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      Dawn was only a thought at the silvered edge of the black night when I pressed a kiss to my wife’s soft cheek, dragged in a lungful’a her cherry scent, and left our bedroom.

      I hadn’t slept for shit, and I was done lyin’ in bed with my tragic thoughts.

      On this day any year ’fore, I’d be gettin’ up at this time to wake up my firstborn son. He woulda been twenty-two this year, so young in age and so fuckin’ wise. In truth, he’d been a grown man in the body of a boy since he was eight years old and the circumstances of our lives made him responsible for more than he shoulda been as a kid.

      But fuck me, had that boy made me proud.

      My chest ached and ached in a way it had since King was shot on the coastal cliffs and plunged to his death in Entrance Bay. It ached just as acutely, just as raw and infected with regret as it did that day, eight months ago, when I’d found out he was gone.

      I knew I’d ache that way ’till the day I died and joined him wherever good men like him went. ’Cause I wasn’t the best’a men––I’d done some serious shit in my life––but I’d move heaven and fuckin’ earth to end up in the same restin’ place as my boy and my wife, who’d undoubtedly gain access to the best kinda Valhalla in the afterlife.

      I was learnin’ to live with it as much as a man can live without a limb or a vital organ. I wasn’t whole, not anymore, but Lou was teachin’ me that was okay. Those days when I couldn’t move past the crushin’ pain and the only thing I could do was bury myself in my woman, slake myself in her beauty until the burn flared a little less.

      Couldn’t let my babies outta my fuckin’ sight without feelin’ panicked and wrong.

      If someone could get to King—so strong, so sure, a man more like a knight than a foot soldier in my army’a men in leather—it seemed anyone could get to my twin babies and take ’em from me.

      So I guarded ’em fiercely.

      They were with me more than they were even with Lou.

      I took ’em to the garage, strapped to my chest, little meaty fists curled, full lips smiling as they interacted with all their uncles at Hephaestus Auto. I drove the truck so I could have ’em near me even though I hated cages and the Prez of a fuckin’ motorcycle club should be on his fuckin’ bike.

      For the first time in near on forty years, I was livin’ life afraid.

      Not free, like the motto of The Fallen declared, but chained in heavy fuckin’ irons by the terror that God or whatever power wasn’t done wreakin’ havoc on the life’a me and mine.

      It burned in me that my woman, my little warrior who’d already been through so much, had lost King too. That my little girl, my thorny Harleigh Rose, was without her champion. That Monster and Angel would never get more than just stories ’bout the wise soul’a my eldest kid.

      That Cressida, a woman I’d come to think’a as kin and the best kinda friend, was dead at heart ’cause her reason for livin’ was gone.

      I’d lived in chains ’fore, literal shackles durin’ my years in prison. It’d been a concrete hell populated by livin’, breathin’ demons out to take my life and remind me daily’a my sins.

      This was worse than that.

      This was a wakin’ nightmare I’d never fuckin’ escape.

      King was gone.

      And in his wake, so much fuckin’ grief.

      I stopped in at the twins’ room down the hall, pushin’ open the door with the intention’a checkin’ on the babies ’fore I checked on my other son, Ares.

      Shoulda known there’d be no reason for two stops.

      The kid, ten now and growin’ quick, was splayed out on the carpet beside the twins’ crib with Angel’s stuffed rabbit a makeshift pillow under his head’a thick, curly black hair.

      Wasn’t a man takin’ to cryin’ like a fuckin’ pansy at the drop of a hat, but fuck me, if wet didn’t kick at the back’a my eyes as I took in that sight. Ares had appointed ’imself as sentry to the twins the moment they were born, and he’d snuck into the hospital room as soon as I went to inform the others we’d had two healthy babies. Lou told me she’d never seen such a solemn look on a boy’s face, which was sayin’ somethin’ ’cause Ares was a damn solemn boy.

      He’d whispered to ’em then, cradled at Lou’s beautiful breast, as if she wouldn’t hear him.

      “I got you,” he’d whispered, knowin’ those were the words I’d spoken to my girl Lou the first time we’d ever met amid a hailstorm of gunfire.

      “I got you,” he’d said, and just like that, he’d knighted ’imself to the newborn Garros.

      If the kid hadn’t been mine already, he woulda been then.

      And seein’ ’em all together as I crept closer to grab a blanket and drop it lightly on the snorin’ Ares, I felt the anchor in my chest tyin’ my heart to those three smaller chests tug fiercely in response to their immense beauty.

      “You’re a damn lucky man,” I muttered, quiet, remindin’ myself’a the truth.

      King was gone, and that’d be a tragedy I’d never learn to swallow down.

      But fuck me, I was just an average man, a criminal at that, yet there it was bedded under the roof’a the house I’d built myself, a family better than any kinda man could rightly deserve.

      Angel and Monster were curled into each other in the black blankets, sister’s hand curled up against brother’s cheek, two identical mouths pursed as they dreamed. Sometimes, they didn’t sleep right, wakin’ and fussin’, but they settled right as rain soon as someone was in the room with them.

      I peered down at Ares again, his hand wrapped loosely around the wooden leg of the crib, and grinned before I headed outta there.

      The only thing to do on a mornin’ when grief stalked me too tight, on a mornin’ I used to spend with my birthday guy, King, was ride out on my Harley.

      The family was gatherin’ up at our cabin near Whistler later that night, and I figured I’d ride up to turn up the heat for the crew to work out my restlessness.

      The Sea to Sky Highway was a narrow ribbon’a asphalt threaded along the seam’a cliffs juttin’ out from the mountains over the water’s edge. It was empty so early in the mornin’, the windin’ road open to the smooth roll’a my bike around tight corners, the roar’a the engine stronger than the rush’a wind in my ears as I sped through the dawn away from the demons chasin’ me.

      It was February, but the sun was crestin’ hot and clear in the sky, and I was sweatin’ by the time I pulled off the highway onto the back road that swept through the trees up to the secluded cabin I’d rebuilt for Lou years ago. The sight’a it as I pulled up the slopin’ drive made my bruised heart clench.

      This was where my daughter, my woman, and her sister had almost died.

      This was where my son by choice, Mute, had died in the clearing behind the A-frame house.

      This was where we’d found Ares crouched like a feral cat livin’ in the rebuilt structure without a possession to his unknown name.

      A house’a memories for a man mired in ’em.

      I felt older than my years as I swung off my Dyna and trudged over the frost-crusted grass. Hesitatin’ at the front door, some impulse made me cross ’round the side to the backyard. I’d put a porch in, couple’a Adirondack chairs, and one’a those swingin’ benches ’cause Loulou wanted one to sway in with her babies, and I wasn’t gonna say no to anythin’ in my power to give that woman.

      I almost didn’t look at ’em then, my gaze drawn out to the field so I could say a silent kinda prayer for the soul of Mute Garro, my first fallen son.

      But somethin’ was there in the corner’a my eye.

      Some glint’a gold that shouldn’t have been there.

      Instinct froze my form ’fore my brain could catch the fuck up.

      ’Cause suddenly that low-grade fear I’d been livin’ with flared bright enough to blind. Some crazy fuckin’ terror that warned me I was startin’ to hallucinate my son in strange places as if the strength’a my grief was magic that could conjure him into bein’.

      On that day, his birthday, I didn’t have it in me to fuckin’ withstand the break’a my own mind in addition to my mournin’.

      So, I didn’t look.

      Just stood there, hands fisted so tight the knuckles ached, draggin’ air that felt sharp as blades into my lungs.

      There was a creak.

      Just a fuckin’ creak, so slight I wouldn’t’a heard it if I’d been doin’ anythin’ but standin’ like a moron.

      But it came from the goddamn porch.

      The porch my son’d helped me build. Could still remember the shape’a his smile as he laughed at me for bein’ an old man as we’d laboured over it together. The smell’a his sweat with mine, the pride I’d felt watchin’ him do somethin’ I’d taught him, the fuckin’ joy I’d known seein’ the glory’a the man I’d made and raised.

      The memories sucker-punched me like a prize fighter, so I was fuckin’ breathless when I manned up and let my eyes slant to the right.

      He was there in my memory so fuckin’ clear every atom of my body stopped functionin’ for one surreal second.

      Leanin’ against the porch railin’, long and lean as ever, gold hair gleamin’ in the strengthin’ sun, eyes so pale they mimicked ice, body strong and easy in denim and an old Metallica tee I’d given him as a kid.

      He was there.

      I was bein’ throttled by tears, throat swollen with ’em, eyes aflame with the effort to hold ’em in.

      I knew it was some kinda mad mirage ’cause King wasn’t smilin’, and my boy was always smilin’, always laughin’ like life existed just to entertain him.

      The real King, seein’ his dad, had always broke into a wide, wild grin.

      I was ’bout to turn on my heel and leave the haunted house behind, maybe seek out a fuckin’ professional or a full bottle’a Crown Royal, when a sound I’d never thought I’d hear again in real life punctured the still mornin’ air.

      “S’okay, Dad,” King said quietly. “You’re old, but you haven’t lost your mind yet. It’s me. I’m here.”

      My heart beat against my ribs like a heavy fist as I turned slow, grass crunchin’ under my boots, to face the porch.

      He was still leanin’ against the porch.

      But there it was.

      The grin.

      Small, compressed with the weight’a strain, his smile was a thin mimicry’a his normal beamin’ expression.

      But…

      Fuck.

      Me.

      My boy was there, and he was smilin’.

      I blinked hard. Once, twice, then squeezed my eyes shut and opened ’em again.

      He was still there.

      Reelin’, I still managed to recover my voice enough to grunt, “You’re my son and not some fucked mirage, you get your ass over ’ere and let me hug ya or punch ya to test it true.”

      That smile flickered and flared brighter, but his eyes weren’t creased with mirth. They were dead and pale grey as bleached stone.

      He moved.

      Slow, graceful-like, the way a ghost might, I thought dazedly.

      But as he came closer, I saw evidence’a somethin’ I couldn’t refute.

      Time.

      There were faint brackets around his mouth that hadn’t been there ’fore, his hair so long now it brushed the top of his chest where he’d always worn it cropped above his shoulders. He was bigger across the chest, startin’ to look more and more like his old man in size and scale.

      He’d grown.

      A dead man would be unchanged, but this man was different enough to seem bewilderingly new after eight months of absence.

      He stopped three long steps from me, his face sober but for that tight smile in one corner’a his mouth. He considered me as I did him, studyin’ the changes in me, maybe.

      Finally, he tipped his chin up in the universal greetin’a men like us and shrugged almost sheepishly. “I’m sorry, Dad, fuckin’ sorrier than I’ll ever be able to tell. But I hope you get I did what I had’ta to do for our family, and you taught me that. ‘Heavy is the fuckin’ head that wears the crown, even if it’s made of grease, leather, and iron.’ You told me that, and the kinda man I am, a man who loves and respects his dad more than even I could properly express? I took it to fuckin’ heart.”

      He paused to step closer, and the cold plume’a his breath mingled with mine. It was a nothin’ kinda observation, but it broke the seal on the wet in my eyes and sent scaldin’ tears to fallin’.

      “For the first time in our lives, you needed me. Our family needed me, and I did what any Garro woulda done. I sacrificed to protect the ones I loved.” His voice split down the middle and cracked through with the impact’a his conviction and sorrow. He extended his hand, broad palmed like me, a skull ring on his middle finger beside his weddin’ ring I’d given him when he patched-in to the club. “I did what I had to do to get the best man I know outta prison and back home with the ones who needed him.”

      “We needed you,” I barked, surprised by the anger that plunged through the wet of my grief like a fallen electrical pole, rage sparkin’ through me. “We all needed you, and you fucked off for eight months, lettin’ us think you were dead?”

      King stared into me, straight into me in that way he’d had since he was a boy with eyes too serious for any kid, too knowin’ for most grown men, and then he jutted out his jaw and nodded curtly. “Fuck yeah, I did. And I’d do it again it meant you outta prison, Staff Sergeant Danner convicted, our family safe at home in their fuckin’ beds instead’a terrorised by the men in blue meant to protect them. I’d do it again and again and fuckin’ again.”

      It was my turn to stare into the eyes’a my son and realize there were no more vestiges’a youth in those arctic eyes. He was a man with conviction, who had sacrificed for his kin, lived these past eight months with as much grief as the rest’a us knowin’ he’d put that on us and knowin’ still he’d done it for a reason he believed in.

      My gaze tipped down to that extended hand, the veins and tendons strong beneath the skin, the flesh the same pale gold as my own. My blood ran in those veins, but fuck me, if he wasn’t twice the man I’d ever hoped to be.

      My hand was in his before King could blink, and I was jerkin’ him forward, off balance, to land with a hard thud against my chest, our clasped hands pressed between us. My other fist found his back, thumpin’ it as I hugged him so close our bones creaked.

      I was holdin’ my son again.

      Holdin’ the first boy I’d made, the precious fuckin’ surprise and one’a only two glorious outcomes from my relationship with my ex-wife. Could remember the vivid red’a his cryin’ face in my arms as I held him so fresh and alive. Could remember the first springy curls of blond sproutin’ from his head and how he’d started to run ’fore he could walk, from the start too eager to grow up.

      I could remember every moment of this man’s life as vividly as my own. I’d taken those memories out countless times in the past eight months, worn ’em smooth with use, warped with sorrow.

      And now, the dream’a every parent who ever suffered the tragedy’a losin’ a kid, I was holdin’ that baby, that boy, that man in my arms.

      Could feel his heart pump hard against my chest, his breath in my hair, his body against my own.

      And fuck me, I cried.

      Oh yeah.

      The both of us.

      Strange for grown men, maybe, but reduced to it by the enormity of our relief as we loosened our grip on the pain’a loss and mournin’, on the agony’a bein’ parted, of believin’ ourselves lost to the other.

      Fuck me, but we cried loud and long.

      Men in their unusual outpourin’a grief, so much less elegant than our women.

      We didn’t care.

      There was snot on my shirt, tears in our hair, rough in our swollen throats.

      It hurt to purge, but in its wake, minutes later, still clutched together ’cause honest to fuck, wasn’t sure how I’d ever let him go again, peace like I’d never known before descended.

      King breathed deep, shudderin’ on the exhale, then pulled back enough to smile at me with his wet, red face and aged eyes. “Hey, Dad.”

      “Welcome home, King,” I told him, clappin’ him hard on the back, then grabbin’ his neck to press his forehead to mine so he’d know I was on his side, always on his side, when I said, “Brace, son, for a rocky return. Lotta grief goin’ even eight months on.”

      He sighed. “Yeah, gotta say it makes a man feel just as good as bad.”

      “You bought it,” I reminded him.

      “And I’ll earn their forgiveness,” he retorted easily. “Did it with my babe Cress, and one by fuckin’ one, I’ll do whatever it takes to win back the hearts of our family and Fallen.”

      I snorted softly, joy startin’ to bubble up in the wake of shock, anger, and sadness. “Fuck me, but I won’t ever doubt your resolve again, that’s for damn sure.”

      And then we laughed.

      Quiet, short laughter that felt like wakin’ from a dream only to realize real life was just as fuckin’ beautiful.

      “Proud as fuck to be your dad,” I told him gruffly, seein’ the sentiment echoed back in his face. “But prepare, I’m not lettin’ you outta my damn sight for a long fuckin’ while, and you bought that too.”

      A smile, the first genuine one I’d seen. “Gotta few people to see ’fore I come back tonight. Cress heard you were gettin’ together for a kinda celebration of my birthday here tonight. Figured I could be the guest of honour.”

      I shook my head, but of course, a son’a mine would have balls’a fuckin’ steel. “You’re sister’s gonna kill ya, you don’t see her ’fore that. Even then, you might be dead ’fore dark.”

      King chuckled as he moved a step back, eyes fuckin’ sparklin’. “I’m thinkin’ her anger won’t last long when she sees what else I’ve brought home with me.”

      On cue, the back door to the cabin creaked open and slammed shut.

      My head jerked up immediately.

      ’Cause there was no King without his Queenie.

      Shoulda known she’d be there somewhere, but the return’a my son from the dead had been too big to see beyond.

      This though, seein’ Cressida Garro smilin’ as she moved down the porch, full’a joy for the first time since King had ‘died’, seein’ her for the first time since she left months ago to flee her grief, this was mammoth.

      ’Cause it wasn’t just his wife my son had returned with.

      But a baby.

      I stared fuckin’ dumbstruck at the massive swell of Cressida’s belly, contrastin’ with her slim form as she moved down the stairs and over the grass to her husband’s side. King wrapped an arm around her, tuckin’ her into his side where she belonged.

      They both grinned at each other, then at her belly, then at me.

      “You ready to be a grandpa with two twin babies just born?” King teased.

      I blinked at them, my kids returned to me even more beautiful somehow than they’d been before, and then I threw my head back on a roar of laughter at the grace of the fuckin’ world sometimes and charged forward to hug my boy and his girl and their future kid to me like I’d never fuckin’ let them go.
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      “That’s it,” Lion growled softly as he leaned back on his corded forearms, hands fisted in the tousled bedsheets, feet braced on the floor so he could watch me as I moved over him. “Work for it, Rosie.”

      “I am,” I whined, churning my hips as hard as I could with my thighs draped over his spread legs, his thick length impaling me as I straddled him and worked to bring myself to orgasm without the needed leverage to make it quick.

      We’d been at it for almost an hour.

      I was slick with sweat, my hair damp as it slapped against my back and breasts as I thrust eagerly back and forth, only an inch of that thick cock sliding in and out of me, his tip pressed almost cruelly to the end of my cunt, a slightly painful contrast to my pleasure that set my teeth on edge and my scalp to prickling.

      There was a sharp sting as Lion spanked me and drawled coldly, “Work harder and I might be influenced to help you come. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? You love to drench my cock in your sweet cum.”

      “Yes,” I hissed as I threw my head back, braced my hands on his thighs even though it was against the rules, and slammed myself down on his steely length. “Please, please, please…” I chanted, wheeling through the lovely dark of subspace, lost to sensation and the power of Lion’s commands. “Please, sir, let me come for you.”

      “Well,” he hummed dispassionately, as if we were having a casual conversation and I wasn’t writhing on his lap. “You ask so damn pretty.”

      I gasped as he knifed up and curled around my back, one hand weighing my tit, rolling my nipple, while the other arrowed over my quivering belly to the apex of my sex, thumb and forefinger pinching at my swollen clit viciously.

      Simultaneously, he whispered hotly in my ear, “Come for me, my good little slut.”

      And I broke.

      Shattered.

      Went to hot, jagged pieces carved up by the sharp knife of pleasure and its keen edge of pain.

      Vaguely, I was aware of jerking hard around his driving dick, of his hands pinning me down so he could fuck even harder up into my clasping, leaking cunt, and then the exquisite sound of his manly grunt as he succumbed to his own climax and filled me with his cum.

      Slowly, gingerly, like a feather caught on a downward draft, I spiralled back to earth.

      Lion was cradling me now, his nose in the hair over my ear, breathing me in like oxygen.

      “You happy?” he asked in a sex-roughened voice.

      He asked me often. Because he’d made a promise to me when we finally found each other, committed to our crazy, all-consuming love for each other, that after all the tears and chaos, we would have our happily ever after.

      And we did.

      We lived it every single fucking day under the roof of our renovated ranch house with our precious German Shepherd puppy, Saint. I had a good job I loved at the hospital, and Lion was happier as a private investigator than he’d ever been as a cop.

      We were getting married next year, and I had the gorgeous diamond on my finger to prove it.

      So happy was an understatement.

      But a current of dark turmoil undercut it all.

      Because my brother was dead.

      King.

      The man who had protected me as much as he could growing up with our poisonous she-bitch of a mother.

      The man who had supported me, loved me, and helped rear me.

      He’d given me hope even in the darkest times of my life because he was the only person in my life who had ever been steadfast, utterly constant.

      And now he was gone.

      I shivered lightly in Lion’s hold as my sweaty skin cooled and the icy draft of sorrow rolled through me.

      It would have been his birthday today.

      I’d woken up with the knowledge lodged in my throat, a wail exploding between my lips as I lurched up in bed, panting and instantly teary-eyed.

      Lion, already awake, had rolled into me and asked if I wanted him to distract me.

      Only he could, and I gladly took him up on the offer.

      But he couldn’t play all day.

      Or, we could, but I’d be too sore and tired to drag myself up to our family cabin that night if we resorted to that pleasantly base distraction technique.

      I didn’t want to face it, but I’d learned the hard way that it was better to tackle these things head-on. If you didn’t, they had a way of rearing their ugly head when you were least prepared to deal with it.

      I sighed gustily and readjusted in Lion’s arms so I was facing him. He groaned slightly as he slipped from my heat and couldn’t resist the impulse to cup my used, leaking sex in his big palm.

      “You need it, I’ll spend all day filling you up and making you forget,” he reiterated.

      I shivered again, this time with desire, but then I shook my head. “No, I’m a big girl. I’ve got to face the first birthday without him here like an adult.”

      Lion’s gorgeous face, tanned even in the heart of winter and beautifully creased with laugh lines beside his eyes and mouth, settled into his charming smile. I leaned into his other hand as he palmed my cheek and declared, “Strongest woman I know.”

      “Damn straight,” I agreed with haughty raised brows just to have the pleasure of hearing his smoky chuckle.

      “How about this then, my Rebel Rose,” he murmured against my lip, then rasped his stubble against my cheek in a way that made me tremble. “I’ll make my girl breakfast and put on some music so we can have a dance party while I cook.”

      God, I loved this man.

      He was a gentleman cowboy and a renegade cop, a man who chopped his own wood and handled a gun like an extension of self, yet here he was offering to be a goof and dance with me even before he had his morning coffee.

      “How’d I get so lucky?” I asked him, trying to make light of the burning sensation around my heart.

      He was so perfect, so good and true. Sometimes, even after everything, I still heard my mother’s toxic voice in my head telling me I wasn’t good enough for someone like him.

      But Lion, my Lion, knew me well enough to see the flicker of pain in my eyes, and he soothed me instantly.

      “You didn’t get lucky,” he reminded me sternly, the soothing hand on my cheek moving to grip my chin firmly so I was forced to meet his verdant green eyes. “You bought this happiness. You earned me just like I earned you. We deserve each other, you get me, Rosie?”

      I wasn’t the kinda girl who cried, but emotion moved through me like a ghost, setting my teeth to faint chattering. “Y-Yeah, okay.”

      “Okay,” he agreed in a tone that brooked no argument. “It’s a hard enough day without Farah’s fucked-up voice in your head, yeah? Focus on King. Not that he’s gone, but all the amazing things he left us with. Let’s celebrate his courage, drink a toast to his wisdom, eat in honour of his love for us. Let’s be happy for him ’cause he can’t be any more for himself.”

      “Wish he could walk me down the aisle to you with Dad,” I admitted, staring at the whorl of his ear because it was too tender an admittance to make with eye contact.

      “I know,” he murmured, pressing his forehead to mine and gripping the back of my neck hard in a way that had always reassured me. “And we aren’t metaphysical people, but I swear to you, in whatever way he can be, King’ll be there watching you marry me.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed because I knew not even death could keep my big brother from watching over me.

      His hand slid around my neck, up my throat to grasp my chin firmly, pining his gorgeous green gaze on my own. “You gotta know, I’ll do anything in my power to make our wedding the best day of your life. If I could, I’d go into the damn afterlife myself and drag King back with me. I’d give up everything short of you to bring him back for you.”

      “I know,” I choked out through the vise of emotion strangling me. “After all this time, I know you’d do anything for me.”

      “Because you deserve everything,” he reminded me firmly in that delicious no-nonsense voice that sent a trill down my spine to my swollen, pleasantly aching sex. “Okay, up you get,” he ordered, delivering a sharp slap to my ass before negating his words entirely and lifting me to my feet himself.

      I tried not to swoon at his display of easy strength and then again when his long, beautifully carved form moved away from me, shining faintly in the morning light, the dimple in his tight ass delectable.

      “Rosie?” His voice was laden with humour as he called to me from the doorframe, completely at ease with his nakedness and delighted by my ogling. “You sure you don’t want more distracting?”

      I cleared my throat and licked my lips, checking for drool, before I tossed my hair over my shoulder and headed to the bathroom without answering to his arrogance.

      His rough chuckle followed me into the other room and haunted me as I turned on the shower and flicked on the sound system. Hozier’s croon billowed through the room like steam from the scalding water pounding down on me as I stepped under the spray. I tried to focus on the lyrics instead of the melancholy surging up from my soul, threatening to drown me internally.

      I missed King.

      I missed him, and it wasn’t getting any fucking better as time went on.

      If anything, it had only grown deeper, roots digging through my guts and bones straight into my marrow so that it hurt to move at odd moments. It ached to breathe.

      I found myself avoiding Dad’s house because there were too many memories there, the years we’d spent as us against the world. Against Dad in prison, our mum, the she-bitch. Against the bullies at school who thought we were biker trash.

      It was King and me against the world, and there hadn’t been a single day of my life that I considered I might ever have to live without him.

      My head was too heavy on my neck. I let it drop against the cold tile, nose stinging in a way that heralded tears.

      But I wouldn’t cry.

      I’d been through a lot in my life. I’d been beaten by my ex-boyfriend and ultimately taken his life in self-defence. My dad falsely imprisoned, my brother murdered, my best friend abducted. I’d stabbed the love of my life to keep him safe.

      I was no shrinking violet.

      I was a motherfucking rose riddled with thorns.

      I could survive today.

      I would.

      Resolved, I turned off the shower and readied myself as if I was going to battle. The black liner around my blue eyes, just shades darker than King’s icy gaze, the lip gloss and the blown-out hair big and tousled around my head like Lion’s hands had been through it. Torn up blue jeans, a cropped Guns N’ Roses tee I’d stolen ages ago from Dad, and my shitkickers laced up my ankles.

      I was ready to fucking rock it.

      This was who I was, a rebel and a fighter. My family needed me today, and I’d be there for them as strong as King would be in my place.

      Later, much later, when night had fallen and the darkness swaddled my cries, Lion wrapped around me like a shield, if I needed to cry, maybe I would.

      But not until then.

      I could be soft, but only with my Lion, only after I’d stood strong for my family.

      I braced my hands on the counter and jumped forward to press a kiss on my reflection in the mirror.

      “You got this,” I told myself with a wink before I turned on my heel and left the cooling room.

      Saint met me in the bedroom, his soft ears twitching, tail wagging so strongly it made a soft whomp whomp noise in the air. I bent to kiss his muzzle, cooing to him as we walked together down the hall into the kitchen.

      After all that mental preparation, I wasn’t prepared.

      The last time I’d heard from her, she was travelling on King’s motorcycle through the backwoods of Alaska trying to flee her grief.

      And now, there she was.

      Cressida Garro.

      The closest I’d ever come to having a mother even though she was my brother’s wife.

      My brother’s widow.

      She sat at the same scarred farm table I’d spend countless mornings at through the course of my life. First as the Danner’s ward, then as Lion’s woman. Her hair was thick and shining in the cool morning light spilling through the windows, and she was smiling.

      My breath caught in my throat and solidified like a knife lodged point down. I tried to swallow and winced.

      She was smiling at something Lion was saying as if she always sat at our table and waited for him to serve her a cup of tea in a mug with our old puppy, Hero’s, face on it.

      I hadn’t seen her in months.

      Hadn’t seen her smile in longer.

      I tried to say her name, but a strange sound emerged in its stead.

      Something like a whimper.

      Cressida’s warm, whiskey-brown eyes cut to me and grew warmer.

      “There she is,” she said softly as though she’d been out here waiting for me patiently for years.

      Like she loved me and she’d never stopped.

      A hiccough exploded from my mouth like a gunshot. I slapped a hand over my lips and continued to stare at the woman I’d missed almost as much as my brother.

      “Hey,” she crooned softly, extending a hand to me that sparkled with the rings that marked her legally as King’s. “Hey, honey, come here.”

      But my knees were weak, coltish and new. I couldn’t find out how to make them move without trembling, and when I tried, one leg collapsed.

      Lion caught me before I tumbled to the ground, his arms a solid structure for me to cling to. His eyes were before me, all I could see, as green as everything living.

      “I got you, Rosie,” he whispered to me, a little grin like a secret just for me tucked into the hard contours of his mouth. “It’s okay.”

      It wasn’t okay, not really.

      I was trying to be strong, didn’t he understand?

      It was going to be a hard day, the worst day, and I hadn’t accounted for Cressida’s return. It made everything so much more acute. My skin flayed raw by her reappearance, so everything hurt more.

      “It’s okay to be overwhelmed,” Lion murmured just for me, pressing his forehead to mine. “Maybe you should sit down for the next bit.”

      “The next bit?” I echoed dumbly as he gently pushed me into a wooden chair next to Cress.

      On cue, my sister-in-law smiled wryly and slowly pushed away from the table.

      I gawked as she rose.

      Because my slender, Disney Princess beauty of a sister was swollen near to bursting with pregnancy.

      Tears pierced the backs of my eyes like shards of glass, and my voice, when I spoke, was almost too rough to be coherent. “K-King’s?”

      Cressida smiled so beautifully, she fucking glowed. Her hands went to that ripe swell tenderly in a gesture that belied she was already a mother. “Yes.”

      It was hard to breathe, the air too thin in my lungs so it wouldn’t stick.

      Lion squeezed my hand, and it got a little easier.

      “He would’ve fucking loved that kid,” I whispered thickly, tipping back my head to keep the water swelling against my lower lids from spilling out.

      “Mmm,” she responsed, and then her soft hand was on my face tilting it down so she could lock eyes with me. “Will you come with me somewhere?”

      “Of course,” I said without hesitation, reaching up to tangle our fingers and kiss the back of her hand. “The doctor’s office?”

      “No, the baby is healthy. I had a check-up last week, and I’m not due for another two weeks.” She laughed, so light and lovely. The Cressida of before.

      Before that wedding night when King had plunged to his premature death on the cliffs of Back Bay Road. Maybe the baby, a tiny version of our lost King, had brought back her hope and half her heart.

      Maybe he or she would bring back that missing piece of our brother to The Fallen fold.

      If I’d been less grief-stricken, less mired in kaleidoscopic shock, maybe I would have seen it clearly.

      But I could only focus on the present, on the feel of Cressida’s smooth skin against my own as she held my hand while we grabbed our coats and headed to the car. On the sound of her giggle as Saint jumped into the back seat of Lion’s Dodge Ram 1500 and started to pepper her face with kisses. I sat back there with her instead of in the front seat beside my man.

      I couldn’t let her go.

      She let me pull our hands into my lap, smiled softly as I traced a bit-down fingernail over the white scar tissue marring the centre of her palm, a reminder of the night the Nightstalkers MC had abducted her and nailed her to a chair.

      “You could have them removed,” I murmured, swirling my finger over the flesh.

      “I’m not ashamed or regretful of any moment in my life,” she responded easily. “I’m proud of my scars and the story they tell. When…When I lost King, I was grateful for every reminder of him I had.”

      “That’s what I tell Harleigh Rose about my scar,” Lion said, glancing at me in the rear-view mirror as he drove down the highway back into Entrance. It occurred to me that he was too calm, that he knew exactly where to go, and I wondered what I was missing. “She hates to see it.”

      “Well, it’s not exactly a romantic reminder,” I muttered. “I stabbed you in the back.”

      “Shoulder,” he corrected with a crooked grin. “And I’ve told you just like Cress just did. I’m proud to wear the badges of our love story.”

      “Romantic idiot,” I grumbled, but he and Cressida just laughed.

      The sound of two of my favourite humans laughing on a day as hard as this soothed my ragged soul. I gave in to my need and rested my head against Cress’s shoulder, laying our combined hands on the swell of her belly.

      “Is it a girl or a boy?” I wondered, imagining a mini King inside her and ignoring the brutal twist of pain-edged joy in my gut.

      “A surprise, as all good things should be,” she said, almost slyly as we turned onto Main Street.

      I snorted. “In my experience, only bad things come suddenly.”

      “Good can come from bad,” she said softly, reminiscent of her schoolteacher's voice. “Lion came back into your life after you killed Cricket. Zeus met Loulou at a freaking gang shoot-out at First Light Church. Nova didn’t get his head out of his ass about Lila until she almost married someone else. That’s worth remembering.”

      “Nothing good came from King’s death.”

      Cress made a soft noise in the back of her throat, part sympathy, part protest. Her hand squeezed mine so tightly, I would feel the imprint of her hold for hours. “It put Harold Danner behind bars and proved Zeus didn’t kill Officer Gibson. It meant you and Monster and Angel got your dad back. That we all got Zeus back.”

      “We would have found another way.”

      “Would we have?” she mused wearily. “I wonder, but sometimes, I don’t think so.”

      “Nothing was worth the cost of my brother,” I bit out, suddenly angry, so angry it blinded me and set my blood to boiling.

      “No,” she agreed on a heavy sigh. Beneath our hands, the baby kicked at us in some kind of approval. “But that’s why I brought you here.”

      I looked out the window to realize we’d stopped in front of Old Sam’s Mega Music record store.

      “No.” There was no way I was going in there today. “No way.”

      “Yes, Rosie,” Lion argued in his Dom voice, that smoke and steel tone that brooked absolutely no rebuttal.

      I shivered slightly, a Pavlovian response.

      “Please, trust me,” Cress beseeched, her eyes wide and flawless. “You and me, H.R., we’ve been through a lot. What’s a little more, hmm?”

      I swallowed thickly as I decided I was being selfish. King was my brother, but he was the love of Cressida’s life. I had no idea what I would do without Lion. How I would function without the force of his love like gravity tethering me to the earth?

      I could do this for Cress.

      Truthfully, I was much more capable of doing this for her than for me.

      Because maybe, deep down past the posturing and the bristling fear, I needed this too.

      To be in a safe place filled with only good memories of the brother that had always gone out of his way to love me and keep me safe.

      When Lion opened Cress’s door and helped her out, we caught eyes over her shoulder, and his gaze was full of aching tenderness.

      I could fool a lot of people, but never him.

      He knew I needed this, all of it, even if I was terrified of feeling too much.

      So, when he rounded the car and opened my door next, I launched myself into his strong arms and wrapped my legs around his waist. He smelled of musk and man, of mornings on the ranch, sweet hay and cut grass. It reminded me that he was born and raised a cowboy before he’d ever been a cop or a P.I., and no one was more capable of wrangling my restless rebel soul than him.

      As if reading my thoughts, he wrapped a hand in my mess of hair and yanked it back to take my mouth in a searing, possessive kiss I felt all the way to my toes.

      When we broke free, we rested our foreheads together for a moment to regain our equilibrium.

      “You go on in with your sister,” he offered. “I’ll buy my girl a coffee.”

      I smiled slightly at how well he knew me. I couldn’t survive on anything less than three cups of Joe a day.

      “You don’t want to come in?”

      “Oh, I won’t be far behind. I never am. But I’m thinking this is a good moment to go in alone.”

      “I have to pee,” Cress admitted with a playful wince. “The joys of being pregnant. You go in, and I’ll just be a minute, okay? Old Sam’s already waiting for you.”

      The thought of my old friend warmed my calamitous heart. This place and Sam had been my oasis throughout my entire childhood. Anytime Farah was on a rampage or when Dad was in prison, music and Sam had always been there.

      I didn’t want to go in by myself, but I told myself I was being a chickenshit.

      I could do this.

      I could do anything.

      Farah made me believe for most of my life that I was lesser, not good enough for anything or anything worthy. Cricket had only cemented that feeling, casting me in stone so I was trapped by it.

      But then Lion had broken me free, and every moment since then, I’d struggled and worked to love myself.

      To feel worthy and act worthy of all the goodness life had seen fit to bless upon me.

      My family, my friends, my man, and my sweet dog who trotted happily by my side as I walked slowly to the glass door of the record store. He was tall enough that I could thread my fingers in his silky coat for comfort as I pushed through into the music-filled interior.

      “Oh, Sister” by Bob Dylan thrummed through the cramped rows of records and CDs.

      Instantly, my throat closed up, and my fingers tightened in Saint’s fur. He pressed his big body against my side and whined low in his throat.

      “’S okay,” I soothed him, but my voice was ravaged by the emotion growing like a thicket of thorns in my throat.

      It wasn’t okay.

      Why had Sam put this record on?

      I didn’t need to hear about a lost brother apologizing to the sister he left behind.

      Because suddenly the lyrics were sung in Bob Dylan’s throaty vocals, but King’s infrequently heard, lyrical murmur.

      I stood in the middle of the record store and squeezed my eyes shut.

      I will not cry. I will not cry. I will not cry.

      The mantra helped to steady me against the deluge of poignant words.

      “Hey, Sam,” I called, eyes still closed, voice a little stronger. “Are you trying to kill a girl? Change the record, will ya?”

      “Sorry, H.R., but I put a lotta thought into this, and I’m thinkin’ this song is the only song for this moment we’re about to have.”

      Agony seared through me like a lightning strike, leaving me electric with anger and vibrating pain.

      “He isn’t here,” I muttered to myself like a fucking nutbar. “Get a grip.”

      “You’re not crazy.” His voice again, rougher than I remembered, choked up almost as bad as mine. “Not yet, anyway.”

      Saint tensed beside me, another whimper escaping from his throat.

      I opened my eyes to soothe my dog because my unsteady emotional climate was clearly worrying him.

      And that was when I saw him.

      King.

      He stood like a mirage in the middle aisle of the shop, not twelve feet away from me, in one of his countless white tees that fit too tight beneath a leather jacket I didn’t recognize because it wasn’t his Fallen MC cut. Maybe that was why I was convinced he was a figment of my imagination. My brother wouldn’t wear leather without his patch. He’d worked hard for the club we called family, and he’d never willingly give up the cut he’d earned time and time again.

      But…

      When I blinked, he was still there, staring at me with those pale eyes like cubes in a glass, so clear I could see straight through to the bottom of the purest soul I’d ever known.

      Did I love King so much I could make up this image of him in even that exquisite detail?

      I didn’t know because I’d never allowed myself to try.

      There was wet on his face, slipping down the steep cheekbones into the hollow of his cheeks and off the hard edge of his jaw. One fell all the way to the laminate floor and splashed next to his feet.

      Did hallucinations cry?

      “My sweet Harleigh Rose,” he said the way he did in the big moments—when Dad went to prison the first and second time, when I came home after killing Cricket, when I told him I was marrying the only man he’d ever felt was worthy of me.

      I was Lion’s Rosie, always, sweeter for him than anyone else.

      Save my brother.

      I’d been born to him sweet Harleigh Rose, and he never let me forget it, especially in the moments like this when all I wanted to do to survive was throw up thorns.

      “You’re not real,” I told his ghost, but there was a waver in my voice and an odd tickle in my belly.

      A wry grin twisted his mouth into something too misshapen and ugly for King’s beautiful face. He held out his hands, open to the sky, and shrugged weakly.

      “I’m real enough to feel the pain I’m lookin’ at on my sister’s face. Real enough to feel it like a dagger in my fuckin’ chest, knowin’ I’m responsible for puttin’ it there.”

      “No.” The word escaped on a sob, bursting from me like an exorcized demon. I swayed on my feet, my equilibrium shot to hell, my vision a blur of warped wet.

      The waterlogged image of King moved closer, and a moment later, it was touching me.

      He was touching me.

      King Kyle Garro.

      My King.

      My brother.

      “No,” I whispered again as my legs collapsed beneath me, and my entire weight went crashing to the ground.

      Only King didn’t let me hit. He hauled me into his arms roughly, my chest colliding with his, his arm so tight around my torso that I couldn’t breathe.

      I didn’t want to.

      I wouldn’t breathe ever fucking again if it being back in my brother’s arms like this.

      If I was dreaming, I didn’t want to wake up.

      If I was dead… well, that fucking sucked, but maybe King and I could haunt our loved ones forever together.

      “Harleigh Rose,” he murmured again and again, and I felt my heart thump to the beat of that cadence as if set to a metronome.

      He held me and swayed slightly, back and forth, back and forth.

      It took me a while to realize I couldn’t hear the music anymore because I was crying so hard, I choked and yelled with it. Then when I realized, I cried harder and started to fight.

      Because my anger made this real.

      This moment.

      This man.

      He was here. In my arms and not in the afterlife.

      Which meant he’d left me.

      Us.

      He’d lied.

      My brother, who had never lied in my whole life, had constructed the most horrific, lasting lie in the history of the world.

      He’d manufactured his death and the grief in my heart and the hearts of so many others.

      “How could you?” I wailed, curling my hands into his chest so hard, my nails tore through the fabric into his flesh. “How could you?”

      He hummed wordless apologies as if he was soothing an unsettled baby. I felt like one, incapable of finding the words I needed to express myself. Incapable of pushing him away even though I hated him at that moment and the long few that followed.

      “I hate you,” I cried, choking hard on a brutal sob. “I fucking hate you. I won’t ever forgive you.”

      “Okay,” he said softly. “Okay, H.R., you don’t hafta forgive me. I can live with that. Can live with you hatin’ me and Lou and Nova and Bat and the rest’a the men of The Fallen. Can live with the fact I missed Angel and Monster growin’ bigger and Ares startin’ to become a man. Can live with all’a your hate ’cause I did what I did to keep you all safe and alive. You’re alive to hate me? I’ll consider myself a happy fuckin’ man. A lucky bastard.”

      “Shut up,” I demanded as my eyes burned and my throat singed because my anger was an internal flame lighting me up and burning me away.

      He didn’t shut up.

      But then again, King wasn’t exactly the quiet type.

      He could find the words for everything, exactly the right ones, whereas I always floundered and failed.

      And right then?

      He did the only thing he possibly could have to soothe me.

      Carting me into his arms, he walked to the back of the store, the place where Old Sam kept the stools in the corner near the record player, the place I’d first seen Lion play the guitar as a girl, and he sat down in one of them. He positioned me in his lap, curled up with my wet face pressed into his ruined shirt smeared with black liner and salty wet.

      And then, he sang to me.

      Just softly, barely above a hum.

      I felt the words thrum through me more than I heard them with my ears.

      He sang about forgiving him.

      About dying together and being reborn.

      About the mystery of being absolved and saved.

      He sang a song written by another man, but the emotions saturating the words were all his own, and they moved through me like a swift, cleansing tempest. I let myself grow empty and quiet in his hold so that I might be better filled with his words and this moment.

      With the idea that my original hero was back from the grave and the only reason he’d ever left in the first place was to keep me safe.

      To keep our family as whole as it could be without him.

      He’d always been all heart, but this was different.

      This was a sacrifice on the level of sainthood.

      Because as much as we missed him, as much as we mourned, King did too. Alone wherever he had been, in whatever purgatory for eight long months, he’d thought about us. Felt for us.

      He’d known exactly whose grave he was digging when he jumped from the cliffs of Back Bay Road.

      It wasn’t his.

      But one for every member of his family who would be forced to put him to rest, if only for a short time.

      He’d done it knowing that maybe, not everyone would forgive him.

      It was hard to forgive someone who ripped out your heart, even if it was for the right reasons. Pain was pain, and it couldn’t be rationalized out of being.

      But I knew as I lay there in my brother’s arms, his own tears just salt-crusted tracks down his face, his eyes clear as diamonds and just as bright as they looked down at me with protective love and gratitude, that I didn’t forgive my brother.

      Because there was nothing to forgive.

      He had done exactly as I would have done.

      We would both die for each other.

      For Dad and Lou and Ares and the twins.

      For The Fallen men and our biker babes.

      It went beyond duty because that lacked emotion.

      It was something like a privilege to die for the people you loved. To know your loss was worth something so much more than yourself.

      King had given Zeus back to us. He’d put the man who had hunted us our entire lives behind bars for good.

      “I love you,” I told him, still crying somehow, though they were soft, quiet tears now that dripped down my face and into his shirt, his skin. “I’ll never stop loving you, not even for a moment because you’re the only person in my life who has never, not even for a moment, let me down. Not before you left and not now.”

      A soft, broken sound echoed at the base of his throat, and the whites of his eyes pinked with the effort not to cry.

      “But King?” I said as I sat up and slid to the ground on my knees so we were eye to eye and I could stab a finger into his chest. “If you ever scare me like that again, I swear to fuckin’ God and Satan or whoever is in charge of these things that I will kill you myself. You get me?”

      The song finished, the store filled with scratchy, wavering silence for a long moment as King stared at me, mouth open, eyes vulnerable.

      A moment later, the soft strains of “Oh, Sister” began to repeat themselves, and my brother blinked then smiled so hugely, I could count every single one of his pearly white teeth.

      I was about to tease him for it when he lunged forward, dragging me into another tight, painfully beautiful hug so he could laugh into my mess of big hair.

      He laughed and laughed.

      And behind us, I could hear Cressida laugh wetly, Old Sam clapping and chuckling softly, Lion clearing his throat of tears before he laughed too.

      And I knew in my bones in a way I hadn’t known since King was gone that everything was going to be okay.

      Because my brother was home.

      And no matter where he went again, I’d never let him go unloved.
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      Paradise Found.

      My bookstore was named after Milton’s book of epic poetry, but it was also a statement of fact.

      I’d found my paradise.

      Entrance, British Columbia, and its infamous motorcycle club, The Fallen, had become my home and haven. It went beyond my undying love for King Kyle Garro.

      It was Zeus and his Fallen men.

      Harleigh Rose, Loulou, Tayline, Rainbow, Cleo, Bea, Hannah, and Maja, my gang of biker babes.

      It was the cliffs of Back Bay Road where our little Shamble Wood Cottage lay nestled among the towering pine and fir trees overlooking the vast stretch of the blue ocean at the foot of the mountains.

      It was in the air and the earth of this town. I could feel it, the love, the moment we crossed from Alaska into northern British Columbia in a rented truck with King’s precious bike covered and secured in the back.

      This place and these people were my home in the way Vancouver, my parents, and William had never been.

      King had given me this paradise, but I’d taken it and made it my own, and I was proud of that. In the past five years, I’d gone from the meek, prim, and boring Cressida Irons to the Queenie my King deserved.

      Returning home to Entrance felt like a returning to myself.

      King and I knew it wouldn’t be an easy welcome home. More for my husband than myself because I wasn’t the one who had been faking my own death for the better part of a year.

      But I had kept his secret.

      When Harold Danner, former Staff Sergeant of the Entrance Police Department, had finally been found guilty for the first-degree murder of Riley Gibson among a slew of other charges such as police corruption, money laundering, and police brutality, King and I had packed up our little house in Sitka, Alaska, and hit the road the very next day.

      It was time to go home and pay penance for the days of pain we’d left behind.

      We’d seen Zeus and Harleigh Rose before anyone else.

      Of course, we had.

      Pain, loss, and adversity had forged our bonds as a family together like titanium. Being away from them, knowing they were hurting, had haunted us every single day.

      Watching King reunite with his beloved dad and little sister would remain two of the most poignant, magical moments of my life.

      But now, it was time to reunite with my tribe.

      The people who had supported me through King’s “death” and my ever-descending whirlpool of grief. The same people who had happily offered to take over the responsibilities of my life so I could take off down the Sea to Sky and flee my sorrow like a bat out of hell.

      I stood outside the black-framed glass panel door of my store and traced my finger over the golden words adhered to the pane.

      Paradise Found.

      I’d gone and found my fallen King, but that had been startlingly easy compared to this. I was…nervous. I’d hurt my friends by taking off, by keeping secrets, and I was scared of how they would react to me.

      If the same people who had gotten me through the worst time of my life would hate me for my selfishness.

      But in a strange way, I relished the difficulty of opening the door and stepping through to face my fears. My loved ones deserved this effort. They were owed my vulnerability and my fear.

      So I would lay them at their feet and hope that would be enough.

      No one noticed me at first.

      Which was fair. It was surprisingly busy for a mid-week February afternoon.

      Benny was with a customer at the till, his hands flying like sparrows as he animatedly discussed the book his female customer held out between them. His hair was longer, curling at the ends of his jaw in sweet little dips and flips I was certain Carson loved and had convinced his boyfriend to keep.

      A new hire I didn’t recognize, a teenage boy so long and slim he looked like pulled taffy, spoke with two older ladies in the stacks to the right, and Jamie, a university student who had been my third employee, diligently darted between the rows of books helping people where she could.

      But I only spared them all a single glance because my gaze swivelled to the lounge area near the floor-to-ceiling windows at the left of the store and stuck on the tableau there.

      Sweet Loulou sat on the carpet by the coffee table stacked with books, playing with Angel, who had grown so much in the past four months, I couldn’t believe it. Her twin brother, Monster, sat on Harleigh Rose’s lap scowling like the little grump he was. When Lila blew a raspberry on his cheek, he squirmed and thumped his chubby fist against her jean-clad thigh in retribution.

      The babes laughed.

      Loulou, Tayline, Rainbow, Lila, Hannah, Maja, Cleo, Bea. Harleigh Rose had corralled them all together at the shop that afternoon so I could ambush them.

      My heart swelled until the soft tissue pressed between my ribs so hard it hurt.

      For a moment that felt like a lifetime, I stood there dumbly in the entrance to the shop, rubbing absently at the deep ache wrapped around the base of my back. It was strange to look into the window of your own life without you in it and realize that your loved ones could survive without you.

      The beauty was in knowing they didn’t want to.

      And that was proven the moment Louise Garro––once the sick teen I’d taught in my fifth period English class at EBA, now the First Lady of The Fallen––caught my eye.

      A shudder rolled through her slender shoulder, pale cloud of blond hair shimmering.

      “Cressida,” she mouthed, blue eyes so vivid I could see the exact shade of them from across the room.

      Cerulean, I had decided a long time ago.

      For Lou and Bea.

      Aquamarine for Harleigh Rose.

      A brown as rich as freshly tilled soil for Tayline and a dark shade, nearly black for Rainbow.

      A haunting, striated green like carved jade for Cleo.

      Almond-shaped, thickly lashed brown eyes littered with gold like fallen leaves in the autumn for Lila.

      The ever-changeable green/grey/blue for Hannah and Maja.

      I didn’t have a talent for drawing like Nova, but King and I had painted pictures with our words of the loved ones we’d left behind. Whole tapestries of them tossed between us on our small kitchen table in that cramped cabin on the oceanfront of a town that looked enough like home but would never be. In a way, we agreed that we knew our family better, loved them better for the strange period of absence we’d been forced to take. Taking the pieces of a person out again and again as you longed for them made it easier to notice the nuances of their beauty.

      My ladies froze for one long moment as a group and then turned in eerie unison in their seats to look at me.

      Tayline caught the sob that exploded from her lungs in both hands, eyes wide.

      Rainbow choked on the latte she’d been drinking.

      Cleo’s jaw dropped open, and she had to close it shut with both hands on her cheeks.

      Maja and Hannah, seasoned as they were, just reached for each other where they sat on a loveseat, lined hands tangling.

      Bea blinked and blinked like she stared into the sun.

      Lila pressed her hand to her heart so hard the skin bleached white.

      One blissful moment of suspended peace and then…

      Chaos.

      They erupted into motion, racing to me, hands everywhere on my body, my swollen belly, my hair. They pet me as they peppered me with questions, as they jostled like eager puppies around their mother.

      “Why didn’t you tell us you were coming home?” Loulou demanded.

      “Why didn’t you tell us you were pregnant?” Tayline barked coarsely even as she bent to press her cheek to my rounded abdomen.

      “It’s King’s,” Cleo breathed, eyes round with dreamy wonder as they locked with my own. “What a gift.”

      I nodded, my voice lost to the storm of emotions in my gut. Absently, I realized I was crying, but only because Lila collected my tears on the tips of her long fingers.

      “You’re home,” Benny said as he pushed through the female mass and wedged himself under one of my arms, his huge dark eyes luminous with love as he looked at me. “My God, you’re home.”

      When I opened my mouth to say something, a sob fell out. I tried again, and another sprang forth.

      “Someone get her a tissue,” Rainbow ordered as she and Maja ushered me to the lounge area and practically forced me onto a couch.

      Everyone else pressed in close around me, pages around a flower they wanted to preserve forever.

      Loulou sat Angel in my lap where the little girl happily hugged my big belly, resting her curly blond head there.

      “Aunty,” she said as she pat, patted my stomach as if I was her pet.

      On-tay.

      I looked at Loulou who smiled. “We showed her lots of pictures while you were gone. They started talking a lot three months ago.”

      “Even Mr. Grump here,” Bea added, hoisting Monster into her lap even though he scowled at her.

      “No,” Monster argued.

      We laughed, and I felt as I had since moving to Entrance that laughter was a powerful magic. It was a bonding, cleansing force. I let it move through me into the women, and Benny gathered around me, unifying us and tightening our loosened ties.

      “You’re home,” Tayline said, sniffing as she wiped her forearm across her nose. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

      “So you could brace and not make a fool of yourself crying?” Rainbow offered with an arched brow.

      Tay glowered at her, but it wasn’t very effective on her sweet-faced, five-foot-nothing frame. “I’m not crying.”

      Harleigh Rose poked at a tear caught on the edge of her chin and held it aloft as proof. “What’s this then?”

      Tay sniffed and looked away. “I have allergies.”

      “In February?” Hanna asked, trying to smother the laughter in her tone unsuccessfully.

      “Why are we talking about me? Cress is the one with explaining to do!”

      They looked at me, and I felt the way I had the first time I’d had to lecture an auditorium of university students when I was doing my master’s degree, ill-equipped and deeply uncomfortable.

      I swallowed thickly, my hands carding through Angel’s curls as she dozed on my lap. “I’m home because I found what I was looking for on my trip.”

      Maja nodded sagely, bent over the back of the couch so she could press a kiss to my cheek before going back to playing with my hair. “Closure.”

      “Yes,” I agreed. “But not just that.”

      “A baby,” Harleigh Rose snarked with a wink.

      I rolled my eyes at her, but Loulou looked back and forth between us with a slight furrow between her pale brows.

      “Why don’t you seem more shocked?” she asked her daughter-in-law slash best friend. “You’re usually dramatic as hell.”

      “Hey,” H.R. snapped. “I’m not dramatic. I’m intense.”

      “There’s a difference?” Cleo murmured, leaning in to Bea, who giggled in response.

      “Fine, so why aren’t you being intense about this?” Loulou demanded.

      “Have you seen your husband at all today?” she asked innocently, picking at a hole in her jeans.

      “No…”

      A smile flickered over H.R.’s wide mouth.

      Lou turned to me with betrayal souring her expression. “Cress? Did you tell H.R. you were coming home and not me?”

      “Not us,” Tayline countered with a similar frown.

      “I didn’t just find closure in Alaska,” I hurried to say. “I found what I’d been looking for my whole life.”

      “Now who’s being dramatic,” Rainbow muttered.

      I bit off the edge of my smile. “I did marry into the Garro family.”

      There were murmurs of agreement. Harleigh Rose pushed Lila over in retribution, then pulled her back in to smack a kiss on her cheek.

      Home.

      The word reverberated through me with each beat of my heart.

      “I hate secrets,” Tayline grumped.

      “Be grateful she’s home to have them,” Cleo offered, not unkindly as she squeezed my foot.

      I smiled at her in thanks. “I wanted to hang out with you guys today before the…celebration tonight, but I do have secrets and I would appreciate it if you let me keep them until tonight. If you’ll let me.”

      Everyone waited, and I knew it was because they wanted Loulou to make the decision for them. She was Zeus’s Old Lady, the head of our biker babe posse because of her status but also because she’d won the respect of every woman there. They looked at me too, or they had, because of my age and marriage to King, but I understood I’d have to win that privilege back over time.

      Loulou pursed her glossed lips and leaned forward to run a hand down her baby girl’s head as she slept draped over my stomach, a little patch of drool forming under her open mouth. Those Lafayette blue eyes, so saturated a blue they seemed as fake as a Crayola crayon, locked with mine.

      “I’m good at keeping secrets,” she reminded me as her hand slipped from Angel’s back onto my belly. She had been the only one who figured out my pregnancy before I left town, and she’d kept that secret even from her own husband all these months simply because I’d asked her to. “But I’m good with waiting for them to be told too.”

      I reached up to palm her cheek, marvelling at the twenty-one-year-old mother of twins who was at once fresh and wise, a contradiction in so many ways I doubted I would ever get to the bottom of who she was and what made her so endlessly beautiful.

      “Thank you,” I said, rubbing my thumb over the ridge of her cheekbone. “For trusting me and loving me, even when I was gone.”

      “Entrance isn’t home without you,” she responded easily as if her words didn’t rock me. “The Fallen isn’t either. We’re just glad you’re back.”

      Over the past eight and a half months I’d been on a journey through death and back, one slow, agonizing step at a time. But sitting there in my dream come true with the women who loved me better than my mother ever had, knowing my man was alive and well celebrating that fact with his father on the back of their bikes on the Sea to Sky Highway, I took one of the final steps to being reborn.

      It might have been King returning from the dead, but I’d been the one to ferry him home, to die spiritually alongside him, and I couldn’t wait for our return.

      To awake, arise, and be forever Fallen.
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      Comin’ home.

      So many books had been written about the act of returnin’, and I’d read them all. There wasn’t much to do in Alaska durin’ the winter months but fuck my gorgeous, pregnant wife and lay tangled together under the warm blankets readin’.

      Yet as I stood on the threshold of my dad’s cabin outside Whistler listenin’ to the cacophony of familiar chaos within, I felt at a total loss.

      How did one return from death?

      There was no road map or bible for such a thing. I knew ’cause I’d googled it like a fuckin’ idiot. Cress caught me, but she hadn’t laughed ’cause my woman knew me inside and out. She knew how wrong self-doubt felt around my shoulders, an ill-fittin’ shirt. I kept pickin’ at it, adjustin’ it, wishing it would feel right when I knew it never would.

      The problem wasn’t in the physical act of comin’ home.

      I’d done it in a rented cage over the long, black frosted roads of wintry Alaska into equally wintry British Columbia, from one country to the other without any shift in the landscape. I’d done it with Elvis through the speakers, and Cress in the passenger seat pushed way back to accommodate her pregnant body. She read Paradise Lost to me from my high school copy, the pages warped from the press of fingers and the touch of a pen in nearly every margin.

      It hadn’t helped to soothe me, not really.

      ’Cause I could come home easy as I pleased.

      But that didn’t mean I’d be welcomed.

      And wasn’t that the fuckin’ crux of it?

      Knew Dad would cry ’cause he was known as a monster, but at his heart, he was all fuckin’ man, as human and in tune with it as they came. There’d be no grudge held, no anger or bitterness held over for weeks to come. The second my old man laid eyes on me, my death was over—not forgotten but overcome. He was a man of the future, not the past, and over the months of my isolation, I’d come to understand why he was like that.

      When you’d lived through the worst of it, the only thing that’ll get you up in the mornin’ is the thought that maybe tomorrow will be better, just a little bit brighter.

      H.R. too.

      Not ’cause it was in her nature to forgive but ’cause we were a pair. It was a natural, irrevocable bond that couldn’t be shaken by anythin’, not even death. When you grow up with a toxic mother and an unfortunately absent father, you fuse. You become each other’s parent and guardian, protector and confidante. We were siblings and the deepest of friends.

      But the rest…

      My brothers in leather and motor oil, the men I’d chosen who meant more to me than most of my blood relations ever had.

      I wasn’t sure how they’d react, and for the first time in my entire fuckin’ life, I was terrified of what other people would think.

      “Honey,” my wife’s sweet voice poured through my ears and dispersed my dark thoughts.

      I shifted to look at her beside me and wondered absently if I’d ever get over the sheer beauty of her. Standin’ there beside me, glowin’ and grand with the life we’d made together, I lost my breath to the force of lovin’ her.

      “King, they’re going to freaking rejoice when they see you.” Her smile was crooked, eyes sparklin’ as she hesitated. “Maybe just don’t expect them to cry like my babes did.”

      I snorted. “More likely to take a swing at me, I’m thinkin’.”

      Cress slotted herself into my side, liftin’ my arm with her shoulder so I instinctively curved it around her. The apple and paper scent of her, of sweet orchards and quiet libraries, filled my nose and brought me another measure of peace.

      What had I done in my past lives to buy myself the love of this woman?

      She seemed to read that thought in my eyes in that mystical way women had of knowin’ their men. Her hands cupped my face, thumbs in the hollows of my cheeks, fingertips in the hair over my ears.

      “There isn’t a soul in this house who will not respect you for the decision you made, King Kyle Garro. What you did for them, for us, isn’t a matter of opinion, but of fact. You became a hero that day.” She paused, breath fast over her tongue, heated by the flame of her passion. “Being a hero isn’t an easy thing, though. Just because you act in the service of others doesn’t mean you’ll only encounter thanks. Humans are complicated, and even though you did a good thing, the right thing, you hurt a lot of people in doing it. Pain can blind someone to the truth. If some of the men need a moment to hurt, I know you’ll give it to them, but I hope you do it knowing they still love you. Still admire you. That’s why they need a beat to ache, okay?”

      Sometimes, in moments like these, Cressida made me want to cry.

      I didn’t, but the ache was there in my tight throat and the burn behind my eyes.

      Instead, I cupped the back of her elegant neck tight and brought her close enough all I could see was the verdant forest floor of her eyes.

      “Do anythin’ for them,” I reminded her. “But at the end’a the day, Cress babe, I hope you know, I can give them that ’cause I know I always got the love of my life shinin’ her light on me.”

      “Always,” she agreed easily to lighten the moment, poppin’ a kiss on my mouth.

      I didn’t let her have it that easy.

      My grip tightened on her neck, and my lips chased hers, catchin’ her mouth in a hot, sweepin’ kiss that rewarded me with a sweet moan like meltin’ candy over my tongue.

      “Love you more than life,” I murmured against her damp lips before nippin’ at that lush bottom swell.

      “Love you more than death,” she echoed, runnin’ her hands through my hair in that way she had now, like she was remindin’ herself I was real.

      She winced slightly, nostrils flarin’ with pain as one of her hands flew instinctively to her belly. “Yikes.”

      “What’s goin’ on?” I demanded, pressin’ my own hand to the swell. “You two okay?”

      A deep breath and then a tremulous smile. “Just a really sharp pain. It’s fine. I think the stress and excitement have got him riled up.”

      Cress was convinced we were havin’ a boy even though we’d decided not to find out for sure.

      “Want me to call the doc?” I asked, already diggin’ my phone outta my pocket.

      We’d had our doctor in Sitka transfer everythin’ over to the best women’s doctor in Vancouver, and we had a check-in with her tomorrow, but if my family needed attention, everythin’ else could wait.

      Cress rolled her eyes at me, sassy even in distress. “We’re fine. You’re not getting out of this moment, King, so don’t even think about it.”

      I chuckled, brought out of my broodiness by the simple fact that she was cute as fuck. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

      “You ready?”

      I winced, but just to hear her little giggle. “Ready as I’ll ever be. Let’s introduce my brothers to their future niece or nephew, yeah?”

      The doorknob was cold under my hand, but the moment I stepped into the golden light of the house my dad had rebuilt with his bare hands, all I felt was warmth.

      It sheered through me like a nuclear blast, the combination of heat, laughter, and the sight of all the people I loved in the world ensconced in the enormous great room.

      “Ah,” Dad said over the cacophony of conversation and the low murmur of Leon Bridges through the speakers. I had no doubt Harleigh Rose had organized the playlist purposely because “Coming Home” was playing. “My son’s home.”

      Dramatic, maybe.

      The entrance, the song, the announcement.

      But Dad, H.R., and I were theatrical.

      And maybe the moment called for it, for the levity it brought the three of us in a moment that was almost too heavy with profundity.

      Decibel by decibel, the room went silent, and awareness spread through the group like ripples from a thrown stone.

      “King,” someone whispered, a man amongst the crowd.

      “King.” This time, a woman.

      The sound of my name went rushin’ through the room, picking up speech as it gathered force, a tumble of consonants branded by my identity.

      No one moved. Nothing stirred.

      Just that name.

      “King,” a boy said finally, pushin’ around Maja and Buck where they stood gobsmacked and teary-eyed at the edge of the crowd closest to us.

      Maybe he wasn’t a boy.

      Caught in the in-between of boyhood and young manliness, Ares was all long bones and slender muscle, his dark hair overlong, messy waves tumblin’ over his forehead into those old soul’s eyes starin’ out at me from under slightly furrowed brows.

      He stood in the empty space between our family and me, arms dangling, expression frozen.

      “King,” he said again as if for the first time, the taste of it foreign but sweet.

      “Yeah, buddy.” My voice rasped through the tight clutch of my throat as I crouched. “It’s me.”

      “You’re here,” he murmured, the last vowel dissolvin’ into a whisper. “You’re home?”

      Somewhere in the clasp of bodies, people began to cry, stutterin’ breaths and sniffles.

      Still, no one moved.

      This man-boy was my brother, the last of the Garro family I had to greet before I could join the fray for real.

      “I’m home,” I agreed thickly. “If you’ll have me.”

      “Why’d you leave?” he asked, all curiosity and no animosity.

      I swallowed around the stone in my throat. “Had to take care of some things.”

      Ares pondered this with pursed lips, then nodded. “You know, it’s the cops that’re supposed to put bad guys in prison.”

      A titter of wet laughter, includin’ my own.

      “Yeah, that’s how it’s supposed to work,” I agreed, openin’ my palms. “But sometimes, bikers? We’re not real fond of lettin’ the law take its natural course. And in this case? They needed a nudge.”

      “More like a fuckin’ push off a goddamn cliff,” Nova said, his voice stripped like bald tires with raw emotion.

      I didn’t look at him, not yet, ’cause when Mute died and left us, Nova’d become somethin’ like a best friend, and he deserved more than a glance.

      Just like Ares deserved this—my attention and my answers.

      He was adopted, technically the son of Zeus and Loulou.

      But he was everyone’s son.

      And I knew from Cress that he’d been her protector and staunch companion when she’d been livin’ in the hellfire of mournin’ me.

      “Thanks for lookin’ after Cress when I was gone,” I said low, heavy with gratitude for him and for whatever force had put this displaced Latin orphan in our path. “Means a lot you stepped up for her.”

      He shrugged, the expression mature and casual like he was a grown man who knew the score. “I love her.”

      “Yeah,” I tried to say, but all that came out was air. “Yeah, I got that. You know, I love you too, yeah?”

      He nodded again, only this time there was a slight tremble in the hands he shoved under his armpits across his thin chest. “Yeah, I mean, you’d have to love us a lot to spend a whole year away from us.”

      I didn’t correct his timeframe because the sentiment was the damn truth, and I couldn’t believe a nine-and-a-half-year-old got that. It pained me that he did.

      “Yeah, but I’m talkin’ ’bout you.” I thrust my finger at him. “I love you, Ares. I love you so damned much that it hurt me every day not seein’ ya.”

      A tremble again, this time in his lower lip. He rolled it between his teeth and took a deep breath.

      “You still love me?” I whispered hoarsely, clearin’ my throat. “Even though I had to leave ya?”

      It was a question for Ares, but I meant it for everyone standin’ under that roof. For the first time since I entered the house, I let my eyes really sweep the faces of the family starin’ down at me.

      Nova with his tattooed arms banded across his chest, feet shoulder-width apart, and muscles taut like he was bracin’ for impact.

      Axe-Man holdin’ Cleo close, not so much to comfort her but like a child clutchin’ at a bear to comfort himself.

      Bat and Dane, pressed tight shoulder to shoulder like they were usin’ each other to keep themselves upright. Cress had told me about Lila’s brother returnin’, but seein’ him for the first time in years was a shock, a good one.

      Curtains with a hand on Boner’s shoulder as the latter dashed at the tears spillin’ freely down his face.

      Buck so red in the face from the effort not to cry that Maja finally whispered for him to just let it go already, and Priest alone in one corner lookin’ totally unaffected, but for the angle of his body leaned toward me as if buffeted by a high wind.

      Kodiak jerked his chin at me in a way that was somehow fuckin’ profound, and Blade, Heckler, Wiseguy, Lab-Rat, and Skell all echoed the move from over his shoulder.

      Cyclops thumped his fist to his chest, and Smoke smiled so wide I could count three of his gold teeth.

      Eugene and Wrath, the two men I’d trusted with my secret, regarded me with sombre eyes that said they knew the toll I’d taken for them, and they were fuckin’ sad and deeply grateful for it. Lysander, who’d Cress had finally confided in when he threatened to drive to Sitka, mouthed, “Thanks.”

      And Zeus, president of them all, beamed at me as his tears ran silent tracks down his cheeks into his smile. He held his wife close to him, his twins tucked up safe in her arms and fuck, it burned in me like a flame to know I’d given that back to him.

      I looked back at Ares with wet blurrin’ my vision so bad I could barely see him.

      He took a long time to answer, but I didn’t rush him. It wouldn’t have been fair, and I wanted his honest answer.

      It made me realize he wanted to give it, not just for him, but for everyone.

      Ares had lived at every single one of these men’s houses at one point or another, or spent time on the back’a their bikes or out to dinner with them. He was our Fallen son, and now, it was up to him to welcome me home again.

      When he suddenly stepped forward, I almost flinched, then held so still I tried to slow my heartbeat as he stopped inches away. Deliberately, he reached up to frame my face in his hands the way he’d seen Cress do to me countless times ’fore I went away.

      And he said, so slow, enunciated so cleanly there wasn’t even a trace of his accent. “Yeah, King, I love you. Never stopped.”

      The roar of blood in my ears drowned out the sound of the crowd around us dissolvin’ into tears and laughter. I focused on draggin’ that little man into my arms and crushin’ him to my chest, laughin’ with giddy, sweet fuckin’ relief as I swung him up when I stood.

      He was grinnin’ too, laughin’ slightly as he slapped at my cheeks and said, “Don’t leave again, ’kay?”

      “I won’t,” I promised, and I knew I’d do everythin’ in my power to never leave him or Harleigh Rose or Zeus or a single one of my brothers ever fuckin’ again.

      Finally, people surged forward, surroundin’ us in heart-rendin’, fuckin’ beautiful chaos. My brothers slapped me, punched me lightly, pinched me, and pulled me like a piece’a fuckin’ dough, but I let them. I fuckin’ relished it ’cause this was them, and this was us. Fightin’ together, for each other. They’d been fightin’ their own battles I’d had to miss, but like brothers in arms, they got that I’d been fightin’ for them when I left.

      They got that none of us would ever stop, and almost every single one’a them woulda done the same in my place.

      “You fuckin’ bastard,” Nova growled as he crushed me in a hug.

      “We all got a damn tattoo for you,” Boner complained as he socked me in the shoulder, then hugged the part of me Nova didn’t clutch.

      “It’s a sweet tatt, though,” Nova pointed out with a smug grin. “Obviously.”

      “Obviously,” I agreed as Buck barreled through everyone and picked me up against his massive chest, squeezin’ the air out of me.

      “My fuckin’ boy is back!” he roared.

      A cheer went up.

      Behind me somewhere, my Queenie laughed.

      She did it long, and she did it proud as I held some kinda biker receivin’ line acceptin’ the love’a the men I’d left behind and missed like a phantom limb.

      And she did it ’cause, like most women, she loved that she was right.

      My brothers were happy to welcome me home.
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      It was late.

      Or early.

      Dawn was more than a thought on the horizon, a grey smudge at the dark edge of night, and the party was still in full swing.

      It was cause for celebration.

      The babies and kids were asleep upstairs or taken home by Old Ladies. Some people dozed around the house, but most everyone was up still drinkin’ and shootin’ the shit ’cause there was a lot to say, and we weren’t nearly done sayin’ it.

      I was talkin’ to Wrath and Dane, laughin’ over our differin’ stories of returnin’ from the dead when I heard the gasp. I’d know it anywhere.

      My gaze shot to Cress who’d been stolen by her brother for the majority of the night. Sander hovered over her now, a hand on her hip to steady her, his face a scowlin’ mask of concern. Axe-Man was talkin’ to her, calm and in control as per usual. When I caught his gaze, he jerked his chin at me and ushered my wife to a couch to sit down. Instantly, Maja, Loulou, and Tayline descended around her.

      “Probably just pains, man,” Bat told me, steppin’ up beside Dane and droppin’ an arm around his shoulders. “Amelia had ’em with Shaw and Steele. Don’t worry about it.”

      “Only you could get your wife pregnant from beyond the grave,” Boner joked as he joined us.

      “That doesn’t even make sense,” Curtains argued as he pushed into the circle ’cause he and Boner were a packaged deal.

      Boner rolled his eyes. “It’s a metaphor, dude.”

      “Don’t think you know what a metaphor means,” I told him with a grin.

      He shrugged. “You think they call me Boner ’cause’a my big brain? My genes endowed me with somethin’ a lot more important.”

      Wrath shoved him in the head. “Some’a us got both, idiot.”

      “At least I know how to use mine,” he retorted even though it was a low blow, given Wrath lost the love’a his life a few years back and wasn’t likely to get over it.

      It shocked the fuck outta me that my broodin’ friend glared at our resident goofball for a second, then cracked a smile, tuggin’ him into a headlock. “Think you’re a case of quality over quantity.”

      “I can vouch for that,” Curtains said with a grimace. “Livin’ with him is like a constant parade’a women. And trust me, some’a them are not grade A beauties.”

      Boner shrugged again, completely unperturbed by our ribbing. “I got a healthy libido. I don’t gotta be ashamed’a it.”

      “Damn straight,” Lila interjected from over his shoulder, wrapped up in Nova’s arms where they’d been makin’ out against a wall for the past twenty minutes.

      It was gonna take a beat to get used to seein’ those two together like that even though it’d been a long time comin’.

      “I fuckin’ missed this,” I muttered, drainin’ the last of my beer, then handin’ it off to Ransom, who was suddenly at my side with a fresh one like a good little Prospect.

      “Yeah.” Bat shot me a sad smile, one that spoke of his own tragic history. “Yeah, man, so did we.”

      It occurred to me for the third time that night that Priest hadn’t approached me for a reconnect. It panged in me ’cause I’d known the guy most’a my life, and I loved him as much as he’d ever let me.

      But I remembered Cress’s sage words about lettin’ people come to me when they were ready to let go’a the hurt, and I resolved not to let his apathy ruin the night. It was his nature not to care, and it was in mine to care too much. Maybe we could meet in the middle one day soon.

      There was another groan from the couch followed by a sharp chorus of gasps and then Tay’s voice callin’, “King!”

      My heart stopped even as my body leapt forward, cuttin’ around obstacles and people until I was in front of that couch where my wife was sprawled wearin’ a crown of sweat and a grimace.

      Between her legs, the leather of the cushions was dark with moisture.

      I looked up into those whiskey eyes I loved so well and read panic.

      “I’m sorry,” she said as she gripped Sander’s hand too tightly. “But I think the stress and everything…I don’t know! I don’t know…” Tears seeped from her eyes, and she hiccoughed lightly on a sob. “I think I’m having the baby early.”

      Harleigh Rose bumped into my side as she arrived, instantly takin’ stock of my wife before she dropped to her knees and unceremoniously looked up Cress’s skirt.

      “Hey,” Cress protested.

      “Babe,” H.R. responded with an unamused look as she gently pressed on her ripe belly. “How long have you been having pains?”

      Cress bit the bottom curve of her lip until the flesh bleached white. “A while.”

      “Babe.” I crouched in front of her, dislodgin’ my sister, and cupped her damp, pale face in my hands. “You gotta take care of yourself and this baby. What were you thinkin’?”

      Tears pooled in those large brown eyes I loved so well and trembled in her lower lashes. “It’s a special night. I didn’t want to ruin it. You deserve––” She gritted her teeth as a low, almost animal moan worked up her throat. Unconsciously, she reached out for me, and I instantly offered up my hand for her to grip tight. “You deserve this welcome back.”

      “Fuck what I deserve. My woman and our baby deserve the best goddamn care, babe. We gotta get goin’ down the mountain right the fuck now.” I looked over my shoulder for Dad and found everyone crowded around us. “Dad, can we borrow your cage?”

      He was already nodding, looking grimly over my head at Cressida. “’Course, but you had a few brews. Sure you should be drivin’?”

      “I can drive,” Loulou offered. “The twins are still nursing, so I haven’t been drinking.”

      “No one is going anywhere,” Harleigh Rose declared over the sound of Cressida’s gentle whimper. “Her contractions are less than three minutes apart. She’s having her baby here.”

      Shock rocked through the room like a sonic boom.

      “Holy fuck,” Boner exclaimed on a whisper like someone had punched him in the gut.

      I felt the same sensation echoed in my own.

      “You’re fuckin’ with me,” I asked my sister, who looked anythin’ but jocular.

      She blinked those bright aquamarine eyes at me and shook her head. “No. Don’t worry, big brother, I know what I’m doing. I’m an ER nurse, remember? I think I can handle this.”

      I swallowed my protest. How could I not give her my trust when she’d given me hers unequivocally all these years. When she’d looked up at me just that mornin’ with big, tear-glazed eyes filled with hero worship and love and told me she forgave me for breakin’ her heart?

      “Cress?” I asked, crowdin’ closer to my woman, drawin’ our joined hands to my mouth so I could kiss her wedding ring. “How’s my woman feelin’ about this? You wanna get down the mountain, we’ll have an escort’a bikes clearin’ the Sea to Sky, and we’ll get there as fast as we fuckin’ can.”

      “You could end up having the baby on the side of the goddamn road, King,” Harleigh Rose insisted as Lion moved up to stand behind her, a silent sentry of support. “You have to trust me. Both of you.”

      Cress clutched at her sister-in-law in her free hand, eyes slightly crazed with nerves and pain as she looked up at the only woman in the room qualified to help deliver our precious fuckin’ kid.

      “You’ll take care of him?” she whispered vulnerably, voice sweet and shaky as a newborn colt findin’ its legs.

      My heart ached and throbbed like a wound. I pressed her palm to my chest so she could feel how hard I loved her, how scared but sure I was we’d get through this.

      We’d been through worse.

      H.R.’s strong features softened, eyes warmin’ as she bent to press her forehead to Cress’s sweaty crown. A tender hand smoothed back her damp locks, then cupped her cheek.

      “You think I’d ever let anything happen to the sister of my heart, the mother I never had, the woman who’s the other half of my brother’s soul?” she questioned gently. “I got this, babe. I got you.”

      “We all do,” Zeus said, steppin’ forward to clamp a hand on my shoulder, lendin’ me his awesome strength and support. “Put us to work, Harleigh Rose. What can we do?”

      H.R. beamed at Dad, at the pride and purpose in his voice.

      And Cress, she sought his eyes with hers and swallowed thickly. “I’m scared.”

      “Yeah,” he agreed, bendin’ over me to carefully palm the taut drum of her belly. “It’s terrifyin’ knowin’ you’re bringin’ a new little soul into the world. But you gotta know what every single man and woman ’ere knows without a fuckin’ doubt.” His hand squeezed hard over my shoulder, swept soft over her stomach. “No two people more equipped to raise a beautiful soul than the two most beautiful souls we know. You worry ’bout gettin’ this boy out into the world safe for both’a you and know, all’a us got your back, teach.”

      Her laughter was shaky but bright. “Not a teach anymore, Z,” she reminded him like she always did.

      He hummed. “Not so sure ’bout that anymore. Bein’ a mother’s the most important teacher there is.”

      “We need to move her to a bedroom,” Harleigh Rose interrupted as a contraction made Cress hiss. “Dad, King, can you help her up the stairs? Boner, get me a bucket of warm water. Curtains and Ransom, find some clean sheets and towels. Lion, handsome, can you get sanitizer and soap for me? Lou, I’d be good if you could find some more comfortable clothes for her to wear. Nothin’ you don’t want ruined.”

      Instantly, everyone sprang into action. The men all trailed the people who had actual assigned tasks, wantin’ to be useful and also outta the way. The women all shuttled upstairs to prepare a room without bein’ asked, Maja leadin’ the charge.

      “King,” Cress called even though I was right beside her, helpin’ her up from the couch with Dad on her other side. “Are you scared?”

      “Nah,” I assured her, even though tension struck my heart like a drum. We were havin’ an unplanned birth at a rustic cabin in the mountains and not in the sterile, equipped rooms of a hospital. Fuck. Of course I was fuckin’ scared. I knew in my bones I wouldn’t survive anythin’ happenin’ to my Cress. Didn’t know what would happen if we lost our kid, the child that’d kept Cress goin’ through her grief, the soul that’d been some kinda God-given gift when she found me again in Alaska.

      Scared didn’t even cover it.

      I was fuckin’ soaked through with terror.

      But I pressed my nose into the hair over Cress’s ear, draggin’ in that apple and ink smell of her, and I forced myself to believe. ’Cause at the end’a the day, that was all I could do. All any’a us could do now and forever.

      Believe.

      “Nah,” I repeated as Dad and I helped her slowly up the stairs. “You know, there’s somethin’ mighty poetic about havin’ this kid in this house with all’a our friends and family around us. I’m thinkin’ it’s fate.”

      “You think?” she asked, eyes shinin’ bright. “I wondered that too.”

      “Everythin’ about us is fated, Queenie,” I told her honestly.

      “That explains why we always have to do things the hard way,” she joked through clenched teeth as we reached the second floor and escorted her into the bedroom Dad had given me at the house.

      I chuckled in her ear as we stopped at the side of the massive bed before I bent to scoop her into my arms. She tried to protest, and she was certainly heavier than her normal slightness, but nothin’ I couldn’t handle. Dad pulled the blankets back, and Rainbow was there constructin’ a pillar of pillows for her to lean against when I set Cress down on the middle of the mattress.

      “Comfortable?” Rainbow asked earnestly, her voice and tone devoid of her habitual hard-bitten edge.

      Cress smiled wanly at her, squeezin’ her hand. “Thank you.”

      Maja appeared with a cup of ice, sittin’ on the bed to offer it to her.

      “Do you mind?” I asked, reachi’g out for the ice.

      Maja grinned at me. “Course, sorry, King. When you were…gone, we got used to takin’ special care of Queenie ourselves.”

      “Never know how fuckin’ grateful I am for that,” I told her as she handed over the ice, and I scooped a piece into my fingers to feed to my wife. “Only thing made it possible to take the leap was knowin’ you would all take care’a my woman.”

      “No one takes care of me like you,” Cress reminded me as she accepted the frozen cube, kissin’ my fingers before she leaned back.

      “Not goin’ anywhere,” I reminded her right back.

      She needed it, the validation and assurance, and I got it. I’d bought her insecurity when I’d made the decision to jump from Back Bay Road and disappear for months on end. A part’a me needed to pay penance for the risk I’d taken with her heart. For a few tense hours, as I faced off with Staff Sergeant Danner, as he pulled the trigger and a bullet tore through my shoulder, as I plunged over the edge toward the black teeth of rock below, I’d doubted my ability to survive.

      I’d wondered if I’d ever have my woman, my universe, in my arms again.

      We had the kinda love that didn’t die. And leavin’ this world earlier woulda only condemned her to a half-life without me.

      I’d almost done that to her, and I had to live with that guilt and the echo of that fear for the rest of my life.

      It was the least I could fuckin’ do to reassure her that I wasn’t goin’ anywhere whenever she needed to hear the words. I knew only time would buy her peace, and I planned to give her plenty of that.

      A whole life of it.

      One filled with enough happiness to fill the crater I’d left in her soul.

      And that started now, with the first’a many babies I’d make with her, give to her, so that if ever one day I had to leave her behind, pieces’a me would remain for her to love and hold on until it was her time to join me in Eden.

      Curtains and Boner appeared with towels and blankets, Ransom with his water. Axe-Man, Bat, and Dane hovered in the doorway as Harleigh Rose prepared her station.

      “Went to med school for three years,” Axe-Man grunted in offerin’.

      “We got some medical trainin’ in the military,” Bat said, jerkin’ his chin at Dane too.

      Then slippin’ between their big bodies like a shadow, the dark redhead of the club’s enforcer appeared in the room.

      “Priest,” Cress called, a tremulous smile touchin’ her cheeks.

      She’d told me what Priest’d done for her when they finally found Harold Danner, how he’d given her first crack at the man. He was a self-proclaimed man without a heart, but somethin’ in him was touched by Cress, her kindness and beauty, and I could see it as he stared at her, face blank but eyes intent.

      “These dolts are probably squeamish as fuck,” he muttered, movin’ forward to stand beside Harleigh Rose, already rollin’ up the sleeves of his black shirt just above his wrists. “I’ll be your assistant.”

      H.R. blinked at him, then looked at me with slight horror in her eyes.

      Cressida giggled.

      “You want us here just in case?” Bat asked, movin’ to my side to thump me on the back and squeeze Cress’s leg through the blanket. “Amelia didn’t even let me in the delivery room with her, but you want us, I’ll hold your other hand.”

      Fuck if my eyes didn’t sting hearin’ that from a man I considered an uncle. Fresh tears sprang to my wife’s eyes, one slidin’ down her cheek.

      “It’ll be gross, I think,” she said, wrinklin’ her nose. “Maybe you can wait downstairs? It might take a while, though…”

      “You think any’a us are goin’ anywhere, your hormones are makin’ ya crazy,” Axe-Man told her, stalkin’ over and bendin’ his huge body in half to push Cress’s hair back from her forehead. I watched as the most stoic man I knew pressed a kiss there, tenderly, almost reverently, the way a priest bestowed his blessin’.

      Cress looked up at him with awe as he pulled away to smile, just a slight tip of his lips that rarely moved into that expression.

      “Glad King’s back, Cress. That boy was born into all’a our hearts. But you? You earned your way in there, and we got your back ’till the end’a time.”

      Cleo, who was hangin’ over on the couch at the side’a the room with the other babes in Cressida’s posse, piped up. “Dad only speaks the truth. Not one of us is leaving you. Not until we see another Fallen prince born.”

      I smiled at my wife then, a secret smile ’cause we knew, if our babe was a boy like she thought, his name would be all too fittin’.

      “Can I come in?” Ares called from the door, peerin’ around Dane.

      “Only for a second. Things are going to get going pretty quick here,” Harleigh Rose declared as she pulled down the blankets and arranged her medical kit on the chest at the end’a the bed.

      Ares responded by running into the room and leapin’ lightly onto the bed, hands goin’ straight to Cress’s dress-covered stomach.

      “Gonna see ya soon, baby,” he murmured, cheek nearly pressed to his hands. “Gonna meet ya and make you mine. Don’t you worry about anythin’, okay? ’Cause you got the best parents, and I know ’cause they raise me too. And you’re gonna have me. I’m gonna take care’a you like everyone takes care’a me, and you’re never gonna want for nothin’. Okay?”

      He listened for a second, eyes closed as if he was communicatin’ with our unborn kid, and then he smiled slightly and nodded. Cress pushed her hand through his thick curls, and he leaned into it before crawlin’ up to kiss her on the cheek.

      “Missed you most,” he confided to her. “Shadow missed ya too.”

      Cress laughed wetly, kissin’ him as he had her. “You’ll both have to come stay with us when we’re settled with the baby.”

      “I can help,” he offered soberly. “I’m real good with Angel and Monster even though they’re trouble.”

      Loulou, Zeus, and Cressida laughed, but I couldn’t form the sound. My heart was takin’ up too much’a my chest, suffocatin’ me and makin’ it impossible to speak.

      “You done, squirt?” Axe-Man asked, pickin’ him up off the bed and swingin’ him to the floor. Ares nodded, reachin’ up to take his big, four-fingered left hand in his even though his eyes didn’t leave Cress.

      Axe-Man nodded at my wife, punched me in the shoulder, and moved out of the room with Ares, takin’ Bat and Dane with him. When Curtains and Boner lingered, a little dumbstruck and clearly grossed out, Priest cleared his throat to gain their attention and then prompted them to take a hike with a single glower.

      “Good luck with the, uh, bloodiness and pushin’ and stuff,” Curtains stammered as he bumped into Boner in his haste out the door.

      Boner laughed after his friend before his normally arrogant expression softened. His chin tipped up in the universal biker speak of a man declarin’ he had your back.

      “See ya on the other side. Can’t wait to meet any kid’a yours.”

      Finally, the door closed, and we were left with Cress’s women holdin’ vigil in the corner, Zeus, Loulou, and me at Cress’s side, and Harleigh Rose quietly directin’ Priest at the foot of the bed.

      Cress was cryin’ and tremblin’, clearly overcome.

      And truth be fuckin’ told, so was I.

      Eight months without this.

      The power and magic’a family forged by more than blood but choices made every single fuckin’ day, solidified again and again by the sacrifices we’d all made for each other and would make again anytime we were called on to do so.

      Rough and tumble biker men who society thought lacked morals and heart, yet here they were, standin’ vigil at the bedside of a scared, pregnant woman and a man they had every right to hate.

      This was what I’d died for, and I knew, when the time came and I was forced to leave for real, I’d return if only to haunt them. ’Cause my life wasn’t just blessed with the love of a woman so great she defied describin’, no matter how many poems I tried to write. This life was blessed by the men and women in this house.

      And by the baby about to be born into it.

      “You ready for this, Queen?” I asked my wife, touchin’ my fingertips to the two tears stuck to her cheeks then suckin’ them off.

      Lips still wet, I leaned over to seal my mouth with hers, breathin’ my love into her. When I pulled away, my gorgeous woman took a deep, steadyin’ breathe as if I’d revived her, and then, she grinned.

      “Let’s do this.”
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      Two hours and eighteen minutes.

      That’s how long it took for our kid to enter the world, kickin’ and screamin’ like he was born with too much to say.

      Cress collapsed back against my chest. I’d moved behind her when the labour started in earnest, holdin’ her up, bracin’ her back and claspin’ her hands as she pushed and groaned through the contractions. She sucked in air, chest shaky, mouth slack, but eyes pinned to the wrigglin’, wet baby in Harleigh Rose’s competent hands.

      I watched dazedly as Priest calmly clipped the umbilical cord, as Loulou helped H.R. washed the baby in the big bucket of lukewarm water and then swaddle him tight in a black blanket from Hanna’s shop that read ‘Rebel Son.’

      My sister was cryin’, silent tears as big as diamonds rollin’ bright down her face. She moved around the bed to gently hand the bundle over to Cress.

      “Congratulations, brother and sister,” she croaked softly. “You have a very healthy son.”

      A sob burst from Loulou’s mouth and a low rumble of emotion groaned through Dad’s barrel chest.

      But I barely heard them.

      ’Cause we had a son.

      “A son,” I echoed as I looked at my kid for the first time and lost my breath, my soul to the beauty’a him.

      He was red and wrinkled, eyes squeezed shut, mouth pursed.

      He was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen outside’a his mum and honest to Christ, he looked just like her.

      When I murmured that, Cress laughed, an exhausted exhalation of sound. Her index finger feathered lightly over one of his plump cheeks.

      “He looks like his father,” she insisted, voice dreamy. “He looks just exactly like the man who changed my entire life in a grocery store parking lot. Fitting, because he’s changed it again now.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed, ’cause I’d thought I was prepared to be a father.

      I wasn’t.

      ’Cause Cressida was my fuckin’ universe, but this little eight pound wonder had a section’a my heart beatin’ right alongside his in that little chest. I knew there wasn’t a moment that’d go by forevermore that I wasn’t thinkin’ about him, lovin’ him, wantin’ only the best for him.

      “He’s beautiful,” Tayline murmured as she and the ladies moved around the edges of the bed, all of them reachin’ out to touch their Queen in some way, faces soft and slicked with happy tears.

      “Was a fuckin’ miracle to have you both back with us,” Zeus said, words rough as tires over gravel. “But this is a fuckin’ gift. A grandson.”

      “Old man,” Loulou teased from under his arm, fingers pokin’ his hard belly.

      He growled low at her, nippin’ at her mouth.

      “Give them a minute to enjoy their new baby before you set out to make a new one, yeah?” Harleigh Rose suggested with a grimace.

      We laughed and our son, as if sensin’ the love and peace in the room, raised a little fist into the air as if he could catch the sound in his hand.

      Instead, I offered my finger and watched without breathin’ as he wrapped his tiny fingers around it, holdin’ tight.

      “He’s strong,” I muttered, tears thick in my throat, chest filled with helium wonder.

      “’Course he is,” Z muttered. “He’s a Garro.”

      “He’s a member’a The Fallen,” Priest declared, but he wasn’t just lookin’ at the kid.

      He was lookin’ at me.

      And I knew that even if he hadn’t forgiven me yet for leavin’, he would.

      This man who believed he didn’t posses a heart didn’t seem to understand he had one livin’ outside his chest, pieces of it in every single one’a us.

      There was a knock on the door and then Lila, who’d left to gather the troops, peered her head around the door and arched her brows at us in question.

      “Come in,” I told her, cradlin’ my woman closer, palmin’ the back’a my son’s soft head in the centre of my palm.

      And in they came.

      Buck and Maja, Nova, Kodiak, Bat, Dane, Axe-Man and Skell. Wrath with Eugene and Curtains pushed forward somewhat unwillingly by a laughin’ Boner. One by one and two by two, the entire Fallen MC poured into the large room and crowded around the bed. Bea collected Angel and Monster from Phillipa and brought them to their parents. Dad accepted a bag from Ransom, pullin’ out a familiar leather jacket embroderied with the patch of The Fallen. Without a word, he tugged the fabric around my shoulders like a fuckin’ mantle and clamped me on the shoulder. His eyes were bright as he wordlessly accepted me back into the club and then ran a thick finger over my son’s crown like he was dubbin’ him a knight of the same order.

      Nova held Lila close, kissin’ the side’a her neck and murmurin’ about makin’ their own kid. Lion went to Harleigh Rose, sunk both hands into her hair and pinned her still to plant a big kiss on her that left them both breathless.

      Family, family, family.

      The word echoed through my body, throughout the room under the song playin’ on H.R.’s phone through the speakers.

      “Only Love” by Ben Howard.

      And that’s what this was, packed to the rafters of the house my dad had made to house his blood family and his chosen one. That what was there under the rebellion and the sinnin’, the brotherhood and the sisterhood, the layers’a grit that made the world think we were outcasts.

      No one was an outcast in this home.

      We were a family.

      There would be more chaos, more fights to be lost and won, more members to accept as people fell in love, and ones to say goodbye to as they were ripped away by death.

      But at this moment and through all the rest, there would always be this love.

      And I was proud as fuck to give it to our son.

      “Everyone,” I said, voice raw as I tangled my fingers with my wife’s and together we lifted our son’s head for everyone to see. “Meet Prince Harley Garro. Prince, welcome to the best family in the whole fuckin’ world.”

      A cheer went rushing through the crowd, so loud it seemed like the roar of a ten-foot wave, and when Prince opened his mouth to cry at the sound, it seemed like he was a part of it too.

      A part of us.

      “Welcome into our hearts,” Cressida murmured, kissin’ his nose then kissin’ fingers.

      Dad bent to wrap his hug arms around all three’a us and pressed his face into my hair. “Welcome home.”
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