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I hated hospitals. I hated the smells, and the desperation of the workers, and the people who sat in the waiting rooms. I hated waiting for death to overtake the people trapped behind the curtains, or enclosed in the rooms with only a window opening to a brick wall where the bright fluorescent lights were brighter than any emotion carried by anyone roaming the halls.

I knew where I was before I could find the strength to open my eyes.

A warm, strong hand clamped down firmly on my shoulder. I squeezed my already closed eyes tighter.

I knew who it was. I could smell him, the familiar burn in my nose of his smoke and cologne. This time, he was here for me.

I pressed my teeth together and turned my head away from him.

This time, I didn’t want him here.

A flash of red flew into my mind and I saw a man slump to the ground, a red stain blooming on his chest before he ever hit the pavement. I cringed and bit my lip to keep from crying out his name.

It was my fault he died.

It was my fault both of them died.

I felt the physical pull of darkness surround me and I gasped out one loud breath before it consumed me, pulling me back to sleep.
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Five weeks earlier

 

Climbing out of my eight-year-old black Nissan, I blew out a long, shaky breath and ignored the glances from the people I passed on the street. In a town of only twenty thousand people, and coming from an infamous family like mine, I was used to their shifty-eyed looks. As if they expected me to whip out my pink Beretta and start firing shots at anyone who looked at me the wrong way. I had tried for years to change people’s perceptions of me but had finally given up.

As I pushed open the door to Penny’s Bar and Boarding House, the thought hit me that if anyone knew the secret I was literally carrying with me, no one would be surprised. 

I eyed the surprisingly respectable looking establishment. I hadn’t stepped foot into this bar since I was too young to be drinking. Only a few years, yet it felt like a lifetime ago at the same time. There were a handful of scantily, yet classily dressed women sprinkled around the bar area. Some lounged on blood red leather couches, probably waiting for clients. Others sat together at the bar-height round tables, enjoying a drink with the other escorts. 

I had to admit that the place and the girls were classier than I, as a young teenager, remembered them being when I had visited with my dad for business. At one point, The Nordic Lords Motorcycle Club had helped fund the bar. They had gotten out of the sleazy escort business right around the time my former best friend, Faith, jumped in with both feet.

At least that was how it felt to me. We hadn’t spoken since.

Now, she was the only one who could help me.

“I’m looking for Faith,” I told the bartender, and currently the only male in the bar. He took me in with one eyebrow raised, as if he were examining me. For what, I didn’t know. Perhaps they didn’t get many female customers. Regardless, I resisted the urge to cower under the tall man’s dark and broody stare while he silently perused my body. His large frame was encased in his Black Death MC leather cut, and I wondered for a brief second if he knew who I was and if he’d kick me out.

Finally, apparently satisfied I had answered his unasked question appropriately, he nodded as if I were in here every day. Like this was a normal lunch with my best friend. We were best friends who had the same September birthday, born two years apart to the day. 

Two club princesses born on the same date. Our fathers’ club had partied for a week straight after my birth, at least that’s the story I had always heard growing up once Faith and I became inseparable. I was pretty sure the story had been embellished over the years like men under the heavy and constant influence of drugs, booze, and sex tended to do.

I watched the quiet man stroll to the back and took a seat at the bar, all while fighting the instinct to run my hands over my stomach, or wring my hands together nervously, but I failed. One hand slowly rubbed back and forth over my stomach. I propped my other elbow on the bar and dropped my head into my hand. 

I could only assume his silence meant Faith was in the back, hopefully not with a client.

“Well, well, well.” I jerked my head up and stared at the sarcastic singsong voice only Faith could make sound pleasant and evil at the same time. She was as stunning as she always had been. Jet black hair that looked too shiny to be real, exotic almond shaped eyes and a body, that I knew from local gossip, helped make her one of the most sought after escorts in our sin-filled town of Jasper Bay. “I’d never have expected a visit from you.”

I nodded, checking to see how much malevolence she felt for me. Surprisingly, I found none, at least none I could detect.

“How are you?” 

Faith leaned forward with her elbows on the bar and dropped her head. Her eyes held nothing in them. They were completely blank. I didn’t know if it was because she was dead from the lifestyle she had chosen or if it was because of her empty emotion for me. Either way, a pang of sadness hit my stomach for her. At one time, we been closer than sisters could be, and now we were further apart than strangers were.

“Cut the shit, Olivia. What do you need?”

My nose twitched. I deserved that. Faith had always been blunt, completely intolerant of bullshit yet able to master the art of bullshitting others. I closed my eyes and tried to blink away the fear I felt, the overwhelming knowledge that if she wasn’t able to help me, no one could. 

“I need help.” My words came out jilted. I held her eyes the entire time so she could read my desperation.

She sighed and her shoulders dropped. “And I was your last choice? You must be in bad shape.”

I was. But that wasn’t why I came to her. “You’re my only choice.”

For a second, I thought I saw a familiar look of compassion dance across her eyes, but it was gone before I was certain. “What is it?”

“I need to go to a clinic. Cash only, no names. Today.”

Her eyes dropped to my stomach even though she couldn’t see it from behind the bar, but she knew.

“How far along are you?”

I bit the inside of my cheek. “I’m not really sure, but I missed my last period a few weeks ago,” I answered and then glanced around the bar to make sure no one could hear me. If I was correct in my assumptions though, it was the night Travis and I partied too hard at The Bridge Tavern, throwing back shots and beer while we played pool and darts and then later, completely forgot to use a condom.

“Travis can’t take you?” she asked, one eyebrow raised, but I knew before I answered that she’d understand. She always knew my greatest desire was to get out of this town. Travis may have been my quasi-boyfriend, and a local cop, but getting pregnant with his baby would cement my status as a lifer in Jasper Bay. I refused to let that happen.

Even if I had never found the courage to truly leave.

Tears filled my eyes when I thought for a second that she might not help me. All I needed was someone to drop me off and take me home afterward. One hour of her time, tops. Still, I felt the burn in my eyes as I prepared to beg her. 

“Please…”

She raised a hand to stop me from saying anything else. I closed my mouth and wiped a tear from my cheek. Faith pressed her lips together before she smiled slightly. It wasn’t genuine and it wasn’t friendly, but I took it anyway. “Let me make a few calls and see if the clinic Penny has used before has openings today.”

“Thank you,” I said in a rush, but she was already gone, walking out from behind the bar and passing the sullen bartender on the way.
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“Is your friend here to take you home?”

I didn’t look at the nurse. I couldn’t. The guilt over what I had almost done filled every pore of my body and suffocated me. I knew regardless of the choice I made, she wouldn’t look at me with judgment. Her eyes were kind, even if they were a bit sad. I wondered if she did this job because she wanted to, or if it was the last place she wanted to be in the entire world.

I knew the feeling.

I nodded and declined the wheelchair she offered me, hanging my head in shame as I followed her silently down the back hallway. When she pushed open the back door and the sunshine hit my face, my eyes clamped closed to block out the bright sunlight as we entered the back parking lot.

Nothing like walking in through the front of a free clinic only to be ushered out the back door like the unwanted orphan—even if you hadn’t actually done anything.

I didn’t care. If there was ever a day I deserved to feel condemnation it was this one. I had almost killed my baby. The fact that I couldn’t make a decision today when the moment came meant nothing. I still didn’t know what to do.

Footsteps approached on the broken gravel and I finally looked up, expecting to see Faith walking toward me to take me home.

Instead, my breath caught and a lump formed in my throat. I couldn’t take my eyes off the man. He walked toward me with purpose, clearly there for me. My mouth parted and I licked my suddenly dry lips. Vaguely, I heard the nurse say something about calling to make an appointment if I changed my mind, but her voice sounded too far away and muffled, as if I were underwater. I was too stunned, too afraid, and too upset at Faith. Damn her. The one time I had asked her for help in five years. 

My head spun with silent questions. She threw me to him? Of all people? How did Faith know how to get hold of Daemon? Were they still friends? She worked with Black Death MC, The Nordic Lords’ enemies. None of it made sense, and as the questions swirled in my head, I stopped trying to answer them. Because once Daemon fixed his dark green eyes directly on me, all rational thought in my head dissolved.

The innocence of the boy I had once loved was gone now; hardened by years of being a full member in the motorcycle club we had once pledged to flee. His cheekbones and jaw line were more prominent, his evergreen eyes as bright as I remembered them being. He stalked toward me with the grace and sleekness of a panther on a kill, dressed in loose fitting blue jeans, biker boots, and a short sleeve black shirt, covered by his leather cut. I knew from years with my dad that the leather would be soft, supple and smell like a mixture of oil, beer and cigarette smoke.

I used to love that smell when I was a little girl and relished the few times I was able to crawl into my father’s lap and rub my skin against the leather, like a kitten purring and rubbing against her favorite scratching post.

He cleared his throat and smiled at the nurse. “I’ll take care of her.”

His eyes pierced straight into mine and I gasped as he cupped my elbow with his hand, pulling me toward him. My steps faltered, my grey flip-flop kicked a loose rock directly onto his scuffed, black biker boots. He reached out to steady me with his other hand.

“I got it,” I said. The muscles in my arm tensed as soon as he touched me. But for some reason, one I didn’t want to look into further, I didn’t move to get away from him.

He began leading me toward the same beat up and rusty black Chevy truck he bought when he turned sixteen-years-old. He didn’t speak to me. He didn’t acknowledge my existence in any way except for his hand on my skin.

A moment of desperation hit me and I twisted around to find the nurse. My hair whipped around, stung my cheeks, and got stuck on the sweat dotting my hairline. I wanted to beg her not to leave until I could get someone—anyone else—to come get me.

Not Daemon, he was last person I would ever want to see me like this.

I was going to kill Faith.

But the nurse was gone, the back exit door closed, and I was twenty minutes from home with no one else I could talk to or trust.

So I let him slowly walk me to the beat up truck and I shifted on my feet when we reached the passenger side.

“Let me help you.” One of his arms reached around my shoulder and I jerked out of his reach.

“No,” I said, staring at the chipped cherry red nail polish on my toes. “I can climb in on my own.”

He sighed, opened the passenger door to his truck and waved his arm, giving me the go-ahead. 

I put my right hand on the open door handle and braced myself with my left hand on the side of the truck. My hand, sweaty from nerves and the stress of the day, slipped from the door and I lost my balance. Before I knew it, Daemon’s arms were wrapped around my waist as he picked me up.

The same arms that had at one point in my life, held me and protected me were now helping me again. I hated it and I embraced it at the same time. He sat me in the cracked faux leather bench seat, handed me my paperwork, a bottle of prenatal vitamins, and a sealed envelope with a picture from the ultrasound.

Daemon Knight. 

I closed my eyes and rested my head against the back of my seat. He wasn’t out of the parking lot before the tears began to fall silently down my cheeks. 

Faith. Daemon. 

For five years, I had run from my past and my life, and in one day, both Faith and Daemon had swept in to save me. It was too much. I was too raw. Sadness and guilt festered in me at lying to Travis about my plans for today. The only boyfriend I had had since the night Daemon had held me, loved me, taken my virginity, and then the very next day succeeded in breaking every promise he made to me.

Yet, he was here.

And if I had been able to be honest with myself for once, I would have realized that out of everybody in the entire world, there was no one else other than Daemon I wanted around when I felt like life was crushing down on me, forcing me to face my demons. No one made me feel safer. 

Not even Travis. At best, he was a distant—far distant—second.
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We said nothing on the twenty-minute drive back to Jasper Bay while tears silently fell down my cheeks. Daemon clutched the steering wheel so tightly with his right hand that his knuckles turned white. A muscle in his jaw twitched and I watched him fidget with a cigarette every few minutes, weaving it over and under his fingers on his left hand.

I recognized his gestures as part nerves and part anger. I may not have spoken to him for five years, but prior to that day, we had been friends since we were two. Over twenty years of knowing him made it easy to read his mannerisms.

Right then, his silence told me he was wound so tight that I knew only an hour in a sparring match in the boxing ring would settle him.

The cuts on his knuckles and the slightly faded bruise on his jaw told me he still fought. Not that I was looking, and not that I didn’t love the smell of leather and stale smoke. And I certainly wasn’t looking at the way his dirty blonde hair fell to his shoulders or the way his short eyelashes fell into his eyes, giving him a tired look.

“I’ll walk you up,” Daemon spoke softly, but with a voice deeper than I remembered him having.

I had once loved his voice. I had yearned for his smile and his laugh and his whispers as his lips brushed my skin.

I now hated that voice.

It was a reminder of all the things in my life that had fallen apart. He shifted the truck into park and I looked up at my second story apartment. The small, one room studio was a crap hole; but it was the only place I could afford after I dropped out of college, and moved back home to Jasper Bay. Fortunately, my boss, Gunner, owned it and rented it out to me for dirt-cheap.

The added bonus was it sat directly above the tattoo shop where I did their bookkeeping.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 

He didn’t listen. I didn’t expect him to, really. I watched him open the door and without him asking, or demanding, I slid into his muscled arms and let him set me on the ground.

“I’m helping you upstairs. I’m going to make sure you’re safe, and then you’re going to tell me what in the fuck just happened today.”

I flinched at his harshness. My jaw dropped and then I snapped it closed. I shook my head back and forth but exhaustion had overtaken me on the ride home and I was too tired to argue with him. Daemon always did what Daemon wanted to do anyway.

“Fine,” I snapped and looked for any sign in his eyes that he cared about me.

I came away with nothing.

It didn’t stop me though, from letting him wrap an arm around my waist while he held my purse and papers in his other hand. He walked me to the door, pausing only to dig out my keys. In one guess, he used the right key to unlock the outside door and did the same thing again once we reached the top of the stairs, as if he had been here before.

I didn’t want to stop and think about if that was true or not.

Once inside, I walked to the bed, and collapsed on it while he locked the door behind me.

“What is it?” I asked when he stood staring at the door to my apartment.

He turned to me with a frown. “Your security is shit.”

I bristled. “No one’s trying to kill me. Not anymore.”

“You’re the President’s daughter, Olivia.” Walking to my kitchen area, he filled a glass of water.

“I know who I am.” 

“Do you?” I looked away from him after he handed me the glass of water. His point was made.

“You can go now.”

He leaned back onto my battered couch that Gunner used to have sitting in the waiting area of the tattoo shop until I made him by a new one. It was a puke brown color and the threads seemed to disintegrate more every day. 

I had never cared; never been ashamed of the meager life I was living, until Daemon Knight sat in the middle of the small room looking like he wasn’t planning to leave anytime soon.

“Does Travis know what you did today?”

I ignored the question. It wasn’t any of his business. The faster I got Daemon out of my apartment, the better for everyone. “Why did Faith call you?”

He shrugged and lit a cigarette, blowing the first exhale of smoke out slowly and closed his eyes. “She had something come up at the bar; said you needed help.”

I could have thanked him, but there was no way in hell my pride would let me. Had it not been for Daemon turning his back on me years ago, we would have been out of this fucked up town and living happily ever after. At least that was how it always happened in my dreams or nightmares. They plagued me constantly. What life would have been like if Daemon would have only loved me the way he claimed he did.

God, I was so naïve back then. Too innocent to think any man who grew up in our families’ motorcycle club could be anything but a liar. I had hung my hopes on his words and vowed never to trust anyone related to anything resembling a biker again. And it had worked, mostly. Which made it easier to be around Travis. He was as anti-biker as you could get.

“A client?” I sneered at him, more willing to put the focus on Faith and her job than my shitty day.

“Don’t judge us, Olivia. It’s beneath you, and more than anyone else, you know what it’s like to do anything you need to in order to survive.” His eyes glared at me, the smoke fell from his flared nostrils. Suddenly my studio apartment felt smaller than a shoebox.

“Fuck off, Daemon, and just leave. I don’t need you.”

He was at my side of the bed in a second, leaning over me and bracing himself with both hands next to me. I could smell the smoke in his breath and couldn’t take my eyes off the sparkling green ones that stared down at me. My breath caught and my body reacted to his seductive gaze.

I wanted to punch him in the balls when he smiled—knowing what I was thinking.

Damn it.

“You’re wrong, Princess.” I scoffed at the nickname. I hated it. Always did. “You do need me. I don’t give a shit about…”

“I know you don’t,” I snapped at him.

“Shut your mouth before I kiss you and make you be quiet.” I inhaled a sharp breath and pressed my lips together. His eyes darkened and trailed the length of my body. God, how could he look at me like he wanted to devour me after what he thought I had just done? And after what he had done to me? I hated him. Yet, I wanted to pull him closer to me. Wrap his leather cut in my fists and force his mouth against mine to see if his lips felt the same, tasted the same, as I remembered. “I don’t give a shit why you did what you did today. It only tells me one thing.”

I waited. He lowered his face until he was inches from mine, his breathing heavier than mine if that was possible.

“I will have you under me again, on the back of my bike, and back in the club with your family where you belong. It’s only going to be a matter of time.”

No way in hell was I ever going back to the club. I pressed my hands against his chest and shoved him off me. He grinned, and looked sexy doing it. The top of his lip disappeared slightly under his facial hair making him look dangerous and hot at the same time.

We heard the footsteps coming up the stairs, at the same time both of our heads snapped toward the locked door.

“Travis?”

I nodded. “He has a key.”

“You goin’ to tell him what you did?”

“My relationship with Travis is none of your business. And besides,” I grinned. It almost felt like I had a knife; and I was preparing to stick it into his gut. “I didn’t go through with it. I’m having his baby so you can fuck off.”

A vein on the side of his temple popped out. “You’re right,” he snapped and grabbed his cigarettes and keys from the coffee table. “It isn’t my business. But I’d fuck you again, anytime.”

“Find a club whore.”

“Already have one.” The door opened just as I was about to jump out of bed and smack him. Travis stood frozen in the entryway, glancing back and forth between the two of us.

His blue eyes narrowed on Daemon and I watched his chest puff out before he exhaled and fixed his glare on me.

“Olivia?” he asked, his lips thinned when he saw me lying on the bed. “What in the hell is going on?”

“Flu,” I lied easily, or maybe it was partly true. I suddenly felt like I could throw up at any second. With both of the men in my tiny home, I felt violated and sick to my stomach. I was amazed they hadn’t whipped out their pistols yet. They were both carrying. They always did. “I almost passed out on the sidewalk and Daemon was there. He helped me home.” I glared at Daemon as his lips twisted into a wry grin. “He was also just leaving.”

Travis nodded at him. “Thanks for helping my girl.” It was insincere, an arrogant way to put Daemon in his place, at best. 

Daemon smiled easily and headed for the door, getting closer to Travis who didn’t look threatened at all.

“Just because you get the privilege of sticking your dick in her,” I gasped at the crassness and noticed Travis curled his hands into fists, “doesn’t make her yours. She’s always been mine, Larson, and she’ll come back when she realizes where she truly belongs.”

“Go to hell, Daemon,” I clipped from across the room.

However, he was already gone; the door snapped closed behind him.
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Fuck. I lit another cigarette as soon as my feet hit the pavement. I was going to kill Faith for tricking me into picking up Olivia from that dumpy med clinic. Then I was going to put a bullet in Travis’s stomach just for the sake of knocking Olivia up in the first place.

Shit. Olivia was pregnant with Travis Larson’s baby. He was everything I knew she was looking for, a stable life, someone who would come home at night and give her a family. If I wasn’t such a prick, I might have been happy for her. But I wasn’t. Jealousy flooded my veins at the thought that the moment she rolled back into town, she went to him. 

Travis Larson. The boy had had a crush on her long before I ever made my move on her when we were teenagers. She should have come home—back to the club and back to her old man—but she didn’t. I had never seen our Prez as pissed as he was the day he learned his daughter, his princess, ran to the other side.

It wasn’t where she belonged and we all knew it. It was only a matter of time before Liv realized who she was; and fuck it all, if I wasn’t going to make sure I was there the day she returned.

I hid my irritation when I saw Jaden propped up against the side of my truck with his arms crossed over his chest and feet crossed at the ankles. It was a casual stance, but I knew it was all a façade. Jaden was my best friend, and a ruthless asshole. He knew me better than anyone else and understood the choices I had made even when I hated myself for making them.

That he was there, at my truck, and outside Olivia’s apartment, was no surprise. Olivia would be the only one surprised to learn that all the members of the club had to do their duty of protective watch. Her father insisted. She may have thought we all turned our back on her, but she was dead wrong.

She was protected, whether she wanted to be or not.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I threw my half-smoked cigarette on the ground. My throat and lungs burned from the excessive smoking I had already done and it was only early afternoon.

“Making sure you don’t do anything stupid.” Jaden didn’t look at me. He kept his eyes trained on Liv’s apartment. The place I didn’t want to fucking leave, but knew it’d take me forever to be invited to stay with her again. I had fucked all that up years ago—not that I didn’t still want her—God, I did. Even seeing her today, broken and sad, she was still the sexiest thing I had ever seen. I wanted to rub my hands along her sides and her tits, take one nipple in my mouth while my hand played with the other, right before I shoved my dick deep inside her again. 

She had that pull on me. Always did. None of the biker whores who threw their pussy in my face so eagerly had ever been able to erase my memory of the one night I spent with Olivia under me and on me.

My nose twitched. “I’m good.” I shoved Jaden out of the way of my door but he didn’t budge.

“Prez is going to kick your ass if you fuck this up with her again. He wants her back home.”

“I know,” I snapped, “but Travis is a dead man if Prez finds out that Liv is pregnant.”

Jaden’s face was expressionless, but he knew what I was talking about. Fucker had probably been shadowing me ever since I took off from the club in a rush when Faith called me. I didn’t know Faith’s motives for calling me instead of handling everything like she had told Olivia she would, although she knew we kept our eye on Olivia. Maybe she just figured it was better that I was there over any other guy in the club.

I didn’t fucking know. I didn’t care. 

I cared about the fact that Travis had gotten Olivia into this mess; and yet, he was the one inside her apartment right now, comforting her. He was taking care of her even though all of this was his own damn fault to begin with. He probably did it on purpose thinking he could trap Olivia into marrying him.

Someday, that decision was going to bite him in the ass. And when it did, I would be there, smiling and taking back what had always belonged to me while he cried like the pussy-ass baby he always had been.
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If it wouldn’t have given me away completely, I would have asked Travis to leave the minute Daemon stomped down the stairs. In his wake, he left a river of tension that instantly separated Travis and me. I wondered if that was Daemon’s plan the entire time. Find a way to get back into my life, push Travis out, and do everything he could to make me all wrapped up in him all over again.

I let out a small groan and wrapped my arm around my stomach. 

“You really sick?” Travis asked. He still hadn’t moved from the spot that he’d been plastered to since he walked in and spotted Daemon. Occasionally, he ran his hand through his buzzed light brown hair, but that was the only move he made.

I didn’t answer. I just rolled over in my bed, clutched my stomach and brought my knees to my chest. I hoped he’d get the point and just leave. I didn’t want my relationship with Travis to end. I just didn’t want it get more serious either. 

“What can I get for you?” I felt the edge of the bed dip from his weight. He didn’t touch me, and I didn’t turn to look at him.

“Ginger ale. I have some in the fridge.” He left and when he came back, I took a few sips of the cold and bubbly drink before setting it down and finally pulled myself into a sitting position. “I thought you were working.”

He smiled sadly. “I thought I’d come over and take you to lunch.” 

That was Travis, always so thoughtful. I was such a ruthless bitch, using him for his company and his kindness and refusing anything more. It wasn’t the first time I wondered when he’d finally see my game and walk away before I crushed him beneath the heel of my boot.

“Sorry.” And I was. Just not for the reasons he was thinking.

“I can bring soup for you later when I get off my shift.” His eyes roamed my apartment, as if looking for something out of place. Maybe he could smell the lies that permeated the air between us. “It’ll be late, though.”

“I’ll probably be sleeping.”

He nodded and leaned down, pressing a light kiss against my temple. “I should get back, then. I love you.”

I didn’t say it back. I never did. Today was the first time I felt guilty about it, but I still couldn’t force the words out of my throat. Travis closed his eyes and dropped his head before leaving my home quietly.

A coldness filled the small space after he left but I knew it wasn’t the air. It was at least eighty degrees out, the height of summer in Northern Minnesota, and I didn’t have air-conditioning. The air was probably warm and stuffy in my home. It was my heart that spread ice through my veins as I pulled a blanket over me and shivered.

It was only then that I finally allowed myself to consider what had happened earlier.

Daemon Knight had so easily walked back into my life as if he hadn’t run away in the first place. As if he didn’t turn his back on me, the night I needed him—the night I spent in a hospital room, mourning the death of my mother with a bullet wound in my thigh.

He should have been there for me.

Instead, he was gone. And by the time he came around, spewing his excuses and wanting my forgiveness, I wanted nothing to do with him.

He was dead to me. Just like my mom, my dad, and the rest of the club.

I had no one.

Except I did, because I knew Daemon showing up at the clinic wasn’t a coincidence. My reaction to him the moment I saw him earlier was as visceral as it had always been. There had always been some tie between us. An invisible connection that existed solely between the two of us, whether we wanted it to be there or not. And I didn’t want it. Not anymore. Regardless, it was still there. I could still feel a pull toward Daemon, even after he shut the door and walked out of my apartment. I could see him, still smell him, as if his presence had been left behind, even though his body was gone.

It had always been that way. Even hours away in Minneapolis while I attended college, my thoughts would always drift back to Daemon and my memories of life in Jasper Bay whenever the sun set and the quiet, dark of night appeared.

I put my hand on my stomach, wondering what in the hell I was going to do with a baby. The child of a man that I not only didn’t love, but wasn’t sure I wanted. I wondered how long it would take for the tie that bound Daemon and me together to break. How far could I run before it either snapped me away, or flung me back into the life I despised?

I allowed myself an hour of wallowing before I brushed back the covers, fixed my hair and grabbed my keys, locking the door behind me.

Gunner shot me a look of surprise when I entered his tattoo shop, GetInked.

“What are you doing here?”

I waved him off, hoping he couldn’t see my swollen and reddened eyes.

“I thought I’d finish up the quarterly reports.” I ignored his strange look and walked to the back office.

Five years of trying to graduate college and I finally realized besides math and accounting I was never going to pass a damn class. Walking away and heading back to Jasper Bay without a degree or a job hadn’t hurt my pride as much as I thought it would. I didn’t leave much behind when I left Minneapolis. What stung more was realizing that most likely, the only reason I graduated from high school with honors was because the teachers were terrified my dad would shoot them if they had given me the grade I deserved.

Fortunately I’d stumbled across Gunner’s ‘Help Wanted’ sign the day I drove back into town, not having any idea of where I was going to live or work.

I still wasn’t sure if Gunner gave me the job because he truly thought I could do the work, or because of the Motorcycle Club that I’d been raised in. Maybe I was the only one to apply. Regardless, I was thankful he gave me a chance because who in the hell knows what I would have done if he hadn’t.

I didn’t realize how lost I was in the paperwork until Gunner opened the door, holding a bottle of Jack Daniels and two small glasses.

“You look like you needed this.” 

God, did I, more than ever. I shook my head, knowing I couldn’t.

“No thanks,” I told him and watched him frown at me.

“You never turn down a drink with me. What’s going on?”

I studied him for a minute, wondering why he was even asking. Finally, I decided his concern was not only genuine, but he had no ties to anybody I knew. Gunner was friendly with the club, doing a lot of their ink work, but tattoos were as close as he got to them. 

I sighed, finally needing to get it off my chest. “I’m pregnant.” 

The man was covered from head to toe in ink. His baldhead, his face, his neck, and every inch of skin I could see peeking out from under his clothes. The only place not inked on him was the skin around his eyes. He looked scary. Like a freak. I knew that’s what most people thought of him anyway. But he had been good to me, and those un-inked eyes radiated a kindness I hadn’t seen in anyone else in a long time.

“Travis’s?” he asked and poured himself a glass of JD. I watched him swallow it down full of envy that he could drink and I couldn’t. “That should make him happy.”

“He doesn’t know.” Quieter, I added, “I’m not sure I’m going to keep it.”

He held up his glass and tipped it toward me before throwing the rest back down his throat. His Adam’s apple bobbed slowly.

“You’ll keep it.” It sounded so definite, as if the decision was already made. Maybe I had made it earlier—the moment I couldn’t give the okay to the nurse—and was simply unwilling to admit it. “But you won’t end up with Travis.”

“You some sort of psychic now?” My lips curled as I asked the question. He was too close to already figuring out what I myself, was just beginning to consider.

He set the glass down on my desk and shrugged, crossing his arms as if he was Buddha—wise and all knowing. “You don’t love him. As soon as he finds out, he’s going to want to marry you. You’ll refuse, and he’ll finally realize you never loved him.”

The coldness in my heart trickled into my veins and the iciness spread all over my skin. I resisted the urge to shiver underneath his gaze. I cleared my throat. “What makes you say that?”

“I’m going to give it to you straight, Olivia, since you don’t have anyone else in your life willing to do it.” Inside I was screaming at him to shut up. Somehow, I knew whatever came next was something I didn’t want to hear. “I don’t know what shit went down to make you run so many years ago, but this is a small town and people talk. I know that you, Daemon, and Faith all had parents killed around the same time, and I know the club was fractured for a long time. You ran, but you came back here for a reason.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and straightened my back. “I had nowhere else to go.”

He ignored me. The protest sounded lame to my own ears. I came back to a small town to live in a crap hole above a tattoo shop. I could have moved to any small town and done the same thing if I wanted. I wasn’t ready to admit it though. Gunner kept talking, apparently taking my silence for agreement.

“Travis is your distraction. The man so opposite of what you want to avoid, so you cling to him, hoping he can change you. But the truth is, you are who you are, and eventually, Travis will get that. He’s the guy who’s in love with the thought of you, the girl he grew up with, and you’re both trying to force a relationship that’s based on lies and hope, but it’s all misplaced.”

“Wow,” I said, blowing out a slow breath. “I don’t think I like you anymore.”

He shrugged as if he either didn’t care or didn’t believe me. “And I’m not paying you overtime to be here on a Saturday, so get the hell out and go home. Get some rest and things will seem better tomorrow.”

He picked up the glasses and the alcohol, letting the door slam shut behind him, the sound echoed in my silent, tiny office.

I stared at the door, long after Gunner left, and eventually, a hint of a smile tipped my lips. Everything he said was true. I had no idea he was so wise. He kept it so well hidden in his typical quiet nature that I had no idea he saw so much.

Eventually, I did what I was told. I left the office, stunned that everyone else had already left for the night; and I made my way up to my apartment in the darkness of the night, thankful I didn’t have to see anyone.
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I couldn’t stop Gunner’s words from staying in my mind. They were cemented into my brain. It didn’t matter how hard I scrubbed my tiny studio apartment, or how much laundry I folded and then re-folded just to kill time and have my hands occupied with doing something mindless. Gunner’s words couldn’t be forgotten.

He was wrong. I cared about Travis. I valued our friendship—one that we had for over a decade and when I walked back into Jasper Bay, he was among the few who welcomed me home.

Yet, in my gut, Gunner was right. I knew it. The fact that I knew it—the fact that he could see it—changed everything. Because if Gunner, my boss and now apparently, my friend, could see the truth—it wasn’t going to be long before Travis and I admitted it to one another.

I went to bed the night before with Gunner’s thoughts in my head, hating that he could see me so clearly, and fighting to erase a certain pair of dark green eyes and dirty blonde scruffy facial hair that infiltrated my thoughts every time I closed my eyes. I woke up with an ultrasound picture clutched in my hand and dried tears on my cheeks.

Which was probably why I was cleaning and then re-cleaning every single inch of my crappy apartment. Anything to keep my mind off the future decisions I had to make. 

My mp3 player was blaring so loudly through the docking station on my practically non-existent counter that I almost missed the soft pounding on my front door. 

I stared at the door as though an alien might be on the other side. It was Sunday and the shop downstairs was closed. Travis had a key, but he hadn’t tried contacting me since he left the day before. No one else ever visited me.

Eventually, I heard the soft tapping again, so I lowered the music before I answered the door. I should have taken the extra minute to realize whoever was at my door, had gotten in without a key to the downstairs door, down by the entryway next to the shop. But I wasn’t thinking of any of that when I opened the door.

My mouth fell open and my eyes widened when I saw Faith standing in my doorway, holding two paper to-go cups from the local coffee shop, Best of Beans, while a large bobby pin dangled from her fingers. It was then that I realized, as a tinge of disappointment hit my chest, that my visitor was Faith—in all her exotic beauty—and not Daemon.

Where in the hell did that come from?

“Hey.” I didn’t open the door far enough for her to walk in. She looked stunning in a tight, black miniskirt and a light grey tank top that accentuated her breasts. Her make-up was done and her black hair fell straight down her back. I took in my own cut-off sweat shorts and stained tank top with my own dark brown hair thrown into a sock bun on the top of my head. I had no make-up on and I wasn’t sure I had brushed my teeth yet.

I stood in front of her for the first time in my life, feeling less than: less beautiful than her, weaker than she was. The girl who had been raised as practically my sister, in everything we did, down to how we looked. My hair slightly lighter, my curves slightly more understated, and my eyes were a light brown compared to her blue eyes that were so light and bright they shined liked diamonds in the sun.

At least that’s what Daemon’s older brother, Ryker, used to tell her when we were kids.

“You’re upset,” she said, her voice slow and timid.

I pressed my tongue against the top of my mouth and took a deep breath. I could smell the caramel and whip cream in the steam that came through the top of the cups, so it really wasn’t a choice on whether or not I was going to let her in. Luckily, for Faith, I loved coffee.

“Not upset,” I finally admitted, and opened the door so she could come in. I took one of the delicious smelling coffee cups out of her hand as soon as she walked in. “Confused as to why you’re here, but thanks for this.” I raised the cup in my hands and took the first, incredible, throat-burning sip.

She eyed me cautiously and looked around my small place. I was getting used to former-friends-now-strangers investigating my home, even if I couldn’t help but wonder what she was looking for.

Was she looking for pictures of us in our matching pigtails? Those were long gone; shoved into a storage bin in my rarely used storage unit with the rest of the memories of my youth.

“I wanted to see if you were okay,” she finally said, taking a seat at my kitchen table. The floor was crooked underneath and one leg always made the table rock back and forth whenever someone or something put pressure on it. I listened to the knocking sound and made a mental note to fix it, later.

Hesitantly, I sat down and joined her. For the first time since I saw Faith yesterday, I actually saw a hint of caring in her eyes that hadn’t been there when she drove me to the clinic. “Why’d you call Daemon?”

Her lips puckered before she rolled them back into her teeth. “I had to get back to work and one of the Nordic Lords would have learned where you were eventually. I figured it was better Daemon find out than someone who would tell your dad.”

“What do you mean, one of them would find out?”

She sighed and looked away. Her eyes darted to the small window above my bed before she shook her head, as if debating what to tell me. I waited impatiently, tapping my fingers on the side of my cardboard cup.

“They keep tabs on you, Prez’s orders.”

My eyes widened but I blinked away my surprise. This shouldn’t have startled me. I should have known the minute I stepped back into town that I’d be on the asshole’s radar, but to know my dad had me watched… made my skin itch and my blood simmer. I schooled my features so she didn’t see how upset I had gotten.

“How do you know this?”

Faith laughed softly. It was a beautiful sound, just like her. “I work and practically live with Black Death, Olivia. You don’t think I hear things?”

“Of course.” I messed with the plastic lid on my to-go cup just to give my hands something to do. Faith in my apartment felt comfortable and awkward at the same time. “So why are you here and so desperate to see me that you’d pick my lock?”

She smiled coyly. “Nothing better to do.”

I pressed my lips around the edge of my coffee cup and arched a brow. Like hell. Eventually, she sighed.

“I wanted to see if you were okay; honest, Olivia. I felt bad that I had to call Daemon, and I wanted to make sure you were okay after yesterday, and then seeing him again.”

I licked my lips and ran my thumb and index finger across my bottom lip, pulling them toward the center. “I’m fine.” Without warning, I felt tears burn my eyes, just thinking of the decision I had almost made yesterday.

“I couldn’t do it,” I got out, right before my voice choked up and the first tear fell down my cheek. “I wanted to. I thought I did; I don’t know how I’m going to tell Travis, but once I was on the table and the nurse asked if I wanted an ultrasound first… I had to see it. I had to see the baby first, and once I heard the heartbeat, I couldn’t do it.”

I was wrapped in the warmth of Faith’s arms, my head resting on her shoulder as I cried out the rest, along with the guilt of almost killing something that was in me. The baby was a part of me, and even though it was a surprise, I knew somewhere inside of me—in the part that hadn’t been ruined by the club and the memories of the deaths I had witnessed—would never willingly kill another living thing.

I didn’t even kill spiders and bugs. I could never bring myself to end another life. The thought that I could have done it, was stupid.

“I didn’t think for a single second you would go through with it.” Faith’s voice, softer than yesterday but still with a sharpness that said, she too, had seen too much death, cut through my tears and my self-loathing.

“What?” I leaned back, drying my eyes and avoiding hers completely.

“Olivia,” she crooned, reaching out and grabbing my hand. I let her, because it suddenly felt like she was the friend I always had. “You have always been too good; too kind-hearted to do something like that.”

I blinked my eyes closed harshly, stopping the rest of my tears and I finally looked at her. I saw no judgment in her eyes, just compassion for me. Just like there always was. 

“So why did you call Daemon then? When you knew what he’d think?”

She shrugged. An answer between us that was unspoken and unnecessary. Was there anyone else I would have wanted to be with me when I went through something like that?

“I need to get going,” she said, suddenly standing up and smacking her hands on the kitchen table. “Would you want to do lunch sometime? Get caught up maybe? I mean, you’re back in town and all, and now that you’re not completely avoiding me…”

I caught the vulnerability in her eyes, the wondering if I blamed her for everything that happened. I didn’t. I never did. It wasn’t her fault her dad tried to rat on the MC by going to the FBI. The men in the club had killed her dad, Doug, the same night my mom and I were attacked. The only thing that connected them was the timing. But it was never Faith’s fault her dad flipped on the club she’d been raised in.

“Yes.” I nodded. “I can do it next weekend.”

“I’ll make sure I clear my schedule then.”

I watched the door, long after she had left, drinking my coffee, and suddenly wondering, how did everything change so quickly? How many more people would leave me staring at a door after they walked out, shocked by everything that had happened right before? It seemed it was becoming the story of my life.
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I couldn’t focus. I had no idea what our President, Bull Masters, was talking about. Something about the Black Death, and a shipment they had coming into our ports.

I should have been ready for revenge and for bloodshed. That the fuckers could continue to think they could encroach on our territory should have made me ready for battle.

Instead, I was obsessed with the dark-haired vixen. The same woman who had stolen my heart, and then crushed it five years ago; the same woman who came back to town and ran to Travis instead of her family.

Me. I was her family. I was the one who was there for her when everything went to shit. One week after having her in my arms, even if it was innocent, and I couldn’t get the thought of her, the feel of her, or the smell of her out of my damn head.

“Son, you hear what I’m sayin’ to you?” I snapped my head to Liv’s dad, Bull. His parents must have been psychic when they named him because he lived up to the name. He was big as one and just as angry, too. I sometimes couldn’t believe someone so big and nasty could have someone as sweet as Liv for a daughter.

No. I didn’t hear what he said. I nodded. “You bet.”

Bull’s dark black eyes scanned me for lies and then looked at the crew. Nine of us sat at the table. Jaden sat across from me, taking his family’s spot.

Then Bull started talking again and I zoned out thinking about brown hair, honey colored eyes, hips that I wanted to grab with my hands. God, what I wouldn’t give to see her laugh and smile. I wanted to see something other than the hatred she fired at me with her silent glares.

I didn’t realize the room had cleared until Bull pounded his gavel into the table, getting my attention.

“Yeah?” I asked. I couldn’t let him know I was distracted; especially, not why I was distracted. He’d have Liv’s ass hauled in and stored in a room in the club, chained to the bed, safe and sound if he had his choice.

I wanted her back too. I just wanted it to be her choice, not his or mine that brought her home.

“Your head isn’t in this run. You’re not going.”

My nose twitched. Going on runs was the only thing that was going to keep me sane. Liv was fucking knocked up and it wasn’t mine. “I got it.”

“You don’t fuckin’ got it,” he sneered and glared at me. “We gotta stop this shipment from being delivered. And I want to find out who in the hell is trying to sneak this shit in. We’ve worked too damn hard in the last five years to get this town cleaned up from drugs, and someone is allowing Black Death to keep bringing it in.”
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