodded and moved for the table.

Nerves rushed. Neck tingling and hands twitching.

Wanted to go charging that way. Send another server over in lieu of her. Maybe get their order myself.

Stupid.

If the girl worked here, she needed to hold her own. I was the one who’d given her the chance and she was the one who wanted to take it.

But I didn’t think she had the first clue about the vileness that often came crawling through these doors. And I felt it strong.

A wave of that vulnerability came rushing out ahead of her as she strode for the table, all mixed up with that steely determination as she pasted on one of those smiles.

That was the problem…I wasn’t the only beast who took note. Wasn’t the only one who sensed her goodness.

Could feel the greed light up at the table.

A flashfire.

I had to swallow down the shock of protectiveness that nearly busted straight out of my body when the slimy, blond motherfucker sat back in his chair and smirked up in her direction. One with the greasy curls and tweaker grin.

Already could see it playing out in his demeanor—the dickbag loved taking what wasn’t his.

That overwhelming urge to gather her up and run her to safety took on a new form and shape.

My heart a thunder. A screaming boom.

She leaned in so she could hear whatever he said.

His tongue licked out an inch from her ear.

Fucker salivating at the mouth.

Girl had no clue he’d scented her like fresh, raw meat.

I didn’t realize I’d been holding my breath until she stepped away from them and moved back to the bar. The air that had been locked in my aching lungs wheezed out.

But it didn’t do much to take off the edge, though, considering the cunt chased her with his eyes as she went.

Jud laughed, but it wasn’t amused. He took a gulp from his beer. “Watch yourself, brother.”

But no—I wasn’t close to watching myself. I was watching her. The way she talked with the bartender and then organized their drinks on her tray once he’d made them. Then she was back to floating through the raving mass.

Beauty and light in the midst of bleakness.

An angel in the darkness.

She started to pass out their order, beers for the two dark-haired guys on either side, before she leaned farther over the tabletop so she could slide the blond prick his drink. Sick bastard took it as an invitation to hook his finger in the neck of her tank and pull it down to get a better look at those tits, like he had the right to touch what wasn’t his.

A growl rumbled in my chest, my knee bouncing a million miles a minute as rage jumped into my bloodstream.

She jerked back. Horrified shock curled her gorgeous face in revulsion. She moved to put space between them, but the piece of shit just grabbed her by the wrist, twisting it to the side like he thought she was the one who was out of bounds.

And that was it.

All I could take.

I was on my feet in a flash.

I flew across the room in a blaze of fury.

Not that I wouldn’t have kicked this fucker to the curb if he touched any of my girls this way. But it being Eden? Had every intention of ripping out his throat.

Before he knew I was coming, I had him by the back of the neck and was hauling him up.

Eden screamed as the scumbag’s chair toppled over and smashed against the floor. Fucker writhed and kicked and struggled to get free.

Jud was right behind me. He grabbed the brown-haired prick who squealed like a bitch, Kult right there in a breath taking down the other.

Asshole thrashed and flailed in the chokehold I had him in as I dragged him back and started wrangling him through the crowd. The band kept playing as I hauled him through the crush and toward the door.

Hands fisted in the back of his shirt, I threw him out.

Literally.

Tossed the skeeze to the pavement in front of everyone waiting in line just to prove a point.

He rolled a couple of feet before he came to a stop facedown. Fury on his face when he looked up, he licked the tiny droplet of blood from the cut at the side of his lip that he’d gotten somewhere along the way.

My hands curled into fists. Animosity glowered like red destruction, a haze in the murky night. Wanted to bust it wide open.

I leaned over him, up real close, my voice the poison that I wanted to dump down his throat. “You think you can come into my bar and touch one of my girls?”

“Fuck you, man,” he spat as he hopped onto his feet just as his crew was getting tossed out beside him. He swiped a violent hand over the cut on his face.

That’s right, bitch, let’s get violent.

Hands squeezed into fists, I silently begged it. The depravity taking over. The demons clawing through my spirit, screaming to take possession.

The stain of who I was.

Ghost.

It sloshed through my veins in a bout of aggression.

Wanted to beat this fucker bloody for the fact he was the one who’d proven my point.

Eden didn’t belong here.

Not in the mix of the corruption that crawled its way to our door.

Not in the mix of the iniquity that was me.

Absolution was nothing but an invitation for sin.

The girl was blameless. I felt it to my bones. Felt it at odds with my spirit.

Goodness.

Grace.

“Don’t want to see any of your faces on my property. Not ever again.” I pointed between them while I forced myself to remain rooted and not go after what I was thirsting for.

Jud and Kult came to take up my sides, three of us a seething wall of menace.

Blond prick smirked like it didn’t affect him a bit, beady blue eyes pinned on me as he cracked a grin. “Not a very nice way to treat paying customers, now is it?”

The tone of his words were mocking, but it was the way he was looking at me that left me unsettled. Something awry. Something more than a junkie prick who’d wandered in from off the streets.

“You’re no longer a paying customer, now, are you?” This from Jud. His muscles ticked and jumped, dude wanting to tear into the asshole every bit as much as I did.

Rage barely bridled.

Blond fucker laughed. Another mocking sound.

A disturbance rustled through my consciousness.

He cocked his head to the side. “You sure you wanna take that stance?”

I stepped forward, getting in his face, words lowered with the threat. “Get cocky, motherfucker. I’ve slit throats for much less.”

He leaned back, still wearing that smirk, like it was me who was the brunt of a joke. He angled his head to his friends. “Let’s go.”

They started to walk but not before the guy lifted his chin with a sneer when he said, “See you around.”

They spun and strode out into the lot, and we watched until they piled into a pickup truck, engine grumbling to life and the headlights cutting through the haze. They whipped out of their spot and gunned it when they hit the street.

“Fuck,” I hissed, whirling around and storming back inside, ignoring the eyes that were watching us from out front. Didn’t draw much of a crowd from inside since it wasn’t exactly rare for someone to get kicked from the bar.

There were plenty of assholes who got too handsy or unruly, and it was a rare night when some beefed up douches didn’t end up in a fistfight.

But this…

“Somethin’ doesn’t sit right.” Jud was at my side, angling in so I could hear him over the roar of music.

“Nope.”

“You’re sure you’ve never seen them before?”

“Positive.”

“Prick was glaring at you like he knew you.”

“I know.”

Dread curled in my chest as I shouldered through the mob, heart slamming at my ribs as I scanned the throng.

No sight of the girl.

Jud kept pace, words shards. “You think someone is looking for us? Old debt?”

Foreboding stirred the adrenaline into rage. How many enemies had we made over the years? “Don’t know. Fuckin’ hope not, but I think we both know better than to stop watching our backs.”

Jud exhaled a heavy sigh. “Ghosts don’t ever stay dead, do they?”

My chest tightened. “Not in our world, brother.”

Terror gripped me. Thought of my son getting in the middle of a crime I’d committed. A sin I’d perpetrated.

Ghost.

I could almost hear my piece-of-shit father hissing it in my ear. Branding me who he wanted me to be. Forming me into a monster.

And a monster I’d become.

Vicious.

Merciless.

Didn’t matter how far I ran, I could never outrun who I was or what I’d done. My debt was deep. Ugly and cruel. And I knew one day, I would have to pay.

Exact reason I knew better than giving into this feeling. The feeling that spurred me across the packed floor and sent me stalking down the hall. The feeling that this girl meant more than she should.

I tore into the employees’ lounge and locker room.

And there she was, sitting on the bench with Leann kneeling in front of her.

So goddamned beautiful.

So fuckin’ wrong in this place.

Knew it the second I’d seen her.

“You okay?” I demanded, moving her direction.

That severity surged.

Goodness and light.

Eden barely nodded, her throat trembling as she swallowed, though she was lifting that defiant chin again. “Yes, I’m fine. It wasn’t a big deal.”

Leann rubbed her knee. “I feel terrible. I should have taken that table. Had I been payin’ closer attention, I would have seen those guys were total jerks before I sent her over there.”

Eden forced a smile. “I told you it was fine. You don’t need to feel bad. I know it’s just a part of working at a bar.”

The growl that’d been building from the beginning ripped from my throat and cracked like thunder in the heated air.

“My exact fuckin’ point,” I spat.

Awkwardly, Leann stood, clearly getting the message that she needed to get gone. She wound around me, casting me a curious glance before she slipped out the door. I glanced behind me to see Jud hovering out in the hall, hands running through his long hair.

I turned back to Eden who’d stood on shaky legs. All sexy as fuck body and a halo of glowing light.

She backed away, seeing the rage coming off me in waves.

I moved forward.

Unable to stop before she was pressed against the wall of lockers. She hit the metal with a thud, her breath heaving from her lungs and caressing over me.

My dick jumped.

“Assholes are gone,” I grunted around the rage. “Tossed them and they won’t be coming back.”

She nodded, her words a forced, jagged tease. “How am I not surprised by that?”

“Fuck…I’m sorry.” Wasn’t good at apologizing, but this…

She shook her head. “For what?”

My insides curled. “I let that prick touch you.”

Or maybe I was just apologizing for the fact I wanted to curl my hands around her waist in possession.

Taint this girl with the darkness that writhed in my soul.

Let her light in for a minute.

Soothe the ache.

Knew she could.

Autumn eyes blinked slowly, taking in my face like it was she who was trying to make things right. “It honestly wasn’t a big deal.”

I lifted her hand, fury igniting all over again when I saw the red ring around her wrist. “Bullshit.”

She trembled.

My mouth watered and my blood drummed.

She straightened herself out like she hadn’t been affected, yanked her hand free, and put on that ferocious façade. Kind I knew well. Kind that promised you’d do anything to make it. “It’s fine, Mr. Lawson, I’m completely fine.” She angled herself so she could slip out from where I had her pinned. “I need to get back to work.”

She started for the door.

I choked out a sound of disbelief as I whirled around. “Are you kidding me? You’re done. No chance I’m letting you back on that floor.”

This time, Eden laughed an offended sound as she swiveled to march back in my direction.

Stealing my breath.

Rocking my sanity.

Shooting daggers as she got up close to my face.

“You hired me, Mr. Lawson, now let me do my job.”

With that, she spun and stormed out into the hall, leaving me standing there gaping at the empty doorway.

What the actual fuck?

I started to follow her into the hall, only to have Jud step out in front of me from where he was hidden in the shadows, smirk on his face as he gave her escape. When her footsteps receded, he cocked his head. “Not gonna touch her, huh?”

Had to keep myself from shoving him against the chest.

“Nope,” I spouted.

“Come now, Trent, tell me your tiny dick isn’t hard as steel right now. Now that’s some sweet temptation right there.”

Little Temptress.

And I was just the fool who might get lost in her siren’s song.


SEVEN

EDEN


The second my shift was over, I flew into the employee locker room and grabbed my things like my life depended on it.

Maybe it did.

Maybe the threat I’d felt the first time I’d walked into this bar had finally manifested itself in human form.

Ice slipped down my spine at the memory.

There was something about the jerk that had left a sick feeling in my stomach. Sticky fear that had prickled across my flesh and had become panic the second his grimy fingers had curled around my wrist.

I think what spun my head the most, though, was how quickly Trent and his brother had descended.

The ferocity.

The hate.

Evidence of what I’d suspected since I’d met him. Every muscle in his beautiful body had rippled with brutality. Thirsty for blood. Hungry for vengeance.

More dangerous than any scummy patron could be.

My body trembled, struck with the image of the way he had looked at me right after it’d happened. As if he were begging for forgiveness, guilty of dragging me into Hell. At the same time, he’d been vibrating so fiercely I’d been certain he was a second from going on a murder spree.

Puffing out the strain, I gave a harsh shake of my head, and with trembling hands, fumbled to shove another fat envelope of cash into my bag. More tonight than I’d ever made since I’d taken a few tables of my own.

It was the kind of money that made my head spin.

It was adding up quick. Quicker than I ever could have anticipated.

Hope filled me, pressing and pulsing, while my heart hammered like a war drum that warned of a coming destruction.

No doubt, I was in over my head, but I was praying with all of me that I could swim.

The only thing I had to do was keep coming here for a few more weeks, six max, make enough to chip away a little of the debt, then I would walk.

I’d earn enough to buy us time. Get the creditors off our backs and the overdue payments up to date.

Then I’d leave this place and never look back.

Still, my spirit warned if I continued to work here, I would never be the same.

If I stayed, I would be changed.

Changed in a vital, fundamental way.

Maybe I was only fooling myself, anyway. It wasn’t like I could outrun Trent Lawson any time soon. The man haunted my nights here at the club and assailed my days at the school.

Worse was the way he’d begun to infiltrate my dreams.

The darkest hours spent tossing in my barren sheets aching for something I shouldn’t want.

I gulped, my head dropping against the cold metal locker as I struggled for a breath. It had to be the loneliness. That was it. The first attention I’d received in years had me contemplating crazy things.

It wasn’t real.

It couldn’t be.

Pushing it aside, I tossed my bag over my shoulder and headed out of the locker room and down the hall.

Milo, one of the bouncers, held open the big metal door, standing guard over the employee parking lot and ensuring each of us made it safely to our cars, the same way as he did night after night. The man was truly terrifying at first sight, but as nice as could be when you got to know him.

“G’night, Miss Eden, you drive safe, now.”

“Goodnight, Milo. Thank you, and you, too.”

“Always, sweetness,” he said, his enormous, tattooed body leaned against the door.

I slipped out and into the darkest, quietest night. The heavens were aglow with the vestiges of city lights and the mountain air had cooled to an almost cold.

Even though I knew Milo watched over me, I still felt unnerved as I walked toward my car parked on the other side of the lot.

My boots crunched on the gravel, and my heart beat too hard, too fast, my nerves alight. Trembling, I rushed a little faster. That sensation was only amplified when I was impaled with a sudden streak of energy.

With a rush of raw, unbridled intensity.

I was the fool who found some sort of comfort in it. In the way my thudding heart raced. A desire for more as I heaved a breath and stole a glance back at the dingy backside of the club.

I already knew he would be there.

That he’d be waiting. Watching.

The man stood against the wall to the devil’s lair. Hands shoved in his pockets and a single boot kicked back against the wall.

Casually king.

The ruler of that wicked kingdom.

In the shadows cast by the building, he seemed even darker than normal, his eyes like black daggers that gleamed through the night. They were trained directly on me.

I felt suspended for a moment, my feet no longer touching the ground. My stomach in knots and my knees stupidly weak.

Somehow, I managed to tear myself from the grip of his stare. Pressing the lock to my car, I fumbled to get inside, threw my bag to the passenger seat, and jammed at the ignition button. I attempted to control the way my hands shook when I put my car in reverse, feeling frantic when I backed out of the spot.

Hating that maybe Trent was right. I didn’t belong within those walls.

I whipped my car out onto the street and accelerated in the direction of my house.

What had to be less than ten seconds later, a single headlight appeared in my rearview mirror. Coming close, eclipsing sight.

As if his darkness had turned into a blinding light.

In an instant, my pulse thundered, this pounding mayhem that rushed.

Faster and faster.

“What is he doing?” I wheezed it aloud, my hands gripping the steering wheel like it could keep me steady as I glanced in the mirror again, unsure if I should welcome this or flee.

My soul and spirit warred.

Any sane person would know the clear-cut answer would be to run.

Put as much space between us as I could.

I sped up and took the next turn a little sharper, knowing it was useless because there was no chance that I could ditch him. I wasn’t even sure if I wanted to.

A thrill lit with each turn that we took.

I made a right and then a left, winding my way through our small mountain city.

The forest rose high on every side, a hedge of protection as evergreens stretched for the blackened heavens, a slew of stars littering the sleeping sky.

The bike tailed me over the hills and curves and turns.

Smoothly.

Effortlessly.

As if tracking me was what he was meant to do.

My spirit thrashed and anxiety gripped and this flicker of that something I didn’t want to voice ignited anew as I drove toward my little house in an old, quiet neighborhood on the opposite end of town.

By the time I made the last turn onto my street, where the tiny, more-than-modest houses were eclipsed by towering, ancient trees, I couldn’t breathe.

Couldn’t process the push and the pull.

The gravity that paraded as repulsion.

A fluttering of erratic wings flapped and danced in my chest.

I whipped into the single-car drive, threw my car into park, and tore out of the door just as the motorcycle rumbled to a stop on the street behind me.

Menacing, dark, and intimidating. Every part of it was matte black. Custom and cold and hard.

As wicked as the man who sat at its helm. His head was turned so he could stare across at me while those tatted hands still gripped the handlebars.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I hissed, storming three steps in his direction. The words came out so low there was no chance he heard it over the loud rumble of the powerful engine.

Though it was clear he knew exactly what I’d demanded.

The longer part of that raven hair whipped in the wind, and that sinewy muscle tightened and flexed beneath the designs that covered his arms.

My belly quivered where I froze. I couldn’t move, but those butterflies flew.

Slowly, he reached over and killed the engine.

In an instant, a burning silence consumed us. The only sounds the whisper of the trees.

In it, we were held.

Captured.

Finally, he kicked the stand and balanced the bike, and my heart did a flip when he swung off it and straightened to his full, towering height.

The man a fortress.

An inferno.

And there he was, standing at the end of my drive as if he didn’t understand the reason for it any more than I did.

“I asked what you’re doing here.” I demanded it again, though this time the grating of my voice cut through the air. Confusion and need.

Did he feel it, too?

He gruffed a hard sound. “No fuckin’ clue, Kitten.” He dipped his head toward his heavy boots, those hands shoved back in his pockets before he was peering at me with those penetrating eyes. “Other than the fact I needed to make sure that you’re alright.”

Warmth filled my chest, but I forced myself to lift my chin, sure I needed to protect myself, that I was probably in more danger in that second than I’d been in my whole life.

“I told you I was fine.”

“That was a lie, though, wasn’t it?” It was a soft accusation from that wicked mouth. Ripping me in two and fracturing more of my chinked armor. “You gonna stand there and pretend like that was just another day for you?”

I swallowed around the lump that had taken a seat at the base of my throat. “Isn’t that the only thing I can do?”

His chuckle was disbelief and speculation, and for the quickest flash, the hardness slipped from his features. “Is it, Eden? Is it the only thing you can do? Because it seems to me you have more important things in your life than wasting it away in my club night after night.”

Broken laughter heaved from my chest. “Yeah, you’re right, Mr. Lawson. And saving the school is one of them.”

My students. My joy. My father’s legacy.

My life.

I almost toppled with the truth of it. It was all I had, the same as my father. That and our devotion to each other. And I had no idea who either of us would be if we had that stolen from us.

Trent wheeled back.

Caught off guard.

“That school tuition is a small fortune,” he argued as if my claim was absurd.

I scoffed around the fullness that had suddenly clotted off my throat, so thick it had become difficult to breathe, cutting myself open in front of the very man I should be protecting myself against. “Tuition that goes right back into every program that is run out of that school and church, Mr. Lawson. Given to the families that come to us for help. Not everything is done out of greed.”

He scrubbed a hand over his face, frustrated and concerned, and…and, God, who was this man?

He was conflict and contradiction. Everything that I didn’t understand. And the scariest part was how much I’d begun to want to.

“Money run dry?” he asked.

A pained sound escaped before I could stop it, the confession gushing right out. “My daddy has always run it right up to the edge. Giving and giving and giving to the point of breaking. And someone he trusted most, loved the most, my own sister…” I clutched my chest when I admitted it. “She came in and stole from him. From us. It wiped us out. Knocked out the last leg that had kept that fragile balance.”

“Your father?” Doubt flooded those words. I could see him rearranging more of what he’d assumed of me, trying to figure me out, see inside, just the way I continually seemed to do with him.

But the truth was, the last week of working with him had wrapped him in a shroud of mystery. The man at the bar was at complete odds with the man who picked up his son day after day.

This man who called to me in a way he shouldn’t.

My nod was jerky. “Yes, my father owns the school and is the pastor of the church there.” The words shook, my own sadness taking over. “And if he loses them?” My shoulders slumped. “We lose everything. The school. The church. The dance studio. All the things we love.”

Things that were so incredibly important to me.

“And my daddy will lose his heart,” I whispered because the thought of it broke more of mine.

In an instant, that wraith was moving my way, a dark storm that eclipsed.

Cold and hot.

A burn that would scar.

My thready pulse skittered and shook. I inhaled, trying to fill my aching lungs, only to have my senses inundated with the man.

He smelled like alcohol and leather.

Like metal and oil.

Like trouble served straight-up.

He leaned in and inhaled, too, his nose brushing into my hair. Shivers raced, and I was afraid this man would possess me if I allowed him to get any closer.

“Goodness.” He rumbled it as if it were a sin.

“We all have good, and we all have bad, Mr. Lawson.”

“Nah, Kitten, we don’t. Some of us? Only thing we’ve got is darkness. Sin and lies and shame. And my club has a bad way of sucking all the goodness out of people. That prick⁠—”

The words were blades.

I trembled with the slice of them.

“What’d that bastard say to you?” Trent demanded, edging back so he could read my expression.

I hugged my arms over my chest as if it could protect me from the invasion that was this man.

“He didn’t say much.” My tongue swept across my dried lips as I thought back to what had happened. “He…he’d given me a gross feeling from the beginning. There was…something off about him. I’d pushed it aside and took the order for their drinks, but when I came back, right as I was passing him his, he’d asked if all the Absolution girls were whores.”

A snarl curled Trent’s mouth, and his hands suddenly gripped my sides. Close to circling all the way around.

Heated and fierce. Powerful and relentless.

Flames licked through my body.

I was sure of it then.

It was Trent Lawson who was the danger.

Vicious. A cruel protector. A wicked savior.

A sweet warrior.

I’d seen it in his expression back at the bar. But I felt the fullness of it then, firing from his fingertips and searing my skin in possession.

I was the fool who wanted to open myself to it.

Let him brand me with his touch.

“And?” He demanded it like he knew. “That’s not all, is it, Eden? What did that motherfucker say then?”

I heaved out the words as a chill blew through. “He said he heard that’s the way the owner likes them, and he hoped you shared.”

Rage blurred his features in malice, and his fingers curled tighter. “And what do you think, Eden? You think that’s what I demand of my girls? You think that’s who I am?”

My head shook, and I attempted to swallow around the shards of glass that sat at the base of my throat. “No.”

He exhaled. Heavy. Tortured. “When he grabbed you? When I saw his hand on your wrist?” The words were a raw confession. “Wanted to end him, Eden. Wanted to put him in the ground just for touching you.”

Chills raced.

Fear.

Revulsion.

Attraction.

Feral eyes flashed, black, seething flames. “Why’s that, Kitten? Why did I want to claim you as mine?”

My mouth went dry, and he was tugging me closer, his head angling to the side as he murmured the words close to my mouth. “Why do I want to climb into this sweet little body and get lost there?” He shifted to run his nose along my jaw, inhaling at my pulse point, those full lips at my jaw when he whispered, “I bet your pussy is so sweet. Heaven. Paradise.”

Desire flashed with his brazen words.

A blight across my soul.

I struggled to breathe. To see through the haze of seduction he was lulling me into. To fortify the walls I knew better than to let down.

“I do my best not to gamble my heart, Mr. Lawson,” I forced out as I inched back enough to meet his eyes, my voice a thin wisp.

Shadows played across his striking face as he pierced me with that gaze. His cheeks sharp and his jaw sharper.

He reached out and splayed a tattooed hand across my chest.

Everything raced.

“But it’s beating so hard, isn’t it? This beautiful heart of yours. You feel it, Kitten?”

Dragging in an unsteady breath, I attempted to stave off the attraction. To wade through the onslaught of sensations. To get myself to solid ground before I went under.

But the only thing I could focus on was the energy that bounded between us. The thunder that raged. I was just asking to get crushed when I let my shaky fingertips reach out to brush across the strength of his chest, lost to the magnet that pulled between us.

To the boom, boom, boom that crashed in the space. “And so is yours.”

He let go of an incredulous sound. “That is the problem, isn’t it? This feeling? I’ve ignored the thousand fuckin’ times I’ve told myself to turn my back, to kick you from the club, to grab my kid and run in the opposite direction. And instead of listening to reason, I’ve run straight toward you. Now I’m standing right here imagining the fastest way to get you out of these clothes.”

“We would be a mistake.”

“Makin’ it would be fun, though, wouldn’t it?” A smirk kissed his mouth, plush lips tweaking at the side.

“I’m sure you have plenty of fun.” I couldn’t keep the edge out of my voice. The questions. The fact I hardly knew him but still was certain that our lives were lived in opposition.

A big hand splayed across the side of my face, warmth invading, the pad of his thumb brushing across my bottom lip. “When is the last time you let go, Miss Murphy? When is the last time you did something just for the sake of how good it would feel?”

That energy rushed. Pulled and prodded and compelled.

Images flashed through my mind before I could stop them.

His hands. His mouth. My legs wrapped around his waist as we writhed.

A small gasp parted my lips as I was slammed with a shockwave of need.

Dark eyes blazed in a torrent of greed. “Let go with me. Just once. Just tonight,” he rumbled, both hands gripping my jaw.

I blinked with the harsh impact of what he said.

With the reality.

Of what he had to offer.

The truth that we really didn’t match. That I didn’t fit and I never would.

I knew better, knew better, and there I’d been, a second from giving in.

Shoving down the pain of the rejection, I forced myself to take a step back, to hedge myself, because he was asking me to go somewhere I couldn’t go.

A place my spirit would never survive.

“You’re my boss, Mr. Lawson, and I’m your son’s teacher.”

His hands squeezed tighter. “Don’t give a fuck.”

“I don’t…” It popped out before I could stop it, and I trailed off when I realized what I’d nearly said. The last thing I should do was give this part of myself to him. He’d throw it in my face. Belittle me for who I was.

His nostrils flared as he edged back to stare down at me.

Ruining me with a look.

“You don’t what?” His voice was the rough scrape of a command.

I wet my lips and pushed out the little I was willing to give him. “I don’t sleep with random men.”

Trent reached out and ran the tip of his index finger along the line of my jaw.

Electricity crackled.

There was more pleasure in that moment than I’d felt since I could remember. My lips parted and I struggled to stand on my weakened knees.

“Why’s it we don’t feel that random?” he muttered.

Don’t fall.

Don’t fall.

“I don’t have any room for any more breaking,” I whispered on an uneven breath, giving him another piece of myself.

No doubt, he saw the sorrow written all over me, anyway.

He dropped his hands like I’d burned him and stepped back. “Only thing I’m good for, though, isn’t it?”

He didn’t want my answer. He’d already answered it for himself.

Sadness filled my chest. For him. Maybe a little for me. Still, I said, “I can’t believe that.”

He may as well have been climbing inside me.

With the way that gaze flared and deepened and dimmed.

Terrified of trusting me, maybe the same way as I was terrified of trusting him.

“You should. All I’ve got is for my son.”

“He’s your world. Exactly as he should be.”

“And I still don’t deserve him,” he gritted. Self-disgust clogged his expression in misery.

A place unseen.

A place I was one-hundred-percent certain he wouldn’t share with me.

Still, a little more truth came riding out. “I have a feeling you’re exactly what he needs.”

Agitated, Trent shoved his hands in his pockets, vulnerable for the first time. “Tryin’ to be, Eden. Tryin’ so fucking hard. Most days, I have no idea what I’m doing.”

Everything ached.

My heart and my body and that vacant place.

“As long as you never stop trying, you’ll both be just fine.”

For a beat, rage hardened his features to stone. Something I didn’t understand. It was the part of him that terrified me, and I had a feeling it was for good reason.

“Will give it all for him, Eden. Whatever it takes. He’s my life. My reason.”

My spirit clutched, taken by this man’s devotion, by the goodness he couldn’t see.

For a minute, we stood there staring at each other, unsure of what to say. Of where to go from there.

One thing I did know was it was time to clear the air. For him to understand me the way I needed him to.

I angled my head, hoping he’d receive it. “I need you to know I’m not as fragile as I look. I can handle myself at the bar.”

I just wasn’t sure I could handle myself with him.

“Know that.”

“Then I need you to stop treating me like I’m helpless or weak.”

Trent blinked like I’d offended him. “Never thought that. Not once.”

I looked away, into the weaving whisper of the night that crawled through the mountains and the trees before I gathered myself enough to look back at him. “You’ve been trying to get rid of me since I walked through your door. Telling me I don’t fit.”

Air puffed from his nose, and he anxiously ran his fingers through his hair. “That’s not because I think you’re weak, Eden. Just know you’re better than that place. Knew it the second I saw you, and I don’t want to be responsible for you stepping into a world that you don’t believe in. A world your heart shines through. Desperation tends to force people to make choices they regret for the rest of their lives. Don’t want that for you.”

I got it then.

Saw it.

His wounds. His scars. His fear.

A sweet warrior.

A wicked savior.

This terrifying man who was somehow tender. Goodness in his spirit and demons in his soul.

“I know who I am, and I’m not going to lose that there.”

Warmth filled his expression, his voice a soft caress. “And I think that might be the best thing about you.”

My chest squeezed, and the only thing I could do was give him a shaky nod.

“I need you to treat me like any other server there, and know I’ll be okay.”

That time he grinned, his gaze raking me, head to toe. “Not possible.”

I rolled my eyes. “Like I’m any different than any of those other women.”

Like he hadn’t propositioned any of them before? Hadn’t touched them? Taken them?

I fought the welling of jealousy. The way my eyes wanted to pinch to block out the vision.

I guessed he saw all my thoughts through the silence because he was in my face again, leaning down low and forcing me to meet his eye. “Never. Not once.”

My head spun and my insides twisted, and again, I had no idea what to make of this man. How to protect myself from who he was.

I hugged my arms across my chest, more to guard myself from him than the cold wind that whipped through.

Rough fingertips found my arm. They fluttered down, chasing the goosebumps or causing them, I wasn’t sure.

“You’re cold,” he rumbled, glancing at my face before back to the chills as if he were infatuated by the response.

Backing away, I glanced over at my house. “I am, and I really should go inside. I need to get up early.”

“Could think of plenty of ways to warm you up.” Another smirk. A play and a trap.

Whiplash.

Constant and unending, no way to decipher where I would land with him.

He’d managed to toss my quiet, safe life into chaos in the short time I’d known him, and I was the fool who was a few errant seconds from allowing it to spiral into full anarchy.

Every rule, everything I knew about myself, everything I demanded for myself, lost to the riot.

Because his offer sounded so good.

One night.

One night.

For one night, it would feel so nice not to be alone, that loneliness screaming out to be filled.

I hugged myself tighter and took a step back.

Because I wasn’t aching for the sort of comfort that only ran skin deep.

“And you, Mr. Lawson, are the type of mistake I can’t afford to make.” One I would never recover from. “I know who I am, remember?”

His smile was reluctant. “Okay, then, Kitten. Get yourself inside where you belong.”

He started to move down my drive, still facing me, hands right back in those pockets like that was the only way he could control them. Then he slowed, his hair billowing in the breeze and that wicked face filling with severity. “Heaven. It’d be Heaven, gettin’ you for one minute while on my way to Hell.”

I felt the ground shake beneath.

I had no idea how I’d ended up here.

My stable world shaken off path.

Without another word, he spun and strode for his bike.

All big body and towering force and dark allure.

I stood there frozen, watching him as he climbed onto his bike. He balanced the metal, boots planted out to the sides, and he pushed a button that brought the deep, gurgling engine to life.

Moonlight rained down and struck across the sharp, distinct angles of his face.

A devil who’d wormed his way into my life.

He lifted his chin in a gesture toward my door, and I realized he was waiting for me to go inside before he left.

My pulse skittered, and I tore myself from the spot, hurrying up the little walk that ran from the drive to the door. My hand shook like mad as I fumbled to find the right key, my heart in my throat as I turned the lock and let myself into my small home.

Reaching in, I flicked on the light and stepped inside, glancing back at the man who watched me.

Energy flashed.

A shockwave that I could almost see rippling across my yard.

Electric.

I ripped my attention from him and quickly locked the door behind me. I leaned against it, trying to catch my breath, to find my way back to who I was.

Dropping my purse on the couch, I moved to my bedroom, sank down on the side of the bed, and picked up the picture that sat on my nightstand.

Tears instantly stung.

It was one of Aaron and me. His arms were wrapped around me from behind, and that unending goodness radiated from his smile.

That hollow place howled, old grief tumbling through.

Deep and aching and unending.

Guilt came, too.

Wanting someone else for the first time, and in a way I never had before. In a way I didn’t know existed.

Those tears broke loose.

They streaked down my cheeks, and I lifted my face toward the ceiling.

God, give me wisdom, why did you bring me here? Is it wrong? Is it wrong?

Because I no longer knew what I was supposed to feel.


EIGHT

TRENT


A torrent of rain poured from the turbulent sky as Trent fumbled across the lot.

Ground pitted and cracked.

A crater through the middle.

Everything slowed.

Spinning. Spinning. Spinning.

World coming off its hinges.

Confused.

Disoriented.

Wrong.

So wrong.

The eternal lights of Los Angeles gleamed and glinted against the heavens, his sight blurred and bleary as he searched through the smoke.

Desperate.

Frantic.

Trent dropped to his knees at his side.

A sob ripped up his throat, and his hands searched his body, like he could reach inside and stop it, take it away, keep it for himself the way it was supposed to be.

“No. No. No,” trembled from his mouth.

Blood covered Trent’s hands, the rain washing it away only for it to soak them again.

Tainting.

Destroying.

Wrong.

So wrong.

“No,” Trent choked, pressing down on his wounds. “Please, no.”

His hand fisted in Trent’s shirt, dragging him close, the words a gurgled rasp at Trent’s ear. “One reason. One reason.”

Tears streaked Trent’s cheeks, burns where the wind lashed at his face. Agony slashed. Cutting him in two.

He slumped down, his soul released, and with it, Trent felt a piece of himself go missing.

He lifted his face to the heavens and screamed.

One reason, one reason, one reason…

I jolted upright in bed, eyes flying open to the darkness that cloaked my room, air screaming in and out of my lungs in long pants and my heart thrashing in old pain.

The physical kind.

The kind you felt when you were always going to be missing something in the middle of yourself, and there was nothing you could do to get it back. It was going to ache and moan and bleed forever.

Truth that I was the one responsible for it in the first place? It boiled like poison in my spirit and coiled my stomach in nausea. In this disease that just kept festering. Rotting and decaying and somehow healing with the gift I’d been granted in the middle of it.

I heaved around the strain—the regret—the shit I could never take back—and I tried to get my bearings.

Rain pelted at the windows and wind howled through the trees. Every single time that shit brought the dream. A fuckin’ constant reminder of who I was, of what I’d done, not that I was ever gonna forget.

Exhaling heavily, I roughed a hand through my hair, trying to calm my battering heart, trying to jerk myself out of the past that would forever hold me hostage.

Distance and time didn’t matter.

But one thing did.

I tossed my sheets and climbed from my bed, easing out of the room and into the hall. I nudged the door open farther.

Nightlight aglow, his room was cast in stars, a galaxy hanging from the ceiling, his little body tucked under his covers and serenity on his face.

I edged inside, sat on the side of his bed, and brushed the golden hair from his forehead. I pressed a kiss to the skin.

One reason.

That’s all I had.

And I needed to remember that was all I was ever gonna need.


NINE

TRENT
LOS ANGELES, TWENTY-FIVE YEARS AGO


The soft, soft voice pulled him from sleep where Trent was tucked in his bed. Their mommy sang her favorite song she liked to sing, Amazing Grace, her voice the prettiest voice in the whole wide world.

It touched his ears and whispered across his heart.

He felt light and heavy, his chest achy when his mommy sang like that.

He eased out from under the covers, sitting up so he could see where his mommy knelt beside the bed on the other side of the room. His whole body felt itchy as he stood up and shuffled across the carpet to where Nathan was asleep.

Her fingers brushed through Nathan’s hair as she kept singing those words like they would make everything better.

“Is Nafan sick again, Mommy?” he whispered, hatin’ when his mommy got sad, hatin’ more when his twin brother didn’t want to get out of bed to play some days.

She shifted her attention toward him, the smile on her face making his chest expand again. He loved when she looked at him like that. Like he was so, so special.

“He had a little bit of an asthma attack when we were playing out back earlier. That’s all. He’ll be just fine.”

His brother wheezed and coughed, and Trent eased in closer, worry filling him up, his heart doing that achy thing again. “You sure, Mommy? You want me to call the doctor?”

“Ah, my little protector, come on over here and see for yourself.”

Trent kept edging closer, peering down at his twin brother who was asleep. He was smaller than him by just a little. Other than that, they looked almost exactly the same. Their other brother, Jud, slept in the room right next to them, and everyone always made their mommy laugh when they asked if they were triplets.

But Jud was a year younger. Four and not five like Trent and Nathan. Except Trent was older by fifteen whole minutes, which meant he had to be the protector of ’em all.

“See, he’s just fine. Just like the rest of us are going to be.”

She reached over and set her hand on his cheek.

Trent’s chest felt so full.

“I’m the man now, right, Mommy?”

“That’s right.”

She pushed to standing, grunting as she straightened, her big, big belly poking out in front of her like a basketball.

Trent knew that was where his new baby brother was hiding until he was big enough to come out to play.

His mommy leaned over and brushed kisses to his brother’s forehead before she was wrapping her hand in Trent’s.

She squeezed it. “My big boy. Let’s get you back to bed.”

He followed her to his bed, and she pulled down his covers and tucked him in. Trent snuggled down into the warmth. The warmth of the blankets. The warmth of her green eyes.

Oh, he loved his mommy’s pretty eyes. The way they shined when she looked at him.

She leaned down and kissed him on the nose. “Such a kind protector,” she whispered, the edge of her mouth tilting up. “My sweet little warrior.”

“I’ll always save you,” he promised, grinning wide.

“I know it. And your brothers, too,” she teased, tickling him under his chin.

He giggled. “Of course, Mommy. You got nothin’ to worry about.”

“You get some rest now.” She pushed to standing, moaning all over again as she wobbled out the door. Trent sank into the comfort. The quiet. Until the rumble started to vibrate the floor and the sound of the loud motor shook the walls.

Fear clamped down on his heart, and he hugged the blanket tight, prayed for it to go away. For him to stay away.

But the sound got closer before it stopped and the back door in the kitchen banged open.

Trent squeezed his eyes shut like he could hide from it. From what was coming.

Because his daddy?

He was a bad, bad man, and he didn’t like it one bit when he came around.


TEN

EDEN


Do you remember…

Do you remember when we were little?

How we’d spend our days out playing in the backyard? Barefoot in the grass? The sun on our faces and hope in our hearts? We’d dance and dance. Make up our own ballets for Mom and Dad to watch. Momma would clap and Daddy would pick us bouquets from Momma’s flower bed. They’d promise we were the best dancers in the world, and he’d take both of us into his arms, tell us he was the luckiest daddy alive to have two daughters like us.

Do you remember how he’d take Momma’s hand and pull her out onto the lawn to dance?

He’d hug her tight beneath the summer sky, and we’d skip circles around them. We’d laugh and we’d dream, and we all knew life was going to be amazing, just as long as we had each other.

Do you remember when we were still a family?

Do you remember when I was your best friend?

I remember. And I wish I could go back.

Harmony

Anguish crushed and beat and slayed. I felt them like physical blows as a gentle breeze flittered through the branches of the trees that surrounded my backyard.

I’d sunk to the porch steps when I’d been sifting through my mail and found a letter from my sister hidden in the stack. Unable to remain standing while I’d ripped into the blue envelope.

There’d been no return address, but it had been postmarked in Washington.

What was this? An apology? An explanation?

Tears blurred my eyes as I clutched the letter to my chest. I inhaled deeply and looked up to the same blue summer sky my sister had been talking about. I wanted to reach into the letter and go back to those days. To remember the way she was begging me to do.

God. I felt almost desperate to see her face, to know she was okay, to ask her why.

All while struggling with so much anger, I didn’t know how to process it.

Her desertion.

Her betrayal.

The lies she’d cast.

I didn’t understand and I wanted to.

But I doubted very much there was a way to get there. No way to undo all the wrongs that’d bound our lives. The trust that had been so brittle years before had been completely shattered after she’d come back three months ago.

She told us she’d changed, that she’d wanted to make amends. Then she’d turned around and delivered the harshest blow—she’d stolen everything we had then disappeared again.

I peeled the letter from my chest and looked at the handwriting that was so familiar.

Hating that I missed her so badly.

Hating that I loved her so much.

Hating that I hated her for who she’d become.

Because I did…I remembered when she was good. And I’d do anything to go back there, too. To change it before she’d spiraled.

I jolted when I heard a car slowing out front and the crunch of tires in the gravel drive. I swiped the moisture from my cheek and stood. I folded the letter and stuffed it into my pocket before I moved around the small yard and to the side gate. It opened to the single carport, and I saw that my daddy’s Honda was parked behind my car.

The door opened just as I stepped through the gate.

He stood.

My chest squeezed at the sight of him.

So handsome at his 57-years, his once brown hair now gray. His history—the joys, the sorrows, the achievements, the tragedies—were written in the deep-set lines that were carved into his kind face.

I wouldn’t so much as call him rugged, his soul quiet, his demeanor unthreatening, though there was something powerful about him, too.

He was my savior. My rock. Strong and capable. But my spirit also recognized his. How he’d been broken down by the losses he’d been dealt.

“Hey, Daddy. What are you doing here?” I latched the gate behind me.

He smiled, so soft, the corners of his eyes creasing as he looked at me with the same warmth he’d watched me with my whole life. “Just came to see my best girl.”

We both ignored the sting of what he’d said, and I swore, that letter I’d hidden in my pocket felt like it just might catch fire.

“You did, huh? You just saw me yesterday,” I teased. I moved his way and welcomed the feel of his arms as he wrapped them around me.

Tight.

Ripe with affection.

Pulling back, he held me by the outside of the arms. “That was work and it doesn’t count…besides, I feel like I haven’t talked to you in ages. I’ve missed you.”

Okay, so maybe I’d been avoiding him a bit.

It was better to hide rather than to face the questions that would inevitably come.

No, I wasn’t ashamed of working at that club. But my daddy? He would instantly go into protector mode. He would tell me it wasn’t my concern. Say I didn’t need to worry. Claim it was his burden to bear. That it was insane for me to get another job even when I’d promised him that I was working on trying to find a solution.

But when he found out where I was actually working? He’d go nuts. Worry himself sick. Be concerned I’d be in harm’s way.

So far outside of my element. Of where my devotion lay.

Of where I belonged.

“Do you want to come inside and have some tea?”

“That’d be really nice.”

We moved up the front walk, and he followed me into my little house that I loved. It wasn’t much, but it was a safe haven.

Peaceful.

Quiet.

My heart ached a little when I admitted it was lonely, too. Sometimes the peace that radiated from the walls echoed with sadness. With a hollowness that reflected the hole burned through the middle of me.

We entered into the small living room stuffed with a cozy couch and a ton of pillows and a slew of pictures of my momma and daddy. Some of my students. Tessa and me, too.

There was a hall at the far end that led to the two bedrooms to the right.

On the left was an arch that dipped into the old kitchen. There was a nook with a small round table surrounded by four chairs, but my favorite part was the sunporch to the very back.

I made us each a cup of Earl Grey and eased out onto the screened porch that could have been mistaken for a greenhouse with the number of plants and shrubs I grew in there.

My daddy was already sitting on a rocker that overlooked the forest that hedged my backyard.

“Here you go, Daddy.”

“Thank you, sweetheart.”

I sat in the rocker next to him, sighing, letting go of the strain, the questions, and fell into the comfort.

I guessed I really did like the simple things.

Trent’s face flashed through my mind. Contrary to everything I’d ever imagined for my life. And still, I couldn’t shake it—this feeling that I wanted something I shouldn’t. Every night that I slipped into his club and pretended like he didn’t affect me made me want him that much more. Every day he picked up his son intensified the ache. Each time he looked at me like he was feeling exactly the same made me light up.

A fire burning bright where everything had gone dim.

But I knew better…knew he was everything that would scar me in the end.

I shook it off and turned my focus on my daddy since I could feel him peering my way.

“How are you, Eden?” he asked. Genuine and true.

“I’m fine,” I peeped, not so honest.

The creases deepened at the corner of his eyes. Slashes of concern. “You’ve seemed…distant lately. Tired.”

I took a sip of the steaming tea and fumbled through what to say. “I’m sorry. I’ve just…been worried. Wondering how we’re going to make it through this mess.”

He blew out a strained sigh. “The last thing I want is for you to worry about it, Eden. I’m going to figure it out. You just need to take care of your students, take care of you.”

I gazed across at him. “And who’s going to look out for you?”

He exhaled, devotion in the heavy sound. “You’re not supposed to take care of me, Eden. It’s the other way around.”

I reached out and touched his hand. “Aren’t we supposed to take care of each other? I told you I was going to help. That I’m trying to find solutions, too. You can’t ask me to ignore this.”

Sadness filled his expression. “You’ve already been through enough.”

My head shook as sorrow swam. “We both have, Daddy.”

My daddy swallowed, his throat bobbing as he gazed at me. “How’d we end up here? I never imagined it, Eden…the two of us alone.”

I could feel the loss of my momma radiating from him on a torrent of despair. Could feel his grief for me.

Losing Aaron had devastated me. Left a crater that throbbed.

But my daddy’s? My daddy’s was a chasm. An abyss. Bottomless and forever.

I’d thought mine was…

Guilt streaked. Clawing through my consciousness and cleaving through my spirit when a dark, destructive face flashed through my mind.

“I’m sorry that you lost Momma. That you lost Harmony after. Hate that you’re hurting so badly now.”

When Momma had died, Harmony had lost herself. I’d watched her tumble. Spiral. Lose hope.

The letter felt like ten-thousand pounds in my pocket. Sucking me down. Because I remembered before…before we’d lost it all.

“That’s what makes this so hard…fighting for the little we have left when I’d gladly trade it all for your sister if I were given the choice,” he admitted.

“Daddy.” It was a plea.

He squeezed my hand. “It’s true. I love those kids, I love the church, I love it all.” He gulped and his eyes swam with his truth. “But to have her back…I’d sacrifice anything for my family, Eden.”

Overwhelming love squeezed every cell in my body. This was exactly why I’d do anything for my father. Give it up. Sacrifice. Because of what he was willing to sacrifice for the rest of us. “I’m still digging into some things, Daddy. Trying to find a way to stave off the creditors.”

The shake of his head was grim. “I’m not sure we can support another loan, Eden.”

I swallowed down the confession, the way the words wanted to rise up and get free. “Just…give me a little time.”

“I need you not to worry, Eden. I’ll figure it out. Things always have a way of working themselves out. I have faith in that. That we’re not alone in the middle of it. I don’t want you to walk around with these burdens…I want you to live.”

“And I want that for you, too.”

His fingers threaded through mine. “The students are my joy, Eden. Our congregation. Helping those who walk through the doors. But the one thing I want? The one thing I pray I get to see before I die? That is to see you happy. Truly happy.” He reached up and brushed his thumb under my eye. “Without the sadness I see right here. One day, the one thing I want, is to see it go away. I want to see everything you’re missing fulfilled. Given to you a million times over.”

“Daddy.” Emotion warbled through the word.

Misery tried to seep out from that wound. To crawl out and stake a claim.

“Someday, your heart will break free.” He chuckled low, his words turning to a dreamy wisp. “It’ll get stolen, more like it. Some man is going to storm into your life when you least expect it, and he’s going to steal this amazing, beautiful heart. You might not think yourself capable, but you’ll love again.”

For the first time in years, I believed it. Believed I could love again.

And I wanted it in return.

To be loved.

Held.

I wanted a family to call my own.

But what I was terrified of was the storming part.

Terrified of the one who’d captured me in a way I shouldn’t allow him to.

I smothered the feeling, the need, the fear, and I forced a smile. “Don’t worry, Daddy. I will. We both will. Heck, I bet you’ll find someone before me.”

He fumbled out a laugh. “I don’t think so, sweetheart. I think I’d prefer to live in the memories.”

But sometimes it was the memories that hurt us most.


ELEVEN

TRENT


Fucking Juna Lamb.

I glanced at the clock on the dash again. She was forty minutes late, which meant I was going to be even later to pick up Gage.

Was she really going to pull this bullshit on me?

My eyes scanned the visible part of the obscured path. It led to a meadow hidden in the dense forest just off the road where I waited about an hour outside our mountain city.

Place we always met.

Secure and unseen.

Didn’t matter. Anxiety gripped me in a vise, ribs clamping around my heart that was a thunder of disorder and old rage.

Thing was, it wasn’t all that old, either. It was the kind that grew. Amplified and blistered. The kind that would never abate.

The dread. The worry.

The grief and the guilt.

The stark, unrelenting hatred I held for this woman.

Most of all, the devotion I had to my son.

All of it roiled and thrashed and overflowed.

Crashing over me.

Wave after wave.

Knew she couldn’t be trusted, but what the fuck else was I to do?

I met her here once a year, and every single time, I was on edge, wondering when it was gonna be the time she fucked me. When she betrayed me all over again. Pulled the motherfucking trigger.

And still, I somehow thought I owed her a debt. Came here year after year because there was one reason I was living my life, so I buried the rage and the animosity and did what I had to do to protect it.

Knew full well it was a precarious line I was treading.

Blowing out a sigh, I grabbed my phone, checking for a message or missed call.

Nothing.

Shit.

I sat there contemplating for a beat before I gave in, decided to ask for help because the last thing I wanted was to leave my kid waiting. Make him think I’d forgotten about him. Like he would ever in a million years slip my mind.

I tapped out a message to Eden, praying she’d get it, understand, praying harder that she wouldn’t ask any questions.

Me


Eden, hate to ask, but I got sprung with something messy. Can you cover Gage for 40? I’ll owe you big.




I was unable to stop the way my heart stuttered with thinking about her.

Seemed there was no chance of her slipping from my mind, either.

The girl’s face twisted through on a constant invasion that I couldn’t outwit or outrun.

I would have thought my reaction to her would have faded with time, but thoughts of her seemed to be coming on stronger with each day that passed. With each night she moved around my bar, possessing the air and fucking with my sanity.

More than two weeks had gone by since I’d followed her to her house and had spouted a bunch of shit I shouldn’t have.

A clear proposition.

Truth was, after that fucker had touched her, only thing I could process was the overwhelming need to gather her up and make sure she was whole.

Preferably without her clothes covering that tempting, delicious body.

I’d been half mad with the desire to drag her into her house.

Touch her and taste her and take her.

Problem was? It’d gotten clear really fast that need was more than just wanting to get lost in her tight body.

Knew there was a real problem when I wanted to start making her promises I had no business making.

Tell her I would never let anyone harm her. Tell her I’d fight whatever war she was fighting. Fix whatever in her life had gone bad, patch it back together because I’d come to crave those sweet, innocent smiles.

I wanted to dig around inside her to find why those eyes would dim, then set to work at filling whatever had gone missing.

The way I got the sense she might be able to fill a little of what had gone missing in me, too.

Stupid.

I had one reason.

One reason.

I couldn’t risk getting distracted. Couldn’t risk another heart. Another life.

My chest tightened in that spiky dread when I saw the flickers of red coming through the trees, and I tossed my phone to the opposite seat as Juna pulled into the grassy field.

The air thinned and my spirit groaned.

Hatred. Hatred.

Distrust and this debt and a thousand fucked up things in between.

I was quick to climb out of my car, standing behind my open door with my gun burning a hole where it was holstered at my side.

She came to a stop, staring at me through the windshield, her brown hair twisted in a knot on her head and falling around her face as she clutched the steering wheel in her own fear and agitation.

She was stunning. Not a fuckin’ lie.

But she curled every cell in my body in revulsion.

Finally, she killed her engine, warily clicked open her door, and stood.

“Juna,” I said through gritted teeth.

Her mouth trembled, and she gave me a timid smile. “Hi.”

My head shook in a fierce gush of disbelief. “Don’t hi me. We both know why you’re here and what you want. No reason for pleasantries.”

She blanched. “Trent…I⁠—”

I shook my head again. “No bullshit, Juna.” I ducked back into my car and grabbed the duffle bag. I tossed it at her from across the space.

She caught it with a thud, her arms curled around the fabric and hugging all that money to her chest.

“You got what you came for, now go.”

Her expression twisted like I’d slapped her across the face. “That’s not true.”

“No? It was always about the money. Don’t deny it.”

“I never meant for it to happen.”

A blistering scoff left my mouth, and I had to curl my hands around the top of my car door to keep from crossing the space and choking her out. “You did. You set the whole fuckin’ thing up. You just got cold feet.”

Didn’t want my blood on her hands, so she’d left me with my brother’s on mine, instead.

My fault, too.

Wasn’t like I’d wanted her. Only thing I’d wanted was revenge on an enemy, and the girl had been an easy target.

She looked into the distance, her chin quivering before she tentatively looked back at me. “How is Gage?”

My chest tightened, throat closing off, and my hands were cinching down tighter.

“Safe.” That’s all she got from me. Only thing she deserved. One thing in this deal she’d given.

Gage.

She chewed at her bottom lip before she whispered, “That makes me happy.”

My insides twisted in a thousand knots, that hatred and a flash of gratitude making me feel like I might lose my mind, and she dropped her shoulders and started to climb back into her car.

Guess it was the panic, that paranoia that had been hunting me for the last few months that had the words shootin’ from my mouth. “Anyone have a clue where you are?”

Juna looked up at me with surprise riding her expression before she frowned and her brows drew tight. “No. You know I’d never go back there.”

My nod was clipped. “Good. Keep it that way.”

She didn’t say anything else before she ducked into her car, though she watched me with some kind of sadness as she started it, backed up, and whipped around so she could drive back down the bumpy lane.

I watched her go.

On guard.

Always on guard because I didn’t trust a damned soul.

Not when the ones I’d cared about most had betrayed me.

Betrayed us.

Slayed when they should have protected.

But that’s what happened when you lived the kind of lives we’d lived.

When we’d been brought up in depravity and wickedness.

Only exception were my brothers. Gage.

Knew better than letting anyone else into that fold.

I sat there for another ten after she left just to make sure I was in the clear before I grabbed my phone and saw that the message that I’d sent to Eden had still been left unread.

Agitation stirring, I glanced at the clock. School was already out.

“Shit,” I mumbled as I dialed her number and hoped she’d answer.

It rang before that sweet, sultry voice came on the line. “This is Eden, I’ll get back to you when I can.”

I hit the road and gunned it, hating that I had the sick urge to trust her with this. I had to stop the truth from sliding out and give her another fuckin’ lie to bury the mound of others.

“Eden, hey, I’m on my way but had an issue at the bar. Really sorry. Will be there soon.”

I took the curvy, winding mountain road at top speed. Engine flying, but it was my anxiety that was soaring.

This unsettled feeling taking hold, way it did every year right about this time, but I guessed that was something I would be battling for the rest of my life.

I made the hour-long trip in forty-five minutes, barely slowing as I made it to the edge of the tiny city where the dense hedge of trees thinned, and the trendy shops and restaurants tucked underneath the short office buildings and apartments came into view.

My eyes kept darting for the clock on the dash as I sped through town. I beat a path in the direction of the small private school that sat smack dab in the middle of it, really fucking late and still not a word from Eden.

My hands curled tight around the steering wheel. I was doing my best to get the bitterness under control, the regret and the shame, before I got to my kid. Last thing he needed was to see me like this.

The ghosts writhing beneath my skin.

Teeth gritting around the bullshit that bitch always tried to cram down my throat.

No question in my mind that Juna Lamb’s favorite game was manipulating me. Hell, I bet she got off on it. Knowing she had me by the balls and all she had to do was squeeze. One year she’d show up making demands, threatening, next sweet as pie and full of feigned regret.

But Gage was worth it.

One love.

One loyalty.

One reason.

All I had to do was keep throwing cash at that bloodsucker to keep her out of our lives and pray to God she didn’t bleed me dry.

That I could believe her now after she’d committed the ultimate disloyalty.

Tires squealed as I took a right onto Oak View. Gunning it, I came up fast on the entrance to the school. I downshifted, barely slowing as I skidded into the student pick-up circle.

Circle that was completely empty considering how late I was.

School had been over for almost an hour.

Fuck.

My guts clenched when Eden jerked her attention from where she was out on the playground by the slide, she and Gage its lone occupants. Rest of the children were long gone.

Hell, half the staff parking lot was vacant, too.

Even from the confines of my car, I could feel it.

The crash of energy.

Confusion and need.

But it was different this afternoon. The air was hot with anger.

She and I had been tiptoeing since the night I’d followed her home. Skirting each other, our interactions nothing but restraint and civility after our boundaries had been set in stone.

I was her boss at the bar, and she was my son’s teacher here at the school, and it ended at that.

Except that was a farce, wasn’t it? With the way those autumn eyes flared and flashed. Way that golden color sparked beneath the glittering rays of sunlight that burned through the sky, lighting her up in a fiery show of disappointment.

Protectiveness bled out as she straightened herself in front of my son.

Yeah, I was a twisted fuck because my dick went hard at the sight.

Thirsting for something sweet.

For something innocent.

Something far too good.

The monster who wanted to dirty it. Dirty her. Delve into the sanctuary of who she was.

Get a taste of the light when my entire life had been lived in the shadows.

Her jaw was clenched.

Her demeanor stone.

The tires squealed to a stop, and I jerked the car into neutral and jammed at the button for the brake. I was out in a second flat, doing my best to quiet the disturbance rattling my ribs.

The way I was struck with two different emotions at once.

Disenchantment and a straight up thrill.

Gage whirled around at the sound of my approach, that golden hair bouncing around his cherub face, kid the perfect mix of Juna and me.

Only good thing either of us had ever created.

He looked at me with this huge-ass smile on his face that cut right through the middle of my spirit.

One reason.

One reason.

He pointed my way. “See, there he is. Told you, Miss Murphy, told you he was gonna come and we didn’t have nothin’ to worry about. My dad is the best.” He started jumping, waving his hand in the air like I didn’t notice him standing there. “Hey, Dad! Over here, Dad. Where ya been? Miss Murphy thought you mighta forgot me, but I told her never, no way. Not my dad. Right, Dad, right?”

He grabbed her hand and started to haul her my direction as my boots ate up the ground in a desperate bid to make it to the gate as fast as I could.

Fuck the signs posted every two feet.

Wasn’t anyone around, anyway.

Eden glowered at me. Fucking gorgeous, sweet Eden who was watching me like I was the devil.

She wouldn’t be wrong.

Fire and disgust flooded from her spirit.

Made me a damned fool that in spite of it, I couldn’t help but drink her in. Her body and that face and those eyes. I’d gladly drown in her wrath if it meant getting washed in who she was.

One time.

One time, I wanted to make her mine.

Take what couldn’t be.

She wore a modest sundress, this creamy soft thing with a touch of lace at the neckline, fabric swishing just below the knees. Still did crazy-ass things to me.

Eden tightened her hold on Gage’s hand and lifted that chin in a clear warning.

That did crazy-ass things to me, too. A little rage and a lotta awe, my fiery little Kitten going to bat for one of her kids.

My kid.

And I got that fucked up sense again—one that I was looking on something that was right. Something that was good.

I shook that bullshit off because you didn’t get good when you had no good to give.

“Dad, guess what?” Gage shouted as he pranced my way.

“What is it, buddy?” I asked, though most of my attention was locked on the woman who looked like she wanted to punch me in the throat.

We were all standing at the fence by that time, staring at each other through the wrought iron rods keeping us apart.

“We had pigs in a blanket for lunch. You know what’s that? That’s the tiniest little hot dogs you ever seen.” He giggled it while clutching to Eden’s hand. “And they have bread for blankets! See…pigs in a blanket.”

He cracked up like it was the funniest thing he’d ever heard.

My chest tightened, and I glanced his way, love pouring out, that flood way more fuckin’ powerful than the deluge of anger Eden Murphy had flowing on me.

“No way,” I exuded through the clusterfuck of emotions.

“Yes way!” Gage grinned. All dimples and tiny teeth. “They were deeees-licious. And that’s with a capital D. You think we can have some at our house for dinner? Is it okay if I be the chef, Dad? I’ll make ’em so good.”

“We’ll see what we can do, buddy.”

The whole time, Eden itched at his side.

“See, Miss Murphy. My dad’s the best dad in the whole world.” He was gazing up at her with that expression on his face. One of sheer belief. Affection took the place of her anger as she looked down at him before she turned her attention back to me.

Autumn eyes narrowed in hostility and some kind of hurt I couldn’t pinpoint.

Something haunted. I was the idiot who wanted to touch her face. Ask her what it meant. Beg her to get it. To understand the lengths I had to go. The position I was in. But I couldn’t let anyone go there. I was a fool for even thinking it.

I reached up for the latch on the gate.

Eden huffed and muttered, “Typical,” under her breath.

“What’s your problem?” I hissed even lower, tripping on the mess of emotions that threatened to knock me from my feet.

“What’s my problem?” She gritted her teeth. “I think that should be obvious.”

“Gage, why don’t you show me how you can go down the slide?” I suggested through the affliction.

“Really?”

“Yup, do it fast.”

He untangled his hand from Eden, and my boy was making a beeline back toward the playground, shouting the whole time, “Watch this, watch this!”

“Watching,” I hollered as I flicked the latch and pushed through. Eden stumbled back, a surprised sound coming from her mouth.

“What’s your problem, Miss Murphy?” I demanded again, a knife twisting through my chest, eyes flicking between her and the kid because I wasn’t going to miss him going down the slide. “Just say it.”

“You’re more than an hour late.” The words shook.

“Didn’t notice.” Sarcasm dripped from my voice.

Yeah. Couldn’t help but get pissed, too. That she was over there making assumptions and she didn’t have the first clue.

She scoffed out a broken sound. “That…that exactly right there,” she begged below her breath. “That little boy was sitting over there by himself waiting for you…watching every other kid get picked up on time because their parents actually make them their priority. I had to drag him over to the playground to keep him distracted while you were off doing God knows what.”

Was she serious?

I was in her face. Towering over her. Rage snapping my teeth.

Fear and uncertainty stuttered her chest, and her gaze was darting all over my face, like she was looking for who I was. For a worthy explanation. For a reason to trust me.

“You don’t have a fuckin’ clue, Miss Murphy.” It was all I could give her and that sucked, too.

Gage shouted, “Here I go!”

Eden stepped back, her arms crossed over her chest as she stood there and warred. The two of us watched him hop into position and use the handles for leverage to propel himself faster. He threw his hands in the air and laughed hysterically the whole way down. He toppled off into the dirt at the bottom, and the second he hit it, he hopped up and had his arms thrown above his head. “Touch down! How was that, Dad? Did you like it? Did you see how fast I went?”

“Perfect ten,” I bellowed, trying to keep the anger out of my voice, but it was back full force when I looked at his teacher.

My employee.

At this woman who had me in motherfuckin’ knots.

“You have no idea what I do for that kid.”

Eden shifted on her feet, her chin quivering. Sadness streaked through those eyes. She tried to hide it by dropping her gaze to the ground, but I saw the moisture rise to the surface.

My chest tightened.

How had she gained the power for that single look to destroy me?

“You should have been here,” she whispered on an exhale. “We were—” She clipped off whatever she was going to say, her lips hard when she forced, “He was worried.”

In longing, she looked at my son.

“Yeah, I should have been, but it wasn’t because I don’t care. Wasn’t because I simply lost track of time.” I angled in closer, letting the words grate from my tongue. Or maybe it was just my defenses sliding out. “Wasn’t like I was gettin’ my cock sucked by one of my whores or doing God knows what.”

An earthquake rocked me.

I couldn’t stop this feeling that was taking me over.

She didn’t understand and I fuckin’ wanted her to.

Fuck. I wanted her to.

Her throat tremored when she swallowed. “I didn’t say that.”

I moved on her, coming closer, swallowing up her breaths and sucking down her aura. My mouth moved close to her ear. “No, but that’s what you were thinking, wasn’t it? That I’m a shitty dad?”

“No.” She blinked, and she angled so she could barely see my face. “Trent…I⁠—”

Eden was cut off when Gage came skipping our way, singing The Wheels on the Bus that he’d been driving me out of my damned mind with for the last week, but because I loved the kid so much, I typically just sang along.

She jumped back when she realized how close we were. That energy rushing and whirring and winding us tight.

Magnetic.

Neither of us knew how to stay away when it was clear that was exactly what we had to do.

I looked back at her. “I’m sorry I was late. I texted. I called. Left a message on your cell letting you know. It was out of my hands. Next time, I’ll be sure to call one of my brothers from work so I don’t put you out.”

I wasn’t about to lose my son over some closing bell, and that was just the way it was when Juna Lamb was in control. But if it was gonna cause this kind of reaction in Eden, someone I’d been fool enough to think I could rely on with a bit of this bullshit, then I’d figure something else out.

“You ready, Dad?” Gage swiped up his backpack from where it rested against the fence, swung it on, and took my hand.

Little fingers curled around mine.

The anxiety that’d been racing the entire day eased just a bit.

I gave him a gentle squeeze. “Yeah, buddy, I am.”

I started to turn and walk but swung back around to meet Eden Murphy’s eyes. “Think what you want, Kitten…but I would claw my way through Hell to get to my kid.”


TWELVE

EDEN


I stood rooted by the gate, hugging my arms over my chest with my eyes locked on the two of them moving to Trent’s car. Gage had his hand wrapped in his father’s, prattling away as he skipped at his side.

While a war waged within me.

God, my heart was nothing but a mottled, bleeding mess.

The barely healed over scars were trying their best to rip open wide.

There was a huge piece of me that wanted to chase after them like they were where I belonged.

All while old memories raged against it.

Waiting and waiting and waiting. The sky turning from blue to pink to gray before a Sheriff had pulled into the lot.

Gage climbed into the backseat and into his booster. His sweet voice was still a chatter that drifted on the warm air, even though I couldn’t make out what he was saying.

Trent leaned his towering, dark frame over his son, wisped a kiss to the child’s forehead.

The man was so tender and so rough that my knees wobbled where I tried to stand firm.

It was a vain attempt with the shockwave of intensity that ripped through the space when the man straightened and moved around the front of his flashy car, slaying me with a look that was a cross between anger and an apology.

His back against a wall.

I knew it.

Could feel it. His desperation in the way he’d flown into the lot, as if he’d been trying to outrun a ghost that had been chasing him down.

His eyes wild and his spirit frantic.

And I guessed I’d been trying to dodge a ghost of my own. Standing in this spot and waiting for someone I cared about to show and terrified they wouldn’t.

Care.

The realization punched me in the stomach.

I did.

I cared. So much and too fast, and I knew I was nothing but a fool for allowing myself to feel it.

So what had I done?

I’d let my own anger and confusion tear him down.

Accusations I shouldn’t have cast.

But I was having a harder and harder time making any sense of what I was feeling.

The outright protectiveness over a child that had long since crossed over the line of prudent. Beyond a student/teacher relationship.

How I felt tied up and bound to his father.

His father who stared at me from where he whipped open his car door, the man so tall and ominous and intimidating.

But those fierce eyes were filled with something I’d never witnessed before—hurt.

Hurt disguised as rage.

I’d hurt him with my assumptions because his protectiveness was wrapped up in his son, too.

Regret clamped down on my heart, and I hugged myself tighter as Trent slipped into the driver’s side and started the car. The engine was loud and powerful and filling the quiet with the chaos that he was.

Those wicked eyes watched me through the glass, glinting daggers that destroyed and decimated.

Regret slipped down my spine like a block of ice.

Cold.

I had to force myself to stand still. Force myself to remain in the spot instead of rushing out to beg him to stop so I could try to explain.

Explain I was believing too much. Seeing too much. Wanting too much.

That I was scared.

That I was broken.

That I was terrified he might be the only one who might be able to heal some of that.

God. I was terrified of it all. That it was wrong. A sin. That I was asking for the pain a man like Trent Lawson would bring.

His tires squealed as he jerked from the curb, like he needed to get away from me as desperately as I needed to get away from him.

Because I could feel myself stumbling in a direction I shouldn’t.

Dangerously close to tumbling over an edge and into an abyss that I knew nothing about. No idea of what I would find there. No idea what awaited at the bottom.

Hope or heartache.

And if it was the latter? I wasn’t sure I would survive that kind of fall. I had no solid piece remaining that could withstand that sort of breaking. I swore, I was barely holding it together as it was, these healing fractures more fragile than I wanted to admit.

There was no looking away when the car whipped out onto the street and accelerated. The white car disappeared long before the sound of the engine did, so I found myself standing there staring into the nothingness where they had been for far too long.

Long enough that I jolted like a lunatic when a voice suddenly shouted, “Boo,” close to my ear.

My heart leapt out of my chest, and I whirled around with my arms flailing.

Tessa, my so-called best friend, cracked up, bent in two and holding her stomach. “Oh my god, you are too easy, Eden Jasmine.”

I shook myself off, straightening my dress and the mess of emotions jumbled inside. “Ha, ha, ha, you’re hysterical.” I rolled my eyes at her.

She laughed harder. “You jumped like five feet in the air.”

“I did not.”

“Um…yes…you did, you know, since you were standing out here staring after your boss’s car for fifteen straight minutes after it disappeared, mouth watering like someone was dangling a piece of chocolate obsession cake in front of you and you couldn’t quite reach it. You were all grabby hands.”

Her hands grasped for thin air.

I grumbled a sound of denial. “I was just making sure my student got safely on his way home.”

Disbelief shot from her mouth. “Are you really gonna stand there and try to pull that off? Act like your belly isn’t growling for a little of that cake?”

“He’s a man, not food.”

She jostled her shoulder into mine. “So, you’re saying you want him.”

“I didn’t say that at all.”

“You don’t need to when it’s written all over you. Your eyes are hungry, Eden. Real hungry. Like crazy hungry. Ravenous. Clearly, you’ve gone without for far too long. I’m actually concerned you might devour that poor boy.”

It was an all-out tease.

I scowled at her. She was worried for him? Had she seen him? No doubt, it was me who was in danger.

Her smile softened, her gaze taking me in, expression turning knowing. “You like him,” she prodded gently.

My lips pursed in a thin line, not sure how to respond.

“There’s no shame in that, Eden.”

A frown pinched my brow. “Isn’t there?”

I didn’t know why I thought it prudent to ask. What answer I wanted. I wasn’t even sure there was a correct one.

Tessa scoffed. “Um…half the population would be guilty if it were a sin. The man is stupid hot.”

I cringed.

With a wry grin, she nudged me again. “But you want him for more than all that delicious cake.”

I did my best to hold back my amusement, and my teeth clamped down on my bottom lip. “I have no idea what I want,” I admitted.

The teasing drained from my best friend’s face. “I think you do, Eden. I think you’re just afraid to reach out and take it.”

Emotion clogged my chest, and I had to look away, into the distance. I inhaled a cleansing breath and tried to keep the tears from brimming to my eyes.

A tender hand wrapped around my wrist, dragging me back to the here and now and out of the past that seemed as if it would never let me go. I swiveled my gaze to Tessa. To my best friend who’d been there for me forever. Through my joys and my sorrows.

“What if it hurts?” I wheezed the question, unable to hold back the heaviness of it. “What if I take a chance, and he doesn’t take one on me?”

What if he didn’t feel the same? What if he wasn’t spun up right then, wondering what it would feel like to give in?

What if he was as horrible as he claimed and destroyed me in the end?

Tessa’s lips tipped in affection, and she reached out and played with a lock of my hair that whipped in the gentle breeze, her voice as soft as the whisper of the wind. “And what if you don’t try, Eden? What if you never let yourself feel again? What if you spend the rest of your life guarding yourself from experiencing what you want, what you need, because you’re afraid, and you miss out on all the things waiting for you to take hold of them? What if you keep this beautiful heart from the rest of the world? What if you don’t take a chance? What then?”

My throat burned with it. With sorrow. With hope. “He and I are…”

“Opposites?” She grinned. “All wrong? He’s everything you shouldn’t want?”

I jerked an agreement. “I don’t even know him.”

And I had a feeling the list she’d checked off went much deeper than that.

That he was dangerous.

That there was a real part of him that was bad. Wicked. Unjust.

That his life was at odds with everything I wanted for mine.

All except for the way he was with that little boy. Except for the way he made me feel. The way he made me believe in something he kept insisting wasn’t there.

“Don’t let anyone tell you who you should love or what you should want, Eden. You get to decide that, and don’t you dare forget it. He may or may not be the one…”

She gestured her chin in the direction of the empty street before she flitted her eyes back to take me in. When she did, the blue was overflowing with emotion. “But you won’t know that until you try. Until you open yourself up. Until you go after what you want.”

I chuckled out a soggy sound. “That’s the problem…I don’t know what I want.”

“Liar,” she razzed, grin playing across her whole face. She leaned toward me and mock-whispered, “You want cake.”

I choked over a shock of laughter. “You’re ridiculous.”

Tessa tugged at my hand, walking backward as she started to haul me back toward the school. “You wouldn’t want me any other way. Now come on, your daddy asked if I’d seen you…he wants to talk to you.”

Crap.

It’d been more than a week since he’d come to my house saying he missed me. When he’d begged me to let him take on the burden. It’d been two days since I’d completely ignored that and taken all the cash I’d earned and put it against the outstanding debts.

Oh, was he going to have questions.

I had the urge to jump in my car and go hide under my covers. Maybe come down with a sudden, severe flu.

Tessa threaded our fingers together and pulled me up to her side as she swiveled around. Swinging our hands between us as she started to lead me back toward the offices in the main area of the school, she leaned in and murmured, “But I’m not letting you leave until you admit it…tell me you want cake.”

She was relentless.

Redness streaked to my cheeks, and I barely peeked her way, letting the confession slip from my tongue. “Okay. Fine. I might want a tiny taste.”

She gasped and slammed a hand over her heart. “You hooker.”

Playfully, I shoved her. “You jerk.”

She laughed like crazy until she sobered and took my hand again, pulling me close to her side. “I love you, Eden. I just want you to live again. Larger and freer than you did before. For your heart. For your happiness.”

I nestled my head on her shoulder and held on tight.

Faith brimming up from a spot I’d once thought dead. “I want that, too. So much.”

I was just terrified I was looking for it in the wrong place.

I was setting myself up for heartbreak. I knew it. I could feel it shivering around me, a low rumble of thunder in the distance as a storm gathered on the horizon.

As the wind began to stir and my heart began to beat.

I knew it in the barest touch. Knew it when I was held prisoner by those eyes.

I knew it, and I still didn’t know how to stop from chasing it.

After today? Trent Lawson just might hate me for implying he didn’t care about his son. And I wasn’t sure that was a fate I could bear.
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I knocked softly at the door and peeked in through the crack. “Daddy? You wanted to see me?”

My stomach tightened as he looked up from the stack of papers where he sat behind the messy, cluttered desk. A weary smile took over his entire face. “Eden. Come in and have a seat.”

He gestured at the chair.

I entered, clicking the door shut behind me and moving to sit across from him. Somehow feeling like I was a little girl who’d been called to the principal’s office.

Nerves clattered through my being, and my movements were slowed, like any flinch or twitch might give me away.

I was pretty sure I’d already been incriminated.

Daddy removed his glasses and tossed them to the desk, rubbing his eyes before he rocked back in his chair and stared over at me, taking me in as if he hadn’t seen me in an age. “How are things, Eden?”

My chest squeezed. “I’m great.” I chuckled an indifferent laugh to throw him off whatever scent he’d picked up. “Same as I was this morning when you popped into my class.”

There.

Act like nothing was different. Play it off and things would turn out just fine for the both of us.

“How are things with you?” I asked. I fought the urge to fidget like I was guilty of a horrible crime. I was just afraid to my father, that’s exactly what it would be.

Still, he studied me with that kind, knowing gaze, though there was no missing the uncertainty that swam in the warm pools of green.

It was…unnerving the way he could see right through me.

He’d always had a way of sensing people’s distress. Of feeling it. Watching for it. Always there to offer support. A gentle ear and a kind word and so often the shirt off his back.

I imagined Harmony’s deception had hurt all the more since our daddy would have gladly given her his last dime had she asked for it. If she’d come to him and told him she was in trouble and needed help rather than swindling the roof from over our heads. Broken trust was one of the hardest things to mend.

He rested his hands over his stomach in a casual way and hooked his ankle over the opposite knee. “Things are looking up, Eden.”

I would have exhaled in relief except for the implication threaded through his words.

I forced a bright smile.

“That’s great.”

Play along. Play along.

Maybe he just wanted to talk to me about one of my students. Probably Myla who’d painted the kindergarten walls in marker before she’d moved on to poor little Ben’s shirt.

Only my daddy’s expression shifted in worry, an elbow going to the armrest and propping up his head as he searched me through the bright rays of light that streaked in through the high window. “Yep, they sure are.”

He sat forward, all business-like as he started to sift through the papers like he was going to find missing information.

“Such a strange thing, though…I called the bank to talk to them about being granted another extension, and they told me something interesting. They told me they’d already received a portion of the payment and an extension was unnecessary.”

“Oh, how wonderful!” I squeaked it way too loud, itching on my seat.

I was a terrible liar. Because my smile was so fake I was pretty sure my face might break.

“Is it?” he asked with a tilt of his head. “I know it was deposited by you, Eden. I know it wasn’t some random donation.”

Disquiet rustled, and this time I couldn’t stop myself from twisting my fingers.

I mean, seriously, did I think he wasn’t going to find out? Play it off as a helpful stranger when no one else knew but Tessa, the two of us, and the bank that was breathing down our necks?

“Daddy…I…I told you I was working on it. That I would help fix it. That you aren’t in this alone.”

The words started to rush in emphasis. In an appeal for him to understand.

It was true my daddy was the best man around, loved every single person, did his best to always look deeper and never to judge, but he was also about as traditional as they came.

Always hoping his children stood on solid, even ground.

And when Harmony had fallen? It’d only made him that much more protective of me.

The creases at the corners of his eyes deepened.

Devotion and worry.

His voice came as a soft plea. “I don’t know what that means, Eden. How?”

Dropping his head, he ran a flustered, shaky hand through his hair.

How did I tell him I was working at Absolution?

The club wasn’t the real problem, though, was it? The real problem was the path it had taken me down. A dark, dark path with Trent Lawson waiting at the end.

I was flying in a dangerous direction, destined for a collision, and didn’t know how or if I even wanted to stop.

He’d get one look at the man and he’d wrap me up and hide me away.

Daddy raised his attention back to me. “There was three-thousand dollars made against the debt, Eden.”

“Dad—”

“Money you deposited.” The words were thick when he pushed them out, and he started shaking his head. “How? Did you…sell something? Sweetheart, you can’t go without for the sake of⁠—”

“I picked up some shifts at a restaurant.” I cut him off before he started singing my praises the way he always did. Hell, he’d probably imagined I’d sold a kidney. “I’ve been working there for a while now.”

It wasn’t a total lie. Absolution did serve food.

Questions twisted his brow. “And made three-thousand dollars? It sounds like I’m in the wrong business.” It was almost a tease.

Affection pulsed through my being, my daddy always expecting the best of me. I clutched the arms of my chair, sincerity in my voice. “I don’t think it quite makes the same impact, Daddy. This…” I waved a hand in the air. “This place? It’s important. Really important. And I’m doing everything I can to make sure we don’t lose it.”

Sighing, he leaned back in his chair. “I know you’re worried about me, Eden…and God…”

His voice hitched on the emotion.

“I appreciate it more than you can know. I am so thankful I have you. Your support, your belief.” His head shook almost as fiercely as his voice. “It means so much to me. Means so much to this school. But this isn’t a debt you owe.”

“It isn’t yours, either.” Anger and hurt came out with the defense.

“Eden,” he whispered.

“Harmony stole from you, Daddy. From us. From the children here. The families.”

Agony spun through my being.

We’d had dreams of going to New York together. Of getting accepted into some prestigious dance school where we’d join a famous ballet.

We’d live our lives dancing and touring the world together.

But then our momma died when she was sixteen and I was fourteen. In a way, I’d lost my mother and my sister the same day.

I’d watched her plummet into darkness. Lose herself. I’d tried…tried so hard to be strong enough for all of us.

To let my daddy have his grief without the worry of my sister, praying I would be enough to see her through.

I wasn’t.

She’d left at eighteen. Had gone to Las Vegas to dance. Left me behind.

We hadn’t seen her once in all that time. Nothing but a few sparse calls and letters over the years.

Not until she’d shown one day out of the blue three months ago, all smiles and false promises and telling us she was never going to leave again. She’d convinced us she’d made a mistake, casting us aside the way she had, and she was home for good.

We’d believed her. Welcomed her with open arms. The prodigal child who’d been so desperately missed.

My best friend.

My greatest confidant.

The one I’d looked up to my whole life.

A week later, she’d been gone, her things packed, along with every last cent in the school’s and my father’s bank accounts, not to mention our mama’s jewelry she’d heisted like a common, vicious thief.

My spirit shivered with the pain because I’d hoped so desperately that she’d changed.

That my sister was home for good.

My daddy had been devastated when she’d disappeared.

Destroyed.

Ruined on top of it because he’d refused to call the police and turn her in.

And God, I loved her, too, but I refused to stand by and let him lose everything because of her.

It hadn’t been the first time money had gone missing from the treasury, either. Maybe I’d lost faith, become cynical, because I’d always secretly believed Harmony had been responsible even when there’d been no proof.

I inched off the chair, never quite rising to standing as I moved around his desk and knelt in front of him. I gripped his hand. “Daddy, your pain is mine, too. Your hurt. Your worry. Your debt. It’s mine, too.”

He reached out and brushed his thumb across the tear I’d leaked. “That’s the whole problem, Eden…I don’t want you to hurt or worry. I want you to live the best life you can. Fully and without restraint.”

“I am living,” I promised, the words choppy. “Let me live a little for you.”

“I’m afraid that’s all you’ve been living for, Eden, all this time. For me. For this school.”

I wondered how transparent I really was. If he saw so clearly the way I ached. If he knew I tossed at night. Consumed by loneliness.

I squeezed his hand tighter and rushed, “I love it here, and I love you. I love the children. I love the dance classes and the Sunday school classes. All of it. You don’t have to worry. I want to do this. I want to help.”

“But you deserve more than giving your entire life to this school, Eden, and then turning around and spending your nights working at a restaurant.”

He brushed his thumb over the dark bag under my eye. There was no hiding the exhaustion from the lack of sleep. His voice shifted into dread. “I have this feeling, Eden, this feeling that there is something you’re not telling me. That you’re taking a risk you shouldn’t.”

“I’m fine.” I breathed it.

God. I definitely was transparent.

He ran his fingers through a lock of my hair, tucked it behind my ear, his eyes full of a plea and adoration. “I already lost one daughter. I can’t lose another.”

“Daddy…”

His anguish speared me.

“You’re all I’ve got left,” he whispered on his grief, and I sat up on my knees and hugged him as hard as I could.

“I’m right here, and I’m not going anywhere. You don’t have to worry. That’s the whole point of me working extra…so you can focus on the people who rely on you. The ones who actually need you.”

He pushed to standing, taking me with him. His arms were strong around me. Rocking me and holding me. The same way as he’d always held me as a child.

My hero.

My strength.

The one who had always been there for me, no matter what. No judgement. Just love and belief.

“I want the world for you, Eden.”

“My world is right here.”

“I know you want more than this.”

“I’m happy,” I whispered.

He breathed a soft sound into my hair. “You’re content. But I know. I know, sweet girl. I know you ache for more. And I pray every night that you find it.”


THIRTEEN

EDEN


Tonight, working the club passed in a blur. A blur of nerves and energy and worry.

Music thrummed and the lights were dimmed. It felt as if I’d fallen into a daze of the beating bass and rumbling floors and calls for refills.

Cash would be left on my tables, trapped under empties, while most tips were added to credit cards. Alcohol made people loose with their money, which was the whole purpose I was there, but each time I grabbed a twenty stuffed beneath a drink it didn’t have the same impact as it normally would.

Tonight, I couldn’t seem to concentrate on the debt. My goal. My purpose. The only thing I could focus on was the fact that for the first night since I’d started working at Absolution, Trent Lawson was nowhere to be found.

No sight or intonation.

No wash of that energy or heat from that stare.

I’d drifted through the foggy hours in a state of stupor, my stomach twisted in regret over the way I’d acted toward him earlier that afternoon. I should have been kind…openminded…asked him what was wrong…if there was anything I could do to help, rather than throwing insults and accusations at him.

Now, that was the only thing on my mind.

Was he okay?

Was he in trouble?

Was there an issue with Gage?

My heart stuttered at the thought of that, and my eyes continually tracked the thriving, roiling space.

Searching the darkness.

Wanting to go darker.

Deeper.

Of course, it didn’t help at all that in Trent’s place was his brother, Jud, the man standing against the far wall with those massive arms crossed over his chest.

A sentry standing guard.

Fierce.

Intimidating.

Every bit as menacing as his brother, though in a different way.

He was sheer size and strength and brute force.

But there was something softer about Jud than Trent. Something playful in the way his mouth twitched beneath his thick beard, though he kept watching me in a way that left me unsettled.

Like he knew something.

Like he was assessing.

Like I was a part of the reason Trent didn’t show.

Narcissist, much?

But I couldn’t help it. I had to stop myself at least fifteen times from sneaking onto my phone and sending Trent a message. From telling him I was sorry. That I was scared. That I needed to see his face.

That I…missed him.

Awareness slipped across my skin in a wash of chills.

I missed him.

God, I really was in trouble.

I cast another longing look around the bar as the last of my tables left for the night. The hour was late, the club now closed, so I quickly cleaned my area, grabbed my tips from Sage, and started for the locker room so I could change into my regular clothes.

Just before I ducked into the hall, a gruff voice hit me from the side and stopped me in my tracks. “Good night?”

A quiver of nerves slaked through me, and I froze, swiveling around to again find Jud leaning against the wall, hidden in the shadows.

The man this hulking fortress as he stood guard over the bar.

“Yeah, I think so.” I lifted the envelope stuffed with my tips as if it were proof. What had to be close to five-hundred dollars was tucked inside. I was never going to get used to the type of cash that flowed through this club.

“Not a lot to complain about when you work in a place like this,” he said, inky eyes appraising.

I huffed out a short laugh. “No. There isn’t much to complain about.”

“Yet, you look upset.”

My laughter shifted to disbelief, and I glanced around, trying to gauge his point. What he was getting at. I returned my attention to him and gave him the honesty he was looking for. “I might have hurt someone I didn’t mean to earlier today.”

Jud lifted his bearded chin. “Didn’t mean to?” It was only a partial question, words meant to sift around inside my head for my intentions because he was protective, too.

“Sometimes when we’re scared, we say things we don’t mean as a way to protect ourselves,” I answered.

“And sometimes that’s all we can do…protect ourselves. Ones we love.” There was a message hidden in his words.

My throat thickened. “I understand that.”

Jud angled his head to the side. “Do you?”

My mouth trembled at the edge, and I fiddled with the envelope, my questions floating out on the murky atmosphere. “I want to, but I might be at a disadvantage.”

He studied me, warring, before he gave me a little insight. “Guess all you need to know is sometimes good people have to do bad things.”

Right.

Okay.

Another warning.

As vague as it was bleak, though it wasn’t like I was surprised. It was clear things went so much deeper here at Absolution than the façade of the walls.

The enchantment of this world had convinced me of make-believe things. But this was no fairytale, and Trent Lawson was no knight in shining armor.

“I see.”

“Not sure you can handle it, darlin’.”

I didn’t know if he was looking out for me or his brother.

“I don’t break as easily as I look.”

His eyes raked me, head to toe. “Not always the physical wounds that do the breaking, though they’ve been known to cut just as deep.”

Everything shivered.

My soul and my mind.

What was I getting myself into? But I’d already known I was straddling that line from the get-go. Teetering a razor-sharp edge that could slice me in two.

Corruption clear. Unquestionable. And still, I was trying to figure out where I might fit.

“Do you include yourself in that company?”

He blew out a sigh. “Think this is a conversation that needs to be had between you and Trent.”

“I doubt your brother is going to offer up details.” Besides, Jud was the one who’d brought it up.

“Try him. Think he’s feeling as confused as you.” His expression turned sincere. As if he saw the turmoil burning within.

“I doubt that,” I told him, not sure I could believe Trent could ever be as confused as I was right then.

He huffed a soft sound. “You don’t strike me as a doubter, Miss Murphy. You strike me as someone who believes. As someone who shines.” He gestured back toward the club. “You’d do well not to let this place dim that.”

Another warning.

I couldn’t tell if this guy was sweet and caring or terrifying. If his advice was meant to give me comfort or drive me away.

Emotion clogged my throat. “I don’t have any intention of that.”

“Good girl.”

I gave him a tight nod and started to walk away, only to slow when his voice called to me from behind. “He deserves someone who will see him for who he really is, Eden. Not for what he’s done.”

Warily, I shifted to look at Jud from over my shoulder.

Fear spiraled through, twined with the knowledge that Jud was affording.

“I’m worried he’s becoming the only thing I can see,” I whispered.

His head dipped, and we stared at each other for a moment. A silent understanding weaving between the two of us.

Finally, I tore myself away and rushed the rest of the way into the locker room.

I changed quickly, ridding myself of the leather shorts and knee-high boots, the Absolution tee that felt like some sort of branding, almost sighing out in relief when I pulled on the dress I’d had on earlier that day and slipped into my flats.

I stuffed everything into my bag and headed out through the side door, smiling softly at Milo who was again standing his post. “Goodnight, Milo.”

“Drive safe, little dove.” His voice was a deep, masculine rumble. The man a burly, brutal monster with the kindest eyes.

Nervously, I glanced around, still unsure, wishing there was a way to go back to this afternoon and handle it differently. With kindness and compassion rather than with knives and whips.

The only other person in the lot was Leann, and she waved goodbye like I was her oldest friend. I gave her a wave in return before I darted in the direction of my car parked across the lot.

The soles of my shoes clacked on the loose gravel pavement, the night all around, the air chilly as it brushed across the flesh of my arms. I increased my pace, almost to the rear of my car when I heard the low grumble of a bike come to life where it’d been hidden at the far end of the lot.

My pulse jumped into a frenzy, and I froze, compelled to turn that way, only to be blinded by the headlight that shined through the darkness.

I didn’t need to be able to see to know who it was.

Intensity sliced through the air.

That dark, provocative aura shivering through the heavens. Twisting me in chains and wrapping me in bows.

The bike eased forward, chugging like a beast chained and on the prowl, held back from the hunt. It slowly rolled forward until it came to a stop behind my car. Trent stretched out his legs to keep himself balanced, tattooed hands wrapped around the handlebars and boots planted on the ground as he straddled the powerful machine.

The bike and the man looked like they’d been forged together. Cut of the same steel. Sewn of the same leather.

Peril and power.

I was a prisoner to the awestriking beauty of it.

Held in a trance that made my mouth water and my knees knock.

Tessa was right. I wanted a taste. God, I wanted a taste, and I was terrified of the cost.

The way I lost my breath as those intense eyes took me in, the ferocity that raved verging between anger and that apology.

He was looking at me like I was the only reason he was there.

His purpose right then.

The man on a mission to devour.

Ravage and decimate.

And still, there was nothing I could do but murmur his name in relief. “Trent.”

He grunted, no softness about it. “Get on.”

Um, what?

My brows shot for the sky as panic took me over. “Are you crazy?” I hissed.

He chuckled a rough sound. “Some would say.”

“I’m not getting on that thing,” I rasped, taking a step back as if it would keep me safe.

“Oh, come on, Kitten, live a little.” It wasn’t playful. Not even a little bit.

It was a challenge.

A demand.

My heart raced and my stomach revolted.

“It’s not the living I’m worried about. It’s the whole splattered across the pavement thing.” I tried to keep it as light as I could and not expose just how out of my element I actually was.

I might have even laughed had that dark face not flashed something ferocious. “You really think I’d let something bad happen to you?”

My spirit flailed. A full out war. Because I did—I did trust that he wouldn’t let anything harm me, which was crazy considering he was the most dangerous man I’d ever met.

“Need to talk to you.”

I wavered, looked left to right as if they’d offer a better solution. “My car is here,” I argued.

“And I’ll be sure your car gets back to you. Just need you to get on.” He seemed to be fighting his own war.

Torn.

This territory unfamiliar because the next thing that came out of his mouth was a grunted, “Please, Eden. Get on my bike.”

Those eyes cut me down to nothing.

Daggers and fire.

Wavering, I looked back at my car.

“Give me your keys, and we’ll take care of it. Promise to get you home safe.”

Flustered, I slammed the keys into his outstretched hand. “Okay.”

Then I stared.

Like, I was supposed to just get on?

“Never ridden on a bike before?”

I let out a self-deprecating sound. “I’m not exactly one for danger. Aren’t you the one who’s been saying I don’t fit in?”

“I think the back of my bike might be exactly where you belong.” Trent extended his hand as if he were asking me to join him in it.

Hazard and risk.

While my mind spun with what he’d just said. With the implication of his words.

I guessed the first time I’d stepped into his club was the first time I’d truly stepped into danger.

Now I was willingly diving into it.

Leaping into depravity.

I slung the long strap of my bag over my shoulder, inhaled a shaky breath, and took his hand.

Fire flashed.

I gasped a needy sound.

His arm tensed, too.

I tried to breathe through it as I let this viper of a man guide me onto the back, fighting the heated rush that blistered through my body at his touch.

At the proximity.

God. What was happening to me? Whatever it was, it felt…good.

I relished the warmth that blasted through my senses when I wrapped my arms around his waist. Loved the racing of my pulse, this unfound beat that drummed somewhere out of time. Loved the way my thighs shook when he tucked me closer to all the rippling strength of his body. The way desire quivered in my belly and everything felt as if it was climbing.

Higher and higher.

This need was something I hadn’t experienced in so long, and never quite like this.

Because it was different. This wasn’t safe. It wasn’t sweet. It wasn’t a tender love that had slowly been fallen into.

It was reckless and rash.

My heart on the line and my building belief in this bad boy’s hands.

My arms were trembling twigs when I tightened them around his narrow waist, and I pressed my hands to his abdomen that was every bit as hard and strong as I had imagined.

“Hold onto me and keep your feet on the pegs. Don’t fight the flow, just follow my lead. Let me do the work and you follow me through it. That’s all you’ve got to do.” His hand clenched down on my bare thigh where the fabric of my dress had bunched.

I tried to bury the moan.

His voice was a gruff whisper in the wind. “That’s all you’ve gotta do, Eden. Follow me.”

Hugging him tighter, I was struck with the realization that I might follow him anywhere. I sent up a silent prayer that I would make it through this. That I wasn’t being foolish. That this wasn’t the worst mistake I’d ever made.

Climbing onto his bike as if that was what I’d been made to do. Formed and fashioned to mold to the shape of his gorgeous body.

Like we might become one.

Trent eased the motorcycle through the lot and took to the street. The engine rumbled and growled.

No question he was keeping it bridled. The slow pace he’d taken meant for me. The man trying to offer comfort when I’d never been so far out of my element.

Still, I held tight, completely vulnerable to the open road. The air was cold where it whipped across my face, across the bare flesh of my arms and legs, where it stirred the skirt of my dress and whipped my hair into disorder, but in it…in it I finally understood what so many were looking for.

Freedom.

A feeling of being unchained.

Alive.

Trent only made two turns before we were pulling into another bar.

Though this one was entirely different than the club we’d just left.

It was a small, old brick building with Milly’s Place painted on the exterior wall. It was the epitome of a dive. The parking lot out front was darkened save for a few dim lights and the neon beer lights that blinked from the blackened windows. It was long since passed last call, but there were still a long row of bikes parked out front in a symmetrical line and a few cars dotting the lot.

Nerves rattled through my senses, and I clung to him tighter as he eased his way through and swung his bike around. He used his feet to guide us back into a spot right at the front.

He killed the engine.

It suddenly felt too quiet. Only the sound of our hearts and the faint classic rock that seeped through the walls.

“What are we doing here?” I whispered, still clinging to his back, sure I couldn’t let go.

I didn’t want to.

He grumbled a sound, and the vibration of it rolled through my body. “I’m starving, and Milly makes the best after-hours breakfasts in the city.”

He shifted so he could give me his hand again, and he started to help me off. “Keep your legs away from any metal.”

I nodded warily, and I fumbled off the bike like a floundering fish. With the slightest smirk teasing at the corner of his decadent mouth, he kept hold of my hand as he swung off the bike and came to tower over me.

This dark, dark fortress that would swallow me whole.

He stared at me through the lapping night before he reached out and ran the pad of his thumb down the angle of my jaw.

So soft.

So right.

“We should go inside.”

My nod was jerky.

He tightened his hold on my hand and led me through the double swinging doors. Just like at Absolution, everyone took note of him, dipped their heads as he walked through as if they were kneeling to a king.

It seemed wherever he went, people took note of him.

Compelled.

Fearful and intrigued.

There were only a few of the dingy booths taken, and Trent led us to one at the back. He helped me slide in one side before he slipped into the other.

A woman immediately showed at our table. Her face was weathered and worn, and her gray hair was tied back in a low ponytail. She wore a tight tank with a Harley on the chest, the tattoos on her skin faded with time.

She looked like she’d faced a harder life than anyone should have to. Or maybe she’d just lived it to its fullest.

“Well, if it isn’t The Law,” she said with pure affection.

The Law?

I had to hide a smile behind the menu she set in front of me.

“How’s it tonight, Milly?” Trent asked her. For the first time, his tone was casual.

“Better now that my favorite boy is here.”

Trent chuckled and smiled at her. “Sweet talker.”

“Not sweet talkin’ when it’s the truth.”

My chest felt light, watching this, seeing the softer side of Trent.

The way he was with his son, though different of course, as if he’d found ease in an old friend.

Milly turned her regard to me, her aged eyes edged in curiosity and a bit of speculation. I got the sense she was calculating, adding up to see if I was worthy to be sitting across from a man she clearly admired. “And who might this be?”

I swore it was affection in Trent’s tone when he sat back in the booth and gazed at me as he said, “This is Eden, Milly.”

Her questioning gaze turned soft. “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Eden.”

“It’s nice to meet you, too,” I murmured.

“Think we’re gonna need a couple coffees here, Milly,” Trent said without looking away from me.

“Sure thing. Be right back.”

She walked away, and the air shifted, the man’s nerves real and alive, almost as intense as mine. I was trapped in it. His stare. His trepidation. His fear over trusting me when it was clear he needed it.

A friend.

A confidant.

Maybe…maybe what he needed was me, kind of the way I was coming to need him.

Regret clung to my throat, the words mottled as I whispered, “I’m so sorry about this afternoon, Trent. I⁠—”

Milly was already back with our coffees, sliding them in front of us and placing a bowl of creamers in the middle. “Here we go. Are we eating tonight?”

Trent glanced at her. “Two of tonight’s specials.”

“Sounds good, sweetheart. They’ll be right out.”

“Thank you,” he gruffed, his familiarity with her clear.

Respect poured out of the woman. I got the sense she watched him like a hero. As if she owed him something.

We watched her go.

Trent was already speaking by the time our attention returned to each other. No doubt, he could feel the questions coming off me.

“Milly got herself into some trouble a couple years back. We fixed it for her.”

A shiver rushed at the way he used the word fixed.

“I see,” I said, the admission quieted like a secret, and I realized why we were here. Trent was opening up. Giving me something I wasn’t sure I was ready to hold.

He slung himself back in the booth, an arm over the top, so calm and cool in the midst of what he’d all but just declared.

A jaundiced, yellow light hung above the booth, and a red neon light that hung on the wall blinked against the blunt, severe lines of his cheeks.

It made him appear ethereal. Deadly. Devine.

He cocked his head to the side. “Do you?”

I huffed a muted, disbelieving laugh. “I honestly have no idea what to make of you, Mr. Lawson.”

“I think we’re passed the Mr. Lawson bit, don’t you, Kitten? You should probably call me Trent.”

“Not The Law?” Somehow, I managed the tease. Maybe it was the only way I’d make it through this.

He grunted a laugh. “No, not The Law. Not for you.”

“And why am I any different?”

Trent shot forward, that wide chest exposed, the words marked there clear.

Live to Ride, Ride to Die.

“What’s different about you, Eden? Everything is different about you. Something better. Something good. Something I’m not sure how to ignore.”

I gulped, his aura spearing me. Gripping me. Gutting me. “What if I don’t want you to ignore it?”

He sat back, disgust lining his words. “Told you I don’t have anything else to offer.”

“I think that’s an excuse. A defense.”

“A defense for you. You should welcome it.”

My heart wobbled with emotion. I fiddled with the paper napkin on the table, desperate for a diversion, barely brave enough to peek at him from the side. “Yet I’m sitting here.”

Trent gave a tight nod. “Need you to understand something.”

I lifted my gaze, waiting.

His eyes dimmed and swam and bled. “About Gage.”

Anxiety clutched my spirit. The affection I had for that child was so overwhelming I thought it might crush me. “About today?”

Trent dipped his chin. “What you said…implied,” he corrected. A wave of severity rushed. “Kid means everything to me, Eden. He’s my world. My reason.”

“He’s why you were late?” I chanced, sure it went much deeper than simply getting caught up in an issue at the club.

“Yeah.” Rage bristled beneath his flesh. Something he could hardly contain.

Still, I pressed, “What happened?”

“His mother.” He cast the words like a millstone.

A thousand questions raced as I realized how little I actually knew about their situation.

Protectiveness surged. “Does he…have contact with her?”

Guilt flashed. So, I’d peeked at Gage’s records on the school system, unable to stop myself from digging around in areas I shouldn’t. I was the fool who’d felt relief when Trent and his brothers were the only people listed with permission to pick up Gage.

“No,” he shot out. “Plan to keep it that way.”

It sounded of his own threat.

“And you were…” I trailed off.

“Dealing with her,” he supplied.

I blinked, searching his face, trying to understand.

“Some people are driven by greed, Kitten. Throw a little money at it, and the problem disappears.”

I dropped my attention to the worn table to gather myself.

Right.

Okay.

“You paid her off…to stay away from Gage?” I clarified as I looked up.

He stared across at me, needing to see how I’d react. “Once a year. She gets the money, I get the kid. We both get what we want. It’s a win/win.”

Except his voice was disdain. Hostility and hate.

“She doesn’t care about him? Want to see him?”

Trent scoffed out a contemptuous laugh. “She doesn’t care about anything but herself. She plays it off, asking questions like she’s concerned about how he is, but the second she gets the money, she’s gone.”

Sadness blanketed my spirit. Unable to fathom it. The idea of turning my back on my child. To me, it was the greatest gift that could be given.

Trent must have mistaken it as my judging him because he draped his arms over the back of the booth, way too casual considering his voice was a low crush of animosity. “Don’t worry, Kitten, she was the first to draw the knife. Blade’s still in my back.”

“She hurt you.” It wasn’t a question.

He laughed, zero amusement in the sound, the words shards when he grated, “She fuckin’ destroyed me, Eden.”

I blanched. Jealousy thick. Something I had no right to but couldn’t keep from slithering like poison beneath the surface of my skin.

He felt it, those eyes on me, consuming me in their truth. “Not in the way you’re thinking. She betrayed me. Sold me out. At the last minute, she got scared and tried to backpedal, but not before it cost my brother’s life.”

I sucked in a sharp breath, unprepared for that. I blinked, trying to read through the lines and terrified to see.

But his grief and guilt were all that I could see. The way those dark eyes dimmed, and his jaw clenched tight, sorrow bound with the rage, the two together becoming something vicious and vile.

A metal rope that twisted and twisted, chains that bound him in misery.

An eternity of it.

So deep and vast I felt as if I was going under, sucked beneath the waves of despair that radiated from his being.

“Your brother?” I choked over the words, trying to make sense but fearful of pushing it. Of pushing him. But that was why we were here, wasn’t it?

“There were four of us, now there’s three.” His teeth ground as he forced out the explanation. “Nathan.”

He broke at that. The word a barb of love and loss.

Those fierce eyes dropped closed when he whispered, “He was my twin.”

My entire body pitched with the impact.

“Oh, Trent…I’m so sorry.”

The owl on his throat tremored when he swallowed. “The best of us. Always giving and giving. He got in the middle of what I thought was supposed to have just been another job, only turned out this one’s end purpose was to take me out.”

It left him like a confession. The man might as well have been on his knees praying for forgiveness with the guilt that oozed from his flesh. With the horror and the shame.

I wanted to reach out and touch him. Hold him. Tell him I understood. That I’d lost so many of the ones I cared most about, too.

All while the undercurrent of what he’d said swirled around my feet. Dragging me out into the depths of who he was. A place where I couldn’t stand or swim or call out for help.

A job.

A job. I knew what he’d meant because normal jobs didn’t leave people dead.

His chin lifted in challenge. “You can stop looking at me like you’re surprised, Eden. Already told you I’m no good. Left behind a life that you don’t wanna know about.”

Milly was suddenly there, allowing me the respite of a breath as she set our plates in front of us, a mountain of biscuits and gravy and eggs and sausage.

“Anything else?” she rushed, shifting on her feet, feeling the strain that blistered between us.

“No, we’re fine,” Trent said, not even glancing her way.

“Thank you, Milly,” I mumbled through a trembling voice, wary as I peeked back at Trent when she disappeared.

I could only take one bite of food before I set my fork aside, my brow curling when I hedged, “The tattoo…”

I let my gaze dip to the words forever imprinted on his chest.

“Was my way of life before I came here.”

“You were a biker.”

Like, a biker, biker. Like the 1% kind that lived outside the law? That’s what they labeled themselves, right? How they were distinguished from everyone else?

Set apart.

A prideful title claiming they did horrible things.

“When I found out I was going to be a father, knew it was time to get out. Get my brothers out from under the life that we’d been forced into.”

“Forced into?”

His nod was tight. “Our father was the President of a small but vicious club back in LA. We were raised in the life. Conformed into it. Coerced into it. We were all in deep before we realized it wasn’t a good life. But we didn’t know anything different. Just seemed our lot. But the thought about bringing a kid into that world?”

His head shook with the severity. “Knew it was time to get gone. Take my brothers and my child with me where we could start a new life. A better life. We had been heading nowhere good, and all of us were gonna end up dead or behind bars if we didn’t make a change.”

The sound that came from his throat was close to a growl. “Of course, our father wasn’t going to be so keen about that. We’d made a plan that we were just going to go. Pack up and split. Get lost in some no-name town and disappear forever. Made a deal with Gage’s mom, Juna.”

He paused, maybe seeing me gasping. Hanging onto every word. Trying to keep up.

“She’d hooked up with the President of a rival MC, right about the same time she was hooking up with me. She’d be buried if they knew who her baby’s daddy really was, so I gave her a solution. A big payoff for the kid. She’d never have to think about money again. She agreed, except what she’d really done was sell me out to our father. Went to him with the plan and earned herself some extra cash.” He spat the words, venom in his voice and loathing in his eyes.

My insides withered. Curling with the horror of his past.

This dark, ominous man who held so much pain.

“An ambush was waiting to take me out. She woulda got the cash and the kid and me dead. Except she got cold feet at the last minute—went to my house. My brother, Nathan, was there. She confessed and he came running to stop it. He got caught in the crossfire.”

Trent itched. Coming out of his skin as the admission left him, pure misery on his tongue.

Sorrow.

Shame.

Guilt.

They bled and wept from his flesh.

My breaths were shallow and short. Stricken and hurting for this man. Scared, too. There was no question now that I’d crossed onto unstable, shaky ground. Ground that would crack wide open and gobble me up. Where I’d lose myself. Who I was and who I wanted to be.

Everything Trent Lawson had said from the beginning was true. He was dangerous and I didn’t belong. But still, my mouth was moving, whispering, “I’m so sorry.”

His hands shot to the edge of the table like he needed the support when the devastation fell from his mouth. “My fault.”

My head shook. “You said you didn’t know what you were getting into.”

He chuckled a menacing sound, a snarl wrapped around the words. “Might not have as a kid, Eden, but a man’s soul knows. Knows when his deeds have him destined for Hell. Right where he belongs.”

My mouth felt dry, my appetite gone. My gaze darted everywhere but at him, knowing I was pushing through a boundary I shouldn’t. That I didn’t want to know, but I had to.

“But you…still paid her off? After what she did?”

My head spun. Too much to process. This world something I didn’t understand. The one thing I did know was this woman’s face had become something vile in my mind.

Wicked, evil, and cruel.

Trent swallowed hard. “She warned us, got the rest of us out of there before it was too late, carried my son to term and signed him over to me the way we’d agreed, so I spared her.”

Spared her.

There was no more denying it. No more diverting or pretending.

No more blissful oblivion.

And still, I needed him to say it. Admit how dark it went. I didn’t want some vague foreshadowing. Didn’t want to be kept in the shadows. Didn’t want him to hide from me.

I needed to know.

Know his truth.

“You’ve…killed people?” I didn’t even know how I’d managed to push out the hushed plea. Praying for a different answer than the one I was sure to get.

Vengeance flashed through his fierce eyes, and he gave me a tight, short nod.

My guts revolted. Nausea twisted through my stomach and bile rose in my throat.

Oh god.

I hitched forward, clinging to the table the same way as Trent had done.

I wondered if we did it for the same reasons?

If he was haunted the way this would haunt me?

This man who I’d come to crave.

My knees trembled and my spirit warred.

From deep within, I had the urge to get up and bolt. Turn my back. Hide away before I got any deeper.

Before I saw any clearer.

While the other part felt frozen. Chained to the spot. Like I couldn’t get away from this man if I tried.

Jud’s words flooded my mind. “He deserves someone who will see him for who he really is, Eden. Not for what he’s done.”

Did this change anything?

I’d already known, hadn’t I? Sensed the aura of iniquity? Knew he had blood on his hands?

And still, I was sitting across from him tonight and seeing something different than the man he was describing.

My eyes squeezed tight as I forced out, “How many?” I peeled my lids back open like I could handle his response.

He scoffed a disbelieving sound, demons playing as shadows over the sharp edges of his face. “Not gonna answer that, Eden.”

Everything stung. Tears building and my throat full and the world spinning.

Trent hardened. Stone ridging his spine. “Know what you’re thinking right now, Eden. Told you I didn’t have anything else. That I’m no good. Warned you. But there is a piece inside me that needed you to understand this. See this. Know that I’ve got one reason. My son. Everything I have, I have for him. Every choice I make, I’m making it for him. And I’m trying, Eden…I’m fucking trying to be the father he deserves. To leave the man I’ve been in the past. That’s all I’ve got to give, and I will do anything, absolutely anything, to ensure he is safe. To see to it that he gets a good life.”

He inhaled a long, pained breath.

“And with the way you reacted this afternoon? Seemed I couldn’t go on without you really understanding why I went missing earlier today, and I won’t apologize for that.”

I felt numb.

Floating through a nightmare.

This couldn’t be real.

Because I’d guess there was this stupid part of me that’d started to hope. To hope in this feeling. To hope for something better.

For something simple and beautiful.

A chance at a new life. To experience something big and bright and unanticipated with him.

But a man like Trent Lawson was anything but simple.

He would only bring destruction.

The promise of pain.

I’d thought he was dangerous the first time I met him, the ruler of that wicked kingdom, and now, I knew the truth.

I needed to stand up and go.

Run as far as I could.

Miles and space and an eternity.

But I sat there, unable to move. Unable to see anything but this menacing man who had steadily wormed his way into my heart.

I sat there terrified but unafraid.

Sickened but undaunted.

Because I wasn’t sure how to want it any other way.

How to run from this man who was looking for his second chance.


FOURTEEN

TRENT


She sat across from me, fighting tears, finally seeing me for the monster that I was.

Funny how I’d warned her, needed her to get it, then when she did, it made me want to crawl out of my skin.

Shame thick.

Hatred thicker.

But guys like us? We didn’t get to rewind or rework our pasts. We didn’t get to make amends because you couldn’t right wrongs this bad.

We didn’t get a second chance.

Even when we ran, the demons would be right there. Our sins written on our souls. The horrors emblazoned on our minds.

Unforgettable nightmares that would never let up.

When I couldn’t stand her discomfort for a second longer, that gaze dipping and ducking and landing everywhere except for on me, I pushed out of the booth to stand. “Let’s go.”

Surprised, Eden jerked her head up. Long, blonde locks swished around her shoulders like a play of soft seduction while those autumn eyes swam with moisture. With a sea of distrust. A well of fear.

And still, deep within, there was something that shouldn’t remain.

The girl was always looking at me like I was better than I was. Like there was something there, buried deep. Something that could be resurrected.

Not possible.

Because any goodness inside me had died the first time I pulled a trigger in the name of the club. In the name of surviving. In the name of my piece-of-shit father.

“What?” she whispered, confused. Unsure and uncertain, and fuck, I had the intense urge to gather her up. Hold her. Tell her I’d never hurt her.

“Looks to me like you lost your appetite.”

Her gaze dipped again, like she didn’t want to admit it, and I dug into my pocket and pulled out a hundred. I tossed it onto the table.

She remained sitting, her head downcast before she tipped that pretty face in my direction. “Trent⁠—”

I stuck out my hand. “Don’t, Eden. You don’t have to say anything. Already know.”

Already knew I was bad. Wrong. Exact thing she needed to keep far, far away from.

A frown curled her brow, her lips parted on a denial that she couldn’t cut loose because she and I both knew it would be a lie.

A lie that said maybe the two of us could be.

Like this want could be sated.

The sight of her that way tied my guts in knots, the chaos of thoughts that roiled through her mind tossing my body into overdrive.

Lust bottled. Need barely bridled.

Tentatively, she accepted my outstretched hand.

Motherfuck.

She singed me. Slayed me. Fire raced my flesh, this girl the kind of flame that could do me in, consume me in a flash.

Knew better than traipsing in the direction of something good. Wanting to dip my dirty fingers in the pure. Would ruin us both when we were done.

That knowledge didn’t seem to make much of a difference, though, with the way I twined her fingers through mine, not wanting to let her go, way my heart trembled in my motherfucking chest.

I led her out, and Eden cowered close to my side, although there was something brave about the way she kept squeezing my hand. Like she was the one giving me encouragement. One giving me reassurance.

Her belief.

Her goodness that shined.

We dipped out of the bar and into the sweeping darkness of the night. Sky so close where it hugged the earth. Heavens smattered with stars strung like ribbons of hope through the night. Beneath it, it was easy to get swayed into thinking there might be a bigger purpose to all of this.

A purpose I wouldn’t be graced.

Wind howled through the towering trees, stirred the ground, the night air cold where it breezed against our skin.

Eden shivered where she stood frozen at the side of my bike.

Like she had no idea where she was supposed to go from there.

Lost.

And I was the idiot who thought I could maybe show her the way. Give her a direction, a way out of wherever she’d go when her features would go sad.

To her sister who had fucked her over.

But I got the sense it went way deeper than that.

This girl’s heart strewn all over the place.

I shifted, overcome with the need to touch. To trace the goosebumps on her flesh. To watch this beautiful girl light up.

“You’re cold,” I rumbled, voice barely audible with the strain.

Eden looked at me with those eyes.

Open.

Wide.

Terrified and still giving me the kind of trust I didn’t deserve.

Her tongue swept across her lips, cautious and slow, and she was huddled so close to me that when she forced out the words, I felt the stutter of her heart. “I need to know something…is…is Gage in danger? Are you in danger?” Her head barely shook, her attention jumping around to search the silence of the shadows, at war with her fears. “Are we in danger?”

Images streaked through my mind.

Flashes of darkness.

Drums of light.

Begging. Pleading. Blood. Splatters. Shame.

Could barely breathe by the time I came back, nothing but a fuckin’ fool when I reached out and traced the chills that had pebbled on her arm, that dress whipping around her legs and her hair thrashing around the angles of her gorgeous face.

My fingertip dragged the length, and I leaned in close, figuring I had nothing else to lose. “The man who was supposed to be my father? One who wanted to send me to Hell? I sent him there first.”

Eden’s eyes pressed closed, and she exhaled a shattered breath, her sweet soul shivering with the truth.

“Only reason I’m still here in California. But that doesn’t mean we’re ever going to fully outrun it. That we’ll ever fully be safe. I made a lot of enemies back then, Eden. Did a lot of bad, bad things. But I’ll spend my life making sure that Gage won’t be affected by that bullshit. That he gets to live a semi-normal life.”

“Okay,” she whispered, giving me more of that unfound trust.

“Let’s get you home. It’s late.”

Warily, she nodded, and I swung my leg over my bike, helped her get on the back. My insides twisted in a rush of want when she shocked the shit out of me by curling those arms around me like that was what she’d been made to do. When she hugged me tighter than she ever had before.

When she held on and buried her face in the back of my neck like she needed it. Like she needed to get closer. Mold herself to my fashion. Sink inside and become one.

Invade.

Possess a piece of me the way she was possessing me.

Like she fit.

Stupid.

Couldn’t go there. Neither of us could afford it, that was clear enough.

Opposites.

Goodness and greed.

Purity and depravity.

Plus the fact that I couldn’t let down my guard. That I had to focus. Be true to the promise I’d made.

One reason.

I started the engine. The roar ricocheted through the thin air, and I struggled to get my shit together as I eased out of the spot and took to the road that was all but deserted this time of night.

I headed in the direction of her house.

The headlight from my bike speared through the lazy darkness as I zigzagged down the sleeping city streets.

Her arms were wrapped tight around my waist. So fucking tight. The heat of her body saturated mine. Soaked me through.

But she was shaking, too. Shaking so bad that on the straightaways I kept putting one of my hands over hers that were locked at my stomach. My hand curled over hers like I could hold her fears. Make it right. Be someone good enough to stand by her side.

I made the last turn into her neighborhood. Her house came into view, cream-colored with light-green eaves, shrouded in a hedge of giant trees.

Should have just dropped her at the curb.

Let her off and let her go. It’s what a good guy would do.

But that was the whole problem with who I was, wasn’t it? I wasn’t a good guy. Not even close.

So I pulled into the single-car drive at the side of her house. I eased to a stop, killed the engine, and kicked the stand.

No words were said when I reached down and unwound her trembling fingers and helped her slip off the bike, but I couldn’t find the strength to let her go.

She wobbled where she stood, her fingers locked on mine, girl looking at me with those earthy, autumn eyes. Watching me like I was something different. Like I might be worthy to touch her. Hold her.

I wasn’t, but still I climbed off the bike, my frame towering over her fierce, sweet body.

So fuckin’ pretty.

Different.

Brave and bold and kind.

Better in every way.

“Trent.” She whispered my name like a prayer.

Honey dripped from her tongue and glided into my senses.

My free hand came out and cupped the side of her face, my thumb running the angle. “Eden.”

Heaven.

Paradise standing there beneath the night sky.

Her throat tremored, and her fingers fell free of the clasp of mine when she turned and started up her walk. Nothing else was said as she walked toward the front door.

Didn’t know if it was an invitation. Only thing I knew was I couldn’t do anything but follow her.

Powerless to her lure.

That connection zapped.

The draw that was this girl.

Electricity crackling and blistering like a storm.

A heatwave that shocked through the cooled night and strummed my nerves into a frenzy.

I stalked behind that goodness, that vulnerability, wanting to dip my fingers into the warmth of it.

Get lost.

Forget.

Maybe be the guy this girl clearly deserved, even when I didn’t know a whole lot about who she was, which was a mindfuck considering the information I’d just dished for the first time.

But I guessed I already knew everything important.

The truth that there was nothing corrupt about her.

That she cared.

Fuck, I got that sense that she might even love my kid.

Thing that was really messing me up was this reaction. Fact that my cock was stone, guts tangled in need, fingers itching to fist in that blonde, blonde hair.

Wanted to take her.

Taste her.

Vanish in that body and that heart and those eyes.

Eden fumbled into her bag to pull out her keys that she must have forgotten she’d surrendered to me. I dug them out of my pocket and leaned around her to unlock her door. “There you go.” It was a breath against her ear.

A shiver raced her, and she reached in and flicked on the light before she glanced back at me, nerves rattling through her as her gaze swept me like I wasn’t a nightmare that’d shown up at her door.

She widened that door and stepped inside.

Energy lashed.

Swallowing it down, I followed, entering her house for the first time.

I took it in as I clicked the door shut behind us, chuckling low when I realized it looked exactly like her.

Fit her to a T.

Pure.

Humble.

Sweet.

Everything cozy and warm and bright.

Like it couldn’t help but glow with her light.

Slowly, she turned around in the small space, wearing that same modest dress she’d been tempting me with this afternoon. In it, the girl was still the sexiest thing I’d ever seen.

My sanity’s demise.

Maybe my heart’s, too.

Because fuck.

I got the sense Eden Murphy might undo me.

Obliterate the fortress I’d had to build around myself to survive.

Unravel all the dirty threads that were barely holding me together.

Retwine them until I was complete.

Make a broken man whole.

She stared at me with questions rushing over that stunning face.

I inched forward.

The air shivered, and Eden’s chest heaved.

God, I had no idea what I was still doing standing there.

I roughed a hand through my hair, dropping my attention to my boots. “Listen, I’m sorry if it was too much, unloading all that shit on you.”

Rejection twisted through Eden’s expression, the curve of her jaw appearing harsher than ever. “Don’t you dare apologize to me for that.”

My heart nearly stopped at her ferocity.

She stepped forward in a plea, her fingers raking down the front of my shirt. “Don’t apologize for trusting me with that.”

My stuttered heart started to pound. This thunder that I couldn’t contain.

“Not a whole lot I’m proud of in my life, Eden.” I took a step her direction. Enclosing. “But I’m fuckin’ trying to be something for my son.”

Those eyes flitted over my face.

Searching.

Seeking.

“None of us are whole, Trent. None of us are without blame.”

I scoffed out a bitter laugh. “Baby, my blame is disgrace. Unconscionable. Unforgivable. I think I made that much clear.”

“I don’t believe that.” Her voice was a whisper. “Not for a second. Do you think I don’t see your grief?”

Eden edged back another step.

Temptation.

Raw, innocent seduction.

Or maybe she knew exactly what she was doing to me, the way her pulse thudded in the bare space. A space that called out to be filled.

My soul thrashed.

“Do you think I don’t see the goodness you don’t know how to show?”

Fuck me, I wanted to dip my fingers into the pure.

Into all that blamelessness radiating off her like a dream. The belief.

“You think I don’t see you?” Fingertips traced down the side of my face as she murmured that. “Absolution. I think you are looking for it, too.”

Affection in her touch.

Affection in her eyes.

Could barely see. Could barely think.

The only thing I could focus on was the whoosh of the blood I could sense racing through her veins. A thrum, thrum, thrum that bounded and banged and made me feel like I was going insane.

I inclined closer, my nose running the length of her jaw, breathing the words as I went. “I ruin everything I touch, Eden. Ruin it. Destroy it. I’m terrified of doing the same to you, just like I’m terrified I’m going to be wrong for that little boy.”

The last I choked out as my hand cinched down on her waist.

Guessed this time, I was the one who was vulnerable. The one who was putting his mangled, ugly heart on the chopping block.

Her palm found my cheek, soft and warm. “Trent.” Her gaze moved across my face, her words low and wispy, laden with emphasis. “You have the choice. You have the choice of how you live your life, no matter how you’ve lived it in the past. You have the power to decide who you are now. The kind of security you give. The kind of father that you want to be. You have the choice to love him with everything you have.”

My hand curled around her wrist, two of us sliding into a trance. “I do, Eden. Never thought it possible, the way I love him. Things I would do for him.”

But it’d cost.

It’d cost my brother.

It’d cost my soul.

It’d cost our security because we’d be running for the rest of our lives.

“I can’t lose focus, Eden. Can’t start deluding myself into thinking I’ve got anything else left after that.”

Her throat bobbed when she swallowed. Her voice a snare. “I see it, Trent. Feel it when you look at him. You’re different than you are with anyone else. Beautiful in a way I doubt that you can see in yourself. But I see clearly. You have more to give. More to share.”

She pressed that hand over my heart that raged. “Right here. I see it living right here. You deserve love just as much as anyone else. You just have to be brave enough to let it free. To give it. To receive it. You have to trust that you deserve it even if you think you’ve failed.”

My forehead dropped to hers.

This girl who believed in me the way few others had. My brothers. Gage. It ended there. Felt impossible to ask for more.

“What if our failures are already too great? What if we’ve lost too many of the ones we love? Destroyed our chance at ever feeling whole and right again? Who the fuck are we then?”

Sorrow gripped me by the throat. My mother’s sweet voice. Nathan’s face behind my eyes. Could hear both their ghosts screaming in my ear. Only reason I’d made it through that was because of Gage.

Eden gasped, grief clutching her in a fist. She grabbed at her chest like she was fighting to capture the answer. Lost, too.

“I don’t know,” she rushed, so low I could barely hear her. “I’m still trying to figure that out.”

Her entire being wept, like she had her own ghosts screaming in her ear. She twisted away, haunted in a way that caught me off guard.

Thought she was trying to escape it, too, her past, with the way she moved down the short hall at the back of the living room.

And I was the goddamned sadist who followed her. Unable to stop chasing down the pain. Knowing I’d inflict it. That I was destined to fuck this up.

I’d promised—promised I wouldn’t lose focus or direction.

One reason.

One reason.

My chest nearly caved in when she got to the bedroom doorway and her hand shot out to the threshold. She bent in two, holding her stomach and trying to catch her breath.

She stumbled the rest of the way into her room.

I came up short at the doorway.

A bloodsucker who needed an invitation to enter. I stretched my arms over my head and hung onto the top of the doorframe, air heaving from my straining lungs.

Eden sank down onto the side of the bed, woman a seductress and she didn’t even know it. Soft and graceful and sexy as fuck.

Blonde curls hugging her shoulders, that dress draped around her body and showing off every delicious curve.

Little Temptress.

But there was so much confusion and sadness shrouding her as she watched me.

That gaze devouring.

Consuming.

Ruining.

“I should go, Eden, I know it. But I don’t fuckin’ know how to stay away from you.”

Electricity zapped through the air.

Crackles of lust.

An explosion of need.

Her lips parted, and a tiny sound slipped from her lush mouth.

I took a step inside.

“I’ll hurt you, and I won’t even mean to,” I told her, voice raw and rough with the warning.

She fidgeted on the bed, her knees pressing together.

Part in need.

Part in protection.

“I don’t even know what I feel, Trent.” She stared across at me. “I don’t understand this feeling you’ve created in me.” She pressed her hands to her chest.

Pleading.

She laughed a helpless sound. “You’re probably the last man I ever thought I’d want. The last man I should want. So different than anything I ever pictured for my life.”

I didn’t even take offense to it. She wasn’t saying anything different than what I’d been saying all along.

“But I do.” The admission bled free like an appeal. “And I don’t know how to come to terms with that.”

In some kind of shame, her attention drifted to the bedside table.

Like she was drawn.

I followed the path.

To the picture that was there.

Every muscle in my body flinched.

It was of Eden wrapped in the arms of a guy.

A guy who shined the way she did.

A nice guy.

A good guy.

Kind of guy she deserved.

Two of them a mesh of perfection.

Two rings were leaned against the frame.

Old hopes lost.

My stomach suddenly rebelled.

Flailed with her sorrow all while I was overcome with this surge of possession.

Fuck, I really was getting in deep.

So fuckin’ deep when she heaved out a breath and the force of it had me inching closer, her words the softest lashes that struck through the room.

Long, fading echoes that bounced from wall to wall.

“My husband’s been gone for six years.”

No question, this wasn’t a case of a marriage gone bad. The dude hadn’t walked out on her or left her of his own choice. This abandonment was the kind where no blame could lie. The kind that left you ripped open with questions. Bleeding out for the rest of your life.

I slowly eased to my knees on the carpet in front of her.

Overcome again. This time with the need to wrap her up. Hold her pain. Rewrite the sadness from her spirit with something good. “I’m fuckin’ sorry, Eden.”

Affection ridged her face, and she was touching mine again. “Funny how we’ve both told each other the same thing tonight.”

There was no stopping it, the way my hand curled around her wrist, and I was bringing her palm to my mouth, laying a gentle kiss to the soft, soft skin.

“Not the same,” I whispered.

I stared up at her, unsure how to handle this. How to deal. Not when I was aching. Aching for this girl who was clearly aching for someone else. “What happened to him?”

Her head shook, and she warily peeked at me, her voice thin, taxed with sorrow. “Nothing glamorous. A car accident in the middle of the day.”

I squeezed her knees. Why I was encouraging her to continue, I didn’t know. Didn’t need to know any of this shit.

But I wanted to hold her pain, too.

Her tongue darted out to wet her lips. “He was supposed to pick me up after school that day.” Her expression deepened with the memory, her gaze focused on the picture, her voice far away. “I remember waiting and waiting and waiting. Watching for him to come around the corner. I knew he’d make a big joke about bein’ late. Make up some crazy story to make me laugh and take away my worry.” She shifted her sorrow back to me. “But he never came.”

I reached up and brushed a lock of thick blonde from the side of her face. “I’m so sorry. So fuckin’ sorry.”

I needed to stand up. Get gone. Because this was so far outside what I was equipped for. I was a prick just for kneeling there at her feet. Girl so high above me that I was a fool for wanting to reach out and touch.

Hold it.

Worse was the jealousy. This sick, sick feeling that someone’d had what was supposed to be mine.

Never said I wasn’t a twisted fuck.

Emotion tweaked the side of her face that shined with the tears that streamed, girl looking at me again like I was different. Like she was the one in awe when she was the only thing I could see.

My hand was still in her hair, brushing it back. Stirring that energy. That connection that didn’t belong.

We were opposites.

All wrong.

But I couldn’t shake the sense that I was supposed to be there. Right then.

“You miss him?” Why I couldn’t help from asking it, I didn’t know. But it was out there in the air. A stumbling block that was sure to trip me up.

Old affection whispered through her words, broken and real. “I always will.”

Had to end this right then. I was in way over my head. There was nothing I could do to compete with that kind of love. That kind of devotion. That kind of loyalty.

Knew full well that’s what she needed.

I started to push back and stand.

Eden scrambled to keep me there, her hands on my cheeks and that look on her face. The one that connected us in a way that it shouldn’t. Bond so fierce but destined to break.

Her words filled the room. Wonder and a plea. “He was my best friend, Trent. I loved him. After he died, I thought I would never feel anything again. I succumbed to being numb. A prisoner to the vacancy that I thought was a life sentence.”

Get up. Get lost. Get gone.

Was chanting it while I knelt in front of her, every rational part of my brain telling me to go. Rest of me?

I was stuck.

Tied.

Bound.

Her features twisted in the same confusion they’d been watching me with from the beginning.

“Then I met you...I met you and I felt something for the first time. How is that, Trent? After all these years, after all this time, I meet you and something inside me lit? Something dead for so long, and the sight of you sparked it, this piece of me alive again for the first time?”

My insides twisted with her confession. A mangle of emotions swept up in a storm.

“Eden, fuck, don’t wanna hurt you.”

“I think I’m already past taking that chance. When you didn’t show today…”

She trailed off.

The implication hung in the air.

Her true fears and anger coming to light.

No doubt, waiting for me had brought all those bad memories spiraling back.

A groan rumbled in my chest. “Eden, baby, I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry, too…for the way I reacted.”

“Don’t apologize. I get it.”

“Do you? Do you get what I’m feeling? Do you feel it?” Eden tipped her face to the side.

My throat felt like the Sahara. So dry. On fire.

Could barely nod as I brushed my fingers along her jaw. “Is he the last man that touched you?”

There I went, flying down a hazardous, perilous lane.

But I needed to know.

She tucked her chin, the pants ripping from her lungs hard and haggard, her voice rough when she returned her eyes to mine. “He’s the only man who’s ever touched me.”

Air heaved free on a ragged grunt, and my hands moved to her knees, cinching down tight.

“Fuck…Eden.”

“I don’t know how to stop this. Fight this. What I feel from you. What I want from you.” Need and desperation fueled the words. “It’s…different from anything I’ve experienced before. This…want. This ache I feel all over when you’re near. It’s more, Trent. More.”

My laughter was low. Dry. Close to being unhinged. “You think it’s any different for me, Eden? Fact I never told a soul about how I ended up here? How I ended up with Gage? What’s it about you that makes me feel safe for the first time in my life?”

Trust her when I’d sworn I’d never trust an outsider again.

“It’s this…this feeling.” Frantically, she gathered one of my hands and spread it against her chest. Against the boom, boom, boom that thundered manic at her ribs. Uncontained. Reckless and out of control. “It’s this. Do you feel it? Tell me you do, too, because I’m so tired of being alone.”

“I’ll fuck it up.” Didn’t need to answer it straight. Admit it. Fact this girl had me on my knees made it clear enough. But she needed to know one thing. “I’ll ruin you. Don’t fuckin’ mistake it.”

It was a growl. A warning I already knew this girl wasn’t going to heed.

Because neither of us were immune to this.

She pressed my hand down farther. “It’s okay because it’s the loneliness that hurts the most.”

For a few minutes, I was going to take it away.

Greed rumbled up my throat, and my hand she had pressed against the raging of her heart spread wider, pressing tight up against all that gorgeous, honeyed flesh before I was pushing forward, my face pressed to her dress, against the fabric that covered her stomach.

“Eden.”

It was a grunt.

A plea.

A warning.

Because I didn’t know how either of us were going to come back from this.

Should walk.

Hell, I should fuckin’ run. Get on my bike and put a state or two between us. End this before it got any more complicated.

But those fingers drove into my hair, hanging on tight to the point of pain, and I was grumbling the promise into the fabric of her dress, “Gonna touch you, baby. Gonna make you feel right.”

She whimpered, and I pulled back a fraction so I could take her in. So I could get a good look at this timid seductress sitting propped on the edge of her bed.

Her breath all around, her heart beating out of control, her chest writhing in desperate heaves.

I glided my hand down her trembling belly, around the curve of her hip, all the way until I was back to holding her by both knees. Dipping down, I pressed my nose to the inside of her left thigh.

Slowly, I dragged it up.

Inhaling as I went.

Sucking down that sweet, honeyed scent.

She shivered, and her hands tightened in my hair. “Trent.”

“I’ve got you. I’ve got you.”

I had this precious girl in the palm of my hands. Ruinin’ her the way I did.

Couldn’t stop. Couldn’t stop.

And I swore to god, she would like it tonight.

The ruining.

The destroying.

She trembled as I slipped my palms under the material of her dress and glided it higher until she was all exposed, quivering, silky thighs.

Lush and curved.

A perfect fantasy.

Lust pounded through my bloodstream, seeing her this way. So damned sexy. So fuckin’ sweet. Everything I shouldn’t have. Shouldn’t want. What I was going to take because I didn’t know how to stop.

“You’re beautiful, Eden. Fuckin’ heaven,” I murmured against the flesh, nose riding the length of her inner thigh until I was pressing it to the lacy white fabric covering that sweet spot I was dying to get lost in.

“Little Temptress.”

I ran my nose through the seam, tongue stroking out.

Just the faintest taste of this girl and I was about to boil over.

Lose control.

Eden gasped. Gasped as her chest arched. A hiss from her teeth. “Trent…I-I…” Words scraped from her tongue, lost and desperate to find landing.

“Know what you need, Kitten. Tonight, I won’t even make you beg for it,” I grunted at the fabric, edging back enough that I could meet the weight of those eyes as I wound my fingers in the edges of her panties. I began to drag them down the length of the toned, smooth skin of those long, long legs.

My gaze ate up every inch of her as I went.

Those eyes and that face and her quivering, needy body.

Her desire.

Her need.

Didn’t forget the fact that this girl needed care, too. Truth of the fear that lingered in her gaze and shivered through her spirit.

I mean, fuck, the last man—only man—who’d touched her, long fucking gone and now a monster like me was in his place.

And I got the sense she’d never been touched quite like this. That I was going to mark her a little in the way she’d been marking me.

I unwound her underwear from her ankles, her dress bunched up around her thighs.

Every inch of this girl was pink and flushed.

I traced the color with my finger, riding up the top of her thigh, girl sucking in a sharp breath.

“So pretty,” I muttered.

Those eyes flared and flashed.

“So perfect.”

I kept pushing her dress higher.

“So right.”

“That’s what I feel when you look at me,” she admitted. “I shouldn’t, but I do.”

My eyes were hungry as I spread her knees wide so I could get a look at that perfect pussy.

She whimpered, her hands going out to fist in the comforter that covered her bed.

Possession wound through my being, seeing her like this, an angel with a devil at her feet.

Only for me.

My gaze devoured her, every inch, most of her covered in that modest dress while I had her exposed in the most explicit way. Weaving my wickedness on the pure. Tainting this perfection.

And when I did, I was going to be sure she never forgot about me.

“Paradise…haven’t even tasted your cunt, and I know that’s what it’s gonna be.”

Eden wheezed, her ass wiggling a bit on the bed because she was needy, too. Her slit drenched for me, and I was diving in, tongue delving deep between her lips.

Sweet.

So goddamn sweet.

She whimpered and jerked, jolted by the impact, the starstruck moan coming from her whipping me into a dream.

Gripping her by the outside of her thighs, I held her open wide, tongue roving, exploring her from clit to ass and back again.

Lapping and sucking.

And Eden was writhing.

In an instant.

In a heartbeat.

With a stroke of my tongue.

Losing her mind when I turned to focus on that swollen notch that was throbbing and engorged.

I flattened my tongue and licked her in long, hard strokes. My hands that had been on the outside of her thighs slipped around as the girl spread herself wide.

Needing more.

My name a chant of confusion and desperation. “Trent. Please. God. I can’t…I don’t.”

“Got you,” I grunted, tongue slaking out before I thrust my fingers in real fucking deep.

Her pussy was hot and soaked. I wasn’t even in her, and she was still the best thing I’d ever felt.

My dick strained. If I didn’t get inside this girl, I just might die.

But I knew better. Knew better. And I was going to give this girl one thing.

So I ate her up. Tongue and soul and teeth.

She writhed. Jerked and moaned. Little mewls, so good I thought I just might come.

Eden was gasping, her arms curling around my head. “Do you feel it?” she rasped.

Her spirit was all around her.

Her goodness in the air.

Her belief.

Her trust.

I did.

I fucking did.

I felt them all.

And I drove my fingers deeper. Stroking her just right until she was a bundle of nerves about to go off.

Winding and winding.

Girl riding higher.

Felt it when she split.

Her head flew back, and her heart raced wild, and her walls tightened and throbbed against my fingers.

On a moan, she whispered my name.

A dream.

A claim.

“Trent. Trent.”

And I could feel her goodness taking us whole. Whispers of a life like this.

A girl and a boy.

A boy who wasn’t dirty. One who wasn’t vile.

A man worthy of standing by her side.

That man couldn’t help from moving, kissing up over the fabric of her dress, riding higher.

Over her chest and up her throat.

Fingers in her hair and his mouth on her lips.

He kissed her.

Kissed her slow and desperate and with every little bit he had to give.

Soft strokes of tongues and a frantic plea of whimpers and groans.

Fingers sinking into his shoulders and a whisper on her soul.

“Trent.”

Trent. Trent. Trent.

Except that man didn’t really exist.

But maybe neither of us could recognize it right then.

Because Eden was kissing me back.

Her mouth making a path down my throat, hands under my shirt. She ripped it over my head.

Autumn eyes stroked me like a caress, her breaths shallow and jagged and her hands shaking when she brushed the statement tattooed on my side.

Ghost.

Her gaze flashed to mine in some kind of recognition.

The man I could never leave behind.

And I swore it was trust and affection that lit the room when she slid off the bed and onto her knees.

I held her by the sides of that unforgettable face. “Baby…not necessary…you don’t owe me a thing.”

But she was at my fly and shoving my jeans down my hips, cock twitching like a fiend when it sprung free and she took me in her hand.

“You’re so beautiful,” she murmured as she looked up at me.

Somehow it was the same for the both of us.

Maybe for a beat. For a second. That’s the way I felt beneath the grace of those giving eyes.

She stroked me soft. Timid. I hissed and curled my hand tight around hers.

“Like it hard, Kitten,” I grunted. “You don’t need to be shy. Not with me.”

Eden whimpered, kissed down my chest and over my stomach.

And I was gone.

My hands on the side of her head and my dick buried deep in her throat.

Fucking drowning in the sanctuary of her mouth.

And I didn’t ever want to come up for air.


FIFTEEN

TRENT
LOS ANGELES – EIGHTEEN YEARS AGO


“Cutter, let him go. You can’t do this.”

His mother raced out behind them where his dad dragged him by the neck of the shirt toward the truck parked at the curb. The blood in Trent’s veins pounded so hard. He felt it in his ears. In his chest. His stomach sick.

It’d been so long since his dad had come there, he’d thought maybe he was gone for good. No longer comin’ around makin’ his mom cry. His mom who said he wasn’t welcome. That she didn’t want nothin’ to do with his bad, bad life.

His dad spun around, in her face, growling the words. “The fuck, I can’t. Know your place, woman.”

Trent’s mom blanched and turned red all at the same time, her worry wrapping him in dread, her green eyes washing over him like she would be willing to fight to get him freed.

“My place? I never agreed to any of that nonsense, and I sure as hell am not gonna stand by and let you drag my son into that mess.”

Trent’s chest felt funny. Like it was buzzing and full and going to explode. Like his hands were tingling with anger.

His dad shook him. “About time this boy learned some respect. All of ’em. Get where they’re goin’. Who they are. We start with him.”

Trent flailed and tried to break away. “Let me go. I don’t wanna go nowhere with you.”

His dad smacked him on the back of the head.

His mom raged, pushed forward. “Don’t you dare lay a hand on him.”

Trent’s dad had his mom by the throat.

Trent wanted to weep.

To fight.

His throat locked up and moisture filled his eyes.

But he couldn’t do anything but stand there frozen while the monster hissed, “I’ll do whatever the fuck I want. Should have ended you long ago, bitch. Think you can talk to me like that? Get a say in what I do with my boys? They might live here, but they belong to me. You got it? You’re lucky I let you breathe.”

She whimpered and scratched at his hand.

He squeezed tight. “Do you understand?”

Her head jerked in a spastic nod.

As much as he fought it, a tear got free of Trent’s eye. His mom saw it, flinched, stumbled back when his dad shoved her away. Then he was shoving Trent into the front seat of the truck and slamming the door shut.

Trent slumped down. A nasty feeling boiled in his belly as he looked out the side window at his mom who stood in the middle of the yard while his dad rounded the front of the truck.

Horror and shame on her face. He pressed his fingertips to the glass.

Tears streamed down her eyes.

He was still looking at her when he was smacked again from out of nowhere.

Trent jolted forward, warily peeking over at his dad who looked at him with hate.

With the same kind of hate Trent felt deep in his soul.

The ugly, ugly kind.

The kind he thought might turn black.

“No son of mine is gonna be a pussy,” his dad snarled as he turned the ignition and pulled out onto the street. “Twelve damned years old. Bad enough your pathetic twin is always sucking on that air like he can’t breathe on his own. Your momma made you all spineless. Weak. I’ll knock those tears right outta you, boy. You wanna get cut? Dumped in a canal? You show weakness in this world, and you’re done. Now man the fuck up because you have big shoes to fill. One day when I’m gone, you’ll sit as President of the Iron Owls, and it’s about damned time you start to learn what it’s gonna mean to take that position.”

Trent sank deeper into the seat as if he could disappear.

He didn’t want nothin’ to do with the man his mom feared.

The one who left her eyes blued and her mouth bloodied.

But how could he get away from a man like that?
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Footsteps treaded quietly into his room. Trent buried himself deeper under the covers. Like he could hide. Pretend he didn’t exist. That what he’d seen never happened.

It was just a bad dream.

The edge of his mattress dipped, and that tender voice filled the air. His mom was singing her favorite song. The one about forgiveness when you’d done bad things.

But he was pretty sure what his father had forced him to watch was not one of those things. Something that could ever be covered or forgotten.

He knew he never would.

He shivered, his stomach sick, his head spinning.

Blood.

So much blood.

He’d thrown up then, and his dad had smacked him again.

His mom pulled back the covers and brushed her fingers through his hair.

Softly.

Gently.

Like she’d done when he was a little boy.

Like he was still good.

Like he hadn’t had that blood splattered on his shirt when his father had dumped him on the lawn and told him he’d be back soon.

“It’s okay, my brave boy. You don’t have to hide from me. I’ll never hurt you. Never judge you.”

Trent shifted, barely peeking out from under the sheet he had pulled over his face. “I don’t wanna go back, Mom. I don’t want to be like him.”

“Shh…” she whispered, leaning down to brush a kiss to his forehead. “I know, baby. I know. I’m gonna find a way. Find a way for us to disappear. You, and your brothers, and me. Does that sound nice?”

He fiercely nodded his head.

“It’s our secret, okay? Until we go, you don’t tell anyone.”

He nodded again. “I’ll take care of us, Mom. Wherever we go.”

“I know, my sweet warrior, I know.”


SIXTEEN

EDEN


The second Tessa turned her attention away, I ducked my head and tried to sneak out of the teachers’ lounge without being noticed.

“Um, excuse me? You stop right there, Eden Jasmine Murphy. There’s nowhere you can hide. I know where you live.”

I should have known I’d never be fast enough.

Whirling around, I found myself backed against the long prep counter. Two feet from the door. So close to my escape.

Trapped.

Tessa pointed at me as she advanced.

I swore, she was part bloodhound. Scenting out a secret like it was what God had created her to do.

I itched, gave her the most innocent, faked expression I could find. “Um…excuse me, what?”

There.

Play it off.

Act like I had no clue what she was talking about.

I was so not prepared for her inquisition this morning, but of course, I’d only made it worse with all my fumbling, rambling words and heated cheeks when she’d asked how my night was last night—in front of five other teachers, mind you. Then I’d gone and tried to sneak out without saying goodbye.

I might as well have tossed a yellow flag in the air.

Called a foul.

Pointed out my questionable, bad behavior.

I mean, at the time, it hadn’t felt wrong, but the moment he’d slipped out my door, every question and reservation I possessed had begun to invade.

My night had been spent twisted in my sheets.

Overheated.

Overwhelmed.

Overcome.

My heart thudding with the shout, What had I done?

Tessa cocked her head, purebred hunter that she was, her eyes widening and her mouth dropping open. Her words were held on a hissed whisper as she looked around to make sure the rest of the teachers weren’t paying us any attention. “You had s-e-x.”

Yeah, like she was speaking in code and there was no one else who could decipher what she said if they were to overhear it.

“I did not,” I hissed right back.

Her blue eyes narrowed. “Liar.”

I crossed my arms in defense. “I didn’t…exactly.”

She crossed hers in speculation. “Didn’t exactly what?” she pressed, brow shooting for the sky.

Ugh.

“I didn’t officially.” I tossed it out all offhanded like.

No big deal.

Like my best friend didn’t know me inside and out. Like she didn’t know it would be a really big deal.

Her jaw hit the floor, and she snatched me by the wrist, glancing behind us once before she dragged me into the large storage closet. The door snapped shut behind us at the same second the demand slung out of her mouth. “What did you just say?”

I fidgeted, the words so quiet I doubted they had volume. “I said, not officially.”

Her hand curled tighter around my wrist. “Oh my god…I was joking. Trying to get a rise out of you…and you did?!” The shriek she let go was barely contained.

“I already told you I didn’t.”

“But you did…you did. Like there was hot, hot nekedness going down? Tell me it’s true.” Her voice hitched like she’d been granted her greatest wish.

I smacked at her, wrangling out of her hold. “What is wrong with you? This is my daddy’s school and there are five other teachers on the other side of that door.” In emphasis, I jabbed a finger at it.

I was no little girl, but the last thing I needed was my father to catch wind of what I’d been up to last night. He had enough on his mind without my worrying him more.

And oh, would he worry.

“Um…our school, too. And newsflash, your dad just wants you to be happy, the same way as I do.”

“Ha. He’d get one look at Trent and lock me in a closet with lined padding.”

Certain I’d lost my mind.

I probably had.

“Look at you…our little Eden sleeping with her boss.” She said it like it was salacious. A straight-up scandal. All with a twinkle in her eye.

“Again, I didn’t sleep with him.”

She angled back in clear appraisal. “Well, whatever you did, the man clearly blew your mind.”

My teeth clamped down on my bottom lip, my chest nearly exploding as I was thrown back to it. I dropped my gaze, warring, before I peeked at my best friend. “I don’t think I’ve ever felt the way I did last night.”

Beautiful.

Wanted.

Something different than adored. Beyond it or maybe at the opposite of it.

An encounter so desperate that it verged on criminal.

A decadent sin.

It’d felt as if the man might die if he didn’t get a taste of me, the same way I’d felt about him.

A man who held the ugliest of secrets. One who’d let me take a peek into the skeletons buried in his closet, invited me into his confidence.

Trusted me.

Even then, I was betting I’d only scratched the surface of how corrupt it got.

In the end, it still hadn’t mattered.

The fact he was all wrong.

That he was dangerous.

Everything I shouldn’t want.

Everything I should fear.

I’d still surrendered to the pull.

“And you feel guilty?” Tessa surmised, softness winding into her tone.

“Shouldn’t I?”

Her expression deepened in profound encouragement. “It’s been six years, Eden.”

Old agony tightened my chest, all mixed up with this new beginning that I wasn’t sure could be real. Something I needed to snuff out before it burned me alive.

“But I always thought…” I trailed off.

Tessa inched closer, all her teasing gone, her understanding firm and fast. “What?”

The words rushed out on a shamed whisper, “I always thought if I felt something again…wanted someone again…loved someone again, it would be secondary. Less.”

“And you’re afraid this Trent guy could overshadow your memories of Aaron.”

I heaved a breath and gave her the bare truth. “I’m afraid he could consume me. Destroy me with a glance. And I know this time, I’m not going to come out okay on the other side.”

“He’s your wild card.”

My brow curled.

“The one you didn’t expect. The one you couldn’t have anticipated. The one you could love so much, you’re afraid to try. The ace. The winning number.” She leaned forward, and her tone slipped back into a tease. “Eden, he’s the cake.”

Her lips twitched at that, and tears blurred my eyes while an unamused laugh slipped up my throat. “What I’m afraid of is that he is a broken heart.”

I couldn’t bear to tell her the rest. His history. The evil that lurked. That he was doing little more than running. Hiding from his sins. From his pain. From his loss.

No question, willing to fight—to cut down—anyone who might get in his way. And somehow, I’d become the woman who wanted to stand with him through all of that.

Tessa reached out and wiped a tear that streaked down my face. “It’s the ones we’re afraid of that end up meaning the most.”

A heavy breath escaped my lungs, the words firm because I wasn’t going to start deluding myself. “I’m pretty sure he doesn’t want a life with me, Tessa.”

I doubted the man even knew how. He had one focus, and he didn’t know how to look outside of that. But last night…last night it’d felt as if maybe he could. As if maybe both of us could look outside ourselves, beyond what we thought we were destined for, and find each other.

Collide in the middle.

Her smile was soft. “Of course, he doesn’t think he would want that. I have no doubt he’s afraid of you, too. Of what you could mean.”

My heart shivered and shook, as fiercely as my head. “I let him touch me, knowing he was going to break me in the end.”

I could already feel it, trembling around me, the coming devastation.

Her lips thinned. “You let him touch you because you were taking a chance, Eden. Opening yourself up. Stepping out in your belief. He’d be a fool not to do the same for you. And considering his kid is like the smartest five-year-old I’ve ever met, this guy has to have something going for him.”

Playfully, she grinned.

I managed an awkward giggle. “Well, he has a couple things going for him.”

Her eyes widened with glee. “Oh, and I hope one of those things is a really big dick.”

She singsonged it.

I choked over the laugh that sputtered from my mouth. “I hate you.”

“No, you don’t…you love me. Like…mad love. Mad, mad love.” She gushed it as she wrapped her arms around me and pulled me to her chest. Her voice dropped. “Crazy, mad love, Eden. The kind you’re going to find, whether it’s with Trent or someone else. You aren’t done yet. I won’t let you be.”

My chest squeezed. Adoration thick. “I do love you, Tessa. Mad, mad love.”

I felt her grin against my head, and then she jumped back when the bell buzzed through the speakers. “Oh crap. We’re late.”

She spun around and jerked open the door, trying to hide her laughter when two fifth-grade teachers jumped in surprise with us bursting through, Tessa still towing me behind her. She let go of her laughter the second we busted through the lounge doors and out into the corridor.

“That was close,” she tossed out from the side, her hand still snug on mine, pulling me along and looking behind her as if we’d just gotten away with a jewelry heist.

“Just a warning, if my daddy needs to talk to me today, I’m blaming you and sending you in my place.”

“Pssh…” She waved me off. “Bring it on. That man adores me.”

Gratitude filled me as I squeezed her hand. My wild friend who always stood for me. Went to bat for me. Cared for me, no matter what.

“Of course, he does. How could he not?”

She gave a tight squeeze. “Back at you, baby,” she whispered right before we parted. Tessa went right down the intersecting hall and I went left. “Hope you have a great day, BFF,” she shouted out ahead, her voice fading the farther she went.

“Oh,” she hollered over her shoulder, slowing me. She had a glint in her eyes when I looked back. “Don’t think just because we got sidetracked you’re going to get off with not telling me about that cake. I want all the details. Just how yummy it was and how much you ate.”

I hate you, I mouthed.

She formed her hands into a heart, making it pound. Her smile turned into this massive, ridiculous grin.

A giggle slipped free, and I gave her a tiny finger wave before I turned on my heel and rushed in the direction of my classroom. One of the aides who’d been watching my students on the playground had them in a line and was leading them inside the room.

I followed right behind.

The clatter of children laughing and excited for their day filled my heart with joy. With a chaotic peace.

I’d always thought their little faces were the promise of something better. That they were the hope of this world when it felt like everything might fall apart.

But it was one little face that melted a crater through the middle of me. One that made my feet falter and my heart swell to overflowing. His giant backpack bounced all over his back as he came bounding for me through the classroom. “Miss Murphy, Miss Murphy!”

Gage had his arm in the air, waving his hand over his head, his precious smile dimpling his chubby cheeks and his caramel eyes dancing with his joy. “Look it, Miss Murphy. I made something for you! You wanna see? You wanna see?”

I knelt in front of him.

Unable to stand.

I swore, I could feel my spirit twining with his, the magnet that was this child winding me with his.

Spinning, spinning, spinning.

Until I no longer recognized myself anymore.

“You did?” I whispered. Affection rode out. Fierce and unstoppable.

I was in trouble. So much trouble.

He beamed up at me. “Yup. My dad even got up really, really early and helped me ’cause I told him it had to be way extra super special.”

He stuck out his tiny hand that he’d been waving in the air. In his palm was a thin bracelet made of blue string with beads tied haphazardly along it.

“Look it, Miss Murphy!” He scrambled to get closer as he hovered over where I held it. Excitement blazed from his little body as he started to explain. “It’s got a book because you’re a teacher and teachers love books, right, Miss Murphy, right?”

He looked at me for approval.

I gave him a soft nod.

Unable to speak.

“And then it’s got a ballet slipper for all your dances, and I think maybe I wanna go to one of those after school.”

My chest squeezed.

I could hardly breathe.

He pointed at the last. “And this one is a star because my dad said you’re like heaven and the stars are way, way up high in heaven, right?”

With that one, he looked at me, his eyes creased in question. Not quite sure.

My heart thudded. My breath short. My throat locked.

His nose scrunched up. “So, what do you think? You think it’s the best ever? Because you’re the best teacher in the whole worlds, and I want to stay right here with you forever! Would that be okay, Miss Murphy?”

Affection crushed through my being, tearing everything apart.

Destroying everything I’d known.

Rearranging.

Refiguring.

Restructuring.

I touched his face.

Overcome.

My favorite. My favorite.

Only it was more than that.

Terrifying and true.

I was falling for both Lawson men.

And I had no idea what I was supposed to do.


SEVENTEEN

EDEN


Classical music echoed through the hall, the hardwood floors of the studio familiar beneath my feet. The lights were dimmed, only the barest glow emanating from the recessed coves and glowing through the rambling space. The walls were mirrored, and the barres had been pushed aside after my last class of the day.

It was just after six, and I should have been at home grabbing a quick nap before I went in for my shift at the club tonight.

But I needed this.

To dance.

To let my body flow with the tempo.

To be entranced by the moves.

Entranced by the music.

To let my heart rise and fall with the beat.

Where it was just me and the beauty of the movement.

I dipped into a plié before rising up and jumping into a grande jeté. I glided from one move to the other. A mix of graceful and harsh. The music hushed and held in anticipation before it would rise to a thrill of mini-crescendos.

It was funny how ballet was such an intrinsic part of me, yet it still felt incredibly private.

It was where I found myself. Where I lost myself. Where worries and concerns drifted away into the nothingness, and the only thing that mattered was the feeling. The sensation coursing through my veins.

As if I were flying.

Free.

Alive.

It was a little unnerving how that feeling could be so closely compared to Trent Lawson.

In the moment, all rational thought gone. Sane judgement slayed.

When dancing, the only thing I was living for was the high. The rush.

And in the heat of the moment with Trent, the only thing of any consequence or consideration was the ghosting of his fingertips across my skin. The sizzle of those eyes and the impact of those hands.

An entirely different high. An entirely different rush. One I wasn’t sure I could ever stop chasing.

Which was why I’d needed to come here and hide myself away. Get lost somewhere else.

Nothing but the charge of adrenaline and the march of the composition.

Art.

Where I understood what I wanted. Who I was and where I stood.

Where there weren’t flickers of fear or a blaze of need.

I moved into a pirouette as the music rose to its highest height. I spun and spun, alternating between point and demi-point. Round and round and round. My pulse thundered, and my chest stretched tight with the exertion as every muscle in my body flexed and extended.

Bound with the beautiful exhaustion of this labor of love.

Shivers raced.

That feeling lifting.

Sensation flashed across my flesh.

Growing and compounding.

In it, I let myself completely go. All inhibitions floored. Crushed under the thunder of my feet.

I spun and spun. The mirrors were a blur of streaking ribbons and light. It felt as if it might be the only way for me to fly. To rise to the surreal. Where these impossible questions might hold answers.

It only amplified. Increased. And I was gasping when the song hit its end and cut off with a sudden, jarring high-pitched note.

One second later, a softer, more somber song filtered through the overhead speakers.

But I didn’t feel somber or at ease.

Warmth spiraled down my spine, overheating my already sweat-slicked skin.

Tingles raced.

Prickles of need hitched in my spirit.

A glitch in my soul.

Panting, I stilled, shocked out of the trance. My eyes adjusted to the dimly-lit dance studio. Through the mirror, I caught sight of the silhouette at the back, already knowing he would be there.

That menacing, intimidating man stood just inside the double doors with his hands stuffed in his pockets.

A wicked temptation.

A beautiful wish.

Hungry eyes met mine through the reflection, a tangle of greed and awe. A shockwave of that energy blistered through the air, nearly knocking me from my feet.

“What are you doing here?” I could barely force out the question between the surprise and desire that lit.

“Needed to see you,” he grunted.

“Did you sign in?”

He cracked a grin. Sweet but at my expense.

“Always following the rules, aren’t you, Kitten?”

Redness clawed up my neck and splashed my cheeks. I was pretty sure I broke a thousand of my own rules last night. Gave in and let go.

I couldn’t begin to find a way to regret that now.

Not when Trent took a step forward and the ground trembled beneath my feet.

A tiny earthquake.

A warning of coming destruction as he advanced.

Darkness swept like shadows across the dance floor as he edged my direction. Slow. Measured. The hunter circling his prey. His eyes wild and his mouth watering.

My already heaving breaths turned jagged. Short and choppy. Nerves jumping into my bloodstream and wreaking havoc on my senses.

Excitement and confusion and desire.

Because he was every single thing I’d never thought I’d want. The exact type of man I’d never go after.

I’d wanted security.

Safety.

Peace.

Hell, I’d never even had to run from a man like him before because I’d never let myself get that close.

But there I was, my spirit thrashing and whipping and begging him to come near.

He stole forward. A dark, dark storm that gathered from the corners of the room.

Encroaching.

Invading.

Overtaking.

His breath hit the back of my neck, and it sent a rash of shivers racing across my flesh, goosebumps lifting in anticipation of what was to come.

He ghosted his fingertips down my right arm, chasing the thrill, the heady breaths jutting from his lungs curling through the air and inundating my senses.

Leather and nutmeg and man.

Lust pooled in my belly, and I couldn’t look away from that fierce, unrelenting gaze that held me captive through the mirrors.

“Think I just walked into a dream, Eden, you in here owning that floor. A fucking superstar hidden away in a mountain town, only for me to see.” He murmured it at my bare shoulder, those eyes watching me as he did. “Look at you.”

His lips barely brushed my flesh.

So soft. A tender caress.

But those eyes were hardly tender when they took my reflection in.

They were raving.

Roving.

Half-mad.

“What do you see?” I let the question free, the words wispy tendrils that curled through the dense, heated air.

His intense eyes flared, and he exhaled as he splayed a big hand across my belly covered by my leotard and moved his mouth to my ear. “I see the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever seen. Kind of beauty that knocks the breath from my lungs every time I catch a glimpse. So goddamn sexy I can’t think straight. So sweet I forget my name.”

The words were a heave and a hook.

I trembled beneath them, barely able to breathe as he continued, “I see a treasure. I see a vision. I see light and goodness and grace. I see Heaven. I see everything I shouldn’t want. Everything I don’t deserve.”

He pulled me tighter against the strength of his body. We’d begun to sway, this slow dance that twined our spirits as one. Our bodies melting into the other.

“But I also see a tragedy, Eden. Pain waiting out ahead to devour us both. I know I can’t take what I want because that kind of selfishness is only going to ruin us all in the end. And here I am, the greedy bastard standing with you in my arms because I don’t have the first clue how to stay away from you.”

I gulped. Struggled to remain strong. To stand for what I’d stood for all my life.

But somehow…somehow that image had changed. Brushstrokes painting a new picture. Something so stunning you couldn’t help but stare.

So often it were the most haunting canvases that created the most priceless beauty.

“What is it you see, Kitten, when you look at me?” It was a gruff challenge. I got the sense he wanted me to admit I was afraid after what he’d revealed last night. He craved my disgust because it was the only thing he knew.

Part of it was true. The truth that my entire being quivered with the dread. With the ideas of what his life might have looked like before. The violence and brutality.

But more, I wondered how that might spill into the here and now.

What he might be capable of.

Who was the man currently wrapped around me? The one who held me like a hedge of safety? A shield? Hope in the bleakness that had dimmed both our lives?

“I see a man who’s held me from the moment I met him. A man so devastatingly gorgeous he tripped up my feet and set my heart on fire. Made it burn for the first time in years. In a way it never had.”

Against better judgement, I let that confession out.

Possession left him on a grunt, and he curled his arms tighter around me as my whispered words filled the atmosphere, “I see a man who holds the power to spark to life what once was dead. I see a father. I see a protector. I see a warrior. I see someone who is good and kind when he has no idea that he is. I see a kind of beauty I’ve never recognized before.”

Every muscle in his towering frame flexed.

Peril and perfection.

“Eden,” he muttered.

We were rocking. Swaying and drifting. Our limbs tangled as we fell into a slow slide of sensation.

Still, I pushed, giving him more of my truth the way he’d given his. “I also see my heart shattered all over the place if I let this go much farther. I see your fear, Trent, and I see what it’s become. It’s become savagery. A threat of devastation.”

The man exhaled, those arms unwavering. “Always been that, Eden, from day one. That’s what it’s been. Savagery and devastation. Only thing that ever softened it was Gage.” He pressed his nose to the back of my neck, running it up the length until it was buried in my hair. “And you. You are the only thing that could make this evil heart go soft, and that’s probably the most dangerous part of all. Fact you make me want to let my guard down. Give in when I’ve been given one thing to live for. Don’t know how to live for two.”

Despair wound with his admission, his voice cracking with an old grief that he would forever possess.

I wanted to wrap him up. Tell him we could try. That we could be good together.

That maybe if we just met in the middle…

“It would never work.” He gruffed it like he was answering a question I’d asked aloud.

“I know,” I whispered. “There are things I want for my life that I’m pretty sure you don’t.”

Love and life and stability.

I didn’t need a white-picket fence, but I wanted a family.

A home.

Children to fill it.

To be cherished, loved, and a priority to a man who crawled into bed with me night after night.

It seemed like a no brainer with Gage built in, but that vein of scars might have cut too deep. And with the little he’d exposed about his childhood growing up, I didn’t get the sense he’d had the healthiest of experiences.

And more than that, I wanted—I needed—safety. For my children to have it.

Gage filled my mind. Those eyes and those cheeks and his sweet words. My heart felt like it would implode with my love for him. This protectiveness zapping me straight through.

And somehow, I knew—trusted with every part of me—this man would do everything to protect him.

“And still, look at your face. Those eyes watching me like they know me,” he rasped against my flesh. Everything beat. Pounded and shook.

“I don’t know how to look away,” I whispered.

“View ain’t pretty, Kitten.”

“You’re wrong. It’s stunning.”

He gave a harsh shake of his head. “Nah. My view is much better.”

His lips brushed along the slope of my neck. My knees nearly buckled. “It’s torment getting a peek at Heaven from the vantage of Hell. Maybe that’s the real meaning of eternal punishment.”

My brow furrowed. “Is that really what you think? That you’re condemned?”

A low grumble of disbelief rumbled in his throat, and his hand glided up my neck, fingers digging into the tight twist of my hair. “If there is an afterlife? Believe me, baby, I know exactly where I’m going.”

My chest ached. “I don’t believe that.”

“Because you believe in what’s not there.”

Wow. That hurt.

“You believe in me,” he clarified.

My eyes were pinned on his through the mirror. “Don’t you think it’s time someone did?”

The twitch of a smile kissed the edge of his sinful mouth. “There we go, trying to figure out how this would work. How two opposites could be when we know we don’t fit.”

“It’d be fun trying.” My voice was the tendril of a plea as I repeated the same thing he’d said to me the first time he’d followed me home.

Although this—it no longer felt like a mistake.

He let go of a rough, jagged chuckle.

Warmth and light.

It flooded me.

Filled me full.

And he didn’t even know.

His hand caressed down my left arm. It left a trail of flames in its wake. He didn’t stop until he was tracing over the bracelet that his son had made. The one I wore around my wrist. One I doubted I would ever remove. “We need to end this now before it hurts too much. My son is already half in love with you.”

I’m already half in love with you.

I didn’t dare say it.

Emotion gathered in my throat, my words thick and soggy when I admitted, “I care about him so much.”

Too much.

My eyes glistened in the bare reflection, and Trent watched me like he didn’t need me to say it. That he felt it. Saw it. The way I saw something shine in him, too.

“Would give anything to be a different man for you.”

But that was the thing. I didn’t think I wanted anyone different. I wanted him.

Reckless.

Another chip stacked against us. A push to admit he was right.

We would never work.

My nod was jerky. Pulled out of me against my will.

Trent’s was slow and resigned.

Then he pressed the softest kiss to the underside of my jaw. His mouth rested there.

Lingering.

I could feel him squeeze his eyes closed as he savored.

Relished.

As he remembered.

He held me tight for another moment before he peeled himself away, then the man stalked back across the room.

I could physically feel him taking the storm with him.

The whooshing of the receding wind and the void it left behind.

My breath and a piece of my heart I never should have let him have.

My lungs shuddered with the impact, my body frozen in position where I stared at the man walking away through the mirror.

He paused at the door, and he tossed me a tender grin from over his shoulder. “See ya around, Kitten.”

Wistfulness tugged at my lips. Not quite a smile, though it still held more adoration than either of us could afford.

One second later, Trent opened the door and was gone.

Right along with a piece of me that I would never get back.


EIGHTEEN

EDEN


Do you remember…

Do you remember when Aaron moved in next door? Do you remember how you two gravitated toward each other? The two of you were the meaning of fast friends. Like you’d known each other your whole lives. Like you knew each other inside and out.

Do you remember how I was filled with jealousy?

I didn’t mean to be, but I think there was a selfish streak in me all along. The part of me that wanted everything to go my way. Exactly how I wanted it. You all for my own.

Do you remember how I lashed out? How I threw fits and accused Aaron of being mean? That he wouldn’t let me play or lied and said he’d ripped my doll’s head off when it was me? Do you remember how I’d go to Momma and cry?

Or maybe you don’t. Maybe you were too good and kind even then that you still saw the best in me.

Do you remember how sometimes I took it out on you? How I’d push you down or laugh in your face, and then at night when you were sad, I’d crawl into your bed, wrap my arms around you, and apologize?

I remember, Eden. And I wish I could go back to those days and mean it when I said I was sorry. I wish I could start over then.

Harmony


NINETEEN

TRENT


I tried to kick the box of tequila out of the way where it was sitting on the floor behind the bar. Admittedly, with more force than necessary. But there was no way to control it. The way irritation swept through my bloodstream, reaching every cell, making me feel like I was coming unglued.

Glass clanked as the edge of the box caught on something, keeping it from sliding into the spot where I was trying to wedge it.

Like it was going to solve something, I kicked it harder with my boot.

It didn’t budge.

I kicked again.

Then I was kicking it over and over.

Until I was holding onto the barback and fuckin’ wailing away on the piece of shit, like I could beat this feeling out of my system.

Ruin something else instead of letting it ruin this bit of me.

“Whoa, there, bossman. What the fuck is going down with you? Those bottles of Milagros aren’t gonna make it better unless you pour them down your throat and not onto the floor. You catch my meaning?”

I was jolted from the anger by Sage’s teasing voice, and I kept holding onto the countertop, head cast down and panting for air, trying to find my sanity before I turned my aggression on him.

“Nothing is going down,” I grated. Straightening, I scrubbed a palm over my face to chase away this stupidity.

He scoffed. “You’ve been a surly motherfucker for the last week.”

“Maybe that’s because all this shit is lying around where it isn’t supposed to be. Get it cleaned up, yeah?” My teeth ground with the words, the frustration still getting out no matter how hard I tried to stop it.

Sage lifted his hands in surrender. “Hey now, delivery came in this afternoon and we were short staffed tonight, as you well know. Todd’s doin’ his best at getting it stocked before we lock up. Now how ’bout you let me pour you one while we get it cleaned up? Take the edge off? You know, before you go Godzilla on this shit.”

I swiped the back of my hand over my mouth. Dude had no fucking clue what a rampage really meant.

The rough chuckle hitting me from the side had me whipping my attention to the right.

Jud was standing there, fucker laughing under his breath like he thought this shit was funny.

He glanced at Sage with a jut of his bearded jaw.

“Why don’t you pour us both one?” he shouted over the din.

The bar wasn’t quite packed, but at just before closing, the vibe was still unruly and wild since the band playing tonight had nearly incited a riot with how rowdy they’d been.

“It’d be my pleasure. Wait. Let me correct that. It’d be for my safety,” he cracked, and he jumped back and out of the way when he saw my jaw clench, asshole laughing, too.

Fuckers.

I gave them both a finger.

Jud slipped into a barstool and patted the one next to him. “Sit down, Big Bro, before you go boom. Look like you’re about to explode, and we put too much effort into this place to let you burn it to the ground because you’re in a pissy mood.”

Pushing out a sigh, I rounded the end of the bar and slipped into the stool next to him. Sage was already passing us our drinks by the time I got there.

“On the house.” He winked.

Dude really wanted to get his ass kicked.

Jud laughed and tipped his glass to him. “Perks of ownership, my man.”

“Life goals.”

I wrapped my hand around the glass and brought it to my lips, prayed the burn would soothe.

Because my entire being itched. Fucked from the inside out.

Because this girl. This girl.

This girl I couldn’t get off my mind, no matter what I did.

The last week had been torture. Watching her walk through the doors of Absolution night after night and not being able to go to her. Touch her and hold her. Straight misery when I’d pull up to the curb to pick up my son, and she’d be there with his hand in hers. Two fitting like they’d been made to match.

Seamless.

With the glaring offense that was me ripping them apart.

Each night, I thought it might abate, but it’d come just as strong tonight when I’d caught sight of her coming in through the side door. When that sweet heart had thudded out ahead of her like a brush of those hands, touching me from across the space.

Her body right there, so close, but just out of reach.

Guessed it was another penalty. Another cost to pay.

And shit, it pissed me off.

It was a vicious cycle. One I’d hopped right on again tonight.

Spending the entire shift trying to ignore the pull. This draw that I couldn’t escape. It only grew stronger the more I tried to look away. To pretend like her presence didn’t affect me. Trying to respect the boundaries we’d tossed up like we should have done in the first place.

The only thing it’d accomplished was that energy would strike me like a lash every time she got within a mile of me, which considering we’d been stuck within the confines of the bar, I’d felt like I was getting my ass whipped the whole damned night.

Cut the fuck up and wholly slayed.

Could feel the force of Jud’s stare blazing into me from the side. “Wanna tell me what climbed up your ass and died? You’ve been a salty prick for a straight week.”

I scoffed out my annoyance as I took another sip. “Nothing.”

Jud rumbled a laugh, watching me as he took a gulp of his brew. “You are legit the worst liar, Trent. You might be hard as stone, but you wear it all right there on your sleeve. Rage. Anger. Love.”

He tapped my shoulder with his fist to punctuate each one.

It jostled me, dude always telling it exactly like it was. My head shook in affectionate annoyance. “You know nothing.”

“I know everything,” he mock-whispered as he leaned in and cracked a wise-ass grin. “And I’m bettin’ all this has to do with a certain hot as fuck server who keeps floating through here like some kinda daydream.”

A dream.

A sanctuary.

Heaven.

My teeth clamped down on my bottom lip. “She’s too much, Jud,” I admitted, staring ahead as I brought the tumbler to my lips. The scotch was warm on my tongue, a caress down my throat.

Could feel the questions coming off him in waves. “Too much?”

“More than I have. More than I can give.”

He scowled. “That’s bullshit, man. Why don’t you do all of us a favor and stop with the self-imposed misery.”

“Self-imposed?” It was anger. Hate for the past. For everything we’d been pushed into. The atrocities we’d witnessed as fucking little kids and convinced it was just the way. And the way was what it’d become.

“Just admit what it is, man. You’re fuckin’ scared that you care about someone other than yourself. Other than your son. Other than us.”

One reason.

“I promised Nathan.” The words slashed from my tongue. Pure bitterness and straight anguish. In this oath I would never forget.

Jud flinched and then leaned closer. “You know that’s not what he meant.”

“He gave up his life for it. I’m pretty sure he meant it.”

A big palm landed on my shoulder, and he squeezed tight. “Yeah, he meant for you to live. Not to fuckin’ hide away.”

“He did it for Gage.”

Grief clutched Jud’s face. “He did it because he was the best, Trent. Because he was nothing but good, sacrificing himself for the rest of us. Way he always did.”

Agony gripped me.

My twin.

My twin.

One who was so good.

One who was kind.

One who had no blood on his hands, yet he was the one who’d died.

My lips pressed into a thin line. “Those bullets were meant for me.”

Jud clamped down on my shoulder. “Yeah, because you were the one taking the risk to get the rest of us out of there.”

“And Nathan ended up dead because of it.”

Shots.

Screams.

Blood.

Pain poured its wrath into my soul.

Drowning.

Felt like my chest was gonna cave with the misery.

Jud’s voice shifted in desperation. “You’ve got to let it go, man. The guilt. This wasn’t what Nathan wanted. Hell, he’d be destroyed if he knew the way you’ve carried this.”

I whirled on Jud, words low and razor-sharp. “Destroyed? You’re right, Jud. He is. Destroyed. Gone. Because of me.”

My fist slammed down on the bar as I fought against the consequences of the choices I’d made.

All because I’d gone after a piece of forbidden ass.

A bid of retaliation that had ruined my brother and given me the greatest gift.

Gage.

One reason. One reason.

Frustration blew from Jud’s mouth, and he spun away, his elbows planted on the bar as he took a swig of his beer. Finally, he cut his eye my way, his tone softer than it’d been.

“Yeah. He is gone. Fuckin’ gone and it fuckin’ hurts. All of us hurt, Trent. All of us loved him like mad, and there’s a big fuckin’ hole in the middle of us where he used to be. But it isn’t your blame, brother. And until you give up that guilt, stop condemning yourself like you were the only one involved? That bastard won that piece of you. Stole it.”

He angled in closer, his voice his own animosity. “I bet he’s holding it like a parting prize where he’s floating at the bottom of the sea. You gonna let him keep it?”

Jud might as well have punched me in the rib cage.

Way the breath hurled from my lungs.

An assault of emotions that broke me open.

Fracturing and fraying.

Anguish and hate. Loss and this hope.

Fuck.

I fisted a hand in my hair.

Sage appeared in front of us and leaned on the bar. “Hey, it’s getting quiet, so I cut Eden loose. She’s been running the entire night and I know she was at her other job early this morning. Sure she’d appreciate some extra sleep tonight.”

Could barely nod and force out, “Good.”

Needed her out of my sight. Out of my thoughts. Out of my fucking heart.

Didn’t know how I’d let her get there in the first place.

Why this was tearing me up.

Couldn’t go there. Couldn’t. I knew better.

But it didn’t matter because I was already there when I felt the shift wrestle the atmosphere. The ripple of morbid interest. The rush of fear as a storm of shouts came from down the long hall that was off-limits to customers.

Still, a bunch of people rushed that way like they wanted to get a better look at what was going down.

I jumped to my feet. Jud was right beside me, dude casting me a worried look as we started to shove through the throng that was pushing and gawking.

I tossed them aside, desperation lighting in my blood, sinking deep into my bones as I fought to make it to the hall.

Eyes searching for a glimpse of Eden through the mayhem.

Heaven. Heaven.

I finally made it through the crush of bodies at the head of the hall just as Kult came barreling out, his eyes wide, the giant shaken.

“What’s going on?” I shouted over the clamor.

Rage burned through his expression, every muscle in his hulking body corded. Ready to strike.

He jerked his head backward. “Employee lot.”

“What is it?” I demanded, angling around the corner, glancing at him as I stalked down the long corridor at close to a jog.

“Some fucked up shit, boss.”

“Who?”

“Eden—” was all he got out before I broke into a sprint at her name. I flew the rest of the way down the hall and burst out the door that was already sitting partially open.

A stir of activity seethed on the far side.

My attention jumped through it, landing on Milo who was across the lot by Eden’s car.

Eden who was bent in two, gasping and sobbing, her head shaking as her body rocked with horror.

I faltered for the barest flash of a second before I was darting across the lot, nearly stumbling when the front portion of her car came into view a foot before I got to her.

The world crashed down around me.

Rage and disgust and heartache that pounded and tumbled.

Vomit pooled in my guts while fury spun through my mind.

Her windshield had been smashed in, and a slaughtered pig had been tossed onto the shattered glass. A broken pool stick had been driven through it, and blood had gushed down the hood and side of her car.

My eyes fucking blurred over, and my body rocked in revulsion.

Because written in the blood was a message.

A message for me.

Not even ghosts are immortal.


TWENTY

EDEN


Fierce arms wrapped around me from behind. A fortress. A shield.

At the contact, a deep, guttural sob ripped from me, this agonized cry as I turned and buried my face in his chest.

“Why would someone do this?” Horror heaved from my mouth. “Why?”

Trent only curled his arms tighter around me, tucking me close, though I could feel him trembling. Trembling with rage. Trembling with his own fashion of fear.

“I’ve got you, Eden. I’ve got you. No one’s going to hurt you. No one.” Trent’s voice was carved in stone. It still cloaked me in solace. In relief.

God knew I’d been missing these arms for the last week. And right then…I needed them…I needed them more than ever.

I sagged into his hold and tried to block out the atrocity that had been left on my car for me to find.

Disgusting.

Horrible.

Cruel.

Who would do such a thing?

A slaughtered animal—for what? To scare me? To scare someone else? Was it random?

Trent ran his palm down the back of my head, holding me close, whispering, “I’ve got you, I’ve got you,” over and over.

“Trent, I don’t understand.”

“I know, baby.” With that, his breathed words turned soft, but I could feel the ferocity of his stare. Of whatever his harsh silence was conveying to those who’d gathered around us.

“Call the police.” I recognized Trent’s brother’s voice issuing the command.

“On it,” someone said.

“Bring me a blanket,” Trent grunted.

A flurry of activity whirled around us. A blanket was wrapped around my body before Trent was taking me back in his arms and leading me over to the exterior steps. He sat me down next to him, never letting go. He just tucked me closer.

His mouth was a constant caress at my temple. In my hair. Along my cheek. “I’ve got you.”

Four officers arrived on the scene.

They fired a thousand questions, their flashing lights breaking over the darkened lot.

It all felt blurred. As if I were experiencing it from afar. Through a foggy mirror. Lifted high above it where I didn’t have to take part.

I answered the officers the best that I could.

“I arrived at work at quarter to ten.”

“I didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary when I arrived.”

“No, I hadn’t been out to my car until I came out and found it this way at one-thirty.”

My face twisted in grief when I answered one that I really didn’t know how to, my head shaking fiercely. “No, I don’t know anyone who would do something so awful.”

Didn’t know anyone who’d want to hurt me this way.

Anyone who could possibly hate me this much.

I’d continued to cling to Trent as if he could be the solution to it all.

As if I didn’t recognize the word painted in my car.

Ghost.

The rest of the staff had answered everything the officers threw at them.

No one had seen anything amiss.

Not even Milo since he kept the employee door locked unless he needed to accompany someone outside. “Makes it safer that way,” he’d grunted.

Worse was the way Trent responded to his. Direct but vague. As if his explanations had already been planned.

Or maybe I just knew him in a way no one else could. Sensed the strain that lined his muscles and ate at his soul. I knew that this was going to be another burden that he carried.

The police left with access to the security video, though they weren’t hopeful they’d be able to see anything definite since my car was parked on the opposite side of the lot, up close to the woods where the cameras barely reached.

The entire time, Trent hadn’t left my side. Rubbing my back. Whispering promises I knew he had no intention of keeping.

Won’t let anyone touch you.

Not gonna let you out of my sight.

I’ve got you.

Two hours later, the last cruiser finally pulled out of the lot. They’d towed my car for evidence, and everyone except for Jud, Milo, and Kult had already left. The three beasts had been on a constant prowl of the full perimeter, ready to take out any threat.

Exhaustion weighed down, pressing into my consciousness, but there was no chance I could settle, either, the anxiety still wringing through my system.

Trent pressed a kiss to my temple. I leaned into it. Savoring the sensation. Wanting to wrap it up and keep it forever even when he’d made it clear we were never going to work. That it couldn’t happen. That our lives were too at odds for them to ever fully come together.

When Milo came to stand in front of us, Trent hardly shifted his attention from me. “What else can we do, boss?”

“Inside clear?”

“Yup. Everything is secure. All doors are locked except the one behind you.”

“Thank you. You’ve done everything you can tonight. Go on home.”

“Yes, Sir,” Milo said, though he and Kult seemed less than eager to leave us behind as they climbed onto their bikes and rode into the night.

Jud remained, hesitating, hands stuffed in his pockets, so much like his brother yet so entirely different. “You good, brother?”

There was nothing but care in his voice.

“Yeah. We’ll be fine. We’ll talk about this tomorrow.”

A silent conversation transpired between them. The two of them wired. Worried. They were keeping something to themselves. Either something they both knew or suspected.

Dread shivered through my being.

I couldn’t shake the word from my mind. The one I’d discovered inscribed on Trent’s side last week. The same as had been written in blood on my car tonight.

Ghost.

“You get her home safely.” Jud cast a glance at me when he said it. His onyx eyes were soft. Filled with sympathy.

“I will,” Trent said, voice hard.

Nodding slowly, Jud backed away before he swiveled on his boot and disappeared at the end of the lot toward his shop.

In an instant, Trent and I were alone. Secluded in the silence that consumed. The arm he had draped around my shoulder pulled me close. “Come on, let’s get you home.”

Warily, I nodded, and we stood. I had my bag I’d left with earlier, back when I was trying to get away from Trent Lawson as quickly as I could.

Back when I thought I couldn’t stand under the pressure of his presence for a moment longer.

I hated the way we’d tiptoed for the last week.

Avoided.

Did our best to pretend as if the other didn’t affect us at all.

Now, he refused to let me go. His arm was wound tight around my waist as he turned and locked the heavy side door behind us. That arm only tightened when he led me down the three steps and toward his motorcycle where it was parked at the front of the lot.

Energy rippled.

That connection fierce.

Unrelenting lashes that struck us as the wind whipped through the trees and howled through the air.

It was as if it were shouting that we were fools. Fools that we’d thought we could escape the pull.

Trent let his arm slip from my waist, though he didn’t go far. He threaded his fingers through mine so he could swing his leg over the bike. Balancing it, he started it. Those eyes raked me like a caress as he shifted to pull me to straddle the mass of cold metal behind him.

But his body was warm.

So warm as I curled myself against his beautiful, tragic form. My arms bolted around his narrow waist, and for a beat, he set both his hands over mine.

A promise.

An oath.

God. What was he doing to me? Who was I becoming? Because I knew, even after tonight, I’d never felt safer than I did right then.

I exhaled the heaviest sigh, pressed my cheek to his back, and let his heat chase away the cold.

Trent took to the road. The roar of the engine filled the dense night air, the world vibrating around us as we flew down the deserted street. Claimed it as our own. The stars seemed too close, dangling just above our heads like wishes strung up on hooks, just out of reach.

And I guess I was barely aware that we weren’t heading in the direction of my house. It took us only a few minutes before he was slowing and guiding us into a much newer, nicer neighborhood than my own.

I sat up a fraction, taking in my surroundings, an antsy confusion curling my brow when he made a left into a driveway. He stopped the bike, his legs planted out to the side to keep us upright as he thumbed into his phone and tapped something on the screen. The garage door began to rise.

He eased his bike inside, next to the car I recognized as the one he picked Gage up in each day. He cut the engine. In it, the silence was almost deafening.

I hugged him for a second, not wanting to break the trance, before I whispered near his ear, “What are we doing here? I thought you were taking me home?”

He huffed out an incredulous laugh, dark hair flopping to the side as he angled around enough to meet my face. His jaw was set in a hard clash of teeth. “You think I’d take you home to stay by yourself after what just went down tonight? Not gonna happen, Kitten.”

“Trent—”

He cut me off with a harsh shake of his head, and he unwound my hands from his stomach, guiding me off his motorcycle so I was standing. He continued to straddle the metal, though he never let go, the man clutching my hand as if it were a lifeline as he pulled me to stand beside him.

He stared up at me.

Ruthless, savage beauty.

Every inch of him this sinister seduction that I didn’t know how to look away from.

And he was gazing up at me like I was the sun. The breaking day. A light in the darkness.

I shuffled my feet, trying to rearrange the broken bits of my heart. The pieces I’d already given him that he’d crushed a week ago. All while I felt him stealing more.

All of it.

All of me.

Whiplash.

With Trent Lawson, I never knew if I was coming or going. If he was going to push me away or draw me near. If he was going to ravage me or destroy me.

I guessed with the man, it was one and the same.

Dark, desperate eyes sparked beneath the dull light of the garage, a collision of blunted and bright, desperation carved in the sharp angles of his face. He squeezed my hand. Almost too hard. An apology. “No question that was a message for me, Eden.”

I gulped around the thickness in my throat. “Why?”

He scoffed and looked away, giving the words to the lapping night. “A million reasons why. Uncountable enemies. Innumerable wrongs. All of them on me.”

Sorrow had etched itself into his expression when he looked back at me. Deep, bleeding wounds from the depths of his striking, gorgeous face.

And I was struck again with what Jud had said. With his brother’s belief.

“He deserves someone who will see him for who he really is, Eden. Not for what he’s done.”

And I did. I saw him for something so much better. Something so beautiful I was staggered.

I shouldn’t have, but with a trembling hand, I reached out and cupped his cheek. Like I could hold a piece of it when the only thing he wanted to do was shield me. “All of them in your past.”

In a flash, he was on his feet.

Towering.

Obliterating.

“It happened tonight, Eden. Right now. In our city. That doesn’t seem much in the past to me. I fuckin’ won’t…” He choked on the words, as if everything had gone sour, pain leaching into the threat. “I fuckin’ won’t let anyone touch you. Touch Gage. I won’t.”

The rigidness of his jaw promised it wasn’t an idle threat. Just the same way as I’d known it before. This terrifying man with the aura of iniquity. Blood on his hands. A tainted spirit with a beautiful soul.

“I’m not your responsibility.”

“Bullshit,” he spat. His face pinched in sharp rejection while the next word came soft as his hands latched onto my upper arms to draw me close. “Bullshit.”

It was a whisper.

A breath.

I shook, looked away, managed to force out, “I shouldn’t have come here. After last week…” I trailed off, revealing too much.

That it’d hurt. I hadn’t meant for it to. For it to come to that. For him to hold a part of me. That I’d been giving in and letting go.

Welcoming the coming devastation.

He only tightened his hold. “Wouldn’t let you be anywhere else.”

Big hands slid up my arms and over my shoulders.

Riding up until he was holding my face. Until I was trembling and trembling. My heart in his hands. “Don’t know why they delivered that message through you, Eden. Hell, I don’t even know who they are or what they want. But until I do? Won’t let you out of my sight.”

I thought maybe that was more dangerous than anything else.

My throat tremored when I swallowed.

Trent followed the movement. First with his eyes and then with his fingertips.

Tattooed hands gliding down my throat. Fire and flames.

Chills streaked as my head dropped back, and he continued down, his palms spreading over my shoulders and gliding over my arms.

As if the man could hold everything.

Desire flooded through me. Head to toe. Everywhere. Everywhere.

My eyes dropped closed, and I forced out the shaky words. “You know we can’t do this. It’s going to hurt too much when you let me go.”

At least I still knew that much about myself.

Intensity flashed from his body. A shockwave. A serrated inhale through his nose. A growl in his throat.

Then he ripped himself back, dropping his hands like the topple of stones.

My hands moved to take the place of his, rubbing the cold spot on my arms, aching for his warmth and his comfort and knowing asking for it would be all wrong.

He took another rigid step back. “Let’s get you inside where it’s warm. Where you can sleep knowing not a soul is gonna get to you. I’ll keep you safe, Eden. Promise you that.”

I should tell him no. Call my daddy and ask him to come pick me up. Even though he would be worried, it’d be a lot safer than this.

For my heart.

But no.

I gulped down the doubt and gave Trent an erratic nod. “Okay.”

Tattooed fingers wound with mine. Looser than they had been before, as if he were trying to keep himself restrained.

“Come on.”

I warred, glued to the spot.

He angled in close. “Don’t make me toss that pretty ass over my shoulder.” It was a snarl. The unmitigated truth that he’d meant what he’d said.

He was going to keep me safe. Whatever it took.

Warily, I followed, shuffling along behind him as he punched a button and the garage door closed. He pushed open the interior door and led me into his and Gage’s home.

Why it felt surreal, I didn’t know.

As if I were stepping into something private.

Something sacred.

My eyes were wide as I took in everything. Desperate to know a little more of this man. As if maybe looking at his possessions would give me a clue.

We’d stepped into a great room of sorts, a living area with a modern kitchen to the back. Everything was clean and contemporary, decorated bland, though there were a few toys strewn about.

It was so different than what I’d pictured.

I thought maybe the man was trying to blend into the gray walls. Fade away and become a backdrop.

Impossible.

“This way,” he grumbled, slowly pulling me toward an arch in the wall that led into the formal living area. He moved directly for the staircase. I followed him, continually dropping my gaze each time he glanced at me from over his shoulder. Each time he stole my breath. Each time his big boots shook my simple, easy world.

Our hearts were a thunder in the quiet, sleeping space.

Drum, drum, drumming against the walls.

Shadows that crawled.

Intensity that whispered.

A building storm in the night.

I doubted either of us knew how we were going to make it through this.

Because I could feel every inch of Trent bound in tension. In want and restraint.

We hit the deserted landing. To the right was a long hallway with a bunch of doors. To the left were double doors that clearly led to the master bedroom.

“Where’s Gage?” I whispered.

Trent turned around.

A demon in the night.

Beautifully terrifying. All hard, savage lines.

“At my younger brother, Logan’s. He sleeps there when I’m at the club. He’ll bring him home early in the morning.”

I could barely nod. Could barely think.

Could only feel.

Trent walked backward, tugging me along toward the double doors. He angled around enough to open the right side, dipping through the doorway as if it were a passageway into another world.

I wondered if it were.

Because everything shivered and shook.

Different than last week.

As if we’d bridged a new beginning.

Or maybe we’d just been tossed into Hell. Like he’d warned. And I had no capacity to put on the brakes. No idea how to turn around and make a run for it like I clearly should be doing rather than following him into his bedroom.

His bedroom that was shrouded in shadowed silhouettes.

As if those ghosts crawled his walls and forever haunted his dreams.

This room was more like him.

On the far side of the room, the giant bed was made in a plush black comforter. The fabric headboard was tall and took up almost the entire wall, black and studded. Large pieces of art were hung along the wall closest to me, authentic paintings done on twelve-foot canvases that captured the man as if the artist had a tap into his brain.

Like it gave me one, too.

Each were a depiction of those ghosts that screamed and howled. Demons that climbed from Hell and roved a forsaken Earth. But there was also eternity. Beauty written in the starry skies.

Each piece was poignant and unforgettable. Breathtaking and hair-raising.

Or maybe it was the hand gliding up my forearm that lifted the chills, returning my attention to the man who towered in his room.

A dark refuge on a shore of treacherous waters.

Or maybe…maybe it was all a trap. The daunting phantom waiting to pull me under.

“I should get cleaned up,” I forced out through my thickened throat. The air was so dense and deep I swore I could see the words float on it.

Trent stepped back. “Bathroom’s this way.”

He gestured to the door at the far left side of the room, between the foot of the bed and the wall of images. He led me that way, stopping at the door and leaning in to flick on the light. He shifted to the side to let me in ahead of him.

I blinked against the stark intrusiveness of the blinding rays, hugging my arms over my chest like it would protect me from whatever this power was.

Whatever was happening.

Rising higher.

Coming closer.

Trent edged by, watching me as he reached into the shower and turned on the showerhead to let it heat before he slipped back by and ducked into the cabinet to pull out a fresh towel and washcloth.

He stole my breath as he went.

He set them on the counter. “There you go.”

The only thing I could do was nod.

“Let me grab you something to sleep in.”

I felt short on oxygen. “Okay.”

He moved back into his room, and I sucked as much air as I could into my lungs. I hoped it would give me clarity and strength.

The only thing it did was amplify the energy that crackled through the confined room when Trent dipped back into the bathroom with a tee and a pair of boxers. “Probably gonna be a little big on you.”

He gave me a smirk at that, those eyes raking over me as if he were picturing me in his clothes. Or maybe without them.

I trembled.

Stepped back.

Tried to hold onto what he’d told me last week.

We’d never work and taking more of what I couldn’t have was the most reckless thing I could do.

It didn’t mean those vacant places didn’t throb. That I didn’t ache. That I didn’t want to be touched.

Adored.

Wanted and cherished.

Trent seemed held in it, too. Entranced. Unable to move. That lure a rope that bound us in the space.

Finally, I found enough strength to snap us from the hazy fog, the steam from the shower heating our flesh and filling the room. “I should get in.”

Trent’s eyes were the hardest, softest things I’d ever seen. The contrast of the man the very thing that was going to be my ruin. Because I wanted both sides.

The brash and the bold. The loyal and the sweet.

“Okay.”

He spun and went for the door.

“Thank you,” I rushed before he was able to step all the way out. Apparently, I wanted to cling to the connection for one second longer.

Trent twisted around to look at me. That man who’d done me in from day one coming out to play, a wry smile on his sexy face. “Don’t thank me just yet, Kitten.”

Then he stepped the rest of the way out and snapped the door shut behind him. The click tossed me out of the stupor.

I jolted with the impact.

My body bowing that way like it didn’t know what else to do but follow after the man.

Foolish.

I gulped it down, tried to find my footing, to seek out a little common sense in the midst of this insanity.

But I didn’t know how to find it. Not when I angled into the spray, so hot it was close to scalding, as hot as Trent’s touch.

And I was assaulted with it.

Image after image from last week when he’d followed me into my bedroom.

From the days leading up to the moment when I’d let another man touch me for the first time since I’d lost Aaron.

More from the afternoon in my dance studio.

The days without his touch.

Fear traveled my spine when I thought of what I’d walked out on tonight.

The truth that Trent Lawson’s world was so far removed from mine.

But I knew, right then, I didn’t care. I’d step into his if he would let me.

I gasped at the realization, my body lathered in suds that smelled so much like the man, the nutmeg that’d always overwhelmed me. I held it to my nose, let it infiltrate, let it consume.

I rinsed, turned off the showerhead, and grabbed the towel that he’d left folded on the counter.

I wrapped it around my overheated body.

Every nerve ending was alert.

As if one touch would burn me alive.

Steam fogged over the room, and I did my best to dry, though my flesh remained sticky and hot. I dressed quickly, his clothes engulfing me.

I rubbed the towel through my hair, anxiety lighting me up when I moved to the door and slowly opened it to the darkness waiting on the other side.

Because Trent was right there.

Two feet away.

His chest heaving with greed.

A storm gathering strength.

Every promise I’d ever made myself ceased to exist.

“Eden.” He said it like I might be his saving grace. Electricity crackled, ferocity in the bob of his thick throat. “What if I wanted it, Eden? What if I wanted it to work? What if I wanted it all? What if I don’t want to let you go?”

And I knew right then I was in too deep.

No longer walking on solid ground.

Because the towel slipped from my hands.

“Then hold onto me, Trent. Hold onto me, and don’t let me go.”

One second later, Trent prowled my way.

Falling.

Falling fast.

His mouth crushing against mine with zero hope of recovery.


TWENTY-ONE

TRENT


Greed crashed through my senses as I stalked through the bathroom door and drove my fingers into Eden’s wet hair. In an instant, my mouth descended, capturing the sweet plushness of hers.

Eden whimpered as she opened to the kiss.

Bliss streaked down my spine.

Intense.

Blinding.

While my mind began to spin with the impossibility.

Words on repeat.

What if I don’t want to let you go?

What if I don’t want to let you go?

Wanted to make it real. Hold her forever. To be the guy who could be right for her. Be good enough for this amazing woman who looked at me like I could be something better. Even after the evil that’d gone down tonight.

Fuck. I wanted to trust in this. For her to trust in me.

Guilt constricted at the thought. So tight. But I couldn’t do anything but shove it down when Eden whispered against my lips again, “Don’t let me go.”

She breathed the plea through the kiss. Tender fingertips ghosted over my shoulders and across my chest, like this girl was asking for permission. Begging for that invitation I wasn’t quite sure how to give. She broke away to peek up at me. Autumn eyes sucked me right down into the depths of who she was. “Don’t let me go.”

This feeling speared through the middle of me. Something bigger and brighter than I’d ever felt before.

My palm spread across the side of her head, fingers dipping into her hair, my thumb tipping back her chin.

Eden pinned me with the raw truth of who she was.

“Because I’m right here, and I’m going to hold onto you, too,” she promised.

Her gaze traced over me through the steam-hazed light in the bathroom.

My chest tightened in this war of need and loyalty. Who I was, the promise I had made, who I had to be, up against this goodness I wanted to get lost in.

But how did a sinner, a demon like me, stand in the light?

My thumb brushed against the delicate angle of her jaw. “Want to be right, Eden. Wish that I was.” The confession was gravel.

“And what if you’re exactly what I need?” Eden’s words were a breath of desire mixed up with this gush of adoration that I didn’t deserve. “What if you are what I’ve been waiting for?”

I spun her around. A gasp of surprise raked from her throat when I had her belly pressed to the counter, my body pinning her to the stone. I took a fistful of her hair and leaned over her shoulder so I could swipe the mirror. Our reflection came to life through the heated mist.

Eden’s face was flushed. Flesh kissed in pink. Those eyes so real and that face so pretty.

Goodness spilled out, shrouded by the darkness of who I was as I hovered behind her.

“Look at us, Eden. Look at you against me. Don’t you get it? I’m no good.”

My free hand splayed across her trembling stomach, pulling her back against the rigid planes of my body, my mouth pressed to her ear, “And still, I want it. I fuckin’ want you. Want in you. To be with you. To live and die for you.”

Blasphemy.

At the greatest expense, I was given a second chance.

And there I was, slipping into treason.

Eden’s expression deepened. Every line slashed like a sworn oath. “It doesn’t matter who you were or what you’ve done, Trent. It matters who you are now. And that man? He already has me.”

She took my hands, weaving our fingers together and stretching our arms out wide. A perfect picture of who we were. Darkness getting ready to swallow the light.

And she lifted her chin.

Succumbing.

And I was done. No reserves left. Nothing to do but spin her around and hike her up, her perfect weight in my arms. “Eden…baby…what have you done to me?”

A tiny jolt of a moan escaped her as she wrapped her legs around my waist. Her arms curled around me, way up high as I held her sweet body against my chest.

She gazed down at me, those eyes nothing but a soft caress. “I’m yours.”

And it was Eden who kissed me, girl slanting down to consume my mouth. To consume my soul. Calling me into a sanctuary. A minute’s reprieve.

Heaven.

Knew I was holding it in my arms.

I kissed her back, our tongues a tangle of need. Of desire. Of something bigger than the both of us.

Because I could feel it pressing against the walls as I carried her back out into my room.

The energy that lashed.

Shocks of intensity.

Sparks of life.

I carried her toward my bed while the girl writhed over me. Tiny whimpers of need slipped between our mouths and whispered from our tongues.

There was no rational thought left. No restraint. No good sense.

The only thing that was going to happen right then was a claiming.

This girl was mine.

A frenzy made its way into our kiss.

Eden kissing me like it was what she’d been born to do. Like this moment was destined. Like she wouldn’t go back if she could. Like she wouldn’t change the mistake of ever walking into my club.

Or maybe it was all me. This feeling like I couldn’t be anywhere else. That this betrayal was inevitable.

This girl fate.

In my arms because she, too, didn’t belong anywhere else.

“Eden,” I mumbled between the collision. Nothing but tongues and teeth and screaming souls. “Eden.”

Couldn’t deny her. Not any longer. It didn’t matter how wrong it was.

“I won’t let anyone touch you. I promise you,” I growled.

Eden swept her fingertips down my face, so soft compared to the madness of our mouths. My chest squeezed at the action, overcome with who she was. “I trust you.”

God. She shouldn’t. She shouldn’t. But I wasn’t sure I’d ever heard sweeter words than those right then.

This girl ruining me.

Breath by breath.

Whisper by whisper.

Touch by touch.

“I’m yours,” she said again.

Decimated.

Done.

No longer knew who I was. What I wanted. What I stood for.

One reason.

One reason.

Was it possible that this girl crashing into my life could change what that meant? That I could be better?

The demons thrashed at that. All the vileness of what I’d done clawing to be exposed. Like she could hold those, too. Believe in me even through all the atrocities I’d committed.

Our frantic movements slowed as I eased her onto the bed, laid her out in the middle, the girl the most gorgeous thing I’d ever seen.

All that blonde, lush hair spilled out on my black comforter like a halo of light around her head.

She watched me like she could see all the way to the depravity of who I was.

Jud’s paintings covered my walls while this beauty was laid out in the center of my bed.

Felt like I was standing in the middle of a juxtaposition of evil and light.

I knew taking her was exactly that. A devil descending on an angel. Feeding from her beauty. Glutting on her grace. And I didn’t know how to be anything but the monster who was aware of it and did it anyway.

Emotion crested those lips that were swollen from my kiss. “I can’t believe I’m here…with you.”

“Feeling is mutual, Kitten.” It was a harsh exhale.

Shame.

I tried to put up a wall. Some boundaries. Mute this connection that was so loud I could hear it screaming in my ears.

She shook her head against my mattress, refusing it, like she saw that, too. “I never thought I’d feel this way again. Feel this way at all. Alive. Alive in your touch. Alive in your eyes.”

“Shouldn’t be the one.”

“But you are,” she breathed. “No one else, Trent…no one else has ever made me feel this way.”

There was sorrow in her admission. Meaning that shouldn’t exist. Felt the proclamation bounding around my room. Banging through the dense, dense air.

Lust and need and something more.

“You’re so fuckin’ beautiful, Eden. You have any idea? Any idea of the way I feel when I look at you?” It was a grunt as I took in the treasure lying on my bed.

She writhed, her breaths heaving and hips jutting. My insides twisted, watching over that sweet body that was nothing but a needy plea. “You make me feel that way.” Her words filled the space. “I feel like I found the one person who can see me after all this time.”

My chest tightened. Greed and a bit of that jealousy, thinking of her with another man.

So fucked up that I wanted her as my own.

And still understanding what she was giving me. What she was saying. There was something between us that neither of us had felt before.

My hands fisted as I cast out the confession. “I’ve been hiding in the darkness for all this time, Eden. Until you came and shed your light on me. Lit up something that’s never existed. Not ever.”

Her chest pitched, like she’d been impaled by the words. “And I don’t believe that’s by chance. Not for either of us. That’s what this is, Trent…this is our chance.”

God. She believed that because she was goodness. Because she couldn’t see anything else. No clue of the danger that might be waiting for her by tying herself to me.

“Terrified of it, Eden, what you could do to me. The way you make me feel.”

Fact this girl had a hold on me in a way no one else ever had.

The things she had me contemplating.

Autumn eyes danced in the shadows.

My brow curled. “Don’t wanna hurt you, Eden. My life⁠—”

“Is scary,” she supplied, cutting me off. “It’s scary, Trent. I know it, and I’m still falling for you.”

Wanted to tell her not to do it. To stop right there. To give us tonight. That we could hold each other through all the bullshit that’d gone down at the club and then let this foolishness go.

But I was the dumb fuck who couldn’t seem to make those words form on my tongue, the ones I let go wholly reckless and faulty. “You’re mine, Eden.”

The tip of my index finger found the inside of her knee at that, and I dragged it down her slender leg, all the way to the delicate curve at her ankle. I found myself kneeling, pressing my mouth to that spot, rumbling, “You’re mine.”

I let my mouth follow that path back up, kissing along the silky soft flesh of her leg. Inhaling as I went because fuck the girl smelled like me.

Mine.

Wanted to mark her with it.

A brand.

Tattoo myself on her flesh.

Sink right in until we were nothing but one.

Where we existed in a place that only belonged to us.

She whimpered, bowing off the mattress as I kissed along the inside of her knee and rode up the top of her thigh. Her fingers dove into my hair and yanked like she wanted to mark herself on me, too. “God. Trent.”

I pressed my face into the fabric of the boxer briefs she wore, girl swimming in them, looking sexy as fuck and destroying another bit of my mind.

“Little Temptress,” I whispered.

Eden sighed, clutched at my hair, and I moved to straddle her at the waist, my knees on either side.

That time, it was a gasp, passion seeping from her pores and spilling into me.

Taking in the delicious sight, I gathered the hem of the shirt she wore and dragged it up that lush body, never slowing until I was peeling it over her head.

Chills lifted across her skin as she sank back down to the mattress.

All that hair spilling out.

Had to bite the inside of my cheek with how fuckin’ stunning she was.

Her tits were these tiny, perfectly perky things that made my mouth water. Nipples pebbled up and begging like the rest of her body.

“Beautiful.” I murmured my praise as I brushed the pad of my thumb over the left bud.

A whisper fell from Eden’s lips as she arched into my touch. “Please.”

I guessed it was the faith coming off her that did me in.

Way a shockwave of energy burst from her body.

The way that unfound connection blistered through the air and bounded against the walls.

Ricocheting.

Amplifying with each pass.

Intensity building and building.

My heart beat a riot, a fuckin’ battering ram at my chest.

This boom, boom, boom that promised the two of us were about to combust. No care to what might be left in the aftermath.

I edged back so I could slip off the bed. I dipped my fingers into the waistband of the boxers as I went, not slowing as I dragged the fabric down and twisted it off her ankles, unable to look away as the girl shivered and shook where she gazed up at me.

Completely bare.

Just heart-stoppingly gorgeous.

Truth.

Because my goddamn heart skipped an erratic beat.

Tried to catch my breath. To stop the avalanche of need that plowed right through the middle of me. Maybe regain a little control.

Impossible.

One glimpse and I was done. Gone.

Reaching up, I tugged my shirt over my head and dropped it to the floor. My teeth clenched in a bid to keep from losing my cool while every muscle in my body flexed.

Bowed in restraint.

Ticked in want.

Eden whimpered her desire, taking me in, doing a little of that devouring, too.

Every angle.

Every inch.

She sat up, that gaze rushing across the nightmare written across my body. It went sliding to the one that judged and condemned. She traced her fingers over the script.

“Ghost.”

She said it like she understood what it meant. Like she was accepting it. Accepting me. And fuck, there was nothing I could do to stop the feeling that rushed through my veins, filling me to overflowing.

“Who I used to be,” I grunted out.

One to be feared.

A reaper sent to slay.

Someone I didn’t want to be any longer.

“The only thing that matters is who you are now.” She repeated it. Her voice nothing but belief.

Didn’t want to tell her she was wrong. That I would never outrun it. Could never rewrite the sins on my soul.

Not when she was looking up at me when she said it. Not with the way she meant it.

She had her body angled just to the side, a single shoulder curled in. The tiniest bit of shyness pinked her flesh, and all those blonde locks fell down around the temptation of her body.

“Don’t hide from me. Not now,” I told her. Not when she was seeing right through me.

Eden lifted that chin. No defiance left in it. It was surrender. Welcome. An invitation. “I couldn’t if I tried,” she admitted.

I trailed my fingertips down the trembling of her throat, words grit. “Gonna own this body, Kitten. Gonna score myself in you so deep you aren’t ever going to forget me. Tell me you’re good with that.”

She gulped, and then she scooted back and leaned back on her elbows, her knees bent and rocking in anticipation.

Fuck.

She was a vision.

This trembling vision where nerves and anticipation had her pressing her heels into my bed.

“I’m more than good, Trent. What I’m feeling right now cannot be defined.”

I’d already taken off my boots while she’d been in the shower, and I jerked through the buttons on my jeans and shrugged out of them, kicked them aside, watched as those wide eyes rounded farther.

A mesmerizing swirl of greens and golds and browns sucking me down. My dick was stone, bobbing at my stomach, begging to get lost in her.

In that moment, every single cell in my body existed for her.

She flicked her attention up to my face and whispered, “You are the most magnificent thing I’ve ever seen.”

I crawled over her, pressed her down onto the mattress, and dove for her mouth. My tongue sought possession. I kept my weight on my right hand, and with my left, I reached down to take a handful of her lush ass.

I squeezed, lifting her against my aching cock.

Eden whimpered, dug her nails into my shoulders. “Trent. Oh god. I need this. I need you.”

That sweet mouth dripped with honey. Those words. Those lips.

In a blip, two of us were nothing but passion.

Fire.

Flames.

Combustion.

And I was rubbing my cock through her bare lips, her pussy soaked as she rocked against me. Begging for friction. Her thighs squeezed the outside of mine.

We were a blur of darkness and light.

Opposition trying to mesh and meet.

Clashing and yielding.

My teeth nipped at her bottom lip, her jaw, tongue stroking down her neck. “Eden,” I murmured against her pulse point, this girl’s heart thrumming like a song.

Eden’s hands slipped down my back. Her palms were perfect chaos. Her touch sweet tragedy. “You are everything I didn’t know I needed.”

Her words were panted into the thick air. That connection a glimmer in the room. Throbbing. Consuming. Binding us whole.

I burrowed my face under her chin. My confession was pressed to her skin. “And you are everything I will never deserve.”

Something I was taking anyway.

A man on his way to Hell, but I was gonna live in this sanctuary while I had it. Before my life—who I was—inevitably cast me out. A sinner who was going to pretend for a minute he could be right. Protect her. Keep her.

I knelt back between her quivering thighs.

The girl was an ocean on my bed.

Writhing and undulating.

A tide that’d swept me up in her undertow and knocked me from my feet.

I gripped her right knee in my hand like I could hold her steady, keep her from floating away, and I leaned over to grab a condom from the nightstand on the left, never looking away from the girl as I edged back and was quick to cover my dick.

Lust billowed in the space. Our breaths short, the crashing of our hearts jagged.

I slipped my arms under her knees. “Yeah?”

Last ditch plea for this girl to come to her senses and run like she should have done from the beginning…before she got herself permanently tangled with me.

Her hips bucked, her cunt urgent against my cock. “I’m yours.”

I took her in one swift thrust, clutching her by the outside of the thighs as I did, burying myself so deep her body bowed off the bed.

My entire being pitched.

Canted to the side.

“Trent,” she cried on a ragged breath.

“Say it again,” I demanded hard, nearly passing out from how goddamn amazing she felt.

Way her throbbing pussy hugged my cock in a perfect vise.

“Trent.”

Wanted to hear her shouting it forever.

She squirmed, struggled to adjust to me. To the feel of me owning that sweet, tight body.

“Heaven.” The praise rumbled up my raw throat, and I clutched her legs tighter as I pulled out to the tip and gave her another deep, deep dive of my dick.

She arched, only her shoulders touching the bed, though one of her hands was reaching for me. “I need you.”

A fissure.

A crack.

A cavern running right down the middle of who I had been.

A crumbling of all restraint.

Of all loyalty.

Of what I knew.

A pile of rubble laid at her feet.

Because I shifted, angled forward, and planted both hands on either side of her head.

And I stared down on the girl. Her hair was all around and that look was on her face. I leaned down enough that I could brush my lips across hers. “You have me.”

It was the goddamn truth.

Moisture filled her eyes, emotion cresting, riding high. I kept one hand pressed to the bed, the other cupping her precious face.

I began to rock.

Slow at first. Measured thrusts as the girl’s mouth parted and her honeyed gasps filled the air.

Mesmerizing.

Intoxicating.

We moved together.

Our bodies in sync.

A treacherous dance.

Faster. Deeper. More.

Nothing but heaved breaths and desperate hearts that were just learning to beat. And I wondered…wondered if this girl could really beat for me.

She watched me with those eyes the color of fallen leaves. The color of the earth. The color of redemption. She lifted her hand and touched my face. I kissed across her fingertips. “Eden.”

“Trent. Sweet, sweet warrior.”

I felt like I’d been impaled by her words. Fact she’d call me that. While she looked at me like she recognized me.

She cut right through me. The girl splayed me open until there wasn’t a single place I could hide.

She met me thrust for thrust. Our bodies slick. Arching and begging.

And I felt myself getting caught up.

Lifted.

Elevated from the depths and dragged into the light.

Where it was bliss.

Where it was beauty.

Where only me and this girl could exist.

Twining. Knitting.

My spirit getting loose and weaving with hers in an intricate web.

A piece of myself I no longer possessed.

Euphoric.

Terrifying.

I panted and she gasped, and her nails dragged and scraped against my chest, clawing for a way to get closer. “Do you feel that?” she whispered.

But it was her.

Feeling me in a way no one else ever had. In a way no one else could. “It’s you, Eden. It’s you.”

She whimpered, her legs dropping wide, taking me deeper. I hooked her leg over my shoulder.

Fuck. So good.

A hard exhale burst from her lungs. “More.”

“I know, baby. I know.”

My hand drifted, squeezing her thigh, her ass, fingers dragging through her cleft before I angled so I could brush my fingertips over her swollen clit.

Eden was already right there.

On the brink.

Her body bowed.

Her nerves alive.

Could see them in the room.

A glow of colors and shapes.

And I stared down at this girl as I drove her to ecstasy.

Stared at her through the haze of this faltering reality. As the promise I’d made to my brother echoed in my ear.

One reason.

One reason.

I took her.

Found her.

Eden whispered, moaned, dragged me deeper into the well of that sweet, sweet soul. “Trent…I’m…”

She scratched her fingers into the stubble on my jaw.

Awe.

Adoration.

And I felt it, too.

The crumbling.

The crashing.

The fall.

But I doubted there was much I could do to keep either of us from tumbling over the side. Girl going over.

Falling.

Falling.

So, I jumped with her like I could be her safety net, pressed my forehead to hers and whispered, “I won’t let you go.”

A faulty, foolish promise.

One that slipped like finality from between my lips.

My lips that took hers as I felt her body hit that highest point. When she broke apart, that energy whipping and lashing, kissing every inch.

It set me off. Every stroke bliss.

Pleasure raced my spine.

Tingles and fire.

One thrust later, I split. Coming apart.

Lost in her body. Her eyes. That heart.

I clutched her as I came, shouting my praise. “Eden.”

Felt so good I nearly blacked out. Pleasure rushed out through every nerve. An explosion in every cell.

I could no longer see. Could no longer make sense of the mess I had made.

Instead, I heaved for air in a bid to come back down, to remember who I was, but at the end of that fall was her arms.

Her sweet arms that she wrapped around my body like that was where they belonged.

Couldn’t do much else except wrap her in mine, and I shifted us so I could tuck her to my side. I pressed a kiss to her sweat-drenched temple and brushed back the blonde hair that clung to her stunning face. I gazed at her through the shadows of the ghosts that haunted my room. “Won’t let anyone get to you. Not ever.”

And I prayed it wasn’t the greatest lie I’d ever told.


TWENTY-TWO

EDEN


I stared at him through the bleary darkness, my fingertips running over his swollen lips.

Awed.

Floored.

Unsure if any of this was real or if I’d lost myself to the shock from earlier and had slipped into a dangerous fantasy. One where I was his and he was mine.

His body burned me up where we were tangled, our flesh slicked with sweat and our muscles still ticking with aftershocks.

He kissed my temple in this adoring way that made me want to come apart all over again. “Be right back.”

Trent climbed out of his enormous bed. Completely bare. Almost every inch of his body was covered in colors and designs. Strength rippled from his sinewy, imposing form, the man this stunning work of art that I got to fully appreciate as he walked into his bathroom.

I didn’t know whether to hide my face or ogle his beauty.

I was miles away from what I knew. So beyond my comfort zone. Treading far, far outside the bounds of familiarity.

He disappeared into the bathroom. The faucet ran, and I clutched the sheet and brought it to my nose.

Trying to figure out where I stood. Wondering if it was possible for us to remain here—where we’d met in the middle.

Two people so different crashing together, joining, like we were made to fit.

There was no stopping the redness that streaked across my already overheated skin when he reappeared in the glaring light of the doorway.

An outline of power. An etching of desolation. A pen line of hope.

He sauntered out, no shame, just all that rigid, fierce cockiness carved in every muscle. I had to bury my face farther into the sheet when I saw his huge penis was still partially hard. I thought if I asked him to take me, he’d be ready for me all over again.

Still, I peeked out as he approached. That redness heated to a flashfire, the sheet fully pressed to my face by the time he made it back to me.

A rough chuckle filled the air, and he tugged the silky fabric away, peering down at me through the dusky light. “You hidin’ from me, Kitten? If you run, this time I can’t promise that I won’t go chasing after you.”

The words were a tease, but they were weighed down with a tenderness that had never been there before, the way he gently nudged the sheet down far enough so that he could take in the entirety of my face.

Trent hovered above me.

All that fierce, unyielding intensity staring down like he’d uncovered a treasure.

Darkness that blazed the brightest light.

My teeth clamped down on my bottom lip. I nodded against his pillow, my throat thick when I admitted, “I wouldn’t get very far. I’m pretty sure I would only come running back to you.”

Emotion rippled, and Trent climbed onto the bed, a massive palm splaying across the side of my face. “How did we end up here? How’s it possible the two of us match like this…because that…”

He trailed off, his tongue swiping out across his full bottom lip as if he were trying to process what we’d just shared.

Something different.

Magical.

Extraordinary.

I didn’t need to have been with a bunch of different men to know it. To understand it. This connection that bound us in some intrinsic way.

“Perfect,” I supplied on a whisper.

Trent dropped his forehead to mine. “Want to be that for you, Eden.”

My fingertips scratched into the stubble that covered his strong jaw, urging him back enough so I could meet his eye. “You are perfect, Trent. You’re perfect in your flaws. Perfect in your strengths. Maybe you believe you’re all wrong, that you don’t have anything to offer, but I can’t help but believe you’re perfect for me.”

I guessed it was right then that I finally accepted its truth. When I no longer was afraid of his past, of the pain he could cause, but knew I wanted to stand at his side in spite of it. Hold him the way he was holding me.

I just prayed he would find his way through his guilt to me.

On a needy moan, Trent pressed his mouth to mine in a close-mouthed kiss. His eyes squeezed tight. Like he was savoring. Committing us to memory. Then he curled his arm around me, and a squeak of surprise ripped up my throat when he flipped our positions, rolling us until I was on top.

The two of us were chest to chest, though I was angled, my legs off to the side. The sheet barely covered me where it was twisted around my bottom. Trent pushed his fingers into the fall of my hair. “You really believe that, Eden? That I could be perfect for a girl like you?”

A tease wound its way into his tone.

“You act like I haven’t made a mistake or two.”

“Doubtful.” Affection flitted through his grin.

“Of course, I have.”

He arched a dark brow. “Let’s hear it.”

I chewed at my bottom lip, trying to think of the worst thing I’d ever done.

Tattooed fingers brushed through my hair, and he held back a sound of amusement. “You can’t even think of one thing, can you, Kitten?”

“No, it’s just there are so many I can’t settle on one.”

I hoped right then wasn’t one of them.

“Come on then.” Playfulness ridged his mouth.

“Okay…so when I was a junior in high school, Tessa and I snuck my daddy’s car and went to a concert in Tahoe that we’d been forbidden to go to. I was grounded for four weeks, but it was totally worth it.”

Trent gasped with a mock waggle of his brows. “Scandalous.”

Giggling, I smacked at him, a giddy sensation rippling beneath my skin. “You’re a jerk.”

He softened, his fingers still running through my hair as he sent me a tender smile. “And you’re sweet. Love that about you.”

His gaze darted across my face, and then he moved to tip up my chin. “Guess you aren’t completely innocent, though, going and seducing me like you did. Little Temptress.”

“Seducing you?” I scoffed, my chest pitching in a riot of excitement and need. “I think that was all you.”

I mean, six years and not a flicker of a feeling. And then there was this man.

Potent.

Provocative.

All consuming.

“There was no resisting you.”

This dark, dark defender.

He huffed a breath through his nose. “And I wanted to get you out of your clothes the first time I saw you…see all that sweetness hidden underneath.”

“You felt it then?”

“Didn’t you?”

My nod was wary, a frown pinching my brow as I thought back to the way I’d felt that first night. “Yeah.”

He ran his knuckles along the apple of my cheek. “But you were scared.”

Another nod. “I felt that part of you, too.”

“And now…after the shit back at the bar?” I could tell he was trying to suppress the fury when he pushed out the question. To bring us back to the moment that had brought us together this way, though I had a feeling that we would have ended up here, anyway.

We were bound, fated to this moment.

“And now, none of it matters. None of it matters except we’re both here. Right now. Together.”

Trent released a low growl, and his hand was fisting in my hair.

Possession.

Power.

A shiver raced down my spine, that dark aura taking me whole.

Wicked possession.

“Oh, Kitten, it fuckin’ matters. Matters that someone would be so foolish to send me a warning through you. Pussy is gonna pay.”

Pain leached into his rage. Worry and dread. I wanted to wipe it away. Tell him it was fine. That we were safe. Clearly, that wasn’t a promise I could make.

“It means they’re watching, Eden. Pinned you as a vulnerability. As a weakness.” His voice only got harder with each phrase he spat.

Part of me wanted to look away, to find reprieve, to fight the flash of terror without him witnessing it played out in my eyes. But I couldn’t move. I was held by his intensity.

The man a hook and a snare.

“Will they try to hurt me? Try to hurt Gage?” I could barely force out the questions.

His lips thinned. “They might try, but I won’t let them get close to either of you. Promise you that.”

“I’m not weak, Trent. I just need to know what we’re up against.”

We.

The proclamation rang through the air.

I was in this with him.

Trent swallowed hard. “No, Eden, you’re not weak. I see your goodness for what it really is. Strength. Resilience. But you also don’t understand where I come from, how ugly it gets, and it’s the last thing I want to involve you in. Don’t want to taint who you are, and that world has a bad way of doing just that.”

He glanced away, unable to look at me as he gritted the words. “If something were to happen to you…”

My head shook. “I won’t say I’m not afraid, Trent, but everything…it’s led me here to you.”

Shame blanketed his expression. “Last place you should be.”

“Don’t say that.” It was a plea. “I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.”

His fingers threaded deeper into my hair, as if he felt the need to hang on. “You sure about that?”

“Don’t ask me to regret you.”

“I’m bound to mess this up, Eden.” He repeated the same thing he’d told me in my bedroom last week—a night that felt a million years away from right then. As if all that time had passed and we’d been caught up in it.

Becoming one.

Not knowing the details but understanding each other in a way few ever did.

“Not if you choose not to, Trent.” I hesitated, then pressed. “Ghost?”

The word was a question. Different than when he’d been undressing. It was acceptance, then. Now, I was asking him to let me farther inside. I wanted a view into who he really was. The part he kept shrouded in the shadows.

“Who I used to be,” he reiterated. He took my hand in his and pressed my knuckles to his lips. “So much shit I don’t know how to leave behind. I’ve done bad things, Eden. Really fuckin’ bad things.”

Dread slicked down my spine. I could feel my spirit being crushed by the malignant, haunted desperation that churned in his eyes.

My mind raced, lighting with blips of images of the things he might have done. The blood that stained his hands. My thoughts skipped from one to the next because I realized I really didn’t want to envision them.

Because in the end, I only had one truth that mattered. “We all have history, Trent. All of us. It’s how we live on the other side of it that counts.”

He grunted. “How’s it you handle yours so well?”

A huff of saddened laughter left me, my past so different than his, but I wondered if they’d somehow affected us the same. My voice was coarse with sorrow when I whispered, “I’ve been lost for a long time. Looking for my way. Just fumbling through life, day-to-day, wondering if I would ever feel again. If the numbness would ever go away.”

A crash of guilt and anger flashed through his expression, and his teeth ground as he forced out the words. “Are you okay with it? Me touching you…?”

He left off the last.

After him.

After Aaron.

Torment twisted through me. Loss. My own guilt. My head slowly shook as I burrowed close to Trent, to the steady, hard pounding of his heart. “I miss him, Trent…I’ll miss him every day. I know I told you he was my best friend, but I did love him. But it was a peaceful kind of love…the kind that grew out of that friendship…out of comfort.”

I thought back to how it’d been. Aaron, Harmony, and I growing up together. Running through the woods and playing in our backyard. Defending each other and fighting with each other. I guessed until I’d received the second letter from Harmony, I’d blocked out the rest. Her jealousy. The way she’d hated it when I’d played with him instead of her.

I realized my gaze had drifted, lost in thought, and my attention slowly shifted back to Trent. “We grew up next door. His parents went to the same church as ours. In third grade, Aaron started at the school, and he’d sat in the desk right next to mine. He and I climbed trees together, went to the movies together, to prom together, and we just…fell into that pattern. It also became…kind of expected of us.”

Nervously, my fingers traced across the words stamped on Trent’s chest.

Live to Ride, Ride to Die.

“My parents were comfortable with him, trusted him, so we slipped into the mold our parents imagined.”

Trent huffed.

My head shook. “We weren’t forced into anything, Trent. It was just…easy.”

I glanced at him, chewing at my bottom lip, the admission a breath of old affection. “I always thought he actually had a thing for my older sister.”

That time it was a grunt from his delicious mouth, his fingers gliding through my hair, like he couldn’t stop touching me. Holding me. “Pretty sure you could never be considered the consolation prize, Kitten.”

My shoulders hiked a little, brushing our bare chests together. A tiny flicker of flames lit in the middle. “Harmony was the wild one. The one who was always laughing. Always getting into trouble, too. I think Aaron got stars in his eyes every time she came into the room, but she never wanted him around. She thought he stole my attention from her.”

Could feel his muscles bunch in his arms. “She the one who got you and your father into financial trouble?”

My nod was desolate. “Yeah.” I swallowed it down and forced a smile. “My momma got sick and passed when I was fourteen and Harmony was sixteen. My sister left soon after.”

Grief filled his face. I knew he felt that kind of loss on a personal level. “I’m sorry.”

I shook my head as I was hit with a swell of emotion. “I was so broken after that, so alone, that I think I leaned even more on Aaron. After that, he and I fell into what we were.”

“And what was that?”

“Happy. Content.” A wistful hum rolled up my throat. “We both liked the quiet life. Staying home and watching movies on a Friday night. Working in the yard. We both wanted a big family. We’d just bought our first house a month before he died.”

“And you were going to fill the rooms.” Trent barely hid the spite in his tone.

I nodded again.

His thumb brushed my cheek. “I’m not that guy, Eden.”

No. Trent was Aaron’s opposite.

“I loved him, Trent, but I didn’t burn for him.”

A growl rumbled in his chest, and his fingers fisted in my hair, lifting me higher so I was straddling him and my face was hovering an inch from his. “You burn for me, Kitten?”

“Yes.” It left me on a pant. “I never knew I could want a man the way I want you.”

“That’s a good thing because I’ve never wanted anyone to have me the way I want you to.”

My heart took off at a sprint. “What do you want me to have?”

“All of me, Kitten. Fuckin’ all of me.”

He angled up to capture my mouth. His kiss rough. Possessive. Mind-bending.

I swore, every single kiss altered who I was.

I kissed him back, crawling over the rigid lines of his body as Trent owned me from below. That hand in my hair cinched down tighter and his other gripped hard onto my hip. He sat up, our kiss turning frantic as he pulled me against his cock that was hard and huge and stealing my breath.

I gasped at the contact. Sensation rushed over my skin as he guided me to rub our bare flesh together.

Sparks that stoked that raging fire between us into an inferno.

I pressed up onto my knees as he licked from my mouth and down my throat, my head dropping back and my entire being arching into his touch.

Desperate for more.

My fingers dug into his shoulders, and needy sounds were slipping up my throat as he kissed along the slope of my neck, his voice a low reverberation, “You, Eden. So fuckin’ beautiful. So good. So right. Want it. Heaven.”

“You have me,” I mumbled back, writhing over him.

So different.

With Trent, it was so much more than I’d ever experienced.

The feeling of being consumed alive.

Owned.

Possessed.

And I wanted it.

“I want it all,” I whispered.

He kept trailing down, kissing a path down my throat and to my chest. Every nerve ending came alive as he licked over the top of my right breast and sucked my nipple into his mouth. His teeth raked the sensitive flesh before he bit down.

Hard enough to make me yelp.

Everything fired.

Flashed with desire.

I arched into the feeling of it.

Everything. Everything.

I begged for more.

“Trent.”

My nails scratched into his back.

He softened, licked his tongue over my nipple that had pebbled up, so tight and tingly, and he pulled back to watch the action as he ran his thumb over the peak.

Nail raking it.

Back and forth.

Back and forth.

“These tits. Perfection, baby. Knew it. Knew it the second I laid eyes on you. All of you. Every inch. Want to live in this body.”

He kept me pinned with that gaze as he slipped his hands farther down. He curled his right into my hip while the other slipped between us, his fingers rubbing at my center, pressing inside.

I was no longer writhing. I was rocking. Begging. Riding his hand in a desperation I didn’t know existed before Trent Lawson crashed into my life.

Chasing this feeling that grew and grew.

Pleasure.

The blinding kind.

The kind that would cause me to lose all control.

I was so ready to let it go.

“Do you want me again, Eden?” he grunted, that stormy stare unrelenting as he watched me. Tracing my expression. Waiting for a cue. He didn’t need one because he already knew all of them, anyway.

“Yes,” I whimpered when he shifted his fingers, hitting a spot that made my sight flicker at the edges. “Always. Forever.”

It might have been way too soon to say it, but it was the truth.

I was never going to stop wanting this man.

I could feel his penis twitch between us, and on instinct, I wrapped my hand around it, the fat head throbbing and dripping.

Trent groaned as I stroked him, my fist wrapped tight as I pumped his massive length, and I found myself leaning down to his mouth, my greedy tongue sweeping across his lips.

I dragged my teeth over the bottom one and bit down, as hard as he’d done to my nipple.

He’d said he liked it hard. I just hoped I wasn’t a fool aching to discover what that meant.

A dark chuckle rumbled from his chest when his bottom lip popped from my teeth. Sooty eyes turned to black, glittering crystal.

Feral.

Shivers raced, and my pulse thundered.

He wound his hand back in my hair. The words were low and curling through the room like a threat. “Ah, Kitten, you do like to play with fire. On your hands and knees.”

He had me flipped around before I could even process the command, on my hands and knees and facing the opposite end of the bed. Just off to the left was a giant mirror propped in the corner of his room, and my sight snagged on the reflection, my eyes wide as I took in the scene framed in gilded black metal.

My hair wild and my chest heaving.

My body bare, slicked with sweat, trembling with anticipation.

And I felt beautiful. Sexy and wanted in a way I’d never felt before.

Then I was trembling anew when Trent got to his knees from behind, that foreboding wraith covering me like a shroud. His body cut and chiseled, vibrating with want. Jerking with need.

He grabbed me by both hips, and his fierce stare found me through the mirror just as he was running both palms over my bottom.

Tattooed fingers squeezed and kneaded.

My heart ravaged my chest with jagged, uneven beats.

“Look at you, Eden. Fuckin’ fantasy, right here.”

I whimpered.

Ached.

Wanted.

He chuckled again, then he was dipping down to kiss a lusty path down my spine. Chills lifted in his wake and spread over the surface of my flesh.

Emotion scattered.

High and low and coming at me from every direction.

Standing at a precipice. Riding a razor-sharp edge as I waited for something brand new.

His name left me on a gasp when he used his hands to spread my bottom. He never slowed as his tongue stroked through the cleft of my ass, around my hole, before he licked down to my center.

Lapping.

Stroking.

Growling possession as he went.

My sight narrowed, fuzzy at the edges. The wave of pleasure that slammed me made me dizzy.

I whimpered and begged, rocking on my knees. “I need you.”

Trent eased back, enough that our eyes tangled in the mirror, and he was dragging his fingertips through my crease again before he was swirling the tips of two fingers around my ass.

Air rushed my throat, my lungs quivering, my thighs shaking as he started to put the barest pressure there.

My knees felt weak as I was struck with a flood of desire. Half terrified, half frantic.

A big hand splayed out across my lower back, pushing my chest closer to the mattress and jutting my bottom out. “Look at you,” he grunted, his voice a rough scrape across my skin.

A torch that flamed.

And I was sure this fire was going to consume us both when he started to press harder, as I whimpered and writhed and pulled away and pushed back, my hands fisting into the comforter as he slowly drove deeper.

Because I’d never felt so vulnerable.

So prized.

So panicked.

I heaved a needy, lust-hazed breath when he dragged his fingers out.

The low laughter Trent released dripped sex, and he leaned down and kissed across my shoulder, muttering, “Oh, Little Temptress, we’re going to have so much fun.”

He pulled away and moved to his nightstand. I was panting like some kind of fiend as I watched him roll on a condom, his outline the most devastating thing I’d ever seen.

Then he was back behind me, pressing the fat head of his penis between my shaking thighs as he hauled me onto my knees that could barely hold my weight.

My back to his chest.

Those inked hands spread across my stomach, splaying wide, like a writhing statement written across my clear flesh. He ran them upward. Cupping my breasts for a moment, his thumbs perfect torture as he teased my nipples before he dragged all the way up to guide my arms over my head. He never stopped until he had my hands locked around the back of his neck.

His mouth came to my ear, and his hand curled around the front of my throat, his fingers fluttering along my jaw as he warned, “Hold on, Kitten, it’s about to get rough.”

And I didn’t care if I fell into his darkness.

Just as long as he met me there.
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TRENT
LOS ANGELES, SIXTEEN YEARS AGO


A gentle hand stroked through his hair, spurring him from sleep. The faintest rays of light bled through his bedroom window, and Trent blinked his eyes open as he rolled over to find his mom gazing down at him. Her voice was so soft as she whispered, “Are you ready, Sweet Warrior? It’s time.”

Trent’s heart jumped into overdrive, and he shot up in his bed and scrubbed his palms over his face. “It is? Where are we going?”

“Somewhere far, far away. Somewhere no one will find us. Somewhere we can be free. Are you ready?”

He nodded hard. “Yes.”

“Help me get your brothers.”

Gulping, he tossed back his covers and stood. His mom left the room to get Jud and Logan, while he moved across to where Nathan’s bed was on the opposite side. He nudged him softly on the shoulder. “Nathan, hey, wake up.”

His brother stirred. His dark eyes that were the same color as Trent’s were full of confusion as they blinked open. “What’s wrong?”

Trent’s chest squeezed so tight. With so much love. His mom said they had a special bond. That they could feel each other even when the other wasn’t there.

He thought it was true. The way he felt his brother’s heartrate speed up faster. The way he felt his worry and fear take him over.

Nathan was smaller than Trent. Kinder and softer in a way that made Trent sure he would always need to look out for him. Stand up for him when some asshole started making trouble, way the pricks always did at school.

“Nothing’s wrong. We’re just going to take a special trip.”

Nathan’s eyes went wide with excitement. “Like…to Disneyland?”

“Better’n that.”

Nathan scrambled to get up, grabbing his inhaler from the nightstand next to him, taking a real big puff. “I just gotta get my shoes.”

Trent already had them. He set Nathan’s favorite sneakers and a pair of socks down in front of him. Leaving them there, he moved to stuff a bunch of their things into a duffle bag.

“Why are we bein’ so quiet?” Nathan asked from behind.

“’cause no one else is allowed to know where we’re goin’.”

Alarm burned through the space. Pummeling Trent’s back. Slowly, Trent turned around as his twin asked, “What do you mean?”

“I mean, this isn’t a good place, and we’re gonna go somewhere I can take care of you. You and Mom and Jud and Logan. Where it’s only goin’ to be the five of us.”

Nathan gulped.

Trent squeezed his shoulder. “You don’t have to be afraid. I’m always gonna take care of you.”

[image: ]



Gunshots.

One.

Two.

Three.

A scream tore up his throat, and he went racing across the lawn. To his mom. His beautiful mom. She was covered in blood.

So much blood.

So much blood.

He turned her over.

Her hair was matted in it, soaked, her eyes full of fear. He pulled her onto his lap and rocked her.

Rocked her and rocked her while he begged, “No, Mom, no. Don’t leave us. Don’t leave us.”

Her fingers found his face, the words barely heard over the gurgling in her throat. “My sweet warrior. Watch over your brothers. Take care of them. Love them with all your might.”

“No, Mom. We need you here. Please. Please.” He begged it.

Torment rode out with his cries. Tears stung his eyes, blurring everything.

But still, he could see. He watched the man get back on his motorcycle like it was just another day. A man with the leather vest that said Demon’s Day on the patch on the back.

“Promise me,” she wheezed.

He nodded fiercely, and the tears burned so hot as they streaked down his face. “I promise. I promise.”

“Love you forever, my brave boy.”

He felt when she left them. When her spirit flew away. When her body slumped down and the crater formed in the middle of his chest.

A sob tore free. So loud as it burst against the morning sky. Deafening as the anger rushed to fill its place.

Sirens sounded in the distance, and he had to force himself to move. To get up. To go to his brothers who were huddled behind the car, Jud covering Nathan and Logan like he could be their protection.

Trent stumbled that way.

The ground no longer existed as his world canted to the side.

Nothing made sense except for the rage that burned through his veins.

He dropped to his knees in front of them, and he covered them like he’d promised his mom. Praying he could be brave. That he could be enough. That he would do it right.
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“What did it say?” his father snarled as he leaned in front of Trent, demanding the answer.

That anger raged at his insides.

Dark and ugly and vile.

Twelve hours had passed. The four of them were at their father’s house. About the last place Trent wanted to be. But this was their lot.

“What did it say?” his father demanded again.

Trent knew he would never forget. Would never erase the memory of that man.

His stomach sick and his soul slayed and vengeance carved on his flesh.

“Demon’s Day.”


TWENTY-FOUR

EDEN


“Miss Murphy! Miss Murphy!”

I blinked awake, disoriented as I was jarred from the dead of sleep. Clarity was just on the brink of my mind, flittering around the edges as thoughts of last night spun back through like a dream.

Only the jostling continued, the little voice not so quiet as he shouted, “Miss Murphy! Miss Murphy! Wake it up, why don’t you?!”

Panic seized me when I realized what had woken me was a child jumping in the middle of the mattress.

Gage.

On a gasp, I scrambled around from where I’d had my face buried in the pillow. I was quick to gather the sheet tighter to my chest to make sure I was covered.

My eyes struggled to adjust as I looked at the bouncing silhouette where he was darkened by the blinding rays of sunlight that speared in through the large gap in the drapes.

“Hi, Miss Murphy!”

Oh my god. If I’d ever traipsed into unprofessional territory, this was it. Twisted up in sheets, bare beneath, with my student jumping on the bed.

Did it make it better that he was grinning down on me like my presence had made his entire day?

All cherub cheeks and flapping arms and joy flooding into the room.

My chest tightened, and I eased up to sitting, praying I was fully covered. That he was still so innocent that he didn’t have a clue what’d happened in this room last night.

The thought of it sent heat rushing across the surface of my flesh, a blush lighting every inch as I gulped and tried to orient myself to this reality.

“Miss Murphy! Did you come to see me on the weekend?” He dropped down onto his knees, bouncing a bit, a giggle riding free and wrapping me in warmth. His sweet little voice lowered like we were sharing a secret. “Because I’m your favorite, right, Miss Murphy, right? Don’t worry, I won’t tell nobody, no way.”

Yes. That. For the love of God, don’t tell anyone.

I had to stop myself from saying it aloud.

I cleared my throat and glanced around the room like I might find a life vest to keep me afloat, in dire need of rescue because I was really in over my head.

Treading dangerous, dangerous waters. Waters that no longer affected just Trent and me.

Because here was this beautiful child in the middle of it.

An endless abyss of hopes and consequences.

I wondered if it was only me with their heart on the line. If it was only me taking the risk.

All those complications shouting to be heard.

No question, my daddy would lose it if he knew the position I’d found myself in. Worry for me and the trouble I was asking for.

I didn’t know which was worse—that or the fact I’d broken the clause in my contract where I’d promised, “I agree to conduct myself in a professional manner with all staff, students, and parents.”

I’d broken my oath not to do something so reckless. And our reputation was something the school board took seriously.

I’d meant to be awake and long gone by then.

Slinking out on the shadows on which I’d arrived.

Unashamed but still not having the first clue where I stood.

After last night, there were only a few things that I was sure of…

I’d been changed.

Made whole.

All while setting myself up to get ripped apart.

Gage’s excitement drew me back to the immediate issue at hand.

How the heck I was going to get out of this bed without scarring the poor child for life.

“Are you hungry? We’re makin’ the best breakfast in the whole wide world! You smell it?” He tipped his nose up and inhaled deep. “It’s so yum, yum, yum in my tum, tum, tum. You better hurry it up, lazy head, or you’re gonna miss out. I thought you were gonna sleep the whole day. Sheesh.”

His arms flapped out to the side in emphasis.

Like this was normal.

No big deal.

A sinking dread slithered through my consciousness. Was this normal? Did Gage wake up with random women sleeping in his father’s bed? Where was Trent, anyway?

Nope, don’t go there, Eden.

I pressed a shaky hand to my forehead and tried to get it together.

Don’t panic. Don’t panic.

“Okay.” I managed a single word and a feeble smile to go along with it.

“That’s so good!” He clapped, and apparently, that was all the response he needed because he started to jump back to his feet, but then his attention snapped to my hand that had the sheet clutched to my chest like a lifeline.

He hopped forward, coming closer, that smile on his adorable face spreading in a streak of joy.

“You wearin’ your bracelet, Miss Murphy? It looks so pretty. Do you love it?”

He grinned up at me with so much pride, nothing but dimpled, chubby cheeks and adorable hair framing his face, his gaze darting between my face and the bracelet tied around my wrist.

My heart did that crazy thing. Pounding and expanding and trying to break free of the confines of my chest. The affection for this child overwhelming. More than I could fathom.

The fact his adoration tamped down the turmoil raging inside was proof enough. The way I couldn’t help but reach out and touch his cheek.

“I love it, Gage,” I whispered, though I might as well have been shouting it.

Proclaiming whatever this was, even though I wasn’t sure myself.

All I knew was I had crossed a line there was no returning from. I’d been marked in a way that could never be erased.

I had no regrets, even though it might destroy me in the end. There might be too much going against us. Too many old wounds, secrets, and fears that would tear us apart.

As much as I wanted to silence them, Trent’s promises that he would ruin us continued to play on repeat.

On top of it, my job was at stake.

But the truth was, in the end, that wasn’t even a question.

I knew I’d gladly accept every risk when Gage’s little shoulders hiked up to his ears in pure, unmitigated delight.

“That’s really good because I love you.” He didn’t even give me time to choke over his confession before he was back on his feet and jumping off the side of the bed and blazing out the door. “Gotta go, Miss Murphy! Hurry it up and get your booty downstairs right now, little lady.”

Um.

Okay.

Apparently, Gage could give me whiplash as quickly as his father could.

A crush of relief left me on a heavy breath when he disappeared down the hall, his tiny footsteps pounding on the stairs, getting quieter and quieter the farther away he got.

“Ugh,” I moaned, pressing my hand to my forehead and trying to get myself together.

To rein in these emotions.

But they were running so far out ahead of me that I couldn’t catch up to them. Each so different, so at odds, so big and consuming, I didn’t know how to process them.

How did I make sense of what I was actually feeling?

Awakened.

Feverish.

Afraid.

Everything I’d felt since the moment I’d met Trent Lawson, now amplified times a thousand.

My teeth raked my swollen bottom lip as my mind raced back to last night, as my hand smoothed over the rumpled sheets.

Trent and me in this bed. Over and over again. The man insatiable. Blissfully rough. Wickedly sweet.

Turned out I was insatiable, too.

Redness raced as those simmering embers leapt.

Now, I had no idea how to navigate. How Trent and I were really going to fit.

A muted ring echoed from the bathroom, and I realized it had to be coming from where I’d left my phone in my bag on the floor. “Crap,” I mumbled.

Pushing out a shaky sigh, I slipped from the bed, taking the sheet with me. I dug through my bag on the bathroom floor in search of my phone that’d stopped ringing, dinged with a message, only to start ringing all over again.

I finally found it and pulled it out. Tessa’s grinning face was on the screen.

Double crap.

I rushed to answer it, though I couldn’t help but whisper when I put it to my ear. “Hello?”

“Don’t you dare hello me, Eden Jasmine Murphy. I’ve called you at least fifteen times in the last two hours…you know…since I showed up to your house with Saturday morning coffees and doughnuts, and your car was nowhere to be found. I’ve been worried sick.”

The heel of my hand pressed to my temple.

All the craps.

“I’m so sorry…I completely forgot.”

“You completely forgot that we’ve had coffee and doughnuts every Saturday morning for the last six years?”

I cringed. “Maybe?”

“You little hooker…you had cake instead, didn’t you?” I could feel her glee through the phone.

My attention darted around like I was going to find a bug planted in the room. The bedroom was vacant, no movement about, and I quietly snapped the door shut behind me as I hissed, “I did not.”

“You are the worst liar of all liars. I can literally hear the sex dripping off your tongue. You ate it all, didn’t you?”

Gah.

“I hate you.”

Tessa squealed. “Oh my god, hallelujah.”

“Shut up.”

“Was it good?”

My back slumped to the wall as I gave, as I let it all rush me. The feeling. The truth that when I looked at my reflection in the mirror across from me, there was something new written in my being.

My reflection the same but different. Stronger and more vulnerable. Wiser but a fool. But I’d known all along if I gave myself to Trent that I would be changed.

That’s what succumbing did.

It opened you up to whatever was waiting on the other side.

And I wanted it all.

“It was the best night of my life, Tessa.”

She was silent for a second before she whispered, “He’s the ace. Your wild card.”

“You were right, Tessa. I’m terrified of loving him. Terrified of what it could mean. Terrified of what he makes me feel.” The admission bled free. True and whole and devastating.

I was terrified of it all, and I still wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.

“Um…the man is terrifying, so there’s that. Not sure how you wouldn’t be.”

I choked on a small laugh, fighting the feeling that came on so savagely it was going to knock me to my knees.

No darkness to keep it shrouded.

The light of day chasing away the shadows.

“Does he treat you right, Eden?” Tessa pressed, worry in her voice, all the teasing gone when she felt the crush of my emotions.

And I couldn’t confess to her the rest. What had brought us here. The truth my car wasn’t simply parked outside Trent’s house because our connection had been too intense, and I’d followed him home.

Couldn’t confess that this was so much more complicated than she knew.

With my wild card, the stakes were the highest they’d ever been.

I could only murmur, “I think he would burn the world to the ground for me.”

I hoped it would be enough. That in the process of taking down whoever wanted to hurt him, he wouldn’t take us down, too.

She swallowed hard. “I’m so happy for you, Eden. So proud of you for stepping out and taking a chance. Are you okay? You sound…weird.”

“I’m fine,” I told her.

“Um…the word fine should have no place in this conversation. Amazed. Astounded. Staggered. Those would all do.”

A slight giggle bled free. “Oh, it was amazing, Tessa. I just need to process it all.”

She sighed. “I know, Eden. I know you well, and that’s why I need to know you’re all good. You need me, you say the word, and I’m there. Hell, I might even save you one of these doughnuts.”

“Thank you, Tessa.”

“Pssh…just be thankful I didn’t call your daddy and ask him if he knew where you were. You know, since you left me hanging for two freaking hours, banging on all your windows and doors, having no clue where you were without so much as a text. I was about to break into your house to make sure you weren’t going to star in the next episode of True Crime.”

Um, yeah, don’t even joke about that.

I couldn’t say it aloud. Instead, my teeth clamped down on my bottom lip before I addressed the more pressing matter. “Thank you for not saying anything to my daddy. I have no idea how I’m going to ease him into this.”

If it would even come to what I could only imagine would be uncomfortable introductions and unpleasant explanations.

A signed release declaring that I was in a romantic relationship with one of the parents.

Is that what this was? Is that what Trent envisioned for us?

Questions came faster with each second that I hid away in this bathroom.

“I say rip off the Band-Aid. Sit him down and give it to him straight. ‘Daddy, I’m banging the bad boy. Deal with it.’ Only thing you can do.”

“Are you insane?”

“Um…I think we already know the answer to that.”

I pressed my fingertips to my forehead.

“Seriously, Eden, like, you need to talk to HR. You’re sleeping with one of your student’s daddies…who’s also your other boss. And I’m not criticizing, but even for me, that’s messy, and it’d be much better just to get it reported and on file so there’s no fallout. You know those moms who pretend like they’re not secretly ogling the man when they pick up their kids would have a field day with that kind of scandal.”

I recoiled at the thought. “I’m pretty sure we’re not at that point. Let’s not complicate this more than it already is.”

She huffed. “Fine…but you can’t pretend like this isn’t happening.”

I blew out a sigh. “I need to go. We’ll talk about this later.”

“Deflecting,” she sang.

“I am not. I really have to go. Breakfast is ready.” I flinched even saying it.

Tessa squealed so loud I had to pull the phone from my ear. “Um…you’re not at that point, my ass. But fine. Go. Eat breakfast, then eat some more cake and make sure he eats some, too. Don’t worry, I’ll be a good girl and wait for the details until tomorrow.”

Just great.

“Love you!” she peeped before the call went dead.

Sighing, I softly banged my head against the wall before I forced myself into action. I couldn’t stay in this bathroom all day. I slipped back on the same clothes I’d worn yesterday, ran my fingers through my mussed hair, and found some Listerine under the cabinet so I could at least rinse out my mouth.

I balled the sheet against my chest, trying not to blush all over again when I slipped back into the bedroom and to the mess of a bed, doing my best to make it quickly, smoothing out the sheets and the comforter and resituating the pillows against the headboard all while struggling not to let my mind revisit every moment that I’d spent with Trent there.

Impossible.

Last night had been branded on me.

Finally, I gathered enough courage to leave the room, and I slinked down the hallway, my ear inclined to the barest noises that filtered up from below. The clanking of dishes and the rumbling of a deep voice. Gage’s high-pitched, sweet one was mixed in between.

I stole down the steps, nerves scattering through the room, my heart in my throat and the blood whooshing through my veins.

Fully unprepared for what I might feel when I came face-to-face with Trent again. Wondering why he hadn’t at least prepared me for the whirlwind that was Gage. Why he didn’t come and ask me to breakfast himself.

All those whys rambled through my brain, my fingers twisting because the whole problem was I didn’t know how to navigate this. Where I stood or where we were heading.

The only thing I knew was I felt anxious for those eyes to take me in again.

I made it to the bottom landing.

Sounds filtered through from the arch that led into the great room.

I edged that way, stopping when I got close enough to peek through.

In the daylight, it appeared entirely different.

The enormous room was brightly lit by a wall of windows facing the backyard, gleaming with the rays of sunshine that burned through.

Gage was on a stepstool at the island, pouring orange juice from a giant container into plastic glasses he had set up in a row.

But it was the man with his back to me who stood at the stove that locked the air in my throat. Those frazzled nerves scattered far and wide.

He was all black hair and sinewy body—but not the body I knew.

“Miss Murphy! Yay! You woke up. Sheesh, you take forever. I thought I was gonna have to go back up there and drag you down.” Gage drew it out like it was a crime. I felt like I was committing one while I stood there shifting on my feet.

Because the man at the stove whirled around at Gage’s welcome.

His smile similar but so different. Lacking any malice. Missing the sinister threat. Instead, he grinned, all dimples and barely-there stubble on his ridiculously handsome face. “Well, well, well, if it isn’t the Miss Murphy I’ve heard so much about. Sleep well, I hope?”

He was all satisfied innuendo.

Oh my god.

I was going to melt into a puddle of embarrassment right there.

My wave was timid. “Hi. I’m Eden.”

“Logan.”

Right.

The youngest brother.

“Yup…I told my uncle Logan all about you, Miss Murphy. How you’re the best teacher in the whole wide worlds and you like me the best and that I love you.”

My heart skipped a jagged beat.

“Oh.” I whispered it. A soft affection as I looked at the child who’d slayed my safe little world, with a little help from his father of course.

“Uh-huh! Yep. Uncle Logan, did you know she even taught me how to spell orangutan? O-r-a-n-g-u-t-a-n.”

He drew out every letter.

“It’s the very hardest word in the whole dictionary, you know, and now I’m the best speller ever, and I’m gonna get all As, right, Miss Murphy, right?”

I didn’t have the heart to tell him the rest of the kids had learned it, too.

“That’s right, Gage,” I murmured while sneaking wary peeks at the man who was watching me with a sly grin riding over his mouth. As if he was the keeper of a secret only he was privy to.

“See Uncle, told you, you don’t know nothin’.”

Logan rustled his hand through Gage’s hair, that smile never leaving his face. “Guess not. I really am going to have to go to school with you one of these days.”

“So you can get all the lessons.” Gage dipped his head in a resolute nod.

“Um…where’s…?” Anxiously, I looked around the room.

Logan pressed his palms to the island, his green eyes dancing. “Ran an errand.”

My lips pursed as my attention bounced around, looking for a safe place to land.

Right.

Great.

He’d left me there by myself.

“Yup, Uncle Logan said my dad finally got some so he doesn’t have to be such a d-i-c-k, anymore. What’d he get, anyway, Uncle?” The question twisted Gage’s brow into a knot as he tipped his head back to look up at his uncle who’d moved to stand behind him. Trent’s brother was suppressing laughter as he pressed his lips to Gage’s forehead.

“Seems he got something really special.”

Okay, I took it all back.

Confessing it to my daddy would be way less painful than this.

“Like a new toy?” Gage asked.

Logan laughed as he swept Gage from the stepstool. “Time to eat,” he said instead of answering, effectively diverting the topic, thank God.

Gage squealed when Logan tossed him over his shoulder, the man all easy arrogance as he carried the child over to the little nook by the window and plopped him into a chair.

“This spot’s yours, right here, Miss Murphy! You wanna sit by me? I told you me and my uncle made the best breakfast ever!” He pounded on the spot next to him, and I glanced there, warily, no clue what I was supposed to do.

My purse was upstairs, and my car was impounded, and Trent…I gulped, whirling around when Trent was striding in through the side door where we’d entered from the garage last night.

Black jeans and white tee and stunning face, so gorgeous he hitched my breath.

All that potent power infiltrated the room.

A flashflood.

My knees went weak.

Then confusion had me frowning when I realized he had my pink carry-on slung over his shoulder.

He didn’t slow or explain. He just dropped it by his feet and strode my way.

Purposed.

Those ridiculous boots eating up the floor.

I swore the walls spun when he didn’t slow, just took my face in those big hands and kissed me like none of the questions I’d had this morning counted.

Kissed me hard and desperate and with relief.

I whimpered and sighed, holding onto his wrists and wondering if he knew my heart was at his feet.

Gage giggled. Giggled wild and raucous. “Dad’s got a girlfriend, Dad’s got a girlfriend. It’s Miss Murphy! It’s Miss Murphy!”

In my periphery, I could see that Gage had stood on his chair, and he was pointing at us like the spectacle we were.

Redness flushed, and Trent dropped his forehead to mine, never releasing my cheeks as he sighed. “Gone for one fuckin’ hour, and I already missed you. How’s that, Eden?”

I eased back enough to look between him and my bag. “You…went to my house?”

“You needed clothes, yeah?”

“And you…”

“Let myself in. Had to go in through your bedroom window because that teacher-friend of yours was there, eating doughnuts on your porch while taking about fifteen-thousand selfies of herself.”

He said it like she was the one who was doing something crazy.

“Which getting in, by the way, was way too easy. Going to send someone over there to take care of that today. Make sure no one is getting through that we don’t want in there.”

My head spun, still hung back on the spot where he’d broken into my house. “You just went in and got my things?”

“Yup. So you could sleep. Figured you might be a little worn out this morning.” With that, he traced his fingertips down the angle of my jaw, his eyes flaring. Chills spread, and my lips parted as a bout of desire leapt into my bloodstream.

God. I couldn’t even think straight when I was in his presence.

“We can go back and get the rest of your things this afternoon.”

“Trent…I…I have to go home. I can’t just stay here.”

“Told you last night that I wasn’t going to let you out of my sight until I found whoever did this.” He growled it, so low that only I could hear. “Meant it. I don’t want you anywhere that either me or my brothers aren’t there.”

Flustered, I stared up at him. “I have things I have to do.”

Like clear my head.

“Then I’ll go with you.”

“Are you serious?”

He had me hauled out of the great room and backed to the inside wall of the main living room before I could make sense of the action. His body towered over mine where he had me pinned.

His chest strained with pained, heaving breaths, a torment woven in that I didn’t understand. “Don’t fight me on this, Kitten. Promised to keep you safe.”

With a shaky hand, I reached out and touched his face. “I have a life, and so do you. You can’t⁠—”

He cut me off when he grabbed my hand and brushed his lips across my knuckles, his words grit, “And I’m going to protect it.”

“Trent.”

“Kitten.” He erased the bare space that separated us, his hot body pressed to mine, our hearts beating frantic as he dug his fingers into my ass, hauling me from the wall and plastering me against him.

Every inch of him was hard.

I gasped at the contact.

He took the opportunity to kiss up under my jaw, fully picking me up and pressing my back to the wall when my body softened to putty. He licked the flesh, his lips nibbling at my ear. “Tell me you don’t want to live in my bed because I can’t wait to be in this body again. I’m going to own it, Kitten. All of it.”

I whimpered, then froze when a throat cleared to the side.

We both whipped our attention that way.

Logan stood there grinning like mad. “Breakfast.”

“F-off, dude,” Trent grumbled, though there was no anger behind it. He reluctantly set me on my feet and gestured between us. “Logan, this is Eden. Eden, this is my pain-in-the-ass baby brother, Logan. Feel free to ignore him.”

“We’ve met,” Logan said, all smug smiles and playful welcome. “You gonna put up with this punk?” he asked me, no seriousness to that question, either, clearly trying to get a rise out of his brother.

Like they were just…normal. Two brothers who gave each other constant crap but would do absolutely anything for the other.

Trent smacked him on the back of the head. “Dude. Watch it. I will take you down.”

Logan jumped back and lifted his hands in surrender. “Hey, just checking that she knows what she’s in for.”

Trent grunted at him and threaded our fingers together. “Come on, let’s eat.”

I was still fighting the urge to hide my face when we walked in to find Gage still standing on his chair, though he was shoving mountains of eggs into his mouth from the fork he wielded. “Sheesh, about time. You been kissing again? How many kisses are you gonna get, Dad? Like a million?”

Trent pulled the chair out for me, guided me to sitting, and pressed a kiss to my temple. Then he looked at his son and said, “More like a billion.”

“A billion?! Whew. You sure are gonna be busy.”

A flush flashed, and I dipped my head to try to hide the giggle that slipped free all while feeling like I was melting into a puddle of goo.

The room radiated with my confused affection.

The awareness that even though I felt unsettled, it still felt right.

Trent went into the kitchen then came back and set a plate in front of me. “There you go, baby.”

My head spun while I did a little more of that melting. “Thank you.”

Then he tossed a set of keys to a Mercedes onto the table. “Got you a replacement car while I was out.” He dipped down to murmur the plea at my ear. “Promise me you won’t leave without either me or one of my brothers.”

“Trent.” I wheezed it, though I was finally seeing all his rough abrasiveness for what it was.

This sweet, sweet warrior.

Someone who would fight.

For his family.

For me.

I hoped I could be a little of that for him, too. Bring him out of the shadows where he’d lived.

“Always the babysitter,” Logan whined when he sat down with his plate across from me, though he was smiling softly, winking to let me know he wasn’t serious.

“That’s because you’re a really, really good babysitter,” Gage said, still shoveling in the eggs. “Right, Dad, right?”

“That’s right, buddy,” he said, tugging his son down to sitting. “Couldn’t make it through this life without him.”

I looked around.

Taken.

Gone.

My feet no longer touching the ground. Every part of me completely washed away.

Logan was right.

I had no clue what I was in for.


TWENTY-FIVE

TRENT


“Ready to tell me what the hell is going on?” Logan forced under his breath once we were out of earshot of Eden and Gage.

The two of them had gone into the great room. She’d wanted to clean up after breakfast. I’d insisted she relax. And what had the girl done?

She’d climbed to sitting on the carpeted floor, her knees hugged to her chest and all that lush hair wisping around her shoulders, and started to play with my son.

My chest tightened when I took them in. Adoration was written on that stunning face as she watched Gage scramble around on his knees, showing her every toy in his toy box. No doubt, the kid was telling her the whole damned history behind each of them, too, prattling on the way he did.

Nonstop jabbering.

That shit was probably annoying to anyone who didn’t know him. To those who didn’t love him like mad, since the only thing that sweet little voice did was fire at warp speed.

Eden…Eden watched him like he was a treasure. Like every word out of his mouth was precious.

And fuck me if watching it wasn’t precious to me.

I roughed a hand over my face to pull myself out of that fantasy. One where I could deserve something more. One where I didn’t destroy the ones I loved most.

Gunshots.

Blood.

Loss after loss.

I sucked for a staggered breath as fear rushed. Bottled in my being. Dread sinking into my bloodstream.

A low, disbelieving chuckle rumbled to my side, and I swung my attention to Logan who caught me in the vicious act of trying not to spiral.

“Dude, you have literal fucking hearts in your eyes, all while looking like you’re about five seconds from packing up and running for the hills. Quite the accomplishment, if you’re asking me.”

“Wasn’t asking you,” I grunted, breathing out a heavy sigh when I moved to join him at the sink. He had the water turned to full blast as he rinsed the dishes, a buffer to hide the conversation we needed to have.

He gave a cynical shake of his head. “Even if I don’t say it out loud doesn’t mean it’s not true. Fact you’ve got a girl here says it all, anyway, doesn’t it?”

My past mistakes gripped me by the throat. Constricting. The lie I pushed around it tasted like dirt. “Just watching out for her until we figure out who was responsible for what went down last night.”

Logan scoffed. “Right, brother. Tell me you don’t believe the bullshit you’re trying to feed me. And while you’re at it, how about you fill me in on why we are watching her?”

He tilted his head in the direction where Eden was currently singing a song.

Her voice this soft, lush timbre that weaved itself way down deep.

“You know,” he continued, “the one who means absolutely nothing to you, even though she woke up in your bed and is currently chilling with Gage in the other room.”

I hadn’t had time to give him the low down. The only thing he’d gotten was a vague text late last night warning him to keep out an extra eye. That something went down at the club. By the time he got here with Gage this morning, I was already heading out the door. I’d asked him to stick around until I got back, and that I’d explain everything then.

Huffing through my fear and frustration, I started to load the dishes into the dishwasher like it might distract from the undeniable fact that our past had caught up to us.

“Think we’re in trouble, Logan.”

Logan stilled for a beat, then moved on to scraping another plate, putting on that casualness he wore like a brand. “And what kind of trouble might that be?”

My voice was a rough warning. “Someone slaughtered a pig and tossed it through Eden’s windshield.”

His body rocked with the severity before he shook his head and attempted to joke, “Wow, that sweet little thing pissed someone off that bad? Does she have some crazy-ass-stalker ex we’re going to have to take down? If she does, sign me up because that shit is messed up.”

My voice was grim. “Logan.” His name was a warning to prepare himself. “In the blood running down the side, there was a message. A message for me.”

Logan hesitated as he glanced my way, his brows lifted as he waited.

“Someone wrote in the blood, ‘Not even ghosts are immortal.’ Not a chance that shit was random.”

Logan froze, and I could physically see the dread race through his system. Way it slithered down his spine and twitched through his muscles. He just stood there, holding the plate under the spray of water as he fought to catch up to the implication. “You sure?”

“Clear as day. Someone knows we’re here.”

His throat bobbed as he let the plate slip into the sink. His hands pressed to the counter, and he dropped his head between his arms before he looked at me from the side. “Who is it?”

It was a hiss.

Old animosity.

New fears.

“I don’t know yet. Jud has some connections digging. We’ll find out. End this before it starts.”

Logan’s hands curled tighter onto the counter. “Before it starts? Sounds to me like it’s already started. If someone is here? Throwing threats? Sending messages like that? Someone wants to get messy.”

Question was who and why.

Apprehension bounced between us, a sticky awareness that slithered and crawled through the room.

Since last night, my mind had been back on the three assholes who’d been at the bar all those weeks ago. Way the one had left something itching in my consciousness, though I was sure I’d never seen the prick before.

Sultry laughter rang through the air, and my attention was drawn that way, to where Eden laughed while Gage jumped and flailed his arms in front of her, being a goof, girl waving her hands over her head, playing into whatever antics he was tossing her way.

Everything clutched.

My heart and my body and my mind.

How had I gone and gotten so reckless? Let this girl invade? Take up the places inside me that she couldn’t?

“We left so we could get a second chance at life, Trent.” Logan’s voice came as a bid where he stood at my side. “All of us. Stop refusing it for yourself.”

I glanced at him with a scowl. “Not sure I get that luxury, Logan. The one thing I need to focus on right now is making sure everyone is safe. I can’t get distracted and fail again.”

At protecting Gage.

At protecting my brothers.

Fuck.

At protecting her.

Eden was the only person I’d ever considered letting in, and the first thing I’d done was put her in danger.

And I didn’t know how to stop.

How to resist.

This girl the kind of dream I didn’t want to wake from.

“You deserve joy, man.” Logan squeezed my shoulder. “Stop fighting it.”

The old demons screamed.

Whimpers and pleas.

Gunshots.

Blood. So much blood.

All of it on my hands.

“Not so sure about that.”

The sound of a motorcycle out front pulled us from our conversation, and I glanced to the screen on the security system to see Jud pulling into the driveway. He eased to a stop and climbed off. Dude nothing but a goliath who came striding to the front door. He entered the pin on the keypad to let himself in.

At the beeping, Gage hopped up and went beelining that way.

“Uncle Jud, Uncle Jud, did you come to see me, too? This is the best day ever in my whole life!” he shouted as he flew through the archway and out into the main room.

Way I wanted it. My kid completely oblivious to the turmoil that was raging inside me.

“Whoa, there he is. Gage in the cage!” Jud shouted. Inevitably, he was hoisting Gage up and spinning him over his head like he was gonna pile drive him. The two of them were in a constant wrestling match.

Gage squealed and laughed and hung on tight as Jud carried him in through the archway.

“No way, nuh-uh, Uncle, you can’t keep a good man down. I’m comin’ for you. You won’t even know what hit you.”

Jud had tossed him onto his back, one hand slung over his shoulder to keep the child from falling, and Gage had gotten him into a chokehold from behind, squirming all over like he was actually going to take Jud to the ground.

My chest stretched tight at the goodness of it. Way my brothers had surrounded me, come together as one, to raise this kid when I hadn’t known how to do the first thing right.

They’d sacrificed.

Relinquished a shit-ton of their freedoms and offered them to me.

Then that tightening was turning to a seizing when I felt the pressure in the air.

A zap of energy. A burst of light.

That magnet had me shifting my attention to where Eden climbed to her feet.

She was all nerves and hope and kindness.

So fucking gorgeous wearing a floral dress that hugged her just right.

My mouth watered, and my mind sprinted to the second I could get her alone again.

Little Temptress.

Distracting me in a way she couldn’t.

“Eden,” Jud said, dipping his chin.

My brother’s eyes flitted around to take in the situation. Adding. Calculating. Sliding to me for a quick second of speculation.

She’d stayed, and she wasn’t fucking going anywhere.

“Hi, Jud,” Eden whispered in that wispy tone.

Sound of it had always twisted me inside out.

After last night?

It was nothing but shackles and a chain.

“How you holdin’ up, sweetness?” Jud asked, the man rigid and hard and looking for a fight.

Knew him well.

He wouldn’t rest until we put this threat to bed.

Autumn eyes found me. A question. A whisper. A claim.

The connection that bound us thrashing wild.

She looked back to Jud. “Better than I could have imagined.”

Possession slammed me, and I was moving that way, the lure unstoppable. I moved up to her from behind, wrapped my arms around her waist, and fucking stuttered out a relieved sigh.

No use in denying it now.

She leaned back into my hold, exhaling, too.

Jud’s lips twitched at the side, dude silently gloating that he’d called it with that bet. Taking the girl to my bed.

Apparently, I owed him my share of Absolution.

Would gladly part with it if it meant keeping this girl whole and safe. My son happy and unharmed.

I dropped a kiss under Eden’s ear.

Gage howled from where he was perched on Jud’s back like he was witnessing the most scandalous thing. “See, Uncle, see?! My dad’s got a girlfriend and he’s gonna be kissing her like a bazillion-gajillion times!”

“I see that, shorty,” Jud said, voice a tease but his eyes intense and on edge.

“Would you mind taking Gage in the other room so I can talk with my brothers?” I murmured at Eden’s sweet flesh, not wanting to let her go, but I needed to find out if Jud had gotten any information.

Eden shifted enough so that those eyes could meet mine. A thousand questions swirled through the fathomless depths. Girl trying to get a read on me.

Piercing.

Cutting deep.

Trying to touch way down in those places I was terrified for her to see.

Instinct had me wanting to put up a wall. To stop this from happening. From her getting any deeper than she already was.

The sick part of me just wanted to give it all, lay it at her feet.

Probably was no use in hiding, anyway. With just that one look, I could feel her crack me wide open.

She got me on a level no one else could.

Both wary and devoted, Eden nodded. “Of course.”

“Thank you.” I turned my attention to Gage who Jud was flipping over his shoulder, making him laugh as he somersaulted, before he carefully set my kid on his feet.

“Why don’t you show Miss Murphy your room?” I suggested.

“You wanna, Miss Murphy, do you wanna? It’s so cool! I got a whole solar system and I know all the planets. Do you want to see ’em?”

Eden stretched out her hand and took my son’s. “I would love that.”

I watched them disappear out the archway, heart wanting to go chasing after them. When I looked up at Logan and Jud, they were both holding their laughter.

“Miss Murphy?” Jud mouthed.

“Shut it, assholes,” I grumbled, turning and heading for the refrigerator while the two of them busted up.

“Dude, you’re so screwed.” Logan was all grins.

“Pay up, bitch.” There it was, Jud deciding it was time to collect.

I grabbed a beer from the fridge, shut the door, and leaned against it as I twisted the cap and took a long pull. I rocked my head back on the cool metal, meeting their questioning gazes. “I’m fucked, guys.”

So fucked.

Because I was never supposed to let myself get in this far.

Tangled and tied.

Logan shook his head. “Nah, man. You’re fucking blessed, so stop this shit. You’ve got an amazing kid and a woman who clearly adores your surly ass considering she’s still here, so suck it the hell up.”

“Mom would like her.” Jud leaned his hip on the end of the island, looking at me with his beefy arms crossed over his chest.

Emotion locked at the base of my throat. So tight I couldn’t breathe. “She would if she was here, but I failed her.”

Failed at protecting her like I was supposed to do.

And she was gone.

Gone.

Just like I’d failed at protecting Nathan.

And I’d never outrun that.

Jud exhaled and scruffed a palm down his face. “No, Trent. Would bet my life she’s watching down right now, and she’s fuckin’ proud. Fuckin’ proud of who you are.”

Shame billowed through my being.

The sins I’d committed.

The awful things I’d done.

“Just…promise me you won’t shut her out,” Jud pressed. “That you give this thing a chance.”

I took a gulp of beer as I tried to process all the shit spinning through my brain.

“She’d be terrified if she knew what I’d be willing to do to protect her.” The words slipped out a growl. A warning of what was likely to come. If violence had followed us here? I was going to return it tenfold.

Jud gave a tight nod. Catching my meaning.

“Did you find out anything?” I asked.

“Talked to Ridge.” Ridge rode with Pillage of Petrus, which was another MC back in LA we’d had ties with. Worked with. No bad blood. Ridge and Jud were good friends. Went way back. Dude was someone Jud trusted with his life, which meant I did, too.

“There’s been some strife within the ranks of Demon’s Day.”

Mention of that club sent fire lapping through my insides. Singeing. Searing. Burning me alive.

Bad blood was all we had with them.

A war had started with them the day my mother was gunned down on our front lawn. Kind of war that was never going to end. Which was why I’d fucked Juna Lamb in a bid to get back at their president.

No better way to piss off an enemy than to put your dick in his girl.

Grief thudded in my spirit.

It was that mistake that had set the rest in motion. What had led to us losing Nathan. Another score on my soul.

But it was also the one that’d brought me Gage.

And I still didn’t know how the hell to balance that.

My throat felt tight, and my ribs clamped around my charred heart. “And how does that relate to what happened last night?”

“Not sure if it does, but Ridge is always keeping an eye out for what’s going down in the city. Demon’s Day has had some guys go missing. A few jobs gone bad.” Jud blew out a strained sigh. “Still not certain the two are connected, but there was also an attempted hit on Keeton Petrus.”

“Fuck,” I hissed. “Is he okay?”

Keeton was the President of Pillage of Petrus. Which meant if someone was targeting both clubs? Moving through the ranks of both Demon’s Day and Pillage of Petrus? Even going so far as to come after us? This was ugly. Dirty. Someone making a play for territory.

“Yeah. Someone shot up the outside of the dive they were hanging at as they were coming out. No one was hit, but the shooter got away. No one got a look at who it was. Ridge is doing everything he can to find out if there is a link to us.”

I dipped my head. “Tell him I appreciate it.”

“Will do. So what in the meantime?” He angled his head in the direction of the footsteps we could hear banging above in Gage’s room.

“We don’t let either of them out of our sight.”

I wasn’t going to let a soul get near either of them.

Would fight. Stand in front of a raze of bullets. Die protecting the two of them.

All of them.

Because I was done losing the people I cared about. And this time, I wasn’t going to fail.


TWENTY-SIX

EDEN


I stood just outside Gage’s bedroom door. Trent knelt at his bedside as the night pressed at the window, that potent, intimidating man gently running his fingers through his son’s hair as he tucked him in. As he murmured sweet words that made his son giggle.

As he adored him. As he loved him.

As he proved he was made of layers and substance.

Of bone and heart and spirit.

Of beauty and darkness.

Enigmatic.

Mysterious.

Kind and good.

Ferocious and terrifying.

Trent had asked Jud if he would keep an eye on Absolution so he could take a few days off, and after Jud and Logan had left, the three of us had spent the day together.

We’d played out back. Laughing under the tree as we’d pushed Gage on the swing. I’d made them spaghetti for dinner, and we’d eaten at the table before we’d snuggled on the couch to watch a movie as the sun had set.

It’d all felt so natural. So right. Even though I could tell Trent was continually on edge.

Watching.

Listening.

Prepared.

On the sly, he’d check his phone for news, though when I’d asked if he’d found out anything, he’d said he didn’t have any information. That Jud was digging, though he gave me no insight or details, only said that he didn’t have any idea of who was responsible for last night.

I could feel him wrapping me in a hedge of protection. A wall he kept me girded behind, terrified to let me see to the other side to where I knew his past prowled.

Lurking and waiting to devour.

I could feel it.

Sense it in the air.

Almost as intensely as I could feel this.

The love that radiated. So bright and blinding that I felt enraptured by it. Held in its gravity. A force that beckoned and blew and compelled me to take a step forward.

It locked in my throat on a knot of emotion as Trent leaned forward and pressed a tender kiss to Gage’s head. “Night, little dude.”

Gage grinned. Ear to ear. Those dimples denting and his eyes flashing in the bare light. “Night, night, sleep tight, don’t you dare let the bed bugs bite.”

Trent chuckled.

Warm and devoted.

“No way are any bed bugs getting in here.”

“’cause you’ll chase ’em away, right, Dad, right?”

“That’s right, buddy. Won’t let anything get near you.”

“Because my dad is the best dad in the whole world. Just like I got the best teacher in the whole world and I love her so much and she’s your girlfriend.”

I wobbled at that, my knees weak as I watched the sweet scene. As they both looked my way and a flood of affection slammed me so hard that I lost balance. My hand shot to the doorframe in an attempt to keep myself steady.

There I stood, so close to everything I’d ever wanted. So close to the dreams I’d all but given up on because I’d believed they were no longer meant for me. That I’d lost my chance.

And I wanted this to be mine.

My chance.

My reason.

Trent looked at me like maybe I could be a part of his, too. Though there was no missing the reservations. The lingering belief that he’d stolen the little joy he had, and it’d be flirting with disaster to ask for more.

Begging for his broken heart to get slaughtered.

I understood it.

I understood it.

And still…

I sucked for air when Trent finally stood.

That imposing body filled the space, and his aura rushed me in a wave of greed.

“One more kiss, Miss Murphy!” Gage called, breaking me from the spell the man cast.

I eased in that way, a smile fumbling on my face as I fought the moisture that kept stinging my eyes. I leaned down and pecked a kiss on Gage’s cheek. “There.”

He grinned, those eyes so brilliant, so sweet. “More!”

I kept crossing all the lines I shouldn’t cross, but I couldn’t find it in myself to care. I just started to pepper kisses all over his face, his nose and his chin and his cheeks and his eyes, making smacking noises as I did.

All while I held a sob deep in my chest. This love that wanted to break free.

Gage grabbed my face in both of his small hands. “My turn! I’m gonna give you a billion kisses, too!”

He smacked little kisses all over my face. Turning me inside out. Twisting me in two.

My heart in his tiny, tiny fist.

I wanted to sing.

I wanted to weep.

“Goodnight, my sweet Gage,” I finally managed to say.

Before I lost it, I tore myself away, holding it in as I moved for the door as quickly as I could. I rushed out into the hall, my back to the door as Trent rumbled a few more words to Gage before the light flicked off and his footsteps thudded on the floor. The door creaked as he partially closed it, leaving it open an inch.

His presence washed over me from behind.

So big.

So beautiful.

Everything I’d ever wanted, and so much I hadn’t known I needed.

His fingers brushed down my arm. Chills lifted.

“Eden?” He whispered it like a question.

I barely managed to peek at him from over my shoulder. “You’re such a good father.”

There was no keeping the emotion out of it. The way my mouth trembled and my spirit shook.

“I’m trying to be.”

“There’s no trying to it. That child…he’s amazing, Trent. So amazing. I…”

How did I tell him that I wanted it? To be a part of it?

Trent pressed his hand to the small of my back as he rounded to my front. His palm moved up my spine until he was cupping the back of my neck. With his thumb, he tipped up my chin.

Understanding filled his dark eyes as tears slipped from mine.

“I see you, too, Eden, and I wish I could give you everything. Everything you need. Everything you deserve. Wish I could heal every broken part inside you. Hold it. And I’m so fuckin’ scared I’m going to be the one to tear you down.”

“I don’t think that’s possible when you’re the one holding me up. Sweet warrior.”

Pain eclipsed every inch of his face.

“What?”

“My mother used to call me that.”

Agony fisted. “Oh.”

He edged in closer, his spirit alive. “I wanted to live up to that. Wanted to so damned bad.”

“You are for us.”

“Eden.”

“What happened to her?” I chanced.

His expression hardened, a barrier trying to drop between us. His words were shards. “Lost her when I was a kid.”

I didn’t push farther, only touched his face. “I’m so sorry. You’ve lost so much.”

That barrier fell for a beat. “No more, Eden. No more losing the ones I love.”

“Are you afraid?” I whispered.

“Terrified,” he admitted.

“Who is after you, Trent? Who would do this?” My chest ached with the thought of someone that evil. That cruel.

His fiercely beautiful face pinched. “I don’t want you to worry about that.”

“Trent—”

Desperation flashed. “Please, Eden. Let me take care of you.”

“I don’t want you to hide from me.”

“Couldn’t if I tried, baby. I need you. I fuckin’ need you.”

His forehead dropped to mine and the words scraped from his mouth. “Tell me you need me, too. Tell me that tonight none of this other shit matters. Tell me nothin’ right now counts except for me and you.”

“Nothing matters right now, Trent. Nothing but me and you. Nothing but this.”

I wondered if he knew that included Gage. Included this little family that was slowly staking its claim on me. On my heart. On my soul. On who I was.

Because the hand at the back of my neck curled in possession, and the other was splaying wide, gripping me by the bottom and pulling me against every rock-hard inch of the man. “Little Temptress.”

I whimpered a needy sound. “It’s me who can’t resist you.”

Trent growled.

Then he hiked me up and into his arms. In an instant, I was pressed to the wall, my legs wrapped around his waist and his mouth devouring mine.

It was a clash of tongues.

Greed.

Lust.

Fire.

My dress was bunched around my waist, and he took the opportunity to burrow his fingers into my bare thighs.

His touch searing me through.

Our movements were a blur.

Impassioned kisses.

Heated hands.

Feverish whispers.

He kissed me as he carried me into his room, pressing me against every surface as we went. Furniture banged and fabric ripped and souls sang.

Hungry caresses and needy touches.

Taking. Taking. Taking.

I was on fire.

Burning.

Dying in the dark haze that was this man.

He blindly fumbled into the nightstand drawer and pulled out a condom.

In a flash, my panties were gone, and Trent’s jeans were shoved around his thighs.

No thought but this.

This.

It was the only thing that mattered.

He covered himself then drove into me.

Overcome.

Like I could be the source that sustained life.

I cried out at the feel of him.

At the full intrusion.

At the bliss.

He didn’t slow. His fingers sank into my bottom as he thrust, my back pinned to his bedroom wall and my arms wrapped around his head.

He filled me and filled me, his heart running in jagged, erratic beats.

Mine raced and my head spun and my body conceded to the power of his.

He took me hard.

Desperately.

Urgently.

Brazenly.

He grunted and gripped and drove.

Never letting go.

The way he’d promised.

“Don’t let me go.” I whispered it as I gasped. As my fingers clutched in the locks of his hair and my spirit writhed and leapt and called out to meet with his.

Trent took me whole.

Devoured and destroyed.

I felt myself flying away.

No longer touching the ground.

The pleasure too beautiful. Too staggering. Too great.

Gathering and building.

Driving me to the highest high.

I lost myself there. In the peaks of paradise. Where I split apart. Where I floated through ecstasy.

Wave after wave.

Trent met me there as he came, as he grunted, “Heaven. Heaven.”

And I clung to him as our bodies bowed and jerked and blazed with this thrill. With the driving sensation. With the bliss that streaked and boomed and sang.

But it was bigger than that. Brighter. This place where we met. Far, far above the middle. In a place that only belonged to us.

My arms curled tight as I slumped against his body.

The two of us drenched, panting, trying to catch our breaths and still breathing the other.

“Heaven,” Trent murmured again.

I hugged him so tight.

As fiercely as he was holding me.

Because I wanted it for him.

Heaven.

Peace.

For him to look in the mirror and not see a monster.

To know he was far more than just redeemable.

I wanted him to know.

To know he was precious to me.


TWENTY-SEVEN

TRENT
LOS ANGELES – FIFTEEN YEARS AGO


Deke shoved the man onto the concrete floor. He skidded on his side, crying out as he scrambled to get onto his hands and knees. Blood dripped from the cut on his mouth and spilled onto the stained floor.

Hatred filled Trent’s being. Heart. Body. Soul.

His sight was blurred by the rage. The only thing he could see was the profile of the man’s face and the patch sewn on the back of the vest he wore.

Demon’s Day.

The same man who’d climbed onto his bike and rode away like it was nothing after he’d slaughtered Trent’s mother.

In cold blood.

In front of her four children.

“This the bastard?” his father hissed at his ear. Cutter as he was known. His voice was as vile as the blood that pumped through Trent’s veins.

Chills skittered across Trent’s flesh, and his mouth watered with venom. “Yes,” he managed to say.

His father pressed the gun to his hand. It felt cold and heavy. As cold as the hole burned in the middle of his heart.

“You get to do the honors.” Cutter’s words were close to a laugh.

The man thrashed. “What the fuck? Cutter, you piece of shit. Let me go.”

Deke kicked him in the face. “Shut the fuck up, Demon. No one is talkin’ to you.”

“Do it,” Cutter instructed.

Trent’s arm shook like crazy as he lifted the gun. His sight blurred and his heart hammered and his soul screamed in chaos.

He killed my mother.

He deserves it.

You can’t.

Don’t.

Don’t.

Don’t.

Run. Just fucking run.

Turn your back and never look back, just like Mom said.

A vicious voice caressed his ear. “Do it.”

Trent gulped, and his arm shook harder, the gun jumping all over, so heavy he thought it would slip from his fingers and clatter to the ground.

“You remember, son, what he did? You remember your momma bleeding out on the lawn? You remember her smile? Way she loved you?”

Sweat dripped from his hair, or maybe it was just tears that were leaking down his face.

“Just pull the trigger, and all the pain will go away. Do it, do it. It’s who you were meant to be. No turning back from it now.”

Trent did.

He pulled the trigger, and he prayed with it, it would wash away the pain. The price paid. Justice done for his mom.

But the man slumped to the ground and the hole just got bigger.

With it, Trent’s rage only multiplied. The pain growing deeper. The vacuum sucking him under.

His father grinned. “Ghost.”

It was the day he gave himself over to the hatred.

To the thirst for retribution that could never be sated.

And Trent kept pulling the trigger.

Ghost.

Ghost.

Ghost.

Wearing that patch in the name of Iron Owls, thinking one day, one day, it would be enough.

That one day, it wouldn’t hurt so bad.

But hate made you forget what you were supposed to be fighting for in the first place, and the shame reminded you that you’d already condemned yourself.

Until you woke up one day realizing you weren’t any better than the man who’d taken her life.


TWENTY-EIGHT

TRENT


“Dad, Dad, Dad, wake it up, we got a surprise for you!”

I rolled over just in time to find Gage jumping on the edge of my bed before he flew into a swan dive, coming right for me. No caution because the kid knew I would catch him. Wrap him up. Hold him tight.

“Whoa there,” I said with a groggy laugh, and he giggled as he landed with a thunk against my chest.

I curled my arms around him.

Somehow, this morning, hugging him this way almost felt like it might hold the power to chase away the memories. Ones that haunted my heart and mind. Ones that kept creeping up. Demons thrashing and flailing and vying to be heard when the only thing I wanted to do was permanently silence the atrocities of the man that I’d been back in LA.

Bury him.

Be someone better.

But how could a man like me earn a second chance?

My chest tightened when I felt that presence at the doorway.

Struck by the lash of energy that I now recognized for what it was.

Goodness.

Grace.

I sat up, still holding onto my son as my attention moved that way.

Eden stood just inside my bedroom. So stunning she knocked the breath clean out of my lungs. So kind and full of belief that she had me believing just a little bit, too.

She was holding a tray and had the sweetest smile dancing all over that mouth. Affection and hope all mixed up with the secrets of the way we’d spent the entirety of last night tangled and tied.

“See, Dad, see? We made you breakfast and it might be even better than Uncle Logan’s! What do you think?” Gage grabbed me by the face and forced me to look at him, caramel eyes wide and full of joy.

Kid so fucking cute another stake pierced through my heart. I hugged him tighter and nuzzled my nose into his neck. “I think it smells delicious.”

Gage giggled then wiggled when I tickled him on the side. “See, Miss Murphy! I told you he was gonna love it so much! My dad says breakfast is the most important meal of the day, and since my dad is my most important person, you gotta have both.”

Eden’s smile lifted at the side. Warmth riding out. Filling the room and all those howling places in my soul.

“We definitely have to have both, don’t we?” she said, so tenderly, autumn eyes watching my son like he held a bit of her light. She carried the tray over to the bed, and I scooted Gage off my lap so she could set it on my legs as I sat back against the headboard.

“What’s this about?” I murmured, looking up at the woman who threatened to change everything.

One who I could feel rearranging my insides. A potter reforming all the vile bits.

She reached out and caressed her fingertips down my jaw. Tingles spread. “You deserve for someone to take care of you, too.”

Gage bounced on his knees at my side. “Yup, yup, yup! And you better eat it up way super fast because we gotta go!”

Confused, I swiveled to look at Gage who was grinning like mad, my heart thrumming all over again. “And just where are we going?”

“Church!”

What the fuck?

My attention whipped back to Eden. Eden who just laughed this tinkling sound when she saw the shocked horror scored on my face.

Because no. Just no.

She dipped down and pressed a little kiss to the side of my head, and her mouth came to my ear. “I teach Sunday school, remember?”

Well shit.

“Unless you want me to go by myself?” she asked. Half a tease and one-hundred-percent serious.

“You know I don’t want you going anywhere by yourself.”

“Then you’d better get ready. I don’t want to leave my class waiting or have to explain to my daddy why I didn’t show.”

Then she waltzed across my room toward the bathroom wearing this flowy robe that swished around her gorgeous legs.

While I sat there wondering what the fuck I’d gotten myself into.
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I itched. Knee bouncing at warp speed as I incessantly roughed my fingers through my hair where I sat in the last row of chairs at the back of the church sanctuary.

By myself and wondering which second it was gonna be when I caught fire.

Eden and Gage were in the Sunday school class across the hall. A class she’d told me I couldn’t stay in with her. I hadn’t had a background check and any volunteers in the children’s center had to be cleared, not to mention it would draw questions neither of us needed right then.

And I appreciated the effort made to steer the creepers clear of the kids, but what I didn’t appreciate was sitting in a church with Eden’s father at the pulpit and feeling like I was gonna crawl out of my goddamn skin.

Didn’t like it.

Not one bit.

Men like me didn’t belong in a place like this.

Not when Eden’s father was spewing some bullshit about forgiveness. About how everyone deserved it and not one would be refused it. Especially not when the band had played that song my mother used to sing. One that had struck me like a chord. A resonation that I’d long since forgotten.

Because men like me earned no grace.

Now I sat there twitching like a fiend. Watching the clock and looking for the closest exit.

Had to admit the place was different than I expected, though. Like anyone could walk through the door and be welcomed. No judgement. Most everyone was dressed casually. It was small, but not so small that I couldn’t hide at the back.

Maybe that made it all the worse. Fact a demon had slunk in through the doors and no one had noticed.

Or maybe I was coming unglued because Eden had been itching in about as much discomfort as I was right then when we’d pulled into the lot, and she’d confessed that her father didn’t know anything about her working at the club. Instead, she’d told him she’d been waitressing at a diner. She’d whispered he had no clue about us, and she wasn’t sure how to approach it.

That I was the first, the only, after Aaron.

Hated the way she’d flinched when I’d suggested we pretend we didn’t know each other. She’d pinned on this fake, pained smile, nodded, and said, “Yeah, we should do that.”

Like the girl had secretly wanted me to stand up and claim her.

And I was right back to asking how the fuck a man like me had the right to do that? Two of us so at odds. So different. Coming from such different places. Had no right to suck her into my sordid world, and still, I had her there, anyway.

I took it as a reprieve when her father finished the sermon and asked everyone to bow their heads. I dropped mine into my hands and squeezed my eyes shut tight.

The prayer I mumbled was one asking to disappear.

Never should have agreed to this.

Her father finally said, “Amen,” and everyone looked up just as the band started to play another song.

People began to stand.

That was my cue.

Only an old lady who’d been sitting two chairs down from me leaned over and patted me on the back of the hand. “I sure hope to see you again next week.”

She smiled softly, her eyes appraising.

Right.

Okay.

I went back to roughing that same hand through my hair. “I’m sure you will.”

Not happening, but I would say whatever to get out from under this.

I pushed to standing and edged down the row. People were milling around, filling up the doorway. I slithered through like the snake I was.

I was heading straight to Eden’s room, getting my girl and my kid, and getting the hell out of there.

Except someone was suddenly standing in my path.

Smiling and appraising, too.

But different.

Like he felt the evil lurking from within me. Felt it radiating from my soul and seeping from my skin.

Eden’s father.

He was probably close to sixty. Nothing intimidating about him. But still I stood there shaking in my motherfucking boots.

Though his smile was kind, his gaze still assessed, quick to look me up and down, darting to the glaring sins inscribed on my skin.

His head tipped to the side in speculation. “Hello. I’m Gary Murphy. I don’t believe we’ve met.”

He stuck out his hand.

Warily, I slipped mine into his, swallowed down the jagged pill at the base of my throat. “First time here. My son goes to the school, and he wanted to check out Sunday school, so here we are.”

Gritted it through clenched teeth.

He shook my hand, chuckling, and that smile was turning into something relieved. Like he’d been worried he was going to have to throw himself in front of his congregation to protect them from the likes of me.

Nope, just your daughter, Sir.

“That’s great. Who’s your son?”

“Gage Lawson.”

Everything about him brightened. “Gage? Oh, he’s in my daughter’s class. Little spitfire and smart as a whip, that one. You must be proud. He’s a good kid.”

My chest tightened.

I was.

I fucking was.

Just wasn’t proud of the rest.

“Thank you. He amazes me most days. Best part of me.”

The green of his eyes deepened. “Our children always are.”

Wondered how he handled it? Having a daughter who’d done what she’d done. Betrayed him the way Eden had said.

I forced a smile. So brittle it was gonna crack. “It seems so.”

His head angled in question again. “So, you’ve met my daughter? Miss Murphy?”

Miss Murphy.

Eden.

Little Temptress.

The pill in my throat grew spikes. “Just in passing. Feel like I know her since Gage sings her praises every day.”

Awesome.

Lay it on thick.

More of that parental pride swelled in his expression. “She’s the best we have, and I’m not just biased. Just don’t tell any of the other teachers.”

He winked at that, still shaking my hand.

“I’m sure it’s not biased at all,” I said, playing this game the best that I could all while feeling like a piece of trash.

Standing there having tainted his daughter all while thinking about the next time I got to do it again.

“Well, it was really nice to meet you, Mr. Lawson. I hope to see you again. Our doors are always open. Anything you need.” His voice turned emphatic at that. Genuine.

“I appreciate it.”

Before I could get any deeper, I slipped through the crowd that mingled near the doorway and rushed down the hall, anxious to get to Eden and my kid.

Eden and my kid.

I managed to refrain from shoving through, the apprehension building, the feeling that my past was right there, so close to finally catching up. I breathed out in relief when I made it to the door that was propped open, though right inside, the room was blocked off by a high counter and a swinging gate where parents signed the children in and out.

Eden was in the middle of a mass of kids who were dancing and laughing.

And the girl…the girl was laughing, too.

So free.

So good.

All that grace shining around her like a dream.

I moved to the clipboard on the counter where I’d signed him in. I was quick to sign him out.

A second later, Eden edged my way, my son’s hand clutched in hers as she led him over to the gate. She barely brushed the edge of my hand as she passed Gage through.

It didn’t matter if no words were spoken. Those knowing, kind eyes whispered all the things I didn’t fucking know how to say. Everything neither of us should feel.

Jutting my chin, I took Gage’s hand in mine. We’ll be in the car, I mouthed, and the tiniest smile tugged at the edge of her mouth before she turned her attention to a woman who came in behind me.

We stepped out, and immediately, Gage started bouncing along at my side as we walked, kid prattling on about how amazing Sunday school was as I led him out the door to where my car was parked at the back of the lot.

I helped him into his booster in the backseat, and I dropped a kiss to his forehead when he stopped for one second to take a breath.

Overwhelmed, I pressed my nose into his hair and inhaled his sweet scent.

Felt myself spiraling. It was all right there. Nipping at my heels.

My son, my son.

I tried to remember the one reason.

The reason my mother had given me.

The reason Nathan had passed on after that.

Failure after failure.

There wasn’t much I was scared of in my life.

The only exception was the one that drove it all.

I was utterly terrified of making another mistake that would cost someone I loved their life. Wouldn’t survive if I did it again.

I rounded the back of the car and slipped into the front seat. I powered up my phone. It blipped with a message.

I thumbed into the screen.

Jud


Call me.




Anxiety lit. Burning through my insides as I pressed his name to return the call. It rang once before he answered. “Where the hell have you been?”

“Church,” I grunted, glancing at Gage in the backseat where he was reading some little book he’d brought out with him.

Disbelief filled Jud’s laugh. “You’re shittin’ me.”

“Don’t start, man. Just tell me what the hell’s up.”

I could feel his hesitation travel through the line.

“What is it?” I demanded low, trying to keep the bite out of my voice.

Jud sighed. “Word is, Juna was spotted in LA a couple months ago.”

Fury hit me in an instant.

Dread.

Betrayal.

Fear.

“Fuckin’ bitch.” It slipped from between my lips before I could stop it.

“Ridge’s informant didn’t know why she was there or who she was seein’, only that there were rumblings of her name within the Demons, but if she really was there…” Jud trailed off.

Neither of us needed to say it.

If she was there, she’d broken the pact meant to keep us alive. A pact she’d made promising to never return to LA since she was the only one who knew where we were.

Juna was the one who’d led us to Redemption Hills in the first place. Other than the money, she had one stipulation to our deal—I had to raise Gage here. A place she and her family had vacationed when she was a child, and she’d conjured some kind of fairytale idea that one day she’d raise a family here.

Was easy to concede to. A random place to disappear.

“Tell him we need details.” The words grated from my tongue.

“He understands the severity. I wired him some money so he can see who will roll.”

Money always caused people to talk. Secrets confessed for a little dough. Cash the only thing it took for most to sell out.

I’d always wondered when the day would come when the money that I was feeding Juna would no longer be enough, and she’d start sniffing out ways to swindle me in this treacherous deal.

Through the mirror, my gaze found my son. My innocent son who didn’t deserve any of this. A son who should have a mother that loved him rather than one that was willing to sell him.

How fucked up was that shit?

He was doing his best to read to himself, sounding out words below his breath, paying no attention to the conversation I was having with Jud.

“Thank you,” I managed.

“No thanks needed, man. You know that. This is family. This is life.”

That bitter pill finally splintered down the middle. Jagged pieces piercing me through. “And I’ll do whatever it takes to keep it that way.”

“Know you will, brother. Same as me. We’re in this together.”

“My sweet warrior. Watch over your brothers. Take care of them. Love them with all your might.”

My mother’s voice whispered in my ear. Like Jud heard it, too, he muttered what sounded like a warning. “Play it cool and be safe, Trent. Promise me you know this isn’t all on you.”

My grunt was reluctant.

“I’ll take that as your oath.” Then he blew out a sigh. “I’ll call you as soon as I find out more.”

The line went dead.

I glanced at Gage again before I was dialing the number that I only dialed once a year.

A number that made bile rise in my throat and hatred boil in my blood.

It rang and rang before her voice came on the line. “This is Juna. Leave me a message.”

Was sure my teeth were grinding to dust when I hissed, “You better think twice if you’re even thinking about double crossing me because I promise you aren’t gonna like the outcome.”

Nearly jumped out of my skin when the door whipped open in the middle of my leaving it, and Eden slipped into the passenger seat. My attention darted that way in time to catch her face twist in worry.

“Call me as soon as you get this,” I grated before I ended the call and tossed my phone to the console.

“Who was that?” Eden whispered, voice shaking, though she kept it low to keep Gage out of the conversation.

“No one, baby, no one.”


TWENTY-NINE

EDEN


Do you remember…

Do you remember when Momma got sick?

She fought so hard because she desperately wanted to stay with us. But I saw her fear, the way she watched us each day like it might be her last. Do you remember how she promised that even if she wasn’t here, she’d be watching over us?

Do you remember how much it hurt?

Do you remember how Daddy pretended to be so strong? But he’d weep at night, his agony seeping through the walls and into our hearts. He’d beg and pray, ask for them to trade places, and still, she got sicker every day.

Do you remember how brave you were the whole time? You sat at her bedside for months and held her hand. Whispered stories in her ear while she slept and murmured your promises to take care of us in the moments she was awake. At night, though, you’d lean on Aaron. I think that was when you fell in love, in that quiet peace you found with him at your side.

Do you remember how I was jealous all over again?

You were in so much pain, Eden. So much pain, and still you stayed. You loved. You cared. You were willing to stand in the middle of the storm, your arms lifted high as you shouldered the burden.

Do you remember how I watched it from afar? Detached and floating away? The one thing I wanted was to feel something good or just not to feel at all because I found no comfort in those walls. I found only fear and hurt and the coming loss.

Do you remember when we laid her in the ground? It was so cold that day. The wind bitter and cruel as it howled through the trees. You held my hand so tightly. I’ll never forget it, Eden, the way you held on like you were trying to save me, too.

With your other hand, you held onto Daddy. A firm fortress in the middle of us.

You were our rock while I’d never felt so removed and so alone.

Do you remember how I ran? How I turned my back? How I stole? How I lied? How I caused more pain?

I remember, Eden. I remember it all, and I wish I could go back.

Harmony

With shaking hands, I folded the letter and stuffed it into my back pocket where I stood in Trent’s kitchen.

Grappling.

Battling.

Rocked again.

Unable to process what she was saying or what she wanted.

I’d felt my world shake when Jud had brought me a stack of mail from my house and there’d been another letter from my sister.

Part of me wanted to find her and shake her. Tell her I couldn’t take anything more right then. To just go. To stop the turmoil she caused and leave us behind the way she’d done for years. I was already dealing with enough.

The other? The part that would love her forever? Even when she’d destroyed me and my father again and again?

I wanted to beg her to return. To return the money she’d taken or find a way to help us repay it. Tell her we’d forgive her either way. Tell her she could go back and make it right.

“Miss Murphy! Miss Murphy!” Gage came bounding in through the archway, jarring me from the daze. “What are we gonna have for dinner? I’m so the hungriest, and you’re the best cook ever, even better than Uncle Logan, but don’t tell him that. It’s a secret. Can I help?”

Affection burst. The emotion I was trying to contain shifting and reshaping, taking new form.

“You’re hungry, huh? What do you think we should make?”

“Pigs in a blanket?” he asked way too excited.

A giggle slipped free, and I ran my hand over the top of his head. “We had that last night. How about we make something different? How about some chicken and broccoli?”

“Broccoli. Blech.” He curled his nose.

“It’s good for you.”

“I already take the vitamins. I’m as healthy as can be.” He showed off his tiny biceps.

I laughed. Couldn’t help it. He was a whip. A sweet little whip that had me completely wrapped around his finger.

The week that I’d been staying there had passed in a blur of worry and bliss.

I’d leave here each morning in the car Trent had rented for me, and he’d follow me to the school. I’d had to make an excuse to Tessa that my car had broken down and I’d gotten a rental upgrade.

“Lucky bitch,” she’d said.

She had no idea.

Trent would drop Gage off at the curb, the man watching me from afar, all that heat and intensity touching me from across the space.

He’d tried to convince me to take off the week like he’d done with Absolution, but I’d convinced him I needed to work. That I couldn’t leave my father in the lurch like that.

Besides, I still had a debt I needed to pay.

So, he’d post himself at the coffee shop across the street. Watching. Waiting. Continually on guard.

Then he’d pick Gage up and follow me home.

Home.

To this house that had started to feel that way.

Where we ate together. Laughed together. Worried together.

Loved together.

I gazed down at Gage.

That’s what this was, wasn’t it? This joyful fear that burned so bright?

The way I sparked and shivered every time Trent touched me. The way my heart felt lighter every time he took me into the safety of his arms. The way my spirit shouted each time I wrapped mine around his son.

It was exactly what I did right then.

I hoisted Gage into my arms, hugging him as I said, “Let’s make a deal…you eat some broccoli, and I’ll make corn on the cob, too.”

His sweet eyes doubled in size. Pure excitement.

“Deal!” Then his voice went gravely serious. “But we gotta shake on it because I don’t want you to go trickin’ me the way my uncles like to do.”

“Smart boy,” I teased.

“That’s why I got all the As, Miss Murphy.” He said it so matter of fact, and I was laughing again, emotion twining through the sound. I squeezed him tight. If I could, I’d just hold him like that forever.

Reluctantly, I set him on the island and stuck out my hand. “This is a binding deal, Gage Michael Lawson. Once I shake on it, I can’t take it back.”

“Like a promise?” he asked, words twisting up with resolute sincerity. Sprinkled with all that sweet innocence that he exuded. “Because promises are really important. You don’t go breakin’ those. No way, not ever.”

My chest ached. Brimming. So close to being full. “Like a promise, Gage, and I promise, if I make one of those to you, I won’t break it.”

He slammed his hand into mine, shaking it with all his might. “Then it’s a deal. And I promise I love you so much. All the way to the highest mountain in the world.”

He stretched his arms as high as he could over his head.

I felt impaled by his words.

Stricken.

Wrecked.

Whole.

And for the first time, I said it aloud. I whispered, “I love you, Gage. So very much. I promise you that.”

And I wanted to make a thousand promises right then. That I would love him forever, which was true. But more than that, I wanted to promise that I would stay. That I would never leave him. That I’d be his mommy if he wanted me to.

A fool.

A fool.

Because I could hear the mutterings from the other room. The hushed voices where Trent and his brothers talked below their breaths.

I had no idea how to break through the barriers Trent had resurrected between us this last week.

He treated me like a queen. Like his love. Like his life. Like he would throw himself in front of a train, sacrifice himself, if it meant keeping me safe.

But he was also keeping me in the dark. His fears and demons a writhing, living obstruction that separated us.

He might try to keep the conversations he had with his brothers hidden, but in the low murmurings, I heard the terrifying words.

The threats of retribution I knew they would make good on.

Sickness coiled in my stomach when I thought back to what I’d accidentally overheard when I’d gotten into his car after church last Sunday. The way Trent had jolted when he’d realized I was there, his mouth pressed into a grim line as he lied and told me he wasn’t talking to anyone when I’d heard it plain as day.

And with all the chatter? It wasn’t hard to figure out who it had been.

Gage’s mother.

And he’d threatened her.

I trembled when I thought of it. My own hate that burned and boiled as I stared at the child’s sweet face.

How could someone be so awful to put him in danger? So selfish? So unkind?

Her own son?

It made me want to fight, too. Lash out. Protect.

But I didn’t know how to do that when Trent was keeping me at arm’s length. Behind that wall he’d built like a hedge of protection that shut me out from the most significant parts of him. Where I felt him withdrawing with the strain. With his worry. With his belief that he was a darkness in my life rather than the light that flooded me every time he came into the room.

But the truth was, I’d rather stand in his darkness and see him for what he was than to flounder in his shadows.

“Come on, we’d better get dinner started.”

I hefted Gage up from under the arms, swinging him around, and landing him on his feet. He squealed and laughed and filled the vacant places of my heart.

The front door shut, and I could hear Jud’s motorcycle start.

Trent sauntered in through the archway. Hard as stone and as beautiful as could be. He walked straight over and pressed a kiss to my forehead.

Eyes dropping closed, I relished in the sensation, this man who thought he wasn’t capable of giving me his love cherishing me.


THIRTY

EDEN


My arms curled tighter around Trent’s waist as he slowed and eased his bike into the Absolution parking lot. I was doing my best to keep my nerves at bay but pulling into the lot for the first time after the incident had them igniting anew.

Night hovered over the earth like a curtain, a swath of black that pressed down on the blue neon lights that glowed with the promise of indulgence and revelry from the enormous brick building.

The club was packed. More people than ever were standing in a long line at the front door.

A big band I’d never heard of were playing tonight.

Apparently, it’d been in the works for months, tickets pushed to max capacity, and extra security and staff had been brought in to accommodate.

Trent had wanted to cancel it, especially since the band was from LA. I’d convinced him he couldn’t. This was his livelihood. What he’d built. Two weeks had passed, and we had to start to move on with our lives, but I guessed when you’d been running for the entirety of yours, it was hard to do.

Even though I knew we had to do this, I felt myself clinging to him so tightly. So tightly I could feel the ferocity ripple through his tense, rigid muscles. So close that I could feel every curve, line, and intonation. Sense the ruthless edge that had carved his spirit into blades.

Tonight, the aura radiating from the menacing man had turned malignant.

Malevolent.

Ready to strike at any moment.

He eased the gurgling mass of metal around to the side lot, and I tried to keep my heart from sprinting away with the bolts of fear that flashed through my mind.

With the images that took hold.

Blinks of the horrific message that had been left.

Trent guided his bike backward until he was parked beside Kult and Milo’s motorcycles. Normally, he’d leave his bike at the front and make an entrance, but he wasn’t taking any risks.

He killed the engine. In an instant, my ears were filled with a drone of voices and the thudding bass that echoed from inside.

Trent pressed his hands over mine.

Reassurance. For him or me, I wasn’t sure.

All I knew was it was a promise that he would never allow anything or anyone to harm me.

And I just kept praying it wouldn’t be him. Because that hollow space inside had transformed and shifted and reformed. Refitted to the shape of him.

I’d known after Trent Lawson I would never be the same. What I hadn’t expected was for him to write himself on my soul. For him to become the beat of my heart and the blood in my veins.

He unwound my hands that were locked against his stomach and helped me off. He followed, rising to his full, obliterating height, covering me in shadow.

That beat of my heart stampeded.

The man a paradox.

Conflict.

A crux.

Tattooed, vicious fingers were so tender as they unfastened the strap of the helmet from under my chin. Sooty eyes so soft but razor-sharp as they took me in. The defined, distinct contours of his stunning face glinted below the haze of lights.

My stomach pitched with desire and my chest stretched with that feeling I could no longer deny.

“Stay close to me tonight.” His words were barbs.

“You’ve said that a hundred times.” I managed a tease.

He grunted. “I’ll say it a hundred more. All night. All day. Forever.”

The words slipped into a murmur as he wound his arm around my waist and pulled me snug against the hard lines of his body. And I wanted to get lost in the undercurrent of what he’d said. In the promise he didn’t know how to make.

The confession danced on my tongue.

I love you.

I love you.

I didn’t say it.

He’d clam up and run. Hide behind every reason he couldn’t keep me.

He dipped down and pressed a quick kiss to my lips. “Little Temptress…trying to wreck me.”

My fingers curled in his shirt. “You’re the one who’s done all the wrecking, Mr. Lawson.”

He smirked, arched a brow. “Mr. Lawson, huh?”

My mouth tugged up at the side. “You are my boss, after all.”

His hand splayed across my lower back before he gripped me by the bottom, his face pressed to the underside of my jaw. “I’ll show you boss,” he grumbled at the sensitive skin.

A giggle slipped free, along with a rush of need. “You better,” I whispered back.

He groaned and chuckled. “Like I said…Little Temptress.”

He peeled himself back, the slightest smile twitching over his sexy mouth, and he threaded our fingers together and led me to the side door. Milo was there, holding open the heavy metal barricade, though the man would likely be much harder to break through than the door.

“Sir,” the bouncer said with a jut of his chin. “Little Dove.”

“Hello, Milo,” I said with a tiny wave.

“How’s it going tonight?” Trent asked, glancing around, gaze sweeping the lot.

“Crazy, Sir. Members of A Riot of Roses are in the dressing rooms in the back, and their crew is setting up. Place is a madhouse. Buzzin’ and gettin’ ready to bust.”

“Extra security is in place?”

Milo’s attention dipped to me. “Absolutely.”

“Good.”

“Nothin’ will get by,” he promised.

Trent squeezed my hand like he was the one who’d said it.

We angled into the murky dimness of the long hall. I lost my breath there again, with the way Trent shifted to look at me, with the way he pressed me to the wall. “Just want to take you home,” he muttered, his body plastered to mine and his heart beating out of control.

I tipped my face up to meet the fear in his eyes, and I scratched my fingers into the stubble on his cheek. “We’ll be fine.”

My gaze searched the severity of his. Will we be?

Taking my hand, he pressed my knuckles to his lips. “No one will get near you.”

Thickness filled my throat. “I told you I’m not weak, Trent, I just need to know what we’re up against.”

And that was the hardest part. He wouldn’t give me that.

“I’m working on it.”

The same answer he always gave.

I gave him a short nod. “I’m going to go change.”

He hesitated. I knew it was a warzone in this brutal man’s mind. A battle with every decision.

I pressed at his chest. “We already talked about this. I’m still here to help my daddy, Trent. The reason I came in the first place. You have to respect that.”

But I’d be a liar to deny some of those reasons had changed.

“Let me take care of it.”

My head shook. “No, Trent. I’m not here for you to take care of me.”

I’m here because I love my daddy and I’ll do anything to help him. And I’m also here because I love you, and I want to stand by your side, too. Support you the way you’ve supported me.

Yeah, those reasons had most definitely changed.

Did he see? Did he understand?

He stared down at me with that potent, heady gaze. “I know that, but I still want to.”

The tiniest smile tugged at my lips. “And that makes you amazing.”

He grunted like he still believed he was bad.

“Mr. Lawson.”

Our attention shifted to the end of the hall where a security guard from the temporary agency stood.

“I’m sorry to interrupt, but we wanted to go over a few things before the show starts.”

Trent lifted his chin at him before he returned his focus to me. He dipped in for a kiss, one that was probably a little too passionate for an audience, but right then, I couldn’t mind.

Not when his mouth moved and played, and his tongue danced and whispered.

Stealing my breath and reservations.

But there was nothing left of my heart to take.

He already owned it.

He nipped my bottom lip before he forced himself back a step. The man’s entire being heaved. He held my hand between us. “Be careful. I’ll have someone watching over you the entire time.”

“I’ll be fine,” I promised.

He nodded, and I pried myself from the wall and headed into the dressing room to change. Leann was there, shoving her purse into a locker. She squealed when she saw me, slammed the door shut, and came clamoring my way on her high-heeled boots. “Oh my god, you’re back.”

She threw herself against me and hugged me tight. “I was so worried about you.”

I returned her embrace. She was truly so sweet. “I told you I’d be fine.”

She eased back, holding me by the outside of the arms. She angled her head to take me in. “Are you? That was insane.”

I swallowed around the dread. I’d been wading in it for so long. I just wanted to rise above it. To leave it behind us so we could truly find ourselves. But until this threat was ended, I had no chance of scaling a wall as high as the one Trent had built around me. No chance of fully reaching him when his only purpose was protecting me and his son.

Our safety had become the only thing that mattered.

And I needed the man to understand he mattered to me.

“It was really scary, and we still don’t have any answers, but honestly, I’m okay.”

More than okay.

She saw it. A smirk hitched on her face. “Sometimes trauma reveals what we need the most, doesn’t it? It rips away all the questions to expose the raw truth underneath.”

My teeth clamped down on my bottom lip in the same spot Trent’s just had been. “Oh, there are still plenty of questions.”

Her head shook. “I think the only answer you need is the one written all over your face…you look…” Her mouth pressed together in some kind of awe. “Happy, Eden. So different than when you first came here.”

Then her expression turned wry. “Which is kinda a shame because oh my god, have you seen the band?!”

She fanned herself.

“I mean, I’m more of a country girl than a rocker, but I’d gladly change my stripes if it means gettin’ a little of that. Their lead, I think his name is Royce? He’s married to this country singer that I’ve listened to for years, but the rest of them…seems they’re looking for a little fun,” she drawled as she wiggled her hips.

A shot of laughter ripped out. “Well, you have fun with that.”

“Oh, I plan to.” Looking in the mirror, she swiped on some lipstick. “Wish me luck!”

She started to walk back out but not before she paused at the doorway, her voice lowered with caution. “I’ve worked here for a long time, Eden, and I know I don’t know you that well, but I’ve had this scary, intimidating boss for years who I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Now there’s a light in him that didn’t exist before. And I know that’s because of you.”

Appreciation swelled, overflowed my chest. “I hope so. Thank you, Leann.”

Her smile was soft, then she pulled away and disappeared down the hall.

I quickly changed into the Absolution uniform. Oh man, was it so unlike anything you’d ever find in my closet. The tiny leather shorts and high-heeled boots that came above my knees. But somehow, I felt confident in it. Powerful in a way I had never been before.

Or maybe it was just that Trent had helped me see myself in a new light, as well. Broken up a piece of me that had been hidden away. Opened me up, lock and key.

After I was ready, I moved out into the bar, weaving through the crowd. I said hello to a few other servers and tried to answer questions posed by those who asked for details.

Impossible, when I had none myself.

Finally, I got to work.

I figured most had assumed I wouldn’t return since there was no missing the way gazes appraised and questioned as I started to take orders and deliver drinks.

Is she really okay? Is she insane for coming back? Was she targeted or was the attack random? Is someone after her?

Others were filled with speculation.

Look, there’s the one who’s fucking the boss.

Clearly, that’s exactly what I was doing since Trent couldn’t keep his dirty paws off me every time I passed. I didn’t mind. Not at all. I liked it probably more than I should, the claiming he was doing in front of everyone.

The slide of his rough palm down my bare thigh.

The chills it lifted.

The stolen kisses under my jaw.

His hot breath on the back of my neck.

I felt no shame in it. In who we were or what we shared. People could judge me all they wanted, but the only thing that mattered was what was on the inside. Who I was to myself, and how I treated those around me.

But I also knew as I watched him, too, as I felt that dark aura moving through the thriving, living space as the band readied to take to the stage, that I wanted more than just stolen kisses and illicit hands.

I wanted it all.

I wanted forever.

The main floor had been rearranged. The tables and low couches had been moved out, and a large barrier had been set up to create a huge floor in front of the stage. People vied and pressed within its boundaries, trying to work their way closer, while others were happy to snag one of the booths that ran along the walls.

Tonight, I was working upstairs where there was a second bar and pool tables, although there was another big crowd that had gathered on the balcony that overlooked the stage below.

Trent felt that area would be more secure, and I didn’t see a point in arguing with him. No reason to add to his stress when I could already feel every molecule in the man’s body on guard.

I was delivering a tray of beers to three guys on the balcony when the dim lights flashed and a furor of screams echoed through the cavernous space.

Rising and lifting.

Feet stomped and whistles of anticipation rang through the air.

Everything went dark, the energy held, before it cracked.

Busted wide open when the flashing lights hit the stage, strobing and slashing and inciting a riot that broke through the crowd on the floor.

Apparently, the band was happy to invite exactly what their name claimed.

They drove into a loud, tumultuous song. A driving rhythm and thrashing beat. The singer’s voice was rough and smooth and everything in between.

I rushed to keep up with the orders that flooded in as the band moved effortlessly from one song to the next. The singer was all over the stage, screaming his soul out like he was laying his heart at the trampling feet.

And oh, Leann was right—the stage was consumed by these aggressively gorgeous men. Each mesmerizing in their own way.

But none were as striking as mine.

I could feel the pulse of his stare when he’d ascend the stairs. The way my heart would pound a little harder, race a little faster as I pushed through the crush and did my best to keep up with the onslaught of orders.

It was wild in here tonight, in a way it’d never been before, in a way I didn’t expect.

Maybe Trent had. Maybe that was why he’d been so on edge. Why he’d wanted to scrap the entire thing because pocketbooks and tongues and hands were freer than they’d ever been.

The faces had become a blur as I was jostled and bumped and knocked around.

At least our glasses were plastic tonight considering half of them ended up on the floor.

I’d force a smile, take their money, ignore the catcalls and the wayward touches and the unwanted advances.

And maybe it was the trauma that remained right there. Something I’d shoved down and didn’t want to acknowledge.

Honestly, I knew I’d put on a brave face and hadn’t fully dealt with the fear.

There was no missing it in the way anxiety bubbled, buzzed, and gathered in severity as the night wore on. The whole time, I was riding a terrified edge of wanting to be strong and wondering if this had been stupid, after all.

A mistake.

If I’d foolishly put us in a bad position.

An hour and a half in, I felt frayed.

Ragged.

Like I’d crack at any second as I pushed through the throng.

I finally did.

Completely overreacting when some guy who didn’t know any better grabbed me by the wrist as I passed. I yelped and my tray toppled to the ground as I yanked myself free of his hold.

“Whoa, just want another beer,” he slurred, taken aback by my reaction.

But it was Trent’s that none could have anticipated. Or maybe it was exactly what I should have anticipated.

What I’d felt steadily building over the last two weeks.

The man a furnace waiting to blow.

Gasoline dumped on a smoldering torch.

Because he had the man thrown on top of a pool table in a flash so sudden that it made the crowd split.

People scrambled to get out of the way while Trent descended like a phantom.

A vicious storm.

From out of nowhere and everywhere at the same time.

In an instant, he was a blur of fury and fists that rained down.

Dark aggression. Fiery retribution.

Punch after punch on the man’s face.

Blood spurted from his nose, and it only seemed to spur Trent farther. As if he could beat any threat out of the guy who had made the mistake of touching me.

I rushed for them, trying to latch onto Trent’s arm. “Trent. Stop it. He wasn’t hurting me. It’s not him. It’s not him.”

Shouts roared around us, and a few people pushed in to try to stop the madness.

While I fought harder to break through the cloud of hate that surrounded Trent.

“Trent.” My hands sank into his shoulder, gripping at his arm. “Listen to me. Stop. He doesn’t deserve this. He doesn’t deserve this.”

Trent kept wailing away.

I begged while the beast seemed removed.

Completely oblivious to anything but the wrath that poured from his being.

Finally, Kult broke through the thrashing wall of bodies. His eyes were wild as he assessed what was happening.

“Kult. Help. Stop him,” I pleaded, still trying to pull Trent off the man.

But I got the sense he couldn’t see me. Couldn’t feel me.

A black veil of antipathy was his driving force.

His demons alive and freed.

Screaming and clawing and begging for destruction.

Kult shouldered through and ripped Trent off. “Let up.”

Trent thrashed and flailed while Kult struggled to hold him back. “Cool the fuck down, man. Cool it.”

“Oh my god.” It left me on a gasp when I saw the guy who lay bloodied and battered on the felt. Coming in and out of consciousness.

Blindsided.

While Trent continued to rage. Those ferocious eyes filled with hate. With grief. With something so dark that I couldn’t see through to that level of pain.

One of the upstairs bartenders, Jason, was on his phone, calling for the paramedics.

While Kult dragged Trent back through the gaping crowd.

I rushed to the guy on the table whose wife was helping him sit up.

“I’m so sorry,” I barely managed. “An ambulance is coming. I’m so sorry.”

A Riot of Roses continued to play downstairs, completely unaware that the owner had just snapped.

It was what he’d warned would happen.

He’d warned that destructive force would one day rise. No longer contained.

Milo was suddenly there, pushing through the people who’d decided the incident was more interesting than the band, though most continued on blissfully unaware. “Let’s get him moved downstairs.” He lifted his chin. “You’ll be compensated for your trouble although it’s company policy that patrons do not touch our servers. Security believed she was in danger.”

Right.

A veiled threat and a payoff so the cops wouldn’t be called.

Taking the employee elevator at the back, Milo led the man down to the locker room and propped him in a chair, and a minute later, two paramedics came through the door.

They tended to his wounds that could have been much worse, and I had to assume that Kult had intervened much faster than it’d seemed when I was trying to break through Trent’s anger.

The man’s nose was bloodied and he had some cuts littering his face, but it didn’t appear that he would have any permanent damage.

Thank God.

While I hovered and paced, a fear bottled deep, that thing that Trent believed raged inside him freed.

Once the man and his wife left, Milo squeezed my arm and walked out, and warily, warily, I eased down the hall to Trent’s office.

I pushed open the door to the darkened room save for the small lamp that glowed from the edge of the desk.

Jud was kneeling in front of Trent who sat in a chair in the far back corner. He was bent over at the waist with his face buried in those tattooed hands.

His knuckles bloodied and his being tossed in chaos.

Jud swiveled to look at me, and he slowly rose to standing when I quietly slipped inside.

Unease blistered. A receding storm that threatened to make a rebound.

Jud moved my way, his heavy boots thudding on the ground, his understanding thick. He paused in front of me, squeezed my fingers, and leaned in to murmur so only I could hear, reiterating what he’d told me all those weeks ago. “He deserves someone who will see him for who he really is, Eden. Not for what he’s done.”

My nod was short and shaky.

He dipped his bearded jaw, edged out behind me, and clicked the door shut behind him.

With it, that intensity struck.

A flashfire of severity.

A wash of hate and wrath.

Trent looked up through the darkness.

All that loathing was directed at himself.

Still, he did that casual thing that he did, slung himself back in the plush seat with his arm draped over the back as he pinned me with that unrelenting gaze.

He angled his head in challenge. “You see it now, Eden? You see me for who I really am?”

“I’ve seen you all along.” The whisper curled through the dense air.

On a scoff, Trent climbed to his feet. A menacing refuge in the billowing night. “And just what is it you see, Eden?”

The last time he asked me it, he walked away from me.

Fear tumbled down my spine, a cold sweat that shivered across my flesh. Not because I was afraid of him, but because I was afraid of the power he wielded.

I lifted my chin and met his steely gaze. “I see a man who’s touched me in a way no one else can. I see a man who burns so bright, he might burn me alive. I see a hatred that runs so deep in his veins, and still, I want to dip my fingertips into the flow.”

A growl rolled up his throat, and he swallowed hard.

The wings of the owl on his throat flapped as he took a prowling step forward.

“Look at me, Eden,” he demanded. He grabbed my hand and pressed it to his face.

Fire flashed.

Streaked my arm.

The sharp contours searing into my being.

Into my flesh.

Branding me.

“Look at me, really look at me, and see me for what I am. A monster.”

Everything trembled.

My heart and my soul and my hands.

I shook my head and gulped around the knot that burned in my chest.

“No, Trent. I see my heart. I see my future. I see my life.”

He blanched as the admission spilled free, and the man angled back as if he’d been slapped.

“But I also see the man who is trying to ruin us.”

The shake of his head was grim. “We were ruined before we started.”

“No.”

“The things I’ve done⁠—”

“Stop it, Trent, just stop it. I already know. I already know. And none of it matters. The only thing that matters is right now, and right now I’m looking at the man I love. I love you.”

My hands pressed to the thunder of my heart. “I’m in love with you. I love you in a way I didn’t know existed. In a way I didn’t know was possible for me to love someone. And I’m standing here, begging you to love me back because I don’t know how to go on like this.”

Shame flashed through his expression, though there was something underlying it that tried to break through.

Vying for space.

For voice.

Then rage came bounding in to take its place.

“And I told you I don’t get that. That I don’t have that to give you. I have one reason, one fucking reason to live, and you’ve distracted me from that. Made me lose sight.”

He slammed a ferocious fist against his chest. “Made me lose focus on what I’m supposed to be fighting for. I’m losing my mind over you, and because of that, I’ve gotten careless. Sloppy. And I can’t afford that when it comes to my son.”

His teeth ground. Or maybe it was just the sound of my heart being decimated.

Destroyed.

Just like he’d promised he would.

My nod was jerky, and I blinked through the tears that rushed to my eyes. I would not cry. I would not cry. Not right then.

Still, my lips quivered and twitched, and I backed away. “I guess I do see now.”

Then I turned and rushed for the exit.

“Eden!” he shouted behind me.

I didn’t slow.

I threw open the door and flew down the hall, ignoring the bashing I could hear behind me.

His violence spilling out again.

This dark, dangerous devil who’d stolen my heart and crushed it in nearly the same beat.

I didn’t take the time to change. I grabbed my purse and rushed to the side door where Milo stood guard.

Sympathy lined his expression when he saw my face, then I cried out in devastation posing as frustration when I realized I didn’t even have a car.

My entire life had gotten wrapped up in the man who didn’t want me.

Who thought I was a burden.

Who’d built the walls up so high that he couldn’t see what we could mean if he’d just slow down long enough to see his worth.

I fumbled to get into an app to call a ride, thanking God that at least a car was nearby. I jumped into the back as soon as the Prius pulled to the curb, trying to hold it together at least until I got home.

A minute later, a single headlight pulled up behind the car.

But that energy didn’t slam me.

Need didn’t consume me whole.

I choked over a cry, the tears slipping free when I came to the acceptance of what Trent really thought of me.

He let me go but sent his brother in his place.

Like a job that needed to be done.

Ten minutes later, the car stopped in front of my house, and I fumbled out onto my weakened knees.

Agony lashed.

Ripping at my insides.

I swore, standing there, I was bleeding out.

That single headlight eased up as the car drove away. Jud slowed, barely stopped, just looked at me with remorse. Like he wished he could make it right. Like he was the one who was giving me an apology.

My head shook. “You can tell Trent he doesn’t need to worry about me any longer. You don’t need to waste your time looking out for me.”

“Eden.” Sorrow filled Jud’s tone.

“Please, don’t make excuses for him. Just go.”

Worry pinched his face, and I turned and stumbled up my walkway. I felt like I was being haunted by everything Trent had said to me.

His need.

His confusion.

Promises that he’d never let go.

Mine.

Mine. Mine. Mine.

He’d claimed it again and again, but more than that, I’d felt it in his touch.

Felt it, even if Trent couldn’t.

And maybe that was the saddest part.

Loving someone and refusing to acknowledge it.

I dug into my bag for my keys. I pulled them out, but they slipped from my trembling hands, clattering to the ground.

I choked over a sob as I leaned over to pick them up, and cries were tearing out of me by the time I managed to unlock the door and let myself into the hollowed vacancy of my home.

Loneliness howled from the depths.

Cold and stark.

This place no longer felt like a sanctuary but rather a reminder of what I had been living without.

I let my bag slide from my shoulder and drop to the ground, and I shuffled down the short hall and flipped on the light switch to the lamp on my nightstand.

I blinked against it, through the haze of tears, and I moved to my dresser and pulled out a pair of pajamas.

A whimpered cry slipped out when my fingers brushed against the metal frame where I’d buried Aaron’s picture at the bottom of the drawer.

I hadn’t done it because I was trying to forget him, but because it was hard to remember him when I felt the way I did about Trent.

As if it were a slap in his face.

A disrespect.

And I would forever cherish the sweet man for who he’d been.

Harmony had been right. Aaron had been a safety net. A shoulder to lean on. An ear to listen. And I had to guess I’d been the same to him.

I unzipped the knee-high boots, kicked them off, and shoved out of the leather shorts and tank and jerked on the cotton shorts and a tee.

I pressed my hands to the top of the dresser and tried to catch my breath. To stop the tears that wouldn’t stop falling. To remind myself Trent had been worth the risk.

He’d jumpstarted my heart.

He’d shown me that I could feel.

That I could burn and need and love.

But it just hurt so goddamn bad I didn’t know how to breathe under the weight of it.

No longer able to stand, I sank down on the edge of the bed.

Weak.

Worn.

Broken.

I reached over and clicked off the light, then curled up in a ball and hugged my knees to my chest.

Let the pain bleed out.

The hopes.

The fears.

I had no idea how long I’d lain there, but I’d drifted, lost in the crashing waves of this heartbreak that beat over me time and time again.

Partially lucent, the other lost to a bad dream.

As if I were floating through a reality I didn’t want to recognize.

It only made me feel more disoriented when the doorbell rang, and I shot upright, my face still soaked as I blinked through the lapping darkness.

I rolled off the bed and stumbled out into the hall. My hand pressed to the wall to try to get my footing, and I sucked down the shuddering breaths that kept hammering my chest.

My lungs burning and my world spinning.

I made it to the front door, and my heart slammed against my ribs when I peered out through the drapes to the front stoop.

To that dark force that obliterated and shook.

So intimidating and wrong and so terribly right.

He held his sleeping son in the safety of those strong, strong arms. Gage’s face was buried in Trent’s neck, and Trent held his sweet frame like the treasure he was.

I tore through the lock and whipped open the door.

Then I froze.

Speared by the intensity that cut me to the quick.

Knocking the air from my haggard lungs and piercing me to the spot.

Because all the fury was gone, and the man stood there staring at me.

As broken as me.

Swallowing hard, he tightened his hold on his son. “You ruined everything, Eden Murphy.”

Hot tears streamed down my face.

“Everything I thought I knew.”

“Trent…”

His head barely shook. “Look at me, Eden.”

That time, it was surrender.

Everything clutched.

“Look at me. You think there’s a chance that I’m not in love with you? That I’m not gone for you? And I’m fuckin’ terrified of it. Terrified of losing someone else I love. Of failing you, too. And I could fight it forever, but I think I’d still end up standing right here in front of you, begging you to love me back.”

Sorrow lacerated the words.

His confession.

The same thing I’d begged of him.

“Trent.” I whispered his name.

“What happened tonight…” He trailed off, his tongue swiping his lips. “I lost it because of what I feel for you. Because I can’t fucking lose you. Because I love you. You said I brought your heart back to life, but Eden, you made mine beat for the first time.”


THIRTY-ONE

TRENT


Eden.

Fucking beautiful, sweet Eden.

She widened the door after the bullshit I’d pulled tonight. After I’d lashed out because I was fucking scared and, rather than just admitting it, had put the blame on her.

Like any of this bullshit was on her.

Forgiveness.

Was something I’d never really believed in. But for the first time in my life, I might have felt what it meant.

Like my confession could wash away what I’d done and what I’d said. Like in her eyes and touch I might be made whole again.

Foolish?

Yeah.

But it was the truth.

I fucking loved this woman, and I didn’t know how to go on without her in my life.

Swiveling around, she moved deeper into her house.

One reason.

One reason.

I followed her down that short hall where I’d followed her before, though this time she went through a door on the right. It was a smaller bedroom, and there was a tiny bed against the far wall. She eased all the way inside and pulled down the floral covers.

In silence, I moved that way and laid my son down in the middle. Eden trembled, covered his little body, lowered to her knees and pressed her face into his hair and breathed him in.

I was impaled.

Pierced.

Stricken.

The girl…the girl loved him, too.

Finally, she stood, tears still streaming from those autumn eyes. But it was different.

It was a flood of belief.

Of adoration.

Of love.

Everything I didn’t deserve but would be a fool to reject.

She’d cut me down to the core.

To the bare beat of who I was.

Those eyes held mine as she angled around me, and she turned around, walking backward the rest of the way down the hall and into the room where I’d first touched her.

Where I’d known in a flash that I could own her body.

Should have known with it, she was gonna own my heart.

She edged backward, standing in the hazy shadows like an offering.

I stood at her doorway, heaving breaths, no restraint left.

“Watched my mom get gunned down when I was fourteen.” It left me like a confession. Guessed that’s what it was.

I watched it. Felt it. The way every cell in her body wept. “Oh my god, Trent. I’m so sorry.”

My throat felt tight.

Tingling and burning.

Tried to swallow it down.

Bury it.

But I couldn’t hide this any longer.

“I was supposed to take care of her, Eden. Was supposed to protect her and my brothers because she didn’t have anyone else. Yet she died in my arms, but not before she made me promise to take care of my brothers. Protect them. Ten years later, my twin died the exact same fucking way. In my arms because I wasn’t strong enough to protect him.”

My eyes burned, and still I forced out the words. “Failed her, Eden. Failed my brother. Keep failing the ones I love. And failing you…failing Gage…it’d be the end of me.”

“Trent—”

I took a step toward her, cutting her off. “I’ve had one reason all these years. One reason, Eden. My son. And you…you’ve become a part of that reason. I get it now. It’s not split in two. Cut in half or divided. You. Gage. My little family I never thought I’d have.”

Eden’s lips parted, and a whimper slipped out as fat droplets kept leaking from those sweet, adoring eyes.

“I want to give you everything,” I whispered. “Everything in this life that you desire. I want to be right.”

Eden tremored. “All I need is you.”

“Tell me you’re mine. Tell me you’re ours. Tell me you’ll protect him right alongside me.”

Her spirit flashed. A whip of that energy that cracked in the air. “I love him, Trent. Love him with everything. With my whole heart. A heart I thought would never love again. Just like I love you.”

I moved then.

Claiming her mouth.

That sweet little body.

I angled her onto the middle of her bed.

Took me half a second to get her out of the modest sleep shorts and tee.

Girl sexy as fuck and brighter than the day.

A ray of light that cut through the darkness.

She was completely bare when I edged off the side of the bed, writhing and looking at me like I had become her reason, too.

I stood there watching down on her as I undressed, and the girl heaved with pants as I climbed up to hover over her.

The softest fingertips found my face. My eyes, my nose, my cheeks. “I love you,” she whispered.

“Never loved anything the way I love you.” The words grated from my raw throat, and Eden was sliding those lush thighs around my waist.

I took her bare.

As bare as my heart.

Because I had nothing else to hide. Nothing else to lose.

I moved over her. As natural as the tide. The ebb and flow of our bodies as we gave and took.

As we climbed and lifted.

Propping myself up on my elbow, my hand curled around the back of her neck. I thrust slow and deep because I didn’t want this to end.

We were nose to nose.

Our hearts beating out of time and perfectly in sync.

Eden’s mouth was full of the softest whispers, her eyes overflowing with our truth.

Because I’d known what it was like to fight.

To fear.

To kill.

But what I hadn’t known was a love like this existed.


THIRTY-TWO

TRENT
LOS ANGELES, SIX YEARS AGO


Years went by that way. His life a blur of blood and atrocity.

Trent chased a high that always dropped him to the lowest low. He could no longer tell if it was rage that drove him or just duty.

Numbness had frozen over his soul, this detached sense of being each time he pulled the trigger.

But it wasn’t the comfortable kind. It was an ocean of disgrace. A sea of shame.

The sins that mounted.

The pleas. The cries. The blood.

The blood.

He was floating in an endless abyss of it. Face barely breaking the surface.

Soon he wouldn’t be able to breathe.

Would drown.

But he had one reason to keep going. That tiny glimmer that burned through the bleakness of who he was.

And he’d fight for them until his last breath came.

Only problem was he’d started to wonder what that really looked like. Started to wonder if he were doing it all wrong. Had started to wonder if he should just go, the way his mother had said.

The life they were living was so vastly different than the one he’d imagined. He didn’t deserve any better, but his brothers sure as hell did.

He pressed his hands to the dingy table tucked in the back room of the dive where his crew liked to hang. He glowered across at his father.

Cutter, the piece of shit.

He might still be the President, but he wasn’t gonna push Trent on this.

“Leave Logan and Nathan out of it,” Trent warned, his voice a growl. “No way they’re coming on that run.”

A smirk ticked up at the edge of Cutter’s greasy mouth as he sat back in the chair, his teeth ripping the flesh of the chicken from the bone before he tossed it to the plate. “And how do you have any say about this?” he snarled as he roughed a napkin over his beard.

“They’re not like us.”

Cutter spat a laugh. “That so?”

“I promised my mother I would protect them, and I won’t let them get in the middle of this bullshit.”

Jud was different.

He’d followed Trent like that was what he’d been born to do. But as time went by, Trent had started to wonder if it wasn’t only because Jud was doing some of that protecting, too.

Nathan and Logan wouldn’t survive this world. This vile, disgusting world.

Sickness curled through his stomach, all mixed with the cruelty of who he was.

Cold.

Hard.

Numb.

Years of it.

But lately, the awareness of that depravity kept breaking through the oblivion. His spirit staging some kind of revolt. Truth was, Trent wasn’t sure how much longer he was gonna survive it, either.

“Your mother?” Cutter laughed. Pure disgust. “Tell me you aren’t still hung up on that.”

Trent was in his face, gripping him by the vest before the asshole had the chance to prepare himself. Trent pressed the barrel of his gun to the underside of his chin, aching to put a bullet there.

Cutter might be the boss.

But it was Trent who ran the show.

Cutter might not want to admit it, but most of the men were loyal to Trent. Looked to him for direction.

“Hung up on it?” The words were razors. “She is the reason I’m here. Only reason.”

Retribution.

Revenge.

Justice.

His own debt that could never be repaid.

A vicious smile curled Cutter’s mouth. “You put that Demon in the ground years ago. It’s done.”

“Last I checked, there are still a few Demons walking this earth.”

And he wouldn’t stop until he reached the top. Until Pit was dead. Because there was no way the order for that hit came down from anyone but their president.

Cutter edged back from the barrel, staring Trent down. “And maybe it’s time you focused on what you were made for rather than chasing a ghost.”

Ghost.

Ghost.

Ghost.

“Only. Reason. I’m. Here,” Trent hissed.

Loud and clear.

Except Cutter wasn’t one who wanted to hear it.

Cutter’s eyes flashed. “You belong to me, Trent. You shouldn’t forget it, VP.” He said it like a taunt as he jutted his chin at the patch on Trent’s cut. A reminder of the chains that bound. “You’re lucky you have my blood running through your veins or that little stunt would have been your last.”

Cutter tipped his attention to Trent’s gun, a threat in his eyes. But Trent saw the rest, too. The jealousy. The flicker of fear. Trent had long since become more deadly than him.

Giving for the moment, Trent straightened and tucked his gun back into his jeans. “Wrong again, Prez.” He sneered it. “Don’t belong to anything but the promise I made my mother. You’d do well not to forget it.”

Raging like a beast, Trent strode back into the main area of the bar. Slew of Owls were there, tossing back drinks, sluts dancing on the tables.

He moved to where Jud was at a tall table in the middle, dude sitting back and taking it in. He slid a beer in Trent’s direction. “About time. Wanna tell me what that was about?”

“Nope.”

No need to draw attention to the monster trying to draw his brothers into the life.

Trent grabbed the bottle, draining it as his eyes scanned the place. It locked on the hazy figure in the far back corner by the jukebox.

Without saying anything, he set his empty on the table and moved across the bar, following her out through the back door and into the dingy lot.

He pressed her to the wall, pulled out his dick, and hiked up her skirt.

Pit’s girl. Girl he was making his just for the fact that he could. Girl who kept showing again and again because she couldn’t get enough.

She was a good fuck, but the only reason he’d gone after her was to get closer to Pit.

A little acid tossed in his face.

A precursor to the pain that was to come.

Juna Lamb.

Except when he finished, she clung to his neck, pressed her mouth to his ear. “I’m pregnant. It’s yours.”

Trent’s entire being seized.

Shut down.

Before it struck back up.

He jerked back and stared her down. “How the fuck do you know it’s mine?”

She dropped her eyes. “Pit only wants me on my knees.”

“You’re sure,” he demanded.

She nodded before terror filled her face. “He’s gonna kill me, Trent.”

It wasn’t an exaggeration. Not something tossed around like regular people did for effect or attention.

Pit would put her in the ground. Along with Trent’s kid.

It might have been the first time Trent felt real fear since the day his mother had died.

A spark in his blackened heart.

“I didn’t mean…” she trailed off, chewing at her lip.

“Didn’t mean what, Juna?” he demanded.

Brown eyes peered up at him. “I didn’t mean for this to happen.”

“And what do you want?”

Tears blurred her eyes. “I…I can’t raise a kid, Trent. I’m not…”

“Kid’s mine. You don’t have to worry about that.”

She blanched. “I’m going to need⁠—”

Fucking typical.

It was always money. Always fucking money.

“Come by my place…tonight…after midnight. We’ll get you out of town and into hiding. Soon as the kid’s born, it’s mine. You disappear forever and you don’t say a fucking word, and I’ll take care of you. I’ll take care of everything. You understand?”

Grief, or maybe it was guilt, passed through her expression before she nodded. “I understand.”
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“Is this really what you want?” Nathan asked. The face that was nearly the exact same as Trent’s filled with uncertainty. Guy would do anything for Trent same way as Trent would do for him.

It was what Trent had been trying to do for years.

Protecting.

Hiding.

Seeking retribution.

Looking at Nathan’s face, he finally got that he’d been doing it wrong all along. “This isn’t a good life. We stay, we end up behind bars or dead.”

Way everyone else did.

And that was not a fate Trent would entertain.

But he’d been fighting for so long, he’d forgotten what he was supposed to really be fighting for. His mother hadn’t asked for vengeance. She’d asked for life. It was time he gave it.

“But will you be happy?” Nathan pressed. “Only thing that matters.”

A scoff of a laugh left Trent. “You think this life makes me happy?”

Sadness passed through Nathan’s expression. “I don’t know that anything makes you happy, Trent. Not sure I’ve seen you smile since the day Mom died.”

“You make me happy.” Trent looked around where his brothers were gathered in his living room. “Three of you, that’s it. And…” Trent choked over the admission, though he pushed it out, done hiding from the rest of them. “And this kid.”

A second chance.

Nathan smiled a satisfied smile. “That’s because you finally found a reason, brother. A real reason. You fucking live for that reason. Not this twisted shit you’re tied up in. Promise me.”

Fuck.

Nathan was everything Trent had believed him to be.

Good.

Kind.

Right.

Dude deserved a life so much better than the one Trent had dragged him into, even though he spent most of his time trying to keep him and Logan out of the throes of it. Trying to give them some sense of normalcy when that was nothing but a pipe dream.

His own lie.

“I promise,” Trent muttered.

I promise.

Trent cleared his throat and got down to business. “Have a deal to see through tonight. Big one. I don’t show, Cutter will be coming to collect. Don’t want to raise any suspicion. Get ready. Pack only what you need. Meet here at four. We roll an hour before sunrise. That is if everyone is with me?”

All three of them stood, hands set on Trent’s shoulders as they gathered around. “We’re with you, brother. Always have been. Glad you can finally see it.”

Nathan pulled him in for a hug. “You’re gonna be a dad, man. That’s…”

Everything Trent hadn’t known could be a possibility.

It was hope. It was a flicker of joy just out of reach.

It was life.

And right then, right that second, he found a new reason.

One reason.


THIRTY-THREE

TRENT


Had you ever felt a joy so big you thought you had to be hallucinating? Lost in a dream that you didn’t want to wake from because you’d really like to hold onto the fantasy forever? Something you wanted to cling so tightly to because there was no chance of it being real?

I guessed that’s the way it felt when I woke that morning to the lazy rays of light streaming through her bedroom window.

To Eden’s hair bunched in my face and her sweet body tucked against mine.

That honeyed scent filling my senses and her goodness and grace filling my spirit.

I hugged her tighter, the girl dressed again in the pajamas she’d had on last night. I buried my nose at the nape of her neck and inhaled. Like I could inscribe myself with the moment. Spend an eternity in it.

Then I was grinning wider when I felt the bustle of energy come bursting through the bedroom door along with a stampede of tiny feet.

“Dad, hey, Dad! There you are!” From the foot of it, Gage dove onto the bed, right between us. I shifted a bit to take my kid into my arms.

He grinned down at me, all dimples and light, voice fueled by excitement. “Did we get to have a sleepover at Miss Murphy’s house? Like you were hopin’ when we left? Because I fell asleep so much in the car and then I woke up and we were here. Did I miss it? Did you get our girl? Did you, Dad?”

Light laughter filtered free.

Last night, when I’d picked him up from Logan’s house, I’d woken him a bit, and with those little arms clinging to my neck, he’d wanted to know what we were doing. I’d admitted we were going to get our girl. Kid had taken it to heart.

Yeah, buddy, me, too.

“Looks like it,” I said, running my fingers through his hair, feeling sweeping over me so intense it locked the air in my lungs, that feeling only stronger when Eden rolled around to face us.

Girl blinking through her sleep with a crush of emotion flooding from that warm, sweet gaze.

And there was Gage, tucked right in the middle of us.

Gage looked at her. “What do you think, Miss Murphy? Did we get you? Did we? Do we get to keep you?”

He wasn’t even looking at me, and I could feel the force of his smile. The overwhelming joy. His love and belief.

She touched his face, and over the top of his head, autumn eyes found mine before she shifted her focus back on him. “You already had me.”

He threw himself on top of her, hugging her tight. “Now we get to keep you forever.”

I wrapped my arms around both of them.

Yeah.

I did.

It felt so right.

Gage howled with laughter, and Eden giggled and looked at me with that face that shined so bright.

Joy. Joy. Joy.

God, I didn’t know it existed like this.

Then I tugged them around just a bit, playfully, with all that happiness that washed and spread and glowed. “And I’m not letting go,” I claimed, a tease wound in my voice but the words a promise. “Keeping you forever.”

Eden wrapped her arms around us, too.

“Imma Gage sandwich!” Gage shouted, though it was muffled in the blankets and pillows and our bodies.

By our love.

“Gage sandwiches are my favorite,” Eden played, tickling my son, soft and sweet.

Gage kicked and howled and begged for more. “Your favorite, favorite?” he asked, trying to hold onto his shaking belly.

“My favorite, favorite. Although I kind of like your dad, too.”

A tease played all over her stunning face.

My chest squeezed.

So damn tight.

On my side, I propped myself onto my elbow, reached over, and cupped her cheek.

Gage slowed, just smiling up between us as I stared over at the girl. “Kinda like you, too. Kinda a lot.”

Eden took my hand on her cheek and pressed it to her mouth, her lips a whisper against my palm. “So much.”

“That’s called love, right, Dad, right?” Gage asked, close to a shout, looking at me for approval the way he did.

“Yeah, buddy, that’s called love.” I was looking at Eden when I said it.

Gage giggled. “Yup, definitely love. Whipped. That’s what Uncle Logan said.”

“Totally whipped,” I said.

No shame.

A smile danced over Eden’s delicious mouth, and I leaned over and pecked a kiss to it, thumb brushing the apple of her cheek. “Why don’t you take a shower and Gage and I will make breakfast?”

“You two better be careful…a girl could get used to this.”

“You better get used to it, Miss Murphy. If we’re gonna keep you, we gotta make sure we take care of you. Just like my dad takes care of me. That’s what people do who love you, you know?”

Her laughter was almost a whimper. Love spilling out. She ran her fingers through his hair. “Then I think you both had better expect me to take care of you, too.”

Gage beamed. “Because you love us.”

“Yes, Gage, because I love you both.”

Scrambling onto his knees, he pecked a kiss to her cheek before he went scampering out the door.

Soon as he was out of sight, I eased off the bed, took her hand and guided her to standing, kissed her deep.

The softest moan slipped from her mouth.

Danced across mine.

Yeah, she wasn’t the only one who could get used to this.

“You’d better get into the kitchen before I demand you take care of me in a different way, Mr. Lawson.” Playful seduction wound its way into her tone.

A chuckle rolled up my throat. “Ah, Little Temptress. Playing with fire. Don’t worry, baby, you’ll have plenty of that.”

She edged back just a fraction. “That’s good because I’ll never get enough.”

Yeah. I fucking liked that.

Us.

Here.

Now.

She spun around and waltzed toward the adjoined bathroom, those dancer’s legs exposed by the tiny shorts. I stayed rooted until she disappeared, and I heard the showerhead turn on, then I adjusted my dick in my underwear because that was gonna have to wait for later.

I dragged on my jeans and ran a hand through my messy hair before I moved back through the hall, the living room, and into the kitchen.

Every inch of it was bright, warm, and inviting.

Eden written all over it.

Gage was already in there, digging through the refrigerator. “Whelp, Dad, we’re gonna have to get really super very creative because all Miss Murphy’s got is some eggs and nuffin’ else in here. Sheesh. We better go to the store so we can take care of her better.”

Swore my chest was gonna burst as I walked up behind him and swooped him into my arms. “Sounds like a plan.”

Those arms wound around my neck. “’cause we love her so much all the way to the highest mountain, right?”

“That’s right, Gage, because we love her all the way to the highest mountain.”

“That’s called Mt. Everest, you know.”

I chuckled. “That’s called my boy’s got all the smarts.”

“I got to get all the As!”

I pressed a quick kiss to his temple before I propped him on the counter, set my hand on his cheek so he’d know it was important, my voice low with the gravity of the question. “You okay with this, Gage? With bringing Miss Murphy into our lives? Her bein’ a part of us?”

Kid actually scoffed at me. “Dad, tell me you’re jokin’? She’s the best thing that ever happened to us.” His arms raised to the sides, and he said it with so much seriousness.

God.

Felt like I was flying.

This love so bright.

For the first time since my mother died.

His eyes widened in emphasis. “You get offered something good, you better take it.”

There he went again, schooling me at life.

“Well, I guess we better take it then.”

“You know it.”

Still laughing under my breath, I started to dig around in Eden’s cabinets in search of what we might need.

Gage was right.

Only thing in the cabinets were cobwebs.

Then my heart was dropping to my stomach when the front doorbell rang.

Hairs lifting.

Because shit, my gun was locked in my glove box. Eden might have thought I’d overreacted last night when that douche had grabbed her, but in my life? With my past? With the demons that were right there, threatening to take me down? There was no fucking such thing as overreacting.

You reacted quick or you were dead.

Simple as that.

And I realized as I grabbed Gage and pulled him into my arms and carefully crept into the main room so I could peek out the window, that I was done with the ghosts of that life.

So tired of running.

So tired of hiding.

So tired of being afraid.

I had to find a way to put it behind us.

Permanently.

“What we doin’?” Gage whispered, his arms locked around my neck, kid no fool, feeling the agitation that instantly lit across my skin.

“Just seeing who rang the doorbell.” I peered out the sheer curtain. “Nothing.”

Relief filled me because it probably was just a delivery. Sighing out a strained breath, I tossed off the bad feeling and moved back into the kitchen, where I set Gage onto the counter.

Then my attention was whipping around when the back door rattled then creaked open.

Terror in my heart and vengeance in my hands.

Reaction I didn’t know how to stop.

Only the man coming through froze, eyes going wide in shock when he saw me standing there with my kid on the counter, like he was the one who needed to go into protector mode.

There I was, every muscle poised to jump into action, only wearing my jeans that were slung low on my hips, no shirt covering the sins written across my body.

The clear imprint of Eden was written there, too. Like the girl seeped from my flesh and whispered from my pores.

Eden’s father reeled in sheer confusion.

Then this creeping horror filled his expression as his eyes darted and raced and took in the scene. Adding it up quick.

“I…uh…um…” The man gulped, warring where he stood frozen in the doorway, his hand clutching the handle like if he backed out and closed the door it wouldn’t be real.

Gage shifted on the counter, a smile spreading wide on his precious face. “Oh, hi, Mr. Murphy!” Gage looked at me. “Dad, look, it’s my principal and he’s so, so nice. Did you know that?”

Gage looked back at him with that excitement blazing from his tiny body. “Did you come over, too? We’re just gonna make some breakfast which is the most important meal of the day, but we don’t have a whole lot, so we’re gonna have to share. That okay with you?”

Eden’s father forced a smile. “I…uh…”

Discomfort lined every inch of him when he looked back at me.

I pulled Gage off the counter and into my arms, trying to figure out the best approach.

What to do or what to say.

Because I had no shame in loving Eden, but the girl had every right to be ashamed of me.

Girl who I felt stumble to a stop behind me.

Her gasp.

A lash of that intensity.

But it was different that time. Her own horror rode through her being as her bare feet skidded to a stop. I looked that way just in time to see her tighten the robe she had wrapped around her body.

Her hair wet and her expression full of her own shock.

I shuffled on my feet.

“Daddy.” Eden whispered it like an apology.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to barge in. I rang the doorbell, and no one answered, and I was…”

His lips thinned into a grim line, his face pinched, and he shook his head like he was going to step back out.

Unease rippled and shook.

He was worried.

Had every right to be.

Fuck.

I should duck and run.

Save Eden the turmoil.

All the questions I’d had from the beginning reared up and hissed in my ear.

A reminder that I was nothing but a devil standing in an angel’s kitchen.

Had no right.

Had no right.

Except she was padding forward, all that grace echoing from her skin. The girl came up to my side, took my hand, and weaved her fingers through mine.

A clear statement.

“It’s okay, Daddy. Come in. There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”


THIRTY-FOUR

EDEN


Warm rays of sunlight speared down through the summer sky. I sat on the lower step of the porch out back, clinging to a mug of coffee, while my daddy sat on the upper step, the man toiling in questions and confusion and worry.

I was no fool.

I felt it.

I knew what it looked like.

Disquiet stirred.

Heck, it didn’t just look like it. It was the truth.

My father had walked in to find a virtual stranger standing in my kitchen making breakfast in the early morning hours, barefoot and not wearing a shirt.

His son propped on the counter, who just so happened to be one of my students.

Awesome.

Very awkwardly, Trent, Gage, and I had made breakfast, brewed coffee, sat my daddy down at the little nook in my kitchen while we’d eaten together. Thank God Gage had prattled right through the discomfort.

Masking it.

Or maybe what he’d done was make it better.

Afterward, Trent had pressed the quietest kiss to my lips, said he’d clean up, and gestured to where my father had wandered out back. “You should go talk to him,” he’d encouraged.

Because the man was amazing.

Incredible and wonderful and, in that second, he’d filled my heart up all over again.

So, there I sat on the back porch steps outside the sunroom, staring up at the thin wafts of clouds that breezed through the warm air.

I decided to rip the Band-Aid off like Tessa had suggested.

“I love him, Daddy.” I whispered it toward the sky, though I prayed my father felt it in his heart. In his big, giant heart that was most likely terrified for me.

He blew out a long sigh. “I see that, Eden. Plain as day. See he loves you, too.”

My chest squeezed, and in question, I peeked back up at my father who gazed down at me with a soft but worried smile on his face.

“Not a lot of men who’d stick around through breakfast with some girl’s father who showed up out of the blue, unwelcome and unannounced, and keep looking at you the way he was.”

“Well, you know what Gage says—breakfast is the most important meal of the day.”

Affection poured out when I said it, and I wrapped my arm around my father’s leg. “And you’re always welcome, Daddy. Please don’t ever think you’re not.”

“But you didn’t trust me enough to tell me.” There was his disappointment.

I wavered. “I didn’t know what to tell you. Didn’t know where he and I were going. And it’s…”

“Complicated,” he supplied.

“Yeah.”

More than my father could understand.

Silence drifted around us for a few moments before he shifted, sat forward, and rested his forearms on his thighs. “How? You saw him at the school and…”

That time, I sighed, the sound a confession that wheezed from my mouth. “No, Daddy, the fact that Gage is in my class was a coincidence. My second job…”

My father tensed, and I peered back at him again.

“The diner?” He phrased it as a question. Like maybe he’d known all along.

My head shook. “No. I started working at a club on the other side of town. Absolution. Trent is the owner.”

His throat bobbed heavily as he swallowed, his nod slow and full of disappointment. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

My head shook. “Because you’d worry. You’d say it wasn’t necessary. You’d say the burden was all on you, and I couldn’t sit around and let that happen. I needed to be there for you, fight for you, the way you’ve always done for me. It’s not exactly the kind of place I’d typically find myself in.”

I wasn’t ashamed of working there.

It just was the truth.

Until I got to know the people behind the doors, it’d felt foreign.

Removed.

A place I could never call home.

And that’s exactly where I’d found myself—home.

“You should have told me, Eden.”

“I know, but there are some things we just have to do, and that was one of them.”

“And you…met him there. Fell in love with him,” he surmised.

“I did.”

It might have been messy and fraught with uncertainty, but I had.

“When I found out he was Gage’s father, when he realized I was Gage’s teacher, we tried to ignore our feelings for each other. Knew it would be frowned upon at the school. We tried to keep in our lanes and pretend we weren’t drawn. I think it was impossible for both of us.”

Some gravities were too strong.

Daddy scrubbed a palm over his face.

“He’s so different…” He trailed off. He didn’t say it. Still, I heard what he’d meant.

So different than Aaron.

Everything my daddy never would have imagined for me.

Ruthless and hard and intimidating.

“I know, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t fit me perfectly.”

At that, my daddy flinched. “I’m happy for you, Eden. You know the only thing I’ve ever wanted in my life is to see you find the full joy of yours. But I…”

He wavered, hesitated, contemplating if he should say it. “I need you to be careful…there’s…there’s a darkness inside him. I met him at the church last week, and I felt it then. Felt it just as strong as I did this morning.”

I nodded. “He has demons.”

“We all do, but I’m not sure his are in the past. There’s something, right there, just below the surface.”

God, I’d been keeping so much from my father. But the last thing I wanted was to add more to his burden. Deepen his worry. Not when we were barely seeing hope lighting at the edge of our horizon.

And I doubted much that the pain of my sister was ever going to go away, and at some point, I needed to find a way to tell him about the letters she’d been sending. Once I figured out her intentions.

With all of that, there was no way I would saddle him with the weight of what’d happened to my car.

Besides, I’d started to hope it was random. That there was no threat. That Trent didn’t need to keep looking over his shoulder.

Weeks had passed and…nothing.

That’s the way I wanted it.

I looked back up at the man who’d always been my rock. The one who’d taught me to believe. “We all deserve forgiveness, Daddy. To be loved in spite of what we’ve done, to move beyond it when we’ve made the choice to live our lives the best that we can.”

Chuckling out a self-deprecating sound, he looked to the sky. “I know that in theory, in God’s way, but as your father here in the flesh, it’s harder to accept, looking at someone and seeing they might be dangerous. It makes me want to wrap you up and run away with you.”

He forced lightness into it. A wistful smile. His love flooding out.

I jostled my shoulder into his leg. “Which is exactly why I didn’t tell you. Because I didn’t want you to feel like you needed to protect me.”

My voice tightened in emphasis. “And I know you’ll always think of me as your little girl, but he is a choice I have made. And even if his demons are right there…alive…I will choose to fight them with him. At his side.”

My daddy touched my chin. “You’ve always been such a beautiful, brave girl. Every life you touch, you brighten, and I hope that man is smart enough to let you brighten his.”

This time, I curled both my arms around his leg, hugged him tight. “I think you wouldn’t worry so much if you understood the way he’s brightened mine.”

“Uh, think I don’t need that information, thank you very much.”

“Daddy.” I giggled a discomfited sound.

He stood, his smile soft as I followed. “Like you said, I’ll always think of you as my little girl, but you’re a woman. A woman who’s been through hell and back. And I want you to experience the most beautiful things in this life. Have it all. Just promise me you’ll demand it, Eden. That you don’t fall into a temptation that you’ll regret later.”

“I could never regret him.”

My father nodded, hugged me fiercely, and murmured, “Then love him with all your might.”

He stepped back, though he was still holding my hand. “I love you, sweet girl.”

“I love you, too.”

He started to walk away then he turned back and grinned. “I’ll try not to barge in next time.”

Affection rippled out and I ran my hands up my arms. “That might be a good idea.”

He lifted his hand in parting, and I did the same, and he turned and disappeared around the side of the house. I waited until I heard the gate latch before I moved back up the steps, through the sunporch, and into the back of the house.

Gage was at the little table by himself. Singing and scribbling with a pen and paper. I moved to him, pressed a kiss to the top of his head. “Where’s your dad?”

“He got a call he had to take.” Gage rolled his eyes as if it was something annoying he heard all the time.

While something inside me pinched.

This feeling that took hold.

That fierce energy suddenly whipping up a disorder.

Pushing against the walls and scratching across the hardwood floors.

I moved out the archway and through the living room before I started tiptoeing down the short hall.

Trent had his back to me, his phone to his ear, and I caught just the end of a plea.

It was indistinct, but I could tell it was a woman’s voice.

“Hurry.”

“I’ll be there as fast as I can.”

He ended the call, and I knew when he felt me, when the air shifted and thickened and brimmed with that feeling that pulsed between us.

A compulsion.

He slowly turned around.

The man menace.

Mayhem.

“Who was that?”

He slipped his phone into his pocket and came my way, took me by the face, and dropped his forehead to mine. “Gage’s mom. She says she’s in trouble. I have to go check it out.”

Fear curled down my spine. Compressing. Crushing.

At the same time, I was so thankful he was giving me this. Letting me in. I tipped my gaze up to meet the ferocity of his. “Do you think she’s responsible for what happened at the club?”

Trent tipped my face up to meet with his. “I don’t know, Eden. Gut tells me she is. She’s not exactly proven herself to be trustworthy, and if she thinks she’s going to put my son in danger…”

Cringing, my eyelids squeezed shut.

Trent kissed both of them.

Softly.

Tenderly.

While every muscle in his body rippled and jerked with bated aggression.

“Little Temptress.”

I held him by both wrists. “Please, just be safe.”

He nodded then peeled himself back. “I’m going to send Jud over here. You and Gage sit tight until he gets here, yeah?”

I’d woken up to the rental sitting in the carport.

Trent had had Logan and a friend drop it off since I had a meeting with parents this afternoon about a student who was struggling.

The man always thoughtful. Taking care of me.

“Yes, of course.”

He nodded then blew down the hall. He came up short at the end, pausing, sooty gaze dimmed with devotion. “I love you, Eden.”

My heart swelled. “I love you.”

Then he was gone.
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“Oh please, oh please, can I go with you?” Gage actually steepled his hands together in a prayer.

A laugh tumbled out. “It’s super exciting to go to the mailbox, huh?”

I took one of his hands in mine, smiling as we headed out the front door. I’d just gotten a text from Jud that he was wrapping up at the shop and would be on his way to follow us back to Trent’s house.

I went ahead and rescheduled the conference so Jud wouldn’t have to follow me there.

Since I hadn’t been back to my house in so long, I’d tried to get a few things accomplished.

Gage had helped me water the plants on the sunporch, and we’d weeded a flowerbed out back. I guessed I’d put off grabbing the mail until the last. Both hopeful and wary of what might be waiting.

It was strange hating something and wanting it at the same time.

“I just like to be by you.” He shrugged it like his sweetness wasn’t demolishing every bit of me. All those broken pieces transformed.

Mending.

Healing.

Growing.

I squeezed his little hand. “I just like to be by you, too, Gage.”

“I know why because I’m your favorite and you love me so much! Right, Miss Murphy, right?”

“That’s right.”

Gage skipped along at my side as we moved down the walk to the street, and I realized I was shaking a bit as I dug into the box.

Praying for another message from my sister. My spirit could feel it. Her remorse. That she was asking for forgiveness but didn’t have the courage to come out and say it.

And I knew…I knew I’d forgive her. Our daddy would, too. We just needed her to make a move and actually mean it.

No more lies.

No more stealing.

No more leaving.

It was time for her to come home.

My chest swelled. I realized I wanted to share this with her, too. That I’d found a man that I loved with a little boy who I loved just as much.

A family to call my own.

Would she share in my joy? Feel all the things I’d feel for her?

Tears blurred my eyes when I saw the light blue envelope peeking out, the same as she’d sent the rest in.

Relief pressed against my ribs.

I so badly wanted to fix this part of my life. To restore what had been broken down.

“What’s the matter?” Gage blinked up at me.

“Nothing, sweet boy. Nothing. I just got a letter I was hoping to get.”

“From a friend?!” Excitement widened his eyes.

“From my sister.”

“You got a sister? I don’t have a sister or a brother, but I think I want to have five of ’em.”

A laugh ripped free. Clogged with the emotion. With the love. I ruffled my fingers through those locks of gold-kissed hair as we stepped back through the front door. “Five, huh? That’s a tall order.”

He shrugged. “My dad says brothers are the best. Obviously, I really need to get me some of those, too. Life’s better with the ones you love, you know, least that’s what my uncle Logan says.”

Love burned. Burned bright with the possibility.

Although five was pushing it.

“I think your uncle Logan is definitely right. Sisters are good, too. Let me show you.” I grabbed an album that was tucked in one of the shelves in the living room and carried it with the stack of mail into the kitchen. I set it on the table for Gage to look through while I tore into the envelope and pulled out the folded letter.

My eyes raced over the words, knowing they were likely to hurt, but we often had to open ourselves up to the pain, let the wounds bleed, before we could truly heal.

Do you remember…

Do you remember, Eden, after I left? I went to Las Vegas thinking there would be a better life waiting for me there. After all, the only thing I’d wanted to do was dance. I knew I was leaving you behind, closing the door on that chapter of my childhood because it was too painful to keep it open.

Do you remember I didn’t call for so long, not until I started calling Daddy for money, manipulating him while he was grieving for Mom? He’d wipe out his bank accounts because I’d convince him I was in need, not making enough, when all I’d really done was put it up my nose.

It was easier not to feel that way. To numb. To hide. To pretend like I could maybe be halfway whole.

Do you remember how you both still loved me then, even though I know you knew? That you saw right through the lies?

I choked over her confession. I suppose a part of me had always known. That she’d slipped so far that she’d begun to numb herself from the pain. But she’d never once come out and said it. Admitted it. And I knew…knew she was opening up, giving me more in a way she’d never done.

Behind me, Gage chattered and giggled at the pictures in the album while I went back to devouring the letter.

Do you remember when you sent me a letter asking me to come back for your wedding? To stand at your side? I said yes, but I didn’t show, but I still watched you from afar.

I saw a flicker of your joy, and I was jealous then that you could feel any joy at all.

Do you remember, Eden? When I spiraled? When the drugs became the only thing that mattered? When I started to take off my clothes for money before I started to crawl into strangers’ cars where I walked the street?

The next fix.

The next hit.

Do you remember, I hopped on some guy’s bike and rode with him to LA where he promised me he would make it better?

No, you don’t, because you didn’t know me then.

I wheezed over the shock. My brow pinched tight. Pain lanced through me. Pain for my sister. For that life. For all she’d let go. Her confessions felt like a brand-new puncture to my heart.

My mind began to spin with the rest.

She’d gone to LA? When?

In the background, Gage was saying something about me being a cute baby, but I couldn’t focus on anything but trying to process what Harmony was saying.

The depravity.

The sickness.

The endless cycle of pain and numbness that just went on and on.

But I do.

I remember it all.

I remember when I stooped to my lowest low.

I got pregnant there, Eden. Do you remember?

What? The paper curled in my fingers, eyes frantic as I rushed to read the rest.

No, you couldn’t remember, because I’d shut you and Daddy out.

I was only supposed to prove some biker’s disloyalty to his father. No big deal. All I had to do was lure the son out and he’d set me free forever.

Buy me a diamond and a house and I’d be set.

So I’d seduced that man. Tricked him. Manipulated him.

Except at the last minute, I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t do it.

They were going to kill him.

I had to stop it.

Only it spiraled. It spiraled and spiraled.

So much death.

My legs wobbled. My body swayed. I blinked. Tried to process. To understand.

Do you remember, Eden, six years ago when I came racing home, terrified for the life of me and my baby after I’d betrayed all of them? Do you remember when all that money went missing from the church treasury? I’d taken it because I was going to disappear.

Do you remember how Aaron caught me as I was sneaking out?

No.

No. No. No.

My eyes blurred and sickness raged.

He’d begged me to stop before he got in his car.

He chased me, Eden.

I ran a red light.

So did he.

But he didn’t make it through to the other side.

Do you remember, Eden? Because I remember it all, and there is nothing I can do to take it back.

Harmony

I fell to my knees. Unable to stand. Unable to see. Images struck me from every side.

Knives and arrows.

Impaled and impaled.

She’d been responsible for Aaron.

Aaron.

Oh god.

I gasped, unable to stop the sob from ripping up my throat.

The biker.

The biker.

Gage climbed down beside me, that album in his hands.

The walls began to spin, and I tried to remain sitting up as bile lifted in my throat.

He giggled and pointed. “Look it, Miss Murphy, look it. That’s my mom. I got a picture of her at home with a bear she gave me when I was a baby and it said on the back of the picture that she loved me ’cept I don’t even know her because my dad says she lives far away. You wanna be my mom?”

Gage.

Gage.

Gage.

I recognized him then. Those eyes. That smile. The way my heart had pressed full the first time I’d seem him.

I felt the dismantling.

The crashing.

The falling away.

The walls. The ceiling. My heart.

My sister.

My sister.

Aaron.

Trent.

My cell rang on the floor beside me.

Jud.

I didn’t even know how I managed to answer it through the blur of tears and the clot in my throat. Through the ache and the questions and the pain. “Jud.”

Maybe part of it was his. This intonation that crashed through the line.

Agony.

His voice was hoarse. “Don’t have good news, Eden. Gage’s biological mother was found dead.” He hesitated, then said, “Trent was arrested at the scene for her murder.”

I couldn’t do anything but throw up right here on the floor.


THIRTY-FIVE

TRENT
LOS ANGELES, SIX YEARS AGO


Wind whipped through the barren, broken streets of the city, and hazy lights burned down through the heavy clouds that sagged in the night.

Los Angeles.

A cesspool of greed and corruption and wickedness.

Trent wondered if he could really outrun it. Flee from it. Become someone better than the monster that roamed these streets.

His bike grumbled as he slowed and pulled into the deserted lot of the warehouse at the slummy end of the docks. He killed his bike, his eyes keen as he took in the vacancy. As he peered through the howl of the wind that gusted, kicking up debris and trash that tumbled along the pitted ground.

His heart rate accelerated a notch. Not that it didn’t every time he showed for a job.

An exchange.

An observer.

An executor if the need arose.

The life he hated.

One he was leaving behind.

His chest stretched tight with the thought. With the possibility. With something new. A chance he’d never thought he’d be given.

He figured that might have been why there was an extra dose of unease that thudded through his veins as he slipped through the chaotic quiet toward the double, sliding metal doors.

One last job.

One last job.

He stilled a fraction as he heard the roar of an engine come blazing down the deserted street. Felt the fear and the disorder that blistered through the air. A connection that stretched tight.

Pulling and pulling.

That bond that screamed.

He whirled around just as a motorcycle flew around the corner and into the lot.

Careless and reckless.

Nathan.

Trent’s entire being lurched. A compulsion to get in front of his twin.

Protect and provide and keep.

Nathan braked hard, and the back tire fishtailed as he skidded to a stop. He jumped off the bike, dumping it to its side, shouting as he ran across the lot toward Trent. “Trent! Stop! It’s a trap. A fucking trap. Juna. It was Juna and Dad. They set you up. He knows we’re leaving. He knows.”

Agony shredded through Trent.

His father.

That bitch.

That fucking bitch.

Trent started to run in Nathan’s direction to head him off. To stop him before he got in the middle of it.

He made it two steps before a hail of gunshots rang out from the blacked-out windows of the metal building.

Trent stumbled and jumped behind a metal crate, screaming, “Get down! Nathan, get down. Take cover.”

Panic lanced. Spears and stakes. Trent grabbed both guns, one from his belt and the other from his boot.

From behind the crate, he fired.

Shot after shot.

“Nathan, get down! Get down!” he kept shouting. “Find cover and stay down.”

Screams and shouts rang and ricocheted and pierced.

A barrage of bullets.

A flurry of confusion.

From that spot, he took down two in different windows.

Two assholes came racing out from the main door.

Trent pushed to his feet. Happily a shield for his brother. He fired and fired.

One fell. The second after him.

Another man dressed in all black came running out from the backside of the building.

Trent took aim.

Cold cruelty seeped through his veins. That numbness that always came.

The ruthless monster sent to slay.

Ghost.

Ghost.

Ghost.

Trent walked backward, firing as he made a barricade between himself and his twin brother.

Trent took every motherfucker out.

Silence fell at the same time as the last man.

Fury in his hands and horror in his heart.

Nathan.

He whirled around just as a bolt of thunder cracked and a torrent of rain poured from the turbulent sky.

Fear clutched his throat when he saw the crumpled pile at the far end of the lot.

“No. Nathan! No.” Trent staggered forward, tried to move, to get his legs to cooperate, before he began to run.

Running toward the devastation.

The ground was pitted and cracked.

He swore, there was a crater through the middle.

Everything slowed, and he felt the world come off its hinges, splitting in two.

While the sky spun.

Spun and spun.

His mind and his soul.

He was confused.

Disoriented.

Because it was wrong.

So wrong.

Trent’s sight was blurred and bleary as he searched through the haze and the smoke.

Desperate.

Frantic.

There was no cover where he dropped to his knees at his twin’s side. No safeguard. No protection. Not a fuckin’ thing he could do.

A sob ripped up his throat as he rolled him over.

Trent searched Nathan’s chest. Blood covered his hands. The rain washed it away only for it to soak them again.

Tainting.

Destroying.

Wrong.

So wrong.

“No. No. No,” trembled from Trent’s mouth. “No, Nathan, no. Please. Oh God, please.”

Trent pressed hard against the wounds scattered over his brother’s chest. Like he could reach inside and stop it, take it away, keep it for himself the way it was supposed to be.

“No, Nathan,” Trent choked. “Nathan. No. Fuck. Please. Why? Please. Why? Please, no.”

Eyes full of fear searched Trent in the night, wide with shock and terror as blood poured out of his mouth.

His hand grappled for Trent’s shirt, dragging him close, the words a gurgled rasp at Trent’s ear. “One reason. One reason.”

Tears streaked Trent’s cheeks, burns where the wind lashed at his face. Agony slashed. Cutting him in two.

Nathan slumped down, his soul released. With it, Trent felt a piece of himself float away.

Trent lifted his face to the heavens and screamed before rage took a rebound and he stood.

He strode through the driving rain.

One reason.

He passed by the bodies he’d left littered on the ground, in search of the only one that mattered.

Both guns were raised as he stepped into the warehouse. Shadows eclipsed, only the barest light filtering through as the rain pelted at the metal.

Deafening.

Or maybe it was the hatred that had filled his soul.

He moved.

Searched.

Hunted.

The hairs lifted at Trent’s nape when he felt the movement to the side, and he whirled that direction.

Cutter.

That motherfucker who was supposed to be their father.

“You thought I’d just let you leave?” Cutter said, a gun drawn. Hatred blanketed his face, clear in the shadows, as clear as the fear Trent could feel radiating from the bastard’s pores.

Asshole was afraid.

He fuckin’ should be.

“You thought I’d just let you walk?” Cutter sneered. “Turn your back? Take your brothers? You thought wrong.”

Fury ground Trent’s teeth, though they chattered with agony.

With sorrow.

With the missing piece.

“You piece of shit. They killed Nathan. He was innocent.”

“He shouldn’t have gotten in the way. Just needed that slut to confirm what I’d thought so I could get rid of the weak link. You.”

Hatred burned.

“You killed Nathan.” Trent’s teeth ground.

“Nah, his blood is on you. You’re the one who went outta bounds, VP. You forget everything I taught you about loyalty? About who you are?”

Torment twisted. Hammered like the deluge that poured from the sky. Violence bled from his being.

Trent scented it. Cutter’s fear. The way he kept looking over Trent’s shoulder.

“They’re all dead,” Trent said, so cool, so calm. “Just you and me, asshole.”

Trent dove behind a wooden box when Cutter fired. Dust blew, the sound of the shot piercing Trent’s ears. He scrambled around in time to see Cutter duck and run.

Fucker thought he was gonna get away.

The pussy coward dipped deeper into the shadows.

Trent chased after him, jumping behind crates as Cutter kept firing over his shoulder. Through the sound of the driving rain, a door clattered open at the back.

Trent followed.

Cutter fired.

A bullet struck Trent’s arm.

He didn’t slow. Didn’t feel. Didn’t care.

He stalked forward, to the edge of the water where Cutter stood.

Cutter lifted his gun and pointed it at Trent. “You’re no son of mine.”

“Thank fuck.”

Trent pulled his trigger before Cutter got the chance.

The shot rang out, and Trent stood there with his arm still lifted as the gun dropped from Cutter’s hand. As the man clutched at the side of his neck where he’d been hit.

One reason.

One reason.

That was all Trent had.

And he wouldn’t let this scum threaten that.

Trent watched as Cutter fell backward into the water.

It was the first time he’d pulled the trigger and felt no shame. No remorse. Not an ounce of it for the man whose blood ran through his veins.

He stood there staring as the sky wept around him.

As the realization that he’d failed his mom came crashing down.

He’d lost her.

Had lost Nathan.

And he knew there was no forgiveness for a sinner like him.

His soul cast to Hell.

Sorrow ripped through him. Knives and blades.

He only had one reason not to chase it down right then. One reason not to welcome his fate.

One reason to breathe.

One reason to live.

And Trent would live it for him.


THIRTY-SIX

TRENT
SIX HOURS EARLIER


I sped down the winding road, fucking hating that I’d had to walk out on Eden like that.

Only thing I wanted to do was slip back into the sanctuary of her bed. Into the warmth of her eyes.

Place I’d wanted to cling to forever because I knew it had to be a fantasy.

Something so good it couldn’t be meant for me.

Blips of trees and sky and earth blinked by as I made my way to the small town about twenty minutes on the other side of where Juna and I typically met hidden in the forest.

With each mile, the anxiety had built.

Steadily.

Viciously.

Violently.

Until I was nothing but a ball of crackling aggression.

My hands tightened on the steering wheel as I entered the tiny town off the beaten path.

That’s where Juna should have stayed.

Off the beaten path.

Hidden.

Forever out of sight.

After I’d put Cutter in the ground, we didn’t know what the threat would look like in LA. The rest of the Owls had disbanded, some joining Pillage of Petrus, others falling into the Demons. The immediate threat had been ended, but we’d made enough enemies along the way to know not to be fool enough to think that no one would ever come looking for us.

It’d turned out Pit hadn’t even been involved with Juna all that much.

Yeah, she’d hooked up with a bunch of their crew at their club bar.

Got on her knees for Pit, like she’d said.

Inserted herself in the middle of them and made it look like she was something to him when she hadn’t been.

Juna had confessed it.

That piece was a lie.

A bait.

A trap.

One I’d played right into.

Turned out, Juna had met Cutter in Vegas one night. She was looking for a way out and he was looking for a pawn. Someone who could worm their way into my life. Someone who could get close enough to dig out my loyalty to Cutter.

Considering there hadn’t been any in the first place, it hadn’t been hard to do.

“I think I’m in trouble, Trent,” she’d said on the phone back at Eden’s place. Panic had ricocheted through the words.

But she’d been trouble all along, hadn’t she?

Guessed I’d always imagined she’d be the one to bring it back to our doorstep.

And the fucking problem was I couldn’t trust her. Couldn’t tell if she needed me to stand up to take her back or if she was driving the knife she’d left in mine deeper.

If she was just luring me in.

Setting another trap.

“You gonna let her live?” It’d been Jud who’d asked it outside the hospital room the night Gage had been born.

There’d been plenty of reasons to end her.

Her betrayal.

Her lies.

The manipulation.

Fact she’d fucked me on my father’s dollar.

Was no secret the real reason Jud had asked it, though, his own hatred thick, although he’d left that decision up to me.

She’d gotten Nathan killed.

But she’d also come to stop it. Gave the warning hoping she might be able to thwart what she’d set into motion.

Most of all, she’d given the world the gift of Gage, and I’d already had so much blood on my hands I couldn’t take any more.

So we’d made this tenuous deal.

I got Gage and she got the money.

We got a second chance and she got hidden away.

One thing she’d demanded was she got to pick the city I raised him in—a place she’d said she’d visited when she was a child and had dreamed she’d raise a family there one day.

Far enough away from LA that no one would find us.

Redemption Hills.

And I’d started to think that maybe…maybe…I’d find redemption there, too.

Wasn’t quite sure how that shit was gonna happen when rage burned through my bloodstream.

After she’d shown her face back in LA?

How could she do it?

Risk it?

Or maybe that’s what she’d been intending to do all along.

My entire body vibrated with hostility as I cut across the two-lane road and into the long dirt parking lot in front of the run-down, single-story motel. To the left was a diner, the open sign blinking a sad plea in the window.

Dust billowed behind my car as I flew to the far side of the lot and whipped into the spot in front of a faded turquoise door.

Room seven.

Hand was shaking out of control as I fumbled into my phone and dialed her number.

Stomach in knots and my mind spinning out of control.

Just this…feeling taking me hostage.

A thick dread that something wasn’t right.

Same sense I’d gotten the night we’d lost Nathan.

Her phone rang and rang before her voice came on the line. “This is Juna. Leave me a message.”

“Fuck,” I spat, pulling the phone away and glaring at it before I tucked it into my pocket and hopped out. I ran for the door, hammered on it with the back of my fist. “Juna!” I shouted. “Open the fucking door.”

Nothing.

I moved to the window, slamming my palm against the pane. “Juna. Where the fuck are you? Open up.”

Silence echoed back.

I pressed my face to the glass and tried to peer through the gap in the drapes.

Couldn’t make out shit through the glare.

Until I did.

A foot…there was a foot hanging off the side of the bed.

I smacked the glass again.

That foot didn’t move.

“Juna!” I screamed it that time. Screamed it and screamed it. “Juna!”

She didn’t move. I rammed my shoulder against the door.

Took me two times before the wood split and the thin metal lock busted free. The door banged against the inside wall, and I raced in only to freeze in the middle of the room.

Lungs losing air at the sight.

Juna stabbed at least a dozen times.

Lifeless eyes staring into nothing.

I bent in two. Tried to breathe.

To focus.

To fight.

But the walls spun.

Spun and spun.

I barely registered the sirens. The two cruisers that pulled up behind my car. The stampede of feet and the cock of a gun and one who yelled, “Get on the floor. Face down, hands out in front of you.”

Could feel nothing but the truth.

I was a monster. And my sins had finally caught up to me.


THIRTY-SEVEN

EDEN


Coldness set in.

Bone deep.

It was the kind that caused you to tremble and shake. Your teeth to chatter. No chance of warmth because you were frozen from the inside out.

I sat propped against the kitchen wall while sickness clawed through my system.

Sadness.

Sorrow.

Fear.

Sweet little Gage had made me a cup of tea.

Lukewarm because he wasn’t allowed to get hot water. Then he’d pushed it across the floor up close to me, then mimicked my stance with his back propped to the wall.

He might be the only thing that could melt the iceberg that surrounded me.

Where I was adrift in a barren sea.

Sure to drown.

Destroyed.

Ruined.

Gage threaded his little finger through mine.

I glanced down.

At Harmony’s son.

At the little boy who’d put that bracelet around my wrist. The bracelet that felt like a brand.

My nephew.

How?

And she was gone. Gone. And I was never going to get the chance for her to explain.

Agony clawed up my throat. Talons that cut through skin.

“It’s okay to cry sometimes, Miss Murphy. Don’t you worry, not at all, not one bit. My dad said we all get sad sometimes and it’s natural and we ain’t got nothin’ to be ashamed of.”

Trent.

A blade driven straight through my aching spirit.

How could he…?

That time, I made it to the trash bin, vomiting what was left of the breakfast I’d eaten before Trent had left. Before he’d left to take care of Gage’s mother. Before he’d promised his love.

How?

Pain speared and sliced and cut. Soul deep.

I retched over the bin like I could purge it out.

Or maybe I would finally wake up. Wake up from this nightmare.

A fist banged on the front door.

Heavy and hard.

“Eden, it’s Jud.” The rough voice echoed through the wood and into the kitchen.

I swiped my hand over the back of my mouth and stumbled that way.

Gage darted ahead of me.

I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, could hardly stand.

I struggled with the lock, barely setting it free to let the door drop open.

Jud’s dark eyes took in the room, fixed on me as he let Gage jump into his arms.

“Uncle Jud, hi! You came over! Are we still gonna go to our house? Miss Murphy got sad so maybe we should stop and get some ice cream so she feels better.”

Sorrow filled Jud’s gaze, the man never looking away. The bob of his throat when he swallowed was like a million pounds beneath the fullness of his beard.

“How about you go get your shoes on while I talk to Eden for a minute?”

Gage groaned. “Is that code for no little ears, too, Uncle Jud?”

Sadness billowed from Trent’s brother, though there was affection, too.

It seemed the child’s warmth wasn’t only irresistible to me.

“Yeah, buddy. Need to talk to Eden alone for a minute.”

Gage huffed then sighed. “Oh man, fine.”

Jud set him down and Gage went racing away, and I stood there with my arms crossed over my chest like it might hold me together.

“Eden.” His voice was an apology. His own agony.

My eyes whipped up to meet with his. “She was my sister.”

Shock blanched across his face. “What?”

I choked. “Juna. Gage’s mother. She was my sister.”

“What the fuck, Eden?”

My head shook. “I didn’t know. Not until right now. I was showing Gage pictures of my sister…Harmony…he recognized her.”

Jud reeled, scrubbed a big hand over his face. The words falling from his mouth were shards. “That’s what the attorney said when he called me…Juna…her real name was Harmony.”

My stare became fierce. Hardened with the anger I felt. “Did Trent know? Did he know?”

Did he?

How could he?

I gasped, knees weak, my body swaying to the side.

Jud grabbed me, hugged me close. His entire frame tremored. “No, Eden. No. He didn’t know, either. Promise you, and I promise you he didn’t do this.”

My head shook and tears broke free again. I’d been crying so much, I didn’t know how it was possible they hadn’t run dry. “He…I heard him threaten Gage’s mother. He…hated her. She betrayed him.”

God.

Had she done it again? Had she driven him to this? Did he do it to protect Gage or had he done it to protect himself?

Love and hate.

Love and hate.

They warred.

This pandemonium that fought for a victory that none of us would win.

Because Trent and I? We’d already lost.

My sister had already lost.

My legs lost strength, and I slumped forward. Jud kept me upright.

“She did, Eden. Juna fucked him over in a way most people will never understand. She destroyed his life, was responsible for our brother being killed.”

Torment filled his voice, and Jud shifted, holding me out by the side of the arms. He angled down to get in my face. “And he still let her live, Eden. He let her go, supports her, protects her, after all of that. After the life he’d lived. When killing was the only thing he’d known. He chose to change his life. To live it for his son. To do it right. And unless she had a gun pointed at Gage’s head…it didn’t happen.”

He squeezed tighter. “Tell me you see that in him. Tell me you see him for who he really is, Eden. Not for what he’s done. Because he’s going to need us more than ever.”

My mouth felt dry. So dry. My tongue sticking to the roof. “She was my sister.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I’m fuckin’ sorry. I promise, I know exactly what that feels like. It’s fucking horrible. Horrible. But I refuse to believe Trent is responsible for it.”

“What’s going to happen?”

His head shook. “I don’t know. I need to take Gage to Logan’s. The attorney is going to meet me at the station in Lamroe so we can get details. Hopefully talk with Trent and find out what went down. Need you to get your things.”

My head shook.

I couldn’t just…go with him.

Not when…

Agony slayed. Razors of it that just kept lashing.

“I need to go see my daddy before he gets the call. I want to be the one to tell him.”

“Eden.”

I stepped back. “I need time, Jud. I don’t understand any of this. How it’s possible Harmony was Juna. How Trent ended up here…”

I trailed off. Couldn’t say it.

With me.

With me.

“It’s not safe for you to be by yourself until we figure out what’s happening.”

What if it was Trent? What if the man responsible is already behind bars? What if I never breathe again?

The thoughts burned through my brain faster than I could process.

I guessed all of it had played out on my face because Jud flinched.

Disappointment dimmed his expression. “If that’s what you want, Eden.”

He stepped away. Offended.

The man was a protector, too.

While that war raged in the middle of me.

How?

What if?

Why?

It hurt. God, it hurt.

“Gage, let’s go,” Jud hollered, and Gage came racing into the living room, dragging in all that light. This little boy who I adored with all my heart.

With every shattered piece.

I knelt in front of him, unable to stand, my hand cradling his precious face. “I love you, sweet boy, no matter what.”

“Of course, you do, Miss Murphy! I’m your favorite! And you’re my dad’s and my favorite, too! We love you all the way to the highest mountain, don’t you know?”

My spirit clutched.

Ached and wept.

Tears slipped free. Hot and fast.

I nodded. “I do know it.”

Did I?

My mind screamed to stop being a fool. That I’d been one since the second I’d walked through the doors of Absolution and fallen prey to that man.

To that dark, wicked, dangerous man.

But my heart, it screamed louder.

So loud, it was deafening.

“You said I brought your heart back to life, but Eden, you made mine beat for the first time.”

“Get your keys, I’ll follow you to your father’s house.” It wasn’t a question. Jud just widened the door.

“I—”

“Don’t fight me on this, Eden.” He edged forward and hissed under his breath. “My brother fuckin’ loves you, whether you can love him through this or not.”

My nod was jerky, and I lumbered into the kitchen, nudged my feet into flip-flops, and grabbed my bag.

Tried to dry my face.

To focus.

To process.

For it not to hurt so much.

Following Jud and Gage out, I locked the door behind me. My feet dragged along the concrete as I made my way to the rental.

How was I going to tell my daddy? How could I break his heart like this?

Jud started down the walk that led to where he was parked at the street. He helped Gage into the back of a big truck, buckled him into a booster, shut the door, then turned around to look at me.

Freezing me to the spot. His sympathy so fierce.

“I know you want to know how, Eden. I get it. Wish I didn’t. But I do. And I won’t act like I have a clue what the fuck is going down, but the one thing I do know? In the deal Trent made with Juna…or Harmony…or whatever the hell her name is, she insisted that Trent raise Gage here.”

In contemplation, his teeth raked his bottom lip. “I’d thought it was bullshit. She’d given him some story that if she ever had a family, she wanted to raise them here because she’d come here on vacation as a kid. She’d demanded this was where she wanted Gage to live. She was also the one who’d insisted on the school.”

His voice lost its edge, turned soft with understanding. “Thinkin’ now it wasn’t such a coincidence that Gage is in your life. Think she planned it.”

His words decimated.

Slaughtered and devastated.

They also warmed.

This trickle of something through the heartbreak.

Do you remember… Do you remember…

“Thank you,” I whispered.

“Please be safe, Eden.”

I climbed into the car and started the engine, cried a thousand more tears as I drove to the house where Harmony and I had grown up.

Where Aaron had lived next door.

Where our momma had gotten sick.

Jud followed close behind.

And I could feel Gage’s little spirit from where they waited on the other side of the street as I stumbled up the pathway and rang the doorbell, unable to just walk in like I normally would do.

My daddy’s face twisted in surprised concern when he opened the door and found me standing there. “Eden?”

“Oh, Daddy. I’m so sorry. I’m sorry.” I threw myself into his arms, hugged him as fiercely as I could, prayed I could be enough to hold him up. “Harmony’s gone, Daddy. She’s gone.”


THIRTY-EIGHT

TRENT


The lock buzzed as it disengaged, and the heavy door swung open. I shuffled out into the light of day after spending more than twenty-four hours in a tiny cell that might as well have been a coffin.

Jud was there.

Waiting for me.

Relief on his face while torment blistered through my being. I stumbled out, down the three long concrete steps, disoriented and trying to find my footing.

Jud placed a hand on my shoulder. “Trent, brother.”

My head shook. “How the fuck…?”

Couldn’t even finish the thought before I whirled around and slammed a fist into the red-brick wall of the police station where I’d been being held.

Pain splintered up my arm as the skin on my knuckles split. I reared back and did it again. Let the hatred and the sorrow and the confusion fly.

How?

I went to punch it again when Jud grabbed me by the wrist and rumbled at my ear, “Don’t, man. Not gonna change a thing.”

On a pained groan, my forehead dropped to the rutted wall. I rocked it back and forth, agony slicing through. “Who the fuck would do this?”

Who the fuck hated us so bad that they’d slaughter a woman as bait?

Fucking meat to drag me out from the shadows?

It seemed more than likely, though, that someone had been trying to frame me.

At least, that’s what Rudy Espinoza, my attorney, assumed. Way it was set up. Cops showing a few minutes after I got on the scene.

But I got this tremulous sense that it wasn’t that.

It was just a harbinger.

A prelude.

Something to fill my guts with fear and loathing.

Something to drive me to the edge.

Taunting me into fury.

Main thing pointing to that truth was it hadn’t taken much for Espinoza to get me out.

If someone wanted to frame me?

They would have done a fuckton of a better job than that.

There’d been no evidence to hold me other than my fingerprints on the bag of money where the contents had been strewn across the floor.

Stacks of cash.

Same bag I’d brought to pay her off a few weeks before.

Yeah. That didn’t look so good, either.

Because of it, Espinoza had warned I wasn’t out of the woods yet. Charges still might be brought against me. He’d instructed me to hang tight and lie low.

What he didn’t realize was I was standing lost in a forest where the demons prowled through the trees.

What’d I expect? That I could get away with turning my back on my sins? Bury my transgressions? Just walk away and act like my fucked-up past didn’t exist?

Go on like I deserved to be free?

Find love?

Happiness?

Nah. Karma wasn’t a bitch.

She was just.

Only she wasn’t always swift.

She had bided her time until I’d almost hoped to believe that I could be something better.

I’d known better.

I’d known better.

I’d had one fuckin’ reason, and I’d lost sight of what that was. Got distracted. Got greedy. Wanted for myself what I had no right to claim.

And it ached.

Fuck, it ached.

All of it.

So fucking bad it nearly dropped me to my knees.

Jud squeezed tighter. “Come on, man, let’s get you home. Gage has been asking for you nonstop. We keep tellin’ him you’re working, but he knows something is up.”

My chest tightened.

Kid was smart as a whip. Full of life and light. No way he’d be immune to the darkness that had descended.

I climbed into the front seat of Jud’s truck, and he took to the two-lane road and headed back toward Redemption Hills.

While I was slammed with a million thoughts. Endless questions.

“Harmony. Eden’s sister.” It fell from my tongue like a whispered confession.

Harmony was Eden’s sister.

Eden.

Sweet fucking Eden who just kept getting in the middle of this.

“She loves you,” Jud said.

Tension bound the cab, and I shook my head. “Doesn’t matter.”

A scoff flew from Jud’s mouth. “Doesn’t matter? Don’t fucking do this, Trent. Know you’re getting ready to run. Can feel it.”

I glanced at my brother from the side. “Don’t see much of another option, do you? Someone’s out there, Jud. Someone who has no qualms with shedding blood.”

Someone seeking retribution.

Revenge.

Retaliation.

I should have known it in Juna’s voice when she’d called. The way it’d shaken. Whoever it’d been? I’d bet my life they’d been there when she’d made that call. Most likely with a gun to her head forcing her to make the call, coaxing her with what to say.

Yeah, I’d spent a lot of years despising Juna Lamb. But I’d heard the desperation. Should have heard the warning, too.

Frustration rippled from Jud. “You want us to pack up and leave? Tuck tail? We all have lives, man. Lives we like. Homes. And so do you.”

Swallowing felt impossible, the way my heart had taken up residence at the base of my throat. This thud, thud, thud that suffocated.

Snuffing out hope.

Snuffing out life.

“You think I’m going to stay there? Put my son in danger?”

Air huffed from my brother’s nose. “No. We figure this out. Together. But you’ve got to be tired of running. Of always looking over your shoulder. God knows I am.”

I fidgeted with the outside seam of my jeans, gaze tossed out the passenger window at the scene that passed in a blur of browns and greens and yellows.

Like those autumn eyes were watching me.

I forced out the words. “I have to go, Jud. At least until I know it’s safe for my son. I won’t take that chance.”

My cell started to ring.

Eden’s name lit up the screen.

My chest felt like it was gonna blow.

Girl had to hate me. Had every right.

Her sister…was gone.

And fuck…that sister was Gage’s mother.

The truth of it twisted through my insides until nothing worked quite right.

This fuckery that distorted and destroyed.

This messed-up life bending and bending until it broke.

I let it ring, didn’t answer, couldn’t bring myself to talk to her.

“Harmony brought you to her, man.” Jud’s voice had softened.

Harmony.

Wanted to rip my goddamn hair out. Instead, I scoffed out a sickened laugh. “I’m pretty sure she didn’t mean for it to go down like that.”

No doubt, she hadn’t meant for me to fall for her sister.

Fucking fall fast and hard.

My phone beeped with a message, and I was the masochistic fuck who lifted it and listened, put the girl’s voice to my ear.

Little Temptress.

“Trent…” She choked over a sob. “I…I don’t even know how to navigate this. What to say. The only thing that makes sense right now is…I need you. God…I need you.”

Misery thundered through my veins. Poison as potent as her sweet words.

Because I needed her, too, and the only thing that had done was get her wound up in a perversion she didn’t deserve.

I tapped out a message, losing life as I did.

Me


Warned you I would taint you. Ruin you. I’m sorry, Eden. Fucking sorry for who I am.




She had to see it now. See me for the monster that I was. For what I’d done.

It blipped back.

Eden


Please.




“You’re a fucking idiot,” Jud spat as he sped around the winding curves.

My head hit the back of the headrest. “Love her, Jud.”

And some things you loved enough to know you had to let them go.

Silence fell over us as he raced back toward the small city that had been our home for the last five years.

Anxiety and apprehension held tight in the dense air of the cab.

Jud’s breath harsh and hard.

Almost as jagged as mine.

When he made it to the outskirts of the city, I looked over at him. “Want you and Logan to go with me…just temporarily. I’m not asking you to give up the life you built, but I am asking you to stand at my side until we can end this. Until we find out who wants me dead.”

They did.

Knew it to my soul.

And I was going to have to do the one thing I’d promised myself I’d never do again.

Nothing but the fool who’d thought he could outrun who he was.

Ghost.

“Then you two are free to do whatever you want. I won’t ask you to follow me. But I can’t lose either of you to this bullshit.”

Jud’s nod was tight. “I know, brother, I know. Just can’t stand to watch you give up on your joy.”

I looked back out the windshield. “Never really was mine to begin with.”

Because Eden was light.

Goodness and grace.

And a demon like me didn’t get that kind of beauty.

Because there was no redemption for a man like me.
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“I’m going to grab a few things that Gage will want. I’ll meet you at Logan’s in ten.”

Jud hesitated at the front door. “You sure this is what you want to do?”

“Don’t have another choice.”

It didn’t fucking help that Eden kept calling. Leaving me these messages that she believed in me. Other times weeping over her sister. Others pleading for us.

Warily, he nodded, then he slipped out into the late afternoon and clicked the door shut behind him.

Before I lost my fuckin’ nerve, broke down and did something stupid like go after the girl, I bounded upstairs, grabbed a duffle bag, and stuffed it full of Gage’s favorite toys, some clothes, his album of pictures, then I moved into my bedroom and grabbed anything of necessity.

Gage’s birth certificate and other documents. Some cash from the safe as well as two guns and ammo that I locked in their case.

Did my best not to look at my bed.

Bed where I’d lost this black heart to a fierce little kitten with the purest soul.

Before I cracked, changed my mind, went soft the way she’d been making me, I raced back downstairs, needing to get the fuck out of town.

Get my son where it was safe so we could put a stop to this threat.

End it.

Give Gage the best life that I could, even when every step I took felt like I was coming unglued. Surrendering another piece that no longer belonged to me.

One reason.

Needed to remember.

My phone rang from my pocket. I pulled it out as I opened the door that led into the garage.

Eden.

Sweet Eden.

My spirit thrashed. I stumbled a step and squeezed my eyes closed against the assault of need.

Go.

Fucking just go.

You can’t have her.

She never was yours.

In the darkness, I jammed at the button for the garage door. It slowly lifted, the burn of the day blinding. I jogged for my car, popped the trunk, and tossed in the duffle bag and plastic case.

I slammed it shut and started for the driver’s seat.

Only to freeze.

The hairs at my nape lifted in tiny spikes of dread.

In awareness.

In sickness.

Everything trembled.

My vicious hands and my sickened heart and the hatred that would never end.

Slowly, I turned around, very fucking aware that my guns were locked in the trunk as I squinted through the rays of glaring light at the silhouette that stepped forward.

He edged forward and came into view.

My father.

He cracked a menacing grin. “Good to see you, Ghost.”


THIRTY-NINE

EDEN


Do you remember…

My eyes blurred over as I held the piece of paper in my trembling hands.

What was I doing to myself?

I wasn’t sure how much more I could take. If I could even stand to read my sister’s words knowing she was gone. If I could spend one more minute thinking about Trent without breaking apart.

I’d had to get out of my father’s house. I’d been there for more than a day since Jud had followed me there yesterday morning.

Church had been cancelled this morning, and where my daddy normally supported and held up and cared for the congregation, they’d come to take care of us. There’d been a nonstop barrage of condolences and flowers and casseroles.

Yesterday, Tessa had immediately come running.

Refusing to leave my side.

Standing for me when I had no strength left.

She’d held me while I’d cried for what’d felt like an eternity. All day and all night.

Throughout the morning, I’d tried to put on a brave face and be there for my father, to smile and thank our visitors. I’d made it until about an hour ago when Tessa had found me hiding in the bathroom.

She’d told me to go lie down in my old room, and she’d cover for me.

Only, I’d slipped out the back.

Needing solitude.

Or maybe an answer.

A balm.

Some kind of hope in the darkness.

So, I’d come back to get the stack of letters from Harmony.

I needed to feel her again.

Find a way to understand.

To catch a clue or a line of information I had missed.

But what had shaken me was I’d found another letter in the stack. One I hadn’t noticed yesterday since it was different than the rest.

Rather than being in one of the large blue envelopes, it’d been sent in a small, plain white one.

I’d been frantic, anguished, ruined when I realized what it was.

Now, I had to squint to make out the words, the handwriting messy and rushed and filled with agony.

I could sense it.

Her fear carved into the paper.

Do you remember, Eden? When I was a horrible sister? When I ruined everything? I know you do. Of course, you do. Even though I don’t deserve it, I’m asking you to be there for me one last time. To believe what I’m telling you. It’s my last truth because I don’t have time for any more lies.

The end is coming for me. I know it. I’ve earned it. And I’m scared…terrified truthfully…but I’ve dug a grave I don’t think I can climb out of.

I’ve hurt so many people, you and Daddy and Trent.

Trent.

Yes. I saw you with him the other day. I’m supposed to stay away, keep out of sight, but I needed to see my son one last time.

Sorrow raked from my lungs. The pain so great. My knees knocked as I tried to remain standing in my kitchen. Gulping, I forced myself to keep reading.

He was the man I was set to betray, and he was the one who saved me after I committed the greatest sin. I cost him the life of his brother after I’d bargained his.

Money. It was always about the money.

But somehow, I’d found a speck of conscience that convinced me I couldn’t see it through. But I’d been too late, Eden. I couldn’t stop it.

Even after that, he’d saved me. Spared me. Taken care of me.

In the deal we’d made, there’d been one thing I’d insisted upon—I’d insisted that he move with Gage to Redemption Hills. Trent never knew the real reason, but I needed to know my child was close to the ones who loved me, to the only good part of me, like Gage might be able to feed from your nearness even if he never knew who you were.

But then I’d taken it farther and convinced Trent to send Gage to the school.

What I’d never expected was you two.

But I saw it, Eden.

I saw that you found each other.

I saw that you love Trent, saw that Trent loves you, and I saw that you love my son.

Not as a nephew, but as a child, and I’m begging you to keep it that way. Don’t look at him like the child your sister lost, but as the child of a man who deserves to be loved for the father—the man—that he is.

I swindled and stole and took from him for years. Now, it’s going to cost me my life because I was a fool and went back to Los Angeles about six months ago. I’d thought enough time had passed. My selfishness never knew any bounds.

Trent’s father was dead, after all. What did it matter?

And with the Demons, the drugs were always easy to come by. That place more like home to me than anywhere else. Where someone like me belonged.

But his father wasn’t dead, Eden. He survived. He’d been waiting, watching for the perfect moment to come out of hiding and hunt Trent down for what he had done.

And I was that moment.

Easy prey.

A million dollars, and all I had to do is lure Trent out. That’s what Trent’s father offered.

But I knew better.

That’s why I returned and took the money three months ago. I’d tried to lead Cutter and his crew astray, lied to them about where Trent was living, all while planning to disappear. Truly disappear forever. But Cutter and his crew stopped me before I could get lost. Forced me into revealing where Trent and his brothers were living.

They’d forced me into meeting Trent for my payoff.

I should have warned him then.

I should have, Eden, but I was praying for a way to figure out how to survive at the end of this. Yeah, selfish again.

But I’m already dead even though I’m going to fight it to my last breath.

Cutter is set on taking back what he thinks was stolen from him. Rebuilding his MC while cutting down their old enemies…and their friends. He wants supremacy. He wants revenge.

He wants Trent.

Cutter and three others are in Redemption Hills. Plotting and planning. Waiting for the perfect moment to strike Trent down.

Trent doesn’t know. Warn him. Call the police and get to a safe place. Please, please, please be safe. These people are not human, Eden. They’ll hurt anyone who gets in their way.

My phone is being monitored, and I’m praying these letters are getting to you. I wanted to tell you sorry to your face, but now all I can do is pray that I haven’t stolen another part of your heart.

Warn him, Eden.

Save him.

Love him.

Love Gage, too.

And in the end, remember that I love you. Just like I will forever remember your love for me.

Harmony

I dropped to my knees.

Gutted.

Shattered.

A sob ripped from my aching, raw throat, and I tried to find the air to breathe.

It hurt everywhere.

The sorrow had seeped all the way to muscle and bone.

She’d cost so much. But now I understood. I understood.

I scrambled to my purse to get to my phone, half walking, half crawling.

I dragged it onto the floor from where I’d left it on the counter and dialed Trent’s number for what had to have been the hundredth time in twenty-four hours.

He hadn’t returned a single call other than the one text saying he’d known he would ruin it.

Still, I’d tried. Tried to break through the barrier.

Each time, it would crush me all over again.

But this time, this time I choked on the fear. “Trent. Oh God, please answer.”

It beeped to leave a message. “Your father…he’s alive.”

I ended the call and forced myself into action, dialing 911 as I raced from the house and to the car.

I started it and flew out in reverse, then rammed down the accelerator when I put it in drive.

“Trent, my sweet warrior. Please.” I prayed it as I gunned it, needing to get to him as quickly as I could.

I had to warn him.

Needed to see him.

The operator came on and I explained the best that I could, all while my heart beat out ahead of me as I sped in the direction of his house.

And I realized right then, I no longer had any questions about this man. His intentions or who he was or his involvement with my sister.

I had one truth—one reason—I loved him, and I would do anything to protect him, too.


FORTY

TRENT


Cutter stood at the end of my car. A gun in his hand and hatred in his eyes. He no longer had a beard. My gaze dropped to the left side of his neck where the skin was mangled and scarred.

Distorted and disfigured.

But that wasn’t what made him ugly. This nasty, vile creature standing there. No, it was the maliciousness lining his insides.

How the fuck was he still alive?

“Ah, don’t look so surprised to see me, son.” He cracked it. A taunt. A sneer. “Didn’t you miss your dear old dad?”

His body rippled with aggression.

With hate.

While I reeled.

Awareness slowly caught up. Every nerve in my body fired. Muscle binding and twisting.

My eyes scanned. Calculated. Searching for a way to get out of this when I had a gun pointed at my face.

Funny how things turned out that way.

Running and running and running, and I’d ended up in the exact same fucking place.

The wickedness abounding. Clawing and eating and decaying.

Guessed it was grief that slipped down my spine and stirred in my stomach. Fact I’d done it all wrong. All along. Regret after regret.

“Put a bullet in you,” I grunted.

Cutter laughed a disgusted sound. “You didn’t think I’d go out so easily, did you? Guess you should have been a better shot.” He tsked. “And here you were supposed to be the best.”

“And what…you crawled out of the sea like the snake you are and waited for the chance to strike?”

He hiked a shoulder. “Was never going to let you get away. Not from the beginning. Not when your bitch of a mother was gonna run off with you or when you decided to run off with that lying whore.”

Shock punched me in the chest. A full body blow. Kind that stumbled me back as my head dropped and my eyes squeezed shut for the quickest beat.

As the meaning of his words came to fruition.

Hatred heaved from my throat, my voice twisted with horrified disbelief.

With my stupidity.

With a brand-new grief.

“Mom.”

Chuckling, Cutter looked at me like I was ignorant.

Stupid.

I had been.

God, how did I miss it? All those fucking years chasing down a demon when he’d been standing right in front of me.

Had to force myself to remain still. Not to get knocked to the side like a fist had just landed on my jaw. Or just go running straight for Cutter when he’d pull that trigger if I so much as moved an inch.

“You really think that Demon was responsible? Come now.” The prick laughed. Playing me. Winding me up.

“I…” Memories slammed me.

I’d been just a kid…a kid who’d been oblivious to the truth.

Oblivious to Cutter’s intentions all along.

A smug smile filled his face. “Have no idea how you never realized it…guess you were so blinded by your hate, thirsting for revenge over her death, that you missed the whole goddamn point. You and your brothers…you belonged to me. I didn’t mind ending anyone who threatened that.”

“You killed her.”

“Gladly.”

Bile raced my throat, and my hands kept curling into fists. Rage simmering to the surface.

But I had to keep it together.

Stay focused.

Stay quick.

Hope to fuck that Cutter made a misstep and I could take him out.

Needed to play the bastard the way he’d played me for years.

“What does it matter now, Cutter? Why kill Juna? Why all this bullshit? That fuckin’ pig? Those pricks at my bar? You didn’t have to be a coward…you could have just shown your face. You and me.”

But truthfully…why?

He’d already lost everything. His crew. His club. His freedom. Fucker had been hiding for the last six years.

Dread slipped beneath the surface of my skin when I thought back to the intel Jud had gotten through Ridge.

Fact that Demons and Petrus had started losing members.

Shit.

Cutter was making a play.

Reclaiming turf.

Had been rebuilding. Behind the scenes. Growing in strength. Growing in numbers.

No question, those bastards in my bar had been sent by him.

Scoping.

Planning.

Inciting.

Because that’s what Cutter had wanted.

My fear.

He gestured wildly at his face with the barrel of his gun, his smile manic. “You didn’t think I was just goin’ to let you get away with this? Let you live after what you did? Figured I could have a little fun with it in the process.”

My teeth grated. “You killed my brother.”

“Nah, Trent, that was always on you. Now it’s time you finally paid that debt. Think I still have time to get some use out of your brothers and that little shit that started this all in the first place. Your son has my blood flowing through him. Only makes sense. Owls are back, but sorry VP, you’ve been demoted.”

Rage.

It flooded.

The irresistible kind.

The kind that made my mouth thirst for the taste of blood.

It was what I’d done for so long. For so many years.

Ghost.

Kill after kill.

The numb violence that had spilled through my veins before I’d spill blood on the floor.

No chance would I let any of them get dragged back into that sordid world.

Not my brothers.

Not my son.

I choked over all of it.

That man. One who’d gladly kill at odds with the man I wanted to be.

But for Gage, for my brothers…

Mocking laughter rocked from Cutter. “Tell me you didn’t go soft on me? Here you were, my pride and joy. Just your name incited fear. Loyalty. But that’s what you always lacked, isn’t it? Loyalty. Now look at you, standing there shaking. The deliverer of death should always be ready to die.”

I blinked.

Tried to see.

To focus.

I had to stop this here because Jud and Logan wouldn’t go down without a fight, and I couldn’t allow them to be put in that position.

Then I froze.

Awareness slithered.

The breath ripped from my lungs.

Metal clattered off to the side just as I was struck with a bolt of that energy. With that overwhelming intensity that blistered and lashed.

Cutter whirled around to the side.

Eden appeared through the blaze of sunlight that burned through the garage door.

Oh god. Eden.

Sweet, fucking Eden.

Didn’t need to slow to feel the terror that radiated from her flesh. To sense the determination that had lined her bones.

This brave girl with the brightest belief.

So reckless as she came into the garage.

For me.

For my son.

I knew it.

I knew it.

“Eden.” Fuck. Eden. “Get out of here.”

She ignored it. Stepped deeper into the garage.

“Police are on their way,” she said with a jut of that fierce chin. She kept moving forward. “They’ll be here in a minute. I told them about your guys hiding out here in Redemption Hills. They know you and the three of them are responsible for killing my sister. You’re not getting away with this. Not any of it. This is over.”

“It’s over when I say it’s over, bitch.”

“Eden, get down.” I dove for Cutter in the same second he lifted his gun her direction, tackling him from behind as the deafening gunshot rang out.

An oomph jutted from his mouth as I toppled with him to the floor. His arms and legs flailed, and the bullet pinged against the wall.

We both scrambled onto our feet. A war for dominance. A fight for possession of that gun.

“Motherfucker, it’s time to die,” Cutter spat.

Whole time, I was shouting, “Eden, get down. Take cover. Please, go.”

Please, go.

Since the minute I’d met her, I’d refused to let her get in the middle of my mess.

And there she was.

Danger all around.

I refused to let something happen to her. Refused it. This world would be the darkest place without her light in it, and this black, mangled heart would beat its last beat for her.

For my son.

This little family I couldn’t keep.

My mother. Nathan.

It all crashed down on me. The lives I’d stood for. The ones I’d lost. The ones that had to burn on.

No matter the cost.

No matter the cost.

Fury and fire singed through my being, my hands grappling to take Cutter down.

The man was a meaty fuck. Full of his own wrath and rage. “You spit in the face of everything I offered you. Everything I gave you. Ungrateful prick of a kid.”

But I didn’t want it. I never had. Had been manipulated.

Molded.

Exploited.

I was just a kid. Just a kid.

We struggled, banging into the car, the workbench, the wall. While I felt Eden’s chaotic spirit rushing through the space.

Punches were thrown, our teeth clenched, one hand around the front of his neck.

He ripped his arm free, the gun cocked.

In a flash, he had it pointed at my chest.

Hatred flared in his eyes. Ruthless victory. “Not even ghosts are immortal.”

Then those eyes rounded.

Surprise.

Fear.

Anguish.

He dropped to his knees. Slumped over. Fell to the ground. Blood poured out, and a puddle gathered quickly around his lifeless body.

The screwdriver Eden held slipped from her trembling fingers and clattered to the concrete floor.

Shock filled the air, and Eden stumbled in horror. In the gutting realization of what she’d done.

She lifted her hands that were soiled by my father’s blood.

The girl tainted by me.

Those autumn eyes stared and blinked and tried to process.

“Eden…baby…Eden.”
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“You need anything else?” My words were a low grunt as I hovered at the doorway of the master bathroom.

Didn’t want to step out. Like maybe if I remained rooted, I could hold onto her forever.

Wrapped in a huge towel, Eden shifted on her bare feet. Water pelted the floor of the massive shower, the air misting with vapor and heat.

That quiet intensity that was this girl banged against the walls and hammered against my heart.

That’s what she’d been since the police had arrived on the scene.

Quiet.

Restrained.

Horrified.

Withdrawn.

Girl couldn’t even look at me.

Didn’t blame her a bit. I’d sucked her into this sordid world. Tainted her with who I was.

Bloodied this girl’s pure hands.

“No, I don’t think so. Thank you.”

My face contorted as my hands fisted in shame. “Don’t thank me, Eden.”

“Trent—” That gorgeous face pinched in something I didn’t recognize.

“I’m going to take a shower downstairs.” I cut her off before she said things she likely felt obligated to say.

I knew she’d say I shouldn’t feel bad. Claim she would be okay. Tell me not to worry about her when she went back to her safe life where I should have left her in the first place.

Or maybe she’d just give it to me straight. Tell me she was disgusted.

Violated.

Say she finally saw me for the monster that I was.

A savage who’d brought injustice to her door.

It’d only taken about thirty seconds after Cutter had crumbled to the ground for the police and paramedics to show. Apparently, Eden had called 911 as she’d raced to my house.

They’d wrapped her in a blanket and brought her in to sit on the couch while they’d gathered evidence.

While she’d shaken.

Cried silent tears.

Stared out into the space.

While they’d taken Cutter’s body away.

He was dead.

No question this time.

We’d also gotten word that all three of Cutter’s men had been arrested.

The threat was finally silenced all because I’d drawn this innocent, pure girl into the darkness. Into the corruption and degradation of this life.

Whole time, I’d itched to take that precious frame into my arms and mold her to my shape. Promise her we could fit.

“I’ll get rid of these.” My throat was thick as I glanced at the pile of bloodied clothes discarded on the floor.

She hugged the towel tighter to that body, still shivering from the shock.

From the strain.

From the thousand questions the investigators had asked, all while telling her she would need to come down to make an official statement tomorrow.

Warily, she nodded. “Okay.”

She dropped the towel, peeked back at me once, before she stepped into the spray.

Had to fucking tear myself from the lure of it, this girl my demise, my hands shaking like mad as I gathered up the soiled fabric from the floor and stuffed it into a black garbage bag.

Swore, I could actually hear the shape of her body under the fall of the water. Way it drummed and danced across that lust-inducing flesh.

I backed out, hurried downstairs, and stripped myself down to my underwear, shoving my things into the bag before I tossed it out into the garage.

The garage probably just needed to be burned.

Whole fucking house.

Set to ash.

It wasn’t like I could bring my kid back here. To the place where I’d been so close to losing everything.

I moved into the guest bathroom and turned on the showerhead, stepped under the heated spray. Closing my eyes, I tried not to picture her up there washing away the blood that stained her hands. Tried like fuck to just be thankful.

Gage was safe.

My brothers were safe.

Eden was safe.

But at what cost?

Juna.

Poor fucking Juna.

Wasn’t sure how I felt the grief of it, but I did. In the end, she’d made the ultimate sacrifice, and right then, I knew Eden was currently upstairs mourning her sister.

My thoughts spiraled to the rest. My mother. Her sweet voice. Nathan. His belief.

Agony clutched all while gratefulness throbbed.

I scrubbed my skin until it was raw and red, then I stepped out, toweled off, and pulled on a fresh pair of jeans and a tee.

My ribs clamped down when I heard the shower turn off overhead.

This ache so great that I wasn’t sure how I was going to make it through.

I wandered out into the main room. Not sure what to do. Where to go. Not when I wanted to go to the girl.

The girl who I felt pad up behind me.

Warmth spread like a flashfire.

Wrapping me like an embrace.

Like she could hold me the way I was dying to hold her.

Fuck. The only thing I wanted to do was curl into those arms, wrap her in mine, and never let go.

I could barely keep it together when I shifted a fraction to look at Eden standing on the other side of the island.

Dressed in a floral knee-length dress.

Hair soaked and skin damp and turmoil in those eyes.

Eyes the color of fallen leaves.

So fuckin’ beautiful.

Her sweet spirit written on my soul.

“You feel better?” I forced out.

Awesome. Small talk and a fucking foot in my mouth.

Like she was just going to feel better?

Could just wash the day away?

This fuckin’ nightmare?

Her throat tremored when she swallowed, the angles of her stunning face twisting in severity. “Trent⁠—”

There she went again.

I turned my back, mumbled, “We should get you home. I need to go grab a few things. Going to stay at Logan’s until I find a⁠—”

The book that went whizzing by my head and slammed against the wall cut off my words, and I whirled around to Eden trembling and shaking.

That gorgeous mouth quivered at the edges. “Don’t you dare, Trent Lawson.”

My brow furrowed in a pained knot. “Eden⁠—”

Energy lashed.

A shockwave.

Thunder.

She lifted that defiant chin.

“Don’t you dare turn your back on me. Don’t you dare act like this didn’t happen to both of us. Don’t you dare try to put a wall between us.”

Agony clutched me by the throat. “And just what do you want me to do?”

Her head shook in disbelief as she clutched her chest. “Love me.”

A tormented scoff ripped up my throat. “Love you? Loving you isn’t the fucking problem, Eden.”

I was.

Who I was.

Emotion blasted from her body. Scattering. Slamming the walls.

An earthquake.

“Then what’s the problem, Trent? Tell me.”

Anger ignited.

Old, old anger that I’d held onto my entire fucking life.

I stormed her way.

Greed lit in the air.

Possession.

“I dragged you into my mess. Like I knew I was going to do. Tainted you. Ruined it all.”

Her head shook. “The only way you could ruin me is by walking away.”

My head angled as I got close to her face.

My senses were pummeled by that sweet, honeyed scent.

It was all mixed with the smell of me—my soap and my body and my hands.

Like there’d be no washing me off her.

My guts clenched, the same as my hands. “You killed a man today.”

Tears streamed from her eyes. Tears I knew had been falling straight for the last two days. Wanted to reach out and wipe them away.

Hold her.

Keep her.

Fuck.

I wanted to scream.

“I did, Trent. I did. And it was horrible. Horrible. But I don’t regret it.”

My face pinched, voice haggard. “That’s on me.”

Her mouth fell into a grim line. “No. It’s on him. He came looking for death, and he found it. He was going to hurt you, and I refused to let that happen. Because that…that is what would destroy me.”

Squeezing my eyes shut, I backed away. “Your sister…”

It was a confession. Disgust underscoring the words.

Whimpering, Eden pressed her arms tight over that sweet, sweet heart. “I’ll miss her forever.”

“On me.”

“No, Trent, that was also on her. I know. I know what she did. She betrayed you. Hurt you. Destroyed so much of you. And I might hate her for that, but I love her for everything else. For the days we spent as children laughing. For the glimpses of joy. For her bringing me you and Gage.”

Shame sliced right through the center of my being. “You can’t honestly say you can look at me and not see your sister.”

She sniffled, a heave of air rushing from her lungs. “Do you really want to know what I see when I look at you? You want me to see a monster, Trent. But I don’t. The only thing I see is a man who is willing to sacrifice. I see goodness. I see an amazing father. I see a sweet, vicious warrior. Someone who’s fought for me. For his son. For his family. And that’s what you are to me, Trent. Family. My life.”

She heaved a breath, still clutching her chest. “So you really want to know what I see when I look at you? I see the man I want to spend my life with, and that is the truth.”

“Eden…”

“I know what you’re thinking, Trent. I saw it the second you realized what I’d done. But I was only doing the same thing you’ve been doing for your entire life. Fighting for the ones I love. And I love you. You told me you love me. That you’ll stay with me forever. Tell me you meant it. Tell me I’m a reason worth fighting for.”


FORTY-ONE

EDEN


That menacing, intimidating man panted in front of me.

A wicked temptation.

A beautiful wish.

Hungry eyes and trembling hands.

This gorgeous being. If only he could see what I saw.

“Eden.” He rumbled the grunt.

“I love you, Trent. With all of me. With everything. You are my light. The fire that burns inside me.”

His darkly beautiful brow curled.

I took a step in his direction. I swore, I felt the Earth tremble beneath my feet. “There is nothing that could stand in the way of that. As long as you don’t allow it to. I see your demons, Trent. I’ve felt them, and I’ve fought them. And I’ll do it forever as long as you do it for me. You just have to make the choice to love me. Choose me, Trent. Because you and your son? You’ve become my reason.”

Energy lashed.

Shockwaves of intensity.

Strikes of need.

But there was also something else in his expression.

Surrender.

Like maybe he finally understood.

“Kitten.” A big palm cupped my face, and he exhaled. Heated and hard. “Tell me you mean it. Tell me you want this. Tell me I’m not dreaming. Tell me you’re mine.”

My hand covered his.

A quiver of chaos.

A perfect disorder.

My tongue darted out to wet my lips. “I think I’ve been yours since the first time I walked through Absolution’s doors.”

A lure and a trap.

The way I didn’t belong but there’d been nowhere to run.

Sooty eyes flashed, and we began to sway. “It’s not even a choice, Kitten. You stole my heart with a glance.”

“And you owned me with the first whisper of your fingers.”

His nose brushed against mine. “I want to be right.”

“You’re everything.”

He exhaled. “You and me?”

“Forever,” I answered.

His mouth captured mine.

It wasn’t sweet.

It was rough.

Hard and raw.

Darkly beautiful like the man.

I felt it like a landslide.

He hiked me up, pressed me to the wall. By the chin, he forced me to look at him as his hips pressed against mine.

He gazed down at me like I was the sun. “Little Temptress.”

But he was the hope of my eternity. “Sweet Warrior.”

Because that’s what he’d been all along. From day one.

He groaned as he ripped at the collar of my dress and exposed my breast. A moan clawed up from my spirit as he palmed it, as he devoured my neck, the man leaving a trail of sizzling kisses from my jaw down to my nipple.

He sucked and licked and whipped me into a bundle of white-hot nerves.

Desperate hands and a tangle of souls.

Greed and possession.

He tore free my underwear while I yanked at his fly.

Desperate.

“I need you…I need this,” I confessed.

“Never thought I’d get this again.” His was a lament. “Fuck, Eden, love you.”

“Forever.”

He stumbled with me in his arms, turning me until we were falling onto the couch.

Emotion swept.

Overwhelming.

Consuming.

All the pieces shifting to right, where they’d been meant to be all along.

This man had brought me back from the dead. Stoked to life a heart that had never truly beat. Now every beat would beat for him.

I fumbled to shove his jeans down his hips while he shoved up my skirt.

He thrust into me. So big and so incredibly deep.

The air raked from my lungs and a grunt tumbled from his mouth.

I struggled to adjust to the perfect feel of him while he frantically wrapped me in his arms.

“Gonna be right,” he whispered, brushing back the wet hair matted to my face.

“You already are,” I whispered back.

This beautiful, terrifying man.

The one I gave my heart.

My body.

My belief.

Because loving someone was worth the risk.

We didn’t know our days and we couldn’t control our histories.

But we had here. We had now. And every one of those minutes would belong to Trent Lawson and his son.
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“Thank you.” Massive arms squeezed me tight.

A crush of affection and gratitude crested from the burly, brute of a man as Jud hugged me against his giant frame.

His words came as a low, tight murmur at my ear. “Thank you for fightin’ for him. For Gage. For saving him. Fuck…for saving all of us, really. You crazy, brave girl.” The last was a tease. An admonition.

I’d gotten lectured for about an hour straight by Logan and Jud not to ever do something so reckless again. I told them I prayed we’d never be back in that position.

But the truth was, I didn’t regret it. Would do it all over again. A hundred times over.

I squeezed him back just as fiercely as he hugged me. “We fight for the ones we love.”

His nod was slow. “And you see him for who he really is.”

I tightened my hold.

A promise.

I did.

I saw Trent for who he was, and I’d love him through it all, no matter what it meant.

Jud peeled himself back then strode over to where Trent waited by the door. The fortress of a man overcome. It was clear he was dealing with his own demons right then.

Jud squeezed Trent’s shoulder.

Trent gave him a tight dip of his chin.

The two were immersed in a silent conversation. Silent understanding.

Like in the connection, every atrocity they witnessed, every fear they’d shared, every hope that had been shattered, passed between them.

Now Trent and I shared in some of that, too.

The trauma.

The tragedy.

A crater in the middle where the ones we loved would echo their presence forever.

My gaze met the ferocity of Trent’s from across the space.

But I believed we had the ability to rise above it.

The suffering and the regrets. The questions and what-ifs.

Gage came bounding down Logan’s stairs, that huge backpack bouncing all over his shoulders.

So sweet he nearly dropped me to my knees. “Miss Murphy, Miss Murphy. I’m all ready to go. I got all my things and my colors and I made you something super extra special while I was waiting on you guys forever. Sheesh. Dontcha know you shouldn’t work so much?”

My heart lifted.

Expanded and danced.

I took him by the hand. “I’m sorry we took so long, but we’re here now.”

And we weren’t going anywhere.

“Okay, good because you know we’ve gotta have all the special times because we love each other so much to the highest mountain and you gotta make time for the ones you love.”

He gave one of those resolute nods.

Cheeks dimpling.

So sincere.

My smile was soft and slow as the fingers on my free hand fluttered through the strands of gold that framed his precious face.

This child—he had my life.

“You ready?” Trent asked.

“I am.” It came on a whisper. A promise.

Yes. I was ready. Ready to move on.

To live.

To love.

To hope.

To believe.

It was time Trent got all of those, too, and I couldn’t wait to share it with him.

I hugged Logan who stepped back and watched us with one of his cocky, playful smirks, though there was no hiding the affection that flooded out as he glanced at his brother then back at me. “Make sure he gets some.”

Gage started jumping at my side. “What’s he gonna get? Ice cream? Please, please, please say it’s ice cream!”

Redness flushed.

“F-off dude.” Trent widened his eyes at his brother.

Logan cracked up. “You know you love me.”

Trent looked between his brothers. “Couldn’t do this life without you.”

Love pressed and rippled. Pushed against the walls.

Ricocheted and amplified.

So much of it, it made it hard to breathe.

For a moment, the three of them just stood silent, like they were giving themselves a moment to finally put their pasts in the past.

Realizing they had a future. That they no longer had to watch their backs or live in fear.

That owl bobbed on Trent’s throat when he swallowed hard, then he shifted a fraction and took my hand.

Inviting me into it.

Then he reached over and took Gage’s.

Joy bounded.

We all clamored out to my rental and climbed in.

We totally got ice cream. The three of us sat together in a little parlor while Gage rambled away.

Hope surrounded us.

Wrapped us in warmth.

Yes, there was sadness, too. A bone deep kind that would probably never heal. A piece in the shape of my sister carved in the middle of me.

Aaron.

My own mother.

Trent threaded his fingers in mine, glancing my way with understanding.

“Together,” he whispered.

I gripped his hand tight. “Together.”

Then all the somberness fled and he shot me one of those wicked smiles. The playful kind. The kind that would do me in.

He dabbed my nose with his ice cream cone.

“Ah, Kitten, you’ve got a little something right here.” He teased it on a low voice before he leaned in and licked it off.

My mouth dropped open in surprise.

He laughed, this rumbly sound that vibrated all the way to my thighs.

I pushed him against the shoulder. “You jerk.”

“What?” He was all feigned innocence.

Gage howled like it was the funniest thing his dad had ever done. “My turn!”

He climbed over the table and did the same to his dad. All except for the licking part. “Dad, you got something right here!”

Laughter filled our table.

Our hearts.

The room.

The softest smile played at my mouth as I gazed over at Trent. “You’re a terrible influence.”

It was so low I almost mouthed it, and then Trent was pressing that delicious mouth to my ear. “I’ll show you terrible influence.”

Butterflies scattered and danced.

Anticipation.

Yearning.

Intent.

“I can’t wait.”

We finished our ice cream and then drove back to my house, the trees shifting in the deepening night, the stars twinkling to life.

Trent grabbed their bags, and I unlocked the door, and we piled inside.

We planned to stay here temporarily.

Or maybe forever.

Because these walls no longer felt like loneliness.

They no longer echoed with the vacancy.

And I prayed, here in this little place, we’d find peace.

Gage went racing for his room, and I helped him put away his things and get ready for bed.

I knelt beside that bed, my heart pressing full against my ribs as I read him a story.

As the dreams I’d once had bloomed.

Blossomed in the most beautiful way.

He grinned that dimpled grin, kissed my nose before he reached out and touched the bracelet on my wrist. “I love you to the highest mountain in the world, Miss Murphy.”

“And I love you all the way back.”

Trent tucked him in, kissed his temple, and tickled him a little before he moved away and flicked off the light.

Then he took my hand, led me to my room, and over to my bed.

This menacing, intimidating man with the biggest heart.

He laid us down and curled the strength of those arms around me.

I propped myself on my elbow so I could look down at him.

At the fierce lines and unforgettable angles.

This man who’d changed everything.

Tongue darting out to lick across his plush lips, he tucked the lock of hair that fell against my face behind my ear. “Can’t believe I’m here with you. After everything. You’re amazing, Eden. Hope you know it’s grace I see when I look at you.”

My chest squeezed.

“I love you…more than you could know.”

“If it’s a fraction as much as I love you, then it’s more than enough.” He grinned a soft grin. One that twisted through my insides and sent need drumming in my veins.

“Hmm…good thing I love you to the highest mountain.” A smile played around my lips as I let go of the tease.

Affection flooded Trent’s face.

Adoration.

“We do this family thing together, yeah?”

I nodded, sucking my bottom lip between my teeth. Warmth flooding fast. “I’ll never think of him as anything but my own.”

The wings on the owl bobbed and danced as he swallowed deep. “Never could have imagined we’d get a gift like you. Good thing you’re stubborn.”

I feigned a gasp. “Stubborn? Me?”

“Refusing to leave without an interview. Fierce little kitten.”

I let my fingertips play along his jaw. “I’m pretty sure had I left you would have come prowling after me.”

“Probably so. Saw you sitting in that booth and knew you were nothing but trouble. Wanted you the second I saw you.”

A hand spread across my bottom.

I suppressed a moan and a giggle, whispered, “Is that all you want me for, this body?”

“No, Eden. I want this kind heart and this quick mind. I want this sweet soul and your devoted spirit.”

Love rushed.

Ran and overflowed.

The man a dark sea where I’d be glad to drown.

I yelped in surprise when he suddenly flipped me and pinned me to the bed, nothing but a wicked, lustful grin looking down on me.

“Of course, I’ll take this tight, little body of yours, too.”

“Good thing because it’s yours.”

His smile softened, and he pressed a tender kiss to my lips, whispered, “Oh, Kitten, we’re gonna have so much fun.”


EPILOGUES


Eden

Rays of afternoon light streaked from the sun-kissed sky, the heavens the bluest blue. It wrapped our mountain town in a warmth that chased away the cool breeze that blew through the towering pines and oaks.

Lifting my face to it, I inhaled and drew the crisp air into my lungs. Appreciating it all.

The love.

The joy.

The hope.

I couldn’t believe an entire school year had passed since Gage had sat in the front row at his desk.

The little boy who’d stolen my heart with a glance.

I guessed that was about all it’d taken for his dad to steal mine, too.

The days and months had gone by in a blur that I cherished. So thankful for what we’d been given. For what we’d found.

Even though there’d been so much grief finding our way here.

Most of the money Harmony had taken had been recovered, and the school and my father’s home were safe and secure.

There was a huge amount of peace in that, although my daddy was still struggling to find it.

I prayed that one day he would. That he would find his own happiness. A way for his heart to beat again. To spark to life the way mine had.

Squeals of joy rang out, and I returned my attention to the playground where my kindergarten class ran and played on the last day of school.

Gage was out there, playing with the other children, his hands moving almost as wildly as his mouth as he told some animated story.

I tried to hide my grin when Tessa came sauntering my way. She leaned close to my ear and whispered like it was a horrible secret. “Someone looks like she ate too much cake.”

I choked out a laugh, though I smirked. “I found I like cake. A lot.”

“Hooker.”

I smacked at her arm. “Jerk.”

“You know you love me. Mad, mad love.”

A smile tugged at the corner of my mouth, and I lifted my fingers in a pinch. “Barely.”

“That’s because some obscenely hot guy came and stole all my BFF time…always baking you cake.” She poked out her bottom lip in an exaggerated pout.

“Don’t be jealous.”

“Um…so jealous. Speaking of…” She angled her head in the direction of the white Porsche Panamera that pulled into the parent pick-up line on the other side of the wrought-iron fence.

Memories swarmed me from the first time it’d pulled into the drive. When I’d wondered if I were seeing things.

Hallucinating.

If it was some kind of cruel, sick joke or if I’d just done something really terrible in another life and it was my punishment.

Little had I known, it was the greatest gift. That in it, I’d find a love that I’d believed impossible.

From where he pulled to a stop at the curb, Trent smirked from behind the windshield. The man looked at me like he wanted to eat me alive.

I gave him a stern look back.

Later.

Only he smirked wider and climbed out of his car. Straightened to his full, menacing height.

What was he doing?

He knew better. He needed to wait in his car. Drive home. Meet me there. Because the man was far too much of a distraction.

But no. He climbed to the curb.

Shivers raced. This disordered, chaotic feeling that something was coming.

Something big and beautiful.

“There he is! There he is! Look it, Miss Murphy!” Gage came barreling over from where he’d been by the slide, arms thrown above his head and hands waving in the air. “Hi, Dad, hi! Over here! Are you ready?”

A frown took to my face. “You have two more minutes, Gage. You need to stay on the playground until it’s time to go.”

Yeah, it was hard to correct a child when he was that excited, when I knew firsthand how much he loved his dad.

His dad who was going to be in so much trouble later because he kept coming toward the gate.

Ignoring all those signs to wait in the car.

That seething intensity flashed through the air.

It didn’t matter how much time passed. It still made my head spin and my knees weak.

Trent Lawson strode toward the gate, all dark swagger.

But those eyes were on me.

Warm and wicked.

Dressed in black jeans and a black v-neck tee and black boots that were unlaced. All that exposed, inked flesh that somehow appeared obscene.

He came all the way up to the gate, and I managed to make the words form on my tongue. “Sir, you need to wait in your car.”

Trent smirked. “That so?”

Butterflies scattered when he lifted the latch.

Trent kept coming my way.

My heart hammered and my stomach fisted. It wasn’t until then that I realized everyone was gathering around.

The teachers.

The students.

Jud and Logan came out of nowhere.

Leann and Sage.

Milo and Kult, too.

And my daddy. My daddy who looked at me with so much love and affection that my entire being swayed.

Moisture stung my eyes. I blinked furiously, my sight catching on the man who was watching me like he was seeing his joy break at the horizon.

“Trent, what are you doing?” It left me on a plea.

Pure adoration.

That feeling rising.

The air shifting.

This gorgeous, intimidating man smiling with the kind of love that went on for eternity.

Gage giggled and giggled as he took up his father’s side.

I choked, and my heart raced at an erratic beat.

“What are you doing?” I whispered again.

Heart flying.

Spirit soaring.

“Eden, Kitten, look at me.”

My eyes traced every inch.

Took in the beauty.

The chaos.

My perfection.

He lifted his arms in a show of surrender. Nothing to hide. “Never thought in all my days that I’d be standing in front of a woman like you. A woman who is a treasure. So kind strangers can’t help but smile when she walks into a room, so gorgeous she still nearly drops me to my knees every time I see her. A woman who steals every single one of my breaths. The woman who stole my heart.”

Energy crashed. A shockwave of it. So intense it was me who’d lost air.

Tears blurred my eyes as he continued, “I’m in love with you, Eden. Gone for you. When I first met you, I thought fighting it would be the right thing to do. But I don’t want to fight it. Not ever again. And even if I did, I’m pretty sure I’d still end up standing right here in front of you.”

Love struck with each emphatic word.

“Trent.” I whispered his name.

He dropped to a knee and pulled out a ring. “So, I was hoping that maybe you’d put me out of my misery and marry me. Say you’ll be mine forever because that’s how long I’ll be loving you.”

Gage dropped to a knee, too, dug into his little pocket, and pulled out another blue string.

This one was tiny with a charm tied in the middle of it.

“And I’m gonna love you for all of forever, too, to the highest mountain, so I was hoping you’d be my mom. Will you, Miss Murphy, will you?”

A sob climbed to my throat.

But in it was no sadness.

No shame.

No question.

My men were each on a knee, so I dropped to both of mine. “Yes, yes, forever, yes.”

Trent slid the ring onto my trembling finger, kissed me in a way that probably wasn’t prudent for the audience.

But neither of us could mind right then.

It was passion and a promise.

Everything.

Everything.

The tears kept flooding when he pulled back.

“My turn,” Gage shouted. He scooted forward and worked the ring made of string onto my index finger. “There you go! It’s so the prettiest ring ever. Even prettier than the one my dad got you, right, Mom, right?”

Gage grinned in all that hope, looking up at me for approval.

For commitment.

For everything I’d give him for the rest of my days.

His father grinned at his side.

And I knew I’d never feel greater joy in all my life. And I was going to hold it forever.

Trent

I took Eden’s hand in mine and helped her to stand.

People surrounding us cheered and shouted. Rushed in for hugs and congratulations.

Eden hugged them. Cried and laughed.

The sound of it filled me whole, same way as her spirit had done.

I’d never imagined it. Never thought I’d deserve it. But I’d fight for it, for her, for my son, for this family, for the rest of my life.

My purpose was finally clear.

One reason.

I just had finally figured out what that really meant.

I glanced around at the smiling faces of the people who loved us.

My brothers.

Eden’s dad who’d become like a father to me.

And for a beat, I lifted my gaze to the endless sky, searching that eternity.

In it, I could almost hear my mother’s voice. Singing that song she’d loved so quietly.

I shifted back when I felt the warmest gaze wash over me.

Eden.

Sweet, fucking Eden.

Autumn eyes and the purest soul.

My life.

My hope.

The most beautiful belief.

And I thought maybe…maybe there was forgiveness, after all, for a sinner like me.


SAY IT’S FOREVER




ONE

JUD


It was just before ten when I slowed my bike and made a right onto Dawson.

Darkness had long descended on the small, mountain city, but a storm had rolled in, and the sky pounded its fury on Redemption Hills, California.

“Shit,” I grumbled under my breath when I saw the red blinking lights up ahead. The last thing I wanted was to play savior right then. I was soaked through, and I was itching to get back so I could peel the drenched clothes from my body, hit a hot shower, and maybe kick back a beer or two considering I’d picked a really fuckin’ bad night for a joyride.

But the storm had hit from out of nowhere, and I’d been halfway back to my place before I’d realized I was about to get slammed.

I slowed my Harley, barely moving as I passed the car, hoping it had been abandoned for better weather.

No such luck. The hood was open and…shit…there was a woman leaned over the front peering down at the engine.

I groaned out a sigh and eased to a stop about fifty feet in front of the car.

I could keep on going, but that would be a dick move. On this side of town, it was industrial, most every shop closed and locked up tight, and I knew full well the only ones out prowling at this time of night were hunting for trouble. Out looking for targets to unleash their sickness and depravity.

I figured the pile of sins I was paying for was high enough not to add leaving some chick stranded in the rain to the top.

Besides, it wasn’t like metal and oil weren’t in my blood. It was what I did.

Kicking the stand, I killed the engine and swung off the bike. I dug into the saddle bag, pulled out a flashlight, and clicked it on. The beam glittered through the flood pouring from the sky. My boots were heavy, sloshing through the river that ran the curb as I strode that way.

The woman whirled around, and I was squinting to see her where she had her back pressed to the front of the car, clutching her damned keys between her fingers with the tips facing out.

Could feel the energy.

Her fear rushing the air.

Shit.

I didn’t want to freak her out, but what the hell was I supposed to do? Leave her there? Fuck no. I might have been a monster, but my mother had at least taught me better than that.

She slowly came into focus the closer I got.

Well, fuck me.

Would peg her at about twenty-four or twenty-five.

The girl as drenched as me. Long, black hair was matted to her face. She wore a thin t-shirt, jeans, and sky-high heels, the fabric sticking to every inch of her lush body.

The scattering rays of light caught on her eyes.

Thunderbolt eyes.

Blue strikes of lightning that raged.

Turbulent.

Tumultuous.

Her face was a clash of soft and hard, her brow and chin and jaw sharp, but her cheeks and mouth were full and plump.

So damned pretty I almost stumbled in my tracks.

With my approach, terror ridged her expression, but she clenched those keys tighter. It was clear if I became a threat, she wouldn’t go down without a fight.

A wild animal backed into a corner.

Feral.

Fierce.

“Hey there, darlin’. You look like you’re having some trouble.” Basically had to shout to be heard over the driving rain that pounded against the pavement.

Her chin lifted, and I could see her attention darting all around while she still focused on me, the girl calculating her escape route, her flight if she needed it.

I stepped closer.

Carefully.

A roll of energy trembled the ground.

“I’m just fine.” Her voice was this deep, sultry, wicked thing.

“You sure about that?”

Ferocity flared in her features, and shit, that was the wrong thing to say.

I lifted my hands out to the sides, light blinking off to the side. “I’m not here to mess with you. I saw you were in trouble, and it looked to me like you could use some help. Not like I want to be standing out here in the rain, either.”

A little of the edge drained from her shoulders, but she watched me, refusing to let her guard down, not that I could blame her.

There were some twisted motherfuckers in this world. Figured I’d known half of them by name.

“Not out here to hurt you,” I told her, words gruff.

She scoffed out a dismissive sound, shooting me daggers as she did. “That’s what they all say, isn’t it?”

A slight chuckle rumbled out.

Little wildcat.

Hoping to put her at ease, I angled my head toward the engine. “Do you have any idea what the problem might be?”

She huffed out her frustration and gestured wildly at it, all that soaked hair sticking to her gorgeous face.

It was really damned distracting, if I was being honest.

“It just died. I was barely able to coast to the side of the road.”

Warily, I peeked at her as I moved closer because I was pretty sure she wouldn’t hesitate to chop off my dick if I made the wrong move. I leaned over the engine, jiggling a few hoses and wires to see if it was something simple that I could fix right there.

“Hopefully it’s just the alternator or battery,” I mumbled as I poked around.

“And how much is that?” An edge of hysteria slipped into her voice, like she was going to lose it if one more thing went wrong.

My chest squeezed tight as I peered her way through the rain.

Could see it written all over her, this desperation that lined her being. Padded her in steel and severity.

“Not sure. If it’s the battery or alternator, it won’t be a biggie. If your engine seized—that could get dicey. Will have to get it into the shop and take a look before we can know for sure.”

“Shop?”

Our voices were raised over the drone of crashing rain.

“Have one, right up here around the corner. Iron Ride.”

So okay. Iron Ride was a custom bike shop. A spot for a restoration was highly coveted and didn’t come cheap. Our specialty was motorcycles, but every now and again, we brought in a collectible car that we rebuilt from the bones. Didn’t need to tell her my mechanics were going to have a field day when they found out I’d hauled in a ’99 family sedan.

Her eyes narrowed in contemplation before she suddenly stepped back and shook her head. She looked like she was the one commanding the raging storm.

This dark chaos that thrashed in the night.

“What are you doing out here by yourself, anyway?” I asked, swiping the deluge pummeling my face.

“You know what? It’s fine. I’m fine. Just…I’ll figure something out. I’ll call for a ride. You can go.”

She flung her hand at my bike sitting in the distance, totally ignoring my question.

Through the rain, I looked at her, studied her face that shimmered in the glow of hazy light. Her teeth were clenched, and my gaze locked on the long, jagged scar that ran the side of her left jaw that the grinding somehow accentuated.

I had the urge to reach out and touch it. Run my fingertips along the flesh.

That was some serious fuckery. This reaction she evoked. Like I suddenly couldn’t move.

As stranded as she was.

My hand curled into a fist to stop myself from doing something stupid.

Like she felt the attention there, her teeth ground harder, but instead of dipping her chin and hiding it, she lifted it in some kind of challenge.

Lust jumped into my guts.

Yup.

I was losing it. Mind traipsing into things that could set this freezing cold rain to boiling.

I was there to help and that was that.

But this girl was seriously hot and seriously savage, and my dick didn’t seem to get the memo that we were going to help her out and send her on her way.

Thing was, I thought she could cast a spell with a glance.

Hypnotize and mesmerize.

Could feel it—some kind of magic that floated in the air.

Enchantress.

It wound with the storm and beat into the ground.

A bolt of lightning lit the sky around us.

One second later, thunder cracked.

The hairs lifted on my arms.

I inhaled a steadying breath and shoved the crazy shock of attraction down. I angled my head. “Do you really think I’m just going to leave you out here in this storm?”

Defiantly, she crossed her arms over her chest. “I said I was fine. You can go.”

Another bolt of lightning. I saw her flinch.

“Go? That’s not gonna happen. Come on, we need to get out of this rain.”

“That would be great…you know…if my freaking car was running.”

I almost laughed. She was a fiery thing.

“Grab your purse.”

Her brow curled as a river of mascara ran down her cheeks. “What?”

“Let’s go.” I pointed at my bike.

She huffed and stomped her foot like I was crazy. “I don’t even know you.”

“Name’s Jud. Jud Lawson. Like I told you before, my shop is around the corner. We can take shelter there until the storm passes. And guess what, don’t know you, either, darlin’, yet I’m out here trying to get my ass electrocuted to help you. So how about we get the hell out of here before we both end up on tomorrow’s news, yeah?”

Distrust filtered through her expression, gaze narrowed before she huffed and threw up her hands. “Fine.”

She strode on those sexy-as-fuck heels over to the driver’s-side door. She dipped in and grabbed her purse and slung it over her shoulder before she stormed back my way like a tempest.

I closed her hood and reached for her hand.

She glared at it like it was poison.

A rough chuckle flooded the air around us as I dropped my hand. “Not gonna bite.”

That wicked gaze narrowed.

Damn. This girl could slay me with a look.

I moved for my bike, and she kept her distance as we went. I swung my leg over and pressed the ignition button. The loud roar filled the night, mixed with the rhythm of the rain.

The woman hesitated at my side, warring, looking back at her car that sat like a heap of disappointment behind us.

I stretched out my hand again. “Get on. That thing’s going nowhere tonight.”

Thunderbolt eyes pierced me, as sharp as a blade. “Touch me, and I stab you.”

Deep laughter rolled. “Have no doubt about that, darlin’. No doubt at all.”

Finally, she gave and put her hand in mine.

A shockwave streaked my flesh.

A clash of that severity that blistered in the air and coalesced with her touch.

What the motherfuck?

Sucking it down, I steadied her as she swung a long leg over my bike and tucked her body close to mine.

She curled her arms around my waist, her breath hot on my neck.

I felt her all around. Heat and flames and ferocity.

Need went stampeding through my veins.

I silently scolded my cock like it was a thirteen-year-old boy who’d cut class to get high.

Make bad choices and you’re gonna end up no place good.

I knocked my bike into gear and took back to the road that was turning into a river.

A flood of water streamed down, and the tires of my bike cut through and created a wave.

I took the next left, ignoring the way I could feel the hammer of her heart beating into my back, like that thunder could sink right in and take over.

The way her arms curled tighter and tighter. Clinging to me like I could be her refuge.

To the left was Absolution, the club my brother Trent ran and owned, though I had a piece of it since I’d invested in it when we’d come to build new lives here in Redemption Hills.

Blue neon lights glowed through the storm like a mirage. A sanctuary sitting in the middle of factories and shops.

It didn’t matter that the sky was dumping, the place was packed as always, the club set in an old warehouse that we’d taken from the rubble and built a new dream.

Where we’d taken the worth of our depravity and done our best to pour it into something better.

Where we’d left behind the crimes and misdeeds and tried to come clean.

But where Absolution was Trent’s baby, mine was on the lot at the back.

I took the two short lefts that wound around the club to where Iron Ride sat on a four-acre lot behind Absolution.

The building was massive. Two soaring stories. The customer lobby and entrance were through big glass doors that were on the right, and a row of huge garage doors ran to the left.

I could feel half the woman’s tension drain away when she saw the building with the glowing sign.

Slowing to a crawl, I pushed the button mounted on my bike that made the farthest garage door crawl open. Lights flashed on inside. They glinted against the shiny black epoxy floors of the shop.

I eased my bike in, pulling it alongside my truck, ushering us out of the rain and into safety.

My boots came out to plant on the ground to balance the bike as I turned off the engine and kicked the stand.

In an instant, quiet surrounded us. The pounding of the rain that echoed on the metal roof had become a steady drone that covered us.

A hazy, mesmerizing dream.

The girl’s arms tightened around my waist like she didn’t know what to do with herself from there, and I could feel her reservations return full force.

“This is it,” I rumbled low.

Warily, she eased back to inspect the shop.

Iron Ride was ten-thousand-square-feet of pure bliss.

A sanctuary.

Where I found my joy. Where I found new purpose. Where I created beauty when my past life had created devastation.

It was all thick, brick walls, gleaming black floors, and massive steel bay doors.

Bikes in varying states of renovation were in different bays and workspaces. A few classic cars were situated about, too.

You knew when you brought your baby into Iron Ride that you were getting first class. The equipment was state-of-the-art, place ultra-clean and ultra-modern.

Still, it remained authentic.

“Wow.” She breathed it.

Slowly, I shifted, taking her hand to help her off.

She stumbled back onto her heels to the side of my bike.

My damned breath hitched in my throat.

Bright lights glowed from where they were hung from the rafters, and for the first time, I got a good look at her.

The girl was devastation wrapped in a black, seductive bow.

Ebony hair and eyes the color of a toiling sea. The darkest, deepest blue. An abyss where it’d be so easy to get lost. That soaked white tee stuck to the contours of her curvy, pin-up body.

She wasn’t exactly tall, but with those heels, she looked like a force.

A motherfuckin’ knockout.

A fantasy.

A dream.

My dick twitched, and my mouth went dry.

Her eyes were doing the same thing to me. Taking me in. Something flaring in the depths and radiating out.

It was the same feeling that had erupted when she’d touched me before.

Yanking her attention from me, she looked around. She huffed out a sarcastic sound as she flung out both arms. “Awesome.”

My eyebrow quirked. “Yeah?”

Because it didn’t sound like she was impressed.

Once again, her arms were crossed over her chest, and I was doing my damned best not to notice the way it pushed up her perfect tits.

“Do you think I can afford this? I mean, what is this place?” Her accusation jerked my focus back to her eyes.

“Told you…it’s my shop.”

“Um, yeah, and it looks like you should be on one of those TV shows where you have wars to see which shop can make the showiest bike, and I’m pretty sure I can’t afford that.”

“We can talk about that tomorrow.”

Her head shook. “No, we can’t. When I say I can’t afford it, I mean it.”

She dug into her purse and pulled out her phone. She dialed a number and pressed it to her ear before she began to frantically pace in a five-foot radius. “Come on, come on, come on.”

She curdled a frustrated scream in her throat and held her phone out in front of her, eyeing it like it was single-handedly responsible for her predicament. “Why the hell isn’t it going through?” she grumbled.

I climbed from my bike. “Storms always throw the service.”

“Shit,” she hissed, glaring at her phone like it’d grown horns. She swung her attention back to me. “I need to get home.”

I tossed a glance at the open garage door where the skies continued to dump. “Don’t think that’s going to happen right now, darlin’.”

Her mouth pinched in worry, and something that looked like dread twisted through her being.

My head angled as I took her in, trying to keep from spitting the words. “You have a man waitin’ on you?”

She choked a pained sound. “No.”

She looked like she wanted to kick herself for admitting it, while relief flooded through me, as deep as the rain.

Idiot.

Couldn’t stop it, though.

“You’re safe here. Promise you.”

She stilled, and our gazes tangled.

Thunderbolt eyes sparked in the light.

Deep and dark.

Ghosts welled from their depths.

Felt them tugging at my heart.

Compelling me to look closer.

Drawn.

Like I should recognize something in this girl that just wasn’t there.

Magic.

I blinked to break me out of the stupor.

“We’re just going to have to wait it out,” I added.

In exasperation, she glanced down at her soaked clothes.

“Let’s go upstairs. I’ll find you something dry to change into.”

Her brows shot for the ceiling. “Excuse me?”

A rough chuckle tumbled from my chest, and I took two steps her direction. “I live upstairs.”

Disbelieving laughter rolled from her throat. “You’re serious?”

“Yup.”

“And you want me just to follow you up there?”

“Do you have a better idea?”

She waved an erratic hand. “For my car to actually work. That would be a great idea.”

A smile tweaked at the corner of my mouth. “That’s called a dream, baby, not an idea.”

Her eyes narrowed.

A tease of a laugh left my lips before everything softened when I saw a shiver race across her body. “Come on, let’s get you dried off. You’re freezing, and the only thing I want right now is a shower and a beer, and I’m guessing you’re feeling about the same.”

“This is insane.”

“Insane is standing here freezing our asses off when we could be getting warm.”

I didn’t think it prudent to mention all the ways I could conjure warming her up.

Maybe she saw them play out in my mind, anyway, because she glowered at me as she gave. “Touch me and I stab you.”

Could feel the grin split my face. “You’ve made that much clear, darlin’.” Unable to stop myself, I edged closer, voice soft when I murmured close to her ear, “And who said I wanted to touch you?”

Oh, I did, but I kinda wanted to mess with the little wildcat, too.

Trembles rocked her.

Energy lashed.

Attraction so fierce I was itching on my feet.

“Just so we’re clear,” she gritted.

My grin turned into a full-fledged smirk. “Crystal.”

Her spine straightened in all that rigid defiance, her hair smelling like toasted coconut, sex radiating from her skin.

Intoxicating.

“Good.” The word was hard as she hissed it between her lips.

“Good,” I rumbled back, hitting the button to close the garage door and striding for the metal stairway that ran the far back wall and led to my loft above.

I could hear her heels clacking along behind me.

Her presence was potent.

Overpowering as I bounded upstairs.

Girl followed me step for step.

At the landing at the top, I punched in the code at the door and swiveled around to face her. The breath hitched in my lungs all over again at the look on her face.

The dread and the relief.

My heart fisted while my head spun.

Enchantress.

“What’s your name, darlin’?”

She hesitated a beat before she whispered, “Salem.”

A disbelieving chuckle got loose without my permission.

Yeah.

Black-fuckin’-magic.


TWO

SALEM


“Come on in, darlin’. Don’t be shy. Make yourself at home.” The man’s voice was basically sandpaper, rough and raw, though it somehow carried an undertone of casualness.

My heart thudded. A wild stampede that beat out ahead of me as I inched toward the door Jud Lawson left open.

I had to have lost my mind.

Following this stranger into his apartment.

Giving him my name like it didn’t matter.

Hell, getting on his bike in the first place.

Like he could command any truth out of me, and I had no power to control it, even when I knew better than giving him anything.

But I’d called my brother about fifteen times while I’d been stranded out in the rain in the middle of nowhere. Each call had gone without an answer.

My spirit had sunk deeper into hopelessness with each attempt.

It’s funny how I’d prayed for help, then I’d wanted to turn around and refuse it when the single headlight had come spearing through the storm.

As if he were some kind of wicked savior, the man had emerged through the hazy darkness.

Bearded and muscled and covered in tattoos.

An imposing force.

A liberator or a conqueror, I couldn’t be sure.

The only thing I’d known was my knees had knocked and my stomach had flipped and every ounce of self-preservation I possessed had flared in warning at my recklessness.

But when you were desperate? You were left with few options, and the ones you were given you had little choice but to take.

Which was precisely the reason why I warily stepped through the door at the top of the stairwell and into his loft.

My eyes raced to take it in. It was just as massive and over-the-top as his shop downstairs. Everything was matte black, burnt metal, and expensive leather.

Rugged and rough and jaw-dropping.

Just like the man.

Jud Lawson moved ahead of me. Each step of his boots across the black bamboo floors sent a shockwave of heat blistering through the cool air.

I fought for conviction. To remain unaffected and aloof.

Not to be the fool that melted on the floor in a puddle of need at his feet.

Accomplishing it would be a feat of nature because the man was outrageously gorgeous.

Forbiddingly so.

So ridiculously tall and wide he had to double me in size.

Intimidating and raw.

Nothing but a beast of a man with this sexy, devilish smile.

And somehow, he seemed soft at the same time, rippling with this charm that tweaked the edges of his plush, sexy mouth and sent a skitter fumbling through my chest.

The hardest part was the way he kept looking at me with these obsidian eyes that were darker than the night. That gaze left no question that if I gave him the chance, he would devour me.

Sucking in a deep breath, I stepped into the loft on shaky legs. I was soaked through, dripping, unsure of what to do.

I wrung my fingers.

The man felt my pause, and he shifted to look back at me with mischief playing across his handsome face.

My stomach twisted in a show of want.

Crap.

I knew better, I knew better.

But attraction was something you couldn’t control.

It was instant.

Unstoppable.

Awakened in a beat before you even knew what was happening.

So, I’d deal with it. Not act on it.

Lifting my chin, I gestured at myself.

I shouldn’t have.

Because those eyes swept over me, head to toe.

Energy lashed.

A crackle in the air.

A whip of lust.

“I’m wet.” I said it like a challenge.

His tongue darted out like he was suddenly thirsty.

Shit.

I took a slippery step back, realizing what I’d said. Where his mind had gone. My thighs pressed together because with the way he kept looking at me, it was the truth.

But seriously, he just wanted me to go parading into this ridiculous luxury that he called a house? It looked like a friggin’ showroom for pretentious masculinity.

Except the man—the man didn’t look so uptight.

A rough chuckle scraped from his throat, and I was wishing it didn’t sound so nice.

“As am I, darlin’.”

He gestured at the giant wet footprints he’d left in his wake.

My throat tremored and my tongue swept my dried lips.

Double crap.

He chuckled more, the deep sound mixing with the pour of the rain on the roof. It was a low whirr that whispered and cast a hazy tone over the space. Lightning flashed at the windows and thunder rumbled through the heavens.

“Wait right there.”

He turned and hulked away, across the living area that took up the right side of the open-concept loft, through the kitchen, and toward the set of double doors at the far back wall.

The man was nothing but bristling, thick muscle, arms and legs bound in overbearing strength.

The exposed skin on his arms was covered in a labyrinth of ink.

His stride was long and purposed, easy, but still, there was a hint of harshness in his stance. I knew in that confidence the man was no stranger to hazard and jeopardy. He would strike in the face of danger, and his opponent was unlikely to make it out unscathed on the other side.

He disappeared through the double doors.

My pulse thudded and beat while I stood there waiting like a fool. I glanced at my phone again, cringing when I saw I still hadn’t received a word.

They’d be worried.

Hell, I was worried.

But if my calls weren’t going through, neither would theirs.

A minute later, Jud came striding back out, though he’d ditched his boots, and his feet were bare. He carried a stack of clothes and a towel.

“Not much, but at least you can grab a shower and get into something dry until the storm blows over. We’ll get your clothes into the dryer.”

A soft smile hitched his mouth as he moved my way.

My spirit flailed.

Sweet and intense and intimidating.

That combo promised he might be the most dangerous man I’d ever met.

This flirty charm that radiated from his being, sure to wrap every unsuspecting female around his fingers. Salivating for a taste of what he had to offer.

That shock of pitch-black hair on his head was wet, longer on top, sticking to the stony angles of his face.

His thick beard was the same color as his hair. A beard I had to fight the sudden urge to run my fingers through when he offered me the pile of fresh clothes.

The man was nothing but a tease and a trap.

“There you go.” He tipped his head toward the row of three doors on the opposite side of the room. “Guest room is third door on the left. Get yourself a shower.”

Our fingers touched when he passed me the stack. Shivers raced, a flashfire across my flesh.

He angled in, his voice so low and rough, “You need to get warmed up, darlin’. You’re cold.”

A fingertip trailed my wrist where a rash of chills lifted.

He eased back, those obsidian eyes sparking with mirth.

Jerk.

He knew exactly what he was doing to me. Still, I mumbled, “Thank you.”

“My pleasure, gorgeous. Like I said, make yourself at home. I’m going to grab a shower, too.”

I leaned down and twisted the stupid heels off my feet so I didn’t leave a trail of pockmarks on his floors. I dangled them from my fingers and clutched the pile of clothes in the other hand. I padded as quickly as I could across the floor in the direction of the door he had pointed to, feeling the warmth of his gaze on me the whole time.

This was insane, but truth be told, I was freezing, the trembling starting from deep within.

It didn’t help when the AC came on and started to pump cold air into the space.

At the doorway, I paused to peer back. The man remained across the room.

His stare intent. His being profound.

There was something about him that was so big and overwhelming, and it didn’t have a thing to do with his size.

No doubt, I should fear it, so I figured it was a big, big problem that I suddenly felt comfort under his watch. Safety in his refuge. Damned stupid.

I knew better than to trust anyone, and here I was in this stranger’s house, and not a soul knew where I was.

I tore myself from the hook of who he was and rushed the rest of the way into the bedroom. It was dark inside, and I shut the door, quick to lock it. I turned and rested against the door, struggling for a breath. To get myself under control. To shake myself out of whatever fantasy I felt like I might be falling into.

But there was something about tonight that made it feel like none of this was real.

Outside reality.

Because I didn’t do things like this. Was never so reckless. The last four years had been lived in complete caution. One foot moving and one eye over my shoulder. No room for mistakes or missteps.

But my brother had convinced me it was safe to come to this small town where he’d brought our grandmother to live three months ago.

Years had passed.

Years of running.

Years of barely existing.

He’d insisted it was time, and we couldn’t keep on the way we had.

My chest clutched, and I rocked my head back against the wood of the door.

God, I had to believe him. Had to cling to the hope of that truth.

Laughing off the confusion of it, I pushed from the door and moved to the en suite bathroom.

I flipped on the light.

It was every bit as ostentatious as the rest of the loft.

Exposed white brick walls with reclaimed wood floating counters that had been stained black. The fixtures were roughened gold, and the floors and the entire back wall behind the shower were a matrix of white and black. The shower was clear glass, open on one side with a rain shower hanging from the ceiling.

Well then.

I set the clean clothes on the counter and rushed to turn the faucet all the way to hot. I peeled off my drenched clothes and left them in a wet heap on the floor as steam began to fill the bathroom.

I stepped into the heated spray, and a moan whimpered free at the feel of the water hitting my skin.

At the chills that raced from the contrast of hot and cold.

I blew out a relieved sigh.

Suddenly…thankful.

So extremely thankful.

I always expected the worst in people, and in the luxury of this shower, I couldn’t help the thought that this guy might actually be nice.

Genuine and good.

I steeled myself against it.

Trusting only made you vulnerable. Put you in a position where you could be hurt.

And I didn’t have the time or space for that.

Besides, I was pretty sure it didn’t take much for that boy outside this room to have girls falling at his feet, and I was even more certain my heart wasn’t up for a fling or even a one-night stand.

But damn, would an orgasm I didn’t give myself feel nice.

Visions flash-fired at that.

Those big, big hands and that flirty mouth and that massive body.

Squeezing my eyes closed, I tried not to imagine him in the next room over, naked and beneath the heated spray.

Nope. Nope. Nope. Do not go there, Salem.

Get clean, get dry, get out.

That was my goal tonight.

But still, I stayed under that relaxing cascade for probably a little too long and let my mind drift a little too far.

But could you blame a girl?

This place was like a fantasy.

The man a fantasy, too.

A wicked fantasy where it’d be so easy to get lost.

Finally, I shut off the shower. I stepped out onto the plush white mat, and I grabbed the fluffy towel. It completely engulfed me when I wrapped it around my body, and there was nothing I could do but take one end and push it to my face and inhale the scent—the same scent that had taken me over when I’d slipped onto his bike and found my nose at the back of his neck.

Citrus and cinnamon and spice.

It smelled like he’d washed his clothes in a late fall night.

I inhaled a little too deeply, committing it to memory, though I doubted much that I’d forget, anyway.

Okay creeper, stop fantasizing about a man who is just trying to be nice.

The internal pep talk worked for all of five seconds, because the moment I pulled his giant shirt over my head, I was sucked right back down into that delusion.

It was warm and scented and god, I felt like I was wrapped by the man. Then I was giggling when I pulled on the giant pair of boxers and looked in the mirror.

I looked ridiculous.

Swamped in fabric that was ten times too big.

Fighting the smile, I rolled the boxers down to my hips, praying they wouldn’t slip off, then I wrapped the towel around my hair, swooped up my wet pile of clothes, and moved back out to the bedroom. The room was only illuminated by the light from the bathroom, though it was clear the two rooms matched.

Nothing but dark, masculine luxury.

A king-sized bed with lavish linens.

I shook my head and forced myself to move, though I slowed in caution when I unlocked the door and peeked out. When I was hit with silence, I tiptoed out into the main space.

The open loft was dark save for the lights under the kitchen cabinets, but what my attention locked on were some paintings hanging on the far wall of the living area that were cast in muted spotlights.

I hadn’t noticed them when I’d first come in, but in the quiet, they seemed like they were the only thing I could see. My feet involuntarily moved that direction.

The images a lure that hooked my heart and mind.

They ran on four big canvases, floor to soaring ceiling. Two were situated on either side of the massive TV sitting on a stand along the wall. The paintings were raw and candid, and my chest clenched around my thudding heart as I stared and tried to make sense of what they represented. I got the unsettled sense I was peering directly into the artist’s soul, right to where his demons thrashed and thrived.

Depictions of ghosts that screamed and howled. Demons that climbed from fiery flames to crawl and ravage the Earth. Vague, obscured faces were woven in, as if they were hidden in the scene, prisoners that didn’t belong but were stuck there, anyway.

Others were stark, haunting beauty. Stars and eternity and lost hope.

Each was breathtakingly tragic.

Earth-shatteringly inspired.

I leaned closer to them.

Enthralled.

Enraptured.

Like I had become a piece of the torment written in the bold strokes of paint.

In the agony weaved in the canvas.

The air thickened and locked in my lungs, and the fine hairs prickled at the nape of my neck.

I froze, somehow trapped. Unable to look or move or act as I felt him approach like a wraith. Like one of the paintings had come to life and closed in from behind.

It covered me whole and caressed me in shadows.

I was right. This man was definitely, definitely dangerous.

His breath hit me on the shoulder where his shirt draped wide. “Did you get warmed up?”

Such an innocuous question, though the rough scrape of his words moved through me like seduction.

“Yes, thank you.”

I found I could barely speak, the severity of the paintings stealing my voice and my sanity. “These are…” I couldn’t even form a coherent thought.

His tone tightened to a grumble. “Just something to fill the empty space.”

A frown filled my brow at his indifference, at the way he shrugged it off, and I wanted to ask him more but was distracted by the slow chuckle that suddenly brushed across my flesh and sent chills racing again. “You look…”

Finally, I found the strength to peek back at him from over my shoulder. Only when I did, my eyes were filled with a wide chest that was…bare and tattooed and oh my god.

I thought I might pass out right there.

I attempted to look away, but his hair that was much longer on top and short on the sides was wet from his shower, and he was wearing this grin on his face that twisted me into a knot of desire.

Not to mention the heat that radiated from his body.

A stroke of that severity thrashed.

I was pretty sure it short-circuited my logic.

“Ridiculous,” he seemed to finally settle on, sitting back on his heels and crossing his arms over his wide, wide chest.

What?

His words knocked me out of the trance.

What a jerk.

I mean, I’d thought so, too, but he didn’t need to bring attention to it.

Gulping, I stumbled away, my chin jerking for the sky, every defense set to high. “I didn’t have a lot of other options, now, did I, unless you wanted me to drip all over your ridiculous floors?”

That smirk edged his mouth.

Damn him.

“Didn’t say I was complainin’, now did I, sweetness?”

I glared at him. What was with this guy?

Really, what was with me? Why was I all hot and bothered by a man I didn’t know other than the fact he had really great taste in interior decorating, and I’d give my left boob for his guest shower?

Well, that and he’d stopped to help a stranger in a torrential downpour despite clearly being loaded.

I couldn’t tell if he was an asshole toying with me or if he was genuinely kind.

From the flaring in his eyes and that teasing at his sexy mouth?

There was a part of him that was definitely toying with me.

“Besides, you’re still dripping all over my ridiculous floors,” he grumbled with that rough, low voice.

On a gasp, I jerked back to see the wad of clothes I clutched were indeed dripping onto his floor, and a small puddle had gathered at my toes.

“Shit.”

The asshole laughed and stepped forward. “Give me your clothes.”

I held them closer like he was a common thief. A plunderer of sound judgement.

Obsidian eyes glinted and danced, and his laughter floated out of his mouth and surrounded me like a dream. The man leaned forward to whisper in my ear, the words coming from his mouth temptation and a tease. “You’re lucky I’m not asking you for the ones you’re wearing. Stand there a minute longer, and I just might.”

My eyes narrowed as I angled back. “I’ll stab you.”

That time, his laughter boomed. Like I was the ridiculous one.

Reaching out, he snatched the dripping wet ball from my hands. He held it to his chest, and the man waltzed away like doing it was the most normal thing in the world.

“Come on, Wildcat, laundry room is this way.”

Um…what?

“Excuse me?” I scrambled along behind him.

He just chuckled as he moved through the kitchen to a door on the left of it. He opened it and stepped into a laundry room that was as big as the kitchen back at our house.

I froze at the doorway because there was no chance in hell I was getting that close, and he was grinning as he tossed my clothes into the dryer and punched some buttons.

It beeped and spun to life.

“See, now that wasn’t so hard, was it?”

That mischief played, the man eyeing me up and down as he edged me out of the laundry room.

Huffing, I crossed my arms tight over my chest.

“What is it, darlin’?”

His voice had gone soft. Like he didn’t have the first clue he had me spun up.

“You don’t think this is a little bit weird?” I waved an erratic hand over my head.

He grinned. “I like weird, if I’m being honest.”

He reached out and gently brushed his fingertips over the scar on my jaw.

It happened so fast that I didn’t realize what he was doing before his hand was already there. As if it were second nature. As if he did it all the time. As if he had the right.

Fire streaked my flesh.

Horror and fear and the fight.

Worse was the flash of comfort that came along with it.

Aghast, I ripped myself back.

“What do you think you’re doing?” I wheezed, the words haggard and pained. Panic raced my veins and nearly sent me screaming out the door.

Screw the rain and the storm.

But I forced myself to remain standing.

I wasn’t weak.

I wasn’t weak.

I lifted my chin defiantly like I was daring him to do it again because if he did it this time, I was going to teach him a lesson.

He actually had the nerve to look apologetic, and he shoved his hands into the pockets of his low-slung jeans that showed off an expanse of chiseled abs, his hip bones peeking out over the top. The packed, rippled flesh was covered in those designs there, too. Ones that I refused to study even though I was itching to reach out and touch them the same way as he had done to my scar.

Like it was natural.

Right.

God, I kind of hated this man. Hated that he stirred something in me that I couldn’t afford to feel.

“Sorry. That was rude.” It sounded like he meant it.

“I don’t even know you.”

He dragged a hand from his pocket and uneasily roughed it through the longer pieces of his hair. “Know it.”

He hesitated, then added, “But there’s something about you, isn’t there, Salem?” That gaze narrowed and his head pitched to the side, the man studying me as if I were a riddle he was trying to decipher.

Energy shivered and flashed. A blanket of lightning flickered at the windows. A current of it ran the dense air.

The way his eyes caressed my face, it might as well have been his hands. “Is it wrong if I want to get to know you?”

Attraction billowed and boiled. Held in the bare space that seethed between us. A snare to hold me back.

Gravity.

I scrambled around in my brain for the last vestiges of my common sense.

“I have no interest in that.” The words were bitchy and a straight-up lie. “I just want to go home.”

The blunt of the rejection struck across his face before he dropped his gaze to look at the floor.

“Right, okay,” he mumbled, his head bouncing in affront as he stared at his bare feet with his teeth gritting.

Thunder cracked.

With it, the rain intensified to become a violent pounding at the roof.

He looked up at me, and every angle of his face hardened with the promise. “Told you my purpose tonight was gettin’ you to safety.”

I was pretty sure it was here that wasn’t safe. Not with the way my pulse battered and my stomach coiled and this needy interest was taking me over. I swallowed hard. “What does that mean?”

“Means you’re stuck with me tonight. I’ll get you home first thing in the morning.”

“You expect me to stay here? With you?” It was a shriek of disbelief.

“Didn’t mean in my bed, darlin’.” He angled forward again, his breath caressing my skin, sex and seduction rising to the surface. “But that sure would be fun, wouldn’t it?”

The air locked in my lungs, and he was chuckling low and looking at me like he knew the flush of desire he elicited in me. Then the man so casually strode away, overpowering his kitchen, so sexy when he dipped into the black metal refrigerator and grabbed a beer. He twisted the cap and took a long pull, then he lifted it in the air, facing me as he backed away. “Goodnight, Wildcat. Guest room is all yours. Make yourself at home. I’ll see you in the morning.”

My mouth dropped open as he disappeared back through the same double doors, catty-corner to the room where I’d taken a shower.

The room with that giant, luxurious bed where he expected me to sleep.

I stood there in the dark for at least ten minutes, wondering what the hell I was supposed to do, because this was crazy, while the heavens continued to dump and pour and deluge.

Finally, I accepted that I was stuck there tonight and reluctantly crept to the guest bedroom where I shut the door and locked it.

I slipped under the covers and sank into the plush comfort.

I typed out one last message on my phone and prayed at least someone would receive it.

Me


I still can’t get through to anyone. My car broke down, but I ran into a friend who offered me a place to stay for the night. I’ll be home first thing. Please don’t worry, I’ll be fine.




A friend was stretching it.

But they didn’t need to worry even more than they already would be.

Then I relaxed into the warmth beneath the heavy comforter as the exhaustion from the day pulled me under. Lulling me into a dream. Sleep taking me down to the darkest depths of consciousness.

Where everything faded and drifted and took old shape.

Where dreams possessed and nightmares haunted.

Where the here and now and the past intertwined. Where they merged and crossed and slayed.

Where grief whispered and crawled and sucked the life from the air.

Where I had no idea what time it was when I jolted awake. When I heard the muted roar. A roar of pain. A cry of agony.

And I wasn’t sure if it was his or if it was mine.


THREE

JUD


It didn’t matter that it wasn’t even eight in the morning, heavy metal blared from the speakers that hung at each corner of the soaring ceiling of Iron Ride.

Had slept like shit last night, tossing and turning with the thought of Salem in the room right next to me, that fiery wildcat who could so easily get under my skin.

Apparently, the only thing it took was a hot-as-hades stranger standing wet in my living room to make me lose my mind. My rationale. My sense and reason.

My purpose.

So, I’d gone and done something so ridiculous as tell her I wanted to get to know her.

Seriously fucked up.

A chuckle of disbelief rolled up my throat as I studied the piece of metal on the worktable.

What did I think? She was going to get to know me and be cool with who I was? And why the fuck had I even suggested it? Thought for a second that I wanted it?

I knew firsthand it didn’t go down like that. The second I’d let it slip from my mouth, I’d known I was setting myself a trap. That it ran contrary to everything I knew. Everything I was striving for.

But still, it’d been there, tangled in my guts—interest—and not just in that tight little body.

At least the girl’d had a little sense and shot that shit down, but still, it’d left me rattled, my dick hard and my brain mottled as I’d slunk away to my room, hoping by shutting myself behind my bedroom door, I might be able to shut off thoughts of her.

Hardly.

I’d finally given up when the sun breaking at the horizon had snatched the darkness from my room. I’d pulled on some clothes and made my way down to the shop.

Had plenty to do, anyway, so it didn’t hurt to get a jump start on my day.

Besides, Iron Ride was where I found my peace. Where I created beauty when my past life had created devastation.

It was where I welded and sanded and painted and rebuilt. Brought back to life the worn and run-down. The dilapidated and decayed. Priceless gems left to rot in backyards and in forgotten lots. Cars and bikes that I would take back to bare bones, then restore them to a newfound glory.

Art manifested of my hands.

Dirty hands that I was doing my best to make clean.

I got lost in it. Entranced in it.

Ears full of the pounding, thrashing beat, I watched through my protective mask as fire scored through metal. Sparks flew and spit as I made the precision cut.

I was hyper-focused, though somehow enthralled by the movements, like my soul had jumped in on the revelry.

I heaved out the breath I’d been holding when the metal for the bike fender finally cut apart, the tension bound in my muscles draining away. I shut off the torch so I could study my handiwork. My finger covered by a leather glove glided over the cut.

Ensuring perfection.

Nothing less was tolerated in my shop.

The only thing going out these doors was going to be spectacular.

Awe-inspiring.

I mean, fuck, I’d made old bikers weep when they’d come to claim their ride. If a man shed a tear or two when he saw his beast for the first time? That shit was a win.

When I heard the rumble of a truck come into the lot, I tossed off my gloves and moved for the open bay where Brock eased in the tow. He pulled horizontal to the building before he put it into reverse and backed it in. He left the engine idling when he hopped out the driver’s door and came striding my way. “Yo, boss. This it?”

His voice was pure speculation. Like I hadn’t given a specific description of the car and directions to where it was sitting.

“That’s it.”

He shook his shaved blond head, a grin spreading to his face as he pushed the button to lower the lift.

Brock had been the first mechanic I’d brought onto my team. Dude was quick with a wrench and possessed this natural instinct with diagnosing issues. Swore the asshole could get an engine that had been rusting for twenty years out in a deserted field to spark.

He also ran his mouth twenty-four seven.

“This a joke? A test? Or is business runnin’ dry and you’re getting desperate? Thought we were booked solid for a year?”

Considering it was Saturday and we were all working double-time to keep up with the workload, the answer to that was obvious.

“Helping out a friend,” I said, giving him a look that told him the reason the car was there was none of his concern.

“She pretty?” he cracked.

“That required to do something nice?” I growled. Had to restrain myself from punching the scrawny punk in his smug face. But that would probably lay him out for the week, and I needed him on a ’63 Ford pickup that was set to roll next month.

He shrugged. “Hey, man, I just know what it takes to get a spot here, and you have me rollin’ up with an old sedan? You must be getting something out of it.”

I ignored him, and instead, I turned my attention to watch as Darius made a left into the lot in his black pickup truck.

Darius had only been with us for the last month. Guy was the opposite of Brock. Quiet and intense. Tatted and hard and nearly as big as me. Lost in thought most of the time, though he got the job done. He was a basic technician that’d come from one of the dealerships, but he was hungry to learn, and I was desperate for help.

Like Brock had said, we were booked a solid year, and I was turning away clients left and right.

Brock was moving to unlatch the chains on Salem’s car when Darius came to a stop and jumped out of his truck. “What’s going on?”

He stormed across the lot, his attention locked on the sedan.

Awesome.

I was gonna get shit from him, too.

Then I was stilling, tingles rushing my flesh as a shock of energy came blasting through the shop. As fierce as the storm from last night. I eased around to find Salem coming down the stairs from my loft above.

The breath knocked from my lungs.

Fuck me.

This girl was even prettier than I’d remembered from last night.

Crazy hot.

Wicked sexy.

Back in her clothes she’d been wearing last night, though her face was bare, and all that black hair was piled in a crazy knot on her head.

Nothing but a perfect fantasy floating down from my loft.

Figured it’d been the storm that had left that feeling zinging in the air, and it would have disappeared this morning.

This connection that made me want to explore something I knew damned well I shouldn’t explore.

Couldn’t explore.

But it was there, pulling through the atmosphere, vibrating along this invisible band that had us tied.

Neither of us could look away.

Thunderbolt eyes speared me from across the space, piercing me through and holding me hostage.

Wondered if anyone else noticed, the way we just fuckin’ stared.

Tangled in a beat.

Held in a moment.

Something powerful lit in my veins.

Need.

Possession.

Girl was nothing but an enchantress.

Black-fuckin’-magic.

Because what she had me feeling wasn’t possible.

“Ah, she’s pretty, all right.” Brock spewing his bullshit broke me out of the spell. “Knew you had to be gettin’ something out of it, and that something is fine as hell.”

Fuck the Ford.

I started to go for him except Darius had me grinding on the brakes when he charged Salem’s direction, his footsteps enraged. He stopped halfway to her, right in the middle of us.

His hands were clenched into fists as his attention darted between me and the girl.

Swore, he had murder written in his expression.

Knew that look well.

He turned that venom on her. “Salem, the fuck are you doing here?”

Well shit.

She told me she didn’t have a man waiting on her, and I had a feeling that things had just gotten messy and fast.

Had the urge to yank him back, stand between them, especially considering she’d come walking down like she’d been properly fucked when, unfortunately, that wasn’t even close to the way things had gone down.

Except Salem rolled her eyes in annoyance as she hit the landing and strode our way. All fierce fire and stormy conviction. “I called you fifteen times and texted you more. My car broke down.”

Darius’ eyes swept back to take in her car.

Brock was standing beside it, dude grinning like the fuckin’ Joker, laughing under his breath as he took in the scene. No doubt, he was eating up the tension.

The way Darius looked back at me like he was envisioning peeling the flesh from my bones.

“Tried calling you this morning,” Darius grated, though he was still glaring at me when he said it.

“My phone died, and I was asleep and safe because some nice guy stopped to help me in the middle of a downpour. That was it.”

“I bet he helped her,” Brock needled.

I spun and pointed at him, the threat whipping from my tongue. “One more, Brock, and I end you.”

He laughed like it was hysterical.

“Was about to lose my mind, Salem,” Darius grated, swiveling his focus to the girl.

“Did my texts from last night come through this morning? The ones where I told you what happened and that I was fine?” Her voice was a challenge.

“Yeah.” He seemed reluctant to admit it.

She crossed her arms over her chest. “So, you knew I was okay?”

He roughed a hand over his head. “Yeah.”

“Then I’m pretty sure this anger is misplaced.”

Coming to the quick decision of where to place it, Darius turned to glare at me.

I pushed a placating hand toward him since the dude looked like he was about to snap. “Hey, man, had taken a ride and got caught in the storm. On my way back, I came upon her car over on Dawson. Shady as shit over there, you know that, and I wasn’t about to leave her by herself.”

Didn’t really need to explain myself because I hadn’t done a thing wrong. His anger wasn’t on me. I’d had no clue Salem was with someone. On top of it, she hadn’t done anything wrong, either. She’d let someone help her. There was no crime in that.

Wasn’t like she was betraying her man by seeking refuge under my roof.

The fact the idea of her having a man coiled my guts in some kind of twisted, pissed off jealousy?

Yeah.

That one was on me.

Except Salem was scoffing and cocking her head in offended disbelief.

Wildcat claws coming out.

Salem was fuckin’ hot in all that ferocity.

“You don’t need to explain to my brother why you stopped to help me, Jud. We didn’t do anything wrong, and he has no right to act like we did.”

She emphasized brother, and shit, was that a breath of relief that punched from my lungs?

Why, yes. Yes, it was.

Darius glared harder.

Fuck.

I scrubbed a palm over my face.

He shifted back to her, voice full of condescension. “I’m sorry if I’m concerned that I roll up to work and my sister comes waltzing out of my boss’ apartment.”

He was back to shooting daggers at me.

Brock howled and rocked his hips. “Friend…just how friendly are you, Jud?”

“One more word.” My finger was back to jabbing in his direction.

Apparently, none of us were going to make it out alive because Salem was tossing her hand in the air, her outrage shifting to me. “And why is my car here?”

Surprise lifted my brows. “Uh…because it’s broken down?”

She lifted that scarred chin, and fuck, I was itching to reach out and touch it again. “I told you I can’t afford that.”

“Didn’t ask you to. I’ll handle it.”

She and Darius scoffed at the same time. Maybe I should have recognized the resemblance from the get-go. “I don’t think so,” they both said.

Lord help me.

I roughed both palms over my face. “I’m just trying to help out over here.”

“Help—”

The second Brock opened his mouth, I picked up a wrench and threw it at him before he could get it out. It hit him square in the chest and dropped him to his knees. Dude started rolling around on the shiny black concrete.

Crying and laughing like the fool he was.

He was lucky he was good.

I turned back to Salem who looked like she was about to freak out right about then. She glanced at her brother. “Do you have time to give me a ride home?”

He gave her a tight nod. “Yup. Just give me a second to take my things to my station.” He lifted the bag he’d dumped to the ground in front of him. “That is, if it’s okay with the boss?”

There was a challenge in that, and hell, I thought I’d learned more about the guy in the last two minutes than I had since he started working here.

I jutted my chin. “No problem.”

“Good.” Salem spat it, then stormed on those heels out the open bay door and toward Darius’ truck.

“Hey,” I called from behind her, unable to do anything but follow.

Girl this gravity that I couldn’t shake.

I needed to completely cut off this bullshit.

But there I was, chasing her out into the bright light of the coming day, the ground damp and the air humid from last night’s storm.

“What the hell?” I demanded when she refused to look back at me. “Salem. Wait.”

I nearly stumbled when she whirled on me like a hurricane. “I’m not a charity case.”

“Didn’t imply that you are.”

She gestured wildly at the front of her car visible through the bay door. “Do you expect to get paid for that?”

I rocked back on my heels and scratched the back of my neck, unsure of what the right answer was supposed to be here. “Uh, no.”

Her head cocked to the side, voice hard. “Charity case. I told you last night that this place was going to be too much, and you hauled my car in, anyway?”

“Everyone needs a little help every once in a while, Salem. Not a thing wrong with that. And if this is about what happened with your brother, he has to know you weren’t doing a walk of shame, that you⁠—”

She flew into my face.

The words died on my tongue as that severity cracked.

A whip.

In a heartbeat, my guts were tangled in those thunderbolt eyes.

She poked me in the chest. “Walk of shame? If I fucked you, it’d be because I wanted to, and I wouldn’t feel an ounce of shame, so you and my brother can both kiss my ass.”

Uh…wow.

I didn’t know if I should be turned on or offended.

Visions hit me like a backhand of lust.

Okay, fine.

Definitely turned on, so there I went, easing in, my words rumbled near her ear. “Might like that. Don’t tempt me, enchantress.”

Screeching, she tossed her hands up and stomped the rest of the way to Darius’ truck before she swung back to face me as she opened the door. “Fine, fix my car, Jud, but I will figure out a way to pay for it. I refuse to owe you anything.”

She hopped in and slammed it shut, and I just stood there staring as Darius passed by, the dude eyeing me with outright distrust as he went.

He climbed into the driver’s side and started the truck and whipped out of the lot, the loud engine roaring as he disappeared down the street.

While I stood there wondering what the fuck had just happened.

Laughter ripped from behind. “Whelp, there went your balls, boss.”

I strode back into the shop, not bothering to tell Brock where to shove it.

Not when I had the sinking feeling the motherfucker was right.


FOUR

SALEM


Crap. Crap. Crap.

I peered back at the huge industrial shop as Darius floored the accelerator out of the lot and sped down the road. The hulking man stood where I’d left him, his mouth gaping open in shock and a bit of hurt and something else that slipped beneath my skin like the kindling of flames.

An old-seeded fire that had long died out that threatened to burst back to life.

My stomach was in knots and my pulse thundered like an out-of-control freight train that blew into town. A coming disaster that I wasn’t sure I could derail. Because falling prey to what that man had to offer would likely destroy the bare semblance of any control I possessed.

It was a promise of the type of recklessness I could not afford.

Not to mention the fact that Darius was seething in his seat beside me. He white-knuckled the steering wheel as harsh breaths panted from his nose.

“What the fuck, Salem?” he hissed as the building disappeared from view.

My brow curled as I shifted my head to look at him. “Excuse me? I already told you that my car broke down and he stopped to help me. Do you have a problem with that?”

I couldn’t keep the pissiness from my voice. He didn’t get to do this.

His words were shards. “I was worried about you.”

Uneasily, I readjusted my bag on my lap. “I tried to call you a bunch of times, Darius. Service was out for everyone. I was coming downstairs to ask him if I could borrow his phone to call you.”

A grunt left him, and he pitched me a hard glance. “He’s my boss.”

“Which I didn’t know, considering I just got here last week, and you never told me where you’re working. I thought you were still at the dealership?”

He released a strained sigh, a wash of bashfulness softening his formidable features. “Didn’t say anything because I wasn’t sure if it was going to work out. Not exactly qualified to be working there.”

Tenderness pulled at my chest. “Of course, you are. Who wouldn’t want you working for them? I thought we didn’t keep secrets from each other?”

He cut me a glance. “Don’t we?”

There was an accusation there.

“Darius.” Frustration laced his name.

He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter, he’s my boss and he’s⁠—”

“He’s what?” I challenged, defensiveness making a rebound.

No, I might not know the guy, but the one thing I knew was he’d been kind.

The thousand emotions I’d felt last night scattered through my consciousness.

The cornerstone of a man I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

Hard and cocky. Sweet and flirty. Overbearing and…dark. I guessed it was that layer hidden beneath that sexy smirk that held the power to knock me from my feet.

It billowed through me then. The memory in the night. The feeling of not being alone when the torment came. Like the man could give me comfort in the storm that hit me night after night.

I shook my head out of the stupor. God knew, those thoughts were dangerous.

I couldn’t go there.

But if I were being honest, I had to admit there was something about him.

Something that compelled me to look closer. To touch and explore and feel. A piece that ached to come alive under those massive hands.

Yeah. Definitely dangerous.

Still, regret fluttered, shame at the way I’d reacted.

Instead of thanking him, I’d blown up in his face.

Darius seemed to war, peeking at me every couple of seconds as he flew down the street, his words controlled as he bit them out. “He’s my boss, Salem, and you need to stay away from him. Simple as that.”

But it was the way my brother looked like he was about to snap the steering wheel from the dash that made me think it wasn’t so simple.

The way his jaw locked, and rigidness took to his spine.

His anxiety ripped through the air and banged through the cab.

Slowing, he made a right into an old neighborhood. Here, the houses were quaint and modest, fronted by lawns and ancient, towering trees.

Darius’ breaths filled the air.

Anguish tightened my chest, but still, granite filled the words. “I took care of myself for four years, Darius. You can’t tell me who I can and cannot see.”

Not with Jud. Not with anyone else.

“And I barely got you back, Salem. You think I didn’t worry about you every second of every day? Do you think I wasn’t terrified? Do you think I didn’t know you were out there, fuckin’ scared and hiding for all that time?”

He blanched with the admission. “Spent years not sleeping through the night. Not knowing how you were or where you were. Desperate for the rare calls you made to let us know you were safe. Having no way to change it or make it better. And now that we brought this family back together? I will do anything—absolutely anything—to make sure you two are safe.”

Sadness swept through my being. “It’s not your responsibility, Darius.”

Foreboding whispered through my consciousness. A warning that I’d been a fool, agreeing to come here. That maybe Darius was wrong. That it would never be time, and it would never be safe, and thinking it would only destroy us in the end.

But there was no question Darius was right on one account. We would never find a normal life if we were running forever. Would never find peace or safety or stability.

I owed her that. Wanted it more than anything.

I had to take the chance.

For her.

Years had passed without a word or a trace, and I had to pray it was enough.

Darius’ brow pinched as he made a left into the single drive of the house he’d been renting for the last three months. “It is my responsibility,” he countered, blowing out a sigh as he put his truck into park and shut off the engine.

But he didn’t make a move to get out. Instead, he shifted, reached out, and set his hand on my arm. His voice tightened with the plea. “I need you to know that I will do anything to keep you safe, Salem. For you to have a good life. No matter the cost. It’s time.”

Tears filled my eyes. Love filled me up to overflowing.

It spilled free with the rush of moisture that slipped down my cheeks.

Marked and true.

I touched his face. My big brother who I had always looked up to, adored, and revered. The one who was taking the chance, too.

“I know you would, Darius, and there is no way to express my gratefulness for that. For what you’ve done. For what you’re sacrificing. And I’m terrified the only thing I’m doing is putting you and Mimi in danger. That I might be responsible for⁠—”

A swell of sorrow crested. My breath caught on the snare of it.

Tight and hot.

A hole so deep it would never be filled.

It was my fault.

It was my fault.

I nearly buckled with the grief.

“You’re not putting us in any danger,” he insisted. “We’re safe. Promise you.”

I swallowed the torment, my thickened tongue rushing over my lips so I could get this out.

“What happened…it’s going to hurt…haunt me forever…”

No, there were no actual words. No way to verbally express what this kind of loss felt like. The empty pit that festered.

I forced myself to continue. “You convinced me to come here. To start a new life. That it was time. And because of that, I’m looking forward for the first time in years. For the first time, I’m not just surviving, I’m living. And I’m so thankful for you. So thankful you love us so much that you would stand in front of anything to protect us. Thankful you moved here to create a safe place for us. But you also can’t stand in the way. I know I’ve made a million mistakes and I’m sure I’ll make a million more, but I have to do this, Darius, and you can’t freak out every time I step out the door. Not if I’m actually going to live.”

His expression twisted in grief. “I know, and that’s all I want for you—for you to live. Free. Without fear. Without ever havin’ to look over your shoulder.”

Affection pulled a soggy smile to my mouth. “I know you do, and I want that, too, but none of that is your responsibility.”

“The hell, it isn’t,” he grumbled.

He was such a protector, too.

I forced some lightness into my voice. “Thank you for the ride, Darius. I’ll figure the car out. Don’t worry about it. Now, you’d better get to work. Your boss seems like he might be the type to get grumpy.”

Darius didn’t laugh.

His lips pinched, and he swallowed hard as I unlatched the door and started to slide out. Before I made it to standing, he reached out and took me by the hand to stop me. His words were razors. “Just…stay away from Jud, Salem. He’s not the kind of guy you can trust.”

Sadness slipped beneath my skin. “Don’t worry, Darius. I don’t trust anyone.”

Only this tiny family.

I stepped from the truck just as the front door banged open and Juniper came bounding out. She jumped off the single step and raced down the sidewalk to meet me.

“Mommy! There you are finally! Jeez louise, doncha know we got the worries about you? Where did you go? I thought you got lost all the way in the rain and floated all the way down to the ocean and you had to live with the dolphins.”

Love squeezed my ribs in a fist.

Crushing.

So intense it nearly dropped me to my knees as my little girl came flying my direction.

Juniper was nothing but giggles and smiles and black, messy hair that had been twisted into two wild buns on the sides of her head.

Pink, chubby cheeks and the tiniest, sweetest mouth.

She threw herself into my arms, already knowing I would catch her, that I would sweep her off her feet and swing her around before I brought her to my chest and hugged her tight.

Our cheeks were pressed together as I inhaled her sweet plum scent. “Get lost and live with the dolphins? Not a chance. I will always find you.”

Behind us, I caught sight of Darius pulling away. His eyes were on us. Staunch protectiveness in his gaze.

And I got it…got that he’d felt helpless for all those years, and now that we were here, he would do anything for us.

But he had no idea what I’d been through. I guessed in the end, I had to respect that. For years, he’d wanted to fight and, now that he had the chance, he couldn’t do anything but come alongside me.

Another giggle slipped from Juniper’s lips, her little nose scrunched as she edged back enough to see my face. Her dark, dark eyes were the same blue as mine.

But hers?

They burned with innocence. With the hope and belief I wanted to give her.

“Because I’m your world, right, Mommy?”

I held my five-year-old close.

My life.

My source.

My purpose to get up each morning for the last four years and fight. My purpose to go on.

“That’s right, Juni Bee, no matter where you go, I will always find you.”

I spun her around. She squeezed her little arms over her chest as she laughed and squirmed in my arms.

Devotion erupted from that crater.

The one that would forever be carved inside me.

“Even if I’m all the way up high in the sky?” Her tinkling voice danced around my ears and seeped into my soul.

It was all a tease. The game we played. How far would I go to find her? To protect her?

Little did she know, there was no distance because I would go to the very, very end.

“That’s right. Even if you’re up all the way high in the sky.”

“Even to Mars?” She flung herself back at that, her arms outstretched, her face lifted toward the cloudless sky.

I could feel her bright, bright spirit burn in my arms.

A precious treasure I held in my hands.

“Even to Mars.”

She swung herself up to grab onto my shoulders. She wore a gigantic grin. “That’s because you love me all the way to the stars.”

“That’s right…all the way to the stars.”

To the moon.

To the sun.

My guiding light.

My one purpose.

I felt the movement at the doorway, and I looked up to find Mimi standing there. Her weathered face was full of worry and relief.

My grandmother was eighty-seven, short and heavyset, and the strongest woman I knew.

The years might have blurred the edges of her youth, but they hadn’t robbed her of her vitality.

“Well, there you are, young lady,” she said. With the tone of it, I was pretty sure I was in trouble with her, too.

I held Juniper close as I trudged that way. “I hope you got my messages. I hated that I couldn’t make it home.”

“When my phone started working, I saw the text that your car broke down and you were with a friend.”

She said friend like an accusation.

We both knew I didn’t have any of those.

“Didn’t mean I wasn’t worried about you.” She quirked a concerned brow.

“I know. I’m sorry. My car just died.” I waved a flustered hand in the air, another bolt of distress lighting me through. The last thing I’d needed was another issue.

“Told you that thing was about to go kaput.”

“You weren’t wrong.”

She leaned against the doorway and crossed her arms over her chest. “Which is why I didn’t want you out gallivanting by yourself last night. Told you a storm was a’comin’. My poor aching bones are at least good for something.”

Gallivanting?

Not even close.

I’d somehow convinced my grandmother and brother I was meeting the neighbor lady I’d met across the street for drinks downtown.

Unbelievable?

Absolutely.

But I guessed all of us had become complacent.

Easing into normalcy which was the goal.

Our claim.

What we were desperate for.

She didn’t need to know I was hawking the last piece of jewelry I still owned of my mother’s.

Mimi’s eyes narrowed in speculation. “So, who was this friend?”

Uneasily, I took the last step up to the front door, my gaze dropping to my feet for a second before I met Mimi’s eyes. I thought to lie, but then I figured the woman could see right through me, anyway.

She’d raised me, after all.

“I guess you could say he just became my friend last night.”

Juni clapped, her voice full of a thrill. “You got a new friend, Mommy? That’s so, so good! Meeting new people is really important.”

“That’s right, Juni Bee,” I told her, though my attention was still locked on my grandmother who eyed me up and down.

“He a looker?” she asked, her brow rising in what appeared glee.

“Mimi,” I chastised as I stepped into the old house. The main room was small, the carpet worn, and the furniture old. But Mimi had taken to making it a home. Every nook and cranny was filled with the same knickknacks from her house growing up, and she’d covered the walls in family pictures.

Juni and I were staying in the main living room since there were only two bedrooms, and I wasn’t about to oust Darius and Mimi from their beds. Darius had tried to argue, but I’d insisted. He was paying for this place, and like I’d told Jud, I was no charity case.

I’d managed to scrape by doing odd jobs for the last four years, and that wasn’t going to change.

Mimi laughed as she followed us inside. “Oh, I was young once, missy. Don’t even be givin’ me that. It’s about time you had yourself a little fun.”

“I’m not anywhere near being in the position to entertain the idea of fun, Mimi,” I told her, setting Juni on her feet. Juni scampered over to the dolls she had set up by the window, singing under her breath when she climbed down onto her knees to play.

A light in the shadows. My beacon in the dark. Where my heart would always follow.

I realized I must have been staring at my daughter because Mimi’s expression had gone soft when I finally looked back at her.

“The heart usually decides when you’re ready, Salem, not the head.”

A doubtful chuckle rippled out. “Honestly, it was nothing, Mimi. Just a nice guy who stopped to help me in the rain. A guy who just so happened to turn out to be Darius’ boss. There was nothing there, so you just forget whatever scandalous ideas you have spinning in your brain right now.”

“I live for scandalous ideas.”

“Mimi.” I huffed.

Laughing, she started to shuffle toward the kitchen. “I might be old, but I’m not dead, girl, so don’t pretend like I didn’t just see that blush light up your cheeks. Nothing there, my ass.”

“I am not blushing, Mimi,” I hollered behind her.

The second she disappeared through the doorway, I touched my cheek, feeling the heat on my fingertips.

Crap.

“And while you’re at it, you might as well fess up about whatever you were up to last night because I sure know it wasn’t meeting up with a friend, but I sure like the idea of you making some new ones.” Her voice carried from the kitchen.

Double crap.

“Mimi, ass is bad words.” Juni said it so casually, like she’d been a part of the entire conversation. “You’re the one who’d better be fessing it up, young lady, before you get in troubles and have to go to timeout all the way in Antarctica.”

“Time out in Antarctica? Well, we don’t want that now, do we? How about I trade you a popsicle, instead, angel girl?” Mimi all but sang.

Juni hopped to her feet and raced for the kitchen.

The child was nothing but pink bows and bright, blinding life.

“Deal!”

“Ugh, Mimi, you are going to spoil her rotten.”

“That’s what mimis are for, sweet child.”

“And you’re my greatest mimi, right?” Juni asked, standing at her side with all that hope shining on her adorable face.

I’d followed them to the entryway, light laughter rolling from my throat. Juni kept smiling up at her great grandmother. Mimi touched her chin. “That’s right, Juni Bee. The greatest, and don’t you ever forget it.”

My chest squeezed tight.

I nearly hit the ceiling when the doorbell rang five times in a row. Carefully, I inched that way, forever on edge. I peered out the drape and the dread that had bottled fizzled in a flash. I worked through the lock, calling, “I think you have a visitor, Juni Bee.”

She was already at my side by the time I got the door open to the little neighbor boy and his dad’s girlfriend, Eden.

You know, the one I’d supposedly gone out with last night.

We’d met them yesterday when they’d been out playing in front of their house. The child’s hand was wrapped up in Eden’s as he anxiously jumped at her side. “Hi, hi, hi! Do you remember me? I live right there.”

In excitement, he pointed at the house directly across the street.

Juni giggled and squirmed, and I was pretty sure she was blushing, too. “’Course, I remembers you! You’re my new best friend Gage, you silly willies. I seens you yesterday with your brand-new red bike.”

The little boy laughed like what she’d said was hysterical, all dimples and brown eyes. “It’s the coolest bike in the whole wide world. I’m gonna ride it to the highest mountain. You wanna try it today? My Miss Murphy said I was allowed to ask you. Right, Miss Murphy, right?”

The words rambled from his mouth in a slew of excitement.

“That’s right, Gage.”

Eden’s smile was adoring as she looked between the two of them, knowing as she glanced at me in small wonder. As if she couldn’t believe she was experiencing it herself. I didn’t really know her, but it was clear she’d taken up a role in the child’s life that had changed everything in hers.

Adoration stark.

Love fierce.

Devotion whole.

Eden was tall and slender and blonde. Wearing a modest floral dress and sandals. Everything about her was soft, gracious, and kind. “I hope we’re not imposing. Gage woke up this morning and the only thing he could talk about was getting over here to ask if Juni could play.”

My chest pressed with hope and twitched with nerves. “You’re not imposing at all.”

Eden smiled, pure affection rolling from her tongue. “Okay, good. We can be a lot to handle.”

“You wanna try it?” Gage asked Juni.

“Yes! Oh, please, yes!”

The second we’d come in after meeting them yesterday, Juni had begged for a bike so she could play with him.

And I was trying…trying so hard to give her everything she deserved.

Which was the precise reason I was out at nine at night in the middle of a storm trying to scrimp something together.

Stupid?

Maybe.

But I couldn’t ask Darius for anything else, couldn’t put another burden on his shoulders, not when he was paying for Mimi’s medications and this house, so I’d slipped out when he’d gone to hang out with the girl he’d been seeing for the last few months and had headed straight to a pawn shop.

A piece of me felt guilty for parting with the last ring I had of hers. But my mom? I had to imagine she would have done the same.

We’d lost her so young, when I’d been four and Darius eight. A heart condition she’d never even known she’d had. Gone in a failed beat.

Since our father had never been in the picture, Mimi had stepped up to raise us.

Gage turned his attention to me, all dimples and cuteness and manners for days. “Miss Salem, is it okay if Juni can come play with me because you know I live just right across the street, and she’s got to be my best friend forever?”

“I think that would be really nice,” I whispered.

Suddenly overcome.

Overwhelmed.

Because Juni and I had never stayed in one place for longer than a couple months.

This was what I dreamed of for her.

Wanted for her.

More than I could say. More than I could express.

A friend.

A safe place where she knew the people would care for her. Look out for her. Love her.

A home she could always go back to.

Emotion gathered at the back of my eyes. The hope blinding and terrifying at the same time. I had to blink the moisture back, to hold myself together so I didn’t crumble.

Eden reached out and gently touched my arm, her voice so soft, held so it was just for me as the two children began to jump around on the stoop. “We’re so glad you’re here.”

“Thank you.” The words wobbled.

She smiled. “And also, I don’t want to be forward, but I’m teaching a beginning ballet class for five and six-year-olds this summer after school ends. It starts next week. Three days a week. It’s free at the school where I work. We’d love to have Juni join us.”

“Ballet? Oh, Mommy, Mommy, please!!!” Of course, Juni had heard it, her little eagle ears in tune, her fingers threaded together in a prayer. “I want the ballet shoes so bad, and maybe I will get to go to Russia and do the dances!”

Affection pulling tight, I glanced at Eden.

Those dreams right there.

The ones that’d been unthinkable for so long, and now? Maybe…maybe they were within reach.

“That would be wonderful.”

How I was going to get those ballet shoes, I had no idea, but I would figure it out.

Eden’s smile spread. “Great. I knew these two would be a good fit. I think you and I will be, too.”

She gently touched my wrist again. Like she saw everything written in me. Every secret. Every fear.

Like she was silently offering to come alongside me.

A friend.

I hadn’t had one in so long.

My throat grew thick. “I do, too.”

“Come over and chat with me while the kids play in the front?”

“Sure.” I leaned back into the house and called, “We’ll be out front, Mimi.”

“Have fun,” she hollered.

I stepped out and shut the door behind us.

Hand-in-hand, Juni and Gage started to run down the sidewalk.

“Wait at the curb,” Eden called, and the children skidded to a stop. We flanked them as we crossed, and we walked up the sidewalk to the house that was basically the same as the one we were renting, though it’d obviously received a little more care and updates through the years.

I nearly stumbled when a man came sauntering out the front door. Tall with a shock of black hair, tattoos covering every inch of exposed flesh.

He was pure intimidation.

Menacing.

Extremely so, in a way that set me on edge.

Bad was written all over him in bold streaks and hard lines.

But this sweet, sweet woman all but floated over to him and let him wrap his arms around her.

So opposite it was like they slipped into the other to form a whole.

They whispered below their breaths, their words only meant for the other.

Something familiar pushed at my consciousness when he looked at me with the darkest eyes from over her shoulder.

The way they pierced and flayed.

My pulse thudded.

Eden spun around with her hand wrapped in his. “Salem, I’d like you to meet my boyfriend, Trent. Gage’s dad.” Her voice deepened with devotion. “Trent, this is the new neighbor I was telling you about, Salem, Darius’ sister.”

The man looked me up and down, cautious, but still, he stretched out his hand to shake mine. “Nice to meet you, Salem. I didn’t even realize Darius had a sister. He works for my brother at his shop.”

I froze as I realized the familiarity.

The resemblance.

The way those sharp eyes held the power to slice me in two.

Jud Lawson was his brother.

The man in the rain. The man who sparked something inside me that I hardly recognized in myself anymore.

A want that had sizzled across my flesh. A need I’d all but forgotten.

A fire in my guts.

But it was the fire that burned.

The flames that ruined.

And I knew I needed to stay far, far away from the blaze.


FIVE

JUD


“Do we have an issue?” I stood behind Darius where he worked to install the gas tank to a 70s chopper that I’d finished painting last week. Thing was pure beauty, if I did say so myself.

Turquoise and black.

Like someone’s eyes that I was having a damned hard time getting off my mind.

Same eyes responsible for the tension that had bound the shop for the entire day. Animosity fierce in the stone set of Darius’ spine.

Dude hadn’t even looked at me when he’d returned, but that didn’t mean I didn’t feel the malice radiating from him for the last four hours.

He barely cranked a glance at me from over his shoulder. But I saw it there. This fierce protectiveness that kinda pissed me off. He went back to working a screw while he mumbled under his breath, “Not if you stay away from my sister, we don’t.”

A low, hard chuckle rumbled out. “You have a problem with me stopping to help a woman stranded in the rain?”

“Have no problem except for the one where Salem came waltzing out of your apartment this morning.” He grunted that. The tattoos on his forearms writhed over his muscles that flexed with the words.

“She seems like a big girl to me.”

A fierce, hypnotic, gorgeous girl who’d kept me tossing through the night.

Didn’t think I’d point that out.

Before I could make sense of it, Darius flew to his feet, wheeling around with a threat in his stance and venom in his voice. “Stay the fuck away from my sister. She doesn’t need any more shit in her life than she’s already been dealt.”

My chest tightened with the confirmation, the sense I’d gotten that the girl might’ve only had a purse, but she’d been carting around a shitton of baggage.

At the same time, a disbelieving smirk kicked at the edge of my mouth. “I don’t think I appreciate the implication.”

His dark eyes flashed, and he leaned in closer, his voice grit, “You think I don’t know you? Kind of man you are?”

Unease gusted, blistered and blew through the scorched wasteland of who I’d been. Where my soul had gone dry.

My hands fisted. “I’m not sure who you think you are, Darius…” I bit out his name through clenched teeth. “But I’d suggest you watch what you say. Took a chance on you. Don’t make me regret it.”

I wasn’t one to fly off the handle. Had learned to play it cool. To keep the old demon that thrashed inside chained.

But this?

I was half inclined to toss him from my shop. The other part knew we both were overreacting. He was only doing what he thought was right.

Standing up for his sister before she got herself hurt.

I mean, fuck, could I blame him?

I took a step back, trying to put some space between us. Wasn’t like a thing had gone down between his sister and me, anyway, so every bit of this was misplaced.

Darius winced, finally catching up to the fact that he was out of line. He scrubbed a palm over his face, and he dropped his gaze to the ground. “I’m sorry, Sir.” He might have been apologizing, but his voice was hard.

“She’s been hurt, and I’m not sure I could stand aside and watch it happen again,” he admitted low.

“Not necessary, man. Just…chill. All’s good. I got her to safety to ride out the storm. She slept in my guest room. It started and ended at that.”

Left out the part where I’d felt chained.

Spellbound.

Truth be told, if the girl had wanted one of those wild nights that caught you unaware? Nothing but pleasure without any of the aftermath? I’d have gladly peeled her out of those drenched clothes.

But that possibility had sailed the second I’d realized she was related to Darius. I sure as shit didn’t need that kind of complication. Think more than that, though, was the fact there was something about her that felt like more.

Pain lanced. A dull moan from that vacant space.

A knife in my chest where my heart had gone missing.

And in the middle of that void, there was no space for more. I forced a smile. “Are we good, man?”

Nodding, Darius lifted his gaze. “Yeah. Sorry. That was uncalled for. Get a little crazy when it comes to my family. Want you to know I appreciate this job. Need it, and I know you hired me when I wasn’t exactly qualified.”

I let a huff of a laugh leave my nose, and I reached out and squeezed his shoulder. “Don’t sweat it. Something is wrong with us if we don’t go a little crazy when it comes to protecting our family.”

Truth that family should mean everything.

“Just watch how you do it next time, yeah?” The warning dropped from my mouth as I backed away. I might get it, but I wasn’t about to take any shit, either.

I started to walk before I punted out the words, hard and direct, “And I’ve got her car covered. Gonna need her number. Text it to me before you leave.”

For a beat, he hesitated, clearly wanting to argue, but he finally dipped his head in surrender and turned around to get back to work, grumbling, “Whatever you say, boss.”

I spun around, only to catch Brock grinning like a smug prick from where he stood next to the engine he was rebuilding, asshole rocking his hips and wagging his brows.

Boob shots, he mouthed with an overexaggerated nod and a wink.

I roughed a hand over my face.

Fuck my life.

Ignoring him, I strode back to the bones of the bike I was slowly rebuilding. I cranked the music back up, pulled on my welding mask, and got lost in the work. Got lost in the feel of the metal beneath my hands.

The peace in it.

Guessed it reminded me I still had something to offer.

That the darkness could create beauty.

That the condemned could whisper grace.

That I had something good to show for my life.

A purpose.

Hours must have passed, I didn’t know, I was so lost in thought, sound banging through my ears and vibrating through my body, that I nearly jumped out of my skin when a hand landed on my shoulder. I ripped off my mask as I whipped around, ready to floor a motherfucker.

Old habits died hard.

I blew out the strained breath when I saw it was my youngest brother, Logan.

Asshole cracked up, stumbling backward and shouting over the music, “Bro, you jumped like fifteen feet in the air. If the whole restoration thing doesn’t pan out, think you have promise. Olympic hopeful.”

He lifted his hands out like he was catching a dream.

Fucker.

I tossed my mask to the table and wiped the sweat from my brow with my sleeve. “Yeah, and you’re lucky you’re not fifteen under. Don’t sneak up on a man like that unless you wanna get cut.”

Logan laughed like it wasn’t our reality.

I rolled my eyes as my attention drifted to our older brother, Trent, who was smirking behind him.

And there was Trent’s son, Gage, jumping at his father’s side, all kinds of hope and light and every-fucking-thing that was right in this world.

Took a beat just to take in this messed up, beautiful family.

Our scars went deep.

Were ugly and brutal.

But here we were, forever fighting for the other.

“You’re gonna give him a one, two, three, kapow, right, Uncle Jud, right?!” Gage tossed his little fist forward and gave a good kick, giggling the whole time. My sweet nephew who nearly slayed me every time I looked at his adorable face. Kid too much. Had so much love for him, it hurt.

“That’s right, Gage in the Cage,” I told him, and the kid came barreling my way the second I said it.

Affection pushed hard at my ribs. Didn’t matter how many times I met him this way, the loss still screamed.

Begging to be filled.

I caught him just as he was throwing himself at me, and I tossed him onto my back the way I always did. I spun him around, pretending like we were in the ring.

“What? You think you’re gonna pile drive me! I won’t even let you, Uncle.” My favorite little wrestler scrambled around, locking his tiny arms around my neck like he was going to choke me out. “You might be big as a monster, Uncle, but I’m as wily as a coyote. You won’t even know what hit you.”

I was holding my laughter, and Trent rested back against the worktable, his arms crossed over his chest and his booted feet crossed at the ankles.

A chuckle rode from his mouth. “Pains me to admit it, but for once, Logan is right. We’ve been standing back here waiting on you for the last ten minutes. You didn’t even notice we were here. Now that is the shit that’s not safe.”

I glanced at the huge clock mounted on the wall while Gage kept trying to take me down.

“Sorry, lost track of time.” Honestly, I’d forgotten we’d planned a family meeting this afternoon. Had to blame it on my thoughts getting tied up on things they shouldn’t.

“No shit.” Trent grinned.

Gage slowed his attack, staring over at his father.

“Sheesh, Dad, doncha know you’re gonna get in trouble saying those kinda words? And trouble is really bad. Have you learned nothin’ yet? We have to get all the A’s and you keep gettin’ the F’s.” Could feel Gage shaking his head in stark disappointment.

Laughing, I flipped Gage off my back, kid squealing like mad as I set him onto his feet.

I straightened to Logan tossing me one of his smirks. “Think it’s your uncle Jud here who is getting the F’s, oh young Gage.”

Asshole widened his eyes at me like he was vexed.

“Here I was, just rolling in to remind him of our meeting, and he goes threatening me. Why so violent?” Logan blinked, his head barely shaking.

Dude was a nut.

Constantly goofing and throwing barbs.

Arrogant as fuck.

Still, he was good, through and through. It was the only reason I let him get away with that shit.

His hair was as black as the night, same as mine and Trent’s, but where Trent and I had eyes that were so dark they were basically coal, his were these sparkling emeralds that forever glinted with a tease.

My heart tweaked at the sight.

He favored our mom so much that sometimes it stung to look at him.

Dude stuck out in both the club and the shop considering the asshole might as well have been an Armani model, wearing his tailored suits and driving his flashy car.

A scoff rolled up my throat. “If I wanted to hurt you, you’d be hurt.”

“Can you believe this guy?” Logan hooked a thumb at me while talking to Gage. “Grizzly, I tell you.”

Gage cracked up. “Like a bear? He sure has enough hair.”

Sound that left me was close to a growl.

“Did you hear that, Gage? Proof. Right there.” Logan pointed at me.

I smacked his finger out of my face. “You point that finger at me again, and you’re going to lose it.” Warned it like he was a little kid, but hell, since he acted like one half the time, that’s what he got. Funny, considering he ran stocks and was fuckin’ flush. Smarts for days yet as heedless as they came.

Dude was a walking, talking mindfuck.

“Jud, man, come on. Lighten up. I’m just playing with you. And here I thought this one over here was the funsucker.” He tossed a mocking jab to Trent’s upper arm. “All thanks to pretty little Eden. Remind me I owe her.”

“Oh, oh, now that he’s gettin’ some, he doesn’t have to be such a d-i-c-k anymore, right, Uncle Logan, right?”

Little Gage was grinning way too big, and I was shaking my head. We were going to have to watch it. Kid was getting way too clever, and I was pretty sure one day he was going to surprise us by knowing exactly what we were talking about.

Leave it to Logan to egg him on.

“That’s right, Gage. We finally got a little mercy from the beast. Thank the Lord.” All kinds of dramatic, he pressed his hands together in a prayer and lifted his face toward the sky.

A chuckle got free of my throat just as Trent was throwing a punch back at him, only a little harder than the one Logan had landed on him.

Logan jumped back, holding onto his arm. “Ow, a-hole, that hurt.”

We might give Logan shit for being smaller than the two of us, but I was pretty sure if push came to shove, dude could hold his own. He was as easygoing as they came, but there was something there, running below the surface.

Lawson blood. And that blood ran thick and dark.

Pussy, Trent mouthed over Gage’s head.

“Wow, Trent, wow.” Logan touched his chest, mocking injury. “Two of you are dangerous to a man’s ego.”

“Believe me, a little depletion to your ego would not be a bad thing,” Trent grumbled.

I grabbed a hand towel and ran it over my face and hair to soak up the sweat.

“Are we ready to do this thing?” Logan asked, smacking his hands together. His entire demeanor shifted when he got down to business.

“Yup.”

“We got work to do!” Gage hollered, grinning at his dad as he ran to his side and took his hand again.

I followed them out of the stall where I’d been working and into the main shop.

Doubted anyone but me noticed the skeptical glance Darius shot as we passed.

We filed into my office made of glass walls that was tucked at the far-right corner.

I clicked the door shut.

Logan spun around, lifting his arms out to the sides. Cockiness streamed from him in waves.

“Now, now, I know we all know how brilliant your baby brother is but prepare for me to take it to the next level.”

He dug into the bag he was carrying and pulled out his laptop. Setting it on my desk, he faced it out, lifted the lid, and punched in a few things to populate the charts he updated us with quarterly.

He waved a dramatic hand at the screen as he sank into one of the chairs in front of the desk.

All kinds of smug.

But in this case?

It was warranted.

“Read ’em and weep, boys.”

“I’m not weepin’,” Trent mumbled in shock when he looked at our skyrocketing numbers.

Logan laughed. “Happy tears, brother, they’re good for the soul. Let’s see them.”

“Seriously, Logan, you some kinda wizard? Because this shit can’t be legal.” Disbelief filled my voice.

The smile dropped from Logan’s face, his expression morphing in sincerity. “You know I’d never gamble with your money like that. You’re my brothers. You wanted it aggressive, I did it aggressive, and it paid off big. Simple as that.”

Trent roughed a tattooed hand over his mouth. “Don’t even know what to say.”

A smirk took to Logan’s face. “Hmmm…let’s see…pretty sure it goes something like, Forgive me, oh, amazing one, I underestimated you. Big time. You’re definitely the smartest and best looking of us Lawson bros. Where would I be without you? And just because you’re so awesome and handsome and basically the coolest guy I know, I solemnly swear to never punch you again. Not even when you’re checking out my smokin’ hot woman.”

His smirk widened as he pressed his hand over his heart in a mock oath. “A little somethin’ like that will do.”

That was two seconds before he got punched again.

“You even look at Eden, and I gouge your eyes out,” Trent growled.

Gage giggled wildly. “You better watch it, Uncle. Everyone’s comin’ for you, and even I won’t be able to save you.”

“Never, Gage. These ogres love me.”

That time, the tease drained from Logan’s tone as he looked between us.

“Of course, we do. Doesn’t give you the clear to check out Eden, though.” Trent almost smiled when he said it.

Miracles did come true.

Was pretty sure that miracle came in the form of a sweet little blonde who’d changed Trent’s world.

Logan lifted both his hands in surrender. “Fine, fine. You know I’m just messing with you. Happy for you, brother. Honestly. Love that you found someone as awesome and hot as Eden.”

The ribbing was back on the last as he tapped his fist on Trent’s knee.

Trent grunted. “Know it. Still feels like a dream. Never thought I’d get so lucky. Speaking of…there’s a reason Gage is here with me today. We have news.”

He tipped his gaze down to Gage who beamed up at him.

My chest stretched tight.

Was hard witnessing something so perfect.

“You want to tell ’em, buddy?” Trent urged.

The whole room lit up with the force of Gage’s smile, and he started jumping on his toes, all that caramel hair bouncing around his face. “We’re gonna ask Miss Murphy if she wants to get married!”

Excitement poured from his mouth. Almost as fierce as the hope and worry that blazed from Trent’s spirit.

I saw it roil in his eyes. Old wounds that would never let him go fighting against the truth that he deserved happiness. Dude would give it all for us. It was about damned time he got it in return.

“We even got rings and everything and Miss Murphy is gonna be the happiest in the whole wide world. All the way to the highest mountain.” He stretched his arms over his head. “And that’s where we’re gonna love her forever and ever. Right, Dad, right?”

“That’s right, buddy, that’s what we’re hoping.”

“Hoping?” My brow arched. “That girl’s mad for you, brother. You don’t have a thing to worry about.”

“Jud’s spot on,” Logan said, slouched back in the chair. “Eden is amazing. You two might be opposites, but you’re perfect for each other.”

Gage squeezed his dad’s hand tight, belief stretched across his face.

“Dad, see, you don’t got nothin’ to worry about. She loves us.” His little voice twisted in emphasis.

Adoration came riding out with Trent’s. “I know it, buddy. Sometimes it’s just hard for me to realize it.”

“Realize it, already, sheesh.”

On a chuckle, Trent blew some of the tension from between his lips, and he glanced between me and Logan. “I want to do it on the last day of school this Friday. As soon as school lets out. Figure one ending can be our new beginning. Was hoping to set up a surprise. Have everyone we care about there to witness it.”

“I’m there,” I promised.

“Like you could keep me away,” Logan added.

Trent grinned down at his kid. Joy lit against the darkest places in his being.

I felt it spark, too.

Satisfied in the truth that my older brother was happy.

That this family was finally safe.

That we’d truly left the crimes and misdeeds and corruption in the past.

My attention drifted out the bank of windows that sectioned off my office from the rest of the shop, landing on the sedan sitting on the car lift on the opposite side.

Something shifted through me.

The draw.

The attraction.

The fire.

The force of that woman hit me like an avalanche.

A rumble knocking me from my feet.

Black-fuckin’-magic.

Needed to ignore it.

But then I figured it was some kinda cosmic shit when my phone beeped in my pocket at the exact same time, and it was a text from Darius with Salem’s phone number.

A grin slid to my mouth.

And I was pretty sure that grin made me a damned fool.


SIX

SALEM


“What are you giggling about over there, Juni Bee?” Drying my hands, I leaned against the kitchen archway and looked at my daughter who was propped on her knees in front of the living room window, her hands plastered to the glass.

She giggled more and pressed her face to the pane.

Amusement rippled through me as I moved that way so I could peer out into the night at what she was staring at across the street.

Or rather, who.

Little Gage was in the exact same position, blowing his lips against the glass and making his cheeks puff out.

The lights were on in both the rooms, and the two of them were lit up in their own personal fishbowls.

Juni howled with laughter. “Mommy, look! My new best friend is the funniest in the whole world, and did you knows he even likes the stars, too?” Her voice lifted in excitement. “He said he’s gots the whole solar system hanging in his room.”

She looked back at me with her blue eyes wide with delight. “Even Mars!”

“Even Mars? No way.”

“Yes, ways!”

Soft laughter slipped from my mouth, and I moved to stand behind her, brushing my fingers through the long tresses of her black hair that was still damp from her bath. Gage waved like mad when he saw me.

Another laugh slipped free, and I waved back.

A grunt sounded from behind us. I glanced back to find Darius standing at the end of the hall. “What’s going on in here?”

“Apparently, our Juni here found a new way to tell her best friend goodnight.”

“Like this, Uncle D!” She leaned up higher and copied the blowing that Gage had been doing, but she didn’t get her mouth fully on the glass, so she just ended up spluttering air and slobbering all over the window.

It only made her laugh harder.

Darius grunted again. “Still think you and Juni should take my room. More privacy that way.”

I smiled back at him. “She clearly doesn’t mind.”

“Nope, not at all. Not one little bits.”

His head shook, all that overprotectiveness pouring out. A frown took to my brow, my heart hurting that he felt this way. Fear and sorrow the thief of his joy. The thief of belief.

“They’re harmless, Darius.” My voice was a whispered plea.

He moved to the front door. He paused with his hand on the knob, contemplating before he swiveled to look at me. “Thought we didn’t trust anyone?”

Sadness bound my spirit. “Maybe it’s time we did.”

Dread tightened his expression. “Trying so hard to give you a life, Salem. A real life. One where none of us have to be afraid.”

A wistful smile pulled to my mouth. “Is it wrong it’s finally starting to feel that way?”

His lips thinned as he contemplated. “No,” he finally said.

Juni grabbed her favorite doll and pressed it to the window, the same as Gage was pressing a teddy bear to his. Darius watched her, his love pouring out. He returned his gaze to me. “I’m going to Carly’s. Just…be careful, okay?”

“I am.”

I’d been careful for years. I’d basically perfected it.

Darius slipped out the door and into the night, and I leaned down and kissed my daughter on the top of the head. “Come on, Juni Bee, you need to finish getting ready for bed.”

“Oh, man, do I have to? Looks it right there. Gage still wants to play, and Molly is finallys getting to say hi to him.” She held her doll out to me like she was a person.

Light laughter tumbled from my mouth, though I kept my voice firm. “Tell her to tell him goodnight.”

She poked out her bottom lip. She turned her sad face to Gage. He pouted right back.

The two of them were wrapped up in their own little language, so sweet, especially when he drew a little heart on the window.

It panged in mine.

Juni giggled and blushed and brought her shoulders up to her cheeks. “I loves him the mostest, Mommy!”

“It looks like he loves you, too.”

I sent a wave to the little boy then shut the curtains. Cutting off her view was the only thing that finally coaxed Juni to her feet.

We moved into the short hall where the second bathroom was across from Mimi’s room. We could hear her snoring from behind her door.

Juni scrunched up her nose and held her laughter, her words a secreted whisper, “Mimi is a snorin’ up a morin’.”

“A morin’, huh?” I quirked a brow.

Juniper nodded with a blink. “The worst kind.”

I touched her chin. Affection pulsed at my chest.

Powerful.

Unending.

A gift that’d made it out of the ash.

My one purpose.

“It’s time for you to get to snorin’,” I told her.

“Oh, fine, okay,” she grumbled.

She went to the sink and brushed her teeth, and then she was running back for the living room. “Story times!”

She dove onto the makeshift bed we’d made on the floor, and I climbed down beside her as she grabbed the book we’d been reading together, the first in The Boxcar Children. Sitting on the mat, I pulled her onto my lap where she sat facing out. Her little heartbeats thumped against my chest as I went to the page we had marked.

I began to read.

Soft and slow.

Changing my voice the way Juni demanded I do.

She rocked her head back to look up at me, those eyes full of their belief. “I’d live in a boxcar with you and goes on every adventure you wants to take, Mommy, but I likes it here the best.”

My spirit squeezed in sorrow.

Each time we’d moved from one place to another, I’d amped it up, told her we were going on a great adventure, and tried to make it seem as if it were exciting rather than a horrible reality of our lives.

I leaned down and pressed my lips to her forehead. Inhaled her sweet scent. The truth that the last four years of our lives had affected her in a way that I doubted I could fully understand. Prohibited her from planting roots. From feeling stable and safe.

I whispered at her skin, “I like it here best, too, Juni Bee, so much.”

“But we’ll be just fine just as long as we’re togethers, right? Wherever we go?”

“Wherever we go,” I promised.

A playful grin stole over her lips. “Even Antarctica?”

I tickled her. “Even Antarctica.”

She squealed and laughed, and I nuzzled my face into her cheek. Loved and made a million silent promises.

Wherever we go.

Wherever we go.

Resolution pulsed through my chest. I was determined it would never again come to that.

I would never let paranoia take me over.

I would never again frantically pack the empty suitcase that now sat against the wall.

We’d never again drive away in the middle of the night from a place that had barely become home.

Twenty minutes later, Juniper was sound asleep, and she had her cheek pressed to her pillow and her black hair was spread around her precious, cherub face. I’d dimmed the lights so she could sleep, and night danced and played across the walls as I brushed my fingers through her hair.

Softly.

Methodically.

Quietly giving her the peace that we’d lacked.

Praying it would stand.

That we no longer had to be afraid.

A frown took hold when my phone vibrated from where I’d left it on the couch. Precisely three people had my number.

Mimi, Darius, and now Eden.

I dipped in and pressed a gentle kiss to Juni’s temple before I stood, my eyes narrowing as I picked up my phone and read the words that had come through on a text.

Strike that.

Four.

Unknown


I have good news and I have bad news, darlin’.




My heart fluttered in my chest. Way too light and excited when I saw the words, though I read them like I was hearing the deep scrape of his voice. Kind of the way I changed the tone for Juni when I read to her. But the really reckless part of me didn’t want this story to end quite so innocently.

Crawling onto the couch and crisscrossing my legs, I tapped out a message.

Me


Who is this?




I pressed send. Of course, I knew who it was. Don’t judge a girl for playing coy. I didn’t know how he’d bribed Darius for my number, but I was sure this bad boy had his ways.

Jud


What, you don’t recognize me? Your knight in shining armor?




I was gnawing at my lip and fighting a grin when I typed out a response.

Me


Except he doesn’t ride in on a horse and he’s dressed all in black?




Jud


That’d be him.




Me


I don’t know about knight…he seemed awful…dangerous.




Why I was playing this game, I didn’t know. All I knew was my heart felt like it was on an unexpected joyride as my fingers flew across the screen. Hungry for his response.

Jud


You have no idea.




Shivers raced across my skin. I should take them as a warning. Not as a slow slide of need that slipped like silk into my bloodstream. I forced myself to get it together before I let this go in a direction I couldn’t let it.

Me


How bad is it?




Jud


Timing belt. There was some engine damage.




Shit. I glanced at Juni where she slept. Worry fisted in my chest. I went back to my phone.

Me


And the good news?




I wondered if he could hear the sarcasm in my question. If he could feel the edge of hysteria that infiltrated my consciousness. Because I was pretty sure there wasn’t anything good about this news.

Jud


Didn’t take out the engine block so it saves the big bucks. And you’ve got me.




I warred, not knowing how to respond, how to tell him I basically had nothing. That even if it was saving the big bucks, I had no bucks.

The only thing currently in my wallet was a hundred-dollar bill I’d gotten for a ring that should have been worth at least a thousand. One I had no intention of going back to claim because I was set on saving to buy a bike with training wheels for my daughter.

A little voice called in the back of my head, Make good choices.

My attention was back on my daughter. How was that not her? Besides, there was no way that hundred bucks would make a dent in covering the car.

I guessed I’d been stewing for too long because another message buzzed through, and I wondered if he’d been contemplating, too, because I could feel the shift. The change in his tenor.

Jud


I have you, Salem.




My ribs clamped around my aching heart.

Okay, this didn’t feel so careful. The way this man made me want to slip out from behind the walls I’d built. Where it was fortified and guarded and safe.

Knowing I couldn’t go there, I forced myself to respond.

Me


I’m not your responsibility.




Jud


Isn’t that what friends are for?




My brow curled.

Me


Is that what we are? Friends?




Jud


If that’s the only way you’ll have me.




Me


You don’t even know me. And who said I was going to have you?




There I went, digging myself in. Deeper and deeper. But I didn’t know how to stop the attraction that pulled and begged.

He wasn’t even here, and my heart was beating out of time. A frenzy lighting in my veins, hands shaking as I sat there waiting for his next message to come through.

Jud


See, there’s this thing where strangers who meet get to know each other…




I rolled my eyes and fought an affected laugh, caught up in the tease that pinged in his text.

Me


Is that so?




Jud


Uh-huh. Was thinking you and I might do a bit of that.




Giddiness swept through my being. Lifting high then sweeping low. A beat of exhilaration before I had to come back down to reality.

Me


I don’t think that’s a good idea, Jud. My brother works for you.




And this man didn’t want my mess, and I couldn’t afford to form any attachments. Couldn’t afford to care.

My heart clutched in dread.

What if we had to pack up and leave again?

My gaze was back on my sleeping Juni Bee. On her precious, precious form.

Agony slayed me at the thought.

Yes, I wanted to stay. Prayed we could. But I needed to do it one step at a time.

On top of that? Jud didn’t know the first thing about me. Didn’t know my responsibilities. My greatest, most beautiful obligation.

Nor did he know my deepest, darkest pain.

Jud


That’s right. Your brother works for me.




I felt the ferocity in his tone. The fact he didn’t give a crap. This man took what he wanted, and he made no apologies.

And there I was, the fool who wanted to tell him I wanted it, too. To explore this attraction. An attraction so intense it couldn’t be faked.

But I couldn’t.

I couldn’t.

I forced myself to type out a reasonable response.

Me


I don’t have the money to fix my car right now. I’ll see if Darius can have it towed back to the house.




He must have felt my blow off because it took him a minute to respond.

Jud


Already told you, I have you. Already ordered the parts.




Crap. I needed to argue. Tell him it wasn’t his duty. Stop this from going any farther than it already had. Still, a bout of worry climbed through my mind, digging holes in my refusal.

While I didn’t want to be in debt to him, I needed a car.

Me


I can’t believe I’m saying this, but okay. I really need a car. I will find a way to pay you back.




Jud


Not necessary.




I warred with what I wanted to say before I let my fingers fly free.

Me


Thank you, Jud, for being my savior.




My wicked, gorgeous savior.

Jud


My pleasure, darlin’.




I could almost see his smirk from across the space. That intimidating, hulking body standing in his kitchen. Barefooted and bare chested.

My breath hitched.

The memory inundating. The way it felt beneath that decadent stare. So sexy, he’d made my knees weak.

Jud


How about a pic of that gorgeous face to save with your number?




Disbelief slid into my grin. This guy was something.

Me


I don’t think that’s a good idea.




Jud


I think it’s a great idea. I’ll even return the favor.




Could feel the mischief woven in the words. Temptation and a trap.

Shit. This man was trying to do me in. I hesitated, my tongue stroking my suddenly dried lips. In an instant, I was parched. I glanced around the darkened room like I was doing something criminal, then I tapped out the message and pushed send before I could think better of it.

Me


Fine. But if you send a dick pic, I will stab you.




My eyes nearly bugged out of my head when I saw his response.

Jud


Don’t worry, darlin’. You see my cock for the first time? It’s going to be face-to-face.




Desire blistered through my body. Flames lapping at my flesh as I thought of what that might be like. I swore, I was burning up.

I blamed it on going without for so long.

Blamed it on my fear of being seen.

On my fear of being touched.

And right then? In the sanctuary of the words of this man?

It was the only thing I wanted.

To be touched.

To be seen.

To feel real.

I was wearing a light-blue satin pajama set. The bottoms were shorts and the top was a short-sleeved button up. I opened my phone camera and saw my face in the reflection. My eyes were dilated, and my cheeks were flushed.

All bad news.

Still, like a fool, I leaned back against the arm of the couch, let my hair fall around my shoulders, unbuttoned the first button of my sleep shirt, and lifted the camera high.

I snapped a shot that captured my face, my shoulders, the skin of my chest, the barest brush of cleavage showing through.

In the shadows, it appeared…sexy.

Or maybe it was just the way Jud Lawson made me feel.

Real since the moment my spirit had gone dim.

With trembling hands, I pressed send before I thought better of it. Before I let myself contemplate the dangerous game I was playing.

Jud


Fuckin’ gorgeous. Thought I had to be dreaming when I saw you in the rain.




Another message came in right behind the last.

Jud


Tell me one thing, darlin’. Did you feel it? Did you feel it last night?




He didn’t even have to clarify what it was. Not when it’d been so vibrant and bold. The crash of energy. The crackle of attraction.

The shaking in my hands intensified, and I knew I should lie, tell him goodbye, that I couldn’t keep up with whatever we were doing.

It was only going to hurt in the end.

But what did I do? I typed out the confession on a needy breath.

Me


Yes.




A second later, a picture popped through.

And that needy breath was punching from my lungs. Jud was there as promised, lying back in this massive bed fit for a king.

Black hair long on top and cropped at the sides, a thick black beard, those eyes piercing me in the night. Every rugged edge of his face was on display, those plush lips curved into a smirk.

He’d sent the same angle as I’d sent him.

Just enough of his chest showed to make lust fist in my stomach. It overflowed like the rush of hot lava where it tingled my thighs and pulsed my center.

My teeth clenched, my eyes devouring every inch. There wasn’t enough light to make out the obscured tattoos that covered him whole, though I could tell the images were as mysterious as the man. Certainly drawn by the same artist who’d painted the pictures on his walls.

A dichotomy of demonic and angelic.

A war of dark and light.

A clash of evil and hope.

A fresh rush of desire streaked through my veins when another text buzzed through.

Jud


What I wouldn’t do to that tight little body…




And that was it, all I could take. I was on my feet and tiptoeing to that little bathroom. I shut the door and locked it behind me. Gasping, I leaned against the wood.

Darius was right.

I didn’t have enough privacy.

Not when I was feeling things I hadn’t felt in four long years.

Well, probably in ever.

It was something the trauma had turned sour, ugly and vile, that now boiled like bliss in my blood.

I set the phone on the counter and pressed my hands on either side of it, dropped my head as I tried to get a cleansing breath.

But I might as well have been breathing him in with the way I was assaulted with the memory of the man.

His aura filled my senses.

Citrus and cinnamon and spice.

I raised my gaze and saw my reflection through the shadows in the mirror. The room dark except for the nightlight plugged into the wall to the side of the sink.

My pupils were wide, my skin flushed, my tongue dried.

I wavered, teetered, torn between refusing the visions and giving into the fantasy.

To this feeling that lapped and burned and begged.

I spread my hand over my trembling belly, no longer recognizing myself.

Jud had ignited something long gone.

Flames and sparks and fire.

I should run from them. Fear them.

I slipped lower, whimpering when my hand slid beneath my underwear, where I found myself wet and throbbing. My fingertips brushed over my clit.

That fire spread.

I bit my lip to suppress a moan, and I squeezed my eyes closed and welcomed the visions of the man.

His scent.

His eyes.

That body.

That mouth.

I pretended it was him kneeling in front of me when I pressed my fingers into my pussy. Pretended it was his tongue that stroked. His mouth that whispered and sent my entire body quaking in ecstasy.

I gasped as I came, shocked, stunned, the ground slipping out from under me.

My eyes flew open when my phone buzzed on the counter and another message blipped through.

Jud


You touching yourself, Sweet Enchantress? Because you can be sure that I am.





SEVEN

SALEM
THIRTEEN YEARS OLD


“Oh my god, Salem, he is the hottest ever.” Talia whispered the scandal as she hugged the heart-shaped pink pillow to her chest. Salem and her best friend sat facing each other with their legs crisscrossed on Salem’s bed, their voices hushed, the hour late.

Scandalous, was right.

Furtively, Salem’s gaze darted toward her closed door as if he might be right there with his ear pressed to her door, listening to their conversation.

Salem’s heart thudded at the idea, and her stomach tangled in a knot. She couldn’t tell if it was in a good or bad way.

“Shh.” Salem leaned forward with the secret. “Someone’s gonna hear you. They’re right in the next room.”

About twenty minutes ago, Darius had stumbled in after a party with his friend Carlo.

Talia grinned and widened her eyes. “Um, hello. That’s the goal.”

Salem poked Talia’s knee, her words held low as they squeezed from between her lips. “He is way too old for you…and he’s my brother’s best friend.”

“Even better. Older men are more experienced.”

Salem’s nose curled. “Gross. And he’s…”

She didn’t know how to frame the words. The unsettled feeling that swept through her each time Carlo was around.

“A Greek God? An Italian Adonis? Do you need me to go on?”

Salem rolled her eyes. “That was sufficient, thank you.”

Giggling, Talia scooted off the edge of the bed and shimmied over to the dressing table mirror, checking herself out as she swept a tube of shimmery gloss over her lips. She smacked them before she looked at Salem from over her shoulder. “And who cares how old he is. I mean, I look way older, don’t I?”

Through the dim twinkle lights strung along the edges of Salem’s ceiling, she nodded. They both did.

But Salem knew better. For years, Darius had chased her off, warning her to stay away from him and his friends.

She knew better than letting her thoughts traipse that direction.

Not that she wanted them to go there, anyway.

Right?

Deep laughter echoed through the walls.

Her stomach did that tilting thing again.

Talia held a squeal and beelined back to her, jumping onto her bed and landing on her knees. “Did you hear that? Even his laugh is hot.” Her eyes nearly rolled back in her head before she flopped dramatically onto her back. “Too bad he’s already in love with you.”

Salem’s chest tightened, and she rushed to say, “Stop being stupid.”

Talia pushed on Salem’s arm with her toe. “Only when you stop being blind.”
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Talia had passed out in the middle of a sentence ten minutes before, just like she did almost every time she spent the night.

Mimi always joked that her best friend had an on and off switch. Come six a.m., she’d pop right back up at full speed.

Salem had slinked out without waking her to use the bathroom, brushed her teeth, then twisted her hair into the braid she wore to sleep.

Flicking off the bathroom light, Salem slipped out the door and back into the darkened hall, her bare feet quieted as she tiptoed for her door.

She stilled with the presence that fell over her from behind.

Close. Close. Closer.

The hairs at her nape shivered and lifted, and she gulped, gathering herself to turn around.

Carlo stood right behind her.

Talia was right. He was hot. Tall and thin but strong. Mostly a man. He’d stopped going to school two months ago, which she’d heard Mimi lecturing Darius about just yesterday.

Carlo was a bad influence.

Trouble, she’d said.

And Mimi didn’t want Darius hanging around him as much as he used to. Obviously, Darius wasn’t quick to listen, but it was hard to blame him when Carlo had been his best friend since they’d moved in with Mimi all those years ago.

Carlo’s short black hair was wavy, and even in the middle of the night, it appeared styled. His clothes and car expensive and flashy. His eyes as sharp as his jaw.

With a wry smile, he leaned against the wall. “What are you doing out here, sneaking around in the middle of the night?”

Salem’s heart thundered like crazy, but she managed to send him a scowl. “I could ask the same about you.”

He laughed a low, rolling sound that vibrated on the dense air. “Ah, bambola, it’s my job to sneak around. And yours is to be sweet.”

He grinned when he said it, a joke she didn’t understand.

Salem suddenly felt trapped, though she let her voice fill with defiance as she lifted her chin. “This is my house. I’m no concern of yours.”

He reached out and ran his fingertips along her jaw. “That is where you are wrong.”

Trembles rocked through her. She was pretty sure they weren’t the good kind.

“Carlo.”

Salem jolted when she heard the voice, and she stumbled back far enough that she could see Mimi at the head of the hall.

“I think your momma is probably wondering where you are. You should go home.” Mimi’s voice was harder than she’d ever heard it.

Carlo roughed a chuckle, so casual, like he didn’t care at all about the cut of bitterness in her words. He just angled forward, whispered, “One day, pupa…one day,” before he turned and eased down the hall, dipping his head in a faked pleasantry at her mimi as he passed.

The door opened and rattled shut behind him.

Mimi’s face was red. “Stay away from him, Salem. As far away as you can.”

Frantic, Salem nodded. “Okay, Mimi. I will. I promise.”


EIGHT

JUD


It was early Monday morning when I was down in the lobby searching for some paperwork that probably didn’t exist.

The place was a fuckin’ disaster, stacks of forms and receipts and shit piled for days.

Okay.

Months.

It was no secret I’d let this shit get out of hand.

Suffice it to say I wasn’t paying much mind when the black pickup truck rolled into the lot. It was early, yeah. Just after seven. But I figured Darius was getting a jump on his day.

Except it pulled into a spot on the opposite side of the lot from where he normally parked, the truck facing away, and it was a hot second before the driver’s door finally opened.

A very hot second.

Because it wasn’t Darius climbing out.

It was Salem.

That girl straight devastation.

A gift wrapped in a black, seductive bow.

I froze, watching her through the bank of dark-tinted windows that fronted the lobby.

That ebony hair was curled into these fat waves that danced all over her shoulders, and there was no missing the way nerves scattered around her as she hesitated for a beat. She glanced around like she was hoping this little visit was covert, girl inhaling deep before she seemed to get it together and started walking across the parking lot toward the building.

“Fuck me.”

Today she was wearing these fitted black dress pants that hit her just above the ankles, the waist high with a silky, baby blue blouse tucked into it. Sky-high heels and red lipstick and fuck…my dick stirred, guts tangling at the sight.

This girl was a motherfuckin’ knockout.

A fantasy.

A dream.

Everything that I knew better than to want but was thirsting for, anyway.

Wanting her went directly against every commitment I’d made for myself.

Went against the grain of what I was striving for.

Against everything Darius had asked of me.

But I couldn’t seem to find it in myself to give a shit about either of those things.

Definitely problematic.

Figured she was there to argue about her car, which kind of sucked, but she was just going to have to accept I wanted to do the favor.

Didn’t mean she owed me.

It just meant I was offering something easy. Something that wasn’t going to hurt me a bit but clearly would give her a leg up.

Searching, she lifted her face to the building. Her lips puckered in confusion as she changed directions. She started toward the row of bays that ran the opposite side that were currently all locked up tight.

When she disappeared from view of the lobby windows, I pushed out from behind the counter and moved for the main door. Pushing it open, I stepped out into the warmth of the breaking day.

I looked to the right in the direction she’d gone, and the girl was strutting in those heels down the row of garage doors.

“You lost?” I leaned an arm against the wall, grinning that way as she whirled around on a sharp gasp, her face curdled in surprise before she blew out in relief.

Thunderbolt eyes narrowed.

“Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to sneak up on someone like that?” Her voice was doing that low, seductive thing, and need was grappling around for a place to take root in my belly.

Growling for a fill.

Rough laughter scraped free. “Sneak up on you? I’m fifty feet away. Would hardly call that sneaking up. I saw you out here rambling around and figured I’d come put you out of your misery.”

“I was looking for your door.” She waved a flustered hand at the massive building.

I quirked a brow. “To my loft?”

Reluctantly, she nodded, like standing there she was rethinking her purpose. “Yeah.”

I angled my head. “Around to the side of the building. There’s a separate exterior entrance. For next time.”

I let the smirk take hold, as clear as the suggestion.

She huffed with a slight tug at the edges of her delicious mouth, and she started my way. “Right. Okay.”

She moved closer.

Each step sent a shockwave of that electricity vibrating the ground.

Zinging my flesh and stoking my senses.

“Listen, I know it’s early, and I figured you’d still be upstairs which was why I was looking for another door, and I’m sorry I showed up here without an appointment so long before opening, but I needed to use Darius’ truck before he needs it for work and I⁠—”

She clipped off the avalanche of words that had started rolling from her mouth, her lips thinning as if she’d just realized she’d been rambling faster than one of those old-school auctioneers.

Could feel the amusement twitching through my expression, and she stumbled to a stop ten feet away.

She blew out a sigh, then turned her phone to me with a hint of desperation tinting her voice. “Is this you?”

I pushed from the wall, squinting as I took a step forward to see what was on her screen.

An ad.

An ad that I’d been running but had been ignoring the calls for interviews for over the last four weeks because I just didn’t have time to see it through. Not exactly the most prudent of business decisions, but it was what it was.

“Yeah?” I answered it like a question.

Her head bounced at the confirmation, and she was looking out to the forest that hugged the lot before she was returning that gorgeous face to me. “Let me help…temporarily…until I pay off the car.”

Could feel the frown curling my brow. “Told you not to worry about it.”

“And I told you I would find a way to pay you back.”

Tension stretched between us.

Taut and tight.

“Please, Jud. I can’t just accept a handout from you.”

Air wheezed from my nose.

This girl definitely didn’t want to accept help.

Truth was, her car was so old, it was hardly worth fixing.

Thing was a pile.

Unsafe and unreliable.

What she needed was a new one. But I doubted much that was an option considering she was standing there begging me to let her work to pay off the repairs.

“Are you asking me for an interview, Salem?”

Her brows spiked. “You want me to interview?”

“You wanna work here…temporarily…?” I let the question hang.

“Ugh.” She pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead, peeking at me around it. “Fine.”

A low chuckle flooded the air, and I shifted so I could open the lobby door. “Come on in, darlin’.”

Salem blew out the strain, and she straightened her shoulders and waltzed that fine ass past me and through the door.

It wasn’t like I was going to turn her away. Hell, I didn’t need her to repay me at all, but since she was insisting, figured I at least needed to know what she could do. Truth be told, I needed the help.

It didn’t hurt that I kind of relished the idea of her strutting around here in those heels all day long, either.

I stepped in behind her, and she stood there in the foyer of my lobby.

A storm.

Sweet, sweet ferocity.

There was something about her that was so compelling.

The girl was a fucking cocktail of toasted coconut and sultry sin.

Wanted to take a long, satisfying drink.

A smirk kept tugging at the corner of my mouth as I edged by her and rounded the counter. I started shuffling through paperwork again.

“So, tell me, gorgeous,” I mumbled as I foraged around, “why do you want to work here?”

From where she stood five feet away, she sighed out in defiance. “To repay a debt, Mr. Lawson. Obviously. And I’m pretty sure you should probably stop calling me gorgeous if I’m going to work here.”

I tossed a glance at her from over the high counter. “Impossible. Not when it’s true.”

Thunderbolt eyes struck.

A lash of lust.

A stroke of greed.

I slowed, pressed my hands to the counter as I looked her up and down.

I should lock it up.

Stop this fall before I hit rock bottom.

But there I went, tossing my ass right over the side. “You didn’t text me back.”

Her cheeks flamed.

Yup.

The girl was affected.

Could feel it thicken the atmosphere.

Tighten the cord.

The connection keened in the space between us.

Air suddenly shot from her nose, a burst of reservation and determination. “Because that would be inappropriate.”

“If you think that’s inappropriate, I think we should rethink our boundaries.”

Her head shook. “This can’t happen.”

“What’s that?”

She frantically gestured between us. “This.”

Her rebuttal didn’t even feel like an obstacle to hold us back. Not when it was clear she wanted it every bit as much as me.

I let the feigned confusion climb into the twist of my brow, unable to stop from teasing her. Not when she was so damned hot when she got all feisty. “This?”

“This,” she hissed in frustration.

A roll of low laughter tumbled out, and I was leaning closer. “You’re going to have to be clearer, darlin’.”

Frustration shot from her mouth, and the girl sauntered the rest of the way over to me.

The ripple of her hitched the air in my throat.

“Don’t toy with me, Jud. You know exactly what I’m talking about. I get it. I’m sure you’re more than accustomed to getting what you want, and I’m sure women jump into your bed whenever you flash them that smile. You’re charming and handsome and—” She bit down on the word she was about to let go. “But I’m here because I want to do what’s right, not because I find you attractive. When I saw the listing, it felt like a sign…a way to repay a debt. So please, if I can help, let me help.”

Damn.

This woman.

This fierce little wildcat who didn’t hesitate to put me in my place.

“Not tryin’ to disrespect you, Salem. I’m only making it clear how you make me feel.”

For a minute, she stared, two of us tied, before she shook herself out of it. “I don’t think it would be a good idea for either of us to explore that.”

She was right. The problem was how fuckin’ bad I was aching for her to be wrong.

She dropped her gaze, inhaling before she peered over at me. She tied me up all over again with the way that striking face deepened with loss and hope. “But I think we could try that friend thing.”

Something fluttered through my chest. Something hard and soft squeezing at my heart. “Okay, then, darlin’, but I’m not going to pretend like I haven’t been imagining more.”

Heat flamed, a rush of red to her skin, and it was clear she’d been imagining it, too.

I blew out the strain and went for a little of that pretending I’d just promised her I couldn’t do, while I searched around for the form I was looking for. “So, have you ever worked as a receptionist before?”

“I worked at the front desk of a dental office for a while.”

“Perfect. Honestly, if you can just answer the phone, that would take a huge burden off my shoulders.”

I felt her frown. “I’m pretty sure I’m capable of handling more.”

“Well, this office is a fuckin’ mess. Not gonna lie. My last office manager left five months ago for maternity leave and never came back. Not that I can blame her.”

Salem popped onto her toes and peered over the counter at the disaster hidden on the other side.

Horror filled her gasp.

“Having second thoughts?” I asked, quirking a brow.

So yeah, there were five months of incomplete contracts and receipts and shit piled everywhere.

You couldn’t see the desk with the stacks of files and papers covering it, so many that I’d taken to piling them on the floor.

“You can’t run a business like this.” Her tone filled with disbelief.

I snorted an incredulous sound. “Obviously.”

I finally found the folder I was looking for, and I lifted it victoriously. “Ah. Here it is.”

I pulled out an application and passed it across the counter in her direction.

If she wanted a job, figured I’d give her one. Clearly, the woman needed some cash, and I needed the help. Seemed like a win-win.

She fingered the paper, her breaths coming short, dread swelling and coming off her in waves.

“What is it, darlin’?”

She dropped her head, but not far enough that I couldn’t see that she was chewing on her lip in worried contemplation. Finally, she lifted her gaze, that chin lifted high, but there was no missing the tremble in her voice. “This can’t be on the books.”

I thought her dread must have burst and jumped directly into my veins.

All while she remained there, fierce and hard and determined. A challenge on her face.

I’d lived a seedy enough life to know people did things under the table for one of two reasons—they were either crooked or they were hiding.

I would bet my ass it was the latter.

There was nothing I could do. My rationale was smashed to dust. Particles that no longer existed.

Every wall she kept trying to toss between us obliterated in that single confession.

Or maybe it was just that my conscience had decided to scale right over the top of them.

Because protectiveness swelled.

Brutal.

Severe.

Violent.

Somehow, I managed to keep my hand steady when I reached out and set my palm on her cheek. My thumb went to stroking the scar on her jaw.

Just fuckin’ knowing.

Seeing the trauma written there.

Her body rocked like an earthquake, and her hands came out to support herself on the counter, her breath gone and her eyes squeezing tight.

I wanted to demand a thousand things, but a name and an address would do. That demon screamed, thrashed and wailed from the darkest place where I kept him chained.

But I reined it.

I knew that wasn’t what this girl needed right then, and I gave her what I was sure she’d been missing.

This time, when I uttered the words, they were a promise. “I have you, Salem.”

She remained there for the longest time, her breaths shallow, barely contained panic vibrating through her body, though she leaned deeper into my touch.

“I have you,” I reiterated, words coarse and raw.

Finally, she opened those eyes, their depths a tormented sea that I recognized too clearly.

Understanding burned between us.

She’d just offered me something she didn’t offer many.

A tiny spec of her trust.

Stepping back, she broke the bubble that’d held us, adjusting her shirt and her breaths and the beat of her heart.

She gestured to the door. “I should get Darius’ truck back to him before he notices I’m gone.”

A surprised bolt of laughter ripped from me. “Sweet Enchantress, you are somethin’, aren’t you?”

She almost smiled as she backed away. “I’ll be back with him, and I’ll start getting this place in order.”

I rested back on the filing cabinet behind me, arms over my chest as I gazed at the girl who got lit in the streak of sunlight blazing through the window.

Black hair and gorgeous body and this spirit that was hard to ignore. “Thank you for saving me.”

A grin spread to her mouth. “I’m pretty sure it’s the other way around.”

She opened the door, then hesitated before she looked back. “Darius is going to be pissed.”

Anger curled in my chest. Apparently, he hadn’t just had words with me.

I hiked an indifferent shoulder. “I can handle it if you can.”

“I can.”

“Good.”

Her expression softened. This fierce, unrelenting girl going sweet.

“I’ll see you in a bit,” I told her.

“Thank you, Jud.”

Every part of me turned tender. “It’s my pleasure, darlin’.”

My fuckin’ pleasure.


NINE

JUD


“You will always be my sweet boy. Never let anyone convince you of anything different.” His mommy whispered the words before she swept her lips over the top of his head. Her eyes were so green, like emeralds in the night. She looked at him like it was the truth when she tucked him into his bed.

He was safe.

Safe.

But the world canted as the years passed. The ground disappeared below him and he was gobbled by the abyss.

He fell and tumbled as darkness rained.

Bullets fired.

Blood.

So much blood.

His mom was gone.

“You belong to me.” His father hissed it into his ear as he wept. As the man forced him from his knees and onto his feet. He pressed the gun into his hands. “You or them.”

Shots rang.

Echoed in his ears for eternity.

His soul shattered as the demon raged.

Nothing mattered.

No right or wrong.

But the wrong glared too bright.

He rocked in the corner. Tore at his hair. Begged to be different. Screamed for peace. For forgiveness. For it to go away.

He crawled from the rubble.

Built walls. A solid ground.

Hope.

“Dada.” He held the child. Loved her to the moon.

He wanted to be good. Everything for her.

But the flames leapt, climbing the walls and licking at the ceiling.

Smoke billowed. A heavy darkness that filled the air and choked out hope.

Consuming.

Disorienting.

A black plague that annihilated everything in its path.

Still, he rushed, searched, fumbled through the disorder from one room to the next.

Nothing.

Nothing.

Fear crushed, as suffocating as the smoke that filled his lungs. He pulled his shirt over his face, his eyes wide and unseeing, the world a blur of fire and white-hot pain.

It didn’t matter.

He pressed on.

Pushed.

Forever passed.

A second.

A moment.

Misery the time that ticked on the clock.

A roar rose from the depths of him. “Where are you? Please. Fuck. Can you hear me?”

The whooshing of the flames screamed back.

He was on his knees. Blind as he searched.

Torment wailed.

As loud as the sirens he heard coming in the distance.

Tears blurred, burning against his charred flesh.

No. Please. No.

I jolted to upright on a choked gasp.

A rasp of pain.

Fevered, my eyes darted around to take in my surroundings. My senses were shocked to find I was no longer tumbling through the years that tormented me, but rather my ass was in the comfort of my own fucking bed.

Pale ribbons of pink streamed in through my bedroom window, a slow dance of warmth, while I felt like I was being burned alive.

Sweat soaked my flesh and my sheets while my heart raged with grief.

The scars on my back screamed like they were still red and raw.

Those? I could handle.

It was the ones written on my conscience, on my heart, embedded in my blackened soul that made me feel like I was getting torn apart.

I sucked for air. To draw oxygen into my lungs when they felt like they’d been charred and singed and scorched all over again. Like I was back in that day that had turned to the darkest night.

It was the moment my mind always returned to. Where the dreams lured me into a nightmare that’d been real.

It was when I’d lost my soul. My purpose. My right.

My head dropped forward, and I focused on trying to slow the rampage in my heart, the chaos that raged.

I deserved it, though, so what the hell did I expect?

Yet, still, I tried. Tried to be better. To pay a penance for the sins that could never be made right.

I’d wait—wait for the day when maybe it would be enough.

Lumbering to standing, I started for the shower. I knew I was fucked when in an instant a face infiltrated my mind.

The face of a girl who had spun me into a thousand mangled knots.

The one who’d be downstairs in the office when I got there.

The one I couldn’t seem to scrape from my thoughts.

There was something about this Salem. Something dangerous. Something I should avoid. And I was the masochist who wanted to find out.


TEN

SALEM


I’d been working at Iron Ride for the last three days.

I’d been right.

Darius had been pissed.

But even though he’d been all surly and grumbly and annoyed, there was enough work to make him forget why he was upset at me in the first place.

Hell, there was enough work to keep us all distracted for the next five years.

After the interaction with Jud on Monday morning that had left me completely rattled? That was precisely what I’d done. I’d thrown myself into getting the office whipped into shape and tried to pay as little attention to the man who rocked my whole world every time he got into my space.

Stoically trying to pretend like each smile wasn’t driving me mad.

Like each smirk wasn’t making me contemplate things I had no business contemplating.

So, I dove into the stacks of receipts and contracts and unpaid invoices, doing my best to organize them, to make sense of them, inputting them into the accounting software and trying to get it to balance since there had been no less than fifteen unanswered emails asking for that information from Jud’s accountant.

Not to mention the number of late notices I’d sent out on Iron Ride’s behalf to customer accounts that had never been paid.

My spirit had both lifted and sank with the amount it was adding up to, and I’d barely made a dent.

It only made the man who owned these floors like a hunter more mysterious. His life beat clearly found in the pulse of the motorcycles and cars he restored. I peered through the glass door that separated the lobby from the shop to where he was at the far, opposite side.

He was knelt over, his big body this force as he worked the metal.

My stomach tightened.

I guessed I recognized it, why it would be so easy for this part of his business to slide.

He was an artist.

A sculptor.

A crafter.

His care wrapped up in the rugged, fierce beauty he had to offer.

He shifted, and his shirt stretched over the wide, wide expanse of his muscled back.

My mouth went dry.

Before I stared so long drool would drip onto the desk, I forced myself to return my attention to the computer where I was inputting his positives.

None of this mess appeared to be hurting him, anyway.

His accounts were plentiful. Enough that it’d taken me a moment to process the balances.

It was weird, he’d just given me access to it all, his trust so easy.

That was something I didn’t come close to understanding.

How to just…give.

Because giving was dangerous.

I forced myself to focus on the task at hand. Slowly but surely, I made my way through a box of receipts that had been stuffed in the corner. Lost in the work. In using my hands. In being a part of something that felt like it mattered. As if I were making a difference for someone else.

Someone who was making a difference for me.

Only I stilled when a sense whispered across my flesh.

An aura.

An innuendo.

It was close to chills lifting on my skin, though not quite as intense.

It was just this disquiet that gusted through the muted intensity of my focus.

Slowly, I pushed from the stool where I’d been sitting at the desk that ran off to the side of the main high counter. I eased closer so I could peer over the top and out through the windows that I knew were a shimmery pitch from the outside.

Because of it, there was no chance a soul could see through the tint.

Still, my heart thugged like lead when I saw a car sitting on the far side of the curb. It wasn’t directly across the street, but a bit farther to the left, mostly concealed by the thick foliage of shrubbery and trees.

But I saw it—the tail-end of the same black car I could have sworn I’d seen outside our house earlier this morning.

Again, up the street.

I’d barely acknowledged it then, where it’d sat up the road like any other.

But this?

Alarm sparked in the place where I would forever be on edge, and it sent a tremor rocking through my being.

A warning that blared.

My being buzzed, jumpstarting the fight or flight reaction it always did.

But me?

It was always flight.

I had to get out of here.

I had to get out of here.

Run. Run. Run.

I stumbled back from the counter as panic seized the air in my lungs.

In an instant, I felt as if I were suffocating.

The world spinning. The floor trembling.

It was the only thing I could do—flee.

Frantically, my attention darted for an escape route, only to scream when a hand landed on my shoulder.

I whirled around in shock, in fear, in a tiny bit of that fight, ready to battle through to the end.

“Salem.”

That rumbly voice broke into the frenzied paranoia.

“Salem, look at me, darlin’. It’s just me.”

I gasped and blinked and tried to reorient myself.

I realized I was pressed against a row of black file cabinets that ran the left wall behind the counter. There was a small wall that jutted out to keep them hidden from the lobby.

It left me out of view of anyone who would walk through the doors.

But Jud saw me.

Watched me carefully.

That obsidian gaze fired and flared and rushed over me in his own bid of panic.

“Not gonna hurt you, darlin’.” Those big, big hands were held out in front of him in a calming fashion, and I squeezed my eyes closed and attempted to swallow over the jagged rock that had lodged itself in my throat.

My lungs panged and my heart hammered and God…this was so embarrassing.

“Are you okay?”

My nod was tight.

“What’s going on? What freaked you out?”

My head shook and my body shivered. “Nothing.”

“Not nothing if it’s got you spun up like this.” The words cracked like venom.

Manic laughter tumbled from my tongue, and I waved a crazed hand toward the window, unable to stop the flow of words.

“I just…there’s a car out there sitting on the street, and I swore I saw the same one sitting across the street in our neighborhood this morning. It’s probably nothing.”

What was I doing? Giving this to him?

But a spec of that trust was there, offered into the air. Into his hands. Into his big, beating heart that battered at his chest.

His attention darted to the windows. I saw the moment he saw it, too. The way every bulky muscle in his body flexed in a bid of aggression.

“It’s nothing,” I reiterated, mostly trying to calm myself down.

Only Jud didn’t seem to think it was nothing because he grunted, “Wait right there.”

Then he turned on his heavy motorcycle boots, his giant body hulking around the counter and across the lobby, the man casting me a harsh glance as he slipped out the door.

He didn’t slow.

He strode like menace across the lot.

I watched in abject horror and awe as he slipped his hand around to his backside and under his shirt and pulled a gun from the waistband of his jeans.

His muscles vibrated with hostility.

With violence.

I’d known there was something about the man that whispered of his darkness.

Of danger.

Of bloodshed and barbarity.

But I’d never been so sure of it until then.

He was about three-quarters of the way across the lot when the black car suddenly peeled out, flying from its perch with a squeal of tires and a billow of dust.

Running from the monster set on savagery that clumped that way.

I saw it there, when he turned around.

The expression on his face.

A gnarl of wickedness.

A disorder of malice.

My stomach twisted.

My pulse flew.

I could feel the tumult blister through the air when he looked back at the spot where the car had disappeared. When it seemed clear, he reluctantly turned, stuffed his gun back into his waistband, and marched back across the lot.

My heart thundered, a careening stampede.

It hammered harder and harder with each step that he took.

Tremors rocked the ground.

Shockwaves of animosity and duty.

I didn’t know how to stand.

Didn’t know how to do anything when he tossed the door open and strode through, rays of bright sunlight streaking over him as he entered, lighting him up like some kind of unrighteous god.

Intensity cracked.

Snapped in the room.

An imposing force.

The man a wicked, wicked savior.

I was back to pressing myself against the cool metal of the file cabinet, unable to breathe, unable to process the thousand thoughts that spiraled through my mind.

I never should have come.

I never should have thought I could stay.

I never should have allowed myself to start to feel safe.

And most of all, I never, ever should have started to think of this place as home.

Jud edged forward, the colossal, beast of a man coming closer and closer.

Black hair and black beard and black eyes that I could have sworn fired red.

My chest squeezed tighter with each step.

My pulse thudded like a snare with each powerful stride that he took.

Though those steps were slowed.

Cautioned.

I fought for ground. To remain unaffected.

Not to whimper when the forbidding man suddenly towered over me with those eyes pinning me to the spot.

“They’re gone.” The words scraped like barbs from his tongue. His anger barely contained. “Probably a drug deal or some shit. Not exactly the best side of town over here.”

I gulped around the rock that pressed like razors to my throat. Warily, I tried to gather the fear and the panic, to be reasonable and not jump to the first horrible conclusion, the way I always did.

It was hard not to do that when I’d spent years running. When every sound and whisper and intonation had made me terrified someone was coming for us.

The worst part was knowing it wasn’t illogical. I had the holes carved out inside me to prove it.

The truth that I would be a fool to take the chance.

On a jittery nod, I faked a smile. “Probably.”

Jud’s brow pinched, and those eyes raced over my face like they could see through to the very depths of who I was.

To every secret.

To every fear.

He leaned closer, and his warm breath whispered across my skin. “But that’s not what you were thinkin’, was it, darlin’?”

This.

This was why I’d been diverting. Why I’d been trying to distract and pretend and ignore that I’d revealed a piece of myself I shouldn’t have at the beginning of the week.

“Who are you running from?” I could have sworn his words were underlined with murder.

My head shook, and my eyes found the intensity in his. “Please, don’t ask that of me.”

I didn’t know him.

Couldn’t trust him.

Fury flashed through his features.

He took my hands and threaded our fingers together.

Vibrations zapped through the connection.

Palpable and real.

His growl was menace. “Want to destroy whoever hurt you. Just need a name.”

A gasp ripped up my throat when he suddenly lifted my arms above my head and pinned them against the cabinet.

“Just a name.” It sounded of sex and coercion.

My eyes squeezed closed. “I can’t.”

His big hands slipped down my quivering limbs, as if he were gathering up every ounce of terror that I possessed. Taking it into his hold. Caressing away the panic.

“I have you, Salem.” He grumbled it, and those eyes never left mine as he ran his hands all the way back up my arms to my hands and then down again.

Though that time, he didn’t stop.

He ran them over my shoulders and down to my sides.

My lungs squeezed tight, and our hearts raged in the bare space that separated us.

Need spiked in the dense air.

His wide, wide chest jutted and heaved, and every muscle in his body strained.

I knew we were concealed behind the wall, but there was something about this that made me feel exposed.

As if there was an audience watching as I slipped into recklessness.

As I tiptoed into sin.

My stomach twisted in want, and my nipples hardened beneath his stare.

Jud groaned as if he felt the desire ravaging my flesh, and his hands were splaying wider at my ribs, so big they nearly wrapped all the way around.

Harsh air puffed from his nose when he brushed his thumbs over the rock-hard peaks of my breasts.

A whimper fled from my lips. “Oh, god.”

“Beautiful. Losing my fuckin’ mind over you, Salem.” He rubbed harder, watching me like he wanted to devour me as he stoked that long dimmed flame.

He seemed to war, his body rocking in indecision, lost to his own battle before he snapped.

In a flash, the last bit of oxygen remaining in my lungs was gone.

Because his mouth crushed against mine.

As if any barrier between us had been floored.

I couldn’t do anything but give. No control but to open to the demanding ferocity of his kiss.

Desperate to feel anything different than the constant fear that raged.

To feel supported.

Seen.

Held.

Real.

For just a moment, to touch on something that might feel like hope.

It was wrong. So wrong. But I couldn’t stop.

I wrapped my arms around his neck in a desperate play to feel.

I opened to his kiss.

Surrendered.

Gave.

His tongue stroked out and swept over mine.

Hot and warm and sending a crash of lust blistering through my blood.

A moan got free, his or mine, I wasn’t sure.

He pressed closer, that giant body eclipsing me.

Every inch of him was hard.

The muscles that bunched his arms.

The crash of the beating in his chest.

His huge cock that begged at my stomach.

Sounds climbed my throat. Needy and wild.

Our breaths turned ragged as our mouths clashed and demanded and fought for possession.

Reckless.

So reckless.

Jud took more with every lick of his tongue. Raw, rough rumblings rose from his soul. “Sweet. So sweet. What are you doing to me? Blowin’ my mind.”

Desire consumed.

Blinding.

I ached in a way I wasn’t sure I ever had.

Like maybe if I let myself fall deeper into him, things might not hurt so bad.

But I knew better.

Knew better.

I tried for resolve, for clarity, for restraint.

I made a vain attempt at slowing the kiss, but the man just licked down to kiss along the scar on my jaw.

He moaned before he ran his nose along the mangled flesh.

The gentlest caress.

God.

If I let him, he could do me in.

Then he was lobbing for a breath, like I’d somehow affected him the same way he’d affected me.

He eased back when I finally found the strength to roll my head against the metal to stop this madness. That smile tweaked beneath his beard, his sexy lips red and wet, his words a rough scrape that rumbled my spirit. “Black-fuckin’-magic.”

He was right.

It had to be.

This spell that curled and whipped and bound us together.

I blinked through the stupor and tried to push at his chest. “Jud, we can’t do this.”

I might as well have been pushing against a boulder.

“Yeah, and why’s that?”

“Because I work for you.”

“Huh. Weird. Didn’t see you on the payroll.”

A frown pinched my expression, regret coming in fast. “That’s not fair.”

He softened, and he ran his thumb across my scar.

A tremble rocked me through.

That wasn’t fair, either.

His touch.

His charm.

His charisma.

This tenderness that butted up against all his bad.

This call that made me feel like I was where I was supposed to be, when I knew letting my guard down was the most foolish thing I could do.

He stared down at me, searching.

Looking for the answer to this unspoken question that ravaged between us. I figured after everything, I at least owed him a little bit of truth.

“I’m in no position to fall in love, Jud.”

His hand was still spread across my face, the thumb caressing along my jaw doing that thing that twisted through me like agonized comfort.

“Who said anything about love, Salem?”

His response might have stabbed if I didn’t see the stark, gutting pain slash across his face.

The way those obsidian eyes went dim with grief.

My heart panged.

And I wondered if it were possible that he might be as broken as me.

That was a big, big problem.

The truth that it only made me like him more.

This rough, sweet man who could so easily rip me apart.

“Then what are you—” My words clipped off when a door slammed. We jumped apart, Jud flying back to the opposite counter while I hopped away from the file cabinets deeper into the recesses of the lobby office space.

Anxiously, Jud roughed his fingers through the longer pieces of his hair, doing his best not to look my direction when Brock sauntered in, all smirking grins and salacious smiles.

His gaze darted between the two of us. Glee lit on his face. “Well, hell. I was just comin’ in to see if Salem here would like to grab a drink after work, but it appears I’m a few minutes too late.”

Jud actually growled.

Massive hands curled into fists, and I was a little scared he might actually rip a limb or two from Brock’s body.

Brock just cracked up, no care in the world, his voice packed with suggestion as he pushed his hands out in surrender. “Down boy. No need to get up in arms. A man knows when he’s been outbid.”

He backed away with a smirk dancing over his face.

“Not sure what you think you’re talkin’ about, Brock, but I suggest you get your ass back to work and don’t come sniffing around in here again. Hear me?”

Brock swung his attention to me, and his eyes raked down my body.

Jud’s lie hung in the air.

The falsity of it was clear in my mussed hair and disheveled clothes, my blouse untucked on one side of my dress pants.

Crap.

I tried to inconspicuously readjust things.

Apparently, that made things worse because Brock’s smile only grew. He looked back at Jud. “Loud and clear, boss, loud and clear.”

He dipped back out through the door, and Jud was coming my way again, and I was pushing out my hands like I could protect myself from the impact of him. “No, Jud. I don’t think I can do this.”

He was in my face, dipping down, a heated whisper at my ear. “I’m taking you home tonight. Want to make sure you get there safe.”

I could feel the refusal curl between my eyes, every reason we shouldn’t do this pouring out. “I ride with Darius, and you know it’s a bad idea, anyway. I think we should just leave it at that. You don’t know me and I don’t know you and⁠—”

Jud leaned in and softly smoothed the wrinkle out, cutting off my refusal. “Don’t get those pretty panties in a twist. It’s just a ride.”

Then he started to saunter away, only to pause at the organized stacks I’d made, his index finger jabbing at the papers. He looked back at me. “And for the record, you’ve already earned me far more than the cost of your car. You’re off the hook, darlin’, but I sure as fuck hope you’ll stay.”

Then he strode out, tossing open the single door that led to the shop, leaving me there gasping in his wake.


ELEVEN

JUD


It was just after five-thirty when I felt the shift in the air. One where shivers went racing along my spine and my stomach thought it fit to tighten in a fist.

I swiveled around from where I was kneeling in front of the chopper I was working on to find Salem strutting out.

She wore that silky blouse, painted-on black pants, and those sky-high heels that were trampling all over my good sense.

Poking holes in the commitment that seemed to get hazier and hazier with each moment that passed.

It blurred over the edges since the sight of her caused every cell in my body to go haywire.

Short-circuiting.

My senses on overload because fuck…I wanted her.

Wanted to fist my hands in those tresses of black. Get lost in the turbulence of those blue eyes. Drown on that vixen mouth.

I wanted her in a way that wasn’t right. In a way that slanted dangerous. In a way that was at odds with every damned thing I’d been living for.

Remnants of earlier in the lobby still buzzed in my nerves.

The way I wouldn’t have thought twice about fighting for her when I’d gone for the blacked-out BMW parked on the opposite side of the street.

The way the demon inside had gone to thrashing and jerking and tearing at the chains in a bid to get free.

The way I’d wanted to hop on my bike and hunt the motherfucker down when the pussy had jumped from the curb and fled.

Truth was, everything about whoever had been sitting out there was sketch as fuck.

Knew it in a moment.

In a heartbeat.

The instinct that had kept me alive for all those years when I’d been living in the dregs of society.

I’d been set on ripping the asshole from the car and demanding to know what he was doing creeping around my lot.

The problem was, that rage hadn’t dissipated when the threat had gone, it’d only shifted.

Changed.

Taken new shape.

It had grown into a beast that wanted to fight for her all the harder when I’d come back in and found this fierce, ferocious girl pale and shaking, like she’d come face-to-face with a ghost she couldn’t outrun.

I’d only meant to comfort her.

Promise her it would be fine.

Then I’d touched her, and all bets were off.

This girl who with one kiss had knocked me senseless.

“Hey there, darlin’,” I called.

She normally strode in here all kinds of confident, but this time, those eyes darted around, landing on every single thing except for me.

Finally, she exhaled the strain and lifted that chin as she sauntered my way. “Are you ready?”

A grin cracked my face as I pushed to standing and tossed the wrench to the worktable. “You in a rush?”

Suggestion rode out with the words, no holding it back.

Not when just her walking into my shop knocked the breath right out of my lungs.

Her tone turned almost defiant. “I am, actually.”

I hooked my hip on the table and crossed my arms over my chest. “Yeah, and why’s that?”

She heaved out a breath and shook her head. She looked around again, not answering my question but giving me one of her own. “Where’s Darius?”

“Cut both him and Brock loose early. Figured they deserved an early night to unwind considering the hours they’ve been putting in this week.”

Salem quirked a brow. “And Darius didn’t argue?”

“Told him to go on. That I had you.” I shrugged. “And I’m the boss.”

Amusement played at that pretty face, and she crept nearer, like she was testing out just how deep she could get before she went under.

Before that lure would be too intense.

But it was already there.

Baiting and tugging and pulling.

Drawing us closer.

Gravity.

“Wow, you really like using that to your advantage, don’t you?” A tease wound its way into her voice.

Fighting a smirk, I shrugged again. “Only when I really have to.”

“And this was one of those instances?”

Salem’s heels clicked on the hard floor. Each one sent a reverberation across the ground that vibrated my boots and climbed my legs.

Girl invading.

Sweet, sweet enchantress casting her spell.

Wrapping me around those fingers that I’d really like wrapped around my dick.

I edged her way, loving how her breaths went shallow when I moved to stand over her.

Woman this tiny, curvy thing with a big-ass presence that overflowed the room.

Thunderbolt eyes struck in the middle of it.

Motherfucking thunder.

Deep and dark and seductive.

Her plush lips parted like she was getting lost in the memory of that kiss, too.

Yeah, that wasn’t helping things, either.

My fingers twitched, urging me to reach out and take what I was itching to make mine.

Then she seemed to think better of it, and she took a step back. She toyed with the end of a lock of her hair, looking away for a beat as she pondered what to say. “Listen, Jud⁠—”

“Let’s get out of here.”

Salem’s attention whipped back to me, a solemn line denting her brow. “I think we should talk.”

Yeah, and I knew what that talk was going to be. Could feel her reservations flying.

Spiky barbs of rejection.

I leaned in close, scent of the girl infiltrating my nose.

Toasted coconut and sultry sin.

I swept my fingertips along the length of her chin. “How about we get you on the back of my bike, instead? Right where you belong.”

Shock edged her back an inch.

Yeah, sweetheart, you keep shocking the shit out of me, too.

The way I couldn’t control my reaction.

The need that made me think I just might be losing my mind.

One second later, a playful scowl scrunched her forehead as she crossed her arms over her chest. “You want me on your bike? That’s what this was all about?”

All?

Not even close.

But it was a damned good start.

The truth was, I didn’t want to let her out of my sight.

Still, I played along, kept the words light. “Might be the only way I get those legs wrapped around me.”

She bit down on her bottom lip, though a slight giggle rippled free. “You’re unbelievable. Some savior you are.”

A grin took hold. “Have you looked in a mirror, gorgeous? You can’t blame a man.”

She glared at me, but there was laughter in her expression, and some of the edge I’d been fighting the entire day drained away.

“Fine. Since you already sent my ride home, I guess I don’t have any better options, do I?” she goaded as she turned and strutted to where my bike was parked in my personal bay.

Her hips and ass swaying across the shop.

Damn.

“You really, really can’t blame a man,” I mumbled under my breath. I grabbed my phone from the table and followed her. “Front locked up?”

“Yes, everything is ready.”

“Thank you, sweetheart.”

“It’s my job,” she tossed back.

I moved to press the button for the garage.

Warm, evening light tumbled in.

Bright, golden rays that lit up the girl and my bike.

My fingers itched with the urge to paint. To create something beautiful. Hope in the rubble.

I grabbed a helmet, situated it on her head, my fingers quick as I fastened the strap.

Whole time, my attention was trapped on that face, not a chance I could look away.

Not when I swung my leg over my bike, hit the starter, and stretched out my hand.

In a beat of contemplation, she dropped her gaze before she accepted it.

It damned near sent me spiraling again.

The way something that was a cross of desire and devotion went zapping through my veins.

The way I wanted to wrap her up and never let her go.

I fought that thought.

Knew it was stupid.

That my heart was pushing against a line that couldn’t be uncrossed.

What I needed to focus on was the task of getting her home.

To escort her across this small mountain city, drop her at her door, and ensure she was safe.

Leave it at that.

Except Salem wrapped her arms around my waist and exhaled at the sensitive flesh on my neck. Right about the time she was pressing those ample tits that I was dying to get my hands on again against my back.

Need crashed.

Lust spiraled.

I forced myself to ease out of the garage bay. I closed it behind us before I carefully took to the road and headed in the direction of her house.

Rays of sunlight danced and drizzled over the soaring trees that hugged the road like a hedge of protection. They sent glittering orbs slanting through the branches and dappling through the leaves.

The road was lit up in golden glitter.

My body lit up, too.

Salem kept tightening her hold.

Her heart thundered at my back, a drumbeat of confusion that pounded through her spirit.

Want.

Fear.

This uttering of hope that pulsed through her being and whispered in my ear.

I should ignore it.

Hell, I never should have even pushed for this, but I was the fool who was taking a left when I should have been taking a right.

I could feel her perplexity, the disquiet in the flinch of her arms, but before either of us could think better of it, I’d taken two more turns that led just out of town.

Slowing, I eased onto the familiar, earthy path that cut through a row of towering trees.

I came to a stop in the middle of the secluded meadow.

Its bed was covered in wild grasses and flowers. Purples and whites and pinks. The floor a bright, misty green. The scene was cast in an entrancing glow as those shimmery rays of receding light burned through the space.

I cut the engine. The only sound was our battering hearts and the babbling of the creek that flowed through.

“What is this place?” Salem whispered. Awe in her voice. Then it was twisting again. “What are we doing here?”

“I come here sometimes when I need to clear my head.” The admission rumbled out on the peaceful quiet. It was the truth, though I doubted much coming here was going to rid this girl from my thoughts.

With my boots planted on either side to keep us balanced, I glanced back at her. “You said we should talk, so let’s talk.”

Unsure, Salem blinked. “Jud, I⁠—”

She yelped when I suddenly turned and took her by the waist. I pulled her around onto my lap so her legs were wrapped around me.

You know, all friendly like.

Just couldn’t fuckin’ help myself.

Surprised pants jutted from her mouth, and those eyes were doing wicked things as I unfastened her helmet and let it drop to the ground. Her hands curled into my shoulders. “Jud. What the hell?”

A grin quirked my mouth. “Sorry.”

She rolled her eyes. “You are clearly not sorry at all.”

She wiggled on my lap like she was gonna get free.

My dick stirred.

Salem bit down on her bottom lip and stilled and fuck…I wanted to kiss her all over again.

“I told you I needed to go home.”

There was some kind of pain lacing those whispered words, and a war went down inside me as I stared at her stunning face. I took her chin between my thumb and forefinger. “I know it, and we will, but I need to know one thing, Salem. Need to know if you’re in trouble? If you’re safe?”

I already was sure of the answer, but I needed her to confide it in me.

A million things played through her expression.

Fear.

Dread.

Grief.

Then she pasted on a sexy smile. A valiant attempt at a distraction. “I’m just fine.”

My brow dented. “Wish you wouldn’t lie to me, darlin’.”

Her smile slipped, and she shifted her attention out over the beauty of the meadow.

Locks of thick, black hair whipped around her face.

My chest tightened, and I forced myself to keep my hands at her waist, my thumbs barely caressing her stomach, like I could coax her into giving me her truth.

Wishing she’d understand that she didn’t have to be alone.

She peeked back at me. “And I already told you not to ask that of me.”

She blinked through the emotion that writhed, lashes of her spirit flailing in the air.

She inhaled, then seemed to steel herself for whatever she was about to say. “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, Jud. Since the second I met you, you’ve been nothing but kind. I honestly don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t shown up during that storm. But my life?”

For a moment, she slowed, gathering herself before her head barely shook and the pained words burned free. “It’s been a mess for a long time. More than a mess. It’s basic survival, and I’m barely holding it together.”

Torment swirled in the abyss of her eyes.

“Then let me hold some of it for you.”

“Jud…” It was a breath.

“Not sure I can turn a blind eye to whatever is goin’ on with you, Salem. Besides, that’s what friends are for, isn’t it?” With that, I let a grin spread to my mouth.

Salem wiggled again. “Friends, huh?”

I choked as she rubbed herself on my cock, then on a surprised chuckle, I was letting my arms curl around her so I could wrap her up in a hug.

I pressed my lips close to her ear. “Not gonna lie, Salem. Want to fuck you. Peel these clothes from this hot little body and lay you down in this meadow. Show you how insane you’ve been making me. Show you how beautiful you are. Show you how fuckin’ bad I want you. Make you come again and again.”

Shivers wracked her body, and her nails sank deeper into my shoulders. “Jud.”

“But I’m not sure that’s what you need right now,” I continued.

Peeling herself back, Salem met my eye. “You’re right, Jud. But the problem is, I don’t know what that is. What I need or what I want or if I can hope for it once I figure it out. I don’t even know if I’m staying or how long I’m going to be here.”

My guts revolted at that.

I forced down the riot of possession, the part of me that wanted to demand that she stay. I reached out and set my palm on her cheek.

“All I’m saying is I think I should be a part of whatever that is for however long I can be. I’m right here, darlin’. All of us need someone on our side. Someone to lean on when times get tough.”

Her brow quirked. “As friends?”

I bucked my hips just a bit. “Is that all you’re gonna let me be?”

There I went.

Pushing.

Crossing those lines that kept getting blurred.

But I wasn’t sure there was a thing either of us could do to stop this attraction.

A tiny whimper left those gorgeous lips, and this fierce girl dipped her eyes again like she didn’t know what to say. Finally, she looked back at me, a mystery in her gaze. “You make me feel something I’m not sure I’ve ever felt before, Jud, and honestly, that terrifies me. That you make me feel something I can’t have.”

Rage burned.

A boil in my blood.

I wanted to hunt down whoever had put this look on her face and show them what it was like to really be afraid.

Draw it out.

Make it hurt.

Do what I’d promised myself I’d never do again.

Maybe that was the most dangerous part of all.

“Seems you make me feel something I haven’t in a long time, either, darlin’, and that scares me, too.”

Light laughter left her, and she looked at me with this expression that cut me in two.

With hope and hopelessness.

With faith and despair.

“We’re a mess, aren’t we?”

My fingers threaded through the hair at the side of her head, thumb tracing the angle of her jaw. “Yeah, gorgeous. A beautiful fuckin’ mess.”

For a minute, we sat there smiling at each other like cheesy saps. Like we were meeting in some place that neither of us knew existed.

“I really should go,” she finally whispered.

“Okay, darlin’.”

She hesitated, then asked, “I can trust you, right?”

My chest squeezed tight.

How did I answer that when I didn’t trust myself?

Still, I rumbled, “Of course.”

“Then there’s something you should know about me, Jud. If we’re going to be friends.”

I kept brushing my fingers through her hair. “Yeah? What’s that, gorgeous?”

“I have a child.” Salem’s blue eyes deepened with sincerity. “She’s my world. My entire world.”

I didn’t mean to flinch, but fuck, I did.

A knife driven right into my soul.

I tried to hide it. The impact of what she’d admitted. Of what she was trying to trust me with. I was getting the sense she didn’t show that card often, and that was unsettling, too.

But she felt it. Felt it different than I meant it.

She took the gutting pain for rejection.

Rigid defiance took over her demeanor, and that hypnotic gaze grew sharp and hard, the wildcat showing its claws.

Her love for her kid stark and gutting.

And I was getting it then, the vehemence that lined her bones.

Respected the fuck out of it.

Still, every single thing I wanted to say got locked in my throat when she slipped off my lap.

Every confession.

Every reason.

The purpose that screamed and clawed and made me feel like I was coming out of my skin.

After I sat there like a mute for God knew how long, Salem shook her head in disappointment, snatched the helmet from the ground, put it on, then climbed on behind me.

She curled her arms around me, though they were rigid. Like a canyon had broken open between us and a sea had risen up through the middle of it to push us farther apart.

Heart in my throat, I pushed the button for the ignition and the heavy engine rumbled to life. I turned it around in the meadow and slowly rode back through the trees and onto the road.

It wasn’t that I didn’t like kids.

I fuckin’ loved kids.

My guts clenched. My spirit moaned.

That was the problem, wasn’t it?

Could feel the bitter venom fill my mouth as we rode, as I took the turns just as carefully as we’d come, but somehow the glittering rays streaking through the branches on the trees and onto the road felt different.

A light going dim.

I fought it.

The agony that wanted to lift.

To take hold.

Suck me under.

Where I’d drown in that darkness that would forever possess.

When I made the last turn into Salem’s neighborhood, I pinned a fucking smile on my face so I could give it to her when I dropped her off.

Let her know I wasn’t a total dick.

I pulled up in front of their house.

My guts were in turmoil, torn between wanting to turn around, take her into my arms, tell her it was awesome—that kids gave a whole new meaning for breathing—that I’d protect that too if she’d let me—all while wanting to run.

Fuck.

I was getting in too deep.

Too deep.

I managed to kick the stand and cut the engine, and I helped Salem to stand. She kept watching me warily as I climbed off, too, as I took two steps up her walkway, following her, searching for a way to apologize.

To give her something when I knew full well there was no chance of a sound making it up my throat.

Not when the front screen door of their house banged open.

The air punched from my lungs.

A kick to the stomach.

I stumbled back.

A little girl about five came blazing out.

All grins and smiles and pitch-black hair worn in pigtails.

I stumbled like an oaf.

A fuckin’ meathead without words.

“Mommy! You made it back from doing all the works and oh my gosh you rodes on a motorcycle?”

Her little voice was a screech of excitement. A squeal of joy.

Salem breathed out, love pouring free, though I could still see her reservations when she tossed a confused glance at me before she turned back to her daughter. Her voice twisted in faked enthusiasm. “I sure did!”

The little thing kept running until she threw herself into Salem’s arms. Salem swept her up and hugged her close.

Nausea clawed at my insides.

Thought I was going to puke right there.

“Did it go so fasts? Like a thousand miles in one hour? I bet you could rides it so fast we could make it all the way to China by the time we gets to eat dinner. What do you think?”

The child grinned at me when she asked it.

The most brittle smile took to my mouth. “That’s awful far.”

“That’s what the adventures are for. You gotta go all over to the places that you’ve never beens before so you can experience new things even if you don’t wanna go at first. That’s what me and my mommy do.”

I scraped a hand over the top of my head, that smile faltering. Part of me wanted to ask more. Wanted details. Wanted to know.

To invade.

To step forward and succumb to this.

This pull.

This lure.

This want that made me consider saying fuck it all.

Loyalty shorn in the glance of a woman in the storm.

Black-fuckin’-magic.

The other part knew I had to resist. Had to end this right then.

To remember.

I looked back at my bike, contemplating my escape.

Only my attention snagged on the car that was coming to a stop on the opposite side of the road.

Tessa, Eden’s best friend, hopped out, all smiling and eager.

Awesome.

Liked her, but the girl was a handful, and I sure as shit couldn’t deal with her right then.

Not when I could see the hurt splitting Salem’s expression.

Her single treasure held in her arms that I was rejecting.

“I’m gonna go.” My words were bricks that toppled to the ground.

Energy whipped. A tempest.

Screaming in the air like Salem’s spirit was physically clawing its way to me, hooking in and refusing to let go.

Or maybe the real problem was that it was mine.

This piece that had already toppled out and landed at her feet that wanted to beg for whatever she would give me.

Salem lifted that defiant, scarred chin, brandishing a look that promised she’d been to Hell and was prepared to fight with her last breath to claw the rest of the way out.

Ferocity surrounded her, and she bit the words from her tongue. “Yeah, I think you should.”


TWELVE

SALEM


What the hell was that?

I hugged my daughter closely while I watched the backside of Jud as he rode away. The sound of that heavy motor rumbled as his big body disappeared over the dip and into the falling night.

“Wow, Mommy, he really hads to go so fast. I bet he decided he had to get to China fast because it’s already almost dinner. Did you know Mimi’s been cooking for already almost the whole day? And guess what! It smells deeeeeelicious!” Juni turned her sweet little face up to me with that grin.

Then her voice dropped like a secret. “Do you think he got the anxious flies in his stomach to go on the new adventure?”

My arms curled tighter around her, wishing I knew, that I understood, that I wasn’t the fool who’d already gone to the place where it hurt.

Where I expected something different.

Something better.

I pressed a kiss to her temple. “I think so, Juni Bee.”

Right.

So anxious he couldn’t even stick around long enough to learn her name.

My chest tightened as the disappointment raged. Hurt bottled in the middle of it.

What a coward.

I mean, come on, we were just supposed to be friends and he freaked out because I had a child?

But I think we both knew better than that, didn’t we?

That kiss this afternoon had felt like an awakening.

Like I’d been touched for the first time in my life.

Truly seen.

Then the way he’d treated me out in the meadow? With unbridled care? With that raw, untamed gentleness?

We were fools if we thought it wasn’t more.

Maybe it was for the best. I couldn’t get complacent. Couldn’t start to rely on someone else. Couldn’t trust that they would stand, fight, and advocate.

Couldn’t invite someone into the places they couldn’t go.

Worst?

My stomach twisted.

I doubted much that we could stay and losing another part of myself was not something I could entertain.

It was better that he left before this went any farther—with his tail tucked between his legs and that expression on his face. One that rejected the single gift I had offered.

For him to know this part of me.

My one, single purpose.

I inhaled Juni’s hair, and she giggled and squirmed. “Mommy, let me go. It’s not the snuggles time. You gotta wait for the story times to get those.”

Affectionate laughter managed to work its way through the sting as I set her onto her feet.

“Is that so?” I whispered, my fingers caressing down the side of her chubby cheek.

Then I stilled when I heard a squeal coming from across the street. I was half inclined to pick Juni back up and run into the house.

Hide her away.

“Oh my gosh, you have to be Salem.”

I’d gotten so wrapped up in Jud’s reaction that I hadn’t noticed someone was there.

Awesome.

Another strike against me.

This carelessness was becoming too much.

I swiveled to watch a woman shut her car door and start to walk across the street like she knew me. She was tall and rail thin with the palest skin and freckles covering the entirety of her face. Shiny, undoubtedly natural red hair was caught up in a ponytail that swished around her shoulders.

“It is so nice to finally meet you!” Her voice was lifted in welcome as she stepped onto the sidewalk. She didn’t pause, didn’t slow, just threw her arms around me in a giant, overbearing hug.

My spine went rigid.

Trust no one.

But I was pretty sure she knocked the chip right off my shoulder when she started rocking me back and forth and making these happy sounds. She pulled back and held onto me from the outside of the arms.

“Seriously, Eden told me you are gorgeous, but on all things holy, woman, you are about to start a fire.”

I could feel the force of my frown, the confusion winding tight.

“Oh sorry. I’m Tessa, Eden’s BFF and partner in crime.” She gave me a little shake. “She has been going on about a new friend who was living across the street, and I couldn’t wait to meet you. We are going to be the best of friends. I just know it. Get ready for it—the three amigos.”

I bit down on my bottom lip as she issued them toward the sky.

This woman was crazy. And I kind of loved her.

That was a bad sign, too.

Warily, I looked around, trying to think of an excuse to get out of there before I got wound any deeper, only my attention got lost on the empty road where Jud had just disappeared.

My heart sank like a stone.

What a jerk.

And why did I care? What did I expect? I already knew not to get involved. This is what it got you—or way, way worse.

“And my god, Jud Lawson?” Tessa fanned herself.

Her words knocked me back into reality.

The frown that’d curled my brow slipped into nonchalance. “He’s my new boss, and he gave me a ride home because my car is broken down.”

There.

It was truth enough.

Glee filled her freckled face, and her blue eyes danced with the scandal. “Friends? If that’s what you call friends, I need to rethink the definition. I thought I was legit going to catch fire, walkin’ over here on the two of you. Spark, crackle, boom.”

Her hands moved just as quickly as her mouth.

“Oh, no, it was nothing like that.”

She smirked. “Sure, sure. And hot lava isn’t hot, and believe me, that volcano was about to erupt.”

“Volcano?” Juniper’s little voice broke into our conversation. “I want to go to a volcano! Did you know they make islands and mountains and all the mostest beautiful things? One day my mommy and me are gonna go on an adventure to the Hawaiis.”

I ran my fingers through her hair. Thank God for my little thing redirecting the exchange.

“Oh, yes, I’m sure your mommy would love to climb that volcano.”

The woman sent me an overexaggerated wink.

Oh my god.

Redness flushed, and I wasn’t even shy.

“I bet so! They’re so, so big!” Juni hopped her way.

“Oh, yeah, definitely big.” Tessa sent me a smirk when she said that before she bent at the waist and leaned toward my daughter. “And you must be the one and only Juni that Gage cannot stop talking about. He told me he has a brand-new best friend and she is pure awesomesauce.” She tapped Juni’s nose.

Juni scrunched it up and giggled. “He did?”

“Yep, he sure did…and let me tell you, he is one happy little boy that he has someone as cool as you living across the street.”

Exasperated laughter tumbled out, and I took a step forward, setting my hand on Juni’s shoulder, still in protector mode even though I was pretty sure the only danger this woman posed was killing you with kindness. “Tessa, this is Juniper, my daughter.”

Juni stretched out her hand. “Pleased to meet you, ma’am.”

Tessa cracked up. “Oh, the manners…but I’m way too young for someone to call me ma’am.” She said that out of the side of her mouth, whispering it to Juni with a tease slipping from her tongue.

“How olds are you, anyway?”

That time, a straight shot of laughter ripped from me. Scrambling forward, I put my hand over my daughter’s mouth and hauled her back. “We are actually still working on that manners thing.”

Tessa cracked up. “Oh, don’t even apologize. I love her.”

The woman smiled at me. “Seriously, I’m really glad you’re here. I need a little backup on my side since loverboy over there came and stole all my BFF time with my Eden.”

With an exaggerated pout, she hooked her thumb in the direction of Eden’s house. “She’s always over there after all that cake.”

My mind raced to keep up with her.

Cake?

“I mean, I can’t blame the poor girl, the man is h-o-t,” she rambled on, “kinda like his brother, if you know what I’m sayin’.”

She checked me on the shoulder with hers, words all kinds of suggestion.

Wow.

“Okay, I better bolt. It was so nice to meet you both.”

My head spun.

Before she made it a step backward, her face lit up. “Oh my gosh, wait.”

Her voice dropped with whatever epiphany she’d had, and she took me by both hands, as if we’d been friends forever, a secret on her breath when she buzzed, “Guess what?”

“Um…?”

Her voice dipped into an excited hush, the words barely breathed as she mouthed, “Trent is proposing on Friday.”

My heart panged, and I looked to the house where the woman who lived there had been so kind. One who’d welcomed us without question and apparently told her wild friend about us, too.

Home.

It whispered at the back of my mind. I shook it off before it took root.

“That’s wonderful,” I forced out.

She squeezed my hands. “Yes, we have this surprise planned for her at the school where we work. Both their families are going to be there, and oh my god, it’s going to be so romantic. Then Jud is going to take Gage camping that night, but we’re doing a big surprise celebration dinner for them on Saturday. You and Juni have to come.”

“Oh, I don’t⁠—”

She cut off my refusal before I got the chance to get it out. “Um, you do. Eden already claimed you, which means I claim you, and apparently Jud has, too, so…”

She let that hang.

“Jud hasn’t…” I couldn’t even form the words.

A salacious grin took to her mouth. “Um, that bad boy is nothing but charm and charisma and cockiness, never missing a beat, and here you had him stumbling around like he didn’t know his feet from his ass. I’m pretty sure he has.”

A frown pinched.

“He did leave really super-fast, Mommy. Like he had ants in his pants. I’m pretty sure he has the nervous about his new adventure.” Juni beamed up at me, like the child had it all figured out.

Tessa laughed. “Oh, yeah, he’s definitely nervous about his new adventure.” She went to winking again then she reached out and tapped Juni’s nose. “I like you, sweet one.”

Juni beamed. “I like you, too.”

Tessa returned her attention to me. “Okay, I really have to run.”

She rushed in and squeezed me tight, shocking me again. But this time…this time…I hugged her back.

A fool.

A fool.

She backed away, talking as she did. “I’m going to swindle your number from Eden’s phone, and I’ll text you the details. Be there, baby. I won’t take no for an answer. Your presences are expected. And shhh…”

She made an exaggerated sound with her finger pressed to her lips.

“I can keep all the secrets, Miss Tessa, don’t you worry, not even a little bits,” Juni promised.

“I’m counting on you,” Tessa said before she spun and went darting back across the road and up Eden’s walkway.

A little hand took mine, Juni almost tsking, so matter of fact. “Whew…that one’s a whirlwinds, Mommy.”

And that was exactly what I felt.

Like I’d just gotten swept up in a whirlwind.

My gaze slid back to where Jud had disappeared.

And I didn’t know how to get off.


THIRTEEN

JUD


So, I wasn’t one to buck a family celebration, but shit, Tessa was taking this thing to a whole new level.

When me and my brothers celebrated?

It usually entailed knocking back a few beers while tucked in our booth at Absolution.

But this girl was flitting about the private room like a frantic bird pecking around her babies.

The private room in the upscale restaurant where clearly a hot-pink bomb had exploded.

Decorations spewed everywhere.

Streamers were strung from the ceiling, black and hot pink balloons everywhere, matching flower arrangements sitting on every surface, and a custom sign that hung from the back wall.

“Would you calm down?” I grumbled. “Eden already said yes. Pretty sure that’s the only thing that matters to the two of them.”

For the third time, Tessa had started rearranging this over-the-top display of cupcakes that were decorated with candy playing cards. All of them were aces, whatever the shit that was about.

She sent me a scowl.

“You shut it. I want it perfect. This is my BFF’s engagement party. When she walks through those doors to her surprise…” She waved a hand at the double doors that sectioned off the upscale room. “She needs to be wowed, shocked, her breath literally stolen from her lungs when she sees what we put together for her.”

She pressed her hand to her chest like she couldn’t believe I would think otherwise.

Girl was a nutter.

But she loved Eden like mad, so that was what counted.

Still, I couldn’t help but give her shit. Considering Eden was about the least pretentious chick I’d ever met, I was pretty sure she wouldn’t care if we were throwing together a barbeque with hot dogs and a few cold brews.

But whatever.

Place was nice and the food smelled like heaven, so I wasn’t going to complain too much.

“Besides, you don’t exactly look like a party planner to me. Your opinion on these matters doesn’t count.” Tessa needled that from the side, shooting me a mocking glare.

“Yet you don’t have a problem with me footing the bill.” My brow arched in challenge from where I was leaned against the long banquet tables where the servers were setting up. Four of them were scurrying around about as quickly as Tessa, bringing out these giant, silver chafing dishes and setting them over burners.

A full prime-rib, lasagna, chicken piccata, and a vegetarian entrée, plus a bunch of different sides and shit, too.

Other trays were filled with fruits, cheeses, and meats.

Not to mention this dessert fiasco Tessa was in up to her wrists.

“Only the best for Eden.”

“That’s right! Only the best for my dad and my new mom because they are the specialist in the whole world, and we love them all the way to the highest mountain. Right, Auntie, right?”

Gage had come skipping over, all eager smiles and delight as he pushed up on his toes to get a better look at the cupcakes. “Yummy!”

“That’s right, Gage,” she said, poking out her lips like I was some kind of common criminal.

It wasn’t that far from the truth.

“Right, Uncle?” Gage pressed, angling his head, little peacemaker that he was.

“Yeah. That’s right, Gage in the Cage. Only the best for your mom and dad.”

“Now you got to find a nice wife who’s so pretty like my new mom who makes the best pigs in the blanket ever and reads me stories every night.”

Affection tightened my chest, all mixed up with a knot of agony.

I patted his head and tried to keep the anxiety out. “That’d be nice.”

The words were brittle and a total lie, but I couldn’t help but agree, considering the kid was so damned sweet.

He had dropped to his knee with Trent yesterday, Trent asking Eden to be his wife while Gage had asked her to be his mom.

Think everyone had just about lost it with how adorable it was—mostly my big brother who’d been completely rocked again, like somehow in his head he’d thought there was a chance that Eden wasn’t going to say yes.

Preparing himself for another blow.

Not a chance. He’d found the best girl around. Someone who knew his demons and loved him in spite of them. Saw beyond the scars to what was underneath. The two of them coming together to make each other better.

Old pain cut me to the core.

A dull blade slowly driven through my chest.

Fuck.

Had to beat it back. Wasn’t about to be jealous of my brother. He deserved it.

What didn’t help was the wash of guilt that came rushing in behind it. The kind that wanted to consume.

My mind kept traipsing back to Wednesday evening when I’d dropped Salem at her house.

I’d acted like a total prick.

And did that stop me?

Nope.

I’d just continued to basically ignore her for the rest of the work week. Problem was, I didn’t know what to say. Didn’t know how to explain. Had no way to break through the grief that got bottled in my throat every time she and I were alone.

It would only amplify it when she’d cast those dark blue eyes on me like she’d expected something different.

Something better.

When the only thing I’d felt was shame.

Even when she’d looked at me with disappointment, the draw we both were trying to ignore still had raged.

It was like her spirit was surrounded by a brick wall. Only that wall had a fuckin’ crater gaping open in the middle of it, and there was a part of her silently begging me to find my way through it.

Thing was, we both knew that weak spot shouldn’t have been compromised to begin with.

Thursday had been plain painful, nothing but feigned pleasantries and barely clipped conversations.

Tiptoeing.

Pretending.

At least the whole proposal bit had provided a distraction. I’d cut out of work at noon on Friday to make sure I was at the school in plenty of time for the proposal, then Logan and I had taken Gage camping last night so Eden and Trent could spend the night alone together.

Eden thought we were camping tonight, too, and believed Trent was taking her out for an intimate dinner for the two of them to celebrate.

Little did she know intimate meant about every single person she knew.

“They’re gonna be so surprised that they get to have the best party in ever and ever.”

“That’s right. No thanks to your uncle Jud here. You know, since he never knows what’s right in front of his face.” Tessa sent me a saucy grin filled with some kind of implication.

My brow furrowed. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

She shrugged. “I’m just sayin’.”

“Just sayin’ what?”

She gave me a confused look that was just a little bit sketchy. “What do you mean?”

That frown deepened. Girl was talking in circles.

I didn’t get to press her, though, because Logan came striding in carrying a present and a grin on his arrogant face.

“The party is here. We may begin.”

Tessa rolled her eyes. “Um…the party begins when Eden and Trent get here, dorkface. Now get your butt over here and help. You were supposed to be here forty-five minutes ago to help set up.”

“I was having a bad hair day that turned into an awesome hair day.” Fucker looked at himself in the mirror above the mantle, touching the poof that he’d probably spent two hours perfecting. He made a bunch of ridiculous faces at his reflection before he turned, tossing out guns with his free hand. “Killin’ it.”

A grunt sprung from my chest. “I’ll show you killin’ it.”

He cracked a smirk. “My, my, testy. Seems to me someone here is in need of some lovin’. Too bad all the ladies come running to his baby brother instead. Damn shame.”

“Dream on.”

“Oh, I’m dreaming all right. Living it.”

I shook my head, holding back the laughter that wanted to rumble out.

Dude was ridiculous.

He set his present on the gift table before he waltzed our way as he took in the opulent room. He let out a low whistle. “I know who’s not paying tonight.”

Luckily, he was close enough that all I had to do was reach out to smack him on the back of the head.

“Dude. What the heck? Why so violent?” Logan spat it like I was in the wrong, that mischief playing around his mouth.

“Manners, man.”

With a roguish smile, he waggled his brows. “Only time I’m willing to spend this much money on dinner is when I’m getting something out of it.”

“Well, you’re not gettin’ dead, so there’s that,” I shot back.

Gage giggled like crazy. “Oh, you better watch it, Uncle Logan, Uncle Jud is about to Take. You. Dowwwwn.”

“That’s right, Gage in the Cage. Uncle Logan is about to go down.” I cocked my head at my crazy-ass brother.

“Pssh. You wish.”

“No wishin’ to it,” I grunted. “I speak facts.”

“Would you two knock it off? We have work to do,” Tessa scolded. “Logan, you put out the favors at each spot at the table. Jud, you set out the name cards. I have them in order, starting at the head of the table with Trent and Eden and working around the right.”

She shoved the stack at me.

“You serious?”

She had a freaking seating chart?

“Dead serious.” She sent me a glare.

Right. Of course.

Fuckin’ Pinterest.

In exasperation, I shook my head, but I figured I wasn’t going to win this one. I moved to the table set for twenty and placed the cards for Eden and Trent at the head of the table. Then I worked my way down the long side to their right, Logan, Gage, then me. Next to me on that side was a few of our employees from Absolution who’d become more like family. I rounded the opposite end then started up the other side where Tessa had sat some of Eden’s teacher friends, herself, Eden’s dad, and then…

What the ever lovin’ fuck?

I froze at the name written on the card.

Salem.

It was set up so she was sitting directly across from me.

My stomach sank and tightened, and then the world shifted. Felt every hair on my body stand at attention, and fuck me, my dick did the same when that energy struck the air.

I looked back just in time to see her standing in the double doorway.

Her hands were latched on the shoulders of the same little girl who’d nearly dropped me to my knees on Wednesday. She seemed unsure, wary to take a step forward because she might just be treading into a field of landmines.

“Juni Bee! My bestest friend in the whole wide world! You came to have a party with us?!” Gage screeched it as he went racing that way.

“Yes!” she squealed. “Miss Tessa said we hads to come because you and your daddy are getting married!”

My chest fucking fisted.

“And look at my pretty party dress! My mommy sewed it up because we gots it at the special store for the seconds and now it fits and now I’m a princess!”

That fist tightened in a death grip.

Had to rip myself from the snare of the sweet little thing.

Only it had me jerking up to meet the ferocity in Salem’s eyes.

Thunderbolt eyes.

They seared through me and sent every sane thought I possessed scattering.

Mindfucked.

She was nothing but hot-as-hell body. Lush curves and tempting shape.

She wore this slinky, cream-colored blouse that had my hands desperate to sink right in. A black, flowy skirt with another pair of those heels, and shit, my heart was doing that stupid, wayward thing.

Emotions ran rampant.

Wild as they tugged and pulled.

Want.

Shame.

Relief.

Regret.

Most foolish one of all?

This feeling that everything that’d gone bad for the last three days had just been made right.


FOURTEEN

SALEM


I froze in the double doorway that led into the private party room.

I should have known better than coming here. I’d rethought it at least fifteen times as I’d gotten ready. I’d finally decided to forget the whole thing since stepping out this way was clearly a horrible idea.

Then I’d received a text from Tessa.

An SOS asking if I could do her a favor and pick up some black ribbon on my way so she could focus on getting set up.

No doubt, that was exactly what this was.

A set up.

Because Tessa shifted to look at me from over her shoulder.

In an instant, I saw the smirk curve her mouth as her attention darted between me and the man who stood stock-still by the table.

A torrent of energy sucked the oxygen from the room and overflowed it with his presence.

Jud stood by the table, blinking like he thought I was a hallucination.

His jaw clenched tight though something soft filtered through his expression. Something that threatened to make my knees go weak.

Curling my hands protectively on Juni’s shoulders, I lifted my chin.

I wanted to refuse any of his attention because he clearly didn’t deserve any of ours.

He’d made me feel safe. Protected.

But the second I’d opened up a fraction, gave him just a little, he’d crushed it under his feet.

I deserved better—Juni deserved better—and maybe being here in Redemption Hills had helped me realize it was okay to dream of something better.

But I was the fool who’d let my mind think that better might be Jud Lawson.

Gage and Juni jumped around at my feet, hugging each other as if they hadn’t seen each other in years when it had just been yesterday morning.

“Come on, you gotta see the cupcakes!” Gage threaded his fingers through Juni’s, and the two of them scampered across the room.

The second Juni was gone, I felt exposed, standing there fidgeting like the outsider I was.

While Jud stared.

Heat blazed and severity throbbed.

I swallowed against the impact of it and forced myself to smile when Tessa moved my way. “Oh, thank god, you’re here! I have no idea what I would have done without that ribbon. My cupcake display is a disaster.”

My eyes narrowed as delight whipped through her features. I handed her the bag with the black fabric ribbon. By the looks of the decorations, she was doing just fine.

“It’s the least I could do.” Sarcasm wound into my voice.

Feigned innocence lined her expression. “Um, I have no idea what you’re implying. You straight-up saved this party. Could you imagine Eden walking in here and there was no matching ribbon on the dessert display?”

“The tragedy.”

Laughing, she wrapped me in a massive hug.

“Seriously, I am so happy you’re here, and you can so be mad at me, but I could tell you were thinking about not coming, and we really can’t have that happen. We’re best friends now, remember?”

My spirit danced and emotion climbed into my throat. Squeezing my eyes closed, I hugged her back.

But I couldn’t escape the heat of the man.

My eyes peeled open to find his gaze slaying me through.

I really hated how good he looked wearing fitted, dark gray dress pants and a light gray button-down, sleeves rolled up his forearms to expose the ink on his flesh.

I hated more how my stomach dipped. The way my thoughts went streaking back to the feel of his hands and mouth on me.

My thighs trembled.

I tore my attention from him when Tessa peeled herself back, and she held onto my upper arms the same way as she’d done when I’d met her. Her gaze swept over me. “Damn girl.”

I reached out and held her the same. “Ha…have you seen you?”

Tessa was wearing this shiny electric blue dress—the same color as her eyes. It was a halter-top, fitted and ruched, and dipped low between her breasts. Her red hair was pressed into giant curls that bounced over her bare shoulders.

She shimmied and winked. “Not too bad for the class nerd, huh?”

“Not bad at all.”

“Okay, I need to finish setting up. The rest of the guests should start arriving soon, and Eden and Trent should be here in fifteen.”

“What can I do?”

“Can you take a peek at the buffet and make sure it looks like they’ve put out everything we need?”

“Sure thing.”

I moved over to the long row of tables where the food was being set out. Chills skated down my spine because with each step, I could feel those eyes hooked on me.

Conflicting and confusing.

I had the urge to peek back. I stopped myself before I slipped into that recklessness.

Jud had already shown his hand, hadn’t he? His knee-jerk reaction had been clear enough. I needed to remember it.

But he never let me go of that connection.

A force came to tower over me from behind. It stole my breath and sent a rash of shivers racing across my flesh.

Citrus and cinnamon and spice.

A warm fall night.

I forced myself to remain turned away because I wasn’t sure I could handle him face-to-face.

“You’re here,” that deep voice rumbled.

I guarded myself against the pull of it, putting up every defense I possessed.

“I was invited.” It came out snippy.

Jud had the audacity to reach out and grip the two outside fingers of my right hand.

Heat zinged up my arm.

“I’m not saying I’m complaining.”

That resolve cracked, but it was fire that came out through the fracture. I whirled on him, and my voice dropped to a hiss. “I don’t think you have the right to say anything, Jud, so why don’t we leave it at that?”

Every rugged, handsome line on his face twisted, and those black eyes flashed.

Flames and seduction.

“Think we need to talk about that.”

A scoff shot from my tongue, and I crossed my arms over my chest to put some space between us. “I tried to talk to you, Jud, to open up, and the second I did, you reminded me of why I can’t. So, like I said, let’s leave it at that.”

Searching for a safer place for my attention, I turned to look to the far side of the room where Gage and Juni were on the floor, sifting through the stash of toys Gage had brought in his backpack.

Giggles rippled from her, her joy so easy and right.

Emotion welled at the base of my throat.

Jud’s attention drifted there, too, and there was no missing the way his hands curled into fists and every muscle in his being tightened.

Was he serious?

I swallowed around the disbelief, around the anger, around what I’d thought had been genuine care that he’d shown me in his office Wednesday when the panic had nearly consumed me.

When he’d promised he would be there.

When he’d kissed me.

Giggles fell from Juni’s mouth, and I shivered with the hope they elicited.

It’s what I wanted most—to give my daughter a normal life.

A good life.

One filled with happiness and safety and friends.

A home.

Jud’s jaw clenched, but there was something beneath it that looked like—sorrow.

I blinked against it, against the care that wanted to press free of my ribs, against the urge I had to reach out and hold a part of that sorrow for him.

A bunch of new guests piled in, and Tessa’s voice lifted over the disorder. “Trent texted, and he and Eden just parked. Get ready, it’s party time people.”

Juni popped up from her perch on the floor and came bounding my way. I reached out to take her hand.

“It’s party time, Mommy!” Then her smile grew. “Look it, Mommy, it’s your motorcycle friend. Did you go so fasts all the way to China?” she asked Jud when she took my hand.

I wanted to wrap her up. Cover her and protect her from the pain of rejection.

Only a rough chuckle slipped from Jud’s mouth, and his expression went soft as he looked down at her.

My ribs clamped around my aching heart, and I swore, in an instant, my entire being went to war.

A battle of intention.

One side that urged me to grab Juni and run, leave this place because I never should have put either of us in this position, and the other that begged for surrender. For a place to belong.

“Yeah, I had to go fast.” Regret filled his voice as he returned his attention to me. “But I came back.”

My throat tingled, and my skin felt sticky, and I tightened my hold on my daughter.

Before this could get any harder, I whispered, “Excuse me.”

I wound around him and led Juni away.

Away from the connection I could feel pulling taut behind me.

A lure I knew better than to heed.

The pull that was making me question my sanity.

Juni pranced along beside me, so adorable in her princess dress. “We are gonna haves the bestest time, Mommy.”

“Is that so?”

“Yep! Did you smells the food? And there are so many kinds, and my belly is rumbling and I’m gonna eat it all gone so I can have a cupcake because Gage said they’re super extra special all the way to the sky.”

She hopped three times when she said that, yanking me to a stop.

Um wow.

Someone was excited.

Realization settled over me.

What tonight meant to my daughter.

Juniper had never experienced anything like this.

Our celebrations had always been just the two of us. Our adventures ours, even when neither of us had wanted to take them.

Reliant on the other.

Apprehension mixed with the hope. With these building dreams that I tried not to allow to terrify me.

Juni squeezed my hand like she felt my reservations. A calm slipped through my blood.

“Wow. Those must be some cupcakes,” I finally managed to say.

“I think they gots diamonds in the frosting.” Juni whispered it, even though she dipped her chin in an emphatic nod.

“Diamonds?” I gasped our secret.

“Um…did you see the sparkles? They gots to be.”

Amusement tugged at my mouth. “It sounds like we’d better get to our spots so we can have the best party ever.”

I led Juni over to the table where the rest of the guests gathered.

A silent groan clamored in my chest when I saw Jud was seated directly across from me.

I glanced to the left at Tessa who tried to hide her smile as she started passing out hand-painted signs that had different sayings of congratulations on them.

Definitely a set up.

I peeked back at Jud.

Without shame, those darkened eyes raked over me. Hot coals that flashed with greed and something else I’d be a fool to diagnose.

Because that tension pulled and yanked and tumbled through my rattled spirit.

It felt as if it called out to the broken pieces. The pieces that had come to life under his touch—under his care—pieces I refused to let him shatter.
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Dinner was amazing.

The table was full of Eden and Trent’s friends and family who were there to share their joy.

Eden had been shocked, tears springing to her eyes when she’d come in to her surprise.

Her new fiancé continually pressed kisses to her cheek, her temple, her knuckles, her mouth.

Love poured from them.

I was thankful to be a part of it, but I couldn’t stop the waves of unease that kept rustling through.

I didn’t do this.

I hid.

I lurked and concealed.

I existed along the fringes.

I didn’t step out to become a part of something big and beautiful this way, but I was having a harder and harder time pretending like I didn’t want to be there.

Eden’s father, Gary, sat to the right of me, the man so warm and genuine as he’d chatted with me throughout the meal and made me feel as if my daughter and I were a part of this tightly knit crowd.

The entire time, Jud kept peering at me from over the table. Watching me as if I mattered. As if something inside him had shifted and taken new shape during the two hours that had passed.

When I looked up and he pinned me with the severity of that gaze again, I set my napkin next to my empty plate, pushed my chair back, and stood. “Excuse me for a moment.”

Gary looked up at me in worry. “Everything okay?”

I sent him a feigned smile. “I just need to get another drink.”

He grinned and winked toward Juni. “I’ll hold the fort down while you’re away.”

Gratefulness spread through my veins, and I gave him a little nod as I moved to the bar set up on the far side of the room. I ordered another glass of champagne. I was going to need it to make it through the night.

Because I felt myself getting closer to an invisible barrier my heart kept trying to break through.

I accepted the flute then jumped when I felt the hand on my elbow. I whipped around to Eden who stood there wearing one of her soft smiles.

“Eden. Hi.”

“Hey, Salem. I had to sneak over here so I could tell you how happy I am that you’re here. That you and Juni came to share this night with us.”

An unsure breath crept free. “I wasn’t sure we should come.”

Her smile deepened. “I hope there’s no question now…that you belong here.”

My chest pressed full, and I thought to deny it, to act as if this little family across the street hadn’t already marked themselves on my heart, but the confession bled out. “And you have no idea what that means to me.”

“I think I might.”

Tears burned in my eyes, and I stepped forward and pulled her into a hug. “I realize I don’t know you that well, but I do know you and Trent belong together, and I’m so grateful to get to witness it.”

“I still can’t believe it. I feel like I’m floating. I feel like the luckiest woman alive,” she admitted when I stepped back.

“I think you might be.”

She gazed at me with the gentle smile she always wore, though her attention kept peeking over my shoulder to the force I suddenly felt pressing in from behind.

Commanding and potent.

She squeezed my hand again, and her voice dropped to a whisper. “I think sometimes we stumble upon it when we least expect it.”

She angled her head toward Jud and moved his way, and I swiveled just in time to see the emotion crest on Jud’s face. She wrapped her arms around his waist, and he curled his arms around her shoulders, holding her head against his chest.

I was sure it was meant only for her, but I could hear him mumble the words, “Thank you for seeing him for who he is and not what he’s done.”

She mumbled into his chest, “I couldn’t have seen anything else.”

Energy pulsed through the air. I tried to look away, tried to remind myself it was none of my business, that Jud and Eden were sharing a private moment, but I felt like I was snared.

Held as he looked at me in remorse from over her shoulder. I fumbled back, only I bumped into another body. I whirled around and another set of big hands shot out to catch me.

“Logan. Hi.”

I’d quickly been introduced by Tessa to the third Lawson brother before the party had started. He was as handsome as his two brothers, but different, as if he held all his intimidation in the lines of his arrogance.

He smiled down at me with these sparking emerald eyes, a tease and something wicked in their depths. “We didn’t get a chance to talk, so I thought I’d come over here and remedy that.”

Jud suddenly was at his side, smacking Logan on the back of the head.

Logan rubbed at the spot, laughing and glaring at Jud. “What the hell, man? Why always so violent?”

Jud grunted, staring his brother down while somehow glancing at me. “Don’t.”

Logan’s brow lifted, and there was a grin playing around his mouth as he looked between Jud and me.

“Don’t…what?” A tease was woven into the words, a ribbing that made the muscles in Jud’s arm bulge.

“Just…don’t.” Jud’s words were hard, and that lump in my throat grew tighter.

Because Jud kept looking at me in a way he shouldn’t.

Possessively.

Indulgently.

Intensity lapped.

Lifting and burning and wrapping me into this confusion that I couldn’t afford to feel.

“Ahh.” Logan smirked. “I see how it is.”

“Not in the mood, Logan.” The rough warning scraped from Jud’s mouth.

“Well then,” Logan said.

Jud grunted again, though he tipped his chin at Logan.

The two of them shared a silent conversation.

I shifted on my feet when they both looked at me.

“It was nice to meet you, Salem,” Logan said as he backed away, amusement playing across his features as he did.

“You, too.” I forced the strangled words from my throat, then I turned and darted for the hall so I could escape.

I needed a breath. To clear my head. To rid myself of the mayhem the man incited.

Only it grew as his heavy footfalls echoed behind me.

Out in the desolate hall, I whipped around and lifted my chin. “I don’t know what it is you want from me.”

Jud stepped forward and backed me against the wall. My heart ravaged in my chest. I should be afraid, and I knew I had a problem when it had the opposite effect. When I wanted to sink forward and press my nose to his shirt.

“I’m sorry.” His words were sharp.

I forced myself to remember his reaction from Wednesday night. “It doesn’t matter, Jud. Just forget it.”

“Maybe I don’t want to forget it.”

“Why?” I challenged.

Those eyes glinted beneath the hazy lights that hung from above. “Because the last thing I wanted to do was hurt you.”

“You can’t hurt me.” The defense was out before I could stop it, even though it was a lie.

From the banquet room, I could hear the clinking of a wine glass before Eden’s voice echoed down the hall.

“I want to thank you all so much for being here to share in one of the most important days of my life. I can’t express what it means to see you here. I love you all. Every single one of you.”

A round of cheers went up before the clattering stopped again.

“Since everyone we love is here, we have something else we’d like to share with you,” I heard her say.

“Jud, you should be in there. With your family.” I needed him to walk away. To leave me there like he had Wednesday night.

Only he inclined closer instead, his breath caressing my face, his hand coming up to touch my jaw in that way that slipped like comfort through my veins. Fire streaked through the connection. “Yet, here I am, with you.”

“We’re having a baby.” Emotion wobbled through Eden’s distant voice.

Surprise and excitement banged through the space.

Jud’s eyes went wide, and I was taking his moment of stupor to duck out from around him because all of this was too much. “We should go back in.”

I rushed for the doors like the man wasn’t single-handedly wrecking every boundary.

I felt him behind me, meeting me step for step.

Longing slipped from his fingers as he brushed the small of my back as he passed by and edged around the table.

Shivers raced.

What did he want with me? He’d already shown he didn’t want anything to do with Juni. My one purpose, and that was never going to change.

Gage jumped to his feet on his chair, shouting around the cupcake he had shoved in his mouth. “I get a new baby and a new mommy?”

“You do,” Eden whispered. Adoration poured from her being. Wave upon wave.

I stumbled back to my chair and dropped to the seat. Juni was on her knees. She jerked at my shirt. “Mommy! Gage gets a news baby!”

I chose to focus on the devotion that poured through the room and not the man who was stealing the air from it. “That’s wonderful.”

Trent scooped up Gage when he scrambled off his chair and went running to them. “It’s the best day of my whole life.”

“Mine, too, Gage, mine, too, and every single day that I get to spend with you.” Eden choked over the words.

A band of devotion wrapped the three of them tight.

Oohs and awws filled the room.

It was beautiful.

Real.

I touched Juni’s cheek, and she smiled over at me. “I likes it here, Mommy.”

“I know, Juni Bee. I know. I like it here, too.” Probably too much.

Gage clamored down and went racing for his uncle Jud who had stood and hugged Trent tight, clapped him on his back and uttered something low.

Trent squeezed his shoulder.

Their loyalty fierce and true. There was no mistaking it.

I struggled to breathe.

Jud glanced at me once before he hoisted Gage into his arms. Joy and pain split through his expression.

It pierced me in the chest, and I tried to look away, but my eyes couldn’t help but see deeper. To the sorrow, to the grief, to the torment written underneath.

Don’t do this, Salem.

Don’t fall. Don’t fall.

Tenderness took over his ferocity when he tossed Gage onto his back. Gage laced his arms around his thick neck and shouted, “I’ll take you down, Uncle!”

“Not a chance, Gage in the Cage.” He wrestled around with him.

Before I could stop her, Juni hopped onto her feet and blazed around the table.

“I’ll help you, Gage!”

She threw herself at Jud, too.

My heart sank to the pit of my stomach.

But he caught her and tossed her onto his opposite shoulder.

They shrieked and held on tight as Jud playfully roared and spun them. He had both hands on their backs to keep them steady. To ensure they wouldn’t fall.

Dread thudded through my veins, taking this stupid hope with it.

“Hurry, Juni Bee, we gotta get him. Chokehold!” Gage shouted.

Juni laughed and wrapped her arms around Jud’s neck, too, and Jud dramatically fell to his knees, careful as they all toppled in a pile onto the ground.

They flailed around, pinning him.

“Victory!” Juni shouted.

My chest clutched and my head swam.

Torn between the urge to rush for my daughter and steal her away from this place.

Where it wasn’t safe.

Where we were treading into unknown territory.

Into territory where our hearts were at stake.

All while every cell in my body clutched in a swell of longing.

I jumped when a warm hand covered mine where I had a death grip on the arm of my chair. I looked to the right to find the sympathy written in Gary’s gaze.

“Sometimes the scariest journeys are the ones where the lost finally find the right path to lead them home.”

My brow curled, and my head shook.

He squeezed my hand tighter. “It’s okay to be afraid. The courageous always are. They just understand taking the chance is worth the fear and the risk.”

Emotion locked in my throat, my spirit a disorder, and I was jerking again when Juni and Gage were suddenly jumping at my side. “Guess whats, Mommy? Gage just asked me if I wanna have a sleeps over at his house, and his mommy said YES! Oh please, oh please, oh please.”

Juni weaved her fingers together in a prayer.

“Please, Miss Salem! We’re gonna take really good care of her and I got a fort and we can even sleep in it.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Juni.”

“Please, Mommy, I’ll be soes good, and I never even had a friend before.”

My heart seized in a bolt of sorrow, and the word was wheezing out before I gave it permission. “Okay.”

What was I saying? What was I thinking? Giving my trust to people I didn’t really know?

But my soul?

It promised they were good.

And I knew we had to take a chance if we were ever going to hope for a normal life.

“Yay!” Juni and Gage shouted it at the same time.

Eden edged up behind them with that knowing smile on her face. She set a hand on each of their shoulders. “We’d love to have her. Gage has been asking for a sleepover since the moment he met her.”

My mind raced to find an excuse. Why this was a horrible, horrible idea. “Are you sure it’s not too much trouble? Don’t you and Trent want to spend the night alone?”

There.

That was a good excuse.

A valid reason when I’d let myself slip into insanity.

Eden giggled. “Um, Trent wore me out last night. This will be a good distraction.”

My lips pressed together as I warred.

“How’d you get here?”

I jolted when the low voice hit me from behind, and I shifted to look at Jud who stood there like a fortress. I swallowed the rush of desire that rose in my throat. “We got a Lyft.”

His nod was tight. “I’ll give you a ride home.”

“That’s not⁠—”

He leaned in, his hands on the back of my chair, his mouth at my ear. “I’ll give you a ride, Salem. I at least owe you that.”


FIFTEEN

JUD


“Are you ready?” I rumbled low.

I looked on from where I stood behind her. Chills skated down Salem’s arms while she watched Juni drive away with Trent, Eden, and Gage.

The party had wrapped, and Eden’s trunk was loaded down with the presents people had brought. Friends and family had drifted off into the night, everyone high on the life Eden and Trent shared.

Slowly, Salem shifted. Felt the ground quake when she did. Energy blistered through the dense night air.

Girl stood there in that skirt and blouse, and fuck, my insides took a tumble into greed.

“I’m sorry.” My confession toppled like stones.

Hard and jagged and heavy.

It was the truth.

Salem’s gorgeous face blanched, that body flinching like she didn’t know what to believe. “Why are you doing this, Jud?”

Confusion thick, my head barely shook. “Don’t know. All I know is I can’t stop thinking about you. Can’t stop going back to the shop. To your fear. Way it felt when I touched you.”

The edges of that seductive mouth quivered, and she hugged her arms across her chest like she could block this out. “And we already established it doesn’t change things, though, does it?”

“Doesn’t it?”

Attraction blurred the lines.

Whipped and lashed and curled, rising around us like a dark, dark storm.

Her tongue darted out to wet her lips. “My daughter is and will always be my first priority, Jud. It’s clear you have a problem with that.”

Agony staked through my chest. Yeah, it’d hurt like a motherfucker when I’d first seen that precious thing come flying out the door. When my mind had gone there, taunting me with that penalty I could never fully pay.

But I thought the wall that had gone up between me and Salem might have hurt worse.

I forced the brittle words from my tongue. “I was just surprised.”

Her face pinched. “And you are a liar.”

Nerves rocked me back, and I rushed an agitated hand through my hair, blinking toward the ground like it would hold an answer.

A reason.

“I’ve got shit, Salem. Dark, ugly shit.”

The fuck did I think I was doing? But the confession had slipped out before I could think better of it. A proclamation I shouldn’t offer.

But there it was, hovering in the deep, summer night.

Bare and raw.

Salem’s jaw clenched against it, that scar dancing on her gorgeous face. “Isn’t that true of us all?”

My throat tightened, the words gravel, “Not like mine.”

Guilt clutched and clawed, and still, I stood there, a criminal looking for vindication.

“I don’t know what you want from me,” she finally said.

Girl so stunning. A mystery. Perfection.

“Want to paint you.” It came out on the urging of my fingers.

I’d officially lost it.

Her brow curled, and her voice turned to an accusation. “You want to paint me?”

“Think you’re the beauty I’m always trying to capture.”

That stormy gaze flashed through a million things. Adding up. Like she was back to standing soaking wet in my living room, and she was asking about those paintings.

I’d shut it down then, unable to answer the questions she’d wanted to ask.

But tonight, I didn’t know how to stop from inviting her in.

“Jud…”

“Come home with me, Salem.”

Reservations sent her skating a step back.

“As friends,” I clarified.

Salem all but rolled her eyes. “Seriously?”

“Just…wanna be with you. Don’t want to take you home yet.” I eased forward, and my voice lowered the closer I got. “Hated the last three days, Salem. Fuckin’ hated the way you looked at me. Hated that I hurt you. Hated that things were tense between us. Just fuckin’ hated it.”

My fingertips brushed her chin.

“Jud…”

“Please.”

Thunderbolt eyes struck me hard. “My heart can’t take falling in love with you, Jud.”

“Who said anything about love, darlin’?” A hint of a smile twitched the corner of my mouth, soft and real and wishing all of it could be different, and Salem smiled, too.

“You’re ridiculous.”

“Tell me somethin’ I don’t know.”

She blinked up at me, and those tender fingertips found the thrumming at my chest. “That I like you…too much.”

My hand covered hers, pressing it close to my chest. “Think I like you too much, too.”

Her smile turned somber. “We’re a mess, Jud.”

“Yeah, a beautiful fucking mess, and I wanna show you what that looks like to me.”

Her attention turned to the empty street where her adorable daughter had gone. This little girl who’d stolen a chunk from my soul. Her eyes the color of her mom’s and her spirit the drumming of faith.

“She’ll be fine with Trent and Eden,” I promised. “My brother might look like an asshole, but he’s got the best heart there is. Dude would take a bullet to protect the innocent, and I promise you, your daughter is included in that.”

Meant that literally.

She set that gaze back on me. “I don’t trust easily.”

I squeezed her hand in mine, brought her knuckles to my lips.

Tried to ignore the flames and the fire.

Tried to calm the roaring of possession that went sailing through.

The protectiveness that surged at the memory of her fear.

This girl was in trouble.

I knew it. Knew it to my soul.

And I was the fool who wanted to wrap her up and guard her from whatever that was.

“You might not be able to trust me, baby, but you can trust them.”

Her voice was wry when she said, “Charmer. And you want me to go home with you?”

“Just sayin’ it straight.”

She hesitated. “I think what I’m afraid of is I might not be able to trust myself. There’s something special about you, Jud.”

My chest fisted. “Nah, baby, think it’s the other way around.”

For a second, we stood there gazing at each other while the world spun on around us. People filtered in and out of the restaurant, cars zipped by on the street, and the heavens twinkled with the lush expanse of stars.

Finally, I stretched out my hand. “Come with me.”

She wavered for only a second before she accepted my hand.

Heat streaked up my arm.

Salem made a needy noise, and I knew I wasn’t the only one who felt the force.

Gravity.

We should fight it.

Turn our backs.

But I led her down the sidewalk to where I’d parked my bike.

Salem came to stand beside it.

All black hair and tempting curves and unrelenting eyes.

My dick wasn’t the only thing that stirred.

Had to fist my hands to keep from reaching out and taking what wasn’t mine.

Still, I edged that way and freed the helmet I’d left dangling from the handlebars, my regard unflinching as I placed it on her head and fastened the strap. I had left my Harley facing out, and I climbed on, guiding the girl on behind me, loving the feel of that tight body pressed to my back.

Way her form fit against me like she was molded for my shape.

A tremor rocked through her, and her arms were shaking as she wrapped them around my waist.

My hands squeezed hers, then I started the engine. The roar filled my ears and sent a crash of adrenaline pounding through my veins.

I pulled out onto the main street that ran through downtown Redemption Hills.

The air was warm, but crisp enough up high in these mountains that shivers raced our flesh.

Or maybe it was just this feeling that wrapped us tight.

The sense that the heavens hugged us in an embrace.

That there was a reason for this insistent attraction.

This feeling that I couldn’t let go.

Emotion grew with every mile that passed beneath us. As the road blurred and the night deepened and her spirit caught me in a trap.

The truth that I didn’t want to be anywhere else than here with her when I eased into the Iron Ride lot.

Blasphemy.

Still, I slowed and tapped the button to open my garage bay.

Easing inside, I spread my feet out to keep us steady then killed the engine. Silence bound the dense, dense atmosphere. The only sound was the panting of her breaths and the thunder of her heart.

Shit.

What was I doing?

Bringing her here like this?

But I couldn’t stand the thought of dropping her in front of her house without at least making her understand the way she made me feel.

What I saw.

The beauty she sparked in my heart and mind.

I helped her off, and I climbed to standing, grinning at the way she quickly unwound the strap and handed it to me, girl all nerves while she stood there like a vixen in the middle of my shop.

This enchantress that held me in her sweet, sweet spell.

“Fuckin’ fantasy, you standing there.”

Her throat tremored when she swallowed, and she fidgeted with her hands. “I have no idea what I’m doing here, Jud.”

“Going to show you.”

I reached for her hand again, and we crossed the space, her heels clacking along behind me as I led her to the stairs. Shifting, I ushered her ahead of me. “Up you go, darlin’.”

Warily, she took the first step, and I couldn’t do anything but lean in and breathe near her ear as she passed. “Don’t worry, baby. I’ll catch you if you fall.”

Thunderbolt eyes struck me from over her shoulder. “And what if you’re the one who sends me tumbling?”

I quirked a teasing brow. “Now why would a friend go and do something like that?”

Deep laughter rolled up her throat. “Friends, huh?”

I gave her an exaggerated nod.

Pure innocence.

Girl saw right through it.

Fact I needed her here. A hunger had lit, and I wasn’t sure I would ever get my fill. How I’d ever be sated. How I’d ever stop wanting more.

That kiss had only evoked a feeding frenzy.

We climbed the stairs to my loft, and I punched in the code on the keypad and opened the door.

Dusky, hazy light echoed back.

I held open the door so she could step inside my home.

A home that normally felt vacant and vast.

Artificial warmth in the dark woods and fabrics, but the only thing I ever really felt were the ghosts howling back. The demons that thrived in the shadows.

Salem stepped inside. Immediately, her attention went to the floor to ceiling paintings hung on the far wall.

An expression of my dreams.

The nightmares that chased me into sleep.

My sins I could never escape.

Could feel the questions rush from her skin, the way she looked back at me, asking me to let her see what lived in the recesses of my mind.

I set my hand on the small of her back. Severity zapped through the connection. “I’ll show you.”

Salem leaned down and removed her heels the way she’d done the last time she was there.

It dropped her four inches.

This barefooted girl sexy as fuck.

She hooked them in the fingers of her right hand at the same time as she wound the fingers of her left with mine.

Peace.

It whispered beneath my skin.

A slow burn that flooded my veins and threatened to seep all the way to my soul.

A motherfucking fool, but still I led her across the loft, through the open living room and along the far-right side of the kitchen, to my bedroom double doors.

Stalling, Salem swung her attention to me, her tone incredulous. “Your bedroom?”

A low chuckle rumbled out. “Thought you trusted me?”

Her eyes narrowed. “I never said that. Besides, you’re the one who just told me I shouldn’t.”

“I changed my mind.” The words were close to a growl.

“Touch me and I stab you.” Mischief glinted in those blue eyes.

A bolt of laughter boomed from my chest.

Shit.

This girl was too much.

My little wildcat.

I reached out to open the right side of the double doors.

Salem warily looked through the opening.

Ripples of need.

Waves of unease.

I shifted around to face her, tugging at her hand while I walked backward, luring her in.

Her attention raced across the rambling bedroom. Entire thing was this extravagant show of the wealth I had built. A reminder that I was doing it right for a change.

Had to wonder if that applied right then.

I kept moving across the room to the door on the left wall.

I paused outside it with the girl facing me.

The room dark. Her gaze bright.

“Just what are we doing, Jud?”

Disquiet rattled me to the bones.

“Should I be concerned?” She attempted the tease to break through my apprehension. “Is this where you hide your victims?”

I reached out and brushed back the lock of hair from her face, tucked it behind her ear, my voice close to shaking when I muttered the truth, “No one has been inside here except for Trent.”

Not even Logan.

A frown marred her gorgeous face.

I watched as her expression shifted, as she realized I was giving her something I rarely shared with anyone.

A view into my forsaken soul.

I punched in the code that unlocked the door and let Salem into my studio. A studio that took up half the area of the loft.

The soft glow of recessed lights barely illuminated the massive space, just a drizzled white seeping over the shadowy room.

There wasn’t any furniture except for the easels that were littered about and the stacks of canvases piled everywhere.

Buckets of paint and supplies were strewn all over. Ladders and scaffolding climbing the walls.

Salem stumbled in, her eyes wide and a gasp leaving her mouth as she took in the scene.

Paint covered every inch of the room.

I didn’t only utilize the canvases.

My art spilled onto the floors and the walls. Every surface cloaked in the artifices of my mind.

A kaleidoscope of images—images I’d painted and repainted again. Where the strokes were almost manic, my thoughts and fears and shame imprinted in the scenes.

Place a nightmare.

A mess.

A dream.

Surprise wheezed from her lips, and Salem eased deeper into the studio. In the middle of the room, she slowly turned around, studying it through the dim, hazy light.

“You said you didn’t know me.” I uttered it low. A morbid confession.

The heels slipped from Salem’s fingers, and they clattered to the floor. She all but floated to the far wall, her feet so soft it felt like I was watching a slow dance in the darkness.

She glanced back at me once before she turned and ran her fingertips over the deranged depictions smeared on the wall.

Demons climbing from Hell.

Angels falling from the heavens.

Whispers of dreams.

Half, undefined faces.

Scourges and eternal fire.

So much fire.

Some were rudimentary outlines of my family.

Brushstrokes of hope and joy and desperate devotion.

Indistinct intonations of those that I’d lost and others that I clung to.

They were all haphazardly woven together across every flat surface.

As if she were drawn to it, she moved, her fingers quivering over the crude image of the child that would forever haunt my mind.

Salem’s chest heaved and her body shook as she traced the cryptic shape.

The air locked in my lungs as a rush of old agony froze my blood.

“This is me, Salem.” I shoved my tatted hands into my pockets. Shame came at me tenfold.

She swiveled back to look at me. Tears soaked her cheeks.

“Jud.” My name was a whimper.

“Warned you it was ugly.”

Her head shook. “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” She touched her chest. “And the most devastating.”

There she was, looking at me in a different light, in the way I should have shown her from the start.

Because what everyone else got was deception.

They didn’t get the scars and the tragedy.

But Salem?

Felt compelled to show her this.

A fucking fool.

But there I was, laying it at her feet.

“And you see me like this?” She whispered that, a spec of horror and confusion, her brow pinching in the most gorgeous way.

That frozen blood thudded.

Pulsed harder. A warning that lit in my veins.

Or fuck, maybe it was straight-up liberation. This moment I’d found with an enchantress who floated through my studio.

“No, Salem. Think that’s the problem. I see you in an entirely different way. In a way that fucks with my head. Because when I’m looking at you? I see beauty. I see light. I see a treasure and goodness and every fuckin’ thing that is right.”

She slowly shifted, her gaze soft as she carefully padded in my direction. Waves of energy rippled with each step. She stopped in the middle of the room, the girl warring, though she lifted that chin.

“And I see a man who found me in a storm where I was lost. A man who took the time to rescue me. A man who’s a protector. A man who’s good and kind. A man who’s also broken. I see the pain, Jud. I see it. I feel it because it lives in me, too.”

“Enchantress. You’ve got me transfixed. Don’t know what the fuck I’m doing.”

Energy crashed from her spirit.

Need fisted my guts, and the words left me on a low demand. “When do you feel the most beautiful, Salem?”

This fierce, unrelenting girl actually blushed. Heat exploded from that delicious flesh.

She lifted that stunning face. “I think I might have forgotten.”

I took a step forward. The air trembled and shook. “It’s all I see when I look at you. Beauty. You’re the definition of it. You don’t have to be shy. Don’t have to be afraid. You’re safe with me, darlin’.”

The savage promise stoked the flames. Truth that I wanted to erase that fear from her eyes.

The truth that I was asking her for some of that trust I didn’t deserve but wanted right then, anyway.

I should run from the fire.

But I took another step deeper.

Salem swept her tongue across her plump lips as those eyes were doing that thing that slayed me through.

Intense and wild and seductive.

Girl became a vixen in a beat.

Alive under my stare.

“I want to see, Salem, how you feel when I’m looking at you. Show me.”

Attraction blazed through the dull, dusky light.

Sparks and flames.

She hesitated—contemplated—then she stared me down as she reached around to loosen the zipper at the back of her skirt.

She let it go and it fell to her ankles.

Motherfuck.

I gulped. Tried to breathe.

She kicked the fabric aside, and the girl stood there in that loose, flowy, knit blouse and a pair of white underwear.

Those legs were bare.

Curvy and luscious and…fuck.

My mouth went dry.

Had to physically restrain myself from going for her.

She adjusted the swoop of the neckline, letting it drape off one delicate shoulder, and she slowly sank to her knees on the floor. She spread them apart, and a pant rasped from her mouth when she did, like the girl was impaled by the same bolt of lust that skewered through me.

“Shit.” It curled from my mouth hard and low.

She angled her head just to the side so that scar was exposed, her hair rolling down her shoulders like a river of black.

I felt held.

Compelled.

A spell rippling through the shadows that took me hostage.

Black-fuckin’-magic.

Salem smoothed her hand over her stomach, those eyes piercing as she stared at me from across the space. “This, Jud, this is how I feel when you’re looking at me. Like I matter. Like I don’t have to hide. Like for the first time in years, I am seen. Like I exist.”
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SALEM


My throat locked with anticipation as I rested high on my knees.

Held.

Enthralled.

Enraptured.

Caught in a violent storm that had come from out of nowhere. A tsunami that had hit unaware.

Where both of us would drown.

Where I had become a piece of the torment written in the bold strokes of paint that covered every surface of his studio.

A piece of the agony weaved into the canvas.

The thickened air strained in and out of my lungs as I remained as still as I could. A picture for him to see. An element for him to piece together.

To carve and shape and mold me into an abhorrent beauty that matched his walls.

The man stood by the door.

His massive shoulders heaved with each harsh, hot breath that rocked from his wide, wide chest.

A monster.

A wraith.

A tower.

A fortress.

A dark, dark sanctuary where I wanted to disappear.

I was still struck by the images.

By the suggestions that swirled and whispered and screamed from the walls.

As if they were alive and crying out to be heard.

The chaos that littered this bad boy’s mind was written in blacks and whites and reds.

But I’d recognized it before, hadn’t I? Hell, I’d had the intuition that the paintings out in his living room had been more than personal the first night we’d met.

He was an artist, but I hadn’t been quite prepared then for what that really meant.

“You matter, Salem. You matter. Look at you, darlin’.”

There was the charm all mixed up with the disorder that was at the heart of this man.

My chest squeezed and the blood thundered through my veins.

“Beauty. The meaning of it.” The words fell on a harsh exhale from his lips, and the air that was barely skating up my throat died right there when he slowly toed off the dress shoes he wore.

Obsidian eyes flashed like a rush of the darkest night, rough as they devoured me from across the space.

Without looking away, he leaned down and peeled the socks from his feet.

I gulped, then I was nearly passing out when he ticked through the buttons on his shirt and peeled that off, too.

The man was nothing but wide, wide shoulders. Muscle everywhere, bulky on his arms and chest, his abdomen packed, tapering down and narrow at the waist.

Most all of his skin was covered in ink that seemed to scream the same as the walls, though it remained indistinct in the minimal light cast down from the rafters.

But I could make out enough to get the intonation.

The pure intimidation.

Menace and peril and life.

The mountain of a man stood there for a moment, then he took a step forward.

Energy rushed across the floor.

He approached like a phantom. Like a painting that had come to life.

It covered me whole and caressed me in shadows.

I was right. This man was definitely, definitely dangerous.

There was no question about it then.

And still, I remained there, held in his gaze, feeling the safest I’d ever felt.

I thought he was coming for me, only he slipped by on his bare feet.

Desire rippled through on his wake.

God, that was sexy, too.

Jud Lawson was an anomaly.

Conflict and peace.

Harmony and dissention.

A blinding light in the longest night.

Stealer of heart and sanity and good sense.

Because remaining there on the ground like an offering?

Posing for him?

There was no question I’d lost my mind.

His aura rippled through the room as he moved over to the wall that I faced. He pulled an easel closer, and the canvas he set on it looked like it’d been painted over a thousand times. He knelt to open a few jars of paint.

He picked up a brush and studied me.

I trembled beneath his watch.

“Beauty,” he rumbled. “Second I saw you out in the rain. Thought I had to be imagining things. Hallucinating.”

“I was terrified,” I admitted, our voices dancing through the condensed air.

Louder than they should be.

The thrumming of our hearts was palpable.

Frantic beats that echoed against the other.

A smirk ticked at the corner of his sexy mouth, then it slipped when he glanced at me then to the canvas. He began to paint. Quick, sweeping strokes, as if the images fell from him without thought. “I felt your fear, Salem. I felt your desperation. Wonder if I felt it then, that we were bound to be more than strangers. Wonder if I knew you were supposed to be on the back of my bike that night. Wonder if I knew you were going to become something that mattered in my life.”

I struggled to remain still, to swallow, to breathe. But the walls spun and gathered. Jud didn’t move, but it felt as if the walls had enclosed and pushed us closer.

He kept sweeping his brush over the canvas in long, frenzied strokes.

“I’m so tired of being afraid.” The confession slipped free. “I’m so tired of running.”

Those walls shook around me. A warning they might crumble and fall.

I had to remember. Remember to be careful.

Trust no one.

But it was getting harder and harder to do.

Beneath his beard, his jaw clenched. “I want to erase that for you, Salem. Gather up every scar you have and paint it something new.”

“Some of the scars cannot be healed, Jud.”

It was an admission from my soul. Where the sorrow railed and reigned.

He blinked, caught in his own storm. “And I want to hold that, too. Don’t deserve it, but I want it.”

“How do you not deserve it?”

And I guessed that’s why I’d followed him here after I’d been so angry with him. So disappointed. The truth I’d seen in the well of his eyes—it was grief that had sent him running.

A hard scoff climbed his thick throat. Disgust rolled out with the sound. “Don’t you see it yet?”

“I see a man who’s in pain and doesn’t let anyone around him know.”

“Only you.”

“Me.” I couldn’t tell if I was claiming it or if it was a question.

Desire lapped.

I could taste it.

Sweet in the air.

I inhaled it into my lungs, felt it rush my veins and fill my belly.

From where I was perched on my knees, my hips involuntarily bucked, begging for him.

I shouldn’t.

But there was a brand-new need burning inside me.

It was only going to hurt.

But my hand was pressing lower on my abdomen, thoughts hitting me so fast, the memory of that kiss, those hands, how good it would feel to just give in.

A growl reverberated the air.

Those black eyes flashed.

Pitch.

Darkened with lust.

His tongue swept across his lips.

“Salem.” It was a warning.

“You asked me when I felt the most beautiful. You wanted me to show you how I feel when you look at me. This, Jud. I feel this. I feel desired. I feel wanted. I feel real.”

No longer mist.

My trembling fingertips barely slipped under the band of my underwear, and the plea rasped from my mouth. “I want you to want me. The way I want you.”

There I went, begging for the pain.

But I couldn’t stop.

Not when he was watching me that way.

“Enchantress. What do you think you’re doin’ to me?”

A soft sound of rebuttal stole from between my lips. “It’s me who’s intoxicated, Jud. Me who doesn’t know what hit her.”

The brush slipped from his fingers and clinked against the floor.

Slowly, Jud edged my direction.

A dark tower.

A ferocious warrior.

A wicked savior.

I wanted him to be.

To stand for me.

For us.

But I could never ask that of him.

He came forward on those bare feet until he was reaching out and tipping my chin up with the crook of his index finger. “Darlin’, I’m no good. Don’t you see?”

Shadows played over his hard, rugged face.

“I do see, Jud. I see a man who is kind and good and gentle and fierce. I see a man who’s haunted. Haunted like me.”

The pad of his thumb traced my lips.

My stomach tightened and my hips bucked again.

He was close enough that I could make out some of the shapes on his torso. They were so much like the images painted on the walls.

Demons and angels. War and life. Grief and destruction. Toiling seas and crumbling mountains.

But there were four bold letters stamped on his left side that I had the urge to touch.

GRIM.

My spirit trembled, as wildly as my fingers when I gave in and reached out to trace the word.

The proclamation.

I closed my eyes as if I were reading it in Braille, and the man shook beneath my touch.

Shame lanced through his being.

“Who I really am, Salem.”

My brow pinched. “What does that mean?”

“It means I’ve done horrible things.”

Everything shivered.

My heart and my soul and the night.

This was bad. It was clear in the confession of his eyes that it was bad.

The ghosts in his eyes weren’t just pretend.

Though, like a fool, I pressed, lifted my gaze to his hard, harsh beauty. “But it’s in the past?”

Because I couldn’t believe this man was cruel. That he was vile and depraved. Capable of inflicting pain.

“Just because it’s in the past doesn’t mean it’s not who I am. Doesn’t mean it doesn’t live on inside me.”

Jud still held me by the chin, and I took that hand in both of mine and pressed his massive palm to my cheek. Felt the comfort that radiated from his warm skin. The tenderness. The kindness. The care he’d shown. “You’re a good man, Jud.”

A grunt scraped up his throat, and he slowly climbed down onto his knees in front of me, still towering there as he slipped his hand to the side of my neck where my pulse raged and down over the thunder of my heart.

His palm was splayed wide as he moved farther down to run over my breasts.

A needy gasp raked up my throat.

“Nah, darlin’. I’m not. Because if I was, I wouldn’t be doing this.”

His mouth followed the path.

My chin.

My neck.

The sensitive skin between my breasts.

Shivers raced, and I all out shook.

He inhaled as he went, but it was me who was inundated with his aura.

It filled my lungs.

Filled my veins.

Citrus and cinnamon and spice.

I got drugged on that late fall night.

He kept angling down until he was kissing over my stomach, and my chest was heaving as my fingers tangled in the long pieces of his hair.

“You should really tell me to stop this, darlin’, because I’m about to taste this sweet pussy, and I’m afraid once I do, I’m not ever gonna want to stop.”

Lust burned.

Flames licked across my flesh.

I should be afraid of the fire, but my fingers only fisted tighter.

“A friend wouldn’t make me wait.” The words raked from my mouth on a frantic tease, a bid and a plea.

Because, oh god, I wanted this man’s mouth on me.

He rumbled a laugh.

It vibrated me all the way through.

Tingles scattered.

Jud edged back and met my eye, his massive hands holding me around the waist. “You wanna come, baby?”

My nod was rabid.

“Did you touch yourself that night? When I was texting you?”

My tongue stroked my dried lips. “Yes.”

“This is what I was imagining, darlin’. Feasting on you. Were you thinking the same?”

“Yes.”

From where he knelt, he picked me up like I didn’t weigh anything and resituated me so that I was sitting.

Surprise jutted from my lungs, and my hands shot behind me to keep me upright.

My knees parted, my core drenched.

Jud ran two fingers over my underwear. “So wet.”

There it was.

The whirlwind.

The push and the pull.

This deep, intense, terrifying man up against the sexy cockiness this boy wore like a brand.

“I need this, Jud.”

I didn’t think I’d ever needed anything the way I needed this right then.

He hooked his fingers in my underwear and slowly dragged them down my legs.

A hiss left his mouth.

“Black-fuckin’-magic.”

His big hands gripped me by the outside of the thighs, eyes devouring before he tugged me closer and dove right in.

His tongue parted me.

Licking and sucking and eating me up the way he’d kissed me this week.

It wasn’t even in the realm of soft or sweet.

It was an annihilation.

Complete obliteration.

His tongue whipped me into a frenzy.

My hips bucked and my fingers yanked. “Jud. Yes. God. I need you.”

“You have me, darlin’. Know what you need.” The words vibrated. Shivers raced. He lifted my ass from the floor, and he shifted course and kissed down the backs of my thighs, over my bottom, and licked into my cleft.

A moan ripped from my mouth. “Jud.” He chuckled a low sound, and I wiggled in his massive hold. “Please.”

The air shifted when those eyes met mine, the intensity something bigger than I could fathom. “Told you, I have you, Salem. I have you.”

Then he was slowly setting my bottom back on the floor, and he reached up and pressed two big fingers into my mouth.

I sucked and moaned around them.

“Good girl.”

I all out shook when he pulled them away, the man never looking away as he pushed them deep into my center.

A gasp wheezed out.

His fingers were almost more than I could take. There was no question then—this man was going to ruin me. Still, I begged, “Please.”

He started to drive them, fucking them in and out. He dipped down and sucked my clit, pulled it between his teeth, but he was lapping and stroking and swirling his tongue.

It took all of a minute, and I split.

Broke apart in his beautiful, menacing hands.

That energy raced, rushed my flesh in a landslide of bliss.

A flashfire.

Combustion.

A charge that shot me to an unknown place. Where I couldn’t see. Where I couldn’t think. Where it was only me and this contradiction of a man.

A man I wanted, yet some piece of me warned I should fear.

But I didn’t.

I succumbed. I gave. I let pleasure win out.

He led me through, his fingers slowing as the orgasm rippled and shivered and gusted through my body.

Wave after wave.

Rapture.

Revelry.

I was sure I’d never felt so good as right then.

He nuzzled his nose into my belly as I slowly came down.

But neither of us touched the ground.

We hovered there, our gazes tangled before Jud curled his hand around the back of my neck and jerked me to the demand of his kiss.

His tongue power.

His mouth truth.

He kissed me until lightheadedness swept over me again.

Until I couldn’t breathe, and my fingers were in his hair, his beard, burrowing into his shoulders and raking down his thick, muscled back.

Our chests were mashed together as our teeth and spirits clanged.

Desperate for this connection.

The energy whipped.

A tornado that swept up everything in its path.

My nails scraped down his chest.

Lower.

Desperate.

More.

His muscles flexed and bowed. “Careful, darlin’.”

“I’m pretty sure I left careful with my car the night I climbed onto the back of your bike.”

A wicked chuckle rumbled deep in his throat. I lapped it, like my tongue could gather the taste of it. I kissed down his pecs and his abdomen as I struggled with his belt.

Jud grunted, and those big hands found the sides of my face. “Salem.”

“Let me touch you.” It wheezed from my frantic lips, lips that kissed lower as I finally got the buckle free and jerked at the button and zipper.

My hands slipped to his cut waist, and that need was spiraling through me like compulsion.

Necessity.

“I see it, too, Jud, when I look at you. Beauty. The definition of it.” At his flesh, I rumbled the same confession he’d given me as I frantically pushed at his pants. “It hurts to look at you, I want you so bad.”

He pushed up high on his knees. “Fuck, darlin’, what are you trying to do to me?”

“A little of what you’ve been doing to me.”

I finally got his pants down his massive thighs and shoved his underwear down, too, and…whoa…

A shudder ripped through my being.

Jud chuckled again, and he reached out and traced his thumb over my bottom lip since my mouth was hanging open. “You see what you do to me now, Salem? You think it’s you who’s been lying in want? Been dyin’ to get lost in you.”

The man was giant. Thick and long and fat. Hot and hard and dripping at the tip.

He also wasn’t shy. “Let’s see what that hot little mouth can do, yeah?”

A fever ignited in my core, and every part of me clenched in want. A moan got free as I braced my hands on his hips and stretched my mouth around him.

I took in as much as I could as I moved to grip him at the base.

Jud bucked deeper. “Yes, darlin’. Just like that.”

I sucked him. Licked him.

He tightened both hands in my hair, and the man began to guide me in a hard, desperate rhythm.

He arched and groaned.

That feeling was in the air.

Shimmering.

Stirring.

“Salem.”

A rush of energy captured me, and I relaxed my mouth, let him take me as he wanted me.

His hips jutted, then he was roaring a deep, guttural, “Fuck.”

Both hands held me by the sides of the head as he pulsed at the back of my throat. I swallowed around him as he jerked with the waves of pleasure.

He clutched me tightly when he came. “Salem…gorgeous…darlin’.”

I could tell when he was coming down, the way the words went from grunts to these sweet little mumblings that fell from his mouth.

I slowly edged back, releasing him from my mouth just as he was brushing his fingertips over mine.

A rough jolt of laughter left him, those dark eyes dancing in the night. “Well, then, darlin’.”

That gaze turned adoring.

It panged somewhere in my reckless heart.

I knew better than falling for this man, but I was afraid Mimi might be right—we didn’t always get to decide when it was time. Which was why I was a fool for even allowing myself to be in this position.

Where I felt the world falling away and the steady beat of this man taking its place.

Jud tugged up his pants, though he didn’t take the time to button and zip them before he slipped his arm around my waist and gently laid us on the floor. He was on his back, and he pulled me on top of him, brought us chest to chest.

“Sorry about those knees.” He grinned up at me when he said it, brushing back the hair that fell around my face.

The playful, teasing boy was back in full force.

It pulled a grin from me. “They’re going to be scraped up for sure. It seems you need to get carpet in this place.”

I let my fingertips glide over the images on his chest.

“Does that guarantee me a repeat performance?” Mischief wound in the words.

I smacked him on the shoulder, though I laughed, fighting the smile as I peered into the depths of his eyes.

“It just might,” I admitted.

Every hard edge of him softened, and his gaze sifted over my face, like he was searching for any reservations or regrets. “Didn’t bring you back here for that.”

“Isn’t this the way you treat all your friends?” I tried for a tease, but the question thickened with emotion.

He kept brushing back my hair from my face as I gazed down at him.

The man this stunning creature that I wanted to know.

“Is that what we are, darlin’, friends? And here I thought you were going to stab me if I touched you.”

“I think I would have stabbed you if you didn’t.”

“And I think I would’ve died if I had to keep tiptoeing around you the way we’ve been doing the last few days. Hated it. The distance.”

“I hated it, too.”

The truth was, I’d gotten used to his friendship, or whatever other lie we wanted to label it.

The muscles in his body flexed. Torment rose to the surface.

“I fucked it up, Salem. Know it. I just…your daughter…”

That grief strobed like a beacon of devastation in the dark chasm of his eyes.

My heart skipped with the secrets I kept locked tight, panged against the ones I knew Jud was hiding, too.

Still, like a fool, I whispered, “What? What is it? You can tell me anything.”

Ominous laughter floated from his mouth, and his head shook against the hard floor where he lay. “No, see, that’s the problem, Salem. I opened up once and confessed who I was. It didn’t turn out so great.”

I swore the tattoo imprinted on his side burned against my chest.

Grim.

I swallowed back the disquiet, and I fell into the potency of those eyes. Into the gulf of darkness that waited below the surface.

“My wife⁠—”

I didn’t mean for the gasp to get free, but it did, a shock in the air.

Jud’s mouth trembled and he curled his arm tighter around my back.

“I tried to be a better man, Salem. I fucking tried to leave the life I was raised in behind.”

Dread pounded through my blood.

His.

Mine.

A thunder that roared between us.

He looked up at me, no teasing left in the tone of his voice. “Our father was the president of a violent MC. I was raised in the life, Salem. He taught us to raid. To destroy. To kill.”

His teeth ground with the last.

Shame sparked across his flesh.

The air locked in my throat.

Fear and hurt and the rush of his pain.

It was like I could physically feel the ooze of the blood that stained his hands where they burned into my lower back.

I should get up and go.

Run.

Hide.

Pack our things and never look back.

This was the last place I should be. Wrapped up in him.

But I was already there.

Sinking into his being.

The man quicksand.

His tongue stroked over his lips before he continued, “We left that life behind when Gage was born. Got free because there was no chance Trent would raise him that way. We all wanted a second chance. To be something better. To offer something good instead of all the bad.”

His voice drifted with regret, then those eyes were pinning me through as he threaded the fingers of his right hand into my hair. “Met this girl…”

His mouth tipped down at the side. I wanted to bury myself in his body. Hold his pain.

“Loved the fuck outta her.” A rough chuckle came out with the admission. Shards of gutted sorrow.

“Jud…”

He shook his head to cut me off, and he moved to gather up my hand. He pressed my knuckles to his lips before he took a deep breath and forced out the admission. “Promised myself that I would never go back, Salem. That I was going to live clean. Be right.”

Everything quivered around him.

Torment radiating from his body.

The laughter that rolled was spite.

“Got sucked into some old shit, Salem. An old debt the owner had come to collect. My brother Logan…” He trailed off, shaking his head. “I had to do it. I had to protect him.”

I couldn’t speak, couldn’t do anything but watch as the agony pinched every line on his face into horror. “But it was fucked, Salem. They asked me to do something I couldn’t. I tried to fix it. Take it back. I tried to stop it, but it was too fuckin’ late. I didn’t mean…”

He choked on that.

Questions whirled through my mind.

My heart wouldn’t let me push him. The only thing I could do was listen. Hold whatever he was willing to give and pray it didn’t destroy me in the end.

He swallowed hard, then forced out, “I confessed it, Salem. I came home and confessed it because I couldn’t stand keeping secrets from her. Couldn’t take any more lies between us. Couldn’t sleep next to her while being riddled with that kind of guilt. But she saw who I really was, Salem. She saw the monster and she packed her things.”

Sympathy crushed my heart. Because I remembered—remembered the words he’d whispered to Eden.

Thank you for seeing him for who he is and not what he’s done.

Grief swam in my spirit.

His wife hadn’t seen that in him. And God, I could feel myself slipping into places I couldn’t go.

Jud’s hand curled over mine, and he ran his palm up and down the back of my hand, as if the motion offered comfort.

Respite.

Reprieve.

I wanted to be that for him.

Then he clamped it down tight as if I could keep him from floating away while the brittle words crumbled from his mouth. “She took our one-year-old daughter with her, Salem. She took her, and I never saw her again.”

Air streaked into my lungs.

Hot and thin.

Agony crushed down. A pain I knew all too well. I fought it. Refused it. The rush of tears that wanted to flee. But this wasn’t about me.

I hugged him tighter like I could be his rock when I’d never been so certain I could be a stumbling stone.

“That’s why I freaked out when I saw Juni. It just…hurt so fuckin’ much. Here was this little girl who’s so close to the same age as my daughter. My daughter who I don’t know. All I know is she’s got black hair and the cutest damned laugh, and she left a crater in me so deep and wide that it can’t ever be filled. I shouldn’t even have you here, Salem. Not for a fuckin’ minute should I get the grace of touching you. But I need you to understand why. It isn’t you or your kid. It’s me. It’s always me.”

“I’m so sorry, Jud.”

He kind of shrugged, attempted a smile that didn’t land. “And I’m just the fool who keeps trying to be better. Doing what’s right. Hoping one day…”

He trailed off at the very second we both realized what he was getting ready to say.

He was waiting for them to come back.

Who said anything about love?

Rejection burned a hole through the middle of me.

God, I was such a fool. So reckless.

But that’s the way he made me, and I didn’t know how to stop it.

I eased off him, no chance of hiding the way I shook.

I turned my face away as I reached for where my underwear and skirt were pooled on the floor, held back the hysterical laughter that wanted to burst from my throat.

The incredulous disbelief that was fully directed at myself.

Because how could I blame him for that?

I couldn’t.

I couldn’t.

And still, this stupid want burned. My body alive and my heart invested.

I slipped my clothes on while I felt Jud climb to stand behind me.

His presence powerful.

His pants rustled as he resituated them on his hips and zipped them up. Warily, I peeked at him.

He was standing facing away, and I clipped off a gasp when I saw the expanse of his back for the first time.

It was covered in tattoos, as well, though beneath the designs the skin was gnarled and puckered and pink.

As if the man had been burned alive.

A strangled cry clawed up my throat, and I pushed my hand to my mouth to try to cover it.

Jud stiffened when he heard it. When he realized where I was staring.

Trembling like I’d been zapped by a live current, I pushed to standing. My footsteps were unsure, faint as I slipped that way. With a jittering hand, I reached out and traced the marred flesh.

Jud shivered beneath it.

“You deserve someone to see you for who you are and not what you’ve done.” I whispered the truth of what he’d spoken earlier tonight.

God, I wanted it for him.

I cared.

And maybe that made me the biggest fool of all.

When he looked back at me, I saw the sadness that held his expression. “Tried so hard to be worthy of that.”

Jud shifted around, edged in closer. “Thing is, if you saw the ugly parts, you’d go running, too.”

He caressed my cheek. “Maybe that’s exactly what you should do. Problem is how fuckin’ bad I want to keep you.”

All of it felt like a warning.

An omen.

A prophecy.

Then he cracked a grin like he hadn’t cut himself wide open. “Come on, let’s get that sweet ass home. Told you I’d give you a ride. What kind of friend would I be if I didn’t come through?”

Right.

Friend.

I kept my focus on my feet as I moved for my shoes while Jud snagged his shirt from the floor and redressed, not sure I could handle anything more.

Worried this gravity would finally consume me.

I needed space, and so did he.

It’d become strikingly clear neither of us were in the position for this.

So, we ignored the connection that groaned. Pretended like what we’d shared hadn’t meant much to either of us.

We were nothing but feigned, forged smiles as we moved back through his loft and eased downstairs. But rather than him leading me to his bike where he parked it in his personal bay across the shop, he led me to the pickup parked beside it. He clicked the locks, and we climbed in as the garage door lifted behind us.

The silence between us shouted as loud as the engine.

Jud drove me home.

That energy snapped and boomed and screamed in the cab.

A crackle that called from the depths that we both fought to ignore.

It was near painful by the time he pulled up in front of my house and came to a stop at the curb. He hopped out, ran around the front, and opened the door. He hit me with another one of those deadly grins as I climbed out.

Aloof and carefree.

But I saw the pain written underneath.

I started to walk, only I brushed my hand over his, and I shifted my attention to his rugged, unforgettable face. My voice was haggard as I took a stupid, reckless chance. “Maybe you just need the right person who can see through it.”

His expression dimmed and shifted, the smile beneath his beard sad. “Ah, darlin’, I’m afraid a love like that might hurt too damned bad.”

Warily, I nodded, and I stumbled up the walkway. At the doorway, I paused and looked back at him. He’d shut the passenger door and had leaned against the metal, his hands back in those pockets and a foot kicked over his ankle.

“Friends?” he asked.

“If that’s the only way you’ll have me.” With a soft smile on my face, I tossed back what he’d given me.

Jud chuckled. “Ah, Sweet Enchantress, there is somethin’ about you.”

A tender smile tweaked at my mouth, and my chest pulsed full, and I had no idea where I stood. How far I would fly or where I would land. If I’d run or if I’d stay, but I knew, without question, I would never regret experiencing tonight with this man.

I gave him a tiny wave before I eased my key into the lock, and I slipped inside.

I jumped when I noticed a dark figure hovering by the kitchen archway, then I heaved out the shock on a long breath when I realized it was Darius. “Shit. You scared me.”

Disgust twisted his face. “Told you to stay away from him.”

My entire being trembled. “You don’t get to tell me that.”

Rage vibrated to his bones. He inclined his head as he approached. “When I’m doing this for you? Trying to protect you? Trying to give you and your daughter a chance at a normal life?”

My heart beat hard, a thunder in my chest, and Darius came even closer, grating the words two inches from my face. “Then yes, Salem, I do.”


SEVENTEEN

SALEM
SIXTEEN YEARS OLD


Salem shifted uneasily where she sat with her butt barely hanging onto the edge of the couch cushion. She felt so out of place.

Out of sorts.

Like she didn’t belong.

Okay, there was no like to it.

It was a simple fact.

She was reminded of it when Darius shot her another glare from across the throbbing room where he was huddled with a group of his friends against the far wall.

The party was packed, the lights cut dim, though colored strobes flashed from where the DJ was set up. The pulsing beat boomed at a deafening level, making it almost impossible to hear.

Forcing her attention from the daggers her brother was shooting her, Salem took an uncomfortable sip from her beer and tried to pay attention to Talia who had some random guy flirting with her.

Talia turned to Salem with a salacious look.

“See, I told you it would be a blast,” Talia shouted above the din.

“Total blast.” Salem all but rolled her eyes.

Talia reached out and grabbed her by the wrist, shook it around. “Come on, have fun. Why are you the boringest borer ever?”

Salem couldn’t help but giggle. “I’m not boring.”

Talia looked at her. Deadpan. Nothing but a disbelieving blink.

Salem sighed. “Okay, fine.”

But she took life seriously. Her goals. Her dreams. The fact that she was going to make her mimi proud, go to college, have a home of her own.

She was determined to take care of her grandmother the way she’d taken care of Salem and Darius.

It didn’t leave a whole lot of time for this.

Which was fine because it didn’t feel like her scene, anyway. She’d have preferred hiding out in her room watching a movie with her best friend rather than watching a guy who was clearly too old for Talia feeding her a cheesy line that she ate up like candy.

Or maybe it was just that Salem felt like a third wheel.

A spare.

In the way.

Because no one flirted with her.

Ever.

So she tried to hide her unease behind her cup. To fade into the shadows the way she did.

Only Talia nudged her with her elbow hard. “Look who’s here.”

Salem looked up to find a new crew coming through the front door. Five of them. The air changed when they did. An unsettled charge of unease and intrigue as they walked in.

She wanted to hole up under the weight of it, but she was frozen, locked under the eyes that latched onto her after Carlo had surveyed the crowd.

It was as if he’d sifted through purposefully in search of a wallflower.

Someone clapped him on the shoulder, and Carlo turned to him, and Salem breathed out when she was freed of his piercing gaze.

Her stomach unsure.

Attracted…but…not.

She never could quite put her finger on it.

So, she watched from afar, the interactions that didn’t seem so by chance going down across the room.

The low voice in which Carlo spoke to her brother with their heads tipped together, as if giving instruction as Darius nodded along.

A command of the room.

A deal she realized as there was the shaking of hands.

The dirty kind, she realized just as fast, or maybe she’d just caught on to what she already knew.

The way Darius all of a sudden had money.

The way he moved.

The secrets he kept.

Salem blinked and jerked her attention away, realizing she was staring when Carlo leaned back against the wall with his hands stuffed in the pockets of his dress slacks and stared right back.

She peeked again.

His smile was a challenge.

Heat slithered over her flesh. Salem felt like she couldn’t breathe.

She tapped Talia’s arm. “I’m going to go get some fresh air.”

Talia frowned. “Do you want me to go with you?”

“No, it’s fine. I’ll be out back.”

She didn’t want to be a downer more than she’d already been.

She stood from the couch and worked her way over people’s legs and bodies, angling through the house, pushing through the throng. She heaved out in relief when she made it through the sliding door at the back and onto the patio.

There were just as many people out there, but they were spread out, this crowd not quite shoulder to shoulder the way it was in the house. The volume of the music from inside cut in half.

She crossed the porch and took the two steps down onto the lawn, and she found a close to secluded spot under a tree. She crossed her arms over her chest, contemplated, then decided she’d send Talia a text and leave.

Except the voice whispered over her from behind, “Pupa.” It was almost a tsk as his lips scraped across the back of her neck. “I think it’s time, don’t you?”

She slowly turned, confusion in the knit of her brow as Carlo smiled at her.

Half in affection.

Half condescending.

Her heart hammered. Attraction and fear. “For what?” she managed.

He ran his knuckles along her jaw, cocked his head. “For you to realize you’re mine.”


EIGHTEEN

JUD


Monday morning, I pushed through the door that led from the shop into the lobby.

There was nothing I could do but heave out a stone of relief when I saw Salem sitting behind the reception desk.

So what if I’d been all fucked up over the thought of her not returning this morning.

I’d spent yesterday worrying over what’d gone down between us Saturday night.

The way it’d gotten intense and fast.

Hands and mouths and fuckin’ bleeding hearts.

Way the two of us had seemed to cut ourselves wide open.

The confessions I’d made, and the way she’d looked at me like she’d hold part of them if I’d let her.

Like she might see me different.

I scrubbed a palm over my face like it could give me some clarity. Make me remember what I was supposed to be living for, where my loyalty lay, when the only thing I could do right then was edge closer to the girl who was steadily stealing every commitment I’d made.

It was that realization that affirmed I needed to put about fifteen-thousand miles between us, but nah, I treaded toward the desk. “Morning, darlin’.”

She was already looking up before I spoke, like she’d gotten hooked by that flashfire of energy, too. Her own relief at seeing me washed through her expression, though those thunderbolt eyes were filled with caution.

This morning, her black hair was this perfect structured mess piled on her head, her lips glossed, her shirt stretched just right over those tits I was really regretting not getting a better look at Saturday night.

“Good morning, Mr. Lawson.”

Gruff laughter toppled out. I couldn’t help it, not any more than I could help from sauntering the rest of the way in her direction, loving the way her eyes swept over me, flaring at the memories of what we’d done right upstairs.

“Mr. Lawson, huh? Is that how it’s gonna be?” I set my arms on the high countertop, shooting her a grin from over the top.

Her tongue licked across her full, plush lips.

My dick jumped at the sight.

“I think that’s for the best, don’t you?” She whispered that, glancing around to ensure we were alone before she looked up at me from under those full lashes.

Girl so damned pretty.

A punch to the gut.

A shock to the senses.

A fucking fantasy that I wanted to disappear into forever.

There I went, getting greedy when I knew full well I couldn’t.

Juni’s sweet face invaded my mind. Her little voice. Her excitement for life.

Memories of another little girl that I couldn’t quite place. Ones I was clinging to harder and harder the more time that passed, terrified they were going to fade.

All of it was a gutting reminder that getting any closer to Salem was going to turn out bad.

Still, I leaned in, let the confession rumble from my tongue. “Call me whatever you want, gorgeous, I’m just thankful as fuck to find you sitting here this morning.”

“You thought I wouldn’t be?” Her voice was raspy, the air growing thick, that connection suffocating in a way we couldn’t let it.

Didn’t matter. I was lost in it, stumbling around in her gravity. “Thought there was a chance you were going to hide from me.”

I let the grin take to my mouth even though a fucking riot went down at the thought.

Grim.

Salem knew—knew what it meant.

She might not know the details, but she knew what I’d done.

She saw the blood and the sin and the depravity.

I rubbed at the back of my neck, suddenly conscious of the fact.

Wondering how it was possible she was still sitting there.

“If I were smart, I would.” The lilt of a tease filled the words, but her eyes flashed with something that looked a little too close to surrender.

The truth that neither of us understood what the hell we were doing.

Treading on dangerous ground.

“I guess I’m sticking around to make a bigger mess of things,” she admitted.

“Nah, baby…” I angled my head at the dwindling stacks on the desk. “A mess is the last thing you’re making. Thinking you’re the only one who can get this disaster in order. Besides, I’m pretty sure if you decided to hide, I would just have to come find you.”

Tried to keep my tone playful, but it shifted to a growl. Possession riding high.

She choked out a disbelieving sound, though she sent me one of those seductive smiles that hit me in the gut.

“You’d come find me, huh?”

“Yup.” Like a fool, I kept angling forward.

Drawn.

Had the urge to crawl right over the counter and set this girl on my lap. Get down to an entirely different type of business.

“Told you once I tasted you, I wasn’t ever going to want to stop.”

Flames lapped. A fucking forest fire that engulfed the entire room.

Thunderbolt eyes struck, and Salem swallowed hard before she edged back, breaking the tether that pulled us together. She cleared her throat, and she glanced at the door again before she looked back at me. “I think we’d better stick to that friends thing, Jud.”

“Oh, we’re friends, darlin’. Good, good friends.”

Couldn’t keep the suggestion out.

Her eyes dropped closed, like she couldn’t look at me, and my name fell like a plea from her lips. “Jud.”

We were held there a minute, in our reservations, in our pasts that seemed to refuse either of us a new path, in the truth of what we both knew she was getting ready to say.

She finally peeked over at me when she started to speak. “I’m not sure either of us can handle this, Jud. Not when the thought of walking away from you already hurts.”

Maybe I hadn’t allowed myself to admit it, to evaluate it, but I was there, too. The fact I’d go on a hunt if she disappeared.

“I decided a thousand times yesterday that I wasn’t coming here,” she continued. “I decided I was going to leave well enough alone. And here I am, which is probably the most foolish thing I could do. But you’ve helped me so much, Jud, and I…” For a beat, the avalanche of words subsided before the admission slipped free. “I want to help you, too. And I think the only way we can manage that is if we actually do this thing as friends.”

All this goodness came gushing out.

The girl a well of it.

She made me want to drop to my knees.

She was right.

Of course, she was right.

Didn’t mean it didn’t twist through me like a blade.

“Okay,” I said.

Salem blinked like she was shocked I’d agreed.

“Okay,” she repeated, like there was a chance of this issue being resolved.

I pushed off the counter and started back toward the door that led into the main shop, but I thought better of it and made a detour. Rounding the counter, I took three steps to erase the space between us.

Salem peeped in surprise, and my hand fisted in her hair, my mouth an inch from hers.

“Okay,” I grunted again. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t still taste you on my tongue. Doesn’t mean I don’t want to taste you again.”

My mouth moved to her ear. “You don’t want me to hunt you down, Salem? Get it. But I’m afraid my heart might have already claimed you as my own.”

She touched the pounding at my chest. “And I’m afraid this heart is as broken as mine, and we’re only going to end up hurting each other. I already warned you I’m in no position to fall in love.”

A smirk ticked up at the corner of my mouth, though it was hard to keep the lightness in my voice. “Who said anything about love, darlin’? Don’t think either of us are searching for forever.”

Saying it felt like a goddamn lie.

Not when Salem was the first woman since Kennedy who had my heart tripping that direction.

Only one who could make my mind stray toward the destruction that would be waiting.

Because looking at her? It made me feel like something ugly in my life had gone good, and there was a speck of the dead parts inside that wondered what forever might feel like with her.

Thoughts turning to what if?

This girl who’d whispered the words to me as if she’d understood them. They were the same ones I’d given Eden because I’d wanted Trent to experience all this world had to offer. Wanted someone to see him as whole and good rather than the vile, piece of trash Kennedy had seen me as once she’d known the truth.

The way Kennedy had fucking shaken, terrified of me, as she’d packed their things.

I’d tried to stop her. Promised it was done. That I’d never step foot in that cesspool again. That the sins were over.

That I’d never kill again.

It’d only made her move faster.

She’d refused to even look at me when she’d gone. She’d parted with a warning that she’d issued toward the floor. “If you try to find us, I’ll go to the police. I’ll tell them everything.”

The truth was, what she knew had only scratched the surface of the corruption that had been our lives, and I would have gladly taken any punishment if it wouldn’t have implicated my brothers. So, I’d let her leave. Watched her go. Guessed it had been standing there helpless, with nothing to do or say, no defense, no reason to give her to stay, that had hurt the worst.

The worry that maybe she was right.

The slamming of the door behind them the gavel slamming down with a guilty verdict.

From that day on, I’d waited. Kept that promise. Tried to be the man she could one day trust to come home to.

I gazed down at Salem.

My guts tangled, and my heart raced.

Blasphemy.

Traitorous.

Way she made me feel.

“Jud.” Salem said my name.

Reverence in the word.

My spirit flailed, not sure what direction it was supposed to be heading.

I reached out and traced her lips. “This sweet, fuckin’ mouth. Best thing I ever felt.”

Thunderbolt eyes flared, and a heave of air whispered from her lips.

Need gusted in the space.

More than just the lust.

That was the biggest problem of them all.

Had to get it together before I crossed another line that couldn’t be uncrossed.

I forced myself to straighten, and I sent her a casual grin. “Your car should be up and running by next week, but until then, there’s a car out front with your name on it.”

I pulled the keys from my back pocket and tossed them to her desk.

I’d called in a favor to a friend yesterday evening, and he’d dropped it off early this morning.

Salem’s brow pinched. “Jud…no. You’ve already done too much. I can’t accept this.”

“Sure, you can. That’s what friends are for, darlin’, don’t you know?”

I spun on my boots and stalked back out into the shop, deciding it was high time to throw myself into work and shuck this feeling that demanded I go back to her and confess the rest.

The base wickedness of what I’d done.

I clomped across the shiny black floors, trying to ignore Brock as I passed, except his smart ass was spewing his bullshit the way he always did.

“Ahh, you’re looking awful glum for someone who just walked straight outta heaven. Did the girl come to her senses and shoot you down, or did you turn all growly asshole and break her sweet little heart? Maybe I should go in there in case she needs a shoulder to cry on.”

Fucker rocked his hips.

I saw red.

Diverted course.

My hands curled into fists, and this rage I kept trying to suppress rose up and threatened to get free.

Proof I needed to keep my ass as far away from Salem as possible because the girl made me crazy.

All twisted up.

“Watch your fuckin’ mouth, Brock. Not going to tell you again.”

He cracked a grin. “Ahh, come on, boss, what’s got you all fired up? Blue balls or you just can’t get it up?”

A blur flew across the shop.

In a flash, Brock was pushed against the side of the truck he was working on. Darius had a crowbar pressed to his throat.

What the fuck?

“Whoa, man, I was just joking around.” Brock squeaked it.

Darius grunted and pressed harder, pinning him so hard against the metal that Brock kept angling back farther and farther until his feet were barely touching the ground.

Brock wheezed and gasped, his hands frantic where he struggled against the rod.

I edged that way, hands held out in a placating fashion. “Put the rod down, Darius.”

His eyes flashed to mine, pure hate, his teeth clenched. It was clear in that glance that his problem didn’t have a thing to do with Brock.

I stalked forward another step, until I was at the side of him, cocking my head and gripping the bar in one hand. “Said to let him go. Not going to ask you again.”

Another grunt, and Darius jerked back, freeing Brock of his hold. Brock started jumping around, coughing and shaking out his hands.

“What the hell, man?” He screeched it as he flung a hand toward Darius who stood there glowering, a beat from losing his mind. “Are you fuckin’ crazy? That shit’s not cool. You could have killed me.”

“Out,” I ordered, not even looking Brock’s way, caught in a stare down with Darius who was about to meet the dark side of me.

“Boss—”

“Said to get the fuck out, Brock. Take a break. Come back in an hour and not a minute before.”

He warred, pissed that Darius had stepped out, but the asshole needed to learn when to stop running his mouth.

“Fine.” He snatched his phone and keys off his workstation and bolted out the side door while I remained in a showdown with Darius. The heavy door slammed behind Brock, and I yanked the rod the rest of the way out of Darius’ hands.

“We got a problem?”

There it was. The rage that’d been trying to get loose since the second I’d seen the fear in Salem’s eyes last week.

Demon ripping at its chains.

The part of me that had thirsted to come unglued.

The part that had painted in her turmoil, like that look on her face could become my own.

It seemed an issue I wanted to take it out on her brother.

Fucker had an issue, too, though, because he took a step forward. Dude was probably intimidating to a normal person.

“Told you to stay away from her.” The words splintered from his mouth.

“She works here. We’re bound to run into each other.” Couldn’t keep the condescension out.

He scoffed an incredulous sound. “Talking about Saturday and you know it.”

“She was at my brother’s engagement party. She’d taken a Lyft there, thought I’d save her the money by giving her a ride home. Simple as that.”

Figured a little lie wouldn’t hurt in this case.

“Simple? You think I’m fucking stupid?”

Asshole angled up into my face.

Had to restrain myself from knocking him flat.

Tame the beast that writhed.

One I’d promised all those years ago I’d never again set free.

“Listen, I don’t know what your problem is, but I’m about finished with the shade you’ve been throwing. Your sister has become my friend. I care about her, want the best for her, and if she needs me, I’m going to be there. So, I think it’d be in your best interest if you back the fuck off, yeah? It’s going to be your final warning.”

I let what I was saying hang in the air.

“Are we clear?” I said it as I tossed the rod he’d been wielding to the top of a tool box. Metal clattered.

He sniffed, stepped back, hatred still boiling in his expression. “Yeah, boss. We’re clear.”


NINETEEN

SALEM


The engine purred as I pulled into the driveway. You know, since Jud had gone and hooked me up with this cute little Mercedes SUV, kind of like the one Eden drove, but silver instead of black.

Putting it in park, I killed the engine then sat in the quiet comfort of luxury and leather.

Jud had to be careful, or I wasn’t going to give it back.

My friend who was far too good to me.

My bangs whipped when I blew out a sigh. I was the one who needed to be careful. I was getting too comfortable. Too complacent. Settling into a reality that just didn’t exist.

Because I didn’t exist.

Gloom seized my spirit when the thought hit me unaware.

It tried to seep in and take over.

The truth that the longer we remained in one place, the easier it would be for us to be found.

It warred with that overwhelming sense that kept growing stronger every day.

I wanted to stay. I wanted to stay.

I guessed being here with my family made it seem a possibility.

My stomach twisted.

Jud made it feel like a possibility.

But what had really changed?

The fact that Darius had insisted it was time? That enough time had passed, and it no longer mattered?

Sorrow shivered my spirit, grief cutting through the emerging hope.

I knew the lengths Carlo would go.

The sickness he would stoop to.

And that monster was still out there, and as long as he was, Juni and I would never truly be safe.

Before I let myself get too lost in the questions, I grabbed my bag from the passenger seat and opened the door.

Another week had passed with me working at Iron Ride. This week, checks had finally started coming in.

I tossed my bag onto my shoulder that held the stack of one-hundred-dollar bills Jud had paid me with just before I’d left.

Fifteen of them to be exact.

Yeah, a girl could really get used to this.

The truth was, I loved the job. Loved being a part of a team. Loved pouring myself into the work. Loved being a part of something bigger while being able to help my family at the same time.

Pride welled up. A feeling so foreign. One I hadn’t felt in so long.

I blinked against the weight of it and forced myself to walk up the sidewalk toward the front door, my heels clacking on the concrete. I slid my key into the lock, turned the knob, and cracked open the door.

The delicious smell of pork carnitas simmering on the stove wafted back.

I inhaled the warmth. The welcome of it. The onslaught of memories that rushed as I stepped into the house, tossed my bag to the floor, and clicked the lock to the door behind me.

“Hello?” I called.

“We’re in here, Mommy! You better get your booty in here because it’s almost times for dinner and me and Mimi have been in here sweatin’ in the kitchen all day.” Juni showed at the archway, hands on her hips and full of sass.

A giggle worked its way free. “Is that so?”

She gave a resolute nod. “Yup. Mimi is showin’ me hows to make all the dinners from where she growns up, and sometime I want to go to Mexico on an adventure, but only when we decide and we know for sure we gets to come back.”

Guilt swelled and obliterated the pride.

I hated the scars that had been etched on my daughter.

Seeing her then, I knew she’d come to feel the same about this place.

Comfortable.

Relaxed.

A part of something bigger, too.

This existence more than just the two of us.

As if she’d found home.

And there my child stood, voicing her anxiety that I might have to rip her from the safety of it all over again.

I wanted to drop to my knees and promise her that would never happen.

That we’d found a true refuge.

That we could stay.

But I couldn’t tell my daughter a lie that big.

I forced a smile. “I think that would be a wonderful adventure, Juni Bee.”

“Me, too, sweet child, me, too.” Mimi shouted it from the kitchen.

Love clamored through my chest when I peeked through the archway. Mimi was at the stove, stirring the meat and wearing the same apron I remembered her wearing for my entire childhood.

These tiny pink flowers with a row of three deep pockets in the front.

“How was work?” She arched a knowing brow.

I leaned against the counter. “Busy.”

That brow lifted. “And?”

“And what?”

“How was the eye candy?”

“Mimi,” I chastised, giving her a stern look.

“You means all the really awesome motorcycles and cars?” Juni screeched. “Did you see ’em, Mimi? Gage said his uncle is gonna make him one for when he’s sixteen, and he’s gonna give me a ride, I can’t even wait, we only gots ten years for that, but that’s where my mommy works at the coolest place ever in ever and her boss is a motorcycle man.”

Juni started galloping around the kitchen like she was riding a horse though she made revving noises in her throat and held back the throttle on her imaginary handlebars.

Just awesome.

Mimi laughed, pure affection. “Wow, that is something. Just ten years.”

Her gaze narrowed when she returned it to me while she dipped a spoon into the pot and took a sip of the broth the pork was simmering in. “Though I was getting the idea that your mommy’s boss might be the coolest ever in ever.”

“Mimi,” I chastised again, though this time it was a whisper, and that heat was lighting up my cheeks again.

Damn it.

“You think I don’t notice you waltzing in here night after night with that look on your face? With that light in your eyes? You’re different.”

A frown pinched my brow as Juni galloped into the other room, and Mimi took the opportunity to edge around the counter to where I stood. Reaching out, she rubbed the pad of her thumb between my eyes before she let her hand slide down to cup my cheek. “That light went dim four years ago, Salem. Wasn’t sure I was ever goin’ to get to see it again.”

Grief billowed through my being.

“I’m not sure I can ever get that piece of myself back.” The confession left me on a breath.

“No, sweet child, that part is gone, and that missing piece is going to ache forever. But sometimes someone comes along who can hold that piece with you.”

Agony wept in my spirit while my heart panged in my chest.

A tear slipped free.

Mimi wiped it away. “When I lost your momma, I thought I would die, Salem. I thought I would curl up in bed and close my eyes and I’d somehow float away to where she was.”

Emotion clogged my throat.

Devastating.

Too much.

My eyes closed against the onslaught, and Mimi pressed her hand tighter to my face in a loving embrace. “But then these two little angels showed up at my door, lost and without their momma…scared and broken…and that part of me that wanted to float away got tethered to that new home. The home I built with you and your brother.”

“But you never stopped missing her?” The question croaked from my throat.

“Of course not, and I wouldn’t want to. But you and your brother? You held that piece with me. Reshaped it. Reformed it.”

“I’m not looking for someone to fix me.”

“No, Salem, but do you think I don’t know your heart is aching for its home, too? For a tether? For someone to come alongside you and hold that vacant place? One who understands you? Someone who can support you in the times when you feel too weak to carry the burden yourself?”

Jud’s pained confession burned through my mind.

Gutting.

Whispering.

Begging.

“She took our one-year-old daughter with her, Salem, and I never saw her again.”

And I knew there was a part of him that needed to be held, too.

Loved.

Old misery moaned. I knew better than letting the thought infiltrate my mind. Knew better than to trust.

I lifted my quivering chin, the words hard with the hate that had petrified in my bones. “It’s funny how I thought Carlo would be that person for me. That he’d love and cherish and be the one to carry me through all of life’s tragedies and stand with me in its victories, and he’s the one who destroyed me.”

Mimi’s expression dimmed with sympathy edged with the old, old anger that had broken her heart. “Did you really believe that? That he would love and cherish you?”

My guts clutched with her truth.

“He was a wicked boy who grew into a wicked man,” she continued. “He manipulated you. Lied to you. Made you believe he was someone he was not.”

“And I fell for it.”

“You were sixteen, Salem. He was older. Powerful and charming and he had his sights on you. I never liked the boy, but none of us could have imagined how deep his evils went.”

“I was a fool.”

Her head shook. “No, sweet child, not a fool. Just a young girl who believed in the best of people. Believed they could be better. Believed through love, they could be redeemed and restored.”

More tears fell, and I gulped. “Can they be?”

A soft smile tipped at the edge of her aged, wrinkled mouth. “Some choose light in this life, Salem, others choose darkness. And some? Some get lost along the way, but inside of them, they burn with the fire of goodness.”

“How will I know?”

“I think you already do. Right here, you already know it. Deep down.”

She tapped the tip of her index finger against the riot in my heart.

She was right.

I did.

Even though I’d been so young then, there was a piece of me that had known, that had hesitated, my conscience whispering Carlo was wicked and wrong. Just like it was whispering now that Jud was right.

Then she stepped back around to the stove and sent me a wink. “Just make sure whenever you know it, whoever it is makes your knees knock, too.”

“Mimi.” I wheezed a breath, laughing low and shaking my head as I edged deeper into the kitchen to help her with dinner.

“What?” She knocked her shoulder into my arm. “Heck, girl, I’m pretty sure this looker makes you shake all over the place. Hopefully in the good bits.”

I choked out a laugh while my entire being went down in flames.

Memories of the man between my thighs.

That mouth and those hands.

What he’d done to me.

“Mmhmm…that’s what I thought.”

“You thought what?” I defended with a smile.

She sent me the most innocent shrug. “That you’d be famished for your most favorite meal.”

A giggle slipped free.

Warmth and welcome.

Home.

And I had no idea how to stop the hope of it from taking root inside me.
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“Boo!”

Gasping, I whirled around with my hand pressed to my chest like it could stop my heart from jumping free of my ribs.

Tessa cracked up.

She was bent in two, slapping her knee from where she stood behind me on the front lawn of our house.

I’d been watching Juniper do somersaults on the lawn, and I hadn’t even noticed she was there.

Complacent.

Reckless.

I blew out a frustrated sigh directed wholly at myself.

“Oh my god, you just jumped like…ten feet in the air. You should have seen it.”

She kept trying to catch her breath, like it had been her that’d gotten the crap scared out of her and not me.

Juni cracked up, too. “She jumped all the way to the sky, right, Miss Tessa?” Juni turned her sweet eyes on me. “I saw Ms. Tessa comin’ the whole time, Mommy, because we gots you a very good surprise that you are gonna love with all your whole heart!”

My eyes narrowed farther, darting between the two of them.

“That’s right. We have a big surprise. We’re going out!”

“Umm?”

She grinned, her red ponytail swishing far too excitedly around her shoulders. “The correct response is, hell yes and hallelujah, thank you, Tessa, for dragging me out of my house and showing me a proper night of fun.”

“Thank you, but I have Juni…”

I trailed off when Juni giggled like my excuse was absurd, and I shifted toward the house when I felt the disturbance at the screen door. Mimi pushed it open and stepped out, grinning like mad, too.

“Correction, I have Juni, and sweet child, you now have friends, so you’re going to have yourself a night of fun. Kind of like you did last Saturday night.”

Mimi waggled her brows.

“And just where are we going?”

Tessa shimmied her hips. “Absolution, baby! Time to get your rocker on. There’s a band playing tonight that is supposed to be crazy good, and it’s my boyfriend’s birthday, but he’s kinda boring, and I’m afraid he’s not going to be any fun, so you have to come with us. I need a wingman.”

She jerked at my hand.

My brow furrowed. “Wingman?”

She waved an errant hand in the air. “Okay, okay, you need a wingman because I have a hunch this burly mountain man might show.”

She gave me three exaggerated winks.

Great.

When I didn’t bite, Tessa hiked an innocent, nonchalant shoulder while her voice twisted with casual manipulation. “I mean, I’m sure he could find someone else to keep him entertained. And I don’t know about you, but since Eden and Trent are getting married, I’m thinking that we should really be there to support Trent, anyway, right, you know, since that club is his baby. His heart and soul. His bread and butter. And now they’re going to have a baby to support?”

Her voice lowered with the tragedy.

I glared at her. “You’re so full of crap.”

Trent was clearly loaded.

Hell, all three brothers were rolling in it.

But what didn’t sit right was the way my stomach twisted with the idea of Jud being there.

In that club.

Without me.

Doing exactly what Tessa had implied. Finding someone else to keep him entertained.

Crap.

This was bad.

Juni Bee tugged at my opposite hand. “It’s a party, Mommy! You gotsta. And guess what? Gage is even gonna come to my house to haves a sleepover and Mimi is gonna make us her specialist tacos and we’re gonna have popcorn and tell secrets, so you gots to go because you’re not allowed to hear.”

“Whole thing is set. No bother arguing.” Mimi grinned as she passed my purse to Tessa.

Holy wow.

I jerked to look over my shoulder when a screen door banged and Gage’s little voice pelted the air.

“Hi, Juni Bee!”

Eden was holding his hand and leading him toward us. A giant backpack bounced on his shoulders as they approached. “Are you ready to have the most fun all the way to the highest mountain?”

“Yes!” Juni bolted that way, skidding to a stop at the curb and jumping in welcome. “This is the best day of my wholes life!”

I sent a death glare at Tessa.

She grinned in triumph. “I know, I’m amazing, right?”

Eden giggled a soft sound as she climbed the curb, and she gave me a tiny, apologetic wave. “I see you’ve been Tessa’d.”

“Clearly, it’s a deadly disease.”

“It is, and you’ll never recover. But don’t worry, DD here, we’re in this together.” Eden’s mouth slipped into a tender smile, and she spread her hand over her still-flat stomach.

Affection blossomed, all while fear sprang up in the middle of it.

I shouldn’t do this. Shouldn’t allow myself to get any deeper.

Because I felt it, spreading through me, sprouting through the cracks.

Love.

Hope.

Home.

It whispered in my ear.

I looked at my grandmother whose expression had turned gentle, and she mouthed, It’s time.

Juni took Gage’s hand, and the two of them went blazing by and scrambling up the steps. She shouted, “Bye, Mommy!” as she went, clearly all broken up about my being gone for the night.

I hesitated, warred, fully unsure.

“Go on then,” Mimi urged. “They’ll be just fine. I raised you and your brother just fine, didn’t I?”

My smile was somber, the words whispered from my mouth, “You raised us the best.”

“Eeeps! Let’s do this!” Tessa shouted beside me, and she yanked at my hand again, drawing me toward Eden’s car across the street.

I tried to skid to a stop. “Wait…I’m not even dressed.”

“Um, hello…do you actually think I haven’t already thought of this? We’re heading to my house to pre-game and get ready. I already have an outfit picked out for you.” Tessa opened the door and gestured for me to climb in, dipping low with a flourish of her hand. “Your chariot awaits, madame.”

I climbed in, barely able to contain the laughter that bubbled at the base of my throat. “You’re insane. Has anyone ever told you that?”

She grinned. “Every single day.”
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“To tonight!” Tessa lifted her champagne flute and clinked it against mine and Eden’s, though Eden’s was filled with sparkling cider.

Apparently, Tessa really did think about everything.

My spirit swam with a softness I’d never felt before. Never, in all my life. Because they both did.

Thought about everything.

Truly cared and gave their best to make sure you felt it.

And god, I did.

For the first time in so many years, I felt the true meaning of what friend was supposed to be.

My spirit groaned with the loss.

With the treachery and the treason.

Terrified of repeating the same mistakes I’d made then.

But Mimi was right.

There was a part of me that’d known.

Shoving the reservations down, I took a sip of champagne before I glanced in the full-length mirror at the dress Tessa had found at the back of her closet, but since it was most definitely not her size, I knew she was full of it, but I didn’t bother calling bullshit.

Because I felt beautiful.

Alive.

Excited.

Real.

Emotion crested on my lips.

“You look freaking hot.” Tessa clapped her hands wildly. “I can’t wait for Jud to see you.”

“Jud and I are just friends.”

She rolled her eyes. “Um, I think there’s a chance Jud might have shit himself when you walked into the restaurant last weekend. Tell me he didn’t take you home after the party and ravage you?”

Fire hit my cheeks, and I pressed my lips together as the memories assaulted me.

“Oh my god, he did.” She pressed her hands to her face. “I was just messing with you, and he did. Tell me. This girl needs details.” She frantically gestured at herself.

“This is true. Only because her lame boyfriend doesn’t have a clue how to do her right.” Eden said it from behind her glass, taking a sip like she wasn’t the one responsible for the words.

“Hey.” Tessa pouted and smacked Eden’s arm. “It’s Karl’s birthday, no dogging him tonight.” She looked at me and overexaggerated that pout. “Even if it’s horribly, terribly, devastatingly true. But I love him,” she peeped.

Eden widened her eyes at me in clear disagreement, mouthed, He’s a total douche.

I choked on my surprise.

Well then, I guess I had become a part of their trio.

Tessa pointed at Eden’s face. “I heard that.”

“Heard what?” Eden giggled.

And there I was, caught up in that whirlwind again. Unsure of where it would take me or where I was going to land. Because Tessa took my arm and jerked me all over like the goof she was. “Well, tell me! I haven’t had an orgasm in like…five years. I need to know. Did he do it right? Treat you right? Is he your wild card?”

Confusion dented my brow. “My what?”

She sighed in exasperation. “Your ace? The one you didn’t expect?”

Nerves rattled through my being, and my stomach clenched in a bid of want while my mind spun with warnings.

You have to be careful.

Trust no one.

And whatever you do, no matter what, do not fall in love.

I looked at my new friends, that trust no one thing kaput, and whispered, “He’s definitely the last one I expected.”

Tessa squealed. “What are we waiting for? Let’s go get your man.”

I stumbled out behind her. Wishing it could be that easy. That I could love a man and he could love me in return.

That I could exist in his life.

But the sad, devastating truth was I was afraid that one day, I would disappear.


TWENTY

JUD


I sat at the booth tucked in the farthest corner of Absolution nursing a beer. Dim lights were strung across the cavernous space, the club two stories of luxury spiked with a dose of dive.

Gave it a dark vibe, like there might be evil lurking in the shadows. Temptation at every corner. Wouldn’t be all that far from the truth.

As usual, the place was packed. Line at the door and people vying for the perfect spot to watch the band that was prepping to take to the stage. The DJ was currently blasting a dance beat through the speakers, amping the mood for the main event.

Trent had insisted I come since there was some big band playing tonight. Since Logan and I were part owners, it looked good for us to show our faces. Not that it usually took a whole ton of coercion to get me here, but truth be told, I’d been craving a whole different sort of revelry tonight.

Namely the kind where I got lost in a black-haired beauty with curves for days and thunderbolt eyes that speared me to the spot.

But considering I’d been permanently friend-zoned, and not the good kind with benefits, right here was probably exactly where I should be.

Searching for a distraction. For a way to scratch this itch that was slowly and steadily driving me insane. The way the girl waltzed around my shop like a perfect fantasy, spellbinding me with each step.

More concerning, though? It was the way the demon writhed.

The way it clawed and jerked and howled to go on the hunt when she would constantly look over her shoulder.

My gut told me she was in fear of being watched, and I knew, without a doubt, I’d gladly chase down whatever bastard had written terror on her spirit.

Fuck. She’d gotten under my skin, and in a bad, bad way.

Because there wasn’t one face in this entire place that I found more interesting than hers.

Hell, mesmerizing was what it was.

I was taking another gulp of my beer when my brothers came busting through the throng of people who were gathering close to the stage.

They both slipped into the booth opposite me.

“About time,” I said, smirking at Trent who grunted at me as he roughed a tatted hand through his hair. “Rough night?”

“If something could go wrong, it went wrong tonight. New barback somehow toppled an entire fuckin’ wall of vodka, at least 10k worth, and he denied it and tried to blame it on Leann, so Sage had to fire his ass. Dude threw himself a pissy fit and said he was going to sue. Caused a giant-ass scene. Leann’s in tears. Two of the men’s toilets clogged. Oh, and the drummer for tonight’s band is smashed. Like, straight-up, stumbling into the walls, smashed.”

I lifted my beer his direction. “So, you’re saying you’ve been in there lapping that vodka up to ease your pain?”

Logan cracked up and grabbed Trent by the shoulder, rocking him around a bit, dude all grins and easiness. “Now that’s what the asshole should have been doing, but he’s been storming around here like the devil he used to be. Ruining my night. I mean, come on, look at this place. There are no bad nights. Look at all that deliciousness waiting out there for us to taste.”

I think Logan actually whimpered as he gazed out at the women prancing around half naked on the dance floor. Funny how a month ago I would have been game. Find a nice, warm body. Make her feel as good as she made me feel, part ways a few hours later, and leave it at that.

I had always left the door wide open so if my life someday returned to me, there would be no connections.

No obstacles.

I shifted, unsettled by the thought.

Logan turned his smug face back our direction. “Here I was, sacrificing all my nights to watch this guy’s son so he could get this place up and running—not that I minded or anything because I love the fuck out of that kid—but now that I’m not playing babysitter any longer, it’s my turn to have a little fun. And lo and behold? Who is trying to wreck it for me? It seems our resident funsucker has returned.”

Logan’s head shook in feigned affliction.

Trent grunted again, then a fucking grin was spreading to his mouth just as I felt the world shift.

My flesh shivered with a rush of intensity, like the crowd had parted and there was only one thing I could see.

Salem.

My stomach dropped to the floor.

She was here.

She was linked elbow-to-elbow with Eden and Tessa, the three of them strutting our way.

She wore this tight black dress that hugged every curve. A slit rode up the side and the neckline dipped low between her perfect tits.

All that devastation wrapped in a black, seductive bow.

Black hair loose and wavy, those eyes taking in the place, jumping all around, but inevitably landing on me. Like neither of us had the choice.

Gravity.

I forced myself to take a gulp of my beer while the expression on Trent’s face shifted from glum to glee.

Lovesick fucker.

“Oh, I see how it is,” Logan whined, elbowing Trent in the ribs. “Now you’re going to fucking smile? And here I thought you loved me?”

“Barely.” Trent grinned, all teeth.

Logan pressed his hand over his heart. “I’m hurt.”

“I’ll show you hurt.” Trent could barely contain his laughter.

“So violent, the both of you.”

Eden, Tessa, and Salem stumbled up to the edge of the table, giggling and whispering under their breaths.

Fuckin’ cute, the three of them.

“We made it! No thanks to this one.” Eden sent a scowl at Tessa who waved her off.

“Pssh, don’t listen to her. Have you seen us?” Tessa swished a melodramatic hand down her body, then she swept it toward Eden and Salem. “Come now. Tell me all of this wasn’t worth that extra time.”

Tessa wasn’t lying.

No matter how hard I tried to stop it, my gaze devoured Salem where she stood next to the table.

A vixen.

A fantasy.

That sweet, sweet enchantress singing her spell.

My stomach tightened in a fist of lust. Dick shouting yes, please.

Salem eyed me like every inch of her was singing the same.

I gave her a jut of my chin, a real easy, “Hey there, darlin’.”

Super casual like seeing her was no big thing, while this girl had me so twisted up, I was pretty sure all it would take was a brush of her hand, and she’d make me forget my name. Forced myself to keep my ass sitting because if I stood, I’d cross the line she’d told me we couldn’t cross again.

“Let me up,” Trent ordered, nudging at Logan to let him out so he could get to his fiancée.

“Hey.” Logan stumbled out of the booth like Trent had shoved him. He popped up onto his feet and straightened out the black button-down he wore. Dude looked like that model again, all grins and charm and…yeah, fucker was slanting all of that at Salem.

My hand curled around my beer bottle, and my knee got to bouncing a million miles a minute.

Didn’t mean for the growl to get loose, but it did.

“Nice to see you again, gorgeous.” Logan held her by the hands, looking her up and down, voice elevated above the din of the club.

“Nice to see you, too,” Salem shouted back at him, though she glanced my way.

The air shivered and shook.

Remaining sitting was brutal. The urge to get up and stake my claim near uncontrollable.

Logan eased over to Eden and gave her a hug. “Big sister, looking mighty fine tonight.”

He was lucky Trent didn’t snap his neck.

Turning to Tessa, he ruffled her hair. “Tessa.”

She tossed a punch to his chest. “Logan! What is wrong with you? You are a total jerk. Do you know how much time I spent on this immaculate design?”

She tried to straighten her hair out.

“And only half a second to muss it up, but I figure this hand is way more pleasure than you’re going to get from limp dick tonight, so you’re welcome.”

He wiggled his fingers in her face.

She smacked them away. “Ewww. And rude. It’s Karl’s birthday. I expect all of you to be on your best behavior.”

She pointed at each of us.

A chuckle rumbled out. No question, Logan was a douche. But not close to bein’ the douche that Tessa’s boyfriend was. Dude was a grade A dickwad.

Pretty boy type who thought he walked on water but needed his ass drowned in the lake.

“Okay, we’re off to get drinks. Can we bring you anything?” Eden asked, glancing at me, then Logan, straight-up joy lighting her smile when Trent finally slid all the way out and came to wrap his arms around her.

He pulled her tight. “You don’t need to serve us, baby.”

“Maybe I miss working here,” she teased.

“And maybe I just want you sitting on my lap…or maybe laid out on my desk.” Dude drizzled a row of sloppy kisses along her jaw. If he got her any closer, their embrace was going to turn obscene.

Tessa pushed at his arm. “Ugh, rub it in. I hate you.”

Trent smirked at her.

Eden giggled and unwound herself from his hold. “We’ll be right back. You wait right there and be a good boy.”

Trent sent her a pout.

Sappy asshole, happy as could be.

“Hurry back,” Logan sang, full of suggestion as the three women started to wind through the crush.

Irrational anger surged.

Trent and Logan slipped back into the booth. Logan pitched me the most innocent look as he settled into his seat. “Why do you look so…tense, brother?” He angled his head farther, a razzing in his voice. “Hell, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you are two seconds from going on a murder spree. Something bothering you?”

Yeah, man, I’m losing my ever lovin’ mind.

“Think I made it plenty clear last weekend,” I said instead.

The confusion on his face was nothing but a sham. “What ever are you talking about?”

I took a sip of my beer. “You know what.”

Couldn’t help my eyes from following Salem where she moved through the mob. Girl the only damned thing I could see.

“Oh…that,” Logan drew out with a wayward toss of his hand in the air. Like he was just catching up. He scratched at his temple. “You know, I thought I got the message, but then, you see, this hot as hades chick walked up, and I mean scorching, and you just sat your sorry ass over there like she didn’t mean a thing, so I figured, like every other dude in the place, that she might be looking for a little fun tonight. I mean, if you’re not interested, then I can’t think of a better option than me. Well, we all know I’d be the better choice, anyway.” He patted Trent on the chest. “Am I right? Tell me I’m right.”

Trent chuckled low.

A snarl got free.

Laughing, Logan hit the top of the table. “Look at you, over there about to bust out of your shirt, all Hulk style. Think you should just come out and say it. You want her and what…you’re too fucking shy to do something about it?”

“Shy?” I deadpanned. “Look shy to you?”

“Well, I’d say she turned you down like any sane woman would do, but I saw the way she was looking at you, too, so I’m thinking that can’t be it.”

“Nope. She’s going for sane.”

While doing it was slowly making me lose my mind. But I guessed I’d been the one who’d fucked up. Laid down those lines. Kept pressing the friend thing because if I was being honest, I was scared shitless. Scared of the way she made me feel.

Girl was making me question what I was living for.

“Fuck.” Grumbled it aloud. She really was and that was the most terrifying part of all.

Couldn’t let her.

Had to get it together.

To remember my purpose.

“I’m with Logan here.” Trent swatted Logan’s shoulder. “Two of you both looked like you were about to lose your cool.”

On a groan, I scratched at my beard, took a long pull of my beer.

“Think I’m fucked,” I finally admitted. Didn’t see a point in denying it then. Two of them could see right through me, anyway.

“How’s that?” Logan asked, sitting back in his seat.

Disbelieving laughter rumbled out, spite in the words. “Two of us figured we should just be friends.”

Logan howled, smacking the table again like it was the most hysterical thing he’d ever heard.

Part of me agreed.

“Friends. Oh my god. That’s fuckin’ priceless.”

I glowered at him. Dude just laughed harder.

“A word to the wise, brother. Friends doesn’t work. You really think you’re going to ignore all of that?” Innuendo lined the question as Logan twirled a finger through the air, like he could stir that energy that raged between us.

“Well, considering she works for me, I’m thinking that’s all she can be.”

Among five thousand other reasons.

“Uh…hello…Trent over here is actually marrying Eden, and you know he had his tiny dick all up in her sweetness the whole time she was working here at Absolution.”

Trent grunted. “Watch it.”

Logan raised both of his hands. “Hey, man, just telling it like it is. Tiny included.” He mouthed the last.

“Will knock your ass out,” Trent warned, though there was a smile cutting at his mouth.

“Terrified.” Logan grinned.

Trent shook his head. “You’re a disaster, man. Tell me what the hell I’m supposed to do with you.”

Logan hooked his arm on the back of the booth and jostled his index finger of that hand in my direction. “Nah, man, I think it’s our brother here who’s a disaster.” Tone of his voice shifted, filling with a real question, pushing at the marrow. “Are you going to make a move or what?”

Leaning forward, I rested my elbows on the table, rubbed my fingers over my mouth like it could wipe away the truth of the words. “You know I can’t.”

“Yeah, and why’s that?”

“You know why.”

Logan scoffed as he came to the realization of what I was getting at. “Are you kidding me? Tell me you aren’t still waiting on her?”

I couldn’t answer.

Disbelief shook Logan’s head. “Kennedy deserted you, man. Took your kid and ran and didn’t look back. She doesn’t deserve you. I know it sucked balls when she left, but anyone who doesn’t see you for who you are isn’t worthy to stand at your side, and that’s the goddamn truth.”

“And who am I really?” Challenge left me on a low punt. “A beast?”

A grin split his face. “Yup. The teddy bear kind.”

Fucking Logan. But that was the thing about him. Dude didn’t know the half of who we’d been. The half of what we’d done. The sins we’d committed and the atrocities we’d perpetuated.

We’d hid it from him, protected him the best we could, though there was no question some of that bullshit had seeped below the surface.

I shook my head and looked away, into the throbbing mass as if it could offer distraction. “Hardly,” I muttered.

“You said it yourself, Jud.” Trent leaned forward over the table, tatted finger jabbing into the wood, voice just loud enough to be heard over the roaring beat. “This place? It’s our second chance. The whole reason we came here.”

Agony clawed through my consciousness, and I looked between my brothers. Two people who meant the most to me. Only ones who could truly get it.

“And I already used up that second chance, didn’t I?”

Trent’s tongue dipped out to wet his lips. “Fuck that, man. Like Logan said, Kennedy didn’t deserve you. Not for a fuckin’ second.”

Old misery left me on a scoff. “It was me who didn’t deserve her or my daughter.”

“Bullshit,” Logan spat, leaning forward. “You’re the best. The fucking best, so don’t you dare let any of that get in your way. Yeah, it hurt. I know it, man. I know it.” His face blanched. “But we only have this one life, and we’re fucking lucky that we do, and it’s your duty to live it. Go after what makes you happy. And wallowing around in your misery waiting on someone who didn’t take the time to really see you? Fuck, Jud, I know you want to live for what’s right, but I think it’s time you figure out what that really is.”

All the joking was gone from Logan’s voice.

Like she’d been summoned from the storm, I glanced to my right at the girl who floated my way.

Eyes the color of a toiling sea. The darkest, deepest blue. Body pure temptation.

A motherfuckin’ knockout.

A fantasy.

A dream.

Black-fuckin’-magic.

My conscience screamed with guilt.

Because every second that passed? I only wanted her more.
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Music blasted from the speakers from the band that thrashed on the stage while the crowd thrived and toiled.

Place chaos.

Disorder.

Mayhem of the best kind.

People were singing. Shouting. Dancing. Their drinks lifted in the air and their hearts freed in the crashing beat that promised release.

Release.

That was exactly what I needed as I weaved through the throbbing crowd, drawn, compelled, unable to do anything but head in the direction where Eden, Tessa, and Salem danced on the far side of the club.

The three of them had let loose. Their hair whipping around them and heat drenching their bodies as they laughed and danced together like they didn’t have a care in the world.

Celebrating life and all it had to give.

Wanted that for Salem. For her to let go. For the fears that haunted her to melt away and surrender to something better.

Something better.

My guts knotted, and my chest stretched tight. This fucked up feeling taking me over that I wanted it, too.

Trent had followed the group over to where they’d moved to carve out their own little bubble.

Dude looked like peril where he’d taken up post on a stool at the bar facing out, watching over his life, ready to strike if any fool became a threat.

My boots thudded on the hard ground, in time with the rhythm, marching straight into destruction.

But I didn’t really know how to go anywhere else when this felt like my destination. Where I was supposed to be.

Salem shook her hips, that black dress hugging those curves so right. Had to physically restrain myself from stalking up behind her, wrapping my hands around her waist, and pressing my nose into the hypnotic fall of her hair.

I forced myself to take the stool next to Trent. I dragged it so I could sit facing out, too. He slid a beer he’d ordered for me in my direction. “Looks like you’re gonna need that.”

A grunt rumbled out as I took a long pull. “Yup.”

“Funny what life does, yeah?” Trent mused on a low breath. “Way we think we know the way it’s supposed to go—the way we want it to go—then boom, it comes right in and shakes us up.”

He glanced my way with a knowing expression on his face. The baby owl tatted on his throat bobbed when he swallowed. “You know it firsthand, man. How terrifying it is, putting your heart on the line and knowing it can be gone in a flash. Logan’s right, though.”

I grunted. “About what?”

Deflecting with ignorance seemed the way to go.

“Stepping out and letting yourself love someone.”

Alarm whipped a storm through my spirit.

“Love? Getting ahead of yourself there, yeah?”

His brow curled. “Am I?”

“Just want to fuck her, man.” Let the smirk split my mouth.

Trent laughed an incredulous sound, and he reached out and gave a condescending pat on my cheek. “If you just wanted to fuck her, you already would have.”

Then he snagged his tumbler and pushed to his feet, slanting me a telling glance before he strutted his smug ass out to where Eden was dancing. Girl fluid and hot, ballet in her blood.

Beside her, Tessa was dancing like a total spazz.

Shocker.

And next to her…Salem.

Salem whose rhythm was half time. Driving me out of my mind. Her hips rocking and vibrating in this slow seduction.

She glanced my way.

Thunderbolt eyes struck.

Energy crackled.

I roughed a hand over my face.

Fuck.

Keep it together, man.

Trent edged up behind Eden the way I was dying to do to Salem. Nuzzled his face into the back of her neck. Pulled her flush against his chest.

Salem looked at me as she moved.

Eyes raking, whispering, like she was begging me to do the same.

That connection throbbed.

Booming and shivering.

I attempted to scan the crowd for a good target.

Easy. Quick. No strings.

My gaze traveled right back to the girl.

Her gaze raked me.

My insides shook.

Fuck it.

I drained my beer then pushed to my feet.

I was just going to take this one little thing. I mean, what could dancing with her hurt?

I started that way only to get jostled back by an asshole who suddenly went blazing by. He beelined right for the girls.

Karl, that fucker.

Dressed in a suit with his hair perfectly styled and that douchey-ass expression on his face.

Tessa threw her arms in the air to welcome him.

Poor girl.

“Karl, happy birthday, baby!”

Prick sauntered right in.

He slipped his left arm around Tessa’s waist to haul her close, only the creeper did the same to Salem with his right. He tugged them both to him, leaning over and bending them back like he could somehow get more.

Hell no.

Just fucking no.

But that jealousy turned to something else entirely when I saw the way Salem’s eyes went wide as they met mine from over his shoulder.

I was already on my way.

I tapped at Karl’s shoulder. You know, real friendly-like. “Think you’ve got your arms around the wrong girl, man.”

He cocked a smug grin my direction, a fucking mouthful of too-straight teeth. He curled his arms tighter. “Nah. Think I’m doing just fine. It’s my birthday, and I’ve just decided what I want.”

“Get off me.” Salem tried to push him off. Asshole didn’t even budge.

My hand clamped down on his arm. “Told you to let her the fuck go.”

“Fuck off,” he tossed out.

“What the hell, Karl?” Tessa shrieked through the mayhem of the bar that just seemed to amplify the greed. Way this fucker thought he could reach out and take whatever he wanted.

Panic radiated from Salem. The same panic I’d glimpsed in my shop that day when she’d thought someone was after her. Like in an instant, she was lost to the past.

She shoved and hit his chest with her fists. “Let me go.”

A scream ripped up her throat when he hugged her tighter.

Scumbag got no further warning. My hands were on the back of his suit jacket, and I was tearing him away. The asshole made the mistake of swinging as I dragged him around. He clipped me on the jaw, right about the time both the girls went stumbling back.

Had him by the shirt collar in a flash. My arm cocked back. One jab to his pompous face and his nose was bleeding out. Pussy crashed to the floor when I let him go like the pile of trash he was.

Gasps and shrieks hit the air, and people jumped back to get out of the way, while others gathered closer, clearly thirsting for a fight.

At least this prick Karl seemed to be because he scrambled back to his feet and flew my way.

Trent pitched a grin at me from behind, laughing under his breath that this fucker actually thought he stood a chance. Trent didn’t even make a move, just sat back like he was going to enjoy the show, though he edged Eden behind him.

Karl roared as he came my way, and I took him by both hands and gave his scrawny ass a good shake. “Cool the fuck down or I’m going to make this a birthday you don’t ever forget.”

He spat in my face.

“Oh, motherfucker.”

But Tessa was suddenly there, yanking at his jacket. “Stop it, Karl, just stop it.”

I let him go, hating to give him a pass, but this was Tessa we were talking about. Girl was sweet as fuck even though she clearly had horrible taste in men. But Karl whirled around and shoved her.

Hard.

Sweet thing flew back, and she knocked into Salem. Both of them toppled, their asses hitting the floor, sending them in a tumble across the stained concrete.

And Karl was dead.

I had the fucker pinned to the ground before he registered that I’d moved.

I set to wailing on his face.

Punch after punch.

Blood splattered. Bone crunched.

Demon laughed and writhed and whispered in my ear.

Calling me back to who I really was.

A monster.

A beast.

Grim.

I cocked my arm back again to render a blow that would flip the switch.

Lights out.

Only a hand caught me around the wrist and jerked my arm back. Trent’s low voice hissed in my ear, “Want to end the bastard, too, but how about we do it without an audience, yeah?”

I heaved a stuttered breath while the piece of shit writhed and screamed. He held his mangled face as he pushed up to sitting. Blood seeped through the seams of his fingers. “What the fuck? What the fuck? You’re finished, you bastard. Finished. I’m going to own you. All of you.”

I lumbered to my feet, trying to rein the violence that screamed through my veins, trying not to look at Salem because I was afraid if I did, it’d send me spiraling all over again.

Some random dude shouted, “Have you on video pushing your girl, pussy. Call the cops, why don’t you? Dare you.”

That was right as Logan busted through the crowd and came rushing up to my side, eyes darting everywhere. “What the hell? Why do you guys always have all the fun without me?”

Our two head bouncers, Kult and Milo, came barreling in. They shoved back the mob that had gathered around us to ogle the mayhem that always found its way into our house.

Milo and Kult looked around to assess the damage.

Kult yanked Karl up by the collar. Asshole’s feet dangled a foot from the ground. Kult was a goddamned mammoth, and he whipped him around like a rag doll.

“Ambulance or the front door, boss?” Kult asked.

Trent looked at me, telling me it was my call.

“Front door,” I instructed. Prick could get his own ass to the hospital.

Kult cracked a menacing grin. “My pleasure. Out of the way.”

He started to haul a shrieking Karl through the crowd so he could kick the prick to the curb.

Right where the fucker belonged.

One step, and the crush parted, Kult nothing but intimidation and brute strength.

I inhaled a cleansing breath, doing my best to get it together enough to look to where the group was huddled on the floor while my heart raged a riot in my chest.

Eden, Trent, and Logan had already gathered around Tessa and Salem. Eden was frantic, kneeling in front of her friends, her hands shaking out of control as she tried to check if they were hurt.

Milo leaned down, and he gently scooped a sobbing Tessa into his massive, gigantic arms. Dude was basically a mute fortress. Quiet and soft and forbidding as fuck. “You’re safe, little dove. Don’t cry, you’re safe.”

He rumbled it like a promise as he started to carry her through the throng.

Trent gave me a quick glance, and I gestured with my chin. “Go.”

He dipped his head before he guided Eden to follow behind Milo who cut through the crowd.

My attention shifted to Salem. Salem who had her knees to her chest and was rocking. Rocking and trembling and mumbling incoherently.

Logan stood guard over her, watching me, giving me a fierce look that told me not to be a fool. That he was going to step in if I didn’t.

Thing was, it did make me a fool.

A fuckin’ fool as I went for her.

Because that girl looked up when she felt me cautiously approach.

Ground rumbled beneath.

The warning of a coming earthquake.

Of devastation.

Destruction.

I leaned down and slipped my arms around her back and under her knees.

Salem yelped.

A shout from her soul.

Mine clutched.

I gathered her closer. “I have you, Salem. I have you, baby.”

A sob wrenched from her throat, and she buried her face in my neck, into my beard, against my chest, like she could hide away in the safety of my arms.

“I have you.”

And I didn’t want to let her go.


TWENTY-ONE

SALEM


I have you. I have you. I have you.

Jud’s promise rained over me as he curled his arms tighter, and he carried me through the swarm of people that undulated around us.

The band continued to play from the stage where half the crowd still seethed below it. Jud stormed right through, carving a path and dipping us into a narrow, dusky hall.

In an instant, it was only the two of us.

His heavy boots thudded on the floor as he peered down at me with that unrelenting obsidian gaze.

A gaze that speared me to the core.

Tears streamed and my shoulders hiccupped with the sobs that wouldn’t stop. I couldn’t seem to halt the terror that wracked through my body. The panic that had hit me when a stranger had come at us from out of nowhere.

Jud dipped down and pressed the gentlest kiss to my right eye, then the other. “I have you,” he rumbled.

My chest squeezed.

Ruined.

I had to close my eyes against the force of it.

His care.

This giant of a man who’d come completely unhinged. Fury and darkness and brutality.

Because of me.

Because of me.

He didn’t stop until he was pushing out the massive metal door at the end of the hall. In an instant, the cool air of the summer night surrounded us. The heavens were spun in stars, while fat clouds laden with moisture gathered at the base of the moon.

Jud edged down three steps that dropped us into the employee lot where Eden had parked earlier, and his boots crunched on the loose pavement as he carried me to his bike that was parked in a row of five other motorcycles.

Tumult echoed from within, rippled through the walls and rumbled the ground.

It stirred the dense air into chaos.

I struggled to breathe.

“I have you. What do you need?” he asked, his voice close to cracking.

“Take me away from here.” It was the only thing I could manage, but Jud understood.

I wasn’t exactly dressed for a motorcycle ride, but right then, it didn’t matter. Nothing did except for escaping.

Running.

The way I always did.

Only this time, I wanted to run with him.

For once, I didn’t want to stand on my own.

Didn’t want to fight this fight that only cost my daughter and me more and more.

One that forever cast us into loneliness.

Jud swung his leg over his bike, and he slipped me around to the back in one smooth movement.

We never lost contact.

As if he knew it was exactly what I needed.

That for once, I needed someone to hold me.

Someone to support me through the fear.

Through the panic.

Through the dread that promised one day, one day, Carlo would find us.

Jud pressed the button that started his bike, and the loud engine growled to life. Power vibrated through the metal, or maybe it was just the power of the man that vibrated through me.

Tremors rushed over my skin and seeped into my bloodstream.

He curled my arms tighter around his waist. “I have you.”

My legs were cinched up close to his hips, my chest smashed to his back. Our hearts raced at warp speed.

In sync.

Out of order.

In a perfect, chaotic rhythm.

Anarchy.

This man who had crossed into vengeance for me.

The slit of my dress rode up as I hugged him, and I trembled and shook and clung to him with all my might. A big palm spread out over my bare thigh. “Hold onto me, Salem, and don’t fuckin’ let go.”

Frantically, I nodded against his back, understanding the command for what it was. And I wanted to. For once in my life, I wanted to rely on someone else.

Not to be afraid.

To trust.

But trust was such a precious, precarious thing.

His bike faced out, and he kicked the stand and slowly eased through the lot. He took to the street that ran the front of the club, his movements fluid and confident, as if the man and the bike were one, this massive, fierce, grumbling force that blazed through the night.

I didn’t care where he was taking me, just as long as it was away from there.

He made a few turns then he slowed and eased his bike onto the path hidden under the cover of trees just on the outside of town.

My heart sped faster when I realized where we were going.

The bike bounced down the familiar bumpy trail, and I squeezed him tighter as he guided his motorcycle out into the meadow where he’d taken me before. When I’d seen a part of Jud that I didn’t want to see.

But tonight, I wanted him to show me everything.

How could I even allow myself to think it? Consider it? But I couldn’t seem to keep from slipping into him.

Coming to a stop, Jud stretched out his boots to keep us upright.

Remnants of the panic sent me scrambling off the back and stumbling into the meadow. My heels sank into the soft earth as I took two steps back like I could protect myself from the direction I could feel myself tumbling.

He killed the engine.

In an instant, silence whispered and swam.

The beauty shouted back.

The branches of the high, towering trees swished with the short gusts of wind that blustered through while the babble of the creek murmured its peace.

Wildflowers had sprung up through the soft bed of grasses, the purples and pinks subdued in the murky rays of moonlight that glowed through the clouds that built.

A low roll of thunder quavered in the distance, and the coolness of the approaching storm raced across my heated flesh.

“I’m sorry.” The apology fumbled out. The truth that no matter how far I tried to stay away from him, I still dragged him into my disaster.

Into my mess.

Guilt and grief clutched.

Was I putting him in danger?

Overcome, I blinked into the forest.

He rumbled a disbelieving sound. “What the hell are you apologizing for?”

My tongue darted out to wet my dried lips. “I warned you my life has been a mess for a long time. I think tonight is proof that I’m barely holding it together. I should go. Pack my things and leave before something happens that I can’t take back.”

Jud swung off his bike and rose to his full, towering height.

“No.” It was the grumble of a command.

Dull moonlight fell over him, casting his stunning face in shadows. In hard, devastating lines that whispered of goodness.

Of darkness.

Of horror and light.

He took one step in my direction.

The ground shook beneath my feet.

“No,” he said again.

“Jud, I have no idea what I’m doing here. My life⁠—”

“You’re worried about your life, Salem? About what you’re bringing to the table?” He lifted his arms out to his sides. “Did you see me tonight? That’s just a glimpse at who I really am. Told you, I’ve done horrible, horrible things, and I have no fuckin’ clue how to contain it when I’m with you. I want to break every rule I’ve ever made for myself for you.”

Visions of his face blinked through my mind.

It was pure savagery.

I gulped for air, trying to find my footing. But I’d stumbled onto dangerous, treacherous ground. Where nothing was solid and the world was slipping away.

Quicksand.

“We’re a mess.”

Jud chuckled a rough sound. “A beautiful fuckin’ mess.”

He kept edging forward. Aggression rippled beneath the surface of his flesh, but it’d shifted and found new focus.

A tremor rocked through me when he reached out and set his massive hand on my face. His thumb traced along the scar on my jaw. “Who is he?”

“Jud…” It was a whimper.

“Tell me, Salem. Trust me with this.”

“He was my husband. He did this the first time I tried to leave.” The admission floated on the breeze.

Every muscle in Jud’s body tensed.

“And he forced you to go back to him? Did this to you as a warning?” They weren’t really questions. They were vicious razors cutting from his mouth.

My nod was spastic, and another rush of tears bled free. “He said he was letting me off easy. That next time…”

My throat locked. The words held in the torment.

“Salem…baby?” Jud’s words were shards, hinged, sure he didn’t want my answer.

I blinked through the agony. “But I did it, I got the courage to leave again, but he found us, Jud…he found us and he…”

I couldn’t say it. Couldn’t let the atrocity free. Still, Jud held my face, like he saw the pain written there. Like he could hold the vacancy that throbbed even when he didn’t fully see the details.

“Somehow, Juni and I got away,” I continued, “and we’ve been running ever since. Never truly living. Never truly free. Under the radar, pretending we don’t exist.”

Rage boiled in the air. A strike of violence. A blister of rage.

His other hand cinched down on my side, and he jerked me toward him.

A gasp ripped up my throat as heat burned through my veins. This man was too much. So much that I was sure he was going to wreck me, though that would fall on Carlo, too, wouldn’t it?

The one who would never let me live because I’d survived.

“You exist, Salem. I see you. I feel you. You’re alive in my heart and in my eyes. And I won’t let him take you from me.”

“Jud…”

“Stay with me, Salem. Let me take care of you. Protect you.”

My being rocked.

Overcome.

My spirit wanted to cling to his promise while logic reminded me of my truth.

“I have to take care of myself.”

Because I would leave. I would leave because this fear promised I could never stay.

Tonight was a horrible reminder of that.

I’d made myself vulnerable.

Exposed.

And still, I was right here, wanting to let him hold that broken part of myself.

Jud brushed away the tears on my face. “It seems to me we’re taking care of each other.”

My head shook, unable to form a response.

“Magic, sweet enchantress. What you’re doing to me. The way you’re wrecking me, heart and mind.”

His arm curled around my waist. “I have you.”

He repeated the promise again as he lifted me from my feet. He held me gently as he sank to his knees on the damp ground. He laid me out on the grass.

The man wavered there, his hands on my shaking knees.

“Look at you. Most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

My trembling fingers reached out to brush over his face. The sharp angle of his eyebrows, his nose, his full, full lips, down through the cover of his beard.

“You stole my breath when I saw you, Jud. I was terrified, but I’m not sure it had a thing to do with you being a stranger finding me in the dark. It was this.” I gathered his hand and pressed it to the wild drum of my heart.

“And this.” I barely brushed my fingertips over his eyes. “The way you saw me. The way you made me feel seen. The way I felt changed in a beat.”

A blanket of lightning flashed through the heavens. It lit him in a stroke of severity. A flare of greed in the night. The man a mountain that towered over me.

Jud groaned a pained sound, and he wedged himself between my trembling thighs. Angling forward, he set one hand on the ground beside my head and the other cupped the side of my face.

Obsidian eyes sparked. “Since the moment I found you, you’ve been the only thing I could see.”

Emotion gathered fast. Welled from the broken parts of me. It crested and overflowed. I could barely force out the words. “Don’t make me fall in love with you, Jud.”

A sad smile hitched the edge of his mouth, and he traced his thumb at the edge of mine, words tender misery. “Who said anything about love, darlin’?”

He watched down on me. A thousand questions and reservations flashed through his expression, or maybe I was only witnessing what was reflected in mine.

“What do you want, Salem?” Jud asked.

My chin trembled, though I lifted it. “I just want to feel real.”

Jud pressed up on both his hands.

Thunder rumbled.

Energy lashed.

Desire burned and blazed.

“What I want to do to this sweet little body.” It was a warning. He slipped a hand up my thigh, pressing the bunched fabric of my dress higher.

Without my permission, my hips bucked against the bulge in his jeans. “Please.”

The second I said it, Jud snapped and dove in.

Remnants of the aggression that blazed through his blood were dumped into that kiss.

This fierce, unrelenting kiss as Jud devoured my mouth.

It was possession.

A promise of protection.

All the things he couldn’t give.

But right then, it didn’t matter. Didn’t matter that neither of our hearts could stay.

His big hand wrapped around the back of my neck to draw me closer as he pressed harder against me.

Rocking.

Sliding.

Whipping my body into a frenzy of lust.

He dropped to an elbow, and his other hand spread over my shoulder. He drew the fabric of my dress down to expose my left breast.

I heaved a gasp.

The heavens rumbled and flashed.

Need streaked, and Jud kissed me deeper as he kneaded my breast. I whimpered when he pinched my hardened nipple.

Jud moaned as his tongue stroked deep into my mouth, his other hand fisted up in my hair as he demanded my kiss.

He tugged my head back, and he kissed along my jaw, my chin, my throat, right down to the hammer of my heart. Then his mouth was taking the place of his fingers, and he sucked my nipple into his hot mouth before he bit down with his teeth.

A groan bumbled in my throat, mixed with a desperate, “Yes.”

“I have you,” he grunted at the heated flesh. He eased back to blow on the sensitive skin then he edged back onto his knees and drove his hands under my dress.

It pushed the fabric the rest of the way around my waist.

He ripped my underwear down my legs.

Hot and cold clashed.

The cool of the wind that blustered through and the fire that burned my blood.

Heavy clouds enclosed and veiled the moon.

Darkness eclipsed.

Recklessness obliterated all reason.

The only thing in this moment that mattered was this man.

Jud jerked through the button and zipper on his jeans, and he shoved them around his thighs.

I gulped at the sight.

The man so big.

So massive.

So intimidating.

So right.

He climbed back over me.

I felt delirious.

Fevered.

Frantic, he drove two fingers deep inside me, murmured, “Magic.”

Dizziness barreled through, my lungs heaving to find air, but the only thing they found was the sanctuary of the man.

Citrus and spice. A warm fall night.

I lifted my hips, our movements frenzied and rushed as he situated himself between my thighs. Our bodies begged. Heaving and straining to reach the other.

He gathered me up, curled an arm under my back, and pulled my face closer to his.

He brought us nose to nose. “Tell me you want this, Salem.”

“If you don’t touch me, I’ll stab you.” I managed the choked, desperate tease.

Jud chuckled a low growl. “There’s my girl.”

My girl. My girl.

The softest smile curled my mouth as I watched him dig into his pocket then rush to cover himself with a condom.

Quick to come back to me.

While I wished this was more than a fantasy. More than a dream.

I could already feel my heart being crushed, knowing it couldn’t last.

I also knew the pain would be worth it to live here for a little while.

He smiled back.

So tender.

So sweet.

Then I whimpered when I felt the blunt head of him pushing at my center. As the man burned between my thighs, as he slowly, slowly, nudged himself deeper.

Thunder cracked.

The sky opened up and began to pour.

Tears filled my eyes again.

Pleasure and pain.

Pleasure and pain.

The man so big I felt him in a way I’d never felt another in my entire life.

As if I were whole. Real. This man a true part of me.

My legs dropped open wide to make room for him, and the air raked from my lungs as he filled me full.

Jud’s jaw clenched, and he dropped his forehead to mine and muttered, “Darlin’.”

He mumbled it like praise.

“Take me.” I demanded it.

He angled back and greed flashed in those dark, dark eyes.

He pulled out then slammed back home.

A rasp rocked from my lungs, and my shoulders bowed from the earth, every part of me arching to join with him.

“Fuck, baby…my sweet enchantress, what have you done to me?”

One hand fisted in my hair as the other fisted at my hip. He picked up a rough, jagged rhythm.

Deep.

Obliteration.

Jud fucked me hard.

In the way I knew that he would. As if he would own every cell. Every piece. Overtake the places I couldn’t let him go.

Too big. Too much.

Never enough.

My hips began to meet him thrust for thrust, and my hands slipped under his shirt, clawing at the muscles of his back, desperate to find a way in, too.

Where his secrets lived and mine wept.

Where there wasn’t a day in our pasts that mattered except for the ones we could live together.

Whimpers fell from my mouth, “I need you.”

“You have me,” he grunted through the pouring rain, through the drive of his body, as he wound us into a frenzy that I was sure neither of us would survive.

Flames.

Friction.

It burned and lapped.

He thrust his big body into mine.

Faster. Harder. Deeper. More.

Pleasure gathered from the ends of the earth, poured down with the rain, sprung up from the ground below, gathered in that broken place.

Then it split.

Broke apart in a thousand glittering lights.

Bliss streaked.

The brittle pieces where I’d held myself together fractured and fell.

Light and darkness blinded my eyes while the man seeped deeper.

Body and spirit and soul.

He rocked and grunted and thrust, met me where I fell apart, a roar coming from his mouth when he came.

Every muscle in his body flexed and bowed and danced with mine, and he clutched me desperately when he burrowed his face in the crook of my neck as our orgasms throbbed through our bodies.

He never let go until we were nothing but a slow buzz of satisfaction.

He edged back and sent me a lopsided grin. “You are something, darlin’.”

It was sweet, sweet affection.

A minute passed before I whispered, “Jud.”

He pushed back onto his hands and gazed down at me with that tender smile twitching all over his face. I didn’t know if he saw the fear written in mine, if he felt it, if he could hold it, but he was brushing back over my scar.

“I will burn the world down for you.”

Everything trembled.

The heavens, the earth, and my heart.

“I don’t…” I couldn’t form the words.

He caressed away the fear, let a slow grin take hold of his mouth, though the words were heavy. “Don’t worry, baby. Friends.”

A frown curled my brow. He eased in and kissed it before he sat all the way back and resituated my dress.

Then he hopped to his feet and managed to pull his drenched jeans back up his thick thighs.

I tried not to ogle the man, but his cock was still hard. I had no doubt if I asked him, he’d be happy to climb right back over me and make me forget my name.

A tremble rocked me as I lie on the ground and stared up at him.

So gorgeous, my insides burned with the heat of a flashfire.

His hair, face, and beard were soaked.

Shirt stuck to his wide, wide chest.

A force that covered me in the storm.

He stretched out his hand to help me to stand.

I accepted it, arching a brow at him as he eased me to my feet. “Is that what we are, Jud? Friends?”

Dark laughter rumbled out and he pressed his face to the thrumming pulse that raged at my neck. He mumbled at the sensitive flesh, a balm to my soul, “Good, good friends.”

Then he curled his arms around me and whisked me back into his hold and carried me to his bike. I looked up at him through the raging storm. “What now?”

“Tonight? I take you back to my place, get you a hot shower to warm you up, then I’m going to fuck you right. Tomorrow? That’s up to you.”


TWENTY-TWO

JUD


There are moments in our lives that we know are going to change everything. That once we take one step deeper, there will be no turning back.

We will be irrevocably changed.

Permanently marked.

A new tattoo that doesn’t just cover your skin, but the ink bleeds way down deep, deep enough to imprint your soul.

I had to wonder then which moment had permanently changed me with Salem. When I’d known if I took one more step, it’d be over for me.

Tonight? When I’d wrapped her up and whisked her away? When I’d touched her and taken her? When I’d filled her up and she’d taken me over, branding our bodies in the most magnificent way?

Had it been when I’d crossed the line and kissed her down in the office, overcome with my need to hold her and keep her safe?

When I’d breathed out in relief when she’d shown with that ad to take the job?

Or had it been the second I’d first found her in the rain?

Or maybe…maybe…it had been every single one that had brought me closer to this girl. Each one life-altering, each step warning me if I got any nearer, I was never going to be the same.

And I kept at it, anyway. Unable to stop myself from the lure that called to me in a way that felt unavoidable.

Deeper.

What I did know was she’d scarred me.

Changed me.

Written herself in those places that I’d been sure were already penned. Unable to be edited or redrafted.

Salem had her arms curled around my neck as I carried her up the interior steps of my loft. Her breaths were short and shallow. I got the sense that she knew it, too. That we’d crossed a line that couldn’t be erased. That every second of this was different.

It’d felt like a merging out in that meadow. Even more so as she’d ridden on the back of my bike back to the shop, like something had shifted in the passing of the miles.

Like our spirits had managed to spill into the other and there was no way to get them back to their rightful places.

Eyes the color of a toiling sea stared up at me through the whispering shadows that shrouded the shop.

Gauging.

Evaluating.

Seeking.

I punched in the code to let us through the door into my loft. Stepping inside, I let it drop closed behind us. Dim lights warmed the darkness to a dusky glow.

Our clothes were soaked, two of us drenched through.

In unison, we shivered, even though there was a defined heat that surrounded us.

The embers of the fire that singed us still burned beneath the questions that had risen to the surface.

I started in the direction of my bedroom that was on the opposite side of the loft. Halfway there, I felt her pulse speed, the way she cautiously let the words fall from her mouth, the girl asking me to open another door for her. “Did they live here with you?”

Grief streaked through my being, getting loose of the bonds where I tried to keep the memories chained.

“No.” Agony raked out with the word.

I kept going, and she watched me like she was terrified I was going to run, when I was pretty sure it was the other way around. It was me who wanted to wrap her up and keep her.

Beg her to stay.

Friends.

What fuckin’ bullshit.

I carried her through the kitchen and into the short passageway that led into my room. I passed by my enormous bed and carried her into the bathroom.

I flicked on the light.

We both blinked against the intrusive glare that glinted off the shiny white floors and walls. Once we’d adjusted, I carried her the rest of the way to the shower. Still holding her, I angled in so I could turn on the faucet. Water fell from the rain shower, quick to fill the room with steam.

Carefully, I set her onto her feet like this fierce girl was going to break. Like it was her soul that was going to shatter when I could feel every wound inside me reopening.

I kept peeking at her as I peeled the wet fabric of her dress up her body. Chills raced her flesh as I drew it up and over her head.

Fuck me.

She was a vision.

A straight-up fantasy standing there in nothing but her sky-high heels and her underwear.

A dream wrapped in black ribbons and bows. Her underwear was nothing but a scrap of lace and a satiny string that ran down her ass.

Girl all curves and soft skin and mind-bending appeal.

A grunt slipped from my tongue. “Fuckin’ beautiful. Definition of it. Do you have any idea, darlin’?”

I let the question tumble out on the heated air, and Salem looked at me with those eyes that speared me all the way through.

Slayed and pierced and pinned me to the spot.

With trembling hands, she reached out, gripped the hem of my shirt, and pushed it up. I took hold of it when she made it to my chest, and I peeled it the rest of the way over my head.

Her hands spread over my abdomen and rode up to my shoulders.

“And you stagger me, Jud. You make me forget who I am.”

Gently, she tapped her fingertips along the designs and innuendo on my skin as if she could tap into their meaning.

As if she wasn’t afraid of the horror.

Or maybe she was just strong enough to hold the brutality of what they meant.

She didn’t look away from my face when she traced the word branded on my left side.

Grim.

Like she was rewriting that part, too.

But I knew better. Knew better than thinking it could be erased.

Because no matter how much time went by, that demon still lived. Hell, he’d been right there, ready to break loose tonight.

Through the bleary cover of the steam, I knelt to remove her heels.

I was half mad with this lust that wouldn’t let me go. The other part just wanted to fall at her fucking feet.

I curled my hand around her right ankle and lifted her foot, and Salem reached down to brace herself on my shoulders. Her question banged through my mind, and somehow this girl was pulling the truth from where I normally kept it sealed.

The hoarse confession grated from my tongue. “We had a place over by where Trent had lived with Gage before he met Eden. It was a little house with a big backyard and a perfect lawn and a pink playhouse that I was building in the back for when Kye got big enough.”

“Kye.” Salem whispered my daughter’s name.

Sorrow wafted through the mist.

Like we were both breathing it.

Were a part of it.

Sharing in the torment.

I slipped off her other shoe and pushed to standing, had to reach out and set my palm on this girl’s cheek to keep myself grounded. From falling to pieces. “Sat in that playhouse for weeks, just…waiting for them to come back. For Kye’s little laugh to fill the air. For the steps she’d just started taking to patter on the floor. When I realized they wouldn’t, I didn’t even pack. I just came here. Couldn’t take the echo of their voices for a second longer.”

Salem touched my chin, brushed her fingers through my beard. “Jud…I’m so sorry.”

“Not your fault.”

It was mine.

“It doesn’t mean I can’t hurt for you.” She kept peering at me with this expression that sheared through my conscience. Like this girl might be able to get the loss on a level that no one else could.

I swallowed hard, leaned down to work her panties free of those legs. As I went, I pressed a kiss to her thigh. To her knee. To her calf.

I unwound them from her ankles.

She ran her fingers through my hair. “Just like I can feel you hurting for me.”

I choked out a breath, pressed my nose to her knee, inhaled. “I’m livid for you, baby. Want to destroy that bastard. Wipe his existence from the earth.”

The deranged admission was out before I could stop it.

I knew by the way she shivered that she understood it wasn’t a figure of speech. Wasn’t an exaggeration.

She had me itching to do what I’d promised I’d never do again.

I turned to work my boots free of my feet. Standing, I kicked them off and shrugged out of my jeans and underwear.

As bare as the girl.

Exposed.

She pressed her palm to the thunder that raged at my chest.

“You’re lonely.”

Energy thrashed.

“Yes.”

My hand went to her jaw, to the scar that made me want to go on a rampage. Hunt down the monster and show him exactly what being a monster meant.

“And you see mine,” she whispered so soft. “My loneliness.”

“There’s no lonelier place than having to hide who we are.” My words were out, between the two of us. “You don’t have to hide from me.”

I wound my arm around her waist and lifted her an inch from the floor so I could step with her into the shower.

The heated spray fell from the ceiling. Icepicks against our chilled flesh. Salem shivered then moaned when I leaned her back and massaged the warm water into the locks of her hair.

“I’m sorry you were scared tonight,” I muttered, memory going back to the terror in her eyes.

Old fears flashed across her face.

Grabbing a sponge and coating it with shower gel, I began to wash her.

Carefully the way she deserved to be handled.

Returning the favor, Salem pumped gel into the palm of her hand, rubbed her palms together before she smoothed them over my shoulders and down my arms. She peeked up at me when she admitted, “I think I needed you to see.”

She distracted me by running those hands all over my body.

Slowly.

Seductively.

I did the same, somehow knowing this was what she needed. For someone to hold her for a bit. To let her know she was safe.

We washed each other, her hands on me and mine on her.

It was really fuckin’ hard to keep my cool with this girl slick and bare and the hottest thing I’d ever seen. It was bad enough when she was clothed. But this? It was mind-altering. Earth-shattering. Being with her this way.

Lost in the shift of this night.

Like maybe we’d both tripped into something better.

Something right.

Our hearts were a thunder that pounded louder than the drone of the shower, louder than the rain on the roof and the thunder in the distance.

We were caught up. Lost in the connection that refused to let us go.

Our hands searched and our mouths roamed.

I kissed her jaw, her cheek, that nose.

Her lips ran over my pecs, my stomach, back up in search of my mouth.

I kissed her long and deep. My hand on her chin to control the desperation.

She sighed and gasped and stroked her tongue over mine. A slow, intoxicating dance.

When the water started to cool, I finally pulled myself out of the trance and turned off the showerhead. I reached out and grabbed a towel and wrapped that lush body in it, grabbed another to wrap around my waist, then I was hoisting her up.

She squealed in surprise.

“I can walk, you know.” There was a tease on her sweet mouth as I carried her to the massive vanity against the far wall of the bathroom.

Propping her on the counter, I grabbed another towel to run through her hair. “Now why would you do that when you have me to carry you around?”

Salem giggled. “You’d better watch out…a girl could get used to this, and then you’re never going to get rid of me.”

I smirked down at her. “Damn it. There you go, foiling my master plan, darlin’.”

“Devious.” She grinned.

My chest felt light while everything else was tightened in a fist.

Need unending.

Want growing into something it should not.

Love.

I shoved down the stupid, errant thought.

Blasphemy.

Disloyalty.

This black magic that was sinking into my blood and pounding through my body.

Only thing I could do was be here, right now, for her. Show her she didn’t have to be alone.

But where did that leave me? Wasn’t sure how to stand in front of the beauty of who she was while being me. Worse than that was wondering how the hell I was going to walk when this was over.

Especially when she started running her fingertips over that word again, a clear question in the action.

I blew out a strained sigh then I pressed her hand hard against it like she could feel the vileness pour out. “That’s who I really am, Salem.”

In question, she looked up at me, waiting.

“Who my father made me.” I amended it, not sure if it was true. Because this? It was in my blood. There from the day I was born. Still, I doubted it’d have come to fruition the way it had without the one who’d planted it in me. “But that doesn’t make me innocent of it, Salem. I’ve done the unthinkable.”

Salem blanched, and I could feel her heart rate kick up a notch. “I don’t know if I can believe that.”

I brushed my fingers through her damp hair at the side of her head. “That’s because you’re seeing who I want to be. Who I’m trying to be.”

“Or maybe you haven’t ever had anyone see you for the man you really are.”

Shame built from the depths where I tried to keep it buried.

Softly, she touched my face, but there was a desperation that lined her voice. “Did you choose that life?”

I gave a harsh shake of my head, the words shards as they popped off with a scoff. “I was forced into it with a literal gun to my head. Told it was my time. That it was my duty, and if I didn’t, it would fall on my brothers.”

Too bad I didn’t fuckin’ know our bastard father had already gotten to Trent. Spun him into destruction the same way as he’d done me.

All of us manipulated from the minute we were born.

Those who had tried to stand in the way had been systematically taken out.

Sorrow riddled her gaze. “How old were you?”

I swallowed over the razors in my throat.

My eyes dropped closed, unable to keep looking at her when I made the confession. “Fourteen was my first. My father said it was time to prove my loyalty. He took me with him on a raid, to act as one of his guards. Turned out, I was a good fuckin’ shot, and I sealed my fate that day. I rode with the piece of shit until the day Trent found a way out. Asked us to leave with him to find a different life. A better life.”

I’d thought I’d found that with Kennedy.

Cupping my cheek, Salem urged me to look at her. “And what if you would have refused? Left before Trent found a way out?”

“My father would have killed anyone I cared about and made me watch.”

Those blue eyes were different then. Blazing with an empathy I couldn’t fathom when she should be looking at me with the disgust I deserved. “I know evil, Jud. I’ve seen it. I’ve lived with it. And I know that’s not what’s looking back at me right now.”

Agony slashed through my conscience, that place that was forever going to wail. “But I went back, Salem. I fuckin’ went back thinking I was doing the right thing, and I ended up committing the greatest sin.”

The unforgiveable.

Something I could never take back or make right.

I’d given that truth to Kennedy, and she’d left. There was no chance in hell I could offer it to Salem. The girl barely knew me as it was. But somehow, in that moment right then, I didn’t think I’d been more in tune with another.

Not with Kennedy.

Not once.

Because she’d never looked at me quite like this.

Like maybe there was a chance that I could be saved.

Like there could be redemption for a man like me.

How the hell could I ask for it, though? When I deserved to suffer with the truth of what I’d done for the rest of my life?

“The only thing you can do is live in the here and now, Jud. The past never has anything to offer but chains…chains and regrets and hard lessons. And yes, we can learn from them, but we can’t remain captive to them. You have to live each day for what it has to offer. You don’t have to be alone, either, Jud, I’m right here.”

Fuck, this girl was sweet.

Fierce and sweet and brave, and the only thing I wanted to do was wrap her up and keep her forever.

“Yeah? But for how long? When are you going to be done running, Salem? When are you going to free yourself of the chains?” Misery crawled out with the grunted hope that kept growing stronger.

Salem itched, fiddled with her fingers as she dropped her gaze. “It’s the only thing I want, Jud. To stop the hiding. The running.” Warily, she glanced at me. “But I don’t know how to make that happen when he’s still out there.”

I had to focus on continuing to dry her hair rather than coming unhinged.

The only thing I wanted right then was a name. Would handle everything else.

“Who is he?”

Distress hitched in her throat. “He was my brother’s friend who’d lived across the street from us growing up. Five years older than me. I started sneaking out to meet him when I was sixteen. My grandmother…Mimi…” Salem peeked up at me with her own shame on her face. “She warned me, Jud, she told me he was no good and that I was only asking for pain. And that’s what I got. So much pain. I fell in love with a man who turned out to be wicked—a man who in turn only showed me wickedness—but I didn’t realize what that really meant until it was too late.”

“How long have you been running?”

“Four years. I don’t stay in one place for longer than a few months. This is the first time I’ve been anywhere near family. Darius believes that he’s given up and moved on, that enough time has passed. That he’s no longer after me, and as long as we stay far away and keep quiet, we’ll be okay.”

Fuck.

“That why you wanted the job off the books?”

Her nod was wary. “Yeah. For years, I’ve paid cash for everything. Stayed at crummy places that I could pay for by the month.”

Her chin trembled. “Juni’s medical care…” Her brow pinched in her own shamed horror. “I’d take her to little clinics in small towns, give a false name so she could get a checkup, and then we’d be on our way.”

My soul shouted. The truth that this was bad, really fuckin’ bad to make her go to such lengths to stay away from him.

I ran my thumb over the scar on her jaw. “What did he do…the last time? When you finally got free?”

Sorrow ripped through her features. “He tried to destroy us, Jud…to take it all.”

Rage twitched my fingers, and vengeance ground my teeth. I held her by both sides of the face, forcing her to look at me, to understand. “Won’t let him get to you. Promise you that.”

Salem leaned forward and placed a kiss right over my heart. “It’s not your war to fight, Jud. I shouldn’t even be here. But I honestly don’t know how to leave.”

Had to force some lightness into the mood before I scared her with the rage that pounded through my system. “Now why would you want to go and leave when you get all of this?” With a quirk of my lips, I rocked my hips between her thighs.

Playing.

A taunt and a tease.

Because the only thing I wanted to do right then was steal any trace of sadness from her being.

Figured I’d shore up the rage for later.

Because if that fucker showed his face? He was dead. Fuck the promise I’d made to myself.

That promise that I’d never kill again.

That I’d live on the straight and narrow.

Be ready for when my life came back.

The one purpose I’d been living for.

And there it went, fading into the distance.

Blasphemy.

Waiting for him to strike suddenly seemed unwise.

I was going to get the name out of Darius, then I was going to put an end to Salem’s pain. Head it off before it found its way to her door.

Salem dug her fingers into my sides and looked up at me with those eyes.

“I don’t want to, Jud…I don’t want to leave.”

Intensity crashed.

A whip in the air.

A fire to my soul.

I dropped the towel I was using to dry her hair and drove my fingers into the locks instead, just as I swooped down to plunder that plush, tempting mouth.

Girl so gorgeous.

So right.

So much better than I should ever ask for.

“Sounds like you should stay then.” I rumbled it at her lips, playfully, though I meant it, one hundred percent.

Felt her grin against my mouth, and she edged me back and slipped off the counter and onto her feet.

“In that case,” she said, glancing at me from over her shoulder as she sauntered out of my bathroom and toward my bedroom.

Well shit.

There she went.

My vixen.

Nothing but a sweet, tempting enchantress.

And I was fuckin’ hypnotized.

Spellbound.

Dropping her towel, she strutted away, nothing but that bare back and perfect round ass, hair falling down her spine, legs curvy and toned.

“Ahh, darlin’, now you are just asking for trouble,” I rumbled from behind.

“I found you, didn’t I?” she teased with a glance back at me.

With a chuckle, I was stalking her way out into the bedroom, catching up to her before she made it to my bed. I hooked an arm around her front, palm coming to her stomach to pull her flush.

Salem laughed and kicked her feet as I pulled her against me. It pulled a rush of laughter out of me, too, and then she was melting into a puddle when I kissed a path down the side of her neck and across her delicious shoulder.

“Fuck, you feel so nice.” Rumbled it as I pressed my nose into her hair and inhaled, and she was sighing out.

“You’re the best thing I’ve ever felt, Jud.” Her admission wisped on the dense air of my room. “I never expected you…to find someone who would make me dream beyond the hope of only surviving.”

I swiveled her around, tipped up her chin. “I’m going to see to it that you have that, Salem. The life that you deserve.”

Her beautiful brow bunched, and I let my fingertips trail down her throat. “Turn back around, baby.”

She exhaled a needy breath as she slowly shifted, eyes watching mine as she turned.

My breath hitched again. “Bend over, darlin’. Let me get a good look at all that sweetness.”

She shivered, whimpered as she pressed her palms onto my bed.

Shit.

So damned sexy.

Her bottom was round, her slit pink and pretty.

I angled in to lick a path down her spine. I palmed her ass as I did. “Every part of you, Salem. Makes me insane, how bad I want you. How I’ve been dying to get lost in this sweet body, and now that I have, I don’t ever want to stop.”

I kept kissing down as I muttered the words against her silken flesh.

“Then don’t, Jud. Don’t stop.”

And there she was. That storm that had made landfall. A flashflood of chaos that lit in my blood and pulsed greed through my veins.

Her aura everywhere. Toasted coconut and sultry sin and a little bit of me.

That set me off, too.

“You mine, darlin’?” I whispered it as I kept heading south, tongue stroking between her cheeks so I could give a nice little lap to her sweet, puckered hole.

Salem gasped then pushed back.

A chuckle rumbled out as I fully pushed back to standing. Dropping my towel from my waist, I reached over to my nightstand and grabbed a condom. I rolled it on quick. I pressed her chest farther against the mattress so she was completely bent over.

Damn, she was a vision.

Perfection.

Complete annihilation.

I let my fingers wander to her drenched pussy, and I pressed two fingers deep inside, grumbled, “Tell me, Salem. Tell me you’re mine.”

Even if it was just for tonight, I needed to hear it.

Girl writhed and whimpered. “Jud.”

“Tell me.”

“Yes. I’m yours.”

I knew she didn’t mean to be. Neither of us had anticipated this.

It didn’t matter. She was never going to forget me.

I grabbed the base of my dick and lined myself up with her pussy, nearly passed out all over again when I nudged my head just inside, as I slowly, slowly kept jutting deeper and deeper.

Way the girl squirmed and gasped and sucked for air as I stretched her wide, almost too snug to fit.

My cock filled her up, and her walls throbbed around me.

Swore, the ground started to shake.

I took her by the hips and started to move, driving in and out of her perfect cunt.

View itself had me wanting to come.

“You’re perfect, darlin’. So good.” Didn’t try to keep it from spilling from my mouth. Not when it was the truth. This girl who’d invaded my world and made it feel like something else.

“Don’t stop,” she demanded incoherently, then she yelped when I picked her up and tossed her onto her back on the bed.

A giggle rolled up her throat before those eyes were sweeping over me as I stood there for a beat, just looking at this girl laid out before me.

That feeling lit in my veins.

Need.

Possession.

Girl was nothing but a siren.

Black-fuckin’-magic.

Because what she had me feeling wasn’t possible.

I crawled onto my knees on the bed, and I reached out and dragged her close, put her ankles on my shoulders and drove in deep.

I picked up a rigid, hard pace.

Her hips arched farther from the bed, hair thrashing around her gorgeous face, those tits bouncing with every thrust.

“Think I’m done for, baby.” My thumb swirled around her swollen clit. She cursed, shouted my name as her orgasm raced through her body, squeezing me tight, girl heaving for a breath as I slowed to give her a breather.

Then I started to swirl my finger on her swollen clit again.

Surprise filled her face. “I don’t think…”

But she was trailing off when I shifted angles and pressed down on her lower belly so I could rub that sweet spot inside her with the head of my dick.

Clearly, she liked it a lot.

Way her head began to thrash as I wound her up all over again.

But the real problem here was how much I liked her, how my chest tightened when another orgasm ripped through her tight, perfect body.

I dropped down to my elbows and gathered her up, moved in and out, my hips thrusting between those lush thighs. My spirit got tangled with the pleasure that burned at the base of my spine and tightened my balls in a fist.

I kissed her when I came, devoured her as bliss went streaking through my veins.

I slumped to my side and pulled her against me after, and my fingers found their way into her hair, and I stared over at her as she stared back at me.

There was a feeling deep in my chest that I was pretty sure I wouldn’t ever be rid of.

“Magic,” I murmured low.

“Magic,” she whispered back.

Peace billowed around us for the longest time, the only sounds our breaths and our hearts and the retreating storm. Finally, I opened my mouth, and I asked something I’d been wanting to ask her all along. “What is it you want, Salem? What in this life do you want most?”

“I want Juni to be safe. I want to stop running. I want a home.”


TWENTY-THREE

JUD


Jud stumbled in his tracks when he saw Marcello push from the car he was leaned against in the parking lot of Iron Ride. Jud rushed a hand through his hair, half inclined to run, half inclined to grab his gun.

Take out the deviant before he became a threat.

Because Jud would never return to that life.

Because there was the past Jud was afraid would haunt him forever standing out in the snow-covered lot in Redemption Hills. A place this man should never be, should never show his face.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” Jud grunted, hating that he was caught unaware. Being caught unaware in his past life meant you were dead. But considering it was that life he was trying to separate himself from, he’d let down his guard.

Marcello tsked. “You seem surprised to see me.”

“I am. Had hoped to never see you again.”

Jud had ridden for Marcello and his crew more times than he could count. A guard. A sentry. A deprived warden protecting all the wrong things. How many times had Jud pulled the trigger in the name of the treaty that had been made between their families?

Jud’s father had gotten a wide-open corridor to run his drugs through Los Angeles.

Marcello had gotten a killer.

Grim.

The tattoo burned like the scar it was on his side. He could almost hear the blood spilling to the ground. The bodies that’d fallen.

Jud gritted his teeth against the pain of the memories.

Marcello asked, “And why is that?”

Jud lifted his arms out to the sides. “My father is dead, means our deal is done.”

Marcello laughed a low sound. “I’m afraid you and I both know it doesn’t work like that.”

Jud’s heart panged in dread, his mind spinning to his wife and daughter who were across the small city of Redemption Hills. Tucked away in the little house where Jud was building a home. In this town where it was supposed to be safe. Where their past lives no longer mattered. Where no one was supposed to know they’d put down roots.

Jud cocked his head, refusing to give any sign that his knees were shaking as fierce as the shitstorm he could feel coming. A hard challenge lined his voice, “Yeah, and exactly how does it work?”

Marcello lifted too casual of a shoulder. “Well, you see, a job was left unfinished.” Jud’s chest stretched tight as Marcello took a step in his direction and said, “Your baby brother, Logan?”

Marcello phrased his name like a question, like he didn’t know full well he might as well have a knife pressed to Jud’s jugular.

“You see, he was working our books. He’s a smart one, that boy. Things had never been so profitable as when he was sitting behind our desk. And now that he’s gone…let’s just say things are a bit of a mess.”

Dread spiraled and heat flamed.

Jud seethed.

With aggression.

With hatred.

Fuck.

He should have known his father had drawn Logan into the life in some way. Manipulated him. Chained him.

Like he would have left any of them unscathed.

No doubt, their father had made a million threats to Logan to keep it hidden.

Sweat gathered along Jud’s brow even though the mountains around him were covered in two feet of snow. “The Iron Owls are dead.”

That fucking bike club where their father had led them to Hell.

“The Iron Owls still owe a debt. Your father guaranteed your services,” Marcello countered. He glanced around. “And even if he’s gone, it seems to me, a few of you are still alive and well. That doesn’t have to remain true.”

Jud edged forward one step, his voice a slow, controlled threat. “Are you asking for a war?”

Marcello wasn’t stupid.

There was a reason they’d wanted Jud.

He was a good fuckin’ shot.

And there he stood, itching to take another.

To put this remaining link in the ground.

Marcello smiled too bright. “Nonsense. We’re old friends, aren’t we? I’m here with a proposition. That is all.”

Bullshit.

Any proposition Marcello came to offer wasn’t optional.

Still, Jud asked, “Yeah?”

He crossed his arms over his chest.

“You personally do one last job for us. In and out. And your debts are paid. The Lawson brothers will be free to go on with their boring little lives.”

Marcello waved a deviant hand in the air.

“And if I don’t?”

“Then I’ll be having this conversation with Logan, and it won’t be as friendly.”
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Smoke billowed. A heavy darkness that filled the air and choked out hope.

Consuming.

Disorienting.

A black plague that annihilated everything in its path.

Still, he rushed, searched, fumbled through the abyss from one room to the next.

Nothing.

Nothing.

Fear crushed, as suffocating as the smoke that filled his lungs. He pulled his shirt over his face, his eyes wide and unseeing, the world a blur of fire and white-hot pain.

It didn’t matter.

He pressed on.

Pushed.

Forever passed.

A second.

A moment.

Misery the time that ticked on the clock.

A roar rose from the depths of him. “Where are you? Please. Fuck. Can you hear me?”

The whooshing of the flames screamed back.

No, this couldn’t happen. He wouldn’t let it.

He was on his knees. Blind as he searched. A bed. No. A crib.

He felt along the spindles.

He gulped when he felt it. When he knew. When he curled his arms around the limp body.

So light. So small.

He took it into his arms, pushed to his feet, stumbled through the flames.

A window.

He lifted his boot, kicked it, busted through.

Glass shattered and rained and tore his flesh. But he didn’t slow. He lumbered out into the night.

Refusing the pain.

Refusing the agony.

The fire raged behind them, and he ran to the edge of the yard hedged by the trees.

Cradling the tiny frame, he dropped to his knees and gently set it on the ground.

His arms shook.

Shook and shook.

While the flames roared and wood crumbled and the structure gave.

No hope for life from within.

Torment wailed.

As loud as the sirens he heard coming in the distance.

Frantic, he breathed against the child’s mouth. Breathed and breathed. His hands too big and clumsy against the tiny chest.

I jolted awake. Disoriented. Blinded by the old pain that would forever rage. Sweat drenched my flesh and my body shook out of control as I gasped for air in the darkness of my room.

Hands found me in the night, shocking me out of the stupor.

Tender, sweet hands.

Heart battering at my aching chest, I sat up on the side of the bed.

I felt her crawl onto her knees behind me, and she pressed her face to the scars that burned at my back, her lips soft where they caressed the flesh.

“Jud.” Salem whispered it with all the understanding she shouldn’t possess. “What’s wrong?”

I wanted to tear at my chest. Rip out my heart. Maybe give the mangled thing to the girl before it fully bled out.

“It’s okay,” she whispered to the charred, marred skin.

My head dropped into my hands. “It’s not, Salem. It’s not.”

She curled her arms around my waist, held me while I struggled to breathe.

“I see you, Jud. I see you for who you are and not what you’ve done.” She uttered the words like they were truth.

My fucking eyes stung while agony ripped through my body.

Ghosts screaming.

Demons wailing.

“Yeah?” It came out on my own spite. She had no idea. No fucking idea. She would run. Turn her back when she knew what I’d done.

Just like Kennedy.

“I was responsible for an entire family dying, Salem. A fucking mom and her two little kids. Me.”

Horrified shock rasped from her mouth. But she didn’t loosen her hold. She just squeezed tighter.

Agonized comfort coiled in my stomach.

Her lips continued their soft assault.

Sweet encouragement.

Steady annihilation.

Because I couldn’t shut the fuck up. Couldn’t keep it in. “I tried to stop it, Salem. When I realized what was going down. I tried to. But I was too late.”

She tightened her hold, burrowed her face into my back. “I’m sorry, Jud. I⁠—”

“Don’t, Salem.”

Don’t.

Don’t make me want something I can’t have. Don’t make me feel this way.

Like I was grounded. Like in her eyes, I could be better. Like I might stand the chance of being the man I’d wanted to be.

Blasphemy.

“I can’t stop, Jud. I can’t stop this, either.”

Her hands spread out over my front, over the rampage thundering at my chest, this heart that no longer knew what was right.

We were held for a beat.

For a moment.

“I need you,” she finally whispered.

It only took those three little words for a frenzy to hit.

I spun and had her pressed to the bed in a flash of greed. Movements were frantic as I yanked my shirt that she was wearing over her head and tore her underwear down her legs.

She was pushing mine down my thighs as I went.

Wild.

Fevered.

Our hands everywhere.

Touching. Gripping. Needing.

“Please,” she begged.

In the room pitched in black, I drove into her. No thought. No reason. No sight.

No purpose in this moment other than this girl.

Bare.

Our hearts and bodies and spirits divulged to the other.

My hips snapped and her nails grappled for a place to take hold. To sink in. To get into those places I wasn’t sure I could keep her from.

I rolled us, this girl on top, her hair fisted in one hand and the other stroking her clit.

She rode me.

Watched me.

Thunderbolt eyes strikes of lightning in the night.

The need was too much.

Too much.

This frenzy that had lit.

Every move erratic.

Every touch volatile.

I rolled us back.

Drove. Fucked. Pushed. Compelled.

We toppled.

Chaos.

Tumult.

This storm that’d made landfall.

We were on the floor, her back to the rug, her hips jutting from the floor as I slammed into her.

“Jud,” she whimpered. “Oh, god, oh god.”

I gripped her, took her, devoured her.

She came, and I soared.

My cock pulsed. Poured into this woman who I was terrified was going to steal every bit of me.

Panting, I flopped down, rolled us to our sides, and I stared at her in the darkness.

Fingertips found my face. “I am scared that I need you, Jud. That with you, for the first time in my life, I feel safe.”

“I’ll kill anyone who even thinks about hurting you, Salem. I will.”

It should have scared her.

But this girl? She snuggled into my side.

Grim.

And I guessed for the first time in my life, I was thankful I was him.


TWENTY-FOUR

SALEM
EIGHTEEN YEARS OLD


“Pupa.” He whispered her name like a secret. “My wife. My love. My life. You’re mine. Forever.”

Her stomach twisted as she looked up at her husband’s face.

She still couldn’t believe it.

She couldn’t make sense of how she’d ended up there. As if it’d been destined. Maybe planned.

Her fears had only amplified when she’d voiced reservations, and she’d been silenced. Carlo had attempted to assuage her concerns by telling her she had no need to worry at all. He’d promised to take care of her. Give her a life that she could only dream of. One that she had yet to discover.

But it’d felt rushed. As if she wasn’t given time to decide for herself. It’d felt wrong when he’d laughed when she’d asserted she still planned on starting college in the fall.

Mimi had been the only one to try to stop it. She’d warned it was a mistake. Salem had only truly begun to believe it when she’d said she wasn’t ready, when she’d begun to believe this wouldn’t be the life she’d want at all, and Carlo had shown and taken her to the chapel, anyway.

With a smirk, he’d told her it was cold feet, but Salem was more afraid that her heart didn’t warm when he was around.

That there was a piece of her that felt frozen.

“I love you,” he said.

“I love you,” she said back, unsure if it was a lie.

Because truthfully?

That love she’d once thought she’d felt?

It now came with a heavy dose of fear.
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“You do whatever it requires. Am I clear?”

“Yes, Sir.”

Salem pressed her back to the wall as she listened to the conversation Carlo was having with Darius. She tried to press her eyes closed even tighter. Like maybe if she did, none of this would be real.

Her life wouldn’t be a nightmare.

A sad, cruel joke.

A moment later, Darius ducked out of the room. When he saw her cowering there, he sent her a worried scowl. But he didn’t say anything as he headed down the hall. The front door clicked shut behind him when he left.

Chills lifted on her arms when she felt the presence beside her. Carlo traced them with his fingertip. “What are you doing out here, Pupa?”

The tone of his voice was a soft accusation.

Salem gulped. “I was checking to see if you were ready for dinner.”

Hooking his thumb under her jaw, he studied her face. “That’s all?”

“That’s all,” she rushed.

He angled his head, pressed his mouth to hers, and muttered, “This mouth…this body…this mind? They’re all mine, Salem.” He angled back, rubbed the pad of his thumb on the middle of her forehead, stared at her when he said, “Be sure not to let it run places it shouldn’t. It’s dangerous out there.”

Salem forced a smile. “I’m happy right here.”

His smile was slow. Appraising.

Fear spiraled down Salem’s spine.

“Good, my love. Neither of us would want me to have to waste my precious time if I had to come and find you, now, would we?”

“Where would I go?”

He tapped her chin. “Good girl.”

Then he turned and strode down the hall toward the kitchen, calling out, “It smells delicious. I’m starving. Let’s eat.”

She waited until he turned left at the end of the hall then breathed out a pained breath.

She tried not to weep.


TWENTY-FIVE

SALEM


“What’s this?” My fingers played along the dress that was sitting on the end of Jud’s bed while I held the sheet to my chest with the other.

The palest light floated in through the square windows that ran high along the wall behind his bed. Dawn had barely broken the night, and the barest rays filtered through the darkness to give a token of the coming day.

I’d woken with Jud’s massive arms curled around my body, the man holding me tight, his steadying breaths filling my ears and my spirit and my lungs.

It’d taken my all to peel myself away from the sanctuary of his arms, but I needed to get home before Juni woke and Darius and Mimi realized I hadn’t come home all night.

Before my heart got any deeper.

Before I fell any farther.

But there I was, careening through the air, no ground below.

Diving into his dark abyss.

My fingers traced over the material. My heart stuttered. This man cared for me in a way no one else had done in my life.

I felt him shift from behind, and I looked back to watch the giant sit up in his bed. The covers slipped down around his waist. He roughed his fingers that worked magical things through his sleep-rumpled hair.

My stomach fisted in a bid of want. In a crash of affection. He was beautiful. In every way.

After last night, I’d never been so sure of anything.

He squinted in the glow of the morning at the things that were laid on his mattress.

“Uh, Logan texted a few hours ago to check how you were after everything went down. He asked if there was anything he could do. I figured you might not want to go slinking back into your house wearing your trashed dress from last night and those heels, so I asked him to pick up a couple things. Not the best selection in the middle of the night, but hell, the man’s got shopping skills.”

Jud chuckled an uneasy sound. Clearly, he was unsure of his actions.

I glanced back at the dress and noticed there was a box with a pair of sandals tucked inside and some toiletries.

“Hope they fit.”

I shifted back to look at him. I couldn’t keep the edge of my mouth from tipping up in a slow smile, returning to the day that had changed everything. “I thought I told you if I fucked you there would be no shame to it?”

Jud grinned, though it was soft, his handsome, rugged face kissed by the morning light, hair lit up in the glow where errant pieces were sticking up all over his head.

“No shame at all, darlin’, but I figured what happened last night is between you and me.”

My heart panged, and my chest squeezed.

Crap.

I was in so much trouble.

I had crossed a line that I was terrified to have crossed.

Trust no one.

But I wasn’t sure I could cling to that any longer with him.

With this man who had me crawling back up to him until I was pressing my lips to his wicked, sexy mouth. “Thank you.”

A big palm found the side of my face. Obsidian eyes flared as he edged back to meet with the truth in my gaze. “The pleasure is all mine, darlin’.”

My teeth clamped down on my bottom lip. What I really wanted to do was curl back into this bed with him.

Let him ravage me all over again.

The way he’d done time and again last night, neither of us sure if it would be the only chance we would have. And those moments? Those hours? They’d belonged to us.

I didn’t want them to end.

My chest squeezed with dread, the reality that in a blink, in a second, I might have to leave him behind.

Run, the way I always did.

Because as much as he promised to stand for me, if it came to it, there was no way I’d drag him into the line of fire.

“I really need to get home.”

He nodded. “I know. Why don’t you go get dressed, and I’ll get you there?”

“Thank you,” I said again.

I wasn’t shy, definitely not after last night, but I felt a blush flushing my body as I slipped off his bed and took the sheet with me. Jud sat there, watching me gather the things he’d had Logan get for me and then shuffle across his floor to the bathroom.

He had this look on his face.

This tenderness that threatened to break up the barriers I had placed inside me.

I dipped my head and ducked into the bathroom before I could let him go any deeper, but I guessed I was the fool who thought that was going to cut the connection.

I could feel it pulse from the other side of the door. A thread that had woven through my heart. A whisper I was sure that no matter where in this world I ran to, it would call to me.

I splashed water on my face, brushed my teeth with the toothbrush that was in the pile, then twisted my hair into a ponytail holder since they’d thought of that, too, before I slipped into the dress and sandals.

The dress landed just above my knees, simple with flowers and cap sleeves, and it fit me perfectly—just like the man.

Before I let myself wane into melancholy, this feeling that one day I was going to lose him, the worry that I couldn’t stay hunting me down like the thief that it was, I headed into the bedroom.

Jud had already dressed, and he was lacing up his boots. Still bent over, he cut a glance at me. “Ready?”

“Yeah.”

He rose to that hulking, glorious height, his shoulders so wide where he was lit up like a silhouette in the grayed streams of light.

A smirk ticked up at the corner of his mouth.

“What?” I asked as I edged deeper into the room.

“It fits.”

I touched the skirt. “It does.”

“I like it.”

“I like it, too.”

It felt as if there was a secret woven in the simple words.

I like you, too, so much, and it scares me more than you can understand.

I was so tired of the hurt. Of the loss and the fear and the veins of joy that always got stripped away.

My spirit shook.

Struck with the realization.

I wanted that vein that I’d found with him to widen and withstand.

Fear clutched my stomach in a grip, rising against the hope that kept bubbling up. It made me feel like I was being tugged in every direction. Questions and worries and these building dreams at odds.

At war.

Before I got lost in them, I grabbed my little purse I’d had from last night, slipped it over my shoulder, and walked toward the door.

Jud cut me off at the pass.

He spun me around and pressed me to the wall. He kissed me hard. Those big hands framed my face while he did. His lips were soft and sweet and enticing.

Emotion rioted.

Want. Fear. Hope.

What was I doing?

Setting myself up for it to hurt worse when this came to an end, that was what.

Pulling back, he canted me a knowing smile. “Don’t freak out on me, darlin’. I see those pretty little feet itching to run.”

“They run from the pain.” The words hitched when I let the admission bleed free.

He brushed the pad of his thumb over the apple of my cheek, his head tipping to the side, his words rough and laden with the promise. “I won’t ever hurt you. No one else is going to, either.”

Trust.

I wanted to give it to him.

All of it.

Ask him to keep me. Stand by me. Fight with me.

My teeth ground hard when I realized the selfishness of that.

He leaned down and pecked a kiss to my forehead. “Let’s get you home.”

Home.

The longing hit me full force.

A smack in the face.

Jud touched my scar like he felt it, too, then he stepped back and took me by the hand, leading me out of his loft and downstairs. He bypassed his bike and opted for his truck. He helped me into the passenger’s seat and leaned up to buckle me in.

I grinned. “I can do that.”

“Now why would you go and do something like that when you can have all of this doin’ it for you?”

He ran his lips up the column of my throat and to my jaw when he said it.

My heart thundered in my chest.

The man didn’t fight fair.

He chuckled low as he shut the door, and the mammoth of a man rounded the front of his truck.

He hopped in. His presence overpowered the cab.

Citrus and spice.

A warm fall night.

The breaking day.

A whisper of new life.

He pushed the button to open the garage, and he started the truck, backed it out, and took to the road.

He kept grinning over at me as we traveled the quiet, sleeping streets.

Slow and sure.

A little cocky.

Too much of everything I hadn’t known I needed.

All while that energy spun and churned and built into a mountain as big as him. A force that couldn’t be conquered or subdued.

I didn’t think a word had been said between us by the time he made the last turn into my neighborhood. He pulled to a stop at the curb, and he left the truck running when he hopped out and came around to my side.

He opened the door to help me out.

Fire streaked up my arm when he took my hand.

But it was the flames that burned, wasn’t it? What left us ash?

I needed to remember.

Remember.

“Thank you.” Apparently, those were the only two words I knew since I couldn’t come up with anything else to say.

The problem was, I couldn’t figure out where we were supposed to go from there. What last night had meant other than…everything.

Maybe that was the most terrifying part of all.

Jud laughed a low sound as he shut the door and leaned back against the metal, those giant arms crossed over his chest. “Oh, it’s my pleasure, darlin’.”

My lips tipped up, and I touched the steady pounding at his chest. “I guess I’ll see you later then.”

He just grinned, and I turned and edged up the walkway. Quietly, I slid the key into the lock. I looked back at him as I did.

“Are we still friends, darlin’?” A playful smile kissed his mouth when he asked it.

My smile his elicited was riddled with affection.

“Is that what you want to be?” Somehow, I pulled it off as a tease.

Jud shook his head, that smile so bright on his face, like he didn’t know what to do with me.

Figuring I’d wind up spending the whole day standing there grinning at him like a fool if I didn’t stop this madness, I forced myself to turn the knob.

He waited there with all that arrogant tenderness until I disappeared inside the hushed, sleeping house. I had the door locked behind me before he moved back to his side and climbed into his truck.

Yeah, I knew since I was peering at him through the drape that covered the window, and damn it, if the man didn’t take a piece of my heart with him when he drove away.

I angled farther to the side so I could watch the tail end of his truck disappear down the road.

“Look any closer, and you’re gonna break your neck.”

A squeak peeled out of me, and I whirled around to find Mimi smirking at me from the end of the hall, wearing her favorite muumuu and slippers.

“Mimi, you scared the crap out of me.” Heavy breaths heaved from my lungs.

She waved me off as she lumbered toward the kitchen. “Figured you’d be sneaking in right about now.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “I’m not sneaking. I just didn’t want to wake anyone up.”

She eyed me up and down. “And it looks to me like my girl never went to sleep.”

“Mimi,” I chastised, gaze darting through the empty living room, just in case anyone else could hear.

“Salem,” she shot right back as she edged the rest of the way into the kitchen. She flipped on the light and moved directly for the coffee maker.

“Where are the kids?” I asked as I followed behind.

“They built a fort in my bedroom. Felt like I’d better keep an eye on those two before they ended up packing their bags and trying to walk to the moon. Cute as pie, but woo wee, those imaginations are running wild. Could barely keep up with the two of them.”

Love pressed full at my chest. “She’s a dreamer.”

“Mmhmm…” Mimi mused as she filled the carafe with water then poured it into the machine. “Just like her mother used to be.”

A huff of air left my nose as I sat on the stool at the tiny bar on the opposite side of the counter. “I used to be, didn’t I?”

I’d almost forgotten what that was like.

“You sure did, but you lost those dreams along the way.” She paused, glancing over at me. “More like someone snuffed them out.”

She reached over the counter and tipped up my chin so she could study my face. “But there they are…the spark of something new lighting in those beautiful eyes.”

A frown curled my brow, and I pulled my chin from her fingers and looked down. “I’m not sure I can go there, Mimi.”

“And why’s that, my girl? Why can’t you live? Didn’t Darius say it was time? Isn’t that why we’re here?”

Hope fluttered my heart.

Wings that lapped.

I needed to clip them before they took flight.

“And if I can’t stay? What if I love him, and I have to leave?” The true fear flooded out.

What it always came down to.

I didn’t exist.

I didn’t have a home.

As Mimi stared over at me, belief filled her expression. “And what if you don’t take this chance and you miss out on the most wonderful things in this life, Salem?”

Moisture filled my eyes, and she moved to the fridge and started taking ingredients out to make breakfast. Eggs and bacon. Milk and butter.

I got up, rounded the counter, and moved to the pantry to grab the pancake mix from the top shelf, already in tune with her, knowing that’s what she’d be after next.

She eyed me as I went, and when I hiked up onto my tiptoes to reach it, she mumbled from behind, “Well, at least he knows how to take care of my girl right. Looks like you can barely walk this mornin’.”

On a gasp, I whirled around. “Mimi.”

She cracked a smile, though there was something soft about it, too. “What? Don’t look so shocked. Every woman should be loved up right. I’m just relieved your looker knows what to do.”

“You don’t even know what he looks like,” I pointed out, like it was going to throw her off course.

“Don’t need to. Already can see it in your eyes, right there with those dreams that are flarin’ up. Clear as day, sweet girl.”

Right. Okay.

She could see right through me.

A second later, a commotion clattered from the hall. “Wakey, wakey! I smells the coffee, so you know whats that means, my mimi is gonna be making the bestest breakfast we ever ate.”

Footsteps pounded on the old floors, and a second later, Juni and Gage busted through the archway.

All grins.

Pure sweetness.

Life and beauty and hope.

My chest squeezed.

“Good mornin’, Miss Mimi and Miss Salem. Thank you so very much for letting me spend the night.” Gage took a seat at the little round table off to the side of the bar. “I am starvin’ marvin’. I like my eggs scrambled, please.”

The words spilled from his mouth, manners galore.

The smile he created nearly broke my face.

Juni ran my way and threw her arms around my legs. My precious girl beamed up at me. “I hads the bestest time ever in evers, Mommy. I wants to stay livin’ next door to my best friend forever and ever. No more adventures, unless we comes right back. Is it a deal?”

She bounced when she begged it.

“I love her all the way to the sky,” Gage said, so matter of fact.

My spirit clutched. I touched my daughter’s chin. “I’m so happy you had a great time.” I deflected from answering her question by asking one of my own. “Were you two good for Mimi?”

Juni looked at me like I was crazy. “Um, yes, of course, we followed every single of all the rules. We don’t wants to go gettin’ into trouble and have to go to timeout all the way in Antarctica.”

“Gotta get all the A’s for our whole lives,” Gage added.

Wow.

Mimi chuckled. “My, my, those are some goals.”

“Well, my new mommy said it’s good to get the A’s, but the most important is that we always try our hardest, even if we don’t get ’em all every time, and she said we have to have the grace, even if we’re givin’ it to ourselves. She’s a teacher and the smartest in ever, you know.” The tornado of words whipped from his mouth.

“She sounds like a good mommy,” Mimi said as she took out a skillet.

“The best.” He gave a resolute nod.

So cute.

For so long, Juni and I had been alone, just the two of us.

Just the two of us.

Enough.

But still, there had always been something missing.

And now…my chest pressed full.

Hope. Hope. Hope.

How easy it’d be to fall into it.

Then I was jerking when I heard the light tapping at the front door.

Worry jumped into my bloodstream, and I frowned at Mimi who looked over at me in question.

“Wait right here,” I told the kids, and I edged into the living room and peered through the drape again.

My heart leapt into my throat, confusion and excitement and worry as I twisted the lock and opened the door to the gorgeous man waiting on the other side.

“Jud?”

He stood there with a bunch of flowers in his hands.

So big.

So handsome.

So overwhelming I felt the ground shake, that energy lapping through the cool air. Though this morning, it was different. It caressed and soothed and skimmed.

Soft, slow warmth that wrapped me in comfort.

“Hey there, darlin’. Just thought I’d pop by to make sure you made it home safe last night.”

He winked at me.

My belly flipped.

“Uh—”

“Well, look at that.” Mimi’s voice hit from behind.

Jud smiled. Pure charm. “Ma’am.”

I was pretty sure my mimi could see right through him, too, because the man wasn’t exactly polite last night.

My stomach churned again. Desire and greed. I had the urge to throw my arms around him and hold him tight.

Reckless girl. This was only going to hurt all the more in the end.

But I guessed there was no stopping that destruction because Mimi stepped forward. “Well, what are you waitin’ on, my girl? Invite the man in. Coffee is almost ready. He’s right on time.”

There was no missing the glee in her voice.

“Oh, well, I wouldn’t want to impose,” Jud said, far too innocent.

“Nonsense, you sly dog, get in here. Breakfast is on the stove,” she said.

“Well, if you insist.” He stepped into our small house.

Holy shit. What was happening?

Darius was going to lose his mind.

But apparently all pretenses were off when Jud squeezed my hip as he passed.

His head nearly touched the low ceiling.

If he hadn’t looked like a giant before, there was no mistaking it then. The way his big boots moved across the floor, eating up the space as he made his way to Mimi.

Mimi grinned wide, and Jud was taking a bough of flowers wrapped in ribbon and offering them to her. “Thought I’d pick up a little something for you on the way.”

“Oh my,” she said, her hand on her chest and her eyes skating to me.

Sly dog, was right.

He tossed a grin my way.

“Uncle Jud?! What the heck are you doin’ here?” Gage was pure excitement from the kitchen when he caught sight of his uncle.

“Well, comin’ to see some of my favorite people, of course.”

Juni screeched. “It’s the motorcycle man!”

Jud chuckled, and I felt myself moving that way.

Drawn.

He knelt down on a single knee and handed her one of the bouquets, this sweet little one with glittery hearts on sticks surrounded by tiny pink roses.

“Is those for me?” I was pretty sure Juni swooned.

“They sure are, Juni Bee.”

“Sly dog,” Mimi muttered as I came to a stop by her side. “And holy hell, he is a looker. You are done for, girl.”

“Mimi.” I whispered the warning low.

She laughed and turned her gaze on me. Though it’d gone soft and tender and sure. “Dreams, sweet child, dreams. It’s time to reach out and take some of them for yourself.”
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I wasn’t sure if I was playing dirty or playing for keeps.

The only thing I knew was I’d gotten about halfway back to my place and couldn’t do anything but turn around.

I couldn’t handle the uncertainty that had taken Salem over since the moment she’d stirred in my arms this morning.

And fuck, I liked her there.

I wanted to keep her wrapped up and tucked away, her heart drumming against mine. I wanted to stay tangled with her sweet, hot body all goddamn day.

Maybe forever.

Because shit, the girl had blown my mind.

Turned me upside down, inside out. I no longer knew if I was coming or going each time I crawled back between those thighs to take a little more.

But it’d been far more than the physical. The way we’d stripped each other bare in every fuckin’ way.

Hearts and souls and bodies.

The things I’d confessed to her that I’d sworn I’d never give to another person.

She’d held them like she was strong enough to bear the weight.

I’d become certain I was going to bear hers, too.

But I’d felt it—the shift when she’d come to the realization of where she’d woken.

The veil of night no longer obscuring what we’d done or what we’d shared.

I knew the girl had been panicking. Itching to run and hide.

So, I’d taken a chance, and now I was the one kneeling there in front of her adorable daughter, offering her hearts and flowers.

And fuck me, if my heart wasn’t bleeding all over the place.

Panicking.

Feet itching to run while that hidden, ugly place begged to stay. To be good enough to stand in their presence. To take up their side and fight for them. Live for them.

Blasphemy.

Fuck.

What was I thinking?

But I couldn’t shuck the compulsion when Juni’s precious face stretched in this earth-shattering smile, those eyes the same color as her mom’s swimming with awe and joy. “Really? Did you knows I love the pink flowers the most?”

My chest stretched tight. “No, I didn’t, but I do now, so I’ll be sure to remember for next time.”

Felt like an oath sliding off my tongue.

Next time.

“You gots a favorite flower?” she asked, her head angling to the side like the question was of utmost importance to her.

Was Juniper considered a flower?

Yeah.

Was losing my mind.

My cool.

My purpose.

“I think I like these ones right here.” I tapped one of the roses she had held tight against her chest.

She giggled.

My spirit thrashed.

In too deep.

Footsteps shuffled in behind us, and Salem’s grandmother whisked by. “All right then, Juni Bee, why don’t you set the table for our company? Mimi is gonna whip us up some pancakes and eggs.”

Juni’s eyes widened in exuberance. “Just you waits, Motorcycle Man, my mimi makes the best breakfast in ever in ever. Take a seat and I’lls take care of you.”

She grabbed me by the hand and hauled me over to where Gage was sitting on his knees at the table. She patted the chair next to him. “Sits right there.”

Like I could refuse.

Not a chance.

“Right next to me!” Gage shouted. “I’m glad you got here, Uncle. I’ve been missin’ you like forever.”

Yeah, it’d been like yesterday since I’d seen him, but I’d take it.

I leaned in and dropped a kiss to the top of his head. “Me, too, Gage in the Cage. Me, too.”

I slid into the spot next to him. Couldn’t stop the grin from splitting my mouth. Not when my gaze caught on Salem where she watched us from the archway.

Thunderbolt eyes the softest they’d ever been.

My chest panged.

Mayhem going down right in the middle of me.

This want unlike anything I’d ever felt. This connection greater—bigger—than anything I’d experienced.

It felt like I got knocked in the face when I realized it was true.

Did she feel it?

Salem inhaled a shaky breath while she stared back at me, like she’d gotten swept up by the awareness, too.

Then she straightened and walked the rest of the way into the kitchen. She sidled up to her grandmother and set to work.

“Anything I can do to help?” I asked.

Salem’s grandmother waved me off. “You just sit there and look pretty. Coffee will be ready in a minute.”

My eyebrow quirked.

Pretty?

Salem hid her smile as she pulled out a bowl and measuring cups, and she peeked at me every few seconds as she started to measure and pour in the ingredients.

When the coffee maker beeped, Salem grabbed a mug, filled it, and picked up the carton of creamer and dumped a small splash in the way I always did at the shop.

And shit, yeah, I liked that, too. Liked that she’d been paying attention. Learning me the way I’d been learning her.

She carried it over to me, her breath turning shallow as she rounded the corner. As that need amplified with each step that brought us closer.

“There you go.” Her voice was doing that wispy, throaty thing.

Sexy as fuck.

Sweet, too.

Accepting the mug, I let my fingertips brush over hers.

Warmth raced. Her confusion. Her want.

This thing that I was so over pretending didn’t exist.

“Thank you, darlin’.”

“I think that’s the way you take it?” she asked, almost hopefully.

“Couldn’t ask for anything better.” Let the innuendo slide out with that.

Her grandmother hummed a knowing sound from the kitchen.

Yeah, we were in trouble with that one. Woman watching us like a hawk. Clearly, there was no reason for us to keep up with the charade.

Juni came bundling over with a handful of forks, counting them out as she rounded the table. “One, two, three, four, five.” She smiled up at me. “There you go.”

I grinned at her. “Thank you.”

“You gots it, Motorcycle Man.”

And shit, I touched her dimpled chin, couldn’t stop it, the affection that rose up and took me under.

A flashflood that came from out of nowhere.

Caught me unaware.

Fifteen minutes later, the five of us were sitting around the table eating what was, in fact, the best breakfast in ever in ever.

Straight-up delicious.

But I was pretty sure it was the company that made it unforgettable. My nephew on my right and my girl on my left. Salem’s grandmother sat next to her, and Juni sat squeezed between Mimi and Gage on a high stool since there weren’t enough chairs for all of us.

Juni and Gage prattled nonstop, giggling and stuffing their faces while telling the tallest tales, while I let myself get lost in the feeling.

This sensation that a bad piece of me had gone right.

That maybe…maybe…

“That was incredible,” I said as I took my last bite. I looked across the table at Mimi, like she’d insisted I call her. “I really appreciate you inviting me.”

She smirked, all kinds of knowing. “I don’t think it was me who did the inviting. Some people just head in the direction they belong.”

“Mimi.” Horror flew from Salem’s mouth.

A rough chuckle scraped from mine. Under the table, I set my hand on Salem’s thigh and gently squeezed. Fuckin’ loved the way she breathed out a tiny sound that lit a fire in my veins. I glanced at Salem and then at her grandmother. “Well, I’m just glad the door was open when I got here.”

“Oh, it wasn’t open, young man…it seems you possessed the right key to turn the lock.” Suggestion filled her words, and the old woman flashed this scandalous smile, her face weathered and aged, but it was clear the mischief had never faded from her mind.

I choked out a laugh.

Groaning, Salem covered her face with her hands. “Mimi. Oh my god.”

Mimi laughed low. “Just tellin’ it like it is.”

“Well, I wish you wouldn’t.” Salem widened her eyes at her grandmother when she dropped her hands.

Mimi waved a flippant hand in the air. “Now, what would be the fun in that? Everyone should find the one who can love them up right.”

I had to turn my head and press my mouth to my sleeve to keep from cracking up.

“I gots the love for Gage,” Juni piped in.

“Oh my lord,” Salem muttered, almost sliding under the table in embarrassment.

“Yep,” Gage agreed, sitting up high on his knees and chewing a giant bite of pancake. “I love her all the way to the sky which is even higher than the mountains.”

“Is that so?” I asked him, the kid so damned cute that sometimes it was hard to look at him.

“Yup. We’re gonna get married.”

A chuckle rumbled up my throat. “Married, huh?”

“Yes, that’s right,” Juni said. “We decided last night so I can stay here forever and evers and nots ever go on any new adventures because I don’t want to nevers leave. But no kissing. Blech.”

Juni curled her face in disgust, all while I felt the turmoil slam into Salem. The grief that struck her out of the blue.

I squeezed her thigh tighter and looked at this woman who bore so much pain, those secrets stark in her eyes, like they were trying to fight their way out to me.

Looking for a safe harbor.

Disquiet blustered through the kitchen, the two children completely unaware, while the rest of us were stuck in the reality of a very complicated situation.

A situation my fingers itched with the urge to uncomplicate. Clearing her throat, Mimi stood and gathered Juni and Gage’s plates. “Well, that sounds like a mighty fine plan.”

There was pain in her voice, too, though she was hiding it the best she could by pressing her lips to Juni’s forehead. Juni grinned like mad under her great grandmother’s affection.

I squeezed Salem’s thigh harder, my heart shouting like mad.

I have you, Salem. I have you. And I’m not going to let you go.
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Salem and I stood side-by-side at the kitchen sink. In silence, I rinsed the dishes while she loaded them into the dishwasher. A casual comfort had taken us over as we worked together like it was something we did every day.

Mimi about had a coronary with the idea of a guest doing the dishes, but I told her since I had the key, then I guessed it was my place.

She’d cocked me a grin and gave me a pat to the cheek and whispered, “Sly dog,” before she’d sauntered off to see what antics Juni and Gage had gotten up to in the other room.

It was damned impossible not to like the woman.

I angled an eye at the one next to me. Every cell in my body fisted. Yeah, it was impossible not to like her, too.

“What?” Salem asked, redness hinting at her cheek when she caught me staring.

“You’re so pretty.”

Her lips twitched up along with the faint shyness that I glimpsed every now and again.

This vixen who had so many complex layers. I couldn’t wait to peel back each one.

“Pretty, huh?” It was a soft play from her mouth as she gave me a little check of her hip that hit me in the thigh since she was at least a foot shorter than me.

Rinsing the last plate, I handed it to her then grabbed the dishtowel on the counter to dry my hands. Salem placed it into the dishwasher and shut the door, pushing a button to make it spin to life.

Like she felt me staring, which I most definitely was doing, she turned to look at me. This woman who was making me forget every single thing I knew about myself.

I slipped my palm along the contour of her jaw, tipped it up, murmured, “Beautiful. Meaning of it. Every part. This face and this body and this heart.”

“Jud.” My name was affection. A question. Confusion.

“I’m right here, darlin’,” I promised her.

“I see that.” Then she narrowed those eyes at me. “I thought it was my decision what happened in the morning?”

There was a lilting tease that infiltrated her voice.

“Well, see, gorgeous, I felt some kind of uncertainty on your part on how that was going to go down, so I thought I might nudge you in the right direction.”

Her brow arched. “Right direction?”

“One where the two of us meet.”

Reservations slithered across her skin, that gaze dimming with them, though I could feel the rest of her reaching for me. As if she could sink right in.

I hesitated, then asked, “What Juniper said earlier? About the adventures…”

I eyed her as I asked it, already knowing the answer. Moisture filled that gaze, and she blew out a heavy sigh as she nodded. “It’s what I started telling her when I’d rush to pack our things and we’d leave in the night…that we were going on an adventure.”

My thumb traced her lips, and I tried to keep it together, to rein the stampede that was going to trample my soul. “To keep her from being scared?”

She could barely nod.

“You’re amazing.”

She started to shake her head, to pull away, but I forced her to remain looking at me.

“Need you to promise me one thing.”

Her expression twisted in question. In the trust there was no doubt was hard for her to give.

“Next time you get scared? Next time you want to run? Promise me you’ll run to me.”

“I’m scared every single day, Jud.” Her confession was out on a pained breath.

I took her by both sides of the face. “I have you, Salem. I have you.”

I leaned in, intent on kissing the hell out of her, when the doorbell rang.

Salem pulled back to put three inches between us, though I couldn’t find it in me to let her free of my grip.

Juni raced to the window to peer out through the drape. “Oh, no, it’s your mom and dad, Gage.”

Juni cried it like it was the end of the world.

I couldn’t help but grin. “She is something, Salem. The cutest little thing.”

Tenderness ridged her lips, though her expression rippled with heartache. “I’m sorry if it hurts you, being around her,” she clarified.

My head shook, and I took her hand, kissed her knuckles. “No, baby, she’s a part of you.”

Fuck.

There I went.

Sinking in.

Deeper and deeper.

Salem froze for a beat before she seemed to shake herself out of it and stepped back far enough to break the connection. She glanced at me once as she turned then eased into the living room. I followed close behind.

Juni freed the lock and opened the door wide.

“Gage can’t goes yet, we aren’t done playing our game and he gots to stay and finish because Imma about to win. Girls rule, you know.” All of it had flooded from Juni’s mouth before anyone got the chance to say hello.

Soft affection breezed from Eden’s laughter, and she ran her hand over the top of Gage’s head as she stepped inside. “Oh, well, I’m sorry to interrupt. How about five more minutes, and then we need to get out of their hair.”

“Hair? You aren’t in our hair.” Juni squished up her nose.

So damned cute.

Eden looked our way. Kindness shined from her being.

“Eden, hi,” Salem whispered, going for her friend at the same time Eden moved her way. Eden wrapped her arms around her and hugged her tight.

Trent entered behind, uneasy as usual, eyes darting around like he was assessing for a threat. That unease was shifting into a disbelieving smirk when he saw me hovering in the kitchen like I had the right to be there.

“I was worried about you,” Eden whispered to Salem as she pulled back. “Are you okay?”

Salem angled her head. “Why don’t you and Trent come into the kitchen for a cup of coffee while we wait for the kids to finish?”

Four of us piled back into the kitchen while the kids went back to their game on the floor.

Salem grabbed two new cups, poured them, while I went to the refrigerator and pulled out the creamer I’d just placed in there.

Trent pitched me a glance, scratching at his temple in speculation.

I grunted at him in response.

Yeah. I was fucked. Already knew it. No need for him to rub it in.

“How is Tessa?” Salem whispered, keeping her voice low.

Distress passed through Eden’s expression while rage tweaked every muscle in Trent’s body.

“She was more upset than anything. Worried about you,” Eden added cautiously. “That’s why we both came. To see how you are. If there’s anything we can do?”

Anger spiraled through my being.

“I’m fine. I was just…caught off guard,” Salem said. “Tessa’s not hurt, though?”

“Someone else is about to be.” Trent rumbled that below his breath.

Eden pushed out a sigh. “No. Not physically. She is hurt. Hurt that Karl would pull something like that.”

“Prick.” Another low rumble from Trent.

“Asshole get picked up?” I asked, arms crossing over my chest like it could stop the injection of violence the thought of that fucker pumped into my veins.

“Yup,” Trent grunted.

In worry, Eden chewed at the inside of her lip.

“What is it?” Salem asked.

“Tessa bailed him out this morning.” Eden rushed it like a disappointed secret.

“The hell?” I spat.

Seriously, what the hell was that girl thinking? I didn’t know Tessa all that well, but I sure as fuck knew her well enough to know she deserved better than that pompous dick.

Eden glanced between us. “Between his manipulation and the pressure from her family, I think she feels stuck. Like she doesn’t have any other choice but to stay with him.”

I stepped forward. “I say we unstick her, then.”

Trent chuckled a dark sound. “Second that.”

Eden reached out and grabbed Trent by his forearm. “You will do nothing of the sort. Tessa will be leaving him. I’ll see to it. But not at the expense of either of you.”

She looked directly between the two of us.

Eden knew it all.

The dark. The dirty. The grim.

“Promise me,” she demanded.

Frustration huffed from Trent’s nose.

Was with him.

Sometimes it was so much easier to manage things when you weren’t living on the straight and narrow.

Trent edged around behind Eden, wrapped his arm around her waist, and whispered at the shell of her ear, “Fine. I promise, Kitten.”

The look Eden gave me was hard. “No more blood, Jud.”

Razors filled my throat as that demon screamed.

All mixed with the promise I’d made myself that night.

I will never kill again.

Salem touched my arm.

So softly.

So right.

I gave Eden a tight nod. “I promise.”

A commotion broke out in the other room, and Gage and Juni came bounding our way.

The two of them burst through the archway, nothing but giggles and smiles as they fought to get in front of the other. “We finished ours game and Gage won, he saids it was fair and square, but I’m not so sure, but Mimi said it was a sneaks attack!”

“Boom, bang, kapow.” Gage did one of his wrestling moves with an adorable kick, then he went beelining for his dad. He grabbed him by the hand. He started to jump when he asked, “Dad, it’s Sunday, and you know what that means. You’re gonna teach me to ride my bike without any of the training wheels because I’m so big and ready now, right, Dad, right?”

“It is Sunday, isn’t it? Seems like that must be the plan.” Tenderness coated the ferocity that was Trent when he looked down at his son.

Squealing, Juni moved to stand in front of her mother. She threaded her fingers together in a prayer. “Mommy, do we gots enough monies that we can get my bike today so I can learns to ride with Gage? I want to learn so bad, right now.”

“Juni—” Salem hesitated.

I looked at Salem with a plea of my own, cutting off whatever reason she was going to give that it couldn’t happen right then. I took the woman’s hand in mine.

Overcome.

Unable to stop it.

Blasphemy.

This magic I couldn’t resist.

Let me come alongside you.

A war filled her expression, a line denting her forehead, her eyes full of fear and building belief.

But I saw her yielding.

When her heart gave me the go to say whatever it was I was going to say.

I turned to Juni. “Just so happens your mom said that’s what she’d planned for today, and I thought maybe we should go pick it up in my truck.”

“Really?” she squealed.

“Yup.”

“Can it be pink likes my flowers?”

A low chuckle rippled out, and my fingers were brushing through her hair.

Emotion crested.

Rising high.

Higher than every reservation.

Devotion.

Loyalty.

Affection.

“What other color would there be?”

She grabbed my hand and started to haul me toward the door.

I looked back.

Trent was staring over at me, smug look filling his face.

I had to admit he was right. We never had any idea when life was going to sweep in and shake us up.

“Mimi, we’re goin’ to get a pinks bike and then we’ll be rights back,” she said as she blazed through the living room, dragging me along.

Mimi grinned at me. “I approve of this plan.”

When we stepped outside, Trent, Eden, and Gage started in the direction of their house.

“Meet us out here in two hours?” I told Trent.

He slapped me on the shoulder as he passed. “Yeah, man, yeah, we’ll be here.”

I jutted my chin in parting, and Salem slipped out the door and snapped it shut behind her.

I turned when she did.

The breath hitched in my throat.

Fuck me.

Sweet enchantress.

She paused on the top step.

Held like me.

Watching where I’d stopped halfway down the walkway with her little girl’s hand in mine.

That energy pulsed.

Though this time, it was different.

Profound.

Dread and hope and dead dreams resurrected.

I saw them twist into a disorder.

While my insides sparked with something I shouldn’t feel.

I tightened my hold on her daughter.

Salem finally moved, and I stayed glued to the spot while she made her way down the sidewalk. When she got close enough, I wrapped my arm around her waist and pulled her snug.

I kissed her slow and gentle.

Juni giggled.

“You kissed my mommy. Nows she’s your girlfriend.”

I looked down at the little thing whose grin was so wide it curled up her entire face.

“That so?”

“Yes. It’s the rules. Gage tolds me so.”

The hint of a smile tugged at the corners of Salem’s lush mouth, and I splayed my hand wide at the small of her back. “Well, then I guess if it’s the rules.”

I winked at my girl.

“You’re ridiculous,” Salem whispered back.

“I’ve been called worse.”

Juni tugged at my hand. “Come on, we gotta go rights now.”

I followed Salem to the little SUV sitting in the drive.

One I’d called in and finalized the purchase of Friday because I sure as shit wasn’t going to put her back in her pile of a car. I just hadn’t told her yet.

She grabbed Juni’s booster, and I situated it in the backseat of my truck.

Under the arms, I lifted Juni, letting her soar through the air before I tucked her into the seat.

She laughed and giggled and twisted me up in every single one of her little fingers. “Thank you, Motorcycle Man.”

I touched her nose. “You’re welcome, Juni Bee.”

Shutting her door, I moved to help Salem step up into the high cab, then I jogged around to climb in on my side. I started the engine and began to pull from the curb, though I stopped when I saw the black truck slow as it approached from the opposite direction.

Salem tensed, and Darius glared as he passed, that barely constrained rage burning in his eyes.

“Crap,” she mumbled when he disappeared behind us.

I reached out and squeezed Salem’s hand. “Baby, it doesn’t matter what he thinks. It’s you and me now, and he’s gonna have to get used to it.”


TWENTY-SEVEN

SALEM


“Are you sure you don’t want to put these on?” Nervously, I held up the training wheels that had come with Juniper’s pink bike. “I think we might want to start there since your bike is brand new,” I encouraged.

It was futile.

Juni had already shot the idea down about five million times since we’d returned, and Jud had spread a work blanket out on the driveway and gotten straight to work.

He chuckled low.

Dark and deep and sweet.

“Worrier.” He grinned up at me.

“Obviously.” I was happy to take the title. It’s what I did.

Juni had of course picked the frilliest bike there was at the store. Pink with flower accents and ribbons coming off the handlebars.

From where she was kneeling next to Jud on a work blanket helping, Juni looked up at me like I was clueless. “Um, Mommy, doncha know I’m alreadys so big and I has to go fast so I can keep up with my best friend? Otherwise, he’s gonna leave me rights in the dust.”

Doncha already know? Jud mouthed it from behind her as he worked a ratchet to place a screw.

My stomach tilted.

Apparently, I knew nothing.

I was clueless.

Foolish.

Reckless.

Letting myself get absolutely swept away by this bearded, mountain of a man. He fought a grin where he knelt in front of the bike with a wrench in his hand, almost finished piecing it together.

He had a tool bag that he’d pulled from the back of his truck, and he continually rummaged through it to find what he needed, the man focused and intent and still patient, answering the gazillion questions Juni lobbed at him as he worked.

So gorgeous in his jeans and tee. The material stretching over the lines and planes of his back. The muscles in his arms flexing as he cranked and screwed, and damn…

I had to bite my lip when he glanced up at me again. In an instant, a smirk took to his face.

Crap. He totally knew I was enjoying the show.

Sure, I’d seen him working over plenty of bikes at the shop.

But this? This was different.

It was personal.

Intimate.

As if he were building something from the rubble.

Breathing it back to life.

With it? I didn’t know how to stand there without letting my mind wander to the places I shouldn’t let it.

Into a fantasy where this was normal.

Where it was right.

Where I didn’t have the urge to look over my shoulder to make sure it was safe.

That my daughter could play outside without an ounce of fear.

Where loving this man wouldn’t put him in danger.

It was that hope that bloomed and blossomed and became something terrifying.

Because forever whispered in my ear.

Taunting me with what the rational side of myself knew I could never keep but I wanted, anyway.

For him to touch me the way he had last night.

Ruin me.

Keep me.

This man who’d wormed his way in so thoroughly, I could literally feel his heart beating through my being, as if he’d become the blood in my veins.

This fierce, hard, intimidating man who was so incredibly sweet.

One who was broken and carried a guilt so dark and ugly I could almost physically feel the outline of the scars on his spirit.

And I wanted to heal it—heal it the way he was healing me. Like Mimi had said, the scars and the vacancies would never fully fill, but there was someone out there who could help hold them so they didn’t hurt quite so bad.

Jud eyed me like he’d felt the crash of reservations as he angled up to secure the basket on the handlebars. “You good, darlin’?”

“Yep.”

A smirk slanted at the edge of his mouth.

So sexy.

My stomach twisted.

“Huh, you look like you’re itching to take a run.” He said it like a tease, though there was no missing the current that ran through it. “And here I would have thought you’d have had plenty of exercise last night.”

“Nope, still plenty of energy,” I tossed out, popping up on my toes.

“Good thing,” he grated, so low, the words a promise that slicked across my flesh.

Shivers flashed.

He chuckled a dark sound.

Damn him.

He knew exactly what he was doing to me.

“And why’s that?” I cocked my head, mock innocence in my voice. “Did you have something in mind?”

Yeah, I should probably keep my mouth shut.

Balancing the bike upright, he reached over and tipped up my chin. “Sweet Enchantress…but now you’re not playin’ so sweet.”

“I like sweets, you wants some cookies?” Juni piped in, scrambling to her feet.

Jud laughed and dipped in and kissed my temple. “We’ll revisit this later, baby.”

He turned to Juni. “How about we save the cookies for later and we take this thing for a spin first?”

“Oh, yes!” She clasped her hands together. “I gotta gets my helmet and my pads and my best friend, then I’ll be all ready.”

“I’ll let them know.”

Jud thumbed into his phone and sent Trent a text.

A minute later, their front door flew open.

Gage came blazing out, hopping the whole way down to the edge of the street. “My dad said your bike is done. Are you ready, Juni Bee? We gotta race.”

“Ah, I think we aren’t quite ready for racing yet, buddy,” Trent told him as he went to wheel Gage’s bike from the carport and down the driveway, a helmet hanging from the handlebars.

Eden came out behind them, a soft smile on her face.

“But Dad, that’s what the wheels are for. The racin’.” Gage lowered his voice like it was a secret.

Clearly, Lawson blood beat fast in his veins.

“It’s okay, we can do the races. I’ll beat you so bad, you ain’t never gonna knows what hit you! Bet you five dollars,” Juni shouted.

Apparently, my daughter was secretly competitive. “Um, you don’t have five dollars, Juni Bee.”

She took Jud’s hand. “Who needs money when you gots a motorcycle man.”

My heart panged, and my attention whipped up to Jud’s face. Jud who looked like he was stricken.

He pressed his free hand to his chest, then he grinned at me, so soft, so tender, riddled with affection. “Seems I got stung by a little bee.”

Lightheadedness swept through my head.

A wave of joy and hope.

Needing to distract myself from the impact of it, so unexpected, so right, I rushed to help Juni into her helmet and the set of pads Jud had gotten for her knees and elbows.

I had to remind myself I couldn’t rely on anyone but myself. I was just begging for the pain. Because this man was carving out a place for himself inside me, and I was terrified of it becoming a vacancy.

Another hole that throbbed and moaned for all of eternity. I knew it, knew it too well, the way it felt when you lost something so important you no longer could remember how to breathe.

How to walk.

How to move on.

Jud touched my hand that I didn’t realize was shaking, that my movements had turned jittery as I’d ensured all of Juni’s protective gear was tight and secure.

“Darlin’, it’s okay.”

The words were a hard scrape.

A score in the air.

I swallowed hard.

He looked at me like I was a treasure.

What was I doing? But I couldn’t do anything but watch when Jud patted the seat of the pink bicycle. “Hop on, Juni Bee.”

She squealed, and he helped her get settled, showed her how to work the brakes and the pedals, all while keeping her upright.

Gage went jetting by with Trent running behind him to hold him up so he could learn how to pedal and balance.

“I’m flying, Juni! You better hurry up! I’m gonna ride up the highest mountain and then shoot all the way to the stars.”

“Don’t leaves me!” she shouted, pushing her feet hard at the pedals. Jud started to jog behind her, keeping her straight.

Emotion gathered in my chest.

A fist.

A crush.

A caress.

Tears blurred my eyes as I stepped out onto the street behind them to watch two brothers who I knew had suffered so much pain, take up the simple, ordinary task of teaching these two children how to ride their bikes.

So much patience.

So much care.

And I wondered if Trent thanked God that he had his son, safe and secure, and if it was killing Jud that his daughter was out there somewhere. That he didn’t know her. If his own vacancy was shouting out inside of him.

Condemning.

Reminding him of what he’d done.

I jumped when the hand took mine. I glanced to the left at Eden who had come up beside me. She squeezed my hand as we both gazed out at the men racing and laughing with the children.

Juni was screaming, her movements a little erratic as she jerked at the handlebars.

“Just relax, Juni, and go with the flow. I have you. I have you,” Jud repeated.

I have you.

My heart throbbed and my spirit moaned.

“I see so much of my fiancé in you,” she whispered out into the distance. “He was so scared of it…scared of loving someone. That he would be wrong to accept it.”

My throat suddenly felt tight, burning as the old wounds writhed.

I could feel her glance at me, though I couldn’t look away from where Jud laughed as he ran along holding Juni up.

A shield.

Fierce, unrelenting armor.

A cushion that would catch her, waiting beneath.

They guided the bikes in circles, raced the straightaways, crisscrossed as Juni and Gage chased each other.

Giggles and joy floated on the summer air, all while Trent and Jud jumped in on the taunts.

“You’re going down.”

“Ha, you don’t even know what’s coming for you.”

Everyone teasing and playing.

Easy.

Right.

“Different, of course,” Eden added, “but in the end, it’s always the tragedies, the mistakes, our scars, and our regrets that hold us back from the goodness—the gifts—that are waiting for us to receive them.”

“Me and Jud? Oh, we’re just having fun.” The lie felt like a thousand-pound weight. “We both agreed that neither of us are in a position to fall in love.”

Eden let go of a soft scoff, one made of gentle disbelief. “You think that man doesn’t love you? I doubt I’ve ever seen anything so blatant as what he feels for you.”

Fear bottled tight. It constricted my throat.

“He can’t…”

I trailed off.

Because the truth was, I couldn’t…I couldn’t let myself fall.

Be so reckless.

I was just worried I was already there.

“Let go, Dad!” Gage shouted. “Faster! I gotta go faster!”

“You’re sure you’re ready?”

“Yep!”

“Remember how to brake.”

“I know, Dad, I know!”

Trent let Gage go.

Gage wobbled for a second before he took off by himself.

He screeched when he realized he was unassisted. “I’m doing it! I’m doing it! Look it, Mommy! Look it, Juni! I bet you can’t catch me! You see that mountain over there? That’s where I’m going all the way to the top.”

His entire face was full of a grin.

Juni followed behind, Jud right behind her.

Her rock.

Her fortress.

“You ready to try, Juni Bee?” he asked her.

“I don’t knows!” she shouted at him, terror in her eyes as they whizzed back by on the other side.

He chuckled. “I’ll be right here beside you. You need me, I have you.”

My heart rattled.

“Okay, I can do it! I wants to be like you, Motorcycle Man!”

He let her go.

My daughter soared.

Rode and played and lived.

My chest stretched. Pressed full. Overflowed.

I thought there was a chance it might burst.

Jud ran along beside her. “You’re doing it, Juni. Look at you, big girl.”

“I’s doing it!”

Trent jogged beside Gage, and the four of them headed up the road.

“Come on, let’s go.” Eden giggled and tugged at my hand, and we jogged after them, laughing, too.

Juni was singing, “I’m riding, all by myself.”

“You can’t catch me,” Gage shouted at her.

Juni pedaled faster in a bid to catch up. She pedaled up and over the little hump in the road, pulling away from Jud who ran behind her.

She was cracking up when she passed by Gage. “I’m winning!”

I wondered if Jud saw it at the exact same time as I did. The car sitting at the curb that radiated evil.

The way a bolt of rage struck in the air when Jud recognized it.

The way fear spiked through the heavens like a fiery, poisoned arrow.

Jud was no longer laughing but sprinting behind her. He grabbed Juni from the bike and yanked her against his chest in a bid of protection. Her bike kept going, flying forward, tumbling and skidding across the ground.

The driver of the same black car that had been outside Jud’s shop suddenly tore from the curb and sped away.

Jud held Juniper like he was a shield. His giant shoulders heaved with aggression.

Trent grabbed hold of Gage and stilled him as the squeal of tires at the end of the road echoed through the neighborhood, as the engine accelerated before it disappeared in the distance and a bated silence took over.

Nothing but panted, shocked breaths, clanging, horrified hearts, and the frantic clattering of my footfalls as I ran for Juni.

The second I had her in my arms, my legs gave, knees going weak.

I dropped to them on the hard pavement, hugging my daughter to my chest.

“Salem.” Jud’s deep voice rolled through the tense, bottled air.

A sob of torment—the truth that this would never end—tore from my lungs.

Strength and hope gone. The truth that he would always, always catch up to me.


TWENTY-EIGHT

SALEM
TWENTY YEARS OLD


Salem edged down the hall of Carlo’s office. She didn’t know what stalled her feet. Why she slowed. Why the hairs at her nape lifted in dread or why sickness churned in her belly.

She’d dropped by his realty office on her way back from the store. She’d thought she’d stop to offer her help since she was bored out of her mind. Maybe fiddle around at the front desk. Organize something. Make calls. Find leads.

Whatever.

The only thing she knew was she ached to go to school. To work. To create something with her mind and hands.

To do something other than flit her days away at the ostentatious house Carlo had built for them where they now lived on the opposite side of the city.

Miles away from her mimi.

An eternity away from her heart.

She’d thought she’d at least try to do something that mattered.

Give it a shot.

Make Carlo see she was more than a pretty face meant to be waiting for him at home.

His words, not hers.

She was second guessing that decision right then.

Chills scattered when she heard the voices coming from his office at the back.

She edged that way, quietly…so quietly.

Not because of the way the voices were lifted. But because of the way they were controlled.

She made it to Carlo’s office door that was cracked open an inch. Her heart battered at her ribs as she heard his words curl through the air, “You had a second chance. You were warned, were you not?”

His tone was casual and cruel.

Condescending.

She peeked through the slit left in the door.

Her entire being stuttered. Coiled and locked.

A man was on his knees in front of Carlo’s desk. His hands were bound behind his back and a gun was to his head.

Carlo sat behind the desk, an elbow propped on the arm of the chair and the side of his head rested against his fingers. As if he were more annoyed than anything else.

As if this were common.

An everyday problem to be dealt with.

“Carlo, please,” the man begged.

Carlo shook his head. “You know the rules. You had your second chance. You failed.”

Salem jolted when the shot rang out. Her hand flew to her mouth to stop the scream that raced her throat and fought to make its way out.

Tears blinded her eyes.

Heavy and horrified.

Her heart screamed.

Her stomach soured.

Her still flat stomach that she clutched like she could keep the child safe.

She had to.

She had to.

“Clean this mess up,” Carlo ordered, and footsteps began to thud.

She pressed herself behind the partition. Hid. Stifled her cries.

And when it was clear, Salem ran.
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A scream tore up Salem’s throat as she was tossed to the floor of Talia’s apartment where she’d sought refuge until she knew where she was going to go. She tumbled then scrambled around to sitting, holding her knees to her chest.

Violently, she shook.

Shook and shook.

Carlo treaded forward on his shiny dress shoes.

He knelt in front of her, tilted her chin up with the tip of the knife.

The blade gleamed in the slivers of light that burned through the room.

“Salem.” He tsked. “Why so foolish?”

“I…I—” She couldn’t find the words.

A reason to give.

A purpose other than the one that she had to get away from there.

Whatever the cost.

“Did you see what you made me do?”

He gestured to Talia’s body slumped in the middle of the room where her best friend had bled out. Agony clutched Salem’s spirit. Horror and guilt and hate.

How could he?

She squeezed her eyes closed as if she could block it.

“Such a shame.” He tipped her chin up higher. The tip pierced her skin the barest fraction.

She suppressed a scream, though her body still shuddered.

“I thought you were smarter than that, no?”

A whimper got free.

He clicked his tongue, and she shrieked when he suddenly took her by the hair and yanked her to standing. He hauled her to the middle of the room and forced her to look down where Talia lay. He was behind her when he hauled her back against his chest, the knife at her throat. “I warned you not to waste my time with ridiculous antics. I was worried…searching everywhere for you…for two days, Salem. How could you put me through that?”

“I’m sorry.” It rocked from her throat.

“You’re lucky I believe in second chances, Salem. You get one,” he warned in her ear.

Then he gripped her by the chin and dragged the knife up her jaw.

Blinding pain seared through her being as he cut deep into her flesh.

Her head spun and the world canted to the side.

Blackness flickered at the edges of her sight.

Still, she heard the warning before passing out on the floor. “It’s the last one you get. I suggest you don’t forget it.”


TWENTY-NINE

JUD


I’d often wondered the day the demon was born.

If who I’d become had purely been a circumstance of my upbringing. If it was due to my mother’s fear when we’d been little boys, the way she’d tried to shield and protect, all while her cries would seep through the walls at night, fill my ears, and make me be the one who wanted to shield and protect her. The way she’d promised she’d find a way out, that everything would be better, until the day all four of us had to stand and watch as she’d been brutally mowed down.

If it’d manifested that day into abounding rage and eternal hate.

Possibly it’d bloomed in my blood the day I was conceived, and the wickedness of my father had been passed on to me.

Or maybe it had already been a piece of my soul, grabbing a free ride when I’d been plucked from Hell to walk this Earth.

I was betting on the latter right then.

Because fury had taken up residence at the base of my throat. Wrath was the only thing I could taste. Bitter venom on my tongue because God knew, the vengeance itching at my hands was sharp as a blade.

I didn’t think I’d ever felt more helpless than I had yesterday afternoon.

That straight-up fear that had hit me so hard I might as well have run flat into a brick wall when I’d seen the blacked-out BMW about six houses down from Salem’s.

In an instant, my spirit had seized as awareness smacked me in the face. A swell of depravity in the atmosphere, a crash of evil blistering through the rays of late afternoon light.

I’d grabbed Juni. Held her tight.

I’d known, right then, that I’d do whatever it took to protect her.

That I wouldn’t let go.

The car had been gone in a split, fucker taking off before I could get a chance to catch a glimpse of who was inside, my focus all wrapped up in making sure that Juni was okay.

But right now, it was Salem I was dying to wrap up and hold. Promise her it would be okay. Honestly, I was shocked she’d shown at work today. Hell, if I were being honest, I was shocked she’d stayed.

The entire day today, I’d watched her riding a razor-sharp edge, wearing those heels and a modest black floral dress, girl so apprehensive it was alive in every step she took.

Anxious.

Agitated.

Afraid.

Nah.

She wasn’t okay.

Could feel it.

The energy that whipped and thrashed and howled.

Bashing against the walls and trembling along the floors.

A warning that shook me to the core.

My girl was getting ready to run.

It had taken forever to get her calmed down yesterday afternoon. With the commotion out front, Darius had come running, demanding to know what the hell I’d done.

Had wanted to clock the asshole in the face.

I knew it only came from worry, though. Knew the same fears that lived inside Salem lived inside him. He’d uprooted his life and moved here to a place where Salem would be safe. Even if he hated me, he wanted the same thing for her that I did.

Her freedom.

Her joy.

Her peace.

So, I’d sucked it up and allowed him to help us get her back to the house. I’d hovered and worried, sharing glances with Trent, both of us on edge.

All while poor Juni kept touching her mother’s hand and telling her it was going to be fine. When she’d said, “See, Mommy, the bad man is gone. We don’t gots to worry. We can stays right here. We don’t need to goes on a new adventures.”

It’d ripped out my fuckin’ heart.

Like the adorable smile she pinned on her mouth would make everything better, and just claiming it would make it true.

This little thing who wanted to stay.

Darius had knelt in front of where we’d seated Salem on the couch, brushing her hair back and insisting it was a random car. He’d done his best to coax her into peace. He said it was probably someone who lived in the neighborhood or maybe a friend who stopped by often, which would be a good explanation for it showing twice.

He’d told her time and again it was her paranoia getting the best of her.

Personally, I’d known his suggestions were bullshit, especially considering I was certain it was the same car that had been lurking outside my shop.

I hadn’t argued, though, since it’d been the only thing that had gotten Salem to settle. What bought me the time I was gonna need to weed this fucker out and put him in the ground.

Darius had taken her by the face, said, “You’re fine. You’re not going anywhere. Promise me you won’t just leave.”

She’d sniffled and taken a deep breath, whispered, “I promise.”

All while the demon inside me had raged.

Because even when I’d finally stepped out of her house after nine last night, I didn’t get far. I’d sat in my truck, standing guard.

Even once the sun had cracked the sky, I’d still been buzzing. On alert as I’d followed Salem to the shop.

She’d been here for three hours without saying a word to me. Lost in her worry.

I tried to focus on work, but the only thing I could feel was her anxiety winding tight, and I couldn’t do anything but edge into the reception area again, needing to check on the one who’d upended my world.

My skin prickled the second I stepped inside.

A storm on the horizon. One that made landfall the second I felt her spirit thrash through the room.

It beat the fuck out of my insides. Destroying me in the best and worst of ways.

She wasn’t behind the desk, and in an instant, I looked to the farthest wall of the lobby where a counter ran the length. She stood away from me and facing the counter, slowly stirring a cup of coffee, those long locks of black cascading down her back, that dress hugging her curves, wearing those heels she was killing me with day after day.

But her head was drooped between her sagging shoulders, this fierce, brave girl curling in on herself, turmoil radiating from her being.

I knew she felt me.

That energy zapped.

Vibrations pulsed from her body, skidding through the air and trembling across my flesh.

A flashfire of greed staked through my chest.

Possession.

Didn’t have the first clue which of us was compelling the other, just knew there was no destination other than the one where we met.

Slowly, I edged closer. My boots thudded the floor with each measured step, and my heart climbed into my throat, cutting off the flow of oxygen.

Chills rippled down her arms as I inched up behind her.

Girl withdrew and withheld.

Wavering.

Wanting to run and hide, all while desperate to sink back into my hold at the same damned time.

“Baby.” The word was a ragged grunt.

All those barriers hardened, and she gritted the defense, “I’m not your baby, Jud.”

My mouth moved to her ear. “Aren’t you?”

My hands found the caps of her shoulders, and I ran my palms down her trembling arms until I threaded the fingers of both our hands together.

A shiver rocked down her spine.

“I don’t know if I can do this, Jud.” Her voice slipped into grief.

“What’s that?”

“Stay.”

Every cell in my body revolted. I tightened my hands around hers. “I know you’re afraid, darlin’.”

It would have been a scoff coming from her mouth if the sound hadn’t have held so much pain. “Afraid? I’m terrified, Jud. Every day of my life is this. Trying to stay one step ahead of him, petrified of the day he catches up to me.”

“Give me a name.”

Salem’s head shook. “You can’t fix this.”

“Let me try.”

“It’s not your burden.”

My spirit roared and the demon writhed. I swallowed it down and slowly turned her in my hold.

Blue eyes speared me, but where they normally flamed and struck and stormed with determination, they’d dimmed with defeat.

I touched her jaw, running my thumb over the scar that represented everything that she was.

A fighter.

A survivor.

Beautiful, inside and out.

“Not sure how it could be a burden, Salem. Not when you’ve become my everything.”

Anguish lanced through her expression. I tipped her chin up farther. “Is this when it normally happens? When you pack up and go?”

Salem blinked and her head barely shook. “No, Jud, normally it’s just instinct. The feeling that I’ve stayed too long. That I’ve become complacent, exposed. I leave long before I get the feeling someone might be watching me. That’s the moment I turn to vapor all over again. If I were anywhere else? I’d have left the first day I noticed that car lurking around. But because of Darius? Because of Mimi? Because I want to give my daughter a home? Because of you…?”

She trailed off, unable to say it aloud.

We had kept her here. Given her a reason to stay. Given her hope.

I wanted to give her more of them.

A thousand of them. All of it. All of me.

Purpose.

Ferocity fired through the dimness of Salem’s eyes. “If he had found us before, Jud? If he’d caught up to us any time in all these years I’ve been running? You need to understand…we wouldn’t be here. And if that car…”

Alarm bled through her aura, pulsed like the blare of a warning.

Barbs of fury spiked in my insides, demon clawing for a way out. Still, my touch was soft as I took her gorgeous face in my hands. I begged her, “I asked one thing of you, Salem. Asked the next time you felt the urge to run, that you would run to me. Run to me, baby.”

“And what if I crash right into you? What if the weight causes you to fall?”

I cocked a grin I could barely afford. “Nonsense, darlin’. Have you seen me?”

She choked a soggy laugh, and tears got loose of her eyes. They streaked down her cheeks and into my hands.

“Run to me,” I murmured again.

“Jud.” My name was a whimper.

Hope and fear and ecstasy.

“You’re real, Salem. You aren’t vapor. You exist. You’re real and whole and mine. Exist with me.”

She was in my arms before another denial could fall from her lips.

I lifted her off her feet and slanted my mouth over hers. I had one hand in her hair and the other arm looped around her back.

Her hands were frantic as she tried to find a place to take hold. Fingers in my hair. On my face. Sinking into my shoulders. She curled her arms around my neck while I held her close. Her heart beat wild, an insurgence that overtook mine.

My tongue stroked into the sweet well of that delicious mouth.

Lapping.

Licking.

Salem moaned a tiny, needy sound, and I was carrying her toward the bathroom that was just to the left of the counter. I flipped on the light switch and was quick to turn the lock. I moved another step inside and propped her on the counter. I wedged myself between those thighs, tugged her closer, kissed her deeper.

“Jud.” It was a breath. Throaty and seductive, and fuck…

“I have you,” I promised, letting my hands wander her back, sliding over her hips and to the outside of her thighs. I tugged her so she was barely hanging onto the edge and rocked her pussy against my jean-covered cock.

She whimpered, “More. I need you. I need you. I need it all.”

“You have me, darlin’.”

It was the goddamn truth.

I was done for. Done for.

This girl possession.

A fantasy.

A dream.

I was straight-up spellbound.

“Enchantress,” I rumbled at that mouth as I rushed to shove the skirt of her dress up around her waist. Her legs exposed and those thighs lush. My fingers sank right in.

Every movement between us was wild.

Desperate for more when it wasn’t ever going to be enough.

“Please,” she uttered low as she jerked at the button of my jeans. As she kissed a feverish path over my shirt. The sound of my zipper being ripped wide open echoed against the walls. It mixed with our haggard breaths, with the pants that jutted from our lungs.

In a second flat, she had her greedy little hands on my dick.

She stroked me hard. I grunted, edged back far enough that I could grab hold of her underwear and rip them down her legs. And she was right there, angled back on the counter, her legs spread wide.

Bare, her cunt glistening with her need.

“Always so wet, darlin’. So fuckin’ sweet,” I rumbled.

I had the aching head of my cock pressed to her center.

A firestorm whipped through the tiny room.

I ground out a hiss at the contact, and I took her by the outside of the thighs.

Wasn’t breathing as I watched myself stretch her wide. As I rocked and jutted and pushed my way into her tight little body.

Bliss clawed its way along my spine.

Girl too much.

Perfect and right and everything.

Salem was gasping, shaking as I filled her, hands under my shirt and pushing it up before her nails were raking down my skin, like she was searching for a way in.

I groaned out when I was fully seated. “Fuck, yes, darlin’.”

Then I was crushing my mouth back over hers.

Fever reheating.

I took her hard. Every stroke of my hips possession as I slipped my arms under her legs and took her by the waist to angle her just right.

Thrusts deep and desperate.

She held onto my shoulders.

Stifled moans wheezed from her mouth as I scored myself into her body.

As I marked her.

Every fuckin’ dive of my dick was a claim.

A proclamation.

Could feel her winding up.

Every nerve ending in her body came alive.

Like all of them were arching toward me.

Pleasure radiated from her being like a shimmery, blinding light.

And I couldn’t get close enough.

Wanted to fall in and sink under and disappear in her storm.

Get lost there forever.

“Forever.” I didn’t mean for it to slip out as I picked her up off the counter and pressed her to the door.

I needed her closer.

I pinned her against the metal.

Felt the coolness echo through the heat.

The flames.

The fire.

I bucked into her as she rode over me.

Hard.

Explosive.

Wild.

Her gasps were mine and my grunts became hers.

The air crackled.

A picture fell from the trembling wall and crashed to the floor as I pounded into her. Chasing down the sensation that burned around us like one of those dreams.

Tangible but unattainable.

It only spun us farther. Wound us into this disorder that only belonged to us.

Our bodies melding.

Molding.

Melting into bliss.

Felt it when she split.

When her walls clamped down around my cock and every molecule of her body blew.

A total eruption.

Her nails sank into my shoulders, and she burrowed her open mouth against my throat in a silent scream as the orgasm streaked through her body.

Salem tremored and throbbed and shot me into paradise.

Where it was just me and her.

I surged and jerked as my sight blurred at the edges.

I finally tripped.

Every promise I’d ever made myself no longer existed.

Because every part of me belonged to this girl.

Salem sucked for a breath while I held her tight where she was pressed to the door.

I edged back an inch, my arms a fortress around her body. “I have you, Salem, I have you.”

Emotion crested through her features, and slowly, I set her onto her feet. I pecked a kiss to her jaw, then pulled my jeans over my hips, left the fly hanging open as I grabbed a washcloth from under the sink and ran it under the faucet.

I knelt in front of her and dragged it between her thighs, cleaning her up, caring for her in a way I wondered if anyone ever had.

I kept peeking up at her, at the way she watched me like I was real, too, even though there was no missing the tumult that still spun through her spirit.

I tossed the washcloth to the hamper in the corner, then I grabbed her underwear and slowly eased them back up her legs. My words were a grumble when I met her gaze, “I want you and Juni to move in with me.”

Shocked panic filled her expression. “What?”

Standing, I slipped my hands up under her dress, adjusting her underwear over her gorgeous ass, doing my best not to cop another feel but unable to do anything but glide my hands back down her thighs, anyway. I pulled her against me. “At least until we know it’s safe. I’m not going to be able to sleep if you aren’t by my side.”

“Jud.” It was a defense.

I shook my head. “Run to me, Salem. Let me be there for you. You know it’s where you belong. Where you’re going to be safest. You know I’ll fight for you. Fight for your daughter.”

A war blistered through her expression, and her eyes dropped closed for a beat. Felt my own shock when she gave, when she nodded and said, “Okay.”

Thank fuck.

Hugging her to me, I ran my fingers through her mussed hair, pressed my lips to her temple before I angled back and met her with a little more of the truth. “No better place than being in you.”

She sent me a wry smile then she looked around like she’d just noticed where we were. “We really should probably keep our hands to ourselves during work.”

I nudged her chin, shot her a grin. “Perks of the job.”

“Jud.” Exasperation filled her tone. “I’m serious.”

I set my hands on the door on either side of her head, leaned down, and murmured, “Now why would you want to make that kind of rule when you can have all of this?”

I was serious, too.

I let my fingertips slide back under her dress, pressing to the fabric between her thighs.

Salem curled her hands in my shirt. “You don’t fight fair.”

A rough chuckle scraped up my throat. “Never said I did.”

She fought the smile that twitched at her mouth, lightness filling her eyes but unease still lingering under the surface. “You’re ridiculous.”

That time I laughed, dipped in to peck a kiss to her lips.

Then my tone went serious. “I’m going to put an end to your fear, Salem. I promise you that.”

Her nails scratched into my beard, and her voice became a plea. “I can’t stand the idea of you getting hurt because of me.”

The grin I cracked was grim. “Hate to break it to you, darlin’, but I’ve been in far more precarious situations than this.”

Her throat tremored when she swallowed, and then she warily gave me a nod. “I need to get back to work.”

She turned and undid the lock.

I grabbed the picture and slipped it back onto its hook before I zipped my fly and buttoned my jeans as I followed her out.

As soon as I stepped out into the lobby, I felt it.

A heatwave of hate that blistered through the air.

Salem stumbled a step before she lifted her chin and breezed by her brother who was lurking by the window.

No doubt about it, he’d heard me banging the fuck out of her two minutes ago. Not that it was any of his business, but the asshole looked like he was about to explode, fucking red in the face, hands curled into fists, like he thought he had a say.

“Salem,” he grated.

“Don’t,” she said, lifting a hand and moving behind the counter. “Just don’t.”

Shooting me a look that could slay a lesser man, Darius gritted his jaw, looked at Salem once more, before he turned on his heel and stormed out through the door that led into the shop.

I followed.

“Darius.” My voice was low when I called after him.

He didn’t slow or turn. The only reaction he gave to me shouting at him was the flinch of his shoulders. He stalked for the bay where he’d been working.

I kept right up. “Want to talk to you, Darius.”

He spun on me, hands flying out to push me against the chest. “Told you to stay the fuck away from her.”

“You might not have noticed, but your sister is a big girl, she can make her own decisions.”

“Decisions that are going to get her killed,” he spat.

The assertion skewered through me, making me stumble a step before I got in his face, hissing back, “Bullshit. I have her. All I need is a name.”

He rattled a sarcastic, horrified sound. “You have her? You don’t have her. You have no fuckin’ clue.”

I took him by the collar. “Give me the bastard’s name.”

Darius writhed in an attempt to get free of my hold. “Fuck you.”

He shoved me again, and I stumbled back a step, just as he flew at me. Dude actually thought he was gonna start something in my shop.

I was getting ready to take him by the wrist when a bustle came from the side.

Brock was there, his scrawny arms pushed between us to keep us apart. “Hey, now, hey. Break it up. As much as I love me a good fight, last thing we need around here is blood spilled all over this floor. More work to do when we already have plenty. Play nice, boys. Clearly, you both love the same girl, for different reasons. Least I fuckin’ hope so.” Brock cocked a salacious smirk at Darius. “I mean, it must be hard to have a sister that looks like Salem. I feel your pain, man. But take it down a notch or two, sound good, sweetie pie?”

Darius edged back. Hatred boiled in his blood, and he glared at me with vicious eyes. “I warned you, Jud. Warned you to stay the fuck away from my sister.”

With a harsh shake of his head, he swung around, charged across the shop, and bashed through the side door. It swung all the way open, and the metal smashed against the exterior wall. It let in a bright glow of light that he disappeared through before the door clattered shut behind him.

I stood there.

Dumbstruck.

Cracking up, Brock clapped me on the shoulder.

“You did it now, boss. Looks like you got a little too friendly with someone’s sister.” He tsked. “Couldn’t keep your hands off all that deliciousness, could you? Not that I blame you. Salem is fine as hell.”

I grunted at him.

Backing away, he lifted his hands in surrender and grinned. “Don’t sweat it, man. Obviously, she’s worth it.”

Without saying anything else, he turned and went back to work.

I glanced at Salem who stood horrified in the doorway.

That feeling squeezed my chest.

Yeah.

She was fucking worth it.

Whatever the cost.


THIRTY

JUD


“Where are you going?” Kennedy frowned from their bedroom doorway as Jud tossed a change of clothes into his duffle bag.

“Consult on a custom bike.” The lie burned as it fell from his tongue.

A dagger.

A blade.

He felt as if he were slicing right through the vows he had made even though a whole ton of them had been silent. The ones Kennedy had no clue he’d needed to make.

His wife’s frown deepened. “I thought you were booked out?”

Jud zipped the bag and strode across their bedroom. He pecked a kiss to her temple, trying to keep himself together, to act normal, like this was no big deal. Fought not to be so stupid to lose his cool and blurt where he was actually going.

Kennedy wouldn’t get it. Wouldn’t understand. Wouldn’t accept he had no other choice but to do one last job.

For Logan.

For his family.

The truth was, he’d protected Kennedy from the world he’d come from. Protected her with every fiber of his loyalty. He couldn’t burden her with who he’d been. With the inhumanities he’d witnessed and the atrocities he’d committed.

He’d turned a corner and planted a new life.

But the roots of that old, wicked life drew him. He was caught in the snare of the ghosts that dragged him back to the past.

Grim.

He gritted his teeth and forced a smile. “It’s an important client. I’d be a fool to say no. I’ll be back in a couple days.”

She pressed her hand to his chest. “Okay.” Then she tipped her head. “Be careful?”

“Always,” he promised, then he kissed her long and slow before he crept into his daughter’s nursery. She was in her crib, fast asleep, the tiny, sweet thing lost to her dreams.

Love exploded. Beat at his chest.

He splayed his hand over her belly, made the silent promise, “Just this once.”

Then he left the little house and climbed onto the back of his bike, and he rode through the night.

A monster. A wraith. A demon.

Grim.

And he swore this would be the last time he would be him.
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Marcello waited at the meeting point, in the seedy part of the city that felt like Jud’s old stomping grounds.

Ground covered in blood.

He killed the rumbling engine of his bike, swung off, and approached him slowly, like he might be walking into an ambush, which knowing this prick, that’s probably exactly what it was.

Marcello quirked a satisfied grin. “You made it.”

“Told you I’d be here.”

His grin widened. “Always so amenable.”

Jud grunted. “Not always.”

It was a testament. This was the end. The last thing he would subject himself to.

Jud stared at the man he all but detested. Marcello and his family had been pulling Jud’s strings for years, and he was finished being anyone’s puppet. “Let’s roll. I want to get this finished, and then it’s done. Do you understand?”

Marcello smiled. “A deal’s a deal, my friend. We stand by our commitments.”

“What’s the score?” Jud asked.

“We just need to send a warning to an associate who’s gone off the rails. Remind him where his loyalties stand.”

“A warning?”

That wasn’t what he was expecting.

He’d thought he’d be getting his hands dirty. Forcing out information or maybe silencing a threat.

Marcello tsked, laughed a light sound. “You act like we’re horrible, unreasonable people.”

Hot air puffed from Jud’s nose.

Horrible didn’t even cut it.

They were wicked. Vile. Cruel.

Just like Jud had been.

His stomach twisted.

Something after tonight, he refused to ever be again.

I jolted from the memory when Salem touched my elbow.

I kept getting swept up in those old memories. I guessed it was because I never wanted to go there again. They were a reminder of the spiral I’d slipped into, of what I’d lost, of all the mistakes I’d made—and standing there, I felt this astounding internal declaration that I’d never repeat it.

I was going to live for these two.

Live whole and right.

“Are you having second thoughts?” Salem tilted her head, like she’d thought I might have changed my mind about wanting them there rather than the truth swimming out to the horizon of where hope waited.

That I wanted her here. In every way.

“Not even close, darlin’. I asked you here, didn’t I?”

“More like demanded it.” It was a tease, even though there clearly wasn’t a whole lot of easiness as she remained just inside the door to my place.

Like she was unsure of where she fit or belonged.

Looking around like she’d never stepped inside before.

Juni actually hadn’t been there before, and the little bee was buzzing around the living space with a pink backpack strapped on her shoulders. Her black hair was in pigtails, those blue eyes gleaming in excitement as she explored the main room of the loft.

She touched about everything, not slowing as she went.

She skipped into the kitchen. “Wow, Motorcycle Man, you gots the biggest kitchen I ever seen.” She pulled open the refrigerator and poked her head inside, no shyness to it. “My mimi is gonna be the most jealous so we better nots tell her ’cause we only got a butt bumper over at our house.”

I eased deeper into my loft, a smile pulling at my mouth. Was impossible for it not to be there with this wild little thing filling up the vacancy.

“Butt bumper?” I hedged.

“Means we’re bumping our butts all the time we gotta go in and do the cooks.”

Amusement hummed in my chest.

Energy crackled, but it was different this time.

It was slow and sure.

A rumble of satisfaction as my chest pressed full.

My spirit singing that this was right.

Old guilt made a bid to drown it out. Ancient devotion that no longer quite fit.

That purpose fading at the horizon of my mind.

Grinning back at Salem who still wavered at the doorway, I carried the overnight bag she’d packed thirty minutes before. “Come on, let’s get you two settled.”

She’d refused to bring any more of her things. She’d insisted it was temporary, and she’d be back at Darius’ house soon.

Too bad every bone in my body shouted hell no.

Doubted there was a chance I would be able to let her go considering every part of me raced toward something I’d chalked up to loss.

A type of devotion pumping through my veins that I’d never thought I’d feel again.

But I guessed we’d cross that bridge when we got there. Think I was lucky enough to convince her to come here tonight for a sleepover, which was how she’d explained this little trip to Juni.

After what’d happened with Darius this afternoon, she was the one who’d started to have second thoughts. She’d tried to give me a thousand reasons why it was a bad idea.

I’d only had to give her one to change her mind: I have you.

I’d followed Salem to their house this evening to get their things. I had been wary of having another altercation with Darius, but he’d been nowhere to be found, so I assumed he was somewhere blowing off steam.

Mimi—that sweet thing—she’d been more than keen on the idea, even after Salem had flitted around, worried about leaving her alone.

“The heart knows when it’s time,” Mimi had whispered to her.

Emotion panged at the thought of it.

A void filling in the middle of my chest.

These walls no longer felt so lonely with Salem and Juni there.

I had to believe it was true.

That my heart was whispering it, too.

Juni was hot on my heels as I moved toward the bedrooms on the far-right side of the loft. I tossed open the guest bedroom door. “Here we go.”

Juni blazed around me. “What? You mean I even gets my own room? I loves it here.” She jumped onto the enormous bed, bouncing on her knees on the mattress. “I think I wants to stay for all the forevers. I thinks it’s a good idea because my best friend Gage only lives a little bit away and he can come here and play. Is that okay, Motorcycle Man?”

Warm laughter tumbled free as I edged in. “Well, since Gage is my nephew, and he likes to come over here and hang out with me every once in a while, that sounds like a pretty dang good plan to me.”

There I went, racing toward a destination I never thought I’d go.

“Jud.” My name was a plea coming from Salem where she’d edged up behind us. A warning filled her tone. Reservations she didn’t quite know where to place.

Be careful.

Don’t make promises we can’t keep.

I’m in no position to fall in love.

Turning around, I set my hand on her gorgeous face. “I have you, Salem.”

Thunderbolt eyes speared me.

Deep.

Intense.

Penetrating.

I brushed the pad of my thumb along her jaw, then I forced an easy smile. “Come on, let’s get you two fed.”

“Yes! I’m starvin’ like a martian, all the way up in the planets.”

I grinned back at Juni. “Seems like you’ve been spending too much time with Gage in the Cage.”

“No such thing, Motorcycle Man.” She hopped to her butt then slid off the side of the bed. “He’s my favorite friend, and we’re gettin’ married, and if you get married, you gotta spend always together.”

Right.

I cut an eye at Salem.

Joy washed through her expression.

Hope and belief.

Fuck.

I wanted to put that look on her face every day of her life.

“We’re gonna have to keep an eye on those two,” I said with a tease, angling down to drop a kiss to the side of Salem’s cheek as I passed.

“That’s your jobs, doncha know? You’re the adults.” Juni tossed it out, so pragmatic as she blazed back out to the kitchen.

A laugh tore free.

“I’ll be sure to remind you of that when you’re about fourteen.” I shouted it behind her as I turned in the direction of the master bedroom.

At my assertion, the breath hitched in Salem’s throat.

I turned to look at her from over my shoulder.

Salem had frozen outside Juni’s door.

She stood in my apartment like she’d become a part of the makeup.

A fixture on the floors.

A stroke of the paintings.

Permanent.

So goddamn pretty she knocked the air right outta my lungs.

A fantasy wrapped in a black, decadent bow.

“Could look at you all day.” The praise rumbled free.

Warily, Salem glanced around, fidgeting and letting her nerves get the best of her.

I let go of a casual laugh to put her at ease.

“Come on, Wildcat. I see you getting ready to strike.” I strode the rest of the way into my room, set her things on the floor. Her presence was nothing but a stir that hedged me from behind.

Chaos and light.

When she still didn’t say anything, I turned around and took her by the face.

Kissed her deep.

A bolt of need punched through my body.

I pulled back to stare down at that stunning face. “Do you trust me?”

She chewed at her bottom lip before she admitted, “I’m scared of how much I do.”

“You think I’m not scared, too, Salem? That all of this isn’t fuckin’ with my mind? But that’s the thing about trust—it’s always a little scary to give. To rely on someone when we’ve only been relying on ourselves. And fuck yeah, baby, you are a fighter, a survivor. Fierce and determined. So goddamn beautiful you make my knees shake. But it doesn’t matter how strong we are, every one of us needs someone who is willing to fight for us, too.”

She reached out and scratched her nails through my beard, those eyes on me when she whispered, “What I’m really scared of is losing you.”

“Then stay.”

I said it like it was simple.

Like nothing else mattered.

“Are you two done kissin’ or what?” Juni’s little voice filtered from the kitchen and into my room.

On a chuckle, I took Salem’s hand and threaded our fingers together.

She looked at the knitting of our beings, feeling it, too.

The merging.

The meeting.

The way it was supposed to be.

I led her out the double doors and into the big main room. Juni had already made herself at home, digging through the pantry. “You ain’t gots much, Motorcycle Man.”

She said it with a disappointed sigh.

“How about we order pizza for tonight and we’ll get some more groceries in here tomorrow?”

“Don’t teases me.” Juni stared at me with her mother’s eyes.

My chest stretched tight.

Fuck.

I was done for.

I pulled out my phone. “No teasin’ to it.”

“Hallelujahs,” she sang.

“What’s everyone’s favorite?”

“Cheese!” Juni popped up at the countertop where I was resting on my elbows so I could scroll to my favorite pizza place.

I touched her nose. She giggled.

The hole Kennedy and Kye had left inside me felt fuzzy. An old haunting that I’d never quite shake. A blur that had begun to form into something else.

I slanted a questioning gaze at Salem. “How about you, darlin’?”

“Cheese is great, as long as we order a salad on the side.” She looked at her daughter when she said that.

Juni shrugged, so grown-up. “I gots no problems with the vegetables. Sheesh, Mommy, do you even know me?”

So much sass.

My head shook in amusement, and I punched in the number, set on taking care of these two the best that I could.

Only the blaring that suddenly screamed through the loft froze my fingers on the screen. The alarm was so loud, it was disorienting.

Deafening.

I heard it like a crash of lawlessness. A shearing of peace.

Everything seized for one shocked second.

Salem’s spirit frozen—frozen in terror—my heart frozen in the same.

Then she started to mumble, “No. No, no, no, my baby.”

Torment clouded her expression.

I shot into action when I realized it was the fire alarm from downstairs in the shop going off.

On instinct, I grabbed Juni.

The little girl curled her arms around my neck and buried her face in my beard. My attention shifted to Salem the second I had the child in my arms.

Salem.

Salem who was nothing but panic. Her face was a sheet of white. Like she’d run headfirst into a ghost that’d come to claim.

Her eyes filled with what I knew deep down she believed was inevitable—she thought she’d been discovered.

My own wounds throbbed. Curdled my senses into a wad of old disgust.

Bile rose in my throat, and I wanted to succumb.

But I had way more important things to protect than my past mistakes.

I grabbed Salem by the hand. “Follow me,” I shouted over the alarm.

The siren blared. Banging off the walls and amplifying. Blasting so loud it twisted the air into a daze.

The world in confusion.

Salem clamored along behind me toward the set of emergency steps that ran out the backside of the laundry room. I flung the door open and bounded down the stairwell that crisscrossed three times.

Juni curled her arms tighter and burrowed her face deep into my neck, like she trusted me to silence it, keeping her harsh, hard breaths silent, like she’d been taught how to hide.

All while I could feel the crush of Salem’s heart. The desperation in her steps.

I held them tighter, shouting, “I have you. I have you,” over the clatter.

We busted out at the bottom and into the waning day. Twilight hung over the earth, slipping behind the trees and casting the world in a kaleidoscope of golds and purples and deepening blues.

Salem heaved a breath as soon as we were outside, and I tightened my hold on her as I raced us around the side of the building toward the woods that separated Iron Ride and Absolution.

Where it was secluded.

Where neither of them would be seen.

Salem was gasping, choking over her fear.

Wanted to wrap her up. Promise she was safe. That I would never let anything happen to her. Instead, I spun her, passed her daughter into the well of her shaking arms.

“Do not move!” I told her. I grabbed her by the outside of her upper arms to emphasize it. “Wait right here. It’s going to be fine. I promise you.”

Her nod was jerky, Salem in shock as she clung to her daughter.

I warred, not wanting to move, but the alarm was still screeching through the coming night.

I ran back that way, hitting the button on my phone that controlled the garage bay doors.

All five of them began to lift.

A small strain of smoke billowed out of the one closest to the lobby.

I ran along the front of the building. My heart seized when I realized where it was coming from.

Salem’s piece of shit car that was still on the riser smoldered, the barest smoke wafting out from the driver’s-side window that had been left down.

Dipping inside the shop, I grabbed the fire extinguisher from the wall, fighting a war of my own fear, my own regrets.

Felt like the ugliest, dirtiest parts of me had found their way free and were taunting me.

The small fire a jeer that threatened to erupt to an all-out inferno from Salem’s car.

I hit the button to the riser to lower it, and I jerked out the pin on the extinguisher and sprayed the foam over the flames.

It was out as fast as it’d started.

Strain heaved and shock clutched my chest, this crazy-ass billow of relief mixed with the disorder.

Sweat dripped from my forehead, my blood a boil of aggression and adrenaline.

I swallowed it down and looked inside the window of the old car.

The remnants of a charred, oily rag were on the seat.

My gaze whipped around, searching for a reason.

An explanation.

Dread curled and trembled the ground beneath my feet.

The extinguisher slipped from my hands and clattered to the concrete. It rolled under the car while bile throbbed in my throat.

A warning.

A hiss.

Nothing added up.

I moved through the shop, hitting the stop button on the alarm as I passed. The silence roared. A ringing in my ears as I began to search every nook.

Every cranny.

Any possible spot someone could hide.

I came up short, nothing else out of place.

I scrubbed both hands over my face before I dropped them to peer through the empty shop.

My stomach was in knots. Nausea burned through the middle. I swallowed around the ball of razors in my throat.

It had to be an accident.

A slip up.

A misstep.

That rag left in the wrong place.

But what would have sparked it?

“Fuck,” I spat then I inhaled, trying to get my head on straight as I barreled out of the bay and toward the only destination I knew.

To where Salem and Juni were hidden in the cover of the dense thicket of trees.

My heart battered and crashed, and every single muscle in my body bowed in possession.

Salem was there. Her daughter in her arms, hiding her face but still peeking out as I approached.

“It was just a small fire caused by an oily rag. Alarm is super sensitive to protect the shop.”

It was true, but it still felt like bullshit.

Salem knew it, too.

She was shaking. Shaking and shaking.

She spun a circle, her black hair whipping around her shoulders like a darkened, chaotic storm. “No.”

Panic built, and her fear compounded.

“No,” she said again before she darted around me and took off running. With Juni held in her arms, she headed back toward the side stairway.

I kept up behind her. “Salem. Wait. Let me check it out to make sure it’s safe before we go back inside.”

I might as well not have said a thing because my words didn’t penetrate the wall of her panic.

She never put Juni down the entire way up to the loft, her feet banging the stairs and her distress clawing the white bricks.

She burst through the laundry room door, ignoring me as I tried to stop her.

“Salem, please. Calm down. Let’s take a deep breath. A minute to think this through.”

The distress radiating back was her only answer.

Seeping from her pores and burning from her flesh.

“Salem.”

She was already in the guest bedroom, snatching up Juni’s bag, then she blew out and into my bedroom. The only thing she took the time to grab was her purse.

She didn’t look at me as she rushed back out the door and across the loft.

“Salem. Fuck, please. Stop. Look at me.” I fumbled behind her. Trying to break through. To climb over the barriers and find my way to her. To where it was me and this girl who’d changed everything. One who’d rearranged every loyalty.

I didn’t make a dent.

Without slowing, she darted back through the laundry room and into the stairwell, her footfalls frenzied as she careened down the steps.

“Salem…please. Listen to me. I have you. I have you.”

“Please, Jud, don’t.” It was the first thing that came out of her mouth, and she tossed it out without looking back as she banged through the bottom door and out into the deepening night.

She ran for the SUV she’d left parked right outside.

“Salem. Don’t.”

I tried to grab her arm. To hold her. To let her know it was going to be okay.

Shaking me off, she pushed the button on the lock and set Juni into the backseat. Her movements were frantic as she strapped the little girl into place.

She slammed Juni’s door and slipped by me while my heart lodged in my shredded throat.

“I’m sorry,” was all she said as she jerked open the driver’s door, refusing to look at me as she did. She started to climb inside.

I took her by the shoulders and spun her around to face me. “I know you’re scared, but I need you to remember right now what you promised—if you get scared, you run to me. Remember, darlin’. Run to me. I’m right here. Right here.”

She squeezed her eyes closed like she couldn’t look at me when she said it, the words ragged when she forced them out. “I’m sorry, I can’t stay, Jud. I can’t. I need to go before it’s too late.”

Agony whipped through the atmosphere.

My guts screamed. But it was my heart shouting louder.

Taking her by the face, I forced her to look at me. Begging her to see. To hear. “I’m in this with you, Salem. You’re not alone any longer. Don’t you see? I have you, darlin’. I have you.”

Her eyes just pressed tighter, girl closing herself off, regressing back to the place where she couldn’t trust. Where her fear reigned, and her hopes didn’t matter. “You have to let me go, Jud. I can’t do this. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

Desperate, the confession I’d been trying to deny to myself came blundering out. “I can’t let you go. I can’t. I love you. I fuckin’ love you, Salem.”

It was true.

So fucking true the verity of it nearly dropped me to my knees.

But I had to remain standing.

Hold up this girl.

Because she choked on the agony, and Salem nearly bent in two, falling apart as she surged forward and pressed her face to my chest and curled those hands in my shirt. Clinging to me as if I were a buoy in the raging, toiling sea, she frantically kissed over my heart. I felt the grief and lost dreams leave her on a sob.

She inhaled, breathed me in, then she pushed her hands against my chest to push me away. “Who said anything about love?”

I staggered back.

Salem swayed. Caught in a torrent of sorrow. Her arm shot out to catch herself on the door before she fell, then she swallowed, built a fortress around herself, and jumped into the driver’s seat.

“I’ll figure out a way to repay you for the car. Both of them.” She was facing forward when she said it, cool and robotic and like she wasn’t tearing me apart. Reaching out, she grabbed the door handle and slammed it shut.

My palms pressed to the window. “Salem. Baby, don’t go. You don’t have to do this.”

Could see her frenzied movements as she fumbled to start the car. I banged at the window. “Salem. Don’t. Don’t run away. Run to me.”

My pleas didn’t penetrate, or maybe they made her fight this harder, the way she refused to look at me as she threw the car in reverse. She peeled out as I flew back and stumbled out of the way.

The SUV jolted forward when she put it in drive, tires squealing as she gunned it on the loose gravel.

Like a fuckin’ fool, I ran behind her. “Salem! Salem! Please.”

Salem.

My entire being writhed.

Writhed in fucking agony because my entire world was fleeing.

Running, the way she did. The way she’d promised she would do.

I was a fool.

I had known it in an instant.

The way this girl’d had me tangled in a beat.

Need.

Possession.

Black. Fuckin’. Magic.

Nothing but pure, utter devastation.

And my sweet enchantress’s spell? It finally brought me to my knees.
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Tears streamed down my face, blurring my sight until it was impossible to see. A fog of torment blinded and obscured, while white-hot blades of heartache cut and slayed, slicing through the middle of me.

It left that vacancy gaping wide.

I felt like I was bleeding out.

“Salem!” I could hear Jud shouting, his pull yanking at my spirit and rending me in two. “Don’t do this.”

I squeezed my hands around the steering wheel like it could keep me on the right path. Make me remember who I was and what I had to protect my daughter from.

To keep from giving myself in a way I never should have in the first place.

Salem.

It banged through my mind and shredded my heart.

I love you. I fuckin’ love you.

Tears blurred my eyes and soaked my face.

He wasn’t supposed to. This wasn’t supposed to happen.

Juni whimpered from the backseat. Quiet and afraid. “Mommy.”

“I know,” I mumbled. “I know.”

And I hated that I did. Hated what I was putting her through.

But I had no other choice, did I?

Not while the terror continued to rip through my consciousness. A foreboding that warned of what was to come. Of what would always be lurking, ready to consume when I allowed myself to get sloppy.

To get comfortable.

Reckless.

If Carlo had found us? If he was responsible?

That thought had me ramming the accelerator to the floor. The tires peeled out on the loose gravel.

I had to get away. Put a lifetime between us and this place. Become someone else. The way I always did.

You exist.

Through the rearview mirror, I saw the hulking, beast of a man lumbering behind us.

As if he were chasing down something real.

I could feel the reverberation of his footfalls as he chased us across the lot.

I pinched my eyes closed like it could stop me from feeling the impact of who he was.

From hearing the shout of his soul.

Shield my heart from the call that screamed every bit as loud as the sirens that had blared through the building. As loud as the instinct that told me I had to go.

That I could never stay.

That for me, there was no such thing as home.

But my spirit?

It thrashed.

A riot that gripped my insides.

It ravaged the hollow space that could never be filled.

“Go,” I whimpered, to him, to myself, to this feeling that welled up.

But it only grew.

Clouding judgement.

Obliterating reason.

“Please,” I cried to myself, like it could sever the pull. That severity that had been there from the moment Jud had found me in the storm.

The SUV bounced across the gravel drive, the tail end skidding as I erratically whipped around the side of the building to the front parking lot.

Reckless.

I headed across the lot toward the exit, trying to force myself through the sludge of agony. I tried to press harder at the accelerator, but a tremor rocked through my leg and shocked through my body.

Salem.

I could still hear him calling my name.

In the middle of the lot, I rammed on the brakes.

Closed my eyes.

Prayed.

Salem.

His voice curled around my being and wrapped me in comfort.

A sob ripped up my throat. I held tighter to the steering wheel and pressed my forehead to the leather as another cry lacerated through my insides.

Fumbling, I put the SUV in park, and my foot was floundering around to engage the emergency brake, my fingers on the door latch and cracked it open.

I couldn’t feel my feet, but I knew the ground wobbled below me.

Jud was there, sweeping me into his arms a second before I crumbled.

My arms curled desperately around his neck. “I didn’t mean to, Jud. I didn’t mean to fall in love with you.”

It spilled out.

The confession of my soul.

I didn’t mean to, but I did.

I did.

“I know, darlin’. I know,” he murmured at my ear as he held me against his chest.

Massive arms surrounded me.

His heart thundered, a pound, pound, pounding of peace. Of safety. Of saving grace.

He exhaled the heaviest breath into my hair.

He reached inside the car and shut off the engine.

He didn’t let me go, he just moved to Juni’s door, opened it, unbuckled her, and helped her down.

He held me with one arm, his other hand securely wrapped around Juni’s.

“I have you,” was all he said as he started to walk back around the building.

Warmth skated across my skin, sank below, embedded itself in my marrow.

I burrowed my face into his beard. Inhaled his aura. Drew it into my lungs.

Relished the sanctuary of this man.

Citrus and spice. A warm fall night.

A protector.

While every muscle in his body vibrated with the truth of the length he’d be willing to go for us. The ferocity that sped and churned.

A grim, wicked savior.

I clung to him.

Gave.

Trusted.

Loved.

Reckless.

A sob curled up my throat, and I pressed my mouth to his shoulder and released it.

In it was surrender.

Concession.

A yielding to his sacrifice.

“I have you.”

It penetrated, bled into my cells, and became a part of my heartbeat.

“I have you.”

He somehow managed to get the heavy metal door open without setting me down, and he held it so Juni could slip inside. He took her hand again as he carried me upstairs.

His footsteps echoed.

Heavy and firm.

Juni scrambled along at his side, her little spirit quieted and held, yet somehow calmed.

As if she had fallen into the same peace.

At the top landing, Juni moved ahead to hold the door open for us to pass.

“Thank you, Little Bee,” Jud said so quietly, with so much care and adoration. He carried me directly into his bedroom, and he set me on the edge of the bed and knelt in front of me.

He brushed back my hair and searched me with those obsidian eyes. “I know you’re scared of it. Hell, I know this is terrifying for us both. Neither of us expected it. But I love you, Salem. I love you with all of me. With the good parts and the bad parts. With the ones that are whole and the ones that are broken. All of them—they belong to you.”

Emotion filled every cell in my body. Spirit and soul.

“Say it’s forever.” The plea left me on a whimper.

“It’s forever, baby. Today, tomorrow, and always.”

I touched his face as emotion overwhelmed. Possessed. “I love you, Jud. I love you in a way that should be impossible. With a love so big and massive it hurts.”

He cocked me a tender smile. “I understand that feeling well, darlin’. Think I’ve been feeling it since the second you walked into my life.”

He gathered my hand and pressed it to his lips. “I will do whatever it takes to protect you and Juni. You have to trust that.”

For a second, his eyes dropped closed. When he opened them, I was sure I could see all the way down into his soul.

He was laying himself bare.

There was no secret, no shame, no hurt that we wouldn’t hold for the other.

“You’ve been fighting for so long, Salem. Let me fight for you.”

I touched the lines of his rugged, handsome face. “With me,” I corrected. “Because I’ll never stop, not until she’s safe.”

Old wounds curled and gutted.

Jud held me by the face. As if he held those, too. Shared them with me. “I understand, darlin’. Neither will I.”

“Forever.” It left me on a promise.

The pad of his thumb traced along the gnarled scar at my jaw. “Forever.”

Energy whispered, a soft whirring in the air, stirring through the disorder.

My words were soggy. “We’re a mess.”

A smile twitched beneath his beard as he slipped his palm up to rest on my cheek.

Adoring.

Emphatic.

Whole.

“A beautiful fuckin’ mess.”

“You gonna have a kid around, you’re gonna have to learn to watch the bad words, Motorcycle Man, or else you’re gonna have to go to timeout all the ways in Antarctica with my mimi because she gots the bad words, too.”

Our little bubble popped, and Jud’s surprised laugh split through the severity.

“That so?” Jud’s entire face spread into a grin.

“Yup,” Juni said from the doorway.

My light. My hope. My joy.

Those were the things I wanted to give her, too.

A tremble of realization rocked through me.

And I knew, I couldn’t—couldn’t truly do that if I kept running. If I packed up and left every time I felt a shiver lift the hairs at the back of my neck.

It was time I truly fought.

Found a way to find true peace. I didn’t know how to do that, but I knew, right then, that Jud would be there beside me as I did.

“Then I guess I better watch it,” Jud replied.

“Because you wanna keep me?” She screeched it, pure delight.

Jud looked at me, his thumb tracing along my jaw before he looked back at my daughter. “Yeah, Juni, I wanna keep you.”

My heart pulsed.

“Why don’t you take a shower?” he suggested when he turned back to me. “I’m going to make some calls and get someone over here to keep watch tonight, and then I’m gonna get our Little Bee fed. I want you to relax and know you’re safe. Okay?”

My nod was soft.

“Good.”

Jud edged up and pressed his mouth to mine.

Soft and sure.

A promise.

He stood, those eyes raking over me, a glint lighting from the depths.

My chest tightened and a bubbling of desire sprang from within.

With a soft touch of my jaw, Jud turned and strode for my little girl, his big boots eating up the floor.

So intimidating and fierce.

So tender and sweet.

This destructive charm that had ruined me. Crushed up the places inside me that had hardened to stone when he took Juni’s hand in his and led her into the main room.

I went into the master bathroom and turned on the shower. As soon as it was warm, I stepped into the spray.

I closed my eyes beneath it and lifted my face to the pelting water.

And I believed.

Believed there was something better for my daughter.

Believed there was something better for me.

I let the rivulets whisk over my body and soothe away the storm. Let the warmth settle into my bones.

And I knew I needed to trust Jud with it all. I had to give him every truth and every sorrow. He needed to know the whole of it so he could understand what we were up against.

The fracture cleaved inside me throbbed. That chunk of my soul that would always remain missing. One that could never be filled or healed or restored. But one I could no longer allow to be made in vain.

Resolved, I washed with Jud’s soap, pressed it to my nose, cherished what we’d found, then I rinsed, feeling brand-new when I stepped out and wrapped a towel around my body.

A faint smile pulled at my mouth.

One that felt permanent.

I dried and changed into the sleep pants and tee I’d packed in my overnight bag, then I slipped out of Jud’s bedroom, coming to a stop right outside the door.

The television was on and Finding Nemo played on the screen. Juni was on her knees at the coffee table, enraptured by the show while she ate a slice of pizza.

But it was the voices in the kitchen that stalled my feet and piqued my ear.

I edged to the end and peered out. Jud and Trent stood at the island, their conversation hushed and heated and hard.

But they weren’t at war with each other.

They were at war with my enemy.

One they didn’t even know.

“Doesn’t sit right,” Jud muttered. “Oily rag was in the seat. Sure, it could have been forgotten, but then what? It’s not just going to catch fire.”

Jud shook his head before he continued, “And the amount of time that alarm was going off until I got down there? Car should’ve been completely engulfed in flames.”

“You think the alarm was a warning?” Trent said it like he was already right there, a partner to Jud’s speculations, seeing it for what it was, too.

A token.

A premonition.

My spirit dampened and swam. I tried to remain steady. To keep the dizziness from whirring through my head. Still, apprehension clutched my chest in a fist.

“Yeah. I think someone set the alarm. Salem freaked out that it might be Juni’s father who she’s been dodging for years.” He roughed an agitated hand through his hair before he met Trent face on. “I think it was her brother, though. He’s the one who has access, and whoever it was knew exactly how to stay out of line of the security cameras. The dude was pissed this afternoon when he realized things were getting real between me and Salem, and if someone actually wanted to set fire to the place, they would have. He knew I’d find it quick and put it out.”

My spirit shivered with the impact of what Jud implied.

Darius?

Would he do that to me?

I blinked against the staggering pain the thought evoked. I didn’t even want to process or contemplate it.

Trent sighed. Somehow it sounded of relief. “Reckless, but understandable. I mean, I’d want to burn your shit down, too, if you got your dirty paws on my little sister.”

He cracked a grin at that.

I wasn’t smiling. I couldn’t fathom that Darius would do something so awful. So hurtful.

Gulping, I forced myself to listen.

Jud chuckled and threw a targetless punch at his brother. “Fuck you, man.”

Trent laughed then sobered as he shifted gears. “But that black car…”

“Yup. That’s what is tripping me up. I have to figure out what’s going on there, but this? Tonight? The fire? My gut tells me it’s Darius.”

“Thinking you’re probably right. Dude’s most likely pissed and making his feelings known. Thinks he’ll scare you off. He’ll get over it. I’m going to post Milo out front, though, just as a precaution.”

“Thank you. Just…have to keep them safe, Trent. Whatever that means.” Savagery quivered through Jud’s words, steel lining his voice.

Trent tucked his hands into his pockets. “You accept it yet?”

Jud’s big chest widened on a heavy exhale. “What? That I love her?”

But it was my lungs that locked up. Locked in a hope that I’d never expected. One I had never dared dreaming of since I’d started this fight.

And I guessed he must have known I was there the entire time because those eyes found mine where I was eavesdropping off to the side.

Obsidian flashed with desire.

With greed and goodness.

With everything I’d had no idea I’d needed.

He stretched out his hand in my direction. “Yeah. I did.”

Intensity flickered through the glare of the lights.

I felt seen.

Adored.

Understood.

I edged out from behind the wall and shuffled that way, my head lowered in a bit of embarrassment since I’d been caught unabashedly listening to their conversation.

Jud didn’t seem to mind. He just wrapped an arm around me and tugged me close. He dropped a kiss to the top of my head and spun my heart up all over again.

“Yeah,” he murmured. The sound vibrated through me like a warm caress.

Trent smiled at me from where I peered out.

“Good.” He returned his attention to Jud. “I’m going to get back to the club. Give me a call if you need anything at all.”

“Will do.”

“Thank you,” I said.

Trent’s expression shifted. Firm affection. “It’s what this family does, Salem. We stand for each other, until the very end.” His eyes snapped to Jud for a beat before they were back on me. “Seems you’re a part of that now.”

A lump lodged itself in my throat.

Home. Home. Home.

The promise of it swam and sang.

I barely managed a nod.

Trent and Jud bumped fists and then Trent was gone.

Jud pressed his mouth to my temple. “Let’s eat. I’m starving.”
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I stood at the doorway while Jud took his turn tucking my daughter into bed. He knelt at her bedside, his low, gravelly voice rolling through the dense air.

Filling her ears with a tease and a play.

Sweet, sweet comfort.

Little giggles lifted from her mouth, and he tickled her softly as he kissed her forehead, while I felt his spirit winding through the room.

There was a vehemence scored into the middle of him.

His strength, his power, his loyalty, given to her.

I felt it tremble the floorboards when he stood, when he pulled the covers up higher over her shoulders, when he whispered, “Goodnight, Juni Bee.”

“Night, Motorcycle Man.” Juni’s voice was sleepy, lulled into the peace of the evening we’d spent together.

For hours, the three of us had been curled on the couch like a family.

A depiction of what I’d once thought an impossibility.

Affection rode on those waves of intensity. It softly batted against the walls and radiated from our spirits.

It wound around us with each pass.

Knitting.

Weaving.

A slow, steady binding that threaded us together.

I felt the tether of it yank when Jud turned in my direction.

The man hulked my way through the shadows of the room that Juni had claimed as her own.

Eyes as dark as the night flashed in the bare light that glinted from the hall.

My heart panged as he stalked my way.

This man who was so obscenely gorgeous.

Forbidding.

Intimidating and raw.

A ruthless fortress.

A wicked savior.

One I’d never believed could be mine.

Then the beast of a man had to flash me that sexy, devilish smile. His voice was a low scrape when he uttered, “Darlin’.”

My stomach fisted in want.

He backed me the rest of the way out of the bedroom, and he pulled the door shut halfway, leaving it mostly open as he edged me the rest of the way to his room.

There, he shut the door and locked it. He set his phone on the high table just inside, the security system alight on the screen. “I have all the monitors on. Milo is posted outside. She’s safe. You’re safe. You don’t have to be afraid. Not anymore.”

I guessed he read it in my eyes. That I couldn’t fully accept his claim. As long as Carlo still roamed, I knew we’d never truly be safe.

“Who is he?” Jud demanded, his voice a growl.

“A monster.”

Dark shame dimmed his features for the barest second before rage rushed in to burn a path through his expression. He edged me deeper into his room. His hands slid up and down my arms in a soothing fashion.

It didn’t matter.

I could feel the violence skate through his veins.

Palpable.

Volatile.

“Don’t want you to be afraid of me.” Grief struck through his features.

“I’m not.”

He kept coming closer, encroaching, forcing me back with each towering step he took.

“When Kennedy left me, I locked it all down, Salem. Swore I’d never hurt another. Swore I’d never bear the weight of new blood on my hands. Swore I would never kill again. Thought I could be good enough, and one day she would come back to me and see me as someone else, and I was going to be ready for when she did.”

He inhaled a shaky breath. “So, I stuffed the demon down deep. Chained him. I kept him hidden from everyone except for my brothers who’ve always known. But he’s right here, and I’ve let him loose. For you, Salem. For you and your daughter. He’s going to fight for you. I just need a name and this ends.”

I should be terrified of his admission.

Grim.

But I was only terrified of what it might mean for him. Of what he was asking. Of the direction I could feel him aching to go.

From where I stood at the edge of his bed, my hands curled into his plain white tee. I clung to the fabric like it would forever tie him to us. “No. Not like this, Jud. He’s already stolen too much from me. I won’t let him take you, too. You can’t just go rushing in there.”

I knew if I gave Jud a name, he’d disappear into the night. Right then. No hesitation.

Lines of hatred dented Jud’s face. “I can’t stand to see you in fear any longer.”

My throat constricted, sorrow racing the length. “I know, Jud, I know. But we have to be smart about this. He’s…” I blinked, tried to suppress the memories, the things Carlo had done. The hole he’d carved out in the middle of me. The vacancy that would always wail.

Excruciating.

I set my hand on Jud’s face, my thumb brushing the defined cut of his cheek, this beautiful man who had no idea of just how good he was. What I saw when I looked into his eyes. When he let me see way down deep into his kind, giving soul.

“I know you want to put yourself on the same level as him, that you somehow think you’re wicked. You’re not. You’re not. I see you, Jud, like you’ve seen me, and the two of us are so much greater than our circumstances. So much greater than the wickedness that those who should have loved us and protected us shaped us to be.”

It was a wickedness I’d run from. The kind of wickedness to which Jud had believed he’d succumbed.

My hand tightened in emphasis on his face. “He’s the demon, Jud. Cruel and callus. Without thought and without care. He is nothing like you, and you are nothing like him. And he will destroy anyone who gets in his way.”

Anyone.

And despite Darius’ reassurances, I knew Carlo still believed that job was incomplete.

Jud pulled me closer. Torment radiated off him in waves.

His face was pressed to my neck as he breathed me in. As if I had become his rock. His anchor. Juni and I the reason for this life. “I need you to tell me, baby.”

My arms wound tight around his neck, my head rocking back as he began to kiss a desirous path down my throat. “And right now? Tonight? I need you to love me. Because I’ve never truly been.”

“Salem.” It was a grunt. A plea. A confession.

“Jud,” I murmured back. “Love me. Love me the way I love you. In a way that can’t be broken.”

“Forever,” he said. He kissed my eyes. My cheeks. My soggy lips. “I love you, darlin’. Love you with every piece of me. Every hole and every scar and every hope. Everything belongs to you. To you and Juni. Do you understand what that means?”

His tongue stroked over my lips.

A moan echoed in my throat.

Edging back an inch, he watched me while those big hands peeled my shirt over my head. Then he knelt to drag my sleep pants and underwear down my legs.

Cool air brushed my flesh. Need spread out to touch every cell in my body.

Jud straightened to his full, massive height, and the man stood before me as he wound himself out of his clothes.

Nothing was said.

The room was silent except for the heated whisper of our breaths and the thunder of our hearts.

He lifted me onto the mattress and came to hover over me. He gazed down at me through the lapping shadows, one arm rested above my head, the other on my face.

“Do you understand what that means?” he reiterated, his voice low and deep.

His thumb traced my scar. Energy crashed as he rumbled the words, “It means I have you, darlin’. I have you.”

His promise rained down.

It seeped through my skin and became one with my blood.

He pushed himself inside me.

Stealing my breath. My body.

But my heart?

It was already long gone.

For a moment, we just stayed there. Joined as one.

Then I nudged him and urged him to roll to his back.

He took me with him, and I straddled this man who’d changed everything. The man who’d taken a broken, shattered life, the pieces strewn all over this country, and held the rest in the palms of his beautiful hands.

I stared down at my wicked savior as I moved over him.

As our bodies connected so perfectly.

As he touched me.

My stomach. My hips. My breasts.

Our breaths synced. Our spirits joined.

And for the first time in my life, I felt a part of someone.

Physically.

Spiritually.

Like I was not just tied with his soul, but I was a part of his existence.

“Salem.” His big hands circled my waist as he guided me in a slow, desperate rhythm.

I splayed my hands over his wide chest. “Jud.”

He rolled us again, until I was pinned, those massive arms around me. The longer pieces of his black hair fell across his face, his eyes feral, gleaming and bright, his beautiful body thrusting into mine.

“It’s you and Juni now. You’re mine. I’ll fight for you, live for you, die for you, whatever it takes.” The words grunted from his mouth. “Do you understand?”

And I lost myself to it.

To this surrender.

To his belief.

His love.

His life.

“I love you, Jud. I love you.” And I gave him the one thing that was the hardest part. “I trust you with it all.”


THIRTY-TWO

SALEM
TWENTY-ONE YEARS OLD


The lights were dimmed, and the tiny room was quiet. The only sound was the steady whooshing that pulsed at a quickened beat as the technician held the probe to Salem’s swollen belly.

Salem was sure her heart was just as big as her protruding stomach, pressing at the confines of her ribs as love overwhelmed.

As it overcame.

As her purpose became clear.

With that clarity came the devastating fear she’d waded through for the last year. A dark, ugly current that lapped at her ankles. Rose higher and higher. She knew if she didn’t learn to swim, she would drown.

Salem gulped as the technician sent an encouraging smile back at them. “Everything sounds perfect. Would you like to know the sex?”

“Yes,” Carlo insisted as he hovered over the side of where Salem lay.

“A girl…and a boy.”

His pride ballooned bigger than the rest. He turned to take Salem’s face in his hands, and he looked at her as if he adored her. “You did it. I knew you would give me an heir. A man to carry on my family name. A son to follow my path.”

Salem forced a trembling smile, tears blurring her sight and running down the sides of her face.

Carlo leaned in and kissed them. “Good girl,” he whispered before he turned and left.
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They were parked at the curb on the quiet neighborhood street, and Salem struggled to breathe as she peered out at the unassuming single-story house that sat behind a white-picket fence.

Oaks grew proud and tall, their thick, full leaves dappling the ground in shadows as rays of sunlight shimmered through the branches. Birds flitted through, and the sound of children laughing and playing in the distance echoed in her ears.

The peace felt at complete odds with the barrage of fear and second guesses that filled her mind.

Was she really going to do this?

Was she brave enough?

Strong enough to see it through?

Was it a mistake?

She curled her hand tighter on the door handle as if it could keep her grounded.

Centered.

Reminding her of her purpose. The truth that she had no other choice.

Salem shifted to look at the detective who sat behind the wheel of the gray sedan. “You’re sure we will be safe here? That we will be protected?”

Salem’s mangled jaw was lifted in a challenge, desperate for the woman to give her reassurance. It didn’t matter they’d gone over the plan a thousand times. She needed to hear it again.

Detective Whitacre reached out and squeezed Salem’s hand. “I know you’re scared right now, but you’ve done the right thing. And I promise you, you are under our protection. No one will get close to you, not before the trial or after. You and your children will be safe.”

Salem spread a hand over her stomach that was so large she could hardly sit. Their time to come into this world was only four weeks away.

Love and hope blossomed. Bloomed against the dread that felt like a millstone that threatened to drag her to the bottom of the sea.

She knew…she knew the detective was right.

Putting Carlo behind bars for the rest of his life was her responsibility.

She needed to rid this world of his depravity. Of his viciousness. To get justice for her best friend. Justice for the rest he had hurt. For the families that had been destroyed.

But most of all, she had to protect her children. Shelter them from that life. Keep them from being molded in his design.

But once she went into protective custody, there would be no turning back. She wouldn’t be able to check on her brother or grandmother.

This morning when Salem had gone to say goodbye, to confess what she was doing, she’d almost changed her mind. But Mimi had hugged her tight as she cried, as she’d whispered in her ear, “I’m willing, sweet child, to face whatever is to come. I have no regrets. But you must go. I have already lived my life. Now it is time for you to live yours.”

Salem had to walk away.

Forever.

But for her children? To give them a good life?

She had no other choice than to leave this life behind.


THIRTY-THREE

JUD


Guiding his bike along the deserted path, Jud eased up behind the car that stopped along the backside of an abandoned warehouse. It was well beyond midnight, and a thick, murky darkness hung low on the city.

A dull glow pushed against it, rising up from the eternal lights that glinted from this place that was nothing but a festering cesspool.

He hated it there—hated it because he’d sworn he would never return to walk these cursed streets, and there he was, doing the bidding of the perverted.

Jud killed the rumbling engine of his motorcycle and kicked the stand.

His nerves rattled. An unsettled feeling that wafted through the cool night air as he swung off his bike at the same moment Marcello and two of his men, Tony and Kolin, climbed from the car.

They were quiet.

Too quiet. Too guarded.

Intuition lifted the hairs at the back of Jud’s neck. His fingers twitched as he was hit with the uneasy awareness that had kept him alive for years. A sense of foreboding that told him he had walked into an ambush.

Something was off.

Tony and Kolin went to the trunk where they pulled out four cans of gasoline, their seedy guilt clear as they scanned the area.

That feeling writhed, tendrils climbing through Jud’s nerves and winding around his neck.

His heavy boots barely made a sound as he edged forward. The short-barrel rifle strapped to his back burned like a brand as he strode their way. Every step ensured he was walking straight into a trap.

This was bad.

Really fuckin’ bad.

He could feel it.

Marcello angled his head in silent communication for them to follow. The four of them slinked along the dense foliage that broke open to the edges of a park. They kept low as they prowled along the short fence that ran the backside of a neighborhood.

Alarm swept through his bloodstream, a pound, pound, pound that drummed as he followed Marcello and his men farther along the backside of the sleeping houses. Marcello looked at them, his eyes dim as he indicated for them to ease up the side of the cover of trees. They paused about five yards beyond the back fence line of a small house.

Anxiety wound through Jud. Those tendrils of alarm closed off his throat as they all knelt within the cover of night beneath the shelter of those trees.

“Just who are we pressin’, Marcello?” Jud’s teeth gritted as he hissed the question below his breath.

Marcello cracked a smug smile. “There’s been a small change of plans. We are now on a retrieval mission. We are here to return a boy child to his rightful place.”

Confusion stormed while rage spiked. That disquieted anger pumped through his veins and sizzled across his flesh.

He’d anticipated bullshit.

But this?

What exactly did that mean?

A recovery mission of a child?

Whatever it was, it didn’t sit right.

It was all off.

All wrong.

Marcello knelt lower, dropped his voice quieter. “There will be two officers standing guard. One inside and one out. Jud, you are here to ensure clear passage into the house. Do it quiet and quick. I will get the child. Kolin and Tony, you ensure no one else gets out.”

They nodded as if they had already been prepped for their roles.

While venom burned on Jud’s tongue, the world starting to spin, the truth that he’d indeed walked straight into a trap.

Coerced into deviance.

“Why am I here? Why would you come all the way to Redemption Hills to drag me back here?” he demanded, attention flicking around, trying to figure the score. What the fuck this was about.

Marcello had hundreds of men at his disposal.

“This mission is of the utmost importance. One in which failure will not be tolerated. Under the dire circumstances, I was charged to find the best. You are the best, no?”

It was pure provocation.

“Who is the target?” Jud demanded, angst lining his bones.

Marcello knew the charge.

Jud only killed if the killing was earned.

“That is none of your concern.”

“You know I don’t do jobs blind.”

“You do now. I’d not question that, if I were you.”

Marcello gestured for them to proceed.

Jud warred. Unsettled. A rattled sensation climbed through his conscience. A warning that called out low at the back of his head. Marcello was manipulating him. It was all bullshit.

The men remained angled down as they crossed the fence line and into the house’s yard. Jud followed, prepared to bolt.

Ready to turn his back and walk.

Shun this life the way he’d promised he would do.

Fuck Marcello and his family.

He had a choice. They didn’t get to control him.

He was prepared for a fight. For this to go south when he walked. He would most likely have to battle it out, but it would be a war worth fighting.

Only he stilled when he caught sight of a silhouette through the window.

A woman.

She paced, back and forth, back and forth. His insides clenched when he saw the clear outline of a child swaddled in the well of her arms as she paced.

His guts twisted and curled.

Nausea swam.

Marcello gestured to move, and the reality of his instructions warbled through Jud’s mind.

Ensure no one else gets out.

“Are you fuckin’ crazy?” Jud spat, his voice still held quiet. “There’s a woman in there.”

A mother.

“Do your job, Lawson,” Marcello stated low. “Ensure my passage and do it now. Five minutes and this is to be done.”

Tony and Kolin started to douse the backside of the house in gasoline while Marcello crept along behind them, looking for the best way to enter.

Disgust burned a hole through Jud’s middle. Conscience screaming. World shouting. His gun was out and cocked.

Marcello grinned back like the bastard thought Jud was doing his bidding. Only Jud pointed the barrel at him. “Not gonna happen.”

Fury burst in Marcello’s expression. “You dare point a gun at me?”

“It’s an honor, actually.”

Marcello’s men dropped the cans and rushed to pull out their guns. The cans clattered against the dry earth, ringing out like an alarm for the guards inside.

A voice echoed from the front. “Possible breach at the rear. Securing perimeter.”

A split second later, it was a blur of disorder. A man dressed in a suit who had been posted out front came around the side of the house. A gunshot rang out from Kolin, hitting the officer in the head.

He went down.

Pandemonium.

Inside and out.

Shouting.

Jud fired.

Kolin froze then fell flat on his face.

Gone.

Jud had hit Tony in the thigh. He cried out in misery as he dropped to the ground.

Jud ran for Marcello who crawled along the ground on his belly like the serpent that he was.

“Don’t move, asshole.”

Marcello flopped around, leaning up on his hands as Jud stood over him. The barrel of Jud’s gun was pointed down at the monster who was there to enact the unthinkable.

The unforgiveable.

Surprise knocked Jud off balance when Tony suddenly rammed into him from the side. He fumbled, fell to the lawn, his gun sliding just out of reach.

With his gun in one hand, Marcello scrambled to get on top of Jud.

Jud fought him for it, squeezing his wrist to knock it loose.

Tony was back on his feet, and he kicked Jud in the ribs. Pain splintered through his side. He gasped out but managed to knock the handgun from Marcello’s hand while Tony continued his assault.

Kick after kick.

Pain lanced through Jud’s body, but he refused to give. To let either of them see this through.

He tossed Marcello off, and he grabbed Tony’s ankle and twisted it hard when Tony went to kick him again. The man screamed in agony, falling back at the same time Marcello managed to get to his feet to scramble for his gun that Jud had tossed aside.

Jud kicked out, sweeping Marcello at the ankles and dropping him flat to his back.

Jud jumped up, darting for his gun and sweeping it off the lawn.

He fired a shot at Tony who was lumbering to his feet.

Blood splatted as the impact flew him back, another monster in the ground.

Both Marcello’s soldiers were slain, and it was just Jud and this piece of shit.

A piece of shit Jud was going to be all too happy to rid the world of.

Marcello was on his ass, and he pressed back on his heels, scooting himself backward. “You’ve made a grave mistake.”

Jud sneered as he encroached, his aim clear. “Pretty sure that’s you.”

A shout and cry echoed from inside.

It distracted Jud for the barest second—a second that allowed Marcello to flick a lighter and get to his feet.

“He’ll assume it was you.” The words were vile. Cruel and careless and without mercy. “You won’t walk away from this.”

Marcello went to toss it, and Jud rushed. He knocked Marcello back to the ground, had his foot on his throat with the barrel aimed at his face. “Don’t.”

Marcello cracked a grin. Tossed the lighter behind him.

The demon writhed.

There was no remorse when he pulled the trigger.

When blood splattered and his body slumped and Marcello no longer existed.

But it was too late.

The cans caught.

A whoosh.

A flame.

An explosion.

Heat blasted across Jud’s face as the inferno sparked to life in an instant.

“No!” he shouted.

He dropped his gun beside Marcello’s lifeless body and ran for the flames.

They had already consumed the back wall, eating up the wood and lapping at the ceiling.

Smoke billowed. A heavy darkness that filled the air and choked out hope.

Consuming.

Disorienting.

A black plague that annihilated everything in its path.

Still, he broke through the back door, searched, fumbled through the abyss from one room to the next.

Nothing.

Nothing.

Fear crushed, as suffocating as the smoke that filled his lungs. He pulled his shirt over his face, his eyes wide and unseeing, the world a blur of fire and white-hot pain.

It didn’t matter.

He pressed on.

Pushed.

Forever passed.

A second.

A moment.

Misery the time that ticked on the clock.

A roar rose from the depths of him. “Where are you? Please. Fuck. Can you hear me?”

The whooshing of the flames screamed back.

No, this couldn’t happen. He wouldn’t let it.

He pressed deeper into the smoke-filled house.

He was on his knees. Blind as he searched.

A bed.

No.

A crib.

He felt along the spindles.

He gulped when he felt it. When he knew. When he curled his arms around the limp body.

So light. So small.

He took it into his arms, pushed to his feet, and stumbled through the flames.

Searching for a way out.

A window.

He lifted his boot, kicked it, busted through.

Glass shattered and rained and tore his flesh. But he didn’t slow. He lumbered out into the night.

Refusing the pain.

Refusing the agony.

The fire raged behind them, and he ran to the edge of the yard.

Cradling the tiny frame, he dropped to his knees and gently set it on the ground.

The boy child.

His arms shook.

Shook and shook.

While the flames roared and wood crumbled and the structure gave.

No hope for life from within.

Torment wailed.

As loud as the sirens he heard coming in the distance.

Frantic, he breathed against the child’s mouth. Breathed and breathed. His hands too big and clumsy against his tiny chest.

Tears blurred, burning down his ash-covered face.

No. Please. No.

Heavy engines roared up the street, sirens blaring, flashes of light in the night.

“This way! Help! Please!” He shouted it when he saw a paramedic round the side, when the man came up short at the bodies strewn across the ground.

The man’s eyes widened when he saw Jud wailing over the child.

The man jogged across the yard.

One second later, Jud was gone.

Just another monster that disappeared into the night.

I jolted awake to the dream, flying upright. Sweat drenched my skin, and my heart ravaged my chest.

I squinted, disoriented, waking up to the barest light filtering in through the windows.

For years, I’d woken up alone, lost in a nightmare that would forever haunt my life. It tortured me with what I’d been partner to. With what I’d had no power to stop.

Her hands found me in the pinked rays of morning light.

That energy crawled and clashed.

Comfort and torment.

I swung my legs off the side of the bed while Salem crawled to curl herself around me from behind.

The way she’d done before.

This girl with so much understanding.

Way she saw me in a different light. Like maybe she could hold this burden with me the way I was going to hold hers.

“You’re in so much pain,” she whispered, pressing her lips to the marred flesh of my back. Where I’d sustained the burns that had marked me for what I’d done. Scars that reminded me each day of the senseless loss, the kind born of a wicked life.

“She left me when I told her.” Yeah, I’d told Salem this before, but I thought maybe she got it then. My shame. How I was going to ask her to bear some of it. How I needed her to.

She curled her arms tighter around my body. “I see who you are, Jud.”

I could feel her spirit.

Her compassion. Her love. Her worry.

“I hate that she left you over something that hurts you so much.” Her voice was a whisper of compassion. Of strength and belief.

The confession clawed at my throat, though fear tried to snuff it out, to hold it back.

“I’m right here,” Salem promised. “It’s okay. You can talk to me.”

I guessed it was the love in her voice that opened the gates for the words to get free. “Even though Kennedy didn’t know the full details of my past, she’d known there was something.” I huffed out a self-deprecating sound. “Guess it’s written on me. Fact I’m wicked.”

Immorality carved into my spirit.

“You know I don’t believe that.” Salem murmured it. Giving me more of that belief.

I gathered up the hands she had on my stomach and brought them up to press over the uproar going down in my chest. I held them there tight. To the thunder that now belonged to her.

I swallowed around the ball of barbed wire embedded in my throat. “Thought I was doing the right thing—protecting my brother from that life. But it was bullshit…” My voice grew thin as the visions flashed through my mind.

She held on tighter.

“They’d told me I was just supposed to shake someone down. Give them a warning. Get someone back in line who was going off the rails. I swear it. I didn’t know. I didn’t know. When I got there, it was all wrong, Salem. All wrong. They were asking me to do something there was no chance I could do.”

Dread curled through her body, but still, she held onto me, girl wrapping me in this silent support. In this feeling of wholeness that I’d never thought I’d experience again.

“There was a family in a house…they wanted…this boy.” I could barely force the words out. “I was supposed to take out the officers there to protect the family so they could get in and take the baby.”

Shame carved through the confession. Grief and agony that I couldn’t contain. It bounded out into the room from my spirit and echoed back, amplified in the swimming rays of muted light.

I choked on a breath as I forced myself to continue. “Turned out the plan was to set the house on fire to trap the mother inside. Get rid of her. I didn’t know it at the time, until the news reported it the next day, but there were two children in there, Salem. A baby boy and girl. A mom and her children.”

Grief constricted the words, a guttural cry lanced in the middle of them.

“They wanted the boy…but they didn’t want the woman or the girl child to leave that house.”

Her arms stiffened, and she inhaled a sharp, biting breath.

I held her hands tighter to me as I let the confession free. “I tried to stop it. Tried to stop them from taking the boy. From hurting the rest. But no one made it out of there alive. Not one of them survived because I tried to intervene, and I made it even worse.”

She started to jerk away, but I held her closer as the words scraped like fire from my tongue, rushed and pleading, like I could rearrange them into something else even when I knew there was no chance of ever erasing this truth.

“I tried, Salem. When they realized I was going to fight them, it became a battle. I managed to take out all the men who came to end them, but not before the house was set on fire. I tried to get them out—to find them—to help them.”

It left me on a haggard moan.

Or maybe it was just Salem’s.

“Where?” she demanded.

“Los Angeles. Four years ago.”

A choked sob ripped up her throat as she struggled to break free of my hold.

I let her go as realization slammed me.

When I realized she saw me then.

The real me.

And she was going to leave me, too.

I didn’t want to even look at her, to see the fear and loathing that would no doubt be written on her face. But I couldn’t stop myself. Not when she scrambled away like she was the one being burned, choking and gasping and heaving out for the breaths that wheezed from her lungs.

“No,” she begged.

“I told you, Salem. Told you it was bad.” I forced myself to look back at her.

I nearly died right there when I saw her expression.

The horror.

The terror.

Tears streamed hot down her gorgeous face, and her mouth was trembling everywhere.

She slipped off the opposite edge of the bed. “No. No, Jud, no.”

Torment clotted my throat. “Would never hurt you.”

She backed away, her hands clutched to her chest, clawing at her heart like she was going to rip it out.

“Darlin’?” I was such a fuckin’ fool because I pushed to my feet and started around the bed like I could be worthy of holding some of her fear when I was the one who’d caused it.

“He…he…f-f-found us.” The words tripped from her tongue.

A frown curled my brow. “What?”

“He found us. No. He found us.” Frantic, she spun in a circle. She suddenly lurched forward, scrambling around on the floor until she found her shoes.

She jerked them on, hopping around to try to keep her balance.

I rounded the end of the bed, approaching her like she was a wild animal that’d been backed into a corner. “What are you saying? Who found you?”

A distressed sob raked from her throat and ricocheted against the walls. “He found us, Jud. Carlo. He found us.”

She may as well have bashed me with a sledgehammer. The way pain splintered through my head. I stumbled and my knees locked.

Sickness, hatred, and dread coiled through the room. A vortex that would suck us in and consume.

“Did you say Carlo? What are you saying, Salem? Tell me you’re not saying what I think you are.” The demand cracked through the heated air.

Carlo.

Marcello’s piece of shit older brother.

He was the family head. The one who’d called the shots. Gave the orders. He was the one I’d thought I’d have to spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder for, sure he’d be back for revenge. Thinking one day he’d come for me. Instead, the coward had up and disappeared after it’d all gone down.

The bastard who’d had his wife and babies killed. The one who was responsible for the deaths of the two officers posted to guard them. Not to mention his brother and two of his men who had been found on the scene—only those three had been compliments of me.

Carlo was one of LA’s most wanted. As far as I knew, he’d become dust. Vapor. There had been no sign of him for the last four years.

She backed away. “Did you do this? Oh my god, did you do this? Trap us?”

A disorder blustered through her words, and my brow pinched in pained confusion. “What the fuck are you talking about, Salem? Tell me what the hell you are saying. I would never hurt you. I love you. I fucking love you. Please, tell me what is happening.”

She gasped against my words then rushed for her purse, and she tossed out the words like they made perfect sense. “Not everyone died in that house, Jud.”

“What? Fuck, Salem, tell me what the fuck you’re talking about.”

She flew around to look at me, her face soaked. “The news reported that we all died, Jud. My son…Lucas…he was in his crib. I lost him. Oh god. I lost him.” Her knees nearly buckled when she said it, and her hand darted to the table to steady herself. Her grief was so thick I could taste it. “But Juni and I…we got out.”

Sorrow trapped her in that dark, dark storm.

She squeezed her eyes shut before a rush of words tumbled from her mouth. “I was rocking Juni in the other room. We heard noises, and I went to go for him…I begged to go for him, Jud, but the officer…she forced us out the side door and said she would get him. She promised she would get him.”

The words broke on the last because she hadn’t.

She hadn’t.

Dread sank through my spirit.

Because I had.

I had found him.

Had found him too late.

And there was nothing I could do. Nothing I could do.

The walls spun.

It had been Salem in that house.

Salem and Juni.

And her son. Her son.

Gripping my head, I bent in two.

“Oh, fuck. Salem. No.” Agony clawed through my being. Enough to drop me to my knees.

I managed to stay standing so I could move for her. The only thing I wanted was to wrap her in my arms. Hold her and protect her.

On a yelp, she put her hands out in front of her. “Stay away from me, Jud. Don’t you understand? If you didn’t do this? It was him. It’s a set up. He found us. He’s going to kill us both.”

“No. Won’t let that happen.”

“You killed his brother, Jud.” The plea spilled from her mouth. The truth of what all this really meant.

“I did.”

Terror filled the void between us.

Rippling and shivering.

“I was a fool for coming here. For losing sight of my purpose. I have to go. We have to get out of here before it’s too late.”

“Let me⁠—”

She shrieked when I reached for her, and I felt it then. The blame. The hate. The truth of what I’d caused. What I should’ve stopped but had been too blind to see.

She backed out of the doorway. “Stay away from me.”

“Salem, please.”

“Stay away. I mean it.”


THIRTY-FOUR

SALEM


Panic flooded my bloodstream.

A surge of terror that rose high and swept me under, but it was the heartbreak that would do me in.

Jud.

It seared me in two.

Cleaved me in half.

Jud had been there that night. He’d been there, and he’d tried to stop it.

As soon as I’d accused him of working with Carlo, of tricking me into falling for him, I’d known it was wrong. I felt Jud’s agony just as sure as I felt my own.

Those aching pieces of myself that were barely held together were obliterated in his pain.

In this torment that I couldn’t fathom.

Couldn’t process.

It was gutting.

Shattering.

It only spiked the anxiety farther. The rush of adrenaline—of awareness—that promised I had to get out of there.

Leave it behind.

That for me and Juni, there was no such thing as home.

Jud couldn’t fix this. It was only going to destroy us all.

My mind spun with every horrible possibility. There had to be a bigger reason I was there in Redemption Hills. A bigger reason I had found Jud. A reason we had come together.

It spiraled with every gut-wrenching scenario of how Carlo had found us.

I knew it. I knew he had. I knew he was there.

Watching.

Waiting.

Sickness clawed and crept and seeped all the way to my bones.

A cold dread that shivered and froze.

This time when I pressed down on the accelerator, I forced myself to ignore everything else around me.

Every call and every claim.

I couldn’t give thought or reason or purpose to Jud’s pleas as he chased behind us. As he tried to break through the disorder the same way as he’d done last night, although right then, I knew we’d already ended before we’d ever really begun.

Our destinies had already been carved in stone.

“Salem…just listen…you can’t leave like this. Fuck, please, don’t do this.”

Juni whimpered from the backseat, more afraid than I thought she’d ever been, while I mashed the accelerator to the floor. The SUV fishtailed as I skidded out of the Iron Ride parking lot and onto the street.

My hands cinched around the steering wheel as I prayed. As I prayed for a moment. For a break in time. For a fighting chance.

For escape.

Tears blurred my eyes as I sped down the street, barely slowing as I took a sharp right.

I flew past Absolution then took a left at the next intersection.

Prayed these wings would give us flight.

I barreled down the roads of the small town, spinning it into chaos, the brightening sky ominous as the sun lifted on the mountain.

As the glimmering rays gave way to a new day that I was terrified would be our end.

How could this happen? How could I let this happen? I’d known not to come here. Not to become complacent. Not to fall.

I took the few quick turns before I made the last left onto the sleeping neighborhood street. My aching heart was lodged in my throat, and my stomach was twisted in knots of terror as I quickly approached the narrow driveway of the small house that had come to mean so much.

I knew Darius and Mimi had wanted to give us this home, while home had begun to feel like it was in the arms of a man who I’d left behind on the other side of this city.

This sweet, hopeful town that now felt like a trap.

An ambush.

I rammed on the brakes and came to a jarring stop.

Juni cried out through the bottled fear. “Mommy.”

“I know, sweetheart, I know.”

My entire being shook uncontrollably as I rushed out of my seat and yanked open the back-passenger door. I fumbled to remove my daughter from the straps—my reason, my purpose, my life—knowing I’d only have to put her right back in them.

I hated it.

Hated it.

I guarded myself against the pain, against the coming hurt and loneliness, and focused on what I had to do.

Run.

With my daughter in my arms, I jogged up the sidewalk. I was barely able to get the key into the lock. When I finally managed it, I tossed it open. The wood slammed against the interior wall, shaking the little house like an earthquake had come to toss it from its foundation.

I wondered if it had.

The door banged shut behind us, and I bolted toward the suitcase I’d shoved in the corner. One I had believed I would never have to use again.

A fool.

A fool.

I set Juni onto her feet and began to stuff our necessities inside.

“Mommy, no, I don’t wants to go on another adventures. We like it rights here, remember? We gotta stay here forever, and the bads man can never come here because it’s the bestest place we ever gots.”

For a beat, my eyes squeezed shut, wishing it were true. That I could offer it to my daughter.

Give her the life that she deserved.

“We’re going to go someplace extra fun, Juni. I promise. Don’t cry. Please, don’t cry.”

“Mommy, no.” She pressed her little fists to her eyes.

God.

How could I keep doing this?

But I had no other choice.

We’d left that night under the cover of darkness. Amid the agony of leaving half myself behind. The cutting away of life that had scourged me to the soul.

My son lost to a battle he never should have had to fight.

I’d been helpless to change it.

Helpless to do anything but fight for my daughter.

I’d been running ever since. Unsure if Carlo was one step behind me. My gut had told me he’d never believed the reports that we’d all perished that night, even while I’d prayed that he was gone himself. That when he’d disappeared, he’d disappeared from this earth.

He’d never stood trial.

Had never been held accountable.

Had never paid for the sins that he’d perpetuated because the only choice I’d had left was to run. To protect my daughter.

Trust no one.

I grabbed Juni’s shot records and the few documents that I had, my sight blurring over as the hope dimmed from my sight.

The hope of her going to school.

Of living a normal life.

Of having a home.

A family.

For the joy I could feel fading away.

“What are you doing?”

A tiny scream got free when the voice caught me unaware, and I was on my feet and swinging my attention toward the hall.

Darius stood at the end of it. His arms were stretched across the length, and he hung onto either side, like he was holding himself back, like he’d been caught up in the turmoil, too.

“Leaving,” I told him.

I hated that it was true.

“What? No. You don’t have to be afraid, Salem. Told you that you were safe. That you don’t have to run anymore.”

My head shook as grief fell down my face in hot streams of despair. “He found us.”

Darius’ brow curled and he roughed a hand over the top of his hair. “What?

What are you talking about? You’re fine, Salem. Just calm down.”

“I…” I trailed off, unable to form the words. The trust Jud had given me, the truth he’d confided in me.

I’d had to stomp all of it under my feet.

“Tell me what the fuck is goin’ on, Salem.”

“Jud…he knows Carlo.”

Darius blanched before awareness raced in to take over his expression. Groaning, he scrubbed both palms over his face. “Shit. Knew this was gonna happen.”

Ice froze me to the spot, and I blinked through the stupor. “What?”

Darius let go of a harsh sigh. “Warned you to stay away from him. Told you he was trouble.”

There was something in the way he said it.

As if he were annoyed rather than panicked.

Dread slithered down my spine, a slow awareness that I didn’t want to take hold. “What do you mean? Tell me what you’re talking about, Darius.”

Darius shook his head and took a lumbering step forward. “I told you I was gonna make it right for you.”

My brow twisted, and I took a step back. “I don’t understand. You’re scaring me.”

Darius slowly approached. The words dropping from his tongue were daggers that pierced me through. “Carlo found me, Salem. He promised he wasn’t after you. He only wanted the man who killed his brother. The one responsible for him losing his son.”

“No.” I stumbled a step back farther. Dull blades sliced through my middle. Pierced me to the core.

Darius wouldn’t. He wouldn’t.

“It was time, Salem. I had to do it for you. For Juni.”

“Oh my god.” Horror gusted from my lungs, and I pressed my hands against the cavern carved in my chest like I could hold myself together as the panic multiplied tenfold.

There was no question then.

Carlo was there.

He’d been watching.

The car.

It was him.

It was him.

Darius kept coming my way. “All I had to do was get in with Jud. Find his weaknesses, Salem. See what was gonna hurt Jud most, and you’d be free. But first, I had to prove my loyalty. That’s why I brought you here. To convince Carlo that you and Juni were still alive but no longer a threat to him. In exchange, you and Juni are free to live your lives in safety.”

“You’re lying. You’re lying. You wouldn’t do that to me. To us.” I begged it.

“Do it to you? I did it for you.”

“No, Darius.”

“You were supposed to stay away from him, Salem. I’d hoped last night…that the fire would remind you of what was important. That you’d realize you didn’t belong there. That you’d come to your senses.”

“I can’t believe you’d⁠—”

The words clipped off when I felt the commotion at the end of the hall, and my attention whipped to the right to find Mimi shuffling into the living room. Confusion was written on her face, her aged eyes darting between us, though hurt was written there as she caught up to Darius’ confession.

She hadn’t known.

Darius had done it.

He had set us up, and I wasn’t sure we would be able to get out.

I grabbed Juni’s hand. “We have to go, sweetheart.”

“No, Mommy, no more adventures. Please.” She tried to yank her hand free.

Agony lanced while the betrayal whipped.

How could he do this to us? When we’d finally had a chance?

“I can’t believe you’d do this to us. I can’t believe it.”

My gaze jumped to Mimi, and I felt my heart breaking all over again. “We have to go, Mimi. I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.”

Old sorrow spun through her eyes, but it was pained disbelief when it shifted to Darius. She looked back at Juni and me. “I understand, sweet girl. Don’t be sad. I’ve cherished these months with you two. Months I never thought I’d be given.”

Tears streamed, and I tried to hold back a sob, but it was so big it busted through and banged against the walls.

“Come on, sweetheart,” I begged.

Darius hustled behind me as I dragged the suitcase and tried to coax my daughter into following.

She cried and whimpered and tried to dig in her heels. “But this is our specialist place, Mommy. We gots to stay with Mimi and Gage and the Motorcycle Man.”

My teeth gritted, and I forced out, “We have to go.”

Darius moved forward and grabbed me by the wrist. “No, you don’t, Salem. You’re safe. Carlo gave me his word. You’re safe. He just wanted the details of Jud’s family, how to hurt him most, in exchange for your safety.”

“And you’re a fool if you believe that’s true.”

Dismay pulsed through my being, the thought of Jud or his beautiful family being harmed in any way. The people who’d accepted me and my daughter as if we were one of them.

Good, kind people.

I had to warn them.

Darius tightened his hold. “No. You were the fool for falling in love with a man you don’t belong to. A fool for leaving Carlo to begin with.”

Shock cleaved through my being. The treason my brother had meted nearly dropped me to my knees.

“How could you say that?”

Pain curled his face and a strained breath wheezed from his lungs. He flung a frustrated hand out into the room. “Because you and I both knew what would happen if you left him. The lengths he would go to get you back, and you agreed to testify against him, Salem. Took his children and went into hiding.”

He swallowed hard. “I’ve been terrified for years, searching for a way to make this right. To take back what never should have happened in the first place. But I couldn’t do a fucking thing. Carlo had claimed you as his and there was nothing I could do. Nothing I could say. It didn’t matter you were my sister. He was the boss. So now, all these years later? If I had a way to finally give you the life you deserved, to set you and Juni free? I had to do it.”

I tried to yank free of his hold. “No, you didn’t have to do it,” I shouted. “You didn’t. You lied to me. You lied to me.”

I rushed toward the door. He grabbed me again. “What did you expect me to do, Salem? Let you keep running forever? What kind of life would that be? For you and for your daughter? How was Juni ever going to feel secure? Grow up? Go to school? How? I had to do something.”

Disbelief coiled in my spirit. “And what you did was destroy our chance.”

I whipped the door back open and rushed out, hauling Juni behind me. Darius followed, coming around to my side, trying to get in my face. “Listen to me, you’re safe. He gave me his word.”

The vile, cruel laughter that echoed from the end of the walk had me freezing in place.

Ice slipped down my spine.

My hand curled tighter on my daughter’s hand.

“It’s been such a long time, Pupa. Look at you…as beautiful as ever.” Carlo’s voice was close to casual from where he leaned on the driver’s side door of my SUV, wearing a suit, his hands mindlessly stuffed in his pockets as if he weren’t there to destroy.

I knew better.

Terror seized me.

Rocketed through the air in fiery bolts.

I tried to breathe, to think, to plan.

Because I wasn’t going out without a fight.

I screamed when Darius was suddenly yanked back and forced to his knees with his hands behind his back. A gun was pressed to the back of his head by one of Carlo’s men.

Another man lurked behind them.

“What are you doing?” Darius seethed. I could feel his fear rush through his muscles, the way they bunched and sweat dripped down the side of his face.

Carlo laughed a condescending sound. “It seems I’ve had a change of heart.”

Darius thrashed. “No. You promised. I gave you the information you wanted on Jud. You have him. Now let Salem go.”

“I’ve learned there’s something he wants more.” Cocking his head, Carlo grinned at me.

Without another warning, a gunshot rang out. Darius slumped to the sidewalk, blood pooling around him.

A scream ripped from my soul.

A scream of agony.

Of disbelief.

Of horror.

Of fear.

“No,” I whimpered as I grabbed my daughter and hid her face against my body, desperate to protect her from the cruelty that had found us.

My eyes darted everywhere as I looked for a path. For a direction to run. For a way out of this place.

I would fight.

I would fight.

“Come here, Pupa,” Carlo quietly coaxed, as if I were precious. “Bring my daughter to me. I’d like to meet her.” His head cocked to the side and his mouth twisted in an annoyed sneer. “As for you…it’s a shame you already used your second chance. We could have been so good together.”

“No.” My head shook, my veins filling with a frenzy as I searched for a way out.

He tsked.

In a flash, I scooped up Juni and took the chance.

I ran, my feet frantic as I raced across the lawn in the opposite direction of Carlo and toward the street with my daughter in my arms.

Mimi shouted, and out of my periphery, I could see she was running for Carlo with her arms waving above her head.

Oh god, no.

“Mimi, no!” I shouted into the air, still running, praying for her to come to her senses.

Another shot rang out.

A grunt and a crash and her voice was silenced.

Agony ripped through me.

Staggering.

Unimaginable.

But I kept running.

I had to. I had to.

Another shot. This one from the other side of the street. Then shots began to fire from every side.

What was happening? What was happening?

A disorder engulfed. Chaos.

I curled down and kept rushing away, my arms around Juni’s head as if I could protect her from the hail of bullets.

Through it, I somehow saw as both of Carlo’s men fell.

It was one second before Carlo’s arms wrapped around me from behind.

He yanked me against him. Hard and vicious.

A scream yelped from my throat.

We toppled to the ground in a heap, the vicious man’s arms chains around my body.

But not before I let Juni go.

Not before I screamed, “Run, Juni, run! Run and don’t look back.”


THIRTY-FIVE

JUD


Helplessly, I watched her peel out of the lot, the SUV accelerating quickly before it disappeared at the end of the street.

“Fuck! Salem!”

I sucked for a breath I couldn’t find.

I felt like I’d gotten torn right in two.

By the memories of what I’d done, but more so, by hers.

The truth coming to light. I couldn’t process the magnitude of her loss. Of what she’d been through.

And I’d been there that night.

I wanted to claw my fucking heart out of my chest.

But that urge? It only came in as a close second to the burning need I felt to hop on my bike.

To hunt Carlo down.

Like I’d said, all I needed was a name. And now that I had one? I wouldn’t stop until it was finished.

Wondered if it was fate that name was already written in vengeance.

Retribution itched at my fingers, the thirst to go on a rampage so strong I could taste it on my tongue.

Need to give this girl the life she deserved.

One without me in it.

Right after I wiped the stain from her life.

The monster from this earth.

The demon inside raged. Jerked and thrashed against its bindings. Chains that pulled taut, links stretching to the brink of breaking.

In turmoil, I stormed back toward the building on my bare feet, wearing nothing but my underwear, my ears ringing with the promise of blood.

Probably looked like a psychopath. Wasn’t far from the truth.

I ran back around the side of Iron Ride to the set of stairs that led to my loft. I jerked open the heavy door and pounded upstairs, flinging open the upper door and going straight for my room where I’d left my phone on the nightstand.

I ripped it free of the cord, frantically jabbing at the contact.

It rang three times before Trent’s recorded voice came on the line.

“Fuck,” I spat, then started to rattle off the message when it beeped. “There’s trouble, Trent. Carlo is here and the bastard is after Salem. Think Darius is somehow involved. I don’t know…fuck…I just…”

Could barely get it out, words breaking as I tried to explain. “There’s a bunch of shit I don’t have time to explain, but I think she’s in danger. She left here panicked. Need you to keep a lookout for her at her place. I know she’s set on leaving town, but I’m not sure if she will go there first. I’m gonna…”

My eyes pinched closed.

Because I didn’t fuckin’ know…didn’t know what I was going to do. I just knew I couldn’t sit there idle. Couldn’t wait. “Just keep an eye out.”

Ending the call, I grabbed my jeans from the ground and yanked them on, pulled my tee over my head before I was shoving my feet into my boots. I tucked my phone into my back pocket, then I made a beeline to my closet where I kept my safe. I punched in the code and cranked it open.

I tossed on my holster, loaded it up, and I was blazing out the main door and running downstairs.

Ready to go on a hunt.

Hitting the ground floor, I jogged for my bike.

I stalled out when I saw the dark figure curled up on the floor near the middle bay. My eyes narrowed, and my heart hammered.

Shock slammed me when I realized there was a person bound on the floor.

I streaked that direction, pulling my handgun from the holster as I went.

Dread nearly dropped me to my knees when I saw it was Logan. Tied up and beat to hell. A thick piece of tape covered his mouth.

Blood pooled around his sagging, limp form. Felt bad that I took comfort in the moan that vibrated from him where he lay on his side.

“Fuck, Logan, I’ve got you, man. Hold on.”

I tried to get the tape off without ripping it, without hurting him more, but he was shouting something behind it.

“I’m sorry, man.” I issued it before I gave up and tore it free because I didn’t see any other way around it.

Except, in an instant, he was screaming, “Go, Jud, go. It’s a distraction. I’m a fucking distraction. Go!”

“What—”

He cut me off. “I’m just a warning, Jud. A distraction. Pulled me from my bed in the middle of the night and planted me here. It’s clear it’s not me he wants. It’s you and Salem. They would have put a bullet in me rather than kicking the shit out of me otherwise, and you know it. Go. Find her.”

I warred for the barest fraction of a second before I pulled my switchblade from my pocket, flicked it open, dragged it through the thin rope to free him.

Second he was, he shouted, “Go, man. Go!”

I was on my feet, racing for my bike, pushing the button to the garage door as I passed. It opened, and I dialed 9-1-1, shouting the address to the shop, saying I needed a paramedic at Iron Ride, then shouting I needed an officer at Salem’s house, that a mother and child were in danger.

The operator tried to ask for more details, but I ended it and hopped on my bike, and I was on the road, flying through town. Traveling so fast that the streets blurred beneath me. Lines becoming one. The sky a quickened haze above.

I only had one thing I could see.

One destination.

One purpose.

I would set this one thing right.

Give a new life to this girl who’d become everything. One who I wanted to live. To find joy. For her sweet Juni Bee to fly free.

In a daze of fury, I made the last turn into their neighborhood. I pinned the throttle, flying up the short hill where the houses rested back in the cover of trees.

Then the air heaved from my lungs, and I thought my ribs were gonna cave. A gush of horror shocking free as I squinted into the distance.

Juni.

Juni was running up the sidewalk.

Alone.

A cyclone of terror rippled around her.

I skidded to a stop beside her and was off faster than I could make sense of it.

She ran for me, her precious little face soaked with fear. I had her in my arms in a flash of desperation.

Relief slammed me. A punch to the gut. A riot in my soul.

“Motorcycle Man. You cames to save us. The bad man is here.” She cried it where she’d burrowed her face in the side of my neck, words distorted in my beard.

But I felt them ricochet through my spirit.

And every promise I’d made to myself fell away.

The commitment to be better.

To live clean.

That I’d never again have a man’s blood on my hands.

The devil screamed, and I heard the strain of the chains when they finally snapped.

There was a car parked on the curb, and I ran for it, took a fist and put it through the glass on the side that was hidden from the street. Pain barely even registered as the shards fell free.

I swiped them away, pulled open the lock and opened the door, and placed this little girl who owned my heart and soul into the backseat. I took her by the face. “Lay on the floor. Do not get up or show your face until either me or Trent come to get you. Do you understand? I need you to be the best hider in the world right now.”

Furiously, she nodded. “Okay.”

“Good girl.”

Then I shut the door, gave a furtive glance around to make sure no one saw where she was before I was back on my bike and speeding over the hump in the road that gave way to the plateau where Salem’s house sat on top of the hill.

Ahead, I saw it, the blacked-out BMW sitting in the same spot where it’d been the day Trent and I had been teaching the kids to ride their bikes.

Then my mind spun with dread when I saw the carnage spread out up ahead.

Bodies were strewn all over the front lawn.

Trent was across the road in front of Eden’s house with his gun drawn.

And Salem…Salem was angled to face him, Carlo behind her with a gun to her head, the piece of shit using her as a shield.

And me?

I pulled the gun from where it was strapped to my back, and I let the demon go.


THIRTY-SIX

SALEM


The air wheezed down my constricted throat.

Pain fractured through my being.

Mental.

Emotional.

Physical.

The dread and the fear so intense I couldn’t see.

A cold sweat clogged my pores and saturated my soul as I mourned for what I could only process as loss.

Darius.

Mimi.

Jud.

Juni.

Juni. Juni. Juni.

Silently, I prayed that her little feet had carried her someplace safe. That she’d escaped this Hell. That someone good and kind and right had found her and come to her rescue.

Carlo rammed the barrel of his gun into the back of my head. He pressed it hard to my skull, the metal a painful threat.

I tried not to cry out.

Not to give him the satisfaction as he curled his fingers deep into my skin.

He faced me toward Trent who was across the street with his gun aimed our direction, fierce and hard and dark.

It was a stand-off.

Carlo was using my beating heart as a shield because if he killed me then, there was no question Trent would take him out.

Trent who’d slain the two men as if he were simply checking off a to-do list. The men caught unaware before they were on the ground.

“Let her go,” Trent ordered, “and I’ll make this easy.”

The threat curled through the atmosphere.

Carlo laughed an incredulous sound. “I think you’ve forgotten who I am.”

“Didn’t care then. Don’t care now.” Trent said it offhanded, though I could hear the venom that lined his voice.

The way his words were calculated. Meant to distract Carlo’s anger from me and place it on himself.

As if he were buying time. Precious moments for Juni to escape.

My spirit flooded with gratitude. With a small hope that after all of this, my daughter would be okay.

Then my ear tipped into the distance. To the savage roar of an engine that approached from somewhere beyond this trauma.

Out of place.

In perfect time.

A wicked savior I’d wanted to spare.

Behind the grumbling prowl of the motorcycle, I heard the whirring of sirens.

I immediately knew how Trent had shown at the precise moment we’d needed him.

Jud.

My pulse sped as a shred of hope pushed through the fissures of dried ground.

Sprouting.

Swelling.

While the fear and torment spun.

As if Carlo sensed the coming disorder, he held me tighter against his body. “Move and she’s gone.”

Trent scoffed. “And you and I both know what happens then.”

Trent moved to the right, and Carlo matched him, step for step.

The two circling.

A stalemate.

The motorcycle engine howled, carried on the wind, that hope springing higher while fear battered against it. The need to protect this man. The man I loved wholly. Trusted wholly. One who’d also been caught in the snare of my brother’s foolishness.

Then the sound of the motorcycle slowed and stopped.

No.

I wanted to weep when I realized I’d only conjured it. Imagined something that wasn’t there.

When I had to accept it wasn’t Jud.

That I’d stumbled deeper into the fantasy where I could be his and he could be mine. Where two broken souls could come together. Where they’d find a home.

Agony crushed.

Carlo and Trent continued the writhing, malignant circle.

“I guess I’ll have to take my chance then.” Carlo snarled it as he rammed the gun harder against my skull.

Pain fractured and the world started to tip to the side when I felt his finger tremble on the trigger.

This was it.

It was it.

Then a flurry hit.

The roll of the engine and a moment later the fury of the bike.

It all happened so fast I could barely digest it.

The blur of sound and glinting metal.

But I guessed it was my heart that recognized it. Processed what was happening as if it played out in slow motion.

Jud blew by.

A rifle drawn.

My mouth dropped open, and the gun trembled at my head.

A millisecond later, there was a deafening crack.

A scream tore from my soul as everything shook.

Carlo flew back, his arms no longer bound around me.

I slowly turned to see his lifeless body bleeding out on the ground.

Shock dropped me to my hands and knees. I gasped as I tried to see through the disorder.

To the motorcycle that skidded on the pavement, to the way Jud never fully stopped before he jumped off. The bike tumbled and rolled, while the mountain of a man stalked my way.

His boots a thunder on the pavement.

A pound, pound, pound that filled me to overflowing.

I wheezed and cried, “Juni.”

Jud knelt in front of me. “She’s safe, Salem, she is safe.”

“Oh, god.” I crumbled, no longer able to keep myself upright.

But it was his arms that supported me.

His arms that curled around me as he took me into the safety of his hold. He sank onto his butt on the road and pulled me into the well of his lap.

He hugged me and murmured and whispered, “I have you, I have you.”

I’d known there was something about the man that whispered of his darkness.

Of danger.

Of bloodshed and barbarity.

But I’d never been so sure of the goodness, of the righteous ferocity that burned inside of him—not until right then.

My wicked, wicked savior.

“I have you, Salem. I have you.”

A sob tore free. I released it at the warmth of his neck where I clung to him, my face pressed into his beard, into the disorder of his pulse that drummed so hard I could feel it become one with my being.

Massive arms encircled me.

Held me in their warmth.

Sirens screamed as three police cars arrived on the scene. An ambulance and a firetruck came to a stop behind them.

“Mimi,” I cried. My sobs were uncontrollable as my fingernails sank into Jud’s shoulders.

The loss.

The loss.

“Mimi.”

I felt the movement of him gesturing wildly.

Footsteps stampeded around us.

Curses and shock.

The horror of the massacre that had unfolded on our lawn.

An officer loomed over us.

Jud pressed his mouth to the top of my head. “I’m so sorry, Salem. I am so fuckin’ sorry.”

My head shook beneath his chin, lost beneath the cover of his beard and his giant heart. “You saved us.”

He’d saved us.

His shame had been mine and Juni’s saving grace.

That horrible night four years ago and again today.

Our wicked, beautiful savior.

And I prayed, he’d let me save him from the horror of the past I finally understood.

One that I shared with him.

Our hearts knitted and forever bound.


THIRTY-SEVEN

JUD


I hovered outside the intensive care room where the lights were cut dim and a slew of machines quietly hummed and beeped.

My goddamn heart pressed at my ribs and climbed to form a lump in my throat.

It was funny how Salem had said when she’d first come here that she’d felt like an outsider, like she didn’t belong, when I’d never been so sure of it for myself than right then.

But I didn’t know how to walk. How to turn and go.

Not when this enchantress of a woman had caught me up.

Got me spellbound.

Black-fuckin’-magic.

My feet moved of their own accord, unable to resist the lure.

Still, the shame slowed my steps. Hung my head. Ripped my already mangled heart to shreds.

I slipped through the door that remained open a crack and edged up behind the chair that was pulled close to the hospital bed.

Salem held her grandmother’s hand. Held it firm but soft.

I set mine on the caps of Salem’s shoulders, needing to be there for her, to hold her up when I knew she was close to faltering. My voice was haggard when I said, “She’s going to make it. She’s strong. Crazy strong. A survivor. A fighter. Just like her granddaughter.”

Salem’s chest shook in tiny quivers, like the girl was trying to keep her cries subdued. “I always wanted to make her proud. To grow up and be something. To take care of her. Support her and provide for her the way she’d provided for us.”

A slow chuckle of affection rumbled out. “I might not know all the details of your lives, Salem, but I know the way Mimi looks at you. With pride. With joy. With love. You don’t have to question that.”

“I hate it,” she choked. “I hate that it came to this. Hate that the choices I made when I was young caused so much pain and loss. I hate what Darius did. Hate that he’s gone. Hate that I’m so thankful that because he did, Juni can finally experience the life I always dreamed she might have.”

Salem reached up and took my left hand, clasped it tight.

I tried not to weep. “And I hate what I cost you.”

Visions flashed.

A fire. The child. The misery.

Salem squeezed tighter. “No, Jud.”

Unable to stop myself, I leaned down and wrapped myself around her. I hugged her to me like I didn’t have to let her go. My mouth came to her ear. “It’s okay, darlin’. I know. I know.”

Then I forced myself to straighten and walk away from this woman before I caused her any more pain. Told myself it was all an illusion. That what we’d felt was just a horrible twist of fate.

Most of all, I tried to convince myself the door closing between us wasn’t the biggest blasphemy of them all.
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“Fuck!” I shoved the stack of papers off the desk. They scattered onto the barren lobby floor. Where the vacancy shouted and the loneliness throbbed.

All wrong.

All fuckin’ wrong.

I gritted my teeth and jerked open a drawer, digging around the perfectly organized files on a mission to find what I was searching for.

But stepping inside the lobby only reminded me of what was missing.

My motherfuckin’ heart, that was what.

A week had gone by since the shitstorm had gone down.

Darius was gone, along with the monsters he’d sold his soul to. But I had to believe he’d sold it to save Salem and Juni.

Logan had been badly bruised and battered, but I’d known he was going to be just fine when he’d started running his mouth the way he always did while being checked out at the emergency room.

Rubbing it in that I owed him.

Truth was, I’d give the punk everything. Never had I done anything as hard as leave him there that way.

A choice made.

One he’d ended up patting me on the back for and telling me he would have kicked my ass if I’d done it any other way.

Didn’t mean that guilt hadn’t eaten at me.

Found out through Trent that Mimi was home. She’d lost use of her left arm, possibly permanently, but she was alive and breathing. And Juni and Salem?

They were free.

Free.

And in the end, that was the only thing that mattered.

Not the gaping hole carved in my chest where my heart had gone missing.

Not the twisted ache in my gut.

At least that’s what I was trying to convince myself of as I stomped around the office like a beast unchained.

Grunting and groaning and drowning in my own misery.

It was worth it. It was worth it.

Every second of pain, it was worth it.

No, the debt couldn’t be paid, but I was going to count it an honor that I’d gotten to be there to help them through to the other side.

To safety.

To peace.

To life.

When I couldn’t find what I was looking for, I slammed the drawer shut and leaned lower to tug out the bottom one. I started to rummage around when I stilled.

When I felt the shift in the air when the lobby door opened.

A crackle of energy.

A spark of life.

I squeezed my eyes shut, sure I was only dreaming, fantasizing about a girl who’d done me in.

Only I heard the clicking of heels on the hard floor.

Felt the way the earth spun and the ground shook.

Warily, I straightened to look over the high counter.

The breath knocked out of me at the sight of her stepping into the lobby.

The girl was nothing but devastation wrapped in a black, seductive bow.

Black hair and eyes the color of a toiling sea. The darkest, deepest blue.

Thunderbolts that struck straight through me.

Salem was there.

Wearing those fitted black pants and a silky blouse that hugged her in all the right ways, those sky-high heels waltzing across the floor like she owned the place.

A motherfuckin’ knockout.

A fantasy.

A dream.

Every cell in my body clutched, and my fingers itched with the urge to paint.

To mark this beauty that would forever live on inside my memories.

Salem angled her head.

All fierce confidence.

Purpose in her step.

“I hear you’re looking for some help around here.”

I choked out a surprised laugh.

This girl.

I shook my head and planted my palms on the top of the desk because the only thing I wanted to do right then was reach out and take what my spirit screamed was mine.

“You did, huh?”

She nodded, so nonchalant. “Yeah. I heard it was kind of a mess in here, and this burly, giant, oaf of a man was in desperate need of help.”

Disbelief left me on a chuckle, and I arched a brow. “Oaf?”

Another emphatic nod, though there was a tease lighting at the edge of her delicious mouth, and this feeling was gathering quick in my stomach. Something far too light.

“Yeah. It seems the owner of this place is really great at what he does, but not so good at seeing what is right in front of him, at knowing what he needs, at understanding what he deserves, so I’m here to help him out.”

My mouth trembled. Didn’t mean for it to, but there was no controlling the way every nerve in my body came alive.

I edged around the end of the counter.

The girl was five feet away.

Salem’s aura hit me in these overpowering waves that threatened to knock me from my feet.

Toasted coconut and sultry sin.

“Yeah, and what’s that?”

Thunderbolt eyes flamed when she lifted her scarred chin. “Me.”

That single word pierced me.

A confession.

A plea.

All the lightness fled from the room, and I swore I could feel her heart batter and thunder.

“Don’t know how you’re even standing there right now.” The words scraped from my mouth.

“On my own two feet.” She answered it without thought.

“But…”

“But what, Jud? But what? Can you honestly stand there and tell me you don’t love me? That you don’t want me?”

Shaking out a pained laugh, I averted my gaze. “Now that would be an impossibility.”

“Then what? Do you blame me for losing Kennedy and Kye?” Her voice hitched at that, a clasp of remorse and sympathy.

I surged forward a step, the words grunted from my mouth. “What? Are you kidding me, Salem? No. Baby, no.”

She crossed her arms over her flailing chest. “Then what?”

My head hung in shame. “I’m afraid you won’t ever be able to look at me without seeing him.”

Didn’t need to say his name.

It already shouted and banged from the walls.

Lucas.

Lucas.

I hadn’t known it before. I’d only known his weight and his shape and the piece of my soul he’d taken with him when he’d gone.

It’d only required one single moment for the child to leave forever written on me.

Emotion slicked across my flesh when Salem stole forward, when she scratched her fingertips into my beard, into my jaw, when she forced me to look up and meet her eyes. “You’re right, Jud. I will never be able to look at you without seeing him. Without thinking of him. Without recognizing the scars on your back when you tried to save him. Without remembering it was you who gave me the time to get Juni out. Without seeing the man who saved us. The man who saved us twice.”

Torment clutched my spirit. “I was there.”

Said it like a confession.

Salem smiled and ran the pad of her thumb over my lips, her voice so soft when she whispered, “You were there.”

My eyes dropped closed. “Salem.”

Her fingers slipped into my hair. There was no stopping it, nothing I could do to keep my arms from linking around her waist.

From tugging her against me.

From breathing out in relief.

In hope.

My head dropped farther, and my forehead rocked against hers. “We’re a mess,” I murmured.

Salem eased back an inch so she could gaze up at me. She touched my cheek. “A beautiful, fucking mess.”

I grunted a laugh and pulled her tight, burrowed my face in the sweet spot of her neck.

“Darlin’.”

She sighed.

I cocked her a grin, let the tease rain free. “So, you’re looking for a job?”

She bit her lip. “Mmhmm…I’m looking for a job. I’m looking for my home. I’m looking for my purpose. Most of all, I’m looking for my man, the one who promised me forever.”

Then she fisted both hands in my shirt, a gleam in those eyes. “And if he doesn’t kiss me soon, I’ll stab him.”

Rough laughter bolted out, and I had her off her feet and in my arms.

And I kissed her as my heart found its rightful place.

Kissed her hard.

Kissed her fierce.

Kissed her until she was the only thing I could see.

Black. Fuckin’. Magic.


EPILOGUES


Salem

He’d asked me once what I dreamed of most. My answer had come so easy yet had seemed impossible—a home.

A place where my daughter was free. Where we could put down roots so she could grow and flourish. Where we’d know we’d be safe and secure.

A place we could always return to because we knew that’s where we belonged.

I gazed out over the little backyard at the group of people who had become that.

A safe place.

A refuge.

A family.

Our home.

Affection pulled tight across my chest.

There was my mountain of a man angling back to throw the football to Logan who had broken around Trent and was in the makeshift end zone.

My wicked savior.

My rugged, sweet Jud.

So big.

So handsome.

His love so fierce and overwhelming I felt the ground shake.

Like he felt the crack of energy in the air, he stopped to shoot me a grin from where he played on the lawn with his brothers.

Gage and Juni were, of course, in the mix.

He winked at me.

“Well, look at that.” Mimi’s voice hit me from where she sat in the chair next to me on the porch. “That sly dog sure knows how to love a woman up right, doesn’t he? There you are, sitting all the way over here, and he’s still got my girl’s legs shaking.”

“Mimi,” I chastised quick.

Eden giggled from the chair on the other side of her. “Mmhmm…those Lawson Brothers have some tricks up their sleeves.”

“They sure do. Nothing but a swoon fest,” Mimi stated.

“Mimi,” I said again, holding back laughter and shaking my head.

“What? You know it’s true.”

I rolled my eyes and huffed. “Fine.”

It was true.

So true that I still didn’t know what’d hit me.

My life upturned. Upended. Set to right.

So unprepared for the joy we had found.

Tessa laughed from the other side of me. “Fine? Girl, you are legit on fire right now. About to go boom.” She made an exploding motion with her hands. “Like, your mad love has become some crazed love. It’s a little obscene, if I’m being honest. I think I got pregnant just sitting beside you. Get it together, why don’t you?”

I swatted at her arm. “Shush it.”

Grinning, she widened her eyes. “Never.”

Laughter floated, and my head shook as I sank back into the warmth and relished the way love poured through the summer day. The sky bright and blue and stuffed with plumes of white clouds.

Trent handed the football off to Juni.

“Go, Juni, go!” he shouted.

She started to dart up the lawn in the wrong direction. He was cracking up when he picked her up midstride and spun her around so she was facing the other way. “That way!”

“Oops!” She giggled and laughed and floundered her way down the lawn.

Jud was right behind her, lumbering slow, taunting her in his sweet way. “I’m gonna get you, Juni Bee.”

“No way, nots a chance. I’m ways too fast for you.”

He kept up behind her, staying a step away, and Juni screamed, “Touchdown!” when she crossed the imaginary line. Jud waited until then to tackle her. To wrap his massive arms around her tiny body and carefully topple them to the ground.

Juni giggled as he spun her so he was on his back and she was pinning him to the ground. “No way, too late, I already gots the points. Girls rules, remember?”

Gage flew their way. “I’ll save you, Juni Bee! We gotta hold him down.”

Gage dove on top of them, quick to change strategies as he pinned Juni between him and Jud. “Doggie pile!”

They both flopped over the top of Jud, squirming to hold him down while he playfully flailed.

“I’m going to take you out! One…two…three…tap it out. You’re done for, Uncle Jud!” Gage scrambled around to pin his shoulders to the ground while Jud continued to struggle, his laughter booming, his support and care so clear.

“Two against one, no fair! Gage in the Cage is getting too rowdy and strong for me. I’m done for!”

Then Juni edged Gage out and flattened herself over the top of Jud, clinging to his neck. “Don’ts you worry, Motorcycle Dad. I gots you, and I’ll protects you and loves you forever.”

Everything stilled.

Jud’s spirit and my heart and this love that had risen from the ashes to become the most beautiful thing.

Jud curled his arms around her and sat up, hugging her to his chest. “Forever.”
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Jud

It was dark by the time we got back to the loft. Juni was fast asleep in the backseat of my truck, and her mother was resting in the seat next to me. Her head lolled back, that river of black cascading around her gorgeous face, toppling over her shoulders and caressing her cheek.

When I pulled into my spot in the farthest bay of the shop, I couldn’t help but do the same.

Reach out.

Trace the scar on her jaw.

Whisper, “We’re home, darlin’.”

A soft smile pulled at her mouth, and those eyes fluttered open.

Thunderbolts that were never going to lose their power when it came to me.

I was a goner.

Done for.

Hers until the end of my days.

I put my truck in park and shut off the engine, sent her a grin. “Wait right there.”

Hopping out, I rounded the front of the truck and opened her door, angling up so I could unbuckle her and help her out.

Salem sent me a playful smirk. “I can do that myself, you know?”

I touched her chin. “Now why would you want to go and do that when you have all of this to do it for you?”

I gestured at myself.

She giggled as I helped her out onto her feet. “Cocky, much?”

A rough chuckle came sliding out. “You have no idea.”

Her fingertips fluttered over my chest. “Oh, I think I might.”

I laughed, swung in for a quick kiss, gave a little swat to that delicious ass. “Let’s get you inside.”

“Bossy.”

My eyes narrowed.

Salem laughed, and my heart went to stampeding.

Every moment.

Every day.

Had no clue it could be like this.

I opened the door to the backseat and unbuckled my Juni Bee, pulled her sleeping frame into my arms, cherished what I’d been given.

Would never for a second take advantage of it. Forget the magnitude of this gift.

We crossed the shop, and I started up the steps behind Salem where she ascended in front of me.

It sent me back to that night close to a year ago, when she’d been soaking wet, and I had been wholly unprepared for what was getting ready to crash into my life.

The chaotic storm that was getting ready to make landfall.

But sometimes it’s the storms that breathe new life.

Salem punched in the code and opened the door, and I carried Juni to her room and tucked her into bed.

Our new house was being built across town, right next to the one Trent and Eden were building for their family.

We had a guest house going up in the back so Mimi would have her own space, but where she could be near, and Salem could stand up and care for her the way she’d always wanted to do. The main house would have five bedrooms, one I hoped one day would belong to Kye.

At Salem’s urging and encouragement, I’d taken a chance, bit back the fear, and reached out to Kennedy last month. She’d finally replied two days ago. Her response had been cautious but promising.

Kennedy was living on the east coast. She had remarried and had two more children. Our interactions back and forth over the last two days had been a bit strained, but somehow over the years, it seemed her distrust had lessened, and she’d agreed to allow me to at least write to Kye.

To slowly become a part of my daughter’s life.

I would cherish anything I could get.

I leaned in and kissed Juni’s forehead, pulled her covers up tight, gave into the squeezing of my chest when she whispered in her sleep, “Night, Daddy.”

“Goodnight, Juni Bee.”

She might not have been born of my blood, but to me, she was my daughter in every way.

Wholly.

Truly.

Soft hands slipped up my back, and Salem pressed her face to the middle of my spine.

“Love her so much,” I rumbled as I turned. I took my wife’s face in my hands. “And I love you.”

“Forever,” she said.

I took her hand and led her out, shifting to walk backward as we went into our room. Only I didn’t head for the bed, I led her to the door to the left.

Salem let go of a seductive laugh. “What’s this?”

“Wanna paint you.” I tapped the code into the pad next to the studio door and opened it to a haze of darkness, pulled my girl into the kaleidoscope of images held in the muted light.

Images that had once represented my shame.

My nightmares.

My dreams.

But it’d taken this woman to help me see that sometimes the mess was beautiful.

Salem kicked off her sandals and padded into the studio. Her breaths were soft and awed. It seemed like each time she went in there, she discovered something new.

Still, she was drawn to the crudely cut image of the boy child.

Her son.

The one I was sure her spirit had recognized the first time I’d brought her into my studio.

She fluttered her fingers over the frantic strokes of paint.

She’d said once she didn’t know me. But now, she knew everything.

Every fiber.

Every thread.

All my shame and all my hope.

My wife slowly turned around, wearing the long summer dress she’d worn for the family barbeque this afternoon.

So pretty.

So right.

A fantasy.

My redemption.

I kicked my shoes from my feet and pulled my tee over my head. I dropped it to the floor and moved toward the cans of paint stacked across the room, watching her as I went.

“When is it you feel most beautiful, Salem?”

I repeated the same question I’d asked her all that time ago. Before I’d understood what we meant.

Salem padded forward to the middle of the room.

She got to the floor. A little awkwardly, so fucking cute that it made me lightheaded. Giddy with this joy I never thought I could feel.

She pulled the fabric of her dress tight over her massive, swollen belly where our baby boy grew, and she tipped her head to the side so her jaw was exposed.

Those thunderbolt eyes were open and free.

“When do I feel most beautiful, Jud? Every single time you look at me.”


NEVER LOOK BACK




ONE

LOGAN


It was just after ten when I pulled into the circular drive of the mansion hidden deep in the forest outside Redemption Hills. Night stretched long and dense across the heavens. It didn’t matter. The sun could sit square in the sky, and you would still be able to feel the darkness radiating from within.

A shroud of debauchery.

An oozing of sin.

You didn’t get this rich playing by the rules.

That was a rule I’d learned at just nineteen.

The moment I came to a stop, the valet opened the door to my Maserati.

“Sir,” he said as he stepped back for me to stand. “Welcome.”

“It is a beautiful evening, isn’t it?” I responded with too bright a smile as I rose from the driver’s seat. I inhaled the cold, mountain air and casually readjusted my suit jacket as a bolt of anticipation jumped into my veins. It curled beneath the surface of my skin like a demon that had finally found a place to sink its talons, and a thirst that felt like an old, familiar friend lit in the well of my chest.

Nine cars were parked facing out along the long, curved drive that looped around the front of the house.

Dealt like a hand of dirty cards.

A Bentley.

An Aston Martin.

A G-Wagon, among others.

I was certain I’d be the proud owner of at least one of them tonight.

The valet slipped into the seat of my car so he could park it next to the rest.

Ante up, baby.

I strode toward the expanse of concrete steps that led to the double doors. When I hit the top landing, one side opened, and I was escorted into Haille Manchief’s home by a guard named Oz who was dressed in a designer suit. His holster peeked out from under his jacket and a massive scar ran the length of his face.

“Mr. Lawson.”

“Oz. It’s a pleasure to see you again. Tell me you brought backup.” I grinned.

Let’s just say the last time I’d visited, there had been a small disagreement when another player had felt played.

He roughed a chuckle. “Tell me I’m not going to need any.”

I patted his shoulder. “Now what would be the fun in that?”

“You are dangerous, you know?” He smiled when he asked it. “You’re lucky the boss likes you.”

I ran a hand over my trimmed beard. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Everyone likes me. I mean, come on, man, have you seen me?”

He laughed, his accent thick as he eyed me from the side and said, “I know firsthand that is not true.”

“Jealousy. Admiration. Like. They’re all very closely related. Some people just have a hard time managing the proper way to show them.”

Amusement gleamed in his blue eyes. “Like I said, dangerous.”

He led me deeper into the bowels of the home decorated in dark woods, plush, oversized rugs, and exposed, raw stone. A giant fireplace roared from beneath a two-story mantle in the main room, accenting the carved staircase that led to the floors above.

Haille Manchief was a rich motherfucker. Bred of old money and wicked schemes.

I’d made him richer.

Legitimate investments that had turned over a multitude of times.

I supposed he’d been returning the favor by inviting me into his underworld. Or maybe he’d only needed one look at me to recognize the vile stain that lived within.

Oz and I edged down a long corridor before we dipped through another set of double doors and headed down the wide, spiral staircase to the basement below.

“Good luck.”

“Now you and I both know I won’t need it.”

Fighting a smile, he dipped his head before heading back up to the main floor.

Downstairs, the air was thinned, dense with the scent of expensive bourbon, cigar smoke, and sweaty expectation.

Gathered around the table were a group of greedy men. Some filthy rich who had plenty to lose and others who would fair far better by packing their shit and leaving before it was too late. Their mistresses lingered around the room, some standing behind them like good luck charms. More likely consolation prizes to soothe them when their egos were stung.

Moving toward an open seat, I glanced around at the men’s faces. I knew in a beat, I would win.

Losing cost you everything. Greed was the only way to survive. Pushing ahead. Taking what you needed before someone else stole it from you.

I took my seat, and Haille lifted his chin my direction, the old bastard puffing at his cigar as he rocked back in his chair. He sat three seats to the left, his smile wry, like he knew I would do whatever it required, too, and he took some twisted satisfaction in that fact.

The valet came downstairs and dumped the pile of keys he’d collected onto the middle of the table while the dealer divvied chips for their worth.

The asshole next to me rubbed his hand on the back of his beefy neck as nerves visibly rattled through his body.

A grin pulled at my mouth.

This was going to be fun.

Only the grin slid off my face when I felt the disturbance. This feeling that saturated the air in a clotted dread.

Awareness slipped through my senses.

The kind that promised the faulty foundation I’d been standing on had just been ripped out from under me.

Oz led another player downstairs, and the man slowly rounded down, the clack of his shoes echoing on the wood steps like the tapping of destruction.

The sense only grew as he came more into view, until that awareness turned into shocking recognition.

It pitched the air out of my lungs and sent my defenses to high alert.

Ice slipped down my spine, and any warmth that still remained in my blood went cold.

Jarek Urso crawled to the underbelly of the house like the scum that he was.

A flash of rage singed through my being.

Fierce.

Savage.

A swell of lightheadedness rushed to my brain.

I couldn’t fucking breathe.

I had to physically hold onto the arms of the chair to keep from launching myself across the room to snuff him out. To beat a debt out of him that he’d had coming to him for seven years.

He’d taken the one thing from me that had ever mattered. The one thing that could never be replaced.

My hands curled tighter to the chair as my vision clouded over in red when my attention caught on the woman who trailed behind Jarek with her hand twined in his.

It didn’t matter that I couldn’t see her face.

I’d recognize her from a mile away.

My stomach soured, and hot hatred pounded through my frozen blood, ripping open an old, ugly wound.

Jarek took the last step into the basement, coming up short when he felt the force of my stare, the grudge that burned and the dark ideas that spun too far and too fast.

He angled his head in a clear-cut challenge.

Since her head was downturned, Aster Rose all but collided into his back.

Aster who jerked her attention up to find what had stalled her husband.

Aster whose fire-agate eyes went wide and whose rose-petal lips parted when she found me sitting across the room.

Shock whispered through the air in tendrils of hot static.

Hate and hurt.

Hate and hurt.

I wasn’t sure if it was hers or mine.

Jarek’s eyes narrowed in possession, and his hand tightened on his wife’s.

My jaw clenched, and my heart thrashed.

Haille chuckled as he glanced between us like the snake knew he’d just invited two beasts into the ring, and he was excited by the prospect of us ripping each other to shreds.

A fight to the death.

“Welcome to my home.” Haille lifted his arms in a show of pretension. “Please, have a seat. It is time to begin.”

Jarek took the last spot directly across from me.

Aster stood behind him like an adornment, long, dark brown hair worn in an intricate, seductive twist, pieces trailing down to kiss the skin of her bare shoulders. A black, silky dress draped over her curves like the sluicing of dark water.

And in a moment, I knew all bets were off.
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I wondered if it was possible to drown on hatred as another hand of cards was dealt.

Wondered if my lungs could physically implode with the weight of the loss, with the shape of her presence, if there was a chance we’d be crushed by the carnage strewn between us.

Tension bound the room, and few words had been said, everyone’s attention rapt on the duel going down.

It wasn’t unusual for a high-stakes game.

But tonight, while I sat there trying to hide the fact I was twitching like a rabid beast, it felt like the purse had shifted.

The goal, the objective, the target—they had blurred and hazed and taken new shape.

Purpose skewed.

Contorting.

Distorting reason and sound mind.

Hours had passed.

Each had whittled away a little more of the exterior—the pretenses and façades—and peeled away my flesh to reveal bare bones.

It seemed I was no longer playing for wealth.

It was pride.

Revenge.

Or maybe it was purely survival because I wasn’t sure I was going to make it through this alive.

The only thing I was certain of as I pushed another ten grand into the pot and stared across at the single player who remained was that I was going to destroy him. Take everything he had and ruin what was left.

Jarek tried to keep his expression neutral, the pompous prick with his slicked back black hair and his careless confidence that had been given to him through his name rather than earned.

Like he was confident I would let him reach out and take what was mine.

Not ever again.

Even with the pungent arrogance, I saw the tick of his jaw, the flinch of his eyes, the sheen of sweat that hinted at the edges of his brow and glimmered beneath the dull lights from the chandelier that hung from above.

He glanced at his dwindling chips.

“Your father-in-law would be proud. If only he could see you now.” I couldn’t help but taunt it as I rocked back in my chair. I did my best to ignore the presence that hovered over him from behind.

A presence that fanned out and teased me like a sinful, decadent dream. A dream that had once been so beautiful it’d coerced me into believing there just might be something better in this life than depravity and greed.

I glanced up in time to catch the worry that riddled those fire-agate eyes. The golden green with flecks of red that were begging for something she didn’t deserve to be given.

Mercy.

I tore my attention from the lure of hers and watched as redness clawed at Jarek’s throat before he started to push in the chips to meet the bet.

Aster gripped him by the shoulder. “Jarek, don’t do this.”

I had to wonder exactly what he had riding on the line. Why he was there. Why I could feel the chinks in his armor coming apart.

Flinging off her hand, he cut her a hard glare.

“Don’t,” he warned.

The word was coated with his humiliation. With desperation.

Ah.

There was the chink.

Weakness wept through the powerful persona.

Reluctantly, Aster withdrew her hand, and her delicate throat trembled as she swallowed. She lifted that stoic chin that I’d caressed more times than I could count.

Okay, fine.

That was a goddamn lie because I remembered every fucking touch. Every glance. Every broken promise she had made.

Jarek met my stare as he pushed nearly the rest of his chips into the pot, raising me by a thousand.

I raised him another ten.

How far are you going to go, asshole? Whatever you have, it’s mine.

A soft sound of pain wheezed from Aster’s chest. A heave of distressed air.

My gaze followed to where the black dress she wore dipped low between her tits. My heart fisted when I saw what she wore around her neck. It was a star-shaped necklace, dangling down to kiss her cleavage.

I nearly cracked. Lost the control I was holding onto.

It had to be a joke.

A taunt.

A fucking cruel, sick twisted one, the girl coming down here and parading it like a slap to my face.

It made my teeth clench and the fury I was barely constraining flashfire through my veins.

I tore my attention from her when Jarek spat, “Fuck,” under his breath.

He still clutched his cards, refusing to give up the fight.

Haille laughed, the sadistic fucker enjoying this far too much. He looked at Jarek. How the hell he knew him, I didn’t have a clue, but I didn’t believe in a coincidence quite this big. He pulled his cigar from his mouth and jabbed it Jarek’s direction. “It seems you’re in a small predicament, Mr. Urso. Are you already going to walk? And here I thought you were going to bring something interesting to the table.”

Jarek all but growled, and Aster’s gaze darted between the three of us. Nerves flew from her soft, caramel flesh. That face carved of perfect lines and smooth skin tightened in dread.

He’d brought something interesting to the table, all right.

“Just cut your losses, Jarek.” She begged it quietly, but I heard the strength behind it.

It tugged somewhere deep in my chest. The way she’d come off as shy, maybe even vulnerable, but in truth, she’d just been a listener. Too astute to join in on the superficial. Strong and firm in her own, innocent way.

Too smart to delve into the foolishness of that sordid life.

I guessed I’d been the fool, though, hadn’t I?

“Your move.” Haille cocked his head as he rocked back in his seat, his attention on Jarek before his eyes slanted to me, curious as they narrowed.

Normally I came off as easygoing. Probably too easygoing. Just another spoiled, rich punk living in excess because I didn’t see a point in having it if I didn’t use it up.

Money.

Women.

Reckless outside the office. Ruthless inside.

Tonight? Every cell in my body had pulled to a razor-sharp edge.

“What’s it going to be?” Haille provoked.

Jarek roughed his hand down his pompous face, and he turned to look at the necklace around Aster’s neck as if it could be a solution to his issues.

Aster gasped, and her hand came up to protect it. Tears sprang to her eyes. She took a small step back. “No,” she wheezed, like it would physically pain her to remove it.

I wanted to jump to my feet.

Take hold of her and demand answers.

Demand to know why.

Why had she done it if she could stand there and look like there was a piece of her that was broken.

Anger and confusion had me in a stranglehold.

Old grief I’d buried deep that was clawing to the surface.

“Give it to me,” Jarek grated.

“No.” My voice cut through the dense air.

A roll of thunder.

The tolling of a challenge.

Aster froze. Her stare landed on me.

It was pain.

A plea.

Desperation.

It only made the sickness thrum harder.

I looked to Jarek.

“The girl.”

The stake came out without thought to repercussions.

Without rationale.

No sense.

Just revenge.

I wanted what never should have been his.

A gasp rocked from her, and she stumbled back farther.

Jarek’s eyes sharpened to blades, and there was no question he wanted to reach over the table and choke the life from me.

My fingers itched.

I hoped he tried.

I gave nothing. No smile. No sneer. Just the quiet hatred that emanated from within. The fact I intended to take everything from him.

I’d known one day I would. I just hadn’t anticipated the opportunity would present itself so soon.

He blinked then jutted his chin at the dealer for the exotic chip.

The one that signified he would hazard my proposition.

It wasn’t rare. A bid made for a beach home. A family heirloom. Something that couldn’t be replaced. Here, fortunes were won and lost.

“What are you doing? I am not for sale.” Aster’s voice was aghast. Horrified and filled with disgust.

“He’s bluffing, Aster.” Jarek tossed in the chip.

It was the first time I let myself fully look at her. To sit back and take her in like she was mine to take. Sickened terror ridged her gorgeous face because I was pretty sure she knew this wasn’t close to a bluff.

I couldn’t do anything but crack a grin. “It seems you are tonight.”

Then I laid down my cards.

A straight flush.


TWO

ASTER


“You bastard.” The accusation flew from my mouth.

Horror that sliced through the pressure-addled air. Through the bitterness that had poisoned the oxygen.

Toxic.

Lethal.

So malignant I thought I would suffocate.

How could he even suggest it? He had no idea what he was doing. How dangerous this was. What was riding on the line.

Logan Lawson merely cocked his head to the side. Vile arrogance lapped from him on waves, the man a stake impaled directly into my mangled heart.

Seeing him had nearly done me in. Dropped me to my knees. But I had to stand strong.

“You can’t do this, Logan.” My voice was anguished. “I am not an asset. Not a plaything to be bought or sold.”

Such a lie. I’d been a possession since the day I was born. Paraded by my father like merchandise.

Logan smirked back like he was enjoying my outrage. Feeding off my pain.

He wanted to hurt me, and it killed me that he did.

What did I expect? Something different than his hatred? It wasn’t as if I could wipe the memory of the last time I’d seen him seven years ago. It wasn’t like I could forget what had been written in his expression.

I’d crushed him.

Devastated him.

Almost as much as I’d devastated myself.

Now he watched me with this hollowed-out disdain that made my skin crawl.

Like death had come to smother him, but the only thing it’d managed to rob him of was his soul.

Because his body was alive. Bristling with strength. Tall. So tall. The man built of sinewy, bristling muscle. Fierce but trim. A viper who would strike.

Perfect beneath his designer suit. Every chiseled angle of his unforgettable face was ethereal, but there was no mistaking the demon lying underneath.

He wore his beard short and trimmed, his dark, dark hair short but long enough on top that it appeared carelessly mussed.

And his eyes—they were the deepest green set in a thousand, intricate layers. Swirled in blacks and golds and old forgotten dreams that he was supposed to have shared with me.

Now they appeared as stones that would forever haunt me in the night.

Malachite.

I ached just looking at him, like if I stared long enough, maybe I could reach through time and space to the man I’d once believed him to be.

Clearly, that man was long since gone.

In pure arrogance, he stood from his chair as if he thought he’d won, while my spineless husband sat fuming in visions of retaliation, his tongue locked in his ignorant mouth as he fisted and unfisted his hands.

No question, Jarek would make good on the visions. He had a legion of monsters at his beck and call.

And it didn’t matter if Logan stood there like he wished death upon me, I wanted to fly around the table, grab him, and tell him not to be a fool.

All while I had the urge to spit in his smug, obscenely handsome face.

I could take his anger, but I wasn’t sure how to take the callousness of what he’d become.

“Get your things…a coat would be good.” Logan said it so nonchalantly, as if I were just another possession, while he was presented with two sets of keys—his own and another man’s who had lost a Mercedes. A man who had laughed and clapped Logan on the back as if it had all been in good fun.

The entire act made me want to throw up. The avarice and gluttony.

“We wouldn’t want you to get cold, now, would we?” Logan’s head tipped to the side. His chosen words might have indicated he cared, but the arch of his brow was pure condescension.

My heart raced, and I stumbled another step backward. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

Logan’s expression darkened as he tucked a stack of cash into the interior pocket of his suit jacket. “That’s where you’re wrong.”

Jarek shoved from his chair, his voice a haggard accusation as he sputtered, “That game was fixed. This was a fucking setup. There is no way he had a straight flush. It’s not possible, and everyone here knows it. I’m leaving…with my wife.”

Haille Manchief chuckled as he took in the exchange.

Clearly, it was the ulterior games the man was interested in. The carnage and the aftermath.

I’d made it my business to listen, and yesterday, I’d overheard Jarek talking with his bookie that Haille was the one to see if he needed to earn big and quick.

It hadn’t gone as he’d planned.

Jarek grabbed me by the elbow. Was it wrong I wanted to punch him in the face? This was his fault. He’d gotten himself into this mess, the details obscured, but I’d heard the rumblings.

Had felt his unease.

A desperation that had underscored his already slimy demeanor.

But these were the types of perilous situations by which he lived.

A rumble of discomfited laughter and quiet speculation floated through the room, and my nerves rushed beneath the surface of my skin as I witnessed the raw amusement in Haille’s eyes and the cold caution that ridged the guard who’d led us downstairs.

“We honor our bets when we sit at this table, Mr. Urso,” Haille warned in a low voice.

Jarek looked like he was going to snap when he glared at the man.

The rest of the players might have found this entertaining, but from a young age, I’d known that in the end it was always blood on the line.

I wrangled out of Jarek’s hold and backed away.

“I’m not going anywhere with either of you.” The revulsion and sickness I’d carried for years spewed from my mouth as my attention swung between him and Logan.

I was done. So done. Let the pieces fall where they may, but I was finished being a pawn.

Before anyone could stop me, I turned and ran upstairs, my heels clacking on the wooden steps as I went. I fisted the slippery material of the skirt of my dress to keep myself from tripping over its length.

Hitting the top landing, I flew as fast as five-inch heels would take me, racing across the warmth of the fire-laden room, the flickers of flames that burned from the hearth casting a fake comfort on the house that was nothing but a viper’s den.

Footsteps pounded behind me.

Jarek.

He reached me just as I made it to the coat rack in the foyer. He snatched me by the wrist.

Hard enough the sting of it spiked on my skin.

Or maybe it was only the hatred I felt for him.

Whirling around, I tried to yank myself free. “Let me go.”

He tightened his hold, nails digging into my flesh, but it was his voice that penetrated like a spear. “Let you go? You’re my wife, and you’re leaving with me. Right now.”

I struggled to get free. “I said to let me go.”

When I didn’t give in, he shoved me against the wall, his foul being looming over me. “Make me look like a fool and see what happens, Aster. I’m warning you now.”

“And if you don’t remove your hands from my prize, tomorrow, you no longer exist.” The ice in Logan’s words froze the air.

Jarek stilled, and my attention whipped around the room. Searching for a way out.

Fight or flight.

I intended both.

Then Jarek laughed. “I think you’ve forgotten who I am.”

Logan smirked, so confident I was afraid he had forgotten. I was worried he’d gotten so far from that world he didn’t remember what was at stake.

“Nah. I haven’t forgotten. I just don’t care. Now if you’d let her go.” Logan straightened his suit jacket.

Jarek’s teeth gnashed, though his hand loosened. I took it as my opportunity to shoot into action, and I wound out from under his hold and rushed for my coat.

I threw it on, and I forced myself not to listen to the words that were exchanged, the vibration of hostility, the blood that would be shed.

All I wanted was to get my things and get out of there.

Get my things.

I almost laughed it was so absurd.

I had nothing. Nothing that was my own.

I tossed open the door and rushed out into the frigid cold.

I could hear the commotion behind me. Shouts and footsteps and a single gunshot.

Oh God.

My chest nearly caved in dread. In a fist of that old, stupid love that should have died long ago. I had to force myself not to turn around and go back to make sure it wasn’t Logan at the receiving end of the bullet.

Run to him to ensure he was safe.

That he was whole.

Instead, I let the panic chase me down the stone steps.

Everything burned as I sucked in lungfuls of cold-mountain air.

Above, the stars were strewn on forever, so dense they appeared knitted together, a glittering blanket that went on for an eternity that I refused to continue to live.

A life that had been chosen for me.

My heels clacked against the pavement, my movements inhibited by the ridiculous dress, one that was slit up high on one side, my legs bare underneath.

Another showpiece.

Dressed as a jewel.

I’d worn it to do a man’s bidding. A part I refused to continue to play.

Hugging my coat tightly, I ran as quickly as I could down the long driveway.

Ran with the lights of the mansion fading in the distance. Through the gate and out onto the side of the winding road shrouded by thick forest that rose up on all sides and into the cover of snow that blanketed the earth.

I ran until there was only darkness and stars and pavement underneath.

Ran until my breaths puffed in white plumes from my burning lungs, and I heard the loud roar of an engine coming up quick from behind, the spray of headlights illuminating the dense, dark night.

I simply ran.

But I knew, no matter how far I ran, I had nowhere to go.
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The engine growled as I accelerated and rounded a sharp curve just on the other side of the gate. She couldn’t have gotten far, but I still felt like I was in a race against…something.

Dread.

Hate.

Possession.

I didn’t know.

I just knew it was straight-up chaos that whipped a tornado of need in my chest.

A toiling that writhed in that cynical pit that festered deep inside me. It seemed no matter how much I had, there was always this thirst for something that was just out of reach.

More, more, more.

I should have known it could never be sated when I’d been fighting for the wrong damned thing.

The bedlam eased a fraction when I saw a flurry of white up ahead, her thick coat glowing in the hazy dome of my headlights, silver heels glinting in the rays as she fumbled down the edge of the road.

Relief pounded through my bloodstream.

Only the sight of her spiked something else, too. A dark pleasure that rattled my bones. A sickening satisfaction that she was there.

I braked hard when I caught up, the car skidding to a stop two feet in front of her. Reaching over the console, I pushed open the passenger door.

“Are you hiding from me?” I couldn’t stop it from riding out.

“Screw you, Logan Lawson.” She could barely get it out, she was panting so hard.

“Get in.” The command gritted from my mouth.

Aster bent over, gasping, the air puffing from her mouth a misty, white vapor.

The temperature on the dash read twenty-eight, and she might have been wearing a white-fur coat, but it only came to her knees, and her feet were bare save for those silver, strappy heels.

I’d gladly lay down another bet there was a frigid draft breezing up beneath that dress.

I had the sudden urge to warm her up.

Fire-agate eyes flashed and flamed as they cut through the night. “I already told you that I’m not going anywhere with you.”

She started to move around the door like she found it fit to keep walking down the deserted road. I eased along, keeping pace with her with the door swung open and hot air blasting from the vents.

“You’re going to freeze.”

Scoffing, she hugged herself tighter. “Like you care, Logan.”

“I take good care of my possessions.”

She sent me a look meant to slay.

Yeah, I was being a prick. After what she’d done? What she’d caused?

Grief glowered like a dark storm from within.

She deserved it.

And I was the twisted fuck that found some sort of satisfaction in her anger. Like maybe I wanted her to feel even an ounce of what she’d put me through.

The loss she’d caused.

But the thought of her finding actual harm out on this deserted road? It had that chaos rounding double time.

“Get in the car, Aster,” I said, keeping my voice as even as possible when I wanted to shout that she was being a fool when she continued to stumble down the road in the freezing cold.

She ignored me.

“If you don’t get in, I’ll do it for you.”

Her head whipped my way. An arrow pierced me in the chest. I hated that she was so goddamn pretty. Hated that I could remember the times when the sight of me had brightened her face with the kind of joy that had felt so real.

Now, she glared at me like I was a monster. It wasn’t far from the truth.

“You wouldn’t dare.”

My brow arched as my car inched down the road. “Wouldn’t I?”

Energy crackled in the chilled air. An old spark I resented still had the audacity to thrive. The kind that burned and seared and left nothing but ash.

She lifted her chin, and her voice shifted, went deep the way it used to do, like she wanted to believe I was someone I was not. “I don’t think you would.”

I rammed on the brake, had the car in park, and was in front of her so fast she nearly tripped. My hands shot out to grip her by the arms to keep her from falling. An avalanche of greed hit me so hard it came close to knocking me from my feet.

Urges slammed me from all sides.

Attraction.

Want.

An old devotion that should have been crushed underfoot.

Clearly, I was the fool.

I gripped her by the chin. “You’d do well not to underestimate me, Aster Rose.”

Without giving her a chance to respond, I scooped her up and tossed her frozen ass over my shoulder.

“Are you kidding me?” she shrieked, her legs kicking in a bid to get free. “Put me down.”

“Nope. Not going to happen.”

She screeched as I tucked her into the front passenger’s seat of my car so she wouldn’t end up an ice block. I yanked the seatbelt across her body and clicked it into place.

“There.” I smiled like I was proud of the great job I’d done.

“Logan.” Ferocity and frustration filled every line of her expression.

I just held that smug smile, shut the door, and rounded the front of the car so I could slip into the driver’s side.

I didn’t dare glance that way as I put the car into drive and gunned it because having her this close promised to do me in.

I ignored the tugging of inevitability. The lure. The draw.

Gravity.

It felt like this moment had been coming for a billion years and there would have been nothing either of us could have done to stop it.

Her breaths were shallow. Short and panted and filling the cabin like an intoxicating dream. Every twitch of her body I felt like a spark.

“What do you want from me, Logan?” Her attention was focused ahead, her fingers clutched together on her lap so tightly her knuckles were white.

“Did you actually think I was going to leave you out there in the snow to fend for yourself?”

I heard the thick swallow that got lodged in her throat. “I can take care of myself.”

“You’d get eaten alive out there.”

“By you.” A ripple of distrust vibrated through her body.

Like I was to blame and not her dumb-as-fuck husband who’d been stupid enough to meet my proposition?

The laughter that ripped from me was low. “There isn’t anything within twenty miles, and you aren’t going to get service. You really want me to dump you on the side of the road? Fine. Be my guest.”

I wouldn’t. But fuck. I could barely handle the hatred that emanated from her. The distrust. The disbelief.

How the fuck did we end up here?

Because I remembered…I remembered.

I roughed my fingers through my hair like it could staunch the roil of agony that was threatening to burst.

She inhaled a sharp breath before she released it in surrender, her teeth gritting when she pressed, “Why would you make that bet?”

Because he was a monster.

Because she no longer shined when she was standing at his side.

Because I still didn’t fucking understand.

I boiled it down to the barest, most basic thing.

“He took what was mine, so I took it back.”

Dejection shook her head. “So that’s how it is to you, too? I’m just a possession? A plaything? A commodity to be bought and stolen? Used how you want? What, are you going to force me?”

Her voice was hard, but a single tear slipped down her cheek.

A shock of rage spiraled down my spine at the thought of someone hurting her. It lined my insides in steel. This feeling like I wanted to gather her up. Protect and hold her. Ease whatever horrible shit had been introduced into her life.

But she was the one who’d chosen it, wasn’t she?

She didn’t fucking wait. Didn’t fight. Destroyed the hope we’d been given.

I had to hold every demand back, the why that screamed from my brain. My hands cinched tight on the steering wheel to stop myself from doing something stupid like reaching out, touching her, and begging her to stay.

It really fucking sucked loving someone you were supposed to hate.

I forced myself to stare out the windshield when I let the bitterness override. “Who said I wanted to fuck you, Aster?”

The words were daggers.

Lies.

Bred of the years that pledged that neither of us knew the other anymore.

Hurt tangled her fingers together like doing it could keep her from coming apart, the words thin wisps of pain. “Then why are you doing this?”

Nonchalance filtered out with my shrug. “Some people need to be taught a lesson.”

Distaste and disbelief filled her scoff. “So that’s why you lured Jarek here…for you to teach him that? A lesson? Do you realize how dangerous that is?”

The headlights ate up the pavement, the forest whipping by in a blur as I flew down the winding road.

“I was as surprised to see him as he was to see me,” I told her, eyeing her for a clue.

Her expression twisted, more of that confusion. Gut told me she didn’t know how Jarek had ended up sitting there any better than I did.

She fidgeted, shifting in hesitation and dread, before the haggard question tremored from her tongue. “Is he dead? I heard a gunshot.”

“Do you want him to be?” It was bait.

Aster flinched before she turned to stare out the passenger window at the slur of snow-laden trees. Her voice was quiet with strain. “He’s my husband. What do you think?”

“Don’t worry, Aster. Your prince is just fine.” My teeth gritted as I spat it, and I floored the accelerator, flying down the winding road.

As if there was any fucking way to leave that fact behind.
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I whipped my car into the rounded drive of the hotel on the outskirts of the small city. Severity bound the cab of my car, that energy thick. Every mile that passed had been painful.

Aster sat up higher in her seat. Uncertainty had her gaze darting to every corner. Her nerves scattered like the wind that gusted through the valleys of the mountain.

“What are we doing here?” she wheezed.

I smirked over at her, though it was bitterness that leaked out with the words. “What, did you think that I was taking you to my place? I’ll pass, but thanks.”

Hurt blistered through her expression.

My chest squeezed.

Shit.

I had no goddamn clue how to handle this. How to treat her. How to even look at her without coming unglued.

I came to a quick stop in front of the doorway and jumped out before I apologized.

This was the girl who’d fucking wrecked me. Destroyed the good thing I was trying to build. She didn’t get my sympathy or worry.

I stormed around to her side and ripped open her door. “Let’s go.”

She fumbled out, and I could feel her trying to keep up as I strode directly to the lobby clerk. I grabbed a room while Aster wavered behind, unsure of what the hell was going on.

Join the fucking club, baby.

I didn’t know what had possessed me to make that proposition. Nothing but how good it’d feel to see the shame written on Jarek’s face.

I had his wife, and now I didn’t know what the fuck to do with her.

Keep her.

There my head went, deep diving into dangerous things.

“Here you are, Sir.” The clerk handed me the key to a room at one of the nicest hotels in Redemption Hills. It was situated on the farthest end of downtown, about a mile from my apartment.

It would be a safe place for her to stay until I figured out a plan because I sure as shit wasn’t delivering her back into the hands of that prick. Maybe I should have ended him rather than standing down when Oz had fired the warning shot.

But I knew what putting a man like Jarek Urso into the ground would incite.

A war.

It would endanger my family. My brothers. Their wives. Their kids. I couldn’t go there.

No doubt, my actions from tonight already had me neck deep.

“I have a room.” I pressed my hand to the small of Aster’s back.

She shivered.

I rejected the way it wanted to seep into me and take over.

The way her spirit washed and swam, different but familiar.

I had to stop myself from leaning in and inhaling her warmth.

I guided her to the elevator, pushed the button for the third floor, and swiped the card at the door. It opened to the lapping shadows.

We stepped inside the bated silence.

I could feel every violent beat of her heart. Could taste every ragged breath. Could smell her aura coming off her in waves.

Hyacinth and magnolia leaves.

This decadent, exotic scent that sparked the type of memories I couldn’t bear.

They drilled a hole through the middle of me.

Resentment.

Hurt.

A new obsession that twisted my guts in a tangle of greed.

It was a volatile, dangerous combination.

I felt the impact of it tremble down her spine as she reluctantly stepped inside. She edged deeper into the living area of the hotel room as I let the door drift shut behind us.

My eyes caressed her shape as a fresh round of those memories surged.

The way she used to be a picture of joy.

The way my heart used to beat out of my chest every time she came into a room.

What a fucking injustice that it still did.

Aster was harder than she’d been then, though. Her once soft, round cheeks were now angled and harsh. Her eyes sharpened and telling. She remained petite, small tits and slim waist and full thighs I could get lost in for days.

She lifted her hands out to the sides. “So, what now, Logan? Have you had your fun? Are you finished playing games?”

Distrust burned from her being. I almost wanted to laugh. Who was she kidding?

“Who said I was playing games?”

A scoff ripped from her lungs, though it shook with agony. “That’s all it’s ever been, hasn’t it? A game to you? To see how fast you can make it to the top? Just how powerful you could be? Obviously, you won, Logan. I think you’ve proven your point. Where are the stones, anyway?”

The last was a fiery accusation. One that pierced me like a flaming arrow.

I had her spun and pressed against the closest wall before she could process the movement. My hands rested on either side of her head.

Caging her in.

She trembled, her body hot and lush and too goddamn tempting.

Savage seductress.

She gulped, her pulse pounding so hard I could feel it beating through my blood.

“Is that why you’re here, Aster? You want to know about the stones?”

Those fucking twin stones that had ruined everything. A treasure that could never compensate for the grief they’d caused.

“It looks like they’ve afforded you a wonderful life.” Bitterness flooded out with her words.

She obviously still didn’t have a clue what’d gone down that night since she thought I might possess both.

What bullshit.

“Where are they?” she demanded.

“You think I wanted a bauble? A shiny thing to waste away in a safe? You’re right. Because of you, I’ve been living like a king for all these years. I guess I should thank you.”

The lie slipped so easily from my tongue.

“You sold them. You bastard.”

A smirk cracked my face. “Bastard? You can do better than that, can’t you, Aster?”

After all, she was the slayer of hearts.

“What do you want from me?” Her voice was half-panicked, half a plea, pitched too high from the sultry husk it normally held. “You take me in a bet, force me into your car, and then leave me in a hotel room? What are you going to do, lock me away in here?”

She stared at me in confusion. Like I was the one who’d hurt her.

A breath of condescension left me. “What did you think, Aster? That I was going to sweep you back to my palace and we were going to live happily ever after? You missed that train.”

She blinked in pain. “I don’t understand what you want or what you’re doing.”

My fingertips traced her trembling jaw. I was definitely, definitely playing with fire. The way I wanted to sink in. Forget it all and tell her I didn’t give a fuck about what’d happened in the past.

That would make me the biggest fool of all.

So I found purpose—one thing I could actually control.

“What do you think? I’m going to destroy your husband.” The words slipped out in a vat of subdued darkness.

I’d always intended it. Had thirsted for the moment when I could repay him for what he’d done.

Vengeance the ugliest side of greed.

Agate eyes glowed in the muted light, orbs of molten gold that churned with a concern she shouldn’t feel. Her tongue stroked out to wet her lips before she let go of the ragged words. “You can’t keep me here. He’s going to kill you. If not him, then my father will.”

A sound of indifference puffed from my nose. It seemed my life had always been on the line when it came to her.

I started to pull away. She fisted her hands in the lapels of my jacket.

“Logan,” she begged. “You need to take me back to my hotel. Where Jarek is. You can’t make me stay here.”

A rough chuckle scraped free. “Can’t I?”

She heaved a frantic breath. A billow of old need punched me in the guts.

Fuck.

This was a bad idea. All of it. And I wanted to go deeper.

“You know they’ll come for me. This is a war you don’t want to start.” Her eyes bored into mine like she could bring me to my senses.

Thing was, I already knew that full well. Just having her here put me in her father’s crosshairs.

Aster and I came from dirty families. But hers? Hers was powerful. The veins of the Costa name were carved throughout the country, stretching out to touch the world.

Brutal.

Ruthless.

It was funny how I’d once believed she was nothing like them.

Throat constricting, I pressed both hands to the wall on either side of her head and leaned down to murmur the question at her ear. “Who is it you belong to, Aster?”

I dared her to say it. To admit this bullshit out loud. That she was one of them. Not one with me.

Her chin quivered, and I thought it was regret that poured out with the words. “Not you.”

She gasped when I gripped her by the side and angled back a fraction, words a hiss that I spat at her face. “And your husband is a fool for playing with that truth.”

Pained laughter flitted out. “You’re a fool for trying to prove that he is. Do you have any idea what you’ve incited with that stunt? It was reckless, Logan, reckless, and⁠—”

My fingers sank deeper into her side. “He never should have sat at that table if he wasn’t willing to see it through.”

“And you’re an asshole for thinking me a plaything to be divvied and shared.” That old ferocity flared in her gaze. The part of her I’d loved most. She’d been sweet and kind and so fucking strong and brave that I’d thought together we could conquer the world.

But it turned out that person hadn’t really existed. She’d succumbed. Let them control her the way they always had. Chose that life over the one I’d offered.

I wondered if she had the first clue how deeply it’d destroyed me.

My hand found the soft curve of her neck before it slipped around to the front of her throat. I squeezed just hard enough to force her to meet my gaze, and my voice dropped to the low cut of a threat. “And if you were mine, I would never share you.”

Agony lashed through her expression, and her tongue swept out to wet her dry lips before she pushed out the words, “But I’m not, am I? No matter what a bet says.”

Her eyes rushed all over my face, taking every intonation in, like I was to blame for that.

I swallowed around the shards of glass that had gathered in my throat. “Is that what you want, Aster? You want me to let you go?”

“Yes.” I wondered if she knew it sounded like a lie.

She’d stood up to him and not a half an hour later, she was succumbing again.

“When are you supposed to leave?”

Her lids pressed closed like she didn’t want to look at me when she answered. “At nine tomorrow morning.”

My chuckle was cruel as I let it spread over her face. That’s what living without her had been.

Cruel.

I stepped back, and a tiny sound whimpered from her lips.

I cocked my head. “Fine, Aster. Be ready at seven. I’ll pick you up and take you there. Just know Jarek’s debt just became greater than he can pay.”


FOUR

ASTER


At seven a.m., I’d already been pacing the lobby floor for half an hour.

It wasn’t as if I’d gotten any sleep.

I’d tossed in the shadows of the hotel room, the hours ticking by as the howl of winter had raked at the windows and sent shapes crawling over the walls.

I’d been pinned to the bed by shackles of fear and bonds of regret.

Grief and loss so thick I’d drifted on it, three inches below the surface, where reality was a blur of indistinguishable colors and dark waters churned in my soul.

A millennium of demons, and a lifetime of ghosts.

Phantoms that had held on through the years, refusing to let me free of their oppressive weight.

I’d carried them for so long, my spirit drawn toward a destiny that could never be mine, I guessed I shouldn’t have been surprised that one day Logan and I would end up here.

Should never have been shocked that our paths would collide.

Least surprising was that seeing him again had hurt almost as badly as the day I had to watch him walk away.

The day I’d told the greatest lie. One that had cracked me apart, cleaved me into a thousand pieces, half of them belonging to the man and the other to what had been forever lost.

I turned and paced the other direction, ignoring the stares I got considering I still wore that slinky black dress, my hair disheveled, my eyes wild.

It made my heart ache that most days the assumptions they were making right then didn’t feel that far off.

But I couldn’t allow that to cause me concern.

Under Logan’s pain and venom last night, beneath the wrath that blazed in his eyes, the menacing recklessness that promised he would do anything to see it through, I’d come to the swift, heartbreaking conclusion that I had to return to Jarek.

My taking off last night had only landed Logan and me in a bed we couldn’t sleep in.

A trouble he wouldn’t survive, and that was an outcome I wouldn’t survive, either.

My only option was getting to the airport so I could climb back onto that private jet we’d arrived on yesterday and pray we could pretend none of this happened. Pray Jarek wouldn’t rage and hunger for revenge.

Pray Logan wouldn’t be so foolish to set out to do what he’d promised was his intention last night.

To destroy Jarek.

Sorrow spread over me like an oil slick when I thought of the gunshot that I’d heard when I’d been fleeing. How it’d been Logan I’d been concerned for and not Jarek. How I’d had to press that lie from my mouth when Logan had demanded to know how I’d feel if Jarek were gone.

I guessed I’d become the perfector of lies, though I had to remember that sometimes a lie was a gesture of compassion.

The powerful engine of the flashy car that roared into the hotel drive might have turned heads, but I figured I still would have felt the shift in the air even if he hadn’t made a sound. The way my chest tightened and my heartbeats flew.

It was the same way I’d felt like I was falling into a fathomless sea of torment when I’d begun to descend those stairs last night.

As if the ground no longer existed below me.

From the moment I’d met Logan Lawson, he’d made it difficult to stand on my own two feet. The ground quaking below, the shockwaves that swept through my body a flood, knocking me from sense and safety.

Steeling myself to the impact of the man, I pasted on that façade as I strode out the door and into the glacial cold of the snowy mountain morning. Vapor streamed from the tailpipes of Logan’s car, and I nearly stumbled a step when he pushed to standing from the driver’s side.

He was so intimidatingly beautiful he made me fumble.

Heart and soul.

My stomach a fist of old, old want.

Malachite eyes found me through the icy air, unreadable, hardened stones that glinted cold. He wore a fitted suit and a smirk on his face.

“Good morning, darling.” It was pure condescension as he rounded the front of his car.

The ground shifted again, cracks that raced out ahead of him.

The man a tornado that had torn up my world.

“I pray you slept well.” His gaze raked me like razors. I wondered if he’d still relish in my torment if he’d borne witness to every distressed sob that’d left my throat last night.

“I’ve had better nights.” I attempted to keep my voice even.

“I’m sure you have.” His mouth was near my ear when he murmured the innuendo, a carrot dangled to drag me back into the past.

Too bad my heart still remained there.

He set his hand on the small of my back to guide me to his car. Even though I wore the thick coat, I might as well have been bare.

Flesh to flesh.

I tried to suppress the shiver and sank down into the warmth of the heated leather seats. I was slapped in the face by his aura, the cab a dangerous concoction of corruption and clove.

There was no turning away from his shape as he moved back around the front of the car and slipped into the seat next to me.

Everything amplified.

Multiplied.

His scent that mixed with a tinge of something sweet.

Attraction flashed.

Skimmed my flesh.

Something so alive it couldn’t be killed no matter how badly it needed to be.

Logan glanced my way. In that bare beat, I swore I saw a million things.

Regret.

Sadness.

Pain.

But it hardened so fast I had to have been imagining it. Searching for something that just wasn’t there.

He put the car into drive, and the tires squealed as he hit the street.

Everything was bated, stilled and slowed and coiled as he blew down the road toward the airport on the outskirts of the small city.

I did my best to take it in. To remember this place where Logan had found sanctuary. At least, I hoped he had because the venom that poured from his body as he took sharp turns and gunned the accelerator made me think he’d found no peace.

That maybe he’d spent the entire night tossing, too.

Redemption Hills was quaint, quiet, and beautiful. A million miles away from what I knew.

It was strange how Los Angeles always shouted so loud, how it never slept, how the night cried out and day was a constant crush of people and sounds.

It should be impossible to feel alone in the thick of it, but it’s what I’d found.

My reality a lifetime of loneliness.

Of faked smiles and forged pleasantries.

They were my only weapons. Weapons that had kept me alive.

I wondered if I’d ever recognized it as distinctly as I did right then.

The stark opposition.

How when I was with Logan, I felt consumed.

I felt like I was being burned alive as I sat in the seat next to him.

Each breath.

Each movement.

Each stolen glance.

Well, the thieving was all on me.

As hard as I tried not to look at him, I kept peering that way. At the chiseled cut of his cheekbone, the rugged set of his jaw, and the strong profile of his brow. His sharp nose and his full, plush lips.

The way he looked feral as he drove, a sleek beast, a panther that was pure stealth as he hunted.

The man was art in the seat, one hand on the wheel while the other tapped out a controlled dance on his thigh.

Questions burned on my tongue. I wanted to ask him so much. About his life and how he was and if he’d found love—even if it’d drive a stake through my heart.

I wanted to ask him if it’d been worth it.

I stole another peek.

My spirit twisted.

I supposed it had. The proof was in the wealth and the arrogance.

Greed and power his only friends.

It’s what he’d wanted, wasn’t it? To prove something? Have it all? No caution to what it would destroy when he did.

The game he’d played last night confirmed he’d become the man I’d worried he would all along. Those sorts of tables were as crooked as they came. Illegal. Dangerous. The highest stakes cast because the men who sat at them got off on the risk.

If I were the one making bets, Jarek had at least one thing right—Logan had most likely stacked that game. He’d never exactly played fair, so I shouldn’t have been surprised.

His mind was too sharp. Quick to add and calculate. He’d arrived at a sum before anyone else had the time to process the cards they’d been dealt.

Flashes of memories flooded my brain, the way he’d yank me into a deserted room.

“What are you doing?” My breaths were short, and my pulse sped.

His hands were in my hair. “I need to kiss you.”

“Someone will see us.”

“Don’t worry, they’re distracted.”

I clutched his shirt. “What did you do?”

Green eyes gazed down at me. “I fell in love with you.”

His mouth crushed against mine.

Sheer obliteration.

I clung tight to him like I might not ever have to let him go.

“None of it matters. None of it but you,” he murmured against my lips.

“Then take me away from here.”

His hold tightened on my face. “One day, Aster. One day.”

I was shocked out of the memory when the calloused word broke through the daze.

“Don’t.”

His big hands flexed on the wheel, both wrapped around the leather as if it were the only way to keep them tamed.

“Don’t what?” I fumbled and blinked.

He shot me a glare. “Don’t look at me like you have the right to know. Like you have the right to look inside me.”

Tears burned my eyes.

“Are you happy?” God, I had to be a masochist. Why would I ask him that? Give him the pain that was woven in the question?

He laughed out the darkest sound. “I have everything I need, Aster.”

Sorrow pinched my face, the sword he’d swung meant to kill. Still, I gave him more of my truth. “That makes me glad.”

He scoffed. “Don’t sit there and pretend like you care.”

I did. I did.

Way too much.

We whizzed by the sign that said the airport was a mile away, and I looked at my fingers that were clenched on my lap, dread coming up as quickly as our destination. “What are you going to do now?”

Speculation tightened his expression. “I haven’t decided yet.”

“Please, let it go, Logan. Jarek isn’t the same person he was then.”

I hated that it came out an appeal, the words a thin plea, but this might be my only chance.

“He was an arrogant prick who underneath was nothing but a pussy. Doesn’t seem to me like much has changed.”

Except for his title.

His power.

The fact that Jarek had never let go of what Logan had done that night.

If there was one person Jarek wanted to destroy, it was Logan Lawson.

I was terrified it might already be too late now that Jarek had discovered where Logan was.

My head spun with worry as Logan came up quick on the small airport. My breaths shallowed out, alarm filling me like the swilling of a coming storm.

He skidded to a stop at the curb. I sat there in the silence for a moment, trying to formulate what to say. How to make this right. I had so little. I squeezed the door handle. “Please…just…be careful.”

“Not my style.”

I looked at him. “Please.”

Disturbed confusion knitted his brow. As if part of him wanted to trust me and the other wanted to kick me from his car. “Maybe it’s time someone stopped giving him a pass.”

With a lump in my throat, I pushed open the door and started to stand, but I paused halfway out. I peered at the man as if I might be able to claw my way through the debris and make it back to him. “I knew you once.”

Sadness flashed through his expression. “Yeah. I thought I knew you, too.”

Then it was gone, and he was grinding his teeth as he faced forward in clear dismissal.

I climbed the rest of the way to the sidewalk, hesitating for a second before I let the door shut between us. It’d barely clicked before he was peeling out from the curb and roaring away, the tail of his black Maserati fishtailing before he disappeared in the distance.

I watched him go.

It was like the cutting of a fresh wound.

This agony a blister that would never heal.

The bet had only exacerbated it. Left it raw and throbbing.

When the sound of the engine finally faded, I forced myself to turn and walk through the automatic doors that led into the airport. Fighting the dread, I headed toward the wing that housed the private hangars at the far-left side of the building.

I stumbled to a stop when the wall of windows came into view.

A fuel tanker was being moved away, and there was an empty spot where our chartered jet had sat last night.

Disbelief burned through my system. That asshole had…left me.

Logan was right. He was a pussy.

My teeth gritted. A crush of despair and a slur of insolence.

Hatred and disgust.

What was I going to do? I had sixty dollars, a phone charger, and a tube of lipstick in my clutch.

Jarek saw to it that I had no funds at my disposal. I was given an allowance to shop and play the pretty part of a woman in my position.

Beyond that, I was at his mercy.

Which meant I would have to call my father, swallow what little pride I had left, and make up some vapid story about how I’d gotten to this ski destination and become stranded.

Ask him for a way to get home.

So, so long ago I’d lost any semblance of what home might mean.

Because there was no sanctuary there. No respite. No comfort.

Swallowing it down, I moved for the ticket counter so I could inquire if there were any available flights, my hand shaking as I fumbled into my clutch to get my phone.

Only it rang the second I pulled it out.

My stomach soured when I saw his name on the screen. A burst of spite filled me to full.

“Jarek.” I wished his name didn’t tremble when I said it.

“You answered.” His voice was a sneer.

Barely controlled hatred whipped through my chest like a windstorm. I tried to keep it subdued. To act like the dutiful wife I was supposed to be.

“You thought I wouldn’t?”

He scoffed. “I thought you might be busy.”

Anger broke through a fissure. One that’d been forming for years. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“Don’t play coy, Aster. Don’t act like last night didn’t play out exactly how you intended it.”

“Are you serious right now?”

“Or was it planned all along?” he pressed. “Make me look like a fool? Cheat me?”

Ire escaped my lungs, scraping up my throat in a clap of disbelief, resentment thick in the hiss of the words. “You think I set that up?”

I heard the clanking of ice in a glass. It wasn’t even eight, and I knew he was drunk. “Maybe not, but I know you wanted it. Did you enjoy fucking him? You are just a whore, after all, aren’t you?”

Pain lanced through my spirit, wrapped in a bow of malevolence. The horror he’d wielded. The sorrow he’d inflicted. And I’d had no choice but to go along with it.

Moisture burned like poison at the backs of my eyes.

Tears that welled from the loss.

The injustice.

The loneliness.

“You are the one who all but sold me.”

He laughed a disgusting sound. One that crawled over me like chills of revulsion. “You’re mine to sell, no?”

Bile ran the length of my throat, and I finally cracked. “Fuck you.”

Before I let him get in another word, I ended the call, and I clutched the phone in my hand like smashing it could grind the last seven years into dust. Short clips of air jutted my shoulders, and waves of dizziness spun my head.

What had I done?

I was supposed to go crawling back to Jarek to smooth things out for Logan, and I’d likely made it worse.

Stifling the meltdown, I forced myself to look up at the monitors, at the departing flights for the day, because I had to get it together.

They bleared over, the times and destinations morphing into lines of nothingness.

My phone buzzed, and I managed to read the text through the blur. One from my father.

Papa


Where are you? I was informed you did not arrive home on Jarek’s plane this morning.




I should make something up. Ask him to get me home. Crawl back on my hands and knees to Jarek and bargain my soul.

But I was frozen.

Unable to do it.

There had to be a better way.

There had to be.

I swallowed down the fear. Everything that had bound me my entire life.

What had kept me small and broken.

What had shaped me into a person I didn’t want to recognize.

What had chained me to a life I hated.

I let my fingers tap out a response. One I knew was a gauntlet. One that made Logan’s recklessness of last night look like child’s play.

Me


It seems your underboss has lost me in a bet.




Then I turned and ran out of the airport.


FIVE

ASTER


It was funny when you crossed a line in the sand and there was no turning back. When every excuse, rationalization, and justification of why you couldn’t twined together to form a knot of why you should.

Of why you had to.

Why you had to take a chance because you could no longer exist in the nothingness.

It didn’t mean it wasn’t the most dangerous thing I’d ever done.

It didn’t mean it probably wasn’t also the most selfish.

But I had a plan.

Kind of.

One that had started as a tiny seed and had grown so quickly I felt its sprouts touching every part inside me as I slinked down the sidewalk. I kept myself close to the exterior walls of the shops and restaurants that lined Main Street, like if I stayed twenty steps back, this recklessness could be concealed.

My heart galloped like the frenetic sprint of a spooked horse as I tried to wind my way through the crowds that flocked along the walkway, ducking my head without losing sight of the man who strode ahead of me as if he didn’t have a care in the world except for that moment.

Logan Lawson wasn’t hard to find. I’d searched him, and a slew of results had populated, and I’d had the driver drop me two doors down from his office where I found he practiced as a financial planner and investor.

I wasn’t shocked.

He loved to gamble other people’s money.

Apparently, their hearts, too, because mine was way out ahead of me as I trailed him.

I tried to gather it up and keep it from getting squashed as I watched him hold a child’s hand.

A little boy skipped alongside him, and the child would turn to beam up at Logan’s face every couple feet, then Logan would crack up at whatever he said.

Light and carefree.

As if he didn’t sense the way my world had imploded.

The child was all caramel hair and adorable smiles and deep, expressive dimples.

Questions spun. Churning devastation.

Was this his child?

His son?

Was the reason he didn’t take me back to his place last night because he had a family waiting for him there?

Sorrow surged, and I did my best to gather it up and tuck it down because I couldn’t allow myself to go there. To the what-ifs and should have beens and the grief over all that had been wasted.

But reliving the pain would not get me anywhere, so I slipped along behind them at a safe distance.

Safe.

The thought was hysterical. I didn’t think I’d ever been in more danger than right then. Hadn’t brought more peril upon anyone than I had with this rash decision to take a chance.

And if I was going to take a chance, then I was all in.

Logan and the little boy dipped into a café on the right. I peered through the frosted glass at the two of them where they got into line.

I was an idiot. A fool. Because I stole through the door, hovered at the edge of the bustling room, and prayed I didn’t stick out like a blot of red in the winter snow.

They moved forward a couple feet as the line moved, close enough that I could hear them over the dull drone of chatter that filled the café.

“I can get hot chocolate and a doughnut because I’m so good and I got all the As and because I’m your favorite, right, Uncle Logan, right?” The little boy emphasized favorite. A sweet shot of manipulation.

Was it wrong I swayed with relief at the child calling him uncle? That my hand came out to the wall to steady myself as I was slammed with an inundating wave of reprieve?

That in itself was a thousand shades of wrong.

That the idea of Logan being married made me feel like I would vomit.

Like I said, selfish, but I didn’t know how to stop it.

Logan ruffled his fingers through the child’s hair.

Affection poured from the man.

A tenderness I’d been convinced had gone missing.

“Oh dear, young Gage, do you forget you’re with the coolest uncle of all time? Come on, man, you shouldn’t even have to ask. I am the raddest of the rad, after all. Are you trippin’?” he teased.

A giggle slipped from the boy. “No tripping here, I got really super steady feet because I do the ballet classes with Mommy. See?” He did a little jig in his checkered Vans. “And I already know you’re pretty rad. Just don’t tell Uncle Jud I said so because I’m not picking no favorites. Never, no way. That’s not even nice, and I don’t want to make Uncle Jud sad.”

Awareness spun.

Gage had to be Trent’s son.

Trent who was Logan’s oldest brother. The brother who was going to take the entire family away from Los Angeles where they would build a better life. I’d wondered too often where they had gone.

Logan tsked, his demeanor easy playfulness, the hard, rigid lines from our last two interactions nowhere in sight.

“Uncle Jud is just jealous he’s not as awesome as me.”

“You’d better watch it if Uncle Jud even hears it. He’s gonna give you a one, two, three kapow.” Gage threw a punch at the air.

“Pssh…Uncle Jud is the one who’d better watch it. He might be big, but he knows I’ll take him down.”

“Because we’re speedy quick and sly as a dog, right, Uncle, right?”

“That’s right, little man, that’s right.”

Then the boy sobered into seriousness. “But we love everyone the same. Because we’re family and we got to stick together no matter what.”

Logan chuckled, a soft swell of love rippling from his mouth.

I didn’t know how I remained standing.

The way my spirit clutched, and affection tried to become the reigning emotion.

“That’s right, Gage. Because we’re family, and we stick together. No matter what.” He touched Gage’s chin.

I swore the barista swooned as the customer in front of them took his coffee and walked away.

Oh, wait.

It was me.

Get it together, Aster. Otherwise, this was going to be a suicide mission. My mangled heart no longer fit to beat.

Logan tossed the barista one of those cocky smiles that could melt a glacier. “Good morning, beautiful. It seems we need a hot chocolate and a doughnut. Large black coffee for me.”

Her smile was edged in interest as she punched in the order, her eyes raking him with a wash of familiarity. “Sure thing, Logan. Anything else I can get for you?”

“My uncle is pretty cool. You want to marry him? He doesn’t got a wife and my daddy says it’s a sad, sorry state of affairs, way he’s out tappin’ about everything that walks.”

Logan choked and moved to clamp his hand over Gage’s mouth. “Um, you’ll have to excuse my nephew. He’s a pathological liar.”

Gage squirmed out of his hold. “Liar? Lies are bad, Uncle Logan. Don’t you know nothin’?”

The barista laughed while she eyed Logan over the counter. “It does sound like a sad, sorry state of affairs.”

I might have wanted to stab her in the eye if it weren’t for the fact that I was still getting pummeled by swells of relief brought on by the details this conversation had brought to light.

Logan wasn’t married.

Wasn’t tied.

And I was the stupid, stupid girl who wondered if he’d never moved on.


SIX

LOGAN


“We’ll see you tonight, yeah?” Trent pressed like he thought I was going to swindle my way out of tonight’s duties as he helped Gage into the backseat of his white Porsche Panamera.

The kiddie wagon.

It cracked me up he drove it half the time considering my oldest brother was the scariest motherfucker I knew.

Covered in tats. Deathly quiet. Sight of him caused grown men to stop in their tracks.

Old MC before he’d left that life behind. Now, he ran Absolution, a club across town.

But I doubted much you could fully purify your blood of those kinds of metals.

Oil and leather and perversion ran through our veins.

Ruthless depravity.

Mine flowed differently, though.

Greed the fix my body craved.

It was funny that I hadn’t given a shit about any of that until having it had become something I needed to prove.

“Dude, come on, have you ever known me to miss a good time?” I grinned.

Trent all but rolled his black eyes. “Yeah, man, I’m sure spending a Saturday night at a kids’ dance performance is exactly what you had in mind.”

I pressed my hand to my heart, all dramatic like. “Trent, you wound me. You know my niece and nephew are my world. Isn’t that right, Gage?” I shouted it a little louder to get Gage in on the antics.

“That’s right, Uncle. Families got to stay together, no matter what,” he hollered back from where he was strapped in his seat, kid cute as fuck as he kicked his little feet.

“See?” I drew that one out.

Trent grunted. “Sure, sure.”

The truth was, Gage was my life. He was the one who’d given me a reason to move. To put one foot in front of the other. A purpose when Trent had needed me to have his back, to stand in and help him raise his son when he and Jud were trying to get their new businesses here in Redemption Hills off the ground.

Holding him for the first time on the day he was born? I could still distinctly remember that moment.

The way it’d felt.

The way something had thawed.

Cracked.

And I’d smiled for the first time in six months.

My teeth gritted as a slew of the memories I’d repressed slammed me from out of nowhere.

I could thank Aster Rose Costa for that.

Girl had fucking crushed me, and now she had me stumbling all over again.

I forced myself to keep the grin plastered to my face as Trent tossed Gage’s backpack to the floorboards.

“Just be sure to leave the rest of the teachers alone, yeah?” Trent razzed as he closed Gage’s door.

“Of course…that is if they can keep their hands off me. Impossible, I know, but I’ll do my best.”

Trent shook his head, though his eyes glinted with amusement. “That ego is going to bite you in the ass one of these days.”

“As long as she’s cute, I don’t mind.”

“For my own sanity, I’ll pretend I didn’t hear you say that.”

Laughter rolled out of me, and I clapped him on the shoulder. “You know you love me.”

“Barely.” He fought a smile.

“I’ll see you tonight,” I promised.

“Seven,” he reiterated.

“Yes, Daddy.” I winked.

Since the dude had basically raised me, doing the best he could even though he was nothing but a kid himself, trying to keep me out of the clutches of our piece-of-shit father, I doubted much that he’d ever stop looking at me like I was five.

I didn’t think there would have been a thing either he or Jud could have done to stop that spiral, though, the fact our father had manipulated each of us into who he wanted us to be.

Our father had been the president of a brutal MC back in LA.

Iron Owls.

The club had been steeped thick in every sort of crime, and before they could even drive, Trent and Jud had been seeded deep.

Roots getting tangled in ugliness.

They’d tried to protect me from it—from the hooks that sank in and drained out innocence and life before it filled it back up with death and immorality. I figured they’d been so wrapped up in surviving, it was easy for me to slip into the debased, even before I’d realized it myself.

“Later, man. Be good.” Trent gave me a jut of his chin as he moved to the driver’s side of his car.

“Always,” I said as I backed away.

I couldn’t help the twinge of guilt over what had gone down last night. He would flip if he knew my vices. If he knew the thirst that could never be quenched.

It was the one sin I’d never let go.

It was who I was. Who I’d been bred to be. The numbers came easy. Manipulating them came easier.

Because I’d never again allow anyone to own me. Control me. Would never allow anyone to look at me as less than because I would be the one to dominate.

But I’d always done it in ways that it wouldn’t blow back on my family.

I wasn’t sure that was the case this time.

They pulled from the curb, and I watched them disappear down the road. The second they were gone, that antsy feeling was back full force. The sense that something was off.

No doubt, it was the traces of Aster Rose that clawed under my skin and made me feel like I was coming unhinged.

How many times had I had to stop myself from going back there? From trying to convince her that she belonged with me?

But I’d never forget what she’d said that night.

The look in her eyes.

“I hate you.”

I’d known she meant it.

That it was all for naught.

A goddamn waste.

And here I’d let her come in and stir up my life again. Let her feed the vengeance.

It felt like I held two fistfuls of white-hot coals in the palms of my hands.

The sick, twisted truth that I wanted to hurt Jarek Urso.

That I’d wanted to keep her like some kind of aberrant prize.

Or maybe I’d just wanted to torture myself.

Turning on my heel, I moved back up Main Street. I drained the rest of my coffee and tossed the cup into a bin, working my way toward my office that was half a block up from my apartment since I needed to check in on a couple accounts.

No rest for the weary.

I tried to clear all thoughts of her from my being. To pretend last night had only been a wicked dream.

Instead, I needed to focus on what I’d been given.

Gage.

Trent and Jud’s joy at finding the good life.

Their amazing wives and kids.

It was all we’d ever wanted for each other, and I’d done my best to find my own satisfaction in that.

Not to mention what I’d worked to become. The power I’d gained so no one could look at me like I was garbage again.

Still, I itched.

I sensed the crawl of something unfathomable at the base of my neck, whispering in my ear and tickling down my spine.

I glanced behind me into the mass of bodies that were out to enjoy Saturday morning.

A puff of frustrated air gushed from my nose.

I was losing it.

I pushed the key into the lock of the office building and let myself into the quiet, stilled space. I walked past my office manager’s desk and into my office at the back.

I tossed my keys and my phone onto the black, metal desk, and I moved around to the chair and sank into the soft leather. I breathed out a sigh of irritation.

That was the second before every bit of oxygen was suddenly sucked from the room when the door opened.

I sat back in my chair and forced myself not to shoot to my feet when I saw her standing in the doorway.

Disheveled.

Gorgeous.

Hopeful.

The sight of her stopped my heart in my chest.

My teeth gnashed as a fist of greed tightened my stomach.

It felt like I got smashed in the face all over again.

There she was in that same black, slinky dress, one that I was sure would be emblazoned in my mind for the rest of my life. That white coat tucked tight around her. Not to mention she appeared five feet taller in those silver heels.

For a flash, every dark place in my mind went light.

There was something that had shifted since she’d gotten out of my car earlier. Something that had rearranged in those agate eyes. Determination and heat fired from the depths.

It plundered all logic.

Because I was slammed with a swell of relief.

Because she shouldn’t be here.

Because she needed to go.

Last night had been a mistake. I’d been playing with the type of fire that should have long since been put out. Seeing Gage’s sweet little face had only reiterated that.

I couldn’t drag my family into that type of sordid mess.

I couldn’t seek the revenge I thirsted for so desperately.

I couldn’t touch her.

No matter how fucking bad I wanted to.

Aster stared down at me with her chin lifted the slightest bit. That fierce bravery wobbling with the fear written underneath.

I set my elbow on the arm of my chair and rested my temple on my fingers like I was bored to death while the buzz of energy nearly lit me in flames.

“What are you doing here, Aster? Aren’t you supposed to be on a plane to LA right now?”

“You won me, didn’t you?”

I almost choked. Instead, I forced out an incredulous chuckle. “Honestly, I never took you as the type of woman who could be bought.”

Her face paled in a regret so stark I thought she might sink to her knees. One that made me want to hurtle over the desk to get to her.

She seemed to gather it, to reclaim that ferocity, and she strode forward and sat down on one of the chairs that faced my desk. “I have a proposition for you.”

“Really?” I asked, completely droll while my spirit screamed.

What the hell was she doing?

She blanched and shook and seemed to have to force out the word. “Yes.”

Old spite flooded out with my response. “And why would I ever do you a favor?”

Hurt trembled her mouth. “I’d hoped it would be mutually beneficial.”

Send her packing.

Send her packing.

I sat forward and asked, “How so?”

Her honeyed voice shifted to a plea. “You get to shame Jarek, and I have a place to stay.”

“A place to stay?” My brow cocked in disbelief.

“Yes. Let me stay here, with you.” Her fingers curled into her bag, her throat bobbing as she swallowed.

“You want to stay with me?”

Her tongue stroked out to wet her lips. “I can’t go back there, Logan.”

Ironic, considering she’d chosen him over me. Considering that was the life she’d wanted.

The truth that I would never be good enough.

Old rage I’d carried for too many years pushed me to standing, and I stalked around to the front of the desk.

The air shivered as I moved to stand in front of her.

She sat back like she could protect herself from the proximity while I rested on the edge of the desk.

Attraction blazed.

A connection neither of us had been able to resist.

Something I’d felt once in my life and thought I’d never experience again.

And there it was, sparked back to life by this girl who was my one true threat.

Her breaths were hollow, and her eyes whispered over me like I was the one thing she’d been missing.

My dick hardened at the sight.

A haze of lust permeated the room.

Like a fool, I reached out and took her by the chin, my thumb tracing that mouth that could drive a decent man to depravity.

I wasn’t exactly a decent man.

“You should go home, Aster. It’s where you belong.” It was laced with a warning.

“I never belonged there. You know that.” Her words were soft snares.

Pain banged through my being. “Don’t fucking lie to me.”

Her eyes dropped closed, and her chest heaved as she looked away for a moment before she looked back at me. “I need a place to stay, Logan. I can’t go back there. I can’t.”

Rage burned through my spirit. For her. At the thought of what put this desperation on her face.

I couldn’t trust it.

I’d seen it before.

Had fallen for it before.

If my father had been a master-manipulator, she’d been the queen.

My voice dropped to a growl. “You want to stay with me? When I hate you?” It was true. I hated her. Hated her for how much I still loved her.

That she still held the power to fuck me up.

She pinned the fakest smile on her face, like this was a win-win. “You won me, Logan. Let’s show him what that means. What he gambled with. When my father realizes what Jarek has done? What he’s been doing? He’ll set me free.”

She sat forward a fraction. “I think Jarek has turned, Logan. I know it.” On a ragged breath, she touched her chest. “I know it. I just have to find a way to prove it, and I need a place to stay while I do.”

“And when they come for me? Like you said?”

“I’ll make sure that doesn’t happen. My father…he owes me this.” Her knee was bouncing so hard I knew she was trying to convince herself.

“What does he owe you?”

Crestfallen hope singed her expression. “A chance.”

Without giving her a warning, I dragged her to her feet, spun her around, and pressed her back to the desk.

I pinned her to the hard, unforgiving metal.

Shock filled her gasp, and those fire-agate eyes flashed with flames that could sear me through.

She’d ruin me.

She’d ruin me.

I already felt myself coming apart.

I couldn’t let her go there. Couldn’t let her get under my skin.

Still, the words wheezed from my lungs when I bit them out. “How can I trust you?”

She stared up at me, dark chocolate hair spread out on my desk. Her face so goddamn pretty she made my chest feel like it was going to cave.

Her heart ran at an erratic, frenzied rhythm. Her spirit a wail. “I give you my word.”

My eyes squeezed tight.

Her word? She’d given me a million of them.

Promises that had slayed.

I needed to toss her lying ass out onto the street. Let her fend for herself because there was no time in history when she’d actually needed me. Still, the question gritted out, “What do I get out of it?”

“Anything you want. Everything I have.” I saw the flash of grief before she squeezed her eyes closed, as if she were searching around in herself for resolve. For a way to take it back.

Because I think we both knew this wasn’t going to end well for either of us.

Then her lids fluttered open, and I had to stop myself from falling all the way down into their hidden depths.

I shifted to plant my hands on either side of her head, and I angled down, so close our lips nearly touched. The words were quiet threats. “And what if I don’t want anything you have?”

Her hand curled in my shirt, a plea, poison, I didn’t know, I just knew I could feel her sinking her nails right back into my soul. She lifted herself an inch and brought us chest to chest.

“You said you loved me once. If it was true? If it was real? Then do this one thing for me. Let Jarek’s debt become mine, and I will be the one who makes him pay.”

Like a fool, I eased lower, let my fingers toy with the necklace around her throat as the flames lapped and leapt and consumed. The demand was out before I could stop myself. “My rules, Aster.”

She stalled for a moment before she offered me a wary nod. “Okay.”


SEVEN

ASTER


“My rules, Aster.”

My chest was tight as the powerful engine roared down Main Street as what I’d agreed to ran through my mind on a circuit.

“My rules.”

Every cell on my body was edged in agitation.

What had I done?

What had I agreed to?

Could I really pull this off?

And at what cost?

Because if I couldn’t convince my father...

It was an endless cycle of dread and hope.

Dread and hope.

I glanced at the ferocity that vibrated Logan’s profile.

Hope.

It was such a reckless, heedless emotion. One I’d long since given up fighting for, succumbing to the reality of what my life would be.

But there it was, blooming like a poppy.

Quickly.

Rising up through rocky soil to become something beautiful.

The thought itself was something I should fear. It wasn’t like Logan was sweeping in to rescue me, not that I wanted a hero. But I guessed I’d always wanted a partner.

A friend.

A lover.

A home.

And that’s exactly where we were headed—Logan’s home, when it could never be home at all.

Knowing he hated me, and I hated what he’d done, the choice he’d forced me to make. I hated that every plan and promise we’d made to each other had been squashed.

I needed to remember nothing remained but tragedy and debris.

My desire for freedom and Logan’s thirst for revenge.

I peeked his way again, unable to stop myself. At the strength in his jaw. At the sharpness of his nose and the shrewdness of his eyes.

My fingers itched with the urge to reach out and trace the shape.

To restore.

To remember.

To renew.

If he was beautiful then, he was devastating now.

Every line of him was hard and severe. Wide shoulders and defined chest that led to a trim waist. Tall and almost thin, though from the feel of him earlier, I knew the muscle hidden beneath his clothes was rigid and packed.

Rippling with strength and intimidation.

The fitted suit he wore over his chiseled form only amplified that truth.

He glanced at me.

Energy cracked in the dense air.

Those green eyes sharpened with a threat. “You’re doing it again.”

My brow furled in question.

He released a cruel chuckle that skated over my skin, a harsh, seductive caress. “Looking at me like you have the right to know.”

“And you act like I’m not going to wonder.”

Pushing out a sigh, he let the words fall as if they were trivial. “It was a long time ago.”

“Yet it feels like yesterday.”

Only an eternity had been woven in between.

He shrugged a nonchalant shoulder that weighed a million pounds. “Yesterday…a lifetime ago…it doesn’t matter, does it, Aster? Not when it can’t be undone.”

“But you haven’t forgotten.” I didn’t know if it was a question or a plea.

He came to a quick stop at a red light, and he whirled on me. A gasp rocked from my lungs when his hand curled into my upper thigh. The flesh burned hot when he dug his fingers in and squeezed. “Do not toy with me, Aster.”

My mouth went dry, and I gulped on the scorching air. On his anger. On his hurt. “I’m not.”

His hand moved to my face, his thumb on my jaw, far too gentle for the darkness that reigned in his eyes. “Such a sweet little liar.”

The light turned green, and he skewered me with that gaze for the barest flash that felt like he could see through to the marrow. Penetrate and cut me down to nothing.

Then he turned and accelerated through the intersection, that powerful body slung back so confidently, but there wasn’t anything casual about it.

Fierceness radiated from his pores, spilling free like brutality.

Suffocating.

Compelling.

I didn’t know if I felt hollow, wrecked and ravaged and laid to waste by that single glance, or if for the first time in seven years, there was a part of me that felt alive.

That blooming of what I shouldn’t allow to take root.

I forced my attention out the window. I had to be careful. Guard myself, or I wasn’t going to come out of this better on the other side.

This was my chance. I had to use it right. I couldn’t allow myself to be crushed any more than I already had been.

I’d been caged for so long. Held in chains of torment and pain.

If I was going to stretch my wings, then I was going to fly.

We crawled along the busy stretch. The silence that rained between us was heavier than stones.

The street was filled with tourists, the snow on the ground and coating the rooftops a draw for those who had flocked here for a winter escape.

We traveled only a short distance before Logan made a quick left into the side drive of a large building that sat close to the street.

It was seven or eight stories, I would guess, modern, yet it still exuded a warm, cabin-esque vibe. Dark woods and even darker panes of glass that glinted against the frosty rays of sunlight that blazed from the clear, blue sky.

The first floor housed a steakhouse and a couple boutique shops, and I could only assume there were apartments on the floors above.

We followed along the drive lined by snow-covered shrubs before Logan pushed a button on his visor and a gate opened for us to enter a parking garage in the basement. He whipped down the short slope. The sun faded behind us, dimming the atmosphere to a hazy glow of yellowed lights that illuminated the dank space.

In an instant, it felt as if the walls had closed in.

As if I had been sentenced and was being led into punishment.

But that’s what this was, wasn’t it?

Punishment?

Because there were few things that hurt as badly as looking at the man I loved with all of me and never being able to admit it. Few things that hurt as badly as the loss that had eclipsed my heart in vacant shadows.

My heart throbbed.

I thought maybe he was being punished, too.

He pulled into a spot reserved for L7E, put it into park, and killed the engine. For a second, I stared ahead, fidgeting because I wasn’t sure where to go from there. I hadn’t planned beyond this, but I refused to believe it was a mistake.

“That’s your cue to get out.” Logan’s voice was hard.

Fumbling, I rushed to unlatch the door and stepped out into the frigid cold. Goosebumps crawled up my legs and burrowed beneath the dress. Thank God for the jacket, but it did little to shield from the cold that seeped all the way to the bone.

Logan was already there by the time I shut the door. He reached out and grabbed both sides of my coat, drawing the lapels up close to my chin.

My eyes widened in shock, and my stupid, frozen heart thawed at the gesture. At the energy that whispered and called.

A swift, unspoken claim.

“We need to get you inside and get you warm.”

My eyes flicked all over his face, searching for an answer.

The man heard the silent question for what it was.

“I take care of what’s mine.” He repeated what he’d said last night, the words a seductive threat that would ruin me if I let them.

The man was luring me into a gulf of contradiction.

No right, and no wrong.

No up, and no down.

I was subject to this division that would cut me in two.

He set his palm on the small of my back. “This way.”

The murmur was a crack of incongruity.

Whiplash.

My head spun with the push and pull as he guided me toward the elevator and punched in a code. The doors swept open, and a bluster of heat radiated out.

A sigh got free as I stepped inside, and I stuffed my hands into the coat pockets. I made to move away, to put as much space between us in the confined space as possible.

God knew we were already too close, balancing on a quickly fraying rope that would hang us both.

But no, Logan looped his arm around my waist and drew me closer.

It swamped me in his aura.

Clove and cinnamon and corruption.

My throat tightened and my stomach flipped, and I wondered if I’d willingly set myself a trap. If it really were a mistake after all because I was pretty sure the only thing I was doing was providing him with the ammunition to destroy.

Placing myself in Logan’s massive, manipulative hands.

I had been there before, hadn’t I?

He punched in another code, and the elevator lifted us upward. It came to a stop on the top floor.

The doors whooshed open to an elegant foyer. There was one double door to the left and another set to the right.

He nudged me toward the left, his voice a controlled rumble. “This way.”

I gulped for clarity. For surety. Praying this was right.

I hoped I hadn’t just traded one horrible situation for another.

But I’d already made this bed. Had given this man my word.

I wouldn’t go back on it.

So I sucked it up and followed along beside him. He slipped a key into the lock and swung open the door to his apartment.

“This is it.”

I came to a standstill just inside.

Logan released me, clicked the door shut behind us, and strolled deeper into his home.

So callously.

So arrogantly.

Energy buzzed.

A hum in the air.

He peeled himself from his suit jacket and tossed it to the back of a chair. He eyed me the entire time, watching me as if I were a new piece of the décor.

I tore myself from the trap of his gaze and busied myself with taking in what he had become.

I was used to pretentious things. To riches and wealth. They’d always meant little to me, and they were supposed to mean even less to us, but I guessed I should have recognized his weakness all along.

It was in his blood.

Inevitable.

And nothing else mattered but his rise to the top.

Not even me.

Here, the proof of that greed was exuded in this pretension that was purely masculine. Everything was both rugged and sleek.

Rough and dark.

As if a high-rise loft in New York had been juxtaposed with the presidential suite at a ski resort.

To the left was a bank of floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the quaint city that rambled on below and the mountain peaks in the distance. To the right was a massive fireplace that roared of overpowering warmth, the lapping of flames heating the smooth, black-stone floors.

The living room was filled with oversized suede furniture with a plush rug in the middle. It was fitted with comfy blankets and pillows intermixed with abstract statues and artwork.

The kitchen ran the opposite wall from the entry. Everything was chunky wood, frosted glass, and thick cuts of stone. A large island separated the two spaces, and six short stools sat facing the kitchen area. There was a small nook with a round table set that overlooked the forest at the back.

There was a hall that ran the wall on the right and another set of double doors that sat on the far left on the other side of the kitchen.

“Welcome home, Aster.” He cracked a grin. It wasn’t nice.

It was strange, looking at him then, at this cruel, harsh, bitter man up against who I’d witnessed earlier. The easy playfulness with which he’d interacted with his nephew.

I wondered which side of him was real.

Or maybe they both were, and I just brought out the worst in him.

“So, what now?” I threaded my fingers together.

His expression shifted to something unreadable. “That’s up to you, isn’t it? You’re the one who came to me. It’s on you to figure out what you want. What you’re willing to fight for. If you’re brave enough to see it through.”

His head cocked at that. His words seemed both an encouragement and a challenge.

A question.

As if he were daring me to prove there was anything left of who I used to be.

I wanted to demand the same.

Beg him to show me.

To answer…why.

Why did he have to do it? He’d promised me. Promised. And here we were, seven years later, shells of who we’d hoped to be.

“It might end badly.”

He moved for me.

Dark energy vibrated out ahead of him, wrapping me in a greedy warmth I shouldn’t take comfort in. He touched my chin. The gentlest caress. The deepest wound. “It already did.”

For a moment, he gazed at me as if I were the light before he stepped away, breaking the connection.

The distance amplified the emptiness that would forever live on in me.

“This way,” he grunted as if he were suddenly ambushed in annoyance.

His shoes echoed on the floors as his lithe body moved. He headed for the hall on the right. There were three doors that ran along the left side.

He opened the first. “This will be you.”

Warily, I peeked through the doorway into the guest bedroom. I wasn’t sure what I’d expected when he’d brought me here. If he’d hide me away in some high tower or make me sleep like a dog on the floor.

Or maybe…maybe chain me to his bed.

I shoved that morbidly appealing thought out as quickly as it’d come, my teeth clamping down on my bottom lip as I eased around him and into the room.

Severity blistered from his body, shocking through me when I barely brushed his arm as I passed.

“Make yourself at home.” It sounded like a lie.

I swiveled back to face him, the man so gorgeous where he held the knob and looked at me like I was poison from the doorway.

“You’re going to make me regret this, aren’t you?”

“It seems fair since I’ll be regretting you for the rest of my life.”

Hurt pierced me through, and I sucked in a shattered breath.

A stake of regret moved through his devil smile.

“Logan—”

He blinked long. The stark pain in his expression was enough to cut me off. When he opened back up, his features had turned stoic.

“I have some things I need to take care of. Do try and not get into any trouble while I’m gone?”

The last tweaked with something that sounded close to a tease.

It pinched my heart in old memories that spun.

His carefree smile. The soft mischief in his eyes as he’d look down at me beneath the comfort of the night.

“You are nothing but trouble, aren’t you, Aster Rose?”

A giggle got free, my chest so tight with love I thought I would burst. “Am I worth it?”

Adoration filled his gaze. “You’re worth everything. Anything.”

I wondered if he saw it play out in my mind because his jaw clenched before he shut the door without saying anything else.

I blew out the strain toward the high ceiling before I turned to study the room.

The bedroom was decorated the same as the main area, all dark woods and heavy linens and masculine lines. There was a big window with a reading nook on the far side, overlooking the forest in the back, pines covered in snow that reached for the icy sky.

It was beautiful.

A clash of comfort that beat against the frigid cold.

It reminded me of the man.

Ice and fire.

Comfort and torment.

Everything I shouldn’t want and everything I wished I still had.

Warily, I picked up my clutch and forced myself to dig out my phone that I’d set to silent before I’d gone in search of Logan.

My nerves rattled so intensely I couldn’t keep my hands from trembling.

Spindly pricks of dread scraped my flesh and panged my chest in a clench of fear.

There was no question my actions were reckless.

Being here was in direct defiance of the promise I had made. A promise that had nearly killed me, but one I had no other choice but to make.

Barely keeping it together, I looked at the screen.

Seventeen missed calls.

Air wheezed from my lungs, and I did my best to steel myself, to find that internal fortitude, tapping into where my spirit shouted for freedom.

It was a conversation that couldn’t be avoided.

One that everything relied upon.

His blessing or his curse.

I guessed that had been the entire story of my life.

Resolved, I turned it off silent. Immediately, it began ringing again, as if it’d never stopped.

I accepted the call.

“Hi, Papa,” I whispered as I put the phone to my ear, knowing I’d likely incited a shitstorm with my text earlier this morning.

“Aster…where are you?” Fear burned through his hardened voice. “I’ve tried to call you a hundred times.”

“I’m safe.”

Silence pulsed for a short beat before I heard him swallow. “Tell me what is going on? I tried to call Jarek this morning to no avail, and now my daughter is missing.”

“I’m not missing, Papa. I am right here.”

“And where exactly is that?” His voice deepened with the question.

I paced, my heels snagging on the high pile of the thick carpet. My head dipped low as if my father could feel the weight of my plea. My heart clanged in fits of desperation when I let go of the words. “Papa, I need you to listen to me.”

More silence.

This time baited. Harsher than it’d been.

“Who do I need to kill?” he finally offered.

I would have laughed if it hadn’t been a horrible, terrible reality.

A reality that had destroyed the last seven years.

Could it be changed? Could it? I prayed and prayed that my father could be swayed.

“No one, Papa. No one, please.” I hated it. Hated this ruthless world. Hated that I still loved my father despite his barbarous ways.

“I need you to spare someone.” That, I begged, my pulse chugging as I croaked the anguished request. A request that would likely send him over the edge.

“Who?”

Gulping, I forced it out. “Logan Lawson.”

I heard his teeth snap.

The old disgust.

The violence that coated his carefully constructed response. “You promised, Aster Rose. You gave me the Oath of Life.”

“I know, Papa, I know, but I…”

Tears sprang free, and a sob ripped up my throat before I could contain it.

“Tell me where you are, and I will come for you.” Panic whipped from him.

“I’m safe, I’m safe. But I need you to do something for me. Allow one request.”

“And what is it I’m allowing you? For Logan Lawson to live when you went against the one thing required of you?” Rage thinned his words.

One thing.

My life.

Every last piece of me.

My pulse wavered and shook. “Yes. Yes, Papa. And I need you to allow me to stay here. Just for a little while.”

Until I figured out how to prove to my father that Jarek wasn’t loyal. That he was no good. That he would hurt the family in the end.

And if I could prove it?

Maybe…just maybe my father would see me as my own person. See me as someone who could stand for herself. See I didn’t need him to pick a husband for me.

I was his daughter. Not his possession.

“You know I cannot do that, mia vita. This is where you belong, and the last place I would allow you to stay is with that boy.”

That boy.

“I have never belonged with Jarek.” The blasphemy was out on a whoosh of air that I should have dammed. But I couldn’t stop it, the flashflood of hatred and hurt.

“He is your husband.” My father sounded offended in his defense.

“And why is that?” Hurt shot through the words. I gasped in a shocked breath.

How could I say it? Release it? Not when it meant breaking the promise I’d made that day.

When I’d given Logan a chance at life at the cost of my own.

Tears kept falling, racing in a torrent of grief. I looked to the ceiling and tried to suppress the sorrow that surged from the secret places. To hold it back.

I had to be strong. I had to convince him there was a reason I was doing this.

But I had to be smart about it. “I need a break, Papa.”

A permanent one, but I couldn’t tell him that.

“I need to breathe. I need to heal. I’ve never had that chance.”

“Aster Rose…your responsibilities are here.” I heard the undercurrent of it.

I was a treaty.

A covenant.

A bond.

“You call me your life, yet you treat me like a possession, Papa. Like I’m merchandise to be bartered with. What about what I need?”

“You agreed.” It was a warning.

“I know, but things have changed, and if you love me⁠—”

“You know that I do.” He said it with such force it shook the walls.

“Then give me this time.”

“He is the very reason, Aster. Do you not remember the disgrace he brought this family? He killed my brother. He betrayed me. He stole my greatest treasure. And he touched you.”

Yes, he’d touched me. In the most beautiful of ways.

“And now you dare ask me to leave you in his care?” He hissed it, venom in his disbelief.

“Yes.”

For good or for bad.

Yes.

“I need closure, Papa. Do you not understand the pain I’ve endured? Please. Give me this time. And I’ll…I’ll find out what happened to the twin stones.” The faulty promise was out before I could stop it.

The twin stones that had been at the heart of it all.

An albatross.

A heavy sigh left him. A moment of silence followed. A chasm of dread.

“I do not trust this. Not any of it,” he finally mumbled, though some of the anger had drained.

I nearly dropped to my knees.

“I’m not asking you to trust him. I’m asking you to trust me,” I rushed.

“Aster…you do not know what you’re asking of me.” His tone was underscored with his own contrition. His own obligations.

“I do.”

“Jarek will be more than displeased.”

“He wagered me in a game last night, Papa. He lost. He should at least suffer for that.”

“Disgraziato,” he spat.

It was my only chance. The mistake that Jarek had made and the idea that I might be able to uncover what had happened to the stones.

Except that idea was moot.

Logan had sold them.

Had told me himself.

God, I was playing a fool’s game.

But I had to try.

“Please, Papa, give me this chance. One month. Until the new year. I’ll find out where the stones are in that time. I promise.”

Hesitation poured through the line, and I whispered, “Please, Papa.”

I could feel the sag of his shoulders. The giving in. “One month, mia vita. One month is all I can give.”

“And Logan will be protected? His family?”

He sighed. “You ask more of me than I should grant, but I give it because I do love you. Jarek will be ordered to stand down.”

“And what will you do about Jarek?”

“I will speak with him.”

“Papa, I fear he needs more than speaking to.”

And I feared more I’d just told my father the greatest lie. I wasn’t asking for one month.

I was asking for my life.
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Slipping off my heels, I wiggled my toes into the plush carpet and exhaled a long breath of the fear I’d been holding.

I couldn’t believe my father had agreed.

Couldn’t believe it.

More tears fell.

These ones were of relief. For once, I felt like some of the chains I’d carried had been lifted.

I allowed myself to relish in it.

Freedom.

For the first time in my life, I was standing up for what I wanted.

Fighting for myself.

I didn’t think I’d ever felt a more overwhelming relief than knowing I could breathe.

That I could sleep.

Logan and his family were safe, and Jarek wasn’t there to control me.

To watch me.

To touch me.

Revulsion curdled in my stomach, the same sickness I’d lived in for years.

The vile man had demolished me in a single strike, yet day after day, desolation had built upon that tragedy.

They say time heals wounds, but every time I looked at Jarek, it felt like I was being ripped open anew.

At the nightstand on the right side of the bed, I plugged in my phone, then I moved to the dresser opposite the bed that had a large television sitting on top of it, and I pulled open the top left drawer.

Photo albums.

My heart palpitated in my chest. Part of me wanted to pry. To dig deeper into the ambiguous, confusing man that Logan Lawson had become.

The other part of me knew I couldn’t stomach it.

It still stung too badly. Prying would only be asking for more pain.

Staying here, in his space? It was going to hurt enough.

I shoved it closed and opened the middle drawer.

Inside was a stash of journals, stationary paper, and pens. But next to them was a clear bin filled with the little paper stars.

Memories of us.

Why had he kept them?

God, this was brutal.

I slammed it closed before I looked too closely at his intentions.

I opened the drawer on the right. A soft smile tugged at my mouth when I found it was stuffed with toys. My mind traveled to the face of the little boy.

Gage.

To the adoration that had shown in Logan’s eyes. The sweetness. The care. The mischief.

All the things I remembered.

And I wondered—wondered if pieces of that man existed.

My reckless, beautiful boy.

Heaving out a sigh, I moved to the row of lower drawers and opened the first.

Old tees.

Success.

I didn’t know how much longer I could stay in this dress.

I grabbed the first black tee and held up the massive thing that would swallow me whole. The print on the front softened the blow of all the words he’d cast at me since he’d crashed back into my life.

It was from Star Wars. His old obsession.

It had Yoda on the front, and it said, Yoda best uncle.

Affection left me on a soft laugh.

I could only picture that little boy giving it to him. Could only picture Logan peeling off his fitted suit to put it on.

I pressed it to my face like it held the pieces of this mystery of a man.

Like the fibers might be woven in his complexity.

The dark and the light.

The wicked and the kind.

I just hoped they both existed when it came to me.

I moved into the bathroom and slid out of the dress and let it drop to a heap on the floor.

Tingles spread.

Comfort taking hold.

I washed my face, then found an extra toothbrush in the cupboard so I could brush my teeth.

By the time I pulled the shirt over my head and looked at my mussed reflection in the mirror, I felt like a new woman.

A free woman.

And to my reflection, I made a brand-new promise.

I will never go back.
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Half an hour later, I eased out the bedroom door and down the hall. My footsteps were quieted, filled with the instinct to remain concealed when I was the only one there. Silence hovered thick, like when Logan had gone, he’d left the weight of his presence there, ominous and tranquil.

As if you could be lured into the comfort of it all when you were stumbling into a trap.

I padded barefoot through the living room. The smooth floor was surprisingly warm as the fireplace continued to cast its luxury across the rambling space.

I walked into the posh kitchen and searched for a glass in the cupboards above the countertop. I found one and moved to the sink where I filled it with tap water and brought it to my lips.

The main door suddenly burst open behind me. Surprise had me whirling around and the glass slipped from my hold as I went.

It shattered on the floor.

Shards scattered while my arms drew up in front of me like I could protect myself from any attack.

Which just so happened to be an attack by a woman who had to be in her late sixties. She skidded to a stop just inside the apartment looking just as shocked as I felt.

Humiliation crept to my cheeks at my overreaction.

But it was basic instinct. The fear that Jarek would come for me.

I frantically tried to regain my composure. “I’m so sorry, you scared me.”

The woman’s smile was sly. She was stocky and short, though clearly her strength hadn’t lessened with age as she carried the bags inside.

“Don’t you worry your pretty face about it. My husband used to tell me I garnered quite the reaction when I came into a room. I was a looker, too, you know, when I was your age. The man always did have to be right.”

Her smile widened. “You stay right there, now, and I’ll come rescue you. I heard we were going to have a pop of company for the next little bit, so I figured I’d better get to the market and get the refrigerator stocked.”

“That’s very nice of you,” I mumbled.

She waddled the rest of the way in and piled the bags on the island. “Gretchen is my name, cooking is my game. Well, and cleaning and shopping and keeping that boy out of the messes he makes. He might look put together, but that’s all me.”

She tsked like Logan was nothing but an unruly little boy.

“Is that so?”

“Mmhmm…he’s lucky he has me, that one.” She eyed me up and down.

I tried not to flush, considering I was standing there in nothing but that tee that hit me mid-thigh.

“Looks like he’s lucky to have you, too.” She winked at that before she moved to a hidden pantry at the right end of the kitchen and came out with a broom and dustpan.

“I’m thinking lucky is not the way he would describe it.”

She chuckled low. “That boy wouldn’t know what’s good for him if it knocked him upside the head, which I have half a mind to do most of the time.”

“I guess he’s not the only one you have to pick up messes after around here. If you can just hand me the broom, I can do it.”

“Nonsense. What’s your name, sweetheart? I think you and I are gonna be friends.”

“Aster.”

She froze at that, a wash of curiosity coming from her as she stopped to peer closer at my face.

A bout of nerves had me shifting on my feet, and I dropped my chin in a rush of insecurity.

Why was she looking at me like that?

“What the hell is going on in here?”

I jumped again when a deep voice hit the air, and I landed just to the left. A piece of broken glass pierced me on the bottom of my right heel.

A shriek tore from my mouth. Forcing myself not to move, I squeezed my eyes closed and gripped the counter behind me as if it could ground me.

I hated that Jarek wasn’t here, and he still had me on edge.

The problem was, I knew firsthand the types of atrocities he inflicted, and as much as I wanted to cling to my father’s promise, I would never forget the nineteen-year-old girl who’d lain bloody and weeping at his feet.

When I felt the movement, my lids peeled open, Logan a tether that widened my sight as he strode deeper into the apartment, dropping the bags he held on his way.

“Are you injured?” he grated through clenched teeth as he rounded the island. Some kind of venomous worry twisted his expression into hardened anxiety.

“I’m fine,” I forced out. That gaze dragged over me like hot stones, narrowing on the shirt I wore before it went traipsing the rest of the way down my legs.

“You don’t look so fine to me. I thought I told you not to get into any trouble while I was away?” There was the tweak of that tease at the end of his words.

Exasperation huffed from my chest. “I didn’t realize water counted.”

Gretchen tsked and waved the broom at him. “Are you just going to stand there staring? Where are your manners, young man?”

He pasted on the brightest smile I’d ever seen. All teeth. “What manners are you speaking of?”

She grunted at him in playful disappointment. “The ones your momma would have wanted you to have.”

“Well, excuse me,” he mumbled.

“Don’t give me that excuse me bit until you get over there and help this poor little thing who is bleeding to death in your kitchen.”

She waved an exaggerated hand my direction.

Logan rolled his eyes. “Bleeding to death? Hardly.”

Still, he took a step my way and murmured, “Don’t move.”

It stole air. Stole reason.

I pressed myself deeper into the counter like it might protect me from the power of it.

Gretchen clucked her tongue as she started sweeping up my mess. “My, my, some gentleman you are.”

Low laughter tumbled from his chest, and he didn’t even glance at her when the words filled the air, his gaze locked on me. “Gentleman? I thought you knew me better than that?”

She pushed by, whisking the broom over the broken fragments on the floor. “I do…which makes me wonder why this beautiful, nice girl would bother herself with the likes of you.”

“Nice?” He said it like insinuating it was obscene. “I’m not so sure about that.”

Dark amusement played through his features, and his gaze was taking me in again, slower this time, so painfully intense I felt it like an undulating wave.

He edged forward. “Hmm…we wouldn’t want a beautiful girl to bleed to death in my kitchen, now, would we? It might make me look bad.”

I was in his arms faster than I could prepare for it. Shock raked up my throat when he tightened his hold around me, the smell of him overwhelming as he pulled me against his hard, packed chest.

Clove and cinnamon and corruption.

“Logan, put me down.”

“No.” He turned and started in the direction of the double doors to the left of the kitchen.

“You take good care of her…if you don’t, I’ll be using this broom here for different purposes. Don’t think just because I’m old I’m not creative.” Gretchen shouted her threat from behind us.

“It’s becoming clearer each day that my housekeeper is a psychopath,” he grumbled below his breath.

Logan carried me into the wispy dimness of his room. The blinds were pulled, and the light from the main room whispered in behind us.

My eyes tracked the space.

There was a monstrous bed on the far left, and a TV nearly the size of the wall hung on the opposite side.

A fireplace was in the corner next to a sitting area with two chairs and a couch facing each other under the window.

It was cozy but somehow…hollow. As if a vacancy echoed back.

He headed into the bathroom and flicked on the light.

I blinked against the intrusiveness then squeaked when he plunked me down onto the counter.

“You’ve been here for less than three hours, and you’re already making trouble.”

“I think we’re in plenty of trouble, Logan,” I whispered.

I let a little of our truth seep in.

On a grunt, he rummaged through a cabinet next to the sink. He returned with tweezers, a cotton ball, antibiotic cream, and a bandage. He eyed me as he set everything on the counter. “I always told you that you were worth it.”

My heart fluttered.

The man so different.

So much the same.

I pushed out some of the strain, trying not to look at him, but unable to tear my attention away.

Unable to resist the energy that crackled in the atmosphere.

An old connection that searched for its union.

I had to be careful. So careful. But still I was whispering, “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For doing this for me.”

A scowl scrunched his brow. “Who said I was doing it for you?”

My throat was tight. “Whatever the reason…thank you.”

He didn’t respond, he only hooked me with those eyes as he slowly knelt.

I heaved a sharp breath when he grabbed onto me by both knees. Fire raced my veins, that connection finding a place to take root.

“You cut yourself.” It was a soft accusation.

A frown pulled tight, and the words whimpered free, barely audible with him touching me the way he was. “It really wasn’t that big of a deal.”

He eased back on his haunches, and his left hand glided down the back of my calf to draw my leg out so he could inspect the bottom of my foot.

He dragged his finger down my heel. “It is a big deal. I already told you I take good care of what’s mine.”

My stomach bottomed out, and I tried to ignore what he insinuated. The way it felt for this man to touch me. The way I ached.

He inclined his head low enough that it concealed his face, but I could feel the intensity that blazed from his being, the way I used to feel him. A lifetime ago when life had belonged to us.

He twisted my foot then used the tweezers to pull the glass from the cut. I hissed at the sting, then I couldn’t breathe at all when he leaned in and blew over the flesh.

His breath was heated, and it swarmed me as if he were a scorching, summer wind.

A torrid, unrelenting flame.

I curled my hands tight around the edge of the counter to stop from doing something absurdly stupid like running my fingers through his hair.

My love for him throbbed with agony.

“Does it hurt?” he asked as he dabbed the cut with a cotton swab.

“It always has.” The confession wheezed past my dried lips.

I could feel him swallow. The way his shoulders went rigid.

He angled his gaze up to take in my face, his words as broken as the shards of glass. “Who is it you belong to, Aster?”

It was the same thing he’d asked me last night, only this time, he wanted a different answer.

I knew it. Felt the possession in the way his big hand curled around my ankle.

“You.” It trembled from my mouth.

At least for a little while, I did.

Because he’d chosen to do this for me. I just hoped whatever reason he’d done it for didn’t destroy me in the end.

“Good girl.” I could barely hear what he’d said, though I felt the caress of it skate up the inside of my thighs.

Need boiled in my belly, pouring out to touch every nerve ending as he cleaned the small amount of blood from the cut and applied a bandage.

“There,” he murmured.

“Thank you,” I said again, pushing it around the lump that had taken my throat hostage.

Everything was thickened.

The air and his words and the severity of his gaze.

Then he pressed his face to the inside of my calf.

I gasped.

“Do you want me to ruin him, Aster? Is that what you want me to do?”

Anxiety clouded the desire. My heart thudded at a furious, wicked beat. “I just want to be free.”

Hatred clawed through his expression. Only part of it was directed at me.

Logan suddenly pushed to his feet.

Menacing.

Beautiful.

Terrifying.

He lifted his hand and touched the necklace I wore, as if the star had branded him, too.

“Do you love him?” His voice dropped low as he shifted his attention to the ring I hated that I wore around my finger.

“No.” I couldn’t stop it from bleeding with pain.

“So you did it for what?” His words became blades.

“You left me without a choice.”

He pressed his face to my neck. I nearly drowned. Fell. Dug my nails into his back.

I forced myself to hold tight to the counter before I let myself go.

“There’s always a choice, Aster.” He pulled back, hurt a whorl that eclipsed the light in his eyes. “There’s always a choice.”

“And you made the wrong one.” I shouldn’t have said it, shouldn’t have given it to him, but I was swept into his arms before I could think through the implications of what I’d done.

His nose was at my jaw. “Did I?”

I wondered if he didn’t know. If he didn’t understand. Or if the only thing that had really mattered in the end was the greed.

“I hate you. You’d do well not to forget it.” It sounded of pain. A rush of regret. Hurt that slayed.

My arms curled tighter around his neck. “I hate you, too.”

I guessed we were both good at telling each other lies.

Maybe it was the only way either of us would survive this captivity. The only way we’d make it through the torment of wanting something you could never truly have.

Because he could never know what his actions had caused. The dominos that had been set in motion. The promise I’d made the one thing keeping him alive.

He carried me into the main room.

Gretchen looked up from where she was dumping a dustpan of glass into the trash. “See, manners. It isn’t so hard, is it?”

He grunted at her. “Keep it up, Gigi, and your days here are numbered.”

She cracked up. “That’s cute, young man, considering this place would fall down around you if I weren’t here to keep it in order. Besides, I know how much you love me.”

He grunted again. “You really know how to bust a man’s balls, especially one who signs your paycheck.”

“Pssh. I’d do it for free since I love you right back.”

I felt the wobble of affection at the corner of his mouth, rising beneath the rage that simmered in the bare space.

I tried to ignore the way his body felt pressed against mine as he carried me through the main room and back into my bedroom. Tried to pretend my skin wasn’t shimmering with the vestiges of his touch when he sat me on the edge of the bed.

He started to turn and leave, though he paused when I called behind him, “You’re happy here?”

Logan glanced back. “My family has always made me that way.”

“I used to.”

He tapped the doorframe with his knuckles. “Yeah, but you stopped being her a long time ago.”

Grief cut through the middle of me, and I choked over the regret that wanted to get free when he walked out without saying anything else.

Fisting the comforter, I fought the moisture that burned at my eyes. I had to keep it together. Stay focused and stay the course.

This wasn’t about reconciling with Logan. There was nothing that could heal a wound that went that deep.

More than that, there was no way to undo what had already been done.

This was about my freedom. About recovering my life. About finding new direction.

I jolted when a minute later Logan strode back in. He carried the bags he’d dropped onto the floor and placed them next to me on the bed.

A frown pulled to my brow. “What’s this?”

“Do you plan to wear that dress forever? Or that tee? Not that I would mind all that much.” He cocked a grin at that.

Wings fluttered in my chest.

Crap.

I swallowed hard. “I guess not.”

“Then you’ll need more clothes.” He moved to the doorway then paused to look back at me. “What do you need on Jarek?”

Gulping, I forced myself to focus on the mission. “Everything. Anything. I just need to prove to my father the snake that he is.”

A difficult task when I’d been raised by a brood of vipers. Crimes expected. Cruelty required.

In the end, it would be Jarek’s loyalty that counted.

“That should be easy enough.”

“I’m afraid there won’t be anything easy about this.”

Jarek would kill anyone that threatened his position in the family. My father had no sons, and his brother was dead thanks to the man in front of me, which meant Jarek was next in line to take his place as the boss once he passed.

He would be none too keen when he found out my intention was to take that from him.

If I knew him well enough, he’d think at any time, I’d come crawling back, and I doubted he’d say much to my father, considering he was the one who’d made this dirty, messy bed.

I prayed that and my father’s promise would give me time.

“Are you okay with that?” I pressed.

Logan shrugged too casual a shoulder. “He took what was mine. It seems only fair I take it back.”

He started to duck out only to pause, hesitate, then stare back at me as if he wasn’t sure about what he was getting ready to say. “I have a family thing tonight. Be ready at six. Pick something a little more…practical?”

Confusion bound, but I nodded quickly.

Dipping his head, he stepped out and shut the door.

I dug into the bags.

Jeans and tees.

Sweaters and a coat.

Boots.

A few more dresses as beautiful as the one I’d worn last night.

Toiletries and makeup and undergarments.

I tossed the lid off a box to find a silk night slip.

It was white and covered in the soft innuendo of stars woven into the material.

My spirit clutched.

Like a fool, I pressed it to my nose and stared at the door where he’d just been.

Little Star. Little Star.

Damn him.

I had to be careful, or he was going to ruin me all over again.


EIGHT

ASTER


I emerged from the bedroom at six, wearing black leather pants, a purple sweater that was slinky and loose but hung just right, and a pair of knee-high heeled boots.

I had a heavy gray wool coat draped over my arm and a handbag that was mostly empty slung over my shoulder.

If there was something to be said about Logan Lawson, he had really good taste.

Coming to the end of the hall, I stalled.

My nerves rattled.

Logan hadn’t given me a whole lot to go on other than he had a family thing.

A family thing.

Anxiety bristled beneath my skin. Like, with his brothers? Their families?

The little boy’s face tickled the back of my mind. The sweetness. The way Logan had looked at him.

Undoubtedly, the child, Logan’s entire family, was a huge piece of his world.

I got it.

I just wasn’t sure why he wanted to share it with me.

The only thing I knew was I felt his attention like a landslide when I stepped out from behind the seclusion of the hall and into the main room.

Logan looked up from where he stood at the end of the island typing something on his phone.

The man was so disgustingly gorgeous in his fitted suit.

Intimidating.

Jaw-dropping.

Those eyes flashed as they took me in.

Copper and green.

Stony.

Malachite.

Though tonight they were far from opaque.

They glinted in the flames that leapt in the fireplace.

Scorching rocks that could sear me through.

Fiddling with the hem of my sweater, I glanced down at what I’d chosen. “Is this okay?”

“It will do.” His tone was grit.

He pushed from the island and came my way.

A slow prowl, a monster testing its prey.

He stopped a foot away, and he tipped up my chin, deceptively soft. “They say the devil is so beautiful you wouldn’t be able to look at him if you saw him in his original form.”

My insides quaked. I was pretty sure he had our roles reversed.

“And you have a hard time looking at me.” Still, I let him have the perception.

I ached that he was right there, so close I could touch him, though I knew how dangerous it would be if I did.

He leaned closer, his presence destroying all sense, his voice a rough scrape he released at my ear. “The fucking problem is I can’t seem to look away.”

A whimper crawled my throat and chills flashed across my skin.

He inclined closer. “Is that what you are, Aster? The devil? Here to tempt me? Lead me into sin?”

“Ironic since that’s what I’d always thought about you.”

When it’d come to Logan Lawson, I’d always done the exact opposite of what was expected of me.

His thumb caressed the length of my cheek, the hard, chiseled angle of his jaw clenched.

In restraint.

In disgust.

I couldn’t tell.

“Maybe because we both were born in the pits of Hell.” It left me like some kind of surrender. Or maybe it was an out for both of us. A reason for the pain.

He kept sweeping the pad of his thumb along my jaw.

Back and forth.

Back and forth.

“We were supposed to escape it together.” That time, his words gritted with spite.

The bitterness I couldn’t seem to get over boiled inside. I almost demanded to know how much he’d sold the stones for. If he understood what it’d cost.

Instead, I let the resentment bleed out. “It seems like you’re doing pretty well for yourself to me.”

It was me who had been left behind.

I could hear the grinding of Logan’s teeth. “You don’t know anything about me.”

He was right.

I didn’t.

Not anymore.

All except for this connection that still felt so alive.

Except for the torment, the mischief, the loss, the sweetness that I saw play in his eyes.

He suddenly straightened and moved away from me so quickly that I stumbled forward a step, not even realizing I’d given myself over to his hold.

A shattered breath heaved from my lungs as he moved for the door, the man ignoring that every second of this push and pull was wrecking me.

“We need to go. My brothers will have my ass if I don’t show on time.”

“Both of them will be there?” I asked on a worried breath.

He chuckled out a rough sound. “What, are you scared?”

Um, his brothers were terrifying, but that didn’t have anything to do with it.

“Maybe it would be better if I stayed here.”

He was back to touching my face, his voice this low, growl of a promise that shook me to the core, even though it was clearly meant to be a tease. “Don’t worry, Aster, I’ll protect you. You keep forgetting I take care of what’s mine.”
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Logan whipped his car into the parking lot of a—my head jerked around to read the sign—Christian elementary school.

I could feel the confusion claw its way across my face as my attention jumped back to Logan.

Seriously, what in the world was happening?

He didn’t even glance at me as he drove through the packed lot in search of an open spot, which by the looks of it, we were going to have to park along the street.

Apparently, most of Redemption Hills had shown for whatever this family thing was.

I’d thought it would maybe be a dinner. Or more than likely, a deal…the dirty kind dealt in dingy backrooms of seedy clubs or maybe in upscale basements like last night.

My chest squeezed as I watched the droves of families weave their way across the lot toward the main buildings, bundled in their jackets and scarves, their cheeks pinked and excitement filling their eyes.

Logan drove around the side of a building to another lot around back where he finally found an open spot tucked between a minivan and truck.

When he killed the engine, a swath of silence took over the cabin, and the man stared out the windshield at the flurries of snowflakes that fluttered from the darkened heavens.

Tension stretched thin.

Questions that swelled and taunted.

Old hopes and long-dead dreams.

It was insane being so uncomfortable with a man who had once been my refuge.

Finally, he glanced over at me, his tongue sweeping his lips in a rush of agitation, as if he’d just then thought better about bringing me here. “My niece and nephew have a dance performance to kick off the holiday season.”

It was December 2nd.

Clarity moved through my consciousness, this whole thing coming to make sense. Except for the part of why he’d brought me with him.

“Okay.” I stared at him, my response not quite a question but begging him to fill in the blanks.

“My family is the only thing that matters to me. Everything I do, I do for them. I will sacrifice anything for them. Reject anything that might bring them harm…or crush it before it has the chance.” A warning lit behind it. His chest vibrated like he was dealing with his own dread.

I knew his statement was his truth.

“I understand.”

“Do you?” That ferocity pierced me in the heart.

I swallowed down the disquiet.

“I do.”

Because he was supposed to be mine, and I’d been living that stark, gutting truth for the last seven years. Sacrificing it all to protect the one that mattered to me.

He gripped the side of my face, so out of the blue my mouth dropped open at the blaze of his palm against my skin. “And here you are.”

I guessed the reality of what I was asking of him had finally penetrated his hardened exterior.

I gulped the trepidation down. “My father promised time. Promised he would allow me this. Here. With you. I have until the New Year. Thirty days. He told me he would order Jarek to stand down.”

Logan let go of a disbelieving sound. “You don’t actually think that pompous prick takes orders from anyone?”

“From my father, yes.” My spirit shook, hoping it was the truth. “Why don’t you take me back to the apartment, though? There’s no reason to drag your family into this.”

Logan leaned farther over the console. All menace and power, the words razors that cut through flesh. “Is it wrong I don’t want to let you out of my sight?”

“You don’t have to protect me.”

His hand spread farther across my cheek. “I might hate you, Aster, but I see your fucking pain. I know you’ve been hurt. So don’t fucking tell me you don’t need protected, even if what you need protected from is yourself.”

My breaths were ragged when he suddenly pulled away and climbed from the car. I was still stuck in the same spot when he opened mine and extended a hand to help me out. “Come with me.”

I obeyed, tried not to whimper when he pulled me against the hot, hard planes of his body as I was struck with a blast of frigid cold.

He balanced me on the slick, frozen ground. “Are you good?”

No.

Not even close.

I gave a quick nod, and he returned his hand to the small of my back as he guided me to the main doors.

Logan dug into the inside pocket of his suit jacket, pulled out two tickets, and presented them to the man accepting them at the door.

“We’d better find our seats.” Logan took my hand and hauled me inside. He wound us through the crowd, and I struggled to keep up as we moved across the lobby and through another set of double doors into a multipurpose room.

The second we stepped inside, the overhead lights dimmed, and people rushed to find a place to sit.

Metal chairs had been set up in long rows, and one aisle ran down the middle leading to a stage at the base of them.

Strings of twinkling white Christmas lights were strung from the ceiling, casting the huge room in a festive ambiance. Decorated trees lined the walls, carols played overhead, and a buzz of excitement filled the air.

Every once in a while, I could hear the squeal of a child from backstage.

Logan’s hand twitched on my back, as if he felt the sting of it, too. But I knew he didn’t come close to understanding what that pain really meant.

How I had to guard myself from getting swept into a fantasy I would never get to live.

A speaker squelched, and a spotlight lit the black curtains that shrouded the stage that was elevated by three feet.

An older gentleman walked out in front of them, a microphone in his hand and a smile on his face.

Logan continued to lead me down the middle aisle as the man began to speak.

“Welcome to this year’s holiday performance. For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Gary Murphy, the owner and director of the school, and I cannot tell you how excited we are to have you here this evening. The children have been working incredibly hard to put on this wonderful show for you, and I know you are going to be wowed.”

Everyone clapped.

Anxiousness tightened my lungs as Logan moved all the way down to the front row before he ducked to avoid the spray of a spotlight as he angled for two remaining seats about five chairs in.

My head was lowered like I could hide, too, and I almost breathed out in relief when Logan plopped me onto a chair and slipped onto the one next to me on the left, only that breath hitched in my throat when I saw who sat on the other side of him.

Trent Lawson.

I’d caught sight of him only for the barest flash this morning when I’d been following behind Logan, but I’d ducked out of view so I wouldn’t be discovered.

The man had always been terrifying. A cold current running through his blood and hardening his nearly black eyes. He came with a reputation.

A ruthless one.

Tatted from head to toe, the colors swirled out from beneath his clothing to cover his throat and hands.

Only now, those hands held a newborn baby tucked in a swaddled bundle against his chest.

Every cell in my body shivered. I tried to rip my attention away, but my eyes traced the precious form, my spirit aflutter, my heart in my throat.

Finally, I managed to jerk my eyes from the child only for them to tangle with Trent’s.

Obsidian eyes were wide with shock.

They turned to daggers when he focused them on Logan.

“What the fuck?” he mouthed.

Discomfort blazed.

I wasn’t surprised by the warm welcome.

I knew my name.

I’d worn it like royalty, when really, it’d been nothing less than a cattle brand. Burned into my flesh. Nowhere to go, nowhere to run, not until the day I was slaughtered.

“What’s up, man? You look happy to see me,” Logan whispered back like a razzing to his brother. “Do you remember Aster Costa?”

He hugged me to the side of his chest like we’d remained the best of friends. “A real long time, right?”

“Not long enough.” The grunted words left Trent on a growl.

Nervousness chattered my teeth, the freezing cold from outside dropping by thirty degrees.

This was bad.

Still, Logan just smirked the biggest smirk I’d ever seen and sat back in the chair, looping his arm farther around my shoulders and kicking an ankle onto the opposite knee like it was the most natural thing in the world.

Arrogance rolled from him in waves.

Crashed into me as heat.

I itched, shifted on the hard metal chair.

He pressed his nose into my hair and breathed out, “Relax. I’ve got you.”

“This is a bad idea,” I mumbled back.

He laughed a cocky sound. “All of mine are, Aster.”

He pointed at the older man who was still giving his welcome, Logan’s voice held just for me. “That’s Gary, Eden’s father.”

A question furled my brow.

Logan almost laughed like he was just catching up on the fact I knew nothing about anyone he was talking about.

“Eden is Trent’s wife.”

“Oh.” My lips formed it almost silently. There I sat, taking in the details as if I were the unwelcomed, second wife at her first family dinner.

Gary continued his introductions. “I just want to say how much we appreciate everything you do for this school and this community. We couldn’t do what we do without you. Most of all, we couldn’t do it without my daughter, Eden, our show director and producer.”

An affectionate chuckle left him as a blonde head peeked out from between the part in the curtains and waved.

The crowd cheered and she ducked back in.

I peeked back Trent Lawson’s way. My pulse thugged when I saw who sat on the other side of him.

Jud Lawson.

Logan’s other brother. He had always been a beast of a man, but different than Trent. Softer, maybe, easier to laugh, though it would be a mistake to believe he wasn’t every bit as savage.

It took me a second to notice he had his hand twined with another on his lap. A woman sat beside him, her attention rapt on the stage.

“Now, without further delay, enjoy the show…” Gary waved toward the curtains and the spotlight blinked out.

A second later, it flashed back on to the curtains sweeping open. It revealed a set made of painted cardboard, a winter wonderland of white paper confetti and silver stars that were strung from the rafters.

“Here we go.” Logan murmured it at my ear as if I were in this with him. As excited as he.

I shouldn’t be.

I should guard myself.

If I were smart, I’d get up and leave.

Because I thought maybe I was in more danger than ever when my spirit lightened in a wash of Logan’s joy when Eden showed from the right side of the stage, wearing a black tutu, tights, and pointe shoes.

A row of little angels followed her out.

They spun around, trying to hide their giggles and shy giddiness as they looked out on the audience in hopes of seeing their families.

People oohed and aahed as Eden led the children through a simple dance.

Mostly the Lawson brothers who shouted and cheered when an adorable little girl with two-black buns on the sides of her head came forward and did an off-balance pirouette.

“Go, Juni Bee,” Logan shouted. “That’s my girl.”

He tapped my thigh, whispered close to my ear, “That’s Juniper, Jud’s wife’s daughter. His too, really, even though not by blood.”

“She’s beautiful.”

“Prettiest girl in the room.” Then his voice dropped, turned wicked, wrecked me in an entirely different way, “Except for you.”

I wanted to beg him to stop. To tell him I couldn’t deal with this. That this push and pull was killing me. The gravitation and the disgust. The hatred and the echo of a star-crossed love.

The little girl giggled and blushed and skipped back to the line before three drummer boys joined the group on the stage, marching and beating toy drums.

My spirit did that erratic thing when I saw Gage, the same boy from earlier today, so proud as he drummed to his own beat.

I tried to hold back the rush of affection I felt just witnessing the scene.

An outsider who wouldn’t last dipping her toes into the impossible.

This was so incredibly foolish.

So perfect and so uncomfortable.

So right and so wrong.

I had to wonder if it was just another way Logan had in mind to punish me. If he wanted to toss in my face what I’d missed.

Didn’t he get it?

I already understood I’d missed out on everything.

The loss was profound.

Deep and dark and perpetual.

One class would go out only for another to enter, the performance a mesh of ballet, carols, and small acts.

Each time, Logan seemed to draw me closer. As if in the whimsical fantasy, in the enchanted darkness, he’d forgotten that we were supposed to be enemies. As if he’d slipped back to the time when loving him was a sin but the only thing I’d ever done right.

The show was endearing. Filled with simple joy and Christmas spirit. I did my best not to get swept in the simple triumph of it. In the sweet innocence.

Impossible.

It was bottled in my chest like a shaken concoction. A chemical reaction.

Logan and family and regret.

Hope and warmth and joy.

It grew thicker and thicker with each minute that passed.

It was funny that I’d all but forgotten that Christmas was less than a month away, that it hadn’t mattered, not any of it, not until right then.

“Sweet, isn’t it?” he murmured, though it was tinged in sadness, and his hand slipped free of my shoulder only to thread with my fingers on my lap. He squeezed so hard I had to wonder if he needed to make sure I was real. “That right there, Aster. That’s what I was talking about. That’s what matters.”

He glanced at me.

I got stuck there.

In the man who right then looked so familiar.

My heart panged, and by the time the children piled out onto the stage with their teachers, Eden and her father in the middle, all of them taking a bow, tears clouded my eyes.

The crowd was on their feet for a standing ovation.

I was on mine, too.

Luckily it was expected because there was no chance I could remain sitting. I doubted I could remain standing there, either, not when the overhead lights flipped on, and I suddenly felt as if it were me who was standing in a spotlight.

Once the applause wore off, Trent and Jud both looked between me and Logan.

What did Logan expect me to do now?

Play along that we were old friends?

That we’d kept in touch?

What did they even know about us?

Discomfort shifted my feet as I stood under the force of Trent’s glare and the uneasiness of Jud’s watch.

Logan wrapped his arm around my waist and cinched me close, his smile all easy cockiness and no shits to give, as if the man had stepped into a different persona in front of his brothers.

But I felt the undercurrent of severity in his hold.

“All I’ve got to say is my niece and nephew are superstars. I mean, we know they get it from me, but still, superstars. Both of them are going to grow up to be just like their uncle Logan. Awesome knows awesome.” Logan grinned wide as his ridiculous claim flooded out.

Trent gently bounced the infant against his chest, kissing the top of her head as he sent a grunt at his youngest brother. “In my worst nightmare,” he grumbled.

Logan cracked up, pulling me tighter like I was his lover and not his enemy. “Hey now, that’s just rude. Why you gotta be so mean? I’ve obviously rubbed off on your kid. Did you see him up there? You know he didn’t get that shit from you.”

He pressed a kiss to my temple right after he said it.

My knees knocked. Clammy discomfort clashed with the warmth.

What the hell did he think he was doing?

Trent’s gaze followed Logan’s attentions, his eyes narrowing in speculation. “Aster Costa. Have to say, I’m surprised to see you.”

We weren’t friends.

We weren’t even acquaintances, really. I’d known him from a distance and his reputation and the love Logan had for him.

That was true for all Logan’s brothers.

Both the two still living and standing in front of me and the one they’d lost.

Logan laughed again and shook me around. “Seriously, can you believe it? I ran into Aster here last night, and I thought she should stick around so we could catch up. What luck, right?”

He sent me an overzealous smile.

“Hmm,” was all Trent managed as he lifted the baby higher and pressed his mouth to her head.

Jud cast a cautious glance at Trent before he rounded him and came my way. Nerves shook the ground below before a surprised squeak left me when he suddenly curled me in his massive arms.

At first, I wanted to fight him, but it took only a flash to recognize his embrace was kind, though somehow filled with reservation. “It’s good to officially meet you, Aster.”

“You, too.” I had to force the words out around the lump in my throat.

He tugged the woman who’d sat next to him up to his side.

She was stunning, curvy with a black bob that touched her shoulders. She wore a fitted sweater dress that went all the way to her ankles, a slit up to the knee on the side.

Jud slipped his hand around to her waist, his other going to the tiny bump that barely showed on her belly. “Aster, this is my wife, Salem.”

She stepped forward and shook my hand like we were going to be the best of friends. “It’s really great to meet you.”

She gently smacked Logan’s chest. “Tell me what you’re doing with this guy?”

“Hey, now, hey. Is that any way to treat your favorite brother-in-law? So rude. And here I thought you loved me.”

Laughing, she curled her arm around his waist. “You’re lucky I do, that’s for sure.”

Her smile was playful when she shifted her attention to me. “This one, I tell you, you have to watch out for him.”

“Oh dear Salem, what is this nonsense you say? We all know there’s no looking away from me.” Logan gestured at himself, all tease and arrogance.

The undercurrent of the vapid grin he sent me knocked my knees again, one that promised he was right there, that he wasn’t looking away from me, either, that he knew this was difficult, but he was asking me to do it with him, anyway.

The why was what I didn’t get.

Why not just hide me away for thirty days? But the newfound glint that speared me from that gaze made me wonder if he were contemplating how much it might cost to keep me.

“Ah, here come our superstars.” He gestured toward the side of the stage.

Trent’s wife, Eden, all but floated our direction. She held Juniper and Gage’s hands.

“Holy cow, that was amazing!” Logan shouted as they let go of Eden and came bounding our way. “Like, seriously epic. I see Tonys in our future. Broadway, baby.”

Logan shook his arms in the air like he was catching a dream.

“Right, Uncle, right? I was the best drummer in the whole wide world, right?” Gage bounded across the floor, words flooding from his mouth the entire way.

“Heck, yes.” Logan swept him into his arms. “Seriously, so good. Or maybe it’s a rockstar I see in our future. Those were some wicked drum skills.”

“Wicked?” The little boy scrunched his nose.

My fingers tingled while my feet itched.

Trent grunted again. “Keep it up, man, keep it up.”

“Prepare yourself.” Logan grinned. “This one right here has entertainment in his blood. I can feel it, and you know I’m never wrong.”

Trent rolled his eyes. “Never.”

The little girl was right behind. She went for Jud, and he tossed her into the air then caught her. “There’s my angel.”

She beamed at him when he hooked her to his side. “What’d you thinks, Motorcycle Dad? Do you thinks I’m gonna go to Russia and do all the dances in the ballet?”

“Absolutely, Little Bee,” he promised, pressing a kiss to her chubby cheek.

My head spun, my spirit abuzz as if I was tossed headfirst into the chaos of this close family.

Floundering through the fullness of it.

“Who’s that?” Gage smiled at me with a tilt of his head.

“You’re looking at one of my oldest friends, Gage. Her name is Aster.” Logan watched me with something I couldn’t decipher.

Energy lapped between us.

A tiny thread that weaved and grew.

If I wasn’t careful, it’d become more powerful than the two of us.

This pull I needed to ignore.

If I were smart, I’d run up the aisle and disappear forever because I’d bitten off more than I’d bargained for.

Logan was already too much.

Toss the rest of his family into the mix?

I gulped and tried to pin on a smile when Logan’s sweet niece piped in, “Oh, friends are the bestest and the most important in all the whole world except for the families. Is she your favorite friend, Uncle Logan?”

“She used to be. I keep wondering if there’s a chance she might be again.”

Redness flashed, climbed my chest and my cheeks.

This was bad.

So bad.

“Well, you look like a really good kind of friend to me, Miss Aster,” Gage cut in. “Like the kind you get to marry when you get older and you love forever and ever. Just like I love Juni Bee to the highest mountain and I’m gonna marry her when I get big.”

“But no kissin’. Blech.” The little girl’s nose curled in disgust.

A rustle of laughter moved through the adults.

Logan set Gage onto his feet and ruffled his hand through his hair. “Sorry to break it to you, Gage, man, but Juni here is now your cousin since her mom married your uncle Jud. You’re going to have to pick a new wife.”

“No way, nuh-uh, not a chance.” Juni furiously shook her head.

Affection wrapped me. A stunning amount of it. They were adorable. So sweet.

“These two.” Eden was suddenly in front of me, sweet amusement playing through her expression. “Aster, I’m Eden. I belong to this one.”

She sent a sultry smile toward Trent.

“That’s right, Kitten,” he grumbled.

Apparently these Lawsons had no issues staking claims.

“It’s really nice to meet you,” she said.

“It’s nice to meet you, too,” I floundered, trying to hold it together. “The show was beautiful. I loved every second.”

A squeal rang from behind us. “Um, hello, did you all see that? My babies made me proud!”

I swiveled to see a woman I recognized from the performance come racing up. She was dressed as a snowflake, which kind of fit her considering she was as pale as the snow, though her hair was flaming red, her face covered in a smattering of freckles.

“Yes!” Gage gave her a high five. “Auntie Tessa, did you see how good I did?”

“Oh, you bet, I did. You two made the show.” She pointed between Juni and Gage. “Well, and of course my third-grade class, they were pretty spectacular if I do say so myself.”

Then she gasped when she noticed me, whirling around to take me by the hands. “Who are you? I’m Tessa…these bitches’ BFF.” She jutted her chin toward Eden and Salem.

Salem laughed. “Well, I guess we claim her.”

Feigned horror rocked from Tessa’s mouth while she squeezed my hands as if I were a part of their group when I’d never felt so much like the odd man out.

“Don’t listen to her for a second. She loves me. Like, mad, mad love. So, who are you?”

Her eyes gleamed as she looked around me at Logan who stood so close I felt as if I were being sucked his way.

Pulled into his orbit.

Gravity.

I didn’t have time to answer before Juni shouted, “She used to be Uncle Logan’s favorite friend, Auntie Tessa, but not anymore, but maybe one day they can gets to be again.”

I stood there shifting my feet, feeling as if I’d gotten hit by a landslide. An avalanche. This close-knit group a balm that could never soothe.

Because the loneliness ached and the vacancy echoed, and I realized, standing there in the midst of them, that I’d forced my way into a place I didn’t belong.

“I, uh, think I need to use the restroom. I’ll meet you at the car?” I asked Logan as if it wasn’t a big deal, even though I was sure they could hear the undercurrent of panic.

I was itching to flee.

His eyes darkened.

Malachite sparks.

He frowned then murmured, “Sure. I’ll see you in a minute.”

Forcing a smile, I lifted my hand in a slight wave. “It was great to meet you all…and to see you again, Jud and Trent,” I fumbled.

Then I turned and fled. Pushed up the aisle through the crowds still gathered.

The families that loved.

The hope that shined.

And I wondered…wondered if I would ever truly find it for myself.

I wound through, trying to keep my cool as I pushed into the restroom and locked myself in a stall. I pressed my forehead against the cold metal door in an attempt to squelch the fire that was eating me from the inside out.

Pain crushed my chest, and jagged breaths wheezed down my throat and into my lungs.

I hated it. Hated all that had been lost.

A tear slipped free, and I swatted at it, refused it because I wasn’t weak.

This was about a new path.

A new destination.

It hovered out in front of me.

The tease of a dream.

The scrawling of beautiful words. Promises made in vain.

There is no place my heart won’t find you. My North Star.

But where would it leave us in the end?

Stumbling out of the stall, I went to the sink and splashed water on my face. Then I forced myself to suck down the riot of emotions, and I slipped back out into the lobby.

I squeezed through the crowd, mumbling, “Excuse me,” as I went, and I welcomed the frigid cold as I stepped out into the damp air. I tugged my coat tighter like it could shield me from it all, and I wound back around to where Logan had parked.

Winter clouds hung heavy in the night sky, though they’d parted near the moon that glowed from the heavens. Stars glittered in the crisp night like beacons that called through eternity.

I didn’t flinch when I felt the presence possess me from behind, the beautiful torment that surrounded me like an embrace that could snuff me out.

“It’s cold,” he murmured, Logan’s voice so low as he edged close.

He set his hands on the sides of my waist.

Tremors rushed.

A clash of ice and flames that tumbled down my spine.

My focus remained upturned, to the vastness that seemed so close, to the stars that glinted and shined in the sky.

Constellations written in mystery.

I felt as if I could reach out and touch them. Understand their meaning.

“Do you think it led us here?” I whispered into the lapping darkness.

Our old truth beat around us like a warning drum.

This man who had promised me that no matter where he went, wherever I went, or anything that tried to come between us, he would find his way back to me.

Fate.

Destiny.

Our destination.

My North Star.

“I used to believe it,” he muttered, “but it hurt too fucking bad when I discovered it was a lie.”

Was it?

Because I felt myself being swallowed whole.

By his arms that wrapped around me like a fortress.

By the beat of his heart into my back.

By his spirit that held me like eternity.

“Your family is amazing.” I pushed it out around the lump in my throat.

Logan held me tighter. “They should have been yours.”

“Yes.” Emotion clogged my throat, and I tried to swallow around it. “I think I made a mistake, Logan. Asking this of you. Bringing you into this.”

His arms tightened more. “It’s too late if it was.”

“I would die first.” My eyes pinched closed on the truth. “Before I let anything happen to any of you.”

“No one’s dying, Aster, no one except for your husband.” He gritted it at the back of my head. Then he pushed away and rounded the car, clicking the locks as he went.

I stared at him over the top.

“It’s already done, Aster. Just get in.”

I shouldn’t. I should end this now. Before it was too late. Because as desperately as I wanted my freedom, to be my own person, it was the moment I realized I wasn’t sure I could handle losing Logan all over again.


NINE

LOGAN
LOS ANGELES, EIGHTEEN YEARS OLD


Late afternoon light floated through the window where Logan sat at the small kitchen table. His textbooks were spread in front of him, and his laptop was open to the report he was writing for his English 101 class. Not that he intended to do a whole lot with words. Numbers were his game.

He heard the rumble of a motorcycle approaching in the distance. A spot of excitement hit his chest. He was used to being alone, it didn’t bother him all that much, but he had to admit sometimes the silence got to him.

It gave him too much time to think.

Too much time to ponder what life might have been like if his mother were still alive.

Too much time to contemplate the dynamic of his family.

More than anything, it gave him too much time to worry over his brothers, what danger they might find themselves in that day.

Logan knew Trent and Jud tried to hide the truth of who they were from him and Nathan. They did it out of love, hoping to guard them from the brutality of their day-to-day.

That didn’t mean it didn’t sometimes make Logan feel detached. Like he wasn’t a part of who they were, as ugly as it might be.

The roar increased before Logan heard the bike come to an idle in the driveway of the four-bedroom house he lived in with his brothers. They’d moved there when Trent was twenty, when he’d stepped up and made the choice to take Jud, Logan, and Nathan out of their father’s home and bring them there.

Away.

Separated.

Where it was safer.

Lonelier, too, because it was a world apart from where Trent and Jud spent most of their days and nights.

The side door opened, and Trent pushed through, donning his cut and worn boots and that darkly quiet ferocity forever hewn on his face.

Vengeance.

Cruelty.

Trent might not ever admit it, but Logan knew he’d been hunting their mother’s killer since the day she’d been ruthlessly gunned down in front of their old house when Logan had only been nine.

His spirit curled in on itself when he remembered it. A crushing he was sure would never abate. He gulped around it when Trent jutted his chin his way. “Hey, man, how are you, brother?”

“Good.” Logan eyed him in speculation. “What are you doing here? I thought you had business tonight?”

“Something more important came up.”

Logan frowned. “What’s that?”

Trent roughed a tatted hand through the short crop of black hair on his head, then he looked Logan straight on. “You.”

Anxiety made a prickly slide down his spine, and he pushed his laptop back.

Trent hesitated, warred, then sighed as he crossed the kitchen. He pulled out a chair and flipped it around and sat on it with his arms rested on the back, staring at Logan like he’d become his sole focus.

“What’s going on, man?” Logan hated that his voice wobbled. Hated that Trent thought him some kind of pussy. Like he wasn’t strong enough to even know the monsters he faced each day. Not that he wanted to go on daily raids or murder sprees.

But he wanted to…belong. For Trent to trust him enough to at least confide in him.

Trent let his attention drift over Logan’s homework before he cut a glance at Logan. “You’re fuckin’ smart, man. Smarter than any of us. Damned wizard with the numbers.”

There was no missing the foreboding wound in it.

“That’s no secret. We all know I’m the smartest, best looking of the bunch,” Logan tossed out with a smirk, doing his best to ignore Trent’s agitation.

Because seriously, what the hell was this about?

Trent checked on him, yeah. Made sure he was going to class. But Trent didn’t need to worry about any of that shit. Logan was laser focused. Was set on coming out on top. He’d be rich, but he was going to do that shit right.

Trent rubbed his fingertips over his lips. It was a tell.

His oldest brother was disturbed.

“Yeah, and our father has noticed.” It came out a low warning.

A frown took to Logan’s face, and he almost shrugged if it weren’t for the ripples of unease billowing off of Trent. “So?”

Trent grunted in frustration. “So, if he sees something that he can use for his benefit, that’s what the bastard’s gonna do.”

Trent might have worn the vice pres patch for their MC, Iron Owls, but their father was the president. Which meant whatever their father said was gospel, no matter if Trent liked it or not.

Over the years, the animosity between the two had grown, but there was little Trent could do but his duty to the club. It was where his life was pledged.

Live to Ride, Ride to Die.

Once you took that oath, that was it.

You were an Owl until the day you were put in the ground.

Logan figured it was the main reason Trent had purchased this house in a family neighborhood clear across the city from the club’s quarters. He was hiding both him and Nathan away, hoping their father didn’t notice any talents that could be extorted.

Hell, he probably hoped their father had forgotten that they even existed.

Logan’s knee began to bounce. “What does that mean for me?”

Trent’s head barely shook as he rested farther on the chair and angled closer. “It means he found a way to use you. He promised you to a man named Andres Costa.”

Logan blinked and his chest tightened.

He knew the name.

Trent’s throat bobbed when he swallowed, irritation burning through his blood. “They want you working his books. Looking for ways to get their money into legitimate investments. Growing it.”

It was pointed when Trent said it.

An undercurrent of a message.

A cold sweat broke out on the back of Logan’s neck and fear took hold.

Trent was on his feet and kneeling in front of him in a flash. He gripped Logan’s knee, angling his head up and forcing Logan to meet his eye. “I fought him on it, Logan. I did. Told him I didn’t want you mixed up in this mess. You’re too good for it. Too fuckin’ good. He insisted you’re a Lawson. That you are destined to patch in.”

Trent drew in a shattered sigh. “Won’t let that happen, Logan. I won’t. I pushed back until we came to a concession that I still hate, but at least it spares you the cut. You’ll be working at Costa’s compound. Far away from the club. Where it can’t touch you. You’ll be safe there. It’s where his family lives, and he does not allow violence to infiltrate those walls.”

Logan couldn’t stop the tremors that wracked his limbs.

Trent stood and brought him to his feet, holding him by the outside of both shoulders. “You just have to keep your head down low, Logan. Stay under the radar. Don’t interact with anyone except to listen for instruction. You can’t let this world get under your skin, man. You can’t.”

Trent’s voice cracked on the last, and he gave Logan a soft shake. “Promise me, Logan, promise me you’ll do your job, and it ends at that.”

Logan forced himself to nod around the shock.

Trent breathed out in what sounded like pained relief as he pulled Logan to his chest and hugged him fiercely. “I won’t let him destroy you, too. I promise, Logan. I promise.”
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Logan was nothing but nerves as Trent pulled his truck to the side entrance of a mansion in one of the wealthiest communities in the Greater Los Angeles Area. It was basically a compound, like Trent had called it, the walls almost as high as the security measures surrounding it.

From the front, it looked no different than any of the other estates that sat on multiple acres. Tall trees soared over the height of the walls, the gate ornate, the house within not visible from the street.

The truck idled at the curb as Trent clutched the steering wheel. His brother was clearly fighting a brand-new war.

“I’ll be fine,” Logan promised. “Don’t worry.”

Logan figured he’d make the best of it. Numbers were in his blood. He’d take every lesson he learned here and apply it to what he did in the future.

Make some extra cash, too.

He couldn’t say he was bummed about that.

He could only be wary about who he was working for.

Trent stared at him, blinked, then sent him a tight nod. “Okay.”

Logan gave him half a smile and climbed out. He hiked his backpack higher and moved to a narrow gateway where he was instructed to be at six p.m. He peered into the camera that stared back.

With his heart racing, a deep, thudding pulse that he felt all the way to his ears, he was buzzed through and led onto the grounds that made the Los Angeles Botanical Gardens look like a desert wasteland. In the distance was a house, so large it could have been a hotel.

Logan inhaled. He was sure he could actually smell money.

He felt a flash of excitement.

He quelled it, remembered Trent had warned him to keep his head down.

The man he followed led him through a set of doors on the far side of the rambling building. It was an area that appeared to be separated from the main living quarters.

He walked down the long corridor, his footsteps echoing on the marble floors.

There was a room on the right that made him slow as they passed by. The double doors opened to a massive room with grand ceilings and books lining each wall that were stacked to the sky.

Leather furniture filled the middle, and he wasn’t sure if his heart stopped or sped so fast that he could no longer feel it when someone peeked at him from over the back of a couch.

The girl tried to keep herself hidden as she peered at him.

Her hair the darkest chocolate and her eyes the color of the molten sun.

Logan realized the promise he’d made his brother had been made in vain.

Because there would be no keeping to himself.


TEN

ASTER


I pulled the night slip over my head. The soft, white material unfurled over my body and landed mid-thigh. I looked at myself in the mirror, blew back the dark brown bangs that had fallen in my face, and said a silent prayer for strength. That I could find my way through the turmoil.

That I could persevere.

That I could fly.

Tomorrow, I would form a plan.

Figure out how to prove to my father why I could never go back to Jarek Urso.

Dread scattered through me like the whisper of death.

I’d never caused it before. Been the precursor. But I knew what this might mean for Jarek.

Guilt threatened to claw. To rip open and infect.

A disease that turned my blood cold and my stomach sour.

I hated the violence. Hated it to my soul. But I had to remember Jarek was one of the greatest perpetrators of it.

Pulse fluttering, I blew out a heavy sigh, and I flipped the light off to the bathroom and stepped out into the bedroom.

The second I did, I froze, snared by the dark presence that whipped like a blizzard from the doorway.

My eyes narrowed as I stared at the man who might as well be a mirage.

Sanctuary.

Refuge.

Perdition.

The man who’d been little more than a boy when he’d captured me in that first, stolen glance.

I’d been obsessed, willing to break every rule to even catch a glimpse.

Now, I felt myself falling into the abyss of who he was all over again.

For good or bad.

Right or wrong.

None of it had ever mattered except for wanting him to be mine.

Still in his suit, Logan watched me as if he were bored, though I could feel the pinpricks of intensity that bristled beneath his skin. The white-hot energy that radiated from his being.

I fidgeted, wearing the slip, feeling so much more exposed than I had in the tee.

It was thin straps and thin material and a neckline that dipped low between my breasts.

Heat blossomed as I imagined him picking it out for me.

Tension stretched across the room. A dense, veiled pull that felt like a vacant ache, the heat of his eyes a beacon that shouted to me from the bowels of an obliterating storm.

“What are you doing in here?” I finally managed to press the words from my mouth while I took a fortifying step back.

As if I could protect myself from the lure.

The muted hum of a television droned through the walls from Gretchen’s room, and the sound of the night howled through the mountain slopes and softly battered at the panes.

Everything else seemed magnified.

The shallow gasps of my breaths and the erratic hammer of my heart and the questions that raged through my mind.

Logan angled his head. A wicked smirk lit at the edge of his mouth as he leaned against the doorway with his hands stuffed in his pants pockets.

As if he held a secret that I wasn’t privy to.

Attraction throbbed in my belly.

“Now, don’t tell me you’ve already forgotten who you belong to?”

“This is a bad idea, Logan.” It was my only defense.

“What’s that?”

“You and me.”

A roll of low laughter rippled from his mouth. “We were always a bad idea, but we did it, anyway.”

I fidgeted. “And look where we ended up.”

His head cocked.

The man so beautiful.

So gorgeous it was obscene.

“And why’s that?” he pressed.

“I think it would be better for the both of us if we didn’t go there.”

He stepped forward.

Severity flashed.

A shockwave.

I couldn’t breathe.

“I thought we were playing by my rules, Aster?”

I hugged my arms over my chest, and I gulped around the burn that crawled up my throat. “We are.”

His prowl was slow and measured as he edged my way, as if the longer it took him to reach me, the harder my pulse would pound with want.

His breaths were jagged, his stare intense.

He gripped me by one side of the waist, hard enough to make me gasp, though his thumb caressed my hip bone in a soothing way.

Dangerous, dangerous seduction.

An edge had taken him over. As if he’d sensed my intention to leave, to save him from the same fate he’d been headed toward before. The softness from earlier this evening had constricted in possession.

“You’re mine, Aster.” It was a growl. I swore, his touch sank all the way down to my bones. Warming me from the inside out.

I shivered, and I tried to look away, but the only thing I could do was tip up my head to stare at him in the shadows.

His jaw was hard, his brow furrowed, his eyes intense. Every line carved in pained devotion.

“Please…don’t play games with me.”

He stepped into me, pressing me up against the wall, no amusement in his tone when he warned, “But the games are so much fun to play.”

“Not when your heart is on the line.” I forced the haggard words from my tongue.

The bare, cold truth.

He was going to hurt me, and I was going to hurt him, and I didn’t think either of us could go through that again.

Still, lightheadedness swept through me when he touched my cheek. He dragged it down my trembling neck and over my collarbone, down, down along my side, all the way until he tickled my bare thigh, fingertips playing with the hem of the night slip.

I could barely see, could barely think.

Touch me.

They were the only words that made any sense. I bit down on my tongue to keep them subdued.

Shivers tumbled in a slow-slide, and he chuckled low, and his hand was coming up to press between my breasts on the exposed skin of my chest. Right over that organ that raged. “Whose heart is that, Aster?”

It was venom, it was a plea. He ran his knuckles between my cleavage.

Our gazes tangled.

Wild.

Needy.

Both desperate and disturbed.

“I think we both know it’s mine.” The confession was recklessly dangerous. I wished for a way to reach out and squash it before it hit his ears.

Darkness glowered from his frown, and the hand on my waist curled tighter. “Why are you here, Aster?” Logan’s voice was gravel. “Why did you come back to me?”

“I don’t know if I could have ended up anywhere else.”

Tiny whimpers bled free when he let his palm travel down my quivering stomach before he was riding it back up.

His thumb lightly teased over my nipple, and my stupid hands clutched at the material of his jacket, holding onto his arms that I’d once thought a safety net.

“You’re mine. I don’t give a fuck who you’re married to. You’ve always been mine.” It cracked like a low, guttural threat.

Lust burst to life, rushing back to reclaim our sacred place.

Old, scarred passions ripping open, emerging anew.

I grappled to get closer.

Need welled up so fast that I had to bite down on my bottom lip to keep from begging for more.

“We can’t, Logan.”

He pressed his face into my jaw, let his lips travel the length until he was murmuring in my ear, “Oh, make no mistake, Aster. We will.”

He stepped back and readjusted his jacket.

I sagged against the wall, heaving for the air that no longer existed.

His jaw ticked, and his stare was a flood of potency. “I have to attend to something. Do not leave this apartment. Do you understand me?”

“Where would I go?”

He was back in front of me, his thumb on my lips and his words in my ear. “Good girl.”

Then he was gone.


ELEVEN

LOGAN


It was half past ten when I weaved my way through the throbbing crowd toward the private booth tucked at the far back corner of Absolution. Absolution was the club Trent ran and owned, though a piece of that pie went to both Jud and me.

Our businesses were all tied. Bound together since the three of us were bound in blood and loyalty.

They earned the money.

I invested it.

Multiplied it and turned it over.

It was my calling. What I’d been bred to do.

What fed my addiction and destroyed the last vestiges of goodness inside me.

Lights strobed over the crowd, and lust stroked the air with an undercurrent of greed.

Tonight, a cover band was on the stage, the place packed and wild and hedged with a vibe of decadence.

I inhaled it like it might help me regain my footing.

Because I was tripping in a direction I couldn’t allow myself to go.

I should’ve always known Aster Rose would be a dead-end, and I was pretty sure if I didn’t get smart, that dead-end was going to land me six feet underground.

Things were already turning south in my brain. Leaving her there tonight? After walking in on her wearing that nightie? That shit had been one second from being impossible. How easy it would’ve been to slide my hands under the slip to get to all that sweetness.

To set my dick free and take her against the wall.

It’d been so fucking long since I’d been in that body, in that perfection, that I’d nearly walked right over that line.

Felt what she might give.

Topping it off was the memory of the way it’d felt sitting next to her at my niece and nephew’s performance. Like she’d been there all along. Where she’d belonged. My mind raced with the possibilities that my brain knew better than to go to.

It’d left me shaken.

Hungry for things that really should sour on my palate.

I’d only intended to push her a bit. Tease her. Tempt her the way she was tempting me. Then I’d touched her, and all bets were off. I couldn’t handle the way she’d looked at me with those fire-agate eyes.

The way she had to stop herself from letting the pleas drop from her tongue. I had nearly lost it right then, and I knew I had to get the fuck out of there before I did something stupid.

Like putting a wall between us was going to cure the need.

My cock still raged, and my fingers were itching with the desire to sink right in.

Mouth watering for any taste of poison she might give.

Funny since there was a huge piece of me that still wanted to tell her to fuck off.

This was the girl who’d destroyed me. One who’d left a hole so deep and wide it didn’t stand a chance of callousing over.

It was just this gaping, festering mess that would forever hate what she’d done.

I didn’t trust her.

Not at all.

And the really sick part of me didn’t give a fuck. That part didn’t care what she’d done or where she’d been. Her place was with me.

It certainly wasn’t wise.

I’d known it in the hard panic that’d taken hold of my brothers when they’d seen me walk up with her like rolling in with a Costa was perfectly normal.

It was a line in the sand.

A beckoning of trouble.

A middle finger to the type of people who were not to be trifled with.

The kind of people we used to be, but it was a life that we’d left behind.

Permanently.

And now a Costa princess was in my penthouse apartment.

I shouldered through the crush to find my brothers were already waiting for me in our regular booth reserved for us at the very back of the club.

Trent sat on the right and Jud on the left, Trent sipping from the expensive scotch he preferred and Jud sipping from a foaming mug of his favorite beer.

It wasn’t all that rare of a sight.

I slipped into the booth on Trent’s side and cut them both an overzealous smile. “I’m here, boys. Let the party begin.”

Trent grunted. “Think you know full well we didn’t call you here for a party.”

Right.

It was an inquisition. I’d figured Trent wasn’t looking to chill when he’d leaned in like he was going to tell me goodbye after the recital and told me to be here at ten.

I rocked back against the booth like I hadn’t dropped a nuclear bomb on them earlier tonight without giving them a reason for war.

“Why so glum? Tell me the honeymoons haven’t already worn off?” I said it like it was a sad, sorry state of affairs. “Are your poor, tiny dicks shriveling up from disuse? It’s an injustice, you know.”

I cracked it the way I always did, rubbing it in like they were the ones going to be missing out for the rest of their lives when they’d tapped into what really mattered. “I warned you guys…but did anyone listen to their baby brother? Nooo. When are you all going to realize I’m the smartest of the bunch?”

Jud pointed at me from across the table. “Cut the crap, Logan. Don’t think you’re going to bullshit your way out of this one because I’m not buying that smile on your face for anything.”

Trent went right for the throat. “Care to tell me why the fuck a Costa showed up at my kid’s performance tonight?” he demanded.

I shrugged like it was no big deal. “Like I said, I ran into her last night and thought we should catch up.”

Trent’s brow lifted and his voice lowered, “You ran into her? Where?”

I knew I was going to get the rain of fury from my brothers. I respected the hell out of them, but in this instance, I was having a really hard time finding any fucks to give. Still, I tried to play it off like I wasn’t in deeper than I’d ever been. “A friend’s house.”

“What friend?” he pressed.

I sighed. “A client of mine. No one you would know.”

“Why was she there?”

“Not really sure.” At least it was some version of the truth because really, what the hell was that prick Jarek doing there? “A few acquaintances and I were having a friendly game of poker, and lo and behold, there she was.”

Nothing but a perfect dream wrapped in black silk.

My dick stirred again.

“Friendly?” Trent pushed.

“Just wagering on a little good fun.”

Jud groaned.

They didn’t exactly approve of my playing. I did my best to keep it on the sly most of the time, but there’d been instances when I couldn’t turn over a car as quickly as I’d like, and they’d get a whiff of what was going down.

“Shit,” Jud rumbled, scrubbing a meaty palm over his face. “Want to tell us what was on the table?”

“Things might have gotten a little dicey.” I eased in the confession.

“How so?” Jud asked, eyes narrowing as he lifted his beer to his mouth.

I paused, hesitated, then let the truth bleed out. “I might have won her.”

“The fuck?” Trent spat.

They stared me down like I’d lost my mind. Why I bothered pretending I hadn’t, I didn’t know because I knew I’d stepped into a world I’d do better to pretend I never knew existed.

We all three eased back when the server showed with my regular drink.

The second she was gone, Jud sat forward, his elbows propped on the table and his face in his hands. “This is a joke, right? Tell me it’s a fucking joke, Logan.”

His giant arms were bound in muscle that flexed and bunched. Like he was coming up on a battle that would require him to fight to the death.

I prayed to God it wouldn’t come to that.

Because it didn’t matter if I knew agreeing to her staying with me was the right thing to do, didn’t matter that I knew she needed help, her being here was going to come at a cost.

Problem was, I still didn’t know how steep that might prove to be.

Blowing out a sigh, I scratched at the back of my neck in discomfort. “Not a joke.”

Anxiety gusted around the table, quiet taking hold for a moment.

My throat worked, and I forced myself to lay it out because there was no use in trying to keep any of it from them.

We had each other’s back, whatever messes we found ourselves in. And when it came to us Lawson Brothers, we always seemed to find plenty of it.

I let myself feel it. The weight of what I’d done. The decision I’d made. How it might impact us all.

Aster’s face flashed through my mind. The way she’d begged me to let her stay. The way the pain in her eyes was greater than the fear of what standing up for herself might be.

The way it had me itching to go on a murder spree.

I doubted much weighing any of the risks now would make me change my mind.

None of it would make me take it back.

Still, I was letting the disquiet come out with the explanation. “There was a big game at one of my most affluent client’s places. He likes to play big. High stakes. All-in kind of shit. Played a couple times at his table over the last few months. I didn’t know what I was walking in on last night, but I found myself sitting across from Jarek Urso.”

“Fuck.” It heaved from Trent in a bout of horrified shock. He scrubbed a tatted palm over his face, like it might flush out the mistake he’d undoubtedly believed I’d made.

“Yup.”

Trent eyed me seriously, like he was calculating those days, trying to make it add up.

“You have history with her?”

Shallow, disheartened laughter rumbled out. “You could say that.”

Shame bound my spirit.

All the warnings Trent had given me to lay low when it came to the Costas. The way I’d promised again and again that I would. That I was keeping my nose clean.

Never had I let my brothers in on what’d gone down with Aster. Not after everything that had happened. Not with the choices I’d made that started a domino effect that I couldn’t undo.

I didn’t even know how to give voice to the loss.

Guilt bottled tight in my chest.

Agitation buzzed from Trent. “How deep, Logan?”

My eyes dropped closed. “Really fucking deep.” I opened them, bitterness getting ground up in the clench at the back of my teeth.

“But she ended up with Jarek?” Jud issued it like he was processing it, too, though his voice was tinged in understanding.

“That’s right.”

“Shit,” Trent said low.

“And last night you ended up sitting across from her husband at a shady table at one of your client’s places,” Jud added like fact, scratching at his beard.

I was sure by the look on his face that he’d come to the quick conclusion that revenge was the sum I’d been aiming for.

“That is correct, brother.” I swallowed around the landslide of jagged rocks that tumbled down my throat. “He and I were the last men standing. His stack was depleted fast.”

I drove my fingers through my hair. “I just wanted to push him. Shame that motherfucker. So when he pressed to go all in, I called for his girl instead.”

My girl.

Jud all but groaned, flopping his big body back in the booth. “You are a twisted fuck, you know that, Logan?”

A short shot of laughter rumbled out. “Made me crazy, her standing there with him.”

I hadn’t even acknowledged it then. The way I’d wanted to climb right over that table, put a bullet between his eyes, and take back what was mine.

“I thought I’d prove a point. Get him on his knees. But I didn’t think for a second he’d bite. But I already knew the bastard was a snake, so I’m not sure why I was surprised. Asshole lost, obviously. Let’s just say Aster was not pleased by me trying to claim my prize.”

“Tell me she knocked you clean flat.” Jud cocked a smirk.

I smiled with a rough chuckle. “Girl wanted to claw my eyes out, that’s for sure. She ran upstairs instead, saying she wasn’t going anywhere with either of us.”

Sweet savage that she was. Fierce and defiant and soft and pliable.

My throat thickened. “The prick took off after her. He put his hands on her, so when I stepped in and distracted him, she bolted. I found her walking her ass through the frozen forest. Long story short, she asked for a place to stay until she can figure out a way to get free of him. I agreed.”

All in a night’s fun.

“And you agreed to help her? After this chick, who you never should have touched in the first place, broke your heart?” Trent added all kinds of emphasis in the areas that stabbed at my guilt.

“When you put it that way, it makes me sound like I’m the fool here.” I cracked it like a joke.

“Sound like it?” Jud arched a brow.

“What’s her end game?” Trent cut in.

I gave a halfhearted shrug. “She wants out.”

“Out from under Jarek or her father?” Trent’s jaw was working like mad. He’d always considered himself the protector of the family, like because he was the oldest, it fell on his shoulders. He’d forgotten our father’s blood ran through all of us.

Vengeance.

Cruelty.

Greed.

Unease twitched the muscles at the back of my neck. “Not sure how far she wants to take it. She just said she needs to prove to her father that Jarek has turned on the family.”

Dread poured out of him like a sieve.

“This could get messy.”

I took a sip of my drink. “It always does.”

“You trust her?”

My spirit shook. “I shouldn’t,” I admitted.

Trent eyed me, seeing way down deep the way he always did. “Think the most important question here is what your end game is, man. Why are you doing this? You want a revenge fuck, or does it go deeper than that?”

A disorder burned through my body.

Possession.

Hunger.

It all rose from a well to swill with the loss.

“I’m going to fight for her. The way I should have then.”

The truth of it plowed through me like a cry for victory.

“Is she worth it?” Jud’s voice was soft, filled with empathy.

I ran my finger around the rim of my glass, staring at it while I contemplated, my mind flashing through a thousand memories.

In all my rage, I’d almost forgotten how the girl’d been so fucking sweet.

“I might regret it, but yeah, I think she is.”

Jud gruffed an incredulous laugh. “Chances are you will, man, chances are.”

My exhalation was heavy. “I don’t see how there’s anything else to do.”

“So that’s how it is then?”

“Yup.”

Chuckling, Jud lifted his beer. “To the love-fucked. Believe me, brother…” He looked between me and Trent. “Trent and I would be there in a heartbeat if it were our girls. Get it. Just fucking be careful. Watch your back. These people are not to be toyed with.”

Trent took a sip from his tumbler, lifted his, too. “And know we’re always here. No matter what you need.”
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I ducked into the hallway that read Employees Only and headed for the exit that would dump me in the staff parking lot.

Milo, one of the original bouncers here at Absolution, the guy more family than employee, stood guard at the door.

If Jud was a giant, this motherfucker was a goliath. Covered in tats and scary as fuck.

Dude rarely said a word, his demeanor quiet and subdued, though I was pretty sure he would take a bullet if it was required. God knew the number of pricks he tossed to the curb on a nightly basis.

“Logan, Sir, how are you tonight?”

“Same ol’, same ol’.”

I didn’t see the point in telling him I itched. That I’d had one drink with my brothers and the only thing I could think about was getting back to my apartment.

To see that she was there. Whole.

“That’s all we can ask for, isn’t it?”

“Yup.”

He opened the door. “You have a good night. Be safe out there.”

“I plan on it,” I said as I stepped out into the fat tufts of snowflakes that flitted from the sky, and I stuffed my hands into my pockets to ward off the chill. Rays of glinting lights streaked through the frosty, damp air, the snowflakes falling in a slow cascade, casting the lot in a globe of white.

Absolution was set in an old warehouse on the industrial side of town. Most everything within a five-mile radius was locked-up tight for the night except for the chaos that roiled within its walls.

The lot was deserted, and the sound of the band and voices seeped through the bricks and vibrated the ground. I moved over close to where I’d parked my car before I glanced around to make sure I was alone. When I found that I was, I blew out some of the tension, leaned against the wall in the shadows, and dug into my pocket to pull out my phone.

I dialed the number then pressed it to my ear.

It rang three times before the groggy voice answered, “What the hell, it’s almost two in the morning.”

“Calling in that debt, Dean.”

Dude owed me after not making good on a lost bet—I’d figured his connections might serve to be more valuable than the hundred-grand he’d lost.

I might play hard, but I played smart.

Rustling echoed from the other end of the line, and I heard a door snap shut before he exhaled heavily when he shut another. “What is it you need?”

“Information.”

“On who?”

“I want everything you can get on a man named Jarek Urso.”

I could tell he was fumbling around on his desk to find something to write on.

“U-r-s-o. Los Angeles,” I continued. “Birthdate is May 12, 1993.”

“And what do you want to know?”

“Everything. Everything he owns. Every investment. Every connection. Every sin he’s committed and every debt he owes. Where he puts his dick and where he dips his dirty fingers.”

It wasn’t like a man like that would stay faithful.

Air puffed through the line. “And what do you want with this guy?”

“What do you think?”

Reservations left him on a strained sigh. “Why do I get the feeling I would have fared better giving you the deed to my house?”

“Don’t worry yourself, Dean. It’s off the books.”

Off the books was what I did.

“Right,” he grunted.

“Just get me what I need.”

“I’ll get everything I can. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“Thank you.”

“As if I have another choice.”

He hung up without saying anything else. I tucked my phone into my pocket and moved to my car, started it, put my hands to the vents and welcomed the heat. I tried to gather my emotions before I headed back to my apartment where I’d lived for the last year.

I rubbed my hands over my face like it could break up the disorder. Give me some clarity.

I didn’t know if I saw the flash of darkness or felt it.

The depravity that curled through the air.

I dropped my hands and peered into the hazy white light where the vapid shadows hovered like an army of wraiths at the edge of the lot.

I swore I saw something.

A shift.

A shape.

I didn’t know, but the only thing I could do was open my car door and climb out into the soft fall of snow.

A feeling took me over.

Possession.

The need to protect.

I saw it.

A silhouette that disappeared around the side of the building.

“Hey!” I shouted, “Hey, stay right the fuck there.”

I took off in that direction.

A gust of wind howled through the evergreens, swishing and churning through the towering spikes that touched the heavens, and I thought I heard the clatter of footsteps retreating in the distance.

I hustled along the side of the brick building in the direction of the disturbance. It was chaotic. An upheaval that shuddered in the frozen air.

I ran headlong into it, overcome by the need to hunt down any fucker who would do her harm. Hurt her. Stop it in its tracks if we were being hunted.

I rounded the corner only for that whooshing in the trees to become the air whooshing from my lungs when a rod slammed into my stomach.

Pain shattered through my body.

I was hit so hard my footing failed, and the ground came up quick under me. My face impacted the pavement before the rod struck my ribs.

Agony flash-fired up my side.

I clawed to get up, to get to my feet, to face this piece-of-shit who lurked in the darkness.

The voice was at my ear. “It’s the only warning you’ll get.”

Then he shoved off and ran into the cover of the forest.

I managed to climb to my feet. The sky and ground spun. A whorl that became one. The pain almost dropped me to my knees again, but I forced myself to stand, swiped the blood from my mouth, and shouted into the distance, “Pussy. Next time, show your face.”

I felt the hatred that blistered back.

I bottled it. Took it down. Made it mine.

Then I stormed back to my car and got inside.


TWELVE

ASTER


I stared out at the endless winter night through the frosted panes of my bedroom window. My fingers reached out, tracing the cold. My finger looked so odd without the ring that I’d removed.

Everything felt foreign. The crush of emotions and the tangling of need. A contrast of sensations that’d left me up pacing half the night.

There was a time in my life I’d dreamed in color.

In vivid hues and lush textures. In laughter and song.

I used to believe in truth and light. In faith and beauty and the goodness of humanity.

I’d once dared to trust in love. Dared to believe that we would end up where we were destined. Our paths leading us to the exact point we were meant to be.

I’d dared hope for a family.

All of it had been sparked by a connection that was real and true and had stolen the breath from my lungs every time he came into the room.

Until one day those colors went dim. It was the day joy was sucked out and darkness set in.

I’d exchanged the safety of his arms for the torment of everything I had lost.

Exchanged a blossoming of hope for a lifetime of loneliness.

I’d done my best to shut it off because it was too painful to experience each day.

I attempted to harden myself to stone, but as far as I’d gotten was a hollowed-out numbness. For years, I’d drifted through memories that never quite felt real.

As if I’d conjured them as a way to survive the hand I’d been dealt.

And there those dreams were—sparked to life.

Lit by a touch. A glance. A whisper.

I was a fool, but there was no way to stop the way my blood pounded. The way my nerves sizzled every time he was near.

Blowing out a frustrated sigh, I turned from the window and paced the room, hugging my arms across my chest as if it could guard me from it. Block it the way I’d learned to do because if I kept up this way, I was going to get crushed, and this time I doubted I’d be able to make my way back to that dented form of comfort.

Comfort.

I almost wanted to laugh because I’d never been so uncomfortable in my life.

I ached.

My body shaky and trembling.

Caught in a wash of old desires.

Alive, something vital I could physically take into my grasp.

I was just terrified of what reaching for it might mean.

Turning, I paced the opposite direction of the room. Through the dimness, my reflection again caught in the panes of glass that overlooked the frozen earth.

My skin was flushed. My eyes wild. My stomach in knots.

Logan had been gone for a couple hours, and the reaction he’d left me with hadn’t waned.

Want.

I wanted to be touched.

The truth of it rushed like slippery warmth down my spine and poured like flames into my belly. A hot, boiling river that throbbed between my thighs.

God, I was a fool.

A fool, but there was no stopping the visions that flashed. Every memory I’d suppressed rushed to the surface, rising so high I thought it would suck me under.

Where I’d drown in the dark, toiling waters of temptation.

He’d ruin me there.

I knew he would because there was no changing the finish-line. I might one day be rid of Jarek, but I would never be free of my name.

Blowing out a sigh, I forced myself to move to the massive bed where I crawled under the heavy, plush covers, and sank down into the over-the-top luxury that hugged me like a dream.

I pressed my eyes closed tight.

I prayed for sleep to consume me.

For the memories to fade.

No such luck.

Malachite eyes.

They flashed like strobes behind my lids.

Brighter than life.

Darker than destruction.

There was no escaping the vision of him, either.

His body pressed against mine. His hand on my breast. His kiss on my mouth. The words he’d whispered.

If only for one night…

Another roll of desire whisked beneath my skin, a drip of honey on my tongue.

Sweat gathered across my flesh.

I flopped around onto my stomach, pressed my face to the pillow, and groaned.

With all of me, I tried to will it away.

It throbbed and grew.

Flinging myself onto my back, I tossed off the covers in search of cool.

It only caressed and murmured.

Crap.

I pressed my eyes tight in a vain attempt at blocking the onslaught.

Wave upon wave of the need I’d repressed.

Seven years.

Seven years.

No longer dormant.

Lying there, I swore I could actually feel the soft press of Logan’s thumb turning my nipple to a hardened, sensitive peak. Could hear the growl in his throat. Could sense the need radiating from his pores.

It was a battle I couldn’t win, and my fingertips were running over the same breast where he’d touched me, where he’d stoked that fire that I was afraid could not be doused.

Alive.

Every nerve.

Every cell.

I panted a soft breath as I gave over to the sensation. To the fantasy of a man I had no business fantasizing about.

Visions of those green eyes spread through my mind like tendrils that sank in and took root.

Beautiful depths and darkened hollows.

In that moment, I was no longer Jarek Urso’s wife, nor was I Andres Costa’s oldest daughter.

I was his.

His.

A phantom touch slipped down my belly, and I bit down on my lip to suppress a moan when I let my fingertips follow the perception. My knees angled and my feet slid up to plant on the bed.

Everything shook when the silky material of my gown slipped high, and my fingers crept beneath my lacy underwear.

My fingers dipped lower. Brushed over my engorged clit.

Chills raced.

A forewarning of bliss.

I stopped fighting the need and let my mind drift away to a better time.

To the places where we’d hide away, where he’d love me in the shadows and beneath the night.

Where the heavens watched down over us like a vigilant embrace.

Our time secreted away.

Forbidden but right.

I whimpered as my thumb circled that throbbing bud, and I held back the tiniest cry as I pressed my fingers into my body.

The air crackled. The room shook. The oxygen grew thin.

I froze when I was hit with the awareness.

With the distinct sensation that I was not alone.

Heart battering at my ribs, my eyes snapped open to find the dark form standing just inside the bedroom door.

My throat closed off as his presence swept over me like a drug.

I prayed I was hallucinating, that I’d been foolish enough to invite the memories into the here and now and they were messing with my head. But I was sure there was no way I could make up the reverberation that rumbled the ground when he clicked the door shut behind him and edged my way.

Each step measured.

Purposed.

His foreboding shape was silhouetted in the middle of the room, the man smoke, as if he were both solid and didn’t exist.

I pressed my knees together like I could pretend he hadn’t just walked in on me touching myself to the echo of who we once had been.

It didn’t matter—I could feel the searing of his gaze.

Fire burned me alive.

I wanted to die.

To turn to vapor.

To exist in his hands.

Everything was silent except for the ravaging of my heart, the blood that whooshed through my veins, and the rasps that panted from my mouth.

Finally, I managed to push the jagged words from my lips. “What are you doing in here?”

Even though I couldn’t make out his face, I could feel the piercing of his eyes as he stared at me where I writhed on the bed.

“I needed to see you.”

I shivered at the possession in his statement.

“Why?”

“To know that you’re whole. That you’re here. That you’re mine.”

My throat nearly closed off. “Logan.”

It was a plea that had no clue what it was begging for.

“Do you want me to leave?” There was a tremor in his question.

I couldn’t make the right answer form on my tongue. Not when my mouth had gone dry, and I could barely squeeze oxygen into my lungs.

The atmosphere thickened.

Dense.

Every cell combustible.

Hinging on tonight.

When I didn’t answer, he stepped forward into the milky rays of moonlight that slanted in through the window.

I gasped when I saw him. There was a deep cut that had split open his bottom lip and blood and grime saturated his shirt.

“You’re hurt.” I shot upright as horror filled my spirit. I couldn’t do this. Couldn’t bring him danger.

He gave a harsh shake of his head. “It doesn’t matter.”

I tried to swallow, to stop the spread of flames, the crackle in the air. “How can you say that?”

“Because I’m here…standing in front of you right now.”

My feet were still planted on the mattress, my knees bent, the slip bunched up around my thighs. My hand was fisted in the material over my stomach.

Logan came to stand at the end of the bed. He winced once as he moved, guarding his side as he gritted through the movement.

He stared at me through the lapping shadows as if I might be a figment, too. As if he’d drifted through that same vacancy for the last seven years, the two of us floating through the nothingness that kept us separated.

My pulse raced my veins, so hard I was sure it was palpable. He reached out and trailed a single fingertip from the outside of my knee to my ankle.

Searing.

Scorching.

Inciting.

He angled his head, his profile so strong it verged on obscene, though his voice dropped to a grumble of agony. “Were you thinking about him?”

A wise woman would lie, one who held an ounce of self-preservation, but my head shook. “You know that I wasn’t.”

Logan leaned forward, and his breath whispered across the inside of my thigh. My heart bucked involuntarily in a bid to reach the one who’d left me adrift.

“Who then?” It was the roughest scrape of a demand, green eyes slicing through me with the sharp edge of a knife.

Everything shivered, and I tried to swallow, to regain some semblance of control when I’d slipped off the edge.

I squeezed my eyes shut to shield myself from the power of this man.

“Say it.” It cut through the air. Logan towered over me. His frame was rigid, hard, and held in some kind of restraint.

Hesitation rippled from my body and ricocheted against the walls, then the confession came tumbling out. “You.”

A growl rumbled from his chest. “Good girl.”

The mattress dipped when he set a knee onto the mattress, and I was pretty sure the entire Earth tipped from its axis when he began to slowly crawl up the bed.

Gravity shifted.

Setting me on a path for a new destination.

My North Star.

I was a fool.

A fool, a fool, a fool.

But I trembled in anticipation as he crawled up close to me, pressing me back to lie flat as he came.

He planted his hands on either side of my head, and my legs dropped open to make him room as he hovered there.

As if he both would consume me and couldn’t bear to touch me at the same time.

He just pinned me with the brunt force of his presence.

Heat blazed in the empty space that roiled between us. Never had my body ached in such a way, desperation taking over.

I was a second from begging him to drop down and press his heavy weight against me.

Allow me to feel.

Make me remember.

“This is a bad idea, Logan.” A moment’s clarity somehow busted through the haze.

Gone in a flash when those green eyes glinted in the rays of moonlight. “You were the best idea I’ve ever had.”

His words were hardened, strained with regrets and wounds.

Time was held in that moment.

The seconds gone stagnant.

My orbit this man.

It was torture.

It was bliss.

“And we still ruined each other in the end.” The words fell like an appeal from my lips.

Logan almost smiled, his gorgeous face staring down at me, wicked and right. “Who said it was the end?”

It sounded of a warning.

“Logan.” My heart crashed against my ribs like it could claw its way to meet with him. His raged back.

His eyes dragged down my body until his hot gaze landed on my underwear. Then he swept back up to my face.

“Finish.” The command was a whisper of seduction, so low and lethal I would have thought I’d made it up except for the fact I couldn’t look away from the movement of his lips. The way his teeth grazed the plump flesh when he formed the word, the way his tongue just peeked out at the end.

“Logan, please.” My chest jerked, and my fingers twitched.

I wanted to beg him to do it. To put me out of my misery.

But I was chained.

Tied.

Shackled to his potency.

“Let me see you finish, Aster. Go back there…where you were…with me. Finish.”

My tongue swept over my dried lips. “Logan. Please.”

“Who do you belong to?”

My thighs trembled and my pussy throbbed.

So heavy and needy I had to stop myself from lifting my hips to rub against his pants.

You.

You.

It shouted from my soul.

Even though it didn’t come from my mouth, I knew he saw its truth in my eyes.

“Who, Aster? Who do you belong to? I need you to say it.”

I saw the flash of grief. What was at stake.

The confession rolled out without permission. “You.”

Because this time, it wasn’t about some stupid bet or deal.

It wasn’t temporary.

It was yesterday.

It was today.

It was forever.

It was the bare, violent truth.

Dark satisfaction flashed through his expression, the angle of his fierce jaw rigid, his eyes glinting with dominance.

“Finish, Little Star.”

My spirit thrashed.

Panged and danced and sang.

My stupid, tattered heart grew wings.

Emotion gathered so fast I was afraid it would seep out through my eyes.

He leaned down, but only his breath touched my ear. “Are you wet, Aster? Are you wet for me? Is it me you’ve been thinking about all these years?”

Tremors rocked me head to toe. “Don’t make me admit that.”

“You don’t have to.” His voice was close to cruel. Temptation. A tool. “I already smell you. I already feel you. I already know you.”

“Let me hate you.” I begged it.

“No,” he grunted back.

I gulped, and a fresh rash of chills lifted across my skin when he leaned down and ran his breath along the length of my jaw, his lips fluttering the barest fraction away.

A tease.

Torment.

“Close your eyes, Aster. Go back to where you were. Just for a minute. Let me watch you.”

I was afraid if I went there, I’d take him with me, or that maybe I’d never make it back.

But the lust was too thick.

His presence too full.

And my hand was splaying across my stomach, slipping beneath the lace, my fingers sweeping across my clit, rubbing as I closed my eyes and tried to pretend we were in a faraway place. That we’d made it out. That our promises had been kept.

That he hadn’t done what he’d done, and it hadn’t cost what it had.

I knew he went there with me. That he saw the same thing. Our hearts and minds and hopes alike, even though they’d been scattered like toxic waste between us.

I knew it from the harsh pants that roughed from his throat.

I knew it with the hard thunder of his heart.

I knew it with the whisper of his tongue.

“Beautiful. So fucking beautiful. I’m going to lose my mind.”

A whimper wheezed from my lungs as I kept stroking myself. As I felt his aura surround.

Every inch of him hard.

Those eyes flashed before he eased back a fraction so he could get a better view.

I got caught in the flames. Lost to an inferno of greed that whipped through the air.

It melted my inhibitions and scorched my sanity.

The air sizzled.

Crackled.

Seethed.

He took me by the knees and spread me farther.

A groan rumbled in his chest and climbed his throat as I rubbed myself faster.

Building.

Building.

His hands curled in tighter before he let go with his right hand and reached down and pulled the crotch of my panties to the side.

His tongue licked his plush, decadent lips. “Look at your cunt. I wanted to forget how perfect you are. Not for one day, Aster, not for one day.”

“Please.” My hips bucked.

“What do you need?”

“I need to feel you.”

Without hesitation, he drove two big fingers inside me.

That was all it took to tear me apart.

An orgasm gathered from the inner parts of me, where I’d hidden him away, where I’d kept him like a dirty secret when he’d been the most beautiful part of my life.

And I split.

Rapture took hold. A perfect eruption that burst in my body.

And I was heading in that one singular direction where I knew I shouldn’t go.

Soaring.

Shooting.

My North Star.

“Fuck. I feel it, Aster baby, I feel what I do to you.”

I gasped and shook and arched from the bed.

“Tell me again.” It was the rough scrape of a demand from his mouth.

I didn’t need him to clarify. “You. You.”

It has always been you.

A truth that would get him killed if anyone knew.

My eyes pinched closed as I was rushed with regret, overcome by the reality of my stupidity.

My recklessness.

Agony fisted with the bliss.

His hand was suddenly on my chin, squeezing tight, the word harsh and hard when he said, “Don’t.”

My eyes peeled open, and I blinked at the raw beauty that hovered over me. “I never should have come here.”

He cracked an arrogant grin. “Oh, you’re gonna come, Aster. Again and again.”

A blush rushed to my cheeks, sweet, sweet heat, that swoony, goofy boy I’d once known cracking through the surface of who he’d become.

“Logan.” My voice turned tender, and I reached up and traced the cut on his mouth. Anger burned from my soul—because I knew.

I knew.

Logan took me by the wrist and drew those fingers into his mouth. He hummed as he sucked.

That barely sated fire leapt.

He kissed the tips when he let them go.

“I’ll kill him, Aster. I’ll kill them all.”

Without saying anything else, he crawled off the end of the bed and walked out, shutting the door behind him. He left me lying there, floating adrift, terrified the current would always lead me back to him.


THIRTEEN

ASTER


Little girl dreams…

Really, I should have known better than to have believed in them. Known better than to wish upon the stars when I could never rise high enough to touch them.

I’d been shaped and molded since the days I’d sat in front of my dressing mirror as a tiny child. Before she’d passed, my mother would brush my long, brown locks and tell me the order of my life as if it might be a fairytale rather than a horror story.

It hadn’t taken me all that long to see it for what it was. To recognize something in our lives was amiss.

Perhaps that was why I’d buried myself in the pages of books. In fantasies and faraway lands where this one never existed, and I could be anyone I wanted to be.

I guessed I shouldn’t have been surprised it was there that I first saw you. When I’d been nudged out of a love story that had my pulse racing and my heart in my throat when I’d felt the shimmery disturbance come whispering down the hall.

I’d peered over the couch to find you staring back.

As if you’d felt it, too.

The tall, beautiful boy with black hair and the greenest eyes.

Intrigue.

It sparked and glimmered and called across the space.

Christof nudged you to move along.

I should have let you go and forgotten that I’d ever seen you.

It was forbidden for me to speak to anyone who walked these halls. I really wasn’t supposed to be here at all, but my papa knew my love for books, and my excursions to the library were our little secret.

I waited until you were alone because I somehow needed you to become my secret, too.

I peered around the door at you sitting so unsure at the desk with your backpack at your feet, awkward and confident at the same time.

You didn’t belong there. I knew it in an instant. The same way I knew that I didn’t, either.

“Why are you hiding?” you’d muttered, staring ahead without glancing my way.

I held your first words like one of those dreams.

“Because I have to.”

Then you turned and studied me like I was a mystery. “Are you going to get into trouble?”

My head frantically shook. “No. I’m going to get you into trouble.”

You’d smirked. “Do I look like the kind of guy who minds? I think I can handle it.”

I should have warned you that you would.

But I’d wanted a different story. A better story. And I knew I wanted it with you.

My North Star, my North Star.

It was the first day I believed in you.


FOURTEEN

ASTER


The barest rays of morning light illuminated the bedroom window as I pressed my ear to the door and listened. My heart was a riot in my chest.

Memories of last night lingered like a bad, blissful dream. That sticky, heavy sense that everything was off, that my world no longer rotated the same way, the truth that nothing was going to be the same.

Before dawn, I’d woken drenched in sweat from a nightmare.

In fear.

In those old chains that wanted to drag me back to conformity.

As the day had broken on the snow-covered Earth, I’d come to the quick realization I couldn’t remain that girl. Not anymore. The hardest part was I didn’t want to hurt anyone on the road to finding my destination.

I didn’t want to hurt Logan, and I didn’t want him to hurt me in return.

I’d only secured that as an impossible feat by letting him touch me last night, proven by the last words he’d spoken before he’d strode out the door.

Now, I had no clue what to do. Every step I took seemed to lead me to a greater mistake.

Closer and closer to the man I should be running the opposite direction from.

Silence echoed back from within the apartment, and I carefully turned the knob, cracked the door, and peered out into the hall.

You know, all courageous like.

All was clear.

Inhaling a steeling breath, I tiptoed out, my footsteps quieted as I edged down the hall toward the main room.

I paused at the end of it. There was no sound other than the whooshing of the flames in the fireplace.

But I didn’t need him making a sound to know he was there.

Awareness hummed in the air. A dense aura that held a life-beat. A pulse of possession.

I peeked around the corner.

Every cell in my body was drawn that way when I found him sitting at the small, round table in the nook on the right side of the kitchen.

He sat facing out, thumbing through his phone with a cup of coffee sitting in front of him.

The man was angled back in the chair, and he had an ankle hooked over the opposite knee, wearing another one of those fitted suits that made him look like a king.

My stomach stirred in hunger. My eyes raced to take in every inch.

His black hair was effortlessly styled, his scruff trimmed, that decadent scent coming off him in waves. Though this morning there was a small scab on his bottom lip and newfound violence in his posture.

It looked so damn good on him that it sent a tremor sailing down my spine and shivering out to my fingertips.

I wanted to touch.

He looked up when he felt me there.

“Are you hiding from me, Little Star?”

His words struck through the years. A reminder of who we’d always had to be.

I fumbled out from around the corner.

His eyes skimmed down my body as if he were remembering the view last night. It didn’t seem to matter that I’d pulled on a pair of pink sweats and a loose fitted, long-sleeved white tee and the thickest, fluffiest socks I’d ever worn.

He still looked at me like I stood there completely bare.

His gaze molten, the smirk that kissed his gorgeous mouth illicit.

“I think it’s time you stopped hiding, Aster.” He took a casual sip of his coffee.

I eased farther out, hoping my knees didn’t knock. “Is it?”

He gazed at me from over the top of his coffee cup. Severity flashed. “Are you afraid of me?”

“Am I afraid of how much it hurts to be around you? Am I afraid that this is a terrible idea? Am I afraid of what’s to come? Yes. But am I afraid of you, Logan?” My head barely shook. “No.”

Maybe I should be. Maybe I should be terrified of it all. But it was with him where I’d always felt safest.

I looked anywhere but at him as he stared me down as if he were searing holes into the places where my secrets lie.

“Coffee?” Warily, I glanced at him.

Not even that was safe.

Because my belly flipped and my stupid heart fluttered.

The man was dangerous to my sanity.

“Of course. Let me get⁠—”

“I have it.” I made a beeline for the pot that was on the opposite side of the island, and I busied myself with pouring it into a mug that was already set out.

Two of them.

My stupid fluttering heart went and panged.

He’d set one out for me and one for Gretchen.

This hard, dangerous man with this soft side that made me melt.

I peeked back at him, wondering if he were the same. If the years hadn’t hardened him.

If there was any part of the boy left who I’d fallen in love with.

I poured in some creamer and fiddled with the spoon, procrastinating as I hovered by the island.

He pointed at the chair across from him. “Sit.”

I hesitated for one second more before I shuffled across the floor and sank onto the chair. Taking a sip of my coffee, I studied the man I was still trying to recognize.

“Do you sleep in that suit?” Okay, so it wasn’t of the utmost importance, but I had to ask, and it seemed like a pretty good distraction from what was bristling between us.

A bolt of amusement rocked from his mouth, then he sat farther back so he could track my movements, that smirk turning wicked. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

Did he have to toy with me?

Clearly, he did.

Relished it.

The way his eyes traced the redness that flushed up my chest to my cheeks when that thought sent my mind tumbling right back where I kept trying to keep it from going.

“But I guess that would only be fair considering I know exactly what you wear when you’re sleeping.” A taunt and a tease.

“I think I should pass.”

He sat forward. “I think you are afraid.”

My teeth clamped down on my bottom lip, and I wrapped my hands around the steaming mug. “Yes.”

He pressed forward. “I would never hurt you.”

I looked up and met his stare head on. “You already have.”

Lines of regret cut into his hard, chiseled face. So gorgeous. Too much.

“Aster…”

I tried to look down. To look away. But he still surrounded me. If I listened closely enough, I could hear the fierce rhythm of his heart, the way it’d once woven with mine, the man a ghost that would forever beat in my blood.

And here he was, alive and real and ruining me all over again.

He inhaled a heavy breath. “I think we need to discuss some things.”

Unease squeezed my ribs. I peeked at him. “We probably should.”

He took a sip of his coffee, every edge of him intense. The question left him like the topple of stones. “You want to leave Jarek? Permanently?”

Fidgeting, I inhaled a shaky breath. “You know I do.”

“And what will your father think about this?”

There was bitterness there. My father the root of it all.

The evil.

The injustice.

Although Logan had fed right into it.

I gulped around the knot laced tightly in my throat. “Like I told you, I spoke with my father yesterday, and he’s giving me thirty days.”

I watched the way every muscle in his body flexed.

“And what do you plan to do with thirty days, Aster?” The question was icy.

“My father thinks I need time. Time to myself. Time away. A vacation.” I left out the defective promise I had made. “He agreed, and he promised Jarek would stand down and leave both of us alone until then. He thinks it will teach Jarek a lesson for being so reckless.”

Hatred burned across Logan’s flesh, and I could almost feel the throbbing of the cut on his mouth. My chin lifted farther, my attention on his wound. “But it won’t, will it?”

Logan sat back, malice in his posture. “I doubt there’s any lesson that prick could learn.”

“I’m not going back to him, Logan. I just…” I paused, looked away, tried to gather my thoughts before they came rushing out on a flood of words. “I need the time to find a way to prove to my father that Jarek has become disloyal. That he is wrong for the family. Wrong for me.”

A blister of rage bludgeoned the air.

And here we already were, right at the heart of it.

“Yet, you agreed to marry him.” It wasn’t a question. It was an accusation.

As if I had a choice.

I bit back the words I wanted to spit.

Tremors ripped beneath the floor, and I had to plant my hands on the table to steady myself. To keep my chair from vibrating with the shame. The hurt. The pain. The anger.

All of it swept into a snarl of regret.

I couldn’t look at him when I admitted, “Yes.”

“So why leave, Aster? It seems to me it turned out exactly how you planned it.” Disgust twisted his voice.

Clearly, he was having second thoughts about what had happened last night. About the promise he’d made when he’d walked out the door.

There were too many things I couldn’t say. Too many things that couldn’t be taken back. Too many things that would destroy him now.

A fist slammed down on the table, and I sucked in a shocked breath. I squeezed my eyes shut as I fought the impact of his fury.

“Why?” It cracked through the room.

Guttural.

Grieved.

A single tear streaked free.

It wasn’t of fear.

It wasn’t of weakness.

It wasn’t of anything but the loss that neither of us could take back.

Every secret I could never give him.

I lifted my face because there was no use hiding from him. Not when he was there, potent and powerful. Angel and beast.

“Because there is only so much one person can take.”

I wondered if he had any idea I’d taken it for him.

Based on his expression, I believed, no. He’d just been a reckless fool.

Greed had infested and taken control. Clouded who I’d once believed him to be.

Something moved through his being.

Something barely held.

Something barely contained.

“Has he hurt you?” Logan’s question was almost emotionless.

Almost.

Except his green eyes turned a deadly shade of black.

A flashfire of visions banged through my mind.

Pain. Blood. Shattered on the floor at his feet.

Begging.

Begging.

The knot in my throat throbbed, blocking off the truth that ached to become his.

I wanted to look away. To drop my gaze.

But I just sat there, shackled by this rage, by this lure, by the past that had caught up to Logan and me so quickly, neither of us knew how to stand in it.

The eye of the storm.

Right here.

Right now.

And there I sat, staring at the face of my glorious, dark defender.

My beautiful, sweet boy who’d loved me like loving someone was simple.

His chair suddenly scraped across the floor and, one second later, he had me torn from mine with my back pinned against the wall, so fast I could barely process the action.

Then everything stilled.

The only movement was my pulse that screamed through my veins and the savagery that radiated from his body.

Air wheezed from his lungs, and every muscle in his powerful body vibrated as he pressed closer.

He reached out to take me by the jaw so he could tip my face up to meet the vengeance in his. His hand was shaking. Shaking and shaking.

“Tell me, Aster.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“It doesn’t matter?” It was venom.

“I’m already leaving him.”

Logan had one hand pressed to the wall to hold himself up. With the other, he scratched his fingertips along the edge of my face, as if he had the urge to claw his way in. His head tipped to the side and the violent words cut into the dense air. “I told you last night. I will kill him, Little Star. I will.”

Agony lanced through my being and ripped me wide open.

“You don’t want that kind of war.”

“It might be the only thing we can find.”

“The only thing I want is my freedom.”

“Yet you gave yourself to me.”

He’d always been my heart’s direction. I wasn’t sure there was anywhere else I could have gone.

Still, I needed to play it off like the only reason I was here was because of the bet. Like this twisted fate hadn’t drawn us together.

Magnets.

Gravity.

“Only because it bought me time. Because he’ll honor the bet,” I forced out.

The curl of Logan’s smile with his split lip was full of ire. “I think we both know that’s not true.”

I tried to hold back the welling of emotion. The moisture that burned. But I couldn’t. Couldn’t.

Not when for the first time in seven years, I felt it.

Hope.

Beauty beneath the betrayal.

And I found it in the man staring back at me.

Logan’s trembling thumb traced my cheek. “He can’t have you back.”

The words cracked.

Everything sizzled.

The man was a short-circuit to my mind.

“Thirty days,” I forced out. It was a reminder of our deal. It was all I had to give. I might get free of Jarek, but I’d never be free of my name.

That old possession burned through those stony, green eyes.

“Thirty days.” When he whispered it, I knew it was a lie.

“I’ll find the proof you need, Aster. I’ll find it and set you free.”

My smile was sad.

Because that’s where he was wrong. Because my heart, it would always, always belong to a man I couldn’t keep.

“Aster.” His breath turned needy.

Hypnotic.

He dropped his forehead to mine.

My lips parted, held by those eyes that looked at me with distrust and devotion.

I was sure it was the exact same way I looked at him.

I jolted when I heard the rustling come padding into the room.

Gretchen came up short when she saw me pinned beneath Logan. I squirmed to get free. Logan didn’t budge.

“Oh.”

She was wearing a bunch of pink curlers in her hair and a matching muumuu and slippers. She’d even taken the time to smear thick, pink lipstick onto her lips.

“Well, it seems I’m interrupting.”

Logan exhaled a heavy breath before he tore himself away.

I didn’t mean to whimper.

Impossible.

Not when I felt the vacancy like a blade cutting through flesh.

He pasted on a grin and straightened his suit jacket. “You’re not interrupting anything, Gretchen. It’s fine. Coffee is ready.”

I ran my hands up the sleeves of my shirt like it could chase away the chills that rushed in to take the place of his heated presence.

Gretchen’s gaze narrowed. “Sure looked like I was interrupting something to me.”

She shuffled into the kitchen. “But hey, what does an old, senile lady know? Not worth much but cleaning up the messes made during the things I was not interrupting.”

She went to wiping up the counter that didn’t need to be cleaned.

Logan grunted. “We were only having a discussion.”

“Huh, that’s weird, I wasn’t aware you could get pregnant from having a discussion.”

I nearly choked.

Disbelief filled Logan’s laugh. “Clearly, you are either senile or blind, Gretchen. Tell me you haven’t forgotten the act, or are you actually having trouble seeing that we are fully clothed?”

He gestured at himself.

“Don’t think I couldn’t tell you were about to take that thing out of your pants.” She waved at his tented crotch. That time there was no stopping it.

A bolt of laughter busted free of my mouth.

It wasn’t funny.

Not funny at all.

But I couldn’t help it.

Logan rolled his eyes in affectionate annoyance. “Only in your dreams, Gretchen.”

She huffed. “Hardly, young man.”

He chuckled, then he straightened out his jacket. “I need to go.”

Then he moved back toward me, like it was his right, his duty.

His fingers found my chin. “Are you okay?”

The words clotted in my throat because I wasn’t sure I ever really would be.

Still, I nodded.

“Okay. I’ll see you later.”

Then he strode out without looking back, leaving me there gaping behind his retreating form. I didn’t realize I was staring at where he’d disappeared until Gretchen’s voice broke through the disorder. “Lord a’mercy, he really was about to take it out.”

I whirled back around, tried to tamp all the emotions back into place. “He was joking.”

Laughing, she poured herself a cup of coffee. “Um, that boy is joking about every minute of his life. Right up until the minute you walked into it.”

At that, she eyed me suspiciously.

I wrung my fingers. “I guess I bring out the worst in him.”

“The worst?” She hummed like it was absurd. “The harsh? The truth? The real? All that pain he’s got buried so deep he has the whole world charmed into thinking it doesn’t exist? Sure. You might bring all those things out in him. But what I’m sure it’s not is the worst.”


FIFTEEN

LOGAN


The door rattled shut behind me, and I stormed to the elevator like there was no air left in the building, and I had two minutes to escape.

Sounded about right.

Because if I stayed in that apartment with her for one second longer, my lungs were going to fail.

Thirty fucking days.

Bullshit.

I knew as I rode the elevator down, with the way everything twitched and my spirit screamed, there would be no letting her go.

Whatever it took.

I’d been a fool last time, but I’d been a kid.

A fucking kid who didn’t have a clue.

She might have betrayed me, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t read what was written underneath, that I couldn’t see all the secrets that writhed in the depths of those fire-agate eyes.

A fire she kept raging like a fortress.

The girl shrouded in old pain.

I wanted to reach into her soul and rip them out.

It only made it ten-thousand-times worse after what I’d walked in on last night.

After what I’d given in to.

I wasn’t sure what the hell else I would have been expected to do, though.

After what had gone down outside Absolution, I’d been compelled to check.

It’d made me sick to think that bastard might have weaseled his way back to her and manipulated her into leaving.

Or worse.

The piece of shit was lurking in this city, that was for sure. Scum hiding in the shadows. Waiting for the opportune time to steal back what had never been his to take.

My car rumbled to life when I pushed the ignition button. The leather was cold, and the air was icy. I blasted the heater to compensate, and I pulled out of the garage and headed toward the mountains.

I took to the two-lane road that the last time I traveled it, I’d had no idea what was waiting for me. How my life would change in a split.

No warning.

And I was determined to find out why.

How the fuck Jarek Urso had ended up there.

Thirty minutes later, I was pressing the button at the security gate outside Haille Manchief’s home. It beeped and the voice came through. “Ah, Mr. Lawson.”

“Oz,” I said back.

He chuckled. “He’s not going to be surprised you wish to speak to him.”

“I doubted that he would be.”

“Come in.”

The gate buzzed and swung open, and I wound up the curved drive and came to a stop in front of the massive stairs. I hopped out and started up them. Oz opened the door before I made it to the landing.

“How is it problems follow you wherever you go?”

I roughed out a laugh, tossed a smirk in his direction. “I’m just appealing that way. Everything is drawn to me. You have seen me, right?”

He scoffed a teasing sound. “More like a magnet for trouble. I haven’t had to draw my gun in years, and the last two times you came around, things got interesting.”

“What can I say? I’m an interesting kind of guy.”

Oz laughed. “You’re something, all right.”

With a grin, I shook his hand as he welcomed me inside. The man was all affable smiles while his attention still seemed to travel everywhere, constantly on guard.

The guy took his job seriously, that was for sure. But it was no secret men like Haille Manchief traveled in dangerous circles. They had shady friends and even darker enemies. No doubt about it considering mine had been sitting across from me just a couple nights ago.

“Right this way.” Oz gestured down the hall, and he led me into a sweeping library where another mammoth fireplace roared.

The man himself was behind a desk at the far end of the room. He stood with an amused grin. “Logan Lawson. Welcome. I have been expecting you.”

I strode that way, reaching over to shake the hand he extended. “Haille. Thank you for having me.”

I sank onto the seat opposite him and crossed an ankle over my knee, trying not to fidget, to act like this visit didn’t feel like it was the most important I’d ever made.

A chuckle rumbled from him as he sank into his plush chair. “You know my door is always open to you. You’ve made me a lot of money, so in my book, that means we’re very good friends.”

The arch of his brow was pleased and intrigued.

“It’s my job, and I do it well.”

“So humble.”

I shrugged. “I see no reason to be.”

He laughed a rumbling sound. “No, not when you’re as good as you.”

Rocking back in his chair, he studied me with a sly grin on his face. “So, what is it I can do for you?”

Apprehension gushed through my veins. I sucked it down and attempted to play it cool.

“I need to know how Jarek Urso ended up sitting at your table two nights ago.” That shit came off hard, anyway.

Amusement played through his expression, his red cheeks puffing out. “I figured you would.”

He was far too pleased in my discomfort.

The twisted, sadistic fuck enjoying someone else’s pain.

I could see it written all over him. He was excited by the idea of Jarek and I actually fighting to the death.

May the best man win.

I intended on it.

I toyed with the seam of my pants, canting a glance at him when I asked, “I suppose it was clear enough he and I have a history?”

“Blatantly.”

“And did you know this when you invited him into your home?” There was a challenge behind it. Haille might hold the money, but that didn’t give him the go to toy with me.

“No, I got word from a connection that there was a very hungry player…someone in trouble who needed to flip his circumstances quickly.”

I let that seep in.

I’d already known it—had smelled the desperation oozing from Jarek. He was backed into a corner, and I just needed to figure out exactly what that slime had done.

Give it to Aster.

Set her free.

He cocked his head. “I couldn’t think of a better opponent than you.”

“You knew I’d win.” It wasn’t a question.

He almost shrugged. “You usually do.”

And he got his cut.

It was our agreement.

If I won, his cut was double what anyone else paid to play at his tables. It didn’t hurt me since I almost always came out on top, and he brought the highest rollers. The ones who had the most to lose.

Thing was, most of them didn’t care all that much if they did.

But a man like Jarek…one who had a knife to his throat? They’re the ones that got in over their heads.

Do or die.

Last chance.

Last ditch.

And I was going to be sure to see to it that it was his.

“What happened after I left?” I asked.

He cracked a smug grin. “He said he was going to ruin me.”

Clearly, Haille loved the idea of someone trying.

“Where is he now?”

He gestured toward the door on the far side of the room. “Oz has eyes on him. He left yesterday morning but returned in the afternoon with three men. It appears he may be…disgruntled.”

Disgruntled was likely a gross understatement.

“Judging by your face, I would say you already knew he had returned?” Haille rocked back in his chair, eyeing me like he was gauging my next move. Like he might want to wager on it.

“I had a feeling.” I itched, fighting the fury that simmered deep.

He laughed.

“Do you know where he’s staying?” I pressed.

“Downtown at the Shillhire.”

The Shillhire was an upscale hotel about a mile down from my place.

Fucker.

He wanted to play dirty?

Fine.

I was ready to get filthy.

“That’s all I needed to know. Thank you for your help, Haille. I appreciate it.”

“Always.”

Then his smile shifted as I started to stand. “I think the more intriguing question is what happened with you and the girl after you left?”

I rebuttoned my coat. “I took her home. Where she belongs.”

Then I turned and walked out.


SIXTEEN

ASTER


I lie on my stomach on the bed with a blank journal I’d taken from that drawer that I’d slammed closed when I’d first found them.

Part of me wondered if Logan had stashed them there for a day like this, the way they sat there unused, waiting for a brand-new story to fill their pages.

For me to rip them out and fold them into a newfound hope.

Litter them between us so he could find his way back to me.

My hand flowed across the page, my concentration set on trying to decipher a feeling. To capture a memory. To walk into a better future.

Logan promised he would find proof, but in the end, this was my fight.

Something I had to do.

A reckoning between my father, Jarek, and I.

I’d drawn Logan into the middle of it, right into the most dangerous place he could be.

I didn’t know if it made me selfish or weak.

Greedy in my own, demoralized way.

Or maybe my heart wouldn’t allow me to believe anything else than he’d found me and I’d found him.

A crash course.

A collision.

One destination.

The words poured over the page as they sought to find new meaning.

New purpose.

As a new strength built from the reservoir where it had always lived.

I jolted when my phone rang out from the nightstand, my heart thrashing with a bid of nerves before I smiled when I saw the name on the screen. Reaching over, I tugged it free.

“Hi.”

“Oh my god, Aster Rose, what the hell is going on?”

My sister Taylor hissed it beneath her breath from the other end of the line. It might as well be the opposite side of the Earth with how out of touch I felt.

I pressed the phone tighter to my ear, glancing around as if I were doing something salacious, when that honor usually landed on Taylor. There was no shucking the instinct to check my back, to make sure no one was listening, that I could actually have a private conversation with my baby sister without someone running back to report to my father or Jarek.

The sound of a vacuum running from the other side of the apartment echoed through the door, the same as it’d basically been for the last three hours.

Gretchen was a machine.

“Give me all the details,” she pressed. “I’m literally dying.”

“I hope that’s not true,” I said, my voice wry.

Taylor harrumphed at me. “So literal.”

“That is what it means.”

“You’re so no fun.” I could almost see her pouting through the phone. It made me smile.

“What are you talking about? I’m a blast.”

“You’d better be having a blast.” There was the innuendo I was waiting for.

“Uh, let’s see, my worthless, piece-of-crap husband bet me in a poker game, and I was won by my ex…”

The one who still owned my heart, the one who I’d first believed hated my guts and was only in it to torture me, but now…

“The really freaking hot one?” It was a high-pitched whisper.

“That’s the one.” I saw no point in denying it.

She squealed. “Oh my god. I cannot believe you’re with him. This is the best thing I’ve ever heard.”

“Is it?” I deadpanned.

Because it was exhilarating and terrifying and possibly the most reckless thing I’d ever done.

“Well, it is if you’ve gotten up in the good dick because we know Jarek isn’t giving you any of that.”

“Taylor,” I hissed as I sat up. “What is wrong with you?”

“Well, have you? You can’t keep the good stuff from me.”

A heavy sigh filtered out. “Believe me, none of this is good.”

Except there was a glimmer of something good that hadn’t been there before.

A chance.

A way out of a life I hated leading. One my sister was most likely heading toward. Nineteen and ripe for my father to find her a good husband that would make him a good ally.

Half the time I thought he chose to be blind, and he allowed himself to believe he was doing us a favor, saving us from heartache when the only thing he was doing was bartering those hearts.

“Oh, I bet it’s good.” She giggled.

“You don’t even know him.”

“Um, you realize you whisper his name at night in your sleep, don’t you? Last summer when we were on vacation in the Mediterranean on that boat? I had to listen to it all night long. Oh, Logan. Ohhh, Logan.” She moaned his name.

Embarrassment flushed my skin. “I do not.”

“Um, yes, you so do. Thank God your actual husband wasn’t there because it probably would have incited a murder spree.”

Worry filled my chest.

I could only imagine the type of anger that would incite in Jarek if he’d heard me calling for the one I belonged to in my dreams.

He’d likely not mention it, though. Admitting it would be a blow to his ego.

“I mean, who could blame you because Jarek,” Taylor continued. “Ew and gross and I literally just threw up in my mouth. And besides, I found your keepsake box when I was fourteen. There were letters and pictures in there. I know exactly what he looks like and Oh. My. God. He is delicious.” She rambled all of it so fast I almost missed the middle.

“Wait, you did what?”

My letters.

I’d hidden them in the floorboards in my bedroom at my father’s house, as if I’d buried my heart and my hope and my dreams with them.

My love and our secrets.

Because it had no space to flourish with the confines of the walls that had been built around me.

I could feel everything about her soften.

“It’s okay, Aster. I know you love him.”

My spirit trembled. “I don’t.”

I couldn’t admit it to her. Tried to deny it to myself.

Because I couldn’t allow it to sink in and take hold.

Those words were dangerous.

They desolated and destroyed.

“Then why are you there, with him? One call to Papa, and you’d be on the first flight home.”

I hesitated, warred, wasn’t sure if I should be honest with my sister or just lay it straight. I scooted over so I could sit on the edge of the bed. “I can’t stay with Jarek anymore, Taylor.”

Silence fluttered through the line.

Worry from her side.

Agony on mine.

She lowered her voice even farther. “You mean, like you’re getting an apartment across town, or you intend to leave him, leave him?”

Women in our family didn’t do that. When it came down to it, we didn’t make any real choices of our own. The fact my father had granted me this time was a miracle.

Defiance lined the words, old pain and disgust and hatred bleeding into the claim. “It means he won’t ever touch me again.”

“This isn’t going to end pretty, Aster.” Her voice went timid, and the mischief drained away when she pressed, “That’s why I’ve been trying to find a good time to call you in private. I heard Jarek freaking out in Papa’s office yesterday morning, talking about a pact that had been broken. Papa said something I couldn’t hear, then Jarek stormed out. I overheard Camden telling Lorenzo that he took off…I think he went back to wherever you are.”

Bile lifted in my throat.

Jarek would do anything to protect his unstable position. He was also a narcissist who would never admit he was the one who’d gotten himself there.

He’d pin the blame on me.

Pin the blame on Logan.

I pushed to standing. Every part of me was at war as I paced. Finally, I let out the plea, “I think I need your help, Taylor.”

“Anything.”

I hesitated, then whispered, “Are you still seeing Dominic?”

“If you mean getting some of those yummy O’s on the sly? Then why yes, yes I am.”

It was always, always on the sly because our father would kill her if he knew.

Dominic literally, and not in the way she used it.

“Before he does anything, he needs to get confirmation that Jarek is out of the city and there is no one guarding the house. If it’s clear, then I need him to get something for me out of Jarek’s office. There’s a large safe at the back of the closet.”

Taylor actually squealed. “Like…a covert, ninja mission in the middle of the night?”

She clearly hadn’t fully grasped the severity of what our family did.

“Kind of like that.”

“How do we get into the safe?”

“I think I might be able to figure out the combination.”

Jarek was almost superstitious in the way he used numbers. I prayed it would come out in my favor. I gave her the options of what I thought it might be.

“He’ll have to shut off the alarms to get inside,” I continued, “and no one can know he went in there.”

“What do you need?” Her voice dropped with the scandal, so on board.

It was wrong dragging her into this, but I didn’t have a lot of options. If I was going to do this, I needed evidence, and I was pretty sure I knew where to find it.

“There’s a fake bottom in the safe, and there’s a leather case in there that has a lock.”

I’d seen Jarek bring it in and out of his office many times over the years.

“What’s in it?” she whispered.

I hesitated, then said, “I don’t know exactly, but I’m certain it’s my freedom.”

Taylor sobered, her voice sincere, “We’ll get it. I promise. It’s not right, what Papa does. The way these men treat us. Like we’re objects to be sold. I won’t do it, and I’ll stand beside you when you walk away. It’s time we make a stand. Fuck ’em.”

She was right.

Fuck them.

My phone buzzed, and I pulled it away to look at the text that had come in.

Logan


Be ready in an hour. Wear the red dress I bought you.




I didn’t know how he’d gotten my number, or when he’d added his contact information to my phone, but a tremor of anticipation rolled down my spine.

A need that glowed like a beacon from the abyss where I’d tumbled.

I should tell him, no. That all of this was a bad idea, and I would leave and do it on my own.

But rather than climbing out of this pit, rather than letting him go and setting him free, I was only dragging him deeper.

[image: ]


I stood in front of the full-length mirror looking at my reflection. I’d donned the red dress. It had the deepest, plunging neckline I’d ever seen, halfway down my midriff where it nearly touched my belly button. It exposed the inside curve of my breasts that were covered by the thin, silky fabric.

A slit ran up the side to the top of my thigh, ending only a second before it became obscene.

I’d paired it with the black strappy stilettos that had arrived with the rest. My hair was down, done in fat, full curls that bounced around my shoulders and landed in the middle of my back.

I felt beautiful.

Sexy.

At least I shivered at the thought that Logan might see me that way. That maybe it was what he’d envisioned when he’d picked it out.

I blew out a sigh as I glanced at the huge round clock that hung on the far wall of the room.

Two minutes.

They passed like stagnant honey, sweet and deploring, like as the seconds dragged, they begged me to come to my senses.

But as I waited for Logan to arrive back home to whisk me away to wherever we were going, I felt the faint vestiges of who I’d once been skim through my consciousness.

For a moment, I remembered what it’d felt like to hope. When I’d woken each morning with a blaze of excitement in my belly. When I’d loved to be touched by a man who’d touched me in a way no one else but he could do. Before I’d realized the true meaning of what losing something you loved meant.

I drew in a deep breath to contain it, to hold it back before it busted free.

Then that control was slipping when I heard the two slight knocks on the door before it drifted open.

Logan stood there.

The master of my universe.

The one who made me question it all.

He wore the same suit he’d been wearing this morning when he’d left.

He didn’t need to change.

He was the most striking man I’d ever seen.

Then.

Now.

Forever.

Black hair effortlessly mussed, his jaw shadowed by his short, trimmed beard. Everything about him was potent.

Provocative.

A temptation that felt impossible to resist.

A lure that called and pleaded and tempted from the doorway.

He leaned against the doorjamb and let his eyes rake over me as if that was what they were made to do, as if looking at me supplied him with the necessities he needed to breathe.

His nostrils flared. “I imagined you in that dress, and my imagination didn’t come close to doing you justice.”

Redness flushed, and I spread my palm down the bodice as if it could smooth out my emotions that were racing wild. “Do you like it?”

Foolish girl, inviting the pain.

I didn’t know how to stop.

Logan straightened to his full height and took one step forward. Overpowering. Mind bending. Every single thing I’d once thought right.

“Do I like it?” His voice was close to a growl. “I’d forgotten what beauty really was until I found you standing in that basement.”

Heat flashed.

“Logan…we need to be careful.”

“Fuck being careful.”

He prowled my way. Every step he took sent a reverberation across the floor.

His hand landed on my hip, and he angled down to get in my face. “And for the record, there is nothing careful about the way you look.”

I stared up at him. “What if I asked you to be?”

Careful with me?

Careful with us?

Careful with this whole situation?

His mouth tipped into a wicked smirk. “You asked your father to stay with me, Aster. You didn’t just throw caution into the wind, you kicked it out the fucking door. And if he gave you thirty days?”

He spread his hand out over my cheek. “Then we’re going to use it.”

My insides trembled.

A landslide.

A toppling of stones.

Then he stepped back and stretched out his hand. “Do you trust me?”

Reservations clashed with the faith I’d once had in him. Faith that he would always stand up for me. That above the money, the greed, the desires, he would always hold me highest.

I wanted to believe he would hold me there again.

I accepted his hand without giving him an answer.

A thunderbolt raced my flesh.

Every touch.

Every time.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“Dinner.” He said it simply, but there was an undercurrent in his tone that lifted chills on the nape of my neck.

Nerves that warned I was slipping into the unknown. When Logan told me he had a plan, it meant there would be action.

He wasn’t going to stand idle.

He was all in.

I worried that might be the greatest risk of all.

I whispered, “Okay.”

“Good girl.” He leaned in and pressed his lips to my forehead when he said it.

A soft sigh.

A humming of need.

The faintest smirk when he stepped back.

“We should go before we’re late.”

He led me out into the main room, helped me into my coat, and pressed his nose to the back of my ear. Inhaling, he murmured, “I think you have me hypnotized, Aster Rose.”

Without question, that was reversed because I walked along beside him to the elevator, leaned into his side as we rode it down, and relished in the feel of his arm linked around my waist like a leash.

Tension bound and built and blinded in the confined space.

A silence that screamed a million things.

Need and regret and far from pure intentions.

When the doors swept open, he guided me to his car and helped me into the passenger seat. He leaned in and reached over to buckle me.

It stole my breath all over again.

He slowly eased back, and his gaze tangled with mine as he went.

If he kept this up, I was going to succumb right then.

He rounded the front and slipped into the driver’s side, and he pulled out of the lot and onto the road. It took all of three minutes for him to be pulling into the valet in front of an upscale steakhouse attached to a hotel.

He was out and to my side in a flash. Opening the door, he extended his hand. I took it, felt the flames that licked up my arm and set fire to my insides.

I sucked in a stealing breath.

I was in trouble. So much trouble.

Leaning closer as he led me inside, his voice was a rough scrape at my ear, “Trust me, Aster.”

I wanted to. God, I wanted to.

But how did we make it past all that had been tainted? Past the ugliness?

Would there be anything left beyond it?

“Lawson,” he told the hostess.

“Right this way.”

She led us to a small table in the middle of the restaurant. It was covered in a black, draping tablecloth and adorned with a large white bouquet of fresh flowers with candles in the middle.

“Aster.” He said my name like a secret as he pulled out my chair, and his hands caressed my bare shoulders as he slipped off my coat.

“Thank you.” It barely made it to a whisper when he helped tuck me into the table.

He situated himself across from me. Severity played in his green, hypnotic gaze.

The dangerous kind. The kind that promised I wasn’t going to make it out of this unscathed.

He was up to something.

“Wine?” he asked.

“Please.”

A bottle or three.

When the server showed and introduced himself, Logan ordered us a bottle of Malbec.

“You look nervous.”

“And you look suspicious.” I said it with a bough of anxious curiosity.

That smirk danced around his delicious mouth. “Is that so? Suspicious? Surely not me?”

It would be a whole lot easier if he didn’t affect me this way.

“Nothing but a common criminal.” I didn’t know if it was a tease or a plea.

A deep roll of laughter punted from his mouth before his eyes narrowed. “I should hope you could recognize one.”

It was almost a taunt.

Almost pain.

All except for the truth of it.

“I suppose I should be able to.”

I sat back when the server presented our wine, and I managed a weak, “Thank you,” when he poured me a glass.

“I’ll be right back to take your orders.”

I took a shaky sip, and I let the dark, fruity flavor coat my tongue and throat as I swallowed and contemplated what to say.

“How deep does it go?” I finally hedged.

Logan was angled back in his chair, so casual the way he was, though there was no missing the ferocity that rolled through his body. “What are you implying, Aster? I’m as straightlaced as they come.”

A grin cracked his gorgeous face.

All faked easiness.

I leaned forward. “If you want me to trust you, you need to be honest with me.”

He blew out a sigh, chewed at the inside of his cheek, tapped his fingertips on the table as he studied me. “The gambling and some not so on the up and up investments. When we left LA, we left the rest behind.”

Then he shocked me when he leaned over the table. His palms were planted on the top, and his tone shifted from mild to lethal. “But I have a feeling that is about to change.”

Unease stirred in my chest. “The last thing I want is to cause you trouble, Logan.”

He roughed out a disbelieving sound, though there was something soft about it. “Oh, sweet Aster, you have been a lifetime of trouble, haven’t you?”

Hurt underlined his words, and I fidgeted, took another sip of my wine, and fiddled with a piece of my hair when the server returned.

We ordered our dinners, and when the server walked away, Logan lifted his glass in my direction. “To a new beginning.”

My teeth clamped down on my bottom lip. “And which new beginning is that?”

His smile was too dry. Too casual, though it radiated with an intonation of hate and power. “The one where Jarek Urso never touches you again.”

“I can drink to that.” The words wobbled free on an outpouring of my own determination.

Logan sat forward. There was something furious in his demeanor. “Drink to it? I can promise it.”

My throat thickened. “Logan…”

“I promise you,” he said again, words a growl. “He needs to be reminded of his place. Trust me, Aster.”

It was underlined with implication.

Worry burned through my being as I watched Logan from across the table as the server placed our salads in front of us.

“Is there anything else I can get for you while we await your entrees?”

“We’re fine.” Logan didn’t look away from me as he dismissed him.

Under his stare, I felt the ground tremble.

The whirring of the air.

I took a bite of my salad to distract myself from the magnitude of it.

As if the entire world was focused on me. My skin flushed.

That was right when a tacky, clammy awareness crawled over my skin. I looked up, over Logan’s shoulder, toward the bar on the far side of the restaurant, compelled by the tension that bound the air.

Black eyes stared back at me.

Jarek.

I gulped as fear crashed through my being, and my body heaved forward in shock.

Revulsion.

Loathing.

A sickness I couldn’t escape.

The fact that no matter where I went, Jarek would be right there.

My attention snapped back to Logan who looked as if he were about to go on a rampage. As if he were barely keeping it together.

“Did you know he was here?” It was a rattle of terror.

He gave me a tight nod. Did he have any idea the danger he was putting us in?

“So you brought me here?” The accusation was fueled by fear.

“I told you to trust me, Aster.”

My face pinched. “How can I trust you when you’re parading me around like bait?”

“Don’t fool yourself into thinking you’re not already the end-goal, Aster. You are the cup and the crown and every jewel that has ever existed.”

The blood thudded heavily in my veins.

“If you want me to help you, you have to trust me.”

Every line in his face was hard.

Every cell bated.

A tremble of foreboding in the air.

From across the room, I could feel Jarek tremoring, too.

It felt like I was being ripped between the two of them.

Logan pushed back his chair a fraction and patted his leg. “Come, sit on my lap, let me feed you.”

I gripped the edges of the table. “Are you insane? What do you think you’re doing?”

“I’m simply reminding him of what he can no longer have.”

“You are trying to start a war.”

“What I’m doing is trying to set you free. And if a war is what it takes, then so be it.” The words were clipped, his expression fierce, the inevitability set deep in the wells of those green eyes. The browns and golds swirled from their depths.

Entrancing.

Enticing.

He patted his leg again. “Come here, Aster. My rules, remember?”

I’d almost forgotten the power I’d left him with.

I guzzled the entire glass of wine in search of courage, and I pushed from the chair.

Jarek never averted his caustic stare, and I could feel the lances of anger blistering through the room. It clashed with the stupid need that suddenly welled up in me as Logan sat there watching me like I was his.

Possession seared through his gaze as I slowly moved his way, but it was different than the way Jarek viewed me.

Logan looked at me like I was the treasure.

The reason.

The destination.

My breaths were jagged as I eased around to his side, and I settled down onto his lap, angled across him so both my legs draped off to one side.

Warmth spread fast, goosebumps a flash that sizzled along my arms and skated to my nape. Logan curled an arm around my waist, and I curled both of mine around his neck.

I was inundated with his aura.

Clove and cinnamon and corruption.

I knew that’s what he was set on.

He would see to it that even if I walked away, I would never be the same.

“Good girl,” he whispered in my ear.

Rage flooded the atmosphere.

My heart raced. Pounded and shook.

It was such a risky game.

Shaming Jarek.

Logan showing off his prize.

Needling a knife that just might end up in our backs.

A rustle moved through the restaurant, and eyes shifted our way, peeking, and others outright staring.

“They’re all looking at you,” Logan murmured in my ear. “The most gorgeous woman in the room. In the city. In my universe.”

Shivers tumbled down my spine.

“What they’re thinking is this is horribly inappropriate.” My response was barely a gasp.

The roughest chuckle scraped up his thick throat, coating me like a covetous caress, and his voice dropped even lower. “No, Aster, every man here wishes he were me right now. Including your husband.”

That was a growl, and he shifted me so that my legs were under the table, hidden by the cloth, though my body was still angled, my side pressed to his chest.

His chest that was big and warm and vibrated with bristling strength.

He reached into the basket and tore off a piece of bread, and he angled in so his lips were right next to mine when he balled it and slipped it into my mouth.

It was warm and soft, and I felt it like the soft lick of his tongue.

Then he slipped his hand under the table, his palm on my bare thigh where he slid his hand up under the slit, riding the bare flesh.

I gasped and curled deeper into his hold.

Logan ran his thumb along the top line of my inner thigh.

Back and forth.

Back and forth.

Shivers raced and greed rushed and desire pounded through my bloodstream.

It twisted me into a needy bow. Every cell rode a razor-sharp edge. Anticipation a slow burn that singed my skin.

“Logan.” The plea was out before I could stop it. “This is a bad idea.”

He leaned in to whisper in my ear, “No, Aster, men are the most reckless when they’re angry. When they’re pushed up against a wall. I’m merely showing Jarek where he stands. Most of all, he needs to know you no longer belong to him.”

I was the reckless one considering I could almost forget Jarek was even there.

I was losing all semblance of control.

Conceding to every brush of this man’s wicked, wicked hands.

Falling deeper into his darkness where I’d never find my way out.

And still, I let him continue, let him knead his fingers into my thigh, let him press his mouth to my neck as I peered over his shoulder at Jarek who was incensed.

A short fuse that was at its end.

His bastard jaw clenched, and his hand wrapped so tightly around a tumbler I was sure it would bust.

Logan shifted to send a smirk Jarek’s way.

Gauntlets and games.

This was so messed up. So wrong. And still, I remained on his lap like I was chained.

So foolish because I could run, but I couldn’t get away.

Jarek tossed back the rest of his whiskey before he shoved to his feet and tossed some cash onto the bar. His stare remained locked on us for one brutal beat before he stormed out and into the lobby of the hotel.

“This is wrong,” I whimpered, still holding onto Logan. I was worried if I let go, I would float away.

“Is it? Or is this exactly what you wanted?”

“I don’t know what I’m doing, Logan.”

“Men are motivated by three things, Aster. Money, women, and power. He’ll have none of them left when I’m finished with him, and you, Little Star, will be mine.”

My arms curled tighter, though the words climbed free of where I wanted to keep them locked. “Thirty days, Logan.”

It was all we had.

We were nothing but a time stamp.

One that might cost him everything.

Anger vibrated along the hard flesh beneath his suit.

My mangled, tattered heart flapped in the wind.

He let his arms fall to his sides. “You can get off my lap now.”

Shame burned through my body when I finally pulled away. Cheeks hot, I fumbled back to my side with a slick of humiliation burning me through.

I just couldn’t pinpoint what brought on the shame.

The server showed up with our meals just then, and I edged back, embarrassment tinging my cheeks.

What had I let him do?

Degrade me?

Is that what this was really about?

A show of hand?

A vendetta he would do anything to avenge?

Did he hate me that much?

I stared at my food.

“Eat, Little Star,” Logan said, no emotion in his voice other than the inflexibility of stone.

My head dipped, and I at least found the self-preservation to make one request. “Please, don’t call me that.”

Leaning forward over the table, he brushed the hair back from my face and set his palm on my cheek. “I wish I could stop.”


SEVENTEEN

LOGAN


I handed off my credit card to the server to pay the ridiculously expensive bill for the dinner Aster had barely eaten. The girl hadn’t cast me a glance while she’d picked at her food, while I’d sat there like my guts were getting chewed up and Aster was the one who was going to spit them out.

Thirty days.

Thirty fucking days.

And she had every intention of leaving me.

I wasn’t sure what had come over me. I didn’t plan this dinner with the intention of pulling the stunt that I had.

I’d just wanted the show.

To send a clear message to Jarek that we were not deterred. That we were not afraid.

Then I’d pushed it to a place I shouldn’t have let it go.

The possession that had wound through my being. The urge to hold her that had twitched through my fingers.

I blamed it on that dress.

The all-consuming need I’d had to touch her in front of him. To prove to him that he could never have her again.

Or maybe I’d just been trying to prove it to her.

Maybe prove it to myself.

No doubt, I was playing with fire. I knew it. Risking everything. But I’d known it the moment I’d made that wager.

All in.

So yeah, it’d pissed me off when Aster had reminded me that she wasn’t.

Standing, I moved to her side. “Let’s go.”

Aster stood, and I helped her into her coat. I did my damned best not to lean in and inhale the flesh behind her ear. Not to press my nose into the curls that I was dying to take in my fist.

This girl was going to wreck me.

She’d done it before so I wasn’t quite sure why I’d convinced myself she wouldn’t do it again.

Still, I allowed myself to pull her hair free of the coat, being the gentleman that I was, my nose just brushing into the fall.

Hyacinth and magnolia leaves.

I pressed my hand to the sweet spot low on her back and guided her out into the frigid cold night where I stood there with her like she was mine as the valet pulled my car into the rounded drive.

He hopped out, and I tipped him then helped Aster into the passenger seat. The car was low, and she had to slide in, and the slit of her dress opened to reveal the delicious expanse of her upper thigh.

My mouth watered.

She looked up at me like she’d physically felt the smack of lust.

I touched her exposed knee. “Aren’t you the perfect tease.”

I couldn’t hold it back.

The anger that bottled in my stomach and spread out to infect my chest where it became a lash from my tongue.

She was leaving me.

She was leaving me.

Pain made a thousand stab wounds in her expression.

In the barest flash of time, she stared at me with a torment so deep I wondered if she could meet me at mine.

My spirit screamed.

Then she ripped her attention away, taking the oxygen from the air when she did.

The atmosphere darkened, clouded and dimmed, and her breaths turned short and uneven.

Fuck.

I was such a prick, but I felt myself unraveling.

Losing control.

Aster Rose was driving me to the point of insanity.

The whole goddamn problem was I didn’t know how to stop myself when it came to her.

She didn’t budge when I shut the door, didn’t move when I rounded the front of my car to the door that remained open. I went to slide in, only I got snagged on a rush of scalding hatred that blistered through the frozen air.

I looked up to catch the figure staring out from behind a drape in a window four stories up.

I cracked him the biggest grin.

Jarek looked like he wanted to bust through the glass to get to me.

Fucker.

I hoped he did.

I slipped onto the heated seat, shifted into gear, and gunned the accelerator. My Maserati skidded out of the drive and onto the main road.

Aster stared out the passenger window, so still it would be easy to miss the way every cell in her body oozed with hurt.

I didn’t.

I could feel it.

Sense it.

The way I’d always been able to do.

The knot in her throat. The way her shoulders hitched. The emotion that wept even though she tried to hold it like a secret.

Regret tightened my chest.

I was pretty sure my faulty plan had been too much for her.

I was thinking right then it’d been too much for me, too.

It took all of a minute to get back to my building. I punched the button to the gate and whipped my car into my reserved parking spot. I hadn’t even gotten it into park when Aster tossed open the door and fumbled out, slamming the door shut behind her.

I killed the engine and jumped out.

She was a fiery flame that flew across the garage.

“Aster.” I shouted it over the top of the car.

She kept going.

“Aster. Come on. Talk to me.”

She spun around, her bag clutched to her chest like it were a shield. “Come on? Come on? Screw you, Logan Lawson.” Agony convulsed in her throat. “You want to hurt me? Is that what all of this is about? Payback? Fine, you hurt me. You embarrassed me. You made me feel like a whore. The way all of them have always done. You win.”

She whirled back around and ran for the elevator. Her heels clacked frantically against the concrete.

“Aster.” I scrambled to catch up to her. “Would you wait?”

“No. Just leave me alone. I’ll get my things and go. I’ll figure this out on my own because I can’t do this. I can’t do this and clearly, you can’t, either.”

It was a rambled cry that hitched helplessly from her throat as she whirled back around.

It was right before her heel slipped on a patch of ice that had formed three feet in front of the elevator door.

My heart seized. “Aster!”

She yelped and tried to right herself, but she only sent herself hurtling the other direction, her arms flailing as her feet fully slipped out from underneath her.

She toppled backward.

I was running but I was too far away. I wasn’t even close to getting there before she landed hard on her left side. The air knocked from her lungs on a huge oomph when she slammed against the concrete.

When I made it to her, I dropped to my knees. “Aster, oh my god, Aster.”

I was over her, searching her face that was as pale as the concrete beneath her.

Every cell in her body was locked.

Her breaths and her blood and her tongue.

“Aster. Are you hurt? Tell me where you’re hurt, baby.”

Then a jagged, pained cry erupted from her chest. Her mouth split open, and her eyes pressed tight as tears streamed down her face.

“Aster. Fuck, are you okay?”

Another cry burst from her. She curled onto her side like she could protect herself from it all.

“Aster.”

“Leave me alone. Please.” She wept it, folding in on herself where she lay on the frozen, freezing concrete.

Carefully, I scooped her up. “I can’t.”

“Please,” she gasped and choked. “Leave me alone.”

I held her against my chest. “I already told you I take good care of what’s mine.”

“I’m not yours. I’m not. I’m not.” Each word was obliterated pain. Her mouth was open with a sob when she buried her face in my shirt. “I’m not.”

I tightened my hold, lifted her higher, and pressed my lips to her temple. “You’re wrong. You have always been.”

She burrowed her face deeper into my jacket.

Aster wept.

My heart cracked in half.

“I’ve got you,” I promised as I carried her to the elevator door. I managed to punch in the code, and thank fuck, it was already right there, the doors opening with a gush of warmth.

Aster shivered when we stepped inside, and I held her as the elevator whisked us to the top floor. My arms tightened around her as I carried her to the door and let us into my apartment.

It was dark inside except for the fire and the single light over the sink where Gretchen was doing dishes. She spun around. Her eyes widened and worry filled her face. “Oh, dear lord. What happened now? You are some kinda mess, aren’t you, sweet girl?”

She started our direction.

“I’ve got her.” I sent Gretchen a look that made her stop in her tracks. I continued across the floor.

Gretchen hesitated. I knew firsthand it went completely against her nature not to help.

“You let me know if you need me. I’ll be right here.”

“I know, Gretchen. I’ve got this. Just go to bed,” I instructed as I carried Aster the rest of the way into my room.

She continued to tremble and shake, her head burrowed so deep in my jacket I got the reckless sense that she might be able to build a home there.

That right there was where I was going to get destroyed.

I was the sucker in this fool’s game.

But it didn’t matter. It didn’t fucking matter. Nothing did except for her.

It was dim within my room, a chill in the air, winter pressing at the windows. I set Aster on the edge of my bed. “Sit right there.”

I moved for the fireplace and flicked the switch. Flames leapt to life. I wound out of my jacket as I made my way back to the woman watching me through the flames.

Wary.

Hurt.

But her breaks? They were bone deep. Wounds I couldn’t see but knew without question were there.

Her shoulders slumped but that fierce bravery she’d always worn fired from her eyes.

I believed her wholeheartedly.

She would find a way to do this on her own. Walk away if it meant her freedom. If it meant mine.

If it meant we wouldn’t have to hurt each other all over again.

Staring at her, I knew it was already far too late for that.

The first time I’d seen her, I’d known I’d never set my eyes on anything more beautiful.

The girl was better than any flower or rainbow or piece of priceless art hanging in a museum.

Aster Rose was my poetry.

Kneeling in front of her, I tried to keep my shit together. “Tell me if you’re hurt.”

Aster’s voice was thin. “I think you already know the answer to that.”

My ribs clamped around my heart because this pain had little to do with her fall. Still, I searched her, eyes racing as I hunted for any injury. Her coat was wet, and her dress was ripped on the left side. I lifted the tattered fabric a fraction. Aster flinched, and I cringed when I saw the trickle of blood above her knee.

Pushing to standing, I stretched out my hand. “Come here.”

Aster wavered, her attention dipping toward the ground, her profile so goddamn gorgeous I had to stop myself from leaning down so I could run my lips along the length of her defined jaw.

“Please, let me help you.”

Agate eyes met mine. A burn of hope and a glimmer of dejection.

She set her hand in mine.

Energy lapped, a warm buzz that eclipsed reason and sight.

I pulled her to standing. She winced again.

“I’m sorry that I upset you.”

“It’s not even that.” Her head barely shook.

It was everything.

Everything that felt insurmountable.

Old wounds and a new trauma that somehow felt unavoidable.

And still, something I would hold.

I took her chin between my fingers and tipped up her face.

So she would see.

So she would understand.

“I regret every instance I have ever hurt you.”

At my confession, her expression deepened.

I let my fingertips flutter down the length of her neck as I rounded her, and I grasped her coat so I could slip it down her trembling arms. I tossed it to my bed before I reached out and gathered the bulk of her hair and tucked it over her shoulder.

I inhaled.

Hyacinth and magnolia leaves.

A new beginning.

A fresh start.

Aster shivered.

Everything slowed, and I swore I was tripping into a dream.

When my fingers found the top of the zipper, Aster’s spirit stormed the room.

“Why does it have to hurt so bad?” It was a breath of agony.

I angled down so my mouth was at her ear. “It hurts because we didn’t end up where we were supposed to. Because there has been a piece missing in each of us. An ache that can never be filled.”

Old wounds throbbed and moaned in the bare space that separated us.

My mouth found the cap of her shoulder and ran the length to the back of her neck. A kiss that really didn’t exist.

Chills flashed across her skin as I slowly dragged her zipper down.

It sparked like shocks in the night.

The fabric slipped off her shoulders, and I let it go so the dress pooled at her feet.

Aster was frozen, like she was terrified to move, though her entire body was vibrating so violently I was afraid with one wrong brush, she would burst into flames.

She stood facing away in her underwear, the fire illuminating her curves, her perfect shape, the piece of my heart that had gone missing. An outline that had crusted over with that unrelenting pain.

“I want to hate you,” I murmured at the nape of her neck. “I want to hate you, Aster. But I remember it…it didn’t matter what you said, I read what was in your eyes.”

Coming around to her front, I let my eyes roam her body.

Her small, round breasts.

Her flat, quivering belly.

The contour of her full hips.

The fear I’d felt when she’d fallen slammed me anew when I saw the huge welt on her upper thigh, red and abraded with the promise of turning black and blue. Blood oozed from the abrasion in the middle of it, and a tiny rivulet had run down and was smeared near the top of her knee on the outer edge.

“I’m sorry I caused you to fall. This was my fault.”

My fault for being a dick.

“Wait right there.”

I moved into the bathroom, grabbed a bandage, and dampened a cloth under hot water. I snagged a T-shirt from the closet before I strode back into the sorrow-addled room that fizzed with something else.

The girl the gravity in the space.

An orbit.

An obligation.

A destination never meant to be.

I climbed down onto my knees in front of her.

An illogical offering.

I pressed the cloth to the wounded flesh.

She whimpered, then swallowed and held onto my shoulders as I wrapped my left hand around the back of her leg so I could properly clean it.

“I’m sorry.” The grunt of an apology scraped my throat like dull razors.

I glanced up to catch Aster staring down at me.

In confusion.

In regret.

In that old, magical awe that had once made me believe that I could be the type of man who could deserve the kind of girl I’d once believed her to be.

It was the same look that’d had me on my knees then, too.

“What are you sorry for, Logan?” I didn’t know if it was rejection or a plea.

Hesitation held the words before they left me like a twisted admission. “That nothing turned out the way it was supposed to. That I didn’t fight harder. I promise that won’t happen this time.”

The last was gravel. The coarse scraping of determination that infiltrated body and mind.

Her eyes dropped closed for the barest moment, and she sucked for cleansing air before she opened them again. Torment rained down, a misery that flooded a drought-stricken desert.

“Would you have changed it if you could have? If you knew it then, would you have stopped it? If you could go back and know everything, would you still have done it?”

Vulnerability trembled through the words.

The woman laying herself bare and asking me to do the same.

A rock got lodged in my throat.

Buying time, I focused on cleaning the dried blood from her abrasion and the line down to her knee. Meticulously, I applied the bandage, my movements careful.

Then I stood, keeping my eyes on her face as I eased my T-shirt over her head and dragged it over her beautiful body.

Then I fisted the hem in my hand and jerked her my direction.

Aster gasped as she jolted forward, and her fingers drove into my dress shirt like she might never let go.

My mouth found that sweet spot at her jaw, right where it curved up to meet the lobe of her ear. “I would go back and change everything. Losing you. Losing Nathan. I was blind. A fool.”

Grief clamped around my heart.

“Was it worth it?” she pressed, like she didn’t know how to believe me.

“You already know it wasn’t. I would have given up everything. I would have burned the world down to get to you.”

“Why didn’t you?” The question trembled from her mouth.

My hand found her face, my thumb tracing the angle of her cheek. “I did. I burned it all to the fucking ground, Aster, and you already know what happened when I got there. You were no longer mine.”

Those eyes found me in the whispering night. “I thought you said I’ve always belonged to you?”

It was a challenge.

My hands slipped low, gliding down her sides and molding to her hips. I yanked her so close every inch of her was pressed against me. “Is that what I should have done? Taken what was mine?”

One hand curled into her hip while the other slipped up her spine until I had a fistful of her hair. I angled her head to the side, and my lips grazed the length of her jaw.

Inhaling her sweet, exotic scent.

Potent.

Powerful in a way I shouldn’t let it be.

But she had always been my weakness.

She looked up at me with torment in those agate eyes. She barely shook her head. “I was already ash.”

There was a confession in it.

It didn’t matter.

I already would have been too late.

Rage tightened my chest, and I struggled to draw her close, to erase all distance.

Every mistake.

Every wound that had been inflicted.

“Tell me what happened while I was gone.”

When the only objective I’d had was finding my way back to her, when I’d found her, and in one moment, my world had been decimated.

“I hate you, Logan Lawson, and I don’t want to ever see you again.”

Her fingers sank beyond my shirt, burrowing into soul and flesh. “I can’t.”

My arms wrapped around her. Tight. Like I could forever lock her to me.

Aster whimpered, pressed her face to my shirt, and exhaled. A ragged breath of surrender.

Moonlight streamed into the bedroom.

My little, fallen star.

One that’d burned out.

Slipped through my fingers.

I swayed her, danced with the girl that used to be mine.

Thirty days.

We stayed like that, in the silence for the longest time, before I whispered, “Was it real?”

She pressed her lips to my sternum, like it was her spirit’s way to my thrashing heart. “It was the only real thing I’ve ever known.”

So, I held her the way I used to do. Under the cover of night. In a place where no one knew.

She let me as our souls shifted.

As we sank deeper.

Against my chest and under my skin.

As a promise changed.

Time passed, minutes, hours, I didn’t know. But Aster sagged, and she let me hold her weight.

Her burden.

She drifted, like for the first time in years, her trouble had gone light.

So, I took it.

I swept her from her feet and into my arms. She sighed as she curled hers around my neck, and I carried her out into the sleeping house and into her room where I laid her in the center of her bed.

Agate eyes fluttered open. A murmuring of affection. A haunting of old hope. It was dimmed by the years of cruelty that had separated us.

She stretched out her hand. “Stay.”

I hesitated, then I kicked off my shoes and undressed down to my briefs and undershirt.

She lay on her side, her head on her pillow, and she stared at me through the shadows.

She sighed when I climbed in and laid beside her.

Reaching out, I brushed the hair from her face. I leaned in and pressed my lips to her forehead, her temple, her chin.

Then I spread my hand across the side of her face as I pressed my wandering lips over the soft curve of her mouth. They barely moved.

It was the softest caress.

A promise.

An oath.

The truth.

“You’re mine.”


EIGHTEEN

LOGAN
LOS ANGELES, EIGHTEEN YEARS OLD


“Why are you hiding?”

Logan felt the smile pull to the edge of his mouth when he murmured it to the wind. His eyes remained upturned toward the starless, Los Angeles sky, though every fiber of his being was tuned into the presence that hovered behind the wall of an outbuilding.

He sat on a bench in the rambling gardens, lost in a maze of foliage and trails that stretched out far beyond the pool behind the mansion.

In the place that had become his sanctuary. In the place where they met.

“I have to,” she whispered back, the way she always did.

He fought it, but his smile grew. “Are you going to get into trouble?”

Aster Rose giggled, a slight flush rushing her soft cheeks as she stole a glance around to make sure they were in the clear.

With the way the sight of her punched him in the gut, you’d think it was the first time he’d ever seen her. How his stomach flipped and his chest tightened.

“No. I’m going to get you into trouble.” She gave him the same warning she gave him every time. Like she was waiting for the day he would turn her away.

Logan smirked. “Do I look like the kind of guy who cares? Besides, I’m pretty sure it would be worth it.”

Her cheeks were red as she nibbled at her bottom lip, this shy, bold girl who had twisted up his mind and become his best friend.

She felt like more than that, though.

Like she might be everything.

Like there was a reason he’d been consigned to this place of depravity and greed.

Where nothing cost too much and where one misstep could cost you everything.

Where he worked his magic into corruption.

For the last six months, Logan had spent his evenings and well into the night forging false documents, making dirty money look clean, and investing in places where it would grow.

He’d made himself valuable. He knew it. Andres Costa had said it himself. The man had filled Logan’s pockets with portions of what he’d earned. Promised him more if he kept performing the way he had.

Logan had tried to keep his nose to the paper and his fingers out of the wickedness, just like Trent had warned him to do, but that was hard when you’d become an integral piece of it.

But he knew what he was doing with Aster Rose was more dangerous than any of that.

He’d never even touched her, but his mind was all over her.

He pushed to standing when she gave him the go, and he took a furtive glance around, too, before he slipped behind the building hidden by high shrubs and bushes, out of sight of the guards and cameras.

Not that there was a whole lot of attention on this area.

Andres Costa’s concern was keeping threats out. Well, that and his daughters in.

Aster slipped down onto a patch of grass. Logan sat beside her, and he fought the urge to reach out and touch her sweet face when he did, tried to ignore the way his heart raced and his blood pounded.

Sure, he’d been with girls before, but this one…this one had him losing sleep and acting rash.

Dangerous ideas and reckless acts.

He wasn’t even supposed to look at her, and there they were, sneaking out to meet each other whenever they got a chance.

When he’d found the piece of paper folded into a star where it’d been tucked under the logbook he often worked in, his heart had sped, the way it did every time she left him a secret message.

Nine, was all that it said.

Prime time for his dinner break.

“How are you?” Aster murmured, peeking at him like maybe she felt the way he did, too.

“Good, now that you’re here.”

Her lips pursed. “That bad?”

Logan shrugged. “It’s fine.”

“You hate what my father is making you do.” It wasn’t a question, just soft understanding.

Really, it was his father wielding the command. Two men who were radically different and basically the same.

At least Aster’s father seemed to maintain some semblance of humanity.

He blew out a sigh and returned his gaze to the hazy glow of the city sky.

“I think the problem is that it doesn’t bother me as much as it should.” He’d grown to like the feeling he got when he saw the numbers double. The pride he felt when Aster’s father rewarded him. The fact he’d lost any twinges of guilt over what he was doing somewhere along the way. “It’s better than the alternative, that’s for sure.”

Aster frowned. “The alternative?”

Logan plucked at a blade of grass, warred with the confliction he felt over Trent and Jud’s role in the family. “Way better than what my brothers do,” he admitted.

He glanced down to catch the sorrow carved in her expression. Her wide, knowing eyes and the pained sweep of her plush, full lips. “They don’t have another choice?”

“Sometimes we’re bred from the beginning to become something we don’t want to be.” He mused it quietly toward the heavens.

He knew neither of his brothers had ever wanted to follow in their father’s shoes.

He’d formed them into the shape and then shackled them to his truth.

Trent and Jud might try to shield him from every sordid detail, but he listened close enough that he knew—he saw—he recognized the upper hand.

The callous manipulation.

He startled when she set her hand over his, and he suddenly found it difficult to breathe.

“And sometimes we have to stand up and fight for what we know is right in spite of it.”

“And how do we do that?”

Logan’s gaze swept her way when he asked it, his eyes tracing the pretty curve of her jaw as she turned her focus upward. He got the sense neither of them knew how to admit their innermost fears while looking at the other.

“We take the chance when it’s presented to us. Refuse the heartache when it’s demanded of us. And we make sure to never surrender to the greed. It’s what drives these men and what has ruined them.”

His spirit fluttered at her words, and Logan shifted his hand so their fingers were threaded together.

Energy crackled.

This feeling that rushed up his arm and settled in his chest.

“Are you going to refuse it, Aster?”

He’d heard the rumors. The rumblings that Aster had newly been pledged to Jarek Urso, to be married on her nineteenth birthday which was less than a year away.

Jarek’s father was one of Andres’ closest allies.

The marriage would make them family.

“I’m going to figure a way out of it, Logan. One way or another, I will find a way. I won’t be forced into marrying a man I don’t love. I don’t care who my father is.” Her voice was pure determination.

The pad of his thumb ran circles on the back of her hand.

“You’re so brave.”

She choked a tiny sound. “No, I’m terrified. So terrified of the alternative that I’m willing to fight to keep it from happening.”

Her smile was soggy when she looked at him.

His chest tightened in a fist.

He had to tear his attention away and return it to the sky before he did something more reckless than he was already doing.

A soft giggle left her. “Why are you always staring at the sky when you can’t see anything?”

Her curiosity burned on the side of his face.

His lips twitched at her question. He realized then why her covert messages came in the shape they did.

“Even if we can’t see them, the stars are there, waiting for us to find them. To look beyond the smoke and distortion to the beauty obscured just on the other side of it. And if you look hard enough…”

He took their woven hands and lifted them, pointed with his index finger at the tiny shimmer that broke through the dingy sky. “See right there? That little star? It always shines through the haze.”

“Can you find it every night?” Her voice was the rasp of a whisper.

He tightened his hold on her hand. This girl who shined the brightest of them all.

Through the ugliness of her world.

Through the atrocity of their calling.

Maybe he really could rise above, be better than it all.

“I think I’d find her anywhere,” he murmured, turning his gaze on her.

Redness flashed on her cheeks, and she peeked his way.

The air shifted.

Flames raced over his skin.

Because Aster crawled to her knees and eased over to straddle his legs.

He sucked for a breath.

Inhaled too deep.

Hyacinth and magnolia leaves.

She touched his chest over his shirt, where it pounded out of time.

Her expression turned to awe.

He took her precious face in both his hands.

Agate eyes flashed and danced.

Sparked and begged.

Their connection fierce and unseen.

“Little Star,” he whispered.

Then he kissed her.

Kissed her soft and slow.

And he knew she was worth any amount of trouble she might bring.


NINETEEN

ASTER


“What did Dominic say?” I whispered as I glanced out into the hall to make sure it was clear before I clicked my bedroom door shut.

Taylor’s voice was held, too. “He scoped out your house. Jarek is definitely not there.”

I blew out a heavy sigh. I could certainly attest to that.

He was here.

Lurking.

Watching.

Waiting.

“But of course, the prick has someone posted there. Sketchy much?” She scoffed it.

I almost laughed. “Taylor, Jarek is the definition of sketchy.”

“Um, he’s the definition of a lot of things. Skeezeball. Douchemonger. Fuckface. Shall I go on? Shudder.”

I could practically see her convulsing with revulsion when she said it.

“I think I got you.”

She giggled.

It’d been three days since I’d heard from my sister. Three days since Logan had curled up beside me and held me all night. Three days since he’d whispered that I was his, and he would do anything to protect me.

He’d murmured it would be fine, the way he used to do, though there had been an undercurrent to it that hadn’t existed in the man before.

He promised he was already digging. That he would find a way to free me of my chains.

One way or another.

I’d awoken to his side of the bed cold.

We’d tiptoed since, unsure of our standing.

His caresses were real but restrained, his gaze sure but his steps faltering, as if he were waiting for me to decide because both of us had so much riding on this fine, undelineated line.

I forced myself to focus on Taylor. “Does Dominic know who it is? Family or hired?”

“Definitely hired. Tatted dude on a bike who looks like he slits throats on the daily and gets a kick out of stomping on kittens with his boots.”

MC.

Nerves rattled through my being.

Those connections went deep.

My father tended to hire them to do the family’s dirty work—all depravities accepted as long as you were willing to pay the price.

It was also what brought me Logan.

A boy I never should have noticed but whose spirit had called out to me.

I paced as anxiety clamored beneath my skin. “Crap. I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

“Um, dude? Do you think so little of me? Your baby sister has this handled.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m getting whatever is in that safe.”

“No—”

“Yes, absolutely, yes. I will find a way to get in there. Dom is trying to figure out a plan in exchange for a little dom play.”

“Ew, Tay.”

She cracked up. “Don’t knock it until you try it. Unless you have?”

She sounded way too excited by the prospect.

My entire life was submission. I’d pass.

Logan’s rough voice skated through my mind. The rasping scrape of a command.

It became clear in a flash, if he demanded it, I would gladly get onto my knees.

“Let’s just stick to the subject.”

“You’re no fun.”

“I’m a blast, remember? A total blast.”

“You will be when you’re happy. When your heart gets set free. I promise it.” Her entire voice changed, my careless sister so intuitive beneath her crass.

“Give us a couple days to figure something out, okay? We’ll get it. Somehow, we will get it.”

“Just be careful. I couldn’t stand it if something happened to you.”

“Pssh, do you think I’m scared of a little biker?”

Exasperation heaved from me on a sigh. “I’m scared that you’re not.”

Tinkling laughter rolled from her, then she sobered. “I have one question for you, Aster. Are you afraid, right now? Are you safe?”

Emotion tightened my throat. “I’m afraid I’ve never felt safer in my life.”

Silence held for a beat before she whispered, “There’s our answer. Leave it to your baby sister to get the rest of this shit taken care of.”
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Two days later, I was sitting at the round table in the kitchen, hand sweeping over the little sheets of paper I’d ripped from the journal, trying to process these feelings I wasn’t sure how to deal with. It had always been what I’d done, escaped into my thoughts and tried to process them on a page. Left messages from my heart and prayed the right soul would receive them.

That I could be heard.

Found.

The door buzzer rang.

So lost to the memories of this very day from years ago, I jolted back to the present. I didn’t know if it was a problem or a simple variant of self-preservation.

Gretchen was at the kitchen sink, and she dried her hands on a towel and started in that direction. “Oh, there they are. It’s about danged time.”

She sent an excited glance my way.

“Are we expecting company?”

Worried, I looked down at myself.

I was wearing sweats and another of Logan’s tees.

I loved the feeling of him surrounding me.

Holding me.

Even when he wasn’t there.

Clearly, I was getting too comfortable in this new, temporary skin.

“That we are, sweet thing.”

“Who?” I wondered if I should make a beeline for the seclusion of my room.

“Well, it’s a special day, and they want to make sure Logan knows it,” she answered without really answering at all.

It was a special day.

One I’d held like a treasured secret.

A small thrill rose from the depths, and I stood as she opened the door.

Gage and Juniper darted straight into her arms.

“Nonie G…where have you been my wholes life? I’ve been missing you.” Juni wrapped herself around the old lady’s leg, both arms and legs.

“Right here waitin’ on you to come visit me.”

“Well, I’m here now and that’s what counts. We got the busies because we got a new baby comin’ and there’s the most work to do.” The little girl almost huffed.

Gage squeezed Gretchen around the waist. “Did you miss me, too?”

She touched his chubby cheek. “Now tell me how it would be possible not to miss the likes of you?”

Gage shrugged. “Uncle Jud said I’m nothin’ but a handful, always makin’ messes, and I know you don’t like the messes, nope, not one little bit, so I wasn’t so sure.”

Affection rang from her deep laughter. “Oh, sugar pie, you can make all the messes you want.”

My spirit sang while I hovered across the room like a voyeur.

Gretchen opened the door wider and gestured with both hands to whoever was still in the hall. “Well, get in here with that.”

She stretched out her arms, and a second later, she was cradling Trent’s tiny baby girl and cooing down at her.

I did my best to avert my gaze.

Not to get too close.

But there I stood, vibrating with the joy that bloomed in the room.

Eden shuffled in, pushing a stroller stuffed full of bags. “I think I need about six more arms if I’m going to juggle all of this.”

The woman looked a little frazzled.

Her gaze swept around Logan’s apartment. It froze in surprise when it landed on me.

I didn’t mean to itch, to fidget and act like I’d been caught doing something illicit, but crap, here I still was in Logan’s space like it was where I belonged. A friend he was only supposed to be catching up with.

But if things were different, I would belong.

With Logan.

Forever.

Not for thirty days. Thirty days that were already dwindling fast.

“Aster.” Her smile warmed in this welcome that I shouldn’t take on for myself. But I couldn’t help it. The springing of affection that developed at the sight. “It’s so great to see you again. I wondered if you’d be here.”

My smile was unsure. “It’s really nice to see you, too.”

I glanced at the children, at the stroller, back at her.

“Salem has an ultrasound today, so Juni is hanging out with us while Salem and Jud are at their appointment,” she explained. “I might have bitten off more than I can chew.”

“That’s what you have me for,” Gretchen said.

“Oh, hi! I remember you. You used to be Uncle Logan’s favorite friend but not anymore. But are you his favorite, favorite now?” Juni bounced my way, all black pigtails and cherub face. “Do you live here now? What’s your job? If Uncle doesn’t want to be your favorite friend, do you want to be mine? My mommy said I’m a really great friend.”

Light laughter rippled from Eden. “That’s a lot of questions, Juni Bee.”

“I just wonderin’.” She shrugged.

My laughter was a slip of discomfort. A crush of awe. “It’s fine. I’m not quite sure what I’m doing here, either,” I admitted.

Gretchen waddled past, gently bouncing Baby Kate.

“She’s twisting your uncle up in a thousand knots, that’s what she’s doin’. I’ve never seen that man strung so tight. About to blow, if you ask me.”

She winked at me.

Redness flashed.

Eden giggled. “Gretchen.”

“I just tell it like it is, honey. No need to beat around the bush, and we can be mighty sure Logan has been doing some beating.”

My hand pressed to my mouth to stop the crack of surprise.

Wow. She really wasn’t one to keep her tongue tamed.

I kind of loved it.

I kind of loved her.

I kind of loved it here.

And with each day that passed, I knew it was going to become more and more difficult to leave this sanctuary.

Gage ran over and grabbed me by the hand. “It’s Uncle Logan’s birthday so we have to make him feel extra, extra special in the whole wide world right up to the highest mountain, so we came to decorate for a surprise and then we have a super special surprise party for him at our house tonight. It was all my idea. Do you want to come?”

Warily, I glanced at Eden.

More of that warmth flooded from her smile. “She’s absolutely invited, but only if she wants to.”

“Do you? Do you want to come?” he asked, beaming up at me with that smile.

The vacancy throbbed, while a hardened place within me melted.

I squeezed his hand back. “Well, I’m not sure what I’m doing tonight, but I’ll definitely try to make it.”

“Try harder,” Juni said, propping her hands on her hips.

Eden shook her head. “This one is testing out how far she can get away with the sass.”

It was pure love when she said it.

This family so close.

So right.

Affection bound me tight. “If there’s any way for me to be there, I will be, Juni.”

“Promise?”

“Yes.” Why it wobbled, I didn’t know, but making an oath to this little child felt monumental. Like I was pledging something I didn’t have the right to pledge.

Claiming something that wasn’t mine.

I didn’t even know if Logan would want me there. This was already hard enough.

Perilous.

My stomach clutched.

I’d die before I’d put these babies in danger. This family.

I had to believe Jarek wouldn’t be so foolish to go against my father’s direct orders, though. He had to stand down. Give me this time. It was the only reason I felt comfortable staying here while I figured out what I was going to do.

Eden’s smile shifted, as if she held the power to read every reservation that’d flash-fired through my mind. “Us Lawsons, we stick together. Through the good times and the really, really terrible times. And believe me, we’ve had some really terrible times.”

She reached out and touched my hand like in doing so, she was tying me to them.

A connection.

Binding me to the promise that those who loved you fought for you.

A reassurance that I didn’t need to be afraid.

“God knows them boys find themselves in plenty of trouble,” Gretchen tsked.

Juni grabbed my other hand. “You got to come because we’re gonna finds out if I get a baby brother or baby sister. My mimi said it’s a double trouble party. Do you know my mimi? She’s the best Mimi in the whole worlds.”

“No. I don’t.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll introduce you. You don’t got to be shy.” Juni nodded emphatically.

“Well…now that we’ve properly scared the poor girl away.” Eden lifted her brow in apology.

“Nonsense. This one’s tough as grit.” Gretchen gestured toward me with the infant in her arms.

“Hardly.” I feigned a giant smile.

“I’m pretty sure you’re tougher than you think.” Gretchen eyed me differently that time. Intuitively. As if she knew more than she should. “Hard in all the right places…soft where it counts.”

Unease lifted in a show of red, and then Eden cleared her throat. “We’d better get to this or we won’t have it ready before Logan gets back. Trent is making sure he’s occupied until five.”

She started taking bags from the stroller and piling them onto the island. They were full of craft and party materials.

“I get to do the balloons!” Juni shouted as she scrambled onto a stool so she could reach.

Gage hauled me that direction. “Do you want to help me make the invitation? It is going to be the coolest in ever and ever! Right, Mommy, right?”

He looked to the woman who gazed at him in absolute adoration. So thick I felt as if we were wading through it.

“That’s right, my sweet boy.”

“Let’s do it!” He fist pumped the air.

Eden put out the materials.

Balloons and streamers and a giant poster board.

And we set to work.

To work on this special treasure. A mark in time. Logan Lawson’s birthday.

The memory something I’d cherished, held like a dream and stored like a shrine.

The man my holy place.

My whisper of hope.

That space that was now a void that ached to be filled.


TWENTY

LOGAN


“What the fuck is up with you, man?” With my hands stuffed in my pockets, I leaned back against the wall of the elevator and eyed Trent.

Dude stood there wearing black jeans and a worn black leather jacket and unlaced motorcycle boots, trying to hold back a Cheshire smirk from his mouth.

It wasn’t working.

He laughed under his breath and stared at the elevator floor.

A grin taking hold, I shook my head. “You lightweight motherfucker. Are you drunk? Tell me you haven’t gone weak on me.”

He’d shown up at my office two hours ago and insisted we head out to grab a birthday beer or two.

I hadn’t complained much except for the fact I’d been dying to get back to my apartment.

I just wanted to look at her.

See her face.

Be in her space.

Pathetic, much?

Felt like we’d been orbiting each other for the last five days since the night something had changed.

The change had been in me, I imagined.

Like the wounds she’d inflicted no longer fucking mattered. The only thing that did was her.

Still, I’d held back, waiting on her because I was certain the girl hadn’t yet caught up to me.

She wasn’t getting it.

What made things worse was Dean had come back with squat. The only thing he’d found were a few indiscretions that weren’t anything we could take back to Aster’s father, considering most of them had been done in the Costa name.

Chuckling low, Trent scrubbed a palm over his face and cut me a glance. “Not even close, bro. Who do you think I am?”

“Then what the hell is so funny?”

“Nothin’.”

Nothing.

Right.

He laughed again.

“Why are you acting like a giggling schoolgirl with her first crush?”

He shrugged a shoulder with a damned red face.

What the hell?

The elevator dinged open at my floor, and I went striding toward my apartment, trying to hide how anxious I was to get inside. I swung open the door.

“Surprise!”

A crash of voices lifted in the air. Gage and Juni. Eden and Gretchen and poor Baby Kate who’d gotten spooked by the sudden shouting.

Aster.

Aster who was there hovering to the side.

Unsure of where she fit.

My stomach flipped and my chest squeezed tight because she was right where she belonged.

My eyes took in the scene, affection twisting at my mouth.

So damned sweet.

Helium balloons were floating everywhere, streamers strung along the ceiling, and a confetti explosion had laid waste to the room.

Gage and Juni held a big poster board, one of them on each side, their precious faces full of excitement and this crazy amount of joy as they came running for me.

Or maybe that’s just what they hit me with.

Joy.

“Happy birthday, Uncle Logan! Happy birthday! Do you like your surprise?”

“What? This is amazing. How could I not like it when I have the best niece and nephew ever?” I scooped them up the second they got to me, and I squeezed them tight while trying not to crush the poster board they held between them.

Because I did like it.

Fucking loved it, actually.

I loved that it felt like coming home.

Like today mattered when it’d ceased to hold meaning a long-damned time ago.

Trent clapped me on the back before he wound around me and went striding for Eden.

No wonder he’d been acting like a freaking weirdo, and it didn’t have a thing to do with my birthday surprise, either. Dude never could wait to get his greedy paws on his wife.

“Look it, Uncle, look it!” Juni and Gage waved the poster around, but it was up so close I couldn’t read what it said. I pulled back a bit so I could read the words constructed of crayon and child-like handwriting.

Birthday Bash for Logan.

6:30.

My house.

Be there or be a square.

Laughter rumbled. “Tell me you aren’t planning me a party?”

I said it like it was absurd.

Juni threw her little arms in the air, and she screeched like it was the best thing in the world, “Yes! You guessed it!”

Then she got serious. “But you gotta share the party with my baby brother or sister because we’re gonna finds out which one we gotta get. It’s a double trouble party.”

“That sounds like a fine plan to me…as long as we know who’s really the most important one here, of course. I mean, we know who that is, right?”

I squeezed them both again, bouncing them as I did.

They cracked up.

My spirit soared.

“I even got you a present, Uncle!” Gage curled his arms around my neck as I carried them deeper into my apartment.

“No way.”

His sweet eyes rounded. “Yes, way.”

“I can’t even wait to see.”

“Well, you gots to,” Juni piped in. “Party isn’t until six-thirty.”

Laughing, I set them onto their feet.

I moved for Eden, picked her up, and flung her around. “Looking gorgeous today, as ever. Tell me you’ve gotten sick of his grumpy-ass, and you’ve finally seen what’s right in front of you.”

Trent grunted.

I cracked up.

I only did it because Trent was the most possessive bastard I’d ever met.

That shit was hysterical.

Like I’d ever touch his wife.

Maybe I understood it then, though, or maybe subconsciously I had all along, since I was stealing a peek at Aster who still hovered on the outskirts, so damned gorgeous as she shifted on her feet like she felt out of place, like she didn’t belong, when I’d never seen any one person look so right.

And I knew I’d claw a fucker’s eyes out, too.

I should have then.

More than anything, I was sure I was going to have to do it now.

Still, I tried to ignore her and went to Gretchen and tossed a kiss to her temple, then I brushed my fingertip down Kate’s plump, pink cheek. The little, black-eyed girl was the most adorable thing I’d ever seen.

She made this gurgling sound and wrapped her tiny hand around my finger, and I swore I was done for again.

Then I looked up at Aster.

She had backed away. Her arms held over her chest like a cross. Like she couldn’t handle it. Like she was terrified of it.

Still, when her agate gaze tangled with mine, she mouthed, Happy birthday, Logan.

Her pain, her love, her regrets ran along the tether that pulled between us.

Sparks of light.

A prodding of purpose.

A pressure that compelled us in the direction we’d been destined for.

I wanted to go to her. Wrap her up and hold her and kiss the fuck out of her until she no longer wore that look in her eyes.

Gage grabbed me by the hand and gave me a good tug. “You have to hurry and get ready. We only have one hour which is only really super short. You don’t want to be late because being late is bad.”

I sent him a big smile. The kid was a stickler for the rules. “Right. On it.”

“Whew. We did it.” Juni gave him a high five, like they’d been stressed.

Juni looked up at me. “And don’t worry, Uncle, Aster is going to try reallys hard to come as long as she don’t got nothin’ else to do.”

I looked at the woman who swarmed me like a remedy.

Filling holes and cracks and vacancies.

I glanced at Juni.

“Don’t worry, Juni. She’ll be there.”
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What if time and distance held no meaning? What if it held no standing or claim? What if we had made a million mistakes and those mistakes led us astray and we got lost and wandered for years?

And what if, after all of it, we ended up at the very same place?

I squeezed Aster’s hand where she hesitated beside me. Her breaths were shallow and her apprehension thick. Vapor puffed from our mouths as we stood in the frozen darkness outside Eden’s modest house that was lit in Christmas lights in one of the older family neighborhoods in Redemption Hills.

“It’s so small.” Most would take it as an insult, but Aster whispered it like wonder.

Like the sight of it stole her breath and filled her heart to overflowing.

I got the sense the girl gazed upon her dream home. One on a poster tacked to a wall or on an inspiration board that would never come true.

Out of touch. Never tangible. A flatlay that could never come to life.

I turned around to face her, still holding onto her hand as I cocked her a grin. “You probably shouldn’t announce that when we get inside. Someone might think it’s rude.”

She choked out a disconcerted laugh. “That’s not what I meant.”

I stepped forward, brushed back a lock of her hair, and tucked it behind her ear before I rested my hand on the side of her face. “I know, Aster.”

She gulped. She was so damned pretty I couldn’t look away. I let the pad of my thumb brush along her cheek. “Eden lived here before she met Trent and Gage,” I explained. “They’re building a larger home just on the outside of town. Jud and Salem are building one on the property next to them.”

From over my shoulder, she looked back at the house. Her voice was a thin mist. “They’re so sweet.”

She blinked while still staring that way. “This afternoon was…”

“Crazy? Chaotic? Wild? I already saw the proof of it explode in my house. Poor Gretchen is going to be battling glitter for the next six months.” I let it go as a tease.

She whispered, “No, Logan. It was wonderful.”

My chest tightened, and I stepped back and gave her a gentle tug. “Just wait until we get inside.”

Aster remained rooted, and her eyes dropped closed. “I’m not sure I should go in there.”

I touched her chin, urging her to look at me. “Why not?”

This time, the laughter that left her was dejected. “I think I’ve intruded on your family enough.”

I gave her a slow smile. “I don’t think you’ve intruded on my family nearly enough.”

I tugged her again.

Her heels dug in. “Logan.”

I edged forward, inhaled her scent, her beauty, her bravery, and I slipped my arm around her waist and tucked her firmly against me. I crossed that invisible barrier we’d been treading for the better part of a week.

She shivered and shook.

My cheek brushed hers, and my mouth went to her ear. “My rules, Aster.”

I didn’t give a fuck if I was playing dirty. Using our agreement to my advantage. Some things just needed to be done.

I soothed the sting by stepping back, taking her hand, and dragging her toward the walkway with a playful smirk lighting my mouth. “Besides, it’s my birthday. You wouldn’t want to go and hurt my feelings by missing my big surprise party, would you? Especially after all the work you put into creating that epic invitation with my niece and nephew?”

“Never.” She almost smiled, almost got swept up in the feeling.

The tease and the play.

The hope and the joy.

Because I could already feel it radiating from the walls of the simple house as Aster hustled along a step behind me as I hauled her toward the door, then I felt it explode when I opened it to the crush of people gathered in the cramped space.

I felt it to my soul when a chorus of voices went up with a loud, “Happy birthday!”

I grinned, pulled my girl up to my side, and slung my arm over her shoulder. “That’s right, the one you’ve all been waiting for is here. Let’s get this party started, baby.”

By the streak of excitement that impaled me right then?

I was sure I was stepping into the best night of my life.

I grinned back at Aster, then I pulled her in with me.


TWENTY-ONE

ASTER


If it had been chaotic back at Logan’s apartment earlier, it was madness inside Eden and Trent’s home.

A home filled with smiling faces, warm welcomes, and genuine embraces.

People were crammed into the small space, although no one seemed to mind the close quarters.

The entry room was a tiny square with a couch and a loveseat in the middle facing a TV against one wall. Bookshelves filled with pictures and trinkets and at least a gazillion pieces of artwork that clearly had come from Gage’s precious little hands were proudly displayed on every other flat surface.

An archway on the left opened to a kitchen with a breakfast nook where a ton of people were hanging out, and there was a hall on the opposite far side of the room that I assumed led to the bedrooms.

It was simple and modest and felt like falling into my favorite dream. A dream I’d cached away, where I’d buried it beneath my family name and my father’s expectations. A dream I craved to slip into but was terrified to take the first step.

Logan did it for me.

He grabbed my hand again and, with a gentle tug, he pulled me deeper into the fray.

Juni and Gage came streaking through the crowd. “You’re here! You’re here! You’re here!”

Gage got there first, and Logan picked him up the way he had earlier, his smile so free as he hugged the child to his chest. He scooped up Juni in his other arm. His joy became profound, all the rigid hardness that seeped from his pores giving way to an easiness I’d almost forgotten existed.

Close to how it was that first night at the recital.

But different.

Not so reserved. The man turning over the top as he tussled with Gage and Juni, swinging them around like rag dolls.

“Now who’s your strongest uncle?” he demanded to know, his tone playful.

“Uncle Jud!” Gage cackled when he said it, clearly knowing he’d given the wrong answer, and Juni giggled adorably when she shouted, “Uncle Trent!” at the same time.

Logan feigned the biggest gasp.

“What? How dare you? And it’s my birthday? What is this madness? You know I’m the strongest of the Lawson brothers. Trent and Jud just look big. But your uncle Logan is pure muscle.”

He squeezed them tighter as if to prove it.

In it was care. Every movement done with caution so neither of them would be hurt.

“You’d better watch it, or Uncle Jud is gonna take you down!” Gage shouted as he scrambled around, trying to get his little arms around Logan.

From where Jud was leaned against the back of the couch next to his wife halfway across the room, the giant man lifted a beer in the air and shouted over the din of voices and the music that played at a low volume. “That’s right, Gage in the Cage. You pin him for me, then I’ll be over to take care of the rest.”

“Wow. Just wow. Why do you always gotta be so violent?” Logan taunted just as Gage was climbing over his shoulder and jumping onto his back.

Jud cracked a grin and tucked Salem closer. “Someone has to take care of punks like you.”

Horrified offense took over every line of Logan’s face, clearly faked, all while he was being climbed like he was a jungle gym in the middle of a playground.

“I’m wounded.”

Jud scoffed with a smile. “I’ll show you wounded.”

I tried to hold a laugh, not to get too comfortable, but it was really hard to do when it felt as if I’d stumbled into a safe space. Where it was joy and light and life. Different than anything I’d ever experienced. Better than anything I’d ever imagined.

Logan tossed a soft smile my way and slowly set the kids onto their feet. “All right, all right, everyone off, Uncle Logan needs to make the rounds.”

“I’ll destroy you later.” Gage giggled the words as Logan flipped him around onto his feet.

“I’m sure you will.” Logan laughed, ruffling his fingers through the child’s hair before he turned to me and stretched out his hand. “Come on. Let me introduce you to everyone.”

Uneasiness climbed through my consciousness, that reminder that I didn’t belong, that I shouldn’t get too comfortable, that this was absolutely reckless, coming here like this. But it felt too good to let Logan slip his fingers through mine, to act as if I were his and he were mine.

Casually, he led me to Jud who stood and gave me a bear hug the second we approached.

Welcome.

Salem, whose blue eyes twinkled and danced with this mischief that was still somehow kind, pushed up from where she had been leaned against the couch. She reached for my hand and squeezed. She was different than Eden, a little harder around the edges, I guessed, as if she’d been through more than any one person should be expected to.

Her hair was black and pin-straight where it brushed around her shoulders, and she gave off a naturally sexy vibe that somehow came off sweet.

“So, you’re still hanging out with this guy, huh?” It was a tease of affection.

Logan gave her a giant hug. “Yeah, yeah, you know you love me the most. Just keep pretending.”

Stepping back, he pointed at her belly. “Tell me I’m getting another niece because the last thing we need around here is another Lawson boy to bust my balls.”

“Hey, I bust your balls, Uncle Logan.” Juni was clearly offended.

Her mom covered her ears, but not nearly in time. Laughing under her breath and shooting daggers at Logan, she glanced at her daughter. “Don’t listen to anything that comes out of your uncle Logan’s mouth, Juni Bee. He’s a terrible influence.”

Logan stretched out his arms. “What are you talking about? I’m a great influence.”

“Hardly,” Jud grunted before he took a swig from his bottle of beer.

Chuckling, Logan reached over and ran his hand over the back of Juniper’s head. “Fine. That was a bad word, Juni, I’m sorry. You probably shouldn’t say it again even though it was completely valid.”

The last he tossed out with a grin at Salem.

She scowled at him, though I was pretty sure it was riddled with affection.

“It’s okay. You’re forgiven. But you still gotta put some dollars in the swears jar. My mimi already gots it half full.” Juni’s tone was pure disappointment.

Logan dug into his wallet and pulled out a five-dollar bill. “How about you do it for me the next time you go to your mimi’s?”

Juni snatched it. “Or I might keep it. Payback.”

Logan’s mouth dropped open. “For what?”

“For your birthday.” She gave him a look that said, obviously.

“I have to pay you for my birthday?”

“It was a lot of hards work, Uncle.”

Amusement pressed at my chest.

Logan laughed. “Little swindler.”

“Seems she learned from the best.” Jud winked at me when he said it.

Redness flashed.

Clearly, they’d heard how Logan and I had run into each other.

Logan slipped his arm around my waist, his heat so sweet, his mouth so tempting. “Come on.”

“It was nice to see you both again,” I murmured, overcome, swept away, unable to keep the smile from taking to my face.

A real one.

Not forced or faked.

Because I wanted this. To celebrate Logan’s birthday with him. With his friends and his family. To experience what it would have been like if life weren’t so cruel.

If it didn’t steal our hearts and souls.

Crush every part of us that was good.

If it didn’t make us choose.

Logan introduced me to a few people around the room. His office manager. A couple friends he golfed with. A mechanic named Brock from the custom bike shop, Iron Ride, that Jud owned.

He led me to three intimidating men drinking beers in the corner. They had their massive, tattooed arms crossed over their chests and gave off the vibe any one of them could be currently standing outside guarding Jarek’s house.

Logan fist bumped each of them. “I can’t believe you’re here and my brother actually thought to give you the night off. It’s a Christmas miracle.”

“Birthday miracle,” the first one said. A gleam lit in his eyes when he looked at me. “Guess there are a ton of birthday miracles going around considering you walked in with a woman that looks like this. I’m Sage, beautiful.”

A blush hit my cheeks. “Aster.”

Logan curled his arm around me, and I thought he was going to pop off a razzing insult, but he tucked me close and muttered, “You’re right, Sage, it’s a fucking miracle.”

My heart thrashed.

Then he gestured at Sage with a smile. “Sage is Absolution’s general manager, the poor bastard who is tasked with keeping Trent in line.”

“You know it.” The man was all easy grins. “Place would go down if I wasn’t there to make sure that shit didn’t go sideways.”

“And these two monsters are Kult and Milo.” Logan tilted his chin at the other two men. “Head bouncers at the club.”

“I could have guessed that,” I said with a soft smile as I shook their hands. “Nice to meet you all.”

I startled when a little hand threaded into mine, interrupting the introductions. I looked down to Juni bouncing at my side. “Oh my gosh, I almost forgot the most important thing, Miss Aster, I gotta do the introducing to my mimi.”

She jerked at my hand. I glanced at Logan. He smiled.

Smiled this smile that sailed through me with the force of a knife. Impaling me deep.

Tenderness.

So much of it I didn’t know how to stand.

“You’d better go then,” he said.

Flustered, I fumbled away from him, somehow feeling attached, like a band was stretched taut between us and it only tightened with each step I took. It wasn’t as if it was all that far because Juni hauled me around to the other side of the couch.

Gretchen sat on the right with a giant margarita in her hand. She’d ridden over with Eden to help her get set up and to give her an extra hand with the kids.

Next to her was an older woman, close to her 80s, I would say, her aged face filled with mischief and warmth.

Juni hopped the rest of the way over to her.

“Well, who do we have here?” the woman asked.

“Mimi, this is Uncle Logan’s old favorite friend but not his favorite anymore, and her name is Miss Aster, but she had to come because we likes her so very much and she helped us get the party ready.”

“Huh,” was what the woman said as she eyed me up and down. Then her smile turned sly. “Sure looks like you’re Logan’s favorite friend to me.”

Gretchen smacked her knee. “Oh, Maria, you should see it, this one has that boy wrapped around her little finger. I keep having to tiptoe around the apartment before I come across something I don’t want to see.”

She actually waggled her brows all while tipping half of her margarita out onto her lap. “Ooops.”

She giggled.

“Don’t want to get a look?” Mimi was aghast. “Now that is one hiney I wouldn’t mind getting my peepers on.”

She knocked her shoulder into Gretchen’s, giggling, too.

My lips pressed together.

These two were drunk.

“Well, now there’s our double trouble.” Logan’s voice came over me from behind.

I swore Mimi blushed while a shiver raced down my spine. “There you are, you sly dog.”

Logan chuckled low, then he bent over and kissed her cheek. “Good to see you, Mimi.”

“That’s Maria, to you.” She winked at him as she patted his cheek.

Oh my god.

I felt the giggle threaten at the base of my throat. I tried to cover it with my hand.

Logan peeked back at me. My brows lifted. He grinned.

Mimi’s expression turned soft. “Happy birthday, Logan.”

“Thank you.”

“Oh, I think it’s gonna be good, alright.” Gretchen lifted her margarita. It sloshed over the side and onto her hand.

“Sheesh, for someone who doesn’t like the messes, you sure is makin’ plenty of ’em, Nonie G.” Juni shook her head.

I laughed.

Logan stood, pushing to his full, towering height.

The man took the one step it required to erase the space between us, then he was slipping his arm around my waist, tugging me right to his chest. He leaned down so close I was almost scared and really excited that he was swooping down to kiss me, but he came up short, his breath mine. “Oh, it’s definitely going to be good.”

Stepping back, I tried to straighten myself out. To thwart this new energy that buzzed between us.

Logan introduced me to more guests, always calling me, His Aster.

He leaned down and kissed me on the temple.

I tried to keep it together.

To remember.

But tonight, I couldn’t seem to stop myself from slipping into his fantasy.

From tripping his direction.

Thirty days.

Thirty days.

I tried to chant it.

Claim it.

I needed to remember it because I was setting myself up to get ripped apart.

This was so much more dangerous than any deal I had made that fateful morning when I’d come crawling back to Logan’s office.

This?

This was real.

“Oh my god, you’re here!” A screech came from somewhere within the kitchen as Logan stepped through the archway.

A red head bobbed through the crowd, the woman literally jumping so she could see over the heads. She came winding through, wielding a bottle of champagne.

Logan leaned toward my ear. “You’re in trouble now.”

Oh, I was already there, but I felt it coming like a hurricane when the woman I remembered as a snowflake from the recital was suddenly throwing her arms around me like I was her oldest friend.

She squeezed me and shook me around. “I’m so happy you’re here! I wasn’t sure if you’d be since this guy over here usually has his big head shoved so far up his ass he doesn’t know up from down. I mean, I’ve seen his horrible decisions, but for once, I can see he has his head on straight.”

“Um…” I stammered.

Logan gave her a light punch on the shoulder. “It is my birthday, Tessa. Think you could cut a guy a break?”

“Nope, she’s bustin’ your balls, too.” Juni blazed by as she shouted it.

My hand pressed to my mouth.

Chaos, I tell you.

Logan blinked. “Wow. Some party this is. Even my adorable niece has turned against me. And here I am, the smartest, best looking, richest guy around.”

I cringed at the last.

Tessa cocked her head. “Well, if you actually tacked nice and humble onto that list, you might be worthy of the celebration.”

“Ouch.” Logan touched his chest.

“I’ll ouch you.”

“But I just want you to love me.” Logan stuck out his bottom lip.

Amusement pulled through the atmosphere.

Giggling, she sidled up to him and slid her arm around his side, hugging him tight as she looked back at me. “Okay, fine. This one right here is pretty amazing, and he’s smokin’ hot if I do say so myself. Like catch the house on fire hot, if you know what I mean.”

She puffed that out of the side of her mouth toward me like it was a secret.

“Now we’re talking.” Logan bobbed his head in encouragement.

“I’ve heard it’s all due to the fact he has a really big…” She paused, her blue eyes wide and emphatic. “Ego. A really big ego.”

She cracked up like it was hysterical.

He kissed the top of her head, though he growled like I couldn’t hear, “Keep it up, Tessa, and I’m putting you in the shower under cold water. I’m trying to impress the prettiest girl here, can’t you see?”

“You wouldn’t dare,” she gasped. “She is really pretty, though. I think we should keep her.”

Rattled, I shifted my feet.

She lifted that bottle. “Champagne?”

“Oh, most definitely,” I said.

She moved in, wrapped her arm around my waist, and led me deeper into the kitchen. “Don’t worry, Aster, we’re going to be the best of friends. I know these things.” She knocked her hip into mine. “Mad love. Mad, mad love. Just wait and see.”

So it turned out Tessa was kind of insane. Crazy and fun and impossible not to like.

Because it was all genuine. The care she showed for everyone around her. Even if she didn’t know someone, she made them feel like she did.

Especially me.

I sipped at my flute of champagne while she danced in the kitchen with Eden in some kind of horrible ballet/break dancing routine to the beat of “SexyBack”.

Nothing like a little JT.

Tessa scattered the crowd crushed in the space and did the worm across the floor.

I didn’t think I’d ever laughed so hard in my life.

Didn’t think I’d ever felt so perfectly right when she popped back up and took my hand and spun me around.

Didn’t think I’d ever felt so free than when she slung her arm around my shoulders like we were a pair, the woman talking to Salem who’d joined us on the other side, Eden in front of us, this whole thing so casual, no pretenses.

As if I could be a part of them.

Jud, Salem, and Juni were ushered into the middle of the mayhem and were presented with a bouquet of black helium balloons.

Jud helped Juni pop one.

Blue confetti fluttered out.

“A boy! We get a boy!” Juni shouted, and she threw herself around her mom’s neck, hugging her tight. Jud wrapped himself around both of them. He leaned down and kissed his wife, and I saw Salem’s eyes were filled with tears.

He kissed them away, murmured something none of us could hear.

So tender.

So sweet.

I had to look away.

My eyes tangled with Logan’s where he leaned against the counter three feet away next to Trent.

Malachite.

Stony green that sparked with flecks of gold.

His hands were in his pockets, and he had an ankle crossed over the other. This sexy casualness rolled from him in waves that tied my stomach in a needy knot.

Hot and blinding.

But it was his expression that did me in.

The soft affection that played and danced, the tiniest tweak of a warm smile kissing the edge of his mouth all mixed with old understanding.

My spirit lit.

Caught in his energy.

In this gravity.

All while my brain kept warning I was being a fool.

Heedless.

I could feel the tendrils of my spirit weaving into the fabric of these people, and when I pulled them loose, they were going to snap.

Break.

Still, I mouthed, Happy birthday, as he gazed over at me.

That time he did smile. This slow satisfaction taking over the gorgeous, defined angles of his face when he mouthed back, The best.

I jolted when Eden was suddenly in front of me, her voice a little panicked. “Can you hold her for a second?”

I didn’t have time to refuse before she set Baby Kate in my arms.

I froze, and my heart rose to my throat. The knot was so huge it clotted off air.

I tried not to look, not to turn my attention down on the precious little face that stared up at me. Her eyes were so dark they were nearly black, her cheeks pink and her nose tiny, her mouth curled in the sweetest, crooked smile.

My chest clutched, and my arms shook, and I held her to me probably a little too tightly, scared that I would hurt her. That I would harm her.

Emotion burned, a flashfire through my veins, and I knew I was messed up.

Scarred with no hope of recovery.

I couldn’t even hold an infant without having a panic attack. Without wanting to hold on tighter while simultaneously wanting to jerk my arms away.

Eden returned, laughing under her breath. “Sorry about that, I needed to refill the ranch dip.”

She took her daughter back without the knowledge that in the one minute I’d been holding the child, I’d been scourged.

Because being here? In this town? In this place with this man?

It ripped off the scab of everything I’d fought for years to suppress.

It’d been the only way I could survive.

To refuse and forget.

But there was no forgetting when I stood under the force of Logan’s eyes.

Tessa suddenly grabbed me by the hand, yanking me out of the void of despair I was sinking into. “Come dance with me!”

A smile forced its way to my mouth when she shimmied in front of me like she was seducing me onto the makeshift dance floor.

She twirled me around and around until I felt dizzy.

I laughed. Awkward at first, but then hard and free. My breaths were harsh, but they finally filled my aching lungs.

Tessa leaned in closer. “There, that’s better.”

A frown pulled to my brow. “What?”

“That smile. That’s the one I was looking for.” Her response was soft, knowing, and I wondered how it was possible that these people I’d known a handful of hours knew me better than anyone knew me back home.

That they saw through the barriers.

The veil.

“Mad love.” She shouted that above the music as she twirled me again. Another roll of laughter erupted.

Logan was suddenly there, big and towering, his jaw hard and his eyes soft. He glanced at Tessa. “I think it’s time I cut in.”

She pouted and gathered me in an overbearing hug. “What? No way. I just got to meet my new BFF and I’m keeping her forever.”

“Tessa.” He gruffed it with a slough of affection.

She pouted harder, pushing out her lips in a ridiculous way, then she laughed and pushed me in his direction. “Okay, fine, since it’s your birthday. But I love her and she’s mine, and if you screw this up, I will kick your ass.”

Logan grunted.

I tried not to laugh.

Tried not to cry.

Tried not to get crushed by the care of this family.

Everyone had taken me under their wing. They’d shown me their love and protection as if I were one of them. The problem was they had no idea even if I wanted to stay, even if Logan wanted me to, I couldn’t.

Thirty days.

Thirty days.

On top of that, I didn’t understand Logan. What he’d done, the choices he’d made, up against the fierce look in his eyes when the man took me by the hand.

Our hatred, our hurt, at odds with this twining of want there was no chance of escaping.

I felt it build as the man walked backward facing me as he pulled me out of the kitchen and into the living room where it was even more crammed with people.

The mood had gotten a little rowdy.

Voices raised and laughter flowing.

The music had been turned up a notch, enough that it covered the conversations and lifted everything to an elevated hum.

In the middle of the throng, Logan pulled me into his arms and crushed me against the hard, rippling planes of his body.

He had one arm banded around my waist. His other palm was splayed wide, gliding up my spine until he was slipping it under the fall of my hair. He took hold of the mass of it in a fist.

A surprised squeak whispered through my lips.

Strength vibrated through his body.

Chills skated across mine.

“Logan.” I didn’t mean to plead his name the way I did, but it was getting harder and harder not to beg for what every part of me wanted.

He grunted and somehow tucked me even closer. His voice was a rough scrape against my ear. “I’ve been waiting hours to get you alone like this.”

“Are you jealous?” There was no stopping the tease because the sulking woven in his voice was ridiculous.

Adorable and ridiculous.

This rigid, intimidating man who could be so goofy and sweet.

“Tessa was hogging you.”

“Hogging me?”

“Yes. Hogging.”

I glanced behind me then back to him. “Well, she is really pretty.”

“Aster.” His voice deepened to a growl. “Don’t make me punish you.”

His hand tightened in my hair, giving it a little yank to tug my face back to meet the warning in his gaze.

I giggled.

Clearly, I was losing it, letting go, getting caught up in the swell of giddiness that swept through my being.

“Are you laughing at me?” Logan grumbled.

“Maybe.”

Another giggle, only that one morphed into a needy moan when he pressed his face to the edge of my jaw. He ran his nose along the sensitive flesh, slipping up to my ear and back down to my chin.

Twice he did it, whispering, “You’re mine,” as he went.

It was a mind-altering caress.

One that made me forget what I was supposed to be fighting for. One that made me forget the danger and the risk and what was at stake.

One that made me sigh and press my face into his chest when he began to lead me in a gentle, slow sway.

We danced at half the beat of the music that played.

Like the song belonged to us.

This moment in time carved out for what might have been.

“Aster.” Logan muttered it like praise at the side of my head where he had his nose buried in my hair. “Never in a million years would I have thought two weeks ago that on my birthday I’d be given a gift such as this. Never thought I’d get to hold you again. Never thought I’d get to touch you again.”

“It’s not a gift, Logan, it’s a burden.”

He edged back to gaze down at me. “No, Little Star. Don’t you get it? You are worth fighting for.”

My heart banged.

The energy crackled.

The people around us began to blur as Logan and I sank into each other.

The world faded, and the only thing I was aware of was the thunder of his heart and the erratic pound of mine. The feel of our bodies pressed tightly together.

His lips gently brushed my cheek, hit the edge of my eye, and ran up to my temple.

My fingers curled into his shirt.

“Aster.”

It was a call.

A claim.

We’d drifted, slowly moving across the room. The sounds of the party quieted the barest fraction, the same as the lights.

I almost had to blink to orient myself to the fact that Logan had pulled me into a hall that ran off to the far side of the living room.

I hadn’t even noticed he’d lifted me off my feet until I realized my toes were barely grazing the floor where he had pulled me into the darkness.

It was in the darkness where my love for him endured.

Words I would never say.

But the truth of it screamed through my veins.

He pressed my weight to the wall.

His big body towered, eclipsing reason, sight and judgement and prudent thought.

There, it was only the feel of his hands that slipped down my arms and the harsh pants that jutted from his lungs.

“You’re going to ruin me.” Logan raked it like a curse, and he suddenly pinned my arms above my head.

I didn’t care.

I just felt.

Whimpering, my hips bucked toward him.

He was pressed so tightly against me that the movement had me rubbing against his massive erection that strained the fabric of his pants.

Lightheadedness swept the fears from my mind, and a dreamy daze took me over.

A bluster of desire so intense I wanted to weep.

I’d almost forgotten. I’d almost forgotten.

I sagged in his hold.

Surrendering.

“Fuck,” Logan grunted, then I was off my feet again. He whipped me around and pulled me into a dark room. He shut the door and pinned me to the wall beside it.

The party echoed from the other room. It felt as if we’d been elevated. Lifted above reality. Above circumstance. To the place where only Logan and I existed.

The barest light seeped through a window, only enough to illuminate the carved lines of his immaculate face.

In the wisps of shadows, he looked like a demon, an avenger, my sweet destination.

His hand spread farther out over my cheek, and he tightened his hold on my jaw. Malachite eyes flashed in the bare rays of light.

“Say it,” he demanded.

“I’m yours.” There was no hesitation. No holding it back. The confession was out without thought of consequence.

The second I said it, Logan dove in. His hands were on both sides of my face when his mouth covered mine.

His lips were soft but the kiss was rough.

Heat flashed, racing my flesh, dumping into my stomach to boil in my belly.

A whimper broke free, and he kissed me deeper, his tongue stroking into my mouth in a bid of possession.

It wasn’t sweet.

It was a plundering.

A claiming.

A raid.

A vengeful man who wouldn’t stop seeking retribution until everything that had been stolen was returned to him.

I kissed him back.

Frantically.

Desperately.

My hands in his hair. On his face. Digging into his shirt.

I wanted to touch him everywhere.

He groaned when I made it under the fabric, and I raked my nails down his chest.

He kissed me harder for a second before he slowed, his lips plucking over mine in a gentle push and pull.

Logan whispered over the swollen, lust-bitten flesh. “Do you remember me, Aster? Do you remember me?”

I choked over the pain that threatened to rise. “I wanted to forget.”

Big hands gripped me by the hips, and he lifted me from the floor. On instinct, my legs wrapped around his waist.

He rocked against me, his cock huge and hard and scorching hot.

A searing.

A burn.

A tattoo forever imprinted on me.

“Do you?” he pressed, his fingers digging into my flesh as if he could uncover the truth in me.

“I remember. I remember.”

He was rocking harder then, friction and fire, and I was so spun up, so lost, that I was gasping.

Pleasure rose like an eruption.

Like dammed water springing from dry, dead earth.

So much. Too much. Not nearly enough.

I clawed at his shoulders. “Please.”

“What do you need?” he rumbled as he kissed a path up my neck.

“You.”

The door banged open, and the light flipped on.

I choked.

Logan froze where he was dry humping me against the wall where my legs were still locked around his waist.

Horrified, I whipped my attention to the doorway.

Mimi slapped her hand over Gage’s gaping eyes before she shuffled him around and told him to go to the kitchen.

She turned back to us with a grin on her face.

“You sly dog.”

Gretchen peered over Maria’s shoulder. “Oh, lord a’mercy…he was about to take it out, Mare.”

With both hands, I covered my face. I didn’t need to worry about my knees being weak from embarrassment since Logan still had me pinned.

Awesome.

“You could shut the door,” Logan said, his hands planted on either side of my head as he glared their way.

“Now what would be the fun in that?” This from Mimi.

“We were kind of in the middle of something.” Logan raised his brow.

“Not anymore…this old girl needs to get home. My dogs are a barkin’, and it’s way past my bedtime. You promised to give me a ride, doncha remember?” Gretchen slurred.

“Call an Uber.” Exasperation filled his tone.

“I can’t find my phone.” She hiccupped.

Logan shook his head. “You’re fired, Gretchen. Totally, completely fired.”

“Fired? Not even close, young man. Just a smidgeon tipsy, is what I am.” She pinched her fingers together.

I pressed against his chest. “We should take her home.”

The bubble had burst.

My lips burned and my spirit singed.

In the glaring light, it was very, very apparent this was a horrible idea.

I’d let myself get lost. Allowed myself to forget.

And that was the most dangerous place I could be.

Logan sighed in their direction. “Cock blockers.”

He helped me to my feet.

I swayed to the side, and Logan steadied me. “Are you okay?”

So definitely not okay.

I gave him a shaky nod.

He led me back into the main room, and he kept his fingers threaded through mine as we told everyone goodnight.

Eden, Salem, and Tessa hugged me forever. They told me how great it was that I was there. How we were all going to have so much fun together.

I fought the welling of emotion that burned at the back of my eyes.

This was what happened when you got careless. When you touched upon things you couldn’t have.

Window shopping for what you could never afford only made you long for the unattainable.

The whole time, I tried not to stumble through the lust that still smoldered between Logan and me. The way his fingers twitched, and I could feel the desire vibrating beneath his skin.

When we stepped outside, snow was flitting from the sky.

I lifted my face, welcomed the cold, and hoped it could put out this fire.

Logan helped a stumbling Gretchen across the street. She cracked up about every three steps.

I tried to climb into the backseat, and she pushed me away. “Pssh, get your cute butt in that front seat next to your man where you belong.”

She flung herself into the back and let out a huge sigh as if it’d been the longest day of her life.

Warily, I climbed into the front as Logan did the same.

We both shut our doors, and he started the deep, rumbling engine.

Nope.

There was no dousing this fire. There were only flames.

The tension was so thick, I couldn’t breathe as he drove through the sleeping city streets.

There was no oxygen in the silence. No relief in the miles we traveled.

It only compounded with each second that passed.

He peeked at me, stroked his tongue over his lips.

I wiggled in the seat.

Logan whipped into his parking spot in the basement garage.

He jumped out, and I did the same.

He moved around to the back of the car so he could help Gretchen to the elevator, and we rode it up.

That dense, deep silence followed us.

I tried to inhale.

To stop the shaking.

To pretend as if I hadn’t just crossed a line that I never should have crossed.

The first night in my bed? That had felt like a dream. As if it hadn’t happened. Tonight? It felt all too real. As if I were touching the same boy I’d fallen for all those years ago.

Logan let us into the muted light of his apartment.

Gretchen started for the hall. “Whew, I thought I was gonna blow in that car with y’all. Barely made it out alive.” She lumbered away. “I’ll be in my room. There’s a good chance I might need a little privacy, so whatever you do, do not come a knockin’.”

In exasperation, Logan rubbed at his forehead. “We’re going to have to find her a boyfriend.”

I would have laughed except I could only focus on my next breath.

On not being consumed.

I shuffled my feet. “Well…goodnight,” I finally managed, and I ducked my head and started in the same direction Gretchen had gone.

“Not so fast.” Logan’s voice stopped me in my tracks.

I peeked back at him. He was so gorgeous it was unfair.

So powerful in his suit, every inch of him hard, rippling with sinewy strength.

I waited.

Spellbound.

“I think we have some unfinished business.”

Then he turned and walked into his bedroom.

And I was the fool who followed.


TWENTY-TWO

LOGAN


I looked back from where I’d flicked the switch for the fireplace that now cast my bedroom in a red-tinged glow.

Aster Rose hovered just inside my doorway. She wore a plush gray sweater that crisscrossed in the front, creating a deep V between her breasts. It was tucked into a pair of tight leather pants, high-heeled boots that came up to just above her knees.

She looked like a fucking seductress standing in my room. Like temptation. Like every-fucking-thing that had been missing in my life for the last seven years.

She fidgeted.

Twitched.

Unsure.

Oh, but we could be certain of one thing.

She wanted me. She fucking wanted me.

Even knowing what felt like insurmountable obstacles separating us, she wanted me.

The problem was, my head didn’t know how to keep up with my heart that was already pounding out ahead of us.

My mind full of questions while the rest of me just didn’t give a fuck.

The only thing that mattered was the feeling that coursed through my veins.

This steely determination that I was going to take back what was mine.

I wound myself out of my suit jacket and tossed it to the couch.

Aster throbbed.

I saw it. Felt it. The way her entire being flared. I could taste her sweet breath that ensnared me like an echo. I could feel the filaments that curled between us like silky bonds around our wrists.

I toed off my shoes, unbuttoned the cuffs of my shirt, and rolled them up my forearms. She watched the action like she was committing it to memory. Or maybe like she was going back. Back to where we belonged.

Lust battled with the anger that stroked inside me.

With the war the sight of her incited.

The truth that she was mine, but she didn’t quite know it yet.

“Come here.” It cracked through the quiet, dense air.

Air wheezed from her lungs.

“I don’t think this is a good idea,” she forced out.

“Tell me you’re not aching, Aster.”

She whimpered out a frustrated laugh. “That’s the whole problem, Logan. I’ve been aching since the moment you burst back into my life, and I don’t know how to handle that.”

I saw the dread written on her face.

Her fear.

Her belief that after this, she would have to leave.

“Come here, Aster.” I said it softer that time.

I didn’t know which of us was the gravity. Which one of us compelled the other because I knew right that fucking second I would follow her anywhere.

She approached like she was walking on a sea of black ice littered with cracks, and she was afraid she might fall through.

One misstep and it would be over.

While I was going to teach her how to disappear into the moment.

Then I was going to keep her there forever.

Rich locks of brown hair flowed around her precious face. Her eyes were alight, flames dancing in the depths. She tiptoed across the floor. She came up within a foot of me when she paused, and her chest shuddered, and the tiniest, neediest breath escaped her full, pink lips.

Then she slowly climbed down onto her knees on the rug. As something locked inside her broke. “Logan. I’m not sure I know how to stand any longer. I’ve been doing it alone for so long.”

“Fuck me.” It slipped from my tongue as sure as I was slipping into a dream.

Her throat worked as she looked up at me, as she sucked every last drop of self-restraint from the air.

Hers.

Mine.

I wasn’t sure.

The only thing I knew was I heaved a breath as heavy as stones when she whispered again, “Logan.”

She leaned up and pressed her cheek to the inside of my thigh, rubbed herself there, eliciting an inferno that scorched through my insides.

A whirlwind of heat.

I reached out and traced her lips with the pad of my thumb, urging her to look up at me.

Flames leapt.

Danced and played.

Ready to consume.

“Aster.”

It was praise.

Affection.

A threat.

“Was I always destined to end up right here?” Her voice was a wisp. Short rasps of uncertainty. “No matter where you went, would I find you there? Or is it all a horrible coincidence? A stroke of bad luck? Or maybe…maybe it’s a punishment?”

“Little Star. One tiny star hidden in a vast cosmos. The only one I can see.”

She choked out a pained sound. “Even if I can’t see you, I’ll know you’re there, and I’ll find my way to you.”

She repeated the promise I’d made her that night.

A promise that whipped in tattered shreds around us.

Taking her by the chin, I lifted her face farther. She looked up at me with this expression that slayed me through. “Did you believe it, Aster? Did you believe what I told you then?”

Her throat bobbed heavily when she swallowed, and her eyes filled with the mist of old-broken dreams. “I believed you.”

“But you didn’t wait for me.” The words cracked.

Blinking, she forced out the confession. “My heart did.”

The air thinned, and my blood thundered. This manic crash that wanted to tear its way through.

“Did you feel it?” she asked. So quiet. So unsure. “Did you feel my heart through the space, even when you couldn’t see me?”

My hand splayed over the side of her face. “Every day, I thought I was losing my mind, Aster, the way every road wanted to end with you. Every fucking minute I wanted to come to you. Find you. To listen to the call of your voice that forever echoed in my ear.”

Shifting, she pressed her mouth to my palm, kissed it gently, lingered there for the longest time.

She held my hand to her face like her haggard breaths could heal our wounds.

I eased down onto my knees, took her face in my hands, and stared at her through the lapping shadows. “Did you feel it? Did you feel me?”

Tears slipped from her gorgeous eyes, the moisture seeping into the webs of my fingers.

“You are the only thing, the only one, I’ve ever felt.”

“Aster.” I leaned forward and pressed my mouth against hers.

Aster inhaled like it was the first time in years she could breathe. Then her hands spread over my chest and up around my neck.

I kissed her slow. My lips in a constant press and pull with hers. Soft laps and tiny flicks of tongue.

Without breaking the kiss, she fumbled through the buttons of my shirt.

The first.

The second.

She moved faster the farther she went.

She gasped a little sound when she got the last one free, and she pressed her palms to my bare chest and ran them up over my shoulders to push back the fabric.

I was quick to wind out of it, needing to feel her heat, the touch of her hands, the raking of her eyes.

They flew over me like a storm. Like annihilation. This one single girl who held the power to destroy me. She’d done it before, under the covenant of a thousand secret kisses, so I should have known better right then.

But yesterday didn’t matter. This moment was the only one I could control.

My skin was unmarred except for the single tattoo that ran up my side from my waist to my ribs.

She whimpered when she saw it.

GREED.

Aster edged back a fraction, and she glanced at me once in question before she turned to watch as she ran her fingers over the ink.

“It stole you from me.” I could barely hear her heartbroken words over the crash of her heart. The pound, pound, pounding that ravaged and shook.

She was wrong.

“Everything I ever had belonged to you.”

Everything I’d ever done had been done for her.

Every lie told in her favor.

She looked back at me. “Our worlds have always been against us.”

I set my hand on the side of her face. “Then let’s burn it down.”

She leaned forward, and she was kissing along my bare chest, over that rampage that beat against my ribs, over the hatred that churned in my soul, over the word that had cost it all.

Greed. Greed. Greed.

Who I was bred to be.

What my father created.

I’d stolen. I’d manipulated. I’d contrived.

But this time…this time, the gain had taken new shape, and I wouldn’t stop until she was mine.

My hands drove into her hair as she kissed lower, and I lifted as she went, until she was dipping her tongue along the band of my pants.

I almost came undone right there.

Lust buzzed in my ear. Stampeded like gasoline as it sped through my veins.

Every muscle in my body went hard.

It was a greedy sound that rumbled up her throat when she undid the button and pulled down the zipper.

The sound reverberated through the room. Banged the walls like a promise.

“Aster.”

It was a grunt.

She was heading in a direction she wasn’t ready for.

Aster sat up so she could push the tips of her fingers under the material. “Please. Just let me touch you. Let me feel you. I know it’s temporary but⁠—”

I cut her off by closing my hand up around her throat. “Don’t fucking say it.”

It killed the words right there, and her eyes rounded in fear.

I knew she wasn’t afraid of me, but she was terrified of what I might do. The lengths I would go. I’d promised her freedom and I fucking meant it.

All the way.

“Please,” she said instead, sagging forward with her mouth finding my chest again. She worked her way down in frantic, frenzied kisses. “Please.”

She left a trail of flames. A fire in my gut. A burn across my flesh.

I grunted when she made it down to my hip bone on the left, and she followed the line of it with her tongue as she pushed my pants and underwear down to the middle of my thighs.

My cock sprang free and bobbed against my stomach.

Hard as fucking stone and set on possession.

“I want you so fucking bad, Little Star. Do you have any clue? Any idea the times I thought of you? Imagined you?”

“I hope as many times as I thought of you.” It was a whimpered confession.

She leaned over and licked my head right over the slit before she returned those gorgeous eyes to me. “I can’t believe I’m looking at you like this. On this day.”

My chest tightened.

I wanted to suppress it. Shun what she was referring to. Like either one of us could forget that night.

A moan got free as she curled both her hands around the base of my dick, and I reached out and pressed my thumb between her plump, wet lips. I pushed it in and drew it out. “Are you going to fuck me with that sweet mouth?”

She stroked me once, from base to tip and back down again.

Pleasure built like a summer storm.

One fucking touch and this girl had me shaking where I knelt.

“Do you want me to?” It came out with a tremor of her soul, and the barest, smallest tease. “It is your birthday, after all.”

I touched her face again, my voice a low growl. “Don’t you dare do anything you don’t want to do, Aster. Not now. Not ever.”

Not with me.

Not with that bastard I was going to put in the ground.

“I have never stopped wanting you.”

Then she was slipping her gorgeous lips around my cock and sucking me into the well of her mouth.

I nearly came with the feel of her. At the pleasure only she could bring. This girl who was everything.

“Fuck, Aster, baby…I love your mouth.”

I could feel her smile around my length, then she licked up to my engorged head, sucked long and slow before she was consuming me all over again.

My hips jutted and jerked.

Bliss threatening to take me whole.

I was not going to last.

Not with her hot mouth and her sweet heart and the old dreams that could no longer be repressed.

“I can’t believe I’m with you like this. Could die right here, baby. So good. So fucking good.” It mumbled from my mouth on a slow slide as she sucked me up and down. She took me deeper and deeper with each pass until the tip of my cock was gliding to the back of her throat.

I grunted as she took me whole.

She stroked me in sync.

My hands were fists in her hair, guiding her harder. Faster. Deeper.

“Good girl.” The affection fell from my lips. “You’re perfect. So perfect.”

I sat up high on my knees, my hips thrusting as she took me as far as she could, the girl close to gagging, and there was something about it that fully set me off.

The way she hummed and moaned, the reverberation vibrating me to the bones. It wound me straight to the point I was going to blow.

Pleasure raced my spine, my balls fucking tight.

She grabbed me by the ass with both hands and gave herself over. Let me lead this frantic rhythm.

I took her in long, deep strokes.

She urged me faster.

I split apart.

Prisoner to this girl’s mouth and hands.

But it was her heart that had always fit me just right.

Aster whimpered as she swallowed around me while I sat there on my knees jerking.

Completely fucking shattered.

I choked a needy sound as I slipped out of her mouth then tucked myself back into my pants while Aster continued to kneel there, pressing her thighs together.

I saw the flash of a war in her eyes, the way a part of her wanted to run, escape what she should already know had been coming all along.

I had her scooped up and tossed to the couch so fast she yelped.

“Think you’re going somewhere?”

Her eyes were wide and round as her gaze roamed over me where I stood hovering over her, while I took in the delicious sight of this girl writhing in need on my couch.

Her tongue stroked her lips that were still wet, and that was all it took.

I was hard again.

“I should.” It sounded of submission. “I should go, Logan. I should leave this city before it hurts any more than it’s already going to. Before I bring trouble to your door.”

I tsked and trailed a fingertip over her knee. “I thought I told you that you’re worth the trouble? Besides, did you really think I’d let you walk out that door without making you come?”

Her hips jutted from the couch in a needy plea.

“There’s my girl.”

My girl. My girl.

She’d know it soon.

I dropped back to my knees, and I grabbed her by the ankle and unzipped one of her boots.

Her breaths were shallow as I dragged it off. I turned to do the same to the other.

Both of us were held in this feeling in the air.

Dense.

Dark.

Desperate.

Different than the night when I’d touched her in her bedroom.

That had felt like a hallucination.

This?

This was a fucking promise.

“Logan.” She whimpered that, a low sound in the back of her throat as she lifted her ass from the couch. I pressed my face there, to the front of her leather pants over her pubic bone. I took her by the outside of both thighs when I did, and I spread her wide so I could run my nose over the length of the seam.

She jerked. “Please.”

“What do you need?” It was a rough scrape against the heated air.

“You.”

“When did you stop needing me?” My fingers moved, only they hesitated at the top button of her pants.

“Never. I never stopped.”

I ripped the row of buttons open, and Aster mewled in anticipation as I dragged the tight material down her gorgeous legs.

Full hips and lush thighs.

I wound them off her feet, leaving her in her sweater and a matching gray satin thong.

She looked so perfect sitting there.

Her lips parted.

Her eyes wild.

Her heart hammering.

A fucking fantasy I’d long since forgotten to dream.

I pressed my finger to the little thatch where she was wet between her thighs.

“Even if you lied with your mouth, I’d know you want me, Little Star. Look how wet you are. You’re drenched, aren’t you?”

I ran my finger up and down, up and down, pressing the fabric deeper between her lips with each pass.

She rasped. Lifted her hips from the couch again. “You’re teasing me.”

“You deserve it, don’t you think?” It was close to playful as I dipped the tip of my finger beneath the edge of her panties and dragged it along the sweet spot where her thigh kissed her pussy.

She gulped for air. “Is that what you want? To punish me?”

I pressed my nose to the spot my finger had been, my words a low breath. “No, Aster, I don’t want to punish you. I want to give you the world. I want to chase down every dream you’ve ever had and give it to you. Kill everything that threatens it. I want to fuck you. I want to keep you. I want to feed you and love you and protect you. I want to live for you, Little Star.”

Aster gasped, then her hips bucked high when I ripped her panties from her body. I had my mouth on her faster than she could protest. Before she could say the words I hated.

Thirty days.

Thirty days.

Fuck that.

Fuck Jarek.

Fuck her father.

I fucked her with my mouth, instead.

Drove my tongue deep into her cunt.

Aster fisted my hair in both hands. “Logan.”

I licked her everywhere I could taste her. Tongue thrusting into her pussy before I lapped up to suck her throbbing clit into my mouth, scraping it with my teeth.

Aster moaned and jerked. “Please, Logan. Please. I want to feel you. All of you.”

I edged back to look at her. “You want my cock, baby?”

Her head nodded frantically against the back of the couch.

“No. Not until you know you’re truly mine. Not until I have you, heart, body, and soul. Not until you get that I’m not letting you go.”

I dipped back down between her thighs, hoisting her up so I could lick between her cleft, tongue stroking her asshole because I was going to take that, too.

Aster was an earthquake in my hands. Vibrating. Shaking. A tremor that would bring down her walls.

I slipped higher until I was back to sucking at her needy clit, and she was begging me all over again.

I pushed two fingers deep into her body, rubbed her in that place that had her losing all sanity. I pressed down on her lower stomach at the same time.

“Oh god, Logan…how…I didn’t think it was real…thought it was a dream.”

“It’s real, Little Star. It’s you and me.”

She came apart right then.

Beauty in my hands.

I led her through, as she tightened and quivered and floated toward the sky.

I held her there, whispering, “You’re mine. You’re mine.”

I was going to keep saying it until she understood it.

She slumped down, gasping for breath.

I eased my fingers out of her, then sat up higher so I could kiss her mouth.

Soft and slow.

Tender.

Because I saw the panic in her gaze, rising up from that place that had been broken apart.

“Wait right there.”

Pushing to standing, I moved into my bathroom where I started a bath in the massive tub because I was intent on taking care of this girl. On showing her what she deserved. Who she was and what she meant to me.

Maybe I shouldn’t have been surprised that when I walked back out to get her, Aster Rose was gone. I knew she was afraid.

She had to learn to trust this.

To trust me.

And how would I ever fully trust her if she never stayed?


TWENTY-THREE

ASTER


What was I doing? What was I doing?

I couldn’t stop shaking as I scrubbed my face with cold water in my bathroom.

Every choice I made seemed to bring me closer to disaster. But I couldn’t stop. Not when I was with Logan. Not when he was bringing it all to the surface.

The loss.

The grief.

The fear.

The hope.

The love I had to stop from raging on inside me.

Choking over a sob, I turned off the faucet and rubbed my face with a hand towel until it was almost raw, as if I could wash away every scar. Blot out every stain.

Or maybe find some way to bear a different name.

I suppressed a wail of agony that bubbled up in the towel.

Or maybe it was a war cry.

Tonight...tonight the shackles were too heavy and the only thing I wanted was to break free of them.

I dropped the towel and stared at my reflection in the dusky mirror.

My cheeks were red.

My lips swollen and bruised.

But my eyes were too wide. Too wild. Gone to a place where I shouldn’t have let myself go.

To him.

I felt shattered.

Broken into a million pieces.

Pieces that I was never going to mend or reclaim because every touch he stole belonged to him.

Tears blurred my sight, and I stepped away and forced myself to focus on pulling on the night slip and a pair of new underwear considering mine were tattered on his floor. I was a fool to think covering myself would shield me from the hope that kept trying to sprout.

It was dangerous.

Dangerous to my heart.

Dangerous to the man that I loved.

But how could I stop it when he touched me that way? When he held me that way? When he looked at me as if I were a treasure?

I froze when I felt the shift in the air, the intensity that lapped, the energy a cloud that hazed common sense.

Logan appeared as if he’d been summoned. Vapor that’d become whole.

He towered behind me in the doorway of the bathroom, the man staring at me through the mirror where I faced away.

He wore the same expression I needed to hide from.

Feral, savage possession.

Bridled violence to be unleashed at any moment.

A veil of protection shimmering around him to reach out and cover me.

He took a step forward.

Warmth skated through the cold air. It curled down my spine like an illicit embrace.

Wrong. It was so wrong. So wrong that I moaned when he stepped even closer. He reached out, pulled my hair aside, and pressed his mouth to the spot where my shoulder met my neck.

“Do you think you can hide from me, Aster?”

He reached around to touch the star that dangled between my breasts.

“I think I should run from you. Before something happens we can’t take back. Before it’s too late.”

“It was too late the moment you stepped foot in that basement.”

“Logan.”

Big hands banded around my waist, and he slowly turned me, his gaze fierce and unrelenting.

The scariest part was he already knew who he was dealing with. He wasn’t going into this blind.

“You are worth it.” His words were a crack in the dense air.

And I realized it then…he didn’t care. He didn’t care about the cost.

He would pay it all, but that was a consequence I would never survive.

Expression hard, he hoisted me up. A tiny peep of reserve whisked from my lips.

Still, I wrapped my legs around him with a breath of surrender, the same way as I did with my arms, the same way as my face pressed to his pulse that thudded and boomed.

I tried one more time. “We shouldn’t do this.”

His arms tightened around me. “My rules, Aster. My rules.”

I clung to him as he carried me out of the guest room and through the apartment. He didn’t slow until he was kicking his bedroom door shut and carrying me to his massive bed. He pulled the covers down and laid me in the middle.

My spirit clutched as he loomed over me at the side of his bed.

The man was so gorgeous he made it difficult to breathe. His profile sharp, every chiseled line powerful. Cut in stone. Harsh and hard.

But then he smiled. He smiled soft and slow as he reached out and fluttered his fingers along the curves of my face, and I could see all the way down to the boy who’d once dreamed so free.

“There. Right where you belong,” he murmured.

I couldn’t do anything but take his hand and press it to my cheek. “I always wished that.”

“It was always the truth, Aster. We were always supposed to be together. We just got lost along the way. I mean, come on, look at me…” He stretched out his arms and cracked a giant smirk at that. He still was without a shirt, his chest wide and shoulders muscled, his waist trim and his abdomen packed with rippling strength. “Have you seen me? Like you could forget all of this.”

His tease filled the air and sweet amusement had me biting down on my bottom lip, a lightness taking hold as he gazed down on me like he was looking at eternity.

“I never forgot.”

His smile slowed, and he unbuttoned his pants and let them drop to the ground. He kicked them free of his ankles. He stood there in nothing but a pair of black underwear, and I swore, it had me blushing like the teenage girl I’d been when he’d first touched me.

Redness heated my cheeks, and I buried my face in the pillow, but not far enough that I couldn’t peek out with one eye.

“You are so beautiful,” I mumbled because I didn’t know how not to give him that.

He climbed onto the bed and slipped under the covers. He pulled me against him, tucked my head to his chest, and gently stroked his fingers through my hair.

I was a fool for feeling so content.

Thirty days.

Thirty days.

I hated my life was a trap.

He shifted so he could press his mouth to the crown of my head.

“I missed you.” He issued the words for the first time.

They flooded through my bloodstream like liquid.

Molten warmth.

Profound and sad and the bitter, ugly truth.

I curled in closer, and I whispered my lips across his ribs. “I missed you, too. So much.”

And after this, I was only going to miss him more.

His arm tightened farther, and he pulled me so close I was almost draped across his chest. I could see the torment carved in the lines of his face when I peeked that direction.

“Tell me what it’s been like.” His brow twisted when he asked it.

I winced. “You don’t want to go there.”

“Maybe that is exactly where we should go, Aster. Maybe it’s time.”

“And what if it hurts too much?”

What if it destroyed us? What if it sent Logan to a place he could never come back from?

He pulled my leg over his waist. Every muscle in his body twitched. Bristling with strength. Flexing with greed.

He reached out and threaded his fingers through my hair, and he tipped my chin back with his thumb. “And what if we can’t move on until we do?”

I hesitated for a moment, looking at this man who watched me as if it didn’t matter what’d happened.

A promise that he’d hold it.

The grief and the pain.

I thought maybe he was wondering if it were possible I could hold his, too.

“Do you want to know what it was like, Logan?”

It was torment.

It was sickness.

It was chains.

It was floating through a vast nothingness that had no end.

But I could boil it down to one thing.

“It was lonely. It was living through an emptiness so deep and dark. A hollow vacancy that went on forever.”

A sound of commiseration puffed from his nose as he held the side of my face. “Meaningless.”

I dipped my head in a slight nod.

Malachite eyes roamed my face, though in the darkness, they’d come alive, the gold incandescent.

“What was it like for you?” I was scared to ask it. The times I’d wondered where he’d gone and what he’d done. If he’d ever looked back. If it was worth it.

“The same but different. Focused on what didn’t matter. The money. The gambling.” He hesitated for a beat before he grated, “I fucked about anything that walked…”

I cringed with his forwardness, but he was right, I needed this, too.

His honesty when we’d had none of it.

His thumb brushed back and forth beneath my chin. “I was looking for a feeling, Aster. For one person who could spark that feeling inside me…even if it were only a mere fraction of what I’d felt with you.” He wavered, his thick throat bobbing when he swallowed. His fingers sank deeper into my hair. “And it’s not like there was anything wrong with any of them, nothing except none of them were you.”

My heart squeezed in pain, the words shards when I pressed them from my lips, “While I lay beneath Jarek numb, wishing I could just disappear.”

“I hate him.” Rage howled through his body. Barely contained.

“So do I.”

Logan ran his fingers from my shoulder and down my arm. Chills lifted, sweet, sweet dread. His hurt so thick. His voice was gravel when he spoke. “I can’t believe you don’t have his children.”

Tears sprang in my eyes, and my throat tingled with the emotion that wanted to flood out. I fought to suppress it, to hold it in, giving him at least a piece of our truth. “Our housekeeper…she has a daughter who is a nurse practitioner. I meet her in a parking lot every three months, and she gives me a shot.”

“Jarek doesn’t know.” It wasn’t phrased as a question, but there were a million of them in his eyes.

Still, I choked over the idea. “No, Logan. He would…”

I trailed off, unable to express it.

Agony screamed through my body. Fists, boots, the grip of a gun.

Each blow came harder than the last, powerful enough to shatter bone, to shatter courage, to shatter sanity.

A cry tore free, torment and pain, torment and pain. I rocked, tried to hold myself, to protect.

The vile voice whispered like it could be a balm in my ear. “Don’t cry, Aster. This is what was meant to be. You’ll see. You’ll see.”

“I will never allow it, Logan. I will never put a child in the same position my father put me and my sister in. I will die first.”

Shifting, Logan rolled us until I was on my back, and he was hovering over me. He planted his elbows on either side of my head to prop himself up, his wide chest shuddering.

Anguish.

Affliction.

Grief.

It was so heavy.

So absolute.

A chasm that was broken between us, where our hopes had fallen through and were smashed at the bottom.

I could barely handle the way his voice broke in sorrow when he asked, “Is that why? Is that why you did it?”

Green eyes roved over me as if they were searching for something to believe in when they’d lost all faith.

“Yes.” It was the scrap of a sound that I pressed from my tongue. Sometimes a lie was nothing but compassion.

Logan recoiled like I’d driven a blade through his ribs. Misery wracked through my being.

Then his forehead dropped to mine on a pained gasp, and he was mumbling, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” over and over again.

Agony cleaved through my spirit.

I tried to hold it. To keep it from cutting both of us in two.

“We were born into those lives,” I managed.

“And I was supposed to take you from it. Together, we were supposed to find better lives.”

In the dimness, my fingertips found the tattoo inscribed on his side. I didn’t need to see it to know where it was, to remember what he’d written on himself like a brand.

“Who bought them, Logan?” My voice warbled with the question, as if maybe I could understand. My promise to my father had never been a real intention. But somehow, after everything, I needed to know.

The twin stones.

The reigning crown jewel.

Two stones that perfectly matched, their settings made of clasps that interconnected and made one matching stone. Each hung from rhodium necklaces.

Necklaces that had been passed down from my grandfather to my father.

Necklaces that fools had fought over for generations.

Necklaces that set together were said to be worth thirty million dollars, even though they could never be sold at auction. Their existence was a rumor that had been true, only sought by thieves and cheats and swindlers.

Necklaces that had cost us everything.

GREED.

Logan was the last known to have them in his possession.

He froze for the barest moment, the only movement the sticky awareness that skimmed the surface of his skin.

He averted his gaze when he grated, “You know I can’t tell you that.”

Tears blurred and burned.

I didn’t know why it hurt so bad.

“When?” Sadness poured out.

Logan hesitated, warred, his teeth gritting when he forced out, “After I came for you. It was the only thing I had left.”

“I did. I burned it all to the fucking ground, Aster, and you already know what happened when I got there. You were no longer mine.”

“Your brother died the night you left me.” It rushed out on a breath of sorrow. I didn’t know the details.

It was the same night I’d barely survived myself.

Logan and I strewn across the earth.

Separated.

Cleaved in two.

His entire being wept. Obliterated pain reverberated through the low hung words when he rasped, “That night cost me everything.”

“I hate it…I hate what this life has caused.”

And I wanted to drown. Slip away and disappear. But Logan gathered me up in his arms and pressed a kiss to my mouth.

“Don’t look back, Aster. Not right now. There are too many things between us we can’t undo, and we have to focus on what we can change.”

I worked to swallow the sorrow. I’d lived in the chains of agony for so long. Now they rattled. Clanged and clashed.

“What is the one thing that would turn your father against Jarek?” he pressed.

My father considered Jarek the son he’d never had. Dethroning him would take the greatest disloyalty.

I blinked through the hopelessness that wanted to enfold. “I’d need to prove he was stealing from him or keeping something from him that would hurt the family.”

“And you believe he is?”

“I don’t believe he’s ever been truly loyal.” My eyes fluttered over the intensity that rippled over Logan’s face. “There’s always been something there, Logan, something at odds with my family.”

“I won’t stop until I find out what that is.” Logan paused, lost in thought. “That night, I think Jarek set me up. I’ve always believed the whole thing was a setup.”

Hope blazed, burned against the helplessness. “I never believed you were the one responsible, Logan. He knew…I know he knew about us. He knew I was going to leave. But it will always be your word against Jarek’s, and you know whose side my father is going to take. He truly thinks him a son.”

“I will find a way.”

“My sister is trying.” I hadn’t told him about it. I hadn’t been sure what I could trust him with.

Logan frowned.

My tongue swept out to wet my dried lips. “There’s a safe in Jarek’s office at our house. I don’t think he knew I saw that there’s a fake bottom when he was slipping something in one time, and he always seems more secretive and on edge when he opens it. My gut tells me if there’s something to find, we’ll find it in there.”

“Let me do it.” He nearly flew off the bed.

I grabbed onto him like there might be a chance I would never have to let him go. “No, Logan, you can’t go back there. It’s a miracle my father agreed to this at all. If he catches wind of you digging into family matters…”

“He wants me dead.” It almost sounded as if he were trying to make a joke, as if he hadn’t stolen something that many fools had fallen for.

“The real miracle is you’re not.”

I wasn’t laughing at all, my voice taking on a grim tone.

There was sorrow there. A confession. I didn’t mean for Logan to see it, but I knew he did. The way his expression shifted and changed and took on new understanding.

He brushed his fingers through my hair.

Softly.

Gently.

An apology.

It was also riddled with an aching question. “When you first came here, you told me I’d left you without a choice.”

His eyes roved over me as if he could sift out the answer.

My mind spun back to that day.

Weeping. Weeping. So much pain. My hand grasping at my father’s. “Anything. Anything, Papa. Just promise me you’ll spare him. Promise me, and I’ll do what you demand.”

“Maybe that statement was wrong, Logan…because I had a choice, but there was no other choice I could make.” The admission clotted in my throat, emotion so thick I could hardly speak.

Logan tightened his hold, confusion and dread rushing from the words. “You told me once that we have to take the chance when it’s presented to us and refuse the heartache when it’s demanded of us.”

I traced my fingertips over the thunder of his heart. Over the proof of life that beat at a constant, steady drum. The soft words tried to stick to my tongue when I let them go. “I did, Logan. I refused the heartache.”

Because living in a world where he didn’t exist had never been an option I was willing to entertain.

“Aster…”

“Please, Logan. Leave it at that. I can’t do this. Not yet.”

Logan pressed his forehead back to mine, his breaths drawn in pain. “You’re never going back there, Aster.”

“I know you want me to stay⁠—”

“Do you want to stay? With me?” He cut me off.

“Logan.” It was torture.

“Do you?” he demanded.

Tears slipped from the edges of my eyes and into my hair. “I’ve never wanted to be anywhere but by your side.”

“Little Star.” Logan’s thumb ran the angle of my cheek.

“But I would never put you in the position⁠—”

That time when he cut me off, he cut me off with a kiss. An earth-shattering kiss that rattled me to the core.

One that sank down deep into my bones.

Flooded cells and infiltrated marrow.

He kept himself propped on his hands and knees while he dipped down to capture my mouth, as his tongue stroked and his lips possessed.

He left a foot of space between us everywhere else.

My spirit wept in the middle of it.

Called out to his.

Begged for a way.

My hips did the same, jutting from the bed in a bid to meet with him.

He splayed his hand over my heart. Tension bound the air. A fierce intensity that refused to let me go. As if he’d called me there, and now that I’d arrived, neither of us could escape this connection that had haunted us since the day we’d met.

“Say it, Aster. Say it.”

It didn’t take a lot for the truth to scrape between my lips. “I’m yours.”

Always.

Forever.

For just a little bit of time.

And still, it wasn’t enough.

For a moment more, he kissed me, soft and slow, tender in this domination.

Then he heaved out a sigh of restraint before he slumped down onto the mattress on his side.

The man sent me a gentle smile when he pulled me against him, and he wrapped me in his arms so we were nose-to-nose, breath-to-breath.

I settled down to rest my head against the banging that rioted in his chest. My fingertips fluttered over the rest, exploring the divots and lines and dense, corded muscle. “Happy birthday, Logan.”

He pressed his mouth to my temple. “Is it wrong if it feels almost as good?”

“No.”

Because any day he was holding me? It was.


TWENTY-FOUR

LOGAN
LOS ANGELES, NINETEEN YEARS OLD


Logan checked to make sure he was alone in the office before he worked to open the carefully folded star that he’d found tucked between two books on his desk.

Seven, was all it said.

To him, it shouted a million things.

I miss you.

I need you.

You’re worth every risk.

It’s your birthday and I cannot wait to spend it with you.

Warm excitement dripped like honey into his bloodstream.

He couldn’t wait to see her. Hold her.

Aster Rose had become the minutes that counted in his day.

The reason he would fight, steal, cheat—anything to find a way to set her free.

She was his soul’s destination.

The three hours passed like oppression. Every second the building blocks of a fortress that endeavored to keep them apart.

He ran his thumb over the star he’d returned to his pocket.

Let it soothe.

When it was finally time, he all but sprinted out of the office, so eager to get to her that he could hardly think straight. He stepped out into the last vestiges of daylight and into the labyrinth at the back of the property. Glittering rays of light slanted in through the drooping branches of the trees that concealed the grounds in obscurity.

The ground below him was soft and damp, and with each step that he took his pulse beat harder.

Anticipation.

A newfound greed.

Aster Rose.

It was all he wanted.

He slinked under the cover of the trees in the direction of their meeting place, keeping low, angling down, his breaths coming shorter and shorter the closer he got.

It was then that he heard the voices.

One hard and condescending.

The other soft. The poetry of his heart.

“Is there a reason you’re acting this way? You already belong to me, no?”

“Not if I have anything to say about it.”

Hatred squeezed Logan’s chest in a fist.

Keeping himself concealed, he peered over a hedge of shrubs.

Jarek Urso had Aster backed into a corner where she’d been following along the trail she’d taken from the house.

A riot of fury burst in every cell of his body.

A thirst to destroy.

To defend.

To fight for the one who he’d offer everything.

Jarek laughed a disgusting sound that rippled through the fading light. Arrogant and vile. The asshole was dressed in slacks and a button-down, his hair black, shaved on the sides and curly on top. He was only a couple of years older than the two of them, though his overinflated ego made the prick think he was the ruler of this world.

The problem was, if this wedding happened, one day he would be.

“I think we both know you have absolutely nothing to say about it.”

Jarek grabbed Aster’s hand.

Jerking it free, she tried to back farther away. “Don’t touch me.”

Revulsion and terror twisted through her features.

Logan knew she was doing her best to remain brave. To stand her ground when some asshole thought he could have his way.

“You’d do well to learn from the start not to fight me.”

“I’ll die before I ever let you touch me.”

Low laughter rolled from Jarek. “We’ll see about that.”

Without warning, Jarek flew forward, fisted a hand in her hair, and yanked her head to the side.

Aster shrieked in surprise.

In pain.

In fear.

Logan was on him before the bastard knew what hit him. He grabbed him by the shirt, spun him around, and slammed a fist into his pompous face.

In the back of his mind, Logan realized he’d likely sealed his fate.

Death’s signature scrawled on the dotted line.

He didn’t fucking care if it meant this girl might have the life she deserved.

Jarek’s head snapped back, and blood spurted from his nose.

Howling, he bent in two.

A second later, he rebounded and came rushing at Logan. The prick hit him at full force, wrapping his arms around his waist and knocking both of them to the ground.

Jarek had the upper hand, straddling him as he let his fists fly.

One.

Two.

Three hits landed on Logan’s face.

His jaw, his eye, his cheek.

Pain ruptured over his skin.

But Logan sensed it like fury.

Like a madness that would take him over.

He struggled to get his arms free where they were pinned under Jarek’s legs, while Jarek landed another hit to his temple. “Do you have any idea who you just fucked with, you stupid cunt? You’re dead.”

Logan got his right arm free and grabbed Jarek by the wrist before he could land his next blow.

Logan twisted.

Hard.

“I’m dead? I don’t think so, fucker.”

Jarek wailed, bending to Logan’s crushing fist. He slid off the side onto the ground, on his knees with his arm bent behind him.

Logan didn’t let go as he climbed to his feet.

Logan kept Jarek’s wrist at the harsh angle. Not quite hard enough to break it, but enough to feel like that was exactly what was happening.

Jarek tried to get loose, asshole sniveling when Logan tightened his hold, the words curling off his tongue in a rash of hot hatred. “I’m pretty sure that’s going to be you when Aster’s father finds out you tried to touch her before you’re married. That’s forbidden, isn’t it? He’ll have your balls strung up before he puts a bullet in your head, won’t he?”

It was the one fucking saving grace in the whole mess. That tiny spec of humanity Aster’s father possessed. It made Logan irate that once Aster was married, it gave this piece of shit the go ahead to do whatever the fuck he wanted with her.

Like some alliance gave this monster the right to touch on this beauty.

“She’s mine. Mine to do with what I please, and I’ll fuck her when I want.”

Logan couldn’t help it. Jarek’s wrist snapped.

He screamed in agony.

A guard shouted in the distance. “Jarek?”

Jarek raged as he stumbled to his feet, protecting his arm against his chest. “You’re dead.”

Aster laughed a maniacal sound. “And my father will kill you. Logan has become invaluable to him. To the family. See what happens if you touch him.”

She was reaching. Logan might have been an asset, but he didn’t hold the position Jarek did.

Still, hatred flared in Jarek’s eyes.

The guard suddenly broke through the foliage. It was a man named Toban who often accompanied Jarek when he visited the compound.

Toban’s gun was drawn and pointed Logan’s direction.

Aster stepped between them. “Put your gun down.”

“What happened?” the man demanded instead.

“I fucking tripped.” Jarek spat it in Logan’s direction rather than at the guard.

He’d tripped, all right. Logan wished for a way to make sure he didn’t get back up.

Toban’s attention jumped between them. There was no missing the hostility that fizzed in the space.

Finally, he slowly lowered his gun while his eyes narrowed in concern. “Are you okay, Sir?”

“Just meet me at the car, Toban.” Jarek never looked at the man since he was glaring at Logan.

Chaos spun through Logan’s being. The urge to end it right there.

Do or die.

Except he could feel terror radiating from Aster. Her sweet spirit crying out in horrified desperation, at the truth they would never be together if Logan touched him again, the truth that it might already be too late.

Toban hesitated. “Are you sure, Sir?”

“Yes.”

Jarek stared Logan down while Toban retreated through the garden toward the front. A sneer curled his face while Logan stood there wanting to go back to tearing the asshole to shreds.

Aster spun and got in Jarek’s face. “I want you to leave.”

“I don’t give a fuck what you want.”

She pulled out her phone, all kinds of fierce bravery. “Fine. Then we’ll take this up with my papa.”

Jarek tried to bottle the fear that flashed through his expression, and his teeth gritted when he spat, “I’m leaving.”

He started to walk, only he grabbed her with his other hand, dragging her close by the upper arm. “But don’t think I’m finished with you.”

It curled through the air.

Logan almost went for him again.

Jarek lifted an arrogant chin like there wasn’t blood smeared down his face, stepped around Aster, and leaned in toward Logan as he passed, “Or you.”

Then he disappeared into the shrubs.

Logan sagged.

Aster rushed for him, taking him by the hand and hauling him into their secluded spot. “Oh my god, are you hurt? That asshole.”

“I’m fine.” It was pure frustration.

Aster touched the bruises that were undoubtedly forming on his face. Tenderness wept from her fingertips.

Logan’s raging heart slowed the barest fraction.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Logan met her eyes. “I would die for you, Aster Rose.”

She took his hand, and her voice shifted to a plea. “I know. And that’s why I’m asking you to live for me, Logan. There is no point in any of this if you’re dead. We have to be careful. We have to be smart about it.”

“I want to end him.” Logan gave voice to the violent impulse that still boiled in his blood.

“No, Logan, we have to do this together, or neither of us will ever be free.”

Logan exhaled a long, heavy breath, and he let his forehead drop to hers. “Is that what we’re doing, Aster? Setting ourselves free?”

She ran her fingertips over a swollen spot on his jaw. “Yes, together.”

“Whatever it takes.” He murmured that as he held her gaze.

The air shifted as the last of the daylight drained away. Darkness wisped over the heavens to take its place.

“Yes,” Aster whispered. Her lips were an inch from his, their noses touching, their spirits joined.

Logan’s hands slipped around both sides of her neck, and he exhaled his greatest confession near her mouth. “I love you, Aster Rose. I love you so much.”

He’d never said it before.

She gasped before her fingers curled in his shirt. “I thought I’d never get to experience it, Logan. The kind of love that makes you feel as if you’re soaring. As if you’re flying. But I do…I feel that love for you.”

Logan gave on a groan, and he jerked her toward him and kissed her like he’d never kissed her before.

Desperately.

Madly.

Wholly.

His hand spread over the back of her head while his other took her by the hip and dragged her close. So close he could feel her soft curves pressed against the straining muscles of his body.

The kiss was hungry and impatient.

As impatient as her hands that worked under his shirt and the words that whispered from her lips. “Please, Logan. Please.”

“What do you need, Little Star?”

“You. I need you. All of you. I need you with me. I need you standing beside me. I need you inside of me.”

Logan moaned as they toppled to the soft ground. Their kiss grew more frantic as Logan wound himself between her legs.

Aster’s hips rose to meet with him, rubbing, begging, her breaths shallow and her heart pounding so hard that he could feel it like a plea against his chest.

His hands rushed to feel her everywhere, her face, her breasts, riding up the outside of her bare leg and pushing up the skirt of her dress. In a frenzy, her hands fumbled with the button of his pants as he pulled her underwear aside.

She freed him, and they both were gasping for air when she had him poised at her center, the head of his cock pressed to the hot, needy flesh between her thighs.

He looked down at the girl who stared up at him. His lungs were close to failing.

“Are you sure?” he managed on a ragged breath.

She wrapped her hand around the back of his neck and lifted her face so their noses touched. “Take me.”

He pushed into her, swift and deep.

She cried out as her body bowed from the damp earth. He covered it with a kiss, and Aster dug her blunted nails into his back, held onto him tight as she whimpered, “Take it all.”

Maybe he should have been gentle, but he moved in frantic, urgent strokes, driving into her while she fought to meet him thrust for thrust.

Her fingers burrowed so deep he was sure she drew blood, the same as he knew he’d drawn hers.

He shifted so he could touch her, his fingers rubbing at her clit.

Their gasps filled the air as their devotion filled their hearts as he recklessly fucked her beneath the stars that never quite shined, though his little star would never dim.

She burned so bright he knew he’d been singed. Seared. Scarred by her light.

They came apart together, like the bonds that held them shattered. They soared and flew. Stumbled through a faraway paradise that only belonged to them.

They clung to each other as they floated through the aftershocks. They both searched for the missing air, their chests heaving with fractured juts as they clung to the other.

Then Logan choked out a shocked, affected breath.

Because he loved her. Loved her in a way that he hadn’t believed possible.

She blinked up at him, her expression soft and awed. “Happy birthday, Logan.”

He let go of another disbelieving shot of laughter as he pecked a tender kiss to her lips. “Best birthday ever.”

Her demeanor shifted to worry. “How can you say that after what happened?”

Fingertips barely brushed over the welts on his face that he’d almost forgotten existed.

He edged back so he could meet her gaze. “Because I’m here, with you. And with you is the only place I want to be.”

She cast him a soft smile that hit him like wonder. “That’s the only thing I want in my life, Logan, is to find a way to be with you. I’ll convince my father. Somehow, I will.”

She offered it like an oath.

He took her hand and pressed her knuckles to his lips, then he tucked their joined fingers against his heart that battered in his chest. “We’ll find a way, Aster. No matter what happens, I’ll always find my way to you, Little Star. There is nothing in this world that could keep me away from you.”

She cupped his cheek, her voice a low promise. “My North Star. My direction. My heart’s destination.”

He smiled down at her, then he gently resituated her clothing, glancing up at her when he did. “I’m sorry if I hurt you.”

“You would never hurt me.”

He sat up, tucked himself back into his pants, and shifted so he could lean against the building. He situated her between his legs and pulled her back to his chest. Then he dug into his pocket and pulled out the necklace he’d had hidden there, not saying anything as he leaned forward and slipped the chain around her neck and fastened the hook at the back.

He glanced over her shoulder at the little star charm that rested just above her cleavage. It glinted and shined in the bare light that seeped through the leaves of the trees.

She touched it, her voice a thin strand of surprise. “Logan. What’s this?”

“Do you like it?” he whispered against her ear.

“I love it, but it’s your birthday.”

He pulled her closer, wrapped her up, and mumbled into the night, “And you, Aster Rose, are the only gift I want. My Little Star. Even if I can’t see you, I’ll know you’re there, and I’ll find my way to you.”
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It was late when Logan pulled into the drive of the small house he shared with his brothers.

He was almost surprised to find both Trent and Jud’s bikes parked beneath the carport since they spent most nights at the clubhouse. Nathan’s bike sat on the other side of them in its normal spot.

He killed the engine and sat in the silence for a moment, gripping the steering wheel while a thousand emotions raged inside him.

Even with his face throbbing from the cuts and the blows, he couldn’t remember a day in his life when he’d felt better.

When he’d felt more alive.

Logan knew tonight, he’d found his true purpose. He had to believe he’d been set on this path for a reason—that he was bound to collide with a girl who’d become his hope just like he’d become hers.

Like the two of them had been called to meet at this very time and place.

Their soul’s destination.

Joy riding on his face, he climbed out of his car and strode up to the house.

He put his key into the lock of the side door and let himself into the kitchen. He almost stumbled when he walked in and found all three of his brothers sitting around the table drinking beers.

“Ah, there’s the birthday boy,” Jud said, lifting his bottle as Logan stepped farther into the kitchen and shut the door behind him.

Trent had been wearing what could have been construed as a smile until he focused in on Logan’s face. He was out of his chair and on his feet in a flash. “What the fuck happened to you? Who did this?”

Trent was already halfway to the door, booted feet thudding with retaliation.

Fuck.

Logan hadn’t anticipated an encounter with Trent. He’d figured he’d be able to slink into his room the way he did most nights, patch himself up, and no one would have been the wiser.

Jud got to his feet, too, hand in a fist around his bottle and murder written on his face. “Just need a name or two and Trent and I will be on our way.”

“It’s fine.” A war went down inside of Logan. He had to be careful. Like Aster had said. He couldn’t mess this up before he even figured out how he was going to get Aster out of there.

“It doesn’t look fine to me.” Concern moved through Nathan’s expression, unease billowing from him in waves as he slowly stood from where he’d sat. “Are you okay, man?”

It was funny that Nathan was Trent’s twin. They basically looked like replicas of the other in that kitchen, yet Nathan’s vibe was the opposite. Anyone could see Nathan was the softest of the Lawson Brothers. Quiet and reserved. Working at a local hardware store. One-hundred-percent outside the business.

Logan had heard their father tell another Iron Owl that Nathan couldn’t hack it.

That he was a pussy.

A weak link.

The way Logan saw it, Nathan was likely the bravest of them all.

Standing his ground. Living his life right.

Logan forced himself to crack a smirk like the altercation hadn’t been a big deal. “Yeah, stopped for gas on the way back. Couple of pricks thought they’d scored themselves an easy target.”

“Looks like they scored to me,” Trent spat.

“Nah, man. Fuckers got what was coming to them. Not to worry. It’s all taken care of.”

Logan silently swore one day that statement would be true.

Jud frowned, then laughed. “Well, shit, man, here we came to take you out. Show you the town for your birthday. Find you a sweet girl to sit on your lap. And you stroll in busted to shit.”

Unease stirred.

He hated keeping secrets from his brothers, but there was no chance in hell he could dish about what was going down with Aster. The mess he’d found himself in, a mess he wanted more than life, the truth that he didn’t want any other girl.

He only wanted her.

And if Trent found out he’d gone up against Jarek Urso?

Dude would lose his ever-lovin’ mind.

“Honestly, a beer or two here with you guys sounds about right tonight.”

“Hell, yeah.” Jud squeezed his shoulder, strolled to the refrigerator, and pulled out another round. He passed one to each of them. Everyone twisted their caps and lifted them to the center of the kitchen.

“To our baby brother who’s sure as hell not a baby anymore.” Jud gave the toast.

Everyone tapped their bottles together. “To Logan. Happy birthday, man.”

Logan smiled, joy seeping all the way through because this was the only thing that mattered.

His brothers.

Their devotion.

And his girl.

It was on him to make sure all of them were safe.

The four of them sat around drinking through the night. Talking shit. Reminiscing.

And Logan thought for the first time in a long, long time, since they’d all suffered the most brutal blow, witnessing their mom go down in cold blood, that maybe, just maybe, things might turn out right.

The dull haze of morning appeared at the windows when they finally called it. Trent hugged him tight and whispered, “Proud of you, Logan. So fuckin’ proud. Stay smart, brother. Stay safe. Want the world for you.”

Jud hugged him just as tight. “Happy birthday, little brother. You amaze me, you know. So damned smart. You’re gonna own this whole fucking place. Can’t wait to watch you do it.”

Logan nodded. Emotion clotted in his throat, close to overflowing. “Thanks, man.”

Jud stepped back and squeezed his shoulder. “Mean it.”

The two of them rambled off to their rooms, and Nathan remained there, watching Logan from where he was leaned against the wall.

Logan roughed a hand through his hair. “Well, think I’m gonna hit it, too. It’s late.”

Nathan hesitated, then quietly said, “Know you’re in deep, man.”

Logan froze before he swiveled back to look at Trent’s twin. “What are you talking about?”

Logan attempted to play it cool, to play it off, like he didn’t have a clue. Like his limbs weren’t shaking so hard the bones clanked.

“You think I don’t see you come in here every night with that look on your face? You’re fucking flyin’, man. And you know I want that for you. For you to find that happiness. To get that love I see blazing in your eyes. But you can’t do it with a Costa. You’re gonna end up in the ground and put the rest of the family there, too.”

Agitation gathered as sweat at the nape of his neck.

How the fuck did he know?

“I’m not.” It tremored from his mouth.

Nathan sighed without any anger. “You are, man. I know you are. You can’t wait to get there every day and you come home later and later every night. Not sure how Trent and Jud bought that bullshit you fed us when you walked through the door, but you and I both know it’s exactly that—bullshit.”

“Nathan…” He drew it out like a plea.

Nathan pushed from the wall and came toward Logan. He set a hand on his shoulder, looked him straight. “I’m just scared for you, Logan. I mean, I’m fucking terrified every day for all three of you. But what you’re doing? An Owl moving in on a Costa? One who’s already pledged to another? You’re signing over your life, man.”

A heavy sigh pilfered from Logan’s lungs.

“You’re right, Nathan. I’m signing over my life. Because that’s exactly what she is. My life.”


TWENTY-FIVE

ASTER


It was surreal waking in the arms of a man you were supposed to despise and know you’d never felt safer.

Knowing you’d never felt more alive than you did with the steady thrum of his heart beating against your ear.

The blankets were down around his waist, and every inch of him was bare except for his underwear. His skin was warm and smooth, glowing like bronze beneath the streams of early winter light that bloomed at the base of the window in a show of brilliant golds and blazing oranges.

His breaths were long and deep, even and sure, as sure as his arms that still held me the way they’d held me the entire night—as if they were created for me.

For security.

For surety.

A promise to see me through the night where he would continue to love me in the light.

I knew it.

I felt it in the way his pulse sped at my touch. In the way his chest expanded each time he looked at me. In the oaths that fell from his tongue. The way even in his sleep, he seemed aware, as if his body gravitated to each movement of mine.

Every shift, tucking me closer.

Each breath, drawing me nearer.

It terrified me. Terrified me because I couldn’t fathom ripping myself away. Couldn’t imagine having to leave this sanctuary that had come to feel like a home.

It was getting harder and harder to deny that I hadn’t stumbled into where I belonged.

I knew I was falling.

Sinking.

Going under.

And I wasn’t sure I’d ever break the surface again.

Just thinking it felt like a risk. For both of us. For our hearts and our minds and our physical safety.

It wasn’t just our hearts on the line.

Jarek was a monster, and my father was the overlord of it all. But I’d seen his compassion before. Both times it had been given to me out of the love he held for me, as twisted as it was.

Hope sparked in that secret place I’d kept like a dream.

What if…what if my papa could understand? What if he really saw? In his harsh, traditional eyes, could love ever count?

I angled so I could peer up at Logan’s face—so perfect I had to wonder if he were real. Wonder if I’d gotten so lost in the loneliness—in the vacancy—that I’d conjured it all.

That game.

The bet.

My plea.

This man, who through it all, through all the pain I had caused him, still promised to stand by me.

Fight for me.

As if he felt every question ripple beneath my skin, those stony green eyes blinked open in the rays of sunlight that streaked into his room. It was the gold flecks that glinted and flamed.

Severe and without shame.

He didn’t hesitate. He pulled me on top of him until my chest was pressed to his. That was all it took for my breaths to jolt. For my heart to hammer and the blood to pound like chaos through my veins.

One touch from this man and I lit.

A needy rasp flooded from my mouth when I straddled him. The slip I wore bunched up high on my hips, and on instinct, I rubbed myself against him, his dick hard and huge where it was pressed against the thin fabric of my underwear.

Tiny pinpricks of bliss flickered. They spread like the splay of fingers around my waist and pooled low in my belly.

I whimpered a needy sound. Rocked over him again. I needed more because when it came to him, it would never be enough.

Logan curled a hand in my hair as he met me, his hips barely lifting from the mattress. He spread his other palm out over my bottom to guide me in the slow, seductive rhythm.

In the hazy, iridescent light, our bodies rolled.

Hitched and bucked. The sounds that wheezed from our mouths was close to silent, bated in the thickened, dense air.

It felt as if another chink had come loose somewhere. The reservations holding me together were steadily, quickly, resolutely breaking apart.

Soon, there would be no foundation.

Just a freefall with no chance of survival when we struck the bottom.

We’d hit it, I knew we would. But the falling felt so good.

The pleasure that built and buzzed.

The whooshing of the blood in my veins.

Logan held me by the back of the neck, our noses close to touching, though he didn’t bring me any closer. He just rocked against me again and again while he watched me with this look that I knew would do both of us in.

“Logan,” I finally whimpered. Needing more.

“What do you need, Little Star?”

“I need you.”

He shifted us so his cock was no longer against where I needed him most, but his fingers were there instead, slipping beneath the edge of my underwear.

My walls clenched around his fingers when he drove them deep.

I moaned.

Whimpered.

Rode his hand.

Harder.

Rising up on my knees and grinding back down.

His hold tightened on the back of my neck. “Do you like it when I fuck you with my fingers, Aster? Wait until it’s my cock. Do you remember what that was like? How I fit you?”

This time the moan that rolled up my throat was desperation.

“Please.” My nails scratched at his chest, clawing for a way inside, while my mind raced with all the inevitabilities.

We were going to end up a broken pile of rubble.

Toppled stones. A house of ruin.

Logan flipped me onto my back.

I gasped when he shoved his underwear down and freed himself.

He fisted his shaft and ran his hand up his long, thick length.

My entire body arched from the bed. “Please.”

He dropped down closer, and he rested on one forearm while he continued to stroke himself with the other. His mouth was at my ear. “I’ve wanted to hear you beg for so long.”

“Is that what you want? To punish me?” I asked him the same thing I’d asked last night.

Because this was torture.

“No, Aster. I want to touch you. Please you. Make you feel the way only I can. I want to worship this body the way it deserves to be worshipped. Take you hard and soft and every way in between. Give you the pleasure only I can give.” He gritted the words between clenched teeth.

“I’m going to send you to the stars, and then I’m going to keep you there because when I finally have you, I’m going to make you come again and again. And you’ll beg me, Aster, I promise you, you’ll beg me…but I will be more than happy to oblige. But not until you know. Until you understand. You are mine, Aster. Mine.”

A needy whine rolled from my tongue.

Logan pulled the crotch of my underwear aside and pressed himself against my center.

I cried out at the tiniest flare of relief.

At the heated, hard, velvety flesh of his dick where he rubbed himself through my lips.

It was pure sensation overload.

I was slick and wet, and he slipped through me like a perfect, miraculous tease.

Friction and torture.

Friction and torture.

Because I wanted all of him. To let go.

The tip of his head was engorged, fat and throbbing, driving me mad where it hit me each time he rubbed it over my clit.

I met him, rocking and grasping and pitching in a bid to get closer.

“Logan.” My nails scraped down his bare back. Pleasure raced and gathered. Tingles that swelled and spread.

Rising.

Lifting.

Taunting.

Ragged grunts tore up his throat, and he dropped his forehead against mine as his hips snapped in a frenzied play of pleasure.

Rutting and jerking.

Giving in his restraint.

“Aster, what you do to me. Do you understand? Do you have any idea what you mean?”

His thrusts became rigid, faster and harder.

Bliss built.

Built and built, until I broke.

Euphoria.

It scattered and blew as the orgasm ripped through my being. A shockwave that rushed like wildfire. Consuming. Destroying.

And still, it was not enough.

This man who was too much.

Overpowering.

Everything I’d ever wanted.

He thrust twice more before every muscle in his body bowed in ecstasy, and he was quick to push up the slip I wore.

He came on my lower belly, my name a low, searching moan.

“Aster.”

I writhed below it, aftershocks rocking me through, my hips still pleading.

My eyes grew wide when he swirled his fingers through the spill of his body then he pushed them back inside me. He drove them in slow and deep three times, then his mouth was at my ear, “Soon.”

I was gasping when he withdrew then pushed off the bed. “Wait right there.”

What the hell was he doing to me?

He strode for the bathroom, so freaking tall and wearing nothing but his underwear, his shoulders wide and his back rippling with taut, packed muscle. His ass was round and perfect, and I was sure this man was set on complete annihilation.

He glanced back at me from the doorway. “And don’t even think about taking off, Aster. There’s no use in hiding from me. I’ll just come and find you.”

“But what if I get you into trouble?” Old murmurings rocked loose, a tease and our heart’s greatest secret.

Pure devotion was embedded in his smirk. “Do I look like the kind of guy who cares?”


TWENTY-SIX

LOGAN


Tuesday morning, I was in my closet getting ready so I could head into the office. I could hear Aster on the other side of the wall, moving around in the kitchen.

It brought a wistful smile to my mouth because I had to wonder if maybe I just felt her.

The energy that rippled through the air.

A soft, lulling whisper that tremored along the floors and climbed into my spirit.

I got the sense that I’d sank into who she was and had become a part of her being.

But it’d always been that way with us.

Held by an attraction that pulled and pressed and compelled.

A gravity that neither of us could resist.

Three days had passed since I’d dragged her into my room, and I hadn’t let her go since.

During that time, I’d reminded her again and again that she was precious. A fucking treasure, but she still hadn’t quite accepted what that meant.

Each night, I held her in her sleep. Held her through her fitful dreams that incited a fury inside me that I could barely keep restrained.

A fury that one day I would unleash on the monster who had the girl a prisoner to the type of nightmares I still didn’t understand.

Where she’d sweat and whimper and beg to be set free.

I’d whisper in her ear that it was going to be alright. That I’d die before I let anyone get to her.

I knew that was part of her dread, too.

She believed her being here put me in danger.

It did.

I wasn’t a fool.

It was a calculated risk.

And she was worth any cost.

I strode back through the bathroom and grabbed my suit jacket from where I had it draped on the back of a chair, and I headed out the door.

I slammed right into her presence.

Aster was barefoot by the island, slathering butter over a piece of toast. Her hair wild and pulled into a reckless knot on her head. A black sweatshirt draped off one delicious shoulder, and she wore these tight leggings that made her ass look juicy and ripe.

A growl got free.

I wanted to devour her.

Take her.

Hold her.

Keep her.

She felt me staring, the way she took a cautious peek my way and the sweet, bashful smile tweaked at the edge of her gorgeous mouth.

“Holy shit. I must have died and went to heaven because there’s an angel in my kitchen.”

I gave her the cheesiest line I could find because I wanted to see the blush rise to the surface of her skin. I ate up the way she fought the amusement as she stood there shifting on her cute little feet trying to act like I didn’t affect her.

“You think you’re some kind of charmer, huh?” Her teeth raked her bottom lip like she could hold in the giggle.

Fucking loved that sound.

Aster happy.

“The most charming there is. Have you even met me? I mean, I’m so charming, that’s Prince to you.” I let go of the same sort of tease I would have in a group of my favorite people. When I was playing outrageous because outrageous and carefree was the only way to keep myself from taking a swift trip to Los Angeles so I could go on a murder spree.

It was the one city Trent had made me swear an oath never to return to. An oath I’d broken because I’d promised this girl I would always find my way back to her.

I beat down any kind of bitterness that tried to sprout when I thought back to the devastation that return visit had spawned.

The hatred I’d held for years. The hurt. This agony that I’d thought would go on for the rest of my days.

I wondered when looking at her had stopped hurting quite so bad.

When a piece of me understood she’d had little choice, even when the woman was still keeping me protected from the details. But she was going to have to figure out I wanted to hold them all, no matter how ugly they might be.

Trust me, the way I needed to trust her.

Fully.

Wholly.

Without reservation or question.

Fuck, I wanted it. To look at her and never again think of what she’d done.

To never again feel the pain of the blade she’d driven into my back.

Right then, I shunned it all and edged up behind her. I wrapped my arms around her waist like it was the most natural thing in the world.

She leaned against me with a slight laugh, peering back at me from over her shoulder. “Prince, huh? Wow, someone sure thinks a lot of himself.”

I rocked my erection against her ass because if Aster Rose was around, that shit was going to be hard. “Give me a couple minutes, and you’ll be thinking a lot of me, too.”

She giggled again, and I held her, my face pressed to the side of her neck, her face tipped up to mine. I rocked her there for a second, just relishing in the feel of what was always supposed to be.

Her phone pinged on the counter.

She jumped a little before she reached for it and read her text.

“Who is it?”

I’d already seen it, but I held the chuckle that wanted to rumble out.

She lifted her phone, though there was a frown knitting her face.
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She pushed her phone aside like it might actually be a bomb.

“You don’t want to go?” I rumbled it at her ear. “You don’t need to worry…she’s only half insane.”

Aster almost caught onto the lightness, but I still felt the way she warred.

“What is it?” I asked, urging her closer to me.

I felt her eyes trace the message again, and her heart slugged a missing beat.

“You’re afraid you don’t belong?”

Her head shook. “No, Logan, I’m afraid to get attached.”

So yeah, my spirit soared.

I pressed my mouth to the sweet spot behind her ear, my words low when I told her, “Get attached.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“I think it’s a fantastic idea.”

Stepping away from her, I slung into my jacket and pressed a kiss to her cheek.

“I have to go. See you later, honey.” I sent her the biggest smirking grin I could conjure.

Choking out a laugh, she shook her head. “You’re ridiculous.”

I took her by the chin. “I’ll be whatever you want me to be, just as long as you know you are mine.”

Because it was time both of us found a way to move on from the chains that had bound us to our pasts. Time to move on from the separation. Time to move on together.
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It was a little before two when I ducked out of my office and wound down the sidewalk in the direction of my favorite coffee shop that was half a block away. I inhaled a deep breath of the frozen, misty air, relaxing so I could let the jumble of numbers unwind where they were twisted in my brain as I strolled down the sidewalk.

I was fucking good at my job, but truth be told, it could be a bit of a drag, especially considering there were so many things I’d rather be doing right then.

Like exploring every inch of Aster’s body. Or hell, just looking at her would do.

Hedge funds and investments and fucking obnoxious clients freaking out if their stocks dipped even the slightest amount after I’d already made them filthy rich had started to grate.

I thrived on the high-risk.

Excelled at the hazardous.

Took chances that paid off big and had my roster stuffed with millionaires who held grandiose ambitions of becoming billionaires.

For years, I’d even delved into the shady, dipping my fingers into places I never should have let them go.

It seemed no matter how much money people had, it was never enough.

It was what had driven me for years because I didn’t see much sense in going after anything else.

Greed.

It was instinct.

It was justice.

It was taking for myself when the world had stolen what should have been mine.

And no, there wasn’t a thing wrong with being comfortable, but there was something about it now that left a bitter taste in my mouth. Or maybe it was the singe of Aster’s fingers when she’d tremble them over the word like it were inked in venom that had left me questioning everything.

The bell rang above me when I tossed open the café door, and the heavy aroma of fresh brew filled my nostrils.

My favorite times were bringing Gage here. We used to come often when I’d taken care of him in the evenings, the two of us a pair, the kid the one single pure thing I’d had in my life. It’d felt like something innocent to share. The one good thing I could give myself to, even if it’d stung.

It felt different today when I stepped inside, though, like so much had gone good, and I wasn’t quite sure what to do with it. It was funny how I always wore a smile, but for the first time in a long-damned time, this one felt real.

I got in line, stepped forward when it was my turn, and tossed a casual hello at Sara whose smile lit up like seeing me was the highlight of her day. “Hey, there, stranger. Where have you been?” Her eyes narrowed in speculation as she took me in. “You look…different.”

That smile filled my face. I guessed it was joy. “I feel different.”

“Yeah?” Then she let go of a self-deprecating laugh as she punched in the same order I’d given her almost every day for the last three years. “Damn. Looks like I should have worked up the courage to ask you out sooner.”

She peeked at me when she said it.

I pressed my card to the reader, a low chuckle riding out. “It probably was best you didn’t.”

“That bad, huh?”

“It was just that good with her.”

She smiled this sweet, shy smile and nodded, like she completely got it. Which was exactly why I never would have touched her in the first place.

“There you go.” She slid the cup my way.

“Thanks, Sara.” I moved over to the counter so I could add some cream and sugar and a dose of that cocoa powder that Gage used to think was pixie dust.

I smiled some more as I sat at a small round table by the window and sipped at my coffee as I watched people meander by in the frosty day, loved that right now Aster was with some of the people who meant the most to me.

Eden, Salem, and Tessa were like sisters. A real kind of family that we’d been lucky to find. How desperately I wanted Aster to be a part of that, too.

I finished off my coffee and stood, tossed the cup into the recycle bin, and stepped out into the flurries that had started to fall. I headed back in the direction of my office, feeling so damned right that I didn’t believe a thing could go wrong.

I slid my key into the lock at the front door of my office. My office manager was off today since her son had a half day at school, so I let myself into the empty waiting area.

I walked through it to my office at the back, and I pushed open the door to the darkened room.

The second I did, I felt it. A foul presence that hovered like a sickness. My pulse spiked, and I was wishing I hadn’t left my gun in its locked case underneath the seat in my car.

I pushed my back up against the wall next to the door and inhaled a steeling breath, my brain calculating the best way to handle this. My hands twisted into fists as I prepared for a fight.

I reached in and flicked on the light, peeked into my office, then stumbled into the doorway as I took in the sight.

Rage crashed against the confines of my chest.

The place was trashed.

My desk was upturned, tossed on its side with all the drawers ripped open and dumped on the floor. Every chair in the room had been thrown in a heap on top of it.

The file cabinets had been ransacked. Papers strewn across the floor.

Three framed pictures had been torn from the walls and smashed on the ground.

My laptop was gone.

But none of that even mattered.

Only one thing did.

Aster.

Blood pounded through my veins. Sloshed and chugged and screamed for vengeance.

I swallowed down the bile that threatened to rise, and I dug my phone from my pocket and dialed Aster’s number, flying back through the front door and out to where I’d parked my car in my reserved spot at the curb.

The whole time, I made that same promise all over again.

I took good care of what was mine.

My precious, perfect star.

And I would never let someone hurt her.

Not ever again.


TWENTY-SEVEN

ASTER


“Oh my god, tell me.” Tessa waved wildly at herself as she tipped her head back and drained the rest of the mimosa from her champagne flute.

They were bottomless.

She’d obviously taken it as a challenge.

Or maybe she thought she was training for an Olympic sport.

God knew it was going to take some acrobatics to get her out of here.

We’d been at this pub for two hours, the group laughing and chatting, catching up. The children were spending the day with Mimi and Gretchen who were taking them to the park.

I took a small sip of my mimosa, this ridiculous redness flushing my cheeks while three pairs of eyes stared back at me in anxious anticipation.

I liked these women.

Too much.

Which was why it was really hard to sit there in their midst and pretend I was normal.

“There’s not much to tell.” There, that would appease them.

Tessa smacked her palm onto the table then pointed at me. “You are the worst liar in all the liars. Do you think I don’t see this right here?”

Tessa leaned over the table and drew a big circle around my face.

Eden hid her laughter behind her soda water.

“And what’s it saying, Tessa?” Salem’s voice was droll, a low teasing with a shake of her head as she took a sip of her hot tea.

“Um, it’s saying our beautiful Aster here has mad, crazy secrets, and they’re really juicy, and it is her duty as our new BFF to dish the deets.”

“I’m not sure how she’s supposed to talk at all when you never stop.” Salem sent me a wry grin as if to let me off the hook.

Tessa pressed her hand over her heart. “Don’t make me kick you out of the Fantastic Foursome.”

Eden groaned. “Fantastic Foursome? Really?”

“Um, hello, the Three Amigos just gained another amigo. This trio is now a quartet. That is unless I have to kick the rude one out.”

Tessa sent Salem a pout.

Salem laughed, her black hair swishing around her shoulders. “I’d rather be rude than nosy.”

“As long as Aster dishes, we’ll be just fine,” Tessa said. “So, let’s hear it. Tell me what it’s like with Logan. Is he wild in the sack, or does he not live up to the hype? Just how big is his dick because I accidentally saw Trent’s once and Oh. My. God.”

That time, I choked on my sip of mimosa. A stream of it dribbled out, and I swiped it with the back of my hand.

“Tessa.” Eden scolded it like she was dealing with an unruly teenager.

“Um, what? Don’t sit over there and act like you’re complaining.”

“If you’re going to hang out with us, you’re going to discover this one has zero filter.” Salem jostled her shoulder into Tessa’s.

“I’m getting the sense…” I drew out.

Tessa’s blue eyes widened as if she’d been wronged. “Inquiring minds, people. Help a girl out.”

“And that help she needs is a direct result of her going without an orgasm for five years. At least one she hasn’t given herself.” Salem quirked a pointed brow.

Tessa gasped in offense. “I do have a boyfriend, you know.”

“Who is the biggest douchebag on the face of the planet, and whatever the size of his dick, it wouldn’t matter because the moron has no clue what to do with it.” Salem leaned toward me when she said it.

Apparently, this was a common topic of conversation.

“Karl’s not that bad.”

“Oh, he is that bad.” Eden’s nose curled in distaste.

“Wow, guys, wow. Where is the love?”

Eden giggled. “We’re only saying this because of the love.”

Tessa’s demeanor shifted. “Then maybe you should support the decision I have to make.”

Half of me felt like an outsider who’d stumbled into a private conversation, the other felt as if this was exactly where I belonged.

As if I’d been destined to be here, too. That North Star guiding me to my special place.

I couldn’t help but be completely invested when Eden reached her hand over the table and took Tessa’s. “I’m sorry. You know I didn’t mean to put you on the spot like that. We just want better for you. We want you to find someone who deserves the amazing person you are, and that person is not Karl.”

Tessa deflated the smallest amount, and she looked away, out into the booths that were mostly vacant at this time of hour.

“It’s not that simple, and you know it.” She wasn’t looking at anyone when she let the whisper free.

“But fighting for what you need? Going after who and what brings you joy?” Eden squeezed her hand tighter. “You’re right. It might not be simple, but it’s worth it, even if it’s messy.”

“Life is always messy, especially when it comes to the things that mean the most to us.” Salem’s gaze shifted to me when she said it.

Unease quivered through me. It felt as if she were making a point to change the focus of the conversation.

I took a shaky sip of my mimosa and wondered why I’d agreed to this. I was a fool for trying to cling to what would never truly belong to me.

But I’d come…come because of Logan’s encouragement. Because he wanted me to be a part of his life.

Because I wanted to be a part of it, too.

Hopelessness sank into my spirit when I thought of it. How hopeless all of this really was.

I mean, what was I thinking, sitting here as if I wouldn’t be dragged back to Los Angeles, one way or another—either by Jarek or my father?

Consigned to a life I didn’t want.

Eden and Tessa both noticed it, but it was Salem’s words that held me like a trap. “I was from LA, you know.”

It stalled me out, and a short breath left my lungs.

Intensity swirled through her expression, and the woman gazed across at me as if she were studying a familiar picture.

My hand was trembling so uncontrollably when I set the flute onto the table that the glass clattered against the wood, barely remaining upright.

I tried to breathe, to steady myself.

What the hell was this? An intervention? Were they stepping in to protect Logan from me? Would I blame them for doing it?

Wanting to protect him was the entire reason I had to guard myself from falling any further than I already had.

“You know me.” I lifted my chin when I said it. I might as well face this head on.

Jud and Trent had most likely let their wives in on my identity, anyway. Why wouldn’t they?

But somehow…somehow who I was felt like an ugly, dirty secret.

I almost choked on the lump that lifted in my throat. That was exactly what I felt like.

Dirty.

So much for the Fantastic Foursome. I really was a fool, looking for something I couldn’t have.

“I do. I know your name,” Salem said.

I wanted to melt. Disintegrate. Turn to vapor. Just disappear, whatever it took.

I looked around for an escape route.

Her head tilted to the side. “But you don’t know me?”

The way she said it had me stilling, and I looked at her closer but without recognition.

“I don’t…” I couldn’t process what she was getting at.

“Carlo Molan. He was my husband.”

Shock impaled me against the chair. The blood drained from my face, and a swell of lightheadedness set me off-kilter.

I knew his name although I’d never met him. Carlo Molan had been directly tied to my father. He’d disappeared years ago. I didn’t know the details, how they worked together or what they shared because my father had kept me as ignorant of faces and names and places as he could.

He’d always shielded me like some kind of precious relic before he’d sent me barefoot and defenseless into a colosseum to be torn apart by raving wolves.

And this woman had come from where I had. My mind spun with possibility. She had a daughter and a child on the way and an amazing husband.

I couldn’t process it.

“I didn’t tell you that to make you uncomfortable, Aster.” Salem leaned my direction. “I told you because I can see you sitting there feeling like you don’t belong. Like you’re not worth it. And when I came here, I was looking for a new beginning. A safe place when I was literally running for mine and my daughter’s lives. And it took courage for me to get here. It was terrifying, but I knew I had no other choice than to fight for it.”

She reached for me then, the same way as Eden had done to Tessa. She curled her hand over the top of mine.

Emotion shivered through my body.

Disquiet butting with the hope.

“And these people…these amazing people…” She glanced at Eden and Tessa before she turned back to me. “They came alongside me to help me do it. I was terrified of trusting them. Of letting them in. I’d believed there was no chance I could stay here. No chance I could make it our home. But I learned quickly it was where we belonged. I won’t pretend like the journey of escaping that life was easy. But I know that I came here for a reason—for a purpose—and I know you have a purpose, too.”

Her words infiltrated the cracks, sank inside to fill me up, and rose to thicken at the base of my throat.

Moisture filled my eyes. I fought it. Fought the tingling and the burn and the urge to reach for the three of them.

Eden touched my forearm, and her voice was soft when she spoke, “We know who you are, Aster, and it doesn’t matter. We’ve all been in horrible situations. We’ve had to fight for our families and for their safety. For the love that found us here. And we want you to know we’ll fight for yours, too.”

Tears leaked free, hot and fast as they streaked down my cheeks. Frantically, I swiped them away. “I don’t…”

Tessa leaned over so she could place her hand over Salem’s who held me tight. Eden set hers on top.

“You do know.”

It was a promise.

An oath.

I felt overcome. Overwhelmed. Held in this belonging.

“See…the Fantastic Foursome. Because you’re all pretty fantastic. Even when you won’t stop giving me crap about Karl.” Tessa’s words were light and soggy.

“Oh, we’ll stop giving you crap when you kick Karl to the curb,” Salem told her.

“Jerks.” Still, Tessa smiled.

“You know you love us.” Eden gave Tessa a goofy smile.

“Mad love. Mad, mad love.” Tessa looked at me. “And we all have mad love for you, Aster. We knew it the second we saw you. The second we saw the way Logan looked at you and the way you looked at him.”

“We’re here for you, whatever you need,” Eden promised. “Because life is so much better when you have friends on your side.”

I choked over a small laugh, not sure how to handle their support.

“I just hate the idea of dragging Logan back into that world,” I admitted.

Salem almost grinned as she sat back. “Those boys are no strangers to trouble. If you don’t bring it, they’re just going to find it somewhere else.”

“Now that is the truth.” Eden nodded.

“So how did you end up back here?” Tessa asked, voice full of the scandal.

I figured I might as well give it to her.

“Logan won me in a bet.”

Eden choked on a shocked laugh, and Tessa’s eyes widened with glee. “Shut your fucking face.”

“It’s the truth.”

Incredulous laughter rolled from Salem, and she lifted her cup. “To destiny. However it brings us to where we belong.”

“Is that what you think it is? Destiny?” My heart beat erratically.

My direction.

My destination.

My North Star.

“I think sometimes life cuts us a break and lands us exactly where we’re supposed to be.”

Her blue eyes gleamed with the promise.

That maybe…maybe that promise was mine.

And right then, I felt it sink in and take hold.

I used a napkin to dry the tracks of tears from my face. They all watched me as if they understood.

As if I weren’t a burden or a threat.

In staunch, unflinching support.

“Now about Logan…” Tessa waggled her brows.

A giggle got free. “You know I haven’t even slept with him since I got back here.”

“Holy shit. That boy either is losing his touch or he is lost for you,” Tessa said.

My phone rang from my purse before I got the chance to answer, and a grin split my face when I pulled it out to see Logan’s name on the screen.

Affection billowed from my spirit.

There was no chance of stopping it.

“Ah, I see who’s lost,” Salem teased.

“I’ll be right back.” I waved my phone a little and stood from the chair so I could dip out of the bar to hear him. Or maybe I just wanted the privacy.

To confess to him what I could feel simmering all around.

This feeling that had bloomed. Or maybe it’d been seeded long ago, and these women had only fed and nourished it so it could grow.

“Hey,” I rushed, my tone a little too excited when I finally stepped outside into the frigid cold and answered his call.

“Aster, where are you?” Panic steeled the sharp cut of Logan’s voice.

Confusion knitted my brow. “I’m at O’Malley’s with everyone. What’s wrong?”

Ferocity radiated from Logan’s being, palpable through the phone. Dread slithered down my spine, as cold as the snow that fell from gray, heavy clouds.

“Just stay put. I’m coming to get you.”

I paced a couple steps down the sidewalk. My head was bowed in worry as I whispered, “What happened?”

Then the air froze in my lungs when I felt the ice-cold hand clamp around the back of my neck. Jarek squeezed tight, his voice a callus that scuffed in my ear. “Hang up the phone, Aster.”

My hand shook.

Fear clouded my vision.

“Aster!” Logan shouted. “Do not fucking move. I will be right there.”

“I said to hang up the phone. You should never have forgotten to do what I say. If you remember correctly, when you don’t abide by my commands, it doesn’t end well in your favor.”

Horror skated across my skin in a slow slide of awareness. It spun with hatred and hurt and this rising determination.

A culmination of who I wanted to be.

Or maybe it was just who I had always been, and I was finally setting her free.

The one thing I knew for certain was I hated him.

I hated him.

The women’s belief from inside filled me up like a fortress of fire.

Magnified the love that Logan had been pouring into me.

The truth that the fight was worth it.

I was worth it.

I’d known I was done with Jarek the morning I’d last spoken to him, but that was the moment I accepted I was finished with it all.

Jarek gripped me by the collar of my jacket and dragged me the few short steps down the sidewalk to an alleyway that broke between the two buildings. He shoved me into it.

I stumbled on the pitted, coarse pavement, trying to get my bearings.

My senses.

My strength.

I stood away from him, my shoulders heaving with the force of my haggard breaths.

With the force of the hope.

With the force of my love.

With the force of this conviction.

Jarek slowly spun me around. Every line in his face was contorted in disgust and loathing. As if I were the one who should be ashamed. It was a face that would be handsome if I didn’t know every gruesome thought behind it.

“Such a whore. You’ve always been, haven’t you? Fucking the one you don’t belong to?” The look on his face intended to hurt. The bastard thought I should feel disgraced?

Screw him.

Lifting my chin, I hissed the words, “It seems you’re mistaken, Jarek. I don’t belong to you. Logan won me, remember? Because of your pathetic bet? Do you remember that? How pathetic you were in the basement? All those men who saw you sweating? Out of control?”

I let the insult wind into my voice. I knew it was a provocation. I knew it would piss him off.

I wanted to.

I wanted to make him feel small and tiny and insignificant.

The way he’d made me feel my entire life.

So I pushed it. “But don’t worry. Logan has taken good care of me.”

“You don’t know a fucking thing,” he spat as a furious hand cracked across my face.

The sharp sting burned my cheek, but I gritted my teeth and refused to cry out. Instead, I lifted my chin again and prepared to fight it out because I was finished being forced into who I didn’t want to be.

That was right when a gun cocked at the back of Jarek’s head.

The ground tremored beneath my feet.

My dark defender.

“The lady is right.”

Logan’s voice was a blade.

Chaos.

My soul’s perfection.

Fury rustled through Jarek’s being in a livid tremor. It rolled through him, head to toe.

Logan grabbed him by the back of the neck the same way as Jarek had grabbed me. He angled him down, bending him at the waist so Jarek was turned away from him.

Completely at his mercy.

I didn’t feel a lot of that resonating from Logan right then.

Logan kept the gun pressed to the base of his skull as he leaned over him, and the warning ground from his mouth, “You can’t stand losing, can you, Jarek? It’s an embarrassment, you know, someone who can’t accept that they’ve lost. That they’re less. That what they want doesn’t count because in the end, they don’t count for anything.”

It was cool, hard rage.

Logan’s scorn was barely held in the violence I could almost visibly see illuminated on his flesh.

“But I guess you’ve always been a pussy, haven’t you? Hitting a woman? She’s right—you’re pathetic.”

Logan tsked like he was annoyed.

I heard it crack with the intent of death.

“She’s for my pleasure.” The words squeezed from between Jarek’s clattering teeth. “She belongs to me, and she’s coming home with me tonight. Where she belongs.”

A sound of pain curled up my throat.

Malachite eyes flashed to me. A promise. He would destroy anyone who believed it. Anyone who intended it. I was his treasure, the same as he was mine.

Logan leaned down so he could let the derision cut at Jarek’s ear. “For your pleasure? No. I give it to her, and she returns it to me. You were the ignorant fuck who wagered your wife. Now she belongs to me.”

“You forget who I am.” Jarek raged, though there was no chance of him breaking free of Logan’s powerful hold.

Jarek’s eyes latched onto me in a clawing of spite.

As if that would bring me to my senses.

Remind me of my place.

I wanted to spit in his face.

Fisting the back of his hair, Logan jerked his head higher.

Jarek writhed and flailed.

Logan leaned closer, and I could barely hear the words above the low strain of aggression. “No. I haven’t forgotten. I haven’t forgotten one single thing.”

Logan hissed it near Jarek’s ear. “Not one fucking thing. I think it’s you who has forgotten what my family was bred to do. Our calling card. It was you who came to us when a job needed done. You’d do well to remember it.”

“Fuck you, Logan. She’s mine. She’s always been. You’ll see.”

Logan tightened his hold. “You’re desperate, Jarek. I can smell the stench of it coming off you. I bet you don’t have anything left, do you? The way you came into that game like an arrogant prick? But I saw you sweating under it. What did you do, Jarek? Did you fuck up again? Lose it all? Only whose money was it you were gambling with this time?”

Jarek thrashed. “You have no fucking clue what you’re talking about.”

“I bet you went crawling back on your hands and knees to Aster’s father like the neglected pup you are, didn’t you? Did you beg him to take me out? Try to pin me as a threat to the family? It’s funny, though, isn’t it, that Aster is still here with me? He must finally be catching on to who you really are. Does he know you’re here? Because the last I heard, you aren’t supposed to be.”

“Fuck you.” Hot hatred spilled from Jarek’s mouth. “It’s you who took what he wants. Where is it?”

The stones?

That’s what he was after?

Revulsion clawed at my insides.

Logan shoved him forward.

Jarek stumbled two steps before he tripped and landed on the ground. Logan moved to stand over him, and he kept the gun pointed his direction when he pressed his foot to Jarek’s back to keep him pinned. “Nothing of mine is any concern of yours. Aster no longer belongs to you. My suggestion would be that you quickly drag your sorry ass back to LA before you can’t.”

Then Logan stretched his hand in my direction. “Come on, baby. Let’s get out of here.”

I reached for him.

He entwined our hands.

Energy raced.

Crackled with the connection.

He smiled at me. Soft and slow and knowing as he stepped over Jarek like he was trash.

My dark defender.

My soul’s destination.

My North Star.


TWENTY-EIGHT

LOGAN


Aster threaded her fingers through mine.

At her touch, warmth spread over my flesh and sank all the way to the marrow, thawing the freezing cold that had hardened my heart to stone.

All it’d taken was coming around the corner and finding Jarek’s hands on her for my spirit to slip into depravity.

To sink into a hollow darkness where there was no conscience or remorse.

No mercy.

No grace.

But it was far from detached.

It’d felt like the loss and the hope and every regret I possessed had boiled down to that single point.

I wanted revenge.

I wanted retribution.

I wanted to set her free.

Her limbs shook harder and harder as I led her out of the alleyway and back onto the sidewalk. I could physically feel the adrenaline draining from her body and shock sweeping in to take its place.

My teeth ground with restraint as I pulled her away from that piece of shit.

I had to focus on holding onto her so I wouldn’t turn around and finish a job that should have been finished years ago.

Aggression seethed just below the surface of my skin, ripping and clawing for a way out, while this girl soothed it with only her touch.

Her breaths were shallow and hard, though her tongue seemed to be tied with a thousand things she wanted to say.

Once we got to O’Malley’s door, I frantically turned her around, tipped up her chin, and searched her gorgeous face.

The panic I’d managed to contain in the alley spilled out. “Are you okay? He hit you. That bastard hit you.”

Her head shook with the shock. “I’m not hurt. I’m fine. I’m fine.”

I inhaled a desperate breath and pressed my forehead to hers. “I want to⁠—”

Aster curled her hands in my jacket. “Just take me home, Logan. Just take me home.”

Home.

I reached up and touched her face. “Okay, baby, I’ll take you home.”

I pulled Aster out of the way when the door suddenly flung open, and Salem and Eden stepped out. Confusion brought them to a quick stop when they saw me.

Tessa pushed out into the front of them, the girl all spastic with her arms flailing. “Aster, are you okay? It’s been forever, and we were getting worried, and now…you’re…here.”

That time, she flung an arm at me. Tessa looked at me like I might be a hallucination.

I ran the pad of my thumb over the back of Aster’s hand. “Seems I can’t stay away from her.”

Salem’s brow was twisted, clearly calling bullshit.

She knew something was up.

“You all should head home.” I issued it low.

Salem slipped her arms through Eden and Tessa’s like she got it. “Tab is settled. We’re out of here. Are you all good?”

I glanced at Aster and she looked back at me.

“I am now,” Aster told her.

“Okay. Let us know if you need anything. Let’s go, guys.”

“Ahh, but mimosas…” Tessa slurred the whine and reached back for the pub’s door while Salem held onto her other arm.

“Come on, miss drunky drunk. It’s time to go.”

“Thank you,” I told Salem.

Eden stalled, clearly wanting to find out what was happening. I gave her a slight smile that promised I’d fill them in later.

I watched until the three of them climbed into their car and drove away, and I helped Aster into the front seat of mine and ran around to get into the driver’s side. The urge to shift my car into gear and run the motherfucker down when Jarek staggered out from the alleyway was almost irresistible.

He glared at us.

I saw it there—he wasn’t going down without a fight.

Aster’s breath stalled out, her spirit whipping through the air, her chest beginning to jut as she suppressed the sobs that wracked from deep within her.

I took her hand. “He won’t touch you.”

Except he already had. I could have been too late.

Tears fell down her face. “Take me home.”

I warred, watching out the windshield where Jarek climbed into a car and tore away.

“I want to end him, Aster.”

“Please, take me home.”

My gaze swept to her, to the fiery depths of those agate eyes.

Sparks and life.

There was something there. Something that hadn’t been there before.

I pulled from the curb in a squeal of tires and torn intentions, flying toward my apartment before I did something that couldn’t be undone.

The air in the cab thinned. Dense and dark and desperate.

Heart in my throat, I peeked at Aster. She itched on the leather seat. Her face was flushed from the cold, and her skin was hot from what had gone down in the alley.

She was so goddamn perfect in my eyes.

A dream.

My purpose.

My reason.

The only destination I’d ever wanted to seek.

“I’ll do anything for you, Aster.” It left me as a low threat.

The lengths I would go.

Fuck any consequence.

Tension bound. Built and shuddered and blew.

She writhed where she sat, angling to the side as her heart thundered in the space. “And I’ll give you everything I have.”

I wanted to possess it.

Take it.

My car skidded around the sharp turn I took, and I gunned it, flying down the road.

I glanced at her, and Aster stared back at me with giant, awestruck eyes.

Molten.

Lava that rushed, consuming every part of me in its path.

Energy pulsed.

A shockwave between us.

A coming storm that neither of us could avoid.

“Do you want it, Logan?” she asked, her voice a rough scrape that blistered over my skin as she reached out with her shaking hand and ran her fingertips down the edge of my face. “Do you want it?”

I gripped her hand and frantically pressed the back of it to my mouth. “I want it all, Aster. I never stopped.”

I whipped into the drive of my building, quick to push the button to lift the gate.

The afternoon light dimmed to shadows when I drove into the basement and swung into my spot.

Killing the engine, I turned to face her. I did my best to keep my cool when possession burned a hole through the center of my chest. I framed her face with my hands and tugged her so close our lips nearly touched.

“I’m not ever fucking letting you go. Do you understand, Aster? Do you understand what that means?”

It came out low and thin, close to a warning.

Because I knew we were at a crossroads.

That once we got out of this car, nothing was going to be the same.

“I understand,” she whispered.

The second she said it, I crushed my mouth to hers.

I kissed her like kissing her was a necessity.

Because it was.

My love for her a requisite.

Our tongues clashed, and our lips plucked and pulled in a bid of possession.

I kissed her until I was in pain.

Mind.

Body.

Soul.

Because loving someone this much?

It always fucking hurt.


TWENTY-NINE

ASTER


Logan was a controlled windstorm. Severity bunched and bound his being, the man wrung like a tight cord.

A crated squall that whipped with energy and dark, dark light.

Crackling and snapping where the barely contained gusts sparked.

He helped me out of the car, and he threaded his fingers through mine in a fierce hold as he led me to the elevator.

He said nothing as he punched in the code, though his touch said everything. I could feel the vibration of it. The compulsion that guided us to a better place.

The elevator sped toward the top floor, while our hearts panged and raced and our spirits thrashed in the confined space.

It felt as if it were lifting us to a new destiny. A destination that had once felt impossible.

But after today? After him?

I gulped as I looked at the rigid set of his jaw. This beautiful, beautiful man who’d changed it all.

One who’d given me a reason to look forward. One who reminded me I was brave. One who made me remember that I deserved a better life.

A life I wanted with him.

The elevator door swept open, and Logan tightened his hold as he led me to his door. He let us into the quivering silence that danced within his apartment. Afternoon light seeped through the windows, muted with the sky that was cast in dreary grays.

It held us in whispers of anticipation. In a need so severe it felt as if I were wading into a tortured paradise, where you’d either reach the stars or stumble into the pits of Hell.

Tension radiated with each step as Logan guided me across the room.

Malachite eyes melted to gold when he looked down at me. His tongue stroked over his plush bottom lip. “Little Star.”

Just one glance, and he twisted me into a needy mess.

Or maybe that’s what I’d been all along—a needy mess that only he could undo.

He pulled me into the duskiness of his bedroom. It was strewn in silvered hues and crystallized shadows. He shut and locked the door before he pressed me against the wall.

He planted both forearms on either side of my head, caging me in, consuming me with his presence.

His aura whipped and whirred, corruption and clove, talons that penetrated flesh and sank in to take hold.

Claws that would never let go.

I didn’t want them to.

I wanted him to violate every part of me.

Keep me.

Wreck me.

Take me.

“Say it.” His forehead dropped to mine, the action an achy plea. Harsh gusts of air wheezed from his lungs. “Say it.”

I felt his teeth clench with the command. His heart pitch. His spirit possess.

“Logan,” I whispered his name, overcome.

He angled back and hit me with the fierce strike of his eyes. “Say it, Aster. Say it and fucking mean it.”

It didn’t take much to understand what he meant.

What he needed.

And I knew it was my truth.

My spirit gave as my hands fisted the lapels of his jacket, and the words flooded from my mouth on my own plea. “I love you, Logan Lawson. I love you. I am yours. Today, tomorrow, and yesterday. Forever. I’m yours.”

Logan growled.

Soul deep.

“Say it back,” I whispered as my hands curled tighter. “Say it back.”

Those eyes raced my face, tracing every inch. His voice became a rasp of conviction. “You think I don’t love you, Aster Rose? You are the very meaning of it. You are the one who taught me what it meant.”

He had me in his arms before my mind could catch up. His mouth captured mine. His kiss a bond.

He wound a hand into my hair as that kiss turned rash. Rugged and hard.

He stroked his tongue deep into my mouth to tangle with mine.

Passion stormed.

White hot.

Desperate.

An inferno that would lay us to waste, but I would be glad to live in the wake of his fire.

Logan tugged my body flush to his, friction and flames, and our heartbeats became frantic as new lifeblood beat through our veins.

A resurgence.

An awakening.

A dawning day where I’d stand in his light.

My dark, dark defender.

He climbed with me onto the center of his bed. He laid me there, and he hovered high as he gazed down.

“Say it again,” I begged because I’d done without for too long.

A big palm cupped one side of my face, warm and right, and his rugged voice cracked with devotion. “I love you, Aster. I love you with this heart that had forgotten how to beat. Not until it remembered you. It belongs to you, Aster. All of it. It always has.”

My fingertips stroked along the lines of his unforgettable face. “I think I’ve loved you since the moment I saw you. When I felt you at that doorway. It was the moment my heart came alive, and I’ve loved you every second since. I never stopped. Not once. Even when it hurt.”

His expression deepened, understanding the confession for what it was.

My tongue swept across my lips as I pressed out the words. “Every day we were apart, I was missing a piece of myself, Logan. I was missing you. You.”

Grabbing my hand, he pressed my knuckles to his mouth. “Never look back, Aster. Never look back. From here, from this point on, it is you and me. Nothing else matters. Do you understand me?”

His voice grated with control, merciless in his demand. “Tell me you understand.”

My throat grew thick. “Nothing else matters but you and me.”

Logan jerked me up enough that he could peel off my jacket. “Fucking sublime. You in my bed. Where you belong. It’s time, Aster. It’s time.”

It was all a seductive murmur that whispered from his full lips, and his eyes flashed to mine before a grunt left his mouth. “Everything I do, I’ll do it for you.”

My head spun, rushing to keep up with the tornado that was this man. The stark ferocity and the tender loyalty.

Everything.

Everything.

Leaning down, he kissed the edge of my mouth before he ran his lips along my jaw and up to my ear. “Now you know, Little Star. Now you know you’re mine, and I’m not giving you back. Not this body or this heart or this mind. I’m going to own them all.”

Shivers raced, and he continued his assault, kissing down my neck as he began to wind up my shirt. He edged back to his knees so he could pull it over my head.

My hair fell around my bare shoulders. Heat flushed, racing my skin as fast as his eyes devoured it.

With a growl, he tossed it to the floor. “A vision. You sitting there. Do you have any idea?”

He glided a single fingertip over the curve of my breast along the edge of my bra. “Fucking perfect, Aster Rose.”

Logan dipped his thumb beneath the lace, and he watched my expression as he dragged his nail across my nipple.

Sensation streaked far and fast, and it tightened to the hardest peak.

I was already gasping, and he’d hardly touched me.

He gripped me by the back of the neck and dragged me forward for a kiss.

A kiss that altered reason.

One that changed standing.

One that shifted meaning.

Logan’s mouth was hot, delirious fire. The darkest, deepest ocean. A magnificent sea where I would drown.

He kept flicking his thumb over my nipple while he kissed me into a messy puddle of desire, then he licked down my neck in a low, seductive path. He nibbled and sucked at my flesh as he went.

Down, down, down until he yanked the cup of my bra away and closed his mouth over my breast.

A tiny yelp escaped, and my fingers drove into the locks of his black, thick hair.

I held on tight as he sucked and licked and stroked me into a frenzy.

He reached around and flicked the snap to my bra so he could pull it all the way off.

“Logan…Logan…please.” My body arched toward him. “Please.”

“What do you need, Aster?”

“You. I’ve always needed you.”

Since the day he’d brought the best part of me to life.

Severity flashed through his gaze. A possession so intense I felt it rumble the ground.

The man was an earthquake. A firestorm. Obliteration.

I wanted to be wrecked.

Destroyed.

For the two of us to reform and reshape as we rebuilt the pieces that had been littered between us.

I wanted to come alive under his hands and his body and his sweet, hardened heart that was littered with cracks.

I wanted to bleed into the secret places inside him that had always been reserved for me.

He slipped off the bed, and he tugged me by an ankle to the side.

“Logan.” It was a wheeze, my hips bucking a fraction.

“I know what you need, Little Star. Don’t worry, sweet girl, I’m going to give it to you.”

He tugged off my boots. One then the other. They clunked to the floor.

The air shivered and flashed.

Logan’s sexy grin went wicked when he leaned over me so he could reach the button of my jeans. He set it loose in the same second as he pressed his nose to my belly button.

He exhaled.

Flames lapped.

He kissed over my abdomen as he pulled down the zipper, whispering, “I’m going to give it to you, again and again and again. Forever, baby.”

Tremors rocked through my body as he edged back so he could peel both my jeans and underwear down my legs. “Look at you, Little Star. Fucking glorious, the only one I can see.”

I writhed, a naked, itching mess on his bed.

Those eyes grazed over every bare inch of my skin.

Etching.

Slaying.

Remembering.

“No one will ever touch you again, Aster. No one but me.” He nudged my knees apart, and his jaw clenched tight when he drove two fingers deep into my body.

A moan rolled up my throat.

“I need you.” I whimpered it as my hips jerked toward his touch.

“You have me, Aster. You just had to accept it.”

Logan stepped back, and the man watched down on me as he stripped.

Slowly.

Purposefully.

He unwound from his jacket, then he ticked through the buttons of his shirt before he pulled it away to reveal those broad, muscled shoulders.

He toed out of his shoes and socks then undid his pants and stepped out of them before he shoved out of his underwear.

The man was a masterpiece.

Carved of an ethereal canvas.

Dark and wicked.

Beautiful and right.

My mouth went dry, and my insides shook.

“I’d forgotten what life looks like.” The praise tremored from my tongue.

The man towered there as twilight seeped into the room, the barest rays of white illuminating his smooth skin. Every muscle in his body was rigid.

Flexing with strength.

“I never thought I’d want this way again, Logan. Not once. Not until I ended up here.”

“Right where you belong.”

I gulped.

I had almost forgotten.

Had almost forgotten what it felt like to be loved by this man.

The way he watched me.

All consuming.

Logan’s expression deepened. Lines of fierce adoration. Strokes of grief and guilt. A shadowy mystery that glowed beneath absolute beauty. “I was a fool who didn’t fight for you once, Aster. You need to know that won’t happen again.”

Joy sprang up from the vacant places. From the places I never thought could be filled.

Where old pain howled and promised I was nothing but a fool.

All while dread threatened to lay siege. To clot out the hope because neither of us knew what waited. How we would find the freedom to continue to love this way.

I wondered if he saw it, my fear, because he leaned over me and brushed his thumb across my jaw. The words left him on a rough promise, “You are worth the risk, Aster. Whatever it costs. I will fight for you. Live for you. Kill for you. Whatever it takes.”

You are worth it.

You are worth it.

I didn’t think I’d ever felt as cherished as I did then.

“Love me, Logan,” I whispered desperately. “Love me, and don’t you dare ever stop.”

Logan’s expression was sheer devastation as he slowly climbed up onto the bed.

Energy swelled.

Filled up the bare space that raged between us.

Logan’s heart thundered.

Powerful and bold.

While mine wept and rejoiced.

I swore, right then, as he climbed to hover over me, that those two broken organs tangled and tied. Bound together to make something whole.

His expression churned through a million emotions.

Love.

Tenderness.

Joy.

Possession.

I traced my fingers along the contours of it like I could keep all of it for myself.

Like we could find it together.

Logan shifted so he could kiss over my fingertips, devoted and soft. Harsh and sweet.

“Aster Rose.”

It was like coming home.

“This is it, Aster. After this, there is no letting you go. You’re mine.”

Throat thick, I gave him an erratic nod. “We fight together. We live together. We love forever.”

Severity flashed through his expression.

The man took me in one rigid thrust.

It was close to a sob that tore from my throat when he filled me.

Tortured greed and frantic desperation.

My nails clawed at his back while pained pleasure shimmered behind my eyes.

It’d been so long.

So long.

“Mine,” Logan rumbled where he pressed his face to my throat.

Logan’s body consumed me, so big and full that the only thing I could breathe was him.

Grunting, Logan curled a hand in my hair, and he yanked it back farther so my throat was exposed and my chest arched from the bed to crush against his.

“Look at you, all spread out for me, this body taking me the way only you can. Fucking perfect, being in you.”

He remained completely still as desire burned inside me.

“Logan.” I whimpered it.

“What do you need, Little Star?”

“You, I’ve always needed you.”

“You have me. Forever.”

He kissed my throat before he pulled back and began to move.

He moved in slow, measured thrusts.

His gaze remained unrelenting, his stare ruthless as he took me.

He consumed me.

He claimed me.

He rebranded me with the mark of his body.

His lips were parted as he panted. He worked over me, all that lean, hewn muscle flexing in ripples of strength.

Every thrust was obsession.

Every drive possession.

Gasps wisped from my throat, and I lifted to meet him as I begged him for more.

His hips began to stroke faster.

Bliss prickled and teased, a whispered promise that hummed from the edges of eternity.

A song that grew louder.

A rhythm that climbed toward a crescendo.

He gathered me closer as if he could never possibly get me close enough. “You feel so good. So right. How’s it possible, Little Star? How’s it possible you do this to me? Do you have any idea? Did you know my perfection is you?”

He grunted it with each jut of his hips.

Friction flamed and fanned, and our hearts picked up the same rhythm as our bodies.

Jagged.

Erratic.

A desperate devotion that thrummed and churned and grew.

It built to a point where it was blinding.

Blind love.

Because there were no guarantees.

There were only our oaths and our truths.

It didn’t matter what either of us had done in the past.

Not the scars or the betrayals or the grief.

It was only this.

Now.

So I fell into this man who I’d promised I’d never trust again.

A man who was supposed to be my enemy.

My lover.

My destination.

My North Star.

Pleasure blossomed in every cell.

It shivered and trembled and expanded.

It sizzled then blew.

Every molecule in my being ruptured.

There, beneath the savage loyalty that blazed in his eyes, I broke apart.

His name rasped from my lips. “Logan. Logan.”

A moan of my spirit. A shattering of my soul.

I fractured into a million unrecognizable pieces. Splintered apart.

And I floated somewhere in that paradise that only existed in his hands.

Wave after wave.

Flood after flood.

Rapture.

Ecstasy.

Logan edged back and took me by both knees as he climbed onto his.

He pounded into me, scoring himself deep.

Frantic.

Wild.

Unhinged.

I felt it when he came. When his bliss was mine. When every muscle in his gorgeous body tensed and he let go.

A guttural moan ripped up his throat as he poured into me.

Pleasure pulled every muscle in his chest and abdomen taut.

“Fuck, so good. So good,” he muttered incoherently before he slumped forward.

Pants jetted from my mouth, and every fiber in my being vibrated with aftershocks.

It was a feeling that went bone deep.

Satisfaction.

Contentment.

This man who was everything.

How could I ever have believed otherwise?

Those arms wound around me, and his nose ran up my cheek until his mouth was at my ear. “You might be mine, but you, Little Star, own me.”


THIRTY

LOGAN


I brushed the hair from her face as she lay on her side staring at me.

Fire-agate eyes glowed in a slow simmer. Coals that glinted. This girl who’d thawed my frozen heart from the inside out.

I didn’t think I’d felt more content, so at peace, than right then.

It might have been a bit illogical considering this girl was a boatload of trouble.

She’d always been.

And she’d always been worth it.

We floated in that peace, like we were back out under the stars in Los Angeles, held by their secret cover. By the sounds of the night and the whisper of the darkness.

I thought maybe our minds needed a minute to catch up to the place our spirits and bodies had gone, except I was sure my mind had known it all along.

There was a part of me that had to wonder if I’d always known we’d catch up to this day.

That it was always going to be her and me.

“There is no better place in this world than being in you,” I finally murmured as I let my fingertips brush along the ridge of her mouth.

A breathy giggle rippled from between her swollen, plump lips, Aster’s breath kissing my skin as she gazed at me like she’d found her way home. “And how do you know that, Logan Lawson? I’m pretty sure you haven’t visited every place.”

She drew out the last, pure suggestion.

A tease and a play.

Joy rumbled in my spirit, and a grin split my face. Her mood was so light she might as well have been high. The girl was still soaring somewhere in the heavens where only this kind of pleasure could exist.

“Oh, I’m well-traveled.” Playfulness weaved into my response.

“Is that so?”

“Yep. Been searching high and low for anything that could make me feel as good as you.” My voice softened as I caressed my fingers down the edge of her face. “It was all made in vain because every road led back to you.”

Those knowing eyes flashed. “Do you think it was inevitable, us ending up here? Together?”

My fingers slipped through hers, and I drew them to my mouth and murmured, “I think we should have been here all along.”

“Why did you do it, Logan? Why did you go when I begged you not to?”

Sickness clawed at my insides at the thought of that night. That horrible night that had desolated and destroyed. The choice I’d made had been the domino that had begun to topple it all.

A cataclysmic fall.

Aster ruined.

Me ruined.

Our hope ruined.

Nathan ruined.

I struggled to breathe, and the blood thickened in my veins, slogging with regret. My thumb traced the apple of her cheek and ran beneath the hollow of her eye. “I thought it was my only chance to win your father over. A way to provide for us. For our family. I thought it was my only chance to prove to him that I could be good enough.”

Her voice grew hoarse. “You were always good enough for me.”

“But not for him. I never would have been.”

She touched my bottom lip with all four fingertips. A tinge of sadness laced with the softness in her tone. “You still won’t be.”

“I know. But this time, I don’t give a fuck.”

Dread slipped into her expression. An ice-cold slick that made her shiver. I ran my hand over the chills.

“What matters is what you want, Aster, and whatever that is, that is what I’m going to fight for. We do it together.”

Then I let a grin fill my face. “Unless what you want is to leave me, and well, I think we already established that’s not going to happen.”

I yanked her toward me. Aster squealed, and a thrill filled up my smile as I got that sweet, naked body tucked against mine. I pressed my lips to the top of her head. “I’m keeping you.”

Aster laughed and sank deeper into my hold. Then she sighed as she curled into my chest, her voice twisting into a wisp. “I used to dream of it, Logan, of you coming back, storming the castle and whisking me away. And I never wanted to be weak, to need a hero, but I never could find my way out of those caged walls. I remained a prisoner, without escape, until you.”

Affection tightened my chest. “You’re the one who chose to take a stand, Aster. The one who decided it was time to fight. I was the fool who dropped you at that airport, thinking you’d leave me again. You’re the one who was brave. The one who looked for a different solution.”

“And I found it in you.”

I edged back to meet her gaze. “Because we were supposed to do this together.”

She pressed her lips against my raging heart. “You are the end of every road.”

Her words resonated. All the way back to the nights when I’d held her like a secret. “I will always find my way back to you,” I finished.

“We just took the twisted route.” I felt her smile against my skin when she said it.

I rubbed my hand down her back. “A very twisted, fucked up route.”

She burrowed in closer. “I wish I would have been stronger.”

Pain squeezed my spirit in a gutting fist because I heard in her voice what she was referring to.

It was a loss that tasted sour on my tongue.

One I doubted would ever stop hurting.

One that a part of me would forever hate her for.

“It kills me that you made that choice. That you felt like you had to.” I could barely grind out the words. I had to hold back the bitterness that still coiled inside.

Hot tears seeped onto my chest, and a sob suddenly hitched in her throat.

Regret slammed me. The truth was, I didn’t have a clue what she’d been through. The desperation she’d felt. Right then, I knew her regrets might be as great as mine.

I rushed to shift her, tipped up her chin, and forced her to look at me. My thumb gathered as much moisture as I could. “Please don’t cry, Aster.”

Her eyes were wide. So wide that I could see all the way down to a void that radiated from within, where ghosts haunted, and wraiths foraged for the weak. “If I could go back, Logan, if I could go back and change it all. Stop you from leaving that night⁠—”

She choked on the agony that poured from her mouth.

I grappled to get her closer, and my hold tightened on her face. My voice dipped with emphasis. “I thought we just said we were never looking back?”

Fat droplets escaped the edges of her eyes and slipped down her cheeks. An edge of hysteria screamed through her body.

Sorrow a stampede that stormed her spirit.

Her fingers dragged over my shoulder and down my arm, like she was trying to get me to understand. To see. “There’s a piece of my heart that will always remain there, Logan. Broken and lost.” Another sob ripped from her, and she pressed a hand to her hemorrhaging chest. “And I don’t want to leave it behind or forget it. I won’t ever forget it. I won’t.”

Misery clutched and bound and tied us tighter than we’d ever been.

Wrapped our spirits and traipsed through our minds.

So much loss.

I dove for her, my arms fierce around her, pulling her as close to my chest as I could. My nose pressed into her hair and the words fumbled in a litany of our sins. “I’m sorry, Aster. I’m so fucking sorry.”

My heart heaved with the velocity of our mistakes.

With the circumstances that I’d tried to control but had failed.

Her head shook, and she climbed up to straddle me, and I shifted all the way onto my back. My hands shot to her waist.

She was so damned gorgeous as she looked down on me.

Dark brown hair wild around her face. Her throat still trembled with the silent cries that twisted her mouth.

But I thought maybe—maybe a piece of her heart had been freed.

“I love you, Aster. Through it all, I’ve loved you.”

Her tongue swept over her soggy lips. “And I’m terrified that my love for you is going to ruin us both in the end. That my being here…”

I flew up to sitting. I had one hand wound in her hair and the other linked around her waist. The words rushed out with a curl of severity. “This time, we’re not giving up anything, Aster. We’re not sacrificing or yielding or surrendering. We’re taking what’s ours.”

This was the greed I was giving into.

And I wanted it all.

The sheet was twisted around her legs, and every inch of her exposed skin was bare.

Her heart beat at a ragged sprint.

Wrapping me whole.

Her head tilted to the side when she touched my face. “No surrendering.”

My guts clenched.

Clenched with want.

With need.

With this devotion that made me weak in the knees.

She pushed me onto my back, and she stared down at me like she was searing this moment into her mind.

Her eyelids dropped closed as she savored it.

Then she dove forward, the oath frenzied when she whispered, “We’re taking what’s ours.”

She kissed me hard, with a devotion that singed across my skin and embedded into my bones.

It was dizzying, being with her like this. Fully freed. Just her and me. Lost to each other. To the truth that we were where we were always supposed to be.

All it took was a brush from her and I was hard again.

She felt it, and a needy gasp raked from her lungs.

Desire filled her being and glimmered from her skin.

Aster pushed up onto her knees, fisted my dick, and aligned me with her pussy.

She plunged down.

Took all of me in.

Body and fucking soul.

My hands shot to her hips. “Shit. Aster. Yes. Do you have any idea how you feel?”

A wispy, dazed laugh ripped through the air. “I hope half as good as you feel to me.”

She began to move, and I held her by the waist while the girl worked me over.

She glided up and down on my shaft. Her walls clutching my cock in a fist, and her tits bouncing with each pitch of her body.

Bliss.

Bliss.

Bliss.

I shot upright so I could get to that mouth, kissing her hard and wild while she rode me in her own form of possession. Writing herself on my being.

But she was already there.

Greed.

She just hadn’t fucking known it.

I rubbed my thumb on her clit as I kissed down her throat.

I felt her wind, the sensation grow, her body burning up as the pleasure gathered quick. Two strokes later, an orgasm tore through her, head to toe.

Her pussy throbbed and squeezed as she moaned my name.

“I told you that you would be mine, Aster Rose. I told you I was going to own this body. That I was going to fill you up and take you over. This body belongs to me.”

I went back to stroking her clit while her nails scratched and clawed at my shoulders.

She was feral.

Wild.

“Oh…Logan…please…I don’t think…”

“Don’t think, Aster. Let go. Give it to me. Everything you have.”

That time, when the second orgasm hit her, she cried out, and the sound of her pleasure banged against the walls.

I came with a rush, holding her by the inside of the thighs to press her down onto me while my cock throbbed and pulsed.

A bomb of pleasure detonated.

Blinding as it blazed through my being.

Paradise.

My arms tightened around her as we both came down.

As we gasped and panted.

I edged back, and the girl smiled at me in this way that pierced me all the way through. I leaned forward and gave her the sloppiest kiss. She laughed and wound her arms around my neck.

“I love you,” she murmured at the thrumming point of my pulse.

I held her as close as I could. “You are the meaning of it, Little Star.”

I jolted when my phone rang from the pocket of my jacket. I didn’t let her go as I scooted to the edge of the bed. I banded my arm around her waist to keep her against me as I leaned over so I could dig for it.

She giggled and held on tighter. “You can let me go, you know.”

“Nope, I can’t. You’re stuck with me now.”

My smile was too big.

She touched it like she felt the impact of it, too.

I glanced at the screen.

Dean.

My heart climbed into my throat, and anticipation beat a frenzied path through my veins.

Accepting the call, I pressed my phone to my ear. “Dean, what do you have?”

I didn’t waste any time with pleasantries.

“It might be nothing, but you said you wanted everything and anything.”

I could feel the worry travel through Aster’s body. I wound my arm tighter in a silent show of support.

My brave girl who’d only needed someone to remind her of who she was.

Of what she deserved.

“I do. Anything that could possibly be of use.”

“Jarek Urso has a pseudo…found the connection a few days ago. Jack Werner. It didn’t look like there was much associated with it. A checking account and a couple rental properties.”

I didn’t realize my teeth were grinding in restraint until Aster started running her fingers down my spine to soothe me.

“And?” I pressed.

“I dug deeper into it and found some flight records from this last summer. At least four trips to Russia. It might be nothing, but it seemed worth mentioning.”

Blood thickened and stormed.

“It’s definitely worth mentioning. Do you know who he visited while there?”

“That I haven’t been able to uncover.”

“Keep digging,” I told him.

Ending the call, I tossed my phone to the mattress.

I edged back so I could look at Aster, my hands vises that curled around her waist like I could keep her from floating away. “Does your father have business in Russia?”

I only knew what I’d known then—there were no alliances.

Only enemies.

Worry crept across her face. She blinked as she processed.

“No. I don’t think so.”

“Would he send Jarek there for any reason?”

Disconcerted, she swallowed. “I can’t believe that he would. I think I would at least know that. This last summer, Jarek was supposed to be traveling to New York. As far as I knew, he was in charge of facilitating a new shipment route.”

But her father hadn’t exactly been forthright with her over the years, either.

Acting like he was protecting her from his bullshit when she’d merely been a bartering chip.

Hope blazed like a beacon in her eyes. “I need to tell my father.”

“I know you’re anxious, Aster. I am, too. The thing I want most in this world is to set you free of his power. But we need to wait until we have more. Until we have something solid and substantial to prove Jarek’s disloyalty. If we do it too soon, it’s only going to give Jarek time to cover his tracks.”

Aster deflated, resignation thick. Then she nodded and blew out a strained breath. “I know…I just want this to be over.”

“Soon, Aster.”

“What happened earlier today when you called? Did you know he was coming for me? I can’t believe he went against a direct order from my father.”

“I left my office for about an hour. When I got back, it’d been ransacked. Place destroyed. They took my laptop.”

That was what unsettled me most.

It’d felt…purposed.

Like they were searching.

The piece of shit would have to search for the rest of his life.

Aster choked. Fear echoed from her depths. From the dark places I wondered if she’d ever fully allow me to go. “He’s coming to his end, Logan. He thinks we’re playing him a fool, and there is nothing that he cares about more than his pride.”

“That’s exactly what we’re doing, Aster. We’re playing him the fool because that is what he is.”

And if the fucker came anywhere near her again? He would meet his end.

My palm splayed over the side of her head, and my fingers weaved into her hair. “We almost have him, Aster. I can feel it. We just need a little time. And during then, I don’t want you out anywhere without me. Do you understand?”

“Logan—”

I cut her off with an anguished kiss.

Praying she would get it. What she meant to me. The terror I possessed at the thought of her being harmed.

Slowing it, I dropped my forehead to hers. “Please, Aster, I couldn’t bear it if something happened to you.”

Desperation fueled her voice. “I can’t remain a prisoner to him any longer, Logan. I won’t.”

My thumb stroked her chin. “No, Little Star, you are no prisoner. You are free in me.”


THIRTY-ONE

ASTER


Recklessly in love…

My sweet, wonderful secret.

My defender.

My lover.

My North Star.

My beautiful boy who crash-landed in a foreign land where he didn’t belong.

Maybe it was a rescue mission. Your descent into enemy lines to rescue a prisoner who was being held against her will.

But was I really an outlander if I had been born within the confines of those walls? If that tainted blood was what supplied my life?

But somewhere along the way, it was you who became the supplier. The lifebeat that pounded within me.

You stood for me. Fought for me. Then you loved me beneath the expanse of hidden stars.

The very next day, I crept into my papa’s office, my knees knocking but my chin lifted high. “I won’t marry Jarek, Papa, I won’t,” I’d said.

Papa scoffed, barely glancing my way as he studied the paper in his hand. “Do not start, Aster. You know your purpose. Your role in this family. You will honor it.”

“He’s a bad man.” It came like supplication.

Papa’s brow furled. “We are all bad men, mia vita, but Jarek Urso will respect you. Care for you. Protect you and this family. And one day, when your uncle Antonio and I are gone from this world, he will take the place as the head of this family, and you will sit at his side.”

I took a frantic step forward. “No, Papa, not all are bad.”

The air had shivered as he paused, and he turned to look at me with a face made of stone but with eyes that understood. “Your head has always been full of whimsy, Aster, but Jarek Urso is your fate. I pray you do not act so foolishly that I will have to do something that you and I will both regret.”

That regret was already written in the lines of his expression.

Telling.

A warning.

He told no lies.

I ran from him then.

I should have run away, but instead, I ran to you.

I hid with you.

I wrote you a thousand stars and loved you a million times.

In secret.

In the shadows.

In the rain and in the office.

You gave me your mouth in the library, and I gave you mine beneath your desk.

You took me on the counter in the bathroom and against the wall on the side of the house.

Reckless.

Reckless.

We didn’t care.

Not when it was the only thing that mattered.

But it was in our sacred spot when I told you.

“I’m pregnant.” I was terrified saying it would make it true.

But I’d known it was true. I hadn’t bled in three months.

You froze for a moment before you had me pinned against the grass.

You smiled this brilliant smile that shattered the sky and sent the stars soaring higher than where they hung.

Our own constellation.

“Are you sure?” you’d urged.

I gulped and nodded. “I took two tests.”

“Aster.” It was a rasp of awe, and you pulled me into your arms, so tight I didn’t know how either of us could breathe.

“Aren’t you angry?”

“How could I be angry?”

Manic laughter had bubbled from my mouth. “Because this is going to cause more trouble than either of us have the ability to deal with, Logan. Because I’m a Costa princess and you’re an Iron Owl. Because I’m not even supposed to talk to you. Because I am pledged to another man.”

Because my father will kill you.

That was the one I couldn’t speak.

“We’ll find a way,” you’d promised. “We’ll find a way. I’m going to get you out of this place, Aster, if it’s the last thing I do.”

And that was the promise I was terrified of coming true…


THIRTY-TWO

ASTER


The next two weeks passed in a blur.

It was easy to do when I’d been living in Logan, and he’d been living in me.

He’d go into the office during the day, and I’d stay in because he was right—it wasn’t worth risking it—not until we had proof and we could finally bring this to an end.

Plus, it’d given me time to plot out what I would say to my father. How I would free myself of the chains he’d kept locked around my wrists. I’d written for days, filled journals full of every thought and shaped them into stars.

I’d poured out every dream and every fear. I’d built my courage with each word and my case with each point.

One way or another, I would make my father understand.

He would see me.

See me as a person.

A human being.

As his daughter.

As someone who was going to stand for herself.

In the evening, Logan would come striding through the door.

A vision.

Fierce and perfect and the most gorgeous thing I’d ever seen.

He’d be wearing that smile that promised I was in trouble, then he’d toss off his jacket, and it was on.

The two of us were nothing but desperate hands, pleading bodies, and unrelenting need.

Insatiable.

I loved it. I loved the way he loved me.

As if I was precious.

As if I was a treasure.

But oh god was he ruthless while he was doing it.

The man wasn’t shy to take what he wanted.

Rough and hard and demanding.

“Girl, you should see your face right now. Red as a tomato. I know what you’re over there dreaming about. Mmhmm.”

Gretchen’s voice snapped me out of the daydream I’d gotten lost in while I was wrapping Christmas gifts at the island.

Christmas was only four days away. It was the first time since I was a child that I was excited for it. There was a buzz in my blood that whispered of love and grace and faith.

That I was a part of something that mattered.

I sent her a soft scowl. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Gretchen scuttled into the kitchen. “Oh, I think you do. That man has been eating you alive for weeks. I don’t know how you’re walking.”

Yeah, I really didn’t know how I was walking, either.

“He does no such thing.”

“Oh, I’m pretty sure he does all the things.” She waggled her brows as she filled a watering can at the sink.

“Gretchen.” It was an affectionate sigh that squeezed my chest.

God, how much I loved this woman.

She smiled. Pure Cheshire grin. “Just enjoy it, sweetheart. It seems the two of you had a little catching up to do.”

I looked out the window where the last of the day sank toward the horizon, winter holding fast to the air.

“I guess we did, didn’t we?” I admitted when I looked back at her.

Her expression softened. “It’s good you’re here, Aster.”

A war went down inside me. The part that kept worrying what I was doing was wrong. That it was selfish, staying here, dragging this family into my mess. The danger I was bringing to his door. I’d done it before, and look where that had gotten us.

Was I nothing but a fool for pressing it again? For getting us back into the very position we’d been in then?

“At what point is loving someone selfish? At what point is the cost too great?” I finally asked her.

Gretchen glanced at me in speculation. “For which of you?”

I huffed a perplexed sound, my attention focused on winding ribbon around the package I’d wrapped for Juniper, this little family that wasn’t mine yet felt like my own. My voice was a tremor when I admitted, “For Logan because I’m pretty sure I’d sacrifice anything for him.”

Gretchen hummed and went to watering the plants in the living room. Her back was to me when she spoke, “Well, from my perspective, that man is about as over-the-top as they come. Filling up the space like a blinding star every time he walks into a room.”

I felt that truth to my soul.

“Livin’ life to the extreme, but I’m pretty sure it was gonna burn out. You can’t keep shining when you only shine to cover the darkness you hold onto.”

Emotion climbed to my throat.

Thick and sticky.

She glanced at me. “I’ve cleaned house for Logan for the last five years. He was always a goof…joking, coming in and making a scene every chance he got, but there was always something beneath the surface. Couldn’t put my finger on it. Not until my Jonnie passed about a year ago.”

Grief curled through her expression, and an ache lit in my spirit. “I’m so sorry.”

“Well, I am, too, but we had quite the life together.” She went back to tending to the plants, musing as she did, “I lost him about the same time Logan was moving into this place. He told me he couldn’t handle things without me, but I knew him asking me to stay here didn’t have a thing to do with him needing the help.”

Pausing, she fiddled with a leaf before she continued to speak, “That’s a good man, you know, as wild and rough as he can be, bringing me in to live with him because he was worried about me being alone.”

She hesitated, the tease normally held in her tone waning to soft affection. “I’d been living here for about two weeks when I heard it one night. Probably should have minded my business, but you know I’m not so good at that, so I let myself into his room when I heard him whimpering in pain and he didn’t respond to my knocking.”

Soft laughter rolled from her. “The man was fool drunk, tuckered out on a bottle of whiskey, laying on his back on the floor staring up at the ceiling like it was the sky. He told me about a star he’d caught once, one that’d burned him so bad that he’d had to let it go.”

Everything squeezed, and my breath locked in my throat when she looked at me. “Every so often after that, I would hear him calling out for that star in his sleep. Aster.”

Moisture bleared my sight, joy and sorrow clutching my chest. “He haunted my dreams, too.”

She moved across the room so she could reach out and touch my cheek. “It’s only a nightmare if it ends bad. You just make sure that doesn’t happen.”

We both jumped when the door suddenly banged open and a disorder spilled in.

“Pivot!” Jud shouted, the man cracking up as if it were the funniest thing he’d ever said as he and Logan attempted to wrangle an enormous tree through the door.

“Idiot.” Logan shook his head, but he was wearing the biggest grin I’d ever seen as he struggled to squeeze the giant fir through.

Joy poured from it.

Real, true joy.

“That’s my line, man, my line,” Jud grunted. “And you are the one who begged for your big brother to come and do the heavy lifting. You’d better watch yourself or I’ll knock you flat. You don’t want to go and embarrass yourself in front of your lady now, do you?”

It was all a razzing.

Logan rolled his eyes. “Dude, I just helped you get your tree into your place half an hour ago. Who was begging who?”

I took the chaos in, and the air hitched in my throat when Logan’s gaze turned to tangle with mine.

As his smile turned slow.

Sweet.

“Merry Christmas, baby. I got us a tree.”

He and Jud propped it up near the fireplace.

I nearly dropped to my knees.

“Of course, this asshole right here had to have the biggest one. Surprised it fits.” Jud gestured at Logan, but it was pure affection.

“What do you think?” Logan stretched out his arms.

My heart swelled.

So big.

An outpouring of devotion.

“I think you’re the best thing I’ve ever seen.” I couldn’t keep it in. This feeling that swept through me like a warm, spring breeze. Something that promised better things were to come.

Jud chuckled a rough sound, and he tossed an aimless punch in Logan’s direction as he passed. “Last thing this guy needs is any more ammo for his ego. Head’s already bigger than that tree. Puff him up any more, and he’s the one who’s not gonna fit through the doorway.”

Jud was all burly stride and easy smiles as he came our way. He acted like my presence was normal.

Required.

He dipped in and pressed a kiss to Gretchen’s cheek before he reached out and wrapped his massive arms around me.

A gush of surprise left me when he hugged me tight.

He lifted me off the floor and whispered in my ear so no one else could hear, “Love him. Love him right. Love him whole. Because he fucking loves you with everything he’s got, and he’s willing to give it all.”

Then Jud set me back on my feet, turned, and walked out.


THIRTY-THREE

LOGAN


It was crazy, what life did. The way you could be moving along with the day to day, living each one because that’s really all you could do. Your lot had already been cast, for good or bad or whatever it was worth. Mistakes had already been made that you had to live with, and you did the best with what you’d been given.

Even when it sucked.

I glanced at Aster where she sat in the passenger seat of my car as I drove in the direction of Eden and Trent’s place. I squeezed her hand, and she sent me this adoring smile that sailed through my spirit like eternity.

And I knew, sometimes fate took favor on you, scooped up the dice you’d rolled, and tossed you a pair of snake eyes for the fucking win.

Contentment lapped in the bare space between us, peace and joy wrapping us in a blanket of comfort as we drove into the quaint neighborhood to celebrate Christmas Eve with my family.

Night had fallen, and the houses were decked out in lights, decorations glowing from porches, families tucked inside the warmth of the walls.

And I wanted to keep it. Wanted it with every part of me. To make it ours.

I pulled to a stop at the curb in front of Eden’s house and killed the engine. Silence descended. The only sound was our deep, rasping breaths as our attention hooked on the huge window that fronted the house.

The drapes were open, and my family was inside. Eden laughed at something Jud said to her, and Trent held her from behind, Baby Kate in my sister-in-law’s arms. Salem walked through, holding Juni, and the two of them stopped to look at an ornament on the tree.

Gage appeared below them, his caramel hair bouncing when he jumped and pointed.

It was this perfect picture that sent my heart angling in a direction I’d spent the last seven years convincing myself that it couldn’t go.

“Do you want that, Aster?” I realized it was close to a plea. “Children? Family? A home?”

I knew my saying it was ripping a wound wide open.

But if I peeled back the exterior?

The walls I’d built—the façade I’d lived in for the last seven years?

That was a wound that hadn’t come close to healing.

It was raw.

Throbbing.

A fucking hole that ached with confusion and tumult because I still couldn’t understand how Aster had done it.

Her spirit roiled. I felt it flow, whisper and moan on a ripple of grief.

Yearning struck me, so intense that I was inhaling every veiled question that lingered between us.

Aster stared out the window, bobbing in a turmoil that’d caught her unaware.

“I’m sorry, Aster, I didn’t mean to put you on the spot, especially tonight. It just⁠—”

“Hurts,” she filled in, not looking my way.

“Yeah, it fucking hurts.”

The dreams, the plans, the promises we’d made.

But she was the one who’d had to exist on the other side, and I was the one who’d done the very thing she’d begged me not to do.

“It’s a pain that won’t ever go away, Logan.”

Grief rose high, threatening my windpipe, but I forced myself to push for more.

“You said you’d never allow it to happen…that you’d never put a child in the same position as you’d been put in. That you refused to have Jarek’s children because⁠—”

She cut me off by whipping her attention my direction. “You asked me if I wanted it, Logan.” Her voice had gone haggard. Hopeless and hopeful. Fueled by her own misunderstandings. She touched her chest. “I’ve always wanted it. I just wanted it with you. I wanted to run away with you. Live with you. For you. For us. A family and a home and our child.”

“And I was too late.”

Through bleary eyes, she blinked. “Maybe time didn’t really exist for us.”

“No, baby, no. It did and it does. Time might have been cruel, but we’re real, and this time? It’s ours. Fuck thirty days, I’m taking thirty thousand.” Aster smiled a soggy smile. Emotion thick. Her faith finally coming to fruition.

I dove forward, capturing her mouth while this girl captured my soul.

Hell, it’d always been hers. It was time we were finally free to revel in it.

A pounding hammered at my driver’s side window.

Aster yelped and jerked away, and I whirled around to find the threat.

Gifts stacked to the sky, Tessa waved back manically with one hand as she tried to balance them.

Shit.

I drew in a fragmented breath and tried to reel in the violence that had been instant.

“Hello, hey, Merry Christmas. Get your asses out of that car because I’m freezing mine off, and you know this tushy is way too cute for that.”

I scrubbed a palm over my face.

Fucking Tessa.

I glanced at Aster.

On a giggle, she gave me a small shrug. “You’re the one who told me she was only half insane.”

A light chuckle got free, and I leaned forward and gave her a peck to the lips. “Come on, it’s family time.”

Mine.

Hers.

Ours.

This time, I was going to keep it that way.


THIRTY-FOUR

ASTER


Family time.

I guess I never understood quite what that meant. Had never experienced it this way.

Family to me had always meant secrets. Loyalty without question. Submission without opposition.

And here we were, a mess of people piled in Trent and Eden’s little house. The only one we were missing was Gretchen because she was spending the night at her sister’s for the holiday.

We’d eaten and drank and laughed.

Chatted about the mundane that felt like the most important topics in the world because they were the things that mattered to these people.

And the truth of it was that I felt as if I belonged. As if I were a piece of this beauty. A glimmer in the light.

Held in Logan’s tender glances and touches, wrapped in his laughter and teases, the easiness he exuded when he was surrounded by the ones who meant most to him.

I was now certain I was included in that.

Logan and I had found our way back to the other.

The Little Star and the North Star had aligned.

And as we gathered around the tree to exchange presents, I already knew I’d been given the greatest gift.

A gift that for so long I’d been too fearful to ask for.

Juni crawled over to me and set a present on my lap. The child beamed at me with her adorable dimples. “There you go, Auntie Aster.”

Auntie Aster.

My heart clutched.

“That one is super extra special because I made it alls by myself and because I love you all the way to the stars.”

The roots in my spirit dug deeper.

Logan squeezed me from where he and I were snuggled on the floor together, that man wrapped around me from behind with his legs stretched out on either side of me.

Emotion thick in my throat, I glanced back at him.

To the stars, he mouthed.

“Well hurry it ups then,” Juni Bee said with all her sweet exasperation.

I choked over the lump. “I’d better then.”

“You don’t want to get on that one’s bad side.” Mimi laughed from where she sat on the couch beside Eden’s father, Gary.

“That’s right, my Motorcycle Dad taught me how to take you down, so you don’t want to go messin’ with me.” Juni issued it with pure pride.

Jud chuckled from where he sat on a small, plush chair in the corner with Salem on his lap. “That’s right, Juni Bee. You tell them.”

“That I’m the best wrestler ever?” She grinned with excitement.

“Hey, that’s my title. Champion!” Gage jumped up and threw his hands into the air.

“You’re both the champions,” Logan said, his arms curling tighter around me. “You’re not gonna find me messing with either of you.”

“That’s because you’re the smart one of the bunch, right, Uncle Logan, right?”

Logan roughed out an affectionate chuckle. “That’s right, buddy. Smartest Lawson of the bunch.”

Trent scoffed. “You just go on tellin’ yourself that, man.”

“Says the guy to the one who made him filthy rich.”

“Yeah, yeah. Take all the credit, man, I see how it is.” Trent fought a grin as he scrubbed a tattooed hand over his face.

“Don’t worry, honey, you’re smart, too.” Eden rubbed Trent’s back like she was stroking his ego.

“Well, he married my new mommy, so he’s at least gotta be a little bit smart.” Gage said it so matter of fact.

Tessa cracked up where she was squeezed next to Mimi. “I’m pretty sure it’s Gage here who’s the smartest of the bunch. You tell it like it is, little man.”

“Well, I have to speak the truth because lying is bad and we gotta follow the rules.”

Affection pulsed, so intense, a warm slide of comfort that fluttered through the room.

Juni nudged at the present that was still on my lap. “Well, are you gonna open it? You has to hurry because it’s almost time for Santa to come, so we need to wrap this up before he skips right over.”

I ran my finger under the wrapping paper, freed the tape, and opened the box. Emotion tugged at the edge of my mouth when I took out the hand-drawn picture.

It simply said Best Friends in crude handwriting with a bunch of hearts around it.

Juni climbed up closer, resting her hand on my shoulder so she could peer around at what she’d drawn. “Do you like it? I figures if Uncle Logan isn’t your best friend in the whole wide world, you need one, so I think it should be me.”

I pulled her to me, held her against my chest.

“I would love that,” I told her.

She wiggled all around, hugging me tight before she scooted back and shot an unsympathetic look at Logan. “If you snooze you lose.”

I cracked up.

Logan wrapped his arms fully around me, his face pressed into my hair as his chest jostled with his laugh. “Guess the girl really does love to bust my balls.”

Salem shook her head, fighting amusement. “As I said before, don’t listen to a thing your uncle Logan says, Juni.”

“But he’s gotta tell the truth, too, Auntie Salem.” Gage blinked at her.

Love billowed, rolled and streamed from each person in the room.

And I knew…I knew…this was right where I belonged.
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Three hours later, we banged into the apartment.

I didn’t know what it was, but something had overcome us tonight.

Joy.

Excitement.

It was like freedom had sat under that tree and, with each gift that had been opened, it had become ours.

Logan’s hands were all over me. Sliding around my waist and running over my ass before they were gliding back up my spine and he was taking my hair in a dominating fist.

He jerked me against him, kissing me as if his life depended on it. As if he would find the next beat of his heart within me.

I kissed him back because it was true. He was the blood in my veins. The air in my lungs. The hope in my soul.

He spun me, twisting me out of my jacket and dropping it to the floor as he edged me across the room.

I felt frantic.

Wild.

Giddy.

A giggle got free.

He swallowed it up.

“I love you, Aster Rose.” It was a rumble at my mouth.

My fingers dragged through his thick hair, and my kiss was frenzied between each rasping word, “I thought I’d never get to love again. I thought I’d have to hold it in forever. Hide it so deep inside me that one day I would disintegrate.”

Cease to exist under the weight.

“But I can’t hold it back any longer, Logan. I love you. I love you.”

He kept kissing me through the confession, and suddenly, we were beside the giant, twinkling tree.

Logan pulled back to stare down at me. “You are the existence that forever burned within me, Aster. You are the belief that I can live right. Do fucking better. Proof I can have a bigger purpose than this superficial bullshit that I’ve been chasing after. When I walk into a room? I want to walk in it for you. When I get up in the morning? I want to rise for you. When I live this life? I want to live it for you.”

My chest stretched tight, and emotion raced my throat.

My North Star.

I touched his face, and he took my hand and kissed across my knuckles before he stepped back.

It would have been close to a smirk tweaking the edge of his mouth if it weren’t for the nerves that carved his features in severity. The way his breaths were harsh clips of oxygen.

Fueled by intensity.

“One more gift tonight, Aster. But you should know it’s a gift for me.” That time, it was an affected smirk, so sweet my stomach twisted.

He slipped his hand into his pocket and pulled out a small box before he knelt on a knee.

“Logan.” A shocked whisper got free, and my attention darted between the urgency in his gaze and what he held in his hand.

“I’ve had this for seven years, Aster.”

Seven years.

Emotion rushed. A tidal wave that came from the depths and rose to the surface. It crashed over me in an inundating swell. Tears blurred my eyes, and my hand covered my mouth.

“Logan,” I whispered it again.

Taken.

Overcome.

Unable to stand.

I slipped to my knees in front of him.

He set the ring beside him and took me by both sides of my face. He stared me down, his expression carved in fervency.

“When I came to you that night, Aster, I came with this ring and the promise that I was going to do whatever it took to convince your father you belonged with me. This ring? It was a promise of what I felt for you. I was going to tell him I was going to marry you, and we were going to have a family, and I was going to take you away from that place because you deserved so much better than the life he had planned for you. But I didn’t fight for you like I should have.”

His hold intensified, his big fingers digging into my hair and his thumbs running the angle of my jaw. We were so close our noses touched, our eyes wide and feeling, sucking every ounce of devotion in.

“I let anger and pride take me over, instead. I let your words impale me rather than recognize the torment that was in your eyes. That’s what I chose to see, the hatred and the bitterness, rather than to see you were hurt. That I’d hurt you, too. But that promise I came to make you that night? It still burns bright inside me.”

His eyes glassed over as they searched my expression. “Little Star…marry me because I’m tired of looking at the sky without you in it.”

I threw myself at him, my arms around his neck. “Yes.”

I knew we had to deal with Jarek. Finally put it in the past. But we would, and it would be us. Forever.

“It was always yes.”

A groan of relief vibrated through him, and he rose up high on his knees, taking me with him as he hugged me against the raging thunder in his chest.

He was grinning when he eased back and took out the ring.

My hand was shaking like crazy as he slipped it onto my finger. Tears streamed free.

But these tears?

They shouted of forever.

Joy squeezed me tight when I lifted my hand to admire it. It was dainty and delicate, the band rose gold with a floral filigree, the diamond small and perfect and represented everything I’d ever dreamed.

“I’ll replace the stone.” His jaw flexed.

I choked out a laugh and held my hand protectively against my chest. “Don’t you dare, Logan Lawson.”

His expression turned tender. As if he saw something in me that he’d once thought missing.

And looking at him?

I saw what I’d once believed of him.

My beautiful, sweet man.

Fierce.

Loyal.

Right and good and kind.

My everything.

My North Star.


THIRTY-FIVE

LOGAN
LOS ANGELES, NINETEEN YEARS OLD


Logan rubbed the star-shaped note between his fingers as he slipped out the back door of the office and into the night. The second he stepped outside, his heart rate spiked.

Anticipation.

Need.

A sticky, heavy dread.

Because he could feel it catching up to them.

He felt her presence emanating from behind the outbuilding, her sweet spirit stretching out in a slow build of seduction.

His Little Star that shined so bright.

“Why are you hiding?” he muttered.

Intensity flashed, and she peeked out from around the corner. “Because I have to.”

“Are you going to get into trouble?” It was purely a tease.

They were already in so much trouble.

So much trouble.

“No. I’m going to get you into trouble.”

He couldn’t help but smirk at their little game. “Do I look like the type of guy who really minds?”

Besides, there would be no more hiding soon.

“I’m afraid you will.”

“I’ll do anything for you.”

He moved forward, through the dense foliage to where she waited. Her chest heaved, making the necklace he’d given her twinkle in the bare light. He touched her belly that had barely begun to swell, felt the joy spring up from the places he’d believed he’d never feel.

Aster tipped her face up toward him. A fire burned in her agate eyes. “Then take me away from here. Let’s just go. Disappear forever.”

He blinked. “We can’t just leave, Aster. How am I supposed to take care of you and the baby? What about my family? We have to play this smart.”

Moisture filled her fevered gaze. “Family is what we’re supposed to be now. And if I stay here any longer…”

She choked on her fear.

He stole forward, wrapped her in his arms, and breathed out a weighted sigh. “You are. And I’ll do anything for you. I just…what if we tell your father? Convince him you belong with me? I don’t want you to have to hide for the rest of your life. For the rest of our lives. There has to be a better way. I mean, I’ve been making him a shitton of money, Aster. He respects me. What I do.”

Pride carved itself into the middle of him. Logan’s cut had gotten bigger and bigger, and Aster’s father had told him he’d never met another so promising.

Aster edged back a fraction, and her gorgeous face pinched. “He’ll kill you, Logan.”

“And what if he doesn’t? What if he gives us his blessing?”

“He won’t.”

“Then I’ll ask Trent and Jud for help.” He didn’t believe it would come to that.

In despair, she blinked. “And how many members of our family have to die for us to be together?” Her hand fisted at the hem of his shirt. “Let’s just go.”

He rushed to gather her up, pressed his lips to her forehead, and murmured, “Okay.”

Okay.

Whatever it took.

He’d already promised her that.

Something rustled in the bushes about twenty feet away, and they jumped apart. Logan peered into the dusky shadows where the leaves waved and lapped.

He couldn’t make out anything.

But he felt it.

The grim darkness that flashed over the night.

Swallowing hard, he turned back to Aster, grabbed her by the outside of the arms, and squeezed. “If you really want to go? Then we have to do it soon. We’ll leave this week. Be ready.”
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A fist pounded on his bedroom door, and Logan jerked upright in bed.

“Logan, get up, family meeting in two.” Trent’s voice radiated through the air, lined in a hard, manic edge.

Logan glanced at the clock. It was just after ten a.m.

Apprehension surged.

What the hell was going on?

Whatever it was, he knew it was big. He could feel it echoing through the house, banging the walls like a warning toll.

Logan scrubbed a hand over his face to break up the sleep, then he tugged on the pair of jeans he’d left on the floor, and he fumbled out.

Late morning light seeped through the drawn curtains, and Trent was pacing the living room.

Jud sat on the very edge of the couch with his hands clasped together, conflict tangled in his being. Logan moved to sit beside him as unease curled through his spirit.

Nathan came out from his room, his eyes wide and trained on Trent, in tune with his twin.

“What’s going on?” Concern filled Nathan’s question.

Trent roughed an agitated hand over the top of his head, and he inhaled deep before he swung back around. “We’ve got a problem. Pit’s girl is pregnant.”

Confusion bound everyone’s tongues.

“It’s mine,” he clarified.

Logan felt like he’d been zapped.

Shocked.

Stunned.

It seemed he wasn’t the only one who’d found trouble. The only one with a child on the way.

He knew this was different, though.

Trent wasn’t close to being in love. Wasn’t close to fighting for a family that’d barely begun.

He’d been sleeping with Juna as a way to get at Pit. Pit was the man Trent had been hunting since the day their mother had been gunned down. The man Trent believed ultimately responsible for her hit.

He’d been doing everything he could to get close enough to take him out since.

It appeared he’d diverged paths.

“She’s dead if he finds out,” Trent continued. “I’m taking her out of here to keep her safe until the baby is born. I’m gonna raise it myself. We’re leaving. This city and this life. We’re gonna disappear, start over. It’s a bad life, and I won’t bring a child into it.”

A sound pitched out of Logan without his permission.

Relief.

Stark, gutting relief.

He bent in two, trying to clear his head. To process it.

They’d just been offered an out on a silver platter.

“It’s okay, man. It’s gonna be okay. Promise.” Jud squeezed his knee, thinking Logan was upset while Logan wanted to shout with the out they’d been given.

He could have Aster and his family.

There was a better solution.

Logan barely processed the conversation that ensued. Nathan asking him if raising a kid was what he really wanted. If he would be happy.

“You make me happy. The three of you, that’s it. And…” Trent choked. “And this kid.”

This kid.

Logan understood it to his soul.

Trent cleared his throat. “Have a deal to see through tonight. Big one. I don’t show, our father will be coming to collect. Don’t want to raise any suspicion. Get ready. Pack only what you need. Meet here at four. We roll an hour before sunrise. That is if everyone is with me?”

Logan’s head spun as their destinations became clear.

Trent said to only pack what they needed, and the only thing that was going to be was Aster.

Aster.

He wanted to shout it, claim her, but he figured it was going to be a whole lot easier to ask for forgiveness than for permission. Trent was already going to lose his shit when he found Aster with him.

But he also knew his brothers would stand beside him.

Just like they all did with Trent. They moved to him and set their hands on his shoulders. “We’re with you.”

Five minutes later, Trent and Jud’s bikes were roaring down the street.

Nathan looked at Logan, eyed him intently. “What are you going to do, man?”

Logan shrugged like it was clear. “I’m bringing her with us. She and our kid.”

Disbelief flushed Nathan’s expression then he almost smiled. “Shit. And here I thought you were supposed to be the smart one, and you got yourself into the same kind of mess as Trent?”

Emotion throbbed. “Nah, man, it’s not a mess. Not when it’s the best thing that ever happened to me.”


THIRTY-SIX

LOGAN


I fumbled around in the dark for the phone that rang from my nightstand.

It was late, after one, Aster fast asleep where she’d been curled into my side with the ring I’d kept for years securely fashioned on her finger.

My chest tightened.

Overcome by the sight of her laying there in the swath of muted, milky light that covered the bedroom.

Mine.

In the truest way.

The way she was always supposed to be.

The phone rang again.

Squinting, I sat up on the edge of the bed and picked it up.

Disquiet trembled my nerves, goading deep as I answered the call, my voice quieted when I answered, “Haille?”

“I’m sorry to bother you at such a late hour.”

“It’s fine.”

“I have something that I thought would be of interest to you.”

“Yeah?”

“A game…New Year’s Day at ten p.m. The stakes will be…worth your time.”

I glanced back at Aster who was on her side, facing me, lost to sleep. Even breaths slipped between her barely parted lips, the girl at peace and my only purpose.

The tattoo burned on my side.

Greed.

It took no thought to recognize she was the only treasure I needed.

“I think I’m going to have to pass.”


THIRTY-SEVEN

ASTER


“Merry Christmas.” Logan gazed over at me where we lie on our sides facing the other. Our hearts were slowed and steadied, and a peace unlike anything I’d ever known had seeped deep into my spirit.

“I never thought I would get the chance to share one with you.”

He took my hand and pressed the back of it to his lips. “You get the rest of mine, Aster. The birthdays and the holidays and the celebrations. You get the days that will never make history and the ones that we will remember every detail of for the rest of our lives. You get every day.”

“That’s good because I’m going to require every single one.” My smile was tender, and Logan grinned, emotion cresting his brow.

We relished in it for the longest time before I brought what we kept trying to keep at the back of our minds into the forefront. “What are we going to do, Logan? I have one more week before my father expects me to return to Los Angeles.”

He inhaled a shaky breath. “We won’t let that happen.”

“We need a plan. I’m going to get in touch with my sister and see if she has made any progress, but I’m not sure we can continue to rely on that.”

Jarek hadn’t shown his face since the altercation in the alley. But I could feel his dark presence looming over the city.

Watching.

Lurking.

Waiting for the perfect opportunity to strike.

“No. We can’t.” Logan kept kissing over the back of my hand in a soothing manner, even while the ferocity flashed through his face. “I spoke with Jud and Trent last night. Jud has an old connection who’s familiar with the Russian families. He’s going to make contact with him to see if we can find any ties to Jarek.”

Worry and hope flooded my bloodstream. “I don’t want to involve your family, Logan.”

He wound an arm around my back and pulled me flush, his voice turning to grit. “They’re your family now, Aster. Yours. And this family fights for each other.”

Emotion surged. Love and adoration and this lingering fear I would never shake. “Is it wrong I find so much joy in that?”

Those green eyes flashed, though this morning, the stony depths were transparent. “This joy is ours, Aster. It’s ours.”

Then he placed the softest kiss on my lips.

I nearly hit the ceiling when my phone started ringing, and I jerked around to the nightstand to see who was calling.

Panic clawed through my chest. “It’s my father.”

Logan slipped his palm to my cheek. “Don’t be afraid, Aster. You stood up for yourself and came here. Now it’s time for you to see it through.”

My nerves rattled, and I did my best to swallow it down, nodding at him once before I shifted, removed the phone from the charger, and snuck out into the kitchen area.

My voice was held when I answered, “Merry Christmas, Papa.”

“Mia vita, Merry Christmas.”

His affection filled my spirit. My love for him real even though he’d caused so much pain and grief.

“It truly is, Papa. It’s the first one where I felt whole and right since before I can remember.”

Or maybe I never had.

A heavy sigh pilfered through the line. “Please tell me you haven’t allowed your whimsical fantasies to delude you, Aster Rose. It’s time you come home, where you belong, and leave this foolishness behind.”

My mind spun with how to handle this best.

“No. Not yet. I’m so close to finding them, Papa. I’ve earned his trust.” My voice dropped even lower with that. I felt like a fraud saying it, and not because I held any guilt over lying to my father. “I need more time, and you promised me thirty days.”

“We miss you here.”

My laughter was close to disbelieving. “I’m not sure how you can miss something that doesn’t truly exist.”

There, I was a shell.

Numb.

A caricature with a false smile.

“You know everything, every choice I’ve ever made, is because of my love for you.”

The sad thing was I thought he might believe it.

“No, Papa. Every choice you ever made was for you because you believed in a lie that was passed down from generation to generation that proclaimed that was the way it was supposed to be. It was wrong. Horrible. A crime. And I will no longer pretend like it’s not.”

“Aster.” His voice was aghast. Low and filled with a warning.

“It’s the truth, Papa. And you know it. It’s time you came to accept it.”

I ended the call before giving him a chance to respond, and the air squeezed from my lungs in spastic quakes.

I was shocked at what I’d said.

Shocked by the truth that I was going to stand behind it.

An overwhelming presence emerged over me from behind. Stark intensity. Mind-bending beauty. Logan wrapped his arms around my waist, and he pressed his nose into my hair until it was sweeping the sensitive spot at the nape of my neck. “Aster. Little Star. My light. My destination. I’m so fucking proud of you.”

I pressed my hands over his that were splayed over my stomach. “Together.”

“Together,” he rumbled back.

And I knew…knew everything would be all right.


THIRTY-EIGHT

ASTER


My phone buzzed on the island. I all but skipped over to where I’d left it. I got a full body buzz whenever I thought of Logan, which was basically every second of every day.

So, what if I was happy.

I deserved it.

We deserved it.

Was I terrified? Of course. We had so much to overcome. But we would do it.

Together.

We had to.

There was no other option.

After my conversation with my father two days ago, it’d been cemented. Courage had weaved its way into my fiber, knitting me into a ferocity that I’d never felt before.

The smile I wore completely shifted when I saw it wasn’t Logan texting me from the office but rather my sister returning mine from yesterday.

One that’d simply said, Miss you, which I’d sent with an undercurrent of a message that she needed to get somewhere private so we could talk.

Taylor


Hi. Are you good?




Me


Yes, are you? Call?




Taylor


Can’t. Hidden in a closet at the end of the hall. All stealth like.




Affection sprang into my chest. No doubt, she was thrilled by the scandalous mission.

Taylor


How are you?




I hesitated, warring with what to say, wishing we were normal and we could sit cross-legged on my bed and gossip about boys.

One day.

So I settled on simplicity.

Me


Safe.




Taylor


And well-fucked, I hope?




She had no idea.

Me


Taylor.




I filled as much of a reprimand as I could into her name.

Taylor


Aster.




I could almost see her pouty face as she tossed it right back.

A giggle slipped free, so I gave her a little more.

Me


I’m happy. Really happy.




Her response came in quickly behind.

Taylor


Mmhmm…nothing like some of that good D to make a girl happy.




She capped it with a winky face.

Me


You are ridiculous.




Taylor


Ridiculous and right. Admit it. I can feel your afterglow all the way down in Los Angeles.




Me


Fine.




That was as good as she was going to get.

Taylor


Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh! I knew it!




Light laughter floated out, and I glanced around at the silent apartment. I didn’t know why it felt like this conversation had to be covert. I guessed it felt like an extension of what Taylor was going through. The truth that she was taking a risk by trying to help me. I’d put her in a bad spot, but I needed her help.

I hesitated, then let my fingers fly across the screen.

Me


Do you know anything about Papa having connections in Russia?




It took a second for her to respond. My heart thudded in my chest while I waited. Nerves rattling. I could feel it, we were right there.

Taylor


No fucking way. He wouldn’t. You know that. His pride is too big for that.




Me


Jarek went at least four times this last summer.




Taylor


SHUT. UP.




Me


That’s what we’ve learned, at least.




Taylor


And you need to know why.




I could see her brain spinning.

Me


Yeah.




Taylor


And you think the why is in that bag.




She didn’t even phrase it as a question. Her mind was already adding it up and coming to the quick conclusion.

Me


I have to believe something is in there.




Taylor


Don’t worry because I think I figured out how to get inside.




Antsy anticipation slipped beneath my skin.

Me


How?




Taylor


I’m going to seduce the biker.




My heart nearly popped out of my chest when she sent a picture of the scariest guy I’d ever seen. He was outside the house I’d lived at for the last seven years, leaning against the wall with a cigarette dangling from his mouth and his motorcycle boot kicked back on the brick. Dark hair, covered in ink, the patch on his cut claiming Demon’s Day.

Taylor was right. He looked like kicking kittens was his favorite hobby.

Me


Are you insane? You cannot seduce the biker.




Anxiety clawed through my senses. I couldn’t exchange the safety of one of us for the downfall of the other. It was insanity.

A second later, her response buzzed through.

Taylor


Why can’t I have sexy times with an uber hot biker if you get to?




Me


Logan is not a biker.




Taylor


Oh, please, that boy may wear a suit, but he has biker blood all the way down in his soul. Piss him off and see what happens.




Okay, fine, she was right, but that didn’t change things.

Me


I refuse to put you in danger, Taylor. I only asked for this favor if Dominic could slip in unnoticed, not for you to go on a suicide mission.




Taylor


Death by orgasm. Sign me up.




I tried to hold back a screech of frustration.

Me


Please don’t do something stupid.




Taylor


It’s not stupid if it’s for you.




I could feel the tone of her voice soften.

Taylor


Besides, Dom’s out. This mission is on me. And this guy looks like a challenge.




I blew out a sigh, warring, unsure of what to do. She responded before I got the chance to.

Taylor


Trust me, Aster. Please.




The affection that pulled tight across my chest almost felt like pain.

Me


Just be careful. I would never forgive myself if something happened to you.




Taylor


I love you, too.




Me


You know I do.




Me


And delete this thread before Papa sees it, and he locks you away forever.




Taylor


Done, big sister. Don’t worry yourself. I have it handled. I’ll be in touch soon. Stay safe.




She finished it off with a row of blowing-kiss faces.

While I stood there terrified of what I’d gotten her into.


THIRTY-NINE

LOGAN


“Do you have any idea what you standing there looking that way does to me?”

I hovered at the doorway of the bathroom and watched Aster get ready in front of the mirror. The girl wore this floor-length white dress that shimmered in the light, a slit riding up to her right thigh, the material slinky and sliding over those lush curves.

Nothing but satin and temptation.

My Little Star that burned so bright it was blinding.

Fire-agate eyes met my gaze in the reflection. I felt her expression all the way to my guts, and my fingers itched with the need to trace the lines of her gorgeous face. She had her hair up in a twist, and a couple pieces hung loose to caress her bare shoulders exposed by the tiny straps of her dress.

She wore the same necklace she’d worn the first night in the basement, the star I’d given her years before, and her engagement ring on her finger that I’d never thought would find its rightful place.

My heart squeezed.

She was a vision.

A gift.

A treasure.

Her gaze slipped over me as I slowly edged forward, and attraction quivered in the space. A deep intensity that whispered and bound and never let go.

“You don’t look too terrible yourself.”

A rough chuckle fumbled out as I wrapped my hands around her waist and pressed my nose to the flesh behind her ear.

I inhaled.

Hyacinth and magnolias.

“I love it when you look at me like that,” I murmured.

A slip of playfulness pulled at the edge of her mouth. “Like what?”

“Like you want me to peel you out of this dress and fuck you until you can’t see.”

“Well, I was kind of hoping for that later.” Her voice was breathy, needy with a shot of a tease.

“It was on the agenda,” I rumbled as I kissed a path down the column of her neck.

“It’d better be. You wouldn’t want to go and disappoint me on New Year’s Eve, would you?”

Savage seductress.

My chuckle grew deep as need burned hot in my stomach. My right hand slipped up the front of her dress, over her stomach and breasts until I was holding her by the front of the neck.

I felt the whimper curl up her throat, and my mouth was back to her ear. “Oh, you won’t be disappointed, Little Star. I’m going to ruin you tonight. I promise you.”

Desire raced across her flesh.

A growl got free.

“Who do you belong to, Aster?” I held her closer, possession filling my blood.

She met my stare through the mirror. “You, Logan. You.”

A hungry groan rolled in my chest. “You have me entranced.”

“And you have me ensnared. All of me.”

I held her close before I forced myself to step back. “We should go or we’re going to be late. We don’t want Trent or Jud banging down the door if we are.”

There was a big New Year’s Eve party at Absolution. I was looking forward to it, if I were being honest, celebrating with my family, with my girl. The other part couldn’t wait to get her out of that dress.

“Or worse…Tessa.” Playfully, Aster widened her eyes.

I laughed over the amusement. This joy that I could hardly process. “Come on, it couldn’t be that bad. She is only half insane.”

“She might go full straightjacket if we don’t show.” Affection rippled through her features.

Everything inside me softened. “I love you with them. With my family.”

She reached out and squeezed my hand. “Our family.”

It was a promise.

Profound and real and everything.

“Our family.” I squeezed back.

She tried to hold it back, but I saw the flash of worry streak across her face.

“I know you’re worried about what tomorrow will bring, Aster, and we’ll face it together. But for now…for tonight…we celebrate us.”

Because we’d spent too damn long living without.

“Then tomorrow, we tell thirty days it can suck it.” A smirk split my mouth.

Aster choked out a soggy laugh. “I like that plan.”

I stepped forward and pressed my lips to her forehead. “Me, too, baby. Me, too.”

I took her hand and led her out into the main room. Gretchen sat forward from where she was on the couch thumbing through a magazine, and she pressed her hand to her heart.

“Woo wee, you two are gonna cause an accident walking around like that. Holy hell fire and obscenities. Best looking couple that I ever did see, if I do say so myself. You’d better bring a bat to fight off anyone who gets to looking at your man too hard.”

She winked at Aster.

Aster giggled. “Don’t worry, G. I’m going to fight for him, just like he’ll fight for me.”

“Well, if you need backup, you know where to find me. I’m feeling extra frisky tonight. Two of us? They won’t even know what hit ’em.”
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Thirty minutes later we pulled into the Absolution parking lot.

Blue neon lights shined like a beacon through the misty, frozen air. A vibe curled through the night, promising revelry and probably a little debauchery, too.

As usual, the place was packed, but when there would normally be a line winding around the building, tonight it was ticket-only. Trent’s general manager, Sage, had organized a kick-ass party. Some super popular band, A Riot of Roses, was playing, and it promised to be a madhouse inside.

I glanced to where Aster sat, and my heart panged in my fucking chest. I couldn’t wait to share it with her.

I wound around to the employee lot so we could sneak in the side door, and I was out and opening Aster’s door and making her giggle as I rushed to help her up.

“Someone’s excited.”

Grinning, I tugged her against my chest. “You know I’m always game for a party, baby, and we’re just getting started.”

“Sounds fun.” It was pure innuendo.

Flirty.

Loved that side of my girl, too.

“So much fun,” I rumbled, and I dipped down to peck a quick kiss to her lips before I stepped back and took her hand. “Let’s get you inside where it’s warm.”

She was wearing her heavy coat again, but it didn’t do a whole lot to cover her legs.

We scrambled over the pitted parking lot and to the side door, both of us cracking up by the time we got there since we’d been slipping and sliding all over the frozen pavement.

Our breath was vapor that misted around us.

Our joy a shout that sang from our souls.

Keeping her close, I reached in and pulled the door open. Milo was standing guard. His smile turned soft when he realized it was us and not some prick trying to sneak in.

“Milo, my man, how have you been?” We gave each other a quick hug with a clap to the shoulder. “Can’t complain, now, can I?”

His smile was slow when he turned his attention on Aster. “Good to see you again. I see you’re putting up with this guy.”

I tugged her back to me then took her by the wrist so I could flash him her ring. “And she’s going to be putting up with me for the rest of her life.”

His brows went high before he slanted a disbelieving grin at her. “Ah, I see how it is. You went and broke the wild one?”

“Oh, we’re just about to get wild,” I tossed out.

Aster giggled. “It seems there is no breaking to it, but I’m at least going to keep him reined.”

He chuckled. “Good. He needs someone to keep him in line.”

“Happy New Year, Milo,” Aster said before I dragged her down the hall and out into the mayhem that was Absolution.

People were packed wall to wall, and the band was already on the stage, a disco ball tossing glittering rays over the crowd that throbbed and danced.

I kept my hand snug on Aster’s as I shouldered through the crowd toward our reserved booth. We broke through to find Trent and Eden tucked on one side, the girl sitting fully sideways on his lap. Tessa sat next to them. Salem and Jud were on the opposite side, and Jud’s arm was draped over Salem’s shoulder, and she had her head rested on his chest.

I loved that my brothers had found it. Found what they deserved. What was right.

A flash of grief came faster than I could hold it back. The fact that Nathan had never gotten that chance. He was blameless, no stains, pure, and he was the one who’d gone down for our sins.

A hand slipped up my spine. Warmth and comfort. I let go of a shaky breath and pushed it aside because I’d learned the hard way that dwelling on what couldn’t be changed didn’t fix anything. It caused more torment. Ate away the good memories and left you consumed by the mistakes.

For so long, my memories of Nathan had been tainted, but I didn’t want that any longer.

Tessa popped up the second she noticed us, and she threw her arms in the air. “Finally, you are here!”

“I know you were missing me, but come now, Tessa, at least try to keep your infatuation contained.” I let the razzing free. I couldn’t help it when it was so easy to mess with the girl.

She gasped then shook her head like she felt sorry for me. “Um, I am infatuated, but that infatuation is with your girlfriend.”

Aster giggled.

I grabbed my girl’s hand again and waved it like I was showcasing the next prize on a cheesy game show. “That would be fiancée.”

That time when Tessa gasped, it was real. “Shut your fucking face. Are you serious?”

Joy burst from Aster. So profound it slammed me like a shockwave. “It seems he’s stuck with me.”

Tessa flew forward and grabbed Aster’s hand so she could study the ring.

That tiny ring that I’d happily exchange for something bigger and flashier, but Aster had made it clear there wasn’t a chance.

Emotion kept rushing from Aster as she was surrounded in attention. Salem and Eden jumped up, too, and the three women smothered my girl in a crush of arms and well-wishes and giggles.

There was no missing the weight of my brothers’ stares, though. I hadn’t told them yet. I didn’t want to get them any more spun up than they already were. The mess that we were in that I still didn’t have a fucking clue how to get out of. All that history that we still didn’t have an answer for.

Trent slid out, and I took a couple steps his way. He stuck out his hand. I guessed I shouldn’t have been surprised when he said, “Congrats, man.”

Relief hit me as I shook it, and he used it to pull me in tight, hugging me hard, his words a rumble at my ear, “Congrats. Truly. Want the world for you. You deserve it. And I know you love her, and I want you to know, I stand by you, by her, whatever you need.”

Thickness filled my throat, and I nodded as I eased back. “Thanks, brother.”

“And you know that goes the same for me,” Jud promised as he came in to hug me, too. “Anything. After spending Christmas Eve with you two, it was clear. Whatever shit went down, it didn’t have the power to destroy that love you have for each other, and if you have somethin’ that powerful, it’s your job to fucking hold onto it. Don’t let it go. Whatever it takes.”

I peeked back at Aster. I felt it way down deep in my soul.

I turned back to my brothers. “I won’t.”

Tessa whirled around on another gasp, and she slapped her hand over her heart. “I can’t believe it…the player tossed in the towel.”

She had no idea it was in more ways than one.

Women.

Gambling.

The shady deals.

The greed.

It was done.

Everything except for the overpowering need I had for Aster.

Sauntering that way, I ruffled my fingers through Tessa’s red hair, just to fuck with her.

Her mouth dropped open. “How dare you, Logan Lawson? Do you have any idea how long it took me to achieve this perfection?” She shimmied in her electric-blue dress that was so tiny someone was definitely getting a peep show tonight, top or bottom, we couldn’t be sure.

“I mean, okay, I’m already perfect, but we went all out tonight. Have you seen us?”

She swished an overzealous hand at Eden and Salem.

Truth was, they were all fucking knockouts, unforgettable in their own ways. But it was Aster who was hiding her laughter off to the side of them who lit me up.

The one who sparked a wildfire in my insides and made me feel like I was being burned alive, and somehow, it still was the best feeling ever.

“Sorry to break it to you, Tessa, but I only have eyes for one girl.”

I moved for Aster, relished the way the redness flushed over her chest and up to her cheeks, like maybe she was getting burned alive, too.

“Awww.” Tessa looked like she was about to cry.

Salem took her hand. “Come on, let’s dance while I can still keep my eyes open.”

Eden giggled as she hooked her elbow with Salem’s. “Um, no, you’re here at least until midnight, lady.”

“But my feet are swollen,” Salem whined.

“Yeah, and my boobs are leaking. Suck it up.”

They started to weave into the crowd. Aster looked back from over her shoulder as they went.

Joy.

It shined all around her.

A halo of light.

My Little Star.


FORTY

ASTER


Lights strobed, and the band played, and the crowd rejoiced.

Celebrating.

My celebration was the truth of this man who held me close in the middle of the crush, his forehead dropped to mine and his big hands spread out around my ribs as we swayed. It was close to the way we’d done the night of his birthday.

But then, there’d been so many questions.

It didn’t feel that way tonight.

Tonight, it felt as if we’d been lifted.

Elevated.

Exulted above the mess to delight in what we’d been given.

It was half an hour to midnight, and the revelers had turned rowdy. Drinks flowed free as everyone cut loose the weights and worries of the previous year in anticipation of the new.

It sent excitement billowing through the cavernous space.

He edged back to gaze down at my face. “Look at you beneath all those lights, still shining brighter than anyone.”

“I think I’m just reflecting off you.”

“Hardly.”

Our words were barely audible above the din, but we felt them, our spirits swimming together in a sea of exhilaration.

I wanted to stay there forever.

But I was jostled back and out of the dream when the crowd was suddenly torn apart. People scrambled to get out of the way as six big bodies busted through.

Panic.

Fear.

Hate.

They burst in my blood.

No.

Eyes wide with shock, I fumbled back.

No.

My papa was at the helm of the men I knew had come to drag me away. His expression was contorted in disappointment and rueful discontent.

Jarek was at his side, venom in his eyes and vileness in his presence, the man slicked in a sweat that reeked of malevolence. Four men surrounded them, three that I recognized as Jarek’s guards and one of my father’s.

Violence bristled through the air, and Logan stepped in front of me to create a barricade. Hostility burned from his being.

This man a hedge of protection to shield.

But continuing to hide wasn’t going to get us out of this.

The mass continued to throb, oblivious to the ground that had been ripped out from under my feet.

“It’s time to leave. Now.” Jarek’s vicious voice curled over the music.

“That’s not going to happen.” The words speared from Logan’s mouth. I could feel his control fraying in every tremor that rocked through his body.

“I thought by now you would have remembered who you’re dealing with,” Jarek spat, taking a step forward. He lifted his chin in arrogance, his power gained in the men who surrounded him.

The crowd parted again, a wave that undulated from behind to give way to Jud and Trent, plus Milo and Kult and three other bouncers who came up behind us.

A fortress of strength.

Aggression quivered in the dense atmosphere.

Two groups in opposition.

Trent stepped forward. “I don’t appreciate you waltzing into my place of business when you haven’t been invited.” He cocked his head. “Paying customers only, and all. No offense.”

Oh, it was purely offense.

Old hate.

Conflict and contention.

Papa angled his head, his voice controlled. “My daughter is here.”

Trent sent a sweeping gaze back my direction before he turned toward my father. “It appears it’s where she wants to be.”

My father ignored him and looked at me. “You were given thirty days, mia vita. The time has come.”

I could see in his eyes he no longer believed I was there to retrieve the stones.

“She’s not going anywhere with you. Not any of you.” The words were razors that cut from Logan’s mouth.

Jarek and his men surged forward.

Logan, Trent, and Jud did the same.

The promise of violence clotted the air.

Stagnant and harsh.

“Then you die tonight.” Jarek hissed it.

I could feel the frantic eyes that had gathered. Eden, Salem, and Tessa were suddenly there, terrified, held back by Milo.

They’d meant it when they’d promised to come alongside me.

A feeling washed over me.

Marked.

Potent.

Mandatory.

I was finished being pushed around.

Finished being ordered into submission.

Finished with being told who I was and where I was to be and who I was supposed to love.

Yes, I’d already made the oath to myself, but it felt different staring down the manifestation.

The reality that I either fought for myself or surrendered the way I’d done before.

Do or die.

I pushed between Trent and Jud, coming up to Logan’s side. My words were held in a low rasp. “Everyone outside. Now.”

Jarek balked as if anything I said was insignificant.

My father put out a hand. A hand that wielded the power. I saw the way it made Jarek flinch with the bite of bitterness.

“Outside. Everyone,” Papa commanded.

Logan cast me a searching look. Is this what you want?

He’d run with me if I asked him to.

Or fight to the death.

Whatever it took.

I knew he would.

And I loved him even more for it.

I threaded my fingers through his, squeezed tight, and I was the one who led us behind the gambol of my father’s men who pushed through the throng until the mess of us were spilling out into the parking lot.

Trent and Jud flanked me and Logan, and Kult and Milo came to stand on either side.

While Jarek glowered and gritted his teeth and silently raged.

The beat of the music pulsed through Absolution’s walls while the frozen air wafted in white tufts of vapor from panted mouths.

A stand-off between two warring sides.

I should have known that’s what it would come to.

“You wish for a scene?” My father inclined his head.

“No, Papa, I just wish to be heard. To be listened to. To be understood.”

“I already granted you thirty days.”

“And it’s time for you to grant me my life.”

His brow curled. “What are you asking?”

“For you to let me go. To give me my freedom. To let me love the man I’ve loved all along. The one you and Jarek robbed me of.”

Logan’s hand tightened on mine.

Belief.

Pride.

Support.

I stood firm in it, and I shifted to make sure they could see the ring I proudly wore on my finger.

Rage blistered from Jarek when he saw it. “This is blasphemy. You are my wife.”

My attention swung to the monster who’d scarred me so deeply. Ugly, gnarled wounds that would forever weep and bleed. “I am not your wife. I am a prisoner you took, one you abused, and I refuse to allow it to continue.”

“Bullshit.” He surged forward.

In a flash, Jud was in front of him. His hand slammed into his chest. “I’d think twice about that.” He leaned in close to his ear, his voice a dark threat. “I’m pretty sure it’s you who has forgotten who we are.”

My father waved another hand as if Jarek were an unruly child.

“You will stand down, Jarek, as I told you before. We came here for my daughter, not for bloodshed.”

Papa’s attention swiveled, his eyes narrowed in speculation, focusing in on where Logan and I stood shoulder to shoulder with our hands tightly woven.

“You ask me to leave you with a man who stole from me? A man who touched my daughter when he was forbidden to even speak to her? The man who killed my brother? The same man you promised you would never see again if I spared his life?”

Shock impaled Logan.

An arrow to his heart.

He nearly bowed in two, and his breaths turned ragged, and I could feel the brutal thunder of his heart.

As if a piece of him had simultaneously broken and healed.

Because now he truly knew what it meant when I’d told him there was no other choice to make.

I’d chosen him.

I lifted my chin. “Yes. I’m asking you right now, as my father, to see me as your daughter. As a human being. As a woman who loves and hurts and has needs. I’m asking you to let her finally have the chance to live.”

“And if I say no?” That he issued to Logan, a challenge in the rise of his brow.

Logan’s hand clamped down so fiercely it was close to painful. “Then we’ll have a war I doubt either of us want to fight.”

My father chuckled a low, disbelieving sound. “You know, you were the smartest boy to ever pass through my halls, your mind quick and your skill natural, but also the most unwise.”

I could almost hear Logan’s teeth grind. “If you think my falling in love with your daughter was unwise, then you’re the biggest fool of all. Loving her is the only thing I’ve ever done right.”

Emotion welled.

So thick.

So real.

A dubious sound puffed from my father’s mouth, and he took a step back, eyed Logan when he said, “I expect you and my daughter in Los Angeles on Friday. We will have a discussion. Without an audience.”

He slanted a direct look at Jarek when he stated it.

My own shock had me rocking forward, the ground shaking beneath my feet. Was he actually hearing me this time?

It was the same second Jarek snapped. He flew forward in an effort to get around Jud, only it was like slamming into a brick wall.

Jud held him back by the upper arms while Logan positioned himself in front of me. Jarek thrashed and tried to break free, threats ripping from his mouth, “You have just signed your death warrant. I promise you. I will take back Aster and the stones you stole. Where are they?”

Desperation wheezed from his outrage.

My stomach twisted.

The stones had been nothing but a curse.

“Let’s go.” My father lifted a hand in the air to indicate it was finished.

Jud shoved Jarek back. “I’d suggest you disappear, asshole.”

Dizziness spun my head, and I tried to remain upright, unable to believe the possibility.

That my father might actually see.

The group of men moved deeper into the parking lot.

“Papa,” I couldn’t help but call out.

He barely paused. Barely looked back.

But he did, and I thought what I saw in his expression was mercy.

Thank you, I mouthed.

With a tight nod, he turned and disappeared into the hazy darkness.

In the background I could hear Trent rumble low, “Prick is gonna be back.”

“It would seem that way, Sir,” Milo offered quietly.

“You good, darlin’?” Jud shifted his attention to me.

I gave him a jerky nod, the welling of shock so thick in my throat I wasn’t sure I could speak.

Logan tugged at my hand. “Come with me.”

And the truth was, I would follow him anywhere.
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Logan tried to conceal his harsh breaths as he approached the office where he was rarely summoned. Dread slithered across his flesh, his stomach in knots and his heart beating out of time.

Aster’s father had to have found out.

Had to know.

And if that were the case, he doubted much he would make it back out of that room.

Gathering his courage, he knocked on the door.

“Come in.”

He inhaled a shaky breath and opened it to the rambling study.

Aster’s father sat behind his enormous desk, coolly casual the way he normally was, like there wasn’t a thing in the world that could touch him.

An immortal king.

Logan gulped and took a single step forward. “Sir, you wanted to see me?”

“Shut the door and sit.” He pointed at a chair across from his desk.

Logan clicked the door shut and tried to keep his knees from knocking as he crossed the room and sat. His muscles ticked as his nerves scattered.

Andres Costa leveled him with his eyes, studying him like he were sifting around in Logan’s mind for his secrets.

Finally, he said, “You have been an asset to this family, Mr. Lawson. When your father suggested I bring you in, I was skeptical, but you’ve proven yourself to be more than worthy.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

A tiny bit of the tension drained off, but not enough to keep him from itching in the seat. Unsure of where this was going because he definitely felt a but coming.

“Inside these walls is much different than when you step outside of them, though.” Aster’s father swished a hand around the room. “Here, there are fewer mistakes to be made. Fewer temptations to lead you astray. Fewer questions of loyalty.”

Logan’s chest squeezed.

What was he implying?

Did he know?

He clung to the arms of the chair while sweat gathered at his nape.

Andres Costa eyed him carefully. “And I think it is time we give you the chance to prove that, Mr. Lawson. Your loyalty to me and this family. My brother, Antonio, is to receive a shipment tonight of a treasured family heirloom. I wish you to accompany Jarek to my brother’s warehouse to ensure its safe passage here. You will be rewarded handsomely, of course, but more importantly, you’ll secure a spot for yourself in this family if you want it.”

Pride welled up, a feeling like he’d found his path, what he was purposed to do.

His mind spiraled with a thousand thoughts. Every one of them at odds.

Trent’s choice to leave this city. Aster begging him to take her away.

Logan’s pulse thundered.

But was that what she really wanted? To be separated from her father forever? From her sister? From all that she knew? And if they left, he could never provide for them the way that he could here.

This was his chance—his chance to earn Aster’s father’s trust. To earn a place in their family. To show him Aster would be better off with him than with Jarek.

And she deserved the world. Every fucking treasure. A giant house and a big backyard. She didn’t deserve to be running and hiding in the shadows for the rest of their lives, terrified of what might be waiting for them around the corner.

He didn’t love that he’d be doing it alongside Jarek. That asshole couldn’t be trusted. But maybe it was the exact opportunity he needed in order to show Aster’s father that Jarek needed to go.

Logan wanted it.

He wanted it.

And this was his one chance.

He had to take it.

“I’d be honored, Sir.”

“Good. I have hundreds of men at my disposal, and I chose you to accompany Jarek. This is a mission of the utmost importance. The heirloom is priceless, but more so, it is a personal treasure to me. Its transport is very sensitive, and only the three of you will know its details. Do I have your loyalty and your word, Mr. Lawson?”

“Yes, Mr. Costa. You have both.”

Unease trembled in his guts. Trent would be furious, but this was the best way for Aster. For their child. For him.

It would allow them both to maintain connections with their families, but more so, it ensured their safety.

Their comfort.

A good life.

He excused himself and rushed down the hall, newfound purpose pushing his steps forward. He nearly tripped when the hand flew out from a doorway and jerked him to a stop.

“Aster,” he breathed, slipping into the room where she was concealed. “What are you doing?”

“Hiding.” She let go of a small smile, but it was filled with worry.

He took her precious face in his hands. “And soon we won’t have to hide any longer. I just spoke with your father, and he’s asked me to retrieve a shipment tonight. He said he chose me over a hundred other men.”

Pride brimmed in his spirit, while surprise filled her agate eyes. “What?”

“This is my chance to prove to your father that I’m worthy of you.”

“I don’t understand. I thought⁠—”

“I was going to find you to let you know my brothers want to skip town. Leave forever. But that means hiding forever. And I don’t want that for you, Aster. We’ll constantly be looking over our shoulders, running, always worried about being discovered.”

“No, Logan.”

He pressed on, too excited by the prospect. “Yeah, it sucks this job is with Jarek, but you know what that means…it means your father is placing me on the same level. This is our chance.”

Trepidation shimmered across her skin. “No, Logan, I don’t like it. I just want to leave. I want to leave this place and never look back.”

“But I’ll be able to provide for you. For our baby. And you won’t have to leave your sister and your father behind. Don’t you see? This chance came on the same day as we would have to leave. It’s fate. This is an opportunity that isn’t going to present itself again.”

“No, Logan, I just…” Aster stepped back. Dread radiated from her being. “I don’t trust it. I don’t.”

He rushed back for her, so reckless, the two of them in the house. But it was time. Time.

“You have to trust me.”

“Please, Logan, if you love me, let’s just go with your brothers tonight. I don’t want any part of this world. I don’t care about the money, the only thing I care about is our family. Please.”

Logan stepped back. “I gave your father my word. I have to, Aster.”

“Logan,” she begged.

He gripped her by both sides of the face. “You have to trust me.”

“And what if it goes bad? What if something happens to you?”

“I will come back to you. No matter what.”

“Promise me.” It wheezed from her lips.

He dipped down and uttered the words he’d promised her time and again.

“Even if I can’t see you, I’ll know you’re there, and I’ll find my way to you.”

“And there is no place my heart won’t find you. My North Star.” Sadness filled her voice when she whispered it, and she touched his chest.

“Don’t worry. I’ll be back…tonight. Meet me at our spot at one.”

“Okay.”
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Logan wavered outside Nathan’s doorway where his brother had a suitcase open on the bed packing his clothes.

Logan struggled to breathe, his spirit in an upheaval. He’d been so certain of his decision when he’d sat in Andres Costa’s chair, but actually saying it out loud—doing it—made him feel like he was taking an axe and splitting himself in two.

His heart on a chopping block.

Nathan felt his presence, and he slowed to look back at him in question as he tucked another stack of shirts into his suitcase. “What’s going on, man?”

Clearly, it was radiating off Logan.

The dissention of what had to be done.

He stepped forward, unease firing from him like bullets through the room. He roughed a hand through his black hair. “I’m not leaving with you guys tonight.”

Nathan stilled, a rush of hurt and disbelief radiating from his pores. “What?” he finally managed.

Logan felt like he had a ball of shredded glass in his throat. “I’m staying here, with Aster. I have an opportunity to do this right. Gain the respect of her father. I have to take it.”

“Logan…” He paused, gathering what to say. “Those people, they can’t be trusted. If you’re getting in any deeper than you already are, that has to tell you it’s a bad idea.”

His head shook as his spirit warred. “I’m not doing anything illegal. Picking up an important shipment and delivering it to Andres Costa. It’s a test of trust. That’s it.”

Nathan scoffed. “If you think whatever you plan to do isn’t illegal, then you really are a fool.”

Logan shuffled on his feet. “You know how much I love you and this family, Nathan. God…we’ve been through so much shit together. The three of you basically raised me, and you raised me with the knowledge that family is everything. That we stand by each other no matter what. And Aster has to be that now. I have to make her a priority. Do what’s best for her. Live right by her. Protect her and provide for her.”

“And how are you going to provide for her? By letting your hands get dirty with her daddy’s blood money?”

A frown curled Logan’s brow. “Like what I’ve been doing hasn’t already muddied my hands.”

“But you know it’s different, and if you stay here, if you get further involved, become a part of them, it’s gonna get ugly, man. You have to know that.”

Let’s just go.

Her words spun through his mind, his conscience at odds.

Run or stay.

But running didn’t feel right.

“She’s worth any sacrifice, and by doing it this way, I’m opening up a route to both our families. She and I will be free to see the people who mean most to us. I don’t want to spend the rest of our lives with the fear of being discovered. Hiding.”

It’s what they’d had to do since the day they’d met.

Pain lanced through Nathan’s features. “And I’m afraid you’re going to find more trouble than you bargained for.”

Trouble.

She was always worth the risk.

“I have to see this through. And once we have Aster’s father’s blessing, we’ll come to you guys. Raise our kid with Trent’s. I just need to make this right.”

Nathan moved across the room. Apprehension oozed from his being, and his dark eyes dimmed as he touched his chest. “I have a bad feeling, Logan. A fucking bad feeling about all of this. Trent and you and all this bullshit that has taken root in our lives.”

“Maybe this is the one thing that will set all of us free. But I have to take this chance. For her. I love her. Love her. And I can’t ask her to live her life in fear because of her love for me.”

Nathan wrapped his arms around Logan. Hugged him tight. Logan hugged him back just as fierce. “I get it. I get it. Just please be careful. I couldn’t stand it if something happened to you. To any of you.”

“I’ll be careful. I promise.”

“So fucking proud of you. I hope you know that, Logan. Probably don’t say it enough, but you’ve got it right, man. Your heart. Don’t ever fucking let anything taint it.”
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Logan’s heart pounded a riot as they pulled into the dusky alley behind the warehouse. Rain poured from the sky in heavy sheets, the sky cast in severe streaks of light as the storm ravaged the city.

They were on the shadiest side of town, the streets lined with decrepit buildings that housed vile acts and sinister intentions.

Jarek cast him a malicious glance before he killed the engine and the lights went dim.

Nausea gathered in Logan’s stomach, this feeling that everything was off. Darkness reigned, only the barest streams of dingy light arching through the bleary expanse from a spotlight hung on the side of the building.

Jarek cranked open his door. “Let’s go.”

Logan’s phone rang, and he rushed to shut it off.

That unsettled feeling only intensified when he saw it was Nathan. The second he rejected the call it started ringing again. Agitation crawled through his being, a feeling coming on strong that Aster and Nathan had been right.

He never should have come here.

Because evilness clouded the air.

Dense and dark and unrelenting.

“Are you already going to puss out? I can’t say I’m shocked,” Jarek sneered. “You shouldn’t be here. You don’t belong.”

Guilt clawing at his chest, he silenced his phone and tucked it into his pocket. “I’m coming,” he grunted.

With a harsh shake of his head, Jarek climbed out of the car and strode through the torrent that poured from the sky. Logan rushed to follow, his shoes splashing through the dirty puddles that had gathered.

Jarek came to what appeared a small metal garage door, and he pushed a button at the side as he peered into a camera.

It buzzed and began to roll up.

Inside stood a man who appeared close to the same age as Aster’s father, his hair the same color, his eyes the same shade.

They were less trusting, though, darting around as he held a box to his chest. “My brother should have come himself rather than to trust two boys who know not what they possess.”

“I am perfectly aware of the importance of this delivery, Antonio,” Jarek shot back. “You act as if he shouldn’t trust me when soon I will be married to Aster. I am every bit as much a part of this family as you.”

Antonio scoffed. “You have a long way to go before you take the seat at the head of this family.”

Bile climbed Logan’s throat. Once Aster’s father and Antonio both passed, Jarek would be next in line.

Darkness swirled behind them as the rain pelted the ground. Dread filled him full. Logan suddenly realized he wasn’t sure if this was a test that could be passed.

Antonio stepped forward into the murky light. He tossed a glare at Jarek as he went to pass the box to him. “Be careful, mutt.”

Jarek’s nostrils flared.

Anxiety raced through Logan’s veins, and he swore he could feel it, the bolt of depravity that struck with a flash of lightning.

A figure emerged from behind, dressed in black and covered in shadow. A mask concealed his face.

Jarek whirled around, and Antonio’s eyes went wide as the man lifted an arm, cocking a gun as he edged forward.

“Give it to me,” the man snarled.

Antonio tightened his hold on the box. “That would be a very unwise mistake on your part.”

“Do you think I give a fuck what you say?”

A shot was fired.

Antonio howled when he was struck in the leg, and he dropped to the ground as the box crashed against the pavement.

The lid busted open, and two necklaces flew out, clattering and rolling across the ground, their giant stones glinting in the bare light.

The man went for them, leaning down to grab one, and Logan took the opportunity to dive onto his back.

He hit him with a thud. They fell to the unforgiving ground, and the attacker scrambled around in the dirty puddle, trying to turn so he could angle his gun.

“Let it go!” Logan shouted as he struggled to pin him, to hold him down. “Jarek, help, get the gun from him!”

Antonio crawled to them, struggling to get the necklace from the man’s hold.

“Jarek!” Logan shouted again.

Another shot rang out.

Logan froze as Antonio slumped to the ground. Blood pooled around him.

Shock pierced through him.

Oh god. No. Oh god.

His heart clanged in his chest as Logan fought for the man’s wrist that wielded the weapon. He finally curled both hands around it, bending his hand back enough that it forced him to drop the gun.

It skidded across the ground.

Logan grunted when an elbow cut him hard in the side.

The blow loosened his hold, but he managed to knee the guy in the ribs, sending him back down.

On his hands and knees, Logan scrambled for the gun that lay three feet away.

The masked man was on his feet by the time Logan got to it. Logan flew around, lying on his back, and he pointed it in the man’s direction.

The man hesitated, his attention whipping between Logan and Jarek before he ran, the single necklace dangling from his hand as he disappeared into the alleyway.

Breaths heaved from Logan’s lungs and the world spun.

Horror had him in a fist.

His eyes met Jarek’s. Jarek who stalled for one second before he darted for the second necklace.

Logan was faster, on his feet and snatching it up before Jarek could get there. In a flash, he had the gun pointed at Jarek. Rain pelted his face, and he tried to blink, to make sense, to process. “Stop, right there.”

Jarek skidded to a stop, hatred on his face. “You did this,” he spat in the direction of Aster’s uncle who lie face down in a puddle, the water that streamed from him blood red.

“You did this. And Aster’s father will know.”

Logan realized he’d taken his attention off Jarek for too long when he turned back and he also had a gun pointed at Logan.

Logan’s hand shook. “That’s not true.”

“It is. You killed him.” Jarek cocked his gun, but it was Logan who pulled the trigger.

It rang out, at one with the crack of lightning that cut through the night.

Clutching his side, Jarek dropped to his knees.

And Logan?

He ran.
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Rain soaked his face as Logan panted for a breath where he had his back pressed to a wall of a building at least a mile from where he’d run. He gasped for oxygen, to see, to keep the ground from slipping out from under his feet.

But it spun and spun and the sickness reigned.

He bent over and vomited on the ground. It splashed on the pavement, mixed with the rain, and Logan thought he would faint.

His hand was curled around the necklace, his other around the gun.

What had he done?

What had he done?

Disoriented, he raked his arm over his face to clear some of the derangement that muddled his mind. He struggled to get it together.

To breathe.

With a shaky hand, he leaned down and set the gun on the ground before he dug his phone out of his pocket.

He had six missed calls from Nathan and a couple messages.

Dread sank all the way to the bone.

He squeezed his eyes shut to try to clear his vision, and he could barely fill his hemorrhaging lungs when he tapped into his messages.

He put it to his ear and forced himself to listen. That dread turned to alarm when Nathan’s panicked voice came through. “Logan, answer your fucking phone. I need you. Juna showed here.”

The words were haggard, coming between juts of his breaths.

“That job Trent is supposed to do tonight is a fucking trap. Juna and Dad set him up. He’s going to kill Trent, Logan…fuck…”

There was fumbling on the other end of the line.

“Juna said she couldn’t go through with it, so she came here to stop him, but he hasn’t been here since this morning and now he’s not answering his phone. We have to stop him. Warn him.”

Terror caught Logan by the throat. Frantic, he tossed the gun into the dumpster, then he stumbled out from his hiding place, mumbling, “No, oh god, no.”

He pushed out onto the street as the next message came through.

“Fuck, Logan. Answer.” Nathan choked a pained sound. “I’m going by myself. God, I hope you’re okay. I’m freaking the fuck out. I love you. I love you.”

The line went dead.

Frantic, Logan dialed Nathan. He was going to promise him he was coming, all while the reality of what he’d done chased him through the rain-drenched night.

His call went to Nathan’s voicemail.

“Shit,” he whimpered, trying to focus as he dialed Trent, and he shouted into the messages when he didn’t answer, “It’s a trap. Fuck, Trent.”

He realized he’d cried it.

Begged it.

He stumbled, dialed Jud.

Nothing.

Nothing.

He ordered a car that was two minutes away then stuffed the necklace into his pocket. His limbs were shaking out of control when he slipped into the backseat of the car as a rash of chills washed over him.

He looked down through the dim light to the blood that he didn’t realize covered his jeans and his hands.

Just like Nathan had promised it would.

“You okay, bro?” the driver asked.

Logan choked around the knot in his throat. “Just hurry.”

Twenty minutes later, the car was at the curb in front of their house, and Logan stumbled out.

Disoriented.

In shock.

He heard the roar of motorcycles screaming up the street. He almost breathed out in relief until he saw it was only two lights.

His eyes narrowed as he tried to make out who it was.

Trent and Jud.

They flew into the drive as the wind howled and the rain battered.

They squealed to a stop, their engines killed, their eyes wild.

Trent fumbled off, soaked in blood.

Jud fell right to his knees.

“Nathan,” Logan begged. “Where is Nathan?”

“He’s gone. He’s fucking gone.” Trent wailed it.

It was half cry, half fury.

Logan bent in two.

“No.”

No.

Nathan had needed him, and he’d ignored his call.

No.

Agony froze his blood. Burned in his mind.

He swayed side-to-side, and he blinked and struggled to focus.

The only thing he knew was he had to get to Aster and explain before Jarek got there.

His head split with a rush of pain.

Unless Jarek was dead.

He pressed his hands to the sides of his head like he could stop the butchering inside.

“Get in the truck,” Trent shouted, racing for the house.

Jud was moaning.

Just fucking moaning where he’d dropped to his knees.

“I have to get to Aster,” Logan mumbled.

“What?” Trent shot out in a slash of anger and confusion.

“Aster.”

“Are you fuckin’ crazy? Aster Costa? I just fucking put our father in the ground after he had Nathan mowed down. We’re leaving. Right now.”

Trent grabbed Logan by the shirt and hauled him up.

It was when he noticed the blood that saturated Logan’s clothes. “What the fuck did you do, Logan? What did you do?” It was horror. His own guilt.

Like he could be the fault of this.

“Nathan,” Logan cried.

Trent tossed him into the back of the truck. “Don’t move your ass out of that spot.”

Logan leaned out the door and vomited again. Two minutes later, doors were slamming and Trent was tossing a bunch of bags into the back.

Jud slid into the front passenger seat, and Trent put it in reverse and gunned it out of the driveway, clipping his bike as he went, metal screeching as it was dragged two feet.

Then he shifted into gear and floored it.

“I have to get to Aster.” It was a moan.

Trent whipped his attention over his shoulder to Logan. “You will never step foot in Los Angeles again, Logan. Do you understand?”

“I have to⁠—”

“We’re all dead if you do. Promise me. Fucking promise me.”

Logan couldn’t form the words on his tongue. Couldn’t tell a lie that great. Because he had to get to her. To his girl and his baby.

Little Star.

He curled in on himself as they traveled through the night.

It passed one a.m.

She’d be waiting for him.

Terrified.

He called from somewhere near Sacramento when Trent stopped for gas, hidden away in the bathroom so his brothers wouldn’t know.

There was no answer.

His spirit screamed.

He tried again the next day and the next.

He called and called for what felt like forever.

He begged the heavens for guidance.

For his Little Star to know he would come for her.

“Even if I can’t see you, I’ll know you’re there, and I’ll find my way to you.”

It took him two months to slip away from Trent’s paranoid eye. He sneaked away with the stone necklace and the ring he’d purchased the week before.

He would go to her father. He would present the one stone he possessed to Andres Costa that he’d been charged to protect and explain to him what had happened that horrible night.

His guts clenched because he still didn’t know Jarek’s fate. If he were alive or if that bullet had put him in the ground.

It didn’t matter, he would beg for a chance.

For a chance to love and protect Aster, swear he would never make that kind of mistake again.

He would give her a good life. A better life. Away from the evil that lurked in that place, just like she’d first begged him to do.

When he got there, it didn’t take long until she wandered out to their secret spot.

Only tears covered her face, and her stomach was flat.

He fumbled out from his hiding place.

Shock filled her face before it twisted with horror.

Or maybe it was the horror that consumed him. The way his knees wobbled in a slash of pain, and the words pitched from his mouth on a plea. “The baby.”

“I got rid of it,” she hissed in disgust and anger, though the words hitched in her throat midway, and she held her middle, too.

Grief whorled through the air as he struggled to process what she’d said.

The hate that had come with it.

He stumbled to the side.

He was going to pass out.

He couldn’t stand.

He gripped both sides of his head. “What are you saying, Aster? What the fuck are you saying? Tell me you didn’t. Oh, fuck, please.”

Sickness flooded his bloodstream.

Their dreams flickered through his mind in black and white.

As if it’d all been imagined.

Unreal.

It was then he noticed the ring that glinted on her finger.

“What the fuck is that?” Pain wheezed out with it, fury following close behind.

“I’m Jarek Urso’s wife. What did you think, you could crawl back here, and I’d just be waiting for you? How could you come here? After what you did? You stole from my father. You killed my uncle.”

Logan’s head shook. “No.”

Her face pinched in a disjointed revulsion. “You chose to leave, Logan. You chose this.”

Logan stumbled forward. “No, Aster. No. I told you I’d come back to you. That even if I couldn’t see you, I would find my way back to you. You promised.”

Her eyes slammed closed when he grabbed her by the upper arms.

Shivers rushed over her flesh, and she tore herself from his grasp.

“Don’t touch me. I belong to Jarek now.”

“Aster.” Her name scraped from his soul. “No, fuck, please.”

He couldn’t fathom it.

What she was saying.

What she had done.

She hugged her arms over her chest. “It was just a stupid fantasy, Logan. I belong here. With Jarek. I’m a Costa princess, and thanks to you, my uncle is dead, and it’s time I took my rightful spot.”

She believed that? How could she fucking believe a word Jarek would feed her?

“Aster, no, listen to me.”

She recoiled when he grappled to take hold of her again, and her voice twisted with spite. “Don’t touch me! Don’t. Fucking. Touch. Me. You were never good enough for me, and we both know it.”

Agony spiraled with the anger. “Are you fucking kidding me? I would have died for you.”

“That’s good because you’re dead to me.” She took a step away. “I hate you, Logan Lawson, and I don’t want to ever see you again.”

“Aster.”

“Go! Do you hear me? I hate you. I hate what you did. I hate who you are. Just…go.”

She turned and rushed back into the foliage.

Numbness seeped into his bloodstream as he watched her go.

Dimness clawed.

He’d lost it all for her.

His brother.

Now his child.

Every hope now slayed.

He vomited the sickness onto the ground.

And as he reached into his pocket and curled his hand around the stone, he let bitterness take over every spot where Aster Rose had existed.

He let hatred reign, and he promised himself he would never be in the same position again. He wouldn’t stop until he held the power. Until who he was counted. Until he had everything.

Then…then he would make Jarek Urso pay for what he had stolen.

Resolved, Logan turned and slipped into the darkened night as that single, little star burned out.


FORTY-TWO

ASTER


With my hand solidly held in his, Logan darted back through Absolution’s main doors, dragging me through the raving crowd that had only gotten rowdier as it approached midnight.

He ducked down the hall where we’d entered, then he was hauling me into a private room and locking the door behind us. He moved across the room and fumbled around at the wall and pushed open a hidden door.

What the hell?

Confusion whirled through my being while my heart soared.

I still couldn’t believe what had just happened with my father.

I didn’t think I’d ever felt more exhilarated.

More hopeful.

More alive.

Logan slammed it shut and locked the hidden door, too.

It closed us off to the smoky, opaque shadows that swam through the secret room. My attention raced to take it in. It held a game table and a couch and a small bar at the back. The décor oozed of 1920’s decadence.

Logan strode out in front of me, as if he couldn’t sit still. He roughed an agitated hand through his black hair as he paced.

His spirit was held in a lethal storm.

“What is this place?” I wheezed, chaos whipping through my being.

My breath hitched when he finally whirled around, the sight of his face clipping off my question.

The man was so obscenely gorgeous in the tailored suit he wore.

So magnetic my heart jolted toward him.

Those eyes flashed as they raved over my body.

Copper and green.

Stony.

Malachite.

Yet, still the farthest from opaque.

They were feral.

Angered and awed and everything in between.

“You did it for me.” Agony hurtled out with the hardened words.

“You did it for me.” Reverent torment. It underscored his disbelief and this vibrant anger that pounded through the room. “You promised your father you would never see me again if he spared my life? That’s why you married Jarek?”

My soul shook, and I pressed my hands to my chest. “I had no other choice.”

I knew until right then he never had really understood what I’d meant.

Every muscle in his body rippled with severity, edged in strength and rage.

“No, Aster, you could have chosen you.”

“And exist in a world where I knew you didn’t? Know that your love for me had been your end? Never, Logan. Never.” The confession wept through the room.

“What did he do to you?” Rage sprang from his spirit and burned from his tongue.

My eyes squeezed closed. “I don’t want him here right now, Logan. I don’t want him anywhere near us.”

Because for the first time…for the first time…Logan and I had a future. A chance. A possibility. The hope of life and a…family.

My heart pounded, and my eyes fluttered open when he murmured my name.

“Aster.”

It was acclaim.

Energy crackled, and he slowly moved my way.

“It was to protect me.” Coarse adoration filled the sharp edge of his voice. “That night, everything you said was to protect me.”

I could barely nod around the sorrow in my throat. “It killed me, Logan, standing in our special spot and telling you the greatest lie. It destroyed me all over again to cause you that pain. But it was so much better than the alternative.”

Emotion bottled in my throat. The truth and the secrets and the pain.

Reaching out, he tipped up my chin. Logan’s jaw was set, and his heat flamed in the space between us. “For years, I hated you, thinking you’d taken the easy way out. That you’d married a man with a name and power. That you realized I wasn’t worth the trouble.”

“I was the one who brought you trouble.” Soggy affection blew out with the wheeze.

He inhaled a shaky sound, then he leaned in and pressed his mouth to the spot where my shoulder met my neck.

“Little Star,” he whispered at the sensitive flesh. “I should have known. I should have known. But somewhere deep inside, my soul knew.”

Logan’s gaze deepened, locked on mine. “I should have fought for you.”

“And what would have happened then? It would have brought more tragedy.”

“You were worth the fight, Aster. Whatever it would have cost.”

“I didn’t believe it then,” I admitted.

“Tell me you do now. Tell me you understand the treasure that you are,” he demanded. His fingers gripped me by the chin, harsh and tender. “Tell me you understand you are worth the fight.”

“I know it now, Logan. I see it in your eyes.”

He edged back and slowly turned me around until I was facing an ornate, full-length mirror.

I met his reflection, the stony ferocity that rippled through his gorgeous features. “Beauty. My heart. My poetry,” he murmured as his fingertips fluttered down the slope of my neck.

“You are every word I’ve ever written.”

I could almost see the scattering of stars strewn around us. As if each call of my heart had been hung in the sky.

Logan whispered, “Wait right there. Do not move, Little Star.”

Through the obscured light, I watched Logan’s silhouette move across the room. In the far corner, he pulled back a drape that revealed a massive safe, and he entered a code and pressed his finger to it.

Nerves skidded through my body. This sense that we’d tripped into a new place. That we both finally understood.

Anticipation filled the room.

His and mine.

Mine and his.

It coalesced.

Convulsed and intensified and came alive when he rummaged around for something protected within.

Significance filled the atmosphere.

Thickened and deepened.

The moment hinged on expectancy.

He kept his hand hidden when he slowly edged toward me. He stopped six inches away, his panted breaths lifting chills on the flesh of my back as he gazed at me through the faded mirror.

“You asked me what this room is, Aster. This is the room where I buried all my secrets. Where I attempted to leave my pain and my spite and pretend like every part of me hadn’t remained in Los Angeles with you.” His breath whispered over my bare skin, illicit chills that crawled like possession.

“I gave myself over to the greed, thinking I could find contentment in excess and wealth. Find purpose in the commitment I’d made to one day make Jarek pay for what he’d stolen from me. But there was no satisfaction in any of it because the truth was all that greed came down to one thing—my love for you.”

He pulled what he had hidden from behind his back and draped a necklace around my neck.

A massive stone dangled between my breasts.

A gasp raked free of my lungs.

Shock.

Confusion.

Hurt and hope and abiding love.

The ground trembled beneath my feet.

“One half of the twin stones,” I whispered. “How? You said you sold them.”

My fingers trembled as I touched it, and Logan leaned closer, his voice a rasp of admission. “It’s the only piece I ever had, Aster. I know Jarek told your father that I was responsible, but we were attacked that night, and that man killed your uncle. Jarek stood like a pussy on the sidelines while I tried to stop it from happening. The man ran with the other stone, and before Jarek could get to the second, I took it. I shot him because he was going to shoot me. I told you I always believed that night was a setup. I still do. The night I came back for you, I was going to go to your father and return the stone and tell him everything.”

My mind spun with the details.

With the truth that Logan had never done any of the things he’d been accused of.

That it was Jarek.

Jarek.

Deep down, I’d always known it, but I guessed it’d been easier to live through the loss and loneliness placing more of the blame on Logan.

“Why didn’t you tell me? You said you sold them, but you had one the whole time? Why do you still have it?”

It was an appeal. Both for then and now.

These stones that had ruined everything.

Greed.

It was what I’d believed him to be all along, and even then, I’d forgiven him.

Logan’s dark brow twisted. “I was going to, Aster. When you broke my heart, I had every intention of leaving there, selling it, becoming more powerful than your father and Jarek combined. I was going to ruin them. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t do it. Not when I knew it was responsible for taking you from me.”

“You didn’t tell me? This whole time, you had it, and you didn’t tell me?” I wondered how the accusation held no anger.

Logan fiddled with the chain, severity coating his voice. “I didn’t trust you, Aster, that first night. You were still just the Costa princess to me.” His mouth pressed behind my ear. “My tormenter. My greatest regret. The one I hated myself for still loving.”

“And then?”

“And then I was terrified you were still going to leave me. That you were going to disappear. I needed an advantage. An asset to wield if I needed to. Even before you understood it, I promised myself I was never going to let you go.”

“And now?”

His hand slipped from my shoulder and down my arm, and he threaded our fingers together. “And now…we do this together, the way we always should have.”

“And you don’t know where the other half is?” I clarified.

His head shook. “The last time I saw it, the man who killed your uncle ran with it.”

Pain lacerated my soul. “Jarek did it.”

He’d set up the whole thing.

Disgust blew through the agony. The pain Logan and I had been through.

It was over the twin stones.

I knew it to my soul.

“I’ve always believed so.”

“I hate him so much.”

It should be impossible to hate someone so much.

“He’s at his end.”

Moisture blurred my sight, and that old pain welled fast. I was impaled by the onslaught of the mistakes and manipulations we’d been victims of.

Our child.

Our child.

“Why didn’t you come to me that night?”

“Our whole world exploded that night, Aster. I’d just shot Jarek Urso, I didn’t know if he was dead or alive, and I only had half of what I’d been sent to retrieve for your father. Your uncle was dead and Jarek had blamed me for it. I was a kid, Aster, a kid who had gotten himself in far too deep. I was fucking terrified and had no idea what to do.”

His thick throat tremored when he swallowed, grief the strike of a match in his green eyes. “I made it home only to find out Nathan had been killed. The rest of us were in danger. Trent forced me to leave with them that night, insisted that I never step foot in Los Angeles again. He’d said I’d be signing our death certificates if I did. Even with all of that, I called and called you, Aster, I fucking tried, but you never answered, and I came back the first moment I could sneak away.”

My soul shivered, and tears streaked down my cheeks. “You didn’t forget me.”

A possessive growl rumbled from Logan’s chest. “Forget you, Aster Rose? You inhabited every recess of my mind. Every crevice of my heart. And you lived in every drop of blood that beat through my veins. Just like I know now I beat through yours.”

He pressed his face to my neck. “I hate what you had to do. Hate that you sacrificed. But I get it because I’d die every single day for you.”

“Logan.”

“Little Star.”

“My destination.”

Intensity blistered from his being, and Logan stepped back a fraction to twine a loose lock of hair around his hand. “And here we are,” he rumbled.

“And I’m never looking back.”

“Never.”

“Love me, Logan, and don’t you dare stop.”

A rough chuckle vibrated his chest. “Stop? Oh, Little Star, I already promised you I was going to ruin you tonight.”

His lips fell to my shoulder and ran up the side of my neck.

Fire flamed.

I exhaled a shaky breath as he kissed a path down the length of my exposed spine until he was kneeling behind me.

He bunched the silky material of my dress around my waist.

Cool air caressed my bottom, at odds with the heat that throbbed between my thighs.

I sucked for air.

Lust hissed from his mouth. “Fucking gorgeous. Your ass, Aster. Perfection.”

He splayed a palm over my cheek, then he angled down to kiss along the strip of the lace between my crease.

I jolted forward, nearly buckling in two, and I grabbed onto the sides of the mirror for support.

Logan grunted when I did.

“Good girl,” he murmured.

He spread my cheeks then pulled the fabric aside so he could let his tongue take its place.

He licked me from my clit to ass.

Desire bloomed, tendrils that spread to embed in every cell.

“Logan.”

His tongue rimmed my asshole as he drove two fingers deep inside me.

Pinpricks of pleasure lit.

I pressed back, needing more.

“More.”

“You’re about to have all of me.”

Intensity bounded through the room, and I swore, I felt the walls enclose to box us in.

A dark sanctuary where it was only me and Logan.

As if we were back beneath those hidden stars.

This love that had been twisted and disfigured but had never broken.

It unfurled then.

Complete and whole.

Logan rose to standing, and he undid his pants. Stony eyes searched my face through the reflection as he pushed his fingers between my thighs and rubbed my center. “Say it.”

I gasped and whined and angled forward in a plea for more.

“I’m yours.”

The second I said it, he grabbed me by the waist and drove into me in one possessive thrust.

So deep it drove a deep sob from my mouth.

“Do you feel that, Little Star?” he grunted.

Logan pulled nearly all the way out before he drove back again.

My thighs shook.

I felt him like an avalanche.

A rolling of bliss.

An undulation of possession.

“Mine,” he grated.

It was grit.

Gravel.

A claim.

The truth that I had always been.

“Tell me,” I demanded back.

Our gazes tangled in the reflection.

He banded one arm across my stomach, and the other splayed wide while it slowly traveled up my abdomen and chest until he was holding me by the front of the throat.

His hand curled there, pulling me up and forcing me to lean my weight against him, and his mouth came to my ear. “I’m yours, Aster. Fucking yours, and I’m always going to be, and I won’t stop until that truth is your peace.”

He bent his knees and thrust into me again.

A cry jolted from my lungs.

“That’s right, Little Star. Feel what I do to this sweet body.”

“I feel everything.”

Logan growled and took me harder. “I love you, Aster Rose.”

He stepped back, and he pressed his hand to the back of my neck so he could bend me over.

My hands shot back out to hold onto the mirror as he began to pound into me from behind.

He was so big as he filled me again and again.

Overpowering.

Overwhelming.

“Your pussy is perfect, Aster. The way you fit me. Nothing has ever felt better.”

Pleasure gathered like the same storm that had brewed in his eyes.

Whimpers ripped from my throat with each relentless drive of his body.

“It’s mine, Little Star. All of you.”

He reached around and pressed his thumb into my mouth, making me suck, before he withdrew it and began to swirl it around my puckered hole.

Sensation raced.

Beautiful and dark.

“Feel me, Little Star.”

He worked it inside, deeper and deeper with each stroke of his hips.

He met the deep, maddening rhythm of his hard fucks.

“Logan,” I whimpered, not sure if it was too much or not close to enough.

I pushed back and drew away and got lost in the brightening glow of coming bliss.

“Touch yourself,” he commanded.

My fingers fumbled to my clit, unable to keep my knees from bending forward as I held onto the mirror with my other hand to keep myself upright.

Whimpers and cries of desperation flooded from my mouth, his name a prayer I would never cease saying.

He took me harder then.

Impossible.

Too much.

Too right.

His cock and his thumb ruthlessly, perfectly in sync.

My fingers frantically tried to keep up.

Stroking and stroking as pleasure swarmed.

It was a sea of sensation, rising from the deepest abyss. Growing stronger. A current that surged and swept.

He took me ruthlessly.

Merciless in this offering.

Vicious in this atonement.

I could feel nothing else but the man who consumed me.

Body and soul.

Mine.

He’d meant it.

And in it, I found the most beautiful bliss.

“Look at me, Aster,” he grunted through his raving strokes.

My eyes met the severity in his.

“Do you have any idea what you do to me? Your tight cunt and this gorgeous ass and your unforgettable face. I won’t ever let you go. Not this time. Not ever again.”

“I love you, Logan.” It came out with the air that wheezed from my lungs.

“Everything,” he muttered in return.

Our hearts raced, and our spirits shook, and our bodies begged.

Merged and twined and became one.

That dark sea swirled and thrashed.

Sensation erupted from the depths. From the places I didn’t know.

It eclipsed reason and sight.

He drove and possessed.

I split apart.

Soared.

Ripples of pleasure raced to touch every cell, to infiltrate every fiber.

“Oh god,” I cried, my knees going weak as pleasure took me whole.

Logan tightened his arm that was banded around my waist because I could no longer stand.

He continued to drive into me as my walls throbbed and pulsed around him.

“Aster…fuck…yes.”

He took his pleasure, and he gave me mine.

Wave after wave.

Unending.

Infinite.

Logan grunted low as he buried himself completely.

His body quivered and poured.

Bliss cracked through the room.

A blackout.

Dark, dark ecstasy.

Spent, I dropped to my knees when he loosened his hold, but Logan only scooped me into his arms.

His heart raced at a jagged beat, and his breaths pitched from his lungs.

“Logan.”

I bit my lip at the way he was looking at me. The man so gorgeous my stomach quaked all over again.

“What are you doing?” I whispered.

My heart twisted when he smirked. “I thought you’d get it by now that I take good care of what’s mine. Get used to it, baby, because I’m going to be doing it for the rest of my days.”

Shouts seeped through the walls. The countdown had begun.

“Ten, nine, eight…”

Logan held me tighter as his spirit danced with mine.

“Five, four, three, two…”

Logan mouthed the last, One.

“Happy New Year, Little Star.”

I pressed my face into the warmth of his neck. “It’s not just happy, Logan. It’s every wish I’ve ever made.”


FORTY-THREE

LOGAN


Morning light slowly brought me to consciousness. I was face down on my stomach, one cheek buried in a plush pillow and the blankets pushed around my waist. Glittering rays streamed through the window and illuminated the room in dancing golds and sparkling gems.

Or maybe I just felt like a motherfucking king.

I flopped onto my back and listened to the sounds echoing through the walls. A smile stretched wide as I heard the clattering of pans and the subdued pat of her bare feet.

The girl was a song that whispered in my ear and lured me to standing.

I shuffled into the bathroom, took a piss, and brushed my teeth before I tugged on a pair of sweatpants.

The whole time, I could feel her moving through the apartment.

This girl my destiny.

I sensed her like a tie in my being that could never be undone.

Quietly, I edged out of the bedroom. I stopped outside the door to take in the sight.

Aster was there, in the kitchen. She was barefoot and wearing the same button up I’d worn last night. She had the sleeves rolled up, the fabric swallowing her frame in the most exquisite of ways, hitting her right above those lush, gorgeous thighs.

Dark brown hair was piled in a wild knot, and there was a fresh dusting of flour on her cheek.

So fucking pretty.

So fucking right.

I could see the etching of a smile tug at the corner of her mouth while she whipped something in a bowl. “Are you just going to stand there and stare all day?”

Her voice was light, full of wonder and a tease.

My chest panged, and I leaned a shoulder against the wall and stuffed my hands into the pockets of my sweats. “Seems like a pretty good way to spend New Year’s Day to me.”

“Why only look when you can touch?” She tossed it out with a slight shrug, pure seduction and ease.

A rough chuckle scraped up my throat, and I strode that way, every step tightening the muscles in my abdomen, my mouth watering for a taste.

I wound myself around her from behind, loving the way she felt, the way she sank back and let go of a satisfied breath.

“Happy New Years, baby,” I murmured as we began to slowly sway.

“I can’t believe I’m here with you, celebrating the New Year.”

I glanced at her ring that glinted in the rays of morning light. My chest expanded in a possessive beat. I pushed my nose into the hair behind her ear.

Hyacinth and magnolia leaves.

“A hundred more new years where this came from.”

Soft affection rolled from her mouth. “A hundred, huh?”

“A thousand.” A smile fumbled on my lips.

She giggled and sank deeper into my hold. “I’ll take as many as I’m given, just as long as I get to spend them with you.”

“Every day.” My hands splayed over her stomach.

“You’d better be careful, I might get used to this,” she whispered like this entire thing was a dream.

I kissed a path down the side of her neck.

Another giggle. “You’re distracting me.”

“That’s the plan.”

“Can’t you see I’m busy?” It was coy and sweet.

I lapped it up, wrapped myself tighter, and peered down from over her shoulder. “What are you making?”

“Cookies.”

I grunted. “You’re the one who’d better be careful, or else I’m going to be the one getting used to this.”

“What, me barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen?”

My breath caught in my throat. I forced it down. “Don’t tease me, Aster.”

And not about the kitchen thing. Fuck that misogynistic shit. The men who’d held her down. I was going to hold her up.

She stilled, her breaths going shallow as she set aside the bowl and whisk. She placed her hands over mine and pressed me closer to her, and her voice thinned out. “I’m not teasing, Logan. I think I might be pregnant.”

Everything stalled.

Time.

The staccato of my heart.

Before it all raced to catch up.

I rushed to spin her around, and I tipped up her chin so I could take in her sweet, gorgeous face that was held in worry and fear and something bigger than life.

Energy bound the air in a dense knot.

“What are you saying?” My hands trembled as I slipped my palms to either side of her neck. “What are you saying, baby?”

Her eyes were wild and intense. “I think I might be pregnant, Logan. I should have had my period last week, and I thought I was just off with the stress and the worry. I’ve been nauseous, but again, I thought it was just from everything that is happening. But this morning, I vomited, and in that moment, I think I just knew. My shot was due right before I came here, and I missed it, but I thought it would be fine⁠—”

“It’s more than fine.” I cut her off, my voice squeezing on the words. “More than fine. As far as I’m concerned, it’d be a fucking miracle.”

She inhaled a shattered breath.

“I’m scared, Logan. I’m scared that I’m making the same mistakes all over again. That it’s too close and feels too familiar. But if it’s true? I will do everything to protect this child. Everything, Logan.” A fiery oath lit in those agate eyes. The girl a warrior. One who would stand and fight.

“There is nothing I want more than to have a family with you.”

“Are you sure?” She blinked up at me.

“I promise you, Aster Rose. I promise.”

I lifted her hand and kissed her ring, and I leaned in to murmur in her ear, “And I’m going to make sure that becomes Aster Rose Lawson soon. Very soon.”

Aster laughed. She laughed this disbelieving, joyous sound that rang in the air and reverberated from the walls.

A thrill.

Euphoric.

“I can’t believe it,” I murmured.

It felt like I was suffering from a bolt of shock.

The best kind.

“I can’t believe it!” That time, I shouted it, and I picked her up and spun her around.

She squealed and laughed and clung to my shoulders as she flung her head back and let the peals of delight paint the walls of the apartment a new color.

Vibrant.

Beauty.

Light.

“We don’t even know for sure.” She giggled it.

I held her up high, and she looked down at me, smiled that smile that slayed.

Cut me wide open.

This girl my destiny.

“But you know,” I hedged.

Her expression softened, so tender that she melted through the middle of me. “Yes, Logan, I know.”

I took her mouth.

My kiss was fevered and hers was overjoyed.

Panted laughs and giggled whispers. “I love you, Logan. I love you.”

“I love you, baby, so much.”

I kept spinning her around while I kissed her, this girl the wildest, best ride I’d ever taken.

I set her down on the edge of the table.

She yelped then grinned while I palmed her on the outside of the thighs. “Look at you…a perfect present wrapped in my shirt.”

Another giggle, and redness was lighting on her cheeks.

“Are you going to unwrap me?” The tease slipped from her tongue.

“Oh, Little Star, you bet I am.”

I reached for the material and tore it open. Buttons pinged as they scattered across the floor.

Aster squealed then gave me the fakest pout. “Hey, I liked this shirt.”

“I like your tits better.”

Small and round and already pebbled up so tight as her chest heaved toward me, peeking through the shirt where it was split open.

The only thing she had on under it was a patch of black lace held together by three bands on each side.

Need fisted my guts.

“Is that so?” A seductive smile pulled over her mouth. Joy rushed beneath it.

“Oh, it’s so, Aster. You are a fucking dream, spread out on my table.”

My cock was stone. It pressed against the fabric of my sweats, and the muscles in my stomach flexed in anticipation of the best kind of relief.

Aster sank her teeth into her bottom lip as those eyes raked over me. “And you steal my breath, Logan. Look at you…my North Star.”

A growl rumbled in my chest, and I leaned over her so I could devour that mouth.

She bucked up, her lace-covered pussy rubbing against my abdomen.

I devoured her, and she laughed some more, close to delirious.

I understood the condition. The way my head was spinning and the only thing that mattered was getting inside this girl.

Wholly.

Fully.

Footsteps skidded to a stop just inside the living room.

I jerked back, still gripping deep into Aster’s thighs.

“Oh my,” Gretchen wheezed as she slapped a hand over her heart.

“You should probably head on out, G, because I am most definitely about to take it out.”

Aster covered her face with her arm, trying to hide her laugh of embarrassment.

Gretchen waved a hand in the air and started in the direction of the door, calling, “Don’t mind me. I’m half blind, anyway. Didn’t see a thing. Half deaf, too, so don’t worry yourselves a bit. I’ll clean up the mess later.”

When the front door banged shut behind Gretchen, I let out the chuckle I was holding.

Aster dragged her arm free. Her face was beet red.

“Logan,” she chastised. “You are horrible.”

“And you are mine.” I cracked a smirk. “Now where were we?”

“I think you were admiring my tits.”

I ran a knuckle over a peaked, hard nipple. “Oh, that’s right. I was admiring these tits.”

I palmed them both before I kissed down her stomach and edged back so I could drag her underwear down her legs. I dropped them to the floor, then I angled down while peering up at her when I murmured, “And now I’m getting ready to admire this perfect pussy.”

She bucked up. Completely bare. Drenched and swollen and throbbing.

Straightening, I freed my cock, lined myself up, and plunged into the hilt.

Aster bowed.

Body and soul.

“That’s right, Little Star. You and me.”

You and me and this little family.

It was all I was ever going to need.

I took her slow this morning.

My hips rocking in deep and measured strokes.

Early morning light poured in the window to shine over her entrancing body.

I touched her.

Loved her.

My girl came three times.

I came hard in her pussy in deep rutting thrusts.

Pure motherfucking ecstasy.

I heaved for a breath as I fell over her, my ear pressed to the hammer that raged in her chest. She searched for air, and she languidly ran her fingers through my hair as awestruck laughter rolled from her mouth.

“That was amazing.”

I lifted my head. “You’re amazing.”

We just stayed there for a minute, staring at the other, unable to believe we’d made it to this place.

“Why don’t I go grab a test and you finish the mess on the counter that Gretchen is going to have to clean?”

Aster giggled. “I don’t think that was the mess she was referring to. She’s never going to eat on this table again.”

I nuzzled my face in her neck. “I plan to eat on this table many, many times.”

She smacked at me playfully.

I helped her to standing, then I kissed her nose. “I’ll be right back.”

“I’ll be waiting.”
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I jogged to the small drugstore down the street where I bought ten tests.

I couldn’t help it.

I was excited.

Because Aster and me?

We were never looking back.

I paid, then rushed back up the sidewalk to my building. I entered through the main lobby and went directly to the elevator, my knee bouncing in anticipation as I rode it upstairs.

I all but ran to the door.

Only when I got to it, I skidded to a stop.

My heart hurtled into my throat that was covered in bile.

The hinges were busted.

Dread spiraled through my being, and I ran into the apartment, ready for any fight that awaited.

Only I froze when I was impaled by the energy that filled the space.

Dark and grim.

The paper bag slipped from my hand and all the tests spilled onto the floor.

Because I knew in an instant, my girl was gone.


FORTY-FOUR

ASTER


I was grinning when I went to the closet and pulled another of Logan’s shirts from a hanger. I put it on and buttoned it, then I padded back out into the kitchen to finish mixing the batter for the cookies.

There was no wiping the smile from my face. The joy that had seated itself deep.

It was amazing what could change in thirty days.

Thirty days.

It was funny that I’d intended them to free myself of Jarek’s chains. Even that should have been impossible.

Still, I’d known I had to fight to find my freedom.

To find myself.

And I did.

I did.

But I’d also found so much more.

I’d found joy and hope and love. I found the family I’d been missing. I found the belief in a man that I’d lost long ago.

We’d thought our dreams crushed.

But in those thirty days?

We’d found revival.

A resurrection.

Redemption.

A small giggle floated out when there was a tapping at the door. I grabbed a hand towel and wiped my hands and started across the room on my bare feet, a smile tugging at my mouth when I called, “What did you forget? I hope it was another kiss.”

I let the playfulness roll out with it.

This joy that possessed.

Logan had only been gone for little more than a few minutes, and I was already missing him.

There was no response.

Frowning, I pressed my ear to the wood to listen. “Logan?”

A shot of unease rippled through.

Dread slipped like ice down my spine.

Cold as it spread.

Because in that second, I knew it. I knew it just as sure as I knew the child that grew in my belly.

And I’d never let it happen.

Not this time.

I turned on my heel to run for my phone. That was right when two huge bangs crashed against the door. Wood splintered and metal twisted.

Alarm pounded through my bloodstream.

No.

On the third hit, it busted wide open.

A scream ripped up my throat, and I kept running as I looked back to find a man in the doorway who held a metal battering ram.

Jarek stepped around him and came through the doorway.

Evil curled through the air.

My knees nearly buckled, but I forced myself to hold down the fear.

I just had to make it to the bedroom where I’d left my phone and everything would be okay.

My bare feet slapped on the dark floor, but it was the sound of the heavy footsteps that grew closer and closer that sent terror ripping through my veins.

With each thudded step, his vile presence swarmed the room.

I pushed myself harder, flying into the bedroom and going for the nightstand.

I heaved a breath when I grabbed my phone, but Jarek was on me before I could even bring the screen to life. His hand flew out in the same motion, smacking me across the face. The force toppled me onto the bed. “You stupid bitch.”

Horror tore from my throat and banged against the thick walls.

No.

No.

I couldn’t let this happen.

He grabbed a handful of the shirt at the neck and jerked me up to standing. “Where is it, Aster, where is the stone?”

My head violently shook, and I clawed at his hand. “I don’t know.”

“You’re a fucking liar.” Hatred burned in his expression. “You think you’re going to ruin everything, don’t you? Stop me? I will have what I want. He will not make a fool of me again.”

Jarek jerked me forward and began to drag me back through the apartment.

I tore at his arm, fighting his hold, screaming, “No, someone help! Please, someone help me.”

He pulled my back to his chest and cupped his palm over my mouth. “Keep screaming and you die. At this point, I’m beginning to believe you’ve worn out your use.”

Still, I kicked and flailed as Jarek half carried, half dragged me into a stairwell meant for the maintenance team.

They quickly rushed down the stairs, the two men’s feet pounding on the concrete steps.

The whole time, I fought. Desperation thick, I scratched and clawed at Jarek’s hand while trying to sink my teeth into his palm.

It wasn’t enough.

It wasn’t enough.

They banged through a door that led into the back of the building where there was an employee parking lot for the stores and restaurant that housed the main floor.

I kicked and flailed my bare legs into the frigid, ice-cold air. “No!” It slurred against his palm.

Right outside, a man waited at the back door of a limousine. He opened it, and Jarek tossed me inside.

I shouted with everything I had as I slid into the leather seat on one side.

“Help! Please.” Frantically, I smacked my palms against the glass.

Jarek climbed in. “Shut your fucking mouth.”

Two doors slammed shut and the car jolted forward, the tires squealing as we peeled from the lot.

I banged both palms against the glass as if I could break free.

The low, sinister laughter that curled through the limousine made my head whip around to find another man I hadn’t realized was there.

Haille Manchief sat across from me with a smug smile on his pompous face. His head was cocked to the side, studying me as if I were the most interesting element in this twisted-up game. “Ah, there you are. I thought you were going to prove interesting.”

He took his attention from me and set it on Jarek who raged beside me.

“He’ll come. Just wait. It is done.”


FORTY-FIVE

LOGAN


Agonized violence burned a hole through the middle of me. I stormed back into the kitchen. Unable to sit. Unable to think. Prisoner to the torment that clawed through my insides.

I nearly choked on the sight of the half-made cookies where Aster had left them. Seized by the rage, I grabbed the metal mixing bowl and threw it across the room. It smashed against the wall and clattered to the floor.

“Logan, man.” Jud’s voice was low and sympathetic where it fell over me from behind, and I pressed my hands to the counter and dropped my head between my shoulders in an effort to get it under control.

My brother set his hand on my shoulder and squeezed it tight. “We’re going to get her back, man, promise you.”

My heart ping-ponged against my ribs.

My vision red.

The fury blinding.

“I can’t—” The words cracked in my throat as another wave of desperation slammed me.

It didn’t matter that I’d already known she was gone, that I’d known it the second I stepped into the frayed, oppressive air her spirit had left behind, I’d searched every inch of the building.

It had taken my brothers less than fifteen minutes to come storming through my busted apartment door after I’d called, sure that monster had taken her.

Where, was the problem.

We’d already gone to the hotel where he’d been staying. It’d only taken a stack of cash to get it out of the receptionist that he’d checked out three days ago.

Torment howled through my body, and I pulled myself from where I was sagged against the counter and raged back across the floor, both hands dragging through my hair like it could tame what ate me alive.

Aggression.

Violence that streaked.

I needed to keep them. Rein them until they could be unleashed.

“Logan,” Trent said, approaching me like he was approaching a rabid animal.

It wasn’t far off.

“I have to get to her.” It was a rasp.

Hatred.

Fear.

Agony.

A dangerous cocktail that was going to blow.

“Knew that prick wasn’t goin’ to stand down. Was clear as day last night. He’s out for something.”

“For my girl. I shouldn’t have left. God. I shouldn’t have left.”

I dropped to my knees on the rug, gutting weakness taking me over.

I shouldn’t have left.

I clutched the hollow ache that moaned in my chest. “If something happens to her…”

To them.

Nausea spun.

“We’ll find her,” Trent promised as he came to crouch in front of me. I’d rambled everything I could give them when they’d first shown, confessing everything I’d held onto for years.

“Do you have details? Any clue? Could he be headed back to Los Angeles?”

I shifted onto my butt, leaning against the couch and blinking through the turbulence that narrowed my sight.

“Possibly. If he was going to use her against her father?” My head shook as I searched for an answer. “I don’t fucking know.”

The only thing I knew was I was going to destroy him.

And if he hurt her?

My ribs flared as I drew in a ragged breath.

I flew to my feet when there was suddenly a commotion at the door that gaped open.

Trent did, too, and Jud raced over to take up my side.

Only it was a young woman who stepped through. “Hello?”

A tatted-up biker followed her in, all kinds of protective and wearing a cut with a patch that said Demon’s Day.

Trent fucking hissed, and both he and Jud stepped forward, a sharp edge riding their demeanors as they stared down a man that rode for what had been our club’s mortal enemy.

Trent and Jud spread out, filling the space with their distrust and animosity.

In a stupor, I tried to make sense of the woman standing there.

“Taylor? Is that you?”

I didn’t know if it was relief or panic that struck me at the sight of her.

I hadn’t seen Aster’s sister since she was twelve. A child. She was now a woman. Her hair and eyes were close to the same color as Aster’s, although she was a couple inches taller and curvier.

Her expression dampened when she looked around.

As awareness gave way to the air of desperation, of horror, of malicious intent.

“I’m too late,” she whimpered. She looked like she might collapse when she slowly drifted into the vacant space.

I moved for her. The biker came forward, too, stepping in front of her.

Trent and Jud flanked me.

“Watch it, Demon,” Trent warned low.

“I’m just here to protect the girl. Your boy needs to calm the fuck down before he gets any closer to her. Looks like he’s about to snap,” the Demon spat.

Taylor shoved around him, putting out her hand. “This is no time for a pissing contest. What happened to my sister?” She begged that.

“He has her.” Strained terror heaved out with the words.

He had her, and I had no fucking clue where he intended to take her or how I was going to get her back.

A sob ripped from Taylor’s throat. “No. He can’t. I…”

She spun around like it would stop this fucking endless cycle of torment.

I’d promised Aster I’d protect her. Promised her that bastard would never touch her again.

And he had her.

Lightheadedness pummeled me, suffocating, everything so tight that I thought my lungs would implode.

This crushing, devastating weight.

“I got it.” Taylor hugged a satchel to her chest. “I got it for her and she’s not here and he has her. Oh god, he has her.”

Her knees went weak, and she nearly toppled over, but the Demon caught her around the waist. “We’ll get your sister.”

“What’s in the bag?” I demanded.

“She needed proof.” It was a wisp of pain.

“What is in the bag?” I stumbled forward, about to lose it.

To snap, just not on Taylor like the Demon had implied.

I was about to fly out that door and go on a rampage.

Hunt until I found him.

Until I could wrap my hands around his neck and choke the life from him.

Taylor passed it to me while the biker continued to keep her supported. “There are documents in the case condemning Jarek’s disloyalty to our father, just like Aster thought. But I found something else, Logan, I think I found what she really needed.”

Urgency spun around me as I dug into it.

I didn’t know if it was relief or disgust.

A part of me had always assumed.

Had always known.

Hell, I wasn’t even surprised.

But there it was, the second twin stone.

My chest clutched tight, and my stomach twisted.

Sniffling, Taylor looked at me, and her expression deepened in emphasis. “It’s worth only a fraction without its partner.”

“It’s what he wanted all along. The second stone.”

“Do you have it?” she asked through her tears, her voice cautious.

The confession climbed my throat, the truth that he had likely been plotting how to get it back from me for all this time.

Our family’s whereabouts had been unknown for years, until a year ago when Gage’s mother had exposed us.

Clearly, that was when Jarek had found our location, too.

I sank onto the couch because I couldn’t keep standing.

“I have it,” I forced out.

Taylor seemed to have to compel the words out. “The documents in there…what Aster had sent me after? They’re in code, but we believe them to be records of his connections in Russia.”

She glanced back at the biker before she returned her attention to me. “It appears there was some sort of arrangement. If Jarek could acquire both stones, then he was assured his new position as head of LA. There is a plot to take my father out, but he had to procure the missing piece before he could do it.”

My chest burned, and she pulled something else out of her bag and slowly edged forward.

Confusion pulled across my brow as she handed me a keepsake box.

“This was in Aster’s old room back at our father’s house. Hidden, but I always knew where she kept it. I brought it thinking she would want it and would probably never go back.”

My spirit thrashed as I set it on my lap, as I carefully opened it to find it filled with folded star notes.

Little Star.

My spirit thrashed, silently reiterating the promise again and again.

“Even if I can’t see you, I’ll know you’re there, and I’ll find my way to you.”

I would. I would find my way to her. No matter what it took.

She moved and knelt in front of me, and she reached in and produced one that was awkwardly shaped, too thick to really fold with the number of pages it held.

“I’m not sure what she’s told you, but I think you need to read this one. So you fully understand. It’s important.”

Emotion filled my eyes.

Fuck.

I couldn’t handle any of this shit.

My mind spun with every scenario.

Aster hurt.

Scared.

The baby…

My breaths clotted off as my throat thickened in a vise of agony.

“She loves you,” Taylor urged.

“I love her. More than life. And I promise you I will get her back.” Razors filled the last words.

“I know you will.”

It was then my phone buzzed with a text. I scrambled to grab it, praying for a miracle.

That this whole thing was a misunderstanding.

That she was safe.

I frowned when I saw it was a text from Haille.

Haille


It’s rude to turn down a thoughtful invitation, no? My house at 10 or I’ll have to find a more interesting way to entertain myself. She is an intriguing artifact.




A cold sweat broke out on the nape of my neck.

Haille


I think you are well aware of what tonight’s ante is. I hope you don’t disappoint me.




A tacky awareness slipped over my skin.

Prickles of disgust and disbelief.

Greed.

It had driven me for years.

I’d believed I’d had something to prove.

Had hungered for the power.

For the gain to rise superior over my enemies.

So I’d sat at that man’s table and made friends with the beast.

I’d filled my cup with treasure until it’d overflowed with wealth.

But in the end, there was only one thing I wanted.


FORTY-SIX

ASTER


When the light goes dim…

My lover.

My life.

My North Star.

What did you do? What did you do?

Grief blew through me like a parched, stricken desert.

Dry and brittle.

No stars or light or reason.

A total eclipse.

I’d only wanted to go. To leave. To escape.

Money didn’t matter. My comfort was in you.

So I’d trusted you to whisk us away. To come to your senses. For you to turn your back on the greed that had tainted my family.

Our time had come and gone.

One a.m. then two.

Dread had filled me to overflowing and threatened to wash me away in the undertow.

I’d heard the frantic footsteps that pounded the compound, the shouts and the anger and the disbelief.

With my heart barely beating, I’d sneaked back inside and slipped down the hall where I’d pressed my back to the wall outside of Papa’s office, listening to the chaos that ensued inside.

It was filled with men, but it was Jarek who’d ranted in stark pain. “That asshole,” he’d hissed, holding himself way up high on his side. “He killed Antonio in cold blood, Andres. He tried to kill me. He took the stones. He took them,” he gritted in abhorrence.

Devastation curled.

Wound and whispered and made me sink farther against the wall to keep myself from slipping to the floor.

My uncle? My uncle was dead?

How could I believe it?

That you would do it?

In shock, I’d peered into the room as if it might paint a different picture.

But it was blotted in red.

Disfigured and mangled and wrong.

The light on Papa’s desk shined through the darkness and illuminated the blood that dripped onto the floor.

Jarek’s shirt was soaked in it.

To me, it’d looked like death.

If only I could have hoped to be so lucky.

That there would have been a measure of grace in this torment.

You’d betrayed my father.

You’d betrayed me.

Because you didn’t come.

And it had come to this.

I’d heard my papa’s voice, his fist that’d slammed against the desk, the horrible words that crashed out, “He will die for this. His whole family. See to it.”

So I’d run.

Run down the corridor with frantic gasps raking from my lungs.

I’d known I had to get to you. Find you. Understand why.

Why?

Why?

Why?

I’d run back to our secret spot, praying you would be waiting. That you would explain it all.

Again, you weren’t there.

I waited and paced some more.

You still didn’t come.

But Jarek did, his dark shadow covering me when he appeared from behind.

Scorn lined his face. “He’s dead, Aster. He’s fucking dead and you’re mine.”

Fear had slithered like the coil of snakes down my spine, pooled in my stomach as he took a step toward me, like the rage that held him had eradicated the wound that oozed from his side.

Instinctively, I’d set my hands over my stomach.

Over our child.

As if I could protect him.

Jarek’s eyes had gone there, and I’d lost air when I’d seen the flash of contempt light in his eyes the moment he knew.

I’d turned to run.

To flee.

I screamed when he grabbed me by the hair, when he yanked me back, when his fist found my face.

He dragged me deeper into the hidden places in the garden.

I’d kicked and pled, but there was no mercy from a merciless man.

“He will die for taking what is mine. Both the stones and this body.”

Agony overwhelmed as he struck me.

Each blow had come harder than the last, powerful enough to shatter bone, to shatter courage, to shatter sanity.

His fists and his boots and the grip of his gun.

So much pain.

But still, I’d fought. With every part of me, I’d fought.

I’d rolled to my side, rocking, curling into a ball to keep him protected.

Jarek had ripped my head up by my hair, and the vile voice whispered like it could be a balm in my ear. “Don’t cry, Aster. This is what was meant to be. You’ll see. You’ll see.”

He’d hauled me to the side gate while I’d prayed for you. I’d even prayed for my father.

The guard had let him pass. I’d pled for help, but the man, he didn’t listen, he didn’t care, the same as Jarek.

Monsters who looked at me like a possession.

Treasure or waste.

Whatever their pleasure.

Jarek pushed me into the front seat of his car.

I’d screamed for Papa. Prayed for him to come and save me. Or maybe he would stand aside and allow Jarek to ruin me.

Maybe I really was nothing to any of them.

Jarek had groaned as he’d gotten into the driver’s seat, his hand pressing on the wound before he’d hit me with his gun again.

“This is your fault, you cunt.”

I was so disoriented when he’d begun to drive. Blood ran in heavy streams down my face. My skin was busted open, throbbing and swollen.

Consciousness had come in and out of focus.

I was almost relieved when I realized we were at the Costa physician. He was the one who repaired gunshots and stab wounds and the evidence of beatings when my father’s men couldn’t be seen at the hospital.

He would help me.

He would help me.

But Jarek tossed me into the room, grated, “Get rid of it.”

It’d taken one look at the coldness on the physician’s face to understand what Jarek had meant.

I’d lost all sanity.

All sense of prudence gone.

I had raged, flying across the room to the locked door.

“No!” I’d screamed as I’d pounded my palm on the unforgiving metal. “Please, someone help!”

I jerked from a hand that grabbed me by the upper arm, and I ran through the room, tossing trays and supplies onto the floor.

They’d crashed.

The clanking metal piercing and loud.

The panic so fierce.

I had to get away.

I had to.

A needle was stabbed into my arm.

I fought for coherency.

I’d fought, Logan, I’d fought.

But I should have known it from a young age.

I was a possession. Property. Inanimate.

I never had a chance.
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I’d awoken the next day with my father sitting beside me where I lie on an unfamiliar bed, my sight partially obstructed by a swollen eye. It took half a second for me to come to awareness. To the gutting, horrified recognition.

Still, my hands flew to my stomach.

To the emptiness that would forever ache within me.

A wail climbed from the depths. So deep and severe I’d thought it would rend me in two.

“Foolish child,” my father had said. But it was soft, his fingers brushing through my hair.

Everything hurt. My broken face and my beaten body and my shattered soul.

Another sob ripped up my throat and banged from the walls.

A grief so deep I’d thought I’d perish right then.

“I warned you not to do something so foolish. Something that would force me to do something I would regret.”

My father had the audacity to let tenderness fill his voice.

“Is Logan dead?” The question cracked, so thin and brittle. I didn’t know if I would survive the answer.

“It seems he and his entire family have fled. But we will find them.”

It was the smallest fraction of relief.

A shooting star that passed in a blink through the sky.

“You cannot hurt him, Papa,” I’d begged.

“He betrayed me, mia vita. He took my brother.” His own sorrow wound with his words. “Betrayed me. Stole from me. Touched you.”

“I love him, Papa.”

Even after what you’d done. Even after what you’d cost.

Everything, everything.

I still loved you.

“You must not.” It was a demand. “You must fulfill your duty. To me. To Jarek.”

Jarek.

Sickness clawed through my consciousness.

I began to weep. Guttural cries that came and came.

“Please, Papa.”

Pain.

Intense.

Unending.

“He will be held accountable for his actions.”

Yet my father sat there and looked at me with the evidence of what my tormentor had done. This was the man he’d intended to be my husband, and he sat there and looked at me as if it were my fault?

At the realization, my broken spirit split apart.

“I will die if you have him killed.”

“Blasphemy.”

I didn’t know if in that moment it was true. It must have been because I was sure my father saw the truth of it in my eyes.

Frantically, I grappled to take hold of his hand. “I need one thing from you, Papa, please, grant me one thing. I need him to live.”

“Aster Rose,” he’d warned, torment in his voice.

My hand had grasped at his. “I’ll do anything, Papa. Just promise me you’ll spare him. Promise me, and I’ll do what you demand.”

He’d wavered, but in it was a glimmer of the humanity I prayed he possessed. His lips had thinned then he’d said, “Okay, mia vita. I will spare him and his family, as long as he never shows his face here again.”
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Two months later, you came. You stood in our spot after what you’d caused.

I was so angry.

So angry.

Depression had come, dark, eternal rage its partner.

So lost. So sad. So empty.

“The baby.” It was the first thing you’d said.

The impact of it nearly knocked me to my knees.

Tears fell and fell, but I held on to the anger.

“I got rid of it.” I’d tried to spit it like venomous truth, but halfway up, the lie had stuck in my throat.

You’d swayed to the side.

Gutted.

I knew it.

I saw it in your face.

And I hated you even more that you’d made me put you through this.

If you’d only listened.

If you’d taken us far from here.

We could have hidden away together.

That’s where I’d always wanted to be—hidden away with you.

I knew the second you saw the gaudy, disgusting ring on my finger.

A shackle that maimed.

“What the fuck is that?” Your voice was so hard. Shocked and outraged.

I was outraged, too.

“I’m Jarek Urso’s wife. What did you think, you could crawl back here, and I’d just be waiting for you? How could you come here? After what you did? You stole from my father. You killed my uncle.”

How could you?

How could you?

God, you were still so beautiful out there beneath the hidden stars, even with your face contorted with disgust.

I’d wanted to go to you.

Fall on you.

Beg you to take me away from this horrible place.

I had to guard myself from your words. From the desperate pleas that fell from your mouth.

I couldn’t listen.

I couldn’t hear.

Because I’d bartered my life for yours, and I hated you for that, too, and it was now my responsibility to see to it that you never returned again. Just your standing there could have been a death sentence.

So I’d forced out the bitterness that was bottled inside me, tried to claim the lies as truth. “Don’t touch me! Don’t. Fucking. Touch. Me. You were never good enough for me, and we both know it.”

“Are you fucking kidding me? I would have died for you.”

Your words broke through, and my soul screamed that I was dying for you.

“That’s good because you’re dead to me.” I’d forced myself to take a step away. “I hate you, Logan Lawson, and I don’t want to ever see you again.”

Then I’d turned and run.

And that was the night my North Star went dim.


FORTY-SEVEN

LOGAN


It was close to ten when we pulled into the circular drive of the mansion hidden deep in the forest outside Redemption Hills. Night stretched long and dense across the heavens.

A shroud of debauchery.

An oozing of sin.

My knee bounced uncontrollably as I tried to breathe around the ten-thousand-pound weight that sat squarely on my chest.

I fought with the urge to jump from the passenger seat to go storming the castle like some kind of twisted knight.

My soul reeled from the star Taylor had asked me to read.

It consumed me in a fist of grief and a thirst for vengeance, tortured by what Aster had been through.

Her sacrifice.

Her loss.

Her pain.

While hatred burned so hot toward Jarek I thought when I saw him he might burst into flames.

Disintegrate into ash.

Like he felt me getting ready to splinter apart, Trent muttered, “Play it cool, man,” as he pulled his Porsche to a stop in the drive.

Jud was in the backseat.

Tension coiled in the air, bands that stretched taut between us and made every single one of us feel like we were going to snap.

I knew it.

I could feel it radiating off my brothers.

The truth that we were waltzing into the lion’s den.

“Are you two sure you want to go in there?” One last chance for them to back out because I wasn’t coming out of that house without my girl.

Whatever it cost.

“Like we’d let you go in there alone and miss out on all the action? I don’t think so, brother,” Jud cracked.

“Yeah, not gonna happen,” Trent added. “Besides, it looks like you’re going to need more than two hands for this little endeavor. And that’s what this family does…we lend a helping hand when it’s required.”

He smirked at that because we all knew this was a whole lot more than a helping hand.

Things were bound to get wild in there.

Would likely end bloody.

It would be dangerous and unpredictable.

I took a steadying breath, opened the door, and pushed to standing, hand gripping tight on the case that held the stone.

Ferocity simmered in my blood, close to boiling.

My nostrils flared.

I could feel it.

I could feel her spirit crying out from within the walls.

My chest tightened with the promise. “Even if I can’t see you, I’ll know you’re there, and I’ll find my way to you.”

“Easy,” Jud said as he came up to my side. “Know you want to run in there with guns blazing, but we have to play this smart.”

“Good thing smart is what he does.” Trent almost grinned.

My hand squeezed on the handle of the case that held the box. It was fucking ironic how the whole goal for that bastard was getting the second stone back from me, and he didn’t have a goddamn clue that I now possessed both. The other stone that Taylor had raided from his house was safe with her and the Demon where they waited for us back at my place.

Steeling myself, I started in the direction of the mansion, and Trent and Jud followed suit.

The three of us walked toward the imposing stairs, our footsteps crunching below us while the atmosphere throbbed and quivered with depravity.

I could feel it seeping out from below the door in a sinister cloud and slithering across the ground.

I wondered why I’d never felt it so distinctly before.

Or maybe the ugly truth of it had been that I’d ignored it. More than likely, I just hadn’t cared.

Greed.

Now it felt like a sickness I was going to expel.

One side of the double doors opened when we got to the top step.

Jud and Trent were ready to go if it was a straight-up trap.

Oz was there, his gaze wary and hard as he widened the door.

“Mr. Lawson.”

“Oz. It’s a pleasure to see you again. I brought friends.” I grinned like it was just another game, and I was inviting a couple unwitting fools to the table while my heart beat so hard I thought it would bust through my ribs.

I pretended like I didn’t want to punch the prick in the face for having any part in this.

“I’m afraid they will have to wait outside,” Oz said.

Trent scoffed. “And I’m afraid that’s not gonna happen.”

The scar on Oz’s face slashed down as he frowned. “I was told there might be trouble.”

“Yeah, and that trouble will come if anyone laid a finger on the girl inside.”

He actually had the nerve to cringe. “She is whole, Sir.”

“That’s good because every last one of you will die if she’s not.”

Jud growled a low sound at my side as I issued it. I didn’t know if it was to warn me to cool it or because he was underscoring the promise.

Oz let his gaze wander over the three of us before he seemed to settle on something, then he turned to me and asked, “Did you bring your ante, Sir?”

He eyed me, something deeper and more pressing than I’d seen in his expression before.

“I did.”

Anxiety pulsed.

The oxygen outlined in razors.

Each breath strained and painful.

A short fuse burning quick.

One wrong move and things would blow.

“I’ll need to search you,” Oz said, and he began to pat me down. I knew he would. Which meant this whole thing was going to be tricky.

Trent and Jud assured me they’d had to get creative many times.

For years, this would have been a routine night for them.

I hated dragging them back into it, but there wasn’t anything else we could do.

No way to get Aster back if we didn’t take a risk and pray this time the dice landed in our favor.

When we were clean, Oz led us down the same corridor I’d traveled before, but tonight it felt like those odds were stacked against us.

Dead men walking.

Oz opened the double doors and began to lead us down the spiral staircase.

My chest tightened.

In dread.

In determination.

In the truth that I would do anything to set her free. This time I would see it through.

Jud and Trent followed behind, every muscle in their bodies coiled in severity.

Ready to strike.

I lost my fucking breath when we wound down and the scene in the basement came into view.

Haille was there, rocked back in his chair like the sadistic monster I should have truly recognized him to be.

Because Aster—Aster was on her knees at the side of his chair, a gag in her mouth, her hands bound behind her, a chain around her neck.

He held the opposite end.

Rage howled and screamed, sharp talons that tore up my insides, desperate for a way out.

To get to her.

To wrap her up and hide her away like I should have done years ago.

I wanted to tell her I knew what she had been through. That I hated myself for leaving her and would never do it again.

I bit down on my tongue to keep the words from spilling out.

Still, a small sound of pain escaped her gag when she saw my descent, and Haille’s grin only widened when he saw my brothers in tow.

“Ah, so this is a family event. I can’t say I am surprised. I suppose just this one time I will allow it.”

Sick motherfucker.

I saw it in his eyes. He’d take pleasure in bleeding all three of us out, just for the fun of it.

Violence howled beneath the surface of my skin when my gaze moved to find Jarek sitting at the same spot as last time. He slowly shifted to watch as we came, his spine going straight, fear and hate in his eyes.

Rage thrashed where I kept it caged.

That’s right, motherfucker, be afraid.

I rounded the table to my spot, as cool as could be while my insides shook like an earthquake.

Oz didn’t retreat upstairs like he normally did. He stood behind Haille, a sentry standing guard.

Fuck. This was bad.

My odds dwindling with each second that passed.

Trent and Jud felt it, too. Their nerves scattered and zapped.

I sat and tossed Haille a smug grin. “You wanted a game…you have a game.”

You vile, deviant piece of shit.

Haille’s brow lifted. “And I am to assume you brought your ante? Tonight’s stakes are…high. A single hand, all in.”

He chuckled like it was all in a night’s fun.

He wanted a show.

A play.

But I also knew he wouldn’t let me walk out of here with either Aster or the stone.

If he and Jarek had been hunting it for the last seven years, they wouldn’t willingly let it go now. I’d gladly trade it for her. In a heartbeat. Without question.

But I felt their intentions seething through the basement.

Perversion.

Wickedness.

Still, I went along with it like I could trust him. “I win, I walk with both the girl and the stone, and this time, I think it’d be fair if you forwent your cut.”

It toppled out like sarcasm.

His expression was wry. “That seems fair. A game is a game, after all.”

Yeah, and neither of us played by the rules.

The whole time, Jarek fermented in his depravity where he sat across from me.

I set the case onto the table and lifted my chin in challenge.

He angled over to grab the chain from Haille and dragged Aster forward on her knees, the girl sliding across the floor like she was a piece of meat to be traded.

A whimper of terror skidded from her throat.

Fury stabbed through me like a hot blade. I nearly lost it right then and dove over the table to take the motherfucker out.

Trent grunted from behind me. Stay cool. Stay cool.

I didn’t know how I was going to manage it when it felt like I was being burned alive.

Sweat slicked my skin and the knots in my guts tightened.

I opened the box and pulled out the stone.

Jarek salivated.

“Beautiful,” Haille murmured. “It seems we have a game.”

The dealer stepped forward and dealt the dirty hand.

One.

Two.

Three.

Four.

Five.

Back and forth to Jarek and me.

Jarek glared.

I sent him a cocky smirk while I wanted to rip him in two, my knee bouncing with the unspent violence that wanted to break free.

He laid two cards facedown.

I did three.

I manipulated.

Worked my magic, if that’s what you wanted to call it, because my wins were nothing more than sleight of hand.

In a normal situation, I would have been gloating as I laid down another straight flush.

But Jarek and Oz had already pulled their guns, just like I’d expected them to, while Haille sat there smug, enjoying the show.

I jumped up before either could anticipate it and tossed the table onto its side.

Aster screeched, and she scooted back on her ass, using her heels to push herself away while Jarek shot to his feet.

Cards flew, but I knew the biggest distraction would be the stone that went sailing.

It spun and spiraled, almost in slow motion as it arced in the air.

Haille and Jarek’s eyes were wide as they watched it, their hunger for its beauty enough to enrapture them as they watched it soar.

It was our only chance.

Jud was already on his way, stealth as he moved around the table to get to Aster before anyone would notice. His job was to get her and get the hell out.

Trent and I would take care of the rest.

“Get it,” Haille shouted at Oz.

Trent moved along close to the wall in an effort to sneak up on Oz.

The man was our biggest threat.

Trained to kill.

The same as my oldest brother.

My heart stampeded as I went to jump over the table to get to Jarek who’d let his arm drop to his side, his gun dangling limply at his thigh, too fucking caught up on watching the stone clatter to the floor to notice what was coming for him.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Oz step forward, and dread thrashed through my system.

Fear for Trent.

But I had to focus.

Focus on getting the gun from Jarek.

Only Oz swung around to the side, and he didn’t have his gun pointed at me or Trent.

Rather, it was pointed at Haille.

In confusion, I stumbled a step, and his frosty eyes met mine in clear implication as he dug into the inside of his jacket with his free hand.

When he pulled it out, he tossed a handgun in my direction.

“It seems you forgot something, Sir.”

Shock slammed me as I caught it. I stared at it for a beat, my whole being contorted in a giant what the fuck?

Everything flash-fired from there. The motion set from slow to triple speed.

Haille went for the gun at his side that he’d thought himself too untouchable to require, blustering, “What do you think you’re doing? Get the stone, you fucking idiot.”

“I am no longer indebted to you, you sick bastard,” Oz gritted.

Oz pulled the trigger. The gunshot rang out through the room.

Disorienting.

High-pitched confusion that banged against the walls.

Haille slumped over in his chair, blood pouring onto his shirt from the hole in his chest.

Holy fuck.

Aster screamed.

I whirled toward Jarek.

Jud started to move faster, and Jarek felt him coming, and he swung the barrel at him. He fired off two erratic shots.

Jud had already anticipated it and ducked and rolled behind a piece of furniture at the wall.

Adrenaline pumped.

Sweat across my skin.

Desperation in my bones.

Jarek turned, yanked the chain, and dragged Aster back across the floor.

She screamed and shouted against the gag, and he jerked her up to hold her back to his chest.

The pussy was using her like a shield. “One step closer and she dies.”

A whine came from her soul.

Fire-agate eyes flaming with intent.

Together.

Together.

We were no longer doing it separate. We weren’t sacrificing us for the other.

Trent and Oz enclosed, but it was Aster who shifted in a blur of fury. She wrenched out of his hold, whirled around, and threw a knee to his groin before he could make sense of it.

Jarek howled, then he had her by the hair as I was jumping over the table. Aster kicked him again, the girl going rabid, fighting with everything she had with her hands still bound behind her back.

Trent went for him on the side.

Jarek felt it, fired another wayward shot.

Desperation flooded him.

He shot again, this time toward Oz, desperate to keep us back.

Another bullet pinged through the air.

A muffled scream tore from Aster, and she lifted her leg and kicked him with the bottom of her foot low in the gut.

He stumbled back a foot.

And my girl—she gave us our chance.

I pulled the trigger.

His eyes went wide with shock as he blew backward three steps.

Violence roiled through my being.

I’d hit him up high, close to where I’d struck him seven years ago.

“I’ll kill you,” he grunted, but it was the monster who was dropping to his knees.

He let the chain go to cover the wound with his hand.

Defiance filled his expression.

Hate and animosity.

“I will kill you and this bitch and your whole fucking family.”

Straightening, I took a step toward him.

My brothers came up to my sides, and Oz gathered beside Trent.

Fear blistered from Jarek’s flesh.

“You won’t get away with this,” he ground out, his words fractured. “You are all dead. I will see to it.”

My teeth ground as I angled forward, ignoring his threat.

Hatred boiled from my tongue. “That shot was for Aster. For hurting her. For the pain you caused her. For treating her as anything less than the miracle she is.”

Agony and contempt rasped from his breaths, and he tried to rebound, struggling to lift the gun that dangled at his side in his other hand.

I stood higher, and that time, I aimed the barrel between his eyes. Eyes that widened in terror.

“And this? This is for our kid.”

I fired.

Aster screamed into her gag.

She screamed and screamed as she backpedaled with her feet to get away from his body that toppled to the floor.

A gush of air wheezed from my lungs, a moment of shock, of relief, of sickness, of every mistake and sin that had ever been committed.

The gun slipped from my hold, and I rushed for Aster. I dropped to my knees in front of her and ripped the gag from her mouth.

I took her face in my hands, my attention racing over every inch of her, searching for any injuries. “Are you okay? Baby, are you okay?”

My thumbs frantically brushed over the tears that soaked her cheeks. The right one was swollen and bruised, and there was a cut on her lip.

Fury flamed again.

“Little Star,” I begged.

She gasped a cry, and I freed her hands, and she threw her arms around my neck. “I’m fine. We’re fine.”

I slumped to the ground on my ass, and I pulled her onto my lap and curled mine around her.

I held her tight as our jagged breaths heaved and jutted and our haggard hearts screamed.

I breathed out because I was never going to let her go. “It’s over, Aster, it’s over.”

“Logan,” she sobbed and buried her face in my neck. “Logan.”

“It’s okay. It’s over. It’s over.”

I ran my fingers through the tangled locks of her dark brown hair.

Hyacinth and magnolia leaves.

My breath.

My blood.

My life.

My Little Star.

“Well, shit,” Jud said, scrubbing a giant palm over his face as he looked around the scene.

Trent jutted his chin at Oz. “We need to dispose of these bodies. You have bags?”

Oz nodded. “Three of them. They were intended for you. They knew you would come.”

Oz shifted his attention to me where I held a trembling Aster on my lap, my lungs squeezing the oxygen up my constricted throat.

Questions rushed from me without sound.

He’d turned on Haille.

Had stood for us.

“Why?”

He swallowed hard. “You were not to walk out of here, and the girl was to be slain in front of her father. I would not let that happen.”

Aster choked over the fear that still rambled through her being. Trembles rocked her head to toe, the girl in shock.

If it was possible, I gathered her closer.

“Thank you,” I told him, barely able to get the words to cooperate.

“I have done awful things in his name, and I could no longer be a prisoner to his bidding. I needed out as badly as you, and for a long time, I’ve been looking for a way. But when I learned of what they intended? I knew there was a purpose that I was still here. That it was my duty to stop this from happening. My conscience cannot bear more innocent blood.”

“We’re going to have questions,” Trent muttered.

Oz almost smiled. “And I have answers.”


FORTY-EIGHT

ASTER


I gripped Logan’s hand where we stood in the hallway outside my father’s office door.

Logan sent me a gentle smile, and my heart fluttered in my chest.

“Are you ready for this?” he asked.

“Yes.”

I was.

I was so ready.

Ready to stand for myself.

Ready to stand for Logan.

Ready to stand for our family.

Still, my insides shivered as I glanced around.

Memories of this place echoed down the corridor.

The hope we’d had and the sorrow that we’d found.

For so long, we’d secreted ourselves away, hidden, our love nothing but a prayer and a whispered chance.

And today, that prayer would become our reality.

Even though my father expected us, Logan reached out and knocked on the wood.

“Come in,” was a muffled reverberation from the other side.

Logan opened the door, and together, we walked through, our hands held tight.

A promise to the other.

We were never letting go.

My father sat behind his desk, his expression cautious and somehow contrite.

My heart panged at the sight. Bitterness and hurt and the love I’d always held for a man who’d caused so many wrongs.

“Papa,” I couldn’t help but whisper, the long-used affection a rock in my throat.

“Please, come in and sit.” He gestured to the two leather chairs that sat across from his desk.

Tentatively, Logan and I moved that way and settled into the chairs, though our hands never loosened their bond.

“Mr. Costa.” Logan’s voice was hard.

“Logan.” My father sighed a disbelieving sound. “Much has happened since the last time we met.”

It seemed impossible that had only been four days ago when it almost felt like a lifetime removed.

It’d been a blur of torment. A day of terror.

But Logan—Logan had found his way back to me.

Just like for the rest of my life, I would always find my way back to him.

I would fight.

I would love.

I would cherish, and I would work for our joy and our peace.

But our days would no longer be counted as sacrifice.

It was an oath he and I had both made.

“You could say that.” Logan’s voice was strained.

I understood the animosity he felt sitting across from my father.

My father’s expression dimmed. “Jarek and that man Haille intended to overthrow me.”

Logan cleared his throat, glancing at me with all that adoration before he returned his attention to my father.

I’d asked him to provide the details so I could prepare myself for the rest.

“Yes,” he said, completely blunt. “Oz, Haille’s first guard, turned. He chose to protect your daughter over his loyalty to Mr. Manchief. He gave us everything he knows, plus there are plenty of condemning documents that were found at Jarek’s home here in LA.”

My papa lifted his chin. “And?”

Logan angled his head, ferocity coming off him. “They wanted the stones, Mr. Costa. They have always wanted the stones.”

My father hissed. He still didn’t even know of their fate. Had no idea both of them were currently sitting in the box that rested at mine and Logan’s feet.

All thanks to my sister who had seduced a biker.

“That night seven years ago, it was a setup,” Logan continued. “Haille and Jarek had made an alliance. Haille knew of Jarek’s standing in the family, and apparently Haille had made the greedy asshole an offer he couldn’t resist. Jarek was charged with securing both stones, and once he presented them to Haille, he was promised all of Los Angeles. Haille’s men were also promised to Jarek, that they would come here and end the Costa reign. Jarek wanted power and he wanted Aster, and he didn’t want to wait for it. Besides, he believed Haille more powerful than you.”

It was a straight shot to my father because it was true.

Haille would have destroyed him and this entire family.

But it’d all been put on hold when Logan had disappeared.

“That night, one of Jarek’s men came to make it look like a regular heist, but you had sent me, and things didn’t go exactly as planned. I tried to stop the thief, but the man ended up shooting Antonio. The assailant managed to get away with one stone. My gut told me it was all a setup, so when Jarek went for the second stone, I grabbed it. He was going to shoot me, so I shot him first.”

“And you ran,” my father surmised, horror in the wobble of his voice.

“I ran. I never should have. I should have come back that night and fought for Aster.”

Logan turned those eyes on me.

A thousand shades of green.

“I was a fool,” he murmured my direction as he traced his thumb over the back of my hand. “But I will never make that mistake again.”

My chest pulsed with adoration.

I love you, I mouthed.

Logan heaved out a breath when he turned back to my father. “They have been hunting for it for years. Once they discovered my location a year ago, Haille set a plan of his own because he no longer trusted Jarek to do it. He rented a house nearby and came to me to manage his less than legitimate finances.”

“He wanted on the inside.” Papa blew air through his nose.

“Yes. And when he still didn’t discover the necklace’s whereabouts, he brought in Jarek. Jarek never disguised his hate for me, and Haille was correct to assume that hate went both ways. He figured eventually Jarek’s presence would draw the stone out. Haille had believed I would eventually confide in him that I had possession of the stone. He believed that would be the easiest course. It didn’t go that way, so they came for Aster.”

“And we all nearly died because of it,” I heaved, sitting forward. “Because of all of this, Papa. Because of the greed and the thirst for power. Because of the sins and the crimes. I was to be killed as a punishment to Jarek for messing up the first time, as a lesson, right here in your office, before they killed you. This…this is the life you chose. This is the life you forced onto your daughters. And it’s a life I will no longer live.”

His face paled. “I am sorry, mia vita, you don’t know to the depths.”

Tears blurred and tripped from my eyelids, faster than I could stop them. “You sat there by my bedside, knowing what he had done. That he’d beaten me. That he robbed my baby from my body. You condoned it, traded it for Logan’s life.”

“Aster,” he begged.

Agony spun, a swell of lightheadedness rushing through my brain, but I pressed on and pushed to my feet.

Logan squeezed my hand in a show of support before he released it. I spread both palms over my still-flat stomach.

Love abounded.

This rising hope.

This blazing joy.

“And now…now I have a chance at finding what you and Jarek stole, and I’m taking that chance. I’m taking it, and there is nothing you will do or say to stop me.”

Desperation curled from his throat. “I have wronged you, mia vita. I stood behind years of tradition, turned a blind eye as if it were just the way. I allowed abhorrent things to happen to my own daughter. Will you ever forgive me?”

“I will always love you, Papa, but I don’t know if I will ever forgive you for what you caused.”

“I could never forgive myself.”

I leaned forward and planted my hands on his desk. “Then you remember that, Papa, you remember that when it comes to Taylor. Because I promise you, with my last breath, that I will never allow you to do to her what you did to me.”

He gulped, turned away when he forced out, “On my shame, I swear to you, it ends here.”

Relief blew from me in a breath.

I almost slumped over, my entire being rocking forward with the rush of adrenaline and the surge of perseverance.

I would stand.

I would stand.

Then Logan was there, at my side, his arm sliding around my waist.

He leaned down, pulled the box from the case, and set the box on the desk. “I came here seven years ago with the one stone I had. I was going to offer it to you, promise my allegiance, and beg for the chance to give your daughter a good life. Now, I’m telling you. Take the stones, and I’m taking Aster, and we are never looking back.”

Confusion bound my father, and with a shaky hand, he reached out and slid the box the rest of the way across the desk. Carefully, he undid the latches.

He gasped at the twin stones set inside, his attention jerking up. “You’re just…giving it back? After all these years?”

Logan’s arm tightened around my waist. “The stones have always been yours, and Aster has always been mine. I no longer have any use for what does not bring us joy.”

Stunned, my father rocked back.

I swallowed around the rock lodged in my throat, and I shifted to take Logan’s hand in a show of solidarity, then I lifted my chin and said, “Goodbye, Papa.”

Because I was turning my back on this ugly world, and I would never see him again.

“Goodbye, mia vita.”

Together, Logan and I walked across the floor. The second we stepped out into the hall, Logan spun me around and gripped me by both sides of the face.

My beautiful man.

My dark defender.

My North Star.

He smiled down at me, pride and love gushing from his soul, and with the pads of his thumbs, he brushed away the tears I didn’t even realize were still falling.

“Run away with me, Little Star?”

“Running away with you is all I’ve ever wanted to do.”

His forehead dropped to mine. “Never look back.”

I curled both my hands around his wrists, my eyes dropping closed when I promised, “Never look back.”


EPILOGUE
LOGAN


“Where are you?” I called.

Giggles floated through the cool, evening air as footsteps rushed over the earth.

I followed them slowly, tiptoeing along, holding back the laughter that wanted to billow out as I hunted my sweet little thing.

“Why are you hiding from me?” I sang, popping my head around the trunk of a tree.

Megan squealed like mad from behind the bush where she squatted.

“I got to hides, but you found me, you sneaker!”

A chuckle rumbled up my throat, the child so goddamn adorable I hardly knew what to do with myself.

Discovered, she jumped up and came rushing out of her hiding place, the same place she hid every single time, mind you, lifting her little arms to me as she ran my way.

My chest pressed full.

Overflowed.

I swept her up and pressed my nose into the soft curls of her dark brown hair.

Hyacinth and magnolia leaves.

Just like her mother who gazed over at us.

My heart squeezed and devotion pumped through my bloodstream.

I held our daughter tight as I stared at my wife.

My world.

My gravity.

My soul’s destination.

“Come here,” I rumbled to Aster.

A soft smile filled her face as she edged over the grass on her bare feet, the woman looking at me with those eyes that slayed me through.

With joy and peace.

Her love so fierce for the little girl I held in my arms.

Our hope complete.

“What, you want to find me, too?” she teased.

Happiness bounded around us.

This place that’d become our home.

I tucked Aster to my chest, our daughter squeezed between us in this never-ending embrace.

I leaned down and pressed my lips to Aster’s forehead. “Oh, Little Star, no matter where you go, I will always find you.”


PROMISE ME ALWAYS




ONE

MILO


It was just before ten p.m. as I edged through the crowd.

Every muscle in my body was coiled and ready to strike.

Absolution was packed wall-to-wall, filled to capacity with a line at the door, same way it was most nights.

Though, as I moved beneath the lights that flashed in time with the chaotic rhythm of the band that played onstage, the throng broke apart, instinct warning them they’d do best to keep out of my way.

My job was to keep tabs on those who came to the club for a taste of the excess offered within its walls.

Kult cut through the roiling mass, heading in my direction. He was the second head bouncer here at Absolution, and the two of us were running circuits on the main floor tonight.

Dude had buzzed his once long-blond hair. The effect of it only doubled the threat that oozed from him in waves. He slowed to a stop in front of me, and he lifted his voice over the din. “All quiet?”

“If you mean I haven’t had to haul any unruly assholes out back, then yeah.”

He cracked a shit-eating grin. “Tell me why you seem so glum about that.”

So, I might come with a reputation. I chalked it up to it being a part of the job, but my crew knew better. Still, I played it off. “Glum? Not even close. Hell, I’d pay for one dull night.”

Cracking up, Kult pointed a finger in my face. “You, my friend, are a liar. But don’t worry, the night’s still young. No need to sulk. Your face is way too pretty for that,” he razzed.

I grunted at him.

He laughed again, though he was holding his hands up in surrender. “Just messin’ with you, brother. No need to go beast on my ass. I know you only give a beat down if someone deserves it.”

God knew there were plenty who did.

I’d been a bouncer here at Absolution for the last three years. There weren’t a whole lot of nights that shit didn’t go down.

It was on me to draw the invisible line. On me to decide what forms of corruption were acceptable and when those boundaries had been breached.

No, the irony wasn’t lost on me, considering I had never been so good at delineating them for myself.

“Besides, we’d be out of a job if people decided to behave themselves. You’re not going to find me complainin’,” Kult said. “I’m going to make the rounds. Let me know if anyone gets rowdy.”

“Will do,” I told him.

Truth was, I took protecting those who came to this club seriously. It was always the innocent that got in the line of fire. The ones I could tell with a glance didn’t belong in a place like this and had stumbled into a viper’s den, without a clue how to navigate the seedy, sordid waters.

Deviants could scent that shit from a mile away. Sniffing out the vulnerable, getting off on the thrill of tainting something pure.

So this? I used it as an offering.

Penance.

Reparation.

A guardian of the innocent and a reaper of the corrupt.

Fools didn’t know how desperately they didn’t want to be the latter.

I let my gaze wander the cavernous space.

Housed in an old warehouse, Absolution was two stories of luxury cut with a slice of biker bar. Plush booths lined the walls, and leather couches and high-top tables were set back from the dance floor to fill the open middle area. Blue neon lights glowed from the main bar that ran the length of the entire far end of the building and illuminated the wall of bottles that ran up its height.

Upstairs quartered another bar and a bunch of pool tables, done balcony style so there was still a view of the stage.

People flocked here night-after-night, searching for escape.

For a good time.

A fuck.

Freedom.

Whatever they couldn’t find outside these walls.

As long as they weren’t hurting anyone else? Then for me, it was a go.

My attention roved over the disorder. It snagged on Trent who stood at the end of the bar. He lifted his chin, gesturing for me to approach.

I headed that way, weaving through the groups of people who were huddled around the high-top tables.

“Trent,” I said when I got within earshot of my boss.

Trent was one of the club owners, along with his two brothers, Jud and Logan, plus Sage, a guy who used to be the general manager but who had bought in recently.

Trent was intimidating as fuck, tatted from head to toe, an ex-biker who’d known the dark life but had come to our small city of Redemption Hills, California and started over.

I’d met him when he’d first come into town. Two of us had taken one look at each other and had known we were one and the same. We’d become instant friends, and I’d been working for him ever since.

“Hey, man, need a favor,” he said.

“Whatever you need.”

“Eden and Tessa are coming in tonight.”

I ignored the spark that popped in my chest at the mention of Tessa’s name. I locked it down tight, where it belonged.

“School wrapped this last Friday, and they want to celebrate,” he continued. “Should be here in five, and I need to meet with Sage in the office for a few. Need you to keep an extra eye. Make sure none of these pricks decide to get friendly.”

His voice turned dark when he issued the last.

No one messed with his wife.

Eden was his world. She was the only woman on the planet who could take this broody motherfucker and turn him into a cheesy sap who melted whenever she came into the room.

“Not a problem. I’ll see to it they make it to your private booth.”

That didn’t mean every drop of my blood wouldn’t be boiling with the thought of Tessa coming through the door.

Tessa McDaniels was Eden’s best friend. She was this wild, untamed thing with a big, bleeding heart.

Kind to the core.

Someone I counted as a friend, and I sure as hell didn’t have many of those.

Problem was, somewhere along the line, she’d become the tormenter of my dreams.

“Thanks, man. Trust you to keep a close eye. I appreciate what you do.”

“Just doing my job.” I shrugged like it was simple.

Cut and dry.

Ignoring the truth that I used this job as an outlet. Better to pour my wrath out here than take it elsewhere.

Turning, I weaved back through the crush of bodies that roiled and thrashed. I broke out the other side and ducked into the employee hall that ran the far side of the club. At its end was the door to the employee lot where Eden would park.

Oz took up that post. He was a new bouncer who’d been hired on earlier this year. He was older than the rest of us by probably fifteen years. Rough around the edges, and he had this massive scar running the length of his face.

“Hey, man, boss’s wife is on her way. Going to step out to meet them,” I told him as I approached.

“Of course, sir.”

He opened the door for me to duck out.

That was the precise time Eden came bobbing through the other side.

She was dressed up for the night. Her blonde hair was curled in fat waves, and she had on a black cocktail dress that was modest compared to what most wore here.

Eden sent me a warm smile. “Hey, Milo. How are you tonight?”

“So far, so good.”

I did my best to keep my focus on Eden and not the girl who came ambling up the steps behind her.

Impossible.

Because Tessa was wrapped in that same shiny red dress that never failed to send my thoughts spiraling in a direction I couldn’t let them.

It was strapless and hugged every sharp curve of her body, landing just at the top of her thighs to show off her long, long legs.

She teetered on these sexy-as-fuck, strappy heels that made my stomach clutch.

Sight of her always twisted through me like a knife.

But she had a douche-dick boyfriend that I hated with every fiber of my being, not that I’d ever touch her if she were free, anyway. Still, the thought of her with him made my insides quake with the thirst for violence.

Dude was a grade-A prick.

“Milo!” Tessa nearly squealed when she saw me.

Eyes the color of the ocean lit.

Complex layers of teals and deep blues and speckles of green. Made me feel like if I went to any beach, I could find her there.

Her face was this angelic thing, her cheeks high and her nose tiny, her mouth nothing but a plump rosebud ripe for devouring.

Every inch of her face was dappled in freckles, promising the lush, red locks rolling down her back didn’t come from a bottle.

But it was the goodness that ran from her like a current that kicked me in the gut, evoking all the shit I couldn’t feel, but when I was in her space, I couldn’t stop the sense that I was standing in the light.

Then she went and threw herself around me. Her arms tightened around my neck, and she pressed her cheek to my heart that threatened to hemorrhage out, rocking us back and forth as she hugged me like she was relishing the moment, too.

Knew better than to let my thoughts go sliding in that direction. This urge to dip my dirty into the purity she embodied. Drink of the light that glowed from her.

My chest fisted as I leaned down so I could wrap my arms around her waist, careful as all fuck, doing my best to quell the urge to crush her against me and push my nose into that wild mass of hair and inhale.

“I missed you! How long has it been?” she rushed.

I quirked a brow at her when I managed to untangle myself from her hold. Only thing it did was shift her hands to my sides.

Heat curled up my spine.

“It’s been a week.” You know, because the girl liked to come in here and torture me.

She grinned, so damned sweet. “Way too long. I’ve totally missed you. And seriously, have you grown since the last time I saw you? I always thought of you as a mountain man, but I changed my mind…I think you’re an actual freaking mountain.”

Stepping back, she held on to my arms while she looked my giant frame up and down.

A tease played across those red lips, warmth dripping from her being.

Girl pure fucking sun.

“Hardly.” The word was rough.

“I dunno,” she drew out, “you’re looking extra big to me.”

Eden giggled at her side. “Tessa, leave the poor guy alone.”

She glanced at Eden. “What are you even talking about? Milo loves me.”

Her attention swung back to me, red hair swishing all over her bare shoulders. “Don’t you?”

Without answering, I took a step back to put some space between us. “I hear we’re celebrating tonight?”

“That’s right, baby! School’s out.” Tessa gave a sloppy slug to my shoulder.

Eden shook her head. “She’s acting excited right now, but she went and took the director position at the foundation, and now she’s going to have to work all summer break.”

Aghast, those blue eyes widened, and Tessa pressed a hand to her heart. “Do I look like the kind of girl who wants to miss out on all the fun?”

“Working overtime at the foundation?” Eden’s brows lifted on the tease.

“Says the girl who will be teaching ballet classes there all summer,” Tessa tossed back.

The two of them taught at a private school, and they could razz each other all they wanted, but there was no question they loved it.

“So, where is this one’s husband, anyway? I’m surprised Trent wasn’t at the door, ready to go caveman on her adorable ass.” Tessa knocked her hip into Eden’s.

Eden giggled as she peered down the hall. “Is it weird if I agree with Tessa?”

Tessa feigned offense. “Why would you not agree with me? I know all the things. I told you Trent was your Ace, didn’t I? You should be forever grateful for my stellar intuition. Your mouth would still be watering for a taste of that bad boy if I hadn’t intervened. You’re welcome for your kids, too.”

Tessa waggled her brows.

Light laughter rippled from Eden. “Is it sad you’re probably right?”

Fucking cute, the two of them, tied at the hip the way they were.

“Nothing sad about it.” Tessa took her hand. “You’re my ride or die. I complete you. Well, me and your smoking hot hubby, and I may not give you all those yummy O’s, but I was here first, so you’re stuck with me.”

“I’ll be forever in your debt.”

“You know it.” Tessa was all grins.

I angled my head down the hall. “Trent is tied up in a meeting.”

I stepped around them to start walking. I needed to get the hell out of that confined space. “He asked me to meet you two and make sure you got to your private booth. He should be finished in a few minutes.”

“Oooo, we get an escort. I feel like a celebrity right now. The perks of being this one’s bestie.” Tessa fumbled along behind me, trying to book it up to my side while wearing those heels.

Felt her like chaos at my side. Like one of those summer storms that were really fucking gorgeous to look at but could cause outright annihilation.

The second we dipped out into the main room, I was on edge.

I began to wind them through the crush, ready to pounce on any fucker who got the wrong idea.

People parted like they felt the intensity that gushed from my being, that intuition to step aside. I cut a path to the booth tucked at the far back corner of the club that was reserved for the Lawsons and their guests.

“Here we are,” I said, standing off to the side so they could slip in. Tessa touched my arm as she passed, slanting me a sweet look that made me itchy. “Thanks, Milo. You are the best.”

Reining my wayward eyes was hopeless as she slipped into one side of the booth. There was no goddamn way to stop my gaze from tracing the length of her silky thighs, the way her knees parted just enough to give me a veiled glimpse of what had become nothing but a fantasy.

Like I said, the torturer of my dreams.

Tiny Tease.

Except she didn’t have a clue what she did to me.

“I’ll be nearby if you need me.”

Tessa winked. “As if we’d expect anything less of you.”
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I set up post about five feet away, hidden in the corner, and leaned against the wall with my arms crossed over my chest.

Far enough away to give them some privacy, close enough I could get to them in a blink if the situation arose.

Tessa and Eden kept tossing back dirty martinis.

They were laughing and giggling and likely conspiring.

Everything about them became more animated as the minutes passed.

The fuckwads out on the prowl must have felt the ferocity vibrating from my bones because they gave them a wide berth even when they had to be the two most gorgeous women in the club.

An hour passed.

Then two.

Trent checked in every so often, but there was a problem in the kitchen, so he kept slipping out.

The longer Tessa sat there, the more the giggles coming out of her grew in volume, her voice getting louder, her spirit free.

Had to wonder if she came here to find the things she couldn’t outside these walls, too.

If she found respite here.

Relief.

If she was always this fuckin’ happy or if once she was out the door, life’s burdens got heavy.

I guessed I’d always sensed an undercurrent of something beneath that joy.

The thing that really pissed me off was it became most apparent when her boyfriend came around.

Asshole dimming her light.

The same way as he did right then.

A cloud gathered around her, shuttering her warmth, when the pompous fucker broke through the crowd and came striding her way.

A tacky hatred slicked across my flesh, violence threatening to rise to the surface. I did my best to swallow it down before I did something I couldn’t take back. Still, my mouth watered with the thirst to just let go. To release the chains that kept me in control.

Karl Haller was one of those pretentious pricks who thought he owned the world, with too-straight teeth and over-styled blond hair.

Wearing an expensive suit and arrogance on his face.

He’d caused trouble here last year, and I’d personally wanted to give him the official stamp of unwelcome and make sure he never waltzed through Absolution’s doors again, but over time, he’d somehow swindled his way back in.

I never could see what she saw in him. Wanted better for her.

Hell, what I really wanted was to knock him flat when I saw the way she shrank when he came to stand at the edge of her table.

Tessa was the farthest from weak. Not close to being a doormat. She was this fierce, fiery spirit that chased after the good things in this life.

Whole of it left me confused, whatever this clutch was that he had on her.

I was close enough that I could make out the false pleasantry he tossed at Eden, a cool, “Hello,” before he straightened his suit jacket and turned toward Tessa.

He stretched out his hand, but the gesture didn’t come close to appearing kind. “It’s time to go.”

“I didn’t text you yet to come get me.” Her voice had gone raspy, cut with revulsion.

“And you didn’t return my text an hour ago. Now, it’s time to go.”

“Karl—”

I surged forward. I figured there was no reason to stop myself. Even if some other asshat was trying to pull this in the club, I’d be all too happy to intervene.

But there was something about this that sent venom coating my tongue. “It seems the girl isn’t interested in leaving with you.”

Worry filled Tessa’s face when she looked up in my direction. “It’s⁠—”

“I’m pretty sure you don’t have a say in it,” he sneered, disgust in the curl of his nose, like the asshole thought he was better than me. The second I hauled him out back, he was gonna find out that was not the case.

A soft hand landed on my wrist. “It’s okay, Milo.”

And shit, I nearly stumbled.

Nearly turned and gathered her up so I could stand between her and this fucker she clearly didn’t belong with.

“It’s not okay if you don’t want to go with him.” The words were a snarl as I stared the bastard down.

Karl scoffed and turned away from me, though there was no missing the tremor in his hands. “I don’t have time for this tonight, Tessa.”

“Tessa.” It was a plea from Eden.

Tessa slipped out of the booth, turned to her best friend, and whispered, “It’s fine.”

Karl spun on his heel and started to walk, and the girl glanced at me in some kind of apology before she followed the asshole out.

“Damn it,” I rumbled, scrubbing a palm over my face to break up the haze of red as I watched her disappear into the fray, hating that I couldn’t do one goddamn thing about it.
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It was hard as fuck continuing with work like nothing had gone down. To act like my insides weren’t a web of anger and frustration. I’d barely had the willpower not to rip the face off every asshole who dared to even look at me sideways.

It’d made it even worse that Eden had been super upset after Tessa had left. It was clear she didn’t get it, either.

Why Tessa would give the way she did.

I was more than ready to call it a night when Kult and I dipped out the side door and into the employee lot at just after three a.m.

The air was cool, brushing against my heated flesh like a balm that might soothe the fire that burned within.

I locked the heavy metal door behind us before I ambled down the three steps to the pitted pavement below. The deep darkness was cut by the hazy glow of lights that streamed down from the sides of the brick building.

I took a furtive glance around, making sure we were in the clear and ready to roll.

Head bouncers were always the last to leave, ensuring the rest of the staff made it safely to their cars after closing up and doing one last sweep of the interior to verify it was empty.

“Looks good, yeah?” Kult asked.

“Yup.”

“See you tomorrow night, then, brother,” he said as we crossed the lot.

“Night.”

He climbed onto his Harley that was parked next to my old truck. Cranking open my door, I hopped into the driver’s seat.

“Ride safe,” I told him.

“Never.” He winked.

Chuckling, I shut my door, turned the ignition, and the loud engine rumbled to life. I’d restored the ancient blue Ford about two years before, and I took it out every now and again to keep the old girl alive.

Kult’s bike grumbled as he kicked it over, and he gave me a little salute as he pulled out and took to the road.

I backed out, and the spray of headlights illuminated the dense forest that enclosed the area.

My heart nearly jumped out of my chest when I made out a grainy figure leaning against a big boulder just off to the right, hidden in the shadows of the towering trees. The wash of headlights flooded over her, sending that red dress glittering like a dizzying mess of stars.

What the fuck was she doing out here alone?

Throat closing off, I rammed on the brake right where I was, and I shoved the truck back into park.

Her expression nearly made me lose it.

She looked lost.

Broken.

Beaten down.

Rage coiled down my spine.

I couldn’t handle the idea of the girl out here by herself.

Of someone hurting her.

The other part of me was fuckin’ relieved that she was here. At least for the moment, she wasn’t subjected to that dick.

I breathed deep to rein the chaos that caught me up in her cyclone before I tossed open the door and slipped out.

Didn’t feign to know the details about her and Karl’s relationship, but I’d bet my goddamn life he was responsible. It’d been close to three hours since she’d walked out, and I had no clue what’d transpired between now and then, but I was certain it wasn’t good.

I rounded to the front of my truck, the words coming out rough. “What are you doing out here, Tessa?”

Eyes the color of a thousand seas roiled.

Tumultuous and uncontained.

Every cell in my body clutched.

Tears streaked down her stunning face, and those thick locks of red hair were a disaster. She swallowed hard, her delicate throat bobbing as she did. “I…”

She blinked as her gaze drifted to the side before she brought her focus back to me and whispered, “I don’t even know. I came back to wait for Eden, but I just sat here and watched her leave.”

Torment rippled through her expression, and her smile cracked at the side.

Lost.

Definitely lost.

“It’s okay, Little Dove. You’re not alone.” Carefully, I approached. Every step I took sent swells of protectiveness rising from the depths. It made it hard to keep my head on straight. To remember my boundaries. The places I couldn’t go.

That was the problem with Tessa.

She got me off-kilter. Made me itchy. Made me want to forget.

Fucking heresy.

“Are you hurt?” The question was shards.

“No. I’m fine. Completely fine. Totally fine.” She swiped at the lines of tears that tracked over the freckles dappled on her cheeks.

She gave me the biggest, fakest smile. That was when I noticed the tiny cut on the edge of her mouth.

Rage blew through me so hot and hard it nearly bowled me in two. Acid burned in my stomach, and fury curled my hands into fists.

Had spent years working to control that shit.

The kind of violence that spiraled fast and cracked me in half.

“Don’t look so fine to me.” It came out the rumble of a warning.

She laughed a shaky sound and gestured at herself, the girl still wearing that red dress that hugged her slim curves so tight it was hard not to get stuck there.

“I’m not fine? Pssh. Have you seen me?” she attempted to joke and shimmy her shoulders, but it was soaked in misery.

“What the fuck did he do to you, Tessa?” I tried to keep my voice even when I was pretty sure it came out a growl, and I knew from experience I was a hot second from going on a rampage.

“It was nothing.” Another faked smile.

Bullshit.

This wasn’t the girl I knew. Not even close.

“Little Dove.” I said it soft and urging because shit, I knew she needed someone right then.

A supporter.

A friend.

“Let me take you home.”

She cracked at that, and she turned her head away and looked into the distance like it could cover her distress, though I could tell she was tripping toward a breakdown.

Her shoulders hitched and shook as she tried to keep the sobs silent that wracked through her being.

Possession wound me tight, this sense that I needed to gather her up and hold her. Promise her it would be okay.

Such a goddamn fool, but still, I slowly erased the rest of the space, trying to discount the way the air sizzled as I got closer.

Reaching out, I took her by the chin and prodded her to look at me.

Bad move.

Fire flamed and lapped, and those eyes were staring at me, where I towered over her like I might be someone I was not.

“Tell me, Tessa. He did this?”

He had.

Of course, he had.

Karl was a piece of shit. I just needed her to confirm it, and I’d be glad to take care of the rest.

She sucked in a shattered breath. “I’ve put up with so much crap from him, Milo, but tonight, he actually hit me, and that was it. It’s over. It’s over, and I have no idea what I’m going to do.”

Thank fuck.

Somehow, I managed not to shout it toward the heavens.

The moon lit the angles of her face. Her nose and jaw were sharp, but her lips were soft and trembling. “I was so tired, Milo. So tired of him treating me the way he did. So tired of his demands. So tired of his control. I couldn’t take it any longer. I couldn’t.”

“That’s good, Little Dove.”

“No, it’s not.” A sob hitched in her throat, and her gaze seemed disoriented, as if whatever had gone down tonight had just caught up to her. “I have no idea what I’m going to do.”

“You’re going to be free, that’s what.”

Pain echoed through her features.

“How could I just let him down like that? How could I be so selfish?”

The words were slurred, and she swayed a bit to the side. Clearly, the effects of the martinis she’d been sucking back earlier tonight still glided through her bloodstream.

My hands went to her waist so I could hoist her from the rock and onto her feet.

It brought her too close.

Energy sparked through the connection. I ground my teeth to tame it and angled my head down closer to hers, trying to break through the disorder that had her trapped in a storm.

“Let him down? You don’t owe Karl anything, Tessa.”

Tears streamed fast down her cheeks, and guilt contorted her face. “Not Karl. I hate him. I hate him,” she stammered. “He hit me. I can’t believe he hit me. That was it, Milo. I cracked. I couldn’t do it anymore.”

It was like she was apologizing to the world, and there was nothing I could do but sweep her into my arms, holding her tiny body against my chest.

I was slammed with her presence. With her scent. Strawberries and cream and something far too sweet.

“It’s okay.” It was a gruff promise.

“It’s not,” she whimpered. “How could I be so selfish, Milo? How could I do this to him? How could I do it? After everything?”

I had no idea who he was, though it was clear she wasn’t talking about Karl. Clear whatever she was going through held a profound pain.

I understood that kind of pain far too well.

This went so much deeper than being about the asshole I wanted to pound into the ground until he no longer existed. A thousand questions burned through my mind, but the girl was in no shape to be answering them then.

“Going to take you home,” I rumbled at the side of her head.

It was a horrible idea, but I couldn’t force myself to come to an alternate one.

She buried her face up under my beard. “I don’t have a home.”

I tightened my hold. “My home, Tessa.”

Trying to keep my cool, I carried her in the direction of my truck.

“Don’t worry about me, Milo. You don’t have to take me to your place. I’ve got this.” I felt her resolute nod against the panging in my chest.

I held her so tight in my giant arms I was afraid I might crush her. “You do have this, Little Dove. Know you do. But let me help you tonight, okay?”

Curling in deeper, she whispered, “Are you sure?”

“Yeah, I’m sure.”

“That’s what friends are for, right?” she hiccupped, her heart beating so hard I could feel it thrumming against mine.

“That’s right. That’s what friends are for.”

I carried her to the passenger side and settled her onto the seat, holding my breath because I kept getting assaulted by her scent as I leaned in to help her get buckled.

I eased back, trying to keep my cool at her sitting there, the way she had her head angled toward me and her cheek pressed to the seat.

That fiery hair blazed around her precious face, and those ocean eyes swam with a million things. “Mad love, Milo. Mad, mad love.”

Her smile was soft.

My heart flailed in my chest. I stared at her for a beat too long before I murmured, “Yeah, Tessa, mad love.”


TWO

TESSA


Faint rays of sunlight bled through the edges of the drapes that covered the window, nudging me from sleep. My senses spun, touching on my foreign surroundings.

The cozy bed I was in and the quiet energy that hummed through the space.

Peace and safety.

It was so quiet, I could hear my pulse in my ears, could count each one, as if my heart were reminding me I still had a chance at a life I’d never believed I’d have.

I floated in it, trying to get my bearings, to rein my thoughts that immediately wanted to spiral out of control.

That was the thing about waking up to a new reality. You hadn’t quite taken hold of your direction.

Your new purpose remained hazy, and fears of pushing forward through the unknown to find a better destination tended to run rampant.

Knowing I’d made a decision that was going to change everything hadn’t been so easy to sleep on.

My sleep had come in fitful spurts.

Rife with a worry so intense that Bobby’s face had chased me into my dreams.

Still, there’d been a part of me that’d felt…light. A burden that had been eating me alive lifted.

How could my soul be so heavy but still feel as if pieces of my heart had been unchained?

Guilt at the choice I’d made threatened to consume, but I had to accept I’d come to a breaking point.

For years, my meaning in life had been my brother’s comfort, but last night, it’d become clear I couldn’t remain with Karl.

He’d always landed somewhere in the middle of being a petulant brat and a manipulative tyrant.

That I could handle. Bobby was worth it.

But when he’d struck me?

I’d seen something I hadn’t seen in Karl before, and I could feel that things were getting ready to splinter.

Then who would be there for Bobby?

There had to be another way. There had to be.

Blowing out a sigh, I pushed up to sitting.

The room spun, and a dagger pierced through my brain.

I rammed the heels of my hands into my eyes.

Freaking martinis.

They were dirty, all right.

But my nights out with Eden were my escape. My reprieve. My joy.

Karl didn’t get to ruin that anymore.

Tossing off what looked like a handmade, patchwork quilt, I sat up, fighting a blush when I realized I was wearing a giant T-shirt that swallowed me whole.

It smelled of him. Like the deep, dark woods.

Pine and cedar.

My palm slipped over the black cotton fabric.

I hadn’t been wearing a bra last night, and the only thing I had on underneath the shirt was a slip of satin that could barely be considered underwear.

Heat bloomed across my flesh as memories bounded.

Milo had insisted on taking me home with him when he’d found me in the Absolution parking lot after I’d been unsure of where to go. I had been drawn back there because within its walls had been the only people I could trust, though it’d turned out I’d been too upset to face them.

I remembered him placing me in his truck, and I’d barely stirred when he had carried me in after I’d fallen asleep—okay, passed out—in his truck, barely coherent when he’d pulled me back into his arms and rumbled all those reassuring words to the top of my head.

“It’s okay.”

“I have you.”

“You’re not alone.”

I bit down on my bottom lip as I remembered him changing me into his shirt.

The care he’d used.

The caution.

He’d slipped it over my head and fully covered me before he’d slid off my dress.

I was pretty sure I’d also mumbled something about him being beautiful.

Awesome, Tessa.

But he was. I was pretty sure in every way. Even though I’d done my best to ignore the fact since I’d met him. But there’d been something about him that’d been there in an instant. It was the type of attraction I’d never felt before, which had only made me feel guilty. I mean, it wasn’t like my heart had held any sort of devotion to Karl, but still…

Faint rustling echoed outside the room, and my thudding heart pounded harder. I slipped off the edge of the bed. My bare feet hit the hardwood floor, and I eased over to the door and pressed my ear to it, listening to the subdued shuffling and the quieted clanking of pans.

My senses were impaled with too many sensations.

Coffee and bacon and the man.

My stomach rumbled, and I took a steeling breath before I carefully turned the knob and cracked open the door.

It opened to a hallway that ran farther down to the left of me, and straight ahead was the opening to the main area of the house.

I tiptoed to the edge of it and peered out into Milo’s home.

Well, cabin.

Rugged and rough and gorgeous.

Rustic floors and wood-paneled walls. The living space had an over-sized maroon leather sofa and two matching chairs. Light infiltrated the space, blazing in from the huge bank of windows that seemed to take up the entire back wall of the cabin.

But it was the hulking shape of the man who stood at the stove that stole my breath.

He was on the other side of the long, butcher-block island, the top half of him exposed where he faced away. His hair was a thick shock of black, and he’d cut it so it was cropped on the sides and a little longer on top. I’d always had a really hard time not thinking about what it would be like to scratch my fingers through it.

His shoulders were massive and wide, and even from this distance, I could see the brute strength of him rippling from beneath the black shirt that stretched over his body.

As if he felt me there, he glanced at me from over his shoulder.

Intense eyes stared back.

Amber dipped in warm honey.

My stomach took a swooping dive.

A freefall.

He slowly shifted around.

Did the ground tremble?

No, that was only my stupid, wayward heart clattering in my chest.

Because he was looking at me with this harsh softness that made my belly tumble, his eyes dragging over me in a slow sweep, grazing over his shirt, down my legs to my toes before it leisurely dragged back up.

Energy crackled.

The man breathed contradiction.

His voice was always held low, his actions measured, though he glowed with a severity unlike anything I’d experienced before.

A volatility that writhed within him that he kept tapped.

Then he went and smiled this concerned smile that melted my insides, the weight of it twitching beneath his trimmed black beard.

“How’d you sleep?” His voice was a low rumble that skated my skin.

Flustered, I took a couple steps into the room. “Great.”

His gaze narrowed, those honey-dipped eyes taking me in from across the space like he could see straight through me.

Gah, why did he have to be so…everything?

Big and intimidating and rough.

Soft and kind and real.

He crossed the small area between the stove and the island, and he planted his palms on top. The position only emphasized his hulking muscles. The mass of them flexed beneath the intricate ink that rolled down his arms and onto the back of his hands.

I swore he was like looking at bottled mayhem.

His attention dipped to my lip.

Nerves had the tip of my tongue poking out at the spot.

His expression darkened. “How are you feeling?”

“Like I drank a gallon of vodka, then got smacked in the face by an asshole.” I attempted a joke.

Milo clearly didn’t think it was funny.

A dark sound rolled through his chest.

“I’m really okay,” I amended, coming forward. “It didn’t hurt that much, and it’s not going to happen again, so I feel…”

Terrified.

Exhilarated.

Freed.

Trapped.

“Better.”

He seemed to war, like he wanted to say something else, then changed his mind.

“Coffee?” he asked instead.

“Milo Hendricks, you are speaking my love language.” I couldn’t help but grin.

A soft quirk lifted at the edge of his mouth. “Happy to oblige. Have a seat.”

He gestured to a stool at the island.

I padded over and slipped onto it, trying to play it like this was all completely normal.

Like he didn’t make me shake.

Like I hadn’t sported a very scandalous crush on him since the moment I’d met him.

I wondered what he’d think if he knew I’d fantasized about waking up in his house before, although the previous night’s activities had looked quite a bit different from the way they’d actually gone down.

And on all things holy, was it a stunning house.

It was somehow everything I expected, but more.

Rustic and raw, but also warm and cozy with a touch of luxury.

My eyes wandered, taking it in.

It was one giant room, and the ceiling was pitched and had to be at least two stories tall.

Sunlight gleamed in from the windows that ran the backside of the kitchen, expanding out to run from floor to ceiling on the far-right side. The glass segments were framed in the same color of wood as the walls.

They gave way to an elevated porch and the forest beyond.

Tucked about a hundred yards back was a small lake hugged by the expanse of soaring trees.

Blue water rippled and glittered beneath the rays of morning sun.

My chest squeezed at the beauty of it.

“This is gorgeous, Milo,” I whispered in awe. “And I’m not just being polite. It’s…a dream. I can’t believe you live here.”

A soft grunt left his mouth as he moved to a cabinet, pulled out a mug, and poured me a cup from the carafe. “My grandparents left me the land when they passed. Spent a couple years building this place.”

Surprise unhinged my jaw. “You built this place? Like, with your bare hands?”

He slid the mug across the island in my direction, and I did my best not to gawk at those tattoo-covered mitts as he pushed them out in front of me.

But they were so big and nice, and he was so damned intriguing it was hard not to get lost at the sight.

“Yup.”

“Magician.”

He shook his head in gentle disbelief. “Hardly, but I do like to work with my hands.”

Redness flamed.

I wondered what else he could do with those hands.

“Creamer?” he asked.

I blinked myself out of the lust-induced stupor. “Is that even a question?”

He let go of a low chuckle and turned, moved to the refrigerator, and opened the door. “I think I should have known based on the drinks you typically choose at the club.”

Pleasure glowed in my stomach.

He paid attention?

“What can I say? I like sweet things. Which is why Eden is in so much trouble this morning since she swindled me into martinis last night rather than my go-to. If I have to pay for it, Eden does, too.”

Clearly, we were skirting the subject that sat in the room like a hot-pink, inflatable elephant.

“Oh, I’m sure she’s paying for it just fine,” he rumbled as he dug for the creamer while I sat, trying not to ogle him.

Talk about a miserable failure.

But who could blame me when he wore a pair of gray sweatpants that were really dangerous to my sanity? Holy crap, his thighs were thick, and his ass was this muscular, sublime thing.

Not to mention all those yummy muscles were bulging out from the tight black tee, his shoulders wide before his frame tapered down to a narrow waist.

He was so freaking tall that he filled the entire opening of the door.

A fortress.

The colossal kind.

Then he turned around.

Do not look, do not look. Do. Not. Look.

Yeah, I looked.

I gulped around the knot that formed in my throat.

Every inch of this man was magnificent.

“There you go.” He passed me the creamer like just looking at him hadn’t rocked my world.

My attention snapped up to his face. “Thank you.”

“You hungry?” he asked as he moved back to the stove where he removed the bacon, then proceeded to break eggs into the sizzling grease.

All mountain-man style.

“You don’t have to feed me.”

He peeked back. “What if I want to?”

My chest tightened.

“Then I’d say thank you…for everything.” I added that on really quick because this was obviously about more than him making me breakfast. It was time to broach the topic that simmered around us like a secret I didn’t want to share.

He slowed, his voice lowering in emphasis. “Was glad I found you, if I’m bein’ honest.”

Discomfort clattered around in my spirit, and I fumbled to pour a big dose of creamer into my mug.

I met his eye because he deserved the truth. “I’m glad you did, too.”

A grunt vibrated from his being. “What were you doing out there?”

Disquieted laughter rolled up my throat. “I don’t even know, Milo. I came back because I didn’t really have anywhere else to go. I waited for Eden and Trent to leave, but I just…couldn’t get up the nerve to come out of my hiding place and tell them what happened.”

Or really, I hadn’t been ready.

“You were in shock.” Milo said it like he’d plucked it right out of my brain.

My head dipped. “I think so. I guess that happens when you lose direction.”

“Or maybe you were just stumbling into it…the right path.”

Right into you.

I kept that to myself.

Tension bound the air as he plated the eggs and bacon.

Every movement he made was filled with caution, as if he knew he was treading into territory I was uncomfortable to visit. Or maybe he was just building up to something.

Easing over, he placed the food in front of me.

Then he planted his hands on the island as he stared me down.

Severity gushed from him on an unanticipated wave. “I want to destroy that bastard, Tessa. Have wanted to since the second I had the displeasure of meetin’ him. But after last night?”

Fury crawled across his ink-covered flesh, the muscles writhing and rippling, his jaw clenched in restraint.

He looked like he might actually commit murder.

“It’s not your problem to deal with, Milo.”

The last thing I wanted was for him to get himself in trouble because of me.

“No?” The word cracked in the air. A direct threat.

Shivers raced.

God, he was a lot to take in.

He might have been soft-spoken, but there’d always been a current that ran beneath it.

Explosive.

“I would never want to drag you into my mess.”

Air puffed from his nose. “Think I’m already there. Besides, life is made of messes. I’d be more than glad to clean this one up for you.”

“Believe me, I’m more trouble than I’m worth. You know what they say about redheads.” I tossed back a lock of my hair, going for light when everything felt like it weighed a hundred pounds.

“Guess it’s your lucky day because red just so happens to be my favorite color.”

Heat rushed up from the volcano that suddenly erupted in my stomach.

Note to self: Milo Hendricks was a stone-cold charmer. Who knew?

“He’s honestly not worth either of our time, Milo,” I told him, licking my lips and trying not to make too much of his statement. “I just want to be done with him.”

“Then why stay with him?” His question punched through the atmosphere.

Distress clawed its way through me, and my tongue stroked out to wet my dried lips. “Because sometimes, we have to sacrifice our own well-being for the sake of the ones we love most.”

Confusion pulled across his brow. “Who—” he started to ask before a phone started buzzing on the counter where it was plugged into the wall.

I frowned when I realized it was mine.

Milo shrugged. “Last night, it was beeping that it was about to die, and I figured you might need it this morning. Hope you don’t mind.”

“That’s really kind of you, Milo.”

“The least I can do,” he said. He ambled to the opposite counter to unplug it.

A disbelieving giggle got free. “I would say you’re doing plenty. Overboard, baby. A girl could totally get used to this…waking up to coffee and breakfast and the most breathtaking view I’ve ever seen.”

He grunted like it was no big deal.

“Here you go.” He passed me my phone, and I entered the code.

Instantly, I cringed.

There was a slew of waiting messages that had come in throughout the night.

Really, I shouldn’t have been surprised, but still, it sent a bout of anger rebounding.

Bouncing through my spirit because seriously, the freaking nerve.

Karl


I don’t appreciate the stunt you pulled tonight.




The stunt I pulled? My teeth ground. Was this douchenugget kidding me?

Karl


Where are you?




Karl


I don’t have time for your games, Tessa. If you aren’t home by 8:00 a.m., I’m calling the police.




It was 8:09, not that I cared. But it was the last text that had just come through that sent blood sloshing through my veins. A disorienting thunder. The very thing that had kept me tied to him for far too long.

Karl


You know what happens if you don’t come home.




For years, I’d nod and smile when Karl made his demands. I’d bent to his will that had grown uglier and uglier as time had passed because I hadn’t seen how there was any other choice.

And no, I still didn’t have a solution. An answer. But there had to be one, right?

I struggled to breathe through the sickness that clawed at my insides, a tacky qualm spoiling in a pit of dread.

“What is it?” Milo’s voice held a wicked cut of violence.

My hand shook as I set my phone on the island. “It’s nothing.”

“Don’t do that, Tessa. You don’t have to pretend with me. Have no clue why that asshole has you in a clutch, but I can see you’re scared. That you feel trapped.”

“I just don’t know how to move on from here. What I’m going to do.” The confession came rushing out.

“You want to stay with him?” Malice shook through the quieted question.

“No.”

Absolutely not.

“Then there’s your answer.”

“It’s not as simple as that.”

“It never is, but it’s on us to figure out how to work around our circumstances.”

I peeked up at this man who’d become a friend.

Someone I trusted.

But I’d never come to the place where I’d trusted anyone else with this.

“These circumstances might be too great to overcome,” I whispered.

“So, we deal with today and figure the rest out later.” His voice was gruff.

“Just like that?” I asked.

“Just like that.”

Affection gathered at the base of my throat. “Well, then, I guess the first step is finding an apartment.”

That obstacle?

Easy.

It was Bobby who haunted my mind. Bobby who made me wonder if I was committing the greatest act of selfishness.

But this had gone too far, and I would find a way. I had to.

Milo raked his teeth over his plump bottom lip. Crap, that was distracting. “Was thinkin’ maybe you should stick around here for a bit.”

“Don’t tease a girl, Milo. That’s just rude.”

“Not teasing, Tessa. This place is huge and empty except for me.”

Hold the phone. Was he serious?

“Milo.” The tone woven in his name held the thousand reasons this would be a very bad idea.

Mostly, the sound of him in the shower. Well, the thought of him in his bed. Hell, just standing in his kitchen he was dangerous.

Clearly, I was starving for a taste of the man.

But really, I’d meant it when I’d said I didn’t want to drag him into my mess.

“Would make me feel better, knowing you’re here, under my roof, where I can keep an extra eye out for you.”

Turmoil wound its way deep into my psyche, the ache that wanted to give in and let Milo hold a little of my burden.

That’s what friends were for, and all.

But I knew better than asking so much of someone else.

My smile came soft. “You’re so kind, Milo, but I can’t⁠—”

He suddenly shoved off the island and stalked around the side of it.

The words stalled on my tongue as he came to tower over me.

All that burly intimidation on display.

Beautiful Beast.

He grabbed the arms of the stool and swiveled it so I was facing him.

The man clutched them as if they were a life raft and he was in danger of going under.

Still, he angled down to get close to my face.

God, he was really freaking hot, and my mouth went dry as that dark intensity pulsed from him in shattering waves.

Stealing my breath and pounding my heart so frantically I thought it would bust through my ribs.

“You think I’m doing this for you out of obligation, Tessa? Because I’m a nice guy?” A growl filled the words, and I was getting sucked deeper into his mystery, into the deepest woods where the light couldn’t make it beneath the shroud of heavy, dense leaves.

A safe haven that whispered of destruction.

This man, who clearly wore a beautifully broken halo.

I struggled to draw oxygen into my thinned airways.

He dragged the stool even closer, so close I might as well have been in his arms. “I won’t sleep knowing you’re out there by yourself, and I’m already a flat second from rollin’ out that door, finding that prick, and showing him just what I think of him. Believe me, Tessa, that shit wouldn’t be pretty.”

He lifted one hand and ran the pad of his thumb over the tiny cut on my lip.

Gently, though it nipped with a current of rage.

His attention dipped to that spot for one second before his eyes cut to mine.

“So, no, Tessa, I’m not asking you to stay here because I think it’s the right thing to do. I’m asking you because I need you here. Just for a little while, until I know you’re safe and you’ve found your way.”

My tongue swept over my lips, every part of me shaking, my hands and my words and my unsteady heart. “I mean, because we’re friends, right?”

He peeled himself away, staring me down as he grumbled, “Yeah, Tessa, because we’re friends.”

Then he pointed at my plate. “Now eat, before your food gets cold.”


THREE

MILO


What the fuck was I thinking?

I stormed into my bedroom, slammed the door shut behind me, and drove my fingers into my hair. I started to pace, nothing but a madman tearing up the floor.

Of all the goddamn ideas I could have, I had to go and invite her to stay here? Hell, I’d all but demanded it.

And I’d done it already knowing having her here last night had nearly pushed me to a boiling point.

The entire night, I’d been torn between sitting in the corner of the guest room and watching her sleep to make sure she was fine and whole and hopping into my truck and taking a quick jog back into town so I could hunt a motherfucker down.

Ruin him for daring to touch on that beauty.

For tainting it.

Marring it.

I paced the other direction, doing my best to get my shit together. I needed to actually be there for her instead of inciting the type of mess there was no chance she would be prepared for.

I’d made the snap decision to ask her to stay here when I’d caught a glimpse of what that asshole had texted her, sure there would be no letting her out of my sight.

There was no taking it back now.

I had to suck it up.

Pretend like the woman didn’t needle into places I couldn’t let her go.

Support her like the friend I was supposed to be.

Inhaling a steadying breath, I forced myself to focus. I strode through the ensuite bathroom and into the closet on the opposite side so I could at least find something for her to change into. Suffice it to say her parading around in my shirt was not gonna do.

There was a drawer in the built-in chest that I tended to stuff odds and ends into. My mom loved hanging out on the dock, and she was constantly leaving crap behind.

I opened it and started to rummage around to find her something that might work, tossing old pieces of random clothing out of the way. I stalled out when my fingers brushed on the worn fabric tucked at the very back.

Recognition hit me so fast it punched the air from my lungs.

Agony raced in to take its place, filling my chest cavity to the point of bursting.

Warily, I pulled out the small pair of yoga pants.

Hidden away.

Forgotten.

Except there was no fucking chance I could ever forget.

I turned around and slumped back against the drawers, bringing the fabric to my nose and inhaling deep.

A tiny giggle rippled from her lips, her smile pure adoration. “I know you better than you think I do, Milo Hendricks.”

He could only smile back, propped on an elbow as he gazed down at her where she lay on their bed. “Is that so?” he teased.

“It’s very so and so very plain to see how much you love me.”

His heart soared, and he touched her face. “More than you’ll ever know. Forever and always.”

“I’m sorry, baby,” I whispered as I balled the fabric tighter and pressed it deeper against my face.

Like it could stand as a bridge back to her.

“I’m so fucking sorry.”

Sorrow whispered and howled from the darkness.

From that void that would forever live on.

From the place where I’d destroyed the one beautiful thing that had ever been offered to me.

Forcing the torment down, I stuffed the yoga pants back into the very back of the drawer and rifled through until I found an old shirt and some shorts of my mom’s that would have to do until we could get Tessa something better.

Then I slammed the drawer shut and moved back out into the main living space, slowing my footsteps as I eased toward the hall on the opposite end. My heart that was already feeling flayed got chopped to shit when I saw Tessa wasn’t at the door to the room where I’d placed her last night, but rather was standing in the doorway to the one at the far end of the hall.

Her hand was still on the knob, the girl frozen in confusion as she stared inside.

Or maybe she’d just gotten snagged on every mistake I’d ever made.

Every misstep.

Every failure.

Every sin.

A slow, dense intensity pulsed along the narrow hall, and I struggled to breathe around it. Struggled to process this connection that throbbed between the two of us.

A live wire.

Echoing and curling and rebounding.

My skin crawled, and the vacancy in my spirit ached.

There was something about Tessa that made it seem like she got people without them having to say a thing. Like she knew things. Saw things. Felt things.

And shit, I was feeling all of them right then, too.

For an eternity, we stood in it together. Silent as we floated on this gutting confusion that rippled with understanding.

Finally, she looked at me from over her shoulder. Caution filled her expression. This girl who knocked me senseless every time I caught sight of her gorgeous face.

The guilt of that truth nearly knocked me to my knees.

A smile pulled to her mouth, soft and awed and perplexed. “I didn’t know you’re a dad, Milo. That’s amazing.”

There was a question behind it, and regret coiled with the adoration, my throat feeling like it might lock up as I scrubbed a palm over my face.

“Yeah,” I finally managed. “A girl and a boy. Remington and Scout.”

“How often are they here? I mean, I can leave.” Her words became hurried, like she suddenly felt uncomfortable or out of place when I was the monster who didn’t want her anywhere else. “Get my own place. It’s no problem. I don’t want to get in the way. I didn’t know you had children here, and seriously, the last thing they need is my crazy ass running around⁠—”

“No.” The single word cut her off.

She slowed, caught in my storm, blue eyes adrift. Lapping and swirling and drawing me to a beautiful place.

To the place where the sun touched the sky.

Too bright for those who’d been condemned to the darkness. I forced myself to speak around the shards of glass lodged at the base of my throat. “They don’t come here.”

A frown pulled to her brow, that blaze of red hair a burning halo piled on top of her head.

Her gaze was soft. Penetrating. Digging deep into the recesses where my demons lay.

Swore to God, she took up every molecule in the space.

“Do they live with their mother?” Caution stole all the lightness from her voice, and I was pretty sure the woman could sense the pain that was leaching from me in a torrent.

My head barely shook through the misery. “No.”

She blinked, troubled, the question a rough scrape. “Where?”

“With their grandparents.” It grated out, the admission nothing but razors of affliction.

“Oh.” It was a slight curl of her mouth, and her teeth raked her bottom lip like she was trying to hold back every question that wanted to come rushing out.

While I stood there feeling like I was coming unhinged.

“I didn’t mean to pry,” she finally whispered, pulling the door shut. “I was looking for a linen closet so I could grab a towel and take a shower, and I opened this and…”

She trailed off, the smattering of freckles on her pale skin glowing in the sunlight.

“It’s fine,” I told her, when it was the farthest from the truth. None of it was fine. But that wasn’t on her. It was on me.

Her tongue stroked over those rosebud lips, both nervous and bold. “I’m sorry.”

“What do you have to be sorry for?”

“I’m sorry that my friend is in pain.”

Understanding passed between us, the two of us there, hovering in this weird awkwardness that somehow didn’t feel all that uncomfortable.

Finally, I cleared my throat and shoved the clothes out in front of me. “Found these…they’re my mom’s. She probably left them on the dock or something. I hope they fit okay.”

Tessa eased forward, her eyes still on me when she reached out and took them. She smiled at me like it was okay I’d just revealed a jagged piece of my heart.

“Why does it feel weird for me to wear your mom’s clothes?”

“It shouldn’t. My mom’s the best. She lives on the property to the west. I’m sure she’ll be by to check in.”

She hugged the clothes to her chest. “Well, if she’s half as awesome as you, I can’t wait to meet her.”

Air huffed from my nose. “I’m sure she’ll be excited to meet you, too.”

That was sure to be a whole fucking fiasco in itself.

Tessa rocked back on her heels, staring at me, but somehow giving me privacy.

“Thank you for everything, Milo,” she finally whispered.

My stomach fisted just from the breathy sound of her voice.

I blew out a sigh because I didn’t think I had the first clue what I’d gotten myself into. “Get yourself a shower, Tessa. I’ll be out back if you need anything.”
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“Thank God you answered. I am in desperate need of my BFF right now, and I’m not even kidding.” I whispered it all dramatic-like into the phone as I ducked around the gorgeous main room of the cabin. Why I found it fit to go stealth, I wasn’t sure, but somehow, having this conversation felt like a covert mission.

Especially when I kept peeking out the edge of the bank of windows that overlooked the sprawling backyard.

Milo was outside on his hands and knees as he sanded a piece of wood, working on what looked to be an elaborate fort.

He’d ridded himself of the atrocity that was his shirt, because holy crapballs, it was a sin to cover up all the deliciousness that was the man.

From this distance, I really couldn’t make out any of the designs, but I could tell his back was almost completely covered in ink, and the muscles in his arms and shoulders flexed and bowed as he manually roughed the sandpaper block over the planks of wood.

Power tools would have been an unnecessary invention if all men were made like him.

But what sent my spirit sinking was the knowledge he was out there working on a treehouse after he’d just confessed that his children didn’t come to visit. My heart was already in tattered shreds at the adorable room that had been set up, waiting for two kids to fill it.

There had been no missing the way the room ached, and in turn, I could only ache for my friend. But it’d also triggered a million questions.

Eden giggled from the other end of the line. “Uh-oh, tell me what kind of trouble you got yourself into this time. Do I need to bring bail money?”

If Milo would have been left to his own devices, I was pretty sure it was him who would have needed the bailout.

“Well, some things did go down last night,” I hedged, my nerves spiking.

I could feel the mood shift, Eden coming to the quick conclusion that my night hadn’t ended the way it usually did—with me giving into Karl’s demands. For years, she’d begged me to leave him, unable to understand why I’d stay. Maybe I’d been a fool not to give her the truth. I’d never been sure myself if I’d kept her in the dark to protect the arrangement or because of shame.

“What happened?” Her voice lowered in concern.

I inhaled a shaky breath. “I ended it with Karl.”

Shocked silence compressed the air, then she whispered, “You left him?”

Emotion gathered in my throat, anger and hurt and resolution. “He struck me last night, Eden.”

Pain infiltrated the small sound she released before she cautiously asked, “Has…has this been happening?”

I paced in a small circle, running my free hand through my hair as I tried to figure out a way to explain this to my best friend.

She was going to be hurt.

She had the right to be.

We were supposed to share everything with each other.

“It was the first time, and it was my breaking point. A person can only take so much.”

Confusion curled through the connection. “I don’t understand why you let yourself get pushed to that place, Tessa. You are the most amazing person I know.”

Affection pounded in my chest. “I know I’m pretty great,” I tried to tease, to lighten this moment, because crap, it was hard letting go of a secret I’d kept in my clutches, like hiding it would make it less painful.

Less real.

An alternate reality.

She waited. She knew me well enough to know when I was joking to cloud the seriousness. I blew out a sigh. “I have something I need to tell you.”

“You can tell me anything. You know that.”

“Karl has been paying for Bobby’s care.”

Silence stretched long, and I could tell she was processing. She warred, then pressed, “What do you mean? I thought the state paid for it?”

The laugh I let go was ashamed, and my voice quieted as I rushed through the confession. “It was Karl paying for it the entire time.”

We’d only been dating for a short time when the accident happened, and I’d moved in with him pretty quickly after.

“I don’t understand. Why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t you come to us for help? The church would have helped. We would have⁠—”

“I know you would have, and that’s exactly why I didn’t tell you. Your dad already gave so much to me and Bobby. There was no chance I was going to ask for more.”

When our parents had died when I was fifteen, Bobby had stepped in as my guardian. He raised me when he’d barely been more than a kid himself.

Eden’s father, Gary, ran a nonprofit called Hope to Hands out of the church where he was the pastor, helping those in the community who were in need.

At the beginning?

That organization had made it possible for me to remain with Bobby. Providing groceries and covering our rent for a full year until Bobby had gotten a promotion at work.

After Bobby’s accident, there was no chance I could ask more of them. I couldn’t take away from the other families who needed that money when I had another option.

Unfortunately, it was an option that had begun to destroy me.

Eden was silent for a long time before she carefully asked, “Is that why you took over Hope to Hands? Because you felt like you’ve already taken too much?”

God, sometimes she knew me too well.

When Gary had been ready to retire from the position, I’d felt called. I needed to give back after everything that had been given to me.

“Of course not. I was bored and needed a reason to stay away from Karl’s house for longer. I did it for purely selfish reasons.” I let it go as a tease.

“You really are the most amazing person I know,” she murmured instead of laughing.

My voice softened. “You guys took care of us, Eden. I don’t know where I would be right now if your father hadn’t stepped in.”

Over the years, he’d become like a father to me, especially after Bobby’s accident. I’d had no one left but these incredible people who’d welcomed me into their family.

“And that’s the hold Karl has always had on you. I should have known.”

“You didn’t know because I kept it from you, and I’m sorry for that.”

“Still, I should have dug deeper,” she argued, like any of this was her fault. “I always knew there was something. It wasn’t like you lit up anytime that jerk came around. I never could understand what you saw in him.”

I’d actually liked him at the beginning, though, until he’d shown who he really was. Once he’d started giving me money? His offering had been nothing but chains.

“I definitely didn’t see a whole lot in him…he was like…sour cake with mold on it.” My nose curled at the vision.

Eden giggled. “Gross.”

“Totally gross.”

We both laughed before the lightness drained. “I can’t believe it. What are you going to do now? Trent and I can⁠—”

“Don’t you dare say you guys can give me money. That is not happening. I will figure this out.”

“Why not, when you would be the first one to give me the shirt off your back?”

“Well, I’m actually going to need yours.” I looked down at the outfit Milo had given me to wear. It was an old, ratty tee with holes in it and a pair of gym shorts.

It was going to go awesome with my heels.

Dawning blazed from my bestie. “Wait a minute, where are you?”

I inhaled a deep breath, taking another quick peep out into the backyard. Milo was now on a ladder hammering a piece of wood.

Tingles raced.

Good God, the man was delicious.

“Milo’s.”

A beat of silence passed before she laughed. “Oh my God, did you call him? I knew you had a thing for him. You were always in denial, claiming you had a boyfriend, while you were salivating over him, weren’t you?”

All true.

“No, of course not. Who do you think I am? And it so didn’t go down like that. He found me loitering outside Absolution.”

“You went back to Absolution?” she gasped. “Why didn’t you call me to come get you?”

“Because last night was the first night in forever that you and Trent didn’t have the kids, and I knew you were over there eating all that yummy, delicious cake.” No mold to be found. “What kind of BFF would I be if I interrupted that?”

“I would have come.”

“Well, I certainly hope you did. I mean, come on, tasty O’s with your uber hot man or rushing out to save me in the middle of the night? This is not a toss-up, Eden.”

They’d been so cute when they’d come out the door. So in love. Trent couldn’t keep his hands or his mouth off my bestie as he’d led her to her car. I wasn’t about to interrupt it, even though I’d never felt so alone than when I’d watched them drive away.

“I would have been there for you in a heartbeat. Ride or die, remember?”

“Well, you were riding that big D, soooo…”

She choked. “Tessa.”

“I am the teller of the truth. Tell me I’m wrong.”

She giggled.

“Uh-huh, that’s what I thought.”

I wasn’t jealous or anything.

But I wanted it. Ached for it. A connection that was real. It was hard going at life alone.

I peeked at Milo again. There he was, intense as he worked, sunlight burning down and blazing against all his toned, chiseled flesh.

Snap. Crackle. Boom.

There went my lady bits.

“Tessa?”

I jolted out of it, realizing she’d called my name three times.

“Oh, sorry, what?” I asked, completely flustered.

“I was just saying I’ll come pick you up. Kate will be up from her nap in about a half an hour, and we’ll head over there.”

Of course, she would invite me to crash at their place.

I loved her so much for it, too.

But she had a family now.

Nerves raced, streaking through my veins, because was I really doing this? I hesitated, then rushed, “I’m actually going to stay here at Milo’s for a while.”

“Excuse me?” Her response was loaded.

“Yeah, so it turns out he needs a roommate.”

It was only a tiny lie, because the man did seem like he needed someone.

I understood lonely.

Recognized it.

But his was even more severe.

There was a deep, penetrating sorrow that lined his bones. His aura this convoluted, distorted thing.

I’d never seen it so clearly than when I’d been the idiot who went hunting through his house like it was my own and stumbled into that room.

It was painted to be a replica of the view outside, the walls the lake and the forest surrounding it, the ceiling a whisper of the summer sky. Two beds were fashioned like treehouses, close to what he was building outside, like just lying in them would be an adventure. They were covered in handmade quilts that matched perfectly.

Two toy boxes were in the middle of the far wall, and a bookshelf bracketed each side. They were stocked with toys and books and stuffed animals.

But it’d been too perfect.

Too clean.

Too empty.

“Hey, did you know Milo has kids?” I was back to whispering.

Eden hesitated before she blew out a knowing sigh. “Yeah, Trent has mentioned it a few times. I guess their grandparents have custody of them.”

My heart squeezed in a fist.

“Where is their mother?”

“I’m honestly not sure.”

Unable to stop myself, I glanced out the window again, my pulse chugging in dread. “Do you think he…hurt them?”

I couldn’t imagine. Couldn’t believe it.

He might have oozed ferocity, but I also felt his goodness. His loyalty.

Tenderness filled her voice. “My gut says no. Every time I’m around him, I feel like there’s something really big and difficult going on in his life, but you know I don’t really know him that well. He rarely speaks, and when he does, it’s never about his personal life. For the most part, he keeps to himself, but Trent trusts him around our kids, and you know that would never fly if that weren’t the case.”

“Yeah.” My agreement was quiet as I gazed out.

A painting of peace and heartbreak.

A picture of grief and solitude.

“So, you said you needed the shirt off my back…” Eden hedged.

I laughed. “Um, yes, I’m wearing an old shirt and shorts that belong to Milo’s mom. Save me. I’m going to have to go get my stuff from Karl’s soon, but I’m not up for it yet.”

I’d say screw it all if it weren’t for the fact my car was there.

“Don’t worry, Eden to the rescue.”

“And bring me shoes…but not the ugly old lady ones you like to wear sometimes because they’re comfortable. Bring me those cute slides with the heel.”

“Wow. The love, Tessa.” Her tone was droll.

I grinned. “Like I said, I’m the teller of the truth.”

“Okay, then, truth teller, are you okay?” Care filled her voice.

I inhaled a shaky breath. “I think I am. I’ll figure this out, whatever I have to do. All except lying beside Karl for one more night.”

“I know you have this, but please, if you need help, ask us. We are here for you. You may not be blood, but you are my sister, Tessa. I hope you know that.”

Affection clogged my throat. “I know. You’re my sister, too.”

“No more secrets.”

“No more secrets,” I promised.

She paused for a second before she continued, “You are the most selfless person I know, Tessa, and I know you’d give anything for your brother, but it’s time for you to live for yourself, too. You deserve to be happy.”

“I am happy.”

“I’m not talking about that kind of happy. Not the surface kind or the merely content kind. You deserve the fullness of it. I know you’re lonely, as much as you try to hide it. You deserve cake.”

A soggy laugh jutted from my mouth as moisture filled my eyes. “I think I’m taking my first step toward it. I finally realized last night that I wasn’t helping anyone by staying with Karl. Not when there was going to be nothing left of me in the end. And yeah, I want cake.”

I wanted a life that was sweet.

Fulfilling.

And sure, I could do it on my own, which would be just fine. But a partner, finding my person? That sounded really nice.

“You know Salem and Aster are going to be banging down your door, wanting to know the details,” she warned.

Aster and Salem were Eden’s sisters-in-law, each married to one of Trent’s brothers.

Aka: The Fantastic Foursome.

They’d been pushing me to ditch Karl since they’d met him.

“Ugh, I’ll send out a text.”

“You deserve every question you have coming your way,” she teased.

So maybe I badgered them for details about their relationships, finding joy in what they had found when I’d succumbed to what I would never have.

“Hey, my only choice has been living vicariously through the three of you. Don’t blame a girl for her needs. I needed deets. Visuals.”

“That’s called porn.”

“Your hubbies are all way better to look at. I’ll take the blessings I’m given.”

“You are so messed up,” she giggled.

“And you’re my hero. Now get your cute butt in your car once Miss Baby Kate wakes up and bring me some clothes. Do you know where Milo lives?”

“I can get the address from Trent. As soon as she’s up, I’ll be on my way.”

“You are the best, Eden. Mad, mad love.”

“Mad love.”

The line went dead, and I was fighting a smile as I tapped out a message in our group thread. They were going to love this shit.

Me


The douche-canoe has been set at sea. Buh-bye, tiny-dick, prick-face.




It only took a second for the responses to come rolling in.

Salem


Shut your face.




Aster


Are you serious? Tell me you’re saying what I think you’re saying.




Salem


If this is a joke, I’m going to kick your scrawny ass.




Me


No joke. I ended it last night.




Salem


OMG, WHAT HAPPENED?




Me


Get together soon and talk about it?




Salem


Margaritas, Friday.




Me


As long as they’re bottomless.




Because I was definitely going to need them.
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The next morning, I slipped down the brightly lit halls of St. John’s Meadows.

The summer sun stood proud where it shined through the windows and cast its cheery warmth on the tenants of the long-term care facility.

St. John’s Meadows boasted thirty private rooms. There was a big, shared living space and a few smaller alcoved dens, a dining room, not to mention a theater, game room, and a craft and art room.

It’d been designed to give off the vibe as close to a house as possible in hopes of offering its residents a form of comfort and tranquility. Its grounds lush and brimming with giant trees, the lawn perfectly trimmed, and the shrubs and plants overabundant with colorful flowers.

But it still had that smell.

The smell of medicine and antiseptic and forever crushed dreams.

I guarded myself against it. Against the sorrow that gripped my chest every time I stepped through the doors.

Bobby’s room was one-eleven, midway down the right hall and situated on the left.

My heart squeezed so hard it might as well have been one of those stress balls that could be flattened to nothing as I stood in the open doorway and peered inside.

Every prayer and promise I had ever made rose to the surface and threatened to clot out the resolution I had made to myself.

Because he was the reason. The catalyst to every choice that I made.

He was strapped to his wheelchair to keep him safe, staring out the window at the gardens.

I never knew if it was unseeing or not.

If he recognized its beauty. If he wished he were out there walking its paths. If he felt the loss of every memory and experience he would never get to have.

If he understood.

I carefully eased into his room. Loud noises startled him, so I kept my footsteps quiet as I crossed the floor.

I thought I could feel his spirit lighten when I approached him. My big brother who’d been hidden away and forgotten by everyone but me.

Well, me and Karl, who had used him like a bargaining chip.

No more.

“Hey, Bobby, it’s me, Tessa,” I whispered.

His arm and shoulder tremored just a bit, the only response I ever got.

I moved around his chair and knelt in front of him, my spirit flailing at the sight.

In love.

In agony.

His hair was a dark russet, a deeper red than mine, though I’d always liked to believe that we’d matched.

That we favored each other.

That we were a pair.

Inseparable.

Family.

Bobby had always been the one I looked up to. Idolized. My protector.

The obnoxious big brother who gave me crap and ordered me around and told me who I could and couldn’t date, which was basically everyone, but he’d done it with big vats of love and a gentle smile.

My chest ached as I thought of how he smiled no more.

He’d sacrificed everything for me, his freedom, the nights in his early 20s when he should have been off at a bar picking up girls, in favor of working two jobs to take care of me.

When he’d had his accident, there’d been no other choice than sacrificing everything for him.

Guilt threatened to suffocate as I carefully reached out and touched the hand he kept clasped tight against his chest, his right hand the only one that had any function at all.

“How are you today?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

My eyes made a quick path over him to ensure he had everything he needed, checking that he was secure, even though I trusted his caregivers took excellent care of him, which was the exact reason I was desperate for him to remain here.

He was always freshly bathed, his clothes and bedding clean. He had daily physical therapy, and they fed him his meals regularly.

He had at least improved to the point that he could swallow when prompted, improved to the place where he could breathe on his own so his trach could be removed.

It’d made me hopeful that he would recover.

That he would walk.

Talk.

But he’d never progressed beyond that.

He was nonverbal and fairly nonresponsive, only making a few grunting sounds that I never knew if they were communication or just locked-up energy that his body expelled.

His eyes that were the same color as mine were always distant, gone to a faraway place.

A place I had no idea where he existed.

I felt desperate to meet him there. So he’d know I’d never leave him alone, that I’d never turn my back, that I loved him with every fiber of my being.

“You look good, big brother,” I murmured.

I took the fist he held against his chest, and I carefully pulled it onto his lap and opened his hand.

In it was a small, round charm, an intricate locket that made a ball, but when it was opened, it contained four small pictures.

One was of our parents, two were of him and me, and the other was of the four of us when we’d been young and our family had been complete.

This…this was how I knew he remembered.

Because he kept me close when I was away.

I set the charm aside and wound my fingers through his.

He breathed a heavy breath, and I knew.

I knew he felt me.

So I would never stop talking to him. Would never stop communicating in the only way we could.

“Are they taking good care of you?”

I ran my thumb over the back of his hand.

“It’s beautiful out today, isn’t it? Windy last night, though. I hope it didn’t keep you awake.”

I knelt there for a minute, unsure of what to say, how to admit what I’d done.

Feeling the pressure of it, I pushed to standing and started to move around his room. I fiddled with the remote on the wheeled table that sat off to the side of his bed, touched the bouquet I’d brought him on Saturday when I’d visited him last, and glanced at his chart where the nurses and caregivers scribbled their notes.

Mostly, it was a distraction. Something to do with my hands to ward off the panic.

What if I couldn’t provide for him?

What if I couldn’t find a way?

There were a couple of new drawings on the pinboard that hung on the wall. One was from Hank, who was nineteen and a hopeless flirt. He never failed to ask me out every time he saw me in the hall.

The other was from Lynette, a young girl who had learned to paint with her mouth and spent her days out in the gardens, painting pictures for those who rarely made it outside.

I unpinned them and moved back to Bobby’s side. I pulled up a chair, angling it so I was almost facing him.

I lifted the first, the almost nondescript scribbles made by Hank.

“Get better, Bobby!” A tweak of a smile edged my mouth as I read it aloud. “Hank is always rooting for you, Bobby. He thinks one day you’re going to roam these halls with him, causing all sorts of trouble. What do you think?”

I held it up and traced my finger over Hank’s crude words.

Bobby only gave me a slow blink.

Sorrow crested.

A swelling wave.

It always felt like it was right there, ready to consume.

I held up the other picture that was incredibly good. “And here, this one is from Lynette. That’s the fountain that is right outside your window. Look…there were birds in it that day. Five of them.”

I counted them out for him.

I had to wonder if he was in his head thinking, No shit, Sherlock.

I so badly wished I knew.

I set them aside.

Normally, I could ramble at him all day, talking about everything and nothing. It wasn’t like words didn’t come easily for me.

But today, it felt like a lie. Like dishonesty.

I eased to the edge of the chair, and I sat forward and gathered both his hands between mine. I squeezed tight as I let the confession ride into the air. “I left Karl, Bobby. I left him because he wasn’t good to me or good for me. Because my heart aches to find its freedom. To find love and joy.”

Was it selfish? Wanting those things for myself when Bobby would never have them?

“I’m living with a friend now. It’s kind of weird and awkward, mostly because he’s stupid hot, and I don’t know what to do with myself when I’m around him.”

I got so sweaty every time Milo was around, I worried I was having hot flashes.

“Don’t worry. I’m safe there. Milo is kind. A total good guy. You’d definitely like him.” My tongue stroked out to wet my dried lips. “I’m going to be honest and tell you that I’m scared. I’m scared that I won’t be able to figure this out on my own. That I’ll let you down. But I want you to know I’ll never let that happen. I’ll do whatever it takes. I’ll take care of you. Always. I promise I will find a way.”

Pushing to my feet, I leaned over him so I could press my lips to his temple. “I love you so much, big brother. Mad, mad love.”

Tears stinging at the backs of my eyes, I pressed the charm back into his hand. I curled his fingers around it and held it tight as I whispered, “I hope you at least know that.”

Blinking away the moisture, I stood and walked from his room.

I followed the couple halls into the administration area. I knocked on Nancy’s door that rested halfway open.

She looked up from her desk. “Tessa, hey, come in.”

“Hi.”

Her brow dented in worry. “Is everything okay?”

I gulped around the torment and eased down onto one of the chairs across from her. “Can you let me know how far Bobby is paid up to?”

Concern played through her eyes, but without saying anything, she shifted so she could type on her keyboard and look at the screen that was angled off to the side.

“He’s paid until the end of the month.”

That was like…three weeks.

I tried to swallow around the grapefruit-sized ball of dread lodged in my throat.

“Has something happened?”

“No, no, everything’s fine, I just wanted to make sure the last payment came through,” I lied.

Clearly, she picked up on my agitation because she studied me for a beat before she turned and dug into a drawer and pulled out some pamphlets. “We love having Bobby as a resident, but there are other options if you need them.”

She passed the pamphlets toward me.

The top one was for a state funded facility in San Francisco.

I felt sick.

“Thank you,” I whispered as I gathered them and stood.

I made a silent promise that I wouldn’t need them.

I ducked out of her office and hurried down the hall with my head lowered, not wanting to face any of the caretakers who would definitely pick up on the fact that something was off.

I usually came through here trying to brighten everyone’s day.

This place often radiated sadness.

I knew it wore and whittled and cut. It was hard. Both for residents, the caretakers, and the family members who came to visit.

I pushed out the front doors and into the bright morning light, inhaling deeply as the fear of what I’d done rushed up from the depths where I’d tried to keep it contained.

Guilt and worry filled my chest to overflowing. I struggled to breathe. To fight off the panic that sank into my skin like sharp talons.

I started in the direction of Milo’s SUV he’d let me borrow, almost at a run because I had to get out of there before I had a breakdown.

I screamed when a hand wrapped around my arm from behind.

Hatred.

Disgust.

Revulsion.

They roiled through my body.

I whirled around so fast it tore my arm out of Karl’s hold. “What the hell are you doing here?” I demanded, trying to keep the shaking out of my voice.

I doubted he’d pull anything in public. He had his reputation to uphold, after all. But I couldn’t handle him here.

Near Bobby.

By the one person who meant the most to me, who Karl had wielded like manipulation.

Karl kept his rage checked, though I could see it writhing behind his eyes. “I’ve been trying to get in touch with you, and you haven’t returned my calls.”

“That’s because I don’t want to talk to you.”

His teeth ground in restraint, his expression pompous and hard. “I told you I didn’t have time for your games, Tessa.”

“That’s good, because there is no time left for us. I told you I was finished, and I meant it.”

“You’re being ridiculous. Overreacting, the way you do about everything. You can do me a favor and stop acting like a spoiled brat.”

My brow pinched tight as the hatred roared. “I was a fool for ever staying with you. This went on for way too long, and it ends now.”

A scoff ripped from his mouth. “Are you fucking kidding me? After everything I’ve done for you?”

“You didn’t do any of those things because you care about me.”

His hand scraped through his too-perfect hair. “I did it because I love you.”

What bullshit.

“I don’t think you ever loved me. You just needed a pet project to show off to your friends and colleagues. Look at what a good guy Karl Haller is taking care of the poor girl, while you treat me like garbage behind closed doors. I’m finished with you degrading me. Of you making me feel stupid and small. I’m tired of you trying to control my every move.”

It was plenty without him becoming physical.

But when he had?

“It’s done, Karl.”

He flew into my face. The venom spewing from his mouth held me just as tight as if he held me by the arms. “Well, I’m not done with you.”

Fear slithered down my spine, but I lifted my chin, refusing to give into him.

“Screw you, Karl. You don’t get me anymore.” I started to back away as I spoke. “I’ll be by your house to get my things tomorrow. I’d appreciate it if you weren’t there when I come.”

I turned on my heel, digging into my purse to get the keys to Milo’s Tahoe.

I slowed when the snarl of words hooked me from behind. Quiet but delivered with the deathly strike that Karl intended. “You know what happens if you walk, Tessa. Don’t try my patience.”

I barely turned, my voice a thin sheet of sadness. “And there it is, Karl. Proof that you don’t love me. You’d gladly let my brother suffer if I don’t do what you say. That’s not love.”

His mouth slashed in a downward sneer. “Do you actually think I’m going to continue to spend $15,000 a month for your brother to stay here after you’ve made me look like a fool?”

Regret wrapped around my ribs. “You are a fool, Karl, because if you did love me? If you had treated me with respect? I wouldn’t be walking away.”

I honestly didn’t even know how I’d ended up in this position. When I’d first started dating him, I was young. He’d been charming and charismatic, and it wasn’t like he was bad to look at. I’d thought there might actually be something there.

And after losing my parents?

I’d wanted it.

Love. A family. Security.

My person who cared about me the way I cared for them.

Maybe I’d been a fool for thinking that might be Karl.

Somewhere after Bobby’d had his accident and Karl had offered to put him in this facility, things had changed.

Maybe he’d resented me for the promise he’d made to provide for Bobby. Maybe it’d become too much for him. Maybe he knew just how much Bobby had disliked him when Karl and I had first started dating.

Most likely, the asshole just got off on having me under his thumb.

Whatever the case, our relationship had twisted itself into this ugly thing of bitterness and hostility and shame.

Before I’d recognized what was happening, I’d been stuck. Basically contracted to a man I’d come to despise.

Gathering myself, I turned back around and headed for the SUV I’d parked in the lot.

Karl’s voice echoed behind me. “You don’t get to just walk away from me, Tessa,” he warned.

I clicked the lock and opened the door, glaring at him when I said, “Watch me.”


SIX

MILO


“Paula, please…” My voice was ragged, my heart squeezing so fuckin’ tight I thought it would implode as I pressed the phone to my ear.

I wasn’t sure I would physically make it any farther.

Not when she dug deeper at the guilt. “How could you be so selfish, after all you’ve done? After everything you’ve already taken from us?” she spat.

Anger coiled with the shame. “You know there’s no chance I’m just going to turn my back on them.”

“Like you didn’t before.”

Grief clutched my spirit, right along with a giant slab of guilt. “I was mourning, Paula.”

Her voice was bitter. “They’re better off with us. You can’t actually think they’d have a better life with you.”

“I’m their father.” Agony spiked through the air.

“You don’t deserve to be.” It was spite.

Hurt.

Part of me wanted to agree with her. Take on every single thing she threw my way.

God knew it was my fault.

The other half knew my kids needed me. I knew it to my soul.

“I’ll fight for them.” Those words came out hard, laced with that truth.

“If you had any heart at all, you’d let us live. They’re safe. Well cared for. And you see them every week. Isn’t that enough?”

An afternoon at the park. She thought that was enough to make up for every memory that was lost? For every holiday and birthday and chaotic morning trying to rush them out the door to make it to school on time?

Misery crawled through my bloodstream. Clotting off life and love and hope, but it was the last vestiges of that hope that had me whispering, “I love them, Paula. I love them. They’re my children. They need me.”

“Are you sure it’s not the other way around, Milo? Are you sure it’s not you who needs them, and you are too blind to see what is best for them?”

Torment flayed and cleaved.

“I’m not backing down. They are my children.”

“And you stole mine.” The heaving of her grief slashed through the too-dense air, impaling me in the chest, this torture that would never end.

“I would have died for her.” The words croaked from my trembling throat.

“But you didn’t.”

The line went dead before I could say anything else. I threw my phone to the mattress beside me, slumped over, and buried my face in my hands.

I did my best to lock down the riot of emotions.

A war that raged and fought to take hold.

The truth of Paula’s accusations at odds with the truth of my soul.

I couldn’t sit still.

I pushed to my feet, my boots slogging slowly over the planks of my cabin floor, the call of my heart drawing me to the destination.

I crossed the great room and turned down the hall. Outside the closed door, my forehead dropped to the wood. Inhaling a shuddering breath, I pushed into my children’s room.

Sunlight filtered through the window. It pitched a glittering glow over the room my mother and I had painstakingly poured our love into. Her fingers had woven the patchwork designs of their bedspreads and painted the images on the walls, while I’d carved and nailed and drowned myself in the making of the treehouse beds, praying one day they would be filled.

Agony I would never be free of lifted from the pit of hell where my soul was condemned.

Suffocating.

Crushing.

Excruciating.

Every fuckin’ horrible memory, every mistake, impaling me as I stood there in the middle of it.

A prisoner to the vacancy within the walls.

I was so lost to the turmoil, I guessed I hadn’t heard my SUV roll up to the front of the house.

It didn’t matter.

I felt her.

I felt the shift in the air and the tremble of the ground and the warm energy that infiltrated the space.

I needed to guard myself against it. Ignore the pull that tugged and whispered and coaxed.

A gravity I’d do best to resist. I never should have asked her to stay here because there wasn’t a single piece of me that could handle her presence.

Her smiles and her goofiness and her laughter.

Her quiet insight and soft spirit.

The way she filled the walls of the cabin like she was supposed to be there when it was supposed to be Autumn who roamed the halls.

Guilt nearly choked me out.

How could I even think it? Want something good after what I’d done?

Motherfucking heresy.

Knowing it didn’t stop it.

Heat crawled up my spine as Tessa slowly approached from behind, each step quieted and cautious as she crept up to the door.

I could feel her peering in. “Hey. Am I intruding?”

I shifted to look over my shoulder. “It’s okay.”

When it came to Tessa, I couldn’t seem to refuse her anything.

She took another cautious step forward.

Shit, I could actually sense her inhaling my grief, experiencing it, her attention carefully moving around the room like she was newly categorizing everything.

Ocean eyes swam.

Calm on the surface and a riptide underneath.

“Tell me about them?” she whispered.

Telling her no would be the correct answer. Instead, like a fool, I scrubbed a palm over my face before I fully turned around to face her.

Tessa stood just inside the doorway.

The sight of her tugged at every forbidden place inside me.

A blaze of red hair framed her gorgeous face, all those freckles bright beneath the shimmery rays of light.

She wore jeans and a cropped white tee. Casual and sexy at the same time.

Her lips parted on a breath, like she was hinged on my next words, waiting on me to invite her into a place I shouldn’t let her go.

“Remington is my daughter. We call her Remy. She’s eight. She’s shy but super intuitive. One of those quiet spirits that get things on a deeper level, especially for her age.”

Emotion clogged the description.

Love and grief.

I might only get to see her once a week, but she and I shared a special connection. A bond that would never break.

A soft smile touched the edge of Tessa’s mouth. “Remington’s a beautiful name.”

“Yeah. Her mother named her.”

The admission cracked at the end, and before I lost the nerve, I forced myself to continue. “Scout, he’s five. A handful like nothin’ you’ve ever seen.”

My own smile was fighting for dominance, plucking at the edges of where everything had gone dim, my tongue locked on all the painful parts.

“Well, I’m a teacher, so I’ve seen some wild ones.” Her voice was a soft tease as she watched me, like she was searching for clues in my expression. Or hell, maybe she could already read every single thing inside me, and she knew she was traipsing into a minefield.

A place riddled with darkness and ghosts and destruction. The place I would be forever chained.

Maybe Paula was right. Maybe I should give up.

At the thought, a spike of agony speared me so deeply I nearly buckled, a gasp coming up my throat before I could stop it. My hands curled into fists as I tried to force all the shit back down where it belonged.

Tessa caught it, anyway. “I’m so sorry, Milo. I realize I don’t know the circumstances, but I can feel what’s here…”

Her gaze moved around the room, taking in every emotion and intonation.

“Yeah, and what’s that?” Didn’t mean to sound like a jerk, but anger came ripping out.

Anger at what I’d done.

Anger at what I couldn’t stop or change.

It was too late.

Too fuckin’ late.

She watched me without judgment, without disgust, and when she spoke, her voice was both a plea and understanding. “It’s your life. Your hopes and your dreams and where your love lives. And it’s locked behind a closed door in your house.”

Felt like I’d been kicked in the gut.

My teeth ground, pain splitting through my head.

Turmoil spun, everything dense, too tight, too narrow.

“What happened to their mother?” Tessa pushed beyond the boundaries.

I was moving before I even knew it.

Her eyes went wide as I backed her against the wall.

I towered over her where I caged her in, and the woman stared up at me in quiet ferocity.

In fierce care.

While I glared down at her stunning form that made me feel like I was going to lose it.

“I didn’t invite you here for you to try to crawl into my head, Tessa.” The words were shards.

“I know,” she said, unwilling to look away from the agony that had me crushing my teeth. “But sometimes, friends need to go there, anyway.”

My head angled down, my nose so close to the cut of her jaw.

Her scent invaded logic.

Strawberries and cream.

The sweetest temptation.

Tiny Tease.

I inhaled deep, and the words I exhaled scruffed against her cheek. “Not a safe place to be, Tessa. I’d suggest you stay away.”

I started to pull back, but she fisted her hand in my shirt, keeping us nose-to-nose.

“What if I don’t want to?” she whispered, those eyes rushing all over my face.

Penetrating.

Tempting.

Destroying.

Everything clutched.

Urges slammed me from all sides, this need to stand in the light.

To feel her tight little body against mine.

To kiss and fuck and take.

Before I did something stupid, I uncurled her fingers from my shirt and pushed away.

I could feel myself slipping.

Getting sucked into a trap.

The foot of space separating us came alive.

Boiling with that energy.

“Milo,” she almost begged.

“Just don’t, Tessa.”

Without saying anything else, I had my feet pounding out the door because I couldn’t spend a second longer with her in that room.

Not with her grace, and sure as fuck not with her understanding.

Because I already ruined my chance. Destroyed. And I’d never fucking spoil beauty again.


SEVEN

MILO


Rocks flew up from his back tires as he barreled down the dirt road. Sweat streamed from his temple and blood pooled on his shirt at his side.

His hands gripped the steering wheel like it might keep him chained to sanity as he struggled to see through the blur of fear.

Rushing ahead to meet it.

To cut it off.

To stop it.

“You failed.” The memory of the venomous voice played in his ear like the tolling of the dead. “Your betrayal won’t go unnoticed.”

It was said one second before the shearing pain had impaled him.

Darkness had sucked him under.

How many hours had passed, he didn’t know. Night had possessed the earth, crawling through the trees and sinking into the crevices.

He shoved the gas pedal to the floorboards, the tail of the truck fishtailing as he whipped around the curves.

It was little relief when the building finally came into view, his headlights illuminating the trailer. The tires skidded as he rammed on the brakes and threw the truck into park.

He didn’t shut it off.

He jumped out and ran.

Searched.

Shouted.

“Autumn? Autumn?”

Only the vacancy echoed back.

A sickly awareness that sank into his flesh.

Dread.

Desperation.

He burst out the back door and into the night.

His footsteps pounded.

The water glittered like black ice.

Milo plunged into the freezing cold.

It swallowed him whole.

An abyss.

A chasm.

Darkness. Darkness.

He sank to the bottom where it reigned for eternity.

Where his life was left without light.

A roar erupted from my soul, so loud it battered the walls and shook the panes of the windows.

A reverberation that curled through the darkened cabin like the call of the forsaken.

The lost.

The abandoned.

The desolate.

Air heaved on tormented shockwaves from my lungs, and my shoulders jutted in spastic quakes as the room spun.

Agony crawled across my flesh like tiny demons searching for a home, infiltrating the fissures that were torn open wide, pain squeezing my ribs in a fist so tight I was sure I was being crushed.

Night after night.

It gathered like dust and dirt.

A heaped grave at my feet.

I sat upright in my bed, half disoriented and half seeing too clearly.

Each time the nightmare came to collect, I felt like I’d been dragged in front of a mirror that replayed every hope I’d dared to dream on a distorted loop.

Round and round and round.

All while forcing me to stare at the one responsible for destroying it.

I inhaled through the pain, fuckin’ desperate to reel it back in, but it was only getting deformed and contorted when I felt the shift in the dense, dark air.

That was one second before I heard the creak of the floorboards.

My chest squeezed in a fist when there was a light tapping against the door.

The sound crawled through the atmosphere and wrapped me like solace.

A blanket of comfort that I didn’t deserve.

“Milo?” Her voice was a timid call, a whisper that panged against my heart.

Despair gusted from the depths.

“I’m fine, Tessa.” The lie lashed from my tongue.

Seconds raced, and I swore that I could hear her heartbeat thundering from the other side of the door.

“I don’t think you are,” she finally whispered through the wood. Her voice a crutch.

A lure.

Peace.

“Can I…come in?”

I needed to tell her to go. Hell, I needed to tell her that this whole thing had been a bad idea from the start. After the way I’d reacted this afternoon when she’d asked me about Autumn? I needed to end this before it was too late.

But it was my fool mouth that was muttering, “Yeah, Tessa, you can come in.”


EIGHT

TESSA


My hand trembled as hard as my heart as I slowly twisted the knob to his bedroom door. The latch clicked and gave, and I drew in a steeling breath before I barely opened it an inch so I could peer through the crack.

My pulse still sprinted and clanged from the shout that had hammered through the cabin like the heavy carnage of a bomb.

Guttural.

Anguished.

My eyes narrowed as my sight tried to adjust.

Milo’s room was shrouded in shadows, dark and grim. Within it, I could almost make out the shape of the ghosts that howled and whipped and haunted the space.

His huge silhouette vibrated in the middle of it where he sat upright on his massive bed.

Somehow, he still managed to overpower it with his sheer size.

Every muscle in his body was rigid.

Coiled.

Ready to strike.

My spirit clutched.

All afternoon and night while he’d been at work, I’d reeled from the severity of the interaction we’d shared earlier in the day.

He’d been filled with a rage that hadn’t been directed at me.

A torrent of grief so great it’d erupted from his mouth and fired from his tongue.

Now, his aura danced in a glow of flames. Red and orange hues that lapped and simmered and seethed, as if the man were being burned alive where he sat struggling for control in the middle of his bed.

Carefully, I eased the door open farther and took a tentative step inside. In an instant, I was pummeled by the energy that ricocheted chaotically throughout the room.

“Hey.” The word was held in caution.

It would be rude to ask him if he was okay when he clearly was not.

His bed sat horizontally across the room, the headboard against the wall to my right.

Warily, he turned his focus toward me. “What are you doing in here, Tessa?”

There was no anger behind it. It was just another of those warnings that I shouldn’t try to get inside his head.

A warning that I couldn’t handle it or maybe that I couldn’t understand. Maybe I was ignorant to disagree. But his pain had jolted me from my own agonized, fitful sleep, and I couldn’t help but wonder if maybe we could be there for each other.

“I heard you,” was all that I said.

Energy swelled.

Whispered and blew and compelled.

The attraction I’d always felt for him was different this time.

Bolder and darker.

It was the kind that made you fearful to step into it because you knew your infatuation had turned dangerous.

It wasn’t light or frivolous.

It wasn’t a tease.

It was deep and desperate and terrifying.

And I was sure, right in that second, I felt it down to my soul.

Milo roughed out a cynical sound as he stared blankly at the window opposite him. “Never should have asked you to stay here.”

“Because you don’t want me here?” I figured I should lay it out. Tiptoeing wasn’t exactly my thing.

He looked at me then, with that strikingly gorgeous fury that he kept locked down tight. His jaw was clenched beneath his beard, and he leveled me with a stare that made me both want to run and drop to my knees.

“No, Tessa, because of how much I do want you here.”

Severity crashed.

An intense awareness that swirled through the room.

It compelled me forward.

“You’re lonely,” I murmured.

The air shivered, and the racing of my heart turned erratic.

His attention dipped to his legs that were covered by a dark comforter, his big body this fortress that I could so clearly see had been damaged.

Battered and barraged.

The foundation cracked.

Pieces missing.

He rubbed the heel of his hand against the center of his chest. “It wasn’t supposed to go down this way.”

“What way?” I pressed, pushing for details as I floated toward him, so slow it might take me an eternity to get there but compelled all the same.

“That I would lose every single thing that I loved.”

“Your wife?” The question was a ball of sympathy I lobbed at him.

“Gone.” He bunted it right back.

I didn’t need him to clarify. It was written in the single word.

She was gone.

Forever.

He had no chance of getting her back.

Heartache pulled tight, and my feet kept shuffling across the floor until I found myself standing at the edge of his bed.

He looked up at me in a way that clutched so tightly that it yanked me down onto the edge of his mattress.

No longer able to stand.

He’d told me to make myself at home, but I doubted that had included me creeping into his room at night.

But I didn’t think there was a bone in my body that could have resisted the lure of his spirit.

The need to come here.

“I’m sorry,” I mumbled, refusing to look away from the harsh planes of his face.

I had the urge to sweep the pad of my thumb over the stark slash of his eyebrows, like it might be able to erase some of the strain.

A low, rough chuckle rumbled the air, a sound that came completely at his expense. “I’m sorry, too.”

Part of me wanted to ask what happened to her, but I wasn’t sure we were there yet. Pushing my way into a place he’d asked me not to go. But there was something about what had transpired earlier today that had the words escaping without permission.

“What’s going on with your kids, Milo?”

Driving his fingers through his hair, he inhaled a sharp breath. Tension rippled over his flesh before the gruff confession left his mouth. “I just want them back.”

“How did your in-laws get custody?”

Self-hatred filled his laugh, and his honeyed eyes dimmed, a thousand shades of black that raged in the shadows.

“After Autumn died…” His teeth ground with the pain that rocked through him.

An earthquake.

“Let’s just say I wasn’t in the best frame of mind.”

“Anyone could understand that.”

His laughter was hollow. “No, Tessa, not everyone could understand that. I…” He hesitated for a moment before he admitted, “I pretty much disappeared for a year. Fell off the face of the earth because I wasn’t sure how to walk it any longer.”

I gulped and forced myself to remain sitting, quietly waiting for him to continue.

“When I returned, I told them I’d gotten myself back together. That I was ready to care for the kids. But they fought me on it. Took me to court. The judge saw me unfit, citing the kids would be better off with them.”

“How could anyone judge in their favor?”

“Look at me, Tessa.” He gestured at himself.

Slowly, I shifted, climbing onto my hands and knees so I could crawl up to face him. Crisscrossing my legs, I reached out and curled my hand around the top of his.

Sparks streaked up my arm.

Attraction.

Want.

I guarded myself against it, tried to ignore it.

What kind of selfish jerk would think about him in that way when he was finally opening up to me?

He needed a friend.

Someone who supported him.

“I’m so sorry, Milo. I can see how much you love them.”

“I got one day of visitation a week,” he continued on a heavy rasp, like now that he’d started, he didn’t know how to stop. “One fuckin’ day, Tessa.”

His sorrow spun around me, tendrils that pulled me in his direction.

“And what do you want?” Somehow, it came out a plea.

His thick throat bobbed when he swallowed, his confession low and hard. “I want to be there for them. I want to be the one who tucks them in at night and the one who wakes them up in the morning to get ready for school. I want to be the annoying dad who makes fuckin’ horrible jokes and the same one who patches up their skinned knees when they fall down. I want to raise them, Tessa. I want them to know every day of their lives that they are my reason. The purpose I have to go on.” Desperation ground through his words. “I want them to know they are the meaning of my life.”

Emotion pressed down. A thousand pounds on my chest.

The man was conflict.

Sweet and good.

Rough and fierce.

A beautiful beast with that broken halo tipped to the side.

I wanted to reach out and straighten it.

Promise he was decent and right.

True, I hardly knew him. It didn’t matter. I could still see.

Could feel.

It was something Bobby had always said I possessed—the ability to barely brush into someone’s atmosphere and know the state of their heart.

Whether it was ugly or honest.

Corrupt or kind.

“What are you going to do?” Caution filled my quieted words.

Hope shimmered around his big body. “I’ve hired a new lawyer, and I’m petitioning the court for full custody. Didn’t want it to come to that, had hoped that we could come to some sort of resolution, but…”

He inhaled heavily before he slowly blew out, the gentleness that was this man at odds with the ferocity that radiated from his flesh. “My in-laws won’t budge. They keep claiming I’m unfit. A threat to my children’s well-being. It doesn’t help they are loaded. They basically pay for things to go down the way they want. But if they want to fight me, then I’m going to fight back hard.”

“What can I do to help? I could be a witness. Tell them what a really awesome roommate you are. I mean, who wouldn’t want someone like me vouching for them?” I joked.

But I meant it.

“I’ll do anything you need, Milo.”

“How is it you’re so good, Little Dove?”

“I am pretty great, right?” My smile was soggy, hoping he understood. That I truly wanted the best for him.

“I mean it. Anything you need,” I reiterated as my hand tightened around his.

He shifted it to thread his fingers through mine. We both just kind of…stared at where we were joined.

Contemplating what it meant.

Friendship, Tessa. It meant friendship.

But I couldn’t deny the way my guts were tangled in a coil of excitement, sitting there with him like this.

I had to blame it on my own loneliness.

Sure, I had friends. Eden was my world. The best friend I could ask for.

But there was always something missing. With each loss I’d suffered, the void inside me had been carved deeper.

Karl had done nothing to fill it.

He’d only amplified it.

Filled it with chains and shame and this gross feeling that had seeded itself so deep in my being I’d thought I’d never be able to uproot it.

With Milo?

My throat thickened, and I tried to swallow around the rising of something fascinating.

Enchanting.

Lovely and formidable.

And I was suddenly struck with an idea. A freaking crazy, wild, reckless idea.

Milo frowned, catching up to the shift in my mood. “What is it?”

Anticipation had me stroking my tongue across my lips. “I have an idea.”

“What’s that?”

“We pretend to be engaged.”

Shocked, he started to yank his hand away, but I held on tighter. “You said it yourself that your in-laws have painted you in a bad light. Let’s repaint it. Show them that you’ve moved on with your life. That you’re healthy and happy and in love. Building something new. Let’s show them that you deserve to have your kids back.”

“Tessa.” My name fell from his lips like a reprimand. Like I’d jumped off the deep end.

I wasn’t swayed. “Think about it, Milo. Why do you think they haven’t given you custody? Because you’re some dude who lives by himself, right?”

He flinched like I’d hit him, and I gathered up his hand tighter. “I’m not being flippant about this, Milo. Think about it. What would your attorney say if they were told you were engaged? Be honest.”

He shifted his gaze away, looking to the wall. He might have wanted to reject my idea, but I could tell the way his chest heaved that there was some validity to it.

“What would your attorney say?” I pressed again.

“She’d probably be thrilled to hear it.”

“See,” I drew out, holding too tightly to his hand, excited by the prospect.

“This is a terrible idea, Tessa.” His voice was a deep rumble.

“All the good ones are.” I grinned.

A soft chuckle tumbled off his lips, and he raked a hand through his hair, eyeing me carefully. “Are you serious about this?”

“I meant it when I said I’d do anything to help you, and I’m pretty sure this is the best thing I could do. We’re friends. We’re supposed to help each other.”

“I don’t think I can ask that of you.”

“You aren’t asking anything of me, Milo. I’m offering it.”

Disbelieving amusement flitted through his strong features. “You’re insane, you know that?”

“Completely. That’s why you love me.” I said it light, but emotion wobbled through the air.

“Do you think we could pull it off?” I rushed, trying to ignore the way my insides quaked with how close he was.

The smile that kicked at the edge of his mouth was sad. “It couldn’t be all that hard imagining getting to love you.”

My knees knocked with the impact of it. “But don’t you worry. It’s all just fake. Completely fake. Right?” I didn’t mean to let the last word hitch with hope.

My stomach flipped as the foolish girl inside me hoped this might include the two of us getting naked.

His eyes took a quick jaunt over my body. “Wouldn’t dream of touching you, Tessa.”

“Well, now you’re just offending me.” My lips curled a fraction. Like all of this was no big deal when I was pretty sure what I’d just offered wasn’t going to come without consequences.

Being in his space like this. Wanting him when he would never want me. Already half in love with a man who would never love me back.

“You know you’re stunning, Tessa. Every fuckin’ inch of you. Inside and out. I just won’t be the fool to dream of it for myself.”

That lump in my throat throbbed, and nervously, I wrung my fingers together.

“I want to help you,” I whispered, so quietly. “I want to help you get your kids back. This is where they belong. Let’s do this, Milo. Together.”

His big palm glided up my neck and settled on the side of my face. “Are you sure?”

“I am,” I promised.

No matter the cost.

The affection in his gaze threatened to burn me to bits. “Thank you. I won’t ever be able to repay you.”

“I’m not asking you to repay me, Milo. This is what friends do.”

“Never thought I’d have a friend quite like you.”

“Well, I am pretty amazing.” I winked.

His thumb slipped across the apple of my cheek, no lightness in his tone when he murmured, “You are completely amazing.”

I gulped, caught in the intensity, in his warmth that was nothing but a trap.

I hopped off his bed before I did something stupid like crawl into his lap. “I’d better get back to bed.”

He nodded slowly, his gaze tracing me in the lapping shadows. “Okay.”

Turning, I headed for the door because I had to get out of there before it became too much.

I had my hand on his doorknob when his voice caressed me from behind. “Thank you, Tessa. I mean it in a way you don’t understand. Even if it doesn’t turn out in my favor, my gratitude toward you will be unending.”

From over my shoulder, I peered back at him. “This is going to be risky, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. But the risk is all on me, and there’s nothing I won’t do for my kids.”

I nodded around the disorder that blew through my spirit. “Then I’m happy to do it with you.”

Before either of us could say anything else, I opened his door and made a beeline for the guest room, thinking it might sever the attraction that had left me a needy mess.

My body aching for him was one thing.

That, I could handle.

But I knew, deep down, it was my heart that was at risk.


NINE

MILO


It was a bit after eight the next morning when she shuffled out of her room the same way as I’d come to expect her to do.

All cute and rumpled and looking like she needed a straight shot of coffee injected into her veins.

Red hair a flaming mess, eyes sleepy, a slight grin on her rosebud lips that always grew when she saw me standing in the kitchen.

“Hey, Little Dove,” I murmured, trying to keep my cool as she crossed the room.

Hard to do when she wore a tight tank that matched these tiny sleep shorts that barely covered her ass and showed off those long-ass legs.

The woman had really set her sights on doing me in.

That in itself was enough to do stupid things to my dick. Pair it with what she’d offered me last night?

Tessa had me totally off-kilter. Pitched in a place where I didn’t know whether to be ashamed or dropping to my knees in gratitude.

“Morning, Milo.” Her voice was cautious, something almost shy about it, her gaze unsure, like she was trying to decipher if what’d gone down last night was real or if it’d been a bad dream.

I poured her a cup of coffee before she even made it to the island, and I slid it her direction as she propped herself onto a stool. I passed her the creamer, too.

She hummed. “My hero.”

I grunted. “Hardly. I think you’re mine.”

She stared at me from behind her coffee cup. “You’re kind of amazing, too, you know that?”

“Not always, Tessa.” Half of me wanted her to understand the truth of it, the other wanted to hide it. Keep her in the dark, where she’d keep looking at me like I was something good and right.

Like I hadn’t chased down sin and started a fallout that had cost everything.

Silence hovered in the air between us, two of us contemplating what we’d gotten ourselves into. She took a sip of her coffee, studying me carefully before she set her mug on the counter, going all business. “So, how are we going to handle this thing?”

From where I stood across from her, I planted my palms on the counter. “The fiancé thing?”

Redness kissed her cheeks. Was she actually blushing?

“Yeah, that thing.” The words were wispy, tugging at that dead spot that once had been my heart.

I inhaled deep before I set the fantasy free.

“We met each other through Trent and Eden. I’ve secretly wanted you since I met you, and when you finally broke up with your boyfriend, I took the chance that you might feel the same. It all happened fast, our love. You came here one night, and you never left because you found the place where you belong.”

Didn’t mean to choke over the last, this lump of something gathering at the base of my throat, making it difficult to breathe.

Tessa made a tiny noise. “That sounds about right.”

My gaze ate her up, the girl sitting at the island like an artifact that had been here all along. Waiting to be discovered.

Her delicate throat tremored. “When are we getting married?”

I continued on with the delusion. “In the spring, out on the dock by the lake because you fell in love with this place, too.”

“Right, yes. I definitely did. And I’ll wear this gorgeous white dress and flowers in my hair and these crystal Manolos that I’ve wanted forever but could never afford.”

She actually squealed at that.

My stupid mind went to conjuring the vision before guilt stabbed into the picture with a violence so fierce I didn’t know how I wasn’t bleeding out on the floor.

“Oh, you’re a lucky man, Milo Hendricks. I’m going to be gorgeous.” There she was with her sweet, sassy tease, shimmying her shoulders.

“No question about that,” I told her. There was a small, twisted part of me that wished this was real.

Her expression softened, the same as her words. “Remy will be our flower girl, and Scout will be the ring bearer.”

My chest tightened, and I forced myself to smile. “The only thing I want is to be fully back in their lives.”

Reaching over the island, she squeezed my hand. “They will be, Milo.”

I slipped my fingers between hers, shifting to twine them together. “Because of you.”

A soft grin slid to her face, and those freckles lit. “I am pretty great.”

Zero arrogance.

Pure Tessa.

“That you are,” I told her.

Hesitating, she dipped her gaze to the far side of the kitchen.

“What is it?” I urged.

She slowly returned her attention to me, her eyes raging with a tumult I hated to see there. “I need to get my things at Karl’s today. Would you be able to go with me? I really don’t want to go alone.”

Possession pulsed through my blood. “That’s good, because I don’t want you going there alone, either.”

That blush was back, and she squeezed my hand again, her head tipped to the side when she whispered, “I think you and I are going to make a pretty good team.”


TEN

MILO


“Knock, knock,” the voice called from out of nowhere.

Ah, shit.

I knew that voice, and I knew it well.

I jerked around from where I was loading the dishwasher, needing something to do with my hands, all around trying to get my head on straight while Tessa went to shower and get ready to go get her things.

That right there fucked with my brain.

I couldn’t stop from picturing her under the spray.

Bare body beneath it.

Girl perfect and wet and, motherfuck, there I went, losing direction all over again.

I tamped the visions down because I had a brand-new situation to attend to.

I forced a smile just in time to catch my mother poking her head through the front door.

She gave me a giant grin when she saw me and slipped in without invitation like it was just another day.

Funny, considering there wasn’t a single thing about this day that felt normal.

“Hey, Mom, how are you?” I roughed a flustered hand through my hair as I fumbled out from around the island.

“I’m great. It’s gorgeous out, so I decided to take the long route and swing by to see how my favorite son is, you know, since he hasn’t bothered to call his poor, lonely mother in the last week.”

“Your only son,” I gruffed, though there wasn’t an ounce of annoyance to it since my mother was the best woman in the world.

She’d been there for me when no one else was.

Dragging me out from the pit where I’d fallen and into the land of the living when living was the last thing I’d wanted to do.

Reeled me back from the edge of destruction where I’d hunted like a beast.

Bloodthirst on my tongue and vengeance on my hands.

Going after it hadn’t done anything but steal the rest of my joy, and she’d been the one who’d gotten through to me, forced me to see I was only spoiling what I had left.

I had to stand for my kids.

Little did we know what a battle that was going to be.

“Pretty sure Matthew is keeping you plenty busy, anyway.” I arched a brow.

My mom had gone and fallen in love, and the guy was over there constantly.

My mother was a knockout.

Her hair was thick and black, and she wore it in a long bob around her defined face. She had this vibrancy about her that glowed. But make no mistake—she wasn’t up for taking anyone’s shit, either.

She’d been through hell and back when I was young, and she wasn’t going to make that mistake again.

With a giggle, she waved me off. “Pssh. He’s no replacement for you, and for the record, just because you’re my only son doesn’t mean you’re not still my favorite. Accept it.”

Casually, she stomped off her boots on the rug. It sent her hair swishing around her shoulders, and her eyes that were the same color as mine danced with love as she peered over at me.

“Fine. I’m your favorite.” A tweak of a grin hit the edge of my mouth.

“Busy week?” she asked, seriously that time, staring at me in question.

No doubt she’d taken note of the anxiety that had to be zapping from my skin in strikes of chaotic colors.

I rubbed a hand over my beard. “Somethin’ like that.”

It was just then that the shower turned off in the guest bathroom, and with the stark change in noise level, my mom realized we weren’t alone.

“Oh.” There was a slight furrow to her brow, then the dent got compounded by a bolt of glee that lit in her eyes.

Shit.

Of course, she was going to jump to conclusions.

Hanging onto a hope that was never going to come to fruition.

I hated she was going to have to believe this arrangement with Tessa was something it was not, but there was no other way. That didn’t mean I had a clue how to deal with it, and panic sped through my veins when the bathroom door creaked open.

“I’ll be ready in ten, Milo!” Tessa called before she appeared at the opening of the hall.

Wrapped in a black terrycloth robe, her red hair as wet as could be.

Tessa was this natural, stunning beauty.

The sight of her did just that.

Stunned me.

My tongue locked in my mouth, and my stomach fisted in want.

Shit.

I had to get this attraction under control.

Her blue eyes rounded when she saw we had company, and she shifted on her feet like she was standing in hot coals, stammering, “O-o-oh, hi.”

Taking a step forward, Tessa pinned a bright smile on her face that was only partially faked. Her freckles sparked in the sunlight that slanted in through the windows, and I could feel her discomfort coming off her in waves.

She swallowed, forcing back the agitation. “You must be Milo’s mom.”

My mom’s attention swung to me in pure speculation.

I didn’t have women at my place.

Not ever.

And certainly not ones soaking wet and wearing only a robe.

When I didn’t say anything, she returned her gaze to Tessa. “I am.”

Tessa’s smile grew sincere. “I am not shocked. Seriously, he looks just like you, and believe me, that is about the highest compliment I could pay you. Have you seen your son?”

She sent me a gentle yet ribbing grin.

Warmth radiated from her spirit.

This girl so kind.

She had a way of making the people around her feel welcome.

Important.

I’d seen her do it a hundred times at the club, not to mention the times I’d hung out with the Lawsons.

The woman shining her light.

Making the world better just by being in it.

Friendly laughter rippled from my mom. “He’s about as handsome as they come, isn’t he?”

Two of them.

Now I was in trouble.

“Oh, yeah,” Tessa agreed. “Good DNA.”

My mom’s eyes were wide when she looked over at me. “I like this girl.”

In an instant, Tessa came rushing from the hall. “I’m Tessa, and it’s so great to meet you.”

The warmth Tessa exuded also made her a smidge erratic.

She was nothing but a streak of joy and excitement as she rushed my mom, like my mother’s statement had given her the go.

She opened her arms and wrapped my mom in them, swaying her back and forth and making a bunch of squealing noises. “I knew you were going to be amazing.”

My mom laughed before she pulled back a fraction so she could look at Tessa. “Is that so?”

Mom’s voice was soft curiosity and a slow thrill.

Something I could feel climbing from her spirit.

It made me itchy.

“Well, your son is crazy amazing, so I figured you had to be, too.”

“That he is.”

They both looked at me.

I fidgeted, antsy as fuck.

Tessa shifted to take my mom by both hands, and she looked her up and down. “How are you so gorgeous?”

“Okay, I really like this girl,” Mom said, voice a sweet tease, gaze speaking in silent code that shouted, Oh, you snagged yourself a good one.

She had to know it was an impossibility.

But if we were going to pull this thing off?

We had to convince people it was real, and shit, my heart sank at what I had to do, but my mom would never fucking approve if she knew the plan we’d concocted.

I forced myself to move, boots thudding the floor as I warily approached where they stood together like they were the best of friends.

My heart climbed up to take residence in my throat as I stretched a shaking hand toward Tessa.

Confusion filled her expression before she slowly reached out and accepted it. Warmth streaked up my arm.

Exactly the way I wished it wouldn’t.

I tugged her to stand at my side, shifting her around so we both were facing my mom.

I sucked for a steadying breath, holding on to Tessa like it would give me strength.

“Oh, good, he’s going to say something,” Mom teased.

I sent her a soft glare, then struggled to keep my voice light when I said, “Figured official introductions are in order. Tessa, this is my mom, Cheryl.” Hesitation held the confession for a second before I pushed it out. “Mom, I want you to meet Tessa, my fiancée.”

A tremor rocked through Tessa’s body at my proclamation, though she managed to keep it together.

My mother didn’t fare so well.

She went pale and came close to buckling, and her hand shot out to the wall to keep herself steady as she was rocked with the impact of my lie that she believed only as the truth.

“What? How? When?”

The questions tumbled fast.

Guilt locked up my tongue.

Tessa gave me another squeeze, her voice this low, compassionate thing when she quickly spoke, “I met Milo through our friends, Trent and Eden. I always had this secret thing for him, like instant, from the second I saw him.”

A husky, nervous giggle rolled up her throat as she peeked at me before she returned her attention to my mom.

“But I had a boyfriend at the time, who was a total jerk. Things were never going to work out for us. So, when Milo found out I’d ended it, he asked me to dinner. We clicked. And I know it’s fast, but this…what we have? It’s beautiful.”

Her hand twitched against mine. That message for me.

It was beautiful.

What we were doing.

Fighting for my kids.

Swallowing hard, I lifted her hand and brought the back of it to my lips.

“She’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me,” I muttered.

I should have known this wasn’t gonna end well when I didn’t have to dig all that deep for the deception.

Still, shame flared.

Clawed.

Gutted me from the inside.

Tears started streaming down my mom’s face.

Fuck.

This was brutal.

She breathed a couple haggard breaths before she rushed back for Tessa. For the longest time, she hugged her hard, the two caught up in some sacred place.

Murmurings rumbled from their mouths.

“Thank you. Thank you for loving my son.”

“I’m the one who’s thankful.”

I was wrong. This wasn’t just brutal. It was devastating.

Finally, Mom peeled herself away. Her cheeks were red and soaked, and she smacked my chest with the back of her hand. “I am so mad at you for keeping this from me.”

There was no anger.

Just joy.

Sheer, fucking joy.

“I’m sorry. It’s brand new, and we needed to figure a few things out before we announced it,” I forced out.

Mom curled her arms around my waist and set her head on my chest since she was an entire foot and a half shorter than me. “I’m so happy for you, Milo. I knew the time would come. I knew you’d find love. Joy and peace. Everything you deserve.”

Agony twisted me in two.

Easing back, she turned her affection on Tessa. “And I’m so thankful he gets to share it with you.”

Tessa looked at me. Ocean eyes a calm, vast sea. “So am I.”


ELEVEN

TESSA


Nerves battered my ribs, and my palms were slick with sweat as Milo pulled to a stop at the curb in front of Karl’s house. Years of bad memories flooded my brain. Every one of them was a reminder of why I had to take a leap in this direction.

A leap I was taking for myself.

Fear had stopped me.

The worry that I had no other options.

But I had people who cared about me, and I knew they’d help me figure this out.

I glanced over at Milo who vibrated in the driver’s seat.

He was all burly monster then, aggression so clear in the way his hulking muscles twitched and flexed as he held on to the steering wheel like it was the only thing keeping him from flying out the door and seeking retribution.

Beautiful Beast.

“Don’t like the idea of you going in there by yourself,” came as a low rumble from his mouth.

Was it wrong that I liked it so much?

“If he’s here, it’s only going to make things worse if you go storming in there with me. He’s going to take it as a threat, and we don’t need that trouble. I’m going to grab a few things and my car, lickety-split, then we’ll get the heck out of here. He won’t even know I was here.”

Ferocity blazed through Milo’s expression. “You have any issues, you call me. I’ll be right here waiting.”

“I know you will, and I hope you know how much I appreciate that.”

I ducked out of his idling truck and rushed up the walkway toward the ritzy, modern house. I’d think it really super gorgeous if the douchenugget hadn’t ruined it with all his ugliness. Painted it in his overinflated ego.

Now, the monstrosity oozed with Karl’s pretension and snobbery.

I could feel myself getting tripped up in it where it leaked from the cracks and leached out in a thick, slimy bog.

Fighting the force of it, I climbed to the columned front porch, my pulse racing so wild I thought I might pass out.

I might have put on a brave face for Milo, but I’d rather spend an entire day locked in a classroom full of six-year-olds who’d popped a dozen cases of Red Bull than deal with Karl’s petulant ass.

I stole a quick glance behind me.

Milo watched me through the windshield, his expression coiled in pained restraint.

My chest panged.

It looked like he physically ached letting me do this alone.

And crap, this was all getting extraordinarily complicated.

These feelings.

These wonderful, horrible, terrifying feelings.

His kids.

His mother.

But most of all, it was the man.

I gave him a thumbs-up before I turned and moved for the door.

I eased the key into the lock so slowly, I could hear each of the bullets sliding into the groove. My breaths were shallow, and I pushed open the door to the spray of afternoon light that speared through the row of windows that sat high up on the two-story wall.

The alarm started to beep, and I rushed over to the pad and entered the code to shut it off.

It was a miracle.

Karl had actually respected my wishes for once and wasn’t there.

Maybe he didn’t want to deal with me, either.

My attention swept over the main room. Everything was white and sleek and posh and probably the most uncomfortable thing I’d ever seen.

Disgust pooled in my stomach.

This place was nothing more than a prison to me.

No more.

I took a quick breath and jogged up the stairs to the second floor. I went into the master bedroom and directly into the enormous closet.

I snagged a suitcase from the top shelf, tossed it open on the floor, and began to stuff as many things into it as I could.

Shirts and jeans and my favorite dresses.

Shoes.

I stuffed in as many of those as I could.

Obviously.

I dumped in an entire drawer of underwear and bras.

There.

Snagging a big tote from a shelf, I hustled from the bedroom, across the landing, and into the office.

Second to my car, what I needed most were the important documents I kept in a bin. I knelt next to the bookcase that had a row of drawers on the bottom, and I opened the one where I stored my things and began to frantically pull out what I needed.

Bobby’s medical records.

My birth certificate and social security card.

Pictures of our parents and a few of me and Bobby from when we were children.

The information for the storage locker where I kept Bobby’s possessions because I’d never had the heart to get rid of them.

I stalled out when the shadow fell across me from behind.

My racing heart chugged, and my blood thickened to sludge.

I’d never been afraid of Karl before.

Honestly, I’d felt little of it the night he’d hit me. Most of that adrenaline had been fueled by my anger.

I hadn’t ever felt an innuendo of it until yesterday.

And I felt the full force of it right then.

I thought maybe a veil had been lifted.

The one that had cloaked him in chivalry and hidden away a vileness I could feel curling through the air.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Venom cut through the room.

I hid my alarm behind a scowl, glancing at my phone, unsure how to play this. I could easily call Milo, but him barging in would only escalate whatever bullshit Karl wanted to throw my way.

I intended on throwing it back.

“Getting my things, like I said. Don’t worry, I won’t be long. Give me one second, and I’ll be out of your hair.” I said it like it was no big deal.

I went back to grabbing the few files I needed, doing my best to keep my hands from shaking as I stuffed them into the bag.

“You don’t get to do this.”

“And what’s that?” I kept it all so casual as I zipped the bag and stood.

Karl was at the doorway, dressed in his typical suit, not a blond hair out of place. But his blue eyes were cold as he stretched his arms out across the doorway. “Leave.”

I huffed. “We already went over this yesterday, Karl. Like I said, I’m finished with you. It’s over.” I moved around the desk and started his way with my head held high. “Now get out of my way.”

When I got to within a foot of him, he grabbed me by the throat, his hand cruel and unforgiving.

My mouth gaped open with the surprise, and a slosh of terror slithered down my spine.

This was different.

So different than I’d ever seen him before.

“Let me go, Karl, I’m not joking.” I hated that the pressure slurred my voice. “You’re not going to back me into a corner, and I’m not going to change my mind or conform to your will. In case you didn’t notice, I don’t give a shit what you say anymore.”

“Do you have any idea how much money I’ve spent on your worthless brother? He’d be dead if it weren’t for me.”

“And I’m grateful for that.” It was true. That money had mattered, even though it’d come from this jerk. “But you tainted it, and that’s on you.”

He squeezed tighter, and I did my best not to panic, but there was a fury in his eyes that I’d never seen before.

And my breaths, they were wheezing, my throat constricting to the point of pain.

My mind spun with a swirl of dizziness, and my fingers itched with the regret that I hadn’t tapped out an SOS to Milo.

I had little choice then.

Fight or flight.

I decided on the first.

I dropped the bag to the floor, and the sudden movement caught Karl off guard. Before he recognized my intention, I reached up, grabbed him by the shoulders, and shoved my knee between his legs.

Hard.

I found a sick satisfaction in the crunch.

Roaring, his hand slipped from my throat, and he stumbled back as he bent in two.

There was no time to relish in it because he straightened before I had the chance to grab my things and run.

He took a menacing step forward, and I took one back. Another, then another. The backs of my thighs hit the edge of the desk. “Leave me alone, Karl, I’m warning you.”

Condescending laughter rolled from him. “You’re warning me? I think you have this situation completely twisted around. I own you, Tessa. Bought and paid for.”

“You bastard,” I seethed. “It wasn’t like that, and you know it.”

“Wasn’t it?”

He kept coming, and he reached out to grab me by the arm.

I wasn’t about to let it happen.

I’d go psycho on his ass before he ever touched me again.

I slapped his hand away. “Don’t touch me.”

“You don’t get to make that choice.”

When he moved for me, I went feral.

Clawing and hitting and kicking.

Nails scraping as shouts ripped up my throat.

I was only half-shocked when I got in a good hit. My fist connected with his mouth, and his lip split open.

Blood dribbled from the wound.

It only made him angrier.

“You bitch,” he hissed.

He shoved me hard, setting me off balance, and I gasped when he had me by a wrist, then the other. He bent my arms back and pinned me to the top of his desk.

I flailed and tore and struggled to break free.

“It appears you need a reminder of your position. I spent fifteen-thousand-fucking-dollars a month to pay for your pathetic brother. This is the least you can do.”

He shifted both my wrists to one hand, the asshole trying to work his other hand between us like he was going to shove off my pants.

It created a gap between us when he did.

I took the chance.

This time, my knee hit him in the stomach when I drew it up fast. The impact knocked him off to the side, and I shot up to run, but then froze with the storm of violence that suddenly descended on the room.

Held in the dark malice that rained.

“What the fuck are you doing in my house?” Karl snarled.

“This.”

I couldn’t decipher if it was in fast or slow motion, the way Milo moved before he had Karl by the shirt, dragging him up and toward him. He cocked his giant arm back at the same time.

He delivered a punch to Karl’s nose.

One hit.

One blow.

Karl was facedown on the floor when Milo let his shirt go.

Shock hurtled from my lungs in rasping juts, and Milo glared down at him, too freaking calm for how Karl was bleeding out on the white carpet.

“Is he dead?” I whispered in abject horror.

“Unfortunately, no,” was all he said, his jaw clenched so tight I thought his teeth would shatter.

“Are you injured?” he finally grated.

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

My nod was shaky. “Yeah.”

“Then let’s get the hell out of here.”

I nodded again, still trying to process what had happened, my attention on Karl, who wasn’t moving, as I slipped off the desk. I stared at him for a second before I rushed to grab the bag from the floor.

A frenzy lit, and I tossed the strap over my shoulder before I ran back into the master bedroom and into the closet.

I dropped to my knees, frantic, barely able to get my hands to cooperate as I tried to get the suitcase zipped shut. Milo was suddenly there, kneeling in front of me, taking my hands and setting them in my lap.

“Let me.” His voice was low. Back to that reserved quietness he wore at the club.

He zipped it closed, his gaze cautious as he stood with the suitcase and stretched out his free hand. “Let’s go.”

I nodded again.

Numb.

Shocked.

I didn’t know.

I rushed to keep up with him as he hauled butt out of the room and across the landing to the stairs. I warily glanced through the double doors of the office to where Karl had begun to moan as we went by.

Holy crap.

Did that just happen?

Milo gave my hand a tug, and he bounded down the stairs. I almost followed him out the door before I realized what I’d forgotten.

“I need to get my car.”

“Shit.” He almost looked like he was going to tell me to leave it.

“This way.” I turned directions, and Milo followed me into the garage. Three luxury cars were parked in the first bays, and my Corolla was in the fourth. I jammed at the button to open the garage door, and I moved for the car, Milo right behind me.

I got into the driver’s seat, my shaking hands going to the steering wheel, my breaths labored.

“You sure you can drive, Little Dove?”

“Yep, I’m fine. Great. Perfect, actually. You kicked Karl’s ass.” I grinned. All manic-like. But could anyone blame me?

Milo grunted. “Pull out and onto the road. I’ll follow you home.”

Home.

Right.

With my fake fiancé.

I laughed.

Laughed and laughed because this shit was hysterical.

Huh.

It looked like the insanity of it all had just caught up to me.


TWELVE

MILO


My chest pulled in all the wrong places as I looked out the bank of windows to the view out back.

She was there, sitting on the edge of the dock with her legs dangling over the side, her feet bare, her arms propping her up as she tilted her face back to the last fragments of sunlight that hung to the pink-hewn sky.

A breeze gently blew, and those fiery locks of red billowed with the soft gusts, in time with the ripples that shimmered across the placid lake.

She looked like a fucking painting right then, framed by the trees that towered on each side, the mountains a gorgeous backdrop behind her.

But the girl was the focus.

The center.

The light.

Like the painter had gotten the shading just right.

Throat thick, I eased open the door and stepped onto the porch. The air was cool as it brushed my overheated flesh.

Pushing away the reservations, I eased down the three porch steps and took the path that cut through the middle of the lawn. My footsteps slowed as I trekked across the yard to the beach, slower still as I took the first step onto the dock.

The wood groaned, and I could feel Tessa’s spirit race out to meet with mine.

That strange connection thrummed on a thread of peace.

Crazy, since I’d never had such a disorder toiling from within.

She sat up a bit and ran a hand through her hair to tame it, tucking it to one side and exposing the delicate slope of her neck as she shifted to look at me.

A slow smile moved across her stunning face, the sharp angles somehow so fucking soft while every part of me remained rigid and hard, my blood still boiling from the showdown with Karl earlier today.

“Hey, you,” she whispered into the quiet rustling of the forest.

Blue eyes swam.

A welcome.

Calling me to their depths.

“Hey.”

“Want to join me?” Tessa lifted her wine glass, her voice shifting into a tease. “I’m about to polish this baby off. Clearly, I need someone to save me from myself.”

She had a bottle of pink, bubbly wine chilling on ice in a wooden bucket, and a Bluetooth speaker hummed some indie band I didn’t recognize.

“Have to work.” I was having a hard time responding in anything more than grunts.

Amusement played all over that tempting mouth. “At a bar.”

Air puffed from my nose. “What, you think we sit around doing shots all night?”

“Isn’t that what people who work at bars do?”

“It’s my job to haul the drunk assholes out, not to be the drunk asshole.”

Her smile spread too wide. “Are you implying I’m an asshole, Milo Hendricks?”

Rough laughter scraped out. This girl just had a way of soothing the soul.

“Think you’re the farthest thing from it, Little Dove. Think you deserve that entire bottle after what went down today.”

Cautiously, I eased the rest of the way over and sat down beside her. That energy went to whispering around us the way it liked to do, calming, almost disarming, while my insides stormed with her claim.

Her smile softened, filled with this gratefulness that spun around her like silk. “Thank you for what you did earlier. I really hate dragging you into my mess.”

I huffed. “Dragging me into your mess? Pretty sure it’s the other way around.”

Her head barely shook. “You were there when I needed you.”

I warred, unsure of what to reveal, unable to stop the confession from bubbling out. “I wanted to be there for you. Needed to be. Walking in on that?”

My throat locked on the violence that still screamed for release. The truth that I’d wanted to end him. It’d taken everything in me to remain standing over the piece of shit and not let go.

Give in.

“I heard what he said, Tessa. About your brother?”

I hadn’t even known that she had a brother.

“That he’s been paying for his care?” I continued. “That’s why you stayed with him for all that time? That’s why you’ve been walking around looking like you’re gonna fall apart?”

Her nod was soft. “Yeah.”

“I never fully got it, but I guess I still knew he had a hold on you.”

Her head drooped between her shoulders, and I couldn’t help but reach out and tip her chin toward me, forcing her to look at me. “You don’t have to be ashamed, Tessa. You didn’t do anything wrong. You were just fighting for someone you love.”

“And now I have no idea what I’m going to do.”

“It’s covered, Tessa.”

I had more money than I could ever spend. Autumn had had a life insurance policy when we’d met. She named me the beneficiary when we’d gotten married. It was money that made me sick where it festered in an unused bank account. I’d thought a million times to donate it, but I’d needed to use a portion of it to finish the house to give the kids the home Autumn and I had hoped for. Plus, I needed it to use for attorney fees, and the rest would go to the kids when they got old enough.

It would go for this, too. To the one who was fighting for my kids. To bring this family back together.

A sharp gasp raked from her lungs. “I can’t take money from you.”

“You can. It’s just been sitting there in my bank account. I want you to have it.”

She scoffed and tried to jerk her chin away. “I won’t be indebted to someone else, Milo.”

I slipped my hand down to her neck, my thumb tracing her jaw, coaxing her back. “There’s no debt, Tessa. No trade. This is a friend taking care of a friend, same way as you’re taking care of me.”

Tears blurred in those blue eyes. “Milo, I can’t⁠—”

“Please, let me do this for you. Because I can. Because I care for you. Just like I know you care for me.”

Her throat tremored. “Milo.”

“Please. We’re a team, remember?”

A soggy giggle slipped from between her red lips. “Twisting my words on me, huh?”

I grinned. “Whatever it takes.”

She blew out a sigh. “Okay, but just until I figure something else out. I won’t be mooching off you forever.”

“It’s yours for as long as you want it.”

“I promise I’ll pay you back as soon as I can.” She exhaled a choppy breath. “Ugh, this is a total mess, isn’t it? I can’t even believe what he tried to do.”

Remnants of the fear she’d worn earlier traipsed through her features. “I had no idea Karl could be such a monster. A jerk? Sure. But something has changed.”

“Men like him don’t like bein’ told no. They think whatever they want is owed to them.”

“He can’t have me anymore.”

“And he doesn’t like that.”

“No, he doesn’t,” she whispered. Her gaze drifted out over the water, contemplation and worry, before she slowly shifted her attention back to me. “I’m not sure he’s going to give up. I think I might have pissed him off even more.”

“He gets near you again, it’s not gonna turn out so good for him, Tessa.” The words rang with a warning of truth.

Flames sparked where she touched my arm. “You can’t do anything reckless, Milo. You’re fighting to get your kids back, and the last thing you need is to get into trouble on my account. Karl…”

Tessa swallowed, her throat bobbing hard. “He has connections. He’s friends with the mayor. He’ll twist everything in his favor, and I’m already worried that he’ll find some way to retaliate after what happened today.”

“He doesn’t get a free pass for touching you, Tessa. I don’t care about the consequences.”

And fuck, I did care. Of course, I cared.

My kids.

The thing I wanted most in this world was to prove to my kids that they were worth it.

My love and my devotion and my everything.

But I couldn’t stand aside and let the bastard mess with Tessa. Not on my watch.

“I don’t want to be a burden to you, Milo.”

Taking her hand, I threaded our fingers together. It was becoming a nasty habit.

“Don’t think you could ever be that, Tessa. You’re giving me a gift.”

Uncertainty billowed from her spirit, and she peeked over at me. “I’m sorry you had to lie to your mom this morning.”

There was almost a question behind it, but more so, understanding.

I raked my free hand over my face to break up the discomfort. “She would never approve of this sham. She’d try to talk me out of it. Tell me I’m only going to make things worse. I think it’s best if she believes this is real. Otherwise, she’s going to worry more.”

“She’s going to be heartbroken when she finds out it’s not.”

“No doubt about that.”

“She’s amazing.” Tessa’s voice was wonder. “She loves you so much.”

“She is amazing. She’s always been my rock. The one who was there, no matter what.”

“Unconditional,” she whispered.

“Yeah.”

“My mom was like that, too, before she passed.”

My chest squeezed, and I rubbed my thumb over the back of her hand, feeling the slow swell of sadness ripple across her flesh. “How long has it been?”

“I was fifteen. My brother is four years older than me. He stepped up and took care of me when he was barely more than a kid himself.”

“And now you’re taking care of him.”

Her smile was frail. “I’m not doing a very good job of it.”

“Not true, Tessa. Most people would never go the lengths you have.”

“I just wish I could do it myself, but I seriously doubt my teacher’s salary or the small amount I’m making as the foundation director is ever going to cut it.” She choked out a little self-deprecating laugh.

“We’ll figure it out,” I promised.

The two of us sat there with our fingers threaded like it was the most natural thing in the world while the sun continued to sink behind the mountains.

Rays sparked behind the skyline, striking the wisps of clouds in oranges and purples and fiery reds. Twilight cast the air in that grayed vapor you could almost reach out and touch.

“It’s so beautiful here,” Tessa whispered into the duskiness. “A girl could get used to this.”

Playfulness kissed her mouth as she smiled over at me.

My chest fisted at the sight, lust curling in my gut.

“It’s yours as long as you want it. But if it becomes too much? If it gets to be too much pressure or gets in the way of you finding your joy, you tell me, Tessa. I won’t be the bastard to hold you back.”

My hand that was twined with hers was suddenly tight against her chest, and Tessa shifted, pulling up a leg so she could face me. “I’m here for you, Milo. It’s what friends do, remember?”

“I doubt many friends ask something like this.”

“Oh, you should see the things Eden comes up with. She’s really pushing it, if you ask me.” The razzing played all over her face, her gaze knowing, kind and genuine.

A chuckle got free before my nerves were making a rebound.

Every cell in my body locked up tight as I shifted so I was facing her, too. It brought us knee-to-knee and breath-to-breath.

Just a fool who was letting my palm slip to the sharp curve of her jaw, my thumb running along her cheek.

Heat burned at the connection.

“Thank you.” My words were rough.

“It’s my honor, Milo.”

“Are you sure you want to do this?” I pressed. I had to offer her one last out. I was quickly realizing this was going to be more difficult than I’d imagined.

“Positive.”

Pulling my hand from her face, I gave her a tight nod. “Have somethin’ for you, then.”

Rosebud lips parted, and interest flared in her eyes. “Oh, what is it?”

I shouldn’t have been making it such a thing, but I was having a hard time keeping myself from feeling like this marked something.

An oath.

A pact.

Or maybe it was this affection that grew and grew. This emotion I needed to kill before it became a threat.

Still, I dug into my pocket and pulled out the antique ring, and shit, Tessa gasped a giddy, shocked squeal before she bit down on her bottom lip like she wished she could annul the sound.

She giggled nervously then, peeking between my face and the ring that I held up like a promise.

“Is this necessary?” she rushed like a secret.

“Think it is if we’re going to convince anyone we’re actually getting married.”

“Oh…um…right…of course.”

I took her left hand that was shaking like mad.

“Will you be my fake fiancée, Tessa McDaniels?” I fought for a tease, but the words were thick and choppy.

“Only if you buy me the Manolos, Milo Hendricks.”

I would have laughed, but her smile was wistful, and I was getting hooked on the expression on her face, the way those blue eyes got a little too misty, and her mouth tweaked at the side.

She lifted the ring. “This is like…crazy gorgeous, Milo.”

“I saw it in the window of Reid & Co. Instantly thought of you.”

Surprise pinched her brow when she realized where it came from. “Oh, God, are you serious?”

I gave a slight shrug, like it wasn’t a big deal.

I’d learned the hard way that money didn’t matter.

“I will protect this baby with my life, Milo. We’ll sell it when this is through. I mean, I’m kind of notorious for losing things, and I pretty much only buy really inexpensive jewelry because hello…Tessa. But this?” Each word left her with escalating intensity. “No way. It’s on this finger until the end.”

She waved her hand in my face.

“It’s yours, Tessa. Keep it. Sell it. Give it away. Whatever you want.”

“Milo—”

“Mean it. I want you to have it, as a thank you.”

“You are really stacking this generosity against me. How am I supposed to compete?” She tried to play it off as fun.

“There’s no competing in friendship, Tessa. We just take care of each other where we can.”

Something shifted in her features. “Okay.”

Our gazes locked there, tangled with the twilight that seeped away, darkness pulling at the edges of the earth and preparing to take the day in its grasp.

Had the urge to loop my arm around her waist and pull her close, rest her head back against my chest so we could watch the rest of the sun melt away and the stars blink to life in the sky.

The music soft. A love song that’d just begun.

Nothing but a fool’s game.

Clearing my throat, I hopped to my feet. “I should probably get going.”

Tessa seemed shocked out of the trance, too, momentarily disoriented, blinking and searching for lost breath, before she pinned on one of those smiles that I wondered if anyone else could tell was fake.

“Okay, great. Have a good night. I’ll just be over here nursing this.”

She dug out the wine bottle and emptied it out into her glass.

“Are you gonna be okay here by yourself, Little Dove?”

Her smile changed, real this time, edged in sadness. “Don’t worry about me, Milo. I’ve been alone for a long, long time.”


THIRTEEN

TESSA


“You sit that cute little butt down right there and spill.”

Salem pointed at the chair across from her as I sashayed my way into our favorite Mexican restaurant.

The vibe was casual, the margaritas were epic, and the owners were awesome.

I made no apologies for frequenting the place.

But this evening, I wasn’t sure if it was excitement or dread that would be the winning emotion that crawled over me in a slick sheen of sweat as I stepped through the door.

All I knew was my nerves had gone haywire.

A breaker tripped.

Circuits crossed.

I gave my friends a giant grin as I approached our table. “Um, I know how much you missed me and all, and my presence is required, but can’t a girl get a drink before you tear into her?”

“Hello, and no.” Aster rolled her dark brown eyes, though the action was riddled with affection. Her hair was in a high ponytail, and she sat back in her chair because her baby belly took up her lap. “I don’t think you’ve ever done anyone else that favor in your life, and I’ve basically been waiting for this for all of mine, so let’s hear it.”

Pride filled her voice.

“Hugs first. Have you no manners?” I let the feigned atrocity wind into my response.

Salem, Eden, and Aster all jumped up, and I came clomping over on my five-inch heels because hello, mama got her shoes back, and I threw my arms out and pulled my besties into an awkward hug. We were all swaying and squealing and clinging to each other and probably garnering the attention of every person in the restaurant.

I had this thing about hugs.

They weren’t frivolous to me. They were a connection. A direct link of spirits.

Whenever I hugged someone, I got a sense.

A wash of warmth. A roll of rightness.

Or a slow slide of cold callousness.

Some people masked it better than others, but it was always there.

Bobby had called me a weirdo, but I swore I could tell. I tried not to use it like a tool, but it’d gotten to the point where it was like radar.

Intuition.

I guess I should have listened to it the first time I’d hugged Karl.

Hugging my girls?

It was pure joy.

Murmurings of their love filled my ears. “So proud of you. This is a brand-new start. Good things are waiting for you.”

Crap.

Were my eyes stinging?

The truth was, I’d been dealing with so many conflicting emotions, I was having a hard time processing up from down.

Being at Milo’s had twisted me inside out. Made me want things I wasn’t supposed to want. Question my direction. My intentions. What the heck Milo and I actually thought we were doing and how it was going to affect our friendship in the end.

Salem was the first to pull away, and she straightened herself out, tossing her hair over her shoulder as she pointed at a chair. “Sit.”

“Bossy,” I said around the anarchy wreaking havoc on my spirit.

She scoffed. “Have you even met me?”

Salem was one of those black-haired, blue-eyed beauties who could slay you with a look. A total badass but a softie. She was married to Trent’s brother, Jud, and damn, they were freaking scorching together. They had a new baby boy who was only two months old, plus Salem’s daughter, Juniper, who was the sweetest little girl I’d ever met.

“Excuse me, then. I can see I don’t want to get on your bad side.” I mumbled beneath my breath.

I pulled out the chair across from her, and we all took our seats.

Aster sat next to Salem, and Eden sat next to me.

Salem slid a giant margarita glass my direction.

I groaned. “You do love me.”

“Barely.” A smile tugged at her lips.

“Keep lying to yourself.”

The second everyone got settled, the four of us leaned over the small table, drawn to each other.

Creating a bubble like we were getting ready to share the dirtiest of secrets.

No doubt, there would be plenty of that going on.

Eden reached out and took my hand. “How are you doing? I’ve been worried about you all week.”

We’d interacted over texts a couple of times, but I’d been so wrapped up with everything going on that we hadn’t gone deeper. I hadn’t even told her about what’d happened with Karl the two unfortunate times I’d run into him.

“I’ve been busy.” I kind of shrugged.

“You’d better have been busy gallivanting all over town and making up for lost time,” Salem tossed out.

“I second that,” Aster said before she took a sip of her club soda because…preggers. It seemed to be a sickness with this bunch, not that I minded getting to be auntie to all their cuties. “I’m praying this means you’re going to stop digging for details on the rest of us because you finally found a real man to put you out of your misery.”

“Now, why would I ever do that? That sounds boring.”

“Oh, dear, poor Tessa, finding yourself a man who does it right is not boring.” Salem grinned.

Pure Cheshire.

My stomach tilted when I thought of the raw power Milo had unleashed on Karl yesterday. I was pretty sure he would do it right.

“You did already, didn’t you, you dirty dog?” Aster slapped the top of the table.

Redness flushed.

Crap.

I fared way better when I was the one plying them for details.

“No.”

“Then why are you so red?” Aster pushed.

Both my hands flew up to cover my face. A round of gasps went up.

“What is that?” Eden whispered in horror. “Please tell me you didn’t let that monster talk you into going back to him?”

Oh, shit.

The ring.

Flustered, I ripped my hands away, flailing around the one sporting the most gorgeous ring ever created, like I wasn’t wearing the evidence of the cluster I’d gotten myself into. All dainty, twining bands and filigree, capped off with a huge, pear-cut, pink diamond.

“No, absolutely not.”

“Then what is that?” Confusion bound Eden’s expression.

“Milo gave it to me.” It flew out way too fast.

These girls were good at the coercion.

More shocked gasps rang out, and Salem grabbed my hand and jerked it across the table so she could inspect it. “Holy fuck, Tessa, this is like a $20,000 ring. And it’s on your freaking ring finger. What is going on?”

“Are you engaged?” Eden pressed.

Almost hurt.

Eden and I shared everything, but everything about this had bad choices written all over it, and I hadn’t had the guts to call her up and confess what Milo and I were up to.

The same week I’d promised her no more secrets.

I was not going to win the best bestie award this year.

Eden and Salem gaped at me, a thousand questions spinning through the air.

“If she’s engaged to anyone, Milo would certainly be my pick,” Aster rushed to fill the tension. “Have you seen him? And he’s super sweet.”

Maybe I’d gotten lost in the fantasy. Or maybe I’d just wanted to help a hurting man so badly that I’d convinced myself this engagement façade was a great plan. Convinced myself we could actually pull it off.

Right then, it wasn’t seeming like such a terrific idea.

Because explaining this out loud?

It sounded like I’d signed myself up for a load of trouble.

“It’s fake, you guys.” It came out thin. Wisps of disappointment.

That tension stretched tighter between us.

Slowly, Eden shifted, taking my hand again. Her brow twisted in emphasis. “What are you talking about, Tessa? What is going on?”

“It’s fake. I’m fake engaged to Milo.” I choked an incredulous laugh because yeah, saying it out loud? I sounded like an idiot.

A smirk lit on Salem’s face. “That sounds like a fine way to piss off Karl.”

“I don’t give a crap about Karl.” There was some honesty.

Aster blinked, working her way up to worry. “Then why?”

I pulled my hand away from Eden’s, and I took a long swig of my margarita, buying time before I was whispering toward the glass. “His in-laws got custody of his kids when his wife died. He’s trying to get them back.”

“Oh shit, Tessa,” Salem breathed.

A vat of distress dumped itself onto the already heavy atmosphere. I could feel the weight of Eden’s stare from the side.

I nodded. “He needs to show the court that he’s settling down and building a stable home. And he’s been so kind to me, so I offered to help him.”

“That’s…” Aster drew out.

“Complicated,” I supplied.

“Crazy and amazing and selfless.” Eden’s words were a breath, and she reached out and took my hand again. I shifted to look her way to find the concern written in her features. “But it’s a lot, Tessa. How long are you supposed to pretend like you’re marrying him? I can’t imagine anything related to a custody suit is going to be quick. It could be months…or years. Are you willing to sacrifice your freedom for that long?”

She didn’t have to say the rest of what she was thinking. I saw the implication of it in the tilt of her head.

After you’ve already sacrificed for years for Bobby.

She wouldn’t say it aloud, anyway. I knew she’d protect the secret I’d shared with her on Monday.

“I care about him.” It was the best way to explain it.

“I know you do…but you need to take care of yourself, too. And what happens when he gets his kids back? Do you just…break up? Isn’t that going to mess with their heads?”

Dread slithered beneath my skin.

I knew those were things Milo and I needed to discuss. We’d been so focused on the hope of getting them back that we hadn’t taken the time to address what would happen after.

It’d seemed logical in the shadows of his room.

But the daylight ushered in a thousand complications.

A groan grumbled from my throat. “I don’t even know. We haven’t planned it out yet. I just know that I want to help him, any way that I can.”

Aster leaned closer. “And you’re just living with him like this whole thing is real until God knows when? Aren’t you going to get tired of pretending? It seems like it’s too much to ask of you.”

My head shook. “I think the problem is how much I like being there.”

She tried to hide the glee lighting at the edge of her mouth. “You do like him, don’t you?”

“What’s not to like?”

All of it.

Everything.

All except for the undercurrent of darkness that curled around him like a building storm.

The ghosts that haunted him in the night.

But the truth was, I’d gladly take those on, too.

Crap.

I was screwed.

“You cannot be blamed, Tessa. The man is stupid hot.” Salem casually popped a chip into her mouth. “And you know the quiet ones are wild in bed.”

“Don’t tease me,” I whined.

“Someone needs to get laid, and she needs it hard.” She spoke no greater truth. “Maybe you can convince Milo to do you the favor since you’re giving up so much for him.” Salem sent me a salacious grin. “You know you want it.”

“Or maybe you go after what you really want, Tessa,” Eden cut into the joking, her voice serious.

I glanced at her. “And what do I really want?”

“You’re the only one who can answer that, but I remember not too long ago this really incredible friend telling me to take a chance. That the man I thought was all wrong for me, but who I couldn’t get off my mind, might be meant for me. That he might be my Ace.”

She’d been terrified of loving Trent. I mean, the guy was actually terrifying, so there was that. But together? There was something special about their connection. I’d pushed her. Told her she would never find what she was missing if she didn’t open herself to the possibility.

And I wanted that…someday, I wanted that.

My Ace.

Sadness stretched across my chest. Pain for Milo. For that hollowness I could feel echoing inside of him. “I doubt he could be my Ace, because I think he already lost his.”

And I didn’t want second best. I wanted someone who loved me with every fiber, the way I would love them.

I wanted passion.

Friendship.

An unending connection.

I wanted my person.

“I don’t know, Tessa. I’ve seen the way he watches you when we’re at the club, and believe me, it’s spicy,” Aster said.

I gave a small shrug. “I think he might be attracted to me, but his heart is all kinds of battered, and I’m pretty sure he’s boarded it up.”

“And if it wasn’t?” Eden asked.

“Then I’d hike that man like he was a mountain.” I waggled my brows, then cracked up.

“You are such a goober, Tessa McDaniels.” Salem laughed.

“Okay, hold up.” Aster lifted a hand. “We haven’t even talked about Karl, which is the whole reason I’ve been dying to talk to you. What happened? I honestly thought the three of us were going to have to take matters into our own hands. Tie him up and float him to the bottom of the sea where he’d never be found.”

My brows reached for the sky. “You really are a mafia princess. I’m scared for my life right now.”

She giggled. “I didn’t mean literally.”

“Sure,” I sang before I let the lightness bleed away. “There’s not much to tell. I finally couldn’t take his assholery any longer, and I told him it was over. He actually hit me. Can you believe that?”

I ignored the shiver of fear at what had happened when I’d gone to get my things.

“What I can believe is he’s dead.” Fury slipped over Salem’s face. “Aster’s plan is sounding incredibly reasonable right now.”

I gulped down the rest of my margarita before I grinned and poured myself another from the pitcher. “You don’t have to worry about it. I went over there to get my things, and Milo kicked his ass.”

It was out before I could stop it.

Eden’s eyes bugged out. “Um, what?”

“Yep. Karl decided to be an asshole.” I left out the gory details because the three of them would lose it, and Karl might, in fact, find himself floating at the bottom of the sea.

We definitely didn’t need a murder on our hands.

“One punch to the face and Karl was out cold. It was kind of embarrassing for the poor guy. I think he might have pissed himself, too.”

“Oh my God.” Aster laughed. “I love Milo. Such a beast.”

I giggled, and my chest stretched a little too wide with the affection I had for the man.

“I kinda love him, too,” I admitted.

“Crap, she has it bad.” Salem looked between Eden and Aster.

“I can hear you, you know,” I pouted.

“Honestly, we’re just proud of you.” Salem’s tone filled with sincerity. “I hated that you were with Karl. Hated the way he treated you. Hated that I saw you were unhappy. I never understood why.”

I searched for a valid explanation. “Once I make a commitment to someone, I have a hard time walking away.”

“I’m glad you came to the point where you realized Karl doesn’t deserve your commitment.”

No.

Only Bobby did.

But now…now I could care for my brother and be a better me while doing it.

My voice lowered with the significance. “You guys can’t tell anyone about this. Not your husbands. No one. I mean, it’s serious. I know you talk to them about everything, but this has to stay between us. We can’t risk any kind of rumors going around that we aren’t real.”

“Of course,” they all promised.

“Not even if they catch a whiff of a secret and try to withhold those delicious O’s they are so fond of giving you. Do you understand me?”

I pointed around the table at each of them.

Salem whined. “I’m not sure I’m that strong.”

“Suck it up. I’ve had to for years.”

“Fine, fine. I promise.”

“Promise,” Eden and Aster agreed.

Our hands were all back in the middle of the table again, clutching each other.

“Fantastic Foursome Oath,” I proclaimed. “It cannot be broken or unsealed.”

“That’s not a thing.” Salem laughed a throaty laugh.

“It is now. You break it, and bad, bad things will befall you.” I made sure the words came out all kinds of ominous.

She laughed. “Goober.”

“This might be rough, Tessa,” Eden whispered when the lightness wore off.

Determination took over the discomfort of her warning. “I know. But he’s my friend, and friends do whatever they can to support each other.”

“Your friend, who I bet has a giant dick.” Salem just had to add that.

“I hate you. I’m getting more margaritas.” Standing, I grabbed the pitcher and strutted toward the bar like I hadn’t wondered that very thing a thousand times.

“You know you love me.”

I swiveled to face her, walking backward when I gave her the same response she’d given me earlier. “Barely.”

I turned back around, and she called from behind, “Mad love, Tessa. Mad, mad love.”

My heart fisted, and I fought a grin.

The brat had learned all my tricks.

I set the pitcher on the bar and dug out my phone when it buzzed in my pocket, and I couldn’t stop the smile that spread across my face when I read the text.

Milo


How are you, Little Dove? Are you having fun with your friends?




So maybe the two margaritas I’d gulped down had already hit my bloodstream because I tapped out a response without giving it thought.

Me


Are you thinking about me, fiancé?




It took an entire minute for him to respond.

Milo


I shouldn’t be, but I am.




Wings fluttered in my stomach, and I jerked when a voice hit me from the side. “How about I get that pitcher for you?”

I turned to find this crazy-sexy guy who was watching me with a sly smirk from where he leaned against the bar.

Like, hello, Hottie McTottie.

I should so take him up on his offer and then have him take me to his place later. It wasn’t like there was any mistaking what his intentions were.

Unfortunately, there wasn’t a speck of me that wanted to do it.

I flaunted the fingers of my left hand in his face. “Oh, sorry, I’m engaged.”

“Well, that’s too bad.”

My phone buzzed again.

Milo


Be safe, Little Dove. I’ll see you later tonight.




No.

It wasn’t too bad at all.


FOURTEEN

TESSA


“Okay, Gary, see you tomorrow,” I called to Eden’s father as he pushed open the door to the office that housed Hope to Hands.

Standing in the doorway, he grinned back at me where I sat at my desk. “Don’t stay too late. You work yourself too hard, you know?”

“Um, I didn’t show up one time last week. I would hardly call that working hard. You’re going to have to change my official title to slacker.”

So maybe I’d been distracted by a man beast who made my belly quiver.

A light chuckle left Gary. “We all deserve a break once in a while. It is summer, after all.”

“You know I like staying busy.”

“That you do, but I expect you to take care of yourself, too.”

He sent me one of those fatherly glares that made my chest stretch tight. Gary was in his mid-sixties, his hair grayed and the burdens he’d carried on his shoulders written in the deep lines set in his face.

But his eyes—they were kind.

And his heart was genuine.

Affection wobbled in my spirit.

“I am. I promise.”

Better than I’d been in years.

“Okay, then. Lock up.”

“Will do. And I expect you to go home and put your feet up and relax.”

He laughed a slow sound. “I just might do that. Drive safe, sweetheart.”

“Goodnight.”

The door swung shut behind him, and I returned my attention to the paperwork I’d been working on.

Hope to Hands was the nonprofit foundation affiliated with the private school and church that Gary had founded years ago.

I’d become a teacher here the same year Eden had.

She and I had gone to college together, and at that time, I’d had no clue what I wanted to do with my life.

Shocker.

But Bobby had sacrificed for me, worked like crazy to have the funds to put me through college, insistent that he wanted me to have the full experience without the worry of debt, so I wasn’t about to screw that up.

So, I figured, why not?

I’d tag along with Eden and go into education.

Sure, I enjoyed being in a classroom, but not the way Eden did. She was incredibly invested in each child.

It wasn’t like I didn’t love them, but there’d always been something missing.

No true passion.

But I’d found it here.

Helping the families who came to the church who were in need.

I’d taken over as executive director when it’d become clear Gary needed to let some of his responsibilities go.

I wasn’t quite sure why he was so worried about me overextending myself when the man would work his fingers to the bone, which he’d basically done.

We’d had a big scare about a year ago when Eden had found him dizzy and confused in his office. We’d worried it was a stroke, but it’d turned out to be exhaustion.

Eden had demanded he give up at least one of his positions.

I’d been volunteering at the foundation for years, so it’d made sense that I’d stand in for him since it was the source of a lot of his stress.

It turned out that I loved it.

Thrived in it.

My heart had found the place where it flourished.

Giving back in the same way as Bobby and I had received years before.

It just felt right.

I scanned over the submissions for rent assistance.

Why I felt the need to print them out, I didn’t know. But I guessed it made it tangible.

Something palpable to hold on to.

Something real because there were real people behind these forms.

I needed something that didn’t blur into another number on the screen.

The hard part was there was always more need than resources.

I separated the applications by urgency, prioritizing those who were in the process of being evicted.

A light thud that sounded from outside had me freezing.

Unease prickled through my senses, and the fine hairs lifted on the back of my neck.

I sat completely still.

Listening.

Barely breathing.

For a long time, the only sound was the manic pounding of my heart. Until there was the unmistakable crunch of a footstep just outside the door.

Fear spiraled down my spine.

A cold, icy dread.

Crap.

I should have immediately hopped up and turned the lock when Gary left.

It was a little after six, but camp had ended at four. The rest of the staff would have already left for the night. The maintenance crew worked overnight, so they shouldn’t be here for another six hours.

I tried to swallow around the terror that thickened my throat, and I reached for my phone and stood at the same second the doorknob slowly turned.

I rushed to punch 9-1-1 into my phone. My hand shook as I hovered my finger over send, and my stomach was panging with a gnawing fear.

The door swung open, and Karl appeared in the doorway, venom in his stance and a snarl on his face.

Fear throbbed, heavy and dark.

But I stood up straighter and held my ground.

I had to cover my shock when I saw his face marred in the black and blue bruises that covered the entirety of the right side.

There was a scab on his lip, compliments of me.

Clearly, his perfected arrogance had been knocked down by a notch or two.

And oh, man, he did not look happy about it.

“You need to leave right now.” There was no use trying to keep the tremoring from my voice.

Karl already knew what he’d done.

The line he’d crossed.

I would never look at him the same.

“I’ll call the cops if you come any closer. You are trespassing.”

I held the phone out between us like I was wielding a weapon.

A sneer curled his expression in hate. “Have at it, Tessa, and I’ll gladly press charges against the thug you brought into my house.”

I almost scoffed.

Milo was the thug?

“Good. Then we get to tell them all about how you attacked me, nearly choked me, then tried to force yourself on me.”

My chin quivered, half in fear and half in defiance.

After everything, I couldn’t believe he would come here.

Or maybe I should have expected it.

I’d already warned Milo that I was worried we’d only pissed him off more.

Karl was not the type of man who liked to have his ego stripped.

Feigned confusion twisted through his features. “Are you sure about that, Tessa? How could I force you when we’ve been together for years, devoted to each other? And after I’ve been taking care of your brother, providing for him? Poor guy.”

Artificial sympathy cut into his expression.

Sickness clawed at my being, and I swallowed around the bile that coated my tongue. “I ended it with you, Karl. There is no devotion. It was all a sham.”

One so different from the one I was parading with Milo.

“And even if we were still together? It doesn’t give you the right to touch me when I tell you no.”

“You owe me, Tessa.”

“I don’t owe you anything.”

I lifted the phone higher, ready to push send.

He froze for a second before rage flash-fired through his eyes. “What the fuck is that?”

The ring.

Crap.

I inhaled a sharp breath. “It’s none of your business.”

Disbelieving laughter tumbled from his tongue, the sound coated in disgust. “Were you fucking him? The whole time that you kept running off to that club, you were fucking him, weren’t you?”

“No.” I didn’t need to defend myself to Karl, but I didn’t want to incite his wrath, either.

Retribution flashed through his glare and flitted through the malign of his grin. “I don’t like being played for a fool, Tessa.”

“I didn’t⁠—”

He stepped forward, and the words locked on my tongue.

Every cell in my body was cut in a razor-sharp edge.

Ready to dial but also knowing it would cause a bigger mess for Milo if I did.

A blight to the picture we were trying to paint.

Karl cocked his head. A severe, ugly warning. “You owe me, Tessa. Make no mistake, I will collect.”

Then he turned and pushed back out the door.

I bent in half, and my hand shot to my desk for support. Ragged gasps of relief and fear rushed from my lungs.

I swallowed it down, grinding my teeth, searching for fortitude.

Because I couldn’t back down, even when Karl had me backed against a wall.
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Night had taken hold of the sky as I eased my car down the winding dirt road that led to Milo’s cabin tucked deep in the forest. Stars blinked from the heavens, and the spiked tops of the soaring pines danced beneath the darkened expanse.

My tires crunched on the gravel, and my heart continued to batter at my ribs.

Pained affection stretched tight when my headlights illuminated the front of the cabin.

So quaint and quiet within the storm that raged in the periphery.

Both his truck and his Tahoe were parked in the front.

Milo was home.

I came to a stop and shut off the engine, then I took a steeling breath before I got out and climbed the steps to the front porch.

I put my key into the lock, my chest squeezing at the memory of Milo offering that to me, too, telling me this was my home for as long as I wanted it.

And our lines seemed so very blurred right then.

Boundaries set that I didn’t know how to live within.

I pushed open the door.

Silence echoed back.

Shutting and locking the door behind me, I tossed my bag and keys onto the entryway table, then slowly moved through the space.

Instinctively, I knew he wasn’t inside.

Drawn, I edged to the glass-paned door and peered outside.

It was still out back, no sign of movement.

It didn’t matter.

I carefully eased open the door to the lapping night.

Rays of moonlight shimmered over the placid lake, and I gulped for a lungful of the crisp, clean air before my feet took to the planks of the porch. I eased down the steps and traipsed across the lawn to the nearly completed treehouse.

Somehow, I knew he would be there.

The treehouse was just shy of being extravagant, a little like Milo’s home.

Large and lavish yet exuding a rugged charm that made it comfortable.

The children’s fortress took up the middle section of the grand maple tree that stood towering and proud to the right side of Milo’s rambling yard.

Energy whirled and whipped on a gust of wind.

I swallowed any reservations down and started up the stairs, holding on to the railing as I wound my way up the trunk to the platform that surrounded the entire treehouse.

Energy crashed through the tepid air, his presence profound.

Inhaling a slow breath, I nudged open the door that was about half the size of a standard one and poked my head through.

I found him sitting with his back propped against the wall, the warm glow of the light fixtures he’d installed in the ceiling illuminating his shape.

His face in stark profile.

His big, burly body appearing even larger in the confined space.

My stomach tilted.

The man was so gorgeous I was lucky I didn’t trip at the sight.

But what squeezed my chest was the subdued sorrow he continued to emanate. Since returning from his visit with Remy and Scout yesterday afternoon, it had hovered over him like a dark cloud.

His aura dampened.

As if every time he had to walk away from his children, another tattered piece of his heart had been whittled away.

“Hey,” I managed around the thickness in my throat. I tamped down the fear that still held fast after the confrontation with Karl.

He didn’t need me rushing in and dumping my problems on him.

The man would likely go on a rampage, and I was pretty sure that was exactly what Karl was banking on.

That Milo would seek retribution.

Karl wanted to shift the focus from himself and make Milo look like the bad guy, and Karl would come out looking all shiny and squeaky clean.

If people only knew.

Gold-hewn eyes drifted my way. Soft tenderness filled his expression. “Hey, Little Dove.”

His welcome wound around me like a caress, and the attraction I couldn’t shake flared from the depths.

“What are you doing up here?” I whispered, worried my voice might break into the solitude, but not so worried that I didn’t duck my head so I could enter.

There were some tools strewn around him, though it looked like he’d been sitting for a while.

“Figured I’d finish the shelves before I need to go into work,” he muttered, gesturing to where he was building them into a corner.

His attention to detail was insane.

“It’s almost finished,” I mused as I looked around to take it in.

He’d been working on it nonstop since we’d made our pact.

Constructing.

Preparing.

Hoping.

The floor area was large enough to be a bedroom, though the ceilings were only about five feet tall.

He’d put in two real windows that overlooked the lake, and they opened to let in the breeze.

There was a section of the roof that still remained unfinished, and everything would need to be sanded and stained.

I eased down onto the wood floor and sat beside him.

For a moment, we rested in the silence before I murmured, “They’re going to love it, Milo.”

He let go of a small grunt, and his attention swung to me. “Yeah. They will. Because of you.”

After I’d hung out with my besties on Friday, it’d become clear that we needed to talk. We’d spent too much time skirting the difficult parts.

Nerves rattled, and my tongue swept my dried lips as I looked at him.

“If we’re going to do this, I need to meet them, Milo. Become a real part of your life.”

Worry gushed from his spirit. “I know.”

“What is it you’re afraid of?” The question rushed from my lips.

Milo hesitated, roughing one of those big hands through his hair.

Attraction blazed. I couldn’t stop it. There was no chance of keeping it contained.

Finally, he let his head roll to the side where he was leaned against the wall, that gaze so intense as he stared at me. “I’m afraid of taking another person from them. The way I did their mother. That it’s goin’ to hurt them in the end.”

Pain pierced me, a blade shoved right into my heart.

God, he lived with so much unfound guilt. Didn’t he see he was good? That he deserved to have his children in his life?

I forced a faked smile, the playful words thin. “They won’t even like me. Heck, they’ll probably be glad to get rid of me.”

Milo grunted. “Hardly, Little Dove. Nothin’ not to love about you.”

I twisted a piece of my hair and tried to keep it together.

Especially when crawling onto his lap seemed like a mighty fine plan right about then.

“Redhead, remember? I’m trouble. You’ll all be better off without me.”

“Is that what you think? That people are better off without you?”

“I think they can take me in measured doses.” My laugh was hollow.

“That’s not really what you believe, though, is it?”

His fingers threaded through mine.

Fire flashed.

“Can feel you aching for a home.” He gruffed it like a claim.

My soul fluttered. “But this is your home, Milo. I’m just pretending like it’s mine. But I’m here for you…as your friend…as long as you need me to be.”

Friend.

I was an idiot.

It wasn’t close to what I felt.

And I was never so certain than right then that I was going to get my heart slaughtered.

“We just need to be careful with their hearts…and I think…” I glanced away, then back to him, shifting a fraction to face him. “I think maybe we should plan that I remain in their lives in some way. I can be their crazy Aunt Tessa, just like I am for Gage and Juni. Once you’ve gotten custody and they’re settled, we tell them we decided you and I are better off as friends.”

He lifted his back from the wall. The man overpowered the space. I could barely breathe.

“You’d do that for me?” The words were low and grumbly.

I liked them far too much, and I had to keep myself from shouting I’d probably give him anything.

“For us? Stay in their lives permanently?” he added.

“Just try to get rid of me.” I forced a wobbly tease. “Once I claim you, you’re pretty much stuck with me.”

“You claimin’ me, Little Dove?” His voice was gruff, and it was making me all kinds of tingly.

“I just might, Milo. I mean, because you’re my friend.”

Tell me I’m wrong. Tell me you feel something different, too.

His eyes caressed over my face. I got the sense he might be counting every freckle.

A needy sound crawled out from my spirit.

“A friend?” He scoffed, like it was an insult. “You’re the light, Tessa. The goodness I’d never expected. You have any idea what I see when I look at you?”

Could he ever see me the way I saw him? Because every day I spent in his house, the harder it got to pretend like I didn’t want more.

Harder to pretend there wasn’t something that burned between us.

Harder to pin on faked smiles and easy laughter when what I felt wasn’t close to being light.

Not when the man made me want to fly.

We’d both somehow come to sitting fully upright, our legs drawn up so we were facing each other.

Hope lit in the space between us.

A warm, flickering glow.

“I think we kick this plan into gear on Sunday. You come with me to my visitation. Then I’ll talk to my attorney this week to schedule an appointment so we can set things in motion. Are you ready for that?”

“Absolutely,” I promised, because right then, all the concerns and questions I’d had with the girls didn’t seem so important.

We’d figured this out.

Together.

I squeezed his hand tight. “We’ve got this, Milo. We’re a great team.”

A smile tweaked the edge of his distractingly sexy mouth. “Nobody else I’d want to do it with.”

My stomach took a swooping dive.

“I know I’m great and all.” I pinned on a bright smile, and crap, his big palm came up to cup the side of my face. He ran his thumb along my jaw.

My belly twisted with want, and a needy throb pounded between my thighs.

Oh, this man made me feel things I’d never felt before.

“That you are, Little Dove.”

Intensity blazed in the space, a pull tugging between us.

I swallowed down the arousal and pushed myself to broach the topic I really didn’t want to broach. “I think we might have another problem,” I rushed like maybe we could skip right over it.

His entire demeanor darkened. A black storm gathering on the horizon.

Nope.

No skipping for Milo.

“What’s that?”

I attempted to hide it, but fear made a rebound, and a shiver raced down my spine. The confession shook when I set it free. “Karl came to my work tonight.”

Fury flashed through Milo’s face, and every muscle in his body flexed.

The hand on my cheek curled in protection.

Beautiful Beast.

“Did he hurt you?” It was nothing less than a growl.

Frantically, I shook my head. “No. But he threatened us. He saw the ring, and he thinks there was something going on with us when he and I were still together. His ego took a hit, and I don’t think he’s going to let it slide. He warned about pressing charges against you for assault, but I told him if he did, I’d press charges, too. I’m not sure it’s enough to keep him from taking action, though.”

Any upstanding judge would never rule in his favor.

But Karl had connections.

He would twist and manipulate.

Make himself look like the victim in the situation.

Worry fluttered through my being.

He gripped me by both sides of the face.

Powerful.

Fierce.

Pure, bottled mayhem.

I sucked in a shallow breath as every cell in my body came alive and leaned in his direction.

“Told you if he came around you again, things weren’t going to go so well for him.”

“And you absolutely cannot do anything reckless, Milo. We are in this to get your kids back, not so you can end up in jail because of my asshole ex. Promise me.”

My hand found his shirt, and my fingers curled into the fabric that stretched tight across his chest.

His heart ravaged at his ribs, and I could feel his ghosts in the tremor of his hands.

Violence.

It writhed and thrashed where he kept it chained.

He leaned in and grated the words so close to my mouth I could taste them. “Make no mistake, Tessa. I’d burn the fucking world down before I let him get to you.”

Then he stood and was gone.


FIFTEEN

MILO


I prowled through the crowd that had gathered at Absolution.

It was no different from any other night. Except for the unhinged rage that streaked through my veins.

Eating me raw as it clawed and gnashed and searched for a way out.

Lights strobed in a dizzying whorl, and the band onstage thrashed to the chaotic rhythm.

A slew of bodies slammed in time.

My hands were in fists, and my teeth were clenched as I shouldered through the crush that vied to push deeper into the fray.

It had taken every part of my haggard soul not to veer off course on my way to work and drive straight to Karl Haller’s house and show him exactly what I’d wanted to do that day last week.

Somehow, I’d managed to drive my ass directly to the club without taking a disastrous detour.

Had worked on this shit for years.

Controlling the rage.

The pit of ugliness that seethed.

Now, it boiled and blistered and seared my flesh.

A tattoo of destruction.

I stormed through the crowd, eyes peeled for anyone stepping out of line.

I wondered if I was the inciter of it. If my fury had spilled out from my pores and into the crowd to feed the mayhem.

Because I felt when the disorder had shifted into a riot.

A bunch of people came stumbling back while a small group went ballistic in the middle.

Half of the crowd hurried to get out of the way, but a ton of others pressed in to get a better look at the fight that had broken out at the base of the stage.

I shouted to get out of my way as I pushed through the ring of madness.

About half a dozen assholes were in an all-out brawl.

Arms swinging wide.

Punching and kicking.

Three tumbled to the floor.

Heavy metal played on like an anthem to the frenzy.

I nabbed one of the assholes by the collar and jerked him to his feet.

A woman came rushing for us, shouting the guy’s name.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw it, but not before it was too late.

The motherfucker to the side of her threw an errant fist as she ran past him, no fuckin’ care of where it landed.

It cracked the woman in the temple.

She stumbled to the side in shock, grabbing hold of her head and bending in two as a shout of pain wailed out of her. Someone grabbed the woman and pulled her back to safety.

But there was no safety for the scum who’d hit her.

The violence inside me broke its chains.

The sleaze hadn’t even slowed after he’d assaulted her but had gone for another man.

I tossed off the guy I’d had in my hold and stalked toward him.

In a flash, I had him by the throat. “You piece of shit.”

His eyes went wide as I squeezed.

A second later, Sage, Kult, plus two other bouncers broke through the frenzy.

Trent barreled in behind them.

“Get these assholes out of here,” Trent shouted.

Took all of a second for my crew to round them up. I shifted the fucker who was raging against my hold so I could drag him out, and in a flash, we were shoving back through the gawkers and hauling their asses to the side door.

Violence clouded and compelled, a vicious scream that howled in my ear.

I fought it.

Pounded it back down into the depths where it belonged.

Where I couldn’t let it free.

One of the bouncers held open the door while Kult, Trent, and two others dragged the guys out.

“Cops or the door, sir?” Kult asked Trent.

Trent shoved the guy he had a hold on out the door, sending him sailing.

“Fuckers can take their bullshit outside.” Trent pointed at the guy he’d tossed to the curb. “Don’t want to see your face in my club again. Got it?”

“Whatever, asshole,” the guy swore, backing away and swiping the blood from his mouth.

I slipped out, angling to the side so I could wrangle the bastard out who was kicking and flailing.

“You’re lucky I didn’t end you,” I growled at his ear before I shoved him toward the road.

I turned around to head inside.

I heard the rush of footsteps before he jumped on my back. He slammed me so hard I lost my balance and got knocked to my knees.

He landed a punch to the back of my head.

Pain splintered, but it had nothing on the red that blurred my sight.

Rage full.

I had him flipped around and pinned to the pavement before the asshole could make sense of the motion.

I let one punch free.

It cracked against his face.

Blood gushed.

In an instant, my sight bleared over.

You worthless little shit. You’ll never amount to nothin’. Blow after blow. Come on, fight back, you pussy.

End him.

Your betrayal won’t go unnoticed.

Autumn, baby. I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.

Karl hit me. Can you believe it?

You bitch. It appears you need a reminder of your position.

Voices spun through my mind.

So many. Too loud. Too much.

Sanity slipped.

Blinking in and out.

Tessa.

Autumn.

Fists flew.

I no longer realized they belonged to me. Not until I was being hauled up and pushed against the wall.

Trent flung his arm across my chest to hold me back. His voice broke through the chaos. “Cool it, man. You’ve gotta snap out of it. Someone called the cops, and they’re on their way. You hear me?” he hissed, his face close to mine, breaking through the disorder.

Pants rushed my throat, and my entire body writhed with the thirst to destroy.

“Listen to me,” he urged low. “You’re fine. Take a deep breath.”

Worry rushed through his pitch-black eyes.

I squeezed mine shut and tried to gather the rage that still burned in my fists.

I slammed my head back against the roughened bricks.

“Fuck,” I groaned as the reality of what I’d done bled through.

“It’s okay, man. Get out of here and go into my office. I’m going to take care of this shit, and I’ll be in.”
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Trent handed me a tumbler of amber liquid before he leaned back on the edge of his desk and crossed his feet at the ankles. He blew out a heavy sigh before he looked down at me, where I sat trembling in a chair.

“Is he hurt?” I could barely force out the question.

Trent cracked a grin. “More than likely since you went beast on his ass, but he and the rest of them took off as soon as they heard the sirens.” Trent smirked. “Saves paperwork.”

I grunted. “You should fire my ass for pulling that shit.”

Trent actually laughed. “Fire you? I hired you because of that shit.”

I took a shaky sip of the whiskey. Hot liquid burned as it rolled down my throat. “Not supposed to lose it like that.”

“Would have lost it, too. Kult told me he hit that girl.”

My throat threatened to close off. “Yeah.”

“Asshole deserved it.”

I inhaled deep. “I can’t do it, Trent. Can’t lose control like that. Can’t become him again.”

Trent rubbed his fingers over his mouth, contemplating, before he stared me down. “You fought to survive, Milo. Don’t ever fucking apologize for that.”

“Did it for the wrong reasons for a long, long time.”

“Did you have a choice?”

Not once I’d sold my soul, no. Not without it costing everything.

My spirit shivered as Autumn’s face flashed through my mind.

Guilt clawed at my insides. “I came here tonight already on edge, and that’s on me. Karl’s been messing with Tessa. Threatening her. Not sure I can control it when it comes to her.”

Fury clouded Trent’s expression. “Did he touch her again?”

“We went to get her stuff. Fucker didn’t know I was there, and he got his hands on her, thinking he was gonna take what she didn’t want to give.”

His jaw clenched while the violence I’d just tamed screamed.

Trent pushed from the desk and knelt in front of me, his voice as dark as my heart. “We fight for the ones we love, Milo. It’s who we are. It’s in our blood. And we fight to the end.”

Except I hadn’t fought hard enough for Autumn.

“I won’t let that bastard get near her.”

“Good, because if you don’t do it, then I will.”

Grinning, he stood.

“You okay?”

Hardly.

I choked out the scrape of a laugh and the somberness rolled in. “I have to control it, or I’m going to lose my kids forever.”

Trent set his hand on my shoulder, and he dipped down, his voice low with emphasis. “You fight for them, too, Milo. With everything you have. Whatever it takes. I know you, man, you’ve been hurting for a long fuckin’ time. It’s time for you to find what you’ve been missing.”

And I needed to remember that was my kids.

[image: ]


I stepped into the vapid shadows of the cabin. It was late, the darkness thick, my spirit heavy.

I needed to drag my ass to my room and take a shower.

But no.

I couldn’t stop myself from quietly edging across the floor to her door.

Drawn.

Persuaded.

Moved.

Her influence more than I could resist.

She’d left her door open a crack, and I nudged it the rest of the way so I could check on her.

Make sure she was whole and safe.

That she wasn’t tossing with the fear of the monster that I wanted to end.

Her breaths were long and deep, the woman lost to sleep, her slight frame silhouetted by the blanket draped over her body.

I eased forward, my heart jackhammering in my chest, no longer sure what the fuck I was supposed to feel.

Not this, I was sure of that.

The ache.

The need.

The urge to reach out and caress the curve of her cheek.

Soft, red locks spilled out over her pillow, and all that wild, warm energy was subdued. Locked in her sleep.

Like a fool, I reached out and let just the tip of my finger trace the edge of her beautiful face. This girl who’d made me feel something for the first time since the day my life had gone dim.

A spark of light in the darkness.

She whimpered at my touch, then I froze when my name ghosted over her lips.

“Milo.”

That feeling swelled.

Close to overflowing.

Swallowing, I forced it down and walked from her room.

Because I knew better than toying with what I couldn’t have.


SIXTEEN

MILO
TEN YEARS AGO


Shouts rained from the dank, dark space, echoing with the call of bloodlust against the thick block walls of the seedy basement.

The ceiling was low in the pit. The pipes exposed. Water dripped from the orifices and gathered on the dingy ground in blackened puddles that rippled with the stomping of feet.

Heat overwhelmed the space, fire on his flesh and old, ugly hatred in his soul.

Here, where the shroud was ripped away and the vileness came to play.

Milo stalked the edge of the ring, watching his opponent like prey. A gash on the side of the man’s head gaped open, and blood poured from the wound and streaked down his face. One eye was swollen shut, and bruises had begun to welt on his sides and chest.

Milo lifted his shoulder to swipe the blood that gushed from his mouth, the pain nothing but fuel that fed the frenzy that pounded in his brain.

The chants rose, filled his ears, “Finish him! Finish him!”

They’d learned quickly if they wanted to line their pockets with dirty money, they’d do best when they were shouting for him.

“Come and get me, pussy,” his opponent taunted as he bounced on his toes and gestured at himself with his blood-stained fists.

“You little pussy. Good for nothin’. Pathetic waste of space. Just like your mother. Should put a bullet in both your heads.”

Milo snapped. He flew forward and released the violence that seethed in wait just beneath the surface of his skin. His fist rammed into his enemy’s face, knocking him from his feet.

Milo descended in a blaze of fists and fury. Old hatred that he poured into the wrath that he unleashed.

Hit after hit.

Crack. Crack. Crack.

Darkness enclosed, and the basement walls spun and blurred into one with the cement floor that pooled with the man’s blood.

Vengeance shouted in his ears.

Louder than the calls that hurtled from the monsters who chanted their greed. “Finish him.”

He delivered another blow, and the man went limp. Hands were suddenly all over him when he went for another hit, yanking him back and pulling him up.

In the middle of the ring, his hand was tossed into the air in a victory Milo would never really win.

He stumbled back to his corner and looked at the man he’d beaten to within an inch of his life.

His skin covered in welts and blood and the grime of this disgusting life.

Gore.

Milo shook as he fell back against the corner of the ring, barely able to stand.

A hand clapped him on the shoulder. “You did good. That’s ten thousand in your pocket.”

He swallowed down the bile before he slipped out of the ring. He shoved off those who sought to talk to him like he was a hero rather than a monster, and he stalked down the darkened, desolate hall to the old locker room that had been used for employees before the industrial building had been abandoned.

Bought for renovations by a man who was as dirty as they came.

He went directly to the shower and turned it on as hot as it would go. He didn’t bother to peel himself from his trunks before he stepped into the spray. He stood beneath the scalding water with his forehead pressed to the grungy tiles as he searched for a cleansing breath.

For a way out of the desolation.

He pushed his hands to the wall, his back bowing as he writhed, his mind in search of sanity and his soul filled with the abhorrence of who he’d become.

The molecules in the space suddenly shifted. Changed and took new form. Intensified and deepened.

He shifted to look over his shoulder at the girl who peered back at him through the jaundiced light that glowed in the space.

His ugly heart nearly stopped.

Maybe it was the residual aggression.

The adrenaline that instantly spiked in his veins.

It was her…the same girl who’d been there to watch him two times before. Out of place, so fucking gorgeous he thought his brain had short-circuited and tripped.

The girl who’d become an infatuation in his mind.

“You should probably leave,” he warned, his voice low.

She stepped forward. “I think it would be better if I stayed.”


SEVENTEEN

TESSA


A low roll of thunder pulled me from sleep. I’d been riding just below the surface of coherency, anyway, caught in one of those dreamlike states where you were partially aware of reality. Where the pictures in your mind were distorted by the fears and what-ifs and unknowns, twisting them into untold horrors.

I wouldn’t deny it.

I was nervous.

I was usually the rush right in and experience life kind of girl, but my spirit warned of what was riding on tomorrow, and it’d manifested itself into every terrible thing that could go wrong.

Mainly the idea of letting Milo down. That he wouldn’t find the fullness of this life. That what he was missing might not be restored.

Tossing off the covers, my bare feet hit the floor, and I padded out into the lapping darkness of the main room. Rain pattered against the roof, and lightning lit at the bank of windows that overlooked the back. For a flash, the mountains were alight and the blackened lake alive with the torrent that pummeled from the sky.

Thunder rolled, and my spirit shivered when I heard the distinct rumble of Milo’s old pickup truck approaching in the distance.

I glanced at the clock that glowed from the microwave in the kitchen.

3:14 a.m.

A thrill slipped beneath the surface of my skin.

Every time he came home, it was the same reaction.

Excitement.

Another week had passed, living in his home. Each day, I wanted him more. Each day the idea of him increased.

It was no secret I’d lived vicariously through my friends.

I’d always played it a joke. Like I was just being a nosy friend who wanted to goad them for the dirty details in their lives.

But the truth was, I’d been afraid I might never experience it for myself.

That I might not ever realize the desire to be touched.

To be pleased and adored and revered.

To understand what it was like to be taken by an all-consuming need.

To understand freedom in ecstasy.

To me, it was a mystery.

A fantasy I’d played through my mind a million times but had never known for myself.

Through them, I wanted to believe it was real.

The kind of connection they shared with their husbands.

I wondered if Milo touched me if I…

My stomach twisted, and I forced myself to stop that dangerous train of thought and turn back to the gorgeous scene of the summer storm bearing down on the mountain.

I had to reel in these feelings that were getting out of control.

Stop myself from believing this hoax could become something real.

I was setting my heart up to get broken.

I knew it.

That didn’t keep it from racing when I heard the tires of his truck crunch over the gravel as he came to a stop in front of the cabin. The spray of his headlights lit through the front windows.

A charge of energy sparked in my spirit.

That expectation was only amplified when his engine shut off, and I could all but hear his big boots pounding up the steps to the front porch, though it was dulled by the constant drone of the rain that pounded the roof.

A key slipped into the lock, and crap, my nerves zapped in anticipation.

Excitement and need and a thrill.

A little fear, too.

No question, what I was feeling was reckless.

Fraudulent and a clear contraindication to this bogus relationship that we’d fashioned.

Because it felt all too real when the door slowly creaked open and I felt his presence wash over me from behind.

Bold.

Severe.

Potent.

All that intensity was nothing but a lure because I couldn’t do anything but turn to look at him from over my shoulder.

He’d frozen in the doorway when he saw me there. His black hair was wet and dripping down his face to crawl into his beard.

His face so gorgeous it’d become a direct threat to the strength of my knees.

His black T-shirt was drenched at the shoulders, the fabric stretched tight over his wide, wide chest, though his jeans were barely wet, the top of him taking the brunt of the downpour battering the earth.

It was those honey-dipped eyes that did me in.

Tender.

But I swore I saw them flame with greed.

The man was an absolute hazard to my heart.

He might as well have had me on a lead because I was compelled by his movement as he stepped the rest of the way inside and clicked the door shut behind him, and my body turned in anticipation of his approach.

“Tessa, what are you doing up so late?”

I shrugged. “I think the storm must have woken me.” I glanced back through the windows. “It’s absolutely gorgeous.”

He edged in farther, his big boots thudding on the hardwood floors. His steps were measured, as if he recognized he needed to be careful, as if he understood he was treading into dangerous territory.

Where my heart had gone haywire and the dirty ideas in my mind had spun out of control.

Tension thickened the air, and everything felt too full and tight.

“Gorgeous, yeah,” he rumbled, but those eyes never strayed from me.

Lightning flashed, illuminating the room in a strike of energy.

His aura glowed within it.

The warmth now a slow-burning fire.

He edged closer.

The man was all dark Viking and sexy manipulations.

Seriously, he made my mind mush.

“How was your night?” I rushed.

“Long. Couldn’t wait to get home.”

“Right. You have to be exhausted.”

“Not really,” he rumbled in that low voice.

“Oh,” I peeped. Brilliant, I know.

Milo took the last step until he was a towering shadow that eclipsed me, his big body vibrating with this severity that knocked every rational thought from my brain.

“Don’t like leaving you here by yourself night after night.”

My mouth went dry, and every drop of blood in my body raced to forbidden locations. I felt like I could step forward, disappear into the man, and I might get lost and never find my way back to sanity.

I wouldn’t mind staying there forever.

“I can handle myself just fine. I already told you I’m used to being alone.”

He angled down, his breath a hot wisp over my cheek.

Honey and the woods and the fall of summer rain.

A needy sound slipped between my lips without my permission.

“I know you can take care of yourself, Tessa, but that doesn’t mean I’m not goin’ to worry about you.”

“Well, that’s what good fiancés do.” I struggled for light.

“Well, I do plan on treating my girl right.” His delicious mouth tweaked into a half smile.

Snap. Crackle. Boom.

My tongue raced over my parched lips.

I searched for space because at this rate, I was seriously going to make a fool of myself.

Climb him like a tree, like I was aching to do.

I took a fumbling step back and hit the long pane of cool glass.

Milo erased that space, too.

Like maybe he couldn’t stand the distance.

I gulped as my belly flipped, and that sweet spot between my thighs throbbed.

Was he thinking the same things as me? What it would be like to run his hands over my body? Tear my clothes off like a wild beast? Take me?

With Karl over and done with, every sordid fantasy I’d kept tucked away of Milo had been unleashed and had taken on a very vibrant new life.

Heat burned up the bare space between us, and I could see the way his chest was jutting with each panted breath.

His jaw was clenched in restraint, and his eyebrows slashed downward in severity.

But his lips—they were plump and soft and full and, oh my God, was this mountain man going to kiss me?

His big palm went to the side of my face. The contact sent chills scattering far and wide, and I was most definitely getting lost in this fantasyland that I wanted to make my home.

Stake a claim in it.

Discovered terrain never known before to exist.

Tessa’s territory.

It had a really nice ring to it.

A frown dented his brow. Close to pain. “Are you ready for tomorrow?”

Oh.

Right.

That’s where this severity was coming from.

He was worried about the visitation with his kids.

I so got it, and I refused the disappointment that wanted to sprout up between the hope.

I met his fierce gaze through the shadows. “I think it’s likely that’s what really woke me up. I’m pretty nervous, honestly.”

His nod was tight. “Me, too.”

“Do you think we can pull it off?”

“I do.” He stated it without question.

Like it was fact.

And his hand was slipping farther up my jaw, his fingertips just dipping into my hair.

“Is it wrong I’m excited for you to meet them?” His smile was almost shy.

I gulped. “No, because I can’t wait to meet them, either. I just hope they like me.”

“Don’t think it’s possible for someone not to like you, Tessa.”

“Oh, I’ve had a few foes in my life. Third graders can be total bullies. Terrifying, if I’m being honest.” My voice was a wisp of light.

A deep chuckle rolled from his chest. “That so?”

I nodded frantically.

Gah.

Why was he tucking me closer?

Another slow roll of thunder rumbled the sky, driving the intensity between us. Waves of vapor that was completely intoxicating.

He hesitated for a second before he murmured, “I was afraid to hope before you came here, Little Dove, and now…”

My fingertips found the spot where his heart hammered at his ribs.

Violent yet steady.

“I want to help you find your joy, Milo. I’m not sure I’ve met anyone who deserves it the way you do.”

“You hardly know me, Tessa.” A warning tolled in his gravelly voice.

My blunt nails scraped at his chest. “I don’t need to know the details to know you, Milo. I don’t need any of it to feel who you are.”

A flash of guilt speared through his expression before he urged, “And if it comes to gettin’ on the stand and testifying to that? Taking an oath that’s a lie?”

“Are you trying to run me off again?” I forced a shaky smile.

He pressed my hand flat to his chest, covering it with his in a desperation that made me want to weep. “I want it so badly, but this week, it’s become abundantly clear what I might be putting you through.”

I huffed like it was nothing. “Pssh. Lying under oath? I’ve done it a hundred times.”

It wouldn’t be a lie, though. What I felt for him. Who I believed him to be.

The smallest grin curled his lips. “A hundred times?”

I shrugged a small shrug and peered up at his intimidating beauty, struggling with all the needy bits inside me to keep this thing light. “What can I say? I’m a rule breaker.”

He gruffed out a chuckle, his voice so low and smooth.

Raw liquid silk.

I wanted to roll around in it.

“Rule breaker, huh?”

“Yep, of the worst kind.”

Because my thoughts about him were slanting criminal.

“Murder?” His eyes widened with the tease.

“You’ll never know,” I played right back.

Somehow, he’d drifted even closer, and his free hand had found its way to my hip, and crap, the other was lifting my hand that sported the ridiculously gorgeous ring that I only could have imagined in my dreams. It was so perfect for me it kind of made my heart hurt looking at it.

One he’d picked himself, like he knew me, inside and out.

He held it up between us, watching the big diamond shimmer in the flashes of light. For a moment, we both stared at it before his gaze drifted to mine.

“You don’t seem like much of a rule breaker to me,” he mumbled so low, the words ripe with affection.

My tongue swept over my dried lips, my voice cracking on the truth. “I think I’d break any rule for you, Milo Hendricks.”

He pulled me against him then, to the hard, hulking planes of his gorgeous body, and he pressed his face to my neck, his breaths harsh and shallow where he exhaled them just behind my ear, his hold fierce and unrelenting. The man was as close to me as he could be without taking me, but I wondered if it might be just as intimate.

“Thank you, Tessa. Thank you for saving my heart and what’s left of this life.”

And I knew right then, I’d give him anything he wanted.


EIGHTEEN

MILO


In life, we all had choices to make.

Some were cut and dry.

A line that clearly delineated right and wrong.

Others were grayed in uncertainty and ambiguity.

By circumstance and morality.

Some were distorted by greed and selfishness and egocentric behavior, and others in insecurity and doubt.

And then there were the ones that were a composite of so many factors that there was no defining the right answer except for the one you held in your heart.

My heart that was currently lodged in my throat and constricting airflow as I pulled my Tahoe into the parking lot of the city park nestled in the center of Redemption Hills.

Tessa clung to my hand the same way as she’d done the entire ride over, neither of us saying a word, both lost to thoughts of every one of those factors above.

During it, a quiet support had settled over the cab of the SUV.

Wrong or right, we were in this together.

No matter what.

Slowly, I pulled into a spot two spaces down from Paula and Gene’s Range Rover.

It still shocked the shit out of me that they would allow themselves to become so lowly that they’d set a meeting place in a public park, but it wasn’t like they were going to extend me an invitation to the country club.

I didn’t realize how hard my hand was shaking until I removed it from Tessa’s, put the SUV in park, and killed the engine.

Silence descended.

Thicker than before.

My attention was out the windshield to where I could barely make out my children in the distance, little more than specks of color climbing the jungle gym.

Paula and Gene were facing them with their backs to us, off to the side the way they always remained, stoic sentries guarding their charges.

I was thankful they loved them so intensely, but I wouldn’t lie and pretend I didn’t hold an animosity so fierce toward them that I had to keep my spite under lock and key when I was around them. Going apeshit on them wasn’t gonna win me any points with the courts.

Besides, I had to remember grief changed people, made them resentful and bitter, desperate to bring punishment on the one who’d brought on their sorrows.

I knew it firsthand.

Old anger flared in my spirit.

The pressure.

The judgment.

The curl of Paula’s nose the first time she’d met me like she’d caught a whiff of something bad.

It wasn’t as though they ever liked me, anyway.

I’d never be anything more than a piece of trash in their eyes.

“This is it,” I mumbled, having no clue what form of hostility we would be met with, but make no mistake, there would be hostility.

“Paula isn’t going to be excited to see you,” I reiterated for about the tenth time, trying to prepare Tessa for the shitshow that was likely to go down.

“I know, and that’s okay.” The words were barely wisps from Tessa’s mouth.

She peeked over at me.

Ocean eyes swam with a thousand different currents.

A riptide where I was going to drown.

An encouraging smile lit on her sweet mouth. “We have this, Milo Hendricks. We make a great team, remember?”

My guts fisted when I looked at her.

“Yeah, we make a great team.” The words were shards, filled with these broken feelings I couldn’t get free of my skin.

Hot and sticky.

She rubbed her palms on her jean-covered thighs like she was wiping the feeling away, too, before she popped the latch to her door. “Ready?”

“Yup.”

I opened mine, and we climbed out. We rounded to the back, where I lifted the tailgate and pulled out the cooler we’d packed this morning at the house before we’d left.

Tessa grabbed the picnic blanket, a Frisbee, and a football, the giant bundle tucked to her chest. It was piled so high that I could barely see her face from behind it, the girl so goddamn cute as she shuffled anxiously from foot to foot.

“Got it,” she asserted with a resolute nod.

We started across the rambling lawn of the park. We passed by a smaller playground up front, a soccer field, and ramadas housing picnic tables and barbecues.

My pulse thudded harder with each step that I took, knowing I was leading Tessa into the eye of a quiet, deathly storm.

I knew when Paula felt our approach, the way her spine went rigid and revulsion crawled over her flesh.

A palpable hatred that gutted me all over again.

It took her a second to gather her strength before she finally turned to look back at me. Her angry, grief-stricken eyes widened in surprise before they narrowed in spite when she saw I wasn’t alone.

She whipped the rest of the way around and all but ran toward us, cutting off our path.

Tremors rocked from Tessa as she prepared herself for a fight.

Paula started hissing as she quickly closed in, her voice held from my kids who still hadn’t noticed we were there.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

Autumn’s mother was younger than my own, but her hair had fully grayed, the lines on her face carved by the torment she’d succumbed to for the last four years.

I swallowed down the hurt that wanted to spew from my mouth as hatred because she was good to my kids, and I knew what it felt like to have your heart ripped out.

It was the same pain that made Paula strike at every turn.

I set the cooler on the ground, took the blankets from Tessa, and set them on top of it, trying to keep my shit together, to guard myself from the loathing that flooded from Autumn’s mother.

I wound my fingers through Tessa’s and tugged her to my side, clearing my throat. “Paula, this is my fiancée, Tessa McDaniels.”

I might as well have kicked her in the gut with the way she took it as a physical blow.

Her body swayed, and her hand wrapped around her stomach before she was rebounding and forcing herself upright.

Disgust and pain left her on a condescending laugh. “Your fiancée?”

“Yes.”

Tessa fidgeted at my side, though she did her best to hide her nerves. “Hi, it’s very nice to⁠—”

“I don’t want your whore anywhere near my grandchildren.”

I wanted to tear into her, get in her face, but I forced myself to keep control.

Not to let go or give into the demons that howled.

Monday had been a glaring reminder of how easily I could.

I clutched Tessa’s hand. The girl a lifeline. “You don’t get a say in that, Paula. This is my day.”

I’d already confirmed it with my attorney when I’d set an appointment for the upcoming week.

“Not if it puts my grandbabies in harm’s way,” Paula spat.

Tessa swallowed, hurt and sympathy coming off her in waves, the girl drowning in this turmoil, too.

“I can assure you I’m no threat to them. I’m a teacher at Redemption Hills Christian Academy, and I run the Hope to Hands Foundation. I’m CPR and first aid certified, and I⁠—”

“I don’t care what you are.” Venom whipped from Paula’s tongue, cutting Tessa off.

I should have expected it.

Hell, I had.

Still, there was no stopping the rush of protectiveness that exploded in me. The way I wanted to wrap Tessa up and shield her from Paula’s vile slurs.

I pulled Tessa closer. “You can direct your anger at me, Paula, and I’ll take it, but Tessa doesn’t deserve it, and I won’t stand for it.”

“You won’t stand for it? I don’t think you have any say in the matter.”

Tessa inhaled a sharp breath. Yeah, I’d warned her, but I doubted much that she could imagine a single person being so cruel.

Gene was suddenly there, touching Paula’s arm. “Come on, sweetheart. Now’s not the time for this.”

She shrugged him off, and hateful tears brimmed in her eyes when she angled toward me. “How dare you think you deserve joy when you’ve stolen mine. How dare you move on after you did what you did. Just leave us alone.”

Her accusation nearly knocked me to my knees.

The truth of them.

Why I couldn’t have what my heart kept aching for.

And there I stood, squeezing Tessa’s hand, anyway.

“Dad!” Remy’s sweet voice suddenly powered through the air from where she’d seen me from the top of the playground that was fashioned to look like a castle.

My chest squeezed tight.

Love erupted.

Overflowed.

“I’m sorry, Paula, but you know that’s not going to happen.”

I gave Tessa’s hand a tug before I released it and leaned down to pick up the cooler and everything on top.

“Come with me,” I told her.

I rounded Paula and strode with the whole pile toward the call of my heart.

My kids.

Tessa kept up at my side, her mouth pinched and dread spinning from her spirit.

“I’m so sorry,” I muttered under my breath.

“It’s okay,” she whispered back.

It wasn’t. But there she was, refusing to leave me.

Scout came blazing out from a tunnel slide, all bouncing brown hair and bright eyes and these giant lips that were so cute my heart twisted in a fist. My Remy Girl was right at his heels, the child tall for her age, lanky, her spirit reserved and intuitive and the best sight I’d ever seen.

And I was dropping the cooler in that spot and rushing that way, falling to my knees on the grass at the same second my kids were colliding into me.

“Dad! Dad! You got here!” Remy’s arms encircled my neck, and my arm went around her waist.

I breathed out the weight sitting in my chest as I hugged her close.

Relief.

Relief.

Scout was all giggles as he threw himself onto my back. “You’re a dad-sammich. Right in the middle of me and my sister.”

My other arm wrapped around him, holding him tight against me, and I wished for a fucking miracle that I would never have to let them go.

Remy swayed me back and forth, her thin arms as strong as steel. “I missed you so much.”

“I missed you, too, Rems. So much.”

“Then why does it have to be so long for me to see you?” Confused distress filled her voice.

It drove a blade of pain deep into my soul, and I breathed out, just hugging her because how the hell did I answer that?

“I thought about you every second,” I finally said.

“Me, too!” Scout piped in from behind. Thank God he hadn’t quite figured out the distance the way his sister had.

He didn’t remember his mother, our family, the way it had once been, and I was afraid it was the ghost of it that was going to haunt Remy for the rest of her life.

“You did, huh?” I tried to tease and keep the heaviness out because I didn’t want to waste a second of the time I had with my kids.

“That’s right, Dad. All’uve ’em. Every single one,” Scout said in his adorable, slurring voice.

It flooded me with an adoration so intense it physically hurt.

This ache in my soul that only abated in the moments I got to spend with them. I ignored the thought they kept abating when I was with Tessa, too.

I couldn’t go there.

Couldn’t lose sight.

I relished in holding on to my children for the longest time, my eyes squeezed tight as I savored the connection.

In the midst of it, I could sense the presence hovering off to the side.

Warmth and affection.

The light.

The rising of the sun.

And fuck, it was so wrong, the way I felt when I shifted my attention that way, when I slowly peeled my children off me and tucked Remy to my side and drew Scout around so his back was against my chest.

My chest that felt like it was about to blow.

Tessa stood about ten feet off, a hand pressed to her throat like she was trying to stave off the emotion vying for a way out.

It radiated around her, anyway.

Bright, blinding rays.

Shocks of fiery red hair whipped around her face, kissing her freckled cheeks, her mouth set in a soft, red bow.

But it was those eyes—those sea-blue eyes that were filled to fathomless depths with a devotion I didn’t come close to deserving.

I attempted to clear the roughness from my voice, but it scraped when I murmured, “There’s someone really special I want you two to meet.”

Remy shifted into me when she realized I hadn’t come by myself, her cheek pressed to my shoulder, the child hiding behind the thick locks of her brown hair as shyness took her over. She warily peered out at Tessa, who remained floating at the fringes of my broken little family.

I felt the full force of Scout’s grin. “Is that who we gotta meet?”

“Yes, it is. Her name is Tessa, and we are going to…”

The lie locked in my throat before it could reach my tongue.

Yeah, Tessa and I had talked about this. How to handle our relationship. How it was going to affect my kids.

Even with the precautions we were taking, with the sacrifices Tessa was making, I knew in my gut that this sham wasn’t going to come without consequences. It wasn’t going to come without disappointment and more confusion and wounds that I fucking hated inflicting.

But I was fighting for something eternal with my kids.

For a home and their peace and their knowledge that they were the meaning of this life.

That they weren’t secondary.

That they were worth a hell of a lot more than one goddamn afternoon a week.

“This is Tessa, and she and I are going to get married.” I tried to keep the roughness out of the confession, but it came out sounding like a double-edged blade.

A blessing and a curse.

A tremor rolled through Tessa, head to toe, and her mouth tugged at the side while she waited there like she wasn’t sure of her place.

“You don’t got a wife.” Scout giggled like it was absurd.

“Well, since I don’t have one, I wanted Tessa to be mine.” Fuck, this was rough.

Unsure, Remy trembled in my arms. Both curious and distraught.

“But what about Mom?” she whispered close to my ear.

Agony cut me in two.

Grief.

Guilt.

My arm tightened around Remy’s waist, and I shifted so we were facing each other, so I could connect with her golden eyes that were just a shade darker than mine. “Marrying her will not replace your mom, Remy, and I will love her forever, but it’s okay for us to love someone else, too, since Mom’s not here to be with us.”

The heresy abraded my throat, razors cutting through.

Remy warred, unconvinced, peeking back at Tessa who glowed in the backlight of the sun before my daughter was whispering to me like a secret, “She looks like sunshine.”

My spirit flailed. “Yeah, she does, doesn’t she?”

I lifted my chin, asking Tessa to come closer, and the woman slowly crossed the space before she was getting down onto her knees in front of us, so cautious and careful and with such discretion and mindfulness that I was terrified I fell for her a little bit right then.

“Hi,” she whispered, attempting to tuck wayward locks of red hair behind her ears that kept flying into her face. “I’m Tessa. It’s so wonderful to meet you both.”

Scout got to his hands and knees, hopping toward her like an excited puppy. “Hi, Tessa. Look it what I got!”

He dug a little metal spaceship out of his pants pocket and started flying it through the air in front of Tessa’s face while making a bunch of rocket noises.

“I’m gonna be an astronaut when I grow up.”

A giggle slipped from Tessa, and her gaze slanted to me for the barest flash, one of those looks that promised we had this.

Could only pray we did.

Because I knew the risks.

It was hazard and peril, but it was also a newfound hope.

All those blurred lines promising the only right choice was the one of our hearts.

Resting her butt on her feet, she turned back to my son. “You are, huh?”

“Yep, I’m gonna go to space.”

“To the moon?” she drew out, her eyes wide in awe.

Scout frowned. “No way. People have already been to the moon. That’s old news. We gotta go all the way to Mars if we’re gonna discover somethin’ new.”

“Oh, well, then, that’s going to be awesome, just like I bet you’re pure awesomesauce.”

She poked his belly, and he tried to grab for her finger, cracking up, his voice twisted like she was crazy. “Awesomesauce? You mean like apples-sauce? Because my gramma says it’s okay to eat the apples-sauce, but I can’t get no more cookies, and I am starvin’. Did you even bring lunch because I really hope so?”

He popped up on his knees, bouncing six inches in the air.

Affection pulled tight across my chest, and Tessa was fighting laughter, this softness about her that was soothing the air that burned with chaos.

It was a chaos that for the last four years I hadn’t known how to tame.

Stuck in a windstorm that would never cease.

And now…now it felt like there was a chance at peace.

“We sure did. Just how hungry are you?”

“The hungriest. I got the growls.” He rubbed his stomach.

God, how desperately I loved this kid.

Affection kissed Tessa’s pale cheeks, and she carefully shifted her attention to Remy, who still stood reticent at my side. “Hey, Remy.”

“Hi.” Remy’s voice was quiet.

“It’s nice to meet you.”

Remy blinked at her. “Do you love my dad?”

Right.

Okay.

I shouldn’t have been surprised it would be Remy who put us to the test.

Flustered, Tessa let go of a haggard breath.

She warred, and something flashed through her expression when she glanced at me, something that shouldn’t have been there, something that should have been missing when she whispered the lie, “I do. Very much.”

I could feel Remy searching her, like the child wished she could dig through her mind, that her trust wasn’t quite there, which was no surprise since this world hadn’t given her much to believe in.

I cleared my throat, unable to take the tension for a second longer. “We should get set up.”

Scout hopped to his feet without care. “Lunchtime!”

I pushed to stand. Remy remained pinned to my side, though she barely made it to my waist. Reaching out a hand, I helped Tessa to her feet.

“Thank you,” she murmured, her eyes on me for a beat before they were on Remy, her expression riddled with this empathy that made emotion clot up my throat.

Then she reached out and ruffled her fingers through Scout’s hair. “Let’s get you fed, Rocketman.”

Scout giggled like it was the best thing he’d ever heard, then the two of them went skipping toward where I’d dumped our things.

A playfulness took over Tessa as she said something that made Scout crack up. She grabbed the blanket and started to spread it out under the shade of a tree, and Scout was right there to help her, fumbling to get a grip on one side. He tripped and fell backward onto his butt. Instantly, he popped back up, still holding onto one side of the blanket, the kid likely making the job a whole ton harder.

All while a quiet sadness and confusion emanated from my daughter.

“You good, Remy Girl?” I mumbled, still staring ahead, tucking her closer to me where I had my arm slung around her shoulder.

“It just feels weird that you came here with someone,” she whispered like she was ashamed of admitting it.

“Are you okay with that?”

Pain clouded her eyes when she looked up at me. “I don’t like you being alone, but I heard Grandma say you don’t deserve love and that you don’t have any of it to give, either.”

My attention snapped to where Paula sat at a picnic table under a ramada.

Anger burned in my guts.

How could she fucking say something like that in front of my kids?

Turning to Remy, I knelt in front of her and brushed the locks of brown hair from her precious face. “Your grandma is still very, very sad, Remy, because she misses your mom so much, and it’s really hard for her to see through it. It makes her say things that aren’t true.”

I took her by the outside of her shoulders. “But no matter what she says, I need you to know that I love you with every part of me. You and Scout? You are my life. You are what is important to me. You are the reason I live.”

She blinked, processing, before she murmured, “And Tessa, too?”

Fuck. I looked to the ground for a beat before I returned my gaze to my daughter. “Yeah, Tessa, too, but what I feel for her will never take anything away from what I feel for you and your brother. Do you understand?”

“I think so.”

“Okay, good. Now how about we go get some lunch before your brother eats it all?” I forced an easy smile.

Remy gave me one of her half-lopsided grins. “We’d better. Grandma said he’s eating her out of house and home.”

Yeah, well not for long.
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“Go, go, go!” Tessa jumped up and down, rooting on Remy who’d thrown the Frisbee and was currently rounding the bases.

I scooped Scout into my arms, and he and I raced toward the Frisbee that’d rolled out the right side of the baseball field.

Scout was bouncing all over, his laughter filling the air, my little guy kicking my sides like I was a horse. “Hurry, Dad, hurry, Remy is so really fast, and we gotta catch her before she gets all the way to home base.”

I dipped down to snag the Frisbee, holding tight to Scout as I tipped him upside down, making him holler and laugh uncontrollably while Tessa was shouting, “You’re almost there, Remy! Whoop, whoop! Team Remy-T Wreckers coming in for the win. Yeah, baby!”

Scout’s eyes went wide. “Go, Dad! We gotta catch her. Rocket speed!”

I shifted him, tucking his side to mine so he could stretch out his arms like he was flying, and I was supplying the rocket propulsion as we bounded back the opposite direction, a bunch of sounds bubbling out of my mouth as I found a lightness I hadn’t felt in a long, long time.

Remy rounded third base.

Tessa jumped up and down on the pitcher’s mound, waving her hands in the air and cheering on my kid. “Go, Remy, go!”

Both their faces were red.

Joy radiated all around.

Guessed it was my joy, too.

This feeling in the air that might have been the best thing I’d ever felt.

Scout kept himself rigid, still zooming through the air. “After burners, Dad!”

I increased my speed a fraction.

Remy screamed and laughed as she ran for home, my daughter soaring free when her steps were often laden with reservation.

Her load too heavy.

I made sure that we just missed her as she stomped onto the base.

“Ahh, dang, you’re too fast.” I feigned the grumbled complaint while my little girl squealed in victory and shouted, “I did it! I did it!”

Tessa ran her way, her arms in the air. “You did it! You are a rockstar, Remington Hendricks!”

They jumped, high-fiving each other with both hands.

“Oh, man,” Scout whined. “We got a tie. How do we even know who’s the best?”

I pressed my lips to the top of his head. “Means we’re all the best, little man.”

“That’s Rocketman to you,” he told me.

A chuckle got free, and Tessa was giggling nonstop, her smile so bright, happiness this glow of warmth that surrounded her.

She poked Scout’s belly where I’d shifted him upright. “Pure awesomesauce, I tell you.”

He jumped out of my arms and into hers.

She caught him like she was completely accustomed to pint-sized shenanigans. “There’s my Rocketman! You’re off to Mars!” she sang as she swung him around.

Peals of his laughter rang in the air, and Remy moved to hold my hand, grinning in a way I hadn’t seen her do in so long that I’d almost forgotten what it looked like.

God, I wasn’t even sure how to navigate through it when I kept getting struck with an urge to capture it.

Hold it and protect it forever.

“Okay, I think that’s my favorite game.” Remy was almost shy to say it, though it was adrenaline and glee rushing all over her face.

“So fun!” Tessa agreed.

Everyone was panting with the exertion, sweat slicking our skin, and we moved back to where we had the blanket set up in the shade.

Tessa flopped down onto her back on it, Scout still held in her arms. Remy flopped right down beside her.

Tessa rolled her head in Remy’s direction so they were staring at each other where they lie on their backs. “Thank you for being on my team.”

“Best team ever.” Timidity might have filled Remy’s voice, but joy shined in her eyes.

They just sat there for a second, smiling at each other, something special moving between them.

Scout climbed off Tessa, and he crawled to the cooler and tossed open the lid. “I spy with my little eye a blue Popsicle.”

Like he hadn’t spotted it earlier when we were passing out sandwiches and fresh-cut fruit.

He reached for one.

“You’re supposed to ask first, little man,” I told him.

“Is it okay, Tessa?” He beamed at her. I was pretty sure those full lips would be enough to swindle the last dollar out of a starving man’s hand.

I blinked at him. “Excuse me? What am I, chopped liver?”

Scout shrugged. “Tessa’s got my back.”

Tessa sat up, pressing her fingertips to her mouth like she was trying to keep back her laughter.

“What are you giggling about?” I asked, voice low as I climbed down onto my knees at the edge of the oversized blanket.

“I think I found myself a couple of new besties.” Her smile softened, pure affection as she glanced between the two of them.

Remy smiled, too, and fuck, my chest tightened.

I loved to see my little girl happy.

“I’ll be your best friend because you brought me a Popsicle,” Scout supplied as he grabbed a handful of them and started to pass them out.

“One for Daddy-Doo, one for Remy-Roo, one for Tessa-Too.”

My kid, he was a poet.

“Dad, you better kiss her if you’re gonna marry her,” Scout said so nonchalant as he peeled the wrapper and stuck the blue bullet into his mouth. “Because in a minute, she’s gonna have blue lips, and that’s gross.”

I knew we were going to have to get these displays of affection right, but my nerves decided it was a fine time to short-circuit.

To go zapping and zinging in all those places she kept bringing to life.

Shaking me down and tightening my guts in a flurry of want as I looked at the woman who watched me with such a tenderness that my spirit groaned.

“You’ve got love, Dad,” Remy whispered.

Soft encouragement that cut me to the quick.

My child’s belief filling me full after I’d lost it.

Warily, I crawled forward on my knees, already towering over Tessa where she sat on the blanket.

My friend.

My friend.

Curling my hand around the back of her neck, I drew her closer.

Fire flashed.

That feeling rising that I had to keep at bay.

But those blue eyes, they were so intense and deep and filled with this trust that spread like fingers through my senses.

The girl a lure.

Her lips barely parted as we sat there with an inch of space separating us.

Hovering.

Hesitating.

Unsure.

My heart thundered too loud, and I finally drew her the rest of the way in and pressed my lips to hers.

Somewhere between firm and soft.

A second.

Then two.

Breathing her in.

Torment and bliss.

Scout cracked up at our side, and I closed my eyes for a second more, relishing in it, in what I couldn’t have, before I forced myself back a fraction to look his way.

“You do got the love bug, Dad. Miss Longmier said it was a horrible disease,” he giggled around his Popsicle.

I glanced back at Tessa, who withdrew, timidly licking her lips as she sat back.

My dick stirred.

I wanted to kiss her again.

Guilt cleaved through my spirit at the errant thought, but I didn’t have time to fully contemplate it before a voice cleared, bursting the bubble we’d built.

“It’s time to go,” Paula said, barely controlling the spite in her voice.

“Oh, man, already? I just got my Popsicle,” Scout complained.

Sadness rushed from Remy, and in an instant, she had moved and was clinging to me. It was the same way she always did when it was time to say goodbye.

I held her tight, one arm around her waist and my other hand spread over the back of her head while she buried her face in my chest.

I was caught in her pain, in the hatred that burned from Paula, in the sympathy that radiated from Tessa.

“Finish it up quickly.” Paula pursed her lips in disdain when she glanced at where I was on my knees hugging Remy.

Scout took it as a challenge, though half of it melted on his face and dripped down onto his shirt.

When he finished, we all reluctantly stood.

Somberness stole the mood as Tessa and I packed our things.

Tessa held onto the blanket while I carried the cooler back across the park.

Scout and Remy walked along at either side of us. Scout prattled on, thankfully unaware of the melancholy that had descended.

Paula and Gene were already waiting by their car. We set everything on the sidewalk, and a sticky disquiet crawled over us as we walked the kids to the parking lot.

Remy took Tessa in a fierce hug.

“I’m really glad I got to meet you today. It was so fun,” she whispered, like she needed to keep it a secret.

Tessa gently ran her hand down the back of her head before she eased back so she could meet her eye. “It was one of my most favorite days I’ve ever had.”

An affected smile tweaked Remy’s mouth before it dimmed, and she moved to throw herself around me. She burrowed into me as I held her close.

I nearly buckled when I felt her crying.

How many times could my soul shatter before there was nothing left that existed?

I eased her back, tipped up her chin, held it between my thumb and forefinger. “It’s okay, Remy Girl. I’ll see you next week.”

One side of her face tremored as she tried to hold her sorrow back. “Okay.”

“I love you.”

She nodded, the words whispered directly into my chest when she squeezed me again. “You’ve got love, Dad, and I love you back so much.”

She finally peeled herself away and climbed into the back of the SUV.

I picked up Scout and flung him around a little, making him laugh before I pulled him against my chest, holding him as tight as I could without crushing him. “You be a good boy, Scout. I’ll be thinking about you.”

“Every single second.” He grinned.

“That’s right.” I pressed a kiss to his temple.

Paula all but ripped him out of my arms, scowling at me as she buckled him into his car seat.

“He’s a mess, Milo. I’d appreciate it if you had a little consideration next time.”

Right.

Popsicles.

I was a horrible parent.

I didn’t bother responding because it didn’t matter.

There would be no getting through to her, no changing her mind, and the only way any of this would change would be fighting it out in court.

We stepped back as Paula slammed the door shut, and she rounded and got into the front passenger seat.

Gene backed out.

Tessa eased up to my side.

Energy thrummed.

Quiet.

Intense.

Sorrowful.

She threaded her fingers through mine, and together, we watched them drive away.

I’d done it for close to four years.

Stood there, alone, breaking all over again.

But this time, I did it with Tessa at my side.

This time, I did it with a spark of hope.


NINETEEN

TESSA


I set my e-reader on the nightstand. Tonight, I was unable to focus on the words that kept blurring together.

Reading romance was my jam.

I loved getting to experience the tension. The angst. The attraction. The mystery.

I loved the triumph over trauma.

I loved getting to fall in love over and over again, a million different times in a million different ways.

I wanted to experience the beauty of it rather than succumb to the numbness I’d felt lying next to a man I would never love, night after night.

One who would never spark a flame or incite a riot of wings in my belly.

But tonight, I couldn’t fall into that safe haven. Couldn’t settle into the fantasy when I could feel the torment of Milo, who roamed the cabin as if he were lost.

Today had been brutal.

Beautifully brutal.

It had opened my eyes wide to what he was going through. The fight he was up against, and what he was fighting for.

He’d been quiet on the ride home.

Quieter still once we’d gotten here.

He’d been the same way after last week’s visit, but I didn’t think there was a way to understand the full magnitude of what it meant until I’d witnessed it for myself.

The joy.

The love.

The hurt.

The pain.

The harsh hatred from his ex-mother-in-law that’d had me biting my tongue so hard I’d actually made myself bleed.

But the urge to get in her face and demand she look at the damage she was causing had been close to overwhelming.

How she wasn’t only hurting Milo, but her grandchildren, too.

But going all fiery friend on her ass wouldn’t help things.

It’d only make it worse.

I doubted there was anything I could say that would make her change her mind.

The second we’d gotten home, Milo had headed directly outside and begun to work on the treehouse.

I hadn’t followed him because I’d known he needed space.

Time alone to process.

To mourn.

And I solemnly swore that I’d made a real, valiant attempt at not sneaking peeks.

But I’d worried about him.

Truly.

Not that it’d helped the sticky situation when he had to go and peel the shirt from his body when he’d gotten hot and sweaty.

Hot was the keyword here.

Like, how on all things holy could one man be so spicy?

One glance and I caught fire.

It was like the man had become written code in every fantasy that had ever sprouted in my mind. Had become every hero in every book. Every image of what I ultimately wanted.

But tonight?

It’d been more than just the attraction that burned between us.

It was riddled with the harsh desperation that had surrounded his being while he’d worked on the treehouse.

As if his mind had strayed to faraway places while determination had strengthened his movements. He’d stayed out there until long after the sun had set, and my name had been a bare grunt of goodnight as he’d passed through the house to take a shower an hour ago.

I’d retreated to my room, but now, I could feel him moving around the cabin.

That energy potent and provocative.

My care for him too much.

When I couldn’t handle it any longer, I slipped out of bed, keeping my movements quiet as I moved to the door, quieter still as I cracked it open and tiptoed out like some kind of creepy stalker.

I slipped out to the squared archway, and I hung on to the edge of it as I peered out.

My breaths turned shallow.

The only lights on in the cabin glowed from beneath the top cabinets in the kitchen. It was just enough to illuminate the severity of his profile from where he stood at the kitchen sink, though he wasn’t doing anything except staring out the window.

He’d showered, his black hair damp and rumpled, and he wore a fresh white tee that hugged the massive width of his shoulders.

Muscles bulged from his back and arms.

Heck, his entire body was this hulking, monstrous thing.

Every inch of him bristled with strength.

The man was pure, masculine poetry.

A shock to my senses.

Bottled mayhem.

Beautiful Beast.

My lips burned with the memory he’d imprinted there this afternoon when he’d kissed me, and my insides quaked with the way it’d felt to be his for a moment, even when being his was nothing but a farce.

And I guessed it was the reason I felt frozen where I stood. Because I didn’t know how to hide it any longer. What I really felt for him. I hated that it’d come to feel like some kind of dirty secret.

“What are you doin’ over there, Little Dove?”

A buzz slipped down my spine at the sound of his grumbly voice, with the fact that he felt me from across the room.

I stuffed the attraction down because this shouldn’t be about my crush. Slipping out from behind my hiding place, I wrung my hands and whispered, “I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

He shifted a fraction to look at me.

It sent a ripple of his intensity vibrating through the dense air. I almost stumbled into it, but I kept moving closer.

The way his eyes devoured me from across the space was enough to set me aflame.

In an instant, I was burning up.

“It must be becoming apparent that I’m not in the best frame of mind on Sunday evenings.”

I rounded the end of the island and came to stand directly across from him just as he turned to face me. He crossed those massive arms over his chest as he leaned against the countertop.

“That’s understandable. Today was…” I trailed off, unsure how to put it into words.

“Rough.” There was an apology in his voice, and he picked up the bottle of beer he had sitting open and took a swig of it.

My head shook, my voice quieted. “No. It was wonderful, not that there weren’t parts of it that weren’t hard. It was just…worth it.”

Devotion carved itself deep into his expression. “They’re worth everything to me.”

Emotion thickened my throat. “They’re truly amazing. The sweetest things.”

“You did good, Tessa. Really, really good.”

I forced lightness into my shaky laugh. “Well, I’ve been told I’m a great actress. I might have missed my calling.”

He surprised me by stepping forward.

That big body filled the space to overflowing, the man stealing the breath from my lungs.

I stumbled backward with the force of it.

Energy flashed as he eased even closer, and I shivered when he angled down so close to my face that I could taste all his yummy deliciousness.

“That wasn’t acting, Tessa. That was your kindness. Your gentleness. Your care. The way you made my kids feel like they were the center of your world. There is no faking that.”

“No, that part wasn’t acting.” The confession breezed out in a thin wisp from my lips.

I swore he inhaled the words.

“Remy liked you.” He muttered it low, a pain seeded so deep in his being when he spoke of her.

“She misses you.” I prayed he could feel my belief as I gazed at his unforgettable face. At the stark, defined angles of his jaw and brow. At the softness of his mouth.

He gave a tight nod. “She remembers livin’ with me. What our life used to be like. Felt the trauma of it being ripped apart.”

I shouldn’t have, but I reached up and gently scratched my nails through his beard.

Everything about Milo Hendricks made me want to crawl right inside.

Hold him.

Maybe let him hold me, too.

Because there was no missing the way our emptiness ached, and maybe those vacancies wouldn’t hurt so bad if we let each other fill them.

“I can see that she is also fiercely strong, like her dad. Quiet and insightful. Kind and gentle.”

He breathed out a harsh breath. “That’s what you think of me?”

“I do.”

A rough laugh curled from his throat. “That’s me trying to control who I really am.”

My head shook. “Don’t you see that in your daughter? All of those amazing qualities?”

His brow pinched. “Everything about her is amazing.”

My nails kept scraping through the prickly hairs of his beard. “And she is so very much like you.”

“Tessa…”

“It’s true.”

He blinked like he wanted to believe it but didn’t know how.

“And Scout…” I murmured with a smile pulling at the edge of my mouth. “He’s a perfect little handful, just like you said.”

“They’re my world. The meaning of this life.”

I nodded. “You’re a great dad, Milo.”

“I’m tryin’ to be.”

“There’s no trying to it. It radiates from you. It’s powerful and all-consuming, and I promise you that your kids feel it. I promise they know your love for them. Even from across the miles. Even when they’re not here with you. They know.”

Torment moved through his expression, and I let my fingertips slide up his face until my palm was on his cheek.

Did he feel the connection? Did he grasp this same feeling that I had for him? The one that kept growing stronger each day?

His hand slipped over mine, and he pressed my palm firm against his face. “And you have given me the chance to erase those miles, Tessa.”

A flood of warmth washed across my skin, and my tongue swept out over my lips.

The energy was so thick between us it’d become the oxygen.

Flames crackled, and his eyes flashed.

“They deserve to be with you, Milo. They love you and you love them, and it is clear that you would do absolutely anything to protect and provide for them. This is right, what we’re doing.”

He could barely nod. “And dealing with Paula?”

“She’s horrible, Milo. Her aura, what radiates around her? It’s not just broken, it’s ugly, and it makes me sick, what she’s putting you and the kids through, but I’ll take her ugliness on, too.”

His gaze flashed with anger. “Don’t want to put you through that.”

“We’re in this together. Remember?”

He warred for a beat before he nodded. “Yeah.”

Then something that was close to a grin flitted over his mouth, and somehow, he drew me even closer as he studied me.

“Her aura?” He quirked a brow, somewhere between a tease and true curiosity.

A self-conscious giggle slipped free. “I just…see things about people in ways I’m not sure anyone else does.”

“That why you treat people like you’ve always known them from the moment you meet them?”

Heat flushed my cheeks. “I usually can tell if someone needs a friend. Support. A person there to encourage them.”

He hesitated before he asked, “And what is it you see when you’re around me?”

My fingertips went back to scratching through his beard, my words soft rasps of affection that I couldn’t keep contained. “I see a warm glow that wants to bleed out, but it’s shuttered in pain. I see this goodness that got twisted in some kind of guilt that holds you hostage.”

A low grunt left his mouth, but he didn’t move. He just stood there, swaying with me, the two of us caught in a moment of understanding.

But I thought it might be more than that, the energy that whispered and lured and pulled between us.

Hungry eyes searched me in the shadows, and I could feel the intensity steadily building between us with each second that passed.

“What are you thinking right now?” he finally demanded, words a rugged caress over my face.

And crap, I should lie, keep up with this charade, but the gusty confession left me on a plea. “I was wondering what it would be like if it were real. If this wasn’t faked. If you kissed me because you want me, the same way I want you.”

Oh, man, I’d really done it then. Pushed him over a line he didn’t want crossed. Darkness blazed through his eyes in a way I’d never seen it do before.

Fury and ferocity.

He reeled back by three inches.

It tore my hand from his face and created a chasm of volatility that roiled between us. One that was going to suck me to the bottom of it.

His expression was set in fierce restraint.

His eyes pinched in desperation.

His jaw clenched in disgust.

I went to grab him by the shirt so I could hold on to him. Tell him I was joking, that I didn’t mean it.

Convince him I was just being that goofy Tessa who no one took seriously and hope he didn’t get that I was begging him not to go.

I started to toss out a thousand lies when he snapped.

His big hand flew out so fast I couldn’t process the movement. He had me by the back of the neck and was pulling me forward with so much force my feet nearly slipped out from under me.

Or maybe I was just flying when his mouth crushed against mine.

My entire body lit in a show of fireworks.

Snap. Crackle. Boom.

Oh, yes.

I couldn’t even stop the moan that rolled up my throat as a volatile concoction of relief and need and desire went sailing through my system.

My hands drove into his shirt as I struggled to keep up with the shift.

With this perfect fantasy that I’d been dying to experience.

It wasn’t gentle.

It was a plundering.

Decimation.

My complete ruining.

His mouth moved over mine in an obliterating push and pull.

A gasp ripped up my throat when his tongue stroked through my lips to dominate the kiss.

It was all kinds of demanding.

Possessive.

I liked it. God, I liked it so much.

My hands roved, needy in their search, palms rushing the hard planes of his chest, up and over his shoulders and diving into his hair.

Bliss.

A torrential downpour of bliss was what I felt.

A grumbly moan rolled off his tongue and spilled into our kiss.

“Tiny Tease, wrecking my mind,” he mumbled as his hand skidded down my side, taking greedy handfuls of my flesh as he went.

I yelped when he grabbed me by the bottom and tugged me against the delicious expanse of his hulking body.

Flames roared. An inferno that combusted in my belly.

A full-fledged fire.

I whimpered. Milo moaned.

“Is this what you wanted to know, Little Dove?” he warned at my mouth as he continued the plundering. “Did you want to know what it’d be like if I took you? Owned you?”

“Yes.” It was complete surrender.

My feet were suddenly no longer touching the ground, and on instinct, I wrapped my legs around his waist when he hoisted me up.

“You need to feel it, Tessa?” He used his hand that was kneading into my bottom to grind me against his massive erection.

Desire erupted.

A needy throb at the juncture between my thighs.

Holy fuckballs.

Salem was right.

This bad boy would split me in two.

I was so here for it. For all of it. For everything he had to offer.

“I’ve always wanted you.” The admission gushed in a torrent of need. “Show me what it’s like, Milo. Please, show me.”

A growl rumbled in his chest, and he dove back in. Every stroke of his tongue was possession. Every touch of our hands frantic.

Disorienting.

Perfecting.

So much.

So good.

His kiss consumed, and I was in a frenzy as I struggled to touch him everywhere I could, wanting more, but not sure I could handle all that he was.

But, oh, was I ready to try.

My fingernails raked desperately at his shoulders and rushed down his back, searching for a way to get inside. “Milo. Do you feel this, too? Did you feel it for all those months?”

The question incited him farther, his groan pained.

Close to agonized.

The kiss became punishing as he continued to grind me against his cock.

“Please,” I begged. “Please…please touch me.”

Lust clouded my sight.

A fever that I’d never experienced before.

Something I didn’t know but wanted to discover in Milo.

I gasped when he suddenly plopped me onto the counter, and he fisted a hand in my hair, the man close to rough as he dragged me to the edge.

“You wanna come, Little Dove?”

I couldn’t even speak. I was lucky I got out an erratic nod.

He grabbed me by the knee and spread my legs.

Breathless, I gaped, unable to believe that Milo Hendricks was actually wound between my thighs.

A fortress that towered.

So big and burly and positively dripping with sex as he stared at me with this look that told me I’d better be careful what I was asking for.

“Please.”

All self-preservation had gone poof.

He scraped his callused palm up the inside of my thigh.

Shivers raced, then I was gasping when he jerked the crotch of my sleep shorts to the side and circled a fingertip just at my entrance.

My head spun, and my hands shot to the edge of the counter to keep myself upright while his tongue raked over his bottom lip as he placed his full attention on where he was touching me.

“Look at you, sweet girl, dripping for me.”

A blush streaked my flesh, and I wasn’t even shy.

The words heaved out with a shattered breath. “Every time I think of you, I get wet, Milo. I can’t stop it, the way I wonder what it’d be like to feel you. If you…if you⁠—”

He cut me off by pushing two giant fingers inside me.

“Oh my God,” raked up my throat, “Milo, you⁠—”

He silenced the rest when he tightened his fist in my hair and dove back at my mouth.

His kiss was rough as he pumped his fingers at this perfect, mind-bending rhythm while he used the pad of his thumb to circle my clit.

Oh yes, did the man know what he was doing. I didn’t have to wonder any longer what he could do with those big, rugged hands.

Pleasure clouded my sight, and I held onto his shoulders while he stroked me into oblivion.

Bliss built so fast I wasn’t prepared.

A tsunami that struck from out of nowhere.

A summer storm that hit.

I split apart.

A complete rupturing.

An ecstasy I’d never known plowed through my body, leaving no stone unturned.

I cried out as the orgasm ripped through me.

Nothing else existed but this.

This.

“Milo.”

He swallowed that, too, the man holding me like a treasure as I nearly floated off the counter.

In his arms, I shook and bowed, arching toward him in this plea to get closer as little shocks of pleasure continued to scatter through my body.

The O was so yummy, it should have sustained me for a lifetime.

Call me needy, but I wanted more.

One taste was hardly enough.

For the first time, I really, really wanted it because I found the one who I wanted to share it with.

“Take me, Milo. Take all of me.”

I wanted to disappear into his beautiful being.

Stay there.

Fill him while he filled me.

But I’d never been so sure than right then that the man was a tornado.

The kind that touched down and destroyed everything in its path as it passed through.

Gone in an instant but the wreckage insurmountable.

Bottled mayhem that had been shaken so fiercely it blew.

Because Milo jerked away while I still tried to cling to him.

Horror cut through every line of his striking face as he stared at me like I was an apparition.

Or maybe the monster who’d shoved a knife into the sanctity of his ghosts.

Because it was all there.

Regret.

Shame.

All up against the lust that hazed over his eyes.

It didn’t help that pleasure still rolled through me. Tiny sparks that kept going off while he looked at me like I was the manifestation of his every sin.

Slowly, he backed away, peeling my fingers from his shoulders as he went.

“Milo.” His name barely made it from my lips, was barely heard, though I might as well have stabbed him with the way he recoiled when he heard it.

He roughed a shaky, tatted hand through his hair, voice a ragged scratch of desolation. “Have to go.”

Without saying anything else, he turned, snatched his keys from the counter, and stormed out the door.

The walls rattled when he slammed it behind him.

A second later, I heard the rumble of his old truck.

Disoriented, I sat up, my limbs trembling uncontrollably, my mind still muddled with desire and my heart spilling out onto the floor.

Trying to get my bearings, I gulped and inhaled, mind scrambling to process what had just happened as his truck roared off into the night.

The man stole the fire when he went.

It left me cold and adrift.

Hurt.

Because what the hell? Kiss me? Touch me? Then just…walk out?

But the worst part was I was stuck there.

Floating hopelessly in his pain.

Lost to the misery of where Milo Hendricks lived.


TWENTY

MILO
NINE YEARS AGO


Milo tremored where he sat against the wall in the murky shadows of the dingy hall. The shouts and cheers of the depraved echoed from the bowels of the basement.

He thought their greed had grown claws and sank into the concrete, chains that clanked and clanged, shackled to his bitter soul.

Holding him hostage.

He struggled for a breath and brought his blood-stained fists to his eyes.

The violence spent.

Another man beaten close to death.

The stench of the possibility hung fast to the sordid atmosphere.

It was what fed the morbidity. The barbarity and inhumanity that brought men here in droves.

And he prowled through it night after night, like a rabid beast in a cage.

He slammed his head back against the rough blocks like it could knock him out of the vengeful cycle that would never end.

The weight of it lessened a fraction when he felt the shift in the air.

The cool breeze of her presence.

“There you are,” Autumn murmured as she neared.

He rolled his head to look at her, his heavy heart lightening at the sight. “Were you looking for me?”

A flirty smile edged the side of her mouth. “I’m always looking for you.”

“Is that so?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Come here,” he muttered, stretching out a hand as he straightened his legs out in front of him. Autumn didn’t hesitate to straddle his lap.

Relief wafted around him like a summer breeze, and he exhaled as he curled his arms around her. “You shouldn’t come here anymore.”

She pulled back, studying his face in the wisping shadows that haunted this place. “Why not? This is where I found you, isn’t it?”

She touched his face, her fingertips running over his lips. He took her hand and pressed it closer, the gentle kiss to her knuckles filled with devotion.

He wanted to take her away from this place.

Protect her from it.

Protect her from him.

“Still don’t understand that,” he muttered as he kept sweeping his lips along her knuckles.

She pulled back, care written in the curve of her brow, her brown eyes sincere. “How I could love you?”

His nod was hard.

She shook her head. “I loved you from the second I saw you.”

“I think you just loved the idea of slummin’ it with me to get back at your parents.” He forced a grin, sick with the idea that it might be true.

Autumn frowned. “You know that’s not true. Yeah, I came here that first night because I wanted to piss them off. Among a thousand other places I went that they would never have approved of. But it was here that I found you. And you are the reason I returned. The reason I stayed.”

His chest stretched tight. “You’d do a hell of a lot better without me.”

The lines on her pretty face deepened, and she sat up higher on her knees to hover over him. He tipped his head back so he could meet her stare, and she slipped her hand up his jaw until she was cupping his cheek.

So soft against all his hard.

“You don’t have to listen to that voice inside your head anymore. He doesn’t matter. You aren’t worthless, and you don’t have to prove anything to anyone.”

She inhaled a desperate breath. “Your father can’t hurt you, anymore. Can’t hurt your mother. And he can’t hurt me, either—not unless you let him. Not unless you give him that power and you push me away. We deserve each other, Milo. You are what matters. We are what matters.”

“Autumn.” It was a plea.

A plea for freedom.

A plea to be someone else.

Someone better.

“Let’s leave this place, Milo. Let’s leave and never come back.”

“Need to have a way to support you.”

God knew he didn’t have anything else going for him.

At his response, her gaze dimmed.

She knew his reasons went so much darker than that.

That he fought for release.

To prove he was something. Someone to be feared. Something to be revered.

And now, he fought for Stefan. Other than his mom, he had been the one person who had believed in him. Picked him up and made him someone when he’d been little more than a kid.

Shown him he had value. Gave him a direction to channel the wrath.

He was indebted to him, but that debt had twisted itself into something morbid.

In the end, he’d only fostered what his father had bred in him.

A sickness there was no healing from.

Gore.

Both her hands came to frame his face. “You don’t have to fight anymore, Milo. I don’t need anything but you.”

Thickness clotted his throat, and he reached out and ran his fingertips along the angle of her jaw, forcing out the confession, “I’ve only loved two people in my entire life…my mother…now you.”

Tears blurred her brown eyes as she stared down at him. “Well, now you’re going to have to love one more.”

Fear curdled in the middle of him, all while hope came sprouting up through the rubble.

He touched her flat belly. “You sure?”

She nodded frantically before she flew forward and wrapped her arms around his neck, hugging him hard as she begged, “Let’s leave and start something brand new. No more blood, Milo.”

His arms curled around her, and he stood without letting her go. “Okay, baby. Let’s go.”
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He knocked on the door outside Stefan’s office in downtown San Francisco.

He kept his legitimate businesses here, the rest he’d brought to Milo’s door.

“Come in.”

Milo’s chest tightened as he stepped inside.

Stefan studied him, his brow pinching at the look on Milo’s face.

“Why do I get the feeling I’m not going to like the reason for this visit?”

Dread raced his throat, and he forced out the words. “Because I can’t fight any longer.”

Stefan scowled. “What do you mean, you can’t fight?”

“It’s time I moved on and did something honest with my life.”

A scoff rolled from Stefan, and he eased forward in his executive chair. “Men like us don’t do honest, Milo. Why do you think I picked you up and took you under my wing? Molded and shaped you into the man you are today? Because you are just like me, and you always will be.”

“Maybe I don’t want to be him anymore.”

Eyeing Milo, Stefan rocked back in his chair. “I gave you everything. Laid every opportunity at your feet. You would be nothing without me.”

A flare of hatred burst in Milo’s spirit.

It’d started out that way. Stefan filling his head with promises, feeding into his wounds and into his pride.

But in the end, Stefan had just wanted to use him.

Use him for power.

For his greed.

For his twisted hungers that Milo hadn’t recognized before it’d been too late.

He’d allowed himself to be led astray.

He knew it then.

“Autumn gave me more.”

In an instant, Milo knew he shouldn’t have admitted it.

Dark amusement played through Stefan’s features. “So, this is about the girl.”

“I’m leaving this life behind and starting a family.”

Stefan grunted. “I am your family.”

“Not anymore.” Milo started for the door.

Stefan pushed to his feet.

“You owe me, Milo. Everything you have is because of me. Wherever you go, don’t forget that. I created you. Made you. Own you. But I’ll let you go. Because you need to see for yourself who you are. Because I love you like a son. You’ll return when the time is right.”

Milo held his scoff.

Stefan was delusional.

He was never coming back.
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Milo clung to Autumn’s hand where they stood outside her parents’ mansion hidden in the woods.

Its pitched roof was so tall it became a fixture in the heavens, the grounds pristine and manicured.

Autumn’s mother stood on the front porch since she refused to invite Milo inside. Disgust poured from her as she glowered at him. “What are you thinking, bringing this trash to my doorstep?”

Trash.

Milo fought the voices that stirred in his mind, and Autumn clung tighter to his hand like she could protect him from the ugliness that wanted to climb from the pit where he’d locked it away.

“Please, don’t be like that, Mom. I love him.”

Paula scoffed. “That’s not love, Autumn. This is juvenile infatuation. I promise you’ll come to your senses and get over it soon enough. Now, come inside where you belong.”

“It’s not infatuation. I love him. So much. We’re getting married and having a baby.”

Her mother blanched.

Her face stark white.

Horror bowed her back, and her hand darted out to grip onto the railing. “I won’t stand for it.”

“You don’t have a say.” Milo couldn’t keep the words locked on his tongue, the sound of them close to savagery.

“The hell I don’t. She’s my daughter. Mine. And I won’t let some lowlife swoop in and destroy her future.”

“Mom,” Autumn wheezed. “Please don’t be this way.”

“I’m only protecting you, Autumn. Don’t you see your life has spiraled since you met him? You’re going to amount to nothing if you stay with him.”

Knives pierced his flesh, but he held the fury back.

“If that’s what it means to be with him? Then so be it.”

Autumn turned and started to drag him down the stairs.

Thank fuck, because Milo didn’t think he could stay there for a second longer.

“You’re going to regret this, Autumn,” her mother shouted. She rushed down the steps behind them. “Don’t do this. Please. If you walk away now, you’re walking away from everything. You’ll have nothing. Your bank account is gone. I’m warning you.”

Didn’t she know her daughter at all?

What she wanted from life?

Milo turned, his voice haggard and hard. “You don’t have to like me, but I love your daughter, and I will protect her, fight for her, and take care of her forever.”

Her nose curled and pained disbelief huffed from her mouth. “I doubt you know what that means.”
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A tiny giggle rippled from her lips, her smile pure adoration. “I know you better than you think I do, Milo Hendricks.”

He could only smile back, propped on an elbow as he gazed down at her where she lay on their bed in the trailer on his land.

“Is that so?” he teased.

“Yup. I see it written all over you. I feel it in these hands.” She ran her fingers over the calluses he’d gotten from building their cabin.

Their home.

Where they were going to raise their family.

He’d given his mother the other half of the money he’d saved during his years fighting, and she was having a house built on the property next to them.

Once the cabin was finished, he planned to start his own construction company.

Build their lives up with the strength of his hands.

Because Paula was wrong.

Stefan was wrong.

He would take care of his family, and he didn’t need anyone else to do it.

“And I see it every time you look at me.” Autumn ran her fingertip down the side of his face. “It’s so very plain to see how much you love me.”

He ran his hand over her swollen belly. His heart soared, and he touched her face. “More than you’ll ever know. I promise you always, baby.”

“Always,” she whispered back.


TWENTY-ONE

MILO


My hand clamped down tighter on the steering wheel, my jaw locked in agony as I took the twisting mountain road. Night eclipsed me on all sides and pressed down in a crushing weight from above. The edge of the dense, thick forest that hugged the pavement barely lit in a blur as I passed.

I had no destination in mind. I just had to get the hell away from the regret that was tearing me limb from limb.

Away from the draw I could feel calling me back to where I’d walked out on Tessa like a total prick. No better than the fucker she’d finally gotten free of. Touching her like she was meant for me when I knew better than getting her involved in the dumpster fire that had been my life.

Getting her involved.

I scoffed.

What bullshit.

I’d sucked that girl in so deep I could feel her seeping into the fractures, bleeding into the cracks. Finding her way into the places I had to keep her from, though I’d been the fool who’d invited her in for a front-row seat.

Today, she’d gone and wrecked all my reserve.

I wasn’t sure what I’d expected, but she’d gotten up and taken an active role.

She’d spent the day with my children like they’d become the most important thing in her life.

Made them feel alive and whole and cherished.

Safe.

And fuck, I guessed it was me who wasn’t feeling so safe right then.

Every barrier and wall I’d constructed had been damaged. One more chink in them and they’d crumble at her feet.

My stomach fisted, and my dick pressed at my jeans.

I could still taste her on my lips. Could still smell her on my fingers. Could feel her all the way down in that spot that longed to be filled.

Every cell in my body was knotted in want.

That was bad enough.

But it was my stupid heart that was angling in a direction I couldn’t let it go that had nausea curling through my stomach.

How in God’s name could I know something was so damned wrong, so at odds with every promise I had made, and crave it like it might be the only thing that could sustain my next breath?

Guilt hurtled through my bloodstream, and I scrubbed a palm over my face like it could wake me from the nightmare.

Keep me from the demons that hunted.

Their howls in my ears screaming of what I’d done.

Thought maybe they’d physically manifested themselves in the glare of the headlights that blinded me from behind.

It’d taken me a minute to notice they’d come closer and closer with each tight turn my old truck had taken up the narrow, winding road.

A road that was normally deserted this time of night.

Squinting, I glanced in the rearview mirror, trying to get a take on who was riding my tail.

All I could make out was a large SUV.

Black.

Indistinct.

I slowed a bit to let the asshole pass.

Instead of going around, they edged even closer than before. Right up on my ass, so close that if I tapped my brakes they’d likely collide with the back of my truck.

A slosh of adrenaline dumped into my veins, and I inhaled around the disorder that began to pound.

Heart beating heavy.

Stoking this dread I felt slither through me as I looked out the side mirrors to gauge what was up.

Had seen enough trouble in my life to know when something was off. When evil had come to collect.

Karma had a way of rearing her ugly head in the moments you’d begun to hope for something different. When you’d been fool enough to hope for something better after you’d already carved out the consequences years before.

Your destruction written in time.

I’d been the fool to go and let hope spark like sunshine in my mind.

Warmth to my life.

I tapped my brakes.

Fucker drifted into the other lane, and he gunned it, coming up to my side before he slammed back on his brakes and whipped back behind me.

“Shit.” My heart sped.

Violence whispered in my ear. I tried to stuff it down.

Focus.

Whoever this piece of shit was, he was here for me.

No question about it.

It wasn’t too hard to guess who wasn’t my biggest fan right about then.

Had known when I’d knocked the bastard out there’d likely be retribution to pay, but I’d gladly pay it a thousand times if it got Tessa safely out of that house.

If it showed her that she had someone there fighting for her, too.

Wanted her to know she wasn’t alone, and she didn’t have to stay there and take his bullshit anymore.

I just didn’t know how far he would push it or the lengths he would go.

No question that the dickhead was slime. Hell, he was the sludge at the bottom of the barrel.

All shiny and pretty on the outside, completely foul on the inside.

I increased my speed, taking the next curve fast, my old truck roaring in the night. The dashed line in the middle of the road blurred into one stripe as the forest swished by on either side.

He accelerated. The glare of his headlights became blinding.

My entire body jolted forward when he knocked into my fender, hard enough for the impact to rattle through the truck, but not enough to send me into a tailspin.

Violence throbbed and pulsed, boiling up from the chasm where I tried to keep it contained. Where it seethed and swelled and festered and became something every bit as disgusting as the dickhead eating up my tail.

My heart thundered as I struggled to keep my mind clear.

He rammed me again. Harder this time. Enough that the back of my truck swerved with the impact.

And there was nothing I could do.

Aggression broke free of the barriers, jumping into my veins like a mask. A cloak of violence that couldn’t be contained.

Slamming on my brakes, I skidded off to the side of the road, though there wasn’t enough room to get my truck completely off. I braced myself because he was so close I knew there was no chance that he could stop himself.

He crashed into me hard.

Metal screeched and tore, and my truck was forced forward, both of our tires squealing as we came to a shuddering stop.

I didn’t hesitate.

Didn’t think.

I was out of my truck and striding toward the blacked-out SUV that had careened to a stop sideways about ten feet behind me.

I only paused long enough to dip my hand into the bed of my truck so I could grab the bat I kept bungeed to the side.

I stormed that way, lifting it and smashing it into his windshield.

Asshole was going to learn fast he’d fucked with the wrong person. He didn’t have the first clue who he was dealing with.

Because I felt myself slip over the edge.

Control gone.

Tripping me back to the place where there was only violence and brutality.

Where vengeance meant survival.

Where savagery meant you had another day.

Darkness enclosed like a heavy blanket. The glare of the vehicles’ headlights that speared at odd directions was the only glow that broke the night, so there was no making anything out, thanks to the broken windshield and the tinted glass.

“Come on, motherfucker.” I drew the bat down on his hood. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

Both front doors plus the back driver’s side opened, and three men climbed out.

Masked and wielding pipes.

Menace in their stance and bloodlust in their bones.

“Shit,” I mumbled under my breath.

Wasn’t like I had never been outnumbered before. On the receiving end of a match that hadn’t been stacked in my favor.

Maybe I was the fool who’d thought this prick would come alone, that he’d stand up and fight his own battles.

Clearly not the case. Should’ve anticipated he was a straight-up pussy.

I went for the driver, swinging my bat wide the second he cleared the door. He dodged it, but he went to my right just like I knew he would. I threw a punch that direction, clocking him in the jaw.

He stumbled left and slammed into the opened door of the SUV.

The fucker behind him came at me. He swung his rod.

I jumped back as the metal whizzed through the air, the end of it missing me by an inch.

He kept swinging, forcing me back, while the third came around the front of the SUV to box me in.

Before I could get around to head him off, the guy behind me swung.

His rod cracked across the middle of my back.

Pain splintered down my spine, fracturing out like a web of agony.

A guttural roar ripped up my mouth.

It only amplified the fury.

The need to destroy.

I spun, swinging at the same time, slamming the asshole in the ribs.

A wail tore out of him, and the fucker bent in two.

I whirled back around, going for the second, only the first was back on his feet.

The two of them enclosed on my left and right.

As soon as they got close enough, I swung the bat, hitting the guy on my right in the shoulder.

At the same time, the one on the left got in a brutal hit to my side.

Another, then another.

Agony blasted through my bones.

I let loose.

Throwing fists.

Kicking.

Fighting with all I had.

I nailed the piece of shit on the left and sent him flying back before I spun and slammed two fists into the face of the fucker on the right.

Grunts and a barrage of curses filled the air.

I fought the three of them with all I had.

Blood poured as skin busted open.

Bones cracked.

“Fuck you, you piece of shit,” I roared, never backing down.

Because I was fighting for Tessa.

But I was losing hope that I was going to come out on top.

I had plenty of experience, but this?

It was a coordinated attack.

The men trained.

Hired.

Of that, I was sure.

Karl, that sleazy fuck, had taken his offense to the extreme.

The men took the blows, and they returned them as savagely as I gave them.

I doubted much they were anticipating the fight they were gonna get, though.

Surprised at what they stepped into.

They weren’t getting out of this unscathed, but I was losing footing.

Strength.

Each blow nearly dropping me to my knees.

A crack landed at the side of my head.

A flash of metal.

A strike inflicted with purpose.

Just hard enough for pain to go splitting through my brain and to drop me to the ground, but not hard enough to do me in.

I gasped for air, trying to get my bearings, to stand up and finish this.

But before I could get to my feet, one of the pricks ran up and kicked me in the gut.

I dropped to the pitted pavement, facedown, groaning in agony.

Two more strikes landed on my upper back.

Blackness clawed at the edges of my sight.

Consciousness faded in and out.

“Tell that asshole he’s a pussy for me, would you? Sending three of you,” I rasped, delirium setting in. I tried to stand again before I was dropped flat with an elbow to my temple. Then a mouth was at my ear, a low warning that tolled, cutting into the oblivion with a blade of wickedness.

“You didn’t think you were going to get off that easy, did you? Did you think he wouldn’t come to collect? And he will collect.”

Footsteps receded, and tires screeched as the SUV was thrown in reverse before it took off in the opposite direction as we’d come.

While I lay there in the middle of the pavement with harsh, agonized breaths wheezing through my throat.

As a true sort of terror took me hostage and dragged me under.
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I staggered into the darkness of my cabin, groaning like a bitch and heading straight for the cabinet.

I pulled out a bottle of Jack, opened it, and chugged down three giant gulps, welcoming the fire that raced down my throat and landed in a pool of relief in my stomach.

Glass clattered on the countertop as I fumbled to set it down, and I clung to the neck of it while my head dropped forward.

I had my other hand pressed to my side like it could keep it all from hemorrhaging out.

“Motherfucker,” I rumbled, trying to catch my breath.

The pain didn’t have a thing on the rage that bristled and blew like a dark storm at the edges of my sight.

Uncertainty tugged me in every direction.

It couldn’t be.

It couldn’t.

I’d hunted that motherfucker for years.

He was dead.

Dead.

It had to be Karl taking things to the extreme, but it was the man’s parting words that kept repeating in my mind.

Torment twisted through my being, and it didn’t have a thing to do with the fact that I’d been beaten to shit.

Guilt laying siege.

My intentions skewed.

My reserves depleted.

It didn’t help that Tessa had my emotions all fucked up.

I chugged down more whiskey.

Delirium seemed like a mighty fine plan right then.

Every promise I had made screamed in my ear.

Always.

Always.

I stilled when I felt her approach from behind.

I almost laughed.

Of course, she’d come to me right then.

Taunting.

Tempting.

Tiny Tease.

I had no clue how to deal with her.

What to fucking say after the shit that had gone down tonight.

Wariness billowed through the air, and I could physically feel her hurt.

The hurt I’d inflicted.

But this was Tessa we were talking about, and rather than telling me to go fuck myself, there was something riding on the current that was kind.

Genuine.

Radiating all that sweet, sweet light that I didn’t deserve to feel.

The girl the sun rising on a darkened day.

God, I didn’t know if I wanted to weep and hold onto her with the little strength I had left or tell her to run. To get the fuck out of my house and never look back before it was too late.

Before I completely lost it.

Before she realized who I really was.

“Milo, are you okay?” she whispered through the lapping shadows, and I thought it was just then she realized I wasn’t in a good state.

She eased forward another step.

Energy snapped in the air.

She touched my shoulder. “Milo?”

I fumbled around to face her.

She gasped, and both hands flew to her face. “Holy shit! What happened to you? Oh my God! Oh my God!”

She started flapping her hands all over.

Spastic.

Frantic.

“Oh no, Milo.”

In a frenzy, she blinked. “I’ll call an ambulance. Right. Yes. An ambulance.”

She started to dart back for her room.

“Don’t you dare.”

She whirled around, shrieking at the same time, “You’re bleeding!”

She had no idea the blood I’d shed.

“I’m fine.”

A frown curled her adorable brow, and she slowed, swallowing, still looking like she might pass out at the sight of me. “Who did this?”

“It’s fine,” I grumbled.

She opened her fingers enough that she could peek at me through them. “It’s not fine. Please tell me Karl didn’t do this.”

Funny how she didn’t want it to be him, and I was praying it was.

That asshole would be so much easier to deal with.

“Don’t know. Three guys jumped me.”

“Oh, God,” she whimpered, and she looked around like she was searching for an answer before her attention returned to me, her voice curdled with disbelief. “Please let me call an ambulance.”

I lifted the bottle. “I have everything I need right here.”

I tipped it to my mouth, my sights set on draining it.

Oblivion.

It’s what I needed.

That or her touch, and that was something I’d be a bastard to take.

I’d already proven that earlier.

I let the bottle fall to my side, dangling it by the neck.

From where she stood halfway across the room, I stared at her silhouette.

At her care.

At this woman who was going to do me in.

It didn’t matter that one of my eyes was almost completely swollen shut. That I could hardly make her out. She was the most gorgeous thing I’d ever seen. “Just go, Tessa.”

Worry split through her features. “Do you really think I’m going to walk out on you, Milo? Do you really think that’s who I am? Because I don’t walk out on my friends, not when they need me.”


TWENTY-TWO
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Horror held me captive as I looked at Milo from halfway across the room.

Dread and sickness a spiked ball that I swallowed, ripping up my throat and tearing holes in my stomach.

I felt…shattered.

Shattered at the sight of Milo who’d been shattered, too.

Physically, and in a bad, bad way.

Blood saturated his white T-shirt that was ripped at the side. What wasn’t red was soiled with dirt and debris. He had an oozing gash at his temple, the blood dried and sticky where it’d trailed down his cheek and into his beard. His right eye was so swollen it was merely a slit.

My sweet mountain man was a mangled mess.

But I thought it might have been his heart that’d been battered the most. That broken crown mangled where it barely clung to his head.

His spirit was this darkened veil that murmured of secrets and atrocity.

His pain and guilt at touching me.

I wanted to wipe it from his being.

But it was my own guilt that threatened to suffocate. The proof of what I’d dragged him into.

Hatred burned through my being, infiltrating every fiber.

Karl was a monster.

A disgusting pig.

His pathetic ego so vile and inflated that he would stoop to this.

I eased back Milo’s direction.

Energy flashed. Strikes of electricity that zapped in the night.

I tried to protect myself against it, against the memories of Milo having me propped on the island that were so vivid I had to grind my teeth to keep from moaning.

His kisses still alive on my tongue.

His touch still trembling through my body.

“Tessa,” he warned. I thought the man might be so in tune with me that he’d read every sordid, beautiful thought that had traipsed through my mind.

“Let me take care of you,” I murmured as I reached out to pry the bottle from his fingers that he seemed set on emptying.

I set it on the counter, trying to find composure and balance, my tongue swiping my bottom lip as I steadied myself to look back at his marred face.

Pain hit me again.

God, how could Karl be so cruel? So vicious?

I wrapped my shaking hand around his. “Come with me.”

“You don’t have to⁠—”

“Please.” Reservations curled deep in the lines of his face, but he finally nodded and gave, threading his fingers through mine.

Relief pummeled me when he did, that connection coursing through our touch.

I slowly led him into his room.

Everything about it was as masculine as the man. That enormous bed and the chunky, rustic furniture, his pride in the pictures of his children that he had displayed all over.

There were a couple that were of him and his mother, and damn it, that was sweet, too.

Milo was a dichotomy of rough and soft. Menacing and sweet.

I forced myself not to get too wrapped up in it as I continued through to the ensuite bathroom.

I flicked on the light, and we blinked against the intrusion.

“Fuck,” he rumbled.

My eyes widened all over again, and my stomach dropped to the floor.

Nausea boiled, my heart aching in a way that I couldn’t process.

“I’m thinking fuck is about the correct description right about now.” The words were splinters of distress.

In the light, it became apparent bruises were welling all over his body.

His skin blackened and abraded, his arms scraped and oozing, his face blemished by the violent attack.

Biting down hard on the side of my cheek, I fought the tears that burned at the back of my eyes. “I’m so sorry. I can’t believe he did this to you.”

Milo shifted in unease, though he was guarding, an arm wrapped around his ribs protectively.

But it was me who wanted to be doing the protecting.

I wanted to stand for him.

Fight for him.

Hold him.

Love him.

God, I’d gotten in so deep.

“We don’t even know if it was him who was responsible, Tessa.”

“How couldn’t it be? I mean, I asked you to go over there with me, and then you hit him, and then he was so mad when he showed up at my office, even though it was completely that jerk’s fault. Of course, it’s him,” I ranted.

I tried to distract myself by opening the cabinet below his sink and rummaging around for a clean washcloth, the whole time fighting the vicious vibrating in my chest.

“I can’t even believe he could do this,” I continued through the torment. “I knew Karl was a total asshole. I mean, a giant, huge, gaping asshole, but I never imagined he would stoop this low. I should have known it. God, I should have known he’s a monster. This is my fault.”

“Either way, I had it coming. Instant karma.”

A tear slipped free when I blinked. “Don’t say that, Milo. You think you could possibly deserve this?”

For kissing me?

For touching me?

I nearly gagged that he considered it such a sin.

But I’d already known his heart was in tatters. His ace played. He had nothing left for me. I’d been begging for the pain thinking there might be a chance.

My hands were shaking like crazy as I stood and ran the washcloth under warm water.

Milo reached out and stopped my frantic movements. “If it was him? I’d gladly stand between him and you time and again,” he rumbled.

My throat nearly closed off, and tears started streaming free. “I can’t stand the idea of you getting hurt for me.”

“Would die for you, Tessa. Kill for you. Destroy what threatens you. Already told you that.”

“You shouldn’t have to,” I croaked. “We need to go to the police.”

Hesitation warred through his being. “Don’t think I can risk that right now.”

I blew out a frustrated sigh, one he took as my fear.

Ferocity wound into his features, and his hold tightened on my wrist. “I don’t know what that bastard is capable of, Tessa, but I won’t let him get to you.”

“So, what, you’re just going to take the beating for me?”

Rage blistered in the air, and his strong jaw snapped shut, the words hissed between his teeth. “There will be no beating when it comes to you, Tessa. He touches you, he dies.”

I blinked through the confusion. Through the sudden disorder that whipped through the bathroom. How could he feel so intensely when he looked at me like I was a transgression?

A mistake?

“Let’s not get carried away now.” I tried to make a joke because come on, he wasn’t serious.

“You think I’m playing, Tessa? Know you see me a certain way, but I’m not a good man.” His low voice cracked on the warning.

Apprehension unfurled, as cold as ice, skating up from our connection point and spreading through me like a bad dream.

My mind raced to the company he kept.

Trent, Jud, and Logan.

I knew what they were capable of.

Somehow, I’d never associated Milo with that kind of brutality.

I sucked for a breath, tried to smile and pretend the grimness that swallowed the room in foreboding wasn’t alive and real. “What do you mean?”

“It means bad things have a way of landing themselves at my door.”

“Me?”

He breathed out a pained sound. “No, Little Dove. Not you. But you need to know Karl isn’t close to being my only enemy.”

The atmosphere thickened, his eyes flaming with something I knew he didn’t want to feel.

I tried to swallow around the fullness of it, holding my breath like it could keep this need that glowed within shrouded as I moved forward and carefully reached up to dab the warm washcloth against the cut at his temple.

He winced, though he kept watching me like he was terrified of being close to me and wanted to erase the bare space that thrummed between us at the same time.

I struggled to focus on what I was doing, but my attention kept slanting back to the intensity that burned from his gaze.

“I don’t believe that you’re bad, Milo Hendricks. I know things, remember?” I tried to inject some lightness into it.

Casualness.

But there wasn’t a single thing casual about this moment.

“That’s because you don’t really know me, Little Dove.”

I feel you.

I see you.

I know you just by being in your space.

I peeked at him as I kept gently pressing the cloth to his face. “Would you let me know you? If I asked you to?”

His mouth tipped down at the side. “I let Autumn go there, and it destroyed her.”

I hated myself for the flame of jealousy that lapped through my consciousness, and I knew this crush was no longer just a crush.

It’d likely never been.

It’d been distorted by my twisted loyalty to Karl.

And now that my spirit was freed, it gushed toward what it wanted.

I moved to dab at the small cut at the corner of his swollen eye, my intentions wrong, razors that I felt slash through the atmosphere. “You’re still in love with her.”

He let go of a brittle sound, his response cutting us both in two. “I’m the reason she’s dead.”

I froze.

His response answered nothing but only bred a million questions.

Torment clotted his words. “Because I was too late. Too reckless. Too fuckin’ ignorant to see what was happening.”

“I—”

“Fuck,” he spat, spinning away.

He set both hands on the countertop, and he bent over, trying to catch his breath, or maybe he was just wishing he could reel the confession back in.

“Milo—”

“Just leave it.” His voice was raw.

I blinked, unsure of what to do, and my eyes wandered down his back, over his tattered, shredded shirt and the gnarly wounds that were visible underneath.

“I think you need a doctor, Milo.”

“I don’t.”

“You might have⁠—”

He lifted his battered face to glare at me through the mirror. “I don’t, Tessa.”

A war tore through me. Finally, I stepped forward. “Then at least let me help you get cleaned up.”

He blew out a strained breath as his head slumped between his shoulders, the words coarse as they scraped into the heavy air. “You should go. Forget everything I got you wrangled into.”

Mine was a confession. “I don’t think that I can. Your kids…”

Agony blazed through his expression. “What if they’re better off with Paula and Gene? What if I’m being selfish, trying to get them back? What if I’m only going to end up hurting them in the end?”

“No.”

It was a promise.

My oath.

“You’re wrong if you think you’re not what’s right for them. I saw it in all three of you yesterday, Milo. You belong together.”

Somberness moaned through the atmosphere.

But something else hit it, too, when he slowly turned around.

Something fierce.

Unrelenting.

Powerful.

He looked down at me, all the intense angles of his face held in restraint, his eyes drenched with the fears and hurt he didn’t have an answer to.

“You have to fight for this, Milo. With all your strength. With all your love. With everything you have.”

His brow slashed in severity. “And what if letting them go is the best thing I can do to show my love for them?”

I pushed forward, my voice twisted in the hope I had for him. “Is that what your heart tells you? That they’d be better off without you?”

His thick throat bobbed beneath his beard when he swallowed. “No. It’s tellin’ me to fight. To protect. To give them the life that Autumn and I had dreamed of giving them before we lost her.”

“Then that’s what you do.”

“It might be ugly, Tessa.” It rang with a dark warning. “And still, after everything, you want to stand by my side?”

“I’ve never been surer of anything. I know it might be ugly. You already told me, and I already accepted it. But sometimes, we have to make it through the ugliness to find the beauty on the other side. Now, we need to get you undressed.”

I said it like it was no big deal.

Like the thought of getting this man naked had never crossed my mind.

Ragged breaths pumped through my lungs, and my tongue stroked out to wet my dried lips as I slowly knelt in front of him.

He towered over me. A fortress that had been battered but still remained standing.

More ominous than ever.

It felt like some of the secrets he’d tried to keep disguised had been lifted to reveal the darkness that writhed beneath.

Milo exhaled a shaky breath. “And sometimes, the sun rises when you least expect it.”

The words were low. Riddled with a dark affection.

My chest stretched so tight I was struggling to breathe as I fumbled through the laces on his boots. I worked to get them loose, then struggled to get the giant things free of Milo’s massive feet.

Tension pulled between us. Growing as an acute silence poured into the confined space. I could feel the heat of his gaze.

It only amplified when I finally got his socks off, then slowly climbed to my feet.

The air ripped from my lungs, stolen at the sight of him, at the way he watched me as I stepped forward so I could remove his shirt.

His strong jaw clenched tight, his eyes creased at the corners as if he were frozen in restraint.

My fingers curled around the fabric, and I slowly, carefully began to pull it up.

A grunt left his mouth, and I whimpered when I saw the magnitude of his injuries.

His abdomen was covered in blackened patches where bruises blossomed.

His skin scraped and abraded.

His side was seeping with a deep cut.

What had my chest clutching was the recognition that not all the injuries were new.

Milo was littered in scars.

I guessed I hadn’t been close enough to see him those times when he was outside working without a shirt.

They were unmistakable now.

Some jagged and knotted and gnarled.

Others deep, long slashes where it looked like he’d been carved.

“Oh, Milo,” I mumbled as my spirit wept.

“I’ve had worse, Little Dove.”

How, and to still be standing?

He took over for me when I’d made it up to his armpits, and he groaned as he lifted his arms to pull it the rest of the way over his head.

Maybe I shouldn’t have let them, but my eyes raced, devouring every exposed inch of him.

His shoulders massive and muscled, his arms solid, his chest so freaking wide.

Most of his flesh was covered in ink.

Designs that whispered of beauty against the darkness that reigned underneath.

The scars were woven into the images as if the sum of them had made up his life.

Along his side was one word.

Written on him like a brand.

Gore.

Gulping, I struggled for clarity.

Sanity.

Control.

Something other than this dangerous path I was taking.

Milo had already proven he didn’t want to go there with me, but there was no stopping it.

That train had already left the station.

Barreling ahead as my attention raked down to the flat, chiseled planes of his cut abdomen. This area was barren of tattoos and completely ripped.

And holy jeez, that V-cut that dipped below the waist of his jeans was even more defined.

I tried to swallow.

The man was hotter than Hades.

Rugged and hard.

Beautiful Beast.

He never looked away when his fingers went to the buttons of his jeans. He ticked through his fly, then carefully pushed the jeans down, bending just enough that he could shrug them all the way down and off his feet.

Milo straightened.

I nearly fainted.

What was even happening?

Was I dreaming?

Coma by orgasm?

Because the man stood there in nothing but these tight black briefs that came down to the top of his thick, muscled thighs, and he was staring at me like he was daring me to look.

He was hard.

So hard and giant he was nearly bursting out of his underwear, the shape of him forever immortalized in the thin fabric and emblazoned in my mind.

It turned out my fantasies had erred on the side of pathetic when it came to Milo Hendricks.

An offense to all that he was.

No justice at all.

“Not supposed to want you, Tessa.” Agony twisted out with the rough words.

Oh, no.

This poor, wonderful man.

But I got the sense he was begging me to run and pleading with me to stay.

Something flared in his gaze.

“Want you to suck me, Tessa.”

I was pretty sure my eyes bugged out of my skull.

So blunt.

“You’re hurt.”

And you don’t want me but you kind of do, and I think all of this is a really terrible idea that I want to try out, anyway.

“And I think you might be the only thing in this world that could make me feel good.”

“Is that what you want? For me to touch you?” I managed some shaky version of what he’d asked me earlier tonight, when the man had undone me in the span of two minutes, then left me questioning every convoluted emotion I felt.

Half the night I’d spent toiling in bed until I’d finally heard his truck return at close to four this morning.

Now, dawn threatened around us. The quieted, slowed hour that dripped into a new day.

Pregnant with possibility.

Or maybe it was only ripe with reckless ideas.

“I’ve wanted that sweet mouth wrapped around my cock since the second I saw you. How many times I’ve imagined you on your knees for me, Little Dove.”

I dropped to them like I had no strength left.

Compelled.

Arousal burned across his flesh.

The way his pained breaths had turned jagged with want.

Stepping forward, he brushed the pad of his thumb along my jaw, inciting a frenzy in me so intense it quivered all the way to my bones. Then he was running his thumb over my lips, back and forth, and my nerves were firing all over the place.

“Are you going to let me fuck that mouth?”

“You can have any part of me that you want.”

I knew it was true.

Possession flashed through his expression, and my hands shook out of control when I rose higher on my knees and dipped my fingers into the band of his underwear. Those shakes turned into straight up tremors as I carefully drew them down his legs, setting his penis free.

It bobbed up high on his stomach.

My belly twisted, and I was pressing my thighs together as a newfound desire throbbed like a life beat at my center.

He was thick and fat and so freaking long, and the air was getting locked somewhere on the way out of my lungs.

Honestly, I had no clue what to do with that thing.

But I wanted it.

I wanted it deep and everywhere, and I was pretty sure Milo knew it because his hand fisted in my hair, his warning a low desperation when he growled, “You’d be better off if you didn’t take to looking at me like that.”

“You act like I can stop,” I whispered as I reached up and wrapped my hand around the base of him.

My spirit trembled, and my heart raced, a drum, drum, drumming that pummeled my ribs.

His hand twitched in my hair, the man so gorgeous where he towered over me. Every hulking muscle in his body was tense, bristling with strength.

“Don’t fall for me, Tessa.”

“Don’t worry, Milo, it’s just fake, remember?”

“Is it? I think you’re a liar, Little Dove.”

I figured we both were.

I leaned forward and licked him from base to tip, riding up to the fat, swollen head of him.

I gently kissed the tip.

His stomach flexed as he jolted forward. “Tiny Tease.”

I ran my tongue over the slit, wondering exactly who I’d become when I found myself relishing the salty taste of the precum that leaked from his dick.

Awed that my freedom was here.

That this was no longer chains or obligation.

It was only the truth that Milo wanted me, and I wanted him, no matter what faulty bargain we’d come to. The terms that it would end.

The only thing that counted in this single moment was this. This broken man who needed to be touched. One who thought himself wicked when I was sure he might be the best man I’d ever met.

I curled my lips around his head, applying the smallest amount of pressure, before I flicked my tongue over the little notch at the base.

Milo hissed, and his hand curled tighter in my hair, the muscles in his abdomen flexing in greed. “Are you playing with me?”

The threat of a smile pulled at my lips, and I whispered against his tip, “Never.”

I sucked him deep. As far as I could take him, my lips stretched so wide around him that I was having a hard time not using my teeth.

Milo grunted. “Yes, baby, just like that. That mouth…knew it was going to be my ruin.”

I tightened my hand at the base, stroking him in time with my mouth because there was no chance I could take all of him.

I rode him back to his head, sucking before I gave him another good lick.

Milo grumbled and shook. “Fuck me, Little Dove.”

His hips began to rock, pulsing deeper and deeper with each stroke.

My body glowed with want. With the perfection of giving him what he needed. Of touching this man in a way I’d wanted to touch him for what felt like forever. Like maybe I’d been coming up on this moment for my entire life.

Yeah.

I was so going to get my heart broken.

I knew it, the way emotion gathered and swept and gusted through me in an unrelenting force as I twisted this man up in oblivion.

In ecstasy.

I could feel it in the sheen of bliss that built across his beautiful body.

He moaned as his hips began to snap.

I felt it the second he let go.

When he drove himself into my mouth as deep as I could take him.

Milo came with a roar.

With a thunder that pounded the room as he pulsed and jerked, pouring into my throat.

He held me by the back of the head while I swallowed him down.

I led him through his orgasm before I slowly eased him out of my mouth, and the man had me by the chin, forcing me to meet his gaze.

This battered man who looked like chaos. A perfect disorder. A flawless tragedy.

My Beautiful Beast.

“You are better than I ever could have imagined,” he murmured.

Emotion clogged my throat. “I liked it, pleasing you.”

His thumb swept over my swollen lips. “Nothing’s ever felt so good as you.”

The second he said it, I could see the guilt that streaked through his expression.

“I guess it might have been a good distraction.” I forced a weak smile.

He blinked, so soft. “That’s exactly what you are, Little Dove. A perfect distraction, and I’m afraid I’m gonna lose sight.”

“And what if I can help you see?”

Another bout of regret.

Right.

My attention dropped to the floor as my stomach got tangled in his guilt.

His hand returned to my hair, tugging my face back up to meet the ferocity in his. “Last thing I want to do is hurt you.”

An awkward, self-deprecating smile pulled at the edge of my mouth. “I think it’s likely too late for that. But I’ll take whatever time I have with you.”

I just threw it out there.

My heart tossed at his feet.

Reservations held his tongue, and when he didn’t say anything else, I blew out a sigh and pushed to my feet. Turning away from him, I went to his shower and turned on the showerhead, and I stood there while it warmed.

Steam began to fill the room.

“You need to get in and get those cuts cleaned. I’m going to get you some ibuprofen.”

He gave a slight nod, the man completely bare as he eased toward me.

My pulse got all erratic and thready again.

He came up right to my side, and his hand spread over my left cheek while his mouth came to my right temple. “Thank you. For taking care of me.”

“I told you before that I wanted to be there for you.”

“Because that’s what friends do?” There was an edge to it.

God, I felt lost. Teetering on unknown ground.

I swallowed around the rock lodged at the base of my throat. “Yeah, because that’s what friends do.”

He stepped into the spray and shut the door, and I darted out into the main room.

Trying to catch my breath.

Or my sanity, really.

My self-preservation.

Because really, Tessa McDaniels, what the hell do you think you’re doing?

I kept tossing myself at him, begging him to break me.

I inhaled a shaky breath, and I moved into the dimly lit kitchen. I rummaged around in the cabinet where he kept his medicines. I found the bottle of ibuprofen, and I shook out four because I knew he might be tough, but no man was immortal.

I ran a glass under the faucet, then I had to steel myself all over again when I crept back to his room.

He was already shutting off the shower when I got back inside. The shower door clicked open, and he grabbed for the towel that hung on the rack.

He wrapped it around his waist, the man wet when he stepped out.

Droplets dripped from his long, black hair and down into his beard, and he had streams of glittering rivulets running down his marred chest.

Gah, why did he have to be so everything?

“Here you go,” I whispered as I eased forward. He tossed all four of them back and chugged the water.

“Are you sure you don’t need to go to the ER?” I chanced again.

“Think I got all the medicine I needed.”

Right.

Blow jobs saved lives.

“Let me at least bandage the cut on your temple.”

“Okay.”

I was almost surprised that he agreed, and he sat down on the edge of the bathtub like a good little patient.

I tried to hold my breath as I gathered the bandages and ointment from the medicine cabinet.

I wasn’t sure I could handle more of him.

His aura that’d turned haunting yet hummed with want.

A dark, glowing amber that I could almost feel slipping through my veins.

He kept slanting his gaze up at me as I applied the ointment with a Q-Tip, then carefully placed the butterfly bandage on his temple.

So attuned.

So right.

“There.”

He gave me a tight nod, then stood.

Warily, I backed away.

He flicked off the bathroom light, and I made a beeline for his bedroom door.

I whimpered when he looped one of his giant arms around my front, yanking me back against his chest. His mouth came to my ear, a low roll of seduction. “Stay with me tonight. I don’t want to be alone.”

My eyes squeezed tight.

I should hightail my ass right out of there.

Stop this thing that neither of us understood.

My spirit ached.

Because I wanted it.

To be there for him when he needed me.

I nodded, letting this man, who was going to do me in, lead me to his bed.

He lifted the covers. “In you go, Little Dove.”

There he was, back to all that softness he wore at the club.

The quiet protector.

The gentle monster.

He moved across the room to his dresser and opened a drawer just as he dropped his towel.

I forced myself to stare at the ceiling as he pulled on a fresh pair of underwear, but I couldn’t look away when I felt the tremoring of the ground when he slowly edged back toward the bed.

My breaths turned shallow.

His big body filled the space.

Intimidating and rough and overpowering.

The bed creaked when he crawled onto the mattress.

A tremor rocked me when he tucked my back to his chest, the two of us lying on our sides.

Silence stretched long, both satisfying and insufficient.

“Wish I had my heart to give you, Tessa. Peace. Safety,” he finally murmured into the dense air.

I clutched at his big hand he had stretched out over the booming in my chest. “I don’t need your heart, Milo.”

And I was sure, as I drifted to sleep in his arms, that it was the greatest lie I’d ever told.


TWENTY-THREE

MILO


“What in the world do you think you’re doing?” A fiery ball of red came streaking out the back door, full of steam and lookin’ like the best kind of fantasy.

Stealing my breath and sanity, because clearly, I had lost my goddamn head.

She came bounding down the porch steps, barefoot, hair wild and her stunning face glowing, girl still wearing those sleep shorts and tank she’d had on last night when she’d climbed down onto her knees and blown my mind.

I arched a brow at her from where I was leaned over the worktable measuring a 2x4, and I ran a pencil along the ruler to mark my cut. “Working.”

She came to a stop on the other side of the table, a hand propped on her hip, sass flying from her mouth. “Um, yes, I see that, and you got beaten to a pulp last night. Are you insane? You cannot be out here working today.”

She flung a hand in the direction of the wood I was measuring.

A grumble of a laugh left me.

She was fucking cute when she was mad. Hell, she was cute all the time.

Asleep in my bed with all that hair around her.

In my arms and making these tiny noises while she was lost to a dream.

On her knees with my cock in her mouth.

You pick.

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine. You should be in a hospital right now.”

My head shook, and I focused on getting the line just right, mumbling, “Best way to heal from something like this is just gettin’ up and moving. You sit still too long, and your muscles seize up.”

On a huff, she crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re going to make it worse.”

“I’m not.”

Ocean eyes caught me up, her demeanor shifting like she was seeing the scars written on me anew.

This girl, nothing but a riptide.

Unexpected.

Everything I hadn’t anticipated.

Everything I shouldn’t want.

“And I’m guessing you know this from experience?”

Her eyes drifted over my shoulders and chest that were now concealed by a tee. But she’d seen it plain last night, all because I was a fool who couldn’t stop from exposing myself.

I’d wanted to take something good for a minute when I’d been sure I was going to succumb to the bad.

“Fighting is in my blood, Little Dove.” The admission barely made it into the air as I leaned down to guide the 2x4 through the table saw. The engine whirred and the blade spun, and the sound of the wood grinding in two didn’t stand the chance of blocking out the questions that flared from her.

The plank broke apart, and I let go of the button. The sawblade spun slower and slower, quieting to her soft intensity that was rippling between us like shockwaves.

“You’re the gentlest man I know, Milo.” There was a question behind it.

A scoff got free. “That’s bridled anger, Tessa. That’s me keeping who I am under lock and key.”

“Maybe they’re both part of who you are.”

I grunted. “You keep trying to see someone you want me to be.”

“Maybe I like everything I see.”

My gaze snapped up. Damn it, I never should have given in yesterday. Touched her. All but demanded for her to touch me.

Because that energy sparked in the air.

Shocking between the two of us.

Lust and greed and something far more dangerous than either of them.

“Think it best if we don’t go there,” I warned low.

Her eyes narrowed. “Sorry to break it to you, Milo, but I think we already did.”

I heaved out a sigh as I started to organize the pieces of wood I’d cut for the rest of the treehouse ceiling.

My side burned like a bitch, every inch of my body in the clutches of an unrelenting ache, insides spiking with sharp shocks of pain that sheared through me as I pushed through every movement.

I ignored it because I did know from experience.

Moving was the only way I was going to make it through the day.

How many matches had I been in that I’d been beaten to within an inch of my life, then had to jump right back into the ring the next night?

I didn’t get there from lying around moaning, that was for damned sure.

She kept watching me, waiting for a response, the weight of her stare ten-thousand pounds on my back.

“We shouldn’t have,” I finally rumbled.

“I think we’re of two differing opinions.”

Turning my back on her didn’t seem to work because her voice kept coming at me from behind.

“Because the way I see it, I think you really want me, and you’re just trying to pretend like you don’t. I mean, have you seen me?”

She pushed out one of those teases she usually played, except when I shifted to look at her from over my shoulder, there was nothing remotely comical on her face.

It was just the hope cut in the stark angles of her gorgeous face.

Cheeks flushed and that smattering of freckles striking in the rays of light.

My chest tightened.

A red-headed flame.

The sun rising on a darkened day.

“Never said I didn’t want you.”

“Then take me.” She said it so simply. “Let’s see where this goes.”

Autumn’s face flashed through my mind.

Every oath that I had made.

I promise you always, baby.

Always.

I squeezed my eyes as guilt came stabbing through, as gory as a slasher flick.

I propped my hands on my hips and turned away like it could keep Tessa from seeing the corruption that clawed through my spirit.

I roughed a frustrated hand through my hair.

I felt her move slowly.

Caution and care.

She must have been two feet away from me when she whispered, “Talk to me. I’m right here.”

Agony cleaved me in two, and I gulped around the sorrow as I let go of a little bit of myself. “I haven’t been with anyone since she died, Tessa. Haven’t touched anyone. Kissed anyone. Not until you.”

Tessa exhaled a shaky sound, this woman the first who’d made me let part of that go. One who fucked with my mind and made me break the oath I’d made.

My whole life, Autumn…I promise…it belongs to you. Nothing can change that. Not time or circumstance.

Misery burned a hole in me. It terrified me that Tessa might be the only one who could fill it.

Her fingertips slowly drifted down my back.

An embrace.

Support.

A friend who’d come to mean too fucking much. “I’m sorry you lost her.”

“You don’t have to feel sorry for me.”

I could almost feel the pinch of her brow, the gravity of her breath. “Hurting for you and feeling sorry for you are two different things. And I hurt for you.”

She hesitated, then whispered, “But everyone deserves to be touched. To be loved.”

I turned to face her. “Not me.”

But I’d taken her affection and used it up, anyway.

Her lips tipped down at one side, tenderness full in the soft twist of her mouth, red locks of hair flaming around the sharp lines of her face.

“You’re wrong, Milo. You deserve happiness. Joy and peace and safety. Pleasure. All the things you’ve been giving me.”

Affection burned through her expression.

So intense, I swore it was scorching my skin.

“I don’t deserve any of those things.”

Hurt flashed through that unrelenting gaze.

A gaze that could see all the way to the hidden places inside of me.

“Even if you think you don’t, I still need you to be safe. What happened last night? I refuse to let you get hurt again because of me.”

“I’ll be careful,” I promised. “Need you to be, too, until we find out what’s going on.”

Who was responsible for this.

“I don’t even know what Karl wants.” She bit down on her bottom lip.

If it was him?

I knew exactly what he wanted.

I couldn’t help but slide my palm to the side of her face, my thumb tracing over the freckles beneath her eye. “You, Little Dove. He wants you.”

Tenderness overtook her features, and she let lightness weave into the heaviness that had saturated our conversation. “Well, he obviously cannot have me, since I’m engaged to you.”

“Obviously,” I told her, going for a grin that likely cracked.

She angled her head. “How about I call in today and help you with the treehouse? Remy and Scout are going to be ready to play in this thing before you know it.”

Air puffed from my nose. “Sounds like you just want to keep an eye on me.”

Honestly, I didn’t want to let her out of my sight, so it wasn’t going to take much for her to talk me into it.

Her eyes widened in feigned offense. “Who, me? You think I’m some kind of schemer?”

“Positively diabolical.” A grin tugged at my mouth.

“Well, it fits because if I catch you trying to pick up one of those heavy pieces of wood, I’m going to make you pay for it later.”

She winked at me and wiggled her hips.

Tiny Tease.

I grunted. “Don’t tempt me, Tessa.”

“Um, last night, you gave me my first orgasm that I didn’t give myself. I’m pretty sure it isn’t me who is doing the tempting.”

Surprise bound with the hunger, and I snatched her by the back of the neck. “What did you just say?”

Her eyes rounded in surprise, and I had to stop myself from devouring that mouth all over again.

“Yeah…well…Karl,” she stammered. “It wasn’t like I was having any of those with him.”

“And before?”

Redness filled her face in a way I’d never seen it, embarrassment lighting her up, though she tried to joke, “Oh, I was saving that V-card like it was going to be something special. But we know how that turned out.”

I wasn’t prepared for the rush of disgust that sped through my veins, clashing with the lust that banged through my body.

Karl was her first?

I wanted to put my fucking fist through a wall.

“You deserve to find someone who loves you, Tessa. With everything they’ve got. Treat your heart and this body right.”

She blinked up at me, the words tremoring when she murmured, “Yeah, Milo, you’re right, I do.”

Then she twisted herself out of my hold and moved to the pile of wood I’d been making.

I dropped my head.

Shit.

How the fuck was I supposed to be around her now?

With that mouth and those eyes and those hands?

With the knowledge that last night I gave her exactly what she needed?

With this girl who made me wonder what it would be like to give it to her forever.
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“This treehouse is pure awesomesauce. Remy and Scout are going to lose it. Plus, I’m pretty sure your neighbors are going to get a complex,” Tessa rambled as she swished the paintbrush over the floorboards of the steps. “There’s going to be no keeping up with the Joneses after this baby gets finished.”

I let go of a playful grunt. “Only neighbor within ten miles is my mother.”

“And she’s going to be horribly jealous. Green with envy. Like, seriously, it’s kinda sad.” She grinned, all wide-eyed. “But there’s really not much you can do but build this to its intended grandeur. You know what they say, bigger is better.”

She winked.

The girl was a goddamned flirt, and there was a distinct chance I liked it too much.

The lightness she exuded. The warmth. She was a life raft when things got too deep.

Like she was doing her all to get rid of the pressure over what we’d fallen into last night, but it wasn’t forced, either.

It was easy.

Right.

It was just me and Tessa.

Our friendship.

Our teasing.

This bond that strengthened with each layer of me that she peeled away rather than her running, like I’d expected her to do.

“Is that so?” I asked, letting her innuendo weave in with my response, playing with fire, but since the girl was a ball of it, I didn’t know how to stop.

“Mm-hmm. Who wouldn’t want their margarita bigger? Or their pizza? Or I don’t know, the mountain they’re about to climb? It seems like more of a challenge, don’t you think? At least the one thing I know for sure is that I like my things super-sized.”

Mischief pranced through her expression, though her eyes told a different story, this softness there that was riddled with fierceness and vulnerability.

This was a woman who would just lay herself on the line if it felt right.

If she believed in it.

All while staunchly believing in the end it would turn out all right.

“Thanks for spending the day out here in the heat, slogging along beside me,” I told her.

“What can I say? Some things are worth working for. Or working beside.”

She shrugged like what she said didn’t matter, like she wasn’t slowly undoing me with every word that fell from her mouth, with every glance she cast my way.

I stared at her for a beat. Her flaming hair was hidden beneath a ball cap and tucked behind her ears, the rest of it a lush fall down her back.

This morning, she’d dashed inside to change into something appropriate to work in.

I wouldn’t have exactly called it that.

She’d strutted out wearing cut-off shorts that showed off her long, long legs, and a tight red tank top.

Shocker.

My favorite color.

The tank hugged that sweet, tempting body, the neckline scooping down to reveal a bit of cleavage.

My mouth had instantly watered, and I’d been wondering why I’d been such an idiot last night that I didn’t take the time to get a peek at her tits while I’d had the chance.

Thought she was purposefully trying to drive me out of my mind.

Drive me to desperation.

All that pale flesh flushed from working out in the heat.

Glistening and kissed by the sun.

A bead of sweat rolled down the side of her face.

Fuck me.

“You’re hot.” It was a low grumble.

“It’s like a thousand degrees out here, and you’re working a woman to the bone. And you’re like…all broken. How are you even standing right now?”

“Not broken, Tessa.”

Her expression softened. “No, Milo. You might be battered, but you’re not broken.”

“Little Dove.” It was caution and this adoration that kept climbing to the surface.

She angled her head in thought before she tossed her brush into the near-empty container.

“Come swimming with me.” It wasn’t even a request.

Bad idea.

“I’ve got work to do.”

“We’ve been out here for hours, and we’re almost finished. I painted the entire deck, steps, and railing. One more day and we can bust this thing out. See how great it is to have friends like me? Seriously, what would you do without me?”

Her grin was coy, so sly, as she started to edge down the lawn in the direction of the lake that was shimmering behind her.

All sweet seduction.

“Only have a few more boards to nail in to get the ceiling finished.”

“Come on, Milo,” she whined in that playful way. She tossed the hat from her head and began to spin around with her face upturned to the sky, red locks whipping around her. “You have all of this, and you don’t stop to enjoy it? Look at this view.”

She stumbled out of her spin then directly proceeded to peel that tank over her head to reveal the lacy red bra she wore underneath.

Shit.

What was she doing?

Lust fisted my guts, and then she wound out of her shorts, too, kicking both them and her shoes off before she ran for the lake in nothing but her bra and underwear.

Girl a mile of legs and slender curves and tempting shapes.

Tiny Tease.

Hell, I was right—she was goddamn diabolical.

My stomach growled.

She spun around to walk backward. “Are you coming or what? Tell me you don’t want to swim with me. I dare you.”

She hopped onto the dock and sprinted down the planks. She didn’t hesitate to jump.

She threw her arms into the air as she catapulted off the end.

Freedom rang from her mouth.

A shout of excitement.

Water splashed as she went under, then popped right back up.

She swished the drenched locks of hair out of her face, grinning so huge that it panged right in the middle of my chest.

“Get that cute butt in here, Milo Hendricks. You’d be crazy to miss out on this,” she shouted while she bobbed up and down in the water.

“You’re the crazy one…that water’s fuckin’ freezing.”

She giggled and started to float on her back. “It’s exhilarating. It’s all in the perspective, don’t you know?”

I’d edged that way, slower and slower as I approached the water.

My stomach twisted.

Images flashed.

“For a giant who can take himself a beating, you’re a big baby,” she teased.

Fuck it.

I’d been on my canoe a thousand times.

I could get in the water.

I peeled my shirt over my head, ignoring the aching that wanted to remind me of my place.

My pace increased as I hurried to meet her where she bobbed in the water.

Her smile was enormous, blue eyes taking me in like she’d just seen the light of day.

I shucked out of my boots and socks, then fumbled out of my jeans, leaving it all in a pile before I hustled to the end of the dock and jumped in, too.

Cannonball style.

Cold water swallowed me up as the momentum drove me under.

I was right. It was fucking freezing. But Tessa was right, too. It felt amazing.

Like bliss.

A small dose of liberation.

I felt it expand my chest as I floated beneath the surface for a second, in this place that was supposed to be my sanctuary before it had become no better than a burial ground.

Had hated these waters for the longest time, but I was remembering their freedom when I broke the surface.

Tessa giggled. “That was a straight ten. Bonified gold, baby.”

A chuckle broke free, and I pushed my fingers through my hair to toss back the wet locks from my face. “You think so, huh?”

“Absolutely. And not even like when I tell Gage it’s a ten when he’s doing karate. Like for real. The best cannonball I’ve ever seen. I think you missed your calling.”

Tessa tried to hold back her laughter.

I skimmed my palm across the water, sending a small wave of water sailing her way. It splashed her in the face.

She gasped, her eyes going wide, her feigned outrage leaving her spluttering. “What was that for?”

She immediately sent a wave right back. I turned to the side, and it splashed against my cheek. “Come on, take it like a man, Milo.”

Her eyes were wide.

“You take it.” I splashed her again.

Laughter rang.

Hers and mine.

Two of us treading water in the middle of my lake while we splashed and teased and laughed.

Our legs kicked beneath the surface.

Skin brushing skin.

A ripple effect.

And that feeling was there that I needed to deny.

What I needed to lock down.

Reject.

But my arm was reaching out, and I snatched her by the wrist and drew her to me.

Surprise flittered through her expression before she exhaled a happy sound.

Her body was pressed to mine as my palm found her cheek, and she stared up at me with this awe like I could be the man I’d once attempted to be.

Hesitation warred. What was I doing?

And she was whispering, “It’s okay, Milo. While we’re in this, why can’t we make each other feel good? Be there for each other? In every way?”

That was one second before my mouth was crashing against hers.

My hand tangled in her wet hair, and my tongue dove in on a hunt for hers.

While we’re in this.

Liar.

Think we both knew.

We knew that none of this was going to come without consequences. That this was impossible. That my heart didn’t belong to me.

Still, I kissed her like I meant it.

Devouring this woman who’d awoken a dead place inside me.

Tessa giggled into my mouth, then she drew away and sent another wave of water splashing into my face.

“Oh, you’re gonna pay for that,” I warned.

Her smile was soft, those freckles alight. “Let’s see it, mountain man.”

I dunked her head under water.

Just a tiny, playful shove.

She bobbed up, her mouth flapping for a breath. “Oh, that was a low blow. You’re going down, buddy.”

She jumped on me, throwing her arms around my neck and trying to drag me under.

The two of us were tangled.

Wrestling.

Teasing and playing. Free.

I hadn’t had a moment like this in so long.

Maybe in forever.

Because I’d never been with someone quite like Tessa McDaniels.

This wild little thing with the softest spirit.

One who right then was making mine sing.

She shoved off me and began treading away, that smile dancing all over her face.

“Where do you think you’re going, Little Dove?” Words were abraded, harsh with the need she’d spun up in me.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?”

“Tiny Tease.”

Redness flushed her face, my favorite fucking color.

“Is that what you think I am, Milo Hendricks?”

“I think you’re teasing me with what I can’t have. With what I can’t keep.”

“Who said you couldn’t have me, fiancé?”

She drew the last word out as she swam around the end of the dock and toward the beach. When she got to the depth where she could stand, she began to clamber out of the water on her feet, more and more of that tight body exposed the higher she got.

Fuck.

She was gorgeous.

A mind-bending beauty that messed me up.

Heart shattering, and that didn’t bode so well when mine was already in pieces.

The girl nothing but a goddess, who giggled when she looked at me from over her shoulder. “Come and get me.”

Like I said…diabolical.

I followed because she just might have a leash around my neck. My strokes were fast as I swam before I was able to stand. I rose up, coming out of the water.

From where Tessa stood on the bank, she gasped, and the playful energy between us shifted.

Charged.

Loaded.

Dense and teeming with everything I was supposed to be refusing.

“You steal my breath, Milo. Did you know that? Did you know the first time I met you I froze, my lungs locked because I’d never seen a man who affected me like you?”

“Tessa,” I warned.

“It’s true.”

I slowly eased the rest of the way out of the cold water, the warmth of the sun skipping across my wet skin.

Or maybe it was her.

That heat.

The flames.

The burn that scorched me in a passion I’d never felt.

The sun rising on a darkened day.

“Thought I got punched in the gut the second I saw you.” The confession was thick as it rolled up my throat. “When you came waltzing into that club with your bright eyes and your big smile. With that sweet confidence. With that sexy body wrapped in a tight red dress. Did you know it then that it was my favorite color?”

“I might have imagined I figured it out that night.” Her words were choppy, laden with this need so dense I thought it would suffocate us.

“Never before had I been tempted. Not once. Not until you.” The admission curled through the air. “You make me feel something I never thought I’d feel again. In a brand-new way, and I don’t know how to fuckin’ deal with the truth of that.”

Air wheezed from her lungs as I edged up the lawn in her direction, the girl standing there, soaking wet, her pale, freckled flesh sparkling with the droplets that trickled down her body.

Her small tits were perfect beneath the red fabric of her bra, her nipples pebbled and peaked. Her underwear was soaked, and rivulets were rolling down her legs.

The rest of her exposed.

Her belly. Her chest. Her thighs. That thing that kept flaming in her eyes.

My cock hardened to stone, need trembling to my bones.

Her eyes drifted to my dick that was trying to burst out of my underwear.

“Tessa.” Her name rolled out on a bolt of lust.

She turned around like she was going to keep up this game.

She started to run, wanting me to chase her.

She squealed as I closed in on her fast, and I snagged her around the waist. The momentum sent us tumbling to the ground. The lawn was soft below us, and Tessa was on her hands and knees.

Giggles rang, and Tessa went to start crawling away like this was all in fun, then froze when I kissed a needy trail down the line of her back, mumbling as I went, “Is this what you want? You want me to chase you?”

She whimpered, and I pressed my nose to her skin, inhaling her delicious scent.

Strawberries and cream. The sweetest, most tempting thing.

“Is that it, Tessa, you want to do me in?”

“No, Milo, I don’t want to do you in. I want to make you feel alive, the same way you make me feel.”

A desperate moan rolled from her when I barely sank my teeth into the flesh of her round bottom, my fingers burrowing into her waist as I drew her closer to me.

Her perfect ass in the air was nearly more than I could take.

Desire radiated from her being, saturating her flesh.

“What do you need, Little Dove?”

“You. Just you.”

My finger slipped beneath the crotch of her underwear, and I drew the wet fabric to the side.

“Shit, baby, look at you.”

Her slit was pink and swollen, her silky arousal seeping out at the seam. I traced the tip of my finger through it before I watched myself drive the single digit in.

All the way until I was to the knuckle in her tight cunt.

“Your pussy is so sweet, Little Dove. Knew it was going to be.”

“Milo.” She rocked back.

Delirium.

That’s what I had to be suffering from.

No sense.

No rationale.

Just this girl and this moment and taking her to that heightened place where she wanted to be.

I drew my finger out and drove it back in slow, before I pulled it all the way out so my tongue could take its place. Using my hands, I spread her cheeks wide.

I devoured her.

Her clit.

Her pussy.

Her asshole.

Wanted to make every single one of them mine.

Fuck her. Keep her. Love her.

I squeezed my eyes closed at the barrage of thoughts, focusing on bringing her to the ecstasy that she kept affording me.

She mewled this desperate sound that landed like lust on my brain.

“Milo, please.”

I flipped her over onto her back, catching her off guard. She gasped in surprise before her hips were jutting off the ground as her heels dug into the grass.

Begging.

The girl dripping and pleading.

I angled back so I could rip her underwear down her legs, and there was Tessa, all spread out on my lawn, her chest heaving, her belly flat and quivering, her tits barely concealed by the red lace of her bra.

Her hair was stringy from the lake, spread all around her, red tendrils that snaked around her face.

A dark goddess.

A red siren.

My seduction.

My ruin.

So fucking sweet when she looked up with those eyes that pierced me through.

Sharp as a blade.

Deep as a knife.

“Take me.”

“Not gonna fuck you, Tessa, but I’m going to make you fly.”

I gripped her by the hips and lifted her high, hooking her legs over my shoulders as I dove back in. My tongue drove deep into the well of her body before I changed course so I could suck and lap at her engorged clit.

I plunged two fingers into her pussy.

Deep, deep, deep.

Her nails dug into the soft soil of the grass like it could keep her grounded. “Please.”

My cock was so fucking hard, this sweet thing so tempting. My free hand curved around the top of her thigh, and my fingers burrowed into the flesh while the others stroked deep inside her body.

I wound her to the place that had her writhing.

Her head swished back and forth, and her pleasure became something tangible in my hands.

Took only a minute for her to come unglued.

For bliss to break. For this treasure to crack.

Her walls tightened around my fingers when the orgasm blew through her body.

Tessa soared and flew.

Every muscle in her body trembled.

That rapture seeded way down deep.

Air rasped from her lungs, and she was nearly levitating from the ground as her pussy throbbed around my fingers.

I was the fool imagining it was my cock.

What it’d be like to just let go.

Get lost in this girl.

In her sweetness. In her belief. In the faith she kept pulling out from the wreckage like everything broken could once again belong to me.

I couldn’t go there.

Couldn’t.

I wouldn’t make it back.

Instead, I shoved down my underwear to my thighs, and I stroked myself while Tessa watched and writhed and whimpered at the sight.

“Tessa.” It was a twisted prayer getting loose of my soul as I dumped all over her belly.

We both struggled for breath, to come back down to reality.

A second later, Tessa flung an arm over her eyes, hiding her face as she let go of a wispy giggle. “Oh my God.”

“Are you going to get shy on me now, Little Dove?”

I reached out to tug at her arm so I could look at her, my chest stretching tight at seeing that adorable smile tugging at the edge of her lips.

“Where did you get that magic mouth, Milo Hendricks?”

A chuckle rumbled free because Tessa McDaniels surprised me at every turn.

“Funny, I was thinkin’ the same thing about you just last night.”

Everything about her went tender, and she reached up and set her palm on my cheek, her thumb soft as she ran it under my eye. “Well, we can’t deny it, now, can we? It’s a fact. We make a really great team.”


TWENTY-FOUR

TESSA


My chest squeezed in both sorrow and joy where I paused outside Bobby’s door. I’d come as soon as I’d finished up work for the day, needing to see his face.

Today, he was in his bed, the head of it propped up so he was upright.

Late-afternoon light spilled in through the window where he sat unseeing, the rays filtering over him in a shimmery spotlight.

The focus on my big brother.

I forced a bright smile onto my face, wearing it to camouflage the pain that seeped through my bloodstream.

Because I missed him.

I missed his voice.

I missed his smiles.

I missed his teasing and his jokes and his devotion.

The way he’d fought like crazy to give me a good life, then lost the potential of his in a single moment.

Dreams stricken.

Stolen away.

I eased forward, keeping my footsteps light.

His left side twitched, and my heart throbbed with the bare hope that he at least was aware of my presence.

“Hey, Bobby,” I whispered as I rounded to the side of his bed. I scanned him, searching for signs that he was still being well cared for. That he was healthy and whole, at least in the form of his current condition.

His russet hair was brushed, his clothes were clean, and they continually shifted his position so he wouldn’t end up with pressure sores from sitting in one spot for too long.

I was suddenly so thankful for the gift Milo had offered that I felt too unsteady to stand, knowing what it meant for Bobby.

A gift that came without chains or expectations, which was funny, considering I would give him anything.

Pulling a chair to the side of Bobby’s bed, I sat down and reached out to carefully take the hand that he held against his chest. I opened his fist, and I touched the round locket as emotion crept up my throat. “Have you been thinking about me, Bobby? I know I’ve been thinking about you.”

I looked up at his face, still so handsome, though it’d thinned a ton since his accident.

He’d once been muscled and fierce.

My hero.

He might be frail now, but he was still my hero. That was never going to change.

“It’s a beautiful summer, isn’t it?” I kept as much lightness in my tone as I could.

I glanced behind me out the window to the flowering Crape Myrtle just outside.

Turning back, I curled my hand around his and decided to broach the subject that I really wanted to talk to him about. “So, remember that friend I was telling you about? The one I’m staying with?”

I got no response. It didn’t matter. I just prayed he understood. “He’s pretty amazing.”

There was no keeping the affection out.

My heart fluttered just thinking Milo’s name.

“He’s helping me take care of you while I figure things out, so we at least don’t have to worry for a little bit,” I rushed. “He’s truly so good to me.”

I wouldn’t torture Bobby with the sordid details about the epic afternoon Milo and I had shared in his backyard two days ago.

It was hands down the sexiest thing that had ever happened to me, and we hadn’t even had sex.

Afterward, Milo had hovered over me for the longest time, like he was memorizing the moment, the way we’d both felt, before he’d pushed his lips to my ear and whispered, “Want you so bad, Little Dove. Want you in a way I don’t understand.”

There had been so much fear behind his statement, so much reservation, so much guilt.

I wanted to show him that there was still life after trauma.

Love after loss.

“I think I’m falling for him, Bobby.” I choked out a soft, disbelieving laugh. “Of course, I’d be the girl to go after the one guy who doesn’t think he can love me back. Shocker, right? But there’s something about him that makes me feel like I’m tied to him. Like we belong together. Like we can soothe each other’s loneliness.”

I rubbed my thumb over the back of Bobby’s hand. “I miss it, Bobby. Having a family. Is it wrong to imagine I could have one with him? He has these two kids...”

Emotion clogged my voice. “They’re amazing, and I think I’m falling for them, too. And they think I’m marrying their dad. Can you believe it? It’s all fake, Bobby, but it’s the realest thing I’ve ever felt.”

I tightened my hold on his hand. God, I wished he could respond to me. Tell me I was being crazy. Neurotic the way I was. Or maybe give me his blessing. Tell me to chase after what I loved because losing it was what would be the tragedy.

“I get myself into some messes, don’t I?” Through bleary eyes, I smiled at my brother. His eyes were distant, but I could feel the steady pound of his heart.

I had to believe he was right there.

“You probably want to kick my butt and tell me to get my life together right now, don’t you? But I think I finally am. At least I’m finally understanding what it is I want.”

I wanted my brother cared for.

Healed because I’d never stopped believing it was possible. Never stopped praying for that miracle.

God, if he could hug me one more time? What I wouldn’t give for that.

Beyond that?

I wanted a connection. The same thing I got to see in my friends.

A devotion and need that went beyond imagination.

I wanted to be cherished.

Adored.

And I wanted the gift of cherishing someone, too. Of them experiencing my love and my faith in them.

I wanted my person.

“I love you, Bobby. So much. And I will always, forever be fighting for you.” I curled his hand back around the charm, and I pushed to my feet and leaned over him so I could press a kiss to his forehead. “I could never ask for a better brother. Thank you for loving me, too.”

I eased away, my affection whispering around my lips. “I’ll see you in a few days, okay? And know I’m thinking about you…always.”


TWENTY-FIVE

MILO


Tessa’s hand trembled in mine.

“Holy fuckballs, I’m nervous,” she mumbled as she stared out the windshield to the restaurant where we were meeting my attorney.

A rough chuckle scraped out, though I’d be a liar if I said my knees weren’t knocking, too.

“You’re lucky I’m a fantastic actress, Milo, because shit just got real.”

She shifted her head to look at me from over the console.

Red hair swishing around her shoulders, freckles alight.

But it was a tidal wave of worry in those ocean eyes that rushed for the shore.

“Thought you said you’d lied under oath a hundred times?”

I attempted to keep it easy. Like this was no big deal. Like this whole plan wasn’t hinged on this moment.

Tessa gulped. “Well, I lied about that.”

Fuck, she was cute.

“You’ve got this, Little Dove. You’re the one who keeps telling me what we’re doing is right.” My hand squeezed around hers. “Can’t do this without you.”

How big of an asshole did that make me?

Felt like I was toying with her.

With her goodness.

With her kindness.

Because I’d given in three times, touched on her beauty, ate it up like I would never stop because finding pleasure beneath her hands was the best thing I’d ever felt.

Standing in her light.

Burned in her blaze.

But I couldn’t keep touching her if it only left me riddled with guilt.

Couldn’t put that on her. Couldn’t let her think for a second she’d become part of my shame.

Because she was everything that mattered. She deserved joy and love.

She deserved it all.

Someone who matched her radiant soul.

Someone who was decent.

Someone who was honest.

Someone who didn’t have ghosts following them to bed.

She exhaled a rough breath and smiled at me. “It’s an honor I get to do it alongside you.”

That feeling lifted and rose while we sat there staring at each other for a beat. I finally cleared my throat. “We should get inside.”

“Yup, let’s do this.”

She pulled her hand from mine and swiped her sweaty palms on her skirt, then she grinned over at me when she said, “Not the only place I’m sweating, in case you wanted to know.”

Laughter rumbled. Ease mixing with the anxiety.

“Wait right there,” I told her.

“Oh, right, yes, that’s what a good fiancé would do.” A tease played through her features.

I hopped out of the Tahoe, and I rounded the front and moved to open her door, taking her hand to help her out.

That energy rolled, a thunder in the air, this pure understanding and support radiating from her when she set those eyes on me.

Belief.

Affection.

Something else I needed to shun.

But right then, I threaded my fingers through hers and held on for dear life.

“You’ve got this, Milo Hendricks. You’re one of the best dads I know, and I know soon, your children are going to be home,” she whispered just for me as we walked together to the casual restaurant.

Opening the door, I let go of her hand so she could walk in front of me, though my mouth came to her ear as she passed, “Because of you, Little Dove.”

She glanced back at me, her smile so sweet. “Because of us, Milo. Because we’re a great freaking team.”


TWENTY-SIX

TESSA


I wasn’t lying. I was sweating in very unmentionable places. Because it was me, I’d mentioned them, anyway.

But bejeebus, I’d never been so nervous in my life. And we were going to have to take this to the stand? Holy mother, I’d probably look like I’d been dunked in the lake.

Milo kept his hand on the small of my back as he led me through the restaurant. Dark brown booths ran along the walls, and a bunch of plain wood tables sat in the middle.

Servers bustled through the space during the dinner rush, and most tables were filled.

Milo guided me toward a small square table in the middle where a woman sat sipping a cup of coffee.

She was probably in her mid-forties, her hair down and curled in loose waves, wearing a pantsuit and soft determination on her face.

“Mr. Hendricks, it’s great to see you again,” she said as she pushed up from her chair and extended her hand over the table.

Milo shook it as he said, “It’s good to see you, too, Ms. Anderson.”

He shifted back, nudging me forward. “This is Tessa McDaniels, my fiancée.”

Her eyes lit. “Miss McDaniels. It’s a pleasure. Please sit.”

She gestured to the open chairs, and Milo pulled the one out for me that was directly across from his attorney.

Ever the gentleman.

“Thank you,” I mumbled, chanting silently, Do not screw this up and accidentally blurt out that this is fake.

We’d be dead in our tracks before we ever made it out of the gates.

Milo leaned down from behind and pressed a kiss to my temple. “Anytime, baby.”

My heart pattered.

Fake.

Remember it’s fake.

But for the love of God, don’t say it out loud.

Nope, this was not messing with my head or anything.

“I appreciate you meeting with us,” Milo said in his rumbly voice as he took the chair between us.

Her smile was coy. “Well, it is my job, but I must admit, I’ve been anxious to hear about this one.”

She shifted her attention to me.

I itched on my seat and sent her a little wave.

Milo chuckled and reached for my hand over the table. He squeezed it in a clear show of support.

We had this.

“Tell me about yourself,” she prodded.

Well, then, we were going to get right down to business and no one had even offered me a margarita.

I swallowed my nerves and lifted my chin. “Well, let’s see…I work as a third-grade teacher at a private Christian academy here in Redemption Hills. I’m also the executive director of Hope to Hands, a nonprofit supporting the community.”

Milo’s attorney looked much happier to hear it than Paula had.

“I also have an older brother…his name’s Bobby.” Affection wobbled out. “He lives in a long-term care facility after an accident in which he sustained a severe brain injury. I’m his power of attorney.”

She nodded, obviously pleased.

“And you met Milo…?”

“Through our friends where he works.”

Her attention shifted back to Milo. “The club? Absolution?”

Milo gave her a tight nod, unease flitting through his being.

She blew out through her nose. “I feel like that is the biggest issue you have going against you, Milo, if I may call you that?”

“Of course,” he said, but the words were sticky.

Discomfort rippled through his big body.

I squeezed his hand tighter.

“I would urge you to move beyond your current profession. The court isn’t going to like the idea of you working at a club, being away all hours of the night when your family might need you, especially in that type of atmosphere.”

I knew it was part of what Paula had used against him before.

“I’ll be there at night with the kids.” The promise whipped out without consideration.

But I’d told him I would be there.

For him.

For them.

I’d meant it.

“That is a good start, but I think it would be helpful if Milo had higher aspirations.”

I didn’t love that she was demeaning his job, but I got it.

The idea of a bouncer came with a certain impression, and it typically wasn’t the good kind. Paula could easily twist what he did into something sordid.

A war went down in Milo’s psyche, a severity firing from him in sparks of pain, like he was stuck and didn’t know how to move forward. He seemed to have to pry the words from his mouth. “I plan on starting my own business…a construction company.”

What?

That would be awesome.

I had to bite my tongue to keep from squealing and demanding to know all the deets. From telling him how freaking proud of him I was.

A good fiancée would already know these things.

But honestly, it was perfect. So fitting for him. I’d already seen what those big, bare hands were capable of. The rugged beauty they created.

Ms. Anderson smiled, but Milo didn’t return it.

Worry for him curdled in my stomach.

“That is wonderful, Milo,” she encouraged. She jotted down a few notes. “I think you’re in a good position to have your rights restored. Honestly, I’m surprised the judge didn’t rule in your favor the last time you contested their custody. It’s obviously time that you and your children were reunited.”

She continued writing a couple more things down before she lifted her head and pinned her attention on Milo. “When would you like to get started with this process?”

“As soon as possible.” It ripped from his mouth on desperation and a shock of hope, his entire body bowing forward in relief.

“Great, I’ll file the petition tomorrow.”

Expectation and disbelief blistered through him, and I found myself leaning farther over the table toward him, clinging to his hand.

Staring at him with a smile splitting my face.

This was happening.

His attorney hummed. “You two are adorable. Your love is really apparent. I think we have this one in the bag.”

The smile I sent her was feigned.

Right.

Totally apparent.

The problem was, it wasn’t all that hard to fake it.

“Expect a call from me after I have more information,” she told Milo. “In the meantime, show your faces around town more often. I like the look.”

She gestured between us, then gathered her things and strode out.

Five minutes and it was done.

I exhaled a ragged breath. “Holy crap, we did it, Milo.”

He squeezed my hand back, those honey-dipped eyes swimming with hope. “Told you that you could pull it off.”

“I’m a great actress,” I mouthed.

His expression deepened, and I knew what he saw because I couldn’t hide what I felt. “Yeah,” he murmured, his voice laden with appreciation.

I sat back to break the intensity before I got lost in it, and I wagged my brows at him. “It looks like you owe me a big, fancy steak dinner, fiancé.”

His brow arched. “Fancy, huh? Not sure that’s what I’d call this place.”

“Are you kidding me? I’ll bet you twenty bucks they have a killer chicken fried steak. Now show me the love, Milo Hendricks.”

“Love, huh?”

I grinned at him. “Mad, mad love.”

I grabbed the plastic menu and started to peruse it before it came to mean something I couldn’t let it.

I gasped when Milo clutched my knee from under the table. I lowered the menu, peering at him from over the top. My breaths shallow, and my stupid heart racing.

“Thank you,” he rumbled, so low.

I forced down the truth of what I felt. “It’s all good, Milo. It’s what friends do.”
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“That’s it. I’m not standing here and letting him get away with this crap. I won’t be bullied.”

We’d come out after dinner to find Milo’s windshield smashed in.

I mean, seriously, what a freaking jerk. Ruining our win. This evening that Milo and I had spent like normal people, laughing and joking over dinner.

A really freaking delish chicken fried steak dinner.

I dialed and had the phone pressed to my ear before Milo could stop me.

“Tessa, what are you doing? I don’t think—” Milo wheezed just as the bitter voice answered on the opposite end of the line.

“Tessa.” Karl’s laughter was cynical.

Or sinister.

Was there a difference? I couldn’t tell.

“I take it you’ve realized the error in your ways.”

I couldn’t even scoff out a witty rebuttal. Because tears stung my eyes as I gritted my teeth and hissed, “That’s enough, Karl. I hurt your ego. I get it. You’re upset. But what you’re doing? This isn’t okay.”

“What the hell are you rambling about, Tessa? I don’t have time for your nonsense.”

That time, I did scoff. “You don’t have time for this, but you have time to come to my office and threaten me? Time to have Milo chased down and beaten? Time to bash his windshield in? Nice, Karl. I’d call it childish if what you’re doing wasn’t so dangerous.”

He laughed a disbelieving sound. “As much as I’d love to witness your boyfriend get the beating he deserves, I sadly can’t take credit. I’m in London right now.”

Air huffed from my nose. “Save it, Karl. I know you hired someone to hurt him. This ends now, or I’m going to the police, and yeah, you can toss your connections all over the place, but everything you said is on video at my office. So why don’t you save your pride and tell your colleagues and friends I got a horribly bad case of the herps and died. Or maybe I give really terrible head. Or heck, here’s an idea, you can just say you and I ended up not working out. Whatever it is, just leave us alone. And to be clear, I’ll be paying you back. It will be slow, but I will get every dollar you spent on Bobby back to you.”

I had a plan.

Aspirations, too.

It wasn’t like I could let Milo take care of Bobby forever.

Milo, who was a shaken bottle of that mayhem beside me.

Pacing one step back and forth while he looked like he was about to rip the phone from my hand.

Or go on a rampage.

I held a finger up at him like the gesture could keep him tamed.

Milo grunted.

“If you think I’d take that kind of risk for you, Tessa, you’re delusional.” Condescension lined Karl’s voice. “I’ll wait until you come to your senses. It’s only a matter of time before you come crawling back, and I guarantee it will be with you on your hands and knees.”

Confusion clouded my head, and the words were thin when I released them. “You tried to force me...”

“You should get over yourself.”

I stared blankly.

Get over myself?

Was he serious? After everything he’d done?

I felt lightheaded as a rush of unease flitted through my consciousness. I shifted to look at Milo, who had opened his door.

Milo, who had frozen in shock.

I could physically feel the cold chill that slithered down his spine.

I ended the call without saying anything else because I didn’t give two craps about Karl.

There was only one person who I did.

My brow pinched together as I took two careful steps toward Milo, who was clutching a piece of paper in his hand.

I reached over and pried it out, squinting in confusion as I tried to process the significance of what it said.

To think I was betting on you.

Confusion whipped through on a gust of wind.

Dread clutched Milo, and he slowly turned around, searching the parking lot, terror stampeding through his being.

I touched his arm. “What does it mean?”

“It means when demons run, they don’t always stay hidden.”


TWENTY-SEVEN

TESSA


I eased up behind Milo who stood with his palms pressed to the island countertop with his head drooped between his shoulders.

Late afternoon light streamed through the windows, casting his giant frame in shimmery rays that made my stomach clench and my heart fist.

Everything about him was overpowering.

Overwhelming.

Big and intimidating and rough.

Soft and kind and real.

I wished with all of me he could see himself the way I saw him.

That he could understand the way he made me feel.

I slid my hand up his spine, praying I could offer him comfort.

A shiver raced through his body.

He’d been in turmoil since we’d found his windshield bashed in and the note in his truck on Thursday night, the man in this constant war inside his head that I had no idea how to fight.

Because he’d shut down and shut me out, though he watched over me like he was terrified I was going to disappear, all while looking at me like maybe he wished I’d never existed in the first place.

Like I might be the source of his pain.

“It’s almost time. We need to finish getting ready,” I murmured.

“Not sure this is a good idea anymore.”

A frown curled my brow. “The party, or are you talking about your kids?”

Tonight, we were supposed to be celebrating.

It was our official engagement party. It had been Milo’s mom’s idea. Heck, she’d pretty much insisted on it. At the time, Milo had agreed, but that had been before Thursday.

We’d thought, what better way to profess our love to the rest of the world than to come together with the people closest to us to mark it.

Yeah, we were full steam ahead with this little charade, and if we were putting on a show, we needed to do it right.

But this charade had come to feel too real and complicated and complex.

The ground no longer solid beneath my feet.

Because when Milo shifted to look at me from over his shoulder, my heart stalled out.

It was like my spirit needed the extended beat.

A moment to recognize the profound fullness of what I felt.

I was in love with Milo Hendricks.

Completely.

Wholly.

And I was petrified he might not ever see through his past to love me back.

God, I’d gotten in deep.

Tangled in this man.

So invested I wondered if I’d remain whole when the deceit spit me out on the other side.

But I also knew, no matter how much this hurt me in the end, it was worth it.

He was worth it.

His children were worth it.

It didn’t mean it didn’t hurt like hell.

“All of it.” Torment rolled through his gruff words.

“If I know one thing about you, it’s that you deserve to have your children in your life…and they deserve to have you in theirs.”

“Not if it puts them in danger.”

The dread I’d been sporting for two days slashed at my resolve. My voice shallowed out. “How are they in danger, Milo? Tell me what’s happening.”

Milo scrubbed a tattooed hand over his face, and he looked to his boots when he rumbled, “I⁠—”

We both froze when the front door opened without warning.

Milo shot upright, instantly on edge, even though workers had been coming and going all day to set up.

His mother popped her head through the door, one of her affectionate smiles alight on her face, though she appeared a little frazzled as she wrangled in a large white box.

“Oh, my goodness, I’m finally back, sorry about that. Debbie had to show off the cake before she would let me take it. She claims it’s the best she’s ever made, which I’m going to have to agree. Of course, she made it extra special for the two most special people in my life.”

She grinned as she set it down beside us on the counter. In the same beat, she reached for my hand and squeezed just as she set her hand on Milo’s cheek with the other. “Don’t be nervous, Milo. This is a good day. I know you’re not about all the hubbub and big parties, but this is worth celebrating.”

Milo visibly swallowed his reservations, forcing a big smile to his face as he looked at his mom. “I’m good, Mom. Don’t worry about me.”

“I always worry about you.” She ran her thumb under his eye as if he were a little boy who needed the support.

Emotion swam through my chest, and I cleared the roughness away with a forced giggle.

“It’s not like it’s that big of a party, anyway. Just our closest friends and family.”

Mine were one and the same.

Not one blood relative to my name.

Bobby’s face flashed through my mind, and my chest felt like it just might cave. What I wouldn’t do for him to be here. For him to experience this.

And it wasn’t even real, so what in the world was I thinking?

I’d gotten it all convoluted.

What this meant.

I did my best to keep the sorrow out of my voice when I spoke to Cheryl. “And you went and made it extravagant, anyway.”

Cheryl’s black hair swished around her shoulders, and she angled her head to the side as she tightly gripped my hand.

“Only the best for the people I love.” She swiveled her attention to Milo. “Besides, it’s Milo who spent years taking care of me. I think it’s time I return the favor.”

My teeth raked my bottom lip.

So many questions.

Why’d I have to go and fall for a man who was so not an open book when I really liked reading between the pages?

“All right, what else needs to be accomplished?” Cheryl asked as she stepped back, shaking herself out of the intensity of the moment.

The party was taking place out back.

Twinkle lights had been strung in the trees. Round tables were set up beneath them, and they were covered by white tablecloths. Each was decorated with white and pink floral bouquets.

A dance floor was off to the side since Cheryl had asked me my favorite thing to do at a party, and there was an open bar to the left for our guests to enjoy.

It would be a blast if it were real.

If Milo wasn’t second-guessing everything.

If this all hadn’t turned into a cluster that I had no idea how to sort.

“I think that’s it. This guy needs to get changed, and we’ll be ready to roll.”

I jostled my hip into his.

He grunted a grumbly sound, then he was breathing out in pained relief when I reached out and took his hand and threaded our fingers together.

I glanced up at him.

We have this. We’re a great team.

He just had to let me off the bench if we were going to win.
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Music played softly from the speakers that had been set up around the yard, and a gentle breeze blew through, rustling the trees and making the twinkle lights dance across the lawn. The lake was calm and glittering behind us, and light laughter trickled through the atmosphere, voices soft and carrying, the mood easy and right if it weren’t for the man who was tacked to my side.

All burly and grumpy and intimidating, wearing dress pants and a button-down, the sleeves rolled up his tatted arms.

Need quivered in my belly. I’d never seen the man look so delicious.

He and I had found ourselves in the shadows of the yard, watching as our guests finished eating their dinners.

Cheryl had organized this big buffet that was full of every kind of dish.

The woman was so sweet.

So kind.

So hopeful when I could feel her son losing hope.

Milo’s arm twitched where he had it wrapped around my waist, his nerves as jumbled as they’d been earlier, before his mom had walked in.

“We have this,” I muttered under my breath again.

“Don’t you dare leave my side. Need you, Tessa.” It was a bare grunt from his throat.

And I guessed I was having a really hard time differentiating the counterfeit from the factual.

Delineating his feigned affections from the concrete.

Because his fingers dug into my side as if I’d become his anchor when his spirit kept floating adrift.

The man casually nursed a beer while he tried to hide the uncertainty and doubt.

To camouflage the shadow of shame that hovered around him like a merciless reaper.

“I’m not going anywhere, Milo. I don’t care what you’ve done in your past.”

He shifted until he was towering over me, the man an obliterating fortress that ripped the breath from my lungs. His hand came to my jaw. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”

“Then tell me.”

I didn’t even realize we’d gotten lost in our own little bubble until a hand clamped down on my forearm.

My attention whipped that way. Eden pinned on the biggest smile that was completely faked.

“You wouldn’t mind if I stole my BFF for a minute, would you, Milo?”

His expression promised he most assuredly did.

“Eh, sure, of course.”

“I’ll be right back. Promise.”

His nod was tight.

Eden began to drag me to a secluded spot on the opposite side of the yard. I couldn’t help but look at Milo fading into the distance as we went.

I whipped back around when she rushed under her breath, “What is going on with you two?”

I pinned on a feigned smile, completely innocent. “Who, me and Milo?”

“Um…yes…you and Milo.”

“We’re getting married, obviously.”

“Tessa.” Her tone lowered in seriousness as a worried dent formed on her brow.

I blew out a heavy sigh and mumbled, “I have no idea what’s going on.”

“It looks like something is going on to me.”

“Oh, I don’t know, does it look like I’m glowing from the two amazing orgasms he gave me?”

“Shut up,” she choked as she tugged me closer. “You had cake, and you didn’t tell me?”

Laughter ripped from me, still half-disoriented from the impact of it. I still couldn’t process it. “God, and it was so good, Eden. Like, decadent, dark, delicious chocolate cake.”

I would never get enough.

She giggled. “My bestie finally got herself some good lovin’. Tell me you ate it all.”

“I wish. It was only a tiny taste. I’m, like, still starving, and I’d really like Milo to stuff me.” I angled my head to stress the point.

She cracked up, her laughter ringing over the lawn.

A bunch of faces spun our direction, and I turned my back to them, hoping I remained hidden in the shadows.

My hands shot to my face like I could cover the need that wanted to rush out. “I’m so screwed, Eden.”

She pried a hand from my face, and she dipped down to meet my gaze, all the lightness draining from her expression. “Hey, you’re not screwed…you’re just…in love, aren’t you?”

I blew out a sigh and glanced back at the man in the distance. Trent, Jud, and Logan had joined him, and he sipped at a beer, the faint lines of one of his sexy smiles tipping up behind his beard at something one of them said.

Hello, volcanic eruption spewing out the hotties.

But Milo was the only one I could see.

This man who’d changed everything inside me.

Stood up for me.

God, how desperately I wanted to stand beside him.

I slowly turned back to Eden.

“He’s my Ace, Eden. The one I never could have anticipated or expected. The one who makes me feel alive with just a glance. And when he touched me…” I trailed off, my mouth going dry at the memories.

“I felt like a treasure for the first time in my life. Like I found the person I belong with. My match. But he doesn’t see it the same.”

Sympathy deepened her features. “You’re blind if you don’t see the way he looks at you.”

Emotion thickened my throat, this love and this pain knitting together and becoming one. “He might want me, but he won’t love me, and I won’t settle for anything less. Not ever again.”

Affection wisped through her eyes. “No, don’t settle, not ever. But don’t give up on him, either. I’ve seen that look before, and that’s not lack of love, Tessa. It’s fear of feeling it when he thinks he shouldn’t.”

Possibility blossomed. It only took a second for it to get trampled by the fear.

“He’s got these demons…” The word hitched in my throat, and I looked at Eden in this broken hope as I touched that achy spot on my chest. “Secrets. I’m afraid he might be in trouble. He got jumped the other night by a bunch of men.”

I warred, wondering how much to share with her, if I’d be breaking Milo’s trust by confiding in my bestie.

Worry eclipsed her joy, and she barely nodded as she glanced at the group of men who looked like a pack of yummy, gooey trouble standing beneath the stars that shined down over the party. “And if he is in trouble? What then?”

“Then I face it with him. Help him get his kids back, whatever it costs.”

Eden squeezed my hand. “I’m pretty sure it’s you he could never expect. You who’s bringing faith back into his life after he lost it.”

“We all need someone to stand by our side.”

Eden wrapped her arms around me and hugged me tight. “And he’s lucky it’s you.”

Moisture stung the back of my eyes, and we both let go of these affected giggles when I stepped out of her embrace. Eden always got me.

Understood.

No judgment.

“Come on, everyone is going to be wondering where the bride-to-be ran off to. They’ll think you got cold feet.”

Hand-in-hand, we started walking back toward the party.

“Is it wrong I wish it were real?” I whispered so only she could hear.

“No, Tessa, there is nothing wrong with wishing for the things we want. The things we need. For believing in the chance of them, even when it feels impossible.”

“There you two are. I was beginning to feel left out. Way to leave a nursing mother over here sitting all by herself.” Salem sent us a pout, though there was curiosity blazing in her blue eyes, obviously catching the severity of what was riding on our demeanors. She had her sweet baby boy, Grant, pressed to her breast, where she sat at one of the round tables, her hand running over the back of his tiny head as he ate.

Baby Kate was asleep in the mobile crib Eden and Trent had brought.

Juniper lifted her head from where she was sitting next to her mother, coloring.

“You’re not by yourself, Mommy, you silly willy. I’m right here, and you’ve got my brover right there.”

Juni used her crayon to point at Grant, who grunted as he suckled.

“Hey, what about me?” Gage’s eyes were pure offense as he looked up from his coloring sheet to Juni. “I’m right here, too.”

He and Juni Bee were tied at the hip, the two so adorable the way they couldn’t go anywhere without the other, their lives forever linked.

Eden had gotten the sweet bonus of Gage when she’d married Trent, and his brother, Jud, was lucky as hell to get not just the amazingness that was Salem, but her daughter, too.

“I would never in ever forget you, Gage,” Juni told him, so serious.

He seemed to breathe a sigh of relief. “You better not, especially since we’re gettin’ married.”

Neither of them had quite figured out that they were now cousins by marriage and that was not going to happen. But they’d been claiming it for so long, everyone had pretty much given up correcting them on it.

They’d figure it out.

“Maybe we should just have a double wedding,” I teased as I moved around the table and pressed a kiss to the top of Gage’s head. He angled back so he was beaming up at me.

All adorable dimples and these big brown eyes.

My chest stretched full.

Holy crap, how much I loved these babies. This makeshift family I’d never expected to receive.

“Not old enough yet, Auntie Tessa. Doncha know nothin’?”

A giggle got free, and I swept in to press a kiss to Juni’s cheek as I mumbled, “Apparently, Auntie knows absolutely nothing.”

“What’s nothing?” Aster asked as she came walking over, carrying a pink, bubbly drink with a bunch of maraschino cherries floating in it.

“Tessa knows nothing,” Salem supplied.

“Oh, right, yes, I already knew this.” Aster grinned as she plopped her adorable pregnant butt onto a chair.

“Oh, I see how it is,” I drew out, then my brow was drawing together. “And are you giving me crap when you’re sitting over there drinking a Shirley Temple?”

“Would you rather I have a margarita?” She arched a brow as she took a sip. “Besides, I’m pretty sure it’s you who deserves all the crap with this… This is quite the party,” she drew out. She lifted her glass and waved it around, indicating the mess I’d gotten myself into.

Sighing, I plunked onto the chair next to her and leaned my head on her shoulder. “Pathetic, right?”

She took my hand. “No, honey, you’re just doing what you feel is right.”

“And you’re doing it so well, Jud hasn’t even asked a thing about it,” Salem added.

“Yeah. It was hard not to let something slip coming over here. This is a lot, Tessa,” Aster murmured, her voice close to a warning.

I could feel a thousand silent questions screaming from my friends.

Salem arched an inquisitive brow my direction, her words held in code. “Why are you over there looking so loved up?”

“Ugh,” I groaned.

“Because she’s gettin’ married, Auntie Salem. She’s got the love.” Gage said it like her question was so ridiculous I was surprised he didn’t tack a duh to the end of it.

“Hmm,” Salem mused.

Guilt came lighting on my cheeks, and I itched in my seat.

“Oh, you little faker,” Salem wheezed as she leaned closer to the table. “Tell me now.”

The clinking of a knife against a champagne glass and Cheryl announcing she had something to say had me hopping to my feet. “Oh, that’s me. Gotta go.”

“You’re in so much trouble, Tessa McDaniels,” Salem called after me.

Oh, I was in trouble all right. She just didn’t know how deep it went.


TWENTY-EIGHT

MILO


“So, Tessa, huh?” Logan elbowed me in the ribs as he sipped at his scotch, the asshole grinning behind it as he razzed me. “Now that is some wild shit that came from out of nowhere.”

Night had taken hold of the air, the stars alight and alive where they danced over the party that was supposed to mean something, our friends there to celebrate us, to cover us in their love, when it was nothing but a sham.

Guilt of it had me in a stranglehold, everything catching up. Could feel that what we were doing was about to blow up in our faces. Did we really think we could get away with this without repercussions? Did I really think my past wasn’t going to catch up?

My guts twisted as I thought of the note that had been left in my truck. Not that I hadn’t been thinking about it twenty-four seven since I’d found it. Since the abyss that was my life had sucked me down in a spiral.

When I realized that it wasn’t over.

That I couldn’t drag my kids into this.

Couldn’t drag Tessa into this.

I didn’t deserve a single one of them in my life.

Not with what I’d done.

I might have tried to change, but it didn’t change anything. The damage was done.

Jud quirked a brow.

“Nowhere? This fucker’s been salivating over Tessa since the second she came into the club. You didn’t think we missed that shit, did you, brother?” He chuckled as he took a swig of his beer.

Unease stretched across my chest, and I forced myself to return his smile.

Because that shit had gotten deep.

Taken a direction it wasn’t supposed to go.

“Guess you got me,” I mumbled.

“Okay, okay, the whole salivating over our sweet Tessa thing was clear. But this whole wedding bit comes as a surprise,” Logan argued.

Trent grunted at his youngest brother. “Says the guy who proposed to Aster three weeks after she came back into his life.”

Logan shifted to gaze at Aster, who was laughing where she sat at the table with all their wives.

Tessa had her head leaned against Logan’s wife’s shoulder, mumbling something that I’d really like to hear.

My dick twitched.

She was all the way across the yard and still the sight of her had lust knotting in my guts.

Logan swiveled back to Trent. “I’ve loved that woman since I was eighteen. I would say that proposal was about a decade delayed. Not that you didn’t get yourself pussy whipped the second Eden came into your club.”

Another grunt from Trent. “Not complainin’.”

Jud gazed at his wife, his dark eyes devoted as he watched her nurse their son. “I’d have to say not one of us has a thing to be complaining about.”

He put his beer out in the middle of the circle we’d made. Logan and Trent were quick to clink their glasses against it.

Warily, I clinked mine, too.

“To four lucky assholes.” Jud chuckled.

“Here, here,” Trent agreed.

My spirit rumbled.

Thunder that vibrated through my being. One that warned a storm was coming.

The clinking of glass suddenly pulled me out of the stupor, and my mother was over by the cake that was set up on a round table near the buffet. “I have something I’d like to say.”

That had guilt constricting, too.

My mother’s joy too potent.

Too profound.

And I’d been the fool who’d insisted we needed to keep her in the dark.

Tessa popped up from her chair, and she whirled around. That gorgeous face lifted in this smile when she caught my eye. It nearly dropped me to my knees.

Like the sight of me made her feel like she was soaring.

She stretched out her hand toward me. She wore another red dress because she had this thing about driving me out of my mind. This one was flowy and swishing around her knees. Tonight, her freckles seemed to glow beneath the twinkle lights strung up over her head.

I gulped.

Sweet fuckin’ temptation.

In an instant, my body was a tangle of want.

Problem was that need refused to remain skin deep. It was something that had seeped and infiltrated, penetrating all the way down to the bone, getting way too close to the darkened depths where no one else could go.

Where her ghost lingered, and my soul stayed trapped.

Jud patted me on the back. “Looks like your girl is waiting on you.”

Right.

My girl.

I slowly edged across the lawn in her direction.

Energy snapped and fired, and fuck, what the hell was I doing?

Because our friends and family were clapping, shouts and cheers going up in the air, and my mother was looking at us like a long-dead dream had come to life.

My head tipped down, then I was breathing out a shattered sigh when Tessa wrapped her hand in mine.

She squeezed and canted me one of those looks that promised, We have this. We make a really great team.

But how could that be true when I was dragging her toward destruction?

Tessa led me up to where my mother stood, the girl barely touching me but wrapping me whole.

Mom cleared some of the roughness from her voice, her eyes bleary just from looking at us.

Our guests all settled down.

“I wanted to thank everyone for coming tonight on such short notice…but I think we can all agree that Milo and Tessa’s engagement took all of us a bit by surprise, can’t we?” my mother teased as she set her gaze upon us.

Her love poured out and flooded the space.

Hell, I felt it coming at us from all sides, laughter rolling across the lawn as our guests called out their agreement.

My heart jackhammered.

“Okay, okay, we can tease these two all we want…” Mom waved a hand like she wanted everyone to understand the seriousness of what she was speaking, and her voice deepened in emphasis. “But there’s something I’ve learned in my life. Love can come on fast or it can come on slow. It doesn’t matter. Not one kind is stronger than the other. It’s just born differently. And what I can say for sure is I’ve never felt a love so strong as the one that was born between Milo and Tessa.”

My throat thickened, and I struggled to breathe.

Mom turned her full attention on me. “I’ve prayed for this day to come, for you to find your way to joy again. That you would find a path that would lead to the place where you belong…and that’s with Tessa.”

She lifted her glass. “To the happiness that you deserve because you, my son, you deserve it more than anyone I’ve ever known.”

Her voice got choppy, soggy with the affection that rippled out.

She shifted her adoring gaze to Tessa.

To the woman who stood beside me vibrating with emotion, too.

It’s not real.

It’s not real.

It’s not fucking real.

I chanted it to myself like I could make it so, but Mom had her hand on her chest like she was trying to keep her heart in place while she whispered, “And I am so thankful it is you. Tessa, you beautiful girl, the morning I showed up unannounced and found you here, I knew there was something so extraordinarily special about you. You are the hope that this family has been missing, and I will be forever grateful for you showing us that it’s a possibility. I love you, and I know that’s new, too, that it came on just as fast, but it’s true. I’m so happy to have you as my daughter.”

Tessa gulped, and I felt her spirit flail.

Her own loss stark.

This beautiful woman who’d lost so much.

It was a rare day my mom hadn’t stopped by to say hello, and they’d established a bond unlike anything I’d witnessed before. It only made this that much harder.

“I love you, too,” Tessa barely was able to murmur.

My mother nodded, and Tessa was moving forward and throwing her arms around her.

Their hug was fierce.

Different from when they’d first met.

Because in it was a promise.

A promise of a new life.

They finally separated, and both were wiping tears from their faces, whispering something under their breath.

And fuck, I nearly fell apart when Mom turned and wrapped her arms around my neck.

I had to bend down, and I was leaning into her as her mouth came to my ear and she murmured, “I see you terrified of finding love again, my son. I see you’re scared of losing it. Let this love be strong enough to carry you through it. Let her hold you when you feel like you can’t hang on any longer. Cling to each other, build each other up. And most of all, you let your beautiful heart live.”

I’m not sure I know how.

She pulled away and lifted her glass, gesturing it around to our guests.

“Now, I think we should officially announce these two as engaged with a special dance, don’t you?” My mother’s voice lifted at that.

Wariness took me hostage.

The music was turned back up, and everyone was standing, and the air was getting dense, even though a breeze whispered through.

Because these feelings were too heavy.

Too big.

Too much.

And Tessa was turning and grinning up at me.

Sly.

Sweet.

Alight.

The sun rising on the darkened day.

I felt her burning me through.

Scorching when she looped her arms around my neck. I banded one arm around her waist and pulled her flush against my chest.

Relief at her touch belted through my being.

“There you are,” she whispered up at my face, and she fluttered her fingertips down my beard, this precious woman who’d offered me everything.

My forehead dropped to hers, and I inhaled her deep into my lungs that kept aching for a way to fully be filled.

Strawberries and cream.

We barely swayed, just stood there together, me breathing her in as that energy burned around us.

Calling me to a place that I couldn’t go.

“Are you going to stand there all day or kiss the poor woman?” Logan shouted from the sidelines.

I eased back and found what was written on Tessa’s face.

The adoration.

The loyalty.

And that feeling rose up again.

Felt it struggling to pull me over.

Trip me up.

Telling me it would be fine to slide into the safety of a girl who wasn’t really mine.

Tessa’s lips parted, and there was no tease to it.

It was bare-naked hope.

Mad love, Milo. Mad, mad love, she mouthed.

Fuck.

I couldn’t do this. Couldn’t.

I pecked the quickest kiss to her mouth before I tore myself away, putting as much distance between us as I could, waving at our friends like everything was just fine.

While Tessa looked at me like I’d just rammed a knife directly through her heart.


TWENTY-NINE

MILO
FIVE YEARS AGO


Milo pressed a soft kiss to his daughter’s temple, the little child long asleep within the darkness of the small room. He brushed back the wild locks of her brown hair and stared at her precious face where she rested.

His spirit flailed.

He would do whatever it took to provide for his family.

He would fix this.

Make it right.

“Goodnight, my sweet Remy,” he murmured below his breath before he stood and walked out into the cramped living space of the trailer.

Autumn was asleep on their makeshift bed, their son asleep in the playpen they used as a crib.

God, they were beautiful.

A treasure he didn’t deserve.

Every molecule in his body clutched.

You’re pathetic. Worthless. You’ll never amount to anything, just like your mother. I should do the world a favor and put a bullet in both your brains.

Milo eased over to Autumn, ran his fingers through her hair, and swept his lips over her cheek.

She hummed in her sleep, and before he woke her, he pushed to standing and moved to the door. He carefully clicked it open.

He felt the shuffling from behind.

“Where are you going?” Autumn’s voice hit him in confusion.

Chaos and perfection.

Warily, he turned to look back at her from over his shoulder, his eyes taking her in where she’d pushed up to sitting.

“I have to run an errand.”

She frowned. “Where? It’s late.”

“I’ll be right back.”

Worry traipsed through her features, though she forced a trusting smile. “Okay…just hurry and come back to me.”

He nodded, then he slipped out into the night.

Twenty minutes later, he was standing in front of Autumn’s parents’ door.

He struggled and warred, searching himself for strength.

For a way to swallow his pride. To take back his promise.

He gulped around the disgust because what he felt didn’t matter. It held no bearing on what he had to do. He reached out and pressed the doorbell.

It seemed like an eternity passed before a light flicked on downstairs.

He could almost feel the animosity burn through the peephole from someone glaring at him from inside, and he sucked in a steeling breath when the metal slid and the latch gave.

Autumn’s mother barely cracked open the door, hatred in her eyes as she peered out. “Is my daughter safe?”

“Yes,” he wheezed.

She was safe. But she was none of the other things he’d promised she would be.

“What do you want, then?”

Bile lifted in his stomach and coated his tongue. Swallowing it down, he lifted his chin. “A loan.”

Her laugh was incredulous. “You’re standing here asking me for a loan?”

He could barely make himself nod. “I am.”

Paula scoffed and widened the door enough so that she could angle toward him. “Why would I ever give you anything when you stole everything from me?”

Old hatred flared. Vibrated through his being. Boiled hot in his blood.

Paula could have easily been a part of their family. Could have been a part of her grandchildren’s lives. She just chose not to. She had all but written Autumn off for loving him.

He refused the spite, the intense urge to lash out.

Fight.

He wasn’t that man anymore. He refused to be. Wouldn’t give into the depravity.

“I know you hate me, Paula, but I really need help finishing our cabin. I’m trying to give your daughter and grandchildren a good home. But after the investment in the business, I’m coming up short. We have some big jobs in the works. Things will come together, and I’ll be able to pay you back quickly.”

He prayed sooner rather than later, but he was worried that wasn’t going to be the case. He’d invested everything in the construction company. Running a business and profiting from it was a whole ton harder than he’d ever imagined.

But he would make it work.

He just needed more time.

“I just need the money now so I can finish our cabin.”

At least he’d already gotten his mother’s place finished, and he was more than halfway done with their cabin, but the time and cost investment were greater since it was more than double the size of hers.

Maybe he should have waited until he’d been completely finished with both places to try to start the company, but Autumn had pushed him, telling him it was time, that they needed to make a change and have a steady income coming in before the money he’d saved from fighting ran dry.

He understood.

He wanted that safety net, too.

He wanted to provide.

To do right by his family.

And there he stood like a pathetic beggar, groveling at Paula’s feet.

She angled back. “Did you know my daughter called here crying the other day?”

Milo blanched. What? He gritted his teeth to keep himself from demanding to know why. He needn’t worry because Paula was dead set on throwing it in his face, anyway.

“It seems she’s realized just how miserable life is going to be with you.”

His head shook.

“Do you really think she wants to raise two children in a trailer, Milo?”

“Our place is nearly finished.”

“But it’s not, is it? And you can bet your life I won’t be helping you do it, either. I want my daughter home, where she belongs, not depressed and sleeping on your couch. She’s worth so much more than the life you’re giving her. My grandchildren are worth more. You will never give them what they need. If you love them at all, you’d walk away.”

He breathed out the shock and pain, a low, horrified laugh leaving his mouth that he turned toward the ground, trying to gather himself.

His thoughts.

His strength.

To make a rebound on this desperation because he knew what Paula was spewing had nothing to do with the quality of life Autumn and their children had.

It was about him.

Paula wanted him gone.

“Now, get off my property. You will never be welcome here, but my daughter and grandchildren will always be. Autumn will return, just as soon as she comes to her senses and finally sees who you truly are.”

“Paula—”

She slammed the door in his face.

Desperation streaked through his spirit, and he started to rush forward, to pound on the door and demand she listen. But it wasn’t going to change a damned thing.

She would never see him as anything but scum.

He turned and headed back to his truck, climbed inside, and took off down their long drive.

He was barely able to see through the haze of loathing.

For Paula.

For his father.

For himself.

He struggled to see through the disorder. To find a reason. A way.

His teeth gritted, and the blood sloshed through his veins, and he jerked to a stop on the side of the road.

He picked up his phone, stared at it as the voices whirled through his mind.

The hunger.

The hate.

The thirst for destruction.

Gore.

He squeezed the phone as hard as he squeezed his eyes closed, his throat clotting off.

Before he lost his nerve, he thumbed into the phone and made the call.

He pressed it to his ear, close to panicking as it rang.

But he had no other choice.

No way to be the man he’d promised Autumn he would be.

The dark voice answered on the second ring. “Hello?”

“Stefan.” Milo needed only to say his name for Stefan to recognize him.

A beat passed before Stefan blew out in surprise. “You are finally ready to return?”

“I told you I’m finished with that life. I just need one fight.”

Hurt curled through Stefan’s voice. “So, you only call me when you want something? This is how you treat me after everything I’ve done for you? What does that say about you, Milo?”

Desperation clawed at him. “I just need one job, Stefan.”

Enough to see him through.

“You know it doesn’t work like that. You’re in or out. And you should know the stakes are much higher than they used to be.”

Apprehension billowed through his spirit. He gulped it down. “I’m in.”


THIRTY

TESSA


“Goodnight,” I called to Cheryl from the front porch. She was the last of our guests to leave, staying long after the party had ended since she’d insisted on helping clean up.

“It was the best time. Thank you for letting me share it with you. I’ll see you both soon.” She blew a kiss in our direction before she climbed into her car. She started the engine, and her headlights sliced through the dense, toxic air.

Suffocating.

Excruciating.

At least that’s the way I sensed Milo’s presence, where he stood behind me like a dark mirage.

The hope of something beautiful, but when you dipped your fingers into it, it filled your spirit with poison.

It was my own freaking fault that I’d come to imagine a future he would never allow.

His rejection earlier had hurt.

In a big way.

I’d felt—embarrassed, I guessed. Too hopeful in a moment that felt so real. Lost to Cheryl’s love and support. The love and support of our friends. Milo could have at least taken one for the team and kissed me like he meant it.

But I knew down deep it was all me.

That I’d come to a breaking point.

The realization that I couldn’t keep doing this to myself. Putting myself in a position where I kept getting hurt.

Yeah, I was the one who’d encouraged it. Pushed it. I’d wanted him to open up to me so badly that I’d laid myself out like an offering. Hoping he’d feel it in my touch. That he’d understand.

After tonight, I knew it. Felt it. I couldn’t pretend any longer.

Cheryl backed out and drove away, and I felt the shift in the atmosphere, the low roll of thunder as he turned and moved back into his house, leaving the door open behind him.

I followed, slow to move back through the door, freezing when I was struck with the low, anguished bellow that ripped from his massive body.

Guttural.

Pained.

It was a sound I was sure I could hear from a thousand miles away.

A hook that embedded itself in my soul from where he stood at the island with his back to me.

Slumped over again, though this time, his posture was riddled with stark, gutting grief.

The kind that couldn’t be understood unless you’d experienced it. Been right there to witness it. Felt the desolation of its effect.

“Milo.” His name trembled from my throat and struck the room like a plea.

Energy pulsed. Intense and dark and compelling.

It was a pull I knew full well I needed to resist, but I had no idea how to defy the call of his heart, as if our souls were linked in some way.

Because that connection hummed in the air, though tonight, it keened and moaned a quiet lament.

Potent and powerful.

Fierce and broken.

My pulse raced with determination, a furious thrumming that rushed out to meet with the man who thrashed in the wreckage of his past.

Tied to a place where he was alone.

Where demons possessed and monsters roamed.

The problem was, Milo somehow viewed himself as one of those who crawled the underbelly of this sordid hell where he held himself prisoner.

Chained.

Stuck in a moment he couldn’t change or take back.

And I wanted to free him of his binds. And if I couldn’t, then I needed to free myself of the ones he’d locked around me.

Because I couldn’t do this.

Couldn’t keep pretending that what I felt was fake.

So, I inched closer to the mayhem that flailed and whirled, a dark, dark storm that battered his soul.

I felt it flooding back. A swell that crashed and beat against the shores of my spirit, as if he were seeking refuge.

“Milo,” I said again.

His shoulders tensed before he finally turned around.

My breath hitched.

The sheer size of the man was terrifying, but it was his agonized expression that knocked my knees, the sight of him that reached into my chest and yanked my heart right out of my ribs.

That mountain of a man stood raging.

A hurricane.

Lost to a torment that I didn’t know how to erase, but I wanted to find a way to possess for him, anyway.

To whisper it away for a moment.

To promise him I would hold it if he’d let me.

But he had to let me in. I could no longer stand on the sidelines.

He stared at me through a bleary, disordered gaze, the man held captive somewhere in the recesses of his mind, though I could feel those eyes calling out for me somewhere in the misery where he lived.

Like he thought maybe I could be his rescue. A way out. Or like I might be his condemnation.

“Little Dove.” It was half a plea, half a warning. “You should go to bed.”

I edged forward a step. The air shivered. The energy leapt.

“You keep asking me to walk away from you, Milo. You keep pushing me away. And I can feel it, when you need me.” I clutched at my chest.

Unease flitted through his big body. “Keep telling you that you don’t want to go there.”

I lifted my chin, the words hard and desperate. “I’m strong enough to handle what you need. I think it’s you who’s not strong enough to handle me.”

Shards of pain left him on a moan. “Tessa.”

My head shook, and I took another step forward. “I can’t do it anymore. Can’t handle this push and pull. Can’t keep ignoring what this is.”

Blinking, he took a step away like he could shield himself from the severity. “Warned you it was going to be messy.”

“But neither of us knew it would be like this.”

“I already told you⁠—”

“Stop it. Just stop it, Milo. Stop lying to yourself and stop lying to me. This isn’t fake, and if you think it is, then you’re a fool.”

“I warned you not to fall for me,” he grated.

“Too late.”

His jaw clenched beneath his beard. “I can’t give you what you want, Tessa. What you need.”

“You’re wrong. Everything I need is right here.” I pointed at the floor. “Right here with you. And I know you think you’ve done something in your past that precludes you from being loved, but you’re wrong, because I love you.”

The confession whipped from my tongue.

So hard it smacked through the oxygen like a sonic boom.

A reverberation that banged against the walls.

“I love all the sweet and protective parts about you, and I love the harsh and fierce ones. I love the hope you have for your children, and I love your broken parts, too. I love you,” I whispered that time, begging him to see.

He squeezed his eyes shut, words a scrape of denial. “Tessa…don’t.”

“I love you, Milo. I love you.”

His head shook, and he refused to look at me. Refused to acknowledge what I’d said.

“I’m in love with you, Milo. Wholly and completely.”

Pain lanced through his expression. “Please…don’t.”

“Tell me you don’t feel it.”

He just stared at me, refusing to say anything.

Rejection curdled in my throat, closing off the hope, and I began to nod as I forced myself to accept it.

“Okay, then.”

My words were so low, filled with the pain of the realization that this had to be it. He’d made me promise to tell him if it became too much. I doubted this was what he’d meant, but here we were.

Me at my end, and Milo stuck where we’d started.

“I’ll be here for your kids, like I promised. But if you can’t admit what you feel for me? Then this…” I gestured between us. “It has to end. I have to protect what’s left of my heart.”

No more pitching between want and rejection.

No more stolen touches and shameful hands.

Because I wouldn’t be a sin.

Wouldn’t be something he regretted.

“Goodnight, Milo.”

I turned in the direction of my room, fighting the burn of tears. I needed to hold on to them at least until I made it to the safety inside.

He might know how far I’d fallen, but he didn’t need to know the pain of landing there.

I’d almost made it to the door when a flurry of footfalls echoed behind me. He looped a massive arm around my waist and yanked me against the hard planes of his body.

His voice was even harder as he rushed the words at my ear, “You think I don’t feel this, Tessa? You think I don’t know it’s real? But I’m terrified of letting you down. Of failing. Of destroying something good.”

“I’m not afraid, Milo. You’re worth the risk,” I rasped through the haze. “What you have to ask yourself is if I am. Am I worth the risk?”

A growl ripped from his chest, and he had me spun and pressed to the wall before my senses could catch up.

Electricity cracked.

A whip in the air.

Amber eyes had turned molten.

Lava.

Scorching a fiery path as they seared me through.

“Am I?” I demanded. He didn’t need to tell me he loved me back, but I at least needed this.

A promise that this was more.

That I was more.

My shoulders were pinned to the wall, but my back heaved forward, my body making a play to meet with his.

Milo stared at me, his breaths ragged, that severe brow slashing downward in intensity. His lips plush and his jaw hard and his heart hammering.

“You’re worth it, Tessa. You’re worth everything.” He swept me off my feet and into his massive arms. “Every. Fucking. Thing.”

I lifted my chin. “Then prove it.”

He carried me through the cabin and directly to his room, all hulking power and steely determination.

He tossed me onto his bed, and I bounced against the mattress.

A giggle got free. I didn’t know if I wanted to weep or let go of a shout of victory.

Loving Milo Hendricks for the win.

“What are you laughing at, Little Dove?” It almost sounded like a warning as he gazed down at me where he stood towering at the side of the bed.

He was looking at me the way I’d imagined he would do in my dreams.

In this way that made me feel like he was both going to ravage me and keep me.

Ruin me and cherish me.

All bristly fierceness and gentle adoration.

I felt it glow and warm and seep down to my bones.

“That I can’t wait until you wreck me.”

“You want me to break you, Tessa?”

Every glorious muscle in his giant body flexed.

I writhed on his mattress, my breaths shallow, the words a plea, because for the love of all things holy, I needed him, and I needed him now. “I think you already have.”

“Think it’s safe to say it’s the other way around.”

“No, Milo, I don’t want to break you. I want to show you everything you deserve.”

“And what do you want in return?” His voice turned all sexy and raspy, and God, this man did things to me that shouldn’t be possible.

Things I should probably be terrified of because I was completely laying myself bare.

Offering it all. But we were long since passed caution.

I’d tossed it to the wind the day I’d agreed to stay here with him.

“Well, I’m thinking right about now that I want you to touch me.”

I sent him a teasing grin, though the need was verified.

A dizzying desire streaked through my body, and I was tingling just looking at him.

A heavy breath escaped him, and his tongue swept over his plush, decadent lips. “Why’s it feel so good with you? Why’s it feel so right?”

“Maybe because we’re right where we belong, right now, in this moment.” The words were thin wisps that rushed from my lips. “What if we were meant to be here, Milo? What if the heartbreak and loss we’ve both suffered warped us into a new shape? What if it bent us so we had no choice but to turn a different direction? A place where it was impossible for us not to meet? What if we were supposed to become something brand new together?”

His fingers tickled along the outside of my calf, just above the strap of my red heel.

An anxious breath sighed from my lips.

“And what if I ruin you, Little Dove?”

My heart ravaged my chest, every beat chaos, my spirit whipping through the room in a bid to meet with his.

“I already told you that you were worth the risk.”

A compulsion wound around us.

Enveloping.

Enshrouding.

Or maybe it was cocooning.

Weaving a safe place.

This bond of protection that we could only find in one another.

I eased up to sitting, and I stared up at him as my fingers moved to his belt, my voice a low promise as I worked the buckle free. “I’ll stand by you, Milo. I’ll stand by this gentle man who’s so intimidatingly fierce. A man who will do anything to save his family. A man who is willing to fight. But one who also has the softest spirit. A man who adores his children. A man who looks at me like I might be a treasure.”

I pushed to standing.

Energy flashed.

I set my palm over the erratic thunder of his heart.

“And whoever you are in the darkest places in here? Whatever you’ve done? Whatever you’re prepared to do? I’ll stand by him, too.”

“That guy’s not good, baby.” He gathered my hand and kissed across my knuckles, his breaths shallow and hard.

I pushed up higher. My fingertips traipsed into his beard. “But I still want that guy to be mine.”

“I want to give you the entire fuckin’ world, Tessa.”

“How about you just give me you?”

“Is that what you want, Little Dove? You want this? You want this mess?”

Everything about him darkened and slowed.

Energy crackled.

Pinpricks of light.

Every part of us knew this was it. Milo and I were no longer at a precipice. We’d pushed ourselves to the edge and there was no place to go but over.

Our only choice was to fall into each other’s arms.

And I’d gladly, recklessly fall into his.

“Yes. I want it all.”

“If I have you, you’re mine.” The words came as possession as they cut from his mouth.

A claim.

A call.

“I already am,” I whispered.

I had no time to even anticipate it before his lips captured mine in a savage kiss, his mouth hot and his tongue demanding.

He fisted a hand in my hair, and he angled my head to the side so he could devour my mouth. His other hand splayed wide, riding down my spine until he was cupping one side of my ass.

He squeezed and kneaded before he tugged me closer, up against the rigid expanse of his gorgeous body.

I yelped a tiny sound that was driven by lust.

By this cloud of desire that filled the room.

Disorienting.

Bewildering.

Empowering.

The roiling heat combusted, his kiss, his touch, the room consumed in flames.

He touched me everywhere, palms impassioned as they glided up my back, running around my sides, pushing up between us until he was palming my breast as he continued to kiss me. Never letting go of my mouth while he worked every inch of me into a frenzy.

A blaze erupted in my insides.

A flashfire that seared across the surface of my skin. Rising up and pouring out from that sacred place that’d cried out to be set free. To find the place where I trusted fully. Where there was no question. No ulterior.

Just pure desire.

My desire for him and his desire for me.

A low, throaty moan reverberated from Milo’s chest as he pulled me closer, and he slipped his hand under my dress. He lifted me by the bottom into his arms and ground me against him.

I burned.

Begged.

“Milo, please.”

“You think I’m not going to take care of you? You think I don’t know what you need or how to give it to you? I’m going to own you. This sweet body that I’ve been dying to get lost in.”

“Do it now.” I almost whined it as I rubbed myself all over him, my core throbbing, this desire so intense he was the only breath I could find.

A rough chuckle skated free, dripping from his tongue and sliding into me, his tongue stroking slow as he murmured, “Are you eager, sweetness?”

I clawed at his shoulders. “I need this. I’ve never felt this way, Milo.”

“And now you’re mine, and I plan on havin’ you feel this way forever,” he rumbled.

Oh, holy mother.

I was not going to make it.

Especially when he shifted me in his hold, keeping me writhing against him with one hand while he dragged the zipper of my dress down with the other.

And they said men couldn’t multitask.

He somehow peeled me out of my dress without setting me on my feet, leaving me in only my underwear and heels, while I was ripping at the buttons of his shirt.

Our kisses barely broke long enough to tear our clothes from our bodies.

Relief whooshed from my lungs when his chest was finally bare, his shoulders so wide and his pecs so big and hard, and God, was this man beautiful.

I crushed myself to his magnificent body, rubbing my boobs against him because I really needed the friction.

Needed it everywhere.

Had to sate this burn.

“Tiny Tease,” he rumbled at my mouth.

“No teasing to it, Milo. This is real. It’s real,” I rushed back.

Every inch of him tensed, and I thought he was going to withdraw again, but instead, he was laying me out on his bed, his gaze devouring me as he went.

“So fucking gorgeous.” It was a grunt of lust. “What I’m going to do to you. The pleasure I’m going to bring you. Again and again.”

My hips bucked in an emphatic, yes, please.

He never looked away as he toed off his shoes, then he was shrugging the rest of the way out of his pants and underwear, and I was dying all over again at the sight of Milo completely bare.

My eyes raced to take him in.

Tracking every inch.

Hulking, rigid muscle and the sheen of want that coated his tattooed, scarred flesh.

His cock was enormous, thick and fat with the kind of hunger that made my knees weak.

Beautiful Beast.

“I’m going to expect you to make good on that promise, Milo Hendricks.” I tried to play it light, but my throat was tight, and these tingly shivers were streaking all over my skin.

He leaned over and began to peel my underwear down my legs, murmuring, “I’ll do my best,” as he went.

A desperate sound got loose of my mouth.

I couldn’t help it.

Milo chuckled, then he took me by the knees and spread me wide.

That time, I gasped, “Milo.”

“You’ve got the sweetest pussy, Little Dove.” He dove in for a taste, his tongue pushing deep between my lips.

My hips bucked. “Please. I’m on the pill. Hurry.”

His mouth moved higher, leaving a trail of kisses as he climbed onto the bed.

My hip bone, my lower belly, my ribs on my left side. “Eager girl,” he murmured across my heated skin.

He rode up until he was winding himself between my thighs before he took the hardened nub of my right breast between his teeth.

Warmth streaked, and my fingers drove into his hair. I held on for my quickly dwindling sanity as he licked me into oblivion.

My eyes nearly rolled back into my head when he pressed his hot cock to my center.

Erratic anticipation rushed through my veins and sent chills skating over every inch of my flesh.

“Milo.”

He pulled back, and his fingers softly traced the angle of my jaw. “I have you, Little Dove.”

It was a pained oath.

“Then take me.”

He gazed down at me.

My hair all around and my heart in his hands.

Did he know?

Did he understand what it meant?

Did he know it was unconditional?

Eternal?

“I love you,” I whispered.

And I’d love this man to his dying day if he’d let me.

Honey-dipped eyes dimmed, and his palm slipped to my cheek. “And you own me, Tessa McDaniels.”

There was a dose of sadness behind it as he pushed up onto his hands, the man an intimidating refuge where he hovered high.

The bare space between us groaned, and our connection thrummed.

He adjusted himself between my shaking thighs, and he ran just the tip through my center.

“Oh.” My arms curled around his neck, and I couldn’t do anything but hold on, though my mouth was near his ear, my confession quiet but bold. “I want you so bad, Milo.”

So bad I hurt.

“Does that mean you’re ready for me? Ready for me to take all this sweetness?”

My stomach flipped in need, and I frantically nodded where our cheeks were pressed together. “I’ve been ready forever.”

“Hold on, baby.”

Milo began to nudge his cock inside me.

So slow because holy crap.

He spread me.

Inch by torturous inch.

My mouth opened on a moan, on the perfect, blissful, pained pleasure as he worked himself into my body.

I expelled a shattered breath when he finally filled me full, so full I was gasping short, jutting sounds that I couldn’t control.

Milo’s hand flexed where he held me by the back of the neck.

No doubt, he was struggling to keep it together.

Close to snapping.

To freeing the intensity I could see radiating from him, the clench of his jaw and the flex of his abdomen and the sheen of sweat that glistened on his flesh.

He grunted a hard breath, and his arm came around the top of my head like he could hold every part of me beneath the hedge of his protection.

His body a shield.

His aura was dark and light and thrashing.

Everything.

Everything.

“Can’t believe I’m here like this with you, Tessa. Can’t believe it’s real. You have no idea what I’d do for you. The lengths I would go.”

The words were gravel.

The grinding of a threat that wasn’t meant for me.

His mind traipsing to the dark places he was terrified for me to see.

“I will follow you there.”

He eased back so our lips barely brushed, our breaths rasping together.

Our hearts meshed.

He pressed up onto one elbow and began to move.

Milo took me in a way I’d never been taken before.

Fully.

Wholly.

“Do you have any idea how good it feels being inside you?” It was a grunt from his mouth.

Energy fired and flashed.

A flame that could never go out.

“Your pussy hugging my dick. So goddamn perfect. Could live inside you forever.”

Air wheezed up my lungs, and I clung tighter to him as he spread his hand around to my bottom.

“You can have me forever, Milo. Always.”

Something flashed through his expression, like his spirit that had been held back by chains suddenly broke.

He pulled out, then filled me with a possessive thrust. “I want it, Tessa. Want to give that to you.”

He picked up a reckless rhythm, and I clawed at his back.

He took me hard. Desperate.

The two of us left without caution.

Pure abandon as we got lost in this relief.

In what neither of us believed we’d ever have, but we’d found in each other.

We became this writhing, thrashing, undulating thing.

Liquid.

One.

No separation.

Nothing to keep us apart.

Not even his past that hovered at the fringes of the room, phantoms that waited for the moment they would consume.

I wanted to possess him the way he possessed me, and I lifted to meet his hips with each desperate thrust, fully giving myself to him with every pitch of my body.

“Milo,” I rasped.

“It’s only the beginning, Tessa. You understand, baby? You’re mine now.”

Pleasure flickered at the edges of my sight, and it only grew brighter with each jut of his hips.

He angled back onto his knees, changing position.

He rubbed his thumb over my clit.

“So good. So good,” I mumbled frantically because oh, my God, it was.

“Told you I was gonna take care of you, Little Dove. You get it easy this once.”

I probably shouldn’t shout how much I really loved that idea.

He drove deeper, harder, faster.

And it all became so intense.

Blinding.

This bliss that built.

It rushed and gathered.

A swarm of ecstasy.

A buzz of rapture.

Beautiful in a way that infiltrated my chest and seeped into my spirit.

Acute.

Profound.

Exquisite.

I gasped and whimpered and begged in the moments before I split.

One second later, I shattered.

Broke apart in the safety of his arms.

Milo had it all wrong when it came to him and me. There were no gilded cages. No clipping of my wings.

Because he touched me, and I soared.

Flew.

He and I together?

We were free.

I trembled all around him as the orgasm barreled through me.

An obliteration.

A detonation.

Every cell slayed.

Complete, blissed-out rubble.

Milo jerked as he came, every muscle in his rugged, gorgeous body flexing as he grunted my name.

We led each other through.

Rocked and shivered in this glorious aftermath.

We slowed as the sensation ebbed, both of us twitching and shaking.

He shifted us onto our sides so we were facing each other in the lapping night.

Everything had grown so still.

Like the earth had been set to pause to honor this moment.

His gaze moved over my face, taking in my expression, his fingertips tender as he ran them down the angle of my jaw. “You believe in me, Little Dove?”

The pain in his voice brought tears to my eyes.

I nodded against his pillow, and I scratched my nails into his beard.

“Yes, Milo, I do.”


THIRTY-ONE

MILO


Darkness swathed the room in shadows.

Ocean eyes gazed at me through them.

A thousand currents.

Unfound depths.

Belief.

Trust.

Love.

My chest tightened as I held her in my arms. Our limbs were tangled, our breaths slowed but jagged as we floated through the type of tranquility I wasn’t meant to possess.

“I believe in you,” she whispered that time as she dragged her fingers through my beard, riding down until they were playing over the designs on my chest.

Tiny Tease tapping out a love song that was supposed to have no beginning but begged for no end.

Wanted to give it to her.

All of it.

All of me.

Always.

I curled my arm tighter around her, breathing out a sigh as I pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “It’s been a long time since someone has.”

The softest smile played over her lips that were swollen from my kisses. I couldn’t do anything but trace it with my finger.

“I think your mom has always believed in you.”

Affection tugged at my insides. “Yeah, guess she has, hasn’t she?”

“Mm-hmm, she sees just how incredible you are.”

A grin pulled to one side of my mouth, this feeling too light as I held Tessa in the darkness. “Think she might be biased.”

“I think she knows exactly what she’s talking about.” An easy playfulness edged her words.

“Hmm…I’m thinking someone else might be a little biased, too.” My fingers threaded through those fiery locks of red.

Tessa all but grinned. “Well, I guess someone did knock me out with his giant cock.”

A surprised chuckle raked free as my brows shot toward the ceiling. “Knocked you out, huh?”

She nodded emphatically. “Oh, yeah. TKO. I’m done for. I might not have my faculties about me any longer. There’ll be no thinking straight from here on out.”

Air puffed from my nose. “I hope you know what you’re doing. That all of this isn’t about me blowing your mind with my dick.”

Tried to keep that light, too, but the words were rough.

“I know exactly what I’m doing.”

Her fingers kept exploring, tracing the lines of my tattoos, before she was running her fingertips over the word stamped on my side.

Gore.

It stood out over the rest, right over that deep scar on my side.

“What does this mean?” she whispered, in tune with me and already sure it held significance.

A tremble rocked down my spine, my mouth going dry.

Tessa leaned up a little bit. “You can trust me, Milo. I already told you there is nothing you could have done in your past that would make me stop believing in you. Make me stop loving you.”

She touched my jaw as she emphasized it, and my lungs pressed full with her beauty, with that fiery, sweet loyalty that made her extraordinary.

Just like my mother had said.

“Told you fighting is in my blood.”

She barely flinched, but I still felt it, felt her spirit prepare to be led in a direction that would likely send her running out my door. “You did.”

“First time it happened, I was in middle school. These kids…they were always fuckin’ pushing me. Rubbing it in my face that we were poor. That my father was a drunk. Wasn’t like I didn’t show up at school with black eyes half the time.”

“Milo.” Sympathy rushed through her expression.

My head shook to cut her off. If she wanted me to get this out, I was just going to have to spill it.

“One of them called my mom a whore, which seriously? My mom’s a fuckin’ saint. That was it. I lost it. Beat the fuck out of that kid. It felt so damn good.”

My teeth ground when I admitted it.

When I gave voice to the violence that seethed underneath.

Barely held.

Barely constrained.

She wanted my darkness? I was going to give it to her. Make her understand. I was sure she still didn’t have the first clue what she was getting into.

“Well, I think I want to kick that kid’s ass, too.” Her voice was choppy with affection, blue eyes racing over me like she was trying to see through the veil, which apparently, she didn’t have to look too hard because when it came to her, there was no denying her.

“It got worse as I got older. Fought so much in high school, they finally expelled me. It was after my mom left my father.”

I paused, an onslaught of ugly memories impaling me. “My father was this nasty bastard who took his misery out on my mom and me whenever he got the chance. As I got older, I did my best to take the blows for her, but I swear, every fuckin’ time he hit me, this monster inside me grew. It got to the point where I think I craved it…him hitting me so I could return it. When I was sixteen, I came home one night to him hitting on my mom. I beat him so bad I don’t know how he ever got up again. That was the night my mom finally cracked. Knew we couldn’t stay there anymore. She and I took off while he was still bleeding on the floor, and we came here to Redemption Hills.”

Regret blistered hot across my flesh. “But it was like once I stopped having to fight him, I needed somewhere else to turn the aggression.”

She started to say something, but her questions stalled out, like she knew I wasn’t ready to answer them.

Not yet.

“I got involved in some bad stuff, Tessa.” Barely was able to force the admission out.

“My grandparents were still alive when we came back here. There was this shitty trailer sitting on this property, and they gave it to us, not that they had much else than the land to their names, either. Mom and I made it the best home that we could, but it was still there, Tessa. The rage. This feeling that threatened to boil over. We were broke as fuck, so when I was presented the opportunity, I took it.”

“The opportunity?” Tessa’s voice was thin, held in concern, but without any judgment.

My hand tightened on her hip, and I focused on the way her bare body felt against mine.

The warmth.

The goodness.

The hope.

The sun rising on a darkened day.

Regret churned through my insides. Hate and violence and thirst for retribution seething underneath.

“I’d met this guy. Stefan. I guess he’d seen something in me, and he took me under his wing. He started having me do random odd jobs. Gave me money. Made me feel like I was something more than the piece of shit my father told me I was. Treated me like his family, and that’s the way I’d come to think of him. I’d respected him, or really, maybe I’d just wanted to be like him. At the beginning, it was all good. I was already in thick when it started to become clear that he ran this underground shit. Drugs. Prostitution. Gambling. Fighting, which looking back now, I know that’s why he’d singled me out. What he’d wanted me for. He’d seen that potential in me.”

“Like Fight Club?”

A rough chuckle scraped free. “If you mean a bunch of assholes beating the shit out of each other in a basement, then yeah. But it was different. Money was on the line. It was all bred of greed. It was ugly, Tessa. Dirty.”

She gulped. “People got hurt.”

“Yeah.” The word was thick.

“Like…how bad?”

“Bad.”

Her fingers were back to running over that word. “Have you…killed someone?”

I could barely breathe, and I shifted, pushing out the confession toward the ceiling, “I have.”

A tremulous sound quivered from her lips, but this girl didn’t seem swayed. She just shifted onto her elbow, her brow twisted as her palm slid up to my cheek. “On purpose?”

I blinked through the sordid memories. “Sometimes you’re pushed against a wall so hard you have no choice but to fight back.”

She nodded like she understood. “You can’t blame yourself for that.”

My hand came to cover hers, and I met the intensity of her stare. “The only thing I feel guilty about is that I don’t regret it.”

“We all do what we have to in order to survive. I see it, Milo. It was survival.”

I clung to her hand as the hatred ran hot. “Working for Stefan was a trap.”

I needed her to understand what was on the line.

“I’d finally gotten out of that life, even though Stefan didn’t want to let me go. I didn’t hear from him for years, so I’d believed he was dead,” I continued. “Most likely chained and floating at the bottom of the ocean somewhere because that was the kind of life he led.”

My throat burned as I forced out the dread. “But I’m certain it was him who had me attacked. Had my windshield bashed in.”

Terror blanched through her defined features, though she tried to keep it under wraps. “What does he want?”

“I don’t know. Money. Revenge. To show me he owned me all along. We’d been close… I viewed him as a father figure at one time. He’d warned me I could never walk away from him…and when I did…”

Grief clamped off the confession, unable to let the words free.

I needed to tell her.

Shit, I needed to tell her.

But I couldn’t force it around the sickness that clawed through me, and instead, I was clinging tight to Tessa as I made a promise to her and myself. “I’m going to end it this time. He won’t get near you or my kids. Whatever it takes. Do you understand?”

She seemed to hear the threat in my words, and she was trembling when she shifted up higher so she was close to laying on top of me. Her pale skin was bare and sprinkled with that wash of freckles, her face so fuckin’ gorgeous as she gazed down at me.

She stole the breath right out of my lungs.

“I understand,” she promised.

My hand slipped up her back and over her shoulder so I could tuck her closer.

“This could get ugly,” I warned around the lump that sat like a stone in my throat.

She went to fluttering those fingertips over my face, red hair raining around her.

“It’s already ugly, Milo, and you’re still the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

My head shook. “I’m afraid there’s not a whole lot of beauty here, Tessa.”

“You’re wrong. You are my beauty.” She slipped her fingers through my beard.

Soothing.

Encouraging.

“You are the one who filled up a place inside me that I never thought would be filled. You were there for me when I needed the support after I walked away from Karl. Terrified. But you helped me see through it that I needed to believe in myself. That I deserved more. And you’ve shown me more, Milo. Even when you were terrified to do it, you showed me what it was like to be cherished, just in the way you looked at me.”

Her fingers raked and her voice softened.

“In the way you were there for me. In the way you touched me.”

She shifted until she was fully hovering over me, all that red hair around her angel face. “You are your children’s beauty. Their hope. Where their hearts belong. And you have become mine, too.”

Her tongue stroked across her lips. “And no matter what you’ve done, Milo, you deserve redemption. Forgiveness. You deserve to be loved.”

You’ve got love, Dad.

Remy’s little voice filtered through my mind.

That feeling lifted and swelled.

Wasn’t sure I even wanted to fight it any longer. My fingers played through her hair as those blue eyes devoured me.

Pulled me closer.

Sucked me under.

“Never thought I’d see the sun rising again. Thought I’d live in this darkened eternity for the rest of my life,” I murmured.

She let go of an affected giggle, though her head tipped to the side in question.

The pad of my thumb ran the contour of her sharp jaw. “You are the light, Tessa. The warmth when every part of me had gone cold.”

Affection poured from her features, so sweet that my chest was going tight, and my heart was slugging out of time.

“And you sparked to life something inside me that I’ve never felt before,” she whispered. “I know what I really want for the first time.”

“And what is it you want?”

“I want to fight for my happiness. I want to keep building the Hope to Hands foundation and expand it so we can help more people. People like my brother who need long-term care. I want to respect myself for who I am and cherish the parts I’m still working on. I want a family so I can share this love that burns inside me. And I want my person to share it with.”

“Your person, huh?” It was gruff.

She smiled, her shoulder coming up to her ear. “Maybe.”

“Do I know this guy?” I teased.

“Well, he’s big and burly and kind of gruff and crazy hot and good in bed.”

“Really?”

“Really,” she drew out.

“Well, I think he might have found his person, too.” My voice was thick, cracking on the truth. I forced down the traces of guilt that kept trying to erupt.

Redness flushed her cheeks, and she trailed her fingertip down my neck. “We make a really great team, don’t we?”

“Yeah, we do.” I brushed a lock of hair from her eyes. “Tell me about your brother. About your life before I knew you.”

Pained devotion moved through her expression, and her voice went soft.

Held down by old sorrow.

“When my parents died, it was this giant shock. Like how the hell were my parents just gone, you know?” Her brow dented as she blinked.

Hated taking her back to that time, but I needed to understand her, too. Get her the way she got me.

“I was devastated, Milo. Crushed and scared and lost. Everything I knew no longer existed. Our grandparents had already passed, and the only sibling either of my parents had was my dad’s brother, and he definitely didn’t want anything to do with two teenagers who’d been orphaned.”

My thumb traced along the sharp edge of her chin. “I’m so sorry, baby.”

Her shoulder barely hitched. “Me, too.”

“So, what happened?”

“We basically had two options. Either I live with Bobby and have a social worker come in and check that I was in a safe environment, being cared for, or go into foster care. Bobby was nineteen, free to live his life. But for my brother? There was no consideration. No other choice to make.”

She inhaled a shaky breath. “Luckily, Hope to Hands was able to help us at the very beginning, and Eden’s father, Gary, was there a lot, making sure we were okay. He’d even offered for both of us to live with him until we got things sorted out. But Bobby? He chose to take care of me. He stepped up and did everything he had to in order to provide for us. He worked so hard, every day, to give us the best life he could.”

Air wheezed from her nose, and sadness clouded the blue of her eyes.

“I lived with him until I graduated high school and left for college.” She dipped her gaze as she murmured, “You know he paid for that, too?”

My hand ran up her back, encouraging her to continue, promising to hold her burdens, just as she’d done with mine.

“He put his entire life on hold for me, so when he had his accident, there was no way I’d consider a different option, either. I didn’t care what it cost.” Her head shook as she stared at me, begging me to understand what it’d meant to her.

I threaded my fingers in her hair. “He sounds awesome.”

She choked over the affection. “So awesome. I wish you could have known him.”

“What happened to him?” I hedged, heart aching at the suffering she’d gone through.

Sorrow wrapped her whole, and for a beat, she glanced away before she returned her attention to me. “Bobby was this super outdoorsy guy. He was always wanting me to go camping with him. Explore the wilderness.”

Tears brimmed in her eyes. “He’d gone hiking by himself and fell down a ravine. Someone found him the next morning. They estimated he’d been lying out there for at least fourteen hours. Alone. I just pray he wasn’t in pain, that he wasn’t afraid, that he didn’t blame me for abandoning him.”

Agony clotted the words as she released them.

Fuck.

I wished for a way to change it for her.

But I guessed that’s what caring about someone did.

It made you want to erase their pain.

Soothe their sorrow.

Even when you had no goddamn control other than to be there for them.

“I’m so fucking sorry, Little Dove.”

She sniffled. “I wish I would have somehow gone with him that day. He’d finally given up on even asking me, since I usually had other plans. Every weekend, there was either some party or friends I wanted to hang out with. I always had some dumb excuse not to go. Some reason more important than spending time with him.”

Life had a way of showing us what was important when we no longer had the choice, didn’t it?

“He’d teased me that I was too much of a girly girl who didn’t want to get her hair messed up.” Regret tipped one side of her face into a broken smile.

A tender grin took to my mouth, words a soft tease meant to hold her up. “You are kind of a girly girl.”

She choked on an affected laugh. “Hey, cute shoes speak to my soul. Don’t judge me.”

“Never. Kinda partial to those shoes myself, if I’m being honest.”

“Have you been fantasizing about me in my heels, Milo Hendricks?” Lightness spun through the sorrow, and she laughed a disbelieving sound as she twisted so she could glance at the heels she still wore.

“Can you blame me?” My voice turned needy.

“Um, no, have you seen me? I’m a total catch.”

“Have I seen you? I can’t look away, Little Dove.”

Tessa smiled this slow smile that warmed and inflamed.

Everything about her right and good.

She bit down on her bottom lip, adoration pouring out, and she climbed up to straddle me.

“Shit, baby.”

My hands shot to her waist, the girl completely bare, her small tits perfect and round, her pebbled nipples the same color as her hair.

All that pale skin was on display.

A gorgeous goddess.

My ruin or my salvation.

“I love you,” she murmured.

Salvation.

Definitely my salvation.

“You sore, Little Dove?” It came out gruff with desire.

She canted me a sly grin, greed lighting in her eyes. “Not sore enough.”

A groan held deep in my throat, and I gripped her by the hair.

“You’re about to be.”


THIRTY-TWO

MILO


I tossed her onto her back in the middle of my bed while I slid off to stand on the side.

She gasped, panting as she looked up at me.

In an instant, the room took on a new intensity.

The oxygen thickened.

Overflowing with this need that could no longer be contained.

She was exposed, an expanse of that milky skin shining through the dimness that echoed through the room.

Bare except for the red heels she was pressing into my bed as she writhed, hips undulating like a plea.

My dick hardened at the sight.

“On your hands and knees.”

My wicked little angel grinned as she complied, swinging around until she was on all fours, her round bottom hoisted in the air.

My mouth watered.

She looked back at me from over her shoulder. “It seems you have a thing for me in this position, Milo Hendricks.”

“What can I say, I like that sweet little ass.” I gripped two handfuls, making her moan, before I dragged her closer to the edge of the bed.

“Milo,” she whimpered. “Please.”

One second and she was already begging.

A groan rumbled in my chest as a flood of lust streaked through my veins. My fingers twitched where I held her, my hands nearly encircling her waist.

“You want it, Little Dove?” It was a warning.

“I already told you I could handle all that you are. Turns out, it’s quite a lot.”

“I’m going to give it to you, sweet girl. Everything that you’ve been missing.”

“Don’t tease me,” she whimpered when I pressed my cock against the cleft of her ass.

I almost laughed because it was her that did the teasing.

The tempting.

“Make me lose my head,” I rumbled as I leaned over her so I could kiss along the delicate slope of her back.

A tremor rolled the length of her spine. “And you’ve shown me exactly what I want.”

I eased back. “Spread your knees.”

She exhaled a shaky sound as she did what she was told.

“Good girl.”

Tension bound the air.

Sparks of energy.

A shimmery lust that radiated from her skin.

A thrum of our connection.

I grabbed her by the waist and jerked her hips out, tilting her ass upward so I could get a good look at all her sweetness.

Surprise jutted from her mouth, and Tessa’s fingers dug into my covers as I positioned her right where I wanted her.

I smoothed a palm over her bottom.

Heat raced, every inch of her aflame.

This ball of fire that was going to do me in.

I slipped my hand between her shaking thighs, brushing my fingertips through her folds that were soaked again.

“Always so wet.”

Her head dropped between her shoulders as she wheezed, “Always. Every night when I’m across the house and you’re in here, I’m imagining what it’d be like for you to take me.”

I drove my fingers into her pussy once before I pulled them out and ran them up to her clit.

I barely pinched the engorged nub, eliciting a squeak of desperation from my girl.

“Oh.” She rocked away before she was pushing back for more. “Yes, right there.”

A chuckle rumbled out. “Know what you need.”

“Then give it.”

“So eager.”

“Only for you.” The words were nothing but a breath.

I pushed my thumb into her pussy and rubbed her clit with the pads of my first two fingers.

In an instant, Tessa’s hips started rocking, driving my thumb in and out.

“Look at you, riding my hand.” I murmured it like praise because shit, she was the hottest thing. “You’ve got the sweetest cunt.”

She whimpered.

I circled my fingers faster while she increased her speed. She started to rock and push back harder while I held her by the hip with my other hand so I could guide her.

Her skin glistened.

Every inch of her glowed.

This girl, a firestorm that came to life in front of me. My palm on her hip moved to her butt cheek, and I spread her so I could stroke her asshole with my tongue.

“Holy shit, yes, Milo, I’m going to—” She split right then, before she could get the whole thought out, and she came apart in a flash of ecstasy that cracked through the room.

She writhed and rolled and whimpered, and she was groaning when I eased back, her breaths shallow when I lifted her hips higher.

“You want it?” I teased her with the head of my cock at her dripping entrance.

“I think we’ve established I want it. I want you.”

“Going to give it to you hard, Little Dove. Are you okay with that?”

Another spastic nod, and I held her by the front of the hips as I drove into her in one solid thrust.

She clawed and scratched at the bedding, harsh breaths rushing out as her cunt squeezed my cock in a needy fist. “Milo.”

“You good?” I gritted through clenched teeth because shit, I’d never felt anything half as perfect as this.

“Good. So good. A thousand times good.”

I pulled almost all the way out before I drove back in to the hilt.

Nearly lost my shit at the sight.

My dick buried in her body, her walls hugging me so tight I thought I might pass out.

I used her hips as leverage as I began to take her hard.

Our bodies banging with each jut of my hips.

I loved every needy sound that escaped from her as I pounded into her.

Tessa met every savage thrust.

Red hair wild and whipping around her, her pleas filling the lust-soaked air.

“Please, don’t stop. Don’t ever stop.”

I slid my hand around her waist to her stomach, riding down so I could stroke her while I fucked her hard because whatever my girl wanted, I’d give her.

Friction sparked.

The energy whirled.

I needed her closer.

Needed more.

I jerked her up to her knees and plastered her back to my chest. My free hand came to her jaw, and I twisted her face toward me so I could devour her mouth.

I kissed her like mad as I thrust up into her, the fingers of my free hand strumming over her clit.

Every stroke ruthless.

Merciless.

I slowed my fingers when I could tell she was about to come.

“Please, oh my God, Milo. Don’t make me beg. Is that what you want? Me on my knees?” she whispered into the frantic kiss.

I had her picked up and spun around and pinned to the wall before she could comprehend the movement.

Her eyes were wild.

The air combustible.

I pushed back into her tight pussy, the words nothing but a groan as I grated, “No, Tessa, don’t you get it yet, baby? It’s you who owns me.”

In an instant, everything shifted around us.

Slowing.

Growing tight.

Intensifying.

This connection there was no use denying.

Tessa touched my face. Tenderness and care.

Slowly, I pulled out, then eased back in, and, on a long moan, she arched from the wall to meet me.

Our breaths were a tangle.

Our spirits meshed.

Eyes locked.

Everything chained.

I kept thrusting up into her while she rode me, her fingers burrowed into my shoulders as she rocked me into oblivion.

In this position, her clit rubbed over my cock with each pass.

My hand slipped to the curve of her face, and I could feel the emotion rising, cresting, overwhelming.

She nodded against my palm.

Like the two of us just knew.

And my mind flashed to my daughter’s words again.

You’ve got love, Dad.

Maybe it was right then that I understood I didn’t have only one chance at it.

It wasn’t in the past.

It wasn’t secondary.

And the words were rumbling out as Tessa held my gaze.

“I love you, Tessa. Fuck. I love you.”

We came like that, orgasms rending through us as every other place inside us was being torn apart.

Wave after wave of bliss.

A perfect, unending pleasure that wrote itself onto our souls.

Damage or not, it was done.

Gasping, my forehead dropped to hers as she clung to me, her breaths so sweet as she panted them at my neck.

When we’d come down, I pulled her from the wall and carried her into my bathroom that was lit by the glow of a light in the closet.

I set her onto the counter, and I knelt down in front of her so I could unfasten the buckles on her heels.

So I could cherish her.

Praise her.

Worship her the way I felt.

I kissed her ankle as I drew one heel off, then did the same to the other.

She lightly fluttered her fingers through my hair.

Love.

I dropped them both to the floor and had her back in my arms. I carried her to the shower, opened the door, and fumbled to turn on the showerhead, and I held her there until it warmed.

When steam began to fill the space, I stepped with her into the spray.

We washed each other.

Carefully.

Tenderly.

A new awareness thrumming in the atmosphere.

No words were needed.

It was just Tessa and me.

Love.

I turned off the faucet and grabbed a towel, and I wrapped it around her before I had her back in my arms.

I took her directly back to my bed and set her in the middle of it.

“There you go, right where you belong, fiancée.”

She giggled and flushed, but it went deeper than the surface, those eyes on me as I crawled into bed next to her and pulled her into my arms.

Pressing my mouth to her temple, I murmured, “Sleep, Little Dove.”

But it was me who fell into it.

This peace that I should have known could never really be mine.


THIRTY-THREE

TESSA


I shuffled to the doorway and paused to peer out at the man who lumbered around his kitchen the same way as I’d seen him do so many mornings since I’d started staying with him.

But today…today it was different.

The way the sunlight streamed in through the massive bank of windows.

Or maybe the way the birds seemed to be chirping a little bit louder. Or maybe the coffee brewing in the pot smelled like it might have an extra shot of caffeine in it.

Okay.

Fine.

It was entirely, 1000-percent, hands down due to the way Milo looked at me when he shifted around after he sensed my presence.

Like he was looking at the dawning day.

His gruff demeanor was softened, and his eyes deepened with affection as he perused me like I was his to take.

Heat blossomed in my belly, and I shifted on my feet.

I stood there in one of his enormous shirts that swallowed me whole, so huge it nearly went down to my knees, my hair undoubtedly a flaming red mess, my lips still swollen, and every inch of my body aching in the most glorious of ways.

Could anyone blame me if I wanted to eat cake all freaking day?

Hell no.

Because a sly grin pulled to the edge of his mouth, his voice all grumbly and sexy as he murmured, “Mornin’, Little Dove.”

“Good morning,” I peeped, popping up on my toes for a beat before I snapped myself out of it and moved toward the kitchen.

He filled a mug of coffee and already was setting it in my spot before I’d made it there, and he grabbed the creamer and set that in front of me, too.

So sweet.

“Thank you,” I said as I slipped onto the stool.

From across the island, he reached out with one of those big hands and tipped up my chin. “Gotta take care of my girl.”

Butterflies swarmed.

So thick they might have been a plague.

Alrighty then. It was settled.

Milo Hendricks was most definitely a stone-cold charmer.

“You took care of her pretty nicely last night,” I muttered, fighting a blush. I wasn’t even shy, but holy mother, the man wasn’t shy, either.

Those eyes gleamed. “That’s just the start.”

Everything tingled. “I’m going to hold you to that, Milo Hendricks.”

“No need. Already told you that you’re mine now.”

My belly buzzed, and I pressed my thighs together.

“You’d do well not to go looking at me like that.” Did he just growl?

“I’m not sure I can stop.”

“You’re going to have to keep those needy little hands off me for a minute.” His mouth twisted in a delicious smirk. “We need to get packed and get out of here soon.”

Hope burned through his expression, and my body that was vibrating shifted and hummed in a new way.

I touched his face. “Are you excited for today?”

He took my hand and threaded our fingers together. “I’m always excited to see them, but…”

He trailed off like he was searching for the right words.

“It feels different today,” I pressed.

I could already feel it.

Anticipation alight in the atmosphere.

Wisping through our beings.

Filling these once-vacant walls with hope.

He nodded, his attention downturned to our joined hands, before he lifted his striking face to look at me, his brow slashed in all his intensity. “Yeah, it feels different, Tessa. I’m not walking into it feeling like I’m just going to have to turn around and walk away. It doesn’t feel like torment. It feels like I’m on the cusp of something good. A change. A change toward something better.”

I squeezed his hand. “That’s because better things are on the horizon. We’re getting your kids back.”

His thick throat bobbed when he swallowed, and he ran his thumb along the outside of my hand, his voice heavy with implication. “Because of you.”

“Because of us. Because we’re a great team.” My tongue swept out to wet my lips. “Have you heard anything else from your attorney?”

“Just that the paperwork is submitted, and all parties have been notified.”

That was the only time his expression dimmed.

Paula was not going to be happy.

So be it.

“It’s time, Milo.”

He rounded the edge of the counter, and his big palm spread across the side of my face before he slipped his fingers all the way into my hair. He tipped my head back. “It’s time.”

Then he kissed me.

Kissed me tenderly and profoundly, his hand framing the back of my head as he did.

He pulled back as I clutched at his shirt.

“You ready, Little Dove?”

“Yeah, I’m most definitely ready.”


THIRTY-FOUR

MILO


I pulled into the park’s parking lot the way I’d done what seemed like a thousand times over the years, and I took the spot two spaces down from Paula and Gene’s Range Rover.

But this time, it was entirely different.

I was doing it with Tessa at my side.

No pretenses as to the way we felt.

Reaching over the console, I took her hand and ran my thumb over the ring she wore on her finger.

She shifted her attention my way, that affection flooding out on this promise that we hadn’t made aloud, but it was there.

Always.

The two of us.

The truth that this wasn’t faked. Hell, it’d probably never really been from the get-go. It’d been fated or some shit, not that I believed in any of that, but I’d also never believed that I could feel this way again, either.

Never thought my heart might soar at the sight of a beautiful girl.

Never thought my spirit would clang against its confines when she touched me.

Never thought anyone could help me heal from the loss.

But there she was, smiling at me in all her soft support.

Red hair wisping around her face, her fucking adorable nose and those tempting lips and those eyes that saw things that could never remain hidden from her.

The thing about Tessa was her beauty was written in her being.

In her sweet, giving spirit and her gorgeous, vivacious soul.

“Funny how I was terrified to introduce you to my kids as my fiancée, worried I was going to cause them more pain in the end, and now today…today, I get to mean it.”

“Mean it?”

“Yeah…because it doesn’t have to be a lie anymore.”

Confusion marred her expression, though the gentlest tease was playing around her mouth, her tone entirely joking. “Are you asking me to marry you, Milo Hendricks?”

“Yes.”

I said it simply.

Wholly.

Her sweet brow drew tight when she caught up to the seriousness of what I was implying. “What are you saying, Milo?”

“I’m saying that I want this forever. You and me and my kids. I want to promise you always, Tessa, when I didn’t think I had always to give.”

She threw herself at me then, kissing me fast and hard before she ripped herself away. Without saying anything, she straightened herself out, clicked open the door to the rental SUV, since mine was in the shop, and began to climb out.

What the hell?

Then she tossed me a grin as she hit the ground. “That was a yes, in case you didn’t know it.”

A chuckle rolled out because Tessa McDaniels was something.

Something special.

Something amazing.

Something extraordinary.

And she was mine.

I killed the engine and followed her out, rounding to the front to take her hand.

My kids saw us first this time, and they came clambering off a jungle gym and beelining our way.

My chest expanded to bursting.

Tessa’s hand squeezed mine, feeling it, too.

Impossible but right.

Scout was all grins as he came barreling up, his messy brown hair bouncing around his face, his smile so wide as he ran with his little arms thrown over his head.

Hitting me with a thud, he threw his arms around my thighs. “Dad! Dad! Dad! You got here with my Tessa!”

Tessa let go of a surprised sound, and she leaned down and curled an arm around him just as Remy came up behind him.

More reserved, the way she was, but different this time, too.

Like she could feel the blaze of hope that shone down from the endless expanse of the blue, blue sky.

Rays streaking through.

Chasing away the shadows.

“Hi, Dad,” she said quietly when she wrapped her arms around me, and I was sinking to my knees and taking Tessa with me so we could wrap my children in our love.

I kissed the crown of Remy’s head, holding her close, my other arm locked around my son as I breathed out in relief. “I missed you two.”

“We missed you both a lot,” Scout promised. “Every second, just like I said.”

All of us stilled when the darkness descended, and I gritted my teeth to keep from spitting my anger at Paula. To keep from shoving what she was doing in her face. But it was Gene who spoke. “Can we have a word with you, Milo?”

His frame was rigid, and Paula was positively quivering with hate.

A frown took to my brow as I eased back. I gave them a tight nod. “Sure.”

Tessa glanced at me in confusion, with her support, with that belief that promised we had this.

“Why don’t you two take Tessa over to the playground so I can talk with your grandma and grandpa for a minute?” I suggested, though it was firm.

Worry trudged through Remy’s spirit, her hesitation full, though she nodded. “Okay.”

Tessa pushed to standing, and she stretched out both hands. “Come on, let’s see how high you two can climb on the jungle gym.”

“I can go all the way to Mars!” Scout shouted, jumping toward the sky as he threw a fist toward it.

Tessa tenderly ran a hand through his hair, love coming off her in waves. “There’s my Rocketman.”

He giggled and took her hand. Tessa led them across the park to the playground on the right.

I stood there, staring, unable to look away.

A beautiful pain sawing at my chest.

Gene cleared his throat.

I ripped my attention away to where the two of them stood. Gene seemed unsettled, and Paula looked like she was going to fly into a rage at any second where she faced away and hugged herself.

There was no secret she hated even looking at me.

“What’s going on?” Caution filled my voice when Gene said nothing.

Paula whirled around. “Like you don’t know exactly what’s going on,” she hissed.

“Oh, you mean the petition.” There was no keeping the challenge out of my voice.

She laughed like I was stupid. “Obviously, Milo. The petition. The truth that you’re trying to steal my grandbabies away from me…trying to take them from the one home they’ve known. After everything that you’ve done.”

“I never wanted to keep your grandchildren from you. You just left me with no choice,” I gritted.

She scoffed. “No choice? If you had any soul at all, your choice would be to walk away.”

Anger pulled at my insides. I ground my teeth to keep from saying something I would regret. Something she could use against me in court.

“Turning my back on them is not a choice, Paula. At least it’s sure as hell not one that I would ever make. Do you think that’s really what Autumn would have wanted? For me to turn my back on our kids?”

“She’s not here to tell me that, is she?” It whipped from her mouth like a slur.

Gene pushed a hand out in her direction. “We didn’t come here for an argument. We came here for a discussion.”

My brows shot up. Not once had they ever wanted to discuss anything with me.

Gene rushed a palm over his face like he had to prepare himself for whatever he wanted to say, then he was looking at me with his head angled to the side. “Listen, Milo, we talked to our attorney, and he feels it’s best that both parties come to a resolution without this getting messy.”

Funny, it’d been messy for years, but they didn’t give a shit about that when the odds had been in their favor.

Still, I stood there and listened because a part of me got it.

Their daughter was dead because of me.

I hated myself for it, too.

His throat bobbed when he swallowed. “We don’t want to lose them, and it’s time we also accepted that you shouldn’t, either. We thought maybe they should spend the night with you tonight, and you can bring them back to our place in the morning.”

Paula choked.

Clearly, this wasn’t her idea.

And I wanted to drop to my knees in joy. In gratitude. In relief.

But I also wouldn’t allow them to manipulate the situation or continue to hold the upper hand.

“That doesn’t mean I’m just going to drop the petition. They’re my children, and you’ve kept them from me for a long, long time.”

His mouth tipped down on the side. “We realize that, but we love them, truly, and it’s time we recognize their love for you.”

I could barely nod.

He inhaled a shaky breath. “We brought overnight bags for them. They’re in the car.”

“I’ll get the kids and meet you there,” I said, before anyone could change their minds. I swiveled on my heel and started in their direction.

Tessa was laughing like crazy at some antics Scout was tossing out, her hair flying all around, her spirit so right, and my Remy Girl was tacked to her side, the same way as she normally was with me.

Like she didn’t want to let go.

And for the first time, she wouldn’t have to.

My voice was ragged when I called from about twenty yards away, “How about we take this party to our house?”

Tessa whipped around.

Bewildered.

Shocked.

But what was most apparent was her faith.

“We get to go to your house?” Remy was clearly hesitant to hope.

I made it to them, and I ran my hand down the back of my daughter’s head just as Scout was attaching himself to my leg.

I wound my arm around Tessa’s back. “Yeah, sweetheart, you do.”


THIRTY-FIVE

MILO


I eased the SUV down the winding gravel drive toward the cabin tucked deep in the woods, where it waited for us like the sanctuary Autumn and I had dreamed it would be.

Old sorrow whispered through my spirit, her voice and every promise I had made trying to get me in a stranglehold.

I fought it.

Fought the welling of guilt.

Fought the shame that pushed up from my conscience to remind me of what I’d done.

I couldn’t go there right then. Not when Scout was chattering from the back seat, over-eager as he tried to push against his booster seat straps so he could see out the window. “Oh, wow, is this almost it? I can’t wait, Dad! I’ve been wondering where you live. I bet it’s awesome.”

That panged, too.

The truth that neither of my kids really knew that much about me other than the little glimpse they got on Sunday afternoons, but I prayed it was enough.

Prayed they knew the fullness of my devotion.

Prayed Remy could feel it rushing toward her like an embrace as I glanced at her through the mirror.

She sat quietly.

Nervously.

Like she wasn’t quite sure of her place.

I couldn’t wait to prove to her that her place was right here. This was where she belonged.

“Yep, we’re almost there,” I promised as we rounded the last turn, and Tessa sent me an encouraging smile as she reached over and squeezed my forearm, like she’d heard every worry that had whirled through my mind on the trip over.

Funny how I’d been fighting for this moment for years, and now that it was here, I felt unprepared. All of it coming at me at once and without warning.

But like Tessa had promised, we had this.

I came to a stop in front of the cabin, and Scout had himself unbuckled in a second flat and was standing on the seat and holding onto the back of Tessa’s headrest so he could peer out the windshield.

“Oh, cool! Are we going camping?”

A low chuckle got free. “This looks like camping to you, huh?”

“It’s like the great outdoors, Dad.”

Love rumbled through my being, and I shifted so I could touch his chin. “This is our house, Scout.”

I made sure to make it clear that it was ours.

They might not have been living within the cabin walls, but they inhabited every board, every plank, every swipe of paint.

Most of all, they lived in the foundation.

“I like it,” he said, so casual, a hike of his shoulders like it was no big deal, before he scrambled over to toss open his door.

He hopped out.

A tender smile edged Tessa’s mouth, and those bottomless eyes lulled and lapped.

Offering comfort.

Tessa recognized this was huge. Hell, I was pretty sure she could physically feel that my insides were absolutely shaking.

She touched my arm again before she hopped from the SUV to follow Scout, who was already racing for the porch steps and shouting, “I can’t even wait to see inside.”

Remy didn’t move.

She just sat there.

Held hostage by her worry.

I shut off the engine and slowly climbed out, fighting the thickness in my throat, hating with all of me that she might be scared to come here.

I opened her door, and I swore I sensed her little spirit wobble, this sweet, sweet child who felt things so deeply.

She kept staring at her fingers she twisted on her lap.

“Are you okay, Remy Girl?” The words were shards, scraping through the disorder.

She finally peeked over at me. “My stomach hurts a little bit.”

“Because you’re nervous?”

Warily, she nodded.

“Do you remember it here?” Could barely choke it out.

She wavered and hesitated, chewing her lip before she whispered, “A little. I feel like it looked different.”

She remembered the trailer.

Fuck.

Had to grit my teeth to let her continue.

“And I remember Mom sometimes, and her eyes and the way she used to sing to me, but mostly, I remember the sirens.”

Grief stalled my heart before it started racing for a way to meet with my daughter’s.

To find a way to mend the memories when there was no fucking way to correct them.

“Come here, sweetheart.”

She slid from her seat and onto her feet, and I knelt in front of her and pulled her into my arms. I was probably hugging her too tight, but I couldn’t let go. I had to support her as she gave voice to the fears she’d likely been hiding all these years.

God, I wished that I’d always been there to hold her through them.

I could only imagine what Paula had told her.

“I’m so sorry that’s the main thing you remember about this place because it’s an awful, terrible memory,” I told her, my voice drawn low in the strain. In the promise. “But I want you to know that you used to love it here, Remy. You loved this land. You used to run and play and fill this place with so much happiness. It was my favorite place in the world because it was ours. I’m not sure if you remember that part, but know that I do, and if you want to ask me about those memories or talk to me about absolutely anything, I am right here.”

I pulled back so I could meet those trusting brown eyes. “I’m right here, Remy. But if you want to go back to your grandma and grandpa’s, I understand that, too. I support you, whatever you need to make you feel safe.”

Panic blazed through her expression, and she threw her arms around my neck, her voice close to frantic. “No, Dad. I’m not scared of being here. I’ve wanted to come here for a really long time. But I’m scared that maybe I’ll want to stay here always, and I won’t get to.”

My chest clutched with devotion, and I held her close, tight to the thunder that raged. “I promise you, I am doing everything I can to make that happen. Do you understand?”

She nodded against my neck, and I could feel her tears seeping onto my shirt. “I know, Dad. I know you want us here. Because you have love.”

My arms tightened, and I squeezed my eyes shut as I relished this moment. “I do, Remy, I have love. I have love because you showed me I deserve it. I have love because of your brother. I have love because of Tessa.”

We stayed in that embrace for the longest time before Remy mumbled, “Is it okay if I still miss Mom?”

Agony sliced me in two, and I pulled back so I could take hold of the sides of her shoulders. I squeezed in emphasis. “You’re always going to miss your mom, Remy. Always, and that’s okay. You should never be ashamed of it or feel like you’re doing something wrong. I will always miss her, too. But we also can love the people who come into our lives after, and we don’t have to be ashamed of that, either.”

A rock lodged itself in my throat.

Fuck.

I needed it to be true.

Needed Autumn to forgive me.

“Do you understand the difference?”

“I think so.”

Tears tracked down her face, and I wiped them with my thumb. “Would you do something for me, Remy?”

She gave a furious nod.

“Whenever you start to question it, I want you to talk to me. You and I can remind each other that we have love. That we deserve it. That no one is allowed to take that away from us. Okay?”

She nodded again. “Okay.”

Sniffling, I straightened and held out my hand. “Are you ready to go inside?”

Her smile was small and perfect and everything that was this intuitive, amazing child. “Yeah, I’m ready.”

We climbed the porch steps and headed in through the door.

We stepped inside to the stampede of footsteps that pounded the floor.

Scout appeared at the head of the hallway that led to their room, so much joy and excitement on his face it nearly dropped me to my knees. “Oh my gosh, you’re not even gonna believe it, Remy. We got our own room and our own tree fort and our own lake and everything. I think we really are camping.”

Remy peeked up at me like she was telling me she wasn’t surprised that they did have their own room.

Maybe my kids really did know me, after all.

Tessa followed behind Scout, fighting laughter that played all over her face as she crossed her arms over her chest and leaned against the edge of the entryway.

“He’s already gone through every room to check things out. Rocket power speed, right?”

She ruffled a hand through his hair.

“It’s the only speed I got, my Tessa.”

Affection soared as high as my kid.

It blistered between me and Tessa.

The connection strong.

Bold.

Unbreakable.

“You want to check it out, Remy, before I go get your things?” I asked.

“Can Tessa show me?”

I looked back at Tessa, my heart hammering at my ribs, wondering how the fuck I got so lucky. “Sure.”

“Remy-T Wreckers back together at last,” Tessa sang as she stretched out her hand. My daughter took it, giggling as she did.

And I realized then I’d totally forgotten what it felt like to have the ground sit solid beneath my feet.

Scout zoomed out in front of them so he could get to their room first. “Wait ’til you see it, Remy!”

With the emotion close to locking up my throat, I slipped back outside and down the porch steps. I leaned against the side of the SUV, unable to catch my breath through the rush of bliss.

Inhaling deeply, I dug my phone out, dialed the number, and pressed it to my ear. My mom answered on the first ring. “Milo. Aren’t you supposed to be at your visitation right now? Did something happen?”

She tried to keep the tremor from her words.

I gulped around the joy. “Yeah, something happened…the kids are here.”
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“What do you think we should have for dinner?” Tessa asked as she searched through the fridge.

“Pizza!” Scout shouted from behind her.

“Pizza?” She grinned at him from over her shoulder.

“Um, yes, pizza. Doncha know you can’t have a party without pizza, and my dad said this is a party.”

Tessa slanted me a grin, affection riding on her mouth before she looked back at Scout. “Well, then, pizza it is.”

“I like her, Dad,” he told me, so nonchalant from where he was on his knees on the living room rug, playing with a bunch of cars that had been sitting on his shelf waiting for him.

“Yeah, Scout, I like her, too.”

Tenderness danced around her being, and I couldn’t do anything but wrap my arms around her from behind. I hooked my chin over her shoulder and murmured at her cheek, “Thank you, Little Dove.”

“Anytime, fiancé.” She grinned back at me.

Shit.

I liked the sound of that.

The truth that rang behind it.

I held her for a second and relished in what we’d been given.

Remy almost blushed from where she sat at one of the stools, but her smile was soft and real, and, God, I didn’t think I’d ever been happier than right then.

Everyone’s attention snapped to the door when it opened, and my mom was suddenly standing there, her breaths shallow and energy frenetic.

Her gaze swept over the room, her throat bobbing as she took it in, like she was working through her disbelief.

Her hand went to her chest as a rush of tears fell down her cheeks. “Oh my God.”

I pulled away from Tessa and moved toward her, stretching my hands out for both my kids to take. Remy slipped off the stool, and Scout came bounding over, and I led them toward the door.

“Hi. I remember you. You’re my other grandma, right?” Scout’s head tilted to the side.

My mother hadn’t seen them for two years, and I highly doubted Scout remembered her much at all. His memories were the pictures I constantly showed him and the stories I told. The way I shared her love, brought them the notes and presents she had for them.

Paula made sure to make my mother feel as unwelcomed as possible. Tainted our visits with her venom. Took it to the place where my mother believed she was only making things worse for my children, to the place where she worried she was stealing more joy than giving it, so she’d stopped coming.

It was no wonder my mom dropped to her knees.

“Hi.” It was a wheeze from her soul.

Adoration.

Hope.

Remy reached out and took her hand, the child covering my mother in all her goodness. “Hi, Grandma.”

My mother squeezed back, and the tears wouldn’t stop falling from her eyes. “I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you.”

Scout grinned and patted her face. “Well, that’s really good because I’m happy to see you, too.”
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It was strange when the walls of your home had echoed with vacancy for so long, and it was suddenly bursting with life.

Overcome with it.

The scent of pizza sauce and basil overwhelmed the air, and giggles and laughter rang through the room.

My mother sat on the floor with Scout on her lap as he read us one of the books she’d left for him on his shelf.

She’d added to them each year, making sure they were age appropriate, the same way as she’d done for Remy.

She wanted them to know she was always thinking of them. That they never strayed far from her thoughts. That her love would forever surpass this tormented time that had stretched too long between us.

No more.

My heart squeezed tight as I tossed a grin down at Remy, who sat with her shoulder pressed to mine. We were on the floor with our backs leaned against the couch.

“The end!” Scout beamed when he finished the book that was mostly pictures but with a few words sprinkled in.

“Wow, that was really incredible, Scout,” my mom told him.

“I’m a great reader, you know. You gotta know a lot of stuff if you’re going to be an astronaut, so I’ve been learning a lot and a lot.”

“That’s right, my little Rocketman,” Tessa shouted from where she was finishing the pizza. She’d insisted we all go hang out while she prepared it. Told me to take the time with my kids before she’d pecked a kiss to my lips to seal the command.

“What do you want to be when you grow up, Remy?” my mom asked softly, being sure to include Remy in the conversation.

Remy hiked a knobby shoulder, a bit of shyness weaving into her demeanor. “I don’t know...maybe a writer…but my grandma Paula said it would be better if I were realistic.”

“Dreamin’s for fools,” Scout tossed out, his voice raised, and he giggled because he hadn’t figured out yet that the bullshit Paula spewed wasn’t funny.

Anger curled in my guts, and I had to keep from spitting the words as I took Remy’s hand. “You chase your dreams, Remy. Work hard at them, whatever they are. And they’ll probably change some as you get older, and that’s okay, just as long as you listen to your heart and those dreams make you happy.”

My daughter looked up at me with a timid smile on her face. “I’m happy here, Dad.”

I gulped around her admission, and I touched her chin. “I’m happy with you here, too.”

The silence that wrapped around us was both fierce and free. The intensity ripping between my mother, Tessa, and me a torrent of devotion.

The determination to bring these kids home permanently.

I just prayed I could do it right.

But I had to be the one to ensure it was safe.

Put an end to this bastard’s threat.

Guarantee that he could never taint this beauty again.


THIRTY-SIX

TESSA


“Ready or not, come and find me!”

I covered a giggle because Scout was honestly too cute. The second I’d gotten to twenty, he was the one who’d called out from his hiding place before I could get a chance to warn I would soon be on the hunt.

I was it, which I didn’t mind a bit, because I could hear their little giggles rolling through the summer night, the temperature still warm enough for us to be out playing long after we’d cleaned up after dinner.

It was close to ten, but we didn’t want to waste a second of the evening, so we’d let them stay up late, promising one more game before it was time for bed.

“I’m coming for you,” I called, tiptoeing across the lawn and peeking behind some shrubs that I knew full well none of them were hiding behind.

You know, since I could distinctly hear three different hushed voices behind me on the opposite side of the yard.

Right after he’d brought in the children’s things, Milo had come out back to put up the removable safety fence that kept the kids away from the lake so they could run free within its boundaries.

So we could keep them safe.

My heart pounded with the truth of it.

Remy and Scout were now a part of me.

Permanently.

Not in the way I’d promised Milo when we’d first struck out on this venture.

But wholly.

Truly.

I searched behind the small storage container at the far side of the house. “Are you in here?” I called.

“No, I’m over here!” Scout’s little voice rode on the breeze.

“Shh.” I could almost see Remy putting her finger to her lips.

I pressed my own lips together as the smile spread free, and I shifted, turning the other direction, spinning a circle as I called, “Where?”

Scout cracked up. “Right over here, you cuckoo!”

“Scout,” Remy whined, and I could feel the intensity of Milo’s chuckle, the ferocity of his love and joy as he got to have a brand-new moment with his kids that he’d never been afforded before.

Joy overflowed.

Joy for the man I loved and joy for his children who I loved, too.

Completely.

I’d known it wouldn’t be all that hard to fall for his kids, but I guessed what I’d never anticipated was that it could feel quite like this.

“Right over here?” I drew out as I slowly began to ease up the treehouse steps.

To the sanctified little spot Milo had poured himself into.

Blood, sweat, and tears.

Literally.

Because the entire endeavor had hinged on the hope that his children would one day get to play in it.

And here they were.

I pushed open the miniature door to the adorable fort where I knew they were all hiding.

One of the lights Milo had installed illuminated the space, casting a warm glow over the room.

Or maybe it was just the energy that vibrated within.

The love that emanated.

Because I felt it stretch so fiercely across my chest when I found Milo sitting against the corner with both his children resting in his arms, a blanket flung haphazardly over them like it would keep them hidden while Milo’s massive legs and boots extended out from underneath.

Not that I couldn’t clearly see their shapes pressed into the fabric, anyway.

I tried to hold my giggle, but a bit of it erupted, eliciting one from Scout, too, who squirmed under the blanket.

I tiptoed over.

“Where are you?” I called again, then I took hold of the edge of the blanket and ripped it off. “Ah-ha!”

Scout shot up and threw his arms over his head. “You found me, my Tessa!”

He beamed, and my heart nearly exploded.

“Barely. I thought I was going to have to be looking for you the entire night, you were hidden so well.”

“I already told ya that I’m a great hider, didn’t I?”

“You weren’t even lying,” I told him.

My gaze moved to Remy who was tucked into the safety of Milo’s hulking arm, her cheek pressed to his chest, a true, genuine, relaxed smile on her sweet face.

My spirit thrashed.

In happiness.

In completeness.

For so long, I’d been alone. Not by myself, but alone.

Empty where I’d lost my own faith.

I was always thankful for my friends—so thankful—but I’d been lost somewhere in the void left behind by the loss of my family.

I shifted to look at Milo who gazed up at me, love dripping from his eyes, his sharp brow lax with tenderness, though everything about him was still overpowering.

Overwhelming.

Big and intimidating and rough.

Soft and kind and real.

I wondered if, for the first time, he could see himself the way I saw him.

If he finally understood the way he made me feel.

That he was my family, and his children completed that.

Because he shifted Scout so he could stretch out his hand to me. “Get over here where you belong, Little Dove.”

“Little Dove?” Scout curled up his nose.

“Yeah, a dove is a messenger of love, Scout. One who lets you know not all hope is lost. That there is something better on its way.”

My heart squeezed so intensely I couldn’t breathe.

“And that something better is the three of you,” Milo rumbled, still looking up at me.

I eased onto my knees and crawled up beside Milo, picking up Scout as I went and draping him across our chests. I reached around him so I could take Remy’s little hand.

Because this?

It was the always I’d forever wanted.
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I pressed a kiss to Remy’s forehead where I stood beside her treehouse bed.

Scout was already fast asleep in his, completely tuckered out from a full day of playing.

Darkness wisped around the room, though it danced without caution or fear. The tiniest glow from a nightlight illuminated the child’s precious face as I looked down at her. She stared up at me with her trusting brown eyes that I had no idea could slay me through.

Her spirit was slowed, her heart light, but her thoughts ran deep. A divot formed on her brow, and she whispered, “My dad told me your mom died, too.”

Sorrow crested, both hers and mine.

Gently, I ran my fingers through her hair. “Yeah. She did.”

“How old were you?”

“I was fifteen…much older than you.”

She barely nodded. “Do you remember her?”

“I do remember her. Not everything, but I remember her smile and what her voice sounded like and the way it felt to hug her. I also remember a lot of the times I got into trouble, which I think I tended to do a lot.” My words were quieted, held in our confession, though the last rippled with hushed laughter.

I’d been kind of a handful.

A grin spread over Remy’s face. “You used to get in trouble?”

She said it like she couldn’t believe it.

I twisted a lock of my hair around my finger and teased, “Redheads are rarely controlled.”

She giggled. “Can I dye my hair red?”

I smoothed my palm over the top of her head. “I think you’re perfect just the way you are, Remy, but when you get older, if you still want to, I’m sure that would be fine, but you’ll have to ask your dad.”

“I think it’s better if I ask you both.”

A current ran through her statement.

A claim.

Love spread through my chest.

A hot spring rushing with warmth.

Gushing up from the depths where I’d had no idea it existed.

“I would like that.”

“Me, too,” she whispered.

I kissed her forehead again, then brushed my thumb along the angle of her jaw. “You’d better get some sleep.”

Nodding, she snuggled down in her covers.

Breathing out, I straightened, then I was sucking for oxygen all over again at the sight of Milo leaning against the doorway, watching us.

Seeing him there pulled at every place inside me.

Heart and soul and body and mind.

He was mine.

Always.

All hulking, burly mountain man with the softest spirit.

Beautiful Beast.

I eased that way, lured by this energy that would never quell.

His big hand went to my waist, and he tugged me toward him and pressed a tender kiss to my lips.

I peered up at him, scratched my fingers through his beard, and murmured, “Today was wonderful.”

He curled his arm completely around my waist and tucked me closer. “It was the best day of my life.”


THIRTY-SEVEN

MILO


I jolted upright in bed, my eyes narrowed into slits as I tried to process what had yanked me from sleep.

An edge cut into my consciousness.

Razor sharp and making my heart gallop in jagged clips.

Night eclipsed the light, the entire room shrouded in it, everything quieted and held. The minutes slowed, bound by something sinister that eddied through the room.

Tessa was twisted into a pretzel beside me, her limbs at odd angles, which I’d come to realize was just the way she slept, her hair strewn all around and her soft breaths filling the air in tiny puffs of peace.

But there was a disorder within it.

A darkness deeper than the night.

Ugly and oppressive.

I steadied my breaths and inclined my ear, listening for anything out of sorts.

It took me a second to realize the noise might have come from one of the kids. To realize they were really here. It’d seemed such an impossibility just yesterday that I doubted my mind had fully accepted the shift.

Only silence echoed back.

An eerie stillness that slithered through the atmosphere in a menacing mist.

Gulping around the spiked rock that filled my throat, I slipped out of bed, keeping my feet light on the hardwood floors as I eased to the bedroom door that we’d left open specifically so we could hear the kids if they needed us.

I peered out.

More of that stagnant tranquility echoed back.

I moved quickly across the space to the hall and down to the children’s room, my breaths quiet and shallow as I checked to make sure they were fine.

Both of them were fast asleep, Remy curled up in a ball and Scout tossed out on his back like a starfish.

Relief heaved from my lungs, and I dropped my head between my shoulders so I could get it together.

You’re just freaking the fuck out, Milo. Conjuring things because your kids are here.

Blowing out a sigh, I shuffled back out into the main room, on my way back to my girl.

Only I stalled out when I saw the flicker of light through the windows out back.

An icy dread slipped down my spine.

I crept forward and squinted into the darkness. Bare moonlight floated down from the heavens, scarcely enough to cast the earth in shadows, the trees mere silhouettes and the lake a blackened pond.

“Fuck.”

I was losing it.

Making shit up.

I started to move when I saw it.

A flash, flash, flash that strobed through the trees.

I was out the door and barreling that way, my feet taking the path down the middle of the lawn in the direction of the lake.

I sprinted across the cool, damp grass.

The only thing I had on was a pair of shorts and a tee.

Barefoot.

Wasn’t exactly prepared, but there was no time to hesitate. I wasn’t about to give this fucker a chance to get away.

Knew it the second the bastard sensed me. The way he suddenly changed course and darted back into the forest.

Violence erupted from where I held it chained. A straight shot injected into my veins.

He was here.

Here at my home.

Where my children were.

Where Tessa was.

Rage blurred my sight, and I hustled faster, tossing myself right over the top of the fence in one leap. I landed hard on the other side, nearly tripping as I was set off balance, but I righted myself quickly and hurtled into the thick.

The forest rose up on all sides.

It cloaked the faint rays of moonlight. Dimmed them to nearly nothing.

I was surrounded by grisly shadows on each side, spindly branches and fallen trees and the sharp pricks of pinecones and needles beneath my feet.

But I didn’t slow.

I ran.

I fucking ran through the forest, an arm coming up to guard my face as branches whipped and lashed at my flesh.

The tangled gnarl of roots below tried to slow my path.

A rock cut into the sole of my foot.

I didn’t give.

Didn’t slow.

Adrenaline sloshed through my veins, fueling the aggression that seethed.

With all of me, I hunted the light.

Still, it grew farther away with each step.

Fuck.

My heart hammered as I raced through the maze of trees.

The darkness disorienting.

My breaths too shallow.

I suddenly broke out of the forest.

Confused, I looked around, realizing it had landed me halfway down my gravel drive that ran for more than a mile.

The asshole had made a big loop around my property.

Ragged breaths jutted from my lungs as I searched for which direction he’d gone, then I shielded my eyes when headlights suddenly speared through the darkness.

An SUV peeled out from where it’d been hidden just off the drive about a hundred yards in front of me, whipping around and heading in the opposite direction toward the main road.

Gravel spewed as his tires spun, and the fucker gunned it.

I chased him like it might be of use.

Like it wasn’t fruitless.

Like I could catch up. Head it off. Stop it before the horrors of my past were the ones catching up to me.

Taillights disappeared around a corner, and I kept lumbering forward before I bent in two, gasping for air that I couldn’t find.

A guttural roar ripped from my lungs, rage blustering beneath my skin.

Motherfucker.

He wanted to come here? I was going to find him first.

Fear roiled with the desperation.

I knew it. Knew how this would end.

I glared down the road where he’d escaped until everything settled.

The dust.

The scream of his engine as he took off down the main road.

My breaths that I couldn’t control.

But it did nothing to settle the chaos.

No peace found in the middle of the mayhem.

Swiping my forearm over the sweat drenching my face, I turned and walked back up the drive, not giving a shit that the soles of my feet were shredded, barely registering I was leaving a trail of blood behind me before I caught sight of Tessa, who was on the front porch freaking out, her arms hugged across her chest as she paced.

She gasped when she saw me in the distance, and she fumbled down the steps and came running my way, wearing shorts and a tank and unlaced tennis shoes she’d clearly stuffed her feet into.

All that red flew around her beneath the pale moonlight, and my chest panged so hard, clutched in this love and this fight.

This girl.

The sun who’d risen on a darkened day.

But how could I ever stand in the light when wickedness still enshrouded?

She threw herself against me with a hard thud, grasping my shoulders when we made contact. “Oh my God, Milo, what happened? I heard the back door burst open, and I went running out there. I couldn’t find you. I called and called. I…I wanted to get in the car and come find you, but the kids are still sleeping, and I didn’t know what to do.”

The words tumbled from her in a deluge of worry.

I curled my arm around her waist and inhaled, struggling to keep my shit together.

To keep from losing it.

She yanked away, ocean eyes searching me in the night.

A frenzied current that battered at the shores of my heart.

“Are you hurt?”

“No,” I grunted.

“What happened?” she begged.

“Someone was out in the forest.” Could barely force it out around the razors that lined my throat.

Terror ripped through her features. “Are you sure?”

I managed a harsh nod.

“Oh my God…” Her brow pinched in alarm, and she let go of the words like a secret, “Was it him?”

I unwound her from my hold and turned away, unable to face her when my body still vibrated with hostility.

Wrath still firing from my cells.

I looked to the ground. “Likely someone he sent.”

Horror wrapped me from behind, her energy throbbing and thrashing and battering against my back.

“I don’t understand. What do they want?” she whispered like she was praying for a different outcome.

I whipped back around, the confession tearing out of me on the hatred I would forever hold. “They killed her, Tessa.”

Tessa stumbled back like she’d run smack into a wall.

Pale skin blanching a ghostly white. Thought I could see the blood drain from her head and pool in a vat of dread in her belly. “What do you mean?”

My jaw screwed in indignation as my fists curled in malice. “They killed her.”

I could feel her heart seize.

My teeth ground as I forced myself to continue. “Because of me.”

“No,” she whimpered.

My nod was savage.

“Her death was labeled an accident. Paula has always believed it a suicide. I let her believe it.”

A barbed cry got loose of her mouth that she covered with shaking hands. “Oh my God, Milo.”

“I hunted him…for a full fucking year…I hunted him. Abandoned my kids, gave them over to Paula and Gene without so much as a fight because the only thing I could do was hunt the monster so I could make him pay for what he’d done.”

Torment crumpled her face.

Mine and hers.

Did she see it now?

Who I really was?

“I’d taken out a bunch of his men. One after another, trying to get to him.”

Tessa choked over my blunt confession.

“Plus, word on the street was he owed a bunch of money to some people more powerful than he was. Guess that was enough to run him out of town and into hiding. He was a fucking ghost. I’d finally given up. Figured someone else had beaten me to the honor of sending that piece of shit to the ground. But I should have known he would come back for me. Should have known he was biding his time until he found the right time to strike.”

I stared down at this gorgeous girl who’d stood beside me all this time while I admitted it.

The one I’d warned wouldn’t like what she saw if she got too close.

Now that she could see, tremors rocked her.

Violently.

Savagely.

“Milo.” It was a whimper.

“And I don’t know exactly what his game is, Tessa. But make no mistake, now that he’s returned, he won’t touch my family again.”


THIRTY-EIGHT

MILO
FIVE YEARS AGO


Chants lifted through the grungy basement, their bloodlust clogging the air with the greed that claimed their tongues.

The cement floor vibrated with the force of it, and from the fringes of his sight, Milo could almost make out the demons that crawled the walls, their talons sunk into the blocks where they stood guard over the depravity.

Dark specters that fed into the wickedness.

Or maybe it was just the remnants of the souls that had been left there.

Where goodness was ground to dust, and the only thing that remained was the corrupt.

Blood spilled from a gash on Milo’s right eye, obscuring his vision, but that was just fine because he didn’t want to see.

Didn’t want to witness the evil that he perpetuated, brought on by his own greed.

He was no fool.

It didn’t matter his reasons.

There was no excuse for this.

It was only vileness and impurity.

His opponent clocked him on the opposite side of the head, knocking him from his feet. The man attacked, diving on top of Milo in a bid to finish the job.

Shouts soared. Battered his ears.

“Finish him!”

The man might have thought the position gave him an up, but Milo only grinned. He tossed him to his back before he was the one in control.

Milo’s fists pounded into his face.

Gore.

They hauled him back when the man went slack.

Bile filled Milo’s mouth as he was dragged away from the limp form laying in a puddle of blood.

His opponent barely clinging to life.

His arm was lifted in the air as he stumbled on his feet, hardly coherent himself.

Beaten to shit.

Dripping blood and broken bones.

“You just earned me five-hundred grand,” Stefan murmured in his ear like it was a rumbling of seduction, right as he was pushing twenty-five thousand of it against Milo’s chest. “I knew you’d come back to me. This is where you belong. To me, you are my son, and we are going to rule this world.”
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“What did you do?” Autumn held their wailing infant against her chest, bouncing him frantically like maybe she was searching for comfort, too.

She stared at him through the dim light that burned from a lamp in the small living room. He’d just come crawling home at four in the morning after his first dirty fight in years.

Bashed to hell and riddled with shame and praying to God she was still asleep.

“Told you I’d do whatever I had to.”

Her face pinched.

Horror.

Disgust.

Disappointment.

“You promised me you wouldn’t go back.”

“Yeah, well, things have changed.”

Tears tracked down her face, and guilt clawed through his being, steely talons wrapped around his neck.

He never should have done it.

Never should have given into the weakness.

Never should have allowed the voices to control what he knew was right.

But he was afraid it was too late.

“So that’s it? This is who you want to be?” Her brown eyes dragged down the wounds that littered his body, his clothes fresh but his soul soured.

“I was always him, Autumn.”

Her mouth twisted in pained disbelief. “No, Milo, you are blind if you think this is who you are. You are good. I know you are, and our children deserve that man, and so do I. This is not the man I married, the one I love, and if you can’t find him, return him to us, then you can just go.”

“Don’t fuckin’ say that.” Grief constricted airflow.

“It’s not me saying it, Milo. It’s you choosing it. You’re choosing not to have us because I won’t let my children be damaged by that life. All for what? Some stupid need to prove to everyone else that you’re what…powerful? Or is it just the money?”

Repulsion filled her voice, and Milo flew across the room, pushing in close to where their baby boy howled. As if he felt the turmoil.

Guilt nearly ripped Milo in two. “I’m doing it for you. For them. So you can have a good home. So our children don’t grow up in this fucking trailer.”

Autumn stepped away, her head shaking as the haggard words fell from her mouth. “Do you think that’s what I want? The only thing I’ve ever wanted is you. So, you decide, Milo… You decide. That world or us.”
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“I’m out.” Milo tossed the stack of cash he’d won two nights before onto Stefan’s desk because if he was cutting ties, he was cutting ties.

He’d come here to San Francisco where he knew he would find him.

The man who’d picked him up and dusted off his knees and fed his violent ego. Sculpted and shaped it, then let it fester over the years until Milo had reached the place where he’d been desperate. Where he had no other choice.

He could see it clearly then, the way Stefan had manipulated his weakness. Used it against him, all while using it for his gain.

Milo could hardly blame him.

It was who he’d been.

But he couldn’t be that man if he wanted his family, too.

Like Autumn had told him, he had to choose.

Condescension rolled from Stefan’s mouth, and he rocked back in his executive office chair. “You think you can just walk? Just like that?”

“I have no other choice.”

He tsked. “I warned you the stakes were higher this time, and you agreed. Do you know what that means, Gore?”

Unease shivered through his consciousness. Still, he planted his palms on the gleaming wood and hissed, “It means nothing. Like I told you, I’m done.”

Without saying anything else, he turned on his heel and stormed to the door.

Stefan might think he had control over him, but he would prove he was wrong.

He tossed it open, but he didn’t make it out before a blade was pressed to his jugular, one of the guards hauling him back into the room and turning him to face the bastard who shook his head.

Milo wanted to rage.

Fight.

But the blade was digging into his neck, and his family’s faces were flashing through his mind.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” He stood, rounding the table as he readjusted his suit jacket. He leaned against the front of his desk and crossed his legs at the ankles. “I have treated you like a son for years, Milo. I took you in. Gave you a chance at a life that you would never have known without me. I loved you enough to let you walk away from me the first time, only because I knew, in time, you would be back. I trusted you when you agreed to the terms. It’s now time to stand and be the man I taught you to be.”

“And if I don’t?”

Stefan cocked his head. “All I can say is I’d suggest you show for your fight this weekend.”

He pushed off the desk, grabbing the stack of cash. He slowly strode across the room, his dress shoes clacking on the polished floor.

He angled in, too goddamn close to Milo’s face. “See, it’s a special night, and I’m going to need you there. I have a lot of money riding on you. You’ve always been my most prized fighter, Milo, a man I respected, but it’s time you respect me after all I’ve done for you. I won’t be made a fool again. After tomorrow’s fight, if you do as is expected of you, then you’ll be free to go.”

Then he shoved the money against Milo’s chest and leaned in close to his ear. “Don’t disappoint me.”

Then he walked out without saying anything else.


THIRTY-NINE

TESSA


Milo spun me around and pressed me to the door of my car. His hands came to frame my face, and his big body covered mine.

A burly blanket of protection.

A giddy sound rippled up my throat, and my lips were dancing all over the place, anticipating one of those kisses I’d come to crave.

The man chaos on my tongue.

Morning light warmed the new day, and he stared down at me as he traced the pad of his thumb along the line of my jaw. It was wild how the man could look at me with such tenderness while I could physically feel the well of violence that steamed beneath the surface.

Every glorious muscle in his body was tense.

Ready to strike.

“You sure you need to go into work today?”

It’d been four days since Milo had found someone lurking on his property.

Since he’d confessed what had happened to Autumn.

To the lengths he’d gone to try to avenge her death.

Ever since, he’d been completely on edge.

Watching out the windows. Pacing the floors at night.

Following me to work.

It was honestly still hard to grasp. That life. What he’d done and what he’d gotten involved in. To fully understand the severity of what he’d warned me about.

Over the past few days, he’d opened up a little more, talking about how he’d been sucked into a life he never should have stepped into. The way he’d tripped into making the same mistakes and it’d cost him his wife.

I’d seen the fear in his eyes. The truth that he believed himself wicked and weak. That he was terrified that he could trip again.

My heart panged as I thought of the way he’d stalled out, unable to speak the full horrors of what had actually happened to Autumn that night.

Or maybe he’d just been trying to protect me, keep me from the sordid details.

He’d expected that I’d run when I found out.

And yeah, I was freaked out. Saddened that he’d done what he’d done, that he’d lived the life that he had.

He was true in saying his past had been dark and ugly.

But I also believed in forgiveness if we’d moved beyond that person. If we’d sought to make a real change.

I knew he had.

I believed in who he was today.

I’d promised him I could handle all that he was, and I’d meant it because the man standing in front of me right then was good and right.

I pressed his palm closer to my cheek as I gazed up at those honey-dipped eyes that roiled with so many things.

Possession.

Protection.

Ferocity.

Desperation.

The culmination of them love.

The kind of love that made my chest feel achy and full and like it still wasn’t enough.

He was what I never could have anticipated.

My wild card.

My Ace.

“You know you’ve asked me that same thing every day this week?” I sent him a sultry smile.

A small grunt rumbled from his chest. The sound trembled through me like a caress. “I’ve had to since you’re so stinkin’ stubborn.”

“Stubborn? Who, me?” I let the tease wind from my mouth, loving the way his expression darkened as he curled a hand around my hip.

Tingles raced through my body.

I was hooked.

Craving him, and I didn’t hesitate to indulge.

Cake.

So much cake.

I’d been glutting myself on it every day.

Morning.

Night.

Noon a bunch of times, too.

It was a yummy, lovely bonus of the fact that Milo would hardly let me out of his sight.

Although I hated the circumstances.

Hated the terror that ridged his brow.

Hated the panic in the tremor of his fingers as they held on to me, like he couldn’t stomach the idea of letting me go.

I knew he was worried that his children were with their grandparents and there was nothing he could do about it, all while wondering if they were safer there.

Dread filled my soul because honestly, I didn’t know what to anticipate.

Milo had warned me again and again that the man was evil. Sick. Twisted in a way that wasn’t right.

Because of it, we were being as careful as we could.

Trying to ease some of his worry, I let my fingertip drag down over his beard until I was fluttering my fingers over his heart, my head tipped to the side as I whispered, “Like you aren’t just going to follow me, anyway.”

Another grunt.

I was growing addicted to that sound.

“Don’t want to let you out of my sight, Tessa. Told you I would do everything and anything to protect you.”

“You already are,” I promised him.

He slipped his palm around to the back of my neck. “I can’t take the risk of something happening to you.”

Desperation filled his voice.

“We won’t let it.” My words were short and heavy with the belief.

Adoration moved through his expression, his voice gruff when he murmured, “Never thought I’d be given a chance like this, Tessa. The chance to love again. The chance to feel what I feel for you.”

He picked me up off my feet and kissed me. Kissed me sweetly, though with Milo, it was always underscored with passion. With this need that torched me through.

He had it all wrong.

He was the heat and the fire and the flame.

The one that would forever burn inside me.

He pulled back. “You’d better get that adorable ass in your car so I can follow you to work before I carry you back inside instead.”

“Don’t tease me.”

“Oh, it’s not me who’s doing the teasin’, Little Dove. Think we know that honor belongs to you.”

Lightness played across his features.

I hiked up onto my toes and pecked a quick kiss to his sexy mouth. “Fine. I’ll see you tonight at the club.”

He had to work…and, well, like we’d established, he didn’t want me out of his sight. He certainly wasn’t going to leave me at the cabin alone until three in the morning.

I wasn’t exactly complaining.

“I’ll be waiting.” He opened my car door for me, standing there like a giant gentleman as he helped me inside.

“Liar…you’ll be sitting outside the school, keeping watch, just like a good fiancé would do,” I teased.

Need rumbled through him, head to toe.

My spirit shivered with the impact.

With the truth of how desperately I loved him.

“Plan to be the best, Tessa. Best I can be for the rest of my life.”
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“I cannot believe I let you drag me to the club on a Thursday night.” Eden climbed the three stairs that led to the employee side door at Absolution.

“Oh, please, your husband is inside. This is not clubbing, Eden, it’s family time. You’re welcome.”

She tossed me a grin from over her shoulder, and her blonde curls swished around her face. “You’re dead set on taking credit for everything related to my family, aren’t you?”

I gave her a nonchalant shrug. “I mean, I won’t brag about it or anything since humility is kind of my thing, but you know, if the shoe fits and all.”

She laughed. “You’re ridiculous.”

“You know you love me.”

Eden grinned, though it was soft. “Mad love.”

“It’s the only way I’ll take it,” I told her as I swung open the door.

I was so ready for a good time. Karl had texted me earlier, saying he was back in town and wanted to talk.

Revulsion had crawled through me, and I hadn’t even graced him with a response.

Because the only thing that mattered was the man who filled my sight the second we stepped inside.

Talk about mad love.

My stomach bottomed out as Milo came our direction. He looked like a legitimate goliath as he stalked down the hall, wearing all black and ferocity on his face. His shoulders were so wide I thought they might rub against each side of the wall, his head nearly touching the ceiling, his powerful presence erupting from him and pounding through the air with each step he took.

Milo had just texted for an ETA, but since I drove my Corolla like it actually was a Porsche, we’d made it a few minutes early.

He looked annoyed by that fact, all while his gaze was licking over the red dress I’d worn just for him like he was wondering how fast he could get me out of it.

“Told you I’d meet you outside,” he grumbled.

“Sorry, we got here, and Oz was out there talking to one of the employees, so we didn’t see any harm in it. You know that guy would go GI Joe on that jerk’s ass if he dared to show up here, so we were completely fine.”

A grunt got free of Milo, the man hesitant to give, though I could see a little of the edge slide from his being.

I slipped my palm up his chest, tipping my head back to take all of him in. Every cell in my body pounded. Lit in recognition.

His arm curved around my waist and yanked me against all that knotted muscle.

Yummy.

“Told you to be careful,” he warned low.

“I am,” I promised, then I let a flirty grin take to one side of my mouth. “Miss me?”

“If you’re not with me, that means I’m missing you, Tessa.”

His words were so hard that I gasped a little at the weight of them.

Tingles raced over my flesh.

Giddiness creeping up to take me over.

All mixed up with this heady desire that spun through me like a storm.

Disordered and unruly.

Yup.

Addicted.

And I did not want help.

Eden laughed from the side of us, breaking through the intensity.

“Um, hello, hi, remember me, your BFF?” She lifted her hand in a tiny wave.

I’d given Eden the rundown on the way over.

The fact that Milo and I were now together together. That what we had was no longer a sham.

It was real and true.

Along with the rest of the terrifying things that went along with it.

An exaggerated frown puckered my face. “I’m sorry, no, who are you? It seems someone has turned my mind to mush.”

“That sounds like a horrible state of affairs.” She mocked a gasp as she touched her chest.

“No, it’s really not. Believe me, life is much easier this way.”

“Where’s Salem? She needs to be here so she can see what a goober you really are,” Eden said.

I pouted. “I miss her. That damn baby is stealing all my Salem time.”

“How dare he.” Playfulness danced on her face.

“I know.” My head shook with mock sadness.

A chuckle rumbled from Milo. “All right, you two. I should get you to the table.”

“Oh, no, Milo, we are dancing tonight.”

His brow lifted. “You trying to make my night harder?”

I hiked up on my toes so I could whisper in his ear. “I plan to make it much, much better.”

He groaned. “Tiny Tease.”

“Only for my beast.”

Then I patted his chest and strode around him, snagging Eden’s hand as I went so I could strut in front of him.

“You are going to make that poor man lose his mind,” Eden whispered so only I could hear.

“It’s only fair since that mountain man has stolen my heart.”

And I was never getting it back.
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I could feel his watchful gaze rushing over me as Eden and I danced. We were on the edge of the dance floor, and I was letting loose because hello, it was me, and I was not the kind of girl who turned down the opportunity for a good time.

Bonus?

I really was going to make Milo lose his mind. The man was positively vibrating with want.

Want for me.

Those eyes continually swept over my body before his jaw would clench in restraint and he’d tear his attention away.

Lights strobed over the crowd that writhed and throbbed in a mass.

Tonight, there was a DJ, the house packed, the vibe different than when a band was playing.

On nights like these, it felt more entrancing.

Hypnotic.

Lust permeating the air and inhibitions crushed.

But my only desire was for Milo, who stalked the side of the dance floor like he was hunting prey.

He was what was mesmerizing.

Magnetic.

He made my thighs throb and my insides quake.

Leann, my favorite cocktail server, came waltzing by, lifting two glasses filled with yummy, sugary, tequila-laden goodness in the air.

“Margarita time!” I squealed over the music. Grabbing Eden’s hand, I hauled her off the dance floor to the small round table where Leann was setting our drinks.

“Two margaritas, on the house.” She winked and gestured to Trent who stood guard at the edge of the bar, watching over us almost as closely as Milo.

Giggling, Eden took a sip. “Well, I guess I’d better be getting something out of this.”

“I’m sure you’re getting plenty,” Leann told her in her southern accent.

I cracked up. “Oh, she is. I accidentally walked in on that biz one time, and hot damn...”

Trent was packing almost as large as Milo.

Almost.

Eden swatted at me from over the top of the table. “You have no filter.”

“There’s no filtering that, Eden.”

Leann howled. “You’re a terrible person, making my mind go there.”

“You’re welcome.” I grinned.

Eden shook her head as Leann walked away and disappeared into the fray. “You are so much, Tessa McDaniels.”

“Just the right amount, wouldn’t you say?”

“I would have to agree.” She clinked my glass.

Emotion rushed me out of nowhere. “Will you be my maid of honor? For real?”

The softest smile edged her mouth, and she reached over the table and squeezed my hand. “Of course, I will be. I am your ride or die, aren’t I?”

“Until the end.”

There was no erasing the smile from my face. Well, not until I saw Milo pull his phone from his back pocket and freeze. The man just stood there in the middle of the chaos looking at the screen.

Dread slithered down my spine, or maybe I was feeling the wash of his. The ice that seeped from his pores and frosted the air in a cold mist.

“I think I’m going to go check to see how Milo is doing.”

“Trent has been eyeing me for some alone time for about the last thirty minutes, anyway.”

Light laughter filtered from me, though it trembled with my worry. I forced an easy grin. “Go get yourself some of that cake.”

“Don’t mind if I do.”

She grabbed her margarita and headed to Trent while I worked to gather myself. Praying, praying, praying that it wasn’t bad news about our kids.

I nearly toppled over when I realized what I’d thought.

At the claim my heart had made.

Ours.

I meant it to my soul.

And crap, I’d never been in so deep, and there was absolutely no climbing out. But I didn’t want to. I wanted to bask in all his glory for my entire life. Wander around in his darkness if it was required, but truthfully, I believed the two of us made each other better.

Held each other’s goodness like a treasure.

I’d hold all his bad places, too.

I moved that way just as he was shoving his phone into his back pocket. He felt me coming, and that severity flash-fired across the space when he shifted to find me heading his way.

The world moved on around us while our spirits slowed.

Winding and wrapping and binding.

My hand was extending for him right as he snatched my wrist. He pitched a sigh of relief at the contact.

“Little Dove.” His voice was rough.

“What happened?”

“Come with me.”

He hauled me through the roiling crowd toward the left side of the expansive building.

Kult was walking toward us.

“Cover for me,” Milo told him as he passed.

Kult just nodded, the two of them clearly in sync and used to tossing orders at the other.

I could barely keep up with Milo as he led me down a hall toward the private party rooms, and he tossed open the door to one that wasn’t being used.

Inside, it was dark, and he reached over and flipped on a switch that tossed the luxury suite in blue-tinged neon that barely cut through the shadows.

Shivers raced. Both in terror and desire.

“What happened?” I demanded that time when Milo lumbered out into the middle of the room, standing away from me and roughing both hands over the top of his head.

“Got a text.”

It wasn’t too much of a stretch to guess who it was from.

“What did it say?”

Milo whirled around, fury on his face. “It was an address plus a time and date.”

So much hatred rolled out with the response that it nearly swept me from my feet.

“To where?” The question trembled from my mouth.

“A vacant building that’s only inhabited by devils and fiends.”

A lump obstructed my airflow as awareness hit. “He wants you to fight?”

He swallowed hard, his throat bobbing beneath his beard as he gritted out the words, “It seems so.”

“Why?”

“I’m guessing he has a ton of money on me. Or maybe he just wants to prove that he still owns me. That he can push me. Manipulate me. Remind me what he did to Autumn and dare me to defy him again.”

“What are you going to do?” The question convulsed through the dense air.

“I’m going to find him and end him before it happens.”

“Milo.” Fear spun around his name. Fear that he might be hurt. That I might lose him. That he might lose himself if he didn’t stop this monster.

Because I could see the darkness there, lurking in the depths of his eyes.

The golden yellow tinged in aggression and violence.

“Warned you that it might get ugly.”

“This is more than ugly, Milo. This is⁠—”

My words clipped off when he suddenly stormed my way, erasing the space. Without warning, he lifted me from the ground and crushed me against him.

Energy crashed.

A thunderclap.

A strike of lightning.

He held me against him with one arm while his other hand twisted in my hair. “It’s disgusting, Tessa, but men like him are vile, wicked to the bone, and the only thing that can be done to stop them from destroying everything that is good and pure is to wipe their existence from the earth.”

Tremors rolled through my body, a rush of alarm.

“You see it now, what I’m capable of?” It was a challenge.

“You’re a good man,” I mumbled, our lips so close, our breaths panting into the other.

Severity curled through the room.

Flickers of light at the edges of my blurred sight.

“I’m not. But I will be everything I can be. For you. For my kids.”

“Then you do what’s right. Whatever it takes to protect that.”

He dove for my mouth, devouring the words on my tongue.

“Don’t deserve you,” he rumbled at my lips as he was grabbing a handful of my bottom. A moan got free, mixed with the wisps of words that I breathed back into him. “Everyone deserves forgiveness, Milo. Redemption for what they’ve done. I think you’ve paid your penance, suffered enough.”

“I could never gain atonement for what I did. And somehow, I got you. You, who’s pure fuckin’ bliss. How’d I get so fuckin’ lucky?”

“I am kinda amazing.” I forced some lightness into the madness, but he just swallowed it down with a growl, turned, and carried me to the grand piano on the left side of the room.

The heavy beat of the music filtered through the walls, though it was subdued, and our breaths heaved in a frantic melody.

The keys clanked when he propped me against them, and he took a seat at the bench while he was shoving my dress up my thighs. “Need to taste you, Little Dove.”

“Okay, yes, I’m good and fine with that,” I whimpered as he ripped my underwear down my legs.

I shucked the little wristlet from my hand, and it clattered against the keys before it dropped to the floor.

A low chuckle reverberated through the desire-drenched room. “Always so eager, aren’t you, Tiny Tease?”

He spread me by the knees, exposing me, and my hands were trying to find purchase on the keys, the clanging notes going off as I struggled to find balance.

But with Milo, there was no footing.

No grip.

I was just in a freefall.

Falling forever.

“Such a good girl, dripping for me.”

He looked so savagely gorgeous there, sitting between my legs that he held open. He was so wide and rough and rippling with a strength and brutality that attested to the man who he could be.

Grabbing me by the back of one thigh, he pushed one big finger into me to the knuckle.

A gasp jolted from my lungs, and I shifted on the keys.

“Look at your pussy, throbbing and needy.” He drove his finger in and out.

Tingles raced, a shimmery pleasure streaking across my flesh, lifting goose bumps along my arms.

“Milo.”

“Told you once I had you, that was it. You belong to me now. This sweet, delicious cunt. Is it mine, Little Dove?”

“I’m yours. All of me. Take it and hurry up while you’re at it.” It rushed from my lips.

“So eager,” he rumbled as he was letting go of a dark, delicious chuckle before his tongue was swirling around my clit.

He licked and lapped while he added another finger.

“Oh, crap, yes, Milo.”

He flattened his tongue, stroking me just right, his fingers shifting to rub at that spot inside me that had me seeing stars.

He thought I was the sun, but when he was touching me, I was a supernova.

Nothing but a fiery fever that rushed through my body.

And I was whimpering and trying to hold on as he drove me higher, as all the elements came together, earth and water and sun and sky, and I was flying.

Soaring through his darkness.

This man my perfect eclipse.

I pulsed and shook as the pleasure blistered through my being, and Milo was on his feet and yanking open his fly and pulling out his enormous erection.

I didn’t even have time to appreciate it before he stuffed me full, then I was totally, completely appreciating it in a different way.

Aftershocks still rolled through my body while fresh sparks of bliss lit up my insides.

“Milo.” I clawed at his shoulders like I could keep up with the force of him.

Impossible.

His thrusts were ruthless.

Possessive and deep and hard.

“Milo,” I begged again.

“Whatever you need, Little Dove, I’m going to give it to you. All of it. Always.”

“Always,” I whispered back, and he was yanking me up higher, holding me upright as he drove me up and down his shaft.

Our bodies pulsing and writhing as he slammed into me.

Taking me.

Owning me.

Ruining me.

And I was coming apart in his massive arms.

His.

And he was shouting as he throbbed and poured into me.

And he was mine.

And I believed in him with every part of my being.

My Beautiful Beast.

Sweat drenched our skin and heat covered the air, our breaths harsh and haggard as we clung to each other for the longest time.

Finally, Milo pulled back, though he kept me there, held in his arms, warm eyes flaring with intensity as he murmured, “I love you, Tessa. So fuckin’ much. And I hope you know that means I’ll do whatever it takes to give you a good life.”

“I know, my sweet man. I know.”

He squeezed me once before he set me back on my unstable feet, and a giggle was getting free as I searched around for my underwear. “Um, I feel like we sullied that poor piano. I think that was the best action it’s seen in years. Probably ever.”

Low laughter rolled from him. “Maybe don’t tell Eden what went down in here, yeah? Trent might not approve.”

“Pssh…keep this from Eden? I’m pretty sure you’re written all over me right about now, Milo Hendricks. I’m glowing with the good D. No wiping the evidence away.”

He grabbed me by the hip and jerked me against him, his voice rough at my ear. “Exactly the way I want it, to be written all over you. Inside and out.”

My tummy tipped.

“Signed and sealed, baby.” I did my best to pin on a grin when I was totally serious.

The man had branded my vagina.

Milo’s.

I slinked back into my underwear and straightened my hair, and my phone started to ring from my bag.

“That’s probably Eden wondering where I got off to, which I’m not quite sure why she’d be concerned since she was off taking a bite of her tasty husband.”

Unzipping my bag, I pulled out my phone.

The smile slid off my face, and my heart plummeted to the floor.

“What is it, Little Dove?”

“Bobby’s care center.”

My hands were shaking out of control as I answered, trying to keep the room from spinning because it was freaking midnight on a Thursday. Maybe he was unsettled, having a bad night, and they thought it was good for him to hear my voice.

That was it.

It had to be.

“Ms. McDaniels?” the woman asked on the other end of the line.

“Yes, this is she.”

“This is Pamela at St. John’s Meadows. I’m really sorry to call you like this, but we need you to come down.”

And I couldn’t breathe.

Couldn’t see.

Couldn’t do anything but drop to my knees.


FORTY

MILO


I sped down the deserted streets of Redemption Hills, flying through the intersections and taking the turns hard, agitation driving me faster as I tried to get Tessa to the care facility as quickly as possible.

She was falling apart.

Hell, she was in shock, really.

Shaking in the passenger seat, her knee jittering a million miles a minute and her breaths coming so fast, I was sure she was a second from having a panic attack.

She’d removed her heels, and she looked like she might jump out the door, thinking she could run faster than I could drive.

I reached over the console to try to give her some comfort, knowing words meant little, but still needing her to know she wasn’t alone. “Try to take a deep breath, baby. I’m right here.”

She wrapped both her trembling hands around my wrist. “I can’t, Milo. I can’t breathe. What if…”

She trailed off on an agonized wheeze, unable to bear to say it or think it or contemplate it.

“I know, Tessa. I know, baby.”

I focused on getting her there, clinging to her hand while I blazed down the streets.

When she’d fallen to the floor, I’d taken her cell and tried to get more information, but the woman had said she couldn’t tell me anything over the phone.

I’d had Tessa in my arms and out the door in a flash, shooting a text to Trent to let him know what had happened.

My phone had buzzed back a couple times, Trent telling me to do whatever needed to be done.

The one that had come in from Eden had been completely frantic, and I’d promised that I’d send her details as soon as I had them.

Right then, I just had to get my girl there. Stand by her. Support her. Whatever she needed.

I made a sharp left into the parking lot, tires squealing as I floored it again and came to a jarring stop in one of the spaces at the front, the lot mostly vacant this time of night.

Tessa hardly waited for the SUV to come to a stop before she went flying out the door, her bare feet slapping against the cement.

I was right behind her, holding open the door so she could run inside. Except she didn’t stop at the reception desk. She took a turn and went streaking down a hallway.

A woman was behind us, shouting at her, “Ms. McDaniels!”

Tessa didn’t listen.

She just ran.

Ran with this misery radiating from her spirit.

Her soul crying out.

Her desperation so intense I could barely move in the wake of it.

I rushed to keep up as she made another turn and increased her speed.

A bunch of people were gathered outside a room, their faces grim, and Tessa was crying out before she even made it all the way there. “No! Please, no, Bobby.”

She tried to blaze past the group, but someone grabbed her, holding her back. “Ms. McDaniels, let’s talk before you go in there.”

She flailed and kicked her feet and fought to get inside. “No, let me go. I need to see him. Let me see him!”

I didn’t know whether she broke free or if he released her, but Tessa darted into the room.

I ran in behind her.

She started screaming. Screaming in agony. In this gut-wrenching grief.

She tossed herself on top of her brother who wasn’t breathing, holding onto his lifeless frame. “Bobby, no, oh my God, no.”

I moved to go to her.

Hold her up when she was falling apart.

But when I got a good look at him, I might as well have gotten impaled with a blade.

It was a face I would never forget.

I stumbled back into the wall, unable to keep standing as horror took over every cell in my body.

Agonized wails kept coming from Tessa as misery sheared through my spirit.

Blurring my sight and sending nausea curling my guts.

Vomit pooled in my mouth.

I stumbled out into the hall, and my hands were shaking so bad it was a wonder I could lift my phone to my ear when I made the call.

“Eden, need you to come here,” I grated as soon as she answered.

“I’m already in the parking lot. Trent brought me.”

“Good, Tessa needs you.”

Because I couldn’t stay.

I should have known…should have known…

No matter how hard I might try to change it. Be someone different. My past would be there to overcome. To overthrow.

Because there was no redemption for men like me.


FORTY-ONE

TESSA


I guessed I was no stranger to grief. To the way everything felt excruciatingly heavy.

Suffocating.

Oppressive.

Your breaths so strained it was a labor to draw them into your aching lungs.

All while you were just…hollow.

Carved out.

Gutted.

Nothing inside.

Maybe I knew the feeling, but I was sure I’d never felt it so distinctly as right then.

Chained, yet floating away.

Wandering through the desolation with no direction.

No sight.

Staring blankly through the large plate glass window that overlooked Eden’s lush backyard. Her lawn was manicured, and the hedges trimmed, and she had at least a gazillion pots overflowing with flowers on the patio and filling the planters that lined the fence.

An oasis cradled by the forest beyond.

Beautiful.

But I wasn’t sure anything would ever feel truly beautiful again.

Eden set a cup of coffee in front of me, where I sat at the breakfast nook under the window. Easing back, she wrapped her arms around me from behind, hugging me so tight that my aching chest squeezed.

“I am so sorry, Tessa. God, I’m so sorry.”

“I can’t believe this happened.” Forcing the words through the disorder felt impossible, the thought too thin, too vague.

But I couldn’t…I couldn’t believe it.

Bobby was gone.

Gone.

Without reason or warning. The small parts of him that had still remained ripped away.

And in the middle of it, Milo had walked.

Left me.

Without reason or warning, either.

Tears ran hot down my face, but I didn’t have the strength to wipe them, the mess dripping off my chin onto the pajama shirt Eden had given me when she and Trent had brought me back here at close to four o’clock this morning.

Hours had been spent with Bobby before the coroner had come. When they’d taken him away, the only thing I could do was wander the parking lot, refusing to get in the car with Trent and Eden.

I’d been lost.

Dazed.

Numb.

Then a rush of anger had hit me so hard I’d buckled in two, and I’d demanded Trent and Eden drive me to Milo’s place so I could find out how he could just leave me.

I’d needed him. Needed him to be there with me during one of the most painful times of my life.

Agony carved through my spirit.

He promised me.

Promised.

I didn’t understand.

Didn’t understand how the man who was supposed to be my person had abandoned me, too.

I choked over a sob, and Eden squeezed me tighter. “It’s okay…let it out. Let it out, Tessa.”

I clutched at her hands where they were locked around me.

“I don’t understand. How could Bobby just…die? He was fine. I saw him two days ago, and he was fine.” My voice croaked with the confusion as another sob erupted.

“I know. I don’t understand, either. But they’ll get answers for you. I promise.”

My nod was erratic. “I’m so sad, Eden.”

She just kept holding me, my friend who had always been there for me, the one who’d never let me down, the one who loved my crazy and supported my neurosis and never judged me for being myself.

“I’m so sad, too,” she murmured with her cheek pressed to mine.

“And Milo. How could he be such a selfish, horrible jerk? I thought he was the one, Eden. My Ace. The one who would always be there. Stand by me and hold me up. Isn’t that what love is supposed to be about?”

I could feel her bewilderment, her uncertainty, and she peeled herself away and pulled a chair close so she was facing me. “I am not making excuses for him, Tessa, because I’m really pissed, too. That was a giant dick move, but there was something going on with him last night. I heard it in his voice when he sent out the SOS call to me, and he could barely stand when he came stumbling out of the building. Trent tried to talk to him, but he shrugged him off, got in his car, and took off.”

“But why?”

He was supposed to be there for me.

Through thick and thin.

Through everything.

Even when it was hard or it hurt.

“I don’t know, sweetheart.”

She handed me a tissue that I wadded up and pressed to my nose. “I think I need to lie down.”

Eden squeezed my hand. “You do whatever you need. I’ll be right here.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m your ride or die, remember?”

I nodded through the tears.

“The best one I could ask for.”

She hugged me fiercely before I stood and fumbled my way back upstairs to the room that she’d always told me was mine if I ever needed it. If I needed a safe place to stay.

I’d never wanted to be a burden, not when she had two children, a family, but I’d honestly had nowhere else to turn last night. Nowhere else to go.

I’d truly, completely lost it all.

I sank down onto the side of the bed.

Lost.

Disoriented.

Tortured.

My gaze landed where I’d set the little round locket on the nightstand last night. The one Bobby had forever kept clutched in his hand. I reached for it, pressed it to my lips, and whispered, “I’m so sorry, Bobby. I’m so sorry I let you down. How didn’t I know you were sick? That something was wrong? God.”

Tears blurred my sight, and I ran the back of my hand frantically over my face like it could clear the haze, and I opened the locket to the four little pictures of our family inside.

My brother who’d tried to keep me close when he’d been so far away.

“Why did you have to go?”

My mouth kept tweaking at the side as I stared at the images.

The memories so good, but when they were gone, the pain was so great.

A frown curled my brow when I realized each of the pictures was indented.

Squinting, I tried to make them out, realizing they were numbers inscribed on the back.

My hands started shaking when I carefully peeled one from its setting, confusion clouding my senses as I turned it over and saw the individual number written on it.

I repeated it with the other three pictures. Each had a different number.

My stomach swooped in awareness.

The safe.

The safe I’d found in his closet. I’d never been able to open it, so I’d put it in the storage locker with the rest of his things without ever knowing what was inside.

Oh my gosh, I might be able to get into it.

It was weird to suddenly blaze with hope in the middle of this relentless grief, but it was there, the excitement of finding another piece of Bobby.

Frantic, I rushed to change into a pair of jeans and a tee that I’d left here after a drunken night.

I shoved my feet into the same heels I’d had on last night, swiping the tears from my face as I pressed the pictures back into the locket and put it into my pocket.

I scrambled downstairs, my breaths rapid as I raced into the kitchen where Eden was feeding Baby Kate in her highchair. “I need to borrow your car.”

Surprise twisted her face. There was no chance she didn’t notice the change in my demeanor.

This hysteria that streaked through my veins.

I didn’t know why. I just knew I had to get there. To see what was inside.

What if Bobby had left me a message, something important, something that he would want me to know?

“Are you sure? Give me one second, and I can drive you.”

“No, I’ll be right back. I just need to go grab something.”

“Tessa.” Worry filled my name.

I forced a bright smile, which probably made me look like a lunatic since my hair was a disaster and my face was stained with tears. “I’m good. I promise. I’ll be right back. Besides, you told me whatever I need, remember?”

Her eyes narrowed. “Someone knows how to twist my arm, doesn’t she?”

I choked over the affection as I snagged her keys from the counter. “It’s only because you love me.”

Everything about her softened. “Mad, mad love.”

Baby Kate squealed and giggled, a balm to those vacant places that felt so raw and abraded.

I blew them both a kiss. “Mad, mad love.”

Then I turned and ran into their garage, punched the button to lift it, and I was flying down the road in Eden’s Mercedes.

Taking deep breaths to steady myself.

Completely entrenched in this mission.

I punched in the code to open the security gate of the storage facility. It swung open, and I took the fourth turn into the aisle where Bobby’s locker was located. I parked in front of it, jumped out, and immediately started spinning the padlock combo. When it gave, I unhooked it and rolled open the metal door.

Dust billowed out, curling and dancing through the rays of sunlight from the absolute stillness that echoed from inside.

I choked over the pain that stabbed me in the stomach.

He was gone.

He was gone.

I brushed away the fresh round of tears and moved directly for the little safe that was on top of his old dresser. I pulled out the locket and removed the pictures again, turning them upside down.

It took me only a second of shuffling them around to realize it was my birthdate.

0921.

I punched in the code, and the safe buzzed before the latch gave, and I rushed to open it.

Disappointment hit me hard when I found it was empty.

Except…it wasn’t.

There was a pocket on the right side, and I dug into it to find one of those tiny manila envelopes. I tore it open and dumped its contents into my palm.

It was one of those old, tiny flash drives.

A disorder blustered through my being.

This sense coming on that made bile lift in my throat.

The truth that something was…off.

Wrong.

My brother hadn’t been sick.

He was fine.

I swiped my hand over my face, trying to process, to stop my mind from racing toward assumptions.

To keep from diving into paranoia.

I gathered up the pictures and stuffed everything into my pocket, quick to close the locker door and jump back into Eden’s car. I started it and raced back to her place.

“Do you have an old laptop around here?” I called as I tossed open the garage door and jogged back into her kitchen where she was giving Gage a snack.

“In Dad’s office. He’s got a billion,” Gage told me from around a mouthful of apple and cheese.

“Thanks, buddy.”

“You know I got your back, Auntie Tessa.”

Eden frowned, her worry thick. “What’s going on?”

“I just found something of Bobby’s I want to take a look at.”

Except, I didn’t.

I absolutely didn’t.

Because on the zip drive was video after video of Bobby in a ring.

Dreary darkness all around. Eclipsing goodness and everything that was right.

My brother fighting.

Being beaten to a bloody pulp.

Him doing it in return.

And the last…the last demolished my shattered heart.

Because Milo was standing over his beaten body, where Bobby lay in a pool of blood, his leg bent at an odd angle. Voices curled through the air, demanding that he end him.

Right before the video cut out.


FORTY-TWO

MILO
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Shouts thundered through the sordid air, vileness riding on the thinned vapors of oxygen that smothered all morality.

Loathing seeped down to his core, infiltrating every molecule.

The disgust at what he’d succumbed to, the revulsion for what he’d done.

Pain throbbed at his right side from what he was sure was a cracked rib, and blood dripped from his ear and down his chin as he stalked around the edge of the ring, weighing his opponent who’d turned out to be far more difficult to beat than he’d anticipated.

No doubt that was why he’d been forced into this corruption, the stakes higher than they’d ever been.

Ten million he’d heard rumbling through hushed voices, the anticipation of it curling through the basement on dark ribbons of greed.

And if he didn’t win?

He refused to even consider it.

The man they called Immortal stalked forward, tossing out a blow that landed Milo on the jaw.

Violence screamed, the thirst for it racing through his veins, clouding out reason and sight.

Milo attacked.

Throwing blow after blow, knocking the man back farther and farther across the ring with each hit.

Blood splattered, and Milo could feel the crunching of bone. Immortal fell back against the ropes, and someone shoved him off, and the man lumbered three steps forward.

It gave Milo the perfect opportunity to knock him in the temple.

His fist cracked.

The man slumped forward.

Facedown.

TKO.

Greedy shouts erupted, chanting through the air. “End him. End him!”

Milo turned in a circle, mind jumbled with the disorder, with the aggression that thrived and the disgust that made him want to turn and run.

Nothing making sense.

They kept chanting.

Chanting and chanting.

It was different from before.

Something sinister filling the air.

Nausea spun through his stomach as dread clawed across his flesh.

Vipers that sank their teeth into his soul.

The ref was still standing there, not calling the fight.

He stumbled back to the ropes, realization bottling his conscience into a fist of terror.

Stefan leaned in from behind him, his wicked voice hissing in his ear, “You heard them…end him. I promise you, he’s not immortal.”

Milo spun to look at him.

The twisted fuck cracked a grin.

Disbelief shook Milo’s head. “What are you saying, Stefan?”

“I warned you that the stakes were greater than before, Milo. End him. Because it’s him or it’s you.”


FORTY-THREE

TESSA


“I really think you should wait, Tessa. Trent’s on his way home right now.” Eden’s panicked voice covered me as she chased me back into her garage, begging me to listen to reason.

But there was no reason right then.

There was only agony and pain and the deepest, most brutal kind of wounds.

Had he done it? Had Milo hurt Bobby? Is that why he freaked out and left?

Horror cemented in my throat.

He’d…killed people before.

He’d admitted it.

Tossed it out. Proof that he shouldn’t be trusted.

And I’d ignored it like it was rational.

I gulped around the torment. Around his truth he’d confided in me. The confession I’d promised him I would hold.

My head spun through the anarchy that tugged my thoughts in every direction.

Everything I’d thought I’d known at odds with everything I’d discovered.

But Bobby’d had an accident.

He was hiking, and he’d fallen.

Hadn’t he?

“Oh my God.” A convulsion of pain wrenched through my body, and my arm went to my stomach like I could keep the sickness from overtaking me.

Like I could protect myself from experiencing it.

From feeling it.

Because I couldn’t handle it if this was true.

I managed to make it to Eden’s car and ripped open the door. She tried to stop me.

“I have to go, Eden. Please. I need to know.”

“Wait for Trent,” she begged.

My head shook, and I choked over the truth. “I can’t.”

“Tessa.” She looked behind her, torn between me and her children, who were inside.

I felt terrible for putting her in this position, but my soul wouldn’t let me wait.

I smiled at my best friend through the soggy blur of my eyes and my heart and my soul, and I whispered, “Mad love.”

In surrender, she moved back, giving me the space I was asking for. Tears streaked down her face. “Please be careful.”

“I’ll be fine.”

One day, I would be, but that was not going to be today.

I backed out, my pulse so loud I could hear it chugging in my ears as I drove to the little cabin tucked in the woods.

A cabin I’d believed a sanctuary. The place I’d thought was going to be my home. But Milo had destroyed that, hadn’t he? Robbed me of the one person I’d had left?

Bobby.

Grief nearly buckled me, but I forced myself to focus through the disorder, to be careful because I wasn’t going to be one of those selfish jerks who only cared about themselves and put everyone around them in danger.

I struggled to keep my breathing even, to keep my cool, to remember I was just coming for answers.

I did my best to convince myself those answers weren’t going to annihilate the last part of me, but I knew I was only lying to myself as I turned onto the windy, two-lane road that led in the direction of Milo’s house.

The man who’d warned me he would ruin me.

I’d refused to listen.

I choked over my stupidity, the belief I’d given so freely.

But my heart…my heart had assured me he was good.

I wanted him to be.

I needed him to be.

I needed him to wrap me in his arms and promise me it was all a misunderstanding.

I finally made it to the turn off to his property, and I turned onto the narrow, gravel road. The tremoring only got worse as I approached, my speed increasing, the chaos whipping through my brain, thoughts dragging me in a thousand different directions.

When I got to the end of his drive, I rammed on the brakes, the tires skidding on the gravel as I came to a halt.

At the sight of his cabin, panic laced with this love and desperation overtook me.

He had to tell me it was a mistake.

That I was wrong.

That those videos had lied.

I threw it into park, tossed open the door, and raced up the porch steps.

Even though both his truck and the rental SUV were sitting out front, I already knew he wasn’t there.

I could feel the emptiness echo back.

His aura gone.

His hope dimmed.

I tried the knob. When it was locked, I yanked at it in desperation before I started pounding on the wood since I didn’t have my keys.

I’d lost mine somewhere along the way last night. Fitting, since I’d lost the last pieces of my life then, too.

And I needed them back.

I needed this heart whole.

I couldn’t handle it.

Couldn’t.

“Milo!” I yelled it through the agony, his name a petition.

A prayer.

“Milo!”

I was begging for it not to be true.

“Milo, please!” I cried through the grief.

Tears flooded, and I choked over the sobs that wouldn’t stop coming.

A sea of them.

Wave after wave.

Rising higher.

Sucking in a breath, I raked the backs of my hands frantically over my eyes to try to clear the disorder.

Cheryl.

It clicked in an instant where he would go. She was within walking distance. He had to have gone there.

With purpose, I ran for Eden’s small SUV.

I had to get to him.

I had to know.

I was halfway there when I was ripped from my feet unaware.

No warning.

No way to fight or prepare for the arm that wrapped around my waist from behind and snatched me from the ground.

A scream tore up my throat, though it was muffled by a hand that slapped across my mouth. A second later, a knife was pressed against my neck.

Oh my God. Please no.

Panic skidded through my being.

Fear clouding my sight and terror shaking me to the bone.

Another man stepped out from the trees, dressed in a suit, completely out of place.

Ice slicked down my spine at the cold vacancy in his eyes.

He eased forward, so slowly.

Dread and disgust twisted my stomach in a fist.

It was him.

The man Milo kept warning me about.

I didn’t need any introductions to know it to my soul.

With a sneer, he reached out and dug his index finger into my cheek, and he dragged it down slowly, as if his whole purpose was cutting me in two.

Revulsion clawed through my senses.

“I guess I should thank you for leading me to Robert.”

Robert?

My heart crashed to the ground.

He was talking about Bobby.

Bobby.

Oh God.

Tears rushed down my face, and he continued like he was enjoying ripping out my tattered soul. “You know, I’d believed Immortal dead for all these years. And when we learned of Milo finding a new girlfriend, I decided I should have one of my guys check into you. Imagine my surprise when I was told Robert was still alive. At least we were able to finally take care of that situation permanently.”

“No!” It was muffled against the brute’s hand who held me hostage against his body.

“He’s lucky it was painless this time…so much less than he deserved for his betrayal.”

Rage and heartbreak cleaved through my soul, and I kicked and thrashed against the man, no chance of breaking free of his arms. But I wasn’t about to go down without a fight.

“No!” I shouted again. He held his palm so tightly over my mouth I thought I would suffocate.

Still, I fought.

Fought and wailed.

Every one of my cries was muffled and pained.

The monster in front of me cocked his head. “You see, I’m just not the type of man who can look the other way when people don’t honor their commitments to me. I’d taken both Milo and Robert in. Nurtured them. Gave them a chance. Treated them like sons. They’re the ones who turned their backs on me. Ruined what I’d built. I think it’s only fair that I’m repaid my generosity, don’t you?”


FORTY-FOUR

MILO


I stared vacantly at the placid blue waters while my insides boiled and raved, my guts a snarl of shock and foreboding. The mess of it was tossed with the heartbreak that severed me through.

Had known all along I couldn’t give. That I couldn’t fall. That I didn’t deserve the light that was Tessa McDaniels because I was just going to stamp it out.

Smother her beauty with the depravity.

I just never could have imagined the tragedy it was going to be.

That our lives could collide quite like this.

I roughed my hands through my hair, fighting the panic as I paced the edge of the lake farthest from my house, unable to sit still within the vacancy of its walls, the hollowness screaming too loud.

Bobby.

Fuck.

I choked out the disbelief that was coated in pain.

All these years, I’d thought Immortal was dead.

Guilt slashed through me like a blade, a sharp pain driven directly into my soul.

I deserved this, didn’t I?

Should have known it was going to catch up to me.

The only thing I could do now was stop Stefan before the bastard destroyed anyone else.

Gulping down the chaos that spun through the summer air, I let determination slip into my consciousness.

Let the vengeance take over.

I couldn’t sit still and wait for something else to happen.

It was time this debt was paid.

I turned and began to weave my way back around the lake. The trail wound around the perimeter, sometimes dipping into the forest in the areas where the beach was rocky. My footsteps were quick as I made my way around, resolution lining my bones, the prayer on my tongue that I could see this through.

My chest tightened as I broke through the line of trees, and the back of my cabin came into view. The treehouse stood proud while my shame oozed from the walls and spread out over the atmosphere in a murky gloom.

Like the rays of sunlight couldn’t quite break through.

I hustled through the gate, crossed the lawn, and bounded up the porch steps.

I yanked open the door and strode inside so I could grab my keys and continue the hunt I’d started last night.

Though this time, I wouldn’t stop until I found him.

I was at close to a jog when I stalled out, because in my periphery, I noticed a car outside through the front windows. My eyes narrowed as I moved that way and saw it sitting with the driver’s door wide open.

It took me a second to recognize it was Eden’s.

My spirit clutched.

Tessa was here.

And fuck, how could I face her? How would she ever look at me the same? But I unlocked the front door and burst out there, anyway.

Only I slowed when I felt the stillness that bound the air, the only movement the limbs of the trees waving in the breeze.

“Tessa?”

My gaze scanned the area.

“Tessa?” I shouted that time.

Silence echoed back.

My heart climbed to my throat as a sticky dread prickled across my flesh.

“Tessa!” Shouted it again as I jumped down the steps and hit the ground running.

I searched the car. It was empty.

I ran up the drive a few hundred yards, searched the line of trees, shouting her name.

Anxiety clutched me as I darted around back.

I prayed I’d just missed her. That she was looking for me, too.

And I was calling and calling her name.

My girl who’d changed everything.

The one who’d lit that dead spot that now screamed inside me.

Silence echoed back.

Relentless.

Overbearing.

Crushing.

Panic seized me, and I went running back inside through the back door, flying to the kitchen counter where I’d plugged in my phone after I’d come crawling back here after dawn.

I’d spent the night searching.

Hunting.

Scouring every place I thought the fucker might be and coming up empty.

A ghost again.

No trace.

But I knew he was here.

Lurking.

Hiding.

Lying in wait.

I yanked my cell from the cord.

Horror wheezed out of me when I saw the text.

It was a picture of my girl, bound and tied in the same vile pit where I’d lost myself years before.

Where I’d become a man I didn’t want to be.

It’d been completely empty last night, the way it’d been for years when I’d searched for Stefan.

And now, he was there, the sick fucker using Tessa as bait.

And the only thing it said below it was, Don’t be late.

[image: ]


“You sure you want to do this?” The last thing I wanted to do was put the Lawson brothers in danger.

They’d had enough of it to last a lifetime. I didn’t want to bring it on their families or cause them risk.

But I also couldn’t risk Tessa.

Couldn’t put her through the very thing I’d been terrified of bringing to her door.

What my spirit had warned me against—dragging her into my sordid world, tainting her beauty, stamping out the light—while the rest of me couldn’t resist the persuasion that was Tessa McDaniels.

I should have resisted.

Shouldn’t have given.

She wouldn’t be in this position if I had.

Now there was nothing I wouldn’t do to free her. To give her a chance at the life that she should have been living all along.

Whatever it took.

My children’s faces flashed through my mind, and every molecule in my body contracted.

Fear that I was letting them down, too.

But I had to stand for this woman who’d stood for me even when she shouldn’t have.

The deviant had gotten away before, and I couldn’t take the chance of it happening again.

When I’d sent the text saying I needed help, it’d taken all of twenty minutes for all three Lawson brothers to show at my door.

Ready to stand for what was right.

Tessa.

“You think we’d let you go this alone?” Trent asked as he stuffed a gun into a holster hidden under his shirt.

“Tessa is family, man,” Jud said. “Same as you. Means we’re in this together.”

Logan straightened out his suit jacket. “Besides, who else are they going to let in there but me? Obviously, I’m the only one around here with this cool sophistication. Best looking one of the bunch, am I right? You’re going to need me.”

Dude winked, as cocky as they came, and he gestured to himself before he tucked a thick stack of cash into the inside pocket of his jacket.

“These guys are foul. To the core. Nothing good about them,” I warned.

Trent’s grin was menacing when he clapped me on the shoulder. “Wouldn’t be the first time we dealt with these types of assholes, now, would it?”

“No.”

Jud smacked his hands together. “Then let’s roll.”
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Darkness reigned, the night thick and deep, the air stifled and stagnant.

Aggression coiled my muscles into one seething knot, and my chest was jutting in these spastic snaps as I forced the oxygen in and out of my lungs. Every part of me vibrated as I stood at the door to the dungeon beneath the blacked-out building.

You would think it was completely uninhabited except for the vileness that seeped out from the cracks.

The evil that oozed out on noxious tendrils.

The dirty VIPs gained access on the backside, and you got to it by following a hidden trail that started up on the next street. There was a second door about twenty feet down where Stefan’s men came and went.

For years, it’d remained abandoned, and now I could feel the full force of the corruption rising from within.

The atrocity that had found its way back to my doorstep.

The first time I’d come here, I should have known to run far away, but I’d been drawn to it.

Thirsty for the deviance I could still feel curling from the pit below and slithering through the cracks.

Nausea twisted my guts, and sweat slicked my skin, nerves skidding and skipping, firing with violence and possession.

Tonight, it ended.

My attention swiveled both directions, and I caught sight of Trent slipping around the right side of the building at the same time Jud went to the left. When they were out of view, I inhaled a steadying breath and rapped my knuckles against the metal door.

Some meaty fucker peered out at me through the grate, and there was a rustling on the other side a moment before the door creaked open.

Instantly, I was flanked by two guards as they dragged me inside.

One pushed my chest against the wall and patted me down to ensure I wasn’t armed.

The other stood guard with a rifle strapped over his shoulder.

“He’s clean.”

Anxiety rattled through me.

This whole thing was fucked. So dangerous. One misstep, and we were done.

But there was no other option.

Tessa was inside, and I wasn’t coming out of there without her.

So, I acted like I was playing by their rules when one shoved me forward, gesturing for me to head down the grungy hall lit by a line of single bulbs that hung from the low ceiling.

In the distance, I could hear the rumble of debauchery. Could sense the wickedness that crawled the walls and haunted this place.

My heart pounded out of time, frantic and hard, while I struggled to keep my shit together. To keep from busting free and racing to find Tessa.

But I had to stick to the plan. Pray I knew Stefan well enough to know exactly what he intended inside.

They kept shoving at me as we took the stairwell down to the basement, and I was tossed into the old locker room.

My fucking head spun, the memories coming at me from all sides.

Every goddamn mistake I had made.

Every misstep.

The greed and the violence and the perversion of who I’d once been.

“Be ready in ten.”

With clenched teeth, I gave a tight nod and moved to the sink, where I splashed cold water on my face.

I had no clue what I was walking into, but I at least knew it would be the fight of my life.

Because this fight?

It was for Tessa.

For Autumn.

For Bobby.

For my kids.

I peeled off my shirt and shoes, and I looked at myself in the mirror.

I let the old rage come.

Unlocked the fury.

Gore.

A shiver crawled across my flesh when I felt the presence cover me from behind. Rage brimmed from the depths. The thirst for vengeance. Retribution. The need to destroy him for what he’d stolen from me.

Slowly, I shifted to look at Stefan, who leaned against the wall so casually.

As if the last night I’d seen him face-to-face he hadn’t taken the beauty I was supposed to protect and destroyed it as if it were nothing.

Bile ran my throat while savagery hacked through my senses.

Stefan’s stare traced me with a sick pleasure. “I see you still possess it.”

My teeth gnashed, and it took everything inside me not to rush across the space and snap his neck.

A twisted smile curled on his mouth, like he’d seen the vision play out and he took a sordid satisfaction in it. He tsked. “So angry.”

“You killed my wife.” It left me like fragments of broken glass.

He shrugged a nonchalant shoulder. “I warned you to do what you were told. It’s you who failed to follow instructions. You knew what was at stake.”

“I never agreed to anything.”

A scoff ripped from his mouth. “Oh, but you did, Milo. The day you came crawling back to me…just like I knew you would. I warned you the stakes were higher, and you said you would do whatever it took. I gave you another chance because of my love for you, and then you turned around and showed me the greatest disloyalty. Do you know how that made me feel?”

Loathing clawed through my body, every muscle bound, curled with the urge to end him where he stood.

But he had Tessa, and I couldn’t be so reckless.

He smiled then, pure condescension. “And then rather than learning from your mistake, you hunted my men. You killed them. Your brothers. We were all supposed to be a family, and you betrayed me.”

His head cocked to the side. “But I trust that won’t happen again? One more chance, Milo. One more chance for you to prove your loyalty. The chance to keep the promise you made me when you were sixteen. The one where you promised you’d always be loyal to me, the same day I accepted you into my family. Don’t make me regret that decision because then I’ll have to make you regret it, too. First, the girl, then your children, then you. Do you understand?”

Terror curdled in my guts, my chest stretching so tight I thought it would rip apart to expose the torment gushing out from underneath.

“I do,” I told him, lifting my chin.

I understood this was it.

There could be no blunders or mistakes.

I had to end it.

“Good. I’ll see you in the ring.”

He rapped his knuckles on the wall like he was signing a deal.

Agony ripped my throat when he disappeared out the door, and I spun around, holding onto the edges of the sink as I bent over, trying to catch my breath.

To hold on to sanity.

Because I could feel it slipping away.

Logic.

Rationale.

The violence rising up to asphyxiate everything else.

Taking in a steeling breath, I forced myself upright and stepped out of the locker room.

Greed hummed through the desolation, and I could hear the chants of anticipation in the distance.

Bloodlust.

It rippled and roiled, a darkness that pulsed through the cavern.

Striding down the hall, I called on every ounce of strength that I possessed, knowing this was it.

My attention moved around the space to catalogue everything as I stepped out into the vapid light that cast a dingy, hazy glow through the basement.

Shadows played at the walls, darkness hovering in the corners, the pit nearly throbbing with the wickedness that toiled at the fringes.

The ring was in the middle of the immense room, exactly where it had always been. There was no elevation to it, just the bare concrete stained with blood beneath.

It was standing room only for the patrons who seemed to boil and froth around it, the mass of them held back by a chain-link fence about three feet tall that encircled the entire thing.

It gave about four feet of space between them and the ring.

These men who stood in expensive suits, accepting tumblers of amber liquid from the near-naked women who slithered through the crowd, amping the greed that only served to increase Stefan’s profits.

My stomach twisted.

An aisle was carved down the middle by the same fencing, hugged by the same bastards who vied to get a closer look.

It could have reminded me of the crowd at Absolution except for the fact it was void of any decency. Void of any goodness.

It had been the reason I’d walked that club’s floors for years. Hunting out the degenerates and protecting the innocent.

Like I could make up for what happened here, within these walls.

But I should have known there would be no escaping it. No absolution for who I was.

There was no forgiveness for men like me, and the only thing I could do now was make this one thing right.

Off to my left, near the wall, was an exposed metal stairway that led to a pathway that hung from the ceiling above. Wrapped completely in the same chain-link as the fencing below, it was a walkway where Stefan’s men guarded over the mayhem.

At its end was a large cage, hanging high above the ring where Stefan sat on his throne like some kind of twisted king who watched over the perverted.

The reigning demon.

He was standing then, his hand pressed to the chain-link, his eyes glinting as he met my glare from where I stood just outside the end of the hall.

A challenge.

A warning.

One of his guards poked the barrel of his gun into my back. “It’s time,”

he said.

Vengeance thundered in my chest, as loud as the shouts that suddenly erupted when I stepped into the tumult.

My eyes scanned, taking it in—I counted at least four guards that were stationed at each corner of the basement, and the three above who walked the elevated path.

More would be outside.

It seemed Stefan had upped his game since the last time I’d been here.

Nerves scattered when I caught sight of Logan with his chest pressed to the fence on the opposite side, standing there with an arrogant smirk on his face like he was just another of the fiends, though I felt the weight of his passing glance.

Blood thundering through my veins, I strode up the aisle, trying to ignore the shouts, the inhumanity, the greed that banged and ricocheted from their vile mouths.

Another round of roars went up when my opponent was pushed out from the hall on the far side of the basement, the man cutting a path up the opposite side where we both came to stare across at each other from our side of the ropes.

He looked to be close to seven feet tall and was pure muscle.

His eyes wild and untamed.

Bouncing on his toes and ready for the fight.

But the only thing that mattered was Tessa.

My guts fisted in rage, and I could barely keep it together when the crowd suddenly split apart, and Tessa was led by a fuckin’ leash through them, her hands tied behind her back, paraded in front of these monsters like she was meat.

At the sight of her, a furor of lust ripped through the throng, her pain their pleasure, and I fought the welling of vomit that pooled in my mouth.

They had her all dressed up like she was a prize, wearing a shimmery white dress, though she was barefoot, her fiery red locks matted to her gorgeous face. There was a stream of blood running down her right cheek that had dried from a gash on her temple.

Fury flashed.

Overwhelming.

They hauled her up to the side of the ring, and I nearly buckled when she found me standing there.

The way those fathomless eyes wept.

Churned with grief and fear and a plea.

It took everything in me not to go barreling that way.

Not to say fuck the plan and get my girl in my arms and off to safety.

The guard who hauled her along forced her into the ring. Tears streamed down her face as she stumbled forward, and she turned in a traumatized circle, her eyes wide with grief and fear.

My fingers twitched.

Needing to go to her.

To stop this madness.

Take her away from the place she never should have been exposed to.

This torture that should not be her own.

Wickedness pierced me like a brand, and I looked up to find Stefan staring down at me.

He wasn’t parading her for these sick fuckers.

He was parading her for me.

A warning.

A threat that I was prisoner to his twisted game.

The guard yanked at Tessa with the leash, and she jolted forward, her gaze coming to me for a beat of desperation, and I prayed she saw that I’d meant what I told her.

That I would fight for her.

Die for her.

That I hated that I’d dragged her into my mess, but I would do whatever it took to get her out of it.

She was led back down the opposite aisle, chants riding up through the darkened atmosphere as she was forced up the steps and across the walkway to the cage where Stefan waited.

The whole time, my heart hemorrhaged in my chest.

Bleeding out.

While the aggression rose to take its place.

Taking over.

Stefan pulled Tessa in front of him, his arm around her waist and his mouth at her jaw while he glared down at me.

Violence streaked across my flesh, and every muscle in my body flexed, my being rigid and rolling with aggression.

Anticipation rushed through the murky haze as I moved to the ropes and slipped into the ring.

My opponent climbed in on the opposite side.

Bets had already been cast, and there was no question left about what they were betting on.

Death.

And Stefan was sure, this time, I would see it through.

The bastard wielding Tessa like a tool, the threat of what would happen if I didn’t concede inscribed in the memories of my wife.

He cracked an ominous grin as he played with a lock of Tessa’s hair, baiting me, loving the way the rage burned across my flesh.

He wanted me on my knees.

My teeth ground, and I inhaled a violent breath and focused. Getting distracted wasn’t going to win me any points.

The ref gestured for both of us to meet in the middle. He lifted our hands in the air, holding us by our wrists.

My opponent sneered. “I hope you’re ready to die tonight.”

No question, this wasn’t the first time he’d stood in a ring such as this.

He took pleasure in it.

But it wasn’t either of us who were dying tonight.

The ref dropped our wrists and jumped back to indicate the start of the fight.

I conjured all the focus and strength I had as the fucker came at me, setting free the rage I’d tried to tame for years, letting it boil over into the aggression.

I punched him so hard that he was out cold.

Dropped like a brick to the floor.

Because we only had one chance, and there was no messing around.

Shouts erupted, “End him! End him!”

It curled around me in a cloud of iniquity.

Only it shifted to confusion when I ran across the ring, heading in Logan’s direction.

I tossed myself over the ropes, flying by Logan and snagging the knife he’d hidden at the bottom of his shoe as I went, running for the stairs.

At the same time, I could hear the shouts and screams tear through the vileness as shots began to ring out.

Without having to look, I knew it was Jud and Trent taking out the guards who stood at each corner of the basement.

I didn’t slow to verify, no seconds to waste.

I started to race up the stairs, the metal clanging under my feet as I took them two at a time. Shots pinged through the air, missing me each time.

That was the thing about this set up—what I’d been counting on—the cages might have protected Stefan and his men, but it also put them at a disadvantage since they couldn’t get in a good shot.

Uncertainty rocketed through the grunge, chaos erupting below.

A toil of bodies crushing into each other as more shots rang out.

I made it to the top just as a guard was reaching the end of the pathway. Before he could whip around the corner and get a shot, I reached around and took hold of the barrel of his gun, wrenching it out of his hands. I shifted around and used the butt of it to slam into his face.

He somersaulted down the stairs behind me, and I had his gun lifted, firing at the next guard who came running my way.

His body rocked back with the blow before he fell facedown, and I stepped over the top of him on the way to my girl.

I could feel the pandemonium that ensued as shots kept ringing out.

Trent and Jud and Logan in a battle below. Undoubtedly, an army of men had descended on the scene as soon as things had gone awry.

My insides ripped and screamed, praying they were good, that my seedy life wouldn’t cost more than it already had.

I couldn’t fathom it.

Couldn’t.

But I didn’t pause to give myself time to contemplate.

Because Tessa…Tessa was relying on me, and I wouldn’t stop.

A shot rang out as I enclosed on the cage. A guard had edged around just enough that he could pop off a shot.

I felt the heat as it grazed my left shoulder, pain burning through, but I ignored it. I lifted the gun, steady, waiting.

The second he edged around again, I took the chance and fired.

He dropped in a pile at my feet.

Below, people raced everywhere, trampling each other, pussies who were all too keen to watch someone else get beaten to death running for the doors at the thought that they might get caught in the crosshairs.

I rounded the end of the pathway and went into the side of the cage.

Stefan had hold of Tessa, whirling her around to face me as he pulled her back to his chest. He pressed a blade to her throat.

“You’ve made a grave mistake,” Stefan hissed.

Energy zapped from Tessa.

Tumultuous.

Terrified.

Did she see it now? Who I was?

“You’re right, Stefan. I made a grave mistake falling in with you. One I rectify tonight.”

Sweat gathered at the monster’s temples, though he was sneering, taunting me where he stood. “One step closer, and she dies. You know I don’t make idle threats.”

Except he knew if he hurt her, then he was done. Literally backed into a corner.

“That wouldn’t be a good idea, now, would it? So, drop the fucking knife, and you and I can deal with this ourselves,” I warned instead, voice low and shuddering with hate.

That would be a fight to the death I would take.

“I saved you, Milo. Picked up a pathetic kid and made him a man. Gave you everything. And you repay me how?”

“You killed my wife.” Venom poured from my mouth.

“You and I both know she was the reason you strayed. She needed to go. You were the fool who didn’t understand it for what it was. The gift I was giving you. She got in our way.”

Tessa whimpered, her sorrow stark, her grief gutting, while my knees weakened at his depravity.

I forced myself to keep speaking, goading him, distracting him. “You think you ever had my loyalty? Do you think you were something special to me? I used you…just like you used me. So why don’t the two of us fight it out like men? Let the girl go.”

Tessa’s eyes were so wide. Wide and terrified.

Spite flew from his mouth. “You should know better than that, Milo.”

He angled around her left side, and for a split second, his leg came into view.

Before I could doubt it, I took the shot.

Stefan cried out in rage and pain when blood began to pour from the wound in his thigh.

It was the chance Tessa needed. The chance to rip herself from his hold.

She whipped around and kicked him in the gut.

The momentum sent her falling to her butt.

A cry ripped from her throat.

Fear and terror and relief.

I dove for her, cutting the bindings from around her wrists and shouting, “Run, Little Dove. Run.”

She was freed and on her feet, and I was lifting the gun again to take aim at Stefan.

“You die tonight,” I seethed, years of hatred pouring out with the statement.

Only another shot rang out.

Pain splintered from my own leg. I tripped to the side, unable to stop the fall. I hit the ground hard.

Stefan was on me in a flash, a small handgun lifted and ready to fire. “I should have come sooner and ended you long ago. What I should have done was left you floating with your wife that night. I should have seen who you really were. Should never have believed in you.”

And it was a blur of red and white from the right, and I was shouting, “No, Tessa!” a second before she slammed into him.

A gunshot went off.

A wail of torment lacerated through the air as she dropped to the ground.

Stefan stood and swung around with the gun aimed her direction.

His back to me.

I fired three times.

Making sure this demon would never draw air again.

He slumped to the ground, falling on top of Tessa.

I scrambled to my feet, tossing him off so I could get to her.

She was lying in a pool of blood.

Misery sheared through my spirit. Years of hate culminating to one single point.

“Little Dove. No, baby, no.” It groaned from that vacant space that only this girl could fill.

Wept from my soul as I gingerly scooped her into my arms.

My arms that wouldn’t stop shaking as I stared down at her where her head lolled on my arm.

“You can’t leave, Tessa. You can’t. You have to shine. This world needs you.”

Ignoring the pain wracking through my body, I ran back with her down the elevated pathway, banging down the stairs and into the havoc that still ensued below.

The shots had ceased, and it was now a confused chaos that banged through the mass. Shouts that the cops were on their way, causing the vile fucks to scatter.

Trent, Jud, and Logan suddenly busted through the crowd. “We have to get out of here,” Trent ordered.

“She’s hurt.” The words cracked, my chest feeling like it was going to cave, Tessa breathing but bleeding out.

“Fuck.” Dread splintered through Jud’s expression, and I knew it was bad, what they were seeing.

“We have to get her out of here,” Logan urged.

“This way.” I ran with her down the long, dank hall.

A hall where I’d made a million promises to Autumn.

Promises I didn’t keep.

And I might hate myself for it forever.

But I was making one more.

“You’re going to be fine. I promise, Little Dove, you’re going to be fine.”


FORTY-FIVE

MILO


I paced the waiting room.

Paced and paced, my hands constantly roughing through my hair, the agitation rolling off me so intense I thought I might start pinging off the walls.

But I couldn’t sit.

Couldn’t rest.

Couldn’t do anything but pray that Tessa was fine.

That she’d pull through.

There was no other option.

The world couldn’t keep spinning without the sun.

Everyone else had gathered there, too.

Eden, Salem, and Aster.

Trent, Jud, and Logan.

Eden’s father, Gary.

The kids were with Salem’s grandmother, and the three women had burst through the door about ten minutes after Tessa had been rushed into surgery.

A black, heavy cloud covered the group.

Dread and worry.

Eden was bent over, offering up prayers, Aster rocked in a hard, plastic chair, and Salem was pacing, the same as me.

It took everything for me not to go charging through the door that read Emergency Surgery, but how the fuck did I even have the right?

I was the one who’d done this.

The one responsible for it.

And I knew tonight she’d finally seen the man I’d warned her about.

She hadn’t listened, and now she was fucking here.

Eden had forced me to get my own wounds checked out. One had been sutured, the other only needed to be cleaned and bandaged, not that I cared about my condition.

I’d already given a statement that Tessa and I had been mugged. Had no fuckin’ clue if it was going to fly, but at least the cops who’d been here had seemed satisfied with the story, though they would be back to get Tessa’s statement once she was able.

And she had to be able.

I paced some more, my fingers laced together and propped on top of my head like it could keep the anxiety at bay.

Keep the torment from flooding out.

Keep myself from completely losing it in the middle of a waiting room.

“She’s going to be fine.” Eden’s soft voice hit me from behind.

I shifted to look at her, and her face twisted up in pain when she looked at me. My hands dropped to my sides. “She has to be.”

She touched my forearm, then we all froze when a doctor finally came out the door.

“Tessa McDaniels’ family?”

Everyone in that room stood up.

“The surgery went well. She’s stable and in recovery.”

That was all it took for me to bow in half, slammed by relief. If there was only one promise I could keep, it had to be this one. Because Tessa deserved to live a beautiful life. Deserved love and joy and the freedom from this mess. She deserved everything.
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Machines quietly beeped in her room, monitoring her heart rate, her breaths slowed and measured while I sat in the chair next to her.

Just watching her sleep.

Just looking at her.

Basking in her warmth.

Memorizing every inch of her gorgeous face.

Red hair spread out on her pillow, freckles kissing her cheeks and those rosebud lips soft in her sleep.

Not like her picture wasn’t going to be emblazoned on my brain for all of eternity.

This gorgeous girl who’d changed everything.

But she was battered, too, the bash on her temple now a scab, scratches all over her pale skin, the wound on her side hidden, though I would never forget it was there.

What I’d caused.

I’d warned her I’d ruin her, and I fucking hated that I was right.

Guilt constricted, then my heart rate spiked when she began to stir.

On impulse, I reached out and took her hand, needing the connection, when those ocean eyes blinked open to me.

Confused for a minute before they squeezed in a shock of painful memories. Thought I could see each of them play out through her expression, like she was coming to the acceptance of the horrors that had come to pass.

“Milo.” My name was thick on her dried tongue, and I rushed to grab the cup of water that sat on the table and brought the straw to her lips.

“There you go,” I murmured as she sucked, probably a little too fast because she began to cough. “Careful. Slow,” I encouraged, taking it away for a beat before I returned it to her mouth, every part of me wanting to take care of her but knowing I didn’t have the right.

When she stopped drinking, I set it aside, staring at the spot where I’d placed it for too long. A bluster of discomfort dampening the air.

All this shit that had come between us that I wanted to erase.

But I didn’t know how.

Didn’t know how when it went so deep.

Finally, I forced myself to look back at her. “How are you feeling?”

Her mouth tweaked at the side, and she lifted her hand with the IV in her wrist. “I’m guessing a little too good for what happened. I’m thinking they’re giving me the good stuff.”

A rough scrape of a sound left my mouth. “I think they probably are.”

Her expression dimmed. “Was it bad?”

“You were lucky.” It ground from between my teeth. How close it’d been.

Warily, she glanced around like she was terrified of the answer. “Is he…”

“Gone.”

She nodded, both in relief and fear.

The rage I’d been holding on to pulsed in my veins, and I leaned forward, gripping her hand in both of mine. “Did he…did he hurt you while he had you?”

Her throat bobbed when she swallowed. “No. I mean, I tried to fight them when they took me, and someone bashed me on the head to shut me up. Other than that, no.”

At least that was a consolation. Had been terrified of what I hadn’t known. Of what she’d gone through during that day he’d held her prisoner.

“I’m so sorry,” I forced out, barely managing the words.

Distrust and confusion and something that looked like a plea flashed through her gaze, and she withdrew her hand from mine.

My heart crashed against my ribs.

Because she was looking at me the way I’d known she always would when she finally saw who I was.

With fear.

Like the monster I’d warned her I was.

She looked away for a beat before she returned her fierce gaze to me, those blue eyes flashing with intensity. “Was it you who hurt Bobby? Was it you, Milo? Tell me it wasn’t you,” she begged.

Grief cut through the atmosphere.

It hadn’t been confirmed yet, but I knew, and I was sure Tessa knew, too, that Stefan had gotten to him.

It was clear that my involvement with Tessa had led him back to her brother.

“There are some things you need to know, Tessa.”

She blinked at me when I sat there, not sure how to confess it.

“Just tell me, Milo, tell me what happened to Bobby. I need to know.”

I gathered her hand again, that nasty habit that I couldn’t shake, and I forced myself to begin.


FORTY-SIX

MILO
FIVE YEARS AGO


Milo stared at the man who lay facedown as the shouts of the corrupt reverberated against the block walls.

“End him. End him!”

That voice echoed in his ear. Because this time? It’s him or it’s you.

Everything spun.

The room. His mind. The hatred that burned through his veins.

But this hatred was no longer for himself. And he would no longer give voice to the violence that he thought never could be sated.

It was for a man who’d preyed on his pain, one who’d twisted it into something disgusting, one who’d made him betray his wife.

The one who’d crawled down from his wicked throne to witness the brutality firsthand.

One who was asking him to do the unthinkable.

Fine, then the unthinkable, it was.

Before anyone could prepare themselves, Milo spun and flung himself over the ropes. He rushed for the two assholes standing guard at Stefan’s side.

He was behind the first before the man could even shout, his neck snapped, flat on the ground.

The second came at him with a knife.

He threw a kick to his wrist, and the knife clattered to the floor. The guard dove for it, but Milo got to it first, grabbing it and spinning around and slashing it across his throat.

Blood gushed.

Gore.

He turned to look for Stefan, who’d disappeared in the moments it’d taken Milo to end his guards.

Deviants scattered through the basement, roaches that fled while Milo stalked back through the mass of them, striking down any bastard who came his way.

He wanted only one.

Only Stefan was gone, running like the pussy Milo had always known he was. His power was born of manipulation and money and the twisted fucks who knelt at his feet.

Except all those men were now dead.

Milo swiped the blood splattered on his face with the back of his hand, and he moved back to the ring.

He hoisted up the man who was still out, tossed him over his shoulder, and jogged with him down the hall. He only diverted long enough to grab his bag that held his keys, then he hurried up the stairs.

Adrenaline pumped through his veins, a thrashing, driving force. It was the only thing that gave him the strength to carry him out.

At the top, Milo busted out the door. Darkness was thick, shadows rushing on all sides, and Milo jogged into the cover of the trees where he laid the man on the ground.

The man they called Immortal stirred and moaned.

He cracked open an eye, fear rustling through him before he slumped back when he found Milo looking at him.

“You didn’t need to save me… I’m already a dead man.”

Milo blew out a ragged sigh. “Yeah, well, not on my watch. Why’d he set you up?”

Immortal stared at the underside of the trees. “Because this shit isn’t right, and someone needs to stop him. Clearly, he found out that’s what I was trying to do.”

Milo glanced down at him, his heart still jackhammering in his chest, trying to gather his thoughts, to process what he’d done and where it was going to lead.

Immortal sat up. “I need to go…have a contact who was recording. I need to get this evidence to a safe place before it’s too late.”

Fear curled through the adrenaline, Milo coming to the full realization of what his snap decision meant. The choice he’d made.

“Go. I need to get to my family.”

The man looked at Milo, something passing through his eyes. “Thank you.”

Milo shook his head as a thousand regrets flooded his spirit. “I shouldn’t have been in that ring to begin with.”

“Yeah, neither should have I. But maybe it’s the way we walk away from it that counts.”

Milo gave a tight nod before he pushed to standing, and he helped the man to his feet. They parted in opposite directions, and Milo began to run, fumbling through the trees to where he’d left his truck parked in a backlot on the next street.

Barefoot.

No shirt.

Body covered in blood and sweat.

He rushed for his truck where it sat on the far side of the lot. He clicked the locks as he ran, and he rushed around the front to the driver’s side. He whipped open the door only to freeze when a knife was suddenly at his throat.

A dark vapor hovering over him from behind.

“You failed. Your betrayal won’t go unnoticed.”

Pain sheared through his body when the blade was impaled at his side.

He dropped to his knees, hand pressing at the wound that poured with blood.

But it wasn’t deep.

It was a warning.

Stefan’s voice was at his ear. “Now, you must be punished, but only because I love you. I hope it will at least bring you to your senses.”

Then Milo was clocked on the temple, sending him into darkness.
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Rocks flew up from his back tires as he barreled down the dirt road. Sweat streamed from his temple and pooled on his shirt. His clothes covered in the gore from hours before.

His side was still gaping, oozing, but not deep enough to keep him down.

His hands gripped the steering wheel like it might keep him chained to sanity as he struggled to see through the blur of fear.

Rushing ahead to meet it.

To cut it off.

To stop it.

He shoved the gas pedal to the floorboards, the tail of his truck fishtailing as he whipped around the curves.

It was little relief when the building finally came into sight, his headlights illuminating the trailer. The tires skidded as he rammed on the brakes and threw the truck into park.

He didn’t shut it off.

He jumped out and busted through the front door.

“Autumn! Autumn!”

Only the vacancy echoed back.

A sickly awareness that sank into his flesh.

Dread.

Desperation.

He flew into Remy’s room, terror ripping through him. His daughter was on the ground in the corner, rocking with her hands over her ears, her brother asleep in the playpen beside her.

Relief slammed him so hard he nearly bowed. He raced for her, knelt in front of her, clutched her to his chest. “Do not move from this spot.”

He ran back out, and he burst through the back door and into the night.

His footsteps pounded.

The water glittered like black ice.

She was there, floating facedown, twenty feet off the bank.

“No, Autumn, no!”

Milo plunged into the freezing cold.

It swallowed him whole.

An abyss.

A chasm.

Darkness. Darkness.

He pulled her out on the shore, breathed into her mouth, pumped at her chest.

He dialed 911, begged for someone to come.

It took forever for the sirens to come wailing through the night.

But it was too late.

Too late.

She was gone.

Gone.

And that was the moment his life went dim.


FORTY-SEVEN

TESSA


Sorrow wrenched through my soul as I sat and listened to Milo confess what happened that day.

Because I could see that to him, that’s what it was—a confession.

Confession for his sins.

For his guilt.

For the shame he carried like tumbled stones.

Stones he was pinned beneath.

Rubble he couldn’t free himself from.

All while I struggled to catch up to who Bobby had been. Tried to reorganize everything I’d known and believed of my brother.

Fuzziness blurred my mind, the disorder amplified by the cocktail of painkillers I could feel slithering through my veins.

But it didn’t distort this.

The pain that radiated through our connection.

His hands clinging to mine like he would never have to let go, all while I saw the grief that saturated every inch of him.

“Do you know what happened to him afterward?”

Remorse shook his head. “The cops took me in that night. Questioned me. The second they released me once they realized I wasn’t there, I started to hunt. Hunted his men. Took them out, one by one. One of them was spitting that he’d taken care of Immortal just like he was going to take care of me. I thought he was dead.”

Air huffed from my nose. “Immortal. I can’t believe that was my brother. But he wasn’t, was he?”

Milo’s head shook. “None of us are.”

“But you gave him the chance to walk out of that basement. Gave him extra time. Time to leave the message so someone would know.”

Although I was sure his time had been cut off too soon, that he’d fully intended to get that charm into someone else’s hands.

Maybe into mine.

I just hadn’t seen it for what it was.

“You tried to save him, Milo. You stood up for what was right. That’s what matters.”

Milo’s throat bobbed beneath his beard, a breath of refusal leaving his mouth. “I fucked it up from the beginning. Made mistake after mistake.”

“My brother made his own.”

Milo’s nod was clipped. “And it cost him everything. Just like mine did me. My wife died because of me, Tessa. Don’t you understand? I did it. I was the one who was responsible. I was the one who made the choice that cost everything.”

I couldn’t bring myself to point out that he’d spared my brother while doing it, or at least had given him more time. Not when Autumn’s life had been the cost. I wouldn’t be so selfish to tell him I was grateful when it’d been the greatest sacrifice, nor would I ask him not to regret it.

But I could ask him to see what still remained on the other side of it.

“But you haven’t lost everything, Milo. Look at what you have. What remains. You saved me.” I squeezed his hand as tightly as I could.

“I almost got you killed, Tessa.” The words were coarse. Riddled with self-hate.

“No.”

“You know that I did. I warned that I would ruin you, just like I did Autumn. I knew I would, and I was the selfish bastard who wanted to keep you, anyway.”

“Because I’m yours.”

His head shook. “No.”

“Yes.”

Slowly, he pushed to his feet.

Tall and towering.

Fierce and soft.

Rough and gentle.

Everything.

But I’d never seen his broken halo as clearly as right then.

What he’d been through.

The reason he’d held himself back. The reason he thought he couldn’t love.

The reason fear clouded his aura in a dark, dingy black.

Dread clamored through my senses. A cold, icy slick of foreboding.

He leaned over and pressed his lips to my forehead. “You are a treasure, Little Dove. You are the light. And I won’t dim that…not any longer.”

He started to straighten, and I grappled for his shirt, curling my fingers in the fabric, pleading, “Please, don’t do this. Don’t walk away from me.”

“I’m doing you a favor.”

“You’re wrong.”

And if it was a favor, I didn’t want it.

He uncurled my fingers from his shirt, and he squeezed them once, heartbreak written all over his face as he carefully set them back on my chest, holding them tight there for an elongated beat. “Shine bright, Little Dove.”

Then he turned on his heel and strode for the door, so big and massive and everything that my soul ached for.

Craved.

My match.

My Beautiful Beast.

“Don’t you dare leave me, Milo. You promised. You promised!”

I shouted it at his retreating form, panic tremoring through my voice.

He stopped at the door with his hand on the latch, his head bowed between his shoulders.

“We’re a team,” I whispered when he finally shifted to look at me from over his shoulder.

Amber eyes bled with remorse. “Not anymore.”
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I stared at the laptop screen, watching the clips again and again.

Maybe I was torturing myself, but somehow, it was cathartic.

Knowing Bobby this way. The side of him that I’d never met. The one he’d kept hidden.

No wonder, because I would have kicked his ass myself.

God, what had he been thinking?

It made it more painful to know he’d done it for me.

Gotten involved in these underground fights because it was easy money.

He’d used it to support me.

As a way to pay for my college and my dorm and to ensure that I didn’t start off life with a huge debt.

I’d gladly welcome that debt because the alternative was too steep a price to pay.

I should have known there was no way he could have afforded everything he was paying for.

Working two jobs.

I’d been young and naïve and blind to what was going on.

It wasn’t like it even occurred to me to be suspicious. Bobby had been my hero, and I never could have imagined he’d get involved in something that slanted sinister.

But I imagined, through everything I’d learned, that Stefan had gotten his hooks into Bobby the same way as he’d done Milo.

Twisted the reality.

Manipulated the intentions.

Laid out a plan that had seemed like a no-brainer but had only been a trap.

It turned out the flash drive held my big brother’s secrets. We still didn’t know who’d helped him record the fights, but Bobby had been compiling video after video of the illegal fights, plus documenting a ton of different illegal activities that were also taking place.

I wasn’t sure if he planned to use it as blackmail or if he was taking it to the authorities.

Either way, it had ultimately cost him his life.

Anger pulsed through me at the memory. At everything that had been lost and stolen.

At the wounds that were now permanently embedded in me.

I wouldn’t lie and say I’d come out of that day and night unscathed.

It had truly been horrifying.

Terrifying.

But Milo had come.

Well, Trent, Jud, and Logan had come, too, the idiots.

But I guessed I should have known this family didn’t turn their backs on those they loved, and maybe it’d taken until then for me to realize I was a part of it.

A true part of them.

That I wasn’t an outsider. The crazy friend who showed for drinks and a good time but was forgotten in the day to day.

Grief had a way of skewing it, didn’t it? Of making you believe you were unworthy.

Less.

Lost and without a home when it was sitting right in front of you, waiting for you to claim it.

I just wished Milo had figured that out for himself.

Could see he was worthy to be loved, no matter what he’d done.

I’d believed in him. Believed him when he’d promised forever.

Believed he’d fight for me, which he had, and the sad part was he would have gladly died that night to set me free, but he didn’t have the courage to stand for me in the light.

His shame too profound. Those demons catching up to him and bending his mind to their will.

The subdued tapping at the door jolted me out of my thoughts, and I pressed pause on the screen.

From where I was sitting propped against the headboard in the guest bedroom, I shifted around to find Eden leaning against the doorjamb.

“How are you feeling?” she asked.

“Like I got shot…oh, and like someone ripped my heart out, too,” I tried my best to tease. It only caused a fresh pang of pain.

Sympathy coasted through her soft smile. “I’m sure that’s exactly what it feels like.”

My nod was erratic, emotion rising up quickly to erase any lightness.

“It feels like it’s missing, Eden.” I whispered the admission.

It’d been two weeks since Milo had walked out of my hospital room, and each day had compounded the vacancy that throbbed inside.

I fiddled with the locket I now wore around my neck.

Bobby had made it out alive that night all those years ago, only because Milo had chosen my brother, his humanity, over the depravity of the call.

Over his own well-being.

It cost him so much.

His wife.

His children for all those years.

Bobby had been wearing the locket on a large chain the day he’d been found, and I could only assume he’d stashed the flash drive and then had written the code on the pictures.

He’d likely been beaten and tossed over the ravine, making it look like an accident.

Left to die.

Except he hadn’t.

Grief clamped down on my chest, so heavy and intense I didn’t know how to see through it.

It was funny how I’d tried so hard to interact with Bobby, tried so hard to reach him in the recesses of his mind, praying so hard that he could hear and feel me and know I was there. So, I’d pressed the locket to his hand and asked him if he could remember the memories imprinted on those pictures, whispered a story about how he’d been wearing it that day.

He’d curled his hand around it, and I’d thought…thought he was giving me a message.

It was weird to find out he had been trying to give me a message, but an entirely different one.

I’d had no idea.

None until he was gone.

I sucked in a shattered breath, still unable to fully grasp it.

His funeral had been four days ago—three days after I’d been released from the hospital.

I’d been surrounded by my friends.

Wrapped in their support.

And I had to remind myself again and again that I wasn’t alone.

That I wasn’t abandoned.

That they loved me and would support me through anything.

They were my family.

Karl’d had the nerve to show there, giving me feigned sympathies, like he’d ever actually cared about Bobby. It was strange that I didn’t even really notice or acknowledge him when he’d once felt like such an obstacle.

He’d become no more than a blip. I hadn’t even given him a response, just turned my back on that part of my life.

But it’d been Milo who’d lurked in the distance, a giant silhouette on the boundary of my pain, cut off and alone and bleeding his.

His apology.

His remorse.

But he’d turned and left me there as I’d been swamped in my sorrow, and I thought that had probably wounded me more than anything.

Him turning his back.

On me.

On us.

A tear slipped free, and I swatted at it, whispering, “It all hurts so bad, Eden.”

Climbing onto the bed, she laid down beside me and threaded our fingers together. “Love is the most painful of all emotions. The most beautiful and most wonderful and the most painful.”

Through the blur of moisture clouding my eyes, I nodded. “Which was why Milo didn’t want to fall for me. He thought he would hurt me, but the only thing that hurts is that he turned his back on me. We were supposed to be a team.”

The last of the words came out ragged.

All the hopes and the dreams.

His children.

Our love.

I stared at the stupid ring I still couldn’t bring myself to remove from my finger.

It glittered and danced in the spray of sunlight.

“I miss him so much.”

Eden ran her thumb over the back of my hand. “Because you’re missing the piece of yourself you gave to him.”

Tears kept streaming. “I don’t even want it back, Eden. I’m glad I got to experience it. What it felt like to find my Ace.”

“He was worth it. The risk.”

“Yeah, and well, the sex was pretty great, too.” I sent her a soggy grin.

Soft laughter rolled from Eden. “At least you know what it’s like now.”

Yeah, I knew what it was like.

I knew what it was like to be cherished.

Adored.

Worshipped.

“He loves me, you know,” I murmured. “He just doesn’t know how to separate that feeling from his fear.”

Eden hummed. “Fear is powerful, but love is stronger. Don’t forget that.”

Both our phones pinged at the same time, and I picked mine up to find a new message in the Fantastic Foursome thread.

Salem had sent a link with the caption: Just so everyone can keep up with the local news.

She capped it with a winky face.

I clicked on it and scanned through the news article that detailed the violent demise of one of the most wanted crime figures in California. Authorities had been searching for him for years.

Apparently, that man had been killed in an internal gunfight that had broken out between him and his men, leaving seven dead.

I’d honestly been terrified when the police officer had come in to question me about the mugging. Praying everyone’s involvement in this fiasco wouldn’t be discovered. Thank God they seemed to have bought it.

“This is all so crazy. I still can’t believe it happened. That I was involved in it,” I muttered. I glanced over at Eden. “I’m really thankful for everything. That Trent and the guys stepped up for us. I don’t know what would have happened if they hadn’t been there.”

“Trent and his brothers do what needs to be done to take care of their family. And you and Milo are a part of that.”

My chest squeezed, both in thankfulness and misery. “I hope you know what that means to me.”

“Of course, I do. You’re my soul sister, remember?” Her smile was only half a tease, riddled with the true affection she had for me.

“My ride or die,” I muttered with the slightest grin.

She gathered up my hand as she turned to face me. “I know you’re in pain right now, but you were right to take the chance. Even if he can’t feel it or accept it, you know it was real, and I hope you treasure that forever.”

My nod was shaky.

“Promise me you’ll never, ever stop fighting for that,” she continued. “For what you need and what you want, and promise me, you won’t be scared of taking the chance again when it comes to you. Because I know it will, and you deserve every ounce of joy in this world, Tessa McDaniels.”

I sniffled through a laugh. “I am pretty great, aren’t I?”

Eden smiled. “Yeah, you’re pretty great.”


FORTY-EIGHT

MILO


I stilled when there was a light tapping at the door, right before it creaked open and my mother called, “Knock, knock.”

From where I was loading the dishwasher, I glanced back to find her peeking inside.

Morning light flooded in around her, and she sent me a tender, wary smile.

Affection throbbed within the void.

“Hey, Mom,” I told her, turning back to place the last cup inside.

Quirking a brow, she stepped in and shut the door behind her. “Dishes again, I see.”

“Don’t you know they’re never done?” I made a vain attempt at keeping it light, to keep the misery out of my voice, but I was pretty sure I failed with the way her face pinched in worry.

She slowly approached, her black hair swishing around her shoulders as she angled her head to study me from across the room. “How are you doing?”

A grunt got free. “Same as yesterday.”

There hadn’t been a day that’d passed since everything went down that she hadn’t come to check on me.

I appreciated it, but I wasn’t sure what she thought was going to change.

I couldn’t stop myself from cringing when she took a seat at the spot I’d come to think of as Tessa’s. Couldn’t erase that girl from my mind. Couldn’t stop wondering how she was. If she was okay.

Knowing full well I was the one who was responsible if she wasn’t.

“Coffee?” I pulled the carafe from the stand and waved it at my mom.

“Sure.”

I made her a cup, set it in front of her, and tried to ignore the way everything ached.

She took a sip, then set the cup on the counter and exhaled heavily as she sat back in the stool, her expression tightening in emphasis. “It’s been two weeks, Milo.”

An incredulous huff left me.

Did she think I wasn’t counting?

That every fucking day didn’t drag by like razors sliding slow across my skin?

Facing away from her, I pressed my hands to the counter, breathing around the pain. “Time doesn’t change anything, Mom.”

“Well, I was hoping in that amount of time, my stubborn son might come to his senses and go after the person he’s supposed to spend his life with.”

Guilt constricted because that person should have been Autumn.

She should have been the one I was grieving.

Missing.

How the fuck could I even look in the mirror when that person had become Tessa?

“It wasn’t even real, Mom.” I let it drop like a bomb because I couldn’t take this anymore. Her pushing me in a direction I never should have gone in the first place.

Confusion pulsed through the thickened air, and I could physically feel the weight of my mother’s frown from behind me. “What wasn’t real?”

I forced myself to look at her. “Me and Tessa. The whole thing was a sham. Faked.”

Disbelief streaked through her expression. “What in the world are you talking about?”

I swallowed around the shards that raked my throat, and I confessed the bullshit that Tessa got sucked into. What had dragged her into the depravity that was my life.

“She offered to pretend to be my fiancée to help me get the kids back. It was all a show for the judge.”

Horror smacked through Mom’s features, her eyes, the same color as mine, desperate to see inside of me. “What? What are you saying?”

My nod was tight, the words thicker because the second I tossed them out I knew it was a bald-faced lie. “We were just two friends trying to help each other out. We were never real, so you can drop it.”

It was the way we should have kept it.

But I was the fool who’d gone after something I knew full well I couldn’t have.

Knew I didn’t deserve.

“You lied to me about the whole thing?” The question trembled from my mother in a bough of disbelief. Aghast and pained. “The engagement? The party I threw for you? Your friends and family?”

Shame blew out on a heavy sigh. “We thought it was best to keep as few people in the know as possible.”

“I don’t believe you.” Her head shook, and I forced myself to keep going, driving the nail as deep as it would go because I couldn’t stand for my mother to keep watching me with the hope she kept subdued at the back of her gaze.

“And you know what that agreement did? It almost cost Tessa her life. I got her involved in my mess, and she almost paid the greatest price for it.”

Disgust lined my words.

“She got hurt because of me. Her brother is now dead because of me. Because she was exposed to who I am. Because I brought that trouble to her door. Had she never come here, she would have been just fine. So, I think it’s best if I let her live out her life, don’t you?” My tone went haggard and harsh, barely able to get my lungs to cooperate.

I felt like I was suffocating.

Drowning.

Lost in this darkness I would never find my way out of.

I was clinging to the edge of the counter and trying to remain standing when I felt my mom slip from the stool and onto her feet.

Slowly, she approached me, her energy warm and fierce.

She angled around, getting in my face, forcing me to meet her gaze. “Do I think it’s best for you to let her go? No, Milo, I don’t. Because maybe you two started out under some guise of a fake relationship, which I’m really disappointed in, but I know here…” She tapped her chest. “I know in here that it was real. There is no faking what you two shared.”

She inhaled a rattled breath. “The love you shared? The way she looked at you and you looked at her? It was real, Milo. I know it.”

She reached out and brushed her fingertips to the frantic pounding of my heart. “Just like you know it here.”

I choked over the implication.

The howl of the demons in my ear refuting everything my mother had said.

Because men like me didn’t deserve love. I was selfish for ever going after it.

I shifted so I could fully meet my mother’s eye.

“I failed Autumn, Mom. I failed her in the absolute worst way, and I almost did the same to Tessa. I knew this whole thing was doomed from the beginning, and I should never have hoped that it could become something more.”

Mom’s brow pinched. “But did it? Did it become something more?”

“It became everything.” The truth wheezed out of me.

Unstoppable.

She nodded slowly and shifted so she was leaned back against the counter facing me. “Then, what’s your plan?”

I returned my attention to the countertop, my head slowly shaking. “I start my business and prove I can be worthy of raising my kids. I fight for them with all I have, then I live for what I’ve been given.”

Contemplation had her biting her bottom lip before her gaze narrowed as she started to speak, her voice drawn low. “Do you think it doesn’t haunt me, Milo? What you went through as a child?”

“Mom—” Didn’t think I could handle the direction she was going.

She put out a hand to stop me.

“Do you think I didn’t blame myself?” Pain quivered at the edge of her mouth. “Yes, it was your father who was ultimately to blame. The one who was a monster. The one who inflicted the pain. But I also made a ton of horrible choices along the way. Choices I wish I could go back and change. Choices I will regret for the rest of my life.”

Agony skewered through the air.

“Mom…it wasn’t your fault.”

“Please let me finish because you need to hear this, Milo, and you need to listen.”

Throat closing off, I gave her a tight nod.

“Could you imagine, Milo, if I would have turned my back on you when you were a teenager? If I would have decided for you that I had made choices that had hurt you and you were better off without me?”

“No.” The word scored through the air.

My hands curled into fists.

No.

Her voice dimmed in sadness, with prudence, with care. “Or maybe I could let those choices ruin my life now. Maybe I could run away and hide and think you’re better off without me because you have to know the shame that I feel for the mistakes I have made will always be there. Or I can choose to live. Choose to move forward and learn from my mistakes. Choose to cherish all that I’ve been given.”

“Tessa was never really one of those things.”

“Wasn’t she?” She angled closer in my direction. “And you can either let your mistakes dictate your life now and continue to make them, Milo, live in regret and shame, or you can let what you’ve learned lead you to where you’re supposed to be.”

She pushed from the counter, though she paused and touched my arm, her words issued into the room. “It’s your choice, and I pray that you make the right one.”


FORTY-NINE

TESSA


“Auntie Tessa, are you even a teacher?” Juni Bee scrunched her nose up at me from where she was on her knees, eating a bagel at Eden’s round table in the kitchen. She’d come running through the gate and up to the back door first thing this morning, asking her Aunt Eden what was for breakfast.

“You gotta know that a Mantis shrimp has the fastest punch of any animal. It’s faster than a bullet.” Her dark eyes widened at that.

“Are you kidding me?” I feigned disbelief. Well, okay, it was disbelief. I’d never even heard of it.

“She’s not even kidding a little, Auntie. It’s just knowledge,” Gage supplied around a mouthful of fresh strawberries. “They’re fast fighters. They get a one, two, three, kapow on their prey.” He tossed a fist through the air. “They’re done for. That’s how they hunt, you know. I read in a book about the best predators and then I told Juni because I tell her everything.”

He shrugged, and my heart squeezed.

So freaking cute.

All giggles and adorableness where they shared their breakfast.

Attached at the hip.

I pushed to standing, moved around the table, and pressed a kiss to Gage’s head as I rambled, “I totally didn’t know. It seems my niece and nephew sure have the smarts, don’t they?”

I moved on to do the same to Juni.

I ignored the pang I felt when Scout’s face flashed through my mind. My little Rocketman who was going to study all the things so he could go to Mars. My smile was soft as I imagined him here, how he’d fit right in with Juni and Gage.

A piece of this beautiful family.

But there were times in your life when you had to accept that things didn’t always work out the way they should have.

That sometimes we were robbed of the joy and love we deserved.

Whether we kept it from ourselves out of fear or we lost it out of no fault of our own.

Eden hummed from where she pulled Baby Kate from her highchair to wash her face that was smeared with baby food. She walked with her over to the kitchen sink. “I’m going to have to be careful what books I buy for Gage. Before we know it, he’s going to know more than the rest of us.”

“You know I gotta get all the A’s, Mommy.” Eden started to say something, but he held up a hand. “I know, I know, even if I don’t get an A, it’s okay as long as I do my best. I got it. I even told Juni so she knows.”

“We gotta have the grace,” Juni piped in. “My Motorcycle Dad said he sure is happy for it, too, because he’s not even close to perfect, not one little bit. You can ask my mom.”

A giggle ripped from me as emotion crested from Eden, and we shared a look, her smile so soft as she looked at the sight of the kids in her kitchen.

At this incredible family.

I’d made the decision not to let my own grief stand in my way any longer.

It was there.

Of course, it was.

It would always be.

I would forever miss my parents. My Bobby.

The man who was supposed to be my everything.

But I guessed I finally, truly felt a part of this close-knit group.

Saw their love for what it was.

Auntie Tessa wasn’t just a flippant nickname.

It was who I was to them.

Baby Kate screeched while Eden ran a washcloth over her face. “That’s right, we work hard, we have grace, and we show love the best that we can.”

“Ah, I see someone else who is smart.” I winked at her, and she laughed a little just as the doorbell rang.

“Here, can you take her a second so I can get that?” She passed Baby Kate off to me without waiting for a response.

“Always, and of course. I love my Baby Kate, don’t I, sweet girl?” I lifted her high, and she curled into this adorable baby ball, giggling and throwing her little arms as I brought her down and blew a raspberry on her cheek.

She squealed then got a fistful of my hair.

“You better watch it, Auntie, she’s dangerous. I got a bald spot. Dad said I’m gonna be lucky if it even grows back.”

I chuckled. “I don’t think you have to worry too much, buddy.”

“Oh, I’m worried, all right.”

Affection wound me tight as I brought Kate to my chest, bouncing her around, grinning when Eden came back around the corner, carrying a box wrapped in thick, brown paper and twined with matching ribbon.

A card was tucked under it.

“Oh, a prezzie,” I sang, drawing it out, wondering what Trent had gotten her this time.

The man was kinda obsessed, but I wasn’t about to complain that he was spoiling my bestie. She deserved it.

Her expression was somber. “Not for me.”

A frown curled my brow when she held it out for me to take, and we awkwardly traded, Eden taking Baby Kate while she passed me the box.

I didn’t know if it was anxiety or hope or anger that lit inside me. But it was bright and kinda blinding, and I was having a really hard time keeping from hyperventilating.

Because I saw the handwriting on the card that simply read Tessa.

Handwriting I now knew as well as my own.

Milo’s.

I just stood there, staring at it.

“Well, are you gonna open it, or what?” Juniper asked, pulling me out of my stupor.

Was I?

Did I even want to know what was inside?

I glanced at Eden.

She angled her head. “Open it.”

I sank down onto a chair, and with shaky hands, I pulled the envelope from under the ribbon, close to frantic as I freed the flap.

I pulled out a flat card plus a folded piece of paper that fell onto my lap.

My heart was in my throat as I stared at the hand-painted image.

As I stared at a lake that was so familiar, the same as was painted on Remy and Scout’s walls.

Though in this one, the sun stood prominent, front and center.

I tried to gulp around the emotion as I set it aside and picked up the letter, carefully unfolding it, both terrified and desperate to see what he’d said.

My eyes traced that same bold handwriting that had been on the envelope.

Tessa,

I’ve been a man who’s hid behind my mistakes for a long, long time, and it’s time that ended. Maybe I’m a coward for trying to reach you this way, but what I’ve got to say is really important, and I find myself at a loss for words when I’m looking at you. Unable to form a full, rational thought because you steal my breath and every thought in my mind, so I thought it would be best to get it out this way.

See, you stole my heart, too.

You stole it when I thought I didn’t have it to give. When it wasn’t whole. When it was in pieces.

You stole it anyway, because I think from the moment I saw you, it belonged to you.

And when you loved me back? I thought maybe I could get a second chance. That there might be redemption for a man like me, even though that dark spot inside me warned that I was being a fool. That I had no right. That my heart wasn’t mine to give, and I’d committed too many crimes to deserve all that you are.

I thought I saw the culmination of it that night when I stepped into that basement to the horrible reality that you had gotten caught up in my past.

In my mistakes.

In my sins.

In my tragedy.

This world nearly lost you that night, and that wasn’t a fate I could tolerate.

The demons warned that loving you was a heresy. That I needed to walk before I ruined you more.

The thing was, there was no not loving you, Little Dove.

No possible way to stop what I feel for you.

Something bigger than I’d ever felt. More beautiful than I’d been given.

And I could hide from it forever, but it wouldn’t change the fact, and someone really important to me told me this one singular truth.

“You’ve got love, Dad.”

Remy kept reminding me of it, and it’s finally time I accepted what it means.

And I can either give it, share it and cultivate it, or let it die.

Dying for someone I love has always felt easy to me. Something I could give to show my devotion.

But it’s the living for it that I’ve always had the problem with.

But I have the choice to live chained to my past, or to learn from it and move on.

And I’d like to move on from it with you, if you’ll give me that chance.

I know I made a lot of promises to you. Promises I didn’t keep.

But that ends today.

Now and forever.

Because you are my always. I promise you.

I’m ready to stand in the light. To hold it in the darkness. To love you through thick and thin. Through this fight for my children. Through each day’s end.

I told you they are the meaning of this life.

And that’s what you came to be, too.

My meaning.

My hope.

The joy I never thought I’d experience again.

You are the sun in my sky, Tessa McDaniels.

I love you.

Hopelessly.

Endlessly.

Always.

Milo

Tears blurred my sight, and I choked over a sob when I got to the end. “Oh God.”

Eden touched my shoulder. “What did he say?”

“That he wants me to give him another chance.”

“And what do you think?”

What did I think?

I thought I was terrified.

Angry.

Hurt.

And that I would love him to my dying day.

I swiped at the tears. “I don’t know. He hurt me so bad.”

Eden urged me to look at her. “I know it’s hard to give a second chance. But I also know it’s really difficult to ask for a second chance, too. To step out on a limb and ask for forgiveness. You have to decide if it’s worth it. If he’s worth it. If what you feel is worth it. You told me that you won’t settle for second best…so don’t. But if he’s it? Your Ace?”

“Would you open the present already? I gotta know what’s in it,” Juni demanded.

Right.

The present.

I swiped at the tears on my face, setting the letter aside as I tore into the paper.

Inside was a lidded box.

I opened it.

Then I gasped, my eyes wild as I looked between Eden and Juniper. “He got me the Manolos. He got me the Manolos.”

Realization stormed through me.

He remembered me.

He knew me.

He loved me.

Eden giggled. “Shoes?”

I reached out and squeezed her hand, nodding frantically before I rushed to wipe the tears from my eyes. “I’ll tell you later, but I think I need to go over there and at least talk to him.”

I sniffled and stuffed my feet into my wedges, holding the box that he’d sent against my chest. I grabbed my purse that had my keys from the island. “I’ll be back.”

“Give him grace, Auntie!” Juni shouted.

I choked out a laugh. “I’ll try, Juni Bee.”

Eden smiled. “Good luck.”

Rushing to the front door, I whipped it open, then I froze when I saw the man leaning against the side of his old truck.

So big and burly and right.

Fierce and soft and intimidating.

My heart raced.

My Beautiful Beast.

I choked over another cry as I stumbled across their porch and to the steps, though I was laughing through the middle of it, then I was running down the walkway and straight into his arms.

I knew we had more to talk about, but it could wait.

Getting to him couldn’t.

He picked me up and spun me around, holding me so tight, the box smashed between us. He pressed his face into my neck, his voice doing that rumbly thing I loved when he murmured, “I missed you.”

It was so simple.

So true.

Our connection hummed.

Then he started to ramble, “I’m so sorry. I’m so fuckin’ sorry.”

“There’s plenty of time for apologizing later. Just love me and do it right and do it forever.”

He eased back a fraction. Those honey-dipped eyes swam with affection.

Devotion and love.

Different from before.

“Okay,” he whispered.

Okay.

Then he kissed me. Kissed me tenderly for the barest second before his mouth devoured mine with possession.

Heat burned and joy blazed. “Hurry up and take me home.”

“Eager,” he mumbled at my mouth, never setting me down or breaking the kiss while he opened the passenger door then plopped me onto the seat.

He eased back, his sexy mouth twitching all over the place.

“Just for you. And it’s been two weeks and two days. You owe me like…” I started to tick off my fingers before I wiggled all the fingers on my hands in his face. “Fifty orgasms.”

His brow quirked. “Fifty?”

“At least.”

“Eager and greedy,” Milo said. He pecked a kiss to my lips before he stepped away and shut the door. He jogged around the front and hopped into the driver’s seat. The old engine rumbled to life. He shifted it into gear and started up the round drive, sending me a flirty grin as he took to the road. “It looks like I have my work cut out for me.”

“It’s a hard job, but someone has to do it. But since you’re such a strong, burly mountain of a man, I thought you might be up for the challenge.”

A smirk tugged at his sexy mouth. “I think I just might be.”

“That’s just the beginning, buddy. These shoes are a good start.” I waved the box at him. “But be prepared to grovel. So much groveling.”

It was only partially a tease. I knew we had a ton of stuff to work on.

“Baby, I’ll be on my knees at your feet for the rest of your life.”

I dug my phone from my purse and typed out a quick message to Eden, who’d obviously already known Milo was out there waiting for me.

Me


I just had the strangest craving for cake. I might be awhile. I don’t know…like forever.




Eden


I hope it’s delicious.




I gazed over at the man.

At the same second, he shifted to look at me.

Intense eyes stared back.

Amber dipped in warm honey.

My stomach took a swooping dive.

A freefall as that energy crackled and glowed.

So delicious.

So perfect.

So right.

Mine.

He reached out with one of those big hands and squeezed my thigh, his words nothing but a gruff caress. “Mad love, Tessa. Mad, mad love.”

Energy thrummed and danced.

And that was exactly what it was.

Mad, mad love.


FIFTY

MILO
FOUR MONTHS LATER


The air vibrated with anxiety, and I sat there with my knee bouncing a million miles a minute, sweat slicking down the back of my neck.

It was probably drenching my button-up, but there was no stopping my nerves from spinning out of control.

Held in this excitement and hope and terror.

Tessa curled her hand tighter around mine where we had our hands twined together on her lap. Her heel was bouncing on the floor, her nerves getting the best of her, too.

“We have this, Milo. Don’t ever forget, we’re a great team,” she whispered so quietly that only I could hear.

I glanced at my fiancée.

My life.

My reason.

This family our meaning.

“We are.”

Over the last four months, Tessa and I had started to build our new lives together. We learned each other. Loved each other. Touched and healed those lonely, vacant places we’d each kept locked inside, trusted each other to hold them forever.

She’d encouraged me to finally take that step and start my business—Hendricks Construction.

Sealing our dedication, we’d promised to fight for my kids.

Our kids.

Which was why we were here today.

I didn’t look at Paula and Gene.

This wasn’t about them.

“All rise.”

Apprehension blistered through our beings, riding on the connection, the force of it obliterated by the belief we shared.

Even if we didn’t go home with our kids today, we were certain one day we would.

We would never stop fighting.

Would never stop loving.

We stood as the judge retook her seat at the bench. She gestured for everyone to sit.

Tessa and I eased down together, our hands held so tight I was pretty sure it was constricting blood flow.

The judge sat back in the chair and removed her glasses. “These cases are always difficult because when it comes down to it, it’s a fight over the love of a child, or children in this case. I can’t say that’s a bad thing, that these children are loved so fiercely that both parties will fight for what they believe is in their best interest, but it also causes unwarranted stress and pressure on the children.”

A knot formed in my gut, and Tessa somehow managed to squeeze my hand tighter.

“It’s a stress and pressure that in this case has gone on for too many years. From everything presented to the court prior to this hearing, there is absolutely no evidence to indicate that Mr. Hendricks is unfit to care for his children. It’s the court’s decision to reinstate full custody of Remington and Scout Hendricks to their biological father, Milo Hendricks.”

She hit the gavel on the block and stood.

I flew to my feet right as Tessa threw herself into my arms.

Relief.

Relief.

I held her close, just…breathing.

Fully and wholly for the first time in so many years.

“We did it,” she murmured.

“We did it,” I whispered back.

Warmth spread through my being.

Bold.

Blinding.

Searing perfection.

And I finally knew what it was like to stand in the sun.


FIFTY-ONE

TESSA


I wondered if we all knew how surreal this moment was when Milo pulled to a stop in front of the cabin.

Because the four of us just sat there for a moment. In silence. In recognition. In joy and happiness and some nerves, too, because this was brand-new for all of us.

We were permanently bringing Remy and Scout home.

I glanced over at Milo, who had turned to look at me.

He was so…everything.

Big and intimidating and rough.

Soft and kind and real.

My Beautiful Beast.

He slanted me a tender smile, and my insides lit up.

My man was as yummy as could be, and it looked like we were going to have to curb a little of our cake time.

That was just fine, and I knew Milo well enough to know we’d get creative.

A smirk lit on his delicious mouth like he knew exactly what I was thinking, then he shifted the Tahoe into park and shut off the engine.

“We’re home.”

That deep voice rang with loyalty.

We were home.

Scout was unbuckled in a flash and poked his head up between us. “Is Gramma coming over? She better. I think she’s going to want to listen to me read this book.”

He pulled it from his backpack, all kinds of hopeful.

Devotion spread across Milo’s face. “Yeah, she’s going to be here later for dinner.”

“I can’t even wait to see her. She’s going to be really excited about how much I’ve learned to read since the last time I saw her,” he said as he jumped out the door.

Remy unbuckled and shifted forward, and she leaned up, too.

Her demeanor was so different from her brother’s.

Each so unique.

“I’m really glad we’re here.”

Milo shifted in his seat. “I’m really glad you’re here, too, Remy Girl. It’s the best day of my life.”

“Well, I am pretty great.” Remy giggled when she said it, testing out the tease.

Milo sent me a faked scowl. “It seems she’s been hanging around someone else I know a little too much.”

“Get used to it, buddy.” I patted him on the shoulder in mock sympathy. “Because Remy-T Wreckers are together at last. Permanently.”

I shifted so I could reach out my hand and offer Remy my pinkie.

She hooked hers in mine, her face turning red as we shook, but joy shined in her eyes.

My chest expanded to overflowing.

God, I loved her.

Loved Scout.

Loved Milo, who watched us with this gentleness that sent my insides fluttering.

Nope, I was never going to get enough of the man.

Maybe we’d had some hard times getting to this place—where he could trust himself to love me, but he’d taken the chance.

Made the choice.

And he’d chosen to love me.

Fully and completely and without reservation.

“We’d better get inside before your brother tears down the house,” Milo finally said.

“You are not prepared for what you’re in for.” Remy shook her head, completely serious.

Milo reached out and took my hand. “I’m in for it all.”

“You asked for it,” she mumbled as she slipped out from the back seat.

Milo…he just smiled.

Smiled this wistful, hopeful, awed smile.

“Thank you for believing in me, Little Dove. For seeing something in me that I couldn’t see in myself.”

I leaned over and scratched my fingernails through his beard.

Energy thrummed.

A hum of satisfaction, loyalty, and need.

“I’m so glad it got to be me.”

He pressed his forehead to mine and murmured in his rumbly way, “It’s always you. How could I live without the sun?”

“I love you,” I whispered at his lips.

“Mad, mad love.”

He kissed me quick, then he angled back as he sent me a grin. “How about we go inside with our kids?”

A rush of anticipation blazed.

“I approve of this plan.”

We both climbed out, and he took my hand at the front of the SUV.

We’d done it for months, visiting the kids at the park since Paula had put the kibosh on visitations at Milo’s house, going back on the promise that Gene had wanted to come to some sort of agreement.

Milo’s goal had never been to keep the kids from their grandparents.

Remy and Scout would be spending Friday nights there, at least for the time being, until their activities got crazy and their schedules changed.

But Milo refused the bitterness that could linger and chose grace.

He chose love.

He chose to live for what was right.

And today?

We walked toward his kids who were arguing in the doorway, fighting over who got to sit by their grandma when she came, realizing this was it.

They were home.

I grinned over at Milo.

He grinned back at me, and he murmured, “We have this, baby.”

We stepped into the house and into our future, and I shut the door behind us as I whispered, “Yeah, we do.”


EPILOGUE
MILO


It was a gorgeous spring day when I stood at the end of the dock, the breeze light and almost cool, but the sky was clear and warmed by the rays that slanted down from the heavens.

The lake glittered behind me, and our friends and family were gathered just on the shore where three rows of chairs with an aisle down the middle had been set up for the very intimate, small wedding, filled with our friends and family.

Bouquets overflowed with white flowers, and a string quartet was in the distance under a tree. The music they played was subdued and mellow, melting the atmosphere into peace.

The minister stood to my right, and Trent, Jud, Logan, and Kult were wrapped along the edge of the dock since it was too narrow for them to stand in a row beside me.

My mom met my eye from the front row. Love poured from her expression. I wondered if she understood the impact of her support and encouragement.

Because I’d had a choice to make that day—to let the negative shape me, conform me to its will, or look to the goodness I’d been given.

And I was looking to the goodness.

A smile played at the edge of my mouth as Tessa’s bridesmaids began to appear at the edge of the house. There was a white plank walkway that ran from the side and down to the dock so they could walk in their heels because Tessa had made it clear just how important those heels were going to be.

I’d only laughed and gotten my ass out back so I could build it for her.

Salem and Aster made their way down, then Eden, who was her maid of honor, each of them sending these reassuring smiles as they passed, each so beautiful, inside and out.

Jud had been right.

Not one of us had a thing to complain about.

We were lucky bastards.

Gage and Juniper came next, hands swinging between them where they held onto each other as they skipped along, taking their spots, no chance that the two of them wouldn’t stand in the wedding.

Every one of these kids was a piece of Tessa’s family.

It was something she and I had both come to realize through all of this. Sometimes grief and guilt could overshadow the love others held for you. When you cut yourself off, isolated yourself in the sorrow, you could so easily feel like an outsider.

Unattached.

Hovering in the periphery of what everyone else had when they wanted you to be a part of it.

We got it now.

That these people? They were family. What it really meant.

Adoration billowed through my spirit when the music shifted, and my son came blazing down the walkway at warp speed.

Rocketman could not be slowed.

His brown hair bounced around his face, and his big lips were twisted in excitement.

My chest panged.

Because this joy was so full, it was close to painful, but that was the type of pain I would cherish every day. I would no longer fear it or worry that I would destroy it.

Because I would stand for what was right. Live for it. Fight for it.

He skidded across the dock, holding tight to the box that held our rings, the kid giggling like mad as he came to stand at my side just to the front of me. I set my hand on his shoulder.

Our ring bearer.

Just like Tessa had imagined.

And everything clutched when Remy came next, a bit timid, the way she always was, but glowing her insight and warmth. She was all dressed up, looking too old, her hair done up in flowers for the day.

She didn’t toss petals, instead, she set out bunches of peonies as she went, something she and Tessa had decided together appeared much more grown up.

It was awesome, watching the two of them plan this thing together.

A team.

That’s what we were.

The four of us.

And the love, it just kept rushing out, expanding and growing and almost becoming too much.

Because the music shifted again, and there was my girl, standing at the side of the cabin.

The sun.

Red hair and pale, freckled skin, and this white dress that made her look like a fucking angel.

Knew at least I had to be in heaven.

She looped her arm through Gary’s, who stood at her side like she was his own.

He began to lead her down the walkway. Tessa was smiling, a thousand emotions rushing through her expression, the girl never taking her eyes off me as she approached.

She was so fucking beautiful I thought my heart was going to explode.

“You sure got lucky, Dad,” Scout giggled as he looked at Tessa coming our way.

He’d heard me say it a thousand times, but man, did I feel the truth of it right then.

And I would never take for granted what I’d been given.

She came down the aisle, then stepped onto the dock.

That energy whispered on the breeze.

Warmth and light.

Her mouth tugged in all directions as she walked the rest of the way to me, her dress form fitted, diving between her breasts and cut up to the thigh.

A foot away from me, she shifted to the side and kicked up a single crystal Manolo.

The rough scrape of a laugh made it up my throat.

“I guess I have to marry you since you got me the Manolos, Milo Hendricks,” she whispered the tease.

I took her hand, threaded our fingers together, and tugged her toward me. “You can have anything you want, Little Dove. Just as long as you promise me always.”

“Always,” she murmured.

Love poured from her.

For me.

For our children.

For this family.

I touched her face. “I guess we do make a really great team.”

She touched my chest. “The very best.”

The End
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ONE

RIVER


The sound of the tattoo machine whirred in my shop. The day had long since set, and darkness closed in at the windows. The light in my station shined bright, illuminating the enclosed area as I worked a fucking immaculate piece onto my client’s shoulder.

It was close to ten, but I tended to make my appointments late when it was quiet out and there were fewer people loitering around.

I leaned in close and concentrated on getting the shading just right. It just so happened my client was also one of my oldest friends, Trent Lawson. He was on his fourth session where we were working on covering an old skull with a portrait of his wife.

“Piece is going to be fuckin’ sweet,” I told him as I paused for a second to wipe up the excess ink and blood seeping from the design.

He tossed me an arrogant grin from where he sat in my chair. “That’s because my Eden is fuckin’ sweet. Couldn’t turn out any other way…” He arched a flippant brow. “Unless your ass jacks up her pretty face.”

A rough chuckle skated out of me as I leaned back in and started sweeping the needle across his skin. “Think you wouldn’t be sitting in my chair if you thought there was a chance of that.” I’d been tattooing Trent for years. Since all the way back when we were both running the streets of LA.

Dude was covered now, head to toe, and almost every tattoo on his body was compliments of me.

He was a few years older than me, and me and a couple of my crew had ridden with his MC back in the day.

He’d saved my ass a time or two, same as I’d saved his. It was the way of that life, and I’d be a liar if I said I didn’t owe him mine, and he was one of the few I trusted with it.

He was also one of the few outside my inner circle who knew the true details about who I and my crew had become. What we did.

My shop, River of Ink, was little more than a cover for it, even though I had a two-year waitlist for someone to get the chance to sit in my chair.

I loved my work and took pride in the fact people came from all around the world for a chance to get inked by me. Tattooing was my peace. The only time when my mind would drift and some of the anxiety that knotted my guts would drain away. When the ghosts didn’t scream so loud.

Somehow, the constant flow of the needle bringing art to life gave me a moment of reprieve.

Completely unearned considering I deserved none of that.

Peace.

Not when I was a purveyor of destruction. An agent of ruin.

Sometimes I wondered what kind of person it made me that I didn’t feel an ounce of shame over the blood on my hands. My soul tainted and my heart stained.

When I’d confided in Trent what was going down, he’d encouraged us to make our way up here to Northern California where we could live low. Hide out and fly under the radar.

Moonlit Ridge was a small town about an hour outside of Redemption Hills where Trent and his family lived.

Angling my head, I focused on a deeper pass as I worked to get a lock of her hair just right.

Eden was a fucking knockout and a sweetheart to boot. Didn’t blame him a bit for immortalizing her on his skin.

Trent winced.

“You goin’ soft on me?” I razzed.

Ridiculous since the guy was intimidating as fuck. There wasn’t a goddamn thing soft about him.

He grunted. “You fuckin’ wish, man. Think you’re just getting a little aggressive with that heavy hand.”

Amusement had me shaking my head.

“Don’t know, brother…you are getting old.”

He grunted again. “As long as I’m doing it with Eden, Gage, and Kate at my side, then you won’t find me complaining.”

“Have to admit, family life looks good on you,” I said, meaning it. Dude had been nothing but a beast before he’d met his wife.

Air huffed from his nose. “Blows my mind every day that I got lucky enough to call them that, so you can bet your ass I’ll never squander it.”

He hesitated before his tone shifted. “What about you? How are you guys…handling things?”

Unease rippled through my consciousness. Made me fuckin’ itchy when it was brought up in a setting like this, but Trent would always have my back, dude more like family than anything else.

Betrayal wasn’t in his vocabulary.

“Otto is delivering a package as we speak,” I told him.

There were five in my crew. Years ago, we’d become brothers, even though we didn’t have the same blood running through our veins.

The five of us had made a pact. We lived on that pact, and we’d die on it, too. Each of us with different responsibilities although the mission was the same.

Strange how it could be the one good part of me, and it still made me wholly corrupt.

Trent hesitated before he pushed, “Shit’s dangerous, man.”

“You wouldn’t expect us to do anything else, would you?”

Once we knew? Once we got started? There was no going back.

A sigh pilfered out of him. “Guess I can’t, but you have to know you have more important things to worry about.”

My chest clutched. There was no question what he was referring to.

I warred, pausing the pass, before I leaned back in and started sweeping the needle over his skin again.

“You know I’m careful, brother,” I muttered under my breath.

He started to respond, except we both stilled when the security system dinged when the front door opened.

It was late, but it wasn’t like it was rare for one of my brothers to come sauntering in at this hour.

I leaned back in my stool so I could see out through the opening of my station to the front door of the lobby.

Only it wasn’t one of my crew.

It was a woman.

A woman I’d peg to be in her mid-twenties, nervous as all hell as she glanced around and fiddled with her fingers, clearly feeling ill-at-ease and out of place.

Pin-straight chestnut hair cut in a long bob and parted in the middle. She had this heart-shaped face that made her look so fuckin’ innocent I felt guilty just looking at her.

She was tall and all goddamn leg, wearing a pair of white shorts and a white jean jacket with a red tank underneath, white tennis shoes on her feet.

She kept gnawing at a plump, cherry-kissed bottom lip that even in the distance I was sure was ripe for sucking. A bolt of lust hit me from out of nowhere, my dick kicking at the tantalizing sight.

Fuck me, she was delicious.

A lost little lamb who’d stumbled into a demon’s den.

The last thing she needed was to be hanging around here, so I didn’t take the time to stand when I called, “We’re closed.”

I started to turn back to the task at hand when a sultry, breathy voice hit the air, and in my periphery, I caught her lifting her phone and waving it in front of her. “It says you’re open until ten. And the door was unlocked.”

She said it timidly and with full of question, but with a fierceness that lingered underneath.

Trent angled his head toward the lobby like he didn’t mind the interruption.

“What?” I mumbled at him.

His eyes widened in emphasis. “Why always such a dick?” He muttered it low enough that there was no chance she could hear. “Wouldn’t hurt you to see what she wants, yeah?”

I knew Trent wasn’t going to let it go, so I blew out a sigh, mouthing, fine, as I stood, and I took two steps to stand in the opening of my station.

Unfortunately for me, it only brought her into better view.

Eyes the color of melted caramel and dappled with cinnamon widened when she got a good look at me, and I could feel a fragment of fear roll through her system, anxiety radiating from her and riding on the air that had grown heavy.

She looked behind her at the door like she was contemplating walking right back out of it.

Yeah, she probably should run.

I hitched my shoulder on the jamb. “You want to schedule an appointment with one of my artists?”

She kept chewing on that damned lip, though she subtly lifted her chin. “I was hoping to get a tattoo tonight.”

There was nothing I could do to keep my attention from roaming over her tight little body, searching every inch of exposed flesh, and my mouth was suddenly salivating because even though I couldn’t see much, I was getting the hunch that this girl had virgin skin.

Not a trace of ink.

I was the twisted fuck whose fingers itched at the idea of marking her for the first time.

I needed to get her the hell out of there. Put fucking five miles between us and do it fast. Knew better than to even consider letting myself get near a girl like that.

A girl who oozed vulnerability.

A sweetness that I could scent and wanted to eat up like it was mine to take.

But there I was, opening my mouth and issuing an invitation I knew better than to speak. “I’m with a client right now. You’ll have to come back tomorrow.”

Nah. I didn’t mention that I had a two-year waitlist.

Disappointment flashed across her face. A face that was too fucking soft, delicate to the extreme, though there was something harrowed that underscored her features and left me antsy. Maybe that was what had me anxious to look closer. What made me want to concede and tell her I’d do any-fucking-thing she needed.

But I didn’t fucking do close, and I goddamned needed to remember that.

Before she had a chance to respond, I felt the stirring behind me, and I glanced over my shoulder to find Trent pushing to standing, all six feet of him filling the confined space, though he was still two inches shorter than me.

He snagged his tee from where he had it tossed on the back of a chair and dragged it over his head.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing? We’re in the middle of a session.”

He shrugged the same shoulder I’d been tatting, paying no mind that it was oozing ink and blood. Dude never would take care of that shit no matter how many times I’d threatened him that I wouldn’t do his work any longer if he didn’t.

“Seems someone needs this spot a little more than I do. Besides, my arm’s on fuckin’ fire. Need a break. I’ll text you next week to set another time.”

He gave me a look like he was doing me a favor.

I sent him a scowl because the last fuckin’ thing I needed was to be boxed in this space alone with this girl.

“Yeah, and that’s going to be two years from now,” I grumbled at him, part of me wanting to argue him leaving and the other part sure I couldn’t get him out of there fast enough.

Chuckling, he clapped me on the back. “Ah, I think you’ll make time for me.”

“You’ve got to at least let me wrap that,” I told him, and he sat back down, lifting the sleeve of his shirt. I did it quickly while he sat there grinning like the asshole knew something I didn’t, and the second I had the piece covered, he wound around me and sauntered all kinds of casual across the lobby of my shop.

Uncertainty swirled around the girl, her gaze swinging between the two of us, no doubt thinking twice about traipsing around town so late by herself.

Didn’t matter that Moonlit Ridge was tucked in the mountains by itself. That the area was secluded and gave off the vibe of being safe.

Bad shit happened everywhere.

No one knew it as well as me.

“He’s all yours, sweetheart,” Trent said, punting me a knowing look before he tossed open the door and strode out.

The door clattered shut behind him.

The second it did, the atmosphere glowed, taking on a hazy aura as I stared across at this girl who stood there staring back, toiling brown eyes doing wild things.

That gaze ran down my body like she was trying to discern every element about me, and I could tell she was reconsidering what the hell she thought she was doing here.

Though there was something that kept her pinned, shifting on her feet, an energy that struck in the space that separated us. It was something that shouldn’t be tangible, but even from across the room, I saw it skitter across her flesh.

Alive and palpable.

Didn’t know what the hell was wrong with me because I liked my women hard and fast and one-hundred-percent without strings, and she was clearly not any one of those things, but my fingers tingled with the urge to peel her out of her clothes to find out exactly how bare that flesh really was.

Hungry and depraved, knowing I would tear right through her.

She watched me like she was both terrified and intrigued.

“You been tattooed before?” I asked, voice low.

The shake of her head was slow. “No.”

My back teeth ground. Just like I thought. Virgin skin.

“And you want to change that tonight?” My voice was grit.

“That’s what I’m here for.”

I peeled the gloves from my hands and tossed them into the trash, pushed from the jamb, and strolled across the lapping wisps of light that played through the lobby.

Those wild eyes got wider the closer I got, her breaths coming short.

When I was within a foot of her, I got smacked in the face by the decadent scent coming off her flesh.

It wasn’t floral or feminine.

It was warm—cinnamon and clove—just like those eyes—and it hit my tongue like the first sip of an old fashioned.

I forced myself to keep the foot between us. “What happens in here, you can’t take back. You sure you want to stay?”

Something intense filled her caramel gaze, and her response nearly knocked me on my ass. “Every choice we make is one we can’t take back.”

“Which is why we should consider them carefully.” I wasn’t sure which of us I was warning.

Her nod was short. “I know…and this is one I need.”

“Alright then, gorgeous, it will be my pleasure to give it to you.”

Then I reached over to the door and turned the lock.


TWO

CHARLEIGH


The sound of the lock clicking into place rang through the tension-slicked air, and my chest squeezed in a way that made it difficult to inhale.

I realized then that it was his aura I was breathing.

That fiery volatility that scraped up my lungs and left my throat raw as I struggled to draw in air as he stood staring at me.

The man was cut like a blade and carved like a shadow.

Eyes the color of pitch with hair to match. His face was slashed in harsh, beautiful angles. His skin was pale, and his lips were ridiculously full and pink.

“So we don’t have to worry about getting interrupted,” he explained as he let his hand drop from the lock.

I thought he maybe said it to give me some sort of comfort, but it still rolled through me like a threat.

My mouth went dry, and my heart battered violently at my ribs.

Clearly, I should run. Rip the door back open and get the hell out of here because there was something about this guy that left me unsettled.

I held back the scoff at myself.

Unsettled?

My knees were knocking, and I wasn’t quite sure why.

Maybe simply because the guy was terrifying. Terrifying in a completely hypnotic, spellbinding way.

He swept his tongue over his bottom lip as he took me in, his head cocked to the side as if I were prey and he was gauging the best way to attack. “How long have you been considering this? Don’t like being a part of the impulsive, especially when it’s your first.”

I could almost taste the danger that oozed from his being, though I didn’t miss the care in his rough voice, the man a stark contradiction.

“I’ve been trying to get the courage to come in here for the last four months.” The confession shook, but I figured there was no reason to try to hide the truth from him.

Those inky eyes toiled like a dark sea, softening as if he understood.

“All right then. Give me a minute to clean up and reset my station. Make yourself comfortable.”

“Okay,” I managed, and he gave me a jut of his chin as he turned and strode back across the lobby.

I couldn’t look away as I watched him go.

He was tall and his body was thick. Muscles bulged from beneath his black tee and fitted black jeans. Every inch of skin I could see was covered in tattoos, so many that I couldn’t make out the designs, except for the row of five tiny stars that followed the right side of his hairline at his temple.

He ducked into the little room where he’d been when I first came in. There were a row of them on that side of the tattoo shop, each with their lights out except for his that was closest to the window.

He started rustling around within it.

Once he was out of sight and it was possible to look somewhere other than at him, my attention swept the area. The studio was both industrial and posh. A plush black couch and two chairs sat beneath the window that overlooked the trendy main street of Moonlit Ridge, situated around a metal coffee table stacked with what I assumed were portfolios. The walls were covered in art, and in the middle of the lobby was a horseshoe display case.

I eased forward, peering down through the glass at the hundreds of different styles of body jewelry. I had to bite down on my bottom lip to keep the blush from spreading when I realized what some of them were for.

My nerves rattled, and I wasn’t sure I’d ever felt so out of place.

But I didn’t have a place, and I was trying to find one, and being here was a little piece of that.

I jolted when I felt the overpowering intensity suddenly whip through the room again, and my gaze jumped to the doorway of his station. The man leaned there, blithe, though there wasn’t a single thing about him that seemed casual.

“You ready for me, or are you having second thoughts about me marking up that pretty skin?” It scraped the atmosphere like an omen, like maybe when he tattooed me, he was going to leave a piece of himself written in my skin, too.

“No second thoughts,” I forced out, inhaling as I straightened and moved the rest of the way across the lobby until I was standing in front of him, though I froze two feet away.

His head cocked. “You sure?”

“Yes.”

Arrogance twitched across his too-full lips. “Brave girl.”

If he only knew that I was barely standing.

I shifted a bit to the side so I could squeeze by him, though my hand brushed his as I passed.

An electric current ran up my arm, and I nearly tripped. His presence slammed me like a shockwave. I steadied myself with a silent reminder of why I was there. Of what this moment represented.

“Have a seat.” He gestured at a big leather and metal chair that looked like it could be contorted into a bunch of different positions.

I followed his instructions, awkward as I uneasily settled on the edge of the seat.

He pulled up a rolling stool close to me and sat on it.

It left him eye-level with me, and his massive shoulders drew up as he rubbed his hands together like he needed to press the energy out of them. His voice was low when he muttered, “Name’s River.”

“I’m Charleigh.”

His nod was slow. “Want you to be comfortable.”

I choked a small laugh, and I tried to put some lightness into my voice. “Says the purveyor of pain.”

He blanched in surprise before the smallest grin tweaked the edge of his mouth. “Don’t you know there’s beauty in pain?”

“I think I’ve heard it a time or two.”

He looked like the poster child of it.

He cleared his throat. “So, where’s this tattoo going to go?”

I gulped around the thickness in my throat, and I twisted out of my jean jacket, trying not to meet his gaze as I did, then I lifted my left arm and ran my right index finger along the lower inner portion of my bicep. “Right here.”

His nod was appraising. “And I take it you have something in mind?”

“Just a phrase,” I whispered.

A dark brow arched, and the stars on his hairline danced. “Yeah? And what’s that?”

“I have a drawing of what I want.” My hand was trembling as I unzipped my purse and pulled out the folded piece of paper where I’d written it, and I was sure he could feel my insides quaking when he took it from my hold.

He glanced at me once as he unfolded it, and I swore my throat closed off as I imagined what he would think reading the phrase. I felt raw and brittle, like I’d peeled myself back to expose what was inside.

It was something I never did.

But I knew coming here would make me vulnerable.

I thought I saw his muscles flinch as he studied the words, or maybe he just thought me cliché and dramatic.

In grief we must live.

But they were my words. My truth. And he might be the one marking them on me, but I was the one who had to carry them. The one who had to believe them.

In an hour, I’d walk out of here and I’d likely never see him again, so it didn’t matter what he thought.

He stared down at the paper for the longest time before he reached up and scratched his cheek with a tattooed finger. “You know what font you want?”

“If you can leave it hand drawn like that?” I wanted it in my handwriting.

His eyes flashed to mine, and it was then I noticed there were sooty grays mixed with the black, like the sky during a monsoon. A shiver ripped down my spine.

“Yeah, we can definitely do that. Give me a minute to get a stencil printed up. Fill out this information while I do.”

He spun around and grabbed a tablet from the counter behind him and passed it to me so I could fill out my information and waiver, while he turned the stool and wheeled himself over on the heels of his boots to a lower section used as a desk.

His back was to me as he worked, a baited silence all around us.

After a few minutes, a printer whirred to life, and then he was back, spinning around and using his heels to glide himself close as he held out the stencil.

I could hardly breathe.

“Lay back and lift your arm above your head.”

Shaking, I did, and he leaned in close, setting the stencil against my skin in the exact spot where I’d indicated. He glanced at me with those stormy eyes. “Good?”

I gave him a jerky nod. “Yeah.”

He carefully pressed it against my arm, meticulous as he transferred the design before he pulled on another pair of black gloves. He already had a tray set with inks, and he moved some things around, squeezing the darkest black into a tiny pot, then he flicked on a machine.

He leaned in close, his mouth nearly brushing the lobe of my ear, his potency swallowing me whole.

Coarse words muttered there, hitting me in a way they shouldn’t. “Last chance, gorgeous, before I mark up this bare, perfect skin.”

But I was already scarred. He just couldn’t see it.

So, I murmured, “Do it.”
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