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Dedicated to: 

The squad from the 1st Platoon, Lima Company 3rd Battalion, 25th Marines, who were killed when their AAV struck an IED in 2005. May the memories of you as sons, daughters, lovers, parents, and Marines live on forever. Rest in peace.

Semper fi.
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Eagle

 

Six Years Ago

 

MY WATCH ALARM went off at four a.m., pulling me from sensual dreams charged by last night’s activities and the smell of sex still lingering in the air. The warm, lush body beside me stirred, begging for my attention. I didn’t have much time to dress and get my ass to work, but I never could resist the pull of the woman at my side. We’d been dating for about six months, and I still hadn’t gotten my fill of her. I was beginning to think I never would.

Rising up on an elbow, I took a beat to look her over, marveling at her perfection for the millionth time. Silky dark curls that I loved to run my fingers through splayed out over the soft curve of her tan shoulders. A spattering of freckles covered cheeks that were often reddened from sun or passion, but rarely from embarrassment since she could hold her own in any crowd. Soft, plump lips that quickly and effortlessly alternated between smirking, swearing, and shouting orders, but looked especially incredible wrapped around my swollen cock. 

Fierce, loyal, smart, funny, with curves that made men do stupid shit like wage war or even worse… settle down, she was the whole package and the wrapping. 

She was my Helen of Troy. 

I’d bring down the fucking world for her. 

But I wouldn’t have to, because she was entirely capable of collapsing it herself should she so desire. 

The top of her breasts peaked out from the blanket, begging for my attention. Hooking a finger in the coarse material, I inched it down to reveal her perfect round tits and narrow waistline. Her body was my wonderland, and I could spend hours kissing every freckle, licking every inch, tasting every curve. 

Unfortunately, we never seemed to have hours. 

Heavenly body paired with a sharp mind and an admirable sense of duty, Jeanette Lawson had my respect from day one. It took me more than a year to convince her to tumble into my bed, and I’ve been done for ever since. Insisting that her presence fulfilled all my wishes while her body covered my fantasies, she wasn’t Jeanette to me. She was my Genie.

But she was more than some mythical being. She was my future. 

When I looked at her, I heard wedding bells and saw children and a house with a white picket fence. We were both twenty-five, educated, trained, and had our whole lives ahead of us. Lives that would be intertwined, because she was it for me. 

Careful not to wake her, I tugged the blanket back up to her neck and kissed the small promise ring on her finger. It wasn’t an engagement ring yet, because there was no way in hell I’d ask her to marry me until I could do it right. My Genie was an officer, the strongest, most intelligent, most independent woman I’d ever met, but I was old fashioned. So, in two months, when our tour ended, I’d fly to Virginia, meet her parents, and ask for their blessing the right way. Then I’d plunder my savings to buy her a giant rock and make this thing between us final. 

I had it all planned out, and I couldn’t fucking wait until she had my last name. Jeanette Archer had one hell of a nice ring to it. 

I’d lingered too long admiring her, and was running out of time. Dressing quickly, I brushed a kiss against her forehead and whispered, “I love you, Genie.” 

She stirred. “Mmhm Backacha.” A smile brightened her face and intelligent green eyes peered up at me as she stretched, tugging down the blankets to give me another tempting peep at her tits. Man, what I wouldn’t give for more time with those luscious mounds. “Leaving so soon?” 

God, that smile. So devilish. So promising. It never ceased to get a rise out of my cock. I wanted nothing more than to climb back into her bed and take her up on every dark promise it made. But duty called. 

Duty always tugged us apart. 

“Yep. I have an early morning watching your fine ass traipse all over this God-forsaken desert.”

Our small platoon was operating out of Ubaydi, near Al-Qa'im, Iraq, but we didn’t have the numbers to set up a permanent garrison. It didn’t matter, because our orders only had us squatting there long enough to disrupt the local insurgents who were running weapons to the guerrilla fighters controlling the surrounding villages. 

Two months and we’d be home. 

As a scout sniper, my job was to go out early and provide cover while our Assault Amphibious Vehicles (AAVs) swept the area for hostiles. As a Lieutenant Colonel, Genie led those sweeps. 

“I’ll be sure to put on a show,” she said with a seductive smile.

“I don’t give a fuck about a show, just be sure you’re careful out there.” 

She arched her back, pulling up far enough for her lips to land on mine. “You know I will be.”

Yes, I did. She was an outstanding officer who cared about every single Marine under her command. She’d do everything in her power to get them home safely. That was one of the things I loved most about her. 

“Besides, with you watching my six, I know I’m covered.” She gave me another devilish grin before swinging her legs over the side of the bed and grabbing the front of my shirt to tug me closer. We came together in a passionate kiss that made my entire body ache for more. Releasing me, she said, “I love you too, Eagle.” 

With one last kiss, I was out the door. I joined my team and we headed to our first post. 

Three hours later, I was watching Genie’s AAV through the scope of my rifle when fire burst from the ground, engulfing the vehicle in flame and smoke. The ground shook with the explosion. The open vehicle flipped. Stunned, I gawked as bodies were flung. Heart in my throat, I sprang to my feet. 

I needed to get to her. 

I had to save her. She was everything and I’d die without her.

It was too late. 

There were no survivors. 
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Eagle

 

Two Years Ago

 

THE COPPER PENNY Bar and Grill was always rife with willing pussy, and tonight was no exception. Obviously owned by the Dead Presidents MC, with our logo on the front of the building and a long line of motorcycles parked out front, the only women who dared entered were either ol’ ladies looking for their men, or unattached women looking to spread their legs for a military veteran turned biker. 

Our club had a reputation with the ladies, and adventurous broads across Seattle made it their goal to see if that rep held true. They wanted dominating men who weren’t afraid to hold them down and fuck them, a desire I was all too willing to accommodate. There weren’t many things that made me feel alive anymore, but sex, at least, reminded me that I still had a pulse. 

Besides, sometimes when I was fucking, I could close my eyes and remember what it was like to have Genie beneath me. 

The Dead Presidents hadn’t patched me in as a member yet, but after two months as a prospect, I’d learned the ropes and had gotten to know most of the brothers. Luckily, the broads in this joint didn’t give two shits about which patches I had on my cut, as long as I donned that leather vest they all seemed to lose their minds over. And the fact that I was still new meat, only increased my demand. 

Chicks were always willing to warm my bed. The trick, was getting them out of it after I was done. 

As I rounded the corner of the bar, a blonde and a brunette sitting at a side booth caught my eye with finger waves and suggestive smiles. I was about to head over and see if I could strum up a threesome when two brothers pushed past me and joined the duo. The blonde cast me a disappointed look and I was tempted to walk over there and make shit awkward, but the last thing I needed was to piss off brothers before patching in. I was tired of doing grunt work and had no desire to be a prospect any longer than necessary. 

Besides, like I said, the bar was full of willing pussy. I’d find more. 

A curvy little brunette was sitting at the bar, watching me from beneath her eyelashes. She gave me a welcoming smile and patted the bar stool next to her. I took her up on the offer, checking her out as I approached. Medium brown hair, dark eyes, lips a little too thin for my liking, but she had one hell of a nice rack. The kind of plump, round tits I loved to fuck. Tits had always been my weakness. 

“Hey, Eagle, the usual?” the bartender, another club prospect who went by the name of Brass, asked. Brass had gotten his road name from the brass knuckles he always carried. I’d never been a fan of the weapon or the man—only pussies needed to enhance their punches—but as a sniper, I couldn’t say shit. I’d spent the past ten years taking out marks who never even knew I existed. Lots of people would consider that cowardly as hell. 

I’d saved a lot of lives as a sniper, but not the one that mattered most. 

“Yep. Thanks, Brass,” I replied. 

“Eagle, huh?” the brunette asked, her gaze taking in my tats, lingering on my arms. “You’re one of the new guys. I’ve heard about you.” Her smile was suggestive, indicating that she liked what she’d heard. 

I shrugged. “Don’t go believing everything you hear, babe.” She did have a nice rack, and wearing a low-cut v-neck, she clearly wanted people to look. I got an eyeful before returning her smile. Brass served me a Jack Daniels, neat. I tossed it back and ordered another before returning my attention to the broad. “What’d you hear about me, anyway?” 

“That you’re hung like a horse, you fuck like a wild animal, and…” she hesitated, taking a sip of her drink before continuing, “You’re an asshole.” 

She probably expected me to deny it, but instead, I gave her another shrug. “On second thought, believe everything. That shit’s all true.” 

“Good to know,” she said with a nod. She didn’t believe it. They never did. The more honest I was, the more they thought they could fix me or harness me or whatever. Like one taste of their pussy would have me tumbling head over heels in love. But that shit wasn’t possible since my heart never came home from Iraq. There was nothing left for these bitches but my body. 

“I’m Mindy,” the brunette said, chewing on her straw while she watched me. “You wanna get out of here?” She leaned closer, rubbing her leg against mine. “Maybe go next door?” 

Most members and prospects had rooms next door in the renovated old fire station that served as the club’s headquarters. The fact Mindy knew this told me this wasn’t her first rodeo, and I wasn’t her first bull. No doubt she’d saddled up and ridden her fair share of my brothers. Good. I wasn’t looking for some innocent virgin who’d get the wrong idea and expect to be more than just a fuck. 

Brass set my second drink down. I gave him a nod and tossed it back before pushing away from the bar and offering Mindy my hand. She gulped down the last of her fruity, sweet-smelling drink and elbowed the redhead on the bar stool beside her. The redhead was making out with another prospect named Wasp. As they pulled apart, he gave me a chin lift. 

“Hey, Eagle.” Wasp’s gaze drifted to Mindy and the corner of his mouth tugged up in a smirk. “Have fun.” 

Wasp was a good guy, and one hell of a mechanic, but he didn’t take anything but bikes seriously. He was all smiles and jokes all the damn time. Well, when he didn’t have his tongue down some broad’s throat. I eyed the redhead he still had his arm wrapped around as she rubbed against him. Looked like I wasn’t the only one who’d be heading for the fire station soon. “Thanks brother, you too.” 

The girls finished talking, and Mindy slid her small hand in mine and hopped down from the barstool. She had to be maybe five-three, a full foot shorter than me. Probably wouldn’t be able to kneel when she sucked my cock; she’d have to sit on the bed. That was the thought running through my mind as I led her next door. 

As usual, a handful of brothers were hanging out in the common area, shooting pool and playing darts. A dark-haired club whore by the name of Kim was working on Sage, the club’s counselor, by the fire pole. As we approached, Kim unzipped Sage’s jeans and pulled out his dick, palming it before she slipped it past her lips. 

“She’s such a slut,” Mindy muttered, sounding disgusted. 

There was something else in Mindy’s eyes, though. Jealousy? Arousal? Determined to ferret it out, I replied, “Maybe, but she can suck cock like a fuckin’ pro.” 

Kim deep throated Sage, gagging as she grabbed the backs of his thighs and forced him deeper. She pulled back, then did it again. The sight was hot as fuck, making my own cock spring to life. I tugged Mindy’s hand and came to a stop, settling her in front of me so we could both watch as I palmed her tits. She didn’t pull away. 

Sage’s hand settled on the back of Kim’s head. Holding her where he wanted her, he thrust into her mouth. Several of the guys had gathered around and were watching now, and it looked like Kim would have a busy night. The club whores usually did. As our counselor, Sage claimed that sex was a critical part of recovery, helping fucked-up old servicemen find some measure of peace and release, if only for a little while. I didn’t know if I bought into that whole sexual healing shit, but while most of my brothers used sex to forget, I used it to remember. 

“I’m better at sucking dick than she is,” Mindy said, leaning into my kneading hands. Her voice was deeper now, and her nipples pebbled against my hands. Felt like she wasn’t even wearing a bra.

“Oh yeah?” I asked, looking down at her. Those razor thin lips wouldn’t be nearly as pretty as Kim’s stretched around my cock, but they’d do. Especially if she knew how to work her tongue. 

“Yes,” Mindy replied. “Way better.” 

I gave her tits another squeeze. “Prove it.”

She looked around, taking in the guys watching Kim. I could tell the idea was turning her on, making her wet. Not only was she competitive, but she also had a kinky side. I could help her explore that. “Here?” she asked. 

“You sound like you have something to prove, babe. I’m just giving you the platform if you want it. Suck me off here, or up in the room, I don’t care which. But down here, you can show us all how much better you are than Kim.” I rubbed my erection along her ass, letting her know how much the idea turned me on. “And I think you’ll get off on my brothers watching you, wishing their cocks were in your mouth. In your pussy.”

Her breath hitched. She was thinking about it. 

“You like that idea, don’t you? You want them all to want you.” 

I didn’t think she was going to do it, but Mindy surprised me when she turned and dropped to her knees, unbuckling my jeans and setting my cock free. Lining me up in front of her mouth, I realized I’d been wrong. The shorty could suck me off while on her knees. She gave me head right there in the common room, taking me into her mouth and putting on a show for my brothers. She moaned loudly and played with my balls like my package was the most amazing thing she’d ever had in her mouth. 

There was no way she could deep throat me, but she gave it the old college try, and although she wasn’t as skilled as Kim, my dick didn’t complain. I fucked her mouth as my brothers watched, giving us all a healthy dose of that sexual therapy Sage insisted we needed. I let her take me to the edge of release before I pulled her to her feet and led her upstairs. Stripping her bare, I fucked her big tits to get my sensitivity under control, and then I turned her ass over and had her grip the headboard as I plowed into her from behind. 

Just like every time I fucked, I closed my eyes and tried to slip into the past. Tried to imagine a different body under me, one with silky dark curls, a spattering of freckles, soft plump lips, intelligent green eyes. The memories evaded me, swirling around in my head like dust motes, refusing to form anything solid. Desperate, I tried to conjure up Genie’s smile. 

Nothing solidified. 

Memories of her used to torment me, but over the past several months those memories had been harder and harder grasp. Now I realized that true torment came not from remembering, but from forgetting. 

It had only been four years. How could I forget the woman I loved? The woman I’d planned to marry. 

Guilt and anger stabbed at me, making me feel like shit. Like the asshole I was. 

Sage called it ‘survivor’s guilt,’ but that seemed like such an insignificant title for the way her death had so irrevocably changed me. There was no getting over it or moving forward. I was a different man now than I’d been four years ago, and there was no going back. 

And now I couldn’t even remember the face of the woman who’d forever changed me. I’d have to bring out the box of photos again. I’d gladly torture myself to burn her image back into my memory.  

“Yes!” Mindy shouted. She was still putting on a show. For who? Me? She didn’t need to try so hard. This was never about her. “Fuck me! Harder!” 

Pissed at myself, at the memories I couldn’t force to return, I was all too willing to oblige. I plowed into her harder, faster, wishing I could fuck it all away. Wishing I could fuck myself back in time. Wishing I could fuck myself into the grave beside Genie. 

“Oh God, I’m coming!” 

Mindy’s voice anchored me to a world I no longer wanted. Anger burned within me. Needing an outlet for it, I fucked her through her orgasm and onto the next one. “Is this what you want?” I asked. 

“Yes! Please, yes! Fuck me!”

She took everything I gave her. Her limp body made me miss the way Genie would fuck me back. The way she would arch her back, wrap her legs around me, and squeeze my dick inside her. The way she made damn sure she got hers. I clung to those memories, wishing for something other than the boring woman who was under me. 

I fucked Mindy until my body was so spent it came in self-defense, forcing me to stop so I could catch my fucking breath and calm down my heart. Exhaustion left me feeling empty. Hollow. 

Not even sex could bring back memories of Genie anymore. 

Mindy was breathing heavily as she collapsed on her stomach beside me. Disgusted with her, with myself, with the world, I smacked her on the ass and said, “Time to go.” 

She pushed up on her arms and stared at me. “What?”

We both needed a reality check. “I don’t care where you go, babe, but you can’t stay here.” 

Her mouth dropped open in shock as hurt flooded her dark eyes. 

Did she expect us to cuddle? Not going to happen. I needed her out of my bed, so I could finish off the bottle of Jack sitting on top of my mini-fridge and pray it was enough to knock me out. Pray it would keep away the nightmares of Genie’s exploding AAV. Why the hell could I remember every detail of the instantaneous explosion while the face I’d borderline worshiped for years was nothing but a blur? What was wrong with me?

Everything. As evidenced by the naked stranger in my bed.

“But… I sucked your dick. In front of everyone.”

Rolling out of bed to dispose of the condom, I nodded. “Sure did.” What did she want from me? A fucking trophy? She wasn’t even that great. Did she think I’d let her stay here? That she could fill the hole inside me? Without my memories, that hole was all I had left of Genie and no random cut slut was going to touch it. 

I collected her clothes from the floor and tossed them to her. “You knew what this was before you came up here.” I wasn’t going to lead her on, and I didn’t want to hurt her, but she wasn’t moving and I needed her gone. Steeling myself against her pained expression, I said, “By the way, your oral skills need some work. Kim’s much better. Maybe you should ask her for a lesson? Or check in with the guys downstairs, I’m sure they’d be willing to give you some practice.” 

Her nostrils flared, and she made a strangled noise, a cross between a growl and a sob. Her face turned red and blotchy and her eyes hardened. Good. Anger would take her out of here and make sure she never came back. Anger would save her from me. 

She shook out her blouse and tugged it on while scooting out of the bed. “You really are an asshole, you know that?” 

“I told you I was.” 

“Well, forgive me for thinking you could at least be a decent human being.” She shoved her legs into her pants, hopping as she tugged them up. 

What did she think the word ‘asshole’ meant? Pretty sure it wasn’t synonymous with ‘decent human being.’ I shrugged. 

“You’re not that great either, you know?” she snapped. “I didn’t even come. And your dick’s not nearly as big as they say it is. You’re never getting into this pussy again.” 

She stood there for a moment, glaring daggers at me. I don’t know what she was waiting for. Did she expect me to call her out on her lies? Or to apologize? Or to beg her to climb back into my bed? How big of an asshole did I have to be to make her leave? 

“Noted,” I replied. 

Her face only darkened. “Fuck you, Eagle!” She grabbed her shoes and stormed out of my room, slamming the door behind her. 

Relieved she was finally gone, I marched straight for the fifth of whiskey sitting on top of the mini fridge and headed for my bed. Since I could no longer fuck to remember, I planned to drink to forget. 
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Naomi

 

I WATCHED FROM the front porch of my cute little one-bedroom rental house as a candy apple red Acura pulled into the driveway and idled. The driver’s side window slid down to reveal a dark-skinned, dark-haired beauty, her flawless makeup drawing attention to high cheekbones, almond-shaped eyes, and lush red lips. Lush red lips that were currently drawn tight in her signature I’m-going-to-rip-you-a-new-asshole scowl. 

Resisting the urge to creep back into my house and hide from that mean mug, I flashed my best friend a weak smile. “Hey, Monie Love.” 

I’d met Monica Johnson on the first day of boot camp when she’d told me we were going to be besties because strong, beautiful, intelligent women needed to stick together. I’d always been a little insecure—especially around women—and she was bold and assertive, skating the line between cocky and confident like an Olympic champion, making me instantly jealous of her skill. Hoping she’d rub off on me, I let her draw me into her hemisphere. 

We shared a dorm, had a common dream of piloting aircraft, and we both worked our asses off like we had something to prove. She’d been my study partner throughout flight school, and I’d given her the nickname Monie Love after a nineties rapper, due to an especially drunken celebratory karaoke night after we’d both passed our exams. She was loyal, funny, brilliant, driven, and she didn’t take shit off anyone. Especially not me. 

I loved that about her. 

But, she could also be a little intimidating. 

“Don’t you, ‘hey, Monie Love’ me. You already know I’m pissed. Get your ass in this car, girl, we’re about to have a come-to-Jesus meeting.” 

Dammit. I hated her come-to-Jesus meetings. They usually involved me seeing the error of my ways and apologizing for my infractions. I had a sneaking suspicion about the subject matter she wanted to discuss, and it wasn’t a conversation I wanted to have. I sucked in a deep breath and slid into the passenger’s seat, settling my backpack on my lap as I braced for the onslaught I knew was coming. 

“That’s the extent of your luggage?” she asked, eyeing my bag. 

We were both taking a long weekend, but she probably had multiple suitcases stuffed into her trunk, one for makeup and hair products alone. I, on the other hand, was strictly a carry-on girl. If I couldn’t fit it in my carry-on, I probably didn’t need it. Especially considering I still kept a room full of clothes and personal items at the headquarters of my dad’s motorcycle club. “I don’t need much,” I replied. 

She harrumphed. “Correction, you can’t carry much. Probably due to all that other baggage you’re lugging around all the time.” 

I didn’t want to ask, but knew she wouldn’t stop until she got it off her chest. “What baggage?” 

“The baggage that makes you treat people like shit and act like a raving bitch nobody wants to work with. Lennox is asking to be reassigned, you know?” She threw her car into reverse and backed out of the driveway, spearing me with another glare before focusing on the road. 

Yes, I knew. Travis Lennox was a new member of my flight crew, and during our most recent aerial refueling training he froze, costing us valuable time and almost making us fail the training. “That’s probably for the better. I don’t think he’s cut out to be flight crew.”

“Not cut out for it? Bitch, please. Lennox is new. He needed your reassurance and encouragement and you dressed him down in front of everyone. He was a mess before the training even started. You put all this pressure on your crew and you expect them not to buckle under it.”

Of course I did. Flight crews handled high-stress situations regularly, and there was no room for amateurs who froze. I was doing the kid a favor, probably saving his life. “Shit will be a lot more nerve-wracking when we’re refueling over the ocean. If he can’t hack it in training, he really won’t be able to hack it out there.”

“Bullshit,” she said, stopping for a light before turning on the road that would take us away from Cannon Air Force Base and toward the Albuquerque, New Mexico airport. “Everyone’s first aerial refueling is a crazy stress-fest. Don’t act like yours was some cake walk. I remember.” 

We’d gone through flight training eight years ago. Sometimes it seemed longer, like I’d been flying forever and hadn’t actually gotten anywhere. “They keep sticking me with kids who don’t know their shit, and it makes me look bad.” 

Monica rolled her eyes. “They stick you with kids because everyone agrees that you do know your shit, and if anyone can train them, you can. Naomi, you could build these kids up and get them combat ready, but instead, you choose to break them down and make them question what they’re even doing in the service. Now, cut the bullshit and tell me what this is really about.” 

I’d never been a good liar, and Monica could always see through me. Even when I couldn’t see through myself. I took a moment and thought about what was bugging me. What about the training had set me off. “Every time they stick me with a new kid, they pull me off CSARs.” Combat search and rescues were my passion. The ops involved swooping into hostile territory to pick up servicemen, essentially saving the day and doing my little adrenaline-junkie, wannabe-superhero heart good. I lived for the action and hated being sidelined. Training newbies was the worst kind of being benched. 

“Girl, you are the only active female in the twenty-sixth Special Tactics Squadron. You graduated at the top of your class, above even me, which I’m still salty about because I know you were holding out on me during those study sessions. You’re the best helo pilot I’ve ever seen, and you know you can fly circles around everyone else in your squad. You’ve worked your ass off to get here, and you’ve arrived. Can’t you just chill the fuck out for a minute and enjoy it without being ‘on’ all the time?” 

“Arrived where?” I asked. “Enjoy what? I have to be perfect to get their respect, but not too perfect, because I don’t want to out-perform and intimidate them. And now, because I’m doing well, they pull me back to babysit? That’s bullshit, and you know it.” 

She snorted. “Don’t talk to me like I don’t know the struggle. Four percent of all Air Force pilots are female. Two percent are fighter pilots and I know I don’t need to tell you how many are black and female and fighter pilots. No matter how hard I work, no matter how many commendations I get, some fool will always be whispering about affirmative action creepin’ into the military, talkin’ like that’s the reason I’m here. Like I didn’t earn my way. Like a strong, intelligent, beautiful black woman couldn’t possibly handle the G-forces and blow shit up. But I don’t know what you’re hollerin’ about. We knew what we were getting into when we signed up. Shit, Naomi, we went for the jobs we knew would be the most challenging. What did you expect? This isn’t daycare. There’s no naps or treats, and nothing is fair.” 

She was right, but it didn’t make me feel any better. “I don’t know. I guess I thought it’d get easier eventually. I’m sick of playing by their rules. I just want to go out and perform my job to the best of my ability. Is that so hard?” 

“You’re the only one making it difficult. You know I’m only telling you this because you’re my girl and I love you, but you don’t get to be sick of it. You knew the rules when you signed up. You knew it would be hard. Hell, that’s why you did it. So, you sure as hell don’t get to turn into some woe-is-me the-man-is-out-to-get-me bitch about it. You do that, and every single misogynistic asshole out there wins. They get to call us moody bitches and complain about why we don’t belong. We’re not going down like that, Nae. Not when our bodies are made to handle G-forces better. We belong in the sky. We own that bitch.”

Monica always had a way of making me see things differently, and she was giving me just the slap across the face I needed. This was why I loved her. Even when her words hurt, they made me think, made me want to be better and work harder. 

“But girl, you already know all of this. I swear, I will never understand why you march around the base with a stick up your ass. You’ve done everything you set out to do. What more do you have to prove, Nae?” 

It was an excellent question with several possible answers. Maybe I wanted to prove that I wouldn’t quit and walk out when life got hard like my mom had. Maybe I needed to show the world that I had what it took to be the daughter of Jacob “Jake” Lincoln, Army Special Forces veteran and president and founder of the badass motorcycle club I’d grown up in. Maybe I was desperate to assure myself that I was every bit as valuable as my brother, Tyler “Link” Lincoln, who was also an Army Special Forces veteran and would soon be taking the club’s reins from our dad. 

No. I’d lived with the pressure of my family my entire life and it sure as hell wasn’t bothering me now. Something else was. Something more unattainable than the sense of self-worth I could never seem to foster within myself. “Did you hear that the Green Berets allowed a woman on the Q Course?” I asked. 

The Special Forces Qualification Course was an important step in Army Special Forces training. Until recently, the course had been closed to women. When my dad had first come home from serving our country, I’d sat on his lap and told him I wanted to be a Green Beret, just like him. He’d laughed and brushed my hair out of my face, telling me it was impossible. Girls weren’t allowed to be Green Berets. It was the first time I’d ever felt truly disconnected from my father. I wanted to forge my own path along his legacy, but the fact that I was a girl had kept me from it. 

“No way! How’d she do?” Monica asked.

“Failed.”

“Dammit.” 

Indeed. I’d always wondered how I’d do on the Q Course. My father and brother had passed it, but would I? I’d worked my ass off to get where I was, but without that measurement, I felt like I hadn’t proven a damn thing. I’d never measure up to that standard. Not when my gender forced me to use a different yard stick. It wasn’t even like I wanted to be a Green Beret after those childhood fantasies passed. I just hated that it hadn’t been an option when I’d enlisted because I didn’t have a penis. 

Kind of like the way I’d never be a patched member of the motorcycle club my dad had started. The club my brother was taking over. It didn’t matter that I was also a veteran and could drive and fix motorcycles. I didn’t have a penis, so my acceptable aspirations for club life were limited to a property patch. 

I could only get in if some biker made me his ol’ lady. 

Fuck that. 

I didn’t want a penis, but not having one sure did close a lot of doors. 

“You need this vacay,” Monica announced. “You need to remove that stick from your ass, turn it into a flag, and let it fly. You’re about to be surrounded by some fine-ass biker man candy, right? Your challenge for this event, should you choose to not be a candy-ass bitch and accept it, is to find some especially tasty looking morsel and take a big, juicy bite. You pickin’ up what I’m puttin’ down?” She wiggled her eyebrows at me. 

How on earth could I miss the meaning behind that? She was so ridiculous, I couldn’t help but laugh. Gifted at drawing me out of my own insecurities and keeping me from taking myself too seriously, this girl was my diamond. My rock. 

“I’m serious. When’s the last time you got laid?” she asked. 

I thought back, but couldn’t remember. Most of the guys on base were good guys—and not the misogynistic assholes I made them out to be when I was frustrated—but they liked to talk, and I wasn’t about to become the subject of any whore rumors. Men could sleep with whomever they wanted and not get a word of flack about it, but when a woman made her way around the base people called her a slut, her career suffered, and nobody took her seriously anymore. That wasn’t a price I was willing to pay for a little nookie. 

“Don’t answer; your face and your puckering asshole tell me all I need to know.” 

“My asshole is not puckering!” 

“Sure, sista. Whatever. You need to find someone who knows how to work that tension out of you. Hell, I do, too. You know that’s why I’m flying home, right?” 

For me, home was Seattle, Washington. Monica was also a Pacific Northwest girl, hailing from Portland, Oregon. “Portland seems like a long way to go just to get laid,” I replied. “Besides, I thought you were going home for your sister’s graduation.” 

“Trust me honey, my boy toy, Bo, is worth it. Nobody cares about high school graduation. That’s just an excuse. As soon as the plane touches down, I’ll be hittin’ up Bo and he’ll give me what I need. We hook up every time I come home, and that man knows I’m a goddess and worships my body accordingly. There’s nothing serious between us, but girl, can he ever remind me that although I’m a badass, I’m still a desirable woman with physical needs. That’s what you need. Some strong, sexy man who eats pussy like a diabetic going down on a bowl of ice cream. I’m telling you, it will change your life.” 

She was killing me. Throwing back my head in laughter, I decided Monica was right. I needed to get laid in a major way. Not by anyone in Dad’s club, though. I’d never messed with any of the Dead Presidents. They were all older, and I’d known most of them since I was a child. I definitely wouldn’t be sampling from that crusty old smorgasbord. 

However, last time I spoke to him, Link told me he was recruiting a younger crowd since several of the old-timers planned to retire when Dad stepped down. That idea had potential. Maybe I should have asked Link to send me pictures, so I could see if any of them looked like a good time. I’m sure that would have been a fun conversation. My overly-protective big brother would probably be locking me up in a chastity belt the second I walked through the door. 

“You’re thinking about it, aren’t you?” Monica asked, a smile stretching across her face. “My girl’s gonna get laid and chill the fuck out. I’m so excited for you. For all of us really, because bitch, I’ma have to kill you if you don’t.” 

“Fine. Only one question. What’s this ‘morsel’ shit you’re talking about? If I’m going to get laid, I don’t want a bite, I want the whole damn salami.” 

She squealed, holding her fist up for me to bump with my own. “That’s what I’m talking about. Damn, girl, take good notes because you know I’m gonna want all the freaky details.” 

*	*	*

After a three-hour drive and a four-hour flight, I landed in Seattle. As soon as the wheels hit the ground, I texted Link to let him know I’d arrived. He returned my text immediately, letting me know that a prospect by the name of Eagle would be picking me up. Mildly irritated that my hotshot brother couldn’t take a few minutes to pick me up himself, I thought back to Monica’s advice. Prospects were new. Younger than Dad’s crowd. Maybe this was the universe’s way of confirming Monica’s assessment of my body’s needs. Determined to relax and channel my sexually precocious bestie, I shouldered my backpack and hurried off the plane and out to the pickup area to check out my ride. 

The sky was overcast, but it was still a warm June day. My gaze scanned the area, landing on a charcoal Street Glide in front of the Alaska sign, just like Link had said it would be. The rider was tall with long dark hair pulled into a ponytail at the base of his neck, just below his helmet. Like all the men from the club, he wore jeans, boots, and his cut over a short-sleeved T-shirt that revealed well-defined, tatted-up arms. His body, and the bike he sat astride, looked well-built, but his face was hidden behind a dark helmet complete with a face mask and shield. 

As I approached him, I wondered what Monica would do in this situation. Socializing wasn’t exactly one of my strengths. “Eagle?” I asked.

He flicked the shield up, revealing furrowed brows and sexy, mysterious eyes almost as dark as his helmet. “Naomi?” His gaze flickered over me, and his eyes widened. Instantly, I forgave Link for sending him. 

Hefting my backpack strap up on my shoulder, I nodded. 

He held a second helmet out to me. “Hop on.” 

I eyed the helmet and the seat behind him, trying to decide how I wanted to play this. It had been a long time since I’d flirted, and I’d never been very good at it to begin with. So, I decided to be myself and flick him shit like I’d always done to the prospects. “Sorry, hotshot, but I don’t ride bitch to anyone.” 

Something mischievous ignited in Eagle’s eyes. He unclipped his face mask, letting it dangle so I could see the bottom half of his face. I sucked in a breath and tried not to ogle him, but damn, he was hot. Really hot. His beard was thick and full, pairing nicely with his mustache and kissable lips. 

“Explains why your brother didn’t pick you up,” he fired back. 

Had himself a sense of humor, did he? Pleasantly surprised, I returned his smile. “You catch on quickly, prospect. Link’s a hotshot, too, and if I don’t keep him humble, who will?” 

“Not my problem, but I have a job to do. What’s it gonna take to get your ass on this bike so I can take you back to the fire station? Think you got the balls to drive?” 

His eyes held the type of challenge I’d be loathe to decline. This was going to be fun. 

“You can keep your balls. Those hairy little sacs never did much for me. I could drive the shit out of your sled, though.” I didn’t want to drive. Sure, I was a strong, independent woman, but I liked my men even stronger. Eagle sure was nice to look at, but I couldn’t resist pushing him to see what he was made of. “How about you ride bitch and I’ll show you how it’s done?” 

He snorted. “You must have made off with someone’s sac to be talking all that bullshit. Trust me, babe, I know how it’s done, and I don’t ride bitch to anyone, either.” 

“Babe?” I scoffed. “Kind of unoriginal, don’t you think? Surely you can do better than that.” 

His eyes laughed at me. “Okay, sweetheart, get your sexy ass on this goddamn bike and let me do my job.” 

“Sweetheart? Now you’re just being ridiculous.” And demanding. It should have pissed me off, but Eagle’s masculinity was enticing, and I leaned into it wanting more. Would he be this large and in charge in the bedroom? The thought made me squeeze my thighs together and want to give in so I could wrap my arms around him and see if his body felt as good as it looked. “Although…” My gaze drifted to the tattoo peeking out from under his sleeve. Talons were perched on a globe with an anchor behind it. “You served in the Marines?”

He gave me a nod. “Yes ma’am.” 

Of course he’d been a Marine. I should have known by the way his proximity made me practically swoon. Lots of servicemen were good looking, but there was something about a big, strong, domineering Marine that made me want to spread my legs and throw feminism to the wind. I’d lost my virginity to a Marine, and everything about Eagle made me remember why. 

“Respectable. I suppose I can ride bitch to a Marine,” I said, accepting the spare helmet as I threw my leg over the saddle. Once my borrowed helmet was on, I adjusted myself against him, wrapped my arms around his waist, and waited as he fixed his helmet and kicked his sled to life. 

There’s nothing in the world like the vibration of a powerful bike, especially when you’re already turned on and pressed against a wall of muscle. The hog thrummed beneath me and set all my lady parts to tingling. Eagle’s abs tightened beneath my hands as he leaned with the bike and pulled into traffic. Splaying my fingers across his stomach, I breathed in the leather scent of his cut and wondered again what Monica would do in this situation. 

Did I make the first move? Should I reach my hand down the front of his pants when he stopped for a light? No, that’d be too forward, right? I had no idea, but as we hopped on the freeway and drove toward the fire station, I did know one thing. 

I had every intention of getting this sexy, bossy Marine into my bed. 

Challenge accepted, Monie-Love. My freak flag’s about to fly.
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Eagle

 

I’D HEARD RUMORS about Link’s gorgeous and completely off-limits sister, but none of them did the woman justice. She was tall, about five-ten, and muscular but curvy. Wearing distressed black jeans, boots, and a tight Harley-emblemed tank top, her long blonde hair was straight and her makeup light. With a tasteful sleeve of tattoos down her left arm, she looked like a goddamn biker’s wet dream come to life. People watched as she walked by, but she didn’t pay them any attention. She homed in on me and approached without an ounce of hesitation. 

This was a woman who got shit done. It was obvious she was used to being listened to and respected. I’d heard she was in the Air Force, and could tell she was an officer. Regardless of her rank, when she put her hand on her hip and tried to tell me she wouldn’t be riding bitch, it took all of my restraint not to hop off my bike, throw her over my shoulder, and smack her ass. 

Officer or not, nobody drove my bike but me. 

Still, I appreciated a woman who could hold her own. I’ve been told I can be intimidating and intense, but she held my gaze as she stared me down, testing and watching my reaction. I couldn’t help but wonder if she’d be this unruly and defiant between my sheets. She’d probably want control and have to be tied down. Maybe she’d even fight me a little. That could be fun. 

Just thinking about it made my jeans uncomfortable. I adjusted my growing erection, and her gaze followed my hand. She was interested, for sure. 

Too bad she was Link’s sister. 

Before he’d sent me to pick her up, the club’s incoming president made it a point to tell me to keep my hands off Naomi. Apparently, no one had given her such instructions. When she finally relented and climbed on the bike behind me, she pressed her big round tits against my back and her hands fanned out over my abs. She held me tighter than necessary, and her clean, sweet scent invaded my helmet before I snapped down the visor and clipped the face mask in place.

I’d unwittingly trapped that intoxicating scent in with me. 

Her hands drifted down my stomach, and I took off faster than I meant to. Naomi squeezed closer in response, making it damn hard to concentrate on the road. The fire station was thirteen miles from the airport, and in traffic, it took almost an hour. An hour with her curvy body pressed against me, her hands roaming over my stomach, sometimes dipping down to the waistband of my jeans. A little further south, and she would have felt how hard she was making me. By the time we reached the fire station, I was desperately in need of another adjustment and a cold shower. 

Without waiting for my help, Naomi kicked her leg over the seat and plucked off her helmet. Her hair was wind-tousled, her big brown eyes were bright, and her cheeks were rosy, giving her a just-fucked look that made me keep my hands on the handlebars, so I wouldn’t reach out and pull her onto my lap. Judging by the devious smirk she gave me, she knew exactly how she affected me. No doubt she did it on purpose. I couldn’t tell if she was just fucking with me, or genuinely interested. 

“Thanks for the ride, Marine,” she purred, handing me back her borrowed helmet. “While I’m in town, you should let me buy you a drink for your trouble.”

If Naomi and I drank together, there really would be trouble. But, since telling her that would make me sound like a pussy, I gave her a non-committal nod and dismounted. “How long will you be here?” I shouldn’t have asked, shouldn’t have cared, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. 

“I leave Monday.”

Since it was Thursday evening, that meant I needed to avoid the fire station through the weekend. Easier said than done since Link’s inauguration would be Friday at noon. There’d be no avoiding this woman, and as tempting as her body was, I hoped to hell she found a more interesting toy to play with and left me the hell alone. 

I walked her into the station. A few prospects, and ol’ ladies were hanging out in the common area, preparing for tomorrow’s festivities. The ol’ ladies stopped what they were doing and hurried over to greet Naomi. Jake and his ol’ lady, Margo, stepped out of the kitchen, saw what was going on and joined us. 

“There’s my slugger,” Jake said, releasing Margo’s hand to hug his daughter. 

“Slugger?” I asked, surprised by the nickname. My dad had called my sister princess or sweetheart. Slugger seemed like an odd term of endearment for a girl. 

Jake grinned, pulling back to frame her face with his hands like she was still a child. “Yep. Her first year of T-ball, one of the boys on her team told her she hit like a girl. Naomi here marched straight home and bullied her brother until he taught her how to crack the ball. First game of the season she put one right between the third baseman’s eyes.” 

“Dad,” Naomi said, her tone chastising. “Always with that story. It wouldn’t have been between the third baseman’s eyes if he would have just held up his glove. And I didn’t bully Link, I encouraged him to help me. Persuasively.” 

“Blackmailed is more like it,” Link said, joining us. He slid an arm around his sister and squeezed her to his side to kiss her forehead. “Hey squirt.” 

She rolled her eyes. “Slugger, Squirt… You guys give the worst nicknames ever.” 

Jake elbowed me in the side. “It’s an important tale. That’s when she first started showing up the boys.” Pride beamed in his eyes as he kissed her cheek. “She hasn’t stopped since.” 

“Stop talking about her like she’s not standing right there,” Margo chided, pushing Jake out of the way so she could hug his daughter. “You know she hates that. Welcome home, Naomi. Your dad has ribs on the smoker and I whipped up some of my homemade mac-n-cheese. I hope you’re hungry.” 

I’d gotten to know Jake and Margo over the past two months, and as far as I could tell, they were the salt of the earth, reliable, trustworthy, good people out to make a real difference. Still newlyweds, the only time I saw Jake without his bride was during church, our weekly club meetings. He was stepping down from his presidency to spend more time with her. Maybe even travel some. Jake had done his time, both with the club and in the service, and suffered more than his share of losses. I was happy to be a part of the new guard coming on, so he could rest and enjoy his retirement. 

“Starved,” Naomi replied. “I was hoping you’d be cooking, so I didn’t eat yet. Didn’t want to spoil my appetite.” 

“Oh, you sweet girl,” Margo gushed. “It’ll be nice to have you here. There’s far too much testosterone around this place.” 

“What?” Link asked, throwing his hands up like he was offended. “You sayin’ I’m not sweet, Margo?” 

“That is exactly what I’m saying.” Turning to me, she said, “Thank you for picking Naomi up so we could finish cooking. Please, join us for dinner.”

Naomi watched me, looking a little too interested in my response for my comfort. I didn’t want to be rude and reject Margo’s invitation, especially not when she was always so nice to me, but I also didn’t want to fall prey to temptation. The less time I spent with Link’s forbidden sister, the better. “Thank you for the offer, but tomorrow’s a busy day. I’m sure Link has something else for me to do.” I looked to my incoming president, hoping he would throw me a task that would get me the hell out of here. 

Link shook his head. “I’m good, brother. Join us. In fact, all the prospects and ol’ ladies helping out should. Here, Nae, let me introduce you to the others. This here’s Havoc. He was my weapons specialist.” 

Naomi extended her hand toward the big black prospect who served with Link. He ignored her hand and pulled her in for a hug. “Any sister of Link’s is family,” Havoc said. 

I knew the gesture was meant as friendly and nothing more, but it still set me on edge. I recognized the emotion for what it was—jealousy—but it shocked me. I’d never been a jealous man. Not even with Genie. If I could go back in time, I’m sure things would be different now. I’d covet every minute she spent away from me, knowing our time was limited. But, for the life of me I couldn’t figure out why I’d be jealous of Havoc’s arms around a woman I intended to avoid. 

After the rest of the introductions were made, we all headed into the dining room to eat. Naomi sat toward the middle of the table with her dad and brother on either side of her. Havoc took a seat directly across from her, irritating the hell out of me. Frustrated and confused by the way I wanted to block her from him, I sat clear at the end, as far away from them as possible. 

“So, Naomi,” Wasp said, sitting beside Havoc. “Link said you’re in the Air Force. How do you like it?” 

“I love it. Most of the time. Okay, I love doing my job and going out on CSARs, but I hate the political bullshit.” 

“CSARs?” I asked, recognizing the acronym for combat search and rescues. “Are you on a flight crew?” I didn’t mean to ask, didn’t want to appear interested, but the question had just flown out. I wasn’t usually chatty, but something about her made my tongue wag. 

“She’s a helo pilot,” Jake beamed, heaping mac-n-cheese onto his plate. “The only female helo pilot in her squad.” 

“You’re a Pedro?” Havoc asked, chewing on a rib. He wiped his mouth before adding, “Damn, girl, get it.” 

His voice held respect, and I could understand why. Pedro was the call sign for Air Force helicopter pilots, specifically those who did CSAR missions. Pedros were uncommon. Last I’d heard, the Air Force only had about a hundred helicopters compared to the thousands owned by the Army. Getting an Air Force helo slot meant you were the best of the best. Naomi Lincoln had to be made of some pretty tough shit to make her way into such a competitive job. 

“I tried to tell her to go Army,” Link said. 

“Yeah, you were super helpful,” Naomi droned. “What was that great advice you gave me?”

Link grinned. “If you want to fly choppers, go Army. If you want to fly jets, go Navy. If you want to fly the fuckin’ space shuttle, go Air Force. If you want to blow shit up, go Marines. If you can’t swim, go Coast Guard. And that’s some damn good advice, thank you very much.” 

It was customary for different branches of the military to flick shit at each other, and since the club didn’t currently have any Coast Guard vets, the Coast Guard usually got the brunt of our jokes. 

“Damn good advice,” Jake agreed. “But I still wish you wouldn’t have gone after such a dangerous job, slugger. You’d think after growing up around a bunch of fucked up old soldiers, you’d want more from life.” 

She smiled at him. “Dad, I grew up around the best men on the planet. Why wouldn’t I want to follow in their shoes?” 

He shook his head at her, but his eyes were full of pride. 

“What made you choose the Air Force?” Havoc asked. 

“Better pay and conditions than most of the branches. Smarter people. I’m not savage enough for the Army.” Naomi elbowed her brother. 

“She likes doing the shit people say is impossible,” Link added. 

She directed a pointed look at her brother and father. “Wonder where I get that from, hmm?” 

Link threw his hands in the air before not-so-discretely pointing at their dad, who denied everything. Even when Margo called him a bald-faced liar. 

“What about you, Eagle?” Naomi asked, surprising me as she dismissed the brothers in front of her and angled her body to face me. “What did you do in the Marines?” 

Talking about my time in the service dredged up too many memories I didn’t want to think about, so I gave her the short answer. “Sniper.” 

“Guess that explains the name,” she replied. “Like a scout sniper?” 

I nodded and shoveled in another bite to keep my mouth busy, so I wouldn’t have to talk. She seemed to get the hint and turned her attention on Wasp. “What about you? Wasp, right? Which branch did you come from?” 

As the conversation continued, I learned a lot more about Naomi than I wanted to. She was smart and funny, she shared a love of reading murder mysteries with her father, and she seemed genuinely interested in the people around her. I’d been expecting her to be an entitled daddy’s girl, but she wasn’t that at all. She kept throwing glances my way, making her interest in me known. But, she wasn’t the kind of girl I normally took to my bed and I didn’t need the grief I’d get if Link ever found out about it. So, as soon as we finished dinner, I got the hell out of there and away from her. 
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Naomi

 

I’D TRAVELED OVER sixteen-hundred-miles to be there for my brother’s inauguration, and I didn’t even get to go into the super-secret room where the patched club members voted him in. Instead, I sat in the common area with the ol’ ladies and club whores, trying not to be salty about my lack of a penis once again restricting my options. 

‘No girls allowed’ apparently meant the same thing to grown ass men as it did to the Little Rascals and their silly little boys only club. The only difference was that the Little Rascals had eventually caved. The Dead Presidents probably never would. 

I knew the rule. I didn’t understand its necessity, but I didn’t intend to break it, either. I didn’t even complain out loud about being sidelined. Instead, I slipped behind the bar and poured myself a glass of whiskey, with ice so I’d be forced to sip it slowly, and checked my emails. Nothing but junk. I poked around internet news for a while, but found nothing interesting enough to hold my attention. My phone buzzed with an incoming message from Monica and I checked it to find a meme asking me if I’d gotten laid yet. 

No. I was too busy wallowing in self-pity over not being included in the club’s penis games to hunt down a boy toy for the weekend. Actually, I’d found a boy toy, but he seemed more interested in avoiding me than getting into my pants. No doubt my brother dearest had something to do with that. Controlling clam-jammer. Disgusted with myself and the situation, I replied with my own meme: a depressed looking dog shaking its head. 

I needed out of this funk. I needed to stop focusing on all the shit I couldn’t do, and turn my attention to having a good time. This was supposed to be my vacation. Surely, I could ignore the fight for woman-kind for a few days and let loose. 

I needed more alcohol. 

Spinning my phone on the bar while I sipped whiskey and tried to think of ways to relax, I didn’t hear Margo approach. She slipped behind the bar to open herself a beer before joining me. Eyeing my rapidly diminishing drink, she said, “This must be hard on you.” 

My stepmother seemed like a nice enough woman and she made my dad the adorable kind of happy that old people madly in love get, but I’d been in the service since long before they’d even met, so I didn’t know her well enough to be real with her. “What has to be hard on me?” I asked. 

“You came all this way to be here, and you don’t even get to be in the room while he’s getting sworn in. Seems kind of messed up.” 

Well, she was observant. Still, I didn’t feel like spilling my insecurities to her, so I shrugged. “It is what it is.” 

“It annoys the hell out of me,” she replied. “I love this club, Naomi. I love what they stand for and what they do, but you and I should be able to join.” 

“You?” I asked, startled by the way she included herself. “Were you in the service?” 

“Sure was. Served in the Army Nurse Corps for six years. My motivation was a little different than yours. I was just a small-town girl looking for an exciting environment where I could explore job opportunities, meet male suitors, travel, and build self-esteem. That’s the pitch they gave us back then. Most of the girls I knew only joined to travel and find a man. That’s how I met my first husband, God rest his soul.” 

“I had no idea you served.” And she’d lost a husband. This knowledge gave me a whole new respect for her. “Must have been really hard back then.” 

“It was what it was,” she replied, smiling as she turned my words back on me. “It was easier to serve as a nurse than in the Women’s Army Corps. The best jobs those women could hope for were switchboard operator or mechanic, but most served as bakers or seamstresses. Some got to repair or maintain the weapons that we were forbidden to use, but the women who served in WAC were harassed and ridiculed. People called them lesbians or prostitutes and talked about how unnatural it was for them to want to serve the country. Mostly it was men who’d been drafted, complaining about how all the ‘easy jobs’ went to women, or women who wanted to join but were too cowardly to stand up to their fathers and brothers.”

Women had been shamed for serving their country. I was sure I’d read about that somewhere, but hearing Margo talk about it made it more real. Dipping my head, I let her words sink in. Women had come a long way. I was able to be a pilot now because women like Margo had broken down those initial barriers. “I should probably be more content with our progress,” I admitted.

“Oh, no, honey. I’m not saying that at all. I’m saying that without women pushing the envelope and raising the glass ceiling, we’d still be stuck in the sixties. Or worse. You keep fighting for equality, Naomi. God knows I am.” 

Something she’d said tickled the back of my mind. “You asked Dad to make you a member? Of the club?” 

She smiled. “A prospect. I would have taken the appropriate steps, and wouldn’t have wanted special treatment.” 

Okay, I loved my stepmother. “What did he say?” I asked. 

“The club isn’t ready for that sort of progress. Then he announced that he was stepping down.” 

Interesting. I filed that piece of information away to examine later. 

“You know he’s proud of you, don’t you?” she asked. “He tells everyone about his daughter the Pedro.” 

Knowing he was proud of me wasn’t the same as hearing it. “Thank you. Did he tell you I lied to him?” 

Her smile disappeared. “About what?” 

My Uncle Wade and Dad had joined the military at the same time. Dad came home, but Uncle Wade never did. Not even his body. Dad always feared that Uncle Wade had been captured, and it really messed with his head. Mom claimed that it changed Dad into someone she couldn’t live with anymore. It was the reason she gave for leaving. It was also the reason Dad formed the Dead Presidents… to help others like him cope with coming home. “He didn’t want me or Link going into the service. Not after what happened to Uncle Wade.”

“Understandable.”

“I promised him I’d go for the safest job I could. It was the only way I could keep him and Link from locking me up in the broom closet and keeping me here.” 

She laughed. “I’m sure he knows you better than to believe that you would actually choose the safe route, Naomi.” 

“He was so pissed when he found out I was a Pedro.” 

“He worries about you, but that doesn’t mean he’s not proud of all you’ve accomplished.” 

Before I could reply, the sound of cheering drew my attention. The guys were done with church, which meant Link was the new club president. 

“Here they come,” Margo said, popping the top off two more beers. “Let’s go congratulate the new prez.” She handed me one of the beers and I took it and my drink and went to find my brother. 

Link’s celebration went well into the night. As I joined in on toasts and embarrassing stories about my brother, I kept one eye on Eagle, often surprised to find him watching me, too. Finally, I broke away from my family to sidle up to the sexy prospect. Eyeing his almost empty glass, I asked, “What are you drinking?” 

He watched me warily. “Jack, why?”

Of course. It had to be whiskey, because I needed one more reason to jump his bones. Seriously, there was nothing hotter than a no-nonsense Marine who sipped whiskey. 

Plucking the glass from his hand, I replied, “I owe you a drink, remember? I’ll get you a refill.” 

He started to argue, but I was already weaving through the crowd toward the kitchen. After refilling both our glasses, I found Eagle by the pool tables. “You any good?” I asked, handing him his drink as I gestured toward the table. 

He started racking the balls. “I do all right. You?”

I grabbed one of the pool cues from its holder on the wall. “It’s been a minute since I played, but I used to be okay.” In truth, I was damn good. I’d grown up playing on these tables with Dad’s crew, and those old guys were a bunch of pool sharks who liked to show off. They’d taught me a thing or two. 

Removing the rack, he said, “Your break.” 

I took a deep breath, lined up the cue ball, and sent a stripe into a corner pocket. Then I shot again, sinking a second stripe into a side pocket. My third shot sank a third stripe.

Eagle arched an eyebrow. “I think you misled me, Pedro.” 

Remembering that I wanted to get laid more than I wanted to win this game, I intentionally missed the next shot. Eagle sank three solids before missing the fourth. 

“You do all right?” I asked. “I think I was the one misled, Marine.” 

He shrugged, smirking. 

My heart did a little flip at the sight. Damn, the man was sexy. His hands were huge, his shoulders were broad, and I’d overheard a couple of the club whores saying he was a beast in the bedroom. Exactly what Love Doctor Monica had prescribed to chill me the fuck out. 

Needing a little more liquid courage to up my flirting game, I took a long drink of my cocktail before sinking two more stripes. He sank two more solids. He should have sank a third, but his hand twitched at the last second, causing the cue ball to hit its mark off-center. It looked like he did it on purpose. 

Arching my eyebrow, I called him on it. “You don’t have to hold back with me, you know?” I asked. “I can handle your game.” 

His nostrils flared, and his gaze roamed over my body. Whiskey was loosening him up as well. “I was about to tell you the same thing.” 

I’d been caught. A guilty smile tugged at my lips as I backed up to the table and took a shot behind my back, sinking another stripe. 

“Oh, it’s like that, is it?” Eagle asked. 

I sank my last stripe before turning my attention on the eight ball. I didn’t have a good shot, but I could sabotage Eagle’s next move, so I did. 

“Rude,” he said, eyeballing my work. 

I shrugged and took another sip of my drink. “You said I didn’t have to pull my punches. Did you change your mind, Sweetheart?” It felt damn good to throw that nickname back at him. 

Shaking his head, he took a shot, surprisingly sinking a solid in the corner pocket. He missed the next shot, though. My turn. I sank the eight ball and his solid. We both laughed, and I racked the balls for our next game while Eagle refilled our drinks. We were evenly matched and with whiskey flowing, conversation was easy and relaxed. Not only was the guy easy on the eyes, he was great company. 

Eagle won the second game, and as he racked up the third, we were joined by Havoc and Wasp. 

“Eagle, you greedy son-of-a-bitch,” Wasp said, eyeing me as he approached. “You’ve got the most beautiful girl here stuck in a corner.” He stopped inches in front of me, reached around and plucked a pool cue from behind my back. Then he flashed me an adorable smirk. “Nobody puts Naomi in a corner.” 

Wasp was clearly trouble. Matching his smirk, I asked, “Did you just make a low-key Dirty Dancing reference?” 

He bobbed his head up and down, grinning like a fool. “Mom’s favorite movie. She used to make me watch it with her until I got in trouble for trying the moves out on girls at school.” 

Yep. Wasp was trouble with a capital T. 

He leaned against me. “So, tell me, are you worth getting my balls racked over?” 

“Is that what my brother threatened to do to you?” 

He nodded and spun away, settling in front of the table. 

“I believe Link’s exact words were, ‘I’ll rip off your balls and shove them up your asshole, Wasp,’” Havoc said, selecting a pool cue from the other rack. “Wasp here likes to see how far he can push Link. The prez is probably going to have to kill him at some point. I’ll have to help dispose of his body.” 

“You would all be bored without me, and you know it,” Wasp replied, chalking his pool cue as he bumped hips with me. “And I call Naomi’s team.”

Eagle’s pinched expression told me he didn’t like that pairing one little bit, but he didn’t object as he gestured for us to go first. The game was a nail-biter, but Wasp and I won when Havoc scratched on the eight ball. I was having a blast and could have kept playing all night, but Eagle begged off, giving me one last scorching once-over—that looked a hell of a lot like an invitation—before heading upstairs. 

 “He’s a quiet one,” Wasp said, following my gaze as I watched Eagle disappear in the crowd. 

Quiet? We’d been talking non-stop before Havoc and Wasp had joined us, but now that Wasp mentioned it, I realized Eagle had closed down since their arrival. “What’s his story?” I asked. Most of the men in the club were dealing with shit from their time in the service, and it was clear Eagle had picked up a few demons. Wasp seemed like a guy who’d know, also like a guy who’d talk. 

“Served with his woman. Planned to marry her, too. Then he watched her AAV run over an IED. She didn’t make it.” 

“Shit,” I breathed. Doing combat rescues meant I’d seen some pretty grizzly scenes. Amphibious assault vehicles were usually open on land for the gunners. I’d seen firsthand what an IED could do to a crew in an open AAV. “How long ago?”

“About four years.” 

“You shouldn’t be sharing Eagle’s business,” Havoc said, his expression dark. 

Wasp shrugged and changed the subject. “Should we pick up a fourth? Maybe someone who can teach you not to scratch on the fuckin’ eight ball?” 

Havoc flipped him off, then apologized to me like I’d find his middle finger offensive. His concern was sweet but unnecessary. I was no proper lady who couldn’t handle swearing. Nope, I was horny and half drunk, trying to figure out an inconspicuous way to slip upstairs unnoticed and find Eagle’s room so I could bang him. Hearing about the loss he’d suffered only made me want him more. He probably needed to get laid, too.

“Actually, I think I’m going to head up to bed,” I said, faking a yawn. “I’m still on mountain time and it’s getting late.” 

Wasp leaned closer to me, his expression mischievous. “Go get ’em, Slugger.” 

“Who?” I asked, feigning innocence. “What are you talking about, Wasp?” 

“Right.” Grinning, he turned back to Havoc. “Guess it’s just me and your ugly ass. Maybe we should go next door and see if we can find some action.” 

Excusing myself, I drifted into the crowd, mingling with old and new club members until I was surprised by a familiar-looking brunette who was making out with another prospect. 

“Kim?” I asked. 

She pulled away and gave me a sheepish smile. “Hey Naomi. I heard you were here.” 

Yet she hadn’t tried to find me. Kim and I had been friends in high school. She’d come to the club with me a few times, but we’d been underage and mostly hung out in my room talking about boys and teachers. We’d tried to stay connected after graduation, but she moved away and we lost contact. 

“What are you doing here?” I asked. 

Her gaze cut to the biker she’d just been locking lips with and her cheeks reddened. “Uh…” 

While she was fumbling for an answer, another biker smacked her on the ass and said, “Hey babe. If you’re not busy later, I could use a little more of what you gave me last night.” 

Ah. My friend was a club whore. It wasn’t all that surprising since she’d always been a little too interested in what the bikers were doing downstairs to fully focus on our conversations. I don’t know if she expected me to judge her for it or what, but the club whores had always been good to me. Growing up without a mom, ol’ ladies and club whores had purchased tampons for me and taught me how to use them. They were the women I went to when I needed advice or had questions that Dad and Link couldn’t or wouldn’t answer. 

If she wanted to spread her legs for bikers, who was I to judge? In fact, now that I’d found her, I was hoping she’d help me find a particular biker so I could get him in a leg lock.

“This must be the princess,” the biker said, looking me over with a little more interest than I cared for. 

And that had to be the worst nickname of all. I had half a mind to make him eat it. I glared daggers at the biker, and replied, “You must have me confused with someone else.” 

“Naomi, this is Brass,” Kim said, introducing us. 

“Link’s little sister,” he said with a nod. “I hear you’re off limits.” 

“Yes, she is,” Kim replied, stepping between us like her five-and-a-half-foot body could block his view. 

Brass continued to leer at me over her head like a creeper. “If you decide you want to break your big brother’s rules, you come and find me. I’ll show you a good time.” 

Who the hell did he think he was? Not only was he rude and disgusting, but he was openly disrespecting Link here in our home. That shit didn’t sit well with me. Time to shove a dose of reality right up his ass. “Brass, huh? Did you choose that nickname because you were wishing you were top brass in the service? Obviously you weren’t. You lack the demeanor, wisdom, and class to hold such a position. I’m guessing you were infantry. Probably served the minimum, couldn’t hang, and got out. My brother took you in and helped you get cleaned up, and you repay him by insulting him behind his back like a coward.”

His face reddened. “Bitch,” he spat before walking away. 

“And you have impressive comebacks,” I said to his back. 

“Sorry,” Kim said. “He’s kind of a douche.” 

“Why are you apologizing? That’s definitely not on you. Besides, I’ve dealt with his kind before.” 

And, I was a little bit of a hypocrite, because I led Kim away from the crowd so I could pump her for information on Eagle and hopefully get him to disobey my brother’s orders and fuck me. 
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Eagle

 

RESISTING TEMPTATION AND retiring to my room had been the right thing to do. I was on the drunk side of buzzed and enjoying Naomi’s company a little too much when Havoc and Wasp invited themselves to our table, interrupting our game. Their presence had been unwelcome, but truth be told, they probably saved me from doing something stupid like sampling Naomi’s sweet, plump lips or throwing her over my shoulder and carrying her fine ass upstairs. 

Both of those thoughts had crossed my mind. 

Naomi was a knockout, but listening to her talk was what had really done me in. She was smart as fuck, and her sense of humor was dry and sarcastic. She drank whiskey straight, swore like a sailor, knew how to ride, and had talked to me for a good hour about rifles. 

I hadn’t talked to a woman like that in… four years. 

That staggering thought sobered me right up. I’d connected with Naomi on a level I didn’t allow myself to connect with anyone anymore, and now that I thought about it, it felt a lot like cheating on Genie. Fucking other women hadn’t felt like cheating, but this… Companionship was so much more than sex. Guilt guided my hand to the glass on my nightstand. I threw back another drink, letting it burn all the way down, hoping it would numb me. 

My thoughts drifted to the pool table as I wondered what the trio I’d left behind was up to. Wasp was probably still flirting with Naomi. I swear, flirting was the motherfucker’s default, and he couldn’t seem to help himself. Every time he high-fived or bumped into her, I wanted to bust my pool cue over his head. I’d had to keep myself in check, and judging by the way he smirked at me, the asshole knew it. Naomi didn’t seem taken by his bullshit one bit, though. Her gaze, heated by the whiskey we were downing, kept locking with mine. 

I knew exactly what Naomi wanted. She’d been dropping hints since before she climbed onto the back of my bike. Those gorgeous big brown eyes kept pulling me in and holding me captive, making me fantasize about what they’d look like staring up at me while my cock was in her mouth. While they were rolled back in ecstasy as I buried myself deep inside her and she screamed out my name. 

I’d taken the steps two at a time to get away from her, shutting myself in my room. I should have locked the door and dragged my bed in front of it, but I didn’t. Deep down, I was hoping she’d come… that she’d find me the same way her gaze had been finding me all goddamn night. The thought had me stroking myself as I undressed and sprawled out across my bed. I’d gotten myself all worked up by the time a knock sounded on my door. People didn’t knock on my door unless I was expecting them. I glanced at my phone to see if I’d missed a call or a text from one of my brothers, but there was nothing. 

It has to be her.

My heart raced at the thought. If it was Naomi, it sure as hell hadn’t taken her long to find me. 

The knock sounded again. 

I sat up, flicked the blanket over the lower half of my body, and called out, “Come in.” 

The door swung open and the gorgeous blonde I’d been both hoping for and fearing poked her head in. “Hey.” Her gaze went straight to my bare chest and arms, and her eyes darkened. “I didn’t wake you, did I?”

Like I could sleep knowing she was downstairs, so fucking close yet completely out of my reach. “No ma’am.” Even if I had been asleep, I’d welcome a wakeup call from her fine ass.

“I know I shouldn’t be here, but…” She glanced over her shoulder. The party was still going strong downstairs, but she must have heard someone approaching because she slipped in and closed the door behind her. 

The sounds of the party now muted, she leaned against the door and drained the last of the whiskey in her glass. “I don’t usually do this.” She winced. “God, that sounds so lame.” 

She was fucking gorgeous standing there with her cheeks flushed and her chest rising and falling with deep, shuddering breaths. Her being in my room while I was naked felt like a violation of Link’s trust, but Naomi and I were two consenting adults and I was one of the few prospects who had a job and paid rent. I barely knew Link, and I didn’t owe him shit. Besides, I’d already done the right thing once tonight by walking away from her, and that damn near put me into sainthood. No way was I resisting her again. 

“Wanna come sit down?” I patted the bed next to me, conveniently the only seat in the room. 

She stared at me for a beat, as if considering my offer, before pushing away from the door. Striding toward me, she grabbed the hem of her shirt, tugged it over her head, and tossed it aside. “I’m not here to sit, Eagle.” 

A pink lacy bra drew my attention to big, round tits that begged to be held and fondled. Her stomach tapered into a narrow waistline before flaring out into tempting hips I’d love to grip as I plowed into her from behind. 

“Thank fuck. I hope you’re not here to talk, either.” We’d talked plenty already. Now, I needed more. I needed to see what was hiding under her jeans and bra. I needed to taste her sweetness and hear the sounds she made right before she came. 

Her breath hitched as she unbuttoned her jeans and shimmied out of them, revealing a scrap of pink lace that matched her bra. Holy shit, her body was perfect. Muscular, defined, soft and hard in all the right places. She stepped out of her jeans and leaned against the bed, her eyes twinkling. “Why? Do you have something more fun in mind?” 

Did I ever. I hooked a finger in the front of her bra and pulled her toward me until her lips landed on mine. Off balance, she wobbled, but I wrapped my other arm around her and dragged her onto the bed on top of me. Her lips met mine. Running my tongue over the seam, I silently requested entry. Her lips opened on a gasp, and I slipped my tongue inside. 

Naomi tasted like honey bourbon, sweet but strong. I knew she’d knock me off my ass if I sampled too much of her, but I couldn’t resist. As I deepened our kiss, my fingers worked on her bra clasp. It popped open and I slid the straps down her arms, caressing her as I went, and then tossed her bra aside. Her bare tits press against my chest, and the contact drove me wild. She moaned into my mouth and I slid my hands down to her panties and tugged them off. She wiggled free and her hand slipped under the blanket to wrap around my shaft. 

On top of me, with her hand pumping my cock, she’d taken control so quickly I hardly knew what happened. I’d suspected it would be like this with her—a power struggle—but it was still so damn exhilarating I wanted to laugh. There was no way I’d let her ass be on top. At least, not until I showed her who was boss. “I don’t ride bitch, remember?” I asked, flipping us over. 

Her eyes widened in surprise and her hand released me as she landed on her back with me covering her. The blankets had gotten all tangled between us, so I kicked them away until it was just Naomi, naked against the white sheet. 

Naomi reached for my cock again, but I pulled away, grabbing her hands and pinning them above her head. Holding her still, I raised up far enough to look her over. Chest heaving, gaze heated, lips parted, she was everything I thought she’d be and more. She was perfect. 

“You’re fuckin’ gorgeous, sweetheart,” I said. 

Her eyes narrowed and she tried to yank her hands free, but I held firm. “Release me, and I’ll show you what a fucking sweetheart I can be, asshole.”

She was like a wildcat held by the tail. If I released her, she’d either bolt or turn on me. “Not a chance in hell. You came into my room. I’m driving. And I’m gonna enjoy the hell out of this.”

She bucked her hips and tried to wiggle free, giving me a fantastic show of her bouncing tits. “Oh my God, do you ever shut up? I’m gonna need you to quit yappin’ and do your fuckin’ job, Marine.”

That mouth. I couldn’t decide whether to shove my cock or my tongue into it. “With pleasure. I’m gonna fuck that attitude right out of you.” 

“Yet you’re still talk—” 

I took her mouth before she could finish the sentence. Keeping her hands above her head with one hand, my other explored her breasts while our tongues fought their own little battle for dominance. No doubt she’d fight me every step of the way, and I was so eager for the struggle I could hardly contain myself. 

Releasing her hands, I drifted down her body, peppering kisses across her flesh along the way. Sucking one pink nipple into my mouth I squeezed and plucked at the other. Naomi writhed beneath me, her freed hands rubbing up my sides and back as she went insane with lust. 

“Eagle, I need…” 

“What?” I asked. “What do you need?” 

“More.” She bucked her hips again, trying to rub herself against me. 

I pulled back like the asshole I was, depriving her. “I’ll give it to you when I’m good and ready. Suck it up and lean with the curves. You’re riding bitch now, remember?” 

“You are an asshole,” she said with a snicker.

Wondering who Naomi had been talking to, I grazed her nipple with my teeth. “You knew this, yet you came knocking anyway. Why?” 

“Less talking, more fucking.” 

She was still trying to drive. I pinned her hands over her head again and pulled back, watching her. Time to remind her who was in charge.

“Please,” she whispered. 

Her begging made my dick ache to respond, but I wanted to drive her crazy first. I wanted to own her. To control her. Grabbing my belt, I used it to secure her hands to my headboard. She struggled against her restraints as I kissed my way down her body. Gripping her thighs, I spread them apart and ran my tongue over her swollen folds. 

“Holy shit,” Naomi breathed, her body immediately going still. 

Sweet wetness spilled from her entrance and I lapped it up, drawing another curse from her before focusing on her clit. Sliding her feet up under her, she angled herself closer to my mouth. 

“More,” she moaned. “I need your fingers while you do that.” 

I’d never been with a woman so unafraid to direct me to what she wanted. What she needed. Naomi was in this for her own pleasure, and that was fucking hot. If I gave her free reign, she’d probably sit on my face or ride my cock. She was determined to come, and she’d use me how she saw fit. I couldn’t wait to drive her over the edge and see what happened when she completely lost control. Continuing to lick her clit, I gave in to her demand and slid a finger into her wet pussy. 

She groaned, grinding against me, desperate for friction. “More.” 

I added a second finger. She was so wet her juices dripped down my hand. I curved my fingers, pressing against her G-spot as I flicked, sucked, and nipped at her folds. My teeth scraped against her nub while my fingers squeezed inside her and she exploded, crying out as she came. I continued to play inside her throughout her orgasm before removing my fingers and lapping up her juices. The sweet taste of her mingled with the whiskey on my tongue, tasting like heaven.

Inspired, I patted her on the ass and told her to raise up. She flexed her hips toward the ceiling, giving me an excellent view of her pussy. Grabbing my glass, I sloshed some Jack inside her and quickly slurped it up. Yes. Heaven. I shared my treat by kissing her deep, so she could taste her own whiskey-flavored honey. 

I’d been trying to drive her crazy, but my plan was backfiring. My cock throbbed so hard it hurt. Needing to be inside her to get some relief, I released her hands and said, “Turn over.” 

While Naomi rolled onto her stomach, I grabbed a condom from my nightstand and wrapped up before angling her hips right where I wanted them. Her pussy was still soaking wet. Paired with her round, pale ass in the air, it was all the invitation I needed. I lined myself up at her entrance and smacked her ass hard. She let out a moan as a red handprint formed on her cheek. 

“You like that, don’t you?” I asked. 

She nodded. “God, yes. Do it again.” 

I smacked her ass until both cheeks were rosy red, and she was begging me for more. Then I grabbed her hips and jerked them toward me as I drove into her. She gasped and dropped her head, taking me all in. Her tight cunt squeezed around me, making me hiss out my own curse. Releasing her hips, I reached up to palm her breasts and marveled at the way they spilled out over my hands. Squeezing gently, I used them to anchor myself while I pulled out and drove back into her. 

“More. Faster,” she breathed, arching her back to take me in deeper. 

She liked it rough. Good. I tweaked her nipples, then gripped her hip with one hand while my other one found her swollen nub. Rolling it between my thumb and finger, I picked up the pace, driving into her the way she wanted it. The way we both wanted it. 

“Yes. God, yes.” She dropped her head to the mattress, giving me a better angle. 

This time, she didn’t come quickly or easily. I had to work at it, alternating between smacking her ass, playing with her breasts, fingering her clit, and pulling her hair. The challenge drove me. I kept changing the angle, searching for that spot that would make her lose her mind. She was a lively one, chasing her orgasm like she’d never get another. One leg went over my shoulder, the other in front of my knee. She arched her back and rubbed her clit, squeezing her channel around me as I fucked her. Barely hanging onto my own release, I rode her like I was a dying man and she was my last lay.

When she finally went over the edge, she took me with her. I came so hard I’m surprised I didn’t shoot the top of the condom clean off. Sweaty, breathing heavily, we both collapsed on the bed. Between the whiskey and the marathon sex, the room was spinning. I needed a moment to collect myself and process what had just happened. 

This was no ordinary fuck. It was… different. Like nothing I’d ever experienced. She was different. 

Before I could figure out why, Naomi slid out from under me. The little wildcat had somehow slipped free of the belt I’d bound her wrists with. Wobbling slightly, hair and eyes wild, she stood and gave me a satisfied smile. “Thanks, Marine. I needed that.” She stepped into her panties and jeans, pulling them both up at once. 

Shocked, I sat up. “What are you doing?” 

She buttoned her jeans and grabbed her bra, giving me a blank look as she slid the straps over her shoulders. “Dressing?” 

Right. Which was exactly what she should be doing. We were done. It was time for her to leave. 

So, why didn’t I want her to? 

She tugged her shirt over her head, covering up all that perfection, and gave me one last smile as she bent to tug on her boots. “See ya ’round,” she said, before turning and walking out my door. 

As I watched her sexy ass sway, I felt a strange sense of loss. I had to fight the urge to ask her to wait and at least give me a minute to figure shit out. And after she closed the door, I realized that for the first time in years, I’d fucked someone without thinking about Genie. Not even once. More guilt flooded me, making me feel like shit. 

No matter how great it felt, being with Naomi was wrong. She was active duty and she’d be heading back to Cannon soon. Casual sex was fine, but this thing between us was far more than that. I didn’t want any relationship—not now, possibly not ever—but especially not one with a fucking Pedro. 

Resolving to ignore the draw I felt and stay away from Naomi for the rest of her visit, I slipped out early the next morning and crashed on a coworker’s couch until Tuesday when I knew she’d be gone. 

Yeah, she’d cut and run after we’d fucked, but I was the cowardly asshole who stayed away until I knew she was gone so I wouldn’t have to face that temptation again. 
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Naomi

 

Two Months Ago

 

“TELL ME ABOUT your brother’s fiancée,” Monica said as she sat on my bed and crossed her legs. She had come over under the pretense of helping me pack, but she’d been doing nothing but firing off questions since she arrived. She couldn’t believe Link was marrying a woman he’d only known for a few months. Hell, I couldn’t believe it either. My brother was usually pretty level-headed, and I didn’t think he’d ever had a relationship that lasted longer than a week. 

“Not much to tell,” I replied, rolling up a pair of jeans so they wouldn’t get wrinkled. “It’s not like I know her or anything. We spoke on the phone once, and that’s it. Her name’s Emily. She’s a lawyer and she helped get Link’s buddy, Havoc, out of jail.” 

“Havoc?” Monica asked. “I remember you talking about him when you came home last time. Is that the big black dude or the blond flirt?” 

“Look at you, all paying attention to my tales from home.” 

“Please, girl, your stories about the club are reality show worthy. I live for this shit.” 

I stuffed the jeans into my backpack and eyed the dress hanging on my closet door. “Havoc’s the big black dude. He caught a rapist in the act and beat the shit out of the bastard, as in landed him in intensive care, resulting in an attempted murder charge. Among other charges.” 

“First of all, shout out to the brotha for laying out the sleaze, but holy shit, why don’t I know this? You know I live for the goods, Nae, and here you are, holding out on me. As your best friend I should know any and all information pertaining to you, your family, and your brother’s merry band of hot and sexy bikers.” 

I rolled up a shirt and stuffed it in my bag. “I must have missed that part of the contract. Anyway, Link emailed me about it last month when you and I were both deployed. I forgot to mention it when we got home.” 

Monica studied me for a moment but didn’t reply. Normally she’d call me out on such a weak excuse, but my last deployment had been the roughest of my career. She knew it was bothering me, and my lack of willingness to talk about it had driven her to questioning everyone else on my crew. If this pilot gig didn’t work out for her, Monica would make a bomb-ass intelligence gatherer for the CIA. Information was her currency. 

“Right. That deployment.” Sniffing for blood, she waited for me to elaborate but I refused to rip off my bandage and show her the damage. 

She was far too good at reading me, and her eyes softened at whatever she saw in my expression. “Nae…” 

“No,” I snapped, turning my back to her. I couldn’t talk about the op. Not yet. I had to keep pressure on that wound, so I wouldn’t bleed out. “So… what else do I know about Emily? Well, this dress is stunning, so she’s obviously secure enough in her own beauty that she doesn’t have to ugly-up her bridesmaids to make herself look good. That’s commendable. Did you see Michelle’s bridesmaid’s dresses? Hideous.” 

Michelle was a mutual acquaintance who clearly didn’t share Emily’s confidence. Her bridesmaids dresses had looked like prom dresses from the eighties. In contrast, the dress Emily had sent me to be fitted was strapless, floor-length, and emerald green. With a bodice that lifted my breasts, slimmed my stomach, and made my ass pop, the gown would make most red-carpet dresses look like potato sacks. I’d never worn something so luxurious and sexy. Not only did Link’s fiancée have taste, she wasn’t a prude. She had no problem with her girls showing off a little skin. 

Monica held her tongue for a moment. I knew she wanted to revisit what happened during my deployment, but thankfully she didn’t push. “Girl, that dress fits you like a condom,” she replied. 

“A condom? Are you saying I look like a dick in it?” 

She laughed. “Hell no. I’m saying it’s tight and prepares you for some action. I wish I could be there to see the look on Bird-brain’s face when you show up wearing that. Homeboy’s gonna blow his wad on the spot. I hope his boxers are waterproof. You might need some sort of splash guard if you get too close to him.” 

Bird-brain was the nickname Monica had not-so-lovingly bestowed upon Eagle after I’d told her about the disappearing act he’d pulled after our amazing night together. I thought he and I had connected, but judging by the way he didn’t even show up to say goodbye, obviously not. It wasn’t like I’d been looking for a relationship or anything, but it would have been nice to know I’d rocked his world as much as he’d rocked mine. Almost two years after we’d done the horizontal tango, and I still couldn’t get the man out of my head. I was anxious to see him again. 

“Yeah, well he’s gonna have to cream his pants, because he’s not getting anywhere near my vajayjay again. I learned my lesson.” 

She laughed. “What lesson? It was supposed to be a drive by coochie cleaning. You weren’t supposed to get attached to the guy. That’s on you, Nae. But the asshole could have at least nutted-up to say goodbye.” 

“I didn’t get attached. I didn’t even ask for his phone number, nor did I try to cuddle after we banged. I got my clothes on and got the hell out of there before he could kick me out.” Kim had told me that Eagle didn’t like his fuck-buddies to stick around, and I’d been determined not to join the ranks of the evicted. 

“Play it up however you want, but you can’t tell me you didn’t catch a little case of the feels. That faraway look you get whenever you talk about him tells all.” 

“He was fabulous in the sack,” I defended. “Trust me, Monie Love, not only did he have a huge schlong, but he knew how to use it. If anything, I’m emotionally connected to his dick.” 

She unfolded her legs and stood, her expression still skeptical. “Well, that dress will test the restraint of your boy and his giant schlong, but what’s going to keep you in check? You gotta hold out this time. If your legs fall open the minute you walk through the door, homeboy’s gonna think he can treat you like a whore. You have to demand respect from these players.” 

“My legs are not falling open at all. I’m going home for my brother’s wedding. That’s it.” I was almost fifty percent sure I could resist Eagle. At least a solid forty-nine percent certain I wouldn’t trip and land on his penis. “It’s been two years. He could be married by now. His hair could have fallen out and all of his teeth could be rotten or missing. Who knows if I’ll even find him attractive anymore? I was pretty plastered last time.” Not at the airport I wasn’t. And not during lunch with my family when I kept eyeing him, but I was trying to forget all that. “I’m not even going to drink this time, so I won’t have my whiskey goggles on.” 

She cackled. “You’ve been thinking about this a lot, huh?” 

Plotting was more like it. I’d burned through too many brain cells wondering if I’d still feel that strange magnetic pull toward Eagle, and thinking up ways I could resist if I did. I wasn’t ready to admit that aloud, though, so I ignored her and finished packing. 

All too soon, Monica’s laughter died down and she grew uncharacteristically somber. “Will you tell your dad about what happened during this last deployment?” 

The sudden change in topic blindsided me, flooding my mind with memories. Gunshots. Wounded lying everywhere. My desperate attempts to get my disabled helicopter off the ground. The coppery-sweet smell of blood. My stomach roiled, and my vision swam. “No,” I choked out. I’d felt so fucking helpless that day. Friends had died, and it didn’t matter how good my piloting skills were because I couldn’t even get us in the air. There wasn’t a goddamn thing I could do but shoot at the seemingly endless stream of attackers. 

Forcing the memories to the back of my mind, I blocked them behind the thickest wall I could construct. Then I took a deep breath and grounded myself in the present. 

I’m safe.

I’m home.

It’s over. 

“You’re gonna need to talk to someone about it.” Her eyes were soft. Compassionate. Emotional. It was too much, and not at all what I needed. I couldn’t stand to see that shit in her eyes. 

“Not right now.” I spun around to face the dress again, needing to distract her. To distract us both. “Right now, what I need is to figure out how to pack this thing without getting it all wrinkled. Somehow I don’t think rolling it up and stuffing it into my backpack will work.”

Her silence lingered, and I didn’t think she’d let me change the subject but finally, she took the bait. “You done lost your mind if you think I’m gonna let you defile that beautiful gown like that. You are not ten years old. Take your garment bag and check it like you’re grown.” 

Looking from the dress to the backpack, I replied, “But there’s room.” 

Monica growled. “Forget it. I’m packing your dress for you.” Before I could argue, she marched into my closet and pulled out my garment bag. She cast one last dark look over her shoulder, making it clear that she was giving me a reprieve, but we were far from done with this conversation. 

*	*	*

By the time my flight touched down in Seattle, it was a little past seven p.m. Before I’d left Albuquerque, I texted Link to let him know I’d grab an Uber since I didn’t fancy lugging my garment bag around on the back of some prospect’s bike. When I took my phone out of airplane mode Link had replied, telling me that Emily would pick me up instead. 

Great. Nothing like an awkward conversation with the stranger marrying my brother after a long flight. Narrowly resisting the urge to argue with him and insist on getting my own damn ride, I asked what she’d be driving. 

After I collected my luggage, I found Emily waiting in her slick black Jaguar XE. She popped the trunk, and I put my garment bag and backpack away before climbing into the passenger’s seat. The jag was clean with leather interior and all the gadgets a driver could ever want. It looked posh and expensive, much like its owner. Link had sent me a picture of Emily so I’d recognize her, but she was even more beautiful in person. She wore a navy business blazer and skirt with practical-looking pumps, and her posture was perfect. With long, dark hair, piercing blue eyes, and a smile that somehow seemed both measured and authentic, I could tell she was a woman who could hold her own. Of course, she was. Link wouldn’t have fallen for some mousy chick who wouldn’t challenge him. 

“Thanks for picking me up. You weren’t waiting long, were you?” It was a stupid question, and I don’t know why I asked. It wasn’t like I could have done anything about it if she had been idling at the curb all night. I was stupidly nervous all of a sudden, and trying my damnedest to be polite and ladylike. 

“No. Don’t even worry about it. I’m glad I could get away from the office to pick you up. I know we haven’t spoken much, and I wanted to talk to you before everything gets crazy for the wedding.” 

She seemed uptight and worried. Maybe a little nervous, as well. “Is everything okay?” I asked. 

“Yes. I just… I figured you’d have some questions for me. Especially with Link and I getting married so quickly. Let me assure you, I’m not pregnant since that seems to be on the top of everyone’s mind.”

Her candid nature paired with the image of how my brother would react to being asked if his bride-to-be was expecting made me laugh. “Oh, I bet Link loves getting that question.” 

She rolled her eyes. “He beats on his chest and roars at anyone who asks, telling them it’s none of their business.”

“With several expletives, I’m sure. Well, I definitely didn’t think you were pregnant, and if you were, I wouldn’t care. He’s right, it’s none of anyone’s business,” I assured her. “And Link wouldn’t be marrying someone just because he knocked them up. I’ve never heard my brother talk about anyone the way he talks about you.” I looked around her car. “Also, it’s obvious you’re not marrying him for his money since you’ve clearly got your own and he bleeds all of his into the club. He said you’re a criminal defense attorney. Which firm are you with?” 

She was watching me. “My own. I used to work for the Wielder Group, but I got sick of being told to represent assholes I knew were guilty.”

“How do you choose who to represent now?” I asked. “I mean how do you know who’s innocent?” 

“After I meet with possible new clients, I check their story for holes. Interview witnesses, character witnesses, employers, old boyfriends or girlfriends. Of course, none of that was enough for your brother. We butted heads for a while, but finally came to a compromise. Now his guys vet my clients as well. Part of me feels like I caved too easily, but then I remember that Link loves me and is just trying to protect me, so I let him. He’s a Neanderthal and he drives me crazy sometimes, but he’s kind and generous and a legitimately good person. I know we’re nuts to be getting married so quickly, but I love him. I trust him—his character, his honor, his heart, his loyalty—implicitly. After the relationships I’ve had, and the people I’ve defended over the years, it makes no sense, but I do.” 

Her honest, heartfelt declaration released the knot between my shoulders that I didn’t realize I’d been carrying around. I was worried about Link and I wanted him to be happy. I still didn’t understand why they were getting married so quickly, but at least I knew her motives were true. She loved him. My brother would be happy, and that made me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. 

“I’m determined to make this work, but feeling a little out of my depths with the whole club scene, so if you have any advice for me about living with your brother, I’m all ears.” 

I thought about it a moment before asking, “You ever been horseback riding?” 

“Nope. I always wanted to, but never had the chance.”

“Before my mom bailed, she took me and Link to a couple of lessons. While we were saddling up, the instructor told us that some horses have strong personalities, like some people. The instructor then taught us how to feel a horse out and see how it reacted to commands. She had us ride several horses to demonstrate. Some only took a little tug on the reins to get them going in the right direction. Others required more of a yank and a little kick to the flank. Then there was this one named Dusty that I had to keep reined in, because he had an agenda. The moment I gave him his head, he’d bolt and take me for one hell of a ride. Like Dusty, Link is intelligent and has great instincts so it’s not like he’s going to run you off a cliff or into danger or anything. It just might take spurs and a riding crop to get him to do what you want.” 

Emily stopped for a light and turned to stare at me. She blinked, then she cracked up laughing. “That is probably the best marriage advice I’ve ever heard. We should stop somewhere and pick up horse gear, so I can keep your brother in line.” 

I cringed, both at her lingo and the visual it produced. “First of all, gross. I now need to scrub the images of you using a riding crop on my brother out of my mind, you freak. Secondly, it’s called tack, not gear. Third, I have a feeling you keep him in line just fine. I’ve never heard him sound so happy.” 

“Thank you.” She glanced at the engagement ring on her finger, smiling. 

“Let me see how he did,” I said. “Show me that rock.”

She held her hand in the air between us. The ring was stunning. Apparently, I was wrong and Link hadn’t been sinking all his money into the club, because it had to have cost him a mint.

“Holy shit, no wonder you said yes.” 

Emily laughed again. “He did well. Now, let’s talk about the schedule. Tomorrow you’re free, but don’t plan anything for Friday. I have us booked for manis and pedis before the rehearsal and dinner.” 

A girly date with my soon-to-be sister-in-law, and I was actually looking forward to it. “I can’t even remember the last time I was pampered. My fingers and toes are excited. It’s official, you’re my favorite soon-to-be-sister-in-law ever.” 

She laughed again, and I reveled in how comfortable I felt with her after such a short time. For the rest of the car ride, we chatted about the club and the wedding, and I had such a good time with Emily, that I barely even thought about Eagle. 
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Eagle

 

NAOMI WAS BACK. I knew she was coming. She was scheduled to be in the wedding, after all. But hearing her name whispered around the Copper Penny still caught me off guard. I perched on my barstool and tuned in to the conversations around me, trying to hear why everyone was talking about her. Whatever it was sounded like a mix of pride and fear. I could have come out and asked any of my brothers, but I was still trying to convince myself I didn’t care, so I kept my mouth shut. 

“Naomi’s in town,” Wasp said, taking the barstool beside me as he sized me up, watching for a reaction.

The shit-stirring motherfucker could keep watching because I was determined not to give him the satisfaction. “I’m aware.” I nursed my glass of whiskey, keeping my gaze straight ahead. 

“You gonna stop being such a pussy and go talk to her?”

I about choked. A pussy? I had half a mind to knock him off his barstool. “What the fuck is wrong with you?” I asked. “It’s like you want me to beat your ass.” 

“Just pointing out the obvious, like how you’ve been avoiding the fire station since she got here.” 

“I don’t even know when that was, genius. I’ve been working, as if it’s any of your goddamn business.” But if I had known Naomi was there, I sure would have avoided the station. I hadn’t stopped thinking about her since the night we’d spent together. I could no longer recall Genie’s face, but I couldn’t seem to forget Naomi’s. There was something majorly fucked up about that. “I’m not avoiding shit.” 

He chuckled. “Sure, you’re not. She looks better than ever, Eagle. And she’s one tough broad. You hear what she did to Zombie today?” 

I shook my head. 

“She was helping out at Formation,” Wasp replied. Formation Auto Repair was owned by the club. Lots of brothers put in time at the shop, and I’d heard rumors that Naomi did her fair share of auto tune-ups and repairs before leaving to join the Air Force. Knowing she was a bit of a grease monkey just made her sexier and filled my mind with images, so I tried not to think too much about that. “She was replacing the breaks on a truck when Zombie made the mistake of coming on to her.” 

“He did what?” I asked, feeling my blood pressure rise as I turned to give Wasp my undivided attention. 

“Ah, you are awake. Good. Zombie used some line about how a beautiful woman like her should be laid out on top of the hood, not under it.” 

I’d kill the dumbass. I’d rip his goddamn tongue out and strangle him with it. Standing, I scanned the bar, ready to take him out back and teach him a little lesson about respecting Naomi. 

“Whoa,” Wasp said. “Damn, brother, you got it bad. Take a beat and breathe. Zombie’s not here. He’s not about to show his face after what Naomi did to him. I’d imagine he’s somewhere nursing his pride and cursing his stupidity tonight.” His attention shifted to someone across the room. “Oh, hey. There’s Rabbit. I gotta catch up with him about an order at the shop.”

No way in hell was he leaving halfway through the story. I stepped in front of him, blocking his path. “What did Naomi do to Zombie?” 

Wasp smirked. The motherfucker had finally drawn out my interest and he was clearly tickled about it. He really did need his ass beat.

“What happened between you and Naomi last time she was in town?” he fired back. 

I wanted to wipe that smirk off his face so badly I had to grit my teeth and look away to restrain myself. “I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about, Wasp, but it doesn’t sound like any of your goddamn business.” 

He chuckled, shaking his head. “I’ll find out someday.”

“Not likely. Talk.” 

“Naomi was already in a foul mood, and when Zombie grabbed her by the ankles and rolled her out from under the truck, she came up swinging. Clocked him across the shoulder with a wrench so hard I heard it in the bike department. When I came around the corner, Rabbit was lighting into him. He sent Zombie to have a little sit-down with Link. I don’t expect to see Zombie until the wedding. If Link lets him live that long. The Prez doesn’t play when it comes to his sister, but if you ask me… that girl can more than take care of herself.” He chuckled. “And I bet Zombie would agree.” 

Didn’t matter that Naomi could take care of herself. Hell, it took all my willpower not to go beat down the bastard’s door. And what had he done, really? Hit on her? Who could blame him? Still, I wanted to rip him in half for it. 

“Zombie’s a good man,” Wasp reminded me. “He saw a good lookin’ woman and made a play for her, like we’ve all done. Nobody told him she was Link’s sister.” 

“He knew she was coming.” And Link had warned us all to stay the fuck away from her. Again. 

“Yeah, but I’m sure Zombie didn’t expect to find her working in the garage.” 

Wasp had a point. I took a deep breath and released it, trying to force away the tension and anger I felt. “Did Naomi break his arm?” 

Wasp grinned. “Nope, but she bruised the hell out of his shoulder. Probably all the way to the bone.” 

The pride I felt about that was unfounded and confusing. Pushing it away, I stepped aside so Wasp could go talk to Rabbit. Wasp shook his head at me once more before leaving. I couldn’t blame him. I wanted to shake my head at myself. Naomi wasn’t mine, I hadn’t seen her in two years, but the thought of another man touching her made my blood boil. 

Frustrated, I tossed back the last of my whiskey and headed back to the fire station. It was well past midnight and I doubted that Naomi would be waiting around for me in the common area. But, I went in through the back door and slunk up the stairs like a goddamn coward, just in case. 

I didn’t lock my bedroom door before I stripped and climbed into bed, but nobody came knocking. I was both relieved and disappointed. 

*	*	*

In addition to my club duties, my day job had me working as a quality inspector for an automation company deep in Seattle’s industrial district. The pay and benefits were great, and the seven-to-three, Monday-through-Friday hours freed up my evenings and weekends. I had enough vacation banked that I could have taken Friday off, but the pile of paperwork on my desk made me glad I hadn’t.

The day went quickly, and before I knew it, it was time for the wedding rehearsal and dinner. Because we didn’t have access to the Joni Earl Great Hall at Union Station yet, we were rehearsing the ceremony at the fire station. I showered, dressed, and headed down to the common area to meet up with everyone. 

My gaze unconsciously sought out Naomi before I even made it to the bottom of the stairs. Her hair was longer now, and down in loose waves. She wore an off-the-shoulder blouse, blue jeans, and high heels. She looked a little older and more mature, sexier. Slowing my steps, I watched the animated way she listened as Jayson, Emily’s assistant, spoke, her eyes widening with her smile. 

God, her smile was gorgeous. No wonder it had held my thoughts captive over the past twenty-four months. 

“There you are,” Link said, joining me. 

Quickly averting my eyes away from his sister, I gave him a chin lift. “Yeah, sorry I’m late. Traffic from work was a bitch.” 

“Well, the preacher’s ready, so we might as well get started,” Link replied, rounding everyone up. 

Naomi’s gaze met mine. A slow smile stretched across her face as she took me in. “Hey, Eagle. Good to see you again.” 

The electricity between us was so strong it made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. “Thanks. You too.” So goddamn inadequate for all the shit I wanted to tell her, but it was all I trusted myself to say. All I should say.

We took our places at the back of the fire station as Link and the preacher made their way to the front. Someone started up the music and we began our march. Jayson was Emily’s man of honor, so he linked his arm in Havoc’s and the two of them walked up the aisle, creating quite the scene. Jayson wasn’t just gay, he was the kind of flamer you could roast a marshmallow on. He flirted relentlessly with Havoc, but Havoc didn’t pay him any mind. Jayson was harmless, and we’d all gotten used to his antics. 

Wasp and Naomi prepared to walk down the aisle next. Naomi linked her arm in Wasp’s, and the asshole grinned at me as he flexed and drew her closer. I looked away like I didn’t give a damn. 

Lastly, Julia, Havoc’s woman, linked her arm in mine and I escorted her down the aisle. Naomi watched us, her expression guarded, as I deposited Julia to stand beside her. Then I took my place next to Wasp. 

Link and Emily rehearsed their vows while Naomi and I stole glances at each other. The past two years had toughened her up. Her body was leaner and more muscular, and her expression was hard to read. She smiled at Emily, and I caught a glimpse of the confident Air Force officer who’d told me she didn’t ride bitch to anyone, but that person disappeared as her smile dropped. Her eyes were darker, haunted. Naomi had seen some shit since I’d last seen her, I’d bet my patch on it. The realization made me want to wrap my arms around her and offer her my protection, a desire that surprised the fuck out of me. I’d had a woman to protect once, and I’d failed. I swore I’d never put myself in that position again. 

Something about Naomi made me forget myself and the promises I’d made. It had been two fucking years since I’d seen her, but the chemistry between us had only intensified with time. 

I needed to stop staring at her, but I couldn’t seem to force my gaze away. Having her so close but still out of reach was torture. Memories played in my mind, reminding me of how she’d moved, how responsive she’d been to my touch. To my tongue. To my cock. I’d fucked several broads since, but none of them had been like Naomi. 

By the time we were done with the rehearsal, I needed a drink. Desperately. Making my way to the bar, I poured myself a glass of whiskey and had a seat. Brothers were filing into the club in preparation for Link’s bachelor party. 

My gaze involuntarily sought out Naomi again. She stood by the door talking to Jayson as Emily and Julia said goodbye to Link and Havoc. Apparently, the women were heading out to their own party. Good. With Naomi gone, I didn’t have to worry about her ending up in my bed. I kept telling myself I was happy about that, but disappointment sat like a rock in my stomach. 

Her gaze met mine and she raised her chin, challenging. Damn, if that look didn’t make my cock jump. Was she remembering our night together, too? Had she thought about me at all? Did she want more?

What the fuck is wrong with me? I sound like a goddamn woman. 

Determined to get my shit together, I poured myself another glass of whiskey. The women left, and I joined Link, Havoc, and the rest of our brothers as we all got wasted and kicked off Link’s celebration. 

*	*	*

I was hungover as fuck when I finally opened my eyes around noon the next day. Alone in my bed, I couldn’t help but wonder where Naomi had ended up last night. Was she in her own bed? Did she find someone who was less of an asshole to curl up next to? It wasn’t any of my business, but that didn’t stop me from making myself sick over the idea of her warming another man’s bed. 

And there I was, sounding like a goddamn woman again. 

Knowing I needed to get up, shower, and join the land of the living before the wedding, I rolled out of bed and headed for the bathroom. 

Three and a half hours later I was dressed in a suit and standing beside Link, Havoc, and Wasp at the front of the Joni Earl Great Hall. We were waiting for Jake to signal that Emily was ready, so we could get the ceremony over with and get on to the celebration. I’d never worn a suit before, and it had to be the most uncomfortable thing I’d ever put on. I’d rather wear my combat uniform in the stinking desert than this. I couldn’t wait to get back into my jeans and T-shirt. 

“You got the rings?” Link asked Havoc.

A vein throbbed in Havoc’s forehead. This had to be the fifth time I’d heard the president ask that question in the past five minutes. Havoc handled Link’s anxiety better than I would have, patting his suit pocket and patiently replying, “Got ’em.”

Link wore a hole in the floor, pacing back and forth as he stared at the back of the room. If Emily wasn’t ready soon, we might have to liquor him up so he didn’t drive us all to drink. 

“I’m sure he hasn’t lost the damn rings since the last time you asked, Prez,” Wasp replied, adding his unnecessary two cents. Two years in the club and he still hadn’t learned not to poke the bear. “What’s wrong? You having second thoughts? Ready to hock the rings and head to Vegas? You’re not turning into a yellowbelly on us, are you?” 

“Fuck off, Wasp,” Link growled. Then he apologized to the preacher standing behind us. 

“That’s quite all right,” the preacher said, gesturing toward the back of the room where Link’s father, Jake, was waving like a mad man. “Looks like the ladies are ready for you, though.” 

Link stopped pacing and clasped his hands behind his back. Havoc, Wasp, and I walked under the barrel-vaulted ceilings with inset lights, past the rows of padded chairs full of family and friends, toward the black and white mosaic dance floor. 

As we reached the back of the building, Jayson hurried out of the dressing room. Wearing an emerald green suit, he looked like some comic book villain rather than the man of honor at a biker wedding. He took Havoc’s arm, and the two of them headed up the aisle. 

Naomi emerged next and my jaw dropped at the sight of her. Some complicated hairdo exposed the slender lines of her neck, begging for my lips. She wore makeup and jewelry and her sleeveless, floor-length dress hugged every inch of her curves, softening her up. 

It was hard to believe that two days ago she’d taken a wrench to Zombie. She looked far too classy for that. 

“Eagle,” she said by way of greeting, giving me a tight smile. Her high heels put her just under my height, and her clean, slightly sweet scent enveloped me as she walked past. 

Wasp grinned at me and offered her his arm. “Damn, Naomi, you clean up nice,” he said, ogling her.

I wanted to poke his eyeballs out. 

“Um. Yes,” Naomi replied, looking a little stiff. 

Chuckling, he took her up the aisle while I fought the urge to march right up after them. 

“Hi, Eagle,” Julia said, startling me. 

Havoc’s woman was a gorgeous redhead who came from money and you could tell by the way she held herself and dressed, but she sure as hell didn’t act like some rich snob. Julia was down-to-earth, and from what I’d heard, she knew her way around a shotgun and wasn’t someone you wanted to piss off. It had taken her two tries, but she’d finally planted her ex-husband’s cheating ass in the ground. 

“Hi Julia. You look beautiful,” I said. She did, too. Havoc was a lucky man. 

“Thank you.” Smiling, she slid her arm in mine, and I escorted her up the aisle. 

Naomi released Wasp’s arm, and then stood beside Jayson, turning to watch me and Julia, but she wouldn’t meet my gaze. 

“She’s stunning,” Julia whispered. 

Knowing I’d been caught staring, I looked over the crowd and played dumb. “Who?” 

Julia just shook her head and smiled. Havoc was glaring at me. Not wanting to get on the Sergeant at Arms’ bad side, I picked up the pace and deposited Julia next to Naomi, who still wasn’t looking at me, nodded to Link, and took my spot beside Wasp. 

Emily’s parents had died when she was young, and her grandfather had passed a few years ago, so she had Jake, Link’s dad, walk her up the aisle. Jake was grinning like a fool as he kissed her cheek and gave her away to his son. 

The preacher talked about marriage and vows were exchanged, but I had a hard time paying attention to any of it with Naomi standing across the aisle looking like a fucking siren. I knew I was openly gawking at her, but I couldn’t force myself to look away. My entire body homed in on her, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it. 

Everyone cheered as Link dipped Emily and kissed her thoroughly. By the time he let her up for air, her cheeks were rosy and her lips were swollen. The whole place erupted as he picked her up and carried her down the aisle. 

We all followed the happy couple, going straight to the bar. I needed a glass of whiskey like I needed my next breath. Loosening my tie, I leaned against the bar and placed my order. 

“Make that two,” Naomi said, crowding in beside me. 

“Hey,” I said. 

She gave me a chin lift. “Hey yourself.” 

She was so damn close I could feel the heat of her body as it begged to be touched. The bartender handed me a shot glass and I wrapped my fingers around it to keep them occupied. “You look…” There were no words to describe how she looked, so I settled with, “Great.” Then realizing how stupid that sounded, I said, “Gorgeous. You look incredible, Naomi.” 

And I was rambling like a goddamn idiot. 

The smile she gave me was amused. “Thanks.” Her gaze ignited as it raked down my body. “You look incredible, too. Toast?” She held up her shot glass.

I joined her. “To Link and Emily?” 

“Sure, we’ll give them the first one.” She tapped her glass to mine then tossed it back like a pro before ordering us another round. 

I knew I should resist her—should get the hell out of there while I still could—but I didn’t want to. Instead, I picked up my refilled shot glass and asked, “What are we toasting next?”
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Naomi

 

I AM NOT going to sleep with Eagle. 

I am not going to sleep with Eagle.

Determined to keep myself under control so I didn’t jump his bones the instant I saw him coming down the stairs, I repeated the mantra, over and over in my head. Like usual, he was wearing a short-sleeved T-shirt under his cut with jeans and boots, but God, he looked good. His arms and chest had gotten even bigger and more defined. His eyes, darker and more intense. His long dark hair was loose and still wet from his shower. The clean, masculine scent of him screwed with my senses as he strolled by, watching me with his heated gaze. 

I am not going to sleep with Eagle.

But then I saw him in a suit and all bets were off. 

I didn’t understand the attraction because men in suits had never been my thing. Give me a rough-necked blue-collar man over a suit any day, but putting a rough-necked blue-collar man in a suit… That just wasn’t playing fair. 

I was so screwed. 

Well, not yet, but I wanted to be.

He stood at the back of the Joni Earl Great Hall, waiting with Wasp as Jayson and Havoc headed toward the front. The instant his gaze landed on me, it felt like my entire body went up in flames. Memories of how his mouth had felt on my core made me ache with need. Visions of his hands sliding over my waist and gripping my hips made my thighs squeeze together as I approached him, his greedy gaze gobbling me up. 

My legs wobbled as I strolled past him on three-inch heels, trying to focus on Wasp. Wasp said something but all I heard was blood pounding in my ears. He was waiting for a response like he’d asked me a question. Feeling like an idiot, I muttered, “Um. Yes.” 

Wasp chuckled and linked arms with me. 

“Sorry, what did you say?” I asked with one eye still on Eagle.

“Nothing. Never mind. You two better stop staring at each other or Link’s gonna know something’s up.” 

Thankfully we were walking down the aisle, and Eagle was now behind me. Smiling at my nervous brother, I breathed deeply, and repeated the mantra. 

I am not going to sleep with Eagle.

Even as I muttered the words under my breath, I knew they were a lie. I’d stooped so low I was lying to myself now. Not really, I reasoned since I had no desire to sleep with Eagle. Honestly, sleeping was the furthest thing from my mind. I wanted to rake my hands through his hair, pull his head back, sit on his face, and let him pleasure me until he made up for not saying goodbye. 

And then the real fun would start. 

His heated gaze boiled my blood and made me want to fan myself. Wasp deposited me beside Jayson and I kept my attention on Link. I couldn’t look at Eagle as he and Julia walked up the aisle. If I did, I was likely to throw myself at him right there in front of the preacher, my dad, Link, God, and everyone. 

Being in Eagle’s vicinity was like playing with G-forces. He was a planet, warping time and space around him to create an irresistible gravitational pull. I’d spent two years away, but that pull on my body was even stronger now. I could keep fighting it, but I’d run out of fuel eventually. Landing on Eagle was inevitable. 

More memories of our night together played through my mind during the ceremony, drawing my attention away. It was only sex. I’d had sex before and since, so why couldn’t I stop thinking about that night? Loud cheering made me realize I’d missed something important. I looked up to see Link trying to suck Emily’s face off. Laughing, I shook my head and joined in the cheering. My brother’s smile grew feral as he picked up his bride and carried her down the aisle. 

My chest squeezed at the sight. I was happy for Link and Emily, but for the first time ever, I felt like my life was missing something. I felt… lonely. 

Marriage had never even been on my radar, but I could practically hear my biological clock ticking as I joined Wasp and followed the happy couple down the aisle. Did weddings bring this shit out in everyone? My hormones felt out of control, and my life-long single status suddenly seemed offensive. I was so emotionally fucked-up that adding alcohol to the mix seemed like the natural next step, so I did the stupidest thing I could think of and followed Eagle to the bar. 

Feeling strangely empty and desperate to be filled, I sidled up next to him and ordered a shot. If I was going down, I planned to go down in a whiskey-fueled blaze of hot and passionate glory. We drank until all common sense and inhibitions were obliterated and Eagle was giving me the suggestive side eye. 

I’d run out of fuel to escape his gravity field. Hell, I didn’t even want to wait until we went back to the fire station to hook up. Excusing myself under the pretense of using the restroom, I searched for a somewhat private room we could get busy in. The dressing room door was closed and locked. I put my ear to it and heard that someone else had the same idea. Sounded like Havoc and Julia. Apparently weddings did have this effect on everyone. 

I found a broom closet that would have to do. 

Returning to Eagle, I told him where I’d be if he was interested in joining me. Then I went to the closet to wait. The heat in his eyes had told me he’d follow, but I still worried as the minutes ticked away. Finally, the door opened and in he came, looking dapper in his suit yet wild with lust. He locked the door behind him, took one look at me, and then closed the distance between us. 

Our bodies mashed together, our tongues danced, and we groped each other like inexperienced teenagers desperate for our first fuck. He smelled crisp and clean with a hint of metal, and I breathed him in, letting him fill my senses. His hands on me felt familiar, but strangely foreign, like coming home to find all the furniture moved around. He’d changed, we both had, and the thought was both reassuring and unsettling. I didn’t know this man. I never really had, yet being in his arms felt so right. More right than anything I’d ever experienced.

I tried not to say anything stupid, but through my drunken, lust-filled haze I may have told Eagle I missed his tongue and his cock. He might have replied that I had the best tits and tightest pussy he’d ever felt. 

We were far too wasted for pretenses and games. Our usual power struggle was put on hold, leaving nothing between us but explicit attraction and savage need. 

Rock music blared from the party. It was so loud nobody would be able to hear us. We were clear to unleash and be as wild as we wanted. As we needed. I wrapped my legs around Eagle, silently begging him to give me everything. 

Shelves pressed into my back as he slid his hand up my dress to slide my lace thong aside and plunged two fingers into my channel. Gasping at the invasion, I threw my head back. 

“You’re so wet for me, Naomi,” he breathed. He slid his fingers out slowly before burying them again. His thumb flicked my nub. “So fucking wet. And so goddamn beautiful when you lose control.” 

Before I could respond, his lips were back on mine. His tongue invaded my mouth as he continued to fuck me with his fingers. The intense, all-consuming attack made my body tremble and my knees go weak. My release built, and I gyrated my hips, forcing him into the spot that would make me detonate. It still wasn’t enough. 

“More,” I rasped, my voice breathy and deep. 

He slid a third finger inside me. Still not enough. I needed all of him. 

“More,” I growled, attacking the zipper of his pants. “I want you inside me.” 

Freeing his cock, I stroked it as he met my gaze and moaned. 

“Condom?” I asked.

He fumbled with his wallet until the foil packet came free. Then he rolled it over his thick, hard shaft and slammed into me. He felt so damn perfect that tears stung my eyes. I wrapped my legs around him and took him in deeper, loving the way his pounding skirted the border of pleasure and pain. 

“Harder,” I breathed before I found his mouth again. 

As he stepped up the pace, our tongues danced. My entire body felt alive and wild. Grinding against his cock, I grabbed his shoulders and rode him as he fucked me. We both chased our release with a primal single-mindedness. The shelves bit into my back, intensifying the pain and the pleasure. He released my mouth to nip at my neck. I sucked in air and fought harder for my release, grinding against him. His thumb returned to my clit, flicking. It was exactly what I needed, and I detonated, my climax so violent it tore through my body like an explosion. Desperate to take Eagle with me, I squeezed his cock inside me and rode out my orgasm until he found his own release. 

In the moments afterward, as we fought to catch our breath, he stayed inside me, cradling me against the shelves. Maybe it was the alcohol, or maybe it was the past two years that I’d missed him, but I rested my head on his shoulder and let him hold me. 

I knew it was still just sex, but once again it felt like something more. Like comfort and familiarity. Like connection. 

Eventually, Eagle pulled out and tossed the condom in a trash can. “We should get back out there before we’re missed.” He glanced at the door but seemed reluctant to leave. 

I understood his struggle all too well. Hell, I didn’t know if I could even walk yet. “Everyone’s so wasted I doubt they’ll notice our absence,” I pointed out. I wasn’t ready for this to end. I didn’t want Eagle to disappear again. Link and Emily would leave for their honeymoon tomorrow and I’d go back to the base with only my memories of this closet fuck to sustain me. 

“Will you at least say goodbye this time?” I asked, unable to stifle the pain I felt at the thought. Would this be it for me and Eagle? Just one round of passionate sex every time I came home? 

Something indecipherable crossed his features. Pain? Regret? Whatever it was fled before I could figure it out. He gently kissed my lips, then my jaw. “We’re not done yet, sweetheart. Not by a long shot. Why don’t we call a cab and get out of here? Go back to the station.”

Then what?

The question sat on the tip of my tongue, but I was too afraid to voice it. 

Meeting my gaze, he brushed a loose curl away from my face, tucking it behind my ear. “Stay with me tonight, Naomi. Don’t run away this time.”

Dropping my head to his chest again, I breathed him in as emotions churned within me. Kim said Eagle never let anyone stay the night, yet he was inviting me. This was big. Too big. It was just supposed to be sex. 

Yet I couldn’t stop myself from nodding my assent against his chest. 
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Eagle

 

A HARD KICK to my left knee woke me up. 

Startled, I bolted out of bed, reaching for the pistol I kept in my nightstand. By the time I slid the drawer open, I realized two things. I was still at least half-drunk, and there was a woman in my bed. 

What the fuck?

The events of last night slammed into me as I quietly slid the drawer closed again, leaving my pistol inside. The wedding. Naomi in that damn strapless green dress. Drinks. Toasts. Sex in a cramped janitor’s closet. Then I lost my ever-loving mind and asked her to stay with me. Judging by the body-sized lump in my bed, she’d also lost hers and agreed. 

As I leaned over the bed, her long blonde hair flung from one side to the next. “Ambush. Can’t get off… grounded.” 

Concerned, I scooted closer, trying to hear what she was carrying on about. 

She kicked out again, causing the blankets to jump. Lines creased her forehead and her lips drew into a firm line. “No!” She thrashed again, throwing the blankets off her arms and revealing her naked upper body. “Michaels… down.”

I knew Naomi had recently seen some shit in the service. I could tell by the flickers of pain that crossed her expression when she thought no one was looking. By the way her eyes didn’t shine as bright anymore. Something big had shaken her world and her confidence, and I had a pretty good feeling she was reliving it now. I was all too familiar with the kinds of memories that brought on nightmares like the one she was having. 

Tears tracked down the sides of her face as she squeezed her eyes closed and violently shook her head. “Too many.”

Too many what? 

Sweat beaded across her chest as she flailed and kicked, tangling her legs up in the blankets. Her eyes were still closed, but fear was written across her features. She looked terrified. A shiver went up my spine at the thought. 

Naomi was a Pedro, which put her in danger every time she was deployed. She was tough and smart, though, and she could handle it. But thrashing in my bed while her memories haunted her made her seem vulnerable and delicate. It reminded me how fragile life could be. That in one horrible second, it could all be over. 

Sometimes all it took was one bullet. 

One fall. 

One IED.

My chest squeezed at the thought of losing her. My arms ached to wrap around her and keep her safe. 

Shaking my head, I tried to throw off the impulse. She wasn’t mine to protect. Besides, even if she was, what could I do? Watch another woman I cared about die? Wait by the phone until I got the call that she wouldn’t be coming home? 

She thrashed again, reliving her own personal hell, and I knew I had to do something. She’d be pissed to know I’d seen her exposed like this, but I couldn’t watch her suffer anymore. 

“Naomi,” I said, gently shaking her. “Wake up.” 

She startled and blinked up at me, her eyes wild and wet with tears. Sucking down a shaky breath, she sat up and took in her surroundings. Her chest rose and fell and her body trembled. “Eagle,” she said with a relieved sigh, lowering her head into her hands. 

“I’m here. What happened?” 

“What do you mean?” She raised her head and stared at the door, as if weighing her chance of escape. 

“Something happened. Something changed you since the last time you were here.” 

She snorted. “It’s been two years. People change every day.” 

“You know what the fuck I mean. Everyday changes don’t cause nightmares like the one you were just having.”

“I’m sorry I woke you. I should probably go.” 

She started scooting away from me, but I grabbed her wrist, forcing her to stop. Anger ignited in her eyes as she looked from her arm to me. “Let me go, Marine.” 

“I thought you weren’t gonna run away again.” 

“We have fun little flings, Eagle. That’s all. Let’s not make it personal.” 

Stung, but unwilling to give up, I inched closer until I was breathing against her forehead. “You woke up in my bed, sweetheart. It doesn’t get much more personal than that.” 

Her eyes hardened. “It was just a stupid nightmare.”

“Don’t bullshit me,” I snapped. “I’ve seen that shit enough times to know when it’s more than a nightmare. Half the brothers in this place would recognize what you were doing. Something’s haunting you. Something happened. Tell me about it. Please.” 

I released her wrist, but instead of bolting for the door, she took another shaky breath and scooted back, sitting against the headboard. Kicking her legs free of the tangled blankets, she pulled them up to cover her nakedness. I didn’t think she was going to talk, but being half asleep with the memory lingering must have destroyed her defenses, because she surprised me with a nod and a self-deprecating chuckle. Her gaze went back to the door.

“Something happened. I guess you could say that. It was supposed to be a standard CSAR op. There were three wounded. I touched down so we could load them up, parking us right in the middle of a fuckin’ ambush. Insurgents attacked from all sides. I tried to get us back in the air, but they shot out the rotor, disabling it. I radioed for help, and another Pedro was coming, but we needed to hold out until he got there.” Her gaze never left the door, her eyes haunted as she tugged the blankets up further. 

I listened, waiting for her to continue.

“God, there had to be at least thirty of them and we weren’t positioned or manned for that shit. We had limited shelter, especially the PJs—the pararescuemen—who went out to collect the injured. With the helo grounded, I joined the team, trying to hold off the insurgents. They just kept coming. One of the PJs, a guy by the name of Michaels, was mowed down almost immediately, along with the wounded he was trying to help.” 

Still staring straight ahead, I knew she was seeing it all again, wondering what she could have done differently. I was so goddamn familiar with that look it made my insides ache. I wanted to hold her, to comfort her, but I forced myself to stay still. Afraid she’d clam up if I made the slightest move.

“They took out Stevenson next. He was another PJ, and a friend. One of the good guys… married with a two-year-old little boy. He and his wife used to have me over for dinner sometimes. He was crouched maybe two feet from me when it happened. One second he was holding his own, and the next he was riddled with bullets. The body armor didn’t do shit. Blood was everywhere. His eyes…” She blinked back tears and took another deep, shaky breath. “He knew he was dying. Hell, I thought we were all going to die. Fucking strange the way the attack felt like it all happened in slow motion, but Stevenson’s death was instantaneous. He was looking up at me like he wanted my help but knew there wasn’t shit I could do, then he was gone.” 

People understand the fundamentals of death. We know what happens to the body as the lungs stop taking in oxygen, the mind quiets, and the heart stills, but we’re still so goddamn arrogant we think we can stop it. After Genie’s death, I’d spent many nights awake thinking about how shit would have gone down differently if I’d been with her. About how I could have saved her. Protected her. But deep down, I knew it was bullshit. When the reaper comes, even the most skilled doctors stand aside helpless. 

Death takes who it wants and there’s not a goddamn thing we can do about it. 

And really, what the fuck were our skills and knowledge worth if we couldn’t even protect the people we loved? What the hell did we even serve for? 

I’d seen the same expression etched into Naomi’s face while I was staring at myself in the mirror. I understood her pain and frustration. I knew firsthand what that helplessness felt like. 

Naomi swiped angrily at her eyes. “I thought I was going to die. I know there’s always that possibility, but it seemed surreal until Stephenson fell. We were being overrun. There was no escape. I felt every heartbeat in my chest, every breath in my lungs, and I knew the next one could be my last. If that helo had been one minute later… I don’t know if any of us would have survived. As it was, we lost two PJs and two of the three wounded we were supposed to be rescuing. But I fucking made it.” Blinking back tears, she lowered her head. “And for the life of me, I can’t make sense of why.”

The need to comfort and protect her intensified. I had to fight for all I was worth not to wrap my arms around her. She wasn’t done talking, and she needed to finish… to get it all out. I could bite my tongue and give her that. I had to. 

“You know what the really fucked-up part of it is?” she asked, finally turning to face me, her eyes full of pain and self-loathing.

There were so many fucked up parts of death in combat I couldn’t even hazard a guess. I shook my head. “Tell me.” 

“Every time I wake up from that nightmare, I’m glad they got Stevenson and not me. He was a husband and a father and my friend. I wasn’t even two feet from him. If they’d focused their fire on me and not him, he’d still be here, and I wouldn’t. And some selfish, disgusting part of me is glad he’s dead because it means I’m alive.”

Her confession evoked something deep within me. No, it wasn’t the confession. It was the admission that she’d been knocking on death’s door. That she’d been terrified her time had come. My vision swam, and another scene stretched in front of me. An overturned AAV, bodies and blood-soaked shrapnel everywhere. Searching for my woman. I recognized the dark curls. She was lying on her side, one arm gone, a beam through her stomach. Heart in my throat, I circled the carnage, praying it wouldn’t be her. 

But this time, instead of Genie’s face, I saw Naomi’s. 

I’d lost Genie, but I refused to lose Naomi. She wasn’t even mine to keep safe, but the idea of her dying twisted me up in knots. Needing to touch her, I pulled her onto my lap. She startled at first, dropping the covers and bracing her hands on my shoulders like she was about to push me away. 

“Please?” I croaked out, my voice thick with emotion. 

Her gaze met mine. There was so much pain in her beautiful brown eyes it almost hurt to look at her. I wondered if she saw the same pain when she looked at me. It united us, somehow. Bound us. She dropped her hands from my shoulders, lowered her head to my chest, and her body curved around mine. She let me hold her in her brokenness, and it was an honor I didn’t take lightly. It felt like trust and connection. I couldn’t protect her from the past, but she was letting me shield her from the present. Deep sobs wracked through her, freeing every single protective instinct I’d spent the past six years locking away. By the time her tears dried up, I lacked the resolve to release her. Possibly ever again. 

She’d almost died. 

I couldn’t let that happen. 

Not again. Not to Naomi. I’d do anything to keep her safe. 

“Don’t go back,” I pleaded against her forehead. “Get out while you still can.” 

She tensed. 

Knowing by her reaction that I’d fucked up—that I’d gone too far—I tried again. “You’ve done your time, risked your life, stay here. With me.” 

“I can’t.”

“Yes, you can. There are options.” 

She pulled away, emotionally and physically. Inches separated us, but it felt like feet. No, it felt like the goddamn Grand Canyon. Like the Pacific Ocean. “How dare you ask me to do that.” 

“I want… I need you to live, Naomi.” 

Her eyes softened for a second before her shoulders squared and she faced off with me. “I’m not a coward, Eagle. I made a commitment and my time’s not up yet.” 

Ten years. That’s the commitment a pilot makes. Her commission had to be almost over. “Naomi—”

“Fuck.” She groaned, throwing her head back to stare at the ceiling. “Shit. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have shared… any of that.” She scooted further away. She’d closed down and couldn’t even look at me. 

“Why the hell not?” 

“I know what happened to… what happened with the IED and your… your woman. I shouldn’t have told you about the op. I’m sure that brings back memories and emotions, but I didn’t even think about how it would affect you. Shit. I am such a fucking idiot sometimes.” She stood, scanning the floor. 

Someone had told her about Genie. It was nobody’s story but my own to tell, and knowing that someone had blabbed pissed me off. “This isn’t about her. This is about you. You were almost killed.” 

My tone came out harsher than I’d intended. Naomi swallowed and brushed away the last bit of moisture from her eyes. When she looked up at me, her expression was guarded again. “I didn’t tell you what happened because I’m looking for advice or a way out of the service, Marine. I told you because I thought you’d understand.”

“I do understand. Goddammit, I get it. Better than anyone. Why the fuck do you think I’m telling you not to go back?” I could tell it was the wrong choice of words by the way anger ignited in her eyes. 

“Telling me?” She choked. “News flash, Houston, you don’t get to tell me anything. I have a dad and a brother, and if I ever feel the need to shut my face and know my place like a good girl, I’ll go directly to one of them.” 

She’d used my real name. I didn’t even know she knew it, but she was pissed enough to pull it out. Yep, I’d fucked this up royally. “That’s not what I meant,” I ground out, trying to fix it. “You almost died.” Why couldn’t she get that through her head? Why couldn’t she see the finality of it all and know how valuable her fucking life was? 

“Yeah, well I didn’t. Michaels and Stevenson did. My team is down two PJs. They need me.” 

The resolve in her eyes had me scrambling out of bed. “Don’t go. Let’s talk about this.” 

Ignoring me, she put on her bra. 

I couldn’t let her leave like this. She was flying out tomorrow morning and I’d be damned before I let her march right back into danger. What if the next time they got her? What if she never came back. I couldn’t let that happen. Moving to block her path, I said, “Dammit, Nae. Their war isn’t worth your life.” 

She tugged her dress over her head, and then paused to frown at me. “I’m a pilot for the United States Air Force. Their war is my war. I chose this path and I’m damn well going to see it through. I’ll see you around, Marine.” 

Before I could respond, she stormed out of the door. 

That was the second time Naomi walked out of my life, and I was scared to death it would be the last.
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Eagle

 

Two Weeks Ago

 

LOUD, BOOMING NOISES aren’t exactly what a group of veterans with PTSD need to hear, so the club always heads northeast for Independence Day. We’ve held a standing annual reservation at a remote campground outside of the little one-horse town of Skykomish, Washington since the club’s inception. This year, the fourth fell on a Friday, so everyone gathered at the station on Thursday at noon to eat lunch and pack up the tents and supplies before we headed up. 

Emily and Julia were among the ol’ ladies and club whores helping us prepare for the trip. Julia brought Havoc a beer and he pulled her onto his lap, keeping her there while they ate. She was wearing his property patch and geared up to go with us. Havoc didn’t let her out of his sight much since proposing to her after Link’s wedding. The two were planning to fly back east next month to have a little ceremony with Havoc’s family, then we’d throw them one hell of a reception when they returned home. 

Link and Emily had been married for almost two months and still acted like goddamn newlyweds. He ate with one arm draped over her shoulders as he laughed and joked with the brothers around him. Link and Havoc were so damn happy these days it was hard to be around them. Don’t get me wrong, I was happy for my brothers and their relationships, but I hadn’t been able to get a certain blonde-haired brown-eyed Pedro off my mind since she fled from my room the morning after her brother’s wedding. Being around Link, Havoc, and their women just reminded me how much I fucked things up with her.

It reminded me that I didn’t even know if she was state-side or deployed. 

Whether or not she was in danger. 

Hell, I didn’t even know for sure that she was alive. 

Granted, Link wouldn’t be nearly this damn happy if anything had happened to her, but sometimes it took a while to notify the family. 

I sounded like one serious doom and gloom motherfucker, but I’d seen Naomi’s death more times than I could count, and it was fucking me up. Sometimes I’d see her lying on the ground, her body riddled with bullets and covered in blood, her eyes pleading for help. I’d kneel beside her, trying to stanch the flow, but there was so much blood. It would coat my hands as I tried to scoop it up and pour it back into her.

Sometimes she’d be lying on her side, missing a leg with a beam through her stomach, her eyes already vacant by the time I reached her.

Every night, Naomi died in my nightmares. 

I knew it was just my fucked-up mind playing tricks on me, but my God this shit was driving me insane.

“You looking for some company on the road, Eagle?” a red-headed club whore by the name of Lacy asked as she pressed her tits against my back and placed a beer on the table in front of me. 

Lacy was good looking and as sweet as they came with a nice rack and a willing mouth, but there was no way I’d let her on the back of my bike. “You know I don’t let club whores on the back of my bike, Lacy,” I replied. None of us did. The club whores tended to get ideas and expectations from that kind of shit. Come to think about it, Naomi was the last person who road bitch to me. She was also the last woman in my bed.

Lacy sighed. “Ah well. It was worth a try. Shari, Kim, and I are driving up together, so if you get a little lonely, let me know.” She ran her fingers down my arm before walking away. 

After a six-week dry spell, you’d think I’d be all over that invitation, but my dick didn’t even twitch at the thought. 

“You okay, brother?” Havoc asked, watching me curiously. 

Shaking off his concern, I nodded and changed the subject. “Where’s Wasp? Is he fixin’ his hair or something before the trip?” 

Havoc and Link both chuckled. Wasp had a reputation for being a bit of a pretty boy. We joked that he’d joined our club because he’d never make it as a one-percenter. The first time he got thrown in the slammer, he’d be someone’s bitch for sure. 

“He’s not coming,” Link replied. “He’s taking Carly and Trent to Minnesota to meet his family.” 

I had to raise my eyebrows at that. Wasp had been chasing the new bartender’s tail since the day she started working at the Copper Penny, but they’d only been together for about a month. She came with a five-year-old son, which seemed like a hell of a big responsibility for someone like Wasp, but he’d surprised us all when he gladly stepped up to the plate. Taking Carly and Trent to meet his folks was a huge step, so this thing between them must be getting serious. Never thought I’d see the day. 

“What about Tap?” Morse, our computer guru asked, sitting beside me. 

“He’s not coming either,” Havoc replied. “Says he can’t get out of work.” 

“Did the motherfucker happen to tell you what he does for a living?” Morse fired back.

Tap was a mystery to us all. He’d been with the club for a little over a year, and before that, he served as an intelligence officer for the Air Force. His name was short for Wire Tap, and that was pretty much the extent of what we knew about him. And even that, he denied or lied about whenever asked. He was the most paranoid person I’d ever met and he stayed off the grid. No social media, no digital footprint, no credit score, nothing. He was such a mystery that not even Link knew what he did for a living or where he lived. Wasp had followed him, Spade had hidden tracking devices on his bike, Morse had even used the city’s cameras to keep an eye on him, but he always seemed to know what they were up to and stayed one step ahead. 

“I gave up on that long ago,” Havoc replied. “We all have our demons. Let the man have his privacy.” 

Morse grumbled, but agreed. He’d never give up, though. He took Tap’s mysterious life as a personal challenge he had to figure out, whereas Wasp just wanted to know so he could use the information to fuck with Tap. Me… I didn’t give two shits what Tap did or where he lived as long as he stayed faithful to the club and continued to show up when we needed him. 

*	*	*

After lunch, we got everything packed and loaded up, then the fifty or so of us going camping hopped on our sleds and headed out, a handful with their ol’ ladies riding bitch. Out of all the prospects, Stocks had drawn the short straw, so he drove Havoc’s truck towing a trailer, both loaded down with supplies. Shari’s old Camaro full of club whores followed closely behind the truck, making us look like one hell of a road spectacle. 

Traffic bunched up a few times as we made our way out of Seattle toward Redmond, but our road captain, Frog, was no spring chicken and had been directing this ride long before I’d even heard of the Dead Presidents. At one point, some asshole in a Lexus was riding my ass and Frog pulled up beside them and pulled a marble out of the front pocket of his cut. He showed it to the Lexus driver and the dickhead backed off real quick. I’d asked him about the marbles once, and learned that they were an old-school trick and would crack the hell out of a windshield at highway speeds. He’d never actually had to flick a marble at a driver; threatening had always been enough. He’d been clipped by some asshole driver once years ago, and now he never left the fire station without a pocket full of marbles. 

It took about an hour and a half to get to the campground and about another hour to set up camp. By the time we finished up, the sun was riding low in the sky. Building a little fire, we roasted hot dogs and sat around drinking beer and shooting the shit as night crept in.

As usual, we weren’t the only bikers who utilized the campground during the holiday. Texas, the president of the Seattle Serpents—a local outlaw MC—held the next campsite over, like he did every year. While we sat around the fire, Texas, and a handful of his men made their annual stop-in to say hello. Link whispered something in Emily’s ear, and she peeled herself from his lap and she, Julia, and the other ol’ ladies and club whores who’d come with us headed into the big tent where we prepared meals. Texas usually wanted to talk business, and the women didn’t need to hear that shit. 

Texas stood about five-foot-ten, weighing in at about two hundred and fifty pounds that used to be muscle. He had to be creeping up toward sixty, his long hair and beard now more salt than pepper. He was an Army veteran with one hell of a chip on his shoulder, always ranting about how the government had screwed him over. He used it as an excuse to dip his hands into all sorts of illegal shit. His men were constantly in and out of jail, and their club name made the papers at least once a month, never for anything good. Despite all that, he respected Link and Jake and occasionally stopped by to break bread with them. 

The two presidents shook hands. As Texas’s men joined us, he asked Link to go for a walk. He wanted privacy. Knowing something big must be up, I watched the two presidents disappear into the trees before turning my attention to Texas’s men. Our club didn’t have much use for outlaws, but as always, we found common ground talking about bikes. After a time, Link and Texas returned, both looking troubled. Texas and his men headed out and I expected Link to go into the tent and retrieve Emily, but instead he took his seat. 

“Everything okay?” Havoc asked. 

Link shook his head. “Texas wanted to warn us about some trouble with the Serpents. It appears his little brother is feelin’ his oats. Has some big ideas about how things should go and has been doing some shady shit to build up a following.” 

“Buzz?” Havoc asked. “What sort of shady shit?” 

Link nodded. “He’s been making a play for the drug trade. Trying to undercut Texas. Fuckin’ with some of the deliveries.” 

“But everyone knows Buzz is a crazy motherfucker,” Specks, our club Treasurer, replied. “The Serpents will never follow him.”

“If he can make them enough money, they will. Sure, some of the old guard will stay true to Texas, but the thing about one-percenters is that they’re in it to get rich and live free. Texas isn’t stupid and knows how to ride the edge of what the law will allow. He keeps his club reined in, and a lot of the members don’t much care for being told what they can and can’t do.”

“Shit,” Havoc replied. “The Serpents are bad enough now. I’d hate to see what someone like Buzz could turn them into.”

Link frowned, scratching at his beard as he stared into the fire. “You and me both, brother. We’re gonna need to keep an eye on things. See if we can’t find a way to help Texas keep control.” 
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Naomi

 

Present Day

 

I WAS SITTING on my sofa, poring over my new commission paperwork when Monica rushed through my front door with a drug store bag in hand. The girl hadn’t even knocked, but then again, she never did. Friends like Monica didn’t really understand things like boundaries, closed doors, or personal space. 

Which pretty much summed up why she was here today. 

“I got it,” she announced, holding the bag out in front of her. “Well, actually, I got three. We’re gonna know for sure, once and for all.” 

I didn’t want to know at all. At least, not yet. Not until I had no other choice but to admit it. Ignorance was a boundary I’d built to protect myself but like all my other boundaries, Monica was determined to trample it. Good friend that she was, she refused to rest until all my defenses were nothing more than a pile of rubble. My chest felt so tight I could barely breathe. Trying to remain calm while my insides churned, I turned another page, pretending to read. “I’ve been thinking about it, and we should probably hold off for a little while.” 

Monica’s expression fell. “Hold off? You’re talkin’ crazy right now. Why the hell would we hold off?” 

“I feel fine now, so it was probably just the flu that’s been going around.” 

She propped her free hand on her hip and stared me down. “What flu? There’s no flu going around, Nae.” 

And yet, I’d stopped our past three morning runs so I could heave my guts up on the side of the road. Monica was worried that my new daily ritual could be morning sickness. I hadn’t touched alcohol since my brother’s wedding because deep down I knew she was right. I also hadn’t admitted the other signs she didn’t know about, like the tenderness in my breasts, the mood swings, and weird late-night cravings for things like pickled beets with cream cheese and black olives stuffed with peanut butter. Either I was pregnant or crazy. 

“You don’t know that,” I fired back, unwilling to go down without a fight. 

She cocked her head to the side and studied me. “You have lost your mind if you think I’m gonna walk out that door and pretend like this isn’t happening. Do I really need to call the hospital and ask if the flu’s going around before you pee on these tests?” 

I thought about it. Calling around to the hospitals couldn’t hurt. 

She shook the bag. “Take the damn tests, Nae.” 

It had been a lot easier to avoid this problem before Monica had returned from her latest deployment. If she knew how many mornings in a row I’d spent hovered over the toilet, she’d be far more insistent. Which was terrifying, considering the angry-eyed glare she was giving me now. Huffing out a breath, trying to pretend I was annoyed rather than worried, I set the paperwork down on the coffee table and stood. 

“This is silly.” It was a last-ditch effort, but I had to try. “It hasn’t even been long enough. The tests probably aren’t even accurate.” 

“It’s been months since you last went home. Unless you’re shacking up with someone local and not telling me about it—which would be terms for murder by the way—your placenta has had plenty of time to produce hCG which is what these little tests measure.” 

“Assuming I have a placenta,” I replied. 

She thrust the bag into my hand. “You’re stalling.” 

Damn right I was stalling. Peeing on a few sticks seemed all nice and easy until you considered the consequences. “Best out of three, huh? What happens if the results are mixed?” I asked. 

“Still stalling.” 

I wanted to argue, but she wasn’t wrong, and there was no way she was going to let me get out of this. Even if she did, I’d have to take the tests eventually. Might as well get it over with. I carried the bag into the bathroom, pulled out the three tests, and read the instructions for each. Pee on sticks, wait between three to five minutes, then booyah, I’d find out if I was pregnant. How could something so simple have the potential to complicate the hell out of my life? 

“You okay in there?” Monica asked, tapping on the bathroom door. 

The woman was relentless. “Almost done. Quit hovering.”

“I’m not hovering, I’m providing emotional support and motivation for you to stop being such a little bitch and pee on the damn sticks.” 

Right. Sure. Bossy, pain-in-my-ass support was more like it. I was being kind of a little bitch, though. Stalling wasn’t normally my MO, but I’d sure taken my sweet time with this. It had been nine weeks since Link’s wedding. By now, assuming I was pregnant, the baby would be the size of a cherry, and was now classified as a fetus rather than an embryo. Yeah, I’d done my research. Being in denial didn’t keep me from wanting to know what was happening inside my body. 

Monica tapped on the door again. “I don’t hear any peeing going on in there.” 

Her ear was probably pressed against the door, the sicko. “You need a new hobby!” I shouted back, sitting on the toilet to do my thing. After submerging each stupid test in my stream, I capped them all and washed my hands, trying not to check the results out of the corner of my eye.

Sometimes having excellent peripheral vision is a double-edged sword. 

When I opened the door, Monica almost face-planted at my feet. She did a quick bit of footwork that paid serious tribute to her old cheerleading days and shuffled to the side. “Well?” she asked. “What’s the verdict.” 

“Patience. We have to wait three to five minutes, depending on the test. So, let’s check them in five.” I tried to usher her out of the bathroom, but she was having none of it. 

“Are lines appearing?” she asked, holding her ground. 

Lines, plus signs, there was far more going on with those three little tests than I knew how to process. “We have to wait three to five minutes,” I repeated. I had three to five minutes to get my life together and figure out how I was going to tell Monica. How I was going to admit it to myself. 

“Don’t give me that crap. You’re only slightly less impatient than I am. I know you already checked the results.”

It was unfortunate how well she knew me. Unable to keep the truth at bay any longer, I let out a breath, dropping my shoulders in defeat. Finally, I admitted what I’d been trying to deny for two months. “I’m pregnant, Mon.” 

“Fuck! For real?” Before I could respond, she marched past me and checked for herself. “Holy shit, girl, all three are positive.”

“I’m aware.” 

“Like really positive. It hasn’t even been three minutes yet.”

“Yeah, thanks for the info. You’re super helpful.” 

“Didn’t he wrap it up?” 

I narrowed my eyes, not wanting to have this conversation. “Yes. I’m not an idiot. There were condoms.” I specifically remembered using a condom in the closet, but when we went back to Eagle’s room… 

“Why’s your face doing that?” she asked. 

“Doing what?” I gave her my best innocent smile. 

“He didn’t use a condom, did he?” 

“Yes. Absolutely.” I winced. God, I was awful at lying. I don’t even know why I tried. “At least the first couple of times.” 

“The first couple of times? What are you, rabbits? How many times did you go at it?”

“Uh… Four? Maybe five? There was a lot of whiskey involved and the details are a little fuzzy.”

“You told me you weren’t going to drink.” 

“And you believed that?” I scoffed. 

“No.” She crossed her arms. “Not even for a second. When’s the last time you had your period?” 

Now we were getting into dangerous territory. The kind of territory peppered with landmines. One wrong step and Monica would blow. “Uh… You know I’m not always regular.”

“Yes, which is exactly why I told you to go on birth control.” 

“It makes me sick. And I don’t like putting foreign crap into my body.” 

“Well, now you have a baby growing in your body, and that sounds pretty foreign to me. And don’t think I’m letting you change the subject. How long?”

“I’ve missed the past two.” 

She rubbed her temples. “If I hadn’t made your ass go running with me, would you have even told me?” 

“Eventually.” 

“Like when? When you started showing? When you were giving birth? How can you be so courageous in the field, and such a chicken-shit when it comes to dealing with this?” 

I wanted to defend myself, but she was right on the money. I’d been hoping that if I just held off long enough, Aunt Flo would come to visit. But now I knew that wasn’t a possibility. I was pregnant. With Eagle’s baby. 

“Are you okay?” Monica asked. “You’re turning kind of green.” 

“I think I’m gonna be sick again.” 

She made a sweeping gesture at the toilet. I bolted straight for it and emptied my stomach. When I finished, I brushed my teeth and leaned against the open bathroom door. 

“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” 

“I figured I could push it off a little longer. Get my shit in order before I broke the news and disappointed everyone.” 

“I’m not disappointed,” she replied, frowning. “Irritated that you didn’t come to me the moment you suspected this insanity, but not disappointed. We both know it could just as easily be me taking those tests. My cousin, Channel, got pregnant while on birth control and using a condom. At least that’s what she told everyone. She’s kind of a ho, so I don’t know that I believe her. But back to you. What are you going to do?” 

That was the million-dollar question. “I don’t know.” Turning my back on the life-altering pee-sticks, I headed into the living room, where I paced in front of the coffee table, thinking. What was I going to do? There were options like abortion and adoption, but I couldn’t in good conscience take advantage of them. That’s not how I rolled. I’d always felt like fate or God or some other higher power had a hand in the way shit went down, and that nothing happened without reason. Life had dealt me this card for a reason, and I wasn’t about to fold or exchange it. I’d play the hand until I ran out of chips. 

Besides, I’d suspected it for so long I’d had time to bond with the life growing in my womb. I’d never thought about having a kid, but over the past month, while I was too freaked out to take a test and find out for sure, I’d grown accustomed to the idea. Hell, I’d even downloaded pregnancy books onto my Kindle. I almost felt relieved to find out I was pregnant, because if not, I’d been bonding with myself all this time, and that was like one step beyond cat-lady crazy. 

I didn’t know what I was going to do, but I settled my hand protectively over my abdomen and voiced the one thing I was sure of. “I’m not getting rid of it.” 

Monica nodded, her expression unsurprised. 

My commission paperwork was still on my coffee table. I glanced down at it, and Monica followed my gaze. 

“You’re halfway to retirement,” she reminded me. I’d served for ten years. Sometimes it felt like weeks. Some days it felt like centuries. “There’s a lot of support available for pregnant women nowadays. We’ll look it all up. Research. Figure out which programs you need to take advantage of. And you know I’ll help you any way I can. I mean, Auntie Monica is clearly going to have to spoil the shit out of this kid.” 

Monica would be great. My team might be a little judgmental at first, but they’d get over it. There was a lot of support and several programs I could take advantage of. I picked up the commission paperwork and glanced over it, my stomach twisting in knots. I’d wanted to be a pilot for as long as I could remember, and I’d worked my ass off to get this job. Ten years was a long time. 

Ten more seemed like forever. 

“My mom left when I was five,” I said. 

Monica watched me, her expression concerned and interested. She knew I’d grown up without my mom, but I’d never shared the details. Nobody needed to hear my sob story, and it wasn’t like I’d had a bad childhood or anything. But now, I needed her support and understanding, so I had to tell her.

“My uncle was in the Army and his unit got hit. They never found his body, and my dad thinks he was taken prisoner. It really messed with Dad’s head. He felt guilty and he used to have these nightmares…” I shook my head, not wanting to get into all that. “He had issues when he got out of the service. Mom couldn’t hang, so she left. I remember being confused about it. Dad told me that neither Uncle Wade nor Mom was ever coming home again, but they weren’t together. Link and I were kind of a handful when we were kids, so we thought we did something to drive them off. A part of me always believed they’d come back if I was good enough or if I accomplished enough. Like if I made them proud, they couldn’t possibly stay away.” 

Tears stung the back of my eyes. I hadn’t cried about my mom or uncle in as long as I could remember, but pregnancy hormones were a bitch. Blinking rapidly, I kept my attention on the commission paperwork and tried not to see Monica’s softened expression in my peripheral. 

“Oh honey—”

“Stop.” I cut her off. “You know I don’t want that pity bullshit. I only told you what happened because I need you to understand why I can’t stay.” Looking up from the paperwork, I finally met her gaze. “I thought I was going to die in that last op, Mon. I legitimately believed it was over. We were overrun, and if that helo hadn’t arrived when it did…” I looked away and took a moment to compose myself. “I won’t do that to a kid. I won’t put her or him through what I went through when my mom walked out. I’m playing the hand that life dealt me, but I’m changing the rules.” 

I shredded the commission paperwork. 

Monica stared as it fluttered to the coffee table. When the last piece landed, she cocked her head to the side and smirked up at me. “Dramatic much?” 

Feeling strangely light despite the very heavy complication developing in my womb, I laughed. “Pregnancy hormones.”

“Why do I get the feeling you’re gonna be using that excuse on the regular?” 

“I’m puking every morning and all my joints hurt. Soon, I need to tell my dad and brother that I got knocked up. Not to mention the baby’s dad. Then, I’ll spend the next several months getting so fat I can’t even tie my own shoes while spending a small fortune on diapers and a crib and a car seat and shit. Then, of course, there’s labor and all the fun that comes with it. Excusing my crazy because of pregnancy hormones is the one perk I get. Let me have it.” 

She laughed, shaking her head. “Granted. You know, you could ask for a different job. With your qualifications and knowledge, they’ll do what they can to get you to stay on.” 

I’d been thinking about what I would do since I missed my first period. Growing up at the fire station was unusual, but I’d always been surrounded by people who loved and took care of me. Here on base, the community was different. Not as tight. Revolving. Changing based on deployment schedules and leave. If I stayed, my friends would help when they could, but I’d essentially be raising this child on my own. If I went home, I’d have help all the time. 

And, I’d be around family. 

Longing sliced through me at the thought. Over the past couple of months, I’d been feeling pangs of homesickness. Not so much for the place, but for the people. My brother had fallen in love and gotten married, and I felt like I’d missed out on their entire blossoming relationship. Last time I’d talked to him, Link said they were trying to get pregnant, and I wanted to be there for the birth of my niece or nephew. And what about when my own kid was born? I’d want Dad and Link there for that, too. 

Dad and Margo had been pretty vocal about wanting grandkids. How many times had they asked me when I planned to settle down and get married? They’d want to be actively involved with my child: family dinners, school functions, sporting events, they’d want it all. 

Hell, I wanted it all. 

I suddenly missed my family so bad it hurt. 

Even more painful was the pull I felt toward Eagle. The way he’d held me after I told him about the ambush, the fear in his eyes when he reminded me that I’d almost lost my life. I hadn’t been prepared to deal with the emotion—the connection—I’d felt then, but I was now. And part of me was worried that he was right. That I needed to get out before it was too late. Before the next time I couldn’t get my helo airborne. 

“I’ve been gone a long time,” I replied. “I’m ready to go home,” 

She stared at me, no doubt reading my expression. “I see that. My God, girl, how are you gonna tell Jake and Link about the baby?”

Sure, I was worried about how my dad and brother would react, but they weren’t my main concern. “The bigger question is how am I going to tell Houston?” 

“Houston?” she asked. 

“Eagle,” I amended. 

“His name is Houston?” She snorted. “Priceless. I know exactly how you’re gonna tell him. You’re gonna get your ass on a plane, and the minute you see him, I want you to be like… Houston, we have a fucking problem.” 

Of course, she had to go there. I tried to keep a straight face, but her hopeful expression was too comical. The whole situation was suddenly ridiculous. Unable to keep myself in check any longer, I doubled over, holding my stomach as I laughed. 

“I’m serious! You can’t buy a better opportunity than this. You’re a badass Air Force pilot, Nae. If you’re getting out of the service and doing the whole mom thing, you damn well better go out like an astronaut. Every pilot’s dream, right? Damn, girl. I can’t believe you got knocked up by a Houston. Where do I find me one of those?”

She was killing me. “Stop,” I begged, still laughing. 

“Oh, hell no. You’re never gonna live this down. Now, come on. We’re ordering pizza for lunch because we have all kinds of shit to do. You make the call to the base and your landlord, and I’ll try to find you a flight and start getting you packed.” 

Her take-charge-and-get-shit-done attitude subdued my laughter as reality hit me. I was leaving the Air Force. I was finally going home… pregnant. 

“Thanks, Monie Love,” I said. “Don’t know what I’d do without you.” 

“I got you, boo,” she said, looking up from her cell phone long enough to flash me a reassuring smile. “We’re gonna get you through this.” 

Taking a deep breath, I picked up my phone and called the base. 
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Naomi

 

I’D ALWAYS BEEN quick on my feet. Fast reflexes, critical thinking, informed decisions… it was all part of the job description, and I prided myself on being one hell of a capable pilot. 

Until my early morning flight home to Seattle. 

Never had I felt so incompetent and ill-prepared in my life. After spending the entire three hours in the sky brainstorming about how I’d approach Eagle with our situation, the plane touched down and I still had nothing. Nada. Zilch. Null. As I waited for my luggage, I mentally created a checklist of my current obstacles and accomplishments. 

Pregnant, check. 

Walked away from my military career, check. 

No job or employment prospects, check.

Turned in the key to my furnished apartment, check. 

Sold or gave away all my belongings except what I’d stuffed into my luggage, check. 

No place to live, check. 

Okay, that last one wasn’t entirely accurate. I always had a room at the fire station, so I’d never be homeless per se, but I wasn’t about to raise my kid in a biker clubhouse. Sure, I’d turned out okay (arguably), but I’d also seen a lot of shit that I’d like to shield my kid from. Besides, a crib wouldn’t fit in my room. I barely fit in my own room. I needed a place of my own. 

Back to the list. 

A baby-daddy who—according to my friend, Kim—slept around and was a known asshole, check. 

That one was a doozy. I’d known how Eagle was before I’d ever sneaked into his room, and I never would have selected him as my child’s father. Who knew if he even liked kids? What if he didn’t want to be involved in the raising of ours? Then again, what if he did? His slutty asshole status sure didn’t make him a promising candidate for any Father of the Year awards. 

Then again, being wasted when I conceived no doubt slid that Super Mom title well out of my grasp. 

Honestly, based on our wild drunken trysts, neither of us were qualified to own a puppy, let alone raise a child. But really, who was? My mom wasn’t a drinker and she looked great on paper, but she couldn’t even hang in there until Link and I hit double digits. I, on the other hand, had never quit anything in my life. Softball, college, my ten-year commitment as an Air Force pilot… when I agreed to do something, I saw it through. 

Maybe I wouldn’t be Super Mom, but at least I wouldn’t cut and run. 

Rubbing my belly, I silently promised the baby I wouldn’t give up on him or her. No matter how tough life got, my kid would be able to count on me to hang in there and keep trying to be a good parent. I just needed a game plan, stat. According to the base doctor who’d checked me out before I left, I had approximately thirty weeks to get my shit together and figure out my life before this little bundle of joy came screaming into my chaos. 

Piece of cake. 

My first move would include telling Eagle and seeing whether or not he wanted to be involved, which I planned to get to as soon as I figured out how to break the news.

Maybe I should send him a congratulatory balloon and a card? 

That would be easy, but I refused to sink to that level of chicken-shitty. No, I’d handle this like the slugger my dad believed I was. Collecting my luggage, I used my phone to request an uber, realizing it was the first time I’d ever arranged for a ride in Seattle. Growing up in the club, prospects had taxied me around until I was old enough to drive. Then I’d built my bike with Tank, Dad’s old vice president and the man who used to run the auto shop before he retired and Wasp took over. 

My first taste of real freedom came in the form of a 1985 orange and black Harley Sportster that was still garaged at the fire station. Now that I was home, I planned to give it a good tune up and take it out for a drive. Hell, I could take it out for all the rides I wanted now. 

I was home. 

For good. 

Mixed emotions churned my stomach and possibilities buzzed in my mind as the driver dropped me off at the fire station. Since I didn’t want anyone to know I was home yet, I had him park on the side, unloaded my luggage, and wheeled everything around to the back. I still had a key, so I let myself in the back door and snuck my bags upstairs, stowing everything in my room, which suddenly seemed tiny and cramped, moving the task of getting my own place right to the top of the list. 

Grabbing my purse, I crept down the stairs to the floor Eagle’s room was on. I knocked on his door, but he didn’t answer. He’d been working the day of the wedding rehearsal, and I’d overheard Link saying that he usually got off around three. Glancing at my phone, I saw that it was just past two. I had lots of time to kill, and I didn’t want to go back to my room and risk running into Link or one of the guys, so I tried Eagle’s door. Finding it unlocked, I let myself in. 

Eagle’s room was spotless and his bed was made, all tucked and tight with hospital corners and everything. It was the type of bed I could bounce a quarter off. Clearly, he still clung to the discipline and attention to detail the service had drilled into his head. They say once a Marine, always a Marine. 

No surprises there. 

Setting my purse on his bed, I did a sweep of his space, searching for clues about the man who was fathering my child. It was a gross violation of his privacy, but since he’d knocked me up, and he didn’t see fit to lock his door, I reasoned that he couldn’t be too private. 

Besides, I was nosy, and he’d told me very little about himself. 

A half-empty bottle of Jack was on top of his mini-fridge. Inside the fridge, I found sandwich fixings, part of a pepperoni pizza, a six-pack of beer, and a quart of milk. Pretty much the basic staples of bachelor life. 

A big free-standing black gun safe with an electronic lock stood against the wall behind the fridge. I would have loved to explore his collection of weapons, but they were locked down tight, telling me Eagle was a responsible gun owner. 

As I was skirting his bed, I realized it had drawers under the mattress. Expecting to find clothes or Playboys or something, I tugged them open. There had to be more than a hundred hardcover books under his bed, all spine up, in alphabetical order by the author’s last name. The biggest surprise was that he appeared to have all the classics and several newer books as well. Maya Angelou, Jane Austen, Ray Bradbury, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Khaled Hosseini, Harper Lee, J.K. Rowling, J.D. Salinger, J.R.R. Tolkien, Mark Twain, I’d never seen such a comprehensive collection outside of a library, and I sure as hell didn’t expect to find it in a biker’s bedroom. 

Now that is a surprise, Marine.

Closing up the book drawers, I turned my attention to the nightstand beside his bed. A Beretta M9 (apparently not all of his guns were kept locked up), a box of condoms, and some bank statements were stashed in the drawer. I wasn’t after Eagle’s money, and couldn’t have cared less about the state of his finances. After all, I’d been banking most of my checks throughout my ten years of service and had built myself up a nice little nest egg. I wasn’t rich, by any stretch of the imagination, but I had enough that I wouldn’t struggle if I waited until after the baby was born to find a job. 

I didn’t need Eagle’s money. 

What I really wanted, was his participation. 

For just a moment, I closed my eyes and allowed myself to dream about what that would look like. Our child would most likely have Eagle’s dark hair and eyes. I could almost imagine him with a baby in one hand and one of those books in the other, reading aloud. The image made my chest squeeze and my eyes burn. 

“Damn pregnancy hormones,” I mumbled, blinking back tears. 

Refusing to let myself get caught up in what might be, I focused back on the task at hand—operation find shit out about Eagle. I was holding his bank statement in my hand. I considered not looking, knew I’d be able to tell a lot about him by where he spent his money. Besides, like I said, I was nosy. So, yeah, I looked it over. 

Eagle’s job must have been quite lucrative, because he had well over two hundred grand in his savings and about five grand in checking. Monthly payments went to the club, no doubt for room rent and club dues. There were no house or car payments, he made bi-monthly transfers into his savings, and he mostly spent his money on meals, drinks at the Copper Penny, groceries, and gas. 

Eagle was a simple man. 

Well, besides his completely unexpected book collection. 

By the time I finished browsing his bank statements, I felt marginally shitty for violating his privacy, so I settled on his bed and pulled my tablet out of my purse to begin the great hunt for a job, a place to live, and an OBGYN. My phone immediately rang. I looked at the display and groaned. Link. I wasn’t ready to talk to him yet, but he’d worry if I didn’t answer, especially since he knew I was still stateside. 

“Hey, Link,” I answered. 

“Hey, Squirt, how you doin’?” 

Man, I hated that nickname. “Fine. I’d be fantastic if you’d quit calling me that, though. What’s up? Everything okay?” Link and I hadn’t talked since last week. My brother had always been able to sniff out when something was wrong with me, and he’d know the second I lied to him—he always did—so I’d kept our last conversation short. 

“Everything’s good. I’m just checking on you since you haven’t called yet this week. Do you know when your next deployment is?” he asked. 

Never. I didn’t want to lie, but I saw no way out of it. “Not yet.” Panicking that he could tell I was full of shit, I said, “Hey, I’m right in the middle of something. Can I call you back later?” 

“Well, okay.” 

He had to know something was up. Time to go. “Great. Talk to you later. Love you.” 

“Love you, too.” 

I hung up and all the air rushed from my lungs. I needed Eagle to hurry up and get here so I wouldn’t have to keep this secret any longer. Desperate to keep myself busy, I went back to my online search.

Not five minutes later, the doorknob turned, and Eagle walked right in. He froze, as his gaze settled on me. 

“Hey, welcome home,” I said, giving him my most bolstering smile. 

“Naomi,” he said. Something that looked a lot like relief flickered over his expression. He glanced at the phone in front of me and his brow furrowed. “You’re… you’re here. Is everything okay?” 

Was it? “I don’t know if ‘okay’ is the word I’d use.” 

His eyebrows shot up in confusion. “Link just talked to you, and you were…” He looked back at the door. “What’s going on?” 

His jeans, short-sleeved T-shirt, and exposed arms and face were covered in a thin layer of dust, and seeing him in all of his blue-collar glory sent a wave of heat straight to my girly parts and short-circuited my brain. I needed him to look less hardworking and drool-worthy so my libido would calm down and I could focus on the conversation at hand. The last time I saw him he’d expressed concern about my well-being and I kind of flipped out and left.

“Uh… we need to talk, but do you want to come in and get settled, first?” I didn’t want to bombard him right after work. “Maybe get cleaned up? Relax? Have a drink?” 

Confusion morphed into concern. “I think you should stop pussyfootin’ around and tell me what the fuck’s going on. Why didn’t you tell Link you were here?” 

All right, if he wanted to have this conversation now, I’d let him have it, straight up with no chaser, just how a Marine would take it. “I’m pregnant, Eagle.” 

It took him a moment to process, but then his eyes widened, and the color drained from his face. “You’re… pregnant?” he repeated. 

“Yes. And if you insult me by asking if I’m sure, or if it’s yours, I’ll kidney-check you so hard you’ll be pissing blood for weeks. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t know for sure. It’s yours.” 

“I wasn’t going to…” He released a deep breath and wobbled to the bed where he collapsed, sitting hunched over. His dark hair was tied back at the nape of his neck, and he ran a hand under it, squeezing the muscles. “Fuck.” 

“We did that. It’s kind of how this happened.” 

He stared at me, unamused. Probably wasn’t the best time to try my hand at humor. “I take it Jake and Link don’t know.” 

It didn’t sound like a question, but I answered anyways. “Nope. I’ve been hiding out in your room because I wanted to tell you first.” Truthfully, I wasn’t worried about Dad. Dad currently wanted two things in life: grandkids, and me to get out of the service before I ended up like my uncle. He’d be getting both of his heart’s desires. He might be a little pissed or disappointed that marriage (or even a relationship) hadn’t come before the kid, but he’d get over it. Link, on the other hand… “I don’t know if your passport’s in order or not, but if you’ve ever wanted to travel around the world, now might be the time.” 

The situation was far from humorous, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself from cracking jokes. Lame jokes, even. I blamed nerves, and pregnancy hormones, of course.

“You think I’ll run?” he asked, his brow furrowing again.

“I don’t know what you’ll do,” I answered honestly. “I don’t really know anything about you. I mean we’ve talked about rifles and the service, but spending two nights together over the span of two years doesn’t exactly make us friends. I know this is a shock and all, but I’m having this baby.” I covered my belly with my hand and his gaze followed. “I don’t expect… anything from you.” 

His eyes narrowed. “You’re having my baby, you mean, and you don’t expect anything from me. Do you hear how fucked up that sounds?” 

Well, yeah, when he worded it like that. “Not what I meant. Look, I don’t know if you even want a kid. Hell, I didn’t even know I wanted a kid until I realized I was pregnant and let myself think about it. I don’t know how much you’ll want to be involved in our child’s life, and I don’t want you to feel trapped, like you have to do this if you don’t want to.”

“You must think I’m a real piece of shit, Naomi.” 

“Not wanting a kid you didn’t ask for doesn’t make you a piece of shit. Promising to be there, to love and care for the child, and then abandoning them… that makes you a piece of shit. I want to have this baby, and that’s my choice. So, now I’m giving you a choice.”

“Don’t you want me to be involved?” he asked. 

He wasn’t picking up what I was putting down, and I was far too tired and emotional for this sort of verbal sparring. Eagle obviously needed time to process, and I’d had to pee for the past twenty minutes. My bladder was on the verge of bursting, and now that I thought about it, I was hungry, too. No, hangry. I was about to start gnawing off my arm if I didn’t get something to eat. It was time to wrap this up and see to my body’s needs. 

“Look, Houston, you’re misunderstanding me, so I’m gonna lay it out for you. I’m having a kid. Your kid. I’d love nothing more than for you to be involved in the child’s life, and in mine for that matter. And I know that’s fucking crazy. I don’t know you—you don’t let anyone get close enough to really know you—but I’d like to. I know there’s more between us than whiskey, sex, and guns, and I’d really like to explore that with you. But I know you’re still dealing with her death, and I can’t compete with a ghost. Especially not one that makes you feel guilty for being with me.” 

I wasn’t sure about that last bit, but had my suspicions. I paused for a moment to see if he’d deny it, but he didn’t. He continued to stare at me, waiting for me to continue. 

“You push people away. You got that whole asshole persona on lockdown, but I know it’s just a mask you hide behind so people won’t see the real you. You don’t want anyone too close because you don’t want to lose anyone else. I get it. I get you.” I really did, too. After watching two of my PJs get mowed down, I understood Eagle on a level I never thought was possible. “But I’m having a kid, so I can’t close myself off like you have.” 

His gaze roamed down to my flat abdomen before drifting back up to my face. 

“I want you to do this with me, but this kid’s a lifelong commitment. Regardless of what happens between me and you, this baby is forever. If you can’t hang—if you can’t get emotionally attached and are going to need to bail—you need to tell me now, because if you walk out on our kid and fuck up their life like my mom did to me and Link, I swear I will hunt you down and end you. I’m in this for the long haul, and I need to know where you stand, so don’t answer now. Take some time and think about it. Then let me know what sort of relationship you want with this baby, and with me.”

My voice cracked a little at the end, but I pushed through. Before he could respond, I fled from his room. Hands shaking, words replaying in my head, I hurried down the hall and straight into the women’s restroom. After I took care of business, I splashed some cold water on my face and stared at my reflection in the mirror. 

I’d told Eagle everything. How I felt, that I wanted him in my life. 

Had it been a mistake? 

God, I must have sounded so desperate. 

I’m pregnant, love me. Or at least love our kid. 

If you walk out, I’ll find you and kill you. 

Awesome. 

Maybe I should have stuck with Monica’s “Houston, we have a problem” opening. It honestly couldn’t have made my little speech any worse. Ah, well. The ball was in Eagle’s court now, and I needed to wait to see how he’d play it. 

I thought about going back to my room, but I was starving and needed some fresh air to clear my head. Since I’d already broke the news to Eagle, there was no reason to keep my homecoming a secret. I marched down the stairs and through the common area. The room was strangely empty, except for a beautiful brunette I vaguely recognized and an adorable little boy I’d never seen before. Surprised, I stopped to introduce myself. 

“It’s nice to meet you. I’m Carly, and this is my son, Trent.”

“You were at the wedding, right?” I asked. 

“Yep. I work at the Copper Penny. We’re here with Wasp, now. He’s meeting with Link.” 

The surprises continued to roll in. “You’re here with Wasp? As in with Wasp?”

She laughed, nodding. 

The kid had to be around five or so, and I couldn’t quite wrap my mind around the idea of Wasp having a child. “Is he…” I glanced at Trent and realized how rude my question would sound. Wincing, I said, “Sorry. I, uh… am socially awkward. And that’s none of my business.” 

“No, it’s totally fine. Wasp and I started dating about a month and a half ago. He works fast, though.” She held up her hand, showing off the old-fashioned looking engagement ring on her finger. 

My jaw just about fell off my face, and my eyes felt like they were going to roll out of my head. “Wasp is engaged?” Then my cheeks heated. “My God, I’m so sorry… I… haven’t seen him since Link’s wedding and he wasn’t… I… I have no idea how to end this sentence, so I’m just going to keep rambling until you take pity and stop me.” 

She only laughed harder. “Trust me, I’m as surprised as you are. Things have changed a lot since Link’s wedding.” 

Yes, they had. “Clearly.” 

Trent looked up from the Army men he was playing with long enough to beam me a smile and say, “Two girls want to marry me.”

It was so random, I couldn’t help but laugh. “Only two girls? Are you sure? I bet there are far more than that.” I booped him right on his cute little button nose with my fingertip. “I would marry you.” 

“Tomorrow?” Trent asked. 

“You don’t want to go there,” Carly warned. “He’ll hold you to it.”

Since I didn’t want to break the kid’s heart, I shifted gears. “Talk to me about these other girls. Did you tell them no?”

He shook his head and grinned. “Nope. I’m keeping my options open.” 

Carly rolled her eyes and shook her head. “God help me.” 

“You sure he’s not Wasp’s?” I asked. “He certainly sounds like him.” 

“You have no idea,” she replied. 

My stomach growled, reminding me what I came down to do. “It’s been so great to meet you. I’d love to get to know you and hear more about how this whole thing between you and Wasp went down, but I’m starving. Do you guys want to go grab something to eat?” 

“Thanks, but Wasp should only be a few more minutes, then he’s taking us out.”

Wasp. Engaged. To a woman with a kid. I felt like I’d slipped into some sort of bizarro world. Still, it gave me hope. If Wasp could grow up and set his manwhore ways aside, maybe Eagle could open up to me and we could make this thing work. 

As I moseyed out of the fire station and headed down the street, my mind was full of possibilities, and I felt cautiously optimistic about the future. I was so focused, that I didn’t notice the black van pulling up beside me until two men grabbed me and shoved me inside. Realizing what was happening, I swung, kicked, and tried to get free, but my arms were yanked behind my back and secured. I opened my mouth to shout for help, but the driver turned around and stuck his gun in my face. 

Scruffy and unkempt, his eyes were hard and his scowl was tight as he said, “Knock her out.”

He seemed familiar, but I couldn’t place him. I was still trying to place him when I felt a pinch in my arm. Then everything went black. 
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Eagle

 

Two Hours Ago

 

LAST NIGHT, I barely slept a wink. A new nightmare—one where Naomi was trapped and alone—plagued me until I finally got up and read. The dream was so vivid, it was all I could think about all day. By the time I got off work, I couldn’t handle it anymore. I had to find out whether or not she was okay. Knowing I was most likely making a huge mistake, I headed directly into Link’s office as soon as I got home. His door was open, and he was sitting behind his computer, working. 

“Hey, you got a minute?” I asked, poking my head inside. 

He glanced up and waved me forward. “Yeah. Come in.” His gaze went back to his screen. 

Before I could even tell him why I was there, his cell phone rang. He glanced at the screen and said, “Give me a sec. I gotta take this.” Then he answered. “Hey, Havoc. Did you find the motherfucker?” 

I could hear Havoc’s deep voice say no before launching into details. 

Link listened for a while, and then said, “Thanks for checking it out, brother. You might as well come on back. Emily gets off in two hours, then they’ll be here. Yeah, man, see you soon.”

“Everything okay?” I asked, leaning against the wall. 

“Bull is positive he’s spotted the same homeless man in front of the fire station, in Emily’s office parking lot, and around her house. He says the guy looks familiar, but he can’t place him. It could be nothing, but you know I don’t fuck around with that shit. I’ll feel better once Havoc finds him and they have a little chat.” 

“Havoc didn’t find him?” I asked. 

“Nope. But we’ll get the son-of-a-bitch and see which of her cases has shown up to bite her in the ass. Who knows? Maybe I’ll be able to talk her into stepping away from the courtroom for a while after this.” 

Not likely, but I understood Link’s desire to protect his woman. 

“What can I do for you, Eagle?” Link asked. 

“How’s Naomi?” I asked. I didn’t mean to just blurt it out like that, but small talk had never been my forte. I’d always preferred getting straight to the point. 

Link stopped typing and focused on me. “Good. Why?” 

“Just curious. When’s the last time you talked to her?” It was a dangerous line of questioning, but I couldn’t help myself. I had to know. 

“Last week. Why?” 

Link was staring at me, waiting for an answer. He was a good man who didn’t deserve to be lied to, and I was desperate enough to tell the truth. Just not all of it. “You ever have a fucked-up dream that someone’s hurt, and it feels so real you just gotta check on them?” 

In the service, we learned to trust our gut. Link had excellent instinct, and so did I. His eyes went wide. He snatched his cell phone from the top of his desk, punched something in, and held it to his ear. “Hey, Squirt, how you doin’?”

I could barely hear her voice on the other end of the phone, but I could hear it. My entire body relaxed, and I took my first deep breath in days. She was okay. For now. I thought about getting out of Link’s office before he could get off the phone, but his gaze kept me pinned in place. 

“Everything’s good. I’m just checking on you since you haven’t called yet this week. Do you know when your next deployment is?” His brow furrowed. “Well, okay. Love you, too.” He hung up and cocked his head to the side, still studying me. “She’s fine. In one hell of a hurry to get off the phone, but fine. You want to tell me why you’re dreaming about my sister, Eagle?” 

Fighting the urge to tell him everything, I swallowed. I was going to have to come clean with him soon, but I wanted to give Naomi the heads up, first. “She’s a good woman. I worry about her out there,” I replied, not denying shit, but not confirming it either. 

His gaze bore into me. Link was a smart man, and he knew me well. 

Thankfully, his office phone rang. He glanced at the display and looked torn, but finally gave me a chin lift, and then answered it. 

I took it as a sign and got the hell out of there. 

Hurrying upstairs, I opened my bedroom door and stepped inside to find Naomi perched on my bed, staring at her tablet. She looked so goddamn gorgeous, her brown eyes wide and her fair skin glowing like an angel in the light streaming in from the window above the bed. I could barely believe my eyes, but she was very much real. Nervous, fidgeting like I’d never seen her do before. Then she dropped the bomb that rocked my world. 

“You’re… pregnant?” I asked, making sure I’d heard her correctly. 

She went off about how she was sure it was mine while I struggled to make it to the bed before my legs gave out. I’d grown up in a small family, Mom, Dad, and my sister, Deena. Deena was five years older than me, and we were never close. I’d always wanted more siblings, but my parents barely got along well enough to live together. Sleeping in the same bed was out of the question. They were still married, but I was pretty sure their relationship was more about punishing each other than love. 

Genie and I had talked about kids once. We both wanted a big family, full of love and laughter, nothing like the tense battlefield I’d grown up in. For years I’d believed the dream of a family died with Genie. Naomi’s declaration that she was pregnant with my child was unexpected, but not unwelcome. 

“I’m having this baby.” She settled a hand on her belly. Protective, fierce, I could see the kind of mom she’d be, and it was sexy as hell. Our kid would be lucky to have Naomi. Our kid would have us both. 

I was going to be a dad. 

Holy shit!

She kept rambling. She didn’t know if I’d want to be involved? 

“You must think I’m a real piece of shit,” I said. 

That frustrated her. She continued to shock me by admitting she wanted me involved, with the kid and with her. My head was spinning, and I was struggling to keep up, but she accused me of pushing everyone away. Normally, that was accurate, but I’d never once pushed her. No, the last time we’d been together, I’d asked her to stay. I’d wanted her here with me.

She was the one who left. 

Both times, in fact. 

For the first time in a long time, I wanted to be with someone, and she kept leaving me. Probably karma for all the women I’d unceremoniously ejected from my room after sex. 

“I can’t compete with a ghost. Especially not one that makes you feel guilty for being with me.” 

She didn’t get it. There was no competition, and that’s what I felt guilty about. Naomi had even managed to take over my nightmares. She’d scrubbed my life free of Genie from day one, and it had felt so wrong. 

But also, extremely right. 

And now she was carrying my baby. I stared at her in awe and wonder, my gaze drifting down to her belly. Soon it would grow round, and she’d bring life into the world. Would it be a boy or a girl? Would our baby have Naomi’s big brown eyes? Her perfect nose? She kept talking, but I was having a difficult time focusing on her words while my mind kept conjuring up images of her holding my baby. 

I wanted that. 

“If you can’t get emotionally attached and are going to need to bail, you need to tell me now, because if you walk out on our kid and fuck up their life like my mom did to me and Link, I swear I will hunt you down and end you.”

Couldn’t she see that I was already emotionally attached and that was the problem? I was so fucking emotionally attached, I couldn’t close my eyes at night without seeing her face. Her death. 

It scared the shit out of me. 

I needed her to be out of the goddamn military so I could keep her safe. I opened my mouth to tell her as much, but she was gone. She’d walked out on me yet again, claiming that I needed time to think. I stared at the door, wondering what to do. I didn’t need time to think. I knew exactly what I wanted. 

I wanted her. 

I wanted our baby. 

I wanted the white picket fence and the family holidays and portraits. 

I wanted it all. 

Determined to find her and straighten this shit out once and for all, I went upstairs to her room, but she wasn’t there. The space was crowded with luggage, though, so she was clearly staying. 

For good?

It sure looked like it. Naomi wasn’t the kind of woman to pack heavy… at least not with luggage. But she had so many bags crowded in her room she couldn’t possibly be planning on going back to the base. 

I was exhausted, but the thought of her staying invigorated me. I needed to shower and change, but I had to find her first and tell her that she had it all wrong. I was ready to do whatever she needed, buy her a house, a car, move out of the fire station… Anything, as long as she stayed. I didn’t deserve her or our child, but I planned to do everything in my power to keep them. 

I just needed to find them. 

Hurrying down to the common room, I found Wasp helping Trent gather up his army men while Carly walked toward the kitchen. 

It still blew my mind to see Wasp with Carly and Trent. I’d never pegged him for a family man, but he’d sure made it happen. They were happy together. It was like he’d found new purpose in Carly and Trent, and I got that now. I had new purpose. 

I’d been given a second chance. 

“Hey, brother, how are you?” Wasp asked, taking my outstretched hand as he patted me on the back. 

“Hi, Eagle,” Trent said, giving me a wave, his hand full of green Army men. 

“Hey, Buddy. Hey, Wasp. You guys haven’t seen Naomi around here, have you?” 

“Naomi? You dreamin’ about her now? Sleep walking, maybe?” Wasp asked with a grin. 

That hit a little close to home. The old walls of the fire station weren’t exactly known for being soundproof. Quite the opposite, in fact. I wondered if someone had heard me calling out Naomi’s name last night and wagged their jaw. If that was the case, I’d have to find out who and bust their loud mouth for them. 

I started to tell Wasp just how many ways he could fuck himself when his gaze dropped to the kid sitting at his feet, staring at us like we were Gods or superheroes or something. I snapped my mouth shut and swallowed back the insults. 

“I saw Naomi,” Trent said. “She’s really pretty.” 

“You did?” Wasp asked, his eyebrows raising in genuine surprise. “Where?” 

“She came downstairs and said hi to us before she left. She wants to marry me.” 

Wasp chuckled. “She told you that?” 

Trent nodded. “Mom, Naomi said she’d marry me, didn’t she?” 

I turned to see Carly approaching. “Hi Eagle.”

“Carly.” I gave her a chin lift. “Trent said you saw Naomi?”

“Yeah, just a few minutes ago. She seems really nice. She was hungry and said she was gonna go grab a bite.” 

“Why is Naomi here?” Wasp asked, his attention focused on me. 

Nosy motherfucker. “I’m sure she’ll explain everything when she gets back.” We’d explain everything, because I was damn well going to be standing beside her for that conversation. “Did she say where she was going?” 

Carly shook her head. “No. Sorry.” 

“She can’t be far. I’m gonna go check around the block. I’ll be back.” Wasp was still watching me as I hurried out the building. I jogged to the pizza place a few doors down and peeked inside. She wasn’t there. I stuck my head in the teriyaki place on the corner. No luck. I tried the bistro across the street. Still no sign of her. 

My phone vibrated against my leg. I pulled it out of my pocket to see Link’s name on the display, so I answered. 

“Eagle.” He sounded gruff. Angry. “Get your ass back to the station. I just got a call from Naomi’s phone and I need you here.” 

Before I could ask any questions, he hung up. 

It struck me that he said he got a call from her phone, not Naomi. The hair on the back of my neck stood up as I hauled ass back to the station to find out what was going on. 

Carly and Trent were still in the common area. “They’re in Link’s office,” she said, her eyes filled with worry. 

Hurrying back, I found Link, Wasp, Havoc, Morse, and Tap all huddled around a couple of laptops on Link’s desk. Link glanced up and gestured me over to join them. 

“What’s going on?” I asked, looking back and forth between Morse and Tap’s screens. 

“Brass has Naomi. We’re tracking her phone,” Link said. 

It felt like the floor fell out from beneath me. I backed up and leaned against the wall for support. “What do you mean, ‘Brass has Naomi’?”

“The fucker snatched her off the street. Shit. I didn’t even know she was here.” His gaze hardened. “You knew, though. So, what the fuck was all that shit about your dream?” 

Wasp and Havoc both looked at me, their eyes wide. We all cared about Naomi, and something big was going down. The tension was so fucking thick I could cut it with a knife. 

Hands in the air, I surrendered. “I didn’t know she was here until after you called her. I went upstairs and found her waiting in my room.” 

“We lost the signal,” Morse said. “He must have removed her SIM card and destroyed it.” 

“Shit!” Link roared, throwing his head back. Then he pinned me with a glare. “What the fuck was she doing in your room?” 

“Link,” Havoc warned, stepping between us. 

Wasp was watching the entire exchange with an amused smile. 

Link flashed Havoc a murderous look that had him taking a step back. “I need to hear what this motherfucker has to say.” 

They all stared at me. As much as I didn’t want to tell him without Naomi, I had to. There was no getting out of this without coming clean. “She surprised me… came home to tell me she’s pregnant. And it’s mine.” 

“You son-of-a-bitch!” Link leaped across the room and clocked me in the jaw. I’d been bracing for it, but the strength and momentum behind his hook still knocked me on my ass. I was no pushover, but Link was strong and fueled by anger. If this thing between us came to an exchange of real blows, I wasn’t sure which one of us would come out on top. We were too evenly matched. 

But I had no desire to fight him. Link was my brother and I’d done him wrong. I deserved whatever retribution he dished out. Besides, I still didn’t understand why Brass had Naomi, and I needed details. Link had caught Brass stealing from the Copper Penny a few months ago and had beat his ass and kicked him to the curb. I couldn’t see Naomi going anywhere with that asshole. 

“You done?” Havoc asked Link, once again stepping between us, giving me time to get back to my feet. “Because I don’t trust that motherfucker and we need to find his ass. This shit between you and Eagle can wait.” 

Link gave me one last scathing look before turning his back to me. “Yeah. I’m done for now. Let’s find my sister. Wasp, get everyone here. Except Bull. Havoc, call him and make sure he still has eyes on Emily. Check on Julia, too.” 

“Will someone please tell me what the fuck’s going on?” I asked. 

Tap glanced up from his screen. “Brass is demanding a hundred thousand or he’s gonna kill her. Said he’ll call later with the drop point.” 

“He’s holding her for ransom? Is he fucking crazy?” 

“Worse,” Link replied. “Sounds like he’s using again.” 

Brass had been a junkie when Link found him. And he was volatile when he used. He’d gotten stoned and smacked his girl around a few too many times until she finally kicked him to the curb and filed a restraining order. Link had taken the bastard in, helped get him off all that shit, and set him up with a job at the bar. Link had even promoted Brass to night manager when he saw how well he was doing. The motherfucker had repaid Link by skimming from the till. 

I guess now we knew what he was using the money for. 

I didn’t want Brass around Naomi at all, but especially not while he was using. 

“What are we doing about it?” I asked. “Are you getting the money together?” I could cover a hundred thousand easily. Hell, I’d hand over every last penny in my bank account if it meant Naomi would come home safely. 

“Fuck no. We can’t pay Brass off, you know that. Every dickwad in the country would think they can pull this shit off. Even if we did pay him, there’s no guarantee she’d be safe. Especially not if he’s using again. The son-of-a-bitch has to know we’re not just gonna roll over and hand him the money. Especially when we don’t trust him for shit. Our best bet is to find her. Fast.” His jaw tightened. “Tap, Morse, can you guys hack into the city’s cameras again? See if you can get a look at whatever vehicle he’s driving?” 

“Already on it,” Tap replied. 

Link turned on me. “And fuck you, Eagle. I told you she was off limits.” 

“You sure did,” I agreed. 

He rubbed at the back of his neck. “I should kick your ass out of the club for this.” 

My relationship with Naomi had nothing to do with the club, and he wouldn’t kick me out for it. Link was nothing if not fair. We didn’t always see eye to eye, but we had common goals, and he appreciated the hours and money I put into the club. Link was one of the few people I actually trusted and considered a friend. I understood his anger, but he needed to get over it. “You do what you have to do, but it’s not gonna change shit.” 

“Goddamn you,” he ranted. “I trusted you.” 

Morse and Tap were busy on their computers while Wasp and Havoc made use of their cell phones, but every one of them were tuned into what was happening between me and Link. I didn’t want to have this conversation in front of them, but apparently, we were going to. “I know, and I broke that trust. But I’m not sorry, brother. Don’t ask me to pretend I am.” 

“Brother? Don’t you fucking call me that while your knife’s still in my back.” 

“No offense, Link, but this thing between me and Naomi doesn’t have shit to do with you. I couldn’t have stayed away from her any more than you could have stayed away from Emily. And ever since she told me about that ambush, I can’t sleep without seeing her fuckin’ death.” 

“What ambush?” Link roared. 

She hadn’t told him. She’d trusted me with something she hadn’t even told her brother. “Not my story to tell. I thought you knew already, or I wouldn’t have even said that much.” 

“I don’t know what the fuck is going on around here. My sister’s been taken by someone who used to be a brother, who’s now demanding a hundred thousand dollars. Another brother knocked her up and is talking about some ambush I should know about. It’s like everyone’s lost their damn minds.”

“I think I have something, Link,” Morse said, cutting in. 

We all stopped what we were doing and crowded his computer. On his screen, two men nabbed Naomi from the middle of a busy sidewalk, not even a block away, and stuffed her into a black cargo van. A couple stared after the van as it drove away, but nobody made a move to stop it or save the girl who clearly didn’t want to be driven off. Goddamn cowards. All of them. 

“Is that a Chevy?” I asked. “Can you zoom in?” 

Morse hit a couple of keys and we were looking at an enlarged view of the back of the van. 

“GMC Savana,” Wasp read aloud, already typing it into his phone. “Read me off the license plate, will you?” 

Tap called out the letters and digits as Wasp finished typing. 

My phone pinged with his group text. We now had a vehicle and a plate. Needing to get out there and join the search, I headed for the door. 

“Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” Link asked, grabbing my arm. 

Just as keyed up as he was, I glared back at him. “My woman and my kid are in danger. I’m gonna go help find them.” 

He kept a hold on my arm, glaring. “We’re not done with this conversation.” 

No, we definitely weren’t, but the only thing that mattered right now was finding Naomi and getting her home safe. I met his glare. “Let me go, Link,” I growled. 

“You better not fuck her over, Eagle,” he said. 

Then he released my arm and I rushed out of his office. 
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Naomi

 

MY STOMACH WAS churning when I woke up. Pregnancy had intensified my sense of smell, and as I focused, I could pick up lingering scents of mold, dust, concrete, and some sort of unfamiliar masculine cologne. Groggy with my mind still in a half-asleep haze, I forced open my eyes with a wince. They were so dry, the backs of my eyelids felt like sandpaper. More darkness greeted me. I blinked, lubricating my dry eyes and clearing my blurry vision, until I could make out four walls and a door. I was fully dressed with my hands bound behind my back, lying on the cool cement floor. 

Where the hell am I?

My head ached as I fought to piece together memories. 

I’d told Eagle everything. He stared at me, probably in shock, as I invited him into my life—and the life of our child—before threatening him. Yep, that had really happened. Then, I ran into Carly and her cute little boy before I left to get something to eat.

My stomach growled, reminding me that I hadn’t made it to a restaurant. Instead, two men had forced me into a van. It happened so fast, I hadn’t even had time to react. 

The driver’s face came back to me. He was so damn familiar, yet I still couldn’t place him. He had a gun, and what had he said? 

‘Knock her out.’ 

Oh yeah. I’d been drugged. My gaze shot to my arm, but I couldn’t see anything other than the pale outline in the dark. At least now I understood why my thoughts were so jumbled. 

What the fuck did they inject me with?

There was so much shit out there that could harm a baby or even end a pregnancy, that just thinking about the possibilities made me want to beat the shit out of the assholes who’d nabbed me. Or cry. Probably both, since all of a sudden my eyes no longer lacked for moisture. I’d just gotten used to the idea of this baby—just rearranged my entire life for it—and these dipshits had possibly put it at risk. Why? The driver looked too familiar for this to be some random kidnapping, but Eagle was the only one who knew I was in town, and he’d just found out. 

Why would anyone want to kidnap me? 

Nothing came to mind. All I knew for sure was that if something happened to my child… 

No. I couldn’t let myself think about that or I’d be useless. No sense in borrowing trouble when the baby was probably perfectly fine. I needed to keep my wits about me and find my way out of this place, so I could get to a doctor and make sure. 

Determined to do just that, I sat up. Pain split through my head, and my stomach revolted. Bile tickled the back of my throat and I swallowed it back, standing as I scanned the space for a toilet or a bucket or something. No luck. My stomach spasmed. I couldn’t hold it anymore. I hurried to the wall, leaned against it for support, bent at the waist, and heaved. 

I hadn’t eaten since the Albuquerque airport, and my stomach felt empty, but apparently not too empty. Throat burning and eyes watering, I stayed bent over until I finished. When I righted myself, the room smelled like vomit. Spitting the last of it out, I wiped my mouth on my shoulder and wished for a glass of water. 

A sliver of dim light surrounded what had to be a door. On unsteady legs, I shuffled over to it, turned around so it was at my back, and groped for the knob. It took me longer than it should have, but I finally grasped the metal and struggled to turn it from my strange angle. Locked. Beside the door, I could barely make out a light switch. With my nose, I flicked it down and back up, but nothing happened. Disappointed, but not surprised, I carefully skirted the wall, searching for a window or a secret passageway or something. 

I was about halfway around the room when the door flung open. Dull light flooded in around the figure of a big man. Stairs led up behind him, confirming my guess that I was probably underground in a basement-type room. I froze at the sight of the man, but he rushed across the room anyway, caging me like I was about to bolt. His sour, sweaty stench assaulted my nose as he sandwiched me against the wall, pressing something into my side. 

“Don’t fuckin’ move or I’ll blow your goddamn guts out.” 

A gun! The bastard had a fucking gun digging under my ribs. Furious, but sufficiently cowed, I held my breath and tried to appear as non-threatening as possible. 

Squeaking noises came from the center of the room, and then light flooded the space. I dropped my head and blinked until my retinas were no longer burning. 

“Release her, Joe, she’s not going anywhere.” 

The voice was familiar. I focused on it, trying to place it, as the wall of muscle dug his pistol deeper into my side. 

“Do I need to remind you that you’re not in charge?” Joe asked. 

“Nope. Received your last message loud and clear. Just trying to protect the boss’ investment. Don’t think he’d want her hurt. Not when she’s worth so much.”

Joe seemed to consider this for a moment before extracting his gun from beneath my ribs and stepping back. He kept it trained on me, his scowl dark and hateful. I had no idea how someone I didn’t know could loathe me, but he clearly did. Or maybe he looked at everyone like that? Maybe instead of resting bitch face, he had resting cut-you-up-and-store-you-in-my-freezer face? 

“Hello, Princess. Long time, no see.” 

My gaze shot to the man standing under the light, as his voice evoked a memory. Two years ago, at the fire station, dark hair, cocky smirk, leering at me over Kim’s head. ‘You must be the princess. If you decide you want to break your big brother’s rules, you come and find me. I’ll show you a good time.’ 

“Brass?” I asked, certain I must be wrong. 

“Nice to see you remember me, babe.” 

He’d aged by at least ten years in the past two. His beard was shaggy, his messy hair was greasy, and his filthy jeans and T-shirt hung loosely on him. He’d lost at least twenty pounds that he didn’t have to lose. No wonder I hadn’t recognized him. 

“What happened? You look like shit.”

He showed me his teeth. I couldn’t tell if it was supposed to be a smile, a grimace, or a scowl, but it wasn’t pretty. Stained teeth, eyes sunken and dark, pupils dilated. “Your motherfuckin’ brother happened,” he spat, limping forward. 

“Link did this to you?” I asked, not believing his declaration for a second. My brother helped people, he didn’t hurt them. Link also didn’t discuss club business with me, so I had no clue what had gone down between him and Brass. 

“He kicked me out.” 

That made a little more sense. Link was extremely vocal about his stance against drugs, and Brass was clearly on something. “For using?” I asked. “You know the club’s rules on drugs.” 

Brass’s face contorted in anger. “I worked my ass off for him, then I took what I deserved! It was just a loan. I would have paid it back.” 

Okay then. He was stoned and out of it. He’d kidnapped me and wasn’t making any sense. I needed to calm him down and figure out my role in this beef he had with Link. “I’m sorry he did that to you, but what does it have to do with me? Why am I here? You said something about an investment…?”

“Because he took everything from me, and now he’s gonna pay.” 

Brass’s words held so much menace and loathing that a shiver of dread went up my spine. Link and I weren’t super close anymore, but I knew he’d do anything for me. He’d also be devastated if something happened to me, especially at the hands of a man who he brought into the club. “What do you mean, pay?” 

He bared his teeth at me again. “Don’t you worry your pretty little head, Princess, I’m just asking for money. A hundred thousand dollars seems like a reasonable fee for the return of an entitled little bitch. As long as they get the money to the drop point and I can pay off my debt, everything will be fine.” 

He was ransoming me. On the plus side, that meant I was valuable, and he wouldn’t hurt me. Hopefully. I still wasn’t so sure about Joe. But on the minus side, Link would never agree to pay a ransom. Not that he couldn’t come up with the money or didn’t think my life was worth it, but there was a reason the US didn’t negotiate with terrorists. Terrorists were going to commit acts of terror, regardless of how much they were paid. It sounded like Brass had dug himself a drug-lined financial hole and he saw this as a viable shovel to dig himself out. If Link gave him the money, it would make the club look weak and vulnerable to other acts of terror. And Brass would probably just do it again after he blew through the ransom. 

Besides, Brass had kidnapped me and shot me full of something. Some things were sacred… ol’ ladies, wives, sisters, moms, grandmas. Nobody fucked with them. Every biker in the club would hunt down Brass to make sure he paid for this offense. 

Somewhere deep in his drug-addled mind, Brass had to know that. He had to know that there was only one way this would end. Regardless of what happened to me, I was looking at a dead man. He had to know it, but he was desperate enough to take the chance. That probably had something to do with the bruises on his arm and the way he favored his right leg. 

“What’s Joe’s role in all of this?” I asked, nodding at the thug who still had his gun trained on me. 

“Mind your own damn business, bitch,” Joe said, backhanding me across the face. 

My head snapped back with the blow, bouncing off the wall behind me. Stars danced in my vision and the coppery-sweet scent of blood filled my nostrils. Something slid down my lip. Leaning forward I watched blood drip onto the concrete floor. 

“What the fuck, Joe?” Brass asked. “I told you if you hurt her, the whole club will hunt you down.” 

“I’m not afraid of a bunch of pussy-ass, do-gooder bikers.” 

The pain in my head was making me woozy again, so I braced my ass against the wall and tried to keep myself still. 

Brass gave Joe a look that was loaded with both fear and irritation. He didn’t like Joe, but he was scared of him. Can’t say I blamed Brass, but it was good information to have. “I owe Joe’s boss some money. I came up with a plan to use your brother’s bitch to get it, but I can’t seem to get her away from her babysitters. I headed back to the club, thinking I could nab one of the Copper Penny bartenders, but then you came strolling out of the front door by yourself. You saved my hide, and for that, I’m very fuckin’ grateful.” He glanced at his cell phone. “We’re giving your brother until ten p.m. to get the funds together, and then we’ll call him with the drop point. As soon as we have the money, you’ll be free to go, Joe’s boss will be paid off, and we’ll all live happily ever-fuckin’-after.”

Brass must have been hitting acid, because he was permafried if he believed that’s how this would go down. 

“Come on, Joe,” Brass said, reaching up to unscrew the light bulb. They were going to leave me alone in darkness again. 

Keeping me in sight, Joe backed toward the door as if I might somehow unbind my wrists and dive at him. 

Desperate for a little more information about where I was, I blurted out, “Wait!” 

“What?” Brass asked, pausing. 

“I need to go to the bathroom.” 

They both eyed me suspiciously. 

“Please. I’ll behave, but I really need to pee. It’s not like I’m some threat, especially not with my hands bound.” 

He considered me a bit longer before waving me forward. “All right. Come on, but don’t try anything. Joe won’t kill you, but he just might make you wish he did.” 

Joe grinned, sending another involuntary shudder of fear up my spine. Waving me forward with his gun, I walked between the two of them. At the top of the stairs, they opened another door, leading into a hallway. We appeared to be inside an older house. The carpet was almost as bare as the walls and I could hear a television from somewhere to my left. We turned right and took a few steps before Brass stopped in front of a door. 

“In you go. Hurry up.” 

“My hands… I can’t unzip my pants.” 

Brass stepped forward, unbuckled my jeans and slid my zipper down, his fingers brushing against my panties. I winced, and he bared his teeth at me again. 

“Can you please just cut my wrists free?” I asked. “I’ll need to pull my pants down and wipe.” 

“I’m not cutting the zip ties off, but if you’d like, I can come in and help you out.” His gaze raked over my body and I had to suppress a shudder. 

“Thanks, but I’ll manage.”

Laughing, he pushed open the door and turned on the light. “We’ll be right in the hallway. Don’t try anything stupid,” he said before closing me in the bathroom. 

I let out a breath and surveyed the small bathroom as I stepped through my arms to bring my bound wrists in front of me. Tattered linoleum flooring stretched from the door to the dingy bathtub insert across from the sink and toilet. The window was small with privacy glass. Hurrying over, I slid it open and peeked outside. It was still warm outside, but the sun was setting. I’d probably been down in the basement for about four hours or so. 

“Hurry up in there,” Brass said, tapping on the door. 

I knew I could use the friction of my shoelace to cut my hands free, but it would take time. And it was useless since I would never fit through that window. Discouraged, I slid it closed, worked my jeans down, and went to the bathroom. As soon as I finished, I washed my hands and rinsed the blood off my face and the vomit out my mouth before taking a quick drink. 

Glancing in the mirror was a mistake. My right cheek was swollen and red, my lip was split, and I looked dazed and confused. The fuzzy darkness around the edges of my vision told me I probably had a concussion, but looking at my reflection, I was sure of it.

I had no clue how I was going to get out of this mess, so I sure as hell hoped Link and Eagle were working on something. 
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Eagle

 

HAVING MOVED TAP and Morse to the large meeting room we referred to as the chapel (since that’s where we held church), Link was alone in his office when I returned. Without knocking, I marched right in and plopped a duffel bag full of cash on his desk. I hadn’t been able to find Naomi—nobody had—so I’d made a quick stop by my bank before it closed and withdrew the hundred-thousand to cover her ransom. 

“What’s this?” Link asked, scowling at the bag. 

“You know damn well what it is,” I replied. 

He zipped open the bag and looked inside. Nothing but stacks of unmarked bills. “Fuck, Eagle. You know this isn’t how we work. We don’t pay people off.” 

“I’m not planning on paying Brass off. I’ll use this to get Naomi away from him, then I’ll take his ass out. Make sure he doesn’t try this shit again. If I get caught, you need to say I went rogue… handled it on my own without the club’s permission or help.” That’s why it needed to be my money. I didn’t want any of this to touch the club and destroy everything Jake and Link had worked so hard to build. 

Link seemed to consider me for a moment before peering back into the bag. “This is a hell of a lot of money. What if you lose it all? Everything. Naomi and the cash.” 

Did he really think I cared about the dough? “I haven’t had a goddamn thing to spend my money on in six years. I finally do, and I’m not gonna fuckin’ lose her. I’m bringing Naomi and our child back if it costs me every cent and every drop of blood I have. You feel me?” 

“You think I want her out there with Brass, wrapped up in whatever shit he’s gotten himself into?” 

“No. I think your hands are tied, Prez.” 

His jaw ticked. He didn’t like that one bit, but it was true. Link had important responsibilities that he couldn’t just throw away whenever someone was in danger. “What’s your plan?” 

“I’d rather you didn’t know. Plausible deniability and all that shit.” 

“If you think I’m letting you out of here without knowing what you’re up to, you’re high, Eagle. I’m responsible for you, goddammit.” 

Link had been a Special Forces commander. He’d been leading a team for as long as anyone could remember, and he was still at it. Only now his team was bigger and wore cuts and drove bikes. Seeing no way out of sharing my plan with him, I broke down and spilled it all. 

“I’m gonna steal a tracking device from Tap… one of those thin ones that I can slip it into a stack of bills in case they put the money in a different bag. If I steal it, this shit doesn’t touch Tap, either. I’ll do the exchange and get Naomi to safety, then I’ll track down Brass and whoever he’s working with and take them out. When’s Brass supposed to be calling you with the drop point?” 

Link glanced at his watch. “About three and half hours.” He rubbed his beard, and I could tell he was thinking over my plan. “Not a bad plan, but you failed to utilize your two greatest strengths.” 

“What’s that?”

“Your brothers and your rifle. Seek and destroy ops aren’t your MO, Eagle. That’s the kind of shit that Havoc or I would do. You scout out threats and snipe them off before they endanger the team. I don’t know what the fuck you think you’re gonna do alone.” 

I didn’t like him insinuating I couldn’t handle this shit. “Whatever’s necessary.” 

“You’re assuming Brass is running the show, but he’s a goddamn tweaker now. You saw the guys who picked up Naomi. They’re someone’s muscle. Brass ain’t shit in the whole scheme of things. Someone’s pulling his strings and whoever it is has targeted us. They know who we are, and they think we’ll just roll over and take it.” He zipped up the bag. “You’re not doing this.”

Shocked, I stared at him. This was his sister we were talking about. I knew he was busting his ass to find her—calling in favors all around the city—but why would he stop me from paying for her release? “I know you’re pissed at me, but I’m trained, and I’m quite capable…” 

He held up a hand. “This has nothing to do with you and me. This is about her safety, yours, too, and my role as the president of this fuckin’ club.” 

I was trying to keep his nose clean and get Naomi out safely, and the bastard was pulling rank on me. “No offense, Prez, but I don’t exactly need your permission to do this. I have the cash, and I will damn well take care of my woman and child.”

My woman. That’s twice I’d used that term in front of Link, making a public claim on Naomi. She was my woman. She’d invited me to be a part of her life, and although she hadn’t given me time to accept her invitation before she ran off and got herself taken, I sure as hell planned to give her my answer when I got her back. 

His eyes flared with anger. “Goddammit, Eagle, no you won’t!” he roared. “You’re not a lone wolf anymore, and Brass is my problem. I brought him into this club and I was too proud, thinking I was real hot shit as the incoming president. Couldn’t be bothered to pay attention to what was happening right under my nose. Brass’s problems didn’t spring up overnight—and even you tried to tell me about them—but I didn’t listen to shit.” 

Nobody expected perfection from Link, but Brass had been his first prospect, and he’d turned a blind eye when a few of the club whores complained about Brass. He should have listened… should have put Brass in check long ago and maybe we wouldn’t have this problem. But, it was well past time to play the blame game. What was done was done, and we needed to handle the repercussions. 

“This is about more than Naomi’s safety, Eagle. Morse pulled images of the homeless guy who’s been watching Emily. It’s him. It’s Brass. Fuckin’ brass balls and lead brain if you ask me. After all I did for him, he’s been waiting for the right time to strike. I’ve had Emily covered, so he took Naomi. Goddamn ironic how my sister finally comes home to safety and immediately gets swept up into my bullshit. I can’t sit on my fuckin’ hands while you clean up my mess.” 

“You can’t go after Brass. You have to protect the club,” I reminded him. The Dead Presidents always stayed on the right side of the law. It wasn’t in our bylaws or anything, just an unwritten rule everyone followed. But, if word got out that a motorcycle club full of military vets was dishing out vigilante justice, every ounce of good the club had done would be put under a microscope. Havoc’s case would be questioned. All of the programs Link had put into place to help vets and the community would be picked apart. We’d lose credibility and any time a law was broken the cops would come sniffing at our door to make sure we weren’t the ones responsible. 

“Pops ran this club for twenty-five years. I’ve had it for two. In that time, we’ve done nothing but help people… vets, the community, whoever needed help. Now this city that we’ve busted our ass to help thinks we’re soft. Thinks we’re a bunch of washed-up do-gooders who can’t even protect their own. First, they kidnapped Emily’s grandma. Then they fucked with Havoc and went after Julia. Now…” He shook his head. “Naomi wasn’t even a block away when Brass nabbed her. You think I can let that shit slide?” 

“But the club—”

“What good is a fuckin’ club if we can’t even protect the ones we love?” he asked. “Pops and I have fought to keep us legit, but at what cost? Who are these motherfuckers gonna come for next? Your kid? Wasp’s? Mine? Fuck that. We’re not gonna hide away our families out of fear. We need to remind these fuckers who we are and the lengths we’ll go to in order to protect what’s ours. Up to this point, every time someone’s brought trouble to our doorstep, we’ve let the law take care of it. But these bastards aren’t afraid of the law, and they keep coming. We need to give them something to fear so they’ll think twice before they fuck with us again.”

“Are you sure you want to go down this road?” I asked. Link had made some damn good points and I was on board, but this was a one-way street and there’d be no coming back. 

“I don’t see where we have a choice. Either we show these motherfuckers who they’re dealing with, or we bend over, grab our ankles, and spell run. I’m not taking it up the ass, Eagle. Not now, not ever.” 

When Link had recruited me, he’d been this fired up and passionate about the cause. Over the past two years, he’d done a great job growing the club and furthering the cause, but a little of that fire had been extinguished. It was nice to see it back in his eyes. This man—committed to justice, freedom, and protection—was the president I promised to follow when he patched me in. This was the Link Naomi and our kid needed right now. I only hoped this shitstorm didn’t splatter all over the face of the club. “I’m in, brother. What’s the plan?” I asked. 

Havoc pushed his way into the office. “If you two are finished applying the war paint and getting all fired up, you’re needed in the chapel.”

“Did they find Naomi?” I asked. 

“No. The club met and voted. It’s unanimous. We’re in, Prez. Nobody fucks with our women and gets away with it.”

“You called church?” I asked, frowning as I fumbled with my phone to check my messages. “I didn’t get a notification. 

“You weren’t invited.” Link stood. “We’re still a democracy and a decision this big had to be put to the vote without me, you, or Pops in the room to sway votes or point the finger at anyone who voted against taking out these bastards. Now that it’s settled, let’s get in there and figure out how we’re gonna end this threat to our club.”
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Naomi

 

BRASS AND JOE left me in the dark again, locking the door behind them. The room still smelled like vomit, and I made it a point to stay away from the puddle I’d left. Didn’t matter, because with no ventilation, the overpowering stench still churned my stomach and made my situation seem even more hopeless. Unable to admit defeat, I stared at the splinter of light surrounding the door and considered my options. I could step between my arms again and sever the zip ties now that I had more time. 

But then what?

That was the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question. The door was locked, and the knob was smooth. Nothing to even pick at. No windows. No other doors. No way out. And if Joe caught me out of my zip ties… 

A shudder went up my spine as I remembered Joe’s hate-filled gaze, and the sting of his hand across my face. He wanted to hurt me. I could tell by the way he looked at me like I was a bug he needed to squash. When Joe looked at me, I saw my death in his eyes. Every instinct I possessed told me to shrink back and make myself seem small and insignificant, not even worth his time and energy. I needed to mind my p’s and q’s if I had any hope of getting out of here in one piece. 

Thinking about Joe was giving me serious anxiety, so I let my mind drift to Eagle instead, and wondered what he was doing. By now, Eagle had to know what had happened to me. He’d been so worried about me dying in combat, I couldn’t help but wonder what he thought about me getting taken from right in front of the fire station. He had to be so pissed. Was he out there looking for me? I knew he had the money, so would he pay my ransom? 

Eagle might not want a relationship with me or the baby, but there’s no way in hell he’d let us be in danger. He’d find a way to get to us. 

And if Eagle didn’t, Link would. 

Giving Eagle time to process everything I’d told him so he could make a decision had seemed like a good idea at the time, but now I regretted not sticking around and talking it out with him. Storming out of his room like a starving prima donna with a bladder problem hadn’t been my best moment. Now, I had no idea where we stood, and that was kind of killing me. If I got out of this alive, I planned to pin Eagle down and make him tell me what he wanted.

When I got out of this alive. 

My head was spinning. 

Everything felt fuzzy and uncertain. 

Except for the ache in my chest when I thought about Eagle. The truth was, I missed him. And if I was being honest with myself, I’d missed him since that first night we played pool and talked and flirted before I snuck into his room and enjoyed the best sex of my life. I missed the man who saw through my lies and made me tell him about being ambushed. I missed the fierce desire to protect me I saw in his eyes when he told me not to go back. 

I didn’t know if Eagle loved me, but I knew he cared and wanted me safe. We could build on that. Hell, regardless of what he wanted, the instant I saw him I planned to jump into his arms and pepper his face with kisses like the heroine of one of those old books in his drawer.

Did any of the heroines in those old books do that? I really should read more classics. Maybe Eagle would read them to me and our kid.

My brain felt like it was floating in Jell-O.

Lying down in the corner and passing out seemed like a great idea, but I was at least seventy-five percent sure I had a concussion, so I didn’t. My stomach kept cramping, but I was trying not to notice the pain. In one of the pregnancy books I’d been reading, they listed cramps as one of the signs of a miscarriage. Cramps, bleeding, nausea, lower back pain. I was experiencing at least three of those four, and as I thought about it a strangled sob ripped from my throat and fear spiked my heart rate. If I lost the baby…

No! I can’t think that way. 

Besides, I hadn’t eaten all day and I’d thrown that up long ago. Nausea was a sign of pregnancy, too, and the cramps were probably just hunger pains. The baby had to be all right. I had to be all right. I just needed to chill the fuck out, stop worrying, and hold on until Eagle and or Link found us. Then I’d go get checked out by a doctor and be reassured that everything was fine. 

After all, I was carrying the baby of a Marine and CSAR pilot. Our child would be a hell of a lot tougher than whatever they’d put in that syringe. 

Taking a deep, calming breath, I reverted to my training. Knowing I needed to mentally and physically prepare for whatever the next few hours would bring, I jogged in place to warm up. After I’d burned off enough nervous energy to clear my mind and focus on strengthening my body, I busted out reps of squats and lunges. Normally I would have done sit-ups, planks, and push-ups as well, but I couldn’t exactly do those exercises with my hands behind my back. No way was I going to get caught with my hands in front of me when Joe and Brass returned. One concussion was plenty. 

Once my glutes, hamstrings, and quads were burning, I broke into stretches and limbered up. My mind kept trying to wander as worry churned at my gut, but I focused on breathing. After a while, I was exhausted, starving, and sore, so I sat down, propping myself up in the corner. At some point, I must have fallen asleep, because the next thing I knew, Joe was squeezing the shit out of my arm and yanking me to my feet. I’d lost feeling in my hands, so I fisted then released my fingers a few times, trying to get it back as I tucked my feet under me and stood on shaky legs. 

Joe fisted my shirt in one hand and pulled me against him so our faces were inches apart. The stench coming from his mouth was horrible, like a bean burrito wrapped in cigarette butts had crawled into someone’s ass and died. Holding my breath, I tried not to gag and demurely dropped my gaze from his hate-filled eyes. To protect myself and my child, I played subservient and let him think he’d demoralized and beaten me. 

“Your old man, your brother, and the rest of the Dead Presidents think they’re real hot shit. Bunch of prissy little pussies. Actin’ like they’re so good their shit don’t stink. Like they don’t wipe their asses on the scum of this city, same as everyone else. Think they’re too good for the likes of my family and our club. But in my club, we know how to keep our bitches… in our beds, in our kitchens, and at our feet where they belong. Brass here tells me you’re some kind of hotshot Air Force pilot.” 

He paused, and I got the feeling he was waiting for me to respond. But since I had nothing to say that wouldn’t piss him off even more, I kept my mouth shut.

Joe hauled back and punched me in the stomach with his free hand. Pain radiated from the impact, making my eyes water and my entire body want to curl up on itself. Fear for my child immobilized me for a split second before it burned away with anger. 

The motherfucker had punched me in the stomach.

I opened my mouth to tell him what a mistake he’d made, but immediately shut it again. I did not know if my baby was okay. I did not know if I was going to live through this exchange. A strange calm consumed me as I realized the one thing I did know. 

I was going to kill this asshole. 

I would not provoke him. I would not give him a reason to hit me again. 

But I would kill him. 

Even if I had to hunt him to the ends of the earth.

“Got your attention now, don’t I, bitch?” 

Oh, yes, he did. And if he hurt my baby, not only would I kill him, but I’d find a way to bring him back from the dead so I could kill him again. It was my duty to my country, to myself, and to my unborn child to wipe this asshole off the face of the earth. He would never do this to another woman. I’d rise up from any bed, any kitchen, any feet he tried to shove me under and slit his fucking throat. 

“Not such a big, bad pilot bitch now, are you?” Joe asked with a sneer. “They teach you how to take a beating in the service?” 

He landed another punch, this one to my side. Gritting my teeth, I fed the pain to my anger, forcing it to make me stronger and more determined to survive so I could get revenge. 

“Come on, Joe,” Brass said, sounding strained. Probably reliving his own beating from the asshole. “Let’s go call Link and get this shit over with.” 

“Nah, man, I’m just getting warmed up.”

There was another big, scary-looking guy standing beside Brass, who said, “Come on, Joe. This place is boring as fuck. We got pussy and beer waiting for us back at the clubhouse. Let’s set up the exchange so we can take your dad his money and go blow our cut.” 

Joe glared at me for a beat longer, and then shoved me in front of him. The shift in balance almost made me face plant, but I shuffled my feet and turned so I bounced off the wall instead. Joe snickered and roughly grabbed me again, steering me toward the door. 

I continued to play meek and demure, biding my time and waiting for an opening, promising myself that when I got the chance, Joe would pay.
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Eagle

 

WHEN BRASS CALLED to set up the exchange, we were back in Link’s office with the team he’d selected for the op. Link put his cell phone on speaker and set it in the center of his desk, and Havoc, Tap, Spade, Stocks, and I all crowded around, waiting for the details. Tap fidgeted with some sort of device connected to Link’s phone and typed on his laptop. 

“You know the concrete bench between Pier sixty-two and sixty-three? The one that faces the water?” Brass asked. 

Link looked to me, and I nodded. Pier sixty-two and sixty-three were located in the South Park District, which was just south of the Industrial District, where I worked. South Park was a shitty neighborhood, but the bench Brass mentioned had a nice view of the Duwamish Waterway and the Georgetown District beyond. If you didn’t mind being accosted by homeless people or watching the occasional drug deal go down in your peripheral, it was a decent spot to stop for lunch. I took extra sandwiches and went down there occasionally. 

“Yeah, I know of the spot,” Link replied.

“Meet me there at eleven. Bring the cash and come alone.” 

“Let me talk to my sister.” 

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Brass fired back.

“You want a hundred-k? I need to know she’s alive.”

“What, you don’t trust me, Link?” 

Link was bottled rage, barely keeping it together. Every vein throbbed in his neck. “You’ve always been a junkie. I was hoping there was more to you, but I was wrong.” 

Brass chuckled. “Still think you can save everyone, huh? Stop wasting your breath on me and save your preaching for someone who gives a fuck.” 

There was some rustling of the phone, and then Naomi’s voice came over the line. “Link?” 

A collective sigh of relief floated around the table. We’d all been holding our breath, waiting to hear her. Knowing she was alive and able to talk filled me with so much emotion I could barely stand beneath the weight of it. Leaning against the table, I drew closer to Link’s phone. 

“Yeah, I’m here. You okay?” Link asked. 

“I’ve had better days.” Her voice sounded shaky. Scared. Angry. It put every protective instinct within me on high alert. “Is Eagle there with you?” 

She was in trouble and she needed me, not her brother. If Link still had any doubts that this thing between me and Naomi was real, I could tell that she’d stomped them out with that one question by the way his gaze cut to me. He was waiting for my reaction. The entire table was, but I didn’t give a fuck about them. I needed to reassure her. I wanted to tell her that I needed her and the baby in my life. To beg her to survive this and build a family with me. There was no time for all that now, but I couldn’t leave her hanging. I had to say something to let her know I was all in and that I’d make sure she was safe. 

“I’m here, sweetheart. In it for the long haul. We’re gonna get you home safe, so we can continue that conversation we started.”

“I’d like that.” Her voice was thick with emotion. 

Link was still watching me. “We’re setting up the exchange. We’ll get you out of there, Squirt.”

The phone rustled again, and then Brass came back over the line. “See, she’s fine. Do we have a deal?” 

“I’m not meeting you alone, Brass,” Link said. 

“I have Naomi. I’m calling the shots now, Prez.” 

“I don’t trust you, you son-of-a-bitch. Naomi’s only worth a hundred-k if I can get her away from you alive. If I go in alone, there are no promises you’ll let me walk out of there with her. I know you have at least two motherfuckers with you. If you want this money, I’m bringing two men with me to cover my ass and make sure you don’t double-cross me.” 

The line went dead. We all looked to Tap, but he shook his head. Brass hadn’t hung up. He’d probably just muted the call, so he could discuss Link’s counter-offer. I held my breath, waiting for Brass’s response. Finally, the phone clicked again. 

“One,” someone else countered. I didn’t recognize the voice. “Or I’ll blow her head off right now and find someone else to use as leverage. Maybe that pretty little lawyer bitch of yours.”

“Who is this?” Link asked, straightening. 

The speaker laughed. “I think we leave that little surprise for later. Do we have a deal? Or do I get to have more fun with your sister?”

In the background, Naomi cried out in pain. 

“I bet she can take a lot before she breaks, but I’m up to the challenge.” 

Link’s jaw ticked. 

Everyone around the table tensed. 

I saw red. I opened my mouth, but Havoc put a hand on my shoulder, reminding me that I couldn’t react. This asshole was looking for a reaction. My words would never be enough, so I’d have to wait and give it to him in person. 

“We have a deal,” Link ground out. 

“Good.” Brass was back on the line. “Link, I know you don’t trust me, but don’t fuck with these guys. If you screw this up, they won’t just kill Naomi. They’ll make her beg for death.” 

The line clicked off.

“Fuck!” Link shouted, turning and punching the wall behind him. Plaster fell away, leaving a big-ass hole. 

I understood his frustration, but I had no intention of wasting my anger and energy on plaster. I was bottling that shit up to unleash on these bastards. 

“Tell me you got something, Tap,” Link growled. 

“It didn’t pinpoint his exact location, but it did give me a radius.” He angled his laptop toward us so we could see the screen. There was a red circle around the South Park District. “He’s somewhere in this area.” 

“Did you get his number?” Link asked.

“Yes.” Tap hit a few more keys. “But his phone’s already offline. Brass knows a little too much about what I can do.” 

“Goddammit. I wish I knew who we were dealing with,” Link replied. 

“I ran face recognition software, but the images I pulled from the city’s cameras were too grainy. They didn’t come back with shit.” 

Link glanced at his watch. “We have fifty minutes. You guys ready to head out? We need to get Eagle in position.” 

I patted the left side of my cut, finding comfort in the metal of my pistol against my chest. In addition, I had two knives on me, and my best rifle was already loaded in the back seat of Havoc’s truck. Link wanted me to find a perch and cover him and Havoc, but I wanted to be closer to the action. I wanted to be the first person Naomi saw when she was released, and the last person these motherfuckers laid eyes on before they died. 

But in the end, Naomi’s safety trumped any of my own needs or wants. 

I grabbed the bag of cash from beside Link’s desk and slung it over my shoulder. Then Spade, Stocks, and I followed Link and Havoc to the vehicles. I stuffed the bag of cash in Link’s saddle bag as I gave him and Havoc directions. As the two of them talked amongst themselves, the rest of us piled into Havoc’s truck and headed out. Stocks drove with Spade in the passenger’s seat while I sat in the back, affixing my new Nightforce NXS sight to my rifle. The sight had cost me a pretty penny, but it was second generation and the best on the market. I couldn’t wait to see what it could do. 

“Where are we going?” Stocks asked, glancing at me in the rearview mirror.

“There’s a storage facility across the street from the piers. Orange and white building, four stories high. It has a fire escape on the back of the building with roof access.”

“How do you know this?” Spade asked, turning in his seat to watch me. 

I double checked my rifle, making sure everything was ready to go. “Old habit.” I shrugged. “I work not far from the pier, and I’ve walked by the building a few times.” 

The look he gave me said he thought I was crazy. I don’t know what Spade did in the service, but he clearly hadn’t been a scout sniper, or he’d understand. Whenever I frequented a place, I made damn sure I knew how to get up high and take out threats. I knew of four sniper nests surrounding the fire station. If we were ever attacked, I had plenty of spots I could pick off our attackers from. 

We arrived with twenty minutes to spare, so I directed Stocks to park on the side of the storage facility and shouldered my rifle case. It was dark, and not much was going on in the South Park District. At least, not much that decent, law-abiding folk would be interested in. Residents of the South Park District knew how to mind their own damn business. 

With Stocks and Spade watching my six, I quickly climbed the fire escape up to the roof and set up my rifle. The two of them would stay on the ground and make sure nobody ambushed Link and Havoc or surprised me. 

Once my rifle was in place, I used the sight to scan the area. There was nobody hiding in the bushes, no nefarious looking vehicles idling nearby, nothing looked out of place. I texted Link and Havoc an all-clear before settling in to wait. 

*	*	*

Naomi

 

After practically pulling my arms out of their sockets, Joe settled a dark bag over my head and shoved me around until I was seated again. There was the rumble of a vehicle starting, and then we were on our way. I was hungry, thirsty, weak, and exhausted, and the bag over my head was warm and stuffy. I fought to stay awake, but kept slipping in and out of consciousness throughout the drive. 

I had no idea how long we’d been on the road when we rolled to a stop and the engine cut off. I heard a van door sliding open, and then I was yanked into the cool night air. The bag was tugged from my head and fresh air filled my lungs, waking me up like a shot of espresso. Blinking to clear my vision, I took in my surroundings. We were facing one of Seattle’s many piers. The distant roar of the freeway was behind us and there was nobody else around. 

“I’m hoping your brother fucks this up, so I can do whatever I want to you,” Joe said, tugging me forward as he pressed his pistol into my bruised side. After our call to Link, Joe had gotten a few more punches in on me, and I was feeling every one of them. It was almost time for the exchange and my shot at revenge on the asshole. 

Hate and anger reinvigorated me as my gaze dropped to the weapon. It was a Glock with a silencer. Apparently Joe had plans of his own, because nobody put a silencer on a gun unless they intended to use it. Joe was probably going to try to double cross Link and kill us all. Dread filled my veins with ice as Joe followed my gaze and chuckled. 

“I don’t think you’re as useless as you pretend to be, bitch,” he said, poking the Glock into my side. 

Assuming I made it through the night, my side was going to be bruised tomorrow, along with my arms, face, and stomach. 

My stomach.

The baby.

I couldn’t think about that now. I had to focus on putting one foot in front of the other, trying not to stumble as I struggled to keep up with the brutal pace Joe set. My shoulders were screaming at me when we made it to the concrete bench and he shoved me down hard on my ass. Gritting my teeth through the pain, I stared out at the water. 

Eagle and Link would come for me. And when they did, we’d make Joe and his accomplices pay for everything they’d done. We’d wipe them from the face of the planet so they could never hurt anyone again. These thoughts kept me going as I waited. 

Only… Eagle didn’t come. 

Havoc walked beside Link who was carrying a stuffed duffel bag. As the two approached, it felt like my heart was shattering in my chest. I was so worried about the baby, I needed Eagle. I needed him to get me out of this and take me to the hospital. On the phone he’d said he was in it for the long haul, so where the fuck was he when I needed him the most? 

I met Link’s gaze and saw barely contained rage as he looked me over. It had been hours since I’d seen my face in the bathroom mirror and I could only imagine how I looked. 

“Does it make you feel like a fucking man to hit a woman?” Link asked my captors. 

“If I find a woman, I’ll let you know,” Joe spat. “This bitch… she didn’t put up much of a fight. After everything Brass told me, I expected more. From you, too, Link. Hand over the money, you fuckin’ pussy.” 

Link’s eyes narrowed. He cocked his head to the side and I could swear he recognized Joe, but he didn’t say shit about it. “As soon as you release Naomi.” 

Joe chuckled. “Yeah, that’s not gonna happen until I’ve got that bag in my hand.” He raised his pistol to my head, and said, “Although, I’d be more than happy to put a bullet in the side of her pretty little face.” 

“Let’s do it at the same time,” Link offered. “You pass me my sister as I hand you the bag.”

“Unzip it and show me the cash,” Joe ordered. “It better all be there.” 

Link stopped and bent over to unzip the bag. 

The pressure of the gun against my head disappeared as Brass shouted, “No!” and jumped in front of Joe. 

A shot rang out. 

Then three more shots. 

Time stood still. 

Brass and the third man were both down. Joe’s gun clattered against the wooden pier. 

Havoc’s pistol was in his hand, but he had it trained on the third guy. No way could he have disabled Joe and taken out that guy that quickly.

Eagle is here!

The realization registered somewhere in my subconscious making my heart soar as I stepped through my hands, bringing my zip-tied wrists in front of me. Blood dripped from Joe’s hand and he shouted something unintelligible, looking down. He went for his pistol, but another shot rang through the air, taking out Joe’s knee. He fell to the ground as I grabbed his pistol. 

“Nae,” Link said, his voice a warning. 

Ignoring my brother, I stood over Joe, leveling the gun at his head as all my fear and rage boiled over. “What was that you said about bitches, Joe? Where do you keep them again? In your bed?” I dropped my aim and shot him in the crotch. 

God it felt good. 

“Fuckin’ crazy bitch!” Joe spat, groaning as he tried to cover his groin. 

“Naomi,” Link warned again. “You don’t want to do this.” 

My brother had never been more wrong in his life. Not only did I want to do this, I needed it. If I didn’t end this asshole, I’d see him in my nightmares for the rest of my life. I wasn’t giving him that kind of power over me. 

“In the kitchen?” I shot him in the stomach. 

Joe groaned again. 

“What’s wrong, you piece of shit? You don’t like my cooking?” 

Havoc’s arms came around me, trapping the gun against my chest. 

“Let me finish!” I snapped, trying to wiggle free. 

“You don’t want to do this, Naomi,” he said. I turned to face him, and he let me go, settling his hands on my shoulders. “Let us handle it.”

“Don’t you presume to know what I want, Havoc. You have no idea what he did to me. He punched me in the fucking stomach,” I replied. Tears heated my eyes and raced down my cheeks. “I need to do this.” I needed to regain control. I needed to know that I could take care of myself. That I could protect my child and destroy any threat that would come between us. I searched Havoc’s gaze, willing him to understand, but he held firm. 

“Let her go, Havoc,” Eagle said. 

His voice soothed my spirit like a healing balm. Looking past Havoc, I sought him out. He jogged toward us with a big black case sticking up from his back. 

“Let her go. Now,” he repeated. 

Havoc’s hands dropped to his side. 

Eagle stopped in front of me, anger tightening his jaw as he looked me over. “We need to get you to the hospital, sweetheart.” 

“I’m not finished,” I replied.

Eagle stared at me for a beat, and then nodded. “You do what you gotta do. I’ve got your six.” 

In that moment, I knew I loved him because unlike the rest of the men in my life, Eagle really understood me. He didn’t try to hold me down or tell me what I needed. He would try to protect me and let me do what I needed to do. 

I spun around, aimed the Glock at Joe’s chest and said, “You’re at my fucking feet now, bitch.” Then I squeezed the trigger, sending the last bullet through his heart, and Joe straight to hell. 

“Why did you do that?” Link asked. 

Thinking he was talking to me or Eagle, I spun around, prepared to let him have it, but he was standing over Brass. 

Brass, who had stepped in front of Joe’s shot. 

Brass had taken a bullet for my brother. I’d been too consumed with rage to realize what had happened, but now that my head was clear I hurried over to see if we could save him. But I took one look at him and knew we were too late. There were no sirens heading this way. This didn’t look like the type of neighborhood where people called the cops, and even if they did, we were far enough from any neighboring apartment complexes for anyone to hear the shots. 

Even if Brass could hold on until an ambulance arrived, there’d be no saving him. There was too much blood, too much damage done to his stomach. His coloring was ashen and his breathing was labored. 

“Why the fuck did you do that?” Link asked again, this time sounding angry and confused.

“Because… I never stopped… believing in the cause, Prez. I lost faith in myself.” 

“Goddammit, Brass. You shouldn’t have—”

“Keep… marching forward. Brother.”

Then Brass closed his eyes. His chest rose and fell one last time before he was gone. 

Eagle’s arm snaked around my shoulders and he pulled me to him, kissing my forehead. He produced a knife from one of his pockets and cut away the zip ties. I rubbed at my wrists and rolled my shoulders. 

“We need to get you to the hospital, Naomi,” Eagle said, his expression concerned. 

“Is that the fucking vehicle they brought you in?” Link asked, pointing at the black van parked on the street.

I nodded, still unable to speak. The tears wouldn’t stop. In all the evil Brass had done, he’d still managed to save my brother. It could be Link lying on the ground rather than Brass, and I couldn’t stop thinking about that. Couldn’t stop thinking that Link had been right, and there was something worth saving in Brass all along. It seemed so damn unfair it had taken his death for Brass to figure that out. 

Link marched over to the van and disappeared inside for a beat. When he reemerged, he was holding two cuts with Seattle’s Serpent patches on the back, swearing for all he was worth. He tossed the cuts on the ground between Joe and the other guy, dug his phone out of his pocket and made a call. 

“Texas,” Link growled into his phone. “We got a fucking problem.” 
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Eagle

 

LINK WAS STILL on the phone when he tossed me the keys to his bike. Nodding toward Naomi, he angled the phone away from his mouth and said, “Get her to the hospital. Keep me in the loop.” 

Palming the keys, I kept Naomi tucked under my arm as we made our way to her brother’s bike. Before I climbed on, I turned to face her. Her face was bruised, her eyes were red and swollen, and they looked different… off. Lost. 

“Are you okay?” I asked.

She couldn’t hold my gaze. “I don’t know,” she said, looking at the ground.

“Did he… did that motherfucker… touch you?” I could barely get the words out.

She shook her head. “Nothing sexual. They injected something into me and Joe… beat me up pretty good. I’m… I’m worried about the baby.” She looked up at me, and her eyes were bright with unshed tears. “I’m sorry. I tried to protect—”

“Stop. You did everything you could. I should have been there. I should have followed you, but I was just so damn stunned I couldn’t move. It’s been a long time since I’ve allowed myself to even dream about a life and a family. I thought that shit all died in Iraq. But then you showed up two years ago and made me remember what it was like to be alive. I don’t want to fuckin’ die again. No matter what happens with the baby, I meant what I said. I’m in this for the long haul.” 

A tear slid down her cheek, so I gently wiped it away, carefully avoiding the bruise. 

“Thank you for coming,” she said.

“Sweetheart, nothing could have kept me away. I really want to kiss you right now, but that cut on your lip looks painful and I don’t want to—” 

Her mouth landed on mine before I could finish. The taste of her blood and tears about did me in, and I had to pull away before I lost myself in her. Before I lost myself in fear of all the shit that could have happened to her. We stared at each other for a beat and I saw the same fear in her eyes, along with worry. My tough-ass woman was barely holding it together. 

I plucked Link’s helmet off the back of his bike and extended it toward her. “I know you don’t usually ride bitch, but you shouldn’t be driving right now. What do you say you let me take you to go get checked out?” 

She accepted the helmet and slid it on, wincing when it went over the back of her head. Anger pulsed inside me, making me want to go kick Joe’s corpse right off the pier. I’d wanted to kill the son-of-a-bitch, but Naomi had needed to. I wouldn’t have dreamed of taking that duty from her. 

“I suppose I could ride bitch to a Marine,” she said with a ghost of the smile that had first drawn me to her. 

I climbed onto the bike and she settled in behind me. Instead of taking her to a hospital that would take forever, I drove us to a local urgent care clinic. 

“Where are we?” Naomi asked, handing me her helmet as she dismounted. 

“A coworker of mine is married to one of the doctors here. I didn’t know what kind of shape you’d be in, so I called him, and he said she’s working tonight. She’ll get you right in and we won’t have to worry about the cops showing up to fire domestic abuse questions at us.”

“Thank you,” Naomi said, her eyes once again brimming with emotion. “Sorry, pregnancy hormones suck ass.” 

Chuckling, I grabbed her hand and we entered the clinic together. There was a vending machine right inside the door, and Naomi’s eyes went wide as she groped her side and then swore.

“What?” I asked. 

“I have no idea where my purse is.” 

“You hungry?” I asked.

“Starving. And thirsty.” She was practically salivating as she stared longingly at the machine. 

Handing her my wallet, I stepped back and texted Link to let him know where we were and ask him to search the van for Naomi’s purse. Naomi withdrew some bills and fed the machine. She got a bottled water, a protein bar, Cheetos, a sports drink, and barbecue chips. Seemed like a weird combination to me, but since I wasn’t the one pregnant, I didn’t say shit. 

She handed me back my wallet, downed the water, and started on the sports drink between bites of the barbecue chips before we hit the front desk. The receptionist welcomed us and handed over a questionnaire. As we sat down to fill it out, Naomi looked torn between answering the questions and eating, so I finally took the clipboard from her and wrote so she could eat. 

By the time the form was complete, Dr. Jolene Farrell appeared and introduced herself to Naomi. I’d already met Dr. Farrell at company dinners and get-togethers. She was a tall, thin brunette with short hair and dark-rimmed glasses. Her eyes widened slightly when she saw Naomi’s face, but she recovered quickly and invited us to follow her to an examination room. 

Dr. Farrell had Naomi undress from the waist down, enabling me to see the still-forming bruises for the first time. If Naomi hadn’t killed Joe, I would have hunted him down and killed him myself. I’d never had much use for bullies or abusers and it was clear that Joe had been both. 

While Dr. Farrell did a physical exam, I got a text from Link letting me know they’d found Naomi’s purse. I gave her the good news as we followed Dr. Farrell back to another room where Naomi was given an ultrasound. 

The moment the ultrasound technician put the jelly-covered wand on Naomi’s belly, I heard a whooshing thump-thump sound. “What is that?” I asked. 

“That’s the baby’s heartbeat,” the technician replied with a smile. 

Naomi teared up again. “The baby’s okay?” 

I was having a difficult time getting past the whooshing thump-thump sound. That heartbeat had to be the most beautiful sound I’d ever heard. I squeezed Naomi’s hand and she looked up at me. “That’s our baby,” I said, grinning like a fool. 

She matched my grin, then winced at the pain from her split lip. “Pretty cool, huh?” She turned back to the tech. “But is everything okay?” 

The tech continued to roam over Naomi’s stomach, every so often hitting a bruise that made Naomi jump. She and the doctor were both studying the screen. Finally, they both nodded, and Dr. Farrell turned the screen to face us. 

“Yes. It appears so,” the technician said. She highlighted an area and added, “This is the head. It looks like you’re almost ten weeks along. See, here’s the heart. All the vital organs are formed. Here’s an arm. The other arm. Legs. Umbilical cord. Everything’s measuring perfectly. Looks like you have a strong little fighter in there.” 

The breath rushed from Naomi’s lungs. “Thank you.” 

“Our pleasure,” Dr. Farrell replied. “We love giving good reports. Would you like us to print a couple of pictures for you to take home?” 

“Please,” Naomi and I both said. 

The need to be near Naomi was so damn overwhelming, I had a hard time keeping my hands off her as I texted Link an update, she got dressed, and I settled the bill. Thankfully, she seemed content to have my arm draped over her shoulders or snaked around her waist. She didn’t even give me any lip as she climbed on Link’s sled behind me. Knowing she needed a little more sustenance than vending machine food, I offered to take her to an all-night diner, but she declined. She didn’t want people to see her face and think I did that shit. 

Just thinking about what had happened to her made me pissed all over again. Naomi’s arms around my waist and her head pressed against my back calmed me down on the way to the fire station, though. 

Jake and Margo were waiting for us just inside the front door. They mobbed us as we entered, Margo’s eyes widening for only a second at the sight of Naomi’s face before she got her shit together. Jake had a harder time controlling his anger. 

“That goddamn motherfucker! I hope he rots in hell.” 

“I sent him there, Daddy,” Naomi replied. 

“I know you did.” He tugged her to him and kissed her unbruised cheek. “I’m proud of you, Slugger.” 

“And Link said the baby’s okay?” Margo asked. 

“Yes. They did an ultrasound. Everything checked out.” 

“Thank the Lord,” Margo gently patted Naomi’s belly. “I can’t believe I’m going to be a grandma. You keep fighting in there little one.” She glanced back up at Naomi. “Are you gonna find out the gender?” 

Naomi glanced at me. “We haven’t really had the chance to talk about anything yet.” 

Jake dropped a hand on my shoulder. “I’m gonna steal Eagle here for a minute, so Link and I can have a talk with him.” 

“Dad—” Naomi started. 

He held up a hand. “He knocked up my daughter. I need to find out what his intentions are.” 

She sighed. “Can’t that wait? I’m tired and hungry.” 

“Come on, dear,” Margo said, steering Naomi toward the kitchen. “I’ll make you something to eat while the men go stomp their feet and pound their chests.” 

Jake and I joined Link in his office. Link was sitting at his desk, with a bottle of Crown Royal and a shot glass in front of him. He took one look at us and pulled two more glasses from his drawer. Pouring us each a shot, he passed me mine and said, “How’s Naomi?” 

“She’s gonna be okay,” I assured him. “The baby’s fine. How’d it go at the pier.”

“That son-of-a-bitch Naomi shot… he’s Buzz’s son.” 

“Shit,” I replied, knowing Buzz wouldn’t let something like that slide. There’d be repercussions. I’d have to find a way to keep my woman and child safe. 

“Yeah. If Texas doesn’t put Buzz down, we’re probably gonna have to do it ourselves.” Link looked at his father. “You sure you don’t want to come back and take over, Pops? I fear I’m fuckin’ it all up.” 

Jake frowned. “Then you’re doing it right, son. When you stop caring, that’s when you’ll know you’re done.” 

“Did you stop caring?” Link asked. 

“Fuck no. I recognized that a club’s gotta change—gotta evolve—sometimes to improve. The old guard that I brought in, they’re good men, but they would have held it back. They would have fought change every step of the way. This club’s too important to let any man’s ego or traditions get in the way. It’s gonna have to keep changing to stay relevant, to be what this city and our brothers need.” 

“Is that why none of your men made it to the vote?” Link asked. 

Jake nodded. “They didn’t need to be there. Sometimes we just gotta do what has to be done. Son, I’m sorry about Brass.” 

Link swore, shaking his head. “Still can’t figure that motherfucker out.” He picked up his shot glass. “To fuckin’ Brass. The traitor, thief, and junkie who ate that bullet for me. Bastard surprised us all in the end, didn’t he?”

Nodding, we all drank. 

Jake set his shot glass down for a refill. “He made some mistakes, but he redeemed himself in the end.” 

“What did you do with his body?” I asked.

“Called in another fuckin’ favor. He’s sitting in a pine box over at Schubert’s funeral parlor. He’ll get a burial.” 

Brass had grown up in the system. He had no family and had burned all the bridges with his friends. We were probably the only people in the world that would care that he was dead. Well us, and Buzz, since that motherfucker wouldn’t be getting the money he was owed. 

“What about the Serpents?” I asked. 

“Texas sent over a crew. They’re taking care of their own.” 

“I’m just glad both of my kids are home safe tonight. And I have my first grandkid on the way.” Jake said. 

“You better not fuck my sister over,” Link added, his attention back on me. 

“I’d think you’d know me a little better than that,” I fired back. 

“Everyone knows your reputation, Eagle. You’re an asshole.” 

“If I remember right, so were you.” 

Cracking a smile, he picked up his shot glass and held it in the air. I followed suit. 

“You gonna marry her?” Jake asked, lifting his shot glass up as well. 

“We haven’t exactly had time to talk about that. She basically told me she was pregnant and took off. Said she wanted to give me time to process.” 

“And have you?” Link asked. “Processed? Whatever the fuck that means.” 

Was he fucking with me? I couldn’t tell. “You know damn well how I feel about her, Link. I only stayed away from her this long because she was active duty and I couldn’t go down that road again.”

“Is she out of the service?” Jake asked. 

“God, I hope so,” I breathed.

“That makes two of us,” Jake replied.

“Three,” Link added. 

We all drank to that. 

“I don’t want my little niece or nephew to be a bastard,” Link announced as he poured us another round. 

“You think I do?” I asked. 

“Well, sounds like you need to marry my sister and keep that shit from happening. By the way, Emily’s pregnant. You have two grandkids baking, Pops.” 

“She is?” Jake asked, grabbing his shot glass. 

“Yeah. We’ve been waiting to announce it until after her first trimester, just in case, but I’ve been drinking this shit since I got back from the pier and I don’t feel like keeping it a secret anymore. Besides, at least my kid won’t be a bastard,” he added, smirking at me. 

My kid wouldn’t be a bastard either. I’d damn well find a way to get Naomi to marry me before it was born and make Link eat those words. “You’re an asshole, you know that?” I asked him. 

“Takes one to know one.” He tilted his shot glass my direction. “To the luckiest assholes on the planet. How the fuck did we end up with such great women?”

I had to laugh. It was a damn good toast. “To assholes, and the women who put up with us,” I agreed, throwing back my shot. 

Jake had gone quiet, his expression thoughtful as he watched me. Finally, he gave me a chin lift. “Link said something about Naomi getting caught in an ambush while on a CSAR.” 

I held my hands in the air. “With all due respect, that’s not my story to tell.” 

“No,” he agreed. “But she told you. She doesn’t open up to many people, but she talks to you. I know you didn’t want to be on that roof tonight—that you wanted to be there in the thick of things, exacting your revenge—but you put my girl’s safety above your own pride. You brought her home, and I will forever be grateful for that. You’re a good man, Eagle. She could have done a hell of a lot worse.” 

It was high praise coming from Jake, and the significance wasn’t lost on me. He was right, Naomi had trusted me with shit she hadn’t told anyone else. She wasn’t afraid to show me her weakness, because she knew I wouldn’t use it against her. “Thank you, sir.”

“But if you hurt her, I’ll break your neck myself.” 

“I wouldn’t expect anything less. I would like to marry Naomi… when she’s ready.”

He clapped me on the shoulder. “And when you do, you’ll have my blessing.” 

“Thank you.” I didn’t know what else to say. 

“All right,” Link said, setting his shot glass down for a final time and screwing the lid on the Crown Royal. He picked up the duffel bag of cash from the floor and handed it to me. “Here’s your money back, Eagle. My wife’s upstairs waiting for me and she’s a hell of a lot better to look at than you two. I’m gonna head up while I can still stumble up the stairs.” 

It had been nice to clear the air with Link and Jake, but I was ready to find Naomi and take her to bed, too, so I said goodnight and headed for the kitchen. 
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Naomi

 

I HAD JUST finished stuffing the last bite of a giant sandwich into my face when Eagle appeared in the kitchen with Dad and Link hot on his heels. 

“You all okay now?” I asked, unable to hide my concern. I needed the three most important men in my life to be at peace.

They all nodded. 

“You worry too much, Squirt,” Link said, pushing past Dad and Eagle to wrap me in a hug. He smelled like he’d marinated himself in whiskey. It had been one hell of a day, and I didn’t blame him at all. If I could drink, I’d be enjoying a bottle, myself. “All this shit’s not good for the baby. Nothing can happen to that little peanut, because I can’t wait to watch you get fat.” 

“What does Emily even see in you?” I asked, shoving him off me. 

“Well… I did knock her up,” he replied, his eyes twinkling. “So, there’s that. And she’s probably gonna kill me for telling you all without her.” 

“Seriously?” I asked. “Emily’s pregnant?” 

He grinned, nodding. “Yep. You’ll have someone to get fat with. You’re welcome.”

“I’m so happy right now,” Margo said as Dad tucked her under his arm. “Let’s go home and celebrate.” 

It did my heart good to see my dad and his wife so happy together. Their love and joy reminded me that sometimes things don’t work out as planned. Sometimes, they worked out even better. It gave me hope for my own budding relationship. 

We all said our goodbyes and Dad and Margo headed out while Link stumbled up the stairs. 

“What about you?” Eagle asked dropping the stuffed duffle bag from the exchange at his feet as he pressed his front against my back and wrapped his arms around me, his hands draping protectively over my stomach. “You two need anything else or are you ready to head upstairs?” 

“What’s that?” I asked, wondering why Eagle had the money. 

“Your ransom. Since we ended up not needing it, Link gave it back to me.” 

“You were going to pay my ransom?” I asked, my voice shook with the emotions I could barely contain. 

“This is nothing. I would have paid every cent I had to get you back.” The emotion in his voice made it clear that wasn’t just some line. He was being honest, making himself vulnerable for me. 

“Your room or mine?” I asked. We’d be sleeping in the same bed regardless. No way was he getting away from me now. If his stubborn ass tried to kick me out, I’d tie him to the bed. 

“Mine.” He snaked a hand up my arm and brushed my hair aside so he could kiss my neck. “Yours is full of bags and shit. We need to find a bigger place.” 

His lips on me felt so good. So natural. I melted against him. “We, huh?” I asked. 

“Yep. I’m not letting you out of my sight again. I can’t promise this will be easy and that I won’t fuck it up. It’s been a long time since I’ve tried a relationship, and all that shit you said about me was true. I do push people away, but not you. I can’t fuckin’ live without you, sweetheart, so you’re gonna need to be patient with me. I can be kind of an asshole.” 

“I’ve heard that about you,” I replied, a smile tugging at my lips as my insides warmed. 

“Yeah, well, I’m in this recovery plan… I might slip back into my old ways, but I need you to hold me accountable.” 

“Slip back into your old ways? Oh hell no. If I find you with another woman, I’ll cut your dick off. You need to know that right now.” 

He chuckled, pulling me even closer. I could feel how badly he wanted me against my ass. “I wouldn’t expect anything less, Slugger. But trust me, I have no desire to be with anyone else. Come on. Let’s go to bed.” 

He grabbed my hand and towed me upstairs. We broke apart long enough to shower and brush our teeth before meeting up again in Eagle’s room. He was already in bed, sitting with his hand beneath the sheet when I walked in. 

“What are you doing under there?” I asked, locking the door behind me. 

“Thinking about you,” he replied, his hand bobbing up and down, making it very clear that his brain wasn’t the only thing activated. “Thinking about how many times I made you come the last time you were in my bed. Thinking about how many more times I’ll get to make you come now that you’re home for good. You are home for good, right?” 

The worry in his voice did magical things to my insides. Feeling wanted, needed, I nodded. “I’m out, Eagle. My time in the service is over.” 

“Thank fuck.” 

“Is that like saying you’re so thankful you want to fuck me?” 

He chuckled. “Something like that. I always want to fuck you, though. I’m also thinking about covering you in bubble wrap and making sure you have an armed guard twenty-four seven. This shit with the Seattle Serpents will probably get worse before it gets better, and I need you and our baby safe, sweetheart.” 

“Is that so?” I asked, tugging my T-shirt over my head and tossing it aside. Coming from the shower, I hadn’t bothered to put on a bra. “I think between me and you we can figure out how to keep all three of us safe.” 

“What do you have in mind?” Eagle’s gaze went straight to my breasts. He was definitely a boob man, and my naked chest had his undivided attention. “Those are really fuckin’ nice, by the way.” 

I palmed my breasts. “These? You like these? They’ve gotten a little bigger with the pregnancy. You don’t think they’re too big, do you?”

He laughed, clearly enjoying this little back and forth as much as I was. “You know, I’m not sure. You should come over here and put one in my mouth, so I can check.” 

I gave him my best I-don’t-believe-you look. “That sounds shady. I think you’re just trying to get in my pants.” 

He nodded. “Good point. Better take those off on the way and make it easier.” 

“You getting lazy on me, Marine?” 

“Conserving my energy for all the shit I plan to do to you.” 

Since I didn’t have a good comeback for that, I slid my sweats down to my ankles and then tossed them aside. I hadn’t bothered with panties after my shower either. Eagle’s sharp intake of breath assured me he appreciated my nakedness. Traipsing over to the bed, I climbed in and threw the sheet off, so I could watch him stroke himself. 

“I was thinking about a house with a good security system and a dog,” I said, trying to stay focused despite the way he was distracting me with every tug on his giant cock. I loved seeing him pleasure himself, but I wanted to join in on the fun. 

“A good security system and a dog is a start.” He gave himself another good squeeze and my mouth watered. “You like that, huh?” 

I nodded. “But I think I’d like it more if the tip was in my mouth while you did that.” 

Desire flashed in his eyes. “Your lip. Your bruises. I don’t want to hurt you.” 

“You would never hurt me,” I said with certainty. “Well, sometimes I like it a little rough.” 

He chuckled. “I’m not being rough with you tonight, sweetheart. Your body needs to heal.” 

My gaze met his and I dropped my mask and let him see everything I was feeling… all the pain, anger, fear, relief, love, everything. “I need you, Eagle.” 

He immediately sobered up. “I’m here. Take what you need.” 

Scooting closer, I got on my knees, sitting on my feet at Eagle’s side, facing his cock. I wrapped my lips around the tip of his dick, swirling my tongue over and around it as he continued to pump his hand up and down the shaft. His free hand rubbed my ass as he moaned and muttered incoherently, giving me the euphoria that came with being in control of his pleasure. He must have needed to shift the power balance, though, because he grabbed me by the thighs and lifted me over him, bringing my core down right over his mouth. Before I had the chance to object, his tongue landed on my clit. 

I immediately decided I had no objections to this new position and went back to work on his cock. Eagle alternated between sucking on my clit and lapping at my pussy until I lost all control and came hard against his tongue. As I came down from the high of my climax, he picked me up again, turned me around, and settled me over his cock. He impaled me, filled me so completely I thought I would burst. 

“Goddamn, you feel good,” he breathed. “So wet and warm and tight.” 

“Mm-hm,” I agreed, grinding myself against him to take him even deeper. 

“I missed this, sweetheart. I missed you.” 

I opened my eyes to find him watching me, his eyes dark with desire and something else. Something that made my chest squeeze tight. “I missed you, too.”

“Promise me you’ll be here in the morning. Don’t run away this time.” 

Leaning forward, I kissed him slowly, softly. His tongue licked the crease of my lips and I opened up for him, welcoming the invasion. His tongue tangled with mine as he snaked a hand around to tease the tight bundle of nerves of my ass. I groaned, wanting more, wanting to be so full of him there wasn’t room for any lingering fear or anger. I wanted nothing between us but love and pleasure. 

Eagle must have gotten the hint, because he slipped the tip of his finger into my ass, penetrating all of me. Owning me, consuming me, saturating every part of me until I couldn’t tell where I ended, and he began. He thrust inside of me over and over, squeezing his finger against my nerves and flicking his tongue in my mouth until I was nothing but a satiated jellyfish humming with pleasure, my eyelids heavy with sleep. 

Then he tucked me against his side and held me there, gently kissing my face and neck. 

“I love you, Naomi,” he whispered against my skin. 

I was on the verge of sleep, but those three little words woke me right up. “What?” I asked, willing him to say it again. 

“You heard.” His eyes laughed at me. He knew damn well what I wanted, and he was holding out. 

“Come on, Marine. Buck up and say it again.” 

He chuckled. “You think I’m afraid to tell you I love you?” 

My heart fluttered. I peppered a couple of kisses along his jaw, loving the way his beard tickled my lips. “Nope. I just wanted to hear it again. I love you, too, Eagle.” My eyes were growing heavy again.

“You came back to me. You protected our baby.” His hand slipped down to my belly. “Sleep, sweetheart. I’ve got you both now. I won’t let anything happen to you.” 

Smiling against his chest I drifted off to sleep, knowing Eagle had my six.
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Naomi

 

Eight Months Later

 

“I COULD SPEND all day watching you feed her,” Eagle said, leaning over the back of the rocking chair in our bedroom to get a better view of our two-month-old daughter, Maya Grace, as she nursed. With her father’s dark, wavy hair, my brown eyes framed by long, dark eyelashes, and the most adorable little lips ever, she was the perfect mix of us. My old-soul book-junkie husband had suggested the name Maya after Maya Angelou, promising that no one would ever cage our little bird. Maya’s middle name, Grace, was after Grace Kelly, the old-time actress. Our girl was going to be a classy, intelligent overcomer. 

“That doesn’t sound stalkerish and creepy at all,” I teased, puckering my lips for a kiss. 

Chuckling, he lowered his head and gave me what I wanted. We’d been married for just a little over four months, and were eagerly awaiting the day Maya was old enough to drink from a bottle and stay with her grandparents for a few days so we could have a proper honeymoon. 

One with copious amounts of strong whiskey and rough sex. 

This time we’d have to be careful, so we didn’t get another baby out of the deal. At least, not for a couple of years.

“You two almost ready?” Eagle asked, straightening. “Everyone’s out there waiting to drown us in shit for the house.” 

We’d purchased an adorable two-story four-bedroom craftsman cottage with hardwood floors, crown molding, and a white picket fence (of course) about a month before Maya was born. The club had been itching to throw us a house-warming party since the day we’d moved in, but we’d managed to hold them off until I was well enough to get our new place in order. But judging by the loud noises coming from our living room, there’d be no holding them off any longer. 

I unlatched Maya and Eagle took her. I couldn’t have held onto her even if I’d wanted to. Little miss had her daddy wrapped around her tiny fingers, and when he wasn’t watching me nurse her, he was holding her. He grabbed a clean burp rag from the top of the stack by the changing table and flung it over his shoulder. As he waited for me to pull my shirt down, he patted her back. 

She burped for him. The little stinker always did. 

For me, she usually waited until she had a big enough bubble stored up that she could upchuck all over me. 

“That’s daddy’s girl,” Eagle said, grinning proudly. 

“Just remember that when she starts dating.” 

His face twisted up in horror. “Yeah, that’s never gonna happen, is it, Maya? You’re gonna be daddy’s sweet little angel forever.” 

Letting him live in his dreamworld, I stood and joined them at the door, and then our little family of three headed out into the living room to greet our rambunctious friends before they broke all our furniture and made our neighbors call the cops. 

Link and Emily were the first to greet us. Link was holding Jameson, my month-old nephew. Ignoring my brother and his wife, I homed in on their baby.

“Hi Jace,” I crooned, pinching his chubby little cheeks. He had his mom’s blue eyes and dark hair and his dad’s nose and strong jaw, promising to make him quite the lady-killer when he got older.  

“It’s like we don’t even exist,” Link mumbled to Emily before kissing my cheek. 

She was so busy trying (unsuccessfully) to get Maya away from her dad that she didn’t hear him. 

“Em!” Link repeated. 

“What?” she asked, not even looking up from my baby girl. 

Link shook his head, chuckling. “Never mind.” 

Havoc and Julia were next to greet us. Julia was a little late to the game, and her pregnancy was just starting to show. The two of them would be welcoming their first child in about five months, and I couldn’t be happier that all our kids would grow up together. 

As I was saying hello to Julia, Dad swooped in and kissed my cheek. “Where’s my granddaughter?” he asked. 

Margo was hot on his heels, giving Eagle her best pleading face. “Link won’t give up Jace, so we’re hoping you’ll take pity on us.”

Surprisingly, Eagle handed Maya over. Margo’s face lit with joy and she and Dad started negotiating how long each should get to hold her. Our baby girl was so loved it made my heart practically explode. 

Eagle took my hand and held it up to his lips, brushing my knuckles with a kiss. “I guess I’m just gonna have to hold you, sweetheart.” 

“Oh, so I’m your backup plan now?” I snarked. 

“Never.” He tugged me to him and led me deeper into the house. 

“You have to open my present first,” Wasp said, intercepting us to shove a wrapped box into Eagle’s hands.

Eagle accepted the box and shook it, eyeing Wasp skeptically. “Why do I have a bad feeling about this?” 

“Quit being a…” Wasp’s gaze dropped to Trent, who was watching him intently like always. “Wimp and open it.” 

“Yeah, open it, Uncle Eagle,” Trent piped in. “Me and Dad worked really hard on it.” 

Trent had started calling Wasp ‘Dad’ a few months ago, and it was possibly the sweetest thing ever. 

“You helped him with this, Trent?” Eagle asked.

Trent nodded enthusiastically. “A man’s gotta learn how to work with his hands.” 

Laughing, Eagle mussed up Trent’s hair. “That he does, kid.” He tore open the wrapping paper, uncovering an engraved wooden plaque that read ‘Eagle’s Nest.’ It even had a cute little eagle nesting. Eagle groaned, shooting daggers at Wasp with his eyes.

Wasp bent at the waist and laughed, having himself a good old time.  

“Are you gonna hang it by your front door, Uncle Eagle?” Trent asked, his eyes so big and hopeful I couldn’t possibly let Eagle decline. Or bust it over Wasp’s head. 

Grabbing the plaque from my husband, I nodded. “Of course we are, Trent. It’s awesome. Thank you so much.” 

The smile Trent beamed me as he hugged my leg was worth hanging a hundred corny plaques in my house. 

“Sorry,” Carly mouthed to me as I passed her. “I tried to stop him.” 

“He’s a force, that one,” I replied. 

“You have no idea.” 

The doorbell rang, and I raised my eyebrows at Eagle in question. I hadn’t made it all the way around the room, but it looked like everyone we’d been expecting was already here. 

Eagle beamed me a smile that made my insides go gooey. “That’s your surprise.” 

He didn’t seem inclined to say more, so I hurried to the door and flung it open. Monica stood on my porch wearing a cute little shorts outfit and three-inch heels, her hair and makeup done to perfection as always. She took one look at me and screeched, throwing her arms around me. 

“You… ohmigod, you’re here!” I said, into her shoulder. 

“Wouldn’t miss your party for the world. Hell, I’m blowing off my boy-toy, Bo, so I can see you and my adorable little niece. You better have some hot, single biker men available to clean my pipes.” 

Laughing, I gestured her inside. “Naturally. Just remember to wrap it up or you might find yourself here permanently.” 

She cackled, walking past me into the house, pausing when she caught sight of Stocks. Grabbing my hand, she pulled me closer and said, “Who is that and why doesn’t he have my panties?” 

“Stocks.” I laughed. “Want me to introduce you?” 

“Later. I’m fixin’ to get me some of that just as soon as I get an eyeful of my niece. Where is she?”

Waving her in the direction of my dad and stepmother, I mentally prepared for the battle I knew was coming. Dad and Margo wouldn’t give Maya up easily. Everyone I loved was in my house and fighting over who got to hold my daughter. Life was good. 

Eagle caught my eye and came sauntering over, looking all smug. “Were you surprised?” he asked. 

“Very.” Leaning against him, I kissed the edges of his satisfied smile. “That was a sweet thing to do. Thank you.” 

“Sweet enough to earn me some big husband points?” He took Wasp’s plaque from me and set it on the table by the front door, so he could take both of my hands in his. 

“Massive amounts. All the husband points currently belong to me.” 

He glanced around at our full living room and asked, “Think we can sneak off for a while?” 

“As long as we leave Maya behind to entertain, I don’t think anyone will miss us,” I replied, matching his devious smile.

He looked torn about that for a moment before announcing, “Deal.” 

Then he grabbed my hand and tugged me toward the bedroom where I got on my knees so he could cash in on some of those husband points.   
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