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Thanks again. Your insight is always so spot on!
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Thank you for keeping the characters and timelines right! 
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Mary, Gail, Trudy, and Carrie:

Thanks for your willingness to read and give feedback so quickly!
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Flash

My father is the beloved president of the Dogs of Fire MC out of Portland, Oregon and I am a faithful member of the club. But I’m torn between the love of my career and the responsibilities of my club. What I hadn’t expected was a long-lost love to crash back into my life and turn it upside down.

Tate

I have been in love with Flash Wallace since I was young... but he broke my heart into a million pieces and seems to think he can waltz back into my life like nothing happened. The problem is, I want to believe all his pretty words and go back to the way things were before our bond was broken.

Do I trust my head and keep my distance, or go with my heart and let him back in?

For the art school who shall never be named again.

“Nobody puts Piper in a fucking corner.” ~ Jack Davenport



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]



[image: image]


[image: A picture containing text, book, linedrawing  Description automatically generated]

Flash

Sixth Grade, 12 Years Old...

I heard Dad’s pissed-off footsteps on the stairs and scowled. I was currently sitting cross-legged on my bed, trying to text Tate.

Unsuccessfully.

Dad knocked, then pushed the door open. “Phone down, bud.”

I dropped the phone on the nightstand and settled my chin in my hand as Dad sat beside me on the bed. “What’s goin’ on?”

“Nothing.”

Dad nodded to my phone. “Do I need to ground you from textin’ Tate?”

“She grounded herself,” I grumbled.

“What do you mean?”

“She’s not talking to me, Dad, okay?”

Dad raised an eyebrow. “What did you do?”

“Nothing.”

“Swear to God, kid, you keep up with this ‘nothing’ bullshit, I’m gonna sell your bike.”

I glared at him. “You wouldn’t.”

“I would. Start talkin’. All of it.”

“A girl at school’s in trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“Her dad hits her.”

Dad fisted his hands in his lap. “And why’s Tate not talkin’ to you?”

“Because I’ve been skipping our study group to help Madison.”

“Madison’s the girl who’s gettin’ hit?”

I nodded. 

“Has Madison told her teachers what’s goin’ on?”

“No. And she swore me to secrecy, but now I’ve told you, so I’ve betrayed her confidence.”

“You like this girl?”

“Yeah.”

“Tate jealous about that?”

I shrugged. “I don’t think so. She’d probably tell me if she was. She tells me everything. Even stuff I don’t wanna know.”

“I guess that’s what best friends are for, huh?”

“I don’t mind,” I said, running my finger over the comforter distractedly. “I just wish she wouldn’t be pissed about me helping Madison.”

“Bud, your grades come first. Tate’s obviously just lookin’ out for you, and if this Madison girl is gettin’ hit by her dad, that’s adult shit you shouldn’t be takin’ on.”

“No one else will help her.”

“Flash, that’s not true. Her teachers will help her.”

“Well, she doesn’t want to tell them and I’m not a snitch.” I huffed. “Forget it. You don’t understand.”

“I understand more than you think.”

I reached for my phone, but Dad grabbed it before I could. “I’m keepin’ this for a few days.”

“What? Why?”

“Because you’re grounded until you get your grades up.”

“That’s not fucking fair.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Watch your mouth.”

“Why should I?” I snapped. “You swear all the time.”

“Jesus, kid, what the hell’s goin’ on with you?”

I shook my head, dragging my hands through my hair. 

“Talk to me, Park.”

“There’s no point.”

“Outside of school, you’re in this house until your grades are up.”

“Whatever,” I said, and Dad left me to wallow for a bit. I flopped onto my back and stared at the ceiling, my life spiraling. Tate was really mad at me, and she never got mad at me. I just hoped I could fix whatever I broke.

I didn’t have much time to sulk, however, because Dad walked back in. 

“I don’t want to talk, Dad,” I said.

“I get it, bud, but we’re gonna anyway. Sit up.”

I did as Dad asked, begrudgingly, and Dad sat in my computer chair and leaned forward. “I know who Madison’s dad is.”

“Okay.”

“He makes dirty movies.”

“Yeah,” I said, staring at my hands. 

“Is he tryin’ to make Madison do shit she doesn’t want to?”

“How did you know?” I asked, then groaned. “You just figured it out, huh?”

“Yeah, bud, I did. That’s a lot of stress on you, Flash. I can see why you’ve been fallin’ down on your grades. She really needs to tell her teachers.”

“She doesn’t want to tell the teachers because they’ll put her into foster care again. Her mom just got her back and she’s afraid they’ll take her away for good this time.”

“Did she tell her mom what’s been goin’ on?”

“Her mom just gets mad at her and tells her to quit flirting with him. It’s so gross, Dad.”

“Okay. Look, I’m gonna give you some leeway here because you’re helpin’ a friend and that’s what we raised you to do, but you’re still grounded until you get your grades up.” Dad handed me my phone. “You can have this back for now, but if she’s not willin’ to tell a teacher what’s goin’ on, then you need to.”

“I’m not a snitch.”

“Then I’m gonna talk to Auntie Payton.”

Payton was the principal for the elementary school most of us kids attended.

“I’m okay with you talking to Auntie Payton,” he said. “That’s actually a good idea.”

“I know it is. Now, you might want to apologize to Tate and smooth things over with her.”

“She’s just gonna grill me for information.”

“Well, then you need to figure out how to stay strong and not tell her if that’s what you feel you need to do.”

I stared at my phone. “Yeah.”

“Park, look at me.”

I met his eyes and Dad smiled. “I’m real proud of you, son. I’d like you to talk to me first in the future, but I get that you were helpin’ a friend, and that means somethin’.”

Dad left me and I went to find my mom. She was in the kitchen, and I immediately went to her, wrapping my arms around her waist.

“I’m sorry, Mama,” I said.

“All forgiven, cherub.”

“I’m gonna go get my grades up now.”

She cupped my face. “I love you to the moon and back, Parker.”

“Love you too, Mom.”

I headed upstairs and pulled out my phone. Time to fix things with Tate.

* * *
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Tate

“She’s such a slut,” I hissed, sobbing against my mom. “Why won’t Flash see that?”

“Sweetie, let’s try not to be cruel in our sadness, okay? Calling someone a slut is unkind.”

“Well, she is.”

“Honey, she’s eleven—”

“She’s twelve,” I corrected.

“Even at twelve, Tate, if she’s doing things with boys that maybe she shouldn’t, it’s because she’s being abused. You need to have some grace.”

I scowled at my mother. “You’re supposed to be on my side.”

“Baby, I am on your side, but if you lower yourself to being a mean girl, you’re no better than she is.”

“But, Mom, Flash is gonna fail all his classes if he keeps letting her boobs dictate his life.”

Mom stroked my hair. “Flash will figure it out, Tate, but at the end of the day, you need to worry about who or what’s dictating your life.”

“Well, it’s not her boobs, I’ll tell you that.”

Mom chuckled. “Flash is your best friend, and I’m sure he’ll apologize when he’s ready, but try to remember that both of your bodies are flooding with hormones and—”

“Oh my god, Mom, gross. I don’t want to know about Flash’s hormone flood.”

“Fair enough.”

My phone buzzed on my nightstand, and I glanced at the screen. “It’s Flash.”

“I’ll leave you to take the call. Then come down for some ice cream, okay?”

“Okay, Mom. Thanks.” I answered the call. “Hey, French Fry.”

“Hey, Tater Tot.”

We sat in silence for a few seconds and then I heard his sigh through the phone.

“I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you,” he said.

“Sorry you didn’t listen because Madison’s a slu...” I caught myself and channeled my inner kindness, limited though it was. “...um, a not so nice person, or because you got an ‘F’ on your test?”

“Can it be both?”

I shrugged. “I guess so.”

“I don’t want you to be mad at me anymore.”

“I never wanted to be mad at you in the first place,” I pointed out. “If I’m really your best friend, shouldn’t you listen to what I have to say before Madison shoves her boobies in your face?”

“But... they’re boobs.”

I glanced at my still flat chest and wrinkled my nose. “Gross, Parker.”

He chuckled. “Sorry.”

“I have to go.”

“Wait,” Flash said. “Seriously, I’m sorry. I promise I’ll be better about listening to your advice, okay?”

“Actions speak louder than words.”

“I know. I swear at god.”

I sighed. 

“Swear at God” was an expression used only between me and Flash. Sacred words born from a childhood pact.

––––––––
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When we were little, Flash would come to my house every day to play right after school. Our days were filled with seeing which of us could swing higher on my swing set (usually me) or ride our bikes faster (always Flash). His mother always said Flash was born on wheels. He was only two when he learned to ride a bike and never once used training wheels. His pride and joy, until recently, had been his first 50cc mini-bike. It was a Christmas present and his first step to being a grown-up biker like his dad.

One day when Flash didn’t come around to play like usual, I walked over to his house to find him alone in his back yard crying. His face was covered in a muddy mixture of gardening soil and tears.

“What’s wrong, Flash?” I asked, planting my knee in the dirt beside him. “How come you’re out here by yourself?”

“I have to pull all the weeds in the whole backyard,” he said, pointing to an already overflowing bucket full dirt and dandelions.

“How come?” I asked.

“Because I lost my new mini-bike,” he said, unable to hold back another torrent of tears.

“Lost? How?”

“I rode it over to Julian’s house to play video games and didn’t lock it up. Then, when I came out, it was gone.”

“Well, if it’s lost then I can help you find it. Come on,” I said with all the confidence of a junior detective about to set out on her next case.

“I can’t,” Flash sniffled. “I’m supposta stay back here until all the weeds are gone and learn how to be...more...sponsible... with my things.” Flash was sobbing now.

I’d seen Flash cry after falling off his bike, or when Artax sank into the swamp of sadness in The NeverEnding Story, but never like this.

“It’s okay. I’m sure your parents know you didn’t mean to lose your bike,” I said, patting his back.

“It’s not that,” he cried.

“What is it, then?”

“It’s a secret,” Flash replied, looking around to make sure no grownups were nearby.

“You can tell me your secret,” I said.

“You have to swear to god you won’t tell anyone,” he demanded.

“I’m not supposed to do that,” I whispered. “Mom says it’s bad.”

“Well, then I’m not going to tell you the secret.”

I bit my lip and sighed. “Okay, fine, but don’t tell anyone I did.”

“I won’t.”

I dropped my head back, looked up to the heavens, and timidly squeaked out, “Shit.”

“What are you doing?”

“Swearing at god,” I replied.

“What?”

“I know that word is a swear because my dad says it whenever he’s fixing something around the house and Mommy told me not to repeat it.”

“No, swear to god, not at god. That’s a different kind of swear.”

“Well, what do you know?” I asked, the flush of embarrassment burning my cheeks. “But now that I’ve done it, you have to. Or else God will just think I’m mad at him or something.” 

“Okay fine,” he said. “But once we’ve both sworn at God, then you can never tell anyone my secret, okay?”

I nodded.

Flash looked around once more to make sure the coast was clear and whisper shouted, “Fart.”

I giggled. “I don’t think fart is a swear word.”

“Okay, then. I have a good one,” he said, before launching his second attempt at blasphemy up to the clouds. “Asshole.”

“What does that mean?” I asked, my eyes as wide as saucers.

“It’s what mommy calls the other drivers when we’re in the car.”

“Okay, now that we both sweared, what’s your secret?”

Flash looked down and whispered, “I didn’t lose my bike.”

“You didn’t?” I asked excitedly. “That’s great. Just tell your parents and we can go play.”

Flash shook his head. “I didn’t lose it, but I don’t have it either.”

“I don’t understand,” I said.

“I didn’t forget to lock it up at Julian’s house. Someone... ah... took it from me.”

“Who took it?” I asked, but I already knew the answer. 

“S...Scott Benson,” Flash said.

Scott was the youngest of the four Benson Boys. A group of serial bully brothers and constant menace to everyone our age. No playground or park was safe.

“Why didn’t you tell your parents? Why did you tell them it was your fault?”

“Because I didn’t want them to know,” he replied.

“Why? Your parents could talk to Scott’s mom and get your mini-bike back. Plus, then you won’t be in trouble anymore.”

“I’ll be in more trouble with Scott if I tell on him to a grown up.”

Flash’s words made me sad, but I understood his logic. He may have been right. Pulling weeds was better than getting punched in the mouth, but Scott stealing Flash’s prized possession was crossing the line, and if Flash wasn’t going to get a grownup involved, justice would have to be served by a kid. 

––––––––
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My older brother had been that kid, returning Flash’s bike without any parents ever being the wiser. Scott had come to school the next day with a busted-up lip and never bothered Flash again.

“Wanna come over for dinner and video games tomorrow night?” he asked, pulling me from my memory.

“I’ll ask my parents, but that sounds fun.”

“We can do it Saturday if that doesn’t work,” he added.

“Mom’s taking me and Hay to the Melody Morgan concert.”

Melody Morgan was the be all and end all for me and my sister and no one was going to get in the way of us getting to her concert. Not even Flash Wallace.

“Oh yeah, I forgot. Cool. See you tomorrow,” he said. “Bye.”

“Bye.” 

I hung up, then headed downstairs for ice cream.
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Flash

Present Day...

I walked into the house just as my younger brother, Jamie, jogged down the stairs. “Hey.”

“Hey, Flash,” he said. “How’s your bike?”

I chuckled. “It’s runnin’. Dad’s gonna need to help me with the fine tuning.”

I was restoring a 1974 Harley-Davidson Shovelhead and it had been in rough shape when I found it. Luckily, my dad could fix anything and had taught us all to do the same, so working on it had been more fun than pain. But now I just needed Dad’s magical powers to get it sounding right. It was currently sitting in the club garage just begging for road time.

“Flash?” Dad bellowed from upstairs. “That you?”

“Yeah, Pop.”

“Gotta make a run to Freddie’s for your mom. Need to look at the bike later.”

“Sure,” I said. “She doin’ okay?”

“Cold’s kickin’ her ass,” he said. “And she doesn’t want to stay the fuck in bed.” He turned his head and yelled the last bit toward their bedroom.

“Sod off!” she yelled back, followed by coughing.

My mother was British. High-class all the way... until she wasn’t. She could swear better than any of us, but it never sounded wrong with her English accent. 

Dad grinned. “Love you too, Sunshine.”

He pulled his long hair back and continued down the stairs. 

“You takin’ your bike or the truck?” I asked. “I’ll tag along if you’re in the cage.”

“’Course, bud,” Dad said. “I’ll grab my keys. Jamie, make sure your mother stays put.”

“Fuck me,” he grumbled, dragging ass back up the stairs. “I should get hazard pay.”

Dad and I shared a chuckle, then he swapped keys, and we headed out to his truck. Truth be told, my brother was a mama’s boy through and through. 

“You hear from Tate yet?” Dad asked as we drove.

“No.”

Tate had gone off to college, first undergraduate, then graduate, then she pretty much ghosted me, and I could really only blame myself. But that was a story for another day, and certainly not one I was gonna share with my pops.

“She still pissed at you?” Dad asked as he pulled into the parking lot.

“Why would you think she was pissed at me?” I frowned. “I could be pissed at her.”

He slid into a parking space and faced me. “Oh, yeah? What’d she do to make you pissed at her?”

“Nothing.” I sighed. “I’m pretty sure I fucked up.”

“You wanna fix it?”

“I think I kinda left it a little too long,” I admitted.

Dad smiled. “Bud, you two have been joined at the hip since you met. You weathered all that Madison drama and came out on the other side.”

I’m not sure we did weather the Madison shit. I’d pulled my grades up, barely, but Tate had started to pull away from me, particularly after high school graduation, and I wasn’t entirely sure why. “Yeah.”

“I’d start by apologizin’ if you haven’t already.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose and nodded. “Yeah.”

“Lecture over,” Dad said.

“Thanks.”

We climbed out of the truck and headed inside. Our local Fred Meyer was your one-stop shop for pretty much everything and my parents usually found one reason or another to come in practically every day.

“Divide and conquer?” I asked as Dad grabbed a cart.

“Yeah, you wanna go grab the cold shit your mom likes? Those daytime, nighttime packs. Meet you by the beer in ten?”

I nodded and made my way to the correct aisle, finding it somewhat picked through.

Shit. No packs.

I probably stood in front of the cold remedies for a good four minutes before deciding to grab one of everything on the shelf.

As I turned to leave the aisle, I saw a flash of red hair and knew instantly it had to be Tate. No one had her incredible locks, not to mention the fact, no one moved as quickly as she did... at all times. 

* * *
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Tate

Goddammit all to hell.

Of course I couldn’t avoid him forever. Fuck my life. I practically ran down the aisle two rows away from Flash, hoping to God he didn’t see me. Jesus, I was not prepared for him today.

“Hey, sweetheart,” a deep voice said.

I let out a squeak and raised my head, just as I was about to slam into one of my favorite humans. My dad’s friend (and Flash’s dad), Hatch, smiled at me from behind a shopping cart filled to the brim. Lordy, the man was in his sixties and still hot as hell.

Double shit.

“Oh! Hi, Hatch.” I glanced around, readying myself for a hasty retreat if Flash should show his face. “Um, how are you?”

“I’m good. You good?”

“Ah, sure, yes. I’m great. I’m just, um, in a hurr—”

“Tate.” 

Flash’s deep voice settled over me like frosting melting on a warm cinnamon roll. I closed my eyes and tried not to swear out loud as I pasted on a smile and turned to face my nemesis. “Hi, Flash.”

“You’re here.”

“I am,” I confirmed.

“When did you get home?” he asked.

“Not long ago,” I said.

I saw hurt cover his face, and it was like a dagger to my heart, but he adjusted his expression almost as quickly and smiled. “Welcome home.”

“Thanks.” I pointed to nowhere in particular. “Um, I really need to go. So, ah, sorry. Good to see you both.”

I scurried away but didn’t miss the sound of Flash saying, “Chicken” under his breath.

Damn him.

* * *
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Flash

“You find the shit?” Dad asked.

I nodded distractedly, my mind still on Tate. She’d changed. Not so much that people would notice, but to me, it was more than I liked. She was fuckin’ gorgeous. She was always pretty, but she’d filled out and grown up, and had a new ability to hide her feelings a little better. But I could tell I’d freaked her out and I hated that because she’d done something she’d never done before. She’d run away from me. However amusing her adorable ass strutting down the aisle might have been, the ramifications of her actions meant she was afraid of me and that both saddened me and pissed me off.

“Flash.”

“Yeah?” I answered, still looking at the empty space Tate had just occupied.

“Parker.”

“What?” I snapped, facing my father who raised an eyebrow at me. “Sorry,” I grumbled.

“What the fuck did you do to Tate?”

I scowled. “I’m not entirely sure,” I admitted. “But I plan to find out.”

“Then let’s pay for this shit so you can do that.”

I nodded and we made our way to the checkouts. We passed the flower aisle, and Dad snagged a dozen roses on our way out. 

A woman in a scooter glanced at him, then the flowers and tsked. “How bad were you?”

“Oh, no, ma’am, she’s just that good,” Dad replied, and I bit back a laugh.

The woman let out a quiet squeak and flushed as we continued on our way. The checkout gods smiled on us, and we were able to get out of the store relatively quickly, which meant my confrontation with one Tate Burke was eminent.

* * *
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Tate

“Mom, I’m back!” I called, heading for the stairs. It was two hours since my run-in with cinnamon roll man and I had just started to calm down. I’d stopped off at the nail salon on the way home for some much-needed pampering, but I still just wanted to soak in a hot bath and wash Flash Wallace away.

“Honey, you have a guest,” Mom called back.

“What?” I frowned, setting my bag on the bench by the door. “Who?”

Flash walked out of the kitchen with a grin. “Me.”

Fuck.

“Doesn’t Flash look great?” Mom crooned.

Jesus, great was an understatement. He looked positively edible. Just like he had in the store and just like fucking cinnamon rolls.

“Mm-hmm. Ah, sure,” I stuttered out, staring at my feet. “Hi, Flash.”

“Hey, Tater Tot,” he said, all sexy and shit.

“Don’t call me that,” I hissed.

“Okay. Sorry.”

I glanced at my mom, then back at Flash. “Ah, what’s up?”

What’s up? God, Tate, get it together.

“Heard you were home,” he said, not mentioning the fact he’d just seen me at the store. “Wanted to be part of the welcoming committee.”

“She’s been home for almost two weeks,” Mom pointed out. “I thought you knew.”

“Nope,” he retorted, raising an eyebrow pointedly. “Had no idea.”

“The text must have gotten lost in the ether,” I improvised.

“Yeah, that happens... in the ether,” Flash mused.

“Well, I’ll leave the two of you to get caught up,” Mom said.

Flash crossed his arms and continued to stare at me. “Thanks, Mrs. Burke.”

Mom walked away and I leaned against the sofa. “Well, I should get upstairs. I have stuff—”

“Bullshit,” Flash hissed. “You’re gonna stand here and tell me why you didn’t tell me you were home, then I’m gonna take you out to dinner to celebrate.”

“Listen here, dough boy.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “That’s not what’s going to happen. You’re going to walk your butt back out my front door and leave me alone.”

“Tate, I haven’t heard from you in years.”

“That’s not true,” I argued.

“You text me on my birthday and at Christmas, but if I try to call you back, you send my call straight to voicemail.”

“I have been in law school,” I pointed out. “I’ve had to focus.”

“Are you pissed at me? Holding a grudge about something?”

It wasn’t just a grudge. He’d shattered my heart and I had vowed then and there to never let him do it again.

I took a deep breath, then lied my ass off. “No. There is no grudge, Flash. I’m just moving on with my life. I have things I want to accomplish and hangin’ out with someone in a motorcycle gang isn’t really conducive to my success.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” he breathed out.

“No.” I dropped my eyes to my feet again, knowing that was a really low blow. “I’m not kidding you.”

He stepped closer to me. Crowding me. God, he smelled incredible. Leather and soap and all man. I stepped back but he followed me until my back hit the console by the sofa. 

“Look at me, Tate.”

I took a deep breath and met his eyes. “What?”

His eyes moved over my face. “Did something happen?”

I played dumb. “When?”

“Why won’t you just fuckin’ tell me what I did so we can move through this?” he asked. “You were my best friend, then all of a sudden—”

“Were.”

“Excuse me?”

“We were best friends. We’re not anymore, Flash. And I’m okay with that. I just need you to be as well.”

“Well, that’s never gonna fuckin’ happen, Tate, so get that out of your head.”

“I get to choose who my friends are, so you have no say over it.”

He dragged his hands through his hair. “Just tell me what I did.”

“No.”

He smirked. “Okay, so I did do something.”

Shit.

“It was nothing.” I waved my hand dismissively. “It was high school. I’m over it.”

“Clearly, you’re not, or this asinine conversation wouldn’t be happening.”

“Flash are you staying for dinner?” Mom called from the kitchen, giving me a much-needed distraction. “Zach’ll be home any minute.”

“No, Mom, he’s leaving now,” I called back, then focused back on Flash. “You should go before my dad gets home.”

“I’m not afraid of your dad, Tate.”

“I never said you should be.”

He sighed. “I’ll let you run away for now, but you’re on notice that I want my friend back, so we need to resolve this.”

I shrugged. “There’s nothing to resolve.”

His hand reached out faster than I could dodge, and he gripped my chin gently. “I’m gonna figure this out, Tate. I’ll fix whatever I broke.”

“There’s nothing to fix,” I whispered. 

And there wasn’t. He’d broken me into more pieces than he’d ever be able to put back together, so we were done.

“We’ll see,” he said, ominously and walked out my front door.

Fuck me, now I wanted sex and a cinnamon roll. 

“Mom, I’ll be in my room,” I said, not waiting for a response, as I ran up the stairs and closed myself into my bedroom.

Before I’d made it to my bed, my door opened and my sister, Hayden, walked in, locking the door behind her. “Was that Flash Wallace?” she whispered.

I nodded, unzipping my boots, and setting them in my closet.

“Did you tell him?”

“No,” I growled. “And I’m not going to. Neither are you.”

She raised her hands in surrender. “I know. Sisters before misters.”

Hayden was three years older than me and the only person I told my secrets to. Well, she was now that Flash was out of my life. We’d always been close and if it hadn’t been for her, I’m pretty sure I would have gone crazy.

“But maybe, you know, now that six years have gone by, you could perhaps forgive him and move on?” she hedged.

“I have forgiven him.”

“I thought you said there was nothing for you to forgive?” my sister challenged.

I let out a frustrated squeak. “Fine, Hayden. You win. He broke my heart, but since he doesn’t even know I’m in love... I mean, was in love with him, I can’t very well blame him for something with which he had no knowledge.”

“Okay, Tate Burke, Esquire, I believe the lady doth protest too much.”

“It’s irrational!” I complained. “He technically didn’t do anything wrong, but I will never get that image out of my mind.”

“Then just tell him what happened, honey. He’ll probably fall at your feet and beg for forgiveness, and you’ll start back up where you left off.”

I shook my head. “It’s too late. It’s better this way. Clean break.”

“Why is it a clean break? Don’t you miss your friend?”

“Of course I miss my friend, but I’m also stupidly in love with him and seeing him brought all that back. He’s someone I could never have, so it’s better not to torture myself with starting back up where we left off. He’s a biker now. He’s probably fucking his way through life and I will never be able to compete.”

“Okay, sissy, whatever. I just want to go on record... again... that I think you’re making yet another mistake when it comes to Flash Wallace.”

“Noted.”

A knock at my door brought my mother with a grin. “Dinner’s ready. Daddy’s just washing up. Ronan’s going to be here in about ten minutes.”

“Where’s Theo?” I asked.

“Game meeting.”

Our younger brother, Theo, was a senior in high school and the total cock of the walk at Skyview High School. He was quarterback and dating a cheerleader. I forgot her name, mostly because, she was the fifth he’d ‘dated’ in the last two months.

Our oldest brother, Ronan, had moved out about five years ago, but wasn’t far away. He was almost thirty and often showed up conveniently around dinner time.

“We’ll be right down,” Hayden said.

“Okay.”

Mom left us and my sister pulled me in for a hug. “I got your back, even if you’re being an idiot.”

I snorted. “Thanks... I think.”

We made our way downstairs and joined our parents for dinner.
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Flash

Instead of going back to my parents’, I parked on the street, then jogged across to Ace’s home. Several of my dad’s club brothers lived close and it made life both easier and harder. Harder for us kids to have any kind of autonomy, but easier because our family was always within reach.

I rang the doorbell, and heard Tillie yell out, “I’ll get it.”

Tillie was Ace and Cassidy’s daughter and she was a few years older than me. She had two older brothers. Maverick, who was married to Hawk’s daughter, Lily, and Liam, who was currently spending a few months in London at the club chapter there.

The door opened, and Tillie raised an eyebrow. “Hey, Jackass.”

“Hey, Snotface.”

She chuckled. “You need Dad? Liam’s still in London.”

“You, actually,” I said.

She cocked her head and frowned, then just as quickly, her eyes widened, and she waved me in. “You found out Tate’s home.”

“Who is it?” Ace bellowed.

“Flash, Daddy,” Tillie answered, and Ace appeared in the foyer.

“Hey, bud. You okay?”

I grinned, and we fist bumped. “Yeah, I’m good. Just needed to ask Tillie something.”

Ace crossed his arms and Tillie settled her hands on his shoulders and pushed him backward. “Away with you.”

“Till—”

“Dad, it’s Flash. Your services are not required.”

Ace laughed, but gave me a warning look before walking away. 

Tillie grinned and led me downstairs to their tricked-out basement. It was the place where a lot of us older kids hung out when we needed a break from the parents. They had a pool table, air hockey table, and huge flat screen television with the latest video games. We walked into the family room and Tillie sat in an oversized recliner, while I sat facing her on the sofa.

“Talk to me, Goose,” she said.

“Actually, this is the part where you talk to me.”

“About what?” she asked.

“Why the fuck Tate hates me.”

“Oh, maybe it’s because she walked in on you ramming Madison Payne from behind.”

I almost puked in my mouth. “She sure as shit did not.”

“No?”

“No,” I growled. “If she told you that, then she’s lying.”

Tillie chuckled. “She didn’t tell me that.”

I relaxed.

“Hayden did,” Tillie admitted.

“I swear to Christ, Tillie, never, at any time, have I rammed Madison Payne from behind.”

She raised an eyebrow. “From the front?”

“God, no.”

She shrugged. “Bud, she told Hayden that she walked in on you fucking Madison, and Tate doesn’t lie, so were you, maybe, I don’t know, drunk?”

I scrubbed my hand over my face. “I have never been so drunk I didn’t remember shit.”

“Well, I don’t know what to tell you. She was pretty wrecked by it.”

“Jesus, why?”

“Are you serious?” Tillie asked.

I frowned. “I feel like that question’s a trap.”

Tillie rolled her eyes. “That girl’s been in love with you since the day she met you.”

“Bullshit.”

She patted my face, a little harder than she probably needed to. “Sweet, sweet, stupid Parker.”

“Hey,” I snapped, leaning away from her.

“My job here is done,” Tillie said, rising to her feet. “We never spoke. If Tate finds out Hayden told me any of this, she will never forgive her sister and I don’t want that on my conscience.”

“Wait, I need more information.”

“Well, you’re not getting more information. You’re smarter than you look, buddy. Time for you to figure some shit out.”

Tillie walked me out, and I dragged myself to my truck, my mind swirling with what felt like bees. None of this shit made sense. Tate had never given me any indication she felt more for me and that pissed me off even more.

Jesus Christ, the woman had no right to keep that from me.

Instead of going home, I went back to my parents’, slamming the front door a little harder than I expected, and squeezed my eyes shut. 

“Who the fuck slammed the door?” Dad bellowed.

“Sorry, Pops, it was me.”

He appeared at the top of the stairs. “Garage.”

I waited for him to descend the stairs, then followed him into the garage. “Your mom’s sick, bud, you know this, so there a reason you’re slammin’ the door hard enough to bring the house down?”

I sighed, walking over to his bike, and tapping the seat with my finger. “I think Tate’s in love with me. Or she was.”

“No shit.”

I faced my father. “Seriously?”

Dad chuckled, crossing his arms. “I just lost a bet, Flash, thanks for that.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your mother insisted that you had no idea how Tate felt about you, and I was sure you knew but were waitin’ for her to express her undying love for you.”

“What did you lose?”

He smiled slightly. “That’s not relevant.”

“Yeah, your weird sex games are best left unexplained.”

My old bedroom shared a wall with my parents and the noises I heard, more than I cared to admit, were traumatizing enough that I’d moved out the second I could afford to.

“So, did Tate tell you how she felt?”

“No,” I growled. “Tillie, by way of Hayden, did.”

“And how do you feel about that?”

“No fuckin’ clue,” I admitted.

Dad gave me a sympathetic smile. “You’ve always been our quiet one, Flash. If it were Jamie in this situation, he’d have a slide show at the ready, complete with bullet points on every emotion he was experiencing, and at what time he experienced said emotion. You’ve always been a bit harder to read. Your mom says you’re inscrutable to everyone but her.”

I smirked. “That word of the day calendar seems to be working.”

Dad chuckled. “Yeah. But she’s right about most things and it’s why she does the heavy-lifting with the emotional side of shit when it comes to you kids.”

“Except Poppy,” I pointed out.

Poppy was my big sister. She was actually my half-sister, but if anyone was ever caught saying that, Dad would box their ears. My mother had been a widow with a twelve-year-old daughter when she met my father and he’d officially adopted Poppy when they’d gotten married. 

“Even Poppy,” Dad admitted. “She comes to me when she wants her dad to fix it, and to your mom with everything else.”

“That’s because Mom’s... well... Mom.”

“True.” He closed the distance between us. “What did Tillie say?”

I filled him in on the conversation.

All of it.

“Did you fuck Madison?”

“No,” I ground out.

“Then why would she think you did?”

“I don’t fuckin’ know, Dad.”

“You think maybe you wanna find out?” Dad challenged.

“Not sure she’s ever gonna talk to me again.”

“Hatch, love?” The garage door opened, and Mom peeked her head in. “What’s going on?”

“Goddamn it, woman, get your sweet ass back into bed,” Dad growled.

Mom pulled her robe tighter around her body and frowned. “I just came down for a cup of tea and heard you two going at it out here. Now, what’s going on?”

“Flash has just discovered Tate’s in love with him.”

Mom’s face softened and her lips formed into a slow smile. “So, I won.”

“No,” I snapped. “We are not going there.”

Dad chuckled as he closed the distance between himself and my mother. “Yeah, you won. We’ll settle up when you’re feeling better. Now, back to bed.”

She sidled past him and walked closer to me. “Flash, love, talk to Mummy.”

I smiled. I loved my mom, but she was currently a walking virus and I wanted none of it. “Mom, you’re sick. You really should go to bed.”

“I’m keeping my distance.” She crossed her arms and leaned against my dad who was now at her back. “Tell me about Tate. What happened?”

Knowing she wouldn’t leave until I filled her in, I spilled the beans. Well, most of them. I filtered quite a bit in my retelling.

“Okay, this ‘thing’ Tate saw and misunderstood, did it have something to do with Madison?”

“Unfortunately, yes. She thinks I slept with her.” I chose to leave out the ramming from behind detail. “But even if I did, I don’t get why she’d care.”

“Honey, she was in love with you.”

I dragged my hands down my face. “Why didn’t she tell me?”

Mom smiled gently, almost like she was staring at a child. “She tried, love.”

I fisted my hands at my side. “Jesus, what the fuck did I miss?”

“Prom,” Dad said.

“What?”

“She wanted you to take her to prom, love,” Mom said.

“She never told me that,” I argued.

“I’m pretty sure she tried, Parker,” Mom countered.

“I’m pretty sure she didn’t.”

“What exactly did she say, Flash?” Dad asked, pointedly.

I closed my eyes and tried not to hit something, remembering my conversation with Tate back in high school and suddenly seeing it through a completely different lens.

––––––––
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“Prom’s coming up,” Tate said as we sat at McDonald’s during lunch.

Because we were seniors, we had off-campus privileges and just happened to have the same lunch period so spent pretty much every day eating together either at school or someplace close by.

“So?”

“You don’t want to go?” she asked.

“I honestly haven’t thought about it.”

“What if you found out someone really wanted you to ask them?”

I met her eyes and asked, “What do you mean?”

“What if you found out someone you know, really well, likes you more than a friend and really wants you to ask them to prom?” she pressed. “Like as a proper date.”

I let out a scoff. “Tater, are you serious?”

“Yeah, why?”

I sighed. “Okay, look. I think Nora’s super cool. But I don’t like her like that. Does she think I might ask her to prom?”

Nora had transferred to our high school sophomore year and every time she saw me, it was like cartoon hearts appeared above her head. I mean, I wasn’t blind to girls when they were attracted to me, but even if I was, Nora wasn’t secretive about being thirsty and that kept me at arms’ length. But if Tate saw something in her, maybe I was being too harsh and should give Nora a chance.

“No, Flash,” she’d practically growled. “I’m sure she doesn’t think you’re going to ask her.”

“But...” I waved a finger as I considered her suggestion. “Maybe I should ask her. I mean, she’s super sweet, and she’s liked me for, like, forever. It would probably be fun.”

Tate gasped. “Really?” 

“Yeah. We could double. Did anyone ask you yet?”

She frowned. “No, Parker, no one has asked me yet.”

“I’m sure someone will.” I shrugged. “I’ll ask her tomorrow. Thanks for the suggestion, Tater. You’re so good at this guy-girl stuff.”

“Yeah, I’m really good at that. A regular expert,” she’d bit out. “I should get back.”

I cocked my head. “We’ve got twenty minutes.”

“I need to study.” Tate stood and cleared away her half-eaten food.

––––––––
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Even though Tate had decided to go with friends, rather than a date, she’d fallen “suddenly” ill the night of prom and stayed home. I’d taken Nora and we’d ended up back at her place because her mom was working late. She’d wanted to take things all the way, but I’d been worried about Tate, so instead of taking advantage of Nora and her willing body, I’d driven home and texted Tate to see if I could swing by. She’d said she was contagious, and she’d see me back at school on Monday.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I hissed. Tate hadn’t been trying to set me up with starry-eyed Nora, she’d been trying to subtly get me to ask her. “Jesus, I’m an idiot.”

“Right, so as I see it, you need to decide how you feel about Tate,” Mom said. “I think it would be a good idea to make sure she knows you never slept with Madison, because she’s obviously been affected by incorrect information, but you need to deliver that news delicately. If you feel the same way about her, then you fight like hell to fix what you broke, even if it was based on a miscommunication and not your fault. If you don’t feel the same way, you need to go gentle... then you need to let her go.”

“Couldn’t have said it better myself,” Dad said, squeezing my mom’s arms gently. “Now, you’re going back to bed.”

“The tea.”

“I’ll make you tea.”

“And I’d like a few bikkies as well,” Mom said.

“I’ll find that nasty shortbread shit you love and put your tea in a proper cup,” Dad promised.

“Excuse me, sir, my mother made me those biscuits. They are not nasty.”

I wrinkled my nose. They were nasty, and they’d been mailed from England, so they were also suspect in their freshness.

“I apologize, your majesty. You can punish me later. Now off to bed with you,” Dad imitated my mother’s very proper British accent as he turned her and walked her back into the house, effectively leaving me to my thoughts.

I decided I needed a beer and some space, so I hauled my ass to the club. Pulling my bike around the back, I entered the code on the door and walked through the great room, stalling when I saw my sister on the sofa with my nephew, Niall, their heads buried in a book.

She glanced up and grinned. “Hey, little brother, what are you doing here?”

“I could ask the same of you.”

“Uncle Flash!” Niall said, dropping the book and making a run for me. We did our super-secret handshake, then he hugged me and went back to his book. 

Poppy stood and made her way to me, giving me a hug.

“Where’s Sparky?” I asked.

“Dev’s talking to Booker. Niall accidentally downloaded a virus on the laptop, so Booker’s going to fix it.”

Her old man, Devon, was my cousin, which sounded very in-bred without the full story. Poppy had fallen in love with him when she and my mother first met my dad, and the rest was history, so to speak.

“So the porn has begun,” I mused, and Poppy punched me in the shoulder. “Ow, shit, Pop.”

“We have all manner of protections, so he doesn’t accidentally find that shit.”

“Then how did he get a virus on your computer?”

“Some new video game,” she whispered. “Which is why he’s currently got his head buried in his science book. He’s grounded for a week because he didn’t have permission to download it.”

“Poor kid.”

“Poor kid, my ass. He’s already pushing my limits.” She shook her head. 

“Speaking of video games, guess who I’m takin’ up tomorrow?”

“Who?”

“LRG.”

LRG as he was called in the tabloids, I didn’t know his real name, invented the wildly lucrative Fighting Fowls and Sweets Smash apps that made him billions, but had since branched out into platform gaming and pretty much buying up most of western Idaho.

She gasped. “Shut up! You’ll have to tell me what he’s like. In real life. Dev’ll freak.”

I grinned. “I’ll think about it.”

“Why are you here?” she asked. “Escaping Mum’s disease?”

I chuckled. “Dad’s keeping her holed up in their room, so for the most part, she’s good.”

“Have you seen Tate yet?”

“You know she’s home?” I asked.

“She’s been home for, like, two weeks.”

“Fuck me,” I breathed out.

She crossed her arms and gave me a cheeky smirk. “Ah, so this is why you’re really here.”

“I came here for a beer,” I said. “Not to be psychoanalyzed by my sister.”

She grinned. “Okay, okay. I’ll lay off. For now. We’ve set the date for Niall’s birthday party, did you see the email? It’s next month. Can you make it?”

Niall was turning thirteen and all he’d talked about for months was a bowling party.

“Bowling with my favorite nephew?” I retorted. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

Poppy chuckled. “He’s your only nephew, so...”

“Fash!” my youngest niece squealed, reaching her arms out to me. Sparky was currently carrying her into the room, but he set her down so she could run to me.

“Hey, Tenley,” I said, picking her up and squeezing her gently. 

“I had cake!” she squeaked.

“Lucky girl,” I said, setting her down. “Where’s Holland?”

My other niece, Holland, was typically never far from Poppy. 

“She’s hanging with Lily and Charleston tonight. Sleepover at Payton’s while Hawk and Maverick are on a run,” Devon said.

I was still of a low enough rank I wouldn’t be privy to just what the run was for, so I nodded without comment.

“You ready to go home?” Poppy asked Tenley. 

She pointed at me. “Uncle Fash come too?”

“No, baby,” I said. “But I’ll come over next week and read you a book before bed.”

She nodded, sliding her thumb into her mouth, and leaning against Poppy’s leg. 

“Okay, sweet girl, let’s go.” Sparky leaned down and picked her up again while Niall shoved his schoolbook into his backpack.

My sister hugged me, Niall and I shared another handshake, and then I watched them walk out the door.

I headed directly for the fridge and grabbed a beer, twisting the top just as Booker walked into the kitchen. “Hey, bud.”

“Hey, Book.” I took a swig.

“You look like the world just dropped on your shoulders.” He grabbed a Twinkie from the pantry. “Have another fight with Tate?”

“Just found out she’s been in love with me since high school and didn’t tell me,” I disclosed.

“No shit?” he said, deadpanned.

“Fuck me,” I breathed out. “Did everyone know but me?”

“Flash, the few times she came to family night, she didn’t leave your side, except to maybe grab you something to eat or drink. She knew what you were sayin’ without any kind of audible language. She knew your shorthand, so to speak.”

“She’s my best friend. It’s not like I wasn’t doin’ the same,” I grumbled, but it was a weak explanation at best.

Booker cocked his head, unwrapping the Twinkie. “Um, yeah, bud. No shit.”

I took another swig of beer.

Booker continued, “She never once looked at another brother, and you know a couple had their eye on her.”

“What the fuck?” I frowned. “Who?”

“Razor, for one.”

I relaxed a little. “Razor has his eye on everyone.”

“Harm,” he said, shoving the entire cake into his mouth.

“Bullshit,” I hissed, but I couldn’t stop my stomach from dropping. 

Harm had earned the nickname Charmin’ Harmon because the women thought he was ‘hot as hell,’ plus he had some dark and mysterious history that was like catnip to them. Only my dad and Booker truly knew what his past was all about, but he had obviously gone through some shit, and it made all the club women want to ‘heal’ him with their love, or at the very least, their pussies.

The thought of Tate anywhere near him made me want to slam his pretty face into a bench press. And that thought made me suddenly realize I’d been both an idiot and an asshole.

“Goddammit,” I breathed out.

“Gettin’ it now, huh?” Booker pointed out.

I was in love with Tate Burke.

“Jesus.”

Booker smiled, settling his hand on my shoulder. “We might be dumb as shit, brother, but when we figure it out, we’re tenacious in makin’ things right.”

I nodded.

“On that note, I’m gonna head home. Bunk room’s open if you drink a few.”

“Thanks, Booker,” I said, distractedly as he walked out of the room.

In the end, I dumped the beer and headed home.



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]



[image: image]


[image: A picture containing logo  Description automatically generated]

Tate

I didn’t sleep well, due to the annoying dreams of Flash going down on me, but I had an interview with a prestigious law firm in Portland, so I needed to be focused.

I still had to pass the Bar but since I planned to take the UBE, it covered both Oregon and Washington, along with several other states.

“Tate?” my sister called as she knocked on my door.

“Come in.”

Hayden pushed the door open and leaned against the frame. “You’ve got a visitor.”

I checked my watch and frowned. “What? Now?”

“Yep.”

“Who?”

She grinned. “Flash Wallace.”

“No,” I hissed. “I don’t have time for him right now. Tell him to piss off.”

“Yeah, that’s not really gonna work. I told him you were heading out in five minutes, and he said his visit would take three.”

“Pain in the ass, sneaky, pushy, nosy asshole!”

Hayden chuckled. “What do you want to do?”

“I have to get to my interview,” I growled, pulling my blazer on over my silk blouse. “I’ll talk to him when I leave.”

“Okey doke.” 

Hayden closed my door, and I went about finishing what I was doing. 

Let Flash wait.

Dick.

I pulled my hair in a braided bun at the base of my skull and shoved a thousand bobby pins into it, hoping it would stay put. I was both blessed and cursed with thick, curly, red hair that had a mind of its own most days. Now if I could just find a way to hide my freckles, I’d feel like I could rule the world.

I shook off my insecurities and grabbed my heels. I usually drove in flats to avoid damage to my only pair of expensive shoes, so I grabbed my purse and carried that and my shoes downstairs.

“Tate,” Flash said as he stopped his pacing in the foyer.

“I don’t have time for you,” I snapped, sliding my feet into my tennis shoes.

“Just give me five minutes.”

“I don’t have five minutes,” I said, pulling open the door and stepping outside.

Flash followed and I locked the door.

“I didn’t sleep with Madison Payne,” he blurted.

I hissed, spinning to face him. “You’re a fucking liar.”

“I’m not. Swear to Christ, Tate. I have never—would never, fuck that woman.”

I jabbed a finger into his chest. “I saw you.”

“I don’t know what you saw or what you think you saw, but it wasn’t what you thought you saw.”

“I don’t have time for this, Flash. I have an interview. Save your story for someone who cares.” I hurried to my car and hit the key fob to unlock it.

“Dinner!” he called.

“What?”

“Let me take you to dinner tonight.”

I pulled open my door. “No.”

“Yes,” he insisted. “Six.”

I looked at my watch. “I might not be home by then.”

“Seven.”

“I have to go,” I growled, sliding into my car.

“I’ll be here at seven!” he called as I pulled out of my driveway.

I flipped him off, but he just laughed.

Damn him to hell.

* * *
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Flash

Jesus, she was even more gorgeous than the last time I’d seen her. Her new curves were showcased in the pencil skirt that fell just below her knees, along with the silk green blouse that worked perfectly for her skin. Her freckles did me in, however. I wanted to kiss every single one, starting with the one on the corner of her upper lip.

After she drove away, I went back to the front door and rang the bell. I knew Hayden was home alone, I just hoped she’d answer the door.

She did.

“What, Flash?” she demanded.

“What time’s Tate due home?”

“I don’t know, I’m not her secretary.”

“That’s the way it’s gonna be?” I asked.

Hayden shrugged. “Until Tate says otherwise, damn straight it’s the way it’s gonna be.”

I sighed. “At least give me a timeframe.”

“She has a job interview, Flash. In Portland. I have no idea how long it will take or if she’ll hit traffic on the way home, so I can’t give you a timeframe.” She rolled her eyes. “Not that I would anyway.”

I fisted my hands at my side and took a deep breath. “I don’t know what you think you know, but let me assure you, it’s fuckin’ wrong.”

She narrowed her eyes. “I have been sworn to secrecy, so I cannot tell you exactly what I think of you. Total bummer for me.”

“So me asking you to text me when Tate gets home isn’t gonna happen?”

She slammed the door, and I was left staring at wood.

I turned and jogged the block and a half to my parents’, walking inside and heading to the kitchen. Mom was at the island, sipping a cup of tea, while Dad stood at the stove stir-frying veggies.

“Hi, love, this is a nice surprise.”

I walked over to my mother and kissed her cheek. “How are you feeling?”

“Better, love, thank you.”

Dad gave me a chin lift. “Where you been?”

I sat on the stool beside Mom. “Trying to get Tate to forgive me.”

“How’d that go?” Mom asked.

“About as bad as I thought it would.”

She reached over and cupped my face. “Sorry, darling.”

“You still gonna try?” Dad asked.

“Yeah.”

He grinned. “Proud of you, kid.”

“Don’t speak too soon,” I retorted. “Plenty of time to fuck it up even worse.”

“You got a flight tomorrow, right?” Dad asked.

“Yeah. Gotta be in Portland at noon.”

My day job, which happened to also be my passion, was flying. I flew helicopters for pretty much anyone who paid my exorbitant fuel costs, and it meant I had not only been able to buy my own rig, I’d also been able to save a nice nest egg over the past few years. 

I had also trained in the Bell 412 which were often used to fight fires, and I’d spent some time fighting fires in California a few years ago. I’d been the youngest pilot at the time, and I’d loved every second of the danger. 

My parents, however, had not.

“You still good to set up for family night?” Dad asked.

I nodded. “Yeah. Not a problem.”

The club hosted a family night once a month and opened its doors to every member and their family. Close friends were also encouraged to attend, so it was usually crowded, and always a good time.

“Are you going to be here for dinner tonight?” Mom asked.

“No. I’m gonna try and talk Tate into letting me take her out.”

She smiled. “Okay, love.”

“I’m gonna head home and grab a shower, then try Tate again.”

“Go easy, darling,” Mom warned.

“I will, Mama. Just gotta make it right,” I said, kissing her cheek, then made my way home.

Three years ago, I’d bought a crappy little ranch on Lakeshore. It had three bedrooms and two bathrooms, a great view of the river and a basement. The bones were good, but the aesthetic was stuck firmly in the eighties. I was young, single, and never took women back to my place, so it was still stuck in the eighties. I just didn’t give a fuck.

Not to mention, I spent most of my time at the club... or my parents’. Walking in now, however, I looked at it in a new way. 

Tate would fuckin’ hate it and I suddenly needed to make it better. 

* * *
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Tate

I hit bumper-to-bumper traffic on my way home from my interview, and I cursed Flash for that. It wasn’t his fault, obviously, but I still blamed him. And I blamed him because I was stuck in fucking Portland traffic which meant all I had time to do was think.

About him.

Fucker.

I was on I-5 and in the middle lane, almost to the spot where the HOV lane ended which meant I could get up to a decent speed. However, traffic suddenly came to a standstill.

“No, no, no, no, no,” I ground out.

I saw the red flashing lights and dropped my head back against the headrest just as my phone rang. It was my sister.

“Hey, Hayden,” I bit out.

“That doesn’t sound good,” she said. “I take it you’re stuck in traffic?”

“Yes. You know why?” I growled.

“Why?”

“Fucking bridge lift.”

“On a Thursday afternoon during rush hour?”

“Yes,” I hissed.

“Sorry, sis.”

“It is what it is,” I breathed out. “What’s up?”

“I just wanted to see how your interview went.”

I rolled my eyes. “Liar.”

“Busted.” She laughed. “I want the low-down on the Flash situation.”

“There is no situation, Hayden. He needs to take a long walk off a short pier.”

“What did he say to you?”

“Some bullshit about not sleeping with Madison Payne. How he would—” I sat up and scowled. “Hayden Walters Burke, who did you tell?”

“Krrr, shwhwhaaaa, you’re breaking up, I can’t hear you.”

“Hayden! Did you tell Flash—”

“I would never!” she admonished.

“Well, you told someone,” I accused. “Because I have told no one but you.”

A deep sigh came over the speaker. “I may have mentioned it to Tillie.”

“Hayden!” I squealed.

“She’s my best friend, and I’d had wine.”

“How long ago did this happen?”

“Forever ago.”

I groaned.

“When did Tillie tell Flash?”

“No clue,” Hayden admitted. “I’ll text her and find out, though.”

“No,” I snapped. “I have never been more humiliated in my life, I’d rather no one ever mention it again, so let’s not talk to Tillie, mmmk? I think you’ve already told her more than you should have.”

The bridge started to lower, and we were finally moving.

“Sorry, honey, seriously.”

“It’s fine.” I sighed. “I’m going to hang up now. I’ll be home soon.”

We rang off and I headed home, dragging myself inside ahead of my mother. She walked in just as I slid my shoes off.

“Hey, sweetie,” she said. “How did the interview go?”

“I think it went well,” I said. “There were several people interviewing, so I have no idea how I did up against any of them, though.”

“What will be will be.”

I smiled. That was my mother’s mantra about everything. “Yep.”

“Dad and I are going out, so you’re on your own for dinner.”

“Sounds good,” I said. “I’m going to get into yoga pants and then I’m going to eat a tub of ice cream.”

Mom laughed as she followed me up the stairs. “Glad to hear you’re making good choices.”

We crested the stairs just as Hayden opened her bedroom door. “Hey.”

“Hey,” I said. 

Mom stood between us and frowned. “What happened?”

“Nothing,” Hayden and I said in stereo. 

Mom raised her hands. “Work it out,” she ordered, then closed herself into her bedroom.

I said nothing, walking into my room with Hayden following.

“I’m really sorry, sissy. Seriously.”

“I know,” I said, unzipping my skirt and sliding it off.

Hayden sat criss-cross on my bed and settled her chin in her palm. “I’m actually surprised Tillie said anything to him.”

“I don’t want to talk about this,” I said, dropping my clothes into my dry-cleaning pile.

She shrugged. “What are you going to do when he shows up?”

“Hide.”

Hayden wrinkled her nose. “I think you should talk to him.”

“Hayden—”

“What’s the worst that could happen?”

I could believe his lies, kneel at his feet, and beg for him to take me.

“I’m just sick of being hurt by him,” I said out loud, keeping my internal thoughts to myself. 

“Then resolve it.”

“How?” I cried.

“I don’t know,” she said. “You were national debate champion three years running, you’re the words expert.”

“Why are you pushing this?” I asked, pulling on a pair of sweats and a T-shirt.

“He looks like a lost puppy, is all.”

“If I talk to him, Hayden, then I never want to hear his name uttered by you again.” I pulled the bobby pins out of my hair and wrapped it into a scrunchy. “We will be done with Flash Wallace, forever.”

She crossed herself like a Catholic. “Amen.”

I rolled my eyes. “And no more telling Tillie Quinn my secrets.”

“She’s not a gossip, Tate.”

“I know, but the club sticks together and we, the outsiders, will never win. You have to be careful what you say.”

“You really are a lawyer.”

I cocked my head. “Thank you.”

“That wasn’t a compliment,” she grumbled.

“I know,” I replied. “I’m going to take my makeup off. How about you make all of this up to me and make us grilled cheese sandwiches?”

“Fine,” she breathed out and climbed off my bed. “But you get only one kind of cheese.”

I chuckled and stepped into my bathroom while she went off to make our snack.
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Tate

Hayden had just opened a bottle of wine when the doorbell rang, and I checked the front door camera to see Flash outside.

“I’ll make myself scarce,” Hayden said, reaching for the bottle.

“Nope,” I said, smacking her hand, and dragging her out of the kitchen. “No treat for you until this whole mess is over.”

“Aw, Mom,” she moaned, stomping up the stairs.

I pulled open the front door and forced myself not to lick my lips. “You have two minutes.”

Flash wore dark jeans, motorcycle boots, and a tight, black, ribbed Henley. He was stunning.

He frowned. “Thought I was taking you to dinner.”

“I never agreed to that.” I waved my hand. “Come in. Let’s get this over with.”

“Where is everyone?” he asked, walking inside.

“Mom and Dad have date night and Hayden is hiding.” I crossed my arms. “Your two minutes start now.”

“I did not sleep with Madison.”

“I saw you.”

“When?” he demanded.

“The night of the block party.”

He frowned. “Graduation?”

“Yes.”

“How could you have seen something that never happened, Tate?”

I threw my hands in the air. “You disappeared. Your mom was looking for you, so I offered to find you. I opened your bedroom door to find you ramming your thing into Madison.”

“My thing?”

“Your,” I pointed to his crotch, “Thing.”

He stared at me for several seconds, before he grinned slowly.

“Stop it,” I hissed.

“We’ll put a pin in the thing...” He grimaced and shook his head. “I mean, we’ll loop back to that later.”

I rolled my eyes, and he took my hand. 

“What are you doing?” I asked, trying to pull away from him.

He held me tighter. “Look at me.”

I met his eyes with a huff.

“Madison dumped a cup of soda on me, so I went upstairs to clean up. I walked out of my bathroom to find her buck-naked on my bed.”

“What?” I rasped.

He nodded. “I told her to get the fuck out of my room and she responded by yanking the towel off me. What I think you saw was me trying to get it back from her. At no time have I ever rammed my... thing... into Madison Payne. I have a hard and fast rule that I will never disrespect my mother by fucking someone in her home, Tate, you know this. If I was going to break that rule for anyone, it sure as shit wasn’t gonna be Madison Payne.”

I was dying to know who he’d break it for, but I refrained from asking.

“Why didn’t you just ask me what happened with Madison?” he continued.

“I think I was just so stunned.” I had made the decision to tell him how I felt that night, mostly because I knew that whichever way he responded, I’d be able to process his answer away from home. I was leaving for college the next day, so I’d decided to throw caution to the wind. “I mean, I thought I saw you going for someone I would never be able to compete with—”

“Because there is no competition, Tate,” Flash interrupted. “There never was. You’re worlds above her.”

“Well, that’s not entirely true. She’s blonde, curvy, all tits and ass, and wanted by every man who sees her.”

“Not true.”

“Totally true,” I argued. 

“I have never wanted Madison.”

“Never?”

“Never,” he confirmed.

“Well, then what the hell’s wrong with you?”

He chuckled. “I have always recognized that she doesn’t live in the real world. She’s a pathological liar, and although I know it’s a defense mechanism, I figured out I couldn’t trust her back when all that shit went down with her dad.”

We’d had a pretty nasty fight about it in sixth grade. We’d worked things out, but the drama with Madison wasn’t totally over... ever.

“So, her dad wasn’t hitting her?” I asked.

“Oh, yeah, he was. He was also a porn dealer.”

“What?” I whispered.

Flash sighed. “He made dirty movies and I think he might have been grooming her to eventually be his star, but that’s all shit I figured out later. When we were twelve, I had no idea she was manipulating me into doing more than I should have been. I was lucky my dad got wise and stepped in. I didn’t know shit at that age and Madison exploited that.”

“She was also twelve,” I pointed out.

“Yeah,” he said with a sigh. “And she was too young to know what she knew.”

“You think?”

“Yeah, I do. That doesn’t excuse the fact she was a total cunt to you, Tate, but she didn’t know any better.”

I wrinkled my nose. “You’re so gracious.”

“Not gracious enough to put up with her shit, Tate. Don’t saint me just yet.”

“Can we back up to the part about her being a cunt to me? How did you know about that?”

We’d all been at a middle school party and Madison had asked if I could help her with something, luring me into the pantry and locking me in. I was stuck in a dark, dank closet for what felt like hours while I heard laughing on the other side.

“She told me. Well, sort of.”

I gasped. “What? Really?”

“A little pissed you didn’t tell me, but we’re moving forward, so I’ll let that go for the moment.”

“You’re getting sidetracked,” I admonished. “What did Madison tell you?”

“She told me the door was stuck and you’d gone in there to wait for Mark Rivera for your seven minutes in heaven.”

“I absolutely did not.” My blood ran cold. “Oh my god, Flash, did you actually believe her?”

“Of course not. She told me she had to get a screwdriver to unscrew the door.”

“You can’t unscrew a door,” I scoffed.

He chuckled. “No shit. That was the moment I cut all ties with her. At least, as far as jumping when she told me to.”

“Seriously?” I squeaked.

“Yeah, baby. It’s always been you. No one was ever going to treat you like shit on my watch. Probably why she pulled that stunt the night of the graduation party.”

He looked sincere.

No. Nope, he had to be lying.

I dropped my head, but Flash squeezed my hand. “Tater Tot.”

“Don’t.”

He stepped closer to me. “Talk to me, Tate. I want to make this right.”

“Why?”

“Seriously?”

I met his eyes again. “Okay. Fine.”

“Tate,” he breathed out.

“What, Flash? What does this solve? Even if you didn’t sleep with Madison, it changes nothing.” 

“I miss my friend, Tate. I miss... us.”

“There is no us.”

He leaned in. “It. Never. Happened.”

“Flash—”

“Never.” He stepped closer. “Ever.” Closer again. “Never.”

I stepped back but he followed. “What are you doing?”

“Hopefully, making you understand it never happened.”

I bit my lip. “But if it never happened, then I’ve been planning your murder for no reason.”

Flash dropped his head back and laughed. “Jesus, woman, you’re funny.”

I wrinkled my nose. “I’m not joking.”

His smile softened and he slid his hand to my cheek. “If you’d said something back then, we could have avoided all of this.”

“I tried,” I growled.

He sighed. “Yeah, you’re right. I’m sorry I didn’t figure it out, Tater. I was an idiot.”

“It doesn’t matter,” I whispered.

“Why doesn’t it matter?”

“Because the damage is done.”

“Is it?” He stroked my pulse. 

I let out a frustrated grunt. “It’s not like you did anything wrong, Flash.” 

“And yet...”

“And yet...?”

“You’re hurt,” he deduced.

“Yeah. It’s irrational,” I breathed out.

“Not irrational,” he said, then frowned. “But you didn’t tell me you were in love with me, Tate and that’s totally uncool.”

“I’m not in love with you,” I lied.

“Well, that sucks.”

I rolled my eyes. “Why does that suck?”

He leaned in again. “Because I’m in love with you.”

I gasped just as his mouth covered mine and he took advantage of that, sliding his tongue against mine. It took me a second to recover and I pushed him away, stepping back for space. “Why the hell did you do that?”

“Have I got your attention now, Tate?”

I narrowed my eyes and let out a hiss. “Are you trying to teach me a lesson?”

He crossed his arms. “That depends.”

“On what?”

“You gonna pull your head outta your ass long enough to hash this out with me?”

I jabbed a finger at him. “You are beyond the pale, Parker Wallace.”

“I love you, Tate. How is that beyond the pale?”

“Because you’re lying.”

“Let me be clear, baby, because we are never going to have this particular conversation again. I have never, not once, ever lied to you.”

I shivered when he called me ‘baby,’ and I didn’t like the power he had over me. “Then why are you starting now?” I retorted.

“Do you really think I’m lying to you?” he challenged.

“I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I don’t actually know you anymore, Flash.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Do you think I ever lied to you back then?”

“Well...” I sighed and reluctantly admitted, “No.”

“So, what makes you think I’d start lying to you now?”

He had a point, but I wasn’t done being mad at him, so I didn’t respond.

“Tate?”

“Yes, Flash?” I whispered. 

“Look at me.”

“Nope, I’m good,” I said to my feet.

His boots appeared in my sightline as he touched his feet to mine. “What do you want, Tate?”

“From you?”

“Sure, we’ll start with that.” He cupped my chin and put gentle pressure on it, so that I’d raise it to meet his eyes. 

Lordy, he was pretty. 

“You interested in exploring something past our friendship?” he asked.

I shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“You willin’ to take the time to work this shit out?”

I bit my lip. “I don’t know.”

“What’s stopping you?”

“I hated you until about three minutes ago, so I’m not sure I can move past that.”

Flash smiled. “You said, ‘hated,’ not ‘hate.’ That’s a good start.”

I forced myself not to smile, purposely frowning instead. “But we can’t just pick up where we left off.”

“Why not?”

“Because the trust has been broken,” I rasped.

“But it was broken for no reason,” he pointed out, stroking my cheek. “I’m willing to try and fix that, are you?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know much, do you?” he teased.

“Not when it comes to you and how I feel about you, no. Everything’s topsy-turvy right now.”

“I get it,” he said. “But I miss you, Tate. Don’t you miss me?”

“Like warm cinnamon rolls,” I admitted.

“Huh?”

“Nothing,” I breathed out.

He smiled. “Since we both miss each other, how about we quit doin’ that and work on being together?”

I wrinkled my nose. “I guess I don’t have anything better to do.”

Flash chuckled. “That’s the spirit.”

“How do we do this, exactly?”

“You’ve never dated anyone?”

I let out a quiet snort. “I have never dated a biker, and I’ve never dated you, so I have no idea where to start.”

“We start with me takin’ you to dinner.”

I shook my head. “I think we need to slow this down.”

“We haven’t even started.”

I nodded, meeting his eyes. “And, honestly, I don’t know if it’s something I want.”

“I don’t think that’s true.”

“Well, at the very least, I need time to process this.”

“How much time?”

“As long as it takes, Flash.”

He sighed, closing his eyes, then giving me a quick nod. “I’m gonna go. But tomorrow I’m gonna take you to dinner, yeah?”

I pressed my lips into a thin line. “Okay.”

He ran his knuckles down my cheek and smiled. “I’ll pick you up at six.”

“Okay.”

He walked out my door and I fell against it with a sigh. 

What the hell just happened?

* * *
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Flash

LRG shook my hand and smiled. “That was unreal!”

“I’m glad you enjoyed it. Sorry for the scare over Tacoma.”

“That was one of the best parts. Right, Lane?” 

His assistant, Lane Samuels, accompanied us on the flight round trip from Portland to Seattle and gave him a reluctant nod. We’d hit a bit of a wind surge over Tacoma, scaring Lane to near tears which LRG seemed somewhat amused by. 

I didn’t like this and took a minute to pull the woman aside once we landed in Seattle to make sure she was okay. She’d seemed put out by my question, which admittedly irritated me, but I tried not to show her that irritation.

LRG pulled me away from his assistant and slid an envelope into my hand. “A bonus for today. My card’s in there as well. I’d like to talk to you about flying for me exclusively.”

“I don’t do exclusive,” I reminded him.

“So you’ve said. But everyone has a price and I plan to find yours.”

I wanted to hit him. 

I refrained.

“I’m glad you enjoyed the flight,” I said, nodding toward the elevator and the man in a suit standing with his arms crossed. “I believe your car is waiting.”

He reached out his hand and I shook it with a forced smile.

“Thanks again, Parker, right?”

“Right.”

He waved his finger toward me. “Do I know you? I feel like I know you. Have you flown me before?”

“I can say with confidence I’ve never flown with you before, Mr. LRG.”

“Call me ‘G,’” he said with a chuckle. “All my friends call me ‘G.’”

I nodded, forcing a smile. 

Jesus, what a douche.

I waited for him and Lane to step into the elevator before I shoved the envelope in my jacket pocket, climbing back into the helo, and firing her up. It was a quick flight back to base, which meant I ran into Stick. Craig ‘Stick’ Brentwood was thirty-nine, single because he liked a variety of women (his words), and British. Not high-born British like my mother (also his words) but working class.

We were partners in the helo, and it meant we shared both the cost and the profits. The only thing we kept separate were any tips we received. 

“Hey, brother,” I said.

“Hey.” He grinned and gave me a fist bump. “Short flight?”

“Yeah.”

“Was he as much of a dick as he sounded?”

I chuckled. “More douche than dick.”

“Better you than me, then.”

“This is absolutely true.”

He laughed. “Right, you want me to put her away?”

I frowned. “I thought you had a flight?”

“Fucker canceled ten minutes ago.”

“So, money for nothin’,” I said. 

Clients were required to give a fifty-percent deposit, and a percentage of that was non-refundable, depending on when their flight is canceled. Because this guy canceled day of, he lost his entire deposit.

“Money for nothing,” he confirmed. “I’ll put her away, you can head home.”

“Thanks, brother,” I said. 

Since I was early, I pulled my phone out, excited to see Tate early, but found a text from her canceling.

Tate: Got an interview. Raincheck on dinner?

Me: Sure. Call me after.

Forcing aside my disappointment, I dialed my sister. She answered on the first ring. 

“Hey.”

“Hey,” I said.

“What’s up?”

“Remember how you’ve been begging to—”

“Finally get rid of the shitty eighties crap in your house?” she squeaked.

I laughed. “How the hell did you know that’s what I was going to say.”

“What else have I ever begged you for?”

“You might have a point.”

“I’ll meet you at your place,” she said. “When?”

I checked my watch. “One hour?”

“That’ll work.”

I rang off and started my truck, making my way home, pulling into my driveway right behind my sister. Her head was buried in the back of her SUV, and I heard Tenley’s squeals of laughter from the inside.

I climbed out of my truck just as Poppy emerged from hers, carrying Tenley who immediately reached for me, and I pulled her into my arms pulling her close. “Hey, Tenny Penny.”

Poppy locked up her car and grinned, slinging her bag over her shoulder. “How much money do I have to work with? And what was LRG like?”

I rolled my eyes. “LRG told me to call him ‘G.’”

“Isn’t he, like, twelve and a pasty red-head?”

“That he is,” I confirmed.

“Ew, what a douche.”

“Agreed,” I said, unlocking the front door and pushing it open, stepping back and letting my sister walk inside before me. “And as far as budget... I’m still not sure where to start,” I admitted, closing the door behind me.

“Mama.” Tenley pitched toward Poppy who dropped her bag on the floor and caught her, settling her on her hip.

“What do you want to accomplish?” Poppy asked.

“Honestly? I want Tate to feel comfortable.”

She smiled gently. “Then she needs a say.”

“Yeah, I get it, but I can’t bring her here with it lookin’ like this, sissy.”

“Well, I’d start with having Dad order a couple of the recruits to come in and clean it from top to bottom.” She pointed to the recliner in the middle of the living room. “I’d trash that and buy a nice sectional. If she doesn’t like it, you can put it in the basement. Second, buy me some gift cards and I’ll shop for some nice towels and dishes because you’re seriously lacking in that department.”

“Jesus, that’s an understatement,” I hissed out.

“Are you guys official?” she asked.

I shook my head. “I haven’t even convinced her to go to dinner.”

Poppy gave me a sympathetic smile. “I’m sorry, buddy. Boy-girl stuff sucks.”

“Yeah,” I agreed.

She faced me. “You really love her, huh?”

“Yeah. Wish I’d figured it out earlier.” I dragged my hands down my face. “Kinda been a dumbass.”

She shrugged. “It’s in your DNA.”

I rolled my eyes. “Dad’s not a dumbass.”

“Yeah, but Devon was.” She grinned. “Okay, we have a plan. You lock down Tate, then you can move forward on a full-scale reno.”

I met my sister’s eyes and finally voiced my biggest fear, “What if I can’t lock her down?”

Poppy sighed. “Let me fill you in on a little secret. Tate isn’t dating anyone. She never really did long-term.”

“How do you know that?”

“Dude, I’m your sister, and I’m nosey as hell.” She rolled her eyes. “You know this. She and I are all up in each other’s business on social media, so I did a quick stalk after I saw you at the club.”

“She could have dated a lot of people and erased any evidence,” I pointed out.

“I can, with some authority, confidently say she didn’t. Tate and I are of the same ilk, and we are the ilk that once we fall in love, little brother, we tend to pine. Trust me, when I say, that girl’s been pining for you since the second her vagina had tingles.”

I groaned. “Jesus, Poppy, Tate’s vagina is not an approved subject of discussion for you.”

She grinned as she shrugged. “Whatever. She might make you work for it, and she should, but you’re gonna get her. Promise. And my kids are finally going to have little cousins to play with.” She turned in a circle with Tenley and asked her, “Do you want a little cousin Tenny Penny?”

“Cousin!” she squealed, having no concept of what that meant.

I chuckled. “Okay, okay. I hope you’re right.”

“I am,” she said.

For the next hour, Poppy and I walked around my house and she made a list of everything that needed to be done and bought to make my house habitable for Tate. I had a feeling my credit card was going to take a major hit before she was done.
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Tate

Two days later, I stepped out of the shower to find a text from Flash. 

Flash: Dinner?

Me: Tonight?

Flash: Yeah. 7?

I smiled. Hell, yes, I wanted to go to dinner with him. Since I’d had to cancel our first real date last-minute this would be our makeup, and I couldn’t wait to see him.

I wasn’t gonna let him know that, though.

I turned and walked back into my bathroom. I was gonna make him sweat a little. 

I looked in the mirror and frowned.

Shit.

I rushed back into my room and picked up my phone. I couldn’t play games. It just wasn’t in my nature.

Me: 7 works.

Flash: See you then.

That gave me one hour to look fabulous. 

One hour.

Crap!

Rushing to my door, I pulled it open, yelling, “Hayden! Emergency!”

My sister pulled her own door open, her face covered in an avocado mask. “What happened?”

“I have one hour to look like sex on wheels.”

She smiled slowly. “Let me wash my face real quick.”

* * *
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Flash knocked on the door just before seven. My parents had taken their RV down to Oregon for the weekend, so Hayden, Theo, and I had the house to ourselves until Monday.

I squared my shoulders and pulled open the door, biting the inside of my cheek to keep from sighing out loud. He was delicious. A black, tight Henley, dark jeans and his signature motorcycle boots fit his body like they were made for him, and his black leather club vest gave him an edge, softening his prettiness. But, boy the man was beautiful anyway. He couldn’t help it.

“Hey,” he said, his eyes raking over me. “You look beautiful.”

I’d decided on dark skinny jeans, knee-high black boots, and an emerald green off the shoulder sweater. Hayden had pulled my hair into a high ponytail and let me borrow her coveted emerald earrings our grandmother had given her.

I bit my lip. “Thank you. You look nice too.”

“I figured we’d go down to the restaurant on the waterfront. You know, by the walk out?”

I grinned. “Oh my god, I love that place.”

“Awesome.” 

I followed him out to his 1969 Ford F-250 and I grinned. I was so happy he still had it. It was the prettiest blue I’d ever seen on a vehicle. He’d spent hours upon hours restoring it with his dad, and their expertise showed. The truck was probably worth ten times what they paid for it, but Flash had always said he’d never sell it.

“I’m so glad you still have your truck.”

He chuckled, holding the passenger side door for me. “I told you I’d never sell it.”

“You sure did.” I climbed into the cab and Flash closed me in before walking to the driver’s side and sliding in beside me.

We didn’t really speak as we drove downtown. A little small talk, but nothing of significance. The air was charged between us but neither of us seemed able to do anything about it. And, honestly, I’m not sure either of us wanted to. 

It was kind of exciting.

Flash parked the truck and made his way to my door to help me down. I caught my heel on the running board, forcing him to wrap an arm around my waist to catch me, and I couldn’t stop myself from throwing my arms around his neck and planting my mouth on his.

He slid his hand to my neck, stroking my pulse as his tongue pressed against the seam of my lips. I opened my mouth for him, and he took full advantage, kissing me as he held me against the truck. I slid my fingers into his hair, forcing myself to break the kiss and dropping my forehead to his.

“Sorry,” I panted out.

He smiled, giving me a gentle squeeze. “Why are you apologizing to me?”

“I’m not,” I said. “I’m apologizing to me. I promised myself I wasn’t going to jump your bones until I made you sweat a little.”

“Fuck me, baby,” he hissed with a laugh. “You are makin’ me sweat.”

“I still want to take things slow.”

“We will, Tate. It’s all good. Just talk to me.” He cupped my face. “I’m still your best friend. I’ve still got your back. None of that ever changed, at least, on my end.”

“It didn’t change on my end, either.”

“Okay, then, we’ll move at your pace on the physical stuff, but I need you to guide me, okay?” 

I licked my lips and nodded. “Okay.”

He grinned. “I’m gonna kiss you again. Okay?”

I smiled and nodded again.

He kissed me gently but far too quickly and then locked up his truck and led me into the restaurant. We were seated by the window and had an unobstructed view of the water. The sun was just starting to set, and it was so pretty. 

“We live in the most beautiful place on earth,” I breathed out.

Flash grinned. “Yeah, I think you might be right.”

I settled my chin in my palm and studied him. “I’ve missed you.”

He smiled. “Missed you too, Tater.”

Our server arrived and took our order, walking away after pouring us water. Flash reached over the table and linked his fingers with mine. “Can I ask you something?”

I nodded.

“Prom.”

I sighed, leaning back. “What about it?”

“Were you sick?”

I glanced out at the water, but he squeezed my hand, drawing my focus back to him. 

“No,” I admitted.

“Were you even planning on going in the first place?”

I dropped my eyes. “No.”

“What did you do all night?”

I felt my cheeks burn as I met his eyes. “Ate an entire gallon of mint chocolate chip ice cream, while I listened to Melody Morgan’s latest album on repeat and cried.”

“Fuck. I’m sorry, Tate.” He squeezed my hand. “Jesus, I was an ass.”

“Yeah,” I breathed out.

His lip twitched. “Didn’t sleep with Nora either.”

“Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

“Why not?” I asked. “She totally would have.”

“Yeah, I know.” He leaned forward more. “But I couldn’t.”

“Why not?”

Flash shrugged. “By senior year, she was kind of the school bike.”

“What does that mean?”

“Everyone had had a ride.”

“Flash!” I hissed but admittedly trying not to laugh. “That’s horrible.”

“I know. But it was true.” He shrugged. “She wanted more than I was willing to give, and I just wasn’t willing to lead her on.”

“I can appreciate that,” I said, and I smiled.

That was Flash. Honest to the core, and yes, he was a biker, but he was also a gentleman. He’d been raised right, and he might be a little thick headed at times, but he was ultimately a good guy.

“What’s your week like?” he asked.

“I have another interview on Tuesday, but otherwise, I’m studying. What about you?”

“Flights Tuesday and Thursday, club meeting on Wednesday. Weekend’s free.”

I grinned. “So’s mine.”

“Wanna spend it with me?”

“Yes,” I whispered.

“Awesome.”

The rest of the night was spent in comfortable conversation and good food. By the time Flash took me home, my belly was full, and I had a happy buzz on from the wine.

I really wanted to wrap myself around him and stay all night, but like the gentleman he was, he dropped me home, kissing me on my parents’ porch, and waiting for me to walk inside before leaving. 

* * *
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Tuesday afternoon, I’d had another interview... in Portland. Surprisingly, the afternoon commuter gridlock hadn’t made me want to murder bunnies. However, I didn’t let the unusually open road lure me into a false sense of security because it was all a lie. The drive would be a nightmare and I had to take that into consideration if I took the job.

Provided I was even offered it to begin with.

I dragged myself up to my room and changed, walking into the kitchen just as my brother stepped through the back door with this week’s cheerleader on his arm. 

“Hey, Theo.”

“Hey, sis. This is Maeve.”

“Hi Maeve. It’s nice to meet you.”

She smiled and nodded. “Nice to meet you too.”

“We’re heading to a movie. Mom and Dad are on a date and Hayden’s getting ready for work. Bye.”

He walked away and I waved, even though he didn’t see me. 

“Have a good time,” I said to his retreating back.

I couldn’t stop a chuckle.

I had just opened the fridge to find something to make for dinner when my doorbell pealed. I headed to the front door and checked the peephole. I grinned and pulled open the door. “Hi.”

Flash grinned. “Hey, baby.”

“I thought you had a flight.”

“I did. Got back early.”

“Come in,” I said, stepping back. 

He stepped inside, leaning down to kiss me quickly. “You wanna go out to dinner?”

I shook my head. “I’m in yoga pants, bud. That means I’m going nowhere that doesn’t involve my sofa.”

He waggled his eyebrows. “You wanna make-out on the sofa and I’ll get you out of those yoga pants?”

“Slow your roll. If we’re really going to try and do this, then we can’t rush it.”

Flash nodded. “Works for me.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Really?”

He grinned. “Yeah, baby. I can wait. I want you to know you’re making the right decision.”

I sighed and bit my lip. “This is weird.”

“Not weird.” Flash leaned down, kissing the little freckle at the corner of my mouth. “More of a beautiful beginning.”

“Is Jamie rubbing off on you?”

Flash’s younger brother was a beautiful soul. It didn’t take long to figure that out, although, looking at him would belie the fact he was artistic and sensitive, as he looked just as much the badass as his brother and father. But he was also a musician who wrote incredible songs that made you want to crawl inside his guitar.

He grinned. “Would that be a bad thing?”

“No. I adore your brother.”

“Oh, I’m aware,” he grumbled. “Everyone does.”

“I actually loved him more than you, up until about a week ago,” I sassed.

“And now?”

“You’ve inched him out.” I patted his chest. “For the moment.”

“Are you and Flash still canoodling?” my sister bellowed down the stairs.

“How did she know I was here?” he asked.

“Doorbell cam,” I said, then bellowed up the stairs. “Are you still eavesdropping?”

“Hell, yes, I am.”

“Then you should already have the answer to your dumbass question,” I growled.

I heard my sister’s laugh, loud at the top of the stairs, then it ebbed as she closed the door to her bedroom. 

“You sure you don’t want to go out to dinner?” Flash asked.

“Honestly, I’m totally fried from my interview. Pizza and a movie here?”

“As long as you let me buy.”

I nodded. “Works for me.”

* * *
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An hour later, I was curled up against Flash, the remnants of the pizza in the boxes in the middle of the coffee table and a couple of beer bottles next to them.

My sister had grabbed some pizza on her way out the door which gave me and Flash privacy. Not that we necessarily needed it. We loaded up an old Clint Eastwood movie and ate in relative silence.

Now he had his arm around me, and he was stroking the back of my neck, which felt incredibly nice. I dropped my head on his shoulder and tucked my legs under me, leaning heavily against him. As much as I tried, I couldn’t stop myself from yawning.

Flash gave me a gentle squeeze. “I wore you out already? We haven’t even done anything fun.”

I chuckled. “This was fun.”

“Just wait until I can show you real fun.”

“Can’t wait,” I whispered, closing my eyes.

“Don’t fall asleep.”

“Too late.”

He kissed the top of my head. “Your parents are gonna be home soon, right?”

I sighed. “Yeah.”

“I should probably get goin’.”

“Yeah,” I said, but slid my hand over his waist and squeezed.

“What are you doin’ Thursday night?”

“What I’m doing every night... studying for the Bar.”

“Do you take breaks?” he asked.

“Sometimes,” I joked.

“I have a flight, but I should be back by five, so you wanna do somethin’?”

“Helicopter or plane?”

“Helo.”

“Mmm, sexy,” I mused, closing my eyes again.

“I’ll take you up soon.”

“Nope, I’m good, thanks.”

“Baby, it’s safer than driving.”

“Says you,” I retorted.

“You still scared of bikes?”

“You bet your ass.”

My fear of bikes came after he’d bit it quite badly during a motocross race sophomore year. He’d broken his arm and a couple of ribs and had been knocked out for a few very tense seconds. It had scared the absolute shit out of me, and I’d refused to ever watch him race again. 

He shifted me so he could kiss my temple. “I’m gonna change that.”

“Good luck with that.”

He chuckled, leaning down to kiss me gently, as I slid my hand up his chest and stroked his pulse.

“I should go.”

“Yeah,” I said, leaning up to kiss him again.

His hand tightened around my waist as he slipped his tongue between my lips, deepening the kiss just as I heard the beep of the alarm indicating the front door opening.

I broke the kiss with a sigh and Flash smiled gently. “I’m gonna go.”

I nodded, licking my lips as I reluctantly peeled myself away from his body. We both stood and I led him to the front door.

“Oh, hello, Flash,” Mom said, kicking her shoes into the corner. “How are you?”

“I’m great, Mrs. Burke, thanks.”

He shook my dad’s hand, and I knew Dad would grill me the second Flash was gone.

“How was your date?” I asked my parents.

“It was good,” Dad said, smiling. “You still flying, Flash?”

“Yes, sir. I actually have a flight Thursday.”

“That’s great. Are you riding with your dad’s club?”

“Sure am. You should come to family night sometime,” Flash said.

Dad chuckled, glancing at me. “We haven’t done that in a while. Might be fun.”

“Well, Flash was just leaving,” I said, earning an eyebrow raise from Flash.

“Yeah, I should get going,” he confirmed, and after he said goodbye to my parents, I walked him out onto the porch.

“Call me when you get home,” I bossed.

He chuckled. “Call or text?”

“Call,” I breathed out. “I want proof of life.”

“Okay, baby,” he said, stroking my cheek. 

“No kiss?” I asked.

“Camera doorbell, baby. Wanna be respectful of your parents.”

I smiled. “Make up for it Thursday?”

“You bet.”

He chuckled and I watched him get in his truck and drive away. The second I couldn’t see him anymore, I stepped back inside and locked the door behind me, turning to find my dad standing in the foyer, his arms crossed, watching me.

“What?” I asked, a little more defensively than I should have.

“I thought you hated Flash Wallace.”

I sighed. “I know. I did. But I hated him based on incorrect information.”

“What information?”

“Totally not important,” I bit out. “I was being unkind, but he cared about me enough to hash it out with me.”

“I don’t like it when you’re not happy, Tate, so you need to lead me on this.”

I wrapped my arms around his waist. “I know, Daddy, but we’re good. It’s just going to take a little time to get back to normal.” My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out. “It’s Flash. Are we good?”

He squeezed my chin gently. “We’re good, honey.”

I answered my phone as I rushed up the stairs. “Hi.”

“Hey,” Flash said.

“I take it you got home safe?” I deduced.

“I did,” he said. “It was hairy, though. Almost got taken out by a crow.”

I wrinkled my nose. “As long as they don’t touch the face.”

He chuckled. “I’ll be sure to wear a helmet going forward.”

We had a few seconds of silence before Flash guessed I was mulling something over.

“What, baby?”

I bit my lip. “My dad’s worried.”

“That’s understandable,” he said. “Are you worried?”

“Now that you’re not in front of me? Yes.”

“I’m gonna change that, Tate. Promise.”

“I can honestly say I’m looking forward to that,” I breathed out.

“Jesus, me too.”

I chuckled. “I accept all types of chocolate-related bribes.”

“Oh, I remember,” he said. 

“Or Cinnabon.”

He laughed. “Okay.”

“You should go.”

“I got a couple minutes,” he said.

I bit my lip. “I really missed you.”

“Same.”

I squeezed my eyes shut and whispered, “I’m so sorry, Parker.”

“Water under the bridge, baby. We’re moving forward.”

“But I chose to jump to conclusions rather than talk to you.”

“Well, this is true.”

I gasped. “Parker Connor Wallace, you were supposed to say something contrary about how I hung the moon for you, and I have never done anything wrong.”

He laughed. “Sorry. I’ll try to remember that next time.”

“Goobers.”

“Whadidya just call me?”

This time it was my time to laugh. “Goobers candy,” I corrected. “You can buy me some to make it up to me.”

“Okay, baby, I’ll buy you a case of Goobers.”

“Thanks.” I smiled. “As much as I hate to do it, I need to let you go. I’ll be pissed if you crash your helicopter because I kept you up all night.”

“Yeah, that would not be good. I’ll text you tomorrow and we’ll figure out dinner.”

“Can’t wait.”

“Love you, Tate.”

I bit my lip. “Love you too.”

“See you tomorrow.”

“Okay. Bye.”

I hung up and flopped onto my pillows a grin from ear to ear as my heart soared.
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Flash

I woke up earlier than my alarm, my dick hard as a rock, probably due to the dream I’d had starring Tate Burke and her glorious tits. Jesus, I needed more from her, and I needed it quick, but I also knew I’d wait for as long as she needed me to.

After taking a long shower and giving myself some much-needed relief, I dressed quickly and decided to head over to my parents’ place who always had an open-door policy. We were welcome any time for any reason, no questions asked, and if they weren’t going to be home, they’d text us all. Jamie was the only one still living at home while he finished up school, but Poppy and I dropped home at least four days a week, even if it was just for a few minutes.

I walked in and found my mother in the kitchen, frying bacon.

“Hi, Mama.” I wrapped an arm around her and kissed her cheek.

“Hi, love,” she said, hugging me back. “You hungry?”

“For bacon? Always.” I released her and headed to the full coffee pot.

She chuckled. “Just like your dad.”

“Where is he?” I asked.

“He was at the club late, so he’s probably still asleep.”

“Coffee?” I asked.

“No, I’m good.” She smiled up at me. “Do you want hash browns and eggs as well?”

“Are you already making them?”

“Honey, your father is home, what do you think?”

I chuckled. “Then, yeah, I’d love some. Thanks.”

Dad walked in a few minutes later, pulling his hair back as he walked. My mother bit her lip and smiled up at him as he approached her, leaning down to kiss her deeply before giving her ass a pat. “Hey, Sunshine.”

“Hi. How’d you sleep?”

“Good, baby. Sorry I woke you last night.”

“No complaints, love.”

“Um, parentals.” I raised my hand. “Child here. Keep that talk to a minimum.”

Dad dropped his head back and laughed, kissing my mother again, closer to an R-rating than the earlier PG, obviously to dig at me.

“You comin’ to the club tomorrow night?” Dad asked, pouring himself a cup of coffee.

“Wasn’t plannin’ on it. Do you need me to?”

“Not necessarily.”

“I’m takin’ Tate out after my flight, but if you need me, I’ll move things around. I’ll also be there tonight for church.”

“It can keep,” Dad said. 

“You sure?”

“Yeah.” He slid the coffee pot back onto the warmer, then sat at the table. 

Mom slid plates filled with food in front of us, just as Jamie limped in looking a little rough. 

“What happened to you?” I asked.

“Cheap tequila.”

I smirked. “Amateur.”

He grinned, hugging Mom before pouring a cup of coffee. “Indeed.”

Dad looked up from his phone. “Learned your lesson?”

“Yeah, Pops, I absolutely did.”

He gave him a chin lift, then went back to his phone until Mom tugged it out of his hand. “No phones at the table, love. Nice try.”

Dad wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her onto his lap. “Wasn’t plannin’ on family breakfast, Sunshine.”

She tugged on his beard. “And yet, here we are, and there are no phones at the table.”

Dad smiled adoringly at her before kissing her quickly and letting her up. She promptly leaned toward Jamie, holding her hand out. “You too, love. Give it over.”

Jamie handed it to her, and she turned to me.

I shook my head. “Mine’s on silent and in my pocket.”

She gripped my chin. “If that changes, it’s mine.”

I chuckled. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Anyone want pancakes?” she asked.

“No, baby, you’ve done enough,” Dad said. “Sit down and eat. I’ll start another pot of coffee real quick.”

“Okay, love.” She took her seat and we passed platters around, filling our plates while we waited for more coffee to brew.

“How’d it go with Tate the other night?” Mom asked.

I grinned. “Good.”

“Aw, honey, I’m so glad.” She reached over and squeezed my arm. “I have always adored her. You’re good together.”

Before I could comment, the beep of the alarm sounded, and the front door closed. “Family,” Poppy called out. “Anyone home?”

“Kitchen,” Mom called back.

My sister appeared in the doorway, pulling off her sunglasses, and dropping them and her keys on the counter. “Good morning, everyone.”

Mom stood, making her way to Poppy, and hugging her. “What a lovely surprise. Come and eat. To what do we owe the pleasure?”

“My children are at school and daycare, Devon’s doing something with his dad, and I have a day off. I came to see if you were up for mani pedis.” 

“I’m in,” Mom said, pouring another cup of coffee.

Poppy grabbed a plate and kissed Dad’s cheek before sitting beside me at the table. “Did you grovel at Tate’s feet yet?”

“Sure did.”

“Did she accept your apology?” Poppy asked, scooping eggs onto her plate.

“Sure did.”

“Hmm,” she murmured. “I thought she was smarter than that.”

I chucked a piece of toast at her head, and she deflected, then burst out laughing because I’d missed her and landed a direct shot to Dad’s nose.

“Boy!” he growled, dropping the bread back on my plate...after he licked it. “You’re gonna eat that entire piece.”

“Hatch,” Mom admonished, snatching the bread away. “Our child is not eating that.”

Dad raised an eyebrow. “Baby, you realize he’s no longer a child, right?”

She mean-mugged him. “And you realize he’ll always be my baby, right?”

Dad shook his head, then focused on me. “Be nice to your sister.”

I frowned. “Wha—?”

“Yeah,” Poppy retorted. “Be nice to me.”

“You always fucking win,” I grumbled.

“I’m the favorite,” she retorted, popping a piece of bacon into her mouth.

“You’re all our favorites,” Mom countered.

“Not with Dad,” Poppy said.

“Baby girl, you need to quit pokin’ the bear,” Dad warned.

Poppy grinned. “You’re no fun.”

“Well, this has been a blast,” I said, pushing away from the table. “But I have shit to do.”

“Love you Parker,” Poppy said.

I leaned down and kissed her cheek, whispering, “Love you too, asshole.”

She laughed and I took care of my dishes before hugging my mother and heading out to my bike. I had just swung my leg over when I saw Tate calling. I had a few minutes, so I answered. “Hey.”

“Hi,” she breathed out. “Are you in the middle of something?”

“Just heading to the office,” I said. “You okay?”

“Yep.”

I frowned. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s so stupid.”

“What’s stupid?” I demanded.

“I just missed you and wanted to hear your voice.”

I relaxed, smiling. “That’s not stupid, Tate. It’s sweet.”

“It’s so, fucking female.”

I laughed. “Newsflash, baby, you are female. It’s one of my favorite things about you.”

“I had really sexy dreams about you last night and it kind of annoyed me.”

“You and me both, baby.”

“I need to stop replaying those dreams,” she said. “I’m going to let you go to work and try to get some study time in.”

I chuckled. “I’ll call you when I’m done with my meeting.”

“Okay. Have a good day and be safe.”

“I will. Love you.”

“Love you, too,” she said, then hung up.

* * *
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Tate

After I rang off with Flash, I floated down the stairs to find my mom pulling vegetables from the fridge. “Whatya doin’?” I asked.

She closed the door and smiled. “Figuring out what to throw in the slow cooker with the meat.”

“You’re not putting asparagus in there, surely.”

She chuckled. “No, honey. I know how you and your dad feel about asparagus.”

I relaxed and sat at the island. “Not that it really matters. I may not be home for dinner tonight.”

“Oh, yeah? Is Flash taking you out?”

“That’s the plan,” I said.

“Any word on the job?”

I shook my head. “It’s only been a day. I doubt they’ll make a decision until next week at the earliest.”

I hadn’t got the one I’d applied for last week, so it was onward and upward for the next opportunity.

“You don’t sound excited.”

“I’m not,” I admitted with a sigh. 

“Why?”

“Because it’s in Portland and doing that commute home from the interview made me want to choke a puppy.”

Mom laughed. “Yes, I remember when I worked in Wilsonville, even back in the day, the traffic was awful.”

“Yeah. I wish there were bigger firms on this side of the river, but I may just be stuck with Oregon.”

She reached over and squeezed my arm. “You’ll figure it out. Adulting is hard.”

I grinned. “Yeah, it is.”

“Fill me in on Flash.”

“What would you like to know?”

She pulled out a cutting board and set it on the island in front of me, then handed me a knife. “Tell me something I don’t know while you slice these tomatoes, please.”

“Well, since I don’t actually know what you do know, that might be difficult.” I grabbed a tomato and began to slice. “But good try getting me to spill the beans.”

Mom sighed. “You always have been smarter than me.”

“Not smarter, Mama, just less trusting.”

“Well, that’s true.” She smiled gently. “And since Flash had a hand in you being less trusting, I’d love to know what changed.”

“It was all a big misunderstanding.”

“A misunderstanding about Madison?”

“Yes,” I admitted. “I thought they were sleeping together, so I kind of freaked out.”

Mom frowned.

“What?” I asked.

“Why would you think they were sleeping together?”

“Why wouldn’t I?” I challenged.

“Because he was always into you, not her,” Mom said, matter of factly.

“What?” I squeaked, pausing my slicing.

Mom nodded. “It was always you, honey. And even if you’d had the define the relationship talk and you told him to take a hike, I never got the impression he’d disrespect you by sleeping with her before talking to you first.”

I bit back tears. “He really wouldn’t have, would he?”

“No, baby, he wouldn’t.”

“But he took Nora to prom.”

“Because he thought you were telling him to.” She gave me a gentle smile. “You’ve always been very careful with your words, sweetheart, which means that sometimes you don’t ‘spit it out.’ You find it difficult to be direct.”

“Yeah, but he wasn’t into me back then.”

“Oh, I don’t think that’s true, honey,” Mom countered.

“Huh?”

She smiled. “I have a feeling if he’d known how you felt, he would have let his true feelings for you take root and grow. Even back then.”

“God, I’m so stupid,” I whispered.

“You’re not stupid, Tate. You were just hurt. Heartbreak can wreak havoc on your emotions and make you do things that aren’t logical.” She cupped my chin. “Let this guide your future with Flash and make sure you’re always honest with him.”

I nodded.

“And don’t wait that long again to check in with your mother,” she ordered. “I could have told you he wasn’t tapping that ass if you’d just asked.”

“Ew, Mom, don’t ever say that again.”

“Well, I’m not going to refer to her WAP.”

“Stop! Oh my god, Mom, no.”

Mom grinned as she raised her hands. “My job is done.” I made puking motions and she laughed, handing me three potatoes. “Quarter those, please.”

As I helped Mom with prepping dinner, I allowed her unconditional love to fill me with peace. I often forgot that she had my back... I realized I’d forgotten a lot of people had my back, and I vowed I’d do more to change that.

For the first time in a long time, I didn’t feel so gloomy. I was looking forward to my time with Flash and could finally see a future for us.

* * *
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One week later, Flash picked me up with the promise of a surprise. “Where are we going?”

“I’m going to show you my house.”

“Wait, you have a house?”

“Yep.”

“I don’t mean to sound rude, but how the hell did you afford a house?”

“My parents.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Your parents paid for your house?”

“No. They put aside down payments for whenever we wanted them.”

“Wow,” I breathed out. “I had no idea your parents were that flush.”

He laughed. “Baby, do you not know what my mom used to do?”

I frowned. “I thought she stayed at home while your dad owned successful shops.”

“Look up Mann Industries.”

I pulled my phone out and did a quick search, unable to stop a gasp as I read. “No fucking way.”

He chuckled.

Margaret “Maisie” Mann had once owned the number one sex toy company in the world. She’d sold it for an undisclosed amount twenty-five years ago, but still held fifteen-percent stock in the company and a place on the board.

“Your mom’s loaded.”

“My parents are loaded,” he corrected as we drove down Lakeshore, a coveted area in Felida. “She will brain anyone who tries to separate the money from Dad.”

“She doesn’t seem the type to even own a vibrator, let alone distribute them.”

“She did more of the marketing. Her first husband, Poppy’s dad, was the one who brainstormed that side of it until he died. She kind of had to figure it out after he passed but when she met Dad, she just wanted to be a wife and mom. So she did.”

“That’s amazing,” I breathed out.

“Yeah. My mom’s the bomb,” he said, pulling his truck into a raised driveway in front of a three-car garage. 

My mouth fell open. “Oh my god, you’re on the water?”

“Don’t get too excited, Tate. The house needs a lot of work,” he warned, unlocking the front door, and stepping back for me to precede him. 

I walked into a giant room with a panoramic view of the river and couldn’t stop a gasp. “Wow.”

“Rough, huh?”

“No, honey, it’s beautiful,” I breathed out. “I mean, yes, it’s rough, but it’s also incredible.”

“Yeah,” he said. “I’ve got my uncle scheduled to start renovations next week, but I was wondering if you wanted to help me pick tile and flooring and shit. He said he could meet with us tomorrow at the flooring place to pick stuff.”

I spun to face him. “Really?”

“Yeah? Would you mind?”

“No! I’d love it. Are you kidding me? That would be so fun.”

“He thinks he can get everything done in about three or four weeks provided there aren’t any surprises, and we don’t move any walls.” He wrapped his arms around me. “I want to put hardwoods throughout so I’m gonna move back in with my parents during the worst of it.”

“Hopefully, they don’t find any surprises.”

“Fingers crossed.”

I grinned, looping my arms around his neck. “I have a really important question.”

“I have a very important answer.”

“Do you have a television?”

“Of course I have a television.”

“Do you have E-S-P TV?”

He raised an eyebrow. “That’s two questions.”

“Okay, well, I can’t count, obviously. But they’re both just as important.”

“Yeah, I think I do,” he said. “Why?”

“Because the Melody Morgan biography airs tonight and I’m not missing it.” I kissed his chin. “Even for you.”

He laughed. “Oh, I see how it is.”

“You know how I feel about my queen.”

“Oh, I’m aware.” He slid my hair behind my ear. “I’ll make sure you don’t miss the show, baby. I’ll even pop the popcorn and pour the wine.”

“This is why you’re my favorite,” I said. “Now, kiss me, then show me the rest of the house.”

He chuckled, then obliged.

An hour later, we curled up on the sofa, a giant bowl of popcorn between us and the surround sound primed and ready to deliver the sound of perfection.

The biography began with Melody’s back story, pictures of her early life floating across the screen as her music played quietly under them, then a live concert came up and Flash let out a quiet grunt.

“What?”

“It doesn’t matter how often I see him, it still blows my mind that Train’s in her band.”

I groaned. “I still can’t believe you’re that close to someone who’s fucking married to the woman, and I still haven’t met her.”

“Well, if you hadn’t ghosted me for so long, you’d have met her when I did,” he pointed out.

I chucked popcorn at him.

He laughed. “I promise that the second they get back in town, you’ll meet her.”

“Right, she’s in Atlanta filming Flowers on Fire.”

Her hit song had been the inspiration for a movie, and she’d been approached by one of the best directors of the modern day, which was the only reason she’d agreed to do it.

“I’m a little scared that you know that,” Flash said.

“It’s public knowledge, honey.”

“Well, when they get back, you’ll meet her.”

I nodded. “Okay. I can’t wait.”

“Do you want to finish watching the documentary now?”

“Yes. I think I’m going to need the rest of that bottle of wine, though.”

He laughed. “I can make that happen.”

Leaning down, he kissed me quickly, grabbing the wine from the kitchen, then we snuggled back up on the sofa and we finished the documentary.
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Flash

A week or so later, my day had ended a little late and I left the flight pad eager to get my arms around Tate. As I walked to my bike, I pulled my phone out and called her. She answered immediately.

“Hey,” she breathed out. She was panting and I heard whirring in the background.

“Hey, baby. You okay?”

“Huh? Oh, yeah, I’m on the treadmill. Hold on.” I heard the whirring slow, but it didn’t completely stop. “I’m back.”

“Are you off?”

“No, I’m doing my cool down.”

“You lose your focus, you could fall off that thing,” I warned. “I’ll call you back.”

“If you hang up that phone, Parker Wallace, I will kill you and bury you in my mother’s garden, next to the azaleas,” she threatened. “I’m quite capable of walking on a treadmill and speaking to you at the same time.”

“That was a little too specific,” I murmured. “How long have you been thinking up ways to kill me?”

I heard the smile in her voice when she said, “You don’t want to know.”

“You up for dinner?” I asked.

“Are you up for more than dinner?” she challenged.

“What did you have in mind?”

“Is there somewhere... private we can go?”

My dick sprang to attention, and I squeezed my eyes shut. My house was still uninhabitable with major renovation. “I can get a room at the club. Or, we can go to a hotel somewhere.”

“Hotel, Flash. Definitely a hotel. For two nights.”

“Jesus,” I breathed out. “You sure?”

“Unless you’re busy.”

“Got Niall’s party tomorrow and family night. I usually crash at the club on family nights.”

“Then we’ll stay at a hotel tonight, go to the parties tomorrow,” she said. “If I’m invited, that is...”

“You’re invited.”

“Okay, then,” she said. “It’s settled.”

“You’re gonna have to let me go, baby, so I can set it up.”

“Okay, honey, go set it up,” she said, and hung up.

I grinned, making my way home to plan our night together.

* * *
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Tate

Oh my god, what the fuck did I just do?

My nether regions zinged with excitement at the thought of getting naked with Flash. My head, however, was terrified.

I shouldn’t be scared. This was Flash. He was my best friend. 

Even if it had been a while, he hadn’t changed that much.

I hoped.

Shaking off my trepidation, I grabbed my duffle from my closet and threw a few things into it, then froze. I took a few deep breaths and sat on the edge of my bed, totally unsure about what to pack.

I mean, what does a virgin pack for her first night with the love of her life?

A knock at the door brought my sister who peeked her head in when I said I was decent.

“Whatya doin’?” she asked, flopping onto my bed.

“I’m going to spend a couple of nights with Flash,” I said, making my way to my dresser and pulling out some undies.

“You cannot take those,” Hayden said, jumping off the bed, ripping the panties from my hand, and dropping them back into a drawer.

“Why not?”

“Oh my god, because they’re ugly.” She rummaged through my drawer and pulled out a white lace pair of boy shorts, and a black lace thong I’d never used. In fact, they still had the price tags on them. “These’ll work.”

“You think?”

“I know,” she stressed. 

I grabbed the others she’d taken from me and dropped them back into my bag.

“Do not let him see you in those,” Hayden warned.

“They’re cotton panties, Hay, not a chastity belt.”

“Cotton panties are chastity belts in the eyes of men.”

I rolled my eyes and my sister let out a quiet huff.

“I’m not kidding,” she said. “Keep it sexy.”

“Sexy. Got it,” I retorted.

“Give me a second,” she said, rushing out of my room and across the hall to hers.

I threw a few more things into my bag, then walked into the bathroom for my travel bag of personal stuff. Hayden met me back in my room and handed me condoms and pantyliners.

“I’m pretty sure he’ll have condoms, Hay.”

“A girl must always be prepared.” She dropped the stuff in my bag. “The liners are for after.”

I nodded, forcing myself not to blush.

She grabbed my arms and smiled. “And if you want to stop, you have the right and the power to do so.”

“Flash would never make me do anything I don’t want to do.”

She smiled. “This is true.”

My phone buzzed and I waved it at her. “Are we good?”

“Fly little virgin, fly,” Hayden said, and walked out of my room.

“Hey,” I said, into the phone.

“Hey, baby. I’ll pick you up in ten, good?”

I bit my lip and nodded. “Very good.”

“Love you, Tate.”

“Love you too, Parker.”

He hung up and I headed downstairs with my bag. After dropping my stuff in the foyer, I sent my mom a quick text so she wouldn’t worry, then paced the floor until I heard a car pull into the driveway.

Pulling the door open, I saw Flash sliding out of his truck, and grinned. 

“You’re not gonna let me come to the door and greet you like a real man should?” he complained as he approached.

I shook my head. “I’m too excited. I’ll let you carry my bag, though.”

“I can do that.” He slid his hand to my waist and pulled me in for a kiss. “Hi.”

I smiled up at him. “Hi.”

“Let’s go.”

I nodded and followed him out to the truck. He set my bag behind the passenger seat, then lifted me in, closing my door and jogging to the driver’s side.

Once inside, he started the truck and reached over to take my hand. “You good?”

“So good.”

He grinned and backed out, guiding the truck to the freeway. 

“So, are you going to tell me where we’re going?” I asked, squeezing his hand.

“Nope.”

“What about a hint?”

He lifted my hand to his lips and kissed my finger. “Nope.”

“You remember how I feel about surprises, right?”

Flash chuckled. “I sure do.”

“But we’re going to a hotel, right? Not a campsite or something just as cringey?”

“I have met you before, Tater. I’m well aware of your aversion to baby wipes.”

I wrinkled my nose and shuddered. “Must have a full shower. Must have a full shower.”

Flash laughed. “I remember.”

Our families had gone camping together... once. That’s all it took for me to say never again. I was nine and having to use baby wipes to clean myself was just... disgusting. 

Lucky for me, my parents were the type of people who always asked us to try something once, but if we didn’t like it, they didn’t make us do it again, so I was off the camping hook. Of course, it didn’t stop them from buying their own camper a few years ago once they could leave us alone for a few days at a time.

“Your mom hated it too,” I pointed out.

“Why do you think my parents bought that huge ass RV?” he retorted. “That was as far as roughing it she would go.”

“Do you still keep it at the club?”

“Yeah,” Flash said. “It gets more use from the brothers than my parents nowadays.”

“Maybe you and I can go RVing one day.”

He smiled at me. “Yeah?”

I nodded. “Sure. You know my parents bought a small one. They take off almost every weekend during the summer. Just themselves.”

“Really?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“We’ll go this summer.”

“It’s a date.”

He squeezed my hand before releasing it, pulling up to a little hotel by the river. “Oh my god, this place is so cute.”

He grinned. “Wait ’til you see inside.”

Parking the truck, he made his way to my side, helping me out, then grabbing our bags and taking my hand. We headed inside and Flash checked us in. 

“Ready?”

“Yep,” I said, following him to the elevators. 

He wrapped his arm around me and kissed me as we rode up. We didn’t speak. Just held each other until the doors opened, and we walked to our room where Flash unlocked the door.

I walked in ahead of him and couldn’t stop a gasp. “Holy crap, this is gorgeous.”

I heard the door close behind us and the thump as the bags hit the floor, then Flash was beside me, his arms around me as we looked out over the marina.

“You approve?”

I grinned, facing him, and looping my arms around his neck. “It’s perfect, honey. Thank you.”

“Good enough to make you mine.”

“Confession?” I asked, stroking the back of his neck. “I would let you do anything to me, even in a tent, but this is way better.”

He laughed. “Anything?”

“Yes.... Um, but...” I bit my lip. “I have something to tell you.”

“You can tell me anything, baby, you know that.”

“Yes, I do, but this is kind of... well, sensitive.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Then rip the Band-Aid off and just tell me.”

“I’m still a virgin.”

“Come again?”

“You’ll be my first,” I said.

“Are you serious?”

“Yep,” I said, with an extra pop on the P.

“What about that guy junior year?” 

I narrowed my eyes. “How did you know about Nick?”

He smiled. “You don’t think I didn’t check up on you?”

“Nick wasn’t you,” I said with a sigh. “No one I ever dated was, so nothing ever lasted very long.”

“Well, then, I’m very glad you pulled your head out of your ass so I could blow your mind,” he growled.

“Excuse me?” I hissed.

“You heard me.” 

“Are you seriously trying to pick a fight right now?”

He pulled away, dragging his hands through his hair. 

“What the hell just happened?” I asked.

“I would have waited,” he rasped.

“What do you mean? Waited for what?”

“If I’d had any fuckin’ clue you were into me, Tate, I would have waited.”

“Oh, right,” I whispered, my heart breaking in two as I suddenly realized how deep I’d hurt him. “Oh my god, Parker, I’m so sorry. I should have—”

“Don’t,” he ordered. “Just give me a minute to process.”

I nodded, crossing my arms while he stared out at the water. I gave him about three minutes before panic set in. “Do you hate me?”

“Jesus, Tate.” He sighed. “Of course I don’t hate you.”

“I wish I could go back and change everything.”

He closed the distance between us, sliding his hand to my neck and tugging me forward. “Don’t go there, Tate. We’re gonna work this out, I just need a second to get over feelin’ like an asshole.”

I gasped. “Why would you feel like an asshole?”

“Because I should have pushed. I should have pursued you more.” He lifted my chin. “This isn’t just on you, Tate. If I’d asked questions instead of fuckin’ shuttin’ down, we could have avoided most of this. If I’d picked up on fuckin’ prom... Jesus, you were so clear!”

“I think you’re giving me a little too much credit.”

“My stubbornness rivals yours, baby, so I’m pretty sure I could have pushed you enough to tell me the truth. Look how quickly you folded when I pressed you after seeing you for the first time.”

“To be fair, I was really tired.”

He smiled, running his thumb over my bottom lip. “I’m sorry I didn’t fight for you.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t make you,” I said, sliding my hands around his waist.

“I forgive you if you forgive me.”

“There’s nothing to forgive.” I dropped my face into his chest. “This is all on me.”

“I love you, Tate. From this second on, no secrets, no lies, no fear.”

I raised my chin and met his eyes. “I love you too. No secrets, no lies, you got it. I will try very hard not to be afraid, but I’m kind of a natural scaredy cat.”

“We’ll work on that part.”

I smiled. “Okay.”

“You in this with me? All the way? Forever?” he asked as he stroked my cheek.

“Forever?”

“Forever, Tate. Not fuckin’ around anymore.”

I slid my hands up his chest. “You really think you can put up with me for forever?”

“I wouldn’t be here if I couldn’t.” His hands moved to the hem of my T-shirt and brushed the waistband of my jeans. “What about you?”

“Oh, I’ve never been able to put up with me,” I retorted, and he grinned again. I wove my fingers into his hair at the nape of his neck. “I’m all in, Flash. Forever.”

His mouth covered mine as his hand slipped under my shirt and cupped my breast. I let out a quiet moan as his thumb brushed over my nipple and he took full advantage of my open mouth. His tongue thrust inside, meeting mine, and deepening the kiss.

He broke our connection briefly to remove my shirt, then went back to the assault on my mouth as he unhooked my bra. My hands moved to his Henley, lifting it up to his chest where he broke our kiss again to pull it over his head, and I dropped my bra to the floor.

“Jesus,” he hissed, cupping my breasts, and sliding his thumbs over my nipples. “Even better than I imagined.”

I smiled, running a finger over his giant Dogs of Fire tattoo. “This is new.”

“Not really. I got it when I patched in, a few years ago now.”

“Right. Of course.” I kissed the top of the flames. “I love it.”

He smiled. “Thanks, baby.”

“Can we get naked now?”

“That’s what we’re doing.”

I huffed. “Are we? Because it’s taking a really long time.”

Flash chuckled. “I may be called Flash by everyone who knows me, but I think it fits you better than me.”

“Apparently, you know me.”

He slid my hair behind my shoulders and smiled. “At any point if you want to stop, you tell me, and we’ll stop.”

“I brought condoms.”

“I got that covered, baby.”

“I figured. Hayden thought I should be prepared.”

“You on the pill still?”

I nodded. The doctor had put me on it at fifteen to regulate my periods and help with my cramps. 

“I haven’t been with anyone for a while, but I’ll get tested so you’re sure, and in the meantime, I’ll glove up.”

I squeezed my eyes shut, trying not to let jealousy rear its ugly head. “Okay.”

“We’re not going there, Tate.”

“Too late.” I pressed my lips into a thin line and met his eyes. “I kinda went there.”

He sighed, cupping my face. “Fucked a few women, baby, but I’ve never had a long-term relationship. Never loved anyone other than you. And no one has ever been able to call me their man.”

“Really? Not even Madison?”

“I never fucked Madison, Tate. Things never went that far,” he avowed. “I have always been yours. I’m pissed that it took you leavin’ for me to see that, but it’s the truth. And don’t bring Madison into our bed. Ever.” He leaned in close. “I love you.”

I blinked back tears. “I love you, too.”

“Clean slate. No more regrets.”

I smiled. “Okay.”

“All in, Tater Tot.”

“All in, French Fry.”

His mouth landed on mine, and he kissed me as he stripped me down to my panties, keeping our connection as he settled me gently on the bed. 

“Don’t move,” he directed as he removed his jeans and stretched out beside me.

We faced each other, his hand at my hip as he leaned in and kissed me again. “If you want to stop at any point, we’ll stop, okay?”

I smiled, stroking his cheek. “I know.”

“Doesn’t matter when.”

I nodded. “Got it.”

“Sure?”

“I need you to fuck me, Flash.”

He chuckled. “Yes, ma’am.”

I ran my finger down the middle of his chest, kissing his tattoo, taking a few precious seconds to taste his skin. 

His hand slid under the waistband of my panties and between my legs, his fingers pressing against my clit as he kissed me. 

“Spread your legs, baby,” he directed.

I shifted so I could spread for him and was rewarded with his finger slipping inside of me. I let out a quiet mew as I arched against his hand. I’d never felt anything so incredible in my life. His hand disappeared, but only long enough to slide my panties down my legs, then he was kneeling in front of me, and his mouth replaced his fingers.

“Oh, god,” I rasped, practically bucking into his mouth.

He sucked my clit, sliding two fingers inside of me, and my body trembled as an orgasm rolled slowly over me.

Flash knifed off the bed, removing his boxer briefs and rolling a condom on before kneeling between my legs again. “I’m gonna go slow.”

“I trust you.”

The muscles on his arms rippled as he hovered over me and leaned down to kiss me. “Knees up, baby.”

I drew my knees up and he slid into me, his girth more than I expected. 

“Oh,” I squeaked.

“You okay?”

“Mm-hmm,” I murmured, trying to catch my breath.

“Roll with me,” he directed, shifting so we were facing each other again. The pressure eased instantly, and I was able to relax. “You’ll have more control this way.”

I nodded, settling my hands on his shoulders. 

“Baby, you need to breathe.”

“Right,” I said, taking a deep breath. 

“We’ll stop.”

I dug my fingers into his shoulders and shook my head. “We will not stop. You’re going to punch my V-card if it kills me.”

“Jesus, Tate, I’m not punching anything. Especially, when it comes to you.”

I smiled. “Sorry, bad choice of words.”

“Fuck, I love you.”

I laughed. “I love you too.”

I leaned forward to kiss him just as he thrust his hips, hard, burying himself deep and I let out a quiet cry as I felt the sting of my virginity ripping away.

“Okay, baby, that’s it,” he whispered, stroking my cheek. “We’re gonna just lie here for a bit and let you get used to me.”

I blinked back tears. “That hurt more than I was expecting.”

“Yeah.” He thumbed the corner of my eyes gently. “Sorry, baby.”

I licked my lips and forced a smile. “Don’t apologize, honey. I’m okay.”

“You let me know when you’re ready to get riled up again.”

I ran my finger down his cheek, studying him for a few seconds. “I’m ready to get riled up again now.”

His mouth covered mine and he thumbed a nipple into a tight bead before sliding his hand between my legs and fingering my clit.

“Rock into me, baby,” he directed, and I arched my hips to get a feel for him again before rocking. “That’s it.”

Warmth flooded my body as I moved faster and faster, dropping my head back as he cupped my breast and rolled my nipple between his fingers. 

“Yes, Flash,” I hissed out.

Flash flipped me onto my back and slammed into me, burying himself deeper and deeper until I could no longer hold back my orgasm, screaming his name as I came apart in his arms.

His hips slowed until I felt his dick pulse inside of me, and he rolled us back to our sides and kissed me gently. “Wow.”

I smiled as I tried to catch my breath, cupping his face. “Wow is an understatement.”

“I love you.”

“I love you too.” I ran my thumb over his mouth. “I can’t believe I missed out on this for all these years.”

“Don’t go there, Tate.”

“We’re gonna need to make up for lost time.”

“Fuck, yeah, we do.”

“Thank you for making this so sweet.”

“I’m sorry I hurt you,” he rasped.

“I’m sorry I hurt you, too.”

Kissing me again, he pulled out gently, then stepped into the bathroom to clean up, returning with a warm washcloth and settling it between my legs to ease my ache. Pulling me over his chest, he kissed me again and we stayed like that for a few minutes until I needed to pee. Well, sort of. I really just wasn’t a big snuggler and wasn’t ready to admit that to him just yet.

“Shower with me?” I asked, and Flash grinned.

“Hell, yeah, then we’ll order room service.”

“Perfect.”

He followed me into the bathroom where we showered, then we wrapped the hotel issued robes around each other and stretched out on the sofa to watch a movie and eat a ridiculous amount of food.

It was the best night ever.
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Tate

Saturday morning, we woke up late, ordered room service again and ate in bed... naked. Flash had refused to make love to me again, wanting me to wait until my body was ready. 

“Can we do it again now?” I begged, flopping over him once we were done with breakfast.

He chuckled. “How about we fill up that tub and see how you’re feeling once we’re in it.”

“Oh my god, yes,” I hissed, sliding off the bed and heading for the bathroom. “What time do we need to be at the bowling alley?”

“One,” Flash said, following me.

“Let’s get out of here by noon, okay? I’d like to grab a present.”

He slapped my butt gently. “Then you better start that water.”

I grinned, wrapping my arms around his neck. “Yes, sir.”

We filled the tub, making out while the water ran, and finding we couldn’t wait for the bath to fill. 

Flash guided me to the edge of the tub and rolled on a condom while I perched my butt on the side. “I’m gonna hold you, but you need to wrap your legs around me.”

I grinned, nodding. “I’m ready.”

Wrapping my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist, he slid his hand to my clit, riling me up again before grabbing my hips and guiding his cock inside of me, burying himself deep.

“Yes,” I hissed. 

“You okay?”

“Definitely.” I kissed him. “More, baby.”

I found myself lifted and I gripped him harder as he settled me against the wall, burying himself deep as he kissed me.

I dug my nails into his back as he slammed into me, over and over again, all the while keeping me anchored against the wall. He slid a hand between us, rolling my nipple into a tight bud and I cried out as I came. He continued to move, and I bit his shoulder as another wave rolled over me, his climax coming with mine. He kissed me gently, then held me in place while we caught our breath.

I slid my fingers into his hair and tugged gently. “You are so goddamn strong.”

“Nah, you’re just light,” he argued, pulling out and setting me on my feet. “Water’s ready. I’ll get rid of the condom.”

I grabbed a scrunchy and piled my hair on top of my head, then stepped into the warm water, sitting down, and letting out a sigh.

“Scoot forward,” Flash ordered, and I sat up, waiting for him to climb in behind me.

Once he was in, I leaned back against him, settling my arms on his upturned knees. “How are we going to do this more? We don’t really have any privacy unless we rent a room.”

“We’ll figure it out.”

“But...” I dropped my head back with a sigh. “I’m not sure I can sleep without you now.” 

He ran a washcloth over my belly. “Yeah, that was pretty fuckin’ awesome.”

“Can you imagine waking up in the middle of the night and jumping my bones?”

He laughed. “Have I created a monster?”

“You could say that, yes.”

“You wanna move in this fast?” he asked.

I craned my neck to look at him. “You think it’s too fast?”

“I’m asking if you think it is.”

“I’m rushing things, huh?” I shifted so I was kneeling between his legs, facing him. “I’m sorry, that was dumb.”

“Baby, it’s not dumb,” Flash said, pulling me closer. 

“Yes, it is. We just saw each other naked for the first time and now I’m suggesting we shack up.”

Flash chuckled. “Tater Tot, I’m totally up for it. Why do you think I asked you to pick out all that stuff for my house?”

“Well, because I have exemplary taste.”

“And because I want it to be your home, baby,” he said. “I want you to live there with me.”

“Seriously?”

“Yep.” He grinned. “Okay?”

I clapped my hands, turning around and leaning back against him again. “Okay.”

“You want to plan a wedding or finish the house first?” he asked, kissing my shoulder.

“That’s a hard question, honey,” I admitted. 

“I’m marrying you, Tate, so you better choose.”

I grinned. “I’m glad you’ve made up your mind. I haven’t been asked, so...”

He buried his face in my neck and ran his tongue over my pulse. “Will you marry me, Tater Tot?”

“Yeah, French Fry, I totally will.”

He cupped my breasts, thumbing my nipples into tight peaks, before turning me to face him again. “Straddle me, baby.”

I did so immediately, asking, “Do we have time?”

“We’ll make time.”

We made love one more time before drying off and getting dressed to head to Niall’s birthday party.

* * *
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Flash

I kissed Tate before grabbing Niall’s gifts and taking her hand, leading her into the bowling alley. We were a little late, and I hoped my sister didn’t kill me.

“Uncle Flash!” Niall bellowed. “Over here!”

I looked up and saw him waving to me from the left side of the alleys, and we made our way to the group, setting Niall’s presents on the table with the others. It looked like my sister had reserved half a dozen lanes for the festivities and people were already starting to bowl.

“Hey, bud,” I said, giving him our signature handshake. “Sorry we’re late. This is Tate.”

Before Niall could greet her, however, my sister let out a loud squeal and made a run for Tate. “Oh my god, Tate Burke. You actually forgave him?”

Tate laughed, hugging her back. “I did.”

“He said as much, but I’d hoped you’d make him beg for at least a week, but it looks like you’re a lost cause.”

“Hey,” I growled.

Poppy grinned. “You better not screw it up this time.”

“I don’t plan to.” I hugged my sister, then took Tate’s hand again and guided her toward my parents. My mom was already out of her seat and heading our way.

This was Tate’s official debut as my woman, even though everyone had known about our relationship status for a few weeks, we’d kept things pretty low-key while we were reconnecting.

Mom bypassed me and pulled Tate in for a hug. “Hello, darling.”

Tate pulled her hand out of mine in order to hug her back. “Hi, Maisie.”

“So, this is how it’s gonna be?” I asked. “I’m chopped liver?”

Mom chuckled, releasing Tate just long enough to hug me. “Only time will tell. Come on over, we saved you a spot.”

“I’m happy to sit out the bowling,” Tate said. “I was kind of a last-minute addition.”

“We got extra lanes in case,” Mom said. “There’s plenty of room.”

“I’ll go grab us shoes,” I offered, leaning down to kiss Tate quickly. “Be back.”

“Go find a ball while he’s doing that, love,” Mom said, and I smiled at Tate and made my way to the shoe rental.

Once I had our shoes, I jogged back to the group, greeting a few of my biker brethren on the way, but cutting my hellos short because I just wanted to get back to Tate.

Tate was already in her socks, sitting at the table waiting for me. “You just have to talk to every single person in the world, don’t you?” she teased, sliding her feet into her shoes.

I grinned. “I plead the fifth.”

“Perfect fit,” she said. “You remember my shoe size?”

I shook my head. “I looked at your shoes before we left the hotel.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Oh, I thought maybe you were a superhero.”

I leaned down close, whispering in her ear, “I am a fuckin’ superhero and I’ll show you more evidence of that later.”

She laughed. “Can’t wait.”

Niall’s birthday party was a blast and the celebration carried on with family night at the club. My nephew felt like a rock star with all the attention heaped upon him at both the bowling alley and family night. He even got two cakes, much to Poppy’s dismay. 

“He’s gonna be bouncing off the walls,” she said.

“Which is why we’re stayin’ here,” Sparky said, wrapping an arm around her waist. “There are at least a dozen recruits who will wrangle the kids so we can... do other things.”

“And that’s our cue to walk away,” I retorted, taking Tate’s hand, and leading her back to the pool tables. I sat on a chair and pulled her into my lap, kissing her neck.

“I know I’ve said this a million times before, but I love your family,” Tate said, shifting so she could meet my eyes. “All of them.”

“I know, baby. They love you too,” I said. “You feel like sneaking away?”

“Can we?” she whispered.

“Hell, yeah, we can.”

“Then, lead the way, sexy.”

* * *
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Tate

Flash grabbed a couple of beers and a bottle of wine before leading me up to a room at the club. It was a nice room, but the bed was small, so it was going to be interesting. “That’s not a twin, is it?”

Flash chuckled. “Double, but it might as well be. I’m not high enough in the ranks to have a designated room.” He wrapped his arms around me. “You’ll just have to cuddle.”

I rolled my eyes. I wasn’t a big cuddler and he’d found that out last night. I ran hot and when I slept, I wanted nothing touching me except a sheet and maybe one blanket. Another human body... no way.

“Counter suggestion,” I said.

“Yeah?”

“Fuck me all night, so there’ll be no reason to cuddle.”

Flash dropped his head back and laughed. “Challenge accepted.”

I looped my arms around his neck. “Are you sure it’s okay we’re up here?”

“We’re not teenagers sneaking off in our parents’ homes, baby.”

“I know, but it is a family night, so I just want to make sure...”

He raised an eyebrow. “My parents left the party an hour ago.”

“Your dad’s the president of the club, Flash. I may not know much, but I’m pretty sure that since he’s the boss, he can do whatever he wants.”

“There is that,” he conceded. “But I promise, it’s all good.”

I kissed him. “Well, I’m not one to complain about a chance to get your D, so how about we get naked?”

He kissed me again. “Yes ma’am. But I have something for you first.”

I grinned. “A present? You know how much I love presents.”

As I kept my arms around his neck, he slid his hand into his pocket and pulled out a plastic bubble thing. It looked like something you’d get in a gumball machine.

“What the heck is that?” He grinned, popping the top off and I gasped. Inside the little plastic bubble was a fake diamond ring. “Oh my god.”

“I won this today when I was contributing to Niall’s arcade addiction.” 

I’d watched him with all the kids, taking note of the way he was with the little ones and knowing immediately he was going to be an incredible dad.

He pulled the ring out of the bubble and took my hand. “My beautiful Tate, will you accept this until I can get you a real ring?”

He slid it on, and it stopped at my knuckle, so he stretched the plastic gently and tried again. It fit perfectly and I threw myself against him. “Yes. Of course, honey. I will be proud to wear it.”

“Do you want to pick your ring, or do you trust me to do it?” he asked.

“That feels like a trick question,” I complained.

“Not a trick, Tate, I just know you.”

“Except, if I say I want to pick it, then it sounds like I’m saying I don’t trust you and that’s not the truth.”

“We’ll choose it together, then.”

I grinned. “But you know I trust you right?”

“Yeah, baby. I know.”

“Now, it’s my turn to give you a present,” I said, my hands going to the waistband of his jeans. 

“Oh yeah?”

I grinned, kneeling in front of him. “Hell, yeah.”
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Tate

Sunday morning, I awoke to an empty bed and frowned. Sitting up, I called out, “Flash?”

“Bathroom,” he called back.

I slid off the mattress and stepped to the doorway. He was buck naked, bending over the sink, brushing his teeth. “Morning.”

He faced me with a foamy grin, continuing to brush his teeth. “Hi.”

I smiled, crossing my arms, and leaning against the doorframe. He had the nicest ass. Muscular and smooth. The perfect shape to nicely fill a pair of jeans.

Flash rinsed his mouth, then faced me again, leaning down to kiss me, but I turned my head. “Let me brush first.”

“No.” He planted a kiss on me and smiled. “The first second we see each other, always.”

“That’s a rule, huh?” I asked, trading places with him so I could brush my own teeth.

“Absolutely,” he said. “How’d you sleep?”

“Once you rolled over and stopped breathing on me?” I joked. “Fantastic.”

Flash chuckled. “King-sized bed. Got it.”

I faced him again. “You know it doesn’t mean I don’t love you, right?”

“I know, baby. I get it.”

“Love you,” I said through my toothpaste smile.

“Love you too, Tater Tot.”

I finished up in the bathroom, then met him back in the bedroom. “What’s the plan today?”

“Whatever you want.” He pulled a shirt over his head. “I’m free.”

“Free all day?”

“Yep. You wanna look for a ring?” he asked.

“We can look for a ring?” I asked excitedly.

“Yeah. Unless you want me to talk to your dad first?” he countered.

I scoffed. “You’re funny.”

“I’m serious.”

“You want to talk to my dad? About what?” I frowned. “You’re not going to do something weird like ask for his blessing, or something, are you?”

Flash grinned. “Not until we’ve discussed the terms of your dowry of course.”

“Well, then what do you want to talk to him about?”

“We’ve had a tough few years, Tate, and your dad’s seen you hurt. I want to assure him that you’re in good hands with me. I respect him enough to do that.”

“Oh my god, you are the best person ever.”

“Just want to do the right thing.” He cocked his head. “Are you worried he might not give us his blessing?”

“My dad would never do that. If he did, I’d never speak to him again.”

Flash raised an eyebrow as he pulled on his jeans. “Never?”

I sighed. “Okay, no, I could never stop speaking to my parents. But I’d be both surprised and really pissed if he did.”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” He grinned. “But, yes, if you want to go look at rings, we can go look at rings.”

I clapped my hands and let out a quiet squeal.

“The sooner you get dressed, the sooner we can go.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” I said, pulling my clothes on in record time.

We headed downstairs and found Hatch and Maisie in the kitchen making out, hard. I blushed, turning away, feeling like I was interrupting a private moment.

“Jesus, you two,” Flash ground out, wrapping an arm around me.

I chuckled, burying my head in his chest. “It’s nice to see people in love, honey. It’s all good.”

“If it’s so good, why are you hiding?” he challenged giving me a little squeeze.

“Oh, stop taking the mickey out of her,” Maisie teased. “It takes a minute to get used to this life. I wouldn’t kiss your dad in public for quite a while after we met.”

I turned my head to find Hatch grinning, his arm tight around his woman and his hand on her butt. They’d stopped tongue fucking, however, so I relaxed, and leaned against Flash.

“I just made coffee,” Maisie said. “There’s also eggs, bacon, and hash browns. Help yourself.”

“We’ve got a few errands—”

“There’s always time for bacon, Flash,” I countered, pulling away from him and heading toward the coffee urn.

“While you’re grabbin’ coffee, Tate, I’m gonna borrow my kid for a bit,” Hatch said, and I nodded. 

He led Flash out of the room while Maisie and I went about loading up plates.

* * *
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Flash

Dad pulled me into his office down the hall and closed the door behind us. “Where are we with the truck deal?”

I grinned. “Six trucks are coming in three weeks.”

“No shit?”

I raised an eyebrow. “I told you I’d get it done.”

I was a newer patch, and because I was now a full member of the club, I had to contribute to the success of it. We had a diverse group of officers that was made up of our VP, Booker, who was our IT specialist. Our Secretary, Mack, was also our resident counsel, our Treasurer Hawk knew how to find anyone, whether they wanted to be or not, and Flea was our Sergeant. He worked with Dad and ran one of the automotive repair shops in Beaverton.

Our bread and butter was anything with an engine, and the club owned three body shops, two automotive repair, along with a truck-focused shop in Beaverton. This shop catered to big rigs and larger commercial vehicles. Dad had expanded the shops over the years, filling the club’s coffers to record heights.

Dad smiled, laying his hand on my shoulder. “I didn’t doubt you, bud. Just wasn’t expectin’ it all to happen so quick.”

Since the inception of the Dogs of Fire MC, it had been imperative for every club member to be a consistent earner for the MC. It was our belief, that in order for our club to truly be free, we needed to be financially independent as a self-sustained entity. Members were free to earn for themselves as much as they like, as long as they either kicked back personally, or had a business that earned directly for the club. Every brother knew that a financial stake in the game was part of being a Dog.

On the other hand, should a brother lose their job, or have unforeseen medical bills, the Dogs of Fire would be the first to cover their expenses and that of their family. The club coffer was one part emergency fund and one part pension plan.

As our members got older, we made sure they weren’t forgotten or left out in the cold once they were unable to ride. For us, if you were a Dog, you were a Dog for life.

I nodded. “Thanks, Pop. I appreciate that.”

“Okay, let’s get back to the women.”

I chuckled. “Don’t have to tell me twice.”

* * *
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Tate

“I’m really happy that you and Flash have worked things out, darling,” Maisie said.

Flash and his dad were still talking, which meant I’d had time to finish eating and help Maisie with the bulk of the dishes. I smiled, holding my coffee mug with both hands to warm them. “Me too, Maisie. I just wish I hadn’t jumped to conclusions.”

“Been there, done that.”

“Really?”

She chuckled. “Absolutely. I wasn’t very nice to Hatch when we first met.”

“You weren’t? What happened?” I asked, then added, “If you don’t mind me asking.”

“My car broke down right after my hair appointment. Luckily, it happened very close to a mechanic’s shop where Hatch was delivering parts. Hatch got me started again and I went on my way. I thought I’d never see him again but ran into him when I took Poppy to one of Cassidy’s ballet classes.”

“Cassidy Quinn?” I asked. 

“Yep.”

“Wow.”

“Yes. He joined me and Poppy for pizza after the class and I was so freaked out, I ghosted him. But fate’s a strange thing, and when I was involved in a bad car accident, he once again came to my rescue. Poppy decided we should keep him, and the rest is history.”

I grinned. “He’s pretty awesome.”

“He is that,” she agreed. “But this life is... well, a lot to get used to, and it can be overwhelming.”

I bit my lip and nodded. “It’s not so much about the life,” I admitted. “I mean, Flash has always shown me nothing but respect, and I know that’s because of how you and Hatch raised him. So, thank you for that.”

“You’re welcome, love. Just know that there will be times when the club comes first, and that’s not easy to cope with. You have support, so be sure to reach out, okay?”

“I will, Maisie,” I promised. “Thank you.”

“Why does she need support?” Flash asked, walking back in the room with Hatch.

“This life can be challenging,” Maisie said.

Flash wrapped an arm around me and kissed my cheek. “Well, yeah, I guess any life can be.”

“True, love,” Maisie said. “So, whatever you two need, you’ve got our support. Because—”

“Divorce is not an option,” Flash finished, and Maisie laughed.

“Exactly.” 

“I like that.” I smiled, leaning against Flash. 

Maisie set warmed food onto the island and Flash loaded a plate.

“I’ll make you coffee,” I offered.

“Thanks, baby.”

Flash ate quickly while I finished my coffee, and then he dropped the rest of the dishes into the dishwasher, and we headed out to his truck.

“You freaked?” he asked, starting the engine.

“About what?”

“Us. This life. Whatever.”

I frowned, shifting in my seat to face him. “Are you worried that I’m freaked?”

“Well... yeah. Kinda.”

“Honey, I’m in.” I reached over and linked my fingers with his. “I’m not going to pretend I understand all of the club stuff and how it will affect me personally, but I figure you’ll help me if I have questions, and so will your mom. I’m not freaked. Maybe I should be, but I’m not.”

“You got a lot more people than my mom,” he said.

I smiled. “I know.”

He undid his seatbelt and slid across the bench seat to kiss me. “I fuckin’ love you, Tate Burke.”

I grinned, cupping his cheek. “I fucking love you too, Parker Wallace.”

“Let’s go get you a ring so we can tell the world.”

“Okay,” I whispered, kissing him again.

“Okay.”

He grinned, sliding back to his seat, and we took off.

* * *
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Flash

“Are you really going to make me wait?” Tate asked, for the fiftieth time since we’d left the jewelers.

“Yeah, baby. The ring has to be sized, and I still want to talk to your dad.”

“Not even a hint?”

I grinned. “Nope.”

The jeweler had pulled several engagement ring options out for Tate to try on, and then she’d narrowed her choices to three. In the end, there were two she loved the best, but couldn’t decide between the two. 

But I could. 

Because when she tried on the sixth ring, her whole face lit up. She bit her lip, her cheeks pinked, and she couldn’t stop staring at it. 

“It’s really expensive,” she whispered.

“Baby, pick the one you want,” I said. “I’ll worry about the money.”

The ring was in white gold and had a three-dimensional flower design with diamond accents that extended down the band. Petals of pavé diamonds circled the center stone, and I had chosen a one and a half carat round diamond, which I planned to surprise her with when I proposed properly. 

Tate had chosen two others, almost half the price, but I knew her enough to know they didn’t make her heart sing, so I’d sent her out the door to wait for me. I told her I’d make the final choice and surprise her.

“You’re gonna talk to Dad today, right?” she asked.

“Why am I taking you home?” I teased, taking her hand. “Are you nervous?”

“Yes, of course, I’m nervous,” she said. “Can I talk you out of this antiquated tradition?”

“I’m not asking him for his permission, baby.”

“I know. I just...” She sighed. “If my dad gives you any grief, I’m—”

I squeezed her hand. “You’re not gonna do shit, Tate. I’ve got this.”

We stopped at a red light, and I glanced at her. “Do you trust me?”

“This isn’t about you,” she said.

I raised an eyebrow at her. “You don’t think?”

She let out a huff. “I mean, it’s about me and my stupid grudge. He’s going to want to protect me, and that means he might say something—”

“Quit,” I growled.

She pressed her lips into a thin line, and I noticed tears forming in her eyes as the light turned green.

I lifted her hand to my mouth and kissed her fingers. “Trust me to take care of this, baby.”

She blinked, nodding before turning her face toward the window. I felt like an ass, so I turned down a side street and pulled the truck over before turning to face her. “Baby, look at me.”

She shook her head, so I undid both our seatbelts and tugged her toward me. 

“Flash,” she ground out as I cupped her neck.

“Look at me,” I ordered.

She faced me as tears slid down her face and she slapped them off in irritation. “I’m fine.”

“That liquid escaping from your eyes says otherwise.”

“I hate crying.”

“Baby, you’re borrowing trouble. Everything’s going to be okay, and we’re gonna get married and fuck like rabbits until we make babies.”

She sniffed. “Well, I hope we’ll fuck like rabbits after we make babies as well.”

“Absolutely.”

“I made my dad distrust you and I’m so unbelievably sorry about that,” she whispered.

“We need a moratorium on apologies, Tate,” I said. “Because we’re done with you saying sorry. Got it?”

She wrinkled her nose, her eyes alit with irritation. “Well, I’m sorry I’m saying sorry too much, Mr. Perfect Pants.”

I smiled. “Is your dad a reasonable person?”

“Yes. Of course, he is.”

“It’s totally normal and appropriate for him not to trust me completely, honey. I’m a man who’s going to take his little girl away from him. But I like your dad, and I know he likes me, so there’s no reason to believe he’ll be anything other than fair when he and I talk.”

She nodded. 

“I’m gonna fix it with your dad, Tate. Cross my heart and swear at God.” He dropped his head back and said to the sky, “Asshole.”

She bit out a laugh. “I can’t believe you remember that!”

“I remember everything,” I said. “You’ve always had my back, now let me have yours.”

I pulled her onto my lap, and she buried her face in my neck. “Okay.”

“You never did tell me how you got my bike back from Scott Benson.”

“How did you know it was me that got it back?”

“You’re the only one who knew about it. We swore at God, and I knew you’d never break your promise,” I said. “How did you get it back?”

She bit her lip and then took a deep breath. “Technically, I didn’t.”

“Huh?”

“I bargained with Ronan to do it,” she admitted. “Traded him a whole month of my dessert for him to get the bike back and keep it secret from Mom and Dad.”

“No shit?”

“No shit. Are you mad?”

“Why would I be mad?” I asked.

“Because I didn’t keep our pact.”

“The pact was you not telling anyone about me being bullied. You did that.”

“I’m pretty sure Ronan figured it out.”

I shrugged. “Did he tell anyone?”

“Nope. He totally didn’t.”

I chuckled. “Then the pact stands.”

She nodded, and I gave her a gentle squeeze. “What’s really goin’ on, baby?”

“Besides my dad killing you?”

“He’s not gonna kill me.” I chuckled. “You do know that, right?”

“No, I know.” She sighed, her body sinking further into me. “I just feel like the other shoe’s going to drop.”

“Okay, Chicken Little, I think what’s really going on is you’ve had a people-filled two days and your introverted heart can only take so much. There is no other shoe to drop, I’m gonna fix things with your dad, we’re gonna get engaged, and the sky is gonna stay right where it is.”

She sat up and met my eyes. “How the hell do you get to the heart of me so quickly?”

I grinned. “Because I’m your match, baby. Have been since the second we met.”

“Yeah, this is very true.” Cupping my face, she finally smiled. “I don’t want to sleep without you tonight.”

“We can sleep at the club, baby. Anytime.”

“I know. I just want something more permanent. I want our house to be done.”

“I’ll talk to Uncle Cade and see if we can speed up the timeline.”

She grinned. “Yeah, that sounds great.”

“I love you.”

“I love you, too,” she said, and kissed me.

“You ready for me to talk to your dad now?”

She closed her eyes and nodded before meeting my eyes again. “Thanks for talking me down.”

“Always.”

She slid off my lap and resecured her seatbelt and we took off for her parents’ home.
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Tate

“They’ve been in there a long time,” I complained, pacing my kitchen floor.

“Sweetheart, they’ve been in there for less than fifteen minutes.”

“Way too long.”

“You wearing a hole in our floor isn’t going to make it go any faster,” Mom pointed out. 

“If dad’s being difficult, we might not stay for dinner.”

Mom sighed. “When have you ever known your dad to be difficult?”

“There’s always a first time.”

She smiled. “Why don’t you peel these potatoes? It’ll give you something to do. Plus, you are an artist with spuds.”

It was true. I could peel a potato in less than a minute without leaving any skin. And as much as my mother’s compliment was probably a way of buttering me up in order to do it in the first place, I fell for it every time.

I sighed, making my way to the kitchen island, and grabbing the potato peeler. I’d finished the third potato when I heard my father’s booming voice yell, “There’s no way in hell I’m letting you take my daughter away.”

“Oh yeah, old man, well, if you give us any trouble, you’ll never see her again,” Flash returned.

“Do you really think you can threaten me?” Dad growled.

I gasped, dropping the potato peeler, and running toward them, freezing at the mouth of the hallway to see them both grinning like idiots.

“Oh my god, you two can both go to hell,” I snapped, turning on my heel and stomping back to the kitchen.

The boom of male laughter followed me as I sat back up at the kitchen island and attacked another potato. Flash and my dad waltzed into the kitchen, laughing hysterically as my mother appeared to be holding back her own mirth.

“All of you suck.” I slammed the peeler onto the island. 

My dad grinned, leaning down to kiss my mother quickly before making his way to me and wrapping me in a bear hug.

“No,” I retorted. “You don’t deserve my affection. Or my perfectly peeled potatoes.” 

Dad laughed, releasing me as Flash leaned down and kissed my cheek.

“Neither do you.”

Flash sat on one of the stools beside me as Mom handed him another potato peeler. It was like he’d never been gone, falling into domestic ease with my family like he always had. 

I heard the front door alarm beep and then Theo called out, “Is dinner ready?”

“Kid, you better get your butt in here,” Dad called back, and Theo jogged into the room. 

“Whoa,” he said, eyeing Flash up. “Hey, Flash.”

“Hey, Theo,” he said.

I met Theo’s eyes and mouthed, “Be Nice.”

He mean-mugged me before snagging a snap pea off the island.

“How does the team look this year?” Flash asked, immediately getting to the heart of my brother.

“I think it’s going to be a good season,” Theo said. “Got a couple of guys who came up from the JV squad that look good.”

“You QB?”

Theo nodded. 

“Think you have a chance at State?” Flash continued.

“If I can keep up with my class load and the two-a-days the coach has us pulling.”

“Well, get your head in the game,” Flash joked. “I’ve got a lot of money riding on your team.”

Theo laughed. “Just make sure I get my cut, I’ll need every cent for college.”

“No problem.”

I rolled my eyes but couldn’t stop a smile as I shifted my seat closer to Flash. He wrapped an arm around me and kissed my temple, and I leaned against him as I basked in the glow of my man’s love for my family.

Hayden walked in a few minutes later, and she hugged Flash with a little more enthusiasm than in previous weeks. 

I loved my sister. She really was my ride or die.

Once dinner was done, Flash helped me with the dishes, and then it was time for him to go and I lost my mind a little.

“Baby, we can go to the club,” he reminded me as we stood by the front door.

“I know.” I slid my arms around his waist and up his back. “But I need to sleep. I have to study.”

“Are you sure?” He slid his hands to my butt and squeezed.

“Don’t,” I begged. 

He chuckled. “Okay, baby. How about I pick you up when I’m done with club shit tomorrow?”

“What time?”

“Not sure.” He gave me a squeeze. “I’ll text you.”

I bit my lip. “Okay.”

He smiled, leaning down to kiss me gently. “You gonna survive without me for one night?”

I wrinkled my nose and shook my head. 

“I’ll find us a place to go tomorrow night,” he promised.

“That would be good.” I met his eyes. “Like, I’ll allow you to live, good.”

He grinned, chucking my chin. “I like living.”

“I am so gonna miss you tonight.”

“Me too, baby,” he said, kissing me again. “Last chance to go to the club.”

I dropped my head to his chest and sighed. “I really need to study.”

“You got flash cards or something like that?”

“No, I have a series of sample tests, both online and printed out.”

“Okay, you study tonight, then I’ll grill you tomorrow.”

“Except, I’m gonna want to be plowed tomorrow.”

Flash laughed. “I’ll plow you, then grill you.”

“Then plow me some more.”

“Definitely.” He kissed me again. “I’m gonna go.”

I nodded but held him tighter and he chuckled, squeezing me tight again. 

“Jesus Christ, Tate. Let the man go,” Theo bellowed. “I need to go upstairs.”

“Theo!” Mom snapped. “Language.”

“Okay, baby, I’m gonna go,” Flash repeated.

“Call me when you get home,” I bossed.

“I will.”

He kissed me one more time, then walked out the door. I closed and locked it behind him, then turned and faced my brother who was walking toward me. “You could have just walked up the stairs. You didn’t need to be a dick.”

“And have to walk past you two sucking face?” He shuddered dramatically. “No thank you.”

I rolled my eyes. “Mature.”

“Mature,” he mimicked in a snotty voice.

He sauntered up the stairs and I went to grab a pint of ice cream.

* * *
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Flash

I let myself into my parents’ house and reset the alarm, pulling my phone out to call Tate, but my mother interrupted me.

“Flash?” she called from the kitchen.

“Yeah, Mom?”

“Got a minute?”

“Yeah.” I sighed, sliding my phone back into my pocket and heading her way. She was at the island, a cup of tea in front of her. “Are you okay?”

“Yes, love.” She smiled. “Just bored.”

“Where’s Dad?”

“Hawk needed help with something. He’s over at his place.”

“You didn’t go hang with Payton?” I asked, pulling a beer out of the fridge. 

“She’s got the crud and I don’t want to risk getting it again.”

“I don’t blame you.” I sat up at the island beside her.

“How’s Tate?” she asked.

“She’s good, other than us sleeping apart.”

Mom frowned. “I can understand that. I hate sleeping alone when your dad’s out of town.”

“Oh, I know,” I teased. “You don’t sleep, ergo, we don’t sleep.”

When Dad was out of town, Mom would make us stay up with her watching some of the worst movies on the planet just so she wouldn’t have to be alone. Lucky for us, it didn’t happen very often.

She chuckled. “True story. I’d apologize, but then I’d be lying because Mummy loves quality time with her boys and if I have to make you watch girly movies with me, I’ll do it.”

“And you know we’ll always say yes.”

“That’s because your dad would murder you in the face if you didn’t.”

I laughed. “I will neither confirm nor deny.”

“You’re a good boy, Flashy.” She grinned, squeezing my arm. “When are your renos going to be done?”

“I’m meeting with Cade tomorrow, but I think a week or so.”

“Well, that’s exciting.”

“Yeah. Just want it done.”

She chuckled. “I know, love.”

We heard the beep of the alarm, and then my dad called out, “Sunshine?”

“Kitchen, darling.”

“I need to call Tate,” I said, sliding off the stool, and kissing her cheek.

“Love you.”

“Love you, too, Mama.”

I pulled my phone out of my pocket again and passed my dad on the way up to my room. He gave me a quick hug, then I headed upstairs.

* * *
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Tate

“Did you get taken out by a crow?” I asked, answering after one ring. I was in my room, the pint of mint chip ice cream on my nightstand and a spoon on top of it. I was waiting for it to soften a little before eating it, so I’d gotten in my pajamas and logged into my laptop to get ready for a study session when Flash finally called.

“No, sorry, baby,” he said. “My mom needed me.”

“Is everything okay?”

“Yeah, Dad was gone, and she was bored.”

I chuckled. “No movie this time?”

“Nope, Dad walked in just in time,” he said. “Hold on a sec.”

I flopped onto my bed and leaned against my headboard, reaching for my ice cream when Flash came back on the line.

“Sorry.”

I smiled. “All good. I’m just about to plow into a tub of ice cream.”

“I thought I was the one who was gonna plow you?” he challenged.

“Well, you’re not here, so I’m going to do the plowing.”

“Fair.” He chuckled. “Is that ice cream mint chip?”

“Of course it’s mint chip.” I sighed. “I should probably buy stock in Tillamook.”

“What if I just promise to keep the freezer stocked?”

“That’ll work.” I smiled. “Now we just need the reno to be done.”

“Cade said he can meet with us tomorrow if you want.”

I paused, mid-bite. “I’m free.”

“Awesome. I’ll text you tomorrow and let you know what time.”

“Okay.” I closed my eyes and let the warm fuzzies cover me. “I love you.”

“Love you too, beautiful. Now, go study. I’ll text you when I’m done.”

“Can’t wait.”

“Me neither.”

We hung up and I opened my laptop before grabbing my ice cream. My heart was full and my spirit peaceful as I hunkered down to study.

* * *
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I drove over to Flash’s place just before lunch the next day and walked into chaos. There were towels covering the living room floor and workers rushing through the house.

“Flash?” I called out.

“Kitchen, babe.”

I walked that way and found Flash and his uncle bent over the new island, plans spread across the form. Flash’s uncle looked a lot like Hatch, only with short hair. He was a little taller than Flash’s dad, leaner but obviously fit. Short, dark hair, he kind of looked like if Paul Rudd and Channing Tatum had a baby. He was just as gorgeous as all the Wallace men.

“What happened?” I asked.

“Water main busted,” Flash said.

“Oh, crap.”

He grimaced. “Yeah. Old pipes.”

“It’s a miracle they lasted this long,” Cade said. “But, yeah, we gotta replace ’em all.”

I bit my lip and Flash wrapped an arm around me. “Hey, it’s all good, baby. All the floors were already ripped up and none of the new hardwood had been laid. Better it happen now rather than later.”

“How can you be so calm?” I asked. “It’s not even my house, and I’m freaked.”

He chuckled. “Can’t worry about shit that’s outta my control, Tater. Plus, got you and my family at my back. I’m covered.”

I sighed, wrapping my arms around him. “This is very true.”

“Why don’t you two go over to VFI and look at paint, flooring, and tile?” Cade suggested. “Write down things you like, you can check out samples too and bring them back here to check light and stuff. I can give you pricing, and you can decide your favorites from there. Sound good?”

Flash gave me a squeeze. “You feel like shopping with me?”

“I’m a girl.”

“So?”

“Um, so, it’s in my DNA.”

He chuckled. “Okay, great. I’ll grab my keys.”

“I’ve got my car.”

“Pull it into my garage.”

“Or, I can drive,” I countered.

Cade chortled as he walked away.

Flash leaned down and met my eyes. “Pull your car into my garage, baby. I’m gonna drive.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Are you seriously getting all alpha male on me right now.”

“I sure am,” he said. “Are you gonna give me grief about it?”

“Well, no.” I bit my lip. “But I am gonna inform you that it’s kind of turning me on.”

He smiled slowly. “I’ll be sure to take care of that later.”

“I would appreciate that.”

He kissed me quickly, then I pulled my car into his garage, and we headed out.

* * *
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Later that night, Flash had surprised me by grabbing a hotel room and we’d just made love and were now cuddled on the sofa looking out over the Willamette sipping wine as we solved the world’s problems and talked about our dreams and plans for our lives going forward.

“Can I ask you something random?” he asked.

I lifted my chin to meet his eyes. “Of course.”

“What happened between high school and now that made you so fuckin’ freaked that I’m gonna make you do something you don’t want to do?” 

I bit my lip, dropping my cheek to his chest. “It’s not important.”

“Baby, if you don’t want to disclose, you absolutely don’t have to, but just know I’m here, and there is nothing you can do or say that will make me judge you.”

“I know.”

“But something did happen?”

“Yes.”

He gave me a gentle squeeze. “I’m here.”

I nodded, settling my chin in my hand as I met his eyes again. “Nick.”

His body tightened, but he didn’t say anything, and I took a deep breath.

“We’d been dating about two weeks... social media official at least, and he said he had a surprise for me.” I swallowed, trying to bolster my courage. “He told me to dress nice, and I figured he was taking me out somewhere fancy, so I dressed to the hilt, excited to see what the surprise was.”

Flash stroked my back and I relaxed into him.

“It wasn’t a restaurant or a bar. It was... um... a sex club.”

“I’m sorry?”

I felt my face heat and I licked my lips. “There were people openly fucking, each section set up with different scenes. It was both equal parts fascinating and terrifying,” I admitted. “The second we walked in, I’d begged for him to take me home, but he insisted, promising me it would be fun. I kind of let my curiosity trump my gut, but I also tried to give myself a pep talk. I mean, Nick was a nice guy. We’d gone through two years of school together just as friends. He’d never do anything bad to me, you know?”

Flash grunted but didn’t comment and I snuggled closer.

“It was... weird. Too much for me, especially considering I was a virgin, and my parents had kind of sheltered us as kids, so I didn’t even know places like this even existed. He walked me around the building, stopping and watching a few of the scenes, and I found myself closing my eyes unless we were walking. I was just creeped out by the whole thing. When he pulled me into a private room and pulled my dress down, though, I freaked. I didn’t know at the time why I’d reacted so extremely—”

“Maybe because you weren’t asked for consent,” he ground out.

“Well, yes, but it was something else. I pulled myself together and ran out of the room to discover there was a one-way mirror, and there was a small crowd gathering to watch whatever Nick intended to do to me without my knowledge.”

“Fucking hell,” Flash hissed. “Did he know you were a virgin?”

“Does it make a difference?”

“Yep, it sure fuckin’ does.”

I sighed. “Yes, he knew.”

“It’s goddamn bad enough he took you somewhere like that without having a long and thorough conversation about it. It’s fuckin’ assault when he pulled you into that room, but it’s psychological torture considering he knew you were a virgin and would have no concept of what a place like that was.”

“I did go in, Flash. He didn’t force me—”

“Fuck me, Tate, don’t you dare minimize this,” he hissed. “That shithead’s a predator.”

I sighed. “Yeah.”

“I’m so glad you’re smart, baby.”

“Not smart enough not to date him,” I countered. 

“You dated him after that?”

“Hell, no.” I shuddered. “Gross. I kicked his ass to the curb and blocked his number.”

“Exactly.” He gave me another squeeze. “Smart.”

I met his eyes again. “What if I had dated him after?”

He shrugged. “I still wouldn’t judge you, baby, but I’m really glad you didn’t.”

“I just wish I’d never dated him to begin with. Although...”

“Although, what?”

I bit my lip forcing back a smile. “The club was kind of interesting. I’d never want to go back because it was also super sleazy, but I can’t say I wasn’t kind of turned on by a few of the scenes.”

“Oh, yeah?” He raised an eyebrow. “Like, what?”

“There was one with the woman handcuffed to the bed and blindfolded,” I said. “That was kind of... intriguing.”

Flash rolled me onto my back and kissed me. “Anytime you want to play, baby, you let me know.”

“Really? Do you like that?”

“Never done it, but I’m all over figuring it out with you.” He stroked my cheek. “We’ve grown up together, and I’m so fuckin’ beyond happy that we get to grow old together, and figuring out what turns each other on is part of that.”

I nodded. “Yeah.”

“So, you just say the word and we’ll play.”

“Okay,” I breathed out.

“Come on, let’s go back to bed.

I grinned. He didn’t have to tell me twice. 
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Flash

One week later, LRG had booked another round-trip flight to Seattle, so I logged the flight info and rode out to the helo pad. 

I did my checks, then waited for LRG and his assistant to arrive. Because I was early, I took a few minutes to call Tate.

“Hi,” she breathed out.

I checked my watch. “Did I wake you?”

“I plead the fifth.”

“Did I keep you up too late?”

“I’m not complaining.” I heard her yawn and chuckled. 

“Maybe I should let you sleep tonight, huh? Give you a night off?”

“Shut your mouth,” she snapped. “I thought you had a flight.”

“I do. Client’s runnin’ late.”

“I don’t like not seeing you first thing in the morning,” she said. “I can’t wait until you can kiss me before you leave me.”

“Me too.” I smiled. “Plan to sleep at the club this Friday and Saturday night.”

We had a family night, so I’d set up a surprise for her over the weekend.

“Okay, honey, that sounds good.”

I glanced up to see LRG walking toward me, a very plastic blonde on his arm. “Client’s here.” 

“Please be very, very careful.”

“Always am, baby.” 

“Love you,” she said.

“Me too, baby,” I said, and hung up, sliding my phone in my pocket, and making my way to LRG.

“I’m sorry I’m late,” he said, shaking my hand. “Lane has made a series of errors that has resulted in her termination, and I had to deal with that this morning. This is Candy.”

I didn’t respond. I didn’t give a shit about his employee issues, nor did I need to know anything about them.

“Candace, actually,” she whispered.

I recognized her as a reporter on a local news channel. I didn’t know which one, because I didn’t watch the news unless Mom or Dad had it on, but I did notice she didn’t seem over impressed with ‘G’ and his treatment of her.

“Right. Nice to meet you.” I glanced at my watch. “We should get going. Our flight window is closing.”

Because ‘G’ was late, our flight was cut short, but he still seemed happy with the flight, and Candace was actually a class act. She had been tasked with getting an interview with LRG for Channel Seven News and he’d insisted it would have to happen from the air.

“I’m hosting a small party at Blush this Friday night,” LRG said once we were on the ground. “Do you know it?”

I forced myself not to laugh. Did I know it? My club owned it. 

“Yeah, I think I’m familiar.”

“Well, I’d like you to join us. VIP all the way. Bring a date.” He smiled. “I’ll text you the details.”

Before I could agree or disagree, he grabbed Candace’s hand and walked away.

* * *
[image: image]


Tate

Friday night, Flash picked me up at eight, planning on a private dinner at Blush before the party LRG was hosting. I had never been to Blush. It was highly exclusive and extremely hard to get into. Even though the Dogs of Fire owned the nightclub, I probably could have gone once I’d turned twenty-one, but I had been avoiding Flash back then, so it wasn’t like I was going to ask him to get me in.

“Okay, who is this guy again?” I asked.

“He’s the kid behind Fighting Fowls and Sweets Smash.”

“Oh, I loved Fighting Fowls.”

He chuckled. “I know you did. You played it all the fuckin’ time.”

I rolled my eyes. “Whatever. It’s not like you didn’t play it too.”

“Not like you.”

“No, maybe not,” I conceded. “You said, kid. Just how old is he?”

“Our age, I think.”

“Oh, wow,” I breathed out. “That much money that young can make people weird.”

“Yeah. He certainly falls into the douche category.”

“I said weird, not douchey.”

“Well, he’s both,” Flash said.

“You didn’t want to tell him the club owns Blush?”

He shook his head. “I think it’s best to keep him in the dark as much as possible. He doesn’t need to know my business.”

I rolled my eyes. “You’re not mafia, honey.”

“Pretend that I am in regard to LRG.”

I chuckled. “Oh my god, fine.”

We pulled up to the back of the club and walked inside. Flash ushered me up some back stairs and into a private office where a few of the Dogs were already gathered. 

“We’re not eating in the club?” I whispered.

He shook his head, squeezing my hand. “We’re eating in the private dining room so we can watch LRG and his party when he gets here.”

“Why would we want to watch him?”

He shrugged. “Just don’t trust him, Tate.”

“Hey, Flash.”

We turned toward the sound of the deep voice and I smiled. 

“Hey, Booker.” Flash wrapped his arm around me. “You remember Tate?”

He grinned. “Haven’t seen you since you were probably in middle school. How are you?”

“I’m good. Thanks,” I said, smiling.

Booker looked a bit like Charlie Hunnam, only with a little more grey in his dark blond hair. He wore an obviously expensive suit that appeared to have been made for him and gorgeous didn’t seem good enough to describe him.

“Tate!” Dani squealed, rushing toward me. 

Dani was Booker’s wife. She was blonde, curvy, and drop dead gorgeous, even in her fifties.

“Hi, Dani,” I said as she pulled me in for a hug.

“Booker said you were coming tonight, so I stuffed myself—”

“Goddammit, woman!” Booker growled, wrapping his arm around her, and pulling her close.

“Sorry.” Dani wrinkled her nose. “I slipped into a little black dress—”

“Thank you,” Booker said, kissing her temple.

“Can I finish my sentence, big man?” she sassed.

“The second you recognize the fact you’re hot as fuck, you sure can.”

“He’s right about that,” I said.

“Thank you, Tate,” Booker said.

“You look beautiful, by the way, Dani,” I continued. 

“Thank you, honey.” She smiled. “You look gorgeous as well. You and Daisy and your freckles. Lucky girls.”

I chuckled. Daisy was about four years younger than me and Flash, and she was gorgeous.

A knock at his door came and he made his way to open it. “Everything’s ready, Mr. Carver.”

He nodded and closed the door. “We can move into the dining room anytime. Mack and Darien just got here, so they’ll be joining us as well.”

“Oooh, fun,” I said, grinning.

Dinner flew by far too quickly before Flash said it was time to join LRG and his crew.

“You know,” I said, sliding my hand around his waist. “I could stay here, and you could go schmooze.”

He grinned, leaning down to kiss me quickly. “Half hour, baby. Mack’s gonna come pull us away so we don’t look like we’re being rude.”

“Okay, I can do that.”

“Come on.”

He took my hand and led me through a private corridor and into an empty foyer, wrapping his arm around me and pulling me close just as a door to our left opened.

A giant man grinned, giving us a chin lift, and waving us through the door.

“Hey, Tiny,” Flash said.

“Hey, Flash.”

“This is Tate.”

“Nice to meet you,” Tiny said.

“You too,” I said.

Tiny met my eyes. “You run into any problems, you find me.”

“Will I run into any problems?” I squeaked.

“No, baby,” Flash said.

“But if for any reason, you feel off and you can’t find your man, you find me,” Tiny stressed.

I nodded. “Okay, I will.”

“Quit freakin’ her out, Tiny,” Flash warned. “She’s got no less than a dozen Dogs watchin’ her back.”

“I do?” I said at the same time Tiny said, “She does?”

“Most definitely,” Flash confirmed, taking my hand. “Okay, let’s get this over with.”

We walked up the stairs and barely made it past the landing. It was packed. I found myself huddling closer to Flash, the crowd making me uncomfortable. Tiny had walked up behind us, and Flash gave him a chin lift.

“This is bullshit,” Flash said in my ear. “We’re outta here.”

“Parker!” a voice yelled, and Flash let out a curse.

“Tiny’s gonna get you a drink, baby,” Flash said, handing me off to Tiny. “I’ll say hi to LRG, then we’ll get out of here.”

I nodded and followed Tiny over to the VIP bar.

The bartender handed me a margarita just as I heard, “Tate Burke?”

“Yes?” I said, turning toward the sound of my name.

“Oh my god, I can’t believe it’s you.”

A tall, lanky, redheaded man-boy walked toward me.

I frowned. “I’m sorry, do I know you?”

“It’s me.”

I rapidly scanned my mental contacts list, but my search results came up empty.

He cocked his head. “This is my event.”

“You’re LRG?” I asked, my embarrassment rising to a critical level.

“Yeah.” He puffed out his chest. “Cool, huh?”

“Wow, congratulations. Um, I mean. I don’t know anything about video games, but I know yours are very popular.” I wasn’t about to admit I’d been obsessed with his in high school.

“I left high school early to go to college, but only spent a year at MIT before I started working on the first version of Plonk, which of course eventually lead to Fighting Fowls. The rest is history,” he said, talking to me like I was a long-lost friend.

“That’s so great,” I said. “You must be proud to have built such an empire so quickly.”

Before he could respond, Flash made his way to me and wrapped his arm around my waist. LRG’s eyes darted between the two of us, his expression suddenly extremely disappointed.

“Fuck,” he breathed out. “You’re his date.” 

“Um, yeah. We’re together,” Flash replied.

“Of course, you are,” he replied, coldly. His face going blank, triggering my first faint memory of something.

I grabbed Flash’s hand, squeezing hard. “Thanks for inviting us,” I said, my hair on the back of my neck tingling.

“Yeah. Ah, I should get back... to my guests.”

He turned and walked into the crowd, and I turned into Flash’s body. He wrapped his arm around me and kissed my temple. “Let’s get the fuck outta here.”

“Yeah, let’s,” I agreed.

We made our way down the stairs, and back through the private door Tiny guarded, and I tugged Flash to a stop. “Wait, Flash,” I said, digging in my purse for my phone.

“Why?”

“Something’s bugging me,” I said, pulling up Google. 

“Babe, I wanna put miles between us and that asshole,” he ground out.

But I wasn’t listening. “Oh my fucking god.”

Flash sighed. “What?”

“Do you remember him?” I asked.

“No, why?”

“He’s Lionel Grundy?”

Flash frowned. “Why do I know that name?”

I grabbed his arm. “He’s the guy that Scott Benson and his brothers stripped naked, and zip-tied to the basketball hoop in the middle of the gym sophomore year.”

“No fuckin’ way,” he hissed out. “Jesus, it was all over social media.”

I bit my lip and nodded.

“The same guy you rushed over to and wrapped your hoodie around, grabbing scissors from your backpack to cut him down.”

I nodded again, biting back tears at the memory. “Well, no one else was going to help him, Flash,” I rasped. “They just stood there laughing with their phones out.”

Flash had been gone at an away game that day, or I’m sure he would have helped me.

I frowned. “Why didn’t I remember him?”

“He barely looks like himself, baby. I didn’t recognize him, either.” He stroked my cheek. “Looks like he’s left high school behind him, right? So you don’t have to be sad, Tater. He’s made a mint and he’s the big man on campus, so it’s all good.”

“Those wounds cut deep, though, honey, and no amount of money can heal it.” I gripped the lapels of his jacket. “Why wouldn’t he say something if he knew who you were?”

“Did he say he knew who I was?”

“No, but he knew exactly who I was.”

“Wait.” Flash met my eyes. “What do you mean, he knew who you were?”

“He called me by my name. I originally just assumed you’d told him.”

“I did not,” he growled. “Don’t like that, Tate.”

“I don’t like it much, either,” I admitted with a shudder.

Flash wrapped his arms around me. “Let’s get back to the club and forget about Lionel Grundy. I’ve got a surprise for you.”

“As long as it ends with me wrapped around your naked body, I’m in.”

It did.

But first, he walked me (blindfolded) into a freshly painted and updated room at the club, complete with an iron four-poster, queen bed with canopy, new sheets, and a lock that only we and his father had the key to.

“Does this jump the line for someone else?” I asked, as I slid his cut from his shoulders.

“No,” he promised. “Right now, I’m the only one of the younger patches who has a woman who needs it. When that changes, we’ll adjust. Mom wants to add more rooms, so there are plans to renovate a few more spaces anyway.”

I cupped his face, smiling up at him. “This means we can stay at the club more often, which means we can drink a little more while we’re here.”

“Yeah, baby, that’s exactly what it means.” He slid his hands to the zipper of my dress, lowering it all the way before pushing the fabric from my body and letting it fall to my feet. 

I stood before him in just my bra, panties, and heels.

“Jesus, is that what you had on underneath all night?”

I grinned. “Yep.”

I wore a black lace thong and matching bra. Both of which were practically see-through.

He grinned slowly running his finger between my breasts. “Leave your panties and the heels on, Tate.”

I shivered, biting my lip as I nodded, unhooking my bra, and dropping it on the floor. He let out a quiet hiss as he cupped my breasts, leaning down and running his tongue over one nipple then the other. I gripped his arms as he worked my nipples, almost bringing me to orgasm, but stopping short, straightening, and kissing me instead.

“Flash,” I hissed out in frustration.

He grinned, turning me, and slapping me on my bottom. “You’re gonna wait for it.”

I swallowed, taking a deep breath as he slid his hands to my hips and guided me to the edge of the mattress. “You wanna play?”

“Yes,” I whispered.

“Hands up in front of you, palms together like you’re praying.”

I raised my hands, and he produced a man’s necktie from out of nowhere, wrapping it around my wrists. “Well, okay, Mr. Grey.”

He smirked, kissing my wrists gently. “Too tight?”

I shook my head. 

“Do you want a safe word, or do you want to use ‘stop’?”

I grinned. “Um, safe word, duh.”

“Want me to pick?”

“No. I’ll pick.”

He opened a drawer in the dresser and pulled out a silky green rope, throwing it over the iron canopy part of the bed. Once the rope was tied off, he let it dangle then made his way back to me and stroked my cheek, leaning down to kiss me. “What’s your word?”

“Rhubarb.”

He chuckled. “You sure?”

“Yep,” I retorted. “Rhubarb’s the word.”

“Okay, baby. Rhubarb’s for stop. What if you want to slow down?”

“Pie,” I said immediately.

“Pie first? Before rhubarb?” he challenged.

“Sure.”

“Okay,” he tugged on the loose end of the tie and led me to the end of the bed. “Raise your arms.”

I did and he tied the rope to the necktie, leaving enough slack for me to move, but still leaving him with all the power.

“You good?”

I nodded and he slid a blindfold over my eyes. I licked my lips and then found his mouth on mine, gently but briefly.

I felt a little wobbly, but Flash slid his hand to my waist. “I got you, Tate, you won’t fall.”

“Will the rope hold?” I asked.

“Tested it earlier, so, yeah.”

I grinned. “You tested it? On whom?”

“Me.”

“You tied yourself to the bedpost?”

“In a manner of speaking.” He laughed. “Just trust me.”

“I do.”

He kissed me again and then he moved his mouth to my neck while his hand slid under the waistband of my panties. “Spread your legs just a little, baby.”

I did and was rewarded with his fingers slipping inside of me, his thumb pressing against my clit. His free hand was still around my waist, holding me steady but I couldn’t help but fight against my bonds. 

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yeah, honey. I’m just figuring out my limits.”

“Shall I continue?”

“I’m rolling my eyes under this blindfold, Parker, what do you think?”

I couldn’t stop a quiet gasp when his thumb pressed against my clit at the same time as his teeth bit down on a nipple, taking me by surprise. I dropped my head back as Flash ran his tongue over my pulse continuing to work my pussy but stopping before I completely let go.

“Flash,” I hissed.

“Patience, woman,” he retorted. I felt his hand slide down my right leg, and he unbuckled one shoe, then the other, helping me remove both of them, which left me hovering on my tiptoes now that my heels were gone. “Can you balance?”

“Yep,” I breathed out.

He kissed my belly, then his mouth moved lower, and I felt my panties sliding down my legs. His tongue lapped at my clit, and then I was suddenly lifted, and my legs were guided over his shoulders. 

I mewed as Flash buried his face in my pussy as I was suspended from the canopy of the bed unable to do anything but feel everything he was doing to me.

“I can’t wait, Parker,” I warned.

“Come, baby.”

I did and Flash held me tight as he released the bonds to the canopy. I fell gently to the bed, my hands still tied and the blindfold still intact. 

“On your knees,” he demanded.

I flipped over and he guided a pillow under my hips, but tugged me up a little higher still, pressing inside my right thigh to spread me wider. His fingers dipped inside of me, and I leaned back against them. 

“Soaked,” he whispered, sliding his cock into me, slowly at first.

With my hands bound and my eyes covered, my senses were heightened, and I felt everything on ten, but when he started to bury himself hard and deep inside of me, I lost my ever-blessed mind, screaming his name as I came so fast, I nearly fell into a fugue state.

He wasn’t far behind me, his dick pulsing inside of me as he rolled us onto our sides, releasing me from my blindfold, then untying my hands, and kissing the nape of my neck. 

“Holy shit,” I panted out.

“Holy shit, good?”

“Oh my god, yes,” I said. “That was amazing.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, it was.”

“How did you know how to do that?”

“I did a little research.”

I met his eyes. “You did?”

He smiled. “Yeah. Never done this before and I wanted to make sure I didn’t hurt you.”

“Wow,” I breathed out. “You did well.”

“You think?”

“Definitely,” I said. “I just have one request.”

“Anything.”

“Our bed at home needs to be this well-equipped,” I demanded.

“Yeah,” he said.

He kissed me again, then we took a shower together and fell into bed, crashing out pretty much immediately.
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Tate

Saturday morning, I awoke to an empty bed and sat up. “Flash?”

There was no response, so I grabbed my phone and saw that he’d sent me a text.

Flash: Downstairs. Come down when you wake up.

I smiled, taking a few extra minutes to properly wash off the makeup I had on the night before. With my face freshly moisturized, I pulled my hair into a cute braid, then dressed in yoga pants and a T-shirt, and headed downstairs. 

I heard chatter and laughing in the kitchen, so I made my way toward the sound, and found Hatch and Maisie standing with Flash at the island. I started toward him but before I could take a step, the woman standing next to Maisie turned, and I froze.

“Hey, baby,” Flash said.

I mean, I think that’s what he said.

I couldn’t actually process much of what he was saying, you know, on account of the fact I was staring into the face of mother fucking Melody Morgan.

She...her...my total complete and utter idol, was less than three feet from me. 

Smiling at me.

“Tate?” Flash called. 

It was like an echo in my head. And then there were bees. Oh my god, they were buzzing. So much buzzing.

But all I could do was stare at Melody.

Lordy, she was pretty. Her perfectly styled blonde hair was piled on top of her head in a messy bun, only nothing about it was messy. She wore skintight jeans and knee-high boots that were obviously made for her, and she had on a black denim jacket over a low-cut T-shirt. She was perfectly perfect in every way. A walking fashion icon who looked like she’d just stepped out of the pages of a magazine.

“I think you broke her,” Flash said with a chuckle.

It wasn’t until I felt his hand on my waist that the bees in my head stopped their buzzing and I was brought back to reality, blinking up at Flash.

“There you are,” he said, smiling gently. “You okay?”

“It’s weird. I thought I saw Melody Morgan in front of me,” I breathed out, letting out a nervous giggle. 

Flash grinned. “Take a deep breath and smile, Tate.”

“Nope, I’m good pretending I’m not in yoga pants, no makeup, and my hair all funky as I stand three feet from Melody fucking Morgan.” I whispered, the Melody fucking Morgan part, lest she know I was talking about her, of course. God forbid the woman see just how incredibly awkward her number one fan was. I gripped Flash’s cut before jabbing my finger into his chest. “Later, when we’re alone, you and I are going to have a conversation, complete with slides that will contain graphs and pie charts, about how to give your woman some advance notice when royalty comes to visit. Capisce?”

“Graphs and pie charts?”

“Yes. And you can bet your ass there will be a test,” I warned. “Got it?”

Flash grinned slowly. “Got it.”

I squeezed my eyes shut and took a deep breath before pasting on what I hoped was a confident and sincere smile and turned to face Melody. “Hi, I’m Tate.”

“Hi, I’m Melody.”

“Yes, of course you are. You’re Melody Morgan. And of course you know that, because you’re Melody Morgan and I can’t stop saying Melody Morgan and you’re my queen.” And then I curtsied. “Why can’t I stop saying Melody Morgan?” I waved my hand behind me and begged, “Flash, help me stop saying words.”

Flash chuckled. “Melody, my woman’s a big fan—”

I drove my heel into his boot, only managing to bruise my heel.

“I mean, she’s your biggest fan,” he corrected.

Melody grinned. “It’s always wonderful to meet one of my loyal subjects.”

“Oh my god,” I squeaked out, still mortified by my behavior.

“In all seriousness, Tate, Train’ll tell you I’m far from royalty. I spend more time on the back of his bike than the royal coach these days. Just think of me as one of your club sisters.”

“Sisters.” I let out an inelegant snort. “Right.”

“No, seriously.” Melody pulled up her pant leg. “I just got a burn on my calf because I hadn’t quite figured out how to get off the bike right.”

Just then, Train walked in shaking his head. “Told you to mind those pipes, baby.”

Hatch glared at Train. “You let your woman get burned?”

“No, Train was right. It was my fault,” Melody rushed to explain. “I didn’t wait for him to help me. I was excited and hopped off on the wrong side.”

Hatch sighed. “Well, it’s a lesson you only have to learn once, but Train still shoulda taken more care.”

“Yeah, I should have,” Train agreed, sliding his hand around Melody’s waist, and kissing her temple.

“Or, I could have listened to my man who tried to warn me.” She grimaced up at him, but he winked at her which seemed to defuse the tension in the room.

While all of that had been going on, I’d buried myself in Flash’s chest, attempting to hide behind his cut in an effort to disappear.

He leaned down and whispered, “Baby, you’re fine. Just be yourself.”

I pinched his side in response.

“Ow,” he hissed. “What the hell was that for?”

“Being myself is not the way to go here, bub,” I hiss-pered. “Obviously.”

Flash wrapped both his arms around me and squeezed gently. “Jesus, you’re funny when you’re discombobulated. You want breakfast?”

“In a minute.” I wrapped my arms around his waist and shook my head. “I’m not done hiding.”

“Baby, she’s one of us now,” Flash whispered. “You’ve got nothing to hide from.”

I glared up at him and said for his ears only, “She is a fucking queen, Mr. Wallace. You will show some respect.”

Flash responded by dropping his head back and laughing. “I’m gonna make you a cup of coffee before you implode.”

I sighed. “I’ll allow it.”

He kissed me gently, then released me and made his way to the coffee pot. 

“Tate!”

I turned to find Poppy rushing into the kitchen and it gave me the perfect excuse to pull myself together and focus on something other than my awkwardness. I grabbed her hand and led her back out of the room, pulling her down the hall.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“I just made a total fool of myself,” I whispered. “I need a second to reset.”

She smiled. “I bet you’re being way too hard on yourself.”

“Um, no, pretty sure I’m not,” I retorted, adding in a whisper, “I curtsied to her, Poppy.”

“What the fuck now?”

Dropping my face into my hands I shook my head as Poppy chuckled and wrapped her arms around me. “Come on, honey, you’re fine. Melody probably took it all in stride.”

“Baby,” Flash breathed out, pulling me away from his sister and cupping my face. “What are you doing out here? Come back into the kitchen.”

“Seriously, honey,” Poppy said. “Pull up those big girl panties and join the fun. You’re the president’s daughter-in-law.” She leaned in and whispered, “She should be curtsying to you.”

I let out a snort-laugh, falling against Flash as he kissed my temple. “Yeah, you’re probably right. I’m sure I’m overreactin—”

Melody stepped into the hallway just as I gathered my courage. “Oh, sorry, I was just looking for the bathroom.”

I waved my hands in the air like a deranged magician’s assistant. “Allow me to escort you to the facilities.”

Melody laughed. “Oh my god, you’re so funny.”

Yeah, that’s it, I’m funny. Not criminally insane or restraining order worthy. 

“Two doors down on the left,” Poppy said, putting me out of my misery. The second Melody was out of sight, Poppy settled her hands on my shoulders. “I take it back. What the hell is wrong with you?”

“Right?” I cried. “Oh my god! I can’t function!”

“Enough,” Flash growled, turning on his sister. “You need to back the fuck up, sissy. Tate is fine. Stop telling her she’s not.”

“She didn’t mean it that way,” I argued.

“I really didn’t,” Poppy confirmed.

“She was teasing.”

“I really was,” Poppy said.

“Well, you can quit,” Flash snapped, sliding his hand around my waist. 

“Sorry, Tate,” Poppy rushed to say.

“There’s nothing to apologize for,” I said in exasperation. “Honey, seriously, your sister was just busting my chops. It’s all good.”

Flash’s glare turned into more of a frown as he gave me a squeeze and sighed. “I made you coffee.”

Poppy mouthed, “Sorry,” as we made our way back into the kitchen, and I responded with a smile.

By the time Melody walked back into the kitchen, I had busied myself enough with drinking coffee, eating breakfast, then helping with clean up, I’d managed to mostly block out the fact that Melody was my supreme ruler and shoved the bees back in their hive.
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Tate

Two weeks later, not only had I survived an amazing double date with Melody and Train (without curtsying), the renovation of Flash’s house was almost done, which meant we could move in. Flash arrived on Saturday afternoon to pick me up, and I was ready with three suitcases packed and sitting in my foyer. There were still a few finishing pieces to do but it was habitable, and since he’d moved back in a few days ago, he gave me the choice to wait until everything was done or move in now. I chose now.

“Do you need help moving anything?” Dad asked Flash.

“No, we’re good. We’ve got the whole club doing the heavy lifting. But if you want to come over this week for dinner, I’ll grill,” Flash offered.

“We’d love that,” Mom said.

Dad picked up one of my bags. “I’ll help you load your truck.”

While Flash and Dad took my bags outside, I hugged my mom, and then made my way out to the truck.

I hugged my dad, then Flash waited for me to slide into my car before shaking Dad’s hand and climbing into his truck. I rolled my window down and smiled over at Flash.

He grinned, rolling down his window as well. “You ready?”

“So, so ready.”

We backed out of the driveway, and I followed him to our new home. We pulled into the garage, and he closed the garage door before coming to my car to let me out. 

He grabbed my bags and headed into the brand-new kitchen. The giant marble waterfall island now faced the wall of windows taking advantage of the panoramic view of the water and I loved everything about it. We had a small sink and drawer dishwasher in the island, along with double sink and three-tiered dishwasher across from the island which gave us lots of options for entertaining.

We still had window coverings, dishes, and paint touch-ups to do. We also needed some furniture pieces, but they weren’t urgent, so we planned to get those over time.

“Can we get naked right now?” I asked.

“Right after I give you this,” he said, handing me a long, thin jewelry box.

“More gifts?” I asked, opening it to find a beautiful silver locket attached to a delicate silver chain. He’d put the picture he’d taken of us on his deck inside and I smiled. “Oh my god, it’s beautiful.”

“It’s not just for decoration,” he said as I presented my back to him so he could put it on me.

“What do you mean?”

“There’s a tracker inside. If you’re ever in a situation where you need help, press anywhere on the locket and it’ll send a signal to my phone, Hatch’s phone, and the club’s central phone.”

“Like, ‘I’ve fallen, and I can’t get up’ kind of thing?” I teased.

“Sure.”

I faced him. “Do you think I’ll need it.”

“Let’s hope not.”

“Where’s your necklace?”

“Mine’s in my ring,” he said, showing me the skull ring he always wore on his right hand. “All of us wear one. And now that you’re an old lady, you’re protected.”

“Well, I love it, and I’m not going to think about the fact I might need it someday.”

“I can live with that.”

“So... can we get naked now?”

He laughed. “We can.”

I grinned, following him down the hall to the master bedroom. Once inside, he pushed open the door, and I couldn’t stop a little squeal. 

“Parker Wallace, what have you done?”

He wrapped an arm around me and pulled me close. “Do you like it?”

The space had been transformed. There was a king-sized, navy-blue upholstered bed that sat across from new sliding doors out to the deck facing the water. We’d wake up and be able to watch the boats going by, or step onto the deck with our morning coffee and do the same. 

“Oh my god, honey, this is amazing.” 

“But wait, there’s more,” he said, lifting a hidden spot on the footboard. 

“What the...?”

A metal eyebolt had been screwed into the footboard and Flash waggled his eyebrows at me. “So I can tie you down should you desire.”

I gasped. “Really?”

“Yeah. Put them in the headboard, too. You just say the word, and we’ll play.”

“Later, definitely.” 

“Okay.”

I wrapped my arms around him and held on tight. “I love you.”

“Love you, too, Tater Tot.”

He lifted me, kissing me and dropping me gently onto the mattress. 

Tugging my jeans down my hips, panties and all, he dropped my clothes on the floor before burying his face between my legs. I whimpered as I wove my fingers into his hair and gripped hard, arching my hips into his mouth.

I still had my shirt and bra on, and he was fully clothed, but nothing held him back from feasting on my pussy like it was his last meal. He ran his tongue through my folds before sliding two fingers inside of me and sucking gently on my clit.

“I can’t wait, honey,” I warned.

“Come,” he demanded, pumping his fingers into me.

It didn’t take long before I let my body go, tugging on his hair as I exploded around his fingers. He slid them out, shoving them into his mouth and sucking them clean before grinning and knifing off the bed. He removed his clothes as I pulled off my shirt and bra, and he grabbed a couple of pillows.

“Lift your hips, baby.”

I lifted and he adjusted the pillows, so my hips were elevated.

“Set your feet on my chest.”

I frowned. “Seriously?”

“Yeah.” 

I planted my feet on his chest which naturally arched my hips a little more and he grabbed my thighs, pulling me toward him as he slid his cock inside of me.

“Oh, god,” I breathed out. 

“You okay?”

“Yes,” I rasped, sliding my legs over his shoulders as he placed his hands flat on the bed on either side of me.

He buried himself deep, rocking slowly, my body thrumming with desire as he teased my G-spot. 

“Jesus,” I hissed, and it seemed to spur him to thrust deeper and harder.

He moved faster and faster, hitting that oh so very special spot as he did. I dug my heels into his back, providing more pressure and friction, and it all nearly did me in.

“Flash,” I panted out.

“You okay?”

“I... oh, god.” I came so hard and fast, I thought I might pass out. “Fuck. Sorry.”

“Don’t move,” he ordered on a grunt, continuing to bury himself deep until he fell over me, his cock pulsing inside of me. I wrapped my arms around him, kissing his pulse and he rolled us, so we were facing each other, but still connected.

“The bed is soaked, honey,” I warned as he shoved the pillows onto the floor.

“Well, yeah, that’s the whole point.”

“So, this is normal?” I whispered.

He smiled, cupping my face. “Yeah, baby.”

“Like, this much?”

He chuckled, sliding out of me, and pulling me over his chest. “Yeah.”

I snuggled close, my cheek to his chest and my arm around his waist. “Wow.”

He settled his hand to my butt. “Fuck, yeah, wow.”

“I think it goes without saying, but I really, really love fucking you.”

“Same.”

I settled my chin in my hand and met his eyes. “I’m going to expect an orgasm every day.”

“How about six?” 

I grinned. “Even better.”

“Be right back.” He stepped into the bathroom, then returned with a warm, wet washcloth to clean me up. Chucking it into the corner of the room, he slid back into bed and pulled me over him again.

I sighed. “I need to study.”

He scrunched up his face in horror. “Now?”

“Well, no, not right at this instant.”

He gave me a squeeze. “You’ll have plenty of time to study, baby. Promise. I have three flights next week, plus club shit.”

“Did you ever think to go to firefighter school?”

He chuckled. “Firefighter school?”

I slapped his chest. “Academy. Whatever. You were always flipflopping between flying and being all ‘let me jump into some fire somewhere.’”

“I kind of did both.”

“You did?”

He nodded. “I did some basic firefighting training but focused on putting wildfires out with the helo.”

“How does that work?”

“We grab water from backyard pools and drop it on the fires.”

“No way, really?”

“Yep.”

“That’s so cool.”

“Yeah. I don’t like that it’s necessary, but when it is, it’s pretty fuckin’ cool.”

I kissed his chest. “Let’s hope you never have to do it.”

He reached out and rapped his knuckles on the nightstand. “Knock on wood.”

I ran my finger over his chin. “I’m really glad you’ve been able to live your dream, honey.”

“Me too, baby. Now we’re gonna get you to yours.”

“That sounds perfect,” I whispered, kissing him. “Now. Did you happen to stock the freezer?”

“I sure did. You stay here, I’ll get the ice cream.”

I kissed him again and watched his buck-naked body saunter out of the room.

* * *
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Flash

One week later, I arrived home to find Tate sitting in the middle of the bed, at least six books open and scattered around her, but she was bent over her laptop with a scowl on her face.

“Honey, I’m home,” I sang, and she glanced up from the computer.

“Hi. Sorry. I’m just sitting here losing my fucking mind,” she growled, slamming her laptop closed. 

“Why?”

She huffed, moving the books out of her way so she could climb off the bed. Making her way to me, she wrapped her arms around me and kissed me. “I’m having issues logging in to one of the practice tests. I’ve been trying for two hours, and I just want to shoot the fucking thing.”

I slid my hands into her hair. “Sorry, baby.”

She sighed. “It is what it is. How did church go?”

“Good. We’ve got the truck job laid out and it’s gonna bring a decent chunk of change into the club.” I kissed her again. “I can’t figure out if it’s harder to pay my dues with my dad as president, or if it would be this hard anyway.”

“Anything worth something takes hard work, Flash,” she said. “But I’m pretty sure you having to prove yourself would be easier if Hatch wasn’t your dad.”

“Agreed.” 

“I mean, anytime the hero creates a mini-me, there’s an expectation that the mini-me will be exactly like the hero.”

“Wait, Dad’s the hero in this story?” I demanded.

“He’s the OG hero, baby.” She grinned. “But you got this. And you know why you got this?”

I smiled. “Why?”

“Because you’re my hero, and you’re fucking phenomenal at everything you do.” She patted my chest. “Especially figuring out what you’re going to feed your woman who has only had a bag of chips and a pint of ice cream all day because she’s been fighting with her computer.”

I laughed. “Okay, baby, fridge or out?”

“Out,” she said. “Let me just freshen up.”

* * *
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Tate

“We’re gonna need to figure out this bike thing,” Flash said.

We had just gorged ourselves on happy hour at our favorite little spot in Hazel Dell, and we were heading to his truck. He kissed me, lifting me into the cab, before getting behind the driver’s seat.

“Why?” I asked.

“Because tonight would have been a perfect night to ride.”

“But your bike’s in the shop.”

“You know Dad’s got a spare.”

“I’m in a skirt,” I argued.

He rolled his eyes as he started the truck. “Nice try.”

I wrinkled my nose. “It’s never going to happen. Not on the road, at least. Maybe if we find a field or trail somewhere and you go ten miles an hour.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” He chuckled.

“I wish you could find a way to put a bike on like a carousel. You know, like those kid rides? So that you’re nowhere near cars and asphalt that could kill you.”

“I have an idea...” He raised an eyebrow. “Feel like taking a drive?”

“Sure,” I said. “Where?”

“Dad’s shop.”

“Why,” I asked in a sing-song voice.

He chuckled, pulling out of the parking lot without answering my question.

“You’re not going to make me get on a bike, right?”

He sighed. “Baby, I would never make you do something you don’t want to do.”

“No, I know,” I breathed out, but found myself relaxing at his words.

He reached over and linked his fingers with mine, giving them a gentle squeeze which relaxed me further.

Pulling around the locked back of his dad’s shop, Flash parked the truck, then came around my side of lift me down. 

“I’m just gonna text Dad and give him a heads-up I’m here, so he doesn’t think someone’s breaking in,” he said, pulling out his phone.

Once he was done, he entered the code at the back door, and I followed him inside. He flipped lights on as we walked, and I dropped my purse in the office.

“Why are we here?” I asked.

“I want to show you the bike.”

I smiled. “Lead the way.”

He took my hand and guided me to the main part of the shop where an old car sat next to a motorcycle that was on some kind of machine.

“It’s not a carousel, but it is a high-performance dyno machine,” Flash said. “And what it does is lock the bike down so that you can run tests on it off-road.”

I bit my lip. “That’s really cool.”

“Yeah, it is.” He wrapped an arm around me. “So, if you ever want to find out what it feels like to be on a bike without the fear of it crashing, you just let me know and we’ll throw the bike up on the dyno.”

“So you can’t crash and break your arm or a rib or go unconscious again?” I asked.

“Exactly,” he confirmed. “You can try it without either one of us getting hurt.”

“Like, now?”

“You want to try it now?”

I shrugged. “Is that okay?”

“Yeah, baby, of course it is. I’m just surprised.”

“I know, I’m sorry, I’m being wishy-washy.” I wrinkled my nose. “I’ve always been fascinated by bikes, they just scare me. Especially after you got hurt...”

“Honey, you have the right to change your mind.” He smiled. “For any reason.”

“Thanks.”

“Hike your skirt up, so you can straddle.”

I nodded, tying it up between my legs and following him to the bike. 

“I’m gonna get it started, then you can climb up, cool?”

I clapped my hands and waited for him to get it started, then he helped me straddle the bike while he stood beside me.

The hum of the engine between my legs was strangely exciting, but when Flash wrapped his arms around me, I thought I’d lose my mind.

“Put your hands on the handlebars,” he said.

I did so immediately, and he placed his hands over mine. He showed me how to shift, brake, and use the throttle, and with each passing second, my body grew warmer and warmer.

“Flash?”

“Yeah, baby?”

“I’m so fucking horny right now.”

He grinned. “You want me to take care o’ that?”

“Hell, yes, please.”

He turned off the bike, kissing me quickly. “Give me access, but don’t get off the bike.”

I stood on the pegs just enough to untie my skirt and hike it up to my hips. Flash helped me shift so I was sitting sideways on the bike and then he kissed me again, sliding his hands under my shirt and tugging my bra cups down so he could thumb my nipples into tight peaks.

He moved his mouth down my body, sliding his hands to my hips, tugging me forward and shoving his face between my legs. I grabbed for one of the handlebars to keep myself anchored, but I didn’t need to worry, Flash held me tight as he ran his tongue between my legs, over my panties.

Before I had a chance to object, he tore the lace from my body, and shoved the panties into his pocket, returning to my pussy like he was a man possessed.

His tongue dipped inside of me, and I hooked a leg over his shoulder, arching into his mouth as I wove my free hand into his hair. He continued to assault my pussy with his mouth, but then he slid two fingers inside of me and I lost my mind, screaming out his name as I exploded around him.

Pulling his fingers from my body, he licked them clean, then kicked off his boots and removed his jeans and underwear. Throwing his leg over the bike, he adjusted me, so I was facing him, and he pulled my legs over his in a straddle.

“Lift, baby.”

I settled my hands on his shoulders while he grabbed my hips and helped lift me, lowering me gently onto his cock. I let out a deep sigh, dropping my head back as his girth filled me. 

“I’m gonna start the bike,” Flash said, and I met his eyes, unable to stop a grin.

“Yes. Oh my god, do it quickly.”

He chuckled, starting the bike, then lifting my T-shirt for access to my tits, sucking a nipple into his mouth before blowing on it. As he worked my nipples, I anchored my hands on his shoulders again, raising my body slightly, then impaling myself, the roar of the pipes adding vibration to the sensation.

He let out a grunt and immediately took over, gripping my hips and thrusting hard as I rode him. 

As my orgasm built, Flash growled, “Don’t come.”

“I don’t know if I can stop it,” I growled back.

He slapped my bottom and I cried out as I came, unable to stop the flood. Wrapping my arms around his shoulders, I held on tight as he continued to slam into me harder and harder, faster and faster, until he built yet another orgasm in me, and we came together, his grunt covering my cry, and kissing me deeply as we both came down.

“So, you feel differently about riding with me?”

“No way in hell,” I admitted, and he chuckled. As I pulled back slightly, I noticed something on the wall, that, quite frankly, scared the shit out of me. “Honey?”

“Yeah, baby.”

“There’s a camera pointing directly to us. Please tell me it doesn’t work.”

“It works.”

“Oh my god,” I squealed, moving to climb off of him. “Are you serio—”

He held me tighter and laughed. “I turned it off, baby. It’s all good.”

I flopped against him. “You are a fucking evil, evil man.”

“Yeah, but I make you come more than once, so I’m also incredibly good.”

“This is true.” I grinned, kissing him quickly. “Lucky me.”

“We’re both pretty fuckin’ lucky in this regard.”

I stroked his cheek. “Love you, French Fry.”

“Love you more, Tater Tot.”

“Now, explain to me how I’m going to deal with no panties and your cum dripping down my thighs?”

Flash had taken a clean test two days after we’d first been together, so we’d been free of condoms pretty much from the beginning. 

His tongue darted out, sliding across the seam of my lips. “I’ll help you clean up in the bathroom.”

I nodded and he lifted me off the bike, walking me to the bathroom behind the office. In the end, I stole his underwear from him, pulling them on and forcing him to go commando. I just couldn’t deal with wearing nothing under my skirt. 

He turned the cameras back on, shut off all the lights before resetting the alarm, and locking up. We then drove home in sated bliss, showering before snuggling up on the sofa and watching a movie. 
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Flash

One week later, Tate walked out of our bedroom, a giant grin on her face. 

“I haven’t given you an orgasm yet, Tater. You shouldn’t look this happy,” I said.

She rolled her eyes. “I didn’t get the job.”

She’d had six interviews since I’d met her and had five rejections so far. This was now her sixth and she seemed to be taking them quite well.

I frowned. “But you’re happy about that?”

“Yes. Honestly, I didn’t want it. I didn’t want to have to do that drive every day.” She wrapped her arms around my waist. “It also takes the pressure off about the Bar. I’m so close, but I need more time to study and if I had to work full time, I’d be distracted. I have enough savings to keep me going for three months, so I’ll—”

“Baby, you’ve got more than three months.”

“I don’t want you to feel like I’m mooching.”

“I don’t think you’re mooching.”

She sighed. “I’d like to help with the mortgage.”

“I get it, but I’d rather you focus on your career,” I said, sliding my hands to her ass and squeezing. “I’ve got something for you.”

“You do?”

I grinned. “I do. But you need to decide whether or not you want it now, or later in the form of a public display of affection.”

“You got my ring back,” she guessed.

“I got your ring back.”

Truth be told, it had been delivered to the jeweler two weeks ago, but I wasn’t happy with the diamond. No, let me rephrase. My mother wasn’t happy with the diamond. She’d come with me to pick it up and insisted I replace it with something better, so I did. It had taken another two weeks to come back, and Tate had been remarkably patient in waiting for it.

“Would you be bummed out if I said I didn’t want a big to-do?”

I chuckled. “Not even a little bit.”

“Oh my god, I’m dying to know which one you picked.”

“Okay, so, now?”

“Now,” she confirmed, and I slid my hand into my pocket and pulled out the ring. Palming it, I leaned down to kiss her before kneeling in front of her. “I love you, Tater. Will you marry me?”

Holding the ring up, she gasped covering her mouth with her hands. “Oh my god, you didn’t!”

“I absolutely did.”

I’d gotten her the ring that made her heart sing, complete with a one-carat oval diamond settled in the center.

She cupped my face, tears sliding down her face. “I love you more than ice cream. Yes, I’ll marry you.”

I grinned, standing, and sliding the ring on her hand and she threw her arms around me. “I do not deserve you.”

I pulled her close, kissing her again, before she leaned against me and held her hand up to the light. “Holy cow, honey, look how it sparkles,” she squeaked.

“You like it, then?”

“I love it. I can’t believe you spent that much money,” she whispered.

“Don’t you worry about that, Tate.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, I’m sure.” I cuffed her chin. “Quit worryin’ about shit that’s all good.”

“I don’t know why I’m so on edge,” she whispered. 

“Well, don’t worry about it, Chicken Little.” I kissed her temple. “There’s no sky falling today.”

“You’re right. I’m good.” She relaxed against me and nodded. “I am ceasing my worrying immediately.”

I laughed. “Okay, baby. I like that.”

“Now, it’s time for me to thank you properly.” She took my hand and tugged me toward the bedroom. “I want you naked and on your back on the bed, pronto.”

“Mmm, I love bossy Tate.”

“You might change your mind after tonight, but I’m gonna have some fun before you make your final decision.”

“I’m in,” I said, and followed her into the bedroom.

* * *
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Tate

We undressed as quickly as we could, laughing when Flash got his foot caught in the leg of his jeans, hopping around the room trying to kick it off.

He kicked so hard, the jeans when flying, and he set his hands on his hips and sighed. “Well, so much for sexy. I suppose we’ll have to settle for RomCom sex.”

“I’m gonna suck the RomCom right off of you, honey, so I’m pretty sure we’ll find our way to sexy before you know it.” I pointed to the bed. “Assume the position.”

His nostrils flared slightly as he took a quick breath, then he grinned and jumped onto the bed, laying on his back, his arms stretched out, crossing his legs at the ankles.

I kneeled on the mattress, throwing a leg over his hips so I was straddling him and facing my prize. Leaning down to run my tongue up the length of his already hard cock, I wrapped my mouth around the tip, sucking gently as I slid my hand up and down. 

“Fuck,” he breathed out, and then I lost purchase on his dick as I was lifted and dropped onto the mattress. Flash slid into me, linking his fingers with mine and dragging my hands above my head. 

“I was never gonna get to finish, was I?” I panted out.

He grinned. “Nope.”

“Flash,” I hissed.

“Baby, your pussy was right there.” He pressed deeper. “You can’t blame me for wanting to bury myself in it.”

His dick hit my G-spot and I immediately forgot why I was irritated with him, arching into him as he slammed into me again.

“Can’t wait, baby,” he warned, rolling my nipple between his fingers.

“Go, honey.”

We came together, and he kissed me gently as he released my hands. I wrapped my arms around him and held him tight. “I love you so hard.”

He chuckled, stroking my cheek. “Love you, too, baby.”

Sliding out of me, he kissed me again. “Be right back.”

Flash stepped into the bathroom, and I couldn’t stop myself from holding my hand above me, absolutely reveling in the sparkle of my ring. 

“Don’t get blinded by all that bling, baby,” Flash joked as he settled a warm washcloth between my legs.

I cupped his face as he hovered over me. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” He kissed me again, then flopped down beside me, pulling me over his chest. 

I kissed his shoulder, wrapping an arm around his waist. “Are you hungry?”

“Starved.”

“Pizza?”

“Fuck yeah,” he said. “I’ll order.”

I grinned. “Awesome.”

* * *
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The pizza had just been delivered when Flash’s phone rang and he glanced at the screen, then frowned. “It’s Mack.”

“Answer it,” I said, as I pulled plates down from the cabinet.

“Hey, Mack. Yeah. Yeah, she’s right here, hold on.” Flash held his phone out. “He wants to talk to you.”

Mack was an officer for the club, and I didn’t know him well. I actually knew his wife, Darien, more because her daughter, Teagan, was in a couple of my classes, and Darien was really involved in the PTA.

“Hi, Mack,” I said.

“Hey, Tate. Are you still lookin’ for a job?”

I covered the microphone and whispered, “You told him I’m looking for a job?”

Flash shook his head. “No. Dad might have.”

“Ah, yes. I’m still looking for a job.”

“Any interest in working for me? I need a paralegal, like, yesterday.”

“Um, well, I’m studying for the Bar, so eventually, I’d want to move up.”

“Even better,” he said. “If you come work for me and it’s mutually beneficial, I’ll give you paid time off to take the Bar and hire you on as a junior associate.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Give me your email and I’ll send over an offer. I’d need you to start Monday. I’ll only need you in the office one day a week. I know you’re up in Vancouver, so that commute’s a bitch. You can work from home unless we need to meet, but I won’t be a dick about it. I’ll give you notice if you have to commute.”

I bit back tears. “Ah, wow. Sure, yes, send over the offer and I’ll have a look at it.”

“Great. You’re savin’ my ass, Tate. I appreciate it.”

I rattled off my email address, then we rang off, and I looked up at Flash who was lifting a piece of pizza to his mouth. “I think I might have just gotten my dream job.”

He grinned. “Yeah?”

I nodded. “You really didn’t say anything to him?”

“I really didn’t. But if he’s hurtin’ for help, then he would have told my dad, so it makes sense that Dad would have suggested he talk to you.” 

“I should grab my computer.”

He nodded to my plate. “Eat, baby. You can check your email once you’re done. It’ll take him a minute to send it, anyway.”

The email came through less than an hour later, and I was a little shocked by the offer. Full benefits, a very loose schedule, provided I did my job and billed my hours, I could kind of manage my own time, and the offer to pay for the Bar and time off to study and take it.

I agreed immediately, falling into bed with Flash that night with a huge grin on my face and the weight of the world finally off my shoulders.
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Tate

Monday morning, Flash insisted on driving me down to Mack’s office so I wouldn’t have to deal with parking in downtown Portland. He pulled up to a loading zone and faced me. “You’re gonna rock this.”

“Thanks, honey. I’m not sure when I’ll be done.”

“I’m leavin’ the day open, baby, so just call me when you’re ready.”

I kissed him quickly, then headed into the building. Mack’s office was on the twentieth floor of Big Pink, so I rode the express elevator up, and stepped into a large elevator lobby area with doors on either side, although the doors to my left were glass and I could clearly see a receptionist behind a desk. 

I made my way toward her, and she raised her head and smiled as I walked into the large lobby. She stood and leaned over the desk, holding her hand out to me. “You must be Tate.”

“I am.”

“I’m Monroe,” she said. “I’m actually Logan’s assistant. I’m doubling as receptionist until Erin gets back from running some errands.”

It took me a second to realize she was talking about Mack. I don’t know that I ever knew his real name. “Hi, it’s nice to meet you.”

“I’ll let him know you’re here.” She picked up the phone and pressed a button. “Hey. Tate’s here. Yep. No, I cleared your calendar. Sure. Okay. I’ll bring her back.” She raised her finger and dialed another number. “Hey, Jeanne, can you watch the desk for a few? Awesome, thanks.” She hung up and smiled. “Come on, I’ll show you around.”

A woman a little older than Monroe walked through a side door and smiled. “You’re the new paralegal, right?”

I nodded, reaching my hand out. “Tate Burke.”

“Jeanne Marks.”

“Nice to meet you.”

“I’m going to show you around and then Logan will get you started on the onboarding paperwork.”

“Perfect.” I smiled and followed Monroe through the locked doors behind the reception desk.

* * *
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Flash

I pulled into the strip mall on the outskirts of Beaverton, closer to the seedier side of town, and parked off to the side, out of view of any cameras... not that there were many. What I planned to do didn’t need an audience... or evidence. 

Luckily, there were more “FOR LEASE” signs than actual vendors, so the place was relatively deserted.

Hearing the sound of pipes in the distance, I set my helmet on my seat, and waited for my brethren to join me. 

Unbeknownst to Tate, I’d had Booker do a deep dive into this Nick character. What he found wasn’t surprising. Nick Pruitt had graduated second-to-last in his law class, had taken the Bar twice and only managed to eke through the second time around.

He was not a desirable hire, however, so no one had come looking for him to join their firm. Which led me here. A shitty little office for a shitty little man who’d relegated himself to ambulance chasing in the lowest form.

One of our road captains, Train, pulled in, followed by Booker, Ace... and my dad. I frowned as they parked beside me, and my dad set his helmet on his bike. 

“Didn’t realize you were joinin’ the party,” I said.

Dad swept his hair back into a ponytail and grinned. “I’m here to make sure you don’t go to jail.”

“He needs a lesson, Pop.”

“Don’t disagree, and I won’t stop you, but gonna make sure there’s no blowback. As your prez.”

I gave him a chin lift and headed down to Nick’s office, leading my brothers into the crappy little space. The bell over the door jingled as we walked inside. There was a desk toward the back of the room, but no one was in it. 

“Be right out,” a man’s voice called, and Train checked the other doors, giving me an all-clear signal.

A few seconds later, Nick walked out, stalling at the threshold of the door. “Ah, can I help you?”

“Hey, Nick,” I said.

“Do I know you?”

“Name’s Flash.”

His eyes widened and then he shook his head. “You’re the guy Tate was obsessed with.”

For some reason, the fact he knew who I was, made me exceedingly happy. She’d talked about me, even while hating me. I liked that.

“What can I do for you?” Nick asked. “Do you need legal advice?”

“No.”

He frowned again, his eyes darting from me to my posse. He held his hands up. “Look, I don’t want any trouble. I don’t know what you’re doing here, but I’m an attorney and will sue you if you threaten me.”

I grinned, turning and glancing at Train. “He thinks we’re threatening him.”

Train chuckled, crossing his arms, making his already huge body look bigger. 

“Now, why would I threaten you, Nick?” I asked.

His face paled and his Adam’s apple bobbed with nervousness. “I don’t know what Tate told you—”

“What could Tate possibly tell me, Nick?” I asked, cracking my knuckles.

“Whatever she said, it’s a lie.”

“What’s a lie, Nick?”

“She was excited when I invited her to that party,” he squeaked.

“Oh, so what you did wasn’t so much attempted sexual assault as it was an invitation to a party?” I challenged. “Since this is a place of law, allow me to serve you with an invitation to a party of your very own.”

He cleared his throat. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“It’s your going away party.”

“What the fuck are you talking about, I’m not going anywhere,” he snapped, pulling out his cell phone. “In fact, I’m going to call the police right now.”

“Go ahead.” I nodded. “In fact, the more civil servants who know about your extracurricular activities, the better. In fact, you call the police and I’ll call Christine Beach over at KRTV.”

“What are you talking about?” he rasped.

“We have video footage of you frequenting the Inner Sanctum more than a dozen times.”

“Where the fuck did you get that? I’ll slap you with so many lawsuits—”

“Not before we release this to every news outlet in the Pacific Northwest. And I would highly suggest you not underestimate our capabilities.”

Clearly seeing we meant business, he slumped against the wall and asked, “What do you want?”

“I want you to pack up your shingle and get the fuck out of town within the next forty-eight hours. If you don’t, I’ll know. And next time I come to visit you, I’ll leave with one of your fingers.” I smiled slowly. “To show I’m a fair guy, I’ll let you choose which one I take.”

“This is my practice, you don’t have the power or authority to do that.”

Train grabbed him, pinning his arm flat against the wall and forcing him to spread his fingers out. I pulled the knife out from my boot and approached him. 

I got two steps forward when he yelled, “Okay, okay.”

I nodded to Train who released the sniveling piece of shit. “I mean it. Forty-eight hours. Leave town. Don’t come back. Believe me when I say we’ll be keeping tabs on you.”

Nick scowled, but then gave me a reluctant nod, and I turned and led my brothers out the door. 
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Flash

About three weeks into our blissful existence as an engaged couple, my phone buzzed on the nightstand. I picked it up with a frown, not having seen the number pop up for a long time. “Flash here.”

“Hey, Flash, it’s Monty Robb.”

Captain Monty Robb worked for Sacramento FD, and I’d flown for him early in my flight career.

“Captain Robb, how the hell are you?”

“Can’t complain,” he said. “How are you?”

“I’m good,” I said, smiling. “Gettin’ married.”

“No kidding? Congratulations.”

“Thanks. How about you? Got any grandkids yet?”

“Three,” he said.

“Wow. That’s awesome.”

“Yeah, it is.”

“As much as I love hearin’ your voice, I’m sure you didn’t call to shoot the shit,” I deduced.

“Always to the point,” he said. “Like that about you, bud.”

I chuckled.

“Southern Cali’s not doin’ so great,” he continued.

That was an understatement. Most of LA and the surrounding area was on fire and it was spreading. 

“Yeah, I’ve been watchin’ the news.”

“He’s put a call out for pilots, and you’re the first person I thought of,” he said. “Are you still flying?”

“I am,” I confirmed.

“Can I give him your contact information?” he asked. “It’ll be more of an emergency backup.”

“Absolutely.”

His sigh came over the phone. “Thanks, brother. Appreciate it.”

“No problem.”

“Right, I’ll let you get back to it.”

“Take care,” I said, and hung up, heading into the kitchen where Tate was standing in one of my T-shirts, frying bacon on the stove.

She turned her head and grinned. “Hi, honey.”

“Hey, baby,” I said, closing the distance between us and wrapping my arms around her waist. “Where’d you get that shirt?”

She leaned back into me. “I pulled it out of the dryer after I did twelve loads of your laundry,” she said sweetly, but the fact she’d done a week’s worth of my dirty shit wasn’t lost on me. “Finders keepers.”

I chuckled, sliding my hands under her shirt, and running my fingers over her belly. “Looks better on you anyway.”

“I know,” she squealed in a girly, sarcastic voice. 

“Thanks for doing all that shit.” I kissed her quickly, then pulled a couple of mugs out of the cabinet.

“You’re welcome,” she said. “Who was on the phone?”

I dumped sugar into my cup and Splenda into hers as I watched her cook. “You remember me telling you about the captain I trained under when I was early in my flight stuff?”

“The fire captain?”

I nodded. “Yeah. He called to see if I would be interested in helping out the Sacramento FD with the fires in southern California.”

“How would you do that?”

“Fly over them and dump water on the fires.”

She spun to face me. “But you’re not a firefighter?”

“Baby, I’m one of a handful certified to fly the helos.”

“How long would you have to go for?” she asked.

“No idea, baby. Probably a few weeks.”

“But we just found each other, I can’t lose you.”

“You’re not gonna lose me,” I said, shaking my head. “Jesus, don’t kill me off just yet.”

“The fires are bad, Flash. You should stay here.”

I slid my hands up her arms and cupped her face. “I haven’t even been asked to go anywhere yet.”

Her eyes filled with tears. “But you will be.”

“Possibly.”

“Do I have any say in this?” she asked, and I wiped her tears away.

“Yeah, baby, of course you do.”

She blinked rapidly, then dropped her head into my chest. “So, I can ask you not to go.”

“Yeah.”

“Okay.” She wrapped her arms around me. “I probably won’t, just to be clear, but it’s good to know I have that choice.”

I smiled, holding her tight. “You have all the choices, honey.”

She pulled away and wiped her tears. “I’m going to finish making breakfast.”

“That would be good.”

Nodding, she turned back to the stove.

* * *
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“I got one of you out there playin’ rock star, and now you wanna play fireman,” Dad growled.

It was two weeks later, and I’d gotten the call yesterday asking me to be on alert to fly down to California. There had been quite a bit of rain which had helped, but with the rain, brought the fear of landslide. The fire wasn’t totally out, so they wanted to make sure that I’d be available and ready to go if they needed me.

I was in my dad’s office at the club and my news that I’d been requested to help out the firefighting effort in California was not going over well.

“First of all, we’re firefighters, second of all, I’m not playin’ anything. This isn’t trick or treat, and I’m not a fuckin’ kid. It’s life or death out there. In case you forgot, you were the one who taught me all about leadership, honor, and sacrifice, so I would have thought you’d show a little more respect.”

Dad ran his hands through his hair. “You are not a firefighter, Flash.”

“Close enough in this situation.”

A knock at the door brought my mother who looked pissed. “What the bloody hell is going on?” she growled.

“I got a call to help out with the fires in California,” I said.

“You’re not a firefighter, love.”

I threw my hands in the air and forced myself not to completely lose my shit. “I will be fighting from the air. I will never be on the ground. But they need me. There are only a handful of us trained for this kind of backup and I don’t think I could live with myself if I didn’t go.”

“What about the club and the shit you’ve put into motion?” Dad challenged.

“You know Flea’s got that sorted. He’s gonna cover me until I get back.”

Dad growled and crossed his arms, obviously also trying not to lose his shit.

“What about Tate and all your plans?” Mom asked.

“Tate’s onboard,” I pseudo-lied. 

I didn’t go into detail that she was onboard reluctantly or that she was shutting down because she was terrified of losing me. I also didn’t disclose that I was feeling torn because I didn’t know if leaving for three weeks meant I might lose her as well.

“Does it have to be you?” Mom continued. “I’ll be happy to donate to the cause.”

A lot of folks weren’t aware that my mother had been quite wealthy before she married my father. Like, multi-millionaire, wealthy. Us kids, however, were never spoiled. Privileged, yes, but spoiled, no. And that was mostly because of my dad. I think Mom would have given us anything we asked for if she’d had her choice, but Dad was the grounding force between them, and we were taught the value of hard work.

“Jesus, Mom, you’re not paying to get me out of Vietnam. I can say no,” I ground out.

“Okay, wonderful,” she said. “Then you’ll say no.”

“No he won’t,” Dad countered.

“Why not?” Mom cried.

“Because we didn’t raise him to be a pussy.”

“Pretend we did,” Mom snapped.

“Mom, I’m gonna be fine,” I said. “I won’t ever be near the fire. I’ll be well above it.”

She studied me and I could see she was trying really hard not to cry.

I dragged my hands over my face. “Look, I don’t mean to be a dick, but I’m not asking permission. I’m letting you know my plans because you’re my family, and both you and the club are a priority. But the only person who really has a say in whether or not I go, is Tate.”

Mom nodded just as Dad wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her up against him.

“Mom, I promise, I’ll be careful,” I added. 

“When are you goin’?” Dad asked.

“If I go,” I said. “Monday.”

My phone buzzed, and I saw it was Tate, but knew I needed to settle this with my parents first, so I let the call go to voicemail.

“Give us a minute,” Dad said, and I nodded, stepping out of the room. 

I took the moment of privacy to call Tate back.

“Are you okay?” she answered on the first ring.

“Yeah. Parents aren’t happy, but I was expecting that.”

“Well, shit,” she grumbled. “What happened?”

“I’ll fill you in when I get home.”

“Which will be... when?”

“Not sure. I’ll text you.”

She sighed. “Okay, honey. Ride safe.”

“I will.”

I hung up just as Dad opened his office door. “We’ll talk about logistics tomorrow,” he said. “Right now, I’m gonna take your mom home.”

“Yeah, okay.”

He gave me a chin lift and closed the door again, and I headed out to my bike. Since it was close to ten, there wasn’t much in the way of traffic back over the bridge, so I made it home in less than thirty minutes, walking into Tate pacing the family room.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, dropping my keys into the bowl by the door.

“Outside of the fact you’re probably pissing your parents off before you leave to your death on Monday?” she retorted. “Nothing.”

I smiled. “Come here, baby.”

She didn’t hesitate, wrapping her arms around my waist, and dropping her cheek to my chest. “How bad was it?”

“Mom wanted to donate money so I wouldn’t have to go.”

“Well, shit,” she whispered. “She knows it doesn’t work that way, right?”

“Yeah, baby. She was half-joking,” I said, kissing her crown. “I think.”

“What about your dad?” she asked. “Is he going to be okay with Flea covering for you?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Baby, he’s objecting because I’m his kid and he doesn’t want me to go, not because he’s pissed I got Flea to cover for me.” I gave her a squeeze. “He’ll sort it out and everything will be okay.”

“How can you be so calm about alienating your family?”

“Tater, I’m not alienating my family.” I cupped her face, leaning down to kiss her gently. “We’re having a little disagreement. That’s all.”

Tate nodded and leaned close again. 

“Why do you go straight from a disagreement to alienation?” I asked.

She sighed, meeting my eyes again. “Probably because I did the same thing to you and I’m afraid of karma.”

“You really think if we have a disagreement, you’ll alienate me? Or I’ll alienate you?”

“Sometimes, yes.”

“Baby, do you think I’ll ever let you go again?” I challenged.

“I really hope you won’t,” she whispered.

“Well, let me make this clear.” I smiled, cupping her face. “It. Will. Never. Happen.”

“Swear at God?”

“Swear at God,” I promised.

“Are you hungry?”

“I could eat.”

She chuckled. “Okay, I’ll heat you up a plate.”

“Thanks, baby.”

I changed into sweats and a T-shirt while Tate fixed food, then we curled up on the sofa and watched a movie while I ate. 
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Tate

Monday morning, I drove with Flash to the airport, doing everything in my power not to completely break down. I had a really, really bad feeling about all of this, but I couldn’t keep him from going. It would be unfair. 

He was driving my car and he pulled into the drop-off at PDX, sliding my car into park before turning to face me. “You okay?”

“Nope.”

“You gonna be okay if I leave you?”

I forced a smile. “Yes. Of course I am,” I lied.

“I’ll text you every day and call if I can,” he promised.

“Okay.”

“And if you need anything, my parents are just a phone call away.”

“Honey,” I said with a sigh. “I’m a grown ass woman. I’m good.”

“Two weeks...”

“Tops,” I finished.

He grinned, leaning in to kiss me. “Love you.”

“Love you, too, honey.” I stroked his face. “Now, go. You’re gonna miss your flight.”

“Right.”

He popped my trunk and slid out of my car, while I climbed out and waited for him to grab his stuff.

Dropping his bag on the sidewalk, he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me close. “Do not worry about me.”

“Okay.”

“This’ll be a cakewalk.”

I rolled my eyes. “Okay, French Fry, I’m good.”

He stroked my cheek. “I’m gonna fuckin’ miss you.”

“I’m gonna fuckin’ miss you, too.”

Kissing me gently, he nodded. “I’m gonna go.”

“Okay, honey.”

He reluctantly pulled away from me and picked up his bag. “Be safe driving home.”

I gave him a salute and he laughed.

“Go, Flash,” I ordered, starting to lose a little resolve.

He nodded, kissing me again, and then made his way through the revolving door. I scurried to my car, pulling away before I could run and pull him back. I drove over the bridge but instead of going to Flash’s parents, I drove to mine. I needed some mom time. I called her on my way. 

She answered immediately. “Hey, sweetie.”

“Hi, Mom, up for a visitor?”

“Of course. Use your key.”

I grinned. “Okay, see you in a few.”

I pulled up to the house and practically ran inside. “Mama!”

“Kitchen,” she called back. “I want to see the ring up close.”

I kicked off my shoes and made my way back. 

Mom was at the island, chopping veggies, so I stepped over to her and showed her the ring. 

“Holy cow, sweetie, that’s amazing.”

“I know,” I breathed out. “I love it so much.”

“He did so well,” she said, going back to the veggies.

“He is such an incredible guy,” I said as I washed my hands, grabbed a knife, and joined her. “What are we making?”

“Crock pot chicken noodle soup,” she said.

“My favorite.”

“Did Flash get off okay?” she asked.

“I think so. He’s going to call me when he boards.”

“You sure you don’t want to come home while he’s gone?”

I smiled. “No. I’m going to use the quiet to study.”

“Have you scheduled your exam?”

“Not yet. I have until October to register.”

“And the exam’s in February, right?” Mom asked.

“Yep,” I confirmed.

“Well, it’s good you’ve got a few months.”

I sighed. “Yes, yes, it is.”

“How are the practice tests going?”

“Okay,” I said. “I don’t want to register until I ace the practices. I’m still at about eighty percent.”

“Eighty’s good, honey.”

“Eighty’s not one-hundred,” I argued.

She smiled. “No, it’s not, but try not to put too much pressure on yourself, honey. It doesn’t have to be perfect.”

“I’ll try.”

“That’s all I ask.”

My phone buzzed on the island, so I grabbed it, seeing it was Flash. “Hi. Are you on the plane?”

“Yeah, they bumped me to first class.”

“Ooh, fancy.”

He chuckled. “Yeah. I’m all for free beer.”

“What if there’s an emergency and they need someone to fly the plane?”

“I think the airlines are covered, baby. I won’t need to step in.” I heard the smile in his voice when he asked, “Is the sky still falling?”

“A little bit,” I admitted. “I’m at my parents’ so I think that’ll change.”

“Good, baby. Are you gonna go home?”

“Yeah, of course.”

“Good. I left you something in the freezer.”

I grinned. “That’ll be the first place I look when I get home.”

“Okay, baby,” he said. “I have to put my phone away, but I’ll call you when I land.”

“Okay. Love you.”

“Love you too, baby.”

He hung up and I let out a deep sigh. “I have a bad feeling.”

Mom raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I just feel blue.”

“Period?”

“Nope.”

“Well, don’t borrow trouble. It’s probably because Flash is heading to a potentially dangerous situation.”

“Yeah. That’s what I keep telling myself.”

“Whatever you need, baby girl. You know that.”

“I know. I appreciate that.”

“You gonna stick around for dinner?” 

“No, I really need to study,” I said. “I can hang for a little while, though.”

“How about I make you some breakfast?” Mom asked.

“I’d love that,” I said. “Thanks, Mama.”

“You’re welcome.”

I stayed for about an hour before heading home feeling ten times lighter than I had earlier. I let myself into our gorgeous home and went straight for the freezer, pulling it open to find it stuffed with everything mint chocolate chip. In fact, three-quarters of the freezer was filled with ice cream, while the rest had a few actual food items. 

I couldn’t stop a laugh as I closed the door and settled myself on the sofa, pulling my laptop onto my lap. 

Time to study.

* * *
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At four o’clock that afternoon, I heard a knock on the door and assuming it was the pizza I’d ordered, I pulled it open.

It wasn’t.

“Girl time,” Poppy exclaimed, walking in with Lily and Tillie Quinn following her.

“What are you guys doing here?” I asked, hugging each of them.

“We brought wine and snacks,” Tillie said, holding up wine and my pizza she’d intercepted, while Lily held up bags of groceries.

“If that’s okay,” Poppy rushed to say. “We don’t want to intrude. I just know that Flash left today so we thought you might want some company.”

“I’d love some company,” I said. “Come in.”

The ladies walked in, and Poppy started to pull dishes from cabinets to set up our snack station.

“Did Flash get to Cali okay?” Tillie asked.

“Yes,” I said. “He called me when he landed. All safe and sound with the fire captain.”

“Do you want red, rosé or white?” Poppy asked, pointing to the wine.

“Red, please.” I grabbed glasses.

“Tillie? Wine?”

“Rosé all day,” Tillie teased in a sing-song voice.

Lily groaned. “I’m good with red as well.”

“Oooh, I get the whole bottle of white to myself?” Poppy squeaked.

“Where are your kids?” I asked Poppy.

“Maverick and Devon are hanging with Hatch and Maisie,” Lily said. “I think they’re heading over to my parents’ in a bit. Ace and Cassidy were there for dinner, so they offered to watch all the kids for a few hours. A recruit drove us over.”

“This all means we can get a little tipsy,” Tillie exclaimed, grabbing her wine with a grin.

“I like tipsy,” I said, and Poppy handed me a glass.

For the next four hours, I discovered what it meant to be part of a girl squad who all loved and respected each other. I had that with my sister, definitely, but I’d been hard-pressed to find it with other women. They were far more like Madison, so I steered clear.

“Oh my god, you have to tell us what it’s like working for Mack,” Tillie demanded. “He’s so hot.”

“Ew, Till,” Poppy said with a groan. “He’s like our uncle.”

“He’s like our hot uncle,” Tillie pointed out.

She was right. Mack was hot. Not as hot as Flash, but still gorgeous for a dad.

“Well, working for him is kind of awesome,” I admitted. “But it hasn’t been very long, so only time will tell. Right now it’s all honeymoon stuff.”

“When do you take the Bar?” Lily asked.

“Hopefully in February.” I sipped my wine.

“I wish I knew what I wanted to do with my life,” Tillie breathed out. “Y’all have known what you wanted to do since you were two.”

Poppy laughed. “Um, hello, you know what you want to do, you’re just in a really competitive area.”

Tillie was a singer and an actress, and her parents had basically given her carte-blanche to pursue her dreams with their full support. They gave her a free place to stay while she spent her time practicing her craft.

Tillie still worked her ass off as a bartender at night, so she could audition and rehearse during the day, and I was kind of in awe of her confidence to constantly put herself out there.

“I just need something more than a fucking vagina commercial.”

“Didn’t that commercial make you a mint?” Poppy asked.

She sighed, sipping her wine. “Yeah, it did. But I kind of wish it didn’t because now I’m known everywhere as the girl with the whistling hoo-ha.”

I glanced at Poppy who burst out laughing, which made me lose my composure and then all of us were rolling with laughter at the thought of Tillie’s giggling vagina.

“Oh my god, bitches, I need more wine,” Tillie said, once we’d pulled ourselves together. 

By the time the girls left me, I was calm and happy, and finally felt like I could relax. I fell into bed, sleeping soundly even though Flash wasn’t there to wake up to. I was actually looking forward to my case load the next day and couldn’t wait to get started. 

* * *
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Flash

Two days into my attempt to help with these goddamn fucking fires, we’d barely put a dent in any of it. I’d been flying back-to-back runs and I was exhausted. I wanted to find the asshole who decided it would be fun to let off illegal fireworks in the middle of July, in one of the highest risk areas of California and put a dent in his head.

My chopper was fitted with a “bucket,” a flexible vessel used to haul and deliver water to fire sites. My job was to collect water from swimming pools from the Sacramento neighborhoods closest to the fire zone. The bucket held over two-thousand gallons of water, and according to my flight logs, I’d flown eighteen trips in two days and was looking forward to my shift ending soon.

I was flying what was scheduled to be my last mission when a distress call came in over the radio. A volunteer firefighter got separated from his group and was trapped behind a twenty-foot wall of flames that was closing in around him. He was completely cut off from everyone in the area, making a ground rescue impossible.

“This is Firebird Helo, callsign Bravo Zero Niner Delta,” I said, turning around. “I am within range of your firefighter and should have enough fuel to reach him.”

“Be advised, Firebird. Onsite landing is a no go. I repeat. There is no place to land at the rescue site. Proceed with extreme caution.”

“Understood, base. I am proceeding to the rescue site now.”

As I approached the site, I wondered if I was already too late. The sky was filled with thick black smoke, and I struggled to make out anything on the ground as I circled above. After a number of passes, I was starting to run low on fuel. I needed to find this guy soon if we had any chance of making it back to base.

Suddenly, through the darkness, I saw a faint flash of white light coming from down on the forest floor. I flew in a little closer and could clearly see it was blinking. This was an emergency beacon. The kind worn by every firefighter.

I lowered the chopper directly over the beacon and could now see the trapped firefighter waving his arms wildly. Mere minutes away from being completely engulfed in flames

I flew low enough to set the bucket on the ground next to him and he wasted no time crawling inside. Once I was sure he was safely inside I climbed above the tree line and headed for a safe place to land. My heart raced as I flew my precious cargo over the fire zone, searching for anyplace that wasn’t on fire.

That’s when a violent gust of wind caused by the thermal updraft of the fires slammed into the helicopter, and I struggled to maintain control as we went into a flat spin. The chopper pitched and yawed wildly as my attitude and altitude alarms buzzed. If I couldn’t regain control quickly, this was going to be one short rescue mission.

I grabbed for the radio. “Mayday, mayday. This is Firebird Helo Bravo Zero Niner Delta. I am in distress. Location somewhere east of zone five.”

The chopper continued to spin.

“Come on, you piece of shit,” I groaned, pulling on the stick as we plummeted towards the ground. I thought of my poor passenger hitting the ground a second before me and the helo landing on top of him. However shitty my death was about to be, his was gonna be worse. Then, I thought of Tate, and how pissed off at me she was going to be for dying. I imagined her at my funeral, standing over my open casket, slapping my big dumb face over and over.

I slowed my breathing, focused on the controls, and with the ground merely one hundred feet away, finally pulled out of the spin and regained control of the aircraft... just in time to see the power lines. 

I didn’t have enough time to climb above the power lines without slamming my passenger directly into them. My only choice was to fly under them and pray my rotors cleared them without flying too low and dragging the firefighter along the ground inside the bucket. Without a split second to spare I dove, holding my breath and bracing for the worst, barely managing to clear the lines.

I found a safe spot to land in a cow pasture and set the bucket down before releasing the line. I then set the helo down about fifty yards away and checked on the firefighter. He was suffering from smoke inhalation, dehydration, and was dizzier than hell, but he was alive and grateful.

My chopper was another story. The tail rotor was bent, and half of the instruments were dead including the radio due to what appeared to be an electrical short. There was no cell service in the area, so we grabbed all the water that was in the chopper and started walking towards the nearest highway.
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Tate

Monday morning, I dragged myself into work, my stomach roiling from something I’d eaten the day before. At least, I think that’s what it was. I’d been feeling a little off for a couple of days, so I chalked it up to all the crap I’d been shoving down my gullet since Flash left.

“Hey, Tate,” Mack greeted as I sat down at my desk.

“Good morning.”

“You okay?”

“Just ate a little too much junk this weekend,” I admitted. “But I’m good.”

“Been there, done that.” He smiled. “I sent you a couple of files I need another set of eyes on.”

I nodded. “Okay, I’ll get right on them.”

“Did you register for the Bar?”

I bit my lip. “Not yet. I just want to be sure. It’s a chunk of money if I fail.”

“Register, Tate. I’ll worry about the money, and I don’t give one fuck if you fail,” he said. “The first time.”

I chuckled. “Got it.”

He nodded. “Good. Let me know if you have any questions.”

“I will.”

He walked back to his office, and I logged into my computer before heading to the kitchen for coffee.

I walked up to the coffee machine and promptly spun on my heel and made a run for the garbage can, vomiting quite profusely into it.

“Well, shit,” Erin breathed out behind me. “What happened?”

“I’m so sorry,” I said to the garbage can. “I think I ate something bad this weekend.”

“Oh, honey, you should go home.”

“I’m fine,” I said. “I’ll have a Sprite and some saltines.” I swallowed. “I’m sure this’ll pass.”

“Well, if you need anything, let me know.”

“I will.” I grimaced. “I’ll just get rid of this bag.”

She smiled. “I think everyone would appreciate that.”

She left the room and I got rid of the trash bag, cleaned myself up, then headed back to my desk. Mack kept the kitchen stocked with sodas, snacks, and all manner of condiments, so I’d grabbed a Sprite and a sleeve of saltines on my way from the bathroom and they were indeed calming my stomach, so I was able to focus on work.

By the time five o’clock came around, I felt much, much better, and had even managed to get ahead of my workload which meant I could sleep in a bit tomorrow. 

I had texted Flash a few times throughout the day but with no response. I knew he was busy but started to get a little irked that he hadn’t even attempted to respond to me. I pulled into the garage and walked into the house a little before six, tired, and suddenly nauseas again. I changed into yoga pants and tried Flash again.

“You got Flash. Text me if you want me faster.”

“Hey, honey. I’m officially worried. Can you please give me some form of proof of life? Please be safe. I love you.”

I hung up and stepped back into the garage to see if I could find some Sprite but heard my phone ringing from the kitchen. Rushing back inside I answered it, biting out, “Flash?”

“No, sweetheart, it’s Hatch.”

“Oh my god, what’s wrong?”

“Flash is missing.”

“What do you mean, missing?” I squeaked.

“His helo went down outside of Sacramento. That’s all I know. Stick’s gonna fly me down there. I’m on my way to the helo pad. Maisie’s on her way over to you, but she’s comin’ from Portland, so it’s gonna take her a minute. Can you call your mom or your sister to come sit with you?”

“Um, yeah, sure.” I bit back tears. “Please find him?”

“Baby girl, I got him, okay?”

“Okay. Thanks for letting me know.”

He hung up and I set my phone on the table by the door, immediately bursting into tears, as I slid down the door to my butt. 

I couldn’t seem to stop sobbing, which was a problem because someone was knocking on my front door. Assuming it was Maisie arriving early, I slapped my face and pushed myself up off the floor, pulling open the door.

“Oh, honey, what’s wrong?” Lily crooned, and I looked up, bursting into tears again.

“Come in,” I sniffed.

She walked in and closed the door. “I came to grab my Pyrex stuff, but I can come back.”

“No, it’s okay. I washed it. I’ll get it for you.”

“Did something happen with Flash?” she asked as she followed me to the kitchen.

I nodded. “He’s missing.” I fell into another crying jag, which turned into me puking into the kitchen sink.

“Oh my god,” Lily exclaimed. 

“Maisie’s coming over. I should call my mom.” I dragged my hands down my face. “I can’t think.” I turned back to the sink, dry heaving again and letting out a frustrated groan. “I was feeling off all weekend, then I puked at work, and I can’t figure out what the hell I ate. And now Hatch is flying down to California to find Flash, and—” I took a deep breath, losing my train of thought. “What was I saying?”

“All weekend?” Lily asked.

“Yes.”

“Are you pregnant?”

“What? No!”

“Could you be pregnant?”

“Of course not,” I said, starting to do mental math. “I just ate something weird.”

“Are you sure?”

“Oh my god, Lily,” I cried. “No, I’m not sure.” 

“I have a test in my car, do you want me to get it?”

“You carry pregnancy tests around?” I squeaked.

She smiled. “Tate, I’m a nurse. I have a bag full of goodies.”

“Oh right.” I sighed. “Sorry. I’m a little freaked.”

“I’ll be right back.”

She walked out the door and I leaned against the island, dropping my head to the cool granite. Lily walked back in a few minutes later and handed me a wrapped pregnancy test. “Go pee.”

I nodded and slipped into the bathroom. I tore open the packet, then spent a few seconds staring at the little wand.

There’s no way.

Just no way.

Absolutely no fucking way.

I took a deep breath and did my thing, setting the stick on a wad of toilet paper while I washed my hands. Pulling open the door, I found Lily waiting for me and she pushed away from the door, holding her phone up and pressing a button on the side. “Timer,” she explained.

I bit my lip and nodded.

She smiled. “Are you okay?”

“No,” I rasped. “There’s no way I’m pregnant.”

“Well, there’s a way,” she corrected, and I couldn’t help but smile.

“Right. But I can’t be pregnant without Flash.”

“He’ll be fine.” Her phone beeped and she laid her hand on my shoulder. “Ready?”

“God, no,” I breathed out.

“It’s all on your time, honey. I have nowhere I need to be, so I’ll just wait right here with you.”

“Thanks, Lily.”

She nodded, linking her hands in front of her.

I licked my lips. “Okay, I’m ready.”

“Great. It’s all you. Go for it.”

“Okay,” I said, rocking back and forth on my feet. “I’m going to look at it right now.”

“Great.”

“Like, right now,” I repeated.

She chuckled. “No rush, Tate.”

I chewed on my bottom lip. “Yep.”

We stood in the doorway of my bathroom for another five minutes before I finally got the courage to look at the stick.

And then I completely lost my shit.

“No,” I rasped. “Nope. Absolutely not.”

“Can I see?” Lily asked, and I waved at the stick.

She leaned over and she smiled. “You’re pregnant!”

“Nope. It’s a mistake.”

She nodded. “It could be.”

I relaxed.

“But it’s probably not.”

I wrinkled my nose and huffed. “Crap.”

“My OB is awesome. I can refer you to her if you want.”

“I can’t think about any of that right now, Lily.” 

“I totally get that.”

“We have patient-nurse confidentiality, right?”

She smiled. “You’re not my patient, but if you don’t want me to tell anyone, I won’t.”

I nodded. 

“What do you need?”

“I have no idea.” I shook my head. “Oh my god, what if Flash is...”

“He’s fine,” Lily pressed. “Don’t go there.”

“I need my mom.”

“Call her,” Lily said.

“Right. I’ll get your stuff.”

“I’m not leaving you, honey. You can get my stuff, but I’m staying right here.”

I nodded, shuffling back to the kitchen where I grabbed my phone and called my mom.

“Hey, Tate.”

“Mama?”

“Oh my god, what happened?”

“Flash is missing.”

“I’ll be there in ten seconds,” she said and hung up.

Mom and Hayden walked through the door ten minutes before Maisie, and my two moms wrapped me in their loving arms as Lily put the call out to the girl squad. By seven, my house was filled with all of the Wallace men, Poppy, several of the club women, along with their male counterparts, and all of the club officers, including Mack.

I curled up on the corner of my sofa, overlooking the water, a cup of hot tea in my hands at all times. The only time I moved was to get up to pee. Every physical need was seen to by someone other than me. No one made me do anything. Mom and Maisie prepared food for anyone who wanted it, Hayden sat close enough to me so that no one would crowd me, but far enough from me so I wouldn’t feel claustrophobic, and everyone just let me be... me.

Every time Maisie’s phone would ring, I’d crane my neck, hoping for some kind of good news. She’d meet my eyes and shake her head and I’d be right back where I began, my heart shattered and my stomach roiling. 

The sun had long set when my mom walked over to me and held her hand out. “Honey, you need to rest.”

I shook my head. “I need to know Flash is okay.”

She waved her hand in the “mama wave” and I sighed, taking it, and letting her pull me up. She slid her arm around my waist and guided me down the hall to my bedroom.

Once inside, she closed the door and faced me, settling her hands on my shoulders, studying me.

“What?” I rasped.

“Baby, are you pregnant?”

I gasped. “How the hell did you know that?”

She cupped my face. “You have been vomiting all day. You never vomit. You have always said you’d rather have your eyeballs plucked out by crows than puke.”

“I’m stressed. In case you haven’t noticed, my fiancé is missing.”

“Your boobs are huge.”

I pulled my cardigan tighter around my body and frowned. “Okay, it’s weird that you notice this kind of shit.”

She smiled gently. “When did you find out?”

“Ten minutes after I found out Flash was missing.”

“Oh my sweet girl,” she crooned, pulling me in for a hug, causing me to burst into fresh tears. “I’ve got you.”

“What am I going to do without him, Mama?”

“You’re not going to have to find out, honey. He’s going to be fine.” She cupped my face again. “Why don’t you have a nice warm bath and then we’ll get you tucked into bed. You need rest. Maisie and I’ll wake you should we hear anything.”

“You’re going to stay?” I whispered.

“Of course we’re going to stay, sweetie,” she said. “I’ve taken the week off work, so I’m here until the second we hear Flash is safe, and longer if you need me.”

I smiled through watery eyes. “Thanks, Mama.”

She kissed my cheek, then started the water in the tub.

* * *
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Flash

It took me and my companion, Vaughn, four hours to hitch our way back to base, limping the majority of the way through the burning landscape barely managing to avoid the flames.

“Chief,” a voice bellowed. “We got ’em!”

Fire blankets were thrown over our shoulders as we were shuffled to the medical tent and forced onto cots, oxygen masks shoved over our noses.

“Fuck!”

“What are you doing here?” I asked, stunned to see my father rushing in.

Without answering he pulled me in for a hug. “Jesus, I’m so relieved you’re okay, boy.”

“Yes, of course I’m okay. What are you doing here?”

“I had Sticks arrange a flight for me from Portland. I came down here as soon as I heard about your mayday call.”

“You really didn’t have to do that, I’m okay.”

“Okay? You almost died, son. We thought maybe...well, we didn’t know what to think. Your mother and I were so worried—”

“She’s not here is she?” I asked, horrified.

“No, she’s at home, but what if she was?”

“It’s just bad enough that my dad is checking up on me at work. If mom was here, I’d never hear the end of it.”

“Is that what you’re worried about? The ribbing you’ll get from the guys at the firehouse. Did you hear me?” He squeezed my shoulder. “We thought you might be dead.”

“Well, I’m not and I don’t need you to check up on me,” I said. “I’m a grown man, and I can take care of myself.”

My father smiled, but I could see the hurt in his eyes.

“That’s the foolishness of youth,” he said. “Once you get older, you’ll realize that a real man knows that he can’t take care of himself. That he needs others, and they need him.”

I sighed. “Yeah, Pop, I hear ya. But I’m good. Sorry I freaked you.”

“You’re gonna need to call your woman while I call your mom.”

“My phone’s dead, can I borrow yours?”

He nodded, handing it to me, and I dialed Tate’s number. 

“Hatch?” Tate answered on the first ring. She sounded like she’d been crying. “Did you find him?”

“It’s me, baby.”

“Oh my god.” 

That was all she managed to get out before she was overtaken by sobbing.

“Hello? Hatch. It’s me, Shannon. What’s happened?”

“It’s me, Mrs. Burke, Flash. I’m good. Is Tate okay?”

“Oh, honey, I’m so glad you’re okay. Yes, she’ll be fine. Um, let me get your mom really quick while Tate pulls herself together.” 

For the next twenty minutes, the phone was passed around to my mother, sister, and brother before finally being given back to Tate. 

“When are you coming home?” she demanded.

“Not sure, but soon.”

“Are you okay? What happened?”

“Yeah, baby, I’m good.” I filled her in on everything that happened, which was probably a mistake because it sent her into another crying jag.

“Oh my god, Parker, you’re never doing this again. Promise me,” she sobbed out.

I sighed. “Baby—”

“Promise me.”

“We’ll talk long and hard about it when I get home, okay?”

“Flash, you need to get that mask back on,” the EMT ordered.

“Baby, I gotta go. I’m handing the phone to Hatch.”

“I love you,” she rasped.

“Yeah,” I said, placing the mask back on, and handing the phone to my dad.

“Hey, sweetheart. Yeah, he’s good. I promise I’ll bring him home safe.” I rolled my eyes, still irked my dad was here in the first place. “Can you get Maisie for me? Thanks. Hey, Sunshine.” Dad glanced at me. “Not even a scratch. A little smoke inhalation, but he’s good, baby. Flew the fuck outta that machine and saved a guy to boot.” He chuckled. “You know it, but he’ll get the fuck over it. Tomorrow. Yeah. Okay. See you then. Bye, baby.” He hung up and faced me again. “You hungry?”

“I could eat.”

He grinned. “I’ll see if there’s any pizza left.”

“Thanks, Pop.”

He squeezed my shoulder and left the tent, giving the medic the chance to do a full workup on me.

* * *
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Tate

My mother had forced me back to bed when she’d found me in my kitchen at four a.m. with a half-eaten pint of mint chocolate chip ice cream open on the counter. As promised, she’d stayed with me and had no plans of leaving until Flash got home.

“Honey, what time did you wake up?”

“I haven’t gone to sleep,” I admitted, taking another bite of ice cream.

She physically removed the spoon from my hand, wrapping her arm around my waist and guiding me to my room.

“Lie down, sweetness. You need your rest. Flash will be home this afternoon and you’ll want to be lucid for your reunion.”

I’d acquiesced reluctantly knowing full well there was no way I was going to be able to sleep, but then I felt the bed dip, and Flash’s voice whispering my name.

At first, I thought it was a dream.

“Baby, wake up.” I forced my eyes open and reached for him, landing a loud slap to his cheek. “Ow, fuck.”

“Oh my god, sorry,” I cried as I sat up and threw my arms around his neck. “Are you really here?”

He chuckled, holding me close. “I’m really here.”

“When did you land?”

“About twenty minutes ago.” He cupped my face, stroking my cheek. “You look really tired, baby, you okay?”

“Um, no, I thought you were dead. I haven’t slept in two days.”

“Fuck, baby, I’m sorry. I won’t ever do that to you again.”

“Promise?”

“Promise,” he said, kissing me. “Why do you taste like mint chocolate chip?”

“I plead the fifth.”

“You really should sleep, honey,” he said.

“Oh, hell no. Not unless you’re coming to bed with me.”

He grimaced. “Mom’s freaking out, so I think she and Poppy are on their way over.”

“My mom’s already here,” I warned. “I’ll just get up and get dressed. I won’t be able to sleep anyway.” The second the words were out of my mouth, nausea reared its ugly head, and I was forced to make a run for the bathroom.

“Jesus,” Flash hissed, rushing after me. “I’ll call the doctor.”

“No,” I rasped, waving my hand. 

“Want me to get your mom?”

“No, honey, I’m not sick.” I flushed the toilet and washed up, letting him wrap his arms around me once I was done.

“You’re not sick?”

“Nope. I’m pregnant.”

He cupped my face, meeting my eyes. “What the fuck now?”

I nodded. “Took two tests.”

“Oh my god, baby, that’s fuckin’ awesome.”

I smiled tentatively. “You’re happy?”

“Yeah, aren’t you?”

“I am now that you’re home safe. Yesterday, I was scared to death,” I admitted.

“I’m so fuckin’ sorry, Tate.”

“I know. It’s okay. You’re home now and you’re never leaving my sight again.”

He chuckled, kissing me gently. “Nope, never. You, however, are going back to bed.”

“I’ll sleep, but only next to you. So, if you plan to have a reunion with your family, then you do it in the family room with me sacked out on the sofa.”

“Okay, baby, I can do that.”

I followed him out to the family room where I curled up on the sectional with a pillow and blanket while he alerted his family, and mine, that they were welcome to visit... quietly. I fell asleep despite the noise, knowing my man was finally home safe and sound.
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Tate

Three weeks later, the reno was completely finished, Flash was home for good, and life was back to normal.

I’d managed to get in to see a new OB and she’d prescribed me some really great medication for nausea, but Mack had also been really awesome about giving me all the flexibility in the world if I was feeling like shit to stay home. 

This particular Monday, however, I felt well enough to head into the office, and really needed to get some work done anyway, so I drove in early to get a head start on the week.

Erin had apparently beat me in. “Good morning,” she said, brightly.

“Hi.” I smiled, setting my purse in my drawer. “How was your weekend?”

“It was great, how about yours?”

“Uneventful, which was fantastic.”

She chuckled, handing me a folder. “New client Logan has signed off on. His office is just around the corner, so figured you could swing by after lunch and meet with him. Just gather intel on what he needs. Deep pockets, so he’s offering a large retainer.”

“Isn’t that something you handle?”

“He asked for you personally,” she said.

I frowned. “He asked for me?”

“Yes. Lionel Grundy.”

“Oh,” I breathed out.

Shit.

“Do you know him?”

“We went to high school together a million years ago. We didn’t really know each other.”

Erin shrugged. “Well, you must have made an impression. All his information is in there. Let Logan know if you have any questions.”

“Okay, Erin. Thanks.”

I sat down and skimmed the file, but rather than calling Mack, I called Flash.

“I don’t like this, Tate,” he said.

“Oh, he’s harmless, honey. If it brings Mack business, especially LRG level business, what’s the harm? I’ll be in his office with all of his employees. It’s not like I’ll be alone.”

He sighed. “Still don’t like it, Tate.”

“Noted.” I smiled. “But I’ll be fine. The meeting will be a half-hour, tops, then I’ll be on my way home to you, and we can curl up on the sofa and watch the boats.”

“Where’s Mack?”

“Don’t know, honey. He’s not here.”

“I’m comin’ down.”

“Oh my god, Flash, don’t overreact.”

“Baby, I don’t like the asshole.”

I sighed. “Remember how pissed you were when your dad came rushing in to ‘save’ you when you had it all under control in California?”

“That’s a little different.”

“How?” I challenged.

“I’m a grown ass adult, not his pregnant woman.”

“If you want to meet me here and take me to dinner at Chez Paul after, then I won’t stop you, but what about your meeting with your dad and Booker?”

“Right.”

“I’ll be fine,” I stressed. “Seriously. I’ll probably even beat you home.”

“Fine. But if anything feels weird, you get the fuck outta there.”

“I will.” I smiled. “Love you, honey.”

“Love you too. I’ll see you when you get home.”

I hung up and got back to work. After lunch, I gathered my files and walked the short distance to Lionel’s office. His receptionist called back to announce me, and I was surprised to see Lionel walk through the secured door to greet me.

“Hi, Tate, I’m so glad you could come.” He shook my hand, holding it a little too long.

“Hi. It’s good to see you again.”

“Come on back.”

I followed him through the locked door and found the rest of the office deserted. My blood suddenly ran cold. “Uh... where is everyone?”

“We work half days on Mondays.”

“Oh. I can come back,” I offered.

“No, it’s fine. You’re only in the office on Mondays, right?”

I swallowed. I was starting to side with Flash. This might not have been a good idea after all.

“Ah...”

“Sorry, Erin gave me your schedule,” he said.

“I really don’t know that I should be here alone with you, Lionel.”

“Look, I promise I won’t keep you but it’s the only time I’m in town long enough to meet with you.” We walked down to his office where he waved to a chair at a round table across from his desk.

“Don’t you have a team of lawyers?” I asked, taking a seat. “Why do you need another one?”

“I don’t have anyone local,” he said. “I need someone who understands Portland and its idiosyncrasies. You know, things like the fact that it’s technically still illegal here to walk down the street with your shoes untied.”

“Well, I can’t imagine you’d need an attorney to defend you for walking down the street with your shoes untied, Lionel,” I pointed out.

“Can I get you a cup of tea?” he asked, stepping to a drink cart with a pot already sitting on it.

“Sure, tea would be great,” I said. “Thanks.”

He chuckled, pouring me cup, and setting it in front of me. “I would like to have a team on hand for anything that might come up in Oregon,” he said. “I have my global team, and Idaho, of course, but I really need more focus here, as I intend to open offices closer to home as we expand.”

“So, how do you think we can help you?” I asked, taking a sip of the tea.

“Well...”

Before he could utter another word, the room started to melt in front of me.

* * *
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Flash

I walked into the clubhouse and headed to my dad’s office. I was halfway there when I saw Mack walking toward me. “Hey, brother. What are you doin’ here?”

“Droppin’ off paperwork for your pops to look over. Tate with you?”

“What? No. You have her meetin’ with a new client,” I said. “Did you forget?”

“I sure as fuck did not,” he growled. “Tate doesn’t meet with new clients. That’s not her job.”

“Goddamn it!” I bellowed, just as my phone buzzed, and the panic siren screamed through the building. 

Dad stormed out of his office, Devon behind him. “Who?” 

I glanced at my screen, my blood running cold. “Tate,” I said, at the same time Booker bolted out of his office.

“Tate hit her panic button,” he said, after cutting the siren.

“Let’s go,” Dad ordered, and whoever happened to be there, rushed to their bikes, and mounted up. 

“Where’s the fire?” Train asked, riding into the compound, his roadie and new patch to our club, Ant, following.

I’d never been so happy to see him in my life. “Tate hit her panic button.”

“Lead the way, brother.”

I had never ridden so quickly or so recklessly, but I had to get to her. I should have gone with my gut and met her in the first place. It was a mistake I’d never make again.

Pulling up to where Tate’s ping was leading us, we parked while Ant stayed with the bikes. 

From the second Tate’s alarm sounded and now, barely twenty minutes had passed, but it felt like days, and I had no idea what manner of hell she was being subjected to as we made our way toward her.

“Building’s locked up tight,” Train said once we’d tried every entrance.

Dad shrugged, pulling out his Glock. “I have a key.”

He shot the lock out, immediately setting off an alarm, but I didn’t care as I pulled my own gun out and pushed my way in. 

“I’ll stick around and wait for the cops,” Mack said. “I’ll buy you whatever time you need and call Jaxon.”

Jaxon Quinn was FBI and just happened to be the biological brother to Ace, Tillie’s father. That familial connection came in handy on many occasions.

To the right of the reception desk was a door with a security panel next to it, so I deduced that was the only way to get to Tate. Dad ‘unlocked’ that door as well, and I rushed through. 

“Tate!” I bellowed.

I heard a frustrated growl from the back of the building, so I followed the sound. 

“Why the hell do you always have to ruin everything?” Lionel squealed as he knelt beside a semi-lucid Tate on the floor, her blouse ripped down the front and a cut on her neck bleeding badly.

“Let her go, Lionel,” I ordered, my gun aimed dead center of his forehead.

“Drop the gun, or I’ll kill her.” He pressed the knife over her heart.

“Tate, baby?”

“Shut up!” Lionel squeaked, raising the knife with two hands. “She’s not yours—”

He didn’t get the chance to say another word. A shot rang out before I could even pull my trigger and he went down. I scooped Tate up and carried her out, needing to get her as far away from the psycho as I could.

* * *
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Tate

My nose itched like a mother fucker and my head felt like demons were hammering inside. 

Oh, shit. Lionel.

I gasped, forcing my eyes open, only to be met by Flash’s concerned face directly in front of me. “Hey, there beautiful.”

I reached for him. “You’re here.”

“I’m here.” He pulled me close as I burst into tears and he whispered, “I got you, baby.”

“What happened?” I asked, glancing around to see that I was in a hospital bed. 

“Lionel drugged you. You got a nasty bump on your head, and a little cut on your neck, but otherwise, you’re okay. The doctor said you can go home tomorrow.”

I settled my hands on my belly. “The baby?”

“Baby looks good, honey.”

“How long have I been here?”

“About eight hours or so,” Flash said. “Not sure how much he gave you, but it knocked you out pretty good.”

I pulled on the oxygen thingy in my nose finally able to relieve the itch. “Where’s Lionel?”

“Dead.”

“What? Oh my god, what happened?”

“Story for another day, Tate. Let’s just get you home, okay?”

Before I could pepper him with questions, my parents walked into the room and my mother let out a squeal of relief.

“Oh, honey, you’re awake,” she cried, rushing to the bed, and pulling me in for a hug. 

“Do you know what happened?” I asked, and Flash gave me a warning glance.

“The police said a man took you hostage and he was shot by law enforcement in the struggle to rescue you.”

“Oh.” I had a feeling that wasn’t the full story, but I had every intention of getting the truth once Flash and I were alone.

“We’re just glad you’re okay,” Dad said, hugging me gently.

“Knock, knock,” Hayden said, pushing the door open. “Your siblings are descending.”

I chuckled as Hayden, Theo, and Ronan filed into the room.

“Even, Ronan,” I mused. “Wow, you must have been worried.”

My big brother wrapped his arms around me and kissed my cheek. “Don’t ever do that to me again. But remember, I’m not too old to still beat up your bullies.”

I squeezed him tight. “Oh, I won’t ever forget.”

He made his way to Flash and shook his hand, then it was a little chaotic as a doctor came in to check on me and run vitals.

“I really want to go home,” I begged after the doctor determined I did not have a concussion.

“We have several nurses in the family,” Flash said. “They’re on deck to watch for any issues, so if she needs to come back to the hospital, she will.”

The doctor nodded. “Okay, I think that’ll work. I’ll get your paperwork together. You can go ahead and get dressed.”

I turned to Flash. “Do I have clothes?”

“Yeah, baby, I grabbed some.”

“We’ll step out,” Mom said.

My family left the room and Flash set a backpack on the bed. 

I swung my legs off the side of the bed and grabbed his hand. “I’m just gonna ask you one question, then I promise I’ll leave it. For a while, anyway.”

He raised an eyebrow, stepping between my legs. “One.”

“Who shot Lionel. Really?”

“Hatch.”

I gasped. “Oh my god. Then why would the cops tell my mom law enforcement did it?”

“That was your one question, Tate.” He unzipped the bag and pulled out clean clothes, setting them beside me on the bed.

I wrinkled my nose. “You’re kind of a pain in the butt, Parker Wallace.”

He smiled cupping my face. “I promise, I’ll fill you in on most of it... eventually. But right now, I want you home, in our bed where I know you and the baby are safe.”

I sighed, wrapping my arms around his waist. “God, that sounds really good.”

“You’re never leaving the house again. You’ll have an armed escort wherever you go, and you’ll—”

I set my fingers over his mouth. “Which one? Never leaving the house again or I’ll have an armed escort where I go?”

“Can it be both?” he mumbled behind my fingers.

“I’m really glad I had the necklace, honey, but I seriously hope I never have to use it again.”

“Me too.” He kissed me gently. “Okay, let’s get you dressed. I have a feeling your mom’s already got my mom on cooking patrol at our place.”

My stomach rumbled. “I’m actually starving, so that works for me.”

“The house is full, so just say the word and I’ll take you to a hotel.”

“I’m good, Flash. I love our family.”

He frowned. “Fuck, I thought you might say that.”

He helped me get dressed, then we waited for my discharge paperwork and a wheelchair, and I was finally released into the care of my family.

Walking into the house, I was suddenly surrounded by at least a dozen bikers and their families, all taking care to hug me gently as they passed me off to each of them. 

Once I got to Mack, he held me a little bit longer before cupping my face. “Just so you know, Erin’s been fired.”

“Why?”

“Because the cunt wanted to leave early which is why she pawned Lionel off on you to begin with. She knew the rule. It didn’t matter if he asked for you or not, she does the fuckin’ intake.”

“Oh,” I rasped. 

“I’m gonna fuckin’ bury the bitch.”

“Okay, honey, maybe take it down a notch and let Tate enjoy being home,” his wife, Darien, said, pulling me in for a hug. “He’s been pacing like a caged tiger all day. He’ll work it out.”

Mack dragged his hands through his hair. “Right, sorry.”

“It’s okay, Mack,” I said. “It’s not your fault.”

Flash made his way to me, wrapping an arm around my waist. “Time for you to get off your feet,” he said, guiding me to the sofa.

I curled up on the sectional while my family catered to my every need. I wasn’t allowed on my feet except to walk to the bathroom, and even then, Flash went with me.

By the time Flash kicked everyone out, the sun was setting, and I could barely keep my eyes open. 

“Do you want your mom to stay?” Flash asked as everyone started leaving.

“Are you going somewhere?”

“No, baby, I’m right here.”

“Then, no, I’m good.”

My parents made their way to me, hugging me a little longer than normal before letting me go. “If you need me, I’ll be right over,” Mom promised.

“Thanks, Mama. Really. We appreciate it.”

Flash walked her out, taking a few minutes to talk to my dad, probably promising he was going to chain me to the bed to keep me safe. Of course, that brought up thoughts I didn’t need right now in my current state.

Flash returned, flopping onto the sofa beside me with a smile. “Hey.”

“Hey.”

“How ya feelin’?”

“Like I’ve been run over by a truck.”

He sat up. “Let me look at the cut on your neck.”

“Lily already did, honey, I’m good.” I smiled. “I’ve had meds, I’ve had food, I’ve been fussed over. I’m just tired.”

“Okay, then let’s get you to bed.” He stood, leaning down to lift me off the couch. 

“I can walk, Flash.”

“Don’t care. Need you close.”

I looped my arms around his neck. “Okay, honey.”

He carried me back to our bed and settled me on it, kissing me gently. “I’m gonna make sure the house is locked up really quick.”

“Didn’t you already do that?”

“Gonna do it again.”

I smiled. “Okay. I’m going to wash my face.”

“I’ll wait, then.”

“I’m good, honey. Go do your thing.”

He went through the house again and I did my normal nighttime routine, meeting him back in bed and curling up beside him as the sun finally set and plunged our room into darkness. 

“Why did your dad shoot Lionel?”

Flash’s body stiffened and I gave him a squeeze.

“He was trying to rape you,” Flash rasped. 

“That’s not what I’m asking.”

“Who the fuck filled you in?” Flash growled.

Poppy had filled me in on everything Devon had told her. I’d apparently been unconscious on the floor, half naked, with a delusional Lionel Grundy in the middle of raping me when Flash, Hatch, and Devon had busted in. Lionel had been about to stab me when Hatch had pulled the trigger, but Flash’s gun had been closer, so it was interesting that it was Hatch that had shot first.

“It doesn’t matter.”

“My sister has a big mouth,” he hissed.

“Are you going to answer my question?”

“Dad didn’t want me carrying that. He didn’t want you carrying it either.”

“Wow,” I breathed out, snuggling closer.

“Yeah.”

“I know we’re technically grown, but I don’t ever want to take their sacrifices for granted.” I met his eyes. “Even him flying down to California was kind of amazing, if you think about it.”

“Yeah, Tate, it was. He’s a fuckin’ hero.” He groaned. “You’re right. Jesus, now I gotta apologize to the man.”

I chuckled. “Yes, you do. But first we’re going to get a good night’s sleep and tomorrow when we wake up, we’re gonna fuck like bunnies, then you’re going to feed me.”

He smiled. “We’ll see how you’re feeling.”

“Sure, sure, whatever.”

“You need to stop chatterin’ if we’re gonna get that so-called good night’s sleep, Tate.”

“Okay, honey.” I kissed his neck. “Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

* * *
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One year later...

“Now, Flash,” I cried as a climax hit hard, my hands tied to the headboard as Flash feasted on my pussy, a tiny vibrator settled against my very private place.

He smiled up at me from between my legs, his tongue darting out to lick my clit as he flipped off the vibrator. “That was faster this time.”

I nodded, licking my lips as I tried to catch my breath. “Well, I hadn’t expected to like ass play. Who knew?”

Just then, the feisty scream of our four-month-old came through the monitor. 

“Impeccable timing as always,” I whined.

“I’ll get him,” Flash said, untying me before heading to Connor’s room. 

Connor Zachary Wallace, whom we called “Con Man” because he stole everybody’s hearts, was the spitting image of his daddy and he was perfect. We were already working on baby number two, and I had a feeling if Flash had his way, we’d have a dozen kids. I was open to three, maybe four.

Our lives had changed so much in the last year. I’d passed the Bar the first time, which I had not expected, and was now an associate at Mack’s firm. I doubted I’d ever work for anyone else, considering he was the best boss on the planet. 

Flash was still flying, although, he was much pickier about his clientele after the whole Lionel incident, which had been cleaned up quite nicely by Jaxon Quinn apparently. I didn’t ask a whole lot of questions because, quite frankly, I didn’t want to pull on that thread.

Flash and I had been married in a small but elegant ceremony once I’d hit the twelve-week mark with my pregnancy. Melody and Train had performed at our reception, and Flash and I’d had people all over the world vying for an invite, but we’d kept it small, and it had been exactly how we wanted it.

Melody put on a benefit concert in Savannah every year and she’d insisted we had an open invitation, so Flash promised me we would never miss it. So, I was going to hold him to that because I knew that seeing my queen perform every year in a VIP setting would never get old for me.

I smiled as I grabbed a robe and padded down to the nursery. Never in my wildest dreams could I have imagined my life being this perfect. 

I was the luckiest girl in the world.
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