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For Rose,

one of the kindest, most generous souls I’ve ever encountered


Knowing yourself is the beginning of all wisdom.

—ARISTOTLE
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ERIN

I don’t know what I’m doing here.

Well, that’s not entirely true. I guess I do know what I’m doing here.

I just don’t know how I’m going to get through it.

I’m so out of my element, out of my comfort zone, yet that determined, stubborn part of me will not give up until I finish what I came here to do. He might not want me, or want anything to do with me, but at least I will know. At least I can say I tried. And if I know, I can close the chapter on this part of my life. I can stop wondering and wishing, and playing out the what-ifs in my mind.

It’s a Saturday night, and I just got out of the taxi that drove me straight here from the bus station. When I walk toward the building, I know I’ve made a huge mistake in choosing today to come, but it’s too late to go back now. It’s not what I thought it would look like. I was picturing some kind of warehouse, not a large two-story home set on a couple acres of land. Just passing by, you would think a regular family lived here. Not a bunch of bikers. But as you get closer, you start to hear the loud music blasting and see people everywhere. I wring my hands together, giving myself a little pep talk before I enter.

I can do this.

No one pays attention to me as I approach the door, which is probably a good thing, yet it has me questioning myself even more. I look down at my worn, ripped blue jeans and black ankle boots. Should I have tried to look nicer? First impressions matter, as my mother always told me. Though I might not get the best one of him right now, during what seems to be a wild party, I still want him to think the world of me, not that I’d ever admit that out loud. I glance at the people congregating around their motorcycles. Men dressed in black from head to toe, wearing leather vests, all quite intimidating in their stature and demeanor—tall, broad, and mostly tattooed—and women showing off a lot of skin. I look away quickly, not wanting to make eye contact with any of them. These people look like they could eat me alive. Like the large man with the beard, or the woman standing next to him, dressed in tight leather, a collar around her neck, staring intently at me. And yet something inside me won’t let me walk away.

I’m so close now.

I have to do this.

As I lift my hand to push open the door, my black crop top rides up, and I feel cool air hit my stomach. I pull my top down as I step in, my eyes taking in everything around me.

It’s like a whole other world inside.

All the research I did before coming here didn’t prepare me for what I see.

There are men filling the dimly lit room, some sitting and some standing, a cloud of smoke surrounding them. Most are in the same leather vests as I saw outside, and I stare at the words written on the back of one. CURSED RAVENS MC. A motorcycle club. I’m definitely in the right place.

There are women laughing and dancing, not like one would in a club, unless it was a strip club. I see two of them dancing on each other, and for a moment I watch, both shocked and mesmerized. I notice a few of the men watching them, which is clearly their goal. I don’t know what to think.

I feel frozen in place, not sure how I’m meant to find him in this crowd. I’ve never seen anything like this in my life. I shake my head and drag my eyes away from the show in front of me, scanning the hordes of people. As my eyes pass a man sitting directly across from me, I do a double take.

Maybe because he’s looking right back at me.

Or maybe it’s because he’s the sexiest man I’ve ever seen in real life.

Sitting in the middle of a black leather couch, with a woman on either side of him, he’s dressed in all black, a contrast to his light hair. I can’t see his eye color from here, but I know that they too are light. Everything else about him, however, is dark. He doesn’t smile as he takes me in from head to toe and back again, and I have to wonder what he sees. One of the women whispers something in his ear, but he doesn’t pay her any attention; he doesn’t even turn his head. No, he’s still watching me, like a wolf would his prey. And I cannot look away, caught in his gaze. I should, but for some reason, I don’t want to.

A whistle to the right of me gets my attention though, as a dark-haired man approaches me, licking his lips lavishly. I don’t like the look in this man’s brown eyes.

“And what do we have here?” he rumbles, glancing behind me, checking out my ass. “I don’t think I’ve seen you around before.”

Is he seriously trying to recognize me by my ass?

A sliver of unease hits me. Just how far out of my element am I? What if it’s unsafe for me to be here? I didn’t even consider that this could be risky. I was so focused on finding my way here that I didn’t think of the dangers.

I’m not sure how this is going to play out, and I don’t like the way this man is looking at me like I’m a piece of meat. Like he could have me if he wanted to; like I am a sure thing. A man who is used to getting what he wants. I’ve never met any bikers before, and I don’t know what to think right now. I’m here for one reason only, and it’s not to chat with any of these random men.

I turn to face him. “I haven’t been here before,” I admit, shifting on my feet. “And I’m also totally out of your league. I’m actually looking for—”

“I know just what you’re looking for,” he says, grinning. He’d be good-looking if he wasn’t such a creep. My sister, Eden, and I do this little motion when a guy seems too . . . pervy. It’s a sprinkle action with our fingers, one that represents someone spiking a drink. If she were here, we’d both be doing it right now. This guy is way too sleazy for his own good. Does this actually work on some women?

“Why don’t you come back to my room so I can give it to you?” He gently grabs my upper arm, but I pull away before he can lead me anywhere.

“No, thank you,” I say, lifting my chin and looking him in the eye. “I’d rather stick needles into my eyeballs and roll around on the floor than go anywhere with you.”

He arches a brow. “Sassy, aren’t you? Have a certain member in mind then? Trust me, whoever it is they won’t give a fuck if you give me a little taste first. I like the whole . . . innocent vibe you have going on. I’m Shack, by the way. Remember it, because you might be screaming it later.”

Yeah, no.

That innocent shit isn’t a vibe, and I need to get out of this situation right now before he figures that out and probably kicks my ass out of here before I can find Gage.

I look back to the man sitting on the couch, and Shack catches it and barks out a laugh. “Yeah, of course it’s Ace you’re after.”

Ace.

The name suits him. I wish it were him over here talking to me instead of this creeper. “Who’s this, Shack?” a man with blond dreads asks, studying me, but not in a sleazy way. More curious. He has beautiful amber eyes and an easygoing, calm vibe that I can’t help but want to soak up. The golden stubble on his cheeks adds to his appeal.

“I call dibs,” Shack replies, flashing his teeth. “As soon as I can get her to give up on fucking Ace tonight.”

I’ve officially had enough.

I’m normally a very calm, sweet woman, but the minute I’m pushed too far I tend to have a bit of a temper. Things obviously run a little differently around here, something I wasn’t necessarily prepared for, but I don’t care who these men are, they can’t talk about me like I’m not right here. Like I’m less than them just because I’m a woman and not part of their world.

Throwing my hands up in the air, I yell, “I’m not here to fuck anyone! And stop talking about me like I’m not standing here; it’s fucking rude. I’m here to see Gage Liam Parker. So if one of you would kindly direct me his way, that would be greatly appreciated.”

As soon as the words leave my mouth I can feel the shift in the room, the sudden change in the atmosphere. It’s almost as if all the air gets sucked out, leaving me struggling to breathe, as the men look at me in a completely different way, their joking demeanor gone.

“How do you know the name of our president?” Shack asks me, eyes narrowed and jaw tight.

I didn’t know Gage was their president, right up until this moment.

Shit.

Now it’s as if he’s assessing a threat. It’s better than seeing the lust that was in his eyes, but only barely. I’d laugh at the thought of me being a danger to anyone, but I don’t want to push them any further than I already have.

This time when Shack’s hand clasps around my upper arm, it is not gentle, nor is it playful. His whole demeanor has changed—no longer sleazy, a dangerous edge about him.

“Who are you?” he demands, tightening his hold.

“Let her go,” a deep, hypnotic voice says. I turn my head to see Ace’s handsome face up close. It’s even more perfect than I thought it would be. His light gray eyes give nothing away; they are lifeless, but also so beautiful that it almost hurts to look directly into them. The hair on my skin stands on end, a shiver taking over my body. I’ve never reacted like this to anyone before, and I don’t know why it’s happening right now. I feel like simultaneously running to him and away from him. Or maybe I need to do one or the other.

Shack lets me go but moves his body closer to mine, as if I might try to run away. Fear fills me. Damn. I should’ve thought this out better. I don’t even know if I’m allowed to be standing here, but being surrounded by these three imposing men, I don’t know what to think or do. I can hear Eden’s voice in my head, telling me that I shouldn’t have come here. That it’s not a good idea. That something could happen to me, but I didn’t listen. Eden and I are so very different, and although she will always love and support me, that doesn’t mean she will ever understand me. I’ve always been the black sheep of the family, and a little reckless, and now I know why.

“I’ll get the prez,” Dreads says, leaving me sandwiched between Ace and Shack.

“What’s the problem?” Ace asks his friend, a muscle ticking in his cheek. “Is she too much for you to handle?”

Shack says something to him quietly that I can’t hear, but I can guess what he’s telling him.

Ace brings his eyes back to me, once again giving nothing away. If it’s possible, they’re even more guarded than before. What did I do now?

“Who are you? Another woman wanting to fuck her way up to the top?” Ace asks me, before he shares a look with Shack. “They’re starting young these days, aren’t they, brother?”

“Young and delicious,” Shack replies, staring at my chest.

Total creep.

I give them both the finger. They’re assholes. Why do they have to make assumptions? These men clearly have major trust issues. What do they think I’m going to do? I’m half their size, in height and width, and they could easily restrain me if they wanted to. They think I’m here because I want to fuck my way to the top of the club? They have no fucking idea. If only they knew.

“I wouldn’t fuck you if you were the last man alive,” I mutter under my breath, as I cross my arms over my chest and narrow my eyes at Shack. I ignore Ace, pretending he doesn’t exist. It’s just easier that way. I don’t like how he spoke to me, and even though we don’t know each other, it annoys me that he’d think that of me. He didn’t have to be so rude.

“What the fuck did you say?” Shack asks me, but I decide to ignore him too. My temper is spiked, so much so that all my common sense seems to have left me. All I can feel is tension. Tension between me and Shack—anger mainly—and an entirely different kind of tension with Ace.

Dreads reappears and nods his head toward the hallway. Shack grabs my arm again and pulls me with him, Ace at my back, until we come to a room. I can feel his body behind me even though we aren’t even touching. He’s powerful, and not just physically. I don’t really know how to explain it, but it’s like he’s a giant magnet, pulling people toward him. I’m tempted to lean back and press myself against his chest, just to absorb a little bit of whatever he’s throwing off.

Shack knocks, and a man calls out, “Come in.”

The door opens, and I’m ushered inside a spacious white-walled room. Gage sits on a large brown leather chair in the corner of the room, shirtless, his jeans on but not done up, his expression annoyed. I’ve seen him before, only in a photo, when he was much younger, but I have no doubt that it’s him. To his left, there’s a woman asleep on his bed on her stomach, naked. I keep my eyes on him, suddenly feeling very nervous and awkward. I’ve been dragged in here like a common criminal, even though I haven’t done anything wrong. This is not what I’d planned on when I’d decided to come here tonight. I couldn’t have prepared myself for this. I don’t know why, but the scene before me makes me angry. My hands clench to fists. This is not how things were meant to go. I’ve imagined this scene so many times, but it wasn’t meant to be like this.

“What the fuck is so important right now that couldn’t wait until tomorrow morning?” he asks in a calm, husky tone. His blue eyes narrow ever so slightly, and even I can tell just how unimpressed he is about the whole situation.

Well, he can join the club.

Shack steps aside to reveal me.

Gage crosses his arms over his chest. “Two of you are here to bring me a fucking girl? I thought there was something wrong.” He eyes me, not looking very impressed. “Why is she here? A bit young for my tastes. Why don’t one of you have her? Better yet, why don’t you all get the fuck out of my room so I can get some sleep?”

A bit . . . young?

Why don’t one of them have me?

Does he think?

You have got to be kidding me right now. This just went from bad to worse. Who talks about women this way? And for him to think that I want to have sex with him? I don’t think I’ve ever been so disgusted in my life.

My nails dig into my palms. “No one is going to fucking have me!”

I can’t help it, I lose it. I’m a mix of emotions right now, and none of them are good. I wonder if he can hear the contempt in my voice. He is nothing like what I expected. I was naïve to think he’d be some big hero who would be so happy to find out about me, and who would welcome me with open arms. I pictured him as a good man, a strong one. Someone I’d be proud to call my father. I don’t know what I was expecting exactly, but it wasn’t this. My stupid expectations should have been lowered. Realistic. He is just a man, after all, and a biker at that, and I was a fool to think otherwise. Gage looks younger than the midforties I know he is, and he’s still as fit as the other men in here. He’s dark, brooding, and his silent anger is directed at me. He says nothing at my outburst, but I can almost feel the disapproval wafting from him.

I’m nothing but an inconvenience.

Numbness starts to fill my veins. That moment when you realize just how badly you’ve fucked up and you know you’ve made a bad decision, hits me. That moment of pure regret. I never should have come here.

“She asked for you by name,” Ace says, and I don’t know why but his heat at my back is suddenly oddly reassuring. Maybe because he told Shack to let me go when he was squeezing the life out of my arm. Or maybe he’s just the lesser of the evil that’s in this room right now. Either way, I’m glad that he’s here, even though I have no reason to be. I feel safer.

Gage’s eyes turn from impassive to both curious and menacing. “Only my men know my real name,” he murmurs, running a large finger down the dark stubble on his cheek. His voice is deceptively calm. “How do you?”

I try to reach into my jean pocket, but both my arms are grabbed by Shack and put behind my back before I even know what’s happening.

“Who are you, the police?” I snap, breathless. “I’m just going to take a piece of paper out of my pocket, you psychotic asshole.”

Ace quickly pats down my pockets and then nods to Shack, who instantly lets me go. I give them all the dirtiest look I can muster, then slowly reach into my pocket, fingers trembling, and pull out the folded document.

Looking him right in the eye, I hesitate as I unfold it and hand it to him. When I say the next line, my words come out angry.

“Because I’m your daughter.”
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His expression stays the same, but several emotions pass in his eyes. Disbelief. Doubt. Fear. He doesn’t believe me, or maybe he’s having trouble processing my words. Maybe he doesn’t know who to blame, or how this happened. Maybe he’s angry at me for telling him the truth.

I don’t miss the pain that also flashes in his gaze though, and that’s what calms me a little.

I hold my breath as he lowers his gaze to the paper in front of him and looks over my birth certificate, which he seems to reread a few times, then shakes his head. “No, this can’t be.”

“The proof is in your hands,” I say, feeling hurt that he’s denying what’s right in front of him. Why else would I come here making such claims? I have nothing to gain from lying. A simple DNA test would easily confirm that I’m telling the truth. My mother has lied about a lot of things. But at this point, I highly doubt telling me my father is in a motorcycle club is something she’d lie about.

Ace steps next to me and lifts my chin with his hand. His fingers are warm and rough. He looks me right in the eye, and for a few seconds I’m lost in murky gray depths. “You know, her eyes are just like yours, Prez.”

And he’s right, they are. Identical in color, shape, and even the thick lashes framing them. No one else in my family has blue eyes.

“Everyone leave us,” Gage demands, then looks to the bed, as if only just remembering there’s a naked woman there. “Fuck. Actually, you come with me.” He points directly at me. “We’ll go talk in another room.”

How considerate of him, although I’m glad to be rid of the woman whom he just apparently had sex with. Gross. I have no idea how she slept through this whole conversation, unless she’s intoxicated or something.

I’m not going to touch that one.

The men leave, back to the party I’m sure, but I don’t miss the lingering look Ace gives me before he disappears. I follow my father to a large, country-style kitchen, with cream benches and curtains, my arms wrapped around myself. Surprisingly no one is in there, and there is very little noise coming from the party. He sits down at the long wooden table, one so big it must have been custom-made, and I hesitate a moment before I do the same.

“I want to talk to her.”

I assume that the her in question is my mother. He would have seen her name on the birth certificate. Just to be sure, I decide to clarify.

“Who?”

“Louise,” he says softly, glancing back down at the paper he’s still clutching.

“So do you remember her?” I ask, kind of surprised if he does. He’s clearly a man who has been through a lot of women. I wouldn’t be shocked if he couldn’t remember them all. While my mother didn’t go into the full story of their history, she said that they had a short but intense time together, but she never would have been able to handle his lifestyle. She left him and never looked back. I didn’t know what she’d meant then exactly, but I do now, and that’s only after being here for about thirty minutes. I’m actually surprised my straitlaced, religious mother was ever with someone like Gage. Although it’s probably completely inappropriate given the circumstances, I’m kind of impressed with her. I would never have guessed she had it in her.

He studies me for a moment, an odd, almost wistful look on his face. “Yes, I remember her.”

“Oh.”

Well that’s a good thing, right? If he remembers her, maybe he cared for her in some way.

And maybe he will do the same with me.

I take my phone out of my pocket, dial her number, and hand it to him. As he’s waiting for her to pick up, I see how tense his jaw becomes, and I know that this probably isn’t going to go well. It’s not every day a man finds out he has a daughter, and the woman he had one with decided not to tell him. When my mother admitted that to me, I don’t think I’ve ever been so angry in my life. I don’t know how she justified that decision, but what she did is not, and never will be, okay. It wasn’t meant to be her choice alone to decide if I get to have Gage in my life or not.

“Louise,” he barks into the phone, in a voice I haven’t heard him use thus far. A scary voice. Maybe this is his president voice. “Tell me this isn’t true. That you didn’t keep my fucking daughter from me for the last twenty-odd fucking years.”

As his hand squeezes my phone, I look down at my own hands, unable to witness the display of emotion on his face. He looks truly upset that he didn’t know about me. Is this just a pride thing? Or would he have genuinely wanted to have me in his life? I’d never admit it to her, but now I can see why she took me away from all of this. It’s not exactly the environment you’d want a baby to grow up in. My whole life I’ve felt like something was missing. I had a good life, so I shouldn’t complain, but it still didn’t feel complete. How am I supposed to know who I am when I know only half of me?

“I can’t believe you did this,” he says to her, his voice dripping with bitterness.

Standing, he starts losing it. I jump as he throws my phone, punches the wall, then punches the glass cabinet, which smashes, sending glass flying everywhere. I don’t know what to do or how to react. I just watch the man who gave me life break down in anger, feeling everything as all his emotions hit him at once. I know how he feels, because I felt the same when I found out the truth. Like I was robbed of something; like I was so out of control in my own life. He throws a plate at the window when Ace, Shack, and Dreads come back in. Ace grabs me and pulls me out of the room, while, I assume, the other two try to calm my father down. I might have just literally only met Gage, but his reaction makes my chest tight, and I gulp for air like I can’t get enough into my lungs.

He feels deeply.

Just like I do.

When we come to a stop in the hallway, Ace looks me over, checking if I’m okay. “You’re lucky no flying pieces of glass hit you. Why didn’t you get out of there when he started raging?”

Even if they had, I probably wouldn’t have felt it. I feel numb. “I don’t know. I couldn’t look away from him for some reason.”

His reaction to finding out about me is killing me, and it’s making me wonder how different my life would have been if I had had him in my life. Maybe it would have been worse. Or maybe I’d have a closely bonded relationship with him right now. It’s all screwed up. I’m close to my stepdad, sure. I call him that now, but growing up I actually thought my stepfather, Brock, was my real father. Another lie my mother had come up with. But after laying eyes on Gage . . . I know there’s something I’ve been missing out on. Coming here might have been a reckless move, but I feel like I’ve done the right thing.

“Are you okay?” Ace asks, his arm touching mine as he leans against the wall next to me.

“I’m fine,” I say, ducking my head and brushing off his concern. “I’d better get going, actually. It’s getting late.”

I’ll go back to the motel and process this whole thing. Maybe tomorrow Gage and I could have lunch or something before I head back home. An actual getting-to-know-each-other conversation and meal with him would be perfect.

“He won’t want you to go,” Ace says, more a demand than anything. “He just found out about you, and clearly he’s not taking it well. We told everyone to leave. This is more important than some fucking party.”

Now that he’s mentioned it, the music has stopped. I can hear voices, but that’s it.

“Have I done the right thing by coming here?” I ask myself out loud.

“I don’t know,” Ace answers, moving in front of me, gray eyes pinned on me. “But it’s too late to go back now.”

“No one can make me stay here if I don’t want to,” I point out.

“Where is she?” I hear my dad yell, and Ace gives me an I told you so look.

I wrap my arms around myself. This is what I wanted, but now I don’t know what to do. Will he want me to stay here, in the clubhouse? Is he going to ask me if I want to stay? Or just demand it? Because if he asks me, I’ll consider it. It’s crazy; I just met him and the rest of the men, and I don’t know them at all, but he is my father. If he demands it of me though, well, I’m going to walk straight out those doors. No one tells me what to do; I don’t care if I have to stand up for myself against the whole MC.

When my dad walks up to me, glancing over me as if making sure I’m okay, I brace myself for a battle. “Where are you staying?”

“At a motel, I—”

“Will you stay here tonight? It’s already getting late, and . . .” He trails off and clears his throat. “Will you stay?”

I exhale, happy he’s asking instead of being a tyrant. While the idea of staying in a house with a bunch of bikers is not my first choice, I can already tell that my father won’t let anything happen to me. Besides, my motel kind of sucks. “I can stay for one night, I guess.”

Relief flashes across his face. “Someone will go with you to grab your stuff,” he states, eyeing Ace. “You go with her. Make sure everyone knows who she is and knows that they are not to even look at her in the wrong fucking way. She is off-limits to everyone, including you, and if anyone upsets her, I will end them.” He turns back to me and cups my cheek with his palm. It’s the first touch he’s given me. It’s tender, with the same hand that just smashed a room to pieces. “The Cursed Ravens’ princess, the one we didn’t even know we fucking had, has returned.”

He flashes me a sad smile and then walks off, leaving me with Ace.

“Let’s go,” he says in a gentle tone, ushering me with his hand on the small of my back. “You ever been on a bike?”

Is he kidding? My mother would have killed me if I went on a bike. I remember at my high school prom my date had a motorbike and she only let me go with him if I promised not to ever ride on it. I thought she was just being overprotective, but apparently there was more to it than that. She’s such a hypocrite. I’m willing to bet she rode on my father’s bike when she was younger than me. I guess she didn’t want me following in her footsteps.

I shake my head, and the look he gives me in return is all amusement—a flash of his teeth—and something else . . . Satisfaction?

“Get ready for the experience of your life, princess,” he says, stopping at a door. He opens it and walks inside, and I’m not sure if I’m supposed to follow. I think this is his room. Feeling nosy, I’m about to step inside when he returns with a leather jacket in his hands, one that has an evil-looking black raven with red eyes staring back at me—the Cursed Ravens emblem—and nods toward the entrance. “You ready?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” I murmur, ignoring the stares as we exit. I follow him to his bike, where I see him admire it before turning to me and handing me his jacket.

“You got that for me?” I ask surprised, taking it from him.

“Yes. Put it on, or you’ll freeze your ass off,” he says, then asks, “Wait, just how much shit do you have? Can we fit it on the bike, or do we need to take a car?”

“Just one bag,” I say, sliding the warm, worn leather on. The jacket is the property of the club, and, wearing it, it feels like I am too. I don’t know how to feel about that, but I enjoy the smell of the leather mixed with a dash of delicious men’s cologne. “I can slide it over my shoulder.”

“Light packer, huh?” he says, amusement lacing his tone. “I can appreciate that.” He checks me out in his jacket, a glint in his gaze that I don’t want to decipher right now. “That looks good on you.”

“It feels good,” I admit, running my fingers over the leather. “Heavy, but good.”

He nods in approval. “What’s the name of the motel?”

I tell him, but I don’t bother to say I was only staying for one night before going home, so I didn’t really need much stuff. “What about you? Won’t you get cold?”

He’s only in a black long-sleeve V-neck, jeans, and boots. He told me I’m going to freeze, but without his jacket, so will he.

“I’ll be fine,” he says, handing me a black matte helmet. I put it on, feeling a little stupid in it, and a lot claustrophobic, but oh well. It fits properly, so at least I’m going to be safe. He gets on his bike and then tells me to climb on behind him. With my front pressed to his back, I hesitantly wrap my arms around his shoulders, in a very awkward hold, until he grabs them and brings them over his abs—which I note are rock-hard and extremely defined—and says, “Hold on tight, princess. Don’t be scared.”

He lets go, and I instantly miss the warmth of his skin.

Don’t be scared? I’m not, which is surprising. For some reason though, I trust he knows what he’s doing and will get me where we need to go safely. He won’t harm me, and not just because Gage would hurt anyone who tried.

I feel safe with him. I have since I’ve met him.

Is it possible to sense someone’s energy and just feel as though you know something about that person? I don’t know. I do know that my gut instinct is telling me that this man, Ace, will not let harm come to me.

“And whatever you do, don’t put your feet on the exhaust,” he warns, gently touching my knee with his hand before placing both hands on the handles.

I look down and make sure my feet are where they’re meant to be, holding on for dear life as he starts the engine, the loud noise making me jump a little. And when he takes off, at first I am a little scared and unsure. I close my eyes through the first few turns, but after a while, they open wide, and I can’t help but smile. With the icy wind surrounding me and warmth against my chest, a feeling of freedom takes over me.

Being pressed up against this large, muscled, wild man . . .

Maybe right here is where I’m meant to be.

[image: Image]

When we get to the motel, I take off my helmet, fix my hair, and go to grab my stuff while Ace hangs back and waits. Afterward, when I walk toward the office with my key, the attendant tells me that the room has already been paid for.

“You didn’t have to do that,” I say, sliding my purse into my bag as I walk back out to him.

“I think I can afford a hundred dollars,” he replies, lip twitching in amusement.

“That’s beside the point,” I say, frowning. I’m sure he has way more money than me. I’m going to be a college student, and sure, I have some savings, but I try to spend as little as possible. I’ve been working at a bar until school starts, because of their flexibility and the good tips. When I decided I was going to come here, I asked my boss for a week off.

“You’re the type who just looks for fights, aren’t you?” he asks, not sounding put out about that fact in the least. “Not going to give you what you want, princess. I’m a man, and when you’re with me, and I’m sure any of the other brothers, we’re always going to pay. Don’t give a fuck what it is, so you’d better get used to it. And if you’re surprised by it, I don’t know what kind of boys you’ve been dating.”

“How old are you?”

He said he’s a man, then made the boys comment, so I’m curious.

“Twenty-eight,” he replies, scanning my eyes. “Why?”

“Just making conversation,” I say, shrugging. So he has seven years on me. That’s not that much—we’re both still in our twenties.

And age ain’t nothing but a number anyway.

He takes my bag from me and wraps it around him. It looks ridiculous because the straps need to be lengthened to fit his huge body, and also because it’s pink. But he doesn’t care. And I really like that. It’s an attractive quality when someone doesn’t care what others think or will say. Ace is clearly badass, so of course he isn’t going to care. I don’t think anyone other than his fellow MC members would have the guts to say anything to him anyway.

“You’re more than making conversation,” he mumbles. “I bet you’re one of those girls who has a calculated reason behind every question. Journalist shit.”

I start laughing at that, especially because it makes me think of my cousin Celina, who is actually a journalist and does have a reason behind every question she asks. “What makes you say that?”

“I can see your mind working behind those blue eyes, princess,” he says, shaking his head at me, amusement written on his face. “You’re trouble.”

“I’m trouble?” I say, hand on my chest. “Look who is talking! Mr. Tough Guy, sitting at that party, surrounded by women, acting all tough. You looked right out of a scene in a music video.”

“Acting?” he repeats, arching a brow. He leans forward, our lips almost touching, and whispers, “Honey, I’ve killed for less.”

I force myself to breathe. Up close, he’s even more handsome.

If he kissed me now, I wouldn’t stop him.

No, I’d kiss him back harder.

I clear my throat and roll my eyes. “You heard my dad, no one can even upset me. Which means you can try all your tactics, but we all know the truth—I’m untouchable.”

He studies me for a second and then throws his head back and laughs. “See? Trouble.”

Maybe, but he seems to bring it out in me.

He challenges me.

I’ve only been here one night, and I think I’m already in trouble.
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I enjoy the ride back, and I notice that Ace takes a longer route than he did on the way there. I rest my cheek on his back and close my eyes, wondering what it would be like to have a man like him as my own. I’m sure that’s what every woman wants, but not what they all get. Maybe it’s just my being naïve, young, and stupid, but it doesn’t change the fact that I like being around him. I want to be around him.

When we arrive back at the clubhouse I don’t want to get off the bike, but I hesitantly slide off and remove the helmet. I wait until he’s ready, then hand it back to him. “I could stay on there all day.”

He chuckles. “Your legs and ass would get a workout.”

Another type of workout appears in my mind at his words, and I clear my throat and look away for a second, a small grin playing on my lips. Thank goodness no one can see into my head.

Our hands touch as he takes the helmet from me and places it at the end of the bike. With my bag still on him, we walk back inside together, and although the party is over, there are still a few people around. Is it always like this? I tend to like my space, and my privacy, so I don’t know how well this is going to go. There’s a voice in the back of my head asking me what the fuck am I doing, but I only just found Gage, and this world is unlike anything I’ve ever seen before. I can’t help but be curious.

Dreads approaches and smirks at the pink bag still hanging off Ace’s broad shoulder. “Suits you.”

Ace doesn’t even reply, instead he looks to Gage, who just walked into the room. “Where we putting her, Prez?”

“I’ll take her,” my dad says, nodding toward the hallway, and the reality of the situation hits me. I’m staying the night in a motorcycle clubhouse with people I’ve only just met. I’ve been known to be a little reckless at times, but this is really taking the cake.

Ace hands me my bag, then says so only I can hear, “You remember where my room is?”

I nod.

“Open to you if you need me,” he says, then walks off.

Surprise fills me. What does that even mean? Does he think I want to come into his room during the night? Theoretically, I might want to, sure, but that doesn’t mean I would. What kind of girl does he think I am? I literally just met the guy, and it’s clear Gage doesn’t want me going near any of his men, which is understandable.

I follow Gage down the hallway, but he notices my wariness. “You’re safe here, Erin. I want you to know that. And anything you need, I will get for you. Make yourself at home.”

“Thanks,” I reply, gripping the strap of my bag.

He stops at a locked door, opens it with a key, then turns the light on, and we step inside. The whole room is white, from the walls to the bed, and quite spacious. There’s a desk and chair in one corner of the room, a dresser on the other. The large bed is right in the center of the room, and there’s a door to the left, slightly ajar, which must be the bathroom.

“Do whatever you want with it,” he says, watching me. “It’s yours. It will always be yours, whether you decide to leave or stay.” He hands me the key, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallows. “Tomorrow I’ll give you a tour of the place.”

“Thanks,” I say, forcing a smile. “I know this is a bit . . . much.”

His lip twitches. “I’m sorry you saw me lose my shit before. I didn’t think Louise would ever be capable of doing something like this, if I’m being honest.” He glances around the room, rubbing the back of his neck. “Did you grow up with a stepdad?”

“Yeah,” I say, shifting on my feet. “Brock.”

“Good guy?”

I nod.

I don’t elaborate; I think he’s had enough pain for one night, and I’ve had enough confusion too. I’m still not sure if I should have just stayed at the motel, but there was a look in Gage’s eyes that I couldn’t seem to say no to. He really wants me to be here.
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