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        When two broken halves come together to forge one unbreakable whole…

      

        

      
        Officer Bradley Lennox, aka Nox, has been living in the shadows of his own grief since the unexpected loss of his wife. Just when he was finally on the road to recovery, they found Sadie in a motel in Ohio, causing his world to spiral back into darkness.

      

        

      
        Concerned for their fellow Blue Avenger, his MC brothers issue an ultimatum: accept help or risk losing his job as an officer with the Shadow Valley PD and his spot on the Tri-State Federal Drug Task Force. They hope it’ll compel Nox to free himself of the heartbreak consuming him.

      

        

      
        Then Aaliyah, a widow and single mother, takes over running the grief group he’s forced to attend. Knowing the pain of loss all too well, her determination to help Nox reignites the hope of him getting better. But it also sparks a connection he didn’t see coming.

      

        

      
        However, their journey is far from easy.

      

        

      
        Nox is resistant to fully embracing a new beginning, despite Aaliyah's unwavering perseverance. To make matters more complicated, her father is the sergeant at arms for the Dark Knights MC and harbors a deep-seated hatred for law enforcement.

      

        

      
        While Nox struggles to forge a brighter future for himself, for the task force, the stage is set for a violent showdown. A war erupts between two ruthless factions: the Deadly Demons MC and La Cosa Nostra, posing a threat to Nox’s fragile peace.

      

        

      
        Especially when someone he cares about gets caught in the crossfire.
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        Please note:

      

        

      
        For the most part, the timing of this story runs parallel to Beyond the Badge: Crew (BAMC, book 5).

      

        

      
        Content Warning:

      

        

      
        Grief from death of a spouse

        Past pregnancy loss

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Glossary of Terms

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        PSP - Pennsylvania State Police

        DEA - Drug Enforcement Agency
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        RICO - Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act
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        PennDOT – Pennsylvania Department of Transportation
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        Others:
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      The pounding on his apartment door had Nox cursing under his breath.

      “Nox,” he heard yelled through it.

      It sounded like Cross.

      What the hell did he want?

      Pulling in a breath, Nox tamped down his annoyance. He loved his brothers and he’d do anything for them, so he wished he didn’t get so fucking irritated when they tried to include him in shit.

      Some days were worse than others. There was no rhyme or reason for it, but today was one of those days.

      He’d even struggled with working up on the third floor with the task force and had headed down to his apartment earlier than he should have. If Crew had a problem with it, the task force leader knew where to find him.

      Normally, Crew left him alone because Nox spent more than a normal amount of time upstairs working. Usually late at night when he couldn’t sleep.

      Or when he didn’t want to sleep.

      When he knew closing his eyes would be more difficult than trying to keep them open.

      More pounding. “Nox! You in there?”

      “For fuck’s sake,” he muttered, putting down the biography he was reading, then forced himself to his feet and over to the door.

      With his hand on the knob, he took a few seconds to brace himself before flipping the deadbolt and yanking open the door.

      Aiden Cross, the Blue Avengers MC secretary and a Southern Allegheny Regional PD officer, stood before him with concern not very well hidden on his face. But that wasn’t all…

      He was nervous about something.

      “Need you downstairs.”

      Dread filled Nox’s chest. “Who does?”

      “Jamison asked me to come get you for a quick meeting.”

      It had to be Blue Avenger business since the prez wasn’t on the task force. But their club’s meetings took time and effort to schedule since it was difficult to get all of them together with their various work schedules. So, yeah, something was off with this whole thing. “About?”

      Cross shifted from one foot to the other. “He didn’t say. He only asked me to get you.”

      This was smelling like bullshit. “Everybody else here already?”

      “Everybody who can be. We’re only waiting on you.”

      “I must’ve missed the original memo,” he said dryly, since they did not schedule BAMC meetings on the fly. “You could’ve just texted me.”

      “I needed the exercise.” Cross’s Adam’s apple jumped.

      Nox wasn’t liking this.

      Not at fucking all.

      Cross tipped his head and turned. “C’mon. Let’s go before we’re late.”

      “Cross,” Nox started with a warning in his voice, but the man was already jogging down the steps.

      Setting his jaw, he stepped out and locked the door behind him.

      He paused on the second-floor landing and stared down at Cross now waiting at the bottom. Sucking on his teeth, Nox slowly followed.

      Every step he took down the stairs felt weighted. As if he wore cement blocks instead of boots.

      When he got to the foot of the stairs, Cross opened the building’s side door and waved him inside.

      He met the man’s eyes for a moment, took a breath and then walked through the BAMC’s meeting room, the only way to get into their church besides the rear entrance.

      Two ways in.

      Two ways to escape.

      With Cross close on his heels, Nox stepped out of the room where the executive committee met and into the clubhouse’s common area.

      There, he stopped short and took them all in.

      Grim expressions. Nervous gestures. Perched stiffly on the three couches and some chairs set around that sitting area.

      All eyes turned toward him.

      This was not a goddamn BAMC meeting. “What the fuck is this?”

      Cross was suddenly crowding him and pressing a firm hand to his back, urging in a strong voice, “Go have a seat.”

      Nox’s nostrils flared and his jaw flexed. “No. We had no meeting scheduled, so I don’t know what the fuck this is.”

      When he turned, Cross quickly blocked him from leaving the same way they came in.

      He spun on his heels and was about to head toward the back door when, just as quickly, Decker was there, blocking his path.

      “Get out of my way, brother,” Nox warned just loud enough for Decker to hear. “Don’t fucking do this.”

      Decker’s lips pressed together so tight, they were nothing but a slash.

      Nox’s heartbeat thumped in his ears. “Deck…”

      “Have a seat,” Jamison called out.

      With a glance over his shoulder, Nox saw the club president pointing to the only empty spot on the center couch. The middle cushion, of course, so he’d be flanked by two of his brothers.

      “Is this task force business?” he asked Crew, not bothering to mask the betrayal in his voice. He already knew it wasn’t because only BAMC members were in the room, but he was looking for any way to stall what was about to come next.

      The task force leader answered, “No, but you still answer to me.”

      “Not off the clock,” Nox reminded him.

      Before Crew could respond, Jamison rose from his seat. “If you want to be that way, you do answer to me. I’m not only your sergeant at SVPD, I’m your prez.” He jabbed a finger toward the couch. “Now sit the fuck down.”

      Nox’s spine snapped straight, and his chin lifted in defiance. “You can’t force me to do shit.” He turned again, only to find himself toe-to-toe with Cross. “Get the fuck out of my way.” His fingers curled into fists, an automatic reaction to the flight or fight instinct since no one was letting him leave.

      Cross shook his head. “No, brother, I’m not going to do that.”

      “Nox,” Jamison called out. “Do us a favor and give us a few minutes of your time. That’s all we’re asking.”

      “You’re not asking. You’re telling. I don’t like being ambushed.”

      “And we don’t like having to ambush you,” Crew insisted.

      “But you did it anyway.”

      Finn threw his hands up. “Because we had no choice! C’mon, man, just sit so we can get this over with.”

      “You’re family and we all love you like a brother, and you have us all worried,” North said next.

      Nox pulled at his chin and let his gaze circle the group. “What’s this about?”

      He knew. He fucking knew.

      “Sit and we’ll explain,” Jamison urged. “If you want to keep your job at SVPD and also stay on the task force,” Nox did not miss him and Crew exchanging glances, “you need to sit.”

      “What are you going to do, fire me?”

      “I’ll put you on administrative leave,” Jamison threatened, “and if you’re on that, you’ll be automatically removed from the task force.”

      Jesus fucking Christ. If he lost his job and was also removed from the task force, he’d have nothing left to keep his mind busy.

      His own brothers were hobbling him. “For my own good, right?”

      Did he sound bitter? Yeah well, he was fucking more than bitter.

      “Yes, Nox, for your own good,” Jamison answered. “Now, don’t make me do shit I don’t want to do.”

      “Then, don’t.”

      Pinching his nose, Crew dropped his head. Without warning, the man surged to his feet and yelled, “You’re off the task force!”

      The room went dead silent at that outburst.

      He glared at Nox as he spat out, “You made your choice, now you have to live with it. You can go back to SVPD and working patrol.”

      “No, he won’t.” Jamison shook his head. “Like I said, with the way he is right now, I’ll be talking to the captain. He won’t be on patrol, either.”

      Nox’s gaze bounced from Crew to Jamison before it dropped to his boots. He pulled in a deep breath, held it and, after a few moments, released it.

      He needed to go.

      He needed to get the fuck out of that room.

      He masked his expression when he lifted his head and considered them all.

      Everyone in that room loved him like family. They cared about him. They were worried about him.

      That was cemented when Rez said softly, “We love you, brother. If you love us, then you’ll hear us out.”

      Fuck.

      His heart knew they cared about him, but his brain was still screaming at him to escape. They warred with each other.

      The bottom line was, he needed his job, he needed the task force, and he needed his brotherhood.

      The last being the most important.

      He’d be nowhere right now without them. Maybe not even breathing.

      With a single nod, Nox went over and sat in the spot where Jamison had pointed.

      Avoiding everyone’s eyes, he stared straight ahead at the wall. “Let’s get this over with.”

      “You’ve fallen down that deep, dark well again,” Jamison started.

      Nox’s brow furrowed. “I’m fine.”

      “You were getting to that point,” Rez agreed. “Until we found Sadie. Something triggered you when we did.”

      A switch flipped inside him when he saw Sloane’s sister was nothing but a cold, defiled corpse on that bed. Even though he knew the woman had been dead long before her last breath.

      She had given up. She had let her addiction rule her life.

      No differently than Nox giving up and letting grief rule his. It smothered him like a weighted blanket he couldn’t shake free.

      “We can guess what,” Decker added, “so we don’t need to discuss those details, but we do need to discuss you.”

      He definitely didn’t want to relive the moment when he stared into that motel room in Ohio.

      “I’m fine,” Nox repeated, trying to stay focused on the blank screen of the TV, instead.

      “I wish that was true.”

      When he heard Crew’s agonized whisper behind him, Nox yanked his baseball cap even lower to hide any reaction.

      Cross spoke next. “We’re here for you. No matter how bad it gets. But none of us have the skill or experience needed to truly help you.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Christ almighty!” Crew barked, making Nox jolt in his seat. “You’re not. Did you forget we knew you before…” The man blew out a breath and continued, “We knew you when you were fine. You are far from that now, brother. You can keep saying that, but it’s all bullshit.”

      The view of the TV disappeared when someone stepped in front of him and a hand appeared before his face. In Jamison’s hand were a business card and a pamphlet. “Take them.”

      Nox wouldn’t take them because he wanted the info, he would take them simply to get this shit over with.

      He quickly scanned them both.

      One was a business card to a cognitive behavioral therapist, the other for a grief support group. Not the same group he had attended right after Jackie’s death.

      Thank fuck. He had hated that group, and he was never going back.

      The group leader had constantly urged Nox to “get in touch with his feelings.” That was impossible because, at the time, Nox didn’t have any. He’d been nothing but a hollow shell.

      This pamphlet was for a group specifically meant for spouses and loved ones of law enforcement and military, whether lost in the line of duty or not.

      Nox asked, “I get to pick?”

      “No,” Jamison answered. “You’re going to do both.”

      He squeezed his eyes shut, fighting the urge to argue. They weren’t doing this to hurt him. They were doing this to help.

      As he stared at the back of his closed eyelids, he relived something that had stuck with him.

      A conversation that took place on the day of Sadie Parrish’s funeral.

      Right after the graveside service, Nox had picked up Val, Decker’s four-year-old, and set her on his hip to carry her back to the line-up of parked vehicles.

      Valee Girl had wrapped her arms tightly around his neck and pressed her forehead against the side of his head. “Uncle Nox?”

      Her soft, cautious whisper got him right in the chest. “Yeah, baby?”

      “Why are you so sad?”

      “Today’s a sad day.”

      “But… you’re always sad.”

      Jesus.

      “Daddy says it’s ‘cause of Aunt Jackie.”

      Your daddy isn’t wrong. “Do you remember her?”

      “A little bit.”

      “What do you remember?”

      “I remember her sneakin’ me a lollipop after Daddy said I couldn’t have one.”

      At the time, Nox had closed his eyes and swallowed down the uncomfortable lump wedged in his throat.

      That lump had returned, and no amount of swallowing could get rid of it.

      When he finally opened his eyes, he looked directly at Jamison.

      He gave the man a single nod and an, “Okay.”
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      “I see a couple of new faces tonight, so just a quick reminder that this bereavement support group is open to any members of law enforcement or military who lost a loved one or significant other. As well as family and partners of law enforcement or military, either killed in the line of duty or passed away in any other manner.”

      Just like it stated on the fucking pamphlet.

      Nox had slipped in the door and found an empty seat in the back row at the last minute.

      Like he had for the past three weeks, he’d sit on his bike out in the parking lot and watch the time. He’d wait until only two minutes were left before the weekly meeting started, then he’d head inside to avoid getting caught up in any conversation beforehand.

      He also ducked out immediately afterward to steer clear of the same.

      No coffee, no donuts, no chit chat.

      He came, did his required time and split.

      He wasn’t there to make friends.

      He wasn’t there to socialize.

      He wasn’t there to compare scars to see whose ran the deepest.

      He was only doing what was necessary to keep his job, stay on the task force and make his BAMC brothers happy.

      And, more importantly, keep them off his ass.

      “Since this is my last meeting here, I will miss you all and I truly appreciate the support you’ve given me as the host of this group these last three years.” The older woman sniffled, and tears filled her eyes.

      Nox ground his teeth. He had no tolerance for this emotional bullshit.

      “Once I found my dream retirement home in a state without snow…” Bonnie chuckled at that and so did everyone else. Everyone except Nox. “I began to search for the perfect replacement. Someone who’s experienced what we have and would understand what we’ve dealt with. It wasn’t an easy search, but I finally found her. We can’t be any luckier to have her step in to take my place since this will be my last night. She ran a similar group for years in Pittsburgh until life got too hectic for her to keep up. We all know what that’s like, right? Now, she’s ready to get back to it. Without further ado, I want to introduce Aaliyah James.”

      Clapping ensued as a woman rose from the front row and stepped up to the dais.

      Nox blinked. The new host was nothing like the old one.

      Bonnie’s head was full of short gray hair. Glasses covered her light blue eyes. Her loose jowls shook when she spoke. Her skin was pale, and her hands were full of age spots. She wore clothes that had been tucked in her closet since the early 2000s and her feet were encased in tan orthopedic shoes.

      This Aaliyah James did not check any of those same boxes.

      Nox inspected her from head to high heels as she stood tall next to Bonnie. Her black hair, just shy of shoulder length, was full of curls and not neat like Bonnie’s gray helmet after she got it freshly set at the hairdressers. It was sort of wild and loose, like the wind had styled it. It fit her face perfectly.

      The style of her hair was as current as her clothes. A bright red button-down blouse emphasized her curves and the deep dark tone of her glowing, flawless skin.

      Black dress pants fit her long legs well and red heels encased her feet. Gold hoops hung from both ears, a thin gold chain, with possibly a pendant, disappeared into her cleavage, and several gold bracelets circled one wrist.

      As for rings, from what he could see, one circled her right thumb. He couldn’t see her left hand to check out her ring finger.

      Her makeup was perfectly done to highlight her cheekbones, her eyeshadow emphasized the deep brown of her eyes, and her full lips were bright red to match her blouse and painted fingernails.

      She was a lot younger than Bonnie, too. But Nox had a hard time guessing her age. Even though he didn’t see any wrinkles at the corners of her dark eyes, they reflected a lot of life experience and maturity.

      She was definitely not in her twenties.

      This woman had been through some things. Nox could guess an obvious one.

      She had lost a loved one, whether it be spouse, partner or family member.

      Either she was a member of law enforcement or her loved one had been. Nox assumed he’d find out soon enough, once the woman introduced herself.

      Did he even fucking care what the woman’s story was?

      No. She was just another talking head standing at the lectern once a week to guide the group. She was there to coax them to “share.” To encourage them to empathize with the others. To coordinate who brought snacks and coffee the following week.

      To strongly suggest they return week after week.

      Like he had a damn choice.

      “Thank you for the very warm welcome. As Bonnie stated, I used to head a group in Pittsburgh and…”

      He was caught off-guard when her voice, with a tone reminding him of warm honey, wrapped around him. Almost like a hug.

      He hadn’t had one of those since the last time he saw Valee Girl.

      Decker’s daughter always squeezed him tight. He wasn’t sure if the big man told her to do that or she did it on her own because she sensed he needed it.

      He mentally shook himself back to the meeting.

      “My husband was an officer with the Pittsburgh PD. Some of you might remember, almost sixteen years ago, when a group of neo-Nazis marched downtown and created havoc. My husband was one of the first responding officers. Two were killed and three critically injured when they clashed with the group.”

      A murmur went through the participants.

      Nox remembered that riot in the city and how much damage was done between loss of life, injuries and property destruction. A bunch of bystanders standing up to the marchers were also badly injured. It was a dark day in Pittsburgh.

      “Not only did I lose my partner and husband, I was pregnant at the time.”

      Nox’s lungs seized, every muscle locked, and his fingers dug painfully into his thighs.

      “Mark never got to meet his son. And my son never got to meet his father. All due to a group who didn’t believe what’s stated in our country’s Declaration of Independence,” she pointed to the floor, “signed right here in this very state… that ‘all men are created equal.’”

      When Aaliyah paused, she used that time to look at every person in the group. One by one, she met their eyes. Before she made it to the back row, he yanked his baseball cap lower and tipped his face down so she couldn’t do the same with him.

      Despite that, he knew the exact moment she reached him, because he could feel her eyes boring into him. He kept his head down until she continued talking, then he lifted it enough to see she had captured and held hostage everyone’s attention.

      The woman was bold, beautiful and very well-spoken.

      In truth, he could listen to her talk all night. He only wished it was on a different topic.

      “Even though a lot of time has passed since that day and the pain has dulled somewhat, that deep ache of loss has never completely gone away. While you never want to forget your loved one—or your friend or coworker—you also need to learn to function and move on with your life. You can’t let someone else’s death turn you into a ghost. I’ll admit it… It’s work to get past the grief and live life again. And to go back to enjoying that life without guilt.”

      She caught him then, when he had dropped his guard. Her dark eyes locked with his over the rest of the small group.

      They might as well be the only two in the room as she continued. “We can’t only focus on the sadness. We need to focus on the good parts of their lives. Of ours, too. Grief can be overwhelming, and everyone handles a loss of an important person in their life differently. The bottom line is, there’s no right or wrong way to grieve. However, the person we loved and lost would not have wanted our lives to stop at the same moment that theirs did.”

      Damn.

      His throat narrowed and he struggled to swallow.

      While Bonnie was annoying, Nox now regretted she was leaving. Maybe he’d have to find another group that Jamison would approve of since he wasn’t sure he could stay in this one. He worried that the woman standing at the front of the group could somehow get past the armor he wore.

      After her story, she opened the floor for anyone and everyone to speak. Anything could be shared. From feelings to a funny story, to just tears.

      Sometimes Nox listened. Sometimes he didn’t.

      And he never once shared.

      Nor did he plan to.

      He was doing his time. If he was going to open up to anyone, it would be his therapist, not this group. He didn’t want anyone looking at him with pity.

      Or with tears in their eyes.

      Or worse, wanting to give him a hug.

      When everyone else had their say and the hour and a half was almost up, she turned her eyes toward him.

      Fuck.

      “You, in the back. Yes, you, in the baseball cap. Do you have anything you want to share tonight?”

      He shook his head.

      Her perfectly shaped eyebrows rose. “Nothing at all? Not about the weather, or traffic, or about your job?”

      “No.”

      “Do you want to tell us about the person you lost? Even if it’s simply his or her name?”

      Her name was Jacqueline Lennox, and she was my everything. We didn’t expect our vow of “’til death do you part” to come sooner than later.

      “No.”

      Her eyes remained on him, trying to read his body language, trying to read his expression. Trying to get inside.

      He locked all that shit down.

      Finally, with a nod and a slight flare of her nostrils, she announced, “Thank you again for your warm welcome and I look forward to seeing you all again next week. Same time, same place. Please stick around for the refreshments that Bonnie so generously provided tonight. She even brought cupcakes!”

      Nox was out of his chair and taking long strides toward the door when he heard, “Hey!”

      Whoever she was calling out to couldn’t be him and if it was, he was going to pretend he didn’t hear her.

      He slammed the push bar on the door with both hands and before it was even done opening, he rushed through it and down the hall to the exit that led to the parking lot.

      “Hey!” joined the quick clicking of heels as she followed him.

      He did not slow down, he did not stop, he didn’t even glance over his shoulder.

      His Harley was waiting, and his ass needed to be on it.

      He didn’t hold the door for her, instead he let it slam behind him and picked up his pace. Not quite a jog but it was damn close.

      But, damn, the woman could move.

      He moved faster.

      One second, he was still hearing the clicks of her heels on the pavement, the next, he wasn’t.

      Thank fuck she gave up.

      With his eyes focused on his bike at one end of the community center’s parking lot, he sighed in relief when he got there. But before he could swing his leg over, he heard an out-of-breath, “Hey,” behind him.

      Christ.

      Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes. When he opened them a few seconds later, he turned to face her.

      Her high heels were hanging from her fingers. He let his gaze roll down her to see her feet were bare.

      What the fuck?

      Her, “Nice bike,” had him pulling his gaze back up to her shadowed face.

      She was checking out his custom Softail with what looked like real interest.

      “What do you know about bikes?”

      Did her lips twitch? What the fuck was funny about his question?

      “Enough to know a nice one when I see it.”

      He almost asked how but caught himself. That would open him up to conversation. He didn’t want to talk, he wanted to walk.

      Speaking of walking… “You shouldn’t be out here barefoot.”

      “You were hard to catch.”

      That was the point.

      “It was pretty obvious you didn’t want to be caught,” she concluded from his silence.

      But here you are, anyway.

      “I’ve seen group participants closed off like you before. Not willing to share. Not willing to talk. Not willing to listen.” Her head tilted as she waited for him to respond.

      He didn’t since that would be an invitation for her to continue.

      She did, anyway. “My guess is your loss is fresh and you’re still going through the early stages of grief.”

      She couldn’t be more wrong about him going anywhere. He was stuck.

      “At least you’re taking an important step by coming to group meetings. That shows you want to help yourself.”

      “I was forced,” he muttered.

      “What?”

      “I had no choice,” he said louder.

      “No choice in what?”

      “Coming to this fucking group.”

      “Ah. So, that’s your issue. You have a chip on your shoulder.”

      “The only thing on my shoulder is my head.”

      “I bet you have a really thick skull.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Aaliyah was used to dealing with pig-headed men. But because of her father and his extended “family,” she couldn’t escape them. He was a man who liked to share his opinion loudly and didn’t care what you thought about it.

      So, yes, she was used to dealing with stubborn people.

      It had to be in the blood, since her teenage son was taking after his grandfather and not after his own even-tempered father, who he never got to meet.

      Devyn had this mistaken idea that his opinion was the only one that mattered in her household.

      He was wrong.

      A fifteen-year-old didn’t dictate her life. Neither did a fifty-seven-year-old.

      Luckily, she wasn’t afraid to tell that to either of them.

      Since the tall man before her didn’t react at all to her comment, she tried another tactic. “You never shared your name in the meeting.”

      “I gotta go.” He turned back toward his Harley.

      “Since you already know my name, can you at least give me yours?”

      His broad shoulders stiffened. “Why?”

      This guy… Was it even worth trying to break through? If she pushed, would he lock himself down even tighter? “I guess the question is, why not? Is it a secret?”

      “No.”

      “It would be the first step to opening up.”

      He spun on her. “That’s the problem.”

      Damn.

      Because of how he resisted her attempts to get him to talk, she was surprised when he asked, “Why here?” Actually, it wasn’t really an ask but more of a demand.

      She’d allow it. This time. But she wasn’t going to tolerate a one-sided conversation.

      “When Bonnie decided to move south for her retirement, she asked me to take it over.” She raised both hands along with her shoulders in a shrug. “So, here I am.”

      “Here you are,” he repeated. “But Bonnie said that already. I mean why here. In Shadow Valley? Don’t you live in Pittsburgh?”

      She shook her head. “Not anymore. Once I had my second child, my place was too small, and I wanted to move closer to my father and his family.”

      “His family? Isn’t his family your family, too?”

      Interesting how he picked up on that particular detail. It smelled as if he was a cop. He actually looked like one, too.

      She was pretty good at sniffing out cops.

      Another topic her father had a loud opinion about since he hated them and wasn’t afraid to let them know what he thought about them to their face.

      “Sure they are. They are definitely all my family.” Whether she wanted them to be or not.

      “You have a big family,” he surmised.

      “I’d say. My parents married when they were teenagers after ending up pregnant with me. Not long after, they had my brother Malcolm. Then their relationship went to hell. No surprise since they were too young for life commitments, be it a marriage or children. About fifteen years ago, my father remarried, and he ended up having two more children with my stepmother. Her family is extremely large, too.” And not just with blood family. “My brother also has two kids. That means holidays tend to be busy and noisy.” She smiled. “Truthfully, I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      Though, after any big gathering, she was glad to go home to peace and quiet. She also ended up hitting a bottle. Of aspirin.

      “So now that I’ve shared more about me, what about you? Can you at least give me your name? You don’t have to give me anything else.” When he didn’t answer, she asked, “You are coming back next week, right, Allen?”

      His head twitched.

      “It would be nice to at least have a way to address you, Bob. If not, I’m going to go down the alphabet and call you every name I can think of until I get to the letter Z. Then I’ll start all over again, Calvin.”

      His chest visibly expanded when he inhaled deeply. Was he battening down his armor or loosening it up?

      Time would tell.

      “Just so you know, Deepak, I’m a lot like my father. I’ll warn you now that I don’t give up easily. My advice is to save yourself by telling me your name before I drive you to the brink with my persistence.”

      “I could just ride away.”

      “You could, but you haven’t yet, Edgar.”

      “I’m tempted to fucking stand here until you get to Z.”

      Even though his stony expression didn’t change, could he possibly have a sense of humor buried deep inside him?

      “I’ve got all night, Fabio.” She really didn’t. She needed to get home to her kids and before she did that, she wanted to go back inside the community center and help Bonnie shut things down.

      “Lennox,” he mumbled.

      “What?”

      “Lennox,” he repeated more clearly.

      “Is that your first or last name?” Most likely his last since law enforcement usually called each other by their last names.

      “Bradley Lennox.”

      Holy shit. She was actually making headway. Even if it was only a smidge. “Well, Bradley Lennox, nice to meet you.” She jutted out her hand.

      His gaze dropped to it, but he kept both of his down by his sides. “Nobody calls me that,” he grumbled.

      “I just did. Tell me, what do people call you?”

      “Nox.”

      “How did you get that nickname?” She knew full well it was short for Lennox, but she wanted to keep him talking.

      “Got shortened in the Army.”

      Having served in the military could sometimes be a sticky subject with people so closed off. She decided to ask something safer. “Do you live here in Shadow Valley, Nox?”

      “Work for the PD. Live in Rockvale now.”

      “Shadow Valley PD?” She knew a few people who worked for the local police department because they were tied to the Dirty Angels MC. And her father’s MC was tied to the Dirty Angels because they were close allies. However, that wasn’t her only connection to the DAMC… Her stepmother was another one.

      “Yeah. But I’ve been… On other assignments.”

      He left that vague for a reason. She’d respect that.

      It was time to let him go while she was ahead, anyway. She needed to chip away at him slowly, not try to break him open with a sledgehammer from the start.

      “Well, Nox, I need to get back inside. Not only to say a final goodbye to Bonnie but to help her clean up. I look forward to seeing you next week.”

      He grunted.

      She stood there for a few moments longer to watch him swing a long leg over his “sled,” what her father and the rest of the bikers she knew all too well called their rides.

      His Harley roared to life and the rich rumble of the exhaust vibrated deep in her chest. The very familiar sound tended to get her heart pumping.

      Even though she wasn’t raised in the MC life, like it or not, she could no longer avoid it. The day she reconnected with her father, she automatically got sucked in and it never let her go.

      She got no response when she called out, “Be safe out there.”

      Instead, he shot out of his parking spot and onto the road like the devil was chasing him.

      Huh. Was she the devil?

      She smiled.
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        * * *

      

      “Welcome!” Aaliyah greeted at the top of the hour. “Thank you to whoever came early and set up the chairs. However, we’re going to switch things up from here on out. I prefer we all sit in a circle and that I don’t stand at a lectern. I want to be considered one of you since we’re all here for the same reason. To share. To support each other. To even give advice.”

      “For fuck’s sake,” Nox grumbled under his breath.

      “Sorry? Did someone say something?” She glanced around the room and when no one fessed up, she looked at him.

      He kept his expression masked.

      “All right, I see how excited you all are,” she said dryly, “so let’s move our chairs.”

      The group was small tonight. At most a dozen people, including the woman who haunted his gray matter since last week.

      He’d been right when he thought she was bold. That exchange out in the parking lot after the meeting had proved it.

      She seemed willing to take on any challenge, including him.

      He needed to make sure she knew that wasn’t an option. He wasn’t a challenge for her to conquer.

      He didn’t want to pretend to be at the meeting for “sharing and caring.”

      He didn’t want to share.

      He definitely didn’t want to care.

      He just wanted to be left alone.

      He remained seated as everyone rose and moved their chairs into a large circle. Aaliyah slid the dais away from the group and grabbed an empty chair for herself.

      She wanted to be “one of them.”

      He hated this whole circle concept. It made him face other group members and he couldn’t hide in the back. It would also be harder to sneak in with seconds to spare and rush out immediately after.

      So, yeah, this new setup sucked ass.

      As Aaliyah’s very observant gaze circled the group, it landed on him again. “You’re messing up our circle by making it lopsided.”

      All eyes turned toward him.

      Fucking great. “I’m fine where I’m at. I’ll stay in my row.”

      One perfectly shaped eyebrow rose. “One chair does not make a row. How about you join us.” It wasn’t a suggestion; it was an actual order.

      She mentioned she had two kids. She just used her mom voice.

      On him.

      For fuck’s sake.

      When he didn’t move, she rose from her chair and came over. What was she going to do? Wrestle him into compliance?

      She might get a rude awakening.

      She lowered her voice to assure him, “Change is good.”

      “That’s your opinion.”

      “And in this room, my opinion matters.”

      “Mine doesn’t?”

      “Only if you express it. With actual words. Do you plan on sharing tonight?”

      “Is that another change you’re making? Is sharing now a requirement to attend?” Because if it was, he’d either find another group somewhere else or pretend he was attending by finding somewhere to hide for two hours once a week.

      The only problem with the second option was that Jamison lived and worked in Shadow Valley and Nox wouldn’t put it past his sergeant and BAMC president to check the parking lot for his bike or truck to make sure he was holding up his end of the agreement.

      Attend counseling and these meetings or lose his Shadow Valley PD badge and get kicked off the Tri-State Federal Drug Task Force.

      Neither which he wanted.

      He pulled in a breath through his nose.

      She had him by the damn balls. All she had to do was squeeze hard enough to bring him to heel.

      Setting his jaw, he quickly surged to his feet, causing her to stumble backwards in surprise.

      “Those heels almost made you trip. Try orthopedic shoes next time. I’m sure Bonnie can suggest a good place to buy them.”

      She pressed her lips together and narrowed her eyes on him as he lifted the metal folding chair and set it down with a loud clatter in line with the rest of the circle.

      He glanced at her. “That good? Is your circle perfect now?”

      “It’s not perfect yet,” she said, “but it will be soon.” After delivering that warning, she strode across the circle and back to her chair, quickly planting her ass in it.

      He tried not to notice how good her ass looked in her dress pants. He failed.

      Tonight she wore what he thought were called capris, pants that were short for her long-ass legs. They exposed slender ankles and revealed a delicate gold chain decorating one of them.

      The woman sure liked jewelry and dressing up.

      She had to be high maintenance.

      Nox was the exact opposite. Give him a pair of comfortable jeans, a pair of broken-in boots, a T-shirt, slap a baseball cap on his head and he was good.

      When he worked the road, he wore his uniform.

      He owned three suits. All in black. He only pulled them out of his closet for weddings, funerals and court appearances.

      He owned no jewelry except his wedding ring. And that was a plain gold band.

      He drove an older Chevy truck without all the bells and whistles, owned a Harley with all the bells and whistles and second-hand furniture filled his apartment.

      Currently, his bike was his most prized possession.

      Before that, it was his wife.

      He would give up everything he owned to have her back.

      He would do anything to speak to her one more time.

      He would sacrifice all his material possessions—past, current and future—for the chance to say one last goodbye.

      But the harsh truth was…

      Nothing he did would bring her back.

      Nothing he did would give him even a few more minutes in her presence.

      And nothing… Absolutely fucking nothing would give him back the child they created together.

      The one he never got to hold.

      Or name.

      Or see who she took after.

      Their unborn, unnamed daughter now kept Jackie company in her grave.

      At least his wife had that.

      While Nox was alone.

      The woman and child he lived for, gone in a single moment.

      The overpaid therapist couldn’t bring them back.

      This fucking group couldn’t bring them back.

      And neither could the woman forcing them to sit in a goddamn circle like that was going to make everything fucking better.

      It wasn’t.

      Nothing would make any of it better.

      Nothing would dull the fucking pain.

      His fingers dug into his thighs, and he squeezed his eyes shut.

      He was struggling to breathe.

      Struggling to move on.

      Everything was a goddamn struggle.

      The only way to be a family again would be to join them.

      But if he told anyone he wanted to be placed with Jackie and his daughter in their casket, they would lock him away. Far away from them.

      Probably in some locked, padded room. With a mattress and no sheets. No metal utensils.

      No shoelaces.

      Nothing. Because they knew what was better for him than he did himself.

      That was the excuse they’d use.

      When it wasn’t true.

      “Brad.”
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      When his name whispered through his head, his eyes opened and he glanced around looking for the owner of that voice.

      Jackie.

      She was calling out for him.

      Just like she probably had on that day.

      Someone to his left droned on about the loved one they lost. Reminiscing about a core memory that made them both laugh and cry at the same time.

      He didn’t give a shit. But he damn well bet she did. She was probably blubbering, too.

      He glanced across the circle, surprised to find that she wasn’t listening to that person at all.

      She was watching him.

      His heart began to race, and his eyesight began to narrow. His ears rang so loudly, it drowned out the person talking.

      He needed to get the fuck out of there.

      She was going to break him open and turn him inside out.

      She was going to make him feel again.

      And he couldn’t risk that.

      Not again.

      He jumped out of his seat and beelined toward the door.

      Not hearing anything.

      Not seeing anything but escape.

      He made it out the door and down the hallway. But before he could shove his way through the double glass doors leading outside, his elbow was grabbed and squeezed hard.

      He jerked his arm free and spun to confront the person.

      Of course.

      It was her.

      Once again chasing him down.

      Determined to help.

      Despite him not wanting that.

      He had no good reason to crack himself open because he already knew what was inside.

      Nothing.

      Emptiness.

      Darkness.

      “Nox…”

      Without a word, he spun again, shoved open the door and headed outside.

      Where he could breathe a little easier.

      Where he didn’t feel so boxed in.

      “Nox,” she called out.

      He cursed under his breath but kept walking, making a break for his bike.

      “Bradley Lennox! You stop right there!”

      He slammed on the brakes and spun, surprised to find himself face to face with her. The woman could move. “Stop talking to me like I’m a goddamn child!”

      “Then stop acting like one!” she yelled back.

      His head jerked back.

      She glared at him with her chest heaving.

      His was doing the same.

      He could see her mentally shake herself and her next words were much quieter.  “You’re going to destroy my self-esteem if you keep trying to avoid me. Is it my breath? Do I have an extreme case of halitosis?” She cupped her hand over her mouth and huffed into it. “No, just a little bit of garlic from my lunch.”

      Was this woman for real?

      “Listen… I know change can be difficult, but you shouldn’t have such a meltdown over something as simple as going from sitting in rows to a circle.”

      “I didn’t have a fucking meltdown.”

      She tipped her head to the side. “No? Then, I guess I should clean my glasses.”

      “You’re not wearing glasses.”

      “That’s right. Because I have perfect 20/20 vision and I know what I saw.”

      Holy shit, this woman. She might be able to out-will him. If he let her. Which he wouldn’t. “Your group is waiting for you.”

      “You’re a part of the group.” She flung a hand toward the community center. “Let’s go back inside.”

      If he insisted that he didn’t want to sit in a circle, he would sound like a damn child. But then, storming out hadn’t been very mature, either.

      Christ, this whole thing was a lose-lose situation. “I gotta go.”

      As he turned, her hand shot out and snagged his forearm. Why did she keep touching him?

      He stared down at her tight grip.

      “I’ve been thinking about something you said last week. You mentioned you were forced to be here. By who?”

      Her question made him raise his eyes back to her face. It was so strikingly fucking beautiful.

      He grimaced at where his thoughts went.

      That grimace deepened when he answered her. “By the people I answer to.” Why the fuck did she have the power to get info out of him?

      You have the right to remain silent.

      Her eyebrows knitted together. “What do you mean?”

      Anything you say may be used against you…

      “People I report to at work,” he answered.

      He wasn’t going to get into details. He certainly wasn’t going to tell her about the task force or the Blue Avengers. He didn’t want to give her any more than what he had to.

      And even that was too much.

      “Your police department,” she surmised.

      She could take his answering grunt however she’d like. He didn’t care.

      “Then I bet they wouldn’t like you leaving before the meeting even begins.”

      He met her gaze head-on. “Who’s going to tell them?”

      “Ah. Is that the ol’ ‘snitches get stitches’ threat?”

      He grunted again.

      She could take that answer however she’d like, too. Because, once again, he didn’t care.

      “Just so you know, I don’t scare easily. Only two people exist on Earth who’re scarier than my father. And one isn’t you.”

      He frowned. Now he was curious about who her father was, as well as those two other “scary” people. Who the hell was she hanging out with?

      “Look, you told me where you work. I know your name. I can easily find out who your immediate supervisor is. It’s not some secret. Don’t make me tell them you’re skipping out on required meetings.”

      Damn, that was a low blow.

      “But if you want to bow out tonight, fine. Do that. It’ll give you a whole week to mentally prepare to. Sit. In. A. Fucking. Circle. Next. Week.” She bit every damn one of those words off.

      This woman was not fucking around.

      He sneered, “Like in kindergarten.”

      “That’s a fitting comment since you’re acting that age. Maybe I’ll bring carpet squares next week. We can all sit criss-cross applesauce on the floor. Maybe clap hands while we sing the song If You’re Happy and You Know It. I’m sure you know the words.”

      “I don’t know the words.”

      “Figures you don’t.” She sighed. “Leave tonight if you must, but I want to give you something first. Can I trust you not to hightail it out of here before I do?”

      He grunted.

      “That sounded convincing.” She flipped a hand toward a small sporty Mercedes parked only a few spots away from his bike. “It’s in my car and I’m parked right there.”

      Of course she’d drive a damn Benz. Just as he thought, high maintenance.

      “If you wait here, I promise not to narc on you. This week, anyway. But if you skip out on next week, no promises.”

      “Hurry up. I’m sure the group is wondering where you are.”

      “They know where I am. They couldn’t miss me sprinting after you in the middle of Tina’s story. Stay here.”

      “Stop giving me orders.”

      “Then stop making me give them,” she countered as she pulled her key fob from her pocket and unlocked her car. When she opened the passenger-side door, she bent over to dig in her center console, giving him another good look at her ass.

      And the way her hips rocked as she searched for something in the car’s interior.

      He quickly dropped his gaze to his boots as she straightened and turned with something small and light-colored in her hand.

      The door slammed shut and the car beeped when it was relocked. The clicks of her heels as she approached had him lifting his eyes again. This time they got hung up on her chest.

      “You’re not as dead inside as you think. You staring at my ass and tits is proof.” She raised a palm. “Don’t even deny it. Mothers have eyes in the back of their head.”

      Damn. She wasn’t lying.

      She extended her hand and tucked between two fingers was what looked like a business card. “All my info is on that card. Please reach out if you need to talk to someone.”

      “I don’t need that.”

      She slapped the card against his chest with her palm and held it there. “Take it.”

      “I don’t want it.”

      “I don’t care. You’re going to take it, anyway.”

      Reluctantly, he held out his open hand.

      She peeled the card from his chest and slapped it into his palm. “Like I said, if you need to talk⁠—”

      “I don’t need that since I’m not only forced to come to this group, but I have to see a therapist.”

      “And I’m sure you turn into Chatty Cathy while in his or her office. Anyway, the offer still stands. Any time. Any place. We could talk over coffee instead of in a stuffy office. I’ve done my time sitting in those offices in front of therapists. Some helped, some did not. Some sit there and listen, but most likely are secretly judging. What I can promise you is, I won’t judge. I’ve been in your shoes. I’ve felt the same pain. I will truly listen to whatever you have to say and keep my mouth shut while you say it. Even if it’s simply about the weather.”

      “I don’t think that’s possible with you.”

      “What isn’t?”

      “The ability to keep your mouth shut.”

      “You’re wrong. The key is knowing when to shut it and when to keep it open. If I had kept my mouth shut, you’d be gone and would never come back. Because I didn’t, you’ll be back next week. You’ll also call me when you need to talk.”

      “You’re so damn confident I’ll do that.”

      “You’re right, I am. And the reason I am is because I know you, Bradley Lennox. I know you because I used to be you.”
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      He’d done some research. By pulling up the news articles and skimming through them. By searching for any mentions of the Pittsburgh officer named Mark.

      He looked at pictures and watched videos of the march-turned-riot.

      He had no idea if Aaliyah kept her late husband’s last name since she said she had a second child. She could have married again. In reality, she still could be married to the father of her youngest child.

      Then he found it on a fallen officers’ page. Pittsburgh PD Officer Mark Alan James was on the list. At his end of watch, he only had five years on the job.

      Using his name, Nox dug deeper to find James arrived on scene after a 911 call. Since the so-called march wasn’t planned and didn’t have a permit, he hadn’t gone prepared by wearing any riot gear. His only protection was most likely his Kevlar vest and the weapons found on his duty belt.

      He arrived thinking it was only a group of white supremacists marching without the city’s permission or planning. Once on scene, he quickly discovered they were using spray paint to tag buildings with hate symbols, like swastikas, the iron cross, SS bolts and the number 88.

      The group was not only gathering illegally, but they were also destroying property and intimidating citizens.

      When Mark James tried to stop a member of the group from breaking out the windows of a business, he was struck in the back of the head with a flagpole. As he lay stunned on the sidewalk, another group member walked up and shot the man while he was down.

      Aaliyah James’s husband bled out before anyone could get to him.

      Even though the photo in one article was blurred on purpose, it was easy to see just how large the pool of blood was that surrounded a lifeless Officer James.

      How many of those photos had Aaliyah seen?

      Did she stand in a courtroom and face his attackers while giving a heartfelt victim impact statement? Possibly while still pregnant with her late husband’s child? Or by then had she been holding that baby in her arms?

      Did she wish her husband’s attackers to die the same violent death?

      Nox wouldn’t blame her if she did.

      It was only natural to wish “an eye for an eye.”

      Nox grabbed a beer from the fridge, skirted around the counter and headed over to where Roland North, Mike Miller and Crew were playing poker at the card table. Smoke spiraled toward the ceiling from their lit cigars and classic rock filled the first floor of The Plant, the Blue Avengers’ church.

      “You want in on the next hand?” Crew asked around the cigar jammed between his teeth.

      Nox shook his head. “Too rich for my blood.”

      Crew coughed out what sounded like, “Bullshit.”

      “Like you don’t have spare cash lying around,” North huffed. “You sold your damn house, moved upstairs and pay dick for rent.”

      “Spent money to fix up the second floor.”

      “And you did all the labor yourself. Sit the fuck down and we’ll deal your ass in for the next hand, cheapo.”

      He wasn’t there to play poker, he was there for some answers. He pulled out one of the card table chairs, flipped it around and settled into it backwards. “You guys remember the neo-Nazi riot
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