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        This is for anyone who’s coming out of a bad place in their lives. No matter how dark the moment seems – there will always be a way out of it.

        To my family, friends, co-workers, and fans…thank you from the bottom of my heart!
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        Ex-news reporter.

        Rape survivor.

        Former enemy of the Heaven Hill MC.

      

      

      Meredith Rager’s life completely changed the night she was attacked by an unknown person. Once a vibrant force that threatened everything about Heaven Hill, she is now under their care. The only place she feels safe is inside their compound. When she decides to take back the part of her life that her rapist took away, she discovers secrets that once again could tear the club apart.

      
        
        Orphan.

        Formidable force of nature.

        Loved member of the Heaven Hill MC.

      

      

      Tyler Blackfoot came into the world a John Doe. An orphan from the moment that he took his first breath, the only thing anyone knew was his Native American heritage. For most of his life, he’s been alone – except for the club that has taken him in as their own. When he rescued Meredith, a protective side of his personality came out that he never knew he had. Protecting her means everything – even when he discovers danger might be closer than either of them thought possible.

      Together, the two of them are trying to make a life for themselves. Against everything they have, they’re hoping to see the light that will lead them out of darkness.
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      For services rendered.

      Meredith jerked awake as she remembered the dollar bill hitting her back. It was the same dream every night. She always woke up when he said those words and threw the money. Sleep never came after one of her nightmares, even when she took the pills the good doc had prescribed. Carefully, she pushed back the covers of Tyler’s bed and slid her legs to the side. Her heart caught, the way it always did when she saw Tyler asleep on the floor. Maybe one day she would be able to invite him into this bed. Quietly, she dressed and grabbed her running shoes. If she couldn’t sleep, she may as well get something accomplished.

      Making her way to the kitchen of the clubhouse, she smiled and waved at those who had come to know her in the weeks she’d been staying here. It was easy to pretend with these people that nothing really had happened to her. She’d taken a leave of absence from her job and moved all her belongings into storage. Meredith had known without a doubt that she could never go back to the life that she had lived before. Any of it. Now her time was broken into two points – before the rape and after the rape.

      “Going for a run?” Liam asked as he spotted her running shoes.

      “Yeah, is Denise up yet?”

      The look that overtook his face when she mentioned his woman made Meredith sad. At one time that was what she wanted, and she wasn’t sure she’d ever get back there again.

      “Sure is, she was on her way up here. Just text her. I know she’d love to run with you.”

      It went without saying that Meredith didn’t like to run by herself, and Denise usually went along whether she wanted to or not. Meredith was beginning to understand that it was a sign of real friendship.

      “Will you let Tyler know where I am?” she asked, grabbing a couple bottles of water.

      “I will, but you and I both know that he always knows where you are.”

      Not long after her attack, Tyler had installed a special tracking program on her phone. Before, it would have freaked her out. Now though, it made her feel safe.

      “See ya,” she called to the VP as she made her way out the back door.

      Stepping out into the sunlight, she looked up. It was coming upon mid-October in south central Kentucky and it should have been at least a little bit chilly, but they were in the grips of an Indian summer. For reasons she couldn’t understand, Meredith was glad. She wasn’t sure she could face a winter being cooped up right now. Being outside in this protected place was the only way she felt safe. The only time she felt alive other than when she wrote.

      Writing had become her solace. She wrote something every day. The therapist had suggested it, and she had been amazed at how much she enjoyed it. Although she’d been a reporter, she’d never really been a writer. Now she was finding that on some level, she loved it even more than the news.

      “You ready, girlfriend?”

      Meredith smiled, the first genuine smile she’d had all day, as she spotted Denise walking towards her, pulling her hair into a ponytail.

      “I don’t know why you do that. You always end up taking it down because it gives you a headache.”

      Denise grinned. “Makes me feel like I’m a real athlete.”

      A laugh bubbled up from deep within Meredith, and she put her hand over her mouth to cover it up.

      “Don’t,” Denise admonished. “It’s good to hear you laugh.”

      It went without saying between the two of them that Meredith hadn’t had much to laugh about for a while.

      “It feels good to laugh,” she admitted softly.

      The moment got a little heavy, and Denise did what she’d gotten best at with the other woman, turned the attention away from her.

      “So how far are we going to go today? Heart attack level or irregular heartbeat?” she joked.

      Meredith knew just how much Denise hated exercise, and that said a lot about the person that Denise was. That she came out here everyday, huffing and puffing her way through whatever run Meredith mapped out for them.

      “Maybe an irregular heartbeat. I don’t wanna kill ya yet.”

      “Thank God for small favors.”

      With that, the two took off, jogging slowly, but Denise groaned because she knew that soon they would really start running, and that just plain sucked.
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        * * *

      

      “Meredith go for a run?”

      It unnerved Liam how quiet Tyler was when he wanted to be. Sometimes he could come in and out of a room and no one knew it, even if the room was full of people.

      “Yeah, you could track her, you know.”

      “I know,” he said, grabbing the handle of his skull coffee cup. “But then I feel like I’m stalking her. It’s not a good feeling.”

      “She still having trouble sleeping?” Liam asked his friend as he took a seat across the table from him.

      “Yeah, she thinks I don’t know, but I hear her every morning when she wakes up. She’s having nightmares, but she won’t talk to anybody about them. I keep hoping she’ll talk to Denise.”

      Gently, Liam reminded the other man. “She had a horrible thing happen to her. Maybe she doesn’t want to talk to anyone about it.”

      “I want her to talk to me about it. That way I can figure out who the fucker was and then scalp him like my ancestors would have.”

      “You know how scary you are saying that as you drink from a skull coffee mug?” Liam deadpanned.

      Tyler grinned. “I know. Keeps you on your toes don’t it?”
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        * * *

      

      Denise gulped water from the bottle that Meredith had given her. “You love this don’t you?” she panted, putting her hand at the stitch on her side.

      “Not at all. It’s sad that you’re having such a hard time with a simple run,” Meredith taunted as she grinned.

      “Simple my ass, Rager. These are fucking hills. Hills, I say!”

      “I know, and you’re doing a really good job. I really am proud of you.”

      Denise took a moment to get her breath. “I’m proud of you too.”

      The moment became awkward, and Meredith turned so that Denise couldn’t see her face. “Don’t turn away from me. I am proud of you. You’ve found something that you like doing and you’re doing it.”

      “Only because I know I’m safe here,” Meredith argued.

      “I worried about you that week after it happened. I didn’t think you were ever going to get out of that room. You’ve made great strides.”

      “But I still can’t let Tyler sleep in his own bed.”

      Denise cautiously put her hand on Meredith’s arm. “Trust me, when you’re ready, he’ll be ready. No one even looks at you wrong for fear of him.”

      “I feel like I’m using him,” she admitted.

      “You’re not. You’re living your life the only way you know how at this point, and truthfully that’s all you can ask for. I can’t imagine going through what you went through, and I’m not saying that out of pity. It’s the truth.”

      But that was the problem wasn’t it? All Meredith could feel, when she could actually feel, was the pity. The fear. The emptiness. When would it ever change?
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      I wonder what I did to deserve this? Was it my fault, playing two clubs against one another, searching for the truth? Did I deserve to be raped? I think I did, and that’s probably the worst thing. I try to make myself feel better, I really do, but then I realize that maybe I did ask for this.

      “What are you writing?”

      Meredith slammed the leather journal closed and glanced up at Tyler. The man was beautiful. He stood easily 6’3, though with his motorcycle boots he probably topped 6’5. The Native American heritage was apparent in his high cheekbones, the long, straight black hair, and the suntanned tone of his skin. His brown eyes burned intensely as he watched her.

      “Just journaling like the therapist suggested I do.”

      “Speaking of, are you ready for your appointment?”

      She nodded. “I am, just gotta grab my backpack.”

      Silent as ever, all he did was nod. He was so good to her, taking her wherever she needed to go, never asking for more than what she was willing to give, talking to her only when she spoke to him. It was everything she needed, and she counted on him more than she’d ever thought she would count on another human being. Grabbing her backpack, she put it on and went to stand beside him.

      “Ready when you are.”

      He ushered her out of the room, past the people gathered in the clubhouse, and out to where he parked his bike. Once there, he got on and handed her the helmet that he’d bought for her, waiting for her to hop on the bike.

      This was his favorite part of the day, when she would wrap her arms tightly around his waist and hang on for dear life. It was the only time she allowed him to touch her. Sometimes at night, he would watch her sleep. Very rarely, he would carefully perch himself on the edge of the bed and lightly run his fingertips over her cheek. Everybody thought he was a saint for trying to help her through this time in her life, but he truly was a bastard because of the thoughts he had about her when she would subconsciously nuzzle closer.

      Meredith loved the feel of the wind against her face as they rode the bike along the back roads of Warren County. Luckily for her, the therapist that had been recommended was more of a country doctor, catering to most of the uninsured in the community. She didn’t even have to go into the city for her appointments. Tyler revved the bike as they went around a curve, and she risked a smile. She knew it was for her. She loved the little jump it gave, and it always made her squeal and tighten her arms around his flat midsection.

      They got to the old farmhouse the doctor used for an office, and Tyler turned off the bike, balancing it with his long legs so she could get off.

      “You want me to stick around?”

      She wasn’t sure how long this session would last. She had some things she wanted to discuss, and she didn’t want to be rushed.

      “You can leave if you want, I don’t know how long this’ll take.”

      “You’re okay, right?” he asked, concern marring his face.

      “I am, but I need to talk some things through. I don’t want you to have to wait on me.”

      “You know it’s not a problem for me to do that, right?”

      She gave him a small smile. “I know, Tyler, but you go do something for yourself okay. I’m giving you a break from babysitter duty.”

      “Don’t do that. I’m not ‘babysitting’ you. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want to be.” It bothered him that she assumed she knew his mind, knew what he wanted to do. His temper spiked, but he kept it under control for her.

      Meredith could tell what it cost him not to talk back to her, not to raise his voice and show anger. It simmered there below the surface and she could see it, but he wouldn’t unleash on her. A part of her wished he would. Another part worried what would happen when he exploded one day. Instead, she sighed, talking calmly.

      “I know, and I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.”

      He gave her a salute as he started the bike and roared off. Squaring her shoulders, Meredith took a deep breath and entered the house.
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        * * *

      

      “How has your week been going, Meredith?”

      Doctor Jones was an older woman. She had salt and pepper gray hair and the demeanor of a grandmother. Meredith loved talking with her.

      “It’s been going. I’m still having trouble sleeping. I can get to sleep a lot easier now, but it’s the staying asleep I’m having trouble with.”

      “Is Tyler still sleeping in the room with you?”

      Meredith blushed. “He is, but still on the floor.”

      “Has he made any kind of move to try and get back in his bed or move you out?”

      “Not at all. I guess that’s what unnerves me.”

      Doctor Jones sat forward. “Unnerves you how?”

      “What if he wants to get back into his bed, but what if he doesn’t want me to be there?”

      Her brows knitted in confusion. “I’m not sure I’m following.”

      “What if he has male urges, but he knows that I’m not going to satisfy them.”

      “Oh, you’re wondering if he wants to bring a woman home for sex?”

      Meredith nodded, her face going red.

      “Now, are you interested, or are you jealous?” Meredith ran her sweaty palms along her jean clad thighs.

      She watched as the doctor made notes in her notebook. It felt like this answer held a lot of weight. Like if she got it wrong, she would never be the woman she had been before.

      “A little bit of both. Is that bad?”

      “Not at all, Meredith. You’ve had a tragedy, but you aren’t dead. I’ve seen the man. You’d have to be dead in order not to notice how nice looking he is.”

      “But what if I’m holding him back? I mean, it’s been a month, almost a month and a half, since it happened. I still can’t even stand to have a man inadvertently touch me. How long is he going to stand for that?”

      The doctor pursed her lips. “Let’s break this down Meredith. Has he approached you in any way?”

      “Well no, but that doesn’t mean that I haven’t thought about it. I just don’t think I can act on it again – ever.”

      “Why don’t you do this? Why don’t you explain to him your feelings and see if you can start out small. The two of you are friends, right? Maybe you should concentrate on spending time one-on-one. Get used to him that way and then see if he’ll take you out on a date. I warn you, if you move to swiftly you could set yourself back.”

      Meredith knew in her heart that was true. She also knew that she was the only person here trying to rush herself. For some reason, she didn’t doubt Tyler would wait for her forever. It just made her nervous, the number of women who hung around the clubhouse. They all had their eyes on either Tyler or Liam, and now with Liam spoken for, they were almost all exclusively coming for Tyler. She wanted to stake her claim, but she didn’t know how.

      “I’ll do that. I’ll talk to him about maybe spending some one-on-one time together. Ya know, outside of the bedroom.” Nervously she nodded, wetting her dry lips with her tongue.

      “You set the pace for this, Meredith. As long as you feel comfortable, it can go at whatever pace you want it to. There is no right or wrong. Remember that.”
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      Her watch showed he was late. Tyler was never late, especially to pick her up from her appointment. Tucking her lip in between her teeth, she contemplated if she should call him. Would that be too similar to her acting like a girlfriend? Putting her thumb over his number in her contacts, she was about to press dial when she heard the roar of his bike.

      As he came to a stop in front of her and turned the engine off, he was apologizing. “Sorry I’m late. I was boxing with Layne, and I didn’t realize what time it was.”

      “Boxing?” she asked as she came down the steps of the front porch. Now that she was closer, she could see that his hair was wet. It looked like he had taken a quick shower before he came to get her.

      “Yeah. Kinda like you going for a run. Layne and I box. He has the same kind of temper as me.”

      Layne, she knew, was a Prospect who had been over in Iraq as a member of the armed forces. He probably did have a lot of aggression to get rid of. “I understand, I was worried.”

      “It’s the only way I can keep from showing you my anger,” he admitted. It was also the only way he could keep from touching her and showing her everything else he wanted to, but he didn’t voice that. “I don’t want to scare you, but sometimes I want so badly to find the fucker and beat his brains out that I’ve just got to release it somehow.”

      She understood exactly where he was coming from. When she was ready, she wanted to find him and do the exact same thing. “I know,” she told him softly as she got on the back of the bike.

      He breathed a sigh of relief when she didn’t hold herself away from him. Business as usual. It was just him that felt disoriented on this day.
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        * * *

      

      She couldn’t breathe. Her face was being held down in the dirt, and dusty soil coated her tongue, making it heavy. Meredith tried with everything she had to scream, but all she kept getting were mouthfuls of earth. All of a sudden she started to choke. It caused her to panic, and she began to hyperventilate, trying to breathe air into her lungs. Clawing with her nails, she fought against the weight pressing her down, trying to get purchase in the dirt to push up, but she could not get it off her. Her back ached as she tried to throw the heaviness off. Thrashing her head back and forth, she fought to get either air in or dirt out. It didn’t matter which.

      “Meredith.”

      A deep voice, one she knew, called her name. She wanted to go to that voice. It represented safety and warmth. When she heard it, she didn’t feel cold. Struggling to lift her eyes open, she continued to fight.

      “Meredith, open those eyes. Stop fighting me. You’re gonna hurt yourself. C’mon honey, open them eyes.”

      It was the endearment that got her. He never used them, and it put a warm spot in her torso where her heart beat wildly. She wanted to see him say these words to her. With a start, she awoke.

      Opening her eyes, she took stock of what was going on. Her nails dug into Tyler’s biceps, holding him away from her. She had been kicking her feet and his arm lay over them to prevent her from kicking him.

      “Oh no, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. Are you okay?” The tenderness in his eyes was almost her undoing.

      “You need to talk to the doctor about not being able to sleep without having these nightmares.” It killed him to hear her call out in her sleep, to watch her fight the unknown assailant. It pissed him off; made him want to find the man and rip his heart out.

      “She told me once that when I’m ready to get over it, my nightmares will go away. I’m still hanging on to something, I guess.” What that something was, she didn’t know, but obviously it had a tight grip on her.

      He wanted to know what it was. What had such a hold on her that she couldn’t sleep at night?

      “When I find him and kill him, you’ll sleep perfectly.”

      Her heart hated when he said things like that, but her mind agreed with him. She wanted him to find the man that had hurt her and punish him. Meredith wanted him dead.
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      I went to the grocery store yesterday, and I was scared to death. Some kid dressed up for Halloween and looked just like my attacker. I had a complete meltdown in the middle of the store. What does that say about me? Even I can tell I’ve been shaken ever since. I don’t think I’ve been this fragile since the actual attack. Last night I barely slept at all. I even heard Tyler come to bed. I’ve never heard him come in the room before. I’m so on edge, I don’t know what to do. I feel like I need to reclaim some piece of myself, but I’m not sure how to do that. I want to feel like I can protect myself and hold it together. I need some kind of outlet besides writing because I feel rage beginning to overtake my personality. I’m starting to get angry and I don’t want to take that out on Tyler. He admitted to me that he’s been boxing with Layne. That they beat the shit out of each other and that’s the only way he can come to me without the anger. I’m not sure that it’s healthy, but it’s got to be better than what I’m doing. Which is absolutely nothing. How can I take back yet another part of myself that I didn’t even know I’d lost?

      Breakfast was well underway when Meredith finally made it to the kitchen. Tyler sat at one side of the table drinking from his skull mug. She couldn’t help but notice that everyone gave him a wide berth at breakfast. It was wide most of the time, but breakfast was a different kind of wide.

      “Is this seat taken?” she asked as she walked over to where he sat.

      “I think you know it’s being saved for you.”

      The smile spread over her face involuntarily. He didn’t flirt often, but when he did, it was very cute. “Are people scared of you?” she asked, indicating his mug.

      Leaning as close as he dared, he whispered. “Word has it that it’s sacred. Not many people want to touch it, and nobody else wants to drink out of it. They’re afraid of what might happen.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Are you tellin’ the truth or are you pullin’ my leg?”

      “You wanna take a drink and find out?” he asked, an innocent look on his face.

      That seemed so intimate, drinking after him. Before her attack, she would never have given it a second thought. Now though, it felt like something that couples would do. “No, that’s okay.”

      She watched as he brought the mug back up to his lips and took another drink of the hot coffee. The skin underneath his eyes was dark, and she could see that he was tired. Had her nightmares been keeping him up more than she realized?

      “Somethin’ you wanna ask me?”

      Her fingers twisted, and he could see her hem and haw. “Just spit it out.”

      “If someone wanted to know how to defend themselves – not like self-defense classes where you have to touch each other, but some other kind of defense – what would you tell them to do?”

      This was for her. He wasn’t stupid. His only hope was that she was finally getting to the anger side of her grief because until she got angry, she would never be able to overcome it, and he would never be able to get revenge.

      “I’d tell you that you need to learn to shoot. Want me to take you?”

      He’d given her a gun for protection once before, but she didn’t know how to use it. If push came to shove, she figured she could just point, shoot, and pray for the best. Now though, in this stage of her recovery, she wanted the instruction. She wanted to know how to defend herself if she ever had to. It would be unfair to count on Tyler forever.

      “Would you?”

      “If you want to learn, I’d be happy to teach you. You wanna go today?” His dark eyes took in the vibrant light that lit up her face. Finally something was coming through besides the darkness. Would she accept it or would this be something else she talked herself out of?

      “Can we?” It felt like she was putting him on the spot. “If you have other plans, you realize you can say no.”

      “I don’t have any other plans.” And even if he did, he would never say a word to her because this was something she wanted and needed. He would disappoint a million other people before he said no to her.

      She nodded. “I don’t want to monopolize your time if you have something else to do.”

      “Trust me, nobody else matters as much as you do right now,” he admitted softly.

      Meredith didn’t know what to do with that knowledge. It scared her and made her happy, all at the same time. While it excited her that he said those kinds of words to her, it also caused her to wonder what he was giving up for her. What was he not telling her?

      “Don’t look at me like that,” he frowned. “Like I’ve told you before, if I didn’t want to be here, I wouldn’t be. Just because you’re having doubts – don’t throw that on me.”

      With those words he had read her mind. She could tell it pissed him off by the way his eyes narrowed, but he kept it in check for her. Tyler was so nice to her, but she kept throwing it back in his face. When would she be able to accept the nice things he wanted to do for her and live a normal life?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “It’s very heavy,” she told

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/mark1_web.jpg





OEBPS/images/oodecopy.jpg
THE HEAVEN HILL SERIES #2 \ L

4
WALLSTREET JOURNAL & USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

LARAMIE BRLSCOEN






