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      Livie

      

      As far back as I can remember, I've felt his eyes searching for me whenever he's nearby. We don't talk, we just admire each other from a distance. He's destined to be the future president of the Devil Souls MC, while I'm the daughter of the vice president of the Grim Sinners MC. Our clubs are allies, so I often see him at events. His name is Greyson. He's strikingly handsome, resembling his father, and it feels almost criminal how he seems to grow more attractive every time I see him.

      Tonight is the annual summer gathering at the Devil Souls' compound. I'm taking extra care of my appearance. I choose a simple black dress that clings to my curves and a leather jacket to ward off the evening chill. My dark hair cascades in waves down my back. Our eyes meet, his blue orbs framed by dark lashes. Greyson slightly lifts his beer bottle, a silent gesture that sends warmth rushing through me.

      He's older than I am since I'm just an eighteen-year-old girl, meanwhile he's a man on the brink of taking over his father's club. Soon, he'll meet someone, and I can hardly bear that thought.

      I graduated early from high school, and in a few months, I'm moving to LA to become a hair stylist like my aunt Brittany. Lani has offered to let me stay at her place. My father is nearly losing it, while my mother offers gentle understanding. My brothers, who are just like my dad, side with him.

      The MC dominates this town, but I want to experience life beyond it, grow up, and shake off this youthful infatuation for someone who doesn't reciprocate my feelings. I love my family, but in this town, we're practically royalty, and I want to begin anew somewhere I'm not known.

      So here is to starting over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Livie 

      I cross the town line, and something in my chest loosens. Two years. Two years of Los Angeles traffic, smog, and pretentious salon clients who treated me like I was invisible while I perfected my craft.

      I roll down my window, letting the crisp autumn air rush in. The scent of pine and fallen leaves replaces the perpetual smell of exhaust fumes I'd grown accustomed to.

      My phone buzzes with a text from Aunt Brittany. Studio’s ready when you are. So proud of you, baby girl.

      I smile, tapping the steering wheel to the beat of an old country song that would've been mocked in my LA apartment. Here, it feels right. Aunt Brittany's salon, Steel Magnolias, has been a town fixture for fifteen years. When she called last month offering me a chair, it felt like the universe was giving me permission to come home.

      The truth is, I never quite fit in LA. I made friends, dated a few guys, even got promoted at the upscale Beverly Hills salon where I'd been working. But something was always missing. That sense of belonging, of history, of people knowing who you are beyond your perfectly executed balayage technique.

      My parents' house comes into view. Dad's bike is parked in the driveway alongside Mom's SUV. The porch light is on even though it's barely four in the afternoon.

      They're waiting for me.

      Before I can even put the car in park, the front door swings open. Mom rushes out, her arms already reaching for me. Behind her, Dad tries to maintain his tough-guy exterior, but I can see the relief in his eyes. Mason is right behind them, along with my twin brothers who are home from college, flanking him like sentinels, their faces split with grins.

      "You're home," Mom whispers against my hair as she pulls me into a hug that smells like cinnamon and comfort.

      "I'm home," I agree, feeling the words settle into my bones like truth. "For good this time."

      Dad clears his throat. "Your aunt's been talking everyone's ear off about how you're going to revolutionize that salon of hers."

      I laugh, extracting myself from Mom's embrace to hug him next. "Just wait until you see what I can do with those gray hairs of yours, old man." 

      His arms tighten around me, and suddenly I'm fighting back tears. The familiar scent of leather and motor oil that's uniquely him breaks through my carefully constructed walls. Every lonely night in LA, every flat tire I changed myself, every spider I'd trapped instead of screamed about all those moments I'd stubbornly refused to pick up the phone and ask for him flood back at once.

      "I missed you, baby girl," he murmurs, his voice gruff with emotion.

      I swallow hard, burying my face against his cut. "I missed you too, Daddy."

      My brothers make gagging sounds behind us, but I can hear the affection in their teasing. Mom swats at them, muttering something about helping with my bags.

      When Dad finally releases me, he holds me at arm's length, his critical gaze taking inventory. "You're too skinny. Those LA people not feeding you right?"

      I laugh, wiping away a stray tear. "The food was fine. Just expensive."

      "Well, your mom's got a feast waiting that'll put some meat back on those bones." He drapes his arm around my shoulders as we walk toward the house. "The clubhouse is having a welcome home party for you tomorrow night."

      "Dad, you didn't have to…"

      "Try telling that to your uncles. Whole club's been counting down the days." His voice drops lower. "Some more than others."

      My heart stutters, but I force myself to ignore it. Two years is a long time. Whatever childish crush I'd harbored for Greyson Reed was surely extinguished by now. He's probably married with kids, running the Devil Souls with the same commanding presence as his father.

      The house is exactly as I remember—family photos covering every available surface, the worn leather couch that's witnessed countless movie nights, the kitchen where Mom taught me to bake. It smells like homecooked food and, well, home.

      "Your room's just how you left it," Mom tells me, following my gaze up the stairs. "Though I may have washed the sheets once or twice."

      "Appreciate that." I laugh, dropping my purse on the counter.

      "So," my oldest brother, Mason, leans against the doorframe, arms crossed. "How long before you get bored with small-town life again?"

      "Mason," Mom warns, but I wave her off.

      "I'm not the same kid who left," I tell him, meeting his gaze head-on. "I needed to go then. I need to be here now."

      Something in my tone must convince him because he nods, his posture relaxing. "Good. Because Aunt Brittany's already booked you solid for the next month."

      "Speaking of which," I say, pulling my phone out, "I should probably stop by the salon before it closes. Get the lay of the land."

      Dad frowns. "You just got here."

      "And I'll be back for dinner," I promise, kissing his cheek. "I just want to see the space. Maybe start setting up my station."

      "That's my girl." Pride is evident in his voice. "Always ready to work."

      If only he knew how much of that work ethic came from trying to prove I could make it on my own. But that's a conversation for another day. Right now, I just want to savor being home, even as I brace myself for whatever complications tomorrow might bring. 

      
        * * *

      

      Greyson

      I grip the handlebars of my Harley tighter than necessary, knuckles white against the black leather. Two fucking years. Two years of checking my phone whenever her name came up in conversation. Two years of pretending I didn't pay attention when her mother showed new pictures at club gatherings. 

      I fucking stalked her, found out where she was working in LA, and then I would watch her to make sure she was fucking okay.

      Her little blue Honda crosses the town marker, and something inside me unlocks. I exhale a breath I didn't realize I'd been holding since she left. The late afternoon sun catches her dark hair through the windshield, and even from this distance, I can see she's rolled down her window. Probably taking in the pine-scented air she couldn't get in LA.

      "Welcome home, Livie," I mutter to myself, watching until her car disappears around the bend toward her parents' place.

      I feel a presence behind me before I hear his voice.

      "You know, there are laws against what you're doing."

      Trenton, the old vice president's son and my number two, smirks when he sees me. He leans against his bike, arms crossed over his chest, looking way too satisfied with himself. The bastard enjoys catching me like this.

      "Fuck off," I mutter, swinging my leg over my bike. "Just making sure she got home safe."

      "Right," he drawls, his smirk widening. "Because that's what normal people do—hide behind trees to watch women drive by."

      "I wasn't hiding." The defense sounds weak even to my own ears.

      "Of course not, Prez." Trenton pushes off his bike, moving closer. "You were just admiring the foliage while coincidentally positioned at the exact spot where you could see the town line."

      I glare at him, but there's no real heat behind it. Trent's been my best friend since we were kids throwing dirt clods at each other. When I took over the club last year after my old man stepped down, making him VP was my first decision. He knows too many of my secrets to be anywhere but at my right hand.

      "She looks good." His tone shifts to something more genuine. "LA didn't break her."

      "No," I agree, feeling pride swell in my chest. "It didn't."

      "You going to finally talk to her at the party tomorrow? Or just stare creepily from across the room like usual?"

      I start my bike, drowning out whatever else he might say. "Club meeting in twenty. Don't be late."

      She left for a reason. Wanted something beyond this town, beyond the life of an MC princess. I respected that enough to keep my distance, even when it felt like carving out my own insides.

      But now she's back. For good, according to her father.

      The clubhouse comes into view, the familiar brick building with our insignia painted on the side. A few prospects are outside washing bikes, and they straighten as I pull in. 

      But all I can think about is dark hair blowing in the autumn breeze and the woman who's finally come home.

      
        * * *

      

      Livie

      As I pull up to Steel Magnolias, nostalgia hits me like a physical force. The quaint storefront with its hand-painted sign and window boxes filled with autumn mums look exactly as I remembered, though Aunt Brittany has added string lights that twinkle along the awning.

      The bell above the door jingles as I step inside, and the familiar scent of shampoo, hairspray, and coffee envelops me. Aunt Brittany looks up from where she's sweeping hair clippings, her face lighting up when she sees me.

      "There's my LA girl!" she exclaims, dropping the broom to rush over. Her hug is fierce and smells like the lavender oil she's worn since I was little. "Or should I say, my Steel Magnolias girl now?"

      "The latter has a nice ring to it," I admit, squeezing her back.

      She pulls away, her hands still on my shoulders as she studies me. "You look good, baby. Tired, but good."

      "LA will do that to you," I say with a small laugh. "Everything's always moving so fast there."

      Aunt Brittany loops her arm through mine, leading me toward the back of the salon. "Well, you're home now. We move at our own pace here."

      As we walk through the salon, I take in the familiar details: the vintage barber chairs, the black-and-white checkered floor, the wall of photos featuring clients showing off their new styles. It's smaller than the sleek, minimalist salon I worked at in Beverly Hills, but there's a warmth here that no amount of expensive décor could replicate.

      "This is you." She stops in front of a station near the window. A small chalkboard hangs above it with "Olivia Bennett" written in Aunt Brittany's flowing script.

      My throat tightens unexpectedly. "You already put my name up."

      "Never doubted you'd come back," she tells me. "Some people need to leave to figure out where they belong. I did the same thing when I was your age."

      I run my fingers along the clean countertop, imagining it covered with my tools and products. The afternoon sun streams through the window, casting a golden glow over everything. Outside, Mrs. Henderson walks by with her dachshund, waving when she spots me. The town clock in the square chimes five, its sound carrying clearly through the quiet streets.

      "I forgot how everything slows down after four," I murmur, watching a couple of teenagers on skateboards lazily making their way down the sidewalk.

      "Too slow for you now?" Aunt Brittany asks, a hint of worry in her voice.

      I shake my head, surprising myself with how certain I feel. "No. It's… perfect. In LA, I was always rushing to appointments, rushing through traffic, rushing to prove myself. I didn't realize how exhausting it was until right now."

      She smiles knowingly. "That's the thing about coming home. You don't know what you've been missing until you have it again."

      We spend the next hour going through schedules and client lists. Aunt Brittany's built a loyal following over the years, and she's already transferred some of her regulars to my book.

      "Hope you don't mind," she starts, flipping through the appointment book. "These ladies specifically requested you when they heard you were coming back. Apparently, your Instagram photos made quite an impression."

      I laugh, touched that people from my hometown had been following my career. "I don't mind at all. It'll be nice to start with familiar faces."

      As the evening light begins to fade, we lock up together. Standing on the sidewalk outside the salon, I take a deep breath of the cool, evening air, watching as the streetlights flicker on one by one.

      "I should get back. Mom's making dinner."

      "Tell her to save me some," Aunt Brittany tells me, giving me another quick hug. "And, Livie? I'm really glad you're home."

      "Me too," I reply, and I mean it more than I thought possible.

      Driving back to my parents' house, I feel a sense of contentment settling over me. The road is quiet, with just a few cars passing by. No honking, no road rage, no gridlock. Just the gentle hum of my engine and the stars beginning to appear overhead.

      As I park in my parents' driveway, Mom appears at the front door, waving me in. The smell of dinner hits me the moment I step inside, and my stomach growls in anticipation.

      "Perfect timing." Mom pulls me into a quick side hug. "Your brothers have just set the table."

      Dad looks up from his newspaper, his reading glasses perched on the end of his nose. "How's the salon look? Brittany keeping it up?"

      "It's perfect," I say, sliding into my old seat at the table. "Already has my name on a station and everything."

      Mason passes me the basket of rolls. "So, what really made you decide to come home? Last we heard, you were climbing the ladder at that fancy place in Beverly Hills."

      The question hangs in the air as my mother shoots him a warning look. I take a deep breath, my fingers tightening around my water glass.

      "I was going to wait to get into all this, but…" I set the glass down carefully. "Three weeks ago, I finished with my last client, an actress who always books the last appointment of the day. It was after nine when I left."

      The memory sends a chill down my spine even now, sitting in my parents' warm kitchen.

      "Someone followed me home from the salon. A man. I noticed the same car making all the same turns I did. When I pulled into my complex, he parked across the street."

      Dad's jaw tightens, and I see his knuckles turn white around his fork.

      "I ran inside, locked everything. Around midnight, I heard something at my balcony door. He'd somehow gotten past the security gate and climbed up to my second-floor apartment."

      "Jesus Christ," Mason mutters.

      "I called the police, but by the time they arrived, he was gone. They said without clear footage or evidence that he'd actually tried to break in, there wasn't much they could do." I swallow hard. "That was my final straw. I'd been thinking about coming home for a while, but that night, I knew I couldn't stay there anymore."

      Mom reaches across the table, squeezing my hand. "Why didn't you tell us when it happened?"

      "Because Dad would've had the entire Grim Sinners MC in Los Angeles within hours," I say with a weak smile. "And I needed to make this decision for myself. Not out of fear, but because I was ready."

      Dad's expression is thunderous. "You got a name? Description? Anything?"

      "No, Dad. The police said it was probably just some random creep." I don't mention the bouquets that had been arriving at the salon for weeks before, always with the same message: You're meant to be mine. Or the feeling I'd had of being watched for months.

      "Random creeps don't climb balconies," he growls.

      "Either way, I'm home now," I say firmly. "And I feel safer already."

      The tension slowly ebbs as dinner continues, though I catch my brothers exchanging meaningful glances. They'll probably be taking turns driving by my apartment when I move in next week. I should be annoyed at the overprotectiveness, but tonight, it feels comforting.

      After dinner, I help Mom with the dishes while Dad and my brothers retreat to the garage, no doubt discussing my stalker situation in more colorful terms than they would in front of me.

      "Are you really okay?" Mom asks quietly, handing me a plate to dry.

      "I am now," I answer honestly. "LA was exciting, but it never felt like home. Even before… everything."

      She nods, understanding in her eyes. "Sometimes we need to leave a place to appreciate what we had."

      "And sometimes we need to come back to discover what we want," I add, thinking of the salon, of this town, of the life I could build here.

      Later, lying in my childhood bed, I scroll through my phone one last time before I sleep. There's a text from Lani, checking that I arrived safely. Several from former clients wishing me well. And a notification that Greyson Reed has viewed my Instagram story and the one I posted earlier of the "Welcome to Blackridge" sign as I crossed the town line.

      My heart does a stupid little flip that I immediately try to squash. Two years is a long time. People change. I've changed.

      Tomorrow at the clubhouse, I'll see him for the first time since I left. The thought sends a flutter of nerves through my stomach that has nothing to do with my LA stalker and everything to do with piercing blue eyes I've never quite been able to forget.

      I set my phone on the nightstand and turn off the light, listening to the familiar creaks of the house settling around me. No distant sirens, no neighbors arguing through thin walls, no helicopters circling overhead. Just crickets chirping and the occasional rumble of a motorcycle passing by.

      I'm home. And for the first time in weeks, I fall asleep without checking the locks twice.
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      Livie

      My fingers tremble as I apply mascara, nearly poking myself in the eye for the third time. I set the wand down with a frustrated sigh and stare at my reflection. Despite the hours I've spent getting ready, nothing feels right. The black dress is too tight. No, too loose. My hair is too straight. Too curly. Too everything and nothing at all.

      "Get it together, Liv," I mutter to myself, gripping the edge of the bathroom counter.

      The clock on my phone reads 7:15 PM. The party at the clubhouse started fifteen minutes ago, which means people are already arriving, already wondering where I am. Two years away, and suddenly the thought of walking into that familiar space makes my stomach clench with anxiety.

      A knock at the door startles me.

      "Honey?" Mom's voice comes through. "You almost ready?"

      "Just finishing up," I call back, my voice steadier than I feel.

      "Your dad's getting antsy. You know how he is about being fashionably late to his own events."

      I can hear the smile in her voice, and it helps center me. Some things never change, like Dad's impatience and Mom's gentle teasing.

      "Two minutes," I promise, taking one last look in the mirror.

      The woman staring back is both familiar and strange. I've grown up during these two years away. My features have sharpened, lost some of their youthfulness. My eyes hold experiences that the girl who left town couldn't have imagined. But beneath it all, I'm still me. 

      With a deep breath, I apply a final coat of nude lipstick and open the bathroom door.

      Mom's waiting in the hallway, her eyes softening when she sees me. "Oh, sweetheart. You look beautiful."

      "Thanks, Mom." I smooth my hands over the fitted black dress nervously. "Not too much?"

      "It's perfect." She reaches out to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. "Everyone's going to be so happy to see you."

      Downstairs, Dad's pacing by the front door, keys jingling in his hand. He stops when he sees me, his expression shifting from impatience to that look fathers get when they suddenly realize their daughters have grown up.

      "There she is," he says gruffly. "Worth the wait."

      Dad helps Mom onto his bike, and I climb into my Honda. The boys insisted on escorting me to the clubhouse.

      I suspect they're still on edge after learning about my stalker incident.

      As we pull away from the house, the rumble of their motorcycles flanking my car is oddly comforting. The short drive to the clubhouse gives me little time to spiral back into anxiety, though my heart rate picks up as we turn onto the familiar road.

      The Grim Sinners' compound comes into view, bikes already lined up outside, music and laughter spilling from the open doors. The large brick building with its infamous skull and crossbones sign looms ahead, strings of lights illuminating the parking area.

      I park between two Harleys, taking an extra moment to check my lipstick in the rearview mirror. My hand is still trembling slightly.

      "You coming, or you planning to live in your car now?" Mason raps on my window. "Hey. They're family. They don't bite."

      "I know," I say, opening the door. "It's just been a while."

      "Two years isn't that long in MC time." He offers his arm. "Uncle Smiley still tells the same three jokes he's been saying since the beginning of time."

      That makes me laugh, and I loop my arm through his gratefully. "Does he still do the one about the biker and the penguin?"

      "Every damn time," Mason confirms, guiding me toward the entrance.

      The noise hits me first: dozens of conversations, laughter, the thumping bass from the speakers. Then the smell: leather, beer, cigarettes, and the barbecue someone's got going out back. It's so familiar, it makes my chest ache.

      As we step inside, and the first person I see is Aunt Brittany, already making her way toward us with open arms.

      "There's my girl!" she calls, pulling me into a hug that smells like hairspray and tequila. "I was starting to think you'd changed your mind."

      "Just fashionably late," I say, returning her embrace.

      When she releases me, I realize the room has quieted. Dozens of eyes are on me, familiar faces from my childhood, members of the club in their cuts, old friends, and women who've known me since I was in diapers.

      For a terrifying moment, I'm frozen, unsure what to do under the weight of all that attention.

      Then Uncle Derek breaks the silence. "Well, look what LA sent back to us! Even prettier than when she left!"

      Just like that, the spell is broken. People surge forward, and I'm engulfed in a wave of hugs, back slaps, and welcome homes. Women who've watched me grow up exclaim over my hair, my dress, how I've "filled out in all the right places." Older members of the club tell me how much they've missed me, how the place hasn't been the same.

      I'm passed from person to person like a cherished relic, everyone wanting their moment to reconnect. Some faces show genuine joy, others curious about what brought me back. A few of the younger club members I don't recognize eye me with interest that makes me uncomfortable until my brothers materialize at my side, their presence enough to redirect those gazes elsewhere.

      Through it all, I'm scanning the crowd for one particular face.

      "He's not here yet," a familiar voice says close to my ear.

      I turn to find Lani, her red hair styled in perfect waves, her smile knowing. She's wearing a green dress that makes her eyes pop, and she looks so much like the girl I left behind that it makes my heart squeeze.

      "Who?" I ask innocently, though the heat rising to my cheeks betrays me.

      "Don't play dumb." She laughs, pulling me into a tight hug. "It doesn't suit you."

      "I missed you," I say into her hair, fighting sudden tears. Weekly video calls weren't the same as having my best friend beside me.

      "Missed you more," she replies, pulling back to study my face. "You good? Really good?"

      The question carries weight beyond simple politeness. Lani knows about the stalker, about the real reason I left LA so abruptly. I called her the night it happened, terrified and alone.

      "I'm getting there," I answer honestly. "Being home helps."

      Dad's voice booms over the crowd. "All right, all right! Everyone grab a drink. Time to officially welcome my daughter home!"

      Someone presses a soda into my hand as the crowd forms a loose circle. Dad stands in the center, his arm around Mom.

      "Two years ago, my stubborn daughter decided she needed to see what life was like beyond this MC town," he begins, his voice carrying easily over the quieted room. "And while her mother and I supported her⁠—"

      "Eventually," Mom interjects with a smile, earning laughs from the crowd.

      "Eventually," Dad concedes, "we always knew she'd find her way back home."

      His eyes find mine with emotion he rarely displays in public.

      "Livie, you've made us proud out there in the world. But we're even prouder to have you back where you belong." He raises his beer. "To Livie, our daughter, sister, niece, and friend. Welcome home, baby girl."

      "To Livie!" the crowd echoes, glasses and bottles raised.

      The surge of love I feel is overwhelming. These people, extended, complicated, fiercely loyal, are family and have always been my foundation. How could I have stayed away for so long?

      As the toast ends and conversations resume, the clubhouse door swings open. The crowd shifts, making way for the new arrivals, and my breath catches in my throat.

      Greyson Reed stands in the doorway, flanked by several men wearing Devil Souls cuts. He's taller than I remembered, broader through the shoulders, his dark hair slightly longer. The boyish good looks I recalled have hardened into something more defined, more commanding. His eyes scan the room with the practiced assessment of someone used to taking in every detail at once.

      Then those blue eyes land on me, and everything else fades away.

      Two years disappear in an instant. I'm eighteen again, stealing glances across crowded rooms, pretending not to notice when he noticed me.

      Except we're not those people anymore. I'm not that girl, and he's not that boy. He's the president of the Devil Souls MC now, and I'm…

      I'm still staring at him like an idiot, my soda halfway to my lips, frozen in place.

      Lani's elbow in my ribs breaks the spell. "Breathe," she whispers, amusement clear in her voice.

      I inhale sharply, suddenly aware that I'd been holding my breath. Greyson's mouth curves, the same slight lift at one corner that used to make my teenage heart race. Still does, apparently.

      My heart leaps into my throat. I resist the urge to check my hair or straighten my dress, forcing myself to stay still, to appear composed even as my pulse hammers wildly.

      "Livie."

      His voice is deep, with a rough edge that sends a shiver down my spine. I turn slowly, meeting those blue eyes directly for what feels like the first time. 

      "Greyson." My voice comes out steadier than I feel, though I can hear the slight breathiness that betrays my nerves.

      He's closer now, close enough that I catch the scent of leather and something distinctly masculine that makes my stomach flutter. The noise of the party continues around us, but it feels muted, like we're in our own bubble.

      "Welcome home," he says, and there's something in his tone. Relief, maybe? Or something deeper that I don't dare name.

      "Thank you." I take a sip of my drink, needing something to do with my hands. "Congratulations on taking over the club. Dad mentioned it in passing."

      A shadow crosses his features. "Yeah, well. Time moves on."

      There's an awkward beat of silence, filled with all the things we're not saying. Two years of distance, of carefully maintained boundaries, of pretending the pull between us didn't exist.

      "You look good." His eyes do a quick sweep that makes heat bloom in my cheeks. "LA treated you well."

      "Most of the time," I reply, then immediately regret the admission. The last thing I want is to get into the messy details of why I really came home.

      His expression sharpens. "Most of the time?"

      Before I can deflect, Dad's voice cuts through the moment. "Greyson! There you are, son."

      Dad approaches with the easy familiarity of someone who's known Greyson since he was a kid causing trouble with my brothers. But there's also a subtle assessment in his eyes, in the way he positions himself slightly between us.

      "Mr. Bennett." Greyson extends his hand. "Thank you for including us tonight."

      "Wouldn't be the same without the Devil Souls," Dad replies, though his grip lingers a moment longer than necessary. "How's your father doing in retirement?"

      "Driving my mother crazy, mostly," Greyson answers with a genuine smile that transforms his entire face. "He keeps trying to reorganize the garage."

      Dad chuckles. "Sounds about right. Hard to step back when you've been in charge for so long."

      I watch this exchange with fascination. The easy camaraderie between the clubs, the respect between the men, but also the undercurrents I'm only now beginning to understand as an adult. Dad's acceptance of Greyson as the new president, but also his subtle reminder that I'm still his daughter, still under his protection.

      "I should go find your mother." Dad’s hand briefly touches my shoulder. "She's probably cornered someone with baby pictures by now."

      As he walks away, the bubble settles around Greyson and me again. The weight of his attention is both thrilling and terrifying.

      "So." He steps slightly closer. "Hair stylist. Following in your aunt's footsteps?"

      "Something like that." I'm surprised he knows. "Though I suspect Aunt Brittany has bigger plans than I'm ready for."

      "She's been telling anyone who'll listen that you're going to put Steel Magnolias on the map." Amusement flickers in his eyes. "Apparently you did some celebrity's hair for a movie premiere?"

      I laugh, some of the tension easing. "A few times. Though mostly it was just rich women who wanted to feel important."

      "Not your scene?"

      "Not really." I pause, studying his face. "What about you? Is running the club everything you thought it would be?"

      Something shifts in his expression, a weight settling over his features that makes him look older than his years. "It's what I was born to do."

      That's not really an answer, but before I can push further, Trenton appears beside us, his presence breaking the intimate atmosphere that had been building.

      "Prez." He nods to Greyson before turning to me with a wide grin. "Livie. Look at you, all grown up and fancy."

      "Hey, Trent," I say, accepting his hug. He's always been like another brother to me, though I notice the way Greyson's jaw tightens slightly at the casual contact.

      "How long before you get bored with small-town life again?" Trent asks, echoing Mason's question from dinner.

      "Why does everyone keep asking me that?" I laugh, though there's an edge to it. "Maybe I learned something while I was gone."

      "Yeah? What's that?"

      I look around the room, at the familiar faces, the easy laughter, the sense of belonging I'd been searching for in LA and never found. My eyes drift back to Greyson, who's watching me with an intensity that makes my breath catch.

      "That some things are worth coming back for."

      The words hang between us, charged with meaning. Greyson's eyes darken, and for a moment, I see something raw and unguarded in his expression.

      Trent glances between us, a knowing smirk forming. "I'll just… go find the beer. You two catch up." He backs away with an exaggerated casualness that would be comical if my heart wasn't hammering so hard.

      "Dance with me," Greyson says suddenly, the words more of a command than a question.

      My eyebrows lift in surprise. "I didn't know you danced."

      "There's a lot you don't know about me." He extends his hand, those blue eyes never leaving mine. "Yet."

      That single word 'yet' sends electricity racing down my spine. I place my hand in his, trying to ignore how perfectly it fits there, how the calluses on his palm feel against my skin.

      The music has shifted to something slower, and couples have started swaying together in the cleared area near the pool tables. Greyson leads me there, his hand warm at the small of my back. When he turns to face me, there's a moment of hesitation before he pulls me closer, one hand settling on my waist while the other keeps hold of mine.

      "Everyone's watching," I murmur, acutely aware of the eyes following our movements.

      "Let them." His thumb makes small circles against my dress. "I've waited two years for this dance."

      The admission steals my breath. "Greyson…"

      "Don't," he interrupts. "Not yet. Just… dance with me first."

      So, I do. We move together as if we've done this a hundred times before, my body somehow knowing exactly how to follow his lead. His scent surrounds me, leather and cedar and something uniquely him that makes my head spin more than any alcohol could.

      "You were right to leave," he says after a while, his voice low enough that only I can hear. "I want you to know that."

      I look up at him, surprised. "What?"

      "You needed to go. Experience something beyond this town, beyond the MC." His eyes hold mine, serious and sincere. "I respected that. Even when it killed me to watch you drive away."

      My heart stutters. "Is that why you never…" I trail off, unsure how to finish that sentence.

      "Never what? Called? Texted? Showed up at your door in LA?" His mouth quirks into a half smile that doesn't reach his eyes. "Yeah. That's why."

      "I thought you weren't interested," I admit, the words escaping before I can stop them. "That I was just some kid with a crush."

      Greyson's hand tightens on my waist, drawing me impossibly closer. "Olivia," my full name rolls off his tongue like a caress, "I've been interested since before it was appropriate to be interested."

      The honesty in his voice makes me shiver. We're barely dancing now, just swaying slightly, our bodies pressed together in a way that's making it difficult to think straight.

      "And now?" I ask, hardly recognizing my own voice.

      His eyes darken. "Now you're back. And I'm not wasting any more time pretending I don't want you."

      The song ends, but neither of us moves to break apart. We stand there, suspended in a moment that feels like the edge of something important, something life-changing.

      "Livie!" Aunt Brittany's voice cuts through the tension. "Come meet my new assistant!"

      Reality crashes back in. The party, the people, the expectations. I step back from Greyson reluctantly, already missing his warmth.

      "I should…" I gesture vaguely toward my aunt.

      "Go," he says, though his eyes tell a different story. "We'll finish this conversation later."

      It sounds like both a promise and a warning. I nod, not trusting my voice, and turn to join Aunt Brittany across the room. Every step feels like I'm walking through molasses, my body rebelling against the distance I'm putting between us.

      "Sorry to interrupt," Aunt Brittany whispers when I reach her, not looking sorry at all. "But your father was about to spontaneously combust."

      I glance back to see Dad watching Greyson with narrowed eyes. When he catches me looking, his expression softens, but the warning is clear. Be careful.

      The rest of the evening passes in a blur of conversations and catching up, though I'm hyperaware of Greyson's presence across the room. He's pulled into club business, speaking with various members of both MCs, but his eyes find mine repeatedly throughout the night, each glance like a physical touch.

      By midnight, the party is still going strong, but exhaustion from the emotional day is catching up with me. I find Mom in the kitchen, helping to refill platters of food.

      "I think I'm going to head out," I tell her, stifling a yawn.

      She studies my face with that uncanny maternal perception. "Want Dad to follow you home?"

      "I'm just going back to the house," I remind her. "I can manage the five-minute drive."

      "Mmm." She doesn't look convinced. "The stalker thing has him on edge, baby. All of us, really."

      I sigh, wishing I'd never mentioned it. "I know. But I'm home now. Safe."

      After promising to text when I arrive, I make my rounds saying good night, collecting hugs and welcome homes one last time. I'm almost to the door when a warm hand catches my elbow.

      "Leaving so soon?" Greyson asks, his voice low.

      I turn to face him, struck again by how handsome he is up close. "It's been a long day."

      "Let me walk you to your car."

      It's not a question, but I nod anyway. Outside, the night air is cool against my flushed skin. The parking lot is quieter than inside, though music and laughter still filter through the open doors.

      We reach my car, but I make no move to unlock it, not ready for this night to end despite my fatigue. Greyson leans against the driver's side door, effectively blocking my escape, his eyes never leaving my face.

      "We never finished our conversation."

      "No, we didn't." I take a deep breath, gathering my courage. "What happens now, Greyson?"

      "Now?" He reaches out, his fingers brushing a strand of hair behind my ear. The simple touch sends sparks across my skin. "Now, I take you to dinner tomorrow night. Somewhere outside this town where we can talk without fifty pairs of eyes watching our every move."

      "Is that wise?" I ask, though everything in me is screaming yes. "Our clubs⁠—"

      "Are allies," he interrupts. "Have been for decades. Your dad might not love the idea of you with me, but he respects me." His hand cups my cheek. "Unless there's another reason you're hesitating?"

      I lean into his touch, unable to help myself. "No other reason," I whisper. "Just… this feels big. Important."

      "It is," he agrees, his thumb tracing my bottom lip. "You are."

      The parking lot, the party, the universe, it all seems to fade away as he leans in slowly, giving me every chance to pull back. Instead, I rise on my tiptoes, meeting him halfway.

      The first brush of his lips against mine is gentle, questioning. But when I sigh against his mouth, something breaks loose in him. His arms wrap around me, pulling me flush against his chest as the kiss deepens into something hungry and desperate. I clutch at his shoulders, lost in the sensation of finally—finally—knowing what it feels like to be kissed by Greyson Reed.

      When we break apart, we're both breathing hard. His forehead rests against mine, his eyes closed as if he's committing this moment to memory.

      "I've wanted to do that since you were seventeen," he admits roughly.

      "Why didn't you?"

      His eyes open, piercing blue even in the dim light of the parking lot. "Because you deserved the chance to figure out who you were without me. Without all this." He gestures vaguely toward the clubhouse. "And because your father would have killed me."

      I laugh, though we both know it's not entirely a joke. "And now?"

      "Now you're a woman who knows what she wants." His hand slides to the nape of my neck. "At least, I hope you do."

      "I do," I whisper, the words carrying more weight than they should for such a new beginning.

      He kisses me again, gentler this time but no less intense. "I'll pick you up tomorrow at seven," he says against my lips. "Wear something nice."

      "Bossy," I tease, though I'm already mentally going through my closet.

      His smile is slow and dangerous. "You have no idea."

      The promise in those words sends heat pooling low in my belly. I reluctantly step back, needing space to clear my head.

      "I should go before my dad sends out a search party."

      Greyson nods, though he looks like it physically pains him to let me go. He opens my car door, his hand lingering on mine as I slide into the driver's seat.

      "Text me when you get home." The command reflects the concern in his eyes.

      "I will." I start the engine, then pause. "Greyson? I'm glad I came back."

      His expression turns tender in a way I've never seen before. "So am I, Livie. So am I."

      As I drive away, I catch sight of him in my rearview mirror, standing in the parking lot watching until I turn the corner. My lips still tingle from his kisses, and my mind races with possibilities I never allowed myself to consider before tonight.

      Coming home was supposed to be about starting over, about finding my place in the world. I never expected that place might be in Greyson Reed's arms.

      But as I pull out onto the road from the clubhouse, a strange car parked across the street catches my attention. It's not one I recognize from the neighborhood, a dark sedan with tinted windows. As I watch, the engine starts, headlights flicking on.

      The car pulls away slowly, too slowly to be casual, and a chill runs down my spine that has nothing to do with the night air.

      For a moment, I'm back in LA, watching that same deliberate departure from my apartment parking lot. The same feeling of being watched. Hunted.

      But that's impossible. No one followed me from California. No one knows I'm here except the people who love me.

      I shake off the paranoia, blaming it on exhaustion and the emotional overload of the evening. I'm safe here.

      Aren't I?

      
        * * *

      

      Greyson

      

      I watch her taillights disappear around the corner, fighting the urge to jump on my bike and follow her home. The weight of her lips still lingers on mine, a ghost of sensation I've waited years to experience. For a moment, I just stand there in the parking lot, letting the reality sink in. Livie Bennett is back, and whatever this thing between us is, it's finally happening.

      With a deep breath, I turn back toward the clubhouse, unable to wipe the smile from my face. The music hits me as I push through the door, the party still going strong despite the late hour. I scan the room, nodding at my VP who raises an eyebrow in silent question. Later, my look tells him. We'll talk about this later.

      I've barely made it three steps inside when I feel it, the shift in the air, the prickling sensation at the back of my neck that's kept me alive more than once. I turn slowly to find Wilder and Mason standing by the hallway leading to the back rooms, both wearing identical expressions of barely contained fury.

      "What the fuck do you think you're doing with my daughter?" Wilder's voice cuts through the noise of the party, not quite a shout but carrying enough authority that several nearby conversations abruptly halt.

      Mason's stance mirrors his father's—arms crossed, jaw tight, eyes burning with rage. The family resemblance has never been more obvious than in this moment of shared anger.

      I straighten my shoulders, meeting Wilder's gaze directly. "I think that's a conversation we should have in private."

      "Damn right it is," he growls, jerking his head toward the chapel. "Now."

      I follow them down the hallway, feeling the eyes of both clubs on my back. Trenton appears at my side, a silent question in his expression.

      "I got this," I murmur, and he nods, peeling away to run interference with the curious onlookers.

      The chapel door closes behind us with a heavy thud. Wilder wastes no time, getting right in my face. "You've got some fucking nerve, Reed. She's been back less than twenty-four hours."

      "With all due respect, sir," I say, keeping my voice level, "Livie isn't a child anymore."

      "She's my child," he snaps. "Always will be. And you've been watching her since she was sixteen."

      There's no point denying it. "Seventeen," I correct him quietly. "And I never acted on it until tonight."

      Mason makes a sound somewhere between a scoff and a snarl. "So, what, we're supposed to thank you for your restraint?"

      "No." I meet his glare steadily. "But you could acknowledge that I respected her enough to let her go when she needed to leave. To give her space to figure out who she is away from all this." I gesture around us, encompassing the club, the town, everything.

      Wilder's eyes narrow, but I see the first flicker of something besides anger. "You could have any woman in this town. Why her?"

      The question hits me like a physical blow because the answer is both simple and impossibly complex. "Because there's never been anyone else," I admit, the raw honesty in my voice surprising even me. "Not for me."

      The silence that follows stretches between us. Mason shifts uncomfortably, but Wilder's gaze never wavers from mine, searching for any sign of deception.

      "She just got home," he says finally, his voice quieter but no less intense. "She's been through some shit in LA that she's barely talking about."

      This is news to me. "What kind of shit?"

      Wilder and Mason exchange a look, and my stomach tightens with dread.

      "Not our story to tell," Mason says reluctantly. "But she needs time to settle. To feel safe again."

      "I would never hurt her," I say, the words coming out like a vow.

      "Not intentionally," Wilder agrees, surprising me. "But you're the president of an MC. That life comes with risks. Enemies. Complications."

      "So does being the daughter of a VP," I counter. "She grew up in this world, same as I did."

      "And she left it," he reminds me. "For a reason."

      I run a hand through my hair, frustration building. "Look, I'm taking her to dinner tomorrow night. That's it. A chance to talk, to figure out what this is between us." I meet Wilder's eyes directly. "I'm not asking for your permission, but I'd rather have your respect than your anger."

      His expression shifts at that—it's not quite approval, but a grudging acknowledgment. "You hurt her, I'll end you. President or not."

      "I'd expect nothing less."

      Mason steps forward, still radiating older brother energy. "There's something else you should know. Tonight, when she left…"

      The chapel door swings open, cutting him off. Trent stands in the doorway, his expression grim. "Sorry to interrupt, but we've got a situation. Livie just called her mom. said there was a car following her. Dark sedan, tinted windows."

      The blood drains from my face as Wilder curses violently. "Same as in LA," he growls, already moving toward the door.

      "What's in LA?" I demand, grabbing his arm. "What the hell is going on?"

      Wilder looks at me, and for the first time, I see fear beneath his anger. "Someone's been stalking my daughter. We thought she left it behind in California."

      Cold fury washes over me. "Looks like it followed her home."

      The three of us move as one unit toward the exit, all previous tension momentarily set aside in the face of a common threat. As we push through the crowded main room, I catch Trent's eye and give a sharp nod. Within seconds, he's gathering our core members, the silent language of the club needing no explanation.

      "I want prospects on the house tonight," I tell Wilder as we hit the parking lot. "My guys, your guys, I don't care. But she doesn't go anywhere alone until we figure this out."

      For a moment, Wilder studies me, something new in his expression. Then he nods once, a gesture heavy with meaning beyond simple agreement.

      "We'll talk about you and my daughter later." Swinging his leg over onto his bike, he adds, "Right now, let's make sure she's safe."

      As I start my own motorcycle, the kiss Livie and I shared feels like it happened in another lifetime. The sweet promise of a new beginning has been overshadowed by a darker reality—someone is watching her. Hunting her.

      And they'll have to go through me to get to her.

      I gun the engine, the roar echoing my silent vow. Whoever this stalker is, they've made a fatal mistake following her here. This isn't LA with its overworked police force and anonymous crowds.
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