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Dedication
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To mothers who raise another woman's child as her own.

To children who are lucky enough to be raised by these extra-special mothers.

––––––––
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Mom — I love you.

Slang Glossary

(Sometimes, we all need a little help with how the younger generation talks.)

––––––––
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Savage — strong, fierce

Simp — overly submissive

Slaying your ship —doing your relationship exceptionally well

Flex — showing off or exaggerating

Sus — Suspicious

GOAT — greatest of all time

OFC — of course

Brah — brother, friend

Obvi — obviously

Cray — crazy

Amped — excited

MIA — missing in action
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Prologue
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Twenty years earlier–

Sirens grew louder. Jagger stared down at the man who'd killed his dad, Bruce "Baller" Corbin, last month. The hole in the man's forehead was only a dot, while a river of red flowed out the back of his skull and painted the asphalt.

"Come on. We need to get out of here." Ruger smacked Jagger's shoulder. "Shake it off, and let's get the hell out of here."

He'd seen men die. But he'd never taken a life before.

"I hear them coming." Ruger pulled the nine millimeter out of Jagger's hand. "It's done, man. Let's go."

He'd stood at the door of the crematory while his dad was incinerated, swearing vengeance on the one who had shot Baller on his way home from the clubhouse.

The man went by the name Trader. He sold women and drugs and had a vendetta against Havlin Motorcycle Club for kicking him off the streets of Beaverton. Now, he was dead because Jagger shot him.

Ruger yanked Jagger by the back of the vest. "Come on."

A wave of relief swept through him. He'd done it.

He turned away from the body and jogged, keeping up with Ruger.

"They're close," shouted Ruger.

"Keep going." He looked behind him as he ran.

It was his crime. Ruger came with him because he was the one man he trusted with his life. He also knew Ruger would let him take the man down for killing Baller without talking him out of it. An eye for an eye.

A police car rounded the corner ahead of them. Red and blue lights flashed, urging them on. Their bikes were another block away. They'd never make it.

Ruger pointed, cutting down an alley. Jagger followed, knocking down garbage cans as he weaved between the two buildings to slow the police.

The cop car ran over the cans, not stopping.

"I'll stay back. You go," he shouted.

Ruger caught Jagger's gaze. "I don't leave a brother."

"We're not going to make it."

"We'll make it." Ruger panted. "I have to make it."

Jagger ran faster. He had no one depending on him. Ruger had Katrina. She was just a baby who needed her dad.

A patrol car careened to a stop in front of them, blocking their escape. Jagger turned, prepared to run in the opposite direction, and found every exit blocked. He looked up at the sides of the buildings. There were no ground-floor windows.

"We're fucked." Ruger grabbed Jagger's vest. "You think they found the dead body?"

He never answered. Someone had to have seen them. That was the only reason the cops would be after them.

"Stop and put your hands in the air," came over the loudspeaker.

The driver's side of the cop's car opened, and a pistol barrel pointed at them. It was the end of the line. They weren't going to get out of here.

Jagger put his hands up. "Tell 'em you weren't here. Tell 'em you walked up on me afterward."

Beside him, Ruger raised his arms. "Too late. I'm going down."

Jagger looked at him and frowned. "What the fuck are you talking about? I shot him."

"You might've done the deed, but I have the fucking gun."

Jagger's heartbeat echoed in his head. He hadn't remembered giving the gun to Ruger.

"Go down on your knees," shouted the cop. "Move slow. Don't try anything. We have you covered."

Jagger looked behind them. There were three policemen aiming weapons at them. He had to think fast. Ruger couldn't go down for the crime.

"Don't even think about causing a scene and getting yourself shot." Ruger kneeled. "If I reach down into my vest, they'll kill us both. I'm not leaving my daughter that way. I need to get back to her."

Dread filled Jagger. He'd do anything for his MC brother. Over the years, he and Ruger had grown close. Ruger was the brother Jagger never had.

When his MC brother arrived at the Havlin clubhouse, lost and looking for somewhere to live, Ruger lived with Jagger's mom and dad while he prospected for Havlin.

"I'll tell them—"

"No sense in both of us going down. I've got the gun," said Ruger.

"Down on your stomach, spread your legs, and put your hands behind your head," shouted the officer.

Jagger followed the directions and looked over at Ruger beside him. "Tell them I did it."

"They're not going to believe me." Ruger's gaze intensified. "Promise me you'll take care of Katrina."

His pulse raced. He had to figure a way out for both of them.

"Promise me, damnit." Anger filled Ruger's tone.

"On my life," said Jagger.

"Keep her safe." Ruger grunted as a cop twisted his arms behind his back. "Don't let her forget me."

Jagger's arms were pinned behind him and cuffed. "I'll take care of her."

Hauled to his feet, he watched them frisk Ruger and find the gun. Guilt filled him. It should be him.

Taken to a different patrol car, he lost track of Ruger. The satisfaction of killing the man who'd shot his father darkened by the outcome.

Ruger was going behind bars, and there wasn't a fucking thing Jagger could do to stop him. He owed his MC brother his life.
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Jagger exhaled a line of smoke straight into the night sky. The boisterous good cheers from Wire and Cora's wedding celebration inside the clubhouse pushed him further into the shadows.

Weeks ago, when Wire approached him wanting to contact Jeff 'Ruger' Albright, he knew doing so would only invite all hell to break loose in his life.

Hell in the name of Katrina Albright.

When he'd left the mother chapter of Havoc-Lincoln 'Havlin' Motorcycle Club in Beaverton to start the new chapter in Seaglass Cove, he'd left everything behind.

Ruger's daughter, Katrina, understood she was not to contact him ever again. She was to stay out of his life.

But she waltzed into the clubhouse as if she belonged, looking more beautiful and tempting than he remembered.

He exhaled roughly. Damn that girl.

Katrina had everything she wanted in Beaverton. Her dad was no longer in prison. She had a profitable job within the club, working as a bartender. She lived across the street from the clubhouse with Jagger's mom. 

She had all the support she needed, surrounded by Havlin members willing to take a fucking bullet for her.

She was supposed to stay away from Seaglass Cove. He banged the back of his head against the brick wall of the clubhouse. More importantly, she was supposed to stay away from him.

He was the president of Havlin, except he had no control around Katrina. She was his heart.

Jagger inhaled harder, drawing the smoke deeper into his lungs. Damn, Ruger. He must've told Katrina about Cora—his unknown sister who'd appeared out of the blue. Now Katrina was here to meet her aunt.

An aunt who was inside celebrating her marriage to one of Jagger's men.

Katrina had used the opportunity to come and meet an aunt she knew nothing about and meant nothing to her as an excuse to walk back into Jagger's life.

A life that had no room for her.

Dio and Rush stepped outside. Jagger stayed in the shadow of the building. He was in no mood to talk with anyone, even his MC brothers. There was a party going on. Those attending had no need for the president of Havlin.

He tossed his cigarette to the ground and retraced his steps. Before he reached the entrance to the clubhouse, he stopped at the first Harley lined up against the back of the building and swung his leg over the seat.

Dio looked over, lifted his chin, and returned to talking to the members standing around the burning barrel, passing a joint around. He started the bike and rode around the corner only to spot a lone rider parked across from the front of the building. Recognizing the motorcycle and the rider, he rode around the block and came back around. He stopped and rolled backward until his tire hit the curb.

Shutting off the bike, he toed the kickstand. Ruger was the last person he wanted to see tonight, but he was the only one who would know how long Katrina planned on hanging around.

"Took you long enough to hit the road," muttered Ruger.

He pulled the pack of smokes from his vest pocket, took a cigarette, and tossed the pack to Ruger. "It's your sister's wedding celebration."

In the past, he and Ruger had gone head to head, fist to fist, and pledged to protect each other. Jagger wasn't going to let Ruger poke without poking back.

Ruger lit a cigarette, never acknowledging Cora's special day. From what Jagger had heard, Ruger hadn't denied the relationship with his sister but hadn't made any effort to get to know her. His noncommittal attitude surprised no one, especially Jagger.

At one time, Ruger was more than an MC brother. There was nothing he wouldn't do for him. Hell, he would still do anything for him, even though Ruger would rather kill him than stay in the same room as him.

Ruger was the reason Jagger was in Seaglass Cove without Katrina.

"How long are you going to be around?" Jagger took a hit while he waited for an answer.

No one needed to tell him that Ruger followed Katrina here. As a father, Ruger would protect his daughter wherever she wanted to go. Unless that meant coming to Jagger. Ruger was only waiting for Jagger to touch Katrina, so he'd have an excuse to kill him.

Maybe it was payback from twenty years ago. Maybe it was because Jagger crossed the line with Katrina. Maybe Ruger—hell, who knew what he thought.

Jagger took another hit and then flicked the cigarette to the curb. Ruger followed his daughter here—whether Katrina knew or not. There wasn't much that got past Ruger when it came to his daughter.

"I'll be here as long as I have to be." Ruger met Jagger's gaze. "Brother or no brother, you touch her while she's here, and I'll shoot you between the eyes in front of everyone."

Jagger started his Harley and popped the bike into gear. He rode away. Whether Ruger would admit it or not, he believed Jagger owed him.

While Ruger spent eighteen years in prison for a crime Jagger committed, he got to spend those same years watching Katrina grow up.

The unfairness of it all wasn't lost on him. If he could go back and change things, he would.

But there came a time when Katrina became responsible for herself. She became an adult and made her own choices. Choices Jagger believed Ruger should respect. But he was never going to see Katrina as a grown-ass adult.

If Ruger had a problem with how Katrina lived her life, he needed to take that up with his daughter, not him.

He rode Highway 101 out of Seaglass Cove. The party would continue until the early morning. His members were having a good time.

Tonight, he'd run away from everything he wanted and needed.

He opened the throttle. Without any hope of having Katrina in his life, he'd set out to run the Havlin chapter away from her.

The twin lights of a truck headed toward him. He stared into the beams until blinded. The throttle maxed out.

Underneath him, the engine whined. The vibration of the Harley crawled through his body, numbing him.

The truck passed him. The wind current from the vehicle pushed him toward the white line.

Jagger shook his head, trying to catch a glimpse of the black asphalt in his impaired vision, and shifted down, slowing his motorcycle.

Behind him, a car honked. He squinted, going over the white line and coming to a stop. He jumped off his bike and yanked off his helmet, throwing it toward the guardrail.

His chest roared. Katrina had no right to enter his life again.
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Cora talked with the other women surrounding her, but her hand remained on her husband. Katrina stood against the back wall, studying her newly discovered aunt. She was a beautiful girl. Her aunt was much younger than she had imagined when her dad told her Cora was born after he left home.

She expected someone in her thirties, not someone close to her age.

It was obvious Cora was in love with her husband. Her hands told the truth and rarely left him.

But Cora wasn't the only one holding on. Wire held the back of Cora's neck. They were tangled up in each other.

Katrina lifted the glass of rum and coke to her lips. She still found it hard to believe she had a blood relative.

At first, hearing the news from her dad that his little sister had found him pissed her off. Where was Cora for the last twenty-four years? Where were her grandparents?

She'd grown up believing she was alone. 

Katrina swallowed the alcohol, letting it burn her throat and warm her chest. Everything she was led to believe was a lie.

And the things about her that were true were ugly.

Her mom had left her at the hospital—simply gave the nurse a phone number on how to contact Katrina's dad and then walked out of the hospital after giving birth and never came back.

Her dad raised her alone until he went to prison for murder when she was four years old. He stayed locked up for the next eighteen years of her life. Her exposure to her dad was in the state prison, where she got to visit him every two weeks for an hour.

The rest of the time, she lived with Mama Sue behind the Havlin Motorcycle Club clubhouse in Beaverton, Oregon. Raised within Havlin, the club members became her family.

Unlike other women, she learned everything she knew from men who killed, abused, stole, and deceived. She understood their motives, understood their needs, and understood their desires.

They lived life only needing the basics to survive. Sex and companionship softened their harsh world. And if they were lucky, they found love. Some had a long commitment to love. Others found love every night with different women.

Some would judge her upbringing as rough and lacking. She wouldn't change a thing about the way she grew up.

Rush entered her line of vision and approached her. "Look at you, getting more beautiful each year."

"Damn right, sweetie." She shook her head, smiling at the man who'd taught her to ride a bicycle when she was seven. "And yet, you have never tried to get your hands in my panties." She lifted her arms. "Come give me a hug, old man."

"Who are you calling old, kid?" Rush swept her up into a hug. "It's good to see you, girly. How's Beaverton treating you?"

"Those damn men keep me hopping. I can't stand still for a second without their grabby hands or their mouths yapping their troubles at me." She lifted her glass. "You know, I'm the club's bartender now."

Rush threw back his head and laughed. "Fucking lazy asses can't pour their drinks now, huh?"

"Could they ever?" She grinned. "You're lucky you broke off and came over here. Hopefully, Jagger hasn't spoiled you."

"Fuck no." Rush took out a joint and put it between his lips. "Come out and share this with me."

She kissed his cheek. "Another time. I need to find somewhere to crash before it gets any later."

"You're not staying here?"

She looked around the room. When she'd entered, she'd spotted Jagger immediately, and then he'd disappeared. She thought for sure he'd last more than a minute. If nothing else, to see why she was breaking one of his rules.

"Looks like I'm on my own. Your president took off." She tipped her glass, finishing the rest of the drink. "No worries. I'll find a cheap motel."

It was common knowledge any guest had to be approved by the president. That went for any bitches that stayed after the parties and went into the bedrooms with Havlin members.

She wasn't familiar with the way Jagger ran the clubhouse in Seaglass Cove. But considering Jagger's dad created Havlin years ago, she assumed he'd need to grant her permission to stay, which would never happen.

"Wait around. He'll be back. There's a party going on. Enjoy yourself. The clubhouse will be bouncing all night." Rush shrugged. "Besides, Jagger won't kick you out, or he'd have to answer to Mama Sue."

Rush winked and walked away from her. Warmth filled her. Being around those she'd come to love through the years brought comfort. It hadn't been the same in Beaverton since Jagger opened the new chapter. 

She finished her drink. There were others she knew from Beaverton. Dio and Link. Bane and Cord. Jagger had taken many older members with him when he started the chapter.

That figured, seeing as how he started the chapter from the floor up. He'd want experience backing him and forging the way for new members.

Cora caught Katrina's gaze. It was odd to have an aunt. She would've preferred to have someone twice as old as her to welcome into the family. Someone who she could maybe visit at Christmas like other people tended to do.

What was she going to do with an aunt who was around her age? Swap Snapchat handles?

Used to not fitting in with other women outside of the MC, there was no reason to try and get to know Cora. She wasn't here to be judged for her life, and she sure as hell wouldn't change her life for anyone.

Cora broke away from her husband and approached Katrina. As soon as her aunt reached her side, she grabbed Katrina's hand. Instantly, she stiffened.

"I'm so glad you came."  Cora let go of her. "How long can you stay?"

"A few days." She had no other plans.

The club could do without her. The job she had made their life easier but wasn't necessary to keep the club running.

"Would you like to stay at our house?" Cora pointed across the room at Wire. "I—we have a Sprinter van behind the building that we're going to stay in tonight, so we don't have to drive, but I can give you the address—"

Nah." She softened her voice. "Thanks, though. I'm good."

The last thing she wanted to do was crash at her new-found aunt's house and make her think she couldn't take care of herself. 

Taking Rush's suggestion, she said, "I'm staying here."

"Oh, good." Cora smiled. "I want to talk with you tomorrow after we all get up. There's so many things I want to ask you."

"Hm." She crossed her arms. "There's not much to say."

"We're related."

"But we don't know each other."

"We will." Cora nodded. "It just takes time."

"If you say so." She turned toward Cora. "I'm going to find a vacant room. I'll catch you later."

"Sure." Cora frowned in disappointment. "See you tomorrow."

She walked away. It wasn't her job to make Cora happy. She came to see what her aunt looked like and found out. There wasn't anything familiar between them, except they both had the same hair color—though Katrina hadn't seen that color on her head since she was sixteen and dyed her honey-colored hair black.

Black hair fits her personality more. There was nothing bubbly about her. She was moody and temperamental—that's what Mama Sue called her.

Passing the table with the drinks set out on it, she grabbed a bottle of whiskey that still had some liquid. She'd need it to get to sleep.

Usually not a drinker, the idea of seeing Jagger tied her up in knots. She needed something to relax.

She walked down the hallway, opening doors. Every clubhouse had vacant rooms, but many times, single members would party and stay at the clubhouse so they wouldn't have to ride after drinking.

Closing the door after seeing a duffle on the floor, she moved to the other side and opened the room. A quick scan had her stepping back into the hallway. But she stopped before going to the next room.

A familiar couch sat against the wall. She turned on the light to ensure she saw things right and shut herself inside.

It was Jagger's room.

She'd know his furniture anywhere. He slept on the couch more often than on the bed.

Walking across the room, she sat on the sofa and grabbed his pillow, hugging it to her chest. She closed her eyes. A deep shudder rolled through her.

Tonight was the first time she'd seen him since the night her dad walked in on them. It'd been the worst day of her life.

Back then, she had no say in anything. Her dad had returned and thought he could control her life. And if it wasn't her dad making the decisions, it was Jagger walking away from her.

Curling up in the corner of the couch, she inhaled deeply. The pillow smelled of smoke and leather.

Damn him.

A lot of things had hurt her throughout her life, but Jagger caused the most damage. Her heart would never be the same.

He'd turned her into a bitch.
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Jagger walked through the clubhouse. Music played over the speakers, but there was no movement in the building.

He stepped over an empty beer bottle. On the nearest couch, Brett held a half-naked woman on top of him. Both were asleep.

Pulling out his cell, he looked at the time—six o'clock.

He headed toward the hallway. The others would spend most of the day catching up on sleep after celebrating Cora and Wire's wedding. He'd use the time to rest. Havlin Motorcycle Parts shop was closed today and tomorrow and would open again on Monday.

The Havlin members running security could rotate without any reminders from him. Right now, he only wanted to wash off the road dust and stretch out for a few hours.

He opened his bedroom door and frowned. The light was on. His gut tightened. He scanned the room, stopping at the couch. Katrina.

Her presence in his room should've surprised him. But he would've been disappointed if she hadn't come looking for him.

As much as he needed to get her out of here and away from him, he couldn't help figuring out how to keep her hidden from everyone. He needed a minute. An hour. The rest of his life with her.

He exhaled quietly, letting her sleep, and removed his cell phone. He pulled up Bane's contact and typed a text. Where's Ruger?

His thumb hovered over the screen. He couldn't send it. He couldn't send her away. He couldn't call Ruger and have him come and get his daughter.

Shoving the phone in his pocket, he locked the door to his room. Wherever Ruger was, he'd let his guard down and had no idea where Katrina was.

Katrina's dad was probably in another room in the clubhouse, but he wasn't in the room. Ruger couldn't stop him from looking at Katrina.

He lowered himself to the floor, holding in the grunt that automatically slipped out whenever he had to bend his left knee, and sat beside her. Close enough to touch, he inhaled deeply, wishing he could pick up her warm body and hold her against him.

Facing him, she had her legs curled toward her chest, hugging his pillow. Her hair lay tousled underneath her head and hung over the edge of the cushion. He lifted the dark strands and rubbed his thumb over the silky texture.

He brought the strands up to his nose. The flowery scent of her shampoo still clung to her.

Katrina's eyelashes fanned her cheeks. In her sleep, there was always a calmness to her. A serenity that never showed up during the day when she was awake.

The girl had fire in her veins.

His chest tightened. His mom raised her to be a survivor. But he knew another side of her.

Despite how tough it was for Katrina growing up, she was passionate about the club's strict rules. She craved the staunch loyalty of the people surrounding her. She needed the hardcore proof that people weren't going to leave her.

She needed unconditional love, and he was the only one she allowed to give her that. 

For how close she was to his mom, she continually guarded herself, afraid she wouldn't be perfect enough for Mama Sue and would lose the one woman who devoted her life to her.

She loved Ruger and would fight to the death for her dad, but she woke up each day wondering if her dad was going to leave her again. Her insecurities were deeply hidden behind a wall of toughness. 

Whether it was her mom abandoning her at birth or her dad going away to prison for most of her life, Katrina only gave her trust to one person. Him.

And he'd done her dirty.

He wouldn't have to look at his phone to see if time was dwindling. Ruger would come looking for his daughter. For his sake, his MC brother couldn't find Katrina in Jagger's room.

But damned if he wanted to let her sleep so he could sit beside her and watch her. Just for a bit longer.

He dragged his gaze from her full lips and collided with a warm and sleepy gaze the color of his favorite malt.

"Jag," whispered Katrina. "You came back."

As soon as the words left her lips, alertness returned to her eyes. She sat up and tossed his pillow to the other end of the couch.

"What the hell?" She stood, stumbling over his legs as she tried to put distance between them. "Are you just going to sit there and stare at me while I sleep?"

She wiped her hand across her mouth, scowling at him. Back on even ground, he pushed to his feet, unable to keep the grunt of pain from escaping.

"You're not supposed to be here." He stretched to his entire six foot four inches. "Ruger followed you."

"Figures." She shrugged. "My dad's a free man. He can do what he wants."

"Are you pointing him at me?" He refused to let her get away with arguing with him. "You, of all people, should know he'd rather kill me than find out what you're doing here."

She blew out her breath and approached him. He hardened in anticipation of her touching him, but she leaned over and scooped up one of her sneakers she'd kicked off in her sleep.

Bringing up her foot, she slid on the shoe and tied the laces. She walked around the couch and found the other shoe, dipping her head out of view. When she popped back up, she gathered her hair and looked around the room. The habit was so familiar to him that his gut ached from missing her. This was his room in Seaglass Cove. She'd never been here. There were no elastic bands for her hair that she'd left behind. There was no bandana for her to tie around her head. Nothing of hers to remind him of what he'd lost.

She
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