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DEDICATION

For those who are broken.

May you find the right person to help hold your pieces together until you can hold the pieces yourself. May they love you as much as you should love yourself, especially during those dark times when it’s so easy to forget. May they help you once more find the light until you are able to pick up your pieces and move on.
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Chapter One
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Andy stood in the hot sunshine, staring unseeing at the long box in front of her suspended over the hole that had already been dug when they’d arrived. Her chest ached and her eyes burned. 

How had this happened to Travis? He’d been fine. She’d talked to him earlier in the day. Then the next thing she knew, a man she barely knew, or more accurately, barely remembered was knocking on her door telling her that her brother was dead.

In that moment, with those few words, her world shattered. 

Somehow, she’d forced herself to get up and go on. She went to work, she came home, she did what had to get done. She’d shed more tears in the last week than she could remember crying in her entire life. With the way they’d grown up, with just their dad who’d struggled to make sure they had what they needed, but hadn’t had time for much more than that, Travis had been her rock. Then Dad had died during her senior year of high school, and it had really been just her and Travis left. For years it had been the two of them against the world. And now he was gone.

“We’re gathered here today to say goodbye to our friend and brother Travis ‘Panther’ Hickman.” A man Andy had met a couple of times before but couldn’t recall his name stood on the far side of the casket that held what was left of her brother and continued to speak. She kept her attention on the box and let her mind drift. These other people may have called him brother, but they hadn’t been there for her. Not like he had, as long as she could remember. They shared no blood. 

Andy didn’t know what she would do without Travis. Continue? Yeah, she would do that. She’d been supporting herself, at least financially, since she was seventeen when their father had died of a heart attack at work. Travis had helped where he could, but he was trying to survive too. 

By then, he’d already been a prospect with the Fallen Angels for a while, and somewhere in there—she wasn’t exactly sure when as she’d been doing everything she could to get by and still get her high school diploma—he’d become a full member of the club. She’d been happy for him. It meant he had people to rely on, a family other than her. She’d been glad he had that. But now that club had taken him from her. 

She was jarred from her thoughts by the revving of an engine. Looking around, she realized that nearly all of the men wearing the leather vests like Travis wore even now, who’d been standing around his grave, were gone. They’d moved to the row of bikes on either side of the trailer that had been towed behind one of the motorcycles to bring Travis here. One man revved the engine on his bike, then everyone else repeated it, reminding her of those songs they’d sung in school where the teacher would say something then the rest of the class would repeat it, but after the rest of the bikes echoed the engine revs, the man who’d started it all shut off his engine. The rest, all but one, did the same. The final man twisted the throttle one last time, letting his engine scream long and loud before he too turned off his engine. 

“Now the honored angels know one of their fallen brethren is returning to the fold. Enjoy them wings, brother. Until we ride together again,” the man with President on his vest said as he lowered his head as if in prayer. He looked familiar but she hadn’t spent much time around Travis’s friends in so long she didn’t know their names anymore. This one, though, his name was Raven according to the patch on his right shoulder, and she thought he was the same guy who had been Travis’s best friend back when they’d been kids but she wasn’t sure, and right now, she didn’t care enough to ask. 

Andy didn’t bother to try to stop the tears that streamed down her face. She’d long since given up trying to control them. And right now, she hurt too much to even try. 

“Ride hard and ride long, we’ll all see you again when it’s your turn to come and get us,” the same man said before he stepped away from the bike and approached Andy. 

“The Fallen Angels are sorry for your loss,” he said when he stopped in front of her. She let her eyes skim down him, taking him in. She stared at him, not sure what to say. She wanted to yell. She wanted to scream. She wanted to tell him she wanted nothing to do with him or any of them. She wanted to scream that his club was the reason her brother was dead. She wanted to ask if he was the boy she remembered. She wanted to ask how his club and his business had cost her the only family she had left. She did none of that. Instead, she continued to stare at him.

“We know that you and Panther were all each other had. I know losing him is painful. It’s painful for all of us. He was one of my best friends. I trusted him with my life. I want to make sure you’re taken care of. If you need anything, and I mean anything. Call me.” He held out a card between two fingers. 

Andy glanced down at the card, then back up at his face without taking the card. She wanted to tell him to fuck off, to stay the hell away from her. She wanted to tell him that she wanted nothing to do with him or his club, but she couldn’t. Without Travis she had no one. If the Angels wanted to step up, she wouldn’t stop them. But she also couldn’t bring herself to take the card. Not now. Not here. Her gaze dropped down to the card once more, and she stared at it almost as if it were a snake that was going to bite her if she got too close. 

She was still looking at the card being held in front of her, when a large hand she didn’t recognize moved in front of her and took the card. 

“I’ll make sure she’s taken care of today,” a deep voice rumbled from beside her. “And I’ll make sure she gets this too.” 

Her gaze lifted to Raven’s face. He watched her for a moment, then glanced over at the man who’d taken the card before looking back to her, waiting for a moment. She could only assume he was waiting for her to argue. She didn’t have the energy or desire for that now. She didn’t care if someone thought they were going to be helping her or taking care of her. She just wanted to get away from here. To go home where she could climb into bed and pull the blankets up over her head again. 

Raven nodded, then turned and walked away. Slowly, everyone drifted away, going back to the vehicles, their cars and motorcycles. But the man who stood beside her didn’t move. She didn’t look at him, but she could feel the heat from his body as she watched people walk away from all that was left of Travis. All that was left of her brother. She stared at the casket until she was the last one there and people started shuffling around, trying not to look impatient to finish what needed to be done. 

Still in a daze, she turned and went to her car. She didn’t know where she was going. It didn’t matter. The only person she wanted to see was gone. She’d never see him again. 
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Chapter Two
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Dagger trailed along behind Panther’s sister. She was in a daze and he was worried about her. Not that he blamed her. He was hurting and he couldn’t imagine the kind of pain she must be dealing with. Still, he knew she had no one to look after her now that Panther was gone. He watched as she made her way to the parking lot and to her car but stopped her when she reached to open the driver’s door. 

When his hand covered hers, keeping her from opening the door and getting inside, she looked up at him, looking at his face for the first time—today at least. He couldn’t say if she’d ever looked at him before or even noticed if he was around, but she was looking at him now, a scowl creasing her brow. 

“Excuse me? I’d like to leave.” 

“And you’re welcome to. But you’re in no shape to drive. Either you go with me on my bike, or you let me drive you in your car.” 

“Excuse me?” Her tone got a little louder and she put her hands on her hips as she turned to confront him. “I’ll have you know that I’m an adult. I don’t need anyone telling me what I can and can’t do. I can get home on my own just fine, thank you.” She folded her arms under her tits and glared at him. 

“I’m sure you’re more than capable, Andy, but you have a lot on your mind. I watched you for the last half an hour.” He tilted his head back toward where the crew from the funeral home was busy lowering the casket into the ground and loading flowers and plants into the back of a van. “You’ve been zoned out. Lost in your head. I’m not blaming you for it or saying there’s anything wrong with that,” he continued, holding one hand up to stop her when she began to protest. “I’m just saying I want to make sure you’re safe. Panther would want to be sure you’re safe, and since he can’t, I’ll step up. I’ll make sure you get where you need to be and that you don’t wrap yourself around a tree because you’re hurting so bad you lost track of what you’re doing.” 

She continued to glare at him for a moment then her shoulders fell, and she let her arms fall to her sides. 

“You’re right. I shouldn’t be behind the wheel. Not that I’d do something stupid like drive into a tree, but I’m not as with it as I should be to be driving.” 

“Thank you. Do you want to take my bike or want me to drive you in this?” he glanced at the small SUV they stood next to.

She glanced toward where only his bike and a couple more still sat, the brothers who rode the other bikes sat astride them, waiting for him. With what had happened to Panther, no one was going anywhere alone these days. Now that she’d been seen with so many of them, that would include Andy ... at least until they could figure out who was behind the drive-by that had killed their brother and left their clubhouse riddled with bullet holes. 

The clubhouse was the easiest part to repair, but the rest would take years, and some wounds, like losing Panther, would never heal. The closest they could hope for was justice. And they would get justice for Panther. Or at least their brand of it. 

The trick would be making sure no one else ended up in the ground beside Panther. Or if they did, that it would be one of the brothers. The shooting that had killed his brother could easily have hit and killed one of the mamas or even Taylynn, Raven’s old lady. Then the Angels would be after more than justice—they’d be out for revenge. And the revenge of the Fallen Angels was something no one wanted to deal with. 

“Let’s take this. I’m not sure I can get on the back of a bike today.” She turned and started to go around the car. 

“Keys?” 

“It’s unlocked and keyless. The key is in my purse, as long as I’m inside it will start.” 

Dagger nodded, went around the car, and opened the door for her, then made sure she got inside safely and waited until she was buckled in to close her door and go back to the driver’s side. Once inside, it took him a moment to find the controls and adjust the seat so his long legs didn’t hit his chin as he tried to drive. Then he pulled out his phone and sent a message to Hardtack and Wrench letting them know what was up and asking them to get someone to pick up his bike and take it back to the clubhouse. 

With the message sent, he hit the ignition button on the dash and started the car. He didn’t bother to ask where she wanted to go but put the car in gear and pulled out. They were headed to the clubhouse for now. That’s where the party was. They were going to celebrate Panther’s life in the way he would expect them to, and while Dagger was at it, he would make sure Andy was safe. 
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Chapter Three
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“Why are we here?” Andy asked as the big man with honey blond hair falling loose around his shoulders, Dagger according to the patch on his vest, pulled her little Encore into the parking lot beside the Fallen Angels clubhouse and parked. This was the last place she wanted to be. “Why didn’t you just take me home? Can you please just take me home?” 

“No can do. At least not yet. This is for Panther. He’d want you to at least come in and see how many people will miss him too. See that you’re not alone.” 

She shook her head. She couldn’t go in there. “I saw them at the service.” 

Dagger shook his head. “You saw most of the brothers. We all wanted to go but the mamas and the old ladies insisted they needed to stay here and get this ready, and we couldn’t leave them alone, so the prospects and a couple of others stayed here. They need a chance to meet you to see you and speak to you.” 

“So, this is about you and your family? I have to be here for them?” She fought the urge to cross her arms and glare at him again. She was being bitchy, she knew. But she hurt. She felt like she had the right to go home and just be, to just hurt for a while if she wanted. 

“No. This is about Panther. It’s also about you. The Fallen Angels all made promises to each other to take care of our families if something happened to one of us. It sucks that he died. But we are going to honor that promise we made him. We will take care of you, even if you don’t want us to.” He went quiet and watched her for a moment. 

She stayed quiet, refusing to go inside, refusing to give in to him and his guilt trip. 

He sighed. “Look, when was the last time you ate anything?” 

She blinked at him, not sure what that had to do with anything. But it made her think about it. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten. Lunch the day before, maybe? 

“I don’t know.” 

“I know you’re probably not hungry, but you have to eat. If you don’t, then eventually your body will just quit on you. There’s food in there.” He tilted his head toward the building she could barely look at. “Come inside with me. Eat something. Give it thirty minutes. If you want to go home after thirty minutes and some food, I’ll take you.” ‘

She turned and stared at the building, noticing for the first time that the glass had been replaced since the last time she’d been here, the evening Travis had died. Then, they’d cleaned up but there had been light shining through the walls in too many places to count and the glass had been missing from all the windows. Granted, the windows were too high to look in and see anyone, but they’d still been shot out. Now, seeing that the glass had been replaced, she took in the entire front of the building for the first time since they’d pulled up. There was no longer any sign of what happened only a week before. No sign of the bullets that had penetrated the wall and killed her brother. 

“I don’t know if I can.” 

“Why not?” He sounded interested, like he wanted to know, but he wasn’t impatient or demanding. 

“I don’t know if I can go back in there. If I can look at where he was killed without breaking down again.” Her throat was tight and it was hard to get the words out, but she managed.

He turned and stared at the building for a moment then turned to look at her. “It’s not going to get any easier by putting it off. If it helps, there’s no sign of it left. We’ve repaired the front wall, cleaned and repainted inside and out.” 

Andy stared at the building for a moment then turned and watched him. Was he really going to force her to do this? She watched him, hoping that he would back down, but he didn’t. Dagger just stared back at her, patiently waiting for her to give in. 

Finally, after several minutes of battling with herself she sighed. 

“Fine. You win. Thirty minutes and I’ll eat. Then, either you take me home or I will drive myself.” She was glad her little car didn’t require her handing over the key for him to drive her It meant that she still had it, and he couldn’t stop her from leaving if she really wanted to. 

She sighed and reached for the car door. Before she was completely out, Dagger had gotten out and come around the vehicle. He held her door while she stood and reached back inside for her purse. When she stepped back, he closed her car door. She reached over and hit the button on the handle so it would lock. 

“That’s cool. But you don’t need to worry about it here. No one would touch your car or take anything out of it while it’s parked here,” Dagger said, motioning for her to precede him to the door. She shot him a look that said exactly what she thought of that. 

“Yeah, and no one would dare come along and shoot up the club house, killing my brother, either.” She didn’t bother to hide the derision in her tone. “I’ll keep it locked anyway, thanks.” She turned and headed for the door, not caring if he followed or not. She’d agreed to go inside and eat, then in half an hour, if he wouldn’t take her home, she’d drive herself. That was what she was going to do. 

But only because he was right—if she didn’t eat her body would start to shut down and with everything else, that was the last thing she needed to deal with. 
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Dagger watched as she walked away. He hated seeing her so out of it, so lost. When the fire had sparked in her eyes and she’d put her hands on her hips to argue with him, it had sent a jolt of heat through him that he shouldn’t be feeling for his brother’s sister. Much less for one who’d so recently lost so much. 

He couldn’t even blame her for feeling like the Angels were to blame for his death. He could see why she would. Still, he would do what he’d promised and make sure she was okay, no matter how hard she might fight, at least at first. If once she was back on her feet, she wanted him to stay away, then he would but he had to make sure that as hard as losing her brother was, it didn’t cause more problems for her in the long run. He hoped the other Angels would do the same for his sister, if he’d had one. 

Following her to the door, he opened it before she had a chance and held it while she went inside, then he stopped beside her as she paused by the door and took in the room. After a moment she seemed to make a decision. She went to the long bar against one wall and got in line. As people realized who she was, they stepped out of line and let her go past them to the head of the line. 

Dagger didn’t know if she knew what was happening here, but he did. They were honoring Panther by honoring his sister. When she reached the edge of the bar, she picked up a paper plate from the stack on the end and made her way through the line, taking small portions of several of the long row of dishes lined up there. Since he wasn’t leaving her side any more than he had to over the next while, he followed her through the line, filling his plate too. She hesitated again at the end of the line. He watched her and realized she was scanning the room, looking for somewhere to sit. 

“Come on. I know where.” He led her to a table in an out-of-the-way corner where he hoped she would be comfortable, and not have too many people stop to talk, at least while she ate. After that, he wouldn’t stop anyone who wanted to pay their respects. He waited for her to sit then put his plate down. Looking down at the table, he realized there was something missing. 

“What do you like to drink?” Dagger asked. 

She looked at his plate, then up at him, her scowl still in place. 

“Diet Pepsi if you have it. Water if not.” Her expression relaxed a little as she turned back to her plate. Dagger watched her for a moment then turned and went to get their drinks. 

“Here, start with this.” He set a disposable plastic cup with about three quarters of an inch of Jack Daniels inside. 

“What is it?” She didn’t touch it but stretched her neck to look down in the cup. 

“Whiskey.”

She shook her head. “I don’t want it. I need to have all my faculties about me. I need to be alert.” She looked around as if she was afraid that the shooting that had killed her brother would happen again. He didn’t know if she thought she had to be alert in order to survive if it happened again, or if she wanted to be prepared to follow her brother to the grave. 

Dagger clenched his teeth, took a deep breath and forced himself to exhale slowly before speaking. He didn’t need to let her see what just the idea of her wanting to die did to him. 

“I know you don’t want it, but you need it. You’re either in shock or damned close to it. This will help. And I’ll watch out for you. No one here would hurt you anyway.” 

“If you’re so dead set I have it, why not just hide it in my soda?” she said without bothering to look up at him. 

“Because I don’t want to lie to you, Andy. I want you to know you can trust me. I’m not going to lie and sneak and manipulate you into doing what I want, or what you need.” 

She lifted her head and glared at him. 

“You won’t lie to me, but you won’t tell me the truth either. None of you will. I don’t even know why my brother is dead.” She was shouting now. He felt eyes turning their way and hated it, not that he cared but he was worried that she would. 

Still, she needed to get this venom out, she needed to let it hurt, to purge the anger that was threatening to overwhelm her. He could and would take it to make her feel better. He just hoped that when she was done, when she realized that everyone had witnessed her meltdown, she didn’t withdraw and totally freeze him and the Angels out. 

“There’s that spark back,” he said, trying to keep a straight face because he knew if he grinned like he wanted, it would only piss her off more and he was trying to deescalate the situation. “Maybe you don’t need that shot,” He lifted one shoulder and let it fall, almost as if he didn’t care. He reached for the cup but before he could grab it, she did. 

Andy tipped the cup back and drained it in one swallow, just as he’d intended. She pulled a face but didn’t cough or sputter, which told him this wasn’t her first shot. 

“Thank you,” Dagger said, setting another cup in front of her, this one filled with the soda she’d requested. He set the empty cup aside and put his own bottle of water on the table before taking his seat. “You eaten any of that?” He nodded toward her plate.
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