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      “Uncle Halen, why do I have to get my teeth cleaned?” Jayla asked me from the backseat of my truck. I rolled my eyes to the roof for a moment, begging for some patience. Between Ryker and Jayla – Copper and Penny’s twins – Jayla was the most inquisitive one, and she had to have an answer for everything.

      “Because the dentist has to make sure that all of your teeth are white and pretty,” I told her, silently thanking God that her school was just up ahead. So far, I’d had to explain to her why the grass is green, why some patches of grass might be brown, and why trees grew so tall.

      I glanced at the little blonde in my rearview mirror. She was frowning in thoughtfulness. “If the dentist does that for me, then why do I have to brush my teeth?”

      God, grant me patience, I pleaded.

      “Because if you wait for the dentist to clean your teeth every six months, they’ll fall out,” I bluntly told her, turning into the entrance of her elementary school.

      Her eyes widened in horror. “Oh, God!” she exclaimed. Her hands flew to her mouth, and I had to resist the urge to laugh. She was so much like her mother that it was insane. “I need my teeth, Uncle Halen!”

      “Then, continue brushing them,” I told her. I slid out of my truck and walked around to the backdoor to open it for her. I lifted her down and grabbed her hand in mine, walking her into the school.

      “Bubba is going to be so mad that I got to miss some of school and he didn’t,” Jayla suddenly said.

      I snorted. “Then, you tell him if he doesn’t like it, he can take it up with Uncle Halen,” I assured her. I pushed open the door to the front office, smiling at the receptionist sitting at the desk.

      “Hi, checking in a student?” she asked me.

      “Yeah.” I pulled the note from the dentist from my pocket, sliding it across to her. “Jayla had a dentist appointment.”

      Jayla smiled at the receptionist. “Hi, Mrs. Newman.”

      Mrs. Newman smiled at Jayla. “Hi, Jayla. Was the dentist appointment okay?”

      Jayla nodded. “I found out if I don’t brush my teeth every day, then they’ll all fall out.”

      I barked a laugh. Even Mrs. Newman looked amused. “Alright, Mr. Anderson. She’s signed in. I’ll walk her to class.”

      I knelt and pressed a kiss to the top of Jayla’s head. “Be good,” I told her as I adjusted the straps on her backpack. “Remember what I told you to tell Ryker if he gives you a hard time.”

      She nodded. “You’ll beat him up,” she said in all seriousness.

      I shot her a deadpan look. She grinned, giggling as she did so. “I know, Uncle Halen. Tell him he has you to deal with if he doesn’t like that I got to miss school.”

      I poked her nose, smiling at her. She giggled. “Good girl. I’ll see you this evening, yeah?” I shot her a stern look. “And be good for your mom when she comes to pick you up.”

      She nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      Yeah, there was a slim chance she and Ryker would behave for Penny, but fuck, I tried.

      I walked out of the front office and to my truck. An older, red Toyota was parked behind it, and a woman whom I presumed was a teacher was packing some boxes into it, sniffling as tears ran down her cheeks.

      She was pretty as fuck. Her white-blonde hair fell down her back in soft, natural waves, and those brown eyes of hers were extremely beautiful despite them being bloodshot from crying so much.

      And fuck, those curves under that pencil skirt she was wearing?

      Fuck. Me.

      “Do you need some help?” I asked her.

      She jerked her head up to stare at me in astonishment. Her eyes widened even further as she took in all of my tattoos and the cut that labeled me as the Sergeant at Arms of the Savage Crows MC.

      She quickly swiped at her cheeks. “No,” she croaked. I smiled at her as she cleared her throat. God, she was even prettier now that she was facing me. “I just lost my job – that’s all.”

      I frowned at her. “Name’s Halen,” I said, introducing myself. “You want to grab a coffee?” I asked her. “My treat,” I quickly added when she shot me a look that clearly said ‘really’. “Most of the women in my life like donuts and coffee when they’re feeling down.”

      “Seriously?” she snapped. “Most of the women in your life? Are you serious right now?”

      I sighed, quickly realizing that came out completely wrong. “Sorry,” I quickly apologized. I gestured to my cut. “My brothers’ wives,” I explained. “Donuts and coffee from Rosanna’s normally help them cheer up a bit.”

      She relaxed at my words. I resisted the urge to smirk. This woman was a fucking spitfire, and I couldn’t wait to tame her.

      “Coffee sounds perfect,” she said quietly. “And, um, my name is Genesis. I’m sorry for being so snappy. Things are just⁠—”

      “Hey, take it easy.” I grabbed a box and put it in her trunk. “I’ll help you get the rest of this put in your car, and then, we can go grab a coffee. Sound like a plan?”

      She gave me a small smile that caused a strange tingling sensation in the pit of my stomach. “Sounds like a great plan.”
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      “So, what happened to get you fired?” I asked her as she sipped at her coffee.

      She sighed, looking troubled. “There’s a student in my class that I’m extremely concerned about.” I nodded at her to continue. “There are clear signs of abuse, but no one will listen to me, and he never has money for lunch. The poor child looks like he’s being starved.” I clenched my jaw. “So, I buy him his lunch every day, and today, the principal pulled me into his office, claimed that I was taking advantage of a child, and fired me.”

      Anger simmered in my gut, but I didn’t say anything. But I did make a mental note to call my brother who worked at the Department of Family and Children Services as an investigator for these kinds of situations and have him dig something up.

      I would be taking this kid in as soon as he was removed. I had a soft spot for mistreated children.

      Both my brother and I had been victims of child abuse.

      The only difference between us was that my brother went to therapy and college and turned our shitty childhood into something good.

      I went a destructive route, and Copper found me strung out, getting my ass kicked for running my mouth. He put me through rehab and then allowed me to prospect for the club.

      My phone went off. I shot Genesis a sheepish look as I pulled it out of my pocket.

      Copper.

      “Yeah,” I said when I answered.

      “Well, don’t you sound fucking chipper.” I grunted. “Need you at the clubhouse this evening,” he told me. “We’ve got a run coming up, and I need you with us for this one.”

      “Got it,” I told him. “I’ll be there.”

      I hung up. Genesis frowned at her watch. “I need to head home,” she told me. She was using my phone call as her escape, but I didn’t say anything. “Thank you for the coffee and donuts.” She gave me that small smile again. “They actually did help a little.”

      I smiled at her. “Happy to be of service.”

      She stood, grabbing her purse from the back of the chair. “Thank you again, Halen.”

      I nodded at her as she slipped away from the table, scampering towards her car. It was clear I made her nervous, but I had no intention of leaving that woman alone.

      I wanted her.

      But first, I had other things to take care of – like calling my brother and seeing if he could find out anything from the school about that student.
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      “Did she give you a name for this kid?” Drake asked me as he typed in the number for the school.

      I shook my head, glancing out the slim window of his office that looked out onto the parking lot. “No. And I didn’t ask. Figured if she didn’t give it, then it meant she couldn’t say.”

      Drake nodded, putting his finger up to me as he connected with someone. “Hi, yes. I need to speak to one of your guidance counselors. My name is Drake Anderson, and I’m with the Department of Family and Children Services.” He paused for a moment. “Yes, I can hold.”

      “If they ask who you got your information from, give them my name,” I told him. He looked up at me. “She already lost her job over this. I don’t want her facing more backlash.”

      He nodded in understanding. “Hi, yes. My name is Drake Anderson. I’m with DFCS, and I’m calling with concerns for a student at your school.”

      I walked around his office, looking at the diplomas that he had hanging on his office walls. My brother had truly made something of himself, and he was making a difference in the lives of kids in this town.

      “Yes. I had a gentleman come into my office today informing me that he overheard a conversation about a teacher losing her job over trying to help a child. He wanted to make an official report and have me look into it.” He paused. “Of course – understandable. The teacher’s first name is . . .” he paused again, looking up at me.

      “Genesis,” I told him. I’d already told him that, but Drake had a way of doing things that I didn’t understand.

      “Genesis,” Drake repeated. “He doesn’t know her last name. As I stated before, he overheard the conversation.” He looked at his watch. “Yes, I can come in today. I’ll be there in thirty minutes. I appreciate your cooperation.”

      He hung up and stood from his desk, looking at me. “I’ll give you a call if I remove the child from the home,” he told me. “You’re still up to date as a foster parent in our system?”

      “You know it,” I told him. I made sure to continue the inspections of my home and everything else that came with being a foster parent for this exact reason.

      “And you’re sure you want to take this kid on?” he asked me.

      I nodded. “Drake, if it’s possible, I might adopt him,” I admitted. “But we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.” I pulled my truck keys from my pocket. “I need to head into the shop for a few hours. Keep me informed.”

      I walked out of his office, shooting a smile at Mrs. Evelyn, the gray-haired receptionist. “Have a good day, Mrs. Evelyn.”

      “You, too, hun!” she called, waving her weathered hand at me from behind her desk.

      I stepped outside and groaned as I looked at my watch, realizing I was already thirty minutes late for work. I was supposed to have been in at one, and it was already one-thirty.

      Kyle was going to have my ass if Olivia didn’t first, but oh, well.

      Some things were just a bit more important.
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