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        THE QUEEN ALWAYS PROTECTS HER KING.

        For straight-laced attorney, Hope Kendall, loving an outlaw has never been easy. New challenges test her loyalty as she discovers how far she’s willing to go to protect her man.

        IF YOU HAVE HOPE, YOU HAVE EVERYTHING.

        MC President, Rochlan “Rock” North finally has everything he’s ever wanted. Hope as his ol’ lady and his MC earning money while staying out of trouble. The only thing left is to make Hope his wife. But as their wedding day nears, an old adversary threatens Rock’s freedom, the wedding, and throws the Lost Kings MC into chaos.

        LOVE MAKES THE RIDE WORTHWHILE.

        While the club waits for Rock's fate to be decided, Wrath has to balance solidifying his new relationship with Trinity and fulfilling his president's orders.

        LOYALTY GIVES AN OUTLAW STRENGTH.

        Threats from unexpected places will challenge every member, but in the Lost Kings MC, brotherhood isn’t about the blood you share. It’s about those who are willing to bleed for you.

      

      

      

      White Heat is the 5th full-length novel of the Lost Kings MC series and is not intended to be read as a standalone.

      

      When you finish White Heat, make sure you check out Between Embers (Lost Kings MC #5.5) to find out what the Teller, Murphy, and Z were doing during the wedding!
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      I first used a glossary in the Road to Royalty Limited-Edition box set and again in Tattered on My Sleeve. I’ve made a few small updates and changes here.

      
        
        To be notified when I have a sale or new books are

        available for pre-order;

        Sign up for my newsletter.

        Follow me on BookBub.

      

      

      
        
        The Lost Kings MC Organizational Structure

      

      

      
        
        President: Rochlan “Rock” North. Leader of the Upstate NY charter of the Lost Kings MC. The word of the President is law within the club. He takes advice from senior club members. He is the public “face” of the MC.

        Sergeant-at-Arms: Wyatt "Wrath" Ramsey. Responsible for the security of the club. Keeps order at club events. Responsible for the safety and protection of the president, the club, its members and its women. Disciplines club members who violate the rules. Keeps track of club by-laws. Will challenge Rock when he deems it necessary.

        Vice President: Zero or “Z.” In most clubs, I think the VP would be considered the second-in-command. In mine, I see the VP and SAA on equal footing within the club. Carries out the orders of the President. Communicates with other chapters of the club. Assumes the responsibilities of the President in his absence. Keeps records of club patches and colors issued.

        Treasurer: Marcel "Teller" Whelan. Keeps records of income, expenses and investments.

        Road Captain: Blake "Murphy" O'Callaghan. Responsible for researching, planning and organizing club runs. Responsible for obtaining and maintaining club vehicles.

      

      

      
        
        The Lost Kings MC Ladies

      

      

      Hope Kendall, Esq.: The object of Rock’s love and obsession. Their epic love story spans four books; Slow Burn, Corrupting Cinderella, Strength From Loyalty, and now White Heat.

      Trinity Hurst: Caretaker of the Lost Kings MC clubhouse and the brothers. She and Wrath have a long, tattered love story full of lust, fury, and forgiveness in Tattered on My Sleeve (Lost Kings MC #4)

      Heidi Whelan: Teller’s little sister. Has nurtured a crush on her brother’s best friend, Murphy, since she was a little girl. You’ve briefly met Heidi throughout the series Corrupting Cinderella, Three Kings, One Night (Lost Kings MC #2.5), Strength From Loyalty, Tattered on My Sleeve, and White Heat. She is a major character in More Than Miles (Lost Kings MC #6), available August 16, 2016.

      Lilly: One of Hope’s best friends and frequent “booty call” of Z. You’ve met her in Slow Burn, Corrupting Cinderella, Strength From Loyalty, Tattered on My Sleeve, White Heat and two short stories, “Z and Lilly” in Three Kings, One Night and “Infatuated” from the Pink: Hot ‘n Sexy for a Cure anthology. She will be featured in Zero Hour (Lost Kings MC #11.5), Zero Tolerance (Lost Kings MC #12) Zero Regret (Lost Kings MC #13) and Zero Apologies (Lost Kings MC #14).

      Mara Oak: Friend of Hope. Also an attorney. She’s appeared in Slow Burn, Corrupting Cinderella, Strength From Loyalty, Tattered on My Sleeve, and White Heat. She’s married to Empire city court judge, Damon Oak. Their story, Objection, might be available one day in the future.

      Sophie: Friend of Hope. Also an attorney. Helped orchestrate Hope and Rock’s get together in Slow Burn. She’s appeared in Corrupting Cinderella, Strength From Loyalty, Tattered on My Sleeve, and White Heat. She’s in an on-again-off-again relationship with heavy metal singer, Jonny Cage.

      
        
        Lost Kings MC Terminology

      

      

      Crystal Ball – The strip club owned by the Lost Kings MC and one of their legitimate businesses. They often refer to it as “CB.”

      “Conference Center” – The clubhouse of the Lost Kings MC. It was previously used as a conference center and is sometimes jokingly referred to this way.

      Empire – The fictional city in Upstate NY, run by the Lost Kings.

      Green Street Crew – Street gang the Lost Kings do business with. Often referred to as “GSC.” “Loco” is their leader and frequent nuisance to Rock.

      LOKI – Short for Lost Kings.

      Vipers MC – Rival and frequent enemy MC. Runs Ironworks which borders the Lost Kings’ territory. Their president, Ransom and his SAA, Killa appeared in Tattered on My Sleeve.

      Wolf Knights MC – Rival and sometimes ally of the Lost Kings. Their president, Ulfric appeared in Slow Burn. Their SAA, Whisper is a partner in Wrath’s gym and appeared in Tattered on My Sleeve as well as Slow Burn.
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        To be notified when I have new books available for pre-order:

        Sign up for my newsletter.

      

      

      
        
        ROCK

      

      

      “Ever seen a green wedding dress?”

      Hope glances up at me with one of her adorable, baffled expressions I love so much.

      “You said you didn’t want to wear white,” I explain.

      “Oh.” She pauses and I can see the excitement building.

      Tracing a finger down her arm, I remind her. “You were wearing green the day we met.”

      Another confused face and I don’t even know what to think about the fact that I remember what she was wearing the day we met better than she does.

      “My jewel green suit.”

      “That’s my favorite color on you,” I tell her while brushing her hair off her shoulder and planting a kiss on her neck.

      “Guys, seriously, chunks rising.” Wrath gags from across the table.

      Hope chuckles, then looks at him more seriously. “I assume Rock is going to ask you to be his best man?” Wrath’s gaze skips to me and he shrugs.

      “Do you think Trinity…”

      Curling my hand over her shoulder, I give her a squeeze. “What about Sophie?” I can’t say I’d be super comfortable with Sophie standing up at our wedding, but I don’t want Hope to feel pressured to only include club family either.

      She sighs and drags her gaze to her lap, where her hands are nervously twisting. “She did it for my first wedding…and I don’t know. It feels weird? Plus—” she flicks her gaze at Wrath, waiting to see if he’s going to make fun of her I guess. “I feel closer to Trinity, than, So—”

      “I can’t believe you’d want Sophie as your maid of whatever after she pulled that stunt with Rock,” Wrath says.

      Motherfucker.

      Hope turns her head very slowly in my direction. “What’s he talking about?”

      Wrath’s eyes widen. At least he didn’t let that slip on purpose. Still gonna kick his fuckin’ ass.

      “She doesn’t know?” Wrath asks, making it worse.

      “No. So, thanks for that.”

      “Know what?” Hope insists.

      “Your girl Sophie tried to climb him like a jungle gym.”

      Hope’s gaze shoots to me. “What? When?”

      “Uh, at that fundraiser thing we went to. She was drunk.”

      “Yeah, I remember. What happened?”

      “Hope—”

      “Rock.” She turns and faces me, Wrath apparently forgotten. “You told me there were no more secrets. Why did you keep this from me?”

      “I didn’t want you to get hurt,” I answer honestly. Taking her hands in mine, I give it to her straight. “She was drunk. She tried to kiss me. I left her and sent Ross to take care of her. I didn’t know if she would even remember it, so I didn’t want to ruin your friendship for no reason. I know she’s been a good friend to you otherwise.”

      She swipes a tear off her cheek and I shoot a glare at Wrath.

      “Damn. Is that why she didn’t stick around the hospital for long? Why she’s been acting so weird lately?”

      I shrug. I’d been too fucked up when Hope was in the hospital to give Sophie much thought. “I don’t know, sweetheart.”

      “You’re not mad at him, are you?” Wrath asks.

      “Why are you still here?” I snap back.

      He ignores me and focuses on Hope, waiting for her answer.

      “No. Well, I’m mad he didn’t tell me about it. Not mad at him that it happened. Is that what you’re asking me?”

      “Yeah.”

      “When did he tell you?”

      “I dunno. The night it happened? You believe him though, right?”

      Hope cocks her head and narrows her eyes. “Of course I do. You’re like his excited utterance witness,” she says with a soft chuckle.

      Wrath and I share a look.

      “Lawyer thing,” she explains with a head shake. “Of course I believe him. Why would you ask me that?”

      I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. That’s why Wrath asked her. He knows me well.

      He nods. “That’s good.”

      Suddenly her face falls and her eyes go shiny. “Wait. That’s not why after—”

      She means why after the party, I needed to have her so bad, we pulled over and frantically fucked in the front seat of my car.

      Slipping my arms around her waist, I pull her—chair and all—closer to me. “No, baby. All you,” I whisper in her ear.

      She grins against my face and tucks in closer to me.

      “What happened after?” Wrath asks.

      “None of your business,” I growl.

      Hope lets out a soft giggle. “At least you don’t tell him everything.”

      “Never mind,” Wrath says with a knowing smirk.

      “Shut up.”

      “What’d you do now, Wyatt?” Trinity asks from behind us.

      His face breaks into a genuine grin and he holds out his hand. I’m happy to see them finally together and not trying to torture each other every chance they get.

      She shuffles over to us and Wrath wraps her in a hug, making her wince.

      “Shit. Sorry, babe.”

      That gets Hope’s attention and she smiles at Trinity. “You okay?”

      Trin pulls out of Wrath’s embrace and turns her left side toward Hope. She’s got a shiny piece of plastic taped over fresh ink.

      I raise an eyebrow. “When’d you get that, hon?”

      “Tuesday,” she answers softly with a look at Wrath.

      “Can we see?” Hope asks.

      “Yeah, I can take it off today.” Trin curls her body and starts picking at the tape, but Wrath brushes her hands away and starts undoing it for her.

      “Oh! That’s Wrath’s star,” Hope exclaims with a big smile. “Let me see.” Trinity moves closer. “Wrath’s girl,” she reads out. “Aw, that’s so sweet. I love it.”

      Trinity looks surprised at Hope’s enthusiasm.

      A playful grin curves Hope’s lips. “So, you branded Trinity. Where’s her name on you?”

      My brother surprises me. Instead of getting pissy with Hope, he breaks into a huge grin and lifts his shirt.

      “Christ, brother, I just ate,” I grumble.

      “Don’t be jealous, bro. You keep up with your workouts maybe someday you’ll look this good.”

      Hope snickers. Hell, I do too. Cocky, fuckin’ asshole.

      Wrath taps his finger at the Celtic symbol over his heart. “What is it?” Hope asks.

      “A Triquetra. For Trinity.”

      Hope leans over. “Trinity’s man. Oh. My. God. You two are the cutest ever,” she says with a laugh. Wrath drops his shirt and pulls Trin into his lap.

      Hope’s gaze darts to me. “I feel left out now.”

      “It’s okay, babe. I know it’s not your thing.”

      “You get her name on you, Rock?” Trin asks.

      I nod and tap my hip.

      “Wow. Never thought you’d do that.”

      “Never had a good enough reason to before.”

      Trinity points to the wedding magazine Hope has on the chair next to her. “Making any progress?”

      “Yeah. I think so. Rock gave me a good idea for a dress.”

      Trinity bursts out laughing and Wrath—dick that he is—joins her. “Really?” Trinity gasps.

      Hope has this cute indignant expression on her face. “Anyway. I guess I’d like to be laid back and simple this time.”

      “Sounds good to me. His first wedding was a fucking circus,” Wrath says.

      “Seriously, asshole?” I mutter.

      “What?”

      Trinity glares at him too. “It’s not nice.”

      “What? Hope knows he was married before. It’s not a fucking secret. She fuckin’ met Carla. Man, I was busy protesting that shit right up until the end, too.”

      Hope bursts out laughing. “Really?”

      “Fuck, yeah.”

      Hope turns to me for confirmation. “I guess.” I shrug.

      A hurt look spreads across Hope’s face. “You’re not going to—”

      Wrath cuts her off. “No, sweetheart.”

      

      
        
        HOPE

      

      

      My supposed best friend hit on my fiancé.

      I know Sophie’s been acting strange for a few months now, but I never expected that was the reason. I thought it was me. That she was tired of me being a whiny pain in the ass.

      “Hope?”

      Rock left for his office down the hall and Trinity followed to ask about a few things she wants to do around here. I’d been so caught up I forgot it was just Wrath and me in the kitchen.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      The tone of his voice is what finally pulls me out of my kicking-Sophie’s-ass fantasies.

      Focusing on him, I note that it’s the first time I’ve ever seen Wrath not one hundred percent cocky and sure of himself.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” He rubs his hand over his head in a move that’s very similar to what Rock does when he’s uncertain and it tugs the corners of my mouth up. By blood or not, they’re truly brothers. “Would you mind if I patched Trin at your engagement party?”

      “What? Ohmygosh, that’s awesome! Of course not. Why would I mind?”

      My enthusiasm seems to have shocked him because he stares at me for a few seconds before answering. “I don’t know. I figure some chicks would get pissed that their thunder’s being stolen or something.”

      I guess that’s true and I stop to think about whether it bothers me. It doesn’t. “I’m not just any chick.”

      He finally laughs. “No kidding.”

      “How are you going to do it?”

      His massive shoulders lift. “On my knees?”

      That’s too much. A few snort-giggles escape me.

      “It’s a thing—never mind.” He waves it off. “It’s just everyone—the whole family—and people from other chapters, will be in one place at the same time and Trinity will be so busy, she won’t expect it.”

      “Makes perfect sense to me.”

      “You know Kings will close that party down. I’ll wait until your friends leave, so I don’t embarrass you or anything.”

      That knocks the breath out of me. Never in a million years would I expect Wrath to be so sensitive or thoughtful to something like that. Especially about a club ritual. While I love Rock enough to accept their strange custom of giving their women the property patch, it’s true people in my world might not as easily understand or accept something that on the surface seems demeaning.

      “I’d never be embarrassed. Yes, it seemed odd and confused me at first.” Oh, hell, let’s be honest it still does. “I understand what it means to you guys.”

      “Thanks.”

      “But you’re also right, and it’s an important moment for you two. I wouldn’t want anyone—even without meaning to—to ruin it for Trinity, so yes, that’s probably best.”

      He stares at me for so long, I end up looking away. “I’m sorry,” I mumble.

      One of his big, warm hands closes over mine. “Nothing to be sorry about.” He stands and stretches, rolling his shoulders. “Think those two are done discussing whatever it was?”

      I snicker at that. “Probably. I think she just wants to put lockers in the girls’ bathroom or something.”

      He laughs too.

      “Hey, Wrath?” I stand and before I can change my mind, wrap my arms around him and squeeze. “I’m so happy for you two.”

      A second or two later, his arms envelope me. “Thanks.”

      My chin barely clears his chest and I tip my head up. “Gosh you’re big. You and Trinity will have very tall children.”

      He laughs so hard I get jostled back a few steps. “I don’t know what we ever did without you, Hope.”

      

      
        
        WRATH

      

      

      “Hey, angel. What was so important you took off before?” I ask Trinity when I spot her in the hallway.

      She tips her head back and smiles. “Missed me that bad?”

      “You know it,” I say, sweeping her up and planting a kiss on her forehead.

      Love the way she easily wraps her arms and legs around me. Even better when she runs her hand over my cheek. “I needed to ask Rock about getting some lockers in the girls’ bathroom.”

      “Ah. That’s what Hope thought.”

      “I’ve been meaning to do it for a while.”

      I can’t answer, because she leans in close, brushing her lips against mine for just a second. Then she unwinds herself and slides down my body. “All the trouble makers are gone, now. But it’s still a good idea I think.”

      “What is?”

      She laughs at my question. “The lockers.”

      “Oh. Sorry. All my blood rushed down to my dick when you kissed me.”

      “You’re nuts.”

      I am. About her. She makes me fuckin’ nuts.

      Z worked his magic and Trinity’s patch showed up this morning. Hope doesn’t mind me doing it at the party, and I’m stupidly excited thinking about Trinity wearing my property patch and nothing else.
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        HOPE

      

      

      My best friend hit on my fiancé.

      The thought is still on my mind the next morning.

      Sophie. Who was there for me when Clay died. Who helped Rock and I hook up.

      Betrayed me?

      The last few months play over in my head. She was drunk at the fundraiser. But I’d partied pretty hard with Sophie when we were in law school. Or rather watched her party hard. Clay and I picked her up and poured her into the back seat of our car many times. I don’t think she ever tried anything with Clay. Maybe she did. And maybe Clay wanted to spare my feelings the same way Rock did, so he never told me. I guess I’ll never know.

      All of this sort of runs through my semi-conscious brain before I’m fully awake.

      Rock. My anchor.

      Turning over, I find his side of the bed empty.

      Well, that’s disappointing.

      Rolling back the other way, I check my phone and find a reminder waiting on the screen. Dinner with Mara. Tonight.

      Crap.

      I can’t back out. It’s the dinner to celebrate Mara’s birthday. She’d spent the actual day with her family, and I know how much she’s looking forward to going out with her friends. But I don’t think I can look at Sophie without puking. Or punching her.

      I’m not angry. I’m hurt. Sophie and I have been friends for a long time. Drunk or not, I can’t comprehend her actions. It’s so out of character for her.

      Maybe I don’t know her as well as I thought.

      I don’t doubt for one second Rock’s version of the story. And the reason he didn’t tell me rings true. As always he was trying to protect me from getting hurt.

      Normally I’d talk to, well Sophie, about something like this. I could call Lilly, but she and Sophie have been friends since childhood. It’s not fair to stick her in the middle. I can’t ruin Mara’s birthday celebration with this either.

      Honestly, I wish Wrath hadn’t opened his big mouth.

      “What’s wrong, Baby Doll?” Rock calls from the doorway.

      He enters and shuts the door behind him before I answer. “Nothing…I’m supposed to go out to dinner with Mara tonight. I really hope Sophie doesn’t show up. I don’t know what the hell to say to her.”

      “I’m so sorry,” he says as he rounds the bed, sitting next to me. He brushes my hair off my cheek. “I didn’t want to—”

      “I blame Wrath and his big mouth.”

      The corners of his mouth lift. “Yeah.”

      “How come you’re up so early?”

      “Contractor’s coming. Need to let him in the gate and show him out to the house.”

      “Oh. You need my help?”

      “Nah, you look nice and cozy.”

      My hand settles on his leg, idly stroking. “I don’t like waking up without you.” My lips purse into a pout to emphasize just how much I dislike it.

      He chuckles and covers my hand with his own. “Don’t be bad. They’ll be here any minute.”

      A bunch of unhappy grumbles tumble out of my mouth. Rock chuckles and moves so I can get up.

      When I emerge from the bathroom, he’s gone

      The morning’s barely started and already this day is pretty sucky.

      My mood improves once I arrive downstairs a few hours later. Wrath and Trinity are wrapped up together on one of the couches and happiness at the sight of them kicks my mouth up into a smile.

      “Morning, lovebirds.”

      “Nice of you to join us. It’s almost noon,” Wrath teases.

      “It’s Saturday.”

      Trinity unravels herself from Wrath and sits up. “You want anything?”

      “No. Well, I just wanted to talk to you for a second.” My gaze lands on Wrath, hoping he’ll take the hint and get lost. No such luck.

      Trinity glances at the envelope in my hands. “What’s that?”

      My voice falters, it’s really too hard to explain. And Wrath’s still here. “Shouldn’t you be helping Rock?” I ask.

      The bastard smirks at me. “No, why?”

      A disgusted snort spills out of me, and I plop down next to Trinity. “This is for you.” She frowns as I hand over the envelope.

      What I thought was funny-cute, now seems embarrassing with Wrath staring over her shoulder.

      Nervous laughter escapes Trinity as she reads the front of the card. “I might pee on you? What is this, Hope?”

      “Open it.” When she unfolds the card, the full message reads. I might make you hold my dress as I pee, make you go on silly errands and annoy the crap out of you…

      “Turn it over,” I tell her.

      But I’ve grown to cherish your loyal friendship and would be thrilled to have you stand next to me on my wedding day.

      “Hope?”

      My throat’s so tight I can barely get out my question. “Will you be my maid of honor, Trinity?”

      Her jaw drops for a second before she shouts, “Oh my God! Yes, of course!” She throws her arms around me and knocks me into the back of the couch. We’re both laughing—well, one of us might have a few tears in her eyes.

      “Are you sure?” she asks.

      “Yes. You know what a pain in the ass I’ll be, so I won’t be offended if you say no.”

      “Oh, stop. I’m thrilled. I’ve never done it before. Thank you.”

      Wrath seems a bit queasy from all the girly emotions suddenly taking over his morning. I pin him with an amused stare. “Hey, it’s not my fault you wouldn’t take a hint.”

      “What’s up? Bro, you’re supposed to alert me when there’s girl on girl happening,” Z’s voice intrudes on our moment. Trinity and I both scramble to sit up.

      “Stop being a perv.” Trinity waves her card at him. “Hope asked me to be her maid of honor.”

      “Oh, cool.” He smirks and lifts his chin. “Is Wrath gonna be a bridesmaid?”

      Wrath rolls his eyes. “Shut up, dick.”

      It’s probably left over nerves, but once I start laughing I can’t stop. The three of them eye me with concern.

      “Sorry. I was just picturing Wrath in a dress,” I explain, then fall into another fit of giggles.

      “I think I liked it better when you were scared of me,” Wrath grouses as he stands.

      Ignoring the guys, I tap Trinity on the arm. “Hey, I’m meeting Mara for her birthday dinner. You want to come with?”

      She hesitates before answering, so I try to convince her. “She asked me to bring you—”

      “No, it’s not that. I have a class tonight.”

      “On a Saturday?”

      “Yeah—”

      Wrath’s shaking his head before Trinity can get another word out. “Oh, no. No fucking way are you going to Ironworks after what happened—”

      “I’m not. This is a different center, up in Saratoga.”

      He eyes her suspiciously. “Why are you just telling me this now?”

      “I only found out about it this morning and called them to see if I could get in. That’s what I came out here to tell you.”

      It looked more like they were about to boink on the couch when I got here, but that’s probably not a helpful observation at the moment.

      Wrath’s still eyeing her, but it’s Z who opens his mouth. “You need a ride, Trin?”

      “I got her,” Wrath growls.

      Z’s mouth twists into a smirk and he turns his attention on me. “Where’s your man?”

      “Out at the house. He said there were contractors coming today.”

      “Okay. I’ll go see if he needs help.”

      Not for the first time, I’m overcome with how much of a family the brothers are. Z thinks nothing of giving up his Saturday afternoon to help Rock build our house. It’s a lot to take in.

      “What’s wrong, Hope?” Z asks.

      “Nothing. That’s nice. Thank you.”

      He cocks his head like he doesn’t understand my words. “Of course.” Then he’s out the door.

      “You okay, Hope?” Trinity asks.

      How can I explain how much it means to be part of this family? “Yup, I’m good.”

      
        
        ROCK

      

      

      House is looking good. I think we’re on schedule to be done by our wedding. Love the club. Love my brothers. But fuck am I looking forward to Hope and I having our own space.

      Z rides up on one of the ATVs and waves as he shuts the machine down.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, checking to see if you need any help.”

      “Sure.”

      We end up working side-by-side with the contractor. I don’t think this guy is used to his customers being so hands on, but I don’t really give a fuck. The sooner I can get him and his crew off club property, the better.

      “Girls were having a moment,” Z informs me.

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Hope asked Trinity to be in the wedding?”

      “Good. I know she was nervous about it.”

      “Why?”

      “How the fuck should I know.”

      “You gonna want a bachelor party and shit?”

      I nail him with an are you kidding stare. “What do you think?”

      “We have to do something for you.”

      “No strippers. Seen enough of that shit.”

      Z doesn’t know what to do with that information. “We can go skydiving, there’s that place over in—”

      “Didn’t someone die there last year?”

      “Good point.”

      Wrath joins us maybe an hour later.

      “Shouldn’t you be picking out a bridesmaid dress?” Z calls out to him and gets a middle finger in return.

      “Everyone’s almost here, and the girls kicked me out of my room.”

      I snort and finish up what I’m working on. “Church now?”

      “Oh, yeah. Dex has a great CB story for you,” Z says.

      “Jesus Christ, what now?”

      After setting up a time for the contractor to arrive on Monday, the three of us head back to the clubhouse. “I gotta leave by three thirty,” Wrath informs us before we go inside.

      “What the fuck for?”

      His mouth twists, and I know whatever it is, he doesn’t want to share. Tough shit.

      “Need to run Trinity somewhere.”

      Z snickers and heads inside after thumping Wrath on the back. And you know, I’d love to make a joke about Wrath being whipped. To pay him back for all the shit he’s given me, but I’m too fuckin’ happy the two of them have worked out their issues and settled into whatever domestic bliss they’ve found to poke at him today.

      “Good. Let’s get your business out of the way first, just in case we run long.”

      He raises an eyebrow, clearly expecting me to hassle him. It’s good to be unpredictable. We’ve known each other so long, it’s not often I surprise him.

      “Prospects invited?” Murphy asks from inside the doorway.

      I spot Hoot and Birch out in the garage, but there’s no reason to bring them in today. “Nah.”

      Inside, brothers are scattered around the living room catching up. “Did you say Hope’s down in your room?” I ask Wrath.

      “She was when I left.”

      “Okay. I’ll be right back. Start moving everyone inside.”

      “You got it.”

      Wrath’s also full of surprises today. Not even a sarcastic smirk.

      I’m not sure what the hell I stumble into once I get to Trinity’s room. Door’s open, so I push it wide. My girl’s perched on the edge of the bed, while Trinity’s poking at her with a bunch of different tools.

      “Stop squirming. I don’t want to stab you in the eye,” Trinity grumbles.

      “I’m trying, but it tickles.”

      Sure, it’s goofy, but I sort of enjoy watching them together for a second. “You leaving soon, Baby Doll?”

      They both turn my way.

      “Yes. Our reservation’s for four o’clock like a bunch of old biddies.”

      “Just means you’ll be home earlier for me.”

      That gets a smile from her. “You sure you don’t want to come?” she asks as she turns back to Trinity.

      I’m pretty sure the fancy-ass place they’re headed has a dress code. No fucking way. “I’m good, thanks.”

      “That’s okay. Damon’s not going either.”

      Good, then I don’t feel so bad. “You need me to drive you?”

      “No. I’m not planning to drink.”

      “Well, if you—”

      “If I do, I’ll call you. Promise.”

      “Good. We’re heading into church. Come give me a kiss in case I don’t see you before you leave.”

      Trinity snickers, gathers up her supplies and heads into the bathroom. “Don’t smudge my hard work, Rock,” she calls over her shoulder.

      Hope approaches slow and I take my time appreciating the wispy, bright blue dress she’s wearing. “Fuck, you’re fucking beautiful.”

      She tips her head down, and I love the way she still shyly takes a compliment. It’s sweet and something else I love about her. When she’s within grabbing distance she stops. “That dress looks delicate and I don’t want to snag it.” I hold up my hands, rough from working all day. Her shy smile turns into a sly one as she presses her hands against my chest and rubs herself against me, taking the longest route possible to lay a kiss on my cheek. I turn and catch her for a deeper kiss. My hands thread into her hair, holding her still.

      “Mmm, suddenly I feel like staying home,” she murmurs as she pulls away.

      “Don’t tempt me.” My hand reaches out to finger the silver metal beading dotting the shoulders of her dress. “This is interesting.”

      Her shoulders lift and she glances away. “I bought it a while ago but haven’t had anywhere to wear it yet.”

      All right, I feel a little shitty about that. Don’t take my girl out as often as I should. She never complains about it either. And I know how much she likes getting dolled up. “I should take you out more.”

      “Sorry. That’s not why I said it,” she says in a rush, making me feel worse.

      “I know. Just an observation. Next time we go out, will you wear this for me?”

      “Sure.”

      She says it quick, as if she’ll never have to worry about honoring my request because I’m not going to take her anywhere.

      Guess that means I need to prove her wrong.

      “Rock! We’re ready!” Wrath shouts down the hall.

      “Give me another kiss.”

      This time she’s quick about it.

      “Text me when you get downtown.”

      “Okay.”

      Guys are all waiting for me and I don’t feel a lick of guilt. I’ve certainly waited on their asses plenty of times.

      “Let’s do this.”

      Wrath shuts the war room doors behind us and we get down to business.

      Sparky’s finishing up drying time on a new crop which we’ll be delivering to Green Street Crew tomorrow night. “We’re all set for that?” I eye the guys who’ll be joining me for that adventure and get a round of yeses.

      I point at Wrath first, which raises a few eyebrows.

      “Gym’s good. Got Twitch working there, cleaning after hours.”

      “You trust him?”

      “Yeah. He’s a good kid. Got a fucked-up home life. No different than any of us had.”

      “Okay. Anything else?”

      He shakes his head.

      Bricks lifts his chin. “No fights?”

      “Nah, I think I’m done.”

      Z and I are the only ones who don’t react as if he said he planned to take up stripping in his spare time.

      “Dex, you’re up.”

      He sits forward and grins. “The two Viper chicks you okay’d? Mariella didn’t work out. Chick had no I.D. and looked about fifteen.”

      “Christ,” I mutter. Fucking president of the Vipers talking me into that shit still pisses me off. “What’d you do?”

      Z pipes up. “Sent her home. We were nice about it, but I ain’t risking our legit business on that nonsense.”

      “Good. Ransom has a problem with it, I’ll handle it. What about the other one?”

      Z and Dex share a look I don’t care for before Dex answers. “She’s quiet. Hot, good dancer, but keeps to herself.”

      “Good. Keep your dicks out of her,” I warn.

      Z has the nerve to act offended. Dex just rolls his eyes.

      “Anything else from there?”

      “Money took a dip. End of the semester slow down. I think it will pick back up during wedding season,” Z reports with a smirk.

      “I’m sure.”

      Teller relays his usual thorough money report. Everyone’s interested in the bottom line, which he knows, so of course he takes his time getting to the good part.

      Murphy’s agitated about the run he’s trying to organize to Virginia Beach. “Can’t find a large enough block of rooms.”

      “Should have started looking earlier, dick,” Wrath snarks.

      “No shit, brother. With everything happening, I wasn’t sure we’d be able to go or not.”

      “Can’t guys just double-up?” Dex asks.

      Z punches Dex in the arm. “What do you want to do, put a sock on the doorknob?”

      “Prospects sure as shit don’t need their own room,” Murphy grumbles.

      “Why you guys bein’ such pussies? Fucking get a sleeping bag and drop it on the ground,” Ravage offers. He’s usually quiet during church, so I’m amused at his suggestion.

      “No offense, but I don’t picture Hope roughing it,” Z says. He’s right, so I don’t bother disputing it.

      Wrath chuckles. “I doubt Trin cares, but I’m getting too old to sleep on the fucking ground. If that makes me a pussy so be it.”

      Ravage waves his hand through the air. “Can’t find a sleeping bag to fit your big ass anyway.”

      Sparky signals me. “Boss, I can’t leave the plants, so you gotta count me out.”

      That’s not exactly a surprise. I turn to Stash, because I assume he’ll also want to stay put. He just shrugs.

      Wrath points at Murphy and Teller. “You two share everything else, can’t you share a room?”

      I roll my eyes to the ceiling.

      Teller shakes his head. “If Heidi comes, she’s staying with me.”

      “Since when do prospects bring chicks?” Murphy asks.

      “Since the chick in question is my sister, and she wants to go. She’ll ride with her boyfriend and stay with me.” The tone of his voice makes the mind your business message in Teller’s words clear.

      Z reaches over and punches Teller. “Gonna make it tough to get laid, bro.”

      Murphy’s mouth curves into a sly smile. “She can always stay with me.”

      Teller glares, but I cut in before their bullshit snowballs. “We’re looking at five or six rooms, if we double up. Can you make that work?”

      “Yeah.”

      Wrath’s brow wrinkles and he slides his gaze to me. “Who’re you staying with, prez?”

      “You.”

      Instead of mouthing off, he nods.

      
        
        HOPE

      

      

      Mara sent me a text earlier to say dinner would only be the four of us. Ross, Lilly, Mara and me. Adam’s out of town and Sophie’s sick. Shucks.

      I hate confrontation, which is silly. As a lawyer, you’d think I love it. But I don’t. Especially since I still don’t know what the hell to say to her. When I finally confront her slutty butt, if she makes some sort of “he must have misunderstood” excuse, I’ll scratch her damn eyes out.

      Mara wanted to meet at 518 Prime, a fancier restaurant than we usually end up at.

      “Jeez, some of these steaks are more than my first car payment,” she mutters as she looks over the menu.

      It’s true, but, “It’s not every day you turn thirty-five.”

      She lifts her head from her vigorous study of the menu and glares at me. “Shut up. Thirty-five sucks. It’s that much closer to forty.”

      “If it makes you feel better, you still look twenty-five,” Ross says while patting her arm.

      “True,” I add.

      “Look who’s talking. Hope looks like a fresh-faced college girl.”

      “Why are we talking about me? It’s your birthday we’re celebrating.”

      “Sorry we’re late!”

      Sophie’s voice jars me out of our conversation. You’ve got to be kidding.

      Mara stands to greet Lilly and Sophie. The flustered hostess rushes over to slide in an extra chair. This isn’t the sort of establishment that takes change in stride. Sophie ends up seated across from me.

      Wonderful.

      “So sorry we’re late. I’ve been sick all week. Didn’t think I’d make it.”

      “That sucks.” What am I supposed to say? Serves your whoring ass right?

      Sophie glances at me. “Hi, Hope.”

      “Hey.”

      Her wide-eyed, scared expression gives me a measure of satisfaction. She knows something’s up.

      “So, how’s wedding planning land?” Lilly asks after we place our orders.

      “Uneventful so far.” Shoot. This is awkward. I hadn’t discussed my decision to have Trinity as my maid of honor with anyone, and I don’t want hurt feelings. I’d still like Mara to be a bridesmaid. Lilly too. But I’ll be dammed if I even want Sophie at my wedding let alone in it.

      Sophie’s been chugging wine since she got here and signals the waiter for more before turning my way. “Are you going to be a deadbeat bride again?” Sophie asks.

      Ross snickers. “Do I even want to know?”

      “She wasn’t—”

      “I’m not into all that girly, wedding crap,” I explain to Ross’s shock and disgust.

      “But…but, you’re like the girliest girl I know,” he says with mock surprise.

      “I am not. That would be Mara.”

      At the sound of her name, she tips her head up. “What now?”

      “Are you on your phone at the dinner table?” Ross asks.

      Mara’s cheeks turn pink. “I was checking on the baby.”

      “Yeah, right. Damon’s probably texting her all the filthy stuff he plans to do to her when she gets home,” Lilly fake-whispers.

      The pink on Mara’s face deepens. “Shut up.”

      “Oh my God! He is!” Lilly snickers and points at Mara’s now crimson face.

      “Why didn’t he come?” Ross asks. Lilly giggles at the word “come” like a fifteen-year-old boy. Dear God, are we really a group of thirty-something professionals, because you’d never know it by listening to us. Which is why I love my friends so much.

      Well some of them.

      My gaze flicks to Sophie and she gives me a weak smile. I can’t help but notice how uncomfortable she seems around me. I realize she and I haven’t been alone together since the night of the fundraiser.  Somewhere down deep, her conscience must have some shame.

      “Where’s Rock?” she asks.

      Nope. Any softness I was feeling toward her poofs away when his name rolls off her tongue.

      “Home.”

      “With the muffler bunnies?” she jokes.

      I glare at her. The table falls silent and I hate that I made everyone uncomfortable. “No,” is my clipped response. “They’re gone.”

      “Yeah, but more always find their way there, don’t they?” Lilly asks.

      “Sure. But I trust Rock. He’s not interested in scheming, backstabbing tramps.”

      Sophie opens her mouth to say God-only-knows-what, but we’re interrupted by the waitress bringing our salads and baskets of Brazilian cheese breads. Sophie plucks a slice out before the waitress even places it on the table. Ross wrinkles his brow. “What?” She shrugs. “I haven’t eaten all week.”

      Thankfully everyone turns the discussion on Mara and whether Damon’s going to run for the vacant family court seat that just opened up.

      “Hope, would you end up in front of him, then?” Sophie asks.

      It’s not the brightest question, and I’m a little surprised.

      “Nah, something like that he’d have to recuse himself,” Mara says, shaking her head.

      The rest of dinner is uneventful. Everything’s fantastic and I wonder if I can cajole Rock into throwing on his suit and having dinner here one night. Then I remember the last time I got him in a suit was when Sophie hit on him and I’m right back to my foul mood.

      We end dinner with coffee and coconut cream pie. As I’m thinking about whipping out my Visa, our waitress informs us that the bill’s already been paid. “Happy birthday, from Damon,” she explains.

      “Jeez, Mara, that was awfully sweet of him,” I say.

      Ross chuckles. “Yeah, if I’d known that, I would have ordered the Hennessy X.O.”

      While we’re walking out, the girls bring up my wedding again.

      “Did you set an actual date yet?” Sophie asks.

      “Not really.”

      We did. But I don’t feel like telling Sophie.

      “Will Rock wear his cut to your wedding or do you think you can get him in a suit?” she asks and I don’t care for the snide tone I detect in her voice.

      “Why? Are you planning to try and fuck him again?” I snap. Whoops. Almost made it through the evening without losing my temper.

      I said it low enough that we’re not causing a scene. Yet. But everyone in our party heard my question. No one seems to know what to say or do.

      “Uncomfortable,” Ross mutters, looking around for the valet.

      “What are you talking about, Hope?”

      “Are you really going to go the innocent route, Sophie?”

      Lilly slips an arm between us. “Girls—”

      “I’m fine, Lilly.” I’m not though. I’m seething. I want Sophie to fucking admit what she did and apologize or show remorse. Something besides standing there staring at me like I’m the one who did something wrong. I want reassurance that the last ten years of our friendship weren’t a massive waste of time. “Don’t you have anything to say, Sophie?”

      Mara also gets between us. “Girls, why don’t we discuss this somewhere else?” She lowers her voice. “You know where half of the Empire County bar association isn’t having dinner. We can go back to—”

      “There’s nothing to discuss.”

      “I wondered when he’d get around to telling you,” Sophie finally says.

      Lilly gasps. So, at least she didn’t know. Mara rocks back on her heels. I raise an eyebrow, waiting for Sophie to continue.

      “What do you want me to say, Hope? I’m so fucking sorry. I’ve tried a million times to come clean with you, but I didn’t know what to say. You saw me that night. I barely remember what happened.”

      “You’re going with the drunk defense?”

      “She was in rough shape that night.” Ross wanders back from the valet and into our conversation.

      I whirl on him. “Did you know?”

      “Know what? Rock told me to go get her. That she was acting like a fool. She was babbling a lot of nonsense when I found her.”

      “I’d like to blame it on the alcohol,” Sophie says. Then she dares to look me in the eye. “But I’ve always kind of liked Rock.”

      Lilly and Mara both gasp and stare Sophie down.

      Whoa. Okay. For some reason, that’s the last thing I expected her to say. Noting the glares from our friends, she rushes to explain. “I’d normally never, ever do anything about it. You deserve the best, Hope, and it’s been so hard…and Johnny and I had this fight. I don’t know. It was stupid.”

      Well, that was a lot to absorb.

      “If it makes you feel any better, he never hesitated. He couldn’t push me off him fast enough. We were all alone. He could have…and no one would—”

      “Enough!” My stomach rolls as I envision what must have happened. Wrath’s description of Sophie climbing Rock must have been pretty accurate. The ugly thought that’s been bothering me all day tumbles out of my mouth. “Did you ever come onto Clay?”

      The flash of distaste across her face punches me in the gut. “No, Hope. Never. Clay wasn’t my type.”

      “Jesus Christ, shut up, Sophie,” Ross mumbles.

      Both of us ignore him. A deadly sort of calm washes over me. “But Rock is your type?”

      “Yes.” My face must betray the violence welling up inside, because she takes a step back and stutters. “No. I don’t mean it that way.”

      “Why’d you even bother setting us up?”

      “I just thought he’d pull you out of your funk. I never thought you’d consider marrying him.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “Hope. Be serious. I figured with the type of girls he’s used to…being around all those strippers… he’d go back to that eventually.”

      I can’t suck in enough oxygen to deal with her mountain of crap. “You don’t know a fucking thing about him. Or us.”

      “Hope.” She reaches out to take my hand, but I snatch it away, shoving her back a few steps in the process.

      “Don’t you dare touch me. I can’t even. I don’t even know what to say to you right now.”

      Out of the corner of my eye I notice the valet pulling up with my car.

      “Hope, please. I’m so sorry. I couldn’t face you after what I did. I realized how wrong I was when you were in the hospital. He was so…broken at the thought of losing you and I felt even worse about what I’d done. The guilt’s been making me crazy.”

      “Coming clean with me might have helped,” I snap. “Not being a backstabbing bitch would have also worked.” I take a few steps away from our group. Everyone’s uncomfortable and we’re definitely making a scene now. I’ll have to add “embarrassing me to death” to Sophie’s list of crimes after this.

      “Please, Hope. I’d undo it if I could. What do you want me to do?”

      I glance back at my friend. Former friend? All I feel is one more loss.

      She’s right about one thing. What’s done can’t be undone.

      “Don’t come to our wedding.”

      And then I go home.
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      I’m so flustered after that scene with Sophie, I have to pull over when I get on the highway. My hands are shaking so bad. I ball them into fists and a little part of me wishes I’d popped Sophie in her slutty face.

      God, that was awkward.

      I don’t know how to fix it.

      And honestly I shouldn’t have to be the one to fix it.

      I’m stopped on the shoulder for so long, that a state trooper pulls up behind me.

      “Fantastic.”

      “Miss, do you need help?” he calls out.

      “No, sir.” I roll my window down all the way and wait for him to approach with my hands on the steering wheel.

      “Everything all right, young lady?”

      “Yes, officer. I, uh, just had a fight with my friend and I needed to pull over to cool off before driving home.” Seriously? Don’t I always warn my clients not to volunteer too much information to the police? What’s wrong with me?

      “Have you been drinking?”

      “No, sir. I never drink when I’m driving.” Shut up, Hope!

      He chuckles and leans in, I assume to try to smell any alcohol on me. “Are you okay to drive now?”

      “Yes. I’m just going to call my fiancé so he can meet me.”

      “Sounds like a good idea. I’ll wait behind you until you take off. This is a dangerous place to be stopped.”

      “Sorry, officer.”

      I don’t end up calling Rock after all. I just want to get home to see him. I’m afraid if I call him, I’ll end up bursting into tears and it will take me even longer to get into his arms.

      He meets me at the front door of the clubhouse anyway.

      “How’d you know it was me?” I tease, but my voice comes out strained.

      “Got radar when it comes to you, Baby Doll.”

      I fling myself against him. As soon as he wraps his arms around me my mind settles. “What’s the matter?” he murmurs against my ear.

      I pull away so I can see his face. “Sophie showed up.”

      “Shit. How’d that go?”

      “Bad. It was so awkward. I held it together during dinner, but then we caused a huge scene downstairs outside the restaurant. Half the lawyers and politicians in Empire probably overheard us. She admitted it. Apologized. Asked how she could fix it. But I didn’t have an answer.” I leave out the uglier bits of our fight, especially the part about how she always liked Rock, because on my way home, some of her words hit their target.

      “I’m so sorry, baby. I—”

      “Rock, it’s fine. I understand why you didn’t want to tell me.”

      He nods once, but I can tell it’s still weighing on him. “Don’t turn this into a bigger deal than it is. You and I are fine. Sophie and me, not so much.”

      One corner of his mouth turns up and I can see the comforting reply forming on his tongue when Trinity’s voice interrupts.

      “I’m glad you’re back, Hope. I have a few things I want to go over with you.” She doesn’t pick her head up once as she rounds the corner and nestles into the sofa while flipping through a huge white binder. Seems she was busy while I was away. I raise an eyebrow at Rock, making him laugh.

      “I’m afraid to ask,” I whisper.

      “I heard you asked her this morning? She’s been waiting for you since she got home.”

      “Oh boy.”

      Curling my hand around Rock’s I pull him over to the couch and sit him down. If I have to suffer through this wedding planning stuff, so does he. “Hey, Trin, let me go change. I’ll be right back.”

      She pats Rock’s arm like she knows exactly why I sat him there.

      If we end up in the bedroom together, we won’t come back downstairs anytime soon.

      “I’m not sure I like you two conspiring together,” Rock grumbles.

      When I return, Trinity’s chattering away and Rock looks like he wants to run away. I stifle my laughter and squeeze in between them. She’s not seeking any opinions from me though. It’s more like she wants to run things by me, which is fine. Honestly, if I didn’t think she’d kill me, I’d drag Rock down to City Hall, marry him tomorrow and skip all this.

      Z joins us by propping half his butt on the arm of the couch. He’s tense, as if he’s ready to run the second Trinity turns her maid-of-honor-zilla eyes on him.

      My phone stirs, and I yank it out of my pocket.

      “Think it’s Sophie?” Rock asks.

      “Maybe.” My face squinches into a frown as the unfamiliar alert of a video text blinks back at me. “Weird,” I mumble. There’s no chance to figure out how to play it, before it starts.

      And I just stare.

      The angle is terrible. The screen is fuzzy. But I’d recognize those rippling muscles and the inked forearms no matter what. I also recognize Rock’s office at Crystal Ball.

      What I don’t recognize is the backside of the girl my fiancé is nailing over his desk. The image of the hands I’ve held and kissed hundreds of times, curled around some strange girl’s waist, holding her down while he fucks her, burns my eyes. Their pornographic moans and grunts fill the air.

      I can’t breathe.

      Hot and cold prickles over my skin.

      My stomach lurches.

      “Hope?”

      I’m going to be sick.

      The phone clatters to the floor as I jump up and run to the bathroom. Pity the drop didn’t break my phone.

      The sounds of my fiancé fucking someone else follow me all the way down the hall.

      
        
        ROCK

      

      

      “What the ever-loving fuck?” I’m not shouting, but I’m damn fucking close. Z snatches the phone out of my hand just as Wrath and Murphy walk in the front door.

      Wrath lifts his chin at me. “What’s wrong, brother?”

      I can’t even put it into words.

      Trinity unfolds herself from the couch and gently taps my arm. “I’ll go make sure she’s okay.” She practically runs out of the room.

      I need to go check on Hope myself, but I’m frozen. Two questions won’t stop pounding through my head.

      One. How do I have a sex tape floating around and didn’t even know it?

      Two. Who the fuck would send it to Hope?

      Z gives the guys a rundown. As if more people need to know about this.

      “Bro, you’re safe. It ain’t recent.” He taps the phone. “No anchor tat.”

      Wrath glares at him. “It’s disturbing how well you know his body.”

      I wrestle the phone out of his hands. “I know it’s not recent, you dick.”

      “Shit. That’s cold. She okay?” Murphy asks.

      “I don’t know.”

      “She saw it?” Wrath asks. “Jesus Christ, where is she?”

      I’m shaking with so much rage, I can’t even answer. As I stalk down the hallway, I take a number of deep breaths to calm myself so I can take care of my girl.

      My hand presses against the
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