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  For Barb -  
Your words of encouragement mean more than you know.






  
  Let's Keep in Touch


Thank you for buying  Cynic's Stance. The best way to keep up to date with my books is to subscribe to my newsletter. 

If you don’t hear from me regularly, please check your spam filter and set up your email to allow my messages through to you. This ensures you never miss a new book, a chance to win great prizes, or exclusive content. 
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  Chapter 1
Off-Limits

Fiona


I declined the Facetime call for the second time and texted Abby, asking for a regular call instead. 
Her response was practically instant. 
No way. Answer the Facetime!


With a headshake, I called her. 
“I’m hanging up so I can do our Facetime bit, and I can actually see your face, Fi!”
“No,” I breathed.
Even over the phone, I felt the air become charged. “What the hell’s going on?”
“Nothing.”
Her tone went steely. “Then I definitely want to see your face. If ‘nothing’ is going on that shouldn’t be a problem.”
“Fine, but no judgment. Okay?”
“Fiona, I would never judge! Bye!”
The moment I opened Facetime, I knew I should have stuck to my guns. Abby had a sneaky streak a mile wide, and I should have known she wasn’t alone. 
The enraged eyes of Abby’s husband, Blood, edged into my phone screen. “Where’s Sal? Tell me he’s gone after the bastard that did this to you?”
I sighed, and immediately wanted to kick myself. 
Abby gasped. “You’re joking? Sal? He hit you? You’re supposed to get married next month. Was it an accident? What happened?”
I shrugged, hiding my wince at the sharp ache in my ribs. “He had a moment.”
The screen went blurry as Blood yanked Abby’s phone from her grasp. “Toddlers have ‘moments.’ Sometimes older people have senior ‘moments.’ But grown-ass men do not put their hands on a woman because they’re having a ‘moment.’”
A small smile pulled at my lips, but the pain from my healing cut forced me to stop short. “You’re right, Blood.”
Abby took the phone, but I saw Blood’s lean frame moving behind her, head bent to his phone. Silence stretched between me and my best friend. I hoped she didn’t pity me.
Then Blood said, “Get your shoes, Ab. We’re ridin’ in five minutes.”
I scoffed. “You two aren’t driving seven hours because—”
Blood leaned over Abby’s shoulder with a devious grin. “Four. We’re not in Jacksonville, we’re at her mother’s. Seein’ the damage to your face again, make that three hours. Gonna ride hell for leather, but Sal’s gonna pay, sweetheart.”
I loved how deep Blood’s loyalty ran. Then my eyes widened when I remembered his true loyalty was to the Riot Motorcycle Club. With my past, those men were the last thing I needed.
“Blood! Don’t call your Riot MC brothers.”
His goatee-surrounded lips smiled. “Too late, Fiona. Sent a group text. The Biloxi brothers will get there long before I do. But don’t worry, I’ll make sure Sal gets the message.”
“Damn it, Blood! None of those guys are gonna care. The way I acted after Dad’s death… hell, some of them would probably help Sal finish the job.”
That brought Blood up short, and Abby’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Finish? The job?” Abby demanded.
“He tried to kill you?” Blood asked.
I took in a deep breath, or as deep as my bandaged ribs would allow. “He didn’t say he wanted me dead, but the ER nurse mentioned if he’d kicked me any harder my cracked rib would’ve broken and punctured my lung. In her words, it was as good as wanting me dead.”
“I’ll tell Har not to wade in,” Blood said quickly. Too quickly.
“You will?” Abby and I asked together.
He glanced at his wife, but looked me dead in the eye. “I will. Because Sal’s gonna be all mine.”
Tears pooled in my eyes, but I wouldn’t dare let them run over. Yet, I could hear the emotion in my voice. “Blood, you can’t do that.”
He returned my emotion with the softening of his tone. “Darlin’, you can’t stop me.”

      [image: image-placeholder]One hour later, ten members of the Riot MC Biloxi chapter were crowded into my living room. I knew most of them from before Dad’s death or had seen them at the Memorial run. The few I didn’t know had interesting road names. Roman, Gamble, and Finn. 
Each one of them was good-looking in their unique way, but some things never changed. That being Cynic catching my eye and making my heart skip a beat all in the same instant. After almost a decade of not seeing him, it still happened. But he was off-limits. Always had been, really.
He was one of those rare men who knew from eighteen what he wanted, and he got it. Married his high school sweetheart at eighteen, started prospecting with the Riot at nineteen, and was patched in at twenty-one, the earliest the mother chapter allowed it. 
I’d crushed on him hard when I was seventeen, but he was married. By now, that lucky woman had to have given him a gaggle of kiddos.
My eyes kept skittering toward him, and I mentally slapped myself for it. 
I gave Har a feeble smile. “I’m sorry Blood sounded the alarm. I’m okay, and—”
“And your daddy will rise from the dead to rip my balls off if I don’t do everything I can to right this wrong,” Har said.
I closed my eyes for a moment. “That’s an exaggeration.”
“It isn’t, Fiona. And you’re a far cry from okay, sweetheart.”
“Where’s he at?” Cynic asked, and I looked at him in time to catch the disgusted curl of his lips. “Looks like he lives here, so, where the hell is he?”
I didn’t know why he was disgusted, but I knew better than to leave his question hanging. “I don’t know. I was in the hospital for a day and a half, so…he could’ve packed his bags, but left behind stuff that men don’t care about.”
Har stroked his goatee. “You haven’t heard from him since the attack?”
I shook my head.
He looked at Cynic. “Hope you didn’t have plans tonight, because you’re up first.”
“Don’t see why I have to watch over her,” Cynic grumbled.
“You triggered my woman, man,” Har said.
Har had a woman? Back in the day, that man had more than one woman in a single morning.
“How did I trigger her? Stephie gets riled about any damned thing.”
Har’s frame tensed. “You forget why she moved to town. You acting like any woman ‘deserves’ something is going to trigger her.”
I forced my expression to stay neutral. The Cynic I remembered wouldn’t have said shit like that. Which meant if he said that, he must really think I deserved what I got.
Figured. I couldn’t spot a good man if someone gave me a map and the man held a strobe light to guide my way.
“I didn’t know you were so pussy-whipped.”
Har went rigid. “Earned yourself twenty-four-hour duty here, ’Nic. I’ll send Gamble to relieve you tomorrow night.”
I leaned toward Har. “I hate to chime in here, but why do I have to suffer because Cynic offended you?”
Har turned to me, but the soft expression from earlier was gone. He was all business. “It is far from suffering for you. There’s a reason he’s been our Sergeant-at-Arms for the last seven years. Only person who could protect you better is dead.”
I raised my chin toward the ceiling to get my temper under control. “So, only my father could protect me better?”
Har shook his head. “No. Massive could protect you better than Cynic. But Massive’s dead.”
“Massive? He was… God, he was my age, wasn’t he?”
“We don’t talk about him, woman,” the man named Roman said. His eyes narrowed on me for a moment. “Lift your chin way up again.”
I knew he’d be observant. “Sorry. No can do.”
Cynic closed in on me and I was assaulted by the smell of tobacco. His fingers tilted my chin up and I couldn’t fight the flinch from the tingle of his touch.
“He tried to choke you?” Roman asked.
“He more than tried. To leave a mark behind days later takes serious force,” Cynic said.
“Are you done?” I asked.
He nodded and let go of my chin.
I looked at Har. “Am I stuck with him? For twenty-four hours?”
“I’m standing right here, woman.”
Har nodded.
I gave Cynic a flat look. “Hate to tell you this, but this is a no-smoking house. You’re gonna have to figure out a way to get your fix, but it won’t happen in here.”
More than one man choked or coughed, to hide their laughter.
“You said you were trying to quit,” Roman said, smiling.
“Might be April, but no time like the present to turn over a new leaf, ’Nic,” Brute said, his voice full of glee.






  
  Chapter 2
Tough Love

Fiona


I gave Har and his boys all the information I could about Salvatore Almante. It only took me twenty minutes because I didn’t have much to give them. His full name, phone number, the fact he was from a small town in Arkansas, where he worked, his last address before moving in with me, and the make, model, color, and year of his car. 
You would think I’d know more about him than that, but I didn’t. He took all his personal records with him while I spent the night in the hospital. I didn’t have his car license plate memorized, I damn sure didn’t know his social security number, and if it weren’t for his number being in my phone, I wouldn’t know that, either.
So damned stupid.
The Riot men left, and it was just me and Cynic. 
It was also just as awkward as I expected it to be.
Lucky for both of us, Blood and Abby showed up. Cynic opened the door to them, and Abby bee-lined to me.
She sat on the couch and unceremoniously lifted my shirt like nobody else was in the room–definitely not a man I was still attracted to, even if I was in no position to do something about it.
Abby glared at me. “Why are you wearing a bra?”
My eyes bugged out at her. “Thank God, I am, or you’d have shown them the girls.”
She shook her head. “You don’t need a bra right now. You need to heal.”
Blood looked over Abby’s shoulder. “Christ. Was he wearing boots?”
“I don’t remember, Blood.”
“Kicks come before or after he choked you?” Cynic asked. 
His eyes were fixed on my ribs. 
Mental note: my ta-tas didn’t interest him.
“After,” I said.
“He just snap?” Blood asked.
I hesitated. “Kind of.”
“What’s that mean?” Abby asked, smoothing my shirt back into place.
I gave her a shameful look and sighed.
Blood settled on my other side and pulled me to him. He lowered his head and I smelled leather, wind, road, and since I knew from Abby that he didn’t wear cologne, a trace of his deodorant.
“Gotta tell us all of it, sweetheart. Hard to help you without all the info.”
He gave me a squeeze to get me talking. 
“The signs were there. But my dumb ass didn’t see it until I talked to the social worker.”
“Where were the cops?” Cynic asked.
My lips pressed together.
Abby leaned forward. “You are pressing charges, aren’t you?”
I shook my head.
“I can’t believe—”
Cynic cut Abby off. “That might be good.”
“Maybe,” Blood agreed. He loosened his grip on me. “Don’t hold back, Fiona. You scared of him?”
“Yes. No. I don’t ever want to see him again.”
Cynic looked around the living room. Watching his head swivel about, it was like seeing Sal’s devotion to the University of Nebraska in a whole new light. We had only recently moved in together, but one of the first things Sal did was scatter his souvenirs and other memorabilia throughout my living room. 
Cynic’s eyes caught mine. “Left a bunch of shit behind. I’m guessin’ you’re gonna see him again.”
“Where would he go?” Abby asked.
“I don’t know. And to be honest, I don’t want to know, because my luck, he’s got another woman.”
Abby held my hand. “Where’s your ring?”
“Jewelry box.”
She smiled. “We’re pawning that joker tomorrow.”
“Abs,” Blood said.
I looked at her. “I’d rather change the locks.”
Blood stood up. “I’m on that shit right now, babe.”
Abby grinned at her husband. She looked at me. “You have a list of wedding vendors to call? Agreements I can look over? I’ll get on that. See what you can get out of and how much money you can get back.”
The reminder of my wedding forced a tear down my cheek. “How could I have been so stupid?”
Abby shot a wan smile at me, but Cynic spoke.
“He snapped, that’s not on you.”
I looked at him and the sincerity in his eyes blew me away.
He wasn’t finished. “Like it or not, abusers bide their time and count on you missing the signs. That’s not on you either. You take that fucker back, then that is on you.”
I tipped my chin up.
“Changing the locks, though. That tells me you aren’t stupid at all. You got a wake-up call and you’re not ignoring that shit.”
“Thanks,” I whispered.
“Don’t thank me yet.”
I didn’t know why he said that, but I wasn’t going to dwell on it.

      [image: image-placeholder]Blood and Cynic were switching locks on doors for me while Abby made some dinner for her and Blood. I brushed my teeth, changed into my sleep-shirt, and got under my covers with a paperback I’d read before. 
There were many things to hate about being attacked, but the fact that I couldn’t enjoy my favorite pastime of reading ranked in the top three. I always lost myself in good books, but even re-reading my favorite author wasn’t doing the trick. 
After a while, Blood came in and propped a hip on my bed. “Reading again? I shouldn’t be surprised.”
My lips twisted with skepticism. “Not reading, more like staring at the page.”
“I’m meeting Har and the others. You sure you don’t know where he might go?”
“My best guess would have been his mother’s place in Arkansas, but that doesn’t make sense because it’s a five-hour drive and he should have to report into work tomorrow.”
His dark eyes focused on the headboard for a moment, then back to me. “You ever meet her? Go to this place in Arkansas?”
“Once. It’s a really small town, Blood. We only stopped because I wanted to go to Eureka Springs and that’s a ten-hour drive. Her place is essentially the half-way point, so it made sense to visit.”
Blood dipped his chin. “She seem off to you?”
I sat up, shaking my head. “It’s hard to say. I mean, I’m looking back at our every interaction with tainted vision, don’t you think?”
His head did the slightest wobble side-to-side. “Perhaps, but try to let that go and think back to your first impression of her. Did she seem off? And where was his dad?”
“His dad split when he was nine. She didn’t seem off so much as she’s dependent on him.”
“How?”
My lips pressed together. “He walked in and she let him handle everything. It was like she gave over complete control.”
His eyebrow jumped at the word control. “He controlling of you?”
My eyes went to the bedspread. He rubbed my bicep, and I caught his gaze. “A week ago, I would have laughed and said no way. After talking with different people at the hospital, yeah. He was, but it was a gradual build-up.”
He nodded. “Joint finances?”
I shook my head. “He’d been pushing for that, but I wanted to hold off until after the wedding.”
“That why he snapped?”
My eyes slid to the side, but I whispered, “No. Though, I’m sure it didn’t help.”
“Look at me, Fi.”
I gave him my attention. The earnest compassion in his eyes made me envy Abby. She was incredibly lucky to have Blood in her life.
“You don’t have to tell me, but darlin’, you need to tell Abby. She’ll keep your business private, but she’ll also be able to tell me and the brothers what we need to know about this guy.”
“Why does it matter? I mean, he snapped. Who cares why?”
“If it doesn’t matter, it won’t matter if you tell her then will it?”
My eyes narrowed at him. “Don’t go using your circular logic on me, Damon Bledsoe.”
His lips tipped up. “Gonna use whatever I have to so I can help you, woman.” 
Both of his hands cupped my shoulders, and he gave me a gentle squeeze. “But there’s a difference between someone who’s whacked and was raised to be that way, and someone who snapped unexpectedly. The fact this asshole cleared out only some of his shit and hasn’t been back makes me think he’s the first. Though, it’d be better if he were the last.”
“His mother seemed sweet as pie, there’s no way she raised him to be psycho.”
He gave a single nod. “Maybe not, but you didn’t meet the dad. The fact the mom just gave over all control to him when you got there, that’s a little suspect to me, babe.”
Abby walked into the room and climbed up on my bed. “We getting the low-down from her finally, babe?”
Blood looked at Abby and his expression softened. 
Did I mention how lucky my best friend happened to be?
“You might say that, but I’m hoping she’ll tell you more. Right, Fi?”
I nodded. 
He patted my leg. “Gotta go. Talking about it should help, darlin’. Not just us, but for your mental health, too.”
“I know,” I muttered.
He grinned. “One last thing, his mom has the same last name as him, right?”
I nodded and told him her name, Jill Almante.
“Good. Get some rest, Fiona. It’ll help. Abby, walk me out.”
Abby shot me a look that said she wanted to roll her eyes at him, but wouldn’t. I chuckled.
When Abby came back, I was laying down fully and under the covers. From the other side of the bed, she lifted the sheet and climbed in next to me. 
“Your phone’s charged, right?” she asked.
“Yep.”
“Make sure you keep it that way, hon.”
We chatted for a bit about her parents and why she and Blood were in Thomasville earlier that day. Then our conversation hit a comfortable lull.
“How did it happen?” Abby asked.
I sighed. “It was mainly the money, or me waiting to merge our accounts.”
“You said, ‘mainly.’ Does that mean there was something else too?”
“Well,” I hesitated.
Abby widened her eyes at me. “Fiona. We’ve known each other for seventeen years. And some of those were particularly wild. There’s nothing you can’t tell me.”
She was not wrong. There were many reasons I loved that she’d found Blood. One of the biggest was because he fed her wild streak while taming it at the same time. Before she’d met him, I’d done a whole bunch of things I’d never have done if not for Abby. And I’d done those things to make sure she stayed safe.
I took a deep breath. “We were having sex earlier in the evening. I asked him to do something, and he stopped. Accused me of watching porn—”
“Like that matters,” Abby muttered.
I sighed. “To a woman like you it absolutely doesn’t matter. And to be honest, I hadn’t been watching anything like that, it was just something I wanted to try. But for some reason, it bugged him. I had to talk him down from that. We finished what we started, and then I made dinner.”
“He didn’t strike me as being a prude.”
I nodded. “Right. Like I told Blood, it was all gradual. Things started changing, and it’s only with this twenty-twenty hindsight that I see the signs.”
“Okay, so he got over the bedroom issue?”
I rubbed a hand down my face. “Kind of. I could tell while we were eating that it was still bugging him. But he didn’t want to talk about it.”
“That’s a bad sign.”
“I let it go, but then he mentioned going to the bank on Saturday. Getting things set up so we’d be good while on our honeymoon.”
“What’d you say?”
I shook my head. “I told him no. Not until I had my name changed and all the other things that go with getting married.”
“That made him lose it?”
“Well, I was a little snippy.”
Abby looked away from me and I knew she was weighing her words. When she looked back at me, the anger in her eyes was toned down. “You don’t get snippy that often, Fiona. And when you do, you’re usually hangry or anxious about some shit.”
“No, Abby, I really—”
She sat up and leaned toward me. “Nope. This right here is something I should’ve picked up on. You’re making an excuse, and you did that shit when you couldn’t come out to Jacksonville at the holidays, too. I ignored it then because the holidays make everybody a little crazy and guilt-ridden. But my gut told me something wasn’t right.”
I went up on an elbow. “Abby, that genuinely—”
“Don’t lie to me. I saw your Instagram posts. You weren’t working full days based on your lunches with Sal.”
My eyes went to the side because she was right. He’d insisted we weren’t going anywhere for the holidays and I had to make excuses to Abby.
Before I could say anything, she did. “Even if you were snippy, you had a right to be. Especially since he’d brought it up before and you shot it down. And whether you were snippy, bitchy, or sweet as a fairy-godmother, your tone of voice doesn’t justify that asshole blackening your eyes, splitting your lip, kicking you in the ribs, and trying to choke you out.”
Tears welled in my eyes. Her words were harsh, but true. Few people doled out tough love like Abby. 
She laid down again and wrapped me up in her arms. “I didn’t mean to make you cry, sweetie.”
“I know,” I whispered, returning her hug.
I forgot how good it felt to be held by someone who loved me. My entire frame stilled.
 I’d never had this from Sal because his so-called love was just an act.
Abby pulled away. “What’s wrong?”
I looked into her blue eyes. “I don’t think he ever loved me, Abs.”
Her hand stroked my cheek. “I’m sorry, my friend. And at the same time, I’m so damn happy you came to that conclusion on your own.”
I let her go. “Well, even if it makes me a ninny, this has worn me out. I’m gonna try to sleep. The guest bedroom probably needs fresh sheets, but you and Blood are welcome to stay there.”
Her chin dipped. “What about Cynic?”
My lips quirked. “I really don’t care where he sleeps, but my hunch is that he’ll be on the couch.”
She chuckled. “I don’t know what he did to piss you off, but you should probably be nice to the man who’s guarding you.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Cynic

Cynic had brushed his teeth and taken one last leak before he was going to get an hour or two of shut-eye. He didn’t like being in this woman’s space. She had her father’s eyes and some of his mannerisms. It made him miss Brink, and increased his bitterness toward Fiona. 
He wandered back toward Fiona’s bedroom and saw her sleeping next to Abby. 
He felt his lip curl. The woman took herself away from the Riot, but she could snuggle up and sleep with Abby? She let Blood hold her close and encourage her to open up. Yet she couldn’t give the local chapter the time of day. A chapter that helped raise her, even if only by providing Brink’s income. 
He went out to the driveway. As he shook out a cigarette, he muttered to himself, “What the fuck is that?”
“What the fuck is what?” Blood asked.
Cynic’s frame strung tight, but Blood probably didn’t know he’d scared the fuck out of Cynic. He lit the cigarette and eyed Blood.
“What the fuck is with that bitch? She cuts the local chapter out of her life as soon as her dad’s buried, but she keeps close with you and Abby. What’s that?”
Blood tipped his head back and scratched his neck. He righted his head and caught Cynic’s eyes. “That is Fiona’s to tell, man. But, I only know her because of Abby. In fact, Abby lost her mind when she found out Fiona’s dad was a chapter president. Couldn’t believe Fiona hadn’t shared that earlier in their relationship.”
Cynic nodded. “She was ashamed of us even back then.”
Blood shook his head. “That isn’t true. Like I said, you need to hear her side of things.”
He blew out some smoke. “Brothers find any sign of Sal?”
Blood lit his own cigarette. “No, but it’s a Sunday. He wouldn’t be at work today, and he wasn’t at his last address. Bastard could be staying anywhere. Hotel, new apartment, rental house, no fuckin’ telling.”
Cynic nodded. As he ground his cigarette with the toe of his boot, he noticed the crickets and frogs were noisy as hell tonight.
Blood asked, “You really say that shit back at the clubhouse? You think she was asking for it?”
He’d never live that down. At least not anytime soon. 
He sighed. “I said it, but I didn’t really mean it. And seeing her now… well, I’d say I’m as angry as you.”
Blood threw his cigarette butt to the ground and stubbed it out. Then he stepped closer to Cynic. “No fuckin’ way you’re as angry as me, ’Nic. That woman sits at our Thanksgiving table every year, whether we’re at our place, Abby’s parents’, or my parents’ place. She’s family, and if you think she turned her back on the Riot for no good reason, you are sorely mistaken.”
Cynic tossed his hands out in question. “Then why don’t you enlighten me.”
Blood stroked his goatee. “You prove you’re concerned about her and not just a nosy fucker, I’ll clue you in a little. But you should open your mind and talk to her about it.”
Cynic shook his head. He couldn’t argue with that. They turned toward Fiona’s bungalow. “You claiming a couch? Your woman’s sleeping next to Fiona in her bed. Don’t know if there’s a guest bedroom or not, but figure I’m on the couch.”
Blood chuckled. “Nah. I’m gonna climb in bed with both of them, you know how me and Abby do.”
Cynic stopped to give Blood a sidelong glance. The man cracked immediately, letting out a roar of laughter. 
“You shithead,” Cynic muttered.
Blood’s laughter came to an abrupt stop. “Better be careful, ’Nic. You sound like you care about her.”
He shook his head. “No. Learned the hard way. Won’t ever care about a woman again because they damn sure don’t give a fuck about me.”
Blood clapped a hand on Cynic’s shoulder. “Keep that up they’ll need to change your name. You aren’t being cynical. You’re just downright bitter.”
They went inside the house to find Abby tying her shoes. Cynic’s head reared back. 
“She up or something?”
Abby smiled at him. “No. I’d know my husband’s loud laugh anywhere. Wasn’t supposed to fall asleep in her bed, but thanks for not waking me up, ’Nic.”
“She tell you anything?” Blood asked.
Abby’s chin dipped. “Yeah. It sounds like it was mainly money, but there was another thing that happened earlier that evening.” She hesitated. “I don’t think she’d want Cynic to know about it.”
Blood’s brows furrowed. “Really?”
“It’s sexual then,” Cynic surmised.
“I didn’t say that. But all around, it sounds like he was a massive control freak and a narcissist to boot. Pisses me off that we didn’t see that in the number of times they came to visit.” She looked at Blood. “You have any luck?”
He gave an angry sigh. “No. Gonna get some rest. Then we’re gonna watch his office building in the morning.”
Abby cocked her head toward a closed door. “She said we could stay in her guest room, if you’re tired.”
Blood shook his head. “Nah. There’s a spare room at the compound, babe. Leave the guest room for Cynic.”
“Whatever. I’m on the couch. Easier to hear shit from the back door or the front.”






  
  Chapter 3
Vaulted

Fiona


I woke up in the dark with a jolt. In the corner of my mind, I knew I’d fallen asleep with the lights on and Abby next to me. Now I was alone. My anxiety was rearing up and bringing outlandish thoughts with it. The therapist at the hospital had mentioned this might happen. She’d prescribed me Trazodone to help me sleep because of it. Only, I had yet to take one of those because I was determined to fight this myself. 
To quiet my mind, I went to the kitchen for a glass of water. I put my hands on either side of the double sink, leaned over, and deep-breathed. 
With my tumbler under the tap, I focused on the filling water. Just like my therapist had told me. Focus on the now. Little things. 
I drank the water and felt each sensation.
Cynic’s scratchy voice nearly made me choke.
“Trouble sleepin’?”
I put the tumbler down with a thunk, coughed, and looked at him.
His thick, burly arm laid across the top of my sofa, his hair was mussed with sleep, but his eyes were bright and alert on me. He looked like sex on my sofa. 
“You could say that,” I muttered.
“Didn’t they give you something for that?”
“I don’t want to get hooked on sleep aids.”
“Why?”
“They’re bad for you. I’ve seen the fall-out.”
“That’s right,” he muttered.
“What’s right?”
“You’re a nurse. Or no, someone said you’re more than a regular nurse.”
I nodded. “Nurse practitioner. Yeah.”
“And you took up with an abuser?”
I turned toward him. “I beg your pardon?”
He shook his head. “Don’t take that the wrong way. In your line of work, I would’ve thought you’d see all the signs.”
“Yeah,” I breathed. I tried to hide how hurt I was by his words because I had had that same thought repeatedly since the attack.
“I’m not judging, Fiona. I’m asking a question.”
“If I had the answer, I’d tell you. But that’s the fuck of it. I don’t know how I got here. You’re dead right. I should have seen the signs. I knew what to look for. But whether it’s arrogance, willful ignorance, a combo of both or that asshole’s dual nature, I missed it. I missed all of it. And rather than hate him for it, I hate myself.”
To my amazement and surprise, he vaulted himself over the sofa toward me. Good God, that took serious strength. I knew he had strength in his arms, but that was impressive.
His boxer briefs were equally impressive. I couldn’t allow myself to appreciate those, so I forced my eyes up his body.
He stood in my space. “Don’t you dare hate yourself for that, Fiona. Don’t you dare.”
“How’d you do that?”
“Do what?”
“Launch yourself off the couch like that?”
He exhaled while shaking his head, but his smile couldn’t be missed. “I’ll tell you some other time. That fucker hurt you physically. Don’t let him get to you mentally. And for fuck’s sake, don’t let him rob you of sleep. If you need a pill to get some shut-eye, take it.” 
The microwave indicated the time as quarter after one. I wouldn’t be going into the practice tomorrow. The prescription bottle sat on the counter. I grabbed it and took a pill. 
As I left the kitchen, Cynic was arranging the throw over his legs. 
“Good night,” I called to him.
He only grunted in response.

      [image: image-placeholder]It was a beautiful spring day, and Abby insisted we eat lunch on my patio. 
I twirled lo mein noodles onto my fork. “It was all so fast. That should have been my first sign.”
Abby put her hand over mine. “Stop it. You’ve wanted two things since I met you. To be a nurse and to have a family. A real one. So, it’s no surprise at your age you’re willing to go fast since you thought he was the one.”
I nodded. “You’re right. I’m—”
“No more ‘I’m sorry’s.’”
I blew out an exasperated breath. “Okay. It’s crazy how much he changed me!”
Blood looked up from his take-out container. “He didn’t change you. He controlled you. There’s a difference.”
“Main reason he snapped, most likely,” Abby said. “The moment they can’t control things, they go off the rails.”
I nodded. “That’s why I think this is overkill. He can’t control me, and he knows that now. So, I don’t need a twenty-four-hour guard.”
Blood shot his sinister smile at me. “Nope. Not until Sal gets my message do you go unprotected. I don’t care if I gotta drag Jacksonville brothers out here for this. He’s gonna learn not to fuck with women.”
Great.
Cynic came out to the patio wearing his faded jeans, a new shirt, and his cut. His damp hair hung loose and wavy around his face. The dark strands highlighted the sun-kissed nature of his beard. I looked away before my staring became obvious or even creepy.
“Gamble just pulled up. He’s on for tonight. You need me, I’m at Twisted Talons until three a.m.”
I wanted to ask what Twisted Talons was, but it wasn’t my business. Nothing about the Riot MC was my business anymore. 
Definitely nothing about Cynic was my business. He was married. I needed to mentally shout that at myself.
“Got it,” Blood said.
Cynic looked from Blood to me, and back to Blood. “Heard you had no luck last night. Don’t know about the daytime watch of this asshole’s office, but,” he gave me a furtive look, “she probably ought to call the asshole.”
My mouth went dry, and I felt my eyes get big.
“Cynic,” Abby started, but he ignored her.
“He’s got all his shit around here. She needs to tell him to clear it out. Bring him to her and our problems are solved.”
Blood looked at me and shook his head at Cynic. “Do you see how pale she is right now? We do that, we do it when she’s somewhere else. She’s been through enough.”
Cynic shrugged and went back inside. 
The look in Blood’s eyes made me brace. “He’s fuckin’ right. And I can see you hate the idea, but the sooner it’s done the sooner he’s out, babe.”
I nodded. “But I don’t have to be here?”
His head tipped to one side. “Probably not.”
Abby pointed her fork at Blood. “She could still press charges.”
Blood focused on her. “Do you really think that’s what he deserves? You went soft on me if you do.”
Abby shook her head. “I’m just saying, she charges his ass, it’s on record and she’s not out of bounds when we have a bonfire with his shit.”
I scoffed. “Vindictive, much?”
She gave me a flat look. “Does it hurt to breathe today?”
I sighed. “All right. Point taken.”

      [image: image-placeholder]That night, Gamble was on my couch scrolling through his phone. I didn’t feel like being anti-social and I couldn’t decide on a program on Netflix. 
I glanced his way. “Do you have a show preference?”
He glanced at me. “Don’t watch TV.”
I did a double take. “You can’t be serious. Not even sports?”
“Prefer to be at a game. If I can’t do that, then I’ll catch the highlights on Sports Center. Otherwise, no.”
“Wow,” I whispered. Then I asked, “Can I be nosy?”
He put his phone down. “You can. Doesn’t mean I’ll answer.”
I grinned. He was a good five or seven years younger than me, but I liked his attitude. 
“Fair enough. Why is your road name ‘Gamble’?”
He laughed. “They did that shit to fuck with me. Both my parents go to Gamblers Anonymous meetings. I got a chip on my shoulder about gamblers. Har found out and I asked him not to base my road name on it and come up with something else.”
I shook my head. “Shouldn’t-a done that.”
His chin dipped. “Know that now.”
“How long ago did you start?”
“Patched in five years ago, started as a prospect seven years ago.”
He’d never met Dad, then.
As though he were reading my mind, he said, “Heard your pop was somethin’ else.”
I nodded.
“Can I be nosy?” he asked.
I grinned. “You can. Doesn’t mean I’ll answer.”
He chuckled. “I like it. How come you never come ’round?”
My gut clenched. I had expected Har, or Brute, or any one of the other longstanding brothers to bring that up yesterday when they crowded into my living room. But none of them did. Which told me they weren’t doing this for me, but for Blood. 
I blew out a sigh. “The clubhouse has a lot of memories of my dad for me. And, I don’t know, losing him was hard enough. Going back around there and seeing all of you would be even harder.”
He sat up. “That sounds like bullshit. There’s a kernel of truth there, but you’ve covered it up.”
After staring at him for a beat, I shrugged. “Since you never met Dad, I’m guessing you probably haven’t heard this story. When I hit fourteen, he made it clear I wasn’t to be at the clubhouse anymore.”
Gamble grunted out, “Really?”
I dipped my chin. “Being that young, I didn’t quite understand, but it wasn’t a big deal because I had no way to get there. Fast-forward to me being seventeen and determined to show him a thing or two; a girlfriend of mine had a car and I suggested we hang at the compound one Friday afternoon.”
“Oh, man,” he muttered.
“Yeah. It was around four in the afternoon, but a party was getting going. I don’t know if it was because I’d brought a friend and we were both underage or if it was because I was staring at a prospect with a certain look in my eye… hell, it doesn’t really matter I suppose. But Dad snapped in a big way.”
He nodded. “I can see that. It’s not the place for underage girls.”
I shook my head. “No. He put his hand to my throat, shoved me up against the wall and yelled in my face. In front of everyone. It took Joules and Wreck to get him off me.”
“Damn. I’m sorry to hear that. I bet Sandy gave your Dad serious grief after that.”
I shot him a confused look. “I don’t know who Sandy is—”
“She belongs to Joules.”
I nodded. “Well, this would’ve been eighteen years ago, so I don’t think they had met yet.”
“He embarrassed you, then.”
My eyes widened. “A father should never put his hands on his daughter like that. But, yeah. I was definitely embarrassed.”
“You’re right about the force. I wasn’t there. You don’t blame that episode for your ex losing it on you?”
“No! Are you crazy?”
He shook his head. “Sorry.” After a moment he asked, “Did the prospect know you were interested in him?”
“No,” I said more emphatically than I should have. I covered by adding, “Dad told me later he was married.”
A contemplative look crossed his face. “Don’t get too many married guys as prospects. Did he earn his patch?”
I got my act together and used my most innocent tone to respond. “I wouldn’t know.”
“And you haven’t been back since?”
My lips twisted before I said, “Went back for the memorial the brothers had. Beyond that, no. I haven’t been back.”
He raised one eyebrow. “You really hold a grudge.”
A mirthless chuckle escaped me. “No, Gamble. There’s a bit more to the story, but believe me. Dad taught me a huge lesson that weekend, and it’s never left me.”
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Cynic called, “Come in,” and the office door opened. 
Blood came inside and closed the door.
After a chin lift, he looked back at the report on his desk. “No, you cannot drink for free. I don’t stroll into Platinum’s and ask for free lap dances.”
The chair in front of his desk moved as Blood chuckled. “Not lookin’ for free drinks, man. I’m gonna have her call him tomorrow.”
He glanced at Blood. “Why are you tellin’ me this?”
“Your plan. Thought you should be there when we implement it.”
Cynic shook his head. “Not a plan. Just a suggestion. You don’t need me there for this shit.”
Blood’s eyes narrowed on him. “I don’t need you on this? I don’t need a Sergeant-at-Arms who gets off on fighting to be at my side when this psycho shows up?”
Cynic refused to be baited by Blood’s words. “Plenty of other brothers who can step in, man.”
“The way you’ve been glowering at that bastard’s shit around her living room, you want to be in on this. Problem is you don’t want to want it.”
“You aren’t making sense.”
“Why don’t you want to help her out?”
He leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms on his chest. “She didn’t want our help… no, I take that back. She doesn’t want to put up with us. Can’t be bothered to acknowledge us. I don’t need or want to help a bitch that fickle.”
Blood’s head tilted. “Thought you said you were as angry as me. Your tune changed that fast?”
He did a long inhale, wishing he could light a cigarette, but he was trying to quit. Though, quitting while working in a bar was the worst place to do it.
“Yeah, it did. I’m not around her, so, out of sight, out of mind. And that’s the way I’d like to fuckin’ keep it.”
“You got a shovel around here? You’re gonna need it with the bullshit you’re spewing. It piles up fast, brother.”
Cynic grabbed a pen from his desk. “You done?”
Blood kept eye contact with him for a long moment. “Yeah. But seriously, I’m having her ask him to swing by at six. Gonna send her and Abby out. They aren’t to come back until I text. You’re there at quarter to six, you won’t have to see Fiona and you’ll be in time for the fun.”
He couldn’t stop himself from asking, “You think I’m trying to avoid
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