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            Dedication

         
         
            To anyone struggling to break the habit. Don’t give up.

         

          

         
            I want to find something I’ve wanted all along

            Somewhere I belong

            —“Somewhere I Belong,” Linkin Park

         

         
      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	Cover

            	Title Page

            	Dedication

            	Contents

            	Chapter 1

            	Chapter 2

            	Chapter 3

            	Chapter 4

            	Chapter 5

            	Chapter 6

            	Chapter 7

            	Chapter 8

            	Chapter 9

            	Chapter 10

            	Chapter 11

            	Chapter 12

            	Chapter 13

            	Chapter 14

            	Chapter 15

            	Chapter 16

            	Chapter 17

            	Chapter 18

            	Chapter 19

            	Chapter 20

            	Chapter 21

            	Chapter 22

            	Chapter 23

            	Chapter 24

            	Chapter 25

            	Chapter 26

            	A Note from the Author

            	Acknowledgments

            	About the Author

            	By Laura Kaye

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         It was their normal routine, and it was awkward as crap.

         
         Cora Campbell bit back a smile as she sat in the passenger seat of the beat-up pickup truck. She didn’t think Sam Evans, her
            boss-of-sorts, would appreciate her humor. Or, like, any humor. He filled the driver’s seat beside her, his big hands on the wheel and black tattoos snaking all down his lean, muscled
            arms. From the corner of her eye, she sneaked a glance at his face, and one word came to mind.
         

         
         Wild.
         

         
         Longish wild brown hair, like he couldn’t keep from raking at it in frustration. Wild brown beard that Cora sometimes imagined
            chopping off just so she could better see the face it seemed like he purposefully hid beneath it. Pale green eyes, mesmerizing
            in their uniqueness, but also wild with emotions at which she could only guess . . .
         

         
         “So, um, Slider,” she said, her use of the nickname his motorcycle club had given him slicing through the uneasy silence,
            “anything special I need to know about Sam and Ben for tonight?”
         

         
         That pale gaze slashed her way, and she felt the chill of it into her bones. Slider didn’t scare her—he was too good to his
            boys for that. But it was entirely possible that his glances appeared in the dictionary next to Intimidating as Fuck. And maybe even If Looks Could Kill. And definitely Like, Whoa. It was a good thing he paid her so well to babysit his sons. In truth, he was doing her a pretty big favor giving her a
            part-time job while she figured out her life, so she put up with his . . . moodiness.
         

         
         He huffed out a breath, as if mustering the energy to reply sucked vital life force from his soul or something. “Sam has homework
            he wants your help with,” he said, his tone almost apologetic. “And Ben . . . is Ben.”
         

         
         Cora nodded. Having babysat the kids four or five days a week for the past three months, she had a decent idea what Slider
            meant. At six, Ben was a sweetheart of a boy, but nightmares and monsters under the bed gave him more than a little difficulty
            sleeping. “Okay.”
         

         
         They came upon the two-story white farmhouse where Slider lived and Cora sometimes worked. Empty, overgrown flower beds. A
            misshapen wreath on the door, so bleached from the sun Cora could no longer tell what color it’d originally been. Shutters
            hanging at odd angles from years of neglect. The house had an abandoned, decaying feel about it, and Cora didn’t really have
            to wonder why that was.
         

         
         Slider hadn’t even parked when the front door exploded open, the creaky screen door wobbling like it might just give up and
            fall off its hinges. A little boy darted out next to the gravel driveway, hopping excitedly as if the grass hid a trampoline.
            Except for the lighter brown hair and happiness shaping his face, there was no denying Ben was Slider’s kid.
         

         
         Cora stepped out of the truck into the warm early September evening wearing a smile. “Hey, jumping bean.”

         
         “Name’s Ben, not Bean,” he said, his grin all the cuter for the big gap where his front teeth should’ve been.

         
         “You sure? I could’ve sworn it was Bean.” She hugged him as he threw his arms around her waist. Where Slider was a walking,
            talking wall that kept all his emotions barricaded, his younger son wore every single emotion on his sleeve.
         

         
         “No.” He laughed. “It’s Ben!”
         

         
         “Okay, Bean.” Hiking up the backpack that served as an overnight bag, she glanced at Slider and found him watching her through
            narrowed eyes, like maybe she was a foreign language he couldn’t decipher. Tall and broad-shouldered, he had a ranginess about
            him that, like the house, spoke of neglect. She’d seen him sit with the kids at meals, sometimes even with a plate of food
            in front of him. But it was possible she’d eaten more watching movies in bed with her friends Haven and Alexa last weekend
            than she’d seen Slider eat in the past three months combined.
         

         
         The youngest Evans let loose a long-suffering groan. “No, Cora, it’s Ben,” he said, pronouncing her name more like Coowa. It was so cute it almost killed her.
         

         
         “Finally, you’re here,” Sam called from the front door. At ten going on eleven going on thirty-five, the kid was the definition
            of an old soul. It was in his eyes, the seriousness of his personality, the way he took care of his little brother, as if,
            without being asked, he was trying to relieve some of the burden of being a single parent from his father’s shoulders.
         

         
         “I am, in fact, here. Now the party can begin,” Cora said, ruffling the older boy’s hair as she stepped into the neat but
            shabby living room. Sam tried to hold back his smile as he dodged her hand, but didn’t quite manage.
         

         
         “Wait. We’re having a party?” Ben asked as she dropped her bag on the couch.

         
         Sam rolled his eyes. “No, doofus, it’s an expression.”

         
         Ben’s shoulders fell, and now Cora was the one holding back a smile. “If two certain someones I know take their showers without
            any complaints, maybe, just maybe, we can have a party.” The littler boy’s grin was immediate, but what really caught her
            attention was the way that Sam’s attention perked up, even though he tried to hide it. “Deal?” she asked.
         

         
         Just as both boys agreed, Slider cleared his throat.

         
         Cora turned to find him shrugging into his button-up uniform shirt with its Frederick Auto Body and Repair logo, the movement causing his T-shirt to ride up his side. Just a momentary glance. Just of one small part of his body.
            But it revealed two things that stole her breath—more ink, and a frame that was all raw muscle and sinew.
         

         
         Like a wild animal.

         
         The comparison should’ve been alarming, but for some reason, that wasn’t how her body interpreted it if the flutter in her
            belly was any indication. Never in a million years would she have described Slider as attractive, but there was something
            unquestionably attracting about him, even if she couldn’t quite articulate what that was.
         

         
         “Leaving?” she managed.

         
         He nodded. “On seven to seven,” he said. “You have my cell.”

         
         “We’ll be fine,” she said, bracing her hands on Ben’s shoulders. “Won’t we?” she asked, hugging him against her as she peered
            down into his little face.
         

         
         “Yeah,” he said. “Don’t worry, Dad.”

         
         Slider gave a single nod as his gaze skated between Cora and his sons. “See ya later, alligators.”

         
         Sam rolled his eyes, but Ben grinned and said, “After while, crocodile.”

         
         Slider winked at his youngest. Just a single little wink. But, together with the way he said good-bye to the kids every time
            he left, it proved to Cora that there was a sweet, playful man in there somewhere. Or at least there used to be.
         

         
         Either way, it was clear that what Slider had left of himself to give, he gave to his boys. And given what a miserable piece
            of crap both her dad and her best friend’s father had been, Cora knew how much having a good father mattered. It mattered
            a lot. She had to respect that much about Slider, whatever else his faults might be.
         

         
         The door had barely closed behind her boss when Ben whirled on her. “Is it time for the party yet?”

         
         “No,” Sam said, looking a little nervous. “I, uh, I have homework first.”

         
         “Later, kiddo. I promise. Why don’t you watch some TV while I get dinner on?” When Ben made for the family room at the back
            of the house, Cora eyeballed Sam. “Your dad said you wanted help. That right?”
         

         
         “Yeah.” He shifted feet, like something about wanting her help made him uncomfortable.

         
         “Okay, well, why don’t you work at the table while I make us some food?” she suggested, leading them into the kitchen, where
            the neat but shabby theme continued. “How’s pasta sound?”
         

         
         Sam shrugged as he slid into a seat and slapped a worn-out backpack onto the table, appearing every inch like a prisoner being
            led to the gallows.
         

         
         “What’s up with you?” Cora asked as she crumbled ground beef into a frying pan to brown. Next, she filled a big pot of water
            to boil.
         

         
         He sighed. “I have to do an interview.”

         
         Frowning, she pulled a jar of sauce and a box of noodles from the pantry. She was going to need to ask Slider to grab some
            groceries soon, a chore that would be so much easier if she had a car of her own. As would getting back and forth to watch
            the boys. Cora sighed. Just one more thing to add to her list of stuff she really needed to make happen in her life. “Of?”
         

         
         “Someone I admire.” He stared at the page in his hand.

         
         Wiping her hands on a towel, she turned to him. “Okay, and did you have someone in mind?”

         
         He looked up at her. And even though he didn’t say a word, his eyes held the answer.

         
         Suddenly, Cora was the uncomfortable one, which had her rambling. “Um, maybe, like Doc? Or Bunny? Or even Dare?” The Raven
            Riders Motorcycle Club’s founder; the founder’s sister, who’d escaped an abusive marriage and recently survived an attack
            on the club; and the club’s current president all seemed like good choices to Cora. Much better than . . . the person Sam
            was currently staring at.
         

         
         He shrugged with one shoulder. “I was hoping . . . you’d let me interview you.”

         
         “That’s, um, really flattering, Sam. But . . .” Geez, how embarrassing was this to admit? “I’m not all that admirable.”

         
         In the positive column, she was a high school graduate, had turned out to be pretty good with kids, loved animals, and could
            concoct a good runaway plan when necessary. Cora rated herself as a better-than-average friend, and seemed to be able to make
            people laugh. In the negative, she’d recently been kidnapped by a gang and rescued by a biker club, and now resided with that
            club while she figured out what the heck to do with her life. And that wasn’t even considering what’d happened with her father,
            back before she’d run . . .
         

         
         Which she refused to let herself think about just then.

         
         “To me you are,” Sam mumbled, suddenly fascinated with the surface of the table.

         
         What the heck was she supposed to say to that? When it was possibly one of the nicest things any human being had ever said
            to her . . . She eased into a seat. “Really?”
         

         
         He nodded and finally met her eye. “You’re kinda funny,” he said.

         
         “Just kinda?” She winked.

         
         Sam’s grin was reluctant in that preteen way of his. “I mean, you have your moments.”

         
         Cora smirked. “You’re really selling my admirable qualities here, Sam Evans.”

         
         He shrugged again. “Okay, fine. You’re funny. You take good care of us. And you make Ben happy. And I heard you’re the one
            who helped Haven escape from her dad. That was pretty hard core.”
         

         
         “We did it together,” Cora said, nearly glowing from the praise. Kids’ willingness to just lay their truth out there was one
            of the things she absolutely loved about being with them. Even if Cora couldn’t really agree with Sam’s view of her. “That’s
            what friends do for each other.” Especially best friends, which Cora and Haven Randall had been since grade school, back before
            Haven’s father had become so possessive that he’d withdrawn her from school to control everyone she saw and everything she
            did. Cora’s father was exactly the opposite—he hadn’t cared less what Cora did, where she went, or who she saw—as long as
            she didn’t need his time, attention, or money, which he drank or gambled as fast as he made. She and Haven had sometimes debated
            which more deserved the Worst Dad of the Year trophy. It varied from day to day.
         

         
         “And you make our house feel . . . alive again,” Sam said more quietly. “Like Mom used to.”

         
         It was such a stunningly beautiful comment that emotion knotted in Cora’s throat. Sam’s mom—Slider’s wife, Kim—had died young
            from breast cancer over two years before. The boys rarely mentioned her, and never in Slider’s presence. At least, not that
            Cora had ever witnessed. “Sam,” she said around that knot. “That’s the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me.”
         

         
         He blinked up at her, like he wondered if she was teasing him. And she so wasn’t. Instead, she was wondering what she could
            possibly do to actually deserve that kind of compliment. “So, is that a yes?”
         

         
         Man, she hoped Slider realized how awesome his kids were, because she would give a lot to have children this amazing. Maybe
            someday that would happen for her. Though, given that people generally preferred to use her rather than keep her, not to mention
            how much of a mess her life was right now, she was certain that someday was at least a million days off.
         

         
         “Yeah, that’s a yes,” she said. “What exactly do you want to know?”

         
          

         Returning from his only call of the night, Slider parked the tow truck in the lot at Frederick Auto Body and Repair just as
            the sun turned the morning sky gray. Once, he’d been a master mechanic contemplating owning this place, and now . . . now
            his life was just like his night had been. A whole lotta nothing punctuated by the occasional unexpected emergency.
         

         
         He wasn’t sure if that was better or worse than the slow, plodding slog of the fourteen months he’d spent knowing catastrophe
            was coming right at him and his boys, yet unable to do a goddamn thing about it.
         

         
         But that was cancer for you. Fuck you very much.

         
         Sad truth was, though, that catastrophe had been coming for the Evans men one way or the other, hadn’t it?

         
         Damn it all to hell.

         
         Slider punched out. Drove home. Heaved a big breath before he went inside.

         
         God, he hated this house.
         

         
         Its ghosts, its memories, Kim’s touch in every room and on every surface. He couldn’t breathe inside this house.

         
         He went in anyway.

         
         Noise. Voices. Laughter.

         
         He found the source of it all in the kitchen.

         
         Sam and Ben sat at the kitchen table with the babysitter, who was demonstrating how to hang a spoon from her nose.

         
         The babysitter.
         

         
         That was how he thought of her. How he had to think of her sometimes. Because if he thought of her as Cora, then he might think of her as a woman. And if he thought
            of her as a woman, he might take note of the soft waves of her sunny blond hair, or the flare of her hips, or the way the
            playful glint in her bright green eyes matched the mischievousness of her smile or the sarcasm in her voice.
         

         
         And Slider couldn’t do any of that.

         
         Not when the last time had gone so very wrong—and in ways no one else in his life even knew.

         
         “Dad!” Ben called, shoving up from his seat and sending milk and Cheerios sloshing from his bowl. He rounded the table.

         
         “Little man,” Slider said, giving him a squeeze when the boy’s body hit him at full speed. “Sleep okay?”

         
         “Yeah,” Ben said. “We saved you ice cream.”

         
         “Hey, Dad,” Sam said, taking his bowl to the sink and cleaning up his brother’s mess—without having to be asked. Sometimes
            Slider had to wonder which of them was the adult around here anymore, and didn’t that make him feel like fucking Dad of the
            Year.
         

         
         “Ice cream?” he asked, eyeing the babysitter where she stood at the sink rinsing the breakfast dishes.

         
         She threw a tentative smile over her shoulder. “I promised them a party, so I texted Phoenix and asked him to bring over a
            couple half gallons and all the fixings for a sundae-building party.”
         

         
         “Phoenix taught me how to make a banana split,” Ben said, talking a mile a minute. “Except marshmallow goop is gross. And
            cherries stain the ice cream and make everything red which is even grosser.”
         

         
         Cora chuckled. “I didn’t see any ice cream left in your bowl, Bean.”

         
         The boy turned a smile on her that was gonna break hearts one day. “Well, no . . .”

         
         “Go brush your teeth and put on your shoes,” she said, shaking her head with an indulgent smile. “Bus will be here in ten
            minutes.”
         

         
         Slider watched the series of exchanges like he was merely an observer. Like he was on the outside looking in. And it was an
            apt description, wasn’t it? The babysitter was the one giving his kids a reason to smile and be happy. And his club brother,
            Phoenix Creed, had apparently had a hand in that, too.
         

         
         It should’ve all struck him as completely normal. A happy, functional family. But normal . . . Jesus, normal killed him these
            days. It really did. He was glad for it, for Ben’s and Sam’s sakes. But otherwise, normal felt a whole lot like trying to
            swallow crushed glass. It’d been like that ever since Kim had told him what had been going on with her . . .
         

         
         Cora’s voice forced away the thoughts. “Can I make you something to eat?”

         
         He slanted a glance at her, studiously ignoring the little intimacies of her appearance—like that her makeup-free face and
            cute pigtails revealed that she’d woken up in his house, like that the oversized sweatshirt she wore over a pair of boxers
            likely covered the clothes in which she’d slept, like that she’d painted the second toenail on each foot a different color
            from the rest.
         

         
         None of which he had any business noticing. “I’m good,” he said, the lie obvious to both of them, but what the hell did that
            really matter? “Thanks,” he forced himself to add.
         

         
         Sam returned first to the kitchen, and Slider was grateful for the interference.

         
         “Finish your homework?” he asked his boy.

         
         “Yeah,” Sam said, throwing a shy smile at Cora—who was suddenly blushing a beautiful, brilliant cherry red that made Slider
            pull a double take. It was on the tip of his tongue to ask, but then the whirlwind that was his six-year-old came into the
            kitchen, and, after a couple of quick good-byes, Cora was bustling them both out the front door for the bus.
         

         
         The house resoundingly quiet now, he glanced out the front door. And found Cora walking up the driveway while holding the
            boys’ hands—both of them, even Sam, who hadn’t offered or sought a hug in . . . well, just over two years. The kids’ laughter
            reached him even from this distance, their body language relaxed, happy, and open despite the fact that the gray morning had
            turned drizzly.
         

         
         Damn, there was no denying this woman was good with them. Even more, she was good for them. Much better than the older neighbor lady had been, with her smoking and bad knees and dislike of noise.
         

         
         Slider had gotten lucky finding Cora. Once, he might’ve thought that she’d come along right when they needed her, as if the
            universe had personally done him a solid by dropping Cora Campbell in the Ravens’ lap. But Slider didn’t believe in luck or
            fate or divine providence, and he knew one day, Cora would leave him, too.
         

         
         Everybody did.

         
         They were just using each other in the meantime.

         
         Been there, done that, got the motherfucking T-shirt.

         
         When Cora returned five minutes later, he stood at the kitchen counter chugging a glass of water.

         
         “So, I’ll get changed,” she said, thumbing over her shoulder. He gave her a nod and tried not to let his gaze connect the
            rain droplets that darkened her sweatshirt and slicked the exposed skin of her legs. “But I wanted to mention that we need
            to go grocery shopping.”
         

         
         We. The word was a total sucker punch.
         

         
         And it made him need to get her the hell out of his house. At least for a few hours. Because the only we Slider did now was the kind he’d created with his own blood. “I’ll get on it.”
         

         
         She didn’t leave to get dressed like he expected her to. Instead, she lingered, then finally said, “I know you’re on again
            tonight and need to sleep. Maybe . . . I could get Bunny to take me and we’ll drop everything off here later.”
         

         
         “That’s okay,” he said, shaking his head.

         
         “Or, if it’s easier, I could even hang here today and you could take me when you wake up. God knows I don’t have anywhere
            special I need to be, so it wouldn’t be a problem . . .”
         

         
         He pictured her staying in his house in a sudden flash of images—her making lunch, her cuddled into the corner of the couch
            watching TV, her stepping out of the bathroom, hair wet from a shower, and the sweet-smelling scent of her lotion trailing
            after her . . . Twin reactions coursed through him. A yearning for the companionship of another adult sharing his space and
            his life. And a kneejerk fight-or-flight hell no that both left him unsettled and pissed him off.
         

         
         All of which meant she had to go. Now.

         
         “Jesus, I said I’ll take care of it. I don’t need you.” Something akin to panic had the words coming out more harshly than
            he’d intended, and his brain was already scrambling to clean up the mess his mouth had made. “To do it, I mean. I don’t need
            you for shopping. Okay? I got it.”
         

         
         “Right. Of course,” she said, backing out of the room, green eyes flashing with an emotion he couldn’t name.

         
         Annnd he was a giant asshole. He scrubbed his face on a long sigh and waited for her to come back so he could drive her home.
            And apologize.
         

         
         He waited. And waited.

         
         What the hell?

         
         “Uh, Cora, you ready?” he called out, making sure his tone lacked the frustration he felt with himself. Two-plus years of
            withdrawing from the world around him had left him all kinds of rusty at interacting like a normal human being.
         

         
         When there was no response, he waited a few more minutes. Guilt a weight on his shoulders, Slider finally went back down the
            hall toward the family room, where she slept on the couch because she’d long ago refused his offer to use his bed on nights
            when he wasn’t home. The downstairs bathroom was empty. And so was the family room. A creeping apprehension squeezed his chest
            when he noticed that her bag was gone and the blankets she used were back in their neat little stack, too.
         

         
         No. No, no. Shit.

         
         His gaze lifted to the door to the back porch, and that was when he knew.

         
         She’d left.

         
         He’d been an asshole, and she’d left. And now she was out on the street.

         
         Sonofabitch.

         
         Slider imagined telling Sam and Ben that Cora wasn’t coming anymore, that he’d upset her and chased her away, and something
            close to horror flashed through his gut. He had to fix this. He had to fix it now.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         I don’t need you . . .

         
         The words were dickish, but that wasn’t why Cora had gotten the hell out of there.

         
         She’d grown up hearing one variation after another of that from her father.

         
         You think I need you around? I don’t need your shit. I need you here about as much as I need another hole in my head. On and on and on.
         

         
         And then . . . that night.

         
         She’d thrown it back in her father’s face.

         
         I thought you didn’t need me, Dad. Remember that?

         
         Backing her into her bedroom, the one still decorated in teenagerish pinks and purples, he’d leered at her, his words slurred
            by alcohol. Maybe I need you for this . . .

         
         The memory had broadsided her out of nowhere, stealing her breath and making her panicky until she’d felt like she might crawl
            out of her skin. No way could she have faced Slider that way, so she’d thrown on a pair of jeans, jammed everything into her
            backpack, and fled out the back door and up the driveway to the rural road in front of the Evans house.
         

         
         It was maybe two miles to the racetrack that the Raven Riders owned and operated as their main business venture, and maybe
            a half mile up the mountain from the track to the clubhouse Cora called home. Walking wouldn’t have been that big of a deal
            if it hadn’t been raining. But what had been a drizzle fifteen minutes ago was now a steady and cold autumn rain that was
            going to leave her soaked before too long.
         

         
         Fine. Whatever. She’d survived worse.

         
         But five minutes later, it was as if the universe was sticking out its tongue at her, because the skies erupted into a downpour.

         
         Walking faster, she pulled out her cell and debated, then shot off a text to Phoenix, her go-to guy when she needed something
            with no questions asked. Any chance you’re around for a pickup?

         
         One minute passed, then another. The sound of a car’s engine approached, and Cora stepped into the wet weeds on the edge of
            the road to make sure she was out of the way. Stupid driver didn’t even swerve to give her a little leeway. She frowned down
            at her cell. Phoenix was usually quick to respond, but it wasn’t even eight in the morning.
         

         
         On a sigh, she wrote to Haven next, fully aware there would be all kinds of questions asked. I know it’s early, but any chance someone is around who could come get me?

         
         Her phone rang immediately. That was a best friend for you. “Hey,” Cora said by way of answering.

         
         “Where are you? Are you okay?” Haven asked, her words a little hard to hear with the rain pounding the ground.

         
         “I’m . . .” She looked at the tall stalks of corn growing in the field along the right. There was no answer she’d give that
            was going to make Haven believe she was okay. “I decided to walk home, but then it started raining.”
         

         
         Silence. Like Haven was trying to sort out all the ways that her answer was weird, because, well, it was weird. “You’re walking? Why are you walking?”
         

         
         On a sigh, Cora decided to brazen it out. “Just felt like it,” she said instead of telling the truth. But she didn’t want
            to have to explain her panic attack . . . because then she’d have to explain the memories that’d caused it. And Haven didn’t
            know about any of that. It was a secret Cora hadn’t shared with another soul. At first, she’d kept what’d happened to herself
            out of shame and the desire to focus on just getting away from their evil fathers, not to mention the gut-deep belief that
            Haven’s home situation was so bad—and had been for such a long time—that Cora didn’t want to give her one more thing about
            which to worry. Now, all that was behind them and Haven was happy. Really happy, with Dare. And the last thing Cora wanted
            to do was mar that happiness with her own problems.
         

         
         Problems that were all in the past now that her father was dead. And the ironic thing about his death? He’d died helping Haven’s
            father try to kidnap Haven, but hadn’t tried to nab Cora while he was at it. What kind of fucked up did she have to be that,
            on some seriously twisted level, it bothered her that he hadn’t wanted her back, too? When the last thing she’d wanted was to ever see him again . . .
         

         
         “Are you still there?” Haven was asking.

         
         The words snapped Cora from her spiraling thoughts, which was when she heard another car engine approaching behind her. “Yeah,
            sorry, car’s coming.” She stepped into the weeds again.
         

         
         “Dare’s gonna come get you. Tell him where you are,” she said, not waiting for Cora to answer.

         
         “Cora,” he said in that serious-as-a-heart-attack way he had. “What’s going on?” But she didn’t have a chance to answer, because
            just then, Slider’s pickup truck came alongside her, the passenger window down.
         

         
         “Cora, get in,” Slider called out, crawling along beside her as she kept walking.

         
         For a moment, Cora felt trapped between the two men, which in another situation she might’ve found funny or arousing or both.

         
         “Um, hey,” she said, not really sure which of the men she was talking to . . . because she was surprised as hell that Slider
            had come after her.
         

         
         “Where are you?” Dare asked through the cell.

         
         Slider’s icy green eyes bored into her. “Get in. This isn’t safe.”

         
         “With Slider,” she mumbled unthinkingly.

         
         “Slider’s there?” Dare asked, all kinds of other questions in his tone. “You still need me?”

         
         The truck had been rolling beside her, but now it jerked to a stop. Slider got out, left the driver’s door open, and stalked
            around the front of the old Chevy. She stepped back as he came at her, until her spine bumped into the faded blue metal next
            to the passenger door. “I guess not, Dare, thanks,” she managed.
         

         
         Nailing her with a stare that made her suddenly warm despite the chilly rain, Slider took the phone from her hand and pressed
            it to his ear. “Dare?” Pause. “I have her.” Pause. “Yeah, I’m fucking sure.” He signed off the call and tossed the phone through
            the open window and onto the passenger seat.
         

         
         And then it was just the two of them. Standing nearly chest to chest in a downpour. Not speaking. Not moving. And Cora felt
            torn between the desire to hug him for coming after her and hit him for provoking the anxiety she managed to keep battened
            down tight ninety-nine percent of the time.
         

         
         “I was a dick,” he said.

         
         “Yep,” she agreed.

         
         He stared at her for another long moment. “I’m kinda fucked up over here, Cora.”

         
         Her lips almost twitched in humor, but she bit back the impulse, because those seven words were quite possibly the most honest,
            personal thing he’d said to her in three months of working for him. And it felt . . . important, like some wall had come down
            between them. Or, at least, started to. “I know, but on some level, aren’t we all?”
         

         
         He didn’t answer, but what he did say still hit her square in the chest. “You’re the best thing that’s happened to my boys
            in years. I don’t want to mess that up for them. I’m sorry if I have.”
         

         
         “You haven’t,” she said, shaking her head, rain catching on her eyelashes as she peered up at him. “But don’t do it again.”

         
         Slider gave a single nod, then leaned forward, his face coming close and then pausing a hairsbreadth away. For a moment, Cora
            was sure he was going to kiss her, but then he grasped the handle and yanked open the squeaking door. “Now get in.”
         

         
         Shaking a little—from the chilly rain, she told herself—she climbed onto the old bench seat. The rain had plastered Slider’s
            T-shirt to his chest, giving her a pretty clear view of the lean, muscular frame beneath. And she found herself wondering
            what kissing him might be like. How hard his body would be against hers. How far she’d have to tilt back her head to meet
            his mouth. How ticklish his whiskers would be against her lips.
         

         
         The wondering made her shiver.

         
         He slammed his door and frowned at her. “You okay?”

         
         “I’m wet, cold, and irritated, but sure. I’m great,” she said defensively. Because she was still a little miffed at him for
            making her freak out—and for making her feel curious about kissing him.
         

         
         Just a little curious. Hardly at all, really.

         
         Damnit.

         
         The corner of his mouth lifted. Not much, but the movement was there. And it made Cora stare. Because the change in his face,
            small and fleeting though it had been, made the corner of his eye crinkle a little, too. “Well, I think I can help with two
            of those,” he said, putting the truck in gear and swinging a hard U-turn.
         

         
         “Wait, where are we going? The clubhouse is the other way.”

         
         “Uh-huh,” he said, slanting her another glance. All the amusement was gone this time, though, and in its place was something
            intense she couldn’t name. “I’m taking you home.”
         

         
          

         Slider wasn’t sure what the hell he was doing taking Cora back to his house. But after his words had chased her away, potentially
            endangered her, and caused her to get drenched, he couldn’t not bring her home.
         

         
         She’d just looked so lost, so young, so . . . fucking pretty pressed up against his truck. Green eyes like jewels, bright
            blond hair turned dark from the rain, wet lips like candy he’d wanted to taste. For a split second, the urge had been so damn
            strong he wasn’t sure how he’d resisted.
         

         
         Which was probably a reason to take her back to the Ravens’ clubhouse. To put some distance between them.

         
         Instead, his gut demanded he take care. Of her.

         
         Just a little quid pro quo for how good she’d been taking care of his kids these past three months. That’s all it was. Nothing
            more.
         

         
         It took only a few minutes before he parked the truck and both of them were getting out in the rain and dashing into the house.
            Then they stood dripping on his living room floor, staring at each other, chests rising and falling from the sprint across
            the yard.
         

         
         A sudden urge sucker punched Slider. To take Cora in his arms, press her against the door, and claim her with his mouth while
            his hands stripped her bare of the sodden clothes. And then he’d carry her to the shower and warm both of them up with the
            hot water before making them even hotter when he took her to his bed . . .
         

         
         The idea—the sheer clarity of it in his head—nearly took him to his knees. Because if it’d been a damn long time since Slider
            had felt anything besides anger and emptiness, it’d been even longer since he’d felt the soul-deep lust suddenly scorching
            through his blood.
         

         
         “So,” he said, because the unusual emotions were short-circuiting his brain.

         
         “So . . . are you going to sleep?” she asked.

         
         “Oh. Yeah. I should . . . do that.” He thumbed toward the staircase and tried not to imagine what it would feel like if she
            came with him. Christ, this was why he’d been trying to keep her at arm’s length all these months. “And then if you’re still
            open to it, we’ll do a grocery run.”
         

         
         “Yeah, of course,” she said. “Do you mind if I throw my clothes in the dryer?”

         
         He shook his head and took a step backward toward the staircase. Because now her words were very unhelpfully adding her nudity into his runaway thoughts. “All you’ve done for my boys,” he said, emphasizing
            that for his own good. She’s here for my boys. She’s here for my boys. “Consider yourself welcome to use anything in the house, Cora. Always.”
         

         
         With a nod, he turned and climbed the steps, not looking back and not pausing until he was in his blinds-darkened bedroom
            with the door closed between his newly awakened libido and the beautiful blonde standing in his living room. And then he stripped
            down until he wore nothing but his ink, leaving his wet clothes in a pile on the old hardwoods, and sprawled facedown in bed.
         

         
         He wasn’t aware of falling asleep. He wasn’t aware of anything, actually.

         
         Until a commotion jolted him awake, his heart racing, his brain disoriented.

         
         Cora was at the side of his bed, her mouth moving, her hand on his arm, her expression filled with bad news his mind wasn’t
            quite processing.
         

         
         “—wake up, Slider,” she was saying. “School called. Ben’s on his way to the hospital. There was an accident on the playground.”

         
         He shoved upward onto his arms. “What?”

         
         “Ben. He’s hurt,” she said. “They’re taking him to Frederick Memorial Hospital.”

         
         Not Ben, Slider thought, flying out of bed and tearing clothes out of his dresser. Not his innocent little alligator. “Jesus Christ,”
            he growled in frustration and desperation as he struggled into a pair of jeans. He turned when he finally got them up over
            his ass. “What else did they say, Cora? How is he hurt?”
         

         
         For a moment she just stood there staring at him, mouth wide and eyes wider, like maybe he’d grown three heads while he was
            asleep, which was when he realized he’d just walked across the room butt-ass naked. “Um,” she finally said, blinking out of
            her surprise. “They, um, said he fell from the monkey bars and that he’d lost consciousness but was awake when the ambulance
            came. Other than that, I’m not sure how bad it is, Slider. I’m sorry.”
         

         
         He shook his head and tried to focus as he jammed his feet into a pair of boots and stuffed his arms into a T-shirt. Only
            one thing mattered here. Ben, being okay. God, he had to be okay. “Let’s go,” he said.
         

         
         “Wait. Me?” she asked, hugging herself. For the first time, the gesture made him notice that she was wearing one of his T-shirts.
            And, possibly, nothing else. The white cotton V-neck hung wide on her shoulders and long on her body, the hem hitting her
            just low enough to make it unclear whether she wore panties. Under any other circumstances, he wouldn’t have been able to
            think of anything else but the picture of her that way, in his clothes, in his room . . .
         

         
         “Yes. Ben will want you there.” And so do I. Because he wasn’t sure what he was walking into, or how bad it was going to be. Jesus, the thought of his boy being hurt
            made him want to vomit. “Get dressed,” he said, manhandling her toward the stairs.
         

         
         “But what about meeting Sam off the school bus?” she asked, peering up at him as they raced down. “He’s gonna be freaked out.”

         
         She was right about that. “I’ll get one of my brothers to bring him to the hospital,” he said, hoping someone would be willing
            to do that for him after Slider had pretty much gone ghost on the club after Kim’s death. They all thought that was because
            he was wrecked with grief, when really it was because her cancer had made it so he could never reveal all the ways in which
            she’d given him cause to grieve. And the more he’d dwelt on her lies, the more he hadn’t known who or what he could believe
            in—even the club. And that had killed him even as he hadn’t been able to stop himself from pulling away from his brothers.
         

         
         Nothing like betrayal to shut you down and make you unsure who or what in your life was true, was real, was worthy of your
            trust. Sonofabitch.
         

         
         “Okay,” she said dashing toward the laundry room. “I won’t be thirty seconds.”

         
         True to her word, Cora returned quickly, dressed again in the same clothes as before, his white T-shirt hanging out under
            the sweatshirt as if she hadn’t wanted to take the time to change out of it. “Ready,” she said, stuffing something into her
            purse.
         

         
         The hospital was only a fifteen-minute drive across town, but it felt like a fucking lifetime until they were pulling into
            the lot at the emergency department. Slider cut the engine and jumped out in one frantic motion.
         

         
         And then they were inside, waiting in the line to talk to someone while Slider lost his ever-loving mind. The smell. The fucking smell. It took him right back to Kim’s illness. The countless visits. Those final days when her death was simply
            a matter of when not if. His sons’ heartbreaking good-byes.
         

         
         And now Ben was here all by himself. Was he remembering all of that, too? The thought made Slider want to tear down doors
            and walls to get to him.
         

         
         But he could hardly blame the tall, bald guy in front of them for being in the way when his blood had soaked through bandages
            he wore around his left wrist. “Got bit by a dog,” he told the intake nurse. “Pit bull.”
         

         
         “Was animal control involved, sir? Do you know if the dog had rabies?” she asked. It was the first of about a half-dozen questions
            she asked him, and Slider’s patience significantly decreased with every one.
         

         
         Finally, it was their turn. “My son, Ben Evans, came in by ambulance from his school,” Slider said before he and Cora even
            made it all the way to the counter. “He’s only six.”
         

         
         “Of course, Mr. Evans,” the woman said, her fingers flying over the keyboard. “You can come right back.”

         
         Finally. Thank fuck.
         

         
         The receptionist’s gaze cut to Cora. “Are you family, too?”

         
         Slider saw it. The little step backward Cora was about to take as she bowed to the hospital’s rules. But he wasn’t having
            it. Not for a second, not when Ben might need every bit of combined strength they had to offer. So Slider took Cora’s hand
            in his, and the tiny catch in her breath just made him hold tighter. “Yes,” he said. “Now, please take us to him.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         As bad as Slider’s earlier words had made Cora feel, his actions now made her feel more important than anyone else ever had.
            Except Haven, of course, who never once let Cora believe she was anything less than her best friend in the world. Slider’s
            behavior was confusing as hell, but Cora went with it, because she was worried out of her mind over Ben.
         

         
         And given how scared she was, she couldn’t imagine how Slider was feeling. Not after having lost a wife.

         
         So Cora was determined to be there for both of them. In whatever ways and for however long they might need her. Because it
            was good to be needed. And no one else seemed to need her except the Evans men. Not even Haven anymore, who now had a man
            who was absolutely devoted to her. After everything she’d been through, Haven deserved that devotion—and every bit of the
            happiness she’d found with Dare Kenyon.
         

         
         But it left Cora more than a little adrift in her own life.

         
         “The doctor will be in to see you soon,” the nurse said as they arrived at a curtained exam room.

         
         Slider nodded, and then his pale gaze cut to Cora like he was looking for something from her. But she didn’t know him well
            enough to do more than squeeze his hand in reassurance. “I can wait here until you’ve had a chance to see him.”
         

         
         “I want you with me. He’s, um, going to want to see you, too.” His hand still around hers, he pulled her inside.

         
         Whatever pleasure she’d felt from those declarations quickly fell away when she took in Ben’s little body, looking so small
            in the big hospital bed.
         

         
         Slider’s face was a stone wall, but she felt the jolt of his reaction where they were connected. “Hey, Benji,” he said, his
            voice strained.
         

         
         The boy’s eyes swam open and finally focused. And even though his forehead was bruised, bandages covered the side of his head
            and one arm, and an IV ran into his other arm, the kid’s face still managed to light up when he saw his father. “Dad, I got
            to ride in an ambulance,” he said with a hint of his usual exuberance.
         

         
         Slider managed a chuckle as he eased onto the edge of the mattress and took Ben’s hand. “Yeah? Did they turn on the siren
            for you?”
         

         
         “It was loud,” Ben said, eyes wide. “And everything inside was shiny. And the man told me knock-knock jokes the whole way
            here.” Cora heaved a relieved breath. Hearing the kid talk gave her hope that he’d be okay. “He was almost as funny as you,
            Cora.”
         

         
         She smiled at the sweet compliment. “No one’s as funny as me, Bean. No one.” Even though, just then, humor was eluding her in favor of bone-deep relief. This kid had lost a mother at the age of four.
            The last thing he needed was any kind of permanent injury at the age of six.
         

         
         He rolled his eyes. “Coowa, it’s Ben!”
         

         
         Happy tears threatened. “Yeah? Well, Ben, how’s that noggin feeling? Is it true you dented the monkey bars with it?”
         

         
         “Noooo,” he said with a giggle as he nodded toward the bed opposite from where Slider sat. Even though the man had made it
            clear he wanted her there, she couldn’t help but feel a little like she was intruding, so she’d hung back. But now she made
            her way to Ben’s side. “I have a headache. And my elbow hurts. And I might need a case on my arm. But I didn’t break the monkey
            bars. Or, at least, I don’t think I did.”
         

         
         “I think it’s called a cast, buddy,” Slider said.

         
         “Oh, yeah. And they said I could pick the color of it,” Ben said. “Isn’t that cool?”

         
         Slider nodded, his eyes suddenly blinking fast. “Really cool,” he managed.

         
         Seeing the normally stoic man struggle with emotion almost brought tears to Cora’s eyes. “Definitely the coolest,” she added,
            admiring the kid’s positivity. He’d been hurt, taken a probably scary ride by himself in an ambulance, and been poked with
            a needle, yet what he focused on was how fun the ride was and that he’d get to choose the color of his cast. She pulled a
            stuffed animal out of her purse. “Brought someone for you.”
         

         
         “Blue Bear!” he exclaimed, grasping his favorite toy, lumpy and misshapen, into his hands. Belying its name, it was more gray
            than blue from being washed and loved on again and again.
         

         
         “I knew he might worry about you,” she said, “so I thought he should come.”

         
         “Yeah, he does worry sometimes,” Ben said, rubbing the bear’s face against his own. “But I’ll make sure he doesn’t get scared.”

         
         Just then, the doctor came into the room and detailed more specifically exactly what Ben’s condition was. He had a broken
            elbow, for which they were waiting for the orthopedist before they set it and put on the cast. His bandage hid a cut on the
            forehead, which had already received five stitches. And he had a concussion that required some scans and overnight observation
            because Ben had briefly lost consciousness.
         

         
         But he would be okay.

         
         That left Cora feeling like she might float right up to the ceiling. She’d known him only a few months, but she’d become really
            fond of Ben. Of all the Evans men, if she were honest. Even Slider. For all his brooding reserve, he was a good dad. And the
            way he’d come after her this morning proved that, on some level, he cared about her, too. Even if it was just because he valued
            her as a caregiver for his kids.
         

         
         That was more than she’d ever gotten from most people.

         
         When the doctor left, a nurse ducked in. “Your other son is here, but only two visitors are allowed in the room at a time.”

         
         “Oh, okay. I’ll go so he can come back.” Cora pressed a light kiss to Ben’s forehead. “You just concentrate on getting better.”

         
         “Don’t leave,” Ben said.

         
         She smiled. “I’ll just be in the waiting room. Don’t worry.” Cora made her way around the bed, surprised when Slider reached
            out and grasped her hand.
         

         
         “Thanks,” he said, pale green eyes peering up at her from underneath the long strands of brown.

         
         Nodding, she left and found Sam waiting at the desk with Haven and Dare, along with Dare’s cousin and the club’s vice president,
            Maverick Rylan, and his girlfriend, Alexa. Phoenix and a few other Ravens were there, too. They weren’t all related by blood,
            but this was still every bit Cora’s idea of what a family was. People who cared. People who showed up. People who claimed
            you, no matter what.
         

         
         In his agitation, Sam looked like he might vibrate right out of his skin. “How is he? They wouldn’t let me ride with him,
            Cora. It was so unfair.”
         

         
         She grasped his face in her hands. “He’s going to be fine. He was super brave. But he’d love to see you.”

         
         Swallowing down his fear, Sam nodded. “Are you gonna leave now?”

         
         “No. I’ll be right out here.”

         
         His shoulders relaxed. “Good. Okay.” He went with the nurse through the double doors.

         
         And that left Cora alone with a whole lot of bikers wearing their leather-and-denim club cuts covered in patches and the Ravens’
            colors.
         

         
         “What happened?” Dare asked, expression fierce. Everyone else gathered around.

         
         “He fell off the monkey bars at school and broke his elbow and hit his head. He’s going to be fine, but between the tests
            they have to run and his concussion, they have to keep him overnight,” she said. Their collective sighs of relief mirrored
            the way she was feeling herself.
         

         
         “This is the last thing Slider needs,” Dare said, raking his hand through his dark brown hair. Ruggedly handsome, her best
            friend’s man looked older than his late thirties, as if he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders. And in a way,
            he did. The weight of the Raven Riders’ whole community, and the responsibility for the people they helped in the club’s mission to stand up for and defend those who couldn’t do it for
            themselves. Given the way Cora and Haven had arrived on the club’s compound, and knowing all the Ravens had done—and been
            willing to do—to protect them and try to give them new, safer lives, Cora knew firsthand exactly how great a responsibility
            that was.
         

         
         And it made her feel fiercely loyal to the Ravens, even if she didn’t belong to that community the

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
      
   9780062403414_coverimage.jpg





9780062403414_tpimage.jpg
LAURA KAYE

A RAVEN RIDERS NOVEL

AVON
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





