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 CHAPTER ONE
Holding Firm 
 
      
 
    Enzo 
 
    “No worries,” I say into the hospital phone as Mad Dog holds it up to my ear. “I’ll be good as new in no time.”  
 
    “I hear you got rid of the old lady,” Carl says, and I can hear the smile in his voice. “Probably for the best.”  
 
    He’s never cared much for Randi.  
 
    “Don’t sound so fucking tickled,” I snap, not in the mood for his fucking glee. “I only did what I thought was right.”  
 
    “Sounds like it was,” he replies, but I can hear the taunt. “Let me know if you need me to send any extra resources your way.”  
 
    “Will do.”  
 
    “We’ll talk again when you’re out of that joint.”  
 
    He ends the call and I move my head for Mad Dog to take the phone away from me. "I bet that news tickled him pink,” he says, slamming it onto the cradle. “It isn’t so great for the rest of us. You realize she’s on a rampage, right? Even Rhonda is giving me hell over this shit.”  
 
    My eyes fall closed, and I block out his whiny ass. I knew it was going to be hard on everyone, but I don’t have another choice. I refuse to allow the danger that comes with a motorcycle club be responsible for her death. I love her enough to let her live.  
 
    “Drop it.” I don’t bother to glare at this motherfucker because the chill in my voice says everything. “This isn’t up for discussion.” 
 
    “It’s a damn shame too,” he says, not listening to a fucking word I said. “You two are the perfect couple, and yet here you are, destroying it over stupid shit.”  
 
    My eyes snap open and I do glare at his braided-beard ass. “Her life isn’t stupid, and now, she’ll be sure to have one.”  
 
    “Yeah, but how’s the quality of that life gonna be?” He stands, his round belly leading the way. “And what about yours? Are you trying to tell me this will make you happy?”  
 
    “I don’t need to be happy,” I growl, my uninjured fist tightening at my side. “I just need to know she’s safe.”  
 
    “What an idiot.” He turns and storms from the room.  
 
    I don’t disagree with him. I am an idiot—for ever allowing this thing between me and her to grow in the first place. Randi’s a badass woman who can definitely take care of herself, in her own world. Mine, on the other hand, is just too dangerous to let her attempt it. The same fire I love so much will end up being the cause of her premature death.  
 
    “Knock, knock,” Wyndall says, sauntering into the room with his mustache points twitching. “You must be dealing out shit decks of cards in here because everyone seems to be running away.”  
 
    “They don’t like my orders.” I chuckle in that no-so-funny way. “I hope you aren’t here for more of the same.”  
 
    “Nope.” He takes the chair Mad Dog just vacated. “I’m here to discuss realities.” He leans forward, propping his elbows on his knees and sharpening his ever-growing points. “You really going through with this?”  
 
    “I have to.”  
 
    “Then tell me what needs to be done, because as it is, you’ll end up coming home to one pissed off woman.” I shift my incredulous gaze to him. “Don’t look at me like that. She lives at the clubhouse, yeah?”  
 
    “Shit,” I mumble, lifting my non-injured arm and running my hand down my face. “She can’t stay.”  
 
    Wyndall sits up straighter now, most likely realizing it’s going to be on them to send her on her way. It’s a scary fucking thought, even for me. “Yeah, that’s gonna cost you. Big time.”  
 
    “Look”—I pause, swallowing back my hesitance—“I don’t envy you, but I need this time. I’m too fucking weak, and I don’t mean injured. If I let her around me now, she’s liable to break me down, and I can’t let that happen. I need you to take care of it.”  
 
    “I get it, man.” He bobs his head, his face scrunching in thought. “So, where to? Back to Rodney’s?”  
 
    I grunt out my displeasure. “Not if I can help it. She needs somewhere safer.”  
 
    He snaps his fingers, pointing. “What about that new building they just opened in town? It’s close to the hospital, has security, a pool, tennis courts. It may be pric—”  
 
    “Cost is not a fucking issue.” My head pounds from all this thinking, and I let my eyes fall closed. “I want her taken care of. Free to live a life away from the club. A good life. The best fucking life.”  
 
    “Okay.” My eyes barely open to squint at him. “Just know that if something happens to me, I need you to take care of Amy.”  
 
    I chuckle, and it causes my shoulder to ache. “Consider it done.”  
 
    “In all seriousness, Enzo, I understand why you’re doing this,” he says, his voice thoughtful. “But the worst is behind you now. Jackson is dead. He can never come after her again.”  
 
    “There will always be someone out there with a grudge,” I reply, shaking my head as much as I can. “As long as she’s my everything, she’s in danger.”  
 
    “And you’re prepared to watch her move on?”  
 
    My gut knots at the thought of her with someone else, but I push down the urge to vomit and steel my resolve. “I have to be.”  
 
    He whistles lowly. “That’s some serious dedication right there.” He stands, tapping the edge of my bed. “I’ll see to it that she’s taken care of before we spring you from this joint.”  
 
    “Thanks.” I offer a smile. “Maybe I made the wrong choice for VP.”  
 
    “Probably fucking so.” He breaks into a laugh. “But we gotta cut Mad Dog some slack. He has his girl on his ass. Rhonda and Randi are pretty tight these days.”  
 
    “Ugh. Don’t remind me.” I think of Mikey and my girl’s best friend. My ex girl. Shit, that hurts. “I’ll still have to be around Layla, and I don’t see her cutting me any slack either.”  
 
    “Yeah, not likely.” He chuckles, enjoying this shit. “At least she’s a lightweight. A few smartass comments and eyerolls behind your back are about all you can expect.”  
 
    “Thank fuck.”  
 
    “If you’re serious about this, then we’ll make it happen.” There’s a long pause, and he says, “You are serious about this, right?” 
 
    “Fuckin’ A.” My chest feels like someone dumped a load of bricks on top of it, but I can’t let that matter. “Take care of it for me.”  
 
    “All right, then.” He turns to go but pauses and tosses over his shoulder. “I’ll give you a rundown of how it went in the morning.”  
 
    “I’m not sure I want to know.”  
 
    “Fuck that.” He chuckles, opening the door. “If I have to do it, you have to hear about it.”  
 
    He’s still chuckling as he leaves the room, and all I feel is unease. He said it like a joke, but I’m afraid to find out how she reacted to being kicked out of her home. Our home. The pain that comes along with that thought causes my eyes to burn, and I clench them tightly closed to lock that shit the fuck down. I’ll never make it through this if I don’t get my pussy-whipped tendencies under control.  
 
    I drift off into a dream-filled sleep, where everything is back to normal. There’s no gunshot wound and Jackson died in the first attack. The shit in Redding never happened, and we live in peaceful bliss, but even in my dreams, that shit feels fake. Randi and I thrive on conflict. If there isn’t enough from outside forces, we generate it between ourselves.  
 
    It’s who we are.  
 
    Were.  
 
    There is no we, and I jerk awake in a cold sweat as reality seeps back in. A racket at my door draws my attention as a guy comes in with a redhead trailing behind him. They’re both dressed in scrubs, so my interest piques. So far, I’ve only seen the doctor and a couple nurses, including Rhonda, though she cursed me out and stormed out of here early this morning.  
 
    “Mr. Stone,” the man says, waiting for my nod. “I’m Leslie Gordon, and this is my intern Tabitha Shane. We’re going to be in charge of the physical therapy on your shoulder.”  
 
    “Oh, nice,” I respond, unsure why that matters today. I can barely move my other arm, so I’m sure there’ll be no work on my injured one just yet. “How long will it take before we can get started on that?”  
 
    Leslie’s brows furrow. “We’ll get your first exercises started today.”  
 
    My eyes widen. “The fuck? If you think you’re about to move my shoulder, you’ve lost your fucking mind.”  
 
    He throws up his hands in a manner that’s meant to be soothing, but it doesn’t do a damn thing for me. “Calm down, sir. We’ll begin with the simplest of things and work our way up.” 
 
    “Like?”  
 
    He holds his hand out toward the woman. She places something in it, and he turns back with a smile. “Hand putty.” He holds up the clump of skin-toned whatever the fuck. “All we’ll ask of you today is that you open and close your fist.” 
 
     "Baby steps,” the woman says, and I focus on her for the first time.  
 
    “Do I know you?”  
 
    “Not technically,” she says, stepping forward. “But we’ve met once before, though it’s been a while.”  
 
    “Enlighten me,” I say, lifting a brow.  
 
    There’s something familiar about her, but I can’t quite put my finger on it, which is unusual for me. I’m usually pretty damn good with faces and names.  
 
    “We met at Crescent City Community College, a few years ago?” She watches me expectantly as I search my memory. “You know, you told me Randi would claw my eyes out for winking.”  
 
    It hits me then. The redhead who took me to Layla after Randi was kidnapped. And being reminded about that day, those feelings, brings back everything I’m trying to avoid.  
 
    “I remember,” I bark, turning my eyes back to the man. “Let’s get this shit over with. I’m fucking tired.”  
 
    “Enzo,” Tabitha says, even though I’ve dismissed her. “We’re only here to help. There’s no reason to let the past be an obstacle between us. We barely spoke back then.”  
 
    She’s confused about what the problem is, but what the fuck ever. “Fine.” I huff and motion to my hand. “I apologize. I’d love to get my arm back to full use as soon as possible.”  
 
    “Good.” She smiles widely. “That’s what we’re here for.”  
 
    The next thirty minutes pass as Leslie teaches me the exercises he expects of me over the next few days, and I grit my teeth as I do them. That shit hurts like you wouldn’t fucking believe, but I can see how this is a good intro to getting the use of my shoulder back.  
 
    Nurse Sierra taps on the door, peeking inside. “Leslie, Dr. Bradshaw needs you in the ER for a moment.”  
 
    “Give me a sec,” he answers, motioning to Tabitha. “Finish this up. I want three more reps of each exercise, and he can call it a day.”  
 
    “Sure.” She takes his seat as soon as he vacates, shrugging apologetically. “I’m sorry. I know this probably isn’t the best time to be working one-on-one with me, but this is my job.”  
 
    “What the fuck are you on about?” I snap, hissing as pain shoots up my arm and throbs in my shoulder.  
 
    “Oh.” She averts her eyes, grabbing my hand to reposition the putty. “Most of us know you and Randi are having issues, and I wouldn’t want to be the cause of any strife.”  
 
    “You couldn’t cause shit between Randi and me if you tried,” I say without thinking that shit through. “Fuck. I’m sorry. I just meant that we’re not together anymore, so it’s a non-starter.”  
 
    “I thought you two were the perfect couple.” She lifts a brow, daring me to refute her, and when I don’t, her eyes narrow. “So what gives, then? Why would you have her banned from your room if you know you’re good together.”  
 
    “That’s none of your fucking business.” I drop the putty to my bed and close my eyes. “You’re done for today.”  
 
    “Fine.” I can hear her move away and the door squeak as it opens, but she doesn’t close it just yet. “I’d kill for a relationship like you two had.”  
 
    I open one eye. “Would you die for it too?”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO
Burn It Down 
 
      
 
    Randi 
 
    “Fuck you!” I scream, throwing Enzo’s brass knuckles at the hurriedly closing door. “And don’t come back!”  
 
    I pace the floor, my blood simmering in my veins. How dare this motherfucker try to force me out. Enzo is going to need me when he gets off all those meds and realizes what a huge fucking mistake he’s made. I can’t leave before then.  
 
    I won’t.  
 
    A tap sounds, and I turn, looking for something else to throw, but it’s Rhonda who peeks her head around the corner. “Hey, babe,” she says softly. “I hear it’s not going so well in here.”  
 
    I snort, rolling my eyes. “Tell them stupid motherfuckers to leave me alone, and I’ll leave them alone.”  
 
    “Oh, sweetie,” she says, and my muscles tense.  
 
    “Don’t,” I snap, throwing up a hand as if it can stop her words.  
 
    “I have to.” Her eyes are pleading with me to listen, but she has to understand. They’re trying to take away everything that matters. Leaving the clubhouse will make this fucking nightmare real. “I went to him,” she says, approaching me. “I’d hoped to convince him he was making a mistake, but he wasn’t hearing it. He thinks this is the best for you both.”  
 
    “But it isn’t,” I cry, burying my face in my hands.  
 
    She grabs my shaking shoulders and holds me tightly while I fall apart. “I know it isn’t, and I also know he’ll realize it too, but when is a big fat question mark. For now, I think you have no choice but to do as he wishes.”  
 
    “You think I should leave the clubhouse?” I pull back and look at her, and she averts her gaze. “Okay, then.”  
 
    My anger spikes, and I grab one of the boxes Wyndall brought in earlier. Opening the dresser, I toss both mine and some of Enzo’s clothes into the box. When that one is full, I grab another until all my clothes and a nice chunk of his are in the two boxes. Then I grab a third and collect my other supplies: makeup, toothbrush, shampoo, conditioner, those types of things.  
 
    Once I’m all done, I pull open the door. “Wyndall,” I call, using a saccharine sweet voice. “I have my things ready.”  
 
    When he gets back to the room, he looks around at the mess I made and whistles lowly. “You don’t do nothing half ass.” He points to the two boxes. “Want me to haul these outside?”  
 
    “Yeah.” I smile. “Just set them by the door. I’ll go back my car up so I can toss them in the back seat.”  
 
    “No problem.” He whistles up the hall, and Mad Dog appears to grab the second box. Wyndall holds out a key. “The apartment is all taken care of.”  
 
    I look at the metal object, hatred burning in my gut. “If you think I’ll be bought by some motherfucker who doesn’t want me in his life, then you don’t know me very well.”  
 
    “Randi.” Wyndall sighs. “He’s doing this so you’ll be safe. This place has the best security in town.”  
 
    “Besides here?” I lift a bitch brow. “You can tell Enzo Stone he can go fuck himself and shove that fucking key up his ass.”  
 
    “Just give him time,” Mad Dog says, his eyes pleading. “He’s making a mistake, and he’ll come to his senses. I just know it.”  
 
    “And I’ll be at my dad’s until then.” I wave toward the door. “You can go now. This is fucking settled.”  
 
    My gaze lands on Rhonda. “Thanks,” I say, grabbing my keys and the smaller box the guys left behind. “You made me realize how pathetic I was acting, and that’s not who Randi Dawson is.”  
 
    I leave her standing there and go outside, only pausing to hit the button for the gate. My two boxes are stacked on the concrete, and I bypass them to go to my car. I toss the small box in the back seat and pop the trunk. When I get to the rear of the car, I pull open the lid and scour through the mess, looking for one item in particular.  
 
    When I find it, a smirk creeps onto my lips. Leaving my car behind, I go back to the boxes. Grabbing the top one, I dump it onto the asphalt before doing the same with the second. Then I flatten the two pieces of cardboard, toss them on top of the pile, and flip open the lid to the lighter fluid I grabbed from my car. I douse the motherfucking pile and flick my Bic to life, squatting and lighting the edge of the cardboard.  
 
    It takes off, fire licking across the flattened boxes and turning into a blaze. I get a sick satisfaction when I see flames engulfing his hunter green Henley. I turn and walk away. I don’t pause when I hear those fuckers calling my name. I only lift my middle finger after I back from my spot. Slamming my car into drive, I press the gas and leave the clubhouse behind. 
 
    For now.  
 
    “Daddy,” I say into the phone when he picks up. “I’m heading home. Can you meet me there?”  
 
    “Sure thing, kid.”  
 
    Tears burn my eyes, but I try my damnedest to hold them back. I know this situation is only temporary. Enzo’s in a bad place after a big scare. He will get over this. The question is, will it be before I’ve given up on us? 
 
    Rodney’s cruiser is in the driveway, and I find him at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee. “What’s going on, Randi?” he asks as I pour my own cup. “Is Enzo not doing well or something?”  
 
    “Or something,” I say, anger leaking into my tone.  
 
    “Oh, boy.” Rodney wipes his hand down his face. “Talk to me, then. I can’t help if I don’t know what the problem is.”  
 
    My lip quivers, but I bite down on that bitch as I mentally chastise myself. “We broke up. I’m moving back in.” I flick my eyes to his. “If that’s okay?”  
 
    His cup, which he was bringing to his lips, pauses mid-air. “Of course it is, honey,” he says, setting it back on the table. “But I don’t understand. You two have built a life together.”  
 
    “Apparently,” I start, rolling my eyes, “he’s decided I’ll never be in danger again if we aren’t together.”  
 
    “Well.” Rodney shifts his gaze. “He has a point.”  
 
    “Not you too.” I shove my chair backward and stand, propping my hands on the table. “Leave it to a bunch of pigheaded men to think they know what’s best.” I slam my hand against my chest. “What about me? What about what I want?”  
 
    “Now calm down,” he says, holding out his palms. “Just because I agree with the sentiment doesn’t mean I think it’s the best thing for you two.”  
 
    “Good.” I plop back into my chair. “Now, how am I supposed to convince him of that?”  
 
    “I’m not sure you can.”  
 
    “But I have to.” My voice is strained as tears threaten again. “He can’t unilaterally make a decision like this based on … on …” I burst into tears, my chest swelling with pain.  
 
    I hear the scrape of chair legs and feel the touch of a father as he places his large palm on my shoulder. I stand and wrap my arms around him, allowing my tears to fall freely now. For the first time since Enzo kicked me out of his room, I realize I may not be able to fix this. I might have to wait him out, allow him to come to terms in his own time. It’s going to kill me, but if that’s what it takes, then so be it.  
 
    “I know it hurts, honey, but he’s in a bad place right now,” he says, rubbing my back in a soothing manner. “Give him some time. There’s no way he isn’t missing you just as much.”  
 
    I sniffle, pulling back to meet Rodney’s eyes. “Thanks, Dad. I’m really glad you’re clean and sober. I need you right now more than I have in a long time.”  
 
    “Me too.” He hugs me once more, a little firmer, and pulls me to arm’s length. “I’ve got to get back to work. You gonna be okay here by yourself for a few more hours?”  
 
    “Sure thing.” I smile, glancing around the kitchen. “I have some shopping to do, so I’ll add groceries to my list. What time will you be in this evening? I’m going to cook us dinner.”  
 
    “My shift ends at seven,” he replies, smiling. “I was headed to Sandra’s house, but dinner with my daughter for the first time in a long time sounds great.”  
 
    The mention of the Rochesters sours my mood rather quickly. Not that I’m angry at any of them, but it reminds me of what I lost in such an abrupt and unexpected way. I grab my stomach to calm the sudden twisting.  
 
    “You can sti—”  
 
    “No way.” He shakes his head. “I’ll be here by seven-thirty.”  
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    I watch through the window as he leaves before I head upstairs to take stock of my meager belongings. It’s a good fucking thing I have a job or burning all my shit would’ve been a stupid move. My trip into town takes a few hours, but I return with several new sets of scrubs, a pair of white tennis shoes, some shorts and tanks, underwear, flip-flops, and enough groceries to feed us for the next week.  
 
    Dad gets home right on time and we enjoy a dinner of lasagna and garlic bread before I take a shower and retire to my room. This is when it hurts the most, lying alone in bed at night when no one else is around. When he isn’t around to hold me close—not that he would be right now anyway—but if we were still together, I’d be there with him.  
 
    My alarm clock blares early the next morning, and I’m up and dressed in pale blue scrubs—Enzo’s favorite color on me—with a breakfast of eggs and toast. My dad hasn’t made it down yet, so I haul ass up the stairs to let him know before I head in to work.   
 
    I rap on the door three times before poking my head inside. “I’m leaving you a plate in the microwave,” I call, and he responds with a grunt. “See you later.”  
 
    My morning starts off hectic, as I’m in the ER for the day, but in this small town, any action dies off quickly. Two kids have a fender bender in the parking lot of the high school, and another guy hits a deer out on the 110. Both of these are only some scrapes and bruises, and I’m sent to help on the psychiatric floor before ten.  
 
    I check in on Enzo’s progress with Sierra at my first break, and at lunch, I make a pass by his room. Justice is visiting, so I keep on cruising, pretending I needed to walk this floor on my way back to check in at the ER.   
 
    By late afternoon, when my shift is almost over, I finally find Enzo’s room empty of visitors. Sneaking inside, I push the door closed behind me. His eyes pop open and jump to me. He stares for a beat, and I stand stock still, afraid to break the spell. Our connection stretches across the room and sends tingles down my spine.  
 
    He slams his eyes closed. “You can’t be here.” 
 
    “Wait!” I yell as he reaches for the nurse’s button. “Don’t do this, Enzo.” I’m not even sure I know who this girl is, begging a man, but I can’t stop myself. He’s ripping me to shreds, and I don’t know how to make the pain stop other than to convince him how wrong this is. “Please, don’t break us like this.”  
 
    “I’d rather you be mad at me than dead,” he says, pressing the button with urgency, over and over.  
 
    “No!” I run to him, cupping his cheeks between my palms. “I promise I’ll be good. I won’t ask to go on missions with you anymore. I’ll stay out of Lion business. Please, just don’t do this to us.”  
 
    Enzo looks at me, and for one single second, I see his pain, but it’s gone so fast I can’t be sure it was ever there. “There is no us.”  
 
    “Come on, Randi,” Justice says, tugging my shoulder. “You aren’t allowed in here.”  
 
    “Listen to him, Randi,” Sierra says from the doorway. “Don’t let him cost you your job, too.”  
 
    I snatch from Justice’s hold and turn to her, fire racing through my veins. “Too? What else has he cost me?” 
 
    Sierra shakes her head sadly. “Your dignity.”  
 
    I turn to Enzo then, my eyes narrowed. “This is what you want?” 
 
    He nods once.  
 
    “Then this is what you’ll get.”  
 
    Without another word, I leave his room and my life with him behind. My shift was over two minutes ago, so I head to the locker room and clock out before making my way to my car. As I settle into the driver’s seat, my eyes land on the other bottle of lighter fluid in the passenger floorboard. They then flick to the Harley parked three spaces over. Add in the hammer in my trunk, and there’s a recipe for disaster.    
 
    I smirk.  
 
    Fuck the Dirty Lions.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE
Rochester Reasoning 
 
      
 
    Enzo 
 
    “This is hard,” Justice says, settling into the chair beside my bed. “I love little R like a sis, so it doesn’t feel good to be mean to her.”  
 
    I lick my dry lips. “I know, but it’s for the best.”  
 
    “Come on, man,” he replies, lifting a dubious brow. “She killed that fucker. Not the other way around.”  
 
    “She shouldn’t have to kill no-fucking-body.” I glare at his ass. “I’m going to need one of my men stationed in the room or outside the door for the rest of my stay. I don’t have the strength to keep sending her away.”  
 
    He snatches up a car magazine Mad Dog left behind yesterday. “That should tell you all you need to know.”  
 
    “Fu—” Car alarms blare from the parking lot. First one and then another before a chorus of them breaks into song. “What the fuck has she done now?”  
 
    Justice tosses the magazine aside and goes to the window. After opening the blinds to get a better look, he rests his forehead against the glass. “No,” he says, his eyes falling closed. “No, no, hell fucking no.”  
 
    “How bad is it?” He turns then, shooting me a nasty glare as sirens wail in the distance. “Is that … a fire truck?”  
 
    “Fuck you.” He flips me the middle finger before charging from the room.  
 
    I chuckle after he’s gone, imagining the glory that is my girl on a rampage. And then I remember she isn’t my girl. She won’t ever be my girl again. A deep ache settles into my chest, and I wallow in the hurt. It’s everything I deserve for the pain I’m causing her.  
 
    “Knock, knock,” Sheriff Dawson says from the door a little while later. “Can I come in?”  
 
    “Sure,” I reply, waving him inside. “What’d she do?”  
 
    “It seems Justice’s motorcycle was vandalized. It was beat up and a hole torn in the gas tank before being lit on fire.” He pulls the chair farther from my bed and takes a seat. “So far, we don’t have any suspects.”  
 
    “And you never will.” I shoot him a meaningful glance. “I’ll make sure Justice is compensated.” 
 
    “What’s going on, Enzo?” He removes his hat and twirls it in his hands. “I get the reasons behind what you’re doing, but I hope you realize you’re hurting her more than the thought of dying ever could.”  
 
    “You think I’m not hurting?” I bark, tired of these motherfuckers weighing in like it’s their fucking lives. “It’s goddamn killing me not to have my naughty nurse here tending to my wounds.”  
 
    “Whoa, whoa.” He holds up his hat so it blocks his view. “I didn’t ask for all that.”  
 
    “You deserved it.” I smirk, but it falls quickly. “But in all seriousness, I know I’m doing the right thing. My life is dangerous, Rodney. You know this.”  
 
    “Yeah, but I also know my daughter kicks ass with the best of them.”  
 
    “She shouldn’t have to,” I reply, my anger building. “What if the shoe had been on the other foot? What if that man had killed Randi instead? I bet you wouldn’t be in here chastising me then.” My jaw tightens. “No, wait. You fucking would. You’d be wanting to lock my ass up or some other bullshit punishment.”  
 
    “You’re right.” He bobs his head.  
 
    “So we’re in agreement?”  
 
    He nods once. “I’ll take care of my daughter.”  
 
    “You do that.” I wince as I adjust my position. “Have you talked to Deputy Marcus?”  
 
    “Sure,” he says, placing his hat back on his head. “I talk to him every day.”  
 
    “I mean about how that fucktard Jackson lived through the explosion.”  
 
    “Oh.” He rubs his chin, shrugging slightly. “We discussed it, but he doesn’t have any better ideas than we do. After he set the scene with the first responders and the reporter from the paper, he left it to the Pacific Shores volunteer fire department to handle the blaze. The coroner came in the next morning to collect the remains.”   
 
    “Did no one keep up with the fact that the fucking body count didn’t match the number of wolves we took out?” My jaw tightens as I think back on that day. 
 
    “Some of the remains couldn’t be identified,” he says, shaking his head, “but the final number dead matched up with what I know about the scene.”  
 
    “Anton.” My eyes fall closed, and I swallow my failures. “The septic guy. His body was in the clubhouse, already dead.”  
 
    Sheriff Dawson’s brows climb up his forehead. “And you didn’t share this information because?”  
 
    I lick my parched lips, hating myself even more. “With the way Deputy Marcus set it up, it was never fucking necessary to go over the details. You ended up in the hospital, and we were never there, remember?” I raise a brow. “It’s a detail that I let slip through the cracks.” Putrid self-hatred swells inside me. “This shit only makes it worse. I did right by Randi.”  
 
    He sighs. “She wouldn’t agree, but let’s give it some time.”  
 
    “Hey”—I chuckle humorlessly—“maybe you’ll get those grandbabies you want so bad now.”  
 
    “Maybe.” He stands, pausing. “Or maybe she’ll burn this town to the ground in her anger.”    
 
    He leaves, and I don’t feel any better than before he entered, but at least now I know he’ll provide some back-up, unlike these other motherfuckers I deal with on a daily basis. The rest of the day passes as usual. I make it out of bed and into the shower, do some walking down the hall, and then work on my physical therapy exercises later in the afternoon.  
 
    As I eat my shitty hospital dinner, Wyndall is getting settled into the chair for the night. “You know Justice is gonna make you pay big time with his Harley choice.”  
 
    I roll my fucking eyes. “Yeah, that’s because he’s pissed at me. They all are, except you. Why is that?”  
 
    He shrugs, tossing his long blond hair over his shoulder like a chick or some shit. “I don’t think it’s any of my business.”  
 
    I snort, shoving my plate away. “I wish you’d teach the rest of those motherfuckers how to be like that.”  
 
    “Just because I keep my mouth shut, it doesn’t mean I agree with you,” he replies, his pointy mustache twitching. “There’s never been a more perfectly suited pair than you and Randi.”  
 
    “I love the fuck out of her too,” I say, stressing that shit. It makes my heart nearly thump out of my goddamn chest. “But you know how dangerous this life is.”  
 
    “I do.” He nods once. “And to be fair, I like that Amy stays far away from it. It’s one of the reasons we don’t live together.”  
 
    “Huh.” I look off out the window, lost in thoughts of how I could’ve prevented the attack altogether if I’d only acted sooner. “The more you know.”  
 
    He stands, drawing my eyes back to him. “I’m gonna run to the snack machine before settling in for the night. Need anything?”  
 
    “Sure.” I roll the cart with my tray aside. “Bring me a candy bar, something chocolatey.”  
 
    “No problem.”  
 
    After he’s gone, the cafeteria lady comes in to take my dinner plate. “Did you fill out the menu for tomorrow?”  
 
    “Uh, menu?”  
 
    “Yeah.” Her eyes scan my room, and she grabs a sheet that was left by my bedside lamp. “If you fill this out, you won’t be stuck with the standard meal. We do have better options.”  
 
    I shrug my good shoulder, motioning to my bad arm. “I can’t really write at the moment.” 
 
    “That isn’t a problem.” She smiles all perky and helpful, and it makes my gut clench, but I don’t take that shit out on her. “I can fill it out if you just tell me your selections.”  
 
    “Thanks.” I return her smile, half-assed as it is.  
 
    We spend the next few minutes filling out the menu, and it ends up being a good thing. Instead of mystery meat, I’ll actually get roasted chicken and vegetables for dinner tomorrow night.  
 
    I fucking sigh.  
 
    The idea of spending much longer in this hospital is a depressing thought, but even I can admit I need the fucking help. The pain has subsided over the past couple of days, and the hand squeeze exercises have been a success, so tomorrow, we start working on actually moving my shoulder. 
 
    Wyndall struts back in sometime later, and I turn on mindless TV while we enjoy our chocolatey goodness. After a final blood pressure and temperature recording, the night nurse leaves me to my sleep, and I fall out pretty damn abruptly.  
 
    She wakes me once in the middle of the night for another round of checks, and I ease my way into the bathroom to take a piss. It isn’t until I’ve returned to the bed that I realize Wyndall is a snoring motherfucker. It takes me forty-five minutes to fall back to sleep.  
 
    The next time I open my eyes, it’s morning. Wyndall is nowhere to be seen, and it’s Joshua who’s perched in the chair beside my bed. I smile at the dozing little shit. I cough, trying to stir his ass, but his only response is his fingers twitching.  
 
    The breakfast lady sweeps into the room then. “Good morning, Mr. Stone. Bacon, eggs, and toast for you this morning.” She sets the covered plate on the tray and rolls it over in front of me. “Here’s a black coffee and apple juice as well. Enjoy.” With a smile, she disappears as quickly as she came.  
 
    “This is the life,” the sleeping kid says, wide awake now. “You get to lay around while women wait on you like a king.” He stretches his arms out before scooting his chair closer to snag a strip of bacon. “Maybe I should get shot.”  
 
    He laughs it off, but it cuts deep. “No, maybe you fucking shouldn’t,” I bark, scowling at his punk ass. “It’s nothing to joke about, especially considering the cost.”  
 
    “Sorry, Enzo.” He sags back in his seat, all the happiness sapped right out of him. “I was only playing.”  
 
    I sigh. “I know, kid, but …” I pause, shaking my head. “Besides the pain, I’d rather be anywhere else for a multitude of reasons.”  
 
    “I never did get a chance to apol—”  
 
    “Not necessary.” I hold up my palm, stopping the words from leaving his lips. “You were put in an impossible position, and it’s all my own fault. If I’d have let R—” I freeze, a knife stabbing me in the chest. “Fuck,” I whisper, shaking my head and locking that shit the fuck down. “He’d be dead already if it weren’t for me.” 
 
    “Yeah, man, but there’s no way you could’ve known he’d escape that fire,” Joshua reasons, trying and failing to console me. “How did he do that anyway?”  
 
    “Who the fuck knows?” I shove the tray away, my appetite lost to the agony that churns in my gut. “Let’s just hope there’s no one else in the Wolf outer circle still lurking around.”  
 
    “So what’s next?” he asks, shaking his too-long bangs from his eyes. “For me, I mean. Can I still be a Lion, or are you going to send me away like you did Randi?”  
 
    My mouth pops open, then closed, and then I open it again. “That was fucking cold, you little shit. Why do you think I’d send you away?”  
 
    He shrugs, avoiding eye contact. “I mean, you love her a lot more than you do me, and she’s gone.”  
 
    “Fuck, kid.” I grab my chest to quell the pain. “You’re killing me here. I love the fuck out of her crazy ass, but I’m doing what I think is right.”  
 
    “Shit, sorry.” 
 
    I heave a heavy breath. “Being around the Lions is dangerous business, but that’s what you want in life, yeah? As a member, you accept that danger when you join.”  
 
    His brows furrow. “She doesn’t accept the danger of being with a Lion?”  
 
    I scrub my hand down my face. “I’m not willing to accept the danger to her.”  
 
    He taps a steady beat against his knee with his thumb. “Well, that sounds stupid if you love her, but what do I know?” He shrugs, his train of thought shifting quickly. “I start Crescent City High next week.”  
 
    “Are you excited?” I ask, scratching my chin through the week’s worth of growth. I almost have a full-fledged beard at this point. “You sound like you might be.”  
 
    “I am.” He stands, shouldering his ever-present bookbag. “I’m meeting Mom at the end of her shift. She’s taking me clothes shopping today.”  
 
    “You ride your dirt bike here?”  
 
    “Nah, she dropped me off on the way in,” he says, shaking his shaggy head. “I relieved Wyndall so he could go to the diner.” He looks at the clock on the wall. “Jameson will be here by ten.” 
 
    I glance at the clock myself. Nine thirty-two. “Looks like you’re in a hurry.”  
 
    He averts his eyes. “I’m supposed to meet Randi for her break. I saw her on the way in.”  
 
    “Wait a fucking minute,” I growl, my fist clenching so hard my nails bite into my palm. “She didn’t put you up to all those questions, did she?”  
 
    “Nope.” He meets my glare dead on. “And we’re not gonna talk about you, at least not anything you said to me. But just because you dumped her, it doesn’t mean I have to, right?”  
 
    I break our stare-down. “Right.”  
 
    “Cool.” He turns to go. “I’ll see ya tomorrow.”  
 
    “Whoa, there,” a feminine voice says, and I turn to the noise. Tabitha and Joshua have collided at the door. “What’s the big hurry?”  
 
    He just stares at her like a starstruck little kid, and I chuckle. “That’s Joshua, and he’s leaving.”  
 
    She turns to me then, smiling. “Good morning, Enzo. Are you ready to work that shoulder today?”  
 
    “As ready as I’ll ever be.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR
The Wrong Way to Move On 
 
      
 
    Randi 
 
    “I’ll have the pancakes and sausage,” I tell Amy, laying the menu on the bar top. “A glass of OJ too if ya don’t mind.”  
 
    “I’ll get right to it,” she replies, calling the ticket out to old man Pope and filling a glass with juice. “Here ya are, hon. Your food will be out soon.”  
 
    “Thanks.” I take a sip as I watch her go to Wyndall out of the corner of my eye. He’s settled at a table in the back corner, which is unusual, but I imagine he’s trying to steer clear of me.  
 
    Why wouldn’t he?  
 
    I smashed up his pal’s bike just a few days ago.  
 
    “Order up,” old man Pope calls, dinging his little bell.  
 
    Amy shoots past me with a smile and drops the plate before me. “Need more juice?” she asks, eyeing the half full glass. “Refill’s on the house.”  
 
    I shrug. “Sure.”  
 
    She refills my glass before returning it and shooting off down the bar, where a new customer is just settling in. I can’t help but glance that way, only to realize it’s Tabitha Shane. We went to Triple C together, and she’s interning with the physical therapy department at the hospital’s Wellness Center. She’s the chick who helped Enzo find Layla in the nurse’s office the day I was kidnapped, but she’s also the one who tried to flirt with him afterward.   
 
    I snort into my juice and roll my fucking eyes as I listen to her ramble on to Amy about her internship. Apparently, she thinks the guy she works with, Leslie Gordon, is super dreamy. I almost gag on my fucking pancakes as she goes on and on.  
 
    “What about the job?” Amy asks as she pours her a cup of coffee. “I want to hear how that’s going.”  
 
    “It’s cool,” Tabitha says, lifting her cup. “We have a lot of old ladies with broken hips or knee replacements to work with, but my favorite by far has to be Enzo and his injured shoulder.”  
 
    My fork freezes in mid-air. How the fuck did I not know this? Tabitha Fucking Shane is spending her days rehabilitating my Enzo’s shoulder. That fucking whore. Never mind that she just went on and on about this Leslie guy—my mind’s too clouded with rage to care about that shit. There’s no way any other man measures up to my Lion.  
 
    I drop my fork to my plate and kill off my glass of juice, standing. My ponytail swinging, I march down the four stools until I’m standing right the fuck beside the skanky rehab ho. “Excuse me,” I say, tapping her on the shoulder. “Did you just say Enzo—my fucking Enzo that you’ve already flirted with once—is your favorite patient?”  
 
    She blinks as she looks at me. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t realize you were here.” She glances to Amy and shrugs. “I’m assisting as Leslie works on him … mostly.”  
 
    “Yet he’s your favorite patient?” I lift a bitch brow.  
 
    “Look, Randi,” she starts, shaking her head. “I didn’t mean anything by it. He started off being a confrontational asshole”—she pauses, smiling—“but he’s come around. He’s realizing the rehab is working. He sees, no feels the results.”  
 
    “I bet he does, bitch.” I’m too blinded by jealousy to see this shit clearly, so I dig a deeper hole.  
 
    “Randi,” Amy breaks in, attempting to quash the tense situation, but I’m too far gone.  
 
    She gets to spend time with him, and I don’t.  
 
    “No, fuck that, Amy,” I spit, glaring at her ass. “How fucking dare this bitch walk up in here with me sitting a few stools down and start talking about Enzo?”  
 
    “I jus—”  
 
    “No!” I throw up my hand to silence her. “You don’t get to fucking talk. You’ve done enough of that already, so listen up, bitch.” 
 
    “Randi,” Amy snaps. “Stop this right now.”  
 
    “Fuck you.” I turn to her, daring her to say another word. “Fuck this diner and everyone in it. As a matter of fact.” I spin on that other goddamn Lion who’s hiding in the corner. “And fuck you too, Wyndall. If you come near me again, I’ll sneak in while you sleep and scalp your fucking lip.” His eyes widen, and he covers his prized possession. “Every single one of you can go to hell.”  
 
    “Leave, Randi,” Amy says in a hard voice. “And don’t come back until you’ve gotten yourself under control.”  
 
    “Make me.” I cross my arms and dare her to put her goddamn hands on me. “Every single one of you make me fucking sick. No one gives a fuck how Enzo acts or how I feel about it, yet it’s quite all right for all of you to rub it in my fucking face!”  
 
    “Randi,” Wyndall says, grabbing my shoulders in a firm grip. I twist and stomp his foot, but he holds tight. “We do care, but you know Enzo. No one can tell him what to do.”  
 
    “That’s right,” I whine like a little bitch, tears burning my eyes. “He’s the fucking president and no one questions him, even when he makes the stupid decisions.”  
 
    “That’s where you’d be wrong,” he says, gripping my shoulders firmly and looking me directly in the eyes. “Most of the club is mad at him for this stunt, but his reasons are pure. You’re just gonna have to—”  
 
    “What?” I snatch away from his hold. “Let him act as he pleases until he comes to his senses?” I shift my gaze to Tabitha. “Even if it includes chilling with whores?”  
 
    “Don’t,” Tabitha says, finally growing a fucking backbone.  
 
    “Or what?” I step closer. “What’s the little whore gonna do?” 
 
    Suddenly, there’s a hand closed around my arm, and Wyndall is dragging me through the diner. I resist a little, but who really gives a fuck? I’m so over this goddamn place and everyone inside it. Fuck them all.  
 
    Including Enzo.  
 
    He can suck a dick.  
 
    I’m done with this shit.  
 
    When we get outside, Wyndall releases me. “I’m sorry, Randi, but you can’t go makin’ a scene in the diner.”  
 
    “No problem.” I roll my eyes. “Tell Enzo he got his wish. I’m done with all of you.”  
 
    I leave him standing there without another word. My workday is filled with avoidance. I have no interest in chit chat with anyone, so I put my nose to the ground and my attention on my patients. When Rhonda makes an attempt to pry as we sit in our new break room, I brush her off and pretend I’m in a hurry.  
 
    After my shift, I scurry on home and jump into the shower. The best way to get over his ass is to find someone new, so I pull down the sexiest dress I own, throw on a glob of makeup, and don my highest heels before heading out to The Country Barn.  
 
    The place is pretty empty when I arrive, but that’s a-o-fucking-kay because I need some time to get into the spirit. By the time I’m good and tipsy off shots of vodka, the atmosphere has livened up a bit. Couples are dancing, and the bar is lined with single men and women all hoping to make a connection—or end with a one-night stand.  
 
    It’s a raucous table of four guys along the far wall that catches my attention, though, and I strut across the bar, swaying my hips to the beat as I go. “What’s up, boys?” I say, coming to stop beside their table. “Care to buy a girl another drink?”  
 
    The one closest to me reaches out and cups my bare thigh. “Sure thing, sweetheart.” He tilts his head toward the table. “Wanna join us?”  
 
    “That’s the plan.” I sit on the edge of the bench seat and wiggle until they give me enough room. “So, give me some names,” I say once I’m settled. “I’m Randi Dawson.”  
 
    The dude across and against the wall goes pale. “Any relation to Sheriff Dawson?”  
 
    “None at all,” I reply, smiling. “I get that all the time.”  
 
    “Are you sure you’re old enough to be drinking?” the one against the wall on my side asks. 
 
    I lean forward and wink at him. “Oh, trust me. I’m legal.”  
 
    He smirks, and it’s nowhere near as pretty as the ones I’m used to, but it’ll do. “The name’s Alex, and it’s a pleasure to meet you, Randi.”  
 
    “And I’m Garren,” the one beside me says, taking my hand and placing a kiss on my wrist. It’s overkill, but he’s the cutest, so I allow it.  
 
    I giggle and look to the other two guys across from us. “And you two?”  
 
    The one against the wall doesn’t seem very interested. He probably thinks I’m lying about Rodney, which I am. “Russell,” he says, looking into his glass of beer.  
 
    I bypass his ass and shift my eyes to the one directly across from me. “I’m Paul,” he says, glancing toward his friend. “And I think Garren will be showing you a good time tonight.” 
 
    Leaning in, I whisper, “What if Garren alone isn’t enough for me?”  
 
    Russell spits beer across the table, totally fucking up my innuendo, and I glare at his ass. “What? Isn’t a girl allowed to have some fun?”  
 
    “Sure,” he stutters, side-eyeing his friend.  
 
    “How about a dance?” Garren says, holding out his hand.  
 
    “How about a round of shots first?”  
 
    He whistles for the waitress. “Get us a round.” He motions to all of us. “Jack please.”  
 
    My stomach roils at the idea of mixing light and dark liquor, but I push that shit down and kill that motherfucker off as soon as it lands in front of me. Then I grab Garren’s hand and pull him from the booth. The music is upbeat, but I couldn’t give a fuck less. I move in close, and Garren surprises me by leading me in a country swing dance.  
 
    It’s been a fucking minute since I’ve done this, but it’s just like riding a bike, apparently ‘cause I fall right into step. Layla and I used to sneak out when we were seventeen and go to this country pub in Fort Dick. Those were the good ol’ days. The ones before a Dirty Lion swept into my life and ruined it.  
 
    After only one song, I’m leading him back to the table for another round of shots, and so goes my night. Drink and dance. Three of the four guys take turns spinning me on the dance floor, while Mr. Snooty Pants stays against the wall and watches my every move. It still ends up being Garren who finally makes a move, and it’s a goddamn welcome one.  
 
    A slow song is playing from the jukebox, and we’re gently swaying from side to side. My head is light and fuzzy, and my heart is full of nothing. No pain. No love. No anger. Empty as fuck, and for the first time in the past week, I don’t feel like I’m dying inside.   
 
    “What brings you out tonight, Randi?” Garren asks, his breath hot on my neck, sending chills racing down my spine. “And why haven’t I seen you here before now?”  
 
    I pull back and meet his smoldering gaze. “I don’t want to talk about the whens and whys. I only want to feel.” I lean in, my lips ghosting his ear. “Can you make me feel, Garren?”  
 
    He tenses, his arms circling my back and pulling me flush with his body. His hardness presses against my stomach, causing pulses of want to flicker into a tiny spark inside me. I thought that feeling had died with … no, I refuse to think his name. This isn’t about him. It’s about Garren and all the ways he can make me feel good.  
 
    I smash my lips to his, and it’s strange at first. They’re pillowy soft and fluffier than I’m used to. They don’t drive me insane at first touch, but who needs fire and fury all the time, anyway? His tongue slips out, and I meet it with my own. He tastes like Jack Daniels and hot wings, and though it isn’t the best kiss, I might as well get used to it because no one will ever measure up.  
 
    To Enzo.  
 
    Oh my god. 
 
    Panic surges to life inside me at the same time as Garren’s hands cup my ass and grind me against him. I don’t know what the fuck I was thinking, but this isn’t the answer. I pull my lips away and turn my head, pressing against his chest, but it does me no good. He thinks I’m still into it as his lips trail down my throat and he sucks my neck.  
 
    My head is fuzzy and clouded with alcohol, but I gather my wits and give him one hard shove. “Get off me!”  
 
    “What the hell, Randi?” he asks, confused.  
 
    I hold up my hand, shaking my head. “I’m sorry. I can’t do this.”  
 
    As I turn to leave, he grabs my arm. “You think you can fuck with a guy all night and then leave him like this?” He motions to the bulge in his jeans.  
 
    “No.” I shake my head, then grab it to stop the room from spinning. “This was a mistake. I didn’t me—”  
 
    He smashes his lips to mine again, and this time, I don’t like it. His breath is putrid, and I realize we’ve both had way too much to drink. I claw at his arm at the same time as I try to wrench my lips away, but I’m too wobbly on my feet to put up a proper fight.  
 
    But Garren’s suddenly gone, and when I open my eyes, he’s holding his jaw. I look from him to … my father, whose fist is still clenched tightly. “You’re lucky I’m not hauling your ass to jail,” he says to Garren.  
 
    “Come on, man. Let’s go.” Russell appears then, grabbing his friend. “Thanks for coming, Sheriff. I figured she was lying.”  
 
    Rodney jabs his pointer finger toward Garren. “Get that asshole out of here before he forces himself on another unsuspecting women.”  
 
    “To be fair, sir,” Russell says, shifting his snooty gaze to me, “your daughter is one who came here lookin’ for trouble.”  
 
    Rodney looks to me then, his eyes sad. “And I’ll be taking her with me, but that doesn’t excuse your friend.”  
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on him.” Russell leads Garren away, but he still tries to look at me.  
 
    I avert my eyes, my stomach rolling. “I’m sorry,” I say to Rodney. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”  
 
    “I know, honey.” He pulls me under his wing and leads me from the bar. “But this could’ve turned out badly. It’s exactly the type of thing Enzo wanted to keep you away from.”  
 
    “Don’t say his name.” Tears roll down my cheeks. “I think he broke me.”  
 
    “Oh, Randi,” he says, opening the passenger door to the cruiser and helping me sit before squatting in front of me. “You’re not broken. My girl is a strong and talented young woman with her entire life ahead of her. You don’t need Enzo Stone to make your life complete.”  
 
    “Maybe.”  
 
    “No,” he says sternly. “Absolutely not.”  
 
    Without another word, he helps me the rest of the way into the car and drives us home. After making sure I make it safely up the stairs, he stands at my door. “Think about what I said.” 
 
    “I will.” I flop across my bed. “Night, Daddy.”  
 
    “Goodnight, Randi.”  
 
    After the door is closed and the light is off, the tears really come. I’m a fucking mess, letting everyone I know down, including myself. I’m not this pathetic girl who begs a man not to break up with her, nor am I the one who goes to bars looking for trouble. There has to be an in-between. It’s time I find my new self.  
 
    The Randi Dawson who no longer belongs Enzo Stone.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE
Subject Closed 
 
      
 
    Enzo 
 
    “Here you are, Enzo,” the cafeteria lady says as she drops my breakfast tray onto the table and rolls it in front of me. “Looks like this may be the last meal I get to deliver to you. I hear you’re leaving us today?”  
 
    I nod once, giving her a smile “You heard right, and I’m so ready to be outta here.”  
 
    “What?” She places her fists on her hips. “You don’t like the service around here?”  
 
    I chuckle. “The service is fucking outstanding. It’s everything else I’m ready to leave behind.”  
 
    “Good.” She smiles. “Welp, if I don’t see you again at lunch, I hope to not ever see you here again.”  
 
    “Same. Thanks for making sure I was fed well this last week,” I say, looking over my pancakes and sausage. “And for the extra syrup.”  
 
    “It was my pleasure.”  
 
    After she’s gone, I sit alone and enjoy my last breakfast in this hellhole. Things have been okay for the past few days, but I’m ready to get the fuck out of here and back to business. Being idle gives me too much time to contemplate how much I miss my girl and all the ways I could get her back.  
 
    But I won’t.  
 
    I’m going home and burying myself in “work” so I forget she exists at all—okay, that isn’t possible. I can, however, push her the fuck out of my mind once I have other things to occupy me. And it’s been a good while since I dealt with any Lion business, so I’m sure there’s a drug or weapons buy to be had somewhere.  
 
    “Yo, yo,” Joshua says, sauntering into the room with all the swagger of an almost fifteen-year-old. “’Sup, old man. Going home day has finally arrived.”  
 
    I shovel my last bite of sausage into my mouth and roll the tray to the side. “It can’t come soon enough. Did you see Dr. Bradshaw anywhere on the way in?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” he replies, flopping into the chair. “But Mad Dog went looking for Rhonda so she can speed up the process.”  
 
    “Good. I’m so over this fucking place.” I toss the sheet off my legs and stand, headed to the bathroom. “You bring me a change of clothes?”  
 
    “There isn’t much left after Randi’s tirade.” I wince as he grabs his backpack and riffles through it, pulling out a pair of jeans and a tee. “I figured you could go commando ‘til you get to the clubhouse. No fucking way was I digging through your underwear drawer.”  
 
    “Whatever, punk.” I chuckle, taking the clothes. “It’s for the best anyway. I don’t want my big-cock underwear to scar you for life.”  
 
    He rolls his fucking eyes, thumbing toward the bathroom. “Holla at me if you need help with your tee.”  
 
    I pause, thinking about that shit. “I may need help altogether, but I’ll wait on Mad Dog. Seeing it live and in person will definitely fucking scar you.”  
 
    Settling back on the bed, I say, “How much longer before school starts?”  
 
    “A week from Monday.”  
 
    “You excited?”  
 
    “I think I am,” he says after a beat. “I’m ready to start fresh.”  
 
    “Cool.” I bob my head. “And if anyone gives you shit, let me know.”  
 
    “I’m pretty sure I got this.” He stands, motioning to his scrawny self. “I mean, look at me.”  
 
    “Right.” I flick my eyes over him. “Let’s get back to our workout sessions, even if I can’t quite join yet.”  
 
    “Works for me.” He flexes his barely there bicep. “I could always use a little more power behind my guns.”  
 
    “Hey, ho, let’s go,” Mad Dog calls, entering with Dr. Bradshaw and Rhonda hot on his heels. “Time to roll on out of here.”  
 
    “Good morning, Enzo,” Dr. Bradshaw says, nabbing my chart. “Everything looks as expected. You have your physical therapy plans, your follow-up appointment is set, and your pain meds are ready in the pharmacy. I’ll file your release forms and Nurse Tanner will get you out of here in a timely manner.” He signs my chart and hands it off to Rhonda, who disappears back out the door. “Do you have any questions before you go home?”  
 
    “Not that I can think of.” I stand and hold out my good hand. “I’d like to thank you for making sure I lived through surgery and was able to make any kind of recovery.”  
 
    He takes my hand in a surprisingly strong grip. “That’s my job, Mr. Stone.” He tilts his head downward, looking at me over his glasses. “Just make sure it doesn’t happen again.”  
 
    “No, sir,” I say, shaking my head. “I’ll be more careful from now on.”  
 
    “Good.” He turns to leave and then pauses, sighing as he rotates back to face me. “I realize our talk after you first woke brought about some ugly circumstances between you and one of our nurses, but for what it’s worth, I think you did the right thing. That scene in the breakroom …” He trails off, shaking his head. “We’re lucky she survived.”  
 
    “I know I did, sir.” I brush past him, not wanting to hear this fucking bullshit. Of course I did the right thing, but it’s really none of his goddamn business, and I sure as fuck don’t need his approval. “Mad Dog,” I call over my shoulder. “I’m going to need help.”  
 
    “You bet ya.”  
 
    The bathroom scene is a fucking mess, and changing my tee causes me to hurt more than I have in days, but thanks to Tabitha and Leslie, I’ve learned techniques to cope with the pain of daily activities. I’ll just be glad when my shoulder is back in tip top shape and I don’t need to see them anymore. As it is now, I’ll still have sessions three times a week—all house calls.  
 
    I can admit I insisted on that shit. Coming back to this place and taking a chance on seeing Randi so often was a non-fucking-starter. And since everybody in this hellhole seems to know our business, neither of them put up much of a fight.  
 
    “Here you are, Enzo,” Rhonda says, sweeping in with a wheelchair. “Are your things ready?”  
 
    I look between Joshua and Mad Dog for confirmation. At their nods, I say, “Yep. Good to go, though I don’t know why you brought that in here.”  
 
    “Hospital policy.” She puts on a fake sweet smile. This bitch is enjoying this shit. “Relax,” she says at my snarl. “It’s only until we get to the curb; then you’re free to go.”  
 
    “Fucking fine.”  
 
    I settle into the chair, careful with my shoulder. The exercises have worked, and I’m able to move it without much pain, but it’s still in a sling. I have stitches and a follow-up appointment next week, but I insisted that be at Dr. Bradshaw’s office and not here. When I leave this place, I have no intentions of returning.  
 
    “Let’s do this,” Rhonda says, spinning me toward the door. “I’m ready to clear this stench from the hospital.”  
 
    I chuckle. Bitch. She pretty much hates me now, and that’s okay. Living with her anger is a hell of a lot easier than living with knowing how badly I’ve hurt Randi, but the show must go on until it’s no longer a show. One day, this pain will no longer exist. It’ll all be in the past, and both of us will have moved on.  
 
    The elevator doors open, and she’s there. The very person I’m trying to leave in the past is haunting my present. It’s been a minute since I’ve laid eyes on her, so I drink her in, even though I shouldn’t. It’s like the entire scene is frozen, even Rhonda, as she doesn’t attempt to roll me into the steel cabin.  
 
    “Randi,” she says, clearing her throat. “I didn’t realize …”  
 
    “It’s not a problem.” Randi’s eyes shift from Rhonda to me, and they’re devoid of emotion. “I hope you’re escorting him out of here for good.”  
 
    “That, I am,” Rhonda replies. “But we can wait for the elevator to return.”  
 
    “No, I insist.” Randi steps out and waves toward the empty space. “I’ll take the stairs.”  
 
    Her dead eyes pass across me one more time as if to say see? I’m already over you before she turns to walk away. I faintly hear her speak to Joshua as she passes, but I’m too busy wallowing. That empty space she used to occupy is throbbing inside me, demanding my full attention. 
 
    For the rest of the day, a haze has settled over me, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t seem to break free. I clean Randi’s destruction to my room as if in a trance. Food tastes bland, smoke doesn’t quite burn my lungs, and anything I try to watch on TV goes in one ear and out the other. So by the time evening rolls around and all the guys are gathered around the meeting table, I’m ready to do any-fucking-thing to clear the fog.  
 
    “I need a mission,” I say right off the fucking top, not even giving Mikey time to go over the books. “That hospital stay fucked me up more than I’d like to admit. I need to work off the funk.”  
 
    “Hmph.” Mad Dog’s right beside me, so his response rings the loudest. “I doubt it’s the hospital stay causing the funk.”  
 
    “Can it,” I snap, glaring at his petulant self. “I know where this is going, and I’m not interested in a repeat every time we gather together. What’s done is fucking done, and that’s it. It’s over.” I pass my eyes over every motherfucker at the table, making sure they get my message. “Does anyone else have any-fucking-thing to say on this subject before I close it for good?”  
 
    “When will I be getting my new Harley?” Justice asks, bypassing talk of Randi in favor of his own needs.  
 
    “Check around craigslist and see what they have,” I say, knowing this is something I need to do. It relates to her, so it’s a box that needs checking off. “I’m prepared to spend a chunk of change to replace yours.” 
 
    “That works for me.”  
 
    “Anything else?” I ask, looking over them. “This is the last fucking call. If you pass it up now, your chance is gone.”  
 
    “Fine,” Wyndall says, throwing up his hand. “What about her security? She’s refused to move into the apartment you rented and we’re barely even keeping up with her anymore. She’s spiraling. Besides the diner, I heard she showed out at The Country Barn over the weekend.”   
 
    “She lives with Rodney, and he’s promised to keep an eye on her,” I retort, not appreciating that he took me up on the offer to continue discussing anything Randi. “As for spiraling, I saw her today, and she seemed fine.”  
 
    “It’s true.” Mad Dog snickers, the sick motherfucker that he is.  
 
    “Still.” Wyndall shakes his head. “What if something did happen to her? Imagine how that would make you feel.”  
 
    I blow out a breath, ready to be done with this shit once and for all. “Then keep an eye on her, Wyndall.” I shove my finger toward him. “You worry about that, and don’t fucking report to me.” I brush my hand over my face, my frustration mounting. “I know you guys think I’m being cruel, but I’m hurting too. I don’t like this shit either, but I’m committed to it. It’s been long enough now that it’s time to move on … for both of us. The less I know about her life, the better.”  
 
    “If you say so.” He kicks back in his chair, seemingly satisfied with my answer. “You do you, and I’ll make sure she’s being looked after.”  
 
    “Good. Anyone else?” My glare tells them not to open their fucking mouths. “When’s the next drug shipment scheduled to come through?”  
 
    “Next week,” Tank says, shrugging.  
 
    “I got a call about being security for an ammo shipment,” Jameson says when he sees my disappointment. “It’s not a done deal, but I can probably make it happen.”  
 
    “When?”  
 
    “Day after tomorrow.”  
 
    “What about your shoulder?” Mad Dog asks, ever the watchful VP. “I’m not sure a security gig is the right move right now.”  
 
    “I can shoot with both hands,” I say, brushing off his concerns. “And I need this.”  
 
    He stares at me a long beat before finally nodding. “I get it, man. I really do, but I can’t let you risk your life to run away from the pain. It won’t do any of us no good.”  
 
    “It’s a good fucking thing you don’t get a say,” I snap, turning to Jameson. “Make it happen.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX
Another Option 
 
      
 
    Randi 
 
    “Tabitha, wait up,” Leslie calls as he rushes past me. I slip into an empty patient room just as she’s turning to him. “I’m sorry to do this, but something has come up and I’m hoping you can do the house calls today?” 
 
    “Alone?” she asks, and it doesn’t feel like a common occurrence.  
 
    “You know the correct exercises for all of our clients,” he replies. It sounds like he’s playing her to get what he wants in my opinion, but who the fuck cares? “There are only three patients to see this afternoon anyway.”  
 
    “And those would be?”  
 
    I peek around the corner as she crosses her arms and lifts her shoulders. The tone of her voice is more confident now, as if she’s on to his game.  
 
    “Why, your favorite, of course.” This asshole is slick.  
 
    “Enzo?” Tabitha says, and the hairs on my arm stand at attention. “I thought he was scheduled for tomorrow afternoon.”  
 
    “He was,” Leslie replies. “But I swapped some things around once I realized I wouldn’t be able to accompany you today. I thought it’d make you more agreeable.”  
 
    She rolls her eyes, and I slip back behind the wall so she doesn’t catch me gawking. “I would’ve agreed no matter who the clients were.”  
 
    “But now you’ll enjoy it.” His voice is all smarmy sounding, and I throw up in my mouth.  
 
    “Whatever,” she responds, huffing. “We still have two more patients to see this morning, so I suggest we quit standing around and get back to work.”  
 
    “The student turning into the teacher,” he taunts. “I like it.”  
 
    Their voices fade as they walk farther down the hall, and I take several deep breaths. I’m over him. He means nothing to me. Who nurses him back to health is none of my business. After doing the best I can to convince myself of the lie, I step out of the room.  
 
    “Whoa there,” a voice says, and strong arms keep me from colliding right into the body attached to them.  
 
    I look first to broad shoulders that are covered by a white coat. But confusion settles in because none of the doctors at this hospital have such a deep, rich voice. My curious gaze continues upward to land on a pair of sparkling sky-blue eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say, but I’m still a little out of sorts. “I was just …”  
 
    “It’s not a problem,” he says, and damn, there’s that voice again. “In fact, I should probably introduce myself.” He releases me and holds out his hand. “I’m Doctor Beck, but you may call me Reagan.”  
 
    “Nice to meet you, Doctor.” I shake his hand like a nut, suddenly nervous and shit. “I’m Nurse Dawson, but you can call me Randi.”  
 
    “Walk with me, Randi,” he says, motioning up the hallway, and I follow because why not? “Tell me about yourself—what floor you work on and those type things.”  
 
    “Uh.” I pause, remembering who I am. “Why don’t you tell me about yourself, since I’ve never even heard of you before now? You’d think if a hot new doctor was joining the staff, I’d know it before his arrival.”  
 
    “You think I’m hot?”  
 
    “That’s not what I said.”  
 
    He chuckles, and it’s this confident, happy sound. “You said hot new doctor.”  
 
    “That’s not the right kind of hot,” I say, pausing to rake my eyes over him. “Though …”  
 
    This time, he tosses his head back and this beautiful, full chortle echoes down the hallway. “I think I’m going to enjoy working with you, Randi Dawson.”  
 
    “Ditto.” I smirk, lifting a brow. “After I confirm that you actually work here.”  
 
    I leave him standing in the hallway, gaping at my back. For the first time in the past three weeks, I feel something other than bleak and depressed. For a few simple minutes, Doctor Beck made me forget all the ugly, including the newly learned tidbit about Tabitha doing house calls. Maybe a new friend is just what’s needed to clear out the cobwebs, never mind that he’s easy on the eyes. 
 
    “Did you see the new doctor today?” Rhonda asks as we get ready to clock out for the day.  
 
    “I did,” I reply, hoping to play it coy.  
 
    “Oh my god,” she says, sounding way too excited. “I can already tell this is going to be juicy. Spill, sister.”  
 
    I try to play it off. “It was nothing. I just ran into him on the third floor earlier today.”  
 
    Her eyes widen, and I shrink away from her crazy. “That was you?”  
 
    “You heard about it?” I’m dumbfounded as I shove my timecard back into its slot. “It was no more than a three-minute interaction, tops.”  
 
    “Apparently, it was enough,” she says, spinning on me as she shoves her own card into the slot below mine. “Sierra overheard Brie and Lottie talking about it. They’d overheard Doctor Beck telling Doctor Bradshaw, but they couldn’t figure out who the nurse was. Of course, they were jealous.”  
 
    “Good grief.” My head spins at all the he said/they said bullshit. “Why they’d be jealous of some unnamed nurse is beyond me, but more fucking power to them.” 
 
    “He’s cute,” she says, changing the topic.  
 
    “He is,” I agree as we grab our things and head out of the hospital and into the parking lot. “He has a great voice, too. It’s this deep, husky sound. It’s pleasing to the ears.”  
 
    “That’s nice to know,” Doctor Beck says from behind us.  
 
    “Don’t let it go to your head,” I say, spinning to walk backward. “I also think Homer Simpson has a great voice.”  
 
    “Sure you do.” He winks as he veers off toward his own car.  
 
    “What the hell was that, Randi?” Rhonda asks, excitement brewing in her eyes.  
 
    “I’m not sure.” I hit the unlock button on my key fob. “But whatever it is, it feels easy and that’s what I need right now.”  
 
    “And it’s exactly what you deserve,” she says, grabbing my arm to stop us from going our separate ways. “You know you won me in the split, but maybe Enzo’s right.” I go to jerk away, not wanting to hear anything, good or bad, about Enzo Stone right now, but she holds fast. “No. You need to hear this. It’s time you give him what he wants. At the very least, you should explore the possibilities.”  
 
    “I don’t think I’m ready yet,” I say, and just as the words are out, the passing Mercedes toots the horn. I shake my head, my cheeks heating. “Okay, maybe I could be. I don’t know.”  
 
    “Just promise me you won’t be closed off to the idea,” she says, tapping her foot.  
 
    “Fine.” I shrug one shoulder. “We’ll see.”  
 
    “That’s all I ask.”  
 
    She doesn’t bother me about it anymore, but over the next week and a half, she keeps me in her sights. The hospital is one giant gossip factory, so every time Reagan and I speak, the entire nosy nursing staff knows about it. It’s like they’ve all made it their mission to push us together as often as possible.  
 
    And don’t get me wrong. I like spending time with him. He makes me laugh, and the flirting is a huge ego boost after … I take a deep breath and squash the melancholy. No. I refuse to spend another second angry over or at Enzo. He made his choice, so maybe it’s high time I make mine.  
 
    “Reagan,” I call, leaving Rhonda and hurrying to catch him at the end of our shift on a late Saturday evening. “Wait up.”  
 
    He stops, turning to me with a smile. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”  
 
    I fall into step beside him, wanting to get as far away from prying eyes and ears as possible. “I thought you might be hungry.”  
 
    “I am,” he says, glancing my way. “Did you have something in mind?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” I look at him from beneath my lashes. “Did you?”  
 
    He laughs, and god, the sound is so fucking delightful. “Oh, I see.” He stops and faces me. “Randi Dawson, is this your way of asking me on a date?”  
 
    “I thought you were asking me.”  
 
    “I am.” He winks and leans in. “Please say you’ll have dinner with me.”  
 
    “I prefer to call it sharing a table at the diner.” My heart picks up speed, thundering against my ribcage as I go through with this insane plan.  
 
    “It’s a date.” His eyes twinkle with joy.  
 
    “Uh.” My breath lodges in my throat. “Meet you there.”  
 
    I turn and hurry to my car, cursing myself the entire way. I’m suddenly not so sure this is a good idea. I sit and go back and forth, wavering between going at it full force and running like the coward I am. My hand shakes as I finally shift my car in reverse, my thoughts chaotic. I could totally skip out, drive right past the diner, and bury my head in the sand at work tomorrow.  
 
    But as I shift into drive, Rhonda catches my eye. She’s standing at the rear of her car, directly in my line of view—on purpose, no doubt—and smiling like a fucking nutcase. And even though she looks slightly deranged, her message is coming across loud and clear.  
 
    She’s proud of me.  
 
    And somehow, that makes me proud too. I press the pedal, eager now to follow through with my spur-of-the-moment craziness. Butterflies flutter for the entire trip, but when I pull into the lot and see Reagan standing beside his car, I instinctively smile.  
 
    He’s handsome and … easy.  
 
    There’s no reason in the world why I shouldn’t enjoy this—his attention. It’s been almost a month since I was thrown out like trash, and my attempts to rectify it were shot down in flames. Fuck him for forcing me to move on. Fuck Enzo Stone for walking into my life and ripping it to shreds.  
 
    “Hey there,” he says as I step out of my car. “I was beginning to wonder if you were still coming.”  
 
    “I said yes, didn’t I?”  
 
    “Okay.” He holds up his hands. “I was just making an observation.”  
 
    I stop in front of him and lean up on my tip toes. “This is not the way to earn a second date.”  
 
    “Point taken.” He chuckles, motioning toward the diner. “Maybe you’ll give me a second chance inside?”  
 
    I purse my lips as I look over him. His light blue eyes shine in the dim evening lighting from the sinking sun. His dark hair is cropped in a doctor-respectable style, but his front bangs stick up and out at an angle, hinting that he’s even cooler than he seems. He’s tall too and broad, the perfect rebound.  
 
    “Don’t bet on it,” I tease as his large hand spans across my back. “I’m a tough sell.”  
 
    “Don’t I know it.” He pulls open the door and guides us inside.  
 
    If Amy is shocked to see me, she doesn’t let on. A smile is plastered on her face. “Find a seat, and I’ll be over shortly.”  
 
    I take the lead then, grabbing his hand and dragging him back to the far corner booth. The red vinyl has seen better days, but the shiny new tabletops and fresh paint job on the walls mark the first improvements in this place for as long as I can remember.  
 
    I push him into the booth and take a seat across from him before it dawns on me how rude it was. “Shit. Sorry,” I say, giving him an apologetic shrug. “I just know this place, this town so well that I thought it’d be best if we hunkered down back here. I hope that’s okay?”  
 
    “Sure.” He glances behind me at what I’m sure are all the leering eyes. “We wouldn’t want the town to talk. Not just yet anyway.”  
 
    A small giggle slips out. “Yeah, it’s too late for that.” 
 
    “Oh, good.” He winks. 
 
    I shake my head. “I have a feeling you’re enjoying my possible discomfort just a teensy bit too much.”  
 
    His smile lessens then, his expression sobering. “I’d never derive enjoyment from your discomfort. Sure, I love teasing you, but …” He trails off, weighing his next words. “People talk, Randi. I know you’re fresh off a relationship and the last thing you need is another asshole. I just like seeing you smile.”  
 
    My mouth pops open, ready to tell this motherfucker where he can go, but for some reason, the words won’t leave my lips. It’s probably because he looks so sweet and adorable, innocent even, as he sits there and awaits my judgment.  
 
    Amy chooses that exact moment to interrupt. “Good evening, folks. Randi, it’s good to see you again. Have you two decided on anything?”  
 
    Reagan looks from her to our menus that are still in their holder against the wall. “I think we’re going to need another minute.”  
 
    “Why don’t I get you drinks while you look them over?”  
 
    “I’m not sure if we’ll be staying,” he says, looking for me to confirm or deny.  
 
    My anger deflates, and I offer a small smile. “Drinks would be great, Amy.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN
Cold, Hard reality 
 
      
 
    Enzo 
 
    “Fuck,” I growl, shots of pain ricocheting down my spine as Tabitha rotates my shoulder. “That shit hurts.”  
 
    “But it’s still bearable, yes?” She quirks a brow.  
 
    “Just fucking barahhhh.” I hiss as she finishes the rotation and gently brings it down into place. “Damn. I think you’re pushing me a little harder today.”  
 
    “Well,” she says, grabbing the putty stuff and closing my fist around it, “I think you want to be in tip-top shape more than most.” She tilts her head to my hand. “Do a few reps while your shoulder muscles rest.”  
 
    “Damn right I do,” I reply, opening and closing my fist around the putty. It’s a soothing exercise, one I’ve come to enjoy. “In my line of work, I need both my arms.” 
 
     “Have you been able to ride?” she asks, holding out her hand for the putty.  
 
    “I have, but it was painful as fuck.” I reposition for the next exercise. We’ve done this plenty of times, so I know the routine by heart. “That’s something else that needs to go away. Pronto.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, but even after you regain full motion of your shoulder, I can’t promise riding won’t still give you trouble for a while,” she says, grabbing my arm and slowly bringing it up and over my head. “It’s the constant position that will be the issue, not the actual using the arm.” 
 
    “What? You think just holding the handlebars is going to be a problem?” At her nod, I say, “Fuck that. That wimp shit is for pussies. I can handle a little burn.”  
 
    “Maybe you can.”  
 
    “Aggh.” I grunt, the stretching of my shoulder blade causes it to throb, but I breathe through that shit just to prove my fucking point. “See? No fucking problem.”  
 
    She laughs and stretches it a bit more, causing me to grimace. “I have no doubt you’ll push through it. I was just warning that it’d be something you’ll have to deal with.” She releases and brings my arm back down, rotating my shoulder one slow round before pushing my arm up and back over my head. “Did you ride the Harley on your trip?”  
 
    Since returning home, I’ve been hitting club business full speed ahead. When there isn’t a deal on the table to keep me occupied, I create one. Focusing on the future helps to keep me from dwelling on the past. Every time I allow myself to slip into those memories, I turn into a pathetic man with no real purpose. A man who had something great and threw it all away. But all I have to do is lock those memories away and remind myself that she’s safe without me to complicate her life.   
 
    I’ve been in and out of town so much these past few weeks that Leslie has plain given up and left Tabitha to fit herself into my schedule. Now, our appointments can be at any time of the day or night, and I’m pretty fucking thankful she’s willing to put up with my shit. I need her if I’m going to completely put this shit behind me.  
 
    “Nah.” I shake my head. “I rode it into town for the hell of it and realized my mistake before I attempted a longer run.”  
 
    “That’s good.” She brings my arm down again and touches my side. “Let’s move to the pulley. Have you used it any when I’m not around?” 
 
    “Not really, but I have been doing the stretches every night before I crawl into bed.” I lead her down the hall and into my bedroom. The pulley is attached so I can use it from inside. “How many reps?”  
 
    “Let’s start with just one set of ten and go from there,” she says, moving off to the side to watch. “I know it hurt last time, so we may need to ease into it a little more.”  
 
    “Or we could push harder.” I look at her with a lifted brow.  
 
    “Maybe,” she says, her eyes on the R that graces my right pec, “but you don’t want to risk exacerbating the issue either.”  
 
    “I guess.” I turn back to the door, my shoulder aching with each pull, but I push through it until I reach ten. I rotate my arm. “That felt all right. Much fucking better than the other day.”  
 
    “Good.” She smirks. “Give me ten more, then.” I stretch the pulley, counting silently in my head when Tabitha speaks again. “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    I glance at her, and the lead question alone tells me I’m not going to like where this is going. “You can ask.”  
 
    Two. 
 
    Three.  
 
    “What gives with Randi?” I ignore her nosy ass. “Come on, Enzo. It’s the least you owe me.”  
 
    Six. 
 
    Seven. 
 
    “I don’t owe you shit.”  
 
    Eight. 
 
    “Okay, not technically, but she attacked me at the diner,” she says, lifting the bitch brow. “And I happen to know you still love her, so what gives? How can you just walk away from a relationship like the one you had? Besides the fact that by doing that, you took two years of her life and tossed them down the drain.”  
 
    I release the pulley and spin to her, jabbing my pointer finger her way. “This is none of your fucking business.”  
 
    “I realize that,” she says, lifting her shoulders to stand just a smidge taller. “But, as your friend, I think I’ve earned the right to ask.” My mouth pops open to deny her bullshit friend line, but she snaps up her palm before I can say shit. “Don’t even try it. We have become friends, whether you’re willing to admit it or not.”  
 
    “Probably,” I snarl, snatching the pulley down for another round of ten. “But this subject is off limits, even to the guys in my MC, so I’m definitely not discussing it with you.”  
 
    “But maybe I’m exactly who you need to discuss it with,” she reasons, holding up her palms when I glare at her fucking ass. “Hear me out. I didn’t know you two, aside from that incident at the college, so I’d be a great person to explain to.”  
 
    “Why the fuck do you think I need to explain it at all?”  
 
    Four.  
 
    Five. 
 
    “Well, it’s obvious you’re still pining over her.”  
 
    Six.  
 
    “I don’t think it’s very fucking obvious at all, since I’m not.”  
 
    “But you are,” she says as I hit nine in my count. “Any normal red-blooded man would’ve ogled me at least once by now.”  
 
    I fucking snort, releasing the pulley. “Maybe you’re not as attractive as you think you are.”  
 
    She huffs a laugh, trailing her fingers up to the V of her scrubs and brushing along the hem. “We both know that’s a lie.”  
 
    “Fine.” I go to the bathroom and grab a hand towel to wipe the sweat from my brow and chest before grabbing a tee from the floor and sniffing it. “It’s not a secret that I’d kill for Randi.” 
 
    “Wow.” Her eyes widen. “Is that a confession?”  
 
    “Do you want to become an accomplice after the fact?” I chuckle, pulling the shirt over my head. “In all seriousness, I love that girl more than I love myself, which is why I broke it off.”  
 
    “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”  
 
    “Not if staying with her could one day cost me her life,” I reply, straight the fuck up. “If it wasn’t already obvious, the life I lead is a dangerous one.”  
 
    “And you love her too much to endanger her?” She crosses her arms over her chest.  
 
    “Right.”  
 
    “But not enough to leave the MC?”  
 
    “That’s not fucking fair,” I bark, taking two steps in her direction. “The Dirty Lions are for fucking life, and Randi understands that.” 
 
    “Does she?” She spins, going toward the door but pausing before she exits. “Because I highly doubt she expected you’d one day leave her in favor of a gang of men on bikes.”  
 
    She doesn’t allow me to respond to that shit, instead swinging around so hard her red hair flies out behind her as she storms from the room and out of the clubhouse. I think I may even hear her spin tires on the concrete outside, but that could be my imagination. Who knew Tabitha had it in her? She just went all in and made me feel like a fucking douche.  
 
    I’ve always known sending Randi away like I did wasn’t the nicest way, but I thought a clean cut was the best for both of us. Now, I’m not so sure. Maybe she did deserve a better explanation. Hell, maybe I should’ve contemplated a choice that didn’t revolve around breaking up with her at all.  
 
    Fuck! 
 
    That familiar weight builds on my chest, and taking a breath becomes a work in patience. The grief over the pushing away of my love threatens to bury me, and I want to curl into a ball and cry from the sheer magnitude of the loss I feel. I dredge the images from that day to the forefront of my mind, each one hurting me more than the last as I cruelly had her escorted from my room. And then I did it again only a few days later.  
 
    Tears roll down my cheeks, and I angrily wipe them away, refusing to back down after all this time. You did the right thing, the only thing you could, I say in a firm voice. It’s not very convincing, but I made this mess, and I intend to see it through.  
 
    A tap on the door brings me from my Tabitha-imposed pity party, and Wyndall peeks his head around the edge. “Was that the physical therapist who just left, burning rubber?”  
 
    “Yeah.” I flop to the edge of the bed, my entire demeanor downtrodden. “We got into an argument.”  
 
    “An argument?” He sounds incredulous. “Did she hit on you or something?”  
 
    “I fucking wish.” I snort. “It would’ve been easier.”  
 
    “I’m not following.”  
 
    I lift my eyes to his. “About Randi.”  
 
    “Why are you arguing with your physical therapist about Randi?” He moves over and takes a seat beside me. “I thought her name was off limits in the clubhouse.”  
 
    “It is, but you know women.” I pick at the hem of my basketball shorts. “They like to talk, and Tabitha thinks we’ve become friends.” 
 
    His points twitch. “Tabitha, eh? I guess maybe you are friends if you’re calling her by her first name.” 
 
    “I guess,” I hedge, my stomach aching as I think back through the convo. “But she asked a question that no one else has had the nerve to pose.”  
 
    “Such as …”  
 
    “Why did I chose the MC over Randi,” I reply, the words coming out cold and dead.  
 
    “Shit,” he hisses, angling toward me. “She’s a smart one, that Tabitha.”  
 
    I chuckle, even though that shit isn’t funny. “Or incredibly stupid.”  
 
    “Looks like she made you think.”  
 
    “Yeah,” I say, my chest constricting.  
 
    “How about I give you more to think about?” he says, rushing on. “Since you brought it up and all.”  
 
    “You’re in luck,” I say on a sigh. “I might be willing to listen just this once.”  
 
    “It’s not good, Enzo.” 
 
    At the tone of his voice, my eyes snap to his, questioning. “Lay it on me, Wyndall.”  
 
    “She’s seeing someone.”  
 
    It’s like all the air in the room disappears, and drawing a breath becomes impossible. The weight on my chest bears down even harder, and I gasp for air. It burns as it enters, and my lungs light on fire when they’re full. An inferno is sweeping its way through my body, and when it reaches my heart, I explode in fury.  
 
    I’m up from the bed, throwing, punching, kicking. Anything in my way gets obliterated. I know I’m being an irrational psycho because this is exactly what I wanted, but I can’t stop myself from losing my shit at the complete emptiness I feel inside. It’s like there’s this dark hole and it’s spinning out of control. I want to jump in and let it consume me at the same time as I need to fight against the pull. 
 
    “Enzo,” Wyndall says, putting himself between me and the dresser I just toppled. “Calm the fuck down. This is getting you nowhere.”  
 
    “Well it feels fucking good.”  
 
    “Until you have to clean that shit up later.”  
 
    “Lucky for me, I don’t need a dresser anymore since Randi’s no longer here to put away my shit.” I turn away from him, pulling at my hair. “Tell me more.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    I settle back onto the bed and bury my face in my hands. “Yeah. I need to hear this.”  
 
    “It’s been going on for a few weeks,” he starts, and I glare at this motherfucker. “Calm down. You’re the one who made talk of her off limits, so that shit’s on you.”  
 
    “Whatever.” I wave him off, my eyes back on the carpet. “I don’t know why you bothered coming to me now, then.”  
 
    “Because they had breakfast at the diner this morning.”  
 
    “Did they come in one car or two?”  
 
    “I’m not sure. They left before I did, but Randi wasn’t in her scrubs.”  
 
    “So?”  
 
    “They usually have dinner or the occasional lunch,” he says, his eyes filled with pity. “They walked in together, and it’s awfully early to be meeting up unless …”  
 
    He leaves it hanging, but his insinuation is clear. “Unless they spent the night together.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT
Tragic Parody 
 
      
 
    Randi 
 
    “Tell me about your day,” Reagan says just after Amy delivers our plates. “I heard one of those high school boys was hitting on you in the ER.” His eyes are twinkling with mischief. “I also heard you gave him the smack-down when he tried to touch your breasts.”  
 
    “You’re damn right I did.” I bark a laugh. “The little fucker was high on pain killers, so I didn’t hurt him too badly.”  
 
    His laugh is so deep and sexy I want to jump in and wallow around in the sound. “That’s good. Wouldn’t want my girlfriend to get arrested for child abuse.”  
 
    “Is that what I am?” I hold my breath, unsure if I want him to say yes or no. “Your girlfriend?”  
 
    “Do you want to be?” he counters, his bright eyes challenging.  
 
    We’re locked in a stare-down as I sit mute. I don’t know if I want to be his girlfriend or not, if I’m capable of taking on that role. There’s still this giant gaping hole inside me that he fills only a tiny fraction, but anything is better than nothing at all. I know if I let him go, my days will be darker, but is that enough?  
 
    His beeper goes off, ending the tense quiet. “It’s okay,” he says softly as he reaches for it. “We don’t have to be defined.”  
 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t have left me a choice,” I shoot back, irritated with myself for being unable to take this step on my own.  
 
    “I have to go.” He sighs. “They need me at the hospital.” He reaches across and places his large, warm hand on mine. “Don’t let this conversation get inside your head and push you away from me. I’m willing to wait as long as it takes to be more than your rebound.”  
 
    Jesus.  
 
    He’s so fucking great.   
 
    “I’m not sure I deserve that level of devotion, but thanks.” My cheeks burn. “You go. I’ll take care of the tab.”  
 
    He gets up and comes around, leaning down to land a slow kiss on the corner of my mouth. “See you tomorrow at the hospital.”  
 
    I sigh as I watch him leave, a jumble of emotions battling in my gut. Things have progressed slowly between Reagan and me, but I like this pace. It leaves me room to mourn what I lost while also trying to move forward at the same time. Getting over Enzo is an almost im-fucking-possible task, but Reagan is slowly helping.  
 
    “Hey, hon,” Amy says as she slides into the seat Reagan just vacated. “I hope it’s okay for me to bother you?”  
 
    She looks nervous. “Um, sure.”  
 
    We haven’t talked since my attack on Tabitha, aside from ordering food, so I’m curious as to why she’s approaching me at all. I’ve always liked Amy as who she is: the older waitress at the diner who’s kind to everyone, but heart to hearts have never been our forte. And the expression on her face tells me that’s what we’re about to have.  
 
    “What are you doing, Randi?” she asks, causing my brows to rise. “Why would you use the doctor like this? He seems like a nice guy, but it’s obvious you feel nothing but friendship for him.”  
 
    “Excuse me?” That was the last thing I expected her to say. “Are you accusing me of something?”  
 
    “Well, someone has to say it,” she challenges, wringing her work-worn hands on the table. “If you liked him and wanted a real relationship with him, you wouldn’t bring him here of all places. You know Wyndall’s my guy and all of this is getting back to Enzo. I know he hurt you, but”—she pauses, leaning in—“do you want that doctor brought into the middle of you two?”  
 
    “To be perfectly fucking honest,” I say, leaning in to match her position. “Enzo hasn’t crossed my damn mind. As a matter of fact, until you just mentioned his name, I’d forgotten he even exists.” I sit back, glaring at her ass. “I come here because I’ve always come here, long before those fucking Dirty assholes landed in town.”  
 
    “Please, Randi,” she says. “No one is stupid enough to believe you aren’t still brooding over Enzo Stone. Look at you.” I internally wince, hoping she doesn’t catch it. She barrels on, waving her hand toward me. “You’ve lost weight and you have dark circles under your eyes.”  
 
    “Did you ever consider those thing could be from working my ass off at the hospital?” I cross my arms in a huff. “This working for a living thing was new to me, so it’s taken me a minute to get settled into it, but I’ve found my feet now.”  
 
    “No, I didn’t consider those things because I know they aren’t the reason,” she says, shaking her head. “Look, I get it. He’s a stupid man who did a stupid thing, but we both know he’s going to come to his senses eventually. Why would you drag someone else into the middle of it?” 
 
    “There is no it,” I snap, standing. “Did you ever stop and think that maybe Reagan is reminding me what life could be like without all the danger Enzo brings?” I press my palms against the tabletop, leaning in. “It may have killed me when he sent me away, but I’m beginning to see his point. I have a good life now, a good man wants to be with me, so I see no reason to give Enzo Stone another fucking thought.”  
 
    I toss a twenty onto the table and turn, running smack dab into a chest, and it isn’t the one that belongs to my new doctor friend. No. This is one I know as well as I do my own body. It’s all muscles and steel and wrapped in leather. It’s comfort and love, pain and anger, heartache and regret. It’s the man I don’t want to see and the man I yearn for at the same time.  
 
    “Excuse me,” I say, hurrying to pass him. 
 
    My heart slams against my ribcage like the heavy beat of a drum, thundering louder and louder. My mind is spinning as I move as far away as I can get. He must’ve heard what I said, and I war with myself over whether that was a good or bad thing. On one hand, it’s out there, even if it is a lie. I’d rather him think that than know the truth and be a smug son of a bitch because of it. On the other, what if Amy is right? What if he is going to come to his senses and end this tragic parody? Do I want that? Will I welcome him back now, after so many weeks of pretending I don’t exist?  
 
    “Randi,” he calls as I move across the parking lot. I pick up the pace. “Wait. Please.”  
 
    I almost trip at the insistence in his tone, but I collect myself and pick up even more speed. Just as I pull open the door to my Audi, footsteps echo behind me and a large, talented hand reaches out and slams it closed. I can feel the heat from his body, but heavy breaths are the only sound as we both consider our next move.  
 
    Finding my courage, I spin, only he’s closer than I realized—too fucking close. I react without thought, placing my palms against his chest and shoving with all my might. He stumbles back three steps, but it’s mostly because he’s too stunned by my actions. I’ve never rebuked him, and the shock is clear in his eyes.  
 
    “What could you possibly have to say to me?” I lift my chin, unwilling to let his appearance get to me. “You made yourself clear in the hospital.”  
 
    “Maybe I was wrong,” he mumbles, looking at me with those blond waves blowing in the breeze.  
 
    I want to wrap my fists in them and yank his lips to mine, but I won’t. He did this. “It’s too fucking late now.”  
 
    “Because you have a boyfriend?” he counters, slipping his hands into his jean pockets.  
 
    “Oh, that’s what this is about?” I say, realization dawning. “The whole bit with Amy was all about giving you time to make your big move?” I take a step back, wrapping my arms around my midsection to hold myself together. “You don’t want to fucking be with me, but the idea of me moving on is causing some kind of misplaced possessiveness to surface?” I reach for my door handle again. “Don’t waste your fucking time, Enzo. I’ve already moved on.”  
 
    “I don’t fucking believe you,” he challenges, stepping closer. His breath blows against my hair. “You’ve only found a cheap fucking replacement.”  
 
    What’s so bad is he’s right. Reagan will never be to me what Enzo was, but for some reason, his words ring hollow. Sure, he knows they’re true, but I bet it’s more about his ego than him changing his mind about anything. I release the door handle and turn to him. We’re so close the wind is lifting the scent of his shampoo and carrying it straight into my nose. It’s hard to face him, but I need to know the truth.  
 
    “So what are you saying?” I ask, softening my voice. “Are you ready to put the past six weeks behind us and pretend none of it ever happened?” He hesitates ten fucking seconds too long, and I scoff. “That’s exactly what I thought.”  
 
    From the corner of my eye, I catch sight of a familiar silver Mercedes returning to the lot. I don’t know why he’s here, but I’m thankful for it. I’ve been holding back, but it’s high time I stop that shit. Ever since the moment I met him, Reagan has done nothing but lift me up, even now as he returns to be my backbone without realizing he’s doing it.  
 
    It’s time I stake my claim.  
 
    Enzo Stone, the sexy motherfucker that he is, doesn’t want me, and he’s only here because someone else does. It hurts. Badly. But that’s no way to live, and I’m Randi Fucking Dawson. I don’t take that shit from anyone.  
 
    I smirk at the Lion who’s no longer mine and back away, scurrying around the front of my car to meet Reagan’s as he pulls into a spot two spaces over. For some sick reason, I make sure Enzo is paying attention before I grab Reagan by his collar and drag his lips down to connect with mine.  
 
    It’s our first real kiss, and I’m so enraged at Enzo that I put everything I have into it. Reagan’s lips are soft and firm at the same time, and there’s nothing tentative about his response. It’s like he’s been waiting his whole life for this, and he dives in with all of himself. He can’t help that it’s not enough, but I don’t let on. I pretend it’s the greatest kiss of my life.  
 
    I pretend to hurt him. 
 
    Even though I’ll only end up hurting someone else. Maybe Amy is right and Reagan’s too good to drag into this ugly war, but I’m too selfish to release him. Right now, I need him like the air I breathe, so for a single moment, I forget my past and the man that prompted me to fall so recklessly into these safe arms.  
 
    I allow myself to imagine a new future, one that doesn’t contain Enzo Stone. The picture ebbs and flows behind my lids, much like the way our kiss deepens and softens. I let go of all my anger and just feel for a brief period of time, and it’s beautiful. His tongue caresses and twirls with mine, sending tingles racing down my spine. It’s been so long since I’ve enjoyed anything this much, but the sad truth is, it’s still not enough.  
 
    The backs of my eyeballs burn as we break apart, and I plaster on a smile that I don’t mean. “Wow,” I say, almost choking on the word. “That was …” I leave it hanging because I’m afraid of what I might say.  
 
    He’s an amazing man and an amazing kisser, but he simply isn’t him—the one whose bike kicks to life somewhere in the periphery and tears from the lot. Moisture collects, but I refuse to let it fall, discreetly turning to swipe at my eyes.  
 
    “Hey,” Reagan says softly, tilting my chin toward him. “I take it that was him?” I nod, afraid I’ll burst into tears if I speak. “I don’t mind being used.”  
 
    I shake my head. “It’s not fair.”  
 
    “Who cares about fair?” he says with a shrug. “I care about you, and that asshole obviously hurt you.”  
 
    “Not enough, apparently.” I’m so fucking angry, but it’s more at myself for not being able to let go. “You deserve better than me, better than how I just treated you.”  
 
    “I felt it, Randi,” he says passionately. “For a small amount of time, you weren’t putting on a show. You were kissing me and only me. You may not be ready for that again right now, but I think you will be one day.”  
 
    “And until then?” Guilt collects in my gut and twists into a knot. “What do we do?”  
 
    “What we’ve been doing.” He smiles, and the knot loosens. “I’m good with slow and steady.” 
 
    “And if I never get there?” 
 
    “Then I still got to spend my time with the coolest nurse in town.”   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
Dream Enzo 
 
      
 
    Enzo 
 
    “Damn, man,” one of those fuckers I chose over my life says as he settles beside me on the sofa. The neck of a nearly empty whiskey bottle is clutched tightly in my fist and my chin rests on my chest. “You gonna let me help you to bed?”  
 
    “Leave me,” I mumble, drowning in my own self-pity. “I don’t deserve her.” I hiccup. “I mean help. I don’t deserve help.”  
 
    “Sure you do,” the voice says as the person it belongs to stands and tries to tug me with him. “Come on, Enzo. Help me out here.”  
 
    My head swims with alcohol and nostalgia as I heave myself from the couch and nearly dive headfirst into the carpet, but this annoying fuck is here to keep me upright. I’m not even sure which one it is, but at this point, they’re all the same. A bunch of grown fuckheads that I chose over Randi.  
 
    The worst part is, I didn’t even consider not choosing them. A second option never occurred to me at all, and it’s left me questioning my entire life. And for some fucked up reason, I thought I’d find those answers in the bottom of a whiskey bottle.  
 
    Or maybe it was that kiss.  
 
    The one that shredded my heart and stole my resolve. I fucked up. I know it now, but that doesn’t mean I have a plan to fix it or that I think I should. It just means I’m willing to admit it and punish myself accordingly. It means the ache has returned tenfold, clawing its way inside my chest cavity and wrapping its icy tentacles around my heart.  
 
    I land on the bed in a heap. My muscles are jelly and my soul is fucking broken, but at least I’m no longer delusional. “Thanks,” I mumble to whoever it is that’s pulling off my boots. “You didn’t have to bother.”  
 
    “It’s not a problem,” comes the reply, and then he tugs on my bottle. “I’ll set it right here.” He taps the nightstand, and I reluctantly unclench my hold. “Sleep on your side so you don’t choke if you puke.”  
 
    “Sure thing.”  
 
    I say the words, but as my bedroom door shuts and the light from the hallway dies, all I can think is that it’s about what I deserve—to fucking choke to death in my sleep because I drank myself into a stupor. 
 
    My dreams torment me with Randi’s beautiful full life that I’m no longer a part of. She’s happy and healthy, dating Doctor Douchebag, smiling for that fucker and eventually marrying his smarmy ass. It’s the vision of her rounded stomach that has me sitting up in bed and gasping for breath at six thirty-two in the morning.  
 
    I’m up and into the bathroom like a shot, releasing the sour alcohol from the night before. It’s ten times worse coming up than it was going down, but I deserve exactly this, and she deserves everything my mind is conjuring. After all, the decision not to have kids was because of the MC lifestyle. She can have that now with that fancy fucking prick. All I have to do is keep up this charade, pretend I no longer care.  
 
    As the shower scalds my skin, all I can think is how beautiful she looked in my dreams, swollen with child. Her cheeks were rosy and round, and her smile was miles wide. Her blue eyes sparked with life, and then I imagine it was all aimed at me.  
 
    My cock twitches for the first time since I’ve been home from the hospital. I fist it, leaning against the shower wall and closing my eyes. All I have to do is picture her and it swells to life. The vison changes as I stroke up, then down, up, then down. She appears before me, naked and wet, dropping to her knees.  
 
    Groaning at the scenery playing behind my lids, I imagine the feel of her lips as they wrap around my cock. It’s been so fucking long, but she’d gotten so good that it takes nothing at all to remember how truly skilled she was.  
 
    She takes me down, humming, and my balls tighten as chills race down my spine. Faster and faster she sucks, in and out, swallowing me down. The ball of tension in my groin releases, and I blow my load onto the tile floor.  
 
    My loud, heavy pants bring me back into the present, and ecstasy turns to disgust. This is it—the only type of satisfaction I’ll know. She’s gone. I sent her away like a fucking dumbass prick. I dry heave, but nothing comes up, so I leave the shower behind, unable to face what I just did. 
 
    I stumble from the bathroom and out into the hallway, using the wall as my guide. The strong scent of coffee assaults my senses, and the ache inside me sighs in relief. Wyndall’s already at the table, a cup to his lips.  
 
    “Morning.” He takes a sip and sets the cup on the table before standing. “Have a seat. I’ll get you some. Black?”  
 
    “Yeah.” My voice is gruff as I sink into a chair and rest my aching forehead in my palm. “Thanks.”  
 
    “Rough night?” he asks as he places a coffee and three white pills on the table in front of me.  
 
    “You didn’t witness it firsthand?”  
 
    “I spent the night with Amy.” He cradles his palms around his cup. “Were you so wasted you don’t know who was here?”  
 
    “Maybe,” I say before lifting the pills and tossing them back, followed by a long pull from the coffee. I wince at the taste, but the strong, sharp flavor works its way into my head and begins clearing away the early morning fog. “I was pretty fucked up, but someone hauled my ass to bed.”  
 
    “Amy filled me in on the kiss.” He looks anywhere but at me, and I flinch at the mental image. “What were you doing there anyway?”  
 
    “I don’t fucking know.” I scratch my chin, the four-day-old scruff irritating. “I thought maybe I could talk to her, but she wasn’t very receptive.”  
 
    He snorts into his cup. “What did you expect?”  
 
    “It was stupid, and I realize that. I won’t make that mistake again. Fuck it. Let’s move on.” I’m too irritated to have this discussion, so I bring up the important shit. “I need this doctor checked out. If he’s gonna be with Randi, then I need to know he’s on the up and up.”  
 
    “I’ll have Mikey take care of it.”  
 
    “That’s a start, but I want whatever he finds verified,” I say, tapping the table with my pointer finger. “Follow the paper trail or whatever it takes. I need to know she’ll be taken care of.”  
 
    “Okay,” he says, bobbing his head. “I’ll double check the information personally.”  
 
    “Thanks.” I kill off my coffee and stand, headed for the shower.  
 
    The next few days pass in a blur of club business. I oversee a heroin shipment, procure a weapons deal for Carl, keep my physical therapy appointments, and today, I get a text from Rodney asking me to stop by the department.  
 
    It’s been a minute since we’ve talked, and I hope he has more info on the explosion and how Jackson may have survived. It’s either that or a warning for me to stay the fuck away from his daughter, but that’s a done deal. I learned my lesson the other day, and I’m not sure I could take another one. My heart’s still split open from watching her kiss that pansy motherfucker.  
 
    I pull up and roll my bike back into a spot next to the only cop car in the lot, glancing around before I saunter inside. The lady behind the desk must’ve been expecting me because she motions me right on back to his office. I tap on the door three times before pushing it open and peeking inside.  
 
    The Sheriff rocks forward and motions me forward. “Come in, Enzo. Have a seat.”  
 
    I take in the cramped space that’s dominated by a large, messy desk. Files are strewn everywhere, and accolades hang crooked on the walls, but it’s the tiny square frame sitting lopsided on the corner of his desk that has my hand reaching before I can stop myself.  
 
    “Randi was five there,” Rodney says, sounding all wistful and shit. “Her first school picture.”  
 
    My thumb brushes across her face. Her eyes are bright and excited, her cheeks round and rosy. Her perfect little teeth are on full display as she smiles wide with her head cocked just slightly. Her hair’s a dirty shade of blonde, and it’s slightly stringy, but she’s the cutest thing ever.  
 
    My stomach twists into a knot as I tear my eyes away and put the picture back on his desk, facing away this time. “So what’s up?” I ask, pretending everything is fine when it isn’t. Seeing that picture churned up all the ugly I’m trying to ignore. “You got something for me?”  
 
    “Yeah,” he says, grabbing a file folder and opening it. “I checked into the report from the coroner’s office.” He turns it around and pushes it over in front of me. “They were only able to positively identify remains from four individuals inside the explosion. The rest were presumed dead based on missing person reports filed in the Pacific Shores community in the following days from family and friends. Since they were known club members, all of them were presumed dead.” He sighs, flipping the top sheet to reveal one more. “That’s the missing persons report on Anton Voyer of Del Norte County Septic Service.” It confirms everything I’d hoped wasn’t true. “He was not known to be connected to or presumed dead in the explosion. It’s still an open case.”  
 
    “Are you going to do anything about it?” I lift my eyes from the paper to him.  
 
    “I can’t.” He rocks back, clasping his hand together. “That would be admitting I know more than I’m supposed to.”  
 
    “It says here he has a twelve-year-old daughter.” I tap the sheet. “I’d like to make an anonymous donation, if possible?”  
 
    “I’m sure it can be arranged.”  
 
    “Thanks for looking into it,” I say, standing. “I’ll be in touch with the cash for the girl.” I exit his office, and my phone buzzes just as I hit the parking lot.  
 
    I pull it from my pocket to see a text from Wyndall: Doctor Beck checks out. He’s as clean and neat as you’d want for Randi. He even donates heavily to charity and used to work pro bono in a children’s clinic for the poor. 
 
    Enzo: K  
 
    It’s the only reply I can manage as the words blur and my throat closes. Breathing becomes impossible, and I sway on my feet. My knees buckle, and my Harley is the only reason I don’t faceplant into the concrete. My stomach erupts, and this time it’s nothing but bile and putrid remnants of black coffee.  
 
    What the fuck am I doing?  
 
     I’m approving the love of my life’s next boyfriend like it’s a business transaction and not something that’s shredding my heart into tiny, jagged pieces. I’m pretending it’s okay for her to move on without me when it’s the last fucking thing I want to happen. I’m a goddamn idiot for ever letting her go, and if I have a lick of sense, I’ll make sure she knows all this.  
 
    Determination bursts to life inside me, and I pull my phone back out, my fingers flying over the keys. Is Randi at work today? 
 
    Wyndall’s reply takes about thirty long-ass seconds to come: No. Why? 
 
    Just wondering. 
 
    My leg is thrown over the bike, and it’s kicked to life before I realize I’ve moved. This is wrong for so many reasons, but right now, I have no fucks to give. Randi puts air in my lungs, blood in my veins, the thunder in my heart, and without her, I’m nothing but a broken man living a half life.  
 
    The engine revs as I fly down the highway that leads to her small neighborhood. I don’t know what I’ll say or how I’ll act. I only know that the need to face her is blazing through me like a raging fire, and only laying eyes on her will tamp down the flames. I don’t expect her to be receptive or even nice after what I’ve done to us, but she will listen.  
 
    I’ll give her no choice.  
 
    I’m almost too swamped in purpose to notice the car in the ditch, but a glare from the sun draws my eye, and panic flickers to life inside me. Because not only is a car nose-first down a shallow embankment, but the ass-end of that car is identical to the Audi I bought Randi just last year.  
 
    I slam on the brakes, sending my bike into a skid, but I steer that motherfucker like I’ve never done before, bringing it to an abrupt halt. I drop the kickstand without bothering to shut off the engine, and the first thing I see is a deer down on the shoulder. It’s still moving but unable to get to its feet. I can’t give it more than a fleeting glance, though, because not only does this look like Randi’s car, I now know that it is.  
 
    “Randi,” I scream, sliding down into the ditch. “Please. Please. Please.” I’m chanting the words silently over and over, and when I hear her moan, relief sweeps through me. “Randi.”  
 
    When I lay eyes on her, she’s disoriented but alive with only a trickle of blood on the side of her head. “Jesus.” 
 
    I grab the handle to her door and yank it open. The hinges protest due to the fender being crammed backward, but I’m just strong enough to get it open far enough to reach inside. I’m running on pure instinct now, needing to get her out of the car and into my arms so I can look her over. I reach for the clasp to her seatbelt and push out a breath when it releases with ease.  
 
    “Come on, babe,” I say, shoving one arm behind her back and the other beneath her legs. My shoulder burns from the stress, but that motherfucker could fall off right now, and I’d have no fucks to give. Randi needs me to be strong for her. “I got you.”  
 
    She doesn’t resist—thank fuck—and I get her out of the car and laid onto the grassy slope. She winces, lifting her arm to block out the sun. “Enzo?” she asks, her perfect brows puckering. “Is that really you?”  
 
    I smirk, so fucking happy she’s okay. “Of course it is, babe. You know I’d never let anything happen to you.”  
 
    “Oh, it’s dream Enzo,” she says, heaving a deep sigh. “Real Enzo doesn’t say things like that. Not anymore.”  
 
    Her words cut me to the quick, but it’s what I deserve. I did this to us. To her. “It’s really me,” I say, leaning down to brush my fingers across her cheek. “You feel that?”  
 
    Her eyes roam my face, and her expression is one I’m unfamiliar with. But she must see whatever she’s looking for because she grabs my neck and pulls my lips down to hers. It’s wrong, and she’s most likely confused, but I can’t find it in myself to put a stop to it.  
 
    I’ve missed her taste so much that I’m willing to risk her ire to savor it one more time. As our tongues reacquaint themselves, I stretch my body out and pin her back against the grass. I groan from the simple pleasure of her presence, and she sighs into my mouth.  
 
    For a brief moment, everything in my world is right.  
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER  TEN
Filler 
  
 
    Randi 
 
    I’m so confused. Dream Enzo has me spread on a grassy hill, kissing me senseless. It isn’t unusual for him to visit me, but this kiss is unlike all the rest. It’s reminiscent of old times, deep and heady and just so fucking hot it feels like my panties are evaporating right off my body.  
 
    My head is swimming, and my lungs are burning, but I’m unwilling to give it up. I double my efforts, catching his tongue between my teeth and biting down just enough to elicit a hiss, and then I soothe it with long, deep passes. I clench his blond waves in my fists and swallow his strangled groans.  
 
    He smells like sin and tastes of heaven, but this is pure fucking hell because it isn’t real. My eyes will pop open, and I’ll be resting on the sofa or lying in my bed only to realize it never happened at all. Disappointment will burn its way down my throat and knot into a ball in my stomach.  
 
    I’ll be a shell of myself for hours after.  
 
    As air fills my lungs, I realize our tongues are no longer tangled, but his soft lips are still on me, trailing across my cheek and nibbling on my chin. “Babe,” he sighs, and his voice is all breathy and shit. “I need to call 911.” 
 
    His words register, but dream Enzo always has the weirdest excuses for visiting. “No,” I hear myself say as my fingers revel in the feel of his thick, flowy hair. “Don’t make me wake up.”  
 
    “You’re not asleep.” His fingers prod my temple, his lips no longer teasing me. “You’ve been in a wreck, and I need to get you help.”  
 
    A flurry of sounds and images flash in my mind. The speedometer on 70, a deer in the road, the screech of the tires, and the twisting of the steering wheel. I reach for my head, my thoughts spinning out of control, and then I look to him. He’s braced over me, peering down with concern etched on his brow and buried deep in his hazel-green eyes.  
 
    The hazy fog of disorientation muddles my brain, but I’m suddenly not so sure I’m dreaming at all. I lift my head only slightly and look around. Just to the right of us is my car, and it’s nose-down in the ditch. My eyes pan back to him, and a surge of emotion wells inside me. It’s not love or hate or pain or anger. It’s utter defeat.  
 
    “Enzo?” I ask, silently praying that I’m so fucked from the accident that I’m only imagining his presence. “Please tell me this isn’t real.”  
 
    “Your father and the ambulance are on their way,” he says in lieu of answering my question, dabbing at the side of my head with his white tee. But then he pauses and smiles so fucking wide everything inside me clenches. “And yes, this is real. I’m here for you, and I always will be.”  
 
    Fury surges to life inside me, and my head pounds under the weight of it. “Fuck you!” I yell, attempting to sit up only for him to press against my shoulders to keep me on my back. “Get your hands off me.” I brush off his hold, but I stay put, afraid he’ll touch me again, weakening my resolve. “You’ve got a lot of nerve, attacking me when I was confused and then plying me with lies to make yourself feel better.”   
 
    “I’m not lying,” he breathes, reaching for me with the shirt, but I shrink away. “As for attacking you, well I think you got that fucking backward.” He smirks, and I drink it in because I’ve missed it so much. “I’ve always been weak when it comes to you.”  
 
    “You’re a fucking liar, Enzo Stone,” I snap, turning away from the pretty. “You kicked me out of your room and out of your life, and now that you see me happy, you can’t stand it. You want me depressed and drooling over you for the rest of my goddamn life. It’s disgusting.” I turn back to him, bringing my arm up and wiping the back of my hand across my mouth. “You’re disgusting, and I don’t want anything to do with you.”  
 
    “That’s not what it felt like a few minutes ago,” he taunts, winking. “How often does dream Enzo visit you, anyway?”  
 
    “How dare you!” I screech, my fists balling. “Who do you think you are, toying with me this way?” I wobble to my feet before he can stop me. “Dream Enzo is a figment of my imagination, but Reagan is real. He fills a void left by an insensitive asshole who wasted two years of my life pretending to be in love with me.”  
 
    He visibly flinches, and instead of satisfying me, it only adds to my defeat. Because the fact of the matter is, that kiss was every-fucking-thing I’ve been missing. It reminded me who we are and why we were so good together. Intent was in every stroke of his tongue and pass of his lips. My ex-Lion isn’t playing fair, and he knows the power he holds over me.  
 
    “I’ve never pretended a day in my life,” he mutters, his eyes on the grass. “You know I did what I thought was best at the time.”  
 
    “So, what?” I bark an incredulous laugh. “It’s no longer for the best? Is that what this is? You think you can swoop in and steal me from Reagan because you’re over your little hissy fit?” I snort, turning away as sirens wail in the distance. “Maybe if it was only a week or two, I could forgive you, but it’s been almost two fucking months.” I shake my head and start up the hill. “This can’t be fixed, Enzo.”  
 
    “I don’t believe you,” he calls, staying seated at the bottom of the hill. “Reagan will never be to you what I am, and it may take you a while to admit that, but I can wait.” He twists around to look at me. “I will wait, and I won’t stay quietly in the background. I’ll be every-fucking-where, reminding you of what you’re missing.”  
 
    The ambulance pulls onto the side of the road, and I’m mortified when Reagan rushes out from the back. “Randi,” he breathes when he sees me hobbling toward him. “Thank god you’re all right.”  
 
    I don’t hesitate, walking straight into his open arms and burying my face against his chest. I don’t quite break down, but silent tears do flow. They flow because he’s right. Reagan can never replace him, but at the same time, Enzo can’t be trusted to tell the truth. If he’d break up with me after two years over some misguided protection bullshit, what would I do if he did it again in ten or even twenty.  
 
    He can’t be trusted with my heart.  
 
    And that hurts.  
 
    Badly.  
 
    I can tell the exact moment Enzo makes his presence known because Reagan stiffens beneath me and mumbles, “What the hell is he doing here?”  
 
    I shake my head, refusing to move from my cocoon of safety. “Don’t mind him,” I say, holding Reagan tighter. “I’m not sure how or why he’s even here.”  
 
    “Let’s get you looked over,” he replies, taking my advice and turning us away from Enzo. “Looks like you might have a nice sized bump on your head.”  
 
    “What are you doing here?” I ask once he settles me in the back of the ambulance. An EMT is loitering nearby, and my father’s car is pulling up behind us.  
 
    He lifts a brow. “I was there when the call came in, and there’s no way I wasn’t coming.”  
 
    I muster up a smile, but I don’t feel it. I’m numb, and not because of the accident. It’s because the truth swells like a bubble in my chest, weighing me down. I’m not over Enzo, and I never have been. That doesn’t mean I’m ready to forgive and forget; it just means I’m aware that I’m using Reagan.  
 
    “You know you didn’t have to,” I say, guilt gnawing inside me. “But I—”  
 
    “Randi, honey. Thank god.” Rodney rushes in and surrounds me in a crushing hug, saving me from the stilted conversation with a man who deserves better than I can give. “Thank god Enzo found you.”  
 
    “Yeah.” I squeeze my eyes closed. “Good old Enzo.”  
 
    Things change after that day. Suddenly, Enzo’s everywhere. He’s taken to eating in the diner with Wyndall every morning, and his physical therapist appointments are strangely at the hospital again. He doesn’t try to approach me or speak, but his presence is enough to drive me crazy. And don’t even get me started on his happy-go-lucky relationship with Tabitha Shane. It makes me want to break her arms so she can no longer touch him.  
 
    Dream Enzo visits me every night now, and my relationship with Reagan is stagnant. I play it up as much as I can anytime he’s lurking, which is more often than I’d like, but the reality is, we’re stuck at the occasional kiss on the corner of the mouth. Guilt eats away at me, and I can barely live with myself.  
 
    “Why so glum?” Reagan asks as we share dinner after work one evening about a week and a half later. “Ever since the accident, you’ve been pulling away.”  
 
    Enzo’s not here, for now, but that doesn’t mean his alert beacon hasn’t already sent out the call. She won’t admit it, but Amy is acting as his spy. She has to be. There’s no way it’s a coincidence he shows up almost every time I’m here.  
 
    “I know, and I’m sorry.” I push my pasta around the plate with my fork. “It’s just …” The bell on the door chimes, and my stomach clenches.  
 
    “Him,” Reagan finishes for me, his eyes focused over my shoulder. I don’t have to turn around to know. The chills that shimmer down my spine say it all. “What happened?”  
 
    “I was delusional at first,” I say, the goosebumps that race over me every time I think back on that kiss making an appearance. “And I guess I sort of kissed him.”  
 
    “I see.” He doesn’t seem surprised by my confession. “Does he want you back?”  
 
    “Yes.” I don’t lie, as that’s not who Reagan and I are. “And he’s still the love of my life, but I don’t think I’ll ever be able to forgive him. Or trust him. Who’s to say he wouldn’t dump me again next year over the same stupid bullshit?” 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m about to say this, but …”  Reagan sighs, and it’s the one that signals the white flag. It breaks my heart to know that my reluctance has brought us here. “No man would be stupid enough to lose you a second time, Randi. If he’s the love of your life, then you should probably try to make it work.”  
 
    “I don’t know if that’s what I want,” I reply, unsure whether it’s a lie. “He hurt me, Reagan, and I don’t know.” I shake my head, pushing my plate away altogether. “I’m just not ready.”  
 
    “That’s fine.” He smirks then, and the guilt recedes, if only slightly. “I don’t mind being his filler, as long as you promise to still be my friend when you do get around to taking him back.”  
 
    “You’re very understanding,” I say, pursing my lips as I study him. “Did he pay you off or something?”  
 
    “No way.” He tosses his head back and laughs. It’s a gorgeous sound that never fails to make me happy. “I want whatever you want, and even though I’ll be on the losing end, I think it’s pretty clearly him.”  
 
    “Clear to you maybe,” I scoff, trying not to scowl. “The jury’s still out over here.”  
 
    “I don’t think it is.” His words are sobering, and I wonder if everyone around me feels the same. “But for now, let him glower.” 
 
    “He’s watching us?” A gasp slips out, but I don’t turn, even though I’m dying to. “Hurry. Laugh some more.”  
 
    He does, but it’s a small, deep chuckle. “I don’t think the jealousy card is needed.”  
 
    “Maybe not,” I reply, smirking. “But it sure feels good.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN
A Plan 
 
      
 
    Enzo 
 
    “You gonna stay open ‘til I get there?” I hold the phone with my shoulder while I motion to Wyndall to text his old lady. I need some kind of idea on a timeline.  
 
    “What time will that be?”  
 
    Wyndall sits there, though, like a fucking idiot. “Hold on.”  
 
    I pull the phone away and cover the microphone. “Text Amy and find out if Randi’s been in yet this afternoon.”  
 
    “That’d be a negative.” He sharpens his mustache points, a sure sign that he’s digging in his heels. “I refuse to be a part of this spy campaign you and Amy have cooked up. If you want the info, then you can call her yourself.”  
 
    I scowl as I shoot a text to Amy before bringing the phone back to my ear. “Give me just a sec, Chuck, and I should be able to tell ya more.”  
 
    “Look,” he says, blowing out a breath. “I can stay until seven, but any later than that and my wife will be kicking my ass.”  
 
    My phone vibrates. “Hold for a sec.”  
 
    Amy: I just delivered the bill. She should be home within the hour, barring any other stops. 
 
    “Okay,” I say into the line, smiling like a loon. “Looks like I’ll be there within the hour.”  
 
    “Works for me.” 
 
    “See ya then.”  
 
    The call ends and I glare at Wyndall’s ass. “Why you being so fucking difficult? I thought this is what you wanted?”  
 
    “I’m glad you’ve finally come to your senses, but that doesn’t mean I have to be a part of your shady tactics to win Randi back.” He kicks back in the lounge chair, lifting a thin blond brow. “After the way you treated her, you’d think you’d be able to come up with a better plan than just being in her face all the time.”  
 
    “I have,” I say excitedly, pulling a chair from the kitchen table and dropping into it backward. “I took care of her car repairs, and now I’m going to deliver it to her.”  
 
    “And you, what? Expect her to be grateful?”  
 
    I shrug a shoulder. “Why wouldn’t she be?”  
 
    He rolls his eyes, and I’m beginning to get annoyed. It’s like he thinks he’s the master of woo or some shit. “Probably because she wants nothing to do with you and will see it as nothing but a ploy … which it is.” He leans forward, closing the leg rest and pinning me with a sincere gaze. “You should probably start with meaningful dialogue. You know, talk. Women love that shit.”  
 
    I snort. “Randi’s always preferred action.”  
 
    He shakes his head. “And you can’t be serious for even a second. That’s gonna be your downfall, refusing to stop and think about how bad you hurt her and what real and meaningful steps you can take to earn her back.”  
 
    “I think this is a good start, whether you do or not.” I stand, shoving my chair back under the table. “Now, drop me off at the auto shop.”  
 
    “Drop you off?” He shakes his head with a derisive chuckle as he stands. “You’ll never learn.”  
 
    “I realize you have shit locked up all tight with Amy,” I say as we head out the door, “but Randi’s a complicated woman, and you couldn’t begin to understand the intricacies of being with a badass chick like her.”  
 
    “Ah, yes.”  He snorts, starting the engine in my Firebird. “Well, when all your macho attempts fail, I’ll still be here to help.”  
 
    “Whatever.” I turn on the radio and crank it up so I don’t have to listen to his smug ass anymore.  
 
    I may’ve been a stupid asshole to ever give her up, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know her like the back of my hand. Randi responds to action, even if it’s something she doesn’t like. There’s a thin fucking line between love and hate, and all I need to do is flip the goddamn switch.  
 
    After checking out the repairs and making sure they’re up to snuff, I send Wyndall back to the clubhouse or wherever the hell he wants to go. Yeah, I’m driving the car over, and she’s going to have to drive me back to the clubhouse if she wants to be rid of me. It’s a risky play, but I’m tired of just showing up. I want confrontation, even if it’s the not-so-good kind.  
 
    When I pull into her driveway, there’s no way to tell if she’s home or not. The Sheriff’s car is nowhere to be seen, and it’s still too early to know if there are any lights on inside. I do the only thing I can, get out of the car and knock on the door. All I get is silence on the other side, so I heave a sigh and park my ass right back in the car to wait.  
 
    It’s all I can do.  
 
    All I want to fucking do.  
 
    She’s acknowledging me today whether she likes it or not. It takes another thirty minutes before a car comes down the road, and when it does, it’s that fucking silver Mercedes. I growl and shift the rearview mirror, so I can see what the fuck’s going on at the curb. I’m not sure if she realizes yet that I’m here, but I stay still as I watch her lean over, peck him so fucking fast they barely touch skin, and get out of the car. 
 
    I stay here until he’s pulled to the cul de sac, whipped around, and driven back past the house. By this time, Randi’s at the door and grabbing her house key from her purse. A sharp pang of guilt stabs me in the heart when I remember she’s only here at all because of how shittily I treated her, but it also kicks me into gear.  
 
    It’s time she comes home where the fuck she belongs.  
 
    I step out of the car and slam the door harder than I mean to, but it suits my purpose. Her eyes snap to mine and her whole body turns once she realizes it’s me. She’s tense and ready to do I don’t know what, but it makes me tense too, only not in the same way.  
 
    “What the fuck are you doing here?” Her arms cross over her chest, but I don’t get a peek at her luscious mounds because they’re hidden underneath her light pink scrub top. “And why are you driving my car?”  
 
    I start with the cocky approach. She loves my smirk, so I slap that fucker on and add a touch of sparkle. “I picked it up from the shop.”  
 
    “Because?” She’s being snippy as fuck, and it causes my cock to twitch.  
 
    “Because I fucking can,” I retort, starting toward her. “I’ve always taken care of any issues with this car, and I won’t be stopping now.”  
 
    “Don’t come any fucking closer,” she snaps, pausing to take a deep breath. “Do I need to set that motherfucker on fire too?”  
 
    I toss my head back and laugh. “You wouldn’t dare.”  
 
    “Wouldn’t I?” She turns away from me, shoving her key into the doorknob. “I’d already been considering it, given it came from you, but now I know it’d be the best thing for both of us.” She turns the knob and pivots toward me to say more, but she’s brought up short by my nearness. I’m standing at the bottom of the steps. “Cut the last tie between us.”  
 
    “You know that’s not what you want,” I say, keeping my voice low and soft. “I know I hurt you, and I realize my mistake.”  
 
    “I don’t think you do,” she says, turning away and shoving open the door.  
 
    But I’m up the steps and grabbing her arm before she can shut me out. “Please, Randi. Can we talk?”  
 
    Her eyes fall closed, and the thrill of victory races through me, but the look in her eyes when they reopen is cold. “Like when you let me talk to you? When I cried and begged not to be banned from your hospital room and you ignored me completely?”  
 
    A knot forms in my gut, twisting and turning with every new word she says, but I ignore it in favor of the now. “I can’t take it back, Randi. No matter how many stars I wish upon, I’ll never be able to erase that day, these months that I’ve spent being the stupidest motherfucker on the face of this planet.”  
 
    “Enzo,” she breathes, and that’s all it takes.  
 
    I have her in my arms before she can say more. Her brows pucker as she works through our new position, but I don’t allow her much thought. I have to show her, make her feel. My lips descend, and they’re insistent, not taking the soft and easy route like the last kiss when she thought she was dreaming. I want there to be no confusion.  
 
    Her lips part slightly, and I push my tongue inside to tangle with hers. I swirl it, diving deep and sucking the very essence from her soul. Her fists clench the edges of my cut as the battle wages. My hands move down her back to cup her ass and bring her flush against me.  
 
    Her moan is immediate, and it causes my cock to pulse with need. I swallow down the heady sound and return it with a growl of my own. And that’s my mistake because she stiffens beneath me, snatching her lips away and pounding her fists into my chest.  
 
    “No. No. No,” she mutters, battering away without much force behind the blows. “You don’t get to do this! You threw me away!”  
 
    My heart shatters and shards fly through my chest, ripping my insides to pieces. She’s in agony, and I did this. I broke us. I broke her. Maybe I don’t deserve a second chance. Maybe we can’t be fixed. And maybe I’m being a pussy motherfucker as I contemplate walking away again.  
 
    I close my hands around her fists, and she lifts her eyes. The agony I see there robs me of breath. My mouth opens and then closes, unsure what to say. Do I have anything that’s worth hearing?  
 
    “I love you, Randi,” I murmur, my words picking up steam. “I love you more than anything else in this world, including that fucking club. I hate myself every day that I didn’t contemplate losing them instead of you. And if that’s what it takes for you to forgive me, then consequences be damned. Consider it fucking done, but please, don’t keep pushing me away. I’ve hurt us enough to last a lifetime.”  
 
    She sniffles, tears trailing down her cheeks. “I … I don’t know. I don’t trust you not to pull this again in a year or ten.”  
 
    “Come on, babe,” I say, digging deep. There’s no cockiness or arrogance to be found. “You know me better than that.” 
 
    “I thought I did.” She shrugs, pulling her hands from my grasp. “But you proved I really didn’t know you at all.”  
 
    “How can I prove it?” I ask, desperation seeping into my tone. “Please, Randi. Tell me how to fix this.”  
 
    She closes her arms around her midsection like she’s holding herself together and takes a step back, over the threshold and into the house. “I don’t know if it can be fixed, Enzo.”  
 
    I drop to my fucking knees right there on the porch. I’ve never felt so fucking torn up in my entire life, including when I was living on the streets as a young teen. My stomach is rolling and my heart is aching with every beat. I’m on the verge of the biggest loss of my existence, and I don’t know if I’m going to survive it.  
 
    “Please.” I clasp my hands and bring them up in front of me. “We’ll never know if it’s possible if we don’t try. Let me try.”  
 
    “You can try, but things have changed.” She takes a deep breath and blows it out slowly, placing her hand on the edge of the door. “My life is different since you sent me away. I’ve formed relationships with people who mean a lot to me ... people you’re going to have to learn to accept.”  
 
    “Is this about Dr. Douchebag?” I ask, getting to my feet. I feel like I’ve been slapped in the face. Here I am apologizing, trying to make things right, and she throws him in my face.  
 
    “That’s a fucked up start,” she replies, sighing. “Let me know when you’re serious and maybe we can talk again.” 
 
    Before I can get over myself, she pushes the door closed and brings this conversation to an end. It isn’t until I turn to go when I realize I was depending on her for a ride. I can pound on the door and demand she take me back to the clubhouse or hit the pavement.    
 
    The good thing about walking is there’s plenty of time to think.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE
Baby Steps 
 
      
 
    Randi 
 
    “That’s it, babe.” His voice is gruff as his fingers dig into my hip. “You’re a fucking goddess—the love of my live, and you look so fucking perfect riding my cock.”  
 
    He’s raw and open, his words penetrating my icy heart and filling it with warmth. I thought I could use him to keep me satisfied while staying detached, but his truths are tearing me down. His declarations are ripping me open and burrowing their way inside to sew the jagged rips closed.  
 
    I toss my head back, my long waves brushing against my bare back. My mouth falls open and small moans build into a crescendo as pinpoints of light begin to dance around the darkness. I’m climbing, climbing, climbing until I take flight, soaring off the edge of the cliff and freefalling into bliss.  
 
    “Ugh.” His sexy grunts and groans spur me on. “So good, babe. Fuck.”  
 
    I falter, but he’s there to guide me through. His nails are cutting into my skin, and it’s never hurt so fucking good. I’ve missed this so damn much, the ability to lose myself so deeply, and I don’t know how much longer I can continue resisting. I’ve already fallen right into his trap.  
 
    I collapse in a heap on his bare chest, my breaths heavy and my mind floating in the clouds. The scent of roses carries on the breeze, and my brows furrow as I try to work out where it’s coming from. No. It can’t be. Not after such a beautiful experience. I sit up abruptly and wrench open my eyes.  
 
    I’m on my bed, fingers shoved into my panties, still breathless from my orgasm, and surrounded by seven different vases. Red roses fill my vision, and I want to scream and destroy. I want to curl into a ball and cry. I want it to have all been real.  
 
    It can be, my mind screams. All you have to do is accept his apology. 
 
    I scream, pounding my fists against the mattress. It’s been two weeks since Enzo dropped off my car, and he’s sent me a vase of roses at home every other day and picked up the tab for breakfast twice. Breakfast between Reagan and me. I suppose that means he got my point, yet I can’t help but feel it’s all contrived. An act. A ploy to lure me back into his bed.  
 
    And it’s obviously working.  
 
    Shaking my head at myself, I climb from the bed and head straight into a cold shower. Fuck him and his hot dream orgasms. Something’s gotta give. I can’t keep being pulled apart like this. During this time apart, I’ve slowly begun to realize who I am—outside of my Lion’s girl—and I like her.  
 
    She’s strong and soft and funny, capable of taking care of herself. I don’t want to lose her by jumping back into something that had so thoroughly taken over my life. I was an extension of Enzo, and the same goes for him. We were one entity, and I don’t know if the scar from him ripping us apart so suddenly will ever mend.  
 
    “Randi,” Layla calls from downstairs. “You up?”  
 
    I grab two towels, wrapping one around my hair and the other around my body before cracking open the door. “Just got out of the shower. I’ll be down in a few.”  
 
    Chill bumps race along my skin as I dart back to my bedroom. The air conditioning on top of the cold water has my body feeling as icy as my heart—a perfect defense mechanism. I toss on a tight pair of jeans and a cutoff tee before slipping my feet into a new pair of sandals. I finish up by pulling my hair into a high ponytail and swiping on some mascara and lip gloss.  
 
    “What’s up?” Layla asks as I come down the stairs. “I was thinking we’d do something today. Maybe head to Fort Dick. Shop, have lunch … talk.”  
 
    “Oh my fucking god.” I flop down onto the sofa beside her. “Please tell me Enzo didn’t send you. I don’t know how much more of this I can take.”  
 
    “He didn’t send me.” She bumps my shoulder with hers. “I’m your friend, remember?” Her side-eye reminds me why she’s my best friend. She’d never come at his behest. “And that means you’re my top priority. How are things?”  
 
    I roll my eyes. That’s the last thing I want to discuss. “Fine.”  
 
    “Like I believe that,” she says, taking my hand and dragging me up behind her. “But it’s cool. We have all day to get it sorted.”  
 
    I’m not sure if I consider this good or not, but I am happy to see her, and getting away from Crescent City for the day could do me some good. We chat during the drive, making small talk, each of us tiptoeing around any mention of the club. She doesn’t even bring up Mikey, and that says a lot.  
 
    “Did you put in an application for that job at the hospital?” I ask just as we pass through the Fork Dick city limits. “I’m not sure we’d be on the same shift, but it’s a pretty good gig. I love my job. It’s the only thing that’s kept me sane.”  
 
    “Oh, Randi.” She cuts her eyes my way, reaching for my hand, and I give it to her. “I’m sorry I haven’t been there for you very much.”  
 
    “It’s cool,” I say, giving her fingers a comforting squeeze. “My best friend who’s still ridiculously happy with her Lion isn’t exactly the kind of company I’ve been in the mood for.”  
 
    “And now?” she asks, withdrawing her hand and placing it on the shifter to put the car in park. She cuts the ignition and turns to me. “I don’t want you to think I’m lobbying for him or anything, but I’m sensing a shift between you two.”  
 
    “He’s definitely shifted,” I hedge, blowing out a frustrated breath, and with it, all my emotions.  
 
    Words spill from my lips incredibly fast as I unburden myself of every thought I’ve had in the past few weeks. I talk about Reagan and how great he is, how much I wish he could be Enzo. Then I talk about the man himself and how much I really do want him. But all my hesitance boils down to two simple words.   
 
    Trust—he doesn’t have mine.  
 
    And fear.  
 
    Fear that I’ll give him what we both want and he’ll toss me away again. They go hand in hand really. I’m afraid to trust him because I’m not sure I could survive losing him a second time. By the time I’m done, my face is wet and I’m sniffling into Layla’s neck as she rocks us slightly.  
 
    She pulls back and wipes my cheeks. “For what it’s worth, every single member of the club has told him repeatedly how stupid he was being.”  
 
    I laugh, the image of his men giving him hell oddly satisfying. “I’ve tortured those poor boys, mostly Justice and Wyndall.”  
 
    “Damn right you did.” She smiles, grabbing the keys and opening her door. “And I’m sure you’ll do the same to Enzo, but you will forgive him, won’t you?”  
 
    “I hope so.”  
 
    We get out of the car and take in a row of shops before finding a small, out of the way Mexican restaurant for lunch. The talk is lighter, but she feels comfortable bringing me up to date with where she and Mikey are headed. She also fills me in on Enzo’s desperate need to say busy with club business and how he’s driving the other members crazy with his obsession.  
 
    After lunch, we go to a fancier shopping area and browse the stores without really buying anything, much like we used to do when life was simpler. There are no more crying jags or deep heart to hearts, but we do a whole hell of a lot of catching up on this early fall day.  
 
    When she drops me at home, I feel saner than I have in weeks. It’s like some part of me has settled into the idea that maybe I can do this. It’s not a question of want. I burn for him, missing him so badly that I’ve sat up in bed with his name on my lips too many times to count. I realize now that it doesn’t have to be a yes or no right now. We can start slowly, rebuilding until we end up better than we were.  
 
    I stick the dinner I picked up for Dad in the microwave and head upstairs to get out of my jeans. Once I’ve taken my hair down and settled against my pillows, I grab my phone and stare at it for a long time before finally unlocking the screen with a sigh.  
 
    Randi: I hear you’re driving the other men crazy over there. What’s going on?”  
 
    My leg shakes and I gnaw on my lip, half wishing I could reach through the airwaves and snatch it back. I nearly jump out of my skin when it vibrates in my hand.  
 
    Enzo: I miss you so fucking bad I feel like I’ll crumple into a ball if I don’t stay busy.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    Tears well in my eyes, and my chest constricts.  
 
    Randi: Honesty is good.  
 
    Enzo: It’s all I have left. And then again before I can reply: Thank you for this, by the way. My heart nearly leapt out of my fucking chest when I saw your text.  
 
    Randi: I figured something out today.  
 
    Enzo: Are you gonna tell me, or will I be guessing? 
 
    I roll my eyes, a smile creeping onto my lips.  
 
    Randi: I realized that it doesn’t have to be all or nothing. Baby steps are okay, so this is me taking the first one. 
 
    Enzo: And you’ve made my fucking week.  
 
    I type and delete too many times to count, unsure exactly how I should respond. Having this small conversation feels good, but how much of myself should I give away on step one?  
 
    Randi: I’m glad I could be of service.  
 
    Enzo: You know I’ll service you anytime.  
 
    I gasp when I read it, the words shooting straight to the most sensitive parts of me. But this can’t be about that, not yet at least, so I make it clear in no uncertain terms.  
 
    Randi: I know you will, and I miss it terribly, but sex was never our problem, and it can’t be what fixes what you did.  
 
    Enzo: I know, babe. I’m so fucking sorry.  
 
    Randi: I get that, and I love you so fucking much, but I can’t trust you not to do the same thing next time danger rears its head.  
 
    My phone is silent for an incredibly long five minutes. I almost toss it in the trash and head downstairs to make myself busy, but he finally does respond.  
 
    Enzo: I won’t, babe. I swear. I’ve learned my lesson the hard way, and I don’t care if the fucking devil himself is breathing down our necks. We’ll stand together and fall together. Please know I mean that. I mean it with every-fucking-thing I am. I fucking love you more than I love anything else in this entire goddamn world, including the Dirty Lions. I chose them over you, and when I realized that, it killed me.  
 
    Tears flow down my cheeks for the third time today, but I think they’re good ones this time. I never looked at it this way because I’ve always known he doesn’t get to just walk away. The MC is for life, so the fact that he considered it at all is a big fucking deal.  
 
    Randi: Why’d you have to go and make me cry?  
 
    Enzo: Please don’t. I don’t ever want to make you cry again.  
 
    Randi: These are good tears.  
 
    Enzo: I’m such a fuck up.  
 
    Randi: If you’re fishing for a denial, you won’t find it here.  
 
    Enzo: It feels so fucking good to laugh again.  
 
    Elations swells inside me, and a giddy, nervous energy rushes through my fingers as I type my final text of the night.  
 
    Randi: Thank you for the flowers. Goodnight, Enzo.  
 
    Enzo: Night, babe. I miss you <3   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN
She Said Yes 
 
      
 
    Enzo 
 
    “Your shoulder is in great shape,” Tabitha says as she does a set of full rotations. “How’s the bike riding going?” 
 
    “I’m still not ready to leave Crescent City on it, but around town is manageable.” I’m at the Wellness Center at Crescent City Medical. Once I decided I was going to win back my girl, I switched all my sessions back here. “I can ride for longer periods now than I could two weeks ago, so it’s improving.”  
 
    “Good.” She settles my arm at my side and places the putty in my hand with a smile. “For old time’s sake.”  
 
    I close my fist around the tense glob, exhibiting the strength her workouts have helped me to build. “Don’t tell anybody I said this, but I’m going to miss these sessions. They always felt like part body therapy with a little mind therapy thrown in for free.”  
 
    “I do what I can.” She gives me a cheeky smile. “How’re things going?”  
 
    A toothy grin spreads across my lips as “things” automatically equate to Randi. Our nightly texts have become the absolute fucking best part of my day, and for the past two weeks, I’ve been walking on cloud nine. I’ve yet to see her, choosing to not stalk her when we’re making progress, but that ends today. This is my last visit at the hospital, with cause, and I hope to bump into her on my way out.  
 
    “Fucking fantastic,” I say, smiling like the lovesick idiot I am. “We haven’t done anything besides text, but it’s given me a chance to say things that might not otherwise be said.”  
 
    “I don’t follow.” A pucker forms between her brows. “Why wouldn’t they be said under other circumstances?”  
 
    “Uh.” I absently scratch at my scruff, trying to think of a way to explain this delicately. “Randi and I are fucking fire. She knows it, and I know it. So it makes sense that she’s opened the lines of communication this way, keeping it to texts so far. We’ve been able to have honest conversation without the sexual tension overwhelming us.”  
 
    Tabitha laughs, rolling her eyes. “You seriously think Randi can’t be around you without wanting to jump into the nearest bed?”  
 
    “It goes both fucking ways.” I shrug off her skepticism. I know my girl, and more importantly, Randi knows herself. “Especially now that she’s open to forgiving me. It’s who we are.”  
 
    She lifts a dubious brow before turning to put away the putty. “You sure do think highly of yourself.”  
 
    “With good reason.” I trace my tongue along my lower lip. “But it’s the fucking same for her. That woman has me wrapped so tightly around her finger that I’d take her in the street in front of the Sheriff’s Department if she asked me to.”   
 
    “Stop.” She throws up her palms. “I don’t want to have this conversation. I’m just glad to hear things are working out.”  
 
    “We’re on the right track.” I stand and feel awkward for a second, truly weirded out by this being my last visit with Tabitha. “I guess this is it,” I say, unsure what I’m supposed to do. “Why does this feel so strange?”  
 
    She giggles, shaking her head. “We’re friends, dummy, and you’re not sure when we’ll see each other again.”  
 
    “I guess.” I palm the back of my neck. “Will we?”  
 
    “Of course.” She takes a single step and throws her arms around me. The hug is quick, and it feels awkward as fuck because I’m not a hugger, but it solidifies our friendship in some strange way. “I hear Randi and Reagan usually eat in the cafeteria”—she pauses, checking her watch—“in about thirty minutes. Maybe you should have lunch before you get out of here?”  
 
    “Hmm.” I bob my head. “Maybe I should. Thanks, Tabitha.” Just as I get to the door, I turn back. “And you’re right. We are friends, and we’ll hang again.”  
 
    “I know.” She waves me off. “Now go face your girl.”  
 
    The cafeteria isn’t very hard to find, and I feel like the main attraction in a circus show as I walk in. Every eye in the place turns to gawk at me. I get it. Leather, steel, tats, and long, flowing locks aren’t the norm around here, and this isn’t somewhere a guy like me frequents. I go through the line and grab a cold sandwich and chips before settling into the corner where I have a good view of the entrance. My stomach is so knotted up that I can’t take more than one bite, but I leave it spread before me so I’ll look like I belong.  
 
    The moment she walks through the door, my eyes snap up. For about four seconds, I get to observe her without her being aware of my presence. She’s as beautiful as ever, and the air of professionalism that surrounds her makes her even more enticing. She’s a confident, self-assured woman. And she always has been, but it’s even more fucking pronounced now.  
 
    She stops talking mid-sentence, and her eyes scan the room, coming to an abrupt halt when they land on me. I hold my breath, awaiting her response, and I nearly choke when a shy smile spreads across her lips. She has a brief conversation with douchebag before he heads to the counter and she starts for me.  
 
    I stand as she approaches, wiping my sweaty palms against the legs of my jeans. “Randi,” I choke out, antsy as fuck. “Uh, I hope this is okay? This was my last appointment, and I thought it’d be great to see you since we’ve been talking every night. If you think I crossed a line, just say something and I’ll le—”  
 
    “Stop,” she interrupts, a giggle slipping from between her beautiful lips. My heart gallops in my chest. “It’s fine, Enzo.” She pauses, taking a deep breath. “I felt … happy when I saw you.”  
 
    “Fuck,” I breathe, running my hand through my waves. “Your happiness is all that matters.” 
 
    She pulls out a chair, and I rush over, but she holds up a hand. “You know I’m not really that kind of girl.”  
 
    “Maybe you should be.” I return to my seat, pulling it out and sitting across from her. “Maybe you just accepted how I treated you, shitty as it was.”  
 
    “Don’t do that, Enzo,” she says, shaking her head. “None of those things mattered or were issues between us.” She leans in. “As a matter of fact, we were fucking perfect.”  
 
    “Okay, so nothing changes.” I mimic her position, both of us leaned in. “Is it something I can look forward to? Will we be us again?”  A throat clears, and my eyes move from Randi to the douche, who’s hovering behind her.  
 
    She turns to him, smiling. “Thank you.” He places a tray down in front of her, and she motions to the seat beside her. “Join us.”  
 
    His eyes flash to me then, and I can’t help but feel this is some kind of fucking test. “Sure.” I shrug, shoving the chair backward with my foot. “Have a seat. I’m Enzo.”  
 
    He takes it with a cautious smile. “Thanks, man.” He shoves his hand my way. “I’m Reagan. Reagan Beck.”  
 
    “I know,” I reply, taking his hand. “I had you checked out.”  
 
    I expect outrage from across the table, but when my eyes flash to her, she’s smirking. “Of course you did.”  
 
    “I didn’t break us to let someone else bring you any kind of danger.” I hold her eye for a beat longer, serious as fuck, before shifting my gaze back to Reagan. “No offense.”  
 
    “None taken.” Reagan pushes his tray away and props his arms on the table in front of him. “I’m glad we’re getting the chance to meet. Randi’s a remarkable woman”—I grimace, and he holds up his palms—“and I know that she loves you,” he finishes, calming the raging beast. “I just want her to be happy and our friendship to remain intact.”  
 
    I shrug a shoulder, all casual acting and shit. “I don’t get to decide that.”  
 
    “He doesn’t,” Randi confirms, looking at me strangely before shifting focus to Reagan. “And you know I’d never ditch you.” Her eyes pass between us. “There’s room in my life for you both.”  
 
    If it weren’t for that extra something in her eyes when she looks at me, I’d be one pitiful, depressed motherfucker right about now. But it’s obvious she’s still mine, and we both know it. So what if I have to accept her friendship with the doctor? I may or may not get a sick sense of satisfaction from rubbing it in.    
 
    And speaking of friends, a flash of red entering the cafeteria catches my attention, and a plan forms. I eye my almost girl. “Do you have time to walk me out?”  
 
    She looks surprised by the request but also pleased. It makes me fucking smile. “Sure. I can walk you.”  
 
    I stick two fingers between my lips and whistle, causing half the room to look our way. When Tabitha does, I wave her over. Randi turns to see what I’m up to, and Tabitha looks like a deer in the headlights as she approaches.  
 
    Standing, I move to Randi’s side and motion to my empty seat. “Tabitha, this is Doctor Reagan Beck, and I was hoping you’d keep him company while Randi walks me out. She won’t be gone very long, and you can even have my lunch.” I shift my gaze to my girl. “I was too nervous to eat.”  
 
    She looks down to hide her smile. “I don’t know why.”  
 
    “I didn’t want to fuck up our first face-to-face encounter since you started talking to me,” I say, lifting her chin. “You don’t mind about Tabitha, right? She’s been a good friend.”  
 
    Randi glances to Tabitha before bringing her eyes back to mine, her brows puckered. “It’s fine.”  
 
    “I promise she’ll be right back.” I look to the doctor and Tabitha before placing my hand on Randi’s lower back to guide her from the room. “Thank you for this,” I murmur as we enter the hall. “I’ve been trying to give you space, but I don’t know how much longer I can last.”  
 
    “I don’t like this either,” she says, shocking the shit out of me. “I don’t want to walk on eggshells. It’s not who we are, were, will be. What the fuck ever.”  
 
    It’s obvious she’s frustrated when I bring us to a halt beside my bike, so I turn to her. “How do I know where the line is?”  
 
    “Trial and error,” she replies, shrugging. “I’m not going to move us backward because you push too hard. I’ll just slow us down to a pace I’m more comfortable with.” Her beautiful eyes connect with mine, and my heart skips a beat. “You’re still the love of my life, Enzo.”  
 
    “Fuck,” I grunt, talking a step forward and closing my arms around her.  
 
    Before she can object, my lips are on hers. I block out everything but the softness of her pretty pink lips and the taste of her contented sigh. Her tongue tangles with mine, and a growl rumbles from deep in my chest. My cock jumps to life like it hasn’t in months, and that’s when reality sets in. I’m being a demanding asshole and relying on our old safety net to see me through.  
 
    I slow the kiss and bring it to a halt, ending with a slow pass across her puckered lips. “Sorry,” I say, pulling away. “That wasn’t fair of me.”  
 
    “It wasn’t,” she agrees, grabbing my hand between us. “But it was fucking amazing. It always has been.”  
 
    “If you’re fishing for a denial, you won’t find it here.” I smirk as I toss her words back at her. “No matter how fucking awesome it is, it won’t fix what’s broken. And that’s what I want most.”  
 
    “Okay,” she says, pursing her lips and looking me up and down. “So let’s slow it up just a tick.”  
 
    “Did you have something in mind?”  
 
    “Do you?” she counters, holding back a smile.  
 
    I rub my chin, pretending to be in serious thought, but the truth is, I really fucking am. I’m searching my brain for something acceptable when it finally hits me. “Fuck yes,” I say, fist pumping. “Will you go on a date with me, Randi Dawson?”  
 
    “Holy shit.” Her eyes get round. “You really are pulling out all the stops. We’ve never officially dated.”  
 
    “Then it’s the perfect time to start.” I lean in, giving her my best puppy dog eyes. “What do you say?”  
 
    “What took you so long to ask?”  
 
    I nearly melt into a puddle right there, so fucking thankful to be moving forward with more than nightly texts. “Can I hug you right now?”  
 
    “Please.”  
 
    I close my arms around her and bury my nose against her sweet-smelling ponytail. The moment is as intimate as any between us has ever been, and for the first time in months, I feel like I’m home again.  
 
    “I love you, babe,” I whisper as we part.  
 
    She lifts and places a kiss on my cheek before backing away. “Right back at ya.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Date? 
 
      
 
    Randi 
 
    Enzo’s bike rumbles to a stop outside just as I’m applying mascara. My hair hangs down my back in long, flowing curls, my tight black dress hugs every curve, and my thigh high boots only leave a sliver of skin bare between them. After a final once-over, I grab my clutch and head downstairs.  
 
    Dad’s waiting on me, and a low whistle escapes. “Should I expect you home tonight?”  
 
    “Not if I have a say.” I kiss his cheek, and when I pull away, his brows are drawn down so far they’re one big bush. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “Are you sure you’re ready to get back together like this?” Enzo’s heavy footsteps thump up the stairs. “I know how badly he hurt you.”  
 
    “He did,” I say, plucking the keys to my Audi from the hook. “And we’re working through that. We’ve been working through it for weeks now. I’m ready to spend time with him. I need this as much as he does.”  
 
    “As long as you’re sure,” Rodney says just as a knock sounds. “I trust you to know what’s best.”  
 
    “Good.” I’m quick to swing open the door to reveal Enzo like I’ve never seen him.  
 
    He’s dressed in black slacks, with new boots peeking out beneath the hem, and a white button-up with the sleeves rolled to his elbows and the top two buttons open. His golden waves are all fluffy and fist-a-licious. I want to mount him right there on the porch, but it’d probably cause Rodney to have a heart attack.  
 
    “Hi.” A swarm of butterflies stirs to life inside my stomach and moves into my chest, causing my breath to catch.  
 
    His eyes rake over me from head to toe, and then he smirks, a full-on biker-hot smirk. “Right back at ya.”  
 
    Jesus 
 
    I’m not sure if we’ll make it to the restaurant. The tension has already wrapped its tentacles tightly around us, pulling us together like magnets. I can hardly keep from jumping into his arms. We’ve always burned hotter than the sun, and I’ve missed it so fucking much. Him. I’ve missed him.  
 
    As we’ve shared late night texts these past weeks, I’ve come to realize that love is always going to be about chance. There are never any guarantees. Enzo, as much of a misguided idiot as he was, didn’t break up with me because he doesn’t love me. It was quite the opposite, and I still don’t think that fear has fully left him. The idea that something could happen to me because of his lifestyle terrifies him.  
 
    I hold up my keys. “You ready?”  
 
    His tongue peeks out, wetting his lips. “I’ve been ready for a long time.”  
 
    And it’s true. It’s been over a month since my wreck, and after the first bit of being everywhere I turned, he backed off. Since then, he’s been patient, careful to let me set the pace. Even this past week as we’ve planned our date through texts and the occasional phone call, he’s given me the final say.  
 
    And that’s what I expect tonight.  
 
    I’m done torturing us both.  
 
    I want my life back.  
 
    Our fucking life.  
 
    His fingers burn a trail of fire, even though they barely ghost my back as he guides me toward my car. My skin is alive, every nerve ending standing at attention as anticipation swells between us to become this thick, sweltering cloud. My throat has gone dry, and my heart is thrumming like a little bird. Sparks shoot through my fingertips, the need to touch nearly overwhelming me.  
 
    Once I’m settled in the car, he gives me a full once-over before closing the door. I’m trying my best to be a good girl and let him have this date, but it’s impossibly hard to look forward to food when he’s the only thing I want to eat. I’m not sure when I arrived at this point in our reunion, but I’m done waiting. I want him, and the sooner the fucking better.  
 
    “So,” he says as he backs out of the drive. “You still up for Thai?”  
 
    “Uh.” My thighs tense, his voice sending pulses of need flickering through me. The car is filled with him, larger than life, and I can’t breathe without swallowing his scent. “I’d rather have you.”  
 
    “Fuck.” He chokes out a cough, snapping his head my way. “You can’t say shit like that.”  
 
    “Why not?” I challenge, angling toward him and crossing my arms to push up my tits. “It’s the truth.”  
 
    When he glances my way this time, his eyes fall, and he shakes his head as he turns to stare back out the windshield. “I thought we were taking this slow.” His eyes flash back to mine. “I don’t want anything to mess this up, and sex surely will.” His grip on the steering wheel tightens. “We both agreed that it’s for the best.”  
 
    “And I changed my fucking mind,” I snap, getting pissed that he hasn’t already turned down a dirt road somewhere. “I’m over being without you.”  
 
    “Babe,” he whispers, his eyes pleading with me to let him have this. “Let’s discuss it over dinner, at least. I need you to be sure. I don’t want a taste of you only to have it snatched right back.”  
 
    “Fine.” I settle into my seat, facing forward. “Go to the McDonalds on the edge of town.” His eyes are wide when he sets them on me this time. “What? I’ve never been that girl, Enzo. We both know this. I love that you want to wine and dine me, but I’d much rather you just fuck me into oblivion.”  
 
    Tires screech against pavement, and the car slides sideways as it comes to a halt in the middle of the roadway. He shifts it into park and angles his broad shoulders my way, crossing his beefy arms. Even in the button-up, I can see his muscles flex and bulge. My mouth waters when I get a peek at the swirl of my R tat where his shirt gapes.  
 
    “What the fuck are you trying to accomplish?” he asks, lifting a sexy brow.  
 
    I trail my fingers along the strip of skin on my leg. “Isn’t it obvious?”  
 
    “Very fucking obvious.” He smirks, shifting his erection before softening his tone. “But why? What do you want from me?”  
 
    A car horn blares, and the lady in the passenger side flips us off as they fly around us. “I’m ready to be done with the tiptoeing stage. Fuck the pretenses. You’re my Lion, and I’m ready to make you roar.”  
 
    “Jesus, Randi,” he says, shifting to keep from palming his rock-solid cock. “How am I supposed to fight this?”  
 
    “Don’t,” I say, shifting to my knees and leaning toward him. “Let’s seal the deal.”  
 
    I peck his cheek, then the corner of his mouth, and then a dead-on press of my lips to his. He reaches out, gripping my waist, and his mouth opens with a petulant groan. The kiss is slow and explorative, the relearning of rhythm and flow between two strangers who’ve been passing in the night.  
 
    He ends it before I’m ready, but I don’t pout, because he cups my cheek. “You know I don’t have the strength to say no to you, but we’re having dinner first.”  
 
    “Fine.” My eyes narrow but only slightly. “Hit the drive thru.”  
 
    He chuckles, and it’s a sound I’ve been deprived of for quite some time. For the past few months, it’s been the rich tone of Reagan’s voice that’s kept me sane, and it always made me happy. But now, hearing Enzo’s deep chuckle again, I realize the way it makes me feel has nothing to do with happiness and everything to do with how much I need him.  
 
    I drop back into my seat, satisfied he’s finally giving in. “Floor it.”  
 
    His beautiful, sexy laugh fills my ears, and a smile creeps onto my lips. I love the fuck out of my Lion, and I hope with everything inside me that he’s learned his lesson. I’d hate to have to kill the motherfucker.  
 
    We make quick work of ordering a couple quarter pounder combos, and he tears out of the lot like his ass is on fire. The bag is tossed to the back seat, neither of us interested in what it contains. I get what he was trying to do, and I love the fuck out of him for it, but I need him to fuck the space between us away.  
 
    I’m not surprised when we pull up at the gate of the clubhouse, and I wait for unease to settle in, but it never does. He slams my car into park and grabs the bag from the back seat.  
 
    “Stay there,” he says, hurrying out of the car and around to my door. “It’s the least I can do since you fucked up all my other plans.” He takes my hand and pulls me from the car.  
 
    I look at him from beneath my lashes. “Did I really fuck them up, or did I just skip us to the best part?”  
 
    He grips my nape and tugs, smashing his lips to mine. He doesn’t deepen it, but I still feel it all the way to my toes. Sparks radiate from where we touch and ricochet along my skin to heighten the already suffocating anticipation. I’m tempted to jump and straddle his waist right here in the parking lot.  
 
    He pulls away just before I make the leap. “Shit,” he hisses, retaking my hand and dragging me behind him. I can barely keep up, but I don’t mind running. He barges through the clubhouse door and comes to an abrupt halt, bringing me to stand beside him. “Out!” The tone of his voice as his eyes pass over the unsuspecting club members sends shivers racing up my spine. When no one moves, he becomes even more forceful. “Lock the fucking gate behind you.”  
 
    That seems to break them out of it, and they all get to their feet, shooting various looks our way. Or in Mikey’s case, refusing to make eye contact at all. I almost feel smug after the way those fucks gleefully kicked me to the curb, but then I remind myself it wasn’t their fault. It was Enzo’s, but in the face of reconciliation, I just simply have no fucks to give.  
 
    I want to be fucked.  
 
    Over and over.  
 
    The first fuck is so quick and forceful that when we float back into the stratosphere, we’re still almost fully dressed and panting against his closed bedroom door. Enzo’s eyes go from wide to tender with a single blink, and he steps back, lifting me bridal style and carrying me to the bed.  
 
    “That wasn’t supposed to happen,” he says as he lays me down and tugs the zipper of my right boot. “I’m going to worship at the alter of Randi Dawson for the rest of the night.”  
 
    His touch is electric, and the deliberate way he teases me with soft strokes and barely there glances drives me wild. By the time I’m naked, I’m a heaving mess, desperate for round two. He proceeds in a slow, practiced manner, and even though it’s killing me, it’s in the best of fucking ways.  
 
    He’s reminding me how stupid I was to ever think dream Enzo was real. His naked body is perfection, poised between my spread thighs. His chest muscles bunch as he pulls a lone leg up to rest across his shoulder.  
 
    My breath catches when I notice the scar, the root of all our strife, and my heart thunders at a rapid pace. “Enzo,” I murmur, torn between pain and ecstasy. I lift my hand. “Can I?”  
 
    He pauses, hurt filling his eyes. “I’m so fucking sorry, babe,” he says, dropping my thigh and moving to lay on his back beside me. He laces his fingers behind his head, and his eyes fall closed. “I’m yours. Explore all you want.”  
 
    I’m careful at first, only staring at the pinched skin. His chest muscles twitch when my fingers ghost over his heart. Then I follow a path, tweaking the barbell in his nipple and hurriedly moving on, upward barely the span of a dollar bill. “So fucking close,” I whisper, tracing my fingertip over the gnarled patch of skin. “I almost lost you for good, and I didn’t even realize.”  
 
    His hand comes up and grips mine, his eyes opening. “I was so stupid,” he rasps, sitting up on one elbow to face me. “I chose the worst time imaginable to do what I did. I would’ve ripped that fucking hospital to pieces to see you if the situation had been reversed.”  
 
    His eyes gleam with moisture in the low light, and I scoot closer, pressing my body against his. “I forgive you,” I say, pressing an open-mouth kiss to his scar. “What you did was fucking ruthless”—I press another kiss, this time just behind his ear—“but I still forgive you.” I pull back and meet his eyes. “I love you, Enzo Stone, and you better not ever do something so stupid again.”  
 
    “I swear to you,” he says, pressing forward.  
 
    I’m on my back with him braced above me in one swift move. I bring my legs up and anchor them around his strong thighs, urging his cock closer. The groan that pushes through his lips as he thrusts against me causes my clit to throb and my eyes to roll closed in pleasure.  
 
    “Please, Enzo,” I whisper. “Make love to me.”  
 
    His lips descend and they roam everywhere within reach, nipping, sucking, tugging, soothing before he lifts and stares into my eyes. “I love you,” he grunts, thrusting deep. My back arches and my mouth falls open in a satisfied sigh. “I’ll never let you leave again.” He licks up my neck. “I’ll never send you away.” His hot breath blows in my ear. “I’m yours, Randi.”  
 
    He lets out this sexy sound somewhere between a growl and a grunt, and every molecule within me tightens. I squeeze my eyes closed as carnal sensation builds. Tiny pinpoints of light dance around the edges of the darkness as he drives into me harder and faster. 
 
    “For fucking life, Randi,” he rasps, thrusting, thrusting, thrusting. “I’ll always be yours.”  
 
    “Please.” I’m begging for more and for him to make it stop at the same time. The pressure is building. The tension is mounting, and I feel like I might lose my mind. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck,” I chant, on the verge of taking flight.  
 
    My hands move from his shoulders to his flowing mane, fisting it tightly as the tiny pulses flicker just out of reach. Closer and closer they come until they’re bursting all around me. I’m pushed higher, to the fucking brink, before being shoved over the cliff and into a freefall of unfettered bliss.  
 
    “Goddammit,” he roars, thrusting so deep my eyes fly open to meet his. “So fucking good, babe.” He buries his face in my neck, a deep growl rumbling against my skin before he stills, releasing a heavy grumbling breath.  
 
    I wrap him in my embrace, legs and arms cradling him tightly against me. There was a time I thought I’d never have this again, and I want to savor this moment, to sear it into my mind to hold on to forever. He fucked up and it hurt me deeply, but not being with him? That’s a continuous, agonizing pain I’m no longer willing to accept.  
 
    Enzo Stone is my Lion.  
 
    And he always will be.  
 
    Bumps and all.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Moving In 
 
      
 
    Enzo 
 
    “This it?” I ask, pointing to the last box on her stripped down bed at Rodney’s house. “Nothing else needs to be taken down?”  
 
    “Nope,” she says, smiling. “That’s the last one.”  
 
    I chuckle, opening my arms for her to jump into. We’ve been counting down the fucking days until she moves back to the clubhouse permanently. Even though we couldn’t make it through our first date without reconnecting physically, we still decided slowly was the best way forward.  
 
    It’s been thirty long-ass nights on top of the months when I was a stupid motherfucker since I’ve held her body against mine as we slept. It’s been the one hard and fast rule we’ve stuck to. Sex is acceptable, but the intimacy of spending the night together is something we saved while we worked on our trust issues. Her trust issues due to my idiotic actions. To say this is a big fucking day is an understatement.  
 
    It’s the start of the rest of our lives. 
 
    “I love you,” she says, pressing a quick kiss to my lips. “Take me home.”  
 
    My grip on her luscious ass tightens and I groan, not ready to release her yet dying to lie beside her and hold her naked body pressed against mine. Too fucking bad I have at least eight hours before it gets dark and a welcome back party to make it through.  
 
    She unlocks her legs from my waist and slides down my front, eliciting a hiss. “Don’t make me take you on this bed.”  
 
    “If Rodney wasn’t right downstairs, I’d take that dare.”  
 
    I shove the images she brings up out of my mind and snatch up the box, tilting my head toward the door. “Let’s do this, dirty girl. I can’t fucking wait to hold you tonight.”  
 
    When we get to the bottom the of stairs, she goes over to talk to Rodney while I head on out to the truck to secure the boxes in the bed. Just as I get the last tie in place, the front door swings open, and my beautiful girl comes sauntering down the stairs with her dad standing in the open doorway.  
 
    I toss up my hand. “You’ll be at the party later?”  
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it.” He throws up a hand. “Five o’clock?”  
 
    I hurry to open the passenger door for Randi. “That works,” I call, closing the door once she’s perched on the seat. “Stop by the bakery and grab a couple pies, will ya?”  
 
    “No problem.” He points a skinny finger my way and lowers his voice. “You take good care of our girl.”  
 
    “Will do, Sheriff.” I give him a salute as I round the truck. “I won’t ever make that mistake again.”  
 
    He replies with the thumbs up and pushes the door closed as I slide into the truck. My eyes shift to my woman, who’s too far away, and I lift my arm, motioning for her to scoot across the bench seat and nestle against me.  
 
    “This was the longest thirty days of my life,” she says as I back out the drive. “I can’t tell you how many times I wanted to toss the whole idea into the fucking trash.”  
 
    “Ditto, babe,” I reply, shifting into drive and draping my arm across her shoulders. “But now that it’s here, I’m really fucking glad we went through with it.”  
 
    “Right?” She kicks up her feet and props them on the dash. “I’m ridiculously excited about just having you hold me while I fall asleep.”  
 
    “I get it.” I turn onto the highway and open the old beast up as much as possible. “It’s almost like we don’t even need to have sex.”  
 
    “Speak for yourself.” She barks a laugh, side-eyeing me.  
 
    I lift a brow. “I said almost.”  
 
    She doesn’t respond, but her hand lands on my thigh. I grip the wheel tighter, my jaw clenched as she teases me with soft strokes that come way too fucking close and nowhere near enough at the same time.  
 
    I let out a low groan. “You must want me to take a detour.”  
 
    “I’m not opposed,” she snarks, licking her pretty pink lips.  
 
    “Jesus, babe,” I whine, teetering between yes and no. “You know those fuckers are buzzing, excited for your arrival.”  
 
    “Fuck ‘em,” she says, her fingers barely brushing my cock. It leaps to life, swelling in the confined space. “We have a private matter to deal with first.”  
 
    I reach down and stop her wandering hand by placing mine over it. “They’ve missed having you there.” I pause, a swell of emotion lodging in my chest. “I’ve missed you.”  
 
    “And I’ve missed being there.” She cuts her eyes to mine. “It was one of the most painful moments of my life when Wyndall forced me out.”  
 
    “Dammit, babe,” I say, regret churning in my gut. “I’ll never be able to make that shit up to you, and I know that, but I am fucking sorry. So goddamn sorry.” 
 
    “You can make it up to me by never being so stupid again.” She isn’t being bitchy or mean, just truthful.  
 
    “I swear on my life.” I make direct eye contact. “And remember, a Dirty Lion always keeps his word.”   
 
    “I remember,” she says softly. 
 
    I lift my arm and put it back around her shoulder, drawing her tightly against my side. We’ve talked about things, sure, but Randi didn’t ask very fucking much of me. I tried from the start to take it slow and earn her back, but that wasn’t on her agenda. Those few weeks of nightly texts were enough for her, and we’ve been a duo since our very first failed attempt at a date.  
 
    The gate slides open without me having to stop, the ever-watchful Mikey on top of the job as always. The clubhouse lot is fuller than usual with all the club members here, along with Amy, Layla, Rhonda, and Tabitha to help decorate or what the fuck ever for the party. Yep, my girl accepted Tabitha pretty fucking easily. It’s not like she has anything to worry about. She knows this, and Tabitha’s a decent chick.  
 
    She was nice to me, and she had Randi’s back for no other reason than she felt I had done wrong. It counts for something. And I reluctantly accepted Dr. Douchebag. He definitely wanted Randi, but who could blame him? Yet he also backed off when he realized she’d never be his. That kiss, though. It still pops into my mind every time he’s around.  
 
    “It’s official.” I shift the truck into park and urge my girl to turn and straddle my lap. “You’re home.”  
 
    Her fingers comb through my hair and then tighten into fists. “If this happens again, it’ll be you who leaves.” She leans down and presses a quick kiss to my lips. “In a fucking body bag.”  
 
    I chuckle, running my hands up and down her thighs, gripping them to keep her from rocking against me. “I get it, babe. I fucking swear to you, it’s never happening again.”  
 
    “Good.” She smiles then, this wide, breathtaking smile. “Let’s sneak past all these happy-go-lucky pre-party motherfuckers and hide out in our room for a few. We have something important to discuss.”  
 
    “Works for me,” I say, tightening my hands on her trim waist. “I’ll grab the boxes later.”  
 
    “Better yet,” she says, smirking, “make Wyndall bring them in.”  
 
    She’s still a little sore that Wyndall showed her the door. It hurt her more than she let on. I hurt her more than she’s let me see, and that’s okay if it’s how she wants to handle it. It’s on me to show her every single day that I fucked up, and I know it.    
 
    “You think we can sneak in the back door?” I lift a pierced brow, jingling my keychain. “I’m sure it’s locked, and I just so happen to have the only key.”  
 
    “I think they better stay away from us until it’s time for the party,” she says, pulling the handle to my door. “I gave in and allowed them to go crazy, but until then, it’s just you and me, babe.”  
 
    Lifting her, I help her to the ground before joining her and scanning the lot. No prying eyes seem to be around, so I take her hand and lead her around the clubhouse where there’s a door that enters into the back hallway. As I figured, it’s locked, but I produce my key and have it open in no fucking time, peeking my head around to see who’s lurking.  
 
    Coast is clear.  
 
    I feel like we’re on some kind of covert mission or some shit when all we really want is a few minutes alone to absorb that … she’s fucking home. And I’m never, ever letting her leave here again. Or who knows? Maybe we’ll leave here together, on to greener pastures with a house and a picket fence.  
 
    I’m for it if that’s what she needs.  
 
    It’s all about her for the rest of my life.  
 
    “Come on,” I whisper, dragging her in behind me. She lets out this cute as fuck giggle as we sneak down the hall, and I playfully tease her. “You’re gonna break our cover.”  
 
    “Oops.”  
 
    We can just hear the murmur of voices from the end of the hallway as reach our bedroom door. I twist the knob, and we slip inside, shutting the door behind us swiftly and quietly.  
 
    “Unf.” I grunt, grabbing her waist and pressing her back against it. “A-fucking-lone at last.” My lips descend to her neck and collar bone, my fingers pushing her shirt out of the way. “Welcome home, Randi.” I lift my head and stare into her gorgeous blue eyes. “Thank you for giving me another chance. Thank you for not giving up on us. Thank you for existing.”  
 
    “Enzo,” she whispers, her hands resting on my shoulders. “You’re it for me and me for you. There’s no way either of us can deny that. You’re inside me, under my skin, a part of my flesh. Resisting would’ve made us both miserable.”  
 
    “You’re proving what I’ve always fucking known,” I reply, cupping my hand around her nape and pressing my forehead against hers. “You’re better than me in every way, and I love you more than I love anything else in existence.”  
 
    “I won’t disagree.” She smiles cheekily, moving her hands from my shoulders to my face. Cupping my cheeks, she pushes me away so she can stare deep into my eyes. “Which is why I think this is something I should do. Can’t have you fucking it up.”  
 
    My brows furrow, not understanding what she means. She pushes me a step backward, and I go willingly. Whatever my girl wants, my girl gets, even if I am reluctant that she’s putting space between us. She reaches into her back pocket at the same time as she drops to her knees.  
 
    I’m confused as fuck but also curious. I mean, this could be just about any-fucking-thing with Randi in charge, but the look in her eyes is sincere as fuck. She gazes at me with so much love that my breath lodges in my throat at the possibility.  
 
    “Shit,” I hiss, the need to drag her back to her feet almost overwhelming me. Not because of what I hope she’s doing, but yeah, exactly because of that.  
 
    She’s about to steal my thunder. 
 
    “Enzo.” Her voice is soft and breathy and mother of fuck, she’s gonna do it. “I think we made a mistake by being so casual with us before, and I want to remedy that this go round. I love you as much today as I always have, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you.” She brings her hand up, and in it is a business card. “We’re not conventional, so I don’t think slapping a diamond on my finger is the answer, but this is. A lifetime commitment, branded in ink.” I take the card, and it’s an open appointment to Crescent Tattoo. “Will you marry me, Enzo Stone?”  
 
    I look from the card to her, my heart slamming against my ribcage. I’m so fucking torn. Of course I want to marry her, but the thought of her first ink being a ring that connects her to me for the rest of her life is making me barbaric. I want to own her right goddamn now.  
 
    “Jesus, babe,” I rasp, my cock pulsing to life. “Do you have any idea what the thought of you getting my ring inked on your finger is doing to me?”  
 
    She licks her lips. “I can guess.”  
 
    I groan, pulling her to her feet. “When?”   
 
    She shrugs, closing the space between us. “Today, tomorrow, Monday, next weekend? Sometime before the sixty-day license expires.”  
 
    “Today?” I can barely talk through the surge of need that’s flowing through me. “You already have a license?”   
 
    “If that’s what you want,” she says, kissing my neck. “And yes.”  
 
    I push her back so I can see the answer in her eyes as well as hear it. “You’re seriously ready to marry me right the fuck now?”  
 
    “In a little while,” she hedges, smiling. “My dad can perform the ceremony.”  
 
    “Holy shit.” I grab her up and spin us in a circle. “We’re getting fucking married.”  
 
    “Only if you’re sure,” she says, drawing back to look at me. “I don’t want you to feel pressured.”  
 
    “You planned this?” I thought it was a spur-of-the-moment thing, but now I’m realizing it had to have taken forethought. “Damn, babe.” I’m suddenly choked up, my eyes burning. “No fucking take-backs.” 
 
    “Then we’re getting fucking married.”  
 
    “Jesus.” I shudder as I pull her back against me. 
 
    I don’t know how I thought today would go, but this exceeds any expectation I had. My girl carried on in the face of my cruelty, patiently waited for me to get my shit together, and then she forgave me. And finally, on top of all that, she grabbed the bull by the horns and did what I should’ve done over a year ago.  
 
    Asked me to marry her. 
 
    This Dirty Lion and his dirty girl have finally made it to their dirty fucking end.  
 
    Which is really only a new beginning. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Enzo 
 
    I hold Randi’s hand against my thigh, our fingers laced and the thumb of my left hand brushing back and forth over the ink that isn’t a band of gold and diamonds. Even now, almost four years later, it still drives me fucking insane. The very best part of her body. My favorite spot.  
 
    “Joshua Rochester,” the announcer calls, dragging my attention to the podium.  
 
    The little shit I met six years ago is now a grown fucking man. At almost nineteen, Joshua’s walking across the stage to receive his high school diploma. His shoulders are broad and his ebony hair is long, his ponytail reaching mid-back. As he takes his fake diploma, he faces forward and gives an over-exaggerated bow, much to the principal’s displeasure.  
 
    This is all a formality for him, a goal I insisted he reach. He knows that as soon as he walks off that stage, a prospect patch is waiting for him. The beaming smile on Sandra Rochester’s face makes all the drama I dealt with as I pushed him through worth it, though. If it hadn’t been for me, he wouldn’t be on that stage, maybe not even alive.  
 
    So I feel proud.  
 
    I’m happy as fuck that Rodney and Randi nudged me into mentoring him, and I’ve come to love the muscle head. Oh yeah, he’s fucking ripped, in his prime, with all the local chicks following him around like he’s the star quarterback.    
 
    Clapping erupts from the crowd, and I come back to the present, allowing Randi to pull me to my feet as we join the applause. Hats fly into the air, and the whole scene becomes chaotic as bodies start moving, parents and kids trying to reunite through the throng.  
 
    “Not so fast.” Randi tries to wander off, but I pull her back against my chest. “He’ll find us.”  
 
    “I know,” she says, spinning in my arms. “We should probably give him a few minutes with Sandra and Lois anyway.”  
 
    It’s hard to look down at her and not allow my eyes to fall to the swells of her creamy tits as they peek out from the deep V neckline of the dress she’s chosen for this event. I’m not sure why she thought it was a good idea to tease these high school boys, forcing them all to walk around hiding hard-ons, but it’s having the same fucking effect on me.   
 
    “I may need a few minutes of my own.” I pause, letting my eyes fall slowly before bringing them back up and running my tongue over my bottom lip. “Why do you see the need to fucking kill every man at this shindig?”  
 
    “Look who’s talking.” She reaches up to tinker with my tie, her narrowed eyes shifting to a group of women gathered nearby. “In this getup, you’re impossible to resist. They’ve seen you before, know the danger you pose, but you’ve rendered them incapable of recalling that memory with your flowy blond locks and wide, sculpted chest.” She lifts to her tip toes, her arms going up to settle over my shoulders. “We’re all pawns in your sick and twisted game,” she whispers, causing my cock to twitch.  
 
    I grip her waist, mostly to stop myself from slamming her against something and taking her in front of all these pretentious jerks. “I only want one chess piece, and she’s a queen. I just wish she’d hide those luscious mounds so us men will be able to walk normally as we pretend to socialize for the next hour.”  
 
    She tosses her pretty head back and lets out a cute giggle. It’s an unusual sound to hear from her, so I know my flirting game is strong. “I like watching men suffer,” she says, lifting up to place her lips just shy of my ear. “At least you actually get to live out the fantasy.” 
 
    “These poor shmucks.” I pass my eyes over the crowd of young male graduates who keep glancing toward my girl on the sly. It’s no secret she’s the hot “mom” they all drool over at every school event. “It’s sad, really,” I say, settling my hands on her hips. “This is officially the last time for them to ogle you. I suppose the dress was warranted.”  
 
    “Damn, babe.” She swats my chest, a tinge of pink creeping onto her cheeks. “Now you’re just being ridiculous.”  
 
    I shrug one shoulder, all casual and shit. “I kinda do feel sorry for the young fucks. I can’t imagine a life where I wouldn’t get to admire you on a regular basis.”  
 
    “Lucky for you, that will never be an issue,” she says, winking at a red-headed pimply geek who’s eye fucking her from a few feet away. “Most of these boys will be off to college come fall.” 
 
    “Good fucking riddance,” I sneer as I imagine the little pissant saving that look for his spank bank. “The sooner the fucking better.”  
 
    “Yo, ho, ho,” Joshua says, barging over and wrapping his giant-ass arms around both Randi and me. The little shit’s gotten so big that I have to tilt my head upward to see him fully at this close range, but I won’t let him know that. “I graduated, Enzo. Ma’s pleased as she can be, and her smile almost makes these last four years of high school hell worth it.”  
 
    I chuckle, wrapping my arm around his waist and squeezing. “Congratulations, little lion. I’m proud of you.”  
 
    “Show me how much,” he says, stepping back and shoving my shoulder. “You know what I want.”  
 
    “It’s draped across the seat of your bike,” I reply, smirking.  
 
    His eyes get so fucking big I’m afraid they might pop out and roll away. “Here? You mean …” He trails off, pointing toward the parking lot. “You brought it with you?”  
 
    “I made a promise, didn’t I? We voted right after you left this morning.” I clap his shoulder, giving it a firm squeeze. “A Dirty Lion always keeps his word.”  
 
    “… keeps his word,” Randi mimics with a smile before turning and throwing her arms around our newly crowned adult. “I’m so proud of you, Joshua.”  
 
    “Thanks, R,” he says lowly, holding her a little longer than I’d like. “I appreciate all the help with my classes. I couldn’t have finished if you hadn’t helped me with the stupid math.”  
 
    “That’s what I’m here for.” She pulls back and nestles under my arm. “Are you sure you don’t want to give the Triple C a go?”  
 
    “Not happening,” he says, his dimples on full display. He’s batting his long dark lashes and being way too fucking cutesy for my liking, but this is his favorite game. Fuck with Randi to piss off Enzo. “I’m ready to take my rightful place with the Lions.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” she says, getting ready to fuck with him. It makes me smirk. I can read my girl like a damn book. “You strike me as more of the accountant type. The way you worked those numbers was masterful. I think you have a gift.”  
 
    He tosses his head back and chuckles, causing all the girls in the vicinity to look his way and whisper among themselves. “Very funny, R. That shit is not happening.” 
 
    “Think of the possibilities,” she says, eyeing said girls. “They’re all around you, just waiting and hoping you’ll choose them instead of the MC.”  
 
    “Now you’re being dramatic,” he says, rolling his eyes. “There’s enough of me to go around.” He glances over where two girls are watching with interest and winks. They break into a fit of giggles, and he turns back to us, shrugging. “See? No conflicts here.”  
 
    Sandra and Lois join us then, and Joshua’s mom has a tissue and wet eyes as she charges over and throws her arms around my neck. She’s blubbering as she speaks. “Thank you so much, Enzo. My boy is a high school graduate, and it’s all because of you.” She pulls back and looks at me before her face crinkles and she buries it in my chest again. “I’m so proud.” She’s mumbling now, but I just pat her on the back and give her the moment.  
 
    “Come on, Ma,” Joshua finally says after a good five minutes of enjoying my discomfort. “You’re making Enzo look weak.”  
 
    I roll my fucking eyes at his dumb ass. “Allowing your mother to be happy doesn’t make me look weak,” I say, pushing Sandra to arm’s length so I can get a good look at her. “We did good and you should be proud. I swear to do my best to keep him on the right track, even as he joins the MC.”  
 
    She waves me off. “He was always going to join a club. I’m just happy it turned out to be yours.”  
 
    “Me too.” I smile and spin her, tossing an arm over her shoulder to lead her toward the parking lot. Randi and Lois are talking among themselves, but they fall into line behind us, and Joshua flanks his mom’s other side. “It’s time to leave high school in the past.”  
 
    As we near where his Harley and the Firebird are parked, Joshua takes off. You can see the leather draped across his seat from here. “Holy shit,” he yells, grabbing it and holding it up for us to see. “It’s a thing of beauty.”  
 
    To be honest, it’s a plain black Cut with a prospect patch on the back and one in place of his name tag. That’s it. There are no other markings on it, but as he earns favor with the club, his chances of earning his Lion patch become greater. Generally, it takes at least twelve months, but we expedited Mikey’s patch due to outstanding service in the war with the Wolves. I don’t see Joshua taking that same path, as he has a wild streak that’s been a little harder to break.  
 
    “Go on, then,” I say, smiling like a proud papa. “Put that sucker on.”  
 
    Joshua, being the wild child he is, yanks his gown up and over his head before ripping open his button up. He strips down to his bare chest and tosses his wadded up shirt and gown my way. I almost let that shit fall to the concrete, but a quick look at the growing audience of teen girls has me hording it lest they snag it and perform some kind of voodoo shit on it.  
 
    Randi puts her fingers to her lips and lets out a loud whistle when he does a spin. Sandra and Lois clap. I bob my head, my hands on my hips and a pang in my heart. It’s pride I feel. I was able to take this kid and mold him into a man—a decent fucking man. One who’ll live a good and productive life.  
 
    Sure, we deal with weapons and drugs, and shit happens we have no control over, but we’re not savages. We’re principled men who’ve chosen a certain lifestyle, and I look forward to bringing a new Lion into the fold.  
 
    As Joshua straddles his HOG and poses for Sandra to take pictures, Randi comes over to nestle under my arm. “You did good, babe.” She’s looking up at me, all proud and shit, and for once, I have to fucking agree.  
 
    “I fucking kicked ass.” I turn and guide us toward the Firebird. “We kicked ass,” I say as she laces our fingers together. “I couldn’t have done this without you.”  
 
    “Damn right you couldn’t,” she says, spinning to stand before me.   
 
    I take in the scene around us before looking down at the love of my life. I was a fucking fool not to marry her as soon as she told me she loved me, and I almost lost her to my loyalty to the club and straight up stupidity. But now I realize I can have it all. The Lions, her, Joshua—they all own a part of me and that’s a-o-fucking-kay.  
 
    This Dirty Lion has gotten a grip and will never lose it again.  
 
    The End 
 
    Please take a moment to review if you enjoyed  
 
    this series :) 
 
    You can find all my books here: Faye's Books 
 
    You can sign up to my Newsletter here: Sign Up 
 
    My next preorder is waiting here: Fake It 'Til You Break It (WARNING: This book contains epic heart fail and a cliffhanger to rival all cliffhangers, but the series will come out quickly) 
 
      
 
    Thank you all for finding my words and indulging my tendency to walk on the wild side! I hope to continue bringing you exciting, roller-coaster reads! 
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