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Prologue

 


The night that changed it
all

Tabitha stood in the freezing
cold. It had been a week since Simon killed Ryan. A week since he
took the gun,
pointed it in his face, and didn’t just shoot once, but multiple
times.

There was no doubt Devil
had arranged
for his best friend Dean to come and take him. Lash had sat her
down with her father and they’d discussed why Simon killing Ryan
was a problem. Their association with the Billionaire Bikers MC, as
well as with the law, meant they couldn’t just hide the body.
Arrangements needed to be made, deals done. War stopped.

She wrapped her arms around
herself and glanced down the street. The text message had been cryptic
and had come from an unknown number. She’d known it was Simon. Knew
deep in her heart he was coming for her.

They were meant for each other.
She stared
down at the ring on her finger that claimed her as his.

Tears spilled down
her cheeks as
she thought about everything that had gone down in less than a
month. Anthony helping her. Daisy’s arms surrounding her as she
tried to sleep. She’d given her best friend a black eye as she’d
woken up terrified, and when she’d lashed out, Daisy had no choice
but to restrain her.

She hated it.

Hated her life.

The only sure thing for her
right now was
the message that asked her to be here. The one piece of salvation
she’d experienced.

The sound of a
motorcycle had her
tensing up. She expected it to be Anthony or her nephew Simon, but
it wasn’t. It was her man.

He was alone. Gone was the Chaos
Bleeds leather cut marking him as one of theirs. In that instant,
she knew he was different. Staring at him now, Tabitha knew she’d
lost Simon. Lost that part of him that made him part of
her.

He turned the bike off and threw
his leg over the side, coming toward her. She didn’t move, watching him.
Knowing he was different.

She’d heard her family, all
of The Skulls
talk about killing people. How it changed them, how you were never
the same again. She figured they were all trying to sound normal.
In their world, killing happened. It was part of who they were.
They didn’t run from it. Looking at him now, she knew they hadn’t
been lying. They just hadn’t delved into great detail about
it.

Tears streamed down her
cheeks.

“It wasn’t supposed to be this
way,” she said.

“No, it wasn’t.” He didn’t reach out to
touch her.

She was tainted. Ryan had ruined
her.

Staring at Simon, she wondered what to
do.

There was a distance between them. This
had never happened before. She kept on looking at Simon, waiting,
but he stared at her.

Then he closed that distance,
cupped her face. He stroked her cheeks. She promised herself she wouldn’t cry,
but as he stared at her, she couldn’t help it. The pain was too
much because she saw past the comfort, the touch. She knew Simon.
They’d been kids, nothing more than children, then grew up into
teenagers, and now, married, they were not just boy and girl. They
were man and woman. Tears continued to fall down her
cheeks.

“Don’t cry.”

“You’re giving
up.”

“I’m not giving up. I’ll never
give up. Not
on you.”

“Then don’t go.”

Simon sighed. “I’ve got to go.
There’s no
way I can stay here, Tabby.”

“Then you’re giving
up.”

“I want to kill
every last
one of them.” He paused. “You see, if I stay here, I want to
slaughter them. I want to wipe them out like the Savage Brothers
were. If I stay here, I can’t be put in control of what I do.” He
took a breath.

She saw it.

The murder.

The rage.

If she begged him, he would stay, she knew
that. She’d lose him though. Everything that made Simon who he was
would be gone. He’d be on a quest to take on an entire MC club,
removing himself from ever becoming the Chaos Bleeds President,
taking his father’s place.

“We promised each other forever.
That’s the way it has always been right from the beginning.” She
couldn’t take it from him. Wanting him with her was selfish. She
couldn’t do it. Leaning forward, she kissed his cheek and took a
step back.

Inside, she broke apart, shattered. The
pain was unlike anything she had ever felt. She’d been to hell and
back more than once, but she couldn’t handle this.

Simon stepped
back.

She kept on looking at him
through tears. He was blurred.

He got on his bike and
she stood,
waiting.

The rain kept on
coming.
Wrapping her arms around her waist, she stood alone.

Tabitha watched as the car pulled up. The
driver’s side door opened and Anthony climbed out. He didn’t grab a
jacket. He walked around the car and stood in front of her,
waiting.

She watched him.

He didn’t speak.

Anthony never spoke unless he
wanted to. She wondered if he was ever tortured, if they would get him to
crack, or if he would be a stubborn bastard who refused to budge.
He’d probably die silently.

“He’s gone,” she said.

“I know.”

She sniffled. “What do you care?
You probably saw this coming.”

“He did what he had to do.”

“He didn’t have to kill
him.” She covered her face. “Why? Why did this have to
happen?”

She was shocked
when Anthony wrapped
his arms around her. Out of all the people she knew, he was the
last person she expected to get comfort from. “Leave me
alone.”

“Not going to happen. You think
this is easy for him? He didn’t protect you. He fucked up, and so did I. I
should have been here. I should have made sure this didn’t
happen.”

“It’s not your fault. It’s mine.
I … I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“No!” Anthony pulled away, grabbing her
shoulders. “Don’t fucking do that. You know what, it’s not my
fault, your fault, or Simon’s. It’s fucking Ryan’s. That piece of
shit had what was coming to him. Simon dealt him a mercy I never
would. If it had been Daisy, I would have stripped him piece by
piece, and kept him alive, begging for death.”

“This doesn’t make me feel any
better. I don’t want to talk to you. I just want to go home.”

“Then we’ll go
home.”

“Take me to Daisy’s.” She pushed
past Anthony, climbing into the car. Anthony was a psychopath, no doubt
about it. He hid it well, but she knew who he really was, what he
was capable of. She didn’t want to be alone with him right
now.

He was silent as they rode to
Daisy’s. She needed the quiet now more than ever. Rubbing at her chest, she
didn’t know how she was going to go on. They were married, a
family.

She wiped at her wet cheeks,
hating her weakness. She wanted it all to stop.

Anthony arrived at Daisy’s. She
climbed out to find her friend already waiting for her. She was unaware of when
Anthony had texted her, but she went straight into her friend’s
arms. “I’ve got you,” Daisy said.

“I feel like I’m dying inside. I can’t stand
it.”

“Come on. My parents are at the
clubhouse. They’re still trying to deal with, you know.”

Tabitha covered her face,
sobbing.

“Shit, I’m sorry. I … just
ignore me. Whatever I say, I just make it worse.”

“It’s fine,” she said, sniffling. “It’s all
good. I don’t care.” She waved her hand in front of her face and
took several deep breaths.

“Don’t do that. Don’t
pretend you’re okay with this.”

“I’ve got to be though,
right? This
is the way it is. The way it’s always going to be. He’s gone and
he’s not coming back.”

Before she fell apart, Daisy
held her close, but no matter what, she was never going to be the same
again.

****

“You’ll take care of her?”
Simon asked as Anthony climbed out of the car.

He watched him,
waiting for
an explosion. Anthony leaned against the hood of his car, arms
folded.

“You think I don’t
already? You
think I haven’t been taking care of her all this time?”

“Look, I know you’re
pissed.”

“You don’t know
anything.”

“I … I had to,” Simon
said.

“Yeah, you had to. Ryan needed to be dealt
with. He needed to be punished, but what you did was fucking
stupid.” Anthony shook his head.

“I get it, you’ve killed a
man.”

“No, I’ve killed more than
one,” Anthony said.

Simon paused as he looked at
him.

“That has your attention, doesn’t it?” Anthony
chuckled. “Tabs has probably told you about Daisy’s dad. He wasn’t
much of a challenge. The guy would do just about anything for a
drink. He wasn’t my first kill, nor was he my second.”

“You’re no
different.”

Anthony stared at him. “In case you didn’t
notice, I’m not like everyone else. If people need to die, it’s not
my problem. I get shit done, but I know when the best time to do it
is.”

“I don’t know how you can
be so glib.”

He smiled. “I’m not the one
running away
from the woman I love.”

“I’m not running away. I
need to leave.”

“Then go. Do whatever shit you
need to do.
She’ll be waiting.”

“You’ll protect her?” Simon
asked, gripping the back of his neck, hating the decision he was
making.

“Of course. It’s what
I do.”

He nodded. “Right, yes, right.”
Simon ran a hand down his face. There was nothing more to be
said.

The truth was, he wanted Tabby. He wanted
to take her with him, but right now, he couldn’t. He had no choice
but to leave. Climbing on his bike, he took off, not looking back.
He left Fort Wills behind. He’d already left Piston
County.

He no longer had a home.

Dean waited for him at the checkpoint they’d
agreed to. It was a rundown garage that had gone out of business
years ago.

After pulling his bike to a stop, he turned
off the ignition.

“You okay?” Dean
asked.

Simon shook his head. “Why did
you come for
me?”

“I had a hunch.”

“No, there wasn’t a hunch.
You came for me and now you’re willing to ride with me.
Why?”

“We came from different
backgrounds,
Simon, but that doesn’t mean you’re not my friend. I don’t want
anything to happen to you. It’s why I’m here. It’s why I’m going to
stay.”

“You don’t have
to.”

“No, but I will. There’s
nothing back home. You need me now more than ever.”

“What about Eddie?”

“What about him? He still wants
the cushy life. Let him have it. I never wanted it and now, I
get to live
the life I wanted. Where are we headed?”

Simon looked up the
long, dark
street. The rain had lessened. The pain in his chest hadn’t. As he
thought about Tabby, he saw the smug look Ryan had given him. He’d
pointed his gun, but Ryan hadn’t believed he would shoot. Even
then. Knowing what he’d done, Ryan had doubted him.

It pissed him off to even think
the son of a bitch thought he was going to live. Like Simon was less of a man
because he couldn’t shoot someone. Ryan had raped Tabby. He’d taken
from her what wasn’t freely given and because of that, Simon had
seen nothing but death. In his head, he heard screams, Tabby’s. The
ones begging for help, telling Ryan to stop. He had no doubt she’d
fought but because of Ryan, she’d been hurt, and he just couldn’t
live with that.

The Skulls and Chaos Bleeds had
an agreement with the Billionaire Bikers MC, along with an
understanding about their past being put to rest. There wasn’t going to be
another life lost, but letting Ryan walk just wasn’t the
answer.

He knew deep
down in his
gut if it had been Lexie, his dad would have killed anyone. He
would have painted the streets red.

“I don’t know where we’re
going, but
we’re not coming back, not for some time.” With that, he turned
over the ignition of his bike and took off.

****

Daisy glanced over to the window to
see Anthony waiting.

She walked to it, sliding it
up, and
Anthony climbed through the window.

He looked toward the bed and nodded. “How
is she?”

“Fine. I think. No, she’s not
fine. I had to give her a sedative. The ones you gave me that you got from
Sandy. I don’t like having stuff like that in my room.”

“She needed it and if she was
going to lose control on anyone, it was going to be you.”

“It’s stolen.”

“It’s not your
fault.”

“Damn it, Anthony. It’s not about
this being my
fault or taking the blame or anything. I mean, seriously. I don’t
get it. Ugh!” She threw her hands up in the air and left the room.
“How can you be so calm?” She didn’t have to look back to know he
followed her. He always followed her.

For the longest time, she hadn’t realized
he actually had feelings for her, then of course, he had to go and
tell her, but she wasn’t going to think about that right now. There
would be a time and place for her own feelings and it wasn’t
today.

Heading into the
kitchen, she
paused.

Whizz, her dad, had redecorated again not
long ago after Lacey decided she could do what every other woman
could do, only she couldn’t. Not even by a long shot. Running
fingers through her hair, she glanced left and right, trying to
figure out what to do.

This was insane.

Crazy.

“I’m not freaking out about
this,” Anthony said. “Simon made his choice.”

She whirled
around and
laughed. “Are you fucking serious right now? I mean deadly serious?
Can you even hear yourself?” She shook her head. “I don’t even know
what’s going on anymore. We watched him kill someone. He shot Ryan
in the face and he didn’t just do it once, he did it a couple of
times. Doesn’t that scare you?”

“No.”

“Why the hell
not?”

“Because it’s who we are. You
know this.”
He shouted the words, making her pause. “For fuck’s sake, Daisy.
You can’t for a second believe that all of this is— I don’t know
what the fuck you want me to say right now. Look at how you beat
down Danielle.”

“Don’t you dare bring her
into this.”

“No. You liked it. It’s why all these years
Tabs has kept you away from fighting. You have a thirst for pain
and blood that scares the shit out of you. The only thing you’re
scared about right now is the fact that you don’t understand how
Simon could have stopped. How he made it so fucking easy for Ryan.
That piece of shit raped our best friend. He raped one of our own.
I saw it. I saw the fucking damage and all he did was fucking shoot
him in the face.”

Tears flooded her eyes as the anger filled
her to the core. She clenched her hands into fists. “Get
out.”

“No. You can hide who you really
are, if that makes you feel better. I get it, but I will
not run from you.”
Instead, he stepped close into her space.

She flinched away from his touch
and he tutted. “You don’t need to do that.”

“I don’t want to talk to
you right now.”

“No? Then don’t talk to me.” He
didn’t walk away. His arms wrapped around her and held her close to him. “I’m
not going to let you go. Not even for a second.” He kissed the top
of her head. “I’m going to stay here for as long as you need
me.”

She closed her eyes, breathing
in the scent of leather and grease that always seemed to
linger on him. He
always played with his bike, even when it didn’t need fixing, and
she knew it helped to calm the beast within him.

Holding on to him for dear life, she
sniffled.

“I wanted to hear him scream,”
she said, whispering the words for only him.

“I know.”

“I … I don’t know what to
do. I feel so much anger.”

“I’ve got you. I will always have
you.” He kissed the top of her head.

She pulled
back,
clearing her throat. This wasn’t about her. Tucking her hair behind
her ear, she focused on him. “What do we do? What happens? Will
Simon ever come back?”

“I doubt he will come back now.
He spoke to her today. I don’t know what he has planned.” He rubbed at the back
of his head.

“Did you call
Dean?”

“No.”

“Who do you think did?” Daisy
asked, wrapping her arms around her waist.

“Devil.”

“Really? Even with the
whole agreement they’ve got going on?”

“Yes. Simon is still
his son and I’m
guessing they’re going to do everything they can to protect
him.”

“What happened to the
body?” Daisy asked.

Anthony opened
his mouth and closed
it.

“No! You don’t get to hide stuff
like that from me. I won’t have it. Just tell me the
truth. I can
handle it.”

“Can you?”

“Yes.”

He stared at her, driving her
crazy. In some way or another, he always tried to protect her. She
understood it
but hated it at the same time. Nibbling on her lip, she
waited.

“I believe Lash and Devil
scrubbed the place clean. There will be no evidence of Ryan ever
existing.”

“What about the
club?”

His gaze moved past her
shoulder.

“Don’t. I’m not
fucking
stupid. You said so yourself. I’ve been here before, right? I know
you don’t just kill someone and everything is okay. Tell me.
Now.”

Anthony turned his
back, his
hand running through his hair. She knew he was pissed.

“They made a deal with the
Dogs to stop
an all-out war.”

She gasped. “You’re wrong.”

“I’m not wrong.”

She shook her head.

“They did that. He was
part of their
fucking club.”

“I know.” Glancing toward the stairs, Daisy
didn’t know what to say. “This is going to kill her.”

“It won’t. I’ll fix it.”

“How? How can you fix
it?”

“One day, I will.” He went to
Daisy, cupped her face, and slammed his lips down
on hers. She knew he
had no choice but to kiss her. If he didn’t, he was likely to go
and find the sons of bitches who hurt their best friend and take
them on one by one. Or knowing Anthony, he’d take on the whole club
without even thinking.


Chapter One

 


Five years
later

Tabitha glanced down at her cell phone
and cursed.

“I’ve got to go,” she said,
getting to her feet. She felt Angel’s, Daisy’s, and Darcy’s eyes on her. Way
too much attention for her liking.

They were all at The
Skulls’ main
clubhouse. Angel had offered to organize some kind of potluck,
helping to raise money for the school to go on a trip.

“You need to
go?”

“Yes, I’m needed.” She pulled her satchel
over her head, resting it across her chest, and lifted her head.
All three women looked nervous. “What?”

“Nothing,” Angel said. “It’s
just, we wanted you to have fun today.”

“I did have fun. Lots of super
fun.” She forced a smile to her lips. “Duty calls though.” Without
waiting for one of them to offer her company, she moved through the
clubhouse that had changed so much in the last five
years.

Since graduation, Anthony had
become glued to Lash’s side, working with his father
in improving The
Skulls’ position. They owned more businesses within Fort Wills that
had also expanded out to the city. Their time of dirty deals,
deaths, and bullshit was long and truly over.

Tabitha rubbed at her chest,
hating the way her thoughts were going. It was impossible for her to even
think of the time when The Skulls had nothing but enemies, she’d
have been happier. Simon wouldn’t have had to leave because her
family, even Chaos Bleeds, would have supported him. She wouldn’t
be all alone. These moments were what she hated. The thoughts she
couldn’t turn off.

Gritting her
teeth, she
counted to ten inside her head.

One, two,
three, four,
five…

“Tabs, wait,” Daisy said, catching her
attention.

She stopped and turned to look
at her friend. There was no denying it, Daisy had been a rock to
her.

“What’s up?” she
asked.

“You don’t … let me come
with you.”

“It’s nothing bad. I can handle
this.”

“I know you’re doing this all
alone and you don’t want or need my help. I get it. I do. But you’re not
alone.”

“I’m very much aware of how not
alone I am.” She forced a smile to her lips. “I’ve got you. I’ve
got all the guys. Miles. The club. Believe me, I’m completely surrounded by
how not alone I am.” There were times she felt guilty because she
believed they were trying to smoother her. They were constantly
trying to show her how important she was, how she belonged to
them.

“Do you want to be
alone? Is that what
you’re saying?”

“Daisy, just go back inside. We
both know that’s where you want to be.” She went to
turn
away.

“That’s unfair.
You don’t think I
understand? Life handed you a shit deal and you’ve been coping the
best way you can, but that doesn’t mean you get to blame it on
me.”

“I’m not blaming it on you.” She
growled out each word. “Damn it. Does it ever occur to you that I don’t want to
be part of some stupid potluck organization? That I don’t want to
have to deal with all of this crap? You’re worried about me. Fine.
Do me a favor and stop. I mean it. Just stop. I’m not you. I didn’t
get my happily-ever-after. You did. Right now, you’re living the
life that was always supposed to be yours, right? You’ve got the
mother-in-law, the title.”

“Stop it.”

“Stop trying to turn me
into you,” Tabitha said. “I’m not like you. I will never be like
you.”

“I hate this. I’m trying so hard. You think I
don’t see you dying inside? That I haven’t seen it all this time?
I’ve watched you for five years and it kills me.”

“Then stop looking. Stop
trying.”

“Tabs, please.”

She tried to walk away.
Clenching her hands into fists, she turned back to her best friend. Daisy was
one of her favorite people in the whole world. Darcy had been as
well, but there was a bigger age gap between them. Also, Darcy had
married Ink, who was much older and she’d become an old lady. In
her mind, she and Daisy were part of the new generation of Skulls.
Darcy was the old.

Even still, watching them all
with their happy lives. Their men. Their perfect families. She loved
them all dearly but that didn’t stop the envy.

“You got what you always
wanted, Daisy. I’m happy for you. It wasn’t supposed to be this way
for me and I know you all get tired of hearing about it. I don’t
want to be that person anymore. Just leave me the fuck alone. Go
back to your perfect life, and let me go.”

This time, Daisy
didn’t call
her back. She wasn’t stopped as she left the gate of the
clubhouse.

Being a Skull was in her
blood, but
the moment Simon walked away, with each passing day she got further
away from who she was, who she used to be. Nothing made much sense
to her.

Keeping her hands clenched, she walked into
town, not stopping, not waving at anyone. So many people knew her
and she’d grown up being part of Fort Wills that it was impossible
to be left alone.

Was that why she never
left?

Why she didn’t go to Piston
County?

Lexie, Simon’s mother, had offered her a
place to stay many times. Had even given the suggestion of her
actually living in her own place.

She was torn.

Deep in her soul, she wasn’t a
Skull anymore. Hadn’t been for a long time. She still attended all the necessary
picnics and parties, the family get-togethers, but something was
missing. Something had been missing the past couple of years and
she wasn’t an idiot. She knew what it was.

Simon.

He’d ridden off into the night, leaving her
behind, and rather than being able to find herself again, she’d
lost everything.

He was just gone.

You’re also
angry.

All the fucking time.

She didn’t think about her anger. There was
no point. It never helped her. It didn’t get her anywhere. All her
anger did was feed the beast within and that was never
good.

The last thing she wanted to
feel was the anger, especially with where she was going.

She clenched and loosened her fists,
trying to gain composure again.

Picking up the pace, she held
the handle of her bag and pounded out her anger. The tears were so close
to the surface, but she sucked them right back inside. There was no
time for tears, not for her.

They were pointless.
Useless.

Taking deep breaths, she saw the
building up ahead and picked up her pace. She also made sure not to look
miserable. Turning her frown into a smile, she pushed all of her
thoughts to the back of her mind. By the time she arrived at the
reception desk, she was a little out of breath but she gained
control quite easily. That was what all the power walking did for
her. No matter what she did, she was able to gain
control.

Always had to be.

No one wanted to hear about her sad little
story or how she struggled.

“I’m here to pick up
Nathan,” she said.

“I’m here.”

She glanced toward
the chairs
and immediately went to him. “I’m here, sweetie.”

“It hurts, Mommy.”

“I know, baby.” She caught him as
he threw
himself at her. Holding him tight, she cupped the back of his head
and picked him up.

The receptionist
at the desk got her
to sign a form for taking him out of school early.

Carrying Nathan out of the school, she didn’t
look back.

“You never told me
this morning you
were feeling poorly.” She kissed his cheek, rubbed his back, and
tried to offer him comfort. Nothing she did seemed to help him
though.

“I know. I didn’t. I felt great
but it started to hurt in class and Miss Andrea said I was just
being a baby.
That big boys don’t complain. How you might be busy.”

Tabitha was even more pissed now
than ever before. “You don’t listen to her. If you ever feel sick, you come
straight to me. You call me. I will always be waiting. Always.” She
kissed his cheek again, blowing a raspberry on his
cheek.

“I love you,
Mommy.”

“I love you too, sweetheart. So, so
much.”

Nathan had been a surprise.
There was
always a risk. On one of the last times with Simon, the condom
they’d used had broken. Not long after, she’d been attacked by
Ryan. Gritting her teeth, she forced her thoughts elsewhere.
Whenever she was with Nathan, she refused to allow bad memories to
come forward. It wasn’t Nathan’s fault.

Finding out she’d been pregnant
had come as a shock. There had even been talks of ending the pregnancy. There
was an equal chance between Simon and Ryan being the father. She’d
gotten her son tested years ago. The piece of paper was still in
the envelope. Unread. She hadn’t opened it. Hadn’t wanted to know
the answer.

Her son was her baby.

Her boy.

She didn’t care about his
father.

Ryan was rotting in hell and
Simon, well, he was doing his little repentance or
whatever the fuck it
was. She couldn’t even give him the energy of thinking what it
could be that he did that was useful.

He’d ridden away.

Asshole.

Carrying him toward
Millie’s place, she
opened the door. The young woman looked up and her smile turned
into a frown.

“Oh, no, is everything okay?”

“It’s fine,” Tabitha said. “He’s
feeling a little sick and so I figured I’d pick up what I ordered before I
headed home.”

“Yes, of course.” Millie turned
and quickly headed into the back of the shop. Millie was one of the club women
and was married to Baker. A lovely woman, kind and
sweet.

Nathan wriggled in her arms and
she let him
down to go ahead and play.

She loved to watch her son
enjoying all the toys and gifts the shop had to offer. He was the
one and only
joy within her world.

A couple of minutes
later, Millie
came out of the back, carrying a large bag. Tabitha’s phone rang,
interrupting them.

“Can I take
this?”

“Sure. The signal in here is bad.
You might want to take it outside. Don’t worry about him, I’ll take care.
Nathan and I are good buddies.”

“Of course. Thank you.” Pressing
the phone to her ear, she stepped out the door. “What’s up, Mom?”

Glancing at her watch, she saw
it had been exactly a half an hour since she left the clubhouse and only now
her mother called. Eva was certainly getting sloppy.

“I wanted to check up on you. See
how you’re
doing.”

“I’m fine. Nathan’s fine.” Tabitha rubbed her
head, feeling the beginning of a headache. Her family, she loved
them, she did, but they were always hovering. Expecting her to have
some meltdown crisis.

She’d been fine for the past
five years. She would continue to be fine. There was no reason for them to
stress about it. Freaking out, breaking down, was not part of who
she was.

“Oh, well, if you
want, I can
take Nathan.”

“It’s fine. He just wants
me. Thank you though.”

“I thought you were looking
forward to helping with the fair. You know it’s important.”

She took a deep breath.
“Actually, Mom, you wanted me to help. I didn’t sign up for it. I
will go,
spend some money, you know, do the right thing and all, but that’s
about it.”

Silence met her answer.

“I assumed again, didn’t I?” Eva asked,
groaning.

Everyone did.

The one good thing about having
your heart broken, stomped on, and rubbed in the dirt was that everyone around
you assumed they knew the perfect solution to all of your problems.
No one listened.

No one paid attention.

Assumptions.

Pushing you in whatever direction they
want to go.

Never fucking listening.

“It’s fine.” And like so
many times
before, rather than be pissed about it, she accepted it. This was
her family.

She’d been hurt in one of
the worst
possible ways, and then there was Nathan. When he was first born,
Tiny, her father, wouldn’t even look at him. In fact, the first
time she took him to The Skulls’ clubhouse, no one would even offer
to hold him.

Now, that wouldn’t usually bother
her.

Possible stinky diaper to change and all
that, but she’d seen the guys and the old ladies, even some of the
club sluts, they loved to help out. To hold babies, to love
them.

Not hers.

No one had touched hers until
Angel had come out of the kitchen, holding a large lemon cake, which she shoved
into Lash’s arms, and immediately went to her, holding Nathan,
kissing his head.

In fact, Angel
had sat beside her
the entire day, held Nathan, changed his diaper. The next little
event after that, everyone had taken a turn in holding her son. She
didn’t know what Angel had done, but it had helped her a great
deal. The only problem was the damage had already been done. They
had already shown their true colors.

Since then, little by little,
month after month, her feelings for The Skulls had broken down.

They were no longer
perfect.

Family was who they
accepted. Nathan, no matter the fucking father, was her blood. No one
was going to change that, but they hadn’t accepted him. After
everything she’d been through, they could have at least given her
this. Since then, it was like the happiness had been slowly
withering and dying.

Pulling out of her
thoughts, she
tuned back in to Eva.

“Well, there’s this spa
event that all of us ladies are going to.”

“Look, Mom, no.
Okay? No spa
day. No helping out with the charity events. I do have a full-time
job.” Of all the places for her to work, she’d decided to apply at
the library. With a sudden influx of investment, the library had
expanded, adding in a computer room, more books, even rooms for
conferences. They’d needed more people to help run the place, and
she’d signed up. Put her name on the dotted line, got a call, and
had been working there for the past three years. Before that, she’d
bounced from job to job at The Skulls’ many businesses.

Her parents had told her she
didn’t need to work. How she could go to college
while they’d take
care of Nathan for her. The same people who hadn’t even held her
son. It had all been Angel. There was a time she truly believed
Angel was weak, but now she saw the truth. Angel’s kindness wasn’t
a weakness, it was a gift.

On the school front, she was in the process
of taking a few courses at the local college, slowly getting her
degree in English. Until then, she was happy to be around books.
She loved books so much. They didn’t talk back to her, unless she
got audio, but she didn’t listen to them. Once she was done with
them, she could close them up, take them back. Her job was amazing.
Nathan also happened to love going there, especially to the
children’s section when she had to work late.

The new building ran
until ten at night.
He’d often be curled up with the soft toys, and she’d carry him
home.

“I know. I know. It’s just,
you’re taking a short vacation.”

“I’m not, Mom. This is my day
off.” That
reminded her, she’d have to call them and ask about a couple of
sick days so she could care for Nathan. “Look, is there anything
you need? I want to get Nathan home.”

“Where are you?”

“I stopped off at Millie’s, why?”

“Oh, you didn’t go straight
home.”

“You know I’d ordered the board game he
wanted. This will make him feel better.” Her patience hit an
all-time low. “I’ve got to go. Talk to you soon.” She hung up the
phone, pressing both hands to her head to try to alleviate the
headache already getting to the point of making her head explode.
If she got out of this alive, it would be a miracle.

I can do this.

Her cell phone started to
ring again
and she immediately put it to vibrate.

“Funny seeing you
here.”

Hearing Luke’s
voice made
her tense. Lash had organized some kind of deal with the Monster
Dogs and every now and then, one of their crew would arrive in
town. Most of the time, it was Luke, which wasn’t a welcome sight.
All it ever made her feel was anger at what she’d lost.

“What the fuck are you doing
here?” she asked.

Luke had always been nice to her. Ever
since the truth of her pregnancy, he’d been the perfect
gentleman.

She hated him.

“I’ve come to pick up a few
things. A couple of the guys at the club, their kids’
birthdays—”

“And you’re being perfect,
right?”

“I know you don’t like me,
but I’m trying here.”

“No, you’re not. You’re not
trying. You need to leave this town and stop coming here.”

“I know this is hard for
you.”

She laughed. “No, you don’t have
a fucking
clue what this means to me.”

Luke looked toward the shop and
she followed his gaze to see Nathan hugging a cuddly toy. Whenever
he did that, it meant he was in pain and trying to be a big brave boy. “If
you excuse me, I’ve got to go.”

“You know, if he’s Ryan’s, then he has a right
to—” He didn’t get a chance to finish what he was saying. She was
done hearing him. Hearing all of this bullshit, and so she wrapped
her fingers around his thick neck.

In the past five years, Luke had
gotten taller, bigger, more muscular. He was fitting right in with his
club.

“You don’t get to say his name to
me. Understand? Nathan is mine. No one else’s. He is mine. He is my
blood. My son.” Tears filled her eyes.

“I would help you if you let me,
Tabs. You know that. You know I’m here for you, always.”

She gritted her teeth and pulled
her hand away. “And I’ve told you every single time that you offer,
no. I don’t want you, Luke. I’m not going to allow you to think there’s a
chance for you. I’m not yours. I will never be yours.”

“You’re still saving yourself for him?” he
asked. “After all this time, you still think he’s coming
back?”

As she stepped back, her heart shattered into
a million pieces. “He’s coming back.”

“And after all this time, you’re
going to forgive him? The Skulls and Chaos Bleeds handled this shit. The Monster
Dogs covered this as well. We’re all in this together and you’re
telling me, what? All is forgiven? He could have come back by now,
but he’s still gone.”

She tilted her head to the side
and stared at him. “Do you really want his castoffs? Is that it? You see me
and you, and you think we can, what? Be friends, be together? So
what if Simon never comes back. You’d be happy being second best?
Knowing that the moment he did come to town, he was where my heart
truly lied.”

Some people believed she was
cold by telling him exactly how this was going to go down. She
wasn’t. The truth hurt, and rather than let Luke continue to
believe there was
even the merest hint of a chance with the two of them, she cut him
down.

He deserved to find someone who could love
him for him.

She would never love him.

One day, there might be a chance to fall in
love with him, but again, it wouldn’t be the same. Her heart
belonged to Simon, and being with anyone else just wouldn’t cut
it.

“I will always go to him, always.” She turned
her back on him and went into the store. It was time to take her
son home to allow him to get well.

****

“You’re baking,” Anthony said.

Daisy looked up and shrugged. “You’re
pointing out the obvious.”

“I heard what happened.”

“Of course you did. It if wasn’t down to a
couple of prospects, I’m sure Rachel had a fun time sharing, or was
it Darcy this time?”

“I heard my parents talking.”

“Right, of course, yes. You have
those.” Daisy pounded the cookie dough, anger rushing through her
body.

“Why are you so
mad?”

“I’m trying to bake here
and you’re distracting me. Don’t you have somewhere else to be?”
she asked.

His brow went up.

“Of course not. That would
be easier for me to be pissed at something.”

“You’re cursing out loud. I know
something’s up.”

She slammed the bowl to the
surface and gripped the edge of the table. The
Skulls’
clubhouse had a large kitchen. For as long as she could remember,
this place had been her home, her family. Every single year, the
old ladies would gather together, cook up a whole lot of food to
feed everyone. If some of the nomad crew stopped by, they’d be
right there, enjoying it with them. Her mother though, Lacey, she
didn’t cook. The one time she was allowed to cook something, she
set it on fire and Whizz came to the rescue to put it out. No one
was injured but Lacey had merely been allowed to taste test. She
was too much of a hazard to be left alone in the
kitchen.

Brushing the back of her hand across her brow,
she shook her head. “I’m fine.”

“You’re lying.”

“So deal with it. People lie all
the time and we have to put up with it. It’s the way of the world,
remember?”

“It’s not like you to
lie.”

“Well, it’s not like me to
have to deal with everything I have to. I’m adapting.”

“You’re pissed off.”

She growled, glaring at him. “What do
you want?”

“I want you to get it off your
chest. I know it builds up inside you until you explode and when
that happens.
it’s not good.”

She took a deep breath. “It’s
Tabs.”

“I know.”

“Then why ask?”

“You need someone to get it off your chest.
I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.”

She picked up the wooden spoon.
Baking usually helped to relax her. It wasn’t doing
that. Far
from it.

Pushing her hair out of her
eyes, she sighed. “It has been five years, Anthony. Five years. I know
something happened to make all the sticky details of Ryan’s death
go away. I get it. He shouldn’t be hiding. He should be right back
here with her, but still, he’s being selfish, doing what he wants
to do, while we have to continue to pick up the pieces.”

“Are you pissed that he’s
not dealing with her, or that we have to?” he asked.

“I don’t know and
that’s what
is so frustrating to me.” She dropped the spoon and stepped away
from the dough. “I don’t even know if I want him to come back. He
doesn’t deserve her. She’s twenty-three years old and hasn’t been
on a single date. It has always been Simon and where is he now?
Where was he when she went through all that crap? You and me. We’ve
been the ones to keep her together. Miles as well. Us.”

“She’s ours, Daisy. You
know this.”

“But what if he comes here, and
she doesn’t get angry? What if she forgives him easily?”

“And you don’t want her
to?”

“No.” She shook her head. “He did what he
did, and how he created all this mess and then he just left, like
it was no big fucking deal. Tabs has been through enough. If he
truly loved her, he wouldn’t have left, and it makes me so mad
because deep down, I know she’ll forgive him. They’re soul mates.”
She shook her head and turned, needing some air. Opening the door,
she stepped out into the night, bending over, putting her hands to
her knees, and taking big gulps of air. Once, twice, three
times.

Anthony followed her. He placed a hand on
her back, and she kept on taking big gulps of air.

“It’s going to be okay.”

“You keep saying that, but I
don’t see it. I really don’t. He has no right to her, or to Nathan. He just
left.”

Anthony pulled her into his
arms. “We’re
going to be here for her. We always are.”

“But will she listen to
us?”

“Tabitha will always make her own choices. You
know this. We’re her friends. It’s our job to keep her up when she
falls. It’s all we can do.”


Chapter Two

 


Tabitha wiped at her
brow. Sweat
still slid into her eyes but she wasn’t going to stop until every
single weed was out of her garden path. She hated weeds; they
always made her lawn untidy.

Sitting back onto her feet, she
brushed the dirt off her gloves and rested her hands on
her thighs, watching
her son.

Nathan sat near a flower bed,
digging into the soil and planting the flower bulbs she’d picked up at the
florist the other day.

I can’t believe I’m
actually gardening.

This was a far cry from the days
of fighting and running around causing trouble. Tomorrow, she’d be taking him to
the fair. He was excited about it. She hadn’t been back to see
Daisy since their cross words and she wasn’t in a rush to go see
how happy her best friend was.

Her back ached a little from
being bent
over for so long. Gardening helped her to pass the time. It gave
Nathan time outside and she got a pretty decent-looking front yard
out of it. She’d been blessed with an adorable kid.

“Do you want me to get you
some lemonade, Mommy?” Nathan asked.

“Of course. I’d love it. Can you
reach?”

“Yep, and I will only use the
unbreakable glasses.”

She chuckled as he quickly brushed his
hands and rushed inside. She’d be lucky if he remembered to wash
his hands.

Getting stuck back in, she gave
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