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      Lily 

      One Day Away From Turning Eighteen

      I press my back against the wall, my heart pounding like a trapped animal. The knocking turns into banging, wood splintering against the cheap lock I installed myself last month. That lock is the only thing standing between me and him right now.

      "Lily!" His voice is slurred, thick with alcohol. "Open this goddamn door! This is my house!"

      I scan my room frantically. The window. It's my only chance. I grab my prepacked backpack from under the bed, the one I've been adding to for weeks. Just essentials: some clothes, my school documents, the little cash I've managed to save from my part-time job at the gas station. 

      The doorframe cracks. He's going to get through.

      My trembling hands push up the window. It's stuck. Of course it's stuck. I slam my palm against it and push harder, ignoring the pain shooting through my wrist. The old wood finally gives with a groan, and cold night air rushes in.

      "When I get in there, you're going to regret this!" he bellows, his fist creating another splintering crack in the door.

      Two stories. It's a two-story drop to the ground. I've never been athletic, but tonight I don't have a choice. I throw my backpack out first, watching it land with a soft thud on the patchy lawn below. 

      The door hinges screech as they begin to give way.

      I swing one leg over the windowsill, then the other, clinging to the frame as I lower myself as far as possible. My foster mother's flower trellis runs alongside my window—it's flimsy, but it might slow my fall.

      "Just a few more hours," I whisper to myself. "Just hold on a few more hours and you're free."

      I let go just as I hear the door finally burst open behind me. 

      The air rushes past me as I fall, my fingers scraping against the trellis, catching just enough to break my descent before it collapses under my weight. I hit the ground hard, pain shooting up through my ankle, but I don't have time to assess the damage. His roar of rage echoes from my bedroom window above. 

      "LILY! GET BACK HERE!"

      I grab my backpack and run, limping across the lawn and through the gap in the fence I loosened last week. The neighbors' motion lights flicker on as I cut through their yard, but I don't stop. I can't stop. Not until I'm far enough away that he won't find me. 

      My lungs burn as I push forward, the cool night air stinging my face. Three blocks down, I duck behind the abandoned laundromat and allow myself ten seconds to catch my breath. Ten seconds to feel the fear and pain before I have to keep moving.

      Eight years in the foster system, and Frank Dawson's house has been the worst by far. When he's sober, he's just mean. When he's drunk, he's dangerous. His wife never did anything to help me.

      I check my phone. 11:42 PM. 

      The gas station where I work is closed, but Jeremy, the night manager at the twenty-four-hour diner next door, has always been kind to me. He caught me sleeping in the employee break room once when Frank locked me out. He didn't report me, just brought me a blanket and woke me before his shift ended.

      I stick to the shadows, avoiding the main streets. This town is too small—everyone knows everyone, and Frank has friends on the police force. One well-placed call about a "troubled runaway" and I'd be dragged back to that house.

      When I reach the diner, I peer through the windows. Only two customers inside, both truckers focused on their meals. Kyle is wiping down the counter, his lanky frame hunched over as always.

      I slip around to the back entrance and knock softly. Three quick taps—our signal.

      The door opens, and Jeremy’s concerned face appears.

      "Jesus, Lily, what happened?" he whispers, ushering me inside.

      "He was drunk again," I say, my voice steadier than I feel. "I had to go. Tonight."

      Jeremy nods, not asking for details. He's seen the bruises before.

      "Your birthday's tomorrow, right?" he asks, leading me to the small storage room behind the kitchen.

      "Yeah. Eighteen. Finally."

      "Congrats on making it." His attempt at humor falls flat, but I appreciate it. "You can stay here until morning. I'll wake you before the morning shift starts."

      He hands me a clean dish towel for my bleeding hands and disappears, returning moments later with a sandwich and coffee.

      I sink down on the broken-down couch and my reality hits me that I’m homeless and I have no clue what to do. 

      One thing is for sure, I’m better off being on the streets than being almost raped every single night by my foster father. 

      Sleep comes in fitful bursts, my body too wired up with adrenaline to truly rest. Every noise from the diner makes me jolt awake, convinced it's Frank somehow tracking me down. Around four a.m. I give up trying and instead pull out my phone to formulate a plan.

      My savings amount to $387.42—pathetic—though Frank "borrowed" most of my paychecks. It won't get me far, maybe a week in a cheap motel if I'm careful. I need more work, fast.

      The door creaks open and Jeremy appears with a fresh cup of coffee.

      "Thought you might be awake," he says, handing me the steaming mug. "Lily, I've been thinking. My cousin runs a roadside diner about sixty miles north of here, near the Grim Sinners' territory. She might have work for you."

      "Grim Sinners?" I ask, wrapping my fingers around the warm cup. "The motorcycle club?"

      Jeremy nods. "They're not as bad as people say. Actually, they keep the area pretty safe. Nobody messes with businesses under their protection."

      I consider this. Sixty miles isn't far enough if Frank really looks for me, but it's a start. And a job means survival.

      "Your cousin wouldn't mind? Someone with no references, no permanent address?"

      "Deb's good people. Been through some stuff herself." He scribbles on a napkin. "Here's her address. Tell her I sent you."

      By five thirty a.m., I'm on the first bus out of town, my backpack clutched tight against my chest. The sky is just beginning to lighten as the bus pulls away from the station, and I don't look back.

      Three hours and two bus transfers later, I step out onto unfamiliar ground. The air smells different here, of pine trees and gasoline. The diner sits just off the highway, a weathered building with a neon OPEN sign flickering in the window.

      I hesitate at the entrance, suddenly aware of my disheveled appearance. My ankle throbs, and the scratches on my hands have crusted over. I probably look exactly like what I am, a runaway with nowhere to go.

      The bell above the door jingles as I enter. The breakfast rush is in full swing, booths filled with truckers and locals. Behind the counter, a woman with faded red hair pulled into a messy bun barks orders to a frazzled-looking cook.

      "Be right with you, honey," she calls when she spots me.

      I slide onto a stool at the far end of the counter, away from the other customers. My stomach growls at the smell of bacon and coffee, but I resist ordering anything. Every dollar counts now.

      The redhead—Deb, I assume—makes her way over, notepad in hand. Her eyes, sharp and assessing, take in my appearance without judgment.

      "Just coffee, please," I say, digging in my pocket for a crumpled dollar bill.

      Deb studies me for a moment longer than necessary, her eyes lingering on my swollen ankle and scraped hands. She pours the coffee without comment, then leans against the counter.

      "You Jeremy's friend?" she asks quietly.

      I nod, glancing around nervously. "He said you might have work."

      "Did he now?" She slides the coffee toward me. "Food comes first. What'll you have?"

      "I can't really⁠—"

      "On the house," she interrupts. "Can't interview someone who's about to pass out from hunger."

      Twenty minutes later, with a plate of eggs and toast settling in my stomach, I feel almost human again. Deb pulls up a stool across from me during a lull in customers.

      "Jeremy called this morning," she says. "Didn't say much, just that you needed a fresh start."

      I stare into my coffee cup. "My foster father… it wasn't safe anymore."

      Deb nods like this explains everything. Maybe it does.

      "I've got a room above the diner. Nothing fancy, but it's private. Work the morning shift, room's part of your pay. Tips are yours to keep."

      My throat tightens. "Just like that? You don't even know me."

      "I know enough." She stands, adjusting her apron. "Besides, today's your birthday, isn't it? Consider it a gift."

      I blink, surprised Jeremy remembered that detail. "How did you⁠—"

      The bell over the door jingles, and Deb's attention shifts. I turn to see three men enter, their leather vests emblazoned with the Grim Sinners insignia. The tallest one, with a dark beard and arms covered in tattoos, nods at Deb.

      "Morning, Deborah," he says, his voice unexpectedly gentle. "The usual?"

      "Coming right up, Wilder." She turns back to me. "Finish your coffee, then I'll show you upstairs. You look like you could use some real sleep."

      For the first time in years, I feel something unfamiliar stirring in my chest. Not safety, exactly—I'm too smart to believe in that anymore. But possibility. A chance.

      I check my phone. 10:17 AM. I'm officially eighteen years old. Legally an adult. Free.

      Frank can't touch me now, not even if he finds me. The realization washes over me like a wave, leaving me lightheaded with relief.

      "Happy birthday to me," I whisper, allowing myself the smallest smile as I drain the last of my coffee.
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      Lily 

      One Year Later

      I look at the calendar, shocked that it has been a year since I moved here. I’m still living above the diner, but I do have two jobs currently: the diner, but I also started working at a bakery, and I truly love it. 

      The owner is a sweet older lady who isn’t capable of doing all the work anymore, so I have taken over a huge role. 

      One major thing that's changed over the year is my hair is longer and I have gained about thirty pounds. I’m finally healthy and have not gone hungry since that fateful night. 

      I text Jeremy almost daily and I’m beyond thankful for the chance he had given me. 

      I still think about the fact that he went above and beyond for me. He’s getting married to his fiancé Ben. I want to go to the wedding so badly but I’m terrified at the thought of running into my old foster parent. 

      He has texted me hundreds of times since I left. 

      I've read every single one, but I never respond. Some are pleading, while others are threatening.

      You ungrateful little bitch.

      Your foster mother is sick with worry.

      I'll find you eventually.

      The last message came three months ago. I hope he's finally given up.

      The bell above the diner door jingles, pulling me from my thoughts. I quickly tuck my phone away and grab my order pad. The Saturday morning rush is about to begin.

      "Order up!" Mack, our cook, calls from the kitchen window.

      I balance three plates along my arm—a skill I've perfected over the past year—and deliver them to the truckers at table four. They're regulars, always generous with tips.

      "Thanks, Lily," says Dave, the oldest of the bunch. "How's the bakery treating you?"

      "Loving it," I reply honestly. "Mrs. Winters is teaching me how to make her famous cinnamon rolls."

      "Save us some next time." He winks, already digging into his eggs.

      The door jingles again, and I turn to see a group of Grim Sinners entering. Over the past year, I've gotten used to their presence. They come in regularly, always respectful, always generous tippers. They're nothing like what I expected a motorcycle gang to be.

      "I've got them," Deb says, appearing beside me. She always handles the Sinners personally. 

      By noon, the rush dies down, and Deb gestures for me to join her for a quick break.

      "You've been quiet today," she observes, lighting a cigarette once we're outside. "Everything okay?"

      I shrug, leaning against the wall. "Just thinking about Jeremy's wedding. I want to go, but…"

      "But you're scared of running into your foster father," she finishes for me. Deb doesn't know the full story, but she knows enough.

      "It's stupid. I'm legally an adult now. He can't force me to go back."

      Deb takes a long drag of her cigarette. "Fear isn't stupid, Lily. It's kept you alive."

      I watch a group of motorcyclists rumble past on the highway. "I just hate that he still has this power over me, you know? That I'm still running."

      She gives me a sympathetic look. “I understand and Jeremy will also.” 

      It doesn’t help me feel better, quite the opposite because disappointing him is not what I want to do.  

      When my shift at the diner ends, I hurry home to change before heading to Sweet Surrender, Mrs. Winters's bakery. The afternoon sun is warm against my skin as I walk the six blocks, nodding to familiar faces along the way. This town isn't as small as where I came from, but it's still tight-knit enough that most people recognize each other.

      The bell chimes softly as I push open the bakery door, releasing the heavenly scent of butter and sugar into the air.

      "There you are, dear!" Mrs. Winters calls from behind the counter. Her silver hair is dusted with flour, and her round cheeks are flushed from the heat of the ovens. "I've just pulled out the sourdough. Can you start on the display case while I rest these old bones?"

      "Of course," I say, hanging my jacket on the hook and tying an apron around my waist.

      The afternoon passes in a comforting rhythm of kneading dough, frosting cupcakes, and helping customers. I lose myself in my work, appreciating how different this is from my previous life. Here, my biggest worry is whether the buttercream is too stiff.

      Around four, the door opens, and the soft chime makes me look up from the cinnamon roll dough I'm rolling out. My hands freeze mid-motion.

      It's him. One of the Grim Sinners who comes to the diner almost every day. The one who always sits in my section when I'm working. The one whose eyes follow me when he thinks I'm not looking.

      He's tall, taller than he seems when seated at the diner. The patch on his chest reads REID with Next Generation stitched underneath it. His dark hair is pushed back from his forehead, revealing intense eyes that find mine immediately.

      "Afternoon," he says, his deep voice carrying across the empty bakery.

      "Hi," I manage, suddenly aware of the flour dusting my cheeks and the wisps of hair that have escaped my ponytail. "What can I get you?"

      He approaches the counter slowly, his boots heavy against the wooden floor. "Mrs. Winters mentioned you make the apple turnovers now."

      "You know Mrs. Winters?" I ask, surprised.

      A slight smile touches his lips. "The Sinners look after everyone in our territory. Especially sweet old ladies who make the best pastries in three counties."

      I feel heat rise to my cheeks as he continues to look at me, his gaze unwavering. It's not threatening, not like Frank's leering stares, but it's intense in a way that makes my pulse quicken.

      "We have three apple turnovers left," I say, moving to the display case to give myself something to do besides stand there blushing.

      "I'll take them all," he says.

      As I wrap the turnovers carefully in wax paper, I can feel his eyes on me. Not in the predatory way I've learned to fear, but with a curious intensity that makes me simultaneously nervous and intrigued.

      "You don't usually come to the bakery," I say, trying to sound casual.

      "Maybe I should start," he replies, his voice carrying a hint of amusement. 

      I hand him the paper bag with the turnovers, my fingers brushing against his. The brief contact sends an unexpected jolt through me, and I pull back quickly.

      "That'll be $7.50," I say, trying to keep my voice steady.

      He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a twenty, placing it on the counter. "Keep the change."

      "That's too much," I protest automatically.

      His eyes crinkle slightly at the corners. "Not for the best apple turnovers in town." He leans forward slightly, his voice dropping. "Besides, I've seen how hard you work, Lily. Both here and at the diner."

      I don't reply, my face red from all of the attention he has been giving me. 

      I watch out the window long after he is gone, his motorcycle fading into the distance. The rest of my shift passes in a blur, my mind replaying our brief interaction. There's something about Reid that unsettles me, but not in the way I'm used to feeling unsettled. It's different, a flutter in my stomach rather than the cold dread I associate with unwanted attention.

      "You're distracted today," Mrs. Winters comments as we're closing up. She's wiping down the counters while I sweep the floor, gathering crumbs and stray sprinkles.

      "Sorry," I murmur, focusing on the task at hand.

      "That young man who came in, Reid, he's a good one," she says casually, though her eyes are shrewd when I glance up. "He helped fix my roof last winter when that big storm took half the shingles. Wouldn't take a penny for it.

      "His brothers are the same way," Mrs. Winters continues, her wrinkled hands folding a dishcloth. "Those twins are always offering to help around town. Alex fixed my delivery van last month when it wouldn't start—wouldn't take payment either, just like his older brother."

      I pause my sweeping. "Reid has brothers? Twins?"

      "Oh yes, Alex and Jacob. They're a year younger than Reid, both in the Next Generation club too. Good boys, despite what some folks might think about those motorcycle clubs." She chuckles softly. "They look almost identical, those two, but you can tell them apart if you know what to look for. Alex has that little scar above his eyebrow, and Jacob's the quieter one. Both have their brother's eyes, though, that same intense blue."

      I try to picture them—younger versions of Reid, perhaps less serious. "I don't think I've seen them at the diner."

      "They come and go. Jacob's been away at some mechanic training program. Alex is around more often, probably seen him without realizing who he was." Mrs. Winters puts away the last of the clean measuring cups. "Their family's been in and out many times while you were here.” 

      I don't know how to respond. The Grim Sinners' reputation around town is complicated. People respect them, maybe even fear them a little, but they also speak of their protection with gratitude.

      "He comes to the diner a lot," I admit.

      Mrs. Winters smiles knowingly. "Always sits in your section, I bet."

      I feel my cheeks warm again and turn away, pretending to concentrate on a particularly stubborn bit of dried frosting on the floor.

      "You’re young, girl. If a man takes interest in you and you like him back, then take hold with both hands because MC men are unlike any others." 

      I nod, grateful that she doesn't push further. Mrs. Winters has never pried into my past, but like Deb, she seems to understand I'm running from something.

      By the time I lock up the bakery and begin my walk home, twilight has settled over the town. The streetlights flicker on one by one, casting pools of yellow light onto the sidewalk. I pull my jacket tighter around me, more out of habit than necessity in the mild spring evening.

      The rumble of motorcycles in the distance makes me tense instinctively, my steps quickening. It's not that I'm afraid of the Sinners exactly, but large groups of them still trigger my flight response—too many loud voices, too much unpredictability.

      As I turn the corner onto the street that leads to the diner, a single motorcycle slows beside me. My heart leaps into my throat until I recognize the rider.

      Reid.

      He pulls to a stop, cutting the engine. "Bit late to be walking alone," he says, removing his helmet.

      "I do it every night," I reply, continuing to walk. He rolls the bike alongside me, matching my pace.

      "Doesn't make it safe."

      I shoot him a sideways glance. "Are you saying I'm not safe in Sinner territory?" 

      A smile tugs at his lips. "Touché. But there are always exceptions to the rule."

      "Like who?" I ask, genuinely curious. For all the stories I've heard about the Sinners protecting their territory, I've never heard much about the threats they protect this town against.

      "Rivals. Outsiders. People who don't respect boundaries." His voice hardens slightly, then softens again as he looks at me. "How's your ankle these days?"

      I'm startled by the question. My limp is barely noticeable now, but it was pronounced when I first arrived in town. I didn't think anyone had paid attention.

      "Better," I say cautiously. "How did you⁠—"

      "I notice things." He shrugs, those intense blue eyes fixed on mine. "Especially about people who interest me."

      My stomach does that strange flip again. "I'm not very interesting."

      "I disagree." He revs the engine lightly. "Let me give you a ride home."

      Every instinct honed from years of survival screams at me to decline. Getting on a motorcycle with a man I barely know—a member of an MC, no less—breaks every rule I've set for myself.

      "It's only a few blocks," I say.

      "Humor me." He extends a helmet toward me. "I promise to drive slowly."

      Something in his expression—open, patient, without a hint of the aggression I've come to expect from men—makes me hesitate. For a year, I've been careful. Kept to myself. Built walls. But I'm tired of being afraid.

      "Just to the diner," I say finally, taking the helmet.

      His smile is genuine, crinkling the corners of his eyes. "Just to the diner."

      The helmet is heavy in my hands. I've never been on a motorcycle before. Awkwardly, I try to figure out how the strap works.

      "Here," Reid says, taking it back and placing it on my head, his fingers brushing my cheeks as he fastens the strap. "Not too tight?"

      I shake my head, my voice suddenly gone. He's close enough that I can smell leather and something spicy, his cologne, maybe. It's not unpleasant.

      "Climb on behind me and hold tight," he instructs, swinging his leg back over the bike.

      I hesitate only a moment before following suit, settling onto the seat behind him. There's nowhere to put my hands except around his waist. Tentatively, I place them on his sides.

      He glances back. "You'll fall off that way. Arms around me, Lily."

      Swallowing hard, I slide my arms around his solid torso. The leather of his vest is cool against my forearms, a contrast to the warmth I can feel radiating from his body.

      "Ready?" he asks.

      "I think so."

      True to his word, Reid drives slowly, but even at this slow pace, the wind whips at my clothes and the world blurs in my vision. I understand immediately why people love this—the freedom, the speed, the vulnerability that somehow feels like strength.

      The few blocks to the diner pass far too quickly. When Reid pulls up in front of the familiar building, I'm almost disappointed.

      "Thank you," I say, reluctantly unwrapping my arms from around him and climbing off the bike. My legs feel wobbly, though whether from the ride or from his proximity, I'm not sure.

      "Anytime," he says, taking the helmet as I hand it back. Our fingers brush again, and this time, I don't pull away quite so quickly. "I mean that, Lily. Anytime you need a ride."

      I tuck a windblown strand of hair behind my ear. "I've managed on my own this long."

      "You have," he agrees, his expression serious. "And that's impressive. But everyone needs help sometimes."

      The sincerity in his voice catches me off guard. I'm used to men who want something from me—my foster father and his sick desires, customers who think a smile means I'm interested, boys who see my vulnerability as an invitation. Reid's interest feels different, and that's what makes it dangerous.

      "Good night, Reid," I say, taking a step back.

      He nods, understanding my retreat. "Good night, Lily." He revs the engine once more. "Sweet dreams."

      I watch him ride away, the taillight of his motorcycle growing smaller until it disappears around the corner. Only then do I climb the back stairs to my small apartment above the diner.

      Inside, I lean against the closed door, my heart still racing. This is stupid. I can't afford to be attracted to anyone, let alone someone connected to an MC. My life is finally stable. I have a job—two jobs. A roof over my head. People who care about me without wanting to own me.

      I can't risk any of that for a pair of blue eyes and a handsome smile.

      But as I get ready for bed, I can't help remembering the feel of Reid's solid presence, the security of his arms as he handled the motorcycle, the way he seemed to understand my boundaries without me having to explain them.

      My phone buzzes on the nightstand. A text from Jeremy.

      Still planning to come to the wedding? Ben's asking about final headcount.

      I stare at the message, guilt gnawing at me. Jeremy has been nothing but kind, and I want to be there for his special day. But the wedding is back in my hometown.

      Where Frank still lives.

      Instead of answering, I put the phone down and crawl into bed. Tomorrow. I'll figure it out tomorrow.

      As I drift off to sleep, my dreams are a confusing mix of motorcycles, apple turnovers, and Frank's angry face. I wake several times, startled by phantom sounds, before finally falling into a deep slumber just before dawn.
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      Morning comes too soon. Sunlight filters through the thin curtains, and I groan, reaching for my phone. It's Sunday, my one day off from both jobs. The text from Jeremy still waits for an answer.

      I sit up, running a hand through my tangled hair. The wedding is in a few weeks. If I don't commit now, Jeremy will understand I'm not coming. He'll be disappointed, but he'll understand.

      My thumbs hover over the keyboard. What's the worst that could happen? Frank might be there, might even see me. But I'm legally an adult now. He has no power over me anymore.

      Except the power of fear. The power of memories that still wake me in the night.

      Before I can talk myself out of it, I type, I'll be there. Wouldn't miss it for anything.

      The relief I feel after sending it surprises me. Maybe it's time to stop running. To face the past, so I can truly move forward.

      I spend the morning cleaning my small apartment, then treat myself to a long shower. The rest of the day stretches before me, empty of obligations. Usually, I'd stay in, maybe read or watch something on my laptop. Safe. Predictable.

      Today, though, something feels different. Maybe it's the decision about the wedding, or maybe it's the lingering memory of the wind in my hair and strong arms.

      I pull on jeans and a simple t-shirt and head downstairs. The diner is busy with the Sunday lunch crowd, and Deb raises an eyebrow when she sees me.

      "Day off means day off, kiddo," she says, expertly balancing plates as she passes.

      "Just grabbing some lunch," I assure her, sliding onto a stool at the counter. "Then I thought I might walk down to the bookstore."

      She nods approvingly. "Good. You need to get out more." She glances around, then leans closer. "Heard you got a ride home last night from a certain Sinner."

      Heat rushes to my face. "News travels fast."

      "Small town," she says with a shrug. "For what it's worth, Reid's one of the good ones. Quiet, but solid."

      I pick at the sandwich she sets in front of me, not sure how to respond. "I barely know him."

      "That's generally how relationships start," she points out, her tone soft. "Look, I'm not saying to jump into anything. Just… don't close yourself off to possibilities.

      This is the second person in two days to tell me to be open. 

      I've been so busy just surviving that I haven't had time to think about normal teenage experiences. Maybe that's what makes Reid so intimidating, he represents something I've never allowed myself to want.

      After finishing my sandwich, I head to the small bookstore three blocks from the diner. The bell jingles softly as I enter, and the familiar scent of paper and stale air welcomes me. This has become my sanctuary over the past year, a place where I can lose myself in other worlds when mine feels too constricting.

      I browse the shelves, running my finger along the spines of used books. The owner, Mr. England, nods at me from behind the counter. He's used to my Sunday visits by now.

      "New mystery section just came in," he calls over. "Some good ones in there."

      I'm heading toward the section he indicated when the bell above the door jingles again. I glance up automatically, then freeze.

      Reid.

      He looks different without his leather vest, dressed instead in a simple black t-shirt that stretches across his chest and a leather jacket. He spots me immediately, as if he knew I'd be here.

      "We've got to stop meeting like this," he says with a slight smile, approaching slowly like he's afraid I might bolt.

      "Are you following me?" I ask, my defenses rising instinctively.

      He shakes his head. "Contrary to what you might think, I do read." He holds up a book, a worn copy of Hemingway's The Old Man and the Sea. "Returning this, actually."

      "Oh." I feel foolish for jumping to conclusions. "Sorry."

      "Don't apologize for being cautious." His eyes are serious now. "It's kept you alive."

      The echo of Deb's words from yesterday sends a chill through me. "What do you know about that?"

      "Only what I've observed," he says quietly. "The way you always sit with your back to the wall. How you check exits when you enter a room. The way you flinch when someone raises their voice." He pauses. "I recognize the signs, Lily."

      I clutch my book tighter, feeling exposed. “I didn’t know I was that obvious.” 

      I swallow hard, not liking feeling so exposed. 

      "You're not obvious," he says. "To any other person, these things would go unnoticed."

      His eyes track the subtle movement of my fingers as they worry the corner of the book cover, a nervous habit I've developed over the years. He notices how I shift my weight slightly when he moves closer, maintaining some distance between us. Even now, his gaze catches the way my eyes flick toward the exit, a quick calculation I make without conscious thought.

      "But you notice," I say, my voice barely above a whisper.

      "I notice everything about you, Lily," Reid admits, no pretense in his voice. "The way you hum under your breath when you're refilling coffee cups. How you always save the slightly imperfect pastries at the bakery for the kids who come in after school. The small notebook you write in during your breaks."

      Heat creeps up my neck. These are intimate observations, little pieces of myself I thought were private.

      "That day you first came to town," he continues, "I was at the diner. You looked… scared. Like you were carrying the weight of the world on your shoulders. But there was something else there too."

      "What?" I ask, genuinely curious about how this stranger had seen me when I felt invisible.

      "Determination," he says. "I respected that. Still do."

      A customer brushes past us, breaking the intensity of the moment. I step back, creating more space between us.

      "I'm not some project for you to fix," I tell him, my voice stronger now. "If that's what this is about⁠—"

      "It's not," he interrupts, his expression earnest. "I'm interested in you, Lily. The real you. Not as someone to fix or save."

      The sincerity in his voice puzzles me. I've grown accustomed to people wanting something from me—my body, my compliance, my silence. Reid's straightforward interest feels foreign, dangerous in its simplicity.

      "You don't know the real me," I counter.

      "I'd like to," he says. "If you'd let me."

      Mr. England clears his throat from behind the counter, reminding us we're having this intensely personal conversation in a public place. Reid steps back, giving me space.

      "I'm getting coffee next door," he says, nodding toward the small café adjacent to the bookstore. "Join me if you want. No pressure."

      He returns his book and walks away, leaving me standing among the shelves of mystery novels with my heart pounding in my chest.

      I watch him through the bookstore window as he crosses to the café. He doesn't look back, doesn't try to pressure me with expectant glances. The choice is genuinely mine.

      For several minutes, I browse the shelves without seeing the titles, my mind racing. My instincts tell me to stay put, to avoid complications. But another voice—quieter, yet surprisingly persistent—whispers that perhaps it's time to stop merely surviving. 

      I place the book back on the shelf, my fingers lingering on its spine. What am I so afraid of? A coffee. Just a coffee.

      With a deep breath, I make my decision. I pay for a paperback I've been eyeing for weeks, then step outside into the warm afternoon sun. The café door feels impossibly heavy as I pull it open, the little bell announcing my entrance.

      Reid sits at a corner table, his back to the wall, just like I would choose. His eyes find mine immediately, surprise and pleasure crossing his features. He doesn't wave or call out, just watches as I make my way toward him.

      "I didn't think you'd come," he says as I slide into the chair across from him.

      "Neither did I," I admit.

      A waitress appears, and I order a simple black coffee, ignoring the way my hands tremble slightly. When she leaves, silence stretches between us.

      "Why me?" I finally ask the question that's been nagging at me since I first noticed his attention. "There are plenty of women around here who would be thrilled to have a Sinner interested in them."

      Reid's mouth quirks up at one corner. "Maybe I'm not interested in women who are thrilled by patches and motorcycles."

      "Then what are you interested in?"

      He studies me for a moment, his blue eyes thoughtful. "Authenticity. Strength. The kind that comes from being broken and putting yourself back together."

      My coffee arrives, giving me a moment to process his words. I wrap my hands around the warm mug, needing the anchor.

      "I've seen you watching me for months," I say. "Why approach me now?"

      "You seemed less… haunted. Like maybe you’re starting to believe you belong here."

      The accuracy of his assessment is unsettling. "You don't know anything about where I came from."

      "I know enough." His voice softens. "I know someone hurt you. I know you ran. I know you're still running, in some ways."

      I stare into my coffee, unable to meet his eyes. "I'm going back," I say suddenly. "To my hometown. For a friend's wedding."

      Reid nods, not pushing for details. "That's brave."

      "Or stupid," I mutter.

      "Sometimes they're the same thing." He takes a sip of his own coffee. "When is it?"

      "Three weeks from now."

      He seems to consider something, weighing his words. "I could go with you…"

      My head snaps up. "What?"

      "As protection. As a friend. However you need me to be there." His expression is serious. "No one would mess with you if you showed up with a Sinner and if they did, it would be my pleasure to take care of those threats.” 

      I stare at him, searching for some ulterior motive in his face, but find only sincerity. The offer is so unexpected that for a moment I can't form words.

      "You'd do that? For someone you barely know?"

      His eyes hold mine steadily. "I know enough to want to help. Besides, I've got a bike and time on my hands."

      The image of walking into Jeremy's wedding with Reid beside me, this imposing man with his leather cut and tattoos, makes something flutter in my stomach. Not fear, but something adjacent to power. Frank wouldn't dare approach me.

      "I couldn't ask you to do that," I say, though part of me desperately wants to accept.

      "You didn't ask. I offered." He leans forward slightly. "Think about it. No pressure either way."

      I nod, taking a sip of my hot drink to hide my confusion. The silence that follows isn't uncomfortable, surprisingly. Reid seems content to share space with me, no expectations hanging in the air between us.

      "Tell me something about yourself," I say finally. "Something real."

      He considers this, running a thumb along the rim of his mug. "I've been with the Sinners since I was eighteen.

      "Why join?" I ask. "Family pressure?"

      "I believe in what we stand for. Protection. Brotherhood. Taking care of our own." He meets my eyes. "The world's a harsh place, Lily. Found families are sometimes stronger than blood."

      The phrase "found families" resonates with something deep inside me. Isn't that what I've been building here, with Deb and Mrs. Winters and even Jeremy from afar?

      "Your turn," Reid says. "Tell me something real."

      I hesitate, weighing how much to reveal. "I ran away the night before my eighteenth birthday," I finally say, the words feeling foreign on my tongue. I've never actually told anyone this. "Climbed out a second-story window to escape my foster father."

      Reid's expression darkens momentarily, but he controls it quickly. "That explains the ankle."

      I nod, appreciating that he doesn't push for details. "First night in town, I slept on the floor of a storage room at the diner in my hometown. Jeremy found me and called Deb."

      "And she gave you a job," he says, a smile touching his lips. "She's good people."

      "The best," I agree. "I wouldn't be here without her. Or Jeremy, my friend from back home. He's the one getting married."

      "And that's why you're going back?"

      "Yeah. He saved me too, in a way." I trace a pattern on the table's surface. "I owe him."

      He shakes his head at me. “You don’t owe anyone anything. Has he made you feel that way?” His voice grows darker toward the end of the sentence. 

      I try to force back the feeling of liking his protectiveness toward me, but I can’t. Because of the fact that no one in my life has ever cared if I lived or died. 

      “No, he never has and he said he understands.” 

      "He sounds like a good friend," Reid says, his tone softening.

      "Yes, he is," I agree, smiling at the thought of Jeremy. "He caught me sleeping in the diner break room once when my foster dad locked me out. Instead of calling the cops, he brought me a blanket and woke me before his boss came in."

      Reid's jaw clenches, but he quickly masks the reaction. "This foster father of yours⁠—"

      "I don't want to talk about him," I interrupt. "Not today."

      He nods, respecting the boundary. "Fair enough."

      We sit in comfortable silence for a few minutes, sipping our coffee. Outside, the afternoon sun casts long shadows across the street. 

      Through the window, I can see people going about their Sunday routines—families walking together, couples holding hands, normal lives untouched by the kind of fear that's shaped mine.

      "What are you thinking about?" Reid asks, his voice pulling me back to the present.

      I shrug. "Just… normal things. Normal lives."

      "You have a normal life now," he says. "Or you're building one, anyway."

      "Is that what this is?" I gesture between us. "Normal?"

      A smile tugs at his lips. "There's nothing normal about me, Lily. But this—two people getting coffee, talking—that part's pretty standard."

      I laugh softly, surprising myself. "I guess it is."

      "When do you need to be back at the diner?" he asks, glancing at his watch.

      "I don't. It's my day off."

      His eyebrows rise slightly. "The whole day? What were you planning to do with it?"

      "This," I hold up the mystery novel I purchased. "And probably takeout later."

      He seems to consider something, then says, "There's a place about twenty miles from here. By the lake. Good food, better view. If you wanted something different."

      My pulse quickens. "On your motorcycle?"

      "It's how I get around," he confirms. "But we could take Deb's truck if you'd prefer. I'm sure she'd lend it to you."

      The memory of last night's ride flashes through my mind—the freedom, the wind, the unexpected thrill of it. "The bike is fine," I hear myself say.

      Reid tries to hide his smile, but I catch it anyway. "Finish your coffee. I'll wait outside."

      When I join him a few minutes later, he's leaning against his motorcycle, helmet in hand. The afternoon sun catches in his dark hair, and for a moment, I let myself acknowledge how attractive he is, not just physically, but in the quiet confidence he carries.

      "Last chance to back out," he says, offering me the helmet.

      I take it, my decision made. "I'm not backing out."

      The ride is longer this time, and I find myself relaxing against Reid's back as we leave town behind. The highway stretches before us, bordered by pine trees and rolling hills. I watch the shadows dance across the pavement as we speed past, my arms wrapped securely around Reid's waist.

      By the time we reach the lake, the sun is beginning its slow descent toward the horizon, painting the water in shades of gold and copper. The restaurant sits on a small hill overlooking the shore, its wooden deck extending out over the water.

      "It's beautiful," I say as Reid helps me off the bike.

      "Thought you might like it." He leads the way up the gravel path to the entrance. 

      He takes off my helmet gently, running his hand down the side of my face and tucking my hair behind my ear. 

      The touch sends a shiver through me that I can't blame on the evening breeze. I should step back, maintain the careful distance I've kept from everyone for the past year. Instead, I find myself leaning slightly into his hand.

      "Thanks," I murmur, suddenly shy under his intense gaze.

      Inside, the restaurant is warm and inviting, with wooden beams crossing the ceiling and large windows overlooking the water. The hostess leads us to a table on the deck, where the sound of small waves lapping against the shore creates a peaceful backdrop.

      "I've never been out this far," I admit, looking around at the unfamiliar landscape. "It's like a different world."

      "That's why I like it," Reid says, settling into his chair across from me. "Sometimes you need perspective. Distance."

      I understand what he means. The farther we drove from town, the lighter I feel.

      "Do you come here often?" I ask.

      "When I need to think." He picks up the menu, but his eyes remain on me. "Or when I want to show someone something special."

      The implication hangs between us, and I busy myself with my own menu to hide the blush creeping up my neck. We order drinks—just soda for me, and I notice Reid does the same—and food.

      "Any vices I should know about?" he asks. 

      I think for a moment. "I steal the burned ends of brownies at the bakery."

      His laugh is sudden and genuine, transforming his face. "Dangerous criminal."

      "Mrs. Winters pretends not to notice," I add, smiling. "I think she does it on purpose now."

      Our food arrives—fresh fish for him, pasta for me—and conversation flows easier than I expected. Reid tells me about growing up with the club, his dad who adopted him when he was a tiny baby, and his mom coming in shortly after. 

      It makes me sad that I never got to experience that sort of love from parents, but I’m beyond happy for him that he got to have that. 

      As we talk, the sun sinks lower, casting long shadows across the deck. Fairy lights strung along the railing begin to twinkle, reflecting in the dark water below.

      A comfortable silence falls between us as we finish our meal. The evening air has cooled, carrying the scent of pine and lake water. I wrap my arms around myself, feeling a slight chill.

      "Cold?" Reid asks, already shrugging out of his leather jacket. Before I can protest, he drapes it over my shoulders. It's heavy and warm, enveloping me in his scent.

      "Thanks," I say, pulling it closer. "It's getting late. We should probably head back."

      Reid nods but makes no move to leave. His eyes study my face in the soft glow of the fairy lights. "Can I ask you something?"

      "Depends on the question," I reply cautiously.

      "The wedding… what are you really afraid of?"

      The directness shocks me. I look out over the dark water, gathering my thoughts.

      "My foster father," I finally admit. "He's… connected in town. Friends with cops. I'm worried he'll try something."

      Reid's expression hardens. "Has he contacted you since you left?"

      "Texts. Threats, mostly. Some begging." I shiver, and not from the cold. "The last one was months ago, but…"

      "But you're still afraid," he finishes.

      I nod, unable to meet his eyes. Admitting fear feels like a weakness, and weakness is dangerous.

      Reid reaches across the table, his hand covering mine. His touch is warm, steady. "Lily, look at me."

      I raise my eyes to his.

      "If you're ever scared or need someone, I'm one call away, no matter what," he tells me, his voice low and intense. "I'll protect you from whatever you're afraid of back in your hometown. You don't have to face this alone."

      The sincerity in his eyes makes my throat tighten. "Why would you do that for me?"

      "Because someone did it for me when I needed it," he says. "And because… I care about you. More than I probably should after one coffee date."

      A small laugh escapes me, breaking the tension. "Is that what this is? A date?"

      His smile returns, softer now. "Fuck yeah it is.” 

      It thrills me, his confidence. I want to give in and just say yes, this is a date, but admitting to it makes it too real. 

      And I’m scared of change. 

      I’ve had change constantly my whole life, but I do like him and probably more than I should. 

      The weight of his jacket around my shoulders feels like a shield, like a layer of protection I haven't known in years. The offer of help, of not facing my fears alone, is almost too much to process.

      "I don't know what I want yet," I admit. "But… I'd like to figure it out. If you’ll be patient with me?”

      "That's fair." He stands, his face soft, offering his hand to help me up. "Let's get you home and, darlin', one last thing.” 

      "What's that?" I ask, looking up at him as he helps me to my feet.

      Reid keeps my hand in his, his thumb brushing gently across my knuckles. His eyes hold mine, serious and sincere.

      "I want you to know that you're in control here, Lily. Every step, every moment." His voice is low, meant only for me despite the empty deck around us. "I'll wait as long as you need. There's no rush, no pressure. This goes at your pace, not mine."

      Something inside me uncoils slightly at his words. The constant walking on eggshells I've maintained for years—the need to anticipate threats, to protect myself—eases just a fraction.

      "I'm not good at this," I admit, gesturing vaguely between us. "Trusting people. Opening up."

      "I don't expect you to
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