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Fifteen months ago

The wedding march began. Smokey pushed himself to his feet with the rest of the guests and turned toward the doors at the rear of the hall. He didn’t want to be here, but his father had insisted. The Bussards had been friends with his family longer than either he or Tania had been alive. Smokey’s father insisted it would be an insult they couldn’t come back from if Smokey didn’t attend. 

Only then did he realize that sitting in the back of the hall with the intent of having the worst view had failed. Now he had a front row seat to see Tania as the door opened and she started down the aisle to her new life. 

One without him. 

As the door opened, the sight of Tania in her white dress, which hugged her body, left no doubt she had curves in all the right places. Smokey knew the pearls around her neck had belonged to her mother; she’d told him long ago that she wanted to wear something old and something borrowed when she got married. He fought the urge to look at her face. He didn’t want to see how happy she was. Instead, Smokey glanced at her father standing beside her. He met the older man’s gaze and nodded. The other man nodded in greeting. Then it was time. 

Arm in arm, Mr. Bussard escorted the only woman who had ever tempted Smokey into settling down with down the aisle. A wrenching pain in Smokey's chest made him gaze upon her face. She was staring back at him. The crystal blue eyes that had always enchanted him had widened, as if she couldn’t believe he was there. 

Something passed through her eyes, but disappeared before he could identify it. He kept his eyes on her as Tania and Mr. Bussard slowly made their way past him and continued down the aisle. Once they’d passed, he pulled the flask from the inside pocket of his jacket and took a sip. The whiskey he’d filled it with burned on the way down but it wasn’t as bad as the burn in his chest. 

Smokey managed to keep his silence through the ceremony, even going so far as to bite his lip when the pastor asked if there were any objections. That had been more difficult than he’d imagined. 

When the ceremony ended and the happy couple went off to take photos, they directed the guests to help themselves to some snacks that had been laid out, and to avail themselves of the open bar. Smokey made his way into the reception hall with the rest of the guests and headed straight for the bar. Sure, he had whiskey with him, but wandering around with a glass like everyone else had would be less pathetic than sneaking a drink from his flask, so the less he did that, the better. He ordered two double shots of the only scotch they had on hand, a twelve-year-old Glenfiddich. When they were served, he downed the first, then stacked the empty cup under the second double and carried that as he walked away. 

“Glad to see you made it.” Smokey’s father came up and clapped him on the back. “And that you wore something other than that vest.” 

“It’s a cut, Dad, and if I wasn’t the only brother here, I’d have worn it instead of this damned jacket.” He cranked his head to one side, wondering if his father would chew his ass if he loosened his tie. He hated the fucking thing and had only worn it because his father had insisted. 

To hell with it, he thought as he tugged at his tie, loosening it a touch, and not caring how it looked. He’d rather look a little sloppy than be strangled for another minute. 

****
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After toasts had been made, dinner had been served, and the dishes cleared away, a band started playing in one corner and the emcee announced that they were going to start the fun with the couple’s first dance. Looking at them together, her new husband with pale blue eyes, Smokey couldn’t help but think what pretty blue-eyed babies they would make. He wanted to stand up and shout that her babies should be his, but he stayed silent. 

Smokey wanted to get up and walk out. He didn’t want to be here. He couldn’t guess how many times he’d pictured this moment, but never had Tania danced with anyone but him. But he kept his ass in the chair and continued to sip at his scotch. He hadn’t bothered to count how many he’d had but Raven had heard where he was going tonight and informed him he would not be driving himself. The Fallen Angels president had assigned one of the prospects to be his ride for the night. Dax had dropped him off earlier and would be here to pick him up when Smokey was ready. All he had to do was send a text. 

Why hadn’t he sent the message and gotten out of here already? 

Because something was off. Something about Tania tickled something in the back of his mind. 

Smokey watched as Tania and her new husband Rod moved around the dance floor. He wanted to get up, to shove the prick aside, and take Tania for his own. Yet she had chosen that loser, and not him. Her gaze met his across the dance floor and instantly, Smokey was reminded of the last time he’d seen her. 

Tania had shown up at his place at almost two in the morning a couple of months back. She’d beat on the door until he’d let her in. That was when he discovered she was drunk. He hadn’t been all that sober either so it hadn’t occurred to him to stop her when she started peeling out of her clothes, then turned and did the same for him. 

Smokey found himself shifting in his seat as his cock stiffened and became uncomfortable in his jeans as he remembered all the things they’d done to each other that night. When he’d woken the next morning, she’d been gone. He’d reached out a couple of times, texting her, calling and leaving a voice mail, but they hadn’t talked since. 

The first song ended and the happy couple moved to one side. Smokey watched as Rod handed Tania a glass of champagne, then picked up a beer for himself. She didn’t even pretend to sip as the emcee announced the father-daughter dance. Tania and Mr. Bussard moved out onto the dance floor. Smokey got up and went to the bar. 

By the time he made it back, Tania and her father were making their way off the floor to be replaced by Rod and his mother. Smokey didn’t care about them. He kept his gaze on Tania. He saw as she picked up the champagne she’d left on the table earlier and moved about the room talking and visiting with others. When she reached a far corner, Smokey was surprised to see her glance around to make sure she wasn’t being watched then she poured the drink into a vase. 

That's odd, Smokey thought, keeping an eye on her. She moved away from the vase and through the guests again, stopping to talk to people here and there as she made her way to the bar. The short line parted to let her to the front, as the bride. Smokey was too far away to hear what she ordered but he had just the right angle to see that the bartender poured water over ice and handed it to her. 

Drinking water wasn’t that big of a deal, but after pouring out the champagne? Now he had to wonder. Tania took the glass from the bartender and turned to face the group, her gaze meeting his for an instant before she turned to watch her new husband and his mother. He’d seen something there, he knew it but what? He thought it was fear but of what? Was she drinking water for a reason? He wouldn’t ask, and may never know the truth, but he suspected the wedding had come up so fast because somewhere along the line, she’d had two pink lines appear. 

That was his cue to get out of here. 

Smokey pulled out his phone and sent Dax a text. He tossed back the last of his drink, stood and moved to the bride. 

“Congratulations, Tania. You’re beautiful tonight and I wish you every happiness. You deserve it.” He gave her a quick hug then turned away and headed for the door, stopping to say goodbye to her parents as well as his. He made it to the parking lot just as an old pickup pulled into the lot. 

Thank god it was over. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One

[image: ]




Present Day

Smokey pushed his cart through the grocery store, his mind more on getting what he needed and getting out of the store than paying attention to where he was going or who was around him. He was walking down the aisle, his eyes on the shelf as he searched for his favorite brand of tortilla chips and cursed whoever rearranged the fucking shelves. He wanted to knock shit down and yell but taking his shitty mood out on the manager and staff would do no good and possibly get him banned from the store, then he’d have to drive all the way to Billings to get groceries.

His cart ran into something and stopped cold, making him lean forward over the handle before he caught himself and straightened. Glancing around, he found that he’d managed to run into the cart of a woman with a small child in the front seat of the basket. 

“I’m so sorry,” Smokey said, moving around his cart to check on them. “I wasn’t watching where I was going. Did I hurt you?” He glanced at the woman’s face for the first time. Her large sunglasses didn’t keep him from recognizing her as Tania. 

“I’m okay.” Her voice was soft and hesitant in a way he’d never heard before. 

Smokey tilted his head and watched her more closely. A hint of purple peeked from beneath her sunglasses. Without thinking, he reached up and gently slid the glasses down her nose. The deep blacks and purples of the huge shiner made him clench his teeth. If that fucker had done this to her, Smokey would find him and end him. 

“What happened?” Smokey fought to keep his tone gentle and his voice calm. “Did you have a fight?” 

Tania shook her head but pressed her lips together. Smokey knew that meant she wasn’t going to tell him. Her gaze flicked to the cart, to the baby sitting there watching them with big pale brown eyes. Smokey followed her gaze and found the baby blinking and laughing. For a moment, it didn’t register. 

The baby was dressed in a blue top, jeans, and tiny boots. At the bottom of the cart lay a tiny, puffy coat. 

“What’s his name?” he asked, glancing back at Tania. There was no missing apprehension in her blue eyes. 

Wait. Blue eyes. That’s when he remembered the moment in the wedding when he’d thought about the babies she would have with the fucker she married. How could two blue-eyed people have a baby with brown eyes? 

“Carter Edward Werner.” 

Smokey’s gaze snapped back to her face. “Carter?” Why had she named her baby his middle name? It wasn’t like she didn’t know it. She’d known his full name since they were kids, just like he knew her middle name was Michelle. The guilt on her face was clear to anyone who knew her as well as he did. Smokey turned back to the baby, studying him more closely this time. “How old is he?” 

“Eight months.” 

Smokey didn’t take the time to do the math down to the day, but that sounded about right for when she’d shown up drunk. He started to lift the baby from the carrier, then froze, and turned back to Tania. “May I?” The words stuck in his throat. He wasn’t used to asking anyone for permission, but if this was his son, he wouldn’t want just anyone coming in and picking him up, so he asked. 

Tania nodded, closing her eyes for a moment. 

Smokey released the strap around Carter’s middle, hooked his hands under the baby’s arms, and lifted him out of the seat. Then he moved him to rest against his chest and inhaled the sweet baby powder scent as he searched the baby’s face. 

Was that his mother’s nose? Smokey wasn’t sure, but now that he looked at the kid more closely, he definitely had Smokey’s chin, and that had come from Smokey's own father. 

“He’s mine, isn’t he?” He turned his body so he could see Tania without having to turn away from his son. 

“Yes,” she barely whispered. 

“Why didn’t you tell me? If you wanted to get married, I would have married you.” His voice was soft as he looked at his son. Taking in his chubby cheeks and full lips, Smokey noticed that the kid had started blowing spit bubbles and laughing when they popped.

“I didn’t tell anyone. By the time I found out, Daddy pushed me to marry Rod. If he found out, he would have just insisted I do it faster. There were already so many rumors flying. I couldn’t make it worse by dropping him and marrying someone else.” She dropped her head so she was looking at the floor. 

“Does he know?” 

“Daddy or Rod?” 

“The shithead you married.” 

“Tim—” 

“I go by Smokey now. Mom’s the only one who gets to call me that anymore.”

She nodded slowly but didn’t look up or meet his gaze. “Smokey then. Yes. He knows.” 

Smokey made sure Carter was secure in one arm then gently lifted her chin until she reluctantly met his gaze. 

“Is that what this is?” Smokey smoothed the back of one finger gently along the side of her face, indicating her black eye. 

Tears pooled in her eyes as she nodded. 

“Do you love him?” It was something he had to know. He was about to change everyone’s lives, and he had to know how much fight he’d get from her. 

Tania shook her head. 

“Where is he now?” 

“At work.” 

“When do you expect him back?” 

“He gets off at five thirty. He’s usually home by six.” 

Smokey checked his watch. 9:23 AM. They had plenty of time. 

“Other than your father, is there a reason you stay with him?”

“I have nowhere to go. No job. No money to support us. I’m stuck.” A single tear trembled on the edge of her lashes trickled down her cheek. Smokey reached up and wiped it away, sucking the moisture from his thumb before pulling his phone from his cut. He dialed Raven and put the phone to his ear. 

“This is Raven,” the club president said. 

“Hey, it’s me. I’ve got a situation. I need someone to bring a vehicle we can put a car seat in to Jeff’s. I’m also going to need a room at the clubhouse for a few days and a few men willing to do some heavy work this afternoon. I’ll explain the whole thing to you when we get there.” He glanced up and caught Tania’s gaze. She stared at him wide eyed but remained silent.

“Well, don’t say hello or anything,” Raven grumped. “I take it someone’s in danger?” 

“You got it.” 

“I’ll have someone at Jeff’s in the next twenty minutes. Do you need bodies for back up or just for transport?”

“Just transport for now.” He’d go into detail about what was going on when he had a chance to sit down with the president and the rest of the officers. 

“No problem. See you when you get here.” Raven disconnected without saying goodbye. Smokey shoved the phone back in his pocket and glanced down into the cart he’d lifted Carter out of. 

“What do you need for you and him?” Smokey jerked his chin toward the cart. 

“Just the formula and baby food for him. The rest was for dinner tonight and tomorrow.

“Move what you need to my cart and we’ll go to check out.” 

He watched as she moved the items from her cart to his. 

“Do you have enough diapers and stuff with you to last a couple of days?” He planned to go get their things this afternoon but he wanted to be prepared in case something came up and they weren’t able to get to it. 

“I could do a few hours, but not a couple of days.” 

“Then let’s go grab what you need.” Smokey grabbed the front of the cart and pulled it past hers, hugging Carter with the other arm. He’d just found out he had a son, and he wasn’t ready to set him down. 

Not yet. 
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Chapter Two
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Tania blinked and watched as Tim—no he went by Smokey now—walked away, her son in his arms as he towed his cart behind them. After several steps, he stopped and twisted around. 

“Coming? I don’t know where the diapers are. I can find them but I still don’t know what size he wears.” 

That got her moving. She glanced at her cart, wondering if she should put all that stuff back where she’d gotten it. 

“Just leave it. The staff will put it away,” Smokey said. 

She hurried to catch up with him. In the last year, she’d learned not to let a man wait on you if you could avoid it. Smokey had never hurt her, but she didn’t know if he’d hidden that part of himself the same way Rod had. And she didn’t want to find out. 

She caught up with him. Taking the handle of the cart, she headed for the row with the diapers. When she took control of the cart, Smokey fell into step beside her, one hand resting on the small of her back or on her hip as they walked, sending warmth through her. 

Why did Smokey have to be the one that stirred things deep inside her? Why couldn’t it have been the man her father wanted her to marry? But then if he had, then she’d be stuck loving the man who’d beaten her the night before. The bruise Smokey had found wasn’t her only one. Just the only one she couldn’t hide under her clothes. It was November, so her long sleeves and scarf didn’t seem out of place. 

She wasn’t looking forward to getting wherever Smokey planned to take them, when she’d have to shed her outer layer and he would see more of what Rod had done to her. At the same time, she couldn’t help but be glad he’d found out and that he was getting them out of the situation.

Tania didn’t think Smokey would hurt either her or Carter, but she hadn’t thought Rod would either. And look how wrong she’d been about that. She told him which diapers would fit, he pulled a big box down then a couple packages of wipes too and dropped them both in the car, never hesitating as he balanced Carter in one arm and managed everything else with his other. 

She couldn’t help but smile as she watched Smokey with their son. In the five minutes he’d known about Carter, he had shown the boy more attention and affection than her husband had. And until the day before, Rod believed Carter was his. 

Tania took a deep breath and pushed away thoughts of Rod. She didn’t know how she would deal with him, only that she couldn’t stay. But until now, there had been nowhere to go. 

She followed Smokey as he went to the register. When he started loading things onto the belt one handed, she moved up and helped. She tried to pay with the debit card Rod had given her for groceries and essentials. It only had a limited amount available but it would cover this. Smokey handed the cashier a wad of cash, shooting her a scowl as he lifted the bags into the cart, still holding Carter. She wondered if she’d be able to get the boy out of his arms to put him in his car seat. 

“Hold up,” Tania said, speaking to another adult without being spoken to first for the first time in longer than she cared to remember. She reached into the cart and pulled out Carter’s jacket. “It’s cold out there. He needs his coat.” She wrestled the baby into his coat while Smokey held him and tried to help. “Okay. We can go out now.” She settled herself behind the handle of the cart once more. 

Smokey didn’t move, but stood still, staring at her. Tania frowned. Why wasn’t he going out? Surely the car he’d called for would be out there waiting on them. 

“You forgot something,” Smokey said, dropping his gaze to the cart. She glanced down to see what he was looking at and realized he was looking at her coat. She hadn’t forgotten it, she hadn’t wanted to make him wait longer on her. Not knowing what to say, she pulled her coat out of the cart and put it on. Once she zipped the front, he nodded and headed for the door. Tania grabbed the cart and followed, wondering what that was all about. 

“Where’d you park?” Smokey asked as they stepped into the cold air. At least the wind wasn’t blowing. That would only make the day more miserable. 

“Over there. The Escalade.” 

“I can make sure you have everything you need, Tania, but I can’t afford to keep you kitted out like he can. Are you sure you’re ready to give that up?” 

“I never wanted the money,” she said, shaking her head. “I don’t know what I wanted. But it wasn’t Rod or what his money could buy.” She blinked rapidly, trying to hold back the tears that were so close to falling. 

He stopped beside the big SUV she’d indicated and waited while she dug out her keys and hit “unlock.” 

“Why start it? We’re just going to get your shit out and leave the truck here,” Smokey said with a frown. 

“Carter. He needs to get inside and be warm. It’s too cold to keep him outside for long.” 

Smokey looked at the baby in his arms, then opened the door to the middle row of seats. 

“How does this thing work?” he called out the door. 

“You can just set him in the seat for now. We’ll pull him out to move the seat, but at least sitting in there he’s out of the elements and will be warm.” She glanced around wondering if Rob had someone watching her or if they’d manage to get out of here and to wherever Smokey was taking them. The clubhouse most likely. 

That thought alone sent butterflies divebombing in her belly until she thought she must have ostriches in there instead. She’d heard a lot of rumors about what happened at the Fallen Angels club house but she’d never been there. Her father spent years telling her that only sluts went to the clubhouse and he wasn’t raising a slut. But she couldn’t see the Tim she’d known growing up having anything to do with a group like that. After last night and what the man her father had chosen for her did, she didn’t much care what her father thought. 

She hadn’t gone to him because she knew he wouldn’t help. She might not have ever seen him hit her mother but she knew something wasn’t right between them. It wasn’t something she could have explained to anyone, but she’d felt it for a long time. 

A car she didn’t recognize pulled up and parked directly behind the SUV. She looked at it for a moment wondering if it was the guy Smokey had called or if it was someone sent by Rod. They turned the car off and the driver got out. The moment she recognized his leather vest, she had to hold back the laugh that threatened to bubble free. She didn’t know why. Nothing about this was funny. 

“Hey, David,” Smokey addressed the guy as he came toward them. “You know anything about car seats?” 

David looked about nineteen to Tania. Unless he had siblings who were much younger, she didn’t think he’d know much about how to install a car seat. 

“Sure. If they’re in the front, you want buckets, in the back go for a bench. Bench seats are way more comfortable to lay someone down and get a little loving.” 

Smokey back handed the newcomer’s shoulder. “Baby seats, you dumbass.” 

“Baby seats? Nope. I’ve done my best to avoid ever having to deal with one of those.” 

“Your luck just ran out. I need Carter’s seat moved from here into your car.” 

David’s eyes went wide and he looked back and forth from the SUV to his car and back again. 

“You’ve got a baby in there?” He looked at the SUV with what Tania could only call panic. 

“Relax. It’s not like I’m asking you to raise him. Or even to hold him. I just need his car seat moved.” 

“I can install the seat if you’ll hold him,” Tania offered. 

“Are you sure?” Smokey turned his attention to her. 

“I put it in this. I can move it.” 

“Your husband didn’t help?” Smokey asked with narrowed eyes. 

She just shook her head and moved to the rear door to get started. After easing Smokey out of her way, she climbed up into the seat and lifted Carter into her arms. 

“There you are, sweetheart. We’ll get your seat moved then we’ll get somewhere safe. Your daddy will make sure no one hurts you.” She kept her voice low enough only Carter would be able to hear her. She kissed the fine dark hair covering the top of his head, then turned and handed him off to Smokey, and went to work removing the safety seat. “Tell me more about this club of yours. I’m assuming they’re not the criminals and whoremongers Dad called them.” 

“We’re not. Though I’m not surprised to hear that’s what your dad said. We’re a group of men with our own sense of right and wrong. Our own standards for living. We’re a family, if not a traditional one. We’re not related by blood, or at least most of us aren’t. We all know that if we have trouble, the other Fallen Angels will have our backs. Do we always follow the letter of the law? Not exactly. But we’re also not out there knocking over liquor stores, dealing drugs, or forcing women to sell their bodies. Are there women at the club house who will sleep with any of the guys? Yes. We call them Mama’s and every single one of them is there because they choose to be. If they want to leave, they’re free to go. 

“I don’t know if you’re aware, but Elkhorn County has the lowest crime for a hundred miles around. That’s not an accident. It’s because the Fallen Angels don’t put up with a lot of that shit in our territory, and Elkhorn County is our territory.” 

She stopped what she was doing and stared at him for a moment. “I didn’t know that. If Dad knows that, why does he hate you all so much?” 

“You’d have to ask him, but if you do, I’d be prepared for him to brush you off or misdirect you. Personally, I think he doesn’t like that we help keep the county clean. He either thinks we’re nothing but a bunch of dirty bikers, not good enough for his country club scene, or he’s up to something he doesn’t want us finding out about so we never turn our attention on him.” 

Tania wanted to say her father wouldn’t do that, but if she was being honest with herself, could she really? She hadn’t gone to him over what Rod had done for a reason. Fifteen minutes later, she had it in the back seat of the small crossover and Carter strapped inside. While she’d been busy with the car, David had moved everything else from the Escalade except for her phone. Smokey had asked who paid for it. When she’d told him it had been Rod, he said leave it behind. He would get her a new one. Her phone and the car keys were in the glove box, and the rest of the stuff had been moved into the space behind the rear seat with the groceries they’d bought. She settled into the seat beside Carter while Smokey and David got into the front seat. 

“Where to?” David asked as he put the car in gear. He’d started it a few minutes earlier to keep the heat running for Carter. 

“The clubhouse. Raven is waiting for us.” 
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Chapter Three
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Smokey spent the ten minutes it took to get back to the clubhouse trying to control his temper and try to think this through. Why hadn’t she come to him? He would have taken care of her and Carter. But she’d married Rod instead, and now look at where they were. 

He couldn’t imagine letting her go back to that asshole, but at the same time, he knew he couldn’t stop her. But what he could do was stop her from putting his son back in that situation. 

Smokey took a deep breath and forced himself to let it out slowly. Tania hadn’t fought him when he’d said he was taking her. She’d done nothing but help him. Did she want out? 

The only way he would know would be to sit down and talk to her. They had a few things to do before they had time for that. 

“How much stuff do you have at the house that you want out?” he asked, addressing Tania for the first time since they’d left Jeff’s.

“Not much. I need our clothes and a few of Carter’s toys. Just his favorite ones that he can’t seem to sleep without.” 

“None of the furniture?”

“No, Rod paid for it all. I don’t want anything more from him than I have to accept. If I had the money to replace all our things I’d say to hell with him and walk away from it all.”

“I’ll take care of whatever you need, Shell.” He fell into the old nickname as if it was all he’d ever used. It was a shortened version of her middle name, Michelle, but as far as he knew, he was the only one to call her by it. “But I don’t have bottomless pockets, so let’s take advantage of what you do have. Can you make a list and text it to me? I’ll get your keys and send a couple of guys over with the list after we get to the clubhouse.” 
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