
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


NEXT GEN. BOXED SET #1

[image: image]

[image: image]

[image: image]

[image: image]


CREDITS

[image: image]

Copyright © 2019 KJ Dahlen Books

Editor: Leanore Elliott

Book Design & Cover: Wicked Muse



  	
	    
	      Also by Kj Dahlen

	    

      
	    
          
	      Badass Women

          
        
          
	          Badass Women-Savaged Sous MC

          
        
          
	          Badass Women-Sin's Bastards

          
        
          
	          Badass Women#3 Brothers Of Chaos

          
        
          
	          Badass Women-Bratva Blood Brothers

          
        
          
	          Badass Women-Lost Sons MC

          
        
          
	          Badass Women VIM

          
        
          
	          Badass Women-Bratva New York

          
        
          
	          Badass Women-Stone Cold Bitches

          
        
          
	          Badass Women New York Wives

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Bikers Of The Rio Grande

          
        
          
	          Rambler

          
        
          
	          Hunter

          
        
          
	          Sinner

          
        
          
	          Bearcat

          
        
          
	          Wizard

          
        
          
	          Raven

          
        
          
	          Taz

          
        
          
	          Thunder

          
        
          
	          Thunder & A Little Bit Of Lightning

          
        
          
	          Snowman & Eden

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Born Of Desperation

          
        
          
	          Nitro

          
        
          
	          Pagan

          
        
          
	          Repo

          
        
          
	          Typhoon

          
        
          
	          Montana

          
        
          
	          Capone

          
        
          
	          Dixon

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Bratva Blood Brothers

          
        
          
	          Yuri

          
        
          
	          Mikial

          
        
          
	          Barshan

          
        
          
	          Sazon

          
        
          
	          Roman

          
        
          
	          Brothers United

          
        
          
	          losif

          
        
          
	          Kosta

          
        
          
	          Nikoli

          
        
          
	          Nicky

          
        
          
	          Sergi

          
        
          
	          Misha

          
        
          
	          Timor

          
        
          
	          Felix

          
        
          
	          Kirill

          
        
          
	          Sasha

          
        
          
	          Maxim, A Bratva Christmas

          
        
          
	          A Bratva Christmas

          
        
          
	          Mikial-Father's Day

          
        
          
	          Valentines-Bratva

          
        
          
	          Sergi's Father's Day

          
        
          
	          Bratva Blood Brothers Thanksgiving

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Bratva Born

          
        
          
	          Nubric

          
        
          
	          Koyla

          
        
          
	          Petrov

          
        
          
	          Minki

          
        
          
	          Dima

          
        
          
	          Catch

          
        
          
	          Bratva Women-Prequel-Bratva Born

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Bratva Enforcers-Nomads

          
        
          
	          Viktor

          
        
          
	          Ivan

          
        
          
	          Adrik

          
        
          
	          Andrey

          
        
          
	          Grisha

          
        
          
	          Matvey

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Bratva New Orleans

          
        
          
	          Bratva New Orleans#1

          
        
          
	          Bratva New Orleans#2

          
        
          
	          Bratva New Orleans

          
        
          
	          Bratva New Orleans#4

          
        
          
	          Bratva New Orleans #5

          
        
          
	          Bratva New Orelans

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Bratva New York

          
        
          
	          Nikoli Bratva New York

          
        
          
	          Misha-New York

          
        
          
	          Nicky-New York

          
        
          
	          Felix-New York

          
        
          
	          Kirill Bratva New York

          
        
          
	          Sergi Bratva New York

          
        
          
	          Bratva New York

          
        
          
	          Christmas-Bratva New York

          
        
          
	          Crimson- Special Edition

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Bratva Warriors

          
        
          
	          Bratva Warriors

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Brothers At Arms MC

          
        
          
	          Zeus

          
        
          
	          Diabolus

          
        
          
	          Memphis

          
        
          
	          Grave Digger

          
        
          
	          Click

          
        
          
	          Captain

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Cajun Kings

          
        
          
	          Cajun King

          
        
          
	          Fat Tuesday

          
        
          
	          Born In Fahyuh

          
        
          
	          Crazy As Hell

          
        
          
	          Sweet Rascal

          
        
          
	          I Don't Give A Damn

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Cajun Queens

          
        
          
	          Cajun Queens

          
        
          
	          Cajun Queens#2

          
        
          
	          Cajun Queens #3

          
        
          
	          Cajun Queens #4

          
        
          
	          Cajun Queens #5

          
        
          
	          Cajun Queens#6

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Crimson Tide MC

          
        
          
	          Tracker

          
        
          
	          Boomer

          
        
          
	          Cyrus

          
        
          
	          Clovis

          
        
          
	          Vance

          
        
          
	          Tether

          
        
          
	          Crimson Tide MC

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Destiny Meets Fate

          
        
          
	          Destiny Meets Fate

          
        
          
	          Destiny Meets Fate#2

          
        
          
	          Destiny Meets Fate#3

          
        
          
	          Destiny Meets Fate

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Destiny Meets Fate #6

          
        
          
	          Destiny Meets Fate Set

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Devil's Advocates MC

          
        
          
	          Jackal

          
        
          
	          Beast

          
        
          
	          Wolf

          
        
          
	          Apollo

          
        
          
	          Shade

          
        
          
	          Tank

          
        
          
	          Shadow Hunter

          
        
          
	          Devil's Advocates Series Set

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Devil's Own MC

          
        
          
	          Stormy

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Devils Trifecta MC

          
        
          
	          Gage

          
        
          
	          Joker

          
        
          
	          Sledge

          
        
          
	          Devil's Trifecta MC Set

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Fire And Ice

          
        
          
	          Fire And Ice

          
        
          
	          The Flame

          
        
          
	          Invincible

          
        
          
	          Supernatural

          
        
          
	          Incandescent

          
        
          
	          Extraordinary

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Ghost Riders MC

          
        
          
	          Pepper

          
        
          
	          Phantom

          
        
          
	          Dax

          
        
          
	          Venom

          
        
          
	          Heathen

          
        
          
	          NiteStalker

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Hell's Bloodhounds MC

          
        
          
	          Barron

          
        
          
	          Leonid

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Hell's Fire Riders

          
        
          
	          A Hell's Fire Christmas

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Hell's Fire Riders MC

          
        
          
	          Pappy's Shadow

          
        
          
	          Betrayed

          
        
          
	          Trigger The Storm

          
        
          
	          Shay

          
        
          
	          Legend

          
        
          
	          Birth Of Hells Fire Rider

          
        
          
	          Trudy

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Kings Of Wrath MC

          
        
          
	          Pride

          
        
          
	          Candyman

          
        
          
	          Rage

          
        
          
	          Scar

          
        
          
	          Romeo

          
        
          
	          Cosmos

          
        
          
	          Kings Of Wrath

          
        
          
	          Kings Of Wrath Christmas

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Lords Of Hell MC

          
        
          
	          Mayhem

          
        
          
	          Brutus

          
        
          
	          Bear

          
        
          
	          Stone

          
        
          
	          Tag

          
        
          
	          Svante

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Lost Sons MC

          
        
          
	          Creed's Return

          
        
          
	          Jack

          
        
          
	          Tate

          
        
          
	          Harry

          
        
          
	          Silas

          
        
          
	          Daniel

          
        
          
	          Silas & Midge

          
        
          
	          Come Home-Lost Sons MC

          
        
          
	          Lost Sons MC

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Louisiana Heat

          
        
          
	          Ajax

          
        
          
	          Fireball

          
        
          
	          Stinger

          
        
          
	          Moon

          
        
          
	          Racer

          
        
          
	          Player

          
        
          
	          LA Heat Series

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Malverde

          
        
          
	          Malverde

          
        
          
	          Malverde 2

          
        
          
	          Malverde 3

          
        
          
	          Malverde 4

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Masters Of Mayhem MC

          
        
          
	          Rance

          
        
          
	          Bull

          
        
          
	          Korbel

          
        
          
	          Rocker

          
        
          
	          Nova

          
        
          
	          Ram

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Misfits Of Whiskey Bend

          
        
          
	          Misfits Of Whiskey Bend

          
        
          
	          Turbo

          
        
          
	          Mistfits Of Whiskey Bend

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      New Blood-Savaged Souls MC

          
        
          
	          Arrow

          
        
          
	          Beau

          
        
          
	          Hayes

          
        
          
	          Runner

          
        
          
	          Acer

          
        
          
	          Duke

          
        
          
	          New Blood Savaged Souls-Boxed Set

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Payback

          
        
          
	          Ghoster

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Phantom Fury MC

          
        
          
	          Shilo

          
        
          
	          Bullet

          
        
          
	          Commando

          
        
          
	          Rocket

          
        
          
	          Train

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Princes Of Hell MC

          
        
          
	          Talon

          
        
          
	          Rogue

          
        
          
	          Falcon

          
        
          
	          Condor

          
        
          
	          Princes Of Hell MC Set

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Rajun Cajuns

          
        
          
	          Rajun Cajuns

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          
          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Reunion Series

          
        
          
	          Reunion

          
        
          
	          Silk & Bones Reunion

          
        
          
	          Hell's Fire Riders Reunion

          
        
          
	          Yuri Bratva Blood Brothers Reunion

          
        
          
	          Rogue's Of Hell MC-Reunion

          
        
          
	          Reunion Sin's Bastards MC- Next Generation

          
        
          
	          Sinners Reunion

          
        
          
	          Lost Sons Reunion

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Rivers Foundation

          
        
          
	          Cade

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Rogues Of Hell MC

          
        
          
	          Rogues Christmas

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Rogues Of Hell MC Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Cash

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Rogues Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Wilder

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      San Francisco Steel

          
        
          
	          Slammer

          
        
          
	          Shotgun

          
        
          
	          Grinder

          
        
          
	          Mammoth

          
        
          
	          Booker

          
        
          
	          Spider

          
        
          
	          Texas

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Satan's Spawn MC

          
        
          
	          Spawn & Spitfire

          
        
          
	          Revenge and Retribution

          
        
          
	          Babies & Bastards

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Savaged Souls MC

          
        
          
	          Boone

          
        
          
	          Gunner

          
        
          
	          Jett

          
        
          
	          Cobra

          
        
          
	          Thor

          
        
          
	          Gypsy

          
        
          
	          Grizzly

          
        
          
	          Moose

          
        
          
	          Skeeter

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Shades of Shay Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Shades Of Shay

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          
          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Shadow Warriors

          
        
          
	          Blue

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Silver Warriors

          
        
          
	          The Quest

          
        
          
	          The Ride

          
        
          
	          The Brothers

          
        
          
	          The Game

          
        
          
	          The Fall

          
        
          
	          The Race

          
        
          
	          Coming Home

          
        
          
	          Silver Warriors-Boxed Set

          
        
          
	          Silver Warriors Halloween

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Sinners MC

          
        
          
	          Hawk

          
        
          
	          Pony

          
        
          
	          Prosper

          
        
          
	          Saber

          
        
          
	          Rebel

          
        
          
	          Buzz

          
        
          
	          Sinners- Boxed Set

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Sinners Of Boston

          
        
          
	          V-Sins & Sinners

          
        
          
	          Atlas

          
        
          
	          Echo

          
        
          
	          Cuffs

          
        
          
	          Ringo

          
        
          
	          Dak

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Sin's Bastards MC

          
        
          
	          Silk & Bones

          
        
          
	          Karma's Bite

          
        
          
	          No Regrets

          
        
          
	          Hell's Fury

          
        
          
	          Lies & Liars

          
        
          
	          Stone Cold

          
        
          
	          Sin's Bastards Christmas

          
        
          
	          Leon

          
        
          
	          Mountain

          
        
          
	          Peaches & Iceman

          
        
          
	          Girl's Night

          
        
          
	          Sin's Bastards Mother's Day

          
        
          
	          Bane Returns

          
        
          
	          Christmas With The Sin's

          
        
          
	          Deacon

          
        
          
	          Reva

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Sin's Bastards Next Generation

          
        
          
	          Raine

          
        
          
	          Chance

          
        
          
	          Gambler

          
        
          
	          Bowie

          
        
          
	          Judge

          
        
          
	          Byron

          
        
          
	          Hound

          
        
          
	          Dante

          
        
          
	          Iceman

          
        
          
	          The Kids

          
        
          
	          Wiley

          
        
          
	          Calderone

          
        
          
	          Sin's Bastards MC Next Generation Boxed Set #1

          
        
          
	          Vincinti Women

          
        
          
	          Sin's Bastards Next Generation Boxed Set #2

          
        
          
	          Jericho's Christmas

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Soldiers Of Hades MC

          
        
          
	          Cottonmouth

          
        
          
	          Python

          
        
          
	          GTO

          
        
          
	          Lightning

          
        
          
	          Whiskey

          
        
          
	          Spirit

          
        
          
	          Cobra's New Year

          
        
          
	          Soldiers Of Hades Christmas

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Sons Of Ireland

          
        
          
	          Sons of Ireland-Boston#1

          
        
          
	          Sons Of Ireland

          
        
          
	          Sons Of Ireland New Orleans

          
        
          
	          Sons Of Ireland#4

          
        
          
	          Sons Of Ireland

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Stone Cold Bitches MC

          
        
          
	          Calypso

          
        
          
	          Widowmaker

          
        
          
	          Aqua Velvet

          
        
          
	          Medusa

          
        
          
	          Razor

          
        
          
	          Ruby Red

          
        
          
	          Stone Cold Bitches MC Set

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Swamp Patriots

          
        
          
	          Swamp Patriots

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Tennessee Breeds

          
        
          
	          Breed

          
        
          
	          Greer

          
        
          
	          Monster

          
        
          
	          Crow

          
        
          
	          Maverick

          
        
          
	          Cowboy

          
        
          
	          Blade

          
        
          
	          Tennessee Breeds Set

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Boondocks

          
        
          
	          Mad Dog

          
        
          
	          Stroker

          
        
          
	          Steel

          
        
          
	          Samson

          
        
          
	          Ink

          
        
          
	          Rock

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Marauders MC

          
        
          
	          Titus

          
        
          
	          Ridge

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Vengeance Is Mine

          
        
          
	          Bane

          
        
          
	          Damon

          
        
          
	          Bane's Shadow

          
        
          
	          Cane

          
        
          
	          The Priest

          
        
          
	          Kill Me Twice

          
        
          
	          Kill Me Again

          
        
          
	          Lionheart

          
        
          
	          Lancelot

          
        
          
	          Galahad

          
        
          
	          PenDragon

          
        
          
	          Excaliber

          
        
          
	          Palamedes

          
        
          
	          Calegis

          
        
          
	          Escalades

          
        
          
	          Theo

          
        
          
	          Hell's Vengeance

          
        
          
	          Archangel

          
        
          
	          Butterfly

          
        
          
	          Blue Eyes

          
        
          
	          Dante's Inferno

          
        
          
	          Conquest

          
        
          
	          Apocalypse

          
        
          
	          Poison

          
        
          
	          Into The Black

          
        
          
	          White Noise

          
        
          
	          Absolute

          
        
          
	          Doom

          
        
          
	          Faith

          
        
          
	          VIM Set

          
        
          
	          Bane's Infinity

          
        
          
	          Valiant

          
        
          
	          VIM #2

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      VIM Redux

          
        
          
	          VIM Redux

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Redux

          
        
          
	          VIM Redux

          
        
          
	          VIM redux

          
        
          
	          VIM Redux

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Vincintis

          
        
          
	          The Vincintis

          
        
          
	          The Vincintis#2

          
        
          
	          The Vincintis#3

          
        
          
	          The Vincintis#4

          
        
          
	          The Vincintis

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          
          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      WarLords MC

          
        
          
	          Truman

          
        
          
	          King

          
        
          
	          Jack- WarLords

          
        
          
	          Deuce

          
        
          
	          Joker

          
        
          
	          Traven

          
        
          
	          Giving Thanks-Warlord MC

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Whiskey Bend MC Series

          
        
          
	          Lucifer's Woman

          
        
          
	          Demon's Stand

          
        
          
	          At All Costs

          
        
          
	          Out Of The Shadows

          
        
          
	          Jinx

          
        
          
	          Shadow

          
        
          
	          Cooper

          
        
          
	          Bender

          
        
          
	          Saint

          
        
          
	          Whiskey Bend MC Set

          
        
          
	          Christmas In Whiskey Bend

          
        
          
	          Whiskey Bend Easter

          
        
          
	          Misfits Christmas

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Wings Of Fire MC

          
        
          
	          Maze

          
        
          
	          Tabor

          
        
          
	          Sayer

          
        
          
	          Hellion

          
        
          
	          Brick

          
        
          
	          The Hylands

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Hell's Fire MC Series Set

          
        
          
	          Satan's Spawn & Sin's Bastards Collection

          
        
          
	          A Life For Luke

          
        
          
	          Chasing Eve

          
        
          
	          Saving Sebastian

          
        
          
	          Shadows Of The Past

          
        
          
	          Never Forget Me

          
        
          
	          The Cartouche

          
        
          
	          A Wrath Is Born

          
        
          
	          The New Brotherhood

          
        
          
	          Slade

          
        
          
	          Zipper

          
        
          
	          Carson

          
        
          
	          San Francisco Steel MC Set

          
        
          
	          Return To Yuri

          
        
          
	          Patriot

          
        
          
	          Badass Women-Boxed Set

          
        
          
	          King Of Pain Vol.#1

          
        
          
	          King Of Pain Vol.#2

          
        
          
	          Shades Of Shay Collection

          
        
          
	          Cobra's Christmas

          
        
          
	          Cajun Queens Boxed Set

          
        
          
	          Tucker

          
        
          
	          A Wedding For Wings Of Fire

          
        
      

      
    
    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


KJ DAHLEN BOOKS

[image: ]




[image: image]

Now that K.J Dahlen is out on her own, she has released 107 books at 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


www.kjdahlenbooks.com

[image: ]




FREE books, 99 Cents Sales, Flash Sales and almost 50 Print Books for $6.99 shipped at low cost, all over the world.

SIGN UP FOR KJ’S NEWSLETTER

[image: image]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


DEDICATION


[image: ]




For all the readers who have followed Satan’s Spawn MC Series & Sin’s Bastards MC Series.... Here is the Next Generation for the Sin’s Bastards MC. 

Thank you for reading my stories

K.J. Dahlen
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Cricket & Raine’s Story
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Cricket stood at the window of the room she shared with Raine and looked out over the clubhouse compound. The early morning light was just chasing away the shadows of the night. She loved this time of day almost as much as she loved the man sleeping all sprawled out on the bed behind her. She knew that with the rising of the new day the shadows hadn’t taken her.

The dawn was the best time of day, when everything awakened from its sleep and the dew was still on the ground. It was so quiet outside the birds weren’t even awake yet. It was peaceful. It also reminded her to give thanks that all the troubles were behind her now. 

Dusty was settled in with his father now and was loving his new life. A tear sneaked down her cheek as she thought about the boy and how happy he’d been the last time she’d seen him. Happy and safe, that’s all that mattered to her. She wasn’t so worried about his grandfather anymore. Bane hadn’t been around for months and she prayed she’d never see him again, not in her lifetime anyway.

She hoped like hell she wouldn’t see either of them again, Bane or his son Michael. She didn’t lay claim to either of them as family. Leaning forward she rested her forehead on the glass pane of the window. Closing her eyes, she prayed silently that Bane and Michael would find their own kind of peace, somewhere very far away from her and Dusty.

For the first time in her whole life, she finally knew peace. There was no more fear in her life, the kind of fear she’d lived with every day. The kind of fear of looking over her shoulder, hoping not to find the boogey man standing there. The man she now knew as Bane Jessin. Her uncle by blood, but a cold bustard with no ties to his family. The kind of fear her sister liked to hold over her head when she threatened her own wellbeing or that of her own son. 

She didn’t have to worry about being physically or mentally abused anymore either. Cordy was gone out of her life for good and Bane had promised not to come back. 

She only had one wish now, she really wanted a home of her own. A place she could feel safe and loved. She had that once when her mother was still alive and she missed it after her mother was gone.

Looking out into the dooryard, she noticed the birds were singing now and the things around the compound were starting to come alive again, just as they had done the day before and the day before that.

Crickey smiled and took a deep breath, inhaling the scents of a new and wonderful day. Then she turned and went back over to the bed. Crawling in beside Raine, she took another deep breath. This time, she inhaled his scent. 

She loved the way he smelled, woodsy and fresh with just a hint of earth. His skin was tanned from being outside all day and his hair curled down around his ear. The curls were soft and his coloring still amazed her. He and Dusty shared the same color hair, as did most of his brothers from what she remembered. It ranged from dark brown to golden yellow and every shade in between. 

She snuggled in closer and heard Raine grunt as his arms wrapped around her to bring her body closer to his. “Did you watch the dawn come up again? Is everything all right in the compound?”

Cricket smiled. “Yup, the birds are awake and the sun is shining, all is good.”

Raine chuckled under his breath. “Something else is awake too,” he murmured as he ground his cock into her belly.

Cricket groaned. “Yes please...”

He rolled her onto her back and in one swift thrust buried himself deep in her warm wet core. Then it was his turn to groan as he fit inside her like she was made for him. His lips crashed down on her mouth and the kiss they shared turned hot.

With a flip of his hips, he began withdrawing and thrusting back inside her. His arms tightened around her. Breaking the kiss, he whispered in her ear, “I just can’t get enough of you. No matter how many times we do this, I’ll always want more.”

“Good, because as much as you want this, I want it even more,” she whispered back. “You have become a very essential part of me. I don’t think I can give you up.”

“You don’t ever have to,” he vowed. “I’m here for as long as you’ll keep me.”

Cricket smiled as she felt her body tighten with her release pending. “That long huh? It might be forever.”

“Then forever it is.” He growled as he thrust deeper and faster. Reaching down, his thumb thumped her clit and she cried out his name as she reached her climax. He followed her over the edge and for a moment, they both forgot to breathe.

Raine couldn’t seem to move for a few minutes and when he did Cricket groaned and tried to keep him where he was. Lying next to her, he reached out and traced her jaw gently with his fingertip.

Cricket turned her head to stare at him for a moment, then smiled softly and asked, “What is it?”

“Can I keep you?” he whispered.

“Forever and a day, that’s how long I’ll stay. And do you know why?”

Raine shook his head.

“I’ll stay that long because I love you.” She smiled. “And I’ll love you forever and a day.”

“Forever might not be long enough,” he warned her.

“Forever is all I got.” Cricket grinned as she leaned over and kissed his nose. “Come on old man, it’s time to rise and shine. The day is calling.”

Raine groaned and fell back on the bed. Glancing over at the bedside clock he said, “Woman, it’s not even six a.m. yet.”

Cricket giggled. “I’m sorry, but I’m awake and I can’t lay around any longer. I have to be busy doing something.”

Raine grunted. “Then go start coffee. I’m going back to sleep for an hour and wake up like a normal person.”

“Okay Mr. Grumpy Butt, be a lazy bum then.” Cricket got up and got dressed. “I’ll make coffee and start breakfast.”

“Have a great time.” Raine snuggled back under the covers.

Cricket blew him raspberries as she made her way out the door. Walking down the short hall to the main room, she froze in her tracks. Scanning the room, she didn’t find anything out of place. The room was empty but it hadn’t been earlier. She didn’t know how she knew this but she could almost sense it. 

She continued into the room but her mood had changed. Her nerves were tingling and she felt unsettled now. She searched the entire room but again, found it empty. She did however find a faint scent of another human being, but it was so faint she could almost dismiss it.

Hurrying to the kitchen area, she went to make coffee. She froze when she saw a fresh pot of coffee on the burner. It was only half full but it was still hot when she put her hand on the glass pot to check it. She grabbed the pot, dumped out the coffee and made another pot. Every few minutes, she glanced over her shoulder to make sure the room behind her remained empty. This was the kind of fear she thought was gone forever just a minutes ago.

What had brought it back? Taking a deep breath, she began making coffee. Turning on the oven, she pulled a couple pounds of bacon out of the refrigerator and laid it out on cookie sheets. Then she pulled the ingredients out of the cupboard for pancakes and scrambled eggs.

By the time Reva, Gator and their three kids showed up breakfast was almost done. Reva joined her in the kitchen. “Well this is a surprise.” 

Cricket shrugged. “I got up early and needed something to do.”

Reva watched her carefully for a moment then asked, “Are you okay, hon?”

Cricket’s hands shook as she began dishing the food up. “Sure, why wouldn’t I be?”

Reva looked worried but got busy helping to set the food out. 
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When Reva brought Gator a cup of coffee, she saw him sitting with Raine. She carried the cup over to her husband and glanced at Raine.

Raine noticed the look and frowned,. What?”

“Is everything ok with Cricket?” 

Raine stared at her for a moment then glanced around the room for Cricket. Watching her for a moment, he looked back at Reva. “As far as I know, why?”

Reva shook her head. “I don’t know. I just get the feeling something is very wrong here.”

“Really?” Raine looked puzzled. “She was more than fine this morning.”

“Maybe I’m wrong,” Reva said as she turned her head her gaze following the other woman around the room. “But I don’t think she’s fine anymore.”

Raine watched her for a moment then he began to see what Reva saw. Cricket was trying very hard not to show it but there was something making her edgy. 

He turned to the other woman and nodded slightly. He continued his conversation with Gator but his eyes kept going back to watch his woman. The longer he watched her the more upset she seemed to get. 

Finally, he looked at the clock on the wall. Getting to his feet, he walked over to where she was serving breakfast, Wrapping his arms around her he pulled her close, “Is everything ok, sweetheart?”

Cricket gave him a sad little smile and a nod. 

“Are you sure?” he pressed. “You seem a little off this morning.”

“No, I’m fine,” she insisted. 

“What are you going to do today?” he asked.

“Cassie needs help at Redemption House today. She asked me to help Quinn with the reading classes.” Shrugging she added, “There are too many people out there who need help of some kind or another.”

Raine knew this. “Yeah I know, the city council has asked her to start another Redemption House. They think her program is working and they want her to expand.”

Cricket nodded. “And she’s so busy with the kids she hasn’t got time. She’s down there trying to find the right people to work the second place.”

Raine pulled her close. “If you need me today for anything, call me ok? Maybe we can do lunch together.”

Cricket nodded but wouldn’t look at him. “Yeah, sure. Maybe lunch.”

Raine paused then studied her face. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

“Yeah I’m fine. I’ll call you about lunch. I don’t know what time I’ll be done.” She patted his arm.

Raine had to step back and leave her be. He knew if he pushed her too hard, she’d shut down. He’d just have to keep an eye on her until she told him what was bothering her. He leaned down and kissed her goodbye.

Cricket was breathless by the time the kiss ended. “Wow,” she exclaimed. “What brought that on?”

Raine smiled. “Are you complaining?” he smirked.

Cricket smiled. “Not a bit.” She shook her head. “But you usually don’t get the frisky in front of people. That’s the good stuff and you always save the good stuff for when we’re alone.”

“Maybe I wanted to give you something to look forward to today when you’re taking care of all those kids. Maybe I want you thinking about me all day.”

“Aww honey,” she groaned. “I think about you all the time, day and night. I love you so much.”

“I love you too, you know,” he whispered. 

Cricket relaxed a bit and patted his chest. “You’d better go to work before you’re out on the unemployment line.”

Raine barked a laugh. “Yeah, like that would happen. I got skills baby, skills you ain’t never seen before.” Then he slapped her ass. “Call me later.”
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Cricket shook her head. “Go to work.” She had thought about mentioning her feelings but decided against it. Nothing was wrong that she could say with any definition. She hadn’t seen anything out of place this morning, just a weird feeling.

She watched as he walked out the front door. Then she began clearing the tables and wiping them down. 

Reva took the stack of plates and put them in the dishwasher. “Did I hear you were going to Redemption House today?” 

“Yeah. Quinn needs a second person in her classes.”

“Good, you don’t have to be alone.”

Cricket gave her a funny look then glanced at the time. “I’d better get going. I’m going to be late.”

Reva nodded. “Drive carefully.”

Cricket turned and left the clubhouse. Walking out to the parking lot, she got that creeping feeling back. As she put her key in the lock to unlock the door, she glanced around the dooryard but didn’t see anything amiss. 

Getting into the car and driving off, she couldn’t help but keep glancing in the rear view mirror. The further she drove away from the compound the better she felt. Drawing a deep breath by the time she reached Redemption House, she felt calm again.

Losing herself in the activities of the classroom, she forgot about her problems. The laughter of the children made her forget everything from this morning. It wasn’t until she was on her way home after a full day that Cricket remembered the tension she felt this morning.

The closer she got to the compound the more the fear was building inside her. When she came through the gates and pulled into the parking lot, she felt as if she’d crossed an imaginary line. Her heart began pounding in her chest, sweat bled through her skin slowly, as her breath got short and quickened into pants.

She could feel the fear intensify and she began to imagine eyes staring at her from the shadows. Then she jumped and screamed in panic as someone thumped on her window.

A concerned Raine stood there staring at her. 

Cricket took a deep breath and opened the car door. 

“Are you ok sweetheart? What’s wrong?” he asked her worriedly. Squatting down he took her hands and began rubbing them. “My god, your hands are so cold.”

“I’m fine.” She tried to tell him but her voice was little more than a whisper.

“No baby, you’re not ok. Come on, let’s get you inside.” He pulled her out of the car and wrapping his arm around her, he led her inside. Leading her to a quiet corner, he sat her down and squatted in front of her. Raising her head, he studied her face. “What’s going on Cricket? What are you so afraid of? Did something happen today? You were so happy this morning, now you’re scared to death.”

Cricket closed her eyes briefly. “I don’t know. I thought my troubles were far behind me. I thought I could just relax and take life in for the first time in forever.”

“What changed from the time you left my bed and breakfast time?” 

Tears filled her eyes. “I don’t know. When I came out into the main room, I felt like something evil had been here.”

“Something evil?” He frowned.

She shook her head. “I know I can’t explain it any better than that. No one was here but I could still feel it. It felt as if someone had been here but was now gone. Almost like I just missed someone walking out the front door. I could still feel his presence.” She shivered.

“Who’s presence?” Raine looked troubled.

“That’s just it, I don’t know. There was nothing out of place, no sign anyone had been here. Except when I got to the kitchen there was half a pot of hot coffee on the burner. I dumped it out and made a fresh pot but who made it in the first place? It didn’t make sense. But I’ve felt eyes following me, watching every move I make all day.” She shivered. “I know it doesn’t make sense, it makes no sense to me either, but someone is watching me and I don’t know why. It’s freaking me out.”
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Raine didn’t say anything. There was nothing he could say. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t worry. He’d check with Deke and find out if anyone had been in the clubhouse after everyone else went to bed, or if the patrol had seen anyone around who didn’t belong during the night.

In the past, they had had visitors who shouldn’t be there, but that hadn’t happened in a long time. Their visitors had just been a couple of young kids who thought they could become members but rather than be upset about them breaking in, Deke had set then up, playing the bad guy biker. He’d literally scared them straight. Something the boys’ parents and the local sheriff had been grateful for.

He knew Cricket wasn’t crazy or subject to weird vibes, so if she felt someone had been there then someone had been inside the clubhouse.

She looked at him. “Do you think I’m crazy or what?”

Shaking his head he said, “No baby, I don’t think you’re crazy, I don’t know what happened last night but I’m gonna find out. I promise you that.”

She leaned into him and laid her face against his chest. Pressing her ear tight against him, she wiggled around until she could hear the beat of his heart. Without looking at him she asked, “Would it be rude if I just went to bed? I don’t want to talk to anyone tonight. I don’t think I could stand to see the pity in their eyes when I try to explain my fears of shadows and imaginary people who may or may not be there or here or whatever.”

Raine hesitated then agreed, “Honey maybe you shouldn’t be alone right now, at least not until we figure this out.”

She pushed away from his chest and looked him in the eyes, “I’ll be fine, I just need so time to get my fears under control. What could possibly hurt me here? I’m in a MC clubhouse, surrounded by big bad bikers? I’m safe here, aren’t I?”

Raine nodded. “As safe as you are in your own mother’s arms.”

Cricket shivered slightly. Then she got up and walked quickly to the hall where she almost ran to the bedroom they shared.

Raine watched her flee with real concern in his eyes. Then he felt more than saw others join him.

“Is there something going on that we need to know about?” Deke asked.

Raine turned his head to stare at the three men standing behind him. Deke, Gator and Bones stood there watching him watching her run away.

“Maybe, maybe not.” Raine shrugged. “I’m not sure yet but we do have to talk about this.”

“Talk about what?” Deke asked.

“We might have a shit storm coming.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Deke didn’t say anything for a moment then he asked, “What kind of shit storm?”

Raine shook his head. “I’m not sure. But I do know that Cricket got up this morning, like every morning, in a great mood. She likes to stand at the window staring outside and watch the dawn break. For some reason, she likes watching the light chase the shadows away.”

“Point?” Gator growled.

Raine glared at the other man. “The point is, when she left our room she was happy. Then something changed that happy to afraid. She’s been afraid of her own shadow all day and it’s getting worse.”

“Worse, what are we talking about here?” Deke stared hard at him.

“Right now, she’s so far from just afraid, she’s terrified,” he informed them.

“Did she say what happened?” Sam, better known as Bones asked.

Raine shook his head. “She said when she came into the main room this morning she felt she sensed evil was here. She said it was like someone had just left the room but she found nothing out of place and the room was empty. Although when she went to make coffee, she found a fresh half pot that was still hot to the touch. It kind of freaked her out.”

Deke glanced at his dad then at Gator finally back to Raine. “Does she sense evil often?”

“That’s just it, she hasn’t been afraid of anything since she got here. She told me once that after Cordy was gone and Bane was dealt with she finally felt free of the fear she lived with every day of her life.” Raine reasoned with them, “You have to understand something, her parents were running for their lives, and Cordy was a monster hiding behind the guise of being a sister. Cricket has lived with that shit all her life. She has the scars to prove it. The last four months have been wonderful for her. She’s blossomed into the beautiful person she was always meant to be.”

“Yeah,” Bones agreed. “She has been a little bit of sunshine around here and Redemption House.” He paused then asked, “So what happened today then? What scared the piss out of her?”

“I don’t know.” Raine growled in frustration. “She told me that she felt someone was watching her all day and it was starting to freak her out.” He looked over at Deke. “Why would someone be watching her? Why would she have found hot coffee in the kitchen before 6 am even? Who the fuck was here that we don’t know about? Could that be what this is all about?”

Deke shrugged. “I have no idea. Let me talk to the patrol from last night. No one reported anyone inside who didn’t belong. We haven’t had anyone try breaking in for a while now and I know the gate was locked last night as usual.”

“I’d appreciate that.” Raine nodded. “Something is freaking her out and she’s not the type to freak, not like this.”

“No she’s not,” Deke agreed. “She’s the type to face her fears head on. Hell, she brought my kids back because it was the right thing to do and faced down an angry MC to do it. She faced a tribunal with everything pointing toward her guilt with more courage than some men I’ve known. She even faced her uncle with nothing but hate in her heart when most would wilt under his glare. It didn’t matter to her that he was a killer by trade. ”

“That’s why this doesn’t make any sense to me,” Raine admitted. “She’s not prone to flights of fancy or looking for attention. Something is happening here.”

“Let me look into it,” Deke told him. “I’ll put more men on patrol tonight. If someone tries to get back in here, we’ll know it.”

“Thanks.” Raine sighed. “I’m going to her. I don’t want her to be alone tonight.”
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Deke and the others walked back over to the table after Raine left the room. 

Cassie and Reva were sitting there talking when they all sat down. 

Reva looked up and asked, “Is everything ok?”

Gator shrugged. “I don’t know.” Turning to his wife he asked, “Did you notice anything out of place this morning when we got here?”

“Like what?” she asked.

“No one is sure,” Deke answered. “Something freaked Cricket out and she thinks someone is watching her.”

“Well, she was already up when we got here,” Reva spoke. “She had coffee made and everything.”

“She does like to get up early,” Cassie agreed. “She was at the House helping Quinn with her classes all day.”

Reva sat there thinking for the longest time. Then she remembered something odd, well not really odd but not expected. “There was a coffee cup in the dishwasher when I opened it for breakfast dishes.”

Deke looked over at her. “She told Raine she found half a pot of hot coffee when she got to the kitchen this morning.”

Gator frowned. “What’s so odd about finding a cup? Isn’t the dishwasher where dirty dishes belong?”

Reva shook her head. “You don’t understand. I emptied the dishwasher before we left last night. I wanted it empty and ready to go for breakfast dishes this morning. It’s just less work for me if it’s empty in the morning, but this morning there was a single cup in there when I opened it.”

Deke gazed at his men then looked back at Reva. “Almost like someone had used the cup and put it where it was supposed to go after they were done with it.”

Reva agreed but didn’t say anything. She felt a shiver of something pass through her. Leaning toward Gator, she was happy when she felt his arm wrap around her shoulder, pulling her close to him for a moment.

“What’s going on here Deke?” Cassie finally asked.

“I don’t know but I aim to find out.” He growled. Getting to his feet, he stomped down the hall to his office where he had security cameras focused on the parking lot and fence line surrounding the compound. 

Gator and Bones followed. They picked up Mountain and Iceman along the way.

Deke’s office got crowded fast when they all showed up. They watched as he skimmed the tapes from last night. He was concentrating so hard on the footage he didn’t realize they were even there. Finally, about four a.m. he slowed the tape down when he caught something out of the corner of his eye. 

They all watched as a shadow became clear. It was in the form of a man, a man who hid his face on purpose but they clearly saw him standing there. He was dressed in a suit and tie which was unusual all by itself. This was a biker’s compound where dress was usually blue jeans and a t shirt, not a suit and tie. This guy was wearing a hat which again was unusual. If anyone in the MC wore a hat ,it was nothing more than a baseball cap, not the Fedora this man wore.

Then everyone watched as the man reached for the door handle and casually came inside the clubhouse. They didn’t have cameras inside the house so they lost the image but Deke panned forward to closer to six am. Then he swore.

Everyone turned back to the screen and watched as the man walked out of the clubhouse again. They saw him walk to the gate and casually punch in a code. The gate opened and the man walked through but they never saw his face. It was almost as if the man knew he was on camera and didn’t want anyone to see who he was. He didn’t mind them knowing he was there, he just didn’t want them to know who he was.

“Well, I be God damned,” Mountain swore viciously. “That fucker has guts I’ll give him that much.” Shaking his head he added, “He don’t want to live long but he has guts.”

Bones nudged Deke’s shoulder. “Raine and Cricket need to know she wasn’t wrong. Someone was here last night and someone might very well be watching her.”

“And the fucker thinks he can just come and go as he pleases too.” Iceman growled. He turned to glare at Deke. “How the fuck does he know our gate code?”

“I don’t know but I will find out. As of right now, we’re on double watch and I want men in the woods around us too. Our families live here and they need to know we can keep them safe. I don’t want anyone getting through our defenses.”

Deke got to his feet but before he left, he looked at his men. “Get everyone together. This isn’t something we can hide and I want everyone’s eyes watching for this guy to return. Our women aren’t going to thank us for keeping them in the dark about this threat.” Then he walked out of the office. As much as he wanted to go to Cassie and hold her close right now, he had work to do. Before he could hold his wife in his arms and keep her and his babies safe, he had other people to keep safe as well.

Usually, he loved being the leader of this group of men and women but right now, it blew. He knew the others would look out for his family while he looked after everyone else. But it went against everything inside his soul to allow that to happen. It was his job to watch over Cassie and their kids. To keep her fears away, not someone else.

When he turned to go down the hall to Raine’s room, his footsteps echoed on the floor. To his mind, the sounds he was making sounded almost like a death toll. Shaking the fancy away, he knocked on Raine’s door and waited for him to answer. 

When Raine wrenched the door open, he could see aggravation in the other man’s eyes. “What?”

“We need you and Cricket in the main room, now,” Deke told him.

Raine ran his fingers through his hair. “I’m not sure Cricket is ready to face people yet. She’s still a little freaked out.”

“This wasn’t a request Raine.” Deke glared at him. “We need everyone in the main room right now. We have a situation.”

Raine studied the man for a moment then nodded slowly before turning away to collect Cricket.

Deke turned and went back to the main room where everyone else was gathering. He went to sit next to Cassie and hold her in his arms. He could feel her trembling but she didn’t say anything.

The women were all sitting at the table while Reva, Quinn and the older kids kept the smaller kids occupied in the kitchen area. The women of the group all looked a little worried while the men were all in protective mode but no one was talking about it. Everyone was waiting for Deke to say what he had to say.

As soon as Raine and Cricket joined them, Deke got to his feet and went to stand where everyone could see him. Holding up his hands, he addressed the group, “We have a problem people, and it might concern everyone here in this room. Cricket felt that someone had breached our security this morning. According to what she told Raine she just felt off when she came into the main room this morning. The very spot where we’re sitting right now. She also felt someone has been watching her all day, now I don’t know about that but I checked our security tapes from this morning and I found she was right. Someone was here, inside our compound. Reva also found a coffee cup in the dishwasher when she went to put morning dishes in it. Now the reason I’m telling you all about this is because I don’t want to spread the panic I know you’re feeling right now. I want you all to have faith that we can and will take care of you and this family.” Deke paused to look at everyone.

They all sat very still staring back at him.

“We didn’t see a face but this man dared to come here and leave without our permission and that will not do. We don’t know who he is but we’re gonna find him.”

Cricket shook her head. “This isn’t right.” Raine tried to hold her but she struggled to stand and address this group, “I won’t put you all in danger. I’ll leave and whoever is after me will follow me, instead of staying here bothering you all. I never meant to bring this here. I don’t know who this guy is or what he wants but I don’t want you or anyone to get hurt.”

Deke turned to face her. “You aren’t going anywhere. You belong here he doesn’t. You’re family, he isn’t and we don’t tolerate anybody threatening our family.”

“But I’m nobody!” Cricket cried out. “My only connection is that I’m sleeping with Raine. I don’t really belong here.”

“The hell you don’t!” Raine shouted as he got to his feet. “You’re my woman and if I belong, so do you.” He grabbed his vest and stomped up to her. “I wear these colors for a reason. These colors mean something to me and to them. The men that wear these colors do so with pride. These men are my brothers, their women are my sisters. I would live or die for them, the same as they would do for me. You are my woman and that means you belong here too.”

Everyone agreed long and loud with what he said to her. 

Raine reached out and placed both his hands around her face. “Honey, no matter what you say, you belong to me and I belong to you. You know in our world that means something. We may not be married but we don’t need a piece of paper to tell us that we belong together. You grew up around bikers, you know how our world works.”

Cricket nodded. Tears were rolling down her cheeks. “These last few months have made me feel safe and loved. I never had that before. My parents were always running from Bane, always looking over their shoulders and even after they were both gone, living with Cordy was a nightmare. Living here has given me a taste of what life should be like. That’s why I can’t bring this kind of danger to you all. Don’t you see that? I love you and I love living here with everyone. This life has been my dream. I had my dream for at least a little while. If that’s all I can have, that’s enough for me.”

“Well, it sure as hell isn’t enough for me.” Raine growled. “Fifty years isn’t gonna be enough for me.”

“I won’t let you leave here,” Deke told her. “You don’t have to run, not anymore and never again.”

“Sweetheart,” Bones called out. “You’re as much a part of this family as the rest of us are. You belong here under our protection same as the other women.”

“We’ll find this piece of shit and make him sorry he ever came here,” Mountain swore.

“Is this your way of saying I’m your old lady?” Cricket whispered into Raine’s chest.

He rumbled with laughter. “Yeah sweetheart, you’re my old lady, you’ve been mine for a long time now. Just in case you didn’t know it before, you became my old lady the first time we slept together.”

She slapped his belly. “Well, thanks for letting me know that.” She turned to Deke and asked, “So what do you want us to do? How can we help?”

“I want the women and kids to stick together. Stay in large groups, watch over the kids, and stay alert. If you see something out of the ordinary, let one of us know. Until we know who we’re dealing with, we all have to stay sharp.” Running his hands over his head he added, “We don’t usually let the women know about this sort of thing but I wanted everyone to know about this. The more people we have watching out for trouble, the better chance we have of finding him. Once we find him, we’ll deal with him our own way.”

“Where do you want me to go?” Cricket asked.

“I want you to stay here with Raine.” He held up his hand to stop her argument. “I know, I know, you feel like I’m using you as bait and maybe I am. The difference is you won’t be alone. Until we get this guy, you won’t be alone. Someone will be with you every minute of the day and night.”

“Oh, goody,” Cricket mumbled under her breath. 

Raine glared at her but didn’t say anything.

“Now, I want us to enjoy a meal and take our positions. It could be hours before he shows up again, if he dares to show up again, I want to be ready for him,” Deke concluded.

Raine nudged her. “Come on lets’ get something to eat.”

Cricket took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “I’ll try but I don’t know if I can eat anything.”

Raine stopped and stared at her for a moment. “Don’t you let this bastard win. Don’t you dare let him win. I’ve seen you stand up for what’s right when you brought back Deke’s kids and I’ve seen you stare down the meanest man I know and not flinch. You are my woman not his. My woman doesn’t let some bastard take away her appetite because she’s afraid. My woman has no fear. She trusts that me and my brothers will take care of her. My woman knows deep down in her heart that I would die for her. Are you my woman or not?”

Cricket didn’t even have to think about her answer. “I am your woman and I’ll let you watch over me, protect me and most of all, just love me.”

Raine’s mouth crashed down on hers and stole her breath away. His kiss was hot and when it was over, she wanted to go back to their room and finish what he started. Instead, he pulled her into the line for food. 

The evening passed quickly with men coming and going all night. When everyone left for the night, Cricket began to feel her stomach roll again. She almost gave in to the feeling then remembered what Raine had said earlier.

She wasn’t going to let the bastard win. She’d beaten the fear in her life once and by god, she wouldn’t go back to letting it win again. She went over to where Raine was sitting with Deke. Wrapping her arms around his neck she leaned into him and whispered in his ear, “I’m going to bed now. You know just in case you were wondering...” Reaching over, she nibbled on his ear and then without looking back, she walked away, leaving him speechless and his mouth hanging open.

Deke looked over at the other men sitting at the table, they all wore similar expressions. With a grin on his face, he told Raine, “I think that’s your cue boy.”

“My cue?” Raine glanced over at the other man with a funny look on his face.

Deke laughed out loud. “Well, I did tell her she wouldn’t be alone, if you don’t want to stay with her I can get someone else who will watch her.”

“The hell you will.” Raine growled as he got to his feet and stomped off. 

Deke and the others burst out laughing as they watched him go down the hall. “Oh yeah, he’s got a lot to learn yet.”

Bones chuckled. “He’ll get there boy, he’ll get there.” Then he sobered up. “Now what the fuck are we going to do about our unwelcome visitor?”

Deke sneered. “First, we gotta find him, then we question him, then we fuck him up good.”

“That’s what I’m talking about boy.” Bones smiled as he leaned back in his chair. “How exactly are we gonna find this fucker?”

“We’re gonna let him come to us,” Deke announced. “The same way he did last night.”

“What the fuck?” Gator swore. “Are you fucking nuts? What makes you think he’ll come back here? He has to know we found him out by now.”

Deke nodded. “Yeah, I figured that much out but I just have a feeling he’ll be back.”

“How do you figure that?” Mountain asked looking puzzled.

Deke stared at them all before he answered, “Because the man is just plain arrogant. He has no fear of what we’ll do to him and that’s what makes him dangerous. It’s also going to be his last fucking mistake in this life.”
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CHAPTER THREE



[image: ]




Raine made his way to his room. He went in and stopped in his tracks. His woman was just stepping out through the bathroom door, a towel wrapped her hair, and she wore not a stitch. She had obviously just got out of the shower.

When she saw it was Raine she smiled and held out her hand to him.

Raine closed the door with a thump and leaned up against it for a moment. Staring at her and all her glory, he smiled and began walking slowly toward the bed, stripping off his own clothes as he went.

When he reached her, he had his shirt off and was just reaching for his belt. She brushed his hands away and unbuckled it herself. Raine reached out and cupping the back of her neck, he pulled her to him.

His kiss set her on fire as he pulled her even closer. Grinding her naked body against his hard cock, he let her feel what she’d done to him. He groaned as the kiss broke. “I need you.” 

“I need you too,” she whispered. “God, I need you inside me like right now. I need to feel your strength pushing me to my limits and beyond. Please, please, please let me have you.”

Raine groaned. “I’m not going anywhere sweetheart.” He set her down on the bed and finished getting his clothes off. Then he fell on top of her and at last, they were skin to skin.

His mouth fell on her neck where he sucked, nibbled and bit softly at her skin. All the while, his hands were busy pulling and squeezing on her breasts. 

Cricket groaned and ground her core against his hard cock. When he sucked the skin on her neck, she grabbed his hips and pulled him closer. “Please, I need you to fuck me. I need you inside me now.” 

“You mean like this?” he asked as he rammed deep inside her wet core. Thrusting hard, he pulled back then went deep again and again.

“Yes,” she wailed. “Yes, harder. I need you harder.” 

Raine thrust harder and deeper. Wrapping her legs around his arms, he pulled her body closer and spread her legs wider as he thrust into her. 

“Raine,” she screamed his name, as her body got closer. 

“I’m here baby and I ain’t going anywhere.” He growled. He could feel each stroke igniting a heat he never found before with any other woman. Only this one. She had slowly become his whole world and he never wanted to lose her.

Then suddenly she exploded in his arms, her whole body shattered with her climax and it was enough to take him over the edge. She screamed his name and he answered her call. When it was over, he couldn’t move. He’d never shot off that much before and his strength was gone.

“Oh, my god...” she murmured in awe. “That was so incredible.”

Raine finally could move and he slipped to her side. Sweat ran down the side of his face and he snuggled into her neck. “That was all you sweetheart.”

“No that was us,” she corrected him gently. “That was the power of two people who feel a deep love.”

Raine smiled. “I think I need a nap. This love stuff is tiring.”

“Yeah.” She giggled. “It wears me out too.”

Raine reached down, grabbed the blanket and covered them both. “Go to sleep for a while. I’ll keep you safe.”

“Ok,” she whispered. “I trust you.” 

Raine waited for a few minutes while he listened to her breathing level out. He knew she was sleeping but he couldn’t. He couldn’t accept that she was in danger. He wanted to rip the threat away from her life but knew he couldn’t. 

They didn’t know where the danger was coming from or who the mystery man was. But they would find the bastard. And when they did, he wanted to get first blood.

Finally, he fell asleep holding his woman tight. He wasn’t taking any chances. She was his whole life and he wasn’t about to lose her now.
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Hours later, Cricket eyes snapped open. There was something different. A vibe of hate. She didn’t know what it was but she could feel it.

Her eyes found the door and she knew instantly that whatever threat awaited her was out there, waiting for her to come to it. She squirmed out of Raine’s embrace. Quietly she got some clothes on and went over to the door.

Pressing her ear against the wood, she tried to listen but her own heart was pounding so loudly in her chest she couldn’t concentrate on anything else. Finally, she gave and reached for the doorknob.

As she stepped out into the hall, she closed the door behind her carefully. The whole place was quiet and as she crept down the hall, she hoped no one else woke up. 

As she reached the main room, her eyes searched the room for anything amiss. They swung through the first time so fast she missed the threat. It was only when she swung around for the second time that she saw him sitting there. Her eyes stopped and the blood froze in her veins.

Then her heart began to pound in her chest and the blood that was frozen heated up to lava strength. She stomped forward and shouted, “What the fuck are you doing here? You promised you’d never come back here. You promised!”

The man never moved, he didn’t even flinch at the sound of her voice. 

Suddenly, there were other people rushing into the room. Deke, Bones, Gator, Mountain and several other men came running with their weapons drawn. The last one to join the melee was Raine. He only had his pants on but his gun was ready and it took every ounce of his resolve to hold back from shooting the man calmly sitting at one of the tables.

The only light was coming from the kitchen so someone snapped on the lights in the main room. 

Cricket didn’t even flinch when she saw her uncle sitting there. He had a cup of coffee in front of him and he calmly reached for his cup.

She marched over to his table and knocked the cup out of his hand spilling the coffee on the floor. The cup smashed when it hit and her uncle slowly raised his eyes to hers.

“I asked you a question,” she snapped. “What the hell are you doing here? Or doesn’t your word mean anything to you?”

“I suggest you be very careful in the way you speak to me little girl,” Bane said quietly. His voice was heavy with the threat behind his words. “People don’t usually speak to me in this manner.”

Cricket sat down at the table ignoring everyone else in the room. “Were you here last night too?” she asked. “Are you the one who was watching me today?”

Bane tipped his head as if to answer her questions without words.

“Why?” she asked. “Why did you come back here? Why?”

“I came back here for a purpose, niece. I did have every intention of keeping my word to you but something came up and I felt I needed to warn you.”

“Warn me?” She frowned. “Warn me about what?” She looked around the room, trying to see into the shadows. “Where is Michael? Is he here as well?”

Bane shifted in his seat slightly. He wasn’t reaching for a weapon but his movement was just enough for everyone in the room to cock their weapons. Holding up his hands slowly, he looked at his niece as if to tell her to call off her protectors.

Cricket glanced around and nodded at Deke. 

They dropped their guns but kept them ready. 

Then she looked at Bane. “Where is your son?”

Bane’s lips tightened at her question. Keeping eye contact with her he stated, “Michael made a fatal mistake, one that I could not overlook.”

Cricket swallowed hard. “So why are you here then?”

Bane looked away from her for a moment. He stared at Deke and Raine. “Can you all take a seat while I explain the reason for my afterhours visits?”

Deke, Raine and Bones sat down at the same table as Bane and Cricket. Everyone else sat down nearby, close enough to hear whatever Bane had to say.

Bane turned his eyes back to Cricket. For a moment, he didn’t speak then he told her, “I had every intention of following through with my promise to never come back here. I had no desire at all to ever see you again. Family to me has been nothing but a source of betrayal and great disappointment. Even my own son thought he could betrayed me and not pay the price.”

“So what brought you back then?” 

Bane smiled without any glee. “I wanted to tell you that you’ve crossed paths with a very dangerous man and he’s looking for you. He also put out a contract on your life. A very big contract. One that most men would take just for a chance at that kind of money.”

Cricket gasped out loud, while everyone around her growled with anger.“What are you talking about?”

Bane shook his head. “Have you ever herd the name Zevon Stark?”

She started to shake her head, then she realized she couldn’t deny his question. “I didn’t but Cordy did. She told me about him four years ago.”

Bane stared at her for a moment. “Apparently, Cordy took something that didn’t belong to her. It belonged to Stark and he’s been looking for her for the past four years. Only he thinks you’re the one he’s looking for.”

Cricket nodded. “Yeah that would be thanks to my sweet sister. She liked to use my name when it suited her. That way if she ever got into trouble, I would be the one who took the blame, not her.”

Bane frowned. “Did that happen often?”

“She framed me for murder once, a murder she committed and then turned around to blame me for it. So yeah, it happened more than one time.”

“What was it Cordy stole from this Stark guy?” Deke asked.

“About eight million dollars,” Bane told him in a low voice. 

“And what is the contract worth?” Raine asked.

“Whatever is left of the eight million dollars.”

There was a loud gasp that went all the way around the room. 

Cricket stared at her uncle and announced to him and everyone within hearing distance, “Then the contract is worth about eight million dollars.”

Bane frowned. “You never spent the money?”

Cricket shook her head. “No, we never touched the money. By the time Cordy got home with it, she was freaking out. She was supposed to meet this Stark guy at a certain place at a certain time and when she didn’t show up she was worried he would kill her, so she just brought it home with her. When she told me what had happened I refused to help her. When she couldn’t beat me into submission she agreed to hide it and leave. She didn’t want to be there when Stark showed up looking for the money.”

“Where did the money come from?” Deke asked.

Cricket let out a sigh as all of this brought back bad memories. “Stark is president of the Dragon’s Breath MC out of Bethlehem Pennsylvania. They took down an armored truck. They gave it to Cordy as a getaway driver so they wouldn’t get picked up by the cops for the robbery. She was supposed to meet them two days later but never showed up.” 

“So why did it take him four years to put a hit out on her?” Bones asked. “If he knew Cordy had the money why’d he wait so long?”

“He went to prison on related charges and just got out of the pen,” Bane explained. “He hasn’t told any of his crew they were ripped off yet. He’s had people he trusted looking for the girls since then but they haven’t found them yet.”

“And you’ve taken the contract?” Cricket wondered out loud.

Bane didn’t answer her query, he just stared at her.

Raine jumped up and pulled her behind him. “Over my dead body.” He growled.

Deke and all the others got to their feet as well. They all stood around her making a circle to protect her. “You’ll have to go through all of us to get to her.” Deke snarled. 

“No!” Cricket cried out. “Please don’t so this.” She fought her way through the lineup of men. When she finally broke free, she faced her uncle with tears in her eyes. “Please don’t hurt them. No one here needs to die tonight.”

Bane frowned. “What are you suggesting?”

“I want three days to say my goodbyes. Then I’ll surrender to you but I need your word that no one here will be hurt.” She turned to Deke and the others. “And I need your word that you’ll let him be. I can’t and won’t have anyone die in my place. I love you all too much to have you hurt because of something my sister did. Cordy wins this one. I hope that wherever she is she finally knows the grief she’s caused people all her life.”

“You can’t do this,” Raine whispered brokenly. “I won’t let you do this.”

Cricket turned to the one man who held her heart. “Sweetheart, this is the hardest thing I’ve ever done. I wanted a lifetime with you but it didn’t turn out that way. Our time just ran out. But to keep you and your brothers alive I will do it. I’ll make a deal with the devil himself to keep you safe from harm.” She turned to glare at her uncle. “I have made a deal with the devil himself.” She turned back to Raine. “I love you more than life itself and I don’t do this lightly. You mean so much to me but I can’t and won’t watch you or any of them die in my place. I wouldn’t want to live knowing I could have stopped that from happening.” She looked around the room at all the men. “You all have wives and family that don’t want anything to happen to you. How am I supposed to face them if I let you get hurt or worse killed and I didn’t try to stop it? How am I supposed to face them if I allow you to take my place?”

“How the hell are we supposed to face our loved ones if we allow him to just kill you without trying to stop him?” Deke snarled back.

“As fun as this show of emotions is I think I’ll pass on viewing any more of it.” Bane stated as he got to his feet. “I’ll give you the three days you’ve asked for.” Then he paused, “How do I know you won’t run?”

Cricket sighed and stared at her uncle. “I’ve been running from one thing or another my whole life. We were running from before the time I was born but you were the one my parents were running from back then. Then after Mom died, my dad couldn’t run far enough away from his demons to be finally free of them. He died still fighting his demons and after he died, then Cordy started running and she dragged me along with her. She had her hooks in so deep, neither of us could get away from the other one. She’s gone and she’s still got ahold on me that not even death can break. She was bound and determined to drag me down into hell right alongside of her and now she’s finally done it. All my life I’ve never had a choice of not running. Well, I have a choice now. Here is where I’ll make my stand. If I have to die I’ll get the choice of where that will be.”

Bane gave her a nod then walked out of the clubhouse. 

No one moved until he was finally gone. Then Deke turned on her and began yelling at her, “What the bloody hell do you think you’re doing? You had no right to make that bargain and he had no right to accept it. You don’t make deals for the MC and we don’t hide behind our women.”

“I didn’t make the deal for the MC!” She screamed at him. 

“You sure enough did,” Deke yelled right back.

“I made it for the women you’re supposed to love. I made it for them not you.”

“You don’t get to do that either.” Deke growled. “Those are our women to protect, not you.”

“And you are my woman to protect.” Raine snarled. “Tell me something, am I supposed to watch as your uncle puts a bullet in your head and do nothing to stop him? Is that how little you really think of me?”

“Tell me something you dumb ass bastards,” Cricket growled. “Yeah, I’m talking to all of you, you all claim to love your women don’t you?” she looked around at every man standing there. “Well, don’t you?”

Slowly... each and every one of them nodded. 

“And your women, they love you just as much right?”

Again, they all nodded. 

“Then what makes you think for one nano second, they wouldn’t do the same thing for you that I just did? They don’t want you to die any more than I do. They would stand up to the devil himself and make the same bargain I did to keep your ornery dumb hides on this earth. We aren’t so different from you. We know how to love the right man and we are protectors in our own way. We take your seed, nurture it deep inside our bodies and produce your progeny. That doesn’t mean we can’t or won’t protect those babies with our very lives if that’s what the situation calls for. We would do that and more to protect our men too. Just the same as you would.” She went over to Deke and poked him in the chest. “So in three days’ time when my uncle comes back here, I’ll stand proudly and I’ll take that bullet. Do I want to? Hell no, I don’t. I wanted to live. I wanted a lifetime with Raine but I will do it all the same.”

Deke shook his head.

“I told Bane I’ve been running all my life. I never had a choice. With my parents, I was just a kid. With Cordy, I was still a kid and too young to be on my own, then there was Dusty. God only knows what that bitch would have done to him if I hadn’t been there to stop her. Here, I finally had peace. Here, I found Raine and I wanted him so much I didn’t dare dream of having him. But my dreams have a way of not coming true. He actually loved me back and for short time, I had everything I ever wanted. For a little while, I had what I could only dream of before. I had friends and maybe even a family again. I found the one man, the only man I would ever love here. I lived on the edge of evil, my whole life, now it will claim me. But NOT any of you! I’ll be damned if I’m running anymore. The feelings I have for every man, woman and child here has me standing tall and proud because I won’t carry your blood to hell with me when he finds me and he will find me if I run.” She paused and looked at all of them again. “You go and ask your women if they wouldn’t do what I did. They will answer yes. God, yes!” Tear poured down her cheeks as she turned around and walked back to the room she shared with Raine, gently closing the door behind her.

“Damn her,” Deke swore softly and not too loudly. “Who the fuck does she think she is?”

“Son...” Bones shook his head. “She’s a woman in love with her man and she’d do anything to keep him safe from taking a bullet. Damn, the little girl is right. Our women would make the same kinda deal she did.”

“I know I would,” Cassie called out from the kitchen entryway.

Deke looked up and met her eyes.

“Me too,” Peaches admitted.

Mountain stared at her.

“As would I,” Reva called out.

Gator sighed and met her eyes.

“I would too,” Melora voiced her opinion.

Bones stared at his beautiful woman as his eyes sparkled with moisture.

The rest of the women of the club chimed in their responses as well. As they had come in upon hearing the shouting. They all had tears in their eyes but they looked proud of Cricket’s stand.

Their men were left with no doubt, no doubt at all. Every last one of them stood proud beside their woman. 

Every one of them—except for Raine. He was stalking down the hall after his woman.
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CHAPTER FOUR


[image: ]




When Raine closed the door behind him, he found her standing at the window looking out into the yard. It had become her favorite spot in the early morning. He came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her. Holding her close, he whispered in her ear, “I ought to wail the tar out of you for what you just did.”

She didn’t speak to him she just stared out the window. It wasn’t until he felt the hot tears splash on his arms that he knew she was crying. “Aww sweetheart, you’re breaking my heart here.” He groaned as he turned her around so he could hold her tighter.

Cricket raised her arms and wrapped them around his neck. “I couldn’t let anything happen to you or the others. I’m sorry I said what I did but I’d say it again if it kept you guys safe.” She spread tiny kisses wherever she could reach. “I couldn’t live with myself if anything happened to you.”

Raine started to say something but Cricket stopped him with a kiss. When her tongue slipped into his mouth, he groaned with excitement and deepened the kiss. He moved them over to the bed without breaking them apart and they flopped down to the mattress. Within minutes, they were both naked and more than ready to kick it up a notch. 

Smoothing her hair away from her face Raine asked her, “Are you ready, because I can’t wait anymore.”

“I’m more than ready.” 

This was all Raine needed to her. He slammed his huge cock deep inside her. But as she’d said, she was more than ready for him and he slid inside her with ease. He didn’t wait but began thrusting in and out of her willing body with abandonment. 

It didn’t take Cricket long to shatter in his arms. As soon as she screamed his name, he was following her over the edge. With one last deep hard thrust, he exploded inside her. 

It took him a long moment in order to be able to move after that. Finally, he was able to slide off her and over to her side. 

Cricket still couldn’t move. She was spent, her heart was racing a mile a minute but after five minutes or so, her heart began to slow to a normal pace and she could finally catch her breath. “Wow, she whispered. “That was intense.”

“Yes, insane,” Raine agreed.

“Will you spend the next three days with me?” she barely had the courage to ask.

“Where else would I be? We need to cram a whole lotta life and lovin’ in three short days.”

She was almost asleep when he asked, “Would you do something for me?”

“What’s that baby?”

“Would you wear my patch?” 

“What?” She turned her head to look at him.

“We don’t have time to get you a vest or get married, so what I’m asking is if you wear my name tattooed on your body?” Raine asked. “I want the whole world to know you belong to me.”

Cricket felt fresh tears flow down her face. “Of course, I’ll wear your tat. Can we get it together today?”

“Yeah, we can get it today and I want to be there when you get it.”

“Ok.”

“That way, I can get your name tattooed on my skin too,” he whispered in her ear.

Turning her head, she stared at him. “You would do that for me?”

“In a heartbeat.” 

“Oh, my god,” she cried out. “I love you so much.”

“I love you more.” He got up and pulled her out of bed. “Come on, let’s do this. I know just the tat I want you to get. I’ll get a matching one.”

Cricket groaned. “Ok, ok I’m up. Where are we going anyway?”

“The club has a shop and the best ink artist available. You’ll love him. His name is Rip.”

Cricket giggled while she put clean clothes on. “Do I want to know how he got his name?”

“Umm...” Raine hesitated. “No not really.”

Cricket paused for a moment and thought about her secret then decided not to share it. It would be hard enough to have to say goodbye herself in three days’ time, she didn’t want to make it impossible.

A half hour later, they were in a tattoo shop. The place was clean and sterile and the walls were tastefully done with artwork displayed. Cricket couldn’t believe it when Raine told her the artwork was all tattoos of one kind or another.

There were several areas to sit and look at the different designs available for the artists to put on your body. There was a counter complete with cash register and several items for sale, including smoking materials. Since she didn’t smoke, she couldn’t hazard a guess as to what the pipes and other paraphernalia was used for.

They’d only been standing there a few minutes when this giant of a man joined them from one of the back rooms. He was very tall, around six foot eight inches at least and bald. Dressed in jeans and a black wife beater t shirt he was also tattooed all over his upper body. 

From what skin Cricket could see he was also ripped as far as muscles went. She could see his right ear was pierced. The man had dark eyes that missed very little if he missed anything at all. 

“Rip, my man,” Raine greeted him. “How the hell are you?”

Rip grinned and held out his hand. “I’m alive man, I’m alive.”

When the two men shook hands then bumped shoulders, Raine turned to Cricket. “Sweetheart I want you to meet my buddy, Rip. Rip this is my old lady and she wants my name tatted on her sweet body.”

Rip grinned. “You returning the honor?”

“Yup.” 

The single word answer seemed to impress the hell out of Rip. He turned to face the short hall and yelled, “Rembrandt, get your ass out here.”

A moment later, a tiny woman joined them. Small and compact she also wore a black wife beater t shirt and was adorned with tattoos all over her visible skin. Her dark hair was tied back into a ponytail and her dark eyes sparkled with annoyance as she glared at Rip. “You bellowed?”

Rip grinned then leaned over and kissed her lips. “Sorry honey, but these folks need our skills.”

The small woman turned to Cricket. “And what are we gonna paint their bodies with today?”

Cricket nodded at Raine. “I want his patch.”

Rembrandt smiled. Rubbing her hands together she said, “Shall we get started then?” She motioned down the hall to her station. Once they got to her room and closed the door behind them, the artist known as Rembrandt turned to Cricket and asked, “Honey I have to ask, does he know you’re pregnant?”

Cricket forgot to breathe for a moment. “I don’t know that myself, not for sure.”

“But there’s a chance you could be?” Rembrandt pressed.

Cricket didn’t say one way or the other, she just shrugged.

Rembrandt sighed. “Ok, then we can’t do this the regular way. The ink wouldn’t be good for the baby.”

Cricket shook her head. “But I want his name on my body before...” Her eyes filled with tears.

“Before what honey?” 

“I have an appointment in three days that I may not survive,” Cricket explained. “And I want to claim him as mine.”
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Rembrandt knew she couldn’t ask anything more. Sometimes bad shit happened to good people and Rembrandt knew this woman was good people. Even the MC was good people, some weren’t but the Sin’s Bastards was. She’d been around this town long enough to know that. “Well, there is one way we could go.” 

“Oh and what would that be?”

“So many of the people we tat can’t take the ink. I’ve been working on a more natural staining medium. The ink most ink shops use is harsh to the human body, some people break out from something in the ink. I’ve got a sample of the natural ink we could use and it shouldn’t hurt the baby.”

Cricket nodded. “I’m not even sure there even is a baby yet but that would be great.”

“Ok, let’s get things started then.” Rembrandt rubbed her hands together. “What exactly do you want and where do you want it?”

“I want a property patch and I was thinking the lower back,” Cricket told her as she sat down on the table.

“I can do that.” Rembrandt got her needles out and laid them out on a small table. Then she reached up on her shelf for a bottle of her special ink. She positioned Cricket on her belly and loosened her jeans, pulling them low enough to have a clear area to work on. She flipped her shirt up to uncover the lower half of her back.

“You just want the words “Property of Raine” or did you want something more?”

“Could you add the tiger emblem of the Sin’s Bastards on one side and three roses on the other side?” Cricket asked.

Rembrandt nodded and for some reason her throat tightened. “Yeah, I can do that.” She didn’t know what this girl’s story was and it wasn’t her business, but like everyone else, she knew she had a story.

Rembrandt sat down and began to picture inside her head what the tat would look like. Lowering her needle to Cricket’s skin she got busy.

Three hours later, Rembrandt lifted her needle gun and wiped the last of the blood from the tat. It was her best work yet. Maybe it was because of the back story and maybe it was something else but the tat was a thing of beauty. She picked up her phone and snapped a picture of it before she went any further.

Before she could go any further, there was a knock on the door. Rembrandt yelled enter and the door opened.

Rip and Raine came in. 

Rip came over to where Cricket was lying and studied the tat for a moment then whistled in appreciation of the piece on Cricket’s back while Raine looked stunned by the art.
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Cricket turned her head and looked at Raine. “Well baby, what do you think?”

“I think it’s gorgeous,” Raine told her softly.

Rembrandt smiled at Cricket. “Do you want to see it?”

Cricket nodded as she wiped a tear away. When she took Rembrandt’s phone, she looked in wonder at the tattoo on her back. Her hand came up to cover her mouth when she saw the work of art she now sported. “Oh my, that’s beautiful.”

Rembrandt smiled. “Yes, it is. Would you mind if I displayed it?”

Cricket nodded her head “It’s really a great tat. Thank you.”

Raine helped her sit up and then he held her while Rembrandt finished up. 

She put a film of petroleum jelly over the piece then put a clear saran wrap over the top to protect it and taped the edges. “You probably don’t want to put too much pressure on that spot today,” she warned them.

Cricket wasn’t paying attention to what she was being told, instead she was searching Raine’s chest for his tattoo. Finally, she glared at him and said, “Come on let’s see it. I got mine now show me yours.”

Raine grinned and lifted his shirt over the top of his head. On the left side of his chest, he wore the white tiger of the MC. Underneath the tiger was the name of the club, Sin’s Bastards MC. On the right side of his chest, he now wore a heart shaped strand of barbed wire outline then along the inside edges of the barbed wire it said Property of Cricket in bold letters underneath. Under her name were three tiny drops of blood.

Cricket gasped and her fingers reached out to touch his chest. They didn’t quite make contact with his skin, instead they traced the art work Rip had done. “What do the drops of blood mean?” she whispered.

“They represent the past, the present and the future,” Raine explained.

“Oh.” She swallowed hard then raised her eyes to stare into his.

Raine growled. “Let’s get the fuck out of here, we got things to do and places to go.” He turned to Rip and held his hand out to the man. “Thanks, as always you guys did a righteous job.”

Rip wrapped his arm around his wife and nodded. “Good luck man. It was our pleasure.”

Raine led Cricket out to the main lobby and then outside. 

Cricket stopped him to ask, “Did you pay the man?”

Raine snorted. “Of course, I paid him.”

“But you didn’t even see my tattoo before you came into the room.”

Raine shook his head. “I didn’t need to see it before I paid for it. I knew it would be a work of art. Rembrandt is the best there is next to Rip.” He urged her along the street. “Now woman, I’m hungry. Let’s grab some lunch.”

They walked down the street to the Subway shop and went inside. Raine walked up to the counter and ordered a sandwich for both of them to go. Then he grabbed her hand and pulled her from the shop to where his bike was. 

“Come on I want to show you something.” He got on the bike and waited for her to settle down then he took off. Parking at the back of the cycle shop, he grabbed the food and her hand and dragged her to a ladder at the back of the building. 

Cricket went up the ladder first. She wasn’t sure of where she was going or why but she kept on going. The ladder looked old and she wasn’t sure she trusted it to hold her weight but then she noticed someone had made repairs to it recently, so she figured it would work. It was a long climb but when she reached the top and glanced over the edge, she gasped in delight.

Raine tapped her bottom and she climbed the last few feet to the rim of the roof. Stepping over the edge, she got a better look at the oasis that was waiting for them.

“Well, what do you think?” Raine asked her quietly.

“It’s beautiful.” She took in everything she could see. Someone had taken the time to make the roof a patio of sorts. They had paved at least part of the roof with tiles and laid the base for an awning to go in at some future point. 

They had lounge chairs up here and a cooler for drinks. There was even a grill off to one side. Cricket turned to him and asked, “What is this place?”

Raine shrugged his shoulder. “It’s sort of our getaway place. See that door over there?” He pointed to a door in the distance. “That leads to the third floor storage area. It’s nice and quiet up here so we’ve been using it for lunch breaks and to take a few minutes away to destress when we got a big job going. We’re still working on fixing it up but I wanted to show it to you.”

“It is quiet up here isn’t it?” She swung around in a circle. “I can see the benefits of having this place.”

“I thought maybe we could have lunch up here and just talk.” Raine nodded.

“That would be great.” Cricket walked over to the lounge chairs and sat down on one. 

Raine sat down on another one and opened the bag from the sandwich shop. He reached down into the cooler and brought out two cans of soda. Popping the tops, he began eating his sandwich. 

While they ate, nothing disturbed them, not even the traffic from the street below.

When she was finished, Cricket laid back in the lounger and closed her eyes.

“So tell me something,” Raine stated.

“Sure,” she replied without opening her eyes.

“What was the one thing you wanted the most when you were a kid?”

Cricket froze. She didn’t acknowledge his question in any way outwardly but her heart began pounding in her chest. She could feel her throat tighten. “What?” she asked as she opened her eyes and stared at him.

Raine sat back in his own chair. “Didn’t you ever want anything so much when you were a kid that you thought you’d die if you didn’t get it?” He nodded. “I did. I had my eye on a sweet little ten speed bike. One of the other kids had one and I told my dad that’s what I wanted.” He chuckled as he remembered back to his childhood. “My dad told me if I could earn half the money for it he’d put in the other half and I could get the bike.”

Cricket relaxed and sat back in her chair. “Did you ever get it?”

“No, I worked my ass of all summer and by the time I had half the money saved up I had something else in mind that I wanted. I remember I was fourteen years old that summer and I decided I wanted a cycle. The ten speed didn’t have enough power for I wanted. I wanted to join the MC my dad belonged to when I got old enough.”

Cricket smiled. “And did you? Join up I mean.”

Raine settled back and smiled. “Yeah, I did. I had to finish growing up some but the day I turned eighteen, I joined. I was a prospect for over a year by that time but six months later, I joined them. Of course, a couple months after that I enlisted in the army and did a four year stint in the military but when I got out, I came home and took my place in the MC.” He chuckled. “The day I came home was the proudest day in my dad’s life. He said another son followed him into the MC. Of course, with five boys, every time one of us joined he was just as proud.”

Cricket closed her eyes and thought about what he’d said. She had to wonder if her parents would have been proud of her in the same way.

“What about you,” he asked. “What did you want more than anything back then?”

The answer just popped out of her mouth, “I wanted a puppy of my own. A puppy that would grow up to protect me. A puppy I could name Max.”
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Raine turned his head and stared at her for a moment. “A puppy? Why a puppy?”

“I had a kitten once, I think I was five years old at the time but Cordy didn’t like cats. The kitten just disappeared one day. I looked for her for a long time, then without saying a word to me, Cordy pointed out a mound of dirt in the backyard. I stopped looking for my cat that day.”

Raine’s fingers curled into his hand. After everything Cordy had done to her little sister, this was almost the worst he’d heard yet. Swallowing the bitterness, he felt he asked, “What kind of dog would you want? And why the name Max?”

“I’m not sure what kind of dog, but a big one. After all, he was going to grow up to protect me from everyone.” She shrugged. “I don’t know why I always liked the name Max for a dog. He would have been the best dog though. I would have trained him to follow my every command.”

“Did you ever tell your parents about the dog?”

Cricket shook her head. “No I never did. Mom got sick about that time and Dad wasn’t around much after she died. I never told Cordy about it either. She probably would have killed it too, if I ever got him. I’d learned by that time that my dreams would never come true. Cordy wouldn’t let them, unless they were her dreams too. She made sure of it.”

Raine had to count to ten before he said anything. His blood boiled. Then he turned his head and gazed at her. “Was there ever a time in your childhood when you were happy? Even for a little while?”

“I didn’t know what happy was until the day Dusty was born,” she whispered. “Then I knew happy again when I met you. Loving you made loosing Dusty not so bad.”

Raine felt his heart breaking. He never knew he could feel anything this painful. He just couldn’t accept this ending she’d chosen for herself—for them.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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“What else was on your bucket list as a kid?” Raine asked.

“My what?”

“Your bucket list, you know the things you always wanted but never got?”

“Umm, I really don’t think that’s a bucket list,” she pointed out. “That’s more of a wish list.”

“Ok then, what else was on your wish list?”

Cricket had to think about it for a minute, then she reached over and took his hand. Tangling her fingers in his she spoke, “I just wanted to find a man who I could love and who loved me back in the same crazy way. I always kept that dream to myself. I couldn’t even dare to dream it out loud. I didn’t think I could ever say the words except in my head.”

“Well, that was one dream that came true,” Raine whispered.

“Yeah, it sure did,” Cricket whispered back. 

“Can I ask you something else?”

“Ask me whatever you want, sweet man.”

“Why did you ask for those three days?”

Cricket was quiet for a moment then told him, “Tomorrow is my birthday. I’ll be twenty four years old at four o’clock in the morning. I wanted one more day after my birthday, just one more day.”

Raine got up off the lounger and walked over to the door leading to the third floor of the shop. He wrenched open the door and slammed it shut behind him.

Cricket sat there and let the tears fall down her face. Hanging her head, she knew she never should have told him the real reason she asked for the three days. But in her heart, she knew she’d do it again given the same choice. Next time though, she wouldn’t tell anyone why.

An hour later, Raine came back to the roof. He pulled her to her feet and wrapped his arms around her. He hugged her close and whispered in her ear, “I love you so fucking much.”

“I love you so fucking much too,” she whispered back with a smile. 

“Come on let’s go, we got things to do and people to see before this day is done.”

“We do?” she queried.

“Yup, we sure do.” Raine pulled her to the door and led the way as they went down three flights of stairs. When they got to the first floor, he whistled at Bones, Or better known as Bones, Deke’s father. 

When Bones looked up, Raine tossed his bike keys to him. Bones threw his own truck keys back. Raine continued to drag her out the front door and over to Bones’s truck.

“Why are we taking his truck?” 

“Because there’s something we need to pick up and it won’t ride very well on my bike.” He opened the door of Sam’s truck and pushed her up into the seat. Then he got in and they drove away.

They went to a place on the outside of town. When they pulled up next to the barn Cricket heard the sounds of dogs barking. She turned her head to glare at Raine. “What are we doing here?”

“Looking for a dog you can name Max.” He slid out of the truck. He came over to her side and opened the door. “Are you coming?”

Cricket stared at him with tears in her eyes. “What are you doing?” she whispered. “We can’t get a dog.”

Raine leaned in closer. “We’re getting you a dog you can name Max. Come on.” Grabbing her hand he pulled her from the truck and led her toward the kennels set up beside the barn.

They were greeted by dogs of every size and color. They were all barking and running around, crowding up to the enclosure fence. 

Cricket tried to look at all the dogs but she couldn’t. There were just too many of them.

Raine found a gate in the fence line and opened it. He closed the first gate before he could open a second gate and when that gate opened, they were swarmed by the dogs.

Dogs of all sizes and breeds were all over them. Cricket laughed at their antics while Raine just shook his head. 

They were met inside the kennel by another friend of Raine’s. Raine called him over and introduced him to Cricket. “Honey, this is Rocko. He takes dogs that need a new home in and he finds them their forever homes.”

Cricket smiled at the man. 

“Rocko, this is my woman. She’s looking for a dog she can name Max. She’s not sure what breed Max is gonna be, so we have to find him.”

Rocko smiled. “That’s cool man. I gotta a lot of dogs here that need a good home. Take a look around and see if there’s one you think you can call Max.”

Cricket nodded and began wandering around the huge kennel. 
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Rocko turned to Raine. “So you got yourself a woman huh?”

“Yup, sure did.” Raine couldn’t take his eyes off her.

“Good for you man.”

Raine paused and watched her for a moment. He’d seen her stop and fix on one puppy. The pup was tan and brown. He was a clumsy little thing with huge feet. When she knelt down to pick it up, the other dogs jumped all over them.

Cricket giggled and pushed them all away from her but she wouldn’t let the little tan and brown puppy go. 

Raine glanced over at his friend. “What breed is that pup?”

Rocko smiled. “He’s husky mixed with German Shepard. He’ll be a great dog, not only for loving her but with a little training he’ll keep her safe too.”

Raine smiled. “That’s good. I guess she found her Max after all.” 

They both waited for her to join them. When she got close, Raine saw her smile and the joy in her eyes. 

“Did you know this little guy was here?’ she asked. “Is that why you brought me here?”

“I take it you found your Max.”

Cricket smiled and nodded hugging the puppy close to her chest. “Yup, this is Max, just how I pictured him in my dreams.” She threw herself and the puppy into his arms, covering his face and neck with a thousand tiny kisses.

Raine laughed out loud and pulled them both in for a better kiss. The puppy, Max broke up the kiss when he decided to lick Raine’s cheek. Raine groaned and looked over at Rocko. “I guess we’ll take this one.”

“That’s cool. We got some paperwork to finish up but the little guy is current on all his shots, so he’s good to go.”

Cricket threw herself at Rocko and hugged him. 

Rocko gave Raine a panicked look and held his arms out so as not to piss off his friend.

Raine’s hands curled into fists and he grabbed her arm and pulled her clear of the embrace. 

Cricket glanced at Rocko, saw the panicked look on his face, and shook her head. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean it. I was just so excited I forgot.” Turning to Raine, she held up her head. “I’m sorry. This one is on me, don’t kill your friend.”

Raine pulled her into his arms and kissed the top of her head. “You belong to me, you’re my woman not his. Don’t forget again.”

Cricket smiled. “Ok.” She paused briefly and her eyes began to twinkle as she held the puppy up for him to see. “But don’t you see, baby, I found my Max.”

Raine’s anger faded at the look in her eyes. He just couldn’t be mad at her over the hug anymore. The look in her eyes was like a dream come true for her and she never had that happen before. 

He reached out around her back and held his hand out for Rocko. 

Rocko nodded and they shook hands.  

Raine looked down at his woman and said, “Come on baby, let’s go make Max yours.”

All three left the kennel and walked into the barn. 

Rocko went over to a large fenced off area that housed a desk and filing cabinets and began pulling out paperwork.

Cricket went over to an area that had bags of food and other dog supplies for sale. She picked out a collar and a leash from the many she saw there as well as a couple of bowls for food and water and a couple of toys for Max to play with. 

When she joined Raine again, he and Rocko were discussing which brand of food Max would eat. 

Rocko pushed the paperwork in front of Cricket and she signed it.

Raine pulled out his wallet and began counting out money to pay for the dog.

When they were finished with the business part of the transaction, Rocko smiled. “He sure does like you.” He nodded at the dog in her arms.

Cricket smiled. “And I like him too.”

“Come on baby, we got to go. Deke called while you were looking for Max. He wants a powwow with you.”

Rocko grimaced. “Ouch, that might hurt.”

Cricket shook her head. “Nah, he’s mad at me but he would never hurt me. He’ll just scream and holler and stomp around some.”

Raine and Rocko froze. All they could do was stare at her for a moment. Did she not know by now, who and what Deke really was? What he could do if pushed?

Finally, Raine asked her, “And that doesn’t scare you? Not even a little bit? I mean Deke is a pretty big guy and when he’s mad, it’s usually time to duck and cover.”

“Well, that’s true enough. He’s not a man I’d want to meet in a dark alley anytime soon.” She paused the smiled sweetly at him. “But I’ve been watching the whole bunch of you guys over the last few months and I’ve noticed something unique about all of you.”

Raine frowned. “And what’s that?”

“I have never seen any of you ever hit a woman or a child. You may pound the snot out of each other on occasion but never have I ever seen any of you strike a woman or an innocent child. And do you know what that tells me?”

“No, what does that tell you about us?” Raine raised his brow at her. He glanced over at Rocko who also seemed curious.

“It tells me that you guys may be tough and like to ride the big boy bikes but that you all have a sense of honor that makes you real men. Real men would never hit a woman or a child. You’d rather walk away and hit a wall than hurt an innocent.”

Rocko chuckled. “Well, she’s got a point there. I’ve seen Deke and the guys madder than hell at somebody but I’ve never seen the man hit a woman or a kid.”

“Oh, don’t get me wrong, if the need requires it I’m sure he’d do it in a heartbeat but then the woman wouldn’t be innocent and she’d have to do something to wrong him or the club.” Cricket assured them both. “That is something Deke would never allow. He looked like he wanted to beat the everlovin shit out of Cordy the day he caught her. But she wasn’t innocent and she had kidnapped his babies and wronged his club. It took an effort on his part to hold himself back that day.” She shrugged. “For that, I wouldn’t have blamed him.”

Raine’s eye took on a haunted look for a moment. “I remember that day. That’s the day you came to the compound.”

Cricket nodded. “I was terrified when you guys caught me. I thought I was dead for sure.”

“I also remember the punch Dusty threw.” He remembered as his hand went down to protect his nuts. 

“He was just trying to protect me from getting hurt.”

Raine nodded. “I remember.”

“If he’s waiting on you, you guys better get going,” Rocko informed them. “Deke is not a man who likes to wait for anything.”

“Come on Max,” Cricket cooed to the puppy. “We need to talk to somebody.” She began walking to the door.

Raine glanced over at Rocko and laughed. 

“Oh brother, you’re gonna have your hands full with that one.” Rocko chuckled.

Raine felt his throat close up. He was determined to make this statement true. He wanted his hands full of her forever. “I know but she’s worth it. She’s so worth it. ” Raine followed her out.

Twenty minutes later, they pulled into the clubhouse parking lot. There were a lot of bikes parked there, more than normal and Cricket turned to Raine. “What’s going on here? Why is everyone here?”

“I’m not sure baby.” Raine looked a little concerned. “Maybe we should go find out.”

Cricket glanced around the parking lot then her gaze came back to him. “I’m afraid,” she whispered.

Raine didn’t want to lie to her so he couldn’t say much. “Let’s just go and find out what’s going on here. Deke isn’t going to throw you under the bus.”

“No, but he’d do whatever it took to protect this club.”

Raine got out of the truck and walked around to her side. Opening the door, he waited for her to get out. 

Cricket finally slid across the seat and slipped down to the ground. Grasping the puppy close to her, she nodded. “Ok, let’s go find out what’s up.”

They walked into the clubhouse. 

The room was full of the men who made up the Sin’s Bastards. Deke, Gator, Bones, Mountain, and Iceman sat at the main table. 

They silently made their way to stand in front of the Deke.

“What’s going on here Deke?” Raine finally asked.

Deke stared at him for a moment then turned his head to stare at Cricket. Turning back to Raine, he told the other man, “After you guys left this morning, we did some checking. We needed to know if the story she told Bane was true or not.”

Raine felt his stomach tighten. “And was it? True I mean?”

Deke nodded. “Oh yeah, it was true. Dragon’s Breath MC did knock over an armored truck and they got away with about eight million but it wasn’t all cash. There was about two million in cash and about six million in diamonds. Those diamonds are uncut and unregistered, by the way. There’s no way they can be traced or tracked by the police. But that’s not what’s important.” Deke shrugged. “Do you know why Stark spent four years in jail?”

“Do I want to know?” Raine asked.

Deke nodded. “Fuck yeah, this is very interesting, and the real reason why the man is so pissed. After they got away from the robbery, they stopped long enough to see what their haul was. When they discovered the diamonds, the club was pumped. To make sure they couldn’t be tied to the robbery, Stark handed off the load to Cordy and she was supposed to meet up with them later to give it back, just in case the bikers were questioned by the police. What Stark didn’t know was that Cordy had slipped a couple of the stones into his vest. When the cops stopped them for questioning they found the stones and arrested Stark on the spot.” Deke turned to stare at Cricket. “Your sister was a real piece of work.”

“I knew that. I grew up under her thumb remember?” Cricket retorted. 

“Then you can understand why the man is pissed, can’t you?” 

“I can understand. But that was Cordy, not me. She did that, not me.”

Deke nodded. “I understand but according to Stark, she told him her name was Cricket not Cordy.”

“I know.” Cricket hid her face in the dog’s fur. “I always paid for her screw-ups.”

“I had the president of my old club call Stark and tell him he had the wrong woman under contract,” Bones announced to the group. “Hawkeye tried but it didn’t make any difference to Stark. He didn’t give a shit. He wants the money and the diamonds back and he also wants your blood. Hawkeye told him Cordy was dead but it didn’t make any difference. Stark still wants blood spilt for the time he spent behind bars. He said he would settle for yours.”

Cricket paled and had to sit down.

“We can’t let that happen.” Raine growled.

“I know and it won’t,” Deke assured him. “It was Stark’s mistake to trust Cordy. He should have known better.”

“Does he know where I am?” Cricket asked.

“No, we made sure of that.” Deke shook his head. “But Stark is a hothead. He’s demanding the money and the diamonds returned to him. He claims he spent time in jail, so he feels he’s paid for them already.”

“But the money and the diamonds didn’t belong to him to begin with,” Cricket argued.

“What does he plan to use as the payment on the contract if he wants the money and the diamonds back?” Raine asked.

Deke shrugged. “I don’t know and I don’t care. What can I say, the man is an idiot. Having a man like that in charge of an MC is always a mistake. He’s gonna end up getting his club killed over nothing.”

“So now what?” Raine asked.

“That depends on what Cricket does next,” Deke stated.

“What I do next?” Cricket repeated. “What can I do?”

“You have a couple of options here.” Deke stared at her. “You told Bane that you hid the money and the diamonds before you left town. You can tell Stark where to find them and look over your shoulder for the rest of your life waiting for the bullet with your name on it. That’s option one. Option two is you can run, you’d still be looking over your shoulder but he’d have a harder time finding you to kill you. And believe me he’d track you down to get the money back and then he would kill you anyway. He wants what he thinks is his and he’s already spent time in jail for what your sister did to him.”

“And option three?” she asked.

“Option three is you turn the money back over to the people it belongs to and agree to testify against him when the case comes to court. The only problem with that is Cordy isn’t around to backup any testimony on your behalf.”

“That won’t solve the problem,” Raine stated angrily. “Even if Stark goes to jail, he’d get out eventually and he’d come after her then. He’d have even more reason to kill her then.”

“Yup, that’s one scenario,” Deke agreed.

“Then there is no way out of this is there?” Cricket asked dejectedly.” I need to just turn myself into Bane.”

“No. There is one way out,” Bones offered. “We could declare war on the Dragon’s Breath MC and wipe them out.” 

Cricket jumped to her feet. “NO!” she cried out. “You can’t do that.”

“Why not?’ Bones asked. “Is there something you aren’t telling us about this incident?”

She shook her head. “No, I’ve told you everything I know. But you can’t just kill them. That’s just wrong. It would be murder. And I won’t have a war on my conscience either. NO.”

“He wouldn’t hesitate to murder you,” Deke pointed out.

Cricket shuddered. “That’s on his soul. If you wiped them out that would be on yours and mine.” Shaking her head she added, “I can’t allow that to happen. There’s been enough bloodshed caused by my family already.”

“Yeah well, we checked on that too,” Deke went on. “The MC isn’t very big and they’re all the same type of men. In other words, they are all just plain no good. But that’s not the point. As Raine pointed out even if Stark goes back to jail, the next man up will come after her and I don’t want that threat to be never ending. The only thing they’ll see is the fact that she put their president in jail and they’ll want their pound of flesh. What we need to decide is what we’re going to do about this.” He got to his feet and looked around the room. “But we need to do this as an MC.”

Before anyone could say anything, a single shot rang out. Glass shattered and everyone scrambled for cover. 

Raine turned to Cricket and saw her paling as she dropped to the floor. It took him a minute to see the red stain on her shoulder along with the growing pool of blood underneath her.

“Cricket!” he shouted as he fell to his knees and crawled over to her. Gathering her into his arms, he held her close.
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CHAPTER SIX
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“What the fuck was that?” Bones growled at his son.

“I don’t know but whoever’s out there is a fucking dead man.” Deke swore. Looking around he noted most if not all his men had their guns in their hands. They were ready to defend their club. “Spread out and find that fucker. Don’t kill him unless you have to. I want to question him.” Then he looked over at Raine. “Is she still alive?” 

Raine looked at him confused. “I don’t know.

“Well snap out of whatever funk you’re in and check her. You’re a dammed medic, Raine. We need to know.” Deke snapped. 

Raine nodded slowly and laid her down on the floor. Wiping his tears away from his face, he unknowingly smeared her blood on his forehead. Taking a deep breath, he began accessing her injuries. Max tried to huddle up close to her and Raine kept having to push the puppy back.

The bullet went into her upper shoulder and exited her chest. The wound barely missed the vital organs and arteries. Cricket was very lucky indeed. There was some blood loss but nothing major. 

“She’ll live,” Raine called out to let them know.

“If this is Bane, we’ll never find him. He’ll be long gone,” Bones pointed out.

“This isn’t Bane,” Deke assured them. “He agreed to give her three days and he wouldn’t go back on his word.”

“Fuck, we got another shooter?” Mountain asked. “Who the fuck is out there?”

“I don’t know. So let’s find this fucker and find out.” Deke growled.

The men stormed the doors and went in search of the shooter.

Before they could get too far, there was another shot followed by a scream. Everyone froze and took cover. Moments later Bane walked out of the woods dragging an injured man behind him. He tossed the man at Deke’s feet. 

“I think you might be looking for this guy,” Bane spat. “Is Cricket ok?”

“Do you really care?” Bones sneered.

Bane shrugged. “Not really, just asking.”

“You really are a piece of work aren’t you?” Bones groused.

Bane ignored him and stared at Deke. “Is she dead or alive?”

“She’s wounded but alive.” Deke looked at the shooter. “Who the fuck is he?”

Again, Bane shrugged. “No idea.”

“Why are you still here?” Deke asked.

“I gave her three days, just making sure she’ll be alive when her time is up.” He shrugged.

Deke stared at the man for a long moment. “She is your family! You really are a cold bastard aren’t you?”

“You have no idea,” Bane responded. He turned and walked back to the edge of the woods. He turned and watched the men as they gathered the injured man and dragged his ass over to Bones’ truck. 

They threw him in the back and climbed up to keep an eye on him tossing the keys to Iceman. 

Deke looked over at Iceman. “Take him out to the woodshed. I’ll be there after I check on Cricket.”

“Hey, you bastards, I need medical attention!” the wounded man complained. 

Bones rapped him upside the head. “Shut the fuck up. By the time we’re done with you, you’ll need more than a dammed doctor.”

Iceman took off and most of the others followed the truck. The woodshed was the club’s warehouse for questioning people. It was set away from the clubhouse and houses the families lived in. They had all the privacy they needed to ask their questions and get what they needed from uncooperative guests.

Deke went back inside the clubhouse. The room was empty but there was blood on the floor and the chairs were all over the place. Shattered glass and spilled drinks littered the floor.

He walked over it all and went down the short hall to find Raine and Cricket. He found them in their bedroom where Raine was working on Cricket’s wounds. 

Reva and Cassie were helping him and there was a puppy hiding under the bed. 

Moving closer to the bed, he saw Cricket was awake now. She was trying like hell not to scream out in pain while Raine cleaned and dressed her wounds. She had a death grip on Cassie’s hand while Raine bent over her.

Cassie glanced up at her husband and grimaced in pain. Deke knelt next to the bed and pulled Cricket’s chin around to look at him. “We got the shooter and it wasn’t your uncle. You have to let Raine do his job. He isn’t going to let anything happen to you, not now.”

“I’m t-trying.” Cricket tried to speak but found it very hard with the amount of pain she was in. She’d never been shot before.

“I know you are sweetheart, but I’d just as soon you didn’t break Cassie’s hand in the meantime,” he told her gently.

Cricket turned her head to look at Cassie. “Oh my god, I’m so sorry.” She whimpered. She let go of Cassie’s hand immediately. 

Cassie flicked her hand to get the feeling back and smiled. “It’s ok honey.”

Deke brought her face back to his. “It’s ok but I do need you to hang in there for me ok? Your uncle is out there watching out for you. I don’t know why or what he hopes to get out of the deal but he’s the one who shot the sniper. Meanwhile, we’re going to talk to the man who shot at you and find out who he is and what he wants.”

“Ok.” Cricket nodded. “Remember Bane doesn’t do anything for no reason at all. He’s looking for a payday out of this. There’s eight million dollars out there somewhere and when he finds out where, he’ll still put a bullet in my head.”

“Not if we stop him first,” Deke vowed.

“You won’t win, not against Bane.” Cricket cried as Raine put the last piece of tape over her wound.

“That’s enough Deke,” Raine warned his president. “She needs her rest.” He began cleaning up the mess he’d made now that he was done taking care of the wounds she’d gotten.

Deke raised a brow at him, but excused him out of concern for his woman.

“And we need to straighten up the clubhouse.” Cassie nodded at Reva. Cassie and Reva left the room.

Raine continued to clean up and Deke still looked at Cricket. “I need to tell you something. If this guy is a member of the Dragon’s Breath MC, we might not have a choice in the matter of what we do next. I just wanted you to know that.”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“I mean if he belongs to the MC, this could be a declaration of war.”

Cricket closed her eyes. Tears slipped out from under her lids and ran down her face. “I don’t want this,” she whispered. 

“Believe me sweetheart, I don’t want this either. Men are going to die if this goes to war. Stark just plain doesn’t care whether his MC lives or dies and that makes him a dangerous man.”

“What do you want me to do?” Cricket asked.

“I don’t think either of us has any choice anymore.” Deke shook his head. “You just try to rest if you can and to heal.” He turned and headed out.

When Deke walked in the woodshed ten minutes later, he wasn’t surprised to find his men waiting. The man they were about to question was laying on the floor bleeding. He was still bitching about needing medical attention and no one was listening. 

“So little man,” Deke stated as he came to the front of his men and stared down at the shooter. “You thought you could come into my clubhouse and shoot somebody?”

“I was outside the fence.” The man glared. “I wasn’t anywhere near the inside of your fucking clubhouse.”

“But your bullet came inside and that means you did too.” Deke reasoned as he raised a dark brow. “Tell me something...”

“What?”

“Are you a Dragon?”

“What the hell difference does that make? I figure I’m a dead whether I answer your questions or not, so I’ll just keep my mouth shut if it’s all the same to you.”

“Well, I know for a fact that Stark wants the money and the diamonds back before Cricket dies and you almost robbed him of that.”

“Boss, I think you’re mistaken about that,” Gator interrupted. “The cost of the contract is the money and the diamonds remember, Stark just wants innocent blood spilt.”

“Like hell she’s innocent,” the man on the floor blustered. “She sent him to prison for four long years.”

“No she didn’t,” Deke informed him. “Her sister Cordy did.”

“Who the fuck is Cordy?” he asked.

“Cordy is Cricket’s sister. She’s the one Stark gave the money too. Cordy stole it and planted diamonds on Stark. She sent Stark to jail for the last four years.”

The man frowned. “If this one is innocent then where is the other bitch?”

“She’s dead.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because she crossed this MC and we took out the trash,” Deke assured him. 

The man swallowed hard. “I thought you guys didn’t kill innocent women? I’ve always heard that about this MC, that you don’t hurt women.”

Deke stared hard at him. “Cordy wasn’t innocent and wasn’t what I would consider a woman. She had bitch written all over her. Stark could have told you that much. I know he’s pissed right now but he should at least put the blame on the right person if he wants her dead.”

“Is she dead then? Is the real Cricket dead? ”

“No but your bullet ripped through her body. She’s wounded but lucky for you... she’s not dead,” Deke informed his unwanted guest in a cold , hard voice. “Now you brought a war to our turf, what do you think we’re gonna do about that?”

The man dipped his head and vomited all over the floor. The men standing around him shook their heads in disgust. Deke grabbed his hair and pulled his head up. 

When he looked up he still had vomit on his face.

“Are you a Dragon?”

The man nodded. “Stark is really pissed. When he got out of prison, she was all he could talk about. How she fucked not only him over but the club too. The money she cost us would have set us up righteously for years. She was supposed to meet us two days later and when she didn’t show up Stark was pissed. He was caught when he went to look for her. We didn’t know it then but she tipped the cops off and they were waiting for him when he showed up.”

This wasn’t really news to Deke and the rest of the Bastards. Cordy had all but signed Cricket’s name to her own foul deed. Anyway, you looked at things Cordy set her own sister up to die. Now he wished she were still alive so he could send her to hell all over again.

“Stark didn’t want us to do anything about her until he got out. He wanted to be the one to kill her. He was hoping she would turn over the money first but then even that changed, now all he wants is her dead.”

Deke shook his head. “Then why are you here now? And how did you find her?”

“We didn’t know where she was until Hawkeye called Stark. He split us up and had us go in all directions. Me and a couple of others came here and more of the guys went to Bangor where Hawkeye’s MC stays. He’s sent guys to most of the MC’s in several states. All Stark cared about was finding the girl.”

“Doesn’t Stark know he’s declaring war on every MC he runs across by sending his men out like that?” Deke asked.

The man under him shook his head as much as he could while Deke still had his hair in his hand. “I don’t think Stark cares. In fact, I don’t think he cares about us at all. This is just his latest fuckup.”

“And you think for one minute that that excuse will help you in this situation?” Bones asked.

The man on the floor looked up at Bones. “No I don’t think any excuse is going to help. I figured the moment I left home base I was a dead man.” Then he shrugged and admitted, “But when the president of your club gives you an order you follow the fuckin order. It’s the way it is.”

“Even if it kills you in the end?” Deke asked.

“Just because he’s forgotten what the club means, not all of us have.”

“What the fuck is your name?” Bones growled.

“I’m called Scooter.”

“Well Scooter, I gotta tell you something,” Deke admitted. “We didn’t want this war but I’ll be damned if I’m going to ignore it either. Tell me something, have you ever heard of a man named Bane Jessin?”

Scooter went white. “Yeah, I heard of him. I wish to god I hadn’t but that would be a lie. I may be a dumb fucker but I’m no liar, so yeah I heard of the man. Why?”

Deke nodded. “Well, he’s the man that shot you today. He’s the man that dragged you out of the woods and turned you over to us. Cricket is his niece and the real Cordy was his own daughter. Are you getting what I’m saying?”

“Fuck,” he whispered breathlessly. All the blood he had left drained away and the man looked like a ghost sitting there on the floor in a pile of his own puke. 

“How many other men are out there?” Deke probed. When Scooter didn’t answer, Deke kicked at him. “How many others came with you?”

“Two, there are two other men watching the compound.” 

“Who are they?” Bones demanded.

“Crank and Pound are their names.”

Deke looked over at his men. “Find them and bring them back here if Bane hasn’t already found them. If you find Bane, tell him there are two more men out there watching us.”

“I’d rather not run into Bane if you don’t mind,” Mountain stated.

“Yeah well, I don’t want this war either but it’s here whether we want it or not. Now we just have to deal with it.”

“You know, maybe if you turned the money over to Stark and explained things to him he’d let the girl live,” Scooter suggested.

Deke snapped his head around and glared at the man. “I think you know better than that. You said it yourself he wants her dead. We tried to tell him he was looking for the wrong girl and you told us he didn’t care.”

“Hey, it was worth a try man. I really don’t want to die over some fuckin bitch.” Scooter tried to tell them as he shrugged. “Stark is crazy, just plum crazy. He’s got some kind of death wish, he brought it back from the pen with him. He wasn’t like this before he went in.”

“Prison changes a man,” Bones agreed.

“So now what?” Scooter asked fear in his voice.

“Now we do what must be done.” Deke sighed. 

Scooter nodded. “Then just do it and get it over with.”

Deke reached down and grabbed the knife in his boot. He wouldn’t ask his men to do the deed. Without hesitation, he drew the blade across Scooter’s neck. 

Scooter fell to the floor in a heap. 

Deke looked up at his men. “Find those other two fuckers.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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When Cricket woke up a few hours later, Deke was sitting next to her. Raine had put her in a sitting position with pillows behind her back. She glanced around the room looking for Raine but he wasn’t there. Max was lying on the bed next to her and he was watching Deke carefully.

Deke chuckled briefly while he watched the dog watching him. “You and I need to talk.” 

Cricket nodded. “I figured as much.”

“Before we start, there’s something you need to know.”

“And what would that be?” she asked carefully.

“The man that shot you is dead,” Deke told her bluntly. “Your uncle shot him and we questioned him.”

“Did you kill him?” 

Deke stared her straight in the eyes. “Yes, I did. By coming here and taking a shot at you, he declared war on the MC. That he did it by order of his own president makes no difference. He knew the consequences of his actions.”

“I see.”

Deke shook his head. “No little girl, I don’t think you do. What I did I didn’t do lightly. I hate the fact that a man died tonight when he didn’t have too. I hate the fact that Revon Stark is going to cost every man in his MC their lives, because that’s what he’s done when he ordered his men to kill you. He’s declared war on every MC his men come across. He should have had the guts to admit his mistake and try to find you and ask you about the money but he didn’t. He didn’t give a fuck about his men, or what position he’s put his men in. As a president that’s just dead wrong. As a human being it’s even worse.”

Cricket was silent for a moment before she asked, “What do you want to talk to me about?”

“You said when Cordy came back after the robbery you hid the money and diamonds. I need to know where you hid them.”

Cricket nodded at his statement. “I had a feeling you would ask about that.”

Deke shook his head. “Maybe, but I’m not asking for the reason you think. I need to know where the money and the diamonds are so I can call the police and tell them where to find them. You were right when you said the money didn’t belong to Stark.”

Cricket nodded. “But the man is still hunting me and he won’t stop until I’m dead.”

Deke shrugged. “Maybe not, but it was Cordy who set you up and Cordy who signed your death warrant.”

Cricket nodded. “Yeah, she didn’t have a kind bone in her body. Did you know she tried to kill me several times over the years? This is just one more attempt and this time she might just succeed.”

“Not if we have anything to say, she won’t,” Deke vowed.

Cricket just looked at him. “The money is in the St. Hope Cemetery in Bethlehem. We buried it under a headstone with the name Maude Bright. Maude had just been buried that day so the ground around her was still soft. We buried it as close to the headstone as we could get. We had to dig a deep enough hole and pack it down, so it didn’t look disturbed. Then we got the hell out of town. We got as far away as we could get in a night, and then we holed up for three days. We heard over the radio about Stark being arrested. Cordy laughed out loud when she heard about it. You see she thought she was in the clear after that. She told me she could do what she wanted, go anywhere she wanted once he was in jail. She was free.” 

Deke narrowed his eyes at this.

Cricket shook her head. “Yeah, I know. I told her Stark had friends, dangerous friends that would kill her. Now I guess we know why she wasn’t worried huh?”

“She deserved the kind of death she got.” Deke sighed in disgust.

“I know.” Cricket agreed with his assessment. “I wish I understood her better but I never did. She was always so cold. She never felt anything everyone else did. She used to cut herself just to feel pain. She said it was the only thing she could ever feel. She often used pain the same way normal people used love. She never felt love, so for her, it just didn’t exist.”

“So death for her was like a release.” Deke reasoned. “Her pain was over. She didn’t have to fake her way in the world anymore. No wonder she didn’t mind dying that day.”

“She’s more like her father than she ever realized,” Cricket said. “Bane and Michael are the same way. Their eyes are dead. Their souls are empty of any feelings at all.”

“Are you sure about that?” he asked. “Bane is still here. He protected you tonight.”

Cricket shook her head. “No he was protecting his name and reputation when he shot that guy. He couldn’t let it be known he didn’t finish the job. But yeah, his eyes are like Cordy’s and Michael’s. That’s where they got it from. My mom’s eyes were warm and full of life.”

The door opened and Raine came into the room. He stood at the end of the bed he shared with Cricket and glared at Deke. “She needs time to get her strength back.”

Deke got to his feet. “I agree with you.” Glancing over at Cricket, he smiled. “You follow what Raine has to say and get better soon.”

Cricket nodded. “I will.”

“What’s his name?” He nodded at the dog beside her.

“His name is Max.” Her fingers ran through the dog’s fur.

“He should grow up to be a fine animal.”

Cricket’s eyes hazed over for a moment then she nodded. “He’s going to be a beautiful dog.”
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Raine watched as Deke left the room then he looked at Cricket. She patted the bed next to her and Raine crawled in beside her. “Are you okay? Do you need anything?”

Cricket smiled. “I just need you to hold me for a while. I never knew getting shot would be so painful or so tiring. Can you please just lay here and hold me for a bit?”

“I’ll lay here and hold you in my arms forever if you’d let me,” he murmured in her ear.”

“Mmm, that sounds nice.” She closed her eyes and was soon back in the arms of the sandman. 

Raine laid there for a while. For the longest time, he just watched her, memorizing every line of her face. As if committing her features to memory would keep her with him.

He looked down at Max and found the dog looking back at him. Raine reached out and began stroking the dog’s head. “You and me we’ll keep her safe won’t we boy?”

Max licked his hand as if to agree with his statement. Then he inched himself up closer to Cricket’s neck and laid his little head across her throat.

Raine smiled and gave the dog a nod. “That’s right boy, you keep her safe. Watch over her a few minutes, I need to go talk to Deke.”

He got up without disturbing her and quietly left the room. Walking down the hall, he joined everyone else in the main room. They were all eating supper and while the food smelled good as usual, Raine had no appetite tonight.

He sat down at Deke’s table. 

Gator and Reva sat there alongside of Deke and Cassie. Bones and Melora were there as well. 

Raine noticed this and looked around the room. Most of the married couples were sitting together and he wondered what was going on. “Did I miss something?” he asked as his eyes met Deke’s.

“I thought it might be better for everyone if we all stayed together until this situation could be resolved.” Deke just stared at him.

“Why?”

“The guy Bane shot earlier today told us he was with two more guys,” Gator spoke. “We looked for them but didn’t find them and we don’t know if they took off or Bane took care of them.” He shrugged. “Either way it don’t matter. We aren’t giving them hostages when we don’t need to.”

Raine nodded. “We’re on lock down then?”

“I think it’s best until we solve this, don’t you?” Deke reasoned. “I’m not giving anyone a second bite of the proverbial apple.”

“Fuck.” Raine swore softly. 

“Why? Did you want to go somewhere?” Deke questioned.

Raine nodded shortly. “Yeah I kind of, sort of did.”

Deke glanced over at Gator briefly then looked back at Raine. “Oh, is there something I need to know?”

Raine reached for a cup and filled it with coffee from the thermos on the table. “I found something out earlier today.”

“What was that?” Deke frowned slightly.

“Cricket told me the reason she asked Bane for three days.”

Deke glanced over at Gator then he looked at Raine. “So why?”

“Tomorrow is her birthday. Did you know that? I didn’t. She’ll be twenty four at four a.m. She asked for the three days because she wanted the chance to turn twenty four and then she wanted one more day beyond that.” Raine’s words were softly spoken yet everyone in the room heard them. 

It was so quiet at the moment you could have heard a pin drop.

He looked up at his president and found Cassie and Reva with tears running down their faces. 

Deke and Gator wore no expressions at all.

“And where did you want to go?” Deke finally asked.

“I wanted to go to church and marry her at exactly four a.m.” Shrugging he added, “I know it wouldn’t be legal but it would be enough. She’s never felt like she belonged to anyone before. When she was a kid, her parents were on the run from Bane, then her mom died and her dad couldn’t see beyond his own grief, let alone take care of two little girls. After he died, she was left with Cordy and we all know how that turned out. This is the first and only place she could call home, a real home.” 

Everyone stayed quiet, some of the women sniffled through their tears.

Raine took a drink of his coffee. “Now with this hanging over her head, whether it’s Bane or some other jackwad looking for a payday or just the fuckin glory, I wanted to give her something no one else in her life has ever given her. I wanted to give her a sense of belonging.” 

No one said a word for a few minutes.

Then Deacon got to his feet. “You don’t need to take her anywhere. You just bring her out here. We can give her a wedding.”

Raine shrugged. “I sort of wanted it to look real, you know like in a church with a minister and all.”

“She’ll have her wedding and it will be a real as it gets,” Deacon assured him.

Raine frowned at the man and then looked at Deke. “What do you mean Deacon? Are you a minister now?”

Deacon nodded. “As a matter of fact I am.” He shrugged. “I never said anything about it but I’ve been ordained.”

“Really?” Deke was astounded. “Why didn’t we know?”

“Well mainly, because the church frowned on some of the stuff the MC does, but mostly because religion is a private thing. At least for me it is. When I lost my sister and then I couldn’t find my niece, I fell into a funk. I thought I was alone in the world with no family and no one to care about whether I lived or died. That’s when I met you guys. Suddenly, I had a family. I had someone who cared about me, but I could never forget what I lost. I eventually started going to a church and I began talking to the minister there. He got me into classes and about five years ago, I was ordained. I never said anything because like I said it was private for me.”

Raine searched the room for anyone who might object.

Cassie reached over and patted his arm. “You bring her out here at four and we’ll have everything else ready.”

“Ready? What is there to get ready?” He frowned.

Cassie looked over at Reva and they both burst into laughter. “Men! Are you all this dumb or what?”

Raine looked over at Deke and Gator. 

They shrugged and Gator offered a comment. “I don’t get it either. To me as long as you both show up and say the words it’s done. But to a woman they like it to be nice, with flowers and shit like that.”

Deke laughed. “Don’t worry about the detail. Cassie and Reva will take care of things. Grab something to eat and watch over your woman. We’ll come get you when its time.”

Raine looked around the room again. Reva got up and fetched his a plate of hot food. He ate it then finished his coffee. Pushing back his chair, he got up and addressed the room. “Thank you. This is what being part of this MC is, being family.” He turned and went back to his bedroom. 

Cricket was still sleeping when he came back to bed. Wrapping his arms around her, he smiled slightly when she snuggled into his chest. 

“I missed you,” she whispered.

“I thought you were sleeping.” 

“I was and then I got cold.”

“I had to talk to Deke for a minute but I’m back now.” Raine settled partially on his back. Looking at the ceiling he asked, “I don’t know what’s going to happen over the next few days, none of us do. But after you were shot today, I was thinking about something.”

“And what would that be?” 

“Do you want to see Dusty? I know you two are very close and I thought you might want the chance to see him again.”

“I would love to see him again but I can’t bring him into this.” She half leaned up to look into his eyes. “You have to promise me something.”

“What?”

“You have to promise me that you’ll always look out for him and that you’ll never let Bane know about him. Please, you have to promise me he’ll be safe.” Tears fell down her face. “I couldn’t bear it if anything happen to that little guy. He’s finally got a chance at a good life with your family and that’s what I want for him. It’s what I’ve always wanted for him. Having Cordy for a mother was such a mean cruel joke. Karma fucked that one up but now he has a chance to be loved and to learn how to love. That’s what I missed. Having someone who loved me back. Then when he was born, I had him and he had me.”

“Then I took that away from you, didn’t I?” Raine asked. “I took him away from you when I insisted his father know about him. I’m sor—”

Cricket put her hand over his mouth. “No, don’t you dare finish that sentence. You did it because it was the right thing to do. As much as I miss him, he’s happy finally knowing his family. He needs that to grow. Your brothers and your parents are going to teach him how to be a good man. I could only give him so much. Cordy wouldn’t let me give him too much. She always said she didn’t want her son to have more than she ever did. But she never cared that Dusty wasn’t like her. He was more like me. The last time we talked to him, he was so happy. He has a family and that’s more important for him.”

“What about you?” Raine asked. “What’s important for you?”

Cricket smiled. “I got everything I need right here.” She patted his chest. “I got you and now I have my Max. That’s all I ever wanted. That’s all I ever needed.”

“Is that all you ever wanted?” Raine frowned.

She nodded. “I’m a simple person, with simple needs and dreams. I lived with the fear my parents shared every day of my life. I didn’t know any better. That fear went away when I came here, I didn’t feel it anymore. Then I found you and you were everything I wanted. You complete me like I’ve never been before.”

Raine felt his throat swell. The woman was so giving and sweet. He never thought he deserved her. But he sure as hell would keep trying to be what she deserved. “How’s your shoulder feeling?” he asked.

“Not too bad actually.” 

“Are you hungry?”

She shook her head. “I’m not hungry for food anyway,” she whispered. Lifting her eyes to his she let him see the desire she had for him.

Raine groaned. “Honey, we can’t. You just took a bullet earlier today.”

“I know but I’m not dead and I want you.” She licked her lips. “It doesn’t have to be a pounding. I just want to feel you inside me.”

Raine’s hands dropped down to the top of her jeans. He couldn’t deny her anything. He unbuckled her jeans and pushed them down her legs. He moved her to her uninjured side and reached down to slide his own jeans down. Then he gently pushed his way inside her from behind. He was rock hard... she was wet and very willing, so he slid deep inside her. He hissed as she groaned and gripped him tightly.

Raine tried to hold back but Cricket wouldn’t let him. Instead, she wrapped her legs around his and pushed back hard. Grinding her ass into his pelvic region. Raine gripped her hips and began to pound in and out of her core. “I thought this was going to be gentle?” Raine gritted as he pushed and pulled in and out of her.

“I can’t help it. I can’t seem to stop myself. I need you too much.”

Raine pumped harder and faster. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he felt her body tighten and then release. She screamed his name and he slapped his hand over her mouth to stifle her cries. Then he plunged in one more time and filled her with hot cum .

“Oh my god, that was fantastic.” She moaned after the few minutes it took to catch her breath. 

“You are crazy, did you know that?” He groaned as he moved away from her and flopped on his back.

Cricket giggled and turned to lay next to him. Her arm was starting to hurt a bit now but she wasn’t going to complain. “And why is that?” she asked.

“There’s no way we should have done what we just did. Your shoulder has got to be hurting.”

Cricket grimaced. “It is but that doesn’t take away from the pleasure you just gave me. That will always remain the same or get better, every single time.”

“Do you want something for the pain?”

Cricket shook her head. “No I don’t. The pain reminds me that I’m still alive and right now, I need that. I need to hang on until the day after tomorrow.”

“What if I can’t let you go the day after tomorrow?” he whispered.

“But...I promised,” she whispered brokenly. “All a person has besides their name in their honor. The name came from my father so I can’t even claim that as mine but I can claim the honor of my word. I can protect this club and stop any senseless killing. Bane is too good at his job not to take some of the men with him if you were lucky enough to get a shot off before he shot you. Which of your brothers would you sacrifice to a bullet needlessly? Which one or more of those women out there would you make a widow?”

“But I don’t want to lose you,” he insisted.

Cricket raised her good hand to the side of his face. “I don’t want to lose you either. I finally found my place in this life and its right here beside you. But if even one of those men lost their lives for me I couldn’t stay here. I would have to run and I’d be running then for the rest of my life.” Tears welled and ran down her face. “And I’m so tired of running. I just can’t do it anymore.”

Raine held her tight. He would keep her as close as he could.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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Raine and Cricket slept for a while. Raine woke up when Max began licking his face.

Pushing the dog away from him, Raine sighed and looked down at the animal. “Does that mean you need to go outside?”
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