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Chapter One

Pat sat at the late-night coffee bar and stared down into his black coffee. They only served coffee and cake, and stayed open till well after midnight. This was the place he came when he didn’t want to sleep. 

The shop itself was just on the outskirts of Carnage. It had a large parking lot, the lights were garish, and they seemed to draw in many travelers. Not that anyone was interesting company at this late hour. 

While most coffee shops opened for the morning and ran through to dinner, this place did not. They catered to the late-night crowd, which was why the shop was literally called, The Late-Night Coffee Shop. 

Some might think it was a little long-winded as a name, but not Pat. 

He took a sip of his coffee, and it always surprised him that it didn’t taste like shit. It was good coffee. Good cake. It was certainly worth leaving his veganism behind. He was not strictly a vegan, but he didn’t turn down vegan food. He knew Bull, his friend and Prez, would randomly tell people he was vegan, and he never disputed it. This place had too much good cake to turn down. The place was a rare gem. Rather than risk waking up the Chaos and Carnage club, he came here, drank hot coffee, ate cake, and just waited until the shop was due to close. 

“How are you doing?” 

He looked up to see Ava. Her name was pinned to her apron just above her breast. She was here serving every night, the six days the coffee shop was open. Always with a smile and a seemingly lovely demeanor. 

“Good. You?”

She chuckled. “I’m doing good. You know, you’re fast becoming one of the regulars around here.”

Her blonde hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and she had a pair of small glasses perched on her nose, but they didn’t detract from her pretty blue eyes. Ava was a gorgeous woman. 

Yes, using his military contacts, he had done a check on her. He didn’t trust anyone who was ... nice. Not without a cause. Nice people often spelled disaster, and in his line of work, that was something to be weary of. 

Especially with the cartel suddenly taking a back seat. In the last couple of years, Carnage had been the hot spot for the cartel, which started with the Vito Crew, run by a guy named Julio. To cut a long story short, Julio was into dogfighting, and he, along with the Chaos and Carnage MC, loved dogs. They didn’t take kindly to the illegal fighting taking place in their town. Julio ended up dead, and the dogfighting stopped. 

Only, Julio had a brother, Miguel, who was running drugs, dogs, and it would seem women in Carnage, right under their noses. Again, another long story short ... Miguel was dead. 

During this time, they had been introduced to one of the scariest motherfuckers to keep the cartel at bay, William Ranford. Now, Ranford had a brother, who was part of the illegal dogfighting. Baby Ranford ended up with his head severed, and his body in parts. William ended up in hiding, but now that Miguel was dead and he had a revenge kick, another problem was started. 

In the last few months, according to William Ranford, he had an army of men willing to die to end the cartel. He wanted Chaos and Carnage MC to help, to be part of his revenge war. 

Bull wanted to see the end of the cartel. Pat didn’t give a shit, as the rest of the club. Only, they had to work with William, and they had to come up with a plan that didn’t put the whole town on the killing line. 

It was a lot to take in. 

And Pat liked to have a late-night coffee, and if he was honest, look at the pretty blonde with the easy smile. 

There was no violence at this place. Just a nice place to drink. That was all they wanted. 

“Do you have a problem with that?” 

“Not at all, just so long as you don’t mind me being your waitress?” she asked. 

“I don’t mind.”

He had to stop the urge to look down at her curvaceous body. The uniform she wore emphasized every curve. Nice, big tits, and the top of her uniform seemed to be close to popping open, yet it never did. She had a small waist but thick hips and thighs. Even her calves looked juicy. She had a nice, full face, a gorgeous smile, and he happened to like her plump cheeks as well. 

“Is there anything else you’d like to order?” she asked. 

“A slice of carrot cake.”

“Coming right up.”

She spun away from him, and he got to admire that full ass. He loved a woman with curves. 

Now, in the last few years he’d known Bull, the Chaos and Carnage MC Prez, along with the man’s brother, had found women who were curvy. Maddie and Aria were sweet women, but they were also insecure about their weight. In the last few months, he had never seen Ava step foot into Jase’s gym, but he knew Maddie and Aria still liked to go. 

Pat went to the gym, especially when he wanted to be left alone. The clubhouse had a gym, but it also had fellow patched brothers, who liked to talk as they worked out. He didn’t like to talk. 

Pat worked his body so he was exhausted come nighttime. Unfortunately, the gym was not open twenty-four hours, and working out at the club had the brothers worried. This is why he ended up here on some nights, drinking coffee, waiting to be exhausted enough to just sleep. 

Ava returned, complete with cake and a smile. 

“Here you go. I think that is the best cake of the day.”

“You like carrot cake?” he asked. 

“Of course.”

“Why?”

She rolled her eyes. “Come on, cream-cheese frosting, that cake and that spice. It is heavenly. Now, don’t get me wrong, the chocolate fudge cake is mouthwatering, but all that chocolate can sometimes be a little too much, don’t you think?” 

“Yeah, I do.”

“And vanilla is good as well. Carrot cake just has that edge to it.” She looked past his shoulder. “I’ve got to go. Enjoy, Sugar.” She often called him Sugar, or Sweetheart. 

He was tempted to watch her again, but instead he slid the fork through the slice of carrot cake and took a bite. This is what he loved about this place. The cakes were made from scratch. It was said that all the cakes were homemade every day. 

Each day, the menu of cakes, cookies, and sweet treats changed. Today was carrot cake, but tomorrow could be lemon drizzle, with possibly a scone. He liked that. He didn’t think he would, but it kept the variety he now loved. 

Every day was exciting, which is why he had also started to come here daily. Apart from Sundays, the only day they were closed. 

Glancing across the counter, he watched as Ava continued to serve coffee, chat with the customers, and just be her friendly self. He did have doubts, but his contact had told him to stop being so negative. 

Ava Beckett was a regular twenty-four-year-old, with no record, no priors. She graduated high school, moved out of her mother’s house two years ago. She worked full-time at this place, and during the day, according to his contacts, she spent a great deal of time working on a sewing blog. On paper, Ava was just a normal girl.

She had nothing to worry about. No contacts that were dubious. Her mother, Hazel, owned a freaking fabric shop, where her other daughter, Ava’s sister, Violet, worked. While Ava had moved out, Violet still lived with her mother. The in-depth report he got told him that Ava’s dad, Benjamin, had died of a stroke ten years ago. 

He knew everything that was important to know, along with a lot of things he probably shouldn’t know. She earned a decent wage at this job. Working from five in the evening until midnight did pay a pretty penny. 

The coffee shop could afford it. He looked into The Late-Night Coffee Shop, which was owned by Lauren Robinson, a qualified baker, outstanding in her field. From what he could tell, she also catered a great deal of events and special occasions. She was never seen in the coffee shop up front, only Ava, along with two other employees, who were part-time. 

The place was a success with no ties to MC, Mafia, Cartel, or even the fucking Bratva. It was clean. 

Pat knew he had to stop going because he didn’t want to put the shop at risk. The patch he wore put a target on his back. For a short time, he’d been the VP, but that had been a ruse to try and keep Grant alive. Now, he was back to being Sergeant at Arms, which was more his style. He kept to the rules and boundaries Bull and the club set. No one stepped out of line and if they did, they answered to him. He took his role seriously. 

No one was going to mess up on his watch. It was a role he enjoyed. Grant’s place was always meant to be by Bull’s side. Even though the brothers were a fucking nightmare and fought all the time, they were still brothers. Bull would die for Grant, and although Grant didn’t show it much, he would die for Bull as well. He knew both brothers would die for the club and every single member, but brothers were different. 

This is why he loved the MC. He had his brothers and his family. Before he joined the military, he had been part of Chaos and Carnage MC. Joining up, serving his country, it was something he just had to do. When he got back and his time in the military was done, he came home. 

Some people thought he was a good man. He wasn’t. Killing people in a war zone had come easy to him. 

Chaos and Carnage MC had changed, but in essence, it wasn’t a good club. They were not good boys. They kept the town of Carnage clean, and that came at a cost. 

Some people thought his nightmares were because of what happened in war. The truth was, it was at times because of shit he didn’t do. 

The military had a code to be followed. Some of his men had been tortured, and Pat had no choice but to reel his shit in, but that had been hard to do. With every fiber of his being telling him to slaughter, he didn’t. He followed the fucking rules. 

Pulling out of the memory, he took a long drink. 

It was easy to allow him to let the club think he was messed up by the shit he had seen. And it was true—war zones were not for the faint of heart. But it didn’t mess with him in the way they thought. 

Running fingers through his hair, he thought often about getting it cut, but something always held him back. 

“You sure finished that carrot cake,” Ava said, coming back around. 

“What can I say, it’s delicious.”

That smile. “I’ll let Lauren know you like it.”

“Why doesn’t she ever come out?” he asked. 

Ava glanced toward the door that led to the back. “She’s shy.”

“She owns this place, makes amazing cakes, and she is shy?”

“You got it. It’s why you have to put up with me.” Ava sighed. 

“It’s not hard to like you.”

Again, with that freaking smile. 

“Well, Pat, you keep talking like that, and I am going to start thinking you might be flirting with me.”

“Would that be a problem?”

“I don’t know. I’ll let you know if I develop one.” With that, she winked at him, and then got back to serving more customers.

****
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“Tell Lauren I will have her babies for her whenever she wants them,” Violet said. 

Ava couldn’t help but laugh. Every single time she brought baked goods to her mother’s store, there was always an offer of having babies or marrying Lauren.

“I’m sure she would love that,” Ava said. 

“I’m serious. All she has to do is pick the sperm, the time, the place, and I’m there. She does not have to ruin her figure for kids, I will do that for her.”

She thought it was sweet that her sister would offer such a thing. However, sometimes she wondered about her. Violet was not one who seemed to enjoy children, at least not the thought of having them herself. Each time they would see movies or reality shows that showed giving birth, Violet always responded with, “Never.” Herself, on the other hand, she loved the thought of having children and a larger family someday. 

“Will you stop?” Their mother, Hazel, came around the back carrying a large roll of white fabric. “This is why Lauren rarely stops by. You know how skittish she is with compliments.”

“Nah, she stopped coming because you somehow managed to convince her she needed to make herself a quilt. She left with a couple of hundred dollars’ worth of kit.” Violet licked the chocolate fudge icing from her fingers and gave out another moan. “Fuck me, that is good. Why hasn’t Lauren stopped by?”

Ava shrugged. “Not sure. You know what she’s like. Especially when she has leftovers for you guys.” She was one of the few people Ava knew who didn’t like compliments. Now, if there was no leftover cake or baked goods, Lauren would have come with her. 

Hazel sighed. “I don’t know why she can’t take a compliment. It is so ... sad.”

“I know, but I guess she doesn’t like the attention, and this way, you get to enjoy the food, and she feels more comfortable. So, what do you need help with today?”

“We don’t need help,” Hazel said.

“Violet called. She said you had a sale and orders went through the roof.” She turned toward her sister. “Or were you lying?”

“Nope, not lying. Ever since Mom listened to me, and we branched to online selling, things around here have been pretty sweet. Haven’t they, Mom?”

There was an essence of gloating to Violet. 

Hazel rolled her eyes. She snorted. “How many times do you want me to tell you I am happy to have followed your suggestion?”

“Every single time I can convince you to say it.” Violet shrugged. “There is a whole sewing community out there. They might not be local, but we can always find a way to reach them, and we did. The last year has proven that, seeing as you can now afford to pay me, and also, we’re not up to our eyeballs in debt.”

This was good news. 

“Fine. Fine. Do you want me to get on my knees and thank you?” Hazel asked. 

“Hell, no, I expect to be Employee of the Month.” Violet put a hand on her hip and thrust out her chest. “Because that is exactly what I am.”

“Fine, fine, fine. We will get you a badge.” 

Ava couldn’t help but laugh as she cut herself a slice of cake and took a bite. The shop struggling was one of the reasons she had sourced an income elsewhere. Owning a fabric store was always her mother’s wish, and when their dad gave it to her over ten years ago, it started out small. Slowly, she built it until they had no choice but to move from the garage at home to a larger store, which their dad got for her. 

However, after her father’s death, the mounting bills, the cost of fabrics, shipping, imports, and everything associated with running a business, she knew her mother considered closing shop. The only problem was, this was one of the last anniversary gifts he gave Hazel before he died. The building was fully paid for and was part of the gift. He gave her the means to have a flourishing business, and everything else was left to her mother. 

Now, them taking the business into the online world seemed to help. 

Ava would have loved to work for her mother, and until she was eighteen, she did work here. Only, she wanted to get her own place and give her mother some space—unlike Violet who was more than happy to stay at home. 

She found work elsewhere in the hope that if they ever did get into trouble, she’d be able to help them out. Her job paid really well. 

“Speaking of jobs, how is yours going?” Hazel asked. 

“It’s going really well. Business at The Late-Night Coffee Shop is great.”

Hazel smiled. “I am so pleased. You know, when you told me about it, I thought it was a crazy idea to have a late-night coffee shop.”

Ava shrugged. “Not going to lie, I did as well, but Lauren was onto something. It would seem time for coffee and cake is never too late.”

“Do you get any assholes?” Violet asked. “That late at night, you must get a whole bunch of assholes?”

Ava laughed. “No, we don’t. There are some difficult customers, but then, who doesn’t have them? Most of the time, it’s good. People are there because they just want to relax and that is what Lauren has tapped into. It’s a place to relax, have cake, and just ... breathe.” 

“Guys can be assholes who just want to relax,” Violet said. 

“Yeah, well, it is all good. Anyway, seeing as I’m here now, you may as well put me to good use,” she said. 

She had already taken her bag and jacket out to the back. 

Hazel glared at Violet, but it was one of those fake, loving glares that mothers give. 

“Come on, Mom, we could do with her help, and she brought cake. There is no way you can turn away free help and free food.”

“Excuse me, I expect a payment of buttons when I’m done,” Ava said. 

“And some buttons,” Violet added. 

Hazel laughed. “Fine. Fine. Get to work. I don’t want to hear any more nonsense out of you two.”

Before she or Violet could complain, the bell on the door rang, letting them know a customer had entered, and it was time to start packaging orders. 

Ava happened to love preparing the fabric or haberdashery items, lovingly adding a card, wrapping it neatly, and then sticking the address on the envelope or box. It was this loving touch that added to the experience of buying from a small business.

The time flew by, and customers kept coming. Most of them were local, but there were also a few from out of town that came to see the fabric store in Carnage. 

Just after two, their mother went to the diner to grab them some burgers, and Violet put the sign up to let people know they would be back within half an hour. 

“You’re going to be tired tonight,” Violet said. 

She wrinkled her nose. “Nah, I’ll be all right.”

“Seriously, you’re not feeling tired from working a late-night job?” 

“It’s fine. You know I always like to keep busy.” She shrugged. “Besides, I have to be exhausted, otherwise I just don’t sleep. You know what it’s like.” Since their father died, Ava struggled to sleep. 

During her teen years, it would worry their mother. She hated the thought of Ava being up late on her own, and would often attempt to stay awake with her. It got to the stage that she would fake going to sleep, and either read or study. 

After a while, her mother started to figure out that she needed to be tired out, which is why she worked late and woke early. She was an early riser, just like her dad. 

She missed her dad. With him not being in the house, it was odd, but it was like she felt alone. That lonely feeling was what kept her up. This was why she moved out as quickly as she could. Not because she hated her mother. She loved her mother and sister. They had fast become a fierce threesome, always bound together, fighting their grief. 

She didn’t want to worry her mother. Her apartment wasn’t much, just a small place she called home, and if the nights were a problem, she didn’t mention it. That was why she lived away from home. 

“Yeah, I know. I worry about you,” Violet said. 

“Don’t.”

“I can’t help it. You’re my little sister and I love you. Of course I worry. Also, when do you think Mom will be ready to move on?” Violet asked. 

This had her lifting her head. “What do you mean?”

“Well, she’s only forty-nine years old. Dad has been gone ten years. Don’t you think we should encourage her to start dating?”

“I never really thought about her dating.” She frowned and pursed her lips. “What do you think?”

“That Dad would have wanted her to move on and be happy. You know what he was like.”

“So, what? Do you want to arrange a date?” Ava asked. 

“I don’t know, but maybe we could tell her it is time for her to start dating, and she doesn’t need to worry about her daughters and what they think.”

Ava looked up from her order toward her sister. “Wait, hold up. You think Mom’s not dating because of us?”

“It’s possible.” 

She didn’t like that. For some odd reason, she couldn’t help but think about Pat. Not as a date for her mother, no, she didn’t like the thought of that. She liked Pat. When he first started coming to the coffee shop, she had been nervous. His leather cut had unnerved her, and although she had grown up with the Chaos and Carnage MC around town, suddenly at work, it felt different. 

Only, there was no trouble. No more MC arrived. Just Pat. He wasn’t looking for trouble, he was looking for some peace and quiet, coffee, and cake. She loved serving him, loved talking with him. 

“What do you think of the Chaos and Carnage MC?” Ava asked, looking toward Violet. 

Her sister shrugged. “I don’t think anything of them, to be honest. I know Mom goes to the garage they own, and they own the bar as well. There are a few other places they run, but I’m not sure which. Why?”

“No reason.” She spoke way too fast. 

“Okay, you must think I’m an idiot, because you don’t go asking about anyone or anything, and now you do. What gives?”

Ava sighed. “It’s nothing. One of the guys comes into the coffee shop.”

“Which one?”

“Pat. I don’t know his last name.”

“No one knows his last name, I don’t think. He’s the ex-military guy. Scary as fuck, and I don’t think he talks.”

“He does ... talk,” Ava said. 

Violet stared at her, and she tried not to blush, but it was impossible, especially as she thought about Pat and his soft-spoken voice, which also seemed a bit gruff. 

“Have you got a thing for Pat?” Violet asked. 

She didn’t have to answer, because their mother returned with their burgers, and Violet was too hungry to keep questioning her. 
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Chapter Two
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“You expect us to take on the whole cartel with an army you want me to believe you have?” Bull asked. 

Pat stayed silent. Nothing new was happening here. They were going around in circles, and he couldn’t deny the fact that Bull was acting right. No matter how badly they all wanted away from the cartel. He didn’t want to risk the club, neither did any of the club members want to die for a lost cause. 

The cartel was pissed. They knew, because in the last couple of months there had been zero contact from them. No drug or gun runs. They were mobilizing for an attack.

This was why Bull had regular patrols throughout Carnage. Not only were the men patrolling, they were also there with Dylan, the sheriff, to keep an eye on any potential danger. 

Everything moving within Carnage was being brought to Bull. Any strange purchases or land grabs were also being run by Bull. They were keeping a close eye on everything. More so than they had ever done before. 

The cartel was going to attack, but when and where, none of them knew. They had never entered this level of anger with them. For the first time in a long while, Pat hated Bull and Grant’s father, who first started the association with the cartel. 

“Are you serious right now?” William asked. 

“With all due respect, you did go into hiding. A guy with an army at his back doesn’t go into hiding,” Grant said. “That’s just simple logic.”

Pat couldn’t argue with him. Ever since Grant had found Aria, he’d been like a different man. Sure, there were moments where Grant and Bull still fought. They were brothers, and that was what they did. 

William growled. “I had no choice but to do what I did. The cartel is after me, and I am after them. I will not put my men in any more harm, or any of the people that rely on me.”

Again, it made sense. William was considered one of the scariest men around. He killed without mercy. Only, it would seem even William had a moral compass. 

“What happened to not caring about the risks?” Bull asked. 

Pat knew William had once told Bull that to take out the cartel for good, he needed to do so no matter the cost. Whoever died, died. It was simple math, either them or him. Bull had a wife, a kid, and also the club to think about. 

William sighed. “Fine. When I was younger, I was a fucking hothead, and no, I didn’t give a shit who lived or died. That was then, this is now, and I have an army.”

“And we don’t have a target,” Rip, their Road Captain, said. “It’s good to have an army at your back, but with no target, no clue where to hit, it’s useless.”

“The cartel has been able to keep ahead of the game because their operations have remained quiet,” Bull said. “They are always changing locations. It’s why the law can’t keep track of them. One day they’re working out of a stockroom in the center of the city, the next, they’re at an abandoned farm in town.”

Pat looked to Bull and he frowned. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t take them out.”

All eyes turned toward him. 

Pat preferred to keep his opinions to himself. He didn’t like to be vocal at these meets. He liked to listen, to process, and come up with a solid plan that would not get any of them killed. Clearly, he shocked them all by speaking up. 

“What?” Bull asked. 

“We know several of their locations. Regardless if they are there or not, we know they’re going to attack. It is a case now of us or them. Why don’t we take out the locations they own? We’ve dealt with them, Bull. We know some of their locations, not all, and we might not even hit one that is active, but if we take out all the other ones, then they will slowly be pushed into a corner. Let’s face it, we’re not going to get much backlash from the law, are we? We take on the cartel, draw them out, reduce their numbers, it will be easier for them to locate.”

William pointed a finger, bit his lip, and looked a little too excited for Pat’s liking. “You see, this is what I’m fucking talking about. This is a solid plan.”

“It’s not one of your fucking plans,” Rusty said, speaking up. “With your plan we have to consider an imaginary army.”

“It’s not imaginary.” 

“Yeah, but you can’t give us numbers or tell us who they are. It’s as good as dead,” Rusty said, shaking his head. 

Pat looked toward Bull. His President didn’t look pissed off. 

“I like it,” Bull said. 

“I know you don’t want to declare war, but we’ve not been called. We’ve not been negotiated with, and we all know what that means,” Pat said. “It’s only a matter of time before they take us out. I don’t know about you guys, but I love Carnage, I like my leather cut, and I enjoy breathing. I’m not ready to die, and I’m not ready to let this town go either.”

He couldn’t help but think about Ava. Her pretty smile was too damn precious to allow to die. The cartel was their enemy. He knew the chances of surviving were pretty slim, but it was better than waiting to be picked off, which is what the cartel could do. The cartel didn’t have a specific way of dealing with clubs or men they saw as traitors. One moment they were alive, the next they were dead.

“Fine,” Bull said. He turned toward William. “You better get your army ready. We attack the first place in a week.” With that, Bull was done as he slammed the gavel down. 

Pat didn’t get up. He waited for everyone to leave. No one stayed behind, not even Grant. He was pretty sure the other man wanted to gloat or look mightily proud of himself, or something. 

The door closed and Bull turned toward him. “You surprised me.”

He shrugged. “We’ve got no choice but to do something. We both know it is only a matter of time before they attack. We took out Julio and Miguel. There are no more members of the Vito Crew. There are going to be repercussions. Our one guy is dead, Hernadez is gone. There is nothing else for us to do.”

Bull nodded. 

“I know you’re worried about Maddie and Lindsey.”

“This isn’t just about my wife and kid,” Bull said. “This is about the club, the town. Do you think I’ve not waited for them to call?” 

Pat watched as Bull ran a hand down his face, clearly struggling.

“I fucking hate this. I’m no fucking coward and I want done with the cartel. Fuck!” he yelled. 

He saw the rage that flowed through Bull. More often than not, he kept his shit together. Maddie had changed him. This shit with the cartel had changed him. 

“You know, if my dad was still alive, I’d take my time in killing him,” Bull said. “The biggest mistake that piece of shit ever made was putting us in the path of the cartel.”

Pat couldn’t agree more with him. 

“Where do you want to hit first?” Pat asked. 

There was no point in dwelling on the shit they couldn’t do. That time had passed. Bull’s dad was dead, the cartel was now the club problem. They had to fix it to solve it. 

“We start at the abandoned farm, an hour’s ride from here.”

“What will we do?” Pat asked. 

“We’ll burn it to the ground. Everything that has been touched by the cartel, we burn.”

“And what about the town?” Pat asked.

“We keep a close eye on everything. I want to know every little detail that’s going on. The people associated. Everything. By the time we’re done, the cartel will regret threatening me.”

“I’m going to check out the farm,” Pat said, getting to his feet. “I’ll stake it out. Check that everything is running fine, and then we’ll burn it.”

Bull nodded. “Be careful.”

“Always am.”

With that, Pat left the clubhouse. Several of the guys were already finding women and enjoying them. 

“Well, hello there, stranger,” Lidia said, sitting perched next to his bike. 

He had met Lidia through Aria, who was Grant’s woman. There was nothing going on between him and Lidia. She was nice, refreshing with no filter, and she tended to speak whatever the hell she wanted to. 

“I can’t stay and chat. I’ve got stuff to do.”

“Well, for an introduction that didn’t even include a hello, I consider that an improvement.”

He frowned and looked at Lidia. 

“You spoke a whole sentence to me. Two, if you include a break between what you said,” Lidia said. 

“I talk to you all the time.”

“Actually, you tend to grunt, say hello, and that is all,” Lidia shrugged. 

Pat stared at Lidia and she pointed at him. “See, now you’re doing that long stare thing you hope will freak me out, but instead just makes me want to force you to talk more.”

“What do you want?”

Lidia rolled her eyes. “I don’t want anything. You know the garage has been closed the last two days, and you were nowhere to be seen. What about what you promised me with the whole date?”

“I didn’t promise you a date.”

“Ew, no, not that kind of date. We’re supposed to go to a bar, and you’re going to tell me which guys you think are worth my time and which ones are not.” Lidia smiled at him. 

He missed Ava’s smile. 

So, he and Lidia had become friends. It started a few months ago when her piece-of-shit car had broken down at the side of the road. Lidia had a bit of a temper, and was about to start hitting her car with a crowbar when he rode past. Only, he stopped, recognized her, and helped her get her car to the garage, where he then fixed it. According to Lidia, that made them friends. 

At first, Rusty had convinced him that Lidia had feelings for him. He was not interested in Lidia in a romantic way, and told her that. What did he get? She laughed in his face and said he was like a brother to her, and she did not think of him in a sexual way, which he was relieved about. 

Since then, with helping to save her from a burning building, they were friends. Good friends. She told him they could be the kind of friends that talked to each other about anything and everything. Sometimes, she had even stayed up with him at night when he didn’t want to sleep. Lidia was a good friend. She had Aria’s back. And, it would seem she had the club’s back. 

“I’m going to have to take a rain check. I’ve got club business.”

Lidia sighed. “Figured. Fine. Fine. I guess I’ll just stick around the clubhouse again. Aria said she’d hang out, but if Grant’s around, all they do is make out and that is so gross. Not that I’m not happy for her, I am, you get it.”

Pat couldn’t help but smile. He did get it, and a little part of him was envious of what the two brothers had been able to find. 

****
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“You’re looking a little pissed off,” Ava said, placing a fresh mug of coffee in front of Pat. 

He was typing rapidly on his cell phone and instantly stopped. The moment he lifted his head, she got to look into his soft brown eyes. She didn’t know what it was about his eyes, but it looked like he had seen a lot in the world. He was ex-military, but there was more to him than that. 

“Just having a bad day,” he said. 

“Ah, you’re part of the bad day crowd?”

He nodded. 

She hated that he didn’t seem quite as talkative as usual. It was a slow day. They randomly had them from time to time. 

“What cake are you having today?” she asked. 

He glanced past her shoulder and quickly perused the board she had scrawled all over just a couple of hours before after Lauren had finished preparing the day’s cakes and cookies. 

“Lemon drizzle, and make it a big old slice.”

She couldn’t help but laugh. She disappeared into the serving kitchen, going to the freshest lemon cake she had ever tasted, and took a nice big slice. Once that was cut, she made her way back to Pat and presented it to him. 

She couldn’t linger as another customer had a hand in the air, wanting attention. She excused herself and made her way to the new customer, serving him with her usual politeness. 

She had an odd sensation to keep looking back at Pat to see if he had stayed. Sometimes he stayed until closing, other times he had coffee and cake, and was gone. 

Violet was already insistent on asking questions. Her sister clearly sensed something was going on. Nothing was going on, but that didn’t seem to stop her sister from asking endless questions. All she had done on Saturday and Sunday was help her mother and sister with their sale items. She packed and worked her ass off, all the time trying to avoid Violet. Her sister was a nosy little busybody when she got started. 

Ava knew she wasn’t being very nice, as her sister loved her. She got that. Violet had always looked out for her, and seeing as she was a twenty-four-year-old virgin, it wasn’t like she could argue with her. She didn’t know what she was doing. 

How did she end up a twenty-four-year-old virgin? After her father died, boys were just not on her radar. Then as she got older, working hard, getting good grades, helping her mother, being there, and then immersing herself into her sewing had been essential. 

Once she got a job, that became a priority and, well, she had seen the men of Chaos and Carnage MC and the way they were around town. She had seen men one day with one woman, on another day with a different one. She’d seen women get their heart broken, and that was not something she wanted to experience. This was why she remained single. 

It also helped that no guy had ever appealed to her. Not until a sexy-ass biker had walked into The Late-Night Coffee Shop, looking like he needed one big hug and an ear to talk to. 

Not that Pat said a lot. She got the sense he wasn’t used to talking, but it was like he made an effort for her. 

Once she finished with her customer, giving him fresh coffee and caramel cake, she returned behind the counter. No one else had arrived, so she made her approach to Pat once again. 

“How was the cake?” she asked, seeing nothing but crumbs left behind. 

“Delicious, but then you already knew that.”

“That I did. I make it my mission to try every single item Lauren, the owner, makes. There are some things I don’t like.”

“Name one?”

“I’m not keen on anything with beetroot, and it’s touch-and-go with zucchini. But to be honest, I struggle with zucchini anyway.” She wrinkled her nose. “From time to time, I’ll buy a couple of them, thinking they’ll be delicious, but guess what, they’re not. I even attempted to create myself some zoodles. You ever heard of them?”

He pursed his lips as if he was thinking. 

“No, I can’t say I have.”

“Well, it’s making pasta out of vegetables—zucchini, making them zoodles. Yeah, they are nasty. I tried that and you know what, just stick to pasta. If you’re not going to eat pasta, why even try a substitute?”

She heard his chuckle. 

“Yeah, you’re not going to catch me eating zoodles.”

Ava looked at him and frowned. “I bet you have tried them and I bet you love them?”

He held his hands up. “Not at all. Trust me, I like some veggies, and I don’t mind me some vegan stuff, but there are limits.”

“Vegan?” 

“Yeah,” he said. 

This made her smile. 

“Some food is good, and I’m not going to turn any of it down. Trust me, when you ration yourself for a period of time, it helps you appreciate all food.”

She knew he was referring to his time in the military.

“So, would you like to tell me what brings you back here every day?” she asked. 

This was not flirting, was it? She was so tempted to ask him on a date, but she didn’t know how to get the words out of her mouth and just ask. She had never asked any guy out on a date. Also, for all she knew, Pat could just be being nice to her for the fun of it. 

“I love the cake, the coffee, and the company.”

Now she felt her cheeks start to heat, and she was just about to ask him out to the bar but his cell phone began to buzz. She gritted her teeth and watched as he glared. 

“I’ve got to take this.”

She nodded. What could she say to him? Tell him not to answer his phone because she wanted to ask him something really important—that was pointless. Taking a deep breath, she got back to work. Several men and women had entered as Pat left. She kept trying to see his shadow in the distance. 

With Fall fast approaching it was getting darker a lot faster, and colder. She loved Fall and Winter. There was just something about the darker seasons that made her feel at peace. Of course, it helped that it came with pumpkin, candy, fairy lights, and turkey. She didn’t have any of these things throughout the year. Maybe some candy at Easter, but rarely. 

She liked to keep things festive, and candy came with Halloween. She had grown out of going trick-or-treating, but that didn’t stop her from enjoying parties. 

Only, the last few years, she hadn’t gone to any of the parties. She, Violet, and their mother had a two-day movie marathon, where they snacked on candy and ice cream, watching horror movies, and giving out candy to anyone who rang the bell. She always stayed in her old room. It was a lot of fun. 

Well, she knew her mother loved it, but then Hazel loved watching horror movies. She hadn’t quite figured out that her two daughters spent most of their time behind a pillow. When they were kids, their dad would sit and watch every scary item he could get his hands on. She always found it strange as her mother was so loving, calm, and gentle, yet loved and relished every moment of horror. Not that there was anything wrong with that, but it freaked her the fuck out. 

Since their dad’s passing, she would start on Halloween and go into November first, watching a hell of a movie fest, and that would finish with the animation. She would stay home until she could finally sleep with the light off once again. That was how much of a coward she was. Yep, and before bed, she would check to see if there was a monster under her bed. 

The horror movies of recent years had gotten a lot scarier. If she was able to go to a party and convince her mother to go, she would. She spent the whole year trying not to remember a single horror moment. There was no way to get out of it either. Lauren closed up for Halloween. 

One person left, so she went and cleaned up after him, picking up his cup and plate, and taking them to the back. Lauren always stayed in the back. 

“Are you okay?” Ava asked, moving into the main kitchen. 

Lauren pulled out her earbud, and spun around. The baker was so damn cute and lovely. Long blonde hair, intense blue eyes, she was one of the sweetest people Ava had ever met. She was soft spoken, and she never cussed. Ava believed she was in her thirties, or at least late twenties. 

“Yeah, I’m good. Listening to a book as I clean. How is everything?” Lauren asked. 

“It’s going well. The lemon drizzle cake seems to be a hit.”

“Awesome, I didn’t know if that one would be. I thought I had squeezed way too many lemons.”

Ava chuckled. “I better get back. You know, there is nothing wrong with you coming out and seeing them enjoy your cake?”

Lauren held her hands up in surrender. “No, thanks. I’m happy with our arrangement. I hope that is okay?”

“Yeah, of course. You’re the boss, not me.” She winked at her boss, and then made her way back to the main part of the shop. 

Pat was back, standing at the counter, and she felt that disappointment swirl in her gut as he had his wallet out. He was off for the night. 

She approached him. “Is everything all right?” she asked. 

“Yeah, it’s fine. I’ve got to call it a night. Thank you for the company, Ava. You’re a doll.”

Great, a doll. She was going to see that as a compliment.

“See you next time.”

Ava held her hand up and she felt so damn awkward. So much for asking him out Friday night. She took a deep breath, took his money, and went to the till, ringing him up. The best part of her day was talking with Pat. 

How did women ask men out on dates? How did women get men to ask them out on dates? The dating scene confused her. Her parents’ story was no good, as they met in high school. Pat was older than her, and high school boys hadn’t appealed to her. 

Pat was all man. Every single part of him. A rough, sexy, biker man. 

Fuck, what was wrong with her? If her dad knew she had a mega crush on a rough-and-tumble biker, he’d be out of his grave so fast and wagging a finger right at her.

Damn it! 

She clenched her hand into a fist. 

It had been ten years since he passed away, although it had gotten a little easier to keep moving. To keep breathing. There were moments like this, where she thought about a man she had a crush on, and the fact her dad was not there. If she ever got married, he was never walking her down the aisle. Now that was a reality check. 

She missed her dad so damn much. Even though he wouldn’t like that she was into older guys, she would give anything just for him to be wagging his finger in her face right now. 
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Chapter Three


[image: ]




In the last few days, Pat had scoped out the old farm, keeping an eye out for any sudden activity. He was tempted on that first night to find it empty, to just torch the place. He called Bull, and had the means to do it. 

The one thing he could rely on when it came to the cartel was the fact they carried gasoline, and a way to light that shit up. The cartel always had a means of covering their tracks quickly. There was nothing at the old farmhouse. 

The guys had done several runs for the cartel over the years. This main house had been where they wanted their drugs stored—coke, heroin, or whatever shit they were brewing up. 

Back in the day when Bull’s dad was in charge, some of the men would take the product as their payment. Pat had seen firsthand what that shit could do to you, and he had no interest in falling into a drug addiction. It was why he rarely used any painkiller, and never took anything for sleeping. That shit was lethal. He steered clear of anything with a pharmaceutical label on it. To put it simply, he didn’t trust them for shit. 
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