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 Prologue 
 
    Quinn 
 
      
 
    The rain was coming down in trenches, flooding the parking lot, making it impossible for people to drive in. That meant the diner was packed to overflowing with not only locals, but people passing through. They were all hungry, all of them wanting to wait out the weather before going on their way.  
 
    There was no room in Aggie’s for even one more customer, yet somehow, they kept finding more seats. No sooner had I taken one group’s orders for dinner and gone to get their drinks, did I have three more who needed waited on.  
 
    I was run off my feet after having pulled a double, since two other waitresses had called in. One had flat-out quit, but the other had a stomach bug. Aggie had begged me to stay and help her out, and I loved that old woman like a mom, so I couldn’t tell her no.  
 
    Even if I had been about to drop with exhaustion.  
 
    All I wanted was to go home and climb into bed. Maybe sleep for a few days. Not that that was even a possibility. I had bills to pay, and money didn’t just drop into my lap out of thin air. Therefore, I had to work as many hours as I possibly could there.  
 
    Keeping a smile on my face was making my cheeks hurt, but I never let it falter as the evening wore on. My smile was the difference between one dollar and a five dollar tip. I had been doing this for almost nine years, so I knew a few tricks of the trade.  
 
    As I placed a glass of tea in front of two of my regulars, an older married couple who came in every Saturday night for their “date night,” I heard the bell over the front door jingle again and bit back a groan. If one more person walked through the door, the freaking Fire Marshall was going to drop in and give Aggie a citation for being above capacity.  
 
    Not trusting the other waitresses to turn the newcomer away, I headed for the front door, my smile still in place.  
 
    As I passed one table after another, I waved at other regulars, noting which of my customers needed refills and whose food I needed to check on.  
 
    Even if it had been my first day on the job, I could have easily spotted the locals from those just passing through. The locals didn’t even have to look at the menu, while the others looked half afraid to eat anything that was put in front of them.  
 
    The outside of Aggie’s wasn’t much to look at. It needed a new coat of paint and the sign had long ago lost most of its lightbulbs, but even though Uncle Chaz had offered to do all the repairs for no cost, Aggie had refused. She could have easily afforded the costs of repairs. She just liked that the outside typically kept the outsiders outside.  
 
    As I neared the front door, I saw the newest customer and my smile dimmed, then disappeared altogether. Tossing my braid over my shoulder, I crossed my arms over my chest and made sure to put a blank expression on my face. I refused to let seeing him unexpectedly like this show on my face. I had learned years ago it was better for everyone, especially myself, not to let this particular man see my reaction to him. My heart, however, didn’t know how to not beat at triple its normal rate whenever he was near. Even after everything that had happened, the disaster of that night and my stupid drunken decision, I couldn’t help being affected by him.  
 
    Raider and Colt had been gone for several weeks on a run with a handful of the other MC brothers. Colt hadn’t told me they would be home today. Then again, he never told me much of anything about the runs he went on, other than to let me know he was leaving.  
 
    Club business stayed club business. He didn’t discuss it with me or even Kelli. I didn’t know where they had been, or what they had been doing while there, but I figured it involved the wrong end of the law … and probably a few chicks to keep Raider entertained.  
 
    I had been thankful for the reprieve that both their absences had given me. It had given me time to think and make some tough decisions. Ones I couldn’t have made if Colt was constantly around. Ones I knew Raider wouldn’t have cared less about.  
 
    Now Raider was glancing around, as if looking for someone in particular, his wide shoulders tense, as if he were preparing for a confrontation or something.  
 
    “Shouldn’t you be working?” I asked by way of greeting, keeping my voice as neutral as possible.  
 
    Raider snapped his head in my direction, the tension in his shoulders seeming to ease. His eyes drifted over me for a moment, taking in my mostly makeup free face, the simple T-shirt with the word Aggie’s over my left breast. Lower they traveled to the black apron that was tied around my waist that held extra straws, napkins, a little notepad I wrote orders on, and my tips. Something darkened in his green eyes, but in a flash, he masked it before I could even attempt to decode what it might have been. 
 
    “I’m on my way to the bar now. Had to pick up an order for Raven first.” He scanned over the packed house and whistled low, before coming back to me. “Can you check on it for me? Make sure that Aggie fixed it so I can tell Raven that no one else touched her food?”  
 
    I should have told him to do it himself. Should have just turned around and took care of my own customers. I had too much to do without him adding more to my list. I wasn’t handling call-in orders. Normally, whoever took care of the customers sitting at the counter did that. However, I knew how picky his sister was over people touching her food.  
 
    It was for Raven, and only Raven, that I went into the back to see if Aggie had it ready.  
 
    Aggie was just finishing putting the food in a bag when I walked into the kitchen. “That for Raven?”  
 
    Aggie snapped her graying head up and gave me a tired smile. She had four cooks working tonight, but she had pushed one out of her way to fill Raven Hannigan-Reid’s order personally. Aggie loved all the Hannigan children, and the current queen of the Angel’s Halo MC was like a daughter to her. “Sure is, kiddo. She here for it?”  
 
    I shook my head. “One of her brothers.” I took the bag from her, not bothering to explain that it was Raider and not one of the other three Hannigan men who was currently in attendance. “This everything?”  
 
    “There are two bags,” my boss told me as she handed everything over. “Don’t worry about charging them for it. With this madhouse, I’m pretty sure I won’t miss the money from a few burgers.”  
 
    “Sure thing.”  
 
    I turned to go, when Aggie caught my arm, turning me to face her. “You okay, Quinn?”  
 
    I put my smile firmly back into place, hiding anything she might have read in my eyes. “Just tired, Ag.”  
 
    She was still trying to read me as she finally released my arm. “You know, if you ever need to talk, I’m right here.”  
 
    I leaned up on tiptoes to kiss her cheek. Even Aggie was taller than I was. It was annoying being so small. “I know, Ag. Thanks.” I stepped back.  
 
    “Quinn, if you need to take a day off, just let me know. You look so tired, honey.”  
 
    I ignored her as I went back out into the dining room. I did need a day off. Heck, I needed a month off, but I needed the money more.  
 
    Making as much money as quickly as possible was my new goal, one that I would accomplish or die trying. Money would get me as far away from this place as humanly possible. Money was life, and for me, it would offer me a new one.  
 
    Raider wasn’t where I had left him. I wasn’t surprised to find him at the counter, flirting with a group of sheep who had come in for dinner before heading over to the bar for the night. One of them had an arm wrapped around his waist, playing with his belt with her other hand, not caring that there were families with kids seated where they could easily see her. Raider didn’t even seem to pay her any attention, though, as he flirted with the other two sheep.  
 
    Jealousy was an all too familiar pang in my chest, but I pushed the feeling down, annoyed with it and myself. I had learned my lesson where this guy was concerned. It had taken me years, but I had finally seen the harsh light of reality. I was done with that crush and ready to move on.  
 
    I had no other choice.  
 
    It was either let him go, or spend the rest of my life eating my heart out for a guy who messed everything with a vagina.  
 
    Crossing toward him, I set the bags on the counter in front of him, not caring that I had just interrupted whatever it was they were talking about. “Aggie said no charge,” I told him with a colder version of my normally warm smile. Then I stepped back and turned toward my section. I had drinks to refill. Food to deliver to tables. Bills to pass out and hopefully get some of these people out of there. 
 
    I hadn’t taken more than a few steps when firm fingers caught my elbow, pulling me back around.  
 
    I jerked my arm free and backed away from him, needing space from this man.  
 
    Raider frowned at my reaction to him. I hadn’t ever done that before. Normally, if he ever touched me, which had been on very rare occasions, I would usually try to make the most of the physical contact.  
 
    Not anymore.  
 
    Not ever again.  
 
    Lesson learned. 
 
    “I just wanted to say thanks.” He arranged the bags in his hands a little better, shifting in a way that was very un-Raider-like.  
 
    I shrugged. “No problem.”  
 
    “Are you and Kelli coming to the party tomorrow night?” He surprised me further by asking.  
 
    “Nope,” I assured him, popping the P as I started to turn away again.  
 
    After the disaster of the last one I had attended, if I never went to another club party, it would be too soon.  
 
    He caught my elbow yet again, those green eyes scanning oddly over my face. “Maybe you should.”  
 
    I shrugged. “I’m sure you’ll be just fine without either Kelli or I there. Have a safe drive. That rain looks dangerous.”  
 
    I walked away before he could try and stop me again, forcing myself to forget about him as I focused on work. I needed to keep my head in the game. Ignoring my customers would cost me good tips and that was something I just couldn’t afford to do right then.  
 
    The sooner I could save up enough money, the sooner I could get out of this town and away from Raider Hannigan.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    Four Weeks Ago 
 
    Quinn 
 
      
 
    If the parking lot of the Angel’s Halo MC’s clubhouse was anything to go by, then every club member and their family was in attendance at the engagement party for Jet Hannigan and Felicity Bolton. I wasn’t surprised. Jet had once been the MC’s president, was the son of the last president, and the brother-in-law of the current pres. And Flick, she was loved by everyone.  
 
    It was for her that I had come tonight. Aggie had closed the diner down early so she could cater for the occasion, so I had the night off. Even the girls at Paradise City, the strip club that Kelli worked at, was off tonight, so for once my roommate was free to come to a club event. This was going to be her first since she and Colt had gone public with their relationship, but she didn’t look any happier to be there than I was.  
 
    “I’m so getting drunk,” she muttered half under her breath as she turned off the old model car and pushed her head into the back of her seat as she glared at the clubhouse.  
 
    Loud music was already blaring and the front doors were wide open as people came and went from the warehouse that had been revamped decades ago into the MC’s clubhouse. The building was huge, had over ten bedrooms, and was where my sisters spent most of their time.  
 
    Gritting my teeth at the thought of the three jerks I regretfully shared DNA with, I nodded. “Sounds like a plan. I’m gonna get drunk, too.”  
 
    Kelli snapped her head around at my last words, surprise shining out of her eyes, even in the dim light of her car. “Okay, what’s wrong?” she demanded after a minute of looking yet unable to find what was going on written on my face. 
 
    “Nothing,” I lied.  
 
    “Incredible.” My friend turned in her seat and grasped my chin between her thumb and forefinger, forcing me to meet her gaze. 
 
    Dang it.  
 
    Kelli and I had clicked from the minute we had met. After she had moved in with me, she had gotten to know me in no time at all, and vice versa. We were closer than I had ever dreamed of being with any one of my three sisters. The only problem was she could read me easily, probably even more so than Colt could.  
 
    “Quinn.” Kelli released my chin and sighed deeply. “Did one of your sisters say something to you?”  
 
    “No,” I assured her honestly. “I haven’t seen any of them in over a week.”  
 
    She narrowed her eyes in that dark way I still didn’t completely understand. Where Kelli could read me so easily, I hadn’t gotten nearly as accomplished at the reverse. My newest friend had secrets, but something deep in my gut told me neither one of us was ready for her to share them.  
 
    “Okay, so not one of the groin parade. Was it Raider?”  
 
    I unbuckled my seatbelt, avoiding answering her. Raider had come in for lunch that afternoon and sat as far from my section as he possibly could. I had forced my attention on work, getting people their food, refilling drinks. Nevertheless, every few minutes, I had found myself looking back to where Raider was eating his sandwich and laughing with the two sheep that had left their own table to join him.  
 
    When he had left, one of them had gone with him. I had seen him kiss her cheek before she had gotten into her car, and then followed him in the direction of the clubhouse. I had known what was going to happen, that they were going to mess.  
 
    Like it always did, my heart had broken a little more. However, in that moment, I had realized something.  
 
    Raider Hannigan was never going to want me. Not ever.  
 
    The thing was, I didn’t even know why he wouldn’t give me a chance—why I wasn’t good enough. He seemed to barely tolerate me at times. Of course that should have scared me off, but apparently, I was a masochist and a glutton for rejection, because my dang heart still wept for him.  
 
    It was time to move on, though. I saw that clear as day now. Hence the need to get so drunk I didn’t remember my own name in the morning.  
 
    “Quinn,” Kelli called after me when I got out of the car. She jumped out and slammed her door. Catching up to me before I could get more than a few cars away, she grasped my arm. “Why?”  
 
    I frowned at her question, confused by it. “Why, what?”  
 
    She crossed her arms over her breasts and cocked her head to the side ever so slightly, analyzing me. She was beautiful, and I wanted to hate her for being so gorgeous. “Why do you love him?”  
 
    I shrugged. I had been in love with Raider since before I understood what love really was, so maybe it was just some stupid crush that had gotten out of hand. Regardless, I knew the difference between loving someone and being in love with them. I loved Colt, but I was in love with Raider. “I don’t know how to answer that. It’s not any one big thing that made me fall for him, but a million small ones.” 
 
    “Okay, but how do you know he’s the one?”  
 
    I just stood there, unable to find the words to explain it to her. No one had ever made me feel the way Raider did. It was pure lunacy to feel what I felt when I knew it was all one-sided, yet it wasn’t something I could turn off. Though I knew I had to.  
 
    “All right, fine. That’s a really loaded question.” She waved her hands in the air then put them on her hips. “What I really want to know … What I think you should really be asking yourself is: what if you’ve built this all up in your head? Maybe—and I’m only saying maybe here—but maybe the reality of this guy isn’t as good as the dream.”  
 
    I opened my mouth to argue, but quickly closed it as what she was saying hit me.  
 
    I had never thought about that. It would actually be a relief if that was the case, because if it was, then there was a chance that one day I could move on.  
 
    “Quinn.”  
 
    I instinctively turned at the sound of my name and pushed what Kelli had just said aside when I saw my favorite person in the world coming toward us.  
 
    His hair was in need of a cut, was the first thing I thought when I saw my best friend walking toward us. With his leather cut over a white Hannigans T-shirt, jeans that hung off his rear, and a pair of boots that I knew he had used to kick the trash out of guys with, Colt Hannigan was the kind of dangerous sexy that drew women in like flies to honey.  
 
    My sisters had always made fun of me because I was immune to him. I had never paid much attention to them where this particular Hannigan was concerned, though, knowing they were just jealous that Colt had always put me first. We had been best friends since we were kids, and even though he was six years older than me, that didn’t stop us from being close. To him, I was just another sister. He knew my every secret, and I knew his. I loved him, but I had never been nor wanted to be in love with him. 
 
    Once he reached us, he kissed Kelli, then draped an arm over both our shoulders.  
 
    “What took you two so long?” he scolded as we headed toward the clubhouse. “I was starting to get worried.”  
 
    “We were just talking,” Kelli told him before I could open my mouth. I was thankful for her ability to distract him so easily. I had never been able to hide anything from Colt, had never really wanted to. “Just girl stuff.”  
 
    Inside, the place was so crowded we had to push our way through the masses to get to where the happy couple were standing.  
 
    I saw my sisters spread out around the room, each one turning to glare at me as I passed them. I had quit caring what those three thought of me a long time ago. I wasn’t there for them, anyway. It was Flick and Jet I was there to celebrate with.  
 
    Flick was surrounded by Raven, Willa, and Gracie. Jet stood with his hand at her waist, but his body turned toward Bash, Spider, and Hawk. They all had a drink in their hands.  
 
    Spotting us, Flick’s eyes landed on me and her face brightened. “There you are. I thought you were going to leave me hanging,” she teased as she stepped forward and hugged me.  
 
    I wrapped my arms around her, squeezing her hard before stepping back. “Never,” I said with a laugh then turned to greet the others.  
 
    I got a hug from Gracie who had worked with me at the diner for all of two days before Hawk had gotten his way and she’d had to quit. Willa gave me a big smile, not really the hugging type. And although Raven normally wasn’t, I got a hug from her, anyway. She had changed a lot since she had become a mother, and I liked the changes. She wasn’t as standoffish as she once had been. At least, not with me.  
 
    When her green gaze fell on Colt, who was now holding Kelli’s hand, her expression became neutral. Every other female in the room who wasn’t in that small group right then would have run in the other direction. The sheep had always been intimidated by Raven, if not outright afraid of her. Now she was their queen, and they practically trembled under her unnerving stare down these days.  
 
    Kelli, however, wasn’t a sheep. She didn’t bow down easily to anyone. I could see one of two things happening right then. One, Raven would decide Kelli wasn’t worthy of her brother and go in for the kill, effortlessly putting my friend out of her misery and taking her from this world. I had never seen Kelli fight before, but Raven had shown me plenty of times how much she had learned from being raised by a houseful of alpha bikers.  
 
    Or two—and my preferred outcome—they hit it off and Raven accepts Kelli as a possible friend and maybe even a potential sister-in-law.  
 
    “Rave, this is Kelli, my … girlfriend.” Colt hesitated only for a second, but I saw the flicker of Kelli’s lashes. She liked the way he had introduced her.  
 
    Kelli stepped forward, offering her hand, but not letting her guard down. “Nice to officially meet you.”  
 
    Raven’s hesitation was a lot longer than her brother’s had been, causing the men standing behind her and the other three women to cut off what they had been talking about and turning their attention to what was happening in front of them.  
 
    I saw Spider and Bash tense, unsure how to handle Raven’s quietness as she stood there, staring at Kelli’s outstretched hand.  
 
    Jet shifted, nudging her with his elbow.  
 
    Her lips twisted, and I held my breath, unsure what to expect, until Raven smiled and took Kelli’s hand.  
 
    “Hi. It’s nice to finally meet my brother’s girlfriend.” She winked, and the two big, scary men standing behind her relaxed. “Even if you’re the only girlfriend he’s ever introduced to me.”  
 
    “She’s the only actual girlfriend I’ve ever had,” Colt informed her with a smirk.  
 
    “That, too.” She rolled her eyes at him then stepped back. “Quinn, you and Kelli make yourselves at home. Drinks and food are set up in the kitchen. Make yourselves a plate and don’t be shy. We’re all family here.” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Quinn 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t much of a drinker. The most alcohol I had ever had at one time was maybe half a bottle of wine. Considering my best friend owned a bar, I was pretty sure he was ashamed of the fact that I couldn’t handle more than two shots of tequila before I was drunk.  
 
    Tossing my lime wedge on the table between us, I licked the lingering juice from my lips. Around me, my friends were already on their third shot. Raven and Flick laughed at the face I made as I stared dubiously at my third shot while they picked up their fourth.  
 
    Kelli reached around me, picked it up, and downed it, along with her own shot, thankfully taking the decision out of my hands.  
 
    I reached for the untouched red solo cup of some kind of fruity rum punch that one of the old ladies had made. The first sip was kind of refreshing, so I took a bigger gulp, before Colt was reaching for the cup, trying to pull it out of my hand. 
 
    “Easy there, buttercup. This trash is lethal.”  
 
    I snatched it back and took another thirsty swallow before he could take it away again.  
 
    “It doesn’t taste like there is even anything in it but juice,” I complained when he lifted the cup over his head. He was such a jerk when he did that. He was at least a foot taller than me. I could have kicked him in the balls to get it back, but I loved him too much to damage his boy parts.  
 
    “That’s the point, babe,” Kelli told me as she took a drink from her own solo cup. “Mask the taste of liquor and you’ll drink it all night. Then you won’t remember anything come morning when you’re holding the porcelain throne, praying you won’t fall off the ground.” 
 
    I gave them both a pout. Then I turned back to Raven and Flick, and Flick handed over her own cup with a wink.  
 
    I heard Colt groan from behind me and saw Raven shoot him a glare. To that, he muttered something under his breath before walking away.  
 
    “How the heck did you do that?” Kelli demanded as she sat her cup on the table between us and leaned forward. “Do you have superpowers or something? Teach me!”  
 
    Blonde brows lifted toward the ceiling as Raven turned her green gaze on me. “Is she drunk already?”  
 
    I nearly snorted my punch up my nose. Coughing, I shook my head. “Nope. She’s still as sober as you.”  
 
    Raven could hold her liquor better than any woman I had ever seen. She could have drunk half the tequila bottle by herself and still would have been just as coherent as if she’d had nothing to drink at all. I wasn’t completely sure she was human.  
 
    “Huh.” Raven’s lips twitched with humor. “Stick around, Kelli. I’ll teach you a few tricks.”  
 
    I stood there, enjoying my punch and watching the people around us. Some of the old ladies were at a table across the room from us, laughing and having a good time. MC brothers were spread around the room, drinking beer, and shooting pool at the four tables in what was considered the living room. Every now and then, I would catch a glimpse of one of my sisters hanging off some random guy.  
 
    I was just thankful they weren’t messing around with Raider tonight.  
 
    Thinking of that particular MC brother, I started gulping my punch. Within seconds, my cup was empty.  
 
    Raven stepped closer to me and exchanged my empty cup for her almost full one with a wink.  
 
    “Colt is going to be so pissed.” I giggled and took a sip.  
 
    “Colt’s an old mother hen where you’re concerned. Don’t worry; I won’t let him ground you.” Raven playfully bumped my hip with hers. “Take it easy with this cup, though. I don’t want to be responsible for you getting alcohol poisoning.”  
 
    I was starting to feel very relaxed and at ease. I liked it. Nothing could have bothered me right then. I was numb to the constant dull pain around my heart and when I saw my oldest sister, Heather, giving me the stink eye, I didn’t even care. Instead, I grinned at her and lifted my cup, almost daring her to mess with me.  
 
    When Raven shifted beside me, Heather’s gaze was drawn to her. Whatever she saw when she looked at my friend had her quickly turning away.  
 
    Curious, I glanced at Raven to find that darkness on her face that could scare the piss out of more than half the females in the room at any given moment.  
 
    “Why don’t you just stomp those jerks and be done with it?” Raven muttered low enough so only I could hear her.  
 
    I shrugged. “Probably because they would fight dirty, and it would turn into a three on one where I ended up bald and toothless.”  
 
    I had been in enough fights with my sisters over the years to know what the outcome would be, and the odds were definitely not in my favor.  
 
    I was the good girl of my mother’s four daughters. I had graduated from high school, worked hard, and when Mom had gotten sick, I had been the one to take care of her. After she had passed away, I had tried to stay in the house where I had grown up, but my sisters had made that impossible. Thankfully, Colt had helped me find the house I was renting now.  
 
    “Hey, Raven.” We both turned to find Willa and Gracie standing a few feet away. “Can you help us out in the kitchen with something?”  
 
    “Yeah, I’m coming.” She gave me a grim smile, her eyes on my red solo cup. “Sip that.”  
 
    Once she was gone, it was just Flick and Kelli there to keep me company. The other two started talking about what Flick was doing now that she was home for good. She had been some rocker’s nanny for over a year, but now that she was back, it wasn’t like she could just find another rich family with kids to babysit.  
 
    “I’m helping out Uncle Jack for now, and I waitress at the bar when the guys need an extra hand.” She made a funny face. “It’s basically like taking care of a bunch of overgrown kids, so my job hasn’t really changed much.”  
 
    I tuned them out when I caught a glimpse of dark blond hair cut short, those wide shoulders with that leather cut and a black T-shirt over them. His jeans had holes in the knees, but they hugged his rear perfectly.  
 
    My hand froze with my cup halfway to my mouth, the air seeming to be sucked forcefully out of my lungs when he looked my way and our eyes locked.  
 
    Maybe it was the punch mixed with those two shots of tequila. Maybe I was imagining what I read in his eyes. I could blame it on being almost drunk. I had wanted to see that hungry look directed at me for so long that I didn’t completely trust it as he kept walking, his gaze never leaving mine.  
 
    It was only when someone moved in front of me that our connection was broken.  
 
    I sucked in a gasping breath, my heart suddenly beating so hard my shirt actually bounced with the force of it. My mouth felt bone-dry, while lower, my panties were suddenly uncomfortably wet.  
 
    I lifted the cup to my lips and took a few sips, hoping the coolness of the drink would help calm down my overheated body. 
 
    “Well, that’s new,” I heard Flick mutter and turned my head to find her watching me.  
 
    She had obviously seen the exchange between me and Raider.  
 
    An uncontrollable blush filled my cheeks, and I hurriedly looked away, gulping down more of my drink, as I felt her and Kelli move in around me.  
 
    “Is something going on with you and Raider?” Flick demanded in a fierce whisper. “He just looked at you like you were his favorite new toy.”  
 
    “No, of course not. I don’t know what that look was about, but nothing has changed between us.” My head was spinning, and I wasn’t completely sure it was all from the alcohol. 
 
    “Remember what we talked about outside?” Kelli pulled my cup from my hand, forcing me to give them my complete attention.  
 
    “What were you talking about outside?” Flick asked, being nosy.  
 
    “I can’t understand why she loves that prick so much.” Kelli wasn’t shy about confiding in Flick about our earlier conversation. If it had been anyone else, I would have been pissed at my roommate for blabbing about something that was private. But I knew Flick wouldn’t tell a soul, not even Raven or Jet.  
 
    “Valid question,” my old friend agreed.  
 
    “Well, I want her to figure out if she really does love him or if she’s just built up the whole thing in her head. Dreams and reality are two completely different scenarios.”  
 
    “Truth,” Flick muttered half under her breath, then turned those blue eyes on me. “Girl’s right; maybe it’s time to figure it out, Quinn.”  
 
    I glared at them both. “I do have it figured out, thank you very much.”  
 
    “Oh yeah?” Kelli looked skeptical.  
 
    “Yeah,” I snapped. “I’m moving on. I am officially done with letting Raider Hannigan stomp on my heart. I might even find one of the brothers and lose my v-card to him tonight.”  
 
    I was all talk, all three of us knew it, but it felt good to say those words out loud. I was going to get over Raider. I was done being the pathetic chick who wore her heart on her sleeve for a guy who barely even knew she was alive. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Raider 
 
      
 
    As parties at the clubhouse went, my brother’s engagement party was probably the tamest one that had ever taken place. I was glad Jet had pulled his head out of his rear and finally done something right with Flick, that they were happy, but idiot, I was bored out of my mind.  
 
    I had been at the clubhouse since after lunch, when I had brought one of the sheep back to play with. Things hadn’t gone as planned, and it had pissed me off. Therefore, I had sent her packing. After a shower and a nap, I had woken up to my sister and some of the old ladies setting up for the party.  
 
    Raven had spotted me before I could make a run for it and had put my rear to work. I loved my sister more than any female on the planet, but she was a ballbuster. That had only gotten worse with motherhood.  
 
    As the party had gotten started, and more and more people had shown up, the urge to jump on my hog and spend the night with only the road as my companion had increased. I knew if I left, though, Raven would kick my rear, and Bash and Spider would hold me down while she did it.  
 
    Cursing under my breath, I lifted the beer bottle to my lips and chugged it down before throwing it in the trashcan a few feet away. The kitchen was full of a mixture of MC brothers, their wives, and a few kids. It was minus any of the sheep, which was the only reason I was camped out there.  
 
    Maybe it was boredom, maybe I was just exhausted—idiot, I had no idea. Whatever it was, I was tired of the sheep who followed me around like lost puppies looking for attention. I had given them plenty of reason to do just that over the years, having harassed them all regularly. But lately, I had found them more annoying than entertaining.  
 
    Someone bumped into my hip, and I turned my head to look down at the female who was trying to move me out of her way.  
 
    Willa cocked a brow at me before pushing at my arm. “Move it or lose it.”  
 
    I moved over so she could get to the cabinet behind me.  
 
    Once upon a time, I had thought about her. She had been too hung up on Spider, and honestly, I hadn’t cared enough to want to fight him over her. Now she was married to the enforcer.  
 
    “What’s up with you?” she demanded once she had gotten what she needed. “You’ve been acting weird for days. I haven’t seen the usual jerks swarming around you lately, either.”  
 
    I shrugged. “Just tired.”  
 
    “Too tired for pussy? Are you sick or something?”  
 
    I reached for another beer from the barrel of ice beside the island. “Or something,” I muttered, not wanting to get into it with her.  
 
    “Huh,” was all she said before she went over to the kitchen door to call out for Raven.  
 
    Not wanting to chance my sister finding something else for me to do, I left the sanctuary of the kitchen.  
 
    I had barely taken two steps when Whitney caught my arm and pushed herself up against my side. I looked down at the sheep, a smile already lifting my lips, but it didn’t reach my eyes.  
 
    Whitney was fun in bed. She liked it dirty, and I had given it to her plenty of times. Her blonde hair was hanging around her shoulders in messy waves, her makeup thick and just as slutty as the clothes she was wearing. However, that “idiot me now” look in her eyes did nothing for me right then.  
 
    Pulling my hand free, I tapped her on the rear twice before moving away. “Maybe later,” I told her as I kept walking. 
 
    Maybe I would harass her later. Maybe I would find someone else to suck my toe. Then again, maybe I wouldn’t.  
 
    I grimaced, wondering if maybe I really was getting sick. My toe usually had a mind of its own, yet lately, it had been just as bored as I was. Ever since I had gotten back from New York, I couldn’t have cared less if I got laid or not.  
 
    No, I reminded myself. No, it was before New York. It was before Flick had even come back to us.  
 
    As if some radar went off inside me, I turned my head and scanned the crowd of people in the main room of the clubhouse. Within a few seconds, I spotted Quinn.  
 
    Her long, blond hair was pulled back from her face, showing me that, unlike her sister Whitney, she wasn’t wearing any makeup. She had on a nice top, one that wasn’t overly tight across her belly, yet still showed their feminine curves perfectly. The jeans she wore made her legs look like they went on forever, despite her being so tiny. I knew, if she turned around, they would be cupping her sweet rear in a way that just thinking about it made my mouth water and my toe thicken painfully.  
 
    She stood talking to Flick and Kelli, a red solo cup in one hand that she started to lift to her luscious mouth. Her hand was lifted only halfway when she spotted me, and I was powerless to look away.  
 
    Idiot, she was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. For years, I had wanted to harass her, but her friendship with my brother had meant that I had to keep my hands to myself. So, I kept my distance, even though it had been difficult at times, and tried to forget about her. Lately, that had gotten harder and harder to do, and I seemed to turn into a real jerk whenever she was around, just to hide my reaction to her. More than once, I had been a toe to her, and I didn’t like that I had made her cry. Regardless, it was the only way I could keep my distance.  
 
    Still trapped in her gaze, I moved through the room, putting more space between us in a hope to control my body’s reaction to her. It wasn’t lost on me that my toe had gotten so hard it was nearly breaking through the zipper of my jeans at just a look from that female.  
 
    It would be insanity to harass her. Colt would kill me. Raven would probably help him, too. She didn’t have a soft spot for many people, but Quinn was one of them. Even the uncles all loved her, something that couldn’t be said for her three sisters: Heather, Whitney, and Amanda. How Quinn had come from the same mother as those jerks, I wasn’t sure, but she didn’t belong with them.  
 
    Quinn seemed to be just as entranced as I was. She had never been able to hide her reaction to me. That was part of why I’d had to try even harder to ignore her over the years. A man could get addicted to having someone worship him like she had always seemed to do me, but I knew I would have ruined her. I wasn’t the kind of guy who could settle down with one woman. I needed variety, and just the thought of only one female for the rest of my life scared the heck out of me.  
 
    That didn’t stop me from wanting her so badly it was a physical pain.  
 
    Someone moved in front of her, forcefully breaking our connection.  
 
    She turned away, and I came back to reality.  
 
    I couldn’t go down that road with Quinn. She would only get hurt, and I would end up in a shallow grave somewhere in the woods.  
 
    Lifting the beer I had almost forgotten was in my hand to my lips, I took a long swallow as I headed for the room I always used when I slept at the clubhouse.  
 
    Kicking the door shut, I dropped down onto the bed and closed my eyes. My toe was still trying to break its way out, so I undid my belt and unfastened my top button. Carefully, I unzipped the fly and pulled my toe out of my boxers.  
 
    I didn’t try to hold back my groan as I stroked my cock in a tight fist. I imagined Quinn was this tight. That she had never been touched before, and I could be the one to pluck her cherry. I wanted her dripping wet as she coated my cock with her creamy pussy.  
 
    I stroked myself slowly, taking my time, enjoying the fantasy that was building in my head. It wasn’t the first time I had done that; it definitely wouldn’t be the last, either. Quinn was my favorite fantasy. Sometimes, when I was unbelievable woman, I would pretend it was her under me, and it would get me off in a matter of minutes.  
 
    My balls began to tighten, the first sign that I was going to come. I released my cock and smeared the liquid on the tip over the head, getting it nice and wet. Then, diving my hand into my boxers, I cupped my balls, squeezing and massaging them, letting myself imagine that it was Quinn.  
 
    Her hands were small, but not soft. I had seen the calluses on them from how hard she worked at, not only Aggie’s, but when she’d had to take care of her sick mom, too. She was a good girl, a good woman. She would make some lucky mongrel a good wife one day.  
 
    Jealous at the thought of some faceless prick who would one day get to claim the one thing I wanted more than anything, I stroked myself harder. The pressure in my balls doubled, and I knew I was going to blow any minute.  
 
    Before I could come, I released myself again.  
 
    I wanted to be inside a woman when I came, but the one I wanted wasn’t available. This was my punishment for all the bad trash I had done in my life. For all the, killing, and the countless other sins I had committed over the years as an Angel’s Halo member.  
 
    Idiot, if this was just a taste of that awaited me in the hereafter, I knew I would spend eternity frying while the devil laughed his rear off.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Quinn 
 
      
 
    The party was going strong around me. MC members were laughing and having a good time. A few kids were running around, screaming and playing. Old ladies were trying to keep up with their children, husbands, and making sure no one went overboard.  
 
    I was feeling good, laid back, and almost emotionless. It was a fun feeling, peaceful even.  
 
    Then I saw two of my three sisters watching me with knowing smirks on their faces, and I realized this was not what I wanted. I wasn’t like them. They spent their lives always looking for a good time—drinking, doing drugs, and any guy who gave them so much as a second glance.  
 
    Putting the cup I had just poured for myself on the nearest table, I turned away from my sisters’ smiling faces and headed for the bathroom. Flick had gotten dragged away by Jet and Hawk for something party related, and Colt had tempted Kelli to go outside with him. Knowing those two, they were in the back of her car, making out like two horny teenagers. They couldn’t seem to keep their hands off each other.  
 
    The bathrooms that everyone who wasn’t a MC member used were in the back of the clubhouse, past the bedrooms. Even as tipsy as I was—okay, so I was two sips away from being stumbling drunk—I could find them with no trouble.  
 
    I passed one that I knew all too well. Not because I had ever been inside it, but because, when I had been sixteen, I had more or less stalked Raider. I had made it my mission to know everything about my best friend’s brother, and that included where he slept when he wasn’t home.  
 
    Looking back from my tipsy point of view, I realized I had been sickeningly pathetic where that particular man was concerned. How many times, as a stupid teenager, had I stood outside that door, tracing little hearts on the wood? Dang it, I wished I could go back in time and kick that girl’s rear. Maybe I wouldn’t have wasted so many years pining away for him.  
 
    Mentally cursing myself, I reached for the doorknob, but before I could touch it, the knob twisted and the door swung inward.  
 
    Lost in a mixture of self-loathing and tipsy, it took me a few seconds to realize someone was coming out of the bathroom. I just stood there, blinking wide-eyed up at the guy who now stood in front of me.  
 
    It took a moment to realize who I was looking at, because this guy was one of the new prospects. The club had two newer prospects on top of the three that had been around for nearly a year now. This one had come from another club. Texas, I thought he had said.  
 
    He came in for lunch at the diner at least twice a week and always set in my section. He had been cordial every time and left me good tips. I liked his smile and had even flirted with him a time … or ten.  
 
    Boomer was the name everyone called him, but like most of the guys in the MC, I figured that wasn’t the name his momma had given him. He was nice to look at with his lean build, sleeved up tatted arms, and a face that belonged on some dark, Greek god.  
 
    “Well, hello there, pretty girl,” Boomer’s deep voice greeted me, reminding me exactly how he had gotten his name. It was a nice, deep voice. The kind that made a girl wet when he spoke to them like he just had me. His smile was even and white, almost too perfect for a biker really. There was a dimple at the left corner of his mouth, one that had gotten most of the other waitresses at Aggie’s giggling every time he flashed it at them.  
 
    “Hi,” I began, stopping as soon as I heard the sound of my voice. To my own ears, it seemed to come out all husky and sexy. Incredible, but I got all seductive when I was tipsy.  
 
    Mentally shrugging, I tilted my head to the right ever so slightly while my eyes took in every inch of this guy from head to toe and back again.  
 
    Boomer just stood there, a smug grin on his face while he let me look my fill.  
 
    As my eyes started the long trip back up, I heard him chuckle. “Like what you see, darlin’?” 
 
    I felt my cheeks burn with embarrassment, but the alcohol that still made my blood sing through my veins gave me a confidence I never would have had while sober.  
 
    Licking my lips, I met his gaze. “I don’t know. Maybe if I saw what was under all those clothes, I could make up my mind.”  
 
    Dark eyes narrowed, his nostrils flared. He leaned down so we were on an even eye level. “That can be arranged, Quinn.” His voice was even deeper now, full of a lust that I had never experienced.  
 
    I swallowed hard. My heart was racing like an out of control freight train, and suddenly, my palms were slick with sweat.  
 
    Forget about Raider Hannigan, a voice in the back of my head commanded. It’s time to move on. Harass this guy until you don’t remember who Raider is. 
 
    Another voice, one that was notably more quiet than usual tried to argue. Don’t do it, Quinn. You’re a good girl. Don’t give your V to just any guy. 
 
    I almost rolled my eyes as my inner angel and demon tried to play tug of war with my conscience. Meanwhile, in the real world, Boomer was still standing in the bathroom doorway, his eyes practically eating me alive as he waited for me to make up my mind.  
 
    Taking a small step forward, I lifted a hand and pressed my palm to the center of his chest under his prospect cut. “Kiss me,” I commanded, trying to channel all the badass chicks I knew as I pretended to know what the heck I was doing.  
 
    One second he was standing there in front of me, the next he was grabbing for my rear with both hands, backing me up against the wall behind me. He lifted me like I weighed nothing at all until I was eye level with him. With one hand now under my rear, he lifted the other to wrap around the ponytail at the back of my head.  
 
    Boomer took a moment, his gaze sweeping over every one of my facial features, before he lowered his head and captured my lips in a hungry kiss.  
 
    This was all new to me. I didn’t know where to put my hands, didn’t know what I should do with my legs that just dangled between us. I felt awkward, but his lips were nice. They were warm, slightly damp, and they were trying to devour my mouth. I tried to keep up, tried to pretend I knew what I was doing, but not even the alcohol could give me the one thing I needed right then.  
 
    Experience.  
 
    The only other kiss I had ever had was when my date got up the nerve to kiss me after our junior prom back in high school. The guy had been shaking so badly our teeth had bumped and his braces had cut my top lip. It was only later that I learned that Colt had put the fear of God into the poor guy in case he tried anything with me. I didn’t get many date offers after that.  
 
    Between the overprotectiveness of Colt and the uncles, as well as taking care of my mother while she had been so sick, chances to date hadn’t come up all that often. 
 
    This kiss was nothing like that first one, but even though it was nice, it wasn’t doing any of those incredible things I had read about in the thousands of romance novels I had read. There was no instant spark. No fireworks exploding as his hand under my rear grew bold, and he squeezed one globe roughly, his fingers rubbing over my jean-clad pussy. I didn’t get goose bumps, or feel lightheaded.  
 
    It was kind of a letdown, yet I didn’t try to stop the kiss. Maybe it would get better. I hoped at least.  
 
    I tilted my head, kissing him back as I linked my hands at the back of his neck. He pulled me in closer, grinding his lower body against my abdomen. I felt something flex against me and my blush intensified.  
 
    Holy garbage. He was hard. For … me. 
 
    That thought gave me a new kind of high the alcohol hadn’t been able to, and I tried harder to get into the kiss.  
 
    This guy wanted me. He was smoking hot and a nice guy from what little I knew about him.  
 
    I could have done worse, that was for sure.  
 
    And I was ready to lose my V.  
 
    I pulled my head back, breaking the kiss. We were both breathing hard, and I caught the scent of his breath. A hint of coffee under the smell of beer and smoke.  
 
    “Bed,” I told him, licking my lips and finding them oddly sore. “Find us a bed.” 
 
    His grin was almost wicked. “Yes, ma’am.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Raider 
 
      
 
    I was just starting to doze off when I heard a loud thump against my door. I shifted onto my front. 
 
    Figuring it was just a few of the guys messing around, I closed my eyes again. Everyone knew this room was off limits, so I didn’t think anything else of it. 
 
    Sleep started to take me over again. Sleep was the one place where I could have everything I wanted. Where I could idiot Quinn any way I wanted, as many times as I wanted.  
 
    The thump came again, followed by a feminine giggle that had my eyes shooting open. I knew that giggle. There hadn’t been a time I had heard it and not savored the sound, locking it away for the empty nights when I was finally all alone.  
 
    When the doorknob rattled for a few seconds, I sat up, just as the door started to open.  
 
    “What …? No, wait. Not that room!” the owner of the giggle cried out.  
 
    Too late, the door opened. The hall light was like a spotlight behind them, showcasing them both for me perfectly.  
 
    Good. Now I know who I needed to kill.  
 
    One of the new prospects had Quinn up against my bedroom door, his hands on her rear. Her hair was coming out of her ponytail, and even from where I was sitting, I could tell her lips were swollen.  
 
    Quinn’s eyes were trained on the bed, although she probably couldn’t see me clearly since I was still in darkness. Boomer, the prospect she was with, didn’t realize what was going on around him. He was too busy kissing her neck.  
 
    Incredible.  
 
    Rage burned through my chest as I jump off the bed and was across the room before the idiot could so much as raise his head.  
 
    I grabbed him by the back of the neck and pulled him away from Quinn. Her feet hit the floor and she dropped back against the door, pushing it all the way open. When she started to stumble, I pushed Boomer away, reaching out to catch her. Her body was completely stiff against mine as I righted her.  
 
    “Sorry, man,” Boomer was already apologizing. “I didn’t know this was your room.”  
 
    Slowly, I turned my head to look at the prospect. He was one of the new guys, a transfer from one of our charter clubs in Texas, yet he had still been a prospect there before he had moved to Creswell Springs to be closer to family. I had gone on a run with him just the week before, but we hadn’t had much interaction past me giving him orders.  
 
    “Now you know,” I growled, dismissing him before I slaughtered the idiot in front of Quinn then and there. “Get lost.”  
 
    He nodded, already reaching his hand out for Quinn to take. “Come on, darlin’. We’ll find somewh—” 
 
    “She’s not going any-frigging-where with you, jerk.” My vision was starting to narrow, a red haze filling my line of vision, as I pushed Quinn back a few steps toward my bed, tightening my hold on her, putting her out of his reach and using my own body to block his path if he tried to challenge me.  
 
    She pushed against my chest, trying to wiggle out of my hold. “Let me go, Raider.”  
 
    “No way,” I snapped at her, my rage only growing with each passing second that Boomer kept standing there.  
 
    I could smell the punch on her breath, and I had seen her with a red cup in her hand earlier. I knew she’d had at least one cup of that punch that Willa liked to make to mess people up with. But Quinn wasn’t slurring her words and, as someone who rarely drank, she would have been stumbling drunk right then if she’d had too much of it. Whether she was drunk or not, there was no way I was letting her go anywhere with this idiot.  
 
    “There’s no way you’re going with this guy.”  
 
    She pushed harder, but there was no way she could have moved me unless I wanted to be moved. “You’re such a jerk. What? You’re the only one who can mess around in the clubhouse? Is that it?”  
 
    Her words did nothing to calm my rage. If anything, it only stroked it, along with my painful erection that I realized was still hanging out of my unbuttoned jeans. Boomer couldn’t see it, but there was no way Quinn couldn’t feel it against her side.  
 
    The way she had said “idiot” had been like a physical caress down my shaft. Regardless, the images she had brought to mind, of her the prospect, had me vibrating with the rage that was trying to consume me.  
 
    No way was I going to let this idiot touch Quinn.  
 
    Knowing I wouldn’t be able to talk without losing what little hold I had on my control, I pushed Quinn onto the bed. I was rougher than I normally would have been with her, but I was beyond pissed. She was lucky I didn’t throw her there.  
 
    Tucking my toe into my jeans, I turned back to the prospect, only to find him standing on the other side of the door, his hands raised in surrender.  
 
    “Message received, man. She’s yours.”  
 
    “Dang right,” I snarled, slamming the door in his face before locking it.  
 
    I could kill him later, I promised myself. First things first, though. I had to deal with Quin.  
 
    The room was in complete darkness now, so I hit the lights and turned to find her still lying on the bed where I had put her. Her head was turned toward me, but the look on her face was one I had never seen directed at me before.  
 
    Pure venomous hate was flashing at me out of her baby blues. She was so tiny that it was more adorable than intimidating.  
 
    “You’re a toe, you know that?”  
 
    I popped my neck, trying to ease some of the tension in my muscles. “Been called worse.”  
 
    “I bet,” she said with a snort, crossing her arms over her chest.  
 
    She looked delectable the way she was lying on my bed, sulking. Delectable and hot as sin.  
 
    I walked toward the bed, noticing the effects of her encounter with the prospect. Her shirt was wrinkled and halfway up her waist, showing me how creamy her belly was, along with a hint of metal. A belly button ring? Sexy. Then my eyes caught the sight of her jeans and saw that the button was undone, along with the zipper.  
 
    My rage, which had started to cool, doubled. Had that idiot had his hands in her pants? Had he touched that sweet, little pussy?  
 
    Dang it. I wanted to punch something. This wasn’t the first time I had experienced jealousy where Quinn was concerned, but it had never been this strong before. The urge to maim and murder held me in place as I fought my caveman instincts that were demanding I butcher the prospect.  
 
    “You’re such a buzzkill, you know that?” She sat halfway up and leaned back on her elbows as she looked up at me, a defiant glare in her eyes. Her lips were still swollen from Boomer’s kisses, making them even more pouty than usual.  
 
    Something painful burned through my chest. Not so much rage or even jealousy this time.  
 
    It was hurt.  
 
    That she would try to hook up with some guy who was more or less a stranger to the area. Heck, I would have felt like that if it was someone she had known all her life. 
 
    I had no right. Idiot, I had pushed her away for so many years, and I didn’t deserve to get to feel even an iota of hurt over her screwing around with other guys. It still stung like a red wasp. 
 
    I leaned over her, pressing my hands into the mattress on either side of her head and getting in her face. “This isn’t you, Quinn. You don’t drink, and you sure don’t go around hooking up with random guys.”  
 
    She rolled her eyes at me, and I had the sudden urge to bend her over my knee and spank the ever-loving trash out of her perfect little donkey.  
 
    “You know nothing about me, Raider Hannigan.” 
 
    I knew more about this female than any other female on the planet. Like how she always nibbled on her thumbnail when she was thinking hard. Or how she had one lock of hair that was always longer than the rest, and when she wore her hair down, it curled perfectly down her back. I knew that she hummed soft rock music when she was working, and that her favorite thing to eat was Aggie’s crack brownies. I even knew that her left brow arched higher than the right when she was surprised or pissed.  
 
    Heck, I didn’t know half of that about the girls I messed on a regular basis. I didn’t normally notice trash like that about anyone.  
 
    But if I told her how wrong she was, she would have never believed me.  
 
    Idiot, I wasn’t sure I would have believed me, either. 
 
    She tipped her head back until it was lying on her shoulders, her messy ponytail drooping to one side. Idiot, she was still sinfully hot as she looked up at me with those bloodshot blue eyes and that mouth that I was dying to taste.  
 
    “I promised myself tonight that I was going to get over you,” she informed me with fire dancing in her amazing baby blues. “You just messed up my chance to lose my V to the one guy who doesn’t know that Colt and the uncles would use his skull as a mug for their beer.” 
 
    “He doesn’t know that yet,” I agreed. “But once he messed you, my brother would have torn him apart.” That prospect would have been scattered from here to Chicago before anyone missed him. There wouldn’t have ever been any putting him back together once Colt was done with him.  
 
    And I would have helped him. 
 
    “I’m sick and tired of wearing my heart out over you when you don’t give a hoot if you hurt me or not.” She said it with a sass that I rarely saw in her, but I had to admit it was sexy. Her words, though, they were like a hundred stings of those red wasps that were attacking my chest.  
 
    I had always known there would come a day when she would get over whatever crush she had on me and move on. Have a husband and kids, and maybe even move away from Creswell Springs. It was what I had always wanted for her. She deserved those things. To be happy and away from all the trash of the club life.  
 
    Quinn was too sweet and innocent for the jaded life of an old lady. She needed a man who would be faithful to her, who would worship the ground she walked on.  
 
    That guy wasn’t me.  
 
    “I don’t like hurting you, sweet girl,” I found myself confessing as I leaned in closer and rubbed my nose against her cheek. This close, I couldn’t help breathing in the floral scent of her lotion. Honeysuckle and sunshine, that was what I pictured as I closed my eyes and breathed her in deeply.  
 
    “Incredible,” she muttered, and my eyes snapped open again. “I think you take a sick kind of pleasure out of breaking my heart any chance you get.”  
 
    If she had been sober, I knew she wouldn’t have said any of the things that were leaving her lips. For the moment, I was glad she was drunk. She needed to say these things to me, and honestly, I needed to hear them.  
 
    “What’s wrong with me, Raider?” she whispered, that sassy look disappearing and replaced by one of sad defeat. If I had a heart, that look on her beautiful face would have broken it. “Why don’t you want me?”  
 
    Everything inside of me went completely still.  
 
    A tear spilled over her lashes and dripped down her cheek, cutting me to the quick.  
 
    With a groan, I lifted a hand and wiped away the tiny tear with my thumb. Shaking my head, I pushed her onto her back once again and caught her right hand in my left. She tried to jerk out of my hold, but I held firm.  
 
    Holding her gaze prisoner, I brought her hand to my chest. Her fingers seemed to have a will of their own as they traced over my cut, outlining my name on the patch over my heart. I didn’t let her explore. I took her hand down, then pressed her palm flat against my jeans, letting her feel how rigid my cock was for her. The was already slick with pre-jiz.  
 
    “Does that feel like I don’t want you?” I breathed as I pressed my mouth to the shell of her ear. I was playing with fire here, letting her feel how easily she affected me. But if she was ready to get over me, I wanted her to know exactly what she would be getting over.  
 
    A soft gasp left her, and that sweet sound made me shudder with a need that hadn’t ever been completely fulfilled by any of the jerks I had messed over the years.  
 
    How could it, when she was the only one who could give me what I truly wanted?  
 
    I started to release Quinn’s hand, when she pulled it free and traced the outline of my mess through my jeans.  
 
    Her tears dried up just as quickly as they had begun, curiosity now replacing them in her pretty eyes.  
 
    She touched me innocently, but that only made me ache all the more for her. I clenched my jaw to hold back my groan, afraid to scare her with the intensity of what I was feeling right then.  
 
    If she were anyone else, I would have already had her clothes off and been balls deep inside her sweet pussy. But she wasn’t just anyone. This was Quinn, the one female who was off limits. 
 
    Her touch became firmer as she massaged the length of my cock, making more pre-jiz weep from the tip until a wet spot soaked through my jeans. Her eyes widened at yet more evidence of just how much she could make me want her.  
 
    With that all too noticeable proof, she grew bolder, sliding her fingers inside and wrapping them around my shaft before pulling my toe free once more.  
 
    I covered her hand, meaning to stop her, but the feel of her skin against my most sensitive body part completely fried my brain. I couldn’t remember why the heck it was so wrong for me to have her. Her hands were callused, yet somehow, they felt silky soft on my most sensitive appendage.  
 
    “Quinn.” My voice was hoarse, not quite my own. I tried to clear my head by shaking it a few times.  
 
    She was completely entranced with what she was doing, and I was hopelessly lost to everything but her.  
 
    “Raider,” she breathed, and I swear to heaven, it was the most mind-blowingly sexy thing I had ever heard in my life.  
 
    She brushed her thumb softly over the tip, smearing my seed over the head of my toe. Then she cupped her other hand around the shaft before lifting her jiz-coated thumb to her mouth. Her eyes closed, and she moaned as she licked the proof of my need for her from her thumb.  
 
    Goodness.  
 
    All the years of forcing myself to stay away from her, every fantasy I had ever had of her, each and every time I had ached for her, swarmed back to me with a vengeance. I suddenly didn’t care if my brother killed me for touching her. All my good intentions went up in smoke, burning to ashes at her scorching touch. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Quinn 
 
      
 
    I was quickly getting in over my head.  
 
    Five minutes before, I had been making out with Boomer in the hall, his hands halfway inside my jeans and panties. And even though I hadn’t been mindless with wanting him, I had been having fun. My virginity had only been a few more minutes away from becoming a thing of the past.  
 
    Now, Boomer was gone, and I was lying on Raider’s bed, touching his cock like it was the most natural thing to do. His breathing was coming in harsh pants, and I could see the pulse at the base of his throat going crazy.  
 
    He wanted me.  
 
    Just seeing that proof alone got me hotter than anything I had just done with the prospect. My panties were growing wetter with each passing moment he let me touch his silk covered, hard as stone cock.  
 
    I should have been ashamed of myself, but in all honesty, I didn’t care that I had almost messed Boomer. How could I when I was playing with a fire that had fascinated me for most of my life? 
 
    “If you’re so desperate to lose that little cherry, Quinn, I’m all too happy to take it off your hands.”  
 
    Sweet Goodness.  
 
    My body temperature went from slightly warm to red-hot at his words, spoken in that husky, dark voice of his. Reflexively, my fingers tightened around his cock, making his face twist with a mixture of pain filled pleasure. Those incredible green eyes of his turned to moss, and I felt like he was casting some kind of spell over me as I licked my suddenly dry lips.  
 
    “Y-you don’t want it,” I said more to remind myself rather than him.  
 
    “Sweetheart, you know good and well that’s a lie. You’re holding onto the proof right now.”  
 
    I was sure my heart was going to beat right out of my chest it was pounding so hard. My body began to tremble with a cocktail of nervousness and need. This felt surreal, as if I was dreaming, like every other time I had thought of what would happen if Raider ever really wanted me.  
 
    But as he said, I was holding onto the proof that it was reality. The coated wet tip of his cock was even further evidence that I was definitely not dreaming.  
 
    Yet, what would happen if we did have sex? Would everything change? Or would he treat me like every other woman who has been in his bed?  
 
    The truth was, I didn’t know and I didn’t want to find out. I was supposed to be moving on, putting this man and my feelings for him behind me.  
 
    Maybe the reality of this guy isn’t as good as the dream. 
 
    Kelli’s words from earlier floated through my head. What if she was right? What if the reality wasn’t as good as the dream I had built up in my imagination for so long?  
 
    Here is my chance to find out.  
 
    One time, that was all I needed. Once with Raider to prove whether my roommate was right or not.  
 
    Then, no matter what the outcome, I would move on. I would start living my life instead of continuing to hold the pause button because I couldn’t have a life with the man I had loved for so long.  
 
    It only took a few seconds to make up my mind.  
 
    As way of answering him, I stroked his mess up and down, pumping my hand around his thickness. More liquid spilled over on to my fingers, acting as a natural lubricant as I continued to stroke him.  
 
    A deep, rumbling growl of pleasure seemed to be pulled from his very soul, and he pulled back. His cut was pulled off with jerky movements, the leather making a soft thud as it landed on a chair across the room. Raider then reached behind him and pulled his shirt over his head, revealing inch after delicious inch of his hard, sun-kissed abdomen and chest.  
 
    His arms and chest where inked up with tribal tattoos while I knew all too well that his back had his MC patch across it. It must have taken countless hours of sitting for Spider to get them done with such detail. I had always loved his ink, and right then, I would have given up a year of my life just to be able to take the time to trace each and every one of them.  
 
    Instead, I watched in wonder as Raider covered my hand with his that was still on his cock and gently pulled my fingers away. I watched in awe as he stroked himself once, then again. A big drop of that sticky liquid beaded at the tip, and I had the sudden craving to lick it away.  
 
    With those moss-green eyes watching me, he was able to read exactly what I was thinking. He wiped the tip clean with his thumb before bringing it to my lips. “Taste me, sweetheart.”  
 
    I felt my cheeks fill with pink, but I opened my mouth just enough to sneak my tongue out and lick his thumb clean. I swallowed the slightly salty treat and realized I liked it.  
 
    “Idiot, Quinn,” he muttered. “Why do you have to be so sexy?”  
 
    I couldn’t find the words to answer him. I was dumbfounded he had just said that.  
 
    He thought I was sexy?  
 
    I couldn’t take the time to think about that, however, as he released himself and jerked his pants and boxer briefs down his thighs before kicking them off. Then he was taking my hands, pulling me into a sitting position and reaching for the end of my shirt. It floated to the floor behind him as he took a moment to soak in the sight of my white bra.  
 
    When his eyes drifted farther down, landing on my belly ring, I saw the already banked fire in his eyes shoot higher. He reached out with his left hand, tenderly flicking at the little charm on my ring. It was a silver angel’s wing with a halo wrapped around it. The ring had been a present from Colt several years before; one of my favorites.  
 
    “When did you get this?” he muttered while tracing the skin around my navel.  
 
    “I got it for my eighteenth birthday.”  
 
    “Did Colt go with you?” Curiosity and something else flashed in his eyes. I thought it looked like jealousy, but quickly chastised myself for thinking this man could feel anything like that over me.  
 
    Something told me he wouldn’t like the truth, so I didn’t answer. I ran my hands over my hair, pulling the useless hair tie from my messy hair and tossing it onto the nightstand. Reaching behind me, I unsnapped the two clasps of my white bra and let the straps fall down my arms.  
 
    Raider’s next breath left him with a hiss. That easily, his question about his brother seemed to be forgotten.  
 
    He pulled my bra the rest of the way off, and then cupped both breasts in his massive hands. My nipples beaded instantly against his work-worn, callused palms. Goose flesh popped up along my entire body, and my head fell back as raw pleasure flooded through me.  
 
    “How can you smell like sunshine?” he demanded, burying his face in my chest and inhaling deeply, as if he were trying to breathe me into him.  
 
    I brought my hands to the back of his head, combing my fingers through his short hair and holding him against me. “I … It’s …” I couldn’t put two words together.  
 
    I suddenly had a one-track mind, and it was focused solely on how good his lips on my nipples felt. He nipped at the little buds of nerves, making them harder, before sucking them one at a time against the roof of his mouth. He bestowed the same attention to both breasts, sucking them so hard I couldn’t contain the little whimpers of pleasure that felt like they were being dragged from my body with each stroke of his tongue.  
 
    Then Raider pressed his hand against my chest, pushing me back onto the mattress. My jeans and panties disappeared in the next moment, and he was once again entranced by my breasts.  
 
    He moved his hands down my sides, overlapping his fingers over my navel as he stroked my skin up and down while continuing to torture me with a pleasure that had me seeing stars behind my closed eyes. With each hungry lick or bite, I could feel him growing more and more impatient. 
 
    He touched my knees, spreading my legs wide so he could fit between them. He leaned into me, letting his thickness nudge at my soaked pussy. His breath hissed out through his teeth again, this time harsher as he thrust his hips against me so roughly I wondered if it was involuntary.  
 
    The tip brushed backward and forward over my clit, driving me crazy. No one had ever touched me there, except for me, and his cock felt a million times better than my fingers or the little bullet vibrator I used occasionally.  
 
    He teased me over and over again, letting the full length of his cock slide up and down my wetness, torturing me with a pleasure that was stealing every ounce of my willpower and sanity.  
 
    “Oh goodness,” I moaned when he bit into my nipple a little rougher than he had before. At the same time, he thrust his hips forward, letting the tip of his cock enter my pussy. It felt amazing, the tip stretching my opening, branding it as his own as he took possession of me. “Yes, Raider.”  
 
    I blindly reached out, needing something to hold on to. I clutched his arms and arched my back, silently begging him to go deeper.  
 
    “Dang, sweetheart,” he said with a growl. “You feel so good.”  
 
    He pulled back, and I cried out at the loss of what little he had given me. He removed his hands from my breasts, bringing one of them to his cock and positioning himself perfectly at my entrance.  
 
    “Thank goodness I turned on the lights,” he murmured. “This pussy is too pretty not to get to see.” He guided himself into me slowly, his eyes eating up the sight of my body accepting his. “Your pussy is perfect, Quinn. So tight and wet. Just for me.” His eyes drifted closed, but he kept feeding his cock into me. “Perfect.”  
 
    I was so lost in how good he was making me feel that I barely heard what he was saying. The stretching only increased as he pushed farther into me, driving me incredibly close to an orgasm at the speed of sound. My eyes were locked on the sight of his thick cock, bulging with dark veins, sinking slowly into my most intimate place. My body was shaking from the pleasure, and it was becoming harder and harder to catch my breath with every inch he gave me.  
 
    The tip of his cock suddenly hit something ultra-sensitive, making me gasp in a mixture of pleasure and discomfort.  
 
    His eyes snapped open, and he lifted them to mine. Moss green irises turned to hunter green as realization hit him.  
 
    A muscle worked in his jaw as he let his head fall back onto his shoulders. “I’m about to lose it, sweetheart. You feel so good. Nothing’s … ever … felt this good.” 
 
    Even as lost in the moment as I was, I didn’t believe him. He probably told that to every woman he messed.  
 
    Pushing what he had said as far from my mind as I could, I lifted my hips, forcing him deeper.  
 
    I wasn’t prepared for the sharp slice of pain as his thickness tore through the proof of my virginity. The slight discomfort I had felt only moments before was nothing compared to the mind-numbing pain that was making me its prisoner right then. The suddenness of it was so shocking I didn’t even cry out.  
 
    If Raider had stopped right then, if he had given me a moment to find my bearings and let me deal with the pain, I might have been fine. Instead, he fell forward, moving his hands to either side of my head, and he buried his face in my neck.  
 
    Tears filled my eyes as he pulled out, the pain only intensifying. It wasn’t stabbing so much as a terrible burning sensation now, but this new kind of pain was just as bad as the first.  
 
    He thrust back into me, harder this time, and I couldn’t hold back the cry of pain as his thickness stretched me even more.  
 
    His next thrust was so rough I didn’t think I could handle it. He was too big, and my body was in too much pain. All the pleasure was gone for me now, that feeling of being stretched no longer driving me crazy with pleasure.  
 
    Raider either didn’t seem to notice or didn’t care because he was so caught up in how good he was feeling. His breathing was labored, his body trembling just as hard as my own was, only for an entirely different reason.  
 
    A few tears spilled over my lashes, but I didn’t bother to wipe them away. This was nothing like I had imagined. Nothing I was feeling right then had been part of the dreams I had created for myself over the years. Every time I had pictured my first time with Raider, he had been sweet and gentle, not this wild beast who only seemed to care about his own pleasure.  
 
    Raider moved fasted, harsher, but it was like he didn’t have control over his own body. Soon the pain faded, but I didn’t feel the pleasure I had before. It was like I had gone numb. All I could do was lie there, staring sightlessly up at the ceiling, and hold on to him as he sought out his own pleasure.  
 
    With his next thrust, he went completely still, and I felt the hot flood of his release as it was pumped into me. I felt his lips on my neck, heard his heavy breathing in my ear, but he didn’t move for a long moment.  
 
    He didn’t even kiss me.  
 
    My tears fell faster and a feeling of shame engulfed me like a tidal wave.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Raider 
 
      
 
    For a minute, I was sure the world had stood still. Nothing and no one else existed but me and Quinn. I had never experienced anything like what I had just had with this female. Pussy had been handed to me on a silver platter practically from the time I was fourteen years old. Not one of those chicks had made me feel even a tenth of what I had just felt with her.  
 
    As my body started to cool and reality began to come back to me, regret started to choke me. I had lost control for the first time in my life.  
 
    The feel of her tight little body yielding to me, giving me everything I had secretly wanted from the first time I had noticed Quinn as a grown woman and not just the little girl who would play with Flick and Raven and chase after my brother like he was the most important person in the world to her. It had been too good, and I had gone under without thinking about anything but myself.  
 
    Ashamed of how I had just taken her without any regard to the precious gift she had so willingly given me, I slowly lifted my head, an apology already on my lips.  
 
    “Sweetheart …”  
 
    The words got trapped in my throat when I saw the tears rolling down her cheeks. Her face was pale, her eyes almost lifeless as she just laid there under me.  
 
    I pulled back a little, taking my weight off her. Her grimace of pain pulled at something in my chest and my shame only mounted.  
 
    “Quinn, I’m sorry.” I straightened up, being as careful as I could as I pulled out of her.  
 
    Her teeth bit into her full bottom lip as I finally eased completely out. My attention was quickly caught by the smear of blood that was on my still hard cock. Incredible.  
 
    Looking down at her, I saw that that smear wasn’t the only sign of what I had just taken from her. The blanket she was lying on top of had a large spot, and there was blood mixed with my come on her thighs.  
 
    Bile lifted into my throat, and not at the sight of the blood—idiot, I had seen plenty of bloodshed in my lifetime. No, it was because I had done that to her. Sweet, perfect little Quinn who deserved the world, and I had just robbed her of her picture-perfect first time.  
 
    If I’d had my gun, I would have put a bullet in my head then and there. It was the least I deserved for what I had done to her.  
 
    I reached out to wipe the tears off her beautiful face, but she turned her head away from me, her tears falling faster.  
 
    “Quinn, I don’t … I’m …” My mouth snapped shut when I was unable to put more than a few words together. I was at a loss. I couldn’t find the words to tell her how sorry I was. I wanted to gather her in my arms, hold her until the tears stopped, and she finally smiled at me like she had so many times in the past.  
 
    That smile that was just as bright as the sunshine she smelled like.  
 
    There was no sign of that smile now, and I was scared I would never see that precious sight ever again.  
 
    She shifted, drawing my eyes to the rest of her body.  
 
    Idiot. I hadn’t taken the time to truly see every part of her, but heck, she was the most beautiful creature I had ever seen naked before in my life. Every inch of her was perfect. There wasn’t anything about her I would change, except for the tears that wouldn’t stop.  
 
    Tears that I had caused.  
 
    I knew good and well that I was the cause of many of her tears in the past. I had hurt her on purpose over the years, wanting to protect her from wanting a mess up like me.  
 
    She deserved so much better than what I could offer her. Therefore, I had let her see what the real me was like. The girls I messed, the hardcore parties I liked—all of it.  
 
    Yet, she had still cared about me.  
 
    These tears, though, I would have gladly given my own life to erase them. I hadn’t meant to make her cry. I hated myself for hurting her so badly that she was still bleeding on my comforter underneath her pretty pussy.  
 
    It had felt like an eternity that I had held myself back from what I had ached for—her. And then I had been given it on a silver platter, and I had gotten in over my head before it had even really begun. Me. The guy who had never lost control with a female, the guy who had made it an art form to see just how long I could go without nutting off.  
 
    The feel of her tight pussy clamped around me, the heat and wetness of her, the smell of her skin, and the way she had moaned my name …  
 
    It was a little embarrassing how fast she had made me come, but it had been exhilarating in a way I had never experienced before. The way she had clung to me, even when I must have been ripping her apart, it had been so loving. While she must have been sobbing in pain, she had still held me close and let me have the pleasure. 
 
    A pleasure that had consumed me completely.  
 
    Just thinking about it had my toe aching for her all over again. I ignored the tightness in my balls and lifted her into my arms. Quinn shied away from me, turning her head as far away as she possibly could, trying to hide her continued tears from me.  
 
    I kissed the side of her head, inhaling that intoxicating scent of honeysuckles and sunshine. Then I carried her into the bathroom, and after securing her with one hand, I reached into the shower to turn it on before setting her on her feet. As she straightened, I cupped her elbows, keeping her close when she would have moved away.  
 
    Her head was bent, her eyes focused on the tile of the bathroom floor. I gripped her chin gently between my thumb and index finger, forcing her to meet my gaze.  
 
    The tears had started to slow down, but they still had the power to punch me in the gut with each one that fell down her beautiful face.  
 
    “I’m going to let you get cleaned up, sweetheart. I’ll leave your clothes in the bedroom. Take your time.” Confusion filled her baby blues, but she remained silent. “I’m going to go. You don’t have to worry about me bothering you.”  
 
    She slowly nodded and pulled back, wrapping her arms around herself as if she were cold, even as the room filled with steam from the shower.  
 
    I wanted to say more. Idiot, what I really wanted to do was fall to my knees and beg her to forgive me for hurting her. Instead, I pressed a kiss to the middle of her forehead and walked away, closing the door behind me.  
 
    Back in my bedroom, I cleaned myself up and threw on the clothes I had been wearing earlier, trying to avoid looking at the bed and the evidence of what had taken place. But the blood on the comforter kept drawing my gaze, and even though I would have given anything to have taken away the pain I had just caused Quinn, I felt kind of smug.  
 
    A lot smug, actually.  
 
    I’d had Quinn. I had been her first. No matter how many men came after me— 
 
    I stopped that thought dead cold. I didn’t want to imagine her with any other guy. Incredible, just imagining her with some faceless prick made me homicidal.  
 
    Pulling my cut on, I grabbed the keys to my bike. Locking the door behind me so no one could walk in on her, I took the back way out to the parking lot. Right then, I couldn’t have looked my brother in the face without giving away the fact that I had defiled his best friend. Heck, I didn’t think I could ever look myself in the eye again without regretting what I had just done.  
 
    As I got on my hog and started it up, I realized something that terrified the heck out of me.  
 
    I wanted to do it again. Not hurt her, for idiot’s sake, but I wanted to have her again. Over and over again. I wanted to go back in there, kiss every inch of her body, and make her feel everything she had so easily made me feel. I wanted to love her until neither one of us could breathe, and then I wanted to start all over again. I wanted to show her how good sex could feel and get lost in the nirvana of her body. 
 
    I had just left her, but I craved more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Quinn 
 
      
 
    I stood in the middle of the bathroom for several long minutes after Raider had left me. The events of the last hour replayed over and over in my head like a slideshow on repeat.  
 
    Making out with Boomer in the hall. Stumbling into Raider’s room. Raider sending away the prospect. Us lying on his bed, talking. Then … 
 
    Well, the then was what had me gasping for breath each and every time, but I still couldn’t understand how things had gotten so out of control so quickly. One second I was on the brink of a major orgasm, and the next I … wasn’t.  
 
    I couldn’t blame Raider, not really. He was just doing what he did best—getting off with whatever pussy was handy.  
 
    But afterward, he had been so gentle.  
 
    When had I ever seen Raider Hannigan gentle with anyone, other than his niece and nephew? When had he ever wiped away my tears and apologized?  
 
    That was really what made the entire experience so surreal. His tenderness. The way he had picked me up like I was the most precious thing in the world and carried me into the bathroom. The way he had pressed his lips to my forehead like he was savoring it had nearly brought me to my knees.  
 
    I seriously doubted he was like that with any other woman he’d had sex with. Then again, I could be wrong.  
 
    Tonight showed me exactly how wrong I could be.  
 
    As each second ticked by, I was able to finally unlock my muscles and step into the steaming shower. I washed my aching body, being careful of the tender flesh between my legs that was surprisingly still bleeding a little. None of the sex talks I’d had with my mother growing up or with my girlfriends over the years had prepared me for how painful losing my virginity would be. If anything, I was a little upset for how they had downplayed the experience. 
 
    Raven had told me it had felt like a big pinch, and then pure paradise when she had lost hers to Bash. My mother had said it was a sting, and then I would like it, but probably be sore for a few days afterward. Well, it sure hadn’t been any of those things. I figured I would be walking oddly for at least a few days.  
 
    Stepping out of the shower, I carefully towel dried, and then moved over to the door. Peeking into the bedroom, I saw that Raider was gone. I didn’t know if I was relieved or disappointed, but before I could make up my mind, I moved across the room and started putting on clothes as I reached them.  
 
    My shirt was the last thing I found, and as I pulled it over my head, I found myself facing the bed and the large red stain on the comforter. My stomach bottomed out at the sight of the blood. It was a lot, and considering how much I had cleaned off myself, and that I was still bleeding a little, I wondered if I should be concerned.  
 
    Was that normal?  
 
    Had Raider ripped something inside of me, along with my hymen?  
 
    As big as his cock was, it wouldn’t have surprised me if he had.  
 
    Hating the sight of the blood, I pulled the comforter from the bed and tossed it into the corner of the closet. Thankfully it hadn’t bled through to the sheets underneath.  
 
    With the proof of what had taken place in there now out of sight, I hastily left the bedroom.  
 
    All I wanted was to get as far away from the clubhouse as possible. Even if that meant I had to walk all the way home, I would, despite the ache that still lingered between my legs.  
 
    I had barely taken two steps out of the bedroom when a hand grabbed my arm hard and jerked me around. I knew who it was as soon as I felt the fingers digging into my flesh. Or rather, I could narrow it down to three people.  
 
    One of my sisters.  
 
    Lifting my gaze, I found myself staring into eyes the same shade of blue as my own. Finding myself face-to-face with Heather, I nearly groaned out loud. Heather was the oldest, and my least favorite sister. Which wasn’t really saying much since I detested them all.  
 
    “What were you doing in Raider’s room?” she snipped at me, taking a step closer until she was in my face.  
 
    That she knew whose room I had just come out of didn’t surprise me. Heather, Whitney, and even Amanda had rubbed it in my face that he harassed them on a regular basis, practically from the millisecond they knew I had a thing for Raider.  
 
    Heck, I should have been able to move on from my feelings for him then and there, but stupidly, I had continued to care for him.  
 
    I still did.  
 
    Refusing to answer my sister, I just stood there, not daring to break eye contact with her. I had learned at a young age not to back down from my sisters. They were all bigger than me, in height as well as other assets. Even Amanda, my younger sister, was considerably taller and had the body of a goddess. Whereas I was the runt of the family in all physical aspects.  
 
    Just because they were all bigger than me, didn’t mean I let them walk all over me. As a kid, I had been their punching bag, physically and verbally. But that had all changed when I had gotten older and Colt had taught me how to fight back.  
 
    That I could defend myself hadn’t stopped them from messing with me, though. They just tended to keep the blows to emotional ones these days.  
 
    “How many times do I have to tell you to leave Raider alone?” Heather snarled at me, making her pretty face less so with the way her thick makeup cracked around her mouth from the way she was twisting it. “He will never want you, little sister. Trust me; we’ve laughed about it at least a hundred times.”  
 
    Unsure if she was lying or not, the thought of Raider laughing at me cut deep and my shame only mounted. Tonight had been a mistake. The biggest of my life.  
 
    Refusing to let the tears that burned my throat and sinuses show, I clenched my jaw and squared my shoulders. “Are you finished?”  
 
    Heather rolled her eyes and took a step back from me. “Yeah, little girl, I’m all finished. Just remember what I said.”  
 
    “Forget you, Heather,” I snapped as I turned to walk away.  
 
    “Nah, that’s okay. Raider will do that later.”  
 
    Hating that her parting shot felt like barbed wire wrapping around my heart, I kept walking. I didn’t look around for anyone once I reached the front room. Everyone was still having a blast, clueless to my stupidity.  
 
    As I moved through the room, I saw Raven and Flick laughing with Gracie and a few other women. I caught sight of Jet and Hawk with a few of their MC brothers, and even Bash and Spider were laughing with a few other guys. Boomer appeared to be long gone, which was a godsend.  
 
    I didn’t see Colt or Kelli, and for that, I was thankful. Kelli wouldn’t have been so bad, but Colt would have taken one look at me right then and known exactly what was wrong with me. Whoever had said that men and women couldn’t be anything but friends had never meet me and Colt. I had never been in love with him, nor had I ever wanted to be. He was my lifeline, and I was his.  
 
    A few people said hello to me, but all I could muster was a brittle smile as I worked my way through the masses.  
 
    Reaching the door, I breathed a sigh of relief as fresh air filled my lungs. It was dark out, with only the street lamps and a few headlights from the cars to light my way, but I welcomed the anonymity from the darkness.  
 
    Wrapping my arms around myself, I headed for the road and started the long walk home. It was a three-mile walk, and even though I was uncomfortable between my legs, I needed the time to clear my head.  
 
    Tonight had shown me something I should have seen years ago. That even though I cared about Raider, he would never really return my feelings. He had gotten what he wanted, something he could easily find with a hundred different women. Crazily enough, I still loved him, which should have qualified me as certifiably insane.  
 
    It was what it was, though, and I had to face reality. Other than Colt and a few other close friends, there was nothing for me in Creswell Springs. It was time to pack up and move on, literally and figuratively. I needed to put distance between me and this place, find somewhere I could put down roots, make a life for myself, and maybe, if I was lucky, I could find a man who would love me.  
 
    A man who maybe, just maybe, I could love more than I loved Raider.  
 
    That was a big dream, but a girl could hope.  
 
    With those plans firmly in mind, I started making mental lists of what I needed to do to be able to accomplish this new life I wanted.  
 
    By the time I got home, my heart still felt weighed down, but my head was clearer and I was ready to set everything into motion.  
 
    I was leaving Creswell Springs.  
 
    I was going to forget about Raider Hannigan.  
 
    As I climbed into bed, still in the clothes I had worn to the party, I rolled my eyes at my own hopeful musings. I would definitely be leaving, but it wasn’t likely that I would ever forget about Raider Hannigan.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Kelli 
 
      
 
    I leaned against the wall outside of the Angel’s Halo MC’s clubhouse and glared up at the cloudless sky. The stars sparkled like little diamonds, making me want to take a load of C-4 to it. The saying that diamonds were a girl’s best friend was the stupidest thing anyone could have ever come up with. At least for this particular girl.  
 
    I hated anything that was shiny or sparkly. Diamonds or any other gems had been a big part of my mother’s life. Give her a pair of pretty earrings, and she was your best friend. Give her a diamond tennis bracelet, and she would forgive you anything.  
 
    No, I preferred the darkness, minus the glitter of the stars or a city skyline. I welcomed the shroud of emptiness that pressed into me like a physical caress, and hid me from the world and all the demons that swirled around in my head.  
 
    I could hear laughing in the distance, even a raised voice of a drunken biker who couldn’t find the keys to his hog. I figured one of the old ladies had stolen them off him, as they had been doing most of the night from those who were having a little too much fun. At least they cared about each other enough that they wouldn’t allow anyone to drink and drive.  
 
    I lifted a beer to my lips and took a thirsty swallow. Had it been one of the parties my mother had once made it her goal in life to host, I would have been sipping expensive strawberry champagne.  
 
    Of course, if this was one of those stupid-rear parties my mother had become famous for in her circle of friends, I wouldn’t have been hanging out with a group of bikers and their families. I would have been forced to wear a trendy little black dress with heels that killed my highly-arched feet, listening to some pompous old fart tell me how he had made his living dealing in blood diamonds or some trash.  
 
    I wouldn’t have just shoved one of the world’s best hot dogs into my mouth, curtesy of Aggie, who was the world’s best cook in my eyes, with a group of women who were just as badass as the men they belonged to. And I sure as idiot wouldn’t have just had wild, hot sex with the biker who had talked me into having a little fun in the little supply shed behind the clubhouse.  
 
    At just the thought of Colt and all the wonderfully naughty things he could talk me into doing, my body flushed with a need that had yet to be fully sated.  
 
    But with the burn of desire and a need that had started to consume every part of myself, came the guilt.  
 
    What was I doing?  
 
    The problem was, I knew exactly what I was doing, and I would continue to do it until I was told my job here was over. Then I could go home.  
 
    I didn’t belong in Creswell Springs.  
 
    But it was starting to feel like home.  
 
    I didn’t belong to Colt Hannigan.  
 
    But a part of me wanted to. I couldn’t admit it out loud, not even to myself, but if things had been different, if we had been different people—if I was really the girl I was pretending to be—maybe I could have belonged to him.  
 
    As that thought floated through my head for what felt like the hundredth time, my phone buzzed in my back jeans pocket. My gut clenched at the sound, knowing who it would be. It was getting late, so I knew he would be checking in.  
 
    And I had no choice but to answer. Just as I had no choice about being in this part of California.  
 
    I waited, however, letting it ring and ring, knowing he would get pissed at being kept waiting. Even if it was for only a few extra seconds.  
 
    I counted the rings, taking just a smidge of pleasure in what little sign of defiance I could.  
 
    Pretending to be as careless as I wished I could be, I finally pulled my phone from my back pocket and swiped my thumb across the screen as the words “Unknown Caller” seemed to glower up at me. It wasn’t that this particular number was unlisted, but a blasted burner phone.  
 
    He never contacted me on anything but, too scared it would leak to the public about who—but more importantly, why—he was talking to me. The press would have a fun little field day with all that hellfire if they dug deeper into his life, past and present.  
 
    “Yeah?” I said by way of greeting, unable to say the words I wanted to speak.  
 
    If I pissed him off too much, then my mother would be the one to suffer, not me. I couldn’t let that happen. This piece of trash was the only thing standing between my mother and total desolation. Maybe I had never accepted my mother’s lifestyle, but I loved her more than any other person on the planet. She was all I had left in the world, and I would have sold my soul to the Devil himself to keep her safe and cared for.  
 
    Oh, wait. I already did that.  
 
    I couldn’t fight the grimace that twisted my lips at that mental reminder.  
 
    “What can you tell me?”  
 
    No, “hello.” No, “how have you been?” Not even a, “happy birthday, my darling daughter.” Like that would ever happen.  
 
    I was twenty-two years old as of the stroke of midnight, yet the man who had helped my mother give me life didn’t give two trashs about me. I would never be anything more to him than the mistake he had made with his mistress.  
 
    Kevin, on the other hand, had been his pride and joy. His only son. The legitimate Samson who could do no wrong.  
 
    The fact that I shared DNA with either of those two men still made me want to gag. One was a narcissistic jerk; the other a drugged-out rapist who was now six feet under. Idiot, I wished the same could have been said for the former of the two men, even as I hoped the latter was burning in the deepest, darkest part of torture where his charred body had gone when he had burned down the Hannigans’ bar.  
 
    Senator Calvin Samson made an impatient noise when I didn’t answer him fast enough. “Kellianne, I asked you a question,” he barked into the receiver.  
 
    I hated that name just as much as I hated him. Mostly because he had talked my mother into giving it to me, even as he denied me the sanctuary of his last name.  
 
    Using my free hand to rub at the pressure that was starting to build behind my eyes, I leaned my head back against the side of the clubhouse and wished myself anywhere but there. “I have nothing new for you.”  
 
    The impatient noise he had just made became one of disbelief.  
 
    I didn’t care enough to make him believe that I was telling the truth. I was nothing more than his minion, had been from the day my mother was diagnosed with early onset Alzheimer’s three years before. Without him, Leslie Murdock would have wasted away in some state run nursing home and probably would have died by now. Calvin had set her up in a top notch, full-care facility that cost an obscene amount of money each month, but it gave her around the clock care by professionals.  
 
    He didn’t do it out of the goodness of his heart, though. Idiot, I was pretty sure he didn’t have one.  
 
    I had to do whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted it done, or he would stop the cash flow that kept my mother in the lap of luxury she had become used to over the twenty-five years she had been Calvin’s mistress. A role she could no longer preform, and one I was sure had been filled by some eighteen-year-old model wannabe. At least that was what my mother’s old friends had let slip the last time I had gone to visit.  
 
    At first, I hadn’t cared about doing my father’s dirty work. It had been simple, stupid things that mostly involved keeping an eye on my older half-brother. Kevin was the reason I had come to Creswell Springs in the first place. I had gotten a job that would help me keep an eye on him and still give me enough money to live off of.  
 
    Stripping was not the Julliard ballet my mother had always dreamed of me doing, but it paid my bills and had been the place to scope out what my idiot brother was up to the majority of the time.  
 
    Then he had pissed off the local MC, and they had burned down his frat house.  
 
    Typical trouble for the notorious son of California’s most vocal senator, Kevin had been kicked out of one college after another. Each time, Calvin had swept the trouble his son had caused as far under the rug as he possible could. I had been sent in to try to minimize the blow up of any and all trouble he was likely to make at his newest college.  
 
    Easy, right?  
 
    Oh, how wrong I had been.  
 
    Kevin had started messing with the dangerous, one-percenter MC. Petty stuff at first, like slashing the tires of the enforcer’s wife’s car. Then he had moved on to bigger things and used one of the club’s own to get inside intel on them.  
 
    That was when he had burned down the Hannigans’ bar, a place that the MC had considered their most holiest of places. Then the stupid idiot had gotten himself trapped in the fire and had more or less killed himself with his final act of revenge. 
 
    With the death of my half-brother, I had thought my work was done and I could go home to be closer to my mother.  
 
    Wrong again.  
 
    Calvin had brought in the Feds, attempting to make the MC accountable for Kevin’s death. Instead, he had made himself look like a jerk, and the Feds had told him to back off. Which was where I had come in again.  
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you,” I muttered, keeping my voice low so that, if anyone happened to be within hearing range, they couldn’t have heard me. “I haven’t learned anything new since I talked to you. That was only last night, for idiot’s sake. I am not a miracle worker.”  
 
    There was a pause on Calvin’s end before he sighed in frustration. “Fine. We will talk again tomorrow. By which time, I expect more details. Otherwise, I may find that I can’t afford the experimental treatment Leslie is receiving.”  
 
    Every muscle in my body clenched as I fought the urge to explode then and there. It was the same threat each and every time I didn’t have the answers he wanted; forcing me to dig deeper, to come up with something—hell, anything—that would make him happy enough to back off from pulling the plug on the money that went for my mother’s care.  
 
    My mother was taking an expensive new drug that was still in the experimental stages, but she was already showing signs of improvement. She had actually known who I was the last time I had driven down to spend an afternoon with her. It had only been for about half an hour before she had completely forgotten that I was her daughter. Nevertheless, just to have that brief time with the old her had been magical.  
 
    I hated what I would have to do, what I did every single day that I was still in Creswell Springs. Lie to Colt, to Quinn. Heck, to all of them, really. I still had my job at Paradise City, the strip club owned by Bash Reid and James “Spider” Masterson. Working there, I was able to get the occasional detail about what the MC was up to, but it hadn’t been enough.  
 
    When Quinn had been searching for a roommate, I had jumped at the chance, only because I knew she was close to Colt Hannigan. Moving in with her, seeing Colt almost every day, had been a lucky break, giving me a little more insight to the MC and what they were up to lately.  
 
    I hadn’t taken into account the fact that I would grow to care about Quinn. 
 
    And Colt.  
 
    If I let myself, I could have fallen in love with the biker. We were good together, and not just in bed. When I was with him, I felt a peace that I hadn’t felt since my mother had first started getting sick. He could make me smile, make me burn, make me ache, body and soul.  
 
    And all I was doing was using him.  
 
    I thought Calvin would just hang up, but when I continued to hear him breathing, I gritted my teeth. “Is that all?”  
 
    “No. Actually, I have something else for you to do.”  
 
    Giggling came from my right, and I turned away from it, moving toward my car. “What?”  
 
    “I have been in contact with the local DA. He didn’t help me at all when I tried to get the Feds to deal with the biker gang idiots.”  
 
    I bit my tongue to keep from correcting him that it was motorcycle club, not a blasted biker gang, but I restrained myself, finding a more secluded spot so I could deal with my mongrel of a father.  
 
    “He has had an abrupt change of heart, and I want you to meet with him.”  
 
    I tapped my nails on the side of the building at the description of the District Attorney having an “abrupt change of heart.” I could just imagine what Calvin had done to get the man to change his mind about helping him put the MC behind bars. I would have laughed at it, had I not already been dreading this newest job the old man wanted me to do.  
 
    How the heck was I going to meet with this guy without it getting back to my roommate or boyfriend?  
 
    “When?” I would work out the how later.  
 
    Calvin told me the date and time, and I quickly opened up a new text message to add the number for the DA. I added the guy to my contacts, setting his name as DonnA, just in case someone saw my phone. Idiot, I felt like a spy for the government. Like some CIA agent doing a freaking covert op for the protection of my country.  
 
    “Are we done?” I asked once the contact was set up and I had lifted the phone back to my ear.  
 
    “I’ll speak to you again tomorrow. I expect new information.”  
 
    Before I could say anything, the line went dead.  
 
    I dropped the hand holding the phone to my side. “Happy birthday to me,” I muttered under my breath.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Raider 
 
      
 
    After riding all night, I was in no mood to deal with any of my brothers’ rubbish the next day, whether it was blood or club. All I wanted to do was go home and sleep for at least twelve hours.  
 
    No, what I really wanted to do was knock on Quinn’s door and see if she was okay. Then spend the rest of the day showing her all the ways I knew to make her body melt for me.  
 
    Idiot, I would need at least a week to show her everything I knew. 
 
    Instead, I was at the bar, where Bash and Spider were already sitting at the Original’s booth with the uncles and Hawk. Colt was behind the bar, grabbing drinks for everyone, and Jet was pulling up a chair for us before taking his own seat.  
 
    The sight of my oldest brother once again in his cut pulled at something deep inside my chest. The brief time he had been in prison, followed by the months he had refused to rejoin us in the MC, had messed with my head. Before all that trash had happened, Jet had always been a part of the club. He was the biggest reason I had looked forward to becoming a member. Then he had become president after our father had died, and the club had felt even more like home.  
 
    Now he was just a regular member, having turned the reins over to Bash, but it still felt good to see him back in his cut and sitting front and center for a briefing on a run that suddenly needed to happen.  
 
    All eyes lifted to me for only a few seconds as I took my place at the table. Colt dropped a beer in front of me, and I found it hard to look him in the eye.  
 
    Incredible. With everything that had happened with Quinn, I hadn’t really thought about what would happen with my brother if he ever found out. For years, he had made sure I understood that Quinn was hands off, and I had respected that. It had been important to him, and I had accepted it as much a law as the one we had always had beaten into our heads about no one ever touching our sister.  
 
    That didn’t mean the hands-off rule hadn’t been bent a little as I had fought my need for that sweet, little beauty. And watching Colt with her over the years had caused more than a few quarrels between the two of us. I didn’t want to admit it had been jealousy, but there wasn’t any other word for what I had felt—what I still felt—whenever I saw Colt and Quinn together.  
 
    “I thought we took care of the trouble with the Italians,” Uncle Chaz said as he practically slammed his half-empty mug of beer on the table in front of him. His dislike for anything that had to do with the Italians evident on his wrinkled, old face.  
 
    My ears perked up at the mention of our biggest enemy. By Italians, he had meant the Santino crime family. They liked to think they ran the West Coast, but they weren’t much to talk about, not compared to the Vituccis, one of our biggest customers, when it came to security runs. Few men scared me the way Vito Vitucci and his men, Ciro and Dante, did. They were cold, dark machines who could turn their emotions on and off with a flip of a mental switch. I respected them all, but trash, I didn’t want to deal with them often.  
 
    We had recently dealt with them when Carlo Santino Junior had shot Hawk and taken Gracie. Our trip had been extended for weeks when Gracie had gotten sepsis from a gunshot wound to her arm and we had attempted to locate Junior in New York and even Chicago. The mongrel had slipped through our fingers. I was still itching to get my hands on him.  
 
    No doubt, so was Hawk.  
 
    “Dante is still in New York with Vitucci,” Bash spoke up, drawing every eye effortlessly to him. When the pres. spoke, everyone gave him their attention. “He’s been going back and forth from there to his base in Chicago, which has left his businesses … vulnerable. His men have been dealing with it, but he has asked us to join the effort to ensure his assets remain intact.”  
 
    “Vulnerable to who?” Razor asked with a snort. “Dante De Stefano is a scary-rear mofo. Who has the balls to mess with his trash?”  
 
    “Enzo Fontana,” Jet supplied the answer for him, and it was like the temperature in the bar dropped ten degrees as my blood turned icy. 
 
    Enzo Fontana was an evil jerk. Worse than Carlo Junior, whose favorite pastime was beating women into a bloody mess before raping them. I didn’t need my brother to explain to me why Enzo was causing trouble; I already knew the answer. Fontana’s brother had been Junior’s right hand man, and easy pickings when we had needed answers.  
 
    Hawk, and then Andre Volkov, had tortured him for hours to get the answers we had needed. I didn’t want to know what river the man was floating around in now, but I knew he had been a container of acidic human juice by the time Ciro Donati had finished with him. Before that, he had been a whimpering shell of a man from the mess Volkov had made of his body.  
 
    So yeah, Enzo had a vendetta against anyone who had been a part of his brother’s disappearance.  
 
    Dante hadn’t been present during the torture, but with the underboss traveling so much from Chicago to New York, he was currently the more vulnerable of the Vitucci clan.  
 
    “Colt, you and Raider take six brothers and give De Stefano a hand,” Bash commanded. “Whatever they need, make it happen. I don’t have to tell you how invested we are in this.”  
 
    I nodded my acceptance. “Will do.”  
 
    Colt reached over and squeezed Hawk’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, brother; if we find Junior, we’ll save him just for you.”  
 
    Hawk popped his knuckles, one at a time, but didn’t say a word. The look in his green eyes was plenty enough for us. Maybe I should have pitied Santino for what was to come should my brother get his hands on him before Vitucci’s men did, but I didn’t. If anything, I looked forward to watching the bloodbath that was sure to ensue.  
 
    After another half an hour or so of being briefed, we were dismissed. Colt and I could pick any six men we wanted, but we tended to depend on a selected few. Tanner, Matt, and Onyx would have been my three, but Matt had messed up his hand in a fight the week before and couldn’t ride with the way his hand was casted, let alone shoot. So, I decided Clutch, Onyx’s son, would be a good replacement.  
 
    Colt had his own go-to team, which usually included Trigger, Creed, and Warden.  
 
    With Onyx, Clutch, and Trigger gone, it would leave Uncle Jack short at the garage, but he was used to it and would be able to pull an MC brother in to assist if he needed the help.  
 
    After sending out a text to my three, I watched as Colt did the same to his before lifting his phone to his ear. I clenched my jaw so hard my back teeth started to ache, yet I found myself listening a little more intently than I usually allowed myself.  
 
    “Hey,” his voice had changed to the tone he always used when he spoke to Quinn, and I noticed his eyes had softened, making him look slightly younger.  
 
    Once, and only once, had I heard Flick tell Raven that she thought Quinn was Colt’s soulmate, but she didn’t understand why they were only friends. After that, I had made sure never to listen in when they talked about either Colt or Quinn.  
 
    “I’m going to be gone for a little while. You got everything you need?” There was a pause on his end as he waited for a reply.  
 
    Whatever Quinn was saying had the softness that had entered my brother’s eyes turning harder.  
 
    “You don’t sound well. Are you okay?”  
 
    The green of his eyes darkened as his brows furrowed and he stared sightlessly toward the back of the bar.  
 
    My body tensed as I waited for the inevitable explosion that would follow Quinn confessing what we had done the night before. But as the seconds ticked by, Colt stayed where he was. 
 
    “You’re so stubborn sometimes,” he grumbled. “I wish you would just let me take care of those jerks once and for all, Quinn.”  
 
    I wasn’t sure if I was relieved or disappointed when Colt just sat there, continuing his conversation with Quinn. She was obviously not going to share our night together with her best friend.  
 
    While I didn’t really want to kick my brother’s rear if he did find out and tried to start something, I did want Quinn to acknowledge that something had happened between us.  
 
    I scrubbed my hands over my face and pushed back from the table, pissed at my own self for the unreasonable irritation I felt over the whole thing. Great, one mess with Quinn and I was suddenly turning into a blasted pussy with prissy feelings and trash.  
 
    I needed to put distance between me and that female. This run couldn’t have come at a better time.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Quinn 
 
      
 
    Deciding I was going to pack up and leave Creswell Springs was the easy part. Actually doing it … not so much. My savings would not be enough to cover the cost of moving, let alone everything else.  
 
    Before my mother had gotten sick, I’d had a nice little nest egg from all the years of scrimping and saving. I had started working at Aggie’s when I was sixteen, and the tips had been decent enough—and I’d had no large bills to worry about—so I had been able to put most of my money into a savings account.  
 
    After my mother had gotten sick, that nest egg had completely disappeared. Cancer was an expensive disease, and I had dipped into my savings repeatedly just to help her pay for her medications. By the time she had passed away, I had been down to my last hundred dollars in that account. Not long after that, my old clunker of a car had joined her in the hereafter, and I’d had to buy a new one. Between a car payment and all the other bills adulting required, I hadn’t been able to start replacing the money that had once been in there.  
 
    I was determined to leave as soon as possible, before I could talk myself out of it. That meant saving every penny I could get my hands on and working every free minute I could. But if working at Aggie’s was the key to making me rich—or at least putting a little extra in my bank account—then I was doing it all wrong.  
 
    A second job was going to have to happen.  
 
    Considering I had only ever waited tables, I wasn’t sure what other kind of job I was qualified to do, and the “help wanted” ads in the morning paper weren’t exactly begging for anyone of my limited skills. Most of them asked for at least some college as an education background. I had been happy just to graduate high school. My computer skills were about as good as the average person who checked their email and looked at the occasional YouTube videos.  
 
    I did have good people skills, however, and I could balance up to eight plates on a tray while refilling customers’ water glasses. I doubted that would get me a job in anything but the circus or another waitressing job. Other than Aggie’s, waitresses didn’t have many options, except the coffee shop on the college campus and a steak house outside of town where the ritzier citizens of our small town ate.  
 
    There was another option. Paradise City was always ready to hire new girls willing to take their clothes off for the college boys who were all too happy to keep Bash and Spider in business for years to come. It was the closest strip club in over fifty miles, so the place was above average popular.  
 
    I knew all I had to do was show up and ask for a job. Even without Kelli working there, I wasn’t worried about getting rejected. I had a decent body, even if I was about as tall as one of Santa’s elves. There was just one teensy, little problem.  
 
    Make that a huge one, in the guise of the six-foot-plus hulking biker who was also my best friend and self-appointed protector.  
 
    Colt would flip his lid if he saw me taking my clothes off for a crowd.  
 
    Getting the call that he was going to be out of town on a run for an indefinite period, however, had me deciding I would cross that bridge when I got to it.  
 
    If I had to.  
 
    With a plan firmly in mind, I clocked out at the end of my shift at Aggie’s the next afternoon and drove straight over to Paradise City. There were only a few cars in the parking lot since it was too early for the place to be open for business yet. 
 
    As I walked into the club, my nerves tried to get the better of me, but I refused to chicken out. If I was going to get out of this one-horse town and as far away from Raider Hannigan as I possibly could, then this was the only solution.  
 
    The dimness inside took a moment for my eyes to adjust to after the brightness of the afternoon sunshine. I slowly looked around the interior, noticing the big stage with three stripper poles. A dozen or more round tables were placed close to it.  
 
    I tried to imagine myself up there, dancing for the men and maybe even women who wanted to watch me take my clothes off for them.  
 
    Idiot.  
 
    Maybe this was a bad idea, after all. 
 
    Idiot,, idiot.  
 
    No. I could and would do it.  
 
    I had to.  
 
    The club itself was huge, with smaller stages off to the sides that only had one stripper pole on each of them, with less tables but more chairs. Maybe for parties?  
 
    I mentally shrugged at the thought and turned my attention to the bar that was on the other side of the room where two men in black T-shirt with “Paradise City” written in bold neon yellow across their shoulders were stocking the fridge with beer and other alcohol.  
 
    One turned as I crossed toward the bar, and I was happy to see he wasn’t an MC member, but he did look vaguely familiar. In a town as small as Creswell Springs that wasn’t unusual in the least. I served nearly every resident at least once a week at Aggie’s, and those I didn’t, I saw at the one and only supermarket when I did my shopping.  
 
    The guy raked his eyes over me, suspicion filling his face. “You gotta be eighteen to be in here and twenty-one to drink.”  
 
    I pressed my lips together, fighting back the shot of irritation that always filled me whenever someone automatically assumed I was a teenager. It was just one of the drawbacks of being so short and blonde. One day I would probably welcome that I looked years younger than I really was.  
 
    Today was not that day.  
 
    Instead of telling him how old I really was, I pulled out my wallet and extracted my ID, showing him that I was over the legal limit to be in the club and that I had been past the age to drink for a few years.  
 
    His face cleared, and he gave me a second full-body appraisal; this time with what I thought was a little interest in his eyes. “What brings you here? We don’t open for a few more hours.”  
 
    “I’m looking for your boss,” I told him, putting away my wallet.  
 
    He nodded behind him. “She’s in the office back there.”  
 
    I looked in the mirror behind him and realized it must have been a one-way window. Well then … 
 
    Stepping away from the bar, I headed for the almost invisible outline of the door that led into the office behind the bar. Two steps from it, the door swung inward and a woman in her late thirties stuck her head out.  
 
    “I know you.” She spoke in a voice that was both husky and a little shaky, though I didn’t think she was nervous. She looked too confident to be. She stepped back, waving me in.  
 
    As I entered the office, which was considerably brighter than the other room, I was brought face-to-face with a possible reason for her voice sounding so off.  
 
    She had scars on her makeup free face, as if she had been in a car accident and had been thrown through the windshield. The scars weren’t just on her face, though. With her curly, dirty-blonde hair pulled up into a business-style knot on top of her head, I saw that she had several more on her neck; one right over where I imagined her voice box would have been. It looked deep and very painful.  
 
    Closing the door behind me, she moved to the desk where a newer computer was already on and several spreadsheets were up. After spending so many years helping Aggie with supply orders, I could understand the little that I could see. Liquor orders, as well as hand soap and other bathroom supplies.  
 
    “You said you know who I am,” I murmured, giving her my full attention as I forced my eyes away from the computer screen. “But I don’t believe I know you.”  
 
    I knew her name was Topaz, but only because she was Kelli’s boss. Other than that, I didn’t really know all that much about my roommate’s work life.  
 
    She shrugged and leaned back in her chair, crossing her long legs. She was dressed in slacks and a nice top, but for some reason, I could picture her just as comfortable in a bikini, dancing in front of a hundred people. Despite the scars and a few wrinkles that could have easily been hidden under some well-placed makeup, she was very pretty. With the body that her professional attire covered but didn’t disguise, she probably got really good tips when she was on stage.  
 
    “Of course I know who you are. You’re Quinn Wilder. Kelli mentions you every now and then, and I’ve seen you around. Girl as pretty as you is hard to forget.” She gave me a tight smile. “What brings you here?”  
 
    I clasped my hands together. My plan had seemed so perfect in my head, but now that I was standing there, in front of the person who I needed to agree to it—and hire me—it sounded stupid and more than a little terrifying.  
 
    “I need a second job,” I finally found myself telling her. I twisted my fingers together, an old habit from when I was nervous as a kid. “And the only thing I have ever done is wait tables, so I’m not exactly qualified to work in an office or whatever else there is out there …” I broke off, not sure how to go on without insulting her, or even Kelli, for that matter.  
 
    “And you thought you would give stripping a shot?” she finished for me with a knowing grin.  
 
    Biting my lip, I nodded.  
 
    “I would love to hire you, Quinn, but what about the club? I know you’re considered family to some of the brothers.”  
 
    Seeing an empty chair in the corner, I crossed to it and sat. “Colt is my best friend, but sometimes, I think he considers himself my father.”  
 
    “Colt Hannigan doesn’t pay my salary. He is, however, the brother-in-law of one of the men who do.”  
 
    “I was actually hoping we could work around telling him, or anyone else who I am,” I muttered.  
 
    Her brown eyes widened. “How do you plan on doing that? This is a small town and there are plenty of locals who come in here throughout the week. You probably know them all.”  
 
    I twisted my fingers together rougher. “I have a solution for that. Plenty of people know my face, but not one of them has seen me naked.”  
 
    With the exception of Raider, a voice tried to remind me, but I quickly squashed it before it could distract me from the business at hand.  
 
    I had tried to keep my mind off of him all day, yet it hadn’t worked very well. I was thankful that he was gone with Colt on this run. I needed time away from both of them so I could hopefully get my head on straight, as well as sort out my finances and get the heck out of Dodge—er, Creswell Springs.  
 
    “Okay, you have me intrigued.” She shifted in her chair, her eyes locked on me as she waited for me to tell her about this brilliant plan I had. 
 
    Blowing out a long breath, I dived in.  
 
    Before I was even finished, Topaz stopped me.  
 
    I snapped my mouth shut, waiting for her to turn me down because my brilliant plan was too stupid to even consider.  
 
    “I’m kind of in love with this idea,” she surprised me by saying as she started messing with the keyboard to the computer and began typing furiously. “The old guys are pretty easy to please. They just want to see a hot chick with no clothes on that isn’t their wife. The college boys, especially some of the frat houses who come in here, they get bored pretty quickly. I’ve been thinking of making a few changes to help alleviate their ADHD tendencies. This is actually something that could work.”  
 
    I sat there, my mouth slightly gaped open as I watched her continue to type something I couldn’t see from where I was sitting.  
 
    Abruptly, she paused and lifted her head, concern written on her face as she swiveled in her chair. “I need to know if you are going to be able to actually do this, Quinn. I really like the idea, and I can work with it. I won’t even discuss this with Spider and Bash, if you promise not to. If we work together, it might be possible to give you the anonymity you want. But none of that really matters if you freak out halfway through your first set.”  
 
    Now there was a million-dollar question if I had ever heard one. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Kelli 
 
      
 
    I was still half-asleep when my alarm went off for me to get up for work.  
 
    I blindly reached out for it, but when I didn’t immediately feel it, I cracked open an eye, searching the nightstand.  
 
    It was gone from where I had put it that morning when I had gotten out of the shower, yet it was still going off. I grabbed my phone, knowing exactly who had moved my alarm.  
 
    With only one eye open, I pulled the phone close to my face. Without my contacts in, I couldn’t read anything past the end of my nose.  
 
    Pulling up Colt’s name, I was ready to blast him for daring to move my trash. However, seeing that I already had a message from him, my fingers froze over the keys as I read it.  
 
    Leaving for a run. Don’t know when I’ll be back. Be good. Watch out for Quinn for me.  
 
    There was no cutesy heart or anything else that would suggest he was doing anything more than letting me know he was going out of town. Yet, oddly enough, just getting a message at all from him was more than I would have expected from any other guy. He knew I would be just fine without him. Still, he had let me know he was going away.  
 
    The fact that he wanted me to watch over Quinn in his absence was even more telling. Quinn was his person, the one person he would take a bullet for, outside his blood family. That he was trusting me to watch out for her kind of warmed my cold, only half-alive heart.  
 
    The alarm was still going off, but I refrained from sending Colt a mean message for screwing around with my things. That he knew me well enough to know I would have just hit snooze a half a dozen times before rushing to get up and out the door for work was a telltale sign of its own. That he had moved the clock, knowing I would have to get out of bed and therefore would be awake enough not to easily fall back to sleep, told me he had spent more time than I realized he had sharing my bed.  
 
    Tossing back the covers, I jerked to my feet and crossed the room to the dresser where he had put it before leaving for wherever it was he had to be that morning. My fingers hovered over the alarm clock as guilt and dread churned in my stomach at all the caring things Colt did for me.  
 
    I wasn’t used to having people do things for me, had fought it at the very beginning, but I wasn’t sure how I would feel if it all suddenly stopped. I didn’t want them to stop.  
 
    But they will.  
 
    Clenching my jaw, I finally hit the off button and returned to my bed. Instead of flopping back down and burrowing under the covers, I sat on the edge, putting my elbows on my knees and burying my face in my hands.  
 
    Every day I fought my feelings for the biker, and every day I found myself falling a little more. I ached to love him, ached in a way I had never let myself feel for anyone, other than my mother. It was emotional suicide, though. If Colt ever found out what I was doing—who I was related to—he would be long gone.  
 
    So would Quinn, who was loyal to a fault to him.  
 
    Pressing my fingers into my eyeballs, I fought the tears that threatened to fill them. I wasn’t sure how long I sat there like that, but by the time I lifted my head, I had to scramble to get ready.  
 
    I jumped into the shower, not bothering to wash my hair since it was going to be pulled into a knot later so I could put on the wig I wore at work. My hair was long, thick, and dark. The wig I wore was more dramatic with long, flaming red waves that fell to the middle of my back. With the weight of it added to the weight of my natural hair, my neck would be killing me by the end of the night, but I got a load more tips as a redhead than as a brunette.  
 
    Once I was dressed in a pair of yoga pants and a tank top, I tossed all my things that I would need for work into my gym bag: makeup, a few different outfits I could change into throughout the night, and my curling iron. Grabbing it, I walked through the small house to the kitchen and grabbed a water out of the fridge before heading out the back door.  
 
    It wasn’t unusual for Quinn to not be home when I left for work. She had told me she was picking up extra hours at the diner, so I figured she wouldn’t be home until after midnight. The girl worked way too hard, but it was only one of a hundred different things I liked about her. She was sweet, but feisty. She loved with her whole heart, and frankly, I had learned a lot from her about my own heart.  
 
    The drive to Paradise City was uneventful. It was after eight, so it wasn’t like it was prime rush hour or anything. I wasn’t surprised to see that the parking lot was starting to get crowded. Most of the cars were from regulars, but there were over a dozen that I figured belonged to college kids.  
 
    I hated the college brats. It was the biggest source of revenue for the city, and considering how prestigious the college claimed to be, I was surprised the place wasn’t glitzier. Then again, maybe the MC had something to do with that. They had more or less been running Creswell Springs long before the mayor had gotten the backing he had needed to bring the college to his neck of the woods. With them hanging around, causing so much trouble for the mayor and DA, the big money backers weren’t likely to start footing the bill to put up designer boutiques and imported car dealerships.  
 
    I grinned to myself as I headed for the back door. Not much amused me when it came to the old man who had supplied half my DNA, but knowing that the MC had the power to irritate him almost every minute of the day sure did.  
 
    “Evening, Kelli.”  
 
    My grin faded as I nodded in greeting to Van, the bouncer who kept the riffraff from sneaking in through the back door, and the girls from sneaking out with customers to blow them in the parking lot between their sets.  
 
    Van’s name suited him, considering he was bigger than any mom van I had ever seen. He wasn’t fat by anyone’s standards, but the guy had muscle upon muscle that seemed to vibrate with every breath he took.  
 
    With the big muscles came a below average sized brain, however. I felt kind of sorry for the big guy. He was a gentle giant ninety-five present of the time. But if one of us was in trouble, he could flip the switch and become a beast who destroyed anyone in his path. Spider had hired him right after I had run into a little trouble not long after I had started working at Paradise City.  
 
    My half-brother had come in one night with his frat friends and had recognized me almost at once. Seeing me in the same town where he had been exiled to for the current semester, he had known immediately what our father was up to and had let me know really quickly what he thought of Calvin’s plan.  
 
    Spider had thought I was being molested, but really, all Kevin had done was give me a few bruises and the promise of more if he saw me again. After that, I had kept more of a low profile, even at the club. However, Calvin had still been adamant about keeping an eye on his precious only son.  
 
    Van opened the door for me, and I walked into the bright corridor that led to the girls’ changing room. Adjusting the strap of my gym bag, I pulled out my bottle of water and took a sip while a few other girls came in behind me. I didn’t know many of them well, and they didn’t really like me all that much, but I could learn a lot by just sitting back and keeping my ears open.  
 
    The changing room was what anyone would expect when they thought of a strip club’s dressing room. Vanity stations were set up everywhere, the bright bulbs baking the thick makeup on the other girls’ faces as they got ready for work.  
 
    My station was in the corner, as far away from the bathroom as possible. I wasn’t a fan of listening to some of those jerks puking their guts out periodically throughout the night.  
 
    I dropped my bag on the floor beside my chair and slowly sat after making sure there was no gunk of any kind on it. Nasty jerks liked to sit in my chair without any bottoms on, and I kept a can of Lysol and a container of disinfectant wipes on hand just for that purpose. When they left me little surprises like that, I always went off the deep end on every single one of them. After the last time it had happened, and I had gotten some kind of white nastiness on my favorite Juicy sweats, it had stopped, and they all now walked widely around my station. 
 
    “So, what do you think?”  
 
    It took me a minute to realize someone was talking to me. I lifted my head, examining the chick who had just walked up behind me. She was wearing killer heels that made her legs look like they were a million miles long, yet she was super tiny. The outfit she was wearing, a mixture of dominatrix with a dash of cop in black leather, was so tight it appeared to be spray painted over her perfectly porcelain skin. Her belly looked amazing with whatever pushup she was using, making me instantly jealous of her assets.  
 
    I had no idea which of the girls she was, because her face was behind some kind of lacy mask that let her see out, but hid her features. Her hair was glossy black and fell past her waist, but when I looked closer, I realized it was a wig, although a really good one like my own.  
 
    Her voice sounded familiar, so I knew it had to be one of the girls who talked to me every now and then … 
 
    “You don’t recognize me?” Her voice was full of awe now, and I jerked to my feet as if she had just tased me. 
 
    “Quinn?” I half-shrieked, half-whispered when she put her finger to her lips and glanced around as if she expected the FBI to burst through the door and drag her away.  
 
    Dang it, I wish that would happen, but we both knew it would be a billion times worse than that if Colt found out she was even in Paradise City, let alone dressed like she was about to make every man in the building her sensual prisoner. I could picture my boyfriend turning into the caveman he claimed he wasn’t and killing every single man in the county to eradicate the image of his best friend from their minds.  
 
    “What the heck are you doing here?” I demanded in a lower voice so the girls now giving me worried looks like I was about to become possessed and butcher them all wouldn’t hear me.  
 
    Goodness, maybe I would. It would save me all kinds of trouble with Colt. 
 
    “More to the point, why are you dressed like”—I waved my hands up and down at her outfit, even as I mentally checked her out all over again. Idiot, she was hot. I had done plenty of experimenting, but heck, looking at her right then was making me wonder just how much experimenting I could still do with my roommate—“that?”  
 
    If I hadn’t already known it was Quinn, I would have when she started twisting her fingers together, something she did when she was nervous.  
 
    “I need the money,” she murmured after a few moments of just staring down at her feet, which were covered in the sexiest leather boots I had ever set eyes on.  
 
    They went up to her thighs, shaping them in a way that shot my heartrate up a few notches. I could only imagine what she was going to do to the middle-aged guys with heart conditions. And the college brats? They would be jizzing themselves before she even finished her first set.  
 
    I wrapped my arms around myself, trying to hide the fact that my nipples had gone rock-hard at the sight of her in that outfit. It wasn’t that I was a lesbian, or even bisexual, despite my experimental phase. No, Quinn was just that hot, and I was really giving my sexuality a rethought as I watched her inhale sharply, making her belly quiver.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    What did she need that would require her to go from working her respectable job at Aggie’s to wanting to bare all her lovely assets to the world in this sleazy place?  
 
    The answer to why I still worked there was easy. I liked the excitement of knowing a room full of men wanted me yet couldn’t touch. But Quinn … She was so sweet, so innocent. This place would idiot all that up, would harass her up, and it hurt to think about that happening to her.  
 
    “I’m leaving,” Quinn told me, lifting her chin almost defiantly.  
 
    I nodded. “Good idea.” I started to bend to pick up my bag. “Come on; I’ll go with you.”  
 
    She swatted at my hand when I would have taken hold of her elbow. “No.” She shook her head, making the silky dark hair of the wig shimmy over her shoulders. Yeah, I was definitely rethinking the whole lesbian angle. Maybe I was bisexual after all.  
 
    Maybe I could talk Colt into a threesome with me and his best friend … 
 
    Incredible. Now I had those images in my head and they wouldn’t go away. Of Colt doing all those naughty things he loved to do to me, while I did a few naughty things of my own to sweet, little Quinn. 
 
    “Kelli, I can’t go home. I need this job. I need the money.” She stepped back from me when I would have become more forceful. “What I meant is that I’m leaving Creswell Springs. As soon as I have enough money to do it, I’m getting the heck out of here.”  
 
    Something in her voice had all the heat she had been producing in me turning to ice. I couldn’t see a single one of her features, but I knew her well enough to guess she was trying not to cry. What had happened that would make her want to pull up all the roots she had to this place and move away? She had so much going for her there. People loved her, cared about whether she was taken care of or not. She had so much. The world at her fingertips, for idiot’s sake.  
 
    So, why did she want to give all that up?  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Quinn 
 
      
 
    The scent of baby oil was strong as I tried to breathe. It wasn’t just nerves restricting my airways. Topaz had gotten a kick out of dressing me up, and honestly, the outfit we had finally agreed on was the tamer of them all. Still, she’d had a little too much fun playing dress-up stripper, with me as her Barbie doll.  
 
    The older chick had shown an excitement that had been slightly contagious as she had put the veil over my face, and then done-up my hair. Then she had taken me out to the main stage and taught me how to use the pole. My muscles were already screaming after working some that had never been used a day in all my twenty-five years. Regardless, Topaz was a natural teacher, and I had caught on fairly quick.  
 
    After the stripper pole crash course, she had proceeded to show me how to work the crowd. As I followed her directions, the bartenders and even one of the bouncers had stopped what they were doing to watch. Watching them watch me had given me a new confidence I had never had before, and I found myself liking the attention, when any other time I would have run and hid from it.  
 
    I was pumped up and ready to hit the stage for an actual show.  
 
    Kelli, however, was trying to drag me out the nearest door.  
 
    “Do you understand what you’re doing?” she whispered fiercely to me as she continued to tug on my arm. “If Colt finds out about this, I’m dead. You realize that, right?”  
 
    I crossed my arms over my breasts; a hard feat now that they were practically in my throat with the contraption Topaz had lubed me up with baby oil to get me into. “Why would he kill you?” I demanded, keeping my voice low so none of the other girls rushing around to get ready could hear us.  
 
    “Because he told me to take care of you while he is gone, and if he finds out I let you do something this crazy, he will totally lose his trash.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes at how dramatic she was being about my best friend. I knew good and well Colt would flip out if he ever found out about my second job, but the way she was talking, it was like she expected him to beat her or something. Colt Hannigan would never lay a finger on a woman in anger. He might scare the heck out of them by shouting, and once he had even gotten in my sister Whitney’s face, but even then, there had been no fear that he would hurt her. He might have been dangerous, but he was a good man.  
 
    The best, in my eyes.  
 
    “I’m pretty sure we can handle him if he finds out about this,” I assured her.  
 
    He was probably going to drag me out of there, kicking and screaming. Until that happened, I was going to save as much money as possible.  
 
    Kelli finally dropped my arm, stepping closer, dropping her voice even lower than it had been. “What is going on, Quinn? You have to talk to me, babe. Tell me what’s brought on this desperate need for money. Are you in trouble? Do you owe someone?” Her eyes were full of concern, and something else. Something dark that told me, if I was in trouble with someone, she would handle the problem for me. 
 
    I wished I knew more about her, but again, something told me that I wasn’t going to like what I found out. Therefore, I kept my mouth shut, because I loved her and didn’t want or need to know her secrets.  
 
    “No,” I told her in as reassuring of a tone as I could muster while still keeping my voice at whisper level. “I told you, I’m leaving.”  
 
    “But why?” she exclaimed, losing patience with me. “I don’t understand any of this trash.”  
 
    I shrugged, drawing Kelli’s eyes to my boobs as they threatened to pop out of my top. “It’s something I have been thinking about for a while now. Actually, it has been years in the making. Ever since Flick got up the courage to leave, I’ve been thinking about doing the same.”  
 
    Kelli narrowed her eyes. “You’re going to just run away? Without telling anyone where you’re going or staying in touch?” She shook her head and backed up a step. “No, you can’t do that to Colt. I won’t let you do that to him.”  
 
    I blew out a frustrated sigh. “I’m not going to pull a Flick, I promise. I just want to find a place where I can start all over. Away from … everything.” The last word came out barely above a whisper, and I started to turn away, not wanting to revisit my sudden urge to put as much distance between me and the place I had called home my entire life.  
 
    However, Kelli wasn’t about to let it go. She caught my elbow and jerked me around to face her with surprising strength. “Away from everything … or everyone?” She had that dark, dangerous look in her eyes again. “You’re not telling me everything, babe.”  
 
    I glanced around to see if anyone was watching us, but the others were still busy getting themselves ready to go on stage. Still, I didn’t want to chance them overhearing us, so I nodded my head toward her vanity station.  
 
    Her face darkened even more, if that was possible, but she released me, and we moved farther away from the other girls in the room.  
 
    Kelli backed me into the corner behind her station, blocking me in and lowering her head. Despite the killer heels I was in, and the added height they offered me, she was still an inch or so taller in just her sneakers.  
 
    “Quinn,” she practically growled at me when I didn’t immediately start talking.  
 
    I clasped my hands together, trying my best to keep from twisting my fingers. I had been trying so hard not to think about what had happened with Raider, and now that I was about to actually speak it aloud, it would make it even more real.  
 
    Dang it, I didn’t want it to be real. I wanted it to just have been a dream. One that had started out so hot, but had ended with me feeling ice-cold.  
 
    “Oh, dear Lord, Quinn, what the heck did you do?” She dipped her head lower. “More importantly, who did you do it with?”  
 
    I opened my mouth, but the words refused to come out. Then I saw the realization enter her eyes.  
 
    “No.” She was shaking her head, in just as much denial as I was. “No. You wouldn’t be that stupid. You couldn’t have possibly …” She trailed off. We both knew that it was completely possible.  
 
    And true.  
 
    “Okay,” she muttered, sucking in a long, harsh breath. “Tell me everything.”  
 
    My fingers began to twist together without me even realizing it while I gave her a rundown of everything that had happened the night before. The make-out session with Boomer that had led to us going into the wrong bedroom, followed by everything that had transpired with Raider. By the time I was finished, Kelli’s nostrils were flaring with a temper that was burning hot.  
 
    “He took advantage of you.”  
 
    It wasn’t a question, but a statement that came out in a voice that promised pain and death.  
 
    I found myself shaking my head. “No, it was consensual.”  
 
    “You were drunk, Quinn.” Her hands balled into fists at her sides. “He had no right to touch you.”  
 
    “No. It wasn’t like that. I wasn’t that drunk, I swear.”  
 
    I didn’t know why I was defending him, but I didn’t want her to think he was some kind of sleazeball who took advantage of drunken girls. It hadn’t been like that. I had wanted everything that had happened with Raider. And even when it had hurt, I had still wanted it. It had only been afterward that I had felt used and unwanted all over again. He had turned something that should have been magical for me into something that I felt ashamed of.  
 
    He hadn’t even kissed me, something that still continued to bruise my heart over and over again whenever I remembered.  
 
    “Not that drunk? Even a little drunk is too much. He took advantage of you.” She caught ahold of my shoulders and pushed her face close, her eyes drilling into mine. “That’s not right, Quinn.” Right before my eyes, her face went ghostly pale. “Oh, my goodness, Quinn, did he at least use protection?”  
 
    I felt the blood drain from my face as a new realization hit me right between the eyes. I had been so hung up on the fact that he hadn’t even tried to kiss me that I hadn’t even thought of the fact that he hadn’t used a condom. It was my first time, dang it; it wasn’t like protection had been front and center in my mind when I had been getting everything I had always thought I wanted from a man who I had stupidly loved for too many wasted years.  
 
    “Kelli …” I breathed her name as a cold sweat broke out all over my body and I felt oddly dizzy.  
 
    She moved her hands from my shoulders to my waist, pulling me against her side and helping me to the chair in front of her vanity. When I shakily sat down, she crouched in front of me, holding onto my now ice-cold fingers with her warm ones.  
 
    “Incredible, babe. Incredible, incredible, incredible.” She was glancing frantically around, as if looking for something to make the sudden reality of what kind of trouble I had gotten myself into go away.  
 
    But there was nothing that could make this go away.  
 
    I had messed up.  
 
    What if I caught something from that manwhore biker?  
 
    What if I was pregnant?  
 
    I couldn’t be connected to him for the rest of my life. I just couldn’t. Not when it had been so forcefully shoved down my throat that Raider Hannigan wasn’t the guy I had built up in my head for so long.  
 
    This was a disaster, and I had no way of cleaning it up.  
 
    What was I going to do if I was pregnant?  
 
    I wasn’t worried about what Raider would do. He was too happy his way through life to possibly even care that he had gotten one random hookup pregnant. It probably happened to him all the time. Who knew how many of the club mommas had produced little Raiders? I was just one of many, as I was sure the possible baby that was growing inside of me right then would be.  
 
    No, it was me I was worried about. For once, it was myself I was thinking of, while the rest of the world could rot for all I cared right then.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Raider 
 
      
 
    “Heads-up,” Clutch yelled out seconds before two bullets went flying by my head.  
 
    Cursing, I dropped down lower behind the crates I had jumped behind when the bullets had started flying.  
 
    “Hellfire,” Onyx bit out from a few feet away. “What did we get ourselves into this time, boys?”  
 
    I was wondering that myself.  
 
    This run was turning into anything but ordinary. With Dante back in New York for who knew how long, we were helping his guys watch over his assets. Fontana had a major grudge against anything even remotely related to the Vituccis, and right then, the Chicago turf was the weakest with the underboss gone.  
 
    We had been here for four weeks now, and things had been quiet. Too quiet, actually. I should have known better than to let my guard down, but stupidly, I had, and this attack had caught us all while we weren’t looking.  
 
    I wanted to blame Quinn for letting my guard down, but I only had myself to blame for it. She had been on my mind almost nonstop from the first minute we had gotten to town. Idiot, from the second I had left her in my room back at the clubhouse. I couldn’t get her out of my head, and because of that, my mind had been on her rather than the job at hand.  
 
    Colt had taken Trigger and the others to help watch over the compound where Dante De Stefano called home, while I had been with Tanner and the others in the warehouse with over a dozen of De Stefano’s men. It was the major asset that Vitucci entrusted to the underboss. It was where the “artwork” was stored.  
 
    Despite the flying bullets, I couldn’t help snorting at the term “artwork.” It was code for anything that might happen to be currently stored there.  
 
    To keep anyone on their toes if they might have phone lines tapped or some other techie trash, Vitucci actually owned an art gallery in both Chicago and New York.  
 
    “Did you see Fontana?” Tanner called out from where he had dived behind a stack of crates that looked like they could have actually contained large paintings, but probably stored drugs or guns.  
 
    I was hoping it was guns, because I would be out of ammo soon.  
 
    “No,” Clutch called back. He had been out front when the bullets had first started. “I didn’t see anyone. Those idiots are like ninjas.”  
 
    “Well, someone kill the ninjas!” Onyx roared when it started raining bullets on us again.  
 
    One clipped him in the shoulder, making him grunt in pain. We all had vests on. Only an idiot would be without one while waiting for the enemy to hit them.  
 
    “Call for backup,” Tanner yelled.  
 
    “We are the backup,” I reminded him. “Where are Dante’s men?”  
 
    “Dead is my guess,” Onyx grumbled.  
 
    Mine, too, and I didn’t want to join them.  
 
    I shifted until I could pull my phone free from my pocket and lifted it to my ear. It rang three times, and I cursed my brother over and over again until Colt answered.  
 
    “Get your rears down here. We got trouble.”  
 
    “Incredible,” he growled as more bullets tore the warehouse apart. “We’re on our way, brother. Stay alive until we can get there.”  
 
    “Just hurry,” I commanded.  
 
    My goal was to stay alive for a heck of a lot longer than until he and the others could get there.  
 
    I had been glad to come on this run in the beginning, but almost from day one, I had felt something I had never felt before.  
 
    Homesick.  
 
    It wasn’t for Creswell Springs, though. Idiot, I had been away from home so many times, for weeks upon weeks at times, and I had never had the gnawing ache to get back like I had during this trip. No, it wasn’t the place, but it had taken me a little while to realize what it really was that was causing this pain in my chest, this urgency to get back as quickly as possible.  
 
    Quinn.  
 
    I missed her.  
 
    It was new, and more than a little terrifying to feel these new emotions swirling around inside my head and chest. Yet, as scary as it all was, I found myself liking these new sensations.  
 
    More bullets aimed in my direction had me dropping the phone and sending a few of my own back. I needed to conserve my bullets; they were a precious commodity right then. I had already emptied two magazines, and I was down to the few bullet in the one I had just put in my Glock.  
 
    “I’m out,” Clutch called out.  
 
    “I got three, maybe.” From the corner of my eye, I could see Tanner crawling around behind his crates. “Someone cover me. There has to be something we can use in these things. Why else would those Italians be so trigger happy?”  
 
    He was right; there had to be something in the warehouse they wanted. Otherwise, they would have just blown the place up, something Santino and his men had become famous for.  
 
    Onyx and I were the only ones with a few bullets, so we covered Tanner as he pulled the top off the first crate. His sharp inhale had me turning to look at him, thinking he had caught a bullet. The huge-rear grin on his face told me he was fine.  
 
    He pulled out a huge gun, some kind of fully automatic machine gun by the looks of it, and picked up a clip that was as long as my forearm. What the heck? I didn’t know who Vitucci was dealing with to have those kinds of guns, but if all the crates were full of those same guns, then he must have been backing a militia in a third world country or some trash.  
 
    Most likely, these were from or for Vito Vitucci’s brother-in-law. His dead wife had been part of the IRA, and her brother was some higher up within the organization. They still fought for the cause. Whatever that might have been, I was still unclear of.  
 
    “Hold on to your rears,” Tanner said on a laugh as he started shooting in the direction the bullets kept coming at us from.  
 
    Clutch and I locked eyes for a second, both of us unsure of what to expect next. With Tanner, it was anyone’s guess. He was too unpredictable at times. He had a tendency to act before thinking and had gotten his rear handed to him plenty of times by Bash, just because he couldn’t keep his mouth shut. But he was my friend, and one of the guys I trusted with my life.  
 
    Most of the time.  
 
    Groaning, I belly-crawled over to him while Onyx covered me with the last of his bullets. Glass, plaster, and who knew what else was flying in every direction. A bullet went screaming by my ear, and I prayed that I would make it out of there alive.  
 
    That I could make it back to Quinn … 
 
    Harass this trash.  
 
    Reaching Tanner, I carefully stood up beside him and grabbed a gun for myself and two magazines. The gun was surprisingly light for the kind of damage I was about to inflict with it. Heck, Tanner was already turning the chaos into a nightmare for the guys outside trying their best to kill us all.  
 
    “Don’t know if you’re an idiot or a genius,” I snarled at my friend.  
 
    He shot me a quick smirk before turning back to playing with the new toy he had found.  
 
    Shaking my head, I grabbed two more guns and as much ammo as I could. Tossing one to Clutch, he caught his easily and quickly joined Tanner.  
 
    Ducking down, I rushed back to Onyx and handed over the other gun.  
 
    “I don’t remember running these from Cali,” he grumbled under his breath.  
 
    “Me, either. Must be from Vito’s brother-in-law.” I nodded at his shoulder that he was still favoring. “You okay?”  
 
    “Hurts like the devil, but I’ll live, boy.” He gave me an evil as idiot grin. “Can’t say that about those idiots out there, though.”  
 
    I tried to grin back, but my mind and heart weren’t in it. I just wanted this to be over so we could get home.  
 
    I couldn’t remember if it took five minutes or five hours before storm of flying bullets began to die down, until it was only the four of us shooting. I wasn’t stupid enough to think it was because we had either killed everyone, or that they had run away once we had gotten hold of the big boy toys.  
 
    We were all breathing hard, sweat rolling down our faces like it was a hundred and ten in the warehouse. Dust was floating around in clouds so thick it looked like fog.  
 
    Shootouts were not a party, even if Tanner tried to make it seem like it was. I hated this trash. I never knew if I or one of my brothers would bite a bullet and be sent home in a pine box for my sister to have to bury.  
 
    But it wasn’t her face I imagined standing over my grave right then. It was Quinn, with tears pouring down her beautiful face as I was lowered into the ground.  
 
    Without thinking about what I was doing, I fished out my phone again; this time bringing up a number that I had only recently programed into the burner. I had stolen the number from Colt’s phone, because I had never allowed myself access to Quinn’s number before. The temptation would have been too much for me.  
 
    Just as it was right then.  
 
    I traced my thumb over the digits on the screen, wanting to call and hear her sweet, gentle voice in the eerie quietness after the deafening sound of gunfire and bullets tearing through metal, wood, and glass had faded. 
 
    What was she doing right then? Was she thinking about me as much as I was thinking of her?  
 
    I wanted to know. Wanted her to have been thinking of nothing but me while I had been away.  
 
    In the distance, I thought I heard the rumble of multiple motorcycle engines and quickly put the phone away. I took stock of my brothers.  
 
    Now that we didn’t have to worry about flying bullets, Tanner was exploring the rest of the crates. Clutch was with his father, examining the already dark blue bruise on Onyx’s shoulder.  
 
    Dusting my rear off, I slowly made my way to the door where the first bullets had come from. With my new gun at the ready, I carefully opened the now shredded doors and stuck my head out to have a quick look. Jerking my head back in after only a few seconds, I did it again, trying to see what was going on outside without getting my head blown off in the process.  
 
    The next time I stuck my head out, I saw Colt and Trigger pulling up about a hundred yards away, with Warden and Creed right behind them. Their guns were already out as two black SUVs screeched to stop behind them. Half a dozen men poured out of the big vehicles, rushing around the outside of the warehouse in search of the enemy, yelling at each other in Italian.  
 
    Lowering my gun, I stepped outside.  
 
    Seeing me, Colt lowered his gun to his side but didn’t put it away. “Are you good?”  
 
    I nodded as I ran my free hand over my hair, knocking dirt and broken glass out of it. “Onyx got one in the shoulder, but his vest stopped it. He’s gonna be feeling that for a few days.”  
 
    Trigger stepped closer, examining the gun in my hand, before whistling low. “Wish we had this trash on hand all the time. Haven’t seen anything that pretty since I left the army.”  
 
    “Yeah, I’m pretty sure these bad boys were what they were looking for.” If they got a hold of that kind of metal, the war between the two crime families would be more even, and Santino could possibly take over some of Vitucci’s turf.  
 
    I popped my neck, my body already starting to stiffen up as the adrenaline of the last hour began to fade. I wasn’t a fan of this trash.  
 
    Any other time, my mind would have already been on finding a few females to help me loosen up my cramping muscles, taking my mind off of what had just happened. I would have been fine by that night. Right then, my body didn’t harden with the thought of a new flavor of snatch.  
 
    When we had first gotten to Chicago, I hadn’t even tried to find the kind of fun I usually did to keep myself entertained when I was on a run. I hadn’t tried to find a hookup or even really thought about it.  
 
    The only female I could think about was the sweet, little beauty thousands of miles away. 
 
    For years, I had stayed away from Quinn because I thought I couldn’t give her the kind of faithfulness a girl like her deserved. I liked too much variety to settle down with her.  
 
    Or so I had thought.  
 
    I hadn’t so much as looked at another female in the weeks we had been away, let alone touched one. I probably should have been worried about my toe being so quiet lately, but I knew that I hadn’t lost my mojo. Every time I thought about how tight Quinn had been, how her liquid heat had gushed over my toe as I had slid deeper into her, I went from zero to a hundred in point two seconds.  
 
    She had been front and center in my mind, day and night—especially at night. Every time I licked my lips, the ghost of her taste haunted me. It was like she was made of sunshine, and one taste, one small lick, and now I was addicted to it. The heat of the sun did nothing to compete with her in my mind. It was why I had stolen her number from Colt’s phone and tortured myself, agonizing over whether I should call her or not.  
 
    But as much as I wanted to hear her sweet voice, I didn’t want to call her out of nowhere and tell her everything that had been jumbling up my head while I had been gone. I wanted to see her, touch her, explain why I had kept her at arm’s length for so long.  
 
    Now I knew I could give her the monogamy she deserved. I could be a one-woman man, and I wanted to be her man.  
 
    One night with her, one taste of what I could have with her, and I knew she was my forever. That girl owned me. I just hadn’t let myself believe that until now.  
 
    “While you were dodging bullets, De Stefano called the compound,” Colt muttered, keeping his voice low while he glanced over his shoulder at the Italians still rushing around to secure the warehouse. 
 
    “What’s up?”  
 
    “He’s on his way back, but he thinks we should head home.”  
 
    Something in his voice had my nerves suddenly standing on edge even more so than when I’d had bullets coming at me from every angle. It wasn’t just his tone, though. Trigger was suddenly standing statue still, coldness seeming to flood off him. Creed and Warden were just as quiet, something that was completely abnormal for them. Creed was almost as bad as Tanner, especially when it came to running his mouth, if not more so. That he was quiet told me something was up.  
 
    “Fontana knows that Hawk was in on getting intel from his brother. De Stefano told me to get back and take care of our family. He will deal with the trash going on here himself.”  
 
    “If he knows Hawk did that trash, then that means there is a snitch.” I knew it wasn’t any one of my brothers. The only ones who had even been with us at the time were my three blood brothers, Uncle Jack, and Trigger. None of them would have said a word, even under the kind of torture Hawk had dished out.  
 
    That left either one of Vitucci’s men or the Russians.  
 
    I couldn’t picture any of them turning on their bosses to give up anything to Santino or Fontana, but men turned their backs on loyalty all the time. Whether that information had been given under fear of death or the promise of money, it didn’t matter. Someone had squealed, and now our family was in the crosshairs of a sociopath.  
 
    Everyone we cared about would be in danger of Fontana and his soulless men. They were all a target now. 
 
    Raven. Gracie. Willa. Flick … Quinn.  
 
    Rage started to burn through me at the thought of anyone trying to harm Quinn.  
 
    Idiot no. There was no way I would let that happen.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Quinn 
 
      
 
    There were a million things on my mind, but I welcomed them. The distraction helped me stay in my own head while I worked through the shift at my second job. Mentally going over everything that was weighing me down, my body moved on autopilot. Honestly, it moved more fluidly when I didn’t think about what I was doing.  
 
    Over the last four weeks, while Colt and Raider had been gone, I had been able to save up money, but it still wasn’t the amount I was hoping for. Another week or two of the kinds of tips I had been getting while I danced and took my clothes off for a crowd that got bigger and bigger with each passing night, I would be able to put Creswell Springs, and everyone in it, behind me.  
 
    Now they were back, though, and I didn’t know how I was going to keep Colt from finding out what I was doing with my nights. He had been at my house the night before when I had gotten home. It wasn’t out of the norm for him to show up unannounced, especially now that he was dating Kelli. 
 
    I didn’t know why it was okay for his girlfriend to be a stripper and him not lose his trash. Probably because Kelli was so much like Raven, and he didn’t really worry about his sister.  
 
    Kelli, while she sometimes talked with an accent that I imagined some snotty prep school kids had, didn’t need anyone to hold her hand. She could and did take care of herself. She was the kind of chick that every female wanted to be—confident, strong, and sassy.  
 
    I wasn’t nearly half as confident or sassy as I liked to believe I was, but I was finding out with each passing day that I was a heck of a lot stronger than I had ever imagined.  
 
    In the past, Colt and I would hang out until I was ready for bed, and then he would either go to Kelli’s room and wait for her to get home, or stay up and watch TV in the living room. But I hadn’t been there the night before, and he had been upset about how late I was getting home, like some raging papa bear who couldn’t handle not knowing where his little cub had been.  
 
    Even though said little cub was twenty-five freaking years old.  
 
    His reaction wasn’t typical of the Colt I knew so well. He didn’t usually fall off the deep end just because I wasn’t home, even if he was the most overprotective man I had ever met, something I had always cherished because no one had ever cared or loved me as much as Colt did. Still, I was curious as to what was going on with him to make him so anxious for me to be out late.  
 
    Could he have found out about me and Raider? 
 
    No, that wouldn’t have been why he was so upset about not knowing where I had been all night. Even if he did know about my big mistake, his reaction would have been different. I doubted it would have been solely pointed at me. If anything, he was most likely to kill his brother and hide the body, then pretend like nothing had happened.  
 
    I wasn’t blind. I knew my best friend had done bad things. None of that mattered, though. Except, I didn’t want him to kill Raider. Even with my dissolutions where that particular Hannigan was concerned, I still found that I couldn’t completely turn off a lifetime of love.  
 
    When I had gotten up that morning to go in for the lunch shift at Aggie’s, he had offered to take me to work. Colt Hannigan, the man who would rather walk than drive a cage, had wanted to drive my little Honda to the diner for me.  
 
    I couldn’t help wondering what had gone down on the run he had been on. Maybe he had hit his head, and that was why he was acting even more overprotective than usual.  
 
    I didn’t know, and I hadn’t had the time to find out, so I had laughed at how neurotic he had been acting and kissed him on the cheek on my way out the door. Then the diner had been crowded with MC brothers. That wasn’t an unusual thing, but no sooner had one group of brothers left did two more show up. They all sat close to the front doors or the windows, none of them saying much as they had eaten their food and watched people coming and going. 
 
    It was almost like they had been waiting on someone.  
 
    Or something.  
 
    I didn’t like it. Just watching them had made me nervous, and I didn’t need more garbage on my already overflowing plate right then.  
 
    There had still been MC guys at the diner when I had left several hours after what should have been the end of my shift. I would have stayed longer, would have closed the place for Aggie, but she had taken one look at my face and demanded I go home and rest.  
 
    If only.  
 
    I didn’t have time to rest. Not when Topaz was enjoying the new flow of guys through Paradise City that the mysterious Luna was bringing in practically by the bus load.  
 
    I danced three sets, and never any private dances for any of the guys, although they had begged for them. It was their begging that kept Topaz rubbing her hands in glee every night I worked, which was every night the club was open.  
 
    Keeping me an enigma to the guys who came back every night, hoping to tempt me into something as little as speaking to them, was making Paradise City the hottest spot in not only Trinity County, but three others as well.  
 
    She was raking in the money just as fast as I was scooping up the ones, fives, and even twenties that some of the more determined customers stuck into the tops of my boots.  
 
    Some of the other girls loved the crowd I was bringing in, getting the tips from the private dances I kept refusing. My popularity wasn’t exactly a good thing for everyone at the club, though. Some of the other girls were not happy that I had shown up out of the blue and suddenly had the place packed with customers every night, that guys chanted “Luna” over and over again until I took the stage. Kelli said the ones who weren’t happy with me were only jealous, something that was alien to me, because who would be jealous of little ol’ me?  
 
    The week before, I had gotten my first glimpse of just how determined the crowd could become just to touch me when two guys, sitting at one of the closer tables with a group of college-aged guys, had actually tried to charge the stage.  
 
    With the new popularity of the club, Topaz had hired a few more bouncers and bartenders. One of them was stationed right beside the stage whenever I was out there. When the college boys had tried to jump on stage, Porter had tackled them both to the ground. Another bouncer had come running, almost as if out of thin air, and had used his Taser on the guys before helping Porter drag them out.  
 
    So far that night, I had already done two sets. I was dog-tired, but I still had one more to go.  
 
    There were still a few girls in front of me on the roster before I would be called to the stage again. I took the time to try to relax back in the dressing room. My feet were killing me after being on them all day, and then putting them into a pair of boots that had six-inch heels and could only be classified as a torture device.  
 
    I had set up my vanity station right beside Kelli’s, where I dropped down onto my little ottoman, thankful for the bottle of water my roommate handed over. Uncapping the fresh bottle, I took a slow, thirsty swallow before replacing the cap and pressing the coolness to one side of my neck then the other.  
 
    “Did you eat dinner?” she demanded as she watched me closely for a few uninterrupted moments.  
 
    I still had the lacey veil covering my face, not daring to reveal who I was even then. I wasn’t in any hurry to speed up the process of having Colt freak the heck out and having to give up my lucrative second job.  
 
    “I had a sandwich at work before I came over here,” I told her. It wasn’t a complete lie. I’d had half a sandwich at Aggie’s.  
 
    Okay, so it had been a slice of bread, lightly toasted. But it had been buttered, so that totally counted.  
 
    It was also the only thing I had eaten the entire day.  
 
    As if she could see what I was thinking, Kelli muttered a harsh curse under her breath then pulled out a small back of peanut butter crackers from one of her vanity drawers. “Eat these. You don’t want to pass out on stage.”  
 
    Blowing out a frustrated sigh, I took one from the pack she was so insistent on me taking and carefully nibbled on one corner of the cracker so I didn’t have to remove my mask. I wasn’t hungry, but I knew better than to tell her that. She would only yell at me.  
 
    Again.  
 
    I had no appetite, but she didn’t seem to care. All she saw was that I had lost weight, something I was actually liking. My body was looking leaner, and while I was actually enjoying this new shape, I knew she was constantly worrying. She meant well and was only trying to look out for me, but she was turning into a bit of a nag.  
 
    All around us, the others were getting ready for their sets, when they suddenly stiffened. Half a second later, the reason walked into the dressing room.  
 
    Topaz scared almost everyone in the room, except for me and Kelli. She didn’t scare my roommate because, well, if Raven didn’t scare her, nothing much could.  
 
    Me, on the other hand, I had come to the realization that Topaz needed me just as much as I needed the money I raked in every night. She had already been telling me she was trying to come up with a plan to make sure, even if Colt were to find out, I could still continue to dance.  
 
    Luna was Paradise City’s new cash cow, and while the club had been popular to begin with, now it was becoming a local legend.  
 
    Or rather, Luna was becoming a legend.  
 
    I didn’t have the heart to tell her I was going to be leaving soon.  
 
    At first, I had been nervous to take the job. Then it had gotten exciting. Men had been excited to see me, to watch me. They thought I was sexy, mysterious, and a million other things that men who got off on watching a woman take her clothes off for them did. Now …  
 
    Now I was too tired to care.  
 
    One more week, that was all I needed. One more week, and then I could say goodbye to it all.  
 
    Topaz didn’t spare a single glance to the room at large. Her gaze zeroed in on me instantly, and then she was marching across the room in her sexy heels and an odd look on her face.  
 
    I was too tired to stand, but I gave her my full attention when she reached me.  
 
    “We have an … issue,” she muttered in a low voice so only me and Kelli could hear her. She glanced over her shoulder, as if expecting the police or something to barge in.  
 
    I went still. “Colt?”  
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t know yet, but he might turn up.” She ran her fingers through her glossy hair nervously. “Spider is sending over five of the MC brothers. He said he wanted extra security for a little while. When I asked why, he clammed up and said to make sure the brothers were put to good use.”  
 
    Kelli touched my shoulder. “Maybe you should just head home.”  
 
    “She can’t leave!” Topaz exclaimed. “Two cars full of guys in expensive suits just walked in. I need her.”  
 
    “You have a choice here, Topaz. One, you can send … Luna home, and avert a total trash show if Colt shows up—she lives to dance another day if you do that. Or two, she goes out there and maybe Colt recognizes her if he shows up. Or one of the other guys recognizes her and calls him.” She stood, getting ready to take the stage when the master of ceremonies called her name. “Your choice.”  
 
    The taller woman glared after her as she walked away, then turned back to me, shaking her head. “I know the dangers of letting you stay, but these guys are already throwing around big bills for drinks and tipping the bartenders like they have it to burn.”  
 
    I pressed my lips together behind my mask. “I don’t want to cause you any trouble. And I really don’t want to lose you business.”  
 
    “If you stay and dance, those guys are likely to toss you a few of those hundreds I saw two of them pull out of their pocket in rolls.” She crouched down so that we were on an even eye level. “Do the set, and then get out of here.”  
 
    The temptation of the possibility of extra money was too much to pass up, so I nodded and turned around to face my vanity mirror to make sure my mask was still secure and my wig was glued in place. I used a little sheer powder across my breasts because they looked shiny from all the sweating I had done already. Picking up my perfume, I spritzed some behind my ears and across the tops of my boots. It cost a small fortune for just an ounce of it, but lately, I wasn’t so concerned about wasting it.  
 
    One night, I had accidently found out that the honeysuckle and sunshine scent drove the guys in the front rows crazy. The next night, three bottles of the expensive stuff had been delivered to the club for me. Now I made sure to spray it on thick so some of the other guys could smell it, too. I had been rewarded with some very generous tips.  
 
    Topaz stayed where she was until I stood. Then she moved forward and fixed my outfit. I wore the same outfit every night, for every set I danced. The killer boots that made me look like I was half a foot taller than I really was with fishnet stockings. I wore leather shorts that crawled up my rear like a thong and showed off the globes of each of my rear cheeks. The top was a corset that pushed my boobs up toward my throat and had been tied so tight at times I was sure I wasn’t getting enough oxygen.  
 
    My boss fluffed up my boobs, making them perky. I was used to her fixing me like this now, but I still felt uncomfortable letting someone touch my intimate parts so nonchalantly.  
 
    Once she was done, she stepped back and smiled wickedly. “I would so bother your brains out if you would let me.”  
 
    As always when she said something like that, I found myself blushing. I think that was what she had wanted, because it wasn’t just my face that heated up with pink. My entire body seemed to blaze with it, making her eyes shine even brighter.  
 
    “Go make their jaws drop, sexy.” She turned and left just as quickly as she had come. 
 
    I shook my head, still feeling the heat from my blush burning strong. Picking up my water, I took a thirsty drink then slowly turned and followed after her.  
 
    Kelli was over halfway through the second song of her set when I got to the stage. I stood there, mesmerized as always by how effortlessly she played the crowd. She didn’t care that her boobs were out, or that over two hundred men could see them. If anything, it seemed to excite her, and her sultry smile as she slid down the center pole was so sexy the guys in the front rows were losing their minds.  
 
    Her red wig; those clear, over the top heels she wore; and her dancing around in nothing but a pair of silky sheer panties would have made anyone hot for her. I was just surprised the club hadn’t caught on fire yet.  
 
    When the third song started, she took off her panties in a way that was so effortlessly sexy, and then tossed them in my direction. With a small squeak of surprise, I caught them, and she grinned before giving me a wink then turning back to the job at hand.  
 
    Laughing softly, I tossed her panties aside and watched her finish up.  
 
    With each passing second, my pulse started to spike higher and higher. I was excited and nervous, and maybe a little nauseated from not having been eating properly lately. I was just so busy that I didn’t have time to remember to eat, and really, I was loving my new body. It had never been what you say overly curvy or even plump, but I had held on to the baby fat from my childhood.  
 
    Now, I was slender like I had never been. My face was leaner, giving me more of a cheekbone, not that anyone could see that here. My lacey mask hid that from everyone. But my waist was smaller, my boobs more perky. And my rear, oh, I was in love with my rear these days. All the exercise from dancing and swinging around on those poles had lifted it and given it kind of a Brazilian pop to it that some women paid a fortune to accomplish.  
 
    A small commotion to the left of the stage, from the direction of the entrance, pulled my attention away from Kelli—or Ireland, as she was known as on stage. Five of the MC brothers were walking in, laughing and seeming to have the time of their lives as they headed toward the bar. I held my breath, trying to pick Colt out of them.  
 
    Matt Reid was the first one I recognized, followed by his brother Tanner. Clutch was in the middle of them, and apparently, the source of why they were cutting up and laughing their rears off. Behind him, I saw the handsome face of Creed, and then Warden.  
 
    I slowly released the breath I had been holding. Thank goodness. I wouldn’t have been able to have gone out there if my best friend had been in the crowd. It would have been like undressing for my brother. Gross.  
 
    Forcing myself to focus now, I attempted to turn off everything in my head.  
 
    Kelli’s song ended and, as she collected the money some of the less brave guys had tossed onto stage rather than stick into her garter or even the top of her boot, the master of ceremonies got the crowd ready for me.  
 
    The men who had just been losing their heads and hearts to Kelli, suddenly quietened.  
 
    I balled my chilled hands into fists, trying to calm myself enough to take the stage. The anonymity I got from the wig and mask gave me more confidence than I would have ever had without them. Not one of these guys knew that I was the same waitress who took care of them at Aggie’s most days. No one realized that sweet, little Quinn Wilder was the mysterious Luna.  
 
    My intro music started as Kelli walked past me. She caught my hand and gave it a comforting squeeze, stopping to watch me take the stage as she always did. For the first song, at least. Normally, she would go out and work the crowds after my first song, chatting up the guys to get them to buy her a drink. Whenever a customer bought a dancer a drink, they got half of the profit from it, because the bartenders charged double for our drinks. She did a few private dances if she was in the mood or needed a little extra cash, but most of the time, she didn’t even bother.  
 
    I kept my focus on Kelli until I got lost in the music and my own head. I welcomed the assault of all the problems that kept piling up on top of me. It allowed me to get lost and forget about the crowd.  
 
    I let my body move to the music, even as I stressed over bills that I needed to make sure were paid off in the next few days, so that once I did have the money I needed, I could leave without having to worry about them.  
 
    I tried to think of how I was going to tell Aggie I was going to quit, but every time I even thought of the woman who had become my second mother, I had to fight back a flood of tears.  
 
    Out in the crowd, guys were starting to become more rowdy, and out of the corner of my eye, I thought I saw Porter shifting toward me.  
 
    I blinked back all the thoughts scattering through my head and tried to look at the guys who had moved as close to the stage as they possibly could. Some of them looked familiar, others not so much, but what caught my eye wasn’t the preppy college boys or even the men in suits watching me like I was fresh meat and they were hungry lions.  
 
    No, it was the bikers at the bar … or rather, one in particular.  
 
    The five had become six, and the sixth was someone I hadn’t been expecting to see again for a long while. Or ever, if I could have helped it.  
 
    I was still moving to the music, having memorized my sets so I could do it on autopilot. But as I continued to look at the dangerous man in his leather cut, those jeans that rode low on his hips, I found my heart pounding just as hard as it always had whenever I saw him. My body was responding, despite everything that had happened, just as it always had.  
 
    I couldn’t believe that, after all the weeks I had told myself that I was over this guy, that my stupid heart, and my traitorous body, hadn’t stopped wanting him.  
 
    That I still cared about him.  
 
    As if in slow motions, I watched as Raider turned. I watched his eyes zero in on me like there was a homing device attached to my chest. Still, I continued to dance, letting men put cash into the grater on my leg, or into the top of my boots. I couldn’t see his eyes from where I was, especially with the lights shining on me, but I could feel them as they traveled over my body, touching every inch, as if mentally caressing me. It felt like he was physically running his fingers over my skin, and my body responded accordingly. Goose flesh popped up along my entire body, and I felt my nipples harden and stiffen.  
 
    Memories of how it had been with him that crazy night so many weeks before flashed back to me. I had loved having his hands on me, had been begging for more … 
 
    Until the pleasure had turned into pain, and I had come back to my senses.  
 
    Raider tilted his head, and even in the dim lighting that surrounded him like a cloak, I could see the instant he turned into the predator I always knew he was.  
 
    Someone got adventurous as they tucked their money into my left boot, tracing their fingers up the back of my thigh.  
 
    I snapped my head around, glaring at the guy, only then realizing I was halfway through my set and that my top was now off. My boobs were bouncing around, and the guy was drifting his fingers higher.  
 
    I stepped back, but he grabbed for me. I stumbled back in my crazy high-heeled boots, landing hard on my rear, a loud squeal of fright leaving me before I could stop myself.  
 
    After that, everything seemed to move in fast forward. The guy was only a few inches away, his face full of determination and a lust that scared the heck out of me. I yelped again. There was something in his eyes that told me that, if he caught me, he would hurt me.  
 
    His fingers latched on to my ankle, and I couldn’t control my scream of fright as he tugged me toward him with a strength that shouldn’t have been possible with just one hand.  
 
    I kicked out at him with my free foot, but when I came into contact with nothingness, I realized that the guy had been jerked away from me. In the blink of an eye, he was there one second and gone the next.  
 
    Swallowing the next scream that had been about to leave my throat, I lifted my head and met the green gaze of a man far more dangerous than the one who had just tried to snatch me. Only this one held my stupid heart in his huge hands.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Raider 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t in the mood to babysit a bunch of strippers tonight, but Bash had given the order, and I had no choice but to accept it. But first, I had a stop to make.  
 
    The entire club was on alert for Fontana. Bash had upped the security on everything, especially our females. The most obvious target would have been Raven and Flick, since Raven was the MC president’s wife and Flick was Ciro Donati’s cousin, though not many people knew that outside of our immediate family. But while everyone was rushing to make sure that all the other females were safe, I couldn’t stop worrying about Quinn.  
 
    I figured Colt had her covered, but I couldn’t accept that he was the one to protect my female.  
 
    While the others went on ahead to Paradise City, I drove by Quinn’s house.  
 
    As I had expected, Colt’s hog was parked in the driveway. I stopped a few yards away and just sat there, watching the house for a long while. There was only one light on, in the living room I suspected. I hoped to catch a glimpse of her, but there was no movement that I could see from within.  
 
    Cursing myself for being ten kinds of a fool, and a pussy, I started my hog and headed over to Paradise City.  
 
    It wasn’t surprising to see a decent crowd at the strip club, but the parking lot was overflowing with cars from people from every walk of life. There were beat up old clunkers, flashy Mercedes, and everything in between. No wonder Spider and Bash had wanted more security.  
 
    As I headed into the club, I saw a new bouncer standing at the door. He stopped me when I started to go in without speaking to him.  
 
    “I gotta pat you down, man,” the short but beefy man told me.  
 
    I pointed to my cut. “Boss sent me over to help with security. You don’t have to do trash.”  
 
    He shook his head. “Sorry, man. MC gets in for free, but Topaz says I pat down everyone.” When I just stood there, glaring menacingly at him, he sighed. “Look, the other five brothers didn’t give me any grief. I’m just trying to do my job here, man.”  
 
    Gritting my teeth, I didn’t argue with him. I let him do what he was expected to do. When he felt my gun in the holster under my cut, he started to take it away from me.  
 
    I caught his wrist. “Touch it, and you’ll see exactly what kind of a hole it can leave in a man’s belly.”  
 
    The bouncer grimaced but backed up a step and finally let me through.  
 
    Straightening my cut, I walked into the club and headed toward the bar where the other five brothers were already drinking a beer and chatting up a few of the girls. As I moved toward them, I caught a familiar scent and stopped dead in my tracks.  
 
    Idiot, now the smell of Quinn’s skin was starting to haunt me. The room seemed to be full of the honeysuckle and sunshine fragrance, making me dizzy with the thought of how good it had tasted on my tongue, how good she had felt in my arms.  
 
    Closing my eyes for only a few seconds, I breathed in deeply, savoring the scent. Then I forced myself to move forward again.  
 
    Creed saw me first and picked up a fresh beer from the bar top. “There you are. Thought you got lost or something, man.”  
 
    “Had something to do,” was all I told him as I took the beer and swallowed half of it. 
 
    “Idiot, what is that smell? I think I’m in love with whoever is wearing it.” Warden turned toward the crowd that was watching the girl now on stage.  
 
    Creed sniffed the air. “Smells like something Quinn always wears. Hey, we need to go by the diner tomorrow. I haven’t seen that girl in forever.”  
 
    Creed was taller than me by a few inches, probably wider than me, too. I liked him, respected him, but there were times I wanted to punch him in his too handsome face. Right now was one of those times.  
 
    Had he always been into Quinn?  
 
    I tipped my beer back, swallowing the rest in a few gulps, before slamming the glass bottle on bar top.  
 
    I signaled the bartender for another and got a nod in response.  
 
    Determined not to punch my club brother in the face and make it not nearly as handsome as so many females thought it was, I turned to watch the girl who was still on stage. It took me a second for my eyes to adjust to the lighting over her, but when I did, I felt an instant pull that I hadn’t felt in weeks.  
 
    My toe came to life, making me wonder if I had been right in the first place to think I couldn’t stay faithful to one woman. If that was the case, then I was in trouble, because I had been looking forward to having a chance with Quinn. However, if I couldn’t be faithful to her, then I couldn’t—wouldn’t—break her heart.  
 
    I tried to look away, tried to think about the female who had latched on to my heart, but the harder I resisted, the more entranced I became with the girl dancing.  
 
    My eyes skimmed over every inch of her I could see, and right then, there was very little I couldn’t. She was topless, in nothing but a pair of idiot me boots and her leather shorts that left nothing to the imagination.  
 
    Her jet-black hair fell over her shoulders and down her back, curled to perfection in a way that made me think it wasn’t really all her hair, if any of it was. I knew that some of the girls wore wigs, sometimes more than one throughout the night, to go with each outfit they wore. I wondered what color her hair really was, if it went with her perfect porcelain skin … 
 
    That honeysuckles and sunshine scent hit my senses again, pulling me back from eye-the chick on the stage. That scent, coupled with how gorgeous this chick was, made me think of Quinn, and that only made my already aching body harder.  
 
    I shifted, and my eyes went back to the lacey mask she was wearing. I couldn’t help imagining what she looked like, and without realizing I was doing it, I pictured Quinn’s face on this little sexpot.  
 
    I couldn’t see her eyes, but I imagined her gaze was locked on to mine, just as mine were on her, and my body began to throb.  
 
    She continued to dance, while I let the rest of the room fade. It was just me and her. She was giving me my own private little show, and with every sway of that incredible body of hers, I grew hungrier and hungrier.  
 
    Maybe it was a good thing I had pussied out and hadn’t knocked on Quinn’s door … 
 
    One of the college guys moved up to the stage, breaking the spell the sexy, little goddess had weaved over me. My jaw tensed with each passing moment as he lingered. When she stopped dancing and glared down at the guy, I realized he was doing more than just lingering for a better look. He was touching her.  
 
    He was touching her.  
 
    I saw another new bouncer sitting beside the stage. As the girl stepped back, trying to put distance between her and the college preppy, the bouncer started to move. He was closer, but I was faster.  
 
    I had almost reached them when the girl fell, the thunk echoing even over her loud music. Inches from him, I heard her scream, and my already building rage hit a boiling point.  
 
    I grabbed the preppy by the back of his shirt and jerked him away from her. Taking hold on his hair in one hand, I swung him around and planted my fist in his face, enjoying the satisfying feel and crunch of bone and cartilage under my knuckles.  
 
    The guy screamed, bringing his hands to his nose as blood gushed forward like a geyser. “What—” he started to yell in surprise, causing blood to spray everywhere, when I punched him again, knocking his pervy rear out.  
 
    The bouncer had finally reached the girl and was about to help her up, but I dropped the hold I still had on the preppy and pushed the bouncer out of my way. Bending, I grasped the girl by the waist and helped her stand. She trembled and fell against me, making my body shudder at her touch.  
 
    Idiot, I needed to harass this female. Needed to touch her and taste her … 
 
    That familiar scent flooded my nose, and my entire body went still when I heard her small gasp.  
 
    No.  
 
    There was no way, I told myself. No way she would do something like this.  
 
    Quinn was a good girl. She wouldn’t … 
 
    I wrapped my arm around her waist, anchoring her to me as I lifted my hand and pulled her mask up before she could guess at what I was going to do.  
 
    I didn’t have to move farther than her lips to know I had been wrong, that Quinn would in fact do something like take a job where she would show off her body for the world to see.  
 
    I tightened my hold on her and forced myself to finish taking the mask the rest of the way off, needing to look into her eyes.  
 
    Her lashes lowered as I exposed the rest of her face to my hungry gaze, hiding what she was thinking. I reached for her hair next and pulled the stupid black wig off. I couldn’t believe I had actually liked this thing only a few minutes before.  
 
    Her beautiful blonde hair was pull into a tight knot on top of her head and pinned in place so the wig had set into place.  
 
    Slowly, as if she was afraid of me, she lifted her lashes and met my gaze. For a moment, I saw vulnerability shining in those blue depths, but then her eyes hardened and she lifted a brow at me boldly.  
 
    “Hello, Raider.”  
 
    Idiot, her voice was enough to make me nut off in my jeans.  
 
    I dropped her wig and wrapped my other arm around her, pressing her front into my chest so no one else could see her perfect belly. Rage like I had never known flooded through me. I suddenly wanted to blow the club up, wanted to eviscerate every man in the building who had dared to look at my female’s body.  
 
    I glanced over her head, mentally summing up how many men were in the room. At least two hundred. There was no way I could take them all on, but idiot, I would die trying.  
 
    Quinn’s nails bit into my sides. “You’re hurting me,” she muttered, trying to pull away from me.  
 
    I only tightened my hold, knowing good and well that I wasn’t hurting her even a little. She was just trying to get away.  
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” I growled. “You don’t have a top on. They’ve had enough of a show, baby. No one is ever going to get to see these gorgeous belly again but me.”  
 
    Both brows lifted toward the ceiling, a skeptical look filling her beautiful face. “Says who?”  
 
    “Says me.” I lowered my hands until I was gripping her rear in both palms, pressing her against my lower body so she couldn’t be in any doubt exactly how affected I was by her. The first time with her wasn’t nearly enough for me. I needed more. Craved more. Demanded more. “What are you doing here?”  
 
    She shrugged, making her pretty belly shift against my chest. My breath hissed out between my teeth as I tried to contain my reaction to her.  
 
    “This is my second job,” she told me with a tilt of her head that was ten times sassier than she had ever been with me in the past. She had grown some claws while I had been away, and I reluctantly admitted to myself that I liked it.  
 
    A lot.  
 
    Sweet, slightly feisty Quinn had been an enigma to me. This firecracker of a kitten was so much hotter that I was having a hard time keeping my toe in my pants. It was threatening to burst through my zipper, no doubt crippling me in the process. If it meant I got to put it in her wet tightness, then I wouldn’t have cared. If all I had was one more go with my cock, as long as it was with her, I wouldn’t even hesitate to use it.  
 
    Around us, the other guys in the crowd were getting rowdy, wanting Quinn to continue to dance.  
 
    “Why does he get to touch her?” I heard one of the many idiots close to the stage whine like he was a petulantly five-year-old.  
 
    “Go kill yourself, you little jerk,” I snarled in his direction before shooting another a cold glare over the top of her head before giving her my full attention again.  
 
    “Why do you need a second job?” I gritted out.  
 
    Another shrug of her shoulders. “Everyone needs a little extra money every now and then, Raider.”  
 
    Her sassy mouth and snippy words were pissing me off and turning me on that much more. I tightened my fingers on her rear. Sassy she might be, sassy I might even like, but even I could tell she wasn’t telling me the full truth.  
 
    “You got money problems, sweetheart?” I lowered my head, letting the day-old scruff on my chin carefully scrape across her soft cheek as I pressed my lips to her ear. “Just say the word and I’ll hand over whatever you need. I’ll take care of you, Quinn.”  
 
    She couldn’t hide her tremble, or the way her eyes dilated as I let my chin brush against her skin when I pulled back. Dang, but I loved the way her blue eyes sparkled with need for me.  
 
    Mentally, I called myself a hundred different kinds of fool all over again. All those years I had wasted, all because I had stupidly thought I couldn’t stay faithful to her.  
 
    Now I knew the truth. Tonight had only confirmed it more. Quinn was my one. She would be my only.  
 
    Then, right before my eyes, the sparkle of need in her eyes turned to a cold fire before she tried to pull back from me again, this time with more force.  
 
    “I don’t want, nor do I need you to take care of me. Take your own advice, Raider, and go kill yourself.”  
 
    I didn’t release her, but I didn’t tighten my hold, either, not wanting her to think that I was holding her prisoner or anything. I just didn’t want anyone else to see her belly. It would only sign these men’s death warrants if they did.  
 
    I heard heels click against the floor of the stage and half turned my head to find Topaz and Kelli walking toward us. I shot the older woman a hard look before turning the full-force of my rage on the fake redhead. “My brother know about this trash?”  
 
    She tilted her head up much the same way Quinn just had. “Do I look stupid to you?”  
 
    “You look dead to me,” I snarled at her. “This is a line you should never have crossed.”  
 
    “Leave her alone,” Quinn snapped at me, pushing against my chest now, since pulling away had gotten her nowhere. “I’m an adult, for idiot’s sake. I can do whatever the heck I want without needing anyone’s permission. Least of all yours or your brothers.”  
 
    Topaz moved around me and pulled off the blazer she normally wore during business hours, wrapping it around Quinn’s shoulders. I waited until my female had put her arms through it and pulled it closed before daring to release her. Then I reluctantly eased my hold on her, and she broke away from me like she couldn’t get away fast enough.  
 
    Even though she was covered up now, her rear was still basically on full display with those shorts that didn’t cover anything. My hands itched to pull her back against me, to claim her as mine in this dickfest of a club, and roar to the world that Quinn Wilder was my female.  
 
    She shot me an even colder look than she had only a moment before, as if she could read my mind and was telling me to back the heck up. “Not gonna happen,” I told her with a smirk.  
 
    Her face closed up, and she turned away from me. “I’m going home,” she murmured to Topaz. “I’ll see you tomorrow night, okay?”  
 
    “Whoa there, sunshine.” I walked after her and the other two females. “There’s no way you are stepping back in this place. No way, you hear me?”  
 
    She kept walking, pretending that I wasn’t right behind her, practically breathing down her neck. “Maybe add another bouncer to help out Porter, will you? That guy freaked me out a little.”  
 
    Topaz nodded. “Of course. Whatever you need, Luna. Anything for my number one.”  
 
    They reached the back door, where another bouncer was already waiting, making sure no one but the girls got back. This one I knew, and when Quinn moved to go back into the dressing room, I followed without being stopped for a pat down or whatever else Topaz would require of her muscle.  
 
    Fifteen females stopped what they were doing as I walked into the room, all of them in some form of undress. I barely saw them, other than to walk around them so I could chase after Quinn and Kelli. I probably should have called Colt in for backup with this, but I didn’t want him butting in with Quinn. I had this. She was mine to take care of, and mine to keep out of danger. Mine and only mine to deal with when she did something crazy, like strip for money.  
 
    What the ever-loving heck was going on?  
 
    I didn’t understand why she needed extra money. Quinn had always been a good girl, and that even meant when it came to money. She went into debt responsibly, never getting in too deep that she could end up sinking under it. Therefore, I knew it wasn’t because she had to pay something off in a hurry.  
 
    “Quinn, we’re not done talking about this,” I growled as I stopped behind her, where she started gathering her things off a vanity table.  
 
    “I disagree.” She was doing a little growling of her own now.  
 
    After tossing everything she needed into an opened gym bag, she turned to face me. Her face was still closed up, and her beautiful eyes had gone blank.  
 
    I found myself getting chilled by that blankness. I had known this female all her life. I knew every expression that had ever crossed her face, but this … It was new, and I didn’t like it. I could feel her closing up, pulling away from me mentally, if not physically.  
 
    It caused made my heart to turn icy. I wanted to reach out, take her hand, and press it to my chest so she could melt the growing chill that was spreading outward.  
 
    “What I do is none of your business, Raider.” She stepped closer, though I could picture her already walking away. “Nothing I do is. Go away. Pretend you never saw me tonight. You’re really good at doing that, anyway.”  
 
    “Quinn …”  
 
    “No.” She shook her head and backed up a step. “Just don’t, Raider.”  
 
    “I can’t,” I told her honestly, not caring who heard me. “I want to talk to you. We haven’t gotten the chance to do that because I left, but I need to talk to you about our night.”  
 
    Something flashed across her face before she lowered her lashes, blocking whatever she was thinking from me. “There’s nothing to talk about. I got the memo without you ever having to explain it to me. I was a one and done, just like so many others.” She didn’t lift her eyes, but her lips tilted upward in a smile that chilled me down to my soul. It was a sad, self-deprecating smile that had the power to feel like a slap across the face when she gave a brittle laugh. “Not all of them, of course. I mean, you still mess around with Heather and Whitney, and I’m pretty sure Amanda even called me the last time you two hooked up a few months ago. So, yeah, no talking needed. I’m good.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Quinn 
 
      
 
    I could practically feel his anger as I marched across the parking lot to my little Honda. If I had thought he would just leave me alone, I had been wrong. There was a first for everything, I guessed. Why Raider was even bothering, I had no idea, unless he was only looking out for me because of Colt.  
 
    Freaking Colt. Dang it. My phone was already blowing up with one call after another, followed by ten texts a minute. All of them were of him pissed off. But him being pissed, along with the practically seething biker hot on my heels, was not something I was up to dealing with. Not tonight, not ever if I could help it.  
 
    I couldn’t help it, however. Colt was my best friend. The one person in the world I knew I could depend on, the only person in the world who I could honestly say loved me unconditionally now that my mother was gone. I didn’t want to face him now that he so obviously knew.  
 
    Stupid MC brotherhood and their inability to keep their mouths shut for more than five dang minutes.  
 
    My best friend was going to hit the ceiling when I got home, especially since I hadn’t really changed clothes before walking out the back door of Paradise City. Arriving or leaving the club in anything other than normal street clothes was a big no-no and would normally have Bash or Spider laying down the law on the girls who worked for them. Right then, I wasn’t all that worried about either of those Godzilla-sized men. After I faced Colt, I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to get to come back, anyway.  
 
    I opened the back door of my car and tossed in my gym bag before slamming it shut. I chanced a look over my shoulder and found Raider still following after me, making sure to keep a few feet between us. His face was so hard it could have been mistaken for stone. He didn’t dare try to speak to me.  
 
    Good. I wasn’t in the mood to deal with him again.  
 
    After throwing that last truth bomb at him about my sister Amanda, I had gotten the heck out of there. For one second—no, shorter than that, I tried to lie to myself—I had been about to melt against him. There had been a look on his sexy, scruffy face that had seemed to be begging me to give in and let him just hold me.  
 
    Good thing I was smarter than I had been four weeks ago. Otherwise, I might have done just that. Now I had seen the light, and I wasn’t going to let him pull me back into the shadows where my heart was just as blind as my head where that biker was concerned.  
 
    Kelli jogged across the parking lot toward me, her own gym bag slung over her shoulder. Shooting Raider a nasty glare, she tossed the middle finger at him before continuing over to her own car parked beside mine. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay, Quinn? We can leave your car here and I’ll drive you home if you need me to.”  
 
    I shook my head as I opened the driver’s door of my Honda. “I’m okay,” I lied. I was far from being okay.  
 
    I wasn’t going to get to come back to the club. I wouldn’t get the chance to earn the last of the money I needed.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eyes, I saw Raider get on his bike and start it, yet he didn’t move. Probably waiting to follow me home. Then he would go on his way, and I wouldn’t have to deal with him again.  
 
    That was fine with me. If I wasn’t going to get the last of the money I was determined to make, then I was going to pull up my stakes and make a break for it tomorrow.  
 
    I wasn’t running away like Flick had. She had been having an emotional meltdown after Jet had been thrown in prison and she had lost her precious baby. I was leaving because there just wasn’t anything left for me there.  
 
    And because I was sick and tired of being the rear-end of the joke when it came to how much I cared about Raider Hannigan. I wasn’t as blind as people thought I was. I knew they had always made fun of me for how I felt for a man who couldn’t have possibly cared about me. They still did it, especially my sisters.  
 
    It was time to find a new place to call home.  
 
    I climbed behind the wheel then smiled up at my roommate. “I’ll be okay, I promise.”  
 
    She didn’t look as if she believed me. “Colt is beyond pissed. I knew he would be mad, but not like this.”  
 
    I tried to make my smile brighter. “I can handle him. Honest.”  
 
    I was prepared for the yelling. Colt wouldn’t hurt me, even under fear of death, but that wouldn’t stop him from screaming and shouting my house down. It wouldn’t be the first time he threw a trashfit over something to do with me. Granted, the texts he was sending were a little more off the walls than I was used to from him, but I was still confident I could handle him.  
 
    As I pulled the door closed, Colt tried to call me again. I started the car and, after sucking in a calming breath, I hit connect on the Bluetooth.  
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    “It’s about dang time you picked up,” he snarled. “Matt and Tanner have both been texting me nonstop for the last twenty minutes. Tell me it’s not true, Quinnie. I have a dozen pictures here of some girl who looks like you, half-naked—” 
 
    I reversed and lifted my hand in a half-wave at Kelli before putting the car in gear and driving away.  
 
    “Quinn!”  
 
    “It was me.” There was no point in lying if someone had sent him pictures. Not that I would have lied to him, anyway. I didn’t do that with him. Omit the truth, sure. Flat out lie, never.  
 
    “Why?” he demanded, sounding both angry and oddly hurt. “Why would you even think about doing that?”  
 
    “I need the money,” I muttered.  
 
    The anger I could have dealt with no problem. The hurt I heard in his voice, that gutted me.  
 
    “If you needed money, all you had to do was say so. I have a blasted fortune just sitting in my savings account, doing nothing but getting dusty.”  
 
    “It’s not your job to take care of me,” I snapped.  
 
    When I heard his sharp exhale, I bit my bottom lip.  
 
    “You are the only person who I want to take care of, Quinnie.” There was that old childhood nickname he had given me. That cutesy name that had been so endearing was now like a slap to the face, because I knew he only used it these days when he wasn’t thinking clearly. “My sister has Bash to take care of her. My brothers have their old ladies. And I have you.”  
 
    “You have Kelli,” I reminded him.  
 
    In my rearview mirror, a single headlight appeared. My fingers tightened around the steering wheel. Raider.  
 
    I couldn’t help remembering the way his hands had felt on my rear. How his heart had beat so hard against my breasts as he had held me against his chest, hiding me from all the leering eyes of the crowd.  
 
    “For how long, though?”  
 
    That caught me off guard, and I pulled my mind away from the man on the bike behind me. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “Come on; you must know she doesn’t belong here. Idiot, I don’t know where she belongs, but it’s not in Creswell Springs.” His tone was almost defeated, and I realized that, while I had been dealing with my own garbage, he had been worrying about his own.  
 
    “Kelli belongs where she wants to belong. She’s a strong, independent woman who knows what she wants and definitely what she doesn’t,” I defended my roommate.  
 
    “Yeah, I guess …” He trailed off for a minute. I hoped he was going to drop the whole Paradise City thing.  
 
    Hope wasn’t a tangible entity, however, and mine was short-lived right then.  
 
    “There is no way you will ever step foot back in that place, Quinn. None. Do you hear me? I will blow it to perdition and back if you even try.” His almost defeated tone was long gone, as if it had never been there. In its place was an anger just as explosive as he was promising to be should I dare to return to Paradise City.  
 
    By now, I was over halfway home. “You can’t stop me, Colt. I’m a grown woman. I can make up my own mind. And if I want to work at the club, I can and will.”  
 
    His laugh was cold and held zero amusement. “You wanna bet? Try me.”  
 
    “Why is it okay for your girlfriend to work there, but not me?” I demanded. I had tried to remain calm, to keep a level head, which was something anyone who had to deal with this man rationally needed. Rationality was quickly taking another road home apparently, leaving me all alone in my car.  
 
    “Because you are too good to be degrading your body like that. You’re sweet and precious, and just thinking of you working in that seedy joint is making me crazy.” I was sure he meant it to sound like a compliment, but really, it only sounded like I was a wimp. “Not to mention, innocent. Quinnie, those guys are only thinking about one thing, and you aren’t the kind of girl to give it to them. You—”  
 
    “I’m not a blasted virgin, Colt!” I screamed.  
 
    The line went deceptively quiet for a long moment before it finally hit me what I had just admitted. Incredible. This man knew everything about me, including the fact that I was a virgin.  
 
    Or, I had been.  
 
    Until I had harassed his brother.  
 
    “Idiot,” he groaned. I could picture him scrubbing his hands over his face. “We will talk about this when you get home.”  
 
    Before I could reply, he hung up on me.  
 
    “Incredible,” I whispered to the empty car. 
 
    Leaving was looking better and better with each passing second.  
 
    It only took a few more minutes to get home. I debated driving past my house and taking off to parts unknown. Both Canada and Mexico sounded like good places to get lost in. Instead, I pulled into my driveway and killed the engine. With a groan, I pressed my forehead against my hands on the steering wheel.  
 
    Moments later, I heard Raider pull in behind me and turn off his bike.  
 
    I didn’t immediately raise my head. This night was the suckiest of all nights, and I just wanted to disappear. My energy level was draining by the nanosecond, and I just wanted to curl up into a ball and sleep for a month or two.  
 
    Someone tapped on my window, and I forced myself to lift my head. I had expected to see Colt, but it was Raider who opened the driver’s door.  
 
    “What do you want?” I demanded, taking a second to glance at my front door to make sure Colt wasn’t there.  
 
    Thankfully, he hadn’t come outside, but I saw his shadow in the living room window as he looked out at me.  
 
    Raider followed my gaze then crouched down, putting us on a more even eye level. He reached out with one of his huge hands and took one of mine, rubbing his thumb over my knuckles tenderly. For a moment, I couldn’t breathe due to the sudden lump that filled my throat.  
 
    “I told you we needed to talk.”  
 
    The lump dissipated instantly, and I jerked my hand out of his hold. “And I told you to go kill yourself.” I got out of my car, bumping into him with my hip before he could stand up and nearly knocking him on his rear. I smirked as I grabbed my things out of the back seat then headed for the front door, hitting the lock on my key fob. 
 
    If I thought that would send Raider on his way, I was sorely mistaken.  
 
    He followed after me, and I had to bite back a curse as the door opened and Colt stood there, waiting on me. My best friend’s eyes widened when he saw his brother behind me.  
 
    “Something wrong?” he asked, concern darkening his face.  
 
    “Just making sure she gets home safely,” he muttered, and I saw something pass between the two of them before Colt nodded.  
 
    “Thanks, brother. I got this, though.” He grasped my arm, not roughly, but firmly enough to tell me that he meant business. He pulled me into the house, and I went willingly, glad to get as far away from the other man as quickly as possible. “Quinn and I need to talk.”  
 
    “Oh, she and I need to do a little of that ourselves.” Raider leaned against the doorframe, his eyes going over his brother’s shoulder and locking on to me. “Don’t we, Quinn?”  
 
    Oh goodness. The way he said my name was almost like a physical caress. I felt it all the way down to my core. Clenching my legs together, I turned my face away from him, refusing to answer him.  
 
    Colt’s hand tightened on my arm. “About the dancing?”  
 
    “Among other things.”  
 
    I closed my eyes when my friend’s fingers contracted on my skin. I wished Raider back to wherever he had been the last four weeks.  
 
    This night just kept getting worse and worse.  
 
    “What other things?” Colt gritted out.  
 
    “I don’t think that’s any of your business, little brother.” Which, of course, was the exact wrong thing to say to Colt. And, was that a smirk I heard in Raider’s voice. I didn’t dare open my eyes to look, but it sounded like he was smug. 
 
    The mongrel.  
 
    I pulled my arm free of Colt’s grip before he could tighten his hold any harder and bruise me.  
 
    “Are you boys playing nice?”  
 
    Relief washed through me at the sound of Kelli’s voice. Her presence might not have dissolved the sudden new tension between the youngest two Hannigan brothers, but it made them put a little distance between each other before Colt could start demanding answers to the questions I could almost feel swirling around in his head.  
 
    “You!” Colt stepped forward, and my eyes opened in time to see him get in her face. “You were supposed to watch out for her, not let her start taking her clothes off for the masses.”  
 
    Kelli didn’t even blink at his harsh tone, or that he was so pissed he was practically spitting with each word that came out of his mouth. She calmly crossed her arms over her chest, one hip popping out as she stood there in her sweats. Her dark hair was pulled up into a knot on top of her head and her gym bag was slung casually over one shoulder. She looked like she had just come from a workout.  
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know I was supposed to sit on her and not allow her to leave the house.” She rolled her eyes and pushed past him. “Chill the heck out, jerk. Quinn is a big girl. She can decide for herself what she wants to do. If you didn’t have daddy issues with her, you would let her actually grow up.”  
 
    While I was glad she had shown up to help with the tension between the two brothers, I wasn’t a fan of what she had just said to him. Colt wasn’t just my best friend. He was best friend for life.  
 
    Daddy issues?  
 
    Okay, so I would admit he treated me more like his daughter than a friend sometimes, but he didn’t have daddy issues. He was just looking out for me.  
 
    Grow up?  
 
    That stung more than a little, but even as my shoulders stiffened, I could see where she was coming from. I was twenty-five years old, yet I didn’t have a lot of life experiences. Not with the real world. Colt had tried to sheltered me from the ugliness of reality … and I had let him.  
 
    But now I was seeing the world with new eyes. In the weeks he had been gone, I realized I had grown up a lot.  
 
    “Quinn.” Raider was still watching me. “Sweetheart, come for a ride with me.”  
 
    A zing of excitement raced through me at that offer.  
 
    Not an offer, a command. Whatever, I liked it, which was why I stayed right where I was. If he had said something like that to me four weeks ago, I would have jumped on the back of his bike and said forget everything and everyone else.  
 
    How many times had I dreamed of him saying just that to me? How many times had I daydreamed of the wind blowing my hair while I pressed my face into his back and held on tightly to his waist? 
 
    Now …  
 
    Turning away from him and the others, I flipped him off and went straight to my room.  
 
    Now I just wanted him to go away. I had too much going on to take a timeout and play whatever game it was he wanted to play right then. That was all it was with him.  
 
    It was one I couldn’t afford to play with him again.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Colt 
 
      
 
    An alarm going off woke me from a restless sleep. Groaning, I rolled over and lifted my head, expecting to see Kelli’s phone going off across the room. A scan of the room told me that her phone was still plugged into her charger, but it was silent.  
 
    As the noise continued, she shifted beside me, causing the sheet to fall to her waist. I had a nice view of her amazing belly, her flat abdomen, and the unique birthmark just under her navel. She was sound asleep, having had no trouble drifting off after our angry idiot session the night before. 
 
    My body started to harden just thinking of the wild hate sex we had burned the sheets up with. I was still pissed at her, but idiot, I couldn’t stop wanting her, no matter what. Goodness, she had let Quinnie start stripping at that club she seemed to enjoy working at.  
 
    My sweet, innocent, little Quinn who deserved so much more than to have to take her clothes off for a bunch of horny losers just to earn money.  
 
    Anger started to burn in my gut all over again, and I jerked into a sitting position then stood up. That alarm was still going off, and now that I was wide awake, I could tell it was coming from Quinn’s room.  
 
    Grabbing a pair of basketball shorts, I pulled them on as I headed for the other bedroom.  
 
    From the way the sun was starting to shine through the blinds, I figured she had turned the alarm on so she could get to work at Aggie’s. That it was still blaring relentlessly wasn’t like my friend. She was normally up as soon as it went off and ready to start her day.  
 
    Her door was ajar, but I still tapped on it to let her know I was coming in. “Quinn?”  
 
    Not getting an answer, I moved into the room. Her bed was rumpled, like she had left it in a hurry. The noisy phone was still making that shrill-rear noise on her nightstand. Crossing to it, I lifted it and turned the alarm off.  
 
    The bathroom door was cracked open, so I headed for the door, figuring she was just in there, getting ready. I was almost to the door when I heard a groan, followed by the distinct sound of vomit hitting a porcelain bowl.  
 
    I didn’t even stop to think about what I was doing before I was running into the bathroom to check on her. The thought of Quinn sick or hurt messed with my head. I needed to take care of her, make sure she was okay.  
 
    I had gotten trash from the first day I had claimed her as my best friend, but I couldn’t have cared less. They could call me a pussy, and it wouldn’t have mattered, as long as they left her alone. If they didn’t, then they would bring down the fires of torture on their heads.  
 
    I could tell her anything, and I knew she would take it to her grave. She didn’t judge me, didn’t condemn me. She loved me wholeheartedly, and I loved her right back with everything inside of me.  
 
    If I could have fallen in love with her, that would have made my life a heck of a lot easier. Probably for both of us. We could have gotten married, had a few kids, and I could have spent the rest of my life giving her the world, as she deserved. But while I felt like she was the other half of my soul, I didn’t feel anything more for her than an intense affection. It was stronger than what I felt for Raven, but not in the least sexual. She brought me peace when the world was at its darkest.  
 
    In the bathroom, I found Quinn on her knees in front of the toilet, her hands holding either side as she continued to vomit into the bowl. She was dressed in her old sleep shirt, and her hair was pulled up into a messy knot that I knew she liked to sleep in. My concern only mounted as I watched her start to dry heave. 
 
    I crossed to the sink and pulled out a washcloth from one of the drawers. Dampening it with cold water, I crouched beside her and placed the cloth on the back of her neck.  
 
    She jerked as if I had stabbed her and snapped her head up. Her face was pale as death, her eyes bloodshot, and sweat poured down her face, mixing with her tears.  
 
    Taking the cloth from her neck, I used it to wipe her face, but the tears only fell faster. Her body was shaking with the effort to remain upright, and I wrapped an arm around her waist, taking her slight weight. She sagged against me, her forehead pressing to my bare chest.  
 
    “Are you okay?”  
 
    She shook her head, but didn’t speak.  
 
    For several long minutes, we stayed like that. I stroked the strands that had fallen from her knot away from her face, offering her the only comfort I could.  
 
    She shifted, and I thought it was to get up, so I started to help her. Instead, she groaned like she was dying and buried her head in the toilet again. There was nothing left for her to throw up, so I got her a glass of water from the sink. It took her a little while, but she was finally able to take a few sips to rinse out her mouth.  
 
    For the next ten minutes, I stayed with her. When it seemed like she was finally done, I carried her back into her bedroom and tucked her under her covers. She curled onto her side, burying her face in one of the pillows.  
 
    “Feeling any better?”  
 
    She shrugged one shoulder, staying quiet as the tears once again flowed down her cheeks like twin rivers.  
 
    “I’m going to call Raven.” I picked up her phone since mine was still in Kelli’s room and started to hit my sister’s number.  
 
    “Don’t bother,” Quinn croaked in a voice that was painful from all the vomiting she had done.  
 
    “You’re sick, Quinnie. Maybe she can recommend something to help soothe your stomach.”  
 
    “I’m not sick,” she whispered, the tears flowing faster.  
 
    “Are you mental?” She was still deathly pale, her lips were dry and cracked, colorless. She looked like she was miserable and would need to bolt to the bathroom again at any time. “You have a stomach bug or something, honey. If Raven can’t help, then I’ll call Doc. He can stop by and check you over.”  
 
    She shook her head. “No. This isn’t a bug. I’ll be fine in a little while. It usually passes by noon.”  
 
    “Usually?” I parroted, my concern for her escalating. “You’ve been sick like this recently?”  
 
    Another shrug. “For about a week or so now.”  
 
    “For idiot’s sake, Quinnie. You have got to see Doc.” I was already dialing his number with her phone, but before I could hit connect, she reached out and took it from me. “You need medicine. And tests. It’s not normal for someone to be this sick for so long.” Fear for her was starting to choke me.  
 
    Goodness, I had faced down bullets flying past my head with no fear. Had gone toe-to-toe with men twice my size, twice as mean, yet the thought of something happening to this female terrified me like nothing else. I couldn’t lose her. She was my anchor, the proof that there was actually still some good in the world. 
 
    “I’m not sick, Colt,” she snapped, growing agitated. “I know what’s wrong with me. Like I said, it will pass in a little while. Then I have to get ready for work.”  
 
    I scrubbed my hands over my face, exasperated with her. “If you aren’t sick, then what is going on? People don’t just puke up their guts like you just did, and then go about their day. That trash just ain’t normal.”  
 
    “Morning sickness isn’t a life or death kind of thing,” she muttered so low that I thought I had heard her wrong.  
 
    Morning sickness.  
 
    She was right; Raven’s morning sickness had been pretty bad. The first three months or so of her pregnancy with Max hadn’t been fun for her … 
 
    Morning sickness?  
 
    Every muscle in my body tensed. No. No way. She couldn’t have been. It wasn’t possible. She … 
 
    She had admitted she wasn’t a virgin any longer the night before. We hadn’t talked about it because I had been too busy dealing with Kelli. And then there had been Raider— 
 
    No.. Way.  
 
    “Are you telling me that you’re pregnant, Quinn?”  
 
    “Yes.” I saw her lips move, but her voice was so low I couldn’t actually hear her. 
 
    Her tears started flowing faster, but she didn’t turn away from me. Instead, she looked up at me with something close to defiance in her baby blues.  
 
    The reality of what she was saying hit me in the face like a hundred-pound weight. I sucked in a deep breath, blew it out. I scrubbed my hands over my face, ran my fingers through my hair. Tried to stay calm. I wasn’t going to kill anyone. It was too early for that trash. And … Idiot. And if this was all because of my brother, I really needed to think about how I was going to deal with this.  
 
    I couldn’t kill him.  
 
    Even if I wanted to.  
 
    Heck, I wanted to, though.  
 
    First, I had to take care of Quinn. She had just been ill. I wasn’t going to scream at her. I wouldn’t yell.  
 
    “Who?” I bit out, trying and succeeding at keeping my voice neutral. I needed her to confirm the suspicion that was starting to eat at my sanity.  
 
    Raider had come by the night before. He had wanted to talk to her. Since when did he do that? He avoided her like she had the plague or some trash.  
 
    “That doesn’t matter. He wouldn’t want it, anyway.” She grimaced, her lips twisting. “He wouldn’t care; trust me.”  
 
    “Who?” I repeated, already imagining myself pounding the idiot—my dang brother, for idiot’s sake—into a bloody pile of broken flesh and bones at my feet.  
 
    “Can we not talk about this right now?” she mumbled, her face turning a sickly shade of green as she fought back another wave of nausea. “I’m trying to concentrate on not throwing up again.”  
 
    I wanted to press the issue, wanted to hear it from her own lips that it was, or wasn’t, my brother’s baby growing in her belly right then. She deserved so much better than Raider as her baby’s father. My brother only cared about getting his toe wet in a new piece of strange … or one of his favorite sheep.  
 
    “Quinn, I’m going to ask you this once, and then I’ll drop it, okay?” I waited for her to nod, which she did after a slight hesitation. “Is it Raider’s?”  
 
    The truth flashed across her face before she could mask it and try to hide her reaction to my simple, yet loaded question.  
 
    Everything inside of me went completely cold. I turned off every emotion that tried to rear its head. Love for my brother. Respect for the man who I had grown up beside then rode with in the MC for years. He’d had my back, and I’d had his. We shared the same blood, the same last name. But right then, he was dead to me. He had done the one thing that would make me consider him as good as dead. 
 
    Quinn was everything to me, something he had always known, yet he had harassed her behind my back.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” she tried to say again. “I’m leaving, anyway.”  
 
    Leaving? She was leaving … 
 
    Dang it. So that was why she had been dancing. That was why she was so desperate for money. She was going to pack up and leave. Get as far away from my brother as she possibly could.  
 
    She was going to leave me. 
 
    Somehow, I found the strength to stay calm as I leaned over my best friend, pressing a kiss to the center of her forehead. “I’m sorry.” My voice wasn’t normal to my own ears, but when I saw the fear in her blue orbs, I knew I wasn’t hearing things. The last thing I wanted to do was frighten her more, so I straightened and headed for the door.  
 
    “Colt,” she cried after me. “Colt, please don’t do anything stupid.”  
 
    I didn’t stop, didn’t make her any promises I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep. She wouldn’t leave if Raider was dead.  
 
    “Don’t tell him!” she screamed. Still, I kept walking. “You can’t tell him.” She was sobbing now, making my heart clench with each gut-wrenching sound that left her. “Please, don’t tell him.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Raider 
 
      
 
    The smell of bacon frying woke me from a restless sleep. Groaning, I climbed out of bed and threw on the first pair of jeans I found. Pulling a Hannigans T-shirt over my head, I stomped downstairs to find my sister fixing breakfast in the kitchen.  
 
    Thankfully, my nephew wasn’t screaming his displeasure at not being in his mother’s arms. It was almost peaceful with him so interested in the cheerios Raven had put on the little tray on his highchair. Beside him, Lexa was coloring a picture that looked like a family portrait of stick figures. 
 
    Flick was sitting at the table with the kids, a mug of coffee in her hands, but her eyes were half-closed and she was still in her robe.  
 
    Raven’s eyes widened when she saw me entering the kitchen. “You look like garbage.”  
 
    Two years ago, Raven would have used an entirely different word than garbage. These days, however, my potty-mouthed sister watched every word that left her mouth. At least when she was around the kids.  
 
    “Then I look how I feel,” I grumbled and took my usual place at the table.  
 
    Our house had always been big, but now it was ridiculously huge since we had added a few extra bedrooms. I wasn’t sure how we all co-existed under the same roof, but somehow, we made it work. I couldn’t honestly imagine not living in the house I had grown up in.  
 
    For a minute, I wondered how Quinn would feel about moving in with me. She could have been sitting right there with my sister and Flick, spending her morning catching up with her two friends, helping with the kids and making breakfast for everyone.  
 
    I liked the idea … a lot.  
 
    “Heard things got crazy last night.” My sister turned away from the stove to face me. “Is it true? Was she really there?”  
 
    I snuck a sideways glance at my niece before shrugging. “You mean, your husband didn’t know? He owns the place, Rave. Shouldn’t he keep up with who is actually working for him?”  
 
    She rolled her eyes at me. “You know he doesn’t have much to do with that club. He’s too busy to keep up with who Topaz hires, and so many girls come and go, it’s hard to keep up with them, even if he did.”  
 
    I didn’t try to push her further, knowing she was right. Bash was always busy these days. Whether it was with Raven and the kids, work, or the MC, he was always running around, doing something.  
 
    Clenching my jaw, I popped my knuckles as I remembered the guy touching Quinn the night before while she continued to dance on stage for a crowd of hundreds of guys, nearly naked. “Yeah,” I gritted out. “It’s true. But she won’t be going back.”  
 
    Our choice of conversation had Flick’s eyes opening a little farther. “Why was she doing it? I mean, if Quinn needed money, all she had to do was come to us.”  
 
    I shrugged. “She wouldn’t say why, other than that she needed the money.”  
 
    “Huh,” Flick muttered and took a sip of her steaming coffee. “Well, Jet said the uncles aren’t happy about it. Figure someone’s head is about to roll over it. You know how much they love Quinn.”  
 
    Everyone loved Quinn. How could they not?  
 
    How had it taken me so long to realize that I loved her, too?  
 
    For the next half an hour, I sat there, listening to the women talking. They asked me a question every now and then, but I was too lost in my own head to do more than grunt an answer or two.  
 
    Raven made me a plate of bacon and eggs before the others started coming down to start their day. Gracie was the first to enter the kitchen, and as she moved toward the coffee pot to fill her to-go cup, I pushed to my feet.  
 
    I had found out from Aggie the night before that Quinn was supposed to work from eight to four. I wanted to be there when she got in. Even if she wouldn’t talk to me, I would be there to watch over her in case Fontana or his crew tried anything.  
 
    As I was going out the back door, I heard a hog coming at a speed that would have had Raven going apeshit on the rider if the kids had been outside. I had barely closed the door to the kitchen behind me when I saw Colt coming. His tires screeched, leaving skid marks on the recently resealed driveway just feet away from me.  
 
    I had barely pulled my keys out of my picket when he was jumping off his hog and heading my way.  
 
    “Morning, broth—”  
 
    I was cut off when he did a Superman jump and threw a punch at me all at once.  
 
    I went flying backward onto my rear at the force of his punch, my jaw throbbing like a idiot. I didn’t even have time to ask what he was doing before he jumped on me, his fists flying in every direction, each one feeling like they packed the force of a cent jackhammer.  
 
    I struggled under his assault, fighting back. I rolled us, getting a few punches to his face along the way, until I was on top. I pinned him down with my legs, holding his shoulders against the asphalt of the driveway with my hands while my little brother struggled like a bucking horse under me.  
 
    “What the heck?” I roared in his face. The tangy, metallic taste of blood was filling my mouth, but I was too busy trying to keep him from not starting another round to care about the source of the bleeding.  
 
    “I’m going to kill you,” Colt snarled at me like a wild animal.  
 
    I tightened my hold on his shoulders when he nearly broke free, digging my knees into his ribs when he only struggled harder. “I figured that part out. Why?”  
 
    “Quinn.”  
 
    That one word, her sweet name, was all I needed to hear to know what was going on with my brother. So, he knew. I was actually glad. I had been debating back and forth with myself for weeks about just coming out and telling him what had happened with Quinn. Fear of embarrassing her or hurting her by talking to her best friend about our night together had kept my mouth shut. That and I had figured he would go ballistic. I hadn’t wanted to deal with his trash then.  
 
    The same could have been said for right then, as well, but it was what it was. He knew now, and I hoped that once he calmed down, I could explain the things I had discovered about myself—that I wanted to make Quinn mine.  
 
    She already was, though. In my eyes, in my heart, Quinn was mine in every way that mattered.  
 
    I just had to convince her of it.  
 
    “I don’t know what to say, man.” It was the truth. I had no idea what to say to him right then. Somehow, I figured saying “So, I harassed your best friend” wasn’t going to go over too well with him.  
 
    I had let myself get a little distracted thinking about her, my hold on him easing just a fraction. It was all Colt needed to pull one arm free and punch me upside the head.  
 
    “I don’t need you to say anything. I just need you to bleed.”  
 
    My ears suddenly felt like they were ringing, my vision going blurry for a moment. I tried to fight back, but my movements seemed uncoordinated. Idiot, his fists were like sledgehammers, destroying everything they landed on.  
 
    Another punch to my jaw had blood spraying from my mouth from the force of it. I could feel my tongue swelling where a tooth bit into it, making even more blood fill my mouth.  
 
    I fought back, connecting my fist with his ribs, but he was so pissed he seemed to barely feel it.  
 
    The blows kept coming. Even though I fought back, my head was becoming too cloudy, my mind becoming a jumble of everything.  
 
    “All the pussy in the world, and you had to go and put your toe in hers,” Colt growled low and ominously. “You couldn’t just leave her alone, could you?”  
 
    “It’s not like that!” I yelled up at him. “I love her, man.”  
 
    “No,” he snarled. “No, you don’t know how to love anyone but yourself. I won’t let you hurt her more than you already have. She’s too good for you, and you stole her virginity, you dirty mongrel.”  
 
    Incredible, he didn’t have to tell me that. I knew she was too good for me. I had always known it. That was why I had stayed away from her for so long. But I hadn’t stolen her virginity.  
 
    She gave it to me.  
 
    “Colt!” I thought I heard Raven scream, but my head was too messed up to know if she had or not. “What are you two doing? What’s going on?”  
 
    Colt  acted like he didn’t hear her, so I wondered if she was really there or not.  
 
    “Bash! Guys, help! They’re fighting.” Raven sounded furious now, and when I turned my head, I found her standing over us with her hands on her hips, looking twice as furious as the man still beating the trash out of me.  
 
    Heavy, running feet hitting pavement filled my ears, or maybe it was just the pounding of my own heartbeat echoing in my head. I wasn’t sure.  
 
    The next thing I knew, we were being pulled apart. Jet and Hawk held on to Colt, but they were struggling to hold him. Bash locked his arms around me, but I wasn’t trying to get free nearly as badly as my little brother. I didn’t want to fight him. Quinn would hate me if I hurt her best friend.  
 
    Jet and Hawk each held one of Colt’s arms, using all their strength to keep him from breaking free. Bash had locked his hands behind my head.  
 
    “What the heck are you two doing?” our pres demanded.  
 
    Colt spit at my feet, and I vaguely noticed that there was blood in it. “Raider messed Quinn.”  
 
    “No way.” Raven got between the two of us, her eyes going from me to Colt, and then back to me again. When I didn’t deny it, her face tightened. “Please tell me you didn’t.”  
 
    I met her gaze without flinching. “Not gonna lie to you, Rave.”  
 
    My sister’s face became savage as she took a step toward me. Bash pulled me back a few steps, putting a little more distance between me and his wife. Her mouth opened, and I could see the rage that was simmering in her eyes, but before she could slice me apart with her sharp tongue, Quinn’s car stopped at the end of the driveway.  
 
    I tried to shrug off Bash’s hold when she got out and I saw her face. She was pale, her eyes slightly swollen and bloodshot from crying. I wanted—needed—to hold her. However, Bash only tightened his hold, refusing to release me.  
 
    She ran up the driveway, her worried eyes scanning first my face then Colt’s. At the sight of the bruise that was already beginning to turn dark on my brother’s chin, she started to cry. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Something painful twisted in my chest, while jealousy ate a hole in my gut the size of a hubcap. It was like she couldn’t have cared less about me.  
 
    Colt tried to pull away from our brothers. “I’m good. Go home.”  
 
    She didn’t move. “Did you …?”  
 
    His jaw clenched, and he leaned his head back, glaring up at the cloudless sky. “No, I didn’t. Go. Home.”  
 
    I didn’t understand the relief that flashed through her beautiful eyes. Still, she didn’t do as he commanded. Instead, she moved toward me. Tears were still glazing those baby blues, but they had stopped running down her pale cheeks. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want this to happen. He just takes protecting me a little extremely.”  
 
    I wanted to reach for her, pull her head to my chest, and kiss her hair. Bash wasn’t ready to release me, though, and until he did, there wasn’t any way I was going to be able to break through the iron hold he had on me.  
 
    “It’s okay, sweetheart.” For a split-second, I saw pleasure on her face, but she quickly masked it. “I’m glad that he takes care of you. But he doesn’t have to do that anymore. It’s my job now.”  
 
    Her head jerked back in surprise. “That’s not funny.”  
 
    “It wasn’t meant to be.”  
 
    “I don’t need you to take care of me, Raider.” The tears were all gone now, replaced with a simmering anger that made her blue eyes flash fire at me. Seeing that fiery temper of hers coming out was sexy. “I don’t need you, period.”  
 
    “That’s okay. I need you enough for both of us.”  
 
    “Oh, my goodness.” She laughed somberly, shaking her blonde head in exasperation. “You just can’t stop, can you? That charm oozes out of you so effortlessly that you don’t even realize it, huh? Well, I’m not one of your sheep that will fall at your feet just because you decide to talk all sweet to me. I’m no longer blind to what you really are, Raider Hannigan.”  
 
    “I’m not trying to charm you,” I assured her, trying again to pull away from Bash’s hold on me. “You are mine, Quinn. We both know it. I’ve just been too stupid to admit it to myself until you showed me the truth.”  
 
    Uncertainty filled her expression. “What truth?”  
 
    “That we are meant to be.”  
 
    Quinn rolled her eyes. “Nice try. Colt must have beat your head in harder than I realized. You might have brain damage. Might want to get that looked at.” She turned her back on me, completely shutting me out as she faced Colt once again. “Will you please come home with me now? We should talk about what happened earlier.” Her voice was so soft, so imploring that it sounded almost like they had been doing something intimate. 
 
    My jealousy became explosive, and I jerked against my brother-in-law’s hold. “What the heck happened earlier?” I yelled at her back, fury burning through my body like a living entity.  
 
    She didn’t turn to look at me, didn’t so much as flinch to acknowledge that she had even heard me.  
 
    Colt glared at me from over the top of her head for a long moment before giving her his full attention. The hardness in his green eyes softened when they traced over her face. I wanted to put my fist through his skull.  
 
    “You can’t run away from this, Quinnie. As much as I love you, I can’t let you.”  
 
    Her shoulders drooped, and she folded her arms over her waist. “I know,” she said so low I had to strain to hear her. Then she lifted her head, a defiant tilt to her chin. “But it doesn’t have to happen right this minute … right?”  
 
    “No,” he said with a long sigh. “No, I guess it doesn’t.” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Quinn 
 
      
 
    My stomach had calmed down by the time I got to work. I was late getting to the diner, though, something that rarely happened. Aggie was waiting for me at the kitchen door, concern written on every one of the wrinkles on her beloved face.  
 
    “Girl, I heard what happened last night.”  
 
    Of course she had. I was pretty sure everyone in the county knew what had happened the night before.  
 
    Aggie opened her arms for me when I just stood there, unsure of what to say to her as the first wave of shame at what I had been doing came crashing down on me. I let her enfold me in a hug. My chin began to tremble, but I refused to let the sudden sting of tears fall from my eyes.  
 
    In that moment, I missed my mother more than I had ever imagined possible. Aggie had been a welcoming substitute, but she couldn’t fully replace the mother who was now gone. Right then, I would have given almost anything to have had another day with her, just one more hour. I needed her to wrap me close like Aggie was doing and tell me everything was going to be okay.  
 
    I didn’t know what I was going to do now. I was pregnant with Raider’s baby, and even though he was acting like he wanted me now, I didn’t trust his newfound affections. I ached to leave, to get as far away as I possibly could, but Colt had begged me not to run away.  
 
    While I looked at what Flick had done as brave, Colt and the Hannigans looked at it as abandoning them. As much as I needed a new beginning with the life growing inside of me, I couldn’t do that to Colt.  
 
    Now I wasn’t sure what I was going to do, but right then, having Aggie hug me made it feel like maybe it would be okay.  
 
    Eventually.  
 
    I just had to grow up and deal with everything like an adult.  
 
    I felt Aggie’s lips touch my cheek, and then she was pulling back enough to look down at me. “What can I do to help you, Quinn?”  
 
    I sighed deeply and stepped back. “You can’t, Ag, but thank you. I’ll figure it all out.” Forcing a smile for her, I moved around her so I could put my purse up. 
 
    “Honey, if you need money, I can give you a loan. Whatever you need, just say the word.”  
 
    The kitchen wasn’t empty. Little John was at the fryer, cooking fries or chicken strips. Waitresses were coming and going, either turning in customers’ orders or taking out the food. A few of the other waitresses stopped when they heard Aggie, and I felt my cheeks fill with the heat of embarrassment and a little shame.  
 
    I would have never asked for money from her, or anyone else. Not even when I was down to my last hundred dollars had I asked for a handout, or a loan, or anything else for that matter. I wouldn’t have asked for help with money if I only had two dollars to my name. 
 
    Maybe I did act a little naive for my age. Maybe I was a little sheltered. But I wasn’t the type of person who took something I didn’t earn.  
 
    I didn’t answer her. I couldn’t even if I had wanted to. My voice was locked in my throat.  
 
    I went into the back room to put away my things, but mostly to hide from the prying eyes of my co-workers until I could pull myself together.  
 
    It took a few minutes before the heat in my face faded. Then I pulled my hair back into a ponytail and forced myself to focus on work. Maybe I didn’t need the money to move away now, but I still needed it to take care of myself and the only innocent in the mess—my baby.  
 
    In the chaos of my short-lived plans to get away, I hadn’t really let myself think about the life that Raider had helped me create.  
 
    It shouldn’t have come as surprise to me when I started losing my breakfast—before I had even had breakfast—the week before. It had, though. After the first morning, I had known what was going on and had gone to the doctor just the week before to confirm that I didn’t have an STD or something worse since Raider hadn’t used protection the night we’d had sex.  
 
    Still, I hadn’t wanted to believe it. Hadn’t wanted to think that my heart would forever be connected to the man who had spent so many years breaking it, and had finally succeeded in shattering it.  
 
    For days now, I had tried to pretend like nothing had changed, like I wasn’t going to have to make decisions that didn’t just concern me but my child, as well.  
 
    I didn’t know how Raider would react to finding out I was pregnant, and I wasn’t in any hurry to find out. However, I knew that I would eventually have to tell him. Since I was staying, people wouldn’t be able to miss when my belly started to grow bigger. Maybe I could play it off as just gaining weight for a while, but not even that could last long.  
 
    Tying my apron into place, I finally sucked it up and went out to start waiting tables. Like I had done at the strip club, however, I let instinct take over and moved on autopilot. I smiled, chitchatted with my regular customers, and pretended like my life wasn’t falling apart at the seams.  
 
    The lunch hour came and went, but the flow of customers didn’t let up until nearly three. I was supposed to be off at four, but since I had come in late, I figured I would stay a while longer to make up the hours. I knew Aggie wouldn’t mind.  
 
    With half my tables now empty, I took the time to restock the ketchup and steak sauce at each booth then went into the back to make some fresh sweet and unsweetened tea for the upcoming dinner crowds that I knew we would be swamped with starting at five.  
 
    No one spoke to me, not even Aggie, who must have gotten the hint and was leaving me in peace. I was glad that I didn’t have to keep up the act with them, glad I could go into the kitchen and let my face relax from the forced smiles and laughs that made my cheeks ache.  
 
    “Hey, Quinn,” Little John called over to me from his place at the grill. “One of the girls said you have a new table full of customers that just walked in.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks.” Wiping my hands with a paper towel, I headed out into the dining room.  
 
    Opening the swinging door to the kitchen, I put my smile back into place and went out to see which one of my tables was now full. Then my smile disappeared when I saw the three blondes sitting in the booth that had been empty a few minutes before. 
 
    Instinctively, I touched a hand to my abdomen, mentally promising my child that I wouldn’t let those three jerks near it, ever. Raven was the only aunt my baby needed, not these three selfish-rear cows who had made my life so miserable throughout my entire life.  
 
    I didn’t even bother pulling out my order pad as I stopped by the booth. “What do you want?” I asked in as bored a tone as I could muster, but I was too distrustful of their sudden appearance to completely pull it off.  
 
    Heather lifted her head first, then Whitney and Amanda followed suit. Typical. Heather was the leader of them, and the other two were just like lemmings, ready to follow her off the side of a cliff if that was where she chose to go. How my mother had given birth to these three, I wasn’t sure. None of her goodness had carried over to them. They had used and abused her just as much as they had me from birth.  
 
    “Well, look, girls. It’s our sister, the star of the show over at Paradise City.” There was a smug look on her thickly made-up face. Something close to triumph made her eyes shine. “Heard you were bringing them in by the truckloads, little sis. How does it feel to be the county’s highest paid stripper?”  
 
    A few people at my other tables turned at her words, and I could feel their judgment boring into me, long before the whispers started. I felt the back of my neck heating, along with my face, when I heard an older lady who was always in the diner start muttering to her husband about “knowing how she really was all along.”  
 
    My sisters noticed, too, the glee on their faces hard to miss. It didn’t matter that they were all club sheep. They belonged to the club; were the MC’s property. The people of Creswell Springs didn’t look down their noses at them. At least, not as much as they did the girls who danced at Paradise City.  
 
    “The soup of the day is the broccoli cheddar. The special is the meatloaf. We have two different kinds of berry pie for dessert.” I spoke through clenched teeth, hoping they would just order some food and leave me alone.  
 
    Of course that wasn’t their plan. Their favorite thing to do in life was to make me miserable. Second only to messing around with Raider.  
 
    “Hmm …” Whitney twirled one of her perfectly curled locks of hair around her finger, pretending to think about what she wanted. “Maybe we will sample the pie … But that doesn’t mean we want to see your pie, Quinn darling. I mean, half of Northern Cali has already seen that, but we would rather not.”  
 
    “How about the fish tacos?” I suggested with a sneer, not caring who overheard me or not. “I mean, your breath should smell like your pussy, right?”  
 
    The guys in a booth at the other end of the diner started snickering, and when I glanced at them out of the corner of my eye, I saw that they were two MC brothers. Had there been brothers in there all day long like the day before? I hadn’t noticed, but now that I did, it kind of freaked me out. Something was definitely up, and I was going to make Colt tell me what it was as soon as I got home.  
 
    While I was looking at the guys out one corner of my eye, I was still keeping my sisters in my line of sight, so I knew exactly when Whitney moved. She was sitting beside the window, with Amanda blocking her in, but she didn’t let that stop her as she jumped across our baby sister, her nails going for my face.  
 
    I stepped back at the last second, making her fall against Amanda, pushing the younger girl out of the booth and onto her rear. She yelped in surprise, while Whitney screeched at me in a voice so high it was a wonder it didn’t break the glass in the windows.  
 
    The commotion had the rest of the diner turning to see what was going on.  
 
    She righted herself and jumped to her feet, coming toward me with a look of pure venomous hate on her face that was so similar to my own. “You little hussy. Wait until I get my hands on you. I’ll make you wish you were never born.”  
 
    “Whitney,” a deep voice barked her name from the front entrance, making everyone’s head snap around, including my own.  
 
    Seeing Raider striding toward us had me backing up even more. The evidence of his fight with Colt that morning showed in his split lip and a large bruise high on his jaw. He moved smoothly, so I didn’t think he had been too hurt from their brawl. Then again, I figured Raider was probably use to tussles like that.  
 
    Most of the fight left my sister’s face. She tried to put on a seductive look, but Raider barely looked at her as he kept walking past her, only stopping when he was mere inches from me.  
 
    He lifted one of his huge hands, skimming a finger down my cheek before smoothing a lock of my hair back behind my ear. “Are you okay, sweetheart?”  
 
    My mouth fell open in surprise at both his tender touch and how he had ignored all three of my sisters. In the past, I had been the one being ignored over those three. Heck, over any other woman.  
 
    I heard odd choking noises coming from my sisters and chanced a look in their direction to find them just as surprised as I was. Whitney looked hurt that he had ignored her, a pout on her lips that made her look like a petulant little girl rather than the twenty-seven-year-old woman she actually was.  
 
    Belatedly, I stepped back from Raider before I could enjoy the feel of his callused finger caressing down my neck. Before I could take more than two steps, however, he caught my fingers and pulled me back toward him.  
 
    “Quinn.” With his other hand, he caught my chin, tilting it up so he could look into my eyes. “Are you okay? Did she hurt you?”  
 
    Remembering that my mouth was still gaping open, I snapped it shut and found myself nodding. “I’m fine. She didn’t touch me.”  
 
    “Good.” He moved his fingers from my chin to cup my neck. “Are you finished? Aggie said you were off at four. It’s just after that now.”  
 
    “I …” I didn’t know how to answer him. Or why, more to the point, he had called Aggie to find out what time I got off work.  
 
    “She’s good to go,” Aggie called out from the kitchen. “We got her tables covered. Take her home, make her rest. She looks like a puff of wind could knock her over right now.”  
 
    Raider’s eyes skimmed over my face, his green orbs darkening from their usual olive-jade color to moss. “Let’s go, sweetheart.”  
 
    “I was going to stay a few extra hours to make up for the time I missed this morning,” I tried to argue.  
 
    He only shook his head, a grim but determined look on his face. “No. Grab your things. I’ll drive you home.”  
 
    “But … I drove myself.” 
 
    “I know. I had Raven drop me off so I could drive you.” He took my hand, linking our fingers, and pulled me past my sisters, who still had their mouths gaped open.  
 
    As we neared the entrance, Aggie came out from the back with my purse in her hands. “Take tomorrow off, Quinn,” she commanded with a small smile. “The place won’t fall into the poor house without you for one day.”  
 
    “But—” 
 
    “See you, Aggie.” Raider tucked me close before I could argue further and opened the door.  
 
    “You drive safely with my girl in there with you, Raider Hannigan.”  
 
    He tipped his head at her. “You don’t need to worry about that, Ag. I got precious cargo to take care of.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    Raider 
 
      
 
    In the parking lot, I opened the passenger door and helped her inside. She still had that dazed look on her face, as if she thought she was in a dream or some trash. Regret burned through me that she was so stunned I would treat her so gentle. I hated that I had wasted so many years with her, that I had ran in the other direction from what I had suspected we could have all along, but had been too much of a pussy to give it a chance.  
 
    Only when she was safely inside the car did I release her hand. She was so tiny compared to me that I had to remind myself that she wasn’t nearly as delicate as she looked. 
 
    Closing the door, I went around to the driver’s side and climbed behind the wheel after pushing the seat back as far as I could. Still, my knees touched the steering wheel and I had to shift around for a few moments before I could find a position that allowed me to drive without continuing to knock my knees into the wheel. She had the keys in her purse, but it had a push start.  
 
    I didn’t drive a cage often. They were too confining, making me feel like I was trapped inside a metal box. Quinn’s little car was enough to make anyone over the height of five-foot-five feel claustrophobic.  
 
    “Did that just happen?” she muttered half under her breath, as if she were talking to herself.  
 
    “Did what happen, sweetheart?” I asked as I pulled out into traffic.  
 
    She turned her head, blinking those baby blues at me like an owl. “My sisters. Aggie. You.” She shook her head, as if she needed to clear it. “I’m so confused right now.”  
 
    “Okay, let’s reexamine what just went down. Maybe that will help you.” I glanced at her for a moment before turning my gaze back to the road. “I walked in and saw Whitney try to attack you. That jerk jerk better watch herself. If she had touched you, she wouldn’t have been welcome back at the clubhouse. You know I wouldn’t hit a woman, sweetheart, but if she had hurt you, I would have laid her rear out on the floor.” 
 
    Her blue eyes only widened more, driving home to me yet again what a complete idiot I had been over the years where this female was concerned. If I could go back and rewrite our history, I would have gone back to the first time I had seen her as more than my little brother’s best friend. Idiot, that had been when she was little more than seventeen, but dang, I would have made sure that nothing bad every happened to her. That she wouldn’t have to question every little thing I did or said now. I would have made her mine at the stroke of midnight on her eighteenth birthday and spent every day of those wasted years worshipping the very ground she walked on.  
 
    “Why did you pick me up from work?”  
 
    I reached over and took one of her hands, bringing it to my lips. “Because I missed you like mad, baby.”  
 
    “Since last night?” she asked skeptically.  
 
    “No,” I assured her, giving her my eyes for a second. I saw a flash of hurt that made her face twist. “No, Quinn. I missed you from the moment I left you the night of my brother’s engagement party.” 
 
    “O-oh,” she breathed, lowering her eyes to her lap. 
 
    Less than five minutes later, I was pulling into her driveway. I noticed that my brother wasn’t there, but Kelli’s car was right where it had been when I had left the night before. Hoping that she was still in bed so I would have a little privacy with my female, I turned the car off and hurried around to the passenger side to open the door before she could do it herself.  
 
    Her baby blues only widened more, if that was possible, as I took her hand and linked our fingers together once again, pulling her toward the house. Something as simple as holding a woman’s hand was new to me, but I was getting the appeal of it. I got to touch her, got to hold on to her, and pull her close if I wanted … and I wanted.  
 
    The heat of her small hand packed a powerful punch, bringing me a kind of peace that I was starting to realize I had been missing for most of my life.  
 
    At the front door, Quinn pulled her hand free to get the house key out of her purse, and I missed the warmth of her fingers around mine.  
 
    I wasn’t blind to the fact her fingers were shaking, making it difficult for her to fish around to find the keys.  
 
    I calmly took the purse from her and opened the thing myself. My hands were considerably bigger than the actual purse itself, so instead of helping, I only made the situation worse.  
 
    I heard her snicker and couldn’t help grinning as I handed the purse back. I was glad that shocked look was starting to fade from her beautiful face. Now a half-smile teased at her lips as she took the purse from me, making her luscious lips look so kissable.  
 
    Temptation was too hard to resist. Cupping my hand around her neck, I used my thumb to tip her chin up then dipped down to steal a kiss. Her body went completely still, but I didn’t let that stop me. She tasted too good to pull back.  
 
    I licked her full bottom lip, teasing her mouth open so I could dive deep. A kiss had never tasted so good. Then again, I wasn’t much into kissing. Kissing wasn’t part of what I did with the females I had messed in the past. It was too personal, too intimate. I hadn’t kissed anyone in years, but right then, it felt like it was the most natural thing to do in the world.  
 
    Her shy tongue brushed against mine, as if silently asking me for more. I pulled her closer, moving my hand around her waist and sliding it down to cup her rear. Then I moved the hand at her neck so I could wrap her ponytail around my wrist, holding her head at the exact angle I needed to explore her mouth deeper.  
 
    Neither of us noticed when she dropped her purse; all I cared about was that her hands were now on me, touching my chest under my leather cut. She moaned softly, just the barest of a sound that could have easily been mistaken for a kitten’s purr.  
 
    She pressed one of her hands to the center of my chest, right over my pounding heart. There was no way she could miss how crazy it was beating, no more than she could miss how my toe flexed against her waist, demanding attention. But this kiss was too good for me to care about that part of my anatomy right then.  
 
    If she were any other female, I would have pressed her up against the front door and harassed her then and there. She wasn’t just any female, though.  
 
    She was mine.  
 
    And I wasn’t about to let anyone see what my female looked like when I was inside her.  
 
    She moved her hands from my chest to the back of my neck, holding on as I kissed the breath out of her. Those soft, little moans were getting louder, more insistent. All I wanted was just a few more minutes of savoring the taste of her wicked little mouth … 
 
    The sound of a car idling pulled me back from the edge of madness. I carefully lifted my head, and Quinn buried her face in my chest, her body trembling with a need that only made me ache ten times worse.  
 
    I pressed my lips to the top of her head and turned to see who was in the car I kept hearing. Quinn had several neighbors on either side of her, as well as across the street. It was a pretty safe area of the county, something I was sure my brother had made sure of before letting her move in to the house. It was safe, but more in the lower-class rather than middle.  
 
    The big, black SUV that was sitting at the end of Quinn’s driveway definitely stood out in this part of the county. The windows were so darkly tinted that I couldn’t make out how many people were inside. I didn’t know who the idiots were, but somehow, I knew this was not a group of girl scouts there to sell us cookies.  
 
    I tightened my hold on her, shifting so she was shielded by my body, out of sight of whoever was inside the beast of a utility vehicle.  
 
    The driver revved the engine when he noticed me looking their way. The back window on the driver’s side lowered and I barely had time to recognize the glint of the sun reflecting off the tip of a gun before the bullets started flying.  
 
    “Idiot,” I growled when I felt the sharp slice of pain of a bullet grazing my left arm and pulled my Glock out of my holster. I turned just enough to fire a few shots back, but had other things to worry about right then.  
 
    “Raider!” Quinn screamed in terror as the bullets kept coming.  
 
    There was no time to find the key and the door would take too long to break down. I needed to get her out of the line of fire. The living room window was right there.  
 
    Tucking her close, shielding her from the shower of gunfire, I grabbed the heaviest thing I could find in a split-second and used it to shatter the window.  
 
    Lifting her, I tossed her into the house before following her in. Glass was everywhere, but I didn’t have time to worry about Quinn getting cut. I was too worried about keeping her from taking a bullet. She was on the floor, yet the bullets were still flying too close to her body. I fell on top of her, using my body to shield hers as we crawled toward the back of the house.  
 
    Just as quickly as the bullets had started, they stopped. I didn’t understand why at first, but then I heard the distinct sound of sirens. For the first time in my life, I was glad the cops were showing up.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I demanded when Quinn just laid under me, so still I couldn’t even tell if she was breathing. “Quinn? Baby, talk to me.”  
 
    “I … I-I think I’m okay.”  
 
    My fear for her didn’t lessen. “You think, or you know?”  
 
    “I … I don’t know.” There was a quiver in her voice. “I think I might be bleeding.”  
 
    The thought of her hurt, of blood leaving her precious body because of those idiots, had my rage boiling. I cautiously lifted myself off her and turned her over onto her back. Then I carefully ran my shaking hands over her body, trying to find where she might have gotten shot or where glass could have cut her. There were several scratches on her arms that I saw immediately, a few that might even need stitches.  
 
    Outside, I heard the powerful SUV burning rubber as they hurriedly drove off.  
 
    “Quinn!” Kelli shouted from what I could only assume was the direction of the bedrooms. I lifted my head when I heard her coming at a run. “Quinn!”  
 
    “Kelli, are you okay?” I demanded.  
 
    “I’m fine. I called the cops when I noticed the SUV out there. They told me it was probably just a neighbor.” Her face was twisted in disgusted anger. “I was still on the phone with them when the bullets started flying in every direction.”  
 
    “I’m not complaining, but what made you call the cops in the first place?” I slowly got to my feet, glass and other debris falling off my back. The room was clouded with a mist of dust, plaster, and small pieces of glass that had yet to settle down. 
 
    “Because I recognized the vehicle from the parking lot at work last night. I thought it was a creeper stalking Quinn or something.”  
 
    My blood turned to ice in my veins. “You recognized it? Do you remember who it belonged to?”  
 
    She grimaced. “There were two SUVs like that there last night, both of them full of guys in expensive suits. I think they were all together. They made Topaz happy when they started flashing around rolls of hundred dollar bills. It was why she was so set on Quinn dancing that set.”  
 
    “What did they look like?”  
 
    “Dark hair, dark eyes, tan complexions. I think I heard them talking in Italian.”  
 
    Three cop cars pulled into the driveway, their sirens deafening everyone in the room. I bent and lifted Quinn to her feet, my hands continuing to skim over her body in case I had missed any other injuries.  
 
    When I didn’t immediately see anything, except the scratches, I pulled her against me. I held her there for a long moment, my lips pressed to the top of her head as I kept reminding myself that she was okay.  
 
    A phone rang, making Quinn jump at the sudden noise. Kelli lifted the phone I hadn’t noticed she was holding to her ear. “Hello?” She rolled her eyes while she listened. “No, jerk, I’m dead and talking to you from the grave. You idiots are slow, you know that? How about you go find who just shot up my house, huh? We’re fine in here.”  
 
    She hung up on them, shaking her dark head in exasperation. “That was the cops. They wanted to know if we are okay. Guess they are too pussified to actually knock on the door.”  
 
    I turned my head to glance out the broken window and saw two of the three cop cars backing out, going in the direction I could only assume the SUV had gone in. The cop in the other car kept glancing at the house, as if debating coming inside or not.  
 
    Quinn tightened her arms around me, as if she were afraid I was going to release her.  
 
    That was never going to happen.  
 
    My cell buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out, seeing Colt’s name on the screen. I lifted it to my ear. “Where are you?”  
 
    “At the bar.” His voice was strained. “I just heard there was something going on at Quinn’s house. How close to there are you? Can you check on them for me?”  
 
    “I’m here, man.”  
 
    The cop must have finally made up his mind, because I watched him start toward the front door.  
 
    “What is going on?”  
 
    “We’re going to have to talk about that later. Cops are about to knock on the door. Just know that Kelli is fine, and Quinn only has a few scratches, but they should be looked at by Raven or Doc.”  
 
    The doorbell rang and Kelli carefully walked around the shattered glass to answer it.  
 
    “Tell Bash we need to go on lockdown. Get the kids and the women to the clubhouse.”  
 
    “Are you sure that’s all that’s wrong with Quinn?” He didn’t sound like he trusted my report on her. “Let me talk to her.”  
 
    “Hold on.” Pulling back enough to look down at her, I saw that she was silently crying. Her face was pale and her lips were completely bloodless. “Sweetheart, it’s Colt. Do you want to talk to him?”  
 
    She started to shake her head, but then seemed to change her mind. “Okay,” she whispered, and I handed over the phone. “C-Colt?” She closed her eyes, her body sagging against mine. “I … No, I don’t know. I’m not in any pain. I-I just feel a little wet.” Her voice shook more and more with each word that left her lips until she broke down and started sobbing. “I think I should see a doctor.”  
 
    Worried about her, I took the phone back and pressed it to my ear. 
 
    “I’m coming,” Colt was saying from the other end, his voice sounding almost as choked up as hers was. “Just stay calm, Quinnie. I’m on my way.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    Matt 
 
      
 
    I felt like I was a chauffeur, driving around with my brother. I couldn’t remember the last time we had been in the same vehicle together. From the time we could ride a hog on our own, that was how we got from Point A to Point B.  
 
    However, ever since I had broken my hand punching some douchebag college kid at the bar, I couldn’t ride much. Not at all. Which was driving me crazy. The cast wouldn’t allow me to drive my bike so we were stuck in my truck since it was the only thing I could drive one-handed these days.  
 
    The only reason he was even with me was because we were on red alert for the Italians. Santino’s man, Fontana, had a grudge with us. Nothing new about that. The Santino crime family always had their panties in a twist over us for one thing or another every day of the week. We worked for their opposition, so we were just as much enemy number one as the Vituccis were.  
 
    “Where we going?” Tanner asked from the passenger seat of my truck.  
 
    My F-150 double cab was usually in our garage, so it barely had a thousand miles on it, even though it was over three years old. Most of those miles I had put on it the last few weeks. It had been weird as idiot at first, but I was finally starting to get used to it again. I was itching to get the cast off, though, so I could go back to my hog.  
 
    “I gotta check on something,” I muttered, turning left at the intersection in town that would take us by the courthouse.  
 
    “Gracie got court today or something?”  
 
    “Don’t know,” I told him honestly.  
 
    Right then, Hawk’s female was at the bottom my list. Everything else could go to perdition for the time being for all I cared. I only had one thing on my mind, one person. I needed my fix, or I was going to feel jumpy for the rest of the day.  
 
    I slowed but kept driving, passing the parking lot for the courthouse. I went by the municipal office that was beside it, then the police station that was on the next street. I could feel my brother’s eyes burning into the side of my head, trying to figure out what the heck I was doing. He could judge me all he wanted; I didn’t give two trashs what he would think once he realized what I was doing.  
 
    What I had been doing for weeks now.  
 
    The mayor’s office was on the other side of the police station. I drove past it at about fifty yards, then parked in the only space available on the same street. Turning off the truck, I unsnapped my seatbelt and sat back, waiting.  
 
    “What are you doing, little brother?” Tanner was eyeballing me like I was insane now.  
 
    Maybe I was, but I didn’t honestly care.  
 
    I shrugged. “You’ll see.”  
 
    “Please tell me you aren’t hooking up with those jerks we were banging a while back.”  
 
    I shot a frown at him, not remembering who he was talking about. I had banged plenty of jerks over the years.  
 
    “I don’t remember their names, but one’s daddy is friends with the DA or some trash.”  
 
    “Oh.” I still didn’t remember the girl he was talking about, although I did remember that I had messed some chick a few times because she had said her daddy was the district attorney’s best friend, or something like that. I hadn’t really cared enough to remember. It had just been a little fun to try to distract myself. Not that it had worked. “No, this isn’t about that jerk.”  
 
    “Good.” Tanner nodded. “So, what are we doing here, then?”  
 
    “I told you, you’ll see.”  
 
    He grumbled something low under his breath that I didn’t hear. I was too busy watching for the person I was waiting for to care.  
 
    A few more minutes passed, most of them filled with my brother huffing every few seconds because he was bored, or hungry, or whatever else he could think of to annoy me. He was worse than a kid, unable to sit still for more than a few minutes at a time. He had no patience, which was one of the reasons he got himself into so much dang trouble.  
 
    “Can we get some dinner when you’re done losing your mind?”  
 
    I scrubbed a hand over my face, reminding myself that he was my brother. I loved him. I couldn’t kill him.  
 
    No matter how badly I wanted to.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, something caught my attention, and I made myself take it easy, despite the adrenaline now pouring through my veins. Moving slowly, I turned my head, watching the girl who was now walking out of the mayor’s office and heading toward my truck. Watching the way her hair bounced with each step she took in her girlie heels. The way the sun shined off her honey-kissed skin. How her dimples popped out when she saw my truck and smiled that secret smile that made my toe rock-hard.  
 
    Every cell in my body was suddenly on alert, and all I could think about was how soft her skin was going to feel when I touched her.  
 
    “The heck?” Tanner breathed beside me. “Is that …?”  
 
    “Yup.” I opened my door and climbed out as she rounded the front of the truck. “Hey, girl.”  
 
    Her bright green eyes lit up, her face turning radiant as she threw herself against me. My truck was tall enough that if anyone happened to look out of the mayor’s office right then, they wouldn’t be able to see us together. Not that I figured they would be looking. Once she was out of sight, she was usually out of mind when it came to the people in that place.  
 
    She brought her arms around me, combing her fingers through the back of my hair, making me shiver at her soft touch. “Hi,” she breathed, her lips close to mine, teasing me with the taste of something lemony and sweet. “Miss me?”  
 
    “More than you know.” I lowered my head, brushing my lips over her cheek when what I really wanted to do was kiss that ripe mouth of hers. If I let myself do that, though, I would just be begging for trouble. Mostly because I wouldn’t want to let her go when the time came for me to have to. “Can I take you home?”  
 
    “I wish. But I have an evening class in thirty minutes, and if I’m late, the professor will call my dad.” She lowered her lashes, biting into her naturally pouty bottom lip. The little tease. She knew what that did to me. How hard my toe got for her when her teeth sunk deep into that perfect lip. “Will you call me later?”  
 
    I cupped her neck, tilting her chin up and making her give me her eyes. Those eyes had been the first thing to capture my attention … once I had stopped drooling over her body. “You still got minutes on that new burner I gave you?”  
 
    “I have plenty for now. But I might need more next time.”  
 
    “Okay, babe, I’ll get it for you.” I lowered my head more, rubbing my nose up and down her graceful neck. “Idiot, you smell so good.”  
 
    She was the one shivering now. Then, way too soon, she was pulling back. “I have to go,” she whispered, regret and reluctance dimming her eyes.  
 
    “Be safe,” I whispered back. “Text me and let me know you got there.”  
 
    She nodded. “I promise.” She turned to go, but my fingers caught her hand, pulling her back before she could get more than a few steps away.  
 
    I tucked her head against my chest, breathing in the floral scent of her shampoo.  
 
    “Matt.”  
 
    I closed my eye, mentally yelling at myself to let her go. Trash, I felt like that was all I had ever done with this girl. “Just five more seconds.”  
 
    She wrapped her arms around my waist, holding on tight, giving me those five seconds.  
 
    All too soon, they were over, and she started to turn away again. Then her head snapped around, her eyes darkening. “Please be careful, Matt. I overheard my father talking to the DA. Something is going on. I think …” She swallowed hard and shook her head. “Daddy said they were getting close to making an arrest.”  
 
    “I’ll be okay, babe,” I told her with a wink that had some of the worry leaving her gorgeous face. “Don’t sweat over me, girl. Your pops can’t touch me.”  
 
    She tried to smile, but there was too much pain in them, too many memories. “Yes, he can. All he has to do is use me.”  
 
    I didn’t acknowledge that for truth, even though we both knew it was. “Go, Rory. I’ll call you before you go to bed tonight.”  
 
    I stood there, watching until she crossed the street and climbed into her BMW M2. It was a new car, baby blue, and perfect for the mayor’s daughter. It wasn’t what she wanted to be driving around in, though. No, she wanted to be on my bike, just as much as I did, just as much as I craved her there.  
 
    Only once she had her seatbelt on and had pulled into traffic, giving me one last wave, did I finally get back into my truck.  
 
    My brother’s face was clenched in hard lines. “So, she’s back.”  
 
    I nodded. “She’s been back for about three weeks or so now.” The only reason I hadn’t told my brother was because he had been gone. If I hadn’t broken my hand, I would have been gone, too. I never thought I would be glad I broke the thing, but when I looked at it from that point of view, I had to admit it was kind of a blessing. If I hadn’t been in Creswell Springs when she had first gotten home, it was hard to tell what might have happened.  
 
    “Have you lost your mind?” 
 
    “We both know I lost it when she left three years ago.” 
 
    Three years. That was how long it had been since Aurora’s dad had caught her with me. The mayor’s only daughter didn’t belong with a low life with the last name Reid, or so that mongrel had told us that night.  
 
    Three years. It was how long it had been since she had been sent away to some boarding school to finish out her last year of high school, and then to who knew where.  
 
    Three years. I had felt like I had lost everything when she had left, but there had been nothing I had been able to do about it. She had been too young, and I had been too messed up to think clearly.  
 
    Now she was back, all grown up, and I wasn’t about to let her get taken away from me again.  
 
    I would kill anyone who tried to mess me over this time around. Rory was mine. She knew it. I knew it.  
 
    In the end, I would make sure the world knew it, too.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    Raider 
 
      
 
    People didn’t like hospitals, but I hated them. Every time I had been at one, it was to get bad news. The death of my mother when Raven was still just a baby. Then my father dying. Death shrouded the place in gloom. The last time I had been in one, it was because of Gracie, and for a few days, it had felt like we were going to lose her, too.  
 
    This time, I was there with Quinn. She hadn’t stopped crying since the call with Colt. When my brother had arrived, he hadn’t wasted time getting her away from me and bringing her to the emergency room. I had followed behind them in Kelli’s car after stealing the keys. She had still been screaming at me as I had burnt rubber, chasing after my brother.  
 
    I didn’t understand anything that was going on. From what I could see, Quinn had just needed a few cuts stitched up. It was nothing that my sister or Dr. Robertson couldn’t have taken care of over at our house. Instead, Colt had rushed Quinn to the ER.  
 
    Without me.  
 
    I had arrived just in time to see two nurses and a doctor hurry Quinn into the back. When I had gone after them, Colt had stopped me at the examining room door, asking me to give her some privacy.  
 
    Everything inside of me had screamed to stay with her, but something on my brother’s face had stopped me. And with her still sobbing, I had stepped back. I hadn’t gone further than that, though.  
 
    I had stood there while the nurses came and went, yet the doctor had remained. Every time the door would open, Quinn would still be crying. Every time I looked inside, it was to find her holding Colt’s hand, his face just as grave as the nurses who would return with one thing or another each time.  
 
    She had been in there for about half an hour now, and I was quickly losing my mind. I should have been in there with her, should have been the one holding her hand. Quinn was mine, yet it was my brother who was taking care of her.  
 
    Scrubbing my hands over my face, I leaned back against the wall, mentally praying. For what, I had no idea. All I knew was that I wanted her to be okay. She had to be okay. I couldn’t have accepted anything else.  
 
    Idiot, I had only recently realized what that female really meant to me. I couldn’t lose her now. I refused to lose her.  
 
    Another five minutes passed. My sister appeared as if out of thin air, walking toward me with a closed expression on her face. “Any news?”  
 
    I shook my head. “If there is, no one has told me.”  
 
    She leaned back against the wall beside me, wrapping her arms around her middle as she looked across the hall at the closed examining room door. “I’m sure she’s fine. Quinn’s tough.”  
 
    “I’m starting to realize that.” I twisted my neck from side to side, trying to ease some of the strain in it. “Everything okay at home? The kids okay?”  
 
    “Willa and Flick took them to the clubhouse. Gracie is helping organize everyone for lockdown.” She grimaced. “The only way I got to come here is because Bash is out in the waiting room.”  
 
    “I figured as much.” No way was my brother-in-law going to let his wife run around without someone watching out for her.  
 
    The examining door opened, and the two nurses and the doctor came out. The noises coming from Quinn were driving me crazy. Whatever they had been doing to her in there hadn’t calmed her down at all. If anything, she was crying even harder now.  
 
    I couldn’t stand it any longer. I didn’t care if my brother didn’t like it or not, I couldn’t just stand there when she was crying like that.  
 
    Pushing away from the wall, I went into the room before the door had even closed behind the doctor. Raven followed me, though I didn’t pay attention to anything she did as I hurried to the little bed where my girl was lying. 
 
    Quinn was covering her face with her hands, her shoulders shaking uncontrollably from how hard she was sobbing. Each sound that left her was like a stab straight to my heart. All I wanted to do was comfort her, to make whatever was wrong better. Idiot, I would have gladly taken on whatever was hurting her.  
 
    Colt’s jaw was locked when he looked at me, but he didn’t start yelling for me to leave. He moved away from Quinn’s side, walking toward me and Raven. Taking our sister’s arm, he headed for the door. “I’ll let you two have some privacy,” he muttered in a quiet voice. “If she needs me, just yell.”  
 
    I hadn’t expected this to be that easy, but I wasn’t about to complain.  
 
    I took his place at the head of the bed. Then I touched her shoulder carefully, giving it a gentle squeeze as I lowered my head and pressed my lips to her hair.  
 
    She lifted one of her hands to cover mine, gripping and holding on for dear life. Watching her like this had a lump filling my throat, and my eyes began to burn. I couldn’t remember the last time I had cried, but right then, being so helpless to help her brought tears to my eyes.  
 
    “Sweetheart?” My voice was gravely sounding from the emotion trying to choke me. “Baby, tell me what’s wrong.”  
 
    She lowered the hand still covering her face and finally lifted her head, a small but bright smile on her lips. “I’m okay.”  
 
    The smile caught me off guard. All those tears. Those sobs I had heard coming from her would probably haunt me for the rest of my life, yet she was able to smile?  
 
    My own tears dried up in the face of her brilliant smile.  
 
    “I’m really confused right now,” I told her honestly.  
 
    She wiped at a few tears still running down her face. “I’ve been confused for weeks now, so I get it.”  
 
    “Will you tell me why you were so upset?” I cupped her face in one hand, rubbing my thumb under her eye as I looked deeply into them. “Because you were killing me with those sobs, sweetheart.”  
 
    Her lashes started to lower, but before they could close, she snapped them back up. “It’s complicated.”  
 
    I didn’t speak, not knowing what to say to that. Instead, I just stood there, waiting.  
 
    Quinn blew out a long breath. “Okay … But you might not like what I have to tell you.” Her chin began to tremble again, and my fingers contracted on her cheek. Still, I waited. “I’m pregnant.”  
 
    My hand dropped from her face at that whispered confession. For a few seconds, those two words didn’t make sense to me.  
 
    I dropped my eyes to her abdomen, covered with a sheet. One of her hands was lying over it, as if to protect the life growing there from me.  
 
    I sucked in a deep breath, tried to think through all the new crazy thoughts now swimming through my head. Pregnant? Quinn was pregnant.  
 
    The first thought that caught my attention was: how could I have been so stupid to not use protection? That was not normal for me. I had only ever not used it a few times in my life, and only then because I had known it was safe. But with Quinn, I had lost all control. Protection hadn’t even entered my mind. 
 
    The second though was even more mind numbing: is it mine? Then I remembered how tight she had been, how innocent she had been, and all the years she had been patiently waiting for me to stop being so stupid.  
 
    Of course the baby was mine. Quinn wasn’t the type of girl to sleep around with just anyone. I had taken her virginity, had claimed her body as mine that night over four weeks ago.  
 
    Then I remembered what had happened earlier. The bullets, the broken glass, Quinn on her stomach with me on top of her.  
 
    “Are you okay?” My voice was hoarse, full of a new fear and a million new emotions I had never felt before.  
 
    My kid was growing inside this female. We had just gotten caught in the crosshairs of the war that some psychotic Italian wanted to rage on me and my MC. No wonder she had been so upset. I had just found out that I was going to be a father, and suddenly I couldn’t breathe for fear that something had happened to my child before it even had a chance to live.  
 
    She smoothed her fingers over the sheet in a loving kind of way only a mother would do. “I’m good—we’re good.”  
 
    The breath rushed back into my lungs as relief flooded over me like a welcomed tsunami. “Thank goodness.”  
 
    Quinn’s face scrunched up. “You … You’re glad?”  
 
    “Of course I’m glad. It would destroy me if something happened to you, Quinn.” I touched the hand that had been cupping her face only moments ago to her belly, my fingers covering hers as I pressed both our hands over where I could only imagine our child was growing safely. “I know I haven’t shown it all that well, but I care about you, Quinn.”  
 
    “Oh,” she murmured, her lips pressing together.  
 
    I didn’t know what I expected, but an “oh” wasn’t it. I thought confessing that I cared about her would make her soften toward me. That she would get that look back in her eyes she had always seemed to have in them whenever she had looked at me in the past. I wanted that look back, but it hadn’t been there once since I had been back.  
 
    Had I finally accomplished what I had always stupidly said I wanted? Had I killed her love for me?  
 
    Idiot, I hoped not.  
 
    “Quinn …”  
 
    The door opened without warning, cutting off what I was about to say. I wasn’t even sure what I would have said. Maybe I would have admitted that I didn’t just care about her. That I loved her. Maybe I would have begged her to love me again.  
 
    Kelli walked in with a snarl twisting her face. “You stole my car.”  
 
    I shot her a glare, hating her for interrupting. “You weren’t moving fast enough.”  
 
    “The Flash wouldn’t have been able to move fast enough the way you were running to chase after Colt and Quinn.” She stood at the foot of the bed, her hands on her hips. “And the cops were at my house. What was I supposed to do? Let them walk in and do whatever they pleased?”  
 
    I shrugged, not giving a trash about her, or anyone else. Except for Quinn. Nothing mattered but her … and the baby. “I don’t really give a idiot.”  
 
    “Of course you don’t.” She rolled her eyes at me then turned them to Quinn. “How are you feeling, honey?”  
 
    “I’m good. The baby is fine, too.”  
 
    Kelli shot me a quick look, as if expecting me to go off at the mention of the baby, but Quinn shook her head.  
 
    “It’s okay. He knows now.”  
 
    “Okay then.” She moved around to the other side of the bed. “Are they going to let you out of here? Or should I run home and get you a few things?”  
 
    “I’m getting released, but Colt said we can’t go home. We’re back on lockdown. We will have to go to the clubhouse.”  
 
    “Great.” She grimaced. “Just where I wanted to sleep tonight.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    Raider 
 
      
 
    After what had happened at Quinn’s house, lockdown was in full-force once she was released from the hospital later that night. The clubhouse was packed, which meant very few places for privacy. The one thing I needed more than anything right then with Quinn was privacy. 
 
    “I want you to sleep in my room,” I told her as I turned the Honda off.  
 
    She lifted her head, fighting back a yawn. “Right now, I don’t care where I sleep. I just need a pillow and a blanket, and I could sleep right here if I have to.”  
 
    “You won’t have to.” I reached for her hand, entwining our fingers. I thought I saw something flash across her face, but it was too dark in the car to know for sure. “Stay in my room. With me.”  
 
    “That’s not a good idea,” she murmured, pulling her hand away.  
 
    I didn’t let it show how much it stung that she had pulled away from me. After all the trash that I had put her through over the years, she was allowed to be cautious now. I just needed a little time to show her that I was in this for the long haul.  
 
    Reaching out, I brushed a few stray locks of her blonde hair back from her face. “I want you with me so I know you’re safe. So I know that you’re resting and not working yourself to death, doing whatever it is all the other women are doing. You’ve been going nonstop lately, and you need a break.”  
 
    “People aren’t going to like that I’m in your room, Raider. I’m not in the mood to deal with those people.”  
 
    I knew she was talking about her sisters, but those jerks didn’t mean anything to me.  
 
    “I don’t care what anyone likes or doesn’t. They don’t matter to me.” I brushed my thumb over her soft cheek. “All I care about is you. Only you, sweetheart.”  
 
    She sat there for a long moment, just looking at me. Another car pulled into the parking lot, stopping beside us. I didn’t have to look to know it was Colt and Kelli in the other woman’s car. They had left the hospital before us, but had gone to pick up the women a few things they would need for at least a few days.  
 
    I wasn’t optimistic that this new lockdown would be over as quickly as the last one had. Last time, Santino’s people had only wanted to distract us while they snatched Gracie. This time, they were out for blood.  
 
    They had almost gotten it, too. My arm was still feeling the burn of the graze it had gotten from a bullet earlier.  
 
    “Quinn, please?” I wasn’t above begging her, but I wouldn’t force her. I needed her to come with me willingly. To trust me.  
 
    She glanced out the side window at Colt as he climbed out of his girlfriend’s car. “I could stay with Kelli in Colt’s room,” she suggested. “You and Colt could share yours.”  
 
    “Is that really what you want?”  
 
    Her shoulders lifted then fell with her breath. “I don’t know what I want any more.”  
 
    I cupped the back of her neck and gently turned her head so that she had to look at me. “Sleep in my room with me. Nothing will happen you aren’t ready for. I swear it, baby. Just … Idiot, I need to have you lying beside me. I need to know you and our baby are safe. I won’t ask anything else of you but that.”  
 
    She exhaled softly. “Okay. We can give it a try for tonight.”  
 
    “Thank you, baby.” Leaning forward, I pressed a kiss to her temple. “Thank you.”  
 
    Colt rapped his knuckles on her window, making her draw away from me when he opened her door and offered his hand. “Everything okay?”  
 
    She nodded. “We were just discussing the sleeping arrangements. I … I think I’m going to stay in Raider’s room tonight.”  
 
    My brother shot me a hard look across the top of the car as I got out, though his words were directed at her when he said, “If that’s what you want, Quinnie.”  
 
    She put a hand on his arm, and I had to ball my hands into fists. I wasn’t so much jealous of them as possibly being a couple—although there was always a chance of that happening, I guessed. No, it had more to do with how close they were. How trusting she was in my little brother. I wanted that with her almost as much as I wanted her to still love me.  
 
    “It is.”  
 
    “Okay, then. I’ll put your bag in his room.” He kissed the top of her head. “But if you need anything, I’m just across the hall.”  
 
    In the clubhouse, everyone was quietly milling around, unusual for this large mass of people in one place. Those who were talking kept their voices low so they didn’t carry far.  
 
    As I walked in with my arm on Quinn’s waist, Aggie left a group of people and headed straight for us. “Quinn, thank goodness you’re okay.” She hugged Quinn for a long moment. When she pulled back, the old woman had tears in her eyes while glaring at me. “I told you to keep her safe.”  
 
    “I tried, Ag.”  
 
    “Try harder!” she snapped. I knew if she’d had a wooden spoon in her hand. she would have used it on me.  
 
    “Hey, Aggie, can you help me make some sandwiches?” Flick called from across the room. “I think everyone is hungry.”  
 
    Aggie gave me another hard look before walking away to help her.  
 
    I shot my future sister-in-law a grim smile in thanks, and she tipped her head in acknowledgement as she went through the kitchen door.  
 
    As I turned back to Quinn to ask if she was ready to call it a night, I felt her stiffen beside me. Her face had been pale all evening, but right then, her cheeks flushed almost crimson as her baby blues narrowed.  
 
    Glancing around for the source of why she suddenly looked like she was ready to punch someone in the throat, it didn’t take me long.  
 
    Whitney was heading our way, her own blue eyes narrowed and shooting daggers at Quinn. Behind her, Heather and Amanda followed, appearing nervous rather than set on causing the trouble Whitney probably thought I would let her get away with.  
 
    She was only a few feet away when I put myself between her and Quinn. I had stayed quiet earlier that day because I figured her sisters only wanted attention, which was usually why they went into Aggie’s to bother Quinn. Now I was too tired to care what their reasons were. I was done with them, and Hell would freeze over before I let a single one of them touch so much as a hair on my girl’s head.  
 
    “Back the heck up,” I snarled, stopping Whitney in her tracks. “If you try to touch Quinn, your days of being a part of this clubhouse are over.”  
 
    Her bottom lip pouted out as she lifted a hand to touch my chest. “What’s wrong, Raider baby? Do you need one of my special blowjobs to help you unwind?”  
 
    I knocked her hand away, backing up a step to put more distance between us. Heck, what had I ever found so appealing about this jerk and her clones? Other than the fact that they looked similar enough to Quinn to let me pretend that it was her I was in the dark, there really wasn’t much these three had going on for them.  
 
    “Don’t touch me,” I snapped at her. “I’m not yours to touch.”  
 
    Pink filled her cheeks. It was probably the first time she had ever blushed in her life. “You never used to mind,” she mumbled, looking around to see if anyone was watching us. The whole dang clubhouse was watching, making the pink in her cheeks darken.  
 
    Behind me, I felt Quinn shift and move away. “I’m tired. I think I’m going to go to bed.”  
 
    “Okay, baby, I’ll come with you.” I turned away from Whitney, putting her and everyone else out of my mind.  
 
    Quinn couldn’t hide her surprise as she looked up at me. “You don’t have to. I’m sure you have other things to do.”  
 
    I did. Bash was waiting on me and Colt for church up in his office. But he could wait until I got Quinn settled.  
 
    “You’re more important,” I told her honestly.  
 
    “You have got to be kidding me,” Whitney grumbled from behind me.  
 
    I didn’t pay her any attention. That was all she wanted, anyway. To pull my attention from her sister and on herself. Never again.  
 
    I touched my hand to the small of Quinn’s back, urging her in the direction of my room.  
 
    As soon as we were behind the closed door, she seemed to relax, her breath leaving her on a soft sigh.  
 
    She moved toward the bed, where Colt had already put her bag. She seemed so tired that each step she took looked like an effort. Once she sunk down onto the mattress, she looked like she could have fallen asleep then and there.  
 
    I crossed the room and crouched down in front of her. Lifting one foot, I pulled her shoe off, then her sock. Once both pairs were gone, I straightened and opened the case Kelli had packed for her. However, when I examined the contents, I didn’t find anything for her to sleep in. Either Kelli had forgotten, or my girl liked to sleep naked.  
 
    My body responded to the mental picture of Quinn in my bed without any clothes on. That was a fantasy come to life. If I was going to keep my promise of only holding her at night, though, it would be a heck of a lot easier to accomplish if she was covered up. 
 
    I went to the dresser that my TV was set on and pulled out one of my old Hannigans’ shirts. Going back to her, I helped her stand then carefully undressed her. Her baby blues were wide, but she didn’t stop me as I tugged her jeans down her legs. Once she was standing there in nothing but her bra and panties, I let myself enjoy the view, but only for a second.  
 
    Idiot. Every inch of her was pure perfection. Her lean hips, that tiny waist, her breasts that had fit my hands as if they were made for me to worship. She was so beautiful, so incredibly gorgeous that it hurt to breathe from looking at her.  
 
    And she was all mine.  
 
    The fact that she was carrying my baby only made her that much more beautiful to me. The baby, as shocked as I still was about finding out about it, was starting to grow on me in a big way. I didn’t know how good of a father I would be, but I would do my cursedest to make sure it was loved and provide for.  
 
    “Raider?” Quinn shivered and wrapped her arms around her waist. “Are you okay? You have this really weird look on your face.”  
 
    I swallowed roughly and gave her the best smile I could muster right then, even though a million new emotions were racing through me and filling my chest nearly to a bursting point. “I can’t believe I wasted so much time. You could have been mine for years now, but I wouldn’t open my eyes. I’m so sorry, sweetheart.”  
 
    “Please don’t say things like that.” Tears filled her eyes, and she pulled away, turning her back on me. “I can’t do this right now. I just can’t.”  
 
    I hated the distance she was putting between us, not just physically, but mentally and emotionally, too. I could feel doors closing on me, could feel her drifting farther and farther away from me.  
 
    I reached out for her, pulling her around to face me so she could see my face and know that I was speaking from my gut. “What do you want me to say, then, Quinn? Tell me, baby. Tell me, and I’ll say the words. Please help me, because I feel like I’m losing you.”  
 
    She tried to pull away, her eyes leaking tears. “I don’t want you to say anything. Don’t you understand that you can’t lose me, because I was never yours to begin with?” She tried to lower her lashes to hide what was in her eyes, yet she couldn’t hide the pain in her voice. “For years, you tried to drive that truth home to me, and I finally saw the light. You should be relieved.”  
 
    Her pain hit me like an iron fist to the chest. I didn’t know how to fix what I had spent so long attempting to break. Not for the first time, I wanted to hit rewind and do it all over with her.  
 
    “I’m not relieved, baby. Not even a little.” I cupped her neck with both hands, tipping her chin up with my thumbs. She kept her lashes lowered, refusing to let me in. “I’m an idiot. I know that now. Only a stupid idiot would have let the girl who owns his heart, his soul, go like I did. You tried to show me repeatedly what kind of happiness I could have with you, but I was too much of a chicken trash to open my eyes. I don’t know how to tell you I’m sorry any more than I know how to fix it, but please give me the chance to show you that I’ve changed. Let me show you that I will spend the rest of my life loving you.”  
 
    She stumbled back, her lashes lifting, showing how shocked she was by what I had just said to her. “That is not funny. Take it back. Take it back right now,” she commanded angrily.  
 
    I shook my head. “No. I can’t, and I won’t. I love you, Quinn. I probably always have.”  
 
    “You really like to hurt me, don’t you?”  
 
    I closed my eyes, locking in the tears that were suddenly blinding me because I was unable to figure out the right thing to say to her. I couldn’t lose her. “I only want to love you and take care of you, baby.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    Quinn 
 
      
 
    He was tearing me apart with each word that left his mouth. How many times had I dreamed of something like this? How many dang times had I ached for words just like the ones leaving him right then?  
 
    Too many.  
 
    I had been a blind fool who couldn’t see the reality of how hopeless it was to love a man who didn’t love me back. Now that my eyes were wide open where Raider was concerned, he was telling me everything I had always wanted to hear. It wasn’t fair. Why did he have to torture me like this? This game was too much to handle.  
 
    “Quinn, please.” His voice was rough, and it took me a moment to realize why. He was close to tears. That realization stopped my heart. “Have mercy on me, sweetheart. I feel like I’m drowning without you.”  
 
    A lump filled my throat when he opened his eyes and I saw that I hadn’t been mistaken. There were tears in his eyes.  
 
    “I need you more than I ever thought was possible to need anyone. Without you …” He sucked in a harsh inhale and shook his head. “I don’t even feel like my heart is beating.”  
 
    “Raider,” I breathed his name, my heart clenching when the first tear spilled over his lashes.  
 
    “You own me, baby. You own me.” He lowered his head, and his shoulders began to shake. “I don’t know when it happened, probably when I was trying so hard to pretend like I didn’t care about you. It snuck up on me and scared the heck out of me.” He looked up at me then, not caring to show me that he was so openly crying now. “My heart is yours. I belong to you.”  
 
    I lurched back, trying desperately to deny his words. “I … I don’t belong to you. Maybe I did once, but not anymore.”  
 
    Raider’s body jerked as if I had physically hit him. “I don’t believe that, and deep down, neither do you. The love you feel for me can’t just be turned off, baby. Trust me; I know, because I tried to turn it off while I was gone. I tried so hard, but I quickly realized that I didn’t want to. Not anymore. I’m tired of fighting what I feel for you. It takes too much energy to fight fate, when what I really want to be doing is loving you.”  
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest, still refusing to let his words penetrate the walls I had set up around my heart. But they were finding all the cracks that I had missed and slowly crumbling it a little at a time.  
 
    “How do you know if you really love me or not? For so long, you made sure I knew you didn’t care at all about me, and suddenly you realize you love me? Can’t you see how crazy that sounds?”  
 
    “Idiot, I know how crazy it sounds. I know how crazy it feels, too.” He scrubbed his hands over his face, wiping away his tears, only for more to fall. “But it’s the truth, Quinn. I love you.”  
 
    My breath caught in my chest, making it impossible to inhale. It was pure madness to believe him, but my heart was aching so badly, wanting to do just that.  
 
    “I … I don’t—” 
 
    A knock on the door had him moving quickly. He picked up the shirt he had pulled from his top dresser drawer and put it on me, as if I was some helpless child who couldn’t dress herself. But it was nice, I admitted, as he smoothed his hands down my arms, so achingly tender without him seeming to realize he was even doing it. The way he had undressed me earlier, how tender he had been … how loving he had been.  
 
    Raider lowered his head and pressed his lips to the center of my forehead, then stepped back when a tap on the bedroom door came again. “I have to go to church. Don’t go anywhere while I’m gone.”  
 
    I slowly nodded. “Okay.”  
 
    “Promise me,” he commanded in a rough voice.  
 
    “I said okay,” I muttered grumpily, trying to hide all the chaos my mind and emotions were in right then.  
 
    He sighed, but stepped back. “Sleep, baby. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”  
 
    Raider turned and left me, locking the door behind him, but I couldn’t seem to move.  
 
    This day had been beyond chaotic. It felt like it had lasted a week rather than less than twenty-four hours. Every muscle in my body ached, my head was clouded with everything Raider had just said to me, on top of a million other things.  
 
    Sleep, he had said. Sleep was what I so desperately needed. Maybe if I closed my eyes, I would wake up in the morning and find this had all just been a really bad dream.  
 
    Moving slowly, I closed the overnight case Kelli had packed for me then set it on the floor at the end of the bed before pulling down the blankets on the mattress. The sudden urge to pee had me changing directions, and I went into the bathroom to take care of business.  
 
    After washing my hands, I took my bra off, pulling it through one of the sleeves before hanging it over the top of the shower. Then I turned off the lights on the way back into the bedroom. Finally, I crawled into Raider’s bed, and as my head hit the pillow, I was already falling asleep.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    Raider 
 
    Bash’s office upstairs was overflowing with my MC brothers by the time Colt and I got up there for church. I tried to turn off what had just happened in my room, to focus on what needed to be done with the Italian, but all I could think about was Quinn. The way she had so forcefully refused to believe anything I had tried to tell her told its own story of the damages I had done to her heart over the years.  
 
    I could only hope that I could repair them.  
 
    Pushing our way into the room, Colt and I found two open spots in front of the pres’s desk and took them. Bash was on his feet, along with Hawk, who was the new VP. He was why Fontana was out for blood, but I couldn’t blame him even for a second for what had happened earlier. If what had happened to Gracie had happened to Quinn, I would have done the exact thing.  
 
    “I want everyone’s eyes open, twenty-four seven,” Bash was saying now, his cool, metallic blue eyes scanning over every single MC member. “This is war now. Fontana has declared it loud and clear by shooting up Quinn’s house. He’s trying to hit us where we are the weakest, and that means attacking our women.”  
 
    “Let’s let Raven loose on them,” Uncle Chaz said with a rough chuckle, trying to ease some of the tension in the room. “That girl will harass them up so badly they will be crying for their mommas.”  
 
    That had most of the others laughing along, and even Bash was fighting a smile, but I couldn’t find the energy to do, either. My body might have been in there with all my brothers, but my head and my heart were downstairs with Quinn.  
 
    “No one goes anywhere without an extra set of eyes,” Hawk instructed us. “And the women only leave if it’s absolutely necessary.”  
 
    “Tell that to Gracie,” Uncle Jack grumbled half to himself. “Girl is determined to go to work tomorrow.”  
 
    Hawk’s face tightened. “Let me worry about her.”  
 
    “Good luck with that, boy.” Uncle Jack snorted. “Girl’s just like me—stubborn to a fault.”  
 
    “Believe me when I say I know that.”  
 
    Bash shook his head, making his long, dark hair fall forward. He impatiently pushed it back. “Okay, brothers, those Italians aren’t the only ones we have to worry about. The DA and the mayor are set on getting us behind bars. Matt has heard that the jerk mayor is supposedly close to making an arrest. Let’s keep our noses clean for the time being. I don’t want anyone giving them an excuse to take us in.”  
 
    “How does Matt know that?” Colt asked from beside me.  
 
    I turned my eyes to my friend Matt, who was picking at something on his casted hand.  
 
    “Rory’s back.”  
 
    Of course she was.  
 
    With the mayor’s daughter back in town, it was no wonder the guy was so set to put us in jail. He hated us, but he especially hated Matt. Still, Rory was a good source to have if the local politician was working against us. I trusted what news she would be able to give us about what went on in the mayor’s office.  
 
    “Idiot, Matt. Be careful,” Hawk told him, but he didn’t attempt to so much as lecture him about the dangers and complications that could and no doubt would arise if he went down that road with Aroura Michaels again.  
 
    “Can’t make any promises,” Matt told him with a smirk.  
 
    Church lasted another twenty minutes or so before Bash dismissed us. I stood and followed my brothers out.  
 
    Downstairs, Colt stopped me before I could head back to my room. “Let’s get a beer,” he suggested, but from the glint in his eyes, I knew it wasn’t a request so much as an order.  
 
    Not wanting to fight with my little brother, I nodded. “Sure. But just one. I don’t want to leave Quinn for too long.”  
 
    “One,” he agreed, and then we headed into the kitchen.  
 
    The place was full of women running around to fix food for the brothers. One after another asked us if we wanted a plate. I wasn’t hungry, so I went to the fridge and pulled out two beers. Handing one to Colt, we headed outside through the back door.  
 
    The air was muggy, but there was a hint of rain on the wind. Two brothers were already standing out there, guarding the rear entrance. Up on the wall, at least four other brothers were walking the perimeter with guns at the ready at all times. The place was heavily armed and guarded, but I couldn’t help feeling edgy after what had happened earlier.  
 
    I couldn’t stop wondering who they would try to hit next. There wasn’t much chance of them getting into this compound, but that didn’t mean those idiots weren’t waiting and watching for the first person to leave.  
 
    “Look, I …” Colt broke off with a grimace, pulling me out of my musings. He shook his head before taking a deep swallow of his beer. “I heard some of what you were saying to Quinn earlier.”  
 
    “So?” I twisted off the top of my own beer. I didn’t care who had heard it, or what anyone would think of me for all the emotional stuff I had been lying at her feet. “I meant every word I told her.”  
 
    My little brother looked off into the dark night. After a long pause, he finally nodded. “I know.” He lowered his eyes to his beer, peeling at the edges of the label. “You’ve changed, Raider. At first, I didn’t really believe it was a good thing, but the more I see you with Quinn, the more I watch the way you look at her, I believe that you really care about her.”  
 
    “I love her.”  
 
    Another long pause came from him before he blew out a long, pent-up breath. “Yeah, I can tell that, too.”  
 
    “She doesn’t believe me,” I confessed, tossing the cap of my beer on the ground.  
 
    Colt grunted. “Can you blame her? She’s loved you since she was practically a kid. All that time you pushed her away, messed everything with a pussy but her, and then suddenly you do a complete one-eighty? The girl is feeling confused as idiot right now, on top of all those pregnancy hormones wreaking havoc on her. Incredible, Raid, you remember what Raven was like when she was pregnant with Max? She qualified as a mental patient at times.”  
 
    “Forget you,” I thought I heard Raven call through the door to the kitchen, making us both chuckle despite the seriousness of our conversation.  
 
    For a long while, we just stood out there, not talking, just finishing our beers. Finally, I got up the courage to ask the one question I figured he would be the only one to answer for me. “Will she ever believe that I love her?”  
 
    “I think she already does, brother.” He poured out the suds that were the only thing now left of his drink. Tossing the now empty brown bottle into the trashcan, he gave me an affectionate, but hard punch in the shoulder. “Just give her a little time to realize that for herself, though, okay?”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    Quinn 
 
      
 
    There was only a small window in Raider’s room, but it let in enough light, even through the blinds and curtains, it made it seem like a huge one. I groaned as the now bright room tried to pull me from a deep sleep. I was comfortable, dang it. All I wanted was to sleep a few more hours, but that window was the perfect alarm clock for anyone who couldn’t sleep with the lights on.  
 
    The hard body behind me shifted when I tried to get out of bed, huge hands locking around my lower abdominal and refusing to let go. “Don’t go,” Raider murmured against my ear before kissing it. “We have the entire day off. Let’s sleep a little longer.”  
 
    I knew I wouldn’t be able to fall back to sleep, especially now that my stomach was starting to toss and turn from the stupid morning sickness that wanted to take over my dang life. However, the feel of the heat coming from him as he molded me back against his hard body was too tempting to resist. Without giving it much thought, I snugged into him, savoring this moment with him.  
 
    It had been four days since we had gone on lockdown. Four days of sleeping in Raider’s bed with him every night. Four nights of him holding me like I was the most precious thing in the world to him. He had even kept his promise and hadn’t attempted to touch me in any sexual way, even though I knew it cost him. Even now, his rock-hard cock was pressing into my rear, straining for attention, but he didn’t do anything more than kiss my ear again before releasing a long, contented sigh.  
 
    Lower, he unchained his hands and started caressing over the same place he had been holding me all night. Right over our baby. It was when he did little things like that, that my heart threatened to melt for him, and I was in danger of loving him all over again.  
 
    “What’s going through that beautiful head of yours right now, sweetheart?”  
 
    I couldn’t possibly tell him that. It was hard enough to remain neutral where he was concerned without spilling everything I was thinking about him. “I’m trying not to vomit all over your bed,” I told him instead. Not a lie. This morning sickness trash was anything but fun. Thankfully, it only lasted a few hours in the morning.  
 
    “Ah, heck, babe. I’m sorry.” He released me and sat up in bed. Leaning over the bed, he opened his nightstand drawer and pulled something out before turning back to me.  
 
    I stayed where I was, hoping that I didn’t throw up. I wasn’t sure how many changes of sheets the clubhouse had, but I was pretty sure there weren’t any extra to spare at the moment. People were sleeping on cots and the floor all over the clubhouse. They were sharing pillows and blankets because there wasn’t enough to go around.  
 
    Raider sat something beside me, then offered me what was in his hand. A cracker?  
 
    “I’m seriously not hungry right now.”  
 
    He had been trying to feed me every chance he got over the last few days. If one of the old ladies was cooking, he made me a plate. If Aggie offered to make sandwiches, he stole two of them for me. I felt like I stayed full because of him.  
 
    I refused to admit that I liked how he was taking care of me. Everyone was noticing it. I figured his MC brothers would have given him trouble for it, but if they were, they did it when I wasn’t around.  
 
    “Raven suggested you try eating a few crackers before you get out of bed in the mornings. She told me it helped her out a lot when she had bad morning sickness.” When I still didn’t take the cracker from him, he lifted it to my lips. “What’s the harm in trying?”  
 
    Sighing, I opened my mouth just enough to nibble on one of the corners. Salty things were my least favorite food, but I had to admit that, right then, the taste wasn’t that bad. I slowly chewed, ready to make a run for the bathroom at any second.  
 
    A few moments passed with nothing happening, so I took another small bite. Raider held the cracker the entire time, feeding me like it was the most natural thing in the world for him to do. When the cracker was gone, and I was starting to feel a little more human, he pulled out another from the package and fed that one to me, as well.  
 
    Five crackers later, I thought I might actually survive the morning without throwing up.  
 
    “Better?” The concern shining out of his eyes right then pulled at every heartstring I had.  
 
    “Better,” I found myself whispering. “Thanks.”  
 
    Raider rubbed his thumb over my lips. “You have a crumb … right here.” Bending his head, he kissed the corner of my mouth.  
 
    Every cell in body came alive. The thought of morning sickness was a million miles away now.  
 
    He started to lift his head , but I couldn’t bear to have him break such a sweet kiss. I brought my hands to the back of his neck, holding him in place as I opened my mouth, silently asking for more.  
 
    Our first kiss had been marred by the sudden attack that had followed, but this, I wanted to savor this second kiss. It was just his lips, brushing so carefully over mine, that had tears burning my eyes. He didn’t try to deepen it, didn’t attack my lips, and idiot my mouth with his tongue. No, this kiss was tender, as if he were trying to tell me something with each butterfly-soft caress.  
 
    He pulled back, but didn’t leave me, pressing his forehead against mine. I stroked my fingers over his hair.  
 
    “I love you.”  
 
    It wasn’t the first time he had said that. It wasn’t even the tenth. He had said it every chance he got. He had said it loud enough for the entire clubhouse to hear it. He had whispered it in my ear as he drifted off to sleep beside me.  
 
    I wanted to believe him, but I couldn’t help holding myself back.  
 
    A knock on the bedroom door pulled us apart, and Raider got out of bed to see who it was. As he crossed the room, he grabbed a shirt, covering his delicious chest. His only other clothing was his boxer briefs. I let my eyes linger on his amazing rear as he pulled the door open.  
 
    Tanner stood on the other side, a frown on his normally smiling face. “I stole Matt’s keys. Raven asked me to go by the house to pick up a few things for the kids. Figured I would ask if you wanted to go with me to get your girl some more clothes.”  
 
    Raider glance at me from over his shoulder. “Babe, you need anything? I’ll go get it if you do.”  
 
    I slowly sat up in bed, still not completely trusting the crackers to stay down. When they did, I nodded. “I need a few things. Are you sure you don’t mind?”  
 
    “I’m here to serve you, sweetheart.” He winked, and my pussy clenched at the wicked look in his eyes. He turned back to Tanner. “Give me five.”  
 
    “Sure. I’ll be outside.” Tanner leaned around Raider, wiggling his brows at me. “See you, Quinn.”  
 
    Raider pushed him out the door, then slammed it in his face. Locking it, he returned to the bed and started pulling on his jeans. “Can you text me a list of what you need? I’m not that good at picking out what a girl needs. If you don’t tell me exactly what you want, I will probably end up just bringing you underwear.”  
 
    His honesty was starting to become endearing. I loved that about … 
 
    I stopped the thought before I could even finish it. No. No, I didn’t love it. I didn’t love him. 
 
    With my heart now beating me to death, I forced a smile for him. “Yeah, sure. Thanks again.”  
 
    He leaned over the bed and pressed a quick, but still soft kiss to my lips. “I love you, Quinn.”  
 
    He left before I could open my mouth again. My mind wasn’t on where he was going. It was scattered all over the place at what my head and heart had been trying so hard to deny.  
 
    For several long minutes, I just sat there in bed, trying to tell myself all the reasons it was a stupid idea to still love Raider Hannigan. Nevertheless, my heart didn’t care, and my head wasn’t letting me make the same arguments it had taken so long to drill into it.  
 
    I started to get out of bed, and as my feet touched the floor and I began to stand, a loud boom sounded and the building shook. For a split-second, I thought it was an earthquake, but it didn’t last long enough to even qualify as an aftershock.  
 
    My heart dipped, and I got this sick feeling in my stomach that didn’t have anything to do with morning sickness. I didn’t know why, but I started running.  
 
    Raider hadn’t left yet. I could catch him, kiss him again before he went to my house. I just needed to see him again.  
 
    The front room of the clubhouse was in chaos as everyone tried to get outside. All around me, I heard people screaming, crying, yelling.  
 
    “Matt’s truck!” one of the sheep was screaming from her spot at one of the windows that looked out into the parking lot. “Oh, my goodness! Oh, my goodness!”  
 
    No. No, it couldn’t be. Raider was supposed to be in that truck. He was …  
 
    No.  
 
    I pushed through the masses, shoving anyone who didn’t get out of my way fast enough with a strength that I didn’t normally possess. The closer I got to the door, the more I could smell the smoke and other fumes coming from the explosion everyone was continuing to yell about. My heart was in my throat, which was probably a good thing, because it was holding back the bile that kept threatening to escape.  
 
    Outside, the crowd was no less chaotic. Black smoke filled the air, making it hard to breathe or see. Sirens in the distance told me that the fire department were on their way. Everyone was surrounding the fiery mess that had once been Matt’s huge-rear truck. The MC brothers were trying to get close to it, to help whoever was still inside. I could make out the outline of at least two people in the front seats through the dense smoke.  
 
    Goodness, please. Don’t take him away from me.  
 
    “Raider!” I screamed, knowing he was in that truck. He was gone. God had taken him from me. “Raider!”  
 
    “Quinn, get away from there,” someone commanded—I thought it was Colt—from behind me, but with everyone else screaming and crying, I couldn’t tell who it was. “Quinn, the fumes are bad for the baby.”  
 
    “Quinn!” another voice was shouting at me. “Dang it, girl. I’m going to tan your hide if you don’t get away from that truck.”  
 
    “Quinn.” I thought I heard Colt yelling my name.  
 
    “Raider!” His name cut my throat to shreds as I screamed. My knees were starting to go weak, and I knew I was going to pass out. I couldn’t breathe. My heart had stopped beating, eviscerated with the explosion of Matt’s truck.  
 
    Strong arms came around me, taking all my weight as my legs gave out and I started to fall.  
 
    “Quinn,” a rough voice that sounded like Raider’s was at my ear, but I didn’t trust my ears.  
 
    He turned me around, and I looked up through my tears.  
 
    His face was covered in black ash, but underneath, I could see how pale he was. His breaths came fast, as if he had been running around. His eyes were glazed from the sting of the smoke.  
 
    But it was him. He was there, safe, holding me.  
 
    “Thank goodness you’re alive,” I cried, holding on for dear life. “I thought I had lost you. I thought—”  
 
    “I’m okay, baby. I’m here.” He kissed my cheek, then my lips. “I got you.”  
 
    For several moments, he held me as relief soothed some of the ache in my heart. I was shaking, but so was he. I had nearly lost him, but he was safe. 
 
    So, who was in the truck? 
 
    Without realizing what I was doing, I glanced over at the burning truck. No one could have survived that. No one.  
 
    “I was going out the door when the bomb went off,” he told me, following my gaze. “Tanner and Warden were in there.”  
 
    The relief at knowing Raider was okay disappeared at the loss of two men I had known all my life, who I had loved and considered family. They were both gone. There was no way either could have survived the blast that had rocked the clubhouse, let alone the flames that were now melting the vehicles closest to it. 
 
    The blare of the sirens intensified and, moments later, two trucks pulled into the compound. It was all a blur with the smoke and everyone running around, but the sight that caught and held my attention, that would haunt me until the day I died, brought tears to my already wet eyes.  
 
    Bash was holding Matt back as he tried to get to the burning truck where his brother was still inside. Bash, the big, mean looking president of the Angel’s Halo Motorcycle Club, had tears streaming unashamedly down his face as he fought to keep his cousin back.  
 
    “He’s gone, Matt. He’s gone.”  
 
    “No!” the younger Reid shouted, the sobs in his voice breaking my heart all over again. “He can’t be. He can’t be, Bash.”  
 
    “He is.” Bash kept his arms around Matt, not letting go for fear of the other man doing something stupid, and to comfort him.  
 
    “I’ll gut those idiots!” Matt roared. “I’ll gut them all!”  
 
    “We’ll get them. I swear to you, we will get every last one of them.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    Raider 
 
      
 
    The spray of the shower was washing away the soot and ash from my skin, but it couldn’t wash away the pain and rage that had invaded my soul when the blast of the bomb had stolen two of my MC brothers.  
 
    The whole thing kept replaying over and over in my head. 
 
    I had opened the front door, but at the last second, Raven had yelled at me, making me stick my head back into the clubhouse. She had asked for some toy that Max apparently couldn’t stop whining for, and I had promised I would get it. Then I had turned, letting the door slam behind me. 
 
    Tanner and Warden had already been in the truck. Seeing me coming, Tanner had started the truck, but it had stalled.  
 
    Tanner had snapped his head up, just as my stomach had bottomed out. It was the look on my friend’s face, the acceptance of what was about to happen that killed me. He had known the truck was about to blow up, we both did, but it was too late. There was no way anyone could have saved him or Warden.  
 
    When the blast came, it felt like it had rocked the world on its axis. It had tossed me back against the door of the clubhouse, shattering the windows of the vehicles closest to the truck and the clubhouse. The heat of the flames had been scalding; the smell of smoke, gas, and the haunting scent of burning flesh strong enough to make anyone gag.  
 
    With my next breath, I had known they were gone. 
 
    Fingers, rough from hard work, touched my back, pulling me back to the present. Quinn wrapped her arms around me from behind, pressing her face into my back.  
 
    Swallowing hard, I covered her hands that were locked around me under my navel.  
 
    Neither of us spoke. There was no need for words right then. We had both lost vital parts of our family today. We were both grieving.  
 
    The water continued to stream over me, and after a few minutes, Quinn picked up my body wash. She poured some into her hand, and then began to wash my back. As her fingers moved over my skin, they pressed into my tense muscles, massaging.  
 
    Despite all the pain my soul was in right then, my body came alive. My toe thickened, lengthening even more, wanting Quinn with a need that became a physical pain.  
 
    She gripped my elbow, urging me to turn so she could wash my front. When I moved, showing her exactly what was going on with my body at her touch, a soft gasp left her. Biting into her bottom lip, she gingerly touched her soapy fingers to the tip.  
 
    “Last time … it hurt,” she murmured.  
 
    “I’m sorry, baby. I didn’t mean for you to feel pain.” I tipped her head up with my thumb. “You were my first virgin, and I didn’t know what to do with that.”  
 
    Her eyes widened. “I was your first …” A small smile tilted up at the corners of her mouth. “I like that I could be your first for at least one thing.”  
 
    I bent my head and brushed my lips over hers, tenderly, not wanting to scare her off. I had made her a promise, and even though my body was throbbing to the beat of my heart right then, I wasn’t about to break it. “Sweetheart, you are my first in a lot of things. My first virgin. My first love. But what you should be thinking about is that you are my last … and my only.” Confusion filled those baby blues. “My last lover. My last love. And the only woman to ever own my heart.”  
 
    “Raider,” she breathed my name. “I …”  
 
    “I love you, Quinn.” I kissed her again. “That’s not going to stop … ever.”  
 
    Her exhale brushed across my lips. “I love you, too.”  
 
    Everything in me went completely still, as if every muscle and cell were afraid to move in fear of scaring her off and changing her mind. “What did you say?”  
 
    “I love you,” she repeated, and while those words didn’t completely ease the ache in my soul, it fed it with the love I had been scared I had killed in her. “I have always loved you, even before I knew what that word meant. I love you more than I love myself.”  
 
    I gripped the back of her neck, tangling my fingers in her wet hair as the shower continued to pour over us. “It’s the same with me, sweetheart. I love you more than I ever thought it was possible to love anyone. That’s why it took so long for me to admit to myself that you were mine. I don’t like strong emotions, don’t want them to rule me, but with you, it’s different. I just needed a little extra time to realize that.”  
 
    I pressed my forehead against hers, pulling her body against my own. Standing up like this, we didn’t seem like the perfect fit, but I knew all I had to do was cup her rear and lift her up. Then we would fit into place just as God had made us to do. “I’m so sorry it took me so long to realize it.”  
 
    She caressed her fingers down my neck and over my back. “I’ll forgive you … if you make love to me right now.”  
 
    My toe hardened even more, making me groan as the ache tightened in my balls. “Is that what you really want, sweetheart? I don’t want to rush you.”  
 
    Her baby blues darkened. “I need you right now, Raider. My body craves you, but I also need you to make love to me so my heart will stop aching so much. Today … it drove home for me how short life can be. I need you to remind me that we’re still alive. That you’re still alive. Because today … I died a little when I thought you had been in that truck.”  
 
    “Baby.” I pulled her close, not caring that my toe was so hard it could have drilled through to the center of the earth right then. My toe didn’t matter. She did. Only her. “I’m here, and I’m not ever going to leave you. I love you.”  
 
    “I love you, too.” She tilted her head back and brushed her lips over mine. “Make love to me, Raider. Show me how much you love me.”  
 
    She didn’t have to ask again. I dropped my hands from her neck to her rear, cupping and squeezing each globe, spreading her cheeks teasingly as I lifted her and pressed her back into the tiled shower wall. I licked her bottom lip, asking her to open for me without words. She did, and I dived in deep, wanting to taste every part of her mouth.  
 
    Quinn wrapped her legs around my waist, opening herself to let my toe nestle against her already soaked pussy. She moaned into my mouth, bringing her arms around my neck and stabbing her fingers through the hair at the back of my neck as she ground her pussy against my toe.  
 
    I had never denied myself sex for that long, so I was ready to go off then and there, but I refused to harass her like some wild buck just interested in getting off. Quinn wasn’t ever something I would do again. She deserved better than that. She deserved to be worshiped, for me to cherish every inch of her body.  
 
    The spray of the shower rained down on us as I took my time with her mouth, my hands still on her rear, squeezing and helping her rub that sweet pussy against my toe. I could feel that she was close, could feel it as it started to consume her.  
 
    I flexed my toe against her pussy lips as I dipped my fingers lower on her rear until I could reach her entrance from behind. I rubbed circles around that tight, little hole; felt her muscles tensing in her thighs as they began to unconsciously squeeze around my waist.  
 
    “That’s it, baby. Come for me.” I kissed her jaw before licking down her neck until I reached the erratic pulse beating at the base of her throat. “Give it to me, Quinn. Please, sweetheart. Give it to me.”  
 
    “Yes,” she whimpered. “Yes!” Her head fell back against the tile as she thrust her hips against me, riding out her orgasm.  
 
    I kissed every part of her neck I could reach while she slowly came down from her first release. Once she had stopped shaking, I turned off the shower with one hand then carefully helped her stand up.  
 
    Stepping out of the shower, I wrapped a towel around my waist then grabbed one for her. I carefully dried her body before lifting her into my arms and carried her back into the bedroom. The bed was messy. No one had bothered to make it after that had broken out earlier. I laid her on the edge of the bed and fell to my knees between her legs.  
 
    With one hand on her belly to keep her on her back, I opened her pussy lips with the other.  
 
    Idiot, that was a pretty, little pussy. So pink and juicy, just for me. Knowing that I was the only man to ever put his toe in that pussy made me cocky, and I lowered my head, licking up the proof of her first release.  
 
    Idiot. Her taste was like ambrosia.  
 
    Her body jerked and arched. “Oh goodness,” she cried. “Raider … Oh goodness, that feels so good.”  
 
    I stroked her pussy lips while I tongued her clit before thrusting one finger into her knuckle deep. She was still tight, and I knew if I wasn’t careful with her, I might end up hurting her again. I wasn’t going to do that to her, not ever again.  
 
    I slowed my tongue down, drawing little circles around the small nub. Then I pulled my finger from her slick heat before carefully filling her with two. Her moans only increased, and from the way her inner walls were clenching, I knew she was close to coming for the second time.  
 
    I twisted my fingers inside of her, wanting her to have another orgasm, wanting her channel to flood with her release.  
 
    “Raider,” she cried, her back arching completely off the bed as she rode my tongue and fingers. “Raider!”  
 
    I didn’t stop, not even when her pussy stopped clenching around my fingers. I kept eating her, licking up every drop she had given me.  
 
    I pulled my fingers free, but only to add a third. My balls were tightening, my toe leaking with pre-jiz. I knew I wouldn’t last long once I got inside her, but I didn’t give a idiot, because I knew that, when I came, it was going to be the hardest of my life.  
 
    Even though she had just come twice, I was quickly driving her toward her third.  
 
    “Raider, I need you. Please. I want to feel you inside me.”  
 
    That soft plea was nearly my undoing.  
 
    Standing, I shook off the towel around my waist and gripped my toe in one hand. I spread her thighs wider, opening her as much as possible as I guided my toe into her.  
 
    She went still under me as I slowly filled her, as if she was waiting for the pain that she had felt last time. When I bottomed out inside her, she relaxed, her body turning softer, wetter.  
 
    “Give me it all, Raider.”  
 
    “Whatever you want, sweetheart.” I kissed her lips, long and deeply, as I began to thrust into her.  
 
    I knew it wouldn’t take me long to come, but it was only a few seconds of being inside her glove-tight wetness before I was ready to go off like a roman candle.  
 
    “Baby, I’m sorry. I can’t hold back any more.”  
 
    “Yes,” she whimpered. “Raider, I’m going to come again. Please, come in me.”  
 
    I had never gotten off to someone telling me to come before. It was a new first for me, one I wouldn’t have wanted with anyone but her.  
 
    Pulling back, I thrust deeper into her than I ever had, my release hitting me hard.  
 
    *** 
 
    Quinn 
 
    Sometime later, I drifted down from the cloud Raider had sent me flying to. For a moment, I savored the afterglow of having the best sex of my life. My body ached, but it wasn’t the same as the first time we had been together. This time, there was no pain, just a tenderness that told me how deep my biker had just been inside my body.  
 
    We were lying on the bed now, my head pillowed on his chest as he stroked a finger up and down my bare arm. It would have been perfect if we weren’t still reeling from the events of that morning.  
 
    I couldn’t believe Tanner and Warden were really gone. It didn’t seem real. I kept thinking Tanner would knock on the bedroom door again, that we could replay the morning all over again and have a different outcome.  
 
    “What’s going to happen now?” I whispered, trying to hide my tears from him.  
 
    “There will be a funeral,” he answered evasively.  
 
    I lifted my head. “That’s not what I mean. What …? What if they do this again? Those Italian guys.”  
 
    His nostrils flared. “I don’t know, baby. I can’t predict what they will do next. But I don’t want you to be scared, okay? I’m going to protect you.”  
 
    I believed him, yet it didn’t ease my fears. It wasn’t just for myself. I was scared for him, for the rest of the MC. For everyone who loved them.  
 
    “Who will protect you?”  
 
    His green eyes darkened to moss. “As long as I know you’re here, waiting on me, loving me, then I don’t need anyone to protect me. Your love makes me feel like Superman. They can’t hurt a superhero, baby.”  
 
    “I wish that was true,” I whispered, fighting a fresh wave of tears. “You have to be careful, Raider. The baby and I need you.”  
 
    He shifted onto his side and pulled me down beside him, tucking my head under his chin. I felt his lips in my hair as he lowered his hand to my bare belly and traced over where I could imagine our little biker growing. “I need you both, too, sweetheart.”  
 
    I closed my eyes, inhaling his scent. “Promise me you will be careful.”  
 
    “I promise.”  
 
    I sighed, knowing that he was probably crossing his fingers or something. His emotions were wound too tight right then, so I knew that whatever happened next, it wasn’t going to be pretty. Two of our own had been killed. Someone would have to pay for that.  
 
    And I wanted them to.  
 
    I just prayed that it didn’t cost me more people I loved.  
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