
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Mc Second Chance Secret Pregnancy

	His Road Back to Them

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	KASON MARIANNA  



	




	Copyright © 2026 by Kason Marianna

	All rights reserved.

	No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations used in reviews, critical articles, or scholarly works.

	This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

	All rights are reserved by the author. Unauthorized duplication or distribution of this work, in whole or in part, is a violation of applicable copyright laws and may result in legal action.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 1: The Life She Built

	Chapter 2: The Road Back Into Town

	Chapter 3: His Eyes in Her Face

	Chapter 4: No Right to Ask

	Chapter 5: The Math of Five Years

	Chapter 6: The Kind of Man Who Stays

	Chapter 7: The Test in Her Pocket

	Chapter 8: The First Time He Does Not Leave

	Chapter 9: A Chair Beside the Fire

	Chapter 10: What He Never Told Her

	Chapter 11: The Order He Refuses

	Chapter 12: Her Father, Not Her Hero

	Chapter 13: The Life She Refuses to Lose

	Chapter 14: What a Club Can Become

	Chapter 15: The Road Narrows

	Chapter 16: The Choice He Makes Wrong

	Chapter 17: Small Repairs

	Chapter 18: The Man Who Stands Down

	Chapter 19: The Apology That Costs Him

	Chapter 20: The Road That Stays

	Epilogue: Where the Road Ends

	


Chapter 1: The Life She Built

	“Hold his head steady, Willow. Not his throat. His head.”

	Maisie Howard had one knee pressed into the cracked rubber mat beside exam table two, a strip of gauze clenched between her teeth, and forty-seven pounds of terrified stray dog trying to become liquid in her arms. The dog smelled like wet cedar bark, old blood, and the ditch by County Road 8 after logging trucks had chewed the shoulder into mud. His ribs moved too fast under her palm. His left back leg hung at the wrong angle.

	At the reception desk, Adalynn’s pink crayon scratched across copy paper with the hard, busy sound of a child who had been told three separate times not to touch the stapler.

	“I’m holding,” Willow Bender said, but she had the expression she got around injured animals, all wide eyes and lips pressed together. “He’s just very committed to not being held.”

	“He’s scared.” Maisie shifted her grip before the dog could snap from pain. “Sweet boy, I know. I know. Nobody here is mad at you.”

	The dog did not believe her. Maisie could not blame him. People were always saying soft things right before they did what had to be done.

	She looped the gauze, checked the bleeding along the torn pad of his paw, and glanced at the wall clock over the vaccine fridge. 8:42. Dr. Russo was twenty minutes late because her truck battery had given out again. The surgical supply order had not arrived. The kennel washer was making a noise like loose change in a blender. At ten, Maisie had to convince a ninety-year-old woman that her cat did not need antibiotics for revenge peeing on a bath mat.

	At noon, if the morning did not collapse under its own weight, she was supposed to sit down with Dr. Russo and talk about the clinic manager position.

	Clinic manager came with a title, a pay bump, and health insurance that did not make Maisie choose between Adalynn’s dental cleaning and replacing the bald front tires on the Subaru. It came with keys to the controlled-drug cabinet and the authority to tell pharmaceutical reps no without smiling first. It came with enough money to stop adding numbers in the grocery aisle before putting strawberries back.

	The dog shuddered against her.

	“Almost done,” Maisie murmured.

	“You said that three minutes ago,” Willow said.

	“I was building trust.”

	“With me or the dog?”

	“Both, apparently.”

	From the front room, Adalynn called, “Mommy, can horses have purple feet?”

	Maisie pinned the bandage with two fingers and tore the tape with her teeth. “If they step in paint.”

	“What if they are born like that?”

	“Then the vet writes a very interesting note.”

	Adalynn accepted this with the seriousness she gave all animal information. Her crayon started moving again.

	Maisie finished the wrap and ran her hand along the dog’s muddy shoulder, slow and firm, until his trembling eased from frantic to tired. He had a torn paw, probably a fractured leg, fleas along his spine, and eyes that kept searching the room for the next bad thing. Maisie knew that look. She saw it in dogs surrendered after biting someone who had ignored every warning their body gave. She saw it in old barn cats that flattened themselves against cage walls because a kind hand was still a hand.

	She had seen it in her own bathroom mirror once, five years ago, while a pregnancy test lay faceup on the sink and the man she loved started his motorcycle outside her kitchen window.

	Willow cleared her throat. “Maisie.”

	“I’ve got him.”

	“No, honey. Front desk.”

	Maisie looked over her shoulder.

	Adalynn stood on tiptoe beside the reception counter, one hand buried in the old canvas tote Maisie kept under the printer. Not the snack tote. Not the toy tote. The other one, the one Maisie had shoved there last month when she cleaned out the hall closet and still had not taken to the storage unit.

	A shoebox sat open on the carpet at Adalynn’s feet.

	Maisie’s hand went still on the dog’s back.

	“Addy,” she said, and kept her voice even because children heard panic like dogs heard thunder. “What are you looking for?”

	“My glitter stickers.” Adalynn lifted a folded photograph with two pinched fingers. “But I found this.”

	Willow’s face changed. Not much, just enough.

	Maisie stood too fast. The dog whined, and she forced herself to slow down, passing the leash to Willow before crossing the room.

	The photograph was bent at one corner. In it, Jeremiah Jordan leaned against a black motorcycle outside Marcy’s Diner, one boot crossed over the other, dark hair too long from a missed haircut, forearms bare, eyes turned away from the camera like he had known someone was stealing a picture and had decided not to give them the satisfaction of posing. Maisie remembered taking it. She remembered the exact weight of her phone in her hand. The smell of fryer oil from Marcy’s open back door. Jeremiah looking at a stray dog near the alley and pretending he did not want to feed it half his burger.

	She had kept the photo because throwing it away had felt theatrical. She had hidden it because keeping it where she could see it had felt worse.

	Adalynn studied the picture, then looked up at Maisie with gray eyes that made strangers go quiet when they noticed them. “Is he real?”

	The clinic seemed to shrink around that question. The buzzing light above reception. The damp paw prints across the tile. The dog panting in exam two. Willow standing with the leash in both hands, giving Maisie the kind of silence that was not empty at all.

	Maisie crouched until she was eye level with her daughter. Adalynn’s hair had escaped one braid, the fine brown strands sticking to her cheek where syrup from breakfast had dried near her ear. Her yellow rain boots were on the wrong feet.

	“He’s real,” Maisie said.

	Adalynn frowned at the picture. “Does he fix motorcycles?”

	“Sometimes.”

	“Does he know horses can have purple feet?”

	Maisie’s throat tried to close around the answer. She reached out and smoothed the hair from Adalynn’s cheek because that was easier than saying anything at first. “I don’t think anyone has told him.”

	“Can we tell him?”

	Willow turned away toward the exam room, pretending the dog needed her full attention.

	Maisie took the photograph gently. “Not today, bug.”

	“Tomorrow?”

	“We’ll talk about it later.”

	That was the sentence she hated most. Later had become a room in her life where she stored everything sharp. Later was full of questions about fathers, motorcycles, why some families had men at preschool pickup and some had Bonnie with a juice box in her purse. Later had shelves stacked with unopened bills, old memories, and the version of herself who had once thought love could be trusted if she stood very still and did not ask too much of it.

	Adalynn’s mouth pulled to one side, considering whether to argue. The front bell saved Maisie from finding out.

	Bonnie Delarosa pushed through the clinic door backward, one hip holding it open while she dragged in two grocery bags and a pack of paper towels wedged under her arm. She wore red lipstick at nine in the morning and a denim jacket with one cuff darker from motor oil. Bonnie believed appearance was a form of combat. She had once arrived at Maisie’s apartment after a stomach flu with soup, bleach wipes, and winged eyeliner.

	“I come bearing bananas, string cheese, and the cheap coffee you pretend is fine.” Bonnie’s smile faltered when she saw the photograph in Maisie’s hand.

	Adalynn brightened. “Aunt Bonnie, do you know him?”

	Bonnie set the bags on the counter very carefully. “Know who, ladybug?”

	“The motorcycle man.”

	Maisie slipped the photograph back into the shoebox and closed the lid. Not fast enough to hide it. Fast enough to make the room notice.

	Bonnie’s gaze lifted to Maisie. There were whole conversations in Bonnie’s eyes, most of them ending with I told you this day would come.

	“He’s someone from before,” Maisie said.

	Adalynn wrinkled her nose. “Before what?”

	Before you. Before bills folded into envelopes with payment plans written on the outside. Before Maisie learned how to nurse a baby with one hand and search online for used cribs with the other. Before she understood that a person could be furious at a man and still reach for his side of the bed in the first dark seconds after waking.

	“Before you were born,” Maisie said.

	Adalynn took that as enough, for now. Four-year-olds could be merciful by accident. She went back to her drawing, adding an animal that might have been a horse if horses had round ears and a tail like a feather duster.

	Bonnie rounded the desk and lowered her voice. “You okay?”

	Maisie picked up the grocery bags because movement was better than being studied. Bananas, store-brand yogurt, cheese sticks, a loaf of bread with a discount sticker. Bonnie had bought the kind Adalynn liked, the one with oats on the crust that Maisie only bought when it was marked down.

	“I have a bleeding stray in exam two, a supply order missing half the invoice, and my child just found a box I should have taken home weeks ago.”

	“So no.”

	“I didn’t say no.”

	“You don’t have to. Your left eye does that little twitch.”

	“My left eye has carried this family through worse than a photograph.”

	Bonnie did not smile. “Maisie.”

	The way she said it made Maisie look up.

	Willow came back from the exam room, wiping her hands on her scrub pants. “I was going to tell you after the dog was settled.”

	“That is never a good sentence.” Maisie opened the small fridge behind the desk and fit the yogurts into the bottom shelf.

	Willow glanced at Bonnie, then at Adalynn, who had begun humming to herself while coloring a purple-footed horse.

	“Riders came through town this morning,” Willow said. “Iron Creed. More than I’ve seen in months.”

	Maisie closed the fridge too gently. “Kingston’s people?”

	“Probably. My cousin works the hospital front desk. She said Kingston Poole had a heart attack yesterday. A bad one.”

	Bonnie muttered something under her breath.

	Maisie looked at her. “You knew?”

	“I heard late last night.”

	“And you didn’t call?”

	Bonnie folded her arms. “To say what? Sleep well, the old club president might be dying and half the men you avoid at the grocery store are coming home?”

	Maisie could not argue with the logic. She hated that.

	Willow continued, softer now. “People are saying they called everyone in. Even out-of-town members.”

	The room lost its ordinary noise by degrees. The copy machine stopped clicking. The dog in the back settled. Outside, a logging truck groaned past, chains clanking against its empty flatbed.

	Maisie waited for her body to behave. It did not. Her fingers curled against the cold fridge handle, and the little white crescent of a nail mark appeared in the skin of her thumb.

	Everyone.

	It was one word. It should not have had weight.

	Bonnie stepped closer. “No one knows if he’ll come.”

	Maisie let out a breath that did not help. “He left Ashwood Falls five years ago. Men like Jeremiah don’t come back because someone asks nicely.”

	“No,” Bonnie said. “But Kingston isn’t someone asking nicely.”

	Adalynn looked up from her drawing. “Who is Jeremiah?”

	The name, spoken in her daughter’s voice, landed wrong. Not wrong because Adalynn had said it. Wrong because Maisie had spent four years arranging the world so that name stayed outside the room where Adalynn kept her crayons and snack cups and tiny socks that vanished in the dryer.

	Bonnie shut her eyes for one second.

	Willow found great interest in reorganizing appointment cards.

	Maisie crossed to Adalynn and rested a hand on the back of her small chair. “Someone Mommy used to know.”

	“From before?”

	“Yes.”

	“Before me?”

	Maisie brushed her thumb over a green crayon mark on the table. It would not come off without spray cleaner. “Yes, bug. Before you.”

	Adalynn nodded and went back to coloring, but not before Maisie saw the question settle somewhere it would return from later.

	The phone rang. Willow grabbed it too quickly, voice bright and false as she answered, “Ashwood Falls Animal Clinic, this is Willow.”

	Maisie went back to the exam room because the stray dog still needed x-rays, pain medication, and someone to sit with him until Dr. Russo arrived. Work had always been good that way. Animals did not care about old heartbreak. They cared if your hands were steady, if the needle went in clean, if the blanket under them was dry.

	She checked the dog’s capillary refill, adjusted his bandage, and made a note on the intake sheet: male, mixed breed, no collar, found near County Road 8. Possible fracture. Dehydrated. Fear reactive. Handle with care.

	The last phrase stared up at her.

	Handle with care.

	A laugh almost came out of her, sharp enough to be useless. She capped the pen and set it down.

	From the front, Bonnie was telling Adalynn that bananas did not belong in the clinic printer. Willow was rescheduling the bath-mat cat. The dryer in the kennel room knocked twice, then gave up on whatever mechanical complaint it had been making.

	For six full seconds, Maisie let herself believe the morning would keep moving in its crooked, manageable way.

	Then the sound came from the road.

	Not one motorcycle. Several.

	The low growl reached the clinic before the bikes did, rolling under the door, through the floor, into the metal legs of the exam table. Maisie had heard plenty of motorcycles in Ashwood Falls. Weekend riders. Tourists heading toward the pass. Iron Creed men coming for vaccine clinics they pretended were not for dogs they loved.

	This engine note was lower, rougher at idle, with a catch on the downshift she knew from a hundred evenings when she had stood barefoot on her porch and listened for it against her better judgment.

	The stray dog lifted his head and whined.

	Maisie’s hand flattened on his shoulder.

	Out front, Adalynn said, “Mommy? Is that the motorcycle man?”

	Maisie did not move.

	Through the narrow exam room window, beyond the rain-streaked glass and the muddy clinic lot, black bikes rolled past toward Harrow Road. One rider turned his head slightly as he passed, dark helmet hiding his face, broad shoulders familiar enough to make five years feel thin as paper.

	Maisie looked down at the dog, at the bandage she had wrapped tight enough to hold but not tight enough to harm.

	“Stay,” she whispered, though she did not know if she meant the dog, her hands, her daughter, or the life she had built by refusing to wait for anyone to come back.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2: The Road Back Into Town

	The clinic window flashed in Jeremiah Jordan’s side mirror, bright enough for him to see the paw-print decals on the glass before the line of bikes carried him past.

	He should have kept his eyes on the road.

	He knew better than to look sideways at places that could open a man up. Five years of contract jobs had taught him to scan exits, rooflines, hands, plates, reflections in storefront glass. Ashwood Falls had taught him worse things before that. The dip in the pavement before Marcy’s Diner. The blind turn near the mill where gravel collected. The boarded hardware store whose front window still held a sun-faded sign for key cutting, bait, and work gloves.

	The animal clinic had not changed much. Same narrow lot. Same sagging gutter over the side door. Same hand-painted sign with a dog, a cat, and a horse that looked annoyed to be included. Someone had added a plastic child’s chair by the front window, purple, small enough to make something in his chest pull tight before he told himself not to be stupid.

	Kids existed. Chairs existed. Maisie had probably moved on, married some decent man who changed oil on Saturdays and slept through the night because his head was clean.

	Jeremiah rolled off the throttle as the group turned toward Harrow Road. His bike answered with the uneven low catch it had developed outside Salem, a sound he had promised himself he would fix before crossing back into town. He had not stopped. Once Dex’s message came in, then Osiris’s second one with fewer words and more threat, Jeremiah had packed one duffel, locked his Portland apartment, and ridden until the road brought him to the place he had spent five years not naming unless paperwork required it.

	Kingston’s asking for you.

	That had been the first message.

	All of us. Come home.

	That had been the second.

	Home was a word men used when they wanted something from you.

	Zavier Morales rode ahead of him, shoulders hunched against the cold, Iron Creed patch creasing across the back of his cut. Two prospects Jeremiah did not know flanked the rear. Their bikes were too clean. Their helmets too new. The club was recruiting again, or pretending it was healthier than it was.

	The clubhouse appeared at the end of Harrow Road, low and dark beside the timberline. The lot had been repaved in his absence. The old burn barrel was gone. A half-built structure stood to the left, posts up, roof unfinished, stacks of lumber under blue tarps. Somebody had painted COMMUNITY WORKSHOP across a plywood sign propped against a sawhorse.

	Jeremiah parked at the edge of the lot instead of in his old place near the bay door.

	Zavier noticed. Of course he did.

	“You forget where you used to put that thing?” Zavier called, killing his engine.

	Jeremiah swung off the bike and pulled his gloves free finger by finger. “Didn’t know if you’d rented the spot out.”

	“Five years and that’s what you’ve got?”

	Jeremiah looked at him properly then.

	Zavier had more gray in his beard, less softness around the mouth. The man who used to laugh too loud at Marcy’s and throw darts like the wall had insulted him now looked like he had learned to measure words because each one came with a bill.

	Jeremiah tucked his gloves into his saddlebag. “Kingston?”

	“Hospital.” Zavier’s expression closed around the word. “Osiris is there. He wanted us to check in here first.”

	“I’m not checking in. I came for Kingston.”

	“You came because the club called.”

	“No,” Jeremiah said. “I answered because Kingston did.”

	One of the prospects glanced over. Zavier’s look sent him inside fast.

	“Still making friends easy,” Zavier said.

	“Still letting other men listen to conversations that aren’t theirs.”

	That got half a smile from him, but it left quickly. He rubbed a hand over his mouth and looked toward the workshop frame. Wind moved the loose tarp corners against the lumber with a flat, snapping sound.

	“You staying?” Zavier asked.

	Jeremiah unzipped his jacket enough to pull his phone from the inner pocket. No missed calls. No reason to check. He checked anyway. “No.”

	“You haven’t even seen him yet.”

	“I saw the road in. That was enough.”

	“Ashwood didn’t shoot Colt.”

	Jeremiah’s hand stopped over his phone screen.

	Zavier looked away first. “Yeah. I know. Low hit.”

	“It was a true one?”

	“No,” Zavier said. “Just the kind men say when they’re tired of watching somebody punish dirt like it pulled the trigger.”

	Jeremiah slid the phone away. “Take me to the hospital.”

	The ride was short. Ashwood Falls did not give a man much room to prepare for anything. One turn, then another, past the diner, the gas station, the pharmacy with the broken digital sign offering flu shots and lottery tickets. The hospital sat at the north end of town, brick and glass and too small for the number of bad nights it had held.

	Jeremiah hated the smell before the automatic doors opened all the way.

	Disinfectant. Burnt coffee. Warm plastic. The faint sourness of old fear embedded in vinyl chairs.

	His hands remembered the last hospital corridor before his head did. Colt on a gurney. Blood under Jeremiah’s fingernails. A nurse with brown clogs telling him to sit down while he stood there in boots that had dragged gravel in from the road where his brother had stopped moving.

	He stayed upright now because nobody here needed a performance.

	Osiris Mitchell waited near the cardiac unit doors with a paper cup in one hand and his phone in the other. He had always been built like a man someone had carved from a railroad tie. Broad, blunt, hard to move. Age had not softened him. It had only made him look less willing to waste time.

	“Jordan,” Osiris said.

	“Mitchell.”

	“No hug?”

	“You offering?”

	“Not with witnesses.”

	Zavier made a noise that might have been a laugh if the hall had belonged to any other day.

	Osiris jerked his chin toward the closed room behind him. “He’s been asking since six. Don’t make him work for it.”

	“How bad?”

	“Bad enough that the nurse uses her gentle voice every time she says we need to keep visits short.”

	Jeremiah looked through the narrow glass panel in the door. Kingston Poole lay angled in the hospital bed, skin gray under the fluorescent lights, white hair combed back from a forehead that had once seemed permanent as a courthouse. Tubes ran under his gown. A monitor counted him in green lines and soft beeps. His cut hung over the room chair like someone had laid down armor after battle and was not sure he wanted to pick it up again.

	“He awake?” Jeremiah asked.

	“Mean as ever.”

	“Good.”

	Osiris did not move aside. “Before you go in, you need to know something.”

	Jeremiah’s attention left the room and settled on him.

	“There’s noise from the Hollow Kings.” Osiris kept his voice low. “Different leadership. Younger, stupider, trying to prove they inherited teeth.”

	“I don’t run security for Iron Creed anymore.”

	“Didn’t say you did.”

	“You’re saying it with your face.”

	“My face has been saying things since before you were born.”

	Jeremiah turned toward the door. Osiris caught his sleeve, not hard enough to start a fight, but hard enough to make the point public.

	“They’ve been asking about families,” Osiris said. “Old ladies. Kids. People tied to members, past and current.”

	Jeremiah looked at the hand on his sleeve until Osiris let go.

	“Then protect them,” Jeremiah said.

	“That’s why you’re here.”

	“No. I’m here because Kingston’s heart tried to quit.”

	“And because every time you pretend this club stopped being yours, somebody else pays the cost of your clean hands.”

	Zavier shifted behind him. “Oz.”

	“What?” Osiris snapped. “We easing him in? He’s not a guest. He’s a road captain who took a five-year ride.”

	Jeremiah stepped closer, close enough to see the coffee stain on Osiris’s cuff and the red at the edge of one tired eye. “I’m not staying.”

	Osiris’s mouth flattened. “You keep saying that like leaving hasn’t always been your easiest skill.”

	For a second, the hall narrowed to the space between them. Jeremiah heard the monitor through the door. A cart squeaked somewhere behind the nurses’ station. Zavier said his name, low, not a warning exactly.

	Jeremiah opened Kingston’s door and went in.

	Kingston turned his head on the pillow. The old man’s eyes found him, sharpened, and held.

	“Well,” Kingston rasped. “Look what the road dragged back.”

	Jeremiah closed the door behind him. “You look like hell.”

	“Good. I’d hate to waste everyone’s concern looking handsome.”

	Despite himself, Jeremiah’s mouth
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