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        He knew what he wanted from life… until an unexpected baby changed everything.

      

      

      

      RALEIGH

      I just wanted to save the poor dog.

      I had no idea what it would do to my life.

      

      Now, I’ve got a hot biker breathing down my neck.

      I tell him I’m off-limits, but it’s not the kind of thing he cares about.

      And it turns out that I can’t resist him for long.

      

      Soon, I’m tied up in more ways than one.

      All I have are questions:

      Will we survive this war?

      Can I love a broken man?

      And how do I tell Colt that he’s about to welcome a baby on board?

      

      COLT

      A man’s dog is his best friend.

      I may be an outlaw, but I’m no different gun that respect.

      

      Raleigh didn’t know what she was getting into when she jumped feet-first into my life.

      But neither of us can ignore the sparks igniting between us.

      

      The thing is, a biker comes with baggage.

      My enemies are pounding at the door, trying to destroy everything I’ve ever loved.

      Can I keep the mother of my child safe from the men who want to kill me?
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      Raleigh May sat back in the uncomfortable chair and sighed. She did not want to be wasting her time sitting around at Chez Victor, waiting on Brad. The food here was far overpriced for the tiny portions, and no matter how elite and gourmet the menu promised it to be, that wasn’t enough to entice her. Even more, she did not want to be wasting that time with all of his annoying friends and coworkers. It would have been a nice day to be outside, with the cool breeze and the brilliant sun, the fall weather not quite ready to make the skies gray yet, but it would have been much more enjoyable if she could have been running in the park or working in a garden. The rain of the evening before still hung around in the gutters and in a few random puddles, but it had left the air with a beautiful clean scent that Raleigh had always enjoyed.

      “Let me tell you, this guy clearly had no clue how to make a sound investment. The boss dropped him like an old report into the shredder. The last I heard, he had taken a job at one of those high-rate loan companies and moved into an efficiency apartment!” The man next to her laughed far too loudly, even for being seated outdoors, and his elbow constantly bumped into hers.

      The others at the table joined in his laughter, but Raleigh didn’t even try to hide her irritation. “I really don’t see the humor. He wasn’t the right fit for the job, and now he’s down on his luck.” She frowned and tucked a strand of her strawberry blonde hair behind her ear indignantly.

      “You’re too sympathetic,” Jerry—yes, that was his name—replied, still smiling as he put his hand on the back of Raleigh’s chair. “But I guess that’s exactly what Brad sees in you. He’s used to all of us cutthroats in the financial sector, so now he’s got a sweet little vet to chase around. But you have to acknowledge that life isn’t all about saving puppies. We have to deal with reality, too.”

      She stopped herself from correcting him and stating that she was only a vet’s assistant for the moment until she finished her schooling. She wasn’t far off, lacking only a few classes, but she knew that a degree made all the difference in the world with people like this. They thought little enough of her as it was. “Even if that reality involves animals who sorely need our help?” she challenged.

      “Tell me, Raleigh,” said Kim from across the table as her diamond tennis bracelet sparkled in the sun, “how do you stand to be around all those animals all day? My mother had a cat once, and the thing just clawed the furniture and left hair all over everything. It was disgusting.” She frowned, at least as much as she could after so much Botox. “And that litter box! Such an atrocious thing to deal with!”

      “It’s not something that I have to stand at all,” she replied, checking her watch and wondering when Brad was going to get here. Not that she truly wanted him around, but then at least his friends would focus on him instead of her. He had a way of dominating the conversation that normally irritated her, but at this moment it would save her from having to contribute. “I love the animals, and I love helping them; otherwise I never would have gone into this field. I like having a job that gives me the satisfaction of knowing I’m making a difference.”

      “But you probably don’t make that much money, do you?” This came from Don, a man who looked every bit the investment banker that he was. She had never seen him without his dark hair perfectly combed, and he always wore a suit no matter the occasion. “That’s not a very good long-term plan, you know. You have to think about your future if you and Brad ever want to retire. Maybe there’s something you can do to increase your income, like start a chain of vet clinics.”

      Raleigh pressed her lips together. Why did everyone just assume they were going to get married? She hadn’t even kissed him for crying out loud. There was a distinct possibility that Brad had told his friends otherwise, though, and she didn’t care enough to correct them. Let them think what they wanted. She was just waiting things out. “I’ll keep that in mind,” she finally ground out.

      The rest of the group carried on, discussing the best vintage of wine on the menu, even though it was only lunchtime, and talking about the upcoming conference they would be flying to the next month. Their company had arranged some lavish hotel on a beach somewhere. The only thought Raleigh could give to it was the hope that Brad wouldn’t ask her to come along. A hotel room was too private of a venue for her to be alone with him.

      Her attention wandered from the idle gossip among the group and out to the street. Cars flowed steadily by, presumably on their way to some destination far more exciting than this one. There were several high-end retailers across the street, and women in floppy hats and long dresses carried their tiny dogs in and out of them. Were tiny dogs still in fashion? Raleigh wondered. What had happened to all those little chihuahuas that had been purchased primarily as a purse accessory now that they weren’t trending? Raleigh’s thoughts always turned to animals in some form or fashion. She saw so many of them at the clinic, and in her free time she helped out at the Humane Society. Animals were her life, and they were far better company than most people.

      And now her vision focused on a big golden retriever that was walking leisurely down the other side of the street. He wore a dark bandana around his neck, but Raleigh saw no evidence of a collar. What was even more surprising was that he had no leash and no owner. Raleigh sat up a little straighter, squinting and hoping that she was wrong. Maybe she had just focused on the dog too much and missed the owner, who had stepped into the shade to answer a call or something. But no, he was wandering aimlessly, sniffing at sign posts and benches and licking a sandwich wrapper that someone had carelessly dropped.

      “I just don’t see how these people can be so financially irresponsible,” Kim was saying. “You see them on the streets, begging for money as though they don’t have any better options. They got themselves into that situation, as far as I’m concerned, and they can get themselves back out of it. I’m certainly not going to give them any money. They’re just going to use it to buy drugs or something.”

      Raleigh had a good idea that Kim and the others would think the same way no matter what charity might be in need, and the thought disgusted her. She had spent plenty of her time serving with various organizations when she was a Girl Scout growing up, and it had truly impacted the focus of her adult life. Clearly, these people could have benefited from a little volunteer time instead of spending their weekends at the country club.

      She returned her focus to the big gold dog. He had the shaggy fur and sweet face of his breed, as well as the sweet personality. He looked happily at anyone who passed him on the street, expecting everyone he met to pet him. Most people simply passed him by, not interested.

      But as lovable as the big canine seemed, his situation left Raleigh with a growing sense of discomfort. Why was a gorgeous dog like that out on the street? Who had just let him run like that? She was just about to get up and go check him for a tag when she saw something that truly disturbed her. The retriever was no longer content on his side of the street. He had put his dark, wet nose in the air as he caught the scent of the fine food floating across the street from Chez Victor. One front paw stepped tentatively off the curb. He pulled it back up onto the sidewalk, uncertain, as a red sports car flashed by, but then he stepped down into the gutter once again.

      Raleigh was on her feet in an instant. Her chair tumbled to the concrete and Brad’s friends exclaimed, but she paid no attention. There was nothing that mattered—not Brad’s crazy friends, nothing—if that poor dog ran out and got hit by a car. She had seen so much of that in her line of work: sweet, innocent animals with twisted and broken bones, some with injuries that simply couldn’t be fixed, all because someone had been irresponsible. Raleigh charged through the gate in the little iron fence that separated the outdoor dining area from the sidewalk. Her vision focused and cleared as she checked for traffic. The golden was out in the first lane now, and he had no idea that a semi was heading right toward him.

      Her heart surged into her throat, and her legs moved on their own. She was no longer in control of her own body as she flew across the street and wrapped her arms around the hairy dog. They tumbled to the sidewalk on the other side just as the truck flew by, his horn blaring and his tires sending a wave of muddy water up into the air. It landed on Raleigh and the dog with a cold splash that made her gasp.

      Several people near the shops had seen the incident, and they clapped politely. It was a nice gesture, but not a single person approached her to see if she was all right. The dog, at least, was appreciative. He put his heavy paws on her chest and licked the mud from her face. Raleigh couldn’t help but laugh as she tried to push him off.

      “Come on, you beast. Let’s see if we can figure out who you belong to.” She extracted herself from underneath the dog and put her hand through his bandana, hoping that he would be willing to come with her without too much struggle. She had left her cell phone and her purse over at the restaurant, so she led the dog across the street. He seemed to trust her, and he trotted along happily as she approached the fenced area.

      “Ma’am, you can’t bring that dog in here,” a snooty waiter said when he saw her. He stepped up to the fate defensively, his scowl saying everything.

      “I know that,” she said impatiently. “I just need to get my cell and my purse from right over there.” Raleigh pointed to the table where she had been sitting only a few minutes ago. Brad’s friends were staring at her with horrified looks on their faces.

      “Um, here.” Kim got up from her place and retrieved Raleigh’s purse. She carried the strap of it between two of her fingers as though it was just as dirty as Raleigh and the dog were and handed it over the fence.

      “Thanks,” Raleigh said coldly. Who would have thought she would be treated so rudely just for rescuing a dog? “Can you hand me my phone, too?”

      “Only if you’re going to call the pound. That filthy mutt needs to be put away.” Jerry took her cell from her place at the table and handed it to her over the fence, keeping his body as far back as possible and stretching out his arm.

      “Not exactly. I can take him to my office and check him for a chip. If that doesn’t work, then I’m sure I can foster him at the vet’s office until I find his owner.” How had she ever gotten mixed up with such nasty people? The dog must have understood, because he leaned heavily against her leg.

      “Just get it out of here,” the waiter snarled.

      “Don’t worry. I plan to do just that.” She didn’t care that the dog was muddy. He needed to find his owner, and Raleigh was sure that he had one. Someone had been irresponsible in letting him roam, but it was clear from his weight, demeanor, and the shape of his coat that someone had been taking care of him. Even if nobody claimed him, she would be able to find him a good home.

      Raleigh turned and nearly bumped straight into Brad. She took a few hesitant steps backward, the dog’s bandana still in her hand. Her heart thundered, but not in excitement over seeing her so-called boyfriend. Tall and broad from all the time he spent at the gym, Brad was the dictionary definition of a catch by many women’s standards. He had a lantern jaw, big brown eyes, and perfect hair. Brad made more than enough money to support himself, and he showed it off with a lavish apartment and a flashy car. Many women dreamed of being with a man like him, but that was only because they had no idea how boring and snobby he was.

      “Raleigh? What happened to you? You’re covered in mud, and you’ve torn your dress right up to your hip!” He reached forward and pinched the fabric around her leg to keep anyone from seeing the bright blue panties that were peeking out.

      She pushed his hand away. Everyone who might have been interested in looking had already seen it anyway. “I must have torn it on the gate. I ran across the street to save this guy, and a truck splashed us as it went by. But don’t worry, I’m leaving.”

      “But what about our lunch?” His voice took on a slight whine as he gestured toward his table full of friends. “We were supposed to have a good time, and it would give you a chance to get to know everyone a little better.”

      “That’s okay.” She knew without even looking that his so-called friends were watching them carefully, hopeful that Brad would agree to send her away. “I really don’t think I’m welcome.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, honey. Just call the pound, wash your hands, and then come sit down with us. We can even go right across the street and get you a new dress.” He put his hand on her arm, gently trying to turn her back toward Chez Victor.

      It might have been sweet that he wanted so badly for her to join them, but Raleigh knew it was only because he wanted to make a good impression on his friends. Brad didn’t care about the dog or that Raleigh’s first concern was the dog; he only cared about having a woman on his arm so he didn’t look bad.

      Dating Brad had never been her idea in the first place. Resigned to being forever single, Raleigh had been perfectly happy to roll along through vet school and not worry about starting a family until her life settled down a little. Between work and classes, she was always busy anyway. But her parents had surprised her by inviting both her and Brad to their house one night so they could meet. It was the worst fixup in the history of fixups, but Mr. and Mrs. May seemed to think that Brad would somehow be good for her. Raleigh had tried to tell them nicely that she really wasn’t interested. The problem was that her parents were currently paying for her tuition, something she could never afford on her own. What she could afford was to waste a little time on Brad to make them happy, and then she could ditch him as soon as the last bill as paid.

      And right now, she wasn’t sure how much longer she could stand it. “Really, Brad, I’ve got to go. This guy needs my help, and he’s definitely not welcome here. I’ll catch up with you guys another time.”

      “Raleigh …” Brad gritted his teeth and tightened his grip on her arm.

      She swore she could feel a low growl from somewhere in the furry depths of the dog.

      “Just get rid of the damn dog and let’s go. You’ve embarrassed me enough already.” His heavy brows had come down, and his mouth was a hard line.

      “Well, I’m so sorry that I embarrass you,” she spat back, not trying to hide their argument like he was. “This dog needed help, and there was nobody else around here who was going to give it to him. Some irresponsible jackass just let him run around town, and I’m not going to just let him go. I’m going to track down his owner and give him a piece of my mind!” She balled her free hand, ready to sock Brad in the jaw if she had to. It might not do much, but it might at least get her point across.

      “Excuse me,” someone said off to her left.

      “Just a minute. We’re kind of busy here.” Raleigh kept her gaze on Brad, waiting for him to force her back into that restaurant. If he did, then it was bye-bye free tuition. There was only so much she was willing to put up with.

      “You have my dog,” the voice replied sternly.

      This was enough to break both Raleigh and Brad out of their battle. Raleigh instantly turned to see a massive man in a leather vest. His black jeans and boots completed the picture, as did the tattoos that traced up and down his arms. He had a surprisingly innocent look to his face, but one slim eyebrow was raised at Brad. “Is there a problem here?”

      Now it was Raleigh’s turn to be embarrassed. She didn’t mind making a scene, but she sure as hell didn’t need some random stranger to butt in and rescue her from Brad. “You said this is your dog? I’ll need some proof before I can turn him over to you. He doesn’t have a collar.” Her tone was accusatory, but she didn’t care.

      “I know. It broke, and he ran off after a bird. But if you want proof that he’s mine, just look at his bandana. Digger has the same patch I do.” The man pointed to his vest. The patch he indicated had a skull and crossbones with the word “Boneheads” inscribed across the bottom.

      It was a really stupid patch, and while it wasn’t likely that the patch was mere coincidence, that wasn’t enough for Raleigh. “I’m sorry, but that’s not proof. I’ll be taking him to Oak Grove Veterinary Clinic and contacting Animal Control. He’ll stay safe with me, but you can’t have him back until you’ve satisfied the animal control officer as to your identity.” With that, she bent down and scooped the big dog up into her arms, ready to leave. She glared at the biker, daring him to defy her.
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      Colt Borden sighed and crossed his arms in front of his chest. He was already having a busy day, and then things had taken a turn for the worse when Digger’s collar had broken. He’d left him tied up while he took care of some errands, but coming out of a store and finding only a leash and a snapped collar had really made for a bad day.

      That dog meant the world to him, maybe more than he should have, and Colt had immediately jumped on his bike to go looking for him. Digger had plenty of energy, and the last time he had gotten loose it had taken over a full day to find him. Colt didn’t have time for that, and there was no telling who might spot the golden and claim him for their own.

      He just hadn’t expected it to be this pretty little woman who was somehow managing to hold the massive dog in her arms. She scowled at him, and he could see the challenge there. It made Colt smile, even though he knew she was dead serious. But really, the dog was as big as she was, and she was damn sexy despite the state of her hair and her dress. If Colt could get her to calm down, he would also need to thank her for saving his best friend.

      “That’s not going to happen. It’s completely unnecessary,” Colt said calmly. He kept his voice low and his head tipped down as he took a slow step toward her, treating her like the wild animal that he could see so clearly in her eyes. “I promise, I’m his owner.”

      Digger supported the statement by lunging toward him, tail wagging and tongue flying. He fell from the woman’s arms, but Colt darted forward to catch him. Digger rewarded him with a big kiss on the chin.

      “It’s all right, buddy. I’m here.”

      Now the woman had her arms folded in front of her, staring down at Colt where he crouched on the sidewalk. “I can see that he likes you, but that doesn’t mean anything. I was watching him for a minute before he tried to run out in traffic, and he seems to like everyone. I don’t want to take the chance of him going to the wrong person or being used for fights or something.”

      “Raleigh …” This came from the man standing next to her. He had taken a step back at Colt’s arrival, something that Colt had not only noticed but found suspicious. The man had looked as though he was about to hurt this woman before, but now a few beads of sweat stood out on his forehead. “Just let the guy take him. Then you don’t have to deal with it.”

      “Shut up, Brad! This is important to me!”

      Raleigh and Brad. Those definitely seemed like the kinds of names a couple who frequented a place like Chez Victor would have. Colt had never been to the fancy restaurant himself. He would much rather grill his own steak for a fraction of the price and eat it in the comfort of the clubhouse, where he knew all the men that surrounded him.

      “Look, lady—”

      “The name is Raleigh May, for your information. And I’m not just some lady. I’m about this close to being a fully-fledged veterinarian. I know dogs, and I’m sorry to say I know people.” She jutted her sharp chin toward him, the sunlight catching the glint in her blue eyes.

      “And I’m Colt Borden, if you’re so concerned about introductions. What exactly do you want from me? A lie detector test?” She was hot, and the tear in the side of her dress was showing a lot more leg than what was probably allowed at a place like this. Colt certainly didn’t mind the glimpse of dark blue lace that it showed, or the stretch of her toned thigh. If they had been in a different situation, he might just picked her up and taken her right there to show her who was in charge. But she was with the weenie in the yellow polo who looked very uncomfortable right now.

      “That would be nice, actually. Why don’t you start by giving me the name and number of your veterinarian? Or show me the papers from when you purchased him.”

      Brad rolled his eyes and glanced back at a table full of people who were watching their interaction with a mix of disdain and intrigue. He shuffled his loafers on the concrete. “Raleigh, honey, this is ridiculous. We don’t need to do this.”

      “We aren’t doing anything. You’re more than welcome to go have your lunch.” She turned back to Colt. “So? Do you have any kind of proof? And I mean something solid, not just claiming that he’s yours.”

      Colt pressed the tip of his tongue against the inside of his cheek and ran his hand through his hair. He’d just had it cut, and the short sides felt bristly against his palm. “You are a difficult woman, you know that?”

      She quirked one eyebrow. “So I’ve been told.”

      “All right. Here.” He didn’t think he should have to. The patch on Digger’s bandana should have been more than enough, as well as the way his dog acted around him. And he wasn’t about to go bothering his vet, who was probably booked up with appointments. But if she was really determined to take his dog, then fine. He would show her all the proof she should need. Colt stood and whipped out his cell phone, an action that made Brad flinch. This amused Colt, but he couldn’t take the time to laugh about it at the moment. Instead, he held out his phone and showed Raleigh a picture of himself and Digger lying in the sand at the beach. He swiped to another one of the two of them sharing a sandwich, and then, finally, one of Digger wearing Colt’s leather vest.

      Raleigh’s lips trembled. Undoubtedly, she was trying to find some way to continue arguing with him. But Colt knew just as well as she did that if Animal Control were called, those pictures would be more than enough evidence as to Colt’s ownership. “Well, fine, I guess.” She bent down and held her hands out to the dog, who immediately came to her.

      Traitor, Colt thought.

      “You be a good boy and don’t run away like that again. I don’t want to have to worry about you.” She ran her fingers through his fur and scratched behind his ears. The dog closed his eyes, luxuriating in her touch.

      “Okay, come on.” Brad was looking thoroughly irritated now. “The dog is fine. Let’s go.”

      “Wait a second.” Raleigh was looking at something behind Colt, her brow furrowing.

      Colt turned around, seeing only his bike where he had pulled it up alongside the curb. “What now?”

      “You’re not really going to get him home on that thing, are you?” Raleigh took a step toward the machine. “That’s so unsafe! He could fall off, or jump off to go after something. He’d break every bone in his body.”

      Colt was ready to continue the argument, or maybe just take his dog and leave, but Brad had finally grown some balls. He stepped between Raleigh and Colt.

      “Raleigh, that’s enough. He’s got the dog, and he can get him home however he sees fit. It’s not your business, and I’m not putting up with this any longer.” He wrapped his hand around her upper arm and steered her away.

      There was something about this entire scenario that bothered Colt, and it wasn’t just that Raleigh had been so insistent on leaving with his dog. He knew he should just be happy because he had Digger back and the irritating woman who had found him was finally being forced to leave him alone, but there was some vibe between the two of them that he didn’t like.

      Still, it wasn’t his business. If she could argue with a complete stranger like him—biker vest and all—then she could probably take care of herself just fine. “Come on, Digger. Let’s go home.”
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      “I’m telling you, Jen. I don’t think I’ve ever had a more miserable day.” Raleigh walked in the front door, tempted to collapse on the couch. But this wasn’t her house, and even though she was being paid well to take care of it while Dr. Felton was out of town, she wanted to be sure she respected his property. Instead, she headed to the guest bedroom to change out of the dress Brad had insisted on buying her.

      “You should be happy,” Jen replied in her headset, the noise of the highway coming through as distant static. “You saved a dog from getting injured, and you found his owner right away. That’s something to be proud of.”

      Raleigh peeled off the deep pink dress. It was nice, she supposed, but it really wasn’t her style. If she had it her way, she would just wear T-shirts, jeans, and sneakers. That was more practical for work, anyway. “I guess. I just wish it didn’t have to be such a hassle, and I really wish it hadn’t happened in front of all Brad’s friends. They didn’t say anything about it when we rejoined them for lunch, but I could tell they were wondering why Brad is with me.” She knew she shouldn’t give two shits what those people thought of her, and in many ways she didn’t. But when they made her feel as though she wasn’t good enough to be with Brad, it truly bothered her.

      “Don’t worry about them. You’ve got a lot going for you, and Brad must know it or else he wouldn’t be dating you. How is all of that going, anyway? Any sign of a ring heading toward your finger?”

      Raleigh pulled on a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt and went back out in the hallway. Marbles, Dr. Felton’s cat, greeted her with urgent cries. She had his number though. He was likely missing a few pieces of kitty kibble out of his bowl. If the little tuxedo cat could see even a hint of the bottom of his dish, then it was cause for alarm. “Calm down, buddy. I’ll take care of you. No, Jen, don’t even talk about it. Brad and I are definitely not that serious.”

      “But you’ve been together for a while now, and he seems like quite the catch. Good job, good looks, and your parents approve of him. What more do you really want?”

      Filling Marbles’ bowl and stroking his back as he purred happily, Raleigh wasn’t entirely sure how to answer. By all the usual standards, Brad was great. But he just didn’t do it for her. She sighed. “I’m just bored. The only thing he wants to do is sit around with his friends and talk about work. I tried to get him to go hiking, but he didn’t want to get his good shoes dirty. I asked him if he’d come spend an afternoon at the Humane Society with me, but he said he would just give them a monetary donation. I’ve tagged along to all the events he’s asked me to go to, but I just don’t feel like we have any real connection.”

      “Well, then why are you with him?”

      Raleigh pressed her lips together. She knew exactly why she was with him, but she didn’t want to say it out loud. It would sound so shallow to admit she was only stringing him along until her parents finished paying off her tuition. It was the wrong thing to do, and she knew it. Maybe she didn’t give them enough credit and they would help her out no matter who she dated, but Raleigh knew better. They were certain that her success in life would be directly tied to whomever she decided to marry. “I guess I just don’t have a better option at the moment.”

      “It’s more of an option than I have, at least. But it’s not like I really have time for a boyfriend right now, anyway. I’m too busy.”

      “I completely understand.” Raleigh made her rounds through the house, checking that everything was in place and as it should be. Dr. Felton had a high-end security system, and she wasn’t very worried about anyone breaking in, but Marbles had a habit of randomly knocking things off the shelves or shoving aside a stack of magazines so he could have the place he wanted on the coffee table. Raleigh wanted to make a good impression on her boss in every way possible because she was going to need a full-time vet position as soon as she graduated. “I’m going to heat up some dinner, so I’ll let you go. I’ll talk to you later, though.”

      “Bye!”

      Raleigh popped a frozen meal into the microwave. She tapped a clean fork against her chin as she thought of the events of the day. She had gone back to work after lunch and dealt with numerous appointments on her own. The vet that Dr. Felton had brought in temporarily while he was away was a competent one, but the old man didn’t know the patients or the office well enough to be as efficient as the regular staff. They’d had dogs and cats backed out the door, and Raleigh’s feet were sore from rushing around from one exam room to another.

      But none of that was what kept her mind so occupied. She couldn’t stop thinking about the sexy biker who had shown up for Digger. It had seemed incredibly unlikely that a big tough guy like that would own such a sweet dog, but Digger had clearly known who he wanted to go home with. It bothered her, and she couldn’t figure out why.

      Later that evening, when she settled into the overstuffed guest bed and drifted off to sleep, Colt drifted across her mind once again. She could see him in detail, as though he was standing right there in front of her. His jeans clung to his muscled thighs, and there was something dangerous about the tattoos that were scrawled on his body. He was clearly a biker, and for all she knew he really was dangerous, even though that easygoing look on his face tried to tell her otherwise. He was the kind of man who could convince a woman that he was safe enough, only to pull her into his tangled web of a biker life and make her regret every second of it.

      Still, she found him intriguing. He had infuriated her with his carefree attitude about his dog. Not careless; she couldn’t say that. He definitely took care of Digger, and she hadn’t missed the relief on his face when he had seen that the canine was safe.

      What was a man like that really like? Colt was definitely different from Brad. As she drifted off to sleep, her imagination took over and filtered into her dreams. She was standing on the sidewalk in front of Chez Victor once again, her hand curled through the black bandana around Digger’s neck. Brad was standing in front of her, criticizing what she had done to help the dog and telling her how much she had embarrassed him with her actions. It was all true enough, and it made the dream far too real.

      Just as Brad grabbed her arm, Colt intervened. He wasn’t just there to get his dog, but to stop Brad from treating her the way he did. He stepped between the two of them, getting into Brad’s face. “I suggest you go on about your business and leave her alone,” he threatened quietly.

      “Go to hell,” Brad retorted. “This isn’t any of your business.”

      “The fuck it isn’t.” Colt was advancing now, pushing Brad back with every step he took. “I see what you’re doing to her. If you’re looking for a fight, then you can fight me.”

      “No, that’s okay. I’m leaving.” Brad turned and hightailed it toward his Mercedes.

      Raleigh’s heart thundered as Colt turned back to her, his green eyes on fire. He put one hand on her hip and pulled her toward him, pressing her body against his. The denim and leather were rough against her skin, as was his other hand as he ran it firmly down her exposed thigh. “I guess that means you’re coming with me.”

      The scene changed, and the two of them were standing in a house somewhere. It wasn’t one that Raleigh recognized, but her dream-self knew that it belonged to Colt. Digger was there as well, and he sauntered off into the kitchen.

      Colt was still holding her, his face close now. “It’s about time I got you alone. Tell me, Raleigh, do you know what it’s like to be with a real man?”

      “I don’t think I do,” she replied breathlessly as he kissed her. His lips were hot against hers, and his tongue took command of her mouth. Her body surged against his, desperate to have him. She lifted her leg until she could wrap it around his waist, wanting to let him know just what effect he had on her.

      Slowly, Raleigh drifted out of the dream. She was disappointed to find herself in the guest bedroom instead of somewhere with Colt, but her body had yet to let go of the dream. Her fingers moved slowly between her legs, massaging her wetness. The fantasy of Colt was easy enough to bring back to her mind, and she had already come this far. Raleigh saw herself naked with the biker, the two of them caught up in the throes of passion as he bent her over a couch or mounted her on the living room rug. Any angle was possible, every inch of her skin that touched him—even if it was just in her imagination—on fire. Her nipples tingled with excitement, and she moved her fingers faster and faster until she felt what she had been looking for all this time. Raleigh’s muscles contracted, undulating in pleasurable waves. She tightened her core, encouraging it to continue as she imagined his hot skin against hers and his shaft inside her.

      Then she relaxed, disappointed that it was over and that it had all just been an illusion. A man like Colt would be very bad for her, and she knew that. She was a professional woman, and even if she wasn’t on a level with Brad’s friends, she couldn’t possibly be happy living the kind of lifestyle that Colt Borden did. Still, he was so damn sexy.

      Her phone beeped from the nightstand, jarring her back to reality. She had forgotten to turn her ringer down for the night. Groaning, Raleigh picked it up and saw a text message from Brad.

      Good night, babe. I’ll see you tomorrow?

      Sticking her tongue out at the screen, she set the phone back down without replying. It was late enough that she could always say that she had been asleep, and she was in no condition to commit to an appointment with Brad the next day. She couldn’t even call it a date, since he only seemed interested in marching her around in his social circles like a trophy. Just another aspect of how shallow and boring he was. She rolled over and tried her best to get some sleep.
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      Colt was still on her mind when she woke up the next morning, but as soon as Raleigh got to work, she had no time to think about him. Their schedule was entirely booked for the day, and several people had already left messages asking if they could get their pets in for emergency appointments. With Dr. Felton gone, Raleigh had her work cut out for her.

      “Annie?” she called into the waiting room.

      A blond man with a Corgi mix stood up, his dog tucking her tail between her legs. “She’s not very happy about being here.”

      “It’s all right, sweetie. We’ll get you taken care of.” Raleigh led them to one of the exam rooms, where she quickly got Annie weighed and took her temperature. “Having any problems with her at all?”

      “No, not really. She’s pretty spunky.”

      “Good.” Raleigh quickly checked Annie’s medical chart and laid out the appropriate immunizations. “Dr. Bullock will be in as soon as possible to administer her shots, and then you’ll be all set to go.”

      “Thank you.”

      Raleigh bustled from the room and to the front office to pick up the next clipboard just in time to see Dr. Bullock slowly shuffling from one exam room to the next. At the rate he moved, she wouldn’t get to go home until midnight. He was still two patients away from getting to Annie, and he always took his time chatting to the owners. It was a nice thought, and something that Raleigh wished they had more time for, but they were overbooked as it was.

      “Excuse me, doctor. I just wanted to let you know that exam rooms one, two, and three are all ready for you,” she said gently, hoping it would inspire him to move a little faster.

      Dr. Bullock blinked at her and smiled. “They’re patient patients, I’m sure! I don’t think Dr. Felton would appreciate it if I wasn’t thorough.”

      “Yes, well …” She wasn’t sure how to reply to that, since there was quite a bit of truth to it. And it irritated her that there was so little she was allowed to do until she finally had that doctorate degree in her hand and had passed a couple of tests. She had been working for Dr. Felton for several years, and that, paired with her clinicals at university, had taught her a lot. Raleigh knew there was always more to learn, and it was a process that would continue throughout the rest of her life, but she was ready to jump in and help.

      Since there wasn’t anything she could do to rush along the process, Raleigh went back toward the front to check the list of patients and see who was up next. Just as she stepped into the waiting room to call back a dog that was ready for his next set of heartworm shots, Colt walked in the front door. The place was already crowded, but he seemed to take up the entire room with his presence. Raleigh could see nobody but him as he smiled at her, and the visions of the night before instantly came rushing back.

      She started to smile back but stopped herself after a split second. “What are you doing here?” she hissed as she pulled him aside.

      “Looking for you,” he responded with that easy grin of his.

      “What for?” As much as she had enjoyed her fantasy about him, she simply didn’t have time for this.

      Colt gestured with his thumb over his shoulder. “I’ve got Digger outside. He was limping when he came in this morning, and I thought you might take a look at him.”

      Raleigh stared at Colt, mystified that he was here and wondering if the supposed issue with his dog was the real reason for it. “How did you even know I was a vet? Or where to find me?”

      He lifted one broad shoulder and let it fall. “You were the one who mentioned Oak Grove Veterinary Clinic, and there’s plenty of information on the internet if you know where to look. You know, like the website for the business.”

      “Oh.” Raleigh looked down at the linoleum, her face flushing. She clearly remembered now that there was a picture and description of each person on the staff on the website. It wasn’t the sort of thing she thought about on a regular basis, but of course it would have made it incredibly easy for Colt to find her. “I see.”

      “So, about Digger?” He motioned toward the door again.

      “As you can see, we’re very full in here. We’re already behind, since the doctor is out of town. We have a temp doc in, but he’s a bit slow. I don’t have any exam rooms free.”

      Colt took a fraction of a step closer to her. It only closed the distance between them by a few inches, but it was enough that it made Colt the only thing she could see as she looked up at him. His pale emerald eyes were soft and pleading. “It might not be the kind of thing that requires an exam room. I don’t really know. Just come and look at him, and if it turns out to be a bigger issue, then I’ll make an official appointment and everything.”

      His voice was a low rumble, and Raleigh found that she had a hard time arguing with it. This wasn’t like talking to Brad. She knew that Colt was doing his best to coerce her, maybe even manipulate her. Maybe he saw her as someone he could take advantage of, someone who could be his puppet. But there was something appealing about that aspect, and even though she knew this was not the proper procedure for the clinic, she brushed past him to the door.

      Digger was waiting dutifully for them, his leash tied loosely to Colt’s bike. He wagged his shaggy tail eagerly when he saw his owner, and he gave a friendly woof to Raleigh as she knelt down in front of him.

      “What seems to be the trouble, buddy?” she asked, stroking the thick fur on his shoulder and running her hands down his back to his haunches. “You hurting somewhere?”

      As if he knew what she was asking, Digger lifted his left front paw and set it on her knee.

      “Well, thank you.” She couldn’t help but smile at the sweet dog, but she was extremely aware of Colt watching her from behind. He truly seemed to care about this dog, something that was a nice characteristic in anyone but particularly endearing in the big biker.

      “He went out this morning to go to the bathroom, and when he came back in, he was holding it in the air every few steps,” Colt offered.

      “I’m just a vet assistant,” Raleigh replied to the dog, refusing to turn around and look at the handsome man behind her, “but I’ll see what I can figure out.” Starting up near the shoulder, Raleigh carefully palpated down along Digger’s leg. He didn’t react much, leaning against her slightly and panting happily until she reached the paw itself. Then he tried to pull it out of her grasp.

      “It’s okay,” Raleigh soothed. “Let’s figure this out, sweet pea.” For a moment, she lost all awareness of Colt standing behind her. The only thing that mattered was the dog. It was how she always was when she was working on an animal, and that was how she had known that veterinary medicine was the right career choice for her. She cared so deeply for these sweet creatures, and this was one way she knew she could truly help them.

      It didn’t take long to locate the thorn. It had buried itself right between the paw pads in the furry part of his foot. That explained why his limping wasn’t constant; he likely couldn’t feel it with every single step.

      “Okay, buddy. I know this isn’t comfortable. Give me just a second.” Raleigh rested his paw on her leg with the pads up, digging carefully through his fur until she found the offending object. Fortunately, it was big enough that she could pinch it between her thumb and finger and pluck it out.

      Digger immediately sensed relief, bounding up on his back legs and wrapping his front legs around her shoulders as he licked her chin. He nearly knocked her down into the gravel with his joy, his tail whisking against the sleek black side of Colt’s bike.

      “You’re welcome, buddy! You’re welcome!” she laughed, hugging him back.

      When Raleigh finally stood and the real world was around her once again, she realized that Colt was watching her. “Um, just a thorn,” she explained hastily.

      The biker had an easy smile, one that she was sure he had given to lots of people and for lots of reasons. But when the corners of his mouth quirked up like that, it was hard to believe that anyone else had ever seen it. “I really appreciate it,” he said slowly, his words dragging out lazily in a way that was so sexy. “You clearly have a way with animals.”

      “It was nothing, really. You could have done that yourself.” And as she said it, Raleigh realized it was the truth. There had been no reason for Colt to track her down just for a thorn in Digger’s paw. Even if he hadn’t been able to find it, his own vet could have helped him out.

      “No, I couldn’t. He wouldn’t let me anywhere near it.”

      He was too close to her again. Raleigh could feel the heat and the energy rolling off of him in waves, threatening to pull her in. What was it about this man—basically a complete stranger—that attracted her so much? Raleigh had always thought she would be much more tempted by someone who touched her on an intellectual level, someone she had a lot in common with and whom she connected with through deep conversation. Her encounters with Colt so far had simply been an argument and then a vet appointment, so there was no reason for her to feel her body’s desire to surge toward him. The chemistry in the air practically crackled between them.

      “Still, it wasn’t a problem. His paw might still be a little sore for a while, but he’s good to go.”

      If he had stepped toward her, Raleigh hadn’t seen him do it. But he must have, because he was once again as close as he had been while they were inside, close enough that she didn’t see the blue sky behind him or the outside of the building. Her vision was completely overtaken by him. His eyes bored into hers, flicking down occasionally to her mouth. “And how do I repay you?”

      It was then that Raleigh realized she was in trouble. That fantasy late at night hadn’t just been her tired mind rambling nonsensically. She had been completely enchanted by this man in almost no time at all. But to make matters worse—much worse—she knew now that the feeling was mutual. She could see it all in his eyes. Raleigh felt her core contract at the thought that she might not be the only one having lurid thoughts. Was Colt really as attracted to her as she was to him? Had he thought about her late at night, wondering what it would be like to press his naked body against hers?

      He put his hand on her hip, his flesh searing hot against her. His grip was commanding but not painful, and when he pulled her closer, Raleigh had no thought of resisting. As soon as his eyes had locked with hers, she became putty in his hands. “What’s the fee, Raleigh?” he challenged, his lips dangerously close.

      She couldn’t find any words to answer him. There were none that were right. There were only hands and lips and skin and fire that occupied her mind, among a few other things that simply weren’t appropriate for a parking lot in the middle of the day. But she definitely wanted to let him pay her for her services, and not with money.

      But the sound of a car barreling into lot made her pull instantly back, and when she saw the flashy white Lexus that came screeching to a halt right next to Colt’s bike, her heart thundered in her chest.
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      Colt instantly sensed the change in Raleigh, even before he saw who had arrived. She had been about to kiss him, he knew. He had sensed her desire to do so even before they had come out into the parking lot, and Colt had been happy to feed off those vibrations. Raleigh was a sexy woman. Her short, strawberry blonde hair was pulled back into a ponytail today, but she had added a little something interesting to it by wrapping a tiny braid around the elastic. It showed him that she was never really all that simple, and he liked it. She had a small frame, but she was well-built with an attractive combination of muscles and curves.

      And damn it, he really liked the way she interacted with Digger. It had pissed him off to no end the previous day when she had insisted on contacting Animal Control and keeping the dog with her. She’d had no right to assume that he wasn’t the true owner or even a good one just because Digger had gotten away from him. These things happened to the best of people. But seeing how she had been with him as she examined his paw told Colt everything he needed to know. She really cared about Digger, and that was what drove her.

      As he had watched her examine the dog, Colt hadn’t been able to help wondering what it would be like if those slim hands had been running down his body instead. But she wouldn’t have been calming the wild animal inside him like she did with her patients. No, Colt had a feeling she would only bring it out. He had been about to get what he wanted from her. A kiss was only the beginning of it, but Colt knew it could only get better from there.

      But the arrival of her preppy boyfriend had ruined all of that in a split second. Raleigh had been trembling in his arms, but with excitement. Now the shaking in her body was something else. Colt’s immediate thought was that it was from fear. Brad had been just aggressive enough with her back at the restaurant that Colt had wanted to grab him by the back of his collar, yank him backwards, and show him just what men like him deserved. Raleigh, however, had mostly stood her ground against him. She didn’t act like an abused woman, bowing her head and submitting to whatever he said. No, she wasn’t shaking from fear. This was something more like anger.

      Brad charged around Colt’s bike, moving quickly enough that Digger scuttled back behind Raleigh, straining at his leash to get away from the man. “What the hell is going on here?” he demanded. His fists were balled tightly enough to make his knuckles white, and his jaw was hard as he glared at the two of them.

      “What are you even doing here?” Raleigh retorted instantly. Her chin was in the air defiantly, an interesting show against someone who was not only much bigger than her but also supposed to be her boyfriend.

      “We were supposed to have lunch today, remember?” Brad took up a place at her side, opposing Colt.

      Colt couldn’t help but find that amusing. This guy thought a lot of himself, and it was clear by the way he dressed and what he drove that he wanted the rest of the world to think a lot of him, too. But Raleigh was one person who clearly wasn’t impressed by any of it. Colt had to wonder what exactly was going on between the two of them and why Raleigh was with this guy if she seemed to hate him so much.

      “I really don’t have time today, Brad. The waiting room and all the exam rooms are completely full. That’s why I had to take care of Digger out here.” She gestured toward the golden retriever, who had his hackles up.

      “Seems to me like you should have made him wait like everyone else.” Brad turned his attention now to Colt. “And I’d sure like to know why you’re here at all. You seem to be making yourself a big part of my girlfriend’s life.”

      “He’s a patient,” Raleigh replied before Colt could respond. “He has just as much of a right to be here as anyone else does.”

      “I think he needs to find himself a different vet.” Brad stepped up to Bolt, his dark eyes threatening. He faced Colt, but his words were still directed at Raleigh. “I don’t like the way he’s sniffing around you all of a sudden.”

      “I’m pretty sure it isn’t up to you where I go or who I talk to.” Colt had sized Brad up, and he didn’t feel threatened. The guy had some muscle tone to him, but it was clearly all from the gym and not from living the mean life in the streets. Colt was still bigger by half a head, and he had plenty of confidence in his fighting skills if he needed them. “Why wouldn’t I take my dog to the best vet tech around?”

      “You don’t even know her, and you’re not going to get a chance. Take your dog and your motorcycle and get the hell out of here.” Brad dared to poke his finger into Colt’s chest.

      There were a lot of things Colt couldn’t stand. He didn’t like arrogant jerks, and he didn’t like anyone who took advantage of their own position to mistreat others. Anyone who tried to boss him around wasn’t exactly at the top of his list, either, and this guy seemed to be the embodiment of all those features in one person. “Unless you don’t mind getting blood on that shirt, I suggest you back off.”

      “And I suggest you leave my girlfriend alone. She’s taken, and she’s not interested in some dirty scoundrel like you.” Brad moved his finger, but he didn’t back down.

      “You’re just begging for a fight, aren’t you? How much interest do you think Raleigh will have in you when she sees you lying broken and bloody on this gravel?” Colt had tried to get him to back down, but the largest part of him was happy that he hadn’t. It had been too long since he had been in a good fight. Brad probably wouldn’t be much of an opponent, but it would still be satisfying to pound his fist into his face.

      “Stop it, you two!” Raleigh’s hand pushed against his chest, and Colt instantly obeyed her. He took two steps back and looked to her, seeing that her other hand was on Brad. Her face was filled with fury, her brown eyes glistening. “This is ridiculous!”

      “No, it’s not.” Brad swiped her hand from his chest and held onto it tightly. “You’re only seeing the dog, but this man is using you. He’s just trying to get close to you, probably thinking he can get what he wants out of you and then leave you. Don’t fall for his trickery, Raleigh. You’re smarter than that.”

      “Maybe not, if she’s dating you,” Colt interjected. He felt the beast inside him swelling against the inside of his chest at the way Brad was gripping her hand. It was possessive, but not in a good way. He couldn’t explain why he felt such a need to protect this woman he had just met, but he wanted desperately to knock Brad’s lights out.

      Brad laughed. “You clearly don’t know me, and all it takes is one look at you to know who the better man is here. Now come on, Raleigh. We’re going to lunch.”

      She pulled against his hand to no avail. “I told you, I don’t have time.”

      “It’s not like this job really matters that much.” Brad gestured impatiently toward the building. “They can do without you for an hour.”

      “No, they can’t!” Raleigh pulled again.

      A deep growl emanated from Digger’s chest.

      Colt found that a similar one was trying to get out of him. “The lady said she doesn’t want to go with you. I suggest you leave.”

      “Sure, because you think you can just step in?” Brad challenged.

      “I suggest you both leave!” Raleigh yanked her hand away from Brad. Her wrist was red, but she paid it no attention. “I’m not going to put up with this kind of bullshit anymore. Brad, I don’t have time to go to lunch. You’ll just have to do without me today. Colt, your dog is fine and you can take him home. I have work to do.” She turned and stormed into the office.

      Brad watched her go, his face flushing with anger. He turned to Colt, pointing a thick finger. “This isn’t over. You stay away from her. If I hear anything about you spending time with her again, I’m coming after you.”

      “Be my guest.” Colt held his arms open wide, challenging the other man to come at him. He had a feeling that when he saw Raleigh again—and he would see Raleigh again—she wouldn’t say a word to Brad.

      The other man got in his car, slammed the door, and drove away.

      Colt considered going back inside to find Raleigh once again. He had been so close to her, and the chemistry between them had been undeniable. But she’d said she was busy, and Colt had seen the busy waiting room with his own eyes. He would let her go for now, but he knew where to find her.
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      It was a short ride home, but any time on his bike was usually enough to clear Colt’s head. He loved the wind through his hair, the hum of the bike, and the ultimate freedom he felt as he cruised the streets. No matter what was wrong, that was usually enough to make it all better again. That was why he had gotten into motorcycles in the first place, and the lifestyle had soon become one he couldn’t resist. The formation of the Boneheads had come quickly after that, and Colt couldn’t imagine things being any other way.

      But even a quick trip on the freeway wasn’t enough to get the sexy little vet assistant out of his head. She had a sweet look to her, as though she would bake you an apple pie and rub your feet, but the fire in her eyes gave off a completely different vibe.

      Though Raleigh clearly hadn’t been pleased about Colt and Brad fighting over her in the parking lot, Colt felt certain that she hadn’t appreciated Brad’s behavior. She hadn’t seemed interested in what he’d had to say back at Chez Victor, and she didn’t seem as though she wanted him anywhere near her at her work. So why the hell was she with the guy, anyway? It was a mystery that shouldn’t have bothered Colt so much. It wasn’t really his business. But he had to wonder why a woman like her—who could have had any guy she wanted, probably—was with him.

      He arrived at his home and pulled his bike into the garage, the door lowering behind him at the push of a button. Digger hopped down from the bike and wagged his tail at the door that led into the kitchen.

      “All right, all right. Give me a minute,” Colt said with a smile. The dog was one of the few things Colt cared about in his life; him and the Boneheads. They were everything for him. He was glad to see that there was no sign of limping. Raleigh must have done a good job.

      And that brought her to the forefront of his mind once again. Colt sighed in frustration as he walked into the kitchen. He shoved aside a few dirty dishes to make room on the counter, then retrieved what he needed from the fridge. Digger watched him eagerly as he made a sandwich. “Don’t worry. You’ll get yours in a minute.”

      He wondered how Raleigh must live. Was she into Brad’s flashy car? Did she have some luxury apartment in the nicer part of town where the two of them sat on white furniture and sipped neat martinis? Would she have wrinkled her nose in disgust when she saw his two-bedroom house with the carpet that desperately needed to be replaced?

      Colt knew that his home had a lot of potential. When he had bought it, all he had seen was the gorgeous stone fireplace with custom built, solid wood bookshelves on either side of it. That told him that someone had put a lot of effort and love into the home, and from the quality of craftsmanship he knew it had been someone who was talented. The kitchen cabinets had been custom built as well, not the particle board and laminate jobs they sold in the home improvement store. Colt just needed to replace the flooring, get a good coat of paint on the walls and ceilings, and maybe change out the countertops and replace a few windows. It was more work than most people wanted to do, so he’d gotten the place cheap and had never had to worry about Digger chewing on the carpet when he was a puppy.

      After putting a generous scoop of kibble in the dog’s bowl, Colt dropped into his old, overstuffed recliner and dug into his sandwich, still irritated over the encounter with Brad. The man had some sort of claim to Raleigh, one he didn’t understand, and one that had stopped Colt from getting what he wanted. Raleigh was irresistible, something he felt such a deep urge to explore, and Brad had stormed in and ruined all of that. And what was Colt going to do about the way the man acted around her? The way he grabbed her hand and the way he had taken her by the arm back at the restaurant had been bad enough, and Colt knew how men like that were. It was only going to get worse.

      Maybe he could go down to her office and wait for her to get off. He wouldn’t go in and bother her; that would only piss her off. But he could wait until she came out into the parking lot, expecting to get in her car and drive home. She would see Colt and would look surprised and then indignant. Once he got her onto the back of his bike, though, her mood would change completely. She would straddle her legs over the back of the seat and wrap her arms around him, and that thought was enough to make Colt’s jeans a little less comfortable suddenly. He could just take her for a ride and then drop her off, or maybe he would find some secluded place to show her just what he wanted to do to her.

      His phone ringing from his pocket brought him back to reality, and he grudgingly dug it out. The caller ID showed him it was Tats. “Hey, man. What’s up?”

      Tats was the president of the Boneheads, and the two of them had cofounded the motorcycle club together. As serious as they had been about it, Colt hadn’t been sure at first that it would really take off. The two of them loved to ride, and their brotherhood was a real thing, but how would they get anyone to join them? How would they come up with the finances to run an operation like that? It was just a pipe dream, but with Tats at the helm it had quickly turned into something much bigger. Colt was pleased, and he was perfectly happy to let his best friend run it all. He wanted the lifestyle, but he didn’t really want the responsibility.

      “You tell me. I haven’t seen you for a few days, and you haven’t been at the clubhouse. Everything all right?”

      That was just like Tats. He expected all of their men to check in on a regular basis. The few who didn’t live at the clubhouse, like Colt, had to report in so that Tats knew nothing had happened to them or that they hadn’t gotten themselves into trouble. Tats watched over the MC with an eagle eye.

      “Oh yeah, everything’s fine. I’ve just been busy, and then I had to take Digger to the vet today. It’s all good now, though.”

      “Glad to hear it. You remember me telling you I had some intelligence about a new drug dealer in the area?”

      “I don’t think I could forget.” Colt stood and took his plate to the sink. He needed to get the place cleaned up, but that would have to wait until later. He had too many other things going on.

      “I’ve had some feelers out, and I’m pretty sure we have him tracked down. I’ve got an address for you.”

      This got Colt’s blood pumping, and fortunately, in a different way than Raleigh did. He needed a distraction from her, and he craved confrontation. Finding the guy who was impinging on their territory would be a perfect combination. “Send it to me. I’m ready.”

      “His name is Doug Felton. I don’t think he has a very big operation, but I don’t like the idea of someone moving in on our area.”

      Colt curled his fingers and then flexed them straight again, eager to get moving. “What’s the plan? You want me to do a nice clean hit? Or drag him in for a good old-fashioned interrogation?” Either way was good for him. There would be an element of excitement in just bumping off the guy, but it would also be a lot of fun to beat a little information out of him. A surge of adrenaline shot through his body at the thought.

      “I definitely want some information, but I don’t want you to bring him here. He lives in a really nice neighborhood, and if we cause too big of a stir it’s bound to get everyone up in arms or be caught on someone’s surveillance system. I think it would be much better for you to get in the house, find out what you can, and then deal with him.”

      “Great. I’ll go right now.” Colt picked up his keys. Digger was at his side in a second, hoping for the chance to go, but Colt shook his head and pointed at the dog’s bed in the corner of the kitchen. This wasn’t the kind of mission that would allow a ride-along.

      “I’m glad you’re so eager, but you need to wait. He’s not home right now, but he should be later this evening if the data I have is correct.”

      Colt set his keys back down, feeling just as disappointed as his dog looked. “Fine. Are you sending anyone along to help me, or do I get to do this solo?”

      “Are you kidding me, Colt? I know how you operate. I wouldn’t give you a job that I didn’t think you could handle alone.” Tats laughed good-naturedly, as though they were talking about a day at the office instead of killing someone.

      “That’s why I still hang out with you,” Colt replied, smiling. “I’ll let you know as soon as I have something.”

      “Sounds good.”

      They hung up. Colt looked down at Digger, who was giving him sad eyes from his bed. “Yeah, I know how you feel. But we don’t always get what we want, do we?” He had too much energy built up inside him, both from talking to Tats and from that near-kiss with Raleigh. He turned to the sink and started washing the dishes.
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      Raleigh’s shoulders ached as she locked the door behind her and set her purse on the foyer table. Things had been busy at the clinic when Colt had arrived, and they hadn’t gotten any better throughout the day. Dr. Bullock was a good vet, but things would have been much more efficient if he had cut down on his chatty behavior and just gotten the job done. While Raleigh couldn’t really begrudge him the chance to talk with the owners of the patients and make sure he had the entire story on each animal, he wasn’t the one who had to deal with testy customers who just wanted to get their animals taken care of and get home already.

      It left Raleigh wondering how she would run her own practice someday, if she ever got the chance to have one. She didn’t want to be as overbooked as Dr. Felton always was, especially because she knew he only did it for the money. But neither did she want to be like Dr. Williams on the other side of town, who was very strict about how many new patients he was willing to take on and how many appointments he would book in a day. Nobody could get into his clinic unless they had booked well in advance, and that didn’t always work for people.

      Her phone rang. It was Jen. The background noise told Raleigh that she was driving again, which seemed to take up most of the pharmacist’s time. “Hey, what’s up?”

      “Same old, same old. Selling drugs to doctors who care a lot more about what kind of kickback they’re going to get than how much it’s going to affect their patients. How about you? Holding the fort down without the doc in the house?”

      “As best I can.” There were plenty of things Raleigh could talk about. She could tell Jen about the cat whose owner had come in looking for a weight-loss plan for her kitty only to find out she was pregnant. Or she could talk about the young man who had brought in a bearded dragon, wondering why it wasn’t getting any bigger. That in itself hadn’t been that amusing, but the owner had been told he had an iguana. But the only thing she really wanted to talk about was not what had happened in the clinic but in front of it.

      “You wouldn’t believe what Brad did today. He showed up saying we had a lunch date—even though I don’t remember making one with him—and he actually accused the client I was with of trying to hit on me!”

      “Well, did he?” Jen challenged.

      “Uh …” Raleigh wasn’t sure how she wanted to answer that. In the moment, she had seen the desire in Colt’s eyes. She had known what he was thinking, because she was thinking the same thing. But when she actually had to say it out loud it felt like an entirely different thing. Had she just been imagining it all because she was so unhappy with Brad? “I don’t know. Maybe? I mean, he didn’t actually say anything.”

      “Okay, so did he do something?”

      He probably would have if Brad hadn’t shown up, and Raleigh wished he had. She had been ticked at both men for fighting like little kids, but it would have been very interesting if Colt had actually been kissing her and Brad had seen it. There probably still would have been an argument, but there wouldn’t have been any question as to what the future held for Brad and Raleigh. He wouldn’t have had a thing to do with her after that, and Raleigh could honestly have said that he had been the one to end it. Her parents probably still wouldn’t have been happy, but then the choice to string Brad along would have been taken out of her hands.

      “Sort of. He was standing kind of close to me. Maybe he was after more than just a professional relationship, but I can’t really be sure. Nothing actually happened. Brad marched up and put himself between us, and then he actually started threatening the guy.”

      “It was sweet of Brad to stick up for you, and I’ll bet he could take him. Brad works out a lot.”

      That was true. If Brad wasn’t at his office or out with his friends, he was at the gym. He loved building those muscles, but Raleigh knew that he never really used them for anything. While Raleigh could see that, from an onlooker’s perspective, Brad had done the right thing, she wasn’t sure she agreed. “Maybe. But I ended up telling them both to leave. I couldn’t stand there and watch their pissing contest anymore. I had work to do, and there was no real reason for them to fight. Anyway, tell me more about your day.”

      Raleigh listened as Jen outlined her presentations, her business lunch, and the long drives between towns to make all her appointments, but her mind was still on Colt. There was a small part of her that felt guilty for being so allured by the biker when she was technically in a relationship with Brad, although it was admittedly a very small part. Brad was the only one who had ever shown any kind of commitment to their relationship, yet he had never tried to take it to the next level. He would have been much better with someone who was more like him, someone who enjoyed drinking dry wine on a yacht and laughing about those who couldn’t afford to live a life of luxury like they did.

      When they got off the phone, Raleigh ate dinner, made sure Marbles was brushed and her litter box was clean, and went to bed. It had been a long day, and the next one promised to be just as bad, if not worse, from the glance she had gotten at the appointment book. She could use a good yoga session or a run through the park, but she really just wanted to go to bed.

      And as soon as she got comfortable between the sheets, she knew why her mind had been so insistent on going to bed. It was the perfect time to fantasize about Colt once again. He was such a powerful man, or at least that’s what she sensed in him. Brad didn’t like the biker being around, but he never would have actually started a fight. Raleigh smiled to herself as she imagined what it might have been like if he had.

      In her fantasy, Colt actually kissed her this time. He was commanding, but he never truly hurt her as he crushed her body against his. Brad pulled up just in time to see their lip-lock, storming out of his car and getting right in Colt’s face. Raleigh tried to interfere, but one look from Colt told her that he would handle this. He defeated Brad with little effort, landing a few good punches that made him go running back to his little sports car.

      Colt turned those iridescent eyes to her and tipped his head toward his bike. She eagerly hopped on behind him, and—

      Raleigh opened her eyes and tossed back the covers. This was absurd. She wasn’t interested in Colt, because she wasn’t interested in anyone. The only thing she wanted to do was finish her schooling and become a fully-fledged veterinarian. She didn’t have time for anything close to a real relationship, and her semi-connection with Brad was already too much to keep up with. Even if there was nothing between her and Colt but sex, then she still didn’t have the time or the headspace to deal with it. She slipped on a robe and headed downstairs. Maybe a late-night snack or a cup of hot tea would give her something else to think about.

      But as she poked around in the fridge, all she could do was think about the way Colt had looked at her. There had been something in his eyes that she had never seen in a man before, and she didn’t quite know how to describe it. Was it protectiveness? Jealousy? Something else? She couldn’t be sure. It shouldn’t matter. At the very most, Colt had been a client at the vet clinic. It was nothing more than that.

      With a small plate of fruit and cheese, Raleigh headed into the study in the front corner of the house. It was her favorite place in this home, with the soft leather furniture, antique wood paneling on the walls, and the big, beautiful fireplace. Raleigh imagined it would be perfect here on a cold winter night with the fire going and snow falling outside the massive wall of windows that faced the front yard. On this night, she only had the rain to keep her company, and it flowed in runnels down the glass panes. She settled down into a couch and looked out at the night, trying not to think about Colt or Brad or the heavy load of classes she had the next day.

      But she sat up when she saw a single headlight coming up the driveway, the roar of an engine accompanying it. Nobody was supposed to be here, and her heart raced in fear. It was too late for visitors. When the light turned off and the engine died, she considered sneaking off to a dark corner and pretending she wasn’t home. But if this was really who she thought it was, then maybe she didn’t want to hide at all. With a lump in her throat, Raleigh opened the front door. It was Colt.
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      Colt had been waiting all day to do this. He’d hated that he’d had to hold off, but Tats had been right. There was no point in going to the man’s house if they knew he wasn’t home, and anything he did would be far less conspicuous at night. And so he had finished with his dishes, cleaned his bike, and brushed Digger, trying to get out all the pent-up energy and frustration he had been feeling.

      When it was finally time to go, Colt didn’t care that it was raining. He could have taken his car, a nice older coupe that he had picked up for when it was too cold to take Digger out on the bike, but he needed the therapy of his motorcycle right now more than ever. The drug dealer was heavy on his mind, as was Raleigh.

      And she was the one who weighed the heaviest on him. Colt couldn’t explain it. There had been women in his life before, and beautiful ones. He’d been attracted to them and interested in them, but as much as he had been thinking about Raleigh, Colt was starting to think he was obsessed. He couldn’t stop replaying his last encounter with her in his mind. He should have kissed her anyway, no matter who was pulling in. That would have shown that Brad character just what he thought of him. And it would have shown Raleigh just what he thought of her, too. He didn’t think she would have resisted; she’d seemed willing enough when he had pulled her close.

      But all of that would have to wait for the moment. Colt had business to take care of, and the Boneheads meant more to him than anything else. No matter what woman was in his life, he always knew that the Boneheads had his back. The club was his source of brotherhood, of family, of community, and even money. There was no point in thinking about anything else.

      He cruised through the ritzy neighborhood, scoffing at all the nice houses. These people spent far too much on their homes, and they probably did the same with their cars. Colt imagined Brad probably lived in a house like one of these, or at least had plans to. But what had all that money gotten them? Was it worth it? Colt would never know, because he would never be one of them.

      The house was dark when he pulled up, but he knew it was the right one. Colt had researched it thoroughly before he had come. It would be simple enough to break a window or pick open a door. The only challenge would be to find this Doug Felton before he escaped out a back door, but Colt was confident that he would be quicker on his feet. Grinning to himself, he thought it would be just as amusing to go knock on the front door. Bold, yes, but effective.

      He turned off his bike and strode up the walkway, sizing up the house as he went, analyzing escape routes that Felton might take and looking for the tiny blink of a security camera light. But a rectangle of light appeared at the end of the walkway, distracting him from everything else.

      The light wasn’t bright, shining dimly from another part of the house and limning the silhouette of whoever had opened the door. It was a woman; that much was obvious even from a distance. Colt continued to approach, not altering his steps despite this unexpected surprise. He could see tousled hair and the graceful outline of a robe around curves. Maybe this was all the distraction that he needed. There was no mention of Mr. Felton having a wife or a daughter at home, but that was all right. Colt could roll with the punches.

      Until he heard her say his name.

      “Colt? What are you doing here?”

      He took the last few steps until he was standing near the door, stopping to stare at what had to be impossible. But there was no doubt it was Raleigh. He couldn’t quite see her face in the darkness, but he was already coming to know her voice and her body well enough. “Me? I should ask you the same thing.”

      Colt took one more step forward, looking down into her face. He could see her features better now, his eyes adjusting to the light that flowed from further back in the house. She was beautiful enough by day, but this setting made her seem like a gorgeous creature from out of the night, some fairy that had come to remind him that he hadn’t yet found a woman to settle down with. No, that was a ludicrous thought. He didn’t need a woman, and he definitely didn’t need this one. She had been nothing but trouble so far.

      “Do you live here?” he demanded, trying to focus on his mission.

      Raleigh tipped her head insolently. “I suppose you can tell me. You’re the one who tracked me down at work.”

      This was bad. This was really, really bad. If Raleigh was the drug dealer he was looking for, then he was already too close to the situation. Tats had given him the name of a man, but there were plenty of people who operated under aliases. Raleigh didn’t strike him as the kind of person to be pushing illegals, but he had to admit he didn’t really know her all that well. He put his hand on the doorframe, his fingers gripping tightly as he tried to control his anger. “This is important, Raleigh.”

      “I suppose it must be, for you to come all the way out here in the middle of the night. Where’s your dog? I suppose he has a runny nose I need to take a look at?” She crossed her arms in front of her chest.

      It was then that Colt realized she was wearing nothing but the flimsy silk robe. The champagne color of it complemented her skin, but it did very little to hide what was underneath. One nipple poked at the fabric against the chill of the air, tempting him to pull the robe away and see the real thing for himself.

      Colt swallowed, knowing he had to keep himself on track. He was here on important business, and it didn’t matter that a sexy woman was standing in his way, or trying to. “Raleigh, this is serious.”

      “Then you should seriously tell me what you’re doing here,” she retorted. Her hair was a tangle around her head.

      He had never seen it that way before. It had been carefully coifed at the restaurant and neatly pulled back at her work. Colt had found those hairstyles to be sexy enough, but now she looked as though she had just finished a tumble in the hay. His throat tightened as he realized he wanted to be the one to make it look like that. “Who lives here with you? Whose house is this?”

      “I don’t see what business of that is yours.”

      “Oh, trust me. It’s definitely my business.” Colt looked past her, part of him expecting Brad to come out of the darkness. That would make much more sense than if this was Raleigh’s home. Maybe she lived her with her atrocious boyfriend, and he was the one peddling drugs in the Boneheads’ territory. Colt still didn’t like the idea, but at least it was one he could wrap his head around.

      Raleigh straightened her shoulders and tossed her head back. “It most definitely is not. It was bad enough that you were irresponsible with your dog and I had to risk my life to save him. I could put up with you showing up at my office without an appointment. But here? In the middle of the night? Unless it’s the end of the world, I don’t see any reason for it. You need to go.” She pointed past him, out into the night, as though the motion of her finger would be enough to change his mind.

      “Yeah, that’s not happening.” He brushed past her and into the house.

      “Hey!” Raleigh came after him, but then she changed her mind and turned to shut the door. Her feet made light sounds on the marble tiles as she chased him to the bottom of the stairwell. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she whispered.

      He turned to her, wondering just what he’d gotten himself mixed up in. “Why are you whispering?” he demanded. “Who are you afraid to wake up?”

      Raleigh opened her mouth to answer him and then shut it again, tightening her robe around her. She must have imagined that it gave her some sort of modesty, but Colt was pleased to see that it didn’t. She stomped her foot.

      “Cat got your tongue?” he teased, knowing now that there was nobody in this big, magnificent house but her. That was the first good piece of news he had received since he had arrived, even though he hadn’t gotten the information directly.

      Colt strode through the house, which truly was spectacular, even though he didn’t like to admit it. The floor plan was mostly an open one, with a large living room that made up the center of the house and smaller rooms splitting off in alcoves, separated only by wide doorways. It would have been easy to see if someone was in here, but there was no sign of any movement.

      Raleigh came after him as he looked into each corner of the house. “Would you mind telling me exactly what you’re looking for?”

      He turned to her, tempted to grab her by the waist, feel that slick fabric under his fingers, and yank her body next to his. But he resisted. He had to, at least until he could figure out the truth. “I’m hoping I haven’t found it already.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Her voice had increased in pitch. Good. She was just as irritated as he was.

      “Maybe if you could tell me what you’re doing here, then I could tell you what I’m doing here. That would be a start.” He stepped away from her and moved into the kitchen, examining the stainless-steel appliances, granite countertops, and expensive cabinets. Whoever owned this place—whether it was Raleigh, Brad, or this Felton guy—had plenty of money to throw around. That lined up with what Tats had claimed.

      She had followed him into the kitchen. “The only time my actions are any of your business is when I’m taking care of your dog, but I sure as hell hope you don’t think I’m going to do that again. I’m banning you from the clinic.”

      “That’s nice.” He could deal with that some other time. He left the kitchen and doubled back on his footsteps, knowing he must have missed something.

      “Colt! Get the hell out of here! Now!”

      But he had just come into an area that must be a study. The dark brown leather furniture, the deep rug, the fireplace, and the rolltop desk spoke of an old-fashioned taste and one that was much more masculine than a woman like Raleigh probably would have picked. There were a few nice knickknacks, some floral vases and statues of birds, but it still didn’t look like a womanly space. He went to the desk, noting that the top was pulled back and a stack of envelopes sat in the center of it. This was exactly what he had been looking for.

      “Hey! That’s a federal offense, you know!” Raleigh yanked several of the envelopes out of his hand.

      But he had already seen enough. Every piece of mail was addressed to the Doug Felton he was looking for, and not a single piece of it was for her. He snatched the mail back out of her hand and pointed to the name on it. “Who is this Doug Felton?”

      “None of your goddamn business!” she screamed. “Now get out!” Her face had reddened, and she had let go of her robe to curl her fists at the ends of her stiff arms. Her shoulders were hunched around her ears, and her anger was palpable in the air.

      Colt had done his best to be patient with her, but she simply wasn’t going to allow him. He felt his anger growing inside him, and the sight of her in that robe wasn’t helping. How could one woman be so fucking infuriating? “It is my business!” he roared, taking a long step toward her and shaking the envelope in the air. “It’s absolutely my business, and it might mean the difference in whether or not you get to live or die! You could just have been truthful with me, but no! You have to be stubborn and hardheaded, maybe because you think it gives you some sort of advantage. But it doesn’t, Raleigh, not in this case!”

      She backed up until her knees bumped into the couch, but she refused to back down. “You don’t have a right to just come in here and demand to know everything! You’re just like any other man, thinking you’re the boss just because you have a dick! Fuck off, Colt!”

      Red crept in around the edges of his vision. “You have no idea what’s going on here, Raleigh,” he ground out between his teeth.

      “Of course I don’t, because you won’t tell me. I don’t even know what we’re arguing about! You don’t want to talk to me, and I don’t want to talk to you. So just get the fuck out of here and leave me alone!”

      She really had no idea what kind of danger she was in, and her refusal to cooperate was only going to make things worse. It tore him up inside in a way he couldn’t understand, and Colt didn’t like that. His life had been so clear-cut before she came along and made everything a blur of confusion. Without thinking, he put out his arm and swept a vase off a nearby shelf. It crashed into the fireplace. Shards of porcelain flew through the air, falling to the hearth with a tinkling sound.

      Raleigh sat down in the sofa behind her, dropping so quickly that for a moment Colt thought she might have been hit by the glass. She had her arms crossed in front of her chest once again, but her hands held onto her upper arms and her chin was tipped down toward the floor. Raleigh watched him through her lashes, the terror clear in her big brown eyes.

      Colt’s hands were still fisted, and he forced his fingers straight as he caught his breath. He had lost his temper, and he had genuinely scared her. Maybe she needed to be a little scared, but not of him. “Raleigh…”

      “Please, just go.” Her voice was a sob, but she tried to cover it by looking away from him. “I don’t know what you want, but you have to leave.”

      “I can’t.” He took a step forward, but when he saw how she trembled, he backed up. Damn it. This was not at all how this should have gone. It would have been so simple to come in, question this Doug Felton guy about his business, and then slice his throat. But Raleigh had complicated everything, and a mission that was supposed to be simple and satisfying had suddenly turned into a much bigger ordeal. “Raleigh, I need you to be honest with me. Who is Doug Felton to you?”

      A spark of her original defiance had returned to her eyes. He thought for a moment that she was going to argue with him once again and insist that it was none of her business. “He’s my boss,” she whispered.

      “Your boss?” Colt’s mind immediately went into a bad place, imagining that Raleigh was not only dating Brad but fooling around with her boss all while stringing him along. No. Even if that was true, that wasn’t the point here. “What are you doing in his house at night, dressed like that?” He shouldn’t have added that last part, but now that Raleigh was sitting down he could see the firm musculature of one tanned leg where the robe had slipped aside.

      She scowled at him, but Colt could tell she hadn’t yet gotten past his act of rage. She was still afraid of him, and that was the only reason she was cooperating for the moment. “I’m housesitting, if you really must know. Someone has to take care of Marbles.”

      Colt was starting to wonder if he was losing his marbles. “Who?”

      “The cat, but I don’t expect you’ll be seeing her anytime soon after all that.” Raleigh turned angrily toward the window, once again avoiding his gaze.

      There was no choice but to just be honest with her. Colt took a seat across from her, where the thick coffee table served as a buffer between them. “Listen, you’re in a lot of danger.”

      She gestured toward the hearth, where the white pieces of the vase made a startling contrast to the dark bricks. “Clearly.”

      “Not from me. But if someone else had been sent in my place, you might have been dead already.” Some of his brothers were not as reasonable as he was, and they might not have taken their time to figure out what was going on here before they took action. Colt could easily see someone else riding by the place and shooting it up just to get the job over with.

      She turned to him at his words, curiosity taking over some of the fear in her eyes. “What do you mean?”

      He ran his tongue against his teeth, wishing he didn’t have to tell her all of this, but he knew she would never listen to him unless he put it all out there. He held up the envelope that was still in his hand, heavily wrinkled now. “This Doug Felton guy has been selling drugs, and he’s doing it in territory that’s ruled by my motorcycle club. I was sent here to take care of him.”

      “And by take care of him, you mean …” She let the question linger in the air, not wanting to say it.

      “Yeah. And finding you here was the last thing I expected. If you had just been honest with me, we might have been able to avoid all this.” He flung the piece of mail down on the coffee table. The envelope spun lazily on the glass before coming to a stop. It had been almost refreshing to let all of his anger out. There had been a lot of it building up over the last couple of days, and mostly it was about Raleigh anyway. But he hadn’t really wanted her to see that side of him, and now that it was over, he realized just how wet he had gotten on the ride over here. His jeans stuck to his skin, and the thin material of his shirt was giving him a chill.

      Her lips tightened, not ready to forgive him. “You talk about being honest, but you could have just told me what was going on when I opened the door. That would have saved us all of this.” She gestured at the air to encompass their argument, and probably the vase.

      “I couldn’t have. I didn’t know how involved you were. For all I knew, you were the one selling drugs. Hell, for all I know, you are.” He regretted the words as soon as they came out of his mouth.

      “How dare you?” Her eyes were fiery once again, but she made no effort to remove herself from her corner of the sofa. “I’m here to take care of the cat and make sure it looks like there’s someone home. Whatever business Dr. Felton has going on, I don’t know anything about it. And I highly doubt that you’ve got the right guy. He’s an honest, hardworking man.”

      Colt glanced up at the exposed timber ceiling. “You really think a simple vet would have enough money to buy a place like this?”

      “Well, maybe,” she hedged. “Again, it’s not my business.”

      “But it is if you’re staying here in his house.” He still didn’t like the idea. She insisted she was just housesitting, but that streak of jealousy was a thick green line within him. Colt knew he had no right to Raleigh. Right now, she didn’t even look like she wanted to have anything to do with him. He couldn’t blame her, but neither did he know if he could trust her completely just yet.

      “I can take care of myself.”

      A shiver ran down Colt’s spine. The days were nice this time of year, but the nights were cold, predicting the winter that would come in a month or two. It might not have been so bad if it hadn’t been raining. “We have a lot to talk about, but I’m freezing.”

      “Oh.” She sat forward then, looking at his clothing as though it was the first time she was seeing him. “Hang on. I was just going to make myself a cup of tea.”

      Colt watched her glide from the room, shaking his head at how quickly she could vacillate. This wasn’t how this was supposed to go, not at all.

      A movement from the other side of the room caught his attention, and Colt’s senses were alert once again. But he saw a tiny round face with big golden eyes watching him. The cat had black fur on top of its head and back that blended in with the dim background, but the white face and belly stood out brightly as it made its way over a chair and across the coffee table to him. It sniffed the air for a minute before butting its head against his knee.

      Colt reached out gingerly, letting the cat sniff his fingers before he attempted to scratch behind its ears. “I’m going to be in a lot of trouble when I get home and Digger finds out I’ve been petting a cat,” he mumbled.
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      Raleigh bustled into the kitchen and turned on the burner under the kettle. As she opened the cabinet door to pull out two mugs, she wondered just what the hell she was doing. Colt wasn’t a guest, exactly. He had shown up uninvited, been rude when she didn’t want to answer his questions, stormed into the house, and then yelled at her. To make matter worse, he had broken one of Dr. Felton’s vases. She could easily explain that away and claim that Marbles had done it. Her boss would forgive his cat if she murdered someone. But still.

      He was right in the other room. She could make a run for it, but he would likely catch her and then the hostility between them would start all over again. No matter where she went, Colt seemed to show up, so there wasn’t much point in trying to avoid him. She would just have to deal with this whole thing and get it over with.

      Raleigh leaned against the counter and pressed her hands to her forehead. How could Colt accuse a man like Dr. Felton of being a drug dealer? Sure, he had a nice house, but for all she knew his family had money. She had never pried into his personal business, and until now she’d never even been curious about it.

      Perhaps the only person who really wasn’t making sense here was Raleigh herself. She had just been fantasizing about Colt once again, and she should have been thrilled to have him show up at her door. But as soon as she had seen his face, she had wanted to resist him. It wasn’t even like Brad was around and she had to put a show on for him. Raleigh could have dragged Colt straight up to the guest bedroom and nobody ever would have known. But she had argued and rallied against him, wanting only to send him away. But now she was in here making him a cup of tea like a stupid little maid. He must think she was completely insane.

      The thought made her angry all over again, and even her fear of Colt couldn’t quite make that dissipate. The kettle was getting hot, and she opened a different cabinet. She found the tea tins easily enough, but the question now was which one she should choose. Apparently, Dr. Felton must like the stuff, considering he had an entire shelf dedicated to it. There was chamomile, peppermint, black, orange pekoe, Earl Grey, English breakfast, and more. Since the hour was late, Raleigh grabbed the chamomile and pulled off the lid. She reached inside but pulled her hand back in horror.

      The container didn’t have any tea in it, only small baggies full of white pills. Raleigh stared at them for a long moment, thinking that surely she was imagining this. Yes, she was tired, and the last few days had been stressful. Colt had put the idea in her head, after all. It made perfect sense for her to think it might truly be happening.

      Setting aside the “chamomile,” Raleigh reached for the peppermint. This tin had a few tea bags in it, alongside several other bags of a white powder.

      “Shit.” She set this one down with a shaking hand, reaching into the cupboard for yet another. How crazy was she? Raleigh opened one tin after the next, not even bothering to put the lids back on. They clattered against the counter as she checked each container, not stopping until she had gone through every single one. By the time she was done, she had three tins sitting separate from the others. The third one was stuffed with rolls of cash. Raleigh put her hands against the edge of the counter and bent forward, thinking she just might pass out.

      The kettle whistled, its sharp trill jarring Raleigh’s bones. She quickly switched off the burner but left the kettle where it was. She was no longer in the mood for tea. Staring at the tins, she knew what she had to do, even though it didn’t thrill her.

      Picking up the chamomile tin, she held it at arm’s length and went back to the study.

      Raleigh was surprised to find that Colt wasn’t alone. Marbles had made himself at home on the biker’s lap, stretching his paws up to touch his shoulder and rubbing his head firmly against his chin. The cat’s purr was so loud that Raleigh could hear it as soon as she walked in. There was something particularly amusing about a big tough guy gently tickling a cat under her chin.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I have something I think you need to see.” Raleigh stepped forward with the tin, tipping it down so he could see inside.

      Colt set the cat aside to look. He studied the bags of pills for a moment before raising his eyes to her. “How did you know where he keeps his stash?” he asked suspiciously.

      Raleigh pressed her lips together, not wanting yet another argument with him. “I didn’t. I just found it, and there are two more rather interesting packages in the kitchen as well.” She placed the tin on the coffee table, no longer interested in touching it.

      “I suppose that means you believe me now?” Colt was leaning forward, his elbows on his knees as he watched her earnestly. The cat, oblivious to the serious conversation, shoved his way back onto Colt’s lap. He petted the little animal absently.

      “I suppose I have to.” She sighed heavily, realizing that she never had made any tea. “I’ll be right back.”

      In the kitchen, she pushed aside the other suspicious tins and fished out some actual tea bags. She made the mugs of tea as quickly as possible, wanting to get out of the kitchen and back to Colt. He wasn’t exactly the kind of company she needed right now, but being with anyone was better than being alone.

      “I don’t know what to think,” she said as she carried the mugs back into the study and set them down on the coffee table, careful to keep them far away from the contaminated tea tin. “I always thought Dr. Felton was a very respectable man. I never would have thought he would do something like this.”

      “Respectable doesn’t have anything to do with it,” Colt replied grimly, picking up his mug and wrapping his fingers around it. “I’ve seen all kinds of men do things like this. The most interesting part is that what you’ve got in that tin isn’t the kind of stuff that I usually see on the streets.”

      Raleigh tipped her head at him. “What do you mean?”

      “Take a look at it.” Colt pushed the container toward her.

      She hadn’t wanted to have anything to do with it. Raleigh was used to dealing with pharmaceuticals at the clinic, but that was something completely different. She had always kept far away from anything illegal. But she obediently reached inside and took out the bag of pills. With her free hand, she turned on the lamp next to her, bathing the study in its pale yellow glow.

      “I don’t know how I didn’t recognize them before,” she marveled. “We have these in stock at the office all the time. They’re pretty cheap, and now that I think about it we always seem to be low on our stock. Why does he have these?” She felt a little better at knowing she wasn’t handling anything she wasn’t used to, even if she had found it where it didn’t belong.

      “My guess is that your Dr. Felton is using animal medicine to cut the stuff he sells. It costs him less money, so he has a higher profit margin. It’s nothing unusual, but it almost always comes back to bite the dealer in the ass. People figure it out eventually.” Colt took a sip of his tea and set it on the table, leveling his gaze at her. His shoulder twitched, and he pressed his hands together. “Now, why don’t you tell me where Dr. Felton is?”

      Raleigh sighed. She still didn’t want to collaborate with him on this. No matter what evidence lay in front of her, she didn’t like the idea of Dr. Felton being a drug dealer. And she definitely couldn’t let Colt be any part of her life. But he was here, and at the moment he was the only one who could help her short of calling the police. Given who Colt was, that probably wasn’t a good idea. She hadn’t missed the pistol strapped to his hip. “He’s out of town at a veterinary conference in Las Vegas, and then he’s taking a vacation after that. He’s not going to be back for several weeks.” It hadn’t sounded unusual when Dr. Felton had first told her of his plans, but now she had to wonder why he was going to be gone for so long.

      Colt’s jaw clenched, and another shudder crossed his shoulders. “That’s good in a way, because it means we have some time to figure out what we want to do. I don’t think my president will bother sending someone all the way to Vegas. But someone is going to be waiting for him as soon as he gets back, and that puts you in danger. Take the cat and go back to your place.”

      “I can’t. My building doesn’t allow pets, ironically enough.” It had always felt ironic that she was in vet school and yet had no animals of her own. But the rent was cheap, and she was rarely home anyway. It would work until her situation changed. “I’m staying here with him, and you can just tell all your biker buddies to cool their jets.”

      Colt shook his head and shivered once again. “It doesn’t really work like that.”

      The inner caregiver that thrived inside Raleigh was threatening to come out once again, just as it had when she had offered to go make tea. She was regretting that decision, and she knew she was about to regret the next one, but she was going to do it anyway. “Clearly, the tea isn’t enough. You’re soaked to the bone, and the rain isn’t letting up. Why don’t you go take a shower? I’ll find you something to wear. You can stay here tonight, since it doesn’t look like it’s going to stop raining any time soon.” A bolt of lightning shot across the sky, illuminating the inside of the house so that it looked like daylight for a moment, making her point for her.

      The cat jumped down and hid under the couch.

      Colt raised an eyebrow. “I certainly appreciate the offer, but are you sure?”

      She hated him for asking her that. No, she wasn’t sure. She wasn’t sure about anything anymore. Raleigh knew that most men wouldn’t even ask for confirmation, eager to take advantage where they could, and she hated him even more for that. “I’m not just going to let you freeze to death, and you can help me look for more evidence here in the house. But you’d damn well better be gone in the morning.” She was on her feet and heading across the house before Colt could even get off the couch.

      “If you say so.” He followed her to the guest bathroom.

      Raleigh could feel his gaze on her shoulders, and she had a feeling that this whole thing greatly amused him. Well, she didn’t find it funny at all. Her livelihood was in jeopardy, and apparently her safety as well. There were a lot of things she wasn’t certain about, but the one thing she could be fairly sure of was that Colt was going to protect her. He had tried to jump between her and Brad at Chez Victor, and she had sensed that same defensive undertone when Brad had shown up at her work. If he had wanted to do anything to hurt her, he could have done it already. “The hot water takes a minute to heat up.”

      Colt stepped into the bathroom and turned around before he closed the door, giving her a playful smile. “You could always come in and show me.”

      She grabbed the knob and slammed the door, not interesting in bearing witness to his charms any longer. This was all about business now. Her boss was his target, and she had to figure out how she was going to extricate herself from this crazy situation. Raleigh needed his help to do so, and that was the only reason she was letting him stay.

      Heading down the hallway, Raleigh tried to convince herself that having someone she knew here was much better than taking the risk of some other biker she didn’t know coming to poke around. And she did know Colt, didn’t she? Or was it just that easy smile and his wide shoulders that had her imagining she did? Well, if she didn’t know him, she would certainly have her chance now.

      Her phone beeped as she stepped into Dr. Felton’s bedroom. Raleigh had made a point never to come in here, but this was the best place she could think of to look for something for Colt to wear. After all, she couldn’t just have him walking around the house naked. The thought lingered in her mind as she paused in front of the wardrobe, imagining what his body must look like as he showered off, the rivulets of water running down his rippling muscles. She had, of course, only seen him with his clothes on, but it wasn’t hard to imagine what the expanse of his chest must look like, leading down to the flat planes of stomach, and then further…

      Her phone beeped again. It was Brad, of all people. If she needed a slap to get back on track, then this was it. “What the fuck do you want now?” she whispered to herself as she opened the text messages. It was a picture of a menu from a fancy restaurant on the other side of town, asking her to have dinner with him the next night. Brad was the very last person she wanted to spend time with, and there was no telling what he might do if he knew Colt was staying the night in the same house with her. The thought was an interesting one, but she couldn’t let her imagination run away with her again. Not like that. Instead, she had to think of some reply to send to Brad. Nothing was coming to mind except for the way Colt looked at her.

      “Hey.”

      Raleigh whirled to see Colt standing there in the doorway. He had a white towel wrapped around his waist, leaving relatively little to the imagination. His hair had darkened from the water, the longer top hanging down over the close-cropped sides, and it matched the curls on his chest. A few beads of water remained on his wide shoulders, and without his shirt Raleigh could see the extent of his tattoos. Those strong arms looked capable of anything, including sweeping her off her feet.

      She swallowed. He looked even better than she had envisioned, and bolts of electricity shot through her to see him standing there like that. Why did a man who was so much trouble have to be so sexy to boot? “Hey.”

      He gave her a look as though she had gone crazy. “Are you all right?”

      Swallowing again, Raleigh threw back her shoulders and stuffed her phone into her pocket. “Of course. Why?”

      “I thought you said you were going to find some clothes.”

      “Oh. Yeah.” She turned back to the wardrobe and opened the door with shaking fingers, feeling like an idiot. She had let herself get so wrapped up in thoughts of Colt that she had nearly forgotten he was actually in the house and needed something to wear. She quickly found a T-shirt and a pair of pajama pants and tossed them at him. “Here. Go get dressed.”

      Her face was hot as she turned to shut the wardrobe once again, and she waited a few extra seconds to make sure Colt was gone before she left the room. When she returned to the study, she found Colt kneeling in front of the fireplace. He was dressed in the clothes she had given him, and she tried to ignore for a moment the fact that he most likely didn’t have any underwear on underneath them. Instead, she focused on the fact that he was cleaning up the remains of the vase with a whisk and a dust pan.

      “Do you know where the matches are?” he asked as he swept the last of the shards into the trash.

      “What?”

      “The matches.” He stood up and turned around to look at her. “I can’t start a fire without them.”

      Raleigh tried to catch her breath, but her lungs didn’t seem to be working right. A fire was far too romantic, but she couldn’t deny the chill in the air. Their tea had already gotten cold. “Oh. Right.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Sure.” Raleigh brushed past him, wishing she had never gotten a glimpse of his naked chest, and retrieved a box of matches from the mantel. She felt so awkward, but she was the one who had put herself in this situation. She was the one who had invited Colt to take a shower and stay the night, when she could have just as easily thrown him out on his ear. Well, maybe not literally, but she still could have made him leave. There had to be some part of her that was curious about him, and she had to stop being so weird and just allow herself to get to know him. She handed him the matches.

      “What kind of evidence do you think we’ll find here?” Colt asked as he laid a careful pyramid of kindling and logs in the fireplace. “I mean, I know we’ve already got the tea tins. Do you think there’s anything else? Any financial documents or anything?”

      Raleigh stared at him for a moment before she remembered that it had been her idea to look for proof of her boss’ involvement in dealing drugs. “I’m not sure. I mean, I’ve never seen anything at the office that would have made me suspicious. He always seemed like a stand-up guy, and he cares a lot about the animals. It’s just hard for me to believe he would do such a thing. And why is another matter.” Yes, this was better. She could focus on Dr. Felton instead of the sexy man sitting on the hearth, lighting a fire. She could choose to see this as a Sherlock Holmes type of night, instead of a steamy one for two careless lovers.

      “Just so you know, whatever we find here is going straight back to my president. We can’t have someone moving in on our territory. It cuts down our profits and makes everything a lot harder on us.” He blew gently on the embers that had started in the fireplace, making them spring into flames.

      Raleigh’s core tightened at the sight, and she turned away. Needing the distraction, she walked over to Dr. Felton’s desk and began looking through the drawers. It all seemed fairly normal, with plenty of rubber bands, paper clips, and outdated stamps. “So why are you in a motorcycle club, anyway?”

      “It’s just the way things have always been. My best friend and I formed the club when we were younger, and it’s only continued to grow. It’s the sort of thing that becomes a part of you. It’s no longer a choice; it’s life.”

      She could hear the fire crackling now, and she swore she could feel the tendrils of warmth from the flames on the backs of her legs. “I guess that makes sense. I’m sure there’s a sort of comfort in it.” Her words felt strangled, like her throat was trying to close around them.

      “Yeah, you could say that.”

      Hearing amusement in his voice, Raleigh turned to face him. He was leaning with one hand against the fireplace, that mischievous smile on his face once again.

      “What?”

      “There’s something going on with you.”

      She waved off his concern with the fluttering of one hand and shut the desk drawer. “I’m just flustered now that I know my boss is a drug dealer. It’s a bit much to handle.”

      “It doesn’t have to be. I’m going to take care of this.”

      There he went again, stepping in and taking charge like he had some right to safeguard her from the rest of the world. “Not without my help, you aren’t.” Raleigh retreated to the tall bookshelves on the other side of the room, pulling books out one at a time and shaking them out.

      “What makes you so confident? I have to say that there isn’t always a vet assistant around when I need to find someone and figure out what they’re doing. It’s the sort of thing I handle alone all the time.”

      She put the book in her hand back on the shelf and let her shoulders sag. “Things have just been really weird, okay? Maybe I need a drink.” The liquor cabinet was right there at the entrance to the study. Raleigh hadn’t thought about it much since she had started housesitting. It seemed rude to go poking through his private property, and even more so to drink whatever private stock he had. But right now, she didn’t really give a fuck. If Dr. Felton really did have a side business going on, then she had every right to a little bit of liquor. It was the least he could do considering the position he had put her in by asking her to stay.

      “Sounds good to me.”

      Raleigh took down two glasses and set them on the marble bar top. All of this was just too much. She wanted to go to bed and wake up the next day to find out that it had all been a dream. All of it. The dog, Colt, Brad, the drugs, everything. She just wanted to go back to her normal life where she had nothing more to worry about than getting her clinicals done and making sure she was ready for the final exam that would make her eligible for her state license.

      Bending down to see what Dr. Felton had in the cabinet, Raleigh selected an expensive-looking bourbon. “Do you like yours neat or on the rocks? Or I’m sure he’s got some soda around here if you prefer it mixed.”

      “Straight is fine with me.”

      Raleigh froze. He was no longer near the fireplace. That voice had come from directly behind her. Forcing herself to act natural, she poured them each a couple of fingers before turning briskly to hand his over. “Drink up.” She obeyed her own order as she stepped past him and resumed her work on the bookshelves.
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      Colt watched her with amusement. Raleigh wanted to pretend that she had been rattled by the new information on her boss, but he knew it was much more than that. She was a wild woman who didn’t bother holding back her feelings, or if she tried, she wasn’t very good at it. But something had changed significantly in just the last few minutes. He had a feeling he knew what it was, but he was willing to dance around it for a little bit while they looked through Dr. Felton’s study.

      “Good stuff,” he said as he took a sip of the whiskey and rolled it across his tongue. “I think that’ll warm me up better than the tea ever could have.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t think about it earlier,” she replied briskly as she shook out yet another book.

      Colt didn’t bother helping her with the books. He didn’t know this Felton guy, but he had a feeling that he would find what he needed when the time was right. Really, the tins full of drugs were enough, but Raleigh didn’t seem to think so.

      He knew he should be going. No matter that there was a storm outside, Colt should at least be calling Tats to let him know that his search for Dr. Felton hadn’t been quite as successful as they had thought it would be. Even if he didn’t reveal anything about Raleigh just yet, he should be checking in. But he was enjoying just being here with Raleigh. She was somewhat hostile, but there was something about their banter that made him feel as though he had a simple life for the moment, like they were just two people figuring out how to handle each other on a stormy night.

      A thought had been nagging at him for a while, and he figured there was no better time than now to explore it. “Let me see your phone.”

      She turned to him then, even though she had been trying so hard to avoid his gaze. “Why?”

      He held out his hand and took a step toward her. “I need to make sure of something.”

      Raleigh took a step back. “What?”

      He stood motionless for a long moment, soaking up the way she looked in that robe. “Are you afraid of me, Raleigh?”

      She made a noise of disgust. “Of course not!”

      “Then let me see your phone.”

      “Don’t you have one of your own?” she argued.

      Colt sighed. Raleigh seemed determined to make everything difficult, even when they were supposed to be working together. “I do, but mine won’t tell me who you were talking to while I was in the shower.”

      She put her hand protectively over her back pocket. “What makes you think I was talking to anyone? It’s the middle of the night.”

      “Which is exactly why I need to make sure.” If she had called the police, then he needed to get out of here, the storm be damned. He took another step closer. “If you don’t have anything to hide, then you won’t mind.”

      “I mind because my phone is the one part of my life that you haven’t worked your way into yet.” She took another step back, watching him carefully.

      “You should know by now that I’m not here to hurt you. If I was, I could have done it many times over. But a man like me has to take precautions, and you were pretty quick to put that phone away when I walked in the room. Let me see it, and we can get this over with.” Her resistance was making him wonder just how much he had to worry about.

      “You have no right—Hey!”

      He lunged for her, easy snagging her around the waist. She instinctively put her hands over her pocket, but he easily slapped them away and removed the device. Her blows were directed at his chest then, and his hands, but they didn’t hurt him.

      “Stop that!” he barked. Colt turned away as he scrolled through the phone. What he saw made him angry, but not for the right reasons. “So, your dear little boyfriend was texting you.”

      “Not that it’s any of your business.”

      “You keep saying that, but I’m starting to think it’s very much my business. He always seems to be around. Where is he tonight if he’s not here with you? I would think it would be pretty romantic for him to come stay with his girlfriend while she’s housesitting.”

      She reached for the phone, but he continued to hold it out of her grasp. “It’s just not like that.”

      “Then what is it like?” Colt returned to the couch, keeping her phone as he picked up his whiskey and took another sip. “Why are you with that guy?”

      “Someone like you wouldn’t understand.” Raleigh came back to the couch as well, but she didn’t sit. She just glared at him.

      “Someone like me? I’m not sure you even know what that means.”

      Her eyes narrowed even more. “A narcissistic, arrogant asshole.”

      “Oh, you mean like Brad?”

      Raleigh picked up her drink and downed the rest of it in one swallow. “Very funny.”

      “But I’m correct.” It wasn’t a question. Colt knew he was right. Brad was the kind of guy all women thought they wanted, even though he was a total douche.

      She sat now, looking at him bitterly. “It’s just something to make my parents happy. He doesn’t mean anything to me.”

      Of all the explanations she could have given him, that wasn’t what Colt had been expecting. “They why do you stay with him?”

      “Because it seems like the thing to do, okay? That’s who I am. I don’t go around breaking rules and laws. I do what I should, always. I’m sure that’s hard for you to understand.”

      “No, not really.” Colt considered the rest of the amber liquid in his glass for a moment before finishing it. He set it on the coffee table next to his cold mug of tea. “I’m not as different as you might think. I came here because my president told me to, but he’s going to be pissed when he finds out that the game has changed. I don’t like knowing that. The only difference is that I’ll deal with it.”

      “Is that so?” She swiped his glass off the table and returned to the mini bar. “You’re going to tell me that you don’t just do whatever you want, when you want?”

      “Sometimes I do.”

      He stood and watched her. She’d had plenty of chances to get away from him if she wanted to. She’d even had a chance to change out of that revealing robe and into something a little more modest. Raleigh hadn’t called the police, and she hadn’t even texted Brad. He knew her mind better than she did.

      “I’m sure that must be wonderful for you, just running around and taking whatever you want. But I can’t live that way.” She opened the whiskey bottle with a forceful motion and poured them each another shot as her robe slipped down from her shoulder.

      “I don’t know.” Colt came up behind her, his body running the show now. He had put it on the backburner for too long, and he couldn’t take any more of it. “I think you can live like that if you really want to.” He took her hips in his hands.

      Raleigh stiffened in his grip, slowly setting the bottle down. She didn’t move otherwise. Colt took that as his cue. He knew her well enough by now to know that she would fight him off if she wanted to. He bent his head and kissed her naked shoulder, surprised at the heat of her skin as he worked his way delicately up to the base of her neck. Raleigh’s muscles relaxed ever so slightly, and she tipped her head to the side to give him better access.

      As he trailed kisses up the side of her neck toward her ear, his hands moved around to the flat of her stomach and found the opening of her robe. He spread the delicate fabric, moving it aside as he brought his hands up to embrace her breasts.

      Raleigh was melting in his arms. She allowed her arms to fall away so that they wouldn’t inhibit his explorations, and she leaned her weight into him. The pajama pants did nothing to hide the firmness growing between his legs, but Raleigh didn’t seem to care. Neither did he. This was even better than if he had kissed her in front of her office. Much better. He squeezed the globes of her breasts gently, pulling her as close as possible. “Raleigh…”

      She whirled in his arms, surprising him with her kiss. Her hands gripped the back of his neck, pulling him down to her level, and she pressed her hips against his. He opened his mouth to let her in, her tongue exploring the surface of his. Raleigh’s moans of excitement were enough to drive him on, and that kiss had been all the invitation that he needed.

      Colt put his hands through the front of her robe once again, this time running his hands from her hips around to her backside. He lifted her up, luxuriating in the velvety feel of her skin. He set her on the bar top, sending one of the glasses crashing to the floor, but neither one of them paid any attention to it. Colt broke their kiss to move his mouth down to her breasts, exploring each of the tight mounds delicately with his lips and his tongue. She arched her back, encouraging him as he drew her nipple into his mouth. His hands traversed the long lines of her legs, tracing them up to her hips before he flipped them over and ran the backs of his knuckles delicately down the insides of her thighs. He wanted every part of her, and there wasn’t enough time in the world to explore it all.

      Realizing that there simply wasn’t enough room here to do what he wanted, he picked her up once again. Raleigh wrapped her arms and legs around him eagerly as he carried her to the fireplace and pulled her down to the thick rug in front of the hearth.

      But she surprised him when she refused to let him continue his attentions, instead throwing one leg over him and straddling him. Colt relished the sight of those glorious breasts in the firelight, and he pushed her robe down her arms, letting it fall away to the floor.

      Raleigh took charge now, pulling his shirt up around his head and tossing it away before removing the pajama pants she had given him less than half an hour ago. She bent forward to kiss him, her hard nipples brushing against his chest as her lips delicately brushed his. Colt put his hands on her hips once again, but she gripped his wrists to let him know that she was the one in charge this time.

      Her tongue slid down his jaw and his neck to his chest. Her ass rose in the air as she moved even further down, following his treasure trail until she reached her ultimate goal. Raleigh’s eyes met his for one final glance before she wrapped her lips around his shaft.

      Colt closed his eyes in pleasure and let his head fall back, basking in the heat of her mouth as she sucked him in and then slowly let him out again. He had needed this so badly, but he had never expected her to be such a willing participant.

      Her tongue pressed against the underside of his cock, igniting a fire inside him as she wrapped her thumb and finger around the base of his shaft. “Good God, you’re going to make me come in your mouth.”

      Somehow, that only drove her to suck harder. Colt curled his toes with pleasure. She was fucking good at this, and he didn’t want to stop her. But there was too much between them, and he couldn’t just let this be the end of it. As much as it went against his instincts to do so, he sat up and pulled away from her.

      “What’s the matter?” she asked breathlessly, hurt in her eyes. “You didn’t like it?”

      What had someone done to this woman that they made her believe she wasn’t good enough? Colt hadn’t seen it at first, but he did now. Raleigh was a people pleaser, and even when it made her angry or sad inside, she just wanted everyone else to be happy. “Oh, I liked it plenty, but there’s something else I would rather do.” He pulled his legs out from underneath her. In one swift motion, he picked her up and brought her down onto the couch.

      She spread her legs easily for his as he touched the insides of her thighs once again. He kissed her breasts, promising himself that he would get back to them soon enough before moving further and further down until he buried his mouth between her legs.

      Raleigh gave a gasp of surprise, but Colt wasn’t going to let that stop him. He wanted her to see what it could be like when she got what she needed, and he had a good feeling that she needed a release just as much as he did. He wanted to see her come over and over again, and the mere thought of it was enough that it made him a little harder than he had been before. He flicked his tongue over her clit, still touching the insides of her thighs.

      Raleigh struggled underneath him, but she wasn’t trying to get away. She arched her back and clenched her fists, trying to get a grip on the couch. Her knees straightened, bent, and then wrapped around his head as she tried to find the right position.

      Colt smiled to himself. This was only the beginning. He moved his mouth down until he could insert his tongue in her, tasting the heat of her body and sweetness of her sex. She was clean and hot and beautiful, and he couldn’t get enough. But this was about her, not him. He moved back up to her clit, pulling it into his mouth and putting his finger in the place of her tongue. Colt moved it slowly at first, matching the motion of it to that of his tongue as he worked at her pert bud.

      Raleigh’s thighs stiffened, nearly pulling him away from her, but he was persistent. He kept his motions deep and thorough until her breath came in short, rasping pants that told him she was getting close. Only then did he pick up his speed, and her hips pumped against him. She pounded the couch as she screamed her pleasure, and he tasted the slickness of her on his tongue. Raleigh was sublime and savage, a creature that couldn’t be tamed even if he had wanted to.

      When Colt finally pulled away, it was only because he couldn’t stand to wait any longer. He would pleasure her all night if he had the chance, but his body had its own demands. He reached out his hands and pulled her up off the couch before heading through the house.

      “Where are we going?” she gasped. Her footsteps were unsteady, still reeling from her orgasm.

      Colt didn’t answer as he took her into the master bedroom where she had been when he had emerged from the shower. The bed was massive, the mattress set high on a solid oak frame with tall posters and a canopy. The décor matched that of the study, with dark green walls and dark hardwood floor. All the furniture was solid and heavy.

      “Not here,” she protested, trying to push past him to the doorway. “This is Dr. Felton’s room.”

      He put out a hand to stop her. “I know.”

      Her eyes came up to meet his, and even though there was defiance in their depths, he knew that she would obey him. “But—”

      “Here.” He picked her up and laid her on the bed, mounting it after her and pinning her wrists to the comforter on either side of her head. “Most definitely here.” Colt pierced her.

      All her arguments died on her tongue. Raleigh’s eyes rolled back in her head, and her hips moved in unison with his.

      Colt buried himself to the hilt before withdrawing again, sinking himself into the pleasure of her body. He didn’t know if he would ever get another chance to do this, but he had to get everything he could out of the experience. He wanted her, needed her, and he knew that she did, too. He could shake her up and work out all of her reservations if she would just give him the chance to do so.

      A ripple moved through her, caressing his member. “Oh, Colt,” she moaned.

      He couldn’t be sure if he had heard her say his name out loud before, but it drove him wild. He pounded his hips against her. “Say it again.”

      Her hands twitched in his grip, and he let her go. It paid off, since she brought her arms around him to hold her body against his. Her nails dug into his flesh possessively, sending a tremor of rapture through his system. “Colt!”

      He knew this would be his undoing. He had known who he was and what he wanted his entire life, but Raleigh had come along and changed it all. He possessed her, owned her with every stroke of his hardness, but she owned him just as equally. “Again!” he demanded as he felt a final swelling run through him.

      He had to know that she thought about it the same way he did. None of this was supposed to happen tonight, but it had now. Raleigh wasn’t just some woman who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. She wasn’t just some woman who worked at the vet’s office or who had found his dog. In that moment, she completely belonged to him. But Colt had to certain that she understood. “You’re mine,” he growled in her ear, feeling the animal inside completely taking over. “Say my name one more time and you belong to me.”

      Her fingernails dug deeper into his back. She didn’t scream this time. She had done enough of that. It was a whisper, direct and purposeful. “Colt.”

      With a final shudder, he emptied himself into her.
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        * * *

      

      His body had been used to its limits, but Colt managed to pull the covers back. He wanted nothing more than to lie down and sleep, but his eyes refused to close as long as he could still look at Raleigh.

      She blinked at him sleepily as he put her between the covers, a laugh on her lips. “What are we doing? We shouldn’t be in here.”

      “I think it’s a little late to worry about it now. Let’s just be comfortable.” Colt lay down next to her and pulled her close, her backside pressed into his. She was soft and warm, giving him a sense of being at home that he’d never imagined he would find in a woman. His fingers lingered on the flatness of her lower abdomen. He had just had her, had all of her, and yet he knew it would never be enough. He let his fingers trail up and over her hip and to her rib cage, lingering on each bone as he could feel it through her flesh. From this angle, he could see the profile of her face, her lashes lying on her cheek and that strong chin she was always jutting up into the air. This was a body he could worship over and over again.

      “Colt?”

      Her voice was a surprise. He’d thought she was asleep. “Yeah?”

      “Are we safe?”

      He propped himself on his elbow so that he could look down at her. She still had her eyes closed, but he didn’t miss that slight wrinkle to her forehead. She was genuinely worried, even after all they had done to distract themselves from reality, and he couldn’t blame her. Raleigh had been caught up in the lies and master plans of all the men around her. Brad was continually trying to pull her into his web, and she felt compelled to go along with it for some reason Colt couldn’t fathom. Dr. Felton had left her to watch over his home despite the fact that he was engaging in illegal activity and had left evidence of it there.

      And what about Colt himself? Once he’d figured out that this really was Dr. Felton’s home and that Raleigh had nothing to do with dealing drugs, he could have just told her to get out and stay as far away from the doctor as possible. He could have forced her to get herself out of this situation, to do whatever she needed to in order to be safe from anyone who might be after Felton. But no, here they were, tangled between the sheets. He was no better than any of them.

      A wave of guilt washed over him, one so thick and heavy that it made his chest hurt. He cringed, not knowing the last time he had felt this way. It was bad, but he would just have to do everything he could to make it right again.

      Colt wrapped her arm firmly around her middle and pressed her even tighter against him, laying his head down on the pillow behind her and breathing in the scent of her hair. “We’re safe, Raleigh. I promise.”

      Her body relaxed in his grip, and he could tell only a few minutes later that she was asleep. Colt felt sleep tugging at his body as well, even though he felt the urge to resist it. When was the last time he had done something like this? He was the kind of man to love them and then leave them, having no room in his life for complicating things like relationships. But it just felt right with Raleigh, and he was too tired to argue with himself about it. Colt dozed off, wrapped around Raleigh.
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      Raleigh reached blindly toward her nightstand, searching for her phone without opening her eyes. The alarm had dragged her from a deep sleep, and her muscles weren’t yet ready to cooperate or deal with reality. Her fingers finally closed on it, and she pressed wildly at the screen until the incessant beeping from her alarm went off. She groaned as she took stock of her body.

      Her head ached slightly, her muscles all felt weak, and her stomach churned at the slightest provocation. She was coming down with something, and she just hoped she could keep it at bay until the weekend. It would have been so much easier if she could’ve just called in sick to work and stayed in bed all day, but there was no chance of it. Dr. Felton had come back into town, and it was going to be a busy week at the clinic.

      As she rolled out of bed and headed for the shower, her face flushed as she thought about that night with Colt at her boss’ house. What they’d done had been insane. She never should’ve had a man there with her, much less let him do her right in Dr. Felton’s bed! But it had been a wild, passionate night, the kind of thing that only happened in the movies. She deserved that, right? It was just a one-time thing, a fun memory for her to carry with her, and she was an adult. And if nobody found out, then nobody got hurt.

      And so far, it seemed that nobody had found out. Raleigh certainly wasn’t going to tell anyone. She hadn’t even mentioned it to Jen, as much as her friend probably would’ve loved the gossip. Dr. Felton had only been back in town for a day, and he’d made no mention of his home being out of order. Most importantly, Brad didn’t seem to have a clue. He’d continued on with his fancy lunch and dinner dates, trying to impress Raleigh with his money and his looks, and barely hiding his sneer when she mentioned her work. If he had any notion that she was constantly thinking about a different man, then he was good at disguising it.

      Raleigh scrubbed a dry towel through her hair and frowned at her face in the mirror, trying to decide if she wanted to wear makeup or not. She liked looking nice for work, but she’d usually rubbed most of it off by the end of the day, anyway. Those dark circles that had formed underneath her eyes weren’t exactly flattering, though. Her phone rang, and she stepped back into her bedroom to answer it. “Hey, Mom. Why are you calling so early?”

      “What? Can’t a mother want to chat with her daughter?” She sounded truly offended, but Raleigh knew this was the game Mrs. May liked to play. If she was offended, then someone would feel obligated to apologize, and that would put her mother right back on a pedestal where she belonged.

      “Of course, Mom, but you don’t usually call this early in the day. I thought maybe something was wrong.” She put the phone on speaker and set it down so she could get dressed.

      “But something is wrong, sweetheart. We haven’t seen you in a long time, and your father and I thought it would be nice if you and Brad could come have dinner with us at the country club. The chef has an amazing salmon recipe that you absolutely must try.”

      “I hope you don’t mean tonight, or any other night this week for that matter.” Raleigh pulled on a pair of scrub pants and a top before whisking her hair into a quick ponytail. The idea of salmon wasn’t an appealing one, and she was grateful she had a good excuse to get out of it. “Dr. Felton is back in the office, so things are likely to be crazy. It’s not going to be all slow and easygoing like when Dr. Bullock is running the place.”

      “But it’s not as though you don’t still eat, dear. We’d really like to see the two of you. And it doesn’t have to be tonight, but maybe just sometime in the next few days?”

      Raleigh sighed. She couldn’t explain to anyone who didn’t know her parents just how much energy they took out of her. She was constantly playing the role of the good daughter, a role that was incredibly difficult to keep up and to hold onto. Raleigh knew she could open her own clinic and have her own show on Animal Planet and she still wouldn’t be good enough for them. “I don’t know, Mom. I’ll have to get back to you, and I don’t know what Brad’s schedule is like this week, either.” He’d called her late last night, but Raleigh had made her excuses about going to bed and gotten off the phone quickly.

      “He said he’s free on Wednesday and Friday as well as tonight,” Mrs. May offered. “At least he’s willing to find a time.”

      “You talked to him?” Raleigh set her deodorant on her dresser and stared at her phone. Why the hell was her mother calling her boyfriend? Granted, her parents had been the ones to introduce the two of them, but it still seemed odd.

      “Sure, we talk all the time. He’s such a charming young man, a real catch. You have no idea just how lucky you are to have him. You never would’ve met a man like that if your father and I hadn’t introduced you.”

      Raleigh could hear the smugness in her mother’s voice, and it made her stomach roll again. “Yep, really lucky.”

      “You call him and the two of you can figure out what night works the best for you. Or maybe we could do lunch!”

      “Mom, I just said I have a really busy week at work.” Raleigh brought the phone with her as she headed to the kitchen to find some breakfast. She’d bought groceries just a few days ago and the pantry was fully stocked, but nothing sounded good. Her angry stomach wouldn’t let her skip it, though, so she threw two pieces of bread in the toaster. “I just don’t have the time.”

      Mrs. May sighed. “Honey, you just have to make the time for the important things in your life. I’d like to think I’m on that list, and I know Brad is.”

      “My work is important.”

      Another sigh. “It might seem like that right now, but what about your future? You don’t want to be scrounging around with a bunch of animals your entire life, do you? If you were to marry a man like Brad, you wouldn’t have to worry about any of that. He’s good with his money, and I don’t think you’d have to work at all.” She said it as though it was the most tempting offer in the universe.

      Why did everyone seem to think she wanted to marry the guy? Had Raleigh done such a good job of duping her parents to make them happy that this was becoming a real thing? She shook her head as she buttered her toast. “We’re not that serious, Mom. And even if I were to end up in a situation like that, I’d still want to work.”

      “Whatever you say, dear.” This was Mrs. May’s way of saying she knew she was right but she didn’t want to argue any longer. “I’ve got to go, but you call me as soon as you figure out what day will work for the two of you. Bye, dear!”

      “Bye,” Raleigh grumbled.

      When she reached the office, customers were waiting outside the front door before she even got it unlocked. “Come on in and have a seat. I have to get the computer up and running and then I’ll get you checked in.”

      “Oh, but you must hurry!” said a little old lady with a stooped back who held the handle of a cat carrier tightly. “My Burt has a runny nose!”

      Raleigh smiled politely, knowing this was no emergency and Burt didn’t even have an appointment for that day. “Don’t worry, Mrs. Philpot. We’ll get him taken care of.”

      She heard the back door to the office open and immediately went back to greet Dr. Felton. “It’s a good thing you’re here! They’re lining up from here to the edge of town to see you already.”

      A balding man with oversized lips and eyebrows that looked permanently angry, Dr. Felton glared at her. “Tell them they’ll have to wait. I’ve got to leave town again.” He strode into his office and began looking through the drawers of his desk.

      “But, but you just got here!” Raleigh spluttered. “You already extended your vacation by two weeks, which was well past the time Dr. Bullock said he was willing to work, and now you’re leaving again?”

      “I have business to take care of.” He swept a pile of file folders into his briefcase.

      “Yes, you do! This business! I don’t mind giving shots and checking temperatures and doing everything I can, but you know as well as I do that I can’t do it all by myself!” Her voice was getting too loud, but Raleigh didn’t care. She couldn’t believe how irresponsible he was being.

      Dr. Felton set his briefcase on the desk with a thump and glowered at her with his deep black eyes. “Raleigh, you’ve been doing great. These people wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you, and don’t think I don’t know it. And you don’t have anything to worry about. I’ve already spoken to Dr. Bullock this morning, and he’ll be here shortly.” He snapped his case shut.

      “Listen, he’s a great vet, but he takes forever! He could spend half a day on a patient if I let him. Instead, I’m constantly harassing him to move on and get to the next client. I’m lucky he has such a good nature, or he’d probably have chewed me out by now.” Raleigh put one fist on her hip, suddenly feeling feverish and dizzy once again. Whatever virus had gotten ahold of her wasn’t letting go anytime soon.

      Dr. Felton sighed. “The two of you will be fine, and I have something I really have to do. I’ll be gone for about three weeks.”

      “Dr. Felton!”

      “Listen, I need you to watch Marbles for me again. He likes you, and you’re the only one I trust with him and my house. If it makes you feel any better about this, I’m supposed to be getting a delivery this week from The Steak House. You can eat all the steaks, pork chops, and gourmet cheesecakes you want. Raid the wine cellar for all I care. You deserve it with all your hard work. And trust me, this’ll pay off for you.”

      The idea of the steak and cheesecake was pretty tempting, even though Raleigh knew it wouldn’t really compensate for the headache and stress of running the office. “What do you mean?”

      He smiled. It was more of a horizontal stretch of his lips than a real smile, but it was the most Raleigh had ever seen out of him. “Eventually, I’m going to want to retire. Eventually, you’re going to have that fancy little piece of paper that makes you an official doctor. I’ll need someone to take over for me, won’t I?”

      Raleigh’s lips moved, but words refused to come out for a few minutes. “Doc, I … I don’t know what to say.”

      “Just say you’ll make this work and wish me a good trip. I’ll let you know when I’m on my way back.” He grabbed his briefcase and headed out the back door.

      Raleigh watched him go, feeling stunned. There was nothing she wanted more than her own practice, and an established one was more than a brand-new vet could ever hope for. She already knew all the patients and their owners, and the clinic was only a few minutes from her apartment. Maybe he couldn’t quite bribe her with the free food and booze, but the promise of a career did the job just fine.

      “Okay,” she said quietly to herself. “Let’s make this happen.”
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      “About damn time you showed up.”

      Colt had just walked into the clubhouse, Digger at his heels. Tats was waiting for him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      The president gestured with his head for Colt to follow him to his office. It was the glass-walled room in the corner of the garage where the chief mechanic would’ve supervised back in the day when this part of the building was an operating shop, but now it served as a good place for the president of the Boneheads to oversee his club. He shut the door solidly behind them and sat down behind his desk. “You really gonna act like you don’t know? You’ve hardly been here at all in the last few weeks.”

      “Hey, I still do whatever you ask of me. I found that guy who tried to get out of repaying his loan to you, I got a new lift installed in the garage, and I recruited two new members.” He sat down as well, lounging against the back of the chair and bracing one foot on his knee. He wished he’d just slept in and stayed home. He would do anything for his MC brothers, but he didn’t really feel like getting chewed out this morning.

      “That’s all well and good, but you know what I’m talking about. You and I are the founding members of this club. We have to set a good example for the rest of the members, or they’re going to think they can just do whatever they want. We both know that’s not going to work out well.”

      Colt smiled. “There’s a reason you’re the president, you know that? You were always cut out for the leadership role.”

      Tats leaned his skinny elbows on the desk. “There isn’t going to be anything left to lead at this rate.”

      “Hey, I just said I recruited two new members! What more do you want from me?” Colt wanted to argue with Tats no matter what accusations he threw at him or how true they were. He knew he’d been a little lazy. These things happened sometimes.

      “That’s great, but you see, that’s the part that you’re really good at. You’re personable. People like you. They want to hang out with you. They need to see that you’re responsible and dedicated.”

      “I hope you’re not implying anything I don’t like.” Colt knew he was dedicated. The Boneheads were part of his life.

      Tats sighed. “Then what about Doug Felton? Why haven’t you fixed that problem yet?”

      Shit. It would’ve been easier if Tats thought he was considering quitting the Boneheads and joining another MC. “It’s complicated, okay? The guy’s been out of town, like out of the country. I can’t exactly do anything about him if he’s not here, and he’s not really hurting our business if he isn’t around to conduct his own.”

      “But he will as soon as he gets back.” Tats clamped his lips together for a moment, thinking. “And from what my sources tell me, he was back.”

      That was enough to make Colt lean forward, his eyes cold as he looked at his best friend. “Your sources? What’s that supposed to mean? This was my job, Tats. I don’t need anyone checking up on me.”

      “Apparently, you do. He got back in town the other night, but I’m sure you would’ve told me if you’d paid him a visit.” Tats gave him a meaningful look.

      Colt sighed. This wasn’t going well. The only good thing about his situation was the way Digger leaned against his leg. There was always something comforting about the dog’s weight, knowing that someone needed him. “Okay, so he’s in town. I didn’t know. I’ll go right over there.” He put his hands on the arms of the chair, prepared to leave.

      “Hold your horses and sit your ass down.”

      “What? You want me to go, you don’t want me to go. Make my mind up for me, already.”

      “He’s already gone again. He was only in town for a night, and then he left. I don’t know what this guy is up to, but even the most successful men don’t take back-to-back vacations. There’s something big going on with this guy.”

      “Okay, so then I’ll go track him down!” Colt was getting frustrated, and he didn’t like that it showed.

      “No. It can wait a few more minutes while you tell me what the hell is going on with you.” Tats sat back, watching his friend patiently.

      Colt knew. He didn’t want to admit it, not even to himself, but he knew. And how could he explain to Tats that he’d let some hot chick he didn’t even know get in his way of helping out his brotherhood? He couldn’t just sit here and tell him about the beautiful yet angry woman who’d rescued his dog, the woman who was on his mind constantly. He couldn’t tell him that she also happened to work for Doug Felton, and that he’d not only found her at his house but ended up sleeping with her. And then there was the fact that the two of them had discovered solid evidence of Felton’s involvement in the drug trade, but Colt had gotten his mind so tangled around Raleigh that he hadn’t even bothered to tell his boss about it.

      “There’s nothing happening. I just messed up.”

      Tats folded his hands patiently in his lap. “Dude, you’re forgetting that I know you better than anyone else. You don’t mess up. You might be a little slow on the uptake. You might get a little lazy and procrastinate here and there. But you don’t let something like this go. That’s just not like you. I’d much rather you just be honest with me instead of making me guess. I’m sure that whatever I’m thinking is much worse than what’s really going on.”

      That was probably true. “I’ve just been a little out of it. I’ve had some personal things going on, and I just haven’t had my head in the game. I’ll fix it.” That was at least close enough, and Colt didn’t want to hear the kind of hell Tats would give him if he knew what was really happening.

      His boss hesitated for a moment before he nodded. “All right, then. Get this taken care of, and report back to me this time. I don’t want to be left hanging in the wind, not when we’ve got something like this going on. It’s cutting into our profits, and I don’t like it.”

      “Yeah, man. No problem.” Colt flashed him a smile and left, feeling like an idiot.

      He knew he’d dropped the ball. He couldn’t help it. Raleigh had changed everything for him. It was almost embarrassing to acknowledge just how much he’d thought about her. Hell, he’d actually stayed the night with her instead of loving and leaving like he normally did, and that should’ve been enough to let him know he was in real trouble. But she was beautiful, warm, and more real than most women he’d met. She wasn’t afraid to talk back to him or challenge him.

      The truly crazy thing was that it had been a few weeks since he’d seen her. That was more than enough time to get past their little rendezvous and get back to real life. Besides, she was with that asshole she was dating, and she probably wasn’t thinking about him at all. But every night when Colt fell asleep, he wondered what it would be like to hold her again.

      “Come on, Digger.” He dropped the dog off at his house, despite the sad looks the Retriever gave him. “Don’t look at me like that. There’s a cat over there, and I don’t even want to think what you’d do to that house if the two of you started playing.” Digger had always been good with other animals, but bringing the energetic dog on a recon mission didn’t seem like a good idea.

      Colt checked his watch. If Felton was out of town again, chances were good that he’d asked Raleigh to watch the house like last time. It was tempting to wait until she would be home, but he was better off if he broke in while she was gone. He wouldn’t get his work done, otherwise.

      Half an hour later, he was standing in the same study where he and Raleigh had spent that rainy evening together. It looked about the same as it had when he’d been here before, except the sun shone in brightly through the massive windows. Taking a deep breath and resigning himself to his work, Colt began searching in earnest. He knew that he and Raleigh had picked through a few drawers, but they must’ve missed something. Colt carefully searched every drawer and bookshelf, and he even checked the furniture for any hidden latches. Nothing.

      He moved on to the kitchen. It didn’t take long to find those infamous tea tins, which didn’t look like they’d been touched. Colt considered loading them in his saddlebags, but he knew that was the lazy way out. Just having a few drugs in his house didn’t mean Dr. Felton was selling anything; he needed more concrete proof. The kitchen held expensive knives, crystal dishes, and a microwave that looked more like a computer, but Colt found nothing that suggested the illicit activities he was suspected of.

      Colt left the kitchen and wandered through the rest of the house, looking for something that might catch his eye as being out of place or that would serve as a good hiding spot. He paused outside the door to the master bedroom. It was as good of a place to look as any, but he knew what sort of memories it would bring. He considered skipping over it, but he’d promised Tats he would do his best and fix his mistakes. He couldn’t let his feelings get in the way of that.

      The bed was neatly made, and there was no sign that he and Raleigh had done what they’d done. Still, Colt knew. He could instantly remember how Raleigh had felt in his arms and the electricity that had sparked through his lips as he’d kissed her. The softness of her hair was a memory in his fingertips, and his jeans got a little tighter as he recalled the way he’d felt when he was inside her.

      With a grunt, Colt brushed the thoughts aside and opened the closet. So he’d fucked a girl in her boss’ house. That wasn’t anything special. It’d been exciting and fun, and it didn’t have to be anything more than that. He was just using her to get into the house he was assigned to check out. Colt checked the boxes on the shelf in the closet, not finding anything more than a few old photographs and some dusty shoes. There was nothing under the bed, and he was just about to give up when he found a small notebook in the top drawer of the nightstand.

      It didn’t look like anything special at first, but as soon as Colt flipped open the first page, he knew he’d hit the jackpot. He recognized the names written in the book. Dr. Felton had been in contact with other dealers in the area as well as manufacturers. He’d kept a record of all their conversations and meetings, how much he’d sold, and he’d even calculated the profit on it. The idiot had even written down his plan to cut the drugs with material from the vet clinic, as Raleigh had guessed. It was all right there, written down for anyone to see. Colt had what he needed.

      Still, he couldn’t quite bring himself to leave. For reasons unknown to him, Colt moved through the rest of the house. He checked behind a few paintings and inside an old vase, finding nothing, but eventually ended up in one of the guest bedrooms.

      It was hers, and he knew it. The curtains had been drawn back. While the bed was technically made, it was only because the covers had been thrown back in place. A glass of water stood on the nightstand, and a nightgown lay across the bottom corner of the bed.

      Colt gingerly reached out and touched it, not surprised to find just how soft it was. He picked it up, recalling the softness of her skin, and was rewarded with the faint lavender scent of Raleigh. It was too much. He needed her badly. If he’d gotten a little excited about being in the same room where they’d made love, then his full-on erection was something different. He gripped the nightgown in his fist as he envisioned what she must look like in it. Colt had seen her stark naked, but there was still something appealing about the way her pert breasts must look behind the thin fabric, the gown draping down and touching her thighs. In his fantasy, he slowly stripped it from her before burying his face in his breasts and then his dick in her pussy. God, she was hot, and Colt found himself wishing she would walk right into the house and find him there. He would grab her and roll with her onto the bed or the floor, wherever she wanted to do it. Colt would fuck her all over this house if he had the chance.

      Clearing his throat and remembering where he was, Colt laid the nightgown back down on the bed. He turned around to leave when a thought hit him. It was silly. It was only going to get him in more trouble than he’d already been in. It might not go over very well, and yet he reached up and tore the patch from his vest. He could always get another one. Setting it on the corner of the dresser, Colt left with Dr. Felton’s notebook tucked in his back pocket.
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      By the end of the day, Raleigh couldn’t deny what was going on with her body. She wanted to, and she made all sorts of excuses to herself that she was just catching the latest flu or that her blood sugar was off because she’d had too many sweets lately. But she hadn’t spent all that time in vet school without learning a few things, and the suspicions that swirled in the back of her mind as she finally locked the door and shut down the computer wouldn’t leave her alone.

      She checked her watch. There wasn’t much time, but she could stop by the pharmacy, get home to change and throw on a little makeup, and still make her dinner reservation on time. She’d have to hurry, and Brad might end up waiting on her a few extra minutes, but this wasn’t something she could put off any longer. Raleigh craved peace of mind, and she wasn’t going to have that until she found out for sure.

      When she hopped back in the car and set the small plastic bag in the seat next to her, she suddenly wasn’t sure just how much reassurance she could get. Was this why Colt had been avoiding her? Not that she’d made any effort to contact him; Raleigh figured he would come around when he was ready. She didn’t even have his phone number, and maybe that was for the best. She might’ve done something really stupid if she’d been able to get a hold of him. But if he suspected the same thing she did ...

      A text message from Brad was waiting for her on her phone. Can’t wait to see you tonight! Everyone is going to be there. Make sure you wear something nice!

      “What are you, my mother?” she muttered as she texted back a smiley face that looked a lot more positive than she felt. She hadn’t wanted to have dinner with her parents, but then Brad had called on her lunch hour and insisted that he take her to The Balcony. All of his friends would be there, and when she insisted that she wouldn’t be off work on time, he’d told her he would just change the time of the reservation to accommodate her. There was no way she was going to get out of it, and at least it was a free meal.

      When she got to Dr. Felton’s house, she knew she only had a few minutes left to change. It was tempting to let them get started without her, and then Raleigh wouldn’t have to endure quite as much time with Brad and all his boring friends, but she wasn’t sure it was worth the lecture she would get from him. Raleigh stripped off her scrubs and tossed them in the laundry basket. As she stepped toward the closet to find a clean dress, something on the corner of the dresser caught her eye.

      She froze, her eyes locked on the object. It definitely hadn’t been there when she’d left that morning. That was the same corner of the dresser where she’d set her phone while talking to her mother. Raleigh tried to tell herself she was wrong, that she was only seeing things, but there was no mistaking the Boneheads patch with its flaming skull. She slowly picked it up, noting the threads hanging off the back. Colt had been here.

      “Very funny,” she called out to the room, unsure if he was still here and waiting for her. The thought gave her a thrill of excitement. She was standing there in the middle of the room, practically naked, and she wouldn’t be able to object much if he came striding into the room and wrapped his arms around her, tracing his palms up her ribs and to her breasts as he nuzzled her head aside and kissed her neck.

      But there was no answer, and when she called out into the hallway, she only got a response from Marbles.

      “When was he here?” Raleigh asked the cat.

      Marbles squeezed his eyes and meowed.

      “Yeah, I bet you didn’t even stop him from coming in, did you? I’ll have to tell Dr. Felton to get a dog.”

      Another meow from the cat as he rubbed against her legs.

      “I’ll love on you later. Right now, I’ve got to get going.” Not wanting to leave the patch laying out in the open, Raleigh shoved it in her purse next to the bag from the pharmacy. She slicked on a quick layer of makeup, dropped a random dress over her head, and trotted out the door.

      As she pulled up to The Balcony and handed her key to the valet, the scent of fresh fish drifted out of the restaurant and made her stomach churn. She took shallow breaths through her mouth, hoping to just get through the evening and back home. Maybe Brad wouldn’t complain too much if she stayed long enough to have an appetizer, told him she wasn’t feeling good, and went home.

      “Hey, honey!” As soon as Brad saw her, he jumped up from his seat and pulled out a chair for her. “We were just talking about you.”

      “Is that so?” She smiled as she sat, wishing she could squirm away from Brad’s arm as he put it on the back of her chair. “Nothing too bad, I hope.”

      “Just a job opportunity that we thought would be really great for you,” Brad gushed. “An administrative position just came open in our firm.”

      She turned to look at him, sure that she’d heard him wrong. “I’m sorry?”

      “Well, you know, then you wouldn’t have to be around all those stinky animals all day.” Kim wrinkled her nose and waved her hand in front of it to emphasize her point.

      Raleigh thought she might throw up right on the fancy tablecloth. “Brad, I already have a job. You know that.”

      He shrugged off the notion. “Yeah, but what’s that even pay? And it’s not like it’s going to get you anywhere. This position could be a good opportunity for you to climb the ladder and get something much better.”

      Raleigh blinked. She knew she never should’ve let her mother set her up. She’d kept on with Brad at first because it made her mother happy and kept her off her back, and at least it got her out of the house. But maybe things had carried on too far. Brad was trying to run her life now. “Um, could you excuse me for just a minute? I need to use the ladies’ room.”

      “I’ll go with you!” Kim offered.

      Raleigh put out a hand to stop her. “No, that’s okay. Really. I’ll be just a minute.” She trotted off across the dining room, holding her hand over her mouth.

      The lush interior of the restaurant carried over in the bathroom, which opened up into a lavish sitting room of deep burgundy couches, potted plants, and large mirrors. She skipped past these and into a stall, waiting for her body to betray her and send up whatever she might still have in her stomach from lunch. Nothing happened, but that didn’t bring her much relief. She closed the lid and sat on the toilet with her head in her hands, breathing slowly and trying to calm down.

      When she finally looked up again, her eyes landed on her purse where it hung on the inside of the door. On a whim, she dug past the patch from Colt and grabbed the pregnancy test out of the bag from the pharmacy. The directions on the box said it was best to try first thing in the morning, but Raleigh knew she couldn’t wait that long. A bathroom in a fancy restaurant was the last place she’d imagined herself doing this, but she had to know.

      The two minutes she was supposed to wait ticked by slowly, but in the end, she discovered the truth. She was pregnant, and there was no doubt it was Colt’s baby. To her surprise, her body seemed to react well to the news. She was no longer nauseous, and the dizziness that had been threatening her all day seemed a little better.

      But her mind was in more turmoil than ever. Brad would figure it out soon enough, even if she didn’t say anything. Raleigh vowed she wouldn’t tell him here, not in front of all his friends, but she would have to tell him soon. Would she even tell him what was really happening, or would she just break it off? She would figure that part out later, when she had more time.

      Raleigh kept her breathing deep and even as she came back to the table. She could do this. She could put up with Brad for just one more night, and then she would be done. While the idea of being pregnant—especially considering the complications involved with who the father was—should have upset her, Raleigh found that it was a relief. She no longer needed to make the decision to stay with Brad. If he found out, he would reject her on the spot and rightfully so. Even her parents couldn’t insist that she stay with him if she was having someone else’s baby. There would be problems, but she would deal with them as they came.

      “There she is!” Brad patted her chair as she approached the table. “Sit down, darling. Have I told you that you look positively radiant tonight?”

      She flushed at the compliment, but more because of the humor she saw in it than anything. “Um, thank you.”

      Everyone at the table was staring at her. Kim looked smug and maybe a little revolted. Jerry looked like an excited puppy, and Don was leaning forward with his elbows on the table as he watched them.

      “What is it?”

      All of a sudden, Brad was out of his chair and kneeling on the floor next to her. He took her hand and looked up into her face. “Raleigh, you’re the most wonderful thing that’s ever happened to me. I know we have our differences, but we work well together. I can’t imagine living my life without you.”

      Raleigh’s heart had stopped completely. She glanced around the table, wondering what the hell was happening. Horror hit her when she noticed a couple had joined the table, standing just behind Don and Kim, smiling at her beatifically. It was her parents. “What’s happening?”

      When she turned back to Brad, her sense of alarm only grew. He was holding a small black box in his hand, and a brilliant but gaudy diamond ring shone from the center of it. “Raleigh, I want you to be my wife.”

      She was no longer in her own body. The entire restaurant was watching them, dozens of strangers with shining eyes staring at her and clapping. Raleigh felt the cold metal close around her finger like a shackle, the box slamming shut like a prison door. She hadn’t even answered him, had she? Raleigh couldn’t be sure what was happening anymore.

      “Oh, just look at her! She’s speechless!” Her mother came around the table and wrapped her arms around both Raleigh and Brad. “I’m so happy for the two of you! And just think, it was all because I set you up!”

      “All right, Sharon. You’re making a scene.” Mr. May, looking slightly embarrassed, saved the new couple from Mrs. May’s grip and shook Brad’s hand. “You’re going to be part of the family now, son.”

      It was all happening too fast, and Raleigh was sure she’d landed in a nightmare. How could she be engaged? And to someone who was not the father of the child growing inside her? How could any of this have happened?

      Raleigh opened her mouth to protest, to say that this was all just a massive misunderstanding and that she wasn’t marrying anybody. But her mother wouldn’t stop crying and hugging everyone in sight, even people she didn’t know, and her father was already carrying on about how Brad would need to keep Raleigh in line and get her to come have brunch at the country club instead of running off to volunteer at the shelter. Kim was volunteering tips on finding the perfect dress and what kind of flowers would be in season depending on when they set the date. Don and Jerry elbowed each other and snickered like schoolboys.

      When her parents had finally taken a step back, Brad had his arms around Raleigh. “I want you to know I was just kidding about the administrative job,” he whispered in her ear.

      “You were?” It was the first spark of hope for any relationship she might have with him, even though she was no longer looking for one. He’d always criticized her desire to be a veterinarian, his words echoes of those her parents had berated her with time and time again. His embrace pinned her arms to her sides, increasing that trapped feeling she’d had as soon as he’d clamped the engagement ring on her finger.

      Brad smiled. “Of course! Now that we’re getting married, you won’t have to work at all. You can quit tomorrow.”

      “I can’t just quit,” she argued breathlessly. “I do have bills to pay.”

      “Don’t be silly. You can move in with me. We can go through all your expenses, work out a budget, and get you debt free well before the wedding. You won’t even have to finish going to school, not while I’m taking care of you.” He wrapped a possessive arm around her waist and yanked her close, laughing and grinning at the flood of congratulations that came from all around.

      Raleigh just tried to pull enough air into her lungs to keep from passing out.
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      Colt thought he could wait it out. He thought spending enough time away from Raleigh would do him some good, but now that he’d been back in Dr. Felton’s house, he was going crazy. He had to see her again, even if it was just long enough for them to have a quick fuck somewhere and then never see each other. His body craved her in a way that it had never craved anything else, and if he didn’t satisfy it soon, he didn’t know what he’d do.

      He still had the notebook, but he’d stashed it safely at his place. It was a good piece of evidence that he needed and that Tats would be happy to have, but Colt wanted to give him more. Whoever Tats had assigned to spy on Dr. Felton had claimed that the man had left town again, but Colt knew there was always a chance that the good doctor could return to his place of business. After all, he needed those cheaper drugs to blend into the good stuff and increase his profits.

      As he headed to the other side of town, a stiff wind blowing through his hair, Colt had to wonder if Raleigh was involved. She had seemed more surprised than he was to find the white pills in the tea tin, but for all Colt knew she was an excellent actress. Raleigh had made excuses for her boss, and she’d even tried to lie to Colt and say that it wasn’t Dr. Felton’s home when he’d shown up that night. For that matter, why was she the one house sitting for him? A kennel could have taken the cat, and the house was fine on its own. There was a possibility that Raleigh was part of Dr. Felton’s drug scheme, but Colt didn’t like to think about her like that. She’d seemed too pure, too real.

      Just the way he’d planned it, Colt pulled up as the Oak Grove Veterinary Clinic was getting ready to close. The last of the customer cars were pulling out of the lot, and several of the lights in the building had already been turned out. The main light in the lobby and reception area were still on.

      He parked his bike in a shadow in a nearby alley and hustled to the front door, reaching it just as Raleigh was about to turn the lock. Gorgeous and innocent in pale blue scrubs, her hair pulled back in a messy ponytail, she looked up at him through the glass. The initial look on her face was one of a tired employee ready to tell a final customer of the day that they were closed, but the shock that registered there as soon as she saw him gave Colt a secret thrill. Her eyes widened and her mouth dropped open like a pinup girl from the fifties.

      Colt gave a wave as she opened the door. “Hey. I’m not too late, am I?”

      She let him in, looking down toward his feet. “Is Digger with you? Is he hurt somewhere?”

      Oh yeah. That was the other reason she had affected him so much. He’d never met another woman who cared about a dog more than anything else, even more than lunch with a bunch of snobs at a fancy restaurant. “He’s fine. He’s at home.”

      She locked the door, the bolt sending a thick click through the lobby. “Then what are you doing here?” Raleigh touched her hair self-consciously. “I’m closing down for the night.”

      Colt took this as a sign that she hadn’t forgotten about him completely. “I see that. I wanted to talk to your boss. I heard he’d been back in town. I also heard he left again, but I had my hopes.” He grinned at her, hoping he could still work his charm on her even if they hadn’t seen each other in a few weeks.

      The look on her face was hard to decipher, and she turned away from him to turn off the lights over the lobby. “He’s not here, Colt. I’ve hardly seen him at all, and I assumed you’d given up on him.”

      He knew better than to take her words at face value. “I just got a little sidetracked on my mission, that’s all.”

      “And that’s why you broke into his house yesterday?” Raleigh straightened some of the chairs in the lobby, shoving them into place with her foot.

      “You’d never know I was there if I didn’t want you to.” He couldn’t help but smile, knowing she’d found the patch he’d left for her.

      “I guess that means I’m supposed to feel lucky that you left me your little calling card?”

      Colt watched her move through the office, adjusting a sign on a shelf and shutting the blinds. These were movements she made all the time, her body fluid and graceful despite the mundane aspect of her tasks. “I didn’t find what I was looking for, but that doesn’t mean I can’t have a little fun.”

      “Right, like coming into my room.” She shrugged, slipping behind the receptionist’s desk. There was still one light on just behind her, one that stayed on at night for security. “Well, I don’t see what good it would do you to talk to him. I’ve kept my eyes and ears open, but I haven’t heard or seen anything. Besides, it’s not like he’s just going to come out and tell you what he’s been doing, apologize, and send you on your merry way.”

      “Doesn’t it bother you to be working for a man like that? I would think you’d go find work at a different clinic.” He’d thought about that aspect of things a lot since the last time he’d seen her. Colt had no way of knowing if she was safe. Dr. Felton had put her in a dangerous position not only by involving his business in his side deals but in asking her to stay at his house. So many times, he’d considered tracking her down just to make sure she was all right, but he knew he had no right to be in her life.

      Raleigh puffed up her cheeks and blew the air out through pursed lips, sending a loose strand of hair flying out of her face. “I’ve thought of that, but I’m so close to being done with school. I don’t have time to hunt for a job right now, and I don’t have a good reason for leaving Oak Grove that I can actually talk about. Besides, Dr. Felton told me that once he retires, he’s going to give me the business. I can’t turn that down.” Finished with the computer, she brought up her hand to tuck that stray hair behind her ear as she moved past him. Something sparkled on her finger.

      He grabbed her by the wrist, examining the brilliant shine. The rock was big, but it was ugly as sin. “I see you take promises from anyone who’s willing to give them to you.”

      Her brow creasing in anger, she yanked her hand away. “That’s not any of your business.”

      The swirl of emotions in Colt’s chest was a dangerous one. “Tell me you’re not going to marry that moron.”

      “Why would you care?” she spat back, turning away from him and heading toward the hallway where the exam rooms were.

      He worked his jaw, trying to come up with the right answer. Colt couldn’t say that he cared. That was hitting a little too close to home, and he knew he had no right to Raleigh. He wasn’t her boyfriend, and he’d made no claim other than that one night of their bodies melding together. It’d been amazing, but it certainly didn’t mean they were going to spend the rest of their lives together. He’d told her that she was his, and she’d agreed, but that had been in the throes of passion. None of that counted now, did it? “I just don’t like to see you throw your life away like that.”

      The hot tears that burned in her eyes were easy to see even in the dim light when she turned back around to face him. “How can you say that? You don’t know him, and you don’t know me. There are a lot of good things about him.”

      Colt thought she was too defensive, like she was trying to convince herself as well as him. Or maybe he was just getting his hopes up. “I know you deserve someone better than him. He just wants to own you so he can show you off like his flashy car. I saw the way he treated you when we first met, when you found Digger.” It was something he’d tried not to think about, but it was hard. Anytime Raleigh was on his mind, there were so many thoughts swirling around that they were hard to keep track of. Colt had mostly been concerned about his dog in the moment, but the woman who’d found Digger had struck him instantly. Seeing that she had an asshole boyfriend who not only didn’t care about the safety of the dog but who seemed more concerned about what his friends thought than anything else couldn’t be too amazing.

      “You don’t know anything about the way he treats me. You don’t know anything at all.”

      “I know you wouldn’t have slept with me if you cared about him so much.” Fuck trying to step lightly and say the right thing. It was the truth, and Colt was ready to let it out.

      Raleigh put her chin in the air, but her lower lip trembled slightly. “It was a mistake. A lot of mistakes were made that night.”

      “And you think you can make them all go away by wearing some giant diamond? What happens when you’ve signed the marriage license and you’re stuck with that asshole?” Colt could feel a deep sense of possession coming over him. He wanted to protect Raleigh, not just from Brad but from herself. She clearly didn’t know what she was doing, no matter how much she tried to deny it.

      “That’ll be my problem to worry about, not yours.” She turned away again.

      “Raleigh.” With one swift motion, Colt reached out and grabbed her by the waist. He pulled her close as she spun back to argue with him. He easily wrapped his other arm around her, holding her tightly. She leaned back slightly in his arms, looking up at him with those pale blue eyes that he could get lost in. Colt wanted to press his lips against her, to slip his tongue inside and explore her once again, but he would wait. He would let her be the one to make the first move, because he could see in her face just how much she wanted to.
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      “Colt …” There was so much she wanted to say to him. Raleigh had rehearsed this in her head a thousand times since she’d discovered she was pregnant the day before, but it’d never quite gone like this. She hadn’t thought she would see him again so soon, and certainly not here.

      “Yes?” His chest rumbled against hers, his eyes searching as he waited.

      Raleigh knew what he wanted of her. If she was honest with herself, she wanted the same thing. Badly. But she couldn’t give him the satisfaction, not when he’d charged in here acting like he was entitled to get involved in her life. “I … I can’t do this.” She twisted out of his arms, surprised at how easily he let her go.

      Colt stood there watching her, the back of his thumb scraping along his lower lip. His body was big enough to easily block the narrow hallway. “Then what are you going to do?” he challenged.

      If he only had any idea how frustrating that was, or maybe he did. Raleigh pressed her lips together. Colt didn’t have to know the truth. He didn’t exactly deserve it after he’d slept with her and then never shown up again until several weeks later. She didn’t owe him anything, and she’d probably never see him again after tonight. “I’m going to do what I said I’d do. I’m going to marry Brad.” She held up her hand as proof, the ring heavy as ever on her finger. She’d only been wearing it for a day, and already she’d knocked it against every surface in the clinic.

      He moved so quickly she didn’t have a chance to react before his hands had closed around her wrists. Colt pushed her up against the wall, his face in hers. “Raleigh, this is stupid. You’ve made enough mistakes by working for a suspected drug dealer. How is marrying that asshole going to make things any better?”

      Raleigh sucked in a deep breath, both in surprise and to keep herself from crying. Colt had no idea what was really going on. He could be pissed about the ring on her finger. He could think she was an idiot for working for Dr. Felton and for staying on even when she knew he was up to no good. But he had no idea about the baby. Somehow, she’d thought it would be easier to tell him when she finally got the chance. That chance was right in front of her now, but she couldn’t bring herself to say the words, not when she had some other man’s ring on her finger. “I don’t know what you expect me to do, but it’s none of your goddamn business. Get out. Get out of here, and leave me the hell alone.”

      His grip relaxed ever so slightly on her wrists, and his eyes searched her as if to determine whether or not she was truly serious.

      As his hands fell away, Raleigh knew she was losing everything. She didn’t really have a fiancé, and there was no telling what would happen to her job and her career with a baby on the way. Now she was sending Colt away, too. Maybe he was right, and her life had been nothing but a series of stupid mistakes. She considered telling him. It wasn’t a good time, and he was going to be outraged. She was already pissed at herself for all of it.

      But Colt’s head suddenly turned, his eyes intense as he held up a finger. “Is anyone else supposed to be here?”

      “No. Dr. Bullock left half an hour ago, and so did the receptionist. It’s just us.” Raleigh had to wonder just how much danger she was putting herself in by saying so.

      “No, I don’t think it is. Someone just pulled in the parking lot.”

      Raleigh shook her head. “They won’t be able to get in. You saw me lock the front door, and the back door is locked all the time.”

      His eyes were glittering emeralds when they met hers again. “Not if they have a key.”

      Now she could hear it, too. Someone was opening the back door. Her hand went to her mouth as she realized who it must be. There were only certain people who had keys to the clinic. “In here.” Raleigh grabbed Colt’s hand and yanked him a few feet to the end of the hallway and into the storage closet. She shut the door quietly behind them, pushing it closed before slowly letting go of the knob so the latch slid silently into place. The vented door provided a view into the hallway, illuminated by that one light behind the desk that stayed on all night.

      Colt was pressed next to her, the two of them boxed in by pallets of dog food and shelves of supplies. His skin radiated a heat that she welcomed despite the tight space. “It’s him.”

      Raleigh was sure nothing could surprise her anymore, but she still felt a shock of disbelief when she saw her boss coming down the hallway. Dressed in a hooded sweatshirt and jeans, he didn’t like the professional doctor she’d been working for. Dark circles resided under his eyes, and he walked with a hopeless determination before turning off into a room.

      “Where’s he going?” Colt whispered in her ear.

      She wished she could say she didn’t know, but Raleigh knew this clinic better than the back of her hand. “Medical supply.” She hadn’t thought about it when it happened, but she was suddenly glad they’d ended up in the general supply closet.

      Doug stepped out of the pharmacy storage, and Raleigh felt a twinge of fear in her stomach when she noticed the flash of metal tucked into his waistband. He’d brought a gun. She couldn’t remember Dr. Felton ever mentioning having a gun or even having an interest in one. Clearly, there was a lot she didn’t know about her boss. He stood for a moment in the hallway, checking through the items he’d fetched from the closet. He tucked several bottles of pills in his pocket before ducking back into the room for more.

      “Okay.” Colt pulled out his own pistol and set his free hand on the doorknob. “You stay here.”

      Fear struck her with such power that Raleigh didn’t think about her own safety as she pushed his gun hand down. “No, don’t do that! The two of you will kill each other.”

      Colt’s face was only a few inches away, and he cocked one eyebrow. “Why would you care?”

      “Don’t do this to me, Colt.” Her body had been fighting her brain ever since he’d shown up, and it was becoming even more difficult now that they were in such close proximity. Why did he have to be so damn attractive? When he’d grabbed her and wrapped his arms around her in the hallway, she’d wanting nothing more than to give in to him, to kiss him as his gaze commanded her to do, to toss that damn ugly diamond off her finger and tell him everything.

      “Do what?” His eyes flicked down to her lips.

      That was all the hint she needed. Raleigh didn’t want to see Colt and Dr. Felton get into a shootout in the clinic, and she knew just how she could stop it. She gave in to the physical desires that constantly haunted her, and surged toward him. The moment their lips met, she felt his body mold to hers as he embraced her. He reached behind her to set the gun down on a package of paper towels, using his now-free hand to grip her hair against the nape of her neck and kiss her more intensely.

      Raleigh ran her hands up his muscled arms to his wide shoulders, reveling in the glory of his strong body. It was too dark in the closet to see much, but she could settle for feeling her way around. She pulled at his vest and the tight T-shirt beneath it, needing him now more than ever.

      Colt might’ve been happy to argue with her earlier, but he seemed happy enough to comply now. The space in the closet was tight, but he managed to slide his hands under her scrub top and lift it over her head. He buried his face appreciatively in her chest as his thumbs stroked the sides of her lacy pink bra.

      She tipped her head back in pleasure as she ran her fingers through his hair, down his neck, and across his shoulders. Her core shivered in anticipation, demanding that she take this all the way. It wasn’t going to change anything now, and she needed him. Raleigh stepped out of her shoes as Colt put his fingers inside the waistband of her pants.

      He slid them slowly down her legs, pressing his fingers into her flesh as he went and sending a shiver of passion up the length of her body. When the garment was out of the way, his hands cupped and groped her ass, and she pressed herself against the hardness that had formed inside his jeans.

      “Please,” she whispered as he trailed kisses along her collar bone. “I need you so badly.”

      Colt pulled aside one cup of her bra, sucking her nipple into his mouth and swirling his tongue in tantalizing rings. His grip on her ass tightened, teasing her as he pressed her harder against him. “But you belong to someone else,” he reminded her.

      “What?” Desperation had taken over her body completely, and her brain no longer functioned. Raleigh only knew that she wanted to ride that dick, and hard.

      He grabbed her left hand, wiggling Brad’s diamond ring between his thumb and finger. “You belong to him.”

      Disgusted at the sight of the jewelry, Raleigh quickly yanked it off her finger and set it on the shelf. “No, I don’t.”

      Now Colt addressed her other breast, flicking and teasing, but he wasn’t done talking yet. “And what about afterwards? Do you go running back to him, telling him how I took advantage of you?”

      If anything, Raleigh was going to take advantage of Colt if he didn’t give her what she needed soon. She was already wet, and she needed to feel that cock inside her. “No. I never even said yes.”

      That gave him pause, and he stopped his work to look up at her. “You didn’t?”

      “No.” She could barely breathe now, and she boldly pressed her hand against his rippling abs, bringing it down inside his pants until she wrapped her fingers around his shaft. He was thick and hard, just as she remembered, and a new wave of excitement rushed through her.

      Colt reached for his belt buckle, undoing it slowly as he watched her. The way his eyes gazed so intently into hers was enough to make her come, but she wanted to wait for him. “So who do you belong to, then?”

      Raleigh couldn’t catch her breath as he revealed his package to her. There wasn’t much light, but she didn’t need it to know what she had a hold of. Her words failed her for a moment as she suddenly felt shy about saying it out loud. “You know.”

      “No, I don’t.” He took her hand off him and held her by the wrists once again, pushing her up against the wall and pressing his body against hers. His member throbbed against her, and it took all Raleigh’s self-control not to thrust her hips. “Tell me who you belong to.”

      She kissed him then, their tongues twisting and dancing together. “You, Colt. I belong to you.”

      “Damn right, you do.” He stripped away her panties and impaled her.

      Raleigh rolled her head against the wall as Colt lifted her legs and wrapped them around his waist. God, how she’d needed this. She’d have said anything to get that cock inside her, but she knew it was true. There was no point in denying any of it now. She not only needed Colt, but she would return to him again and again until she finally admitted to herself that he was the only man she needed.

      Her walls fluttered with excitement at the way he filled her up. It had been hard to keep quiet, knowing Dr. Felton was right in the next room, but it was about to get much harder. She gasped as her orgasm ripped through her, sending muscle spasms and fireworks through her system. Raleigh dug her fingernails into Colt’s shoulder as she came, and he spilled himself into her with a final thrust.

      They held each other for a long moment, panting, not wanting to separate even though the deed was done. Raleigh knew it was now or never. She leaned in close, whispering directly in his ear to make sure Colt could hear what she had to say. “I’m pregnant. It’s yours.”
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      Colt’s body stiffened in surprise as his mind once again flashed back to that night at Dr. Felton’s house. They hadn’t even tried to be careful; none of that had mattered. They had just needed each other so badly. But it all made perfect sense now, especially in light of what they’d just done in the closet.

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes.”

      He nodded. That would have to be good enough. He pulled his head back to look at her, but voices from the hallway distracted him. Colt got dressed quickly, handing Raleigh her clothes as he peeked through the vents in the door.

      Two new men had shown up at the office now. Colt didn’t recognize them, but he didn’t like the look of them. The taller one had greasy black hair and mean eyes, and he glanced around the clinic suspiciously. “What about the car outside? Is someone here?”

      “Nah,” Dr. Felton answered from the doorway of the medicine room. “That’s just my assistant, but she’d already shut down for the night. She probably left her car here while she went out to dinner with her boyfriend. She does that sometimes.”

      White hot jealousy stabbed at Colt even though he knew the truth of Brad and Raleigh’s relationship, or lack thereof.

      “What if she shows up?” This man was much shorter and heavier set, but he looked like he could throw down anyone who tried to come at him. “Is she cool?”

      Felton shrugged. “I think she would be, if she had to be. I wouldn’t worry about it. I’ve got everything I need.”

      The tall man inspected the bag of pills the doctor held up to show him. “Yeah, that oughta do it. When did you say the next shipment will come in?”

      “Should be next Wednesday. I’ll make sure I get the delivery before Raleigh intercepts it and tries to take stock.”

      “Seems like your connections might get in the way of our business,” the short man commented, cracking his knuckles. “That’s not gonna work.”

      Dr. Felton waved off the other man’s concerns. “She’s fine. I promise. I’ll take care of it myself if anything gets out of hand. Let’s get out of here and get this done. I’m not even supposed to be in town right now, and I have a feeling someone is looking for me.”

      “Don’t worry. We’ll be taking care of that very soon.”

      The three men left, and Colt considered going after them. But he knew he couldn’t leave Raleigh here. She’d try to follow him. Even if she didn’t, he had no way of knowing she would truly be safe if she stayed behind. There could be any number of people watching the building.

      Then there was the fact that she was carrying his child now. It was a thought his brain hadn’t quite gotten used to, but that protective instinct had taken over everything else. She was his, they both knew that for certain now, and he had to safeguard both her and the baby.

      As he was trying to formulate a plan, his cell phone buzzed quietly in his pocket. Colt’s jaw tightened when he read the message from Tats.

      Shooter is dead. Get to the clubhouse now.

      “Son of a bitch.”

      “What is it?” Raleigh was dressed now, and she’d been watching the three men interact in the hallway as well. “Do we follow them?”

      “We aren’t doing any such thing. But one of the Boneheads has been taken down, and I can only guess it must have something to do with your boss’ new friends.” Shooter was likely the person who’d been assigned to watch Felton from a distance, and in a sense, keep an eye on Colt as well. Now he’d gotten himself killed, which meant things were going poorly.

      “I’ll call the police. My cell phone is out there on the desk.” She started to open the closet door.

      Colt put a hand on her shoulder and pulled her gently back, looking into her eyes. Somehow, she’d gotten even more beautiful than she was before. “Let me make sure the building is clear.”

      She opened her mouth to protest, but she stopped when Colt reminded her that he was the one with the gun. “Okay.”

      The clinic was empty, as it should’ve been, but it was better to be safe than sorry. “You can get your phone, but don’t call the cops.”

      Raleigh gave him an exasperated look. “Why the hell not? You just said someone is dead. Even if it’s a totally unrelated incident, we know for sure that Dr. Felton is selling drugs. We have enough proof to turn him in.”

      Colt reached out to run his finger along her stubborn jawline. She was such a fierce little thing, but she was still innocent in so many ways. “No, we don’t. I have what I need to take back to my boss, but the men in uniform aren’t going to come running just because you say so. I assume there aren’t any security cameras in here, and even if there were, the only thing you’re really proving is that Felton is stealing from himself. He might be breaking some regulations when it comes to prescription meds, but I don’t think it’s enough for them to slap any cuffs on him.”

      She swiped her phone from the desk and shoved it in the pocket of her pants. “Then what do you suggest we do? Wait, I know!” Raleigh snapped her fingers in the air. “We can go back to his house. I mean, I’m supposed to be there anyway. You can be hiding somewhere, though, and we’ll have a camera or a digital recorder set up to catch him in the act.” Her hair was even messier than when Colt had arrived, further disheveled by their adventure in the closet.

      “Oh, Raleigh.” He dared to touch her lower stomach. It was still flat and smooth, not giving any physical indication of the baby she’d told him was growing there, but he knew it to be the truth. This was his responsibility, and he’d be damned if he didn’t take care of it. “You’re carrying our child, and I’m not going to let you anywhere near that man. I don’t want you back at that house. For that matter, I don’t even want you to go to your own home. These guys Dr. Felton is working with know about you, and it’s only a matter of time before they start looking for you.”

      “I’m not worried about it. They could’ve taken me out plenty of other times, considering how long I’ve been staying at his house. I’ll be fine.” She tried to hide the fear in her eyes, taking on a cool air of indifference.

      Colt wasn’t fooled for a moment, not by her and not by the notion that she would be fine. “Raleigh, this isn’t some game. These guys look like professionals, and considering the information I found in your boss’ house yesterday, they’re a big deal.”

      She crossed her arms in front of her chest. “What do you mean?”

      “Dr. Felton’s been talking to lots of big-time dealers. I don’t know all the details, but things are much more dangerous for you now than they were before. I never should’ve left you alone in the first place. Now, come on. Let’s get you out of here.” Colt took her by the elbow.

      Raleigh refused to move. “I don’t think so.”

      His shoulders slumped with frustration. “Hey, I’m not kidding. I’ve got to keep you safe while I get this mess cleaned up. It’s all my fault in the first place.”

      “How’s that?”

      It was obvious she wasn’t going to make it easy to get out of here, not without some sort of explanation. “You know I was looking for Dr. Felton when I first found you at his house. I should’ve kept up my end of the bargain and brought him to my boss as soon as he got back in town, but I let myself get distracted by a sexy woman. If these guys are killing my men, then the stakes are even higher than I thought. I’m not going to let you go off on your own just because you think you can keep yourself safe. These guys are the real deal, and they don’t care that you’re a woman. They won’t even care when you claim you had nothing to do with it.”

      Opening and closing her mouth, Raleigh couldn’t find the right words to argue with him. “Well, I see what you’re saying, but, well, I just …”

      “Come on.” He led her outside, keeping his left arm around her waist and his right hand on the butt of his gun.

      “Wait, where are we going?” she asked as they passed her car and walked out of the parking lot.

      Colt didn’t answer until they reached the little alleyway, where he let go of her long enough to get on his bike. “Climb aboard. This is the fastest route across town.”

      Raleigh looked hesitant as she examined the machine. “I guess that’s okay.”

      He held out his hand for her. “Come on. I promise I’ll keep you safe, Raleigh.”

      She settled in behind him, pressed against his back. Colt had forgotten how nice it was to have a woman on the back of his bike. Not just any woman, but one he was crazy about. He’d never admit it to anyone else, at least not yet, but he could enjoy the moment while it lasted.

      Kicking the engine to life, Colt sped toward the clubhouse.
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      Raleigh shook her hair, letting the wind whip it around her face as Colt shot across town. She held onto him tightly, both because she wanted to and because she didn’t want to fall off the back. He drove quickly but expertly, dodging through traffic like it was an old pastime, and she was quite certain he didn’t obey any speed-limit signs. She allowed herself a smile, knowing that she not only had the freedom of a fast ride down the road but freedom from Brad. She was finally doing something she wanted, and once they got this issue with Dr. Felton cleared up, things would finally be on the right track.

      “Where are we?” Raleigh whispered over his shoulder as they pulled into a massive garage. They’d entered the older part of town, where industrial and residential zones mixed. She’d expected him to go to an older home, but instead he pulled into what looked like a former mechanic’s shop. The blue and white exterior was faded and chipped, and the windows were so cloudy that they hardly let any light through.

      “Welcome to the Boneheads Clubhouse,” Colt announced as he parked his bike in a slot with his name on it. “Doesn’t look like much on the outside, I know, but it’s not so bad.” He led her through a door and into the next part of the building.

      The Boneheads had clearly spent much more time on the interior than the exterior. Walls paneled in dark wood held vintage motorcycle and beer signs as well as several framed pictures. Pausing next to one of them, Raleigh was fairly certain she recognized a very young Colt next to a bike. Turning a corner, they entered a large living area with dark leather couches, massive flat-screen televisions, and custom cabinetry along the walls.

      Several men in leather lounged on the furniture. They looked up when Colt entered, but they sat up when they saw Raleigh. She wanted to duck behind Colt, uncertain of how well a newcomer would be received in a place like this. Their glances were curious or even appreciative, but none of the men made a move to come toward her.

      “Where’s Tats?” Colt asked. “I didn’t see him in his office.”

      “Downstairs, hashing out some stuff with the senior men and probably wondering where the hell you’ve been.” This came from a large man with a patch over one eye. “Who’s the pretty little thing?”

      “This is Raleigh. She’s going to be staying here for a while. I think the men associating with Doug Felton are after her. She needs our protection.”

      The big man nodded at her politely. “Very nice to meet you, Raleigh.”

      “Um, nice to meet you, too.” Whatever she’d expected from men who wore a Boneheads patch on their vests, it hadn’t been manners.
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      Half an hour later, after she’d partially heard a rather urgent-sounding conversation between Colt and Tats, Raleigh was left alone in the living area with the men she’d first seen. She sat in a recliner that would’ve been comfortable if she’d been able to relax, but even the presence of Digger next to her on the floor wasn’t quite enough to make her feel at home. Colt had assured her that he had the backing of Tats and the other Boneheads to keep her safe, but it was strange to find herself in such company.

      The TV was still going, but the men weren’t really paying attention. “So you’re the one who’s got Colt all messed up,” said a man who’d been introduced as Stripe.

      “I’m sorry?” She wasn’t quite sure how to answer that, and she didn’t want to cross some line she was unaware of. Colt hadn’t exactly had the time to explain how this place worked.

      Stripe smiled, showing a few missing teeth. “We’ve hardly seen him at all over the last few weeks. Tats thought it might be a woman. He didn’t exactly say that, but we all know each other pretty well. We don’t always have to talk about things to know the truth.”

      “Even if we hadn’t known, Digger is telling us right now.” The man with the eyepatch gestured at the dog, who was resting his chin on Raleigh’s foot. “He’s a friendly dog, but he doesn’t treat just everyone like that. Maybe it was the dog who picked you out instead of Colt.”

      Raleigh smiled as she bent down to pet the yellow dog’s head. “In a way, that’s true. He’d gotten away from Colt, and I saved him from getting hit by a truck. Colt showed up right after that, and I almost didn’t let him have his dog back.”

      A man with dark red hair laughed and slapped his knee. Raleigh was fairly sure someone had called him Flame. “I bet Colt had a heyday with that! He loves that damn dog more than anything.”

      “You’ve got yourself a good one.” This came from the big man with the eyepatch, whom Colt had introduced as Tracker. “Colt can be a little lazy sometimes, but he’s a hell of a guy. He’s saved my ass more than once.”

      “Has he?” This intrigued Raleigh. As much as she felt for Colt and wanted to be with him, she didn’t really know much about him. For all she knew, these men were bullshitting her, but this seemed like a good opportunity to learn about Colt’s past.

      “Oh yeah.” Tracker nodded emphatically. “When I first joined this club and found out a guy like Colt was the vice president, I wasn’t too sure. He isn’t always around for the meetings, and he seems like he’d more focused on just enjoying a ride on a nice day than actually advancing the club. But he’s always there when you really need him.”

      “Vice president?” Colt had mentioned that his best friend was president, but he’d never told her about his own position.

      Stripe laughed. “Just an honorary title, I’d say, but still one he deserves.”

      “Men, I don’t think we’re being very polite. Flame, go get the lady a sandwich and a soda.” Tracker pointed through a doorway to what looked like a kitchen.

      “That’s all right. I don’t want to be any bother.”

      “It’s fine. I’ve got it.” Flame was already on his feet and trotting toward the kitchen.

      If Colt had told her where he was bringing her, she would’ve protested a lot harder. Raleigh would have imagined that a motorcycle club’s headquarters would be filled with rough, dirty men with rough, dirty ways. They weren’t exactly high society, but they were a lot friendlier than any of Brad’s friends had been. She gave a quick thought to her parents and what they would think if they could see her now.

      “If you don’t mind my asking, how do you guys have time to sit around like this? I mean, I’m not trying to be rude, but all the men that Tats was talking to were pretty riled up. They went running out of here like bats out of hell.” Once she’d asked, she wished she hadn’t. The last thing Raleigh wanted to do was make a bad impression on the Boneheads. She was sure they could be just as dangerous as the drug runners if they wanted to be. “No offense.”

      Tracker leaned forward a little in his seat. “None taken. You see, we work in shifts just like regular guys. Unless there’s a full-on war—which doesn’t happen all that often—there’s always a group of men that’s not on call. That leaves a few warm bodies here to help protect the place, and it ensures that there are always fresh riders to head out and take care of things if need be. That was all Colt’s idea, by the way. He didn’t want anyone to get too rundown.”

      “Well, it sounds like a pretty good one.” She admired the fact that Colt cared so much about his men, and at this point she was no longer surprised by it. Colt looked like a tough biker on the outside who cared about nothing but his own agenda, but Raleigh was quickly seeing that wasn’t really the case.

      “Here you go.” Flame returned with a massive sandwich, a bottle of soda, and a bottle of water. He arranged it all on the table next to Raleigh. “I wasn’t sure what you liked, so I just put a little bit of everything on there.”

      “Thank you.” It was a small gesture, but it was enough to let her know she was welcome.

      Raleigh worried for Colt, not knowing where he was or exactly what he was doing. The only thing he’d said to her before he left was that she was to stay put and he would take care of things. It was such a typical thing for a man to say, but Raleigh was starting to believe it was true.

      The time rolled by as the other Boneheads regaled her with tales of their adventures, most of them with the spotlight on Colt and how brave, funny, or generous he was. The few remaining doubts she had about him melted away, and she found her hand constantly drifting down to her stomach. She wasn’t showing yet, but she smiled as she imagined what their child might look like. Would it be a little girl with her own blonde hair, running after her daddy and Digger as they played in the yard? Would it be a little boy with a quick, charming smile like his father, handing Colt wrenches in the garage? The one thing she was becoming more certain of, no matter what their little one looked like, was that he or she would have an amazing father.

      Raleigh was just settling into the idea of sharing a life with a biker when all hell broke loose. The windows shattered, spraying glass throughout the room as bullets zinged over their heads. A heavy, leather-clad body threw Raleigh to the floor and covered her as the attack ensued, and Digger was on the floor next to her. He shook as he nudged his nose into her armpit, and Raleigh managed to get an arm around his shoulders.

      The fire paused for a moment, and Tracker rolled off of Raleigh. “I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t hurt you.”

      “No. I’m fine.” She choked out the words, knowing the biker had done it to protect her, even if it had come at the cost of his own life. “What about you?”

      “I think we’re good.” Tracker looked around the room, checking the men. They were shaken, and each of them had their guns drawn, but they were all right.

      What comfort Raleigh had been able to find her had quickly dissipated. “What’s going on?”

      Stripe risked standing upright to look at the window. “Son of a bitch,” he said quietly. “It’s that Felton guy, and he’s got friends with him.”

      Raleigh’s heart clenched in fear. “What about Colt?”

      “We’re not going to find out by sticking around.” Tracker spun the cylinder on his revolver, making sure it was fully loaded.

      As if to help make his point, something heavy smashed through the remaining glass of one of the windows. It sailed through the room and hit the floor. Raleigh watched as it rolled to a stop against the entertainment center.

      “Shit, it’s a homemade bomb!” Stripe shot to the other side of the room and opened a door. “Let’s go!”

      Raleigh followed the men out of the room and into the hall. They had just shut the door behind them when the explosion shook the building, sending dust raining down onto their heads.

      “We’ve got to get to the basement!” Tracker shouted.

      They pulled Raleigh along, the dog sticking to her heels. Raleigh couldn’t remember actually fearing for her life before. Even seeing Dr. Felton stealing drugs from the office and bringing along those shady men, she hadn’t thought much of it other than catching them in the act. This was completely different, and she didn’t like it. The basement didn’t sound like a safe place when bombs were going off, but she knew for sure these men were doing their best to protect her.

      As she stumbled down a narrow staircase, her mind turned to Colt. Was he out there somewhere? Did he know what was happening? Had Felton and the men he was working with already killed him? If they had, what would happen to her and their child? She didn’t want to think about it.
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      Colt was beginning to wonder just what he’d gotten himself into. He’d checked everywhere he could think of, trying to track down Felton and his men. It would’ve been much easier if he’d followed them from the clinic, but there was no way he was going to put Raleigh and the baby in danger. Even if Felton didn’t think she was a danger to his business, it was clear the other men did.

      Meanwhile, the notebook that he’d found in the vet’s house burned in Colt’s mind. He should’ve taken it directly to Tats, and then Colt could’ve assembled a team to track down each of the men Felton had been working with. They might’ve found Felton in the process and eliminated this entire problem right away. The president had it now, and it was the main reason he’d sent so many men out to find Felton.

      Then again, that would mean Colt never would’ve ended up at the clinic, shut in a closet with Raleigh. That wasn’t an experience he was willing to give up easily. Would he ever have seen Raleigh again otherwise? Would she ever have gotten up the courage to tell him about the baby? It hadn’t been easy for her; he could tell by the tears of uncertainty that had burned in her eyes after she’d told him. Undoubtedly, she’d worried that he would reject her or deny her claim. Raleigh had no idea just how much of a claim she had over him, even without a baby in the picture.

      Pulling in at an old gas station, Colt surveyed the parking lot. It was nearly empty, with only one employee vehicle parked around the side and an old station wagon waiting near the door. A man with an old blue Chevy filled his tank at the gas pump.

      He wandered in, pretending to decide what kind of Gatorade he wanted until the place was empty and he had a chance to approach the counter without anyone overhearing. “I’m looking for Mickey.” There were some names in that notebook that were unfamiliar to him, so Colt decided to start with the ones he knew. Mickey hadn’t been with Felton at the clinic, but maybe he knew who was.

      The man behind the counter eyed him warily. “I don’t know any Mickey.”

      Colt leaned down, glaring at him. “I think you do, and I suggest you let me talk to him. If he finds out I was here and he didn’t get to see me, it’s going to be your hide.”

      The cashier still looked uncertain, but he nodded slowly. “I’ll see if I can find him.” He slipped through a beaded curtain into a back room.

      Waiting impatiently, Colt looked around the little convenience store. The floors were filthy, fruit flies tumbled in the air above a basket of bananas, and the entire place smelled of stale cigarette smoke and stale booze. Not a place for CEOs, but definitely the sort of place the man he was looking for would hang out.

      When the beaded curtain parted again, Colt wasn’t surprised to see Mickey himself approaching the counter. He was a tall man with a lean build and a permanent frown, even when he was happy. He eyed Colt carefully. “What can I do for you?”

      This probably wasn’t how Tats would want him to do this. The president would prefer that everything be kept quiet until they knew all the details, just to make sure they avoided any unnecessary bloodshed, but Colt knew he had to act. This had already gone too far. “I’m looking for a man by the name of Doug Felton.”

      “Never heard of him.”

      “He’s certainly heard of you, considering he has your name and contact information written down.” Colt was glad that he at least hadn’t brought the notebook with him. If something happened, he wanted to make sure the notebook was still intact so it could be found again.

      Mickey shrugged. “Lots of people have. Not my problem.”

      “I think it might be, considering this guy is a threat to the Boneheads. I’m sure your contract with Tats is worth a decent amount to you, but it will be void if I don’t find this guy.” Colt knew Mickey was a manufacturer, and he relied on the Boneheads to help build and keep safe his distribution net. If Felton and the men he worked with took over this territory, there was no telling what might happen.

      “Yeah, all right. I’ve heard of him.” The other man’s eyes did a quick scan of the store to ensure nobody was inside. Even if they couldn’t hear, the could be watching. Fortunately, the place was empty.

      “Might as well spit it out, Mickey. I don’t have a lot of time to waste.” Colt wanted nothing more than to find this guy and drag him back to the clubhouse. He didn’t like the idea of having him in the same building as Raleigh, but he would have to do what he had to do.

      “He came in here once, but that was it.” Mickey’s face was grim as he picked at the edge of the countertop with his thumbnail.

      “What did he want?” Colt knew he had to be patient, but he didn’t want to be. The more time he wasted, the longer it was until he could get back to Raleigh.

      “He was asking all sorts of questions about manufacturing, cutting drugs with other chemicals, shit like that. He wanted to know if I’d sell to him, but I didn’t trust him. Wasn’t the kind of guy I usually see in here, you know? Thought he might be a cop.”

      Colt allowed himself a snort of a laugh. “Yeah, I know. He’s not a cop, but he’s no good. Any idea where he might be? Or who he might’ve started working with?”

      “I heard a rumor he was working with the Vargas brothers, but if you go talk to them don’t tell them I sent you. They’re the last guys I want to piss off.

      Of course. Colt should’ve guessed that right away. The Vargas brothers were known to be ruthless and successful, the biggest runners in the state. It made sense that Felton would hook up with them. He was more interested in making money than anything else. “Thanks, I’ll see what I can find out.” He turned for the door.

      “Like I said, we didn’t talk.”

      “Of course not.”

      The door burst open, admitting a slim man in leather and denim. Colt immediately recognized him as Flinch. “Colt! I thought I saw your bike out front. You’ve got to get back to the clubhouse now!”

      His heart exploded as he headed outside. “What happened?”

      “It’s a war, man. Someone started shooting up the place. I got a call from Tracker that they’re chucking in homemade bombs and everything.” Flinch hopped on his bike like a flea.

      Colt followed him as they raced back toward that side of town, kicking himself for ever leaving Raleigh. If the clubhouse wasn’t a safe place, then where could he possibly have left her? But that son of a bitch, Felton, had found her. Flinch hadn’t said who was attacking the clubhouse, but Colt knew the truth in his gut. He’d failed completely.

      Flinch led the way through the city streets, joining up with a group of their men on the highway. Colt found that falling in with his brothers was like putting his hand in the pocket of an old pair of broken-in jeans. It just felt good, even when everything else was falling apart. He’d missed them, and it’d been his own fault that he’d grown so distant from them. He just hoped they weren’t the only thing he had left.

      When they rounded the last corner and could see the clubhouse, Colt’s blood froze in his veins. Half the east side of the building had collapsed in on itself. The garage doors had been ripped off their tracks, hanging sideways in the gaping hole. Men surrounded the building, and it was impossible at first to tell who was on what side. The strip of grass near the sidewalk had turned into a bloody battleground. The thundering sound of motorcycle engines ripped through the air mixed with the sound of gunfire.

      Colt whipped out his pistol without slowing down. Adrenaline kept his hand steady as he aimed, patiently checking the identity of his victims before he pulled the trigger. He picked off several enemies as he zoomed past the block, whipping a quick circle before turning around. The other Boneheads were doing the same thing, some going all the way around to the other side of the building before they returned so their rivals never knew where to expect them. But Colt couldn’t stand to be far from the fight for more than a second.

      Finally unable to stand being too far from the fray, Colt parked his bike erratically and hopped off. He had to know exactly what was going on, and he wasn’t going to get those answers from a distance. Quickly reloading, he found Stripe laying on the ground.

      He held his hand against his side, blood seeping through his fingers. “I thought you’d never show up,” he said with a weak smile.

      Colt ripped off the bottom of his shirt and bound it around the man’s body, hoping to stave off the bleeding a little while longer. “What’s going on? Where’s Tats?”

      Stripe shook his head. “It’s the Vargas brothers and that Felton guy, the one Tats wanted to find so badly. I guess they must be working together.” He coughed and moaned in pain from the gunshot wound.

      Colt looked up, checking his surroundings, but nobody was paying attention to them. “And Tats?” he asked again. He would never be able to live with himself if something happened to his best friend.

      “I don’t really know. We were in the living room with that girlfriend of yours when it all started. Tracker was going to take her downstairs. I came out here to help.”

      There was nothing more he could do for the wound, and Colt laid a hand on Stripe’s forehead. “You hang in there, man. We’ll get this taken care of.” He jumped up to rejoin the fight.

      The cartel might have been known under the name of the two brothers, but there were plenty who worked for them. His shock wearing down, Colt could see more clearly what was unfolding. While the Vargas’ had assigned plenty of their men to attack the building, they stood back and watched from a distance. A man in a button-down shirt and khakis was standing with them, looking nervous. Dr. Felton.

      Colt went straight for his target. He shot forward, waiting until they saw him before he started shooting. These were the same men who’d been at the clinic with Felton, and they went down easily. They’d been focused on the building instead of a random warrior coming at them from the side. His bullet hit the tall guy in the forehead, sending him sprawling back against his vehicle before he slid to the ground, leaving a trail of red down the pain. The shorter one turned to Colt, gun drawn, but it was already too late for him. He looked down to see the bright blossom of blood on his belly, his hand shaking as he touched it to make sure it was real. He fell to his knees and then slowly forward, passing out as he bled into the grass.

      Tats appeared, leading a group of men to get Colt’s back. They had split off from the crowd and come around behind the rest of the Vargas syndicate, surrounding them on all sides now.

      Colt slowed as he approached Felton, knowing the scales were already tipped in his favor. The doctor backed up against the car, blood from the taller man smearing the leg of his khakis. “Don’t shoot! I surrender.”

      “A nice sentiment, but it’s a little late for that.” Colt pressed the muzzle of his pistol against the man’s forehead, anger ripping his body apart from the inside out. “What the fuck is all this about?”

      Dr. Felton glared up at him. “Why should I tell you?”

      “Because your life is in my hands right now, and you might not get to keep it very long once I figure out what’s happened inside that building.” He wanted nothing more than to find Raleigh, but he knew he had to take care of this first. “Now tell me why you’re after us! Why is a simple veterinarian turning into a street villain?”

      “I had gambling debts, big ones. I knew I had the right connections to make a good partner for one of the drug runners around here, but I had to find someone willing to work with me. The Vargas brothers wanted to, but they explained how the Boneheads infringe on their business. You guys needed to be out of the picture for us to make the most profit. It’s just business.” He spat the last words, either disgusted with himself or the situation.

      “And what about Raleigh?”

      Felton’s eyebrows creased. “Raleigh May? What about her?”

      “You had her watch your house when you knew all the evidence against you was there. You left her in charge of the clinic, even though you were bringing around your new business partners. What does she have to do with this?” Colt craved this man’s blood, but he needed the answers first. He owed that much to Raleigh.

      “Nothing. I just needed someone to take care of things here while I made the necessary arrangements, and she was the only person I could trust. She doesn’t have anything to do with this.”

      Colt tipped his head toward the building. “So you didn’t know she was in there?”

      Felton’s mouth dropped open as his eyes slid toward the wreckage. “I … I didn’t know. That wasn’t supposed to happen.”

      Though he didn’t know why, Colt was inclined to believe him. He seemed genuinely regretful at the news, his shoulders slumping and his head falling forward. “You stay here. I’m going to get someone to watch you, and then we’ll deal with you.” As much as he wanted to kill him, Colt knew Raleigh had a soft spot for her boss. He might not have deserved it, but that was why Raleigh had been so hesitant to get involved in all this. She had a caring nature, and Colt admired that about her even if it got her in trouble.

      Turning away from the doctor, Colt scanned the scene. The Boneheads had taken down the last of the cartel workers who hadn’t run from the scene, and things were beginning to calm down. He spotted Tats and waved to him.

      The president acknowledged him with a nod, but a second later he lifted his gun and pointed it straight at Colt. He shouted something, but the noise of the battle even as it wound down made him impossible to hear.

      Instinctively, Colt hit the ground. He felt the bullet whizz over his head, sending a shiver down his spine. The impact was a quick thunk as it hit the vehicle. Colt looked at his boss, who was advancing with his gun held level, but he no longer pointed it at Colt.

      “What the fuck was that?” Colt asked as he rolled over and got to his feet.

      Tats was at his side now, his weapon pointed at the body of Dr. Felton. “The bastard had a pistol hidden in his waistband.” He kicked the gun in question away from the dead man’s hand, just to be safe.

      Colt shook his head. He’d let Raleigh’s softness get to him, and he’d nearly gotten killed in return. He clapped Tats on the shoulder. “Thanks for having my back, man.”

      “You know I always do.” Tats holstered his pistol. “Looks like it’s time to clear the building and see what kind of casualties we’ve taken.”

      “Raleigh?” He didn’t even want to ask, afraid of what the answer might be.

      “I don’t know any more than you do at this point. Let’s go find out.”

      The two men joined the others. They left the bodies of their enemies where they lay as they went in search of their own, pulling aside chunks of brick wall and fallen ceilings as they pulled numerous men out of the wreckage. Colt’s guts roiled at the sight. They’d been in fights with other clubs before, but nobody had ever attacked them on their home ground before. It disturbed him, but even more disturbing was the fact that he saw no sign of Raleigh or Digger anywhere. They’d made it through the living room where he’d left them, the ceiling now one giant skylight, but she wasn’t there.

      A shout came from the other side of the wreckage. Colt jumped in to help his men lift a heavy wall that had fallen over the stairwell. Tracker was underneath it, his leg badly broken, and he moaned as they lifted him and brushed the rubble from his body. He was gasping and pointing.

      Colt leaned in close. “What is it?”

      “Your girl,” the big man gasped. “She’s in the vault. I got her in there after the first bomb, but I came back out to fight.”

      “You’re a good man, Tracker. I can’t thank you enough.”

      “Don’t thank me yet, not until you find her. And when you do, you’d better hold onto her. She’s a good one.”

      “Come on, let’s get him out of here.” Tats continued to lead the rescue expedition.

      Colt plunged toward the staircase, tossing aside floor joists that had fallen on the steps and tunneling through the debris into the basement. He found the conference room in disarray, the ceiling caved in on one end, but he didn’t take the time to asses it in detail. Instead, he leaped over chairs and dodged fallen supports to get to the heavy door on the other side of the room.

      “Raleigh!” he called. “Raleigh, are you in there?”

      There was no reply, and his heart pounded so hard it hurt. The vault door was on a special electronic lock, and Colt had to wait several seconds between the push of each key. It was a safety measure to ensure it couldn’t be opened too quickly, giving an intruder more time to be discovered before he got inside. Colt had thought it was a good idea when Tats had it installed, but he didn’t think so anymore.

      “Raleigh!”

      “Colt?”

      Her voice was weak, but he knew it was hers. It drove Colt mad, knowing he had to wait, but he was almost done with the sequence. “Hang on. I’m almost in!”

      Digger responded for her with a squealing bark of fear and joy.

      The lock finally released, and Colt pulled on it with every ounce of his strength. The vault had been constructed to handle even the most devastating earthquake, and the weight of the door proved it. It normally took two men to move, but Colt wasn’t about to wait for help. He yanked it halfway open before he dodged around the heavy steel and into the small room.

      The stacks of money and the stash of weapons were nothing compared the true treasure inside. Raleigh was curled into a ball on the floor, her hair matted with dust and blood. Colt pulled her into his arms as he assessed the cut on her forehead. “What happened?”

      She wrapped her arms around him and squeezed. “I guess another bomb went off as the men were taking me down here. That’s when the conference room collapsed. Something hit me on the head, but Tracker dragged me out from under the table. He and Flame put me in here and shut the door. I didn’t want them to go back out there. I tried to stop them, I—”

      “Sshh. They’re fine.” Colt held her tightly, stroking his fingers through her hair as he tried to calm her. “Tracker broke his leg, but he’ll be all right. I saw Flame helping pull people out of the wreckage.”

      “And Stripe?”

      Colt smiled. She’d seemed so afraid when he’d told her he was leaving her here with the Boneheads, but they must’ve bonded pretty quickly for her to be so concerned. Sometimes she was too sweet for her own good, but in this case Colt didn’t mind. “He’s been shot, but I don’t think it’ll be fatal. Tats is calling in the ambulances, so everyone is going to be all right.”

      Digger shoved his nose under Colt’s arm, trying to get in on the hug as well.

      “What about you, buddy? Are you all right?” Colt moved his arm to embrace the shaggy dog, knowing he had everything in the world there in his arms.

      “I think he was trying to protect me just as much as the men were. He stood there at the door of the vault for the longest time, growling at all the noises he heard. He never left my side.” Raleigh wiggled forward to kiss the dog on the nose. “You’re a good boy, Digger. A really good boy.”

      The dog wagged his tail and whined his appreciation as he leaned against them.

      Colt kissed Raleigh on the top of the head and then pressed his cheek to her hair, so relieved to know she was all right that he didn’t quite know what to do with himself. “Raleigh, I thought I’d lost you.”

      She pulled back to look up at him. “I thought I’d lost you, too. You were gone so long, and then when all the shooting started I was so worried they’d already found you. I tried to tell myself that Dr. Felton wouldn’t kill anyone, but I don’t think those men he was with had the same kind of morals.”

      He pressed his lips together, hating to let her know that the world was a much crueler place than she liked to imagine. “Those two men were the Vargas brothers, and they owned one of the biggest and most powerful drug cartels in the state. They wanted the Boneheads out of the picture so they could make more money, and they were the ones who led the assault on the clubhouse. They’re dead now.” He might tell her later that he’d killed them himself, but she didn’t look strong enough to handle all the details.

      “And Dr. Felton?” she asked.

      Colt sighed. “He did try to kill me. I was going to let him live, for your sake, but he pulled a gun behind my back. Tats shot him. It was instant.”

      Tears flooded her eyes, and she pressed her face against his shirt.

      “Hey, don’t be so upset. It’s because of him that you and I got tangled in this mess in the first place. Apparently, he had some major gambling debts, and he thought he could pay them off this way.” Truthfully, it offended Colt that she should be sad over someone who’d tried to kill him.

      “I just feel so stupid,” she sobbed. “I trusted him, and even when you told me you thought he was selling drugs, I didn’t want to believe you. Maybe if I had, all of this would have turned out differently.”

      That part made much more sense. “Don’t beat yourself up. None of this is your fault.”

      “And what about poor Marbles?” she wailed.

      Marbles? Colt suddenly remembered the cat. He looked at Digger. “What do you think, buddy? You want a new playmate?”

      The dog buried his face into the side of Colt’s chest that wasn’t currently occupied by Raleigh, and Colt smiled. In many ways, he’d failed. But he’d still managed to protect what mattered the most to him. “Raleigh, look at me.”

      She obeyed, wiping her tears away and trying to calm herself down. “What is it?”

      “I’m so sorry that I left you here. I thought I was keeping you safe. But I’m never going to leave you or our child again, no matter what’s happening. I love you, Raleigh.”

      She smiled as yet another tear slid down her cheek. “I love you, too.” She kissed him then, with more passion than anyone who’d just been through an ordeal like this should’ve had.

      Cold welcomed it, steadying her against him as he kissed her back. Things were going to be all right.
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      Raleigh opened her eyes before the alarm clock went off. As she gazed up at the ceiling, she couldn’t help but smile. Everything around her was as it should be. On her right, she felt the small, warm weight of Marbles, who had settled in nicely when they’d brought him home to live with them. Digger could be heard snoring on the floor at the foot of the bed, too heavy to sleep comfortably with them.

      Another snore, one much fainter but one that Raleigh appreciated much more, came from Colt on the next pillow. Raleigh rolled over and propped herself on her elbow to look at him. When he was awake, Colt had a swagger to the way he moved that exuded power and confidence. Asleep, he looked much more innocent, his brow smooth and his face peaceful. It was an expression she recognized, one that Raleigh saw all the time on the face of the occupant in the next room.

      Laying back, Raleigh stretched her body all the way to her toes and sighed her appreciation for the home Colt had picked out for them. He’d found it one day while she’d been in class, sending her a text message to call him as soon as possible because he had something to show her. She’d assumed at first that he was alluding to sex, hoping to sneak in a few minutes with her while they had some time, but instead he’d brought her to the gorgeous little cottage. It was in a good part of town, near the schools, and boasted a massive backyard. The roof needed to be fixed, the landscaping had all gone to pot, and the ugliest wallpaper Raleigh had ever seen covered every square inch of the walls, but she could see the same potential in it that Colt could.

      “I don’t know if we’ll have enough time to fix it up before the baby comes,” she’d said, touching the roundness of her belly. The child inside her was healthy and demanding, growing well according to the doctor and making Raleigh eat more than her fair share of turkey and cheese sandwiches.

      “Don’t worry. I can get it done. Tats and I had a long discussion about my involvement in the club, and he knows I need to take a step back for a bit while we’ve got all this going on.” Colt’s hand had covered hers, his warmth seeping into her skin as he smiled down at her belly.

      “You’re not quitting, are you?” Raleigh never would’ve imagined she would encourage someone to remain a part of a motorcycle club, but she’d had her chance to see how important those men were to Colt. And they’d also proven just how sweet and caring they could be. Every one of them had extended his congratulations to the couple when they’d found out about the baby. Raleigh was starting to think of them as her own family.

      “Of course not, and that’s exactly why they’ve already said they’ll come and help. You’d be surprised how much work a bunch of bikers can get done if you turn on some good music and buy them a few beers.”

      The Boneheads had come through on that promise, and Raleigh was still appreciating the fruits of their labor as she admired the pale mauve of their bedroom walls and the thick curtains that hung over the massive windows. She knew she and Colt could make a happy home anywhere, but it didn’t hurt to have such a nice one. Even her parents had approved of it when she’d invited them over, even if they didn’t approve of Colt.

      Slipping out of bed, being careful not to wake anyone, Raleigh tiptoed to the bedroom next to her own and quietly opened the door. Sunlight filtered in around the curtains, gently illuminating the light green walls and hardwood floors. The little bundle in the white crib near the window moved as her footsteps approached, and Dora rewarded her mother with a brilliant smile.

      “Good morning, my little princess,” Raleigh said softly as she lifted her child out of the crib and snuggled her in her arms. “You must’ve had some good dreams.”

      At two months old, Dora was thriving. Her strong little legs could kick up a storm when she was happy, and she loved to watch Digger and Marbles run circles through the living room. Raleigh had never really thought much about having children before Colt had come along, and now she didn’t know how she’d ever lived without this little girl.

      “It’s a big day for your mommy today,” Raleigh said quietly as she carried her daughter down to the kitchen for breakfast. Her own stomach growled, reminding her that only eight weeks ago she’d been eating for two. “I wish you could come with me, but I think it would be a little hard for me to keep an eye on you there. You can stay with Granny and Grampy May, though. You’ll have a good time there, and I guess you’ll need to get used to seeing them more often now that I’m going back to work.” It pained Raleigh to know that she wouldn’t get to stay home with her baby girl all day, but she also missed the working world. There were animals out there who needed her help, and she wanted the chance to live every aspect of her life to the fullest.

      It was a short drive to her parents’ house, and Mrs. May greeted her at the door. “There’s my little grandbaby! Oh, I’ve just been dying to get my hands on you, but your mother is always so selfish!”

      Raleigh rolled her eyes. “Can you really blame me for being attached to my own child, Mom?”

      But Mrs. May wasn’t paying attention. She’d already scooped Dora out of her car seat and held the baby in her arms, cooing and smiling. “We’re going to go out and buy you all sorts of pretty dresses, aren’t we? Right after I show you off to the ladies at the country club. They’re going to just flip over you!”

      It was going to be difficult to balance this little girl’s life between the bikers she would come to know and uppity people like her parents, but at least Raleigh knew her daughter would experience many different things in her life by the time she grew up. She’d probably never be bored. “I’ve got everything you need here in her diaper bag, and I’ll have my cell phone on me all day. Call me if you need anything at all.”

      Mrs. May gave her daughter a knowing look. “If you recall, I’ve had my share of raising children. I can change a diaper and prepare a bottle with the best of them. It’s not the kind of thing you forget.”

      Just then, her father came trotting down the stairs in a golf shirt and trousers. “Raleigh, you mind if I talk to you in the study for a moment?”

      “I really have to be getting to work.”

      “It’ll just take a moment,” he insisted.

      Raleigh had a feeling she knew what this was all about, and she didn’t have the time or the patience to listen to it. But she would humor him for a moment before she set him straight, and so she followed him to the other side of the living room and through the door to the study. She could still hear the happy gurgles from Dora as her mother doted on her grandbaby.

      “What’s up, Dad?”

      Mr. May leaned against the mantel and frowned down at the deep brown bricks that lined the hearth. “This Colt guy, does he treat you well?”

      Raleigh sighed. “It’s just Colt, Dad. You don’t have to call him ‘this Colt guy’ like you don’t really know who he is. You’ve met him numerous times now, and we’ve all had dinner together. Whether you like it or not, he’s the father of your grandchild.” She tried not to sound too angry as she spoke, knowing that tempers wouldn’t help the situation at all. But it was so difficult to keep her cool when she knew her parents were trying their hardest to make Colt uncomfortable.

      “But he treats you right?” he repeated.

      “Of course he does. What do you think? Just because he has a motorcycle, he must drink all day and beat me up at night?”

      Mr. May shrugged, acknowledging the possibility. “He’s just not the sort of man your mother and I had envisioned for you. We’ve wanted nothing but your success and happiness, and a man like that can’t really provide for you.”

      “I don’t exactly need someone to provide for me. You know what my work situation is like right now, and I think even you can’t argue with it. And the house Colt bought for us is wonderful. We have plenty of space. I even overheard Mom telling Aunt Dorothy how much she likes it.” Raleigh didn’t get many compliments from her mother, so when she did get one she knew just how much Mrs. May meant it.

      “But then there’s the social aspect of things.” Mr. May was relentless. “You should’ve seen the looks we got from everyone at the country club when you brought Colt there. He’s just not a classy fellow, if you know what I mean.”

      Raleigh knew exactly what he meant. Colt was easily identified as a biker, with his heavy black boots, jeans, and leather vest. He never shied away from letting his tattoos show, something that wasn’t exactly acceptable in the social circles Raleigh’s parents frequented. She knew he’d won over a few of the old biddies at the club with that charming smile and the fact that he had far more manners than anyone expected of him, but Raleigh didn’t want him to change. He had come into her life and shaken it up, but only for the better. He deserved the freedom to be himself, no matter what anyone else thought.

      “Dad, why don’t you just make your point so I can go to work? If you keep beating around this bush, it won’t have any leaves left on it.”

      Mr. May nodded and gave her a straight look. “All right. I ran into Brad last week. After some typical small talk, the conversation turned to you. He’s still interested in you, Raleigh. Now, just let me finish before you say anything.” He held up his hand to stop her from interrupting. “He was prepared to marry you, and even though you ditched him for that reckless yahoo and ran off to have a baby, Brad misses you.”

      “Good for him.” It had been easy to let Brad off the hook for their engagement. After Raleigh had recovered from the attack on the clubhouse, she and Colt had gone to see him in person and deliver the ring. She’d considered going alone, but Colt had been insistent that he be there. In the end, Raleigh was glad. Brad might have tried to argue with her otherwise, and she hadn’t had the energy to deal with it.

      “Raleigh, honey, a man like Colt is only going to let you down. Sure, he seems like a good man right now. He comes home on time, gets excited about the baby, and wants to spend time with you. But you’re just a new adventure for him. He’ll get tired of it, and he’ll want to go off on another adventure with someone else.”

      “What a terrible thing to say!” Raleigh stared in shock at her father. How could he say such a thing about her?

      Mr. May rubbed his forehead. “I don’t mean it as an insult to you. It’s just the way men like that operate.”

      “Men like that? And I suppose you think a man like Brad would never treat a woman poorly? What about all the times he insulted me in front of his friends? Or how he tried to stop me from following my dreams? Or the fact that he was so controlling I couldn’t even talk to another man without him getting his hackles up? He was horrible, Dad, and the only reason I stayed with him was because I thought it made you and Mom happy!” She was fully yelling now, and she didn’t even care. The truth needed to come out, whether he liked it or not.

      Her father stared at her, flabbergasted, his jaw slack. “I had no idea, honey.”

      “You would have, if you’d actually paid attention to what was going on instead of focusing on his shiny car and lavish apartment. You cared more about his job and his status than whether or not I was happy with him, to the point that the two of you just stood there, laughing and smiling, while he shoved a ring on my finger that I didn’t even want.”

      Mr. May pursed his lips. “I’m sorry, honey. I just wanted the best for you. I didn’t realize.”

      She heaved a deep breath. “It’s okay. And I’m sorry for yelling. I think I just needed to get that off my chest. I’m really happy now with Colt, and I think you’re wrong about him.”

      He smiled and put an arm around her. “Then I’ll be very happy to tell you how right you are. We’ll just give it some time, eh?”

      Raleigh knew he wasn’t completely convinced, but at least they’d made some progress. That had to be enough for now. “Yeah. I really do need to go, though.”

      “Have a good day at work, pumpkin.”

      Raleigh found her mother in the kitchen, where she was holding Dora up to look at the hummingbirds that had come to buzz around the feeder just outside the window. “Hey, Mom. I’m taking off. I should be here around five thirty.”

      Mrs. May turned to her with a sad smile. “Honey, please understand that your father and I have always meant well. We might have lost sight of what really matters, and we’re sorry.”

      Raleigh smiled at her mom. “It’s okay. But please try to accept Colt? He’s a great guy and a wonderful father. You need to understand that I wouldn’t have chosen to be with him if he wasn’t worth it.”

      “I know, sweetie. I know.”
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      When Raleigh pulled up to the office, her stomach jumped up into her ribcage. She’d come to work at this exact place so many times, and yet today was completely different. The Oak Grove Veterinary Clinic had been operating under Dr. Bullock and a temporary staff for the last ten months, but all of that was going to change today.

      Raleigh picked up her briefcase from the passenger seat and unlocked the front door of the building. The scent of pets and antiseptic welcomed her into the world she’d worked so hard to be in. As soon as she turned on the lights, Raleigh set her briefcase on the table and opened it, lifting out a picture frame. The nail was already waiting for it on the wall, and she hung her doctorate degree with pride. It felt unbelievably good to finally have her name up there.

      A gentle knock on the front door made her turn around. She let in an older gentleman with wispy gray hair and a dark brown suit that smelled like Goodwill. “Mr. Cloverton, how nice to see you.”

      The attorney hobbled in and shook her hand. “And it’s wonderful to see you as well, dear. Are you excited?” He had to be well past the age of retirement, but Mr. Cloverton had a spark of youth in his eyes.

      “You bet! I just wish it hadn’t quite happened this way.”

      The old man nodded. “I know, dear. It’s not ideal, but when you’re in this business you come to find that all sorts of strange things happen. And don’t feel too terrible. Dr. Felton told me a long time ago that he wanted the clinic to go to you if anything happened to him. He didn’t have any children or anyone else he thought was qualified for the job. He trusted you.”

      Raleigh felt a stab of pain at the memory of her boss. He’d turned out not to be as good of a guy as she’d originally imagined he was, but she understood that large debts could make people do crazy things. She had to forgive him for what he’d done, especially since she and Colt had essentially come out of the ordeal unharmed.

      “I’m honored to be taking over, and I’m really looking forward to it. I’ve spent a lot of time getting to know all the patients and their owners. You’ll have to come back on Friday night. We’re having a grand opening party, right here in the lobby.”

      “Sounds wonderful.” Mr. Cloverton walked over to the desk and opened a file folder full of paper. “I hope you have your favorite pen around. You have a lot of signing to do.”

      “I think it’ll be worth it.” As Raleigh signed her name on the paperwork that officially transferred the clinic into her ownership, she felt a sense of relief and release come over here. This was the moment she’d been working toward for a long time, and it had finally happened. She had a good man, a beautiful daughter, and a job that truly made her happy. She couldn’t ask for much more in life.

      “That does it,” the attorney announced as he tapped the papers back into a neat stack. “I’ll bring an official copy of everything to you on Friday night.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Cloverton,” Raleigh said genuinely. “You’ve been so helpful.”

      “And thank you, Ms. May. Or, I suppose I should say Dr. May?” He grinned at her as he left.

      The rest of the day went by swiftly. While it was a brand-new chapter in Raleigh’s life, the rest of the world carried on as always. She administered shots, removed a few tumors, examined lots of ears, scheduled a few surgeries, and even referred one dog to a specialist in the next town. All the clients had been notified of the change in ownership, and everyone she spoke to made sure they congratulated her. Some of them even gushed about how much they always liked her and how glad they were that she was the one in charge now. Otherwise, it was business as usual.

      Or at least it was until Raleigh was looking over some x-ray results for a dog who had shredded and eaten a soda can. Raleigh was trying to determine if the pieces of metal would pass safely on their own or if the poor pup would need an operation when she heard a shout from the lobby. “Sir! You can’t go back there!”

      Raleigh turned to look down the hall and ran straight into a man. She bounced off his chest and balanced herself on a doorway before she realized who it was. “What are you doing here?”

      Brad looked down at her, blocking her from moving back down the hallway. “I just needed to talk to you for a moment.”

      Raleigh crossed her arms in front of her chest and took a step back, not interested in being anywhere near him. “I don’t think you and I have anything to discuss. I gave you that ring back a long time ago.” And I was nice enough not to tell you how ugly it was.

      “I know, Raleigh, but really, I hate to see you in this situation. I want to help you out.”

      This guy was just unbelievable. “What situation?”

      He gestured around them to encompass the clinic. “Stuck working in this filthy place, with a child at home and a man who won’t even lift you out of this and put you on a pedestal like you deserve.”

      “Brad, stop it. Just because this isn’t a life you would want to live doesn’t mean I don’t want to. I’ve told you time and again that I’m happy here, and I meant it. I own this place now, for your information. I shouldn’t have to justify any of that to you, but since I am, you should also know that I love my child and Colt loves both of us. He’s an amazing father and a good man.” Raleigh knew she should just ignore him, but he had a way of digging under her skin and getting her angry.

      “He can’t be that amazing if he hasn’t even bought you a new car. I saw your little piece of junk still sitting out front. Now come on, Raleigh. You know you missed me.”

      “Nope. Not really.”

      “You sure?” He wrinkled his brow and pouted out his lips, trying to look sweet and innocent. It didn’t work. “You don’t miss those nice dinners at The Constellation? Or our Sunday afternoon rides in the Lexus? Or all the time we used to spend on the yacht? You always looked so beautiful out there on the lake with the sun in your hair.” He reached out to touch her locks.

      Raleigh swatted his hand away, a tremor of fear running through her veins. She could hold her own in many situations, but when it came down to it, Brad was much stronger than she was. “Don’t you dare touch me! I don’t miss anything about your materialistic ways. You’re the shallowest person I’ve ever met.”

      He held up his hands, palms out. “Okay, I get it. You’re going through a bad-boy phase. No need to feel bad or embarrassed about it. Lots of women feel that way. They think they need some awful guy that will upset their parents and change their lives. Well, you’ve done it, so it’s time to get over it and back to your real life.”

      “This is my real life, Brad. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do. And it’s real work that saves lives, not just playing around with numbers on a computer.” Raleigh moved to step around him.

      Brad blocked her. “Just come have lunch with me so we can talk and catch up on old times. I think you’ll realize just what you’ve been missing.” He flashed her a brilliant white smile, obviously thinking that would do the trick. “I’ve even talked to your parents, and they agree with me that you and I should get back together.”

      Raleigh took a deep breath and pressed her lips together, trying to keep herself from completely losing her shit. Her emotions were still running high after having a baby, and she knew if she got too mad, she would start crying. It wouldn’t have anything to do with the situation, but Brad would take it as her wearing down. “Then you should talk to them again. They’ve changed their minds. Now, I’m going to ask you one more time to leave, and this is the last time I’ll be nice about it.”

      He still stood in front of her, taking a step closer now and pressing her closer to the back of the office. “I don’t know why you can’t see just how good I am for you, Raleigh. We were amazing together. You don’t have to be with that loser just because you had a kid with him.”

      Tears burned at the backs of her eyes now, and she curled her fists at her sides. “I. Said. Get. Out.”

      “Come on—”

      “I believe the lady told you to leave.”

      Brad swirled, revealing a bigger, stronger, and much angrier man standing behind him in the hallway.

      “Colt!”

      He paid no attention to Raleigh, keeping his focus on Brad. “I don’t know what the fuck you think you’re doing here, but I suggest you get out before I make you.”

      Brad puffed up his chest, glancing at Raleigh before looking back at Colt. “Listen, we don’t have to make this messy, but you and I both know that Raleigh is way out of your league. She’s a classy woman, and she needs a classy guy. She deserves to have that, and I’m not going to just give up on her because you got her brainwashed.”

      Colt moved so quickly that Raleigh didn’t even have time to flinch before he had Brad pinned up against the wall, his fist twisted in the collar of the other man’s shirt. He pressed his face close, his eyes dangerous. “You’d better be listening, because I’m only going to say this once. Raleigh is mine. She doesn’t belong to you, and she never will. The only reason I’m not splattering your face on my fists right now is out of respect for her, because I know she wouldn’t want me to make a scene. But if I have to, I’m more than willing to piss her off a little bit if it means I get to kick your ass.”

      “Hey, I just—”

      Colt pulled him forward and slammed him back against the wall. “Did you not hear what I just said?”

      The color had drained from Brad’s face, and he gave a quick nod.

      “Good.” Colt let him go, taking only the smallest step back and keeping his shoulders back and his jaw set.

      Brad skittered off down the hall and into the lobby. The bell over the front door could be heard a moment later.

      Colt turned to Raleigh, his eyes bright with adrenaline and anger. “Are you all right?”

      She smiled despite the gravity of the circumstances. “Yeah, but what are you doing here? I thought you were getting together with Tats to talk about the plans for the new clubhouse.” The Boneheads had moved into a temporary place after the wreckage the Vargas brothers had created, but they had been trying to decide on a permanent arrangement.

      He smiled, that sweet, easy smile that had made her let him into Dr. Felton’s house that night he’d shown up. Raleigh had yet to get tired of it, and she was sure she never would. “That was the original plan, but I didn’t want to miss out on your big day. I mean, the place is officially yours now, right?”

      “It is.” She felt like a school girl in his presence. Even sleeping next to him every night and having a child with him hadn’t made things any different. He still made her cheeks warm when he looked at her like that, and Raleigh loved it. “It was very sweet of you to come by.”

      “And it looks like it’s a good thing I did.” Colt cast a glance over his shoulder in the direction Brad had gone. “He hasn’t been coming in here on a regular basis, has he?”

      Colt was so possessive over her, and Raleigh felt a thrill run through her system at the reminder. He never got jealous when she was talking to customers or said hi to a neighbor at the store, but he certainly wasn’t going to let someone like Brad come sniffing around and get away with it. “No. This is the first time I’ve seen him, but considering you practically made him pee his pants, I don’t think I’ll be seeing him again.”

      “Good.” Colt put his hands on her hips and gently pulled her close, his eyes holding hers. “I really didn’t want to make a scene for you. I know how much this place means to you and how hard you’ve worked for it. You’re not upset with me?”

      She pressed her cheek into his chest. “Not at all. I’m glad you came.” Raleigh melted into him, remembering all over again why she loved him so much. He was always going to be around to protect her, and he did it in the most loving way possible. Colt might look like a badass biker, but he was sweet and gentle and passionate.

      “I guess I’d better go.” His chest rumbled against her cheek as he spoke. “I wanted to say congratulations, but I don’t want to keep you from your work.”

      Raleigh raised an eyebrow. “Things are busy, but I think I have a few minutes. Besides, there’s something I want to show you.”

      “Oh?”

      She took his by the hand and led him quickly down the hallway, checking over her shoulder to see if any of her employees were watching. There were appointments she needed to get to, but they could wait for a few minutes. She opened the door to the supply closet and pulled him inside.

      “Hmm, this looks familiar.” Colt immediately embraced her, taking advantage of the situation. “I hope you plan to spend a little time with me in here.”

      “Oh, I do.” Raleigh kissed him, enjoying the warmth of his lips and the strong muscles of his chest. He was so damn sexy. “I’ve missed you.”

      “I’ve missed you, too.” Colt made quick work of her scrubs, casting them aside so he could rub those strong hands down her body. He had a way of making her feel so attractive, and even though Raleigh felt like she hadn’t quite returned to herself after having Dora, Colt still wanted her.

      She added his vest and T-shirt to the pile of clothing before reaching for his belt buckle. Raleigh knew they didn’t have a lot of time, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t enjoy themselves. She got on her knees in front of him and took him into her mouth, relishing the instant moan that came from Colt’s lips. It only encouraged her as he grew harder and bigger on her tongue. Raleigh caressed him, running her fingers down his thighs and back up to his ass.

      Colt ran his fingers through her hair, gripping her ponytail. “You don’t know how hard it is to control myself when you do that.”

      She let him slide out of her mouth and stood up. “Yes, I do. That’s exactly why I enjoy doing it so much.”

      “Come here.” He turned her around and bent her over, letting her brace herself against a stack of canned food before he put himself inside her. One hand roved down between her legs to touch her most sensitive spot, rubbing in slow circles as she thrusted.

      Raleigh let out a gasping breath. There was something exciting about doing this when she knew they shouldn’t. It wasn’t the professional thing to do, and her clients and workers would be astonished if they had any idea, but Raleigh needed him so badly.

      Colt’s free hand slid up her ribcage to grasp her breast, his thumb gliding over her nipple. “Goddamn, you look good from behind,” he whispered.

      She thrust her hips back, changing the angle slightly and pressing herself against him. “And you feel so good.”

      He let go of her breast to touch her hair again, clutching her by the ponytail and pulling gently. “I’m so glad you’re mine, Raleigh. Tell me that you’re all mine.”

      She tipped her head back, taking pleasure in the way each little strand of hair tugged gently at her scalp. “You know I am.”

      “But I still like to hear it.”

      And Raleigh didn’t mind saying it. She loved the fact that she belonged to him, because she knew she would always be safe in his care. He wanted what was best for her, and he cared about what she wanted, too. Their physical relationship reflected the emotional one, each of them getting what they needed and not stopping until they knew the other was satisfied. “I’m yours,” she gasped, feeling her core tighten and shiver around his cock. “Absolutely, completely, all yours.”

      His member expanded inside her, filling her completely and shoving her further toward the brink. She bit her lip to keep from screaming and alerting the rest of the clinic to their activities, but she pounded her fist against the stack of canned cat food underneath her. His hips pummeled against her as they came together, and the stars that exploded inside Raleigh’s body made the entire thing completely worth it.

      When they’d quickly cleaned up and gotten dressed, Raleigh ran a hand through her hair as she peeked through the vents in the closet door. “I don’t see anyone out there. You go ahead and go, and I’ll come out in a minute. I’ll see you at home after work.”

      “Nope. I need you to come outside with me.” He was grinning again, and even in the dim light, she could see the spark of mischief in his eyes.

      “Why?”

      Colt shrugged. “Digger is tied up outside, and he wants to see you.”

      “Oh no! The poor thing!” Raleigh instantly felt bad for letting the dog stay outside when they’d been making love in the closet. It was a beautiful day outside, and Digger probably didn’t mind, but she had to see him.

      As promised, the golden retriever was waiting patiently. He’d been sitting in the parking lot next to Colt’s bike, tipping his face up and enjoying the sunshine, but he instantly stood up and wagged his tail when he saw her.

      Raleigh knelt next to him, burying her fingers in his fur. “Hey, buddy. Why’d your daddy bring you in today? You aren’t hurt again, are you?”

      “No,” Colt assured her from where he stood behind her. “But he has something for you. Check his collar.”

      Raleigh glanced at him for a moment before doing as she was asked. There, buckled into the leather collar underneath Digger’s bandana, was a gorgeous diamond ring. Raleigh stared at it for a moment, unsure of what to do or say.

      Suddenly, Colt was on his knees next to her. He reached forward and removed the ring from the dog, holding it out in front of him with the sweetest expression on his face, one of hope and love. “Raleigh, I had no idea that someone like you even existed in the world. Until I met you, I didn’t think there was anybody I couldn’t live without. Now, between you and Dora, I’ve found the two most amazing women in the world. I don’t want to be without you for even a single second of my life. I know that’s not entirely practical,” he said with a laugh, “but at the very least I hope you’ll wear my ring on your finger so that I know there’s a least a small part of me with you all the time. Raleigh May, will you marry me?”

      Tears blurred her vision, and Raleigh swiped them away. She didn’t want to miss this moment. She wanted to remember every tiny detail about it, from what Colt was wearing to the way the breeze felt on her skin. It would be one of the most important times in her life, and the joy that soared through her heart was staggering. “Yes,” she whispered, unable to make the words come out stronger at first. “Yes, of course I’ll marry you, Colt.”

      He slid the ring on her finger, and this time it didn’t feel like a prison. That ring symbolized freedom, dreams, and love. It didn’t matter what metal it was made of or how big the diamond was; Raleigh only cared that it came from him.

      Colt stood and held out his hand, helping Raleigh to her feet. “You’ve made me the happiest man in the world. Thank you.” He kissed her gently, holding her chin on the crook of his finger.

      She kissed him back, eager to get off work that night so they could repeat the scene they’d played out in the closet. “You’re very, very welcome.”
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      SIX standalone motorcycle club romance novels from the smokin’ hot Outlaw Crime Brotherhood series.

      Get ready to ride with SIX growly, tatted, dominant bad boy bikers.

      

      DEVIL’S REVENGE

      A blood-soaked biker just stomped into my café. But when he kisses me, all I can do is beg for more. Now, I’m caught up in a war between motorcycle clubs. I’ve got two choices: ride with the devil… or run for my life.

      

      DEVIL’S INK

      In my town, no one lays a hand on civilian women and lives to tell about it. I’ll find the men who hurt Marissa and make them pay. But while I go to war, I have to keep her safe. Not just from the beasts who burned her. But also from the beast within me.
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      Cage is Trouble, with a capital T. I should’ve known better than to fall in his bed. But I fell anyways, and now it’s time to pay the price. What’s that price, you ask? Oh, no big deal. Just a BIKER’S UNEXPECTED BABY in my womb.

      

      DEVIL’S SCAR

      She don’t belong in my life. I’m too scarred. Too broken. And, most of all… The men who want to kill me are way too close. So I gotta make a choice: my club or my woman? But on the worst day of my life… that decision gets made for me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Get this bad boy bundle if you’re ready for the motorcycle club ride of a lifetime.

        Click here to start reading!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Mailing List

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Join the Naomi West Mailing List to receive new release alerts, free giveaways, and more!

      

      

      

      
        
        Click the link below and you’ll get sent a free motorcycle club romance as a welcome present.

      

      

      

      
        
        JOIN NOW! http://bit.ly/NaomiWestNewsletter

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books by Naomi West

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Bad Boy Biker’s Club

        Dakota

        Stryker

        Kaeden

        Ranger

        Blade

      

        

      
        Outlaw Biker Brotherhood Series

        *Read in any order!

        Devil's Revenge

        Devil’s Ink

        Devil’s Heart

        Devil’s Vow

        Devil’s Sins

        Devil’s Scar

      

        

      
        Box Sets

        Devil’s Outlaws: An MC Romance Box Set

      

        

      
        Other MC Standalones

        *Read in any order!

        Maddox

        Stripped

        Jace

        Grinder

      

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
NAOMI WEST





