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          (TARNISHED ANGELS MOTORCYCLE CLUB BOOK 7)

        

      

    

    
      “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you, Hayden. Nothing.”

      

      All I wanted was to be home in my pajamas…instead, I’m at a club with my best friend.

      

      When she bets me I won’t talk to the leather-wearing snack on the dance floor, I hop off my high-horse to prove her wrong.

      

      The next thing I know, I’m kissing a bad-boy biker in the dark.

      

      Bones makes me want to throw out my good-girl rulebook…and my panties too.

      

      He doesn’t belong in my world, but when I see Bones in a tuxedo charming my upper-class, matchmaking mother, I start to think he and I could have a future together.

      

      But then there’s an attempt on my life. Now I’ll have to marry a man from the wrong side of the tracks for protection...

      

      I never asked him to make the ultimate sacrifice, but to keep me alive, that’s just what my Tarnished Angel is willing to do…
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      “What are you staring at?” I asked.

      “The hottest guy I’ve ever seen.” My best friend brought a flute of Prosecco to her bright red lips, her eyes locked on a man across the club floor.

      I grinned. “Are you going to talk to him?”

      “And leave you sitting here all by yourself? What kind of a friend do you think I am?”

      “The horny kind.”

      She winked at me. “The night is young and so are we. He might be hot, but I’m not willing to forgo all my other options just yet.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “You haven’t even asked who I’m talking about. Aren’t you at all curious?”

      “Not really.” I grabbed my rocks glass and took a sip of my clear, bubbly drink.

      “You’re no fun.”

      “I came out with you tonight, didn’t I?”

      “I had to beg…”

      I pointed to her. “Extrovert.” And then I pointed to myself. “Introvert.”

      She pointed to herself. “Embraces life.” She pointed to me. “Reclusive shut-in.”

      “Okay, fine. If I check out the hot guy you’re talking about, will you leave me alone?” I demanded lightly.

      “Sure.” Charlie gestured with her chin. “Ten o’clock. Leather vest.”

      “A leather vest? Seriously?”

      “Not that kind of leather vest,” she assured me.

      My curiosity was piqued. I swiveled on the bar stool, my eyes sifting through the people in the direction Charlie had motioned.

      The lights of the club were low and the music was soft enough that I didn’t have to yell at Charlie to be heard. The hum of conversations faded away when I finally saw exactly who Charlie was talking about.

      He was tall, towering over nearly everyone around him. His height wasn’t what made me pause, though. Those who moved in his sphere gave him a wide berth, like there was an invisible forcefield around him that people bounced off. His presence alone was commanding.

      “Told ya,” Charlie said with a knowing laugh.

      “He doesn’t even look like he belongs here.”

      Chaos was an upscale club—more like a wine bar atmosphere, but with a dance floor. The bar was made of marble and the floor was polished oak. Everyone was perfectly coiffed and presented, each of them hoping to find the perfect stranger to fill the void we all lived with but pretended we didn’t have.

      “Here.” Charlie handed me a bar napkin.

      “What’s this for?” I asked.

      “Your drool.”

      “Oh, shut up.” I laughed and threw the napkin back at her.

      “You should go talk to him,” she suggested, taking another sip of her Prosecco.

      “What? No. You were the one who saw him first. And he looks like he’s just your type.”

      “The kind of man my parents would hate if I brought home? Hmm. Yeah. Normally, I’d be all about that, but that’s what they expect of me. I have to keep them on their toes. If I bring home a clean-cut suit, they’ll be so confused.”

      “You’ve got issues.”

      “Definitely,” she agreed. “I bequeath him to you. Go talk to him.”

      “I’m not gonna talk to him. What would I even say?”

      “Say nothing, just pet his leather vest.”

      “Pass.”

      She sighed. “I didn’t want to have to do this, but you leave me no choice.”

      “What?”

      “If you go talk to him, I promise I’ll show up at the gala your mother is organizing.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “You never go to those things.”

      “Well, I will. For you. But only if you go up and talk to him.”

      “All I have to do is talk to him?” I asked.

      “That’s all.”

      I peered at her for a moment and then suddenly smiled. “Okay.”

      Charlie blinked. “Okay?”

      “Okay,” I repeated. “I’ll go talk to him.”

      “You have to say more than hi to him. Otherwise, no deal. If you spend five minutes over there, I’ll even wear the backless dress I’ve been saving for a special occasion. The dress will make my mother blow a gasket.”

      “Why do you want to torture your mother so badly?” I asked.

      “Don’t take her side,” Charlie said. “Now go.”

      I set my drink down and slid off the stool. I grabbed my phone, shot Charlie a wink, and then with feigned confidence, approached tall, dark, and Bad Decision.

      Capital B. Capital D.

      Bad Decision was standing by himself and the closer I got to him, the more I realized I hadn’t seen him clearly at all.

      He was taller than I originally thought, at least ten inches over my five four. His jaw was covered in stubble and his gaze surveyed the floor.

      Electric blue eyes glanced in my direction before drifting away. “I’m not interested, Jailbait.”

      His deep voice washed over me and despite his words, goosebumps arose along my arms.

      “I’m not jailbait,” I blurted out.

      He turned his attention back to me and raised a dark brow. “Yeah? Prove it.”

      “Prove it?”

      “Show me your ID.”

      “I’m not showing you my ID. I got into the club, that’s proof enough I’m legal.”

      “IDs can be faked. You must have a fake ID. Now, if you don’t show me your ID, I’ll have to escort you out.”

      “You can’t escort me out.”

      “I’m security,” he said lightly. “So either show me your ID or I take you outside and put your underage ass in a cab home.”

      I glared at him, but his body was alert, ready to move.

      It wasn’t fair that I found him attractive.

      “I’m waiting.”

      With a sigh, I pulled my license out from the slit in my phone case and handed it to him. Our fingers brushed when he took it from me.

      I inhaled sharply, but otherwise made no sound.

      He studied my ID and then lifted his eyes to mine. “Hayden Spencer. Twenty-five years old. I stand corrected. You’re not jailbait. You’re not jailbait at all.”

      Suddenly he smiled.

      Danger, abort mission, fall back.

      With a frown, I focused on the man in front of me and filched my license from his fingers and shoved it back into my phone case slit.

      “You know what? Winning the bet isn’t worth it,” I said.

      “Bet? What bet?” he asked.

      “My best friend bet me I wouldn’t talk to you for five minutes. But no amount of winning is worth this. You’re insufferable, arrogant⁠—”

      “Your eyes are gorgeous.”

      The way he was looking at me made my stomach flutter and my long dormant libido crackle to life.

      He held up two fingers and I turned around to see who he was gesturing to. The bartender inclined his head and began making drinks.

      “I don’t need a drink,” I told him.

      He flashed another libertine grin. “You’re right. You need a few. Relax, Duchess, let me take care of you. You’ll like it, I promise.”

      My brows snapped together. “Duchess?”

      “You’ve got that expensive look about you.”

      Before I was able to stutter a reply, the music cut off and so did the lights. Darkness swamped the club. A murmur of collective confusion swelled throughout the room.

      Panic swirled in my belly, a breath of terror escaping from between my lips.

      A large hand settled on my hip and pulled me forward until my chest was flush against Bad Decision’s leather vest. Another hand came out of nowhere and gently clasped the back of my neck and before I knew it, his lips covered mine.

      My alarm immediately receded as I was consumed by the man kissing me. He wasn’t forceful, nor was he tender. He was an expert kisser. He sipped at my lips, a connoisseur of pleasure. The flutters in my stomach quickly turned into a swarm of excitement.

      My free hand had a mind of its own and pressed against the solid warm chest of the man whose real name I didn’t know.

      The overhead lights flared to life—not the dim, sensual glow of club lights, but the garish, everyday fluorescent bulbs.

      With the illumination of the club, my senses returned.

      I yanked my hand away from his chest—his firm, muscular chest—and slid it up between our mouths.

      My vision swam and I stumbled on my heels.

      Bad Decision’s hands quickly grasped my upper arms to steady me. “I had no idea my kiss was going to make you faint.”

      I inhaled a deep breath and met his eyes in the light.

      Dear Lord, he’s even better looking than I thought.

      “I’m not the fainting type,” I sassed.

      “Glad to hear you’re made of stronger stuff. So,” he continued, “you want to go somewhere and pick up where we left off?”

      “Nope.” I shook my head. “I want no part of this. You’re trouble, and I don’t go home with men I’ve just met.”

      “Sex in the bathroom, then?”

      I glared. “Good night, Bad Decision.”

      He flashed a sexy grin. “My name is Bones, but close enough.”
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        * * *

      

      “I didn’t tell you to kiss him,” Charlie said as she climbed into the Uber after me.

      “Will you hurry up?” I demanded. “I want to get out of here.”

      “Worried about your leather snack coming out and finishing what he started?” She closed the door and the car pulled away from the curb outside of Chaos.

      I let out an internal sign of relief. “No.”

      “Yeah, right. Color me surprised. The moment the lights came on, I saw you pressed up against him and I was kicking my feet, squealing and giggling like a teenage girl.”

      “I was just supposed to talk to him, not kiss him.” I leaned my head back against the seat and closed my eyes. Unfortunately, all that did was make me relive the kissing scene.

      “I didn’t think you had it in you,” she teased. “That was such a me move. You’re my hero.”

      I looked at her. “I won, you know. You have to go to the gala.”

      She smirked. “I was gonna go anyway.”

      I gasped. “You were? You beast! So, what was with the bet?”

      “Just wanted to see if I could get you to do something outside your comfort zone. I didn’t think you’d actually do him.”

      “I didn’t do him,” I negated. “Though he was amenable about continuing down the path of carnal sin—in the club bathroom, no less.”

      “Classy.”

      “Very.” I wrinkled my nose.

      “So, tell me about him.”

      “Nothing to tell.” I shrugged. “He said he was security for the club.”

      “Ah, no wonder he didn’t look like he belonged.”

      “Yep. His name is Bones.”

      “Bones? That’s not a name.”

      “Doesn’t really matter what his name is. He’s trouble. And it’s done now. I’ll never see him again.”

      Charlie didn’t say anything for a moment and then she said, “I’m proud of you.”

      “For kissing a stranger? You already said that.”

      “Not that. I mean for actually coming out. Thank you. I needed the distraction.” Charlie fell silent and looked out the window.

      “You want to talk?”

      “When have I ever wanted to talk?”

      “It’s why you chose a club versus a coffee shop,” I said. “If you wanted to talk, you would’ve insisted on going to a coffee shop.”

      She didn’t reply.

      “You want to sleep over at my house?” I asked.

      “Will you promise not to try and talk to me about what I don’t want to talk about?”

      “Uh, I think I followed that. Sure.”

      “Will you make me waffles in the morning?”

      The Uber turned into the gated community of Vernon Estates and wound down the curvy road toward my house.

      “I’ll make you waffles,” I said as the Uber pulled into my driveway. “But you have to learn how to operate the waffle maker. One of these days, I’m not gonna to be around to make you waffles, and you’re gonna have to learn how to do it for yourself.”

      “But that’s such an adult thing to do. Adulting: zero out of ten, do not recommend.”

      Chuckling, I waited for Charlie to get out first. She was already punching in the key code to the front door by the time I climbed out of the car.

      “You know what I love about your house?” Charlie asked as she stood in the foyer and kicked off her heels.

      “What?” I closed the front door and locked it.

      “That it’s your house.” She grinned.

      “I told you that you could move in,” I said. “It’s kind of lonely living by myself.”

      “Liar.” She chuckled. “You love it.”

      “I do love it,” I admitted. “But it’s too big for one person. Almost.”

      “Arnold still giving you grief about moving out?” She followed me toward the wooden stairs.

      “Not nearly as much as my mother. Which is weird, considering she spends most of her time traveling with my stepfather. They’re always at some resort spa, or at a charity luncheon or something. She’s rarely home, so I don’t understand why she’s so upset that I live on my own.”

      Six months ago, I’d bought a house. It was modest, but only in relation to the house I’d grown up in. There was no marble fountain in my front yard and I lived in a gated community instead of on private property surrounded by wrought iron fences and a guard post worth more than most people’s homes.

      I flipped on my bedroom light and immediately went to the walk-in closet with custom-built cherry wood shelves and a matching dresser. I opened the middle drawer and pulled out a pair of sweats and a T-shirt to hand to Charlie.

      “I won’t move in. But maybe I should finally bring over some clothes to keep in the guest room,” she said with a smile.

      “That makes sense for as often as you’re over here.”

      Charlie lived in her parents’ pool house. For all her acts of rebellion, she hadn’t yet cut ties and moved out. She loved her parents, even if she wanted to drive them to insanity.

      “I’m gonna shower real quick,” I said. “And then I’m going to bed.”

      “You mind if I watch a movie?”

      I shook my head. “Tear it up. Stella restocked the popcorn before she left town.”

      Charlie flashed a wobbly grin. “You take such good care of me.”

      “We take good care of each other.” I reached out and took her hand to give it a little squeeze.

      She headed for the door of my bedroom, but then she stopped. “I’d never try and change you, you know.”

      I frowned. “I know.”

      “I think you’re perfect as you are. I know you don’t like going out. I appreciate that you did it anyway. For me.”

      “I’d do anything for you, Charlie. You get that, right?”

      “I get that,” she murmured. Her eyes were glassy, but I knew it wasn’t from the Prosecco.

      “I’ll see you in the morning. For waffles.”
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      “Welcome home, Miss Hayden,” Stanton greeted in his crisp English accent.

      The aging butler had been with my family for as long as I could remember. My parents had met him on their honeymoon in London. When they returned home to the States, they had Stanton with them—along with me, though they didn’t know my mom was pregnant at the time.

      “I’ve missed you, Stanton,” I said as I hugged him.

      Despite his aloof exterior, I had no issue showing him affection.

      He pulled back and stood straight, his spine showing no signs of age, unlike his lined face. “Your mother and stepfather are in the salon.”

      “Cocktail hour?” I asked in amusement.

      He inclined his head and closed the door behind me.

      I looked around the foyer and my eyes narrowed. “Mom redecorated again?”

      “She did.”

      I held in a sigh.

      Six different reiterations in the last three years. It was as though the moment she finished one redecoration she started all over again.

      My heels clacked across the gleaming dark mahogany floors that were original to the house. My mother sat on a cream-colored couch, her spine erect as she sipped a martini, her blonde hair pulled back into a neat chignon. At her ears and throat were the pearls that had belonged to my grandmother.

      Marilyn Edith Corbin Spencer Walsh was beautiful, elegant and petite, and she exuded a natural friendliness. She was neither standoffish nor snobby. Her every move indicated she was old money, yet most people seemed to forget that fact after a few minutes in her presence.

      I took after my mother in stature, but I hadn’t escaped my father’s genetics. Same dark hair, same brown eyes. It hurt Mom to look at me sometimes.

      “Hayden,” she greeted, a warm smile drifting across her face.

      “Hi,” I said, meeting her smile with one of my own. I walked over to the couch and sat down next to her. I brushed my cheek against hers and noticed it was still smooth in spite of her age.

      When I pulled back, she gently cupped my face and peered at me. “You look tired.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I went out with Charlie last night. I’m fine.”

      “You went out?” Her brows rose and wrinkled slightly, despite the delicate work she’d had done.

      “I went out,” I repeated. “Where’s Arnold?”

      “He had to take a call. He’ll be back in a bit. So, you and Charlie went out.”

      “Still on that, are we?” I asked as I rose. I went to the antique liquor cart near the unlit stone fireplace and filled a rocks glass with ice.

      “It’s just out of character for you, that’s all.”

      “She begged.” I unscrewed a bottle of club soda and poured it into my glass and garnished it with a lime.

      “Dina’s worried about her,” Mom said.

      “Dina worries about everything,” I said. “It’s her nature.”

      “So, there’s nothing for her to worry about?” Mom pressed.

      I loved my mother, but we did not share confidences. Anything I said to her would get reported back to Charlie’s mom—a woman I loved dearly, and not just because she was my godmother.

      “There’s nothing to worry about,” I lied. “She stayed with me last night.”

      Charlie had snuck out before I’d even gotten up. She knew I’d bug her into talking if I fed her.

      “Hmm.” My mother lifted the martini to her lips and took a small sip. “Anything else interesting to report? Anything new?”

      I shook my head. “No, nothing new.”

      My stepfather entered the salon. His dark hair was still full, even if half of it was gray. Arnold Walsh was tall, commanding, and dressed casually in a pair of khakis, a crisp white polo, and the finest loafers money could buy. He looked ready for lunch at the club.

      “Hayden,” he said, flashing a grin and showing off his perfect veneers.

      “Hi, Arnold.”

      He walked over to the drink cart and embraced me. “Sorry I wasn’t here. Business call.”

      I waved away his excuse. “No worries. Mom and I were just catching up.”

      “Ah.” He poured himself three fingers of single malt scotch and then took his drink to the couch and sat down next to Mom.

      “Hayden and Charlie went out last night,” Mom explained, a devilish twinkle in her blue eyes.

      “Hayden went out last night? Voluntarily?” Arnold teased.

      “Okay, me going out isn’t that big of a deal. Can we please talk about something else?”

      Before Mom or Arnold got a word out, Stanton appeared in the doorway. “Paula wanted me to inform you that dinner is ready.”

      “Good, I’m starving,” Arnold stated.

      We took our drinks and moved into the formal dining room that could seat twelve. The three of us sat at one side of the table.

      It wasn’t until the lobster in cream sauce entrée was served that my mother turned the conversation to the charity gala she was organizing.

      “You’re coming, aren’t you?” Mom asked. “I don’t want to hear any excuses. You’ve got a few weeks to find a dress.”

      “I already told you I was,” I said absently.

      “And you’re not dating anyone, are you?”

      I lifted my gaze from my plate. “Who is he?”

      “He who?” Her eyelids fluttered as she feigned innocence.

      “Mom.”

      “Walker Lawton Anderson.” She paused. “The Third.”

      I frowned. “Why does that name sound familiar?”

      “His father is Walker Anderson the Second,” Mom supplied. “Senator Walker Anderson.”

      I groaned. “Mom, no. No senators’ sons.”

      “What about a judge’s son? Too poor? How about the son of an oil tycoon?” Arnold asked with a stamp of amusement across his mouth. He reached for his glass of scotch.

      “Worried I’m approaching spinsterhood?” I asked, pointing the question to my mother.

      “Well, you haven’t dated anyone since Tyler,” she said. “And that’s been, what? Two years?”

      “Closer to three,” Arnold corrected.

      “Right.” Mom nodded as she cut another bite of lobster.

      I rubbed the spot over my right eyebrow. “I know you mean well, but I’m happy with my life. So please stop trying to set me up with men in your circle.”

      My mom shot Arnold a look. He raised his brows.

      “What?” I demanded.

      “Your mother already told Walker about you,” Arnold said.

      I groaned. “Mom.”

      “What? I want grandchildren.”

      “I’m twenty-five. I have plenty of time to have children.”

      “Let’s say you meet a man and you date for a year before you get engaged. It’ll take another year to plan the wedding. And then another year to really set up your home. And then it’ll be a year after that before you get pregnant. That’s four years! You’ll be almost thirty. How much time do you think you have?”

      “Old-fashioned much?” I asked, trying to hold in my laughter and anxiety. My mother did not like to be laughed at.

      “Geriatric eggs are a risk. For you and the baby. And you won’t just want one child…”

      “You and Dad only had me,” I pointed out. “I don’t see any siblings running around, do you?”

      “That’s different.”

      “Why?”

      “We wanted more children, but nature said no. What if it takes you a long time to get pregnant? You might have to do IVF.”

      “IVF is invasive. Just like this conversation,” I said pointedly.

      “Don’t listen to your mother,” Arnold said. “There’s no rush. You’re young. You should be enjoying life, not worried about getting serious and having a family. Plenty of time for that.”

      “If you got married, you’d be able to take your seat on the board.”

      “Marilyn,” Arnold warned.

      “What?” My mother batted her eyes with sham innocence.

      My stepfather looked at me and sighed. “I’m sorry, Hayden.”

      “It’s not your fault,” I assured him.

      “Just so you know, there’s no rush.” Arnold shot me a commiserating smile. “I’m happy to oversee things until you’re ready.”

      I liked the direction of this conversation even less than the one discussing marriage and babies. I dabbed my mouth with my cloth napkin and gently set it next to my plate before rising.

      “Where are you going?” Mom asked.

      “I have an early morning,” I said.

      “You’re leaving? Before dessert? I had Paula make pear tarts with homemade vanilla bean ice cream.”

      “You know I don’t eat dessert. And I really do have an early morning.”

      I walked around to the other side of the table and kissed the top of my mother’s head. “I love you. I’ll call you later. Bye, Arnold.”

      “Bye, Hayden.” Arnold looked at my mom. “I told you, Marilyn.”

      She sighed. “Yes, you did.”

      I headed out of the dining room, the sound of their conversation drifting away as I walked down the immaculate hallway to the foyer.

      Stanton waited at the door with my purse. I arched a brow. “How did you know?”

      “I know all.” He cracked a smile. “I can’t remember the last time you stayed through an entire dinner.”

      “My mother is in rare form…”

      “She is,” he said.

      I kissed his cheek. “It was good to see you, Stanton.”

      “You too, Miss Hayden.”

      I was halfway home when my phone rang. I pressed a button on the steering wheel, answering the call.

      “How did I know you escaped Sunday dinner early?” Charlie asked.

      “Because I am nothing if not predictable,” I joked.

      “What did she do?”

      “We talked about my geriatric eggs. She’s concerned I’ll never get married or have children. So she told a senator’s son about me. He’ll be at the charity gala.”

      “Yikes. Good thing I’ll be your wingwoman. You don’t even sound mad about it though.”

      “I’m not. She’s persistent, but harmless. I take it for what it is.”

      “Want me to have sex with the senator’s son in a coat closet? Can’t go after you if he’s busy getting laid, right?”

      I laughed. “I’m not telling you not to do it…”

      “Green light. What’s his name?”

      “Walker Anderson the Third. He’s Senator Anderson’s son.”

      “Okay, let me look him up. He may not be attractive at all. And if he’s not attractive, I rescind my offer in full.”

      I smiled. “A senator’s son would be the perfect man to bring home to your parents. Just remember that.”

      “Damn it. Not only are you right, but he’s also hot.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. Like an All-American football star from the 1950s who wears a red letterman jacket and goes to Rydell High.”

      “Does he look like Lorenzo Lamas, too?” I teased.

      “Yep.”

      “Are you weak in the knees?”

      “No. I’m wet in my panties.”

      “I’m hanging up now.”

      “Introduce me,” she begged. “And I’ll do the rest.”

      “Bye, Charlie.”

      “Bye.”

      I hung up with my best friend, laughing, knowing the charity event wouldn’t be nearly as boring because Charlie would be there.

      God, I loved her.
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      “Are you sure you want to do this?” I asked as Charlie parked her Mercedes AMG SL 63 in the parking lot of a tattoo shop.

      “Damn sure,” she stated as she engaged the parking brake. “I’ve wanted a tattoo forever.”

      “Yes, I know. But you’ve never known what tattoo to get. I don’t think walking into a tattoo shop and letting the wall of generic designs decide what to permanently ink on your body is the best idea.”

      “They have tattoo removal lasers these days. If I regret the tattoo, I’ll get it blasted off.”

      “That process is more painful than the tattoo.”

      She looked at me with an amused grin on her face. “Hayden, I say this with all the love in my heart for you—stop being a stick in the mud. Let me have my rebellion.”

      “Get something pierced instead,” I suggested.

      “Already thinking about getting my hood pierced,” she said, shooting me a wink and climbing out of her nearly two-hundred-thousand-dollar car.

      I scrambled from my seat and closed the passenger side door. I immediately lifted the collar of my jacket so I wouldn’t feel the late autumn chill on my skin. “You’re joking.”

      “I can’t win with you, can I?” Charlie teased.

      “I don’t know if you’re kidding or not.”

      “I’m kidding. Maybe. Come on, I don’t want to be late.”

      “Late?”

      “I have an appointment with Roman.”

      “Roman? Who’s Roman?”

      “Only the hottest tattoo artist in town. He and his two brothers own Three Kings Tattoo Parlor,” she replied as we trekked across the parking lot. “They do amazing work.”

      “If you say so,” I muttered.

      Charlie opened the front door and I walked in behind her. A redhead was at the counter on the phone, but she met us with a smile. While Charlie waited to speak to her, I ambled around the space.

      It wasn’t at all what I expected. The walls weren’t covered with standard tattoo designs, but photographs of finished custom work. Each one of them looked like a true piece of art.

      The young woman behind the counter hung up the phone. “Sorry about that. How can I help you?”

      “Hi, I’m Charlie Beaufort and I have a one o’clock appointment with Roman.”

      “Wonderful,” the redhead said with a smile. “He’s just finishing up with a client and he’ll be right out.”

      Charlie wandered over to me. “Cool, right?”

      I was staring at a photo that showed off a completed back piece. “Very cool.”

      “I’m sure Roman could squeeze you in if you wanted something small, like a butterfly or a heart,” Charlie said.

      “Roman’s booked solid for the next three months,” the redhead chimed in. “So you won’t be able to get your butterfly or heart tattoo today.”

      “Tragic,” I said with a bite of snark.

      The redhead grinned. “Not a fan of the butterfly or heart tattoos?”

      “Not a fan of needles,” I said.

      She shook her head. “Ah, same. I’m the only Jackson sibling not to have ink.”

      “Oh!” Charlie exclaimed. “You’re Brielle!”

      “I am,” the redhead confirmed.

      “Roman mentioned you,” Charlie said. “It’s nice to finally meet you.”

      “Mentioned you,” I repeated. “Mentioned you when?”

      “In one of our other appointments,” Charlie explained. “I’ve been meeting with Roman for a few months to finalize a tattoo. Today, I actually get it.”

      “You’ve been thinking about this for months and you didn’t tell me? You tell me everything.”

      “I wanted it to be a surprise,” Charlie said. “And I didn’t want you to accidentally tell my mother.”

      I opened my mouth, but Charlie turned her attention back to Brielle. “Why are you working reception? Roman said you work at a bakery.”

      “Agnes got sick, so I’m filling in,” Brielle said. “And I decorate wedding cakes. But right now, that’s kind of on hold. My business partner—the one who actually bakes the cakes—just had a baby and is on maternity leave, so my schedule is pretty open right now.”

      “Which bakery?” I asked.

      “Pie in the Sky.”

      Heavy boots clod across the floor, pulling my attention away from Charlie’s conversation with Brielle to the two men who appeared from the back hallway.

      My mouth dropped open. “What are you doing here?”

      Bones raised a brow. “I’m a biker and I’m in a tattoo shop. I think the answer is fairly obvious.”

      “Biker,” I repeated quietly. “Now the leather vest makes sense.”

      He grimaced. “It’s called a cut, sweetheart.”

      Bones was better looking than I remembered. “Did you grow?” I blurted out. “You look…taller.”

      A slow grin appeared on his lips. “All cats look the same in the dark, huh?”

      I flushed.

      “You two know each other?” the other man asked as he ran a hand across his jaw. He had brown hair and his army green T-shirt showed off his muscles and ink.

      “We met at Chaos the other night,” Bones said. “Hayden had her way with me and then ran off.”

      “Had my way with—you kissed me!”

      “Glad you remember, Duchess. So, would you like to have your way with me?”

      Bones winked and I was suddenly lightheaded.

      “Hi,” Charlie interjected, holding out her hand to Bones. “I’m Charlie, Hayden’s best friend.”

      Bones took Charlie’s small hand in his massive paw and shook it. “Nice to meet you.”

      “So, you’re a biker,” Charlie said, dropping her hand. “Which club?”

      “The Tarnished Angels,” Bones said. He slapped the man next to him on the back. “My club comes here to get our ink done. Roman and his brothers are the best.”

      “Aww shucks, Pa, you’ll make me blush,” Roman joked.

      “Roman,” Brielle called. “I spoke to Slash. I penciled him in for tonight.”

      “That’s fine,” Roman said. “I told him I’d squeeze him in and I don’t mind staying late. Charlie, are you ready?”

      “Hold on,” she said. “I want to see how this plays out.”

      “How what plays out?” I asked.

      She gestured between me and Bones. “I’m completely entranced.”

      “I kind of am, too,” Brielle added.

      “We’re standing right here,” I stated.

      “Yes, there you are,” Charlie said with a grin.

      Bones sauntered to the reception counter and picked up a black marker. He walked back over to me, and without a word, he took my hand, removed the marker cap with his mouth, and then wrote something on my palm.

      He dropped my hand and then put the cap back on the marker. “You left Chaos in such a hurry I didn’t get a chance to give you my number.”

      I glanced at my palm. “I’m not gonna call you.”

      “You’ll call.”

      “No. I’m really not going to,” I assured him.

      “Hello, you’re so in love with me already. Of course you’re gonna call.”

      “Okay, this charming arrogant thing isn’t going to work.”

      Bones looked at Roman and grinned. “She called me charming.”

      Roman smiled back. “I heard.”

      “He’s definitely charming,” Charlie said.

      “Again, I’m right here!” I snapped.

      “We know,” Roman said.

      I pointed at Bones. “You’re trouble. You’re a bad decision wrapped in trouble. You’re trouble cubed.”

      “You’re not wrong,” Bones said lightly. “But I’m also a lot of fun. And I’m really good at removing sticks from asses. So, if you need help removing yours, give me a buzz.”

      He chucked me under the chin and swaggered out of Three Kings, the door closing behind him.

      I looked at my best friend. She opened her mouth to say something, but I quickly covered her lips with my non-numbered palm.

      “You will not make an anal joke at a time like this,” I said in warning.

      Brielle let out a wheeze of laughter and even Roman cracked a smile. Charlie’s green eyes sparkled with wicked humor.

      “Will you be good and not say anything?”

      She nodded.

      I slowly removed my palm.

      “Let’s get you in the chair,” Roman said to Charlie.

      “Is it okay if Hayden holds my hand for moral support?” Charlie asked.

      “Fine by me,” Roman said.

      “I’ll hold your hand,” I said, “on one condition.”

      “What?” Charlie asked.

      “You don’t mention Bones or that conversation, ever again.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “I think you should call him. That stick has been up there so long it’s bound to petrify.”

      “And you say this as my best friend,” I remarked blandly.

      “With all the love in my heart for you,” she replied.

      Roman looked at his sister. “They remind me of you and Jazz.”

      “Don’t they?” Brielle shook her head. “It’s like looking in a mirror.”
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      “Tell me it’s not gorgeous,” Charlie said as Roman slathered moisturizer on her new shoulder ink.

      “It’s gorgeous,” I admitted truthfully.

      “Gorgeous enough that it’s convinced you to a get one?” Charlie asked.

      “Nope,” I said. “I’m good.”

      I wouldn’t dare admit to Charlie that the incessant buzzing of the needle had given me a low-level headache or that watching Roman wipe away the blood had made me a touch queasy.

      “You’re looking a little green,” Roman said to me.

      “Oh come on now, I thought I was hiding it so well,” I said with a laugh.

      Roman flashed me a grin. “Why don’t you head up front, ask Brielle for a bottle of water and sip on it while I cover Charlie’s tattoo and go over some things with her.”

      Charlie released my fingers. “Thank you for your moral support.”

      “My pleasure.”

      I stood and headed to the front. Brielle was perched on her stool behind the reception counter. She was doodling on a blank page of an artist sketchbook.

      She looked up. “They’re all finished?”

      “Just about. Roman said to get a bottle of water.”

      “Ah, yeah.” She hopped off her stool and crouched down below the counter. “We have a mini fridge back here. You want water or a soda?”

      “Actually, a ginger ale would be great if you’ve got it.”

      “The sight turned your stomach, huh?” Her smile was sympathetic as she rose and handed me the bottle of soda.

      “Just a little bit,” I admitted. I unscrewed the top and took a sip of the carbonated drink. I gestured with my chin. “What are you working on there?”

      “Nothing,” she said. “Just messing around. Trying not to go out of my mind with boredom. I prefer decorating in frosting over ink. But my brothers keep asking me if I want to learn the ropes and have my own chair. But I’m not into it. Plus, they’d have to change the name from Three Kings to Three Kings and a Queen. Doesn’t really have the same appeal.”

      “Not really,” I agreed.

      “So, you and Bones…”

      I rolled my eyes. “I thought we weren’t going to talk about that.”

      She shook her head. “You made Charlie promise. I do not abide by the same rules. So, you and Bones met the other night…”

      “Yep.” I clamped my lips shut.

      “You really had no idea he was a biker?” she pressed.

      “The club was kind of dark,” I said in defense. “He stood out, like he clearly didn’t belong there. But I had no idea he was a biker.”

      “And now that you know?”

      “I have even more resolve to stay away from him.”

      “More resolve than I’d have,” she said with a grin. “He’s hot.”

      “Yeah, and he knows it.” I rolled my eyes.

      Roman and Charlie came out from the back hallway and Charlie settled up with Brielle.

      “Now that you’re a total badass,” Brielle said to Charlie, “make sure you hit Leather and Ink.”

      “What’s Leather and Ink?” Charlie asked.

      “A boutique with leather pants, body suits, killer boots,” Brielle explained. “And sexy-as-hell lingerie. I bought a bustier there last week.”

      “Brother,” Roman grumbled as he pointed to himself.

      “Sorry,” Brielle said with a wide grin.

      “You’re not sorry at all,” Roman replied.

      “Nope,” Brielle agreed.

      “Thanks for the tip,” Charlie said. “I’ll check it out.”

      We said our goodbyes and headed out to the parking lot.

      “You wanna hit Leather and Ink?” Charlie asked as she put her key into the ignition.

      “Can’t. I promised Mr. Clancy I’d visit. You want to come? He’s not in the hospital anymore. I know how you hate hospitals.”

      “Who loves hospitals? I don’t know anyone who loves hospitals.”

      “I think doctors love hospitals,” she said.

      “Fair point.”

      “Okay, I’ll visit Mr. Clancy with you.”

      “We just have to make one stop first,” I said. “But we should probably take my car.”
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      “This is the ugliest looking dog I’ve ever seen.” Charlie sat in the passenger seat of my car and stroked a hand down John Milton’s scraggly, furry back. “What kind of dog is he, anyway?”

      “A terrier mutt of some sort.”

      John Milton had wiry black fur that hadn’t become any softer despite a bath. At least he smelled like an oatmeal cookie instead of like sweaty dog.

      I glanced at my best friend who looked a bit put out that she had to be the one to hold him on her lap.

      But then the ten-pound mutt with a beard, underbite, and one ear that flopped, nuzzled his face underneath her chin.

      “Damn it,” Charlie muttered, hugging the dog tighter to her, no longer caring that the dog was shedding fur all over her black sweater.

      “Don’t get attached, he’s not for you,” I warned.

      “I might make a run for it.” She rubbed her chin against the top of John Milton’s head. “You sure Mr. Clancy wants a dog?”

      “Mr. Clancy doesn’t want a dog at all,” I informed her.

      She frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      “You will,” I promised her as I pulled into the parking lot of Rose Hill Retirement Community.

      John Milton, in all his scruffy mutt glory, scrambled from Charlie’s lap and placed his paws on the passenger car door, eager to go out and explore.

      I grabbed the leash and clipped it to his collar and then I opened the driver’s side door. The cute mutt immediately came to my side of the car and jumped down, his little tail wagging in excitement.

      “You’re really not going to tell me what we’re doing?” Charlie asked, grabbing her purse and then shutting the car door.

      “Nope.” I grinned. “It’s more fun this way.”

      “If you say so.”

      We walked John Milton along the sidewalk, letting him do his business. I cleaned up after him and dumped the plastic bag into the designated trashcan labeled dog refuse.

      “Yeah, never mind. I don’t want a dog.” Charlie shook her head.

      “It’s just poop,” I said with a laugh.

      “Ew.”

      “What happens when you have kids? They poop too,” I reminded her.

      “Now you’re sounding like your mother,” she warned.

      I grinned. “My mother would also add on that there’s no shame in a nanny.”

      “Exactly,” Charlie said. “If I ever decide to have children, I’m not changing diapers. You can’t make me.”

      She rushed ahead of me and opened the door. John Milton and I strode through.

      The lobby of the retirement center was warm and inviting. There was a front room sitting area with blue couches and wooden bookshelves and the dining hall was just off the lobby.

      A middle-aged woman sat behind the counter, a bright smile spreading across her face when she saw me.

      “Good afternoon, Hayden,” she greeted.

      “Hi Beatrice.” I leaned down and scooped up the mutt and presented him to her.

      “Who is this handsome guy?” Beatrice asked, reaching out to touch his ear.

      Charlie snorted.

      “His name is John Milton,” I explained.

      “And who’s he for?” she inquired.

      “Mr. Clancy.”

      “Perfect.”

      “How’s Mr. Clancy feeling today?” I asked.

      “Grumbly.” Her brown eyes twinkled.

      “Even better,” I said with a chuckle. “See you in a bit.”

      I headed through the lobby, Charlie keeping pace with me. “So even Beatrice knows what you’re doing with this dog? Come on, I’m dying here.”

      “For the last couple of months, I’ve been matching shelter dogs with elderly companions,” I explained. “It kind of happened by accident. I was volunteering at Puppy Paradise Rescue and I was taking one of their dogs for a walk. And while I was on my walk, an elderly woman named Mildred was doing her stroll around the neighborhood. We stopped to chat and Mary Shelley took an instant liking to Mildred. By the end of the day, Mary Shelley was in her new home, and Mildred had a new companion. It happened again when I took out Victor Hugo. Within a day, he was re-homed from the shelter and I just kept going.”

      “Well, now I understand the naming convention,” Charlie said. “And actually, that’s really sweet.”

      I nodded. “They need each other, and it just makes sense. It keeps everyone active and moving.”

      “How many dogs have you rehomed?”

      “At this point, about fifteen,” I said.

      “Wow. That’s actually pretty incredible. You should start a charity,” Charlie said.

      “What?”

      “Yeah, a charity.” She nodded. “Make this a bigger thing. You clearly have a talent for this. And you seem to love doing it.”

      “Something to think about,” I murmured.

      We arrived at Mr. Clancy’s door. I knocked. There was no answer. I knocked again.

      “Stop yer knockin’ and come in!” called out a craggy old voice.

      “He sounds fun,” Charlie muttered.

      “Watch, and be amazed,” I whispered to her. I reached for the knob and turned it.

      Mr. Clancy was sitting in a leather recliner, the TV on with some sporting event playing on mute.

      “What’s that?” Mr. Clancy asked gruffly as his eyes drifted over John Milton.

      “This is John Milton,” I said. “And this is my best friend, Charlie.”

      “Hello, Mr. Clancy,” Charlie said.

      Mr. Clancy barely looked at Charlie. “You brought a dog into my home? He probably has fleas.”

      “Actually, he just had a bath. He smells like cinnamon and oatmeal.” I lowered John Milton to the floor and unleashed him without asking for permission.

      John Milton wasted no time. He ran to Mr. Clancy, jumped up onto his lap, laid his head on Mr. Clancy’s thigh, and closed his eyes for a nap.

      Mr. Clancy harrumphed, but his hand lifted and settled onto John Milton’s head, his face softening ever so slightly.

      Nailed it.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked him as I waved Charlie over to the loveseat.

      “My incision hurts,” he remarked.

      “Hmm, I’m sorry to hear that,” I said, not offended by his tone. “But I’m glad you’re on the mend. Has your son visited?”

      “Few days ago,” he said. “Brought the grandkids. Little heathens. Henry feeds them too much sugar.”

      He pushed the recliner footrest down, scooped up the dog underneath one arm, and stood. Still carrying John Milton—who wasn’t at all protesting at being carried like a football—Mr. Clancy wandered into the kitchen.

      He opened the refrigerator and pulled open a drawer.

      “The dog have a name? Or should I just call him mutt?” Mr. Clancy asked.

      “His name is John Milton,” I repeated.

      “What kind of name is that for a dog?” Mr. Clancy asked.

      “That’s what I’m saying,” Charlie piped up.

      “Well, what’s he look like to you?” I asked lightly.

      Mr. Clancy paused for a moment and then said, “Oscar.”

      “Oscar is a great name,” I said, biting my lip to stifle a smile. I looked at Charlie who rolled her eyes and then shot me a grin.

      “Here we are,” Mr. Clancy said. “What do you think, Oscar? You want to try some bacon?”
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      “Just sign here,” I said, pointing to the line at the bottom of the pet adoption papers.

      Mr. Clancy hastily scribbled his signature and set the pen aside. “Anything else?”

      “No,” I said.

      “No adoption fees?”

      I shook my head. “It’s been taken care of. I hope you two will be very happy together. Would you like me to run to the pet store for you?”

      “No, I’ve got it. Oscar will ride shot gun with me. I’ll take care of him from now on.”

      Charlie and I said goodbye to Mr. Clancy and I stopped off at reception to give Beatrice the good news.

      “I wouldn’t say Mr. Clancy had a change in personality,” I said with a soft smile. “But I think the dog will go a long way in improving his overall mood.”

      “Glad to hear that,” Beatrice said. “See if you can do anything for Mrs. Stevens when you can, will you?”

      “Next time,” I promised.

      Charlie and I stepped out into the late autumn sunshine. The cold of the early afternoon had burned off and it was fairly temperate.

      “Unbelievable,” Charlie said to me. “You really do have magical powers.”

      “We all have magical powers, it’s just about finding them,” I said.

      “Hmm.” Charlie frowned. “I’m still looking for mine.”

      “Mexican for a late lunch?” I asked softly.

      “Oh definitely,” she said. Her phone rang. She dug around in her purse for her cell. “Mommy dearest.”

      “Are you going to answer her?” I asked.

      “I just spoke to her this morning,” she said.

      “On purpose or by accident?”

      “Well, she came to the pool house. My territory. She wanted to remind me not to go through the house this afternoon because the floors are getting waxed. What does she think I’ll do? Slide across the floors in my socks? I only did that once.”

      With a sigh, she answered her mother’s call. “Hello?”

      We walked across the parking lot to the car as Charlie talked to her mother. “I have plans that night,” Charlie said. She paused for a moment and then said, “Well, you can’t just assume I’m going to be available. My plans? Hayden and I are working on a thing. Yes, Mother. I used the word work. Fine, I’ll be there.”

      She hung up as we got to the car and I unlocked it with the remote clicker. It beeped and we stood there a moment.

      I could practically see the steam coming out of her ears. Her face was flushed and she clenched her cell so tightly I wondered if she’d bend it.

      “What was that about?” I asked as I opened the driver’s side door.

      “My parents are throwing a party this Friday, and she demanded that I be there. Naturally, I balked.”

      “Naturally,” I said as I got into the car and latched my seatbelt.

      Charlie threw herself into the passenger seat and huffed. “She’s constantly trying to pull me into her world and I’m doing everything I can to leave it.”

      “Not everything,” I said, pressing the Start button on the dash.

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning you still live at home. Meaning you’ve done nothing to forge your own way.”

      She blinked. “Are you talking about—wait, are you saying I need to get a job and move out?”

      I shrugged. “They can’t pull strings if you cut them.”

      “But I like my life.”

      “Of course you like your life.” I turned to face her.

      “Oh no,” she said. “You’ve got that look.”

      “What look?”

      “The tough love look. The, you’re going to lecture me look.”

      She reached for the door handle, but I quickly engaged the child-lock.

      “Evil!” she yelled.

      “You’re my best friend. You get that, right?”

      “I get that,” she muttered.

      “You tell me stuff I don’t want to hear, and I’m going to do the same for you.”

      “Fine.” She crossed her arms over her chest in a posture of defense, but her eyes were on me.

      “You were accepted to some of the best business schools in the country, but you didn’t go. You’re proficient in languages you don’t bother to speak. You’re a gifted pianist but you don’t play. Are you getting what I’m saying?”

      “Yeah, I’ve got ADHD and I never finish anything.”

      “You could do so many things, Charlie. And yet you’re content to just shop your life away and rebel against your parents because you have no reason to be unhappy, but you are.”

      She ran her hands all along her body. “Nope. Not bleeding out.”

      “You have all these doors open to you and you won’t walk through any of them.”

      “That’s easy for you to say. Your parents are just happy if you’re happy.”

      “Hmm. My mother isn’t completely happy until I get married and have babies.”

      “But for the most part, she leaves you alone. She loves you.”

      “Your parents love you too.”

      “I don’t know why I’m like this,” she said quietly. “It feels ridiculous. Money solves all problems. And I’ve got that. So, what’s my damage?”

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “Can we still get Mexican?” she asked.

      “Sure. But guacamole won’t fix your problems either.”

      “No,” she agreed. “But it definitely won’t make them worse.”
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      “Son of a monkey-cock sucking fluncha-munch!”

      “Colorful,” Charlie said as we stepped into Leather and Ink.

      “Where’s the angry pirate?” I looked around the boutique, my eyes skimming over the racks of clothes in an attempt to find the owner of the vocal, creative cursing.

      “I think it’s coming from the dressing room.”

      We headed toward the back of the boutique and sure enough, the grumbling and growling grew louder.

      “Hello?” I called out.

      “Fuck,” the woman muttered and then she raised her voice to a louder caliber. “Be out in a sec!”

      Charlie and I exchanged a look and she raised her brows.

      A moment later, the black curtain of the dressing room whooshed open and a tall, angry blonde stood with an assortment of clothes hanging over her arm.

      She flashed a smile. “How are you ladies doing today?”

      “Uh, good,” I said. “Are you okay?”

      “Okay?” The blonde sailed past us and began hanging the clothes up on the racks.

      “We heard you cussing like a drunken pirate who had his peg leg stolen,” Charlie said.

      “Oh.” The blonde shot us a sheepish look. “Sorry about that. I was kind of stuck in a pair of pants. They didn’t fit and my sister went next door to the sandwich shop to grab us food so I had no help to get out of them. I can’t even begin to tell you about the wiggle I just did to get them off.”

      “Do you own the boutique?” Charlie asked.

      The woman shook her head. “No. My name’s Willa. I used to work here, but now I just fill in from time to time when Laura—the actual owner—has an appointment or errands or something.”

      “Ah,” Charlie said, looking around.

      “How’d you find us?” she asked. “Social media? The internet?”

      “Word of mouth, actually,” Charlie said as she picked up a black leather halter top. “I just got a tattoo at Three Kings and Brielle said we had to check this place out.”

      “Brielle!” Willa exclaimed. “I love Brielle! Who did your tattoo? Virgil?”

      Charlie shook her head. “Roman.”

      “Oh. Roman.” She grinned. “He’s hot, isn’t he?”

      “So hot,” Charlie agreed.

      “Can I help you find anything in particular?” Willa asked.

      “More clothes that will show off my shoulder tattoo,” Charlie said.

      “Well you’ve already found that halter, which is one of our most popular items, but come this way.” Willa waved Charlie over, but I stayed put and perused at my own speed.

      The front door to the boutique opened and a redheaded teenager walked in.

      “Congratulations,” the teenager said as she approached the counter. “The most disgusting calzone award now belongs to you.”

      “I’m with a customer,” Willa called back. “Maybe try and rein it in?”

      “No offense,” Charlie drawled, “but we heard you say son of a monkey-cock. I’m so stealing that, by the way.”

      Willa laughed.

      “The pants?” the teenager asked.

      “Yep,” Willa said.

      “I told you to wait to try them on.”

      “Waverly,” Willa said. “I’d like you to meet—oh sorry, I didn’t get your names.”

      “I’m Charlie.” Charlie waved.

      “I’m Hayden,” I added.

      “The redhead is my sister, Waverly. If you think I have a potty mouth, Waverly outperforms me ten to one.”

      “Thank you,” Waverly said, her blue eyes shining with amusement.

      “You guys okay to look around while I eat?” Willa asked. “I’m starving.”

      “Have at it,” Charlie said.

      “Uh, Willa? You might want to eat it in your car,” Waverly said, her nose wrinkling.

      Willa sighed. “It’s gonna stink up the place, isn’t it?”

      “And make me vomit.” Waverly made a face and pinched her nose. “A calzone with meatballs, anchovies, and banana peppers? I understand pregnancy cravings, but dear Lord. Don’t take us down with you.”

      “You’re pregnant?” Charlie asked Willa. “Oh, the pants situation makes a little more sense now.”

      “Second trimester. Where all of a sudden, my pants no longer fit. Like, even getting them up my thighs is an ordeal. I’ve succumbed to wearing yoga pants or my husband’s sweats. Sadly, they fit me now.”

      “That sounds not at all fun,” Waverly said.

      “Right?” Charlie agreed.

      “You guys okay if I eat real fast?” Willa asked. “I’m not being super professional, but if I don’t eat I’m gonna get mean.”

      “Eat,” I urged.

      “I’ll ring them up,” Waverly said. “I got it.”

      “Thanks. Give me ten minutes. Fifteen tops,” Willa said as she grabbed the bag with the calzone and left.

      Waverly’s phone chimed in her back pocket, and she fished it out of her pants. She looked at the screen and then hastily typed a reply.

      “What do you think of this?” Charlie asked as she held up a strapless leather dress. “Think this’ll look good on me?”

      “Everything looks good on you,” I said with a smile. “And it’ll definitely show off your tattoo.”

      “Tattoo?” Waverly asked, looking up from her phone. “You got a tattoo?”

      “Yeah.” Charlie nodded. “A few days ago.”

      “Cool! Can I see it?” Waverly asked. “I want a tattoo, but Willa won’t let me get one until I’m eighteen.”

      “You’re not eighteen?” Charlie asked. “I could’ve sworn you were at least eighteen.”

      “You’re my new best friend.” Waverly grinned. “If I thought I could get a fake ID and go get a tattoo, I’d totally do it. But I’d only get my tattoo at Three Kings because they’re the best. And they all know I’m only fifteen. So, they won’t ink me.” She rolled her eyes.

      “What kind of tattoo would you get?” I asked Waverly as Charlie headed to the dressing room with a few hangers of clothes.

      “I don’t know yet,” she said. “I talked to Roman about designing something for me and Willa to get together. Sisterly bonding and all that.”

      My phone trumpeted from the bottom of my purse. I fished around and found it. The name flashing across the screen caused anxiety to churn in my stomach.

      “Charlie! I’ve got to step outside and take this call,” I said.

      “Okay! I won’t make a decision without you!” she yelled back.

      I walked toward the front door of the boutique, my phone already to my ear. “Hello, Oliver.”

      “I didn’t think I’d get you,” he said after a brief pause. “Usually when I call you let it go to voicemail. I leave a voicemail and then you call me back after the board meeting.”

      A blast of cold air hit my cheeks and I huddled in on myself. “Usually that’s the way of it, yeah.”

      “But you answered this time.”

      “I did.”

      “Why?”

      “Momentary insanity.”

      The old man chuckled. “Will you have another lapse in sanity and come to the next board meeting in a few weeks?”

      “Doubtful,” I said. “I’m not on the board.”

      “Not yet. But your father would want⁠—”

      “Thanks for calling, Oliver. I’ll read the minutes when they’re available.”

      I hung up and closed my eyes.

      My throat tightened; my eyes filled with tears. I hastily turned my head and swiped at my cheeks. When I felt in control again, I turned toward the boutique. A silent gasp caught in my throat as I saw a man with pale skin pointing a gun at me.

      He reeked of sweat and onions. “Give me your fucking purse!”

      My limbs were frozen with terror.

      “Do you want me to shoot you, bitch? Hand over the fucking purse!”

      He lifted his aim to my head as I held out my purse with wobblily arms.

      A gunshot sounded and my would-be attacker screamed as he pitched forward and slightly away from me, grabbing his shoulder and momentarily lowering the gun away from my face. In a rage, he swung his arm back toward me, pointing the pistol at my forehead. Before I could process what was happening, there was another gun shot. It went through his neck and he dropped to the ground, gurgling and gasping for air. In a few short seconds, he fell silent.

      I looked in the direction of my savior. Willa was poised with both hands wrapped around her pistol. She lowered it slowly and looked at me. “Are you okay?”

      My head was full of static as I glanced at the prostrate dead body on the ground, blood leaking from his wounds as he lay there.

      The front door of the boutique blew open and Waverly and Charlie ran outside.

      “What the fuck!” Waverly yelled.

      Charlie was wearing a strapless leather dress and goosebumps erupted across her shoulders and chest. “Oh my God!”

      “Hayden,” Willa barked. “Are you okay?”

      My gaze found hers. Bile churned in my belly. “No. I’m not okay,” I said, right before I turned my head and puked.
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      After I’d emptied the contents of my stomach, I stepped away from the mess at my feet.

      “Both of you,” Willa commanded, “back inside. I’m calling the cops.”

      Charlie and Waverly both ducked into the boutique, the front door slamming behind them. I burrowed my face into the collar of my jacket. My head felt heavy, but cloudy, like I couldn’t form a thought.

      Willa’s voice filtered in and out as my gaze continued to stray from her to the body on the ground. I hastily turned around to avoid it altogether so I wouldn’t be sick again.

      “Cops are on their way,” Willa announced.

      I nodded and faced her, about to ask her what the hell had happened and how she wasn’t falling apart. I was on the verge of collapsing but somehow, I was still standing.

      She put the phone to her ear and waited.

      “Who are you calling now?” I asked.

      She held up a finger, instructing me to wait.

      “It’s Willa,” she said to the other person on the phone. “I’m in trouble. No, I can’t say over the phone…” She paused. “Cops are already on their way.” She closed her eyes a moment and exhaled a shaky breath. “Okay. I won’t. See you in a few.”

      She hung up.

      “Who was that?” I asked, my voice growing weaker with each question.

      “My attorney.” She met my gaze. “Our attorney.”

      “Attorney.” I shook my head.

      “Unless you want to call your own?” she offered.

      “No, I—I wouldn’t even know who to call.” In order to get a name, I’d have to involve my mother and she couldn’t know about this.

      She can never know about any of this.

      Willa made a move toward the boutique.

      “Where are you going?” I asked, hysteria suddenly rising to the surface.

      “Inside to get my coat,” she explained. “It’s cold out here.”

      “Oh.” I nodded. “Okay. I thought you were leaving me.”

      She took my hand and gave it a squeeze.

      “Willa, I—if you hadn’t…”

      “I know.” Her blue eyes were suddenly bright. “Do you feel like you’re moving in slow motion and the air is thick around you, and you can’t get enough of it into your lungs?”

      “Yeah. That’s exactly how I feel.”

      She squeezed my hand again and let it go before stepping around the corpse and heading inside the boutique.

      A man had pulled a gun on me.

      And Willa had killed him.

      She’d killed him.

      I was a stranger to her and she hadn’t even hesitated.

      What if she hadn’t been in her car?

      What if she⁠—

      I would be⁠—

      With a wave of nausea, I bent over to catch my breath for a minute.

      The rumble of motorcycles in the distance was a momentary distraction.

      Once the nausea had passed, I stood up straight. Willa came out of the boutique wearing a blue jacket that was already zipped up to keep her neck warm. She held two bottles of water and without a word, she came to stand next to me and handed me one.

      I was in the middle of taking a sip when three motorcycles roared into the parking lot.

      Willa sighed. “My husband Duke is here.”

      “Did you call him?”

      She shook her head. “Vance—our attorney—told me no phone calls, not to anyone. Vance must’ve called him…”

      Three tall men in jeans wearing heavy leather motorcycle boots and leather cuts pulled up beside us and got off their motorcycles.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I muttered.

      “What?” Willa asked.

      “Your husband is a biker?” I inquired.

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “Well, Duchess,” Bones drawled. “If you wanted to see me, all you had to do was call.”
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      The cops and Vance showed up within a few minutes of each other. It was pure pandemonium.

      Questions were being asked, voices were being raised, and my head swam.

      Bones took a step toward me and wrapped an arm around me. It took all of my willpower not to collapse against him.

      “I need to speak with Willa and—” The attorney’s eyes found mine and he raised his brows.

      “Hayden,” I supplied.

      “Hayden,” Vance repeated with a nod.

      The attorney was tall and imposing, but the cops recognized they weren’t going to get any answers until Vance had spoken to us.

      I looked up at Bones, but his gaze was trained on the now covered dead body in front of the boutique. Finally, he dragged his attention to me, curiosity brewing in his eyes.

      He wanted to know what happened. But he remained silent.

      Vance spoke to Willa’s husband in quiet tones. The dark-haired man nodded. He looked at the third biker who’d come with him and then at Bones, and gestured with his chin to the boutique. The blond biker whose name I didn’t yet know strode inside.

      “Savage will keep Waverly and Charlie company,” Bones explained, “while this whole mess gets sorted.”

      I was overwhelmingly grateful for all the people that would help us navigate this insane situation.

      “Hayden? Willa?” Vance asked.

      I nodded.

      Bones released me slowly and I immediately regretted losing his warmth. I walked with Willa and Vance to the side of the building, out of ear and eyeshot of the cops.

      “What happened?” Vance asked bluntly.

      I told him that I’d gone outside to take a phone call and when I’d hung up, there was a man holding a gun to me, and that his intent had been to rob me.

      “And while I was about to hand over my purse, Willa shot him. Twice.”

      Vance looked at Willa. “Now you.”

      “I was finishing lunch in my car. I saw the guy approaching her. He looked nervous. Maybe a tweaker? I don’t know. When I saw what was happening, I grabbed my pistol from the glove box and like she said, I shot him twice.”

      “All right. The boutique has security cameras?”

      Willa nodded.

      “We’ll need to see the footage to corroborate the story before you say a word to anyone. They’re going to get that video regardless, and what you say has to match what’s on it. What about Waverly and Charlie?”

      “They were inside the store,” Willa said. “I don’t know what they saw.”

      “Okay, I’ll speak to them,” Vance said.

      I took Willa’s hand in mine, wanting to offer her some support. She’d saved my life.

      “Let’s get back there,” Vance said. “The sooner we clear this up, the sooner you both can go home.”

      Willa’s blue eyes were filled with concern. “Vance, I’m⁠—”

      “I know,” he interrupted. “Just one step at a time. This could have been a lot worse. You did good.”

      “Yeah?” Willa asked. “You sure?”

      “I’m sure.” He gave her shoulder a squeeze. “Now we really do need to get back there. Your husband doesn’t want to let you out of his sight.”

      Willa cracked a smile, but I could tell she was on the verge of tears.

      Emotions were catching up to both of us now.

      We kept our hands clasped like two close friends instead of what we were—near strangers who were now linked by a traumatic event.

      My vision rippled, but I blinked, and I could see again. Only, when we got back to the scene a black curtain slid down over my eyes. My knees buckled, I dropped the bottle of water, and everything went dark.
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