
[image: Text

Description automatically generated]



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Copyright 2022© Darlene Tallman and Erin Osborne

[image: image]




All rights reserved. This book, or any portion thereof, may not be reproduced or used in any manner without the express written permission of the author except for brief quotations used in book reviews.

This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writers’ imaginations or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales, or organizations is entirely coincidental.

Proof Reader: Kim Richards

Formatted By: Erin Osborne

Cover Model: Nick Margiotta

Photographer: Golden Czermak of FuriousFotog

Cover Designer: Dark Waters Covers



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Character List

[image: image]




Officers:

President: Kingston ‘Anguish’ Baker

Vice President: Mateo ‘Nova’ Sanchez

Secretary: Raiden ‘Hulk’ Sebring

Treasurer: Kaiden ‘Goliath’ Sebring

Enforcer: Drayven ‘Scorch’ Takle

Sgt at Arms: Rhys ‘Country’ Whyte

Road Captain: Jayce ‘Wheels’ Sord

Members:

Flask

Soul

Flame

Prospects:

Fetch

Creed Pierce

Brodie Thiele

Ol’ Ladies:

Cristen ‘Cricket’ Takle – Goliath

Ophelia Waters - Scorch

Shattered Angels:

Tinsley

Amiah

Kenna

Businesses:

Baker’s Custom and Repair - Kingston manages

Tattered Angels - Strip Club

Cricket’s - Bar

Soul Escape - Night Club

TnT Ink - Tattoo Parlor

Double M - Diner (club invests in)



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Her One Blurb

[image: image]




Ophelia Waters

My entire life I’ve wanted one man. He’s my protector, a friend, and someone I know will always have my back. It doesn’t matter if this is because I’m his little sister's best friend and spend more time at their house than my own. I have my reasons for not wanting to be around my family. Cricket and Drayven’s family have accepted me as one of their own. It’s no wonder I want the man who has always been there for me. Until he leaves for the military and I begin writing him letters with the care packages we send the guys. Never once do I get a response back from him. 

After so many years, is it time for me to let go of my crush and move on from a man who will never see me as anything other than his little sister’s best friend? 

Drayven ‘Scorch’ Takle 

Leaving home at the age of eighteen, I join the military. My overall need to protect everyone in my life is what drives me to enlist. I leave everyone behind I care about to start a new journey in life. However, it doesn’t mean I forget them. There’s no way I can forget someone like Ophelia. She’s pure, sweet, loving, and everything good in this world. I don’t deserve her and I never will. So, I keep her at arm’s length and will never overstep the boundaries I have set for myself. Until I realize Ophelia is the only one I want. She’s been there for me in some of my darkest times and has no clue she was my entire reason for continuing on when I wanted to give up. 

Can I prove to her I’m the man who will stand at her side when I’ve pushed her away for so long? 
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Her One is dedicated to all of our readers. Thank you for taking this journey with us and hopefully falling in love with the men and women of the Tattered and Torn MC. This is going to be one hell of a ride and I can’t wait to see where it takes us! 

Darlene & Erin
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Please note these books may contain the following trigger warnings: sexual assault/rape, kidnapping, mental abuse, physical abuse, emotional abuse, swearing, sex, drinking, drug use, and other trauma. Please read knowing there’s a chance you’ll see these in this series. 

*This does NOT mean you will find any or all of these possible triggers in this book. It is just a warning of any possibilities to see this in the pages as you read.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Prologue

[image: image]




[image: Logo, company name

Description automatically generated]

Ophelia

Six months after Ophelia gets shot

THE LAST SIX months have been some of the hardest of my life. I knew after waking up in the hospital my recovery was going to be long, excruciating, and exhausting but it was so much worse than anything I could have dreamed up. Not only was I constantly in pain, but I couldn’t do much of anything until it was time to start therapy. My doctor wanted to make sure I didn’t lose any movement or other bodily functions, so I had to complete three weeks of physical therapy. Plus, everything I did exhausted me beyond belief. Just sitting up in bed took so much out of me. I’ve never been through anything so horrid in my life. 

The other part of what has been so horrible is that Drayven hasn’t left me alone for any reason. He stayed with me in the hospital, went to the duplex with me after I got discharged, and has been up my ass on a daily basis. If I needed to get up to use the bathroom, Dray was right there with his strong arm around my waist to ensure I didn’t fall. He brought me food, helped me take my medicine, and even tried to help me shower. There was no way in hell I was about to let him see me naked or feel his strong, work- roughened hands on my skin. Instead, Cricket was with me, holding me up so I could finally feel clean once again. All I know is it’s been torture to have him so close daily and know he will never be mine. 

Cricket also hasn’t left my side when she can help it. If she hasn’t been at work, doctor’s appointments, or something else, my best friend has been in my bed right next to me. We’ve planned her wedding, thought of names for the babies, and everything else we could think of doing. My best friend didn’t let me get lost in my head about my injuries, the pain filling me, and the depression I had gnawing at my chest every single second I was awake. We won’t even talk about the nightmares she helped me through. Ones where I relived the shooting when my eyes were closed. Thank goodness for her man, though, because he never questioned anything, just brought us more ice cream and tissues while we held each other and cried. While she wasn’t there that awful day, my nightmares have given her the perfect picture of what occurred. 

Not only that, but she was at the hospital and saw her brother covered in blood. My blood. Honestly, I’m glad that she didn’t end up losing her babies over the sight; Kaiden caught her when she fainted after realizing that Dray’s shirt was soaked in my blood. I still don’t think I’ve fully grasped just how close I was to the proverbial Pearly Gates that day. Truthfully, Dray saved my life, something that I can’t fully grasp. Why save me when he doesn’t want me? It makes no sense, at least not to me.

Fetch has been working at Cricket’s while I recover. He’s been doing an amazing job from what I’ve been told by everyone who comes to visit me. Yes, every single member of the club has been to the duplex to spend some time with me. Especially when Drayven and Cricket weren’t here. It’s been really nice to get to know the guys we took care of for so long. Fetch is my favorite of the group though. He’s so humble, thankful, and grateful for every single thing the club has done to help him. Whenever Fetch is with me, I can’t help but laugh and have a good time. Even if I’m stuck in bed, which I’m thankfully not any longer, the day didn’t seem so long or bad when the young Prospect was with me. 

Part of me wants to let Fetch in and see where this could go between us. He’s so sweet, calm, nice, and deserves a chance to have all the love showered on him he could ask for. Since joining the club, he’s gained muscle, has filled out from eating regular meals daily, and is learning how to take care of himself. The clothes he now has the money to buy fit him in ways that make his body stand out. His newly developed muscles stretch the fabric of his tee shirts and his jeans hug his ass. An ass he’s developed over the last year. Fetch is no longer skin and bones. He’s attractive in a boyish way. If I weren’t so hung up on Drayven, I’d go for Fetch in a heartbeat. We have so much in common with our love of cooking and baking. Even the movies and TV shows I watch, Fetch has watched with me and we both laugh at the same kind of jokes. Since I won’t do that to him, I hope he realizes that any woman who comes into his life will have to go through me first. He deserves nothing but the best.

I’ve also gotten even closer to Kaiden. Not just because he’s my best friend's soon-to-be husband. Kaiden is a good guy and he’s been with me multiple times just to hang out. The only thing I hate about the time I spend with him is his need to talk about Drayven. Kaiden’s told me more than once how the man hasn’t left my side for much of any reason. Not even to go to work in the very beginning when I was in the hospital or so out of it from the medicine I was taking. When I was in the hospital, Kaiden had to bring Dray clothes so he could shower in my room and not leave me. He didn’t go to church, meetings with Bane’s club, or to grab something to eat in the cafeteria. Fetch brought him food or sent it over with Kaiden when he brought new clothes.

Kaiden also told me he’s been trying to get Drayven to pull his head out of his ass and see what’s right in front of his face. That’s not what I want. No one can make the man I’ve grown up knowing and loving for most of my life do anything. All it’s going to lead to is more disappointment and heartache for me. Drayven is a stubborn man and I know there are things holding him back from making a move with me. I’ve seen him watching me when no one else is around and physically holding himself back from reaching out for me on several occasions. It’s the reason I have to move on with my life and not let myself want him anymore. I’m not succeeding, but it’s what I have to do. Drayven isn’t the one getting hurt. I am. Too many tears have been wasted on a man who won’t break through whatever issues he has when it comes to me and making me his. 

Mason has been by to see me while I’ve been recovering too. He’d spend a few hours with me two or three times a week. Those days Drayven always disappeared the second he saw the man I’ve been seeing for months. The anger filling Dray was not just shown on his face, but in the rigid way he held his body and his stiff movements. Mason always pretended not to notice the tension between us, but I can’t help but wonder how it makes him feel to know I still have feelings for another man. They discount the feelings I have for Mason though. 

Cricket calls him a placeholder even though she does admit he’s a good guy. Just says he’s not the one for me. He’s honestly a great guy. I just don’t think we’re the couple he wants us to be, and I don’t know how to talk to him about what’s going on with me. So, I keep my mouth shut and enjoy the time we spend together. He may not make my stomach fill with butterflies or cause me to break out in a light sweat, but he’s safe. Steady. Secure. If I could choose someone to replace Dray in my life, he would be the frontrunner.

Almost losing my life has made me see how short life can truly be. I’ve spent so long wasting my time, energy, and thoughts on Drayven that I know moving on is the right decision to make. I made a vow to myself in the hospital on one of my more lucid moments that I wouldn’t take anything for granted another day I had left on Earth. I would move on, push my feelings for Dray aside and try to make a real go of things with Mason or anyone else I invite into my life. Just because I don’t feel Mason is the guy for me doesn’t mean there isn’t someone out there I can be happy with. So, I let Drayven do his overprotective thing and breathe easy when he’s not up my ass. This whole letting him go thing is harder than I thought it would be.

“Hey, you okay over there?” Cricket asks me, pulling me out of my head.

Yeah, I get lost in my thoughts more often than not these days. I guess it’s part of everything I’ve been through and not knowing who did this to me. Fear is my new best friend and it’s exhausting living with it daily. 

“I’m good,” I assure my ride or die, looking up to take in Cricket as she stands before me. “You look gorgeous. Kaiden is going to lose his mind when he sees you.”

“I’m a damn whale, Fee. Kaiden is going to look at me as if I hung the moon and stars. That’s never going to be a doubt in my mind. What I know is I’m bigger than a house and these kids of Kaiden’s don’t let me get any rest,” Cricket grumbles feeling so uncomfortable at this late stage of her pregnancy. 

My best friend is ready to pop any day now. She talked the doctor into letting her go into labor naturally instead of scheduling a cesarean section since she’s having twins. They also decided not to find out what they were having. At first Cricket and Kaiden wanted to know what they were having but at the first ultrasound where they could find out the genders of the twins, the babies weren’t cooperating. So, my friends changed their minds and chose to be surprised on the day they’re born.

“You are absolutely radiant, Cricket. I love ya, you know that right?” I ask her, my emotions getting the better of me. “Even if you decide to change your name to Shamu, I’m gonna love you.” She sticks her tongue out at me referencing her whale comment a few minutes ago, making me grin despite the weight of my earlier thoughts.

“Of course I do. And I love you, Fee. You’re my best friend. My ride or die. I don’t know if I’d be here if it weren’t for you. You save me each and every single day,” she states, her eyes glazing over with unshed tears.

“No crying,” I say as we start laughing. 

Cricket is wearing a dress we found in Dobber’s Cove. It’s all white with a red ribbon tied just under her chest. The dress clings to her boobs and stomach while flowing freely once it gets past her large belly. On her feet, she’s wearing a pair of white sandals. Her feet are so swollen and it’s too hard for her to wear heels or anything else. My girl lives in flip flops and sandals these days. Her short hair, already full of curls, has been pulled back on the sides with the rest of the length left curling against her neck and upper back. Autumn did her makeup very lightly to enhance her amazing eyes. My best friend is already glowing from her pregnancy. Today, that glow just shines from her even brighter.

Drayven and I will be the only ones standing up with Cricket and Kaiden today. I will have to walk down the aisle with him before Cricket comes out and then again once the wedding ceremony is over with. I don’t want to be in close proximity to him, but I won’t ever tell Cricket no. Especially for such a trivial reason. My issues are just that, mine, and there’s no way I’ll do anything to mar Cricket’s day.

I’m wearing a red dress with spaghetti straps. It showcases off my chest and the top of my scar. The reminder I have remaining on my body from the shooting. It’s still pink and raised. Some days it hurts while others it’s just an annoyance and a painful reminder of what I almost lost. My life. Anyway, my dress falls to just below my knees and I have matching white sandals covering my feet. Cricket and I had manicures and pedicures done yesterday after getting our hair done at the salon. We both have red nails adorning our toes and fingers. Neither one of us wanted to deal with the hassle of fake nails, so we just had them take care of our nails before painting them. 

Autumn made my makeup slightly darker than Cricket’s to highlight my eyes and lips. She magically made all of my freckles disappear too. I wouldn’t say I hate them, but I’m tired of seeing them on a daily basis. Just one more thing I got from my horrible mother. I’ve got her red hair and freckles. My hair has been twisted up in a half knot at the back of my head. The remaining pieces are curled as they lay against my naked back. Yes, the dress shows off most of my back as the material comes together just above my ass. I’m not exactly comfortable in this dress, but Cricket fell in love with it and I do love the way it feels on me and makes me feel. For the first time in my life, even more so since I got shot, I feel sexy. 

I make my way over to Cricket, taking one last look at her before it’s time to head out to walk down the aisle. Making sure her dress lays flat against her body and isn’t tucked up anywhere in the back where we didn’t notice it at this point, I stand back up and hug my best friend. 

“Today you become a wife. I can’t believe it, Cricket. Kaiden and you are so perfect for one another. He balances out your crazy and you light up his life. You two were made for one another. Thank you for giving me the honor of being a part of your special day, Cricket. I’ll always be here for you and can’t wait to see where this new chapter of your life takes you,” I tell my friend with tears filling my eyes. 

“I love you, Fee. One day soon you’ll have all of this. You’ll have everything you want and so much more. I know you’re trying to move on from my brother, but I don’t think it’s going to be that easy. I think the two of you are meant to be together. One day, I’ll be your maid of honor as you stand up and become my sister for real,” Cricket predicts, her voice wavering with emotion as she cradles her stomach with one hand. “And you’ll give me a ton of nieces and nephews to teach all of my bad tricks to in order to drive Drayven absolutely insane.”

“Cricket,” I begin as she holds up her hand to cut me off. 

“No. We’ve all seen my brother watching you when he doesn’t feel anyone else will notice. Your day with him will come before you know it.”

I don’t get a chance to respond before there’s a knock on the door. Cricket calls for the person to enter as the door opens to reveal her dad. He smiles at us both while shutting the door behind him. It’s not hard to see the emotion filling his face as he takes in the beautiful woman his daughter is. 

“My baby girl,” he says, walking over and pulling her into his arms. “You’re so beautiful. Every day, you’re beautiful. Today, I’ve never seen you looking so radiant and filled with a peacefulness we didn’t think to ever see in you again. I love you.”

“I love you too, Dad.”

Cricket tries so hard to keep her tears at bay as Mr. Takle turns his attention toward me. The smile lighting up his face is not something I’ve ever seen from either one of my parents. No, the only time I get this look is from one of Cricket’s parents. They treat me as another one of their children and care for me as if I’m truly their daughter while my parents couldn’t give two flying fucks about me. They never have and never will. 

“Ophelia, you’re stunning. I can think of a man or two who will lose their minds the second they see you,” Mr. Takle says, stepping up in front of me.

Yeah, I should probably mention both of their parents want to see me with Drayven as well. They’ve made sly comments about it over the last few years. Even more so since Dray moved back to Odin’s Gap after getting discharged. Every single time one of them makes a comment, my heart breaks even more. It seems as if everyone surrounding us wants us together and can’t accept it’s never going to happen. Not because of me but because of him. Drayven will have to be the one to let his parents down gently one of these days.

“Thank you, Mr. Takle. I’m going to head down since it’s almost time to get this show on the road,” I announce after accepting a hug from Cricket’s dad and seeing a look of pain fill Cricket’s face. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah. Just one of those Braxton Hicks contraction things they told me about,” Cricket says with a fake smile on her face. 

I’ll have to keep an eye on my friend to ensure she’s not lying to me. I know how much she wants to marry the love of her life, but going into labor might just put that on hold. No, I’m not going to mention this to Kaiden or Drayven either. They’d automatically flip into over protective mode and the wedding would be called off immediately. I’m not going to ruin my girl’s day just because I have a feeling she’s in labor and doesn’t realize it yet. 

Heading down through the clubhouse since we got ready in the room Cricket shares with Kaiden here, I paste on my fake smile. The one I’ve perfected over the years of having to attend one function after another with my parents. Or sitting through their boring as hell dinners with potential future husbands they approve of for me. There aren’t many people left in the clubhouse since the wedding ceremony and reception will actually take place out by the lake. We’re all being transported in the side-by-sides the club bought shortly after getting here. Well, Cricket isn’t. She’ll be arriving in her dad’s SUV. 

“Are you ready?” Drayven’s smooth, deep voice washes over my skin causing goosebumps to break out over my arms. 

“I am,” I respond curtly. 

“You look amazing, Little Doe,” he finally says after taking my hand and placing it around his arm to rest on his massive forearm. I barely hide the shiver that courses through me at the contact with him. He’s starred in so many late-night fantasies that I can feel myself starting to blush.

“Thank you. You don’t clean up so bad yourself,” I tell him honestly.

Cricket didn’t want the guys to be anything but themselves today. Drayven is wearing a new pair of jeans with a black button-down shirt. He isn’t wearing his usual bandana around his head and his cut is placed securely on his back. The boots covering his feet are also new. They went shopping with us one day so it’s the only reason I know everything but his cut is new. However, as usual, Dray is wearing his ever-present sunglasses so no one can see his eyes. It’s something I’ve always hated because no one can know what he’s truly thinking without seeing his eyes. 

Drayven leads me out to the waiting side-by-side where Anguish is sitting in the driver’s seat. The two of us take the seat in the back. This is not good. I figured Dray would sit up by his President instead of right next to me. I need some breathing room and this frustrating man isn’t giving it to me. Letting out a deep sigh, I keep my eyes turned toward the scenery in front of me that’s not being blocked out by Anguish’s head. Still, I can’t stop the knowledge of his large body pressed up against my own smaller frame. The soft material of his dress shirt skimming along my skin causes more goosebumps to cover my skin. His jean-clad thigh presses up tight against mine as well. This is not good for my heart. Or sanity.

Anguish drops us off at the back of the building where all of the food for the reception is waiting. I pulled double duty over the last week. Not only helping plan the wedding of my best friend but also working in the clubhouse kitchen to prepare all the food and cake for today. Fetch has been on my ass to rest and not push myself the entire time we worked together. Even Nanny was there, her hands covered in flour as she created other delicacies. The Prospect can be bossy as hell when he wants to be. I’m sure his order came down from Kaiden and Drayven though. 

The two of us wait until we hear the beginning notes of what we’ll walk down the aisle to. Since this is my girl’s day, she wanted one song to play while we all walked toward the arbor she’ll get married in front of. Kaiden got to choose the song though. None of us know what he picked either. As I stare at the ground in front of me, my hand once again resting on Drayven’s forearm, I barely notice the SUV bringing my friend to us pulling up. Mr. Takle helps his daughter out and leads her closer to us. I hand over her bouquet of roses and calla lilies with a real smile firmly on my face. I’ll only ever look at everyone else with fake smiles. 

“Love you,” I mouth to her before the opening notes of You are the Reason by Calum Scott fill the air around us. 

This is the absolute perfect song for my best friend and Kaiden. Tears fill my eyes because I used to listen to this song on repeat when writing letters to Drayven when he first went into the military. Now, this is Cricket’s song and I won’t listen to it in the same way ever again. I can’t wait to see what they’ll dance to if I’m being honest after hearing this song for her to walk down the aisle to. I’m sure my friend Kaiden has chosen something truly amazing to show his love to my best friend and everyone here today to help them celebrate their wedding. 

Drayven leads me around the pavilion as I get my first glimpse of family and friends sitting in the seats the Prospects set up this morning while everyone else was working on other various projects to make today special for Cricket and Kaiden. Once again the fake smile is pasted on my face until I get a look at Kaiden standing in the front waiting for his woman. There isn’t an ounce of nervousness coming from him as he stands with his hands clasped in front of him, staring to where his woman is hidden from his sight. Like Dray, he’s wearing a new pair of jeans and boots while choosing a red button-down shirt instead of black. A small rose is pinned to his chest that’s white instead of red. I didn’t even know someone picked it out for him. Looking from the side of my eye toward Dray, he also has a white one pinned to his chest. I didn’t even notice it before. 

Drayven lets me go as soon as we get to the front and goes to stand at his best friend’s side. I look out over the crowd gathered before us looking for Raiden, but don’t spot him anywhere. There is no way in hell he wouldn’t be at his twin brother’s wedding. He loves Cricket despite her driving him crazy most days. Especially when he takes to teasing the two of them about having nothing but girls for children. Raiden thinks it would be hilarious for his brother to be a girl dad instead of having any boys to carry on the family name. Looking at Kaiden with raised eyebrows, he offers me a quick smile before turning back to catch the first sight of Cricket.

I keep my eyes on Kaiden as I know my best friend is now rounding the corner of the building. If I thought she was radiant before, it’s nothing compared to the pure light shining from her in this moment. Kaiden doesn’t bother to hide the tears filling his eyes as his smile shines brighter than ever before. His body is tense as if he’s holding himself back from racing down the aisle to get her and pull her into his arms. The look on his face is one of pure love and my girl deserves nothing less than what she’s getting from this man standing across from me. 

As Cricket and her dad come to a stop just before us, Raiden finally steps out of his hiding place and stands under the arbor with a smile on his face. He’s marrying his brother and Cricket today? That’s a new addition to the ceremony. 

“Who gives this bride away?” Raiden asks, his voice loud and clear as a gentle breeze blows around us. 

“Her mother and I do,” Mr. Takle responds, leaning down to press a kiss against his daughter’s forehead. “I love you and today is your day. Make it the best one yet.”

Mr. Takle steps forward with his daughter and places her hand in Kaiden’s outstretched one. It’s then I notice she’s added her rag over her wedding dress. I had no doubt she would represent this part of her life and relationship with Kaiden for their ceremony. The two of them turn to face Raiden for a brief second before locking eyes with one another. It appears the rest of us have all faded into a distant memory leaving just the two of them remaining behind. Exactly how their day should be. 

Despite my happiness for my best friend and her old man, a small part of my heart is hurting right now. I suspect that even though I’ve resolved to move on from Drayven, there’s never going to be anyone who looks at me like Kaiden is staring at Cricket. Right now, she’s his universe. She’s been that for him since they decided to start a relationship with one another. He accepts her zany, wild side in a way I admire, because she can definitely jump the proverbial rails from time to time. 

“We’re gathered here today to celebrate the union between Kaiden ‘Goliath’ Sebring and Cristen ‘Cricket’ Takle. You may all be seated,” Raiden calls out. “This isn’t going to be a traditional ceremony. Nothing about these two is traditional so this is only fitting for their day. Instead of saying their own vows to one another, Cricket and Goliath have written one another letters. Their decision is to read them privately and not share the words between them with everyone here today. It’s how their relationship started so it had to be a part of their wedding. If you two would exchange letters now, please.”

I watch on as the two exchange their letters and silently read them. Cricket’s body shakes as she reads the words Kaiden wrote to her. Kaiden holds himself rigid as he reads what she’s written to him as well. This is the only part of the day they’re making completely about themselves and I love it. Raiden wasn’t lying when he said this is how their relationship started. Cricket and Kaiden’s fate was twined together the second Drayven signed his name on the dotted line and all the stars aligned to get them to this moment. 

When the two look at Raiden once again, he clears his throat and begins speaking once more. 

“I’m going to keep this short and sweet so my sister-in-law can get off her feet and rest for a while. Kaiden, do you promise to love, protect, and remain faithful to Cricket?” he asks his twin. 

“I do. Always and forever,” Kaiden replies, a hitch in his voice. 

“Cricket, do you promise to love, remain unpredictable, and remain faithful to Goliath?” 

“I do. Always and forever,” Cricket says, her voice wavering and breaking as she continues staring at her man. 

“Scorch, can I have the rings please?” 

Drayven hands over the wedding bands to Raiden as he looks out over the crowd for a second with a smile on his face. 

“My little brother, the only thing I’m going to say before announcing you husband and wife is to love her more than your leather and ride her more than your Harley,” Raiden announces as he hands over the rings to Cricket and Kaiden. 

We’re surrounded by laughter at Raiden’s words. Even as my heart breaks, I can’t help but laugh because I know those words just made this completely perfect for my best friend. She never wants to take anything too seriously and hopes to live her life with as much joy and laughter as possible. Every single aspect of her life has been included in today’s ceremony making it perfect for Cricket. 

After handing over the rings, Raiden begins speaking again as the two slide the rings on one another’s fingers. “You’ve got the rings and the rag now, Cricket, so by the power vested in me by the state of Kentucky and the internet, I now pronounce you husband and wife. Goliath, you may kiss your bride.”

The two don’t hesitate to wrap their arms around one another and exchange a deep, passion-filled kiss. Kaiden holds Cricket close to his body, being careful of her large stomach between them. Yes, I notice his hands cupping where their babies rest and continue to grow inside her. At least until she pulls quickly back from the kiss and gasps while looking down between them. Her head shoots back up as I step closer to her. 

“I think my water just broke,” she announces quietly. 

“Are you sure?” Kaiden asks as Cricket doubles over in pain. 

“Yep,” she grits out between clenched teeth. 

“My wife is going into labor,” Kaiden announces to everyone as the three of us crowd around them. 

Chaos ensues as we rush to get Cricket loaded up in her dad’s SUV once again. I climb in the very back while Kaiden sits next to his new wife in the back seat and Drayven jumps in the passenger seat. I’m crowded in by Raiden as he jumps in at the very last second while pulling the hatch closed behind him. I keep my attention on Cricket as she pants and tries to breathe the way they’ve been practicing at her classes. I knew she was having contractions in her room before the ceremony and not those stupid fake things. 

“We’ll get you to the hospital soon, Spitfire,” Kaiden assures her, pulling her into his arms the best he can as her dad races from the compound and through town. 

There’s nowhere else on earth I’d rather be than near my friend as she brings her children into this world. Today is going to be the best day of her life with getting married and now having her babies. Once again I feel that pang in my chest as my eyes capture Drayven in the front seat. He’ll have this one day with someone else. The woman he can actually bring himself to love and want to be with. I’ll be the lonely old spinster who adopts a ton of animals and lives my life working and talking with animals.
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Scorch

I CAN’T BELIEVE my sister is about to become a mom. It was hard enough to wrap my head around her getting married and now I have to realize she’s going to have two little lives depending on her and my best friend for absolutely everything. There is no one else I know who will make better parents than the two sitting just behind me in my dad’s SUV as he races through Odin’s Gap toward the hospital. I don’t allow myself to turn around and face them though. Fee is sitting in the very back with Raiden and I don’t want to set my eyes on her right now. There’s too many emotions filling me. 

If I were a better man, I’d be right next to Ophelia in the back. We’d have gone through the day together and I’d be calling her mine. Instead, I still can’t find the words to share with her how I feel. Or even give her the letters I wrote exposing my feelings to her. So many times over the last six months, I’ve wanted to do nothing more than pull her into my arms and hold her close. To tell her all the words wanting to burst out of me when it comes to her. Ophelia, my Little Doe, got nothing more than my silence and the orders I barked at her when I felt she was overdoing things around the duplex. 

Yes, I took it upon myself to move in there after she was released from the hospital. It would have been too much for my sister to handle helping her twenty-four hours a day while being pregnant. Kaiden would have helped her out with anything, but I didn’t want them to be with her and lock me out. I had to be the one Fee relied on. The one to help her with all of her needs. Even if a part of me was being tortured every single day, her recovery needed to be handled by me. 

The torture part came in more than normal when I’d see her light up anytime Fetch stopped in to see her. He’d bring her food, sit with her talking about what was going on in the bar, and whatever else they did while she remained on bed rest. Then, there were the times Mason would come over to be with her. I had to leave the house completely when he was there. It’s one thing when I disrupt her dates with the guy. Now, when he’s invading her space and making her laugh and talk, I can’t stand to hear it. Though, a part of me feels as if she actually lights up more when Fetch comes to see her than her boyfriend Mason. It’s the only thing keeping the small shred of hope alive in me. That I won’t be too late to finally make her mine.

The words Fee gave me today were the most I’ve gotten from her in months. Despite her showing her face more around the clubhouse, I was the one getting ignored by her. I’m sure there were many reasons for her doing this. Including the few times at the duplex I interrupted her and Mason spending time together. You know, she had to keep her medicine schedule on track and couldn’t get off track so she’d be in pain. Plus, I may have put an end to a make out session I caught them in. Mason was pissed as hell. Fee didn’t look too bothered by my interruption though. A small part of her looked almost relieved. 

There was also a time or two she caught one of the Shattered Angels pawing me. Fee left before she could witness me pushing them away and growling out the need for them to leave me the fuck alone. It hurt knowing these bitches were hurting her and I couldn’t say a damn thing about it because I haven’t claimed her. No one knows my true feelings or how deep they go into my soul. Kaiden and my sister can take a guess, but that’s all it is. I’m the only one who knows my soul burns for her and there’s no one else I’d ever be with now that I see her on a daily basis. 

Yes, I know there have been two major events leading me to vow to myself I wasn’t going to waste any more time with her. When we were all hurt while overseas and then again when she was shot in the kitchen of the Double M. It’s only my cowardice that’s keeping me from claiming Fee as mine once and for all. For telling her how I truly feel and making her see how good we can be together. I’m man enough to admit I’m a coward when it comes to this girl. The one who owns me completely and doesn’t realize the power she yields over me. 

“Fuck!” Cricket cries out, breaking me out of my thoughts as I turn to look at her.

My baby sister is almost curled in on herself as Kaiden holds her awkwardly and tries to comfort her any way possible. It’s not working, but at least my best friend is trying. My instinct kicks up, telling me I need to take this pain from her, but I can’t. This is something she has to suffer through on her own with her husband at her side. For the first time since Cricket was born, I can’t fight this battle for her. It makes me feel so small and inadequate. Though, looking at my best friend, I’m sure he’s feeling much the same way right now. He never wants to see my sister in pain or hurting for any reason and he can’t take this from her. 

“Get ready to jump out and get help,” my dad states as I turn forward to find the hospital coming into view. 

Preparing to open my door and jump out, I don’t think of anything other than getting my sister the help she needs right now. I may not be able to take away her pain and distress, but I can damn sure find someone that can help her!

“I need help!” I yell out, not giving a fuck about anyone else currently waiting for a doctor to see them. “My sister is outside and she’s gone into labor. Her water has already broken and the contractions are hurting her badly.”

A young woman rushes from behind the desk and grabs a wheelchair as she follows me. We race down the short hallway and back outside to find my dad parked right in front of the doors and Kaiden trying to help my sister out of the SUV. She’s crying and I can’t understand the words falling from her as my dad finally lets Fee and Raiden out of the back of the SUV. Fee is at her best friend's side in a second while making sure Kaiden isn’t pushed out of the way. Soon, neither one of them are as close to her as more staff surround us. Kaiden’s on his phone, hopefully talking to her doctor and letting her know what’s going on. 

The rest of us follow them back in the hospital as we skip by the emergency department and head straight for the elevators. 

“What floor are you taking her to?” I question, my voice harsher than I intended thanks to the fear filling me.

“She’ll be in labor and delivery on the third floor,” one of the many people surrounding her answers me. 

“I’ll stay down here and let your dad know,” Raiden offers as he stands back out of the way. I’m not sure who will be bringing Nanny to the hospital, but I suspect it’ll be my mom. Hell, the whole club is likely to be here shortly. Giving him a nod, I turn away.

Fee follows me through the door to the stairs as we race up the three flights and I fling the door open. I hold it open for her as she tries to catch her breath. Fuck, I don’t know why she didn’t get on the elevator with everyone else instead of running upstairs. She shouldn’t be doing that much so soon after being shot. Not only that, but she did it in fucking heels, for Christ’s sake! I know she has been cleared to do whatever the hell she wants, but it doesn’t mean I’m comfortable with her running or doing much of anything else that’s extraneous.

“You okay?” I ask as she walks through. Instead of verbally answering, she nods. 

“Kaiden!” I wince hearing Cricket’s scream. 

Since I suspect she won’t want all of us in the delivery room, I sink into a chair in the waiting room area. Glancing around, I see a few other families who are awaiting new arrivals of their own. I bite back a chuckle when I realize that this room is about to be overflowing. Hopefully, one of the Prospects brings some of the food up because it dawns on me that I’m fucking starving right now.

“We’re here! Has anything happened yet?” Mom asks as she and Dad, along with Nanny practically run into the room. “Is she okay?”

“Not that I know of,” I reply. “They brought her up while Fee and I came up the stairs. “I heard her a minute ago, though, and I think Fee went to see what was going on.” 

Cricket and Kaiden wanted Fee to be in there with them. As my sister told her, she would be the calm to their crazy, because she fully expects Kaiden to lose his shit. Fee will always be the calm during a storm when it comes to my baby sister going through something. Since she’s also gotten closer to my best friend, I know she’ll be that for him right now too. I can’t be in the room with them because I’ll just make things worse knowing I can’t do anything but watch as Cricket suffers.

After what feels like an eternity but in reality is more like a matter of minutes instead, Fee returns to the waiting room with tears in her eyes. My gut instantly tightens as my heart stutters in my chest. Mom and Dad are instantly on their feet as everything fades to the background. My parents wrap their arms around Fee for a minute so she can gather herself. A hand lands on my shoulder as I turn my head slightly to find Anguish at my back with the rest of the guys standing firm behind him. Silently, they’re letting my entire family know they have us no matter what we’re about to hear.

“One of the babies is in distress. They’re taking Cricket in for an emergency cesarean section as we speak. Kaiden is the only one who can be with her in the surgical room. Someone will be out soon to let us know what’s going on,” Fee finally tells us, as she moves off to the side all alone.

Watching her closely, I take in her defeated appearance as she slides down the wall to sit on the floor. Fee can have her choice of seats, but chooses to hurt on the floor instead of being remotely comfortable. Wrapping her arms around her legs, she doesn’t worry about showing off what’s on under her dress or anything as her head lowers and I know tears are falling from her eyes. Everything in me is saying to go to her. To pull her in my arms and comfort her. Instead, I’m rooted to my spot. Nothing more than an empty shell as I worry for my sister, best friend, and niece or nephew. 

I glance over to see Raiden now at his nanny’s side. Her head is bowed and I can see her lips moving even if nothing can be heard. Raiden’s arms are wrapped around her shoulders as his own face fills with emotion. There isn’t a single person in this room who isn’t feeling the bombshell Fee just dropped on us. My attention soon turns to my parents where they stand holding one another. The only thing I can hear are my mom’s sobs as she worries about her daughter. 

“Sit down, Scorch,” Anguish tells me, his voice gentle instead of the normal commanding tone he has. 

“No. I’m good where I’m at,” I state, my eyes taking in the staff on the floor now rushing around, knowing it’s because of my sister. 

To say I feel completely empty and helpless in this moment would be an understatement. What I felt in the SUV on the way here is nothing compared to right this second. My sister will be devastated if something happens to one of her children. Kaiden will be absolutely destroyed. I can’t imagine what either one of them are going through as they wait to hear what’s going on with their son or daughter. 

“Family of Mrs. Sebring,” a nurse calls out, her voice cheerful to the point I want to lash out at her. Doesn’t she realize the terror we’re all feeling right now? The day that started out fantastic has taken a horrible turn.

“We’re here,” my dad informs her, his voice breaking with the pain he feels.

“Follow me and I’ll take you to the surgical waiting area,” she says, again her tone delightful. 

Everyone here for my sister stands and follows the nurse down the hallway. When she turns to see us all, her eyes almost bug out of her head. 

“Um, I meant just the family of Mr. and Mrs. Sebring,” she stammers, her voice losing her delightful tone. 

“We are their fucking family,” Anguish growls out, knowing no one else will be able to say a word right now. 

With a quick nod of her head, the nurse opens a door and lets us in the room to be surrounded by the silence we need as we wait to hear what’s going on. Still, I don’t sit in one of the many chairs in the empty room as others take seats. Raiden helps Nanny into a chair before sitting down next to her. Her lips are still moving silently as she worries her hands together. Fetch is at Fee’s side as he helps her in a chair while my dad helps my mom in a seat next to her. Fee stares straight ahead as she worries for her best friend. Her tears haven’t stopped as I make my way over to her finally. 

Sitting down in the chair next to her, I wrap my arm around her shoulder in a move I never would have done any other time. However, my Little Doe needs comfort and I’ll be damned if Fetch is going to be the one who gives it to her. They’re more than close enough to one another and don’t need to get any closer. I’m the one she should be turning to for comfort, safety, and anything else she needs. 

“Fee!” Mason’s voice fills the silent room as the door rushes open before him.

He takes in my arm around her shoulders as I sit as close to her as possible in these chairs. With a shake of his head, he makes his way over to us and kneels down in front of his girlfriend. Pain fills my chest and yet I don’t bother moving my arm from around her. Fee doesn’t move or even act as if she’s heard his voice at all. 

“Fee, what’s going on? Are you okay?” Mason questions her, his tone harder than it needs to be as I feel a hand on my shoulder once again. 

This time Raiden has my back as he stands directly behind me with a glare in his eyes directed at the asshole kneeling before us. 

“It’s none of your fucking business,” I growl out, knowing this situation doesn’t concern him. “You want to be here for Fee, fine. Fucking be here. That doesn’t mean you get to ask questions or know what’s going on in my sister’s life. Sit down and shut the fuck up.” 

“Drayven,” my mom admonishes me as she reaches for another tissue.

“No. This isn’t about Fee and my sister doesn’t need him to be poking his nose in her business. Today is supposed to be all about Cricket and that’s how it’s going to fucking remain. So, sit down somewhere and shut up, or you can fucking leave,” I bark out as more men have my back.

Mason stands up from his position in front of Fee and moves across the room. He takes a seat all alone as the rest of us crowd around one another. Even Nanny gets out of her chair to be closer to us. This is family right here. The only people who matter in the world are proving they’re loyal and are giving us their unwavering support as we await any news from the operating room. Other than the sobs from Fee and my mom, there’s nothing but the loudest silence in the room. The need to take control of the situation fills me but I remain at Fee’s side because there’s nothing I can do to help Cricket and Kaiden. I’m not a damn surgeon or doctor of any kind. 

The wait seems to go on forever. Fetch, Brodie, and Creed make a coffee run and bring in the food Creed went back to gather from the reception we were supposed to be at right now. Even though I get up and make a plate, I know I won’t eat a bite of food. My body is too tense and filled with fear to eat anything. However, this plate isn’t for me. I pile food up for Fee to eat. She’s been running herself ragged and needs to eat something before she falls over. 

Fee has lost weight since she was shot. Weight she couldn’t afford to lose. Now that she’s back to working both jobs, helping feed us at the clubhouse, and whatever else she does, the weight is coming off even faster. I hate seeing her look so sick when she’s normally such a healthy person. Fee’s always been small because of her dancing, but now it’s just ridiculous. Returning to her side, I hold out the plate for her. Fee shakes her head and doesn’t reach for it.

“Little Doe, you gotta eat. You haven’t eaten all day and you need to take care of yourself,” I tell her as my dad hands a plate of food to my mom. 

“I’m not hungry, Drayven,” she murmurs, her voice smaller than I’ve ever heard it before. 

“I don’t give a shit, Fee. I will tell Cricket the second we can see her. Do you really want this on her with everything else going on right now?” I question, knowing I’m playing dirty but not giving a single fuck about it. 

With a small snarl I can’t help but find cute as fuck, Fee takes the plate I’m holding and takes a few small bites of food. I know eating is the last thing she wants to be doing since it’s the same way I’m feeling. Looking up across the room, Mason is glaring daggers at me. Yeah, I’d be dead a million times over if he could shoot lasers from his eyes. Too fucking bad. If he was so damned concerned about Ophelia, he would have been the one getting up and making her a plate of food. Hell, if he were anything to her at all, he would have been at the wedding. Mason was nowhere to be found at any point today. Which tells me all I need to know about how Fee truly feels about the man in question. 

“Family of Mrs. Sebring,” a young woman calls out, pulling my attention from the asshole across the room. 

“We’re all family in this room,” my father says as he stands from his chair and moves closer. 

“I’m Doctor Matthews, Cricket’s obstetrician,” she begins and I now understand why Kaiden was so reluctant to trust her with my sister’s safety. “Cricket is in recovery and doing well. We got both of the babies out and there is nothing wrong with them. Both babies are in perfect health and are in the nursery until we move Cricket to her room. Kaiden is with the babies as we speak.”

I let out the breath I was holding and didn’t realize it as a weight lifts off my shoulders. Knowing my sister and her children are okay is the only important thing right now. Fee’s body relaxes into mine for a brief second before she stands up tall once again. Always trying to be so damn strong and supportive for everyone else in her life. It’s about time she accepts comfort from others and learns it’s okay to lean on those around her when she’s not strong enough to handle everything on her own. 

“Why was one of the babies in distress?” my mom asks the doctor.

“It happens sometimes when contractions start. We tried all of the usual methods to get the baby out of distress before taking her in for surgery. It was a last resort for Cricket and we honored her wishes. When nothing we were trying was working, Cricket was the one to tell me to take her in and save her babies,” Doctor Matthews answers her. 

“Was it because she was having twins?” Raiden asks.

Doctor Matthews shrugs. “Maybe? She’s somewhat petite and the body only has so much room. That’s one of those mysteries because it could be any number of reasons for that to occur. The important thing is, all three of them are fine. Congratulations!”

After letting us know we’ll be informed when we can go see my sister, Doctor Matthews leaves the waiting room and we’re once again alone. This time, the room isn’t silent or filled with nothing but tension. I know I won’t relax completely until I see my sister and the twins with my own eyes. Fee and my mom take their seats once again and start eating their food. With the knowledge of nothing being wrong with anyone they love, it’s as if their appetite has reappeared. I can’t really blame them as my own hunger begins to return. 

“Eat something, son,” my dad orders me as he walks up holding out a plate of food for me. 

With a nod of my head, I take my seat by Fee’s side as the door opens again. This time Bane and a few of his guys saunter in with a nod of acknowledgement at us. He makes his way over to my side where I sit with Fee. My dad pulls my mom away so we can talk.

“Everything okay here?” Bane asks, his voice low as he leans down. 

“We just found out it is. One of the babies was in distress and my sister had to be taken in for emergency surgery. She’s in recovery now and Goliath is with his children,” I answer him.

“I’m sorry to hear she went through that. That you all went through not knowing. I’ve got some news for you about the other situation,” Bane states, looking pointedly at Fee. “My guy combed through all the footage and while he could track the guys until they jumped on the highway, there isn’t a single detail to tell us who they are. The tags on the truck they jumped in were reported stolen and the masks weren’t removed while they were outside the truck. Even once they were removed, the men kept the hats covering their hair so we couldn’t even tell what color it was. The windows were tinted almost past the legal point as well. I’m sorry, Scorch, we couldn’t get a fucking thing.”

Frustration fills me. We’ve gotten nothing. Every single time we think we get a lead on who attacked and shot Fee, it comes up a dead end. For six fucking months she’s lived in fear and has only gone to the diner, bar, clubhouse, or locked herself in the duplex. From what Fetch has told me, she uses all the locks on the door and puts a chair up against it under the handle to ensure no one can get inside. All of her windows are locked and she asked Fetch to remove the air conditioner so no one could use that way to get inside and get to her. Fee is so damn paranoid and filled with anxiety she doesn’t know what to do right now. It’s been six months since I’ve seen her relax or do much more than use her fake smile. Yes, I know the difference in her smiles and everyone gets the fake one these days. 

“Thanks for the update, Bane. Once I see the babies and my sister, I’ll head to your clubhouse so I can watch what you’ve found. Maybe pick up on something you guys didn’t notice,” I tell him, appreciating all the hard work his guys have been doing to help us out in this situation.

“We’ll be waiting. Got a room there if you’re gonna stay a day or two.”

Without another word, Bane and his men leave while we continue waiting to be able to see Cricket and the babies. I finally manage to eat some food as we wait. Mason doesn’t make his way back over to where Fee’s sitting either. I don’t need to deal with his bullshit on top of everything else today. So, it’s probably a good thing he’s not pushing me.
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Ophelia

IT FEELS LIKE forever before we get to go see my best friend. I’ve been going out of my mind since learning one of their babies was in distress and nothing was working to correct it. When I was in the room with Cricket and Kaiden, their pain was palpable, filling the room to the point it was suffocating. Still, I wouldn’t have been anywhere else than by their side when they got the news. After hugging my girl and Kaiden, I left the room to fill everyone else in on what was going on. Again, I didn’t mind being the messenger other than knowing I had to tell her brother and parents about the situation. 

Now, I rush to the room Cricket’s in so I can see for myself she’s truly okay. If I don’t know then I won’t be able to breathe without it hurting the way it has been for so long now. I thought it hurt to breathe after being shot, but knowing Cricket was in so much pain and there was something wrong is like nothing else I have ever felt in my life before. Cricket and I are so close, her pain is my pain. Her devastation is my devastation. There is no other way to explain the relationship I have with my best friend. 

“Hey, hooker,” I call out, entering the room as some of the people behind me chuckle. Including Mr. and Mrs. Takle. “How dare you scare me that way. If you ever pull that shit again, I’ll beat your ass and not care if you’re in labor or not!” 

“I love you, cum guzzler,” Cricket returns, an exhausted smile covering her face. 

A small bundle is resting on her chest as I step up directly at her side and look over to Kaiden who’s holding another bundle. In seconds, Drayven is at his side while I turn my attention back to my sister from another mister. Without saying a word, Cricket lifts her baby from her body and hands it over to me. Both blankets are gender neutral so I have no idea if I’m holding a little boy or girl. It’s just like Cricket and Kaiden to keep us guessing for as long as possible. 

Cricket’s mom and dad lean over my shoulder as I carefully hold the baby close to my chest. 

“What are their names?” Mr. Takle questions his daughter as she lets out a small moan while trying to get comfortable in the bed. 

Looking to her husband, he makes his way to her side while Drayven holds the other baby. My damn ovaries just exploded at the sight of this man holding an infant not even an hour old. Drayven is sexy on a good day, put a baby in his arms and the man should come with a warning label. He walks over next to me as we each look down at the babies we’re holding in our arms. These two small babies are so precious and filled with so much innocence I want to protect them with every fiber of my being. 

“Drayven is holding Briar Grace Sebring while Fee is holding Dillion Lars Sebring,” Cricket announces as tears fill my eyes.

Lars and Grace, the Takle’s, shake behind me as they continue to peer down at their grandchildren. Every single person in the room is overcome with emotion right now. Cricket and Kaiden used part of her parents’ names for their son and daughter. I would imagine any other children will have some part of Kaiden’s parents’ name in them. Cricket wouldn’t have it any other way if I’m being honest. 

“So fucking precious,” Dray murmurs, his voice filled with emotion. 

Today has been a first of so many things when it comes to Drayven. He’s been more emotional than I’ve seen him in such a long time. The military has hardened him to the point he doesn’t show his emotions a lot. None of them do. It’s to be expected after everything they’ve had to do and witness while serving. I can’t imagine everything they’ve gone through as individuals and a team. It’s what’s shaped their lives into what they are now. 

Seeing each of the men as they gather around the babies, their faces softened, has me wishing they never endured anything while serving. But, that’s not the kind of men they are; they face their obstacles and challenges head on. However, I’ve noticed that even though Kaiden is still hypervigilant, he’s not as harsh as he was when he first arrived. I think the credit for that is laying in the bed next to him. 

Walking over to her after handing Dillion to his grandma, I carefully sit next to her and wrap my arms around her shoulders. “You did good, little mama,” I whisper. She starts to sniffle and I shake my head at her. “Nuh-uh. No tears, woman. This is a day to remember! You’ve got him locked in for eternity plus these two little cuties. He can’t fuck up and forget either y’all’s anniversary or their birthday!”

Her giggles soon have me laughing until she clutches her stomach. Pulling from an old memory, I grab the pillow that’s on the edge of her bed and hand it to her. “What’s this for?” she grumbles while wincing in pain.

“Place that over your stomach, Cricket and lightly press down. It’ll help whenever you sneeze or laugh,” I advise. 

After hanging out for a few more minutes, I know it’s time for me to take my leave. I don’t know how the hell I’m getting home, but I’ll figure something out. My car is at the clubhouse and I’m not about to ask Mr. Takle to leave his family to take me home. No one needs to leave on my account after such an eventful day. Giving my girl another hug, I move over to Kaiden and give him one too.

“I’ll walk you out,” he informs me as he leaves his children in the safety of his brothers.

Once we’re far enough away from the room, Kaiden slings his arm over my shoulder.

“I know today has been so hard on you. I can’t thank you enough for being there for Cricket and making today something special for her. For putting together all the food and everything else you’ve done the last few days. It will be your turn soon, Fee,” Kaiden assures me as my heart cracks open a little more.

“No, it won’t. And that’s okay,” I assure him as I spot Mason sitting in the regular waiting room just before the elevators. “Go back to your family and enjoy them. You’re a lucky man, Kaiden Sebring. Don’t take them for granted.”

“Never,” he whispers before pulling me in for one more hug. 

Casting one last look at Mason, Kaiden makes his way toward the room his family is in. There isn’t a doubt in my mind he didn’t really want to leave his family just to walk me out. He’s way too protective and in love for it to be the case. However, he’s a good man and friend who will always do what’s best for those he cares about. Cricket and Kaiden make a perfect match in how they view the world and treat everyone in their small circle they love. 

“Hey,” Mason greets me, his face already covered in a frown as he stares at me. 

“Hey. I’m sorry about earlier. I was so upset with what was going on with Cricket. I’m glad you’re here though,” I tell him, letting him wrap his arm around me as we head for the elevator to head down. 

“I came as soon as I got your message,” he informs me, confusing me because I don’t remember sending him one. 

“Thank you,” I tell him honestly. “Can you take me to the duplex? I’ll make us some dinner and we can relax.”

“Of course.”

Walking out to Mason’s car, he opens the door for me and helps me inside before shutting the door and moving around to the driver’s side. He’s nothing less than a gentleman every single time we’re together. Life would be so much easier if I could only love this man. Mason’s a very attractive man who has his life together. He knows what he wants and isn’t afraid to go after it. When we’re together, Mason is very attentive and makes me feel special. Still, I’m not sure it’s enough to build a life together on. Especially when I know my parents would love me being with the man sitting next to me.

Guiding the car out of the hospital parking lot, he keeps both hands on the steering wheel as he pays complete attention on the road in front of him. Every single time we’re in the car together, it’s the same thing. Attention on the road, no conversation of any kind, if the radio is on at all it’s so low nothing can be heard, and both hands are on the steering wheel at all times. Yes, I know that’s the proper way to drive and all that, but he’s so prim and proper at times I can’t stand it. It’s a massive reminder of how I grew up and what I no longer want in my life. 

Cricket showed me what it’s like to have some wild and crazy around. To truly live freely and love with everything in my heart and soul. That’s the kind of love I want with a man. Someone who lets me be myself while ensuring he supports me when I need it. I’m independent and have no problem doing everything on my own. At the end of the day, I want a man who will love me for me. As I will love him for him. Not a single person alive is perfect. I believe there’s someone out there perfect for me though. A man who completes me in ways no one else will. Mason is not that man. Still, I won’t end things with him because he means I’m not alone and have someone at my side. Maybe one day I can grow to love him and want him no matter what he does or says. 

It may seem cruel and callous, but that’s how I feel. I’m willing to spend the time with him to see if my feelings may change down the road. Maybe Mason will become the perfect guy for me. Someone who’s boring, dependable, loving, caring, and willing to let me be around the one person he knows I’ve had feelings for in the past. I should start spending more time away from the clubhouse where I don’t have to worry about seeing Drayven and having him in my face all the time. It’s exhausting to constantly hide from him or avoid the man who will always own a piece of my heart.

“Is your bodyguard going to be showing up tonight?” Mason questions me as he parks the car in front of my duplex. 

“Drayven?” I ask, turning to look at him in confusion. “No. He’s at the hospital with his sister and family. I’m sure there’s a lot to do at the clubhouse after having to rush from Cricket’s wedding ceremony earlier.”

“So we get a night all to ourselves and don’t have to worry about anyone interrupting,” he says, a bright smile lighting up his face. 

“Yep,” I hesitate, not sure what Mason is thinking of right now. “Did you have something in mind to do?” 

“Yeah, I do. I’ve wanted you for so long, Ophelia. Tonight we can take things to the next step,” Mason states, his voice leaving no room as to what he means.

“Um, Mason, you should know I’m a virgin. I’m not ready to change that status either,” I say, knowing tonight isn’t going to go how he planned.

“Really? You would think with a friend like Cricket you would have followed in her footsteps,” he says nonchalantly as if he’s not insulting the most important person in my life. 

“Excuse me!” I yell out, letting my temper flare. “I think this was a mistake. I like you Mason, but you’re not about to insult my best friend and think it’s okay. You have no clue what the hell you’re talking about.”

“I think you’re right, Ophelia. This was all a mistake. You don’t even want me to begin with. I thought I could overcome it, but you’re in love with a man who doesn’t want you and never will,” Mason growls out, showing me a side of him I’ve never witnessed before. “He goes out of his way to piss you off because the big, bad, veteran is too scared to tell you how he feels.”

“I’m done, Mason. Don’t ever contact me again. You’re more like Knox and his band of fuckers than I ever anticipated. To think I believed you were one of the good guys left. Thank you for giving me a ride home. I’d say I enjoyed our time together, but that would be a lie. Much like everything I’ve told you since we started talking about the possibility of me getting over Drayven and being able to move on,” I yell at him knowing this has been one gigantic mistake. “And that’s just one of the many fucking reasons I never would have brought you to Cricket’s wedding. She doesn’t deserve trash like you ruining her special day. And yes, you are true trash, Mason. Go live the rest of your life behind the gates of the rich and powerful in Odin’s Gap. That’s where you belong.” 

“That’s where you belong too, Ophelia. You’re just too stubborn to let your parents make the proper decisions for you,” Mason gets the last word in as I slam his car door behind me.
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