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      This is for everyone who fell in love with the Rebel Guardians MC. Y’all were the impetus for the stories, the spin-offs, the world we’ve managed to create.

      

      We love these guys, but we love y’all more for embracing them and what they stand for.

      

      Brotherhood. Family. Loyalty.

      

      XOXOXOXO

      Dar & Liberty
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      First, there were four of them, then eventually six. The house was always chaotic; filled with laughter, love, and quite a few shenanigans along the way.

      

      Now there are just the two of them.

      

      Braxton has noticed his woman spiraling downward since Landon and Layne graduated. Since they dropped the pair off at college and went back home to Corinth, he’s watched her slowly disappear into herself. Not even the girls’ weekend he and his brothers arranged for their women helped; she came home even more despondent. He’s eager to get the woman he fell in love with back and pulls out all the stops to ensure she realizes they may not have started their lives in the traditional manner, but at the end of the day, there’s always just been the two of them.

      

      Cara’s had a hard time becoming an empty nester. With all four of her children moving out and beginning their lives, she’s lost. With their retirement looming in the background, what’s a woman to do with her spare time? The loss of driving the kids to their events has her moping and walking through her days like a zombie. That’s where Braxton steps in, and once again, saves the day. She can’t imagine what her life would’ve turned out like without him. Thankfully, she’ll never have to find out.
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      “Just how many times can I mop the same floor?” I ask myself as I empty the bucket then take the mop out to prop on the back deck so it’ll dry.

      The house is sparkling, a far cry from the past nearly two decades when there was always at least one, sometimes all four, child creating some kind of havoc.

      “I have to snap out of this shit, I can’t even stand my own company at this point!”

      “What’s the matter, girlie?” DJ asks, scaring the hell out of me as she walks into my house without knocking first to announce her arrival.

      At this point, as long as the lights are on somewhere, our houses all have an open-door policy.

      “Hang on, let me make sure I don’t need a defibrillator to restart my damn heart,” I grumble to my best friend.

      Hell, we’ve been friends so long at this point, there’s not much we haven’t experienced together; from finding our forever loves to raising kids to helping when we didn’t want our men wiping our asses after surgery and childbirth.

      Every important memory in my life has her enmeshed, in the best possible way.

      She’s completely lost her filter at this point, but she never really had one to begin with if I’m being totally honest.

      “Such a drama queen. I think you get it from Layne,” she teases, making herself a cup of coffee.

      I roll my eyes at her as I pull out the plate of muffins I baked after Braxton left for work. Hell, I don’t really even have that to look forward to any longer. Sure, I go into the office, but now it’s only to process payroll since Braxton hired several people to take my place when the kids were so busy with their extra-curricular activities.

      He’s always done that though; anticipated my needs beforehand and made sure I always had what I needed as well as most of what I wanted.

      “Pssh, whatever,” I grouse, sitting down at the breakfast nook with my own mug of coffee now in hand.

      “Seriously, Cara, what the fuck’s going on with you? I’ve noticed you haven’t been yourself for months now. Spill it. Tell your DJ what’s got you so down,” she demands, taking a muffin and pulling it out of the wrapper. She then grabs the butter bell and one of the knives I keep in a container and proceeds to butter the hell out of it. She likes a little muffin with her butter.

      “I don’t know, that’s just it, Deej,” I cry out. “This is supposed to be the life. All of my kids are out on their own, hell, Luca and Lily both have their own families, and he doesn’t even live here anymore! I’ve dreamed about the time it would just be me and Braxton, anticipated being able to walk around the house in nothing but my birthday suit if I wanted without a kid popping out of the woodwork. Of being as loud as I wanted when we were, you know.” Even now, despite our older age, I can feel the blush heating my face.

      She laughs long and loud as she stuffs the muffin into her mouth. If she keeps it up, I’m going to pray she chokes on the oat bran. At least I’d have something proactive to do because I’d have to pull out my phone and call the paramedics for assistance.

      “I can’t believe you still blush when talking about sex,” she whisper-yells. “Jesus, woman, you’ve had three children and I know they weren’t immaculately conceived.”

      Her outrageous comment has me giggling, my dour mood momentarily gone.

      “Okay, I think having Layne and Landon leave just makes it all seem real. They’ve grown up enough, I’m not needed.”

      “You’ll always be needed, Cara. Hell, how many times a day does Braxton call you or shoot you a text needing you to resolve something for him?”

      I nod knowing she’s absolutely right. “It’s different though, he’s a grown man, not a child, so his needs are different.”

      “I just bet they are,” she snarks, winking at me. “Biker naked time. One of the best times of the day. Hell, if I could get this fucking babymaker taken out, we wouldn’t even have to take a week off each month.”

      “Are you still having problems every month?” I ask sympathetically. “Your periods are getting worse and more painful with each month that passes.” It’s a statement not a question, because I’ve been with her often enough, I’ve seen what they’re doing to her.

      The cramps debilitate her, and the pain has my hard-shelled friend sobbing. It’s been hard on me to watch when she has a looming deadline and pushes herself to the point that she’s inconsolable and shuts down.

      “They’re getting worse,” she confides, “way worse. “Hatch went with me to my last gynecologist appointment and all but demanded the doctor take all essential equipment out because it’s making me sick.”

      I take a good look at her and notice she’s got what I refer to as pain eyes; despite her makeup being artfully applied, she’s got deep circles and her gaze no longer holds any real sparkle.

      Not that you look much different, except for the physical pain part.

      “How did your doctor react?” Our men can be intimidating on a good day so if Hatch was forceful, and used his enforcer tone, I’m sure the doctor literally shit his pants.

      “He hemmed and hawed but then said he’d order some testing. Now, back to you, bestie. What the fuck is going on?” Her demand has me shifting in my seat.

      I can’t lie to her; she’s always been able to see through my defenses.

      “I feel useless, DJ.”

      There, I said it.

      No longer am I Layne and Landon’s mom, or Lily’s or even Luca’s. Now, I’m just Cara. It’s been so long since I was my own person, I don’t know who she is anymore.

      “What the fuck, Cara?”

      “It’s true, DJ. Up until the kids were dropped off at their dorm, I was still somebody essential to the kids and had a true purpose. Now, after Braxton leaves for work, I putter around the house, cleaning what’s already beyond immaculately pristine. Do you know that I have meals prepped and frozen for the next two months?”

      “Well, that’s not necessarily a bad thing. Leaves more time for hot biker sex,” she murmurs, snickering at me.

      I roll my eyes at her. Again.

      “Braxton takes me out on dates a lot more now than he ever has before, I think he knows something’s not right.”

      “Of course, he knows! These guys are like, omniscient or some shit. Hell, Hatch came home with more feminine ‘supplies’ the other day and when I asked him why, he told me he knew I was about to start. A-fuckin-gain!”

      It’s my turn to laugh because she looks so damn disgruntled it’s hysterical.

      “Let’s face it, we’re getting old, DJ, and it’s no fun. No fun at all.”

      “We need to find a hobby to keep our minds occupied,” she declares, pulling out her phone. “Maybe we can use all the shit we’ve done with the kids through the years and come up with something.”

      “Like what? I mean, this is the first year I’m not involved in the PTA getting the annual holiday festival set up.”

      “That’s it! This year, why don’t we have a booth of our own?” she queries. “We both like futzing around with our hands, I have several kids and adult holiday-themed books I can order more author copies of so they can buy a signed paperback copy, and maybe we create some of those wreaths and ornaments we like to do!”

      I think over what she’s saying, and a slow smile crosses my face.

      “We could do that, DJ. Maybe see if any of the other old ladies want to get involved and use the monies we earn to put into our charity for the local shelter or other causes!”

      “Let’s do it, Cara. We’ll set a goal for sales and market the shit out of it. I bet we can even ask Cassarah if we can hang some of the wreaths up at the salon on her sales board, with price tags included of course!”

      Standing, I go to my overly organized junk drawer, another product of being an empty nester, and grab a pad and pen.

      “We need to make a list of what we’re going to have to have, then we can go shopping to get all of the supplies.”
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        Braxton

      

      

      Sitting in my office with the door closed, I let my mind wander to the woman I need with every breath I take. Honestly, I’ve been looking forward to the day when it was just the two of us rambling around, sleeping in late if we wanted to, taking off on my bike for a day-long ride. She’s slowly disappearing though; the woman I love beyond anything is shrinking into herself more with each passing day.

      “I’ve gotta do something to snap her out of it,” I tell Ethel, my dog.

      She comes with me to work, even though she’s not too keen about riding on the bike. It might have something to do with being strapped to my back in the carrier Cara found for me online. But it keeps her safe and once she’s here and has meandered through the offices, she’s content to sleep in her bed fit for a princess, another Cara find, and hang out with me.

      “Knock, knock,” Smokey calls out from the other side of the door.

      “Fuck,” I mumble underneath my breath. “Come in.”

      “Whatcha up to, boss man?” he asks as he plops down in the chair in front of my desk and props his feet up.

      “By all means, make yourself at home,” I grumble, waving my hands to where his feet are perched on the top of my desk.

      “Don’t mind if I do,” he agrees, reaching out and grabbing a cigar out of my humidor. “Anyway, Hannah kicked me out of the house. Said I was up her ass too much.” He rolls his eyes with his words.

      “I get that,” I huff because he’s been here less than five minutes and I’m ready to kick his ass to the curb.

      “Ha, ha, motherfucker. I’m a goddamned jewel to have around and you know it, pres.”

      “More like a hunk of charcoal,” I argue. “And what, you were bored and decided to grace me with your presence?”

      “I came to brighten your day,” he muses, widening his arms.

      “Try something else, it’s not working, Smoke.”

      “Already got one, thanks for the offer though,” he jeers using the pun I used to shorten his name.

      “Why don’t you go supply Hatchet with your company? He was complaining about being bored and was up my ass less than an hour ago,” I furnish, hoping he’ll take the bait and leave me the hell alone.

      “Nah. Not leaving until we turn your frown upside down,” he replies, his eyes full of impish mischief. “Now, tell ole Smokey what’s got you pouting.”

      “I don’t pout,” I contend, shooting him a look of indignation. “Get out of here, man. You’re not my counselor.”

      “There’s a stick up your ass lately, Axe. You’ve taken your bad mood out on us. We can’t help you if we don’t know what’s lodged up there so stringently.”

      “Since when do you have the vocabulary of an adult?” I ask, already sick and tired of his presence.

      He’s one of the men I trust the most in this world, but he has a habit of grating on my nerves and crawling his way under my skin.

      “Hannah, of course. She got me one of those word of the day calendars, so I try to use them as often as possible,” he snarks.

      “How’s that working out for you?” I question, chuckling. She got more than she bargained for having twin brothers for old men, but she seems happy and content.

      “Not too bad,” he muses. “Although I need to make sure I’m using what I’ve learned appropriately so I don’t piss anyone off.”

      “Somehow, I can’t see that happening,” I harrumph.

      “Seriously, Axe. What the fuck is going on? Shit with the club is good, no issues that we’re aware of, we’ve all got more money coming in than we know what to do with, most of the kids are now grown and gone living their own lives. Things are golden.”
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