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    Dedication 
 
      
 
    To my Mac, because we’ve been through hell and back together, and I would die without you. 
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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Xander 
 
      
 
    Eight months ago 
 
      
 
   Iknow something is wrong before I even get the door unlocked and step inside. It’s a feeling burning deep in my gut that I can’t seem to shake and when I turn on the lights, illuminating the house I’ve shared with my wife for more than five years, I understand why. 
 
      
 
    Everything is gone. Every single fucking thing. Where our couch had once stood, there’s just the imprint of its legs on the carpet, crumbs and dust that had rolled under there to escape the vacuum. Wires run down the wall where the TV had been mounted when I left this morning. Books, photographs, movies and trinkets. All gone. 
 
      
 
    What the fuck? With wide eyes and a racing heart, I pull my blade from inside my boot and slowly, quietly walk down the hall to the kitchen. My ears strain for any sound at all, but aside from the thudding of my own boots, the whole place is silent. I flick on the lights and my guts twist. The table my gran had given us is still there, but several drawers and cupboards stand open, their insides empty. 
 
      
 
    Turning, I dash up the stairs, ignoring the other rooms in the house, worry for my wife urging me on without any concern for my own safety. “Carla!” My shout bounces off the empty walls, echoing around me, but no answer comes. 
 
      
 
    I crash through the bedroom door so hard it slams off the wall behind it, leaving a doorknob shaped hole in its wake. Carla isn’t here. Nothing is here. No bed. No dresser. Even the fucking lamps are gone. The closet door stands open, and from where I stand, I see that half of it is empty, the only thing still hanging there being my own clothes. 
 
      
 
    That’s when I know. This house hasn’t been looted or robbed, and my wife is just fucking fine. She’s left me, and cleaned me out in the process without so much as a fucking letter to say why. 
 
      
 
    I jam my blade back into my holster and dig my phone out of my back pocket. I slam my finger over the screen, pulling up Carla’s number. It doesn’t even ring, but goes straight to voicemail. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, you’ve reached Carla. You know what to do.” 
 
      
 
    I grip the phone in my hand so hard it cuts into my skin. “Are you fucking kidding me, Carla? You’ve left me nothing! Fucking nothing!” I slam my fist into the wall, adding yet another hole to match the one I’d made with the doorknob. “What happened to forever? I’ve been good to you. Treated you right. Never fucked around. And this is how you wanna play it?” I sigh. “Go fuck yourself, Carla.” 
 
      
 
    After hanging up, I shove the phone back in my pocket and make my way back downstairs in a daze. I’d met Carla when we just juniors in high school. She’d moved to town that summer and hadn’t made any friends yet. She was so fucking beautiful. Blonde curly hair, blue eyes I could easily get lost in, and the biggest tits I had ever seen in person. I’d invited her to sit with me and the guys during lunch that very first day and we’d been together ever since. 
 
      
 
    Back in the kitchen, I fish a beer out of the fridge and twist off the cap. Turning, I rest against the door and tip the bottle back, downing the cold liquid so fast it burns at my throat and fills my belly with heat. 
 
      
 
    That’s when I see it. In the center of my Gran’s kitchen table, is a piece of paper. And on top of that, are Carla’s engagement and wedding rings. I’d bought the pair together from a jewelry store in the mall six years ago. I’d worked my ass off to pay for them. 
 
      
 
    I’ll never forget how fucking nervous I was when I’d finally decided to ask her to marry me. My friend, Nutsy, had thought I was insane. “Why marry the bitch if she’s already lettin’ ya bang her?” Yeah … Nutsy has always been a real ladies man. 
 
      
 
    We’d been twenty-two years old back then, with the whole goddamn world ours for the taking. I’d been apprenticing as a carpenter and prospecting for the Satan’s Descendants and Carla had been working double shifts at one of the diners in town. We didn’t have much at the time, but fuck me, we’d loved each other. 
 
      
 
    I’d taken her to the mall that day, which just so happened to be one of her favorite places on earth. I’d spent hours on a bench outside of different stores while she went inside and tried on outfit after outfit, spending more money than either of us could afford. 
 
      
 
    I’d carefully chosen the entrance I had parked near so that on the way out, we had to pass by one specific photo booth. It was there I’d popped that life changing question. 
 
      
 
    Carla had sat on my lap and both of us had laughed as we moved around, trying to get our faces in the perfect position. The first photo had been of us making silly faces, our tongues stuck out and our eyes crossed. In the second photo, she’s making yet another silly face, and I am opening the ring box. In the third, she’s noticed the ring and I am looking at her with a strange combination of fear and hope on my face. In the fourth, our lips are mashed together, our smiles huge and my ringer placed on her finger. 
 
      
 
    It was simple, but the four tiny photos of our engagement in progress has always been one of my most prized possessions. Until now. I snatch the handwritten note off the table and stalk into the living room. Sure enough, the only photo frame left on the wall is that one. The one where she had agreed to be mine forever, and I’d felt like the luckiest man on the planet. 
 
      
 
    I take another stinging chug from my beer and lift the letter, not sure I even want to read what she’d said. But I need to know. I need to know why the only woman I’ve ever loved would just clean me out in a single day and throw away everything we’ve built together. 
 
      
 
    X, 
 
      
 
    I’m sorry. I’m in love with someone else. 
 
      
 
    C 
 
      
 
    xoxoxo 
 
      
 
    I blink down at the letter. I read it seven different times. It never changes. That’s it? She’s sorry? She’s in love with someone else? 
 
      
 
    A roar tears from my throat as I chuck the nearly empty bottle of beer across the room, barely noticing as it shatters, sending amber shards and foamy liquid across the room and running down the wall. 
 
      
 
    “Bitch!” I scream, yanking the framed photo off the wall and slamming it over my knee. 
 
      
 
    Even that doesn’t make me feel better though. I slide to the floor, my knees cocked and my head in my hands. How did I not see this coming? I thought me and Carla were okay. I thought we were in love. 
 
      
 
    I jam my fingers through my hair and coil them into tight fists. Love. Love is bullshit. Marriage is bullshit. If this night has taught me one thing, it’s that I am not ever going to allow myself to fall into that trap ever again. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    One 
 
      
 
    Emery 
 
      
 
   Ican feel their eyes following me as I walk through the skeleton of a house. Men are everywhere, tool belts strapped tightly to their waists, power drills and hammers in their hands. It’s my first day on this job, and already I can tell it’s not going to be any different from any of the others. 
 
      
 
    Being a woman in a man’s field has only one bonus that I can tell. As a female electrician, I am surrounded by men all day long, some of them being quite easy on the eyes. But there are several drawbacks as well. 
 
      
 
    The men stare. They roll their eyes. They make jokes about me when they think I can’t hear them, and a lot of times they do it to make sure that I do. They don’t care that I’m a certified and talented electrician. All they see are my tits and ass and long silky hair, and automatically assume I can’t do the job without their input. It’s annoying, but after six years of working for Ron Harper Electric, I’m used to it. 
 
      
 
    Ron had brought me along on this job because he’s one man that knows what I can do. This house is set to be completely finished in less than three weeks, so that means we have to get it wired from the ground up, and fast. 
 
      
 
    I make my way to the basement and find a place where nobody else is working and put down my toolbox. “As good a place as any,” I say, turning to Ron with a grin. 
 
      
 
    He glowers at a couple of guys hammering wooden beams into place before turning to me. “Works for me. You take a quick walk through and see that everything is ready for us, and I’ll go grab the supplies.” 
 
      
 
    I sigh and look around. Aside from a subfloor and the bones of the walls, nothing in this house is anywhere near completion. Contractors from different companies and different trades are still working on building up the outside walls, hammering plywood into place and getting it ready to be bricked over. 
 
      
 
    My father had been an electrician, and as a little girl, I used to accompany him to some of his jobs during my summer vacation. I’d learned early on how to avoid the cords and power tools and the men that were hard at work. I’d loved watching my dad work though. 
 
      
 
    I found the whole concept of electricity fascinating. I loved the simplicity of it all. How one wire connects to a box and then to another wire and a switch, all of them combining in the end to run tens of thousands of kilowatts of electricity rushing along, hidden behind walls and powering everything from the tiniest nightlight to the stove that cooks the family’s meal. 
 
      
 
    When my mother had learned my chosen profession, she’d about had a heart attack. Momma was an old fashioned, stay at home mom and housewife. She didn’t understand why a woman would want to work in a “man’s job,” but I didn’t care. If my father had still been alive, I know he’d have been proud of me, and that’s all that really mattered, as far as I was concerned. 
 
      
 
    “Yo, honey. Grab me a coffee from downstairs, would ya?” 
 
      
 
    I glare at the man on the ladder. It isn’t the first time a man has assumed I’m just there to run errands for them, or that I’d drop what I was doing to obey their self-serving bidding. “Grab it yourself, honey,” I shoot back, not pausing on my walkthrough of the house. 
 
      
 
    Chuckles erupt around us. “She told you, Randy,” one man says. 
 
      
 
    “Damn,” another one mutters. 
 
      
 
    I know I shouldn’t do it, but as I turn the corner, I can’t help but look back. The man they’d called Randy is still on the ladder, his narrowed eyes never leaving me. I know from one look just what kind of man he is. There’s at least one on every job I’ve ever done. 
 
      
 
    A man that assumes he’s the big shot around here. One that tries his damnedest to make me cringe and put me in my place. One that thinks because he’s a man and I’m a woman that anything I have to say is bullshit, but is always sure to take the credit if any is due. 
 
      
 
    As I make my way up the stairs, my stomach sinks. Just once I’d like to start a new job and not have to worry about assholes like that. Looks like this job isn’t going to be the time though. I’d just earned myself a new enemy. 
 
      
 
    ∞ ∞ ∞ 
 
    Xander 
 
      
 
    “I shit you not,” Nutsy says on a laugh. “The stupid prick took a swing and fell right on his ass. Was the funniest thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
      
 
    I throw my head back and laugh. Nutsy and I have been friends since we were just kids. I’d met him on the first day of third grade. He and his family had just moved here and some of the kids were being dicks. They’d had him cornered in the bathroom, threatening to dunk his head in a piss filled toilet when I’d walked in. 
 
      
 
    Being the son of a biker has its advantages. Even kids know not to fuck with you. I’d taken one look at those little bastards and they’d dropped Nutsy right then and there, running out of the room like their hair was on fire. We’d been buds ever since. 
 
      
 
    “Did Pounder kiss his ass after that?” 
 
      
 
    Nutsy chuckles. “Oh yeah. Walked right up to him and lifted him off the ground with one hand. Asked him if he knew who he was messing with. One punch and the dumb fuck was out cold.” 
 
      
 
    I grin. Good old Pounder. I haven’t been spending a lot of time away from the clubhouse with the guys from Satan’s Descendants. I just haven’t felt much like partying since Carla walked out on me. I wasn’t sitting at home pining for her by any means, but I definitely wasn’t up for socializing with a bunch of people that once though her and I were the perfect couple. 
 
      
 
    I take a bite out of my sandwich, thinking that maybe it’s time I get back into the fun part of being in a club. The parties, the drinking, the brotherhood. 
 
    
“Check it out.” Nutsy whistles. “You don’t see that on the job very often.” 
 
      
 
    I follow the direction he’s looking with my eyes, not having a clue what he’s talking about. And then I see her. Tall, lean, tan. Her dark hair is tied back in a braid that falls down to the center of her back. Her tool belt sits low on her hips, accentuating the curve of her waist and long shapely legs. 
 
      
 
    “Who is that?” 
 
      
 
    Nutsy shakes his head. “She works for Ron. Can’t remember her name. Word is she’s a real bitch though. Likes to bust men’s balls for just lookin’ at her.” 
 
      
 
    I watch as the woman walks to Ron’s truck and pulls lunch pail from the back. She looks around for a place to sit and finally settles on just dropping the tailgate and eating all by herself. Every other man out here is staring right at her, a few of them whispering and chuckling softly amongst themselves. 
 
      
 
    I can’t blame them, really. She’s gorgeous. Looking at her is definitely more appealing than looking at the rest of these fuckers around here. I smirk a little as I watch her pull a book out of her bag, and then a thermos and a couple of plastic containers. She isn’t giving any of these men the satisfaction of a response as they stare and jeer at her. 
 
    
With her shoulders squared and her head held high, she opens her book, digs out half of a sandwich and begins to eat. 
 
      
 
    “Crash, you comin’?” 
 
      
 
    I tear my gaze from the woman and look over at Nutsy. He’s got his drill already in hand, his lunch all packed up. How long have I been watching her? 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I say, stuffing my uneaten food into my lunch box and getting to my feet. “Yeah, I’ll be right there.” 
 
      
 
    I take one last look over at the woman as she reads. When Carla left me, I decided that women weren’t worth the hassle. They might be nice to look at, and definitely nice to fuck, but a relationship with a woman can lead to heartache and ruin. I experienced both at the hands of a woman I thought I would one day grow old with. 
 
      
 
    This woman feels different though. She seems tough. Independent. And I can tell by the way she carries herself that she doesn’t play games. 
 
      
 
    Doesn’t matter, I tell myself. No woman is worth the hell you’ve gone through. Just keep on walking. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Two 
 
      
 
    Emery 
 
      
 
   Ireadjust the heavy roll of wire in my grip and climb the stairs to the main floor, slowing only when I hear the argument happening above. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a fucking support wall, Randy. Do you not know how to read a damned blueprint?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, fuck you, Xander. It’s not even necessary. The architect on this house was hittin’ the crack pipe one too many times when they drew it up.” 
 
      
 
    I come around the corner just the man from the ladder earlier hurls a hammer in the direction of another man. “Look out!” I scream, but it wasn’t necessary. 
 
      
 
    The man snatches the hammer midair and glares daggers at Randy, his face red with rage. “Go home. And look for a new job, because when I tell Mitch about this shit, you’ll be done.” 
 
      
 
    Tension and anger curl through the air like a heavy smoke as the two men keep their glares locked on one another. This new guy doesn’t look like he’s going to back down, but neither does Randy. 
 
      
 
    “You’re a real prick, Xander. You think your shit don’t stink just as bad as the rest of us?” Randy snarls. He takes a step toward the man he calls Xander, his hands clenched in fists the size of small boulders. 
 
      
 
    Xander juts his chin out, his own fists balled at his sides. “The way my shit smells like has nothing to do with getting the fucking job done here. Now Mitch put me in charge of our crew on this project, and I’m telling you to go.” 
 
      
 
    Neither one of them have noticed me standing here yet, but when Randy rushes forward, his fist raised to land a blow to Xander, I move. I don’t know what I am trying to accomplish by coming between them, but when Randy’s fist crashes into my cheek, I know that I had just made the most idiotic move in the history of time. 
 
      
 
    I fall to the ground, my hands clutching my cheek, my head exploding in a hazy combination of pain and blurry nothingness. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck!” Randy snaps, waving his hand up and down in the air. 
 
      
 
    “Shit!” Xander says, dropping to his knees at my side. He cups my face in both hands, and stares down into my eyes. “Are you okay, sweetheart?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, man. I didn’t even fucking see her there until she was already on the damn ground.” 
 
      
 
    Xander looks up and scowls at Randy, his eyes narrowed to meager slits. “I told you to fucking go.” 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” Randy mutters again, but this time he does as he’s told and leaves. 
 
      
 
    I try to open my eyes but the light nearly blinds me and the blood rushing through my ears is so loud, I can barely even hear their exchange. “Sweetheart, look at me.” 
 
      
 
    Xander’s voice is filled with urgency and his hands are skimming over my forehead, his arm behind my neck for support. “Emery,” I whisper, even that word too loud for my swirling head. 
 
      
 
    Xander pauses. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Not sweetheart,” I tell him. “Emery.” 
 
      
 
    Xander chuckles just as my vision begins to clear. “Sorry. Emery. Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    I blink slowly, willing my eyes to start working like God intended and force myself to sit up. “Think so,” I whisper. 
 
      
 
    Xander sighs. “Jesus, woman. What were you thinkin’ flyin into the middle of that like you did?” 
 
      
 
    “Randy’s a prick,” I whisper, my head finally starting to clear. “Didn’t want him starting trouble.” 
 
      
 
    Xander smiles down at me, his teeth perfect and white, his cheeks broken up by dark stubble and the sexiest set of dimples I’ve ever seen. “Xander,” he says, and I frown. He chuckles softy. “My name. It’s Xander.” 
 
      
 
    I lift a hand to rub my cheek. “Nice to meet you, Xander.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re gonna have a nice bruise there,” he says, reaching out to gingerly touch my cheek. “You’ll be alright though. Randy’s a pussy. He can’t throw a punch to save his life.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank God for that,” I mutter, wondering what a harder punch from that prick would have done to my face. 
 
      
 
    “Little piece of advice though, Emery,” he says, taking my hand and pulling me to my feet. “Next time you see someone throwing a punch … avoid it. Don’t run directly into it.” 
 
      
 
    “Gotcha,” I mutter, a smirk playing on the corner of my mouth. 
 
      
 
    Xander sighs and looks around. “I’m gonna have to fill out some paperwork on this whole thing. I’ll bring it around for you to sign.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good,” I say, watching as he puts some distance between us, his eyes never leaving mine. 
 
      
 
    “Nice to meet you too, Emery.” 
 
      
 
    Just the sound of my name on his lips sends a shiver down my spine. Oh, you’re going to have to watch yourself with this one, Emery. 
 
      
 
    ∞ ∞ ∞ 
 
    Xander 
 
      
 
    “Are you fucking seein’ this shit?” Pounder snarls as the three men walk into the clubhouse. Each of them wear a shiny new leather cut, free from wear and tear and all three of them emblazoned with the Satan’s Descendants patch on the back. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck?” Nutsy mutters. “Since when are we just handin’ out patches to all our buddies without makin’ them jump through the same hoops the rest of us did?” 
 
      
 
    I watch through narrowed eyes as our club’s president, Rover, approaches the men, his hand ready to shake and a wide smile on his face. He greets each one, slapping them on the back and motioning to the room where we hold our weekly church meetings. 
 
      
 
    As they disappear behind the closed door, me and the six other patched members of the club stare at each other in shock. Rover had been our president for less than a year. He’d been voted in after our original prez found himself on the underside of a tanker last summer. He hadn’t survived. 
 
      
 
    He’d be rolling in his grave right now if he could see what Rover has turned this club into. My father would too. He’d been one of the original five that had started Satan’s Descendants. He’d loved his club so much, he’d died for the cause, shot by a rival club that was trying to claim our territory as their own. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see what he has to say,” I tell the others, feeling the tension build around me. “Maybe there’s an explaination.” 
 
      
 
    “Name one fuckin’ scenario where it’s okay for a fuckin’ civilian to be wearin’ our patch,” Pounder growls. “Rover is turnin’ this club into the goddamn good ole boys gang for him and his buddies and I’m done lettin’ it happen.” 
 
      
 
    He’s right. Rover is a decent guy. He was a great VP under our former prez, but he’s a shit leader on his own. Money is being dropped on unnecessary things, there’s been zero organization for any of our recent runs and rallies. And lately, he’s been constantly bitching about our numbers and how important it is to get more patched members into the club. 
 
      
 
    The door to the meeting room opens and Rover motions for the rest of us to come inside. One by one we file through the door, taking our regular seats at the table, each one of us eyeing the three new faces sitting at the other end of the room. All three of them stare back at us, a smug look on their faces. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, assholes, listen up.” Rover usually takes the time to say hello and chat with the rest of us before he starts his meetings, but not this time. He’s not fucking around today. “You may notice we have three new members with us today.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Pounder says. “About that. Was I fucking absent the last couple of years while they were getting’ acquainted with all of us and did their time as prospects?” 
 
      
 
    Rover glares. “No, I decid–” 
 
      
 
    Pounder doesn’t give him time to speak. “What about when we voted on whether we thought they would be an asset to this fucking club? ‘Cause I sure as fuck don’t remember that.” 
 
      
 
    The three men aren’t looking so smug now and Rover’s face is flushed a nasty shade of red. “Enough!” he roars, his hands on the table as he glares first at Pounder and then around the table at the rest of us. “I am the president of this club. I say what is good for it and what is bad. If the rest of you fuckers don’t like it, you can turn in your patches right fucking now!” 
 
      
 
    Everyone shifts uncomfortably in their seats except Pounder. “That’s not how this fuckin’ works, and you know it,” he seethes. 
 
      
 
    “This club doesn’t have the numbers to stand up against the Devil’s Rejects and you know it, asshole. We don’t have time to prospect a bunch of snot nosed kids and turn them into goddamn bikers. We need men, now.” 
 
      
 
    Pounder opens his mouth to argue, but I beat him to it. “For what, exactly?” I ask. “I mean, we’re not at war. The Rejects stay on their side of the county line and we stay on ours. So, what’s the hurry? Why are we abandoning the club bylaws to put our patch on more men?” 
 
      
 
    “Because I fuckin’ said so. That’s why,” Rover seethes. 
 
      
 
    “No, not good enough.” Pounder stands from his seat and looks around at the rest of the men. “I motion to have the patches removed from these men, right now. And I put forth a second motion to put forth a vote on whether or not Rover here is gonna remain president of this club.” 
 
      
 
    I watch wide eyed as Pounder does something that rarely happens in the world of motorcycle clubs and defies the president. 
 
      
 
    “All in favor of taking the patches off of these mother fuckers?” Pounder says. Everyone but Rover raises a finger and says, “aye.” Pounder moves from around his chair and approaches the men. “No disrespect,” he tells them. “But we don’t know you. And we didn’t vote you in. This isn’t how this club runs shit.” 
 
      
 
    Each man stands and removes his cut, handing it over to Pounder without a word before leaving the room. Pounder closes the door behind them and turns back to us. 
 
      
 
    “Now, all in favor of a re-vote to Rover’s presidency?” Rover’s glare penetrates every one of us as we each cast our vote to possibly remove him from his position. “That settles it then,” Pounder says. “We’ll vote next week. If you’re voting to remove Rover, you best decide by then who you’re gonna nominate to take his place.” 
 
      
 
    “You son of a bitch,” Rover growls, his fists clenched at his side. A vein under his eye throbs as he attempts to hold back his rage. “This won’t stand.” 
 
      
 
    Pounder yanks open the door and looks back at the man raging at the head of our table. “Looks like it just did.” And then he walks out. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Three 
 
      
 
    Emery 
 
      
 
   I’m just about finished running the wiring for the master bathroom when Xander comes in. “Emery, hey. I have that incident report about Randy written up. Was wonderin’ if you could sign it for me?” 
 
      
 
    I put down my screwdriver and turn to take the papers from his hand. As soon as I’m facing him, he steps back. “Jesus.” 
 
      
 
    Embarrased, I lift my hand to my cheek to cover the very dark, very large bruise I know he’s staring at. “I’m fine. Really.” 
 
      
 
    I hold out my hand and motion for the papers. He hands them to me and it only takes me a moment to read through them. The whole thing is pretty straight forward. In long hand writing, Xander had explained the incident that had happened with him and Randy before I came along, and followed it up with Randy taking a swing at him and landing a blow on my face instead. 
 
      
 
    “Got a pen?” I ask him, leaning over to place the paper on the counter. He fishes a pen from his pocket and hands it over to me. “What’s gonna happen with him anyway? Randy.” 
 
      
 
    Xander sighs and sits back against the counter beside me. “Who fuckin’ knows. Mitch, our boss, is Randy’s uncle. He babies the stupid ass. Gives him more chances than he’d give anyone else. But when I told him he’d punched you in the face …” He shakes his head. “Let’s just say Mitch didn’t sound too thrilled with his nephew after I told him that.” 
 
      
 
    I shrug and hand the signed paper back to him. “He’s not the first asshole you’ve likely had to work with, and I can pretty much guarantee he won’t be the last.” 
 
      
 
    Xander chuckles. “Ain’t that the truth.” 
 
      
 
    I pick up my screwdriver and go back to the light switch I’d been finishing up, thinking the conversation is over, but Xander has other ideas. His hand comes up and sifts through his hair as he gives me an adorable lopsided smile. “Uh … I was thinkin’. Would you like to go out one night? Maybe grab a beer?” 
 
      
 
    I freeze, staring without seeing where the screwdriver is still lodged into the head of the screw. This isn’t the first time I’ve been asked out by one of the guys at work, but it is the first time I’ve actually wanted to say yes. But I can’t. 
 
      
 
    If I want to be taken seriously on the job, the last thing I need is to earn a reputation for dating the other contractors. Or God forbid, if the date didn’t go so well and a whole slew of new rumours were to circulate around the job site. 
 
      
 
    I finally look at Xander, who has lost that adorable smile and now just looks uneasy. “I’m sorry, Xander. I can’t.” 
 
      
 
    I don’t offer any more than that, and he doesn’t ask. With a small smile, he nods and turns to leave the room. “Have a good day, Emery,” he says before he disappears around the corner. 
 
      
 
    ∞ ∞ ∞ 
 
    Xander 
 
      
 
    “So,” Nutsy asks as the waitress hurries off to fetch us our beer. “How you think this vote is gonna go?” 
 
      
 
    I look to Pounder who just shrugs and sits back in his seat. Muff and Mac sit across from him, neither one ready to volunteer their thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “What Rover’s doin’ is wrong,” I tell them. “We all know it. An MC would never survive if you just start giving away patches like Halloween candy. Colors need to be earned. Worked for. There’s no pride in something that just anybody can get their hands on.” 
 
      
 
    Muff leans forward, his hands planted on top of the weathered table. “I get that, but callin’ Rover out in the middle of church, in front of everyone wasn’t the way to go about it.” He nods his head toward Pounder who simply smirks. 
 
      
 
    “What he did the other day took balls,” I inform him. “He didn’t say anything the rest of us weren’t fuckin’ thinkin’.” The waitress comes back and hands us our beers, tossing each one of us a flirtatious smile. Mac grins and watches her as she sashays her way back toward the bar. I keep my gaze on Muff. “You can’t tell me you agree with the way Rover’s been runnin’ things?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t,” he admits, and shoves his chair back before standing. “But Pounder disrespected our prez. I don’t agree with that either.” He pats Mac on the shoulder and heads toward the pool tables on the other side of the bar. 
 
      
 
    Mac stands and grabs his beer, but before he follows his friend, he looks to Pounder. “I dinnae blame ye fer doin’ what ye did,” he says in his thick Scottish accent. “Seems to me Rover be disrespectin’ all a us by bringin’ them tadgers into the clubhouse without getting’ our vote first. And I’m glad ya said what ya said.” 
 
      
 
    With that said, Mac holds his beer up and nods his head before following Muff to the other side. “What the fuck is a tadger?” Nutsy asks on a laugh. “I never know what the fuck he’s sayin’.” 
 
      
 
    Pounder grins. “Mac’s a good shit. Muff is too, and I get his point. I could have done that a little quieter than I did, but there was no way in hell I was lettin’ those fuckers sit in on an official meetin’ before I even knew who the fuck they were.” 
 
      
 
    The three of us sit in silence, drinking our beer and watching a group of women shaking their hips in front of the jukebox. I barely see them though. All I bring myself to think about is how different this club has been since our prez was killed. We’d gone from a brotherhood, to a group of feuding siblings that would rather draw blood than work things out the way we used to. And Rover was the reason why. 
 
      
 
    An MC needs a good leader to be successful. My father had taught me that. The leader needs to be bold and strong and tough as nails. He has to have a thick skin and a handle on his own temper in order to lead a group of men that exude testosterone with every breath they take. 
 
      
 
    Rover took over as prez with the attitude that he had become our boss. That what he says goes and if we don’t like it, then we can just go fuck ourselves. But that’s now how it works. That’s not the purpose of a president in an MC. We’re not a dictatorship. We’re a fucking brotherhood. We have bylaws and regulations. We do things for the good of the club. Not just because we damn well feel like it. 
 
      
 
    “Pounder,” I say, dragging his attention away from the woman in the short skirt. “I’m nominating you as prez. Just thought you should know.” 
 
      
 
    Pounder gapes at me. He got his nickname for being a scrapper. He loves to fight and I’ve never known him to lose one once he’s started it. But I don’t think either one of us had ever realized his potential as president to the club until he stood up and spoke his mind the other day. 
 
      
 
    “Me too,” Nutsy adds, leaning forward to clink bottles with Pounder. “Now let’s stop talking about this shit and see if we can get those chicks over there drunk enough to show us what they got under those skirts.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Four 
 
      
 
    Emery 
 
      
 
   Irun the roll of wire along the wooden frame and around the corner until I reach the beam that carries all of the wires to the breaker panel in the basement. Normally this is a two-man job, but Ron had called in today with a case of the flu, so I was on my own. 
 
      
 
    We had just one more week to get this entire place wired and ready for the walls to go up and I was already working my ass off even when Ron was here. It was going to be a tight squeeze to make the deadline, but I always do. 
 
      
 
    As I slowly back along the hallway, unspooling more wire with each step, I come to a stop when my body backs into a solid wall of muscle. I glance over my shoulder and my heart sinks when I see Randy grinning back at me. 
 
      
 
    “Nice bruise ya got there, sweetheart. I guess next time you won’t be so quick to jump into a man’s business. That’s how little girls like you get themselves hurt.” I don’t bother with a response and attempt to step around him, but he moves to the side and blocks my path. “Not so fast. I think you and I got off on the wrong foot.” 
 
      
 
    His words say he’s trying to fix it, but the look in his eyes has my body on high alert. I glance around the hallway, hoping to see someone else, but there’s nobody. It’s almost noon and from the silence that surrounds us, I can only assume that most of them are outside already, enjoying their lunches in the afternoon sun. 
 
      
 
    Randy’s arms reach for me and he yanks me to him so fast, I drop the wire and the spool rolls away from us. His hands grip my ass as he leans closer, his fingers digging into the muscle hard enough to cause pain. His hot breath reeks of stale coffee and cigarettes, causing my stomach to sour. 
 
      
 
    “Let me go,” I snarl, planting my hands on his chest. I squirm and thresh, doing everything I can think of to wiggle out of his grasp, but he just holds me closer. 
 
      
 
    “That a girl,” he says with a grin. “Fight it. I like it when you make me work for it.” 
 
      
 
    Randy lowers his head, his lips aimed at mine and I do the only thing a woman can do in my position. I pull my head back and then slam it forward, connecting the top of my head to his nose with a loud and wet sounding crunch. 
 
      
 
    “You bitch!” he screams, shoving me to the ground. 
 
      
 
    I scramble back on my ass like a crab, kicking and jabbing at his reaching fingers. And then Xander is there. He stands in front of me, facing Randy, his shoulders heaving and his voice low. 
 
      
 
    “Stand down, asshole.” 
 
      
 
    Randy glowers at him, his hand clutching his obliterated nose, blood running over his lips and fingers. “Fuck you,” he spits. 
 
      
 
    Xander looks down at me and then back to Randy. “Wrong answer, asshole.” I barely see him move. In the blink of an eye, the sound of fist against flesh fills the air, and Randy is on the ground on the other side of Xander, his wail of pain echoing through the empty house. “You’re done, Randy. I don’t give a fuck what your uncle says, but even he won’t tolerate laying hands on a woman.” 
 
      
 
    Randy doesn’t answer. Well, more like he can’t. He’s too busy crying at Xander’s feet, blubbering about a hospital and his nose and ambulances. 
 
      
 
    Xander turns and offers me a hand. “Nice head butt,” he says as he pulls me to my feet. “I only caught the end of it, though.” He takes a step back and looks me over from head to toe. “Did he hurt you?” 
 
      
 
    I glare down at Randy, hating him for making me feel like a helpless little girl. “I’m fine,” I say, finally meeting Xander’s eyes. “I stopped him before he could do anything.” 
 
      
 
    Xander nods, respect shining bright in his eyes. “I’m glad. I’m just sorry I didn’t get here sooner.” He winces. “How’s your head though? You hit him pretty hard.” 
 
      
 
    I grin and rub the tender spot on top of my head. “I’m good. I have a hard head.” 
 
      
 
    Xander grins back at me for a moment, but then Randy’s cries stop and he slowly rolls to his front, attempting to gain his feet. “You go,” he tells me. “I’ll deal with this asshole.” 
 
      
 
    I don’t know what to say to that. Thank you doesn’t seem like it’s good enough. So, I say nothing. I just smile and pick up the spool of wire, then go back to work without a word to either one of them. 
 
      
 
    ∞ ∞ ∞ 
 
    Xander 
 
      
 
    Nutsy takes a sip of his drink and nods toward the house. “Looks like we have company.” 
 
      
 
    I turn and watch as Emery makes her way through power tools and skids of building materials until she gets to us. “Mind if I sit?” she asks. 
 
      
 
    I hold out my hand, indicating the space around me. For days I’ve watched Emery eat her lunch by herself, her nose buried in a book, ignoring the workers that mill around her. To have her want to sit over here with us feels like a minor victory. 
 
      
 
    “Hi,” she says to Nutsy, leaning forward to offer him her hand. “I’m Emery.” 
 
      
 
    “Nutsy,” he says with a grin. He always gets a kick out of people’s reactions when he introduces himself that way. 
 
      
 
    Emery barks out a laugh, her eyes growing wide. She looks at me as if to ask if he’s serious, and when I nod, she just shakes her head and grin. “Nice to meet you, Nutsy.” 
 
      
 
    Nutsy’s name isn’t Nutsy of course. It’s a name given to him by my father back when we were children. His real name is Mark Marshall, but even as a kid, he’d been a bit of a goofball. Dad had taken to calling him Nutsy after he’d fallen out of a tree in my Gran’s backyard and broken his arm. He’d been a bit of a klutz back in those days. 
 
      
 
    “What about you?” she asks, her attention focused on me. “Do you have a weird nickname I should know about?” 
 
      
 
    Nutsy leans forward and grins. “We call him Crash.” 
 
      
 
    Emery pulls the lid off of her salad and pour the dressing over top. “Crash. That must have quite a story to go with it.” 
 
      
 
    I open my mouth to speak, but Nutsy beats me to it again. “Stupid fucker drove his motorcycle through the back of his Gran’s garage when he was a kid. The whole damn thing collapsed right on top of him. He’s been Crash to the club ever since.” 
 
      
 
    Emery laughs with Nutsy, the two of them enjoying a good old laugh at my expense. When the laughter fades, Emery stirs her salad. “What club?” she asks. “You said the club calls him that.” 
 
      
 
    “Satan’s Descendants,” Nutsy replies, pride clear in his voice. 
 
      
 
    I watch Emery’s reaction to that. You never quite know how people are going to react when they find out you’re in a motorcycle club. Especially women. They don’t get the beauty of it at all. They don’t understand the comradery or the brotherhood that comes from being in an MC. 
 
      
 
    “So you ride then?” she asks, this time looking at me. 
 
      
 
    I nod and point out to the road. My Harley sits alongside Nutsy’s, about fifty feet from the end of the driveway, it’s chrome gleaming in the sunlight. “Been riding since I was able to hold one up,” I tell her. 
 
      
 
    “It’s beautiful,” she replies. I don’t know that I’d call my ride beautiful. Badass maybe. Or sexy even, but I’m not sure I like beautiful. It doesn’t matter though. I can feel the weight of Emery’s stare on the polished metal as if she’s actually staring at me. 
 
      
 
    “You want to take a ride sometime?” I ask her, wondering what it would be like to have her on the back of my bike. “We can get that beer.” 
 
      
 
    Emery just grins and shakes her head. “Nah,” she says and points in the other direction. “I got my own.” 
 
      
 
    Sure enough, I follow the direction of her finger and see a red and black Harley Davidson Softail Deluxe parked under a tree in front of the house next door. I blink back at her at the same time Nutsy bursts out in laughter. 
 
      
 
    “Denied, fuck face,” he laughs, gathering his garbage and getting ready to go back to work. 
 
      
 
    Emery’s cheeks turn an intriguing shade of pink as he walks away and I turn my attention back to her. “You ride?” 
 
      
 
    “My father taught me.” 
 
      
 
    Goddamn. She really could be the perfect woman, if such a creature exists. “And you still won’t go for that beer with me?” I tease. 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” she says, popping her lips on the “p.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Five 
 
      
 
    Emery 
 
      
 
   Imake my way to the truck, trying not to look at Xander’s ass as he squats over the skid out front and fail miserably. Three times now he has asked me out, and all three times I’ve said no, even though what I really wanted to do was drag him to my and attack his mouth with mine. 
 
      
 
    “Heads up!” I hear from the rooftop and look up just in time to see the power drill plummeting to the ground directly over Xander’s head. 
 
      
 
    “Look out!” I scream, but it’s too late. I watch in horror as the drill slams into the top of Xander’s hard hat and his entire body crumples to the dirt beneath him. I don’t waste any time making it to his side. 
 
      
 
    “Xander!” I cry, kneeling beside him, but he doesn’t reply. Oh, God. Placing two fingers at the side of his neck, I feel for his pulse, my own rushing in my ears. Finally, I feel one, strong and steady, but Xander is out cold. 
 
      
 
    “Xander, wake up,” I say, careful not to move him. Instead, I place my hands on either side of him and put my face in his. “Xander?” 
 
      
 
    His long, dark eyelashes flutter a little and then slowly, his eyes peel open and he blinks up at me in confusion. “Xander, are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    “What …” He swallows and tries to sit up, but I place my hands on his shoulders, forcing him to stay on the ground. “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “You took a nasty blow to the head,” I tell him, slowly pulling off his hard hat. I sink my fingers into his short dark hair, ignoring how soft and silky it is, and instead searching for any unusual lumps and bumps that may have been caused by the six-pound power tool that had just landed on it. Feeling nothing, I hold up three fingers. “How many fingers am I holding up?” 
 
      
 
    He stares at my hand, taking far too long to answer me. “Three.” 
 
      
 
    “Should I call an ambulance?” someone asks from behind me. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I say over my shoulder, but at the same time, Xander pushes himself to a sit and says, “No. I’m fine. Really.” 
 
      
 
    “You know, it’s funny,” I tell him. “It seems one of us is always reassuring the other that we’re fine.” I frown. “I don’t think you are fine though. You passed out and likely have a concussion. You need to go get it checked out.” 
 
      
 
    Xander’s pupils are slightly off and he wobbles a bit as he grins up at me. “You gonna take me on your motorcycle?” 
 
      
 
    I can’t help but laugh. “No, smarty pants. I’m gonna take you in Ron’s truck.” 
 
      
 
    It takes two men to get him to his feet and help him to the truck. As soon as he’s loaded in, I start the engine and gun it toward the hospital. Xander’s head falls back against the back of the seat and he closes his eyes. 
 
      
 
    I reach out and take his hand in mine and squeeze. “Xander! Open your eyes. You need to stay awake.” Xander’s eyes pop open and he slowly turns his head to watch me. “Just look at me, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re so beautiful,” he says softly and my cheeks instantly begin to burn like they’re on fire. 
 
      
 
    “You hit your head just a little too hard, I think.” 
 
      
 
    Xander’s hand comes out and tucks a stray lock of hair behind my ear. “I’d still think you were beautiful if that drill and taken my head right off.” 
 
      
 
    ∞ ∞ ∞ 
 
    Xander 
 
      
 
    “It isn’t much,” I tell her as we step inside my house. “But it’s mine.” 
 
      
 
    Since Carla had cleaned me out, it had taken me a while to acquire the things I need to make this house my home. Couches and chairs I’d bought from some chick online. A television I’d gotten when Pounder upgraded to a larger model. Dishes, lamps and cooking utensils all bought one piece at a time as I could afford them. 
 
      
 
    “It’s cute,” she says with a smile, following me through the door. I’d tried to convince her she didn’t need to stay, but she had insisted. It was either her or my Gran, and the last thing my Gran needed was to be fussing over me. 
 
      
 
    I sway a little on my feet, my head throbbing in the place I’d been struck. Thank God I’d been wearing my hat, otherwise I’m pretty sure the whole crew would have been scraping my brains off the side of that shiny new house for weeks. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get you into bed,” Emery says, her arm wrapping around me for support. “Which way?” I nod toward the stairs, and like an old drunk, I allow her to lead me up them and into my bedroom. I feel like an idiot. I’ve been thinking about getting her into my bedroom pretty much nonstop for over a week now, but I never would have imagined it would be like this. 
 
      
 
    When we get inside, Emery helps me sit and then turns to look around the room. “What do you normally wear to bed?” 
 
      
 
    I can’t help but smirk before I answer, knowing damn well it will embarrass her. “Nothin’.” 
 
      
 
    Emery’s eyes go wide and her face turns a gorgeous shade of pink, the color disappearing under the neckline of her shirt. “Not today, mister. The doctor said you can sleep, but that I need to wake you every two hours, and you’re going to be wearing clothes when I do.” 
 
      
 
    “My boxer briefs then,” I say with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    It takes two of us to remove my t-shirt. Emery slips it over my head and I lift my arms so she can pull it off. Her eyes run along the bare skin of my arms and chest and she swallows. “You have a lot of tattoos,” she whispers. 
 
      
 
    I point to the blank area on my chest. “Not done yet. I have a really nice piece to go right here. Just haven’t had time to get it done.” 
 
      
 
    I push myself to my feet and unbuckle my jeans, but my head swims and I almost fall back onto the bed. Pain throbs in my head as I struggle, until finally I can’t take it anymore. I need to lay down. “Little help?” 
 
      
 
    Her teeth sink into her lower lip and her gaze flashes to mine before she sighs and pushes my hands aside. Emery crouches in front of me, slipping the heavy material down my legs and then glancing up at me from her place on the floor. 
 
      
 
    Her face is mere inches from my cock, and even with this pounding headache, I can already feel myself growing hard. She looks so beautiful down there, her eyes on mine, her lips parted and her chest heaving. 
 
      
 
    In that moment, I forget about the pain. I couldn’t care less about my headache or my concussion or the doctor’s orders to take it easy. All I really want to do is strip her naked, lay her out on my bed and sink myself deep inside her. And if she knew what I was really thinking right now, she’d probably cut my fucking balls off. 
 
      
 
    “Sit,” she says, her voice a little huskier than usual. “I’ll take off your socks and boots.” 
 
      
 
    I do as I’m told, folding my arm across my lap to hide the erection I am positive would embarrass her. She makes quick work of untying my boots, tugging them off and then my socks, followed by my jeans. 
 
      
 
    She stands, her cheeks still very pink, and tugs the blankets out from under me. “Lay down.” As I slip my feet under the blankets and position my head down on the pillow, my head spins and my cock forgets it’s mission to bed Emery. I couldn’t hump my way out of a wet paper bag. 
 
    
She pulls the covers up over my chest and tucks them under my chin. “I’ll be right downstairs,” she says softly. “If you need anything, call out. If not, I’ll be in every two hours to check on you.” A fresh wave of pain has my squeezing my eyes closed and all I can do is nod. “Sleep well, Xander.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Six 
 
      
 
    Emery 
 
      
 
   Setting your alarm to wake someone every two hours throughout the night is exhausting. The doctor had instructed that I was to wake Xander every two hours and ask him simple questions, like his name and the date and where he works, but I swear, every time I went in there, I was so out of it, it was him asking me the questions. 
 
      
 
    “Babe,” he says when I go in at four o’clock in the morning. “I’m good. You’re dead on your feet. Just sleep.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh uh, mister. The doctor said every two hours and I’m sticking to it.” 
 
      
 
    Xander sighs. “Well, at least sleep in here. That couch is lumpy as fuck and I hate that you’re climbing those stairs every damn time.” 
 
      
 
    I eye the fluffy looking pillow beside him, so very tempted to take him up on his offer. “I don’t think so.” 
 
      
 
    “If it’s your virtue you’re afraid of losing, I can assure you, I don’t think I could get it up right now if I tried.” I cock a brow at him. I had seen his cock earlier that night. Well, the outline of it anyway, and I know for a fact he can still get it up. 
 
      
 
    Xander laughs softly and pulls back the blankets beside him. “Get in. Unless it’s my virtue you’re worried about.” 
 
      
 
    I roll my eyes and spear him with a look. “Not likely.” I don’t argue though. I’m exhausted and that bed looks too tempting to ignore. 
 
      
 
    I walk around to the other side and lower myself onto the mattress. I can’t help but groan as I lay myself out on it. Xander was right about his couch. It is lumpy as fuck. I lift my phone to my face and set the alarm for two hours from now and tug the blankets up and over me. 
 
      
 
    I turn on my left side, which is the only side I can sleep on, and come nose to nose with Xander. “Why won’t you go out with me?” he whispers. 
 
      
 
    As I stare into his deep brown eyes, I don’t know the answer to that question anymore. At first I’d said no because I didn’t want to risk my reputation on the job. I’d kept saying no because I enjoyed the banter of him asking and me shooting him down. But now, I can’t figure out what I was thinking. 
 
      
 
    Xander is handsome, strong and after seeing him deal with Randy, admirable. If I was to pick the perfect man for myself, he would look like Xander. He would smell like him. He would ride a Harley just like him. He would be covered in beautiful tattoos just like him. He had treated me with nothing but kindness and respect, and his patience at me constantly shooting him down was something most men did not possess. 
 
      
 
    “Xander?” I whisper. His eyes had fallen closed when I didn’t answer his question, but when I say his name, they flutter open. “Want to get a beer sometime?” 
 
      
 
    Xander’s face splits into a wide grin that makes my heart flutter in my chest. “Thought you’d never ask.” 
 
      
 
    ∞ ∞ ∞ 
 
    Xander 
 
      
 
    The patched members of the Satan’s Descendants walk into the meeting room without a word. The whole vibe in the room is more solemn than it’s ever been, and I know that this moment is one that is going to come up many times in our clubs’ history. 
 
      
 
    Rover walks to the head of the table and wastes no time calling our little church meeting to order. “You fuckers said you wanted a vote, so it’s time to vote, but before you do, I have something to say.” Nobody says a word. “It was you that voted me in last summer. Every one of you assholes cast your vote to make me the president of this club. I may not run it the way Big Dog did, or Chopper before him, but everything I’ve done, I’ve done for this club.” 
 
      
 
    Rover is a good guy. He’s been a loyal member of the Descendants since I was just a kid myself. But he’s no leader. I don’t know what he’ll do after he gets voted out today, but part of me hopes he takes it like a man and steps down without causing a fuss. 
 
      
 
    “The vote must be unanimous,” he continues, his eyes flashing to Muff. “Or I stay your president and you sons of bitches will fall in line.” He looks around the table and makes eye contact with every one of us. “All in favor of removing me from my position at the head of this table, say aye.” 
 
      
 
    Pounder is the first to speak. “Aye,” he says. One by one, we go around the table, each man casting their vote with an “aye.” Mac casts his vote, much to the surprise of his friend Muff who turns to him with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Jesus,” he mutters. “This ain’t right.” All eyes are on him as he nibbles on his lower lip, his gaze cast to the table in front of him. He shocks us all, when he looks up and locks eyes with Rover. “Sorry, brother. Aye.” 
 
      
 
    Rover’s head falls forward. “It’s unanimous then. The only thing left is to elect a new prez.” 
 
      
 
    “I nominate Pounder,” Nutsy calls out. 
 
      
 
    “I second that,” I say from beside him. Pounder’s eyes lock on mine and he gives me a chin nod in thanks. 
 
      
 
    Every man around the table nominates Pounder and in a matter of seconds, our club has a new president and the old one steps away from the table without a word. Silently, Rover takes the seat Pounder had just been sitting in just moments before. 
 
      
 
    Pounder watches him sit, respect in his eyes. Rover could have dealt with this in many ways. He could have lost his shit and thrown an epic tantrum, removing his patch and walking away from the club he’s been a member of for most of his life. He could have demanded an audience with the presidents from the other chapters and used his pull to stay in the president’s seat. He could have been a total dick and refused to stand down. But he does none of those. He takes it like a man, obviously angry, but knowing there is no going back on a vote. 
 
      
 
    “Before I begin,” Pounder says from the head of the table, “I want to say thank you for giving me this chair. I promise I won’t let you down. As my first action as prez, I want to do something Rover never did do and fill the VP seat beside me and I nominate Crash.” 
 
      
 
    Hearing my own name, I blink and look around the table. “He was the only one that had the balls to stand with me last week. He grew up in this club. He knows what makes it tick and he would lay his life on the line for any one of us.” 
 
      
 
    “I second it,” Nutsy calls out from beside me. 
 
      
 
    As each man casts their vote, I watch in wide eyed wonder as they unanimously make me the vice president of the very club my father had been a founding member of. 
 
      
 
    “The aye’s have it then,” Pounder declares once all the votes are cast. “Come take your seat next to me, VP.” 
 
      
 
    Standing from my seat, I slowly make my way to the chair at Pounder’s left, unable to comprehend what had just happened. When I’d gotten here today, the only thing I could seem to think of was my upcoming date tonight with Emery. I had little doubt that Pounder would become our president today, but I’d never dreamed my brothers would make me VP. 
 
      
 
    Pounder conducts the meeting like a pro. He talks about the minor changes he’d like to make around the clubhouse and of doing a rewrite of some of our club’s bylaws so that every single one of us is clear on how shit is supposed to work around here. 
 
      
 
    As the meeting wears on, the tension in the room all but disappears. Rover doesn’t look happy, but seeing that he’s not going to fight the new hierarchy, everyone relaxes. I do my best to pay attention. This meeting is a pivotal moment for our club, but all I can think about is Emery. 
 
      
 
    Tonight is the night we’d agreed to go out. I haven’t dated or been with any woman other than Carla. Even after she left me, I’d had little interest in sex. One of the side effects of being a biker is the women that tend to throw themselves at you, but I’d avoided them all. 
 
      
 
    Emery is different though. I can’t wait to spend a little time with her away from work. I just hope I remember how to do this whole dating thing. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Seven 
 
      
 
    Emery 
 
      
 
   Icheck my reflection in the mirror for the three hundredth time in the last five minutes. Xander is due to pick me up any second now, and I still can’t get my hair to lay how I want it. “Damnit,” I mutter, wetting my fingers under the faucet and smoothing my stray hairs into place. 
 
      
 
    He hadn’t told me where we going, or what it was we’d be doing, but I’d dressed for the motorcycle. I put on my favorite pair of skinny jeans. They make my ass look round and firm, accentuating my slim waist and going great with my flowy white tank top and motorcycle boots. 
 
      
 
    A knock at my apartment door startles me into action and I rush toward it and pull it open. Xander stands on the other side, his hair still damp from his shower, and for the first time since I’ve met him, he’s wearing his Satan’s Descendant’s cut. 
 
      
 
    “Hi,” I say, surprised by the airiness in my own voice. 
 
      
 
    “Damn,” is all he says in return, his eyes travelling up my body and back down again. “You ready to go for a ride?” 
 
      
 
    I grin and grab my leather jacket off the back of the chair in the entryway. “As I’ll ever be.” 
 
      
 
    I step outside and lock the deadbolt then follow him down the breezeway toward the parking lot. We’ve gone only three steps when Xander reaches out, threading his fingers through mine. Butterflies erupt in my belly and heat washes over me in a wave. 
 
      
 
    “Ready to get that beer?” he asks. His motorcycle stands in the visitor’s parking spot, a second helmet resting on the seat behind his. He hands it to me and places his own on his head. 
 
      
 
    I adjust the strap under my chin and watch as he throws his leg over the seat. “As I’ll ever be,” I say and climb on behind him. 
 
      
 
    I’ve only ever been on the back on a bike with one man in my life, and that was my father. I’d bought my first Harley shortly after high school and have been riding solo ever since. Riding with Xander is nothing like riding with my dad though. 
 
      
 
    His body is hard and warm as I settle behind him. I wrap my arms around his trim waist, awakening every nerve in my body as I press against his back. He revs the engine and the machine rumbles and vibrates beneath us, sending my endorphins into overdrive. 
 
      
 
    Xander’s head turns and he meets my eyes from over his shoulder and grins. “Hold on, sweetheart.” 
 
      
 
    I don’t know where we’re going as we soar down the street, but I can’t bring myself to care. Riding on the back of a motorcycle is just as thrilling as driving one, but in a different way. Cars and houses zip by in a blur and Xander’s soapy clean scent invades my nose and I can’t help but lean closer. He smells fresh from his shower, along with leather and a spice that can only come from Xander himself. It’s intoxicating. 
 
      
 
    When we pull into the tiny parking lot of the bar, I stare at it in surprise. A bar? I wrinkle my nose. Of all the places he could have chosen, he chose this dive of a biker bar? 
 
      
 
    I climb off the motorcycle and pull of my helmet, watching as Xander does the same. “I know it doesn’t look like much, but they have the best burgers in town.” 
 
      
 
    Burgers. The key to my heart. I follow him inside, reveling in the feeling of his hand in mine as we pick a booth in the corner. “The usual, Crash?” the waitress says, her eyes devouring him like a lion would a lamb. 
 
      
 
    He looks to me. “You like cheese on your burgers?” 
 
      
 
    “Is there any other way?” 
 
      
 
    He grins. “Make it two,” he tells her. “And two buds.” 
 
      
 
    The waitress looks me up and down, her lip curling before she walks away to place the order. “You come here lots, then?” I ask, looking around the nearly empty room. 
 
      
 
    Xander nods. “It’s kind of a hangout for the club. They have good food. It’s early now, but the music is usually pretty decent after nine o’clock and more people start showing up.” 
 
      
 
    “There ya go, darlin’,” the waitress says to Xander, placing the two bottles of beer on the table in front of him and ignoring me completely. 
 
      
 
    Xander frowns at her back as she walks away then hands one of the bottles to me. For the first time, I really think about the fact that Xander belongs to an MC. I glance back at the waitress and can’t help but wonder if he had slept with her. Bikers like to sleep around, right? 
 
      
 
    “I’m really glad you agreed to hang out with me tonight,” he says, picking at the label on his bottle. 
 
      
 
    I tilt my head to the side, still mulling over his whole bikerness in my head. “Why did you ask me out?” I can’t help but wonder. I’d never given him any indication I was interested. That is something I’m always careful not to do. And I’d said no. Repeatedly. 
 
      
 
    Xander shrugs. “I like you. You’re ballsy, you ride a Harley, you can work in a houseful of men and hold your own. You’re gorgeous. You seem too good to be true. I wanted to see if you were.” 
 
      
 
    I throw my head back and laugh, but my face burns and I know I’m probably blushing right down to my toes. “You’ve really thought about this.” 
 
      
 
    “A lot,” he admits, his eyes boring into mine. “So prove me wrong. Tell me all the truly awful things about yourself so I can take you down off this pedestal I’ve got you on.” 
 
      
 
    My shoulders shake as I laugh. “What do you want to know?” 
 
      
 
    “Everything.” 
 
      
 
    So, I tell him everything. I tell him about my parents and about growing up working with my dad. I tell him why I love being an electrician and how hard it can be for me to work in the field I love so much. 
 
      
 
    In turn, he tells me about his mother passing away when he was young, and about being raised by his father and his Gran. He tells me stories about Nutsy and him getting into trouble as children and how their friendship is really the only thing he has left besides his club and his Gran. 
 
      
 
    We talk for hours, our burgers long gone and me drinking another two bottles of Bud. Xander nurses just the one. 
 
      
 
    “Nutsy is a good friend to you,” I tell him. “When you were in the hospital, he made me put his number in my phone and promise to text him every few hours to let him know how you were doing.” 
 
      
 
    Xander nods. “Nutsy’s a good shit.” 
 
      
 
    I look around the room and notice that it is quickly filling with women and men dressed to party. The noise level grows to the point that we have to yell to be heard. 
 
      
 
    “What do you say we get outta here?” Xander asks. “We can go back to my place and just talk.” 
 
      
 
    Normally the idea of going to a man’s house on the first date would put me off, but I trust Xander. And I’m not ready for this date to be over just yet. I motion toward the door. “After you.” 
 
      
 
    ∞∞∞

Xander 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t expected to invite Emery back to my house tonight. I’d had this grand plan to be this chivalrous dude that drops her at her door, kisses her on the cheek and makes a play to get date number two. But I’m not ready for number one to end quite yet, and I don’t think she is either. 
 
      
 
    I grab two beers out of the fridge and join her on the couch, twisting the cap off of one and handing it to her. As she settles back in her seat, her arm brushes against mine and all I can think of is how good she smells and how amazing her ass looks in those tightly little jeans she’s wearing. 
 
      
 
    The easy conversation we’d had at the bar has all but disappeared and now we sit in a silence that borders on awkward. I flip on the television and set it to some movie I vaguely recognize but I’m not paying attention. 
 
      
 
    I clear my throat and turn to face her. “I’m really glad you came out with me tonight.” 
 
      
 
    She smiles. “I’m glad I did too.” A grin spreads across her full and glossy lips. “So did I manage to get myself down off that pedestal you mentioned?” 
 
      
 
    I stare back at her, barely able to breathe. “Not at all.” 
 
      
 
    The smile falls from her lips and her eyes flick down to stare at mine. Her face draws closer and I’m surrounded by her scent. A heady mixture of vanilla and flowers. “Are you ever going to kiss me?” she whispers. 
 
      
 
    My lips crash into hers in an instant, and the instant our mouths connect, the air is knocked from my lungs. I’m suffocating in her and I don’t even care. This whole night I’ve tried so hard to be the perfect gentleman, but that one question from her has me throwing that idea right out the window. 
 
      
 
    My fingers wind through her hair, pulling her head even closer, pressing my lips against hers even harder. I press my tongue at the seam of her lips, and as soon as she grants me access, I delve inside her mouth, our tongues gliding against one another. 
 
      
 
    For a moment, it seems like I can’t get close enough, but Emery solves that problem for the both of us. She moves, throwing her leg over my lap and burying her knees into the couch on either side of me. I tip my head back, allowing her to take over the kiss, giving her as much of myself as she’s willing to take. 
 
      
 
    “Xander,” she moans, when my hand comes up and my thumb grazes her nipple through her shirt. Her pussy is hot as it presses against my dick through the material of both of our jeans. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, she rips her mouth from mine and I watch in shock and awe as her hands come down and tears the shirt from her body. She’s magnificent. Her skin is so creamy and smooth and flawless. Her breasts fill out her bra, spilling over the top of it just enough that I can’t resist running my tongue over their billowy mounds. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know how far she’s going to let me take this, so I don’t hesitate to accept her offering. I yank down the cups and latch my lips onto first one nipple and then the other, and all the while her hips roll, pressing down even harder on my dick and sending me into a frenzy. I haven’t been with a woman since Carla left all those months ago, and I know without a doubt that this first time isn’t going to last long if it does go that far. 
 
      
 
    Our hands roam each other’s bodies and my head swims as she tugs off my shirt and then tosses her bra on top of it. Our kiss continues and her jeans are the next to go, quickly followed by my own until we’re standing in front of each other, wearing nothing but our underwear. 
 
      
 
    Her body is long and lean, her white panties making her appear almost virginal in the dim light of my living room lamps. Her breasts are full, her nipples tightened to mouth-watering buds in the cool air, but that’s not the part of her I’m craving right now. 
 
      
 
    I drop to my knees before her and glance up to meet her eyes, wordlessly begging permission. She doesn’t speak, but instead, moves closer, giving me all the okay I need. Moving my face forward, I kiss a line down her taut belly and trail my tongue over the top of her panties, hooking my fingers into the hem. I drag them down her legs, running my nose over her mound as I move, reveling in the smooth skin and moist lips that are mine for the taking. 
 
      
 
    I grab her waist, flipping her in one swift motion and drop her ass onto the couch. I place one of her feet on each of my shoulders and stare down at her pussy. She’s soaking wet already and I’ve barely touched her. 
 
      
 
    I fall on her, my tongue dragging up her slit and pressing against her tiny little clit, swiping it around in circles and reveling in her moans. Her fingers spear into my hair and her hips begin to sway. As I devour her, lapping at her and sucking, she moves, fucking my face and crying my name until I feel her legs begin to tremble.

“God, Xander,” she cries and I continue to kiss her and nibble her and suck her until she lays boneless beneath me. 
 
      
 
    I reach behind me and pull a condom from my jeans pocket and then drop my boxer briefs to the floor. She watches, her eyes hooded as I roll it over my rock-hard shaft and position myself at her entrance. 
 
      
 
    “You sure?” I ask her before going any further. 
 
      
 
    Emery moves her hips, rolling them and moving them closer, taking my cock inside her without a word. My head falls back on my shoulders and I don’t move as she fucks herself on my cock, her tight walls massaging my shaft and making my entire body break out in goosebumps. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck me,” she whispers, and I only take a second to wonder where the conservative woman I’d picked up tonight had disappeared to, but then realize I don’t give a shit. This little minx works just as well. 
 
      
 
    I thrust my hips, plunging inside her, my thumb moving between us to massage her swollen clit as I fuck her. She feels incredible. I swallow her moans and cries with my kiss, the whole time giving her my own. 
 
      
 
    My release builds in the base of my spine, and I know I’m not going to last much longer. I try everything to wait as I feel her growing close to another release herself. I think about dead kittens and scratched motorcycles. Nutsy in a toga and roadkill on the side of the street. It’s useless though. When Emery’s fingernails dig into my ass, I lose it. My entire body shudders as I release myself into her, trying like hell to focus as she comes all over my cock. 
 
      
 
    Collapsing on top of her, I gasp for breath as she does the same, her fingers running through my hair. “Sorry that was so quick. It’s been a while,” I finally say, raising my body to look at her. 
 
      
 
    Emery giggles. “Never apologize for making a woman cum two times in twenty minutes, Xander. And it’s been a long time for me too.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Eight 
 
      
 
    Emery 
 
      
 
   The doorbell rings over and over again, dragging me from the most peaceful sleep I’ve had in a very long time. I lift my head and glance at the clock. It’s three o’clock in the morning. Xander is still sound asleep at my side, his hand wrapped around mine as if he’s afraid I would disappear in the night. 
 
      
 
    “Xander,” I whisper, giving him a little shake. The doorbell keeps ringing. “Xander. The door.” 
 
      
 
    Xander groans and opens his eyes, a smile appearing on his face when he sees me beside him. The doorbell rings again and he frowns. “What the fuck?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s been ringing for a few minutes,” I tell him. “Somebody really wants in.” 
 
      
 
    He rolls out of the bed and pulls on his t-shirt and jeans. “Stay here,” he says and I stare at him with wide eyes as he pulls a gun from the drawer in his nightstand. 
 
      
 
    I watch as he disappears out of the room, but I’ve never been one to listen to instructions. Climbing out of bed, I glance around the room for my clothes, but they are still in the living room downstairs. 
 
      
 
    I move to his dresser and pull out a drawer, digging through it until I find one of his shirts. It fits me like a nightgown, the hem of it coming halfway to my knees. I make it to the bottom of the stairs just in time to see Xander rip the door open. 
 
      
 
    A woman stands on the other side, her face awash with tears. “Carla?” Xander says, his voice choked with something I don’t recognize. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” she sobs. “I can’t keep him.” 
 
      
 
    I watch in horror as she lifts an ancient looking car seat with a tiny baby inside and thrusts it toward Xander. “He’s yours. I just had him last night. Jonny won’t let me keep him.” 
 
      
 
    She places the car seat at Xander’s feet and dashes down the front steps. “Carla!” Xander screams, jumping over the seat and rushing after her. 
 
      
 
    I move to the open door and watch as the woman jumps into a waiting truck and it tears off down the street. Xander stops in his tracks, his hands laced on top of his head, his shoulders heaving as he watches the taillights disappear into the night. 
 
      
 
    With wide eyes, he turns and meets my gaze in the doorway. We both stare at each other in shock for a moment before dropping our gaze to the car seat. The baby inside is so tiny, it’s face still covered in the tiny white spots that come from inside the womb. 
 
      
 
    He’s dressed in nothing but a pair of tiny pajamas with a hole in the neckline. Definitely not enough to protect a newborn from the chill in the air this time of year. “We need to get him inside,” I tell Xander, snapping out of the shocked trance the strange woman had left me in. “Did she leave anything else? A blanket? A bottle? Anything?” 
 
      
 
    Xander remains on the front lawn, his head slowly shaking from side to side, his face still awash with shock. Not knowing what else to do, I pick up the car seat and bring it inside, setting it on the couch. Xander enters the room, his eyes on the baby, but he doesn’t speak. 
 
      
 
    “Is he really yours?” I whisper, unable to believe this whole thing is happening. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know.” Xander drops to the chair behind him, his gaze never leaving the squirming infant. 
 
      
 
    “Who was that?” I ask him, worried he might be going into shock. 
 
      
 
    He looks up at me with wide, terrified eyes. “My wife.” 
 
      
 
    ∞ ∞ ∞ 
 
    Xander 
 
      
 
    I sit on the chair, watching as Emery feeds the baby from one of the bottles I’d picked up at the all-night pharmacy. A baby? Carla had been pregnant and hadn’t told me. 
 
      
 
    “He looks so much like you,” Emery says, running the tip of her finger along his tiny cheek. “Are you sure you don’t want to hold him?” 
 
      
 
    I shake my head from side to side, wondering when the hell I’m going to wake up from this nightmare. A year ago, I’d have given anything to have a child with Carla. We were fucking like rabbits, praying she’d get pregnant and we could finally start our family. But I never expected it to happen like this. 
 
      
 
    “What kind of woman gives birth one night and drops the baby off on a doorstep the next?” 
 
      
 
    I don’t know how to answer that. Carla had turned out to be so different than I’d thought she was, but even I never would have dreamed she’d abandon a newborn like this. 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me you were married, Xander?” 
 
      
 
    I shrug. “I don’t know. I guess I didn’t want to scare you off with the idea that I hadn’t gotten a divorce yet.” I finally lift my gaze to meet hers. “She left me. Eight months ago, I came home and my house was empty. The only thing she’d left was a few photos and the table my Gran had given me when I moved out on my own. I haven’t heard from her since, but one of her friends had told me she was shacked up with some guy she’d met down at the night club.” 
 
      
 
    Putting the bottle on the coffee table, Emery readjusts the baby’s blanket and carefully places him in his carseat. “That’s terrible.” 
 
      
 
    I nod. When she’d first left him here, I’d been skeptical that he was even mine, but Emery is right. He looks just like me. “What the fuck am I going to do with a newborn? I’ve never even held a baby before.” 
 
      
 
    Emery stands and moves toward me, settling herself on my lap and wrapping her arms around my neck. “We’ll figure it out, okay? But that little boy’s mommy just abandoned him. You need to get it together.” 
 
      
 
    Her lips press against mine and that’s when I know that I can’t do this to her. The idea of a relationship with Emery had been too good to be true after all. I can’t subject her to an instant family five minutes after sleeping with her for the first time. 
 
      
 
    “You should go.” 
 
      
 
    Her head comes up and her mouth drops open. “What? But how will you do this? I don’t mind staying to help.” 
 
      
 
    I shake my head and push her off of my lap, my heart screaming at me to stop before I fuck this up beyond repair, but my head telling me that I’m doing what’s best for her. I stand and pick up her scattered clothes. “I’ll call my Gran in the morning. We’ll figure it out together. She’s family. She’ll help. You need to go.” 
 
      
 
    I meet her eyes and wince at the pain I see in them. “Why are you doing this?” 
 
      
 
    Because I can’t subject you to the fucked-up mess that is my life. “Because I can’t do this with you right now, okay? Don’t you see? I have a fucking baby now. I have a toxic wife that just dropped him on my doorstep without even a spare diaper. Because starting something with you was a mistake.” 
 
      
 
    Emery’s lip trembles as she shoves her legs into her jeans and scoops up the rest of her belongings. “How will I get home? You drove me here?” 
 
      
 
    I sigh and fish out my wallet, knowing damn well I’m ruining everything I’d worked so hard to build with her. I hand her twenty dollars. “Take a taxi.” 
 
      
 
    When Emery walks out of that door, she takes a piece of my heart with her. I haven’t known her long enough to be in love with her, but I’d had so much hope pinned on a relationship with that woman. And now, it was gone. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    
Nine 
 
      
 
    Emery 
 
      
 
   It’s been three days since Xander had kicked me out of his house. I haven’t heard from him and I haven’t bothered to try and call him. Part of me understands why he did what he did. He’s a man after all, and if I am basing all men after my father, I know that they tend to be a tad irrational during a crisis situation. 
 
      
 
    I pull my motorcycle into my parking spot and pull the small bag of groceries from my saddle bag. Ice cream, popcorn and sour keys. The perfect recipe to mend a broken heart. I had an exciting night ahead of me. 
 
      
 
    As I climb the steps to the breezeway, I fumble with my keys until I find the one for my front door. Movement in the shadows catches my attention, but when I look closer, nothing is there. 
 
      
 
    My apartment is at the far end of the building, butting up against a wooded area. It’s an open concept building much like a motel, and I’ve always enjoyed having a door to the outside unlike most apartments in the city. 
 
      
 
    I insert the key into the dead bolt and twist it, pushing the door open. That’s when I’m shoved from behind, my grocery bag flying from my hands as I put them in front of me to break my fall. The door slams behind me and I look up from the floor to see Randy standing in my entryway, his face twisted with hate.

“I lost my job because of you,” he seethes, taking as step closer to me. “You flaunt your ass all over the fucking place but you don’t wanna give it up. Fucking cock tease, that’s what you are.” 
 
      
 
    I shove myself up from the floor, but before I can gain my feet, Randy’s hands fist themselves in my hair and he drags me into the living room, throwing me on the couch. His hands instantly go for the button on his jeans and I scream. 
 
      
 
    I scream for help. I scream so loud my throat and lungs feel like they’re bleeding, but it’s Saturday night and this is a single’s building. Nobody is ever home at this time on a Saturday night. 
 
      
 
    I kick my feet, trying like hell to connect with his balls as he places a knee on the couch and shoves himself between my legs. Randy is a huge man, and when he pins my arms to the couch behind me, I know I’m screwed. 
 
      
 
    “Not gonna tease me this time though,” he growls, his face red with exertion. He’s smart enough to steer clear of my head, already been witness to my head butting abilities, but in order to get my pants off and his, he has to release my wrists. As soon as does, I make my move. 
 
      
 
    My thumbs sink into his eyeballs with a sickening squish and he rips himself out of my reach with a howl of pain. Reaching behind me, I grab the only thing I can reach and bring it down on top of his head. The lamp shatters on top of me and Randy drops like a stone, his weight pinning me in place. 
 
      
 
    He’s out cold, blood seeping from a gash on his temple where I’d struck him. With a great amount of effort, I roll him off of me and onto the floor. I don’t know why I do what I do next. Most women would call the police. They’d press charges and file a complaint. 
 
      
 
    But that rarely works for them. Because he hadn’t actually gotten a chance to rape me, he’d get a slap on the wrist and be back out on the streets by morning. And he wouldn’t stop coming after me. 
 
      
 
    So, I call Nutsy. He answers on the first ring. I don’t even realize I’m crying until I hear his voice. “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “Nutsy?” I gasp around chest wracking sobs. “It’s Emery. Randy broke into my apartment and he …” Tears pour down my cheeks and my sobs grow louder as I stare at the men crumpled up on the carpet of my living room floor.

“Where you at?” Nutsy growls. I give him the address. “I’ll be there in five minutes. Get your ass outside and wait where he can’t see you.” 
 
      
 
    ∞ ∞ ∞ 
 
    Xander 
 
      
 
    “This little peanut needs a name,” my Gran says, handing my son back to me. “He’s almost five days old, ya know.” 
 
      
 
    I smile down at him and realize that she’s right. I hadn’t thought much about it to be honest. I’d been too busy learning how to heat a bottle, change a diaper and swaddle a newborn that pretty much everything else had faded into the background. 
 
      
 
    That first night with my son had been hell. After Emery had left, he’d slept for about four hours and then woken up, screaming at the top of his little lungs. Thank fuck for Google. It had gotten me and my boy through a lot. I’d called my Gran first thing the next morning and she’s been here ever since. I don’t know what I’d have done without her. 
 
      
 
    “What about Benjamin, like your father?” she suggests, and I look down at the tiny boy in my arms. He looks so much like me it’s almost jarring. He has my nose, and my eyes and the same curve of the lips. The only difference between us is the light dusting of golden hair on top of his head that he’d clearly gotten from his mother. 
 
      
 
    “I like it,” I tell Gran, reaching out to squeeze her hand. “Benjamin Carson, Jr.” 
 
      
 
    “It suits him,” she says, leaning over the back of my chair. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Gran. For everything. I know this must have been just as exhausting for you as it has for me.” 
 
      
 
    Gran waves her hand at me dismissively. “Oh, posh,” she mutters. “It’s been nice having a new baby to spoil. And it’s been nice spending all this time with you too. It’s a beautiful thing seeing your grandson holding their own child.” She reaches out to touch little Benjamin’s face and smiles. “I can’t say I like how you came about him, but you’re going to be an amazing father to this little boy, Xander.” 
 
      
 
    I glance down at him and think of Emery. “Do you think she’ll forgive me?” 
 
      
 
    I’d told my Gran everything. I’d told her all about Emery and how incredible she was. I told her about our date, minus the mind-blowing sex part. And then I’d told her about how I’d treated her after Carla had dropped the baby on my doorstep. 
 
      
 
    “If she doesn’t, then she’s not as wonderful as you think she is,” is all she says before moving into the kitchen and giving me and my son a bit of privacy. 
 
      
 
    She’s right, of course. I just hope Emery understands where my head was at and can forgive me for being such a jackass and tossing her out into the street in the middle of the night. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Ten 
 
      
 
    Emery 
 
      
 
   It’s the last day on this house, and I’m more than ready to get it over with. With Ron sick, most of the wiring had been left to me, and between meeting Xander and dealing with Randy, I just don’t want to be here anymore. 
 
      
 
    Xander hasn’t been back to work since his ex-wife had dropped the baby off. I’ve thought about calling to check on them a few times, but I don’t. I know Xander hadn’t been in his right mind when he’d sent me away, even if he had been a total asshole about it. I’m not sure what I’d do if someone dropped a baby off on my doorstep either. 
 
      
 
    But it’s been over a week, and he still hasn’t called. There’s been plenty of time for him to make things right between us, but he hasn’t. For that reason, I refuse to give him any more of my time. Starting now. 
 
      
 
    I roll my eyes and collect the last of my things from the basement. Who am I kidding? Xander and the baby are all I’ve been able to think about all week. I can’t just stop that with a snap of my fingers. 
 
      
 
    “All done?” Nutsy asks, taking one of the wire spools from the pile I’m carrying. 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” I tell him, forcing a smile. “All wired up and ready for the rest of the walls to go up.” 
 
      
 
    He follows me out to the truck and helps me load my things. He never did tell me what he did with Randy that night. He’d showed up with another man he’d called Pounder, and together the two of them had taken Randy’s unconscious body from my home and neither of us had ever mentioned it again. 
 
      
 
    “Gonna be weird finishing up this house without you around to stare at,” he says with a lopsided grin. 
 
      
 
    I smack him on the arm and he bursts into laughter. “Pervert.” 
 
      
 
    I walk around and open the door to the truck, but before I get in, I turn and face Nutsy. “Thank you. For everything.” 
 
      
 
    Nutsy just nods and closes the door behind me as I climb inside. He places his hands on the edge of the open window and leans inside. “He’s doin’ good, ya know. Xander. He’s gettin’ this daddy shit down to a science.” 
 
      
 
    I force a smile and ignore the pain in my heart just hearing his name gives me. “Good for him. For both of them.” 
 
      
 
    Nutsy stares at me a moment and then nods. He pats the inside of the door and pushes away. “See ya ‘round, Emery.” 
 
      
 
    I drive away from the work site, wondering how just a couple of weeks on the job with one man can leave me feeling so broken. 
 
      
 
    ∞ ∞ ∞ 
 
      
 
    Xander 
 
      
 
    I sit on the edge of the stairs to Emery’s apartment, Benjamin’s brand new car seat nestled between my feet. I stare down at my sleeping son, unable to believe how quickly someone can fall in love with a child. In just seven short days, he’s deprived me of sleep, alone time and hundreds of dollars, and I’ve never loved anybody more in my whole life. 
 
      
 
    With Gran’s help, we’ve gotten into quite a routine at my house, and the spare bedroom is now a nursery fit for a Harley loving little king. The only thing missing for us is Emery. 
 
    
She pulls up to the curb and climbs off her motorcycle, her eyes never straying from me. I watch as she slips her helmet off, places it on her seat and moves in our direction. 
 
      
 
    “Hi,” she says quietly. 
 
      
 
    “Hi.” Silence stretches between us, and I forget everything I’d intended to say when I next saw her. 
 
      
 
    “He’s gotten so big,” she whispers, leaning over the car seat and peering down at my son. She looks up at me and grins. “What did you name him?” 
 
      
 
    “Benjamin,” I tell her, staring at the back of her head as she watches my boy sleep. “I’m sorry,” I blurt out. I’d had this perfect speech all planned out, full of apologies and promises, and if necessary, a little begging. But seeing her again, I can’t bring myself but to be anything but totally sincere and in the moment. 
 
      
 
    Emery stands and faces me. “I was a mess the other night,” I tell her. “I didn’t know what the hell I was going to do, and all I could think about was how I finally had this amazing woman that I’d just shared an incredible night with and I couldn’t force her to jump into things with me any further while I was trying to handle living with a newborn.” 
 
      
 
    Emery’s eyes fill with tears. “I can’t imagine what you were going through, Xander. I can’t. And I’m glad you have things worked out better with the baby.” 
 
      
 
    I nod and step forward to take her hand. “Me too, but something’s missing.” Raising a hand to the side of her cheek, I lean in and whisper, “You.” 
 
      
 
    Emery’s lip trembles as she searches my eyes and then looks down to my son. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not asking for your forgiveness,” I tell her. “Just that you’ll give me …” I look down at Benjamin. “Us, a chance.” 
 
      
 
    In typical Emery fashion, she’s the one to make the first move. She leans forward, places her lips on mine and gifts me with the sweetest kiss I’ve ever had. When she pulls away, her smile lights up her whole face. “Xander, there’s nothing to forgive.”
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