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Ivy Cole

When her parents die in a car accident, Ivy finds herself out on the street. With nowhere to go, she moves in with her abusive boyfriend. When he leaves her lying beaten on the floor, she reaches out to Gareth Raines, her father's best friend from the Marines.

Gareth rides to the rescue, taking her home with him. Living in close quarters with the older man proves to be a test of wills. As passion ignites, she realizes she wants more than a few nights in his arms, but can she trust him with her heart?

Gareth 'Ripper' Raines

Long-time member of the Merciless Few MC, Ripper has kept in touch with his best friend from the Marines. When Jake Cole dies, leaving his daughter to fend for herself, Ripper takes it upon himself to take her in.

When he finds her broken and bloody, he takes her home to heal her body, and her heart. With every look of her soulful brown eyes, she pulls him in and he vows to make the beauty his own.
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Ivy




Life really is ironic sometimes. With her father in the Marines most of her life, she’d worried about opening the door to a Casualty Notification Officer from the Bereavement Aftercare Support team coming to inform her and her mother that her father was killed in action. The day he finally retired, just after she turned twenty, she'd been filled with relief.

That relief ended up short-lived. Six months after her father had retired from the Marines, her world was ripped apart.

Ivy paced the living room of the small home she shared with her parents. Her mom had messaged her almost two hours ago to tell her they were on their way home, but they still hadn't arrived. Rain was falling heavily, the roads were getting flooded, and she knew visibility was getting worse and worse.

For the fifth time, she dialed her mother's number but only got her voice-mail. “Mom, please call me. I'm getting really scared now. You two should have been home by now. I love you. Just call me, please. I need to know you guys are okay.”

Then she went back to pacing. Please let them be okay, she pleaded with any deity willing to listen.

Twenty minutes later, a knock at the door had her freezing in place. “No no no no no,” she breathed in denial. Even so, she went to answer the door to find a police officer standing there.

“Are you-” he looked at a notebook-“Ivy Cole?” the officer asked.

“I am,” she replied, voice quivering.

“Miss Cole, I'm sorry to have to inform you, there's been an accident. Your parents’ car apparently hydroplaned and ran off the road. I'm sorry, Miss, they didn't make it.”

“Oh gods, no,” Ivy said as his words sank in. She started to collapse and the officer grabbed her elbow to steady her. 

“Your parents are being transported to the medical examiner’s office for the official cause of death. Once you've chosen a funeral home, they can pick them up there,” the officer told her, but it barely registered.

“I-what?” she asked, and he repeated himself. “Oh. Thank you,” she told him, and when he left she closed the door, slid down it, and buried her face in her hands as she cried.
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The next few days were a blur of her making calls. She had extended family to notify-not that any of them were really close, both emotionally or physically with them living in Bangor, Maine and everyone else spread across the country-and notifying the members of his unit that she had numbers for.

She sat at the table making calls and had gotten to the last one on the list-Gareth Raines.

“Hello?” a gruff voice said on the other end of the line.

“Um, hi. Is this Gareth Raines?” she asked.

“Yeah. Who's this?” the gruff voice replied.

“I'm Ivy Cole. My dad was Jake Cole.”

“Ivy. I remember you. Last time I saw you, you were in pigtails. Wait, did you say ‘was’?” he asked.

“Yeah. Um, mom and dad died in a car accident a few days ago,” she told him, and her voice broke.

“Shit. I'm so sorry. Jake was a good man,” Gareth said.

“Yeah, he was. Anyway, I'm letting everyone on this list he had know that the funeral is in four days at two p.m.,” she said.

“I'll be there,” he replied and they hung up.

Ivy stared at the pile of envelopes on the table. They were mostly bills, bills she couldn't pay because she was only working part-time as a barista while she attended Eastern Maine Community College to get her associate in applied science degree in Digital Graphic Design. She couldn't even afford the rent on the house they lived in.

“What am I going to do?” she asked out loud. She was in trouble, and she knew it.
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Four days later, Ivy stood staring at the caskets while the pastor from the church her mother had attended said a few words over her parents’ graves. During the funeral, Ivy had gotten up in front of a bunch of veritable strangers to talk about her parents, and now she just felt hollow. She'd decided to have the funerals together so people only had to travel once.

Once the pastor was done, she placed a rose on both coffins, and turned to quietly thank everyone who'd come to pay their respects.

“Your dad was a good man, a good Marine,” a gruff voice said, and despite having only heard it once, she recognized it. Gareth Raines.

Ivy turned to face him and was struck by how attractive he was. She'd always thought beards were sexy, and she found herself wanting to touch his. “You're Gareth, right?” she asked.

“Yeah. How'd you know?”

“I recognized your voice,” she admitted.

“Good ear,” he said. “Listen, I know you don't know me, not really, but Jake was one of my best friends. If you ever need anything, you call me. Day or night, no matter what it is. I mean it, Ivy. Your dad saved my life in the Corps. It’s the least I can do.”

“I'll remember that,” she replied and watched him go.
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Ivy




Less than a month after burying her parents, Ivy found herself facing homelessness. “What am I supposed to do, Nate?” she asked her boyfriend. “Even if I get a full-time job, it'll be at minimum wage, and that's not going to cover all of the bills. It's almost winter, I'm going to freeze to death trying to live in my car.”

“Easy. Move in with me,” Nate replied.

“What?” she asked.

“Move in with me. Sell off the furniture and shit, donate what you can't sell, and move in with me.”

She really didn't see where she had a choice. “Okay,” she finally replied.

It took a couple of days, but she managed to get rid of all but a few keepsakes. Then she packed up her things, loaded them into her car, and said goodbye to the house that had become home. 

At first, things were okay. Tense, but okay. It wasn't until she'd been there for two months that things changed.

Ivy was cooking hamburgers for dinner when the grease popped out of the pan, causing the flame from the gas stove to flare up and catch a nearby hot pot holder on fire.

“Shit,” she yelled and scrambled to put it out.

Nate entered and his eyes narrowed on the burned material in her hands. “What the fuck did you do?” he snarled.

“It was an accident. The hamburger grease popped and caught it on fire,” she told him.

He strode forward and slapped her. “Don't be so fucking careless,” he said.

Ivy lifted her hand to her cheek and stared at him, eyes filled with tears.

“Shit, babe, I'm sorry. I didn't mean it. You just made me so angry. Those were a gift from my mother when I moved in here. Just try to be more careful next time.”

“I'm sorry. I didn't mean for it to happen. I'll do better,” she promised, and dismissed it as a one time thing.

Until it happened again. And again. Soon, she was wearing makeup to cover the bruises, and grateful that it was getting colder so her clothes covered the fingerprint bruises on her arms.

“You need to quit school,” Nate said over dinner one night. She'd already quit her job at the coffee shop.

“What? Why?” she asked, then winced when he glared at her. Nate did not like to be questioned.

“Because shit's not getting done around here like it's supposed to,” he replied.

“Um, but I'm almost through with my degree,” she countered. “I already quit my job,” she added.

She knew the moment the words were out of her mouth that it was the wrong thing for her to say.

Nate got up from his seat and charged at her. He gripped her hair and dragged her out of her seat. “You little bitch. I'll teach you to question me,” he snarled in her face.

Then the hits began. When he let her hair go, she dropped and curled into a ball in an attempt to protect herself.

That's when he started kicking her. She felt a sharp pain in her side and was sure he'd broken some of her ribs.

Ivy must have blacked out at some point, because when her eyes opened, it was dark in the house. She strained to hear any sounds over the rushing of her blood, but there weren't any.

Picking herself up off the floor, she huddled around her ribs while she slowly searched the house to find herself alone. She wasn't sure why, but her mind replayed the memory of her conversation four months ago with Gareth. He'd said if she ever needed him, just call. If there was ever a time she needed him, it was now.

She'd put his number in her phone on the off chance she might ever have to actually call him, and now she was glad she had. She just hoped he answered…and meant what he'd said.

As the phone started ringing on the other end  she chewed worriedly on her bottom lip. Maybe she was making a mistake. Just as she went to hang up, he answered.

“Hello?” his gruff voice asked. 

She could hear music and laughter in the background. Shit. She was interrupting him.

“Yo, I can hear you breathing, asshole. Who is this?” he growled into the phone.

Ivy shivered before she squeaked out, “It's Ivy. Ivy Cole.”

“Hang on a minute,” he said, and after a moment, the noise died down. “Ivy? Jake's daughter?”

“Yeah. I-I'm sorry I called. I didn't mean to disturb you.”

“It's all good. You okay?”

She closed her eyes. “No,” she said quietly.

“What's wrong?” Gareth asked.

“Did you mean it when you said if I needed anything I could call?”

“I don't say shit I don't mean, so yeah,” was his response.

“Can you, um, maybe…”

“Can I what, Ivy? What's going on?”

She tried to take a deep breath but it hurt too much. “Can you…come get me? I-I'm not safe here,” she whispered.

“Fuck. Where are you? Send me the address, I'm on my way,” he growled.

“O-okay. I'll text it.”

“Good girl. See you in a few hours,” he replied and hung up.

She stared at her phone for a moment before she quickly texted him the address. Then she went to pack what she could. While going through drawers to grab her clothes, she came across an envelope with money in it. “Fuck him. He made me quit my job, he owes me,” she muttered and put the envelope in her bag.

She figured she'd have to leave some stuff behind, there just wasn't time to pack it all, but she packed the most important things-her parents’ wedding bands and her father's medal of honor.
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