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Chapter One

 


Life can change before we know it.

Rosalie Barlowe, or Rose to her friends,
threw back her head and laughed. Her best friend couldn’t sing, not
even a single note. Everything that came out of Petal’s mouth was a disaster.
People would actually pay her to just shut up, but she loved her so
damn much.

When a long note came up, she had no choice but to cover her
ears. Once the song came to an end, Rosalie quickly turned the
music down. “That’s enough singing for one day.”

“Spoil sport. Come on, it’s
a lot of fun,” Petal
said.

“We need to preserve our voices.” Rosalie touched her throat as
it already felt a little scratchy from screeching at the top of her
lungs.

Petal snorted. “Right, because asking horrible assholes if they
want more coffee or the free fries is so challenging.”

Rosalie didn’t even need to look at her
friend to know she was already rolling her eyes. They worked at
Al’s Diner, a run-down
shack in the middle of nowhere, but clearly had enough business as
it had been going for years. Rosalie recalled many times her mother
took her there for a birthday treat. Al made the best cakes. Even
now kids got excited at the prospect of going to Al’s. As for her
and Petal, they had long forgotten the attraction seeing as Al was
… handsy.

He liked to think of them as his property and with him, they had
no choice but to be stern. Some of the waitresses had fallen into
his trap, but neither she nor Petal had. So long as they didn’t
give him any confusing vibes, he left them alone.

“It’s a job.”

“Yeah, and when are we going to get out of this shithole!”
Petal raised her voice and slammed her palm onto the steering
wheel.

Ever since they were kids, they both had
this dream of getting out of town, getting away and starting a new life together.
Rosalie had spent many nights thinking about what she could do,
where she could go. As the years went by, she realized she couldn’t
leave her mom behind.

She had to protect her, from
him.

“Where do you want to go?” Rosalie
asked.

Petal tilted her head back and
howled. “Anywhere but
here.”

They both laughed.

For Petal, that often meant a beach with
some kind of hunky stranger who was her love slave for
all eternity. Rosalie
wanted a life where her mother didn’t hear certain sounds and
become a mess.

“That sounds awesome.”

“So, are we going to that party?” Petal
asked.

“What party?”

Rosalie had no idea how her friend got to
know where a party was happening let alone when. She never heard anything.

“At some biker bar, I think it is. It’s supposed to be like a big
deal or something.”

She paused. “A biker bar?”

“Yeah, I don’t know what they’re called. Some kind of stupid
name.”

Rosalie tried never to say
the name but she needed
to know. “Evil Fuckers MC?”

Petal threw back her head and laughed. She
had no choice but to
reach for the steering wheel as they veered a little toward the
opposite road. Not good. She didn’t want to die.

Her friend whistled. “You saved us.”

“Yeah, I think it’s time we keep an
eye on the road.”

There was no argument. Petal liked to have
fun and party, but she
also knew when to keep her shit together. This was one of those
times. Neither of them wanted to die because she drove
recklessly.

“What a messed-up name,” Petal said. “But it’s not that
one.”

“It’s not?”

“No, this one … ugh, what is it?” She let one hand go off the
wheel and clicked her fingers. “It’s Death something or other. This
is going to drive me mental if I don’t think of it.”

Rosalie didn’t make it a habit of
learning the names of MC
clubs that often ventured through town. She reached into her jeans
pocket and pulled out her cell phone to see if her mother had
called her. Nothing. She was probably still working.

Gabrielle, her mother, loved working in the fabric shop,
but then she was also an avid seamstress. Like her mother, she also
loved to sew and craft, but she’d not been able to get a job in the
same store, so it was waitressing for her.

“Satan’s Death Riders MC.” Petal slapped the steering wheel.
“That’s the club.”

“Seriously?”

Rosalie tried not to become aware of
the local MCs that
surrounded them, but she couldn’t help but hear the
gossip.

The Satan’s Death Riders were meant to be
worse than the Evil Fuckers MC, or they were supposed to be
evenly matched in being
assholes. Rosalie didn’t quite know which one it was. Either way,
there was no way she would hang out at any MC club.
None.

She wrinkled her nose. “Not happening.”

“Oh, come on, Rosalie. Free booze, lots of guys,
dancing.”

“Yeah, I don’t think there’s going to be a whole lot of dancing in
those places or free anything.” She rubbed at her temple, pleased
to see her street coming up. She couldn’t afford her own car yet,
so she constantly had to get rides from Petal. Not that her friend
minded.

“It’s going to be fun and wild. We did
promise ourselves we would live more dangerously while we’re still in town.”

Rosalie chuckled as she pulled up outside
her home. She didn’t look back at her house and focused on her
friend. “We said
dangerous and wild, not crazy or making stupid decisions. We can’t
go there.”

Another eye roll and Petal’s gaze went past her shoulder and she
whistled. “Does your mom have a lover you don’t know
about?”

“No, why?”

“Because that is one insane bike.
Whoever is riding that,
I bet is a scary motherfucker. Way to go, Gabby.”

Her mother hated that nickname. Rosalie had tried to get Petal to
stop calling her that and once Petal saw how much it upset her, she
stopped saying it in front of her.

Rosalie looked behind her and then saw the bike she hated
more than anything in the world. She tried not to tense up or show
her friend any sign that the bike affected her.

“It’s nothing,” Rosalie said, but she was
already climbing out of the car.

“Whoa, Rose, you okay, babe?” Petal asked.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine. I just better head
inside. Call me later and we’ll talk about this MC party thing.”

“Come on, Rose, we’ve got to do something
fun. Working at the diner, avoiding his hands is getting old and
I’ve already checked. There are no other jobs for us, but there must be more to life
than this.”

Rosalie forced a smile to her lips. Right now, she’d say
or do anything to get Petal gone so she could go and see what the
hell was going on.

“We’ll talk, okay?”

Petal threw her arms up in the air and
whooped. “That’s what I’m talking about. Talk to you later,
girlfriend.”

Rosalie stayed on her driveway,
watching her friend leave and
turn off the street, before spinning on her heel and rushing toward
her home.

Pulling out her keys, her hands shook so
badly. She tried to get her shit together, but she didn’t
know how long
he’d
been here. She should have
known there was something going on. The day had been too good. Her
mother had been so happy this very morning. Everything had seemed
amazing. Work aside, Rosalie had felt hopeful.

It was like he knew
when her mother was feeling stronger, happier. He
always stopped by to fuck it
up. The piece of shit.

Twisting the key into the lock, Rosalie
opened the door, being as noisy as possible.

“Mom, I’m home,” Rosalie said. “Sorry
I’m late, I had to work
at the diner a few extra hours. It was a crazy shift, but someone’s
got to do it.”

She closed the door and stepped into the
house, knowing he was there
somewhere.

Rosalie took a step toward the kitchen and
there he
was—Daemon. She
didn’t even know his last name. Her father. And … the president of
the Evil Fuckers MC.

That was why she knew of the club and also
why she would insist and try to lure her best friend into
something else. Something safe.
Something sane.

“Hello, Rosalie,” he said.

His voice was rough and always
had a sharp edge to it. He wore
his leather cut, but he’d opted for the one that didn’t have any
sleeves, which showcased his endless tattoos as well as his
muscles. He always did this on purpose.

“Where’s Mom?” she asked.

“Gabby’s in the kitchen.”

Staring at him, she tried to listen for her mother, for any
sign that she was okay. With Daemon in their home, nothing was
okay. Not until he left. Like so many other times before, she would
have to pick up the pieces of the mess he created.

Rosalie had two choices: to stay where she was, keeping a distance
between herself and her old man; or risk pissing him off, to go and
check on her mother. He clearly didn’t want her to go into the
kitchen, which only made her want to check on her mother even
more.

Staring at him, she waited, hating him, and then decided
Gabrielle was far more important than him.

Big mistake.

He wrapped his fingers around her neck and
pressed her up against the nearest wall.

“Are you disobeying me?”

“I want to go check on my mother,”
she said, gritting her
teeth.

He tutted. “And I’m telling you that
you’re not going. You
will do as you’re told.” He didn’t cuss and was completely calm.
This wasn’t good. This was never a good look. She stared at the man
she called her father—well, she didn’t call him that—and wondered
what the hell he’d done. The only consolation she had was she
couldn’t hear her mother sobbing.

“Why are you here?” she asked.

He stared at her, his gaze moving up and
down her body, assessing her.

“How old are you?” he asked.

This was almost laughable. He was her
father and yet, he didn’t have a clue of her age.

“I’m twenty-one in a couple of weeks.”

He smiled and it scared the shit out of
Rosalie. The man never smiled.

At the sight of her mother in the kitchen
doorway, she was
distracted.

“Mom, are you okay?”

“I’m fine, sweetheart.” She was positively shaking. Were
those red marks around her neck? “Your father wanted to talk to you
about something.”

Rosalie didn’t want to talk to him about
anything. There was nothing good he could say to her. She waited, trying to figure out
what it was he wanted but she kept drawing a blank. It couldn’t be
anything important.

“You’ll do. It would help if you were skinny, but I think we
could make this work.”

She wanted him out of
their house. Her mother
was pale and she didn’t look good. She shook so freaking much as
well. The fear was clearly getting too much for her.

“I think you should leave.”

“I’ve found a husband for you.”

This made Rosalie pause.
“Excuse me.”

“You heard me. I found a husband for you. Sunday, a couple of
the boys are going to pick you up. We’ll get everything ready. You
can get married.”

“What the fuck?” she asked.

His lips pursed.

“I’m not getting married. There’s no way in
hell I am.”

The calm, collective man
was gone, and in his place was
something far more terrifying as he wrapped his fingers around her
throat and pressed her against the wall. He tightened his grip just
enough to offer the threat of choking, but not too much to make her
stop breathing.

The threat, though, oh, it was there.

“You will do as I fucking tell you,” Daemon
said, practically spitting in her face as he did.

“Let her go,” Gabrielle said.

“Do you think I’ll stop with her? You know what I’m capable of,
Gabby.”

“Leave her alone,” her mother said.

Daemon loosened his grip but she saw the
look he sent her mother and that wasn’t good. Her mother could be
the protector, but when faced with him, she crumbled.

“It’s fine. It’s fine,” Rosalie said,
stepping in front of her
mother so he could only see her. “Sunday, a couple of your guys
will pick me up. It’s fine.”

He took a step toward her.

“Mom, why don’t you go and fix us some
food?” Rosalie said,
facing off with the man that terrified her.

She wished she had the strength to take
him out. Her hands
clenched, hoping one day she’d get to hurt him, just once. To make
him afraid as he’d made her mother for so many years.

“When you arrive at my clubhouse, I expect
you to dress accordingly. I’ll send the necessary clothes, and you
will not speak, you will
not say a single word. If you do, I’ll make sure your mother pays
for it.”

Rosalie tried not to argue with him.
Keeping her lips closed,
she stared at him, waiting, and then Daemon took one last lingering
look into the kitchen, before turning on his heel and leaving. The
moment the door closed, Rosalie rushed to it and flicked the lock
into place. Her throat felt sore.

She didn’t linger, though, and instead went straight to her
mother. “Are you okay?”

Gabrielle broke down. She collapsed to
the floor, covering her
face with her hands. “I’m so sorry, Rose, so, so, so
sorry.”

Rosalie wrapped her arms around her
mother, holding her. “It
will be fine.”

“How? You will … he’ll…”

“It’ll be fine.”

Daemon had made up his mind. Whoever she
was supposed to marry,
that would happen. There was no getting away from that, she only
hoped whoever it was didn’t want her and would gladly leave her the
fuck alone.

****

“This is a fucking joke, right?” Colt
asked, looking at his dad and president of the Satan’s
Death Riders MC. Warden
was not laughing. There was no twinkle in his eyes. This shit was
serious.

He should have known it was no
joke, seeing his mom, Kim,
sitting on the office sofa. It was rare for his mother to be
invited to club meetings. The whole club wasn’t present but Ox,
Crow, and Pirate stood, arms folded, not looking the least bit
happy.

“It’s not a joke, son,” Warden
said.

“You want me to marry that piece of shit’s
daughter, assuming he even has one.”

“There’s a rumor he has one,” Kim said. “I’ve never seen her
myself, but I don’t know, the details are kind of murky.” She gave
a shrug. “From what I know, she has nothing to do with her
father.”

“I don’t believe that for a second,” Colt
said. “There’s no way
that anyone attached to the Evil Fuckers MC wouldn’t use that
connection.” It was a trick, it had to be.

“I’ve spoken to Daemon, they’re on
their way over
here.”

“What?” Colt didn’t like this. Inviting
that shithead to their clubhouse was a big mistake. “Prez, you can’t do
this.”

“Right now, Colt, I’m your father, and I’m telling you, this
is good for both clubs. We’ve had a lot of bloodshed lately, on
both sides. Something has to give.”

“They’re responsible for what happened to
Nancy. Have you
forgotten that?” he asked.

Warden glared at him.

“Enough, Colt,” Kim said.

“You agree with him?” Colt asked.

“Yes, I do. How many more people are we
going to bury because of this petty dispute?” Kim stood. “I know it’s not the best
idea, you marrying someone you don’t love or care about, but we all
have to make sacrifices for this family. I have, every single
day.”

One look toward his father and he saw Warden
drop his head.

Out of everyone in the room, Kim had to
give up the most. One
night at a party, many years ago, Kim had been hanging out with
friends. She’d been the good girl, but for one night, she wanted to
experience the wild side. That night, she met Warden, unbeknownst
to Kim at the time, he’d arranged for them to meet. Warden had been
passing through and spotted Kim running some errands or something.
Either way, he took one look at her and wanted her. The rest, well,
it ended up in him having to spend a whole year wooing her in
secret, and then knocking her up. What happened after that was a
wedding without any of her friends or family. They all turned their
backs on her, and since then, Warden had kept his promise to love
and honor her for the rest of his life. Not once had he
swayed.

Colt knew it still upset him to know Kim
missed her family. She
never said anything, but it always bugged her that she couldn’t
take him nor Nancy—when she was alive—to Grandma’s or
Grandpa’s.

“You’re asking me to be with the enemy,
Dad.”

“This woman, whoever she is,
is not the one who killed
Nancy,” Kim said. “Have you ever considered that she might not want
this either?”

“Please, the chance to have a Satan’s Death
Rider between her thighs, I’m pretty sure she’s fucking thrilled.”

He got a slap around the back of the
head.

“Don’t you speak so much disrespect
in my presence,” Kim
said. “You do not know who this woman is. I raised you better than
this, and if it means we no longer have to bury our people, then
it’s what we must do.” Kim licked her lips and lifted her head
high. “I’m going to get a drink.”

She walked to Warden, touched his cheek, making the bangles on
her wrist clink as she did so. Next, she came to him and kissed his
cheek before leaving the office.

“Prez, come on, what’s the deal here?” Colt asked.

While his mother was in Warden’s
presence, he was Dad.
When they were alone with other members of the club, he was back to
being the boss.

His dad nodded at Ox, Crow, and Pirate,
clicked his fingers, and
without a word, they left. Warden stepped back, resting against the
front of his desk. For the longest time, he didn’t speak. Colt
waited, wondering what he wasn’t saying.

“I know this is not an ideal situation,
Colt, but you are my only son. I’ve met with Daemon and we both have felt loss.”

“We didn’t kill his daughter,” Colt
said.

“I know and I know Nancy’s death on you is
hard to bear.”

Hard to bear? Colt had been there. They’d been in the park, he’d
been the one watching her, and then, out of nowhere, bullets flew
at them. He’d acted too late. Nancy had been shot. He’d held her as
she died, as she begged and pleaded with him to make her
stay.

That would stay with him forever. There was
no way he’d ever forgive any Evil Fuckers MC.

“But, I need us to come to an arrangement with them this time,
Colt. We need them on our side.”

He stared at his father and hearing him
say that, he knew something else was going on. “What is it?”

Warden shook his head. “I don’t expect you
to like her, but you will need to marry her, and you will … need to
have children.”

“I’ve got to fuck her as
well?” Colt gritted his
teeth.

“Yes. This is not a joke marriage,
Colt. I expect you to
act accordingly. Your mother would expect nothing less from
you.”

Colt ran a hand down his face. At nearly
thirty years old, he
hated that his father was still making him jump through all the
hoops, not that he wanted any leeway. Being his father’s son, guys
at the club had assumed life would be easy for him, but it hadn’t.
He’d had to fight and claw his way to where he was right now, a
fully patched member of the club.

No one would take his patch and if his dad
needed a dick to marry this woman, then that was exactly what Colt would
be.

“Fine,” Colt said.

“You may go. Daemon will arrive in ten minutes. Tell the club
to be on alert.”

Colt nodded, left his father’s office, and headed out.
Several of the club looked toward him and he lifted his finger in
the air, spinning it around, a signal they all knew, and would pass
along the message better than any text.

They never knew who was reading their
messages, so only necessary texts were sent, nothing that would point the finger at any
wrongdoing. Heading toward the bar, he slapped his hand on the
counter. Rooster was serving tonight. Normally they had a couple of
prospects but they’d been sent away for the day and now he knew
why.

Their prospects were viewed as weak and it was up to the club to
make them strong. Until they got inside their heads and tested
their very fucking being, they were not to be trusted. They had to
prove themselves time and time again. It wasn’t easy.

Colt had been there, sometimes close to shitting himself,
but he’d never backed down. He’d always done what needed to be
done.

“You look fucking cheery,” Rooster said.

He picked up the shot of whiskey and
downed it in one gulp. It was the only thing that
would keep him sane for the
next few hours.

“Another.”

“What the man asked for.” Rooster was about to pour another shot
when Kim’s hand came over the glass.

“Enough.”

“Mom, come on.”

“You’re not going to meet this woman drunk
and be an embarrassment
to me or the club. You can drown your sorrows after they leave, not
before.”

Rooster left him alone and he turned to his
mother.

Kim was a force to be reckoned with. Life
at the club hadn’t always been easy. He knew that. She fought hard
for where she was right
now and she was finally happy. His parents were both happy. Their
life hadn’t been easy. Colt knew this.

“I’m surprised you’re happy with this.”

“Colt, I mean it. Enough.”

There was a sudden whistle, alerting them to
the approaching Evil Fuckers MC.

“I guess it’s showtime.”

Kim looked at him and shook her head.

Colt watched as his father came out of his
office and for a split second, he was pretty sure he saw rage in
his eyes. There was no
time to ask questions. Following behind his father and mother, he
and several of the men walked out. A show of force.

They waited.

It was dark out and they had put on the
lights to illuminate the parking lot.

He spotted Daemon up front, but there was
no one with him. Colt adjusted to the darkness and then he heard
the feminine grunt and saw as a mass of brown hair seemed to
land on the floor, to
which she gave a wince.

“Get up,” Daemon said.

The woman, whoever she was, flicked her hair back and glared up at
him, but then stood.

Okay, this was a surprise.

The woman wore … dungarees. She looked
like she had stepped right out of the nineties. Dungarees as well as shirt underneath that
went all the way around her neck. Not what he was expecting. She
also wore a pair of glasses, which she pushed up her
nose.

No one offered to help her up, nor did she
ask for help. She got up and then winced as Daemon grabbed her arm. As he brought her
closer, Colt saw her lip had swollen, and there was a little blood
in the corner.

“Daemon,” Warden said.

“Warden, I’d like you to meet my daughter,
Gabrielle Barlowe.”

The woman in front of them
shook her head. “My
name’s Rosalie,” she said. “Gabrielle is my mother.”

Interesting.

Did she even realize in correcting Daemon,
she had made him look like a fool? Colt saw the slight tilt of her
lips, and he imagined she did realize what she was doing and
enjoyed it. There was no love
between father and daughter, unless it was a trick.

“Are we conducting business outside,
or do you want to
continue insulting us, Warden?” Daemon asked.

“By all means, come through to my
office.”

Colt watched as Daemon
grabbed Rosalie’s arm.
She let out a gasp but he saw her hand clench and her teeth
grit.

“If this doesn’t go well, he’ll kill her,”
one of the Evil Fuckers MC said.

Colt didn’t know who it was, but he waited
for people to keep moving. Seeing as he was the groom in this scenario, he should
be the first one at the office, but he wanted to hear what people
had to say.

“She didn’t wear what he sent. She was
supposed to be in a miniskirt and a top that showed her tits
off.”

How interesting. He’d heard enough and made his way toward his
father’s office, which was now crowded. He noticed his mother had
gone to Rosalie’s side and wrapped an arm around her, almost
protecting her. Why?

One look at the room and they were
surrounded by men. On closer inspection, Colt also saw that she was shaking a
little. Was she nervous? Angry? Or was it just an act? He didn’t
trust her, so he wasn’t going to believe anything he saw. It was
probably all lies anyway.

Warden cleared his throat.

“As we’re all clear, I take it we can confirm this as an
agreement. My son and your daughter will marry and align our
clubs.”

“Yes. We will become allies. Your enemies
become mine and mine become yours,” Daemon said.

Colt didn’t like this. This wasn’t going
to end well. He wondered
if he could just kill his forced bride and then everything would go
smoothly.

“The finer details need to be dealt with,”
Warden said. “The wedding needs to take place as soon as
possible.”

“We can have the wedding tomorrow if you’re
ready,” Daemon said.

“It needs to be in a church,” Rosalie said,
speaking up.

Daemon spun around and glared at her.

Rosalie glared right back. Colt had a
feeling he’d have hit her again if it wasn’t for his
mother standing by her
side.

“A church?” Kim asked.

“My mother has always
wanted to see me get
married in a church. Seeing as all her other wishes are being
squashed, the least I can do is give her the church.”

“Then a church is where it will be,” Kim said. “We can make
that arrangement. I would love the opportunity to speak with your
mother. We can work together to have this wedding in, say, a few
months.”

“No,” Warden and Daemon said at the same
time.

“A couple of weeks,” Daemon said.
“That’s the longest it
can be.”

Rosalie averted her gaze from her
father.

“A couple of weeks,” Warden said.

“Perfect. I’m sure Rosalie’s mother
and I can handle it.” Kim stood
and smiled. “Now, don’t you think we should let the happy couple
have a few moments with each other?”


Chapter Two

 


Rosalie’s mouth hurt. Like really fucking
hurt.

Never in all her twenty years had she been hit. Arriving at
her father’s clubhouse dressed like this had enraged him. She had
seen what he wanted her to wear, and there was no way in hell she
was going to wear it. Not happening. A miniskirt that was so
indecent it showed off her underwear. The top had been a death trap
and would have probably choked her half to death, it had been that
tight. Nope. Hell, no. Never.

She’d expected his anger, but not his open palm. If one of his men
hadn’t stepped forward, she was sure she’d have felt his fists. So,
not only had she been taken away from her home and hit, she’d been
dumped on the back of a bike and expected to just ride without a
helmet as well. On top of that, she had stepped into enemy
territory, and the hostility was so bad, it could be cut with a
freaking knife.

They were all enemies, no doubt about it.
Most of them had their hands poised on what she could only imagine
were guns. This was not good. And Petal, her best friend, wanted to
come and party here. She
would have to find a way to get her friend to avoid MCs
altogether.

Now, she watched as everyone left the
room. Her father gave
her one last lingering glare. Oh, he was going to beat the shit out
of her when they left. Not good. So not good. She did get a thrill
from not following his orders. Daemon clearly wasn’t used to people
not doing as they were told. She couldn’t be blamed for that, not
really.

Glancing across the room, there was only
one guy remaining, and he didn’t look happy. Great, this guy was meant to be her husband.
He looked terrifying.

He was tall, of course. Muscular, that
seemed to go without saying. Even her own father was heavily
muscled. From what she saw of his hands, they were inked and she
had no doubt his whole body was covered in ink. He had short brown hair and his face
appeared clear of stubble. When he turned to look at her, she saw
he possessed green eyes, but they were cold. This man hated her. He
was young, and the harshness of life had already gripped
him.

She looked away. Fear traveled down her spine and she felt so
freaking sick. She’d been unable to eat before this meeting. In
fact, the last time she ate was last night. Her mother had freaked
out and when Gabrielle’s nerves got wound too tightly, she baked.
Their house was filled with a gazillion cupcakes. It was either
bake or sew but it seemed her mother’s desires had run to baked
goods last night.

Her fiancé didn’t say anything and there
was no way she was going to talk. Married? Why?

Whenever her father came around it was always to torment her
mother, never to see her. There had been a few times in the
beginning when she was a kid that she’d been curious about him. It
didn’t take her long to figure out he used her to control her
mother.

Rosalie couldn’t recall exactly when her hatred of him started,
only that it had grown and manifested into what it was now. She
hated him with a passion. There was nothing that would douse the
flame. It was there, cemented between them. Regardless of how many
times he hit her, she’d take more pleasure in irritating him. She
couldn’t get even with him, at least not yet.

“Cut the fucking act.”

She turned her head to look at the
man who’d spoken. He sounded so
vicious. Ah, another man who didn’t like her—Colt, she believe they’d called him. That was her
soon-to-be husband, unless she found some miraculous way out of
it.

“What act?” Rosalie asked.

Colt stepped toward her. Everything about
him was threatening. His
whole demeanor as he approached seemed to vibrate. She had no doubt
that if given the order, he’d kill her.

“You can fool my mom, but you won’t fool
me.”

Rosalie didn’t like the way he stood over
her, threatening and in control. She pushed herself
to her feet and glared at him.
“This is not an act. Do you think I want to be here?”

“Please, women would kill to marry me.”

She couldn’t help it. The laughter bubbled
up in her chest and threatened to explode out of her. “You’re
kidding me, right? You actually think I want to marry you? That I want anything to
do with any of this?”

As if she had a choice in the matter. Daemon had
threatened her mother. Simple as that. She had fought him on the
way out to the bikes and he’d grabbed her, hard.

“If you don’t get on that fucking bike and
do as you’re told, I’ll make your mother pay. She will scream and
I’ll make you listen as I hurt her. It will be your
fault.”

There was no way she’d ever hear her mom
scream again, not on her watch. It was why she always tried to stay
home at night, and to be at the house when she was. When she was younger, she recalled
hearing her mom scream. Just thinking about that memory sickened
her. She wasn’t a child anymore. A man coming downstairs, doing up
his belt, her mother’s screams, not to mention her struggling to
walk the next few days, spoke for itself.

Now she stood in another MC’s clubhouse, in the office,
staring at the man that was going to be her husband.

Colt closed the distance between them and
then wrapped his fingers around her neck.

“If you think I’m going to be fooled so
easily, you’re mistaken.” He pulled her in close, his fingers tight. “And if you put
this club or my family in danger, I’m going to ruin you, do you
understand me?”

He tightened his grip and Rosalie struggled
against him. She understood. This man was exactly like her
father.

There was a knock at the door and Colt let her go. She took a
deep breath, and turned her head away as whoever it was stuck their
head around the door and asked if it was okay.

All Rosalie wanted to do was go home to
her mom. Hold her. She could pretend for a few hours that everything was
fine.

“How’s everything going?” Kim asked.

“It’s fine,” Rosalie said. Her voice sounded
a little scratchy and her throat tickled. She ignored the sensation
and instead brushed past him. “We’re done.”

Stepping out of the
office, Rosalie hated
what she saw. There were so many men and a lot of women in
different states of undress. She looked across the room and sure
enough, her father was drinking with that bastard’s dad.

“Why don’t you stay?” Kim asked, grabbing
her arm as she tried to
get away.

Rosalie shrugged out of her hold. “I’m fine.
I’d like to go home.” Colt stepped up behind her and she quickly
moved toward Daemon.

Stepping in front of him, he went from her
boots up to her
head.

“Move,” Daemon said.

“I want to go home.”

“Can’t you see I’m enjoying
myself? Fuck off.”

She nodded. Fine. Without waiting for
further instruction and seeing as he gave the order to fuck off,
Rosalie was more than happy to do so. She left the main clubhouse and headed straight
toward the gate. She pulled out her cell phone and dialed a
cab.

“You know you don’t have to leave.”

Kim had followed her out. Rosalie spun
toward the woman. She seemed kind but then so did Daemon until he
struck.

“Yeah, I do.”

“This would give you the perfect
opportunity to mingle,
get to know your new family. It would be good for you.”

Clenching her hands into fists, she took a
deep breath and turned toward the other woman.

“No, thank you,” she said. “I’m
going home.”

She shoved her hands into her dungaree
pockets and waited. They
were made by her mother a few years ago. They’d gone shopping for
some new clothes, and Rosalie had struggled to find a pair that fit
her comfortably, so her mother, working in a fabric shop, had
offered to make her a pair. She loved them, they were so
comfortable.

Her mother was very gifted. The plan for Gabrielle had always
been to go to fashion school. Rosalie wasn’t clear if her mother
wanted to be a designer or a pattern creator. Her mother was good
at both. She’d seen some of the sketches she’d produced. She was
amazingly talented.

Unfortunately, none of that had happened.

“I understand this was probably not the
path you wanted—”

“You don’t have to do this,” Rosalie
said.

“Do what?”

“Pretend. You don’t have to. This is a
business deal. I get
that. To unite your two clubs or whatever. I don’t need or want to
know any of it. What you saw today, right now, that’s the most time
I’ve spent with Daemon throughout my life. It’s taken twenty years
for me to be useful enough for him to want anything to do with
me.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be. I’d have rather spent the rest of my life being
useless to him. I’m not marrying your son because I want to, nor do
I want to impress him. I’m marrying him so Daemon will leave me and
my family the fuck alone.”

The cab drove up to the club.
Rosalie didn’t see a reason to
say goodbye, so she climbed into the back of the cab. She gave the
driver her address and sat back, feeling relieved. This was going
to be a nightmare.

“Are you okay, Miss?” the driver
asked.

“Yeah, I’m okay. Thank you for picking me
up.”

“Ah, it’s no trouble.”

Her cell phone buzzed and she pulled it out
of her pocket to see Petal had been texting her.

Petal: What’s going on?

Petal: Are
you ignoring me?

Petal: You’ve blown me off three times already.
I’m starting to worry.

Rosalie: Just been busy. Mom’s upset. I’m staying
with her.

Petal: Is this because of the bike?

Rosalie: I’ll talk to you tomorrow.

Petal didn’t text back. It pretty much
went without saying that
they would talk tomorrow. Rosalie didn’t have a clue what she would
say to her friend. If she told her what was going on, there was no
doubt in Rosalie’s mind, Petal would be there to help, to stop
it.

Daemon would hurt her. He’d ruin
Petal, and Rosalie
couldn’t allow that to happen. There had to be some way of keeping
her best friend from knowing what was going on. There had to
be.

The driver cut through her thoughts by
arriving at her home.
She paid him the fare, climbed out, and walked up the driveway
toward her mother’s home. She didn’t even get a chance to pull her
key out to slide it in the lock. The door opened, and her mother
stood waiting. Rosalie saw the bloodshot eyes and the red-tipped
nose.

“Rosalie, baby,” she said, pulling her in
for a hug.

She held onto her mother, stepping into the safety of their home
and locking the door.

“I was so worried.”

“You didn’t need to stay up,” she
said. Rosalie was more
concerned about her mother than she was about herself.

“Of course I did. I needed to know you were
okay.”

Rosalie stared at her mother. “I’m
fine.”

Gabrielle touched her face, turning her
cheek toward the light. “He hit you, didn’t he?”

“It’s nothing.”

“Because you didn’t wear those clothes?”

“Mom, I can handle it.”

“No, you shouldn’t have to handle it.
I’m your mom, I’m the
one that’s supposed to protect you.”

Rosalie wrapped her arms around her,
holding her close. “You do take care of me. You do look after me.”
She didn’t want to let
her go. “I love you, Mom.”

Gabrielle held her tightly. “I don’t want
to let you go. Not now,
not ever. I’ve got to convince your father this is a
mistake.”

“Mom, it’s fine.”

“It’s not fine.”

She pulled away. “Everything is going to
be okay.” She nodded.
“It’ll be fine. He doesn’t seem like a bad guy, the one I’m
marrying. Besides, it’s not like I’ve got to go and live with
him.”

“Honey, you’re marrying him.”

“I’ll still live here.” She knew it was all
lies but for tonight, that was what she needed, at least for her mother to believe
everything would be fine.

****

“I don’t like this,” Kim said, pacing the floor at the foot of
her and Warden’s bed.

“What’s not to like?”

“Did you see the bruise on her cheek? He’d
hit her and she didn’t want to be there.”

“You don’t know that. A lot of women would
love to be in her position.”

“Not this one, I just know it,” Kim said.

She hated the sinking feeling she had as
she saw Rosalie climb into the back of the car. There had been
tears in her eyes and the moment she closed the door, she’d seen
her relax. It was like the whole world was on her shoulders.

“Daemon said she understands what’s expected of her,” Warden
said.

Kim snorted. “You expect me to believe that
… piece of—”

“Kim, you and I both agreed this was the
only way. If I pull out now, go back on my word, the bloodshed
would be guaranteed.”

She also had no doubt that
Rosalie would suffer the
consequences. There was something about the young woman that made
Kim very protective of her. Maybe it was losing her own daughter
and she wanted to take care of her. Her natural mothering instinct
came forward and refused to be kept asleep.

“I know we can’t stop, but is there
some way you can have
Colt, or us, protect her?”

“She’ll be part of the club, Kim. You know
the rules of the club. We’ll protect her.”

“Everyone hates Daemon, you know
this. She’s his child.
They’ll hate her as well.”

“It’ll be tough, and there’s nothing I can do about it. I can
demand the boys treat her nicely, and that is what I’ll do, for
you,” Warden said. He patted the bed. “Stop pacing, babe.
Everything will be fine.”

Kim moved toward the bed. “I’m
going to head to their house
tomorrow. I want to start preparations for the wedding.”

“I know that look. It’s going to cost us
money, isn’t it?”

“Our son is getting married. We cannot spare
any expense.”

Her husband groaned but she honestly didn’t care. This would be
an amazing wedding and she’d use the time to get to know Rosalie as
well as her mother.

****

Mondays were always busy at the diner.
Rosalie glanced in the mirror to check her reflection. Her uniform
was buttoned up close to
her neck, the skirt rode up a little too high for her taste. The
boss, Al, wouldn’t spend money on a new uniform. She also believed
he got a kick out of trying to see her panties.

The doorbell rang and Rosalie frowned.
There was no way Petal
could be early.

“I’ll get it, honey,” her mother called out.

She pulled her black hair up into a ponytail and then made her
way toward the stairs, only to freeze when she caught sight of Kim,
the mother from last night.

Gabrielle looked up toward
her. “Er, honey, there’s
someone here to see you.”

She saw the nerves her mother tried to
hide. Gabrielle had already let go of the door so no one saw her
arms shaking. This constantly upset her. Rushing downstairs, she stepped to her mother’s
side, politely closing the door.

Kim looked at Rosalie and then at her mother.

“I didn’t think we’d arranged to meet,”
Rosalie said.

“Oh, we didn’t. Your father gave me your
address when I mentioned I wanted to get started on wedding preparations as soon as
possible. We don’t have a lot of time to get everything
organized.”

Rosalie then noticed the large man behind
Kim. “He goes,” Rosalie said.

“Oh, don’t mind Myth. He’s like my personal bodyguard. It’s part
of being the old lady of the prez.”

“I don’t care,” Rosalie said. “He goes.”

“It’s okay, sweetheart,” Gabrielle said.

“Mom, he doesn’t have to be here.”

“Daemon’s not here?” Kim asked.

She wrapped an arm around her mother. “No,
he’s not.”

“Who would like a drink?” Gabrielle asked. “I’ve also made a ton
of cupcakes. You’ll have to take some with you. Wedding
preparations, you say?”

Rosalie took a deep breath. This was her
mother taking charge. She had promised to be there for her, to be
stronger. She didn’t
need her mother to be stronger. She needed her to just be her.
Rosalie would do what it took to make her mother happy.

Gabrielle had already left them in the
hallway. She glared at Myth.

“If you don’t feel safe coming here, then
don’t come,” Rosalie
said.

“Your mother’s afraid around … men?”

Rosalie opened her mouth then closed it. “He keeps his distance
while you’re here.”

She didn’t want to start screaming at the
woman to see fucking sense. Even in the short time in that office, Rosalie had known
she stuck out like a sore fucking thumb. Rushing toward the
kitchen, she saw her mother had already gotten the bread into the
toaster.

“Are you okay?”

Gabrielle smiled. “Me,
okay? Of course.” She
moved toward her side and gave her a hug. “I’m the mom, remember? I
take care of you. Always.”

There was another hug, stronger this time, but Rosalie wasn’t
quite convinced.

Kim entered the kitchen. She finally noticed
the woman held a thick file in her hands.

“So, wedding details. Rosalie didn’t tell
me that anything needed
to be arranged.”

“Oh, well, Rosalie
insisted on a church
wedding. She wanted you to make your dream wedding for your
daughter,” Kim said.

Picking up the slice of toast, she stood,
one arm folded across her stomach, the other holding a piece of
toast to her lips. She watched the two women.

Kim was the complete opposite of her
mother—so confident,
so happy. She was dressed in leather pants, a tight-fitting vest,
and a leather jacket. She wore a couple of bangles on her wrist, as
well as several chains around her neck. She also noticed the large
diamond ring on her finger.

“Rosalie, do you want some input
on your dress?” Kim
asked.

“Mom can choose everything. She was the one who wanted to
organize everything. I don’t care.” This wedding was for her
mother, not for her.

There was a loud honk from outside.

“That’s Petal,” Rosalie said.

“Where are you going?” Kim asked.

“To work.”

“Oh, you work?”

“At the diner, six days a week.” She kissed
her mom’s cheek.

“I think it would be wise of you to hand in your letter of
resignation. You won’t be needing that job anymore.”

“Not happening. There’s not a lot of work
around, and I like my job.”

“Honey, you hate it.”

“I’m not stopping my job,” Rosalie said.

“Will you be telling Petal?” Gabrielle asked.

She stopped at the door. Myth stood by the
front door, staring at
her.

“Yes, I’ll tell her.”

“She’ll make a lovely bridesmaid.”

Rosalie had heard enough. When she reached
for the front door, Myth held onto the door
handle, stopping her
from touching it.

“Get out of my way.”

“You will pay for everything, I hope you
know that,” Myth said.

She turned to look at him. “You think I’m
not paying now? Stay the
fuck away from my mother, I mean it. Do whatever the hell you want
to me, but you treat her like a fucking princess.”

Rosalie had surprised him and she used
his distraction to pull
open the door. Stepping out into the morning sun, she rushed toward
her friend’s car.

“Have you seen the
forecast?” Petal tutted.
“I’m going to need to put my car in the shop to fix the freaking
roof.”

She chuckled. “You knew that was going to happen
anyway.”

“Yeah, but I was hoping it would be summer
every single day. A
girl’s got to have dreams, and is your skirt shorter?”

“Yeah, I think it’s been shrunk in the wash. Mom has promised to
make me an exact replica as soon as she finds the
fabric.”

“Al won’t go for that. I think he tries to swap our uniforms
for shorter and tighter ones.” Petal wrinkled her nose. “Dirty
perv.”

Rosalie laughed and they pulled away from
the drive.

“So, whose car?”

“The car?”

“You know, the sexy car in the driveway.”

“Oh, a friend of Mom’s.”

“Your mom has friends?”

“She does.” Although Gabrielle never
allowed anyone to get too close. The one time she did, it had ended in disaster.
“What music are we listening to today?”

“No, don’t even think about it,
you’re going to tell me
what the hell is going on. I know you, Rose Barlowe, we’ve been
friends for a long time. What the hell is going on with
you?”

“Nothing.”

“Cut the crap, I’m not going to be upset
that you completely ditched me and my MC party idea, and
yet, there’s
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