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      Tattoo artist Cory Easton has been going through the motions—taking care of his grandmother and his dogs while working long hours—staying busy enough to keep the noise in his head at bay. Until he lays eyes on the quiet and aloof skateboarder Jude York, who is so unreadable, unreachable, and unlike anyone else, he arouses Cory’s curiosity.

      

      As captivating and complex as his ink, Jude is a mystery, and Cory falls fast and hard under his spell. But rumors about Jude’s past overshadow him, whispers of secrets keeping him under the thumb of a local motorcycle club. As Cory digs deeper, he begins to wonder how much he really wants to know.

      

      Except their connection is magnetic, and Jude’s loneliness seems to mirror Cory’s own. Against his better judgment, Cory longs for another opportunity to make the guy smile, even if peeling back too many layers scares the hell out of him. Because Jude has awakened something inside him that’s been buried far too long—and losing him as well might just be Cory’s undoing.

      

      **PLEASE NOTE: This book was formerly titled There You Stand before a rights reversion from the publisher. It’s been newly edited, with a bonus chapter added, plus a new cover and title.

      

      **This standalone is essentially a prequel to my Roadmap to Your Heart series, the first two books focusing on the MC club mentioned in Kickflip. You can also find some characters from my MF Between Breaths series and Golden Arrow Casino series, if you’re curious.
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        To my brother, “Ski.” I miss you and hope that however things work in this strange and wondrous universe, I’ll get to see you again someday. This is for you because you showed me from a very early age that love is simply, beautifully, and unapologetically—love.
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      I swallowed past the lump in my throat and leaned over to pat Chopper, the black-and-white border-collie mix I inherited six months ago from Joe, my latest asshole boyfriend. The dude skipped town without him, and I didn’t have it in me to drive Chopper to the pound.

      What a damned sucker I was, because the mutt had a mind of his own, didn’t obey commands for shit, and was demanding as hell. He got along well with my older yellow lab, Ace, when he wasn’t jockeying for position and trying to hog all the attention. Damned needy pain in the ass. I’d stopped and sat down for a moment to take another swig from my water bottle, and he was already getting restless.

      This had become my morning routine. I’d walk Chopper and Ace a couple of miles around town and always end up at Washington Park. My eyes couldn’t help but wander to the bowl, where the local skaters hung out. And without fail my gaze was immediately drawn to him, like a damned weed to the sun.

      I whistled through my teeth as his lean, hard body sailed high, his knees bent in flawless formation. He landed smoothly on the far wall of the ramp, his skateboard gliding effortlessly along the curved cement.

      I readjusted myself on the uncomfortable wooden bench, my back on fire again. Staying past last call at the bar would do that to you. At least that’s what I told myself. But deep down I knew it was due to my injury, which would always be a bleak reminder of that one tragic night.

      I ignored the discomfort, my gaze again sliding beyond the statuesque trees. Jude was beautiful when he rode. Graceful and strong, the muscles in his legs taut as he climbed those hills. I never noticed him talking to the other skaters, other than with a nod, as if it was an unspoken agreement that he was simply there to do his thing.

      I had no clue whether he knew I watched. Might kick my ass if he found out. Because I’d bet my left nut that Jude York was as straight as they come.

      I always had my dogs with me, so it was a decent enough excuse. I’d sit on this bench, hide behind my dark shades and trusty knit cap, and refill my water bottle at the fountain behind me.

      Rumor had it that Jude moved here to make a fresh start. Others said he was hiding from his past. I’d seen him around for months now, either skating in the bowl or working at the Board Room shop. Most recently, when he’d walked into Raw Ink one afternoon and scrolled through the portfolios in our waiting room, considering a new addition to his ink. I’d just walked a customer up front, and my gaze was immediately drawn to his long fingers and rough calluses, as he flipped through the pages. Jessie had given me a look from behind the counter that told me she was just as intrigued.

      Dex, another tattoo artist who spent too many nights at the local bars, said he heard Jude was a transplant from out West. Said there was talk of a secret past, maybe some jail time, though he was hard-pressed to find anybody who’d actually spoken to the guy.

      Could be because Jude was quiet, kept to himself, and rarely made eye contact, which made some folks around here anxious. Add the fact that he seemed hyperaware of his surroundings, and people figured he had a lot to hide.

      But I didn’t see it that way. Maybe he didn’t want anyone to get close, so he performed the part. I played a role too. After Damon’s death three years ago, I applied for the job at Raw Ink, attempting a new start myself. Little did Jude know that his wariness, which I assumed must be rooted in a pain similar to mine, only drew me closer.

      Besides, I could only imagine what had been said around town about me. I was openly gay, but understood all too well about keeping secrets. I figured Jude was a decent guy who had a good reason for his silence.

      At least that was the fantasy I kept about him in my head. Fuck, I was pathetic. But plenty of straight boys had filled my deluded brain over the years, and none were nearly as mysterious as him.

      Hadn’t I learned early on that it was impossible to bend a straight arrow? Especially if you didn’t want that arrow to pierce your heart?

      I bolted up on that thought, not wanting to feel as needy as the damned dog. Or hard up, for that matter. Besides, there were plenty of hookup opportunities in this town. Just not the kind I wanted or needed. Not anymore.

      Chopper was thrilled we were on the move again, and tugged hard on the lead. “Easy, boy. Let me get these leashes untangled.”

      But he lunged away from me, the leash cut across my shin, and I tripped over the taut line, releasing my grip. Now free from my grasp, Chopper began running. Fucker was going to get himself run over by a damned car someday. “Chopper, get your ass back here!”

      At the sound of my voice, he looked behind him, his tongue wagging in an almost taunting smile. Then he kept on sailing free. Ace was barking and going ballistic beside me, so I tightened my hold on his line. As I began gaining on Chopper, my only hope was that he’d stop of his own volition.

      Halfway across the grassy field, he spotted a squirrel in one of the trees and went wild, climbing halfway up the trunk, jumping and barking. While he was distracted, I silently moved toward him, hoping to grab hold of that leash. But just as I approached, he took off again, following that same squirrel, who’d taken a leap to the next large maple.

      I was out of breath now and beyond frustrated. Remembering the treats in my pocket, I figured I could lure him as my final option, which was fast approaching. I shoved my hand in my hoodie, my fingers closing on a sturdy dog cookie. When I looked up again, Chopper was headed straight for the skate park. Fuck.

      “Chopper, goddamn it,” I called, a last-ditch effort. “You don’t listen for shit.”

      Unexpectedly, Jude neared the cement barrier at the entrance to the bowl. His board clenched in his fist, he seemed to be assessing the situation as the charging dog neared.

      He left his board on the concrete walkway and stepped onto the lawn. He squatted down in the grass, made eye contact with Chopper, and the dog changed course to sail directly toward him. What the hell was that about?

      Some type of deep whistle emitted from Jude’s lips, and instead of slamming into his chest, Chopper came to a sudden halt beside him. Like Jude was a damned dog whisperer or something. His strong fingers grabbed hold of his collar, and he reached down to mutter something in the dog’s ear. Chopper sat down in the grass. Actually fucking sat down—I had never been able to get him to do that.

      I remained motionless as I watched them, even though Ace was eager to inch closer. At least one animal heeded my command. I wondered what it was about Jude that compelled Chopper to run toward him. I mean, I got the appeal, so maybe it was just pure animal instinct.

      Except only a minute ago, Chopper was attempting to roam free, not be detained. The muscles in Jude’s forearm flexed as he stroked Chopper’s head, and the dog’s tongue hung out in a happy pant. The little fucker.

      I forced my legs forward because I needed to get Chopper back home. I had a shift at Raw Ink in an hour. And besides, Jude had done enough. I couldn’t help wondering what made him come to my aid. Was he an animal lover? Did he have pets of his own?

      As I walked closer to Chopper, Jude’s eyes lifted to mine, and I saw an array of emotions alight in them. The most blatant being amusement, as if his irises contained a flicker of light. His lips tilted at the corners in an almost imperceptible smirk, and he looked so dazzling right then. As he held my gaze for the first time ever, something tightened inside my chest.

      Shit, he was stunning. In an unusual kind of way. His chin-length hair was a mass of unruly blond waves, his skin inked mainly in black, and his eyes were the most gorgeous light green I’d ever seen—almost like iridescent cellophane. And now those same eyes locked on mine and held steady.

      “What the hell are you doing, silly dog?” I asked Chopper, reluctantly forcing my gaze away from Jude. “I’m sorry, man.”

      Jude shook his head as if to say no problem. Even now, in this casual, inane situation, he was unwilling to speak. Had I not heard the rumors, I might’ve thought he was mute. But Jessie assured me that he in fact had a voice. Used it to ask about a tattoo. But she’d said he was a man of few words.

      I sprang into action because he was still holding on to my dog. What the hell was wrong with me?

      “Chopper,” I reprimanded, kneeling down at his level. “Do that again, and I’ll ship your ass back to your original owner.”

      When Jude arched his eyebrow, I couldn’t help the junk that spewed from my mouth. The mouth he was now staring intently at. “My ex’s dog. Left town for a new job and didn’t take Chopper with him. What kind of guy does that? Anyway, wouldn’t return my calls. I didn’t have the balls to place him up for adoption.”

      Jude’s eyebrows slammed together at my revelation. He was either perplexed that I’d had a boyfriend or that the guy had abandoned his dog.

      When Ace cautiously stepped forward to sniff at Jude, he reached out with ease to scratch behind my other dog’s ears. I continued blathering because I couldn’t help myself. “This is Ace. Had him since he was a pup.”

      He nodded and opened his hand to allow Ace to lick his palm.

      “You look like you’re pretty used to dogs,” I said. “What was that thing you did—that noise you made? Calmed Chopper right down.”

      He shrugged, not meeting my gaze. A line of red crawled across his neck, as if he was embarrassed I’d pointed it out.

      “What I mean is, you seem like a natural.”

      His eyes snapped to mine, and I saw a flicker of pain there, so brief, I might’ve imagined it.

      “None of my business,” I stammered. “Thanks for helping out.”

      He stood up, tipped his chin, and took a step back.

      “I’d still be chasing him if it wasn’t for you,” I said, begging my brain to get my mouth to shut the fuck up. But silence had always been hard for me. I’ve always felt the need to fill up any quiet lags. That way my mind wouldn’t have the opportunity to go to that dark place. “He could’ve been clipped by a board or a car.”

      Something changed in his eyes at that comment. Something that looked like sadness and regret. Like he could identify with that scenario in some way. His mouth opened as if to say something, but then he held himself back.

      My heart was thrashing in my chest. Did he have a story of his own to share?

      But then the moment passed, and I realized I’d kept him long enough. But damned if I didn’t want to linger longer. I’d never been this close to him, and I wanted to know more. To know everything. A ridiculous wish for sure.

      He bent across the dog to hand me Chopper’s leash. As I took it, our fingers brushed, and I felt a jolt of electricity. I inhaled sharply and stared at him. His expression hadn’t changed, but I noticed how his chest moved up and down at a quicker pace.

      Could he have felt that too? Now I was just dreaming.

      I tugged at Chopper’s leash and reluctantly turned to walk the dogs out of the park. “Thanks again,” I threw over my shoulder.

      “You’re quite welcome.” The shock of hearing his voice made me stop in my tracks. Not only because it was deep and rumbly, but also because it was distinctly British, and I was so not expecting that. Jessie didn’t mention it, though she must’ve noticed when they talked. “Aren’t you an artist at Raw Ink?”

      I turned to face him again, trying like hell not to stare at his full lips. “Yeah. The name’s Cory. Saw you in the waiting room the other day.”

      He gave a curt nod, like he was unwilling to say anything more.

      And to avoid creating another situation where I’d put my foot in my mouth, I turned and kept walking. My mind flashed to the day he’d been in the shop. I hadn’t introduced myself to him. In fact, he never even looked up from the portfolios. But somehow he’d been paying attention.

      “Cory,” I heard him mutter.

      I sucked in a breath and twisted to look back once more. I wanted to see those eyes. But he was already walking away. I watched as he picked up his board, jumped astride, and rolled across the pavement away from me.
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      I was so keyed up by what took place at the park that I nearly floated into the shower, like I was on some goddamn cloud or something. How pathetic was that?

      Even though I could’ve wrung his neck, I gave Chopper a good treat for actually being the catalyst that got Jude York to utter his first words to me. And what amazing words they were.

      “Aren’t you an artist at Raw Ink?”

      And then, “Cory.”

      In that beautiful British accent that glided over my skin like fingers.

      I was booked tight at Raw Ink today, and afterward I’d be heading to my grandmother’s house to pick her up for her visit with her friends. My grandmother was the only family I had left. Though she drove just fine, she had terrible night vision due to cataracts, so if she had to be out after dark, I tried like hell to pick her up. Since I drove a motorcycle, we had to take her trusty old Toyota Corolla.

      I couldn’t help thinking about Jude in between tattoo appointments. When did he move to the States, and how much time had he spent in England? I wanted to ask all kinds of questions, but knowing how tight-lipped he was, that would prove impossible. Instead, I imagined the way my name would roll off his tongue while he fucked me.

      Yeah, I was really doing a number on myself, since that day would only come when hell froze over. And even then, Jude would have to be something other than straight.

      After my shift, I waved to Emmy and Jessie on my way out to pick up my grandmother. We had two receptionists up front today because of the full schedule.

      “Hey,” Jessie said, “guess who made an appointment with you for next week?”

      I shrugged, not wanting to be late. Gram always thought I fussed too much, but I insisted she let me drive her to and from her card night with her lady friends. This had become our standing weekly date.

      “Jude York,” Jessie said, and my shoulders instantly stiffened.

      “Jessie says he’s British. Who would’ve thunk?” Emmy waggled her eyebrows.

      I stood there staring off into space, wondering why in the hell Jude would want me of all people to give him ink. What exactly would he want drawn on him?

      Whatever it was, I’d have to be in close proximity to him—to his skin—for however long it took. I was a professional, for fuck’s sake. It wasn’t like I’d never been attracted to a client before. I knew how to keep it in my pants and get the job done.

      “What’s your deal? Are you freaked about him?” Jessie asked because I hadn’t moved from the doorway and was still gaping at the far wall behind her. “You believe those rumors?”

      When I still didn’t say anything, she added, “You hang out at the motorcycle bar, for God’s sake. Can’t be any rougher than that crowd.”

      “But you gotta admit the Hog’s Den serves good food,” I said, snapping out of it. I had Dex to thank for dragging me to that bar in the first place, all because of some pretty biker.

      “You don’t go for the chicken wings,” she said, laughing. “You like to look at all the tough, muscled dudes. Like I’ve said before, you love your beautiful assholes.”

      Little did Jessie know that Damon had been the polar opposite. He was soft-spoken, lean, and submissive. At least in the bedroom. He liked me to fuck him. But he just didn’t want to show any of that in public. And that was our biggest rift. That he’d remained deep in the closet.

      “Can’t deny that,” I said, a little sharper than I’d intended. “And I’m not freaked at all about Skater Boy. Just got plenty of other things on my mind.”

      Jessie’s eyes widened briefly, and she stole a quick look at Emmy, who got busy cleaning the large window up front. Jessie was used to my energetic, playful side. They both were because that’s what I showed everyone. But her news had unnerved me. I got my legs moving before I did something else to throw her. “My grandma’s waiting. Catch you later.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening, I picked Gram up from Rose’s house and got away before the ladies could ply me with questions and food. They had known each other for decades, had all survived their husbands, and were a lively bunch.

      “The gutters need cleaning,” Gram said, looking up at the tiny bungalow she and my grandfather had raised me in since I was ten years old, after my mother died from breast cancer. Gram was a survivor herself, and without even speaking of it, I knew she would’ve taken my mother’s place in a heartbeat.

      I’d overheard her talking to Grandpa once, her anguished voice confessing that outlasting her own child was a hell all its own. But without Gram’s love and encouragement, especially after Grandpa passed from a heart attack when I was fifteen, I didn’t know how I’d have made it to adulthood. I’d thrived under her care.

      “I’ll do it this weekend,” I said, pulling into her driveway. She was getting up there in age, and I cast the scary thought from my brain that she would die soon, and then I’d have no one. But I was good at staving off dark thoughts. I didn’t allow them to penetrate the protective shield I’d built around myself these past years.

      Jessie always joked that between me and Emmy, our workplace had become a regular Pleasantville. That we were passing out happy pills at the door. Little did she know, I all but popped a capsule when I woke each morning, keeping myself intentionally busy throughout the day, until I crashed into my sheets at night.

      “Did everything check out at your doctor’s appointment?” I asked after I followed Gram inside. I accepted the peach iced tea she offered me, and we sat down at her well-worn kitchen table to catch up properly.

      “Yes, darling.” She placed her hand on my arm and gave it a squeeze. The same comforting thing she’d done countless times over the years. “It was only a routine checkup. You worry too much.”

      She was the only person on the planet who ever saw this side of me. Well, Damon had too. Before everything went to shit. Pretty much everyone else thought I was easygoing and dicked around a lot in between long and busy days of appointments. I liked the people I worked with, and when I hung out with the crew from Raw Ink, Dex and I were usually goofing off, if he wasn’t too busy trying to drink everyone under the table.

      “Did you have dinner?” she asked.

      I nodded because Jessie had ordered something in for the staff tonight. My meals pretty much consisted of takeout, and that kind of food was sure to catch up with me fast. Good thing I made it to the gym and took the dogs for a walk or run most mornings.

      All the artists at Raw Ink kept fit, so luckily, nobody ever brought in any donuts or muffins, and we never made it a habit to snack around the clock—there was never any time anyway. Our hands were always occupied.

      Gram smiled. “How are Chopper and Ace?”

      “Chopper is still a pain in my butt,” I said, and she chuckled. “He never listens. So darn hyper.”

      “He’ll be a sweet dog once he settles. You’ll see.” She sipped from her glass.

      “I hope you’re right,” I said, grimacing. I was just thankful she hadn’t pressed me about why I’d chosen to date that asshole Joe in the first place. I actually thought we had some things in common besides our sex drive. What the hell had I been thinking?

      “What’s new at the shop?” Gram always asked about the gang at Raw Ink and had been most inquisitive about Bennett. I could swear she wished he were gay so that he and I could date. It didn’t matter that he wasn’t even my type, but I’d admit he was pretty to look at. As was his smoking-hot fiancée, Avery.

      “Just busy as usual,” I said.

      “Will you be helping Emmy at the shelter this week?” Gram loved hearing about Emmy’s volunteer work.

      “Not sure she’d let me say no,” I said, shaking my head.

      Emmy was a huge animal-rights advocate, and she was working on her veterinary degree at the university. Before I inherited Chopper, I considered fostering a dog from her shelter. Afterward, I felt bad for not taking one of those abandoned animals, so I volunteered with her a couple of times a month to alleviate the guilt.

      Emmy also lived with a grandparent, in a building that didn’t allow dogs, which was why she loved that shelter so much. Once I started volunteering there, it drove home even more how crucial it was to do everything in one’s power not to desert pets—there were already enough lonely and abused animals in the world.

      “Meet any nice boys lately?” There it was. I knew she couldn’t resist. Gram was almost too involved in my love life. She had adored Damon. And I haven’t loved another man since.

      “Now who’s worrying too much?”

      “Honey, I know you’ve experienced a lot of loss in your life, and what happened with Damon really tore apart your heart…”

      I held up my hand. “Can we please not go there?”

      “Okay, darling. I’ll just say one thing. Love is hard to find, but I know you’ll have it again.”

      The problem was, I didn’t think I wanted a do-over. It’d hurt too damned much.
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        * * *

      

      After Gram’s, I went home, fed the dogs, and attempted to watch a movie, but got restless like I usually did. It was hard for me to be alone with my thoughts, which was what always kept me out late or on the move.

      And that’s how I found myself sitting on a barstool at the Hog’s Den. The first time I came here was with Dex, and I immediately took to the place. Dex had been hot on one of the bikers, but got his drunk self kicked out that night and told to never return. If he stepped foot anywhere near it, he was sure to be thrown out on his ass again. Since then, it amused him and everyone else that I’d become a regular. I rode a motorcycle, so at least I had that in common with their clientele.

      I kept coming back because there was enough absorbing talk about riding and motorcycles to keep my brain occupied, since I was sort of an aficionado myself. Plus, nobody gave two shits about me. There was something refreshing about that, which might sound ridiculous. But this was a small college town, and I was beyond done with the gay bars. So lately, my nights were divided between here and Zach’s, where I hung out with the other tattoo artists after work.

      It was no secret that the Disciples of the Road, the local motorcycle club, owned the Hog’s Den, so you didn’t mess around in here. Rumor had it that they dealt in illegal activity, whatever the hell that meant, but I never saw anything beyond biker dudes playing pool, drinking shots, and filing in and out of some back meeting room.

      Who knew, maybe I had a death wish or something. But I found the bar interesting and refreshingly different. It was a rougher crowd for sure, and they didn’t put up with any bullshit, which was why Dex found himself out on his ass that night after getting too flirty with a female biker.

      The Hog’s Den had a big-screen TV, a couple of pool tables and dartboards, and their hot wings were a favorite in this town. They also had roomy spaces to park out back, and I never struggled to find a spot for my Triumph street rider.

      The bar shared a parking lot with the Board Room, which was the local skate and snowboard shop next door. The same shop where Jude worked.

      I didn’t take the Hog’s Den for Jude’s kind of scene, so when he walked through the door, strode to the bar, and tipped his chin at the bartender, I could only stare. His fingers braced the edge of the smooth wood, and as his eyes scanned down the bar, they landed on mine. I schooled my reaction and sipped my beer to keep my mouth from betraying me again.

      I studied the line of his jaw in my side view before averting my gaze completely. I’d be out on my ass faster than Jude’s aerial tricks if these guys thought I was checking out another dude.

      The thing about this place was, as soon as you became a regular, nobody questioned you. But I had to prove my chops first. I’d done some of the club members’ ink, but that still didn’t buy me a free pass. I had some skeptical eyes on me that first month until I proved I simply wanted to hang out, watch a game on the big screen, or play a round of darts.

      But as soon as Jude stepped into this space tonight, it seemed as if all the air had gotten sucked out of the room. I kept my breathing in check and stared at the TV over the bartender’s head as if mesmerized by the most interesting basketball game, despite the twenty-point lead.

      “Order’s up.” Vaughn, the bartender, motioned to Jude. He turned his back to reach for a large brown bag, and I felt Jude’s intense gaze pressing in like a wall of heat before he turned away.

      Vaughn leaned over the bar to whisper something to Jude, and he nodded slowly. As he grabbed his takeout, I tipped my glass in his direction, and then he was out the door.

      “You know Jude?” Vaughn asked, his beefy forearms bracing on the bar. His tone was laced with a sharp edge, and I bristled in response. Shit.

      “Sure, from the ink shop.”

      Vaughn stared hard at me, and my mind flitted through a catalog of reasons why he could be asking. He and I had come to an understanding over the past few months. It happened one night after I noticed how he’d been checking out one of the new recruits from the Disciples of the Road, nicknamed Smoke. I knew that look, couldn’t miss it: when a gay or bi man longed after somebody unattainable.

      Vaughn’s gaze had met mine, and he was about to spout off at me or maybe kick me out of his bar, when I gave him a slight headshake. That, along with a look that said his secret was safe with me, and we’d sealed our agreement. It wasn’t like we’d become best friends since then, but we got each other now. He didn’t want the Disciples to know about him, and I didn’t want them to know about me either.

      Did he also have a thing for Jude, or was Jude somehow involved with the Disciples?

      I held his gaze and forced myself to remain neutral. I wasn’t going to give myself away.

      Apparently satisfied, he nodded and grabbed a clean glass to pour some brew.

      But the message was clear: don’t bring your shit to my bar.
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      Each morning, after lifting, I took the dogs for a walk. Some days I stopped at the park, but mostly I went a different route because I didn’t want to give Jude the wrong impression.

      The day before, we’d walked past the Little League ball field on Briar Avenue, and I couldn’t help but be riveted by some skaters gliding down the metal railing in the stands. It ended up being Jude and another dude I regularly saw at the bowl, practicing their daredevil antics. Like many skateboarders I’d come across over the years, they took unnecessary chances, probably for the fun of it, which made me wonder if Jude’s risk-taking was the thing that had gotten him in trouble.

      But that would mean I bought into the rumors. Or read more into what I’d seen at the motorcycle bar.

      The sun was beating down and the dogs were tired, so I’d steered them under a large tree and took some pulls from my water bottle. Ace rolled onto his back, panting openly, while Chopper lay near him, chill for the first time in a while.

      What was that saying? A good dog is a tired dog? Hell yeah. When Chopper was worn out, he didn’t struggle or challenge me, at least not as much. Problem was, it took a lot to peter him out.

      The dogs needed water too, so I wrapped the leashes around the leg of a nearby bench and strode to the fountain about a hundred yards away. I filled the container and headed back to the dogs, where I replenished their thirst from the bottle. It wasn’t an easy feat because half of it spilled on their fur, but they were so hot, they didn’t seem to mind at all.

      As I got the dogs ready to roll again, I noticed that Jude and the guy he was riding with had already vacated the bleachers. Good. Though I’d hate to think we couldn’t both take up space in this town and not be casual about it. We crossed each other’s paths all the time, and I didn’t want him or anyone else to think I was watching or following him. Guess Vaughn’s question at the bar the other night had really spooked me.

      I trudged through the baseball field and then out of the park, past some antique stores. When I heard Chopper whimper and then tug on the line, my head snapped up.

      Jude and his friend from the bleachers had met up with a couple of skaters who were performing stunts using a park bench and some concrete steps, and I heard the familiar lingo the skaters used—pivot, deck, hand plant, hang up. I wasn’t sure if the sound of fast-rolling wheels on pavement would always remind me of the straight British guy I had a crush on. But for now, it did the trick.

      I didn’t know how these daredevils didn’t break their bones. But maybe they did, and the danger of that impending doom was the thrill of it. I remembered working on a dude from the Board Room last year, who told me that the bowl became a little monotonous for a skater. He said the excitement came from figuring out how to master other obstacles, bonus stunts. Noticing the look on these skaters’ faces now, how they high-fived each other after a particularly daring trick, made even my cheeks stretch in a smile.

      And that knowledge helped chip away at some of the mystique surrounding Jude. He liked a challenge, thrived on skating, had maybe done this his entire life. He seemed alive when he was in the zone, almost blissful. Maybe it held his demons at bay, much like keeping myself busy kept away mine.

      “Chopper,” I said in warning as he strained against the leash again. The stunts were fascinating to watch from a distance, but I continued on as I normally would, heading toward the light to cross the street. I pushed the crosswalk button as Chopper rotated and whined, watching Jude. “Goddamn it, dog.”

      Once we got to the other side, I turned the corner and continued down the street past the Smoothie King shop, considering whether to tie these two up to the empty bike rack and get myself a decent shake. When I saw that the line was only one person deep, that’s exactly what I did.

      I dug out my wallet as I walked to the counter, placed my order, and then waited as a guy I’d hooked up with a few weeks back made my drink. He was definitely cute and had a nice body, but now he just seemed too young and naive. Not that I was that much more mature at twenty-five. Besides, I had only been looking for a quickie, and it had worked out perfectly.

      “Here you go, Cory,” he said, handing me my strawberry-banana smoothie. My one-time hookup winked, then blushed, which told me he remembered exactly how I’d topped him that night. “Haven’t seen you around lately.”

      He meant at Racers, the gay bar in town. I’d been a fixture there every weekend night all winter, before I grew tired of it. Hookups were fun but always left me feeling empty, which was tough when you craved someone more permanent in your bed. And the only permanent thing I’d gotten from my last semi-steady lover was a damned unruly dog.

      When I smiled back, the guy’s blush intensified, which was kind of sweet. “You headed there tonight?”

      “Are you hoping I am?” There was an encouraging gleam in his eye, but it felt kind of suffocating. I didn’t want to lead the guy on, and that’s exactly what I’d be doing.

      I shrugged. “Whatever happens, happens.”

      I walked out of the shop, and my legs nearly faltered when I saw Jude crouched down in front of my dogs, giving them attention. His board lay upside down next to him, and Chopper was practically on his lap. His tail was wagging a mile a minute, as if he’d just gotten his rocks off or something. That’s how happy that stinking dog was to see him.

      I could’ve sworn I saw a flicker of the same joy on Jude’s face—identical to the kind he’d just had performing tricks on his board—before it disappeared. And something seized my chest and squeezed tight. Jude seemed like such a recluse, outside of his skateboard antics. I wondered if he ever got lonely. Did he lie awake at night, staring at the ceiling like I did before my eyes drifted closed and sleep consumed me?

      “I don’t know what it is about you,” I said, without thinking it through first. I heard Jude’s breath catch as he twisted his head and stared into my eyes. As his penetrating gaze latched on to mine, I became so mesmerized by those light-green orbs, I didn’t know if I was talking about the way my dog felt about him or the way I did. “He obviously sees something in you he likes.”

      Yep, just digging myself a deeper grave.

      Jude’s gaze held mine as he shrugged. So I filled in the dead air again. “I have no idea why he’s always trying so darn hard to get close to you.”

      I felt a line of heat climb up my neck, so I grabbed hold of the leads to untie them from the bike rack, giving my fingers something to do. I looped the leashes around my wrist, and Ace happily stepped toward me. It was the other dog that was about to give me trouble.

      I still felt Jude’s heavy gaze on me, like he was using the opportunity of our close proximity to check me out. His eyes scanned me, from my black Chucks to my jeans and up over my vintage Flash Gordon T-shirt. I had on my gray knit cap, the same one I always wore, and my Ray-Bans were looped over the front of my shirt. Now I wished my shades were covering my eyes so he’d be unable to read my reaction to him. So he couldn’t see how much he’d unnerved me. I desperately wanted to know exactly what he saw when he looked at me.

      When I gave the leash a tug, Chopper unsurprisingly refused to budge and instead rubbed his nose against Jude’s arm. “Maybe he likes your cologne or something,” I said, sounding fucking ridiculous again. Why couldn’t I just shut the hell up?

      The corner of Jude’s lips lifted fractionally, and I nearly lost my breath at how pretty that smile looked. It would probably kill me on the spot if I were ever given the privilege of seeing it in its full glory. It might be as blinding as the dazzling sun.

      “I read somewhere that dogs are responsive to scents,” I said, and at this point I was just making shit up, talking myself in circles. Jude might flee just to escape my absurd commentary. “Maybe you have a dog or a cat and he smells them on you.”

      Lips downturned, he shook his head, and in that moment I wanted so much to know him, to hear his story.

      “Once upon a time, I did,” he said, gracing me with his gravelly voice at last. It was one concise sentence. And that had been enough for him. He seemed to think that more information would be unnecessary. Except now I wanted the specifics. I smartly kept my lips sealed shut.

      He scratched Chopper behind the ears one last time before he rose to his full height, at which point I was able to catch a whiff of him. He smelled like the outdoors—moss and cedar blended together. That was the only way I could describe it. He was about an inch taller than me, and all I could think about was closing the space between us and angling my mouth firmly against his.

      But then I considered how much my jaw would ache when he punched my lights out. I glanced down at his muscled forearm and took a step back. The guy inside the smoothie shop was the person I should’ve been thinking about hooking up with, not Jude. At least that guy was gay.

      As if materializing from my thoughts, that was exactly who stepped out of the shop at that moment, with his small frame, pretty eyes, and yellow Smoothie King shirt. “Cory, you forgot your change.”

      Probably because I desperately wanted to get away from that counter and our conversation. I shoved the dollar bill and quarters in my pocket. “Hey, man, thanks.”

      He seemed to be deliberating something else and then finally blurted out, “A few of us are probably heading up to Racers Friday night.”

      I stood there struck dumb because he’d broadcasted this in front of Jude. Not that I hid who I was or where I hung out. Jude already knew I had an ex-boyfriend who’d abandoned Chopper. But suddenly I just wanted him to shut the fuck up.

      “Cool, maybe I’ll see you there,” I said to speed him the hell back inside.

      When he hesitated and held out a piece of paper, I almost cringed. “If you want to see me before then, here’s my number.”

      It was my receipt with his digits scribbled across it, along with his name. Jonathan. That was it. When I enclosed the receipt in my fist, he bowed his head and batted his eyelashes at me before turning and heading inside.

      I remained motionless, but I could feel Jude’s gaze on me. When I looked over at him, there was something unreadable in his eyes. But it wasn’t disgust or embarrassment that he’d witnessed a possible hookup. It was more like watchfulness or maybe protectiveness. I didn’t know what that was about, but it did make me wonder why he was here in the first place, outside the smoothie shop.

      Did he know we were headed this way, or did he see my dogs by chance and stopped to greet them? Or maybe Chopper had make a spectacle of himself as Jude skated by, and the only thing he could think to do before the dog brought the fucking bike rack with him was give him attention.

      I felt so uncomfortable from the silence and my convoluted thoughts that I needed to fill the quiet immediately. “Those were some cool stunts you guys were doing back there.”

      Another long silence stretched between us, and then he tipped his chin as if in thanks.

      “Jude,” I heard a voice call behind him. It was the other skateboarder, the one from the concrete stairs. Jude turned his head to look back. “We’re headed to the bowl.”

      Jude nodded and lifted his hand in a wave. Then the guy looked at me and recognition dawned on his face.

      “Hey, man,” he said. I had inked something on him last year. Some kind of Japanese anime skateboard dude on his bicep, I thought it was.

      “How’s the ink holding up?” I asked.

      “Great.” He flexed his muscle so I could see my creation. It was moments like these that always seemed to throw me. The surreal fact that my art was on a person’s body and they were walking around with it permanently.

      “Might consider adding something else,” he said as he began skating across the street.

      “Cool by me.” I gave him the thumbs-up.

      I met Jude’s gaze one last time as he righted his board and placed one Vans sneaker solidly upon it. “Probably a good idea you’re headed the opposite direction, or Chopper might want to follow you home.”

      A streak of crimson washed across his cheeks before he pushed off with his foot and sailed down the sidewalk.
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      It was the day of Jude’s appointment. Normally I didn’t pay much attention to my schedule outside of having a general idea of what my agenda was for the shift, but this one stuck out like a beam of light. Probably because I didn’t know what to expect.

      Also because I knew I had to control my reactions around him to make him feel comfortable. I did not want to screw up my artwork over some lame-ass crush. I was more professional than that, and now was the time to demonstrate it.

      I was at the front desk, saying goodbye to a client who’d wanted some blackbirds inked on her shoulder, and as soon as my customer left, Emmy, who’d been steering a tight ship of appointments today, said, “Be right back. Going to disinfect the station.”

      She took off to the back room, and just as I pulled up my remaining schedule, the bell above the door jangled. Jude stepped through with his skateboard slung over his shoulder, and our eyes met. He appeared to stumble a little upon seeing me, if it wasn’t my imagination, before the door swung closed behind him.

      If he was nervous, it was probably my fault for staring at him longer than necessary every time I was in his presence. Either that, or he didn’t exactly enjoy getting tattooed. He had enough ink on him to banish that second thought completely, though.

      Still, I knew the process could be unpleasant, even for me. I hadn’t gotten new ink in a couple of years, not since the one above my heart that was a memorial of sorts to the people I’d lost in my life.

      Jude gazed at me through thick blond lashes that were so pretty, they softened the sharper angles of his face. Our eyes were pinned to each other, and it was as if he and I were the only two people in the shop. Dex and Lila were at the front stations, talking over the buzzing of the machines as they finished up smaller jobs, and paid us no attention. Despite my resolve to remain adept, I struggled to even move my lips, which was unusual for me.

      Jude’s chest was heaving, but he could’ve been winded from pounding the pavement on his board. Or he was uneasy around me. That thought propelled me forward. “Hi, Jude.”

      As usual, he didn’t say a word, and I looked back down at the schedule to give my eyes something to do other than gape at how nicely his cotton T-shirt stretched across his muscled shoulders. “Almost ready for you. Just have a seat, and Emmy will send you back.”

      He nodded, and as I stepped from behind the desk, I could feel his gaze on me. I suddenly wished I’d thrown on a different pair of jeans or had patted on more cologne or something. But did it matter, really? He was here for a tattoo, and I had a job to do, one I’d been performing for years and was pretty damned skilled at. So what I looked like or how I smelled didn’t figure into the equation. Besides, Jude would be royally pissed if I screwed up his ink or wasn’t an utmost professional.

      I strode down the hallway as Emmy rounded the space I’d be using with Jude. “All set. Need anything else?”

      For lighter or quicker jobs, we used the stations up front, but the tattoo shop had a handful of secluded rooms reserved for bigger jobs and private appointments, and the customers seemed to appreciate that.

      “Nope.” I looked back once, as if Jude could see me. “You can send him back.”

      Stepping inside the room, I wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans, then got busy prepping my station even though this was only a sketch consult. If it wasn’t a large job, I could at least get the outline going pretty quickly. If it was a more complicated design, I could keep our visit confined to discussing the details, and then I’d be ready for my next client.

      Bending to adjust the cover on the armrest, I sensed Jude behind me, and my spine tingled in response. He plopped his backpack on the floor and pried open the two Velcro flaps. That black backpack was a fixture on his shoulders, and now I realized that it was specially designed to store skateboards. They must sell them at the shop where he worked, along with those knee-length shorts and Vans sneakers he was usually wearing. My favorites, though, were his black ripped jeans and long graphic T-shirts, even though they covered up most of his skin. Go figure.

      He stood awkwardly in the center of the floor with his hand at his neck, seeming to wonder what to do next. He motioned to the door with his thumb, as if inquiring whether to close it.

      “That’s up to the customer. Some like the privacy, others think the individual room is discreet enough and choose to leave it open,” I said, using my most practiced voice. “Your call.”

      When he shut it without hesitation, I sucked in a breath. So maybe this wasn’t about his comfort level. Or maybe he wanted the tattoo itself to remain private. Fuck, I needed to stop thinking so hard and just get to work.

      “So, um, hey,” I said, flicking my hand over my shoulder. “Why don’t you have a seat over there.”

      He nodded and sat down at the small circular table. I sat across from him and grabbed a sketchpad, mostly to keep my fingers busy, but I could feel him watching. When I looked up, his cheeks were ruddy and a splotch of color appeared along his neckline.

      I swallowed roughly. “Tell me what kind of design you want.”

      I couldn’t shake the idea that I had Jude all to myself for a little while. We were in this room, behind closed doors, sharing the same air space. I needed to play it cool, to let him set the pace, and I needed to keep my mouth shut, or he was going to run the hell out of this joint and never return. For some reason, he trusted me to do this, and I needed to honor that.

      But he was going to have to actually speak if he expected us to get anywhere. He raised his finger before digging into his front pocket. As he did so, my eyes glided down his knees to the fine blond hair on his legs. Some bruises and scars were visible, no doubt from those skating stunts.

      I kept my eyes trained on the multiple strands of colorful threaded bracelets on his wrist so I wouldn’t be asking for trouble. But as he forced the paper out of his pocket, his T-shirt rode up, exposing his abdomen. His skin was smooth, and a trail of light fuzz ran vertically above the button of his shorts.

      I cleared my throat as he unfolded the paper, smoothed it out, and handed it to me. It was an intricate drawing of an enormous leafless tree. Black and stark, it looked desolate even on paper. The trunk was substantial, and the jagged branches darted out haphazardly. The leaves were few and far between, several stragglers clinging to the twigs up top. It was pretty cool, stunning really, and I couldn’t help gaping openly at it.

      I didn’t know what I was expecting from Jude York. Something having to do with wheels or a board maybe.

      “You drew this?” I murmured.

      Jude bit his lip, as if nervous about my opinion. He gave a curt nod.

      “Nice job,” I said, staring into his cellophane-green eyes, which now crinkled in the corners. “And this is what you want inked on you?”

      His head moved up and down vigorously. I now saw how easily he could avoid communication, even for an appointment such as this—deciding on a tattoo that would become a long-term fixture on his skin. I was doing all the work, pulling the information out of him.

      “Where do you want this to go?”

      I’d be placing a permanent illustration somewhere on his body. Just the idea of it made me shiver.

      He stood up suddenly and swayed toward me, as if hesitant or unsure of himself. He huffed out a steady breath and lifted his shirt. He pulled it over his head, then held it to his side, the material dangling from his fingers.

      I held back a sigh as I regarded him from shoulders to abdomen. He was wiry and fit, not an ounce of fat to be found, only lean muscle. My gaze landed on his pecs, where translucent blond fuzz, similar to the hair on his legs, curled around the light-brown areolas. I forced away the thought of my tongue rounding those nipples, which now stood at attention like pencil erasers. We kept it cool in the shop, so his tightened nipples could’ve well been from the air-conditioning.

      Dozens of tattoos lined his arms, and one of them, what appeared to be a series of flames, curled over his shoulder.

      “So you want this on your chest?” I asked, nearly exhausted by the twenty-questions game. Almost. Maybe if all his smooth flesh hadn’t been on display in front of me. As my eyes scanned down his chest again, I noticed how his fingers trembled from my scrutiny.

      Before I could reason that out, Jude shook his head, and my gaze darted back to his eyes. I saw hesitation in his gaze the split second before he spun around to face the wall.

      I bit my lip extra hard to clamp down on my reaction to seeing the blunt and heinous difference between the front and back of him. Holy shit. There were angry red lines and raised pink circles. These were scars. And not just scars from falling off his skateboard. Somebody or something had done this to him.

      Was this the reason he’d shown up in town? Had he been in some kind of accident? Was he running from something? Someone?

      “Jude,” I said in a croaky voice, because I didn’t have anything else I could say. Not to him. I wanted to ask so many questions, but I didn’t think he’d stick around long enough to hear them. He seemed too good at avoidance and evasion. Though he’d never truly run away from me. Not yet. And I didn’t want him to start now.

      I finally got my lips to form a sentence. “Do you want this centered on your back?”

      His head fell forward as if it could no longer support the weight of his thoughts, and he released a heavy breath. As his fists tensed, I could only imagine how difficult this had been for him. To expose himself to me.

      I gentled my voice. “You trying to disguise these scars?”

      He tipped his head to stare at the ceiling, and that was all the confirmation I needed.

      “Okay,” I mumbled as if talking to a startled colt. That’s how fragile Jude seemed to me in this moment.

      “I’ll work on the sketch. Then I’ll get it on tracing paper. It’ll take several visits to get this inked on your back, and I’ll probably have to do some of it freehand.” When he didn’t say anything, I continued. “It might be painful, especially if the skin around those scars is sensitive.”

      Silence. Truth was, some scars took ink better than others, but at least the tree would disguise them enough.

      “You cool with all that?”

      He nodded.

      Slowly and carefully, I stepped nearer. “Can I…touch your back?”

      He nodded as he huffed out a breath. Shit. I wished I knew what was happening in that brain of his.

      “I want to measure this out so I can draw it to scale.”

      He lifted his head and seemed to be waiting on me.

      Fingers shaking, as if I were about to touch a piece of fine china, I reached out my hand. The pad of my forefinger tentatively traced the center of his back. I felt his skin tremble beneath my touch. “Am I… Do they hurt?”

      He moved his head side to side. So this was emotionally traumatic for him. The scars themselves looked like they’d had years to heal.

      I held up his picture and calculated how much larger it would have to be to cover the surface area of his back.

      “I’m assuming you want the branches to reach here”—I moved my fingers across his flesh from shoulder to shoulder—“to mask most of these.”

      His head dipped forward as my fingers glided lower, and I felt the ridges and raised edges of his battered skin. I kept my lips tightly closed so that I didn’t blurt out anything too personal or asinine.

      “And these down here as well.” My thoughts had managed to switch over to total planning mode, so I hadn’t even noticed that my fingers lingered just above his waistline. I felt the vibration of his skin and looked up, alarmed that I might’ve done something wrong. He rotated around almost painstakingly and stared me dead in the eye.

      I was ensnared in his gaze for what seemed like hours. My hand was motionless on his skin because, as he turned, my fingers had dragged across his waist to his abdomen. He didn’t seem to mind it; in fact, his eyes flickered with something I never would’ve imagined in my wildest dreams that I’d see in them—interest. It was the first time the thought occurred that maybe Jude felt some sort of attraction.

      My heart hammered painfully in my chest. I was probably reading way too much into this. Maybe having anybody’s hands on him was arousing because he didn’t let anyone get near.

      Finally, his lips parted and his gaze swung down to my fingers, which were still pressed to his skin. My cheeks caught on fire, and I yanked my hand away as if it’d been scorched.

      “S…sorry.” I stepped away, figuring he was only tolerating me and was probably close to punching me in the fucking nuts. “I was in the zone and didn’t realize my hand was still there.”

      “It’s alright,” he said in a low timbre that sent chills across my skin. Then he tipped his head to the drawing, as if to bring me back to my original question. “And…yes.”

      “Yes what?” My head felt fuzzy. Mostly because he’d actually spoken to me. “You’re saying you want the tattoo exactly as I described?”

      He angled his head in an affirmative response.

      My brain was going haywire, and damn it to hell, I had to go and ruin it right then. “What does the tree mean?”

      He bristled. Fuck, I’d been doing this so long, I didn’t even give a shit what clients’ tattoos meant anymore. Sure, people had their reasons, and normally they told you and it was all cool. It made the appointment move along more swiftly. But with Jude, I couldn’t help wondering why the hell he needed or wanted a big fucking ominous tree on his back.

      “Shit, none of my business.” I didn’t want to wreck this. He was putting his faith in me, and given what I’d come to understand about Jude, that was one hell of a huge deal.

      “I’ll be ready for our next appointment,” I said, finding my professional voice. “You can figure out the time with Emmy up front.”

      He pulled his shirt over his head, effectively concealing his scars, and that had an immediate sobering effect. I carried the drawing back to the table, attempting to switch into work mode as he grabbed his backpack and moved to the door.

      “Jude.” He twisted his head toward me. “Thanks for trusting me enough to do this.”

      His eyes widened as if I’d just divulged all his secrets.

      We were in a standoff again—eyes locked, breaths briefly suspended—the tension in the air, thick as a dust cloud, threatening to asphyxiate me.

      Then he bowed his head and slid through the door.

      Fuck. I collapsed in the chair, completely spent, as if I’d just worked a twelve-hour shift.
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      The next few days were busy with work and completing a drawing course to keep up with my tattoo license. Oliver, the owner of Raw Ink, was big on continuing education, and he didn’t give two shits if you hated school like I did. I’d gotten decent grades in high school, but probably only went on to get my associate’s degree in liberal arts to please my grandma.

      After seeing Jude at the park, bar, and in my shop, I felt the need for a different headspace. So I changed routes and took the dogs to walk along the bay. I found the view calming and appealing. There was a kayak lift and some fishermen along the pier with their poles in the water.

      As I sat on the bench, peering out at the water, I figured it was time to steer my attention elsewhere. Outside of quick hookups, I hadn’t dated much. Since the last guy left me his trophy of a dog, it was clear I wasn’t that great at choosing them lately. And I also realized that all this focused energy on a quiet skateboarder was unhealthy. He was like a mystery I wanted to untangle. But to what end? Who the fuck knew what his story was?

      I felt like a seeker of lost causes, and I didn’t need that shit in my life. Besides, the forced silence was killing me. I got so twitchy after my encounters with Jude that I played extra hard. Dex liked that, of course, because it made me ready to hang out until two in the morning. By the end of the night, though, my thoughts would be so consumed with Jude that I’d have to head home and jack off to my fantasies of him. But it didn’t help my concentration for shit to come into the shop sleep-deprived.

      Still, it was better than being hungover like Dex. I usually attempted to cut him off at midnight, and it worked most nights, especially if I reminded him he had a job to keep. But when it didn’t, at least I was there to offer him a ride.

      I sat listening to the water lapping at the shore before I walked the dogs back home and hightailed it over to my shift at Raw Ink. I greeted Jessie at the front desk, and she changed screens on the computer to pull up my schedule. Bennett threw me a quick wave, heading out the door, probably eager to get home to his fiancée, Avery. I sighed, wondering if I’d ever be able to find that sort of devotion from anybody.

      A deep loneliness had taken root inside me, but I covered it up with an active schedule. I knew if I stopped long enough to contemplate it, I would realize just how lost and forlorn I really was. Like a boat unmoored from the harbor, I floated along, seeking comfort from the damned wind. And I would never acknowledge it, but the monotony was wearing me down with each passing day.

      Dex strode up front to grab a fresh sketchpad from the supply drawer and broke me out of my thoughts. “You heading up to Zach’s again tonight?”

      “Maybe.” I’d avoided the Hog’s Den the past few nights in an effort to steer clear of Jude. And since I didn’t want to take up Smoothie King Jonathan on his offer to hook up, heading to all the straight bars with Dex was the only option I had left.

      “Why, you need a sidekick?”

      “Always,” he said.

      “Two drinks maximum.” I stifled a yawn. Dex shrugged and walked away.

      “You realize you’re not helping, right?” Jessie said.

      “You think he wouldn’t just head up there alone? At least I can keep him down to two. And hey, I could try to talk to him and figure out why he’s been going overboard. It wasn’t always like this.”

      “Do you actually talk or just goof off the entire time?”

      “Whatever,” I scoffed.

      As Jessie flipped the screen toward me, I was startled to see Jude on my schedule today. Instead of obsessing about it, I forced it from my thoughts like I had all week, and focused on the workday ahead. So when Jessie called back for my next appointment of the afternoon, I was amazed how many hours had already flown by.

      When Jude suddenly appeared at the door, I didn’t have time to process it any longer. “Come in.”

      He set down his backpack and approached with wariness in his eyes, either from the work that was about to be done or from seeing me again. For certain, there was some kind of tension between us, but where it stemmed from…I hadn’t been able to put my finger on. However, now was not the time or place.

      I showed him his tattoo on a larger scale on the transfer paper. His eyes grew wide, and I wasn’t sure whether he liked it or not. It was a close likeness to what he had drawn, but I had taken the liberty to add my own flair in the minute details.

      “Do you approve?” My stomach unexpectedly tensed while I awaited his opinion, though I’d never doubted my work before. If there was one thing I was confident about in my life, it was my skills as an artist.

      “Amazing.” One word. That was all he’d allowed.

      And those three syllables worked their way beneath my layers and burrowed deep inside my gut. Fuck. That was one hard-earned acknowledgment.

      “Thanks, man,” I said, breaking away from his gaze. I finished prepping the machine and set out the color. Black. It was intimidating but suited the tree perfectly. I noticed how many of his other tattoos were also colorless, but I ruthlessly clamped down on my curiosity.

      “Let’s get started. After you take off your shirt, I’ll have you lie down here.” I tapped the padded table, which looked similar to what you’d find in a massage parlor. I preferred my clients to recline in this position for back tattoos. “I’m sure you already know the drill.”

      When I didn’t hear any noise, I looked over my shoulder, and that action seemed to snap him out of some spell. He stepped forward and lifted his shirt over his head. I couldn’t help staring. I didn’t know how many more opportunities I’d have.

      After he lay facedown on my table, I took notice of the fine lines and nuances of his body beyond the scars. How his shoulders and biceps flexed, and how his shorts hung low enough that I could practically envision the lower half of him naked.

      I swallowed roughly. I could not allow my mind to wander to how it would feel to touch that round, tight ass. Working with a painful hard-on for the next hour would be sheer torture.

      “You comfortable?” I asked. “You’ll need to keep your arms in that same position above your head.”

      When he nodded, I took the transfer sheet and meticulously applied it to the middle of his back, making sure to press down all the corners and straight edges. Jude’s head was facedown, resting on his hands, and he let out a breath. When I was satisfied that the paper had aligned as well as I could manage, I slowly peeled it back to reveal the framework of the tattoo.

      “Do you want me to grab the hand mirror so you can see what the outline looks like?”

      When he shook his head, it gave me the confidence to move forward. He was putting his trust in me, so I needed to keep myself focused.

      Next I fired up the tattoo machine. “I’m going to get started. Let me know if you need a break.”

      He nodded, then turned his head so that his cheek rested on his arm. He stared at the wall behind me, and I got to work. He winced a couple of times at the beginning, but just like most of my customers, he became accustomed to the discomfort of the needle.

      It’s hard to describe what getting a tattoo feels like. It depends on the individual and the placement on the body. But I knew from experience that the middle to lower back was one of the most painful places to receive a tattoo, because it was bonier and contained less fatty tissue. Again, it varied depending on the person. But Jude was taking it like a champ, and besides, it couldn’t have hurt worse than the brutality that had caused the scars in the first place.

      If I were to speculate, the round spots looked like burn marks of some sort. Maybe from a cigarette. Before a shudder could quake through me, I sealed those thoughts away, along with the other tragedies I was so good at ignoring in my life, and got myself in the zone.

      I was hyperaware of Jude, but soon enough the tension disappeared as I lost myself in the work. Normally I’d ask the client questions throughout the procedure to pass the time, but that would be an impossible feat with Jude.

      When I next glanced at his face, I realized he’d been watching me work. That was nothing new. Customers needed to keep their eyes directed somewhere, but somehow knowing Jude had been observing me made my stomach plant firmly in my throat. When our eyes met, he didn’t even try to look away.

      He merely studied my appearance, from my eyes down to my lips and back up again. I wondered if it was because I wasn’t wearing my beanie today. I wasn’t sure if he’d ever seen me without it, come to think of it.

      I knew I wasn’t a bad-looking guy, and I’d been told by both women and men that I was attractive. I kept trim and fit and made sure to groom the scruff along my chin, which was normally a dark brown that matched my hair, but could turn copper in the summer. Plenty of guys liked the feel of the beard against their faces, and I kept it buzzed enough that it was never messy-looking.

      “You still doing okay?” I asked in a hoarse voice, and he nodded. His gaze, which had momentarily traveled down to my hands, now snapped back to my eyes.

      Goddamn, his scrutiny was messing with my head.

      To keep my nerves from jangling, I asked another question, even though I knew he might not respond. “Where did you get all your other ink?”

      Just as I suspected, he didn’t reply, so I added, “In England?”

      He shook his head. “Haven’t lived there since I was a teenager.”

      Holy fuck that accent did something to me. My heart was suddenly pounding like crazy.

      “Ah, got it,” I said, trying to keep my composure. “So you’ve been in the States since then?”

      He didn’t answer, only looked at me.

      “You know, if we’re going to be in this room for several more appointments, it might help pass the time if we actually engaged in a conversation.”

      Again with the stare. So I attempted to read his eyes. He wasn’t angry or annoyed…but maybe slightly amused? Entertained by my lame-ass endeavor of trying to get him to talk. And that kind of ticked me off.

      Why in the hell had he decided to pick me of all people to do his fucking ink if he clearly preferred to just sit in silence? He knew I jabbered away every other time I’d run into him.

      Before I could clamp down on that thought, irritation boiled deep in my gut. “Why is talking so damned hard for you?”

      His eyebrows shot together. I’d gotten a reaction from him. Good.

      His gaze soldered to mine, and I nearly lost myself in its intensity.

      “Why is silence so bloody hard for you?”

      I nearly swallowed my tongue. Not only had he been paying attention, but now he sounded annoyed. Well, that made two of us. So I decided to go for honesty instead of asking him to get the fuck off my table and walk the hell out. Besides, what did I have to lose?

      “Silence gives me too much time to think. And there are some things I just don’t want to think about.”

      Again with the gaping, except his eyes had softened.

      I’d just shared something with him. Something freaking big. Shit, my chest was constricting, in a viselike grip. I was so rattled by this guy, it was as if he was unscrambling me piece by piece. And the fucker wasn’t even going to engage me.

      I lifted the machine again and got to work. He continued staring at me. And right then I decided: Screw it. Screw him.

      But then I heard his low voice, so I moved the needle away from his skin to listen properly. “Obviously, we both have stuff to hide.”

      I shut my eyes at that revelation. When I reopened them, he’d changed positions to stare at the opposite wall, and it felt like the sun had shifted away from me. I felt cold, strangely emotional, and nearly desperate to have his attention again.

      Which was all kinds of fucked up.

      I finished my work with a huge lump in my throat. Even my lame back was feeling the burn from my muscles remaining so tense.

      “That’s enough for today,” I said after the biggest span of torturous silence I’d had to endure in a long while, outside of a few nights of insomnia.

      He sat up and began pulling on his shirt.

      I refused to look at him, which I knew was childish, and focused all my attention and energy on clearing the supplies in front of me. “Do you need the usual instructions about removing the bandage after a couple of hours and keeping the area clean so it can heal?”

      “Nah, I’m all sorted,” he said in a strong, clear voice. “Thanks for your time.”
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      I headed to Gram’s house first thing in the morning to clean out her gutters and install a new dead bolt on her front door. I was pretty handy and was glad to do it, especially if it meant keeping her safe.

      When I returned home after my shift at Raw Ink, Chopper was impatient, walking in circles around me, nudging at my hands. Even a good scratch behind the ears didn’t help him settle. Ace, on the other hand, was curled up on his dog bed in my room, perfectly content. He was used to having a day or two off from walking every now and again, but it was as if Chopper would die of restlessness if he didn’t burn off some energy.

      So I clipped on his leash and walked him about a mile along the bay, all the way to the kayak launch dock. Dusk was fast approaching, and the sun was beginning to set, reflecting like a halo off the water. I was tired and hot, and the idea of taking off my shoes and wading in the shallow end seemed pretty enticing.

      As Chopper tugged his leash past a row of colorful kayaks, I threw off my sneakers and trudged closer to the edge. Chopper stuck his nose in the water and lapped at the cool liquid. Some dogs were terrified of water, but I was going to bet that if I had a stick to throw, Chopper would charge right after it. Hell, it might tire him out further.

      But then he’d be all wet and we’d be a complete mess. Besides, what if I was wrong? What if he couldn’t swim? I sank my toes in the steady flow as it ebbed near the shore and felt instant relief. I bent at the waist, cupped my hands to scoop up some water, and then rubbed it along my neck.

      When I straightened, my gaze landed on a pair of all-too-familiar toned legs standing atop a board, and the owner—none other than Jude York—had a long paddle and was propelling himself to shore. Behind him on the board were a cooler and a pole.

      Jude fished from a paddleboard? This guy never ceased to amaze me.

      I decided to hightail it out of there before he floated closer to the coastline and spotted us. I was still a bit overwhelmed from our last encounter and didn’t feel like getting frustrated all over again.

      “Let’s go,” I muttered so as not to call attention to myself. Of course, Chopper was reluctant to leave and began twisting around my legs and whining.

      I knew the moment he spotted Jude because he lunged into the water, dragging me forward with him. I fell on my knees in the shallow end and scratched the shit out of my shin along the rocks on the bottom of the lake. Damn, that stung. I could already tell I was bleeding. I had no control over the leash anymore, so before it cut the blood supply to my wrist or broke it cleanly in half, I let it go. I’d just swim out to get Chopper if I had to.

      A moment later Jude was jumping off his board to save the day again. He grabbed hold of Chopper’s leash and knelt down in the water while simultaneously using that whistle sound to calm his ass down. The dog became perfectly still as if awaiting his next command.

      Jude’s eyes met mine, and his brow furrowed. At first I thought it was in irritation, but as I gingerly pushed off my knees to stand up, I realized he could tell I’d been injured. And it wasn’t just my shin; it was my fucking back as well, thrown out of alignment by the damned dog.

      Jude made quick work of pulling his board to shore and making sure it was secured on the rocks, and then headed toward me. He was still holding Chopper’s leash, and I straightened to my full height with some effort because, goddamn it, I wasn’t some wuss unable to stand on my own two feet.

      I looked down and saw my shin was bleeding, a trickle of blood making a path down my leg. Big fucking deal. The water stung, so I carefully treaded toward land. My cheeks burned from embarrassment, and I tried not to limp. Basically, my back was my Achilles’ heel. Way to keep it macho and classy.

      I felt Jude’s warmth and Chopper’s nose nudging the back of my knee as if to apologize, so I looked over my shoulder. “It’s like you’re a fucking homing device for this mutt or something. Goddamn going to kill me one day.”

      A smirk pulled at Jude’s lips as I bent down to snatch my shoes from the dirt. I intended on grabbing the leash from him and sending him on his way, when I felt the searing heat of his fingers on my arm.

      I held in my gasp because I’d imagined this scenario so many times in my head. But never in a million years would I have pictured it happening after falling on my face because my dog had acted like a moron. I didn’t know which one of us had a bigger hard-on for Jude.

      When I turned to look at him, he was standing so close, I could see faint flecks of brown in his vivid green eyes. As his gaze slid down the front of my torso to the ground, his eyes widened. “Your foot is a bloody mess.”

      “What?” That’s when I looked down and saw how right he was. There was a deep scrape below my ankle that I hadn’t even noticed because the fire in my back took precedence. I felt like a little kid who’d fallen off his bike and was being checked on by a virtual stranger. “It’s fine.”

      I tried to reach for Chopper’s leash, but Jude hightailed it toward the street, and all I could do was hobble behind.

      I gritted my teeth. “Can you hand over my dog? I need to head home.”

      He didn’t answer, only looked over his shoulder and shook his head.

      “What the hell?” When we got to the road, I calculated how far I had to go to make it home. It was not going to be pretty. I was already leaving an impressive trail of blood behind me on the pavement. “Give me the damn leash, or I’m just going to leave my dog with you. He’d like that; he’s apparently your biggest fan.”

      Now I saw a dimple indent his cheek as he turned the corner and began heading west. I was about to part ways and go home—to hell with him—when he finally spoke. “Relax. My flat’s just here.”

      My heart almost hurtled out of my chest. “You mean the place you live?”

      He nodded again. I should’ve been grateful, but a larger part of me was panicking in a completely different way. He was obviously concerned about me enough to take me somewhere to get cleaned up. My foot was gushing all over the place.

      “I’ll get blood all over your stuff.”

      He stopped, and his face swung close to mine. “Not a problem, mate. Need to get that sorted out. I’ll come back for my fishing gear after.”

      “It’ll get stolen.”

      He looked up, and his eyes scanned the horizon. “It’ll be fine.”

      Right then I heard the distinct sound of an engine. A motorcycle engine. What the fuck? Had Jude been out here with one of the Disciples? Now I was losing it.

      My head was so jumbled, I just nodded and followed him, my abraded shin stinging and my cut foot throbbing.

      Chopper trailed beside him on the leash like a good walker. The good walker he never was with me. Little fucker. It was like he was showing off for Jude.

      Jude turned into the driveway of a house with an impressive front porch, and for a moment I wondered how a guy who worked at the Board Room could afford its rent. But then he continued walking past the silver car in the driveway, and I spotted a tiny structure in the back of the property. Some of the century-old homes in this town had small cottages on their land, and I’d known a few college students who’d rented them over the years.

      When he got to the door, he placed his backpack on the ground and began digging in his pocket for his keys. I figured at this point he’d hand over the leash so he wouldn’t have to juggle everything, but he never did.

      “Let me.” I reached past him to grab the lead, and my chin accidentally brushed against the outer shell of his ear. I felt him shudder at the same time my mouth tingled. Either I had surprised him, or he was responding to my touch, which made me feel heady. As well as confused. But I couldn’t concentrate on that due to the throbbing in my leg.

      He didn’t respond or loosen his grip on the leash as he turned the key in the lock. He stepped inside, flipped on the light, and then walked across the room to a worn brown couch. He patted the cushion, directing me to sit down.

      While I hobbled over and took a seat, he returned with a kitchen towel. He secured the cloth around my ankle, creating a kind of tourniquet. Then he grabbed a pillow near the armrest and placed it beneath my ankle so that I was half lounging on his sofa. In a daze, I watched as he led Chopper into the kitchen, brought down a bowl from the cupboard, and filled it with water for him.

      As I took in the sparse but clean room with its worn furniture and subdued colors, he shuffled down the hall and flipped on the light to what I supposed was the bathroom. He rummaged around in the cupboards for what I could only assume was some sort of first-aid kit.

      Words of protest were on the tip of my tongue, but what was I planning to object to? I allowed him to lead me to his house, and lay me on his couch in order to tend to my wound, which now burned like crazy. Suddenly I was going to stop him, tell him not to bother? I was being ridiculous. It was better to just allow him to bandage me up, and afterward I’d say thank you and be on my way.

      Truth of the matter was, it felt so good to lie down, I momentarily shut my eyes. My back was provided such relief that I could scarcely drum up the emotions to care if my shirt was riding up my stomach or if my hair was a tangle of knots from running my wet fingers through it five hundred times on the way over.

      My eyes shot open when I heard Jude heading toward me with an armful of supplies. His eyes were focused and intent on my face, then slid down to my ankle, but not before they snagged somewhere in the center of my body.

      For all I knew, he was checking me for injuries, but my instincts were telling me a different story, and I allowed my imagination to take hold. Maybe Jude York was attracted to me, and he was wholly conflicted about it. Possibly because, up to this point, he thought he was straight—highly unlikely—or maybe he just wasn’t leaving room for anybody in his life because of stuff he had to hide. Yeah, right.

      He dropped an assortment of creams, disinfectant sprays, and Band-Aids onto the coffee table in front of me.

      “A regular damn drugstore in that bathroom,” I muttered, and he chuckled softly.

      I inhaled sharply because it was the most amazing sound. I’d made Jude York laugh.

      When he saw the astonishment in my eyes, his lips pulled narrow and a red splotch climbed up his neck.

      I regretted my reaction immediately.
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      “Fuck, don’t stop.” I reached out my fingers but then let them fall to my side. “I just… I’ve never heard you laugh before, and it’s…a cool sound.”

      His eyes warmed instantly, but I could tell I’d embarrassed him. He walked to the kitchen, ran the water, and then returned with a wet towel. He sat on the edge of the couch near my feet and stared at his table of wares. Well, damn, I needed to make up for it somehow. I didn’t want him retreating from me again.

      “So what have you got for me, Doc?”

      His head snapped up, and his eyes crinkled at the corners. God, he was a beautiful sight. He wore his hair almost as a shield of armor, and I wondered if that was on purpose. The curls were all twisted and falling in his face, and they mostly covered up his sculpted cheekbones.

      “You have quite a few things lined up,” I said. “Any of them going to hurt?”

      His eyes locked on mine, and he shrugged. “Had my fair share of skateboard accidents, that’s why I got a load of medicine in the chest.”

      I tried not to shiver at hearing his voice again as he reached over me with the towel. “Need to clean your cuts, then bandage you up. It’s already beginning to swell.”

      I took a deep breath and nodded. “Go for it, Doc.”

      The first dab stung, but I was expecting that. I held my breath while he gently tended to my wound. I saw the irony of now being under his authority and scrutiny. Except he wasn’t wielding a tattoo machine.

      Once the blood was gone, my injury didn’t look nearly as bad. He turned the cloth over to use on my shin, and as he did so, his fingers slid down the underside of my knee.

      Having Jude’s warm hands on me was complete torture. I wanted to groan out loud, but I cleared my throat instead. He seemed to be having difficulty swallowing, and once he realized he was holding on to me longer than necessary, his fingers slipped away.

      Right then, Chopper returned from his exploration of Jude’s apartment. He saw his new lover sitting on the couch and hopped right up, half of his body on the arm of the couch, the other half hanging on the floor. Chopper leaned over and licked the side of Jude’s face, then his neck, while Jude wrinkled his nose and cringed.

      “You’re an attention hog, Chopper,” I said, leaning forward and nudging my dog off the couch.

      Jude was full-out laughing now, and it was infectious. His whole face lit up as he wiped Chopper’s saliva off his face with his forearm. After thirty seconds more of straight-out chuckling, we tried to rein it in but failed miserably.

      It felt so liberating to be able to let loose with him.

      Chopper wandered farther down the hallway to what I assumed was the bedroom, given the small square footage of this place. “You better watch out; he might think he’s found a permanent place to live.”

      Jude sobered up quickly, straightening himself on the couch. I saw a quick flash of gloominess behind his eyes, and I wondered what I’d inadvertently made him remember or think about. I wanted to return the smile to his face.

      He got back to the task at hand by reaching for the antibiotic ointment. His torso hunched over my knees, and I felt hot under the collar. Adjusting my position, I realized how stiff my muscles felt after lounging in this position for so many minutes straight.

      When I winced, he looked up at me and began working faster. Using the rough pads of his fingers, he gently dabbed on the ointment, and I pictured what it might feel like to have his hands doing other stuff to me. That was exactly the wrong thing to be fantasizing about at this moment. I could feel his breath on my legs, and I needed to get far away from him before I did something crazy like slide my fingers behind his neck and draw his beautiful face toward mine.

      I was suddenly so turned on, I needed to adjust myself in my shorts. My stomach was quivering, and I noticed how his fingers shook opening the Band-Aid container. Was he having the same problem? And if so, why not do something about it?

      Wasn’t it obvious, though? Something huge was holding him back. Or my imagination was quite vivid.

      And suddenly I wanted to know so much more about him. Like exactly where he’d lived in the States and whether that was the reason he spoke with a strange mix of English and American vernacular. Like he’d been in this country long enough to learn some of the slang. But I knew this was a short-lived thing—being here at his house was unplanned. He was just helping me out of a jam and was probably counting the minutes until he could get me the hell out of here. If I started asking questions now, it would be even sooner.

      Besides, my back was beginning to spasm. Being so still, so on guard, was causing it to cramp up. I continued to have issues from that accident three years ago, the one that changed everything. I’d gone through months of physical therapy, and still it acted up, especially after a long day of appointments. But if I kept myself busy enough I could ignore it until I crashed at night.

      Jude must have felt me studying his face because his gaze slid up my body painstakingly slowly, and goose bumps broke out all over my arms. We stared at each other for the longest time, and I noticed just how labored his breathing had become.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, and that seemed to break the spell. I didn’t want to leave, but I knew Chopper and I should get out of his space and his business.

      All at once his gaze jerked to my ankle. His warm fingers slid delicately around the bone, and I cringed because even that slight pressure made it hurt.

      “Let’s get you some ice,” he said, and his voice startled me again. It was like living for years without the sound of the rain, and then that first downpour was noisier and more breathtaking than you ever imagined.

      “No,” I said. “You’ve done enough for me already.”

      I struggled to sit up, but he kept his fingers on my leg. He saw how I was arching my back, and I could tell he knew that my discomfort was about more than my ankle.

      His eyebrow arched. “Ice could be for your back, you know.”

      And unexpectedly it hit me that I was in this stranger’s house. This stranger who could probably be a friend—except he never shared anything with me. And I’ll be damned if I let him know anything about my past. About Damon and how lost I felt without him. It was the one sacred memory I needed to hold on to the most.

      I narrowed my eyes and shook my head. “I need to go.”

      He stood abruptly. “I didn’t mean to…ice your ankle for ten minutes or so, then you can be off.”

      He had already pulled a pack from his freezer and was walking toward me. First the guy was mute, and now he was Mr. Bossy. Such a fucking contradiction.

      I allowed my back to resettle against the cushion as he carefully placed the ice on my ankle. What was an additional ten minutes anyway?

      We were silent for a while, the tension between us palpable. Now he knew there was a topic I didn’t want to discuss, and I was pretty sure it had piqued his interest. But if he wanted any kind of friendship to develop between us, it would need to be a two-way street.

      Chopper had found his way back into the room and had settled near Jude’s lap. He patted him almost hypnotically as the dog nuzzled further into his hands. I reached out to scratch him behind the ears, and our fingers intersected. We looked away at the same time.

      After ten minutes more, he removed the ice as if he didn’t want to disappoint me or keep me from where I needed to go. But I’d settled back into the couch so easily, I no longer had the drive to leave.

      He picked up my ankle, rolled it, and asked me if it hurt when he moved it this way or that. “I’m good.”

      “Ice on and off for the next day or so,” he said, as if he was an orthopedic doctor instead of a skateboard daredevil who’d had one too many injuries.

      “Okay, Doc. Maybe you should’ve gone into medicine.”

      Sadness filtered through his eyes, and again I seemed to have said the wrong thing. This entire situation was so frustrating…yet so alluring. Or maybe it was just him.

      I stood on shaky legs and looked down at myself. My shin was bandaged, my ankle was swollen, and my shorts were spotted with splotches of blood. I began hobbling to the door. “Appreciate your help, Jude.”

      I was having some difficulty but trying not to show it. I kept my face turned away so he didn’t see my pained expression, but there was no way he couldn’t tell. Still, I kept on going. I had to walk Chopper back home.

      He handed me the leash, I thanked him again, then walked out. I allowed his door to slam behind me, and I felt a sting of relief as well as melancholy.

      I’d limped partway down the drive before I heard his voice. “Cory.”

      Crap, he was feeling bad. I should’ve tried to hobble less. I turned to look at him.

      “Wait,” he said, thrusting open the screen door.

      My eyebrows arched. What did he think he was going to do? Push me home on his skateboard?

      I heard a noise and realized it was the automatic garage door. It lifted, revealing a vintage red motorcycle.
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      I staggered back, more than a little disoriented because it hit too close to home. Damon had owned a red motorcycle. It was a Suzuki Boulevard, and this looked like a used Harley Sportster, but still.

      Damon and I would take off on the open road, riding side by side—it was our thing. And I just…fuck. Why seeing that motorcycle was affecting me like this, I didn’t know. It had been three years…but it came rushing back as if it were yesterday.

      I looked down the driveway, hoping to make my escape. I didn’t care how far my apartment was; I was getting the hell away from here and these too-fresh memories.

      I heard the creak of the wheels as he began rolling the bike onto the pavement. Maybe this ride belonged to the neighbor who owned the house up front or to one of the Disciples. “Is the Sportster yours?”

      He nodded, moving the front wheel toward me. “Bought it from some bloke a coupla years ago. It’ll get you home quicker.”

      My heart was in my throat. “I’ve…I’ve never seen you on that thing.”

      He shrugged. “Like my board best.”

      I shoved my fingers through my hair, trying to stave off my panic. “I’ll pass. Anyway, I’ve got Chopper.”

      “Chopper can stay here for a bit,” he said, all practical and reassuring. “He’ll be safe. I promise.”

      What the fuck? Suddenly Mr. Verbose had it all figured out. “No, man, it’s all cool. I’m not gonna leave my dog—”

      But my words fell on deaf ears because he was already walking Chopper to his door and then inside the house. When Chopper turned to protest, he raised his hand in a silent signal, and the dog immediately sat down on his haunches.

      I shook my head to clear the confusion from my brain.

      “Let’s go.” Jude tipped his chin to the bike. “You’re in bad shape, mate. You need to prop that ankle.”

      The plan was convoluted because I would have to circle back just to get Chopper in the morning. All I did was take the damned dog for a walk. I could swear that ridiculous mutt caused more trouble than he was worth.

      All at once, my chest tightened and my breath stalled in my lungs. Jude’s eyes widened like he had no idea what the hell to do with me as I bent at the waist and attempted to inhale through my mouth.

      “Sorry, give me a minute,” I said in a wheezy voice.

      Hands on my knees, I caught my breath, suddenly feeling humiliated and more than a little sore. I cringed and straightened myself, refusing to meet his gaze. I couldn’t even begin to guess what in the hell I looked like at this point.

      Dirty face. Bloody legs. Fucking panic attack.

      But then I heard a noise low in Jude’s throat, as if he was trying to rein himself in as well. When my gaze darted to his face, his eyes were creased in concern, he was biting his bottom lip, and his hand was raised midair as if he were about to comfort me.

      We stared at each other across the pavement for a long moment before he turned, extended his leg, and sat down on the bike. He got down to business by turning the key to the start position and placing the bike in neutral. Except it failed to start.

      “Sometimes you’ve got to pull the choke cable.” I knew from experience that if a bike sat collecting dust, it could be difficult to get going. Especially a Sportster, which some considered the trickiest to ride because of the way the gas tank sat higher, throwing off the center of gravity.

      On Jude’s second attempt, it roared to life. It sounded so powerful that I shivered.

      I couldn’t get my limbs to move, even though I needed to in order to get home. The last time I’d been on the back of a hog was with Damon. And Damon was… Damn it.

      I took a deep breath, steeling myself. Damon was gone. Time to move on.

      Jude sat back on the seat and looked pointedly at me, as if we had switched roles and he was the one egging me on. He knew something was wrong. That I was struggling with his plan. His gaze swept the street, concern flitting through his eyes. Like he was doing something he shouldn’t be doing, and that made my stomach bottom out.

      I stood frozen, not remembering how to move. My leg was bent at the knee because it was throbbing, and I was using my other limb for support.

      “Cory,” he said, and my eyes darted to his lips. I couldn’t help myself. The way he said my name was pure heaven.

      I got myself together and climbed on. This was only a ride home, for Christ’s sake. My fingers lifted to the back of his shirt and gripped, but I knew that would not be enough leverage to support me once he sped off. I slid forward on the seat, my crotch flush against his hips, and slipped my arm around his waist to his stomach.

      I felt rather than heard his intake of breath, his abdominal muscles contracting beneath my touch. It felt easier knowing this closeness affected him as much as it did me—at least I thought it did. I loosened my grasp, but by the time we were on the street, I didn’t care anymore. I clutched tighter and tucked my head, my stomach performing a damned acrobatic routine.

      I could smell him. Sweat and earth and asphalt mixed together. I had the urge to bury my nose in the center of his back, to let my lips wander upward to the nape of his neck.

      He was an alert driver, looking in every direction, as hyperaware of his surroundings as ever. His caution telegraphed to me, and a shiver traveled across my shoulders. He must’ve felt it because his hand moved down and fleetingly squeezed the fist that clutched the front of his shirt before falling away.

      Each time he rounded a corner, I braced my thighs reflexively against his because it was difficult to relinquish control and simply hang on. This might have seemed like a simple ride on the outside, but it was hard to trust someone when you’ve rarely seen them vulnerable.

      Before I knew it, we were on my street, and it hit me that he hadn’t asked for directions. How in the hell did he know which townhouse I lived in?

      Maybe Jude had checked up on me and was way more dangerous than I’d considered. Maybe he had this bike because he was an honorary member of the Disciples of the Road. Or a new recruit.

      I had a feeling that if I asked him, I’d get no response, so I just dropped it. When he came to a full stop at my doorstep, I carefully climbed off the back.

      “Thanks,” I said, retreating to the door. “Sorry I took up so much of your evening. I’ll get Chopper from you first thing, and we’ll be out of your hair.”

      I noticed how he thinned his lips and tucked them inside his mouth as if to stop himself from saying something. Probably because I was a sweaty, rambling, pathetic mess.

      I looked down at his bike, the red paint, the chrome wheels, appreciating that it had ended up being a pretty sweet ride.

      “Do you ever…” I shook my head. “Never mind.”

      Still he didn’t move, as if imploring me with his eyes to ask my question.

      I thought of Damon and me out on the open road, camping a couple of hours away, beneath the stars. “Ever go for a long ride out of town? It’s a nice change of scenery.”

      I saw his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed, considering my question. He’d said tons of words to me already tonight, but now I was intruding again. It was those quiet moments between his words that pierced me and caused the most damage. His voice had filled up the hollow, but now his silence emptied it.

      I started moving toward my door. “Forget it.”

      “I…” he began, and I stopped my forward progress immediately. “I should do it more often. But staying put feels good for a change.” And then, as if he regretted giving me that kernel of information, his gaze broke away and he wheeled the bike around to make his exit.

      As my mind ticked through options of why he’d moved around so much, he lifted his hand in a wave.

      You’d never suspect it was Jude York on that motorcycle with that helmet planted firmly on his head. He was such a fixture on his skateboard that he became a complete enigma right then.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I shot up in bed, realizing I’d slept through the night and had a shift in a couple of hours. I’d missed my workout and walk. Not that I could manage those with my damned foot problem.

      Outside of some tightness and throbbing, I could tell my ankle felt better this morning. I didn’t need stitches, for Christ’s sake. If I got my ass in gear now, I could walk with Ace to pick up Chopper.

      When my doorbell rang unexpectedly, Ace ran to the front room and started barking. I threw on a pair of sweat shorts and hobbled to the door. Jude and Chopper stood on the landing. Fuck, I had taken too long.

      “Here you go, thought you could use the rest,” Jude said, tearing his eyes away from my bare midriff. Instinctively, I raised my hand to my chest, maybe in a lame attempt to cover up, and his gaze followed my fingers.

      I worked hard to keep in shape, and the guys I’d been with seemed to appreciate the effort. I didn’t have six-pack abs, but I knew I was built. The admiring way Jude was looking at me right then made me want to grab him and pull him inside my house so I could shove my tongue down his throat. The front of my sweats tightened in response, and I took a leveling breath to grab hold of my damned fantasies. I had no clue what Jude’s story was; it was difficult enough building an acquaintance.

      “I bet you had a good sleepover, Chopper.” I patted him on the head and let him inside, where he circled and nuzzled Ace.

      Jude bit his lip as he bent over and removed his skateboard from his Velcro backpack.

      “How did you know where I live, anyway?” I asked as he placed one foot on the board.

      His eyebrows slammed together, and his lips drew in a straight line.

      “It’s just…you never asked for directions last night.”

      His eyes narrowed, and I had no clue why he’d be so pissed at my query.

      “You know what, screw it,” I said, scraping my fingers across my abs in frustration. “Guess you used up your word quota for the week.”

      He began rolling away, his head and shoulders slumped forward, and all I felt was empty.
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      During the next couple of days, scabs formed on my shin and foot, and my limp became less prominent. After icing my ankle for one more night, it was back to normal. The guys at Raw Ink gave me shit for being such a klutz, and when Dex asked what the hell happened, he could not get over my story.

      “That damn dog you inherited will be the death of you. Or something else will be,” he said, his eyes narrowing. “You see any heavy ammo at Jude’s place?”

      My head snapped up from my roast-beef sandwich. “What the fuck?”

      Dex’s eyebrows rose. I always horsed around and normally went with the flow, so I could understand why my quickness to anger confused the heck out of him.

      “Dude, I’m messing with you. Just want you to be careful.” He lowered his voice. “Rumor has it he’s got ties to that MC club.”

      “The Disciples of the Road?” I rolled my eyes. “Those guys aren’t as scary as you think they are. Christ, you’re just as bad as everyone else.”

      I hadn’t meant to get defensive, because who the hell was I kidding? Those MC dudes were intimidating as sin. I’d hate to get caught in their crosshairs. But I’ll admit, my reaction to Dex’s question was a bit much. Believe me, life had kicked me in the ass plenty. Nobody should have to endure the wrath of everything brewing inside me. So I tempered my anger.

      “Sorry. It’s just that you’re talking shit, and he comes in here to get ink from me. I don’t want to catch any hell from him or anybody else,” I said. “Just keep your trap shut.”

      Dex backed away, his hands raised. “No need to say it twice.”

      But I couldn’t help thinking about what I’d seen that night at the Hog’s Den. How he seemed to be stopping by for something more than just a friendly to-go order. I wouldn’t have thought anything more of it except Jude seemed to barely interact with anybody, so the bartender’s reaction had stuck out like a sore thumb.

      I’d considered more than once whether Jude was involved with the Disciples in some way or in their business dealings. What about the way he’d told me his fishing gear would be fine, how he’d looked around like he was being watched, and the distinct sound of a motorcycle I’d heard close by?

      I wasn’t stupid. Even though it wasn’t exactly broadcasted, I knew this town was Disciples’ turf and they were kings. Dex suspected they were involved in moving guns and stolen property. I kept my eyes averted and my nose clean at the bar because I just wanted a discreet place to chill out and talk motorcycles. Period.

      I hadn’t laid eyes on Jude since he dropped off Chopper, and I’d tried to avoid the park because my brain was all messed up when it came to that silent English boy. Especially since he’d seemed pissed that morning. Maybe it was my big mouth, or maybe I’d somehow touched upon the truth.

      But deep down I was most unsettled about Jude York because, in a lot of ways, we had something in common. We were both hiding, or in my case, not willing to face up to some truths.

      I had gotten pretty good at deflecting. The only one who knew my real story outside of my grandma was Dex, since he was also a transplant from my previous shop. I had dated Damon the entire time I worked there. But afterward, I’d wanted a change. Besides, the owner was a dick, so after Dex started working at Raw Ink, I applied for the openings here as well.

      When Jude had noticed my back problem, my gut cramped tight. Nobody had ever come close to zeroing in on my past. I had shown up to my first day of work at Raw Ink a new man. I was always pretty easygoing anyway, so despite Dex having witnessed the worst year of my life, he just went with it. And never brought it up again.

      After my shift at the tattoo shop, I headed over to the shelter with Emmy.

      “We need to hose out the cages today,” Emmy said, her eyes alight with happiness like they always were when she came here. She was one of those people who had a true calling to work with animals. And no matter how much I grumbled about her hoodwinking me into volunteering, watching her in action turned my thinking around. At least this place was a no-kill shelter.

      Cleaning the cages was a dirty job, but somebody had to do it. And if you took on Emmy’s sunny outlook, we were giving the animals cleaner and healthier living quarters. But just the idea of them existing in cages turned my stomach. So I pretended it was a temporary resting spot because I couldn’t allow myself to think that these dogs were going to be there forever.

      Emmy was so into these animals, they were like her babies. Especially where her favorite dog, Patch, was concerned. He was a brown-and-white mutt, probably had some Australian shepherd in him, though it was hard to tell. I didn’t know who the hell came up with the name Patch, but I guess it stuck. I supposed he did look like some kind of rag doll, the poor pathetic thing.

      Emmy loaded her pocket with treats and waved to our supervisor on duty, a guy named Travis. Though she wouldn’t readily admit it, she had the hots for him. And based on the long look he gave her, he felt the same way. So why didn’t they act on it?

      Well, who knew. Shit got complicated. Someone might ask the same thing about Jude and me. The tension between us was palpable, and had it been any other guy, I would’ve made my intentions known. I didn’t have time to dick around. If you wanted to fuck, then let’s fuck. If you wanted more, then let’s see where it leads.

      But there was something altogether different about Jude that made me handle this situation with kid gloves. Not only did I not know for certain whether he was bi or gay, I also didn’t know much of anything else about him. Except that he had horrible scars on his back, he grew up in England, and had a remarkable gift when it came to skateboards and dogs.

      He was like some of these abused, caged animals. If you got too close, they’d retreat or maybe even bite to send a message to back the hell off. You had to take your time, or you’d lose their trust. With Jude, I badly wanted to know him—and my resolve was weakening with every stride.

      As soon as we made it to the large back room, the loud barking and whining commenced. This was the toughest part for me. All the dogs wanted our attention, and we only had so much to spread around. Because no matter that they’d been abandoned, or how mistreated they’d been, they still wanted what everybody else did—to belong to somebody. I didn’t know how Emmy could stand it day after day. They desperately wanted to be loved and shown affection, and it broke my heart every damned time.

      I understood that desperation. That need. And because of it, I went by each cage and took my time greeting each of the dogs. They were so happy to see me and probably still would be without the darn treats I offered them with each pat on the head.

      Beginning with the last row of cages, I moved the dogs to the large enclosure in one corner of the room so I could clean their area. It also gave them time to socialize with each other. I had to know which dogs were friendly with each other before I placed them together, and Emmy had been helpful with that. Otherwise all hell would break loose.

      “I’ll get to you, Patch,” Emmy said as she passed by her favorite dog’s cage. She tried not to show them preferential treatment, but if Patch had any reasoning skills, he might’ve guessed he was Emmy’s favorite. I wished she could move into an apartment that allowed animals, so she could finally have Patch as her own. It gutted me that she cared so damned much and didn’t have the means to do anything about it.

      The guilt I felt when Chopper wormed his way into my life was even worse. Though Emmy was happy the dog had somebody to take care of him, I knew she was hoping I’d adopt her favorite hound. I couldn’t believe I’d agreed to begin with. But that’s what a night at Zach’s over a couple of beers and a game of “never have I ever” had done to me. Before I knew it, I’d told her I was interested in a companion for Ace. The following week, I was visiting the shelter and then volunteering after that.

      God, I was a sucker for a hopeless cause.

      “Anything going down with you and Travis yet?” I asked as I passed by her to turn the nozzle on the hose.

      Her cheeks washed with color. “What do you mean?”

      “You know what I’m getting at, Emmy.” I waggled my eyebrows. “You can be straight with me.”

      “No, nothing. I wish.” She sighed. “How about you and Skater Boy?”

      I was so stunned, I almost dropped the hose and got us both drenched. “Huh?”

      “See, doesn’t feel so good being outed about your crush, does it?”

      Guess I was more transparent than I thought I was. “Problem is, I might be barking up the wrong tree. When you’re gay, it’s hard to know if someone is going to knock your lights out for showing interest.”

      “Gosh, Cory, I hadn’t thought of that,” she said, soaping up the sponge. “Damn.”

      “No biggie. So if you don’t mind, let’s keep our little crushes under wraps, yeah?”

      My back was on fire by the time I finished hosing out the cages. Happened every time, but it had to be done. Eventually I’d probably need disc surgery, but for now, I’d suck it up. The throbbing was bound to pass anyway.

      After placing the mutts back in clean cages, Emmy and I took a few of the dogs for a walk. She had Patch, Buddy, and Marley. I had Kane, Max, and Bailey. As soon as I got moving, my back felt better. Well, that and the three Motrins I’d popped.

      As we neared the all-too-familiar grassy fields from my morning walks, I kept my eyes trained ahead.

      “The dog park is almost finished,” Emmy said, tipping her head toward the construction zone at the edge of the property. “A few more days.”

      She’d worked tirelessly to get the ordinance passed, and the city broke ground a couple of months ago.

      “It’s gonna be cool for these dogs,” I said, keeping my eyes focused on the large backhoes.

      I was curious whether Jude was at the bowl, but out of my side view, I could already tell he wasn’t. I recognized his moves and the lines of his body, which was pathetic really. Besides, Emmy didn’t know this was the park I walked to almost daily, and after her revelation about Jude, I didn’t want her to know how deep my crush ran.

      It also occurred to me that I knew so little about him that one day he might pack up and leave town and I would never be the wiser. That meant he might be leaving with an unfinished tattoo. Somehow the thought brought me comfort, even though it was a tie to me that was flimsy at best. He could easily find another artist in another town to finish the work, or choose to do that anyway if he got pissed at me. But at least I knew a part of me would always be on his skin.

      That’s when suddenly, I saw him. The air whooshed straight from my lungs as if I’d been holding my breath. Christ, I was something else. I couldn’t stop staring because he wasn’t alone or surrounded by other skaters like he normally was. He was sitting on a bench, and a tall man with bronze skin stood over him. Jude’s head was bowed, and it was difficult to read his expression. The man looked like an official, not because of how he was dressed, but because of his demeanor and the manila folder he was holding. He appeared to be lecturing Jude.

      I couldn’t help but wonder if the man was his parole officer. I was thankful that Emmy was off to the side, picking up dog waste and depositing it in the trash can, because it gave me free rein to watch them.

      Right at that moment, Jude’s head lifted, and his eyes found mine. His eyebrows hunched together in an angry caricature. He looked frustrated, sad, and furious all rolled into one, and I couldn’t help flinching as a flicker of fear surged through me.

      Again, the idea that Jude might be dangerous flitted through my brain. Not to me, but to others. But who the hell was I kidding? He could be threatening to me as well. He certainly looked it right then.

      Sliding his gaze away from mine, he catalogued each dog, as if searching for Chopper and Ace. He didn’t know I volunteered at the pound, so this scenario might’ve thrown him for a loop.

      His eyes scanned to Emmy, who was heading toward the street, and then back to me as the man standing near him reached for his shoulder to gain his attention. As if he could guess that I was equally confused, he shook his head and turned away.

      Jude made me feel so damned conflicted. My skin cold and heated at the same time, my emotions all over the freaking place. I was so keyed up that I walked faster out of the park on Emmy’s heels, which made my limp more pronounced.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      I avoided the park for a couple more days, but I couldn’t get that look in Jude’s eyes out of my head. The way he seemed so annoyed yet despondent when he’d been with that man. On the surface I’d felt afraid, but deep down I didn’t think he’d do anything to hurt me, not after he’d been so tender with my injuries. It was the same kind of gentle selectiveness he showed with his words.

      Did that make me an idiot? Probably.

      When Jude showed up for his appointment, I could immediately tell he’d completely locked himself down. Shut me out. His eyes were flat green stones that had lost most of their shine.

      I decided that the best way to interact with Jude, at least for the present moment, was to keep it light. I wanted to get to know him, and I thought he was curious about me too. But we’d get nowhere without mutual respect or trust.

      Once he entered the room, he closed the door. He was free to leave it open, so he must not have felt that awkward around me. When he discarded his shirt, I held in my sigh. Would it ever grow old viewing his skin so intimately without being able to touch him in the way I wanted?

      Maybe my way in with Jude was to be my jovial self—the guy who hung out at the bar, kept myself entertained, and played stupid-ass games.

      After he lay down on the table, I purposely asked him a question that would require a response. “Do you need anything before we get started?”

      His eyes flashed briefly to mine, and I was so grateful for that one swift glance before he shook his head.

      I traced my palm along the work I’d done on his back the previous appointment. “Healing nicely.”

      His muscles quivered as my fingers hovered over him. I knew he was affected by me. I just wished I knew how to get him to open up. Regardless, I needed to keep moving.

      I fired up the machine and got going on the rest of the design. I went into my creative zone while Jude stared at the far wall. Still, it didn’t feel right, having him so closed off. So I tried another question.

      “Got any tricks for me when it comes to Chopper? I’m not sure how to get him to listen.”

      He slowly twisted his head toward me and stared hard, as if contemplating my question.

      I swallowed and kept my attention on the midpoint of his back. I was nearly out of ideas. So I took another shot because I had nothing to lose.

      “True or false,” I said, attempting to flip my Q&A to a playful mode. “You want to have a conversation with me, but something is holding you back.”

      His eyebrows arched upward. He wasn’t expecting that. And maybe because I had thrown him off his game, he couldn’t help but reply. “True.”

      I was breathing so damned hard, but I needed to control myself or I’d blow it.

      “True or false: you’re afraid I’ll betray your trust.”

      His eyebrows scrunched together. He was really thinking about my question. Finally he responded, “False.”

      Now I was the one taken aback, so I leaned away and caught my breath for a moment. I was so sure he didn’t trust me. But now I’d go for a different tactic, especially since he was willing to play along.

      “True or false: you’re afraid you’ll start liking me.”

      His jaw fell open, and I realized I might’ve pushed him too far. Fuck me and my big mouth.

      “As a buddy,” I added, to cover up my mistake. “A mate.”

      His shoulders relaxed immediately. “True.”

      “You like talking with me.”

      A smile quirked his lips. “True.”

      “I like it too,” I said. “I’m not trying to pry. You intrigue me, is all.”

      “Likewise,” he mumbled. My heart practically hurtled out of my chest, and I couldn’t help gaping openly at him. “Though I don’t know why. You’re a fucking pain in the arse.”

      A laugh erupted from my lips. I was so damned relieved we’d found common ground. “You wouldn’t be the first person to tell me that.”

      We smiled at each other for a few seconds more, and I decided that for the time being, I’d said enough. So I got back to work while I thought all that through. I intrigued Jude York, but maybe he wasn’t gay. Or maybe he was attracted to a man for the first time and didn’t understand why. It was like he’d given me a little kernel of gold, and I continually rubbed my thumb over it to keep the luster alive.

      Unexpectedly, he spoke without prompting. “Dogs will gravitate toward the leader of the pack.” My eyes slid to his and I nodded, waiting for anything more he had to say. “You’ve gotta show him that person’s you.”

      The image he’d conjured made my dick perk up. I’d love for him to show me who’s boss. I bit down a groan and kept my focus on his back.

      “Got it,” I said. “I never had any problems with Ace, but this dog…”

      “Some are more stubborn than others.” His gaze latched on to mine. “You’ve got to get their attention, show them you mean business. Let them know exactly what you want. Gentle but firm redirection.”

      It was like were we talking about two different things right then. I noticed his breaths releasing in jagged puffs. Besides the fact that those sentences were the most he’d ever strung together, this tension zapping between us, and which seemed to color our every interaction, became something more altogether.

      “And if that doesn’t work?” I murmured, because I was way turned on at this point, even if I was wrong about being on the same page or having similar thoughts. Just hearing him speak in that commanding voice practically had me drooling.

      “There’s this trick I could show you sometime,” he said, his eyes moving to my lips, then back up to my eyes, “where you immediately take command of the situation.”

      My heart in my throat, my voice sounded thick and rough. “Sounds good. I’d be up for trying anything.”

      He sucked in a sharp breath. The idea of straddling him, marking him with my teeth, and drawing a visceral reaction from him, forced me to pull my stool back and change course. Holy fuck, I wanted this man. More than I’ve ever wanted anybody.

      “Need a break?” I croaked out, attempting to slow down the rapid pace of my own pulse.

      He bit his lip and shook his head.

      This man was going to be the death of me. Getting my damned self together, I turned my attention back to his skin.

      “Can’t believe I inherited Chopper to begin with,” I said, in an attempt to tone down the conversation. Tone it way down. “I had a whole different plan, but sometimes things happen not at all like you’d anticipated.”

      We fell silent, each lost in our own thoughts, my dick finally settling back to half-mast. I needed to kick the tattoo into third gear, and my cock needed to cooperate.

      “What was it?” Jude asked, startling me out of my thoughts. Thoughts that included anything other than Jude showing me how to dominate. Where the hell did these thoughts keep coming from? I should consider myself lucky that Jude was talking to me at all.

      “Huh?” I asked, swallowing hard.

      “What was your plan?”

      I was surprised he was interested. But I wanted him to keep talking, so I told him. “I was supposed to adopt another dog. Emmy, the redhead who works the front desk? She and I volunteer at the shelter, and there’s this one dog she’s totally hung up on.”

      His entire countenance changed as he listened closely.

      “Long story short, I was going to adopt Patch. But then Chopper came into my life, and two dogs are more than enough with my schedule.”

      “And that bloke’ll not be coming back for his dog?”

      “Hell no. He moved to Springfield for a job.” Jude didn’t say anything, so I figured he knew it was a town about two hours away. “He wasn’t very good with responsibility anyway. Have no clue why the hell I was with him to begin with. But sometimes…I don’t know. Never mind.”

      “How long were you together?”

      “A couple of months,” I said, not wanting to spend any more time talking about that loser asshole. “How about you? You got somebody special?”

      And it was like I’d broken him out of a trance. Now that the conversation swung back around to him, he clammed right up on me. Again.

      He shook his head and turned away.

      Fuck.

      “Guess that’s that,” I mumbled, frustration setting up camp in my shoulders as they tensed and cramped. When he didn’t answer, I blurted out, “For the record, I’m just trying to get to know you.”

      “Well…don’t,” he said to the wall.

      “Why not?”

      His gaze shifted back toward me, and he looked so sad and forlorn right then. “Because I just…can’t. It wouldn’t work out in the end anyway. Never does.”

      This time I kept my mouth shut. The rest of the appointment, I attempted to dislodge the tight ball in my chest. Screw this. It was a lost cause.

      When we were finished, I kept my head down and began cleaning up my area.

      I felt rather than heard him pause at the door. He was waiting for me to look his way, and for the life of me, I just couldn’t. For the moment, all the fight had gone out of me.
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      My backache wasn’t going away, so I broke down and actually made a doctor’s appointment. It hadn’t bothered me like this in years, so I felt bummed that it was acting up now, in the middle of my busy schedule. I wasn’t down with being sick or anything that kept me from moving for too long, well, except for sleep. Always glorious sleep.

      Tonight I sat at the motorcycle bar, nursing my beer, trying to stick to my regular routine but failing miserably. I was losing my stride. Even last night when I went to Zach’s Bar with the gang—our usual Thursday evening hangout—I wasn’t my normal self.

      Dex and I tended to mess around, get loud, and play drinking games like we were freshmen in college or something. But I wasn’t feeling it, and everybody noticed. When Bennett asked me if I was okay, I told him my back was acting up from an old injury. Dex opened his mouth to say something, but I shut him down real quick with one look. Jessie suggested her mother’s holistic health center for alternative therapies like acupuncture and massage, and I promised I’d give it a try if my situation didn’t improve.

      When Jessie’s boyfriend, Nate, walked into the bar, that was my cue to leave. Not because I didn’t like Nate, but because those two had some serious chemistry between them. It made me realize exactly what I was missing.

      Lately I was constantly thinking about being intimate with somebody again, and just being that close to Jude the other night made my insides all mushy. Instead of jacking off to thoughts of him every night, I didn’t know why I didn’t get my ass up to the gay bar or meet somebody online. I could even call that dude Jonathan from the Smoothie King, but it seemed that nobody but Jude would do. Apparently I wanted to torture myself.

      I stood up and threw some money down on the bar to take care of my tab.

      “Heading home before the showers hit.” I didn’t like riding in the rain. An accident could happen without warning. I knew how to ride in inclement weather; you had to in order to enjoy a motorcycle year-round. Even kept a folded rain jacket with my gear, and knew to decrease acceleration and stay off the slick yellow lines on the road. Still, none of that helped the night I injured my back.

      “You worried about your brakes?” one of the regulars asked me. We’d had a conversation a couple of weeks back about me changing the pads on my bike. Per his suggestion, I’d bled the fluid and sprayed aerosol cleaner on them.

      “Nah, just don’t feel like getting wet,” I said sheepishly, and he laughed.

      But Vaughn gave me a curious look. When he’d asked me about Jude a couple of weeks back, he was giving me a warning of sorts, and I appreciated that. Just wished I knew exactly what he was swearing me off of. I was too chickenshit to ask, so I left instead. I’d go home, take a muscle relaxer, and get my ass to sleep.

      I’d just rolled my bike out of the tight space in the parking lot, when the back door of the bar flew open and out stormed Jude. And fuck, if I thought he was hot before, he looked dangerously sexy now, all rough with pent-up energy. Probably the hottest man I’d ever laid eyes on.

      He was pacing back and forth, running his fingers through his hair, which was tied back low on his neck. And now the strands were falling out and shielding his face.

      But what the hell had he been doing in the back room of the club? Had he known I was at the bar?

      I stayed motionless, watching him as he stalked the hundred feet to the Board Room’s back door and went in. When he didn’t come out after another minute, I struggled with what to do.

      Maybe he needed someone to talk to. I considered walking over there, but then saw the club president, Malachi—or Mal, as he was known—step out the back door and look around, either to see where Jude had gone or who might’ve been hanging around.

      Panicked, I hopped on my bike and pressed to the start position in order to get the hell out of there. When I next looked up, Malachi was staring in my direction, and our eyes met. He looked at me for a long moment, and I tipped my chin at him. I didn’t want any fucking trouble.

      After he went inside, my foot rested on the peg, ready to drive off, when Jude emerged from the back of his shop. I watched as he flipped off the light and locked the door behind him. His backpack was on his shoulders, with his board secured in place.

      I made a split-second decision and slowly motored over to him, coming to a discreet stop by placing my feet on the ground. “You okay?”

      His eyes widened, and he looked over my shoulder toward the club’s back-door entrance.

      “You need to blow off some steam,” I said, shrugging. “You could climb on the back of my bike, and we could go for a ride.”

      Jude shook his head, but his eyes wavered, conveying something different. They told me he wanted to jump on and hit the open road.

      “No problem.” I’d said my piece. I attempted to keep the disappointment off my face as I lifted my feet off the ground to rest on the pegs. “See you around.”

      Out of the corner of my eye I saw movement. It was Jude’s hand shooting up to motion to me. When I looked back, Jude nodded, his legs already eating the distance between us.

      “Hop on,” I said, my pulse skittering in my veins, either from fear that someone from the club might see us racing off together or because I was about to feel Jude’s body heat directly behind me. It wasn’t illegal to go for a ride, so what the fuck was I so anxious about? I offered him a chance to let out some frustration, plain and simple.

      But I now knew for certain he was involved with the Disciples of the Road, and I wasn’t sure I felt comfortable discovering the how or why. I just knew I wanted Jude.

      Next to me. On top of me. Inside me. So much that my chest ached.

      Once he secured the helmet on his head, Jude lifted his leg and climbed on the back of my bike. He scooted forward tentatively, and his fingers clutched the back of my shirt. It was intimate in a lot of ways to allow somebody on your motorcycle, let alone a virtual stranger. Which was why I didn’t do it often. Plus, dudes riding around with dudes got you plenty of strange looks in certain parts of town.

      My stomach muscles clenched when Jude’s fingers slipped around to loosely grip the front of my T-shirt. I felt his harsh breath on my neck. “Let’s get out of here.”

      I pulled onto the side street and stopped at the red light that intersected with the main road. “Where to?”

      “Quarry.”

      My head jerked back. “Isn’t it closed after dusk?”

      “Afraid of getting caught?” His voice was rough and clipped. “You’ve never done anything illegal?”

      My back stiffened. “Have you?”

      “You think I have,” he said. And now the last few days made sense. He knew I’d been having doubts about him. “So let’s leave it at that.”

      I shook my head in frustration. “If you never fill in any blanks, then I can’t help but make everything up in my own head. That’s what everyone in this town does, you get it?”

      I felt heavy gusts of air against my nape, and I attempted to hide the tremble that traveled across my skin.

      “Fucking brilliant,” he mumbled. “Just drive.”

      I gunned the gas harder than I’d intended, and as we shot off, his hands gripped my shirt even tighter. But he must’ve felt unsteady because his fingers sank further into my flesh. My stomach muscles quivered, and if he didn’t realize before, he could tell now how affected I was by having his hands on me.

      My dick thickened against my zipper, and I couldn’t help my thoughts from going there. To his fingers drifting down and grasping the front of my pants.

      “Better hang on,” I said, trying to rid myself of this off-the-charts tension. “Have to get on the freeway until the next exit.”

      His hands settled around my abdomen, one hand higher than the other, and I could feel his pulse thrumming through his fingers. Maybe he was as turned on as I was. Maybe he wanted this closeness as well. I felt him lean into the embrace, and I adjusted myself on the seat so that his groin would settle flush against my ass.

      I heard an audible gasp, and then his breaths turned harsh as he tucked his chin between my shoulder blades. I definitely felt his stiff cock against my lower back, and it was so validating, so damned arousing, that I nearly cut through my lip from biting down so hard.

      I angled my head toward him. “The quarry, huh?”

      No response, just a firm grip, his fingers nudging beneath my shirt to my skin. If he kept it up, I was going to hurtle into the fucking ditch.

      “True or false: you’re trying to kill me.”

      He huffed out a breath. “You’re the one driving like a bat out of hell.”

      I braced myself. Could I have been reading him wrong this entire time? But then I felt his thumb slide purposefully across the top of my waistband. Fine, I’d play his little game. Besides, he was at my mercy on this bike.

      Off the exit, I headed toward the national park. The quarry was located just inside, and though you were allowed to ride through after dusk, you weren’t supposed to park your vehicle. In my younger days, I’d gotten caught a few times steaming up the back seat. Plenty of kids had. The idea of doing the same as an adult merely seemed pointless.

      But now the thrill of driving through and parking with Jude felt clandestine and completely provocative. And what was with that illegal-activities topic of conversation we had at the light? How could he not be doing something against the law if he was involved with the Disciples? Why was it that I didn’t care anymore? Was my lust for him blinding my decisions? I couldn’t muster up the brain cells to be concerned.

      Which is probably why I got bold with my next question. “True or false: you like men.”

      He gulped a lungful of air. “I…I like you.”

      Holy fuck, he actually admitted to something. “So you’re gay?”

      As I turned down the dark road heading toward the quarry, I heard him mutter fuck under his breath as if he hadn’t meant to confess that much.

      “Sorry, you don’t owe me anything. I’m just trying to understand.”

      “Bollocks. It’s been…complicated,” he said in a rough voice, as if remembering someone or something.

      Damn, what in the hell was he talking about? And then a thought rose up, flooding my chest with fear. Did it have anything to do with all those scars on his back? Shit.

      I pulled into the empty lot while I mulled over his answer. I didn’t want him to feel on guard around me or to clam up, so I wasn’t going to press him about it. Him telling me felt organic to our ride, and I’d rather it stayed that way.

      I rolled into the deserted lot and came to a stop. Immediately, I twisted toward him. “I’d never do anything to hurt you, Jude.”

      His gaze met mine and held, heavy as steel. “I know,” he murmured.

      I blew out the breath I was holding. Why it mattered so much, I didn’t know.

      Jude slid off the bike and scanned the area, as if for onlookers.

      I jerked down the kickstand and lamented the loss of his heat behind me. I hung the helmet on the handlebar and swung my leg over the seat.

      Jude’s gaze slid down my body to my semi-hard cock. No way to hide it now.

      “To answer your question…yes, I’ve always felt more of an attraction to men. So I suppose that confirms your suspicion that I’m gay.” His voice was gruff, and I thought he sounded pissed, until I looked at him. A seductive smile lifted the corner of his lips. “And you are far too tempting, Cory.”

      I inhaled sharply through my nose. Holy Christ.
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      Jude moved toward the water like he was all too familiar with this sort of nighttime scene, and I had to wonder if he did this often. I, on the other hand, hadn’t been out to the quarry in years. The park had closed at sundown, and yeah, for me, this was as illegal as it got. Maybe back in the day I did some stupid shit, but now I was an adult with responsibilities and a grandmother to look after. I didn’t need to be paying fines up the wazoo just because some hot guy led me here one night after dark.

      The quarry was small and shallow, but the water was fresh and warm and blue in the daytime. Like a natural spring pond, if you wanted to compare it to something.

      I felt a spot of water on my cheek, and my stomach tightened. There was no thunder or lightning. Still, for me to be out on a bike during a rainstorm was huge. It happened unexpectedly sometimes, but I always sought shelter immediately or stayed after-hours at the shop to avoid it. I’d been so into my ride with Jude that I’d all but forgotten that the forecast called for showers.

      But there was something different about being here with Jude. He was like an electric force field I naturally gravitated toward, despite the danger signs written all over him. I couldn’t help thinking back to the day he took care of my ankle or how meticulous he was about practically everything, especially his words.

      I walked to the water’s edge and stood staring into its depths next to Jude. It was partly cloudy, and moonbeams shined down along the water’s edge. He cocked his head, as if expecting a string of protests to fall from my lips. But my throat was dry and my lips felt glued shut as I anticipated his next move. He seemed different tonight, almost defiant, on edge. Similar to how he was on his board, with his stunts. The one area in his life where he seemed to break loose and sail free.

      Droplets of water broke the glass surface, and I was mesmerized as it brought me back a few years to when I used to love rainstorms. I wished I could get back to that serene place again. But too many large waves had already crushed that tranquility.

      I found out my mother was dead the afternoon of a wicked storm, a few minutes after I’d arrived home soaked from school. I remembered my grandpa pulling me into the safety of his arms. He died five years later, and the cemetery was a muddy, watery mess the day of his funeral. And that last day with Damon. Fuck. We did everything wrong that day. If I could take it all back, I would.

      I turned to look at Jude, about to say something about the rain and getting back home and off the road, when he lifted his arms and stripped off his shirt. I gulped as I took in his smooth, lean chest that I’d now seen on more than one occasion.

      “What are you doing?”

      He unbuttoned his shorts with a shrug. He was back to being the silent Jude with the mysterious gleam in his eye. And Silent Jude was apparently going into the water.

      I watched in complete awe as he effortlessly yanked down his shorts, which left his boxer briefs. I could plainly see the outline of his long, stiff cock, and all I could think was that I’d done that to him. Unless he was some sort of exhibitionist.

      As his fingers inched to the waistline, he stared into my eyes with so much longing, I could’ve swum in it.

      Though this was the boldest I’d ever seen Jude, I could also tell that revealing himself to me like this was colossal. There was a small tremor in his fingers, and all I wanted to do was reach for him, hold him, help steady his nerves.

      Then suddenly he turned, yanked down his underwear, and walked with purpose into the cool water. I only got a glimpse of his tight ass before the water concealed it. My erection began throbbing in my pants, and I tried to rein in my thundering pulse.

      “Is it warm?” I asked past the lump in my throat.

      He nodded.

      “You shouldn’t go any deeper because of your tattoo,” I said, mostly to keep myself talking. “I wouldn’t want you getting an infection.”

      “Then come in and keep watch.” His shoulders glistened in the moonlight, and right then he was a vision, my every fantasy come true. He stood staring at me, water droplets hanging off his lips and chin from the light rain, willing me to discard my clothing and join him. And I definitely didn’t want to blow it. It felt heady, thinking he desired me. Even if this was only a one-time crazy-ass thing.

      That thought drove me forward, the rain forgotten. When I yanked off my shirt, Jude’s eyes became hooded, and I swallowed thickly. When I took down my jeans, his teeth bit into his lower lip, and he looked away as if to give me privacy. It felt good to let my erection loose as I kicked out of my briefs, and the cool water would help soothe the fire rampant inside me.

      I strolled into the water, the cold liquid calming me. “This feels amazing.”

      “This is as deep as the water gets,” he said, turning back to me and creating a gentle splash in my direction.

      I raised an eyebrow. “You tricked me.”

      “Did it work?” he whispered.

      He gave me one of his rare smiles, which turned very serious after a few more seconds of gazing into each other’s eyes. My stomach was buzzing, and my raging hard-on felt even tighter with anticipation.

      I was wading in the quarry in the middle of the night, completely bare, with a guy who was not only giving me strong signals that he wanted me, but also made my head fuzzy with emotions I hadn’t felt in years.

      It was like being in a perilous game of chess. Jude stepped forward, and I knew instinctively he needed to be the one to make the first move. He was a guy running from something, and if I wanted to find out anything more about him, I needed to play it cool.

      Especially since he’d been struggling to admit he was gay. I’d been with guys who weren’t out of the closet yet. Everyone moved on his or her own timeline, but if one thing was certain, it was that I never wanted to be somebody’s dirty little secret again. And though my head was telling me that was exactly where this was headed, I still couldn’t stop myself from experiencing one taste of this man.

      We were inches apart, our breaths mingling, sharing a sliver of air between us. That’s when I knew without question that he wanted me like I wanted him. Here in the dark, with the rain sprinkling softly and the only light our shared moon, I felt exposed. Standing so close to Jude, I could have simply leaned over and sampled his wet lips, and yet I waited.

      His eyes traveled between my mouth and eyes as if he was contemplating his next move. “Cory.”

      Just as I sighed, his hands rose out of the water. “I…I want to—”

      “Go for it,” I replied, not even sure what I was agreeing to, but if it had anything to do with him touching me, I was all in.

      His fingers feathered against my throat, and his thumb brushed over my collarbone, making me shiver. Anguish filtered through his eyes as if he was fighting himself on something, so I remained silent and motionless, transfixed by the heat and texture of his hands on my skin.

      He slipped behind me, dragging his fingers across my shoulders as he went. Our bodies aligned in the wet darkness, and his hot breaths fanned against my nape. His solid chest was brushing my back, and I could feel the ghost of his erection throbbing firmly against my hip. I thought I might break apart right then and there.

      He maintained this sensual position as his fingers tracked over the ink on my biceps and shoulders. His hand clutched the nape of my neck and then skimmed across the hollow of my throat. I tried remaining still and quiet; this felt incredibly intimate, and I didn’t know how to unpack what was happening between us.

      He burrowed his fingers in my hair, and his warm breath wafted across the side of my face. It was like an electromagnetic shockwave had pulsed over my skin, zapping the entire surface area along my arms and legs.

      “Your hair’s really soft. I’ve wondered what it would feel like,” he murmured, and never in my life had I craved somebody more. Just one twist of my head and I could capture his mouth, savor his lips. But fuck, that would ruin everything.

      His hand glided between my shoulder blades, down the center of my back, slowing at my waist as a moan surged from my lips. As the fingers on his other hand painstakingly traced up and down my spine, my breaths became choppy and broken.

      His lips found my ear, and when he spoke again, his voice startled me. “True or false: you’ve injured your back.”
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      I struggled to move my lips as I took in his question.

      “And it’s got something to do with a motorbike,” he added when I didn’t say anything.

      I thought of that night I hurt my foot and then freaked when he wanted to drive me home. Still, I remained stubborn. He wanted me to reveal something personal, and I wouldn’t share it with just anybody. At least not somebody who wouldn’t give anything in return.

      “How’d you get those scars?” I asked into the darkness.

      I could feel his heart battering against my back, matching the rhythm of mine. We were at a standstill. And it was ridiculous. So I decided I had nothing to lose, even if I never saw him again.

      “I had a boyfriend who died in a motorcycle accident. It was a rainy night, and we should’ve waited before leaving the party. It was a bad decision, and he lost his life,” I said, almost in a whisper. “His name was Damon.”

      Not being able to see his eyes helped, though I wondered what I’d find in them. His hands tightened around my torso, his fingers skimming across my waistline as if to soothe me. I hadn’t said those words to anybody in a very long time. I hadn’t even said them to myself.

      “I’m sorry,” he murmured.

      I closed my eyes and dropped my head. I felt his fingertips feather across the very center of my back, and it made me shiver.

      Then he spoke, allowing me a small grain of truth. One that no doubt weighed an inordinate amount. “I frustrated my stepfather quite a lot. And he had one hell of a way of showing it.”

      My chest tightened into a fist, and I turned in his arms. “Fuck, that’s… Goddamn. I’m sorry.”

      I lifted my hand to reach out to him, then dropped it, realizing the same rules didn’t apply to him, though I could’ve sworn I spotted a hint of disappointment in his gaze.

      “True or false,” I said, leaning forward. “You want me to touch you.”

      He trembled. “Yes. More than anything.”

      “Fuck,” I whispered under my breath. “Please let me.”

      He unexpectedly grabbed my hand and gently placed my palm against his chest, the area right above his heart. His pulse was going wild, and it was as if he was showing me exactly what I was doing to him. I swallowed hard against the raw ache in my throat.

      We stood staring at each other like we had all the time in the world, while rain dotted our faces. Whereas at one time, I’d have sought shelter from the deluge, now I welcomed the water as it melded into my heated skin, slid in rivulets down my chest.

      When he finally loosened his grip on my hand, my fingers lifted to his jaw, feeling the light scruff there as his lips parted in a silent gasp. I lightly traced his throat, collarbones, and brushed over one of his nipples, which pebbled at my touch. His skin was warm, his muscles firm. He watched me, panting shallowly.

      I moved in a circle around him, admiring his biceps and shoulders, then slid his hair aside to graze the nape of his neck, and he shuddered. My hands traced over his spine where the canvas of his scars began. Showing him in my own way how much I admired him. How much I longed for him too.

      A whimper escaped his mouth as I touched the center of his back where most of that tree had already begun to heal. When my fingers trailed down his spine to his narrow waist and then over to his flat abdomen, I took a chance and tugged him more solidly against me.

      “Cory.” He rocked against me, trembling. As if he’d die if I didn’t touch him.

      My hand slipped lower, giving him enough time to object before my fingers fastened around his erection. He angled his head and moaned openly.

      “Damn.” I couldn’t believe I was touching him. He was uncut, his shaft smooth and silky, and I had a burning desire to make him come. I pumped him up and down, my fingers pulling down the foreskin, my thumb swiping across his engorged head.

      When he twisted his head back to look at me, his lips slightly parted, I leaned toward him, hoping his mouth would meet mine halfway. Instead, he inched his face away, and his tormented eyes flicked guiltily up to mine. He rolled his lips inward as if to keep them protected, and I kicked myself for wanting to taste him so badly.

      I focused on making him feel good. “Is this okay?”

      A strangled, throaty whimper released from his mouth, causing the hairs on my neck to stand at attention. He was already close, and I knew exactly how he felt because I was hanging on the precipice of my own orgasm simply watching him come undone.

      My cock sought friction against his thigh as my other hand cupped his firm cheek. I imagined him bent over my motorcycle as I took him from behind, and that thought made me painfully stiffer.

      “Fuck, Jude,” I groaned, and my forehead tilted against his shoulder.

      He was thrusting into my hand now, and I lifted my gaze because I needed to see him unravel.

      “You are so damned sexy,” I murmured as I tightened my fist and stroked upward.

      His eyes glazed over as he hummed low in his throat. I wished we were somewhere private so I could actually see his beautiful cock and have the opportunity to take my time with it. Instead, I had the glow of the moon on the water as the clouds parted and the rain subsided.

      When my fingers brushed against the crease of his ass, he was sent over the edge. His eyes screwed shut, his lips fell open, and the moan emitting from his throat was so erotic that my hand curled around my own erection as I watched him fly apart before my eyes.

      Chest still heaving, he turned, and I felt his fingers bend over the top of mine as his grip tightened on my cock.

      “Let me,” he said in a husky voice. “I want to feel you too.”

      “Oh God. Please.” My voice was hoarse and needy, and I wanted release so badly that I slid my hand away so I could feel his fingers on my skin. He constricted his fist and pumped, inserting his thumb into the slit. “Oh fuck.”

      His lips found the shell of my ear. “You’re a gorgeous bloke, Cory Easton.”

      I gasped, not only because he’d used my full name, but because hearing those words from him nearly liquefied me from the inside out.

      There was the distant gunning of an engine and then a flash of light in our peripheral vision, and he yanked his hand away. “Fucking hell, I should’ve never let myself—”

      “I think it’s a patrol.” My eyes scanned the perimeter. I sure as fuck didn’t want to get caught skinny-dipping in the quarry. That thought was as effective as filling the pit with ice.

      Jude charged toward shore, forcing me into action even though I was still so aroused, there were dots of light around my vision. “We need to get out of here.”

      We ran to our clothes and began throwing them on, which proved difficult with wet skin. I fired up my bike, and we practically jumped on and sped out of the lot.

      We passed a police cruiser as we climbed up the hill on the way out of the park. Since driving straight through wasn’t illegal, I avoided eye contact and continued on my way.

      When we reached the top, I slowed down for the traffic light. I felt Jude grab roughly at my shirt, which was clammy and uncomfortable.

      He rose off the bike in one smooth motion and began unzipping his board from his backpack. “What are you doing?”

      “It’ll be better if we go our separate ways.”

      “What? Why?” My brain remained in a fuzzy haze as I twisted around to look at him.

      He skimmed his thumb across my cheek in a silent goodbye and then laid down his board on the asphalt.

      I watched him roll away until he disappeared around a corner.

      Later, as I lay in bed, I replayed the night’s events in my head. My hard-on would not die down, so I imagined the feel of Jude’s hands on me again as I jerked myself off beneath my sheets. I came hard and fast, then drifted off into a sound sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      A couple of mornings later, I awoke in pain and could barely swing my legs out of bed. My fucking back was acting up like it needed attention. Or maybe it was Damon who did—as if a day would ever go by without me thinking about him.

      Maybe he was pissed at me for allowing another guy to take possession of all my damned senses. Yeah, I was completely losing it. Still, my back was no longer a silent reminder of the night Damon stormed out of that party half-drunk and got on his motorcycle to get the hell away from me. Trailing behind him to make sure he was safe, I’d watched his bike hydroplane and smash into the guardrail. My bike had followed suit, sliding against the asphalt, though my impact was lessened by my attempt to avoid the accident.

      He’d been the one to lose his life.

      I’d been fuming that night because Damon refused to even hold my hand in public. It was so damned immature, trying to oust him from the closet before he was ready. But he’d been flirting with some woman at the party as if he were straight, while I silently watched him suppress who he really was. We weren’t a perfect couple, we were young and our differences stark, but he was mine and I wanted to shout it from the rooftops.

      I would live with that guilt for the rest of my life, though rationally I knew I never forced him to get on that bike drunk and drive like an idiot.

      And now I was getting caught up in somebody else who didn’t seem to know who he was or what in the hell he wanted. Damn, I knew how to pick them, didn’t I?

      But my attraction to Jude was explosive. Maybe the mystery of him, the forbidden aspect, added to it. Every time I was near him, my skin felt hot, my heart unstable in my chest, and I was frantic for any morsel from him—a word, a smile, a touch. He seemed innately familiar to me, like plugging a cord into an outlet, and we’d barely even scratched the surface of getting to know each other.

      I jumped in the shower and let the hot water loosen my muscles. I was headed to Gram’s house this morning to drive her to the home center superstore to purchase a new dishwasher.

      My doctor’s appointment wasn’t for a couple more days, but I’d taken the last of my prescription muscle relaxers last night. It always made me drowsy, the aftereffect a fuzzy feeling in my head, but I’d attempt to act as normal as possible in front of Gram. Usually, if I kept moving my back, it eventually felt tolerable.

      Gram was waiting in the wicker chair on her porch. “Hi, darling.”

      I slid off my bike and headed to her car in the garage. As I pulled open the passenger side door for her, I failed to contain my grimace.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, Gram.”

      She didn’t like when I fussed about her health, and I didn’t like when she gave it back. But there was no hiding my discomfort from her.

      “I know my own grandchild.” She sank into the seat.

      “It’s my back.” I slid behind the wheel. “It’s been worse since I had that lame fall with my ankle. I think Chopper yanked it out of alignment or something.”

      She reached over to rub circles on my shoulder. “Did you make a doctor’s appointment?”

      “Yeah, it’s at the end of this week,” I said, brushing it off. “In the meantime, I’m taking muscle relaxers. It’s all cool.”

      “There’s got to be another solution,” she said. “You should ask your friend Jessie. Her mom works at the holistic center.”

      I rolled my eyes, which was about the only part of my body that didn’t ache.

      “It’s worth a try,” she said as I backed out of the driveway.

      “I definitely will if this appointment doesn’t pan out.” Besides, it was no fun crouching over a tattoo in this condition either. “Promise.”

      “Good.” She studied the view out the side window. After another minute of silence, she looked at me and then at the radio, lifting her eyebrows.

      “What?”

      “You’re unusually quiet,” she said. “By now you’d already have the music turned up or you’d be telling me something about work.”

      She was right. My thoughts were so laser focused on other things, I’d even forgotten how I sometimes used music to tune out the silence.

      Right then I’d been thinking about the extreme-sports event coming to town and how it had slipped my mind to ask Jude if he was involved. I could totally see Jude or some of those other guys participating in the competition and walking away with a hefty prize. I heard some of those skaters even turned pro and got sweet contracts with different companies.

      I scrubbed my hand across my chin. “Just feeling off my game, I guess.”

      I could feel her examining my profile, so I reached for the radio and turned it to a low hum. I knew other questions would come, but for now, I needed the time to think.
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      When Jude walked in for our appointment later that day, I thought it would be awkward between us, having been so intimate at the quarry. Instead, the air in the room felt downright combustible.

      We made small talk as Jude pulled off his shirt and lay down. As usual, he watched me closely as I gathered my supplies.

      “Any regrets?” I asked in a hesitant voice.

      “No… Yes… I shouldn’t have—” A wash of color crawled across his cheeks. “Not like that.”

      Christ, at this rate, little work would get accomplished.

      I felt his gaze on me like a brand as I continued my prep. “I might have to ask you to face the wall.”

      He smirked. “Why is that?”

      “So you stop looking at me that way.”

      “How am I looking at you, Cory?” he whispered in a throaty voice, and my dick sprang to attention. This was the sexy, playful Jude from the quarry, and I didn’t think I’d survive it.

      I angled an eyebrow. “Like you want to eat me with a spoon.”

      His mouth quirked at the corner. “Maybe I do.”

      “But no kissing allowed, right?” I couldn’t help saying it. Me and my big mouth. Still, we could use some sobering up, or I’d never get his tattoo finished.

      He clamped his mouth shut, and I figured it was for the best because I needed to get to work. I fired up the machine and started on the area between his shoulder blades. Some of the branches were going to be tricky to fill in properly.

      He squirmed at the first touch of my fingers, but then became reacquainted with the contact. He was familiar with having to show restraint, because it could prove disastrous to fidget through a tattoo.

      “You should avoid any bodies of water in the near future until you’re completely healed,” I said, in my own way chastising him for not using precautions with his newest tattoo. “Though I understand the appeal.”

      The groove of his dimple showed, and then he closed his eyes, maybe to center himself or tamp down on his thoughts about the other night. I stared at his gorgeous eyelashes and cheekbones before returning to the task at hand.

      Most surprising was that I was getting used to this forced silence with Jude. I even found that I didn’t readily seek out conversations to fill the void with my other clients as much anymore. I realized it didn’t hurt so much, after all, to be alone with my thoughts. But if Jude noticed that change in me—and I’d bet Mr. Damned Perceptive did—he didn’t mention it.

      After a few minutes of quiet, Jude’s low voice startled me. “Why is kissing so important to you?”

      “I…I don’t know,” I said. His eyes remained closed, which was a relief because I didn’t need his scrutiny right then. “Never gave it much thought until one stubborn skateboarder came along.”

      His eyes shot open as he scoffed, his gaze studying me.

      I scrubbed my hand across my scruff, the bristly edges grounding me.

      “I fancy your beard,” he remarked as his gaze followed my fingers. “I think I fancy your everything.”

      “Yeah?” My heart clanked strangely in my chest. This man was slowly killing me. “Well, I fancy your everything too.”

      His eyes softened, and heat rose like a firestorm in my stomach. I tried to tamp down on my accelerating breaths.

      “As far as kissing is concerned,” I said, leaning forward, “it normally makes you feel more connected to a person.”

      A breath caught in his throat, and his eyes shut tight. “And that’s the crux of the problem. You can’t—I can’t have that kind of connection with anyone.”

      “It’s already there,” I pointed out. “Whether you like it or not.”

      That was the true crux of the problem.

      “Kissing has always meant something else.” His tone was halting. “People who wanted things from me.”

      He said nothing more, and I couldn’t begin to imagine what he’d meant by that. It made a slithery feeling crawl across my shoulders.

      “I’m sorry. I only wanted…”

      “What?” he asked, now meeting my eyes with an unyielding gaze. “What do you want, Cory?”

      “I’m…not sure. I’ve never felt this sort of attraction to somebody before.”

      “Never?” he asked, his eyes wide and glassy. “Not even your boyfriend…Damon?”

      My face fell. Hearing his name out loud nearly gutted me, and Jude no doubt noticed the raw emotion on my face.

      “I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “S’okay. We had our ups and downs like any other couple,” I explained. “But I never felt this…whatever this is…every time he was near.”

      I also wouldn’t confess that the thought of Jude leaving town made me feel nauseated and confused and strangely hollow.

      He cleared his throat. “Were you together long?”

      “Almost a year.”

      “Did you love him?”

      “Yes,” I replied without hesitation, and he rolled his lips as if to bite back a response.

      And now it was time to flip the tables. “Have you ever been in love?”

      There was a sharp flash of pain on his face, but his mouth never moved to respond.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” I muttered.

      He drifted off into the space of his own thoughts, and I couldn’t help envying this person I didn’t even know. Someone who’d earned Jude’s love. What in the hell would that feel like?

      There were several long minutes of silence, where the only sound was the buzzing of the tattoo machine. Jude’s gaze was focused on me nearly the entire time, and I was getting used to his examination. Though I’d love to know what he saw. I hadn’t worn my hat today, but I wouldn’t admit that it was because he said he liked my hair.

      The tree on his back was turning into a haunting thing of beauty. With the fresh ink, you’d be hard-pressed to notice his scars, though if you looked closely enough, you’d still be able to see the fleshy, raised parts of some of them.

      Eventually Jude’s eyes slipped shut, and as he dozed, I couldn’t help thinking about his stepfather and what he might’ve done to Jude. Fuck, I wanted to cut off his balls and feed them to him for breakfast. I covered my dark thoughts with a cough, and one of Jude’s eyes blinked open. He studied me a brief moment before sliding it shut again.

      “The scars I’m covering,” I asked after another minute, “they’re from your stepfather?”

      His eyes flashed open, wide and cautious, but there was no response.

      “True or false?” I softened my voice, hoping to finally understand. To build a bridge between us.

      Again, no reply. But I saw the answer reflected plainly in his eyes. He couldn’t deny it.

      “Are you in some kind of trouble?” I asked the silence. “Is there danger?”

      There was an imperceptible nod of his head.

      Fuck, did it have to do with the Disciples?

      “I wish to hell you would just tell me,” I said, feeling exasperated and discouraged all at once. “I won’t betray your trust.”

      Silence.

      And then I’d had enough. I turned off the machine, cleaned and bandaged the fresh tattoo, and began cleaning up.

      I could feel his gaze on me as he sat up. “What?” I asked, pitching a plastic covering in the trash. “Just say it.”

      “It’s not about trust,” he explained. “He’s a dangerous man. Ruined my life. I don’t…”

      “You don’t what?” Frustration radiated from my bones, and I paced the room as he pulled on his shirt and reached for his backpack. “You don’t what?” I repeated, stopping in front of him. My heart banged around in my chest, terrified of his answer but needing it all the same. “Don’t want to share anymore of yourself with me? This is the end of the line?”

      “Fucking hell, I’m not a total knobhead. I want you, Cory,” he replied, and I sucked in a jagged breath because he’d actually admitted it. “I just can’t have you.”

      “You can’t pretend not to feel, Jude,” I said to his back as he inched toward the door, “because longing for someone is that much worse.”

      He turned to gape at me, a mix of emotions crossing his face. Anguish and defeat and raw desire. It sliced at my gut, but I held my composure until he walked out of the room.
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      I met Emmy at the animal shelter, and after feeding and grooming some of the dogs, we grabbed the leashes to take them for a walk. We planned on trying out the brand-new dog park Emmy had worked tirelessly to help open. It was essentially a fenced-in grassy field in a section of Washington Park, where the dogs were allowed off leash. The idea was that they could roam free.

      “Patch will eventually find a family,” I said as we headed east.

      “Whatever,” she said, more grumbly than usual.

      “Maybe if you change his name, he’ll get more interest,” I said in my usual teasing tone.

      “Shut it.” She bumped my hip playfully and adjusted her hold on the three leashes.

      Apparently, the family who’d visited Patch a couple of times and thought they might adopt him had changed their mind. It happened sometimes after a potential owner realized just how much work caring for a pet entailed. That was why the shelter had a strict policy of pre-visits that a family needed to fulfill before they could officially take a dog home. But I thought Emmy was secretly relieved that the family didn’t take Patch, even though I knew she’d feel guilty about that. She still held out hope she’d own him one day.

      “You sure you didn’t want to ask Travis to walk with you?”

      A pink hue traveled across Emmy’s cheeks as she shook her head.

      “You should just invite him somewhere. Maybe to the bar on Thursdays.”

      “He’s my boss,” she said, as if the idea was positively scandalous.

      “Honey, you’re a volunteer at an animal shelter. It’s not like he’s signing your paycheck.” I redoubled my grip on the leads. “Besides, you’re an adult. A gorgeous woman. And a woman he definitely notices.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I’m gay, duh. So I’m sort of an expert on men,” I said, walking behind her so that the dogs could spread across the sidewalk. “And I know when a guy is interested. Just saying…”

      Emmy dipped her head and hid her smile.

      We walked toward my house so I could pick up Chopper for his second walk, which was what I sometimes did on shelter days. He had so much energy that I was glad to do it. And with Jude’s advice the other day, I was testing out my leader-of-the-pack skills…which were deteriorating with every attempt.

      “What have you got to lose?”

      “You’re right,” she said. “I just wish he would make the first move.”

      After we got Chopper, we made it to the edge of the soccer field at the park, but I refused to look toward the bowl. The dogs lay down on the cool grass for a quick rest, their tongues wagging.

      “I decided you’re right,” Emmy said. “I’m going to say something to Travis at the end of my shift about meeting me at Zach’s. If he shows, then maybe I’ll get to know him outside of the shelter.”

      I wrapped my arm around Emmy’s neck and pulled her into a one-armed hug. She laid her head on my shoulder. “You deserve some happiness, sweetie.”

      “Thanks, buddy.”

      I kissed the top of her head, and she sighed.

      “And some good sex.”

      She giggled and popped me in the arm. It was so easy to make her squirm. We laughed, and my head lifted when I felt a tug on one of the leads.

      Emmy bent over, untangling a couple of leashes, and my eyes darted to the bowl. Jude was standing on the far side of the cement wall, his gaze directed at us. My heart gave a start because I expected him to be skating, not watching me.

      His eyebrows were drawn together, his eyes narrowed in that same pissed expression he’d given me when I saw him with his probation officer or whoever the hell that dude had been. But as his gaze bored into mine, I realized he wasn’t ticked off; he was suspicious of my relationship with Emmy. Wouldn’t that be cataloged as jealousy? What the hell?

      I took a step back and shook my head. The tightness in my chest constricted even further. He couldn’t get involved with me, yet he couldn’t handle seeing me hug a friend? Fuck that. So messed up.

      “Let’s take the dogs to the fenced-in park.” Emmy straightened and withdrew a ball from her pocket. “I thought we could play some fetch.”

      “Let’s go.” I was ready to be done with Jude’s equally frustrating and confusing scrutiny. As we neared the newly constructed area, I said, “So cool that they’re allowed off leash.”

      “It was needed in this town,” she said. “I think this will be good for Chopper too.”

      We closed the gate behind us, took off the leashes, and the dogs began roaming free, tails flapping. We played fetch, and I pretended that the back of the enclosure didn’t provide a clear view of the skateboard bowl. I kept my eyes forward, though I could still sense Jude’s gaze on me.

      Chopper generally did well with other dogs, though he was grabby with the ball and could be an intimidating presence around them. I made sure to keep my eyes peeled for him.

      Emmy threw the ball again, and I heard a yelp. At the end of the fence, there was a cluster of dogs, and Chopper was yapping and nudging at Patch, who now had possession of the toy.

      “Chopper,” I yelled in warning, heading over there.

      “Better grab him before he’s kicked out,” Emmy said, following me.

      Patch attempted to head in the opposite direction with the ball still perfectly balanced in his jaw, and Chopper went after him, pinning the smaller dog beneath his haunches in the grass.

      All at once, Jude was scaling the fence and releasing that low whistle from his throat. The other dogs fell back nearly in unison, which left Chopper and Patch fighting each other. Before I could say or do anything, Jude grabbed Chopper by the scruff, forcing him to back off Patch, while simultaneously making a different noise. Jude gently but firmly forced Chopper down on his side as he loomed over his snout. Chopper’s limbs fell limp as he assumed a submissive position.

      I halted my stride and watched this interaction in complete awe.

      Emmy grabbed Patch and began rubbing behind his ears to soothe him. She looked between Jude and me as we stared each other down.

      My neck felt clammy and hot, and I was self-conscious that I couldn’t control my own fucking animal.

      “You know your dogs,” Emmy suddenly said to Jude, maybe to break the tension between us. She knew him from the shop, but I was going to guess she’d never spoken to him directly. Few had in this town. He looked up at her and opened his mouth, but nothing came out.

      I silently implored him to say something. He appeared hesitant, but it wasn’t like he wasn’t familiar with Emmy. Besides, I could vouch for her—no danger would come his way if he interacted with her.

      He seemed to figure that out on his own. “We had several cats and dogs on our land. Where I grew up.”

      “That makes sense,” Emmy said. “If I could make a suggestion, I think you should trade places with Cory. Let him deal with his dog.”

      “No, it’s cool. I…” I was actually nervous that Chopper would only ignore me.

      Jude nodded and sat up on his knees. “Come around this side.”

      I walked to where he was holding my dog and knelt down next to him.

      “Take my place.”

      I scooted over, and when my hands landed on my dog’s back near Jude’s, he loosened his grip and slid sideways. As soon as I was the one in control, Chopper gave me a pitiful look and attempted to get up.

      “Don’t let him,” Jude said low to my ear. “Come up with some kind of assertive noise to make it clear who’s boss.”

      When Chopper didn’t seem to comply, I made a grunting noise out of frustration and laid him back down on his side.

      “That’s it,” Emmy said.

      Eventually Chopper looked away from me, which, according to what I saw him do with Jude, was a sign of submission.

      “Practice that a couple more times, but you get the idea,” Jude said, standing up.

      “You’ll get the hang of it, Cory,” Emmy said, and I nodded. “Don’t want Chopper kicked out of here or anywhere else.”

      When I looked up, Jude was stroking Patch’s ears, and the dog was leaning into his legs. He was like the damned pied piper of dogs.

      I let Chopper up, and as if no showdown ever occurred between us, he scuttled away to sniff along the fence.

      “You’re good with animals,” Emmy said, smiling at Jude. “Need a new pet? Patch is up for adoption.”

      “Patch is Emmy’s favorite dog, and she’s hoping to find him a good home,” I supplied. Something came alive in Jude’s eyes, as if he’d remembered my earlier story about taking a dog from the shelter before Chopper came along.

      Emmy patted Patch’s head. “He really likes you.”

      Suddenly Jude’s eyes grew dim, and he withdrew his hand from the dog. “Sorry. Wish I could.”

      He tipped his chin as a goodbye, and as he headed for the back of the enclosure, I knew I’d lost him yet again to whatever darkness was inside him.

      “Thanks for your help.” I lifted my hand in a wave.

      As he scaled the fence and wheeled off, we gathered up the dogs.

      “He likes you,” Emmy said, looking over my shoulder to the skate park.

      “You sure about that?” I grumbled, because Jude had completely rattled me again.

      “I may be a cis het girl, but I know when a guy is not interested in playing for my team,” she said, throwing my earlier words back at me. “He’s interested in you.”

      “Nice to hear,” I said grimly. “But not sure that’s ever going to happen. It’s hard enough just getting any words out of him.”

      “I don’t think he would’ve scaled that fence had you not been on the other side,” Emmy said, picking up her stride and walking ahead of me. “Just saying…”
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      The following night I rode to the Hog’s Den and sat at the bar to listen to the pub chatter and take note of any back-room meetings without appearing too obvious. I felt driven to try to understand the kind of danger Jude might be in. And call me stupid—protect him if I could.

      The place was quiet tonight, save for some regulars I’d gotten used to seeing over the past few months. When it was slow like this, Vaughn had more time to talk at the bar, and he liked to tell stories about his crazy childhood and his adventures on his old dirt bike on the back roads of his rural town. He was animated and held a captive audience, and I realized how much I’d grown to like him.

      Outside of his tough looks and usually stone-cold demeanor, you’d never know he was involved in shit with the Disciples of the Road—or at least I thought he was. He could’ve been any bartender at any establishment in the Midwest.

      After a while my nerves got the best of me, so instead of calling attention to how badly I’d shredded the napkin in front of me, I stood up to find something else to do with my hands. I was about to rack up the balls to play a solo game of pool, when I realized I’d left my half-finished beer bottle over by Vaughn.

      My fingers closed around the bottle just as Jude opened the front door and strode to the bar. He took my breath away in his tight T-shirt and dark-wash jeans that showed off his lean muscles. He looked like a guy I’d definitely consider taking home from a club, with his hair pulled away from high cheekbones and his black Converse sneakers. He was like a wet dream, and I could feel my breath stutter in my lungs. Fuck, I needed to pull myself together.

      “Order will be up soon,” Vaughn said to Jude, and then he gave me a once-over before turning to dry off some damp glasses.

      Jude leaned back on the bar, slowly turning his gaze on me, as if he was unsure whether he should even be talking to me in this place. But the Disciples knew he was my client, and we’d had enough appointments by now to get to know each other in the casual sense.

      “How’s your ink healing?” I asked just to make conversation and also to make it seem like that was the only reason I’d be talking to Jude York at the Hog’s Den.

      He nodded, and I realized there was no way in hell he was going to chat me up in public and certainly not on this turf. Besides, hadn’t they seen him take off on the back of my bike the other night? Who was I kidding?

      Still, I felt frustrated that we couldn’t be friendlier with each other. What the fuck did it matter? I wasn’t going to jump him on his barstool and shove my tongue down his throat. In fact, I was pretty sure I’d never get to experience that tongue, so what the hell did I have to lose?

      “Want to play a quick game of pool while you wait?”

      He looked momentarily flustered. His gaze darted toward the back door, where the others members of the MC usually met, and then his eyes swung to Vaughn.

      “Go on,” Vaughn said. “I’ll call you when your food’s up.”

      Jude nodded, seemed to pull himself together, and then followed me to the pool table on the other side of the room.

      Not wanting it to appear like anything other than a friendly and random game of pool, I made the first shot and watched as a couple of solids and stripes sank into the side and far pockets.

      “I call stripes,” I said as he reached for a cue stick hanging on the wall.

      “Thanks again for yesterday,” I said in a low voice so only he’d hear. “I think Chopper seems different.”

      “No problem,” he replied as he chalked up his pool stick.

      I cracked a smile. “Emmy was hoping you’d say yes about taking her favorite dog.”

      He stared at me and nodded slowly, then moved around me to get to the other end of the table. Our hips brushed, and I schooled my reaction, never once glancing in his direction.

      When he leaned over to take his shot, I stared at the wall and mumbled, “You were rattled seeing me with her at the park, true or false?”

      His hands faltered and he almost blew his round, but I strode away to take a sip of my beer as if nothing had been said. He shot two solids into the side pocket along with the cue ball. “Scratch.”

      I aligned the cue ball on the red felt. As I leaned over to line up my stick, it stretched my back muscles, and I winced. Jude was watching me closely, but I pretended he hadn’t seen my face contort in pain.

      As he crossed to the other side of the table, he replied in such a low tone, I wasn’t sure I heard him right. “True.”

      One simple word, but it still made my breath hitch.

      We played a couple of minutes more in silence, but on another pass behind me, he said, “Your back is killing you, true or false?”

      I stared at him, then finally said, “True. I saw the doc, but he only gave me a prescription for painkillers. I have an appointment for an MRI next.”

      “Lower back?” he inquired after taking an impressive shot.

      “Yeah,” I replied, trying to figure out where to land the eight ball for the win.

      “Is it your sciatic nerve?” he asked, as if he were some expert on back conditions. But given his sport, maybe he was. He’d probably heard a lot of medical jargon while working at that shop, especially since he was in charge of repairs. Bet those boards came in all mangled, each one with a doozy of a story behind it.

      “Something like that,” I said. “It would spasm all the time after the accident. But hasn’t done it in years.”

      “Did that fall on the water irritate it?”

      “Probably,” I said, unsuccessfully attempting to land the eight ball in a side pocket.

      “Jude,” Vaughn called across the bar, and I straightened as if I’d been caught doing something other than having an innocent conversation about my injury. “Food’s up.”

      He looked at the bartender, who had placed his brown bag on the bar top, and nodded.

      “He’s got one last shot,” I said, and Vaughn turned away.

      As Jude’s hip rubbed by mine a final time, he said in a rush, “Wait ten minutes before you leave. Come next door to the skate shop, back entrance.”

      My head spun around. He was asking me to come see him? My chest tightened, and I looked around the bar as if our conversation had been overheard.

      “Make it fifteen,” I said so as not to look too eager to Jude or to Vaughn.

      He returned his pool stick to the rack and turned to the bar without once glancing back. I continued the game by myself, pretending not to be aware of when he left or how many steps it took him to reach the exit.

      After the game was over, I replaced all the equipment and walked to the bar to discard my empty beer bottle. I felt Vaughn’s eyes on me, so I looked up.

      He scanned the area over his shoulder as if to be sure no one was listening. “You taking off?”

      “Yeah,” I said, my stomach bunching into a hard ball.

      “Your bike out back?”

      Odd question, but I got what he was doing—it was a warning of sorts.

      “Yep.”

      “Might be safer on the side street.”

      I felt my eyes widen, and he angled his head.

      “Don’t think he’s been with anybody in a long time,” he said real low as he replaced a bottle of vodka beneath the bar. “Could use the company.”

      I nodded, trying to process what he was telling me. “He’s hard to figure out.” I reached for a napkin to give my hands something to do. “But I can’t seem to…” I needed to shut the hell up, whether Vaughn and I had an understanding or not.

      “He’s got eyes on him and doesn’t want to screw anything up. Guy barely talks so that nobody recognizes his accent,” he said. “Been on the run awhile now. First safe place he’s landed.”

      Safe? Was he calling the motorcycle club safe? Or this town?

      I sucked in a breath. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because I can tell he’s trying fucking hard not to like you, and it’s goddamn painful to watch. You’re a good kid, and so is he.”

      Shit. If Vaughn noticed, did that mean everyone else did as well?

      “Is he a good person?”

      He stared at me a second more, blinking several times, as if startled by my question. “If you didn’t believe that, you wouldn’t be trying to get to know him, yeah?”

      I shrugged and thought back to the jerk who’d left me with Chopper. “Haven’t been the best judge of character lately. Just know that for some reason I want to understand him.”

      Right then, the back door opened and Malachi strode in with two other men, one of whom he bumped shoulders with. I couldn’t help noticing that it was the same official-looking guy I’d seen with Jude that day at the park. I spotted the outline of his gun holster this time. I was pretty darn sure parole officers didn’t go around carrying loaded weapons.

      The man briefly made eye contact with me as he headed out the door, and I looked away, fearful of staring too long. I decided to wait another minute before leaving the bar. Didn’t want to come into contact with him in the back lot.

      Vaughn’s shoulders tensed briefly as if reading the situation before pulling out a shot glass and filling it with whiskey. Sliding it across the bar top to Malachi, he said, “What’s up, Prez?”

      The president of the Disciples now stood next to me, and my back went rigid, which made it hurt like a motherfucker, but I kept my reaction in check.

      Malachi considered the drink and then clapped me on the back. “Get Cory a shot as well, yeah?”

      I tipped my chin, but my heart was thrashing in my chest. Vaughn immediately filled a glass of the amber liquid and slipped it over to me. What in the hell was happening here?

      Malachi raised his glass in a toast, and I attempted to control my shaking fingers as I lifted mine as well.

      “All good?” Malachi asked, looking me straight in the eye.

      “Sure.” I wasn’t certain what kind of answer he was looking for or why he was asking me in the first place, but I needed to roll with it.

      “To honesty and loyalty,” Malachi said, and I paused before downing my drink, unable to understand what the hell he was getting at.

      He gripped my shoulder roughly, then turned and walked back to his office.

      A concerned look momentarily crossed Vaughn’s face before it turned thoughtful. But I guess the message was clear: don’t screw Jude or the Disciples over.
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      I sank down on my bike and considered riding the fuck out of there. But it was obvious that it didn’t matter where the hell I was or what I did; these guys already knew my business. I was made their business because of Jude, of that I was certain.

      I rode out of the lot and drove around the block. I parked on the side street, then headed to the back door of the skate shop on foot.

      Jude was tangled up with the Disciples. I should’ve turned around and left, but I couldn’t force myself to go. Vaughn’s words about Jude bolstered my resolve.

      The screen was locked, but I could see the length of the hallway to the storefront. The lights were turned low because the shop was closed, and there was a soft glow coming from what looked like the back office.

      I rapped my knuckles lightly on the door, and when Jude rounded the corner toward me, my heart crashed against my rib cage. This guy disarmed me every single time, and I’d only just seen him a few minutes ago. But something about knowing we were going to be alone again made my head spin.

      “What’s up?” I asked when he opened the door for me to enter.

      He looked over my shoulder to the lot. “Where’s your bike?”

      “Side street.” Suddenly I felt restless. On edge. “L-look. Maybe I should just go.”

      “You should leave if that’s how you feel. I don’t even know if this is a good idea,” he said, his voice laced with uneasiness. “Ah…fucking hell. It’s just that I thought I’d show you something.”

      “O-okay.” I stepped inside, and he released a breath as if relieved I’d stayed.

      We stood staring at each other in the dim hallway with only a sliver of space between us.

      “It’s really fucking weird to sneak around like this.”

      He tensed his fist as if he wanted to reach out or say more.

      “I just wish I understood some stuff,” I said. “I know you don’t want to tell me anything, but hell, I’m already connected to you—at least through your ink and whatever the hell that was at the quarry.”

      He bit his lip and dropped his head.

      I sighed heavily. “So why did you ask me here?”

      “I might have an idea how to help your back.”

      That wasn’t what I was expecting to hear, and the disappointment washed over me. “I’m listening.”

      “Skaters get lots of injuries from falls, and I’ve got a couple of tricks up my sleeve.”

      I smirked. “Tricks, huh?”

      He motioned over his shoulder for me to follow.

      It was strange to see the shop from this angle because I had really only appreciated it from the front view, where all the boards hung in neat rows. The Board Room carried not only skateboarding and snowboarding wares, but also odds and ends for summer and winter sports. I’d been inside the store once a couple of years ago when I needed some snow equipment for a weekend trip I’d taken with some guy named Andrew. A guy I’d now like to forget. But at least he didn’t leave me with his damned dog as a souvenir.

      Jude grabbed something off a low shelf and headed to the back room, where I noticed a table with deconstructed skateboards. “Is this where you work?”

      Jude nodded as he rummaged around in the desk.

      “Do you enjoy it?” I propped my bicep against the doorframe.

      “Only second to actually skating.”

      “Do you compete?”

      He looked up, his lips thinned. “No.”

      “You hear about the extreme-sports event coming to town?”

      Distress flitted through his eyes for a brief moment, but I couldn’t figure out why. Skating was the one area I figured he’d feel most confident. “Yeah. I hope to go.”

      “Maybe I’ll see you there. Raw Ink is a sponsor, so we have free tickets.”

      The other side of the office was messy, with random boxes strewn about in front of a large black couch and small refrigerator, which were next to a countertop with a microwave. Obviously this space doubled as an employee break room, and I wondered if Jude ate his lunch sitting on those oversize cushions.

      “So what’s the idea you have?” I asked, now looking at some signed and framed professional skateboarding photos on the wall.

      He held up his finger and brought out the tube of tennis balls he’d swiped from the front of the store. He tore open the package and reached for the duct tape he’d yanked from the drawer. He pulled out a strip, intent on his project as he began winding it around three green balls.

      “You can lie down on the settee—er, couch—as soon as I move that box.”

      I looked over at the black cushions; one side was free, and the other had a box labeled wheels. “Let me do it.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Trying to strain your back even worse?”

      “Dude.” I rolled my eyes. “Pretty sure I know by now how to properly distribute the weight to my legs to lift heavy objects.”

      His gaze darted to my thighs, possibly recalling what we’d been up to in the quarry water, and I saw him swallow thickly.

      Holy Christ, this guy was hot. And he wanted me to lie down? At this point I’d do anything he asked.

      He used his teeth to rip the tape, securing the last piece in place. I couldn’t help but stare at those red lips he wouldn’t allow me near the other day. What was it he’d said? That people only wanted things from him. The thought of that made a tremor travel along my neck. Maybe that’s why Vaughn had said that he was finally safe.

      But what in the hell did that mean? And why did I have this overwhelming desire to be the one to make him feel secure and protected, locked up tight in my arms all night?

      I was so lost in my fantasies that I was startled when he moved to the couch; he lifted the heavy box and placed it on the floor.

      “On your stomach, Cory.”

      My eyebrow shot up, and a blush crept across his cheeks.

      “If that’s the way you want me,” I mumbled, not brave enough to meet his gaze because my erection had lengthened against my zipper. The only saving grace was that in a prone position I’d be hiding the evidence.

      As he stood over me, I pictured him in all his naked splendor, touching me, and Jesus, I needed to think about other things, like lying on a bed of nails or something.

      My back was on fire, but being in close quarters with Jude had kept my mind off it for a good several minutes. In fact, it had been hurting for so many days in a row, it was starting to feel part of my daily routine.

      But the pain had now transitioned to a dull ache, similar to the way it felt lately at night. Usually I’d take a muscle relaxer, and it would make me drowsy enough to fall right asleep.

      “Have you heard of tennis-ball therapy?”

      I shifted to stare at him. “Tennis-ball what?”

      His lips tilted upward, and he looked like the devil. An extremely sexy and naughty devil. Jesus fuck.

      “I know it sounds dodgy, but it’s not.” His eyebrow rose in challenge. “Trust me?”
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      “You’re asking me that question as I’m lying here in pain,” I said, cringing as I tried adjusting myself on the cushion. “When you hardly even trust me.”

      He shut his eyes momentarily. “Trust is hard for me.”

      “And you think it’s easy for me?”

      “Easier, yes,” he said, and I let out an exasperated breath. “And what things don’t I trust you with, anyway?”

      As soon as he said the words, he winced. He’d caught himself and was waiting for the fallout.

      “You don’t trust me enough to tell me your story,” I said. “And then let me decide whether I want to stick around.”

      He sighed. “There’s more to it than that.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as safety.”

      “Safety.” I felt like we were talking in circles again.

      I got it. I was worried about that too, especially now that I figured out he was involved with the Disciples. But I knew where this conversation would go, and I’d end up frustrated and maybe even walking out. Right now I just wanted this alone time with him. Because these moments were few and far between. And Jude had actually invited me here because he cared. He definitely cared.

      “How about the safety of my body parts?” I tucked a smile in the side of my cheek.

      “Your body parts?” He tried to keep the smirk off his face.

      “Yeah, Doc. Maybe I should be concerned. Or maybe you’ve got some crackerjack operation going on back here. The other night with my foot, and now you’re trying to fix my back.”

      He bit back a grin. “I do worry about that.”

      My eyebrows rose. “Worry how?”

      “That if I’m not gentle, you won’t let me look after your body parts again.”

      I let out a bark of laughter. “Glad to know you think so much about my body parts.”

      “All the time, you cheeky bastard,” he deadpanned.

      I chuckled. I’d been called a bastard before, but never in my life had I been called a cheeky one.

      “Any other parts of me?” I whispered.

      His gaze scanned the length of my body, landing back on my eyes. “Do you even know how sexy you look waiting there for me?”

      “About as sexy as you look lying on my table at Raw Ink?”

      He pulled back and gulped audibly. “Torture, mate.”

      I huffed out a laugh. “Tell me about it.”

      “I shouldn’t be doing this,” he mumbled to himself as if he’d suddenly questioned his own sanity.

      Screw this. I wasn’t going to lie here in this fucked-up position, anticipating the moment he’d change his mind. “You’re the one who invited me here, not the other way around.” I propped my elbows on the cushion in an effort to stand up.

      “No, wait.” He took a deep breath and looked into my eyes. “I…I’ve not really been around anybody in a bit. Nobody I’d been really attracted to.”

      My pulse spiked. “Seriously?”

      “Definitely,” he muttered.

      It was similar to what Vaughn had said, but what exactly did that mean?

      “And speaking of body parts,” he added, “I honestly questioned whether a few of mine would ever get a workout again. But then you’d come around with your dogs, and my stomach would get tied up in knots, and my…” He looked down at his lap. “Well…you know.”

      His breathing was erratic, and I was beginning to feel guilty for bringing all this on as my chest throbbed.

      At least I wasn’t in this alone. But I wasn’t the one fighting it so hard. I thought about Vaughn’s words again and about Jude needing some company.

      “It’s cool, Jude. No pressure. We don’t ever have to—”

      “I’m not saying I don’t want to. I just don’t know if it’s…smart.”

      “I get it, okay?” I said, letting him off the hook. “Let’s just move to the tennis-ball magic.”

      He swallowed roughly and nodded, edging closer to the corner of the couch. His trembling fingers stretched to my waist, and I remembered how it felt to be skin to skin with him at the quarry.

      “Here?” he asked, putting pressure on my lower back. I groaned.

      “Is it alright if I lift your shirt?” His voice was low and smooth and in such stark contrast with the confidence he’d shown in the water.

      His fingers pulled the bottom of my shirt up, and his hands felt so warm on my back. He placed the tennis balls firmly on my skin, and once he applied pressure, my breath stole away from my body.

      “Give it a couple of minutes, mate,” he said low in my ear. “I think it’ll work.”

      I could scarcely breathe because the pressure was so intense. I fisted my hands and dug my head into the cushion.

      “I used to think I wanted to go into sports medicine,” he said, and I could tell he was trying to get my mind off the pain. “I’ve taken some online courses here and there. Maybe I will again someday.”

      “I sure as hell hope you know what you’re doing, Doc,” I groaned. “You’re killing me.”

      I could hear the smile in his voice when he said, “Like I said, trust me.”

      After another minute more, the throbbing began to lessen somewhat. I lifted my head from the cushion and turned my gaze to him.

      “So, did you grow up around here?” he asked.

      “Yeah, my grandmother still lives over on Barlow Avenue,” I said. “What about you? You told Emmy your family had some land, and you said you haven’t lived in England since you were a teen. Are your parents still in the States?”

      Silence.

      “Dude, seriously?” I panted through the agony. “You asked me stuff, so I should be able to—”

      “I haven’t seen my dad since I was knee-high to a grasshopper,” he said in a rush. “And my mum’s dead.”

      “Fuck, man, I’m sorry.” I tried to meet his gaze, but he was staring at the floor. “My mom’s dead too. My grandmother raised me.”

      His gaze slowly lifted to mine, sorrow evident in his eyes. “I’m sorry, mate. Bet you miss her.”

      “I was ten when she died from breast cancer. I remember some moments vividly, but then my grandmother became my whole world. And it kinda bums me out that she’s growing older now too.”

      What in the hell was I even revealing? Again the motormouth. To a guy who was hard-pressed to share anything with me. I was surprised I didn’t confess my biggest fear of all—that pretty much everybody in my life left me. Jude would move on soon enough too. Probably before we got any more time to get to know each other. He’d warned me, for Christ’s sake. And here I was falling down the rabbit hole.

      Jude’s gaze had softened, and he looked pretty miserable.

      “You miss your mom?” I asked.

      “I miss her every day,” he said in a tortured voice. “Losing her gutted me.”

      Holy fuck, I was struck dumb by his revelation. He was such a contradiction of hard edges and soft angles that I was getting whiplash. I couldn’t reach for him from this position, and Christ, did I have the intense need to soothe him right then. Instead, I showed him with my eyes how damned sorry I was. “How did she pass away?”

      All at once his face turned dark. Scary dark. There was rage in the depths of his eyes, and I didn’t need to ask further. I already knew: it was the same person who’d put those scars on his back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

      

    

    
      “Shit,” I mumbled. “Is he in prison?”

      Again, silence, except for Jude attempting to rein in his harsh breaths through his nose.

      “No, huh?” I whispered, and he stared past me to the wall, neither confirming nor denying. “Damn.”

      Some things began lining up in my brain. Was Jude indebted to the Disciples in some way? Did it have to do with his stepfather? I stayed quiet, thinking it through, because no way in hell was he going to tell me anything more.

      And then I felt something give way in my back, like a rope knot abruptly loosened. I arched my neck and breathed out in relief.

      “You felt that?” Jude asked.

      “God, yes,” I replied, feeling overwhelming respite from the pain. “I can’t believe that worked.”

      He rolled the tennis balls along my lower back a couple more times and then removed them from my skin.

      “Turn over, Cory.” His voice sounded low and hoarse, and when I looked into his face, I saw so many conflicting emotions there. I couldn’t pinpoint any one of them, except maybe affection and worry.

      I propped my elbows on the cushion and flipped myself over. “Is there a part two in this magic remedy?”

      His hip was now touching mine, and my shirt was partially lifted over my abs. His gaze swept over my skin and then to the front of my pants, which tented painfully. Now that my hands were no longer at an awkward angle, I couldn’t help touching him, so I patted his knee. “Thanks for taking care of me again.”

      His eyebrows shot up. “Is that really how you see me? As a caretaker?”

      “Docs are caretakers,” I replied smugly. “Figured that was your thing.”

      “Apparently only with you,” he leaned down and whispered.

      “Nice to hear.” Heat climbed up my neck to my cheeks. “Bet your mom would’ve said you were. It’s in your nature.”

      His eyes became glassy, and his fingers reached out to pat mine, then stilled, so that now he was sort of holding my hand. It felt so fucking perfect.

      “Guess so,” he said, looking away as if embarrassed. “The next thing I’m going to have you do is to slip these tennis balls under your back. It creates a pressure point.”

      “So I’m supposed to lie on them,” I said, my thumb absently gliding over his knuckle as if holding on to him was the most natural thing in the world.

      “You could also do this up against a wall, I suppose.” He looked over my shoulder. “But I kind of like having you defenseless like this.”

      “Yeah? Why is that?”

      He placed the tennis balls beneath my back, and I adjusted my position over them. I could feel my muscles stretching, but I was more interested in keeping Jude talking.

      “Because you have a hard time being still. Same thing with keeping your trap shut.” He arched an eyebrow.

      “Now who’s being a cheeky bastard?” I said, and he laughed. “So you like holding me hostage?”

      “I do.” His gaze ensnared mine, and it was like we couldn’t look away from each other without effort. “You’ve been a good little captive.”

      “I think I’ve done really well putting up with all your silence.” I smirked, then grew serious. “Though I’ve been able to live in all that quiet a little better lately. Guess that’s progress.”

      His eyes turned to a dazzling liquid jade, and I could’ve swum in them eternally.

      “How do your muscles feel?” he asked, adjusting his fingers.

      I hummed. “Relieved.”

      He reached under and pulled the line of tennis balls from beneath my back. “Enough stretching for one night.”

      I could’ve gotten up at that point, but I didn’t want to for anything. It felt so good lying there with my pain temporarily abating, and as reprieve ballooned in my chest, I shut my eyes, nearly growing drowsy.

      I felt Jude’s arm inch forward, and something urged me to stay still no matter how much I wanted to reach for him. I kept my eyes closed as his warm breath fanned across my chin. My cap was tugged from my head, and then his fingers burrowed in my hair. It felt so amazing, I could’ve groaned out loud. But I remained motionless, not wanting to ruin the moment.

      When I blinked open my eyes, his face was so close, I could practically taste his minty breath on my lips. I didn’t dare inhale as he studied the line of my lips, the curve of my neck. The tips of his fingers hovered over my eyebrow, and then his knuckles grazed my cheek.

      His lips slipped dangerously close to mine. I couldn’t risk frightening him away, even as my heart was clawing its way out of my chest. I begged and pleaded and prayed that he’d slant his mouth across mine.

      Instead, he ghosted his lips directly above, mere inches away, as if we were mirror images. And as he stared into my eyes while hovering over me, I was gone. Dead. Dying of hunger. Thirst. To finally sip from his lips, taste his tongue.

      His lips changed course, gliding to my cheek, then dragging to my ear. His breath was hot, and I moaned, unable to contain my longing any further. I swallowed in large gulps as my hands fisted and trembled.

      His fingers traveled to my pants, palming my erection. “This alright?”

      I let out a harsh breath, and as soon as I nodded, he unbuttoned my jeans and tugged down the zipper, allowing my engorged cock freedom from the tight confines of my pants.

      “Jude,” I said in a labored voice. “What are you—”

      “I never got to finish at the quarry. And I’ve been wanting to…been dreaming about it…” He pulled the waistline down to my hips, then gripped my erection through my underwear.

      “Oh fuck,” I groaned as his knees sank to the floor.

      Before I could reason through it, his hot mouth enveloped my dick straight through the material of my briefs, and I nearly burst through my skin. His lips were soft and full, and holy shit, I was already on the brink. My fingers reached for his hair, brushing the curls from his forehead so I could see exactly what he was doing to me. His mouth was soothing and almost nurturing. Then his lips drew away, and his hands inched for the waistband and yanked down the material.

      “Jude, you don’t have to—”

      “I need to…please.” He panted, studying my groin. “You’ve got a lovely cock.”

      Before I could respond, his lips engulfed the tip and the air departed my lungs. For a guy who claimed he hadn’t been with anybody in a long while, he certainly remembered what to do. I let out a long hum.

      His tongue found the slit, brushed across it, and my hips arched off the couch. His lips suctioned my head, and I squirmed, rocking my hips and prodding farther inside his mouth so that I hit the back of his throat. I was nearly blinded by arousal.

      “I think I found just the thing to shut you up,” he murmured as he licked me from root to crown, likely tasting the growing desperation in my thrusts.

      A laugh escaped me. “If I learned how to close my mouth, I’d never get anything out of you…” My throat emitted a low growl as he licked and sucked and nuzzled, his tongue circling and dragging lengthwise across my most sensitive vein. The sensation was completely overwhelming, pinpricks of heat twining along my skin.

      I could feel him smile around my girth. He pulled off for a moment, said, “I didn’t take you for a quiet moaner.”

      “Quiet or not,” I replied with a gasp, my fingers clutching his head, “you keep doing what you’re doing, and I won’t last.”

      “I want to make you feel good,” he said, his lips bathing the slit again. “And taste you on my tongue.”

      And that sentence in his English accent did fucking amazing things to my groin. I could feel the pyrotechnics building in my balls as they tightened and lifted. There was a tingle in my spine that had nothing to do with tennis-ball therapy, and my legs felt weightless. I knew I was about to blow.

      “If you don’t move…”

      But he sucked me deeper and swallowed me whole. And I fucking came down his throat. My release went on for minutes or hours—who the fuck knew—and I collapsed against the couch, breathing heavily and completely spent.

      He laid his head atop my abdomen, looking smug and gratified. My fingers slipped across his gorgeous lips. “Goddamn, Jude. That mouth is amazing.”

      A noise outside the door shattered the reverie of the moment. It was probably just somebody walking by the bar and tripping over a trash can. But it was all it took to snap Jude back to reality.

      “We need to go,” he said, springing up.

      He walked to the front of the store, and I hastily followed behind, buttoning up my jeans. He searched in all directions out the window as I pulled my cap back over my head.

      “You think he’s out there somewhere?” I asked. “Is that what this is about?”

      “You should leave,” he said quietly, urging me with his eyes.

      And then I got it. He was definitely trying to keep me safe, even if he wasn’t directly saying how or why. Obviously, this guy was dangerous. Fuck.

      “Jude.”

      He didn’t answer, and seemingly satisfied that nothing was amiss out front, he strode to the back door.

      When I caught up to him, I pulled him against me, my fingers gripping the front of his shirt. “Thank you,” I whispered in his ear, and he sucked in a shallow breath.

      When I emerged to the lot, Smoke was on his bike near the bar’s back entrance. Though I felt uneasy, I wasn’t scared, and that in itself was alarming to me. The Disciples might be intimidating, but I didn’t feel like they were out to hurt Jude or me. Not unless I hurt them first, and I sure as hell wasn’t planning on it.

      I have nothing to hide, I reminded myself as I walked to the side street where my bike was parked. I lifted my helmet to my head just as Smoke came roaring by. When I looked up, he tipped his chin toward me.
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      “You seem distracted,” Gram said, pouring some of her peach tea in a tall glass. “Who is he?”

      I rushed my hand over my face. Somehow she always knew.

      “I haven’t seen you this bad in a long time,” she said, a smile pulling at her lips.

      “Yeah? How long?”

      She thought about it a moment. “I think you know as well as I do what my answer is going to be.”

      “That’s what I was afraid of.” I sipped the sweet concoction. “But this time it’s way more complicated.”

      “Talk to me, darling.” She sat down and pulled out her deck of cards. She always played solitaire at the kitchen table. She said it helped get her thoughts organized.

      Gram had always been the one person I sought out for heart-to-hearts. She was also the first person I came out to as a teenager. I just knew she’d understand. She always gave good advice, and I figured I had nothing to lose.

      “There’s this guy who came into town a few months ago.” I took a deep breath. “He works at the Board Room and skates at the park.”

      Gram’s eyebrows lifted. “Jude York?”

      “How did you—” I stopped myself. Stupid question. Not only did those ladies get together for their weekly game of cards, they knew all the town’s gossip.

      “Anyway,” I said, and she smiled. “He’s been coming into the shop. I’m inking a large tattoo on his back, so it’ll take a few appointments to finish.”

      “And you like him more with each visit.”

      “Something like that.” I paused for a moment, trying to find a way to explain. “It was a struggle to get him to talk at the beginning. Still is.”

      “Do you think he feels the same way about you?” She looked down at her row of cards.

      I shrugged. Then I decided I needed to tell somebody, or I would lose my mind.

      “Thing is, his past seems pretty messy, and I’m not sure what his story is. I’m afraid I’m in over my head.”

      She looked at me thoughtfully. No judgment. No fear. “He does seem to have plenty of rumors swirling around him.”

      I nearly choked on my tea. “Guess you’ve heard all that stuff too.”

      “Take the time to understand Jude. And maybe give him the benefit of the doubt.” She patted my hand. “Sometimes things aren’t as they seem. Just…be careful, especially with your heart.”

      “I will.”
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      It was Thursday night, so after visiting with Gram, I met the Raw Ink crew at Zach’s Bar. I only considered heading to the Hog’s Den for a split second before giving up on the idea. Besides, I needed to connect with my friends.

      Keeping my distance from the MC was the right decision, even though wanting to figure out what had Jude so freaked was killing me. But it was like coming upon a locked door time and again with no way inside. Plus, I didn’t want the Disciples to think I was coming to the bar for the wrong reasons. At least, I hoped my logic was valid. It had become so twisted in my brain, I couldn’t even think straight.

      “Hey, man,” Dex said, and I could tell he was already a pitcher deep.

      “Good to see you,” Nate, Jessie’s boyfriend, greeted me. I settled into a seat across from them. Emmy was nursing a drink next to me and gave me a small smile.

      “You seem off lately,” Jessie said, scrutinizing me across the table. “You okay?”

      God, what was with everybody? Couldn’t I be a little more quiet and introspective without people getting on my case?

      “Yeah, sure,” I said.

      “Still having issues with your back?” Jessie asked.

      “Actually, it’s been better the last couple of days.” I thought about Jude and the tennis balls and tried hard to hide my smile. “But still think I’ll call the holistic center.”

      Jessie nodded. “They’ll hook you up. They have plenty of patients with messed-up spines.”

      “Why do you have problems anyway, bro?” Bennett asked. “Something happen to your back?”

      “From his accident,” Dex slurred into his beer, and I stiffened. I probably should’ve guessed the day would come when he’d blurt shit out about me.

      For the life of me I couldn’t get my mouth unstuck, so I just narrowed my eyes at him. He was oblivious, though, and when Bennett continued to look confused, Dex said, “It happened before we came to work at Raw Ink. His boyfriend, he…” Even in a drunken state, it was difficult to say the words, apparently. His gaze swung to mine, and right away he realized his mistake. “Fuck, Cory, sorry. Can’t take my drunk ass anywhere.”

      The whole table grew silent as if they knew this was something big. But things felt different now. I was different. So I shrugged and let it out. Besides, these guys were like an extension of my family. I should’ve told them a long time ago. “Nah, it’s cool, man. It was a motorcycle accident. My boyfriend at the time…”

      “The love of his life,” Dex mumbled, and his beer spilled down his shirt. Dumb fuck.

      “Damon,” I said, his name rolling off my tongue. It sliced my gut a little less this time. “He died.”

      Emmy gasped and immediately threw an arm around me. “Cory, we didn’t know. I’m so sorry.”

      Jessie looked stricken, and reached out her hand.

      “It was over three years ago, guys,” I said, eyeing each one of my friends. “But thanks.”

      Bennett’s eyes softened. “So your back hasn’t hurt since then?”

      “It has, just not like this. But it’s all cool.”

      I could tell they had more questions, but I’d shared enough for tonight.

      “Who’s up for a game of flip cup?” I said with a goofy grin on my face, and everybody laughed.

      Jessie shook her head. “Guess your back isn’t that sore.”

      I’d always played the role of the jokester in this dysfunctional family, but I didn’t think I could pull it off anymore. It was no longer effective anyway. Maybe it never was. The only benefit had been warding off dealing with my feelings for a short period of time. But now everything seemed to mean more, weigh more. Like a heavy blanket that doused the light but still created warmth.

      After one round of the idiotic game, I noticed Emmy fidgeting next to me. I nudged her and arched my eyebrows. Her gaze darted toward the door, and I saw Travis from the shelter enter the bar. He looked around anxiously, so I lifted my hand and motioned for him to join us. Emmy smiled appreciatively at me.

      “Hey, dude, glad you could come.” I gave up my seat so Travis could sit near Emmy. She introduced him to the gang, and I ordered him a beer. After a while he seemed to settle in, and I heard the two of them talking about classes and animal rights shit—in that regard, they were the perfect fit.

      Jessie kept flashing me goofy grins because of how much Emmy was blushing. We were on the same page about one other thing: if Travis hurt her, he’d better hide his ass, because we had a whole crew willing to take him out.

      After a while, Emmy snapped out of her Travis bubble and grinned at me. “Have you been trying that technique with Chopper?”

      “What technique?” Dex asked before I could shake my head to get Emmy off the topic.

      I wanted to pound Dex good tonight. But what did it matter anyway? Jude was only a friend. A friend who’d given me the most erotic blow job of my life. And whose lips I would’ve died to have anywhere on me again. If only he wasn’t so afraid to allow anybody to get too close.

      “Cory didn’t tell you?” Emmy asked, and I knocked her leg beneath the table. When she threw me a clueless look, I decided to be the one to explain.

      “No big thing. Chopper was a pain in the ass the other day at the new park, being a dick to another dog.”

      “He was trying to dominate Patch,” Emmy said.

      “Patch from the shelter?” Travis asked, then looked at Emmy. “Your Patch?”

      Her eyes practically melted, and I looked away from their moment. Too sugary sweet.

      “He won’t be mine for long,” she said, pouting. There had been a pre-visit with a new family this week, but I didn’t have a good feeling about them either.

      “So what’s this about a technique?” Travis asked.

      “Jude York hopped over the fence from the skate park and saved the day,” Emmy said, transporting me back to that moment when Jude had scaled the railing. His instincts had been innate, and I could almost picture him in the countryside. Almost. It didn’t exactly jibe with his city-boy skateboard persona. Confusing.

      The whole table grew silent, everyone staring at us.

      “What am I missing?” Travis leaned over and asked Emmy. Seems not everybody was in on the town gossip.

      “Jude York?” Nate said. “Emo skater dude?”

      Jessie burst out laughing, and I narrowed my eyes at her.

      “Oh, here we go,” Dex said into his beer, remembering all too well how I snapped at him a couple of weeks back.

      “He’s not emo.” I realized how defensive I sounded, so I toned it down. “He’s just quiet.”

      “Does he talk in your sessions?” Bennett asked, and I shrugged. I could tell he was just curious, but it felt difficult to explain.

      “Or do you talk his goddamn ear off?” Dex smirked. “Because, dude, you can talk.”

      I felt a line of heat crawl across my neck. “Look who the fuck can’t shut his trap tonight,” I replied, and Jessie cracked up.

      “Anyway, seems he and Cory have become friends,” Emmy said as if she knew the ins and outs of our relationship. “And he said he grew up with lots of animals.”

      I let her friendship comment go and filled in more of the blanks. “He has this way with dogs. Chopper should’ve been left on his doorstep instead of mine.”

      Jessie’s eyebrow arched, and thankfully, I was saved by Travis. “So what was his technique?”

      “He used some kind of noise and rolled Chopper on his side,” Emmy said.

      “Ah, the dominance down technique,” Travis said. “Hotly debated method, but in my opinion, effective if it’s done to command respect and without aggression.”

      “Those dogs respected him,” she said. “He had a quiet, gentle way about him. Don’t you think, Cory?”

      I nodded absently, thinking about Jude and his subdued and gentle mannerisms.

      “Yeah?” Bennett said. “Does it work?”

      “Works great for him,” I said, and Bennett laughed. “I’m still figuring it out.”

      “Does anyone else feel like they’ve just stepped into the twilight zone?” Jessie asked.

      “Whatever,” I said. “Just goes to show you shouldn’t judge anyone until you get to know them.”

      Jessie leaned over. “I think somebody’s got a crush.”

      “I think I’m going to kick your ass,” I said, and she grinned.

      “It’s nice to see you like this, Cory.”

      “Like how?”

      “Maybe…grounded is the word.”

      Conflicted was more like it.
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      For the next few days, I managed to refrain from going to the Hog’s Den, but I couldn’t keep away from the park. I watched Jude and his skate buddies perform in front of a modest audience of mostly wide-eyed kids. One skater was performing a trick I now recognized as the kickflip, where the board rotated 360 degrees midair. Completely mesmerized, I held my breath.

      And then suddenly Jude was following behind him with the same trick, his knees rising off the ground. I thought for sure he was headed for a crash landing, but at the last moment the board flipped right side up, and he landed solidly on the wood. As if a twisted ankle wasn’t hanging in the balance.

      Holy shit, kickflip indeed. Like a solid jolt to my stomach that created a shockwave through my entire body. Perfect metaphor for how that gorgeous guy made me feel.

      When I moved to a bench closer to the bowl, I heard their chatter about the upcoming X Games. Jude was undertaking some maneuvers that might’ve been inspired by his excitement about the event coming to town.

      During breaks he’d come visit Chopper and Ace, though I hoped it was also to see me. He’d kneel down and pet my dogs, and we’d make small talk. The tension between us was crazy thick, but we just acted like acquaintances.

      I only once attempted to ask him what made him so fearful the other night before he shut me down, so I didn’t want to keep pushing it. I didn’t understand how Jude was linked to the Disciples, and he wasn’t budging on telling me anything. I also noticed, and sometimes only heard, that Smoke seemed to be patrolling Jude’s vicinity on his bike.

      Today I had a full day at Raw Ink, and Jude was scheduled for his final tattoo appointment. I was feeling kind of bummed because it had become an enjoyable time for us together. Behind closed doors. Something we hadn’t experienced nearly enough.

      We’d shared some heart-stopping intimacy, but that was all it was—brain-melting moments in time. And I wasn’t sure if you could string together moments to create any sort of relationship. No matter how much I desperately wished for that chance.

      He was my second-to-last appointment of the day. The tattoo on his back was really shaping up to be something striking. The branches ghosting out in different directions were as forbidding as they were breathtaking—just like Jude.

      He lay on my table in the usual position, gazing at me while I worked. There was more of a gentle effortlessness between us now. Depending on the topic, I wasn’t wrenching answers from him any longer.

      And there was a winging in my chest upon hearing his voice. Every single time.

      “Is this a tree from your childhood?” I asked. “Maybe from the land you mentioned?”

      He nodded, his lips quirking into a grin. “I was born in a cottage in the English countryside. A small village called Pickering in North Yorkshire.”

      Yorkshire? I felt a niggling deep in my gut that I couldn’t quite shake. Something about it felt off. Strange. Jude’s last name was York, after all.

      “My sister enjoyed watching me climb it,” he said, his gruff voice now laced with sorrow.

      “Sounds like a good memory,” I mumbled, still trying to fit all the pieces together.

      “One of the last times I remember being happy.” His chin quivered, his voice barely above a whisper. “And innocent.”

      He shut his eyes on that statement, and melancholy clawed at my chest.

      “Jude…” I gave his skin a break from the needle and shifted toward him. He inhaled a breath and opened his eyes.

      “Does your sister live in the States?” I asked as my fingers squeezed his shoulder.

      “She was quite ill,” he said, his voice cracking. “Cystic fibrosis.”

      My stomach seized up, and without him even expressing it out loud, I knew his sister was no longer in this world. Fuck, had Jude experienced a shitty life.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whispered. “Is that why you guys moved here?”

      “A fresh start, at least at first,” he said in a morose tone. Then he took a fortifying breath as if to gather the pieces of himself. “After my sister passed, my mum took more trips to the city when the memories got to be too much. She was a seamstress and enjoyed one of the fabric shops in Leeds. That’s where she met an American businessman.”

      “Your stepfather?”

      His lips drew together in a tight line.

      Jude was sharing himself with me, and for that I was grateful, but I knew how this story ended, and the idea of it made me gloomy and miserable.

      “I’d just turned fifteen when they decided to marry and move us to Los Angeles.”

      “That would be quite a culture shock,” I pointed out, and he quirked an eyebrow as if to say understatement. “What kind of business was he involved in?”

      “He said he was an investor. Mostly restaurants and bars.” His eyes darkened to a stormy green. “He was always smartly dressed, busy on his phone, taking meetings all while wooing my mum.”

      “Did he woo you too?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “He seemed a bit too polished. But Mum had a spring in her step again, and it all sounded well above board, at first.”

      I stared at him, waiting for the fallout. “So none of it was true?”

      He shrugged, but the gesture didn’t match the bleakness in his eyes. “Plenty of it, sure.”

      “And the rest?”

      “A load of shite. If you could only imagine,” he replied, practically spitting out the words, yet still careful not to reveal too much. “Turns out he was a ruthless businessman. Totally took the piss out of people and got what he wanted, even from us.”

      “Fucking hell,” I whispered, and saw the light extinguish in his gaze. His eyes had transformed to flat jade orbs, and he’d gone off somewhere in his own head.

      “Hey.” Before he shut me out completely, I attempted to ease us in a different direction. “How about you tell me about another happy moment in your life? Before—”

      “My first time on a skateboard. There were these rolling hills,” he replied, a slight glimmer returning. The daredevil. “It was my escape when we moved to California.”

      I could almost picture him on the streets of LA or the boardwalk along the beach.

      “My mind retreats into some sort of zone as soon as my feet hit the deck.”

      “I know exactly what you mean.”

      “With your art?”

      “Uh-huh, except I kind of lost myself a bit along the way the last couple of years.”

      He nodded in understanding, and I felt in tune with him. In harmony. And it was completely invigorating.

      “I can remember another cheerful time,” he said with a smirk.

      My fingers still rested on his shoulder, and I gave it another squeeze. “Yeah?”

      His head tilted to the side. “When some crazy-arse tattoo artist is talking my ear off because he can’t put a sock in it.”

      My breath caught in the back of my throat, and I nearly toppled off my stool. “Are you admitting you like being around me?”

      His cheeks streaked pink, and he looked away, seeming so young and innocent. “Maybe when you’re not talking rubbish.”

      “Best be careful, I’m holding an arsenal of needles,” I said, and he laughed. Fuck, I loved that laugh. “Besides, I’m able to keep my lips sealed more when I’m with you.”

      “Is that you confessing something?”

      “Yeah, guess so.” My body became still as I thought it through. “When you’re around, that quiet inside me doesn’t feel so lonely.”

      His eyes softened, and there was so much longing in his gaze. I wanted to reach for his hand and walk the hell out of here. Take him somewhere private so we could get to know each other better. Forge a deeper connection. Not having that opportunity was killing me.

      “Jude,” I said, moving closer. “I wish we could—”

      There was a knock on the door, and Emmy entered the room. “Food was delivered. I’m just going to leave your sandwich here.”

      As she turned toward the door, I noticed she kept her gaze cast downward and her eyes were red as if she’d been upset.

      “Hey, wait.” I stood up and moved toward her. “Everything cool?”

      “It’s Patch,” she whispered, and her shoulders slumped. “Remember the family that’s been visiting with him? That boy you said is too rough with him?”

      “Yeah,” I said, and when I glanced at Jude, his arms were propped up and he was paying close attention.

      “They had a visit in the playroom today, and according to Travis, the boy got rough and Patch nipped at him.”

      “Damn. Bet the family went crazy.”

      “The mother filed a formal complaint and said they weren’t going to adopt.” She shrugged. “Since this is Patch’s second incident, he’s been placed on the list.”

      I knew the exact list she was referring to.

      “How is it the second incident?” I asked.

      “When he first came in last year, he bit a worker who approached his bowl while he was eating. He’s an abused animal; they can get territorial.”

      Patch seemed like such a mild animal in comparison to a dog like Chopper. But he was skittish too, so maybe if he felt threatened, he retaliated the only way he knew how. “Damn, Emmy, I’m sorry.”

      “If they can’t find the right fit in the next few weeks, he’ll have to be euthanized.” She bit her lip to hold back tears, and I pulled her into a hug.

      “Don’t worry,” I whispered, momentarily forgetting that I was in a tattoo appointment with Jude. “It’ll all work out.”

      “I don’t see how,” she said, pushing away from me. “It seems like an impossible situation.”

      My heart clenched. I knew how much that dog meant to her. Emmy and I were alike in a lot of ways—we had no siblings and were raised by our grandparents. The exact reason we connected on a different level.

      “Maybe it’s time you started looking for a place to live on your own,” I said. “So you can adopt him.”

      “Right now I don’t have enough money saved for first and last month’s rent. I’m working on it, but until I graduate and get a decent job, not sure I can afford it.”

      “Maybe you could stay with Jessie?”

      “We already talked about it, but her landlord doesn’t allow pets either.”

      “How about I take him?” The idea rolled off my tongue too easily. What the hell was I even saying?

      Her jaw dropped. “You’d do that for me?”

      “Of course I would.”

      “You’re the sweetest guy.” She gripped my hands. “But Chopper and Patch don’t exactly get along.”

      She was right; I hadn’t thought it through. “Let me think on it and finish this appointment with Jude. We’ll talk about it again later.”

      Once she closed the door behind her, I walked back to Jude’s table, lost in thought.

      “You like to take on others people’s problems,” he said.

      My jaw ticked. “Is that how you see it?”

      “Seems you already inherited a dog that’s a pain in your arse.”

      “Can’t help it.” I sighed. “She’s a good person.”

      “You’re a good person too.”

      I stared at him a long while and then fired up the machine, noticing the time on the clock. “Thanks.”

      The silence became deafening while I considered how I might take on another dog. And also when I might see Jude again after this appointment. Everything felt impossible, and the frustration bubbled up in my chest. “Did you ever figure out what that noise was the other night at the shop?”

      He shook his head. “Could’ve been nothing.”

      “You sure about that?” I gentled my voice. “I’ve already been seen with you, Jude. I’d like to be able to decide some things for myself.”

      His eyes widened. “The club’s got your back.”

      “The club?” I remembered Smoke outside that night and pretty much everywhere lately. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “It’s just…you’re already under their protection. Because of me. This is exactly why I didn’t want—”

      “Damn it, Jude, what are you involved in?” I said before I could tame the words bursting from my lips.

      His face turned red, and his knuckles tightened. “Is that what you think? That I’m doing something illegal?”

      “I don’t know what to think,” I said, trying to control my voice and my emotions. “You tell me your mom is dead and your stepfather had something to do with it.”

      He pounded his fist into the table. “I never told you that.”

      I threw up my hand in frustration. “It wasn’t hard to guess.”

      He sat up suddenly, fear evident in his eyes. But we’d gotten this far, and I needed to know the rest.

      “Is he affiliated with the Disciples in some way?”

      “He’s…had some past dealings with them.” He swallowed roughly and shook his head, the words emerging slow and uneven. “But now he’s more an enemy. The club doesn’t trust him.”

      I rolled that information around in my brain. “And you came to this town to seek their protection?”

      He shut his eyes tight, as if regretting this conversation. Maybe even regretting meeting me. “Something like that.”

      “Goddamn it, why do I have to play guessing games with you?”

      “Because I don’t want to put you in danger,” he bit out, “simply from associating with me.”

      “It’s too late. I’m already involved.” I gritted my teeth. “Are you saying your stepfather will come here looking for you?”

      “I haven’t seen him in six years. Malachi thinks it’s unlikely.”

      If the Disciples didn’t think so, then why was he under their guard? Unless they were covering their bases, just in case.

      “But I know that fucking bastard. I lived with him…was forced to do his—” He bolted up, his breath coming out in hard gasps. “I need to go.”

      Alarm arose in my chest. “We haven’t finished your tattoo.”

      He stopped in the middle of the room with his shirt dangling from his fingers.

      “At least let me bandage you up,” I said in a soothing tone, trying like hell to bring it down a notch. I knew there was no use pushing him further. We were done. Probably for good.

      Sadness sat like an enormous burden on my chest—for Jude, for us, for what he’d endured. So much so that he was constantly running and in fear for his life.

      As soon as the wrap was applied, he tugged on his shirt. “I’m sorry,” he said and left without a backward glance.
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      When Jude fled the tattoo parlor the other day, it was a reality check. It forced me to take a step back and truly consider the enormity of the situation. Jude was in danger, had been for years, and he was hiding out here, under the protection of the Disciples.

      What did I really think was going to happen with this guy? Relationships were tough enough without having to constantly look over your shoulder.

      Jude was so hot and cold with me anyway. It would be one thing if he was asking me to stick around and work toward something, but at every turn he was pushing me away. And maybe that was part of the allure. The fact that he was so mysterious and unavailable.

      But given what he’d told me about his stepfather, it seemed his physical scars came with some heavy emotional baggage. How could they not? Maybe that had everything to do with why he continually broke away when we got too close.

      I had gotten off early, so I decided to get my head on straight by going for a long ride on my bike. I hadn’t done so in weeks, maybe even months, and it was something I’d always enjoyed. I snapped on my helmet and motored onto the street. I turned left at the light, knowing I needed to ride the length of Clifton Street to get to the freeway entrance.

      The heaviness in my chest was already lifting as I drove closer to the marina. Just two more lights and I’d be on the expressway. My foot faltered on the brake when I spotted Jude standing at the crosswalk with his backpack and tackle box. In that split second, I decided to acknowledge him only with a tip of my chin and keep on cruising.

      To my surprise, his lips tilted in a smile like he was happy to see me, relieved even. I lifted my hand in a low wave, and as I motored past him, his forehead grooved in disappointment. In my side view I saw him motion to me, so I pulled into the second driveway of the marina to circle back around.

      I pulled alongside him on the curb. “What’s up?”

      “I just… I haven’t seen you around.”

      He’d noticed I’d been staying away. I hated that it brought me comfort and relief.

      I shrugged. “You ran out on me, so…”

      He looked so conflicted that I actually felt bad I wasn’t being friendlier.

      “I’m sorry about that, Cory. I’ve never shared any of that with anybody before. And I don’t like when you—”

      “When I pry too much?” I asked, unable to hold back my sarcastic tone. “How could I not be curious? Anyone would be.”

      “That’s not what I was going to say.” Weariness etched across his features. “I was trying to say I don’t like when you’re frustrated with me.”

      That completely threw me for a loop. My fingers squeezed the handlebar until my knuckles turned colorless. In his own way, Jude was telling me that he cared. He’d already given me pieces of himself, and I wanted to keep them safe. Keep him safe. But he wasn’t allowing me to do that, and that left me unsettled and confused.

      I stared at him, unsure what to say at this point. I didn’t even know where we stood.

      “Am I holding you up?” He motioned to the road. “Where are you going?”

      “Just for a long ride. To try and clear my head.”

      “Want some company?” he asked, his eyes soft and hopeful.

      He was reaching out to me, and that gesture was hard to resist. “Sure.”

      He breathed out in relief. “Give me a minute to drop these home, have a wash, and get my bike out.”

      “I’ll give you a ten-minute head start.”

      I watched him walk across the street, heading toward home. Then I parked my bike near the kayak launch and strolled toward the water. I heard a motorcycle engine in the distance and looked up, wondering where it was coming from.

      Jude’s words about protection from the club echoed back at me, and I decided right then and there that if Jude was unwilling to share himself with me, then I couldn’t offer him anything more than a tenuous friendship. That added extra weight to my chest, but I needed to keep some dignity and show myself that respect. Besides, friendship was better than nothing.

      I took a few minutes more to stare at the water’s edge, and then I hopped on my bike to head to Jude’s. As I rolled up his driveway, a curtain swung back in place when I passed his neighbor’s house. I wondered if his landlord watched out for him too. I recalled Vaughn’s words that Jude was finally safe.

      Jude was wheeling his bike from the garage. He had slipped into a pair of jeans and black motorcycle boots, and damn, he looked good. He grabbed his helmet and snapped it under his chin.

      “Do you like to fish?”

      I’d only been a couple of times and kind of hated it. The waiting, the stillness.

      “Too quiet for you?”

      “Smartass,” I said, but he didn’t laugh.

      “I was being serious.”

      “Think you got me figured out?”

      He winced. “Sort of.”

      “Well, I don’t have you figured out at all,” I said, terser than I’d intended. But it was like all my emotions these past few days were coming to a head. “In fact, the more time I spend with you, the more questions I have.”

      His face fell, and his eyes darted to the ground. “I know.”

      There was a long silence between us.

      “You frightened of me, Cory?” he mumbled.

      “No,” I said, and his shoulders unwound. “But my heart is.”

      He sank down on his bike, and before he started the motor, he said, “My heart is afraid too.”

      I closed my eyes and nodded in understanding.

      We didn’t discuss where we were going, just headed back toward the freeway and out of town. It felt good to ride next to him, the wind at my back. Liberating. Unencumbered. Whereas at one time I balked at the idea of sharing this experience with anybody because it reminded me of Damon, now I welcomed it. No matter how crazy and jumbled Jude made me feel, being in his presence also rooted me. And that was confusing. And wholly complicated.

      The last couple of years, because of too many memories, I’d also been avoiding a different kind of quiet—being on the open road centered me. You needed to remain alert in traffic, and there was always something to look at, a slideshow of scenery and people. I’d take this over fishing any day, where you had to sit or stand in one spot for hours, just waiting for something to happen.

      We rode the back streets for a long while, passing stretches of farmland and fields, before reluctantly turning back to head home.

      Truth be told, it felt amazing being with Jude. I was sharing something with him in a different way, and I got to know him better in the process. He was a bit of a daredevil on the road, similar to how he was on his skateboard. When there was no traffic in sight, he’d gun the engine down the lane, riding in the middle of the road, giving me a heart attack when I’d see a dip or a bend up ahead. Whereas I was extremely cautious since Damon’s accident, Jude took chances. I had to wonder if this was his outlet, his release, simply because he had to hold it together in public all the time.

      “A storm might be brewing,” I shouted to him at a stop sign on a deserted road. I’d spotted some dark clouds in the distance, and rolled my head back, stared at the sky.

      “Rain bothers you, true or false?” he asked, and my heart squeezed.

      I bit my lip and nodded. Then sped off ahead.

      I’d admit I was sometimes tense when I’d ridden with Damon, but for a different reason. His recklessness had been internal. Kind of like Dex’s. Neither of them knew how to hold their alcohol well. I hadn’t seen Jude under the influence even once, and I was going to guess it was because he had to remain constantly alert and in control.

      A couple of exits before our own, Jude motioned for me to pull off the freeway. I followed him into town, where he turned down a side street and pulled into an empty lot. When I sidled next to him, he pointed. “See that ramp?”

      I looked ahead and saw a concrete loop and barrier.

      “This is where the games are going to be held.”

      I spotted trucks and trailers, a Bobcat and a crane, and realized that plenty of construction had to happen in order to set up an event like this.

      “You excited to see the show?”

      At first there was a wariness in his eyes I didn’t understand. But it changed to enthusiasm as he nodded.

      “What part of you is on edge about it?”

      His forehead crinkled. “What do you mean?”

      “I can see it in your eyes. There’s something that concerns you about this event.”

      His mouth quirked up. “Guess you know me better than you say you do.”

      I shrugged. “Recently I’ve had lots of practice reading your expression.”

      “Fair enough,” he said, holding my gaze. “I kind of like that you know me, because nobody else does. Not anymore.”

      My heart hammered in my chest, and I fought to keep my emotions in check. Nothing had changed between us. He was still holding back.

      “You going to answer my question?”

      “Does rain bother you because of the accident?” he asked, turning a question back on me.

      I gritted my teeth and hesitated in responding. “Mostly, yeah. Makes me feel uneasy.”

      He stared at me a long moment and nodded. Then his gaze swung to the construction site. “They’ll probably build the stands over there.”

      At first I was confused by the change in topic, but then I finally put it together. “You’re afraid of the crowd?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “The people who might be in the crowd?”

      He moved his head up and down.

      “Because you’re supposed to be in hiding?”

      He took the longest time answering, and when he did, it was as if he was giving me the last pieces of himself. There was a noticeable shift in the energy between us. “Yes.”

      His expression was guarded again as he waited on my reaction.

      “Okay,” I said, trying to control the storm brewing inside me. “So why are you going?”

      “It’s something I’d enjoy. Alex says I have to live my life.”

      My stomach throbbed at the mention of a guy’s name. “Alex?”

      “The man you saw me with at the park.”

      “The man I figured was your parole officer?”

      “Is that what you assumed?” He looked thoughtful. “Makes sense.”

      “So he’s not?” My heart was in my throat as I waited to hear who this anonymous man was to him. How he figured into his mysterious life.

      “No. He’s a federal marshal.”

      My hands clenched my thighs as my world spun out of control. It was no longer a world I was familiar with. The scenery had changed on me in the blink of an eye.

      “Are you a fugitive?” I asked, fear spiking inside me. No, that didn’t make sense. He would’ve been locked up if that were the case.

      “I suppose I am in a way,” he said, and my eyebrows rose.

      I took loud panting breaths as I pieced it all together in my head. He was on the run from his stepfather, who had killed his mother and maybe wanted to kill him too. Or maybe Jude knew too much information about him, confessed, and had to go into hiding.

      “I know you’ve got a flipping brilliant brain and already figured it out.”

      Still, some things didn’t add up. “Why the Disciples of the Road?”

      “Alex thinks it’s the best way. They have a long-ago dispute that involved my stepfather stealing guns from another motorcycle club. Guess they have proof and want nothing more to do with him. If I stay close to the Disciples, I’m under their protection.”

      My mind was spinning like wheels on ice. When Jude told me earlier in the week his stepfather was ruthless, I wasn’t sure what that meant. Except it now fit with the rumors I’d heard about the Disciples. I felt like I was in some crazy-ass movie involving criminals, and it was now being played out in real life.

      “Why does Alex figure it’s time?”

      “It’s been six years. My stepfather either hasn’t tried to find me or hasn’t been successful. He’s got a lot of enemies and is practically in hiding himself. Alex knows skating is in my blood, figures if I wasn’t under federal protection, I’d have gone semi-pro by now. So he encouraged me to go see the show.”

      “Man, Jude, this is all so…fucked up.”

      “I understand if you want to walk away. In fact, maybe you should,” he said, sadness in his eyes. “Anything we do would have to be under the radar, and I’d always be worried about your safety.”

      “Does the club know about us?”

      “They haven’t asked, but I think they’ve got it figured out. Malachi might think we’re just fucking around and it’ll run its course.”

      “Little do they know we haven’t even gotten there yet,” I muttered, the very idea too alluring.

      Jude’s cheeks colored. “Is that something you’d think about…with me?”

      “Are you kidding? You’re too damned sexy for your own good.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Cory,” he groaned. “It’s hard enough staying away from you.”

      “Tell me about it.” I adjusted myself on my seat.

      We stared at each other for a minute more, desire blazing in his eyes, while I put extra pieces and parts together in my mind.

      “Did your stepfather know you prefer men?”

      He nodded. “He used it to his advantage. I’ve done some illegal things under his control. I was just a kid, but he didn’t waste any time once he married my mum and we moved into his mansion, which was more like a prison. He was a rich and powerful man…and very persuasive.”

      Fuck, his scars. I wasn’t sure I could handle hearing about any more of it. Besides, I knew deep in my gut that Jude was a good person. “I think I understand.”

      He swallowed visibly, as if relieved.

      “Who was the boyfriend you mentioned you’d been in love with?”

      “Figured all that out yourself, did you?” He smirked, but then his eyes looked haunted again. “It was rough for a good while before my mum was murdered…”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The guy I thought I was in love with? His name was Mateo,” he replied, gritting his teeth. “I fell for him—or at least I thought I did—but he was just manipulating me to do more of my stepfather’s dirty work. Mostly delivering packages or being a lookout when they were meeting with other bad guys.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, my heart squeezing. Now I understood why he was afraid to kiss me. He’d paid a heavy price for wanting intimacy. “Shit, Jude. I’m not manipulating you. Our connection is real. Do you get that?”

      “I believe you. But I live in a different world, where everybody gets what they want. Even the club. I’m just a pawn. And pawns and the people around them are dispensable. Do you understand?”

      My throat closed up. “I get it now.”

      “I’m sorry you’re mixed up in all this.”

      “You’re only human, Jude. You have needs just like anybody else.”

      “I’ve tried staying away. But all I dream about is being with you. Allowing myself to have you for just one night.”

      I swallowed thickly. “Then let’s have one night.”

      He stared deeply into my eyes, and there were so many emotions there, my heart turned liquid.

      “My mum would’ve liked you,” he whispered.

      I smiled, wishing we could have met under normal circumstances. Wishing that with all my fucking might. “What was your mom’s name?”

      “Michelle.”

      I lifted the corner of my lips in a sad little smile. “Your sister?”

      “Judith. After my late grandmother’s favorite Beatles song.”

      “Hey Jude”? Holy shit.

      And then everything spliced together in my brain, like a vivid thunderclap of lightning.

      “Jude York isn’t your real name, is it?”

      He thinned his lips and closed his eyes, and that was all the confirmation I needed.

      Then he revved his engine and gunned it out of the parking lot.
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      I followed behind Jude’s bike, my mind reeling. Of course you had to change your name when you went into federal protection. But Jude York fit him so well, I couldn’t imagine calling him anything else.

      Before I knew it, we were back on Clifton Street. When Jude stopped at a red light near the marina, I pulled up next to him. I had plenty to think about, and I wanted him to know I appreciated the effort he made to allow me a glimpse inside. To offer me the parts of himself he’d kept hidden.

      “Do you like walleye?” he asked before I could get a word out.

      I knew they were in season, so he probably caught some earlier on the lake.

      “Only had it once or twice. Can be pricey in restaurants.”

      “I’d love to cook for you. Haven’t done that for anybody in a bloody long time.”

      My pulse galloped in my veins. “I’d like that.”

      “Give me a decent head start, then pull in and park on the side of the garage.”

      I drove straight through the light while he turned left. I could’ve gone home. I could’ve said fuck it, that I didn’t want any part of this. But I couldn’t deny the incredible draw I felt toward him. I wanted to be with him. Any way I could get him and for any amount of time.

      I considered Jude’s wish to spend one night with me. Maybe that was the only thing I could offer him. Deep down, I desperately wanted a night with him too.

      I rode around for a good while, lost in thought, before my bike found its way to Jude’s street as if it had a mind of its own.

      When I pulled in back, Jude motioned for me to park inside the garage. Now my bike was completely concealed by the automatic door, which I’d confess made me feel more secure.

      Christ.

      As he held open the screen door, his gaze darted to the owner’s house up front as if we were being watched. “Is your landlord in on it too?”

      “He watches out for me.”

      I looked behind me to their ornate back door. “He’s affiliated with the club?”

      “Used to be. C’mon inside.”

      “I don’t get it,” I said, stepping to his entryway. “What’s in it for the Disciples?”

      “It’s a favor. They’re trying to clean up old wrongs.”

      “And the federal marshal will look the other way on some things?”

      “Maybe. Look, Cory, I invited you here because I’m dying to spend time with you. But if you want to walk out this door right now, I would completely understand. The choice is yours. Always.”

      “I want to be here, Jude.” His fabricated name rolled easily off my tongue.

      He blew out a breath. “Make yourself comfortable, and I’ll get you a beer.”

      I looked around and realized that in all the weeks I’d come to know Jude, we’d never done this—hung out just for the hell of it. Not because we never had the opportunity, but because Jude was always pushing me away.

      It felt comfortable being here with him. But after all was said and done, it was sure to wreck me. Still, it would never destroy me completely. I’d already been shattered by the death of my first love, so the only thing I had to offer Jude was my patched-up heart, sewed in jagged slivers. And Jude had his own misery, his own heartache. His scars were like stitches and seams that held all that darkness inside him.

      I sat down on the same worn brown couch I lay on the last time I was here with a busted-up foot.

      “How is your back feeling?” Jude asked, handing me the beer. He looked freshly showered, and now I wished I’d stopped home to clean up again.

      “Pretty good actually. Thanks to you.”

      “My mum used to say that aches and pains are physical manifestations of inner grief.”

      “She sounds like Jessie,” I said, grinning because he’d shared even more with me. “I’m pretty sure that’s why she wants me to make an appointment at her mother’s holistic center.”

      “Perhaps there’s something to it?”

      I nodded. “Do your scars still hurt?”

      “No. I made my peace with them years ago.”

      I realized that Jude had an amazing inner strength and that the way I’d been dealing with my emotional pain was immature in comparison. Keeping late hours, pretending to be upbeat, and holding the quiet at bay did little to help heal my still-fresh wounds.

      “I’ll get dinner started,” he said, retreating from the room.

      “Do you always cook for yourself?” I raised my voice so he could hear me across the open space.

      “I certainly try,” he said over his shoulder. “My mum taught me. She’d use fresh eggs and milk from the market in the square.”

      I sighed at the sound of his idyllic life. Before it all went to shit, of course.

      I heard the oven door close, and then Jude came to sit down next to me on the couch. We sipped our beers, and though there was nervous energy between us, there was easiness there as well.

      “I’d ask for your real name,” I said, tipping back my bottle, “but the one you have now suits you so well.”

      “It means something to me.” He shrugged, and my pulse spiked. Jude had been through so much in the last few years that I questioned whether any of this was real.

      I stood up, hoping I didn’t appear too unsteady on my feet. “Can I use your bathroom?”

      “First door on the left.”

      I flipped on the light and locked myself inside. The first thing I noticed was that Jude was a tidy person, and that made me smile. My heart was still beating erratically as I examined myself in the mirror.

      My hair was tucked away again beneath my knit cap because I rarely traveled without it, and I supposed it’d become as much of a shield for me as Jude’s board—or maybe his silence. My pupils looked bloodshot because I hadn’t slept well these last few days. And now with Jude’s most recent revelations throwing me for a loop, I had to have a talk with myself about being here. I pictured him in this same scenario in different cities and wondered if spending time together really meant the same thing to him that it did to me.

      There was a light knock on the door. “You alright, Cory?”

      That brought me right out of my head. He’d told me this was different for him. That I was different. Deep down, I trusted that.

      “Everything’s cool. Be right out.”

      My eyes in my reflection didn’t lie as they stared straight back at me. I wanted to be here. I couldn’t not be here.

      Jude was setting the table for two when I returned from the bathroom. It was strange to see him so domesticated. I could get used to this. I immediately dismissed that thought.

      “Can I help with anything?” I asked, leaning my hip against the counter.

      “All set. Hope you don’t mind that I just made a salad to go with our walleye.”

      “Perfect,” I said, eyeing the greens in a bowl in the center of the table. “I like to eat healthy.”

      He regarded me closely as I sat down across from him. “Not surprised. You look pretty fit.”

      I felt a blush creep up my face, so I took a bite to distract myself. “This is delicious. Melts in your mouth.”

      He blinked and dipped his head, evidently appreciating the compliment.

      Once we finished eating, I helped clear the table, and we retreated again to the living room.

      “Want another beer?”

      “Nah, I’m good.”

      He sat down next to me on the couch, his leg jiggling across his knee, his eyes avoiding my gaze. Most likely he wasn’t used to having guests, and I didn’t want him to feel any obligation to entertain me. Or to be intimate with me. Maybe I’d overstayed my welcome.

      “Listen, Jude. I could be on my way—”

      “It’s not that,” he said in a rush. “It’s just…” His gaze darted to my lips and then down to my lap.

      “Just say it. No more secrets. We’ve said plenty tonight already.”

      “I don’t…” He huffed out a breath. “I don’t want you to bugger off when you find out how inexperienced I am.”

      My eyebrows slammed together. “What do you mean? I thought you said you’ve been with men before.”

      “I…I have.”

      “And that guy you fell for?”

      “We mostly used our mouths and hands,” he said, color rising in his cheeks. “But he and I… We never…fucked.”

      “Are you a virgin, Jude?”

      “There were a couple of random guys after Mateo. I was on the road, staying in different locations and mostly alone, and scared.” He shook his head roughly, as if to banish those memories. “I let one of them fuck me, and…it wasn’t good, but I still wanted it. It made me feel something other than numb and frightened. It seems so long ago, I don’t even know if…”

      “Hey, listen, that’s cool,” I said, trying to shake that image from my head. The idea of anyone else’s hands on Jude made me see red. “I’m not trying to do anything other than spend time with you.”

      “Thing is,” he said, biting his lip as desire radiated from his eyes, “I can’t help imagining what it would feel like with you.”
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      I couldn’t help the soft groan that escaped my throat.

      “But I don’t have any condoms or lube,” he said, shaking his head.

      Fuck, I hadn’t even considered that. Besides, did I really believe I’d ever get this far with Jude?

      I lifted his chin with my thumb. “I’m cool just talking or being close to you, whatever you’re comfortable with.”

      He stood up suddenly, and his hand darted out for me to grab. He led me down the hall, and as soon as I spotted his bed, my heart climbed its way to my throat.

      “I still want…” He backed me against the door, his hip pinning mine in place. I liked this Jude—a hint of the version from the quarry and from the Board Room. “I want you to touch me all over. To show me what it could be like to have something…”

      “Jude—”

      “Don’t.” He placed his finger over my lips. “I know what I want. And I want you. I don’t know if I’ve ever wanted somebody more.”

      “Not even that guy?”

      “Not even close,” he rumbled. “I was a kid, and he was the first guy I ever actually felt something for. And under different circumstances, this situation between us… I think I could maybe…”

      I couldn’t bear to hear him say anything else. It was too damned much. “Jude, we haven’t even…”

      “You’re the only real thing in my life,” he whispered.

      My heart stuttered in my chest. His brutal honesty humbled me.

      He lowered his head, his mouth closing in on mine. All I could do was stare at how red and plump his lips were. The same lips I’d dreamed about too many times to count.

      “Cory…”

      He planted his hands on either side of my head. He matched me size for size, so when he slid his leg between mine, I was totally lost to him. To his eyes and touch and scent. My senses were on overload, and I couldn’t handle much more. My pulse was roaring in my ears, heat was licking across my skin, so I closed my eyes and took a few deep breaths.

      I felt him move even nearer, his warm breath sliding across my lips. I remained motionless because goddamn, if he didn’t slant his mouth across mine anytime soon, I might actually pass the fuck out from pure want and need.

      I could’ve easily slid my fingers around his neck, yanked his mouth forward, and kissed him, but I wasn’t going to be a prick. He had his reasons for not wanting that intimacy, good ones, I now knew, so I prayed he’d grant me that privilege soon.

      I could feel the heat of his body as it buzzed over the tiny hairs on my arms, creating a shockwave. I didn’t know exactly what he’d done with other guys, but Christ, in that moment, I wanted to wipe the slate clean and have his only memories be of me.

      I shuddered as his lips delicately fluttered across mine like a feather. My trembling fingers inched out and clenched his hip. His mouth brushed against mine, and I became hyperaware of the soft, smooth feel of his lips.

      “Cory.” He recited my name like a delicate English ballad. God save the freaking Queen.

      “Open your eyes,” he murmured across my lips. “I need to see you when our lips meet.”

      I blinked my lids open, like I was drifting out of a dream, that’s how much his words had seduced me.

      He tilted his forehead against mine. “You are the sexiest man I’ve ever wanted to kiss.”

      “Fuck, Jude.”

      He licked across my bottom lip, and I hummed, angling my hips against his. My tongue darted out to taste his, and he moaned so sensually, I almost came in my pants. Eyes pinned to each other, the tips of our tongues licked and skimmed, sampled and savored, until I gripped the back of Jude’s neck and his hot mouth sank down on mine.

      He offered me several small kisses, and then I grasped his waist and spun him around, hemming his shoulders against the wall. The stubble on his chin was rough against my fingers as I tipped his face to mine. I angled my head and seized his mouth in a passionate kiss. As my tongue penetrated past his lips, I was rewarded with a throaty, desperate groan. Everything about this man was sensual. From his eyes and lips to his hands and ass.

      My fingers fisted his shirt as I pressed my body firmly against his. I could feel his dick slide against my groin as I straddled his leg and nipped at his lip. Jude opened wider for me, and I slipped my tongue deeply inside his mouth. He clutched my face, his tongue battling for dominance, exploring my teeth and gums and the roof of my mouth. By the time we came up for air, I didn’t know how many minutes had already passed. He drew his mouth away, his eyelids drooping, making him look as dazed as I felt.

      “Fucking hell, Cory,” he said, his voice thick. “You know how to kiss.”

      I didn’t respond because we’d wasted too much time talking as it was. I dragged my lips against his as I trapped him against the wall, my mouth plundering and devouring. We were all teeth, mouths, and tongues as we left bruising kisses across lips, necks, ears, and then fused our mouths back together again.

      I couldn’t get enough, and as I pulled back for air, his gaze seared and held. Then his lips gentled over mine, sweeping me up in the most intense kiss. His tongue set a slow, deep rhythm, and he became like water moving across the sand. Never enough and then all too much. But I always wanted more. I needed him to be over me and then under me. Soaking into my skin and drenching my bones.

      After several minutes more of soul-zapping kisses, I felt wrung dry.

      “That mouth of yours,” I said, dragging my lips away to catch my breath. “I could kiss it all night.”

      “Maybe you should,” he said against my ear.

      My fingers circled his nape, my tongue invaded his mouth, and he moaned from deep in his throat.

      Growling, I flipped him around and moved us toward the bed. I nudged him back with my hands on his shoulders, then knelt on the mattress. His mouth returned to mine as my fingers raked over his chest, beneath his shirt, lifting it, trying to wrench it over his torso. When I finally did, he threw it to the floor, and my hands were all over him, exploring his flat stomach and smooth chest.

      His hands grasped my shoulders, his lips grazing my throat as my fingers descended with purpose to his back. I broke the kiss and gazed at him for silent permission. With a nod, he gave it to me, and I moved behind him, my fingers never leaving his skin. His head hung low, and he was breathing heavily.

      I began kissing him everywhere I could reach—the small of his back, along his spine, across his shoulders, to the remaining scars that had yet to be concealed. My throat clogged with emotion over what he must’ve endured, and now that he’d given me most of the puzzle pieces, it was even more gut-wrenching to fathom.

      “We need to finish this tattoo.”

      He remained perfectly motionless, outside of his heaving chest, as he allowed me to pay reverence. I knew instantly that I’d been given a gift, and I wanted to cherish this night, this moment with him.

      My lips moved to the back of his neck, offering him a tender kiss. “You’re beautiful,” I whispered in his ear.

      He stilled yet again, then turned his gaze to mine. In one ingenious move, he had me fixed to the mattress, and his mouth came down hard, stealing the air from my lungs. His kisses were long and deep, and I was like an uncontained wildfire crackling and awakening for him. I brought his hand to my mouth, kissing each finger worshipfully as he watched me in wonder.

      His hand slipped to the bottom of my shirt and then beneath as he bit his lip and hummed. His hands were warm on my skin, and it felt as if he was touching me for the first time.

      He lifted off my shirt and marveled at my skin. “This one means something, doesn’t it?” He placed his fingers on the black crane tattoo over my heart.

      “Yeah.” I panted as he pressed his lips there. “It’s for the people I’ve lost in my life. In Japanese folklore, a crane is the carrier of souls to the afterlife.”

      “That’s so lovely.”

      He traced the outline of my shoulders, and then his thumbs circled my pecs. When his tongue darted out to swipe across my nipple, it felt like electricity rippling through me.

      “Oh fuck.” My head rolled back. “Please.”

      I didn’t even know what I was asking him. I just knew I was desperate for him to touch me, taste me—and I needed more. So much more.

      His body arched over me, and his erection ground against mine, the denim between us an encumbrance. His tongue licked over my bottom lip while his fingers moved over my thighs.

      I moaned into his mouth and mumbled, “Jude.”

      My fingers grazed his stomach, and my hand slid down to palm his erection as he shuddered out a breath.

      “I want to see you,” he said, a growl erupting from the back of his throat. “All of you.”

      I immediately tugged down my jeans and underwear, dropping them to the floor. His gaze explored the entire landscape of my skin as I quivered and hungered to touch him.

      “You do the same,” I said as I fisted my cock, trying to stave off my arousal.

      He took down his jeans and knelt over me, allowing me to appreciate every inch of his lean build as he took a deep, drawn-out breath.

      “Fuck.” I tugged him down to lie next to me, and my fingers lazily grazed his thigh.

      Jude had experienced many things—had lived a dangerous life—but he’d barely shared intimacy with anybody. I wanted so much to give that to him. To experience that with him.

      A shiver ran through him as I rubbed my erection against his, my fingers grasping his ass.

      “Do you trust me?” I asked, and I knew the answer would be huge for him. I realized now exactly why he hadn’t been able to depend on many people.

      “Yes,” he said almost instantaneously, and that made my chest loosen.

      “Let me make you feel good.”

      I kissed his lips thoroughly, and then my mouth feathered down his stomach as it quivered in my wake. My hand closed around his dick, and he groaned, his fingers gripping my hair. I licked along the length of his shaft, pulled down the foreskin, then swirled my tongue around the head, cherishing my first taste of him, which might also be my last.

      “I never thought I’d get this chance,” I rasped as I buried my nose in his pubes and savored his earthy smell.

      “Me neither,” he moaned as I suckled his tip right before engulfing his length, pumping him in and out of my mouth, tasting all of him, root to crown. He shifted his knees, tightly grasping my head while I dragged and twined my tongue, savoring him.

      My fingers glided down to his balls, and I palmed them gently while he mumbled unintelligibly. I didn’t want him to come yet, so I licked his head one last time and drew back.

      “Turn over for me?” I asked softly, and he did so without hesitation. He had the sweetest ass, and I couldn’t help kneading his firm skin. “I need to touch you.”

      My lips feathered between his shoulder blades and down his spine. My fingers slid to his firm globes, and I squeezed. “I want to kiss you. Right here.” I parted his cheeks and admired his tight, pink hole. “Has anyone ever…”

      “N-no.” His legs began quivering. “Oh fuck.”

      I would be his first, and damn, that was huge in its own way. “I think you’ll like it.”

      He fisted the pillow, hanging on by a thread as my finger slid down his crease.

      “Your ass is incredible.” My hand rounded his hip to grasp his cock. “Get on your knees.”

      He lifted up, then bent his back, thrusting himself toward me. Jesus fuck, he was hot.

      He parted his thighs as I kissed each cheek before spreading them wide. When I brushed my thumb over his hole, he flinched. He was so close, and I wanted more than anything to blow his fucking mind. I made sure my tongue was wet when I took my first taste. His knees nearly gave out.

      “Fucking hell, Cory.”

      “Do you like that?” I took another swipe with my tongue.

      “Yes,” he whimpered. “Do it again. Please.”

      No way did I plan on stopping now. I gently licked at his hole, circling and prodding, softening the tender skin, before adding the tip of my finger. I could tell it felt uncomfortable because he squirmed. “I know we don’t have any lube, but it’ll feel good.”

      Once his muscles relaxed, I was able to slip my finger all the way inside. After a few more prods, his hips began moving in time with my thrusts.

      “I want you so much,” I growled, giving his cheek a gentle bite.

      “Cory.” He panted openly as a string of come leaked from his cock and clung to the bedding.

      I removed my finger, and before he could protest the loss, I spread his cheeks wider and buried my face in his ass. I licked and circled the puckered skin as he moaned shamelessly. Using the tip of my tongue, I slowly pressed inside. He was so tight, and just thinking about having my cock buried inside him like this made my dick agonizingly hard.

      Jude’s head lolled side to side as I continued my gentle onslaught, and he was babbling my name.

      “Jesus, what’re you doing to me? I need to come so fucking bad.”

      I replaced my tongue with a finger. I pushed deep inside and curved the tip. His groan was so sexy, so guttural, that I palmed my own cock as I rubbed my finger against his prostate.

      “Fuck,” he shouted, quivering violently as he shot ribbons of come all over his sheets.

      He sank down on the bed, completely boneless, and I rubbed his back while I continued pumping my cock.

      “Nothing’s ever felt like that before,” he gasped. “Nothing.”

      When his gaze slid to my hand fisting my own dick, his eyes widened. “Did that turn you on?”

      I groaned. “That was the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen in my life.”

      A lazy smile stretched across his lips as he turned over onto his back. “Your turn. I want to watch you come.”

      His sexy, groggy voice was all it took. I pumped a few more times, then stiffened, my seed landing on his stomach. He tugged me down on top of him, and I buried my head in his neck. And then we lay there, panting into each other’s mouths, grasping at each other’s faces, kissing fervently.

      After my heart rate calmed, I found a washcloth in his bathroom to clean us off.

      “Stay with me for a little bit,” he whispered, and I lay back down.

      His head settled against my chest, the room grew quiet, and his breaths slowed. I could tell he was on the verge of sleep, and I figured I’d remain a bit longer before having to leave. The idea of getting up and walking out that door was killing me. I wanted to stay wrapped up in him all night.

      “It’s Jack, by the way,” he mumbled into my shoulder, and I stilled. “My real name is Jack.”

      He shut his eyes, and I watched him for what seemed like hours, stroking his back, marveling at this beautiful man who trusted me enough to fall soundly asleep in my arms. And soon, my drowsiness consumed me as well.
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      I woke a couple of hours later. Somehow we’d switched positions, and now his arms were wound tightly around me, my head was on his chest, and I felt warm and secure.

      I didn’t want to move, but I knew we hadn’t meant to fall asleep. I was beginning to understand Jude, so I knew he’d wake in a panic and be concerned for my safety. And given what he’d shared with me, I didn’t blame him. Still, I didn’t move a muscle because the idea of leaving him now after a mind-blowing night seemed impossible. A thick fog of melancholy set up camp on my chest, and I knew I needed to face the inevitable: I couldn’t have a relationship with Jude. At least not one that was steady or indiscreet. I told myself I’d be fine with one night, but feeling his lips and seeing his eyes and hearing his voice when he came…goddamn. I was already in deep with him, and I needed to extract myself and go home.

      I attempted to squirm my way out of his arms, but he tightened his hold.

      “Are you trying to leave me?” he whispered into my hair.

      “We fell asleep and it’s late.”

      “You’re right,” he murmured. “But it feels too good. Your bike is in my garage, and I’ve armed the security system.”

      “You have a security system on a rental?” Then, realizing the precariousness of his situation, I added, “Never mind, don’t answer that.”

      I heard his soft chuckle and wished I could listen to it indefinitely.

      “Not sure I’ll ever get the smell of you off me,” I mumbled and snuggled further into his warmth. “Not sure I want to.”

      “I knew one night with you would never feel like enough.” He reached down and kissed my cheek. “If I could have one wish right now…”

      “What would it be?” It was dark in the room, so I couldn’t make out his expression, but I could hear the tremble in his voice. The need.

      “To be able to live out in the open…and try this, whatever this is, with you.”

      My breath hitched, and I turned to him, kissed his shoulder, his neck. “Me too.”

      As the light of dawn trickled through the window, I said, “I need to let out my dogs and feed them.”

      His arms stiffened, and then he sighed. “They’ll be happy to see you.”

      “Jude?” I asked, knowing in the back of my brain what his real name was but tucking it in the safe pocket of my soul. I’d keep it there forever.

      “You’re gearing up to ask me something,” he said. “Spit it out.”

      “The way you are with Chopper, it’s like…”

      “After we moved to the States, we got a dog.” There was a smile in his voice. “She resembled Chopper in her coloring and was a really good girl. Mum named her Queenie.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “Mum said she was run over by a car.” I felt him brace himself at the memory. “But I knew better.”

      I raised my head. “What do you mean?”

      “Elias—my stepfather—had requested I run an errand for him that week, and I refused.” He shuddered. “I learned quickly after that never to deny him.”

      “Fuck,” I said, as a bit more of his history fell into place.

      “Mum and I wanted to leave, to get away from that life,” he said after another drawn-out moment. “But we were trapped and scared. She was just his possession, and he wasn’t planning to let her go.”

      I couldn’t swallow past the boulder firmly lodged in my throat.

      “After I left, I knew he’d try and find me, but I also realized with utter certainty that I’d never do his bidding again.”

      “I’m so sorry…”

      “Do you understand, Cory?” he said suddenly, his voice raised, his stiff muscles unyielding. He grabbed my cheeks as he ground down on his jaw. “I need you to understand.”

      “I…y-yes.” I was at a loss for words as my mind fumbled through exactly what he was trying to tell me.

      “No matter what happens, he will never hurt me again. Not like that,” he muttered. “I’ll kill him first. Or die trying.”

      “Jude, no,” I choked out, and then I captured his mouth in a reckless and desolate kiss. Because the only thing that was worse than not being able to be with him would be to know he was no longer on this earth.

      When I pulled away, he held on to my face, our foreheads leaning together.

      “Cory, I wish with all my might that you could be mine.”

      “I already am,” I whispered.

      His lips crashed down on mine as he pressed me solidly to the bed. His mouth was hot as a furnace, and his kisses bruised. He nibbled his way down my body, where he proceeded to take me in his mouth and all the way back to his throat. I whimpered and thrashed while he licked and sucked me into submission, giving me another mind-bending orgasm.

      After he swallowed every last drop, I lay practically lifeless, unable to move my limbs. He rested his head on my chest, settling back into the warmth of the sheets.

      “I’m yours too, Cory Easton,” he whispered before we drifted off again.
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      A couple of hours later, I rose from the bed, needing to get to my dogs.

      “I wanted to talk to you about Chopper,” he mumbled.

      “What about him?” I pulled on my jeans.

      “I’d like to…I don’t know…” He opened one eye. “I haven’t had anything of my own in a long while.”

      “What are you trying to say?” I asked, sliding my shirt over my head.

      “I want… How about if Chopper stays with me for a bit?” he replied in a tentative voice. “That’ll free you up to adopt Patch.”

      “I’m not grasping this,” I said, my pulse unsteady. “How can you— Does this mean you plan on sticking around?”

      It was a constant question in the back of my mind. He’d been on the run for so long; what would make him stay in this town?

      “Alex keeps telling me it’s time. To get settled. This is the safest place for me right now.”

      I was speechless, my mind bending in a million directions. What did that mean for him and me?

      “It feels good to do something nice,” he said. “And besides, having Chopper is like having a piece of you with me. Always.”

      I reached for his hand and interlaced our fingers.

      “But, Cory, that doesn’t mean—”

      “I know,” I cut him off. I didn’t want to hear him say we couldn’t be together.

      “We’ll have to pretend until I know you’re safe, and I don’t know when or even if that’ll happen,” he said, his voice dripping with sadness and fear. “You deserve a lot more.”

      “Safety is relative, Jude. I could get hit by a bus crossing the street or crash my motorcycle. You can’t keep me in a box.”

      “Please don’t,” he said in a tortured voice. “I’ve already lost everybody else.”

      So have I.

      I stretched across the bed and pulled him into my arms. “Shhhh…it’ll be okay.”

      “It’s the only thing I can control,” he said. “The only way I know to keep you protected.”

      “I get it,” I replied, sliding my lips across his.

      His hands gripped me tight as his tongue delved past my lips, kissing me deeply, as if it was the last time he’d have the chance.

      I offered him one last peck on the lips and stood up.

      “When will I see you again?” he asked, sitting up in bed.

      “Let me finish your tattoo this week. And then let me talk to Emmy about the dogs.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” he said with a tilt to his lips, as if testing the foreign words in his mouth.

      I left in a fog. Because it was early morning, I wheeled my bike to the street before firing it up, as Jude watched cautiously from the window.

      On the way home, I passed by Smoke and another recruit from the Disciples, who were obviously on some kind of patrol. Did the guy ever sleep? But I’d admit it gave me a sense of calm and security to always have them in sight.

      After I showered and changed, I headed to the shelter. I was tempted to keep the same T-shirt on from last night simply because it smelled earthy, like Jude.

      Once Emmy and I were finished cleaning cages, I broke the news about Patch, and she threw her arms around me. “Are you sure?”

      “I think it’ll work out,” I said into her shoulder. At least I hoped it did. But what would happen if Jude left town?

      I couldn’t even consider that possibility.

      “I’ll have to thank Jude too.”

      “We both know that dog will thrive with him.”

      “Give yourself some credit, Cory,” she said, popping me in the shoulder. “You’ve been good to him.”

      “I fed him and walked him. I’m good for something, I guess.”

      We strolled to the large front desk, where Travis stood talking to some staff.

      “Want to walk me through the adoption steps?”

      “Of course,” she said, tearing her eyes from her boss. “I need to see if you’re a fit owner.”

      I rolled my eyes and smiled. “Let’s go see Patch first and tell him the news.”

      I hoped to hell I knew what I was getting into with Jude. It was like walking straight into a hurricane, knowing my head and heart would be tossed around like some rag doll. But the lure of the wind was just too strong.
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      Everything felt different since that night with Jude. Not only did I understand his perspective better, but it also reminded me that the world could be an ugly place. That the everyday people who passed by you on the street might have a harrowing story of their own. That some of those same people might want to hurt you. And that bad guys could be hiding in plain sight.

      Jude had suffered enough loss to trump us all, and he wasn’t trying to forget—he was trying to survive. That had an immediate sobering effect on me.

      Tonight I was sitting at the bar in the Hog’s Den. It was a busier night than usual, but Vaughn was still telling his stories animatedly to anybody who would listen. The two regulars next to me were in a heated debate about the universal helmet law. Had Damon worn a helmet that night and consumed less beers, it might’ve saved his life. But I wasn’t about to share my opinion.

      I just sucked on my beer, barely registering anything around me and only focusing on precisely what the hell it was that I wanted to do. The back room remained dark tonight, and I was hoping for some action so I could actually work up the nerve to do something to protect the man I was quickly falling for, against my better judgment.

      I knew Jude wasn’t next door at the shop, because we’d begun texting each other. We were careful to keep our conversations strictly platonic, just in case. Texting gave me a lifeline to him, and I looked forward to his messages more than anything else in my day.

      After a couple more patrons made their exit, Vaughn edged closer to my end of the bar. “Something on your mind, kid?”

      He was probably a few years older than me, tops. But I felt like a teenager whenever he called me that. “Why do you ask?”

      “Because you’re quiet, and you ain’t never quiet,” he said, pouring me a fresh beer.

      I shrugged. “Don’t know if that’s true anymore.”

      “Yeah?” His elbows sank down on the edge of the bar as he studied me. “This kind of life can change you.”

      My eyes snapped to his. Guess he knew I was in deep.

      “Malachi going to be around tonight?” I croaked out, trying to sound braver than I felt.

      “Mal’s out at the compound.” He looked at his watch. “Should be on his way back, though.”

      “The compound?” I’d heard that word before, mostly in reference to parties being thrown by the Disciples, but I didn’t know all the ins and outs of club business.

      “The main base,” he said. “You got something you need to say to him?”

      “Yeah.”

      He leaned down to look me in the eye. “Sure about that?”

      “Yes.” I gritted my teeth. “Got to.”

      He stared at me hard. “Jude tell you his business?”

      I nodded. “I guessed most of it.”

      He raked his hands through his hair. “You regret getting involved?”

      “Not a chance,” I said, slapping my hand down on the bar. On that one point I was clear. I had no regrets about Jude York coming into my life.

      There was the sound of a motorcycle revving its engine outside as if announcing its presence.

      “Speak of the devil,” Vaughn said, and then moved to the far end of the bar to take a new drink order.

      I heard noise coming from the back room and nearly jumped out of my skin. When Smoke emerged behind Jonas, the vice president of the Disciples, Vaughn’s eyes followed him around the bar. I quickly peeked over my shoulder and saw how Smoke’s gaze appeared to soften.

      “Maybe you should take the leap,” I said when Vaughn stopped in front of me to retrieve a bottle of tequila from beneath the bar. I knew I was crossing the line and that my ass might get kicked for voicing it.

      “Ain’t never gonna happen,” Vaughn’s voice rumbled, his eyes never meeting mine. “Not with one of their own.”

      “Sorry to hear that,” I said. Because it was true. It was killer to long so damned hard for somebody.

      “Life’s a bitch and then you die,” he said and moved away to retrieve a shot glass and lime for the customer.

      His face went through a series of emotions as he filled the drink order at the end of the bar. After he was done pouring from the tap, he tipped his chin at Smoke, who approached the bar.

      “The prez come back with you?”

      “Yeah,” Smoke said, and I saw how his eyes lingered one moment too long on Vaughn’s face.

      “Our boy Cory here would like five minutes of his time,” he said, and my shoulders stiffened. I was really doing this. Inserting myself deeper.

      Smoke’s eyes shot up, and then his lips tilted in amusement. He didn’t look at me or address me. Only Vaughn. “Boy’s got it bad?”

      I watched as their eyes fastened on each other. “For sure,” Vaughn said, swallowing visibly.

      Smoke nodded and then headed toward the back room. Vaughn narrowed his eyes at me in warning, and I kept my mouth shut. I heard Smoke open the office door, and my heart began pounding in my chest. After another minute, Smoke emerged and sidled up to the bar.

      “Mal will see him now,” he said to Vaughn. “He’s busy, so only a couple of minutes.”

      Smoke walked away, and my eyes met Vaughn’s. “Better get going.”

      Taking steps felt like moving through cement. After this meeting, I would no longer be a clueless tattoo artist living in this town and minding my own business.

      I opened the door and stepped inside. I’d never been back here, so I didn’t know what to expect. Maybe some armed guards instead of a couple of dudes with leather vests sitting at a table, playing a game of cards. Or maybe some seedy or gaudy fixtures. But all I saw was a normal office painted a light gray with a large wooden desk and a huge side table. The Disciples of the Road crest hung on the wall behind the desk, with its skulls and fire and brimstone, making it clear exactly to whom this space belonged.

      Malachi was a good-looking guy with some gray showing around the temples and a physique and presence that were intimidating as hell.

      “Have a seat, Cory.” Malachi was looking down at his phone as if this meeting was just a blip on his radar. Like he was talking to a pizza-delivery guy or something.

      He finally looked up and nodded to Jonas, silently telling his vice president to usher the other members out of the room.

      When they left he said, “More comfortable now?”

      I nodded and clasped my hands in order to hide the trembling.

      “What’s this about, my man?”

      “About Jude,” I said. “He… I…” And suddenly what I’d planned on saying just wouldn’t come out.

      “I know you’re together,” he said with a slight twist to his lips. “Is it just fucking around, or is it something else?”

      “It’s not just fucking around.” I gritted my teeth. “I…care about Jude.”

      He nodded and stared at me. “So you’re here because you’re looking out for him?”

      “Yeah, something like that. It’s just…what he’s told me about his life…I don’t want him to be a pawn in some game Elias is playing against you guys. He’s been used enough.”

      “No way around that, really. Elias isn’t stupid; he knows Jude can pin plenty on him. But we’ve got ammunition too. Proof that he stole a warehouse full of goods from the Scorpions’ club on the West Coast.”

      I wasn’t going to ask straight out what kind of goods they stole. These were pretty intricate stories of secrets and betrayal, and I needed to preserve my own safety at this point.

      “I don’t think Elias knows Jude is with us,” Mal continued. “But if or when he finds out, he’s going to be pissed, and he might come looking for what he feels is rightfully his.”

      His? He’d reduced Jude to a piece of property. Some kind of possessive, animalistic instinct flared in my gut, and I had the urge to growl and pound my fucking chest.

      “We’ll keep him protected; it’s what we promised. And you as well, now that you’re involved.” He sat back in his seat. “But we don’t owe you nothing; let’s make that clear.”

      I shut my eyes as the grim reality sank in. I tucked my lips, attempting to keep my frowning to a minimum. My fists clenched the chair so hard, my knuckles turned white. I wasn’t sure how Jude got through his everyday life without cracking under the pressure, but he’d had way more practice than I did. He was used to this kind of life—not that he’d asked for it—and his reasons for closing himself off this entire time had never been clearer.

      “Never thought I’d have this sort of situation going on under my nose, but I get that love comes in all forms,” Mal said. “I’d be heartless if I didn’t. I understand feelings. I had an old lady once.” I shivered as a dark look passed through his eyes. “But business is business.”

      I got it; there was no way I could convince him to have more heart. This was a professional exchange and nothing more. My stomach pitched. I nodded and stood up before I blew chunks all over his floor.

      “Despite what you think, I like the boy. You’re a good kid too. Keep your nose clean and continue providing a good service at the ink shop. We’ll do what we can to keep him safe,” he said, his fingers steepled in front of him. “Best to remain all business in public, you feel me? There’s no reason to make yourselves a target, so no slipups between you and the kid. You make it look like you got a casual friendship, that’s fine.”

      My eyes shot to his as shock registered, my limbs growing numb. Even though it was what Jude and I already knew we had to do, hearing it voiced out loud had somehow made it worse. What the fuck ever.

      I didn’t say anything more, just walked dully toward the door until his deep voice stopped me.

      “This is what you signed up for, Cory.”
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      “How did your massage go this morning?” Jessie asked from behind the front desk. She had walked me over to her mom’s holistic shop last week. I’d scheduled an appointment, and not only had it helped my back, it released some tension as well.

      “Awesome,” I said, and Jessie winked. “My back feels pretty good right now.”

      Apparently I was holding on to all my anxiety, taut as a rope, in my shoulders and lower back. Though the initial injury came from the accident, the therapist explained how tension could still manifest physically.

      I slipped my phone out of my pocket and sent a quick text to Jude: At the shop now, ready to work.

      How’s your back?

      That massage did wonders.

      Told you so, mate. See you soon.

      “Send Jude back when he comes in?” I said to Jessie. She knew something was up between us, probably everybody did, but she hadn’t said anything. They knew how discreet I was about whom I slept around with. I never was one to kiss and tell, so why would I start now?

      Jessie raised her eyebrows and stared hard.

      “Just say what you need to say.”

      I’d told Jessie a bit more about my relationship with Damon the same day I’d scheduled my massage. It felt right to finally start sharing more with my friends.

      “I approve, as long as Jude’s not going to hide you away.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Meaning, he should be proud to be with you in public.”

      “When it comes to Jude,” I said, choosing my words carefully, “all I’ll say is this—it’s not about being proud, it’s about being brave.”

      She nodded in sympathy. When she and Nate had first gotten together, she’d used similar words when I questioned his intentions. And now I knew that Nate had been through some horrible shit with his own abusive father. So that was the only way I knew how to make her understand.
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      Jude silently entered the room and made quick work of removing his shirt. I hadn’t seen him in a couple of days, and the air was so damned thick between us, it was like walking through a sauna. I wanted to pull him into my arms, but I also needed to remain professional in my place of employment like I’d always been.

      Still, it was one of the only times we could be behind closed doors, so when Jude gazed at me with such blazing affection, I couldn’t help but reach for his hand and pull it between my own.

      “I know we have work to do,” I said, “but I’ve missed you, and I really need…”

      Without further discussion, he angled his mouth against mine, his fingers grasping my neck to tighten our connection. I groaned into a searing kiss that stole my breath away.

      We stood in the middle of the floor for some quiet minutes just kissing and breathing the same air and staring into each other’s eyes. I knew I was in love with Jude York, but that was a thought I’d keep to myself for now. Besides, he’d have to be blind not to see it written all over my face.

      He reached up and dragged his fingers across the scruff on my chin, then slid them into my hair. I had purposely left my cap at home today.

      When his lips brushed against mine, I sighed into his mouth and deepened the kiss, giving him everything I had. My tongue surveyed each corner of his mouth—taking, tasting, memorizing.

      “Thank you,” he whispered, and my heart stuttered in my chest at the intense set to his jawline. Jude continued to be a man of carefully chosen words, so I cherished any he freely gave away.

      My fingers stroked his neck. “What for?”

      “For taking a chance. For not being too afraid.” He shut his eyes as if in pain. “I didn’t think I could have someone like you.”

      I traced his eyelids and cheekbones with my thumbs, keeping my mouth closed so he could get his thoughts out.

      “I don’t know what’s going to happen or for how long I’ll be allowed to have this, but I’ll treasure it every day,” he said into my neck, his accent deliciously pronounced. “And every time I see your smile.”

      I pulled him firmly against me so that our chests were connected, and I could feel his heart beating rapidly against mine. “Thank you.”

      “You don’t have to—”

      “Don’t do that,” I said. “Don’t think you’re not worthy of thanks. You’ve helped me slow down and listen to the silence. And at first, I thought it was too fucking painful, but now I see it’s beautiful. Just like you’re beautiful.”

      He tenderly brushed his mouth against mine.

      “Don’t change on me too much, Cory,” he said, shaking his head. “I was attracted to the man who couldn’t keep his trap shut.”

      My cheeks felt on fire, and I smiled. “That wasn’t the real me.”

      He sat down on the table, and I pulled my tray of supplies forward.

      “It was the way you coped, and there’s nothing wrong with that.”

      “And how do you cope?” I asked, reaching for my latex gloves. “By being silent and always running?”

      He shook his head. “I never imagined…that this would be…” He pulled back, anguish in his eyes. “The night of my eighteenth birthday, my mother knew,” he said. “We’d been living with Elias for three years by then.”

      “What did she know?” I asked, giving him my full attention.

      “That I was of legal age and the stakes would be higher. I could land in jail, or worse.” His breaths became choppy, his eyes unfocused. “She’d saved some money from the sale of our cottage and urged me to run and hide. To keep my head down and my words to a minimum since I was hopeless at imitating an American accent.”

      And then it struck me loud as thunder dead center in my chest. His mother had sacrificed her life for him. She knew if she helped him escape, it would get ugly for her. The idea of it was so terrible, I couldn’t even say it aloud.

      “Jude—”

      “My mum was special. So brave and beautiful. My best friend.” He shook his head as if banishing any horrible thoughts. “She regretted marrying Elias and moving us to the States. She told me she was sorry every single day.”

      It was as if he was staring straight through me, completely lost in the past, in his memories, during that vividly awful time in his life.

      “But he was like a nightmare she couldn’t run from. He would’ve hunted her down, that’s how obsessed he was with her,” he said through gritted teeth. “He called her mi cielo. Every time he’d utter those words, I’d feel ill.”

      I reached my fingers out to comfort him. “What does that mean?”

      A shudder stole across his shoulders. “It means my heaven.”

      I felt bile in my throat. The way Jude said the words made my skin crawl.

      “I thought…if I got the authorities involved, I could save her. But by the time Alex could’ve intervened, she’d been…” He took a quick breath, unable to say the word. “It was like I already knew, had felt it in my bones.”

      He squeezed his eyes closed, and his fingers clutched the back of his neck. So that was how Alex got assigned to his case. “Leaving my mum was the hardest moment of my life.”

      I pulled him into my arms and held him for several long minutes. If I’d done my math right, that was six years ago. Six years of living with this pain. He was twenty-four years old and had already had one hell of a life.

      I could feel the warm air on my nape as he released choppy breaths.

      “If I have to walk away from you too…” His voice cracked.

      “No matter what,” I said, cutting him off because I couldn’t bear to hear him say the words, “you’ll always own my heart.”

      His lips smashed against mine as his fingers gripped my hair. “Fucking hell, do I want to take you somewhere and have you all to myself.”

      “I want that too.” I slanted my forehead against his, breathing heavily.

      “I can still smell you on my pillow,” Jude confessed, a rosy color stealing over his cheeks. “I’ve been reluctant to wash it.”

      My eyes met his, and there was so much affection there, along with a flare of longing.

      “We’ll just have to figure out how to make our own memories. Hopefully soon.”

      We were quiet for a while longer, and my pulse picked up speed because of the surprise I had for Jude. I’d thought of it in my drawing class and used a fresh sheet of paper to sketch it out. If he agreed, I’d have to do it freehand, and I hoped to hell he liked it.

      “You trust me, right?” I bit my lip.

      His eyebrows shot up. “Why?”

      I moved to the table and reached for my sketchpad. My heart was thumping as I flipped the page toward him. “This is the section I’m finishing up today.”

      He nodded, staring intently at the drawing.

      “See these branches in the center near the leaves?” I asked and took a deep breath. “I inked some hidden letters that will only be meaningful to you.”

      His eyes rapidly scanned the page. “What do you mean? I can’t see anything.”

      My finger traced over the initials embedded in the twist of branches. “M, J, Q, and another J—for Michelle, Judith, Queenie, and Jack.”

      His breath caught in his throat as he stared hard at the letters that represented his childhood.

      “It’s okay,” I said, suddenly wondering what in the hell I was thinking. “You don’t have to agree—”

      “Yes. God, yes.” His fingers reached up to slide across my chin. “I want you to do it.”

      “I figured it was a way for them to always be with you,” I whispered.

      He tugged my face toward him for a thorough kiss. “Do it. Please.”

      I nodded, and he lay down on the table, gratitude and wonder alight in his eyes.

      As usual, he tilted his head to the side and watched me work. Though it was unnerving at the onset of our relationship, now it felt comforting. I had no idea what our future held, but I felt cherished.

      “Tell me a memory about this tree.”

      “It was a great big oak at the back of our cottage. There were loads on our property, but this one was our favorite.”

      I continued working as I listened.

      “Judith was always wheezing and coughing, so on her good days, it felt nice to be outside with her.”

      I didn’t know all the ins and outs of his sister’s disease, but I did hear somewhere that the mortality rate was high.

      “She couldn’t climb the tree because she was small and weak, so she always dared me to do it. And the higher I got, the more amazing she’d find it.”

      I looked up and smirked at him, knowing the direction this was heading. “So it became a challenge to get higher?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Were you scared?”

      “Bloody hell, no. It was exhilarating.”

      I arched my eyebrow. “Figured so, Mr. Daredevil.”

      “I felt on top of the world, like I was in control of my own destiny,” he said, then bit his lip. “Sounds a bit melodramatic, doesn’t it?”

      “Nah. I get it. Especially when your life spins out of balance and everything goes to shit. Holding on to some measure of control feels…grounding.”

      “Exactly,” he said, a smile tipping his lips. “I liked our tree best in late autumn when all the leaves had fallen off; only a couple of stragglers stayed clinging to the branches. I could see the entire village from up high. Felt like I had a bird’s-eye view of the world.”

      “Is that why this tree on your back hardly has any leaves?”

      He nodded. “It feels a bit like a new beginning. Sweeping away the old, getting ready for something new.”

      “Makes it sound like you have hope, Jude,” I said, cautious with my observation. “I wouldn’t have been clear about that a few weeks ago.”

      “Hope can feel dangerous sometimes,” he said, gazing into my eyes. “Like an empty wish. Do you understand?”

      “I do,” I whispered. “But I happen to have enough hope to go around for both of us.”

      His eyes softened, and just as his mouth tilted into an exquisite grin, there was a rumble of thunder, which in the enclosed room sounded like a tiny earthquake. I adjusted my fingers on his skin.

      “Storm coming,” I said, my chest compressing irrationally, like it always did.

      Jude’s gaze slid up to meet mine. “Tell me about that.”

      “About…?”

      “You know what I’m asking.”

      “Not sure it makes much sense.” I shrugged. “Rain seems to factor into my most dismal days. My mom’s death, my grandfather’s funeral, and the night Damon drove off from that party.”

      Jude said nothing, as if willing me to continue.

      “I followed him in the rain. He was so pissed at me. Plus, he’d been drinking.”

      “Had you been arguing about something?”

      “About him being in the closet,” I said, feeling the same kind of shame build and set in my shoulders. “He was flirting with a woman at the party as I stood by and watched.”

      “Fuck, I’m sorry, Cory.” Then his eyes widened as if he’d had a revelation of his own. “You know if I could, I would—”

      “No, don’t,” I cut him off. “I know this is different. You’re not purposefully trying to hide me. To hide us.”

      “I’d be proud to kiss you in public. And maybe someday I will.”

      I shut my eyes, wondering for a moment what that would feel like.

      “Cory,” Jude whispered, his fingers slipping across my stubble. “How’s that for a bit of hope?”

      I opened my lids and held his gaze, my lips curling into a small smile. Then I took a deep breath and got back to work.

      “I’ll be bringing Patch home in a couple of days,” I said after another beat of silence.

      “Bet Emmy’s relieved.”

      “She is, and if she doesn’t stop thanking me, I’ll have to tape her mouth closed,” I said, and he smiled. “You okay with me dropping Chopper off tomorrow afternoon?”

      “Perfect.”

      “I’ll bring all his supplies…” I winced. “I’m beginning to feel guilty.”

      “You’ll still see him whenever you want. Maybe we can walk them to the dog park too.”

      I liked that he was making plans, that he was attempting to stick to a normal life and routine.

      Wariness filled his gaze. “Are we still going to meet at the competition next week?”

      “For sure,” I said, and he seemed relieved. We’d made small plans in places we could spend time together. It was better than nothing.

      After another stretch of quiet, where I could hear the dull thud of rain battering the rooftop, I pulled the needle away from Jude’s skin and shut off the machine.

      “All done.” I reached for the hand mirror. “Let me show you.”

      When he sat up, I positioned the mirror behind him. I pointed to the section where I’d worked in the letters. “What do you think?”

      “Your work is incredible,” he said, shutting his eyes and visibly trembling. “It’s as if you took something dreadful and turned it into something…something…”

      He didn’t say anything for a long while, and shit, I thought maybe I’d done the wrong thing. That the memories would be too overwhelming for him. Hand covering my mouth, I waited, unsure what to do, if he even wanted me to touch him right then.

      “Fuck,” I finally said, reaching for his shoulder. “I didn’t mean to upset you. Maybe I shouldn’t have…”

      But when he opened his eyes, they were watery, the corners creased with happiness. His fingers gripped my neck, and his thumb swiped against my throat.

      “It’s brilliant,” he said, gulping in air. “The loveliest thing anybody’s ever done for me.”
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      I borrowed Gram’s car to drop off Chopper, along with his dog bed, food bowl, and favorite chew toys. There was a large pit in my stomach because it felt like I was abandoning him. But even Gram assured me that I was simply giving him to another good home. That Patch might be a better match for me and Ace anyway.

      I pulled into the driveway, then hopped out of the car with Chopper, who seemed to remember Jude’s place and tugged me straight to the door. I had a feeling he wouldn’t give two shits about me after today.

      Jude stepped out on the landing to greet Chopper with a stunning smile on his cheeks. He was taking a small piece of his life back, and right then, he was so self-possessed and beautiful.

      “You sure about this?” I asked, standing in front of him with my hands shoved deep in my pockets.

      “I’m sure.” He opened the side gate to allow Chopper on the small strip of grass in the backyard. He immediately pissed on the first flowerbed he saw, marking his territory. “I haven’t had anything permanent in a long time.”

      “And Chopper is permanent?” I watched the damned dog sniff and mark along the entire fence line of the property.

      “You don’t agree to care for somebody and then throw them away the next day.” He smiled at Chopper, apparently happy that he was making himself at home. “Not on purpose anyway.”

      My knees wobbled as my heart battered around my chest. He stared hard into my eyes, and I got that he was saying many things at once. That he was not only giving us a chance, but giving his new life a chance as well.

      “And what if you have the impulse to run away?” It was a fear I wasn’t sure I should’ve voiced out loud, but there it was in all its glory.

      “It wouldn’t be an impulse.” He steadied his gaze on me, unflustered by my twenty questions over a dog. “Maybe an instinct. And it’d only likely happen if there was real danger.”

      “What would happen to…to…Chopper?”

      He raised his eyebrow, knowing full well I wasn’t only asking about Chopper. “I’d find a way to protect and look after him.”

      I kicked at a stone on the ground, unable to meet his gaze. “Would you come back…if you thought the threat was gone?”

      “Always.” He reached for my hand, but then looked to the street and let it fall away. “Come inside, please.”

      I followed him through the door, telling myself it was only to get Chopper acclimated. But Chopper seemed right at home as he bound to the kitchen and lapped at the water in the dish Jude had set down.

      “I can’t stay long,” I said, feeling almost shy, like it was my first time at his place. “I have a shift at Raw Ink.”

      He nodded. “I just finished my morning at the Board Room, but I’ll be heading to the skate park.”

      “What was that trick I saw you practicing the other day?” I asked, watching Chopper sniff around the room.

      “Hmmm…either the Darkslide or the 180 Pop Shuvit?” He shrugged, as if his talent was no big thing. “The one I’m chuffed to bits about is the upside-down 360 loop. But I’d need a pipe for that. They’ll have one at the arena for the upcoming games.”

      “A pipe?”

      “A curved wall with a lip so I can hang upside down.”

      “Holy Christ, you’re going to maim yourself.”

      He laughed. “It’s a difficult trick, but I’m definitely up for the challenge.”

      Suddenly he grabbed my face and backed me against the wall, kissing me hard and deep and desperate. Like he was releasing it all, giving it all to me. “I don’t want to talk right now. I want to taste you.”

      I moaned and wormed my body closer, reaching behind him to grab his ass. We were both instantly hard, and he ground his hips against me.

      “Every night I’ve dreamed of you,” he said against my lips.

      I pulled back to look at him. “You have?”

      “Yeah.” His gaze fastened on mine. “I knew I couldn’t have you, so the next best thing was the fantasy of you.”

      “Same here,” I said. “I’d lie in bed and jerk off to thoughts of you.”

      “I like that you tossed yourself off.” He panted against my mouth. “What did you imagine?”

      “This. Your hands on me, your lips all over my body.”

      “Jesus,” he panted out. “And now you’re right here in the flesh. And I’m desperate to have all of that with you.”

      He backed me down the hallway, yanking off my shirt and unbuttoning my pants. It felt so urgent, like we were running out of time. Not only because I had a job to get to, but also because I never felt certain of how many more days we might have left.

      “I need to touch you,” he said, hemming my thighs against the bed, forcing me to lean back. He tugged my pants down my legs, and then his hands were roaming all over my chest and shoulders.

      His gaze melted me, and I shut my eyelids to quiet my thrashing heart. I was in Jude York’s bed, he was touching me, and it felt like a goddamn gift.

      He feathered kisses along my ear and collarbone and throat. “Your skin is so soft,” he said and swiped his knuckles across my nipples. I moaned because it felt so good. When he drew one into his mouth, sucking it until it stiffened, all the blood in my body rushed to one area.

      I grasped his head as his tongue circled and then dragged down the center of my chest to my happy trail. “You’re perfect,” he said.

      “Far from it.” I gasped as he nibbled on my thigh.

      “You’re perfect for me,” he said, and I sighed into his words. “I could stay right here and kiss you forever.”

      His breath caught, and his cheeks splotched with color as if he couldn’t believe he’d used such a permanent word.

      “Me too,” I said because it was true, but also because I didn’t want him to regret anything.

      He pushed me down on the mattress and arched over me. I tried to remove his shirt, but he batted my hands away.

      “At least let me look at you,” I said.

      He conceded by grasping the material behind his neck and pulling off his shirt.

      I touched him everywhere I could reach on his smooth chest. I curved my head to lick his nipples, one side, then the other. His eyes rolled back as he gasped.

      My hands trailed lower, unbuttoning and unzipping his jeans, then prodding them all the way down his legs. He took a step back as if he’d lose his mind if I continued touching him right then. A long, large bulge tented his briefs as he caught his breath and scrutinized me.

      “You’re gorgeous, Jude.” My gaze slid lazily over his body.

      His fingers tunneled through my hair as he moaned his appreciation into a scorching kiss.

      He drew my underwear down, deposited them on the floor, and knelt in front of me. My shaft was dripping with precome, my balls throbbing for release, and him looking at me with hungry anticipation was nearly my undoing.

      “Fuck, Cory.” He kissed my abdomen, then nuzzled the patch of hair right below as if savoring me. “You drive me mad.”

      Curling his fingers around my hardness, he seemed to marvel at my cock. When he sucked the tip into his mouth, I groaned loudly, and he rewarded me by inserting his tongue inside the slit, now that he knew it drove me insane.

      “I don’t know how long I’ll make it if you keep that up.”

      His mouth swallowed me whole, and I felt myself hit the back of his throat. His eyes sprang open, and he stared me down as his tongue laved and his lips sucked. It felt so damned perfect, I cried out at the sensation.

      Releasing me, he tenderly lapped the head before licking along the underside of my shaft. As he moved down to bathe my balls with his tongue, he pushed on my knees to spread me wide open.

      “When you fuck me, I want us to be facing like this,” he said in a jagged voice. “So I can watch you the first time.”

      “I want that too.” I attempted to rein in my harsh breaths. “To see your eyes when I make you come.”

      He hummed as he drew my balls into his mouth one by one as if they were a delicacy. I was so close to release that the base of my spine began prickling. When his mouth trailed down and tenderly kissed my hole, I nearly saw stars. Jude tasting me was the most erotic sensation. The tip of his tongue probed at my ring of muscle, breaching with only the tip, before he thrust, sucked, and licked me into oblivion.

      “Oh God, Jude, I’m going to blow,” I said, and his hand moved up to clasp tightly around my hardness.

      And then I couldn’t take it any longer. I forced my feet down on the mattress to gain leverage. I yanked at his arms to pull him on top of me. I needed to feel him, so I urged his hips down against mine. When our dicks met and rubbed together lengthwise, he gasped.

      “I want you to come with me,” I murmured.

      His mouth came down on mine, and our arms and legs tangled together. I wrapped my hand around our cocks and found a rhythm, both of us panting as I jerked us off in unison.

      “Feels too good,” Jude ground out, his eyes glazing over.

      “Are you close?”

      “Yeah,” he said into my mouth and then thrust his tongue in time with my hand.

      I mixed the precome from both our tips together to create friction and then reached around to his crease with my other hand. My finger made it halfway inside when he erupted all over his stomach.

      “Christ.”

      The noises he was making, along with the roughness from our lengths slicking tightly together, made me shoot off immediately afterward.

      We lay on his bed, staring dreamily into each other’s eyes, hoping never to rouse from this reverie.

      “Stay a bit longer,” he said after he got a washcloth and wiped us down. “It’s hard to let you go.”

      My heart ballooned in my chest. I fucking loved hearing that.

      Jude had left the bedroom door open this time, and I heard Chopper hurtle noisily down the hallway. I threw the covers over the top of us right before he struck—licking our faces and clomping in heavy circles on the bed.

      “I knew you’d be a bed hog if Jude was anywhere near it,” I said as he found a cozy spot and lay down near our legs.

      Jude laughed and tugged me closer, kissing the side of my head.
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      Bring Ace to see his old friend Chopper? They can piss around in the yard.

      How about tomorrow after work?

      Looking forward to it.

      I heard Chopper bark as I approached Jude’s place, and my shoulders finally unwound. He was already in protective mode. And Jude could definitely use somebody else on his side.

      I’d only brought Patch home from the shelter two days before, and he and Ace had gotten along fine, with some minor adjustments. There was some territoriality over the food bowl, but Ace had quickly established himself as the alpha, and Patch fell in line easily.

      Patch was a pretty needy dog. Anytime I was home, he’d crawl onto my lap. I didn’t think he knew what to do with all the space he had free rein over, so he curled himself into a tight ball and seemed more comfortable that way.

      Jude smiled when he opened the door, and it halted the breath in my lungs. Ace saw Chopper and practically bolted through the entryway.

      Chopper’s tail was wagging a million miles an hour, and I bent down to pet him. “How do you like your new home?”

      “He says he’s thrilled to bits,” Jude said, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “We should eventually get Chopper used to Patch as well. Especially if we ever walk them or we meet you at the park.”

      “Not a bad idea.” I stared into Jude’s eyes, trying to convey how happy his plans made me. How thankful I was that he was trying to make a life for himself.

      I removed the treat I’d brought Chopper from a bag I’d placed on the counter. It was one of his favorite flavored bones, so his nose nudged at my knees. Jude made him sit before he was allowed to take the snack from my fingers. What a difference a couple of days had made.

      Chopper made his way to the dog bed in the corner of the living room, already comfortable here. Ace was busy exploring Jude’s house, so I saved his bone for later. It gave me such immense relief that Chopper would have Jude to look after him. And vice versa.

      “I was just ordering Chinese takeaway,” he said, and I smiled at his British vernacular.

      “Great,” I said, realizing how famished I was.

      After he placed the order, he sat down next to me on the couch. I slid my arm around his shoulder and pulled him against me, relishing his warmth.

      “Cory,” he whispered into my hair, and hell, I wished I could hear him say my name like that every single night.

      The delivery was quick, so we ate and drank a couple of beers. Then we let the dogs out in the yard, where they lay down together on the grass with their bones, chummy once again.

      After he shut the door, Jude pressed me against the wall. “I bought supplies,” he said, breathless.

      I arched an eyebrow. “Supplies?”

      He bit his lip in a shy yet sexy way. “Condoms and lube.”

      My heart thudded in my chest. Just because Jude said he wanted to have sex didn’t necessarily mean he was ready to do it right now.

      “I need you to fuck me,” he whispered.

      I shut my eyes. “Goddamn.”

      It was as if all the pleasure receptors in my brain were on overload.

      “It’s alright if you don’t want—”

      “Believe me, Jude, I want to. It’s just… Are you sure?”

      “It’s all I can think about.”

      “Hell.” I rolled my head back. “Me too.”

      Jude was entirely lips and hands and raw desire the whole way down the hall to his bed. We paused at the entrance to his room, and my hands were rough as they rushed down his body and grabbed at his ass. “Tell me again how much you want this.”

      He studied my eyes, and there was a fierceness in his I hadn’t seen before. He flattened his body against mine, and his mouth devoured me. His lips fastened around my tongue as he sucked it hungrily. I gasped for air and clutched at his shoulders.

      I flipped him around toward the bed and relaxed my hold, slowed my hands, gentled my lips. I slid off his shirt and kissed his collarbone, dragging my mouth across his throat, licking his ear, murmuring his name. When I unsnapped the button on his jeans, his breath caught.

      It was then I realized how huge this was for him.

      He’d told me it’d been years since he’d been intimate with a man, and now he was choosing to make a connection with me. I wanted it to be good for him. More than good. I wanted to make him think it was worth it—that we were worth it.

      “I want this very much.” His eyes met mine with intense determination.

      I drew his pants to his knees as his elbows sank down on the bed, and then I undressed quickly while he watched me from his sheets. The look in his eyes was raw and wild, as if he was barely hanging on to the last shreds of control.

      And then I was on top of him, sucking on his lips, biting his neck and shoulders, allowing my hands to roam all over his body. When my fingers enclosed around his cock and pulled down on the foreskin, he was already leaking.

      “Where are the condoms and lube?”

      He opened the side drawer, tore off a condom, and threw it with the lube on the bed.

      “I’ll need to stretch you.” My fingers were shaking as I reached for the bottle. I knelt in front of him on the bed, and his face flushed with anticipation. “Don’t want to hurt you.”

      I squirted some lube on my fingers, and then my hand trailed over his thighs, to his balls, then below to his crease. “Lift your knees. Open up for me.”

      Jude raised his legs toward his chest, looking so damned sexy right then, I couldn’t help leaning over and drawing the tip of his cock into my mouth. I dragged my tongue around his head as my finger found his puckered hole. I slid partway inside, and he grabbed my biceps.

      “Oh, God. Feels amazing.”

      I waited until his muscles relaxed before pushing all the way inside. I added a second finger and worked them both, until Jude was practically whimpering.

      “Please, Cory,” he strained out. “I need you right now.”

      I rolled on the condom and coated it with lube. I pushed him farther up on the bed and crawled over him. I needed to gaze at him one last time to make sure he truly wanted this.

      When his green-cellophane gaze met mine, a spark ignited in my chest with such overwhelming intensity, I nearly shut my eyes.

      He roughly gathered my face in his callused fingers, and his kiss was so devastating, it left me breathless.

      “Jude.” I rolled his hips and lined up my hardness with his hole. My thighs began trembling with need.

      Reaching for my hips, he hauled me forward, my tip pressing inside him. Making contact with his tight heat nearly made me explode. I couldn’t even describe how fucking fantastic he felt.

      His mouth opened, but no sound came out. I watched his eyes as he gazed up at me in wonder. After giving him a moment to adjust, I surged farther. He was so tight and warm, my eyes almost crossed. When I looked down and saw myself inside his body, I could scarcely breathe.

      I dropped down on my forearms to be closer to him, and drove forward an additional inch. I could feel the wetness and pulsing of Jude’s cock between our stomachs, and that, along with the sensation of our bodies connecting so intimately, made me groan out loud.

      “Talk to me, Jude,” I whispered.

      He was panting softly, his eyes glassy. “I’ve never felt anything better than you being inside me.”

      I sighed and kissed his mouth softly, my tongue licking over his lips. “Christ, you feel amazing, Jude.”

      I propelled my length forward and was now seated fully inside him. He moaned, his fingernails biting into my biceps. I stilled my body and hissed through my teeth, because the sensation was almost too much to handle.

      Jude’s fingers slid across my stubble, and I looked down at him.

      “I want to really feel you.” His accent brushed across my nerve endings, generating sparks that swelled into a forest fire. “So go for it.”

      He reached up and bit my shoulder, and it was so unexpected, I snapped my hips forward. He growled low and deep. “Yes, like that. Faster, harder.”

      He hooked his feet around my thighs, and I pinned his arms, consuming his fervent lips. I thrust inside, hard and deep, and holy fucking hell, he felt hot and so goddamned tight and perfect at this angle.

      “God, yes. Brilliant.” His eyes lit up. “Give me all you’ve got.”

      I withdrew almost all the way and then slammed back inside. He rocked his hips upward to meet each thrust, which changed the angle so I was able to delve even deeper.

      “Fucking hell, whatever you’re doing,” Jude said, gritting his teeth. “Right there.”

      I continued jerking forward as he watched me with adoring eyes, and it did something to me, sharing our bodies like this. Our hearts were connecting too, one winding around the other, no doubt about it.

      I pumped hot and solid, a buzz stealing across my back, my balls lifting and tightening. When my hand grasped his cock firmly, he threw his head back and was gone. Completely fucking gone. Watching him get his release was intense. He was so goddamned stunning. His lips parted, his face flushed, his chest heaved.

      I was skating on the brink of my own orgasm, and after two more solid pumps, finally let go. “Fuck. Goddamn.”

      I was a panting, shuddering mess as I sank down on Jude, my lips at his neck.

      But I was also like Jude on the highest branches of his oak tree: on top of the fucking universe.
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      Since Raw Ink had free tickets, Dex and Emmy had also come out to see the event. It was drizzling and gloomy, lending to the uncomfortable feeling in my chest, and I was glad that Dex had given me a lift, since I hadn’t been able to hang out with him the last couple of weeks.

      His brother had gotten in an accident involving a drunk driver, and that seemed to have finally woken his ass up. Oliver had given him a couple of days off to visit his family, and he came back more sober than ever—even turning down a night out at Zach’s. He seemed alert and clearheaded, and even though I wished it had been caused by better circumstances, I was glad he’d had a wake-up call of sorts.

      The arena was crowded, and as we took our seats inside the tent, I looked around for Jude, who was meeting me there. He was standing in the back row behind a skateboarder who was probably a decade older than him. He was completely focused on the bowl, watching the warm-ups as competitors donned their helmets and elbow and knee pads.

      This sport attracted all kinds, so it was amazing to see dudes older than me spinning alongside teenagers in the concrete enclosure. Lean bodies, muscled calves—no matter the age, all these skaters were physically fit and up to the task.

      “You see him?” Emmy asked.

      “Yeah.” I kept my hand low as I pointed to the far end of the tent.

      “Lots of cute guys,” Emmy said, looking around dreamily. Even though she was into Travis, she wasn’t dead. Even I could recognize that some of the dudes were smokin’. Still, the hottest guy here was standing clear across the arena, and I hoped he’d make his way over soon.

      “Definitely some hard bodies,” I said.

      “But you only have eyes for one man.”

      As if he’d heard her, Jude looked up; his eyes met mine and softened.

      I didn’t raise my hand to wave, only tipped my chin because I knew Jude didn’t like to draw attention to himself in public. I noticed how his eyes darted around the arena, looking for signs of trouble.

      “And he only has eyes for Cory,” Emmy said, sighing.

      I smiled despite my nerves because it was nice to hear.

      As Jude headed toward us in the stands, I studied the arena corner to corner, my neck prickling with watchfulness. Thing was, plenty of people could appear suspicious for perfectly common reasons. I didn’t really know what to look for, but I sure as hell wanted Jude to be safe, so I kept my eyes peeled for anything out of the ordinary.

      Jude sat down and threw a wave to Emmy and Dex on the other side of me. This was the perfect setup, given Jude’s vigilance. It made it seem like he’d run into some friends. I felt the heat from his thigh briefly pressing against mine, and I had the urge to link our fingers together.

      Before we knew it, the competition was underway. It was really cool to watch. The sport had rabid fans, and they collectively held their breath and cheered for their favorites. The skaters performed impressive twists along the walls as well as in the air, some of which appeared gravity defying.

      “This guy’s going to perform that trick I told you about,” Jude said. “He’s fucking ace.” The skater seemed flawless in the bowl, and as he performed his 360 stunt by hanging upside down, the hairs on my arms stood at attention as I waited for him to fall back down to earth.

      The crowd went wild afterward, jumping to their feet and clapping for him. When he was finished, he simply nodded and waved to the stands before returning to the bench with the other skaters.

      “Damn,” Dex said, still on his feet. “That was way cool.”

      “That guy was amazing,” Emmy said in an awed voice. “Do you know him, Jude?”

      “No. Only heard of him,” he said, a bit of wonder in his eyes, and I couldn’t rip my gaze from my beautiful skater boy even if I tried. I could only hope that one day he’d get his chance to perform his stunts and reach any goals he’d dreamed of, even if they were death defying.

      As the next skater approached the lip, Jude’s entire body tensed.

      “Jesus,” Jude whispered to himself as the skater held his board firmly, helmet securely in place, awaiting the signal.

      I studied the guy. He was short, with a wiry stature. His face was attractive, with long eyelashes and full lips, and I briefly wondered if Jude was also captivated. I felt a wash of jealousy until it became clear that something was very wrong.

      Jude had turned ashen, and his movements were jerky as his gaze stole toward the exit.

      “I have to go. Will explain later,” he said as soon as the skater began his time in the bowl. “Stay right here. Do not follow.”

      What the hell was going on? Were they old friends from another life? My stomach churned as I watched Jude’s retreating form.

      Dex and Emmy were enjoying the guy’s performance, unaware of the alarm sounding off in my body. I kept looking at my phone, hoping Jude would text me that he was okay.

      “What happened to Jude?” Emmy asked once the skater’s performance ended.

      I tried to keep my voice steady. “He had to leave early.”

      “Bummer,” Dex said, though he looked as if he didn’t quite believe me.

      The skaters in the current category lined up to hear how they had placed, and I stood up, so filled to the brim with nervous energy, I could no longer remain seated.

      Through the tent entrance, I noticed that the sun was now peeking from behind the clouds. The strangest thought occurred to me in that moment. That rain or shine, the earth would still rotate on its axis without Jude. But it would be my center of gravity that would remain off-kilter. Permanently.

      My phone finally buzzed with a text, and I shakily withdrew it from my pocket.

      Sorry I had to leave. That was him. Mateo. The guy I told you about.

      My stomach hollowed out as my eyes darted across the way. But the competition had ended, and everybody was filing out of the tent. I didn’t see Mateo anywhere.

      When we got to the parking lot, I immediately spotted Smoke, who shook his head as if in a warning not to react to anything. Jude was nowhere to be found, and as we got to Dex’s car, I almost felt compelled to stay, but there was nothing I could do. I didn’t even have my bike.

      Jude never responded to my text questions, so as soon as Dex dropped me home, I got on my bike and rode. I drove past his house, the marina, and then the Board Room before pulling into the back lot near the Hog’s Den, because I didn’t know what else to do.

      The first thing I noticed was Chopper tied to the bike railing out back, and I strode toward the dog, my mind a flurry of activity. Was Jude inside, or had he abandoned his dog?

      “What are you doing here, boy?” I knelt down and petted his scruff.

      Then I swallowed back my despair and fear and stormed inside the Hog’s Den, heading straight for the bar.

      “Should be temporary,” Vaughn said before I could get any words out. “He’ll be at the compound until Mal gets the all-clear.”

      My pulse skittered in my veins.

      “Chopper stays with me,” he said, filling up a glass of beer as if nothing at all had happened. As if my entire world hadn’t just spun out of control. “If it’s longer than a day, I’ll take him to Jude.”

      “Why can’t I—”

      “This is club business now. Let it play out.”

      My fingers shook as I gripped the edge of the bar. “That guy at the event?”

      “Pretty big coincidence that he was only in town for the competition. They have to see if his story checks out.”

      “And if it doesn’t?”

      Something dark passed through his eyes, and my stomach dropped to the floor.

      “He had to pitch his phone, so he left you something,” Vaughn said as he reached under the bar and pulled out a folded sheet of paper that was some sort of dingy receipt with the Hog’s Den insignia embossed at the top.

      Jude had scrawled a note on the back.

      

      Cory,

      No matter what happens, I need you to know that I love you.

      I will never not want you.

      I’ll always try like hell to make my way back to you.

      Yours,

      Jude

      

      I gripped the bar, overcome with warring emotions. A visceral flooding of love that welled in my soul, but also a sorrow that ached deep in my bones. The air in my lungs felt trapped by the weight of my despair, and I choked for a decent breath.

      “Don’t worry,” Vaughn said, studying me. “For now he’s safe.”

      I blew out a breath. “So he’ll be coming back?”

      “That’s not up to me, Cory.”

      Vaughn walked down the bar to hand some drafts to a couple of guys watching the game on the big screen. When he came back my way, he looked pointedly at me. “You’ve fallen hard for him, haven’t you?”

      I nodded, even though I was certain he saw the answer plainly in my eyes.

      “Well, shit. I don’t envy you, my friend.”

      That was comforting. But what the hell did I expect with this crew?
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      The most excruciating forty-eight hours of my life followed. I didn’t know if I’d see Jude again, and the not knowing was pummeling at my heart. It was almost like grieving Damon all over again. Except this time, I could still hold on to the hope that Jude would come walking through the door.

      After my shift at Raw Ink, where I attempted to hide from Emmy’s and Dex’s probing eyes, I headed home. Once I fed the dogs, I planned on checking in with Gram and then riding to the Hog’s Den for any news.

      I sat on the couch and stroked Patch, who had curled up on my lap. I sank my head against the cushions and shut my eyes. I had barely slept all night, and it was catching up to me. I ignored my aching back because I knew it was probably stress related, and until I knew Jude’s fate, the anxiety wasn’t leaving anytime soon.

      I heard the sound of a motorcycle barreling down the street, and my eyes flew open. Would that reaction ever leave me?

      Next there was a tap on my door, and my heart crashed against my rib cage. I walked to my entryway, fearful of what I’d find. Maybe Smoke was giving me the courtesy of an update about Jude.

      I pulled open the door and sagged against the frame when I saw Jude standing on the stoop with his hands shoved deep in his hoodie. Goddamn, he knocked the wind out of me. He bit his lip, as if uncertain of himself or how I’d respond.

      Immediately my defenses heightened, and at the same time something inside my chest latched closed. I looked around the yard and then down the street for any signs of danger. I noticed Smoke driving off in the distance.

      “Cory,” he said, his voice filled with anguish.

      “Jude.” I stayed back, terrified of allowing my heart to believe it was truly him. “I’m… Goddamn, I’m glad you’re safe.”

      I wanted to bury my head into his shoulder, feel him, smell him, and unleash all my emotions onto him, while simultaneously wanting to shove him away because he felt like the sand in an hourglass. Always slipping through my fingers.

      “Can we talk?” he said, taking a tentative step forward.

      “I thought…” I moved aside to allow him to get by, my chest tightening like a screw as an overwhelming well of panic arose inside me. Like maybe Jude was only here for a brief visit, and then he’d be on his way again. I was having great difficulty believing he was actually standing inside my house. “I figured you were probably gone. You know, for good. Like…like everybody else.”

      He stepped toward me, lifting his hand partway before letting it fall. “Like everybody else?”

      “Yeah, you know.” My head dipped, my shoulders hunched. “Like the other people in my life who’ve left me.”

      “Fuck, Cory. I’m not. I would never…” He trailed off, as if struggling to get the right words out. “I would never leave you. Not unless I was forced to. This was only a precaution until things got sorted.”

      I studied him as all the air occupying the space between us seemed to pulse and vibrate.

      “So then everything stays the same?” I mumbled, then swallowed roughly, still not quite believing his words. Not yet. “You don’t have to go?”

      “Alex and Malachi think I’m safest here.”

      I stared at the floor, attempting to gain control of my pounding pulse.

      “Can you…can you look at me, Cory? Allow me to explain?”

      My gaze snapped to his, and he blew out a sharp breath.

      “When I saw Mateo skating at the event…I was shocked as well as confused. I hadn’t seen his name in the lineup.”

      I remembered the program they handed out at the door and didn’t recall any skater named Mateo either, not that I was looking.

      “Alex cross-checked government records and found him living on the East Coast. Apparently he’s also under protection and using an alias.”

      I felt my eyes widen at the news.

      “They needed to make certain that him showing up at the same event was purely a coincidence.”

      My heart was battering in my chest. “And was it?”

      “His story seemed to check out,” he said, and I released a jagged pant. “He’s done a couple of events under his pseudonym; no way could he have known my name or the town I was staying in. Besides, I’m not even sure if he saw me.”

      I remained silent, awaiting the upshot. For everything to come crashing down around me. I still couldn’t inhale a goddamned decent breath.

      “We used to… We’d skate together. It was the thing we had in common.”

      “So he left his former life behind too,” I said, trying to piece it together. “Do you feel like you want to—”

      “He means nothing to me, Cory.” He stepped into my space, backing me against the door. “And you mean everything.”

      My chest felt crowded and uncomfortable, and I wanted to touch him so desperately. But I still needed to get some things square in my head. He kept his distance, understanding dawning in his eyes.

      “I’m sorry. This must be difficult for you to deal with,” he whispered. “I just wanted to make sure you were alright. You don’t have to do this—be with me.”

      My gaze snapped to his, and I saw profound sadness in his eyes. I didn’t want to hurt him any more than he wanted to hurt me. My fingers reached for his chin, grasping firmly. “How can I not be with you?”

      He gasped but remained silent, allowing me to get my thoughts out. “You mean everything too.” My forehead rested against his as I breathed him in, his earthy scent heady.

      His eyes searched mine as he reached up to remove my cap and run his fingers through my hair. His lips grazed my forehead, then my cheek. I felt myself falling into him. Impatient to kiss him. Touch him. Be with him.

      I placed one hand behind his neck and the other on the small of his back before my mouth rushed over his. My lips traced his, top and bottom, and then my tongue parted his mouth and nudged inside. Just that small taste of him brought the universe back in alignment.

      He brushed his tongue against mine, slow and sexy, until I could barely catch my breath. My fingers dug into his hip; I desperately needed him closer. My tongue twined along his, exploring his mouth, while my hands skimmed up and down his spine. I wanted to slide beneath his skin, dissolve into his bones. To make absolutely certain he would never leave me again.

      His breaths were heavy and hard as I wound my fingers through his hair, pulling him even nearer. He drew my tongue inside his mouth and gently sucked on it until he dragged a whimper from me. I tightened my hold on his hips and tugged him forward, bracing myself against the doorframe. He slanted his head to deepen the kiss, and I felt every place on his body that touched mine—our thighs, our stomachs, our chests. He traced a fragile line with his thumb along the small of my back, above the loop of my jeans, and I groaned into his mouth.

      “Jude…” We broke apart, breathing heavily, and I warily turned my gaze to him, my heart bouncing around my chest.

      “Cory?” he asked, no doubt seeing the agony in my eyes.

      “I just… I need to know this is real. That you’re real,” I whispered. “Do you understand?”

      His eyes held mine for entirely too long as he seemed to read something in them. “I understand.”

      We didn’t waste any more precious seconds. By the time we made it to the bedroom door, our clothes were wrenched off, and Jude had me facing the wall, my hands above my head. He was using that assertive, confident voice that made my dick swell.

      And then his groin was rubbing against my hip as he bit and sucked my neck.

      “I need you, Jude. Inside me. Now.”

      He must’ve heard the desperation in my tone. Without another word, he drove his hard cock against my back, his fingers gripping my hair as he took my mouth in a fervent attack of teeth and tongue and mouth.

      “Second drawer,” I whimpered. His tongue dug deep in my mouth, and shockwaves ignited through my body.

      “Don’t move.” He backed away from me, and I heard the crinkling of a condom wrapper as he suited up and returned to me.

      His fingers were already lubricated, and he found my crease and rubbed my puckered hole until a guttural groan ripped from my throat.

      “Fuck, I’ve missed you,” he said, pushing one finger inside. I arched my hips and drove back against his hand as he added a second digit.

      His hand reached around to fist and pump my cock, and he swiped a finger across my tip, sending needy pinpricks of desire across my spine. His wet tongue and the small nips on my shoulder drove me to the brink. “Please.”

      “Bend over for me,” he growled against my ear. “I need this arse.”

      My legs trembled as I thrust my hips out. He parted my cheeks, and I felt a whisper of lips across my nape.

      “Fuck,” he shouted as he pushed inside me inch by magnificent inch.

      I lost my breath and braced my forearms roughly against the wall. The stretch and feeling of fullness were almost too much to bear. He stilled, his forehead digging into my shoulder as he hissed through his teeth. Jude was inside me, and holy fucking Christ, it felt unbelievable as flames of heat licked all over my skin.

      “This is too good, Cory,” he grunted. “Fucking brilliant. So damn tight.”

      “Give it to me, Jude,” I said as the friction and burn transformed into tingles of pleasure rippling across my limbs. I wanted to feel the tightness, the fullness, the blistering sting all the way into next week. “I need this. I need you so much.”

      “Do you believe me now?” Jude’s teeth bit into my shoulder, and then he licked the stinging skin to soothe the ache. “I’m fucking real, Cory. This is real.”

      He growled and thrust inside, fucking me with such determination that stars began to flare in front of my eyes. It didn’t take long before I blew apart completely, shivering and shaking and melting against the wall as Jude’s hands dug further into my hips.

      As Jude chased his own release, his groin propelling against my ass, two thoughts clicked solidly into my brain: Jude York was real, and I’d just had the most intense sex of my life.
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      Jude and I had fallen into a makeshift routine the next couple of weeks. We’d have lunch or dinner at his place or mine whenever our schedules would allow. But out in public we remained under the radar, attempting to look like nothing more than friends.

      Behind closed doors was a different story. We couldn’t keep our hands off each other and usually ended up in bed, with Jude begging me to fuck him and me happily obliging. Or we’d skip the meal, preferring to use our time together to talk about everything under the sun, as if making up for lost time, our bodies constantly touching, our mouths perpetually hovering, our fingers frequently entwined.

      “You want my mouth on your cock?” I’d asked him last night, my fingers hovering above his zipper. I’d stopped over after my night out with the Raw Ink crew. Jude had come by Zach’s Bar to hang out briefly, but we always made sure to leave separately.

      He shook his head, practically shivering from the contact. “I want your lips on mine.” Then he urged my fingers to release his swollen cock from the confines of his jeans.

      While I wrapped my fist around his hardness, our mouths rested together, our lips never breaking contact. My tongue licked deeply in his mouth, kissing him at an unhurried pace, while I brought him to climax with my hand.

      It was as if he needed to stare into my eyes, moan into my mouth, and share the same airspace to truly feel connected to me. I’ll admit I needed it as much as he did.

      I could tell how happy Jude had been to return to his own place with his dog—cooking and cleaning, walking Chopper along the bay. Like it had become his home. Maybe more home than any other place on the road had been.

      Chopper had advanced to fucking Pet of the Year in the short amount of time he’d been with Jude. He was no longer such a whiny pain in the ass and played nicely with other dogs, including Patch. As if Jude was as much a balm to his soul as he’d been to mine.
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      Today Jude was invited to Gram’s house for a spaghetti dinner after my shift at Raw Ink. I planned on meeting him at her front door so I could finally introduce him properly. But it didn’t quite work out as planned.

      I texted him: Sorry. Running late. Be there in five.

      Already inside. Your grandmother is lovely.

      By the time I arrived, I could tell that he and Gram had hit it off. He was sitting at her kitchen table, drinking a glass of her peach tea while she told him a story about my winning first place in some art show in high school.

      “Seriously, Gram?” I slid into a seat across the table from Jude.

      “I don’t mind at all.” Jude winked and smirked at me. “Helps me get to know you better.”

      “Why didn’t you mention how adorable Jude was?” Gram said, squeezing my hand. “I can see why you’re so smitten with him.”

      Heat crept across my cheeks, and I felt like a little kid all over again.

      “Well, I fancy Cory too,” Jude said, watching me closely while his foot brushed against mine beneath the chair. “Quite a bit.”

      And now my heart was fluttering against my rib cage like a damned baby bird. Right then I had the urge to blurt my whole heart out to him in the middle of my grandmother’s kitchen. We had yet to really lay it out there to each other. Face-to-face.

      But I was enjoying my time with him. It was beginning to feel almost normal. Like we were figuring out our own special rhythm in a world where the drumbeat was constantly changing.

      “Good,” Gram said, a smile flitting across her lips as she turned and stirred her sauce. “Cory needs somebody to look after him.”

      Jude and I just stared and smiled at each other like we were sharing some magical secret. A secret that involved hopes and dreams and desires.

      “I’ll set the table.” I stood and reached for the dishes above the sink.

      “Let me help,” Jude said, and I pointed him to the utensil drawer.

      Jude complimented Gram’s meatballs several times over the course of dinner, which I could tell she relished hearing. She’d smile and pat his arm and then ask him something else about his work at the Board Room or cities he’d spent time in—obviously while on the run, but he was careful not to divulge any more history than necessary.

      Jude could be quite the charmer when he wasn’t hiding himself. I could already tell how much Gram adored his sense of humor and gentle demeanor.

      I’d been nervous that he wouldn’t share himself with her and only remain quiet, polite, and alert, like he’d continued doing with the rest of the town—outside of the Raw Ink crowd, which I could tell was growing on him. So I was instantly relieved when he opened himself to my grandmother without hesitation, as if allowing me a special gift. She never pushed for details, and he never offered more than he was willing to share, so it was an even and pleasant balance.

      Jude had traversed the United States and had lots to share about his favorite places on the West Coast. I couldn’t help wondering if we’d ever have the opportunity to travel together, but I also knew what feeling settled meant to Jude. After all, he had an entire tree inked on his back, roots and all.

      After Jude and I cleared the table and loaded the dishwasher, we joined Gram on the sofa.

      “Cory, in the dining room curio cabinet,” she said, nudging my elbow with her fingers, “there’s a drawer beneath with some photo albums. Pull out the large brown one for me.”

      “Uh-oh.” I swallowed my groan as I stood up and made my way into the other room. “What are you up to?”

      I searched around in the drawer and came across some other albums from my childhood that I quickly rotated and hid at the bottom of the pile.

      “Do you remember that your grandfather and I honeymooned in the English countryside?” she asked me once I sat back down with the book in my hand.

      “Which area?” Jude asked, and off they went on an hour-long discussion about their trip to Harrogate and Jude’s childhood, where he confessed to being a decent student but always a bit of a clown, taking any dare offered. That was the real Jude, and I loved seeing his indulgent smile. I also got a history in English culture and learned something about my grandmother’s youth in the process.

      They flipped through the pages, laughing and talking, as if this was completely natural for us. As if Jude was not in protective custody. As if he wasn’t hiding from his dangerous stepfather while a motorcycle gang patrolled the neighborhood, noting anything suspicious.

      For this one night, it simply felt real.
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      The following weekend, I walked in to find Jude and Gram sitting together at her kitchen table. They had apparently become chummy since the night they’d met. She’d even requested that both Jude and I pick her up from her ladies’ card night a couple of nights before. But Jude had been busy at the Board Room that night, and after frowning about it, she invited him over for breakfast the next morning instead.

      “Have a seat, darling,” she said, placing a plate in front of me.

      “What’s this?” It looked like a sausage in the middle of some egg concoction.

      “It’s called Toad in the Hole, and it’s the dog’s bollocks.” Jude’s face had broken into a stunning grin. “My mum used to make this for me and my sister in England.” His foot slid over mine beneath the table, his hand reaching for my knee as he took his first bite and declared it to be fantastic.

      I looked over at Gram, who was pouring orange juice into short glasses. “I figured he’d want a little taste of home.”

      “Thank you,” I mouthed to her.

      That same afternoon, Jude wheeled his Harley into Gram’s garage so I could help him change his brake pads like I’d done on my bike the month before. All my tools were already there, and Jude watched as I bled the fluid into an oil pan.

      “Hand me a wrench?”

      He nodded and rummaged around my toolbox.

      “I’m thinking about taking some uni courses again,” he mumbled, as if unsure of himself.

      “That’s great. What track, Doc? Medical?”

      He shrugged as his cheeks dotted red. “Or maybe something with animals?”

      “You could talk to Emmy about that.”

      He nodded, seeming more settled about it.

      We said our goodbyes to my grandmother and departed for a longer ride outside of town to test his brakes. We ended up back at my place so I could feed and walk the dogs.

      Then we had dinner at Jude’s, making for a perfect ending to our day. He broiled steaks, made a salad, and afterward, I lay back on his couch, sated and sleepy.

      “I want you to stay,” he whispered against my ear. “Wake up in my arms.”

      “You sure?” I asked, adjusting myself against his chest.

      “You’re totally knackered. You could use a good night of sleep.”

      He was right about that. The shop was busy, and my last day off had been a week ago.

      I arched my eyebrow. “We’d only sleep?”

      “You think I can’t lie here without groping you?” he scoffed, and I laughed. “You wanker. Come on, I’ll prove it.”

      We went to bed, and he turned toward me in the warm sheets, kissing me breathless.

      “Good night, Cory,” he whispered. His fingers burrowed in my hair, massaging my scalp, and I struggled to tamp down the desire beginning to flare from having his lips on me, his skin next to mine.

      I shut my eyes and hummed as he kissed my neck, his lips lingering near my throat, and then he settled me across his chest.

      “Jude?” My thumb lazily circled his stomach. There was a question I’d been gearing up to ask him for days.

      “Hmmm?” he replied, his fingers still grazing my temples.

      “That note you wrote me,” I mumbled. “When you had to leave…”

      “Meant every single word,” he said without hesitation, then curled his arm over my waist, settling in.

      “Thank God,” I murmured. “Because I love you too.”

      “Fucking hell, Cory.” He rolled me over and pressed me firmly into the sheets. “Say it again.”

      I stared into his twinkling eyes, the green color darkening. He looked so earnest right then that my heart practically burst through my chest.

      “I don’t know if I should,” I said, a wry smile twisting my lips. “You called me a wanker. I think that’s a pretty serious offense.”

      “Depends on the context,” he explained, his eyes alight with amusement. “I used it with affection.”

      “Affection, huh?” I flipped him on his back, pinning him down with my knee. “You sure about that?”

      He bit back a grin as he gazed into my eyes. “Pretty certain.”

      “In that case,” I said, my mouth brushing over his lips, “I love you, Jude York.”

      Then I seized his lips in a long, deep, heated kiss, leaving him as breathless as he’d just left me.
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      It felt amazing to wake up in Jude’s bed. Warm and soft and protected. Maybe the world outside of us wasn’t safe, but inside his arms—his heart, his soul—I was.

      Dawn was just breaking, so I sank back into his sheets to doze for a couple of hours more before I needed to let out my dogs.

      “Come fishing with me,” Jude mumbled into the darkness.

      “Now?” I tried to think of any excuse to get out of the tedious task. But maybe this time it would be different.

      “Yes.” He rubbed the sleep out of his eyes. “I haven’t been in weeks. It’s so beautiful in the morning.”

      “On paddleboards?” I looked at him doubtfully.

      “You can sit down on yours if you like. The rentals are pretty sturdy.” He threw off the sheets. “We won’t stray far from shore.”

      Grudgingly, I got up, figuring I wasn’t getting out of this one easily.

      “We don’t even have to catch any,” he said, already dressing in shorts and a T-shirt. “We’ll throw them back.”

      He sent a quick text to Smoke to tell him what he was up to. From what I learned from Jude about the club, the recruits did the majority of the patrols 24-7 on their territory. Smoke was in charge of keeping tabs on Jude, and all seemed to run smoothly thus far.

      The sun was just rising, and it warmed our backs as we walked toward the pier. It was a tranquil morning, sleep still fogged our eyes, and my heart was settled and happy. It felt great to simply do something normal together.

      “I’d hold your hand right now if I could,” Jude said, stopping at the crosswalk. “And someday I plan to, Cory Easton.”

      “I look forward to that day,” I said, content with simply strolling beside him to the marina.

      There were only a couple of other fishermen and kayakers out when we arrived at the dock. The sound of a motorcycle engine cut through the quiet of daybreak. I was so used to listening for it that I no longer searched in the direction of the noise.

      Jude grabbed his equipment from the locker he rented near the shore and headed to the water. He stood on his board and used a paddle to propel himself out into the bay.

      I wasn’t as skilled with balance, besides the fact that it was only my second time on any type of board. But after a few minutes, I got the hang of kneeling using a wide stance as I paddled to catch up.

      We talked and laughed and simply enjoyed being together in the open water. It was so relaxing that I wondered why in the hell I’d been so reluctant to begin with.

      I even tried standing on the board while Jude held on to the side, and after a few tries, I was mostly able to keep myself steady.

      “It’ll have to be my goal this year to learn how to stand and fish,” I said, tilting my paddle sideways to regain my equilibrium.

      Jude’s eyes lit up. “I like the sound of that.”

      We were about thirty minutes out when Jude caught his first perch. He unhooked it and threw it back in.

      “So you’re actually enjoying this?” he asked, wiping his wet hands on his shorts.

      I dragged my fingers through the cool water as my feet dangled over the sides of the board. “I am.”

      He smiled in that magical way that always sent my pulse racing.

      The bay was beginning to fill with boaters. We saw them in the distance but still remained virtually alone in the water. We decided to head back in at the top of the hour before it became too crowded.

      When we heard a motorboat fast approaching in our direction a few minutes later, Jude stiffened and assessed the situation. “Christ, I hope they see us.”

      “We’re in plain sight; they’ve got to,” I said, panic rising in my chest.

      They were cutting it close, however, so Jude took his paddle to the water and began retreating toward shore.

      “Inexperienced drivers can make mistakes,” he said above the roar of the boat’s engine. “Better to be safe. Start heading back.”

      I was closer to the coastline, so I rose on my knees to row ashore. But I felt like I was only treading water, so I stood up, thinking I’d gain better traction.

      And then it was as if everything happened in slow motion. The speedboat decelerated before barely clipping Jude, a wall of water spraying in our faces.

      “You could’ve fucking killed us,” I yelled at the top of my lungs as my pulse hammered in my veins.

      Unexpectedly, two large men jumped down from the boat into the shallow water and surrounded Jude’s board. One of them was holding a gun, and the next thing I remembered was him pointing it at Jude’s head. My heart jackhammered in my chest, and my feet became unsteady from the boat’s wake as well as my inexperience on the board.

      Then suddenly my feet slipped sideways and down I went, my head cracking on the fiberglass edge. I fell beneath the waves and could feel the cool liquid rushing my lungs. I was sure to drown if I didn’t get my head above water level. My hands fumbled for the side of the board and finally found purchase. When I pulled myself up, I fell forward on the board, my hands groping the sides, struggling to hang on. I attempted to lift my splitting head, but everything looked spotted and fuzzy.

      “Jude!” was all I managed to force out, but the boat had already motored away.

      My brain was thudding loudly in my head as I weakly clung to the board. I felt something warm trickling down my neck and realized it was blood. I didn’t know how long I lay there before I managed to propel myself to shore.

      As I got closer to the kayak launch, I began yelling for Smoke, having no clue if he was anywhere around. I heard his motor in the distance, and then he came running, darting into the water, and pulling me to shore.

      “Holy shit, what happened?” he asked in a panicked tone.

      “They got him,” I groaned because my head felt like it was splitting in two.

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” he growled. “Where’s Jude?”

      “It was a speedboat.” I crawled the rest of the way out of the water on my hands and knees. “Two men. One had a gun.”

      “Fuck!”

      I vomited in the rocks and sank down on the uneven surface. Then everything went black.
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      I woke up in a strange bed in a darkened room. I tried to lift up on my elbow, but my aching head wouldn’t allow it. The room tilted at a nauseating angle, and my body sank back down like a lead weight. I rolled to the side and dry heaved over the bed. Where the fuck was I, and what the hell was happening?

      I could hear voices, so I clamped my lips shut. Warm bile suspended at the back of my throat as I attempted to listen.

      “Fuck, I never considered the water,” the voice said, and it sounded strangely familiar.

      Water? Then I remember what happened. Jude. The boat. My stomach roiled, and I moaned.

      “What do they want, Mal?” another voice now asked.

      Mal. The president of the Disciples of the Road. I was with the MC club. Smoke had helped me from the water. I was safe. But Jude wasn’t.

      My muscles throbbed and my chest ached. This could not be happening.

      “They know we have something on them,” Mal said. “They say they’ll give up the kid if we destroy the evidence.”

      Jude was still alive. The relief was so immediate that my head lolled to the side.

      “What do the feds say?” Smoke asked.

      “Not the feds’ business,” another voice said. “This is club business.”

      “If we destroy the evidence, we’ll be even?” Smoke asked, urgency in his voice. “The kid will be left unharmed?”

      “You grow fond of him or something?” the other club member said, chuckling.

      “Fuck you,” Smoke said. “He’s a good kid, had a shit life, and deserves something decent.”

      And then I remembered all the conversations Jude and I had about his stepfather.

      I tried to move again and groaned loudly. “Damn it.”

      The door slipped open, permitting a shard of light that nearly blinded me.

      “You’re awake,” Smoke said. “Get him some water.”

      “Where is he?” I asked, trying to get some answers.

      “We’re working on it, kid.” The voice came from the doorway. It was Malachi.

      I heard a whimper, and my gaze zoomed across the room. Chopper had been sleeping on the couch and was beginning to stir.

      “Where are we?” I asked, squinting into the blinding light coming from the hallway.

      “Somewhere safe,” Malachi said.

      I peered around the room at the wood-paneled walls and floors to match. It seemed like some sort of cabin.

      Chopper jumped on the bed, sniffed and licked my face, before sinking down by my feet. My hand groped for his collar, and I scratched him behind the ears. It felt good to have him there. A little piece of something that belonged to both Jude and me.

      Then I remembered Ace and Patch. “My dogs.”

      “Vaughn’s got it covered,” Smoke said.

      Another recruit I’d sometimes seen with Smoke brought me a glass of water with some pills.

      “Doc said you might have a concussion, which is why we’re keeping you here,” Smoke said. “He stitched you up and told us you needed to rest.”

      That would account for the painkillers and the bandage I now felt on the back of my skull.

      “My guys have been waking you up every few hours to check on you,” Malachi said.

      Fuck. How long have I been out?

      “Thanks,” I croaked out.

      With some exertion, I sat up on my pillow and surveyed my surroundings. I noticed plaid curtains on the window and some kind of closet near the couch.

      “Why did they take Jude?” I asked with some effort.

      “Elias wants to make a deal,” Malachi said.

      “Why now?”

      “That kid at the skateboard competition? He verified for Elias that it was Jude,” Smoke said. “Either he’s still in contact with him, or Elias broke him down. Probably threatened the intel out of him.”

      I shivered at the thought of what Elias might’ve done to intimidate someone. I couldn’t allow my brain to go there. Not while he was still holding the man I loved.

      “Why do you want to make a deal with him?” I asked Mal. “What’s Jude to you except some guy you’ve been asked to protect?”

      “Good question,” he said, leaning against the doorframe. “We want to keep a relationship with the feds. It’s a win-win. And this is settling up an old score.”

      My face fell, because at the end of the day, Jude was only a pawn in all this.

      “Elias is a filthy piece of shit and deserves a bullet through his skull,” Malachi added, as if he knew he somehow needed to redeem himself in front of me. “We’d love to do it ourselves, but then we’d have to deal with the aftermath. And we don’t need more blood on our hands. But maybe someday he’ll get what he deserves.”

      He strode out the door, followed by a couple of other recruits who’d been listening from the hallway. Smoke started backing out of the room. “Stay put and rest. I’ll let you know when the deal goes down.”

      “Smoke,” I said, my stomach churning. His hand stilled on the doorframe. “He said something to me one night. Jude did.”

      Smoke nodded. “Go on.”

      “Said he’d never allow himself to be hurt by Elias again,” I said, and the room began to spin. “I’m afraid he…he’ll do something drastic…if he thinks he has no chance to come out of this…”

      Smoke stared me down. “I’ll do my best not to let that happen,” he said, his fist thumping once against his heart. “I promise.”

      “Thanks,” I mumbled.

      “And hey,” Smoke said sliding my cell toward me, which had been secured in Jude’s locker before we headed on the water. “If I were you, I’d send out a couple of texts to let people know you’ve got it bad—the flu or something.”

      Fuck. I clicked on the home button, the light from the screen making my temples throb. I clicked to my texts, and scrolled for Jessie’s and my grandmother’s contact info.

      Once that was done, painstakingly so, Smoke fished the phone from my fingers. I placed my head in my hands and groaned, my body descending to the sheets.

      “Take care of him, Chopper,” Smoke said as the door closed and blotted out the light.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I woke up next, I hauled myself out of bed, my head weighing about a thousand pounds. I opened the door and eased toward the voices down the hallway.

      There was an enormous great room with a fireplace, couches, and a long wooden table. My gaze dragged across the window, and it looked like we were someplace outside the city, in the woods. Had this been under different circumstances, I might’ve enjoyed the view.

      My hand gripped the doorframe as nausea washed over me.

      “You look like shit,” Smoke said from the couch.

      “Jude—”

      “We’re figuring it out, Cory,” Malachi said. He was sitting at the head of the rectangular table, and I wondered if that was always his seat.

      “I want to help.” I leaned my shoulder against the frame. “Please.”

      “How?” This came from a new voice, and my eyes slid over to his. It was Alex, the federal marshal I’d now seen three times.

      “He needs to get back in bed and let us make that happen,” Malachi said.

      “No. I’m not going to sleep when everybody else is trying to get Jude—” I practically choked on the words.

      “You have a head injury,” Smoke said.

      “I’m sure you’ve had worse,” I bit out. “I’ll be fine.”

      I shuffled toward the couch, and when I got there, I gripped the back of the cushion.

      “Get him some coffee,” Malachi barked to one of the recruits. I sat down and held my head in my hands.

      The same dude who brought me a glass of water last night now handed me a cup of liquid gold, and I sipped it gratefully as I surveyed the room. Sitting next to Alex was a man I’d seen but never interacted with before. Jonas, the vice president of the club. He was pointing at Alex’s laptop and speaking in a low drone.

      “Is the deal going to happen?” I asked anybody who would listen. I also remembered one of them saying last night that it was club business, so I wondered why Alex was here at all. Did they need his help?

      “We’re working on it,” Malachi said.

      Alex’s eyes connected with mine, and I saw a spark of determination in them that immediately set me at ease. “Elias contacted Malachi a couple of hours ago with his demands. We’ve been hunting for Elias for years.”

      I nodded, trying to process this information.

      “We get Elias, we’re closer to taking down his whole operation.”

      “Does Elias know that the club is working with the feds?” I asked, almost afraid of the answer.

      “Doubtful,” Malachi said. “Besides, Elias’s bigger concern is payback from that other club, the Scorpions.”

      “Because of the information you said you had on him?”

      “Exactly,” Mal said. “He’s got problems with the feds, but he doesn’t want retaliation from the Scorpions MC.”

      Just then Chopper bounded down the hallway from the bedroom and hopped up on the couch. I stretched my hand to scratch his head.

      “So you’re going to destroy the information like Elias asked to get Jude back?”

      Malachi looked pointedly at Alex, and my stomach pitched. There was more to it than that. But this was Jude’s life we were talking about. Fuck.

      “We’re not focusing on the information Mal has,” Alex said. “Mal can make the deal free and clear. We’ve got plenty more to pin on Elias.”

      “Then what?” My eyes pleaded with Alex’s. They were kind in comparison to Malachi’s.

      “If we can figure out where Elias is holding Jude, we can finally get our man,” Alex said. “Jude running into Mateo actually helped our case because we were able to cross-reference intel. With all the government red tape, that just didn’t happen soon enough.”

      Everything on my body felt so damned tight. My muscles, my stomach, my chest, my head. Like I couldn’t breathe. Like I wouldn’t breathe until I got Jude back.

      “How can I help?” I asked for the second time. I was coiled so taut, I had to do something or I would spontaneously combust.

      Malachi leaned over to whisper something to Alex, and he nodded. Then Malachi looked at Jonas and Smoke as if they were communicating with their eyes. It made me realize how close this outlaw group was. Guess they had to be to deal with all this heavy, dangerous shit.

      Smoke walked over to the couch. “Follow me.”

      I stood on shaky legs as he led me down the hallway to another room, which looked like an office. Again, the Disciples of the Road crest hung on the wall. There was a television on the other side of the table, and Smoke reached for the remote.

      “Have a seat, Cory,” Malachi said, moving into the room with Alex behind him. “We’re going to show you my video call with Elias.”

      “You recorded it?”

      Mal nodded. “Elias needed to prove he had the kid.”
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      I pushed a shaky hand through my hair, ignoring the throbbing in my forehead.

      “He’s arranged the meeting time and place to make the transfer,” Alex said. “That will be handled by his men. If we can figure out his location before then, we can get Jude back and shut him down at the same time.”

      I swallowed down the lump in my throat. “What do you need me to do?”

      “I want you to tell us if you notice anything,” Alex said. “Anything at all. We suspect he might still be somewhere on the water. That’s new information for us, but it’s like finding a needle in a haystack.”

      The memory of that speedboat came flashing back to me.

      “More than likely he sent his men out to grab Jude and then drove him back to his hideout.”

      Smoke hit Play, and the screen came into focus. I swallowed down the horror that threated to claw up my throat. Jude was sitting in a chair, his hands tied behind his back. His head faced downward, but I’d recognize him anywhere, even though he looked different. He had a bruised cheek, and his hair had been shorn off.

      “What happened to him?” I croaked, wishing I could break through that screen and get to him.

      “Elias chopped off his curls.” Smoke shrugged as if it were the most normal thing in the world. It probably was in their world. “It’s a show of dominance.”

      Jude must have struggled, which would account for the injured face. Shit, what about the rest of his body?

      Before I had time to process that, an imposing figure filled the monitor. It was unmistakably Elias. He was an attractive man with a commanding, almost regal presence, wiry black hair, and a large build. I shivered when he turned toward the screen and a thick, ugly scar that ran across his neck came into view. His eyes appeared black and hollow.

      Then Elias spoke, and I watched Jude flinch at the sound of his voice.

      “I need proof that you destroyed the evidence. That’s the only way we’ll return him to you,” Elias said. “Though I’m not clear why you’re so eager to get him back.”

      “Not sure why he didn’t work out for you,” Malachi said in a clear voice on the recording. “No hard feelings. The boy’s been a strong recruit for us. You know as well as I do that good men are hard to find.”

      Even though I knew what Malachi was saying was a lie, the idea of Jude being a Disciples recruit made my blood turn cold.

      Elias stepped backward and grasped Jude by the neck so that he was forced to look at the camera. His eyes were lifeless jade stones, and my stomach bottomed out.

      “Good men, sure,” Elias said as he leaned down to stare into Jude’s eyes. “But loyal men are even harder to find. Hope this one doesn’t disappoint you.”

      “His reasons for leaving your organization are his own,” Malachi’s voice rumbled, and I flinched. “He’s never divulged any of your secrets. It was pure coincidence that he found us and we happened to have business dealings with you. As it turns out, running guns is a small world.”

      Fuck, did Malachi sound convincing. Had Alex not been standing there, and had I not known the information Jude shared with me about Elias and the club, I would’ve believed him.

      “Do you like what we did to your boy?” Elias asked, running his finger over Jude’s bruised cheekbone. “He likes to put up a fight. You mess up this deal, Malachi, and I’ll do worse things to this pretty face.”

      “Fuck you,” Jude rasped out, and my eyes zeroed in on the screen. The hatred in Jude’s gaze made my skin tingle.

      Elias’s whole countenance changed upon hearing Jude’s voice. Had this been the first time he’d spoken directly to him since his capture?

      “You sound like her.” Elias grasped the back of his head firmly. “You even look like her. Mi cielo.”

      My entire body stiffened at his words. The nickname that Jude told me Elias had used for his mother.

      “You killed her,” Jude bit out.

      “All your doing,” he said. “She’d still be alive if you hadn’t run from me. Straight into Malachi’s arms. His sins are probably bigger. Such a shame.”

      I looked up at Malachi, who scowled in disgust.

      “Motherfucker,” I bit out, and Smoke stared at me, mercy in his eyes.

      Jude shook his head violently. “My mother started dying the moment she let you into her life. You were slowly killing her every single day, you fucking bastard.”

      His words had definitely gotten to Elias because he slapped Jude across the face, and I leaped from my chair as if this was happening in real time.

      “I’d love to kill you too,” Elias said, spittle flying in Jude’s face. “And maybe I’ll get the chance someday.”

      “Whoa, hold the fuck on,” Malachi’s booming voice came from the screen. “Nobody’s touching one of ours. That boy’s already got enough scars on him to prove what you can do. We’re not into torturing our recruits. And we don’t plan on messing this deal up.”

      A shiver raced across my shoulders as Elias sneered at the camera.

      “Jude, now’s the time to calm the hell down,” Malachi said in a softer voice. “Everything is cool on our end. Everyone will be safe in a little while. You feel me? It’ll all be done and over with.”

      Jude looked directly at the monitor as if he were staring straight into my eyes, and it hit me then that Malachi was sending him a veiled message. About me. The last time Jude had seen me, I had fallen off the paddleboard and landed in the lake. I didn’t know if he ever saw me emerge from the water after they’d gotten him onto the boat.

      Jude nodded and shut his eyes, relief evident on his face.

      Smoke froze the recording on that image, and I had to look away or my heart would slam straight through my chest.

      Alex turned toward me. “We suspect he’s on a large cruiser somewhere out on the lake.”

      I closed my eyes, unable to shake what I’d just witnessed.

      “What’s to keep Elias from killing Jude?” I asked, swallowing.

      “He does, he has bad blood with two clubs,” Smoke said. “He won’t want that.”

      “We hope,” Jonas added, and Mal shot him a threatening look.

      My stomach revolted as I clung to the edge of the desk.

      “Did anything register for you?” Alex asked. “Have any clue at all where he might be holding him?”

      I stared at the monitor and took in the room where Elias was keeping Jude captive. Paneled walls, rounded windows. I racked my brain for a couple of minutes before my shoulders slumped and I shook my head.

      “Fuck,” I said, my face falling into my hands.

      “It’s alright, Cory,” Alex said. “It was worth a shot.”

      Smoke turned off the TV, and we headed out of the room. I noticed Chopper was outside, running along the back of the property, and I wondered if he was missing Jude as much as I was.

      “You probably need to lie back down,” Smoke said. “The painkillers the doc prescribed are on the nightstand.”

      I nodded numbly and walked down the hall, my head and spine throbbing with each step. No way was I going back to sleep, but I needed time alone to think.

      After my head hit the pillow, I stared at the ceiling and went over the recording step by painful step. The way Jude looked, how he responded when Elias was speaking to him. I wanted to nail that motherfucker to the wall as much as Alex did. Probably even more.

      And then I shot straight up in bed and scrambled to anchor my feet on the ground.

      When I stumbled back into the great room, all eyes shot to me.

      My gaze landed on Alex as I hobbled toward him. “What is it, Cory?”

      “It’s probably nothing—”

      “We’ve got nothing at this point, so—”

      “That phrase he used. Elias,” I said. “Mi cielo. Jude said he called his mother that all the time. That he was obsessed with her.”

      “What does it mean?” Malachi asked.

      “It means my heaven,” Alex replied, as he rubbed his fingers across his chin.

      “I just thought…if he was so into her and she betrayed him by helping Jude escape…”

      “Go on,” Alex said.

      “Maybe there’s an in memoriam for her somewhere. A play on her name, initials, her nickname…that he uses or keeps or…God, I don’t know.”

      Alex bolted out of his seat, grabbed his coat, and was already dialing his cell. “Like maybe on the side of a boat. I’m on it.”

      Alex strode out the door, and Malachi stared after him, his eyebrows scrunched together. “Huh.”

      Smoke clapped me on the back. “Might be worth something, Cory.”

      I nodded and turned toward the hallway, this time the bed calling to me. I lay awake for some time, my eyes burning holes in the plaster, until exhaustion consumed me.
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      “Cory,” I heard a muffled voice in my ear. I squinted through one eye.

      Smoke was leaning over me. “They got him.”

      Both eyes sprang open. “What do you mean?”

      “Your clue hit pay dirt,” he said. “The feds scoped out all the local marinas and eventually found a cruiser anchored a few miles off the coast. Name on the side of the boat was My Slice of Heaven.”

      “No shit?”

      “No shit,” he said, a smirk tugging at his lips.

      “Jude—” I struggled to sit up, but Smoke held my shoulder down.

      “He’s being debriefed by the feds. He’ll be here in a couple of hours. You get some rest so you can be there for him when he returns.”

      “Is he okay?”

      “Yeah,” he said with a wince. “He’ll be fine.”
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        * * *

      

      When I woke up it must’ve been hours later, given the sliver of moonlight I spotted through the thin curtains. My throat felt itchy and raw, and when I coughed, something heavy shifted at my feet. Ace readjusted himself at the end of the bed, and then I felt Patch’s downy hair against my arm. Vaughn must’ve brought my dogs to me. When the hell had that happened? And where was Chopper?

      Though my head felt as if it were sitting in a pressure tank, I attempted to push up on my elbows. It was then that I heard someone stir in close proximity. Was I under guard or something?

      It took me another moment to acclimate myself to the room and remember exactly what had gone on earlier in the day. Or was it yesterday?

      “Oh God, Jude.” I bolted up, causing my muscles to revolt against me. My pulse roared in my ears, and I wondered whether I’d only dreamed that conversation with Smoke. “Fuck.”

      “I’m here.” At hearing Jude’s voice, I almost sprang out of my skin.

      He was sitting across the room, the glimmer of a moonbeam washing across his cheeks. Chopper lay on the couch next to him.

      “When did you…?” I tried to place my feet on the floor, but when the whole room swayed, I had to shut my eyes to regain my balance. I didn’t give a fuck about my head. I needed to get to Jude. “Are you…?”

      He scrubbed his hands over his face. “Elias is dead.”

      Dead. As dead as Jude’s voice, and maybe his eyes, if only I could see them from this distance. Would they be flat, inert pebbles, the way they looked when he shut the world out?

      “How is he dead?” I asked, sinking one foot to the floor.

      He shrugged. “He went for his gun, but Alex was quicker.”

      My pulse spiked, imagining the ordeal Jude must’ve gone through in the past twenty-four hours. “Why are you all the way over there?”

      “Your head—” He blew out a breath, and I noticed how weary his features looked. How his body was slumped in the cushion with exhaustion. “I… I was just… They said you needed to rest.”

      “So do you.”

      “Alex said you helped find me. Thank you.”

      “Please, Jude. I need you over here. In bed with me. Let me hold you.”

      Gingerly, he rose from the couch and staggered across the room, as if he’d sink through the floor at any moment. He discarded his pants and shirt and crawled in the sheets next to me. My face immediately nuzzled the side of his neck, my hands reaching for his shaved head, and I nearly wept from relief.

      Still, my stomach was in my throat because something was definitely wrong. Maybe he was in shock. Or numb. Maybe he needed time to process everything that happened.

      “Jude…”

      “Shhh…” He laid his head on my chest. “We’ll talk later. Just want to sleep now.”

      “Okay,” I whispered. I weaved my fingers through his, and he let out a soft breath. Within minutes we were both dozing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            37

          

        

      

    

    
      We slept for several hours, twisted around each other. Smoke arrived the following afternoon with some of our possessions, which included a change of clothes and told us all was cool. He suggested we stay at the cabin for a couple more days to recover. In fact, he insisted we do so to allow the dust to settle.

      As a show of good faith, Malachi had still given Elias’s organization—what was left of it—proof that he had destroyed the evidence, so that they didn’t suspect the Disciples’ involvement with the feds. I’ll admit, that information stunned me.

      And when I looked at Jude, at the intensity in his eyes, I knew he also understood that lives were put on the line to not only take down his stepfather, but to save Jude as well.

      As the day lapsed into night, I felt better. My head was merely a dull ache, and the painkillers were definitely helping. Jude stayed quiet and remote, as if he’d curled up inside himself. I didn’t want to force him to talk, because even though I saw no visible signs of injury besides his battered cheek, I knew what he’d gone through had been emotionally distressing.

      The dogs played as we walked along the property to get some fresh air. We’d barely spoken two words. It was like being back at square one with Jude. And I didn’t have the wherewithal or guts to drag anything out of him. Deep down I was terrified to find out what was going on inside his head, because I could only imagine the posttraumatic feelings Jude was facing. I’d overheard when Alex had given him a number to call should he need to speak with a trauma expert.

      As we got ready for bed, it felt like we were going through the motions. When he lay beside me and stared at the ceiling, it seemed like we only coexisted. Though we still reached wordlessly for each other in the middle of the night, it felt different. More desperate. Despondent. A last-ditch attempt to cling to something normal, something real. But nothing was normal. And I questioned whether it would ever be normal again.

      By the following night, I’d convinced myself that Jude was gearing up to tell me something. To tell me we were over. After all we’d been through.

      Now that the threat was gone and we could live out in the open, we were finished. Maybe he wanted to start a new life someplace else, far away from the people who used him as a pawn. Maybe it would help him feel free. To at least breathe more freely.

      Perhaps he felt guilty that I’d been waiting on him and now he wanted to leave. The fear of hearing those words from him was enormous; it felt like a lead weight pressing directly on my chest and crushing my soul.

      After another quiet night sitting on the back porch, Jude finally looked at me. Really looked at me. As if seeing me for the first time. As if he’d stumbled out of a dense fog.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, shocking me out of my own head.

      “I… What do you mean?” I mumbled. “Nothing.”

      “Then why haven’t you tried talking to me?” His tone was wary, hesitant.

      “What?” I was completely confounded by his question. “I was giving you space. Time.”

      “Just tell me straightaway,” he said, and there was a steely resolve in his eyes.

      It seemed as if a full minute went by as we stared each other down.

      “I guess…” I swallowed roughly. “I was preparing myself.”

      The hands on his lap turned into tight fists. “For what?”

      I broke eye contact with him and studied the floor. “For you to tell me goodbye.”

      His shut his eyes and inhaled a deep breath. “Why the hell would you think that?”

      “Thought maybe you’d want to start off fresh. New town, new people. I might remind you too much…” I sucked air through my nose. “I can take Chopper. You can make a different life for yourself.”

      He stood up suddenly and stalked over to me. “Do you know what I was thinking about when Elias was holding me captive?”

      I lifted one shaky hand to my hair. “I can only guess. I was afraid you were going to find a way to…to…after what you told me about never being hurt by him again…”

      “Fucking Christ.” He knelt down in front of me, his hand reaching for mine. “I thought about you. Hoping you were alright. That you were waiting for me. Hoping like hell you were waiting for me.”

      My breaths were harsh and choppy.

      “Since my mum was killed, I haven’t belonged anywhere. To anyone. And then you came along.” His eyes drilled into mine. “This stunning man who’d somehow managed to gather the shredded pieces of my heart blowing adrift in the wind. And suddenly there was someplace I desperately wanted to belong.”

      I felt a tear roll down my cheek, and he swiped it with his thumb.

      “Jesus, Cory.” He brushed his fingers through my hair. “I imagined what you were going through and how it would be so much worse if I…if I… The thought of you waiting for me kept me going.”

      I bit my lip hard, trying to keep my emotions in check. So that I didn’t slide to the floor in a boneless heap.

      “And when Malachi told me you were alright, God, I was so relieved,” he said, closing his eyes. “Then I was scared. That you…that this was too much for you. That you wouldn’t want me after all this and it gutted me. I felt so fucking guilty about what I’d gotten you involved in.”

      That was why he hadn’t been responsive to me. I was waiting on him, and he was fucking waiting on me. Goddamn it.

      “Jude—”

      “But I’d go through it all over again,” he said, cutting me off, “if it meant I got to have you.”

      His head sank to my lap, and I heard a whimper burst from his throat. I burrowed my fingers in his scalp as he opened the floodgates and finally allowed himself to cry.

      For himself. His sister. His mother.

      His shoulders shook as he wept openly. As if he’d been holding it in for years.

      I looked up at the stars in the night sky and thanked the universe for bringing this incredible man into my life.

      “Baby, I’m not going anywhere.” I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and pulled him into my chest. “I want to be with you so much that everything aches.”

      “I need you to show me.” He grabbed my face and smashed his lips against mine. There was an overwhelming desperation in that kiss, and I felt it viscerally, a direct blow to my gut. Like that kickflip stunt of his. “Show me I belong to you. Please fucking show me, Cory.”

      And then realization dawned on me. I understood what he wanted and what he needed. I stood and pulled him with me, gathering his face and devastating his mouth with a deep and bruising kiss.

      I led him to the bedroom and took my time undressing him, feathering tender kisses over every part of his beautiful body. I got him ready for me. My mouth on his cock. My fingers in his ass. My heart in my throat. I was nearly blinded by how profoundly I wanted him. In my life. Forever.

      I laid him on his back and knelt between his legs. I fished a condom from my wallet, and used my saliva as lube. It was the best I could manage under the circumstances.

      He lifted his knees as I pressed inside him. Slowly and deeply, I filled him as his nails embedded into my thighs. I nipped and kissed his neck and shoulders and lips, relishing the moans emitting from his throat.

      “You belong to me,” I growled between quick, shallow thrusts. “And I belong to you.”

      He trembled and studied my face, as if searching for the truth inside my eyes. I sank down on my forearms, my choppy breaths against his lips as I continued to plunge inside, filling him up with everything I had.

      “You fucking mean everything to me.” I roughly kissed his lips. “And you’re all mine.”

      I tried not to focus on how tight and hot he was. How painfully hard I was. How close I was to losing my mind and coming undone inside him.

      This was about him. Giving him what he needed. And right then he needed me.

      I captured a patch of skin at the hollow of his throat, marking him with my lips and teeth and tongue. I bit and licked my way down his collarbone and sucked on his nipples until he thrashed and whimpered. Clutching his cock between us, I pumped him solid and steady.

      “I love you, Jude York,” I whispered as he shuddered beneath me and blew apart so hard, his teeth clattered.
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      The next morning, Jude joined me on the porch with a fresh cup of tea, and I smiled because it was another thing he had in common with Gram.

      “It’s nice out here,” I remarked, looking toward the woods. “Do you miss the countryside?”

      “Sometimes,” he replied, his eyes taking on a dreamy quality before clearing. “But I can’t go back there. Not anymore. My memories will have to be enough.”

      Somehow, I understood exactly what he meant. But maybe one day, we could revisit this conversation, and then he’d be ready. And I’d love to be the one to accompany him.

      “Besides,” he scoffed. “I’d miss the pavement.”

      I snickered, finding it hard to reconcile these two versions of him. But they made him who he was, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. “Bet you would, Mr. Daredevil.”

      When he finally smiled at me after such a long stretch, I thought my chest would burst open with relief. As if everything was coming back in crisp focus again.

      We took the dogs into the yard and threw them the ball for a long while until there was a rumble of thunder. We both arched our heads toward the sky.

      Then he kissed me, soft and slow, his lips tasting mine, top and then bottom. His mouth was warm and gentle, almost cautious. Like he was showing me how much everything meant to him. He murmured my name and told me he loved me.

      When we pulled apart, Jude laid his head against my shoulder as a light mist coated our skin. We stayed that way with our fingers interlaced—leaning, shifting, breathing—until we collected ourselves.

      We went inside, and with little spoken between us, began gathering our belongings, both of us having the exact same idea. To go back and resume living. This time, more freely.

      I reached for him and held his face in my hands.

      “So what now?” he asked, his breath heavy, his eyes dreamy.

      “Not sure,” I murmured, kissing his ear. “Guess we’ll figure it out.”

      His voice was cautious, momentarily uncertain. “Together?”

      “Together.” I breathed against his hair. “Always together.”

      My lips trailed down his throat. “Just like this.”

      I felt him shiver against me.

      “And this.” I placed his hand on my pounding heart and held it there, letting him feel what he did to me, what he meant to me. Fucking hell, I didn’t know what a mess I’d be if I’d lost him.

      “And this.” My thumb skimmed over his bottom lip, right before he pulled my mouth to his, his tongue plunging and tasting, kissing me senseless.

      “Let’s go home,” he whispered against my lips.

      “Where’s home?” I asked, hoping this meant we no longer needed to be apart.

      He stared into my eyes. “Anywhere you are.”
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      Our three dogs rested under the bench I’d parked my butt on near the bowl as I watched Jude and his skater friends perform some newer aerial tricks. As one of their boards twisted upside down, I thought of how our lives have felt much the same, except we’d finally landed on more solid ground.

      The rest would take time. And patience. But we had enough love to go around, and that would carry us through.

      Before coming here, I’d met Emmy at the dog park so she could get her Patch fix. Quite honestly, I thought she was just happy to see him go to a good home. She was equally thrilled that Jude and I were officially together, and even though everyone at Raw Ink teased me mercilessly, they had come to adore Jude and knew we were good for each other.

      Patch had fit in well and was comfortable with us, as was Chopper, even though he could still give me trouble every now and then. The little shit. But having Jude in our lives had provided a security and calmness we all needed, and I wouldn’t have traded it for the world.

      As Jude walked toward us with his board firmly secured to his backpack, Chopper lunged, practically throwing my spine out of whack. Fortunately, thanks to regular massages, it hadn’t acted up since the incident that almost took Jude from me. I shivered. Some nights I still woke in a cold sweat, panicked, until I felt the warmth of Jude’s arms wrapping around me, and then I could relax again and live in the stillness with him.

      “Calm down,” I cooed, trying to soothe Chopper. “He’ll be here soon enough.”

      Jude was like some sort of superhero to these dogs—to me as well—and I tried to let him know it any chance I got. Which was normally while in the throes of passion because there wasn’t much I enjoyed more than being buried deep inside him.

      Jude leaned over to give me a sweet kiss before grabbing hold of Chopper’s leash and giving all the dogs the attention they craved. Attention whores. But who was I kidding? So was I. If Jude loved on me the way he did them, we might never leave his apartment. It was already difficult enough since we’d begun going bare, which added to our intimacy and pleasure.

      “Ready to head home?” he asked with a smile, and I might never get used to seeing how easily his eyes crinkled at the corners with happiness.

      I stood with the leads, and we headed out of the park toward Jude’s apartment. I’d officially given up my place and moved in with him last month at Mal’s insistence, so they could still keep an eye on us for the time being, even though Alex assured us the threat was gone.

      The former Disciple who lived in the house in front of ours also provided an extra layer of security. Nowadays he’d come out into the yard more often and had officially introduced himself to me and the dogs.

      And though the crew at Raw Ink didn’t know what had gone down with Jude and the Disciples that one weekend, we decided to fill Gram in on some of it. Who was I kidding; she had most of the story figured out, so we didn’t deny any of it.

      She considered Jude family now, and they’d become thick as thieves, even watching some British baking show together. He visited her more frequently than I did, not that it was a popularity contest or anything. But watching Jude find that sense of familial belonging he craved warmed my heart. And though Mal was also softening toward Jude as the weeks progressed, he represented more of an authoritarian figure, whereas Gram was the indulgent relative.

      Christ, who knew I’d be referring to the prez of the local MC club as some sort of friend? Maybe the world had gone mad.

      “How about some walleye?”

      “Or some bar food,” I suggested, arching an eyebrow.

      “That sounds better,” he replied with a laugh.

      Jude hadn’t gotten back on a paddleboard yet; it was too traumatizing. But he’d made an appointment and had been seeing a therapist about everything that happened in his life the past few years. He was working through it, piece by piece. Some days he came home quiet and pensive, and other days it seemed like a weight had been lifted from his shoulders.

      Once we got the dogs inside and fed, we headed out on my bike to the Hog’s Den. Vaughn always had a smile for us from behind the bar and knew exactly what we liked. Two beers and spicy wings with a round of pool, of course.

      The following morning, we woke up early with the intention of walking the dogs toward the bay. Jude could get as far as the water’s edge before he had to retreat to safer ground.

      But he must’ve needed some reassurance before we set out because, before I knew it, his tongue was down my throat and his hand around our cocks as we rutted against each other. And as I stared into the eyes of the man who had become my whole world, I was filled with such incandescent joy, it was spilling over.

      Afterward, on our way to the shore, Jude reached for my hand and intertwined our fingers. My breath hitched because it still felt new and strange to no longer have to hide.

      The sun was shining through his golden hair—which was shorter now but growing back nicely—and he looked so beautiful right then. I sighed happily, loving what had become our uncomplicated life. It was perfection.

      We walked to the water’s edge and watched the dogs lap up water, splash around, and generally make a mess of our legs and shoes. I smirked at the memory of Chopper mowing me down that one day and how it earned me a trip to Jude’s apartment. Maybe it was his plan all along to get us together. The bugger.

      When I glanced at Jude, he grinned at me with a crooked smile, as if maybe he’d been thinking the same thing.

      “What?” I asked with a laugh.

      He pulled my hand to his lips and kissed my knuckles, his face growing serious. “Someday I’m going to marry you, Cory Easton.”

      My heart rose to my throat, and I had trouble swallowing down the profound emotions his statement stirred. Holy fuck, I adored this man.

      “Yeah?” I asked as tears pricked my eyes. “Would you consider taking my last name?”

      His entire face lit up at the question. “Would you…like that?”

      “I would be honored.” My fingers braced his neck as I pulled him to me for a quick kiss. “Gram would too.”

      We almost broke apart at the sound of a nearby engine, but then I realized it was only Smoke driving by on his patrol. He’d be sure to poke fun at us later, like he was known to do now that the threat had finally lifted.

      Get a room! he’d said on more than one occasion.

      Sod off! Jude would reply with a smirk.

      “Fuck, do I love you,” he whispered against my ear.

      “And I love you, Jude Jack Easton York.” His eyes misted over as I pulled him closer and kissed his temple. I could tell he liked the sound of my name mixed in with his others. “Forever.”
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      THANK YOU for reading Kickflip!

      

      I hope you enjoyed it! Reviews help other readers find books. So if you feel compelled to leave even a couple of lines, I appreciate it!

      Are you curious about Smoke and Vaughn? Flip to a short excerpt from their book, The Darkest Flame.

      If you want to hear even more about Cory and Jude, read the bonus chapter at the end of Mal’s book, The Faintest Spark (book two in the Roadmap to You Heart series).
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      Vaughn O’Keefe has been part owner of the Hog’s Den for years. Privy to plenty of Disciples of the Road business, he’s never been more ruffled as when a new recruit named “Smoke” walks through the door. Something about the man gets his blood pumping, but he knows to keep his preferences under wraps around the club.

      

      “Smoke” Callahan has done a couple of rehab stints and is finally clean, thanks to help from the Disciples. He’s on the right path and isn’t about to get sidetracked, no matter how much the guy who manages the bar gets beneath his skin. Besides, his last relationship with a man left him scared, alone, and with a nightmare of an addiction.

      

      When the Hog’s Den becomes shorthanded, and Smoke is ordered to help out the one man he can’t have, his longing for the bartender reaches blistering proportions. Vaughn figures a night together should be enough to satisfy their mutual attraction. But neither banks on just how scorching hot it might be.

      

      As Smoke’s past unravels and the one person he hopes never to lay eyes on again messes with all he holds sacred, it’s time to involve the Disciples. Problem is, he’ll have to risk his membership, his heart, and his own hide to keep everyone he cares about safe.

      

      **Please note: Vaughn and Smoke are both bisexual and this book contains one brief consensual scene involving a female because hey, real life, and also, bisexual. Just saying…

      

      **ALSO NOTE, these two characters were first introduced in another MM called KICKFLIP.

      

      Here's the reading order of this series:

      THE DARKEST FLAME

      THE FAINTEST SPARK

      THE DEEPEST BLUE

      THE HARDEST FALL

      THE SWEETEST GOODBYE

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Excerpt from The Darkest Flame

          

          Vaughn

        

      

    

    
      “Bottoms up.” I poured tequila in the three shot glasses in front of me. “Extra limes if you need ’em.”

      The president of the Disciples of the Road, his second in command, Jonas, and Fish, from the Scorpions Motorcycle Club, were toasting to whatever the hell they’d agreed upon in that back room.

      I might’ve only been an honorary Disciples member because I managed their bar, the Hog’s Den, but I was party to more insider information than most. We had mutual trust, and I’d put my life on the line for them if it ever came to that.

      Malachi, otherwise known as Mal or Prez, had been trying to clean up the club for years while still having his hand in the most lucrative trade—auto parts. A difficult feat for sure. If he screwed the wrong people, they’d want payback. That was the way things worked in their world.

      “Vaughn,” Mal said after he slung back the bitter liquid and winced at the burn. “One more hit.”

      “Better watch your liquor, old man,” I said, and Mal laughed at my ribbing. He looked lighter tonight than he had in weeks. He was always stressed about club business and protecting his men.

      I grabbed the bottle on the lower shelf again. “Coming right up.”

      One late night a couple years back, Mal had confessed his history over a beer. How his former old lady had been strung out on meth and how he needed to do something about it or he’d lose more of the people he loved.

      Mal had never seen eye to eye with his father, who had gotten the club involved in the arms and drug trade two decades ago. His father had been not only a ruthless president but also an addict, and in the end, he’d paid with his own life. Since then, Mal had strategically pulled out of all illegal drug activity and was now attempting to tidy up some other things as well.

      “Jude, order’s up,” I called across the bar. A brown takeout bag sat on the counter, and the familiar scent of Hog’s Den wings wafted up my nose.

      Warmth reflected in Mal’s eyes before he looked back and smirked. Jude was racking up the balls for another game of pool with his boyfriend, Cory. Those two had definitely softened the prez this past year. He still felt responsible for them, as did the other guys, even though they were no longer under his charge.

      When Jude waved and whispered close to Cory’s ear, something burned hot in my chest. Their quiet affection seeped inside my bones as I imagined being as out as they were.

      Screw that. I’d lose the respect of the club if I confessed how much I enjoyed the company of both men and women.

      As a general rule, MCs were old school—barely allowing women into their fold, let alone queers. Though if there were any hope, this club would be the one to break ranks. Mal was a decent man with a good heart beneath the tough exterior. But he had enough on his plate as it was. So, I’d keep my preferences discreet.

      As if to muddy my illusions further, Smoke swung through the door, the guy of my goddamn fantasies. Fuck, he was a sight to behold with those hard guns, tight jeans, and his leather cut with the word recruit stitched above his heart.

      I’d wanted to bang him the minute he stepped foot in my bar with his messy blond hair that curled over his ears, his beautiful pout, and strong fingers that I figured would feel amazing wrapped around my cock.

      Add in the incident at the compound a few months back and I was a goner.

      I’d attended a party and stayed overnight, too tired and drunk to drive home. In the morning, I’d jumped in the shower for a quick pick-me-up before hitting the road, and walked out to a stunned Smoke, who had stepped inside the bathroom to take a piss.

      His gaze had deliberately scanned the front of me, and fuck if my cock didn’t fill instantly, slapping against my abdomen. “Sorry,” he mumbled, backing out of the room. I’d never spent the night out there again.

      Smoke high-fived Cory and Jude at the pool table. He’d grown close to the couple after he became Jude’s watchdog for months on end due to a situation involving some Latino gunrunners. Then he headed over to his leaders sitting at the corner of the bar.

      I raised the bottle of tequila in a silent question. Smoke lifted his hand to swear me off, so I replaced the bottle on the shelf. He didn’t drink much, actually not at all that I noticed, which made him more of a mystery.

      I was curious about his story. It might’ve helped lessen the intrigue surrounding him. But I was too much of a chicken-shit to get that close, especially after he’d seen how my cock had responded to him while his club brothers were awake in the next room.

      He’d been through some fucked up shit, I’d heard. I still didn’t know the details, and probably never would. None of my business. But Mal seemed to take him under his wing, so I always suspected it had to do with drugs.

      What I did know was how Smoke looked at me sometimes, like he wanted to lick me from head to toe. Even the way his fiery gaze had drifted straight over to me now. Hell. I forced my brain to think of something else—like a nest of hornets stinging my dick in order to keep the hardness from swelling my pants right in front of the damn club president.

      I had never tried coming on to him, and he returned the favor. But if looks could kill, we’d have incinerated each other across the room thousands of times over. That was how I knew he wanted me but was toeing the line, same as me.

      “What’s up, Prez?” Smoke pulled up a stool. Jonas, who was constantly pushing those reddish-brown strands behind his ears, made room for one more at the bar.

      How’s the new recruit working out?” Mal asked. “Still out on patrol?”

      “Yeah, I left him with Felix,” Smoke said, retrieving a pack of gum from his back pocket. It was a habit I’d come to associate him with. Which explained his spicy cinnamon scent.

      Mal spun his empty shot glass in his fingers. “Any problems tonight?”

      “Nah, been quiet.” I felt Smoke’s gaze on me as I reached for the empty keg beneath the tap.

      “Got a new assignment for you,” Mal said, tilting his head to the Scorpions member sitting beside him. “Think you’re ready to play with the big boys?”

      Smoke’s eyebrow quirked up. “You mean I haven’t been already?”

      He didn’t give away smiles very easily, so when the corner of his lip tilted like that, it definitely left my tongue wagging.

      Mal and Fish exchanged smirks and knowing glances.

      “Of course I’m ready,” Smoke said with certainty in his voice.

      That was the thing about Smoke. He had a quiet confidence about him. Like smooth velvet over solid muscles. And hell, if that wasn’t attractive about the guy, I didn’t know what was.

      “You’d have a vested interest in this one,” Mal said, and a tempered look passed between them that told me it had to do with Smoke’s past. He’d come to the Disciples from the Devil’s Asylum, one of the most ruthless motorcycle clubs in the Midwest.

      I didn’t want to seem overly interested, so I left the relatively empty bar to deposit the keg in the storage room before heading back their way to grab a fresh towel and wipe my hands. The after-work crowd would be filing in soon, so I made sure the pretzel bowls were full as well.

      “Fish has been having some trouble, so he needs your help, if you know what I mean,” I heard Mal say. In club speak that meant that Mal needed Smoke to use his former contacts to help the Scorpions out.

      “Got it, Prez.”

      I kept my head averted to attend to my task of mopping up a large wet spot on the bar. But for some reason, a shiver stole across my shoulders. I didn’t know why. I had seen and heard plenty of shit way more dangerous than this.

      The door jangled open, and two regulars strode inside wearing leather jackets, tight jeans, heels and more confidence then many had walking into a place like this.

      The blonde and  brunette sidled up to the bar, where the brunette ordered a margarita on the rocks, no salt.

      “Hey, Vaughn,” the brunette said in a flirty voice.

      “Hey yourself,” I said, reaching for the triple sec. I ignored how she leaned over, her cleavage on display.

      “What can I get you, darling?” My gaze slid over her shoulder to her blonde friend and instead met stunning green eyes. Smoke could disarm me with one lustful glance. Sure, the guys might’ve thought he was salivating over these women, but I knew better. He’d been teasing me mercilessly for months with those meaningful looks that told me he wanted to screw my brains out. And the fucker knew exactly what he was doing to me as his gaze shot down to my fast filling boner.

      “A hard cider,” the blonde girl replied as her friend stayed in the same position. I grabbed the bottle of cider and slid it past the brunette, whose gaze was focused on the television above my head.

      The blonde grabbed the bottle and turned to Smoke as my jaw tensed. It wasn’t like I hadn’t witnessed this scenario before. Smoke enjoyed flirting as much as I did. As was evidenced now when he slid his arm around her shoulder. Though his eyes were still pinned to mine.

      “Want to go somewhere private?” I heard her rasp. Several guys in the club were all about getting some action, and I pretended Smoke wasn’t in that same category, even though I’d seen him leave with his share of women.

      It made me damn curious how else he spent his time.

      His ruddy lips, almost in the shape of a heart, moved to her ear to whisper something more than likely seductive, his gaze never retreating from mine. So as not to call suspicion to myself, I reached for a dirty glass to tuck beneath the bar.

      But hell, just waiting for his response made my dick tent my pants. I probably needed a hookup with somebody just to get him out of my head.

      “Might happen,” Smoke said in that level and self-assured voice. And then his fingers grazed his zipper. “Getting nice and hard thinking about it.”

      Hot holy damn, I almost combusted right then and there. I felt my neck and cheeks fire right up like a torch. Why in the hell he teased me so ruthlessly, I didn’t know.

      Right then Mal stepped toward the middle of the bar. “I need to wrap up some business on this end, ladies.”

      “Sure thing, Mal,” the brunette said and headed toward the unoccupied pool table, Jude and Cory long gone.

      I moved down the bar to check on my other customers because I couldn’t even look Smoke in the eye without wanting to jump over the bar and tackle him onto the floor. Also, because even though Mal didn’t hide most conversations from me, I wasn’t going to act like I could listen to club business freely.

      Besides, it was hard for me to stay sedentary in my own bar. There was always something that needed to be done, and I liked keeping my hands moving.

      “Vaughn,” Mal said, halting me in my tracks. “What happened to your part-timer?”

      “Joe?” I asked, keeping my gaze focused on Mal. “Doing time on an assault charge from some neighbor dispute. Supposed to get a reduced sentence but still not sure when he’ll be out.”

      “Sounds like you’re shorthanded.”

      “I’ll manage.” Joe helped tend bar three nights a week. It was hard to find somebody trustworthy who would be willing to keep his or her trap shut. Joe had enough of his own troubles to be really concerned with club business. He rarely interacted with anybody, but I could count on him to get the job done.

      Mal thumped Smoke on the back. “Why don’t you give our friend here a hand for a while?”

      My eyebrows rose and my lips felt cemented together. I could hear the thump, thump, thump of my heart.

      “You used to tend bar at your family’s business, right?”

      “Uh, sure,” Smoke struggled to get out.  “But I…”

      “You could split time between here and the auto shop,” Mal said, his forearms flexing on the bar top. “I’ll move you off regular patrols since I need you for that other club business.”

      Still I stood there and gaped at Mal.

      “You cool with that?” Mal asked, waiting for me to say something. Anything. “Smoke’s a hard worker. Loyal. Trustworthy.”

      Finally, I got my body unstuck. Along with my mouth.

      “Don’t have to convince me.” I shrugged. “You say he’s good for it, then he is. Would help me out until Joe is released.”

      Smoke’s head was angled toward the back of the room, looking at the ladies racking up the balls at the pool table. As if he couldn’t possibly maintain eye contact with me, either.

      “Why don’t you…uh,” I said, trying to form some semblance of a sentence. “Stop by tomorrow afternoon so I can bring you on board.”

      He turned at the sound of my voice and stared hard at me. “Yeah, sure.”

      Mal nodded as if dismissing the conversation, so I moved down the bar, trying not to stumble over my own two wobbly boots. For months on end, I saw Smoke only in passing in my bar, and now I’d be stuck working with him. Fuck.

      After a few minutes of shooting the breeze with the regulars at the other end, I moved back down the bar to reach for the remote and change the channel to a different game.

      “I need you to be my go-to guy on this operation. You cool with that?” I heard Mal ask Smoke.

      “Yeah, Prez,” he said. “What’s it about?”

      Mal turned to Fish and tipped his chin, silently giving him the go-ahead to explain the details.

      “We need you to share some intel on the Asylum,” Fish said. “Word is they’re casing the Russians goods, and we’re trying to make it right.”

      “No problem,” Smoke said, though from studying his features dozens of times across the room, I could see a split second of trepidation in his gaze.

      And that surprised me because Smoke—hell, all of these guys—seemed to have nerves of steel. The most I’d ever had to deal with was some punks showing up and kicking them out on their asses.

      Or that one time a rival club tried to bring their bad blood into my bar. Guy aimed a knife in my direction, but Mal quickly diffused the situation.

      I’d admit I’d grown to admire and probably even care about these guys, so I worried about them. All of them—not only Mal and Smoke.

      But fuck. Best never to let that show.
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