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A promise is a promise is a promise... 

Lily James has two loves outside of her family... Maverick Quinn and ballet. She’s a Dogs of Fire Motorcycle Club princess who has found her prince. But when faced with an agonizing truth, she must decide whether to pursue her dreams or protect the one she loves.

Maverick Quinn knows what he wants in life, and it all starts and ends with Lily James. He’s loved her since he was a boy and his love has only grown with age, but when she walks out of his life without warning, he questions their entire relationship.

When a threat from inside her family comes to light, he makes the ultimate sacrifice, because a promise is a promise is a promise.



For Brett

You have always been the inspiration for Maverick and I love your super pretty face! You’re a hell of a nice guy too... 
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Lily

A BLOODY NOSE.

Never in my wildest thoughts did I ever imagine something as simple as a bloody nose would be the beginning of the end of “Liverick.” We were forever. 

I had just started my senior year of high school at the Arts school in Vancouver, Washington, and my boyfriend, Maverick, was off fulfilling his first year of a full-ride athletic scholarship playing football for Notre Dame. It was our first time away from each other, and we were miserable. But we’d concluded it was just one year. I’d join him the following year, and we’d be back on track. There was never any talk of me not moving to Indiana to be close to him, even my parents were on board. If I didn’t get in, then I’d go somewhere else close to Mav. After all, we’d been together since I was five and he was six. This was it for us. 

Well, until... 

It was a Wednesday. It was raining, and school had sucked. Ballet, however, had almost made up for my crappy day, but I was still late. I ran through the front door, yelling, “Hi, Mom, bus was late, sorry, gotta Skype Mav,” and rushed up to my room, powering up my laptop. Our black lab, Rex, followed, so I greeted him quickly. I peeled off my wet clothes and changed into dry pajamas while I tried to connect Skype. This was new for me... Maverick’s home was right next door, and our bedroom windows faced each other, but for now, I was relegated to seeing him on Skype. It sucked.

Maverick answered on the second buzz. “Hey, gorgeous.”

“Hi, Möosh.”

He chuckled. I’d given Maverick that nickname one night when we’d been out at Frenchman’s Bar, lying on a blanket and making out like crazy. He was always saying the sweetest things, and I always found it funny how the men in my sphere of influence were the romantic ones, while the women... not so much.

“You’re so mushy,” I said, kissing him.

“It’s because I love you.”

“So because I’m not as mushy, I don’t love you?” I challenged.

He grinned, the crater on his left cheek melting me. Seriously tall and muscular with longish dark hair, blue eyes, and dimples, Maverick Quinn was the hottest guy on earth. He’d always reminded me a little of Superman. You’d never guess he was the son of a badass motorcycle club member, being way more jock than biker... but I suppose, you could say that about me as well. I was far more ballerina than biker chick. 

“Mom and Dad are the same way,” he pointed out. “So are your parents.”

“This is true.” I giggled as he squeezed me. “I do love how you get all mushy, and then you smoosh me, though. They just make out and play ass grab with each other. It’s weird.” I craned my head to look up at him. “But you’re totally my moosh.”

Maverick laughed. “What the hell?”

“I’m over ‘babe’ and ‘honey’ and ‘sweetie.’ From this point on, you’re my moosh.”

“You already picked ‘Liverick.’”

“Well, we couldn’t be Maly... that’s just silly.”

He shook his head. “Well, if I’m your moosh, I want something cool. Something with umlauts in the spelling or some shit like that... like a bad European rock band.”

I giggled. “Like m-ü-s-h?”

“Nuh-uh. I want m-ö-o-s-h. The second umlaut is silent.”

I laughed so hard, I snorted, which was always Mav’s goal. 

“How was dance?” he asked, bringing me back to the present.

“It was really good, actually. Your mom’s kicking my butt.”

“As she should.”

I sighed. “She wants me to do a showcase for the Rose City Dance Company.”

He leaned forward. “And what did you say?”

Maverick knew how much I hated attention... good or bad. I was naturally shy and tended to stay in the background whenever possible. “I said I’d think about it.”

He gave me a gentle smile. “Just tell her no, baby. She’ll understand.”

“Outside of the fact there could be scholarship money, I don’t want to hurt her feelings.”

“Lil,” he said, his voice a gentle admonishment. “You won’t hurt her feelings. She’s asked before, right?”

I nodded.

“She’ll get it, baby doll.”

“I’ll tell her tomorrow,” I promised. “You’re playing Duke this weekend, right?”

“Yep.” He shrugged. “But I’m ready.”

“I know you are.” Maverick was not one to talk about game day this close to game day, so I changed the subject. “I miss you.”

“I miss you, too. Less than six weeks and I’ll be home for Thanksgiving.”

“I’m crossing the days off my calendar.”

“Me too, baby.” He leaned forward. “Lil, your nose is bleeding.”

I touched my lip, and my hand came away with blood. “Oh, gross. Hold on.” I rushed into the bathroom attached to my bedroom and grabbed a washcloth. Rex followed inside and sat beside me as I got the cloth wet. 

“Press it against your upper lip, just under your nose,” Maverick directed from the computer. “Apply lots of pressure.”

I kept my head tilted back slightly and sat back down at my desk, peering at Maverick around the bloody washcloth. “So video sex probably wouldn’t be attractive right now, huh?”

Maverick laughed, shaking his head. “If your dad heard you say that, he’d have my balls.”

I grinned. “He doesn’t know about us... you know.”

“I’m sure he suspects.”

“I’m sure he doesn’t,” I countered in a whisper. There’s no way my dad suspected we were doing the nasty because if he did, Maverick probably wouldn’t be able to walk, let alone play football.

Maverick and I had waited a long time to have sex... well, a long time by teenage standards, really. It was my seventeenth birthday, and we’d been given permission to take my dad’s boat out for the day alone, provided we were home in time for the big blowout party my parents had planned. 

The whole day had been one of dreams. We’d made love, swam a little, and then made love some more. After that, I found it difficult to keep my hands off him. Everything with Maverick was always perfect, and I couldn’t wait until we could find time to be together again. 

Maverick smiled. “Well, I’m not telling anyone.”

“Me neither.”

“How’s your nose?”

I pulled the washcloth away. “Seems good. That was weird.”

“Probably allergies.”

I nodded. “Probably.”

“I have to go grab dinner with the guys. I’ll text you later, okay?”

“Okay, Möosh,” I said, but it wasn’t okay. I wanted to keep talking to him. 

He smiled. “I miss you, too, baby doll.”

“I know.”

“I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

“I’ll text you before I fall asleep,” he promised.

He disconnected the Skype, and I headed downstairs. Hunter, my eleven-year-old brother, was in the family room, playing some Disney Infinity game with Case, my nine-year-old brother, so I patted their heads (they did not like to be interrupted during playtime) and walked into the kitchen. Rex was attached to my side, so I once again laid my hand on his head.

“Hi, Mom.”

Payton wasn’t my biological mom, but she’d adopted me when she and my dad had gotten married. She was my mom in all the ways that counted, especially considering my bio mom was a druggy and total waste of space.

“Hey, honey. How was school?”

I wrinkled my nose. “Um, totally sucky.”

“Because it’s school or for a specific reason?” she asked, sliding some kind of pie into the oven.

“Because it’s school.”

“Sorry, babe.” She opened the fridge. “I grabbed that cheese you like. Want some?”

“Yes, please.”

She handed me the wedge of Beecher’s Flagship Cheddar.

“Thanks.”

I had a small obsession with cheese. Okay, maybe not so small—but mostly because I had to have it every day. I had a few things I was passionate about and tended to also be vocal about them. Along with my obsession with cheese, I’d always wanted to visit Charleston, South Carolina. I was a sucker for antebellum mansions and American history, and it had always been a dream to explore the East Coast and the South. I’m not sure why I focused on Charleston so much, because several other places were rich in American history, but Charleston had always been my dream. Mom always said I was born at the wrong time in the wrong place. I should have been born in the 1800s and lived through the hoop skirt era.

“Cass asked me to do that showcase,” I said as I broke a piece of deliciousness off the triangle.

“I know. She told me,” Mom admitted. “It’s five thousand, baby girl.”

“No pressure,” I grumbled.

“I am sympathetic to your stage fright and the discomfort you feel having people watch you, but if you can put that aside and are chosen, it’s a nice chunk toward school.”

“What if I’m not chosen? Then I would have done all of that for nothing.”

“Valid argument,” Mom conceded. “But the likelihood of you not being chosen is pretty low.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“That’s all we ask. You know, the collective ‘we.’ The mom and dad who work hard to pay for a great education... those two. The ones who could use a five-thousand-dollar break?”

I giggled. “I hear you.”

“I appreciate that.” 

“Are you making a peach pie?” I asked, changing the subject.

She grinned. “I am. Your dad requested it.”

I clapped my hands. “I love your peach pie.”

She waggled her eyebrows. “So does your dad.”

“Okay, gross. I did not need to know that.”

“How’s Maverick?” Mom asked with a laugh.

I sighed. “Not here.”

“I’m sorry, honey. This has got to feel like forever, huh?”

I nodded. I loved this about my mom. She never minimized how I felt or told me things like, “It’s only a year, or a few weeks, or whatever.” She let me cry on her shoulder and validated every emotion, distracting me when things got really tough. 

I heard her gasp and then a towel was pressed against my face. “Your nose is bleeding,” she said.

“Oh, yeah, that happened when I was talking to Mav,” I said. “It stopped for a bit. It’s probably just allergies.” I held the towel against my lip again and waited.

“Maybe. I’m going to have Macey take a look. If she thinks it’s allergies, then I won’t rush you to the emergency room wrapped in bubble wrap.”

I rolled my eyes but couldn’t help my smile. Macey was Mom’s best friend and a registered nurse. She used to work in the emergency room at the hospital but started working in labor and delivery part-time after she had babies. Mom called her about everything more serious than a hangnail. It was the running joke, but Macey was really good at her job and could usually tell if an ailment was something minor or if a doctor needed to do tests, so everyone trusted her.

I heard the garage door go up and then Dad walked in, throwing his leather jacket and cut in the closet. My dad, Alex ‘Hawk’ James, was Treasurer of the Dogs of Fire Motorcycle Club, and tonight was their club meeting, which they referred to as “Church.”

“Hey, baby girl,” he said and hugged me as he walked into the kitchen, nodding toward the towel. “What’s up with that?”

“Hi, Daddy. Allergies, I think.”

He released me and pulled Mom in for a grosser than normal public display of affection, which I avoided by turning around and looking outside. So much for my opinion they didn’t smoosh. In my need to avoid the PDA, I almost stepped on Rex who still hadn’t left my side. I settled my hand on his head again as I kept pressure on my nose with the other.

“You call Mase?” Dad asked Mom.

“She’s coming over to borrow a dress, so she can look at Lily then.”

“Gonna go say hi to the boys.”

“Okay, baby,” Mom said.

Dad headed out of the kitchen, and I faced Mom again. “What time’s Macey going to be here?”

“I think she and Dallas are swinging by around nine.”

“Okay. I have some homework, so I’ll work on that before dinner.”

“Sounds good.”

I made my way upstairs and started on my homework. Dinner was pretty uneventful, the peach pie was divine, and then my world imploded.

Macey didn’t think it was allergies.

Macey was right.
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Lily

Two weeks later... 

“I CAN’T TELL him,” I argued.

“Why not?” Mom asked.

“Because he’ll give up everything he’s worked for in order to be with me during chemo!” I snapped. “And what if I die? He’ll have wasted his whole fucking life for no reason!”

Tears streamed down Mom’s face. My aunt Kayla (Dad’s sister), dropped her head in her hands and swore. Luckily, this argument was happening while Dad was at Church. No one knew about my diagnosis outside of the four of us and Macey... not even my brothers. Chemo started in two weeks, so we’d have to tell them then, but for now, I wanted it kept secret until I could figure out how to handle the Maverick situation.

“Don’t do something this dumb,” Kayla said. “You’ll regret it.”

“Kay, I have to,” I said. I felt sick. The thought of going through chemo without Maverick almost broke me, but the thought of him giving up everything to be by my side gave me a deeper resolve. Whether or not my life was over, I refused to subject him to that uncertainty. 

“I get that you feel that way, honey,” Mom whispered. “But I don’t think you need to go to that extreme.”

“I think I do,” I countered.

“This is probably the hardest thing you’ll ever have to deal with, honey,” Mom said. “He’ll want to be there for you... you’ll want him there for you.”

“Mama, he’ll stop his whole life for me. You know he will. I just can’t let him do that.” I bit my lip. “I have to break up with him.”

“That boy is gonna lose his fucking mind,” Kayla ground out.

Mom shook her head. “I wish I could give you some sage advice and make all of this better. Are you sure you want to do this?”

Kayla just groaned.

“When he comes home, he’ll want to see me,” I continued. “I’ll probably be bald, or look like some kind of ugly molting bird, which will give away the fact that I’m dying, and then he’s going to freak out and be the good guy and quit college in order to be with his dying girlfriend. No. If I dump him—really break his heart—then he’ll move on, play harder than he’s ever played, get drafted for the NFL, win a hundred Super Bowls, and be happy.” 

“I thought he wanted to be a vet,” Kayla argued. 

“If he makes it to the NFL, he won’t need to be a vet,” I snapped.

Mom burst into tears and shook her head. “Okay, first, you’re not going to die, and I swear to God, if you say that in front of your dad, I will slap you! Second, I think you’re overestimating Maverick’s ability to overcome a broken heart. Third, if you say you’re going to die one more time, I’m going to go postal on your ass.”

I sighed and pulled her in for a hug. “I’m sorry.”

She held me tight. “You’re forgiven.”

“I have to do this, Mom.”

“What about Poppy?” Kayla challenged.

Poppy was my closest friend next to Maverick. She was also our neighbor, and her dad was a Dog, so that could pose a problem. “She and Maverick don’t talk, so it’s not like he’ll find out from her, and as long as Dad doesn’t say anything to Hatch and you don’t say anything to Maisie, I think we can keep the secret. Poppy won’t rat me out, Mom.”

Mom let out a resigned sigh. “Honey, we’ll support you in whatever you need. But I’m going on record to say I don’t think this is a good idea.”

“Me too,” Kayla said.

“Noted.” I brushed away my own tears and nodded. “But I have to protect him. I love him too much to let him throw everything away.”

Mom raised her hands in surrender, and then she and Kayla left me alone. I mapped out my plan for Operation Save Maverick’s Future, and after calming myself and putting on a little makeup, I powered up Skype and made a call.

* * *
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Maverick

I had just stepped out of the shower when the Skype call sounded. I grinned. God, I missed my girl. I sat in front of my laptop and answered. “Hey, beautiful.”

“Hey.”

I frowned. Lily didn’t look happy. “What’s wrong?”

“I have something to tell you and... well, I...”

“Just tell me, baby.”

“I’ve kind of met someone,” Lily said.

“Yeah? Made a new friend?”

She shook her head. “No. I’ve met a guy. Someone I’m really attracted to. He asked me out, and I kind of want to go, but I didn’t want to cheat, so I...”

My heart raced. “You want my fucking permission to go out with another guy?”

“Well, no. I’m thinking that if I’m feeling this way about someone else, you and I should probably break up.”

“Who the fuck is he?”

“You don’t know him.”

“What’s his fucking name, Lil?”

“Brad,” she whispered. “He just transferred into my school, and we’ve been talking.”

I dragged my hands down my face. She was messing with me. I forced a laugh. “Nice one, Lil. Stop messing around.”

“Maverick, I’m really sorry. Seriously. I didn’t mean for this to happen. I really hope you’ll understand.” She wiped tears away from her cheeks. “I need to go help Mom with dinner. Please don’t hate me,” she begged and hung up.

I sat staring at my screen for several minutes, my stomach churning, and my heart shattering. I couldn’t wrap my brain around any of it. We had plans. There was no way in hell some asshat named Brad was gonna mess up those plans. I grabbed my phone and called the only person I knew I could talk to about it.

“Hey, buddy,” my dad said after one ring.

“Hey, Dad.”

Carter ‘Ace’ Quinn wasn’t my biological father. Ace and Hawk were officers in the Dogs of Fire MC, and Ace had adopted me when he’d married my mom, Cassidy.

“You doin’ okay?”

“Lily just dumped me.”

“What the fuck?” my dad retorted. “Hold on. Gonna go somewhere away from the kids.”

I had a younger brother, Liam, and younger sister, Tillie. Liam was almost ten, and Tillie was almost eight.

“Okay, tell me everything.”

I filled my father in on the conversation and tried my best to keep it together. 

“I’ll talk to Hawk,” my dad said.

“Dad, I’m not some twelve-year-old girl who needs my daddy to fix this.”

My dad sighed. “Still your dad, bud. Kinda feel the need to.”

“I know, but I’m going to let this ride out for a week or two. Lily’s smart. She’s probably just missing me and having a moment of insanity. Let her go out with this Brad pussy. She’ll figure out who the real man is and come crawling back.”

“I’ll talk to your mom. See if she can find out what’s going on.”

“Do not get Mom involved,” I insisted. “Not yet, anyway.”

My dad chuckled. “Okay, bud. Got your back.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

We chatted a bit about football and classes and then hung up. I felt better and was ready to wait out Lily and whatever emotional crisis she was dealing with... well, I was ready for about a day. But when she changed her social media status and started posting pics of her kissing some asshole who wasn’t me, I was no longer Zen. 

I was enraged. I forced aside my pain and anguish and focused on the pure, unadulterated hatred I felt, which served me well on the field. Not so much in my interpersonal relationships, but by the time I was due to return home for Thanksgiving, I didn’t really give a fuck about anyone, or anything, anymore.
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Lily

I LEANED OVER the bucket and puked for the umpteenth time, groaning at the pain in my stomach as I sat back in the hospital bed. I was on day three of my five-day chemo regimen, and it sucked. Dad was at Church; I didn’t know how he was keeping all of this from his “brothers,” but he’d made me a promise not to breathe a word. And when Dad made a promise, he kept it.

I’d had no contact with Maverick over the past few weeks. I’d roped Brad (who was very, very gay) into posing as my boyfriend for social media purposes because I knew Maverick would see the pics and rage. I also knew, because of said rage, he wouldn’t delve into it too much further because he didn’t really know anyone at my school. Maverick didn’t text me, and I didn’t text him, so Liverick was officially over.

His mom, Cassidy, was a problem, however. Admittedly, I didn’t plan that part out well. Cassidy was my dance instructor and, although the ballet session hadn’t started yet, she still gave me private lessons. I’d had to “break up” with her as well, and that was almost as hard as breaking up with Maverick. She’d been sweet, and I knew she wanted to know why—the real reason—but she didn’t press, and I loved her more for it.

Poppy was a trooper, as I knew she would be. She didn’t talk about it with any of our other friends at the club; she just played dumb. She wasn’t a liar, so she just directed people to ask me if they wanted to know anything. I, on the other hand, just stayed away.

Mom settled a cool washcloth on my forehead and handed me a clean vomit bag.

“Thanks,” I whispered.

“I’m going to get you some stronger nausea stuff. I’ll be right back.” She left the room, returning quickly with Martha, my day nurse, who plunged a needle into my IV. My stomach calmed, and I took a ragged breath.

“Better?” Martha asked.

“Yes. Thanks,” I said.

“Good. Don’t be a hero, honey, okay? You need more, you let me know.” Martha patted my arm. “I’ll get you some Sprite.”

I nodded and closed my eyes. I couldn’t help myself from thinking back to Thanksgiving. Maverick didn’t come home, and I’d been both sad and relieved. His parents said he’d had a big game, so they went to him, but I knew his schedule, and knew that wasn’t true. That was okay, though, since it meant I didn’t have to pretend to be happy and healthy, but at the same time, I ached to see him. I wanted to make sure he was okay. 

We’d spent the holiday with Mom’s parents, and we made the choice not to tell the family until after the holiday was over. I was glad because Thanksgiving was always so fun with all the cousins, and I really didn’t want it ruined. I wasn’t sure how I was going to get through Christmas, but for now, at least, I had one happy holiday to help sustain me for a few weeks.

“How’s my girl?”

I opened my eyes to see my grandma, and I gave her a tired smile. “I’m good, Grams.”

“How’s my other one?” She hugged my mom.

“I’m okay, Mom.”

Grandma leaned over and kissed my cheek. “Only you could go through chemo and still look like a supermodel.”

I giggled. “Thanks, Grams.”

That was my grandma to a T. Always positive. She looked like a supermodel herself. She was in her sixties and looked more Christie Brinkley than typical grandma. Granddad called her his G.I.L.F. (Grandma I’d like to... well, you get the picture). It was both sweet and gross at the same time.

“Boys okay?” Mom asked.

Hunter and Case were with Granddad for the day.

“All good, honey. Your dad took them fishing after school.” Grandma sat on the chair beside Mom’s and set her purse on the counter. “They’ll be exhausted by the time he drops them home.”

“Perfect.”

“How’s Hawk holding up?” Grandma asked.

“He’s doing okay,” Mom lied.

“No, he’s not,” I countered, keeping my eyes closed. The light hurt, and I was tired, but I couldn’t quite sleep yet.

“No, he’s not,” Mom agreed. “He wasn’t going to go to Church tonight, but he’s got to keep up appearances for the moment, so he’ll be here in a few hours.”

“All this deception over a boy,” Grandma mused.

“Grams, he’s not just any boy.” I tried to keep the irritation out of my voice, but I didn’t think I succeeded.

“I get it, honey,” she said, but I wasn’t sure she really did.

“You should try and rest, Lil,” Mom said. “Grams and I’ll just hang out and be quiet while you do.”

I felt like she was saying that as more of a warning to my grandmother than anything, but I appreciated it just the same. Now that the nausea had subsided, I was able to fall into a dream-filled sleep.

* * *
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Twelve years ago... 

“Ow!” I cried out. Ethan Walker was squeezing my arm really hard. He kept trying to kiss me, but I didn’t want him to... He was gross. I was in kindergarten, and Maverick and I were at the same after-school program, but we hadn’t been here long. So far, I didn’t really like it very much, but at least, Maverick was with me. I had just turned five, and he said he was there to protect me.

“Let go of her!” Maverick demanded and rushed up to him.

Ethan squeezed harder. 

“Stop!” I screamed. My arm burned.

Maverick hit him, but Ethan wouldn’t let go. Even though Ethan had a bloody nose, he just held me tighter.

“Maverick,” I begged with a whimper.

Maverick wrapped his arm around Ethan’s throat and held him until Ethan let go of my arm. I wiped the tears out of my eyes and watched as Maverick dropped Ethan on the floor. He was asleep.

Maverick pulled me in for a hug. “Are you okay?”

“I’m okay, Mav,” I whispered.

Ethan groaned and slowly sat up.

“What’s going on?” Ms. Smith demanded. “Maverick! What did you do?”

“He was hurting Lily,” Maverick said with a scowl. “He wouldn’t let her go.”

“All of you, come with me.”

After Ms. Smith had made sure Ethan was okay, she led all three of us down to the director’s office where they promptly called our parents. 

“You go sit over there.” Maverick shoved Ethan into the chair by the window then came and sat next to me, keeping himself between Ethan and me.

Our parents arrived, and my dad looked really mad. Madder than I’d ever seen him. The lady who ran the daycare left Maverick and me with Ethan while she took our parents into her office.

“What the hell happened to your face?” an angry man’s voice growled

I peered around Maverick to see Ethan staring up at a big old fat guy. The fat guy scowled at Maverick. “Did you do this?”

I squeezed my eyes shut because the man looked like he was going to hit Maverick, but then I heard a grunt, and I opened my eyes to see the man on the floor. Maverick was standing in front of me, and my dad was yanking Ethan away. 

Maverick faced me and took my hand. “No one will touch you again, Lil.”

Mom and Cassidy took us out to the car, but before I got in, Maverick laid his hands on my upper arms and asked, “Hey, you okay?”

“I’m okay, Mav.” I smiled at him because I thought he was the biggest hero on the planet, and I was pretty sure I was in love with him. “Thanks for helping me.”

He kissed my forehead and gave me a hug and then Mom drove me home. I remembered thinking that I’d never love anyone more than Maverick.

* * *
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Maverick

I awoke with a start, the memories from my dream flooding my heart. Sitting up and climbing off my bed, I walked to my window. I was home for the Christmas holiday, but I wasn’t feeling overly festive. My eyes drifted to Lily’s window, which was directly across from mine, and I took a deep breath. Goddammit, I missed her... ached for her. 

Pressing my palm against my chest, against the tattoo of her name over my heart, I sighed. Something was off. After one week of bombarding social media with photos of her new crush, Lily had gone silent. Ghost town silent. 

She’d also dropped my mother’s dance class. Lily loved to dance—breathed it—so it just didn’t sit right that she’d dumped me and my mom within a few days of each other.

What the hell is going on, baby doll?

I saw her drapes flutter and hope flared, but only for a second. I didn’t know if I’d be able to handle much more of this. Pulling on a pair of running shorts, I headed downstairs and yanked open the fridge.

“Can’t sleep?”

“Shit!” I slammed the fridge and spun to face my father who was sitting at the kitchen table swigging a beer. “You scared the crap out of me.”

My dad chuckled. “Sorry. Just waitin’ on your mom.”

“She’s not home yet?” I glanced at the clock over the microwave; it read two twelve a.m. “Why aren’t you out dragging her home?”

“I know where she is, bud.” He looked at his phone and shrugged. “She’s at Maisie’s. Girls’ night in.” 

I smiled. “So she’s got about thirteen minutes before you head across the street to get her.”

“Somethin’ like that.” Dad swigged his beer again. “What’s up?”

I grabbed a root beer and sat at the table. “Just can’t figure this thing out with Lily.”

“Yeah?”

I nodded. “Something’s not right. I can’t put my finger on it... Shit, I don’t know. Maybe I’m talkin’ outta my ass.”

“I get it,” my dad said. “Your mom’s not feelin’ it either.”

“Really?”

My dad nodded. “She could tell Lily wasn’t giving her the whole story when they talked. Especially since it came so soon after she was granted that scholarship money for dance.”

Lily had performed in the showcase that had scared the shit out of her, but she’d been perfect (no surprise there) and was awarded the five-thousand-dollar scholarship.

“Have you asked Hawk?” I asked then took a sip of soda.

“Nope.”

“Why not?”

“‘Cause if he wants to share, he’ll share.”

I frowned. “Not really good enough.”

“But all you’re gonna get for now, bud.”

I took another angry sip of my soda. I hated this part of the Club. Unless you were “in,” you had no access to anything to do with it. Even though my father was an officer in the Club, I knew almost nothing about the day-to-day goings-on. I wasn’t interested in “patching in,” therefore, I was kept in the dark. It was frustrating as hell at times.

The beep of the house alarm sounded, and my dad rose to his feet and headed toward the front door. I heard my mother giggle and a low voice that wasn’t my father’s (obviously a recruit walking my mom home), then the front door clicked, and the alarm was reset.

“Mav?” My mom walked into the kitchen and leaned down to kiss my cheek. I could smell something fruity on her breath, and I figured she’d imbibed. “Hey honey, why are you up?”

I smiled. “Just can’t sleep.”

She cupped my chin. “Are you sad about Lily?”

My mom knew me better than anyone did, but I didn’t want to talk to her about it when she was obviously tipsy. “I’m good, Mom.”

She sighed. “We’ll figure it out.”

“But we won’t tonight,” my dad piped in, wrapping an arm around her and kissing her neck. “Tonight, I’m taking you to bed.”

I made puking sounds. “Don’t need to know.”

My mom giggled. “‘Night, honey.”

“Night, Mom. Night, Dad.”

My dad gave me a nod. “Night, bud. See you in the mornin’.” 

I shook my head when my dad lifted my mom off her feet and carried her toward the stairs. She was still laughing, and I wanted that. I wanted what they had, but without Lily, it would never happen. I couldn’t see myself finding anyone I’d ever love more. She was it for me, and my integrity prevented me from getting involved with anyone who didn’t live up to her. It wouldn’t be fair.

Since I wasn’t going to solve anything at almost three in the morning, I dumped the rest of my root beer, recycled the can, and dragged myself back up to my room. Unable to help myself, I stared at Lily’s window for probably a little too long before falling into bed. 

Sleep didn’t come quickly, which meant I swam in my thoughts, and I concluded that I was going to get some answers while I was on vacation. Whether those answers came from Lily or from someone else, I didn’t much care anymore, but I was going to get them.
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Lily

I STEPPED INTO the shower and stood there for what seemed like forever. I was in the thick of chemo, we barely had a week until Christmas, and Maverick was home. I hadn’t seen him yet... no, let me rephrase. Our bedroom windows looked in on each other’s rooms, so technically, I had seen him because I’d secretly spied on him. Several times. The latest time, I’d kept all the lights off in my room, made sure the shades were drawn, and took Hunter’s old kid binoculars from one of his “spy” playsets and peeked into Maverick’s room. 

His shades were up, and he’d been in his room. sitting on his bed, he was wearing his earbuds and staring down at his phone. He looked like he’d just come from a run, so he was shirtless and sweaty, and all I could think about was how I wanted to run my tongue over the ridges of his stomach. 

The tears fell as I covertly watched him, but when he glanced up toward my window (he always looked up... like he knew I was watching him), I’d gasped and fallen against my wall, letting the sobs overtake me as I dropped my head to my knees and cried. God, I missed him. I was desperate for him and wished he could hold me while I was puking, or rub my back while I was in pain, but I couldn’t do that to him. Wouldn’t do that to him. More than anything, though, I missed talking to him. I no longer had that other part of me, and it just felt so, so wrong.

I shook off my sadness and shampooed my hair, my hands pulling away with massive clumps of my hair. I knew this was coming—had been warned—but as more and more of my locks peeled away from my scalp, I felt like I might die. “Mom!” I screamed. “Mommy!”

The bathroom door slammed against the wall. “Lily, what’s wrong?” Dad bellowed, and I heard Rex bark. The dog hadn’t left my side since I’d been diagnosed. Mom was convinced he had detected my cancer even before we did. She was probably right.

“I need Mom,” I rasped.

“I’m here, honey,” Mom said. “It’s okay, Alex. I’ve got her.”

“Fuck!” he snapped. 

“Lil, I’m here, baby girl. What do you need?” Mom asked.

“All... My hair... It’s...” I couldn’t finish. The sobbing overtook me, and I lowered myself into the bathtub, wrapping my arms around my knees.

She pulled the curtain back a little, and I felt her hand on my head. I looked up at her, and she smiled gently. “You still want to do what we talked about?”

I nodded.

“Okay, I’ll grab the scissors so you can at least finish your shower, and then I’ll get the clippers ready.”

I nodded again, squeezing my eyes shut.

“Lil?”

I looked up at her. “Hmm?”

“This is all temporary, and none of it changes how beautiful you are inside and out. You’ll grow your hair back. I promise.”

“I know that in here”—I tapped my head—“But I really feel like I’m going to be sick.”

“I know, honey.”

“I’m sure that makes me vain or something.”

Mom sighed. “Sweetheart, you’ve got cancer. You get to feel however the fuck you want to feel... and no, it’s not vain. Losing one’s hair is disconcerting. It’s why Rogaine was invented.”

I blinked back tears. “This is probably true.”

She gripped my chin gently. “Beautiful Lily. Nothing takes that away from you, sweet girl.”

“Thanks, Mama,” I whispered.

“I’ll be right back.”

She closed the curtain but returned with a pair of scissors, so I could cut off as much of my hair as possible (there was a lot of it), so it didn’t clog the drain. She then put it all in a baggy and waited while I finished my shower. 

I threw on a robe and then sat in front of the vanity in her bathroom. I ran my hands over my short hair and shook my head. “I feel naked.”

“You know, this can wait,” Mom said.

“No. I want to do it.”

Dad walked in. “How about you let your old man handle the clippers.”

I met my dad’s eyes in the mirror and didn’t miss the sheen of tears. “Are you sure, Daddy?”

“Yeah, baby girl. Been doin’ your brothers’ hair for a while now. Think I got a handle on this.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

Mom kissed him gently then handed him the clippers and stepped back. As strange as this sounds, having the clippers slide over my scalp felt weirdly liberating. Once it was done, my eyes looked huge, which would take a little getting used to, but other than that, I didn’t look like a freak, so that made me feel a little less devastated as I ran my hands over my head. “This is so weird. I look like a fifty’s alien.”

“You look beautiful,” Mom said. “Kind of like Sinéad O’Connor back in the day.”

“I don’t know who that is.”

Mom sighed. “I know, I’m old. I’ll play you one of her songs sometime.”

“Sounds good.” I slid my arms around Dad’s waist and squeezed. “Thanks, Daddy.”

“All good, baby girl,” he said gruffly. “You go get dressed, and I’ll clean up the mess.”

This was my cue to leave, so I did, knowing Mom would probably need to talk Dad down off a ledge or two before they left their room. 

I walked into my room and closed the door, grabbing a pair of yoga pants and a T-shirt and pulling them on. I couldn’t stop myself from looking toward my window, stalling when I found Maverick standing at his staring at me. 

Shit! I forgot to close the blinds.

His face showed shock, then anger, then confusion. Then he was gone. He’d shut off his light as he stormed out of his bedroom. 

I let out a sigh of relief and gathered up my dirty clothes to dump in the laundry room... that was when all hell broke loose.

“Lily!” Maverick yelled, then I heard the low growl of my dad’s voice. “No, goddammit! Where is she?” Maverick continued.

“Maverick!” Dad bellowed. “Get the fuck back down here.”

My door slammed open, and all of a sudden, Maverick was there, standing in my doorway. Breathing hard, his face contorted in rage then concern as his hands fisted at his sides. I dropped the clothes I was holding and grabbed one of the posts of my bed to keep myself from falling over.

“What’s wrong with you?” he demanded.

“I swear to fucking Christ, Maverick Quinn, you get the hell out of here,” Dad demanded.

Maverick seethed. “I am not going anywhere, Hawk, until I get some answers.”

“Dad, it’s okay,” I said. 

“Lily,” Maverick said, his voice low and demanding.

“Let’s let them talk,” Mom said, always the voice of reason.

“You’re an adult now, Mav. Legally, I can beat the shit out of you,” Dad ground out.

“But it can wait until they talk,” Mom said, pulling my door closed without a backward glance. 

Maverick crossed his arms, and I licked my lips. He was bigger. God, he looked good. Sweats slung low on his hips, a tight T-shirt, and bare feet—indicating he still respected my mom enough to remove his shoes at the front door.

“You on drugs?” he demanded.

“No, Maverick, I’m not on drugs,” I said with a sigh. “In what universe would I ever be a druggy?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” he seethed, “the one where you start seein’ some other guy and dump my ass.”

“Maverick,” I breathed out, my heart breaking.

“Where’s your hair?”

“Some of it’s down the drain, some of it’s in a baggy Mom put it in, some of it’s in the garbage.”

He squeezed his eyes shut. “You have cancer.”

I nodded. “I have cancer.”

“Fuck,” he rasped then bellowed, “Fuck!” He ran his hands through his hair. “That’s why you...?”

“Yes.”

“Brad?”

I grimaced. “Very, very gay.”

“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” He stared at me for about two seconds before he closed the distance between us and gently pulled me into his arms. “I am so unbelievably pissed at you right now.”

“I know.” I slid my hands into his hair and held on tight.

“Goddammit! I can’t believe I didn’t figure it out. I should have known you’d never fuckin’ want anyone else.”

“I’m so sorry, Mav.” I bit back tears. “I didn’t want you to give up anything for me.”

He met my eyes and frowned. “Which is the most selfish thing anyone could do to another person, Lil.”

“But—”

“No! Dammit, Lily. You seriously think I’d have been okay with going through college and finding out that you’d gone through all this shit by yourself? What if you die? What if I miss out on time with you? I want it all, even if it’s limited.”

“I—”

“If the situation was reversed, how would you feel?”

It took a second, but I melted against him, realizing that in my effort to be selfless, I really had been unbelievably selfish. “Ohmigod.” I burst into tears. “I’m so sorry, Möosh.”

“Okay, baby doll. I’m here now, and I’m not going anywhere. I’ll talk to my parents, and we’ll figure out a game plan, but let’s just enjoy Christmas and spend every second together, okay?”

I nodded, but now that the floodgates were open, I couldn’t seem to stop crying. Maverick lifted me into his arms, and we stretched out on my bed so he could hold me closer. 

“Please tell me you didn’t hook up with some cheerleader slut,” I sobbed into his chest.

“I didn’t hook up with some cheerleader slut,” he whispered.

“Did you hook up with some other kind of slut?”

He chuckled. “No. I’m in love with you, Lily. I don’t do random hook-ups, and I wasn’t looking to date someone who wasn’t you, so I just focused on alienating myself from everyone I came in contact with and killing anyone who got in my way on the field. It’s been a stellar couple of months,” he rasped.

“I’m sorry,” I said and cuddled closer.

“Good. You should be,” he deadpanned.

I smacked his stomach, but then I got sidetracked because it was such a nice stomach. I slid my hand under his T-shirt and sighed. “I’ve missed this.”

“Lil, your dad already wants to kill me. Please don’t send me out there with a hard-on.”

I grinned, slipping my hand under the waistband of his sweats. “I think it’s a little too late for that.”

He groaned and covered my mouth with his, kissing me until we were both breathing heavy. He was the one who broke the connection and pulled me back onto his chest. “We have to wait.”

“I know,” I whispered.

“What kind of cancer do you have?”

“Acute lymphocytic leukemia.” I slid my arm around his waist and squeezed. “The first round of chemo was in the hospital, and now, I go in a couple of times a week. Today was the first day I started losing my hair.”

He lifted my chin and stroked my cheek. “You’re beautiful, Lily.”

“Are you just saying that?”

“No. It’s a fact.” He kissed me gently. “I love you, baby... so, so much.”

“I love you, too. I’m so sorry I lied to you.” More sobbing ensued, and Maverick pulled me close again. A knock came at my door, and I sighed. “We’d better get downstairs.”

Maverick nodded, and we climbed off the bed, and I opened the door. Mom stood in the hallway, and she visibly relaxed when Maverick slid his arm around my waist.

“You worked things out,” she observed.

I nodded. 

“Well, your dads are going at it downstairs, so Cass and I’d appreciate it if you’d come and show them both you’re okay.”

I rolled my eyes as I took Maverick’s hand and followed Mom downstairs. 

“You don’t keep shit like that from your brothers,” Ace snapped.

“You do when your daughter asks you to,” Dad countered.

“Lily,” Cassidy breathed out, and all eyes were on me. 

“Hi.” I gave a little wave, leaning heavily against Maverick who was at my back. “I’m really sorry I’ve caused so much grief.”

Cassidy rushed toward me and gently pulled me into a hug. “No grief, sweetheart. How are you feeling?”

“I’m okay.”

She stroked my cheek. “You look beautiful.”

I blushed. “Thanks.”

Maverick’s hand was back around my waist, and I leaned against him again. 

“You good?” Ace asked.

I nodded. “I asked Dad not to tell anyone. I’m sorry, Ace. I...” I glanced up at Mav. “I was trying to keep Maverick from making any rash decisions, but I don’t think I kept the secret very well.”

Ace glanced at Maverick then at me. “It’s all good, Lily. You just get better.”

“That’s the plan,” I said, suddenly really tired.

Maverick must have picked up on that because I was in his arms and being carried to the sofa before I’d said a word. 

“Honey, are you okay?” Mom asked.

I nodded. “Just a little tired.”

“We should probably get going,” Cassidy said. “Ready, Mav?”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Maverick said.

“Is it okay if he stays?” I asked as I looked up at Dad. 

He shook his head. “No.”

I frowned. “You’re really going to deny the girl with cancer the one thing that will make her happy?”

“Ohmigod,” Mom said with a groan. 

“Lily,” Maverick said, a little in shock.

“Please, Daddy?”

“Goddammit,” he snapped and jabbed a finger at me. “You stay where I can rip his dick off if I need to.”

“Really, Hawk?” Mom admonished.

“No offense, Cass,” Dad added.

“Ah, some taken there, handsome,” she retorted. “I’d like my son’s penis to stay attached to his body, if you don’t mind.”

“Would you people please stop talkin’ about my kid’s dick?” Ace ordered, and then turned on Cassidy. “And you quit callin’ that ugly asshole ‘handsome.’”

I dissolved into giggles, burying my face into Maverick’s chest as he wrapped an arm around me and pulled me close.

“Why don’t you guys come have a beer?” Mom suggested. “The little kids are happy downstairs, the big kids are happy here, so we’ll give them some space, huh?”

I smiled up at her, and she laid a blanket over me, kissing my forehead. “Love your giggle, sweet girl.”

“Thanks, Mama.”

I could tell Dad wasn’t really keen on leaving me, but Mom pushed him out of the room, and I snuggled closer to Maverick. “Please don’t give up Notre Dame.”

He rubbed my arm. “We’ll talk about it later.”

“Promise me, Möosh.”

“Lil, we’ll talk about it later.”

“If you don’t go back, you’ll be giving up everything for no reason.”

He frowned down at me. “Do not turn this into a fight.”

I sat up so I could see him better. “I’m not turning this into a fight. I want you to—”

He kissed me. I knew it was just to get me to shut up, but whatever. It was effective. I settled myself on his lap so I could get closer and slid my hands into his hair. “You win this time, big man.”

Maverick grinned. “I win every time.”

I sighed, tucking my face into his neck and kissing him just below his jaw. “You smell good. Like you. I’ve missed this.”

“Me too, baby doll.”

I didn’t remember anything after that because apparently, I fell asleep. 
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Maverick

“I’M NOT GOING back.”

“Honey, you made a commitment,” Cassidy said. “You have to go back.”

My parents had reluctantly convinced me to go home with them after Lily had fallen asleep on my lap and didn’t appear to be waking up anytime soon. I’d carried her up to bed and tucked her in, kissing her gently before letting my mom drag me out of Lily’s room. 

Payton took over with Lily but only after hugging me tightly. “For the record, I objected to her not telling you,” she whispered.

“I appreciate that, Payton. But from now on, no more secrets.”

She smiled. “I can do that, honey.”

“Thanks.”

I walked home with my parents, and now, we were sitting in the kitchen, an argument in full swing.

“Dad, back me up,” I begged.

Ace raised his hands. “I think you should go back.”

“What? Why?” I snapped.

“Because you need to tell your coach face-to-face that you can’t play football for his team this year.”

Cassidy gasped. “Carter!”

“Babe, don’t. You can’t be surprised I’d take this tack. If I’d had any say in you not leavin’ me back in the day, you don’t think I would have taken it?” 

My parents had known each other since they were in grade school, but in high school, a pretty significant misunderstanding led to them going their separate ways for over six years. Once they reconnected, Dad was determined not to let Mom get away again.

Dad squeezed my shoulder. “You want me to come with you, I will.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

Cassidy groaned. “You’re going to lose your scholarship.”

“If I lose Lily in order to keep the scholarship, it’ll be worth nothing, Mom. But if I keep Lily and lose the scholarship, I’m willing to take that trade.” I reached over and took my mom’s hand. “She’s everything to me. Look at Uncle Aidan. He changed his whole major and went to vet school two years after he could have. If I put off college for a little while, it’s not the end of the world. Losing time with Lily, though, would be.”

Dad stepped behind Mom, laying his hands on her shoulders, and she looked up at him. “Why did we raise such a mature and grounded young man? Right now, I’d settle for a Mama’s boy.”

“Maverick?” Tillie called. 

“Yeah?”

“Can you help me get to the next level, please?”

“Sure, sis, hang on a sec.” I rose to my feet, leaning down to kiss my mother’s cheek. “I love her, Mom. Just as much as Dad loves you. So I’m gonna go back, pack up my stuff, and move home until she’s cured.”

She sighed. “Okay, honey.”

“And Dad?”

“Yeah, bud?”

“I need you to shave my head.”

My mom groaned. “Not your hair, too.”

My dad smiled. “Yeah, bud, I’ll shave your head.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

“Mav?” Cassidy grabbed my arm. “If there was anyone on the planet worthy of you, it’s Lily. I’m so proud of you, honey.”

I saw the sheen of tears in her eyes and knew they weren’t tears for my hair. She loved Lily almost as much as I did. “Thanks, Mom.”

“But she loves your hair as much as I do.”

I laughed, kissed her again, and headed into the game room to help my sister. I’d let my dad deal with my mother’s obsession with my hair.

* * *
[image: image]


Lily

The next three years were a blur of doctor visits, chemo treatments, and touch-and-go moments of will it or won’t it return. I felt like my knowledge of red blood cells, white blood cells, and platelets grew to a level I neither desired nor required. However, it did give me a sudden passion to be a nurse, which had never been on the radar before.

Maverick gave up his scholarship to Notre Dame. He’d gone with his dad to the coach in Indiana and explained what was going on, and they’d been really understanding. What I hadn’t expected was that he’d come home without hair. 

“Not growing it back until you can grow yours, baby doll. We’re in this together.”

Even though I wasn’t happy he’d shaved off all of his glorious hair (and kept it short despite my pleas for him to grow it back), I’d thrown myself into his arms and kissed him until we both weren’t able to breathe... something we wouldn’t get to do much over the next year as my immune system would go from bad to worse at times. But the second I was allowed out of the “germ-free bubble,” I was on him like a stripper on a freshly cleaned pole. Seriously, I don’t know how we didn’t get pregnant (I didn’t give him a whole lot of time to get a condom on)... or get caught by my dad, but Maverick got pretty creative with date nights, often booking a hotel so we could have alone time. I referred to myself as his high-priced hooker for an evening romp in the sheets—he wasn’t amused. I was, though, which meant I took the joke as far as he’d let me.

Maverick had taken the rest of the year off to go through the worst of the chemo with me, but then when the fall semester came around, I was better, so he was ready to start again. Because cancer sucks, and there’s no real logic to it, Maverick decided to go back to his second-choice school, Oregon State, and see if he could salvage anything there. It was only his second choice because we’d both really wanted to go away... have some time together without the influence of our families and out of the reach of the Dogs. But life kind of kiboshed that, so he reached out to OSU, and they gave him a chance to play for them. 

He’d decided to follow in his uncle’s footsteps and become a vet, although he was doing a small animal major. Knight had focused on large animals, due to his horse obsession. One of the great things about the Dogs—and the Quinns in general—was that they took care of their own. And since Knight owned a large veterinary practice, he was able to offer Maverick an internship after he graduated. It was a win-win. 

I was dancing again, which meant ballet consumed a lot of my time but less than before. I realized that even though I loved dancing, it was no longer more important than most things in my life. Other than Maverick, I had always put dancing before friends, my parents, my brothers, everyone. Now, I was much more balanced.

Once I had salvaged my relationship with Maverick, I finally felt like my life was back on track. Auntie Kayla was convinced that part of the reason I was healing so beautifully was that I’d done what I should have done at the beginning... let Maverick love me through the cancer. I’m sure she was right, but I still appreciated the fact she only ‘told me so’ once, dropping any future reference to the subject.

My parents insisted I live at home, and quite frankly, I was okay with that for the moment. I loved my family, and never having been particularly independent, I liked feeling protected and part of the “pack.”

Maverick also continued to live at home... he had no desire to live in a dorm situation again, and until he and I could “cohabitate,” he said he’d stay put.

Admittedly, though, I couldn’t wait until we could start our lives together fully. I desperately wanted to get him naked whenever I felt the desire (which was a lot lately), but when you’re separated by a two-story drop and a fence below, it kind of killed the mood.

Maverick promised he’d find a way, and I believed him... because he was Maverick Quinn. 

* * *
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Two years later... 

I was cured. Okay, I was in remission. But I’d been cancer-free for more than two years, so things were certainly looking up. Even Rex had dropped his vigil and was back to being the family dog. 

Tonight was the final game of the season, and the Dogs were heading down to OSU as a convoy. I was so excited; I could barely contain myself. I hadn’t seen Mav play in a long time, and I didn’t know if I’d be able to stop myself from running out on the field with him.

Maverick and I were both graduating this year (I was officially a nurse), and we couldn’t wait to start our journey together. We were going to find a little house and move in together as soon as we could find something we could afford.

“Lily,” Dad called up the stairs. “Get a move on!”

“Coming!” I grabbed my phone, made sure the ring Maverick had given me when I was ten was firmly on my finger (it had turned it green, but I didn’t care; it was his promise to me) then I ran downstairs and jumped in the truck with the rest of my family.

If we’d been in some Hollywood movie, I was sure there’d have been a drone shot of trucks, SUVs, and Harleys pulling out of our little community as the group of Dogs who lived in our neighborhood (and a few who’d come up just to join in the fun) drove in a line toward the freeway.

My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out to find a text from Maverick: Love you, baby doll.

I smiled and texted back: Love you more, Möosh. Kill ‘em on the field. I’ll be the one screaming the loudest.

Maverick: You always scream the loudest.

Me: It’s because you’re good at everything you do.

I waited for his little emoji response before deleting the last two texts. It would not go well for me if Dad found those little nuggets on my phone. Not that he’d look, but the fact of the matter was, it didn’t matter that I was an adult, I was still his little girl... the one who’d nearly died... and I was still living in his house, so I did my best to respect that. 

After parking and finding our seats, I sat with Poppy and her best friend, Grace, and we caught up on life as we waited for the players to come out. Poppy and Grace were both going to school in Atlanta, and I missed seeing Poppy every day. For now, they were home for a few days and joined us for the game.

“How’s it going with Evan?” I asked Poppy. Grace was deep in conversation with Flea about surrealism or something random. 

“Evan is way over.”

“Uh-oh.” Evan was probably guy number seven in what she called her “dating disasters.”

She sighed. “Between Sid and Devon, I just need one guy who doesn’t pee his pants when they come pick me up.”

I giggled. Hatch was the Sergeant at Arms for the Dogs, and he’d married Poppy’s mom, Maisie, when Poppy was thirteen (Poppy’s dad had died when she was a baby). Ever since Hatch and Maisie’s wedding, Poppy had called Hatch, Sid (Stand-in Dad). Devon was Hatch’s nephew and a new recruit for the Dogs. Maverick seemed to think Devon might have a thing for Poppy, but if he did, he wasn’t sharing that with Poppy.

“It’s hard for guys who aren’t raised in this,” I commiserated. “I mean look at them all. If you don’t know them, they’re scary looking.”

“I guess”—Poppy shrugged—“if you think drop-dead gorgeous men who take care of their women and kids are scary looking.”

“It’ll happen,” I assured her.

A roar from the crowd indicated the players were ready, so I jumped up and made a run for the railing so I could be close. Cassidy and Ace were right there with me, and I grabbed Cassidy’s hand as the players filed onto the field.

Maverick was third through the arch. His eyes found mine, and he smiled as he patted his chest, just over his heart, and then kissed his fist. I kissed my fingers and mouthed, “I love you,” and then he nodded at his parents and continued to his teammates. 

The rest of the game was kind of a blur. They won, but it was close. Twenty-eight to twenty-four. With twenty-three seconds left on the clock, the quarterback handed Maverick the ball, and he broke three tackles to run in a touchdown. I was so unbelievably proud of my guy; I thought I might burst.

Maverick’s parents and I waited for him to shower and change. Everyone was meeting at Hatch’s place (his house was the biggest) for a celebratory party, but I was riding back with Maverick, so we could have a little debrief time alone.

He walked out of the locker room with Don Bradley, the quarterback, and Steve Moss, one of the other receivers. Whatever they were talking about was put aside as Maverick dropped his duffle and rushed me, picking me up off my feet and kissing me deeply in front of everyone. 

“You were amazing,” I breathed out.

“You’re my good luck charm.” He lowered me back to the ground then hugged his mom.

“I’m so proud of you, honey,” Cassidy said.

“Thanks, Mom.”

Ace hugged him as well. They shared some silent message, and then they left me alone with Maverick. He took my hand, picking up his bag on the way back to his friends. “Come say hi to Donnie and Steve.”

Donnie hugged me. “Thanks for winning the game for us.”

“What?” I squeaked.

He laughed. “Mav still doesn’t shut up about you. Says you’re the reason he made that touchdown.”

I bit my lip. “Sorry about that. I kind of have him whipped.”

All three men laughed while Maverick shook his head. “You guys gonna come up with us and eat?”

“Yeah, man, that’d be cool,” Steve said.

“Follow us.” Maverick wrapped an arm around my waist, and we headed to his truck. 

“Ohmigod, that last touchdown was so... heart stopping,” I said. “I thought for sure you guys were going to lose the game.”

He grinned, opening my door for me and throwing his bag in the back. “Yeah, I thought their safety had me for sure. I still can’t believe I got past that guy.”

I climbed up into the cab and cupped his face. “Mr. Calm, Cool, and Collected. Me, on the other hand? I thought I was going to puke.”

Maverick kissed me, and I nibbled his lower lip gently. “Fuck, Lil.”

“Yes, please.”

“Hold that thought.” He grinned. “We’ve got the whole weekend.”

“Mmm.” Maverick and I were heading to the beach the next day, but I honestly didn’t think I could wait to get him naked until then.

Maverick closed my door, and I buckled up as he climbed into the truck. We headed back to Vancouver, his buddies following, parked outside his house, and then walked over to Hatch and Maisie’s place.

Our walk through the front door was met with yelling and congratulations as Maverick and his teammates were pulled aside by the men and forced to give a play-by-play (I mean, really, they’d all been at the game) of the final touchdown. I joined Poppy and a few of the other girls and waited for the adoration to die down so I could figure out a way to get Maverick alone, even if it was just for a few minutes.

“I wish I understood football better,” Poppy said.

“I don’t really get it all that much either,” I admitted. “I mean I get it enough to follow along. You’d think after how many years I’ve been with Maverick, I’d ‘get it,’ but I don’t.”

Poppy giggled. “It doesn’t really matter. Just watching all that delicious man-meat’s good enough for me.”

“I’m only interested in one piece of meat.”

“Right answer, baby doll,” Maverick said from behind me.

I dropped my head back and looked at him upside down. “For a beefcake, you’re way too stealthy.”

He chuckled, leaning down to kiss me. “Up.”

I stood so he could sit and pull me onto his lap. Donnie sat in the chair opposite Poppy and smiled. “I’m Don.”

“Poppy.”

“He’d be a good fit for her,” I whispered in Mav’s ear.

Maverick’s gaze went somewhere over my head, and I followed it to see Devon stalking toward us, making a beeline for Poppy.

“Poppy,” Devon said. 

Her eyes flashed with irritation, and she stared up at him. “Yes, Devon. What do you need?”

Devon crossed his arms, looking every bit the biker he was. “Your mom’s askin’ for you.”

I rolled my eyes at Maverick. I was pretty sure that was a lie.

“I’ll come with you,” Donnie offered as he stood, holding his hand out to Poppy. She took his hand, but Devon stepped forward.

“I’ve got her, man,” Devon countered.

I felt Maverick’s body lock, but he stayed seated. 

“It’s all good, man,” Donnie said. “Poppy’s a grown-ass woman, so how about we let her decide?”

I watched Poppy’s face light up with surprise and delight. Donnie was the first guy who’d ever stood up to Devon. He hadn’t met Hatch yet, but I knew getting through Devon was pretty huge in Poppy’s book.

“I’m good, Dev,” Poppy said and then smiled at Donnie. “Come meet Mum.”

They headed out of the room, Devon following, and I grinned. “Well, someone’s met his match.”

Maverick nodded. “Yeah, but Donnie’s a player, so let’s watch that.”

I watched Devon stalk after them. “I think Devon’s on it.”

“Except Poppy might do something with Donnie just to get Devon off her back and Donnie’ll exploit that.”

I frowned. “Why are you friends with him if he’s such a dick?”

“I can be friends with the guy and still not want my other friends to date him.”

I sighed. “You’re such a guy.”

He chuckled. “Are you packed?”

“Yep.”

“Wanna go tonight instead of tomorrow morning?”

“Yes!” I said without hesitation. “Can we?”

“Yep,” he mimicked.

I scrambled off his lap and headed for the front door, texting Mom on the way out that we’d be back in a bit. 
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Lily

I MADE A run for my house, unlocking the door in record time, disarming the security system, and rushing up to my room. I snagged the duffel off my floor, but when I turned around, I was lifted off my feet and gently thrown onto the bed. I grinned as Maverick’s mouth covered mine and his hand slid under my T-shirt to cup my breast. I arched into his touch, gasping as his nail scraped over my already hard nipple. Now that chemo was over, I’d been able to go back on the Pill, which meant no more condoms, and I relished every moment with him bare.

“Hurry, Möosh,” I panted.

“Nuh-uh,” he countered, standing and prying off my boots. “I’m gonna make this last a little while.”

He’d just tugged off my jeans and panties and was doing amazing things to my clit when the sound of glass shattering had us both up and off the bed. “Ohmigod, I didn’t reset the alarm,” I whispered, yanking on my underwear again. “I thought we were just going to be a minute.”

“Where does your dad keep his gun?”

I gave him my ‘are you serious’ face. “In the safe in his bedroom.”

All us older kids knew how to handle guns, and we were all pretty good shots, but we’d been taught what not to do even as young kids, because gun safety was paramount in the life of the Club. Guns were always locked up unless they were on one of our parents, and none of us were allowed to carry our own until we’d had years of training. I personally didn’t carry one. I hated them. Mav did, but only when we were going to places that he felt I might need protection.

More breaking glass. 

“Shit!” Maverick whispered and pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Text your dad. I’ll text mine.”

As glass was breaking, loud thuds, and male shouts sounded downstairs, I texted Dad, but I also texted Mom, Cassidy, Poppy, and Devon. One of them was bound to see the message if Dad didn’t.

Maverick moved to the door, but I grabbed his arm. “What are you doing?”

“I’m going to see if I can see anything.”

“Ah, no you are not. You’re going to wait here with me until we have backup.”

“I’m not hiding in here like a pussy.”

I yanked on my jeans and hissed, “You are if you want access to my pussy in the near future.”

“Lil,” he ground out in irritation.

“What the fuck are you doin’ in my house?” my dad bellowed from downstairs.

“Backup,” I said but grabbed Maverick’s arm again. “But wait a sec, okay? Let me get my boots back on.”

“Lily!” Dad yelled just as I got one boot on. “Lily!”

Maverick pulled open the door, and I stepped into the hallway and called, “We’re okay, Dad.”

Ace crested the top of the stairs, and I saw him relax. “All good, Hawk.”

“What’s going on?” Maverick asked.

“Let’s get back to Hatch’s,” Ace said.

I nodded, giving Maverick a look of disappointment. I didn’t think we’d get to leave for our beach trip anytime soon. With a bolstering smile, he grabbed my bag and followed me downstairs.

I gasped and moved closer to Maverick as we walked into the family room and found four men in leather cuts and jackets, face-down on the floor, zip-tied and bloodied. My dad was standing over the man who was probably the leader, aiming a gun at his head. The logo on the backs of their cuts was for the Gresham Spiders, and I gulped. This was not good. The Spiders were a one-percent, nasty-ass MC that had a beef with the Dogs. Truth be told, they had a beef with everyone, but since Dad’s club was clean, they hated them the most.

Booker, the Dogs’ club VP, and Mack, Club Secretary, had guns steadied on the other three. Hatch was rifling through pockets, “accidentally” slamming heads against the floor.

“Watch the hardwoods,” Dad warned. “The old lady’s gonna raise hell if she has to clean blood off these floors tomorrow.” Dad looked my way and gave me a once-over. “Head on back.”

“I’ll walk ’em back,” Ace said.

Dad gave a chin lift, and we headed out.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“Club business,” Ace clipped.

“That bled over onto us,” Maverick pointed out.

“Wrong place, wrong time.”

“Dad, they broke into Lily’s house. What if she’d been alone?” Maverick snapped.

“Your choice not to be part of the club, bud. I respect that choice,” Ace said, “But it also means you have to respect that you don’t get information.”

“Bullshit when it touches my woman,” Maverick snapped.

I took Maverick’s hand and squeezed. I always marveled (and sometimes hated) how our dads could switch personalities from loving parents to hard-ass bikers in zero-point-two, but Ace was right. Maverick didn’t want to be a recruit for the Club, and there was no grief for that decision, but our dads had made it clear that Club business stayed inside the Club.

“Get outta town and put this outta your mind,” Ace directed. “We’ll handle it.”

Ace pushed open Hatch’s front door and let out a whistle. A different whistle response came back (probably Knight), and he let Maverick and me inside. “Don’t go anywhere until I give you the all-clear.”

Maverick nodded, but I could tell he wasn’t happy about sitting by and doing nothing.

Mom rushed into the foyer, her gun in her holster on her hip, and pulled me in for a hug then grabbed Maverick. “Are you two okay?”

I nodded, although now that the adrenaline had left my body, I suddenly felt a little shaky. Mav wrapped an arm around my waist, and I leaned heavily against him. 

“Who’s watchin’ everyone?” Maverick asked.

“Knight, Flea, Buzz, and Train are here,” Mom said. “Devon and a couple of the others are out searching for anyone else. Grizz grabbed his gun and ran off toward the green space.”

The land behind our house (actually, all the houses on our street) was protected green space, and it was about twenty-five acres of trees... a person could hide in there for a while if they wanted to.

“What about Donnie and Steve?”

“They left right after you,” she said. “I thought you saw them.”

At least, they were missing all the drama. 

“It was the Spiders, Mom,” I said.

“Well, shit!” she hissed. 

“Do you think Jenny...?” 

“Don’t go there, honey. Dad’ll deal with it.” 

I bit my lip and nodded, but I still worried. Jenny was my bio mom, a club whore, and a vicious piece of work. She’d had it out for my dad ever since he’d dumped her when I was a baby, and she’d been passing herself around to different Clubs, finally landing a top “Old Lady” position with the Gresham Spiders. She was the proud property of one of their nastiest soldiers, Brick, and the only reason I knew that was because I’d overheard my parents talking about it a while ago.

Mom headed back toward the kitchen, and Maverick kissed my temple. “Stop.”

I relaxed into him.

“As soon as they give us the all-clear, we’re out of here. But for the moment, stop obsessing about your egg donor,” he said. “She’s not worth it.”

I turned to face him. “It’s like you know me or something.”

He dropped my bag on the floor and kissed me gently. “Come on. Since I didn’t get to feast on your pussy, I need sustenance.”

I glanced around, my face heating. “Why do you say things like that when people might be able to hear?”

“Because it makes you squirm.”

I rolled my eyes. “You’re evil underneath that sweet exterior.”

Maverick kissed me again. “Evil, horny, and totally in love with my girl.”

“Okay, maybe slightly less evil.”

I followed him through the house and into the kitchen where Buzz, Flea, and Knight stood guard. Maisie and Mom were in the kitchen looking busy but not really doing anything.

“Where’s Train?” I asked.

“Downstairs,” Mom answered.

After downing a soda and two bottled waters, I needed some relief, so I headed to the bathroom, and just as I washed my hands, the not-so-distant sound of gunshots echoed. All I could think was to get down, but Maverick appeared in the doorway and crouched low with me. 

“What the hell is going on?” I asked.

“Shit’s going down,” Maverick said. 

“Thank you, Captain Obvious,” I retorted.

Maverick ignored me. “Hatch wants us all downstairs.”

I took his hand, and we headed down to the basement.

Because Hatch is a badass, and because he’s seen the worst of the worst, he modified his lower floor to be a glorified safe room. There was over twelve-hundred square feet of impenetrable living space—bulletproof glass, doors, and windows. The whole deal.

I flopped onto one of the sofas in the movie room while Maverick spoke with Train for a few minutes, but when Maverick looked like he was heading out, I followed. “Where are you going?”

“Gonna go help, Lil.”

“I think you should stay.”

He slid his hand to my neck. “I won’t be long.”

Kissing me gently, he walked up the stairs and through the door, locking it behind him. 

I headed into the home theater and sat next to Mom. Hunter and Case were playing video games on the big screen along with Tillie and Liam.

I couldn’t really sit still, so I walked back out to the kitchenette and tried to find something to do, but all I could really focus on were the hands on the clock above the sink.

I had been pacing the basement for about thirty minutes when Maverick came jogging down the stairs.

I rushed to hug him. “Are you okay?”

“I’m good, baby,” Maverick said. “Hatch and the guys are heading over to Blush with the Spiders. We’re free to go now.”

“Are you sure everything’s okay?” I asked.

“Yep, but if we’re going to go, we need to go now.”

I followed him up the stairs, and after he had grabbed my bag, we climbed into his truck. “What’s going on?”

“Let’s get on the road, Lil.”

I fastened my seatbelt and waited until we hit the freeway entrance before I started in again. “It’s Jenny, isn’t it?”

Maverick took my hand. “Kind of.”

“Damn, damn, damn,” I breathed out.

“Ace said—”

“Oh, it’s ‘Ace’ now? Not ‘Dad’?” I bit my lip. “This must be serious.”

“Dad said,” Maverick corrected and squeezed my hand, “the Spiders have been leaning on Prez to let them sell guns through the Club.”

“And Crow said no, right?”

“Right. But Brick’s not letting up. And Jenny thinks she has leverage.”

“Me,” I deduced.

“Yeah.”

“I should call my dad.”

“No,” Maverick countered. “We’re going to enjoy the weekend, and you’re going to let the Dogs deal with this shit. This doesn’t touch you, Lil.”

I rolled my head to smile at him. “I will enjoy this weekend because I can’t wait to get you into bed and fuck you uninterrupted for three days, but if you think for a second this doesn’t touch me, you’re high.”

Maverick laughed. “Sometimes, your biker chick mouth makes me hard.”

“Sometimes?” I challenged.

He lifted my hand to his mouth and kissed it. “One hour, baby doll.”

I squeezed my legs together. “Can’t wait, Möosh.”
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Lily

WE CAUGHT TRAFFIC into Portland, so it ended up taking us close to two hours to get to Maverick’s family beach house, but I didn’t care. Three days alone with my man was worth the wait. He hit the garage door opener, and we drove into the garage and then headed into the house.

The recently renovated beach home rivaled pictures in a design magazine. Light blue walls, shells, and beachy accessories everywhere; brand-new sofas covered in white canvas faced a wood-burning fireplace in the center of the room. Hardwood floors throughout, except the kitchen, bathrooms, and mudroom, which all had tile. 

I followed Maverick through the living room and pushed open the French doors that led to the back deck. I breathed in deep and smiled. There was nothing quite like the smell of ocean air.

Maverick wrapped his arms around me from behind and kissed the back of my neck. “Hungry?”

“Not for food.”

He turned me to face him and covered my mouth with his, lifting me so I could wrap my legs around his waist. Our kiss was a desperate connecting of tongues and hands and lips as he carried me back into the house. I wove my hands into his hair and tugged gently as he settled me on the bed in the master bedroom and slid my shirt up.

Popping the front hook on my bra, he cupped my breasts, running my nipples between his fingertips as he gently sucked each one into his mouth. Before I could fully get into it, however, he slid off the bed. “Hold that thought. I’m gonna lock up. I want you naked when I get back.”

I grinned. “I love it when you’re bossy.”

He grinned and jogged out of the room. I undressed quickly and pulled the covers back, sliding into the warmth of the flannel sheets. Maverick returned in record time, pulling his shirt over his head as he walked into the room. 

I sighed. I didn’t think I’d ever get sick of seeing him without a shirt. God, he was gorgeous. Bare chest, eight-pack abs, muscles on muscles—I couldn’t help but lick my lips as he removed the rest of his clothes and crawled into the bed beside me. He had a tattoo of lilies over his heart with my name written next to them, and I ran my finger over the design. 

He grinned, leaning down to kiss me, and then moving his way down my body, his face disappearing between my legs. I whimpered when his mouth connected with my clit, sucking it gently. I fisted my hands in the sheets and arched against him.

“Möosh, I’m... I can’t wait.”

He didn’t respond verbally... just put more pressure on my clit with his tongue. I anchored my heels to his shoulders and bit my lip, trying to keep my climax at bay. I couldn’t. I cried out, my body shaking as I came. Maverick kissed the inside of my thighs then hovered over me and slid inside. I moaned with want, the feel of him almost too much. Linking his fingers with mine, he dragged them over my head and buried himself deeper in my body as he licked my bottom lip and then kissed me deeply. I slid a leg over his hip and arched into him. 

“You have the greediest pussy,” he breathed out, thrusting in slowly.

“Only because you make me that way.”

He grinned, kissing me again. “How hard, Lil?”

“Hard, Möosh.”

Maverick released my hands and slid out of me. “On your knees, baby.”

I didn’t hesitate to roll over and push up on all fours. Maverick squeezed my bottom as he slid back inside me, reaching one hand to a breast and the other to my clit. He worked my body again until I could barely breathe, and then he grabbed my hips and slammed into me over and over again until I cried out and collapsed onto the mattress. Luckily, Maverick knew enough to fall with me, and he pushed up above me and continued to slam into me. 

“Möosh, I’m going to come again.”

“Wait.”

I whimpered, unsure I’d be able to do what he demanded. 

“Now, baby,” he rasped, and his body locked.

I let myself go and contracted around him as he rolled us to our sides and kissed my shoulder. I dropped my head back so I could kiss his chin and then slid my hands over his arms firmly around my waist. 

“I love you, Lily.”

“I love you, too.”

“Remember my promise?” he asked.

I nodded. “You promised you’d love me forever, protect me with your life, and always keep the fridge full of cheese.”

“Exactly, and a—”

“Promise is a promise is a promise,” I finished.

He chuckled. “Will you marry me, Lil?”

“Yep.”

He kissed me. “Got the ring, baby doll. Asked your dad. This is the real proposal.”

I gasped, shifting away from him so I could roll over to face him. “Seriously?”

He nodded, running his knuckles gently down my face. “I know how you feel about public attention, so this was the plan.”

I laid my hand over his tattoo. “I want to see this ring.”

With a grin, he rolled and reached over the side of the mattress for his jeans. Digging in the pocket, he pulled out a beautiful, antique engagement ring with what looked like a one-carat diamond. 

“This was Grandma Wendy’s,” he said. “Her mom gave it to her when she got married, so she wanted you to have it.”

“Really?”

Maverick nodded. “You know how much she loves you.”

I did know that. Wendy was Cassidy’s mom and I adored her. She was the best, and I’d always had a bond with her, but for her to give me her mother’s ring was unbelievable to me.

I blinked back tears as he slid it onto my finger. “It’s gorgeous.”

“Is that still a yes?”

I giggled. “Duh.”

He cupped my face. “Still not hearing a yes, Lil.”

“Yes. Yes, yes, yes, a thousand times yes!” I kissed him quickly, rolling him onto his back so I could straddle him. “I can’t wait to be Lily Quinn, and I can’t wait to have your babies.”

“Three.”

“Two.”

“Four.”

I rolled my eyes. “Two.”

“Six.”

“You can’t just keep raising the number, Möosh. I’m the one who has to carry them.”

He grinned. “A man can hope.”

“Let’s have one and go from there.”

Maverick pushed my hips down and slid into me again. “Deal.”

“Honeymoon in Charleston?” I asked.

“We probably won’t have the funds for London or Paris, but Charleston’s doable.”

I dropped my head back, raising up slightly so I could lower myself onto him again. Maverick flipped me onto my back and thrust into me faster and faster—no words, just our bodies connecting—until I couldn’t wait. 

Maverick tensed, and then we both let go. As much as I loved the multiple orgasms Maverick gave me, I loved when we came together. He kissed me gently, then my jaw, then my neck before sliding out of me and pulling me close. “I love you, fiancée.”

I giggled. “I love you more, fiancé.”

“Are you hungry now?”

I smiled. “Starving.”

“Come shower with me then we’ll eat.” He climbed off the bed and headed into the bathroom.

I took a few minutes to stretch and then joined him in the shower. I was given one more orgasm, and then it was pizza and movie time. Of course, I spent half of the movie staring at my ring.

Most perfect proposal ever.

* * *
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Maverick’s low and quiet voice drilled its way into my dream, and I realized he was talking to someone on the phone. I threw my arm back and connected with an empty mattress, so I forced my eyes open and sighed. I didn’t like to wake up without him wrapped around me.

Not bothering to put any clothes on, I headed out of the bedroom and down the hall, following the sound of his voice.

He paced the living room, one hand running over his chin and the other holding his cell. “Yeah. I get it. Yeah, I’m sure.” He sighed and then caught my eye. “Dad, gotta call you back. Okay. Bye.” He hung up and smiled, closing the distance between us and kissing me deeply. “Morning.”

“Hi. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong.” He lifted me, and I wrapped my legs around him. “Let’s go back to bed.”

“Möosh, something’s up,” I pressed as he carried me down the hall.

“I’m patching in.”

I gasped. “What?”

Maverick lowered me to the bed and kissed me again, dragging off his shorts and climbing in beside me. I placed my hand over his mouth before he could distract me further. “Nope.”

He chuckled, pulling me against him. “It’s time I patch in, Lil. Dad’s right. If I want to protect you fully, I need information, and I don’t get information unless I’m a member. I’ll have to pay my dues like any other recruit, but I told him that as long as it didn’t mess with my residency schedule, I was willing to do that.”

Maverick was in vet school and didn’t have much time left, so it was a rush to the finish.

“But you’re too pretty to be a biker,” I said. “Not to mention, leather and denim aren’t really your go-to.”

Maverick had always been a clothes horse. He loved nice things and owned more shoes than I did. He rode, but he didn’t own his own Harley. Instead, he’d use his dad’s if we wanted to enjoy a clear day. 

“I can pull off denim and leather, baby doll.” 

“This is very true.” I shivered. “But you don’t own a bike.”

“Hatch’s got that covered. He bought an old Harley a year ago or so. He was going to sell it for a mint, but he’s going to give me a deal.”

“This must be bad if your dad thinks you need to patch in.”

He gave me a squeeze, pulling the covers up around us. “I’ve been talking to him for six months about this, babe. It’s not a new development, so I don’t want you worrying for no reason.”

I frowned. “I’m not worrying for ‘no reason.’”

He sighed. “Fair enough, but for the moment, will you let your man figure it out? If you need to know something, you will.”

“I won’t bug you until Tuesday morning, but only because I’m not ready to burst our love bubble yet.” I stroked his cheek. “But after that, all bets are off.”

Maverick pushed me onto my back and slid his hand between my legs. “I can live with that.”

I arched into his hand as he kissed me, whimpering when his thumb connected with my clit. “Mav,” I rasped.

“What do you want, baby?”

I pushed him onto his back and straddled his hips. “Control.”

He grinned, squeezing my bottom and lifting me so he could slide inside me. I dropped my head back and relished the feeling of him filling me. He lifted me again, bringing me back to the present, and I met his eyes and smiled. “Control, Möosh.” I removed his hands from my hips and pushed them above his head. “Which means you don’t get to touch.”

Maverick raised an eyebrow. “Kinky.”

“No kink, just fun.”

“Can I request some kink?”

I rolled my eyes. “When it’s your turn, you have free rein to get creative, but tonight, I get to play.”

Before I could do anything, Maverick flipped me onto my back and buried himself further inside me. “Hey!” I squeaked but was quickly rendered speechless when he started to move, slamming inside me over and over until I exploded around him.

He kissed my neck as he rolled with me onto his back. I shifted, so we were still connected, but my cheek was on his chest. “I hate you,” I breathed out.

He squeezed my bottom and chuckled. “You kept jabbering, baby doll. And when your pussy’s firmly encasing my cock, I’m not really interested in the jabbering.”

“What about when my pussy’s not firmly encasing your cock?”

“Then I love your jabbering.”

I settled my chin on my hand and met his eyes. “I don’t jabber.”

“Didn’t I just say I love your jabbering? It’s a compliment, baby doll.”

I contracted my “encasing” and grinned when Maverick let out a quiet groan. “Do you want to rephrase?” I offered, contracting again.

“You’re way too good at that, Lil,” Maverick complained.

I giggled. “Mom told me Kegels were important.”

“You and Payton’s sharing nature is weird.”

“You don’t talk about your body with Ace?” I asked, already knowing the answer to that question. He didn’t.

“After the basics, no.” He rolled me onto my back again and cupped my breast, drawing a nipple into his mouth. “Your skin is incredible.”

He slid his hand between our bodies and fingered my clit. I arched against him, wrapping my arms around his neck and kissing him deeply. He started to move again, and I gripped his bicep as I slid my legs around his waist. “Möosh,” I whispered and kissed him again.

“God, I love you,” he rasped, stroking my cheek.

“I love you, too.”

He rolled over again, and I was back in control. I braced my palms on his chest and rode him, slowly at first, and then, unable to actually control anything, I sped up. His knees hit my back, and his body locked before I was ready, but because he was Maverick Quinn, he didn’t revel in his post-climax glow; instead, he thumbed my clit and rolled one of my nipples until I felt my orgasm build. I came undone, falling against his chest and kissing his collarbone. 

Maverick gently slid out of me and headed into the bathroom. He returned with a warm washcloth to clean me up, and then climbed back under the covers and pulled me back against his body.

I faced him and slid my arm around his waist. “Do you ever wonder why sex is so good with us?”

He smiled, running a lock of my hair around his finger. “Nope.”

“Really?”

“Really.” He flattened his palm against my hip and tugged me closer. “Why?”

“Because I hear girls complain that sex sucks and it’s always a trending topic on television shows.” I shrugged. “I just figured since we were both virgins when we finally did the deed, that it would have been more awkward.”

“It was pretty awkward, Lil.”

I giggled. “It was not.”

“I came as soon as you got naked.”

I gasped. “You did not!”

“Close enough.”

“You were amazing.”

“That right there is why it’s always good between us,” he said, running his finger between my breasts.

“Because I think you’re amazing?”

He nodded. “And because you rewrite history.”

“I do not!” I smacked his leg.

Maverick grinned. “Baby doll, you totally freaked out that your dad would find out. Then you bled like a stuck pig and got freaked out because you thought you were going to die because there was so much blood.”

I bit my lip. He was right. I didn’t remember any of that... I mean I did as soon as he reminded me, which bummed me out. “I preferred my version of the memory, thank you very much.”

“I do too,” he admitted and kissed me quickly. “What are you making me for breakfast?”

“Cereal.”

“Thanks, baby doll.” He nodded. “Eggs, bacon, and pancakes would be awesome.”

I giggled, throwing the covers off. “I regret ever sharing with you that my parents taught me to cook.”

He sat up and slid off the bed. “I’ll cook tonight.”

I glanced at him over my shoulder. “Um, no, that’s okay, Möosh.”

Maverick dropped his head back and laughed. “Maybe you should teach me to cook.”

“I’d be happy to.” I pulled on a clean pair of undies and snagged one of his T-shirts out of his bag. 

“Is that all you’re wearing?” he asked.

“Yes. Why? Want me to put more clothes on?”

He shook his head. “Hell, no. Just gonna deal with a hard-on for the next few hours.”

“I’ll take care of you, Möosh, don’t you worry,” I promised as I knotted his T-shirt on my hip. Maverick groaned, and I couldn’t help but grin. I loved how I could drive him crazy without effort. 

“I think you need to take care of me now, baby doll.”

“I thought you wanted breakfast.”

“I do.” He sighed. “If you figure out how to flip pancakes and give a blowjob at the same time, let me know, huh?”

“Oh, I’ll get right on that,” I deadpanned. “Do you think there’s a class I could take at Clark?”

“I think they could charge more for a class like that.” Maverick pulled on a pair of sweats and followed me out to the kitchen.

“Only if men were paying for it.”

“You might have a point.”

He kissed me and then, while he made coffee, I went about making my man breakfast.
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Lily

TUESDAY MORNING CAME, and I woke with a groan... and not a good one. Instead of my man waking me by doing something delicious to my body, I was jarred awake by his phone buzzing on the nightstand next to the bed.

The bed jostled, and Maverick whispered, “Hello?” He sighed. “Yeah. Yep. Okay. Bye.”

I rolled over and slid my arm around his waist. He dropped his phone on the nightstand and pulled me closer. “Gotta head back.”

“What?” I squeaked. “No way. We have three hours!”

“Our dads want us home. Mom said we don’t have to clean up.”

I sat up and frowned down at him. “Something’s up if we’re not expected to wash the sheets.”

He dragged his hands over his face. “Sounds like it.”

“I’m washing the sheets.”

Maverick dropped his hands and looked up at me. 

“Before you argue, it’s gross,” I said. “I would not want to sleep in a bed with dirty sheets, so I refuse to leave them like this. You go shower, I’ll start the washer, and then you can throw them in the dryer before we go.”

He tugged me down on top of him. “Quickie first.”

I obliged.

* * *
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We climbed into Maverick’s truck an hour later. While he’d showered, I’d changed the sheets, thrown the others in the washer, made coffee, and managed to whip up a quick breakfast. After that, Maverick loaded everything in the dishwasher while I showered. 

“We kind of rocked that out of the park,” I said as he pulled away from the beach house.

Maverick nodded. “We’re obviously a power couple in more ways than one.”

“We’re totally going to make marriage our bitch.”

Maverick laughed and reached for my hand. “We’ll have eighty years to do it.”

“Only eighty?” I challenged.

“Do you really want to live past a hundred and three, baby doll?”

“If I’m with you, hell yeah.”

He kissed my palm. “Okay, forever, then.”

“Better.” I grinned. “Besides, think about how good my blowjobs will be when I don’t have any teeth.”

Maverick bellowed with laughter. “Holy shit, Lil.”

I grinned. “You’re thinking about a blow job now, huh?”

“Hell, yeah, I am.”

“Sorry, not sorry.” I squeezed his hand and relaxed against the truck seat. We drove in comfortable silence, the music of Jackson Jackson and the Citizens filling the space. I knew I’d have to get back to reality sooner than later, but I chose to ignore that fact, sitting close to my man in the truck while he drove us back to real life. My heart fell as we drove into our neighborhood, and Maverick pulled into his driveway. 

“I’m not ready,” I admitted.

“Me neither.” He turned off the ignition and faced me. “I’ve gotta head down to the club.”

“Now?” 

“Yeah.”

I sighed. “For the record, I hate this.”

“It’s time, Lil.”

“Is it?” I challenged, releasing my seatbelt. “Because I was under the impression we were going to live our life for ourselves, not the club.”

He slipped his hand around my neck and stroked my pulse. “If you really don’t want me in, Lil, say it now.”

Shit! I hated it when he did this to me. “Can I think about it? Even if it’s just for a few days?”

“Yep.”

“Do you really want to do this, Mav? I mean I get that you want to protect me and everything, but don’t patch in if it’s not what you want. Dad’ll deal with the Club side of things. You can stay out of it.”

He stared at me for a few tense seconds. “I want in, Lil. But if you don’t want it, you know the deal—I’m out.”

I sighed, biting my lip. “Let me sleep on it, okay?”

His hand slipped away from my neck. “Yeah, baby doll.”

“Are you mad?”

He shook his head and climbed out of the truck, walking around the hood to my side. He pulled open the door and helped me down. I wrapped my arms around his waist and hugged him. “You seem mad.”

He wove his hands into my hair and tilted my head back. “Not mad, Lil. Promise. Just need you with me on this. But you’re more important to me than the Club... or anything, baby doll... so if you’re not one hundred percent in, then we’re out.”

He leaned down and kissed me, and I gripped his T-shirt like it was a lifeline. Adulting sucked. Especially now that Maverick and I had to make decisions that would affect the rest of our lives. It was daunting.

Maverick broke the kiss and stroked my cheek. “I’ll carry your bag in then I’ve gotta go.”

I nodded, and after Maverick had grabbed my duffel, I led him next door to my house. Unlocking the door, I pushed it open and heard the beep of the alarm. “It’s just me!” I called.

“Is Maverick with you?” Case asked, and I heard footsteps jogging toward us.

“I’m here, bud,” Maverick said, dropping my bag to the floor just before Case arrived in the foyer. 

Case grinned and gave Mav the ‘fist.’ “I made JV.”

“You did?” I asked.

Case nodded. 

“Dude, that’s awesome!” Maverick exclaimed. “Did you get running back?”

“Yeah. Coach says if I keep going the way I’m going, I’ll be starting varsity next year.”

“I’m so proud of you.” I hugged my brother. At fifteen, he was already a total stud, and the hours he and Maverick spent throwing a football around had obviously paid off.

“We’ll go out this week, and you can tell me all about it,” Maverick said. “I’ve gotta head out right now, though.”

Case gave him a very manly chin lift. “Cool.”

I turned and kissed Maverick quickly. “Be safe.”

“Always, baby doll.”

Then he was out the door, and I reset the alarm. “Is Mom around?”

Case nodded. “Laundry room, I think.”

“Thanks.” I squeezed his arm. “Super proud of you, little brother.”

“‘Preciate it, big sister.”

I headed upstairs to the laundry room and peeked inside. “Mom?”

She jumped, spinning in place with her hand on her heart. “Ohmigod, Lil, you scared the shit out of me.”

“Sorry.” I smiled, leaning against the doorframe.

“How was your weekend?” she asked, handing me one end of a sheet.

“It was good ‘til Mav got a call, and now, he’s off to the compound.”

“Is he patching in?” Mom asked.

“You don’t know?”

“I suspected, but you know your dad doesn’t share.”

I sighed, handing her my folded end of the sheet. “He really doesn’t tell you anything?”

“Well, no, but he doesn’t share unless I needle him, and he feels he can tell me something.”

I rolled my eyes. “See? I don’t think I can do that.”

She set the sheet on the folding counter and then faced me again. “What does Mav want to do?”

“He wants to patch in.”

“I see.”

“But he wants me to think about it because he doesn’t want to do it unless I’m a hundred percent in.”

Mom gave me a sympathetic smile.

“Adulting’s hard,” I whined.

Mom chuckled. “Right?”

“How do you handle it?”

“Your dad was in the club when I met him, sweetness, so it’s all I’ve ever known.” She crossed her arms and leaned against the dryer. “Daddy shares enough with me, though, and I think the other guys are like that with their old ladies, too. At least, in our immediate group. The older ones, probably not so much.”

“But what’s ‘enough’?”

She shrugged. “I can’t answer that for you, honey.”

“Yes, you can,” I countered. “I give you permission.”

Mom grinned. “The fact Mav’s asking you to think about this shows me—and it should show you—that he will always consider your feelings in the decisions he makes. So right there, honey, that’s a good thing.”

“Well, he’s a good guy.”

“I know.” She reached her hand out. “Do I get to see the ring, or did you say no?”

“Oh!” I squealed. “I forgot about the ring!” I held out my hand, and she oohed and aahed over the setting and diamond, hugging me tightly. 

“I am so unbelievably proud of you, sweetness.” She cupped my face, and I didn’t miss the tears in her eyes. “You’ve taken your dreams by the balls and made them happen, and you deserve this.”

“Thanks, Mama.” I hugged her again. “I love you.”

“Love you too, baby girl.”

“So... should I say yes or no?”

“You’ve already said yes.”

“To the patching in... I’m going to marry him, obviously.”

She laughed. “Can’t answer that one for you, Lil.”

“Dammit!”

“I love most things about the club, if that helps. The secrecy doesn’t even bother me that much. I was kind of used to it in a roundabout way, being so close to your uncle Brock and being kept out of all of his super-secret mission stuff.” She cupped my chin. “I have a feeling Mav won’t make a whole lot of moves without you, so whether he’s in or he’s out, you two will be the same couple you’ve always been.”

“I guess that’s true.” I smiled. “You’re kind of smart, you know that?”

“Don’t tell anyone. Bimbo’s my M.O.”

I laughed. Bimbo was so far from my mom it wasn’t even funny. “Okay, I’m going to read for a bit. Want me to cook tonight?”

“I would love for you to cook!”

“I’m on it.”

“Thanks, honey.”

I headed downstairs and grabbed my bag then made my way to my room. I had a lot to think about, so instead of reading, I sorted through my clothes until it was time to start prepping for dinner.

* * *
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Six o’clock rolled around, and Dad still wasn’t home (neither was Maverick), so Mom, Hunter, Case, and I ate without him. My brothers scarfed down the mac ‘n’ cheese I’d prepared, which always made me feel good. I loved to cook, but I loved it even better when people enjoyed it. 

“You boys are on dishes,” Mom said when Hunter jumped up to grab seconds.

I heard the garage door open, and I made a run for it. Yanking it open, I peered out to see Dad walking his bike in. “Is Maverick with you?”

“Hi Dad, how was your day? I missed you this weekend,” he deadpanned and slid the kickstand down. 

I smiled, stepping into the garage and hugging him. “Hi, Dad, how was your day? I missed you this weekend. Is Maverick home?”

He chuckled, kissing my cheek. “Yeah, baby girl. He was right behind me.”

My phone buzzed just as I followed Dad back into the house.

Maverick: I’m home, baby doll. Want to come here?

Me: Yeah, give me five.

“I’m running next door,” I called, pulling on my shoes.

“I’ll walk you,” Hunter called back. 

I wrinkled my nose but knew arguing would only delay the inevitable. “Thanks.”

Hunter appeared before me and slipped on his shoes then followed me outside. At seventeen, he was almost as commanding as Maverick had been at his age, but my brother was not a jock. He was firmly in the nerd camp with his freakish computer hacking ways and disinterest in sports of any kind. I wondered what kind of girl he’d end up with.

“You don’t need to walk me twenty-five feet next door, Hunt.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, I do.”

“You’re so messing with the system, little brother.”

“I get that women can do anything a man can do, Lil, and that we’re equals, but the truth of the matter is, most men are bigger and stronger than women are, so I want to make sure you’re safe.”

I sighed. I couldn’t really argue with that logic. Especially when it came to me. I was barely five-foot-four, and although I was strong because dancing made me that way, I’m not sure I could take down a man Hunter’s size, let alone someone bigger.

Maverick stepped out on his porch and gave Hunter a chin lift. “Thanks, man.”

Hunter nodded in response. “No problem.”

“Love you, Hunter,” I called.

He grinned and headed back home. I climbed the stairs and walked into Maverick’s hug. He kissed my head and gave me a gentle squeeze then ushered me inside.

“How did it go?” I asked, slipping my shoes off.

“Good.”

“And...”

“And it went well, baby doll.”

I sighed. “Okay, okay, I’ll drop it... for now.”

He chuckled. “Thanks. Wanna come show Mom how good that ring looks on your finger?”

“Yes!” I said, excitedly.

Leaning down, he kissed me gently. “Needed that first.”

“You can have that first anytime.”

He grinned, taking my hand and walking me into the kitchen where everyone was eating. “Oh, I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to interrupt dinner,” I said.

Cassidy gave me a dismissive wave as she rose to her feet. “You aren’t, honey.”

“Hey, Lil,” Ace said. 

“Hey.”

Liam gave me a chin lift, and I bit back a giggle. He was such a mini Ace. “Hey,” he said.

“Lily!” Tillie said, excitedly. “Do you like my hair?

“Ohmigosh, I love it, Till.” Maverick’s little sister had purple streaks on the underside of her blond hair, and it looked really cool.

“Are you hungry?” Cassidy asked.

“I just ate actually.” I hugged her and then glanced up at Maverick. “Did you eat?”

“Not yet.”

“I’ll come back,” I said.

He held firm. “No. I’ll grab something later.”

“Or you could eat with your family, and I can come back or sit with you while you do.”

“Let me see the ring,” Cassidy ordered while Maverick grabbed himself a plate.

I sat beside Cassidy and slid my hand toward her. Tillie wanted to see it next, so I obliged.

* * *
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Maverick

I filled my plate and then sat across from Lily. The meeting today had been rough. I didn’t see a way out of patching in, and truth be told, I didn’t want one. I just needed to figure out how to get Lily on board. 

The Spiders were closing in, and Jenny was quickly becoming a bigger problem than anyone had anticipated. I didn’t feel I could effectively protect Lily from her mother’s bullshit drama if I didn’t have all the information, and I wouldn’t get all the information until I patched in. It was surprising Prez had shared as much as he had. I chalked it up to the fact that I was Dad’s kid and Lily was Hawk’s, and both men were well respected.

Lily raised an eyebrow pointedly at me, but I just smiled and took another bite of mashed potatoes while she continued to jabber with my family. She was a perfect fit, and I loved how much she completed a family that wasn’t broken. 

“Dad, can I play Overwatch?” Liam asked.

“Homework done?” Dad asked.

“Yep.”

“Rinse your plate and put it in the dishwasher and you can have an hour.”

Liam pushed back from the table and did as directed.

“You too, Tillie,” Dad said.

“I don’t want to play Overwatch,” she argued.

Mom giggled. “How about you and I subject your dad to some chick flick?”

Tillie clapped her hands. “Camp Rock?”

“I’d rather be shot in the head,” Dad said.

“Miss Congeniality?” Tillie countered.

“Sandra Bullock I can handle.”

“I bet you can,” Mom retorted.

I saw Lily attempting to bite back a smile, and I focused back on my dinner. 

“Mav and I’ll do the dishes,” Lily offered, and I raised an eyebrow pointedly toward her. She cocked her head, knowing I’d do anything she asked.

“Yeah, we’ll do the dishes,” I confirmed.

“You don’t have to tell me twice.” Mom pushed away from the table, kissed my head, and dropped her plate by the sink.

I finished my dinner just as the rest of my family dispersed, so Lily and I cleared the table.

“I’ll rinse, you load,” Lily suggested.

I backed her against the counter and kissed her. “Dishes?”

She slid her hands up my chest and grinned. “It was a nice thing to do.”

“Hmm-mm, yeah, it was... at my expense.”

Lily giggled. “Our expense, Möosh.”

“Mine, yours, ours. Same dif.”

“The amount of time you’ve stood here bitchin’, we would have the dishes done by now.”

I kissed her again. “But this was way more fun.”

“Are you going to fill me in on the meeting?”

I pulled away and stepped to the sink. Lily started to rinse the dishes, and I tried to think about what to say.

“Just spit it out, honey,” Lily said.

“What I know is that the Spiders are closing in. They’re starting to mess with a few of the recruits... mostly because they can’t get close to anyone else. And Jenny’s gunning for you.”

“Shit,” Lily whispered.

I met her eyes. “She won’t get near you, Lil.”

“I’m not worried about that. I know she can’t get near me.” She sighed. “I just don’t understand why this is all coming down now.”

“I don’t know.”

Lily stared at me for several seconds. “I’m in, honey.”

“Yeah?”

She nodded. “I talked to Mom.”

“There’s no going back.”

“I know.” She reached out and fisted her hand in my T-shirt. “You have to promise me you won’t shut me out, though. I can’t be an ol’ lady whose ol’ man doesn’t talk to her.”

I chuckled, leaning forward to kiss her again. “I promise, baby doll.”

“Then I’m in.”

I cupped her face and smiled. “I love you.”

“I love you more, Möosh. Never doubt it.”

I ran my nose against hers. “I never do.”

“When do we start looking for our own place?”

“This weekend.”

“Really?” she squeaked.

“Yeah. I already have a list.”

“Shut up. When did you make a list?”

“A week ago.”

She threw her arms around me and pulled me close. I stepped around the dishwasher door, so we didn’t fall over it and held her tight. “We movin’ in first?”

She nodded against my chest. “Unless you want to marry me on Friday.”

I chuckled. “I’d marry you tomorrow, baby doll, don’t doubt that.”

Lily licked her lips and whispered, “Do you think everyone would hate us if we eloped?”

“I think the bigger question is how bad would you feel if everyone hated us?”

“Bad.”

“Worse than having everyone focusing on you?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Whatever you want, Lil.” I smiled. “Talk to your mom. See what she thinks.”

“You sure you don’t care?”

“Couldn’t care less, baby doll. Just want your last name to be the same as mine.”

“I’ve actually decided I don’t want to change my name.”

I cocked my head. “Really?”

She nodded. “Lily Quinn is just so—”

I squeezed her middle, and she squealed with laughter, cutting off her offensive remark.

“Do you want to change that answer?” I challenged.

“I can’t wait to take your name, Möosh.”

I studied her. “You sure? ’Cause if you want to—”

“Mav,” she interrupted. “I was messing with you.”

I relaxed. “Just checking, baby doll, ’cause it’d break my heart, but if it’s something you feel strongly about...”

“I can’t wait to be Lily Quinn.” Lily patted my chest. “Jeez... when did your ego get so delicate?”

I hummed in suspicion. “No way to answer that without looking bad.”

Lily nodded. “I know. It’s why I asked.”

“When did you get an evil streak?”

“That was gifted to me at birth.” She grinned. “You’re welcome.”

“Fuck, I love you.”

“Back atcha.” She stood on her tiptoes and kissed me. “Let’s finish the dishes, so we can make out for a bit before I have to head home.”

“Can’t wait to get hot just to let you go,” I deadpanned.

“This is why we’re looking for a place.”

“We’ll figure out some way to be alone this week.”

“Can’t wait,” she said, and we finished the dishes.
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Lily

“NOT HAPPENIN’,” DAD ground out.

I was standing in the kitchen with Mom and Dad and talking about Maverick’s and my plans to look for a place to rent.

“What? Why?” I demanded.

Dad scowled. “You’re not leavin’ this house until you’re married.”

“There goes our plan to elope,” I grumbled.

Mom gasped. “You wouldn’t really elope, would you?”

I bit my lip. “Not if it would devastate you.”

She sighed. “It would devastate me. But I wouldn’t have a problem with a small wedding.”

“Us and the Quinns?” I asked, hopefully.

“Us and the club,” Mom countered.

That meant a hundred people, minimum. I frowned. “That’ll take some planning... so I’m back to my original plan of finding a place with Mav.”

“Lily,” Dad said, his voice pitched low in his “serious” voice. “You’re not gettin’ married until all this shit with Jenny’s sorted. And you’re gonna stay close where I can protect you.”

“Dad—”

“You’ll obey me in this, baby girl.”

I threw my hands up. “Dad, I’m an adult. I start working at Legacy as a nurse in two weeks, and I’m engaged to be married, so which part of this indicates I’m still a child?”

“Daddy just wants you safe, Lil,” Mom said.

I took a deep breath and faced Dad again. Arguing with him was not the way to go here. “I know you want me safe, Daddy. But Mav and I want to start our lives together. He can keep me safe... will keep me safe. Or better yet, I will keep myself safe.”

Wrong thing to say.

“What the fuck!” Dad roared.

“Ohmigod, Alex,” Mom said. “Take it down a notch.”

“What’s wrong?” Hunter demanded, rushing into the room with Case on his heels.

“Nothing,” Mom and I said in stereo.

“Why’s Dad yelling?” Case asked.

“See what you’re doin’?” Dad accused.

“Hold up there, handsome,” Mom interjected. “You roaring down the house has nothing to do with Lily wanting to move out.”

“Lily wants to move out?” Hunter asked.

“Oh, yeah, you can’t move out,” Case said in all his teenage wisdom.

“And why can’t I move out?” I challenged.

Case crossed his arms, much like my dad was doing. “’Cause me, Dad, and Hunter can’t make sure you’re safe if you move out.”

“I can keep myself safe, Case. Plus, I’ll have Maverick for backup.”

“No. You need us,” he continued. “You’re a girl, and girls need us men to protect them.”

I watched Dad try not to laugh.

I threw my hands up again. “Seriously, Dad? This is working for you?”

“Which part of it isn’t working for you?” Dad challenged.

“Forget it. I’m no longer talking about this with you. Maverick and I are going to look at apartments this weekend, and since I’m an adult, you have no say in it.” I stomped up the stairs, you know, because I was an adult, and slammed the door to my room.

I glanced out my bedroom window and saw that Maverick’s was open, so I opened mine and leaned out. “Mav?”

He leaned into view and then stood and leaned out his window. “What’s wrong?”

“Dad’s being unreasonable.”

“I’m coming over.”

“No, don’t,” I said. “It’ll just piss him off.”

“Baby, I don’t like seeing you like this.”

“I don’t know why he still has this power over me,” I complained. “I’m an adult. I don’t need his permission.”

“I’m coming over.”

“Möosh—” 

“Two minutes, Lil.”

I couldn’t say anything else because he was out of view, so I closed my window and rushed downstairs, arriving just as Maverick knocked. I disarmed the alarm and pulled open the door, shaking my head as Maverick stepped inside. “Don’t poke the bear.”

“Fuck the bear, Lil. This is bullshit.”

I reset the alarm and followed Maverick into the kitchen. 

“Wanna talk to you, Hawk,” Maverick said, his voice gruff.

“Oh, yeah?” Dad said, his tone demeaning.

“Don’t patronize me,” Maverick ground out. “You talk to me like a man, or I’m takin’ Lily home with me.”

Mom raised an eyebrow in my direction, and I shook my head. With a grunt, Dad led Maverick out of the kitchen, and I stepped over to Mom. 

“Maybe not the best move, honey,” Mom said.

“Didn’t have much of a choice, Mom.”

“Well, there is that.” She smiled. “Tea?”

I sighed. “Yeah, tea would be good, thanks.”

She handed me a mug, and we sat down at the kitchen table. “How do you deal with this?” I asked.

Mom smiled. “The alpha male, beat-the-chest, I-am-man thing?”

“Yeah.”

“You just have to let them do their thing and then talk it out when they’re calm. Your dad’ll come around.”

“He doesn’t get it.”

“He gets it, Lil. It’s just hard to let his little girl go. Give him a minute.” She sipped her tea. “Glad you have an alpha man by your side. He’s the only one who could stand up to your dad and win.”

I nodded. “I know. But the challenge is managing that alpha man so that he remembers we’re equal.”

Mom chuckled. “Oh, honey, he doesn’t forget; he just likes to see how far he can push you.”

“I was talking about Dad.”

“I was too.”

We dissolved into giggles, and all was right with the world again. “Thanks, Mama.”

“Anytime, baby girl.”

Dad and Maverick returned, and Maverick held his hand out to me without comment. I stood and grabbed my tea, taking his hand and letting him lead me up to my bedroom. 

“What’s going on?” I asked after I closed my door.

“We can’t look for a place this weekend.”

“Why the hell not?” I snapped crossing my arms.

“It’s not safe. Your dad’s right. We’re gonna have to postpone until this mess with the Spiders is finished.”

“And?” I pressed.

He didn’t respond.

I raised my hands and shook my head. “No.”

“Babe, seriously.”

“No, Maverick, I need information. No ‘club business’ bullshit.”

He sighed. “Do you remember when you were little and Payton beat the shit out of some guy in a store?”

“Yeah. Vaguely. I remember being stuck in that gross basement after Payton and I were kidnapped more, though.”

The memories of being thrown into a dirty basement and seeing my mom on a mattress, bound and out cold, came flooding back. I thought Payton was dead and I was so scared. Ashley, Crow’s daughter, had been hurled down the stairs and she and Mom had worked to get us free. In the end, Dad had found us, and the Club had rescued us, but Dad had been shot in the process. It was the Russian Mob, from what I understood, but Dad didn’t really fill me in on the details. It was awful.

“Did you ever hear the entire story?” Maverick asked.

“Um, no. I was, like, four, and I haven’t really wanted to revisit that memory.”

Maverick dragged his hands through his hair, and I realized his hesitation to talk to me had nothing to do with Club rules and everything to do with trying to protect me. I closed the distance between us and slid my hands up his chest. “I’m okay, Möosh. Whatever you need to tell me, just tell me.”

He dropped his hands, so he could wrap them around me. “Hawk said Jenny had sold you but—” 

“What?” I snapped. “She fucking sold me? To whom?”

“The Spiders, in a roundabout way. They work with the Russians and have a little trafficking business on the side.”

I held Maverick tight. “So...”

“So Jenny didn’t deliver. She owes them... with interest.”

I shivered. “There’s still a price on my head.”

“Yeah, baby, there’s still a price on your head.” He kissed said head. “A big one.”

“I...” I squeezed my eyes shut and swallowed. “I get that now’s not the right time to move, but the thought of not waking up with you every morning is... well, really not a good thought.”

“I know. Hawk and I came up with an option.”

“You did?”

“Yeah. Actually, we have two choices,” he said. “We move to the compound, or we make some changes to your parents’ basement and move in there.”

I leaned back with a frown. “We’d move into my basement? Really. And you’re okay with that? Okay with knowing my dad’s upstairs? Better yet... is he okay with that?”

“He suggested it, Lil.”

“He’s gonna know we’re doin’ it,” I said with a groan, dropping my head to his chest again.

Maverick chuckled. “He’ll get over it.”

“I don’t think he will.”

“Then we’ll move to my place... or the compound.”

“I don’t want to live all the way in Beaverton, Möosh. It’s too far from work.” I looked up at him again. “And your basement isn’t particularly private.”

“There is that,” he agreed.

“What about Uncle Brock’s place?”

“No.”

“Why not? His tenants just moved out.”

“Not secure enough.”

“That’s a lie. Brock’s FBI, Möosh. He’s got security cameras and—”

“No, baby. It’s already been decided.”

I scowled. “By whom?”

“Your dad and me.”

“Without talking to me about it?” I demanded, pulling away from him.

“Don’t make this a thing, Lil.”

“Ohmigod, Maverick, you made this a thing!”

“I’m trying to keep you safe!” he snapped.

“You’re kowtowing to my dad!”

“I’m not fucking kowtowing to your dad, Lily! I’m trying to keep you in the safest place possible... close to me, close to the club.”

“You promised me you’d talk to me,” I pointed out. “This is not a good way to start our new life together.”

“Baby, I had all of five minutes to make a judgment call. Give me a break. I couldn’t talk to you about any of this first. That does not mean I didn’t want to.”

He was right, I knew he was, but I didn’t want to let him off the hook entirely. I needed to set a different precedence. 

“Lil?”

“I’m thinking.”

Maverick chuckled, reaching out and pulling me against him again. “Stop thinking about ways to punish me, unless they’re in the bedroom with both of us naked.”

I forced back a laugh and fell against him. “I thought you said no strap-ons.”

Maverick groaned. “Gross, Lil.”

“I still want to talk to Brock.”

He sighed. “You can talk to him, but the answer’s gonna be the same.”

“Don’t piss me off, Mav.”

“I’m not bending on this one, baby doll. Wrap your mind around it.”

“Then you’d better make that basement resemble something other than what it does now because if my dad hears me scream while you’re fucking me, even once, we’re out of here.”

He relaxed. “I will.”

“You have a week.”

“Babe.”

“One week, Maverick.” I cupped him over his jeans and then slid my hand under the waistband. “I can’t live without this at my beck and call any longer than a week, so figure it out.”

Maverick lifted me and carried me to my bed, kissing me deeply as he stretched out beside me. I tugged the button free from his jeans and slid the zipper down, so I could get better access to his growing erection. 

“We shouldn’t do this here, babe,” he said between kisses.

“Let me do my thing,” I whispered. 

“Lil—”

I sat up. “Off.”

He stood and pushed his jeans and boxer briefs from his hips, before sitting on the edge of my bed. I knelt between his legs and kissed the tip of his cock before sliding my mouth over the head. Maverick grunted, and I smiled up at him. “Shhh...” I gripped his length gently and pulled down as I took him into my mouth again.

“Lil,” he whispered.

I slid my hand under his T-shirt and ran a nail over his nipple, continuing to work his cock with my mouth and hand. It took him a little longer to relax, but when he threaded his fingers through my hair and gripped my scalp, I knew he was finally there with me. I loved giving him head. I’d heard friends complain about having to do it, but I genuinely loved it. 

“Now, baby.”

I sucked a little harder, flattening my hands on his thighs as his body locked, and he came in my mouth. I waited until his hands left my head, and then I released his cock with a gentle smack, swallowing. 

“You just get better at that,” he said, stroking my cheek. “Love you.”

I grinned and rose to my feet so I could reach his mouth. “Love you more.”

“Can I put my pants back on?”

I giggled. “In a minute.” I kissed him a few more times and then let him get dressed.
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Lily

MY FIRST DAY at work was upon me, and I was nervous. Silly, maybe, but I was embarking on a career where people relied on me to keep them alive. No pressure.

Adding to my stress was the fact that the basement was still a work in progress. I wasn’t waking up with Maverick yet, and since I was starting the graveyard shift, I wouldn’t be anytime soon.

“Lil?” Maverick called from the foyer.

“In the kitchen,” I called back. I was staring at the coffee machine, willing it to go faster.

Maverick wrapped his arms around me from behind and kissed my neck. “You look sexy in scrubs, baby doll.”

“Thanks.” I smiled up at him. “What are you doing here?”

“Driving you to work.”

“The hospital’s less than ten minutes away. Pretty sure I can get there in my own car.”

He kissed my neck again. “It’s your first day as a nurse. I’m taking you.”

“You’re going to pick me up at seven a.m. as well?”

He nodded. “Yep.”

“Möosh.” I turned to face him. “I can drive myself to work. There’s also no reason for you to get up two hours early to come and get me.”

“Don’t make this a thing, Lil.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Oh, I see how it is.”

He kissed said nose. “Good.”

I decided to let him have his overprotective moment... mostly because my coffee was ready, and I knew I was going to need it, considering I’d only managed a one-hour nap earlier... but I wasn’t overly happy about it.

“How much longer on the basement, Möosh?”

He smiled. “Not long.”

I harrumphed, turning back toward the coffee and filling my travel mug.

“I made you a promise, baby doll.”

He did, but he was smart and didn’t promise me an actual timeframe. I’d said a week, but he’d never agreed to it. Maverick kept his promises, just like my dad, and the fact I chose someone similar to my dad probably wasn’t lost on anyone.

“I can help, you know,” I pointed out.

“I know.” He patted my bottom. “Let me handle this, okay?”

“I am.”

He laughed. “Okay, Lil, we’ll go with that.”

I’d bugged him a lot less than I had been inclined to, but it is possible that I’d harped a little more than he appreciated. I faced him again and rolled my eyes. “Come on, big man, take me to work.”

He kissed me gently. “I’m really proud of you.”

“Thanks, Möosh.” I smiled, stroking his cheek. “Now, let’s see if I can stay awake all night.”

“You’ll do it, baby. I have no doubt.” He hugged me briefly, and then we headed out.

* * *
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Maverick

I walked Lily into the hospital, made sure she was safe, and then headed back to her house. Hawk and the rest of the Dogs were meeting there to finish the basement once and for all. I wanted a dark place for Lily to fall into bed in the morning, so she could get her sleep patterns normalized.

Making my way back to Hawk’s house, I jogged downstairs, arriving to find Hawk and Ace already hard at work. Hatch’s brother, Cade, was supervising the job, which was a good thing, considering he owned a construction company. Hatch’s other brothers, Cullen and Cameron, were hanging drywall in the newly constructed bedroom while Cade and Hatch were installing the kitchen designed by Hatch’s wife, Maisie. 

“She good?” Hawk asked as I joined him in the bathroom to help paint.

“Yeah. She’s inside, and Flea’s on her.”

Hawk nodded, and we got to work.

An hour in, Hatch stuck his head into the bathroom and gave Hawk a chin lift. “Flea’s got somethin’.”

“With Lily?” I asked.

“Yeah. Spiders are at emergency.”

“What the fuck?” Hawk snapped.

I was out the door before either one of them could comment further, my heart in my throat. Jumping into my truck, I peeled out of the driveway and headed to the hospital. I heard Harley pipes behind me, and it brought a measure of relief knowing the Dogs had my back. I parked illegally and rushed to the ER. 

I found Flea stalking toward me, shaking his head. “It’s all good, Mav. She’s okay.”

“Where is she?”

“She’s workin’,” Flea said.

I scowled, pulling my phone out of my pocket.

“Her phone’s in her locker.”

“Fuck,” I snapped. I’d promised I wouldn’t interfere with her job, and the only reason she’d acquiesced to Flea’s presence was because I assured her he wouldn’t be seen. “Does she know you’re here?”

Flea nodded. “And she’s pissed.”

“I’m not leaving until I see her.”

Flea shrugged. “Your funeral, man.”

Before I could demand to know details of what was going on, Hawk and Hatch arrived and pulled Flea aside.

“Mav,” Lily admonished, stalking toward us from the nurse’s desk, and I faced her.

She looked fine... pissed but fine. My body finally relaxed, and I pulled her against my chest. “You’re okay.”

“Möosh,” she whispered and tried to push me away. “I’m working.”

“Give me a sec, Lil,” I begged, kissing her head then finally releasing her. “What happened?”

“Patient privilege, honey. I can’t tell you.”

“What’s all this about Spiders?” her dad asked.

“A few of them are in the waiting room,” she said.

“You need to stay clear of them,” I demanded. 

She squeezed my arm. “It’s fine, Möosh. Jenny’s not here, and neither is Brick. They probably don’t even know who I am.”

“Oh, they know who you are, Lil.”

She sighed. “I’m okay. I’m better than okay, but I need to get back to work.”

I studied her for a few seconds before giving her a quick nod. “I’ll be here to pick you up in the morning.”

“I love you.” She smiled. “Don’t worry. I’m good.”

“I’m gonna kiss you now.”

She raised her head. “Quick.”

I kissed her gently and then watched her walk back to the nurse’s station.

* * *
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Lily

I arrived back at the nurse’s station just ahead of my boss, Alana. I glanced sideways and saw that Maverick, Dad, and Ace were still talking with Flea, but at least they weren’t all in my face anymore. Maverick caught my eye, and I smiled, hoping he’d get the point that I was fine.

“Who the hell are they?” Alana asked.

“Hmm?” I asked as I faced her.

She nodded toward my family. I debated lying and saying I didn’t know, but I couldn’t. “Superman’s my fiancé, Maverick, and the guy next to him is his dad. The blond guy’s my dad, and the other guy’s name is Flea.”

“Flea?” she asked. “Seriously?”

“Motorcycle Club name,” I provided with a shrug.

“Ohmigod, he’s gorgeous,” Alana breathed out.

I grinned. “That’s Katie’s brother.”

“Katie Jameson?”

“Yep.”

Alana and Katie had gone to school together and had started out nursing at the same hospital. Katie had actually gotten me the job at Legacy.

“I’m surprised you haven’t met him,” I continued.

“She’s super tight-lipped on her family. I didn’t even know she had a brother. He’s gorgeous. They all are.”

I grinned. “This is a fact.”

“So do they like have get-togethers or parties? You know, ones you would invite your boss to?”

I chuckled. “I’m sure I can set something up.”

“That would be great.” She studied my guys again. “Lordy, lordy.”

Her ogling was cut short by a new emergency, and we were once again in the thick of work. 

By the time Maverick picked me up that morning, I had this strange sense of an adrenaline high as well as the need to sleep for a year. “Thanks for picking me up,” I said, biting back a yawn.

Maverick took my hand and squeezed. “Anytime, baby doll.”

“Are you going to be late?”

Maverick was scheduled to work with his uncle at the pet clinic all week, but he was on a normal day shift, which meant we wouldn’t see each other much.

“I’m good,” Maverick said. “Knight knows my time constraints.”

I smiled sleepily. “You don’t have to pick me up every morning, you know. I can drive myself or Flea can bring me, since he’s being forced to babysit me, anyway.”

“Don’t make this a thing, Lil.”

I rolled my eyes. “What would you do, honey bun, if I actually made this a thing?”

He grinned. “You don’t want to find out, pookie pie.”

“You’re ridiculous.”

“You’re the only one who thinks so,” he retorted.

“Pretty sure that’s an incorrect statement.”

Maverick laughed. “Maybe so, but no one but you says it to my face.”

“You got me there.”

I bit back another yawn as Maverick pulled up in front of my house, and I waited for him to open my door before climbing out. He grabbed my bag, and I led him inside, where he wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled me to him. “I have a surprise.”

“I’m kind of tired, Möosh. Can we get naked after my nap?” I joked.

He grinned. “Follow me.”

I took his outstretched hand and let him lead me down to the basement. Instead of pushing open the door, he unlocked it. It hadn’t previously had a lock on it. “Is it done?” I asked, excitedly.

Without a response, Maverick pulled me in front of him and gently pushed me through the door, flipping on the light as I walked in. I couldn’t help letting out a quiet gasp. “Ohmigod, honey. It’s amazing.”

The basement was no longer a basement. It was a bonafide apartment. A large sliding glass door led to a small patio outside. Because it was a daylight basement, our bedroom and bathroom had small windows to let light in. Maverick had hung blackout curtains over the bedroom window under which a king-size bed sat. We’d need to work on better bedding, but for now, it looked comfy, and considering how tired I was, comfortable sounded pretty darn good. I adored our compact but lovely kitchen. It had everything we’d ever need, and they’d even fit a small island in the middle of the space that helped to define it.

The bathroom was the bomb. Somehow, they’d managed to get a soaker tub in it with double sinks and shower.

“Cade took some space from the closet to get you a tub,” Maverick said.

I wrapped my arms around his waist. “It’s perfect. Thank you.”

He kissed me, stroking my cheek. “I have to go, so I’ll lock up. We have a separate alarm down here, so I’ll set it. Code’s our anniversary.”

“Which anniversary?”

“First kiss.”

I gave his waist a squeeze. “I love that one.”

Maverick chuckled. “I’m aware.”

“You’re going to be late,” I pointed out. “I’m going to shower and then crawl into bed.”

“Okay, baby. I’ll see you later.”

“Love you.”

“Love you too,” he said, kissing me again and then heading out.

In the end, I didn’t have the energy for a shower, so I stripped down and fell into bed. 

* * *
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When my alarm woke me at three that afternoon, I was a little confused for a second as to where I was. I smiled when I remembered I was in the love den Maverick had created for us and dragged myself out of bed. I texted Maverick and let him know I was awake then decided to see if I needed to run to the store.

Opening the fridge, I couldn’t stop a grin. Maverick had stocked it with his favorite beer, my favorite soda, and all the labels were facing forward in perfect lines. He was a little OCD that way, and it was something I adored about him.

He’d managed to buy actual food as well... although that could have been Mom, but for the moment, I’d give Mav the credit since he’d worked his ass off to get the apartment ready for us. 

My phone buzzed in my pocket while I still had my head buried in the fridge. I grinned as I answered the call. “Hey, Möosh.”

“Hey. How did you sleep?”

“So, so well. Smart move putting the blackout curtains in.”

“I thought so.”

“Thanks, honey. Seriously. Everything is perfect.”

I heard the smile in his voice as he said, “It was my pleasure, baby doll.”

“Are we going to eat together?”

“I should be home by six, so yeah, that’d be great. Want me to pick something up?”

“You stocked the fridge, Mav, so I thought I’d cook.”

“Sounds good,” he said. “I’ve gotta get back to work, but I’ll see you in a few hours.”

“Okay. See you then.”

We hung up, and I worked up my menu for the evening and then jumped in the shower. Two more shifts and I’d be off for four days. I liked the “idea” of my schedule. Time would tell if my body would be able to handle the strange timeclock, but three days on then four days off was a good deal in my opinion.

A quiet knock came on my new “front” door, and I pulled it open to find Dad leaning against the stairway wall and Rex standing beside him, his tail wagging. “You’re up.”

“I am.” I grinned, leaning down to scratch Rex’s ears. “Come in... then give me a hug because you’re the best dad in the whole world.”

He chuckled, pulling me in for a hug and kissing my head. 

“Thank you for getting this place done,” I said. “It’s better than I could have imagined.”

“Glad you like it.”

“Can I offer you a beer?” I asked, opening the fridge. “We’re stocked.”

Dad shook his head. “Nah, I’m good, baby girl. Just heading out to the club, so thought I’d check on you and leave Rex down here. How was your first night?”

I closed the fridge and raised an eyebrow. “Before or after you and a hundred of your closest friends descended on the ER?”

“Four, Lily. There were four of us. You forgettin’ how to count?” He crossed his arms. “Mom and I spent a shit ton of money on your education... hate to think you forgot how to do basic math.”

I rolled my eyes. “I love you. I appreciate everything you’ve done, do, and will more than likely do in the future, but my job needs to be off-limits.”

“The Spiders are—”

“I know, Daddy. I get it. I really do. But they can’t get to me at the hospital. They would be stupid to try. You’ve got me covered with Flea... or whoever you choose on the days I work... Mav has me covered on the off days, and I promise I will always be careful. I’m your daughter, Hawk. Trust that you’ve taught me well.”

“You done?”

“Depends on if you argue.”

Dad laughed. “I hear you, baby girl.”

“But...?”

“No buts.”

“Mmm-hmm,” I mumbled. I could stop Dad’s protection detail about as well as I could stop a hurricane.

“You good?” he asked.

“Yeah, Dad, I’m good.”

He smiled, reaching out to stroke my cheek. “Proud of you, Lil.”

I leaned into his hand. “Thanks, Daddy.”

“Buzz is on watch. He’s out front.”

I sighed. “Okay.”

Dad gave me a chin lift and then walked out the door. I closed and locked it behind him and tried to forget the fact I wasn’t fully out from under my parents’ control. “Come on, Rex, let’s watch a movie.”

My dog wagged his tail as we curled up on the sofa, and I put on The Notebook.

* * *
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Maverick walked through the door just as the water for the pasta came to a rolling boil.

“Honey, I’m home,” he called.

I giggled as I ran to him and threw my arms around his neck. “How’s my hard-working man?”

“Covered in all manner of dog and cat grossness... oh, and gerbil poop... but good.” 

“Ew, gross.” I tried to get some distance from the gerbil poop, but he held me strong.

“I’m sharing my day with you, baby doll,” he retorted as he attempted to rub up against me like a frisky dog.

I squeaked with a combination of horror and laughter. “I just showered, Möosh.”

“Which is what I’m going to do, unless you want to join me... you know, now that you have gerbil poop on you.” He held me tight and patted Rex’s head.

I grinned. “I have to be at work in an hour. Can you satisfy me, eat, and get me there in time?”

He frowned. “Probably not. You need about fifteen minutes.”

I smacked his chest. “I need a whole lot longer than fifteen minutes.”

Maverick chuckled. “True. I should probably shower then we’ll eat, huh?”

“Not optimal but probably a good idea.”

He kissed me quickly and then headed to our bedroom.

I bit my lip and smiled. Our bedroom. That was awesome. I made my way back to the kitchen, dropped the pasta into the water, and then finished the sauce, setting the lid on it just as Maverick wrapped his arms around me from behind and kissed my neck. “Smells amazing.”

“Prego and I aim to please,” I retorted and turned to face him. “How was your first day as an official vet, Dr. Quinn?”

“Busy. Uncle Aidan understated the amount of work.”

I giggled, sliding my hands around his waist. “I bet he did.”

“It’s good, though. Ultimately, he wants me to run the clinic so he can focus on the horses.”

Squeezing him gently, I whispered, “I’m really proud of you, Möosh.”

“Back atcha, Lil.” He smiled. “You up for a drive down to my grandparents’ this weekend?”

“I work Sunday night.”

“I know. We can drive down Friday and come back before your shift.”

“Sounds good.” I leaned back so I could meet his eyes. “You know our life is going to be perfect.”

“Yeah?”

“Yep.”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

“Me too.” I grinned. “Let’s eat.”

“I’ll grab the beer.”

We sat down at our modest kitchen table and enjoyed our domestic bliss. 
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Lily

About a month later... 

“LILY!” MAVERICK SNAPPED. “Seriously?”

“What?” I called from the kitchen. It was Saturday, early evening, and we actually had a day off together, so we were making the most of it.

He walked into view and stood in our bedroom doorway, an armful of clothing almost too big to carry. “It’s called a hamper. Use it.”

“But you’ll pick everything up for me. Why do I need to walk all the way to the hamper?”

“This isn’t the way it’s supposed to be,” he continued to lament as he walked back into our room, returning with empty arms. “You’re supposed to yell at me for leaving shit on the floor.”

“I know, I know, but we’ve switched gender roles. So I will commence scratching myself, adjusting my sac, and demanding my dinner be on the table when I get home.”

“You’d better not have a sac, baby doll, or you and I are gonna have to have a conversation.”

I opened my robe and flashed him. “I don’t know if you’ve investigated my private area close enough. Feel like doing that now?”

Maverick gently shoved his shoulder into my belly and lifted me over his shoulder, smacking my bottom as he carried me back to bed. He dropped me onto the middle of the mattress and yanked me to the edge by my ankles. My robe slid up and somehow pinned me in place. I shifted and tried to release an arm, but Maverick shook his head with a grin. “No moving.”

I groaned. “I hate that.”

“No, you don’t,” he countered and pushed my legs apart, running his tongue over my clit.

I slipped a leg over his shoulder and tried to pull him closer, but he just chuckled and stayed put. 

“No moving means everything, Lil.”

I nearly ripped my robe getting out of it. “I don’t care. I want to touch you.”

He laughed. “So predictable.”

I hooked my other leg over his other shoulder and used my epic thigh strength to pull him forward. “Back to the job at hand, Möosh.”

His arms wrapped around my upper thighs and pushed them apart then he leaned down and covered my core with his mouth again. His tongue swirled around my clit, and then he sucked gently, and I bit my fist to keep from crying out. When I lost his mouth, I stared down my body to see him removing his sweats. He kneeled between my legs and then hovered over me with a grin. “You ready?”

“So ready.”

“Hard or soft, baby?”

“Hard,” I rasped.

He slammed into me, and I whimpered as I nearly came right then and there. It took everything I had to let it build up again. I hated waiting... for anything.

Maverick’s hand went to my breast, and he rolled my nipple between his fingers. It tightened into a pebble, and I whimpered.

“Hold it, baby.”

“I am,” I said with a growl.

“Your pussy says otherwise.”

“Ohmigod, you can’t talk to my pussy, Maverick,” I snapped. “You’re not a psychic.”

Maverick burst out laughing and dropped his forehead to the mattress. 

“Mav!” I smacked his butt. “Focus.”

“I can’t right now,” he mumbled into the sheet. “Give me a second.”

I sighed and stared at the ceiling. This went on for a few seconds before I blurted out, “Chartreuse.”

“What?” He finally met my eyes.

“The color I think we should paint the ceiling.”

He raised an eyebrow, burying himself deeper inside me before asking, “You’re thinking about painting the ceiling, baby?”

“Mmm-hmm.”

“Chartreuse?”

“Mmm-hmm.” I couldn’t keep my eyes open, his touch making it difficult to focus on anything else. 

His hand slipped between us, and he fingered my clit as he slammed into me again... and again. “Möosh!” I cried out when I could no longer control my orgasm.

He wasn’t far behind and held me close as he rolled us to our sides. “Don’t tell me I can’t talk to your pussy, Lil. Pretty sure we were communicating perfectly.”

I giggled, dropping my forehead to his shoulder. “You’re ridiculous.”

He stroked my hip. “There is that.”

I kissed him deeply and then separated myself from him and headed to the bathroom. Maverick walked in a few minutes later and climbed into the shower.

“Hey!” I complained. 

He peeked out from behind the shower curtain. “Ya snooze, ya lose, baby doll.”

I reached over and flushed the toilet, winning me a screech of derision from my man. 

“Serves you right,” I said.

Unfortunately for me, I was close to the shower and couldn’t jump away from his arm that snaked out and wrapped around my waist, lifting me inside and pushing me gently under the cold water. 

I squealed and rushed to leave the stream, but he held me tighter with a laugh and pulled me close, turning the dial and warming the water again. “I got you.”

“You’re evil wrapped in a very pretty package,” I ground out, my teeth chattering but relaxing as the water heated.

Maverick kissed me and then gently washed my hair. “Rinse, baby.”

I dropped my head back, and he helped guide the water through my hair. I sighed. “This is seriously the best way to wash my hair. You’re hired.”

He grinned. “I live to serve.”

“What time are we leaving?” I asked, stepping aside so Maverick could get under the water. There was a club get-together tonight, and since it was the first in a while, I was excited.

“Five good?” Maverick asked.

“Fine with me.”

“We’ll ride since it’s nice.”

“Then can we leave at four and ride for a little longer?”

Maverick grinned. “Yeah, baby, if you want to.”

“I want to.” I reached for a towel and then stepped out of the shower and headed to the bedroom to get dressed.

Maverick joined me a few minutes later, and I licked my lips at the sight of him wet and naked.

“Stop,” he demanded.

“Stop what?” I asked, all innocence and light.

He grinned. “You keep looking at me like that, and I’m gonna get you dirty again.”

I shrugged, letting the towel wrapped around me fall to the floor. “We have plenty of hot water.”

Maverick dropped his towel and lifted me onto the bed, kissing me as he hovered over me. Before we could do anything fun, however, someone banged on the door. Maverick dropped his forehead to mine and sighed. “I’ll get it.”

I nodded and watched him as he yanked on a pair of sweats (commando) and pulled the door closed as he left the room. 

I rushed to pull on some clothing and then headed out to find Mom and Dad accepting a beer from Maverick. “Hey,” I said.

“Hey there, stranger.” Mom rushed to hug me with a huge grin. “You get your own place, and I never see you anymore.”

I giggled. “You just saw me last night.”

“I miss having you at the breakfast table.”

“Anytime you want to make us breakfast, Payton,” Maverick chimed in, “you’re welcome to.”

“Shh,” I hissed. “She’ll wake us way too early.”

“Anytime you want to make us breakfast after ten a.m.,” Maverick corrected, “you’re welcome to.”

Mom and I both chuckled. 

“Are you staying at the compound tonight?” Mom asked.

I nodded. “That way we can both drink.”

“That’s my plan too,” Mom admitted as she sat on the sofa next to Dad. He wrapped an arm around her waist and took a swig of beer.

Maverick sat in the overstuffed chair beside the sofa, so I plopped down on his lap with a grin. “Hey, baby.”

He gave me a sideways smile. “Hey.”

“Comfy?” I pressed.

He chuckled. “More than you could ever know.”

I ground against him a little harder. “How about now?”

“Lil,” he warned in a whisper, and I laughed. I could feel his thickening length against my bottom.

“You’re back to work tomorrow, right?” Mom asked.

I nodded. “Yep. I need to sleep a lot tomorrow.”

“How are you dealing with the schedule?”

“It’s easier than I thought.” I frowned. “But you know this. Why are you asking again?”

Mom glanced at Dad and then back at me. “Are you ready to set a date?”

I relaxed. “I thought something bad was going on.”

“Well, you’ve been stalling,” Mom continued.

I looked over at Dad, and he rolled his eyes. Mom craned her neck to look at him. “Are you rolling your eyes at me?”

“I would never,” he deadpanned.

I giggled. “Mom, is this my wedding day or yours?”

“Yours?” she squeaked out the question. “Sorry. I’m just excited.”

“How about Mav and I look at the calendar and figure out a date this week?” I glanced at Maverick. “Does that work?”

“Yeah,” Maverick said. “Sounds great.”

I nodded and focused on Mom again. “But nothing big.”

She raised her hands in surrender. Well, she raised one hand and three fingers on the other so she could keep hold of the beer bottle. “I promise.”

“Okay,” I conceded. “We’ll find a date this week.”

“Thank you.” She rose to her feet. “Okay, we’re gonna get out of your hair.”

“We are?” Dad asked.

“Yep.”

Dad folded himself off the sofa. “Okey dokey. We’ll see you at the compound.”

“Sounds good,” I said and climbed off Maverick’s lap, following my parents to the door. Once they were gone, I locked up and settled myself back on his lap. “So... where were we?”

Maverick grinned, standing with me in his arms, and carried me back to bed.
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Lily

MAVERICK AND I walked into the compound a few minutes earlier than expected. We headed straight to the kitchen and found Susie, Crow’s old lady. She pulled me in for a hug with a grin. “Have you set a date?”

I groaned. “Did Mom put you up to that?”

Susie laughed. “Maybe a little.”

“She’s insane.”

“From your lips to God’s ears, baby girl.”

I giggled. “What are we making tonight?”

“Burgers and dogs,” Susie said. 

“I’m gonna go find Ace and Knight,” Maverick said.

“Chicken,” I accused. As sensitive as Maverick was, he was still the son of a Quinn male and a football man through and through, so hanging in the kitchen with a bunch of women was not his idea of fun.

“Nope, burgers and dogs,” he retorted.

Susie laughed, but I rolled my eyes. Maverick kissed me quickly and then left the kitchen.

“He grew up just like his daddy and uncles, huh?” Susie observed.

I nodded as I dumped the chips into bowls. “The Quinn men are all similar. Except maybe Josh, but he and Melanie have been married forever so, you know.”

“He’s been whipped longer.”

I giggled. “You said it.”

“Super happy for you, Lil.”

“Thanks, Suz.” I flattened the empty chip bags on the metal island for the compactor. “Is Ash coming tonight?”

“I think so.” Susie sighed. “Her old man is giving her grief, so she might be comin’ alone.”

“That sucks.” 

“My girl’s drama... We all know that.” Susie smiled. “She needs a man who won’t put up with her shit but love her anyway. I don’t think men like that exist, though.”

“You found one.”

She shook her head. “I don’t cause drama. Crow and I have a good thing goin’, but if I pulled half the shit Ashley does, my old man woulda got free of me years ago.”

I found that interesting since Crow and Suz raised Ashley, but I kept my thoughts to myself. I didn’t know Ashley well. She was about fifteen years older than me, so we didn’t have the same friends. But she was pretty and funny, and guys flocked to her, so I was surprised she couldn’t keep one for very long.

“Well, hello, you two,” a singsong voice called from the doorway of the kitchen.

“Speak of the devil,” Susie said and I smiled at Ashley.

Ashley Butler was tall, blonde, and built (as I’d heard Flea lament, considering she wouldn’t give him the time of day). She was a biker chick through and through, and when she wasn’t busting brothers’ balls, she was usually drinking heavily. I had no idea what she did for a living, mostly because it changed from week to week.

“Hey, Ash.” I closed the distance between us and hugged her. “How are you?”

“Good, Lil. Heard you got yourself engaged.”

I smiled. “Sure did.”

“Who’s the lucky fella?” she joked.

“Cute.”

Susie grabbed her and hugged her. “Hey, sweetness.”

“Hi, Mom.”

“Booger with you?”

“Nah, dumped his ass,” Ashley said. 

“Sorry, Ash,” I said.

“Don’t be. He was a dick.” Ashley grinned. “Now, if you don’t need help here, I’m gonna go help myself to the tequila.”

“We’re good,” I said.

Ashley walked out of the room, and I saw Susie roll her eyes before heading to the fridge. She pulled out the hot dogs and burger patties and dropped them on the island. “I shoulda raised her like your parents raised you.”

I was so shocked; I didn’t really know what to say, so I stayed silent.

“See?” Susie said. “You’re polite enough to neither agree nor disagree because you have class.”

“Ashley has class,” I countered.

“Where, honey?”

“Her class is just different. She’s super smart and one of the strongest people I know. She was amazing when she, Mom, and I were kidnapped. So maybe she does speak her mind, or say things that might be frowned upon in ‘polite’ society, but she’s kind, and that counts as class in my book.”

Susie blinked back tears and pulled me in for a hug. “Damn, sweet girl, you’re the best.”

“Just telling you the truth, Suz.”

She cupped my cheeks and smiled. “You sure you don’t want to marry Snake?”

Crow and Susie’s son was in his mid-thirties and good-looking but way too old for me and not what you would call “sensitive.”

“No, I think I’ll stick with Mav.” I grinned. “If we don’t last forever, I’m sure it’ll cause some catastrophic butterfly effect that will ruin the future for all generations.”

“Well, shit, that’s probably true,” Susie agreed. “Okay, I’m good here for the moment. Go get yourself a drink and find your man.”

“Okay. Call me if you need me.”

“I will.”

I headed into the great room, grabbed a beer from behind the bar, and then went to find Maverick. He was in the back where the grills were set up talking to Devon and a few of the other club kids. When he saw me coming, he held out his arm without pausing his conversation, and I slid into his embrace. 

“Hey, Lil,” Devon said.

“Hey. Is Poppy here?” I asked, and Maverick gave me a squeeze.

Devon frowned. “No.”

“Is she coming?” I asked, but Maverick gave me the “double squeeze,” which meant I should probably drop the subject. 

“She’s supposed to be,” Devon said with a growl.

“I’m sure she’s on her way, Dev. Hatch and Maisie aren’t here either, so I bet she’s coming with them.” I didn’t really know what else to say. 

“We’re gonna go get more beer,” Maverick said, taking my beer and setting both bottles on a table before leading me away from Devon’s scowl.

“What was that all about?” I asked in a whisper.

“Stow it for a sec,” he warned.

“You stow it.”

He grinned and pulled me into the alcove off the main room where a bank of computers was set up. The Club kids would use them for homework or games although right now, it was empty. Pushing me up against an empty wall, he kissed me, his hands sliding to my bottom and cupping it firmly. I wrapped my legs around his waist, confident he’d hold me up, and deepened the kiss as I slid my fingers into his hair. 

“Missed you,” he said after he broke the kiss.

I giggled, lowering my feet to the floor. “I was in the kitchen for less than half an hour.”

“Your point?” he challenged, and I grinned. I didn’t have a point. He adored me, and it was sweet.

“Love you, Möosh.” I patted his chest. “Now, what’s up with Devon?”

“Not entirely sure,” Maverick said. “The gist is that Poppy just dumped boyfriend number sixteen, and Dev’s pissed about it.”

Maverick’s friend Donnie had been boyfriend number thirteen, but Maverick had been right about his player reputation. Poppy had quickly figured out Donnie wasn’t the monogamous kind, so she dumped him about two weeks in.

“Wait, he’s pissed because she dumped another guy?”

Maverick shook his head. “He’s pissed there ever was another guy.”

“Ohmigod, he’s pushed her away forever. What does he expect from her?”

“What every guy expects. Total devotion even when we’re being assholes.”

“Ahh, yeah, that makes more sense,” I deadpanned. “Can I just say I’m really glad you’ve never been an asshole?”

“I’ve been an asshole,” he said defensively.

“It’s not a criticism.” I rolled my eyes. “And you’re not an asshole, Mav. You’re not perfect, but you’ve never been an asshole.”

“Wait.” He raised an eyebrow. “I’m not perfect?” 

“You’re perfect to me,” I corrected.

“Better.”

“You’re ridiculous.” I chuckled. “Do you think she’ll ever figure out she’s still in love with Devon?”

“Don’t know.” Maverick shrugged. “Don’t really care, either; just need Devon focused when we have shit to do.”

“And this makes him unfocused?”

“More than a lot.”

I scowled. “Which could put you in danger.”

“Don’t go there, Lil. It’s not that serious.”

“But it could be.”

“Baby, don’t make this a thing.”

I hissed through my teeth. “Don’t tell me not to make this a thing! Ohmigod, Maverick. If he’s distracted, and you’re somewhere you need backup, you could be shot or worse.”

“Baby, what exactly could I possibly be doing that would get me shot... or worse?” He leaned back slightly with an incredulous expression on his face. “And as a side note... what would be worse than being shot?”

“Paralyzed by a fall, car crash, or some other freak accident... raped—”

“Okay, got it,” he said with a chuckle. 

“This isn’t something to laugh about.”

“Lil, I’m not going to be paralyzed or raped... or shot,” he added before I could give him other examples. Which I could. Several. “And if I did, it wouldn’t be because Devon’s distracted by his feelings for Poppy,” he continued.

“It’d better not be.”

“Okay, can we acknowledge you’re being a little crazy right now?”

“No, we cannot,” I retorted. 

He laughed. “Okay, baby doll, let’s go back to making out then.”

I wrinkled my nose but stood on my tiptoes to reach his mouth anyway. He lifted me again, but before anything fun like heavy petting could happen, we were interrupted.

“There you are,” Mom said, sounding a little peeved.

I removed my lips from Maverick’s and turned my head to face her. “Um, ever heard of knocking?”

“Um, open room, no door,” she retorted. “And maybe don’t do that kind of stuff where your dad can see, hmm?”

“Killjoy.” I giggled and removed my legs from Maverick’s waist. “What’s up?”

“Wanna meet an ex-biker and his ex-nun wife?”

“Come again?” I said.

She waved us forward. “Ryder and Sadie. His dad’s part of the Gresham Spiders.”

“What the fuck?” Maverick snapped, positioning himself in front of me.

“Don’t worry, honey,” Mom said. “Ryder’s got inside information. Hence the ‘ex-biker’ title. Sadie and Dani work together, and Dani adores her.”

“Can this guy help get the Spiders off our back?” I asked.

“This isn’t touching you, Lil,” Maverick growled. “I’ll meet this Ryder guy, and then you can talk to Sadie after that.”

“Mav,” I admonished.

“Don’t make this a thing,” he said and stalked away.

“Don’t make this a thing,” I mimicked in a male voice. 

“I can hear you,” Maverick called. I met Mom’s eye, and we both laughed.

“Let him do his thing,” Mom suggested.

“He’s ridiculous.”

“So’s your dad, baby girl. But again, choose your battles.”

I sighed. “Fine.”

“Come on, I’ll introduce you to Sadie. We won’t tell Maverick.”

I followed Mom out into the great room where I saw Maverick standing with my dad, his dad, Knight, Booker, and a tall, built blond man I assumed was Ryder. 

Hatch and Poppy walked in and she smiled distractedly at me as I approached. I stopped walking so they could finish their conversation without me interrupting.

“I hear you, Sid,” Poppy said.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah,” she said. 

“‘Cause I feel like you’re brushin’ me off.”

“I would never,” she deadpanned.

“Okay.” He chuckled and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Love you, sweet girl.”

“Love you too, Dad.” She kissed his cheek and then closed the distance between us and hugged me. I saw Maisie rush into the room and Hatch kissed her deeply, then gave me a chin lift and led her out to the patio.

“What was that all about?” I asked.

“Sid’s just giving me boy advice.”

“So fun,” I retorted.

“Right?”

“I’ve never heard you call him Dad before,” I admitted.

She giggled. “I only do it when he’s doling out sage wisdom. Sometimes I need to drive home that I see him as far more than just my stand-in dad.”

“Sweet.”

“Shh, don’t tell anyone. It’ll ruin my tough exterior.”

I chuckled. Mom interrupted us, hugging Poppy and pulling me to where Dani, Kim, and Cassidy stood with a drop-dead gorgeous brunette. Seriously, her hair was to die for, and she looked more like Mila Kunis than a nun. 

“Sadie, this is my daughter, Lily,” Mom said. “She’s engaged to the tall jock glaring down your husband.”

Sadie chuckled and shook my hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Lily. And don’t worry about Ryder, he’d do the same thing.”

“Mom said you and Dani work together.”

“We do,” she said. “Dani dragged me to the dark side.”

Dani laughed. “You love it, admit it.”

“Love pre-pubescent girls who ‘totally love’ every cute boy they meet? Sure, we’ll go with that.”

“It doesn’t change after puberty,” I said. “Not that I’d know... I’ve been in love with Maverick since I was five.”

Cassidy smiled. “Maverick saw her and claimed her early.”

“Smart boy,” Sadie said.

“Do you have kids?” I asked.

“Not yet,” she said.

Strong arms wrapped around my waist from behind, and I grinned up at Maverick then focused on Sadie again. “Sadie, this is Maverick.”

They shook hands, and then Maverick resumed his position, my back snug to his front. Dad and his posse were carrying plates of burgers and dogs out to the patio to grill. “Don’t you need to help?” I asked Maverick.

“Too many cooks,” he said.

I faced him and met his eyes. “I’m good, honey.”

“Good.”

“No, I mean—”

“I know what you mean, Lil.”

“Maverick,” I whispered.

He smiled down at me. “Don’t make this a thing, baby.”

I rolled my eyes but chose my battle and faced the group again. I had to get used to the overprotectiveness and let the irritation go, or I’d fight with Maverick every day. Once the threat from the Spiders was eliminated, he and I would have a sit-down talk about boundaries.
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Maverick

Three days later... 

I WALKED INTO the club and back to the conference room. Ryder and his ex-biker buddy, Reese, were meeting with the Dogs to figure out a game plan. I had been invited into the meeting due to the fact that the Spiders had singled Lily out. Normally, recruits weren’t included.

I arrived to find all of the officers in attendance, along with Ryder, whom I’d already met, and a dark-haired man who I hadn’t seen before. 

“Hey, Mav,” Hawk said and nodded at Reese. “This is Reese.”

I gave him a chin lift. “Hey.”

Reese returned the chin lift, and I greeted the rest of the brothers. Crow banged the gavel, and everyone took their seats.

“Right,” Crow said. “Ryder, Reese, give the rest of the brothers some background, and then we’ll get down to business.”

“Reese and I have an unfortunate lineage,” Ryder started. “My pops is Char; his is Brick.”

“Fuck,” Hawk said. 

Ryder nodded. “A few of us have formed our own loose group... Spiders’ kids who didn’t want to patch in. We recently fucked up the Spiders’ little trafficking scheme, so they’re gunnin’ for us, but we’ve been able to keep them at bay for the moment.”

“How does Jenny fit into this?” I asked.

Ryder glanced at Reese who nodded. “Jenny’s currently passing herself between Brick and Char. Both men were incarcerated, but recently released on a technicality. Jenny’s promised them things she can’t deliver, but my guess is they’re gonna see what she can give them before they get rid of her.”

“Meanin’ they’ll kill her,” Reese said. “Slowly.”

“Shit,” I hissed. “Outside of Lily, who or what else has she promised?”

“Poppy,” Hatch growled.

“What the fuck?” I snapped.

“And Tillie,” Dad said.

I felt my blood freeze. “She’s fuckin’ fourteen.”

“There’s a market for that,” Reese said.

“Goddammit!” I stood, my chair hitting the wall behind me.

“They’re covered, bud,” Dad assured. “We’ve got recruits on ’em.”

“Older recruits,” Hatch clarified. “And Flea, Buzz, and Train.”

“Flea’s on Lily when I’m not,” I ground out. “I don’t want him distracted.”

“Not the time, Mav,” Dad warned.

“Lily’s protection is my priority, Ace.” I scowled, using Dad’s club name. “So I don’t give a fuck if this isn’t ‘the time.’”

“She’s covered,” Hatch said. “Flea’s on Lily. The others are on the rest.”

“Sit down,” Dad ordered.

I took a beat and then sat down again.

“You interrupt again, Mav, you’re out,” Crow warned.

I nodded. I knew I was pushing my limits. I shouldn’t even be at the meeting—they’d made an exception—so I forced down my rage and did my best to stow my opinions.

“Go ahead, Ryder,” Crow directed.

“We technically ‘stole’ their stash when we liberated several young women from their forced confinement, so they’re lookin’ to recoup those losses,” Ryder explained. “I own the Brass Frog downtown, and I found out we had a mole. He was aiding the Spiders in their procurement of women from the bar. We stopped him.”

“Where are the girls now?” Hawk asked.

“Safe,” Reese said with a grunt. 

I watched him. I got the impression Reese had a personal stake in this outside of doing the right thing. Probably a woman but he could also just be intense. He didn’t say much, but I could still feel anger pouring off the man.

“It’s taking a little longer than we expected to get them fully liberated,” Ryder said. “But for the moment, they’re hidden and safe.”

“So what’s the plan to deal with these assholes once and for all?” Dad asked.

“We’re gonna need bodies,” Ryder said. “I’ve got my team, but there are only ten of us. Not enough to take down a club of over a hundred.”

“We can get bodies,” Crow said. “We’ll call in other chapters.”

I stayed silent through the rest of the meeting, but my mind was spinning with concern for Lily. I didn’t know how much longer we could go on with this hanging over our heads. Maybe we should just move to Canada. But, then again, the Spiders had a presence in Canada, so it probably was just as unsafe.

By the time I got home, I only had an hour before I had to pick Lily up from work. I chose to drink a pot of coffee rather than trying to sleep. I was afraid I’d sleep through the alarm.

* * *
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Lily

On one of my days off, I decided to join one of Cassidy’s dance classes, since it had been a couple of weeks since I’d done any kind of “work.” Maverick was at the clinic, so Flea followed me to Cass’s downtown studio, and I headed inside. 

“No way!”

I turned to find Poppy rushing toward me, and I grinned. “Well, hey there, stranger. What are you doing here?”

“Grace is on her way... but I also thought I’d take a class a couple of times a month to stay limber for riding.” Poppy hugged me and then linked her arm with mine and led me into the dance room.

“Perfect,” I said. “Is Grace still heading to San Francisco?”

Grace had been accepted into the San Francisco Ballet Company as a principal dancer after she finished school. She hadn’t accepted right away, but Poppy had told her she’d be crazy not to.

“She still hasn’t decided,” Poppy complained.

“How long will they wait for her?”

“They gave her a month to decide. She has three days left.”

I let out a quiet whistle. “That’s certainly cutting it close.”

“Right?” Poppy sighed. “She doesn’t want to leave me.”

“Really?”

“No, dammit, but that should be the reason.”

I laughed. “This is true. I take it you don’t want to live in California?”

She scoffed. “Like Sid or Devon would ever let that happen.”

I squeezed her arm. “I bet if it was something you really wanted to do, Hatch wouldn’t stand in your way.”

Poppy blushed. “I could never move away and certainly not to California. I like the rain too much.”

“Mmm-hmm, the rain,” I deadpanned. “The rain named Devon.”

“Whatever,” she retorted. “That man will never pull his head out of his butt; ergo, we will never work.”

“He might surprise you one day.”

“I doubt it.” 

I dropped my bag on the floor just as Cassidy wrapped her arms around me from behind and squeezed. “Hey, honey.”

I turned and hugged her back. “Hey, Cass.”

“I’m so glad you decided to show up to one of these,” she said.

I grinned. “I would love to say the same thing, but I don’t know how mean you’re going to be to me yet.”

“Good instinct.” She hugged Poppy. “You’re going to join too, right?”

Poppy shrugged. “Sure. But I’m not sure how rusty I am.”

“Don’t worry. You’ll pick it up,” Cassidy said. “We’ll start in fifteen.”

We sat on the floor, and I pulled out my toe shoes.

“In other news...” Poppy grabbed her phone. “I think I found the perfect bridesmaid dress.”

Poppy and Tillie were my bridesmaids, and I’d told them as long as they chose royal blue, I didn’t care about the style. She held her phone in front of me, and I clapped my hands in excitement. She’d chosen an A-Line, one-shoulder, knee-length dress in charmeuse lace, and it had a satin ribbon around the waist. It was exactly Poppy.

“It’s perfect, Poppy.” I slid my shoes on. Once I’d laced them tight, I flexed to make sure I could still move. 

“Really?”

I nodded. “Yes, I love it. Get it.”

“I did.”

“Awesome!” I exclaimed. “I can’t wait to see it in person.”

“I’m so excited for you guys.”

I sighed. “Me too. I’m still a little nervous about a big shindig, but I’m getting more excited as we get closer.”

“You should,” Poppy concurred. “It’s going to be so much fun, and you’ll be surrounded by all your favorite people.”

“This is very true.” I reached over and squeezed her hand. “Thanks, Poppy.”

“Anytime.”

“I’m late, I’m late, I’m late,” Grace sang as she jogged over to us and flopped onto the floor. 

She looked gorgeous... but I didn’t know a time when she didn’t. Her long, dark hair was pulled into an intricate braid that wrapped one side of her head and over the front of her right shoulder. 

“You’re fine,” I assured her. “We’re not starting for another ten minutes.”

Digging in her bag, she pulled out her toe shoes and tugged them on. We were able to do a few stretches before Cassidy banged her cane on the floor, indicating it was time to begin.

* * *
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“I’m dying,” Grace breathed out as she flopped on the floor by our bags. We’d just finished the toughest workout on the planet.

I giggled, sitting down a little slower. “Right there with you, babe.”

Poppy sat down beside Grace and tore off her shoes as though they were burning her feet. “Remind me again why I’m doing this...”

“To stay limber for riding,” Grace and I answered in stereo.

“Well, I’m an idiot,” Poppy complained. 

“Keep at it,” I encouraged. “You’ll get used to it again.”

Motion at the double doors distracted me and then Poppy’s rare use of “Fuck” had me giving her a sympathetic smile. Devon was standing with Flea, watching us.

“I can only assume Flea is the reason he’s here,” Poppy hissed.

“If you didn’t call him, then probably,” I said.

“He is still so, so hot,” Grace said, her voice breathy.

“He is not hot,” Poppy snapped. “He’s a pain in the ass.”

“He can’t be hot and a pain in the ass?” Grace challenged.

“Suck it, Gracie.”

Grace laughed, drawing attention from Poppy’s stalker. He raised an eyebrow in our general direction, and Poppy groaned. “Sid dropped me off, so it would appear he’s not picking me up. I’m going to have to drive home with the dumbass.”

“You can ride with me,” I offered.

“Yes, please,” she said immediately.

“We could always go out,” Grace suggested. “Dinner and drinks?”

“That sounds fun.” I grinned. “But maybe not the drinks. I’m driving.”

Poppy grinned. “I’ll just go tell the stalker to head home.”

“Good luck with that,” I said and grabbed my phone. I texted Maverick and let him know what we were doing, offering to bring him something home, food-wise. He was working for another hour, so I wasn’t sure I’d even hear from him for a while. I was surprised when my phone pinged, and he’d texted: Food would be appreciated, baby. Thanks. Take Flea with you.

I shook my head. Like I’d have the choice not to take Flea with me.

“Oh, this isn’t going well,” Grace whispered.

I followed her gaze and instantly felt sorry for Poppy. Devon’s arms were crossed, and he was leaning close. His expression was blank, but his eyes said it all. He wasn’t happy about whatever Poppy was saying. Flea, on the other hand, appeared to be trying not to laugh.

“Let’s go save her,” I said and rose to my feet.

Grace scrambled up, and we headed into the fray.

“So anyway,” Poppy said, “I don’t need you to take me home. Lily’s going to.”

“No,” Devon said. Well, no, that was not right. It was more of a grunt.

“We’re going to stop at Warehouse 23 for dinner,” Grace piped in. “We’ll be a while.”

“I’m sure you have stuff to do, Dev,” Poppy said, her voice sweet. “I’ll be good with Lily and Grace.”

“I’ll take you,” Devon said.

“I’ve got her,” I countered, knowing full well I was poking the bear.

He smirked. “Respect, Lil, but she’s coming with me.”

“Respect, Dev,” I mimicked, “but she’s coming with me.” I grabbed Poppy’s hand and tugged her toward the car. 

As soon as I released her hand to hit the key fob and unlock my car, Devon was on her. He had his arm around her waist and moved her toward his truck before I could say anything. 

Reflexes like a cat, that one.

But I was a ballerina, dammit, so I jumped in front of them. “Nice try.”

Poppy giggled and tried to pull away from Devon, without success.

“Lily,” Devon growled.

“Yes, Devon?”

“Poppy’s coming with me.”

I sighed. “Buddy, I get that you’re protective, but if you haven’t noticed, we’re grown women and can quite safely get from point A to point B without a big strong man helping us do it. I understand the current climate with the Spiders, but Flea’s here; he’s following us, and he will hang out at the restaurant, so you’re off the hook. Go do something. Hang with your family. Whatever. I’ll drop Poppy home in a couple of hours.”

“Give us a second, yeah?” Devon asked, and I nodded, stepping back to my car. 

It was then I saw it. He loved her. Why had I not noticed that before? Probably because I have always been so wrapped up in all things Maverick. But watching Devon and Poppy, I saw how he looked at her, his total devotion, his complete besotted-ness, and his warring emotions when it came to her. I’d imagine, when your uncle was the Sergeant at Arms for the same MC you’re trying to earn your patch through, it makes things a little awkward when you fall in love with his stepdaughter. Especially considering Hatch loved Poppy like his own.

Devon gave Poppy a quick nod, and she turned and walked back to me. “Let’s go before he changes his mind.”

I grinned, and we climbed in the car. 

* * *
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I dropped Poppy home and waited for her to walk through the door before turning into my driveway. Maverick came jogging up from the side yard and pulled open my door. “Have fun?”

“Yes. Loads. I brought you a burger.”

“Perfect.” He grabbed the food bags from me and then waited for me to climb out of the car before kissing me sweetly and closing my car door. “I’m just gonna talk to Flea real quick.”

“I’ll go say hi to the parents and meet you downstairs, okay?”

“Sounds good.”

I walked in the front door and found Mom and Dad curled up on the sofa. Rex watched me with his head on Mom’s lap.

“Hi, guys,” I said.

Dad craned his head as he paused the television and grinned. “Hey, baby girl. Where you been?”

“I took Cassidy’s dance class, then went to dinner with Poppy and Grace.”

“I’m really glad you’re keeping up with that,” Mom said. “How’s Poppy?”

“Dealing with Devon.”

Mom chuckled. “Uh-oh.”

“Is there a reason they couldn’t get together?” I asked.

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know, like bylaws or Hatch’s disapproval or something,” I clarified. “He’s totally in love with her, and I’m pretty sure she feels the same way, so I don’t know why they keep torturing themselves.”

Mom glanced at Dad. “I think that’s a question for you, honey.”

“I think it’s none of our business,” Dad said.

“So no bylaws, then,” I mused. “Just something else going on that you’re being tight-lipped about.”

“Again, baby girl. None of my business,” he said. “None of yours either.”

“Message received, Daddy-O,” I retorted. “Obviously, us young’uns need to run with this.”

“Lily,” he warned.

“Love you guys. Gonna go hang out with my guy now.”

“Leave it, baby girl,” Dad ordered.

“What’s that? Sorry, can’t hear you. I’m all the way at the bottom of the stairs, and you guys did an amazing job of soundproofing.” I unlocked the basement door and stepped inside just as I heard my mother laugh. 

Maverick walked through the back door a few minutes later and grabbed a beer (after thoroughly kissing me, of course, because he had his priorities). He flopped onto the sofa and opened the box, plowing into the burger. 

I smiled, grabbing a wad of napkins and setting them in front of him.

“Thanks, baby doll.”

“My pleasure, pookie bear.” I poured myself a glass of wine and sat beside him. “How was work?”

“Busy. But good.”

“Everything okay with Flea?”

“Yeah. We just needed to coordinate schedules.”

“Is yours changing?” I asked.

“A little. But nothing that affects you ’cause it’s during your shifts.” He took another bite of his burger. 

“Should I be worried?” 

“No, baby. Seriously, it’s nothing.”

“Did he tell you about Devon?”

“What about him?”

While Maverick continued to eat, I filled him in on the whole afternoon, and he shook his head.

“What?” I asked.

“Don’t poke the bear.”

“Why not? It’s ridiculous that they’re totally in love with each other, but he’s being an ass, and she’s being shy. They’re wasting time.”

“She’s still in school, Lil. Besides, it’s none of our business.”

“Oh, that’s crap,” I snapped.

“Baby.”

“He’s bullying her.”

“If he’s bullying her, why are you so hard-pressed to get them together?”

He had a point, but I couldn’t really answer the question... mostly because I couldn’t really make sense of it either. 

“Which is it, baby?” he continued. “They’re wasting time, or he’s bullying her?”

“Maybe they wouldn’t be wasting time if he wasn’t bullying her,” I retorted.

“Pretty sure he’s not.”

“He totally is. You know what Poppy’s like. She’s shy,” I argued.

Maverick took a deep breath, and I rolled my eyes. This was his “I’m gonna explain shit to you” stance. 

“Have you ever actually listened to one of their conversations?” he asked.

“No. That would be rude.” I raised an eyebrow. “Have you?”

He smiled. “Yep.”

“Seriously?” I was a little impressed, I must admit.

“He doesn’t bully her.”

“Are you sure?”

“Do I bully you?” he asked.

“What? No. Why?”

“He talks to Poppy the same way I talk to you.”

“He does?”

Maverick chuckled. “Yeah, baby, he does.”

“He scowls at her an awful lot.”

“He does not.”

“Yes he does,” I argued.

Maverick frowned. “Is Poppy afraid of him?”

I shook my head. “No, he irritates her.”

He took a swig of beer and nodded. “So just a thought, if he bullied her, do you think she’d have the guts to even verbalize that?”

I wrinkled my nose but thought about what he said. She had never given any indication that he scared her. The opposite, actually. I sat back against the couch arm with a sigh.

“You good?” he asked.

Was I good? I mulled over everything he’d told me. Maverick was a pretty good judge of character, and he knew Devon probably better than anyone did. If he said Devon was sweet to Poppy, then he meant he was sweet to Poppy more often than not. 

I relaxed. “Yes, I’m good.”

He grinned and gathered up his trash, heading to the kitchen. After dumping it, he washed his hands. He settled back on the sofa and pulled me across his body, kissing me gently. “Movie?”

“Yeah, a movie would be awesome.”

He grinned and grabbed the remote. The rest of the evening was spent discovering (again) that Darth Vader was Luke’s father and making out on the sofa.
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Lily

One month later... 

IT WAS FOUR a.m., and I was three and a half hours away from crawling into my awesome, comfy, warm bed—I yawned just thinking about it—when frantic screams came from the ambulance bay, and I was wide awake once again.

“Lily, you’re with me,” Doctor Walker bellowed.

I nodded and donned gloves as I followed him outside. 

Maverick and I had had a blissful month. No threats, no one watching us (that we could see), and the wedding planning was going remarkably smooth. Our wedding date was in five weeks, and I couldn’t wait to make everything official. I also couldn’t wait to have babies. I was tempted to go off the Pill now, but we’d decided to wait two years before we tried for children.

EMTs dragged a gurney from the back of an ambulance, pulling me from my thoughts. The victim was a mess... but when they rolled him, I saw the Dogs logo on the cut. My breath left my body, and I stared up at the doctor. “He’s... um... he’s family.”

Doc frowned. “Who is he?”

I leaned forward and glanced at his patch. 

No, no, no, no, no!

“Lily?” Doc pressed.

I bit back tears. “Billy,” I rasped. “Billy Jameson.”

“Okay, get back to the desk and wait for the next one.”

I nodded and rushed back inside, picking up the desk phone and calling my dad. “Hawk.”

“Daddy,” I whispered.

“Lil, what’s wrong?”

“Flea. He’s been shot. He’s bad, Daddy.”

“Okay, we’re on our way.”

I hung up and fell into the chair next to me. Flea wasn’t “on” me tonight. Train was. Flea was supposed to be enjoying a rare night off. He’d met a woman, and they’d had plans tonight.

Sarah, the shift manager, walked up to the desk and gave me a gentle smile. “I think you should take a break.”

I nodded and made my way to the nurse’s area, grabbing my phone from my locker. I needed to talk to Maverick.

I dialed his number, and he answered immediately. “You okay?”

“Yes. But Flea’s...” I swallowed. “He’s bad, Möosh.”

“Okay, baby. I’m on my way.”

“Please be careful,” I begged. “I don’t know who shot him or where he was when he got shot.”

“I’m good, Lil. Knight’s with me.”

“What about Ace... or... anyone?”

“No, baby. It’s just us. It’s okay. We’re coming from the clinic.”

I bit back tears. “Be careful.”

“We will. I’ll see you soon.”

He hung up, and I headed to the emergency room waiting area where I knew the Dogs would come first. Train was pacing the room, but when he saw me, he opened his arms. I walked into them and bit back tears.

“Okay, Lil. Flea’s a tough motherfucker. He’ll pull through,” he said.

“He looked bad, buddy.”

“Fuck,” he rasped and held me tighter. 

Train was six-foot-six and probably three-hundred pounds of pure muscle, which matched his name perfectly. Funnily enough, he’d gotten his nickname as a scrawny kid. He’d been tall and lanky and couldn’t keep weight on. But then he got into bodybuilding and bulked up.

We stood there for a few minutes until another, much more familiar set of arms pulled me away. “Let’s go talk,” Maverick said, and I nodded.

He led me down the hall to a more private waiting room. When he wrapped his arms around me, I felt free to burst into tears. He held me and stroked the back of my neck while I cried. 

“I think he’s going to die, Möosh.”

“He’s not gonna die, baby. Flea’s tough.”

I looked up at him. “I could not make out his face, Maverick. He’d been beaten beyond recognition and then shot. I had to identify him by his cut.”

“Was he breathin’?”

I nodded.

“Then he’s gonna be fine,” Maverick avowed.

I buried my face back in his chest. “He’d better be.”

“Lily?” Dad called. 

“In here,” I called back.

He rushed in and pulled me away from Maverick, hugging me tightly. “What happened?”

I filled him in while stepping back into Maverick’s arms. 

“Okay, baby girl.” Dad nodded. “He’s gonna be fine.”

“You both keep saying that, but you didn’t see him,” I cried. “It’s bad.”

Dad nodded. “Come with me. Mom’s in the other waiting room.”

“Great, pass me off to the ‘women,’” I droned sarcastically.

“I’m not goin’ anywhere, Lil,” Maverick promised. 

“Like I said...” I retorted, and Maverick chuckled.

“Nice.”

I sighed. “He’d be the first one to say something snarky.”

“Yeah, he definitely would,” Dad agreed as we walked back down the hall.

I had taken several deep breaths before we faced the group. Most of the Dogs (the ones not guarding one of the girls) were there, along with Mom, Cassidy, Kim, Cricket and Katie. Cricket wasn’t just Hatch’s sister, she was also Katie’s best friend, and she was with Katie who was currently at the nurse’s desk demanding answers about Flea’s injuries—information Sarah wouldn’t have.

Despite Maverick’s arm wrapped around my waist, I rushed forward. “Kate,” I called.

Both women turned to me, Katie’s eyes filled with tears. “What do you know?”

“We don’t know anything yet. He just went back. He came in fifteen minutes ago...” I filled her in on everything I knew, giving Sarah a chance to escape to the back to see what she could find out. Since Katie was also a nurse, I was able to give her frank and honest answers, without having to filter too much.

The doctor walked out a few minutes later, a reserved expression on his face. 

Shit. Flea didn’t make it. I fell against Maverick but forced myself not to cry.

“Who’s the family of Billy Jameson?” Doc asked.

“I’m his sister,” Katie said.

“I’m sorry. He didn’t make it.”

She cried out, and Train caught her before she hit the ground. 

The doctor reached out and squeezed her arm. “If you’d like to see him, I can take you back.”

“I’ll go with you,” I offered, earning a growl of denial from Maverick. I glanced up at him. “I’m okay.”

“I’ll go,” Cricket said.

I nodded, and Maverick gave me a squeeze. I let him guide me back to where the rest of the Club was, and we waited for Katie to come back.

Sarah approached and waved me to a private corner. “Go ahead and clock out, hon. Shift is over in less than an hour. We can take it from here.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“Family’s important—more important than the job—so I’m sure.”

“Thanks, Sarah.”

She smiled and walked away. I headed back to Maverick. “I’m being released, so I’m going to clock out.”

“I’m coming with you,” Maverick said.

“I’m just going—”

He crossed his arms. “Not up for discussion, Lil.”

I nodded and led him back. I clocked out, grabbed my bag, and then we joined the club again in the waiting room. We were there for less than five minutes before Cricket and Katie rushed out. 

“It’s not him!” Katie said.

“What?” I asked with a gasp.

“It’s not Flea,” Cricket confirmed. 

“But he was wearing his cut,” I countered. “The guys never take off their cuts in public.”

“He was wearing Flea’s cut, but it’s not him.” Katie shoved her phone at Knight. “See?”

“Shit,” Knight said and passed the phone to Dad.

“What the fuck is goin’ on?” Dad snapped.

“Where is my brother?” Katie demanded.

“What if it’s one of the Spiders?” Maverick suggested. 

“Let’s take this outside,” Dad said.

“Or you can quit talking like I’m not here,” Katie snapped, “and tell me what the fuck is going on.”

“Katie, let us figure this out first,” Dad placated. “We’ll head back to the house, grab some beers, and see what we can do.”

“It’s five thirty in the morning, handsome,” Mom countered.

“Then we’ll grab coffee,” Dad ground out.

She patted his chest with a grin. “I’ll make it.”

He rolled his eyes but smiled. “Thanks, baby.”

I bit back a yawn and leaned heavily against Maverick. I was happy to go home, although I doubted I’d be able to sleep.

Maverick kissed my head. “I got you, baby doll.”

I nodded, and we headed to his truck.

* * *
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I awoke with a start and sat up, realizing quickly I was in our bedroom in total darkness. 

“Babe?” Maverick grumbled and pulled me back down.

“What happened?” I demanded.

“With what?” he asked, wrapping his arm around my waist and snuggling close.

“Flea,” I snapped.

“Right.” Maverick yawned. “He’s good.”

“What?” I squeaked, and sat up again.

“Baby, can we sleep a bit longer and talk about it later?”

“No, we absolutely cannot,” I hissed, and smacked his leg.

“It was worth a shot,” he grumbled.

“Start talking.”

Maverick tugged me back down and kissed me gently. “Flea’s fine. He’s currently at the compound with the woman he’s currently seeing.” He kissed me again.

I growled in frustration. “Stop kissing me and tell me what the hell happened.”

“He and Lori were at the Brass Frog. Apparently, some moron dumped a pitcher of beer all over Flea, which meant he had to take his cut off to wipe up. The cut was stolen, so obviously the asshat did it on purpose.”

“Do they know who did it?”

“Yep.”

I smacked his chest. “Who?”

“One of the Spiders. That’s all I’m gonna tell you, baby doll.”

“So they were sending a message,” I deduced. “To me.”

“To us.”

I shivered. “Through me.”

“Quit.”

“No.”

He pulled me over his chest. “This does not touch you, Lil.”

“It has already touched me!” I countered. “That poor man, whoever he was, was delivered right to me. The Spiders know my schedule—”

“No one will touch you, Lily,” he interrupted.

“You can’t watch me twenty-four hours a day.”

“Wanna bet?”

“I have to pee.” I bit back frustrated tears and climbed off the bed. “Do you need to watch me?”

“Babe.” Maverick flipped on the lamp next to the bed... obviously, so I wouldn’t trip over something on the way to the bathroom. Because he was sweet and thoughtful and wanted to keep me safe... and I was a shrew.

After doing my thing, I headed back to the bedroom and found Maverick watching me. His chest was bare (technically, he was naked, but the bedding covered his lower half), and he had one arm behind his head which emphasized his muscles. I bit my lip when he gave me a tired smile then I climbed back into bed and kissed his chest. “I’m sorry.”

“Babe, I get it. This sucks. But you have to trust I’ve got your back. Everyone does, but most of all me.”

“I know. I’m just freaked. And tired,” I admitted. “But I shouldn’t take it out on you.”

Maverick chuckled. “I’m the only one you can take it out on, Lil. No one else’ll put up with it.”

“Well, there is that,” I agreed, kissing his chest again and then working my way south.

I dragged the cami I was wearing over my head and threw it into the corner then went back to kissing every inch of my man’s body.

He gave me about three minutes before his hands were under my armpits and he was dragging me up his body. He rolled me onto my back, tore off my panties, and slid into me, kissing me deeply. Without warning, my stomach roiled, and I shoved at his chest with a whimper. 

“Lil?”

“Gonna be sick.”

He jumped off me, and I rushed to the bathroom, barely making it to the toilet in time. Maverick stepped over to me and pulled my hair away from my face. “You okay?”

I shook my head. “I’m dying.”

“Do you think you ate something weird?”

I shrugged. “Probably.” 

“It’s not...?”

“No, baby, the cancer’s not back,” I assured him. “The blood tests came back normal, remember?”

He hunkered down beside me. “That was a month ago.”

“It’s not cancer.” I leaned against the toilet. “Pretty sure it was the burrito I ate last night. Those trucks can be suspect sometimes.”

“At least, you’re not on tonight.”

I nodded. “Sorry about your blue balls.”

“I’m good, baby.” He stroked my cheek. “Gonna get you some Sprite.”

“We don’t have any.”

“I know. I’m gonna run to the store.”

“Mom’ll have some.”

“You want her down here fussing?”

I sighed. “It’s better than you having to tell Dad you’re leaving. He’ll be down here hovering.”

“You’ve got a point.” He rose to his feet. “I’ll text her real quick.”

“Thanks, baby.”

He left me, and I decided to run a bath, figuring it might help. I already felt a bit better, which was a relief. God, I hated puking. It was the worst.

Maverick walked into the bathroom just as I sank into the warm water. He set an open Sprite on the side of the tub. “Your mom had saltines, too. You want one now?”

I shook my head. “I’m better now,” I said and sipped the pop.

He sat on the edge of the tub and frowned. “I think we should take you in.”

“I’m not going to urgent care for food poisoning, Möosh.” He frowned, and I squeezed his knee. “I’m a nurse, baby. Trust me. It’s nothing more than a tummy bug at worst. It’ll pass in a few hours.”

I was wrong.
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Maverick

LILY HAD BEEN puking for almost two days straight, and I was beside myself. She refused to go to the hospital or see a doctor, so I decided the mountain was gonna come to Muhammad.

A knock at the door brought Macey (and Payton), and I let them in. “She’s in bed.”

Macey nodded and headed into the room. A few minutes later, Lily walked out and scowled. “Really?”

“Don’t make this a thing, Lil,” I ordered.

She scoffed and closed herself into the bathroom.

“Fuck, she’s sick again?” I ground out, and started for the door.

Lily walked out before I reached her. “I’m fine.”

“Babe.”

She didn’t respond as she headed back into the bedroom, and I faced Payton. Lily’s mom smiled and waved to the sofa. “Relax, Mav. Macey’s got it covered.”

“Why are you so calm?” I ground out.

Payton smiled. “I’m not. I’m just faking it better than you are.”

I dragged my hands through my hair. “I hate this.”

“Me too, honey.”

Macey opened the door, and I shot to my feet. She gave me a sad smile. “You can go on in.”

My heart raced as I rushed inside and found Lily sitting up on the bed. “You okay?”

She nodded, lifting tear-filled eyes to smile at me. 

I forced my own down and took her hands. “Whatever it is, baby, we’ll figure it out, okay?”

She sighed. “We need to move the wedding up.”

I felt sick. “How bad?”

“It’s pretty bad, honey. My dad’s going to kill you.”

“Sorry?”

“I’m pregnant.”

It took a minute for her words to register, and I stared at her in disbelief. “Sorry?”

“We’re going to have a baby.” Lily giggled. “I’m guessing a shotgun wedding is in our future.”

“So you’re not sick?”

“No, honey, not in the fatal sense. I’m going to be hormonal and eat weird things, and I’ll probably get really fat, but I’m not dying.”

I was still having a tough time processing her words, but when Lily grabbed my face and made me meet her eyes, I blinked and finally registered what she was saying. “We’re going to have a baby?” I asked.

She stroked my cheeks and nodded. “You have bionic sperm, Möosh. It broke through my pill. We’re going to have a baby,” she repeated.

I gathered her in my arms, pulling her onto my lap, and kissed her. “Fuck, I was freaked.”

“I know, honey. I told you it was okay.”

“But did you even think pregnant?”

“No... not really.” She grinned. “I’ve been on the Pill for years, so it wasn’t really on my radar. Luckily, Macey brought a pregnancy test with her.”

“Some nurse you are,” I deadpanned. Lily smacked my arm, and I laughed. “I love you, Lil. I can’t believe I’m gonna have a little you running around.”

“I really hope we have a girl,” she admitted. “There’s enough testosterone in this club. I need some backup.”

I kissed her again. “I’m really glad you’re not dying.”

“What a coincidence,” she droned.

“Shall we go let your mom off the hook?”

“I told Macey she could tell her.”

“I think she’s still going to want to see you, Lil.”

Lily nodded then studied me. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, baby, I’m great.”

“Are you sure?”

I chuckled, lifting her off the bed and setting her on her feet. “I’m great, but don’t be surprised if I get a little more protective.”

“I don’t think that’s possible.”

I patted her bottom, and we headed into the living room where Payton squealed like a banshee and pulled Lily in for a hug. “Ohmigod, I’m too young to be a grandma!”

Lily laughed. “Isn’t that what Gran said?”

“Well, she was too young too.” Payton cupped Lily’s cheeks. “I can’t believe my baby girl’s having a baby.”

“Dad’s going to freak,” Lily said.

“No, he won’t,” Mom promised. 

“We’ll need to move up the wedding,” Lily said, her tone hopeful.

Payton smiled. “Nice try.”

“I’m going to be huge.”

“The wedding’s less than a month away,” I said.

“Challenge accepted,” Lily retorted.

Payton giggled. “Dinner at six. We can tell everyone then.”

“Wait, how many people are going to be at this dinner?” Lily asked.

“Just a few.”

“We should tell my parents first,” I said, and Lily agreed.

“Let me just lie down for a little while.”

“We’ll leave you,” Payton said.

“I brought some prenatals just in case,” Macey said and set a bottle on the kitchen counter.

“How do you always know?” Lily asked.

“She’s a witch,” Payton retorted.

Lily burst out laughing. “Ohmigod, Mom, you’re ridiculous.”

“Congratulations, you two.” Macey hugged Lily then me. 

Payton followed suit, and then they left me and Lily alone. I pulled Lily into my arms and kissed her gently. “So proud of you, baby.”

“You might want to wait on that sentiment.”

“How come?”

“’Cause I might be a horrible pregnant lady.”

“I can take it.”

“I’m counting on it.” She hugged me tight with a yawn. “Can we go back to bed for a little while?”

“Yeah, baby.”

I took her back to bed, and she fell asleep almost immediately. I didn’t, but I took the time to hold her even if she didn’t know I was doing it. The fact our child was growing in her belly humbled me. It was mind-blowing. 

I kissed her temple gently and pulled her closer, staying that way until I finally lost my battle with sleep.

* * *
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Lily

Nausea ripped me from the most awesome dream on the planet and forced me to make a run for the bathroom. I felt my hair being pulled away from my face and smiled up at Maverick. “Sorry.”

He stroked my cheek. “Don’t be sorry, baby doll. We’ll get you in this week and see if the doc can give you something for the nausea. Until then, you just be you.”

“What am I going to do about work?” I said my fear out loud, and it made it all suddenly real.

“You have two more days off, Lil. You’ve got time to get some answers,” he said. “I’m gonna talk to Aidan and see if I can switch my schedule around.”

“I’m pregnant, not dying.”

“You’re funny. I’ll get you a Sprite.”

“Thanks, baby.” I brushed my teeth and headed out to the living room, flopping onto the sofa and stretching out.

Maverick sat by my feet and patted my bottom. “Sit up, Lil. Eat some saltines.”

I nodded and leaned my back against the armrest. He handed me a cracker and the pop, and I smiled. “Thanks, Möosh.”

“When you feel better, do you wanna head next door?”

“Definitely.”

It didn’t take long before I felt normal again, so I freshened up, and we walked to his parents’ home. Ace and Cassidy were in the family room playing Monopoly with Tillie and Liam. 

Cassidy jumped up and rushed to hug us. “Well, this is a nice surprise.”

Ace studied us in his disconcerting way. I swear he knew what was coming. I gripped Maverick’s hand and decided to let him do the talking. For whatever reason, I was nervous. Maybe because he was their son, and I was the little hussy who let him knock her up... I don’t know; it was irrational but true.

“Are you guys okay?” Cassidy asked.

I nodded but couldn’t seem to find my voice.

“We have some news,” Maverick said. 

Cassidy sat on the back of the sofa. She smiled, but it was a tentative one.

“We’re pregnant,” Maverick said.

Cassidy slapped her hand across her chest and let out a deep breath. “Oh, my word! I thought it was something bad!” She dragged me in for a hug then Maverick. When she pulled away, tears were sliding down her face. “I can’t believe I’m going to be a grandma. I’m too young to be a grandma.”

I smiled, relief coursing through me. “That’s exactly what my mom said.”

Ace rose to his feet, his face a little more difficult to read, and made his way to us. He hugged me, then Maverick, but didn’t say anything.

I was back to being nervous.

“I’m gonna steal Mav for a bit,” Ace said.

“Come play his turn, Lily,” Cassidy said and pulled me over to the board.

I craned my neck to give Maverick a nervous smile and then sat and studied the board. Cassidy squeezed my knee. “It’s all good, honey.”

I bit my lip and nodded.

* * *
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Maverick

Dad pulled me into the den and closed the door, crossing his arms and leaning against the sofa. “You good?”

“Yeah, Dad, we’re good.”

“Extra pressure.”

“Only in the sense that she’s carrying our kid. I’m still gonna watch her like a hawk... as will Hawk.”

Dad smiled. “Right answer, bud.”

“I think Lily might think you’re pissed.”

“About her being pregnant?”

“Yeah. We’re kinda doin’ things a little backward.”

Dad chuckled. “I’ll make sure she understands that’s not the case.”

“Appreciate it.”

“Okay, let’s grab a couple of beers and head back out. I’m gonna get another recruit on her if you don’t have a problem with that.”

“Don’t have a problem with that, Dad.”

“Right answer again.”

I laughed. “What if I’d objected?”

Dad shrugged. “Woulda done it anyway. She is carrying my grandchild.”

“Right answer, Dad.”

He pulled me in for a hug. “Proud of you, bud.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

We grabbed our drinks and then joined the rest of the family. I sat next to Lily and smiled when my dad walked over to her, bent down, and gently cupped her face. “Really proud of you, Lil. You’re gonna be a kickass mom.” He kissed her forehead and then sat next to Cassidy.

Lily turned tear-filled eyes toward me, and I smiled, kissing her gently. “Love you.”

Lily nodded but couldn’t seem to speak, so I focused on the Monopoly board and my siblings. “Ten bucks to whoever can bring Dad down,” I challenged.

“I’m in,” Tillie avowed.

“We can never bring Dad down,” Liam said.

Tillie frowned. “Well, for ten bucks, I’m going to try a little harder.”

“There’s the spirit,” I said.

In the end, Tillie won, but I was pretty sure Dad threw the game, so I’d be out ten bucks. It was well worth it, though. Tillie was floating on air by the time I took Lily home. 

“I thought your dad was going to kill me,” Lily said as we climbed into bed.

“Why?” 

“I don’t know... Maybe because I’m the little hussy who let his son knock her up.”

I frowned. “Baby, don’t ever think of yourself like that. Dad wanted to make sure we were okay and get my opinion on putting another recruit on you. My parents love you, and need I remind you, Mom had me when she was a teenager. No one’s thinking of you as a hussy... except maybe me, but I’m forever grateful for that part. They always say to marry a woman who’s a maiden in the kitchen and a whore in the bedroom.”

Lily giggled. “I’m not quite at the maiden in the kitchen status, but I’m glad I’m your whore in the bedroom. You’re a damn good gigolo, I must say.”

I pulled her against my chest and kissed her temple. “I’ve worked hard to get there, so it’s nice you notice my effort.”

“Are you sure they’re okay with this?”

“Yes, Lil, I’m sure. But if they weren’t, it wouldn’t make a difference. I’m all in, baby doll. You’re it for me.”

She sighed and gave me a gentle squeeze. “Me too.”

“Stop worrying, honey. It’s a total Lily love fest. Liverick is back at the top of the charts in regards to the ‘it’ couple.”

Lily smiled. “Okay, I’m done.”

“Wanna do it?”

“O.M.G., like, I totally wanna do it,” she retorted in a total Valley Girl accent.

I laughed as I kissed her, and then I spent time gently making love to her before she snuggled up to me and fell asleep. It took me longer to fully relax, choosing to hold my woman a while longer. I knew it was going to take me a minute not to worry. I needed the fucking threat to be annihilated. Until that happened, however, I wouldn’t stop my diligence. Tucking Lily tighter to my body, I kissed her gently and hoped we’d have some sort of resolution soon. 
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Lily

Two weeks later... 

SO... PREGNANCY SUCKED. Big time. I could barely stay awake, even if I’d slept for what felt like forty-two hours. I couldn’t keep anything down, but I couldn’t take the anti-nausea drugs the doctor prescribed while I was on shift because they made me sleepy. 

I was also grumpy as hell, and I was pretty sure I was pushing Maverick to the brink of insanity. It was about two weeks away from our wedding day, and I didn’t think I’d make it that far into the future. The world knew we were pregnant now, and if I thought my protection detail was stifling before, it was downright claustrophobic now. Flea, I could handle. Flea and Train were a pain in the butt.

“You doin’ okay, chickie?” Alana asked, and I bit back a yawn.

“Yep, I’m great.”

She giggled. “You look like shit.”

“Thanks?”

“Are you interested in getting off the night shift?”

“Is that an option?” I asked, hopefully.

“Day shift just opened up in labor and delivery, but it’s only two days on five off, so you’ll take a major hit to your paycheck.”

“Yeah, that might be a little tough. Let me talk to Maverick. Can I let you know next shift?”

“Sure. But I can’t wait any longer than that.”

“Thanks, Alana. I really appreciate you looking out for me.”

“You’re a great nurse, Lily. They’d be lucky to have you.”

I burst into tears.

“What did I say?” she asked, her face falling.

“Nothing. I’m just hormonal, and that was really sweet.”

Alana giggled. “Oh, honey, it gets better. I promise.”

“I hope so.” I grabbed a tissue and blew my nose. “Because if it doesn’t, I’m never getting pregnant again.”

Alana hugged me... then we were back in the thick of an emergency. By the time Maverick picked me up, two days a week sounded like a vacation.

“How are you feeling, baby doll?” Maverick asked as we drove.

“I feel great,” I deadpanned. “Like I could run a marathon.”

He lifted my hand to his mouth and kissed the palm. “Sorry, honey. I’ll rub your feet when we get home.”

“Thanks, Möosh.”

We arrived home, and I discussed the option of working part-time with him while he did incredible things to my feet. I swear it was almost better than sex... almost.

“I think it’s a good idea, Lil.”

I licked my lips, suddenly thirsty. I grabbed my bottle of water next to me. “But it means we’re going to have to wait to move.”

“We’re going to have to wait to move anyway,” Maverick said. “Until there’s no threat, we’re staying put... and it’s working, right?”

“Yes, it’s working. I just want to be a little more independent.”

Maverick chuckled. “Even if we weren’t living in the basement of your parents’ house, we’d still be here every day. We probably wouldn’t really be more independent; we’d just be paying more rent for the illusion of it.”

I sat up, crossing my legs in front of me so I could scoot closer to him. “Is this okay?”

“Is what okay?”

“All of this.” I waved my hand around the small apartment. “Most days, I feel like I’m an imposter... like I’m still a little kid, and I can’t possibly be someone’s mom. Other days, I feel like I have everything figured out and will rock the hell out of it... but those are less. And then I worry that I’m not giving you everything I—”

“Enough,” Maverick said gently and pulled me onto his lap. “I love you.”

“I love you too, but—”

“Babe,” he admonished. “Stop. You’re perfect, Lil. You give me everything and more, and you’re going to be the best mom on the planet. Give yourself a break.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, baby doll, I’m sure. Now, text Alana and tell her you’ll take the new schedule.” He stroked my cheek. “If we could afford for you to quit entirely, I’d want you to. Baby steps.” He smiled. “Pun intended.”

I sighed and buried my face in his neck. “Thanks, Möosh.”

“You’re welcome. Now, off to bed with you.” He stood with me in his arms and carried me to the bedroom, settling me on the mattress. After making me take my nausea meds, he kissed me gently and said, “I have to get to work, but I love you.” 

“Love you, too. Have a good day.” 

“I’ll set an alarm so you can keep your sleeping schedule.”

“Okay, baby, thank you.”

He kissed me again and then closed me in the dark. 

* * *
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I woke before my alarm and felt amazing—better than I had in weeks—so I showered and put on a little makeup before heading upstairs to see what my family was doing. They were all in the family room watching some football game.

“Hey, baby girl,” Dad said, craning his neck to smile up at me. 

“Hey.”

“Are you hungry?” Mom asked, scooting away from Dad, but he pulled her back.

“I’m good, Mom, thanks. I had some saltines, and that’s about all I can handle.”

“Take a load off,” Dad ordered.

I flopped onto the sofa, purposely jostling Hunter who raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment. It didn’t matter that I was carrying a baby; I was still a big sister driven to irk her little brother.

Rex jumped on the sofa beside me and laid his head on my lap. When the commercials came on, Dad muted the television (he didn’t believe in DVRing games of any kind). “How are you feelin’? Really?”

“I’m good... right now,” I said and smiled. “I was offered a lighter schedule, actually.”

“That’s great,” Mom said and I nodded. “It’s not great?”

“How old is too old to be living in your parents’ basement?”

“Forty,” Dad said, at the same time, Mom said, “Fifty.”

I giggled. “Okay, so you’re both okay with me and Mav living in the basement a little while longer?”

“Yes,” Mom said at the same time Dad said, “Absolutely.”

“Glad we had this talk.”

When the game came back on, Dad un-muted the television, and I relaxed into the sofa, enjoying some much-needed family time.

* * *
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Soft lips and a scruffy chin had me blinking my eyes open, and I smiled up at Maverick who had a freaked expression on his face. “Hi. Are you okay?”

“Not really.”

Rex growled, and I scratched his head and asked, “What’s wrong?” 

“My pregnant woman wasn’t where I left her, but it’s weird because I didn’t get a text saying she wouldn’t be where I left her.”

“Ohmigod.” I bit my lip. “I’m so sorry, Möosh. I totally planned to, but I must have fallen asleep.” I glanced around and noticed the family room was empty, even though the television was still on.

Maverick sighed, pulling me up off the sofa. “Come on. We’ll talk about it downstairs.”

I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and followed him to the apartment. He closed us in and grabbed a beer, heading to our sofa and settling his body on it. I was still standing by the door and trying not to freak out by the rage pouring off him. He turned so he could stare at me over the couch.

“Technically, I didn’t go anywhere,” I rushed to say. “I just went upstairs.”

“I know. I texted Hawk.”

I threw my hands in the air. “Then why are you so mad?”

“Because you didn’t tell me you were leaving the apartment... or have your phone, Lily! I couldn’t find you.”

“For how long?”

“What?”

“How long until you texted Dad once you couldn’t get a hold of me?”

“Not the point,” he ground out.

I crossed my arms. “How long, Maverick?”

“Three minutes,” he grumbled and took a swig of his beer.

I shook my head. I could argue—I could tell him he was being ridiculous—but I could also put myself in his shoes. His pregnant woman was missing, albeit for three minutes, but enough to worry him, and I was sorry for that. “I’m sorry I didn’t text you. I should have. My only excuse is pregnancy brain, but I totally get why you were worried. I will be better about keeping my phone with me in the future.”

He held his hand out to me, and I made my way to him, letting him pull me gently onto his lap. “I’m sorry I busted your chops, baby.”

“Thank you.” I cupped his face. “Now, how was your day?”

He smiled... the first real smile I’d seen since he got home. “It was good.”

“I didn’t plan for dinner.” I grimaced. “I kind of fell asleep.”

He chuckled. “I’ll cook.”

“That’d be great. I’m starving.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s great, baby. Let’s get you fed. You need to fit in your wedding dress.”

“Sounds good.” I’d lost weight over the past few weeks—not a huge amount but enough to concern Maverick. If I didn’t gain some of it back, I would have to have my wedding dress altered. Lucky for me, my grandma could sew like a boss, so she was ready should we have to go there.

Maverick slid my hair away from my face and kissed me gently. “I love you, baby doll. I’m glad you’re feeling better.”

“Love you, too.” I smiled. “Now, rustle up some grub for your woman and baby.”

He left me on the couch and rustled me up some grub.

* * *
[image: image]


The morning of our wedding arrived, and I was strangely calm. Possibly, because Mom had kept to all of my rules and we were keeping the ceremony small.

I woke up feeling really good as well, which I think added to my Zen-like calm. The doctor had switched my nausea meds, and not only could I stomach more food, but they didn’t make me sleepy. My only disappointment was I woke up without Maverick... in my old bed. Maverick had been the one to set this edict, weirdly enough. He wanted to keep to some traditions, the biggest one being we didn’t sleep together the night before the wedding or see each other until I walked down the aisle. I felt this was ridiculous—the man had already knocked me up, for Pete’s sake—but he wouldn’t bend.

I showered and dressed in my “bride” sweats that Poppy and Mom had purchased and headed downstairs to the kitchen. 

“Bride comin’ through,” Dad announced.

I giggled. “What gave it away? The white velour or the title covering my butt?” I doubted I’d ever wear these pants again in public, but man, they were comfy, so around the house was pretty much a given. 

“I’m gonna go with the white, baby girl. Not in the habit of lookin’ at your ass.” He pulled me in for a hug. “How are you feelin’?”

“I’m good, Daddy.”

“Baby good?”

I nodded. “Really good.”

He studied me for a few seconds before letting me go. My dad had this incredible ability to say everything with a look. Mom said it was one of the reasons she didn’t need him to verbalize his thoughts. He told her just how he felt about her without saying a word.

“Lily!” Mom called.

“In the kitchen,” I called back.

“Maverick’s heading to the church. He wants you to stay put.”

“He’s not the boss of me,” I retorted.

“Don’t make this a thing, Lil,” Maverick joked.

I rushed to try to see him—he was so close—but Dad grabbed my arm. “Nope.”

“Gah! This is the dumbest tradition.” I heard the alarm beep and the door close, and I sighed, leaning against the kitchen counter. 

The toast popped up, and Dad slathered it with peanut butter and handed it to me. “Eat.”

“Thanks.”

“You ready?”

“More than ready.” I smiled. “Are you worried?”

“Always.” He chuckled. “But I know he’ll take care of you.”

“And I’ll take care of him.”

“No doubt.” Dad sipped his coffee. “Proud of you, baby girl.”

“Thanks, Daddy.” I took another bite of my toast.

Mom walked into the kitchen and smiled. She looked gorgeous... funny but gorgeous. Her long, dark hair was in rollers, and she was wearing her fluffy white robe. 

“You just need a rolling pin, and your ensemble would be complete,” I said.

Mom chuckled. “Some of us aren’t blessed with beautiful blond curls that provide natural body.”

“I happen to love your hair, baby,” Dad cut in, wrapping an arm around her waist and kissing her temple. 

“Thanks, handsome.” Mom focused back on me. “You ready to get pampered? Kim and Darien are already upstairs.”

I nodded. Kim and Darien were my hair and makeup people. We only had about two hours before the ceremony, so we needed to hustle.

I followed Mom upstairs and hugged my beauty team; admittedly, I was a little excited now that my family surrounded me. I missed Maverick, but I had the rest of my life to act out my co-dependence.

* * *
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“You may now kiss the bride,” Crow announced.

Amid hoots and hollers from the Dogs, Maverick kissed me quite thoroughly. I smiled against his lips, and he kissed me one more time before facing the crowd and lifting me in his arms to carry me back down the aisle.

I squeaked in surprise and then settled in, looping my arms around his neck, as we rushed down the aisle and out to the lobby. We’d been married in the church where Sadie used to be a nun. She’d set it up so Crow could marry Maverick and me... and everything had been perfect. 

Maverick couldn’t control his tears as Dad walked me down the aisle, and I knew I’d nailed the dress, which fit perfectly. No alterations needed since I’d managed to gain back a little of the weight I’d lost.

Maverick set me gently on my feet and kissed me again. “You’re beautiful.”

“So are you, Möosh.” I grinned up at him. And he was. He wore a black tuxedo with his cut underneath and a pair of motorcycle boots. Delicious.

He grinned, pulling me close. “Can’t wait to get you to the hotel so I can start by kissing every inch of your body then I’m gonna—”

He didn’t get to list anything else he planned to do to me because our family suddenly surrounded us. 

Maverick kissed me gently. “We’ll put a pin in that.”

I smiled with a nod. 

The rest of the day went by in a blur... a really fun blur, but a blur, nonetheless. By the time Maverick decided he’d had enough, I could barely keep my eyes open, so he loaded me in his truck, and we drove to the Monaco hotel where we’d be staying for a couple of days. We didn’t have the time (or the money) to take an actual honeymoon, but Knight had given Maverick Monday off, and I didn’t start my next shift until Tuesday, so we were making the most of it. Charleston would have to wait, but we’d made a commitment that we would go as soon as I felt comfortable enough to leave the baby for a few days.

Arriving at the hotel, Maverick guided me up to our room (he’d already checked in and dropped our bags off earlier that morning). He helped me out of my dress, kissing my neck as he undid the pearl buttons at the back. He stripped me down to just my panties... then he forced me into bed.

I gasped. “But—”

“Sleep, Lil. We’ll consummate our marriage when you wake up.”

“Honey—”

“Don’t make this a thing.”

I rolled my eyes. “I will sleep because I’m exhausted, but promise me something...”

He stroked my cheek. “Anything.”

“Don’t ever use the word consummate in reference to our love life again.”

He chuckled. “Got it.”

I bit back a yawn.

“Time for bed,” he said, throwing back the covers and lifting me onto the mattress.

I bit my lip and watched as he stripped down to nothing and joined me, pulling me close and kissing my forehead. “How are you feeling, wife?”

I chuckled, kissing his chest. “I feel amazing, husband.”

He stroked my stomach gently. “How’s our baby boy?”

“She’s amazing.”

“Yeah?”

“We both are,” I confirmed. “So...”

“Nope. You need to sleep.” He kissed me gently. “Don’t worry, baby, we’ll make up for lost time.”

I yawned again. “We’d better.”

Maverick tucked me closer, and I closed my eyes... 

Soft lips on my shoulder, and a gentle hand cupping my breast awakened me. I sighed and leaned into Maverick’s touch. 

“Time to make up for lost time,” he whispered.

“Yes,” I breathed out.

My husband did not disappoint.
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Lily

One month later... 

I WALKED BY the mirror on the way to the bathroom and gasped. I had dragged my body out of bed a little later than expected, and I needed to shower and get to work. “Ohmigod, Mav!” I called.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Nothing.” I walked back into our bedroom and turned sideways. “I am officially showing.”

He finished pulling his T-shirt over his head and grinned. Kneeling in front of me, he kissed my belly. “You’re beautiful, Lil.”

“You certainly make me feel that way.”

“Just stating fact.” He kissed my belly again and then rose to his feet and kissed my lips. “Get showered, or I’m taking you back to bed.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Can you take me back to bed and I’ll skip the shower?”

“Your call, baby.”

“How about you come take a shower with me?”

“I just got out of the shower,” he said but pulled off his T-shirt.

“So that’s a no to servicing your wife?”

“I didn’t say that,” he said and guided me into the bathroom. “Get naked.”

“So sexy with the bossy talk.” I stepped out of my panties and tugged my cami over my head while Maverick turned on the water. “I love your foreplay, Möosh. It’s unmatched.”

“Don’t share my secret, hmm? All the ladies’ll want me.”

“Pretty sure they all want you now.”

He laughed. “You’re good for my ego, baby doll.”

“More foreplay, honey? Careful, I might come before you actually do anything.”

“Then my reputation would really be set. Maverick Quinn, the man who can make a woman come just by speaking.”

I giggled and stepped into the shower. “I’m definitely keeping that to myself.”

“Appreciate it, baby.” Maverick followed me in. “I’m already tired. Can’t imagine dealing with more than you.”

I faced him and wrapped my hand around his cock. “You’d better not deal with anyone other than me.”

He grinned, kissing me gently. “Love you, baby doll.”

“Love you more.”

Maverick lifted me and anchored me to the wall of the shower. I wrapped my legs around his waist, and he slid into me gently. I swallowed, dropping my head forward to kiss him. “Am I too heavy?”

He frowned. “Stop.”

“It’s just a question, Maverick.”

“A stupid one.”

“I’m stupid?” I snapped.

He took a deep breath. “Lil—”

“I swear to God if you tell me not to make this a thing while your dick is buried inside me, I’m going to lose my mind.” I could see he was trying not to laugh, and I scowled. “Maverick.”

He lost his battle. “I love you,” he said once he stopped laughing.

“Really?” I challenged.

“Okay, you need to hear me... and not just because my dick is still buried inside you.” He dropped his forehead to mine and kissed me quickly. “You seem to forget just how much I can bench, but regardless of that fact, you aren’t, nor will you ever be, too heavy—”

“What if I gain two hundred pounds?”

“I will love you just the same.”

I scoffed. 

“Lily,” he warned.

“You’d be happy if I gained two hundred pounds?”

“Baby doll, you are the most beautiful woman on earth, and if you gain a thousand pounds, I will still think you’re the most beautiful woman on earth.” He frowned. “I might not be able to lift you anymore—”

I slapped his arm, and he laughed again. 

“I love you, Lily Quinn. You’re my woman. I chose you for a reason. I love you. Who you are. And yes, you’re beautiful, but I don’t love you just because you’re pretty. I love you because you’re you. You’re my baby doll. And now, you’re giving me the greatest gift I’ve ever been given. Our child. Do you know how much that means to me?”

I blinked back tears. “I think I do.”

“So are you gonna make this a thing?”

I shook my head. “But I reserve the right to make it a thing in the future.”

“So... since I’m still buried inside you, may I fuck you now?”

“I’d appreciate it. But you’re probably going to need to make it quicker than originally planned, or I’ll be late for work.”

He thrust into me again. “Yeah?”

“Yes,” I rasped. “Oh, God, baby, yes.”

He kissed me, holding me tight as he continued to bury himself inside me until I could no longer stop the flood. I cried out as I came, and Maverick followed seconds later, kissing me again as we caught our breath.

I dropped my forehead to his and grinned. “It’s so much better when I can make noise.”

He chuckled, setting me on my feet. “Yeah, baby, it is.”

I finished my shower and dressed quickly then Maverick drove me to work. 

* * *
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My shift started with a new mother arriving ready to deliver. By the time I headed to the cafeteria for lunch, I’d helped deliver two babies, and I was ready for a break.

“So my little bitch is knocked up.”

I had just paid for lunch, and I was walking toward the exit. I squeezed my eyes shut and turned to face Jenny. “Is there something I can do for you?”

I hated that I looked like her. I had one consolation, and that was if she’d taken care of herself instead of abusing drugs and tanning her body to the rawhide level, she’d be pretty. The longer she was alive, the less I looked like her, and I was grateful for that.

Jenny crossed her arms over her over-large, fake breasts. “Well, that’s a fine way to greet your mother.”

“You’re not my mother,” I ground out.

“Only because that whore stole my man. If Payton—”

“Stop,” I interrupted. “My mother is not a whore.” I sighed. “What do you want, Jenny?”

“You and I have unfinished business.”

“You’re high.”

“You will not speak to me that way.” My stomach roiled. I didn’t tell Flea I was heading up here and I was regretting that decision.

I rolled my eyes. “Jenny, you’re at my place of business, interrupting my work. You also tried to sell me. I’ll speak to you however I want.” I turned to walk away, but she grabbed my arm, squeezing painfully. “Let me go,” I demanded.

“My grandchild’s gonna fetch a pretty penny.”

My blood turned cold and I settled my hands protectively on my belly. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“You can’t be watched all the time, Lily.”

“You’re insane.” I turned to walk away, but she grabbed my arm, squeezing painfully, pressing something into my side.

“I will kill your spawn, girlie, if you don’t come with me now.”

“How did you get a gun in here?”

She tugged on my arm without answering my question. “You owe me.”

“I don’t owe you anything,” I hissed.

“Come with me now.”

“No!” I tried to pull my arm away again. “Let me go,” I demanded.

“Bitch, get your fucking hands off her now,” a deep, angry voice seethed.

I glanced at Flea who was approaching quickly, his face contorted in rage.

Jenny removed her hands, raising them in surrender. “I was just havin’ a conversation with my daughter.”

I shook my head. “She has a gun.” I wasn’t going to waste my breath to remind her I wasn’t her daughter. I wasn’t even convinced she believed what she was saying; she was just trying to intimidate me.

Flea tackled her to the ground and divested her of her gun, sliding it into his belt. A crowd had formed in the cafeteria now, and I felt embarrassed, but more than that, I felt guilt for bringing her crazy into what was supposed to be a place of healing.

Flea lifted her off the ground and held her with her arms pinned behind her back. 

Jenny hissed, “Your time’s comin’, little bitch. Hear me now. You can’t hide forever.”

“Bitch, you don’t fuckin’ walk away right now,” Flea hissed, “I will kill you.”

Jenny smirked and then turned and left the cafeteria.

“You okay?” Flea asked.

I swallowed convulsively as I nodded. “Why are you letting her go?”

“She won’t get far, babe. Got a couple of guys outside each exit watching for her. Right now, you’re my priority.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“Sorry I didn’t get here sooner. You’re supposed to text me when you leave your station.”

I pressed my lips into a thin line and nodded. “Sorry. I didn’t think it would be an issue if I stayed inside the hospital.”

“Well, it is. Don’t do it again.”

I blinked back tears. “I won’t.”

“You okay?”

My heart was racing, and I shook my head. “I just need to call Mav.”

“Okay, babe, let’s get you back to the break room.”

He took my lunch from me and wrapped an arm around my waist. I let him keep me steady as we headed upstairs. Once inside the break room, I pulled my phone out of my scrubs pocket. L&D was a lot less strict than the ER was, and as long as there wasn’t anyone around who cared, I could keep my phone with me. I dialed Maverick, and he answered immediately. “Hey, baby.”

“Hey.”

“What’s wrong?”

I filled him in on my altercation with Jenny, my shaking finally subsiding as I told him everything.

“She threatened the baby?” he ground out.

“Yes.” Tears streamed down my face.

“Where the fuck was Flea?” Maverick snapped, and I jumped.

“He was there. I just didn’t think I needed to text him since I was just running downstairs to grab a sandwich.”

“You text him if you’re pissing in a different bathroom, Lily. Hear me?”

I nodded. 

“Lily? Do you hear me?”

“Oh, yes, sorry.” I groaned. “She’s stalking me, Mav. This is a whole new level.”

“Yeah.” He sighed. “I’ll talk to Dad. Are you okay?”

“Yes, Möosh.” I rubbed my arm where Jenny had grabbed me. It hurt... more than a little.

“How’s the baby?”

“Good, honey. We’re good.” I laid my hands on my tummy. “Just hungry.”

“Eat. I’ll check in with Flea and see you when I pick you up... unless you need me to come now?”

“If only.” I smiled. “I’m good, though.”

“Okay. Love you, Lily.”

“Love you too.”

He hung up, and I unwrapped my sandwich. Now that things were a little calmer, I didn’t know if I could actually eat. The thought of how close Jenny got to me suddenly overwhelmed me. This was getting all too real. I now knew how much Maverick had protected me. I had no idea how close she’d gotten in the past, and I was well aware I didn’t know because my man was sheltering me from her. 

I took several deep breaths, covering my belly with my hands until my heartbeat leveled out. Luckily, the second I took a bite of my food, my appetite returned, so I finished everything, put the scary incident aside, and finished out my day. 
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Lily

MAVERICK ARRIVED EARLY and all was right with my world again. I clocked out and walked into his arms, squeezing him tight as he held me. “You okay?”

“I am now,” I breathed out.

He kissed me gently then he took me home.

“A couple of things are changing, Lil,” Maverick said as we walked into the apartment.

“Like?” 

“You’ve got Flea and Train on you, plus a recruit watching the exterior.”

I sighed. “I’m okay with that.”

He ran his thumb along my lower lip. “Thanks for not making this a thing.”

“Thanks for keeping me blind to all of this.” I wrapped my arms around his waist and dropped my head to his chest, bursting into tears. “I knew it was bad, but it didn’t really hit me just how bad until today.”

He stroked my neck. “I got you.”

I burrowed deeper against him.

A pounding on the door had us breaking apart, and Maverick pulled open the door.

“What the fuck is this about Jenny attacking you at work, and why the fuck am I just hearing about it now?” Dad bellowed.

“Calm the hell down, Hawk.” Maverick stepped between us. 

“I’m not gonna calm the fuck down until I get some answers!”

I stepped out from behind Maverick and approached my father. “Dad, I’m fine. Flea was on it. She’s obviously moved her efforts to stalking level, but I’m okay.”

Before he could comment, Ace, Cassidy, and Mom rushed into the apartment.  

Ace placed his hands on my shoulders and frowned. “Are you okay? Is the baby okay?”

At that moment, I realized Ace totally had my back. He loved me as if I was his, and he was genuinely concerned about his grandchild and me. “We’re fine, Ace.”

“Where was Flea?” Ace asked, his voice gentle.

“He was there.” I dropped my eyes to the floor. “I didn’t text him that I was running to the cafeteria. It’s my fault Jenny—”

“Why the fuck didn’t you text Flea, Lily?” Dad snapped. 

“You need to change your tone, Hawk, or you and I are gonna have a problem,” Maverick ground out, stepping in front of me again.

“Can we all just take a beat?” Mom asked, wrapping her hands around Dad’s arm. “She’s safe, the baby’s safe.” She settled her palm over his heart. “She’s okay, honey.”

Dad focused on Mom and finally relaxed, and I found myself relaxing as well, dropping my head to Maverick’s shoulder. It’s not that I ever thought Dad would hurt me, but he was still intimidating. And when his voice dipped low, I reverted to the little girl, knowing I was in trouble for something.

Maverick took my hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Hawk, we can talk about this away from Lily. This doesn’t touch her.”

“Flea’s upstairs,” Ace said. “Let’s go debrief and let Cass and Payton fuss over Lily.”

Maverick faced me, leaning down to kiss me gently. “You okay?” he whispered.

“I’m good, Möosh.” I smiled. “Go solve the world’s problems.”

“I’ll start with Lily’s problems, yeah?”

I chuckled. “Probably smart.”

He kissed me again and then headed upstairs with our dads. As soon as the door closed behind them, I burst into tears. 

Mom wrapped her arms around me and rubbed my back. “Scary day, huh?”

I nodded, and Cassidy took my hand and squeezed. 

My “moms” led me to the sofa, and we sat down almost as one unit. Mom handed me some tissues and let me pull myself together before peppering me with questions.

I rubbed my arm and took a few deep breaths.

“What’s wrong with your arm?” Mom asked.

“Nothing.”

“Lil,” she pressed. 

I pulled up my sleeve, and Mom let out a series of curses. A nasty looking bruise in the shape of fingers was beginning to form. 

“Did that whore do that to you?” Mom demanded.

I nodded.

“Cunt!” Mom stood and made her way to the freezer, grabbing a bag of peas.

“Mom!” I was so surprised to hear that out of her mouth, I couldn’t quite gather my thoughts.

“She is one,” Cassidy said.

“Despite the fact you’ve always said that was the one word off-limits to any of us,” I reminded her, “You can’t call her a cunt, because there’s nothing warm nor deep about her.”

“You may have a point.” Mom settled the peas on my bruise.

“Amen, sister,” Cassidy said.

“I think you should get your carry permit,” Mom said.

“I can’t have a gun at the hospital, Mom,” I argued.

“You could if you have your concealed carry permit,” she countered.

“Um, I don’t think I could.” I took her hand. “I don’t need a gun, Mama. I have Flea and Train and whichever recruit Maverick and Dad put on me. I’ll just make sure one of them is with me, even in the hospital.”

“I hate this,” Cassidy admitted. “Everything can change in a second.”

A lunatic who Cassidy worked with had taken her hostage, so this was probably all very close to home for her. Her ordeal had happened at her place of business, and it had taken several hours for Ace and the Club (along with Jaxon, Ace’s FBI brother) to get her out. Unfortunately, she’d been shot in the process, and it had been touch and go for a while.

“I promise I’ll be more careful,” I said. “Mav’s got me.”

“I know.” Cassidy smiled. “I’m just glad you’re not as independent as your mom and I were. Holy shit, we put those men through hell.”

Mom scoffed. “Speak for yourself.”

“You beat the shit out of some Russian guy in the middle of a store while he held Lily,” Cassidy reminded her.

“He had it coming.”

I giggled, finally feeling some of the stress leave my body. “Thanks, Moms.”

Cassidy pulled me in for a gentle hug. “I’m so glad you’re mine now.”

“I think I always was yours,” I pointed out.

“She’s right, Cass,” Mom said. “Maverick wasn’t the only one who fell in love with her.”

Cassidy grinned. “This is true.”

Maverick walked in just as Mom started to say something else, and I slid the peas to her and rolled my sleeve down, hoping the back of the couch would hide my efforts.

“We’re gonna let you guys talk,” Mom said and rose to her feet. Cassidy followed. 

Mom took the peas with her, and Maverick closed and locked the door before joining me on the sofa. 

“What are you hiding?” he asked, sitting beside me.

I almost said “nothing,” but I knew it would be wasted breath, so I sighed and rolled my sleeve up again.

Maverick scowled. “That fucking bitch.”

“It’ll heal.”

“I have never wanted to hit a woman before, but she might be my first.”

I smiled. “I give you permission.”

Maverick stretched out, pulling me slightly on top of him and kissing me gently. “It won’t happen again.”

“I know.”

Shifting me, He laid his hand on my belly and kissed me again. “God, baby, if anything happened to you two...”

“I know, Mav. We’re okay.”

He stroked my face. “We’re taking care of this on Saturday.”

“What?”

“The Spiders.”

I gasped. “No. Don’t.” I sat up. “Please don’t put yourself in danger, Möosh. They haven’t done anything! Just leave it.”

“Yet. They haven’t done anything yet. We’re gonna make sure they can’t.”

“No.” I pushed off the sofa. “I forbid it.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You forbid it?”

“Yes. I forbid it,” I repeated.

“Love it when you’re feisty, Lil.”

“Do not patronize me, Maverick Quinn. I will not sit back and let you put yourself in danger. You have a child to think about.”

Maverick sat up and leaned forward. “You think I’m not thinking about you and our baby?”

“If you’re heading into something that could potentially get you killed, then no, you’re not thinking hard enough.”

He slapped his hands on his thighs and rose to his feet. “Well, now that I know where we stand.”

“Ohmigod, Maverick, don’t make this a thing.”

“Jenny got to you today, Lil. She fucking got to you!” he bellowed. 

I blinked. He’d never yelled at me before. He’d raised his voice but never like this.

“But she won’t ever again, Mav. If you rush in and attack, they will have the advantage. You’ll go in half-cocked, emotional, and you’ll be vulnerable.”

“I’m not having this conversation with you. The club’s made a call. I’m a recruit, and I’m going along with the call they’ve made.”

“Oh, hell no.” I stalked to the door and pulled it open. “I’m shutting this shit down.”

I arrived upstairs to a similar argument happening between our parents. Mom was giving Dad a piece of her mind, while Cassidy (in her quiet, calm way) glared daggers at Ace. Flea was nowhere to be seen... smart man.

“Please don’t do this,” I said to no one in particular. “It’s suicide.”

“Not your call, baby girl,” Dad said.

“Why the hell not?” Mom snapped. “This is about her, so she should have some say in it.”

“Club business,” Dad ground out.

“Fuck your club business, handsome.”

Mom only called Dad “handsome” in that tone when she was about to go postal on his ass, so I stepped back a little.

Maverick dragged his hands down his face. “We’re putting a plan in place. We’re not going in blind.”

“Maverick,” Ace warned.

Cassidy threw her hands in the air and, without a word, walked out of the room. I heard the front door slam a few seconds later. Ace sighed and followed, while Maverick and I remained with my parents.

“Which part of confidential did you not fuckin’ understand, Maverick?” Hawk snapped.

Maverick crossed his arms but didn’t respond.

“You obviously told Mom,” I pointed out. “So don’t go blaming Maverick for giving me a little heads-up on you guys being idiots! Do you seriously think I’m going to be okay if my child doesn’t have a father or grandfathers?”

“Lily—” Dad started.

“No, handsome,” Mom cut in. “You and your merry band of idiots need to go back to the table and come up with another plan because I swear to God if you do anything that endangers your life... or Maverick’s... I will kill you.”

“How long we been together?” Dad demanded.

Mom scoffed. “What the hell does that have anything to do with anything?” 

“How long, Payton?”

“Almost twenty years,” she answered.

“In twenty years, have I ever done anything that leads you to believe I’m an idiot?”

Mom crossed her arms. “You don’t want me to go there, handsome.”

“I think we should let you two talk,” I said and faced Maverick. “You and I can continue this downstairs.”

I headed back toward the apartment. My parents almost never fought, so when they did, it was usually big. I wanted to be anywhere but there.

Maverick closed the door behind us, and I faced him. “If you’re going to try and convince me that whatever you have planned isn’t going to be dangerous, save your breath. I’m tired, and I don’t want to fight.”

He wrapped his arms around my waist and tugged me forward. “I don’t want to fight either. Let’s just eat, and we’ll stow the subject for now.”

I nodded. Since it was Maverick’s night to cook, I headed to the shower and took some time to decompress. Flipping off the water, I grabbed my towel and stepped out of the shower just as Maverick walked into the bathroom.

“Dinner’s ready,” he said.

“Thanks, honey.”

“Hey.” I met his eyes, and he smiled. “I’ll talk to our dads, and we’ll figure something out. Something that’s less dangerous.”

“I just don’t want you dead,” I said.

He chuckled. “I know, baby doll. We’ll figure it out.”

All of a sudden, I felt movement in my belly and gasped, gripping my stomach.

Maverick’s face dropped. “Baby?”

“I’m okay. I just felt the baby move for the first time.”

“Yeah?”

I nodded and pulled his hand to my stomach. “I don’t know if you can feel yet, but... right here. Do you feel it?”

“No, I don’t think so.” 

“I scheduled the sonogram for three weeks. We should be able to see the sex of the baby by then.”

“Sounds good.” He knelt in front of me and kissed my stomach gently. “Hey, baby. It’s Daddy. You’re gonna be so loved.”

Tears leaked down my cheeks, and I pulled Maverick up and hugged him. He kissed my temple and held me for a few minutes before he said, “Time to eat.”

“Just a little longer.”

He chuckled and held me “just a little longer.”
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Lily

THE MORNING OF my sonogram, I awoke with nervous energy. My belly was getting bigger by the day. At least, I felt like it was—probably because I wanted to eat constantly. The nausea was finally gone, and I felt incredible.

My appointment was during my lunch hour, and I wasn’t sure how I’d make it through the first part of my day. I couldn’t wait to find out what we were having. Flea was driving me to work since Maverick left early, so I decided to take advantage of my parents’ kitchen, especially since Mom mentioned she might have picked up fresh bagels that morning.

Locking my door, I headed upstairs and to the kitchen. Mom held up a bagel, and I nodded my head. “Grab the cream cheese, will you?”

I opened the fridge and handed her the container just as Rex shoved his nose into my hand. I knelt down to scratch his ears. “How’s my boy? Hmm?”

“Dad took the last of the coffee. Want to make another pot?”

“Sure.”

Flea walked in just as I’d hit the brew button. I gave him a nod since my mouth was full of bagel.

“Perfect timing,” Mom said and handed him a bagel.

“Thanks.”

I glanced at my watch and frowned. “We need to head out, or I’m going to be late.” I hugged Mom. “Are you coming today?”

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” she said.

I grinned, and Flea and I headed to the hospital.

* * *
[image: image]


Maverick, Cassidy, and Mom arrived within minutes of each other, and I could barely contain my excitement. Maverick kissed me gently, and then we headed to my appointment.

We were guided into a room, and I settled myself on the table while Maverick stood beside me, and our moms hovered close by. 

The ultrasound tech smiled as she tucked paper towels into the waistband of my scrubs and tugged them down a little farther. She grabbed the jelly and said, “Might be a little cold.”

I nodded, and she squirted it on my stomach and then placed the wand on the jelly. “We’ll just have a look at the baby. I’ll take some measurements then we can look at the sex if you want.”

I looked at Maverick and then back at the tech. “Yes, please, we’d like to know.”

Mom and Cassidy held hands, and Mom let out a quiet squeak.

I lay on that table, my bladder ready to burst, especially when the tech applied a little pressure, but I didn’t care. I was holding hands with the hottest guy on the planet, and we were looking at a picture of the baby we made. 

“Okay,” the tech said and smiled at us. “Ready?”

I nodded.

She moved the wand around and pointed at the screen. “That right there... is a girl.”

I burst into tears and looked up at Maverick. “Charley.”

I could see a sheen of tears in his eyes too as he grinned. “Charley,” he agreed.

Our little girl would be Charleston (still unknown middle name) Quinn.

“Charlotte?” the tech asked.

“Charleston,” I corrected.

“Oh, that’s so cute.”

“Thanks, we like it.”

She pointed out all the fingers and toes, we got a close-up of her little face, and then it was time to head upstairs. The whole process had taken less than half an hour, and I still had five months to go. I wanted to meet her now. Especially since we knew her name.

I cleaned up, then we made our way to the cafeteria for a quick lunch before it was time for me to go back to work. Mom and Cassidy monopolized the conversation, and I was grateful since I was unable to focus on anything. I just nodded and smiled and let Maverick hold my hand while I ate.

“So we were thinking ponies and zebras to ride at the shower,” Mom said.

“Sure,” I said and then registered what she’d just said. “Wait, what?”

Cassidy and Mom chuckled as Cassidy gave me a sympathetic smile. “Maybe we should wait to make plans for the shower until this has all sunk in.”

I smiled. “That’d be great. Thanks, Cass.”

“I think we should do high tea,” Mom said. “Just the girls. Then we can do a big combined party at the club another day.”

“Mom,” I said with a sigh. “One. You get one shower.”

Maverick kissed my cheek. “I have to go, baby doll.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

“I’ll see you when I pick you up.”

“Remember, I may go to Poppy’s tonight,” I said. 

“I’ll drop you there and pick you up after church.”

Wednesday night was the club meeting, which the brethren referred to as “church.”

“I think that works.”

“I pick you up, Lil, got it?” he stressed. “No walking home with another recruit or by yourself.”

I squeezed his leg. “Got it, Möosh.”

He rose to his feet and leaned down to kiss me gently, laying his hand on my belly. “Love my girls.”

“We love you, too.”

“Flea’s here, so he’ll walk you back,” he said. 

I nodded. Maverick kissed me once more, before kissing our mothers’ cheeks and walking out of the cafeteria.

“High tea with close girlfriends, big club party with everyone?” Mom asked, hopefully.

“You’re ridiculous,” I said.

“That’s not a no,” Cassidy mused.

“No, it’s not,” Mom agreed and stood. “Let’s get out of here before she has a chance to think about it.”

I giggled as they gathered their trash and waved Flea over. 

“I’ll walk you all back to Lily’s station then walk you two to your car,” Flea said.

“Thanks, buddy,” I said.

* * *
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“Okay, so high tea with the girls,” Poppy started, “then a big party with the club?”

I groaned. “How the hell did Mom get to you already? We just talked about it at lunch!”

Maverick had taken me home to change before walking me to Hatch and Maisie’s where I was meeting the girls while the men were at church. Dogs’ women were upstairs, and the younger women were down. We were here most Wednesdays since it was a fortress.

Poppy chuckled. “Cass told me. Grace and I had a class with her today.”

“I have no problem with a small one with you guys and a bigger one for the Club, I guess.” I smiled. “My wedding didn’t kill me.”

Grace laughed. “Way to look on the bright side.”

I sighed. “Is it wrong that the bigger the party, the more diapers we won’t have to pay for?”

“Not wrong at all,” Poppy said. 

“How’s it going with Devon?” I asked.

“Holy subject change, Batman,” Poppy retorted.

“Not sure you want to go there, Lil,” Grace warned.

I gave Poppy a sympathetic smile. “Who’s the holdout?”

“Poppy,” Grace answered.

Poppy gasped. “I am not.”

“You totally are,” Grace countered.

“One, Devon is very clear on not being into me. Two, I have been trying to move on, but he’s the one who interferes with everything.”

“Because he loves you,” Grace said with a singsong voice.

“He does not love me,” Poppy snapped, her red face resembling a cartoon—the kind with steam coming out of its ears. “If he loved me, he wouldn’t treat me like a piece of shit.”

“He doesn’t treat you like a piece of shit,” Grace argued. “He’s overprotective and interferes with guys sniffing after you, yes, but he has a stupid lovesick look on his face whenever he looks at you, and every guy he’s messed with has been a douche.”

“Duncan wasn’t a douche.”

“Duncan was a total douche,” I countered.

Duncan had been the guy before Donnie, and for a little while, at least, he’d seemed like the perfect guy. He wasn’t.

Poppy groaned. “He’s a nice guy. We still talk on occasion.”

“Ohmigod, don’t let Devon find out,” Grace said. “He’ll lose his shit.”

Poppy frowned. “It’s none of his business.”

“I’d suggest you also keep that opinion from Devon,” Grace said.

“Do you love him?” I asked.

She shrugged.

“She loves him,” Grace said.

“It’s complicated,” Poppy countered. “I want what Mum and Sid have. I won’t settle for less, and I don’t think Devon can give it to me.” 

“I think that’s fair enough,” I said. “I wouldn’t settle either.”

Grace sighed. “If only there were more Mavericks in the world.”

“Give Liam a few years.” I smiled. “Hunter and Case are close behind, too.”

“Too young.”

“Kim’s five years older than Knight is,” Poppy said.

“Hmmm,” Grace mused. “Maybe you’re onto something. Hunter’s gorgeous.”

“Maybe give Hunter a little more time, huh?” I said.

Poppy snorted. “Okay, can we change the subject again and go back to planning the baby showers?”

“Sure,” I said, although I really wanted to dig deeper about Devon. I let it go, though. Poppy would talk when she was ready.
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Lily

Four months later... 

I HAD OFFICIALLY reached whale status. I waddled far more than I walked, but I had less than a month to go until our little girl would finally be in my arms. To say that Maverick and I were beyond excited would be an understatement.

My ladies’ high tea had been a blast, and I’d been gifted with enough diapers to last at least a year... maybe more. Mom and Dad had bought us a crib, and Maverick’s parents had bought us a kickass stroller and a pack and play thing for travel. Maverick’s grandparents, Patrick and Wendy, had bought us the safest car seat on the planet, which grew with the baby, so we were set.

Tonight was the club party, and I was looking forward to seeing everyone. Maverick had been working so much, and I moved only when necessary, so we hadn’t been to a club get-together in months.

My doctor had just put me on medical leave. And although she didn’t relegate me to bed rest, she didn’t want me on my feet all day either, so I was home until I chose to go back to work.

Jenny and the rest of the Spiders were eerily quiet. Maverick and our dads had decided to go a different way than to bust into their compound and “shoot the shit out of everyone in it.” I appreciated that, and so did our moms. Ryder and Sadie (and a few of Ryder’s crew) had been folded into our club, and I really liked all of them. Reese was grunty, but he reminded me of Hatch, so I liked him despite his monosyllabic tendencies. It probably helped that he was drop-dead gorgeous.

Maverick had indicated that Reese and Ryder were helping to gather information about the Spiders, but he wouldn’t give me any further information, and honestly, I didn’t ask. I liked being sheltered from whatever crap Jenny had in store for me.

“You ready, baby doll?” Maverick asked, peeking into the bedroom.

“Yep,” I said. 

“You look gorgeous,” he said.

I had on my favorite pair of maternity jeans, a lacy, low-cut maternity top, and the only pair of shoes that fit me... a pair of black, low-heeled boots.

I closed the distance between us and kissed him. “So do you.” 

He wore a button-down shirt under his cut along with tight jeans and motorcycle boots. Maverick classed up the biker look for sure.

“You’re way too pretty to be a biker.”

“So you’ve said.” He stroked my cheek. “How are you feeling?”

“Big.”

“You’re beautiful, baby doll.”

“Thanks, Möosh.” I dropped my head to his chest and wrapped my arms around his waist. “I’m grateful this pregnancy has been pretty easy, but I’m ready for Charley to make her entrance now. I’m ready for all of this to be over. I’d love to laugh or sneeze without peeing... or throwing my back out.”

Maverick chuckled. “Mom gave me the name of a good massage therapist. I’m gonna call her next week and set something up for you.”

“You are?”

“Yeah, baby, I am.”

I sighed. “I love you.”

“Love you too. We should get going.”

I smiled. “Okay... I just need to pee.”

Maverick chuckled. “Of course, you do.”

Once I did my thing, I followed him out to the truck, and he hoisted me inside. We arrived at the compound to find everyone already there... rare for a club whose general philosophy was that time was a suggestion rather than a rule.

Hugs and kisses or gentle pats to my belly commenced as soon as I walked in the door. I loved watching these gruff men melt when talking about the new addition to the Dogs family. I’d even had a few of them offer to babysit. 

Once the greetings concluded, Maverick led me to an overstuffed chair where I was not allowed to leave (except to pee) throughout the festivities. It was where I ate and where I opened the mounds of presents, and where Mom and Dad presented us with a trip to Charleston for our belated honeymoon. It was a night full of surprises and generosity unmatched, and by the time Maverick and I got home, I was overwhelmed by the love we’d been shown.

I fell into bed at almost midnight and didn’t wake up until several hours after Maverick had left for work. I decided to haul my huge body up the stairs and hang out with Dad and Rex for a bit. 

“Hey, baby girl, how are you feeling?”

“Good. Maverick let me sleep,” I said as I sat at the kitchen island. “I have lost my phone, though, so would you mind calling it?”

“Sure.” He slid his phone out of his pocket and headed downstairs, returning a few minutes later. “It’s not downstairs, Lil.”

“Hmm, maybe I left it in the truck. I could have sworn I had it with me, though.” I waved my hand dismissively. “Pregnancy brain.”

Dad smiled. “I texted Mav and let him know if he needs you, to call me.”

“Thanks.”

A few minutes later, he got a phone call and smiled as he answered. “Hey, Mav.” He scowled, glanced at me, and then turned away. “Yeah?”

I was suddenly on alert. Something was wrong. Before Dad had finished his call, the doorbell rang and then pounding sounded on the door. Dad stalked to the door while I followed.

Pulling it open, we found Cassidy rushing in, tears running down her face. “Someone has Tillie. Carter’s on his way home, but...”

“Listen to me, you conniving cunt, what the fuck have you done?” Dad hissed into the phone.

I grabbed the foyer console to keep from falling over. Dad wasn’t talking to Maverick. He was talking to Jenny. I swallowed convulsively. He was talking to my egg donor who had called from Maverick’s phone.

“I swear to Christ, Jenny, you fuckin’ hurt either of them, or your asshole of an old man or his club hurts either of them, I will kill you. It will be slowly, and you will beg to die,” Dad seethed and hung up.

“What’s going on?” I rasped.

“Hawk?” Cassidy reached for his arm. 

Dad shook her off and headed toward the stairs.

“Dad!” I bellowed. “What is going on?”

“I know who has Tillie,” he said and headed upstairs, returning with two handguns. 

“Who?” Cassidy asked.

Before Dad could answer, the front door flew open, and Ace walked in, his face relaxing when he caught sight of Cassidy. “Which part of don’t leave the fuckin’ house did you not get, Cass?” he snapped.

“I knew Hawk was here, and I thought he could help.” She let Ace pull her into his arms, and she burst into tears. “Hawk knows who has our little girl.”

“I know, baby,” he whispered. “We’re gonna get her back.”

“Where’s Maverick?” I asked, scared to know the answer but needing to anyway.

“We’re gonna get him back too,” Dad said.

“They have him?” I squeaked, laying my hands on my belly.

“I need you to stay with me, Lil.” Dad lifted my chin gently. “You and Cass are goin’ over to Hatch’s place, and you’re gonna hunker down there until this is sorted.”

“Why do they have him?” I asked.

“Because they were trying to get you.”

I gasped. “How?”

“The bitch texted you a proof of life picture of Tillie. She was trying to draw you out, but Maverick saw it and went in without letting any of us know. It was a trap.”

“Ohmigod,” I rasped. “What—”

“That’s all you’re getting,” Dad said and turned to Ace. “Ready?”

Ace nodded, and we headed over to Hatch’s house.

“What about Mom?” I asked. 

“She’s good, baby girl,” Dad assured me. “Train’s bringing her here after work.”

I grabbed his arm. “Is Maverick okay?”

“Yeah.”

“How do you know?” I demanded.

“I just know.”

I let out a frustrated growl. “How do you know?”

Dad cupped my chin. “Made Mav a promise, Lil.”

I bit back tears. “How bad is it?”

“He’s good, baby girl.”

“That’s not a good enough answer!” I snapped. “How hurt is he? Have they done anything to Tillie?”

Dad took a deep breath and studied me for a few tense seconds. “They are both fine.”

“If you’re lying to—”

“I’ve never lied to you, Lily,” he interrupted. “I’ve lied for you, but I’ve never lied to you.”

Dad could growl, he could yell, and he could all-around scare most people when he raged, but when he quietly reminded me of things I’d rather not remember, that filled me with both guilt and fear.

“Please don’t try to protect me,” I whispered. “Tell me everything.”

“Baby girl, you’ve gotten all you’re gonna get.”

He turned and walked out the door, locking it behind me. I fell into Cassidy’s arms as we both burst into tears.

* * *
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Maverick

I grimaced, my side on fire from where Brick had kicked it repeatedly. I was pretty sure I had a couple of broken ribs.

“Mav?” Tillie whispered, her frightened voice breaking my heart.

We were in some kind of basement. I wasn’t sure if it was a house or commercial space, but it was moldy and damp and had only one small window that didn’t appear to open. I was sitting on a soiled mattress pushed up against the wall, and Tillie was next to me.

“I’m okay, Till,” I lied.

She took my hand and studied me. “I’m really sorry.”

I swallowed and took a shallow breath. “For what?”

“This is all my fault.”

My blood ran cold. “How is it your fault, Tillie?”

“I just wanted to hang out with Chloe before her bus came.” She squeezed her eyes shut, tears streaming down her face. “I kind of ditched Rooster.”

“Shit, Tillie.”

“I know, I know,” she rushed to say. 

“No, Till, you don’t know,” I snapped. “When they took you, they texted Lily! It was a trap to get her here.”

“They did?”

“Yeah, sis, they did.” I scowled. “You have no idea what these assholes are capable of.”

“I’m really sorry,” she whispered.

“I’m gonna let Dad deal with you when we get out of here, Till, but when we tell you to stay with a recruit, you fuckin’ stay with a recruit. Got it?”

She released my hand, gripping hers in her lap. “Got it,” she rasped.

I shifted, knocking the wind out of myself. I forced back a groan, not wanting to scare my sister any more than she already was. “I need you to do something for me.”

She sat up on her knees. “Anything.”

“They took my gun, but I’m hoping that’s all they took. Check my boot for my knife. I can’t reach it.” I’d been knocked out for a bit, but I didn’t know how long.

Tillie scooted to my feet. “Which one?”

“Right.”

She pushed my right pant leg up and slid her hand inside my boot, pulling out my blade and holding it up with a grin. I grabbed it and relaxed slightly. “Say nothing.”

Tillie bobbed her head and sat next to me again. 

The creak of a rusty door echoed in the empty space, and Jenny walked in with a tray. “Well, look who’s awake,” she said and set the tray on the ground. 

I scowled. Lily’s egg donor was dressed like a hooker, and the way she sauntered and batted her eyelashes, it was obvious she was trying to get my attention.

“What do you want, Jenny?” I demanded. Every breath elicited agonizing pain.

“I just want to spend time with my daughter.” She crossed her arms, pushing her fake tits up higher. 

I forced back the puke threatening to come up. “You’re never gonna get near her, Jenny.”

“She’ll find a way,” she said.

I chuckled, regretting it immediately. I shifted again, trying to take pressure off my ribs. “Listen, bitch. Lily will not go against Hawk, and if you think she will, you’re fuckin’ delusional.”

“Then she’ll need more incentive.” Jenny studied Tillie, who scooted closer to me.

“Come closer, Jenny. I dare you.”

“Oh, I’m not gonna do anything... but he”—she nodded behind her, and Brick came into view—” is gonna do it for me.”

Tillie whimpered and slid even closer to me. I wrapped an arm around her waist and tucked her tight to the protection of my body.

Brick stepped forward and sneered. “Don’t get comfortable, little bitch. Your time’s comin’.”

Tillie dropped her face against my arm and squeezed her eyes shut, her body shaking. I scowled up at Brick. “You even think of touching my sister, and I will fucking kill you.”

“Big words from the little shit who couldn’t take a beat down.”

I scoffed. “Next time, try me one-on-one, or even two-on-one, asshole. Only a pussy needs four guys to hold one back so you can deliver a beat down.”

Brick inched closer again. I just needed him close enough to get one good jab in, but I had to be careful not to hurt my sister.

“How’s your side?” Brick taunted.

“Why don’t you come have a look?” I challenged.

Brick cackled and walked away, followed by Jenny. The door closed again, and Tillie stared up at me. “Is he going to hurt me?”

“Over my dead body.” I nodded to the tray. “You need to eat, Till. And grab that water, would ya?”

She stood and walked toward the tray. Gasping, she rushed behind the stairs. 

“Till, what the hell are you doing?” I hissed.

She returned, her backpack hanging from her hand. “They left it down here.”

“So?”

“So I have another phone.” She flopped down and rifled through the bag, pulling out the old Nokia phone. “Dad insisted I have it just in case.” 

“Way to fuckin’ bury the lead, little sister,” I admonished. “Why the hell didn’t you use it before?”

“They were hurting you,” she whispered. “I forgot.”

I regretted my harshness immediately. “Okay, Till, it’s okay.”

She powered it up and handed it to me. “Do you remember anyone’s number?”

I nodded and dialed our dad. 

“Tillie?” Dad answered immediately.

“It’s Mav,” I whispered. “We’re together, and she’s okay.”

“What about you?”

“Couple of broken ribs... was knocked out for a few, probably have a concussion.”

“Okay, buddy. Ryder thinks he knows where you are, but we’ll track this phone. We’re comin’. Tell me what you see.”

I gave him a detailed report of everything in the room down to the brand of mattress on the floor.

“Got it,” he said.

“How’s Lily?” I asked.

“She’s freaked... and a little pissed at Hawk right now.”

“Who’s she with?”

“Your mom.”

“I’m gonna call her,” I said.

“Don’t get caught. Keep the phone with you, but on silent.”

“I will.”

“Your sister good?”

“Yeah, Dad, Tillie’s safe. She’ll stay that way.”

Dad sighed. “Thanks, bud.”

“Gonna call my girl now.”

“Okay. We’ll talk soon.”

I hung up and dialed my mother’s phone number.

“Tillie?” Cassidy answered in a whisper.

“Maverick.”

“Oh, honey, are you guys okay?”

“Yeah, Mom, we’re good. Is Lily with you?” I asked.

“I want to talk to Tillie.”

I sighed and handed the phone to my sister, my finger against my lip to remind her to stay quiet.

“Hi, Mom. I’m okay. Maverick’s really hurt—”

“Tillie,” I admonished.

“Well, you are,” she argued.

“I want to talk to Lily,” I demanded.

“Can you please put Lily on, Mom?” Tillie nodded. “I will. I love you, Mama.” She handed the phone to me.

I put it to my ear in time to hear Lily say, “What the hell is going on?”

“I don’t have time to go into that, baby. I just needed to hear your voice.”

“God, Möosh, are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m good.”

I heard her teary voice. “Do you know where you are? I’ll come and get you.” 

“No, baby. Dad’s workin’ on it. Ryder thinks he knows where we are. They’re comin’. I need you to stay calm, yeah?”

“How can I stay calm when I don’t know if you’re okay?”

“I’m okay, baby doll.”

“Please stay that way,” she begged, sobbing openly.

“I will. I have to go. We don’t want them to find this phone,” I whispered.

She was still sobbing, and it broke my heart. “I love you, Möosh. Come home to me. Promise.”

“I promise. I love you, too.” 

I hung up before I could stop myself and shoved the phone in my back pocket. “Drink, Tillie. You need to stay hydrated. But first, put the bag back where you found it. We’re gonna play dumb.”

She nodded and returned the bag. Then she opened the bottled water, took a swig, and handed it to me. We ate in silence, and I hoped Ryder would figure out where we were before I was forced to kill someone.
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Lily

“I NEED TO do something,” I cried as I paced the floor.

“Baby girl, you need to sit down,” Mom said as she wrapped an arm around Cassidy, who was sitting on the sofa and staring off into space.

“I can’t,” I whispered.

“Dammit, Lily, sit down,” Cassidy demanded. “I will not have you falling down. I can’t worry about you while I’m worried about two of my other kids.”

Cassidy had never spoken to me that way. I’d never heard her talk to anyone that way, so I sat down, despite the fact it made me crazy to do so. Charley could obviously feel my stress because she was doing somersaults in my belly, and they were almost painful. I took a few calming breaths, hoping to ease my baby’s fears, but all I managed to do was to break into wracking sobs.

Cassidy shook her head, reaching over to squeeze my hand. “I’m sorry, honey. I just really need you safe, okay? If you go into labor or wear yourself out, I couldn’t bear it.”

“It’s okay, Cass. I get it.”

A few minutes later, Poppy (with Devon following) rushed into the basement. “Are you okay?” she asked, wrapping her arms around me gently.

“I’m fine. I just want to know how Maverick is.” I glanced up at Devon. “What have you heard?”

“Nothin’, Lil. I have to head out.” He pulled Poppy toward him. “Do not leave this basement until I get you, got it?”

“What if Sid comes?”

He sighed. “If Hatch gives the all-clear, then obviously, you can leave.”

“Oh, can I, wise and generous one?” she deadpanned.

Devon rolled his eyes, but I noticed him squeeze her hand gently. Devon really did care about Poppy. He might need to step up his game in the form of better communication, but I figured they’d sort it out... eventually.

After Devon had left, Poppy sat on the sofa next to me. “Can I get you something, Lil?”

“I’d love some water, please.”

“No problem.” Poppy grabbed bottled waters for everyone, and we went back to our silent panicking.

As the hours passed, pretty much all of the Vancouver area Dogs’ women and children filled Hatch’s safe room. The folks in Portland were at the compound, but the longer we were stuck in the room, albeit a large space, the more panicked I became. Especially since as more people showed up—who weren’t Maverick and Tillie—I realized it meant things weren’t going well.

At midnight, Mom forced me to lie down in the guest bedroom. I had been cramping for about an hour, and I had been trying to hide it. Unfortunately, Mom knew me and could tell something was off, so now, she and Cassidy were fussing over me. I hated that Cassidy was dealing with all of this. I hated we all were, but having two of your children in danger must be torture for her.

“I think I should call Macey,” Mom said, stroking my hair.

“Dallas won’t let her out of his sight,” I said.

Cassidy sighed. “She’s right, Pay. Pretty sure Jaxon and Brock are with Carter and Hawk, so Dallas will probably be with Bailey and Macey.”

“Shit,” Mom hissed.

“I’m okay,” I assured her, rubbing my belly and easing some of the discomfort. “I’m sure it’s just stress.” 

“This is bullshit,” Mom snapped. “I’m going to find out what the hell is going on.” 

“Pay—” Cassidy started.

“Watch my girl, Cass,” she said and left the room.

Cassidy groaned and followed. A few minutes later, Poppy walked in and stretched out on the bed beside me. “Your moms have gone postal.”

“I was afraid of that.” I sat up. “We need to stop them.”

“No.” Poppy squeezed my arm. “Flea and Sid are upstairs. There’s no way in hell those two will get past them.”

I settled back on the pillows. “Why is Hatch here? I thought he’d be with my dad.”

“Your dad asked him to be here, and Flea said he goes where you go.” Poppy smiled. “Precious cargo and all.”

“I need this to be over, Poppy.” I forced back tears. “I need Maverick.”

“I know, honey.” She sighed. “He’s going to be okay.”

“What if he’s not? What if they do something to Tillie? I couldn’t bear it.”

“I know this is just lip-service, but you can’t think that way.” Poppy settled her hand on my belly. “Charley needs you to stay calm.”

I nodded, the tears leaking down my cheeks. “I can’t live without him, Poppy.”

“You’re not going to have to live without him.” She wiped the tears from my cheek. “Maverick would lose his mind if he knew you were thinking like this.”

“I just want to know where he is,” I whispered.

“You know that guy Ryder?”

I nodded.

“Mum says Sid thinks he’s the shit. Ryder’s been really helpful getting information to Crow and the rest of the guys, and you know what everyone thinks of Sadie.”

I smiled. “She’s amazing.”

“Exactly. So trust that they’re going to find Maverick and Tillie, okay?”

I nodded. “I’ll try.”

“Good. I think you should try and sleep.”

I snorted. “That’s never going to happen.”

“I did say try...”

“Thanks, Poppy. You’re a pretty good Maverick stand-in.”

She giggled. “I’m your SIM?”

“Stand-in Maverick? Yeah, totally.”

“Just don’t make me suck your tits. I’m all about the cock.”

“Ohmigod, Poppy, warn me next time.” I laughed so hard, Charley started somersaulting again and I peed a little. “Thank you,” I said once I could breathe again.

“You’re welcome.”

I took a couple of deep breaths, feeling a little less out of control than I had a few minutes ago.

Startled by the bedroom door slamming open, I sat up with a gasp.

“They found them,” Mom said. “They’re at the hospital. We need to go now.”

“What?” I slid off the bed, but a sharp pain shooting through my stomach had me gripping the mattress. “Why are they at the hospital?” I rasped.

“I don’t know...” She wrapped an arm around my waist. “Baby girl, what’s wrong?”

“I’m okay. Just take me to Maverick.” I tried to walk, but I couldn’t seem to move without pain, and I involuntarily cried out as I stepped forward.

Mom rushed to the door and bellowed, “Someone find Hatch.”

“Where’s Flea?”

“He got called out,” Mom said. “Hatch and Devon are here.”

“Mom, I’m okay.”

“You’re not okay, Lily. We need to get you to Legacy.”

I frowned. “Where’s Mav?”

“Emmanuel.”

“Then take me to Emmanuel.”

“Baby girl, you’re going to Legacy. I can’t risk driving you all the way to Emmanuel if something’s wrong with the baby.”

“I swear to God, Mom, if you don’t take me to Maverick first, I will never speak to you again.”

“What’s wrong?” Hatch asked from the doorway. Hatch was in his fifties with long salt-and-pepper hair and an epic beard, and to say he was gorgeous was an understatement. He’d pulled his hair back into a man bun, and he rocked the look.

“My daughter’s being stubborn,” Mom said. “She’s in pain, so we need to get her to the hospital, but she’s insisting on going to Emmanuel.”

I grimaced as pain shot through my stomach again. Hatch didn’t waste any time as he gently lifted me then carried me upstairs and out to his truck. 

“I’m gonna get you to Maverick, Lil. I’m gonna defer to you on the pain side of things because you’re a nurse and you know what you can take, but you don’t lie to me if it’s bad, hear me?”

I nodded as I secured my seatbelt.

“Swear it,” Hatch demanded.

“I swear, Hatch.”

He nodded and closed my door. Maisie stood on the porch with Poppy, and Hatch said something to them, kissed Maisie, and then jogged to the driver’s side. Mom and Cassidy had already jumped into the backseat, so we took off for Portland.

My heart raced as we hit traffic, but Hatch was an expert driver and maneuvered us through the gridlock and to the hospital entrance.

“Why are you going to emergency?” I asked. “I’m fine. I want to see Maverick.”

“He’s here, baby girl,” Mom said.

I felt sick. “Ohmigod, how bad is he?”

“I don’t know. Dad’s inside.”

“Don’t move,” Hatch ordered and climbed out of the truck. He walked into the building, returning with a wheelchair. Pulling open my door, he lifted me out of the cab and cautiously settled me into the chair. “You good?”

I nodded. “Thanks, Hatch.”

“I’m gonna park the truck, and then I’ll find you when I’m done.”

“Thanks, honey,” Mom said and kissed his cheek.

A volunteer wheeled me into the emergency waiting area, and we found Dad and several other Dogs pacing the room.

“Where’s Carter?” Cassidy asked.

Dad closed the distance between us and pulled Mom close. “Ace is fine, Cass. He’s got a minor bullet wound—”

“Minor bullet wound?” Cassidy squeaked. “He was shot?”

“In the upper arm, a graze. Just needs a few stitches. He’ll be out in a few.”

“What about Tillie?” 

“She’s getting checked out, but she’s good, Cass.” He squeezed her arm. “Safe. She’s with Ace.”

“Where’s Maverick?” I asked. Dad hunkered down in front of me, and I immediately burst into tears. “Is he dead?”

“No, baby girl, but he’s in surgery.”

“What happened?” I whispered.

“Brick came for Tillie. Maverick stabbed him when he tried to take her, but Brick had a gun, and when he aimed for Tillie, Maverick jumped in front of her.”

I nodded, sobbing so hard I couldn’t catch my breath.

Mom leaned down and cupped my chin. “Lily, you need to breathe. You’re going to hyperventilate. Charley needs you to breathe.”

“He’s gonna be fine, baby girl,” Dad promised. “You hear me?”

I nodded, but I was distraught... and in pain. “I need you to take me to him.”

Mom didn’t respond as she pulled out her cell phone. “Hey, Mace. Who’s on that you can pull strings with? Yeah, she’s cramping, and Mav’s in surgery, so she’s stressed. Okay. Thanks, honey. Bye.” Mom squeezed my shoulder. “Dallas’s brother’s here. Macey’s calling him now.”

“I need to know what’s going on with Maverick.”

“I’ll go ask,” Mom offered.

I nodded. “I’m going to be sick.”

Dad lifted me and carried me to the bathroom. Mom changed tack and followed me, and I barely made it to the toilet. A nurse arrived a few minutes later and whisked me into an exam room. 

In the middle of demanding information about Maverick, a doctor walked in, and I immediately knew who he was. He looked a lot like Macey’s husband, Dallas.

“Hey, Alec,” Mom said.

“Hey, Payton.” He hugged my mom and then turned to me. “Hey, Lily. I’m Dr. Stone.” He shook my hand. “Macey called and said you’re cramping a little?”

I nodded.

“A lot,” Mom corrected.

“What’s going on with Maverick?” I asked. “Mom, I need you to find out how he is.”

“I checked on him before I came down,” Dr. Stone said. “He’s still in surgery, but it’s going well. Now, let’s make sure you and the baby are okay. Maverick’s going to want to wake up and find his girls safe and healthy. Sound good?”

I nodded, and he did a full exam. 

“Good news is you’re not in labor,” he said once he was done. “But your blood pressure is slightly elevated, probably due to stress, so we’ll keep you here for a bit, give you some fluids, and if you’re still in pain, I can give you a mild narcotic.”

“I don’t want drugs.”

“That’ll be the last resort,” he promised.

“Can you please check on Maverick again?”

“Sure thing.” Dr. Stone squeezed my shoulder. “I’ll let you know as soon as I have any news.”

“Thanks, Alec,” Mom said.

The doctor left, and a nurse came in and set me up with an IV. Dad arrived a few minutes later followed by Cassidy and Tillie. Tillie rushed to me and hugged me gently. “Are you okay?”

“I’m good, Till.” I stroked her cheek. “Are you okay?”

“It’s all my fault,” she whispered almost too low to hear her.

“No, it’s not, honey.”

“If I had done what I should have, Mav wouldn’t have been shot.” She burst into tears and licked her lips. “Neither would Daddy.”

“Your dad’s totally fine, Till.” I gave her a gentle hug. “And I know Maverick’s going to be fine.”

“Okay, honey. We need to get you back to Daddy,” Cassidy said. She kissed my cheek. “As soon as I know anything, we’ll let you know.”

“Thanks, Cass.”

Cassidy and Tillie left the room, and Dad dragged a chair to the side of my bed and sat down. “How are you feeling, baby girl?”

“I’m okay, Daddy. I just want to see Maverick.”

He dragged his hands down his face. “I know.” 

As I watched the clock on the wall tick forward, I started to feel better about an hour into the IV treatment. But I still had no word on Maverick, so my panic started again. Dr. Stone came back at about four a.m. and checked my vitals.

“Maverick’s out of surgery, but he’ll be in recovery for a while.”

“Take me to him.”

“Lil—” Mom started.

“No!” I snapped. “Goddammit, someone had better take me to my husband, or I’m gonna start breaking things.”

I removed the IV and swung my legs off the bed.

“Fuck me, Lily,” Dad bellowed. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Hold on, Lily,” Dr. Stone said. “That wasn’t a good idea.”

“I’m a nurse, doc; I know how to remove an IV.” I kept pressure where the needle had been in my arm, knowing the bleeding would stop any minute. “Now, someone take me to my husband!”

“Let me get you a wheelchair,” Dr. Stone said.

“You have two minutes,” I said. “Or I’m walking.”

A wheelchair appeared in less than two minutes, and the doctor was finally leading my parents and me to the recovery area. We arrived at Maverick’s room, and the doctor faced me. “He’s suffered some pretty significant injuries, so he’s intubated until he can breathe on his own.”

I nodded. “I’m ready.”

He pushed open the door, and Dad pushed me inside. I lost it. My Möosh looked dead. I’d worked in the ER department long enough to know what to expect, but upon seeing the love of my life hooked up to wires and intubated, I couldn’t deal. My breathing grew shallow and my nausea started again.

“I need you to pull yourself together,” Dr. Stone said. “My priority is you and your baby, Lily, so if you can’t handle this, I’m putting you on bed rest.”

“I’m okay,” I rushed to say. 

I was pretty sure the doctor knew I was lying, but he let me off the hook... for the moment. I pushed myself out of the wheelchair and leaned over Maverick, stroking his cheek. “I’m here, Möosh.”

Dad pulled a chair by the bed. “Sit down, baby girl.”

I lowered myself into the chair and slid my hand into Maverick’s, lifting his hand to my lips and kissing his palm. “I need you to breathe, baby. We need to get that tube out of your throat.”

“I’m gonna find Cass,” Dad said and left Mom and me with Maverick.

Our bedside vigil went on for several hours. I hadn’t slept, I hadn’t eaten, and I was exhausted, but I couldn’t relax until I knew Maverick would be okay. 

Dad brought us something to eat around five a.m. I didn’t let go of Maverick’s hand even to eat, so I muddled my way through a burger and fries one-handed. I needed to stay connected. The only time I left his side was to use the facilities.

“Lily, would you let us get you a bed?” Mom asked, her voice concerned. “You need to sleep.” 

“No, I’m good.”

Mom sighed but didn’t press. I kissed Maverick’s hand again settling my cheek on the edge of the mattress. It was an awkward position, but until I could climb on the bed and sleep next to him, it would have to do.
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Lily

GENTLE FINGERS STROKED my head, and I sat up with a gasp. I still wasn’t entirely awake, but I was lucid enough to see Maverick smiling. His eyes were still closed, but he was smiling. I glanced around and found my parents, along with Ace, Cassidy, Liam, and Tillie. 

Cassidy was awake, and I whispered, “When did they remove the tube?”

She scooted her chair closer to me. “About an hour ago.”

“How did I miss that?” I rubbed my aching back. It was killing me, probably from falling asleep in the chair. I regretted not letting them bring in a bed for me, but if they had, no one else would have fit in the room.

Cassidy squeezed my arm. “You were exhausted, sweetheart. You obviously needed to sleep.”

I focused back on Maverick. “Has he woken completely yet?”

“Not yet.”

I lifted his hand and kissed it gently. “Wake up, Möosh,” I ordered. He didn’t obey, but that didn’t surprise me. It could take a long time for a patient to wake up after surgery. The body had to process the trauma and the effects of anesthesia. 

“What did they say about his oxygen level?” I asked.

“Ninety-eight percent after they took the tube out.”

I kissed Maverick’s hand again. “That’s really good.”

“How are you feeling, honey?” Cassidy asked. 

“I’m okay, Cass.” I pushed up from my chair. “I do need to pee, though.”

“Baby girl, you okay?” Dad asked gruffly. He stood and closed the distance between us. 

“I’m good, Daddy. I just have to use the restroom.” He walked to the bathroom with me and was waiting for me when I came out, walking beside me as I headed back to my vigil.

“You need to rest, Lil.”

“I just slept for two hours.”

Dad frowned. “That’s not really what I meant.”

I sighed as I took my seat again. “I know, but I’m not leaving him, so please don’t ask me again.”

Dad shook his head as he stroked my cheek, but he walked back to his chair without comment.

“Don’t argue with your dad, Lil,” Maverick rasped.

I gasped and jumped to my feet, leaning over him. Finding the call button, I pressed it and then sat on the edge of the mattress. The rest of the family circled the bed.

“Hey, Möosh.” I stroked his cheek. “Can you open your eyes?”

He smiled. “No.”

I chuckled. “Try harder.”

He blinked and managed to squint a little. His nurse, Sandra, walked in and shooed everyone away so she could check him. I refused to leave, keeping firm hold of Maverick’s hand, and watched every move she made.

“I’m going to let the doc know you’re awake,” Sandra said. “Everything looks good. Can I get you anything?” 

He shook his head.

She nodded to me. “He can have water if he’s thirsty.”

She left, and I leaned over him, kissing him gently. “You scared the shit out of me.”

Maverick smiled. “Sorry, baby doll. Is Tillie okay?”

“I’m here,” she said and rushed to his side, tears flowing down her cheeks. “You saved me.”

“You kinda helped, sis.”

While the family spent a few minutes with him, I poured him some water and forced him to drink a little. “It’ll help your throat, Möosh.”

“Sit down, Lily,” he demanded. “You need to rest.”

“If you think I’m leaving you, you’re high.”

“Then get your ass up here.” He patted the mattress beside him.

“Mav—”

“Now,” he pressed. He grimaced as he shifted his large body to the side.

“You’re going to hurt yourself,” I growled.

He held his arm out to me (the one not hooked up to the IV), and I settled myself against him as gently as I could. As soon as his arm came around my waist, I burst into tears. I buried my face against his chest and let the stress of the last two days go. 

“I’m okay, baby doll. I got you.” He stroked my hair and kissed the top of my head as my sobs wracked my body.

Mom leaned over me, kissed my cheek, and then pulled a blanket around me. 

* * *
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Maverick

Lily lost her battle with sleep, and I refused to wake her when the doctor came in to examine me. “You’re gonna need to work around her,” I whispered. “I’m not moving her.”

Hawk and Payton had taken the kids down to get something to eat while my parents stayed behind. When the doctor left, I glanced over at my mom. “Can you hit that pain pump for me, please?”

Mom rushed to help, stroking my cheek. “Do you need me to call the doctor back in?”

“I’m good, Mama,” I assured her. 

“If anything happened to you...”

“I’m good, Mom. I wasn’t about to leave any of you.” I focused on my dad. “What happened to Brick?”

Dad crossed his arms and whispered, “DOA.”

I relaxed. “Good.”

“Don’t like that he got a shot off,” Dad said.

“He didn’t shoot me,” I said. “Jenny did.”

“That bitch,” Mom hissed. “I’m gonna make sure she hangs.”

“We don’t hang people anymore, baby,” Dad said.

“Then she’d better make sure the police find her before I do.”

“Jaxon’s already got her down at FBI holding,” Dad pointed out.

“Well, then your brother had better let me have ten minutes with her without cameras.”

I chuckled. “I’ve never seen you so bloodthirsty.”

Mom burst into tears. “She took my babies! That bitch is gonna pay.”

Dad pulled her into the shelter of his body and wrapped his arms around her. “Okay, baby. She’ll get what’s comin’ to her.”

“How did you find us?” I asked.

“Ryder.” Dad slid his hand to Mom’s neck and stroked her gently. “He said that now that Brick is dead, Char will probably double down, so he’s getting everyone ready.”

“I really thought Ryder was gonna be a problem,” I admitted.

Dad chuckled. “Ryder’s in, bud.”

“So’s Sadie,” Mom interjected. “That woman’s going to be our best friend... I can feel it.”

“Think she already is,” Dad said, and Mom nodded.

I slid my hand to Lily’s belly. “Is she okay?”

“She had some cramping, but Alec checked her and determined it was just from stress,” Mom said.

“Shit,” I hissed. “This wasn’t supposed to touch her.”

“Can’t keep it all from us, honey,” Mom said. “But she was covered.”

I kissed Lily’s head, biting back a yawn. “Thanks.” 

“You should rest, honey.” Mom kissed my cheek. “We’ll be right here.”

I nodded and closed my eyes. My world was right again with my girl in my arms.

* * *
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Lily

Two days later, Maverick was itching to “get the hell out of” the hospital. I kind of wanted to as well. Mom had grabbed us both clothes from home, and I’d managed to shower in Maverick’s bathroom, but I really wanted my own bed.

Maverick had to stay for a few more days, but he was healing, and that was all I cared about. His room had seen a steady stream of friends and family checking on him. Tillie wouldn’t be allowed to go back to school for at least a week, and she had the added irritation of Liam. He wouldn’t let her out of his sight. 

Poor Rooster lost his shit for a bit. Ace had planned a “beat down like no other,” however, Rooster was such a mess that Ace decided he’d punished himself enough... Ace didn’t need to add to it. 

At about noon, we were blissfully alone, and I was sitting in the chair by Maverick’s bed when a sharp pain shot through my abdomen. I groaned and shifted, trying to ease the pain, but nothing seemed to help.

“Babe?”

“I’m okay,” I managed.

“I’m getting a nurse.”

“No, it’s okay. It’s passed.”

I was surprised when Macey walked in and smiled. “You rang?”

“Lily’s in pain,” Maverick said, shifting in an effort to sit up.

“Don’t you dare move,” I ordered. 

Macey leaned over me and lifted my chin. “Lily?”

“Just some cramping.” It hit again, and I cried out.

“Fuck!” Maverick snapped.

Macey laid her hand on his shoulder, pushing him back to the mattress. “Don’t panic, buddy. Let me check her over first, okay? You tear those stitches, and Alec’ll lose his shit.”

“So will I,” I ground out.

Macey focused on me again, giving me a cursory exam, and smiled. “You, my darling, are in labor.”

“It’s too soon.”

“It’s not really; you’re technically full-term.”

“I can’t have her without Mav.”

“Let me see what I can do, okay? I’m gonna call your mom, and then I’ll figure out what to do with you. Do not move from this chair until I come and get you.”

I nodded, rubbing my belly, trying to ease some of the pain. Macey left the room, and Maverick took advantage of her absence by sliding off the bed.

“Stop, Möosh. If you hurt yourself, I’ll be really pissed.”

He leaned against the mattress, and I couldn’t stop a snort. He wore nothing but the hospital gown and the little socks with the non-slip bottoms. 

“My woman would not be laughing at me, would she?” Maverick challenged.

“I would never.”

He inched his way over to his bag. 

“What are you doing?” I demanded.

“Baby, you’re not giving birth while I’ve got my ass hangin’ out of a hospital gown.” He pulled his clothes out of the bag and hobbled back to the bed.

All of a sudden, I was soaked, and I squeaked in disgust. “I think my water just broke.”

Maverick hit the call button again, and someone other than Macey walked in. “Hi Maverick, I’m Ada. I’m looking after you today. Everything okay?”

“Pretty sure my water just broke,” I said.

Ada went into rush mode, and I was suddenly in a wheelchair before I could protest. 

“Macey Stone said for me not to move,” I said, rather pathetically.

“Honey, we need to get you down to L&D.”

“She’s not going anywhere without me,” Maverick said.

We didn’t have to argue since Macey walked in just then and sorted everything out. 

“Ada’s going to help Maverick get changed and then she’ll bring him down, Lily, but right now, you need to get hooked up to a monitor and out of your wet clothes,” Macey instructed.

“I’ll be there in a minute,” Maverick promised, kissing me gently.

I nodded, and Macey wheeled me to labor and delivery.

Six hours later, Charleston Payton Cassidy Quinn arrived, weighing in at nine pounds, two ounces, and measuring twenty-one inches long. She had a full head of blond hair, and she was perfect.

Maverick, Mom, and Cassidy had been my coaches, while our dads paced the hallway outside the door. Maverick had been forced to stay in his wheelchair, but once Charley and I had been cleaned up, he climbed into the bed with us, and we snuggled close.

I kissed Maverick then Charley and smiled up at him. “Thank you for always keeping your promises, Möosh.”

“Thanks for giving me our daughter, baby doll.”

We spent the rest of the night holding each other and our daughter, our world back on its axis. 

* * *
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Two months later... 

I woke with a start and sat up. Maverick wasn’t in our bed, and Charley wasn’t in her bassinet. My boobs felt like they were going to burst, and looking at the clock, I realized why. I’d slept for almost ten hours. 

Sliding out of bed, I went looking for my family. I found them in the living room. Maverick had Charley cradled against his bare chest, and she was staring up at him with total adoration and besotted-ness while he fed her.

“Mama’s sleeping, baby girl,” Maverick whispered. “So it’s Daddy’s turn to get up with you.” He stroked her cheek, and she grinned up at him. “Do you know how lucky that makes me? Hmm? I get you all to myself for a little while, so that means I get to tell you all the ways I love you and plan to keep you safe.”

I didn’t make a sound as I watched them, totally transfixed.

“Let’s see,” he continued, “I’m going to buy a couple more guns, and I’ll plan on cleaning them when the boys come around. I have a feeling your granddads will do the same thing, so you’re going to be a virgin until you’re forty, and that works fine for me.”

I bit back a giggle as I shook my head.

“I’m going to need to get your mama pregnant again quick-like. You need a brother to protect you when I’m not around.” Charley grabbed his finger, and he lifted her hand to his lips, kissing it gently. “In the meantime, we’ll get a recruit on you.”

I rolled my eyes.

“I know you’re there, baby doll,” Maverick said and met my eyes.

I headed toward them and sat on the sofa. “Forty? Really?”

“Really.”

“Don’t you want grandchildren?” I challenged.

“Not if it means she has sex before she’s forty.”

I laughed. “You’re ridiculous.”

Charley turned her head and smiled at me. I leaned over and kissed her. “Good morning, my sweet girl.” I glanced at Maverick. “How much has she had?”

“About three ounces.”

“Want me to finish up, or should I pump?”

Charley let out a scream, and he set the bottle aside. “It looks like she wants you to finish up.”

I took her and settled her to my breast. Charley wouldn’t take a bottle if I was around, so I tried to give Maverick one-on-one feeding time at least once or twice a week. Maverick rose to his feet and leaned down to kiss me deeply. “How’d you sleep?”

“Amazingly. Thank you for the full ten hours.”

“You’re welcome. How about I make breakfast?”

“I love you so hard right now, Maverick Quinn.”

“Back atcha, Lily Quinn.”

While I continued to feed Charley, Maverick went to work preparing breakfast. I leaned down and kissed my girl. “We totally hit the mother lode with him, huh?”

Charley grinned up at me, pausing her eating for less than a second before digging back in.

“I’m glad you agree,” I whispered. “You’re the most loved little girl in all the world.”

“I’m kind of partial to both of you,” Maverick countered, turning away from the stove.

I glanced at Maverick. “I don’t think I’m considered little anymore.”

“Until you grow another foot, you’re still little to me, baby doll.”

I chuckled. “Okay, big man.”

Charley was done with me keeping her from her daddy, so I changed her and then handed her off to Maverick. I served breakfast while he told our daughter all the ways he planned to keep the boys away. I didn’t point out that he was a boy and couldn’t be kept away from me. I’d let him have his little fantasy for the moment.

My man was safe, my daughter was perfect, and my life was complete. 

All because a promise is a promise is a promise... 
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Lily

One year later... 

I KISSED CHARLEY one more time and forced back tears as Maverick and I stood at the end of the security line at PDX. “I don’t know if I can do this,” I admitted.

Maverick chuckled, pulling me close. “It’s one week, baby doll. Charley will be well taken care of.”

We were finally taking our honeymoon, and our flight to Charleston left in less than an hour.

“I will text you every few hours with proof of life,” Mom promised.

“Once a day,” Maverick corrected. “She’s gonna be busy.”

“Maverick!” I admonished.

“What? You will be.”

“I’m sure I will, but my mother does not need to hear that.”

Mom giggled, hugging Charley closer. “It’s okay, huh, Charley girl? You want a little brother or sister, don’t you? Tell Daddy he needs to make that happen.”

“Ohmigod, no. No more babies for a while,” I countered.

“We’ll practice for when we’re ready,” Maverick promised.

I waved my hands in front of my face to dry the tears threatening to spill. “Okay, okay, let’s go. If we don’t go now, I won’t be able to.”

“Say bye-bye to Mama,” Mom instructed.

Charley gave me a backward wave. “Mama.”

I kissed her a few hundred more times. Maverick kissed her and guided me away, wrapping his arm around me from behind in order to keep me moving forward. “She’s going to be fine,” he whispered in my ear. “So are you.”

“I know that in my head, but I miss her already.”

“I know, baby doll.”

We made it onto the plane, and I relaxed in stages, giving me a chance to think about everything that had happened over the last year.

Jenny had been given life without the possibility of parole for kidnapping and attempted murder. She was finally out of our lives, and I couldn’t have been more relieved. Unfortunately for her, she’d made enemies within the Spiders. Six months into her sentence, she’d been found stabbed to death in the women’s showers. I couldn’t muster up any emotion for the woman who gave me life. She’d tried to take everything I loved away from me, and she was dead to me... Now, she was dead to me permanently, and there was a measure of relief in that.

Ryder and Sadie (along with Reese and the rest of the crew) were now officially part of the club. I didn’t know that they’d ever officially patch in, but they were part of the family just the same. 

The Spiders had stopped messing with us for the moment. Ryder was keeping an eye on them, though, and I was glad we had more backup in that regard.

Maverick and I loved our little family. We still lived in the basement, but we knew we’d need to find something bigger soon. Maverick had been given a raise, but I hadn’t gone back to work and didn’t plan to for at least another six months. I was loving being with Charley too much.

All-in-all, though, life was perfect, and now, we were heading to our much overdue honeymoon. I lifted the armrest between Maverick and me and scooted as close as the seatbelt would allow.

“Hey, baby doll,” he said, sliding his arm around my waist and kissing me gently.

“Hey, Möosh.” I grinned. “I can’t believe we might actually get more than eight hours of sleep.”

He chuckled. “I can’t wait.”

“Me neither.”

“Love you, Lil.”

“Love you more, Möosh.”

He kissed me again, and we settled into comfortable silence as we journeyed to the next adventure.

Life was perfect.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]



[image: image]


[image: image]

©2017-2020 Trixie Publishing, Inc.

Previously Titled “A Nun Goes to Jail”

All Rights Reserved.

She was lost to me.

I vowed I'd get her back, but she fought me at every turn.

Now, she was being threatened and I was done being patient.

She would be mine whether she liked it or not.
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Alexa

Portland, Oregon

Eight years ago... 

FOR AS LONG as I can remember, my mother has always told me that I was a descendent of the House of Romanov, but unless there was a survivor from the massacre, it would be impossible. But Mama loved her stories and you didn’t argue with Mama or you’d find yourself on her “list,” so we always played along.

I might not have been imperial by blood, but I was Mob royalty... a fact I abhorred. And because of my “royal” connections, I had several secrets I was forced to keep. The biggest one being that I’d fallen in love with the son of a notorious biker and if my father discovered our secret, he’d kill him... then me. I was seventeen, after all, and couldn’t possibly know my own mind. My father had all the power when it came to my life... the father who killed people who defied him, so I was kind of stuck.

My parents moved to the US from Russia one year before my brother was born, and they’d quickly acclimated to their new life, taking over most of the West Coast while managing to keep me in a protective bubble. The bubble had burst the second I’d met Reese Alden and he explained a few things to me about how the world of one-percenter motorcycle clubs and Mobs worked.

“Lex!” my brother snapped.

Sergei pulled me from my thoughts, and I narrowed my eyes at him. “Yes, darling brother?”

“Her name is Alexa, Sergei,” Mother said. “Don’t make me remind you of that again.”

“Da, Mama,” he said, and met my eyes again. “Alexa. Are you going to homecoming with Vlad?”

It was family dinner hour (or, as Sergei and I referred to it, the witching hour), so it was imperative we played the adoring children, even if it was far from the truth.

“No,” I said (for the umpteenth time). “I’m not going anywhere with Vladimir Kozlov, Sergei, we’ve had this conversation before.”

“I’d like you to go with him,” Father said, his Russian accent heavier than usual, an indication he was tired.

I scowled at Sergei. This was his doing, the little bastard. I schooled my features and faced my father with a serene smile. “Papa, Vladimir is not respectful to me, and I’d rather not subject myself to his wandering hands.”

My father set his knife and fork down and wiped his mouth with his napkin. “He touches you?”

“Alexa,” my brother hissed under his breath.

I ignored him.

“Yes, Papa. Often. It’s disgusting,” I whispered. “And he scares me.”

My brother let out a painful groan, albeit quietly, but I refused to let it affect me. I had to get the Kozlovs off my father’s radar in reference to an appropriate family match. If I didn’t, the second I turned eighteen, I’d be forced to marry Vlad.

“He scares you,” Father said, his voice pitched low.

“Da, Papa.”

“I will take care of this.”

Okay, maybe I’d gone too far. I wanted Vlad off my back, not dead.

“Papa, please don’t hurt him,” I rushed to say. “I’m sure he doesn’t mean to scare me.”

“Solnyshko, I will take care of it.”

Well, crap. Whenever Papa called me his small sun, he was on optimum protect Alexa mode.

“Spasibo, Papa.” 

“Pretty sneaky, sis,” my brother whispered for my ears only.

I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye and he was mentally stabbing me to death... I knew he was. I knew this look all too well, over far too many games of Battleship and Connect Four. Pretty sneaky sis, indeed.

Vladimir was a friend of his... a disgusting, douchebag friend, but still a friend. I sighed internally. I’d need to figure out how to minimize the damage somehow.

Dinner finally wrapped up (thank God) and we were excused. My brother grabbed my arm and dragged me up to our suite of rooms, pulling me into his room. 

“Does Vlad really touch you?”

“Yes,” I said. “All the time. How do you not know this?”

“Maybe because you didn’t tell me.”

I sighed. He was right. “I’m really sorry, Sergei. I should have.”

“Damn it!” He dragged his hands through his hair. “Dad’s the least of his problems.”

“I don’t want him dead,” I insisted. “I just want him to stop harassing me, so if you can figure out a way to make that happen, I’ll love you forever.”

He gave me a wry grin. “You’ll love me forever even if I don’t.”

“This is true. You’re kind of a big deal in my life.”

“I’ll take care of it.”

“Thank you.”

“Am I still driving you to Paisley’s?”

I nodded. “That would be great.”

My parents refused to let me get my license. They felt it was the man’s job to drive, so I was at the mercy of my brother or one of Papa’s drivers, to take me wherever I needed to go. It sucked.

“Grab your stuff,” Sergei said. “Let’s get out of here before they stop us.”

I was already packed for my overnight with Paisley. No one knew I wasn’t actually planning on being there the entire night, but that’s what best friends were for... cover. Especially when said friends had parents who were rarely home.

Paisley Bell had been my best friend since I was ten. We’d met while attending the same private Catholic school and we’d been close despite the fact she was “normal.” I’d been raised to never speak about my father’s business... not that I was told much, but I was an inquisitive child and found out things I shouldn’t have. The only two people I ever told anything to were Paisley and Sergei. 

I kissed my parents and then followed Sergei to the car. We drove in comfortable silence to Paisley’s home in the West Hills of Portland and Sergei walked me to the door. Paisley’s parents were out for a few hours, but my mother had spoken to her mother, so the overnight was sanctioned since Paisley’s parents would be home before midnight.

Paisley pulled open the door and grinned. “Hi, guys.”

My best friend was gorgeous with a capital G, and I smiled as Sergei suddenly got taller. He adored her, but she had no time for him, which was good for him. My brother needed to be taken down a peg or two on the conceit board.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said, then slipped into the house and closed the door. 

“You’re cutting this close, Lex,” Paisley warned.

“I know.” I bit my lip. “Dinner took a little longer than expected.”

Paisley peeked out the living room window. “Your brother’s gone.”

“Okay.” I glanced at my watch. “Five minutes.”

Four minutes and fifty-eight seconds later, I heard the sweet sound of Harley pipes, and hugged Paisley before rushing out the front door and around the corner. My breath hitched as I watched Reese swing his leg off his bike and remove his helmet.

Good gravy, I loved him with everything I had. I made a run for him, his arms coming around me as I slammed against him, kissing him deeply. “Ohmigod, I’ve missed you, sugar bear.”

Reese was nineteen and had always reminded me of a Norse god. Shaggy, dark hair, soft to the touch, fell over his forehead shielding his deep blue eyes when he desired it to. Never to me, though. I always got his full attention when he was with me. I’d given him his nickname mostly because it had irritated him and he got the cutest look on his face whenever I used it... but now he was so used to it, his look was gone, replaced with an expression of loving resignation.

He chuckled. “Missed you too, Freckles.”

I was a sucker for his nickname for me, partly because he was such a badass and there was nothing sexier than a biker badass calling me “Freckles.” But mostly because it was said in such reverence. I used to hate my freckly face until he informed me it was one of his favorite things about me. 

His father and my father were the same. Oh, Papa would say that John “Brick” Alden was far below him, but my father killed people for a living while trafficking drugs, and so did Reese’s. The only difference was, my father flaunted his wealth, giving the impression he was high-class, while Reese’s dad was part of the Rockford Spiders out of Gresham, a nasty and gruff motorcycle club, indicating he didn’t care what impression he gave.

I’d met Reese when my brother dragged me and Paisley to a bonfire out at Cannon Beach two years ago. Reese and his buddy, Ryder, were already on the beach and they had beer. My brother and his friends sniffed them out in zero point two, and Paisley and I had no choice but to go along for the ride. 

I’d ended up talking to Reese all night. I was surprised to discover he didn’t really drink much... he said his dad was an angry drunk and he didn’t want to turn out like him.

After that, our relationship was an exercise in subterfuge, which admittedly, made things a little more exciting.

“How long we got?” Reese asked after he stopped kissing me.

“Until midnight.”

“Okay, Cinderella, let’s roll.”

After another kiss, he handed me a helmet and a leather jacket, then I climbed on his bike behind him. Reese drove me to our private make-out hill overlooking Portland. Despite the cold, I felt warm, especially when Reese pulled an oversized sleeping bag out of his saddlebags.

“Is this thing going to give you enough room to get a good smack or two in?” I asked.

“Fuck, baby. Seriously?” he asked, and I couldn’t help but notice his growing erection.

I giggled. I had just discovered I loved having his hand connect with my ass...like, I thought about it constantly, and demanded it anytime we had sex. It had all happened about six months ago when we’d been at Paisley’s parents’ beach house. Paisley and her boyfriend at the time invited us up for the weekend, and they left us alone in the house for a couple of hours. Reese had playfully smacked me as we headed into the bedroom and I attacked him, ripping off my clothes and begging him to do it again. Because the thought of hurting me (even when I begged for it) was abhorrent to him, it took some convincing, but now we both looked forward to our version of a little kink.

“Yes, seriously,” I said. 

Reese shook his head. “That stays behind closed doors, I think.”

I wrinkled my nose, but didn’t argue. He was probably right. I’d be mortified if we were caught naked in public.

Reese flicked open the sleeping bag, wrapping us in the warmth, and then we sat down and stretched out on the grass. Reese pulled me over his chest and kissed me gently. “We’re gettin’ out.”

“Getting out of what?”

“The Club. Ryder and me. Axel and Oliver are comin’ too.”

I sat up with a gasp and stared down at him. “How?”

He closed his eyes for a second and then opened them again. “Very carefully.”

This wasn’t good. I didn’t really know his crew. I’d met Ryder only once at the beach the night Reese and I met, and Reese had said that was on purpose. He was also trying to keep our relationship quiet in an effort to protect me.

“Reese,” I whispered. “That’s great... but it scares me.”

“I know... it’s why we gotta quit this for a bit.”

“We’ve gotta quit what?” I asked, although, I knew what he was saying.

“Shit,” he rasped.

“Shit, what?” I demanded.

“Lex—”

“Are you breaking up with me?” I snapped, and tried to get distance from him.

Reese held firm. “Not forever. I just need to get clear. I don’t wanna drag you into any of this. If Brick gets you on his radar, you’re in danger.”

“No one can touch me.”

He sat up and stroked my cheek. “Baby, that’s not true.”

“I don’t want to stop ‘this.’ I love you. We can figure this out together.”

“I can’t take that risk.”

“Ohmigod, Reese, nothing’s going to happen to me. My dad’ll make sure of it.”

He dragged his hands down his face. “You don’t know Brick.”

“And you don’t know my dad.” I pulled his hands from his face. “Hello, Russian Mob.”

“I’m not willing to take a chance with your life, Lex.”

“It’s not your call to make.”

“Yeah, baby, it is.”

“You’re willing to throw this away because you’re afraid?” I challenged.

He swore and shook his head. “Goading me isn’t the way to go here, Lex.”

I threw my hands up in the air. “Gah! You’re so bossy.”

“I have to get out without having to worry about you.”

“You don’t have to worry about me,” I argued.

“All I ever do is worry about you!” he snapped. “Goddammit, Lex. I’m consumed with making sure you don’t ever get on Brick’s radar.” He stroked my face. “If he knew about you, he’d either kidnap and ransom you to your father, or he’d kill you for fear of what I may have told you about the Spiders. When my father gets his way, someone else always gets hurt, and I can’t let that someone be you.”

I’d conceded that, because our world was different than most, and Reese knew his dad, but it didn’t mean I agreed with his decision. “Okay, I get it. But I don’t understand why you’re going overboard on this. We’ve kept our secret for two years. We can keep it for longer.”

He shook his head. “If I start the process of getting out, Brick’s going to be even more of an asshole, gettin’ in my business more than he already is. I won’t take that chance.”

“But it could take years.”

He sighed. “I’m aware.”

“You’re willing to be separated from me for years?” I challenged.

“If it means you’re alive, hell yeah.”

I blinked back tears. “Then we’re done.”

“Lex—”

“No. You either love me enough to figure it out with me or you walk away.” My bravado was impressive, considering I didn’t mean any of it.

Reese studied me for several tense seconds before he gave me a curt nod and rose to his feet.

“Seriously?” I hissed.

“I’ll take you back to Paisley’s.”

“Wait. I didn’t mean it.”

He grabbed the sleeping bag and rolled it up.

“Don’t do this,” I whispered, standing slowly. 

“Don’t have a choice, Lex.”

“Yes you do. You always have a choice.”

He shook his head and I felt panic and devastation fill my heart. How did I ever believe he was the real deal? God, I was such an idiot. He’d probably planned to hit it and quit it all along. Granted, he’d been hittin’ it for a year, and was just now quitting, but still, I should have known he’d dump me.

“Come on, Lex.”

“Fine.”

I straightened my shoulders, donning my safety gear, and climbing on the bike without comment. As Reese drove me back to Paisley’s, I couldn’t fully process what had just happened. We couldn’t really be over, could we? He was the love of my life, but now I felt like our whole relationship had been a sham...he’d lied to me from the get-go and I wanted to die. When Reese pulled the bike to a stop, I threw my helmet at him, walked into my best friend’s surprised arms, and sobbed for the next three hours. 

* * *
[image: image]


Reese

After dropping Lex off at Paisley’s, I forced myself not to run after her. Fuck, I loved that woman more than life, but if she got hurt (or worse) because I didn’t let her go, I’d never be able to live with myself. I just needed a little time to make things safe for us. Ryder and I had a plan. It was a good plan.

Little did I know the plan would take a hell of a lot longer than any of us expected.

* * *
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If you liked the sneak peek of Reese, you can order it HERE!
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The Guardians Series

Witness

Justice

Spotlight

Dogs of Fire MC Series

Road to Desire

Road to Redemption

Road to Absolution

Road to Passion

Road to Victory

Road to Peace

Road to Forever

Road to Hope

Road to Grace

Road to Freedom

Dogs of Fire Spin-Off Stories

Ryder

Reese

Hatch

Kissing the Biker’s Boo-Boo

(Children’s Book)

Dogs of Fire MC: Savannah Chapter

Saving the Preacher's Daughter

Stealing the Biker's Heart

Redeeming the Biker's Past

Quieting the Biker’s Rage

Keeping the Biker’s Oath

Hacking the Biker’s Code

Primal Howlers MC

Primal Howl

Primal Need

Cauld Ane Series

Bound by Blood

Bound by Fire

Bound by Secrets

Bound by Song

Bound by Dreams

Bound by Tears

Bound by Light

Bound by Joy

Bound by Sight

Limelight Series

Broken Road

The Road Back

Civil War Brides Series

The Bride Price

The Bride Found

The Bride Spy

The Bride Ransom

The Rebel Bride 

The Bride Star

The Bride Pursued

The Bride Accused

The Brides United
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Connecting Books

Witness

Justice

Road to Desire

Road to Redemption

Road to Absolution

Road to Passion

Road to Victory

Road to Peace

Spotlight

Ryder

Road to Forever

Reese

Saving the Preacher's Daughter

Road to Hope

Stealing the Biker's Heart

*Bound by Sight

Road to Grace

Road to Freedom

Redeeming the Biker's Past

Quieting the Biker’s Rage

Keeping the Biker’s Oath

Hatch

Primal Howl

Primal Need

Hacking the Biker’s Code

*Dalton’s book Bound by Sight can be read after Stealing the Biker’s Heart, but I recommend reading Bound by Blood first.
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Piper Davenport is the alter-ego of New York Times Bestselling Author, Tracey Jane Jackson. She writes from a place of passion and intrigue, combining elements of romance and suspense with strong modern-day heroes and heroines.

She currently resides in the Pacific Northwest with her author husband and two kids.

Like Piper’s FB page and get to know her!

(www.facebook.com/piperdavenport)

BookBub

Twitter: @piper_davenport

Instagram

Sign up for her mailing list!
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