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Dedication
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To my family —I will never forget the hours spent in the water and the memories made. 

Love ya!
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Prologue
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Rachel Silverstone, chained to the pipe coming out of the floor, rolled her head but remained unconscious ever since the man named Garcia came in and used the bat, striking her numerous times.

Ruger told her several times since he got caught trying to rescue her—Don't provoke the men.

But she tried to protect Ruger from the beatdown. Barely a hundred and twenty pounds, she was a little thing compared to him. Though, she had fight in her.

He rubbed his bloody, raw wrists. The ache came from deep in his bones. The surface was numb from the attacks.

"Hey." Ruger leaned over Rachel. "You need to wake up."

The rescue mission to save Shady's sister from her kidnappers, repaying his debt, went south when he stepped into the house. He hadn't expected six Los Li members. Shady had told him it was one man. He should've known the fucker would lie to him.

He picked up Rachel's arm, sliding his finger between her slim wrist and the handcuffs holding her hostage in the basement.

Los Li members, the strong-arm of the Mexican mafia, had made one big mistake. They'd used a chain around his wrists, getting a kick out of welding the two ends together while holding him down. Eventually, he was able to work one fucking link far enough apart to slip his hand free.

It'd taken him over three weeks to finally have a chance at gaining his freedom. 

His captors believed he was still secured to the steel pipe concreted into the floor. He needed to hurry. It wouldn't be long, and the men would come to the basement. He needed Rachel awake long enough for her to remain alert and quiet, ready to go when the time was right.

"Rachel. Wake up." He patted her cheek with his free hand, pushing the blood soaked hair to the side.

A drop of blood broke through the crack on her lip and trailed down her chin. His gut tightened. The first chance he got, he planned to kill the fuckers who hurt her.

But he was more likely to get killed unless he figured out a way to jump whoever opened the door.

"Rug..."

The soft mew grabbed his attention. He cupped Rachel's face and put his lips against her ear.

"I don't want you to move or make any noise. Pretend you're passed out." He paused, listening for any noise to alert him of company coming down the wooden steps into the house's basement. "I'm going to get us out of here, Rach. I promise."

"No." She rolled her head away from him. "No. They'll kill you."

"Sh." He took his hand off her, afraid to cause her more pain.

"They'll kill Shady." She gasped. "Ju-July..."

Covered in bruises, bloody, and swollen, Rachel spent most of the last twenty-four hours asleep. She wasn't going to live much longer. Already, she'd stopped fighting the handcuffs. She no longer screamed in pain when the captors beat her. 

She wasn't eating or drinking. 

She'd stopped talking to him when night fell, and the basement became completely black.

They were both in bad shape, but he had enough muscle on him that it would take more than beatings to make him give up. He ate the shit they brought down because if he refused, he'd waste away, and they wouldn't make it out of there.

Rachel vomited everything she tried to get past her lips. She had no extra weight to lose. After six weeks of captivity, she'd lost all strength.

If he hadn't seen the picture of her that Shady shoved between his cot and wall in prison, he never would've recognized Rachel when he broke into the house and got caught. 

The frail, scarred, battered woman was the same knock-out, vibrant, spirited woman in the photo who danced in the kitchen of a house without a care in the world.

He hadn't known Shady for long. They shared the same cell the last year he served in prison. But every time his cellmate got thrown into solitary, Ruger would take the picture, the hidden phone, and any drugs Shady had in confinement and keep his things safe until his cellmate returned.

It was their silent agreement. In return, Shady would alert Ruger when the others were gunning for him in prison. Being bigger than most men and a long-term inmate in the prison system put a target on his back. The others believed it was their right to try and take him out.

He'd made a name for himself on the inside because he refused to let others dictate how he'd live on the inside. The others stayed away from him because of his reputation for not taking shit from anyone.

By his fifth year in prison, he had enough prisoners protecting him. He could stay away from fighting and making his sentence longer. Good behavior was the only reason he received early release after serving eighteen years.

Footsteps above alerted him to someone coming. He leaned against the wall and put his hands behind his back. He wrapped the loose chain around his left hand, then held it completely still. 

He wasn't going to jeopardize his right hand. He'd need it to get Rachel out of here. 

But he'd sacrifice his left hand. With the chain, he could do a lot more damage.

The door at the top of the stairs opened.

Ruger closed his eyes, feigning sleep. He wanted to make sure whoever entered got as close to him as possible. One miss. One error. They'd kill him and Rachel before he could get to his feet.

Thunk.

Thunk.

Thunk.

Heavy boots fell on the concrete of the basement. Ruger slowed his breathing. There was only one way to get Rachel out of the handcuffs.

There were four men. He had yet to learn which one held the key.

They were men who had three square meals a day. Men who fought and killed. Men who were not afraid of Ruger's size because they'd weakened him.

He couldn't remember when he'd had food last. Maybe yesterday or the day before. It was some dry beans he could barely swallow. He was dehydrated. It wouldn't be long, and he'd lose all his stored energy.

The man kicked Ruger's boot. He willed himself to stay loose, hoping the man would try to rouse him again and leave Rachel alone.

"Wake up." The man's voice came closer.

Instead of firing off rapid Spanish like the other men, the man spoke English. Ruger slowed his breathing, barely letting his chest rise and fall.

Footsteps shuffled. An exhale sent a wave of humid air toward him, covering his face. Ruger never hesitated. He lunged forward, knocking his captor onto his back in surprise. Before the man could yell out a warning, Ruger pressed the chain against his kidnapper's throat.

All his strength centered on his hands, holding, pressing, tightening.

The man fought, kicking out and violently attempting to get his hands underneath the chain to remove it from his neck, but Ruger wasn't budging. He watched the veins pop in the man's eyes until they were only two red orbs, swollen in their sockets.

At that instance, he had all the strength in the world. There was no fucking way he was going to die.

He had to get home. His daughter needed him.

There was only one person he lived his life for, and that was Katrina. He'd spent too much time away from her. Now, she was all grown up, and he refused to lose her again.

The man's hands fell off the chain. His body stopped moving.

Ruger held him down, pinned by the chain around his neck until he was positive there was no coming back. As he eased his hands off him, his strength left him. There were still three more men he had to deal with.

Three more men he had to kill. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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Loud banging followed by a deep shout penetrated the Havlin Motorcycle Club clubhouse bedroom door. Ruger rubbed the rag over the oil filter while watching Rachel sit cross-legged on the bed.

For the last couple of months, after escaping Los Li, he'd let Rachel stay in the clubhouse with him. She had no one at home because her brother was incarcerated at the state prison, and she needed time to heal from all the injuries she obtained at the hands of Los Li.

He rarely left the room and joined his MC brothers because Rachel panicked whenever he stepped into the hallway or went outside to smoke. It was easier to stay inside. When it was only the two of them, she relaxed and played games on his phone.

She seemed to know how to use the device, which was more than he could do with it. He knew how to make calls by finding names and could swipe to answer a call, but all the other things on the screen were foreign and went unused.

He held up the oil filter and inspected it for damage. He thought Shady would've contacted him by now, letting him know it was safe to take Rachel home. 

Shady mentioned he and his sister had a house in Offshore, about forty minutes from Seaglass Cove. Whenever he mentioned taking her home, Rachel threw her arms around him and refused to let go.

He had better things to do than stay inside the room and babysit Shady's little sister. His confinement came at the wrong time. His daughter married his best friend since he returned to the clubhouse. He struggled to accept that the man he called brother and had asked to watch over Katrina eighteen years ago was now her husband.

As far as he knew, while he was in prison, Katrina hadn't even taken the time to date and hang out with kids her age. She'd stuck by Jagger's side for years, and there wasn't a damn thing he could do from inside his cell.

Because Jagger had broken the bylaws by getting involved with Katrina, Ruger set the punishment the moment he recovered from dealing with Los Li.

The president of Havlin had put his life up as a bargaining chip and was willing to die for Ruger's daughter. He set the filter down. Because of Jagger's sacrifice, Katrina's love, and Rachel freaking out when the punishment was going down, he let Jagger live.

"I'm going out." He straightened from the chair. "You coming?"

"No." She turned her head, letting her black hair curtain her face.

He left her in the room. For understandable reasons, she always stayed in the room. Everyone was a stranger to her. The only person she knew was him. She trusted the wrong man. Just because they spent time together while he saved her from her kidnappers didn't mean she knew him.

He wasn't looking to add another person to his life. Katrina adding Jagger to the family was enough. He also had a newly discovered little sister popping into his life. Cora caused him all kinds of hell, always wanting to bring up the past he'd buried long ago.

Rachel needed to go home. The sooner, the better.

She was getting too attached. In the end, she was going to get hurt if she depended on him.

He walked through the clubhouse, ignoring the other Havlin members, and pushed out the back door. Lighting a cigarette, he carried the oil filter he'd cleaned to his Harley. While he smoked, he reinstalled the part.

Every day, stuck in the room, got longer. He wanted to get out and ride. But until he received word back from Shady, he could do little with Rachel. It wasn't like he could dump her in the driveway of her house and ride away.

Los Li knew where she lived. It was no longer safe unless her brother got released from prison and protected her.

Maverick, an MC brother, approached and stood beside Ruger's bike. He glanced up and kept tightening the filter down. Maverick was the closest to Ruger's size out of all the Havlin members.

"How long are you staying around?" Maverick squatted and looked at the bike.

"I put a transfer in with the Mother Chapter to ride under Jagger." He dropped the wrench into the roll-up pouch and stood. "Problem?"

"Nope."

He glanced at Maverick again. Usually, his MC brother coughed and cleared his throat constantly when he spoke. He hadn't heard him cough once.

He knew Maverick from inside prison. They recognized each other's dragon tattoos but had never ridden side by side because they'd both served long sentences. But on the inside, they'd often share information, and they always had each other's backs from different ends of the prison.

"I'm supposed to give this to you." Maverick held out a slip of paper.

He opened the folded paper. There was a local phone number written down. Nothing else.

"What's this?" he asked.

"I got a call this morning from an acquaintance in the state pen. He had a message from Shady that he wanted to pass on to you. He's—"

"I know who he is." He held the info in his hand. "What's the number for?"

He'd rather know what the hell Shady was doing contacting someone else. If he had a free phone call from prison, Rachel's brother should've called him and asked about his sister.

"You're supposed to set up a place and time to return the girl."

His gut tightened. Shady expected him to hand her over to some fucker off the street?

"How'd you get involved?"

Maverick cleared his throat. "Hell if I know."

"Do me a favor and use your phone to call that number." He narrowed his eyes, prepared for the backlash of the order.

"Still haven't figured out how to use the cell?" Maverick pulled out his phone.

He gritted his teeth and handed the paper back to Maverick. It was the simplest things that frustrated him. The phone. Debit cards. Pumping his gas because the laws had changed while he was incarcerated, and now no one was at the pump ready to do the job for him. Even finding out how to turn on the television took an instruction manual. He still needed to figure out where and how to listen to music. Nobody had a stereo anymore. He felt stupid and angry.

He'd rather walk through life alone than feel the constant pressure of living in a society that had outgrown him.

Rachel needed to go back to wherever she belonged. She could surround herself with her people, who could care for her. All he could do was keep her in a bedroom, and that was no life to live for a young woman.

Maverick tapped the screen and then handed Ruger the phone. The call connected.

"Yeah?" answered a male.

"I got your number." He wasn't going to give him a name. That's not how he played the game. If the guy wanted more information, he'd have to volunteer some of his own. As far as he knew, the person on the other side of the call could be a Los Li member, ready to finish off the job and kill him.

"You need to bring Rachel to Offshore. There's public parking lot near the marina. I'll expect you there at three o'clock today."

"Who is this?" he asked.

"It doesn't matter."

He gazed around the area. "I won't hand her off to anyone unless I know she's safe."

"Shady's got a dent in his skull because of you," said the man on the other end of the call.

Ruger's suspicions fell away. Shady had tripped over Ruger's feet in the pen and knocked his head into the toilet. It took six stitches to hold the skin together, and he was left with a dent on his head. No one could see it through his hair, but Shady had a good time blaming Ruger for the damage.

No one would know about that incident unless Shady had told them. The information eased his concern that Los Li had tracked him down already.

"Does she have somewhere safe to go?" he asked.

"She'll be taken care of."

"That's not what I asked." He paused. "Will she be safe?"

"She'll be safe."

He disconnected the call and handed the phone back to Maverick. There was nothing more for him to do. At three o'clock, he'd hand over Rachel to someone else to take care of. When he'd gone after her, he'd done so as a favor to Shady. Now, his debt was paid.

Jagger rode to the back of the building and parked his Harley. Ruger walked over to the man he'd thought of as a brother until Jagger got involved with Katrina. The reminder of their relationship was one more thing that had changed in his life that he had no control over.

"Got a second?" he asked.

Jagger set the helmet down on the seat of his bike. "Shoot."

"I'll be riding out later." He pulled a cigarette out of his pocket. "It's time for Rachel to leave."

"Do you need riders?"

He shook his head. "I can handle it."

The back door opened. Ruger turned, seeing Katrina. He watched her go straight to Jagger's side and not him. Damn, that burned.

She was his whole world. Even though he wasn't with her for eighteen years, she was the constant in his head. His dreams. His nightmares. They all centered around her.

Jagger had Katrina her whole life. All he'd had was the first four years with her, and he wanted more time. Just the two of them. They were family. He owed Katrina for all the years he was gone.

He walked off and tossed his smoke in the sand-filled bucket by the door.

"Hey," yelled Jagger. "Call if you change your mind."

He waved his hand, letting Jagger know he heard, and walked into the clubhouse. There wasn't much to do to get Rachel ready to leave. She had no belongings. Most days, she wore one of his t-shirts. He stopped, turned around, and went back outside.

"Katrina?" He walked up to his daughter. "Rachel needs clothes. She's leaving today. Can you get her something to wear?"

If he tried putting his clothes on her small frame, the clothes would whip off in the wind.

"Okay." Katrina raised her brows. "I'll find something for her to wear."

It was obvious Katrina wanted Rachel gone. Maybe now, his daughter would get rid of the attitude toward him, and they could work on having some kind of father/daughter relationship. She was going to have his grandchild in a few months. He'd like to have a part in his grandson's life.

"Thanks, baby." He went back inside and walked to the bedroom.

He wasn't going to bail on his family the way his parents stepped out of his life the moment their picture-perfect family got a little dirty.

He opened the door and checked the clock on the wall. He only had a half hour to get Rachel ready before they had to leave. 

Having jumped up from the couch when the door opened, Rachel stilled and relaxed at the sight of him. He hated how fear always set in whenever he walked through the door.

Los Li had damaged her. It would take years for her to recover, if possible.
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Ruger closed the door. Rachel's chest pounded. The anxiety that remained after escaping her brother's enemies continued to beat her each day. The constant pain weakened her despite trying to make herself stronger.

Sometimes, it hurt to breathe.

There was a ball of fear sitting on her chest, making it impossible for her to expand her lungs all the way.

The stress made her lightheaded.

Physically, her body had healed, and even though the bruises changed colors daily, they were fading. Emotionally, she wanted to stay in the room and pretend the outside world had disappeared.

Beyond the door in the clubhouse, there was evil all around.

Her entire life was filled with danger.

That's what happened when you were born into the Silverstone family that stole, lied, and probably murdered. She wouldn't put any crime past her brother. Unfortunately, he was her only living relative.

Her mother died from a drug overdose when she was five years old. She barely remembered her. When she was fifteen, her father passed away quickly after finding out he had lung cancer. That left only her brother in her life. Shady was five years older than her and had taken her father's position in their crime-filled world at the young age of twenty.

Soon after she turned eighteen years old, Shady went to prison.

She'd survived four years by herself, working, living alone, taking care of the rundown house. Everything was fine until recently when the evil men broke into the house and kidnapped her.

With Ruger, she had experienced the worst part of her life. And yet, she felt safe with him.

"We're going for a ride." Ruger's gaze moved down her body and back up to her eyes. "Katrina's bringing you some clothes to wear."

She shook her head. It was safe in the room. If he wanted to leave for a while, he could go. But she was staying here.

"You don't have a choice. You're going with me." Ruger tossed the tools scattered on the floor into a metal box.

She swallowed. "But I don't want to go out."

It was hard enough to walk into the clubhouse with the others around, looking at her. She couldn't go outside. What if there were more men Shady screwed over and were looking for her?

"Don't argue—"

A knock interrupted him, and he walked to the door without finishing the discussion. She stayed back, uninterested in the people Ruger claimed were his MC brothers. She could tell he had no one close to him except Katrina.

The men stayed away from him. She found that strange, considering he belonged to the club. It was almost as if they were afraid of him. When he walked, people moved out of his way.

Ruger shifted, allowing her to see Katrina standing in the hallway holding a sack. Unable to stop her curiosity, she stepped to the side to get a better view of Ruger's daughter. The way he'd talked about her when they were both held hostage, she assumed Katrina was a young girl. To her surprise, Katrina was around her age, maybe a little older. She guessed about twenty-two to twenty-five. 

Now, she was pregnant. There was a definite bump going on behind her tight shirt.

"I have no idea what size she is." Katrina glanced at Rachel. "So I threw a pair of joggers in there in case the jeans were too big. She's smaller than me."

"That'll work." Ruger caressed Katrina's face. "Appreciate it, baby."

"So, she's leaving?" whispered Katrina.

Rachel turned around to hide her shock. Ruger wasn't only taking her outside. He planned to get rid of her.

Her heart raced. She had to convince him to let her stay with him. It wasn't safe out there.

"Yeah. It's time."

Rachel squeezed her eyes shut at the pain that stabbed her chest. Going home was the last place she wanted to go. The bad men had already broken into her home once and taken her. There was nothing to stop them from doing it again. She'd rather die than go back home.

The door clicked.

She rushed to Ruger, grabbing his vest. "Please. Please. Please, don't make me leave."

"Your brother wants you."

"He's in prison."

"Well, he's set it up, so you're taken care of." He lowered his voice. "It's time."

"Shady doesn't have any say over me." She shook him, but all she managed to do was yank his vest. His body never budged. "I live by myself."

"If Shady says you're safe to go home, then you're going home." He peeled her hands off him. "You can't stay here. The clubhouse isn't any place for a woman."

"Katrina stays here." She wrapped her arms around her waist.

He came off a hardass, but she knew there was a soft side to him. She'd listened to him talk about his daughter as if the sun rose and set with Katrina. That had to mean something. He had to care if he was breaking her heart.

"Not anymore," he muttered. "She moved out."

Her one bargaining chip was no longer available. The only person Ruger cared about was his daughter. Now Katrina was gone, living life with the president of Havlin and having a kid.

Ruger dumped the sack on the sofa. "Change into these clothes."

"I don't want to go," she mumbled.

She hated the way she sounded like a whining child. In her head, she knew she couldn't stay forever or inconvenience Ruger's life anymore. She was scared. She had nobody to help her once Ruger took her home.

She watched him, hoping he'd change his mind, but he moved his tools around, ignoring her.

There was nothing more for her to do but get out of his t-shirt. He would force her to go outside, and she couldn't ride his motorcycle without clothes.

She went through the bag, picking out a pair of jeans and a shirt. It was the most feminine thing she'd had on since the night of the kidnapping.

The men who'd kidnapped her quickly stripped her down to nothing and made her stay that way the entire time. Only after Ruger killed the men had he found clothes in the house for her to wear. She'd taken them off the moment she could and refused to put them back on again.

She'd rather wear Ruger's big shirts than anything that belonged to the men who'd hurt her.

Glancing over at him, she muffled her sigh. He always sensed when she changed because he'd turn his back, giving her privacy while she redressed. Despite her sleeping in the same bed with him and all the times he'd held her to stop the nightmares, he'd never tried to take advantage of her.

Maybe if he had, he'd feel responsible for ensuring she stayed safe. Because he'd kept his distance, he now believed he could dump her off at home and ride into the sunset.

She paused before putting on the jeans. Maybe it wasn't too late.

"Stop finding excuses not to go home." He kept his back to her. "If your brother says it's safe, you'll be fine."

Her brother had told her she was safe before she was kidnapped. Look what happened? As long as Shady lived up to his name, someone would always be after her.

Shady ran the streets, just like her parents. That's all they knew, and never tried to better their lives. It was easier to earn money selling something, stealing something, or doing something illegal than getting an honest job.

She had no choice but to hold down a real job—even if she got paid under the table. But she couldn't go back home and expect Bruce, the restaurant owner, to let her wait tables after dropping out of sight for weeks without notice.

Even if she returned to the restaurant, she'd end up talking about her kidnapping, and Bruce would get law enforcement involved. That was the last thing she wanted to happen. Her kidnappers warned and threatened her about what would happen if she tried to escape or if she refused to give them the location of her brother.

They told her that on July 27th, they'd find and kill Shady if she refused to cooperate. 

Every time they walked into the basement, they kicked her, trying to get information out of her about her brother. But she would never turn on him, even if he was safe in prison.

Shady was all the family she had left. She wasn't going to lose him.

She learned long ago, when she was five, that what happened at home wasn't supposed to leave the family. It was after she tried to get other kids on the playground to stick pencils in their arms because she thought that was what her mom was doing at home.

But it wasn't pencils her mom used. It was syringes.

Because she played at school like her mom acted at
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