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Description: Violet Harrington has a haunted look about her that
pulls at my protective instincts like nothing has in a long time.

Violet In my world, girls aren’t deemed useful for much other than to
be married off, creating a tie to a rival family. | did my job. | married
the man my family chose, and | got pregnant right away. Now my life
is a nightmare, wondering if this is the day someone will kill me, or
worse, take my son. When Caleb witnesses the abuse | live with, he
gives me an ultimatum. Leave his father, or Caleb will kill the man
himself. That's when my lawyer introduces me to Quinn Devereaux,
the man known as Riot. He asks me a question I've never heard
before. What do you need, Violet?

Riot | was gone the first moment | laid eyes on the tiny woman with
the suspicious twelve-year-old guarding her like a pit bull. She’s my
service requirement assignment to protect her and her kid from her
husband and father. Domestic abuse is never pretty, but her story
hits way too close to home. I'll watch over them, and in the end, I'll do
whatever it takes to prevent history from repeating itself. Even if it
means | risk going back to prison.

Warning: Riot (Kiss of Death MC 4) deals with issues of domestic
abuse that may be triggers for some readers.
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Riot

Community service . What afucking joke.

| appreciated the fact | needed to pay my debt to society.

| did bad shit and deserved everything the judge gave me and then some.

Knuckles pulled some strings and got me out on parole three years earlier than
expected, and it had come with mandatory community service.

My lawyer told me Knuckles had friends in high places and not to look a gift horsein
the mouth.

| understood. | also knew how to keep my mouth shut so | had no intention of finding
out anything more.

I’d only been out of prison three days. Now they expected me to go back to the
courthouse. Voluntarily. |1 didn't know why, only that it had to do with the
aforementioned community service.

It was three 0’ clock on Friday afternoon.

My instructions were to wait outside in a specific area.

Which wasn’t suspicious at all. | parked my bike under a tree at the back of the
building and waited.



As acondition of my parole, | had to carry acell phone on me at all times.
| had no trouble keeping a phone on me. The last thing | wanted was to go back to
jail, so if being tied to the fucking phone meant the powers that be could track my

every move, so fucking be it.

| had to chuckle. | wanted to stay out of prison, yet | was all in with Knuckles and
Kiss of Death MC.

An outlaw club by their own admission. Yeah, | was new and didn't know all the
guys yet, but there were two things we all had in common.

First, we'd all spent timein Terre Haute.

Some more than others. And second, we al knew and trusted Knuckles with our
lives.

Knuckles had the keys to the yard in Terre Haute.

He' d been the shot caller on the inside.

| thought he probably had more power in prison than most people did on the outside.

If he said he could keep me safe from the probation officers with an axe to grind, 1'd
do what he said, when he said do it, and count my blessings.

The point being, Knuckles was the one who set me up with this particular lawyer.

She'd represented me at my parole hearing, and she was the one who demanded my
presence at the courthouse today.



Knuckles said do what she told me to the best of my ability and without objection.

The details were supposed to be given to me when we met up.

Apparently, thiswas arush job or something.

Knuckles said she’ d made a point for me to wear my colors and ride my bike.

Jeans, black T-shirt, motorcycle boots, and my cut proudly proclaiming | was a
member of Kiss of Death MC and that we were a one percent club.

| personally didn’t like thisidea, but Knuckles told me not to worry.

He' d kept my ass alive in prison. Just like he had most of the other guys.

No way would he toss me to the wolves now.

| glanced at my watch. Five after three. She'd told me three o’clock sharp, but I'm
just the ex-con biker. What did | know about being on time?

At ten after, alittle white Ford Fiesta pulled up next to me.

| was leaning against the seat of my parked bike, my legs crossed at the ankles and
my arms crossed over my chest. Classic badass biker intimidation pose.

The windows were tinted on all sides except the front.

| couldn’t see the passengers, but | recognized the woman who got out of the driver’'s
side.

“Ms. Thompson. Wasn't expecting to see you again so soon.” | wasn't lying.



Knuckles had explained everything to me on the way to Nashville from Terre Haute,
but | thought I’d have a little time to process life on the outside before | got shoved
back into the legal system.

“Nothing’s free in this world, Riot. Y ou know that.” Lana Thompson was an in-your-
face powerhouse. She wasn't the sneak attack you didn't see coming. She was the
mortar fire you heard half a mile away warning you to get the fuck out of the blast

Zone.

“And it shouldn’t be. | ain't complainin’. | just wasn’t expecting my point of contact
to beyou.”

She gave me a superior smirk. “Oh, you and | will see a lot more of each other, |
assure you. I’m the reason you' re out, you know. Well...” She shrugged. “Me and my
other employer. He pays me. Knuckles gets his people.”

“Impressive. Do | want to know who your other employer is?’

“Probably not. In any case, | wouldn't tell you. You want to know shit like that, talk
to Knuckles.”

“Yeah. I'm good.” | rolled my eyes and sighed. “When | asked my parole officer
about my community service, he said someone would contact me. No one has. Y ou
sure thisis countin’ toward my community service?’

“Who told you to meet me here?’

“Knuckles.”

She grinned. “Looks like you have your answer.”



“1"m not sure Knuckles counts.”

“You said your parole officer told you someone would contact me. He say who?’ |
could tell by the look on her face she knew the answer to this question, but | was
committed now.

“He said to do whatever the fuck Knucklestold meto.”

“Uh huh.”

“You know, people would like you better if you weren't so smug.

" | wanted to be irritated at the woman, but really, her making fun of me was my own
fault.

The joke practically wrote itself. | raised my hands defensively.

“Knuckles told me to be here and I’ m here.

| was told three o’ clock sharp.” | gave her a pointed glance, then down at my watch.
“Yeah,” she breathed with a sigh. “ Sorry about that. Poor thing's balking hard.” She
nodded to the vehicle and her passengers. “Her son and | had to coax her into letting
him do this, and we still had to practically drag her into the car.”

That got my attention. “What's going on? What isit | need to do?’ Something inside
me coiled tight. | knew without a doubt something was about to happen that would
change my life. Every instinct | had was screaming at me to pay attention, because |

was about to get knocked on my ass.

“My client is about to testify that his father beat his mother. Kid knows his mom is



the underdog in this fight. His father’s a big shot with a whole team of lawyers and
she’s got me.

" She grinned, but that feeling in the pit of my stomach was getting stronger by the
second.

“Calebisagood kid. He' s so protective of his mother it ailmost hurts.

If hisfather gets Caleb alone, Caleb will do his level best to kill the guy. ”

| gave her a hard look for long moments, replaying her words to make sure I’ d heard
her correctly.

The weight of everything she was saying was hitting me like a wrecking ball to the
fucking head.

This woman had chosen me for more than one reason.

“You fuckin’ bitch,” I bit out. “Only reason | don’t kill you right here is because it’s
not worth goin’ back to prison. ”

“Good!” Bitch Thompson, as | would now refer to her, said with wide-eyed
enthusiasm. “Y ou don’t want to go back to prison. That’s great! But the only way you
stay out of prison is by doing your community service, big guy, and thisisit.”
“Why?Why me? There's got to be hundreds of other people you could use for this.”

“You don’'t even know what | want you to do yet.”

“Got a pretty fuckin’ good idea. Is this supposed to make me feel better about what
happened and about what | did?’



Instantly, Lana Thompson was in my face.

Thiswas the side of her everyone in the courtroom feared seeing.

She’'d used the same expression and tone of voice at my parole hearing as she was
using now.

Only this time, she grabbed hold of my ear and yanked, twisting my earlobe
painfully.

Sure, | could have made her stop. | could have seriously hurt her.

But | didn’t hit women. Not for any reason.

“No. It's not supposed to make you feel better. It’'s supposed to keep that young man
out of fucking prison. Now. What are you going to do about this situation, hmm?’
Lana s voice was silky smooth as she purred in a supremely satisfied voice.

“The fuck kind of question isthat? Have you lost your fuckin’® mind?’

“Can’t you get out of asimple ear hold from awoman half your size?’

“Lana, what the fuck’s your problem? | could fuckin’ break you in haf and you
fuckin’ know it!” | felt like | was the butt of some joke | didn’t get.

“Exactly!” | thought she might let me go, but she didn’t. Instead, she twisted harder
and | had to lean down to keep her from taking my fucking ear off. “You'll stand
there and let me hurt you rather than take a chance on hurting me.” Y ep. Definitely
the butt of the joke.

“What the fuck do you want me to do?’ | snarled my question at her. “I ain’'t gonna



hit you. | don’t hit women. Or kids. Now, let go of my fuckin’ ear!”

To my surprise, she let me go and stepped back, grinning from ear to ear. “Which
was my whole point.” She called out to whoever was in the car. “Y ou see? Come on

”

out.
| rubbed my ear, trying to get blood moving again as well as ease the ache.

As | was working up to a scathing remark to Lana, the doors to the car opened and a
boy of about eleven or twelve got out of the back while a short, Slender woman
emerged from the front.

She wasn’t much taller than the boy, and it was atossup as to who weighed more.

My heart thumped painfully in my chest and | froze.

She had short, shaggy curlsin ariot of orange around her head, and skin as creamy as
milk.

Her eyes were the palest blue I’ d ever seen and almost too big for her face.
But what had me wanting to howl in rage, what had me ready to murder some
motherfucking son of a bitch, was the bruise across her cheek, the fingermark bruises

on her bare arms, and the cut on her lower lip that stood out like an accusation.

| swallowed as | stood to my full height, still rubbing my ear absently. The kid moved
in front of his mother but stood his ground.

“See, Violet? Thisisn't aman who' s going to hurt you.”
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“What do you need? My gaze bore straight into Violet's, trying to pull the
information | wanted out of her head so | could go kill someone. D§avu but | didn’t
care. I'd charge hell with a water pistol and damned the consequences if this woman
said to.

“1-1 just w-wanted someone strong to be here to support my s-son.” Her voice was
mel odious and soft. Like an angel whispering. She was obviously nervous, that didn’t
make her any less beautiful or courageous. “M-my husband can be...” shetrailed off.

“Where do you need me, Ms. Violet?’ Because parole or not, there was no way | was
leaving this woman to deal with some asshole on her own.

“Come with us, Riot.” Lanatook over, ushering me forward, urging all of us toward
the courthouse. “All you need to do is what the judge tells you. This is her last
hearing of the day, on purpose. | wanted as few people here as manageable, and she
agreed.”

“Hoping to keep the spectacle to a minimum?’

“Yeah. | know Doug Harrington will have a whole legal team with him. It's what he
does.

Everything is about him. Everything is for show and maximum effect.

He's the big man in the room. The last thing | want is to give him any more ways to
intimidate this woman or her son.



They need someone just as intimidating on their side.

" She hurried us all through the doors and to the metal detectors.

All I had on me was my bike keys and the phone.

Once through security and inside the elevators she continued.

“Judge Whitmore will give you instructions, but | want you to stick by Caleb’s side
like glue unless she backs you off.

That means you escort him to the witness stand, and you stay as close to him as Judge
Whitmore will let you.

If she doesn’t tell you to sit, you stand where she stops you.

Keep an eye on as many of Harrington’s entourage as you can.

If you think there’ s someone we need to watch out for in the future, | want you to tell

me.

“He harassin’ them?’ | needed more information, and | knew there was no way | was
going to get it all before we got inside the courthouse.

“Subtly. He' s careful about what he does and who can see. Violet’sfiling for divorce,
which he doesn't want to grant, along with full custody of their son with no
unsupervised visits, which he’ s not willing to give up.”

“She divorcin’ him because he beats her?

" | glanced at Violet. She winced and ducked her head.



Which wouldn’t do. Not at al. “Hey,” | said in a sharp command.

She winced again but glanced up at me. “Thisain’t your fault, honey.

Y ou’ ve got nothing to duck your head about.

Not to me or anybody else.” | glanced at Caleb before turning my attention back to
Lana. “What led up to this?’

“The kid saw.” She shrugged. “Caleb forced her hand by calling her out, telling her
she had to leave Doug or he was going to kill the bastard himself.”

“l an't akid,” Caeb grumbled.

“Caleb, honey, hush.” God, how could a woman’s voice be so beguiling? | wanted
her to keep speaking just so | had the pleasure of hearing her. Violet could read the
fucking phone book for all | cared.

| studied the kid closely. He met my gaze with a defiant, angry one of his own. And,
God, this was hitting too fucking close to home.

“Are you tryin’ to kill me, Lana?’ | asked her softly. | could see myself when |
looked at that kid' s face. Hell, | saw that same look in the mirror most mornings.

She merely raised an eyebrow. “Maybe I'm just trying to keep history from repeating
itself.” Lana reached over and released the elevator. It dlid smoothly to a stop and
opened. A couple people looked on curiously, but no one said anything.

| let her lead the way, thinking about what she’d told me. When we got to the correct
courtroom and Lana reached for the door, | put my hand on hers to stop her. “When
thisisover, | want to read their file.”



“Not happening.” Her reply was instantaneous, no hesitation.

“You'll giveit to me so | can be prepared for what happens next, Lana.”

She gave me an arrogant lift of her chin. “Only if you're al in.”

| opened the door and stepped back for her to precede me. “Y ou fuckin’ know | am,”
| whispered angrily. “1t was guaranteed the moment you told me their story.”

She smirked as she entered the courtroom. “It was guaranteed before that.” One thing
Lana was good at was reading people, so there was no doubt in my mind she’'d taken
in every minute detail of my reaction to Violet when she stepped out of that fucking
car.

Lana led us down the center aisle and through the gallery. She had me and Caleb sit
in the first row of seats behind her and Violet. The boy had a complex look of fear,
anger, frustration, and worry on his face. It was an all too familiar feeling.

“Your dad hit you?’ | asked the question softly, for the kid’s ears only.

“He tried to, but he was drunk. Has shit aim when he's drunk.” Caeb didn’t look at
me. His eyes were firmly on his mother.

“He hit your mom?”’

Caleb was silent so long | wasn't sure he was going to answer me. Then he nodded
his head. “Y eah. He fuckin’ hit her.”

| knew | should probably correct the kid's language, but fuck it. If the kid could
testify against hisfather, he could fucking swear. “Thisthe first time?’



He snorted. “First time | caught him. Mom lies and tells me she hit a door or fell
down the stairs. She stopped trying to make up an elaborate explanation months ago.”

“Christ.” | scrubbed my hand over my mouth. | looked at Violet. | barely had a view
of her profile, but | could see her trembling where she sat. Lana leaned in to speak
with her severa times. She laid a hand on Violet's arm in reassurance. Violet didn’'t
say anything, only nodded occasionally.

“All rise,” the bailiff commanded. | stood with Caleb as a short, round woman with a
stern expression entered from the side. “Court is now in session, Judge Evelyn
Whitmore presiding.”

“Take your seats.” Judge Whitmore waved her hand absently as she situated herself
in her chair and opened afolder.

When she looked up, she removed her glasses, an impatient ook on her face.

“We seem to be missing half of the involved parties.” She raised an eyebrow and
addressed the other lawyer in the room. “ Counselor? Where' syour client.”

The guy adjusted his glasses while tapping frantically on his phone. “Uh, he should
be here, uh, any minute now.” He didn’t stand or ook up from his phone.

Judge Whitmore continued to look at the guy who was completely ignoring her.
“Excuse me, Mr. Todd. Am | interrupting something important?’ Any idiot could see
she was heading past irritated to straight up pissed off. Everyone except for Mr.
Todd, apparently.

“I’m letting Mr. Harrington know you're here. He doesn't like to be kept waiting and
preferred to arrive after you did so he doesn’'t have to be here a moment longer than
he needsto be.”



“Bastard,” Caleb muttered. A bit too loudly.

“Can’t argue with that assessment, young man.” Judge Whitmore pursed her lips.
“But I’'m going to have to ask you not to use that language in my courtroom.” Poor
lady looked like she' d swallowed alemon.

“I’m sorry, Your Honor,” Caleb said softly. “My mom taught me better.”

Judge Whitmore looked dlightly startled, but also studied Caleb closely, as if seeing
more than just a disgruntled, angry preteen.

“Apology accepted, young man.” She took a stack of papers from her desk and
straightened them before laying them back in front of her.

| knew the look of a person considering their words before speaking.

Not that this woman cared if she broke protocol or said something someone might
take offense at.

No. | pegged her as a consummate professional in the face of un professionals.

She was determined to stay above their level, even if it meant she had to ignore
stupidity on occasion.

“Mr. Todd?’ She pointed to his phone. “Y our client?’

“He hasn’'t answered me yet, Your Honor.” He peered at the screen briefly. “Uh, as
soon as he opens the message he'll know to come to the courthouse.”

“1 see.” Judge Whitmore didn’t look the least bit impressed.



“In that case, I’'m going to assume Mr. Harrington is unwilling to be here for...

however long it takes him to get here, and we'll get started now.

" She raised her hand and motioned to the bailiff.

“Will you please relieve Mr. Todd of his phone, Officer James. There are no phones
permitted in court, as you know. Officer James will have someone check your phone
with security and you may pick it up when you leave.”

“Your Honor. You can't start until my client arrives. He has the right to face his
accusers. Also, | have multiple important clients who need me at a moment’ s notice.
The phone stays with me.”

“Sure he has the right to face his accusers. Which is why he was called here today. If
he chooses not to show up, that’s his choice.

If he chooses not to show up, that’s his choice.

Also, either the phones goes with Officer James, or you go to jail and this hearing is
over.

Then I'll let the young man go with whomever he chooses, which | likely will
anyway given your client’s conduct regarding respect for the court by not showing

up.

Because it’s inconvenient for such an important man to wait on something as trivial
as emergency custody of his own child. ” She raised an eyebrow. “Y our choice.”

When he sighed and handed over his phone, she continued. “Now. This hearing is for
emergency custody of Mr. Caleb Harrington solely to his mother, Mrs. Violet



Harrington, temporarily suspending the parental rights of Mr. Douglas Harrington. Is
that about the gist of it?’

Lana stood, her shoulders back. “It is, Y our Honor.”

“Very well. Now, for ease of communication, I'd like to use first names with the
affected parties.

S0,” she addressed Doug, “Mr. Douglas.” Then she turned to Violet and Caleb.

“Mrs. Violet. Mr. Caleb. Does everyone understand?’ When everyone acknowledged
her, she continued.

“Now where would you like to begin, Ms. Thompson?’

“Mr. Cdeb is here today, willing to explain.” Lana placed a hand on Caleb's
shoulder.

“Your Honor, thisis highly improper!”
“No, Mr. Todd. Your client might think he's better than everyone else, but in my
courtroom, he's on the wrong side of the bench.” She turned, her sharp gaze focusing

on Caleb. “Y oung man, for the record, are you Mr. Caleb Harrington?’

Caeb stood up straight. “Uh, yes, | am, Your Honor.” He added the last part as he
cleared histhroat, clearly nervous but trying so hard to do and say the right thing.

“Good. Who's your friend?’ She met and held my gaze.

Caleb turned, looked down at me, and swallowed. The kid was trying his best, but
this was an unfamiliar situation. | could relate to where he was coming from. I'd



literally been there.

Slowly, | stood. When | straightened, | put alight hand on Caleb’ s shoulder.

“My name's Quinn Devereaux, Your Honor. I’'m here to support Mr. Caleb, so he
knows he' s got a protector for him and his mother.

Someone to stand up for them.” | could see Violet's shoulders Slump as | spoke.

The woman was... beaten down. She was expecting to lose this hearing and have her
world shattered.

“That’s great, Judge Whitmore.” Mr. Todd waved a hand toward me. “Have a thug
here to intimidate my client? On behalf of Mr. Harrington, | demand you make this
guy leave immediately.”

“Oh, Mr. Todd,” Judge Whitmore shook her head in away that said she was sorry for
the guy when sheredly wasn't.

“You've just earned contempt charges. The fine won't be light and there will be no
getting out of paying.

" The guy opened his mouth, probably to protest or some shit but Judge Whitmore
continued.

“The next offense for you opening your big mouth and not following my rules, Mr.
Todd, will be a night in jail. You might manage to get yourself out on bail before
morning, but I'm willing to bet you'd love to avoid those few hours you'd be in a
holding cell -- with several other men awaiting their arraignment.

" Then she addressed me. “Mr. Devereaux, | happen to know your current



circumstances.” She didn’t elaborate.

“I"'minclined to believe you' re not here to cause trouble.

" She raised an eyebrow like she was an overly patient teacher waiting for the correct
answer from a dlightly naughty first grader. | didn’t take offense.

“No plans on starting trouble, Y our Honor.” | tried to smile, but not very hard.

This wasn't my courtroom or my problem in any way, and | was already pissed as
fuck at this Doug Harrington prick.

“I’m here to support Mr. Caleb and his mother.

Nothing more.” | paused, glancing over at the little weasel, Todd.

“Though, | won’t lieand say | won't be thinkin* about causin’ trouble.

" | let my Southern accent out in arolling drawl as full of sarcasm asit was geniality.
“Just a bit.”

“A bit of trouble | can handle, young man. Just mind your manners and | think we'll
al befine”

Even though my anger still smoldered, | felt my lips twitch. | liked this judge. “Y es,
Y our Honor.”
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Violet

| knew the second two police officers escorted Doug into the courtroom things were
going to go bad for me.

The only question was how hard it would be on Caleb.
Doug hadn’t physically hurt Caleb, but | knew he was capable of it.
For some reason, though, he’ d held himself back until now.

| wasn't sure what had changed, but there had been a definite shift in power
dynamics.

Doug was having to be more aggressive with Caleb to keep his dominance, so when
Caleb laid down his ultimatum -- leave Doug or Caleb was going to kill him -- | had
to leave.

| absolutely believed Caleb would kill Doug if he had half a chance.

A firm grip on my shoulder had me turning to look over it. Caleb gave me a steady
look. | swear to God, the kid was too grown up for my peace of mind. | should be the
one giving him support, not the other way around. | smiled, reaching up to squeeze
his hand.

“It's gonna be all right, Mom.” He must have seen my unease as I’d watched Doug
walk in. | knew better than Caleb what the look on his dad’s face meant, but Caleb



knew his dad was absolutely furious.

“1 got your back, too.” Riot’s deep voice sent a shiver through me.

A quick glance hisway and | met his gaze for a brief moment.

His eyes were piercing, like he could see all my fears and pain and thought he was
ready to help me fight them.

He' d soon find out he was wrong. No one took on Douglas Harrington and won.

“Thank you.” | tried to smile, but wasn’t sure | actually managed it.

Then | met my son’sgaze and | really did smile.

Not so much to reassure him as because | couldn’t help it.

Caleb would always make me smile as long as he was in the world.

I’d fight for him with everything in me, but if either me or Caleb ended up killing
Doug, it wasn’t going to be Caleb.

“1’ve got you both.” Riot put his hand on top of Caleb’s, asif he were shielding us by
putting himself between us and everything else.

| knew it was fanciful thinking, but just once in my life, | wanted someone to fight for
me.

For Caleb. I'd die for my son, but | knew his father wouldn'’t.

In fact, | was fairly certain Doug would sacrifice Caleb if it was in his own best



interest.

The judge had been giving Doug and his attorney a piece of her mind, but everything
seemed to have calmed down now.

Lanaleaned into me. “Don’t say or do anything.

Don’'t move a muscle unless Judge Whitmore gives you explicit instructions.

Understand?’ | nodded. Lana seemed like she was looking forward to whatever was
about to happen.

| turned my attention back to the proceedings.

“Now that we understand proper courtroom etiquette, perhaps we can move on?’ She
raised her eyebrows as her gaze landed on Doug and his lawyer, obviously waiting
for one of them to say something.

“Yes, Your Honor. We sincerely apologize for any offense caused the court.” Doug’s
lawyer was always good at making any wrong he did or harm he caused seem like
nothing. Like any offense was subjective and open to interpretation, and his
interpretation was really the only one that mattered.

Judge Whitmore merely nodded, a small grin on her face. “1 see.” And | was certain
the woman really did see. | might have lucked into the one judge in the whole district
who wouldn’t cave to Doug’s demands. “Ms. Thompson. Tell me why we're here.”

Lana stood and immediately got to the point. “Your Honor, my client is requesting
emergency custody of her son, Mr. Caleb Harrington, for alleged mental and physical
abuse. I'd like to add that 1’ ve brought this matter before the court at the request of
Mr. Caleb himself. Not his mother.”



Judge Whitmore smiled kindly as she looked over my shoulder to Caleb. “Young
man, isthistrue?’

Cdeb looked over at Riot who nodded. Caleb stood and cleared his throat. “Yes,
ma am. |- mean, Y our Honor --"

“Your Honor,” Mr. Todd interrupted, “Mr. Caleb’s a child. A very impressionable
one who loves his mother. Violet has manipulated her son just as she tried to
manipulate Mr. Doug. Poor Mr. Caleb can’'t see his mother’ s duplicity.”

“That’s not true.” Caleb clenched his fists at his side. He hadn’t yelled, but he hadn’t
been quiet with his remark.

Judge Whitmore raised a hand to silence Caleb. My son murmured a soft, “Sorry,
Y our Honor,” and lowered his head.

“It's my understanding, young man, that you want to tell me everything you saw. Is
that correct?’

“Yes, maam.”

| gasped. “Saw?’ My voice wasn’'t much more than a whisper. Lana gripped my knee
hard, a warning to shut up. | hadn’t realized Caleb had actually witnessed anything
other than the end of the incident. He hadn’t said anything to me to indicate he’ d been
there any longer than a few seconds.

Judge Whitmore's gaze zeroed in on me. Y eah. She hadn’t missed my reaction. Then
she sat back in her seat. “Very well, young man. Why don’t you come up here and sit
beside me.” She indicated the seat next to her where witnesses would be called to
give their account.



Riot was sitting on the outside of the aisle, so he had to stand in order for Caleb to get
out of the row of seats.

I’m not sure what | thought Riot would do.

Maybe stand there? But he followed Caleb to the chair she'd indicated and kept going
until he stood beside my son.

Judge Whitmore held up a hand for him to stop, and Riot did.

Instead of standing there with his arms crossed over his chest to intimidate, he
adopted arelaxed pose with one hand over the other wrist in front of him.

He stood perfectly still, not shifting his weight or even moving his head.

“Your Honor, | object to this man being so close to my client’s son. It's clear he's
here to intimidate the boy.”

Caleb opened his mouth, then closed it tightly. He kept looking at the judge, clearly
itching for her to tell him he could talk.

“You seem like you want to say something, Mr. Caleb.” Judge Whitmore |eaned
forward dightly as she addressed him. “Is the man who followed you to the stand
intimidating you? Say the word and I'll have him escorted out straight to a holding
cell. You won’t have to worry about him.”

“No, ma am. Riot’s got my back. He's here so | don’'t have to be intimidated by him .

" Caleb pointed to Doug and my heart broke alittle bit.

Not for Doug. The man was a serious ass from the day | met him.



But for Caleb. He'd known something was wrong, but the night he came home right
after Doug had beaten me, something inside Caleb broke.

| saw it happening right before my eyes that night.

| thought he'd only seen the aftermath of that beating, but was it possible Caleb had
actually witnessed more?

“I"'m your father, Caleb,” Doug said, his voice soft and reasonable. “You know I'd
never hurt you. Or your mother.” It sounded like he’d added that last ailmost as an
afterthought.

“l saw you.” Caleb stared at hisfather calmly.

His voice shook dlightly but that was the only obvious betrayal of his emotions.

At least to everyone else. | could tell by the set of his jaw he was holding himself
together by athread.

He was angry. So very angry. Every single ounce of it was directed at his father.

“l heard everything you said. And | saw what you did from the beginning until |
stopped you.” Caleb didn’t back down.

He continued to stare his father down. Oh, this wasn’t good.

Caleb was done. If he had to go home with Doug, Caleb would kill him.

Doug narrowed his gaze but said nothing, letting his lawyer take over.

| had to wonder if he saw the same thingsin Caleb | did.



Somehow, | doubted it. Doug might now be picking up on the fact Caleb was losing
hisfear of Doug, but | doubted Doug knew the extent of his son’s anger.

“Your Honor.” Mr. Todd stood, sighing wearily, asif this was all so much a waste of
time he didn’t understand why he was being subjected to the proceeding at all.

“I"d like to state again, for the record this time, you ssimply cannot put much stock
what the boy might say.

He' s aparrot for his mother, who is doing everything she can to grab money.

She thinks she can get sole custody so she can demand a hefty divorce settlement. ”

Caleb looked as frustrated as I'd ever seen him, like he was warring with getting his
say in and being respectful as Lana had warned him.

We absolutely could not get on thisjudge’' s bad side.

Ms. Thompson had said the only real way to make an enemy of Judge Whitmore was
to disrespect her or her courtroom.

| knew if anyone could manage to disrespect anything, it would be Douglas
Harrington. Not his son.

Judge Whitmore let Mr. Todd go on for a couple minutes before he finally seemed to
run out of steam, as well as running out of reasons Caleb and | couldn’t be trusted to
tell the truth.

“Are you finished telling me who | can and cannot question in my own court, Mr.
Todd?



“1 only want it on record for when we have to go above your jurisdiction on appeal.”
Oh, Judge Whitmore didn’t like that at all.

It wasn't unexpected. Mr. Todd always had a plan.

He was tough as nails and fucking smart.

Not to mention al kinds of intimidating.

Just like Doug. Between them, they had nearly everyone who mattered in the city
under their thumbs... including a number of judges.

“Before we go any further, | want to make sure | understand something.” She raised
her eyebrows and looked askance at Mr. Todd.
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“Your Honor?’ I’d met Edward Todd on a number of occasions.
Always, he and Doug were above everyone else.

What Doug wanted, Mr. Todd made happen. Having someone push back and
challenge their authority wasn’'t something Mr. Todd was used to.

He would handle the issue, but it wasn’t an ordinary occurrence.

“If 1 understand you correctly, the only people | should believe are you and your
client? No one else can be trusted to tell me the truth?’

Mr. Todd gave her a confused look before he blanked his expression. “I didn't say
that.”

“No. You said Mrs. Violet is only here because she wants money. Mr. Caleb is only
going to say what his mother tells him. Neither of them can be trusted. What about
opposing counsel? Can | trust her to tell the truth?”

“l believe you' ve misunderstood what | was trying to say. | was only pointing out
Mrs. Violet has ulterior motives and an agenda. You should take what she says
accordingly.”

“S0, only you and your client can be trusted,” she repeated.

Mr. Todd shook his head. “I don't understand the question, Your Honor. I've
explained my reasoning --"



“Your objections are noted, Mr. Todd. Now, if | could be allowed to finish my
questions for Mr. Caleb, I’d be grateful .”

Mr. Todd waved his hand once with a flick of his wrist. “Carry on, Your Honor.” |
didn’t think Mr. Todd understood the level of annoyance on Judge Whitmore's face.

Likely he’'d already come to the decision he was going to have to go a step past this
judge.

It'swhat Mr. Todd did. He analyzed the situation and adapted accordingly.

“Now, Mr. Caleb.” Judge Whitmore turned her full attention to my son. “Will you
please state for the record how old you are?’

“I"'m twelve, Your Honor.” His voice squeaked, something | knew Caleb hated. He'd
hit puberty and not only was he as tall as me, his voice was trying to get deeper. |
glanced at his father’s face. The dlight smirk wouldn’t be missed by Caleb, but | was
proud of my son for not reacting.

“What did you want to tell me, young man?’ The judge was kind as she spoke to
Caleb, but there was that no-nonsense teacher kind of vibe she had going on.

It didn't seem like he was talking to an officer of the court, but more like a school
counselor was having a conversation with him.

My heart ached for Caleb. | dreaded what he was about to say.

| wanted to spare him this. | never wanted him to get between me and Doug, but |
was out of optionsif | wanted to save my son.

“Caleb,” | whispered, my heart breaking. “Y ou don’t have --”



“No, Mom. | do haveto do this.” Hisvoice was firm but not unkind.

“He doesn’'t get to hurt you again. For any reason.

" For the first timein hisyoung life, Caleb met his father’ s gaze and didn’t flinch.

“I’m the reason Mom’ s leaving him,” Caleb began.

“1 told her she had to because...” He trailed off and | willed him not to tell the judge
he' d wanted to kill his father and had threatened to do so unless | |eft.

He swallowed and closed his eyes briefly before focusing his hate-filled gaze on
Doug.

“Because Mom deserves someone who doesn't hurt her all thetime. ”

Mr. Todd stood, a sad smile on his face. “Y our Honor, are you really going to allow
this to be on the record?’

“Mr. Todd, I’ll deal with you when this hearing is over.

Not another word.” She turned back to Caleb.

“Mr. Caeb, will you look at me, please?’ Caleb hesitated a moment, but did as
instructed.

“Good. Say what you came to say, Mr. Caleb. Why do you want your mother to leave
your father, and why do you want your mother to have full custody of you?’

“He'samonster,” Caleb said without preamble.



“I thought he might have hurt Mom before, but until a few months ago she'd always
make up excuses, tell me how clumsy she is and everything.

But you can only trip over a non-existent stray dog, or sleepwalk and fall down the
stairs, or accidentally run into someone’'s lit cigar and burn yourself, so many times
before the people who love you have to read between the lines. ”

“If that’s all true, Mr. Caleb, why did you not say something earlier?

Sounds like you’ ve neglected your mother even though you profess to be concerned.

Seems like you're only concerned now when you're angry at your father for
grounding you for bad grades.

" Mr. Todd stood now, moving away from his table and toward Caleb. It was an
obvious intimidation tactic.

“Mr. Todd,” Judge Whitmore called sharply. “Y ou are out of line. I’ ve instructed you
to remain silent, yet you continue to believe you're in charge. Y ou are not.”

“I’m alowed to cross examine the witness.”

“Thisisn't atrial, Mr. Todd.” She leaned forward asif speaking to a child.

“This is an emergency custody hearing. The two have very different functions and
rules, as a lawyer of your reputation should know. If not, may | suggest you have an
associate better versed in the nuances of family court handle this hearing for you.”

She gave Mr. Todd a smile that held little humor.

“You will get your chance to speak when it’s your turn.



Until then, | suggest you sit down and keep your objections to yourself.
" She leaned forward dlightly, staring at Mr. Todd and Doug.
“When that time comes, if | even get a hint of a vibe that makes me believe you're

trying to intimidate Mr. Caleb, you'll be in even more trouble than you're aready in,
Mr. Todd. ”

She turned back to Caleb. “I apologize for the interruption, Mr. Caleb.” | liked that
she treated Caleb like an adult and not a child who didn’t know his own mind or was
unable to accurately give his account of what happened. “Please continue.”

Caleb looked decidedly uncomfortable but put his chin up defiantly before he spoke.

“l didn’t want to be the reason Mom and Dad split up,” Caleb said, his voice steadier
NOW.

“1 thought maybe | was wrong. Maybe Mom really was just clumsy, and | was wrong
about what was going on. But yesterday, | saw him.” His voice cracked dlightly

prompting another chin lift from my sweet boy.

“1 came home early from a friend’s house because | forgot my math book and had
homework.

| heard yelling from upstairs and thought maybe Mom was watching a movie or
something. ”

| closed my eyes, bile rising in my throat. | hadn’t known Caleb had seen anything.
I’ d been so careful to keep him away from Doug’ s outbursts.

“Go on,” Judge Whitmore encouraged, her face neutral but her eyes kind.



By contrast, | could see the rage building in Doug’ s eyes.

I’d seen that look too many times to count and it never boded well.

It was hard to hold alittle whimper back, but | thought | managed.

Until Lana put her hand over mine and squeezed tightly, areminder to stay silent.
Caleb’'s shoulders straightened. | saw Riot shift his stance dlightly, moving just a
fraction closer to my son. It was subtle, but | felt arush of gratitude for this stranger
who seemed genuinely concerned for Caleb.

“He was hitting her.” Caleb’ s voice dropped to amost a whisper.

“Not just once. Over and over. She was on the floor, and he kept hitting and kicking
her. Calling her worthless. Saying no one would ever want her, that she was lucky he
even looked at her.” Caleb’s voice shook with rage now, his hands clenched into fists
at his sides.

“He said if she ever tried to leave, he' d kill her.

That he'd make it look like an accident.

" He glared at Mr. Todd and snorted out a humorless laugh.

“He even said Mr. Todd could get him out of any legal stuff if her death was
investigated.”

| could feel the tears streaming down my face as Caeb recounted what he'd
witnessed.



The shame burned through me. Not because of what Doug had done, but because my
son had seenit.

He was witness to the violence I’ d allowed myself to endure.

There was no way he could understand that I’ d kept myself in an impossible situation
because | knew that if | left, Doug would either make good on his threat to kill me or
make sure | never saw Caleb again.

Either way would put Caleb in hissights, and | had to be my son’s protector.

Judge Whitmore nodded, her face impassive but her eyes sharp. “What did you do
when you saw this, Mr. Caleb?’

“l ran in and jumped on his back.” Caleb’s voice had steadied, pride replacing the
rage.

“l tried to get him off her. He threw me off, but it was enough time for Mom to get
up. She got between us and begged him not to touch me.” His voice caught.

“She was bleeding and could barely stand, but she was protecting me.”

From the corner of my eye, | saw Riot shift his weight, his jaw clenched so tightly |
could see the muscle jumping.

His hands were no longer relaxed in front of him, but balled into fists.

I’ d seen the same look on Doug'’ s face. In fact, they showed identical expressions.

The difference was, Riot let his rage show in the set of his jaw, the way his eyes
narrowed, and the slight snarl of hislip.



Not to mention the way his clenched fists made the veins in his muscled arms stand
out in athreatening relief.

Every ounce of that malice was directed at Doug.

Then Riot turned his head to look straight at me.

That anger smoldered around the edges of his visage, where Doug's face was
carefully neutral.

Riot’s gaze burned into me like acid and for the first time, | saw the man for the killer
he was.

| sucked in a breath. I'd seen that exact expression on Caleb’s face when he’'d pulled
Doug off me.

It was why I’ d thrown myself between the two of them.

| absolutely would not let Caleb kill his father.
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Riot held my gaze for several seconds before focusing back on my son and Doug.

There was something in his gaze that told me | was in so much trouble, but it felt
different.

He was angry with me, yes. But there was no malice in his anger.

Kind of like when your dad caught you sneaking out of the house to go see your
boyfriend.

He was always mad, but you knew you weren’t in any real danger.
Y ou just hated disappointing him because you were a daddy’ s girl.

There was absolutely no reason for me to believe Riot wasn't just as violent, or more
so, as Doug.

| was certain he could be if he wanted to be.
But that anger wasn't directed at me. It was directed at Doug.

“What happened then, Mr. Caleb?’ Judge Whitmore prompted Caleb to continue
when he paused for too long.

Caleb blinked several times asif pulling himself back into the moment.

“Then he turned on me. He didn’t hit me.



He tried to get me to...” He trailed off, his angry gaze so filled with accusation and
loathing | was worried the judge would see into Caleb’s very heart and know the boy
was capable of killing Doug.

Then Caleb cleared his throat. “He tried to get me to help him punish my mom for...
something. | don’t remember.

" Caleb turned to the judge. “I would never, ever hurt my mother, Your Honor. For
any reason.”

“Of course you wouldn’'t. Then what happened, Mr. Caleb?’
“He was angry, but he left. He stormed out of the house and took off. | made Mom
pack a bag and we left. Mom was too hurt to drive so | called...” Caleb trailed off,

clearing his throat before starting again.

“1 called a friend who sent Ms. Thompson to pick us up.” | could see the tension in
him.

Caleb was choosing his words carefully, not wanting to reveal anything that could
possibly get someone else in trouble with Doug.

He was a powerful man in the city, and his reach was long.

“1 see.” Judge Whitmore looked from Doug to Caleb and back.

| was sure the other woman could fedl the tension from both father and son.

It was something that had been building for months.

Caleb hadn’t known everything, but he'd known something was wrong, and whatever



it was centered around his father.

“Your Honor, we would like to know who this person is so we can question them
ourselves.”

“As I've aready told you, Mr. Todd, this is a hearing. Not a trial. There are no
charges being filed, only a hearing on the appropriateness of emergency custody of
your client’s son. You are not entitled to anything at present.”

“Again, | would like to note my objection for future appeals.”

“I’ve had enough. Either you're too stupid to understand, or just a petty, mean-
spirited person who believes he's above the law. Either way, I'm finding you in
contempt of court. You were warned multiple times and refused to change your
attitude so here you are.”

“I’ll take care of the fine before | leave, Your Honor.” Mr. Todd's smile was filled
with as much contempt as the charge. But so was Judge Whitmore's.

“Oh, | don’t think you quite understand, Mr. Todd.

You'll most certainly pay afine, but that’s not the extent of your punishment.

You'll aso spend one hundred eighty-six hours in jail that | will not alow to be
commuted to house arrest. I'm sure at some point you'll call someone who can make
this al go away for you, but until that time, | hope you'll use your stay in the
county’s correctional facility to reflect on your behavior today and contemplate how

you could have handled things with me differently.

I’d also suggest you think about how you treat others, Mr. Todd.



" She turned to Caleb. “Now, Mr. Caleb, do you want to stay with your mother?’

“1 do, Your Honor. | don’t want anything to do with my father ever again.”

“All right then. | believe you're an intelligent, articulate young man and are more
than capable of deciding who you want to stay with.”

“1 don’t want to ever have to go back with him, Y our Honor.”

“That’ s between you and your mother. I’m not putting restrictions on you being able
to contact your father if you wish.

Assuming divorce proceedings are eventually finalized, custody will be determined at
alater date.

| have every confidence your wishes will be heavily considered at the appropriate
time, Mr. Caleb. ”

“Will you make it so he can’t call us? | don't want him bothering my mom, and |
have my own phone.”

Judge Whitmore studied both Doug and Caleb for along moment before responding.

“1 think that in this situation, I’m going to grant your request, Mr. Caleb.

Y ou'’ re not to contact your son or your wife for any reason, Mr. Doug.

If there is an emergency, you will go through nine-one-one and let the authorities
contact her.

Failure to follow these conditions will result in a contempt charge and land you next



to your lawyer in county.

" She addressed Lana. “Ms. Thompson, is there anything more you wish to discuss?’

“Not at thistime, Y our Honor. Thank you.” Lana s tone was soft and respectful.

It was obvious she had seen this scenario playing out in advance, assuming her side
of the table minded their manners.

| thought we' d done a fantastic job. | suppose now it was time to reap the benefits of
our restraint.

“Mr. Devereaux.” Judge Whitmore inclined her head. “Might | have a private word
with you?’

Riot looked from Caleb to me, then to Lana. “Keep them here and stay with them. Do
not let them out of your sight.”

Lanaraised an eyebrow. “Please,” she said mildly.

“Thank you,” Riot said, turning to follow the judge to her chambers, but Judge
Whitmore crossed her arms over her chest and stared him down.

Riot gave a disgruntled sigh before turning back to Lana. “What | meant was, will
you please keep Violet and Caleb company until Judge Whitmore is finished with
me?”’

Lana's lips twitched, but she nodded her head with a serious expression on her face.
“Absolutely, 1’'ll keep them company, Riot. Violet and Caleb are two of my favorite
people.” She gave Riot a death stare. The message was clear. Fuck with Violet and
Caleb at hisown risk.



“| appreciate you taking the extra time out of court, Lana. Thank you.” Riot gave her
adight nod before turning back to Judge Whitmore. “Better?”

She gave a curt nod. “Better, young man.” Then she led him to her chambers and shut
the door.

| sat forward, putting my elbows on the table and my head in my hands.

| wanted to get away from Doug. | wanted Caleb away from him too.

Right now, the deputies were handcuffing Mr. Todd to take him away.

| knew Doug would have someone on this the second he got outside.

| didn't want to make eye contact, so | sat passively and tried to ignore everyone
around me.

“Hey, you OK?’ Lanarubbed her hand up and down my back, trying to soothe me.

“Yeah. | just want to get out of here and lock me and Caleb in our room for a day and
ahalf. Just forget everything.”

“Mom, you know he's not going to leave us alone. Right?’

| sighed, reaching up to stroke his face with my hand.

He was getting peach fuzz on his cheeks.

He tried to keep it shaved off, but he’'d missed a spot this morning.

“That’s not for you to worry about, OK? I’ll figure something out.



Just be aware and protect yourself. I'll protect you too. We' ve got each other’s backs,
yeah?’

“Always, Mom.” He looked uncomfortable. “Look, I'm not saying | trust him just
yet. But maybe we could ask Riot to hang out with us for a couple of days? Just until
things blow over.”

“That’savery good idea, Caleb.” Lana leaned against the table next to me.
“Riot’sasolid guy. | wouldn’t lie to you about that for any reason.

Y es, he'son parole. Maybe he'll feel comfortable telling you what happened.

But trust me when | tell you he didn’t do anything someone in his position wouldn’t
have wanted to do themselves. ”

Caleb sighed. “Maybe | was wrong and it’s not a good idea to hang out with the ex-

con.
“Caleb, honey.” Lana gave him a stern look.

“When you hear his story -- and | don’'t see a scenario where he doesn’t tell you his
story at some point -- you’ll not only understand, but you' Il also remember what you

said just now and realize you were wrong to judge him without knowing all the facts.

Riot is exactly the person you want protecting your mother and you from a man like
Doug Harrington. ”

Caleb hung his head. “I’m sorry. You're right. | shouldn’t judge. That was wrong.”

“Christ.” Lana shook her head. “Are you sure that kid has Doug Harrington’s DNA?’



“Very sure. Though, | agree admitting he's wrong is not something Doug does
easily.”

Caleb snorted. “Or at dl, really.”

That got a small laugh from me. Or it might have been a sob. Either way, Caleb
pulled meinto his skinny arms and held me tight.

“1t' sgonna be OK, Mom. It's gonna be OK.”
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| could count on one finger the number of times I'd been in a judge' s chambers
before. It hadn’t turned out so well before. | hoped this time wouldn’t end with me

back in prison.

“Have a seat, Mr. Devereaux.” Judge Whitmore gestured to a chair in front of her
desk while she took off her robe and hung it on a hook beside her chair.

She wore a crisp, white blouse and a dark suit skirt.

Then she removed a suit jacket that matched her skirt from a hanger next to her robe
and put it on.

The woman really was freakishly formal. She sat on the edge of her seat, her
forearms resting on her desk.

“Why don’t you tell me your plans now that you' re rejoining society.

" She phrased her question congenially enough, but there was no doubt she expected
an answer.

“1"ve only been out three days, Your Honor. I'm still trying to get used to sleeping in
an actual bed.”

“1 imagine there is some adjusting to do.” Her smile was genuinely kind. This woman
was tough as nails, but she wasn't cruel or unreasonable. “When | said | was familiar



with your situation, | meant | know you were brought here today as part of your
parole agreement to offer support to Mr. Caleb.”

When she didn’t continue, | realized she expected a response. “Uh, right. Though, 1'd
like to point out | had no clue what | was walking into. Ms. Thompson’s instructions
were to be here at acertain time.”

Judge Whitmore raised an eyebrow. “And would you have come if you’'d known the
situation?’

| scowled at her. “Of course! I’'m akiller, Your Honor, but I’'m not a monster.” When
she continued to stare at me, | sighed. “Fine. I’ll admit, when | figured out what was
going on, | balked. Hard. But there’'s no way I'd have refused. If you know my
situation, you know why.”

She gave me a satisfied nod. “1 just wanted to hear it from you, because | have afavor
to ask.”

It was my turn to give her alook. “A favor. Asin | have the right to refuse to grant
said favor, but you' d advise me not to?’

Judge Whitmore chuckled. “No, Mr. Devereaux. This is fully your choice. | can
promise you that I'll write a formal letter to your parole officer about how helpful
you were in cooperating with unreasonable requests without complaints.”

“This must be some favor.” | waved my hand at her. “What is it you need, Your
Honor?’

“1 want you to keep an eye on Mrs. Violet and Mr. Caleb. Escort her to and from
work, and Mr. Caleb to and from school. Check in with her throughout the day.”



“Y ou want me to be her bodyguard?’
“No. | want you to be a friend who's concerned about her safety, given she has a
narcissistic soon-to-be-ex-husband who has allegedly been violent toward her in the

past and is very likely not too happy with her at the moment.”

| had to replay her little speech over in my mind to make sure I’d heard her correctly.
“Y ou want me to worm my way into her life so | can protect her?”

“Exactly.”

“I’m not going to pretend to be something I’'m not with her. I'll tell her | can count
my time with her as part of my community service or something, but I’ m not going to
pretend to be her friend just so | can be a bodyguard on the down-low.”

“Who said you had to pretend? Have you talked to her?’

“1 think you know | haven’'t said much to her. And | get where you're going. But |
don’t think awoman as vulnerable as she is right now needs a man like mein her life.
Not even asafriend.”

“So you won't do this?’

| snorted out alaugh. “Didn’'t say that.

I’ll keep avery close eye on her and her son.

I’ [l protect them to the best of my ability.

If she reaches out to me, | won't refuse to spend time with her, but considering what
she’'s about to go through, are you sure it's the best idea that she associates closely



with aconvicted killer?”

“Considering the nature of the charges against you and the account of events from the
trial transcript, I'd say you’ re the perfect man for her to be closely associated with.”

“Puts Violet in her husband’ s crosshairs. | don’t know much about him but sounds to
me like he’s got deep pockets and spreads the wealth where it benefits him. He could
use me against her.”

“You worry about keeping Violet and Caleb safe. I'll take care of the legal aspects of
your concerns.” | had other concerns but nothing Judge Whitmore could help with, so
| kept them to myself.

“I’ll watch over them and keep them safe.”

“Good. I'll let you get to your charges.

Make sure to check in with Ms. Thompson regularly.

| want her involved directly, especialy if you have concerns with Mr. Doug.

| try to be asimpartial as humanly possible.

Pride myself in my ability to be willing to look at both sides of a situation with equal
weight.

That being said, | can’t ignore basic human decency.

That woman and her son need a strong support system.

Not just to handle their current situation, but to survive.



She doesn’'t have anyone to help her at the moment.

What I’'m asking is for you to be her support.

You and your club. And yes, | know about Gavin Ferguson and Gage Bohannon.
Y our president and vice president?”’

| shrugged. “Honestly, | just got there. But | think the men you're talking about,
Torpedo and Bohannon, left to go back to Kentucky. Knuckles has taken over again.”

“Ah. Yes. | wasn't sure when they’d turn the reins back over to the locals. Surprising,
but not unexpected.” She smiled. “A few of us are working independently together to
help women and children in abusive situations.”

“Are you saying you manipulate the law? Turn it to benefit you or someone you
know?’ | couldn’t help the little dig. Old grudges die hard. Besides, Judge Whitmore
was too perfect to be believed.

Shedidn’t flinch. “If | haveto.”

We regarded each other for several seconds, neither of us willing to flinch. Finaly,
she stood, extending her hand to me. “Try to get Caleb to talk to you, Mr. Devereaux.

He' s holding some big feelings inside him right now and it’s not good for him.”

| shook my head. “I’m not a psychiatrist, ma’am. | don’t want the kid scarred for
life.”

“He already is, Mr. Devereaux. Tell him about your experience. Caution him to think
about his actions before he commits to them.”

“I know what you're asking, ma am. Not sure I’'m the one to have that conversation



with him because, begging your pardon, Y our Honor, | don’t regret one Goddamned
thing | did.”

She squeezed my hand but nodded sadly. “I figured as much. 1'd still like you to
consider telling him your story. He's an intelligent young man. Give him all the
information and he'll come to the right conclusion.”

| let go of her hand. “I’ [l think about it.”

“Thank you, Mr. Devereaux.”

As | exited the judge’s chambers, | thought about what she'd said. | wasn't sure if |
was ready to talk about my past with anyone yet. Sure, it was a long time ago, but
that wound was still raw and aching. The less time | spent thinking about everything
that had happened, the better.

Lana was speaking quietly with Violet, who looked shell-shocked and grief-stricken.
Caeb sat next to his mom holding her hand. | zeroed in on where their hands were
connected. Violet clung to Caleb, her knuckles white. Caleb patted her hand with his

other one while Lana continued to speak.

Caleb let his mom take what comfort she could, but it was easy to see her tears were
hurting the young man.

The only other person in the courtroom was the bailiff, and he looked like he was
getting ready to leave as soon as the four of us did.

Harrington and his lawyer were nowhere to be seen.

| had afeeling he' d turn up again sooner than | wanted.



When | approached, Lana stood, meeting my gaze. “Everything all right?’

“Yes.” | did my best to smile and be as non-threatening as possible, but | was a big
guy and the very reason | was here was because | was physically intimidating.

“Judge Whitmore thought it would be a good idea if | stay in touch with the three of
you.” | glanced from Lanato Caleb, then Violet. “| agree with her.”

Caleb stood and put his shoulders back. “1 can take care of my mom.” His gaze darted
to Lanathen back to me.

“But | don't believeit’s possible to have too many people looking out for her.

| know I'm just akid so | won't have much weight with adults, so I’d appreciate it if
you' d help keep Mom safe from Dad. ”

OK, | could work with this. | could tell he was suspicious of me, and | didn’t blame
him. “Y ou know both Lana and Judge Whitmore believe | can help you. Right?”’

The young man nodded at me. “I know you were in jail and that means you did
something bad.”

| nodded. “Y eah, man. | did.”

“Do you regret it?’

Christ! Thisiswhat | wanted to avoid. Asarule, | tried never tolie.

This was the most delicate of situations and the kid had just steamrolled his way
straight to the heart of the matter.



If I told him | regretted what I’d done, then he found out how thoroughly | did not
regret my actions, he’' d never trust me again.

Not for lying about this particular subject.

But if | told him the same thing I’d told Judge Whitmore, | knew better than anyone
what kind of trigger that confession could be for the kid.

Instead, | took a deep breath, taking my time before speaking. “1 don't lie, Caleb. Not
intentionally. So before | answer that question, will you let me think about it a
while?’

He gave me a confused look. “Why would you have to think about it? Was it worth
going to prison for or not?’

“1 want to think about it because...” | trailed off. “Christ, I'm fixin’ to sound like a
fuckin’ shrink,” | muttered, scrubbing the back of my neck then over my face with
my hand. “Because I’ ve always thought about what happened one way, but | need to
think about it... the other way.”

The women both blinked up at me, then looked at each other. Violet gave her a look
like “the fuck?’ Lana just shrugged.

“You don't sound like a shrink,” Caleb offered.

“Thanks, kid,” | muttered.

“No,” Caleb continued. “Y ou sound really, really confused.” He tilted his head to the
side. “Areyou having a stroke? Y ou kindalook like you' re having a stroke.”

“What?’



“You know. Like old people do sometimes. Y our words aren’t slurred, but are you
having trouble finding your words or something?’

“I-I'm not...”

“Mom, we might want to call an ambulance for him. | don’t think he's all right.”
Lana snorted, then tried to cover her laughter with a cough. Failing miserably at
covering her amusement, she finally outright laughed. “1’m sorry, Caleb. It’s not you.
Oh, God, Riot! Y ou should see the look on your face!”

| glared at Lana, which didn’t seem to faze her at all. A quick look at the fucking
bailiff caught the smile he tried to hide when | turned my gaze on him. “You’d think
us guys could stick together.”

“Sorry, man, but I’'m looking forward to you explaining that one myself.”

“Which part?’ | muttered. | don’t know why | set myself up like that, but there it was.

“All of it. * Cause, honestly, you do kinda sound like you’ re having a stroke.”

| heaved out a long-suffering sigh. Then | noticed something that absolutely seaed
my fate.

Violet looked up at me and shewas... smiling.

There were tears in her eyes and staining her cheeks, but the smile was genuine and
absolutely fucking breathtaking.

| had to brace myself on the court gallery banister railing or 1I'd have falen to my
fucking knees.



The filly was a fucking angel. Never had | seen such a beautiful smile, or such a
beautiful woman.

Even with tears still falling and dark circles under her eyes, likely from stress and
worry, that fucking smile was more than | could take.

There was no defense to mount. |’ d lost the war before | even fired a shot.

Hell. I’d lost before | knew there even was awar.

The tiny woman in front of me, terrified, beaten, but determined to fight for her son,
stole my heart, planted a flag, and claimed my fucking soul.

The second | acknowledged | now belonged to Violet, my insides settled and
something clicked into place. This was where | was supposed to be. This place. With
this woman and her son. In away, | suppose my whole life had been heading toward
this moment.

Maybe Judge Whitmore was right. | had to really, really think about what these
feelings inside me meant for my future.

More importantly, what would it mean for Violet and Caleb’ s future?

| knew I’d always watch over the two of them.

There was no question about that. | also knew there’d never be another woman for
me.

The only question was, could | protect her from afar while she lived a happy life with
some stupid motherfucker who didn’t deserve her and would never give his whole
entire being to her the way | would?



Fuck. There was definitely something wrong with me, because there was no way this
woman wasn'’t going to be mine. No matter what it took, no matter who | had to kill,
Violet was going to be my woman.
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Violet

| glanced at Riot as he mounted his motorcycle.

In another life, I’d have been terrified of him.

He was big, tattooed, and muscled. Attractive in a bad-boy way, | was sure.
I’d gotten over my parents’ assertion that men like Riot were trouble.

Which was kind of laughable, considering the man they picked out for me was a
monster.

| was also fairly certain they weren't interested in finding out, not as long as Doug
continued to do business with my father.

Lana unlocked her vehicle, and | got in beside her while Caleb got in the back.

She started the car, then turned to me. Taking my hand, she gave me an encouraging
smile.

“Riot’ s been through alot, but he's a good guy.
I’d have gotten someone elseif | didn’t believe he' d protect you with hislife. ”

“1 thought you only wanted him to support Caleb while he was telling the judge about
his father.”



“That was one reason. | admit | also wanted him to stay close to both you and Caleb.
Doug Harrington isn’'t the type of man who likes to lose. You know he'll try to
intimidate you. Or worse.” She squeezed my hand once more before starting the
vehicle.

| looked out the window at Riot, who was adjusting his leather vest and seemed to be
scanning the area around us before putting on a helmet and closing the tinted visor.

| thought it odd, but if the guy was on probation, he was probably doing his best to
avoid giving anyone areason to look at him. Not my business.

There was something primal about Riot. Something dangerous making me both wary
and... something else | wasn't ready to examine too closely.

“When you first told me about this, you said Riot had been to prison. It's obvious the
judge knew it too. Can you tell me why he wasin prison?’

“Does it matter, Vi? You saw how he was today. He' s solidly on your side.”

“Because you told him to be. For the right price, maybe he takes Doug's side.”

Lana scowled at me and shook her head. “Are you not listening to anything I'm
telling you?

| don’'t pick bikers at random for my program, Vi.

Thisisn’t avolunteer program where you get what’ s available.

Anyone | usein aparticular case for victim support understands what it’s like to be a
victim.



He might not have experienced exactly what you did, but he's been in a similar
situation, and it changed him.

" She took along breath, tamping down her building anger.

Lana was the best person I'd ever met, but she was very passionate about people in
general.

“Look. You know | believe everyone deserves a second chance. Our choices in life
sometimes take us down a dark path, but if we work hard enough, when we come out
at the end of that tunnel, we're stronger and, hopefully, better for those experiences
and conseguences.

Riot will protect you with hislife. That’s what his experiences made him into.

There is no amount of money in the world that could make that man take Doug'’s side
over yoursand Caleb’s.

Riot is not aman who can be bought in thisinstance. Not for any price.”

“Mom.” Caleb leaned forward between the seats. “1 think we should let him help us.
Just for alittle while, until we figure things out.”

| turned to look at my son, surprised. Caleb had been slow to trust anyone since
Doug’s behavior had escalated. The fact that he was advocating for Riot’'s presence
said alot.

“You'resure?’ | asked him.

“Yeah.” Caleb’'s eyes were serious as he held my gaze.



| wanted to cry. | wasn’t looking into the eyes of a child.

Sitting in the courtroom, telling the judge exactly what he'd seen and what had
happened to him personally, al while his father stared at him with that accusing gaze,
had effectively killed anything left of the child in Caleb.

He still had alot to learn but he was a young man, and he was determined to protect
his mother.

While | loved him all the more for that protective streak, | wanted to howl at the
injustice of his childhood being cut short by a megalomaniac.

“All right,” | said, relenting. “If you think it's a good idea and Caleb is OK with him,
then we'll accept Riot’s help for now.”

Lana nodded, satisfied. “Good. Now let’s get you both back to your hotel. You're
booked under a different name. Right?”’

“Yes.” | continued to stare out the window as we pulled away. | could see Riot
behind us in the rearview mirror. “I paid cash for two weeks.” There was something
reassuring about his large presence following us, like a shadow that for once meant
protection rather than threat.

The small hotel where we were staying wasn’t anything fancy.

It was a chain hotel for people on a budget, so there were two beds, a bathroom, a
small table, two chairs, and atiny fridge.

That was pretty much it. But you had to have a key card to get anywhere inside but
the main entrance, so it was more secure than some hotels.



I’d chosen a room like this on purpose because Doug would never look someplace
like thisfor me.

He thought | was a spoiled, dimwitted trophy wife, but my dad married me off to
Doug to bring the rest of my family into Doug’s lifestyle.

| grew up on ramen noodles and cereal. This hotel was a couple steps up from some
places|’d lived growing up.

We parked and Riot pulled alongside us, shutting down his bike.

| opened my door and slid out. Caleb followed, putting himself between me and Riot.

| thought the big man would take exception or act irritated.

Instead, he met Caleb’ s gaze and gave him an approving nod.

The gesture seemed to shock Caleb as much asit did me.

Riot moved behind us while | led the way to the side entrance.

| swiped usin, then we al headed down the hall.

“Are you sure your husband doesn’t know where you're staying?’ Riot’s voice was
soft and low, not quite awhisper but not much louder.

“If he knew where we were, he’'d already have us back at the estate.” | swiped open
our room door. “Whether we wanted to go or not.”

Riot nodded, a grim look on his face. Then he entered the room ahead of us, looking
in the bathroom and small closet before letting us in. “Even if you're positive he



doesn’'t know where you're staying, I'll feel better checking your room any time you
come back here.”

Caleb glanced a me, his eyes wide with shock. “Wow. That's just like in the
movies.”

“Well, | didwatch alot of TV in prison.” Riot kept his face perfectly blank, but Caleb
chuckled before trying to smother it with a cough. When he looked up at Riot, the
man winked at my son before stepping further into the room so we could all go

inside.

“You have my number, Violet. Make sure Caleb and Riot have it as well.” Then she
addressed Riot.

“Let me know if you need anything and I'll get it done.

” He nodded, and Lana pulled me into her arms for a hug.

“1’m going to help you through this. Y ou’re not alone, as you' Il soon find out.

Trust Riot, but you can always cal me if you need a second opinion. You're not
boxed in. OK?’

| nodded. “Y eah. | understand.”

“Good. I'll leave you to it. Get to know Riot. Ask him questions. He'll either tell you
or he won't, but | believe we've established he doesn’'t lie.” That last was said like a
dig at Riot when | knew she was trying to put me at ease. Riot must have known too,

because he growled his displeasure.

Caleb shook his head with a wide grin. “That’s never gonna get old.” He flopped



down on his bead and groaned. “ That wasn't like | thought it was going to be.”

“Oh? How’s that?’ After checking the door and even attaching the safety chain, Riot
sat in one of the chairs while | took the other one.

Caleb turned his head to look at us. “I’'m not really sure. | thought it would be harder
somehow. Or like I'd feel sad.” He turned to me. “1 can see now how mean Dad was
to you for along time, but he wasn't bad to me. Not until that night.”

“I"'m so sorry, Caleb.” | could feel the tears threatening again. | thought I’d cried al
the tears left inside me, but apparently there were a few more. “l never wanted this
for you.”

“1 don’'t want it for you either, but here we are.

" My son moved to the edge of the bed and turned to take my handsin his.

“It hurts, Mom. I’ m not gonna pretend it doesn’t make either of us feel better.

But he betrayed me too. Not in the same way he did you, but he made me believe he
was a good man when he's really nothing but evil. ”

| closed my eyes and let out a breath. “Y ou deserve better than what you got handed,
honey.”

He shrugged. “Up until now, I've had a good life. Even now, it's not that bad. I'm
gonna miss my gaming systems, but | was spending too much time on them anyway.
One failed algebra test and all of a sudden he grounded me for my grades.” He
chuckled, like it was al abig joke.

It was on the tip of my tongue to defend the bastard.



He' d ingrained it in me to agree with him.

To show aunited front. Not just with Caleb, but in every aspect of my life.

| wasto follow hislead. But he was wrong.

And my son was worth fighting that instinct and admitting to him and myself | could
form my own opinions and ideas.

“You falled one test. One test. And you failed because you were sick the day before
the review. Y ou’ve never been anything other than a straight A student.

When he grounded you, you didn’t say a word in protest, yet Doug and Mr. Todd
made you sound like a petulant child.

" | had a good mad building. “If | ever see either of them again, | may punch them in
thenose.” | rarely got angry becauseit didn’t do me any good with Doug.

But when | lost my temper, it was the only time | was ever capable of fighting back.

| stopped to take a breath. | thought Caleb might say something to tease me like he
did when | was upset on his behalf if he wanted to diffuse the situation.

Instead, neither he nor Riot said anything.

Caleb raised an eyebrow as he looked at Riot.

Riot looked at me like he was trying to fit me neatly into a box, only to find out he
couldn’t quite make it work to suit him.

There was a spark of something in his eyes, but | wasn't sure what.



He was definitely looking at me differently.

“That was, uh...” Caeb cleared his throat before continuing. “That was a lot of
words, Mom.” He gave me a solemn look. “And alittle violent.”

| blinked, looking from Caleb to Riot in confusion. “Violent?’

“Yeah,” Caleb said. “I mean, we shouldn’t punch people.”

Riot snorted out alaugh before coughing like he’ d gotten choked.

Caleb cracked up too. | wanted to be irritated, but was so happy to see Caleb’s smilel
found myself laughing at my own expense.

| wasn't sure |’ d see him smile like this so soon.

Sure, I’d seen afew sparks, but mostly when we were around Riot.

In the couple hours we' d been around the man, Riot seemed to know what to say to
make things, if not better, at |east bearable.

For that alone | could give Riot the benefit of the doubt.

“S0, what do we do now?’ | continued to hold Caleb’ s hand, but | addressed Riot.

He sat back in his chair and sprawled out lazily. “I’'m going to go talk to the front
desk and see if anyone's taken the adjoining room.” He pointed to the door that

would open into the next room. “It will simplify things.”

“What if it’snot available?’ Caleb asked.



“I’ll worry about that if it comestoit.”
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Riot
| was able to get the adjoining room next to Violet and Caleb.
She shut their door with the promise not to lock it, but | left mine open.

As | lay on top of the covers on the bed, | thought about the two people in the other
room.

Caleb was already a good man. He went out of his comfort zone to help his mother
without explanation.

Someone had hit his mother. That’s all he needed to know.
The why or the who didn’t matter. Only that she be protected.

Then there was Violet. Something about her drew me like gravity. Maybe it was the
vulnerability mixed with that flare of temper | saw from her when she talked about
how her husband and his lawyer had spoken about Caleb. She wasn't completely
broken despite what her husband had done to her.

| rolled onto my back, my gaze fixed on the open door separating our rooms. | could
hear them talking softly, their voices a gentle murmur that somehow made me feel
more at peace than | had in years.

Prison had a way of hollowing you out, making you forget what it felt like to just
exist in normal spaces with normal people.



My phone buzzed on the nightstand. Knuckles.

“Yeah,” | answered, keeping my voice low.

“How’d it go? Lanacalled. Said you're al set up at the hotel.”

| grunted in affirmation. “ Judge wants me to stick close. Play bodyguard.”

There was a pause on the other end. “And you’ re good with that?’

“It's not exactly hardship duty.” | sat up, rubbing a hand over my face. “The kid's
solid. Smart. Mom’s...” | trailed off, not sure how to describe Violet. “ Complicated.”

“Complicated as in a headache for me?’
“Nah. Headache's dl the bastard she’s married to. Violet’s doing the best shecan in a
bad situation. | have her side of things -- well, Caleb’s anyway -- but I’'m betting

she’s had it rough almost from the beginning of her relationship with Harrington.”

“I’ve got Knight going over the files Lana gave me on Harrington, as well as Violet's
parents and her homelife before she got involved with Harrington.”

“Good. Thanks, prez. Thanks for giving me a chance here.”

“You did the right thing for the right reasons, man. Y ou took the consequences like a
man and did your time.”

“I"'m not sure | can look that kid in the eyes and tell him I'm sorry | killed that
motherfucker, and I'm really not sure telling him the truth is the best idea. The look
in his eyes when he sees his father is the same look | see in the mirror sometimes.”



“S0, make him understand. Sounds like he’ s big into takin’ care of hismom. He can’t
protect her from jail.”

“He' s asked about my past once aready. He's not gonnalet it go.”

“Can’t help you there, Riot. You'rein aunique position to relate with him, though.

What does your gut tell you?’ Knuckles always got to the heart of the matter.

It was part of the reason everyone in Kiss of Death now followed him willingly and
without hesitation.

The other reason was Knuckles was ruthless to his enemies.

| hadn’'t learned everything yet. I’d only been part of the club a grand total of three
days.

But I’d heard rumors while | wasin Terre Haute.

Knuckles had made sure the traitors in the club were eradicated while he was in
prison.

“My gut saysif | lieto him, he'll never trust me again.”

“Then | guess you have your answer.” He sounded smug, which he knew pissed me
off. The man loved getting under my skin for some reason. It was the highlight of his
day on theinside.

13 Bﬂard.”

Knuckles chuckle was cut off when | ended the call.



Rude, but Knuckles wouldn’t take it personally.

The phone was a burner. | was told that, normally, the only phone any of us had was
the one we were required to have for our parole officer to contact us.

| was also told by Gunnar not to wait for my phone to ring because Knuckles was the
only person | had to be accountable to.

| needed to get some sleep, but | was too wound up and restless to relax.

Mainly because | was afraid the woman and young man in the room next to me were
about to become the most important people in my life.

The kid because he reminded me too Goddamn much of myself at his age, and the
woman because she was mine.

| wasn't exactly sure what that was going to look like for me because | could never
give her anormal life, but | was going to figure out how to win her heart and keep her

happy .

There was aloud bang followed by a short scream.

| was on my feet before | fully registered the noise.

| shoved open the door between our rooms. Thank God she hadn’t shut that fucking
door because, when | burst into the room, two men had Caleb and Violet.

One of them was struggling to hold Caleb and keep a hand over the young man’s
mouth, while the other was dragging a stunned-looking Violet by her hair toward the
door.



| saw red. Pure, fucking rage | could barely control filled me.

| lunged forward, grabbing the asshole who had Violet by the back of his neck and
slamming him face first into the wall.

He released her hair with a yelp. | shoved his head against the door twice in rapid
succession.

The guy dropped and | kicked him in the head hard enough my steel-toed boots caved
in hisskull. He didn’t move.

“Mom!” Caleb’s muffled shout came through the hand still clamped over his mouth.
He fought against his attacker, but the guy had Caleb in afirm grip.

The second guy’s eyes went wide, clearly not expecting to deal with someone my
size -- or, possibly, not expecting I'd use lethal force to protect Caleb and Violet. He
tried to use Caleb as a shield, backing toward the door. Big fucking mistake.

“1 swear to Christ, I’'m gonna break every fuckin’ bone in your fuckin’ body.” The
deadly calm of my voice belied how much | was seething on the inside. “Let him go
and I’ [l kill you quickly.”

“Mr. Harrington wants to talk to his family.” The guy was belligerent but also
realized his severe disadvantage. He still dragged Caleb backward, trying to get to the
shut door. Caleb struggling in his grasp was an added obstacle. “This ain't your
business, man.”

“Wrong answer.” | lunged for the guy just as Caleb lifted his legs, forcing the guy to
either take Caleb’s full weight or drop him to face my attack. Caleb hit the floor on
his ass a moment before | was on the guy.



| slammed my fist into the guy’s face, feeling the satisfying crunch of his nose
breaking under my knuckles.

Blood flowed from his busted nose as he howled in pain, but | didn’t let up.

| grabbed him by the throat with one hand, using my other to rain down blows on his
ribs, feeling them crack beneath my fists.

The guy grunted in pain but fought hisway up.

“You think you can come in here and grab them?’ | snarled, driving my knee into his
stomach. “Y ou think I’'m gonna let that happen?’

He tried to fight back, throwing awild punch that grazed my jaw.

| barely felt it through the adrenaline.

| slammed his head against the wall, then dragged him to the floor.

| used my weight to hold him down with both my hands around his throat, effectively
cutting off hisair.

The guy was panicking now, clawing at my hands, his eyes wide with fear.

“Just... doin’... my... job...” It sounded like he was struggling with everything he
had to get each word out.

“Your job?" | growled, tightening my grip on his throat. “Your fucking job is
terrorizing women?’

Behind me, | heard Violet’s ragged breathing and Caleb’ s frantic movements. “Mom,



are you okay?’ Caleb'’s voice was strained.

The distraction cost me.

| barely registered the flash of metal before a searing pain tore through my side.

| grunted but caught his knife hand when he tried to arc the blade back into my side.

When | twisted his arm backward and shoved him forward, | jerked his arm upward
with a sharp jerk.

There was an audible pop as his shoulder gave way.

Thistime, the guy shrieked before clamping his teeth shut.

Sweat erupted over his face with the pain. His right arm now hung limp.

He struggled to his feet, pain obviousin his features. Stumbling backward, he held up
his other arm. “OK! OK! I’'m sorry! I'm leaving!”

“Right. And go straight to the police, no doubt.”

“No, man! You'll never see or hear from me again!”

| shook my head sadly. “Wish | could believe that, but anyone who'd drag a woman
across aroom by her hair can’t be trusted to keep hisword.”

“The cops are probably aready on the way, with as much noise as we' ve been
making.” The guy was trying to maneuver himself between me and the door, but the
room was small and | was more than capable of blocking hisway.



“If they are, I'll deal with it. But you are not leaving here on your own.”

“He always gets what he wants, man. Harrington.” The guy looked up at me. Pain
still lined his face, but | saw the calculating ook in his eyes. When he flipped open a
switchblade with his good hand, | was ready.

He lunged, aiming at my chest. | stepped back, avoiding the blade before taking a
short jab to his throat. Just so happened, he stepped forward the same time | did and
the punch that would have been enough to incapacitate the guy was turned into a
death blow.

| felt hiswindpipe give way when | hit him.

He dropped to his knees, eyes bulging, hands clutching desperately at his neck.

The crack was even more sickening than when his shoulder popped out.

His death rattle as he tried to gasp in a few, futile breaths was worse, and | knew it
was going to take at least four to five minutes for the guy to die.

Last thing | wanted was Violet and Caleb to witness his death.

“Caleb, take your mother to my room please.”
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“Now, Caleb.” | tried to keep my voice calm so | didn’t terrify them further, but |
needed them out of here while | called Knuckles.

| was afraid to look at Violet, trusting Caleb to tell me if | needed to get her to a
doctor.

If she looked at me with disgust and horror, | wasn’t sure | could bear the pain.

“Keep the door open between our rooms and make sure the door to the halway is
locked and chained.”

“Yes, sir.” Caeb’svoice shook, but | saw him hurry Violet through the door.

“Caleb.” | waited until the boy looked at me over his shoulder. “I promise everything
will beal right. I'll protect you with my life.”

He looked shell-shocked, but he nodded his head. “I believe you, Riot. You're in
charge. All you have to do istell me what to do to keep Mom safe.”

“1I"m supposed to be the one keeping you safe.” Violet's voice was shaky. She clung
to Caleb as he guided her through the doorway into my room but didn’t resist him.

“I"m the one who put you in danger by defying your father.”

“Mom, you left him because | made you. But it's not our fault. It's his for being a
fucking bastard.”

“Caleb!”



“I’'m sorry about my language, but I’'m not sorry about disrespecting him. He hurt
you, Mom. No one getsto do that. Not even Dad.”

His voice faded as he guided her across the room. | heard him following my
instructions as | called Knuckles. He answered on the second ring.

“l need clean-up.” No need to waste time with explanations yet. There would be
plenty of time for that.

“He come after them?’ Knuckles was vague while still getting his meaning across.
We were both on burners, but old habits die hard.

“Looks that way. If you could pick up a couple bags of garbage it would help me out.
Also need a cage and someone to haul my bike.”

“Betherein twenty.”

| used the time waiting on Knuckles to move both bodies to the bathroom and into the
walk-in shower.

Surprisingly, though I'd caved in the one guy’s skull, there wasn't as much blood as
I’d feared.

He had blood from his ears, nose, mouth, and eyes, but his skull had caved in on
itself, not breaking much of the skin.

There was still asmall stain, but it should be manageable. | hoped.

Christ, I was in so much trouble! Now that | wasn’t focusing on atask, | was starting
to feel the drop after afight.



All the emotions I'd learned to suppress until the crisis was over came rushing at me
with a vengeance.

I’d nearly lost Violet before | had the chance to get to know her.

I’d claimed her in my heart and had failed to protect her.

That stark realization hit me to my core.

I’d failed at so many thingsin my life, but | absolutely could not fail at this.

Protecting these two people was the purpose | needed in my life.

| hadn’t been able to protect the person in my life who' d mattered to me most before
I’d gone to prison.

This time, no matter what it took, no matter what | had to sacrifice, | absolutely
would not fail to protect the people | loved again.

| checked my watch. Knuckles would be here any minute.

The need to check on Violet and Caleb and assess their injuries was too strong to
avoid any longer.

| walked into my room with slow, deliberate steps.

Both mother and son met my gaze. Violet looked relieved before she swallowed and
ducked her head.

Caleb gave me aslow nod, never letting go of his mother.



“Are either of you hurt?’ | knew | needed to be gentle, but it was damned hard. Not
because | didn’t want to be careful, but because | didn’t know how to be gentle.

“I'm fine,” Caleb answered as he pointed to my side where the cut I’d gotten now
burned like fire. “Y ou're bleeding.”

“Just ascratch. I'mfine.” I'd get Pain to stitch me up when we got back.

“1 can get atowel to hold over it if you want.”

“No.” | winced at my abrupt tone. “Thanks though.” Hopefully it was enough not to
get the kid’ s back up. “1’m more worried about you and your mom.”

“Hewasn't trying to hurt me. But Mom got pretty banged up.”

“She was aready banged up,” | muttered. “When | get my hands on that bastard,
there’ s gonna be a reckoning.”

“I’'m not hurt. | promise.” Violet's voice was surprisingly steady. It was aimost like
the more stressed she got, the more detached she became. | had to wonder if it was a

defense tactic. To protect herself and anyone who might try to help her.

“I"ve got help coming. You know you can’'t stay here any longer. Right?” Again, |
tried to be gentle, but she didn’t have a choice in this matter.

“1 don’'t have anywhere else for usto go.” She looked up at me with resigned sadness.
“He s going to win. Isn’'t he?’

“No, Mom!”

“Not afuckin’ chance.”



Caleb and | spoke over top of each other. | could see the panic in her face now. While
she’d worked hard to keep her head, the adrenaline drop was starting to shake her
control.

Caleb had atight grip on both his mother’ s hands.

“We're not going back to him, Mom. | won’t let that happen.

" | watched the fierce determination in the kid's eyes, the way he placed himself
between his mother and anything that might hurt her.

It was like looking in a Goddamn mirror.

| ached for the kid. Aswell asfor my younger self.

A knock at the door interrupted us. | checked the peephole to find Gunnar and
Oktober outside as expected. | undid the locks and let the two men inside.

Gunner and | shook hands before Oktober pulled me into a hug. “Haven't got to talk
to you since you got here, but it’s good to see you.”

“Good to see you, t0o.” We clapped each other on the back a couple times.

“Prez said you had a couple sacks of garbage to take out? Gunnar took off his
backpack and pulled out two black tarps still in their packaging. “Cleaning company
this hotel usesis on our payrall. I'll take care of the scrub down after me and Oktober
deal with the trash.”

“1 owe you one, man.” | wasn’'t too proud to admit | needed help.

“Riot, thisis part of being in Kiss of Death.” Gunnar gave him an incredulous look.



“Did you think Knuckles was gonna send you off with a smile and a princess wave
into something like this?’

“Like what? Like a situation where Violet and Caleb get attacked? There's no way
Knuckles could have known that was going to happen.

I’m doing my community service.” | stepped closer, trying to keep my voice for the
three of usaone.

“I"m sure Knuckles never meant for me to kill two guys.

| doubt he' s gonna be happy about what | did. ”

“Everything Knuckles doesisfor areason,” Gunnar said.

“This community service gig wasn't dropped in your lap by accident.

Knuckles wanted you with Violet and her kid to protect them from this Harrington
guy.

If that means you have to kill, we clean up the mess and make sure nothin’ comes
back to you or the club. ”

“What about my parole?’

“As long as you're doing what Knuckles tells you to, we've got your back. You go
out there on your own and kill someone, that’s a different story.”

| nodded. “1 can respect that.”

“Take them back to the club for tonight. You and Knuckles can get together with



Violet tomorrow and decide what she wants to do from there. If she thinks she can be
comfortable there, she'll be welcome to stay aslong as she needs.”

“We don’t want to be any trouble.” Violet approached us cautiously. It was easy to
see how fragile she was, and how hard she was trying to not fall apart.

“You're not,” Gunnar said firmly. “Will you go with Riot to our compound? | can
give you all the assurances in the world, but you either trust Riot or you don’'t. But

every man in the place will gladly stand between the two of you and any danger.”

Violet's pale blue eyes filled with tears that glistened like diamonds. As she ducked
her head, one droplet slid down her cheek. “Thank you. I’ d appreciate your help.”

“Good.” Gunnar clapped me on the shoulder. “Take your family home, brother.”
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Violet
“l can't stay in the same apartment with you,” | said softly. | didn't want to be
ungrateful, but | was feeling pretty raw at the moment. | wanted to lock myself and

Caleb away for afew hours and lick our wounds before we went to battle again.

“You'll have your own apartment, honey.” Riot didn’t seem irritated, but | felt guilty
for making demands.

If | had been by myself in this I’d never have spoken up, only taken what | was
offered.

But | thought it was bad enough | wasn't putting up much of a fight for us to stay
someplace other than a motorcycle club compound.

With men | didn’t know. Who appeared to have more than one member who'd done
timein prison.

The irony of this whole situation was unmistakable.
In public, my husband was part of the Nashville elite.

He donated to the university’s children’ s hospital and was on the board of directors of
severa charitable organizations.

He kept me behind closed doors most of the time, telling everyone | was a very
private person and had anxiety in crowds.



Doug had taken Caleb with him a few times, but | got the impression it was more
because it benefited him to be seen as Caleb’ s loving father.

The few times he'd insisted | go with him to a social function had felt like | was as
much an accessory as his cufflinks.

And | knew better than to try to escape him, or defy him.

The man he presented in public was afar cry from the man he wasin private.

“1 should be horrified at what happened at the hotel.”

“That make you see me differently?’

“1"d have to be afool not to see you differently, but | don’t think you’'ll hurt me, and |
don’t think you’'re a bad person. In fact, you and Ms. Thompson have done exactly
what you promised. Doug would tell me you guys were the monsters when | know
the real monster is him.”

The men Riot had called in had brought him an older model, big-ass Bronco.

It only had two doors, but the back seat was surprisingly roomy.

Riot sat on one side of me while Caleb was on the other.

The two men in the front had been introduced to me as Tiny -- who wasn't at al tiny
-- and Noose.

Not really sure there was anything else to say about Noose other than his name. The
horror show wrote itself.



“There are so many red flags with you guys | can't even count, but I'd be lying if |
said | feel threatened by any of you.

" | looked up at Riot as | spoke. His features were hard.

He constantly scanned outside the vehicle as we rode to the outskirts of the city.

He was obviously taking the threat to me and Caleb very seriousy, and was
determined to protect us.

“Good. | want you guys to feel safe. Before anything else, you need to know you
have a secure place to regroup.”

“I'm sorry.” My whispered apology sounded as broken as | felt. | wasn't sure what
Doug had planned for me when he sent those men after us, but | was sure | wouldn’t
have lived long after he had me. “I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful.”

“You didn't.” To my surprise, Riot found my hand with his.

Hislarge fingers closed around mine and gave a gentle squeeze.

He didn’t look at me or acknowledge the physical contact, but he didn’t let go
immediately so | curled my fingers around his.

If he wanted me to let go, he could easily pull away.
He' d initiated the contact, and | craved the security his touch represented.
We drove for a good thirty minutes. | got the impression they were taking a

wandering route. No one spoke. Occasionally one of the guys in the front would
grunt, but that was the extent of their communication.



Eventually, we got closer to the river and came to several large warehouses
surrounded by a chain-link fence. A large gate blocked the road ahead of us but dlid
open as we approached. | saw two men, one on either side of the road, as we rolled
through. The area looked like a shipping storage yard.

“Home, sweet home,” Tiny announced as we pulled to a stop outside a warehouse in
the middle of at least a dozen warehouses over alarger area.

Camouflage netting stretched between buildings.

The whole thing was very much like a militia compound.

| wondered how they got away with something like this so close to the river and the
shipping yard, but these didn’t seem to be normal people.

| thought maybe the less | knew, the better.

Caleb looked up at the artificial celling-like canopy over us, taking everything in.
“Thisiswhere you live?’ he asked Riot.

“Yeah.” Riot rubbed the back of his neck, clearly uncomfortable. “Well, sort of. |
mean...” He took a breath. “I’ve only been out of prison, like, three days. | live here,

but it's gonnatake awhilefor it to feel like home.”

We'd already gotten out of the Bronco. Riot had only let go of my hand long enough
to exit the vehicle, then he immediately grabbed it again.

| glanced up at him. He raised an eyebrow, daring me to say anything.

Instead, | shrugged and gave him asmall smile.



| wasn't going to object if the man wanted to hold my hand.

| knew the contact grounded me when it really shouldn’t have.

“It's not fancy, but it's very secure. No one can get to you guys while you're inside
the fence.”

“Do we have to stay here?’ The stubborn set to Caleb’s chin said he was pushing
Riot, like he wanted to see if the calm demeanor would crack and how much pressure
it took.

Riot shrugged, letting go of my hand as he did.

| felt the loss immediately, my anxiety rising at the thought of him leaving us.

“No. Up toyou, | guess. I'll protect you wherever you go.

Just thought it would be easier here with all the guys.

" | could tell Riot was almost turning in on himself.

His shoulders were back, his head high, but he almost seemed defeated.

“1 have to be careful where | go because of the terms of my parole.” He didn’'t look at
either me or Caleb but somewhere over our shoulders.

Obviously, he was uncomfortable calling attention to the restrictions he had.

Probably because it brought his prison time front and center.

Caleb studied Riot for along time. “Y eah. It wouldn’'t be fair to you if you went back



to prison because we went somewhere you weren't supposed to go.

And | don’t want Mom to not have somebody besides me looking after her.

" He looked around him as other members of Riot's club came our way, then he
sighed.

“Sorry, Riot. | don't like feeling trapped.

Not now. | feel like Dad’ strying to box usin or something. ”

“What happened, Caleb?’ Riot asked. “At the hotel.”

“They had a key or something,” Caleb said. “I was between Mom and the door when
| heard the lock whir and click, then they shoved it open and came after us.”

“He knew where you guys were.” Riot gave me a hard look. “Who else knew where
you were staying, Violet?’

| shook my head, trying to think. “No one. | had no one to tell, and Caleb didn’t know
where we were going. Lana set us up at the hotel.”

“You guys still have your phones? Any other electronic devices?” This came from
one of the men approaching us.

“No.” | shook my head. “We made sure to leave all that behind. | don’'t have a bank
account, so al we had was what cash I’d managed to hide away from Doug.”

“What about your clothes, or your handbag? Did you bring anything with you?’

| shook my head. “We left with the clothes on our backs and replaced those as soon



aswe could.” | looked at Caleb. “Did you bring anything you haven’t gotten rid of 7’

He shook his head. “No. We even got new shoes and underwear.”

The man nodded. “Good. You covered the basics and then some. I’'ll pull the hotel’s
security footage. Seeif | can find out how the guy got akey.”

“Thanks, Knight.” Riot stuck his hand out and Knight took it.

“Any time, brother. We're al here to help each other.” Knight gave me a respectful
nod. “Ma am.” He turned to Caleb. “I got a bitchin’ gamin’ system in my command
center. You' re welcome to stop by whenever you want. I’'m usually there. If I'm not,

ask one of the guysto let you in.”

Caleb’s eyes widened in excitement, then he ducked his head and glanced at me. “I’ll
think about it.”

Knight nodded before turning to go back inside. As he did, | saw another man walk
up to Riot and speak softly.

Then the man turned to me. “Hi, Violet. I'm Knuckles. My wife, Hannah, is getting
an apartment ready for you and Caleb. She, Pippa, and Carrie are all getting some
stuff together for you guys.”

“Pippaand Carrie are Gunnar and Hawk’s women,” Riot explained.

“I’ve only met them a couple times, but the guys al say they’'re really good old
ladies.

" God, this man. He was such a contradiction.



He sounded almost subservient when he spoke to me sometimes.

Or maybe shy. Other times, like when he saved me from Doug’'s men at the hotel, he
was a dominant force you didn’t dare disobey.

Y et, even then, he’ d been gentle with both me and Caleb.

Looking up at Riot, | studied hisface. “If you trust them, I’m good.”

That must have been the exact right thing to say because Riot let his breath out slowly
as he nodded his head. He blinked several times then cleared his throat. “I do. | trust
them because Knuckles trusts them. | trust Knuckles without question.”

“OK, then.” | smiled up at Knuckles. “Thanks for helping us.”

“Just, if the parole board asks you about anything, tell them Riot went the extra mile
to protect you.”

| started. It hit me how serious this was for Riot. “Oh, my God! When the cops find
those guys, are they going to come after you?’ The thought nearly made me sick to
my stomach. | didn’t know what his past was, but there was no way he deserved to go
back to prison for killing those bastards.
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Knuckles raised his hands. “Cam down, honey. No one’s going back to prison, and
certainly not for killing those pissants.”

“How can you know that?’

“Thisis one of those things | want you to trust me on.” Riot squeezed my hand so he
had my attention. “I won’t let you down.”

Had he phrased it any other way, | might have insisted they tell me everything. The
fact was, | didn’t really want to know. | knew in my heart | couldn’t handle the raw
facts.

| nodded. “You're right. I’'m just concerned about it is al. | don't know you, but
you’'ve shown me more kindness in a few short hours than Doug showed me in
thirteen years of marriage. | don’t want anything to happen to you.”

Riot’s jaw clenched, but his eyes softened as he looked down at me. There was along
moment as we stared at each other. His brow furrowed and | could see him struggling
with something. Then he shook his head and gave me a small smile. “Let’s get you
inside. Y ou guys need rest.”

Riot took usinside the nearest building.

The door opened into one large room. It looked like a common room or just the place
everyone hung out.

Kind of reminded me of a sports bar from my college days.



He took us to the back, and we stepped into the elevator.

He closed the gate and the lift started moving up.

When he stepped out into the hallway, he held out his hand to me once again. | took it
without hesitation. Caleb cleared his throat. When | glanced back at him, he raised an

eyebrow, looking from mine and Riot’ s joined hands back to me.

Immediately, a wash of shame crashed over me. | was still married, for Christ’s sake!
What was | doing holding this man’s hand?

| tried to jerk my hand away, but Riot held fast. He looked down at me and his eyes
widened in shock. He let go of my hand and took a step away from me.

“It's dl right, Mom.” Caleb’s face was bright red. “I was teasing. Apparently, it
backfired spectacularly.”

“I"'m still married to your father,” | said softly. “1 should respect my vows.”

“Right,” Caleb said, ducking his head. “Like Dad loves and cherishes you. Seems to
me he disrespected stuff first.”

“That doesn’t mean | should --”

“Mom. Stop.” Caleb reached out and took my hands. “I’m sorry.”

“I’'m jumpy,” | said, trying to smile when | really wanted to cry.

The sad truth was, | wanted to crawl into Riot’s arms and let him hold me together
while | grieved for a while without shattering into amillion pieces.



“I’'m overreacting to everything. 1I'd be lying if | said | wasn't more than a little
scared.

But not of you, Riot. Or anyone here. Doug Harrington is a dangerous man.

The very last thing you want is him looking at this place too closaly. ”

“You let me worry about that, honey. | promise none of us will underestimate him.”
Riot’ s expression was so earnest there was no way not to believe him.

Riot was afunny mixture of violent killer and simple country boy.

Of course, most simple country boys could become violent killers if pushed far
enough, so | kind of thought the analogy fit him perfectly.

As he spoke, two women hurried down the hall.

They greeted us with large, welcoming smiles.

“We put you in one of the top-floor apartments.” The woman speaking smiled
warmly. “I'm Hannah, Knuckles woman. Pippa here is Gunnar’s. Gunnar is my

twin.”

“Hello.” | managed a small smile, despite how exhausted | felt. “I realy appreciate
your help. We don’'t want to be a burden.”

Pippa waved my words away with aflick of her wrist. “Honey, you're not a burden.
We take care of our own here.”

“We'renot --” | started to say we weren't part of their club, but Hannah cut me off.



“If Riot’slooking after you, you' re one of us now.

" She smiled and linked her arm with mine, guiding me down the hall.

“The apartment’ s not fancy, but it's clean and there's, like, four bedrooms. | honestly
don’t think anyone has ever lived in any of the top-floor apartments before me, Pippa,
and Carrie got here.

” Hanna opened the door to a huge living area.

She waved her hand around the large living area.

It was pretty plain and had nothing on the walls or surfaces, but there was a lot of
space.

Doug's estate was luxurious in the extreme, but even though I'd lived there for
thirteen years, I’d never felt comfortable.

This place felt like a new start. | knew it wouldn’t be a permanent thing, but it
represented the beginning for me and Caleb.

“We' ve put some clothesin there for you both.

Basics until we can get you proper shopping time.

" Pippa pointed to several bags sitting on the table.

“We put bedding on all the beds. I'm afraid there’ s not much more than what you see
here.

" She waved her hand around the room. There was a sectional in front of a TV, a



dining room table and a kitchen with the basics in appliances.

“The bedrooms all have a bed and nightstand. A couple of them have a desk... |
think? We can find more furniture when you'’re ready. What we don’'t have, we can

buy.

“I’m sure that won't be necessary.” | smiled at the two women. “We appreciate what
you' ve already done. This placeis huge.”

Hannah smiled. “Yeah. | think that’s why the guys don’t want to use them. They like
structure. Some of them don't feel safe sleeping in large rooms.”

| glanced back at Riot, who shrugged. “When | had a cell to myself was when | felt
the safest to leep. Large rooms sometimes feel like a dormitory. Sometimes there
were a hundred or more guys in one room in bunk beds. It was hard to sleep then
because | was vulnerable.”

“l could seethat,” | replied softly. “Where do you stay?’

“Got aroom on the second floor. But | can stay in the other apartment on this floor if
you want me to.”

Caeb followed close to me as Hannah led us to a door at the end of the hall to the
master bedroom.

“That’ s pretty much the grand tour.” She smiled as she produced a key and handed it
to me.

“Thisis yours. No one comes in without your permission. Not even Riot. Hawk has a
key to everything in the compound other than personal rooms, so you're in complete
control. ”



The acknowledgment of boundaries nearly made me tear up again. Doug had never
respected any boundary | tried to put between us. The more | tried to make myself a
safe space, the more he delighted in tearing it down.

Caeb shifted beside me. “Do you have, like, security cameras and stuff here?’ he
asked, his voice betraying his suspicion despite his attempt to sound casual.

Hannah nodded. “The whole compound is monitored. There are no cameras in your
private rooms or anything. But out in the hallway, the lift, or any areas more than one
person -- or family -- has unfettered access. The main floor has cameras everywhere.

All the windows have alarms. Knight and Hawk run the security systems.”

“But we can leave whenever we want to. Right?’ Caleb looked from the women over
his shoulder to Riot.

“Of course,” Hannah said, her brow furrowed in confusion. “We wouldn’t hold you
guys hereif you wanted to leave.”

Caleb nodded, seeming satisfied with her answer.

| could tell he was still processing everything that had happened today.

The courtroom, the attack, and now this strange new environment.

| knew my son well enough to recognize when he was overwhelmed but trying not to
show it. Hell, | was overwhelmed myself.

“Isthere food? | just realized we haven't eaten since before court.”

Hannah brightened. “Sure. It's not much but there are, like, three large pizzas left
over from the party earlier. I’ll bring them up to you.”



“I’ll bring them up,” Riot said. “I'll bring some drinks too. We can stock you guys up
with groceries tomorrow. That way you can have your own stuff if you don't like
what the club’s having.” His eyes met mine briefly, and | saw concern there. “You
should rest. It’s been a hell of an evening.”

| nodded gratefully. “Thank you.”

Hannah and Pippa exchanged a look | couldn’t quite interpret before Hannah said,
“We'll leave you to get settled. If you need anything at all, we're in the building
straight across the walkway. Top floor. There are only two apartments on our floor,
too, so we're pretty easy to find.” She grinned.

After the women left, and Riot had gone to bring back pizza, Caleb went to check out
the other bedrooms. | went to the table and started going through the bags. There
were two changes of clothes for each of us, toiletries, linens, and toilet paper.

When Caleb wandered back to the main room and the table where | was busy opening
packages, he went straight to the fridge. He was too grown up for my peace of mind,
but he was still a growing boy. “Did you find anything?’

“1 mean, there’s some milk, butter, cheese, and eggs.” He shut the door. “ Date’ s good
on the milk.”

There was a knock at the door. Caleb hurried to the door and looked out the peephole
before opening the door and stepping back to let Riot inside with three pizza boxes.

“You'll have to heat it up because it was in the fridge, but it was from tonight. | can
go get something elseif you don’t want leftovers.”

“Leftovers are perfect.” | took the pizza boxes from him and moved to the counter. |
found three plates and put two dlices each on them before heating each of them in the



microwave.

No one spoke in the awkward silence. | turned to find Caleb and Riot both sitting at
the table staring at each other.

“Took you long enough.” Caleb pinned Riot with an icy gaze.

If Riot took offense, he was good at hiding it. “Pain had to put a quick stitch or three
in my side. Figured I’ d take care of that before | came back here.”

“S0,” Caleb said after amoment, “you were in prison for killing someone.”

My heart stopped. | whirled around from the microwave, nearly dropping the plate
I’d just retrieved. “ Caleb!”

Riot didn’t flinch. He held Caleb’ s gaze steadily, his expression unreadable. “Y eah, |

was.
The microwave beeped, but | couldn’t move. The tension in the room was thick
enough to cut with a knife. | watched as my twelve-year-old son sized up the
convicted killer sitting across from him.

“Did they deserveit?’ Caleb asked quietly.

| opened my mouth to stop this conversation, but Riot raised his hand dightly,
silently asking me to let this play out.

“1 thought so at the time,” Riot answered, his voice low and measured. “Still do, if
I’m being honest.”

“Was it someone like my dad? Someone who hurt people?’



Riot’s jaw tightened and for a moment, | wasn't sure he'd answer Caleb. Then he
spoke. “Y eah. Someone like that.”

Caleb nodded slowly, processing thisinformation. “And you went to prison for it.”

“1 did. Sixteen years.” Riot held my son’s gaze and Caleb didn’t back down.

“Was it worth it?’

The question hung in the air, raw and complicated.

| watched Riot’s face, saw the conflict there, the way he struggled with how to
answer achild's deceptively simple question.

“That’ swhat | wanted to think about,” Riot finaly said.

“1 never second-guessed what | did. Not once. My lawyer got me a deal, and | pled
guilty.” He shrugged. “Because | was.”

Caleb’s eyes narrowed and he suddenly went pale. “Riot. Who did you kill?’

“Does it matter? | got sentenced to twenty-five years for what | did. It’s only because
of Knucklesthat I'm out now.

He pulled some strings and shit that got me out early.

The man | killed deserved what he got. No question there.

A week ago, before | knew | was getting out on parole, I'd have told you killing that
guy was absolutely worth losing all those years behind bars. ”



Caleb cocked his head. “And you don’t know now that you' re out?’

“l hadn’'t really thought about it until you asked me before. The thing is, the only
reason I'm out is because of Knuckles. If he hadn’'t been able to get me out, or |
hadn’t met and impressed him, then | would still be in prison.”

“1 don't understand.” Caleb was paying close attention to Riot, and | knew exactly
why he was asking these questions.

“If I was still in prison, | wouldn’t be here to protect you and your mom.”

Silence stretched between them before Caleb responded. “But if you hadn’t gone to
prison --"

“Yeah. | wouldn't be here to protect you either. But there would at least be a chance |
could be here. If | was still in prison, there’ s no chance I’ d be able to help you.”

“Will you tell me what happened?’

“Caleb, I’'m not sure this is appropriate. Riot’s past is private.” | put my hands on
Caleb’ s shoulders. | needed to touch my son, to remind him how much | needed him.

“It'sall right, Violet. | rarely do anything | don’t want to. Not anymore.” He laced his
fingers together and rested his hands on the table. “Will you give me until tomorrow?

Y our mother’ stired, and she won’t go to bed unless you do.”

| held my breath. Caleb had always been highly intelligent and very good at reading
people.

| thought what he perceived as a betrayal by his father had shaken him.



Caleb had aways looked up to hisfather.

Though they never had a close relationship because Doug was away much of the
time, Caleb loved hisfather.

He' d believed Doug was a good man. To actually see him hitting me had to have
messed with the kid something fierce.

Finally, Caleb nodded. “OK. | think that’s reasonable.”

“Thanks, kid.” Riot stuck out his hand to Caleb and my son took it. “Get some rest.
We'll talk tomorrow after breakfast.”

It was only eleven, but | felt like I'd been run over by a truck. | was tired and my
insides were battered from the constant emotional trauma and fear.

“Will you do one thing?’ Caleb kept hold of Riot’s hand, not letting go when Riot
did.

“Nameit.”

Caleb tightened his grip even more, his knuckles going white as he gripped Riot’s
hand. “I want you to stay here with ustonight.”
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Riot

| was fucked. | glanced at Violet, who looked as shocked as | did, and | knew | was
totally fucked.

Like truly and totally fucked because | knew I’ d be staying with her tonight and she'd
expressly said she didn’t want to stay in an apartment with me.

| didn’t careif it meant I’d have to be flayed alive and die of gangrene.
There was no way | was not staying with her and Caleb.
Why? Because the kid put the ideain my head, and now | couldn’t let it go.

The only reason | was trying to keep my distance was because Violet didn’t want me
here.

The need to protect them had been riding me hard since the attack at the motel.

| was also puzzled as fuck as to why there hadn’t been a better effort to kidnap Caleb
and Violet.

So yeah. | had questions | couldn’t answer, a woman | wanted to be mine with every
breath in my body, and an angry preteen who was more adult than some of the guys

here. So, yeah. Fucked.

“I"m not sure that’ s the best thing, Caleb.” Violet was practically wringing her hands.



Why was she so agitated?

“Mom, stop.” Caleb wasn’t disrespectful.

In fact, he stood and wrapped his arms around his mother and hugged her.

Violet clung to him the way | wanted her to cling to me.

But she didn't know me. She was trusting me now, probably because she had no

other options, but eventually she was going to need to pull back to think about what

she wanted and what she and Caleb needed.

| stayed in the background while her son spoke to her.

| wanted to know his reasons too. | mean, beyond learning my story.

| knew that was what he was pushing toward.

Thefull story. My reasons. My fucking feelings about what 1’ d done.

He was probably going to use my captivity in this apartment as an opportunity to grill
me.

“We need him, Mom.” He glanced at me, a guarded expression on his face. “At least
for now. You said he'd been better to you in a few hours than Dad had been since
you’'d married him.”

“Yes, but --"

“You either trust him or you don’t.” Caleb still hugged Violet. “I can't say | like him
yet, but he protected us. He did what he had to do to keep us safe. Just like he



promised. | trust him, Mom. | don't know the other guys here, but I'd rather have
Riot close in case Dad manages to get to us.”

Violet stood there for along moment. When she finally pushed away from Caleb, she
gave him an affectionate smile, cupping the side of his face with her hand. “Don’t
think | don’t know what you' re doing here, young man.”

“No clue what you're talking about, Mom.” Yeah. Judging by the wide grin on his
face, the little shit knew exactly what she meant and was enjoying the fact that he'd
just won this battle.

“Y ou’ re managing me and cornering Riot at the same time.

" She turned her head to catch my gaze. There was no amusement, only a silent plea
for me to make my story as kid-appropriate as | could.

If she knew what I’ d done, she' d kick me out and keep me as far away from Caleb as
she could.

“I’ll leave this up to you, Riot. Caleb’sakid, but he's not a child.

| know he can handle alot. Just... | don’t know.

Don’t give him nightmares or anything maybe?”

“It's not that simple, Violet. Besides, Caleb is going to give me until tomorrow. Like
he agreed to.” The imp just shrugged. “I know this isn’'t what you wanted, but this

placeisfuckin’ huge. You'll never know I’'m here.”

Violet moved away from her son and toward me in slow, deliberate steps. She
reminded me of a curious kitten who knew this was a bad idea but couldn’t seem to



stop herself.

When she stood in front of me, she stared at the middle of my chest. | had on a black
T-shirt and my cut, but | got the feeling she was trying to see beneath all the layers.

Physically and metaphorically. She placed her hand lightly in the middle of my chest.
| nearly closed my eyes and sighed in bliss.

That ssimple, gentle touch was the final nail in my coffin.

She might never accept me, but | was never leaving her side.

If that meant | had to watch while she found someone more appropriate to marry and
help raise her son, someone acceptable to society, then I'd do it.

If that man hurt her like her husband had, I’ d kill the motherfucker.

| was going to be this woman'’s shadow for the rest of her life or until she told me to
goto hell.

Even then, I’d probably stick around aslong as | could.

“I"m scared, Riot.” Her voice was so soft | barely heard her.

“Not of you. I’'m scared of what Doug might do.

I’m scared for Caleb. I’'m scared of what happens next.

" Her eyeslifted to mine, those pale blue orbs seeing more than | wanted her to see.

“I’ve never been on my own. Not like this.



I’ ve never had to make decisions like this, and | find I’ m ill-equipped because | know
the right thing to do is to shove you out the door and stick with my original demand
that we not share an apartment.

" Her hand rubbed gently, up and down. | got the feeling she was comforting herself
In some way.

Like maybe the fabric under her hand soothed her.

When she met my gaze again, | knew she was going to let me stay.

“But my instinct istelling me | need you here. You feel... | don’'t know.

Safe? Having you stay here with us might not be the smart thing to do, but | think it’'s
the right thing.

" She cleared her throat and gave a subtle lift of her chin.

“So I’d appreciate it if you'd be so kind as to stay with us and watch over both of us
whilewe're here. ”

“You're not alone now.” | covered her hand with my own. “Even if I’'m not in this
apartment, I’'m never far away. | promise you that.”

She bit her lip, indecision written al over her face. Finally, she nodded. “All right.
But | want you to promise me something.”

“Nameit.” Hell, I’d promise -- and deliver -- the moon if she asked it!

“Don’'t lieto me. Ever. Even if you think the truth will hurt me or make me pull away
from you. I’ve had enough lies, deceit, and pain to last alifetime.”



The weight of her request hit me hard. I’d never planned to lie to her, but | hadn’t
planned on telling her everything either. Some truths were better left buried. But
looking into those eyes, | knew | couldn’t give her anything less than complete
honesty.

“I promise.” The wordsfelt like avow, heavy and binding.

“Good.” She stepped back, taking her hand away from where | had it trapped against
my chest. | felt the loss like a physical blow, wanting to cling when it wasn't

appropriate.

“1 think al the bedrooms have bedding and such, but I’'m sure you know how to help
yourself if you need to.

" Her smile was genuine, and there was a measure of relief that she wasn't frightened
and actually welcomed my presence.

As she walked away from me, my gaze might have lingered places it shouldn’t, but
what struck me most about this woman was her absol ute courage.

She was obviously beaten down, but she’d only surrendered ground to gain the battle
in the end.

| had along way to go with her, but she was giving me a chance to prove my worth.

Once she saw | was useful, maybe she'd start seeing me as someone she could be
with.

Or | could be kidding myself. Either way | was getting ready to have to explain
myself to the pissed-off preteen from before, because Caleb clearing his throat was
what pulled me out of my thoughts. And my gaze away from Violet's ass.



“Sorry,” | muttered, shoving my hands in my pockets.

Then | pulled them out and put my shoulders back.

| might be acriminal, but | was still a man, Goddamnit.

There was just something about having a woman’s kid catch you staring at her ass to
make you feel like a naughty child.

“I’m not gonna, you know... I'll keep my hands to myself. ”

“1 never said anything.” Caleb might not even be a teenager yet, but he already had an
intimidating stare | had no problem interpreting.

“You didn't have to. I’'m a convicted felon looking at your mom. But | don't hurt
innocents, and your mom and you, and the old ladies, are the only innocent people in
this whole fucking place. And a couple of the women ain’t as innocent as either of

you.
Caleb snorted. “You'reweird. You know that?’

“Kid, you have no idea.” | rubbed the back of my neck, feeling uncomfortable but not
wanting to leave the kid before he was ready. I’d been through this a lot in prison.
Caleb was sizing me up. | wanted him to see exactly who | was. “You want to do a

round with me? Make sure the place is secure?’

Caleb narrowed his eyes at me. “What do you mean? | thought you said the place was
safe.”

“Itis. But | thought you might like to see for yourself.”



He opened his mouth to say something, then shut it, shook his head, and tried again.
“No. | wouldn’t know what | waslooking at.” | could tell it took the kid alot to admit
that.

“Maybe not the technical stuff. | don't either. But you could see that the windows
were al shut, how they open, where the fire escapeis. That kind of thing. I’'m the first
line of defense for your mom. You're the last. So while I'm at the front, you'll be

getting her away from the danger.”

The young man stood up straighter, and | could see I'd said the exact right thing. “I
hadn’t thought about it that way, but you're right. That’s exactly what I'd do.”

| let out abreath | hadn’t known I’ d been holding.

Maybe | had a chance to at least befriend the kid.

If I could win him over, maybe he'd let me stay in hisand Violet’slives.

And yeah. | sounded pathetic, but this woman and her kid were rapidly becoming an
obsession.

| just wanted to be in her fucking presence, for Christ’s sake!

| showed him the layout of the loft apartment, letting him examine the windows and
showing him the fire escape. The kid wasn't very chatty, but he did ask a few
questions, none of which were personal.

The only sections of the apartment that weren't completely enclosed were the
bedrooms. There was still an industrial feel about them, with high ceilings and tall
windows along the outer walls.



Each room had its own bathroom and took up half the available space on the top floor
of the warehouse.

So, yeah, the rooms were fucking big. | could tell Caleb didn’t want to be impressed,
but he liked the place.

Then he did an odd thing. Caleb stuck his hand out for me to shake. “Thanks for
helping me and Mom, Riot. | can’'t protect her on my own and | can’t keep my dad
away from her. Thanks for offering a safe place to stay, and for supporting my mom
in court.”

| cocked my head at him. “I thought | was there to support you?’

He shrugged. “1 might have suggested it would be easier for me to testify if there was
someone big and scary to have my back, so Dad didn’t intimidate me.”

“OK. So... | wasthere for you?’

“l never said | needed it. And | never said why it would be easier.”

| pinched the bridge of my nose and closed my eyes. “I feel a headache coming on.”

“Yeah. Mom has that expression sometimes. Usually when she realizes I've
manipulated her into doing something she never intended to do.

So, for the record, yeah. | was scared shitless.

Not to testify, though. I’'m scared of what he’'ll do now that Mom left and | told the
judge | wanted nothing to do with him.

He' s not coming after me. He's coming after Mom. ”



“I figured.”

“1 wanted to make sure she had someone with her. She's more afraid of Dad than |
am. | think he's done more to her than she's already told me. She admitted the other
night wasn't the first time he’' d hit her, but | know it’s worse than she let on.”

“What do you want me to do, Caleb?’

“1 want you to stick as close to Mom as you can, especially when we go out of this
compound.”

“You trust me over your father?’

Caleb stuck his chin up. “Y ou gonna hit my mom?”’

“Hell no!”

He shrugged. “ Exactly.”

“Christ.” How many more ways could | be fucked today? “Kid, I’m not sure I'm the
man you want in this situation.”

“You like my mom?’

| was starting to panic. | felt like | was a kid being grilled by my girlfriend’ s dad and
she wasn't even my girl. Yet. “I’'m so not qualified for this mission,” | muttered.
“Caleb, | don’t know your mom.”

“You know enough. Stay close to her until thisis al finished. Then | can take over
again.



| took a breath, my head spinning. There was one question | wasn't sure the kid had
considered though. “Caleb, what happens when | don’t want to leave her after thisis
over?’ | spoke softly in as calm a voice as | could manage, but | wanted to get my
point across.

Caleb didn’t flinch. He met my gaze with the promise of death in his eyes. “Y ou will
if shewantsyou to.”

Very slowly, | nodded. “Yeah. | think | would. One way or another.” | had no doubt
that if | refused to leave, Caleb would “help” me. Probably in the form of an
unfortunate accident.

“We understand each other.” Caleb nodded once, then turned to go to his room. “We
can talk tomorrow. And don’t bullshit me either.”

“No bullshit. Got it.” This whole situation would be funny if | weren’t so fucked. Did
| mention | was fucked?
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Violet
| woke up with a scream. Sweat coated my body, and | was trapped.

| thrashed, trying to get my hands free, but something was restraining my whole
body.

No amount of kicking seemed to help. “NO!” | screamed again.
“Let mego!” | couldn’t catch my breath.
Sweat made my bindings stick to my skin even worse.

A light snapped on, throwing shadows on the ceiling. | had no idea where | was as |
looked around me, searching for Doug.

“Violet!” A male voice cut through my panic. “Hey. It's OK, honey. It's OK.” His
voice was soft. Quiet. Probably trying to keep me from panicking even more.

| sucked in abreath, then let it out Slowly.
| closed my eyes and tried to shake off the haze of sleep.
Slowly, my mind caught up with reality and | recognized my surroundings.

“I’m in an apartment in a motorcycle club compound.



" | don’t know why | spoke my thoughts out loud, but the affirmation helped finish
clearing the cobwebs from my head.

| met Riot’s gaze. He was on his knees on the floor beside my bed. “Riot.”

He seemed to let out asigh of relief. “Y ou're back with me, aren’t you, honey?’

| nodded, still trying to catch my breath. | felt like I’d run a marathon. My chest
ached, my lungs burned, and | was sticky with sweat. Riot didn’t touch me, but kept
looking into my eyes, making me focus on him. “Yes. I’'m sorry | woke you.”

“You didn’t.” His voice was gruff, but he was looking more at ease the more | spoke.
“Can | help you get untangled?”

| nodded, unable to speak without my voice wavering. The last thing | wanted was to
show more weakness than | already had. He was gentle as he unwound the sheet from
my body, his touch clinical and respectful. When | was finally free, | pulled my knees
to my chest, wrapping my arms around them.

He stood, then helped me get the sheet off so | wasn't restrained.

“1 must have gotten tangled in the sheets and had a nightmare.”

Riot grunted as he stepped back out of my space. | probably should have been
embarrassed. | was sleeping in a T-shirt and panties and nothing else. At the very
least | didn't want to parade around half naked in front of a strange man. Instead, |

was too shaky to worry much about it.

“1 need to wash off the sweat.” It was an inane thing to say, but it was all | could
come up with.



“Do you need help walking to the bathroom? Y ou’ re trembling.”

| shook my head. “I think I'm OK.”

Riot nodded and moved farther away from the bed, close to the bedroom door, but
didn’t leave.

As | crossed to the bathroom, | found myself oddly grateful he hadn't left
immediately.

It was inappropriate at best, dangerous at worst, but Riot fascinated me.

He was so protective, but unsure of himself.

It felt like he was afraid of doing or saying the wrong thing.

So not like any man I’ d ever been around.

| snagged a clean shirt and underwear before heading to the bathroom. “Thanks,
Riot,” | murmured as | opened the bathroom door. “I didn’t mean to be a bother.”

“You're not. Go take your shower. I'll wait until you're settled.” He sat on a plush
chair in the corner next to a matching loveseat. It made a small, intimate area for
relaxing.

| should probably have told him | was fine and to leave, but | didn’t want to.

| wanted Riot to stay. At least for alittle while.

So, | simply gave him a small smile. “You don’'t have to, but | won't object if you
want to stay.



" | swalowed, then added, “You know. For a little while.” Riot nodded but said
nothing.

The door was shoved open, and Caleb appeared in the doorway, his hair sticking up
in al directions. “Mom?’

“It'sall right, Caleb. I'm fine.”
Caleb looked around the room until his gaze settled on Riot sitting in the corner. |
thought | saw Riot wince, but | wasn't sure. He looked from Riot back to me, then

back to Riot. “He hurt you, Mom? Scare you?’

“No, honey,” | said immediately, hurrying to his side. “No. He came when he heard
me scream. I’ m so sorry | woke you.”

Caleb opened his arms and let me hug him. He wasn't like typical teenage boys. He
never hesitated to show me affection. It never seemed to embarrass him. “1’d rather

you wake me up than not, Mom. Y ou sure you're OK with Riot here?’

“Yes. I'm not scared of Riot. | would never put you at risk. If | wasn’t sure about
him, we wouldn’t be here.”

Caleb looked satisfied with my answer, then turned to Riot.

Something passed between the two of them | didn’'t understand but Caleb seemed
satisfied while Riot looked even more uncomfortable than ever.

It was kind of cute. Not aword |I'd ever have associated with a biker or an ex-con.

Together? Worse than laughable, yet there it was.



When Caleb shut the door behind him, | gave Riot a small smile, then went to the
bathroom and shut the door.

| leaned against the door, then slid down to sit on the floor.

| let the coolness of the wood at my back ground me as | took severa more deep
breaths.

Nightmares were nothing new, but tonight was the worst ever.

Probably because of the fight at the motel.

The details were fuzzy, but | was still feeling the edge of panic as the adrenaline left
me.

The adrenaline drop was the worst. Not only was | sweating and sticky, but | was also
sick to my stomach and my legs were wobbly.

After afew more minutes, | stumbled to my feet and turned on the shower, adjusting
the temperature until it was as hot as | could stand it.

As steam filled the bathroom, | stripped off my sweat-dampened clothes, then used a
hair band the women had supplied to secure my hair into a bun on top of my head.

Then | stepped into the shower and let the water beat against my tense muscles.

| tried to focus on the soothing sensation rather than the lingering fear.

Doug wasn't here. | was safe. Riot was just outside in my bedroom.

That thought nearly made my knees give out.



Riot . The man was an enigma. A convicted killer who looked at me with such
gentleness it made my chest ache.

I'd spent so many years flinching at sudden movements, anticipating the next
outburst, the next blow.

Yet around Riot, despite his size and obvious strength, | didn’'t fedl that familiar
dread.

| didn’t feel threatened in any way by Riot.
Not wanting to inconvenience Riot further, | finished up and dried off. | felt more like
myself again, but still incredibly fragile. | pulled on clean clothes and ran a brush

through my hair before opening the door and exiting the bathroom.

Riot was dtill there, sitting exactly where I'd left him. His gaze lifted to mine
immediately. “Better?” he asked.

| nodded, sitting on the edge of the bed. “Much.” For a while | stared down at my
hands, not sure what to say when there were so many things | needed to know. “I
appreciate your patience with me and Caleb.”

“No need for patience. I'm glad to help.”

“You and Caleb seem to be getting on well.” This conversation had to happen
sometime. Might as well get it over with now.

“We' ve come to an understanding of sorts, | guess.”

“What’ s that?’



The corners of his lips lifted in amusement. “We agree that if | don’'t scare or hurt
you, he won'’t cut out my heart with arusty spork.”

That got a surprised bark of laughter from me. “ That’s good to know.”

“Also, he wants me to be your protector. At least, for now.”

That surprised me. “Caleb said that?’

“Yeah. | don’t think it was easy for him to admit he couldn’t do it on his own, but he
wants you to be safe. | think that kid would do anything in the fuckin’ world to
protect you.”

| had to smile. “Caleb isagreat kid.”

“He's a good man, too,” Riot said. “Better than most | know. | don’t respect many
people, but | respect your son.”

“Wow. That's high praise.”

“Deserved.”

Again, there was an awkward silence between us. Riot didn't rush me or even
anticipate my questions. He simply sat in that chair, resting his arms on the sides, and

waited.

“I'd like to know...” | stopped, unsure how to phrase my question without
accidentally offending him.

“1’m not going to pounce on you, Violet.



I’m not gonna get mad at anything you ask me.

As a mother of a boy Caleb’'s age, you have every right to want to know as much as
you can about the ex-con you’ re gonna be stuck with for the foreseeable future.

" He grinned, not repentant in the least. “So, you ask al the questions you want,
honey.”

It was ridiculous how much | liked him calling me honey .

A couple of the other guys had used that endearment too, but none of them said it to
me in the same tone of voice Riot did.

Now was not the time for fantasi es about the hot biker.

Especialy when, first, | was married, and second, | had a preteen son in the next
room.

Also, there was the fact my husband was probably going to retaliate for the legal
victory today.

“1’d like to know what you'’ re going to tell Caleb tomorrow.”

He raised an eyebrow. “What do you want me to tell him?”’

“1 don't know.” | sat on the edge of the bed, my elbows on my knees and my head in
my hands. “I’m handling this al wrong.”

“Tak it out as best you can. | hate you had a nightmare, but | wanted to talk with you
about this before | spoke with Caleb. Probably for the same reasons you're thinking
of right now.”



“I’m sorry, Riot. I’'m convinced you' re one of the good guys. Like the real good guys.
The kind of guy who does what has to be done, no matter the consequences to
himself.”

He shook his head. “I’m not sure I'd go that far. But in this case, yeah. | didn’t care
what happened to me.”

“l don’t want to hear this, do 1?7’ It wasn’t a question | needed answered.
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“Probably not. I’ll be honest with you, Violet, | don't think | should tell Caleb my
story. Earlier | promised him | would, but | should have thought the decision through.
Having done that, I’'m not going to lie to him. There might be things | omit, but |
won't lie.”

“No. Caleb would never trust you again.”

“I'll tell you the unfiltered version now, if you want. Then you can decide how you
want meto present it to Caleb.”

“Are you even real?’ The question slipped out before | realized | was going to say it.
“No man is this patient and understanding.” That last was grumbled under my breath.

Riot’s warm chuckle filled the room and dispelled the last of my tension.

Y eah, the conversation was getting ready to get serious, but there was something
about Riot that put me at ease.

It was a dangerous thing to trust a man like Riot.

| knew that without a doubt. | also knew | trusted him with my life.

And my son’s. “I hope so. Otherwise, I’m not sure who you’ re talking to. ”

| stared at him for long moments. This man was like no one I’d ever met before.

I’d been around killers all my life. While | had no doubt this man was as dangerous as



any one of them, he was different.

He had a mora code. | could also tell he wasn't proud of his past. Or, at least, he
thought his past would be something we' d balk at.

He' d been correct. Both Caleb and | had both been nervous, but Riot had proved to be
more than what was on the surface.

So, | decided if he was going to have to spill hisguts, I'd go first.

| took a deep breath and began. “My mother was the daughter of a low-level soldier
with the Russo family in South Florida. Ritchie, the son of the patriarch, got my
mother pregnant. Mr. Russo didn't approve of my mother, but Ritchie was his
youngest son and the baby my mother was carrying was his grandson. ”

“Grandson?’ Riot raised an eyebrow.

“Surprise! Granddaughter. Not grandson. My grandfather wasn't impressed.

He tried to talk my father into making my mother have a home birth, but he refused.

Despite my grandfather’s obsession with the family business and blood ties, my
father loved my mother.

I’m not sure if he ever loved me, but my mother did, so Ritchie let her keep me.

Pretty sure my grandfather intended to kill my mother’s child if it wasagirl.”

“Sounds like real winners, those two.”

“My father and grandfather?’ | snorted alaugh.



“Oh, yeah. Parent and grandparent of the year. Anyway, Mr. Russo needed atie with
the Harrington family here in Nashville. As| understand it, the arrangement benefited
Mr. Harrington far more than it did Mr. Russo, so when | was offered to Doug, his
father jJumped at the offer.”

“The head of the Harrington family is your husband’ s father?’

“Yes. But there'sno love lost. It'swhy Doug got saddled with me instead of Nevada.
Nevada Harrington is next in line to lead the family and his father’ s favorite by far.

| think Mr. Russo thought Mr. Harrington would marry me to Nevada.

As | understand it, that was the plan. There was a rush to finalize their deal for some
reason, so Mr. Harrington agreed to the terms before doing his research on the

granddaughter no one knew anything about.

Once he did, he changed plans so I’ d be marrying the misfit brother instead of the one
who had the real power.

It left Nevada free to secure a similar deal with an enemy of Mr. Russo and get
payback for them pawning off a useless woman no one wanted. ”

“Sounds pretty Goddamned miserable for you.”

“I"'m surprised | haven't had an accident before now.

The only reason is Caleb. | got pregnant really quickly after | married Doug, so they
didn’t want to do anything until after I had the baby.

From the very beginning, Caleb didn’t want anyone but me so they let melive.



The older Caleb got, the more protective of me he got, which vexed his dad to no end.

“Oh? Didn’t like him attached to his mom?”

“No, | think it was that he thought Caleb should follow in his shoes. He should want
to be with his father instead of his mother.”

“ &)’ Jeal OUW.”

| chuckled softly. “Beyond belief. Caleb didn’t know what was going on, and Doug
was careful to keep it from him.

He knew Caleb would always take my side.

Caleb had proven it over and over whenever Doug would say anything out of the way
to me.

Even if | wasin the wrong, Caleb would stand up to hisfather.

For whatever reason, instead of turning his anger on Caleb, Doug did his best to win
him over.

The past couple of months, they’d spent alot of time together.

To hear Caleb talk, they had a great time doing all kinds of different father-and-son
type things. ”

“You think Doug convinced himself Caleb’ s loyalties had changed?’

| nodded. “Y eah. When he drank, no one could convince him he was wrong, and he



assumed everyone thought he was right. So when he told Caleb to get his baseball bat
and punish me, he fully expected Caleb to obey him with gusto.”

“Christ, Violet.” It was the first emotional response I'd seen from Riot since the
nightmare had woken me.

“Well? Now you know my story. Will you tell me yours?’
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Riot
I’d been dreading this conversation. Sixteen years in prison, and | was practically

quaking in my boots because | had to tell alittle slip of awoman what I’ d done to go
to prison.

Not only that, but | also had to find a balance between telling Caleb the raw, gritty
truth, and shielding him from the harsher aspects of my reality.

Not to protect myself, though. To protect Caleb.

“You're ahell of awoman, Violet.” Strange way to start this conversation, but that’s
what popped out. | aso didn’t miss the dight flush blossoming on her cheeks. “I'm
going to give you all the information. Then you’'re gonna tell me what you want me
totell Caeb.”

“All right.” She stood from the bed and crossed to the loveseat next to my chair,
tucking one leg under her. “You said you were incarcerated for sixteen years.” She
looked away and took in a shuddering breath. “1 had a thirteen-year sentence.”

“We're both out now,” | said immediately.

“And neither of usare goin’ back. Get me?

" | tried to keep my voice cam, but the way she looked at her marriage as a prison
sentence was the final nail in my coffin.



And | wasn’'t altogether certain | could make good on my statement.

| had afeeling | might well be going back to prison before this was over.

She gave me a small smile, adjusted her position, and cleared her throat. “I hope
that'strue. | can't...” She closed her eyes and gave a little shake of her head. “1 can't
go back to him. I'll do what | have to, to protect Caleb, but | can’t take him back to
Doug.”

“You won't have to.” | made my voice as firm as | could to get her attention. “If you
believe nothing else, if there is nothing else | can ever do for you or that boy in this
world, | promise, you'll never have go to back to him.”

She shook her head emphatically. “No. Don’t worry about me.

Concentrate on Caleb. That’s why you're here.

" She tried to put alittle bite in her voice, but it was wobbly, like she was trying not
to cry.

| had to focus on keeping myself calm. Meditation was one of the useful things |
learned in prison.

They recommended | learn discipline to control my temper.

Never thought I’ d be grateful for learning how to meditate, but | was now.

“He s alittle shit who needs someone to keep a close eye on him,” | muttered.

Then | realized what | said and | met her angry gaze with mine.



“That came out wrong! | know that sounds bad,” | said, holding my hand out in front
of me and moving to the edge of my seat in case | had to get out of her reach.

“But that kid is sneaky. And he's manipulating you.

Problemis, | can’'t say a Goddamned thing to him because I’ m kind of in awe of him.

" | rubbed the back of my neck which was flaming hot with embarrassment.

When | glanced up at her there was shock on her face, then irritation. “What do you
mean he's manipulating me?’

“Honey, that kid talked you and Lana into bringing in someone to protect him
because he was scared of his father. Right?’

“Yeah. SO07’

| let out abreath and sat back in my chair.

“30, he was scared, but not of his father. At least not for his own sake. Caleb knew
that, once he spoke out against his dad in court and you left Harrington for good, that
bastard would come after you. He knew you’ d have a huge target on your back, and
he wanted someone physically capable and willing to protect you through this. ”

“Little shit,” she muttered before realizing what she’'d said. Then she froze and found
my gaze. | really doubt | kept the amusement from my face, but in my defense, |
tried. | knew I’ d failed when she gave me an exasperated look. “Not aword.”

“Wouldn't think of it.”

“For the record, your first priority is Caleb.” She gave me a stern look.



| grinned. “Y ou look cute when you make that face.” That startled her. “How about |
look out for both of you?’

“You can’'t! You can only be in one place at a time!” She pointed a finger at me.
“You will protect Caleb.”

“Yep. ‘Cause he'll be protecting you.”

She seemed to deflate. “That little shit.”

“Sometimesit’s pointlessto resist,” | offered helpfully.

“Don’'t be that person, Riot.”

| couldn’t help but laugh. She redly was too cute. And, oh my God, | was so
completely under her spell. When she found out how deeply infatuated | was with
her, Violet would likely run the other way as hard as she could and | wouldn’'t blame

her. “I’'m not that person. Y ou know I’m right.”

“Yeah.” She sighed. “I guess| do.” For the first time, | thought | saw a genuine smile
with no stress. She was sharing a small amusement with afriend over her son.

One look at that soft expression, the ethereal loveliness of her smile, and | saw what |
wanted in my future.

Moments like these where she laughed softly at something amusing I’ d said.

| cleared my throat. Past fucking time to get down to business.

“S0. Yes. | did sixteen yearsin prison. | was sixteen and my victim was an important
person in the community, so they said due to the nature of the crime they wanted to



try me as an adult. Because I'd planned on killing the bastard and set him up, the
judge had no problem granting the DA’ s request.”

She sucked in a breath, her eyes going wide. | amost sighed in despair. Here it came.
She'd be horrified and tell me to leave. I’d be stuck in the background. Just like | had
been all my life. But I'd still protect her.

“Oh, my God! You were just a boy!” She looked like she wanted to reach out and
touch me, but we were too far away from each other. “Where were your parents?
Who was advocating for you?’

| frowned at her. “Did you not hear the part where | planned to kill this guy?”’

“Well, yeah. But you were still a kid!” She looked as incensed as she sounded,
genuinely upset on behalf of my younger self. “There had to be extenuating
circumstances.” When | just stared at her, she seemed confused. “What? Do | have
something on my face?’

“I’m not sure anyone's ever said that the first time | told them my story.” Even my
own lawyer hadn’t asked why 1’d done it. They’d only been interested in getting my
confession and putting me away.

“Why the hell not? That’ s the first thing you want to know!”

| gave my head a little shake, not understanding this woman. “I... don’'t know. No
one believed me anyway. Like | said, the guy was a pillar of the community.”

“What did he do?’

“This is the uncomfortable part, Violet.” She nodded but said nothing. “The man |
killed was my adoptive father. | killed him because | came home from a football



game to find my father standing over my mother with a bloody baseball bat.”

“Oh, God,” she whispered, going pale.

“1 couldn’t kill him right then. | freaked out initially and hesitated too long. He called
his security guy and blamed it on me.” | shrugged. “My instinct was to run, and that’s

what | did.

“1 came back the next night. The bastard thought he' d locked me out, but I'd lived
there my whole life.

Being a mischievous teenage boy, | knew how to bypass the security system and
break into and out of that house at three different places.

So | got in, waited until he was getting ready for bed, and | beat him to death. Same
as he'd killed my mother.”

Two tears slid down Violet’s cheeks and her fingers were laced so tightly together her
knuckles were white.

She stood slowly, releasing her fingers and rubbing her palms on her shorts.

With one cautious step at a time, she approached me and crouched beside me on her
knees.

With trembling hands, she reached for my hand resting on the arm of the chair.

She gripped it in both of hers. “Caleb.” She swallowed. “He reminds you of you.
Doesn’'t he?’

“Are you going to push me away now, Violet?’ | hated that it mattered what this



woman thought of me.

I’d survived in prison and become a man under harsh conditions.

Even though | probably had a bit of amorally gray streak, | wasn't a bad person.

| had a strong sense of right and wrong, so yeah.

Even though I’ d had a shitty start, | was proud of the man I’ d become.

She shook her head. “No, Riot.” She smiled at me, even though tears continued to
flow down her cheeks. “I’m not going to push you away. In fact, | think | understand
now why Caleb is so willing to trust you, even if he doesn't fully realize it himself. |

think he sees something in you.”

| tried to swallow past the lump in my throat. Her grip on my hand tightened. “You
aren’t afraid of me?’

“I’'m not afraid of you. I’'m afraid for you,” she whispered. “What you did... | can’t
Imagine how much pain you werein.”

“Thetruthis, | don't regret it. Not then, not now.

" | met her gaze squarely. “I'd do it again in a heartbeat, though Caleb made me
rethink that sentiment.

It'samiracle I’m here to protect the two of you and not still in prison.

But you said Caleb threatened to kill Harrington if you didn’t leave. Right?’

“Yes,” she whispered.



“What if he thinks --"

“That your confession is the go ahead for him to kill his father anyway?’ She finished
my thought. “That’s what you’ re worried about.”

“Yeah. Your kid’'s smart. Too smart. He reads people better than anyone I’ve seen in
areally long while. And Caleb’ s got the same protective instinct | had.”

Violet nodded slowly. “I could see that. But | don’'t think so. He trusts you, Riot. If
you tell him not to, he won't.”

“Do you really want to take the chance? It’s not wrong to want to protect someone
you love,” | said softly.

“But there are consequences. Harsh ones. And that's why | never asked why my
lawyer didn’t fight my sentence.

| didit. | killed the motherfucker. If society needed to punish me, fine.

| was man enough to kill someone. | could be man enough to deal with the
consequences. ”
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She released my hand and stood, moving back to perch on the edge of the loveseat.
“1 think he feels helpless. Like he'saonein this.

And no, | don’t count because Caleb has always tried to take care of me, ever since
he could first toddle around the house with me.

Y ou are quite possibly the only person we know who understands his feelings. ”

“Christ, Violet.” She was fucking killing me with how fucking kind she was. No
wonder Caleb wanted to protect her. Violet had absolutely no sense of self-
preservation, but she had a bigger heart than amost anyone I’d ever met.

“You tell him what you would have wanted someone to tell you before you went
back to your house the next night,” she said with absolute confidence in her voice.

“If you'd have wanted someone to tell you to kill the son of a bitch, 1'd prefer if you
were gentle in your expression of that point of view.

But be honest with him. That kid can smell alie whileit’s still forming in your head.

| moved to sit beside her on the loveseat. Turning my palm up, | reached out to her.
To see if she would take it. She did. | covered her hand with my other one so hers
was sandwiched between mine. “I swear to you, | will protect Caleb. Even from
himself.”



“1 met you less than afull day ago,” she said, putting her other hand on mine.

“When | said you' d shown me more kindness in a few hours than Doug has during
our entire marriage, it was the absolute truth.

He doesn’t see us as family. We're possessions.

| think maybe in his own twisted way, he loves Caleb, but his animosity toward me --
the physical and verba abuse -- got worse the more Caleb insisted on staying with
me.

It was kind of expected as a child, but as he got older, he insisted on staying with me
as my protector.

He said he liked playing bodyguard. So that’s what he did. ”

“Probably had a feeling something wrong was going on.” | grunted. “1 know | did. |
think | was angrier with myself for not preventing what happened to her than | was
with him for actually killin’ her.”

“Oh, Riot!”

The next thing | knew, Violet threw her arms around me and sobbed against my
shoulder. At first, | stiffened, not sure what to do. It didn’t take me long to wrap my
arms around her and pull her more securely against me.

Her scent filled me with warmth and peace and a sense of homecoming | hadn’t felt
since my mother had died. This was where | was supposed to be. And | was

convinced with all my heart this woman was meant to be kept and protected by me.

Shedidn’t pull away, and | didn’t rush her.



| knew I'd sit there and hold her the rest of the night if that’s what she wanted.

When she shifted like she was uncomfortable, | pulled her across my lap so she sat
with her feet to one side.

| was rewarded for my efforts with a soft sigh from Violet as she relaxed into my
embrace.

And I’'ll be Goddamned if my heart didn’'t swell three sizes.

We sat like that for along time. | rested my chin on her head and occasionally rubbed
my beard-roughened cheek over her silky hair. Violet was so till | thought she might
have drifted off to sleep.

| was reluctant to move, worried | might disturb her if she was asleep. But after a
moment, | felt her shift slightly against me. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, her voice soft

against my chest. “I didn’t mean to fall apart like that.”

“Nothing to be sorry for.” | stroked her hair, letting my fingers trail through the silky
strands. “Y ou’ ve been through hell, Violet. You' re entitled to a breakdown or two.”

She pulled back just enough to look up at me, her eyes still wet with tears but clearer
now. The vulnerability in her expression knocked the breath right out of me.

“Why are you being so kind to me?’ she asked, her voice barely audible.

| considered lying, giving her some bullshit about community service or doing my
job.

But I’d promised her honesty. “Because from the moment | saw you when you got
out of Lena scar, | fell for you.



Fuckin’ hard.” | swallowed hard, knowing | was treading dangerous ground.

“And the more | know you, the deeper I’ m getting. ”

Her eyes searched mine, like she was looking for the catch, the hidden agenda. | held
her gaze steadily, letting her see whatever she needed to see.

“1 don’t understand,” shefinally said. “Y ou barely know me.”

“1 know enough.” My thumb brushed away a stray tear on her cheek.

“1 know you’ ve survived years with a monster and still have kindnessin you.

| know you’ve raised one hell of a kid, one who would give his right arm to protect
you.

To have akid love you that much, you have to be a good person.

” Two more tears slid down her cheeks. “I’ll never deserve awoman like you.

| won't pretend to think | will. But if you'll give me a chance to prove myself, |
promise you' || never have someone treat you better than | will.”

“I"'m still married.” She stated the fact like it physically pained her.

Then she met my gaze with longing and maybe even a small measure of hope.

“1"ve never had such an instant pull to someonein my life.

You feel safe, Riot. I'd like to know what it’ s like to have that security.



It might be throwing myself at you for selfish reasons, but | think I'm weak enough to
accept that about myself without reservation if it means that maybe we could see
where this goes. ”

“1"m sure relationships have been built on less.”

“You know Doug isn’t going to let me have a divorce without afight. Right?’
“Knuckles told me to let him know if you wanted him to take care of the paperwork.
He says he'll get your divorce, and there won’t be a Goddamned thing anyone can do

about it.”

Her eyes widened and she sat up straighter. | didn’t like the distance but managed not
to growl. Too much. “What do you mean? He can't just make a divorce happen.”

“He can, because he knows the right people. All you have to do is say the word,
honey.”

“1 don’t want to take advantage of your club’s kindness, but I’'ll get on my knees and
beg if someone here can get me divorced from Doug and have it be completely
legally binding.”

“What about Caleb?’

Shetilted her head. “What about Caleb?’

“1 heard him in court. He said he didn’t want anything more to do with his father.
Would you want me to ask him if he wants us to terminate his father’ s rights?’

She shook her head hard. “ There’' s no possible way you could do that. Nope.”



| couldn't help the slow grin that spread across my face. “Like | said, honey.
Anything is possible if you know the right people and if those people owe you
something.”

“Yes. Ask him. That'shisdecision.” She didn’'t hesitate. “If you guys can really make
all this happen and it be real, then he gets to make that choice on his own.”

“I’ll talk to him tomorrow when | tell him my story.”

She looked up at me, hope and longing and hunger in her gaze. Now that she wasn't
trying or wasn't able to disguise her emotions, | recognized the expressions on her
face. I’ d seen those exact same emotions but with no real expectation | was what she
wanted me to be.

Then she did something | wasn’t expecting.

Violet raised her hand to my face, cupping my cheek and stroking my beard a couple
times.

Then she leaned up and pressed her mouth to mine for a soft, lingering kiss.

That simple touch of her lips against mine altered my world forever.

Violet was mine. God have mercy on anyone who tried to hurt her, because | would
have none.
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Violet

This man.

This dangerous, shattered, wonderful man.

| felt him shudder around me when | kissed him.

His arms tightened briefly, then he seemed to make an effort to relax.
Asfor me? My world burst into a million pieces.

Some of those pieces were emotions and emotiona restraints | needed rid of, but
some of them were so dangerous | was completely and utterly terrified.

| pulled back, trembling at the intensity of feelings this simple kiss had unleashed.
How was it possible to feel so much for someone | barely knew?

I’d spent my entire adult life in a marriage devoid of genuine affection, where every
touch held the potential for pain rather than pleasure.

Y et here | was, melting into the arms of an ex-convict I’d known for less than a day.
“Violet,” Riot whispered, his voice rough with emotion. His eyes searched mine,

looking for any sign of regret or hesitation. He held me securely, but | didn't feel
trapped. One big hand moved in a comforting slide up and down my back, gentling



me like he might a nervousfilly.

“l shouldn’t have done that,” | said, but made no move to leave his lap. “I'm still
married. And you're --”

“I'mwhat?’ he asked softly when | didn’t continue.

“You're too good to be true,” | confessed. “Men like you don't exist in my world.
Men who protect instead of harm. Men who ask instead of take.”

He laughed, a short, humorless sound. “Honey, I’'m nobody’s idea of a good man.
I’ ve got blood on my hands and sixteen years of prison behind meto proveit.”

“And yet you' ve shown me more respect in one day than Doug has in our entire
marriage.” | touched his face again, marveling at how he leaned into my touch like a
man starved for affection. Maybe he was. “I don’t know what this is between us, but |
know | don’'t want it to stop.”

“It won't,” he promised, his eyes sparked with fervent promise. “Not unless you
decide you don’t want me.”

His words wrapped around me like a vow, and | found myself believing him despite
al the warnings in my head. 1'd been lied to for so long that | should have been
Immune to pretty words and promises, but something about Riot’s blunt honesty cut
through my defenses.

“1’ve got a man with some power in this city after me, Riot.

Areyou sure you want to put yourself in his crosshairs like this?

The very last thing in this world | want is for you to get hurt or get your parole



revoked or whatever.

" | let my fingers tunnel through his short beard, the rough, bristle-like strands a
soothing sensation against my palm.

| looked up at him and more of those vile tears slid down my cheeks.

“You’re too good a person to go back to prison, Riot.

You didn’t deserve to be there to begin with. ”

“1 absolutely deserved to be there, Violet. Don't ever doubt that. | killed that
motherfucker. Then | pissed on him for good measure since | knew | wouldn’t be
there to pisson his grave.”

His declaration should have scared me, and maybein away it did.

But there was a part of me -- a larger part than | was comfortable admitting -- that
took great pleasure in imagining something similar happening with Doug.

Just not with Riot or Caleb. | wanted to be the one to kill Doug.

God knew I’ d earned the right to end that monster.

“I"'m married, Riot. | have a husband who's not going to let me go willingly simply
because, in his mind, he owns me.”

“No, he doesn’t.” His simple declaration was said in a rough voice filled with sorrow
and anger.

There were times this man was an open book.



Other times, like at the court hearing, | couldn’t read him at all.

“No matter what happens, there is no scenario where you go back to him if you don't
want to.

Even if you wanted to, I’ d have to be sure you knew Caleb was safe and not in danger
because | know you' d walk back to him willingly if he threatened your son. ”

| smiled up at him. “ Seems you already know me.”

“l do.”

“Thank you,” | whispered, resting my head against his chest. His heartbeat was strong
and steady beneath my ear, and | found myself matching my breathing to the rise and
fall of his chest.

“For what?’ His voice rumbled through me like agiant cat purring.

“For jumping into this situation the way you did. You didn’'t need this complication
inyour life. I'm sure it brings up bad memories.”

“Honey, my whole life has been about those bad memories. Every fuckin’ day in
prison, | thought about what I’ d done.

What | could have done differently. Everything | lost. Thing is’ -- he looked over my
shoulder, his brows knitting together --"| never regretted a single Goddamned thing |
did.

Not the first time | got the shit beat out of me in prison by a guy twice my fuckin’
Size, just because he could.



Not when the guards saw me as an easy target to work out their anger issues on.

Not the first time another guy twice my size tried to rape me.

Not once.” Then he met my gaze and the intensity | found there took my breath. “Not
until I met you and Caleb.”

“Riot.”

He shook his head. “You can aways call me Riot. That’'s kind of who | am now, |
guess.

But my name is Quinn Devereaux. You need to know that, because | want to clam
youl.

" | opened my mouth, but Riot lay hisfingers over my mouth gently.

“Shh.” He leaned in and rubbed my nose with his and my heart pounded.

Oh, God, what was he doing to me? “l want to clam you so that my club will be
honor bound to protect you. That ain't the only reason, but that’s the reason I'm

gonnagive Caleb. ”

“What' s the other reason?’ | was terrified of hisanswer. | knew in my heart there was
no way | could resist this man.

For several moments, | didn’t think he was going to answer. Then he closed his eyes
for a moment, letting out a pent-up breath. It was almost like he was getting ready to

confess hisworst sin and knew I’d condemn him for it.

“The other reason is because | want what you and Caleb have. | want that.” His gaze



shifted away, his features hard.

| thought | saw what he wanted to hide. That fear of rejection.

Longing for something you wanted with every breath in your body, afraid it was right
in front of you only to have someone snatch it away.

“l want... afamily. And | want that family to be you and Caleb.”

“Quinn,” | whispered, testing his real nhame on my tongue. His eyes darkened at the
sound, and | felt athrill run through me at the power of that smple intimacy. “I want
that too. | want to have something real. Not the facade I’ ve lived for the last thirteen
years.”

His arms tightened around me, and | could feel the tremor that ran through his
powerful body. “Good. Then it's settled. I'm claiming you and Caeb. You'll be
under my protection, and by extension the club’s. Once we get your divorce fixed or
whatever, we'll makeit official.”

| waited for the panic to hit me. Waited for the doubt and fear of putting Caleb into a
worse situation than we were already in. There was none. | took along breath, staring
into his face. Then | exhaled. When | did, a smile tugged at my lips, and | found |
wanted to laugh. Wasthat relief | felt?

| nodded. “Yeah. | think we will.”
The smile on this man’s face... There was that same look of relief on his face that |
was sure had been on mine moments before. And he was so freaking gorgeous when

he smiled!

Once again, | leaned up and brushed my lips over his. Riot didn't need further



encouragement. He gripped the back of my neck and held me steady as he licked the
seam of my lips, daring me to open to him. | did, surrendering to him with a grateful
sigh.

His tongue swept into my mouth, hot and demanding yet gentle.

A rush of heat blew through me and | gasped.

M oaning softly against his mouth, | welcomed the thrust of his tongue.

| curled my fingersin the fabric of hisshirt as| clung to him.

His scent, a heady mix of gasoline and beebalms, soothed me like nothing ever had.
This kiss was nothing like the first one. Riot’s kiss was possessive, a claiming. A
physical manifestation of the promises we'd just made to each other. His hand at my
neck kept me anchored to him while his other arm tightened around my waist, pulling
my form firmly against him.

I’d never been kissed like this before, like | was precious and desired. Doug might
have wanted to fuck me, but he' d never wanted me. Not in any meaningful way. Riot
kissed me like a man with something to prove.

When he finally pulled back, we were both breathing hard. His gray eyes reminded
me of storm clouds, intense, dangerous, but paralyzingly lovely. | had no hope of

breaking his stare, no hope of resisting him. And | wasn't broken up about it.

“Christ, Violet,” he murmured, his voice a rough rasp that sent shivers down my
spine. “You' re gonna be the death of me.”

| couldn’t help the small laugh that escaped me. “ That would be counterproductive to



your promise to protect me and Caleb.”

His answering smile was slow and devastatingly sexy. “True enough.” He brushed a
strand of hair from my face, his touch feather-light. “You should get some sleep.
Tomorrow’ s gonna be along day.”

“Have you talked to Lana?’

“l1 have but only briefly. I gave her what she knew was the bare minimum of
information.” He shrugged. “At the end of the day, Lana Thompson is still an
honorable officer of the court. Unlike some of her colleagues, she does her best to
work for justice and still adhere to the law.”

He helped me to stand, then followed, leading me to the bed and urging me into it.
When I'd crawled between the sheets, he pulled the covers over me and sat on the
edge. With gentle fingers, he brushed my hair off my forehead and out of my eyes.

“You're beautiful, Violet. The most beautiful woman 1I've ever seen. | understand
why Harrington would want to keep you, but he can’t have you. Not anymore.”

“1 don’t want to go back to him. Not ever.”
“You won't.” He kissed me once more, this time lingering only a moment with a soft
kiss. “You good by yourself, or do you want me to stay?’ He waved at the couch.

“It’ s pretty comfortable. | can get a pillow and a blanket.”

| took a deep breath and smiled. “Why not sleep next to me? Get a quilt and slegp on
top of the covers.”

The wonder on Riot’s face was heartbreaking. “You'd let me slegp with you?’ Sweet
God, this man was breaking my heart!



“Yes. | think I’d like that. If | have a nightmare, you can wake me before | disturb
Caeb.” Then | felt the familiar burn of tears behind my eyes, and | gave Riot a
watery smile. “Maybe, with you next to me, protecting me, | won’'t have any
nightmares.”

Riot swallowed, nodding several times. | smiled and scooted over in the bed.

He snagged a blanket from the back of the couch and lay on top of the covers next to
me.

The blanket covered him from the waist down.

He was dressed in gym shorts and a T-shirt because he'd been asleep before he'd
come to rescue me from my nightmare.

That curiously comforting scent of gasoline and beebalms surrounded me.

| had time to register how warm Riot was at my back. Then his arm dropped over my
waist. Somehow, his other arm ended up under my head, pillowing my head.

| sighed...

And surrendered to sleep.
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Riot

Someone was in the room. | knew it the second | woke, even with my eyes closed.
It took me a moment to remember where | was.

Then Violet curled sweetly against me, and | remembered | wasn’t in prison.

| was in the Kiss of Death compound with my brothers, so whoever was in the room
with me and Violet right now wasn't athreat.

| breathed a small sigh of relief before opening my eyes.

Standing over me, giving me a death stare, was Caleb. Instinctively, | tightened my
arms around Violet fractionally. She sighed and snuggled deeper into my embrace,
burying her face in my chest before she settled once more.

Caeb didn't speak, but he stared at me for along time. | could see a mixture of anger,
surprise, and relief on the young man’s face. He nodded at me once, then took a step
away from the bed.

“Caleb,” | murmured. “I swear | won’t hurt your mother. Not in any way.”

“You'll befathful to her?”’

“Always.”



“You'll stand between her and danger? Especially my dad?’

“I"ll protect both of you. No matter who or what the danger is.”

“I’m never letting anyone hurt my mom again, Riot. | will always be watching you.”

| lifted my chin in acknowledgment. “1 consider myself warned, then.”

Caleb's gaze shifted from me to his mother. Violet chose that moment to sigh, a soft
smile tugging her lips for a brief moment. Like she was in the middle of a happy
dream. “Y ou keep that ook on her face, and you and | won’'t have any problems.”
“Caleb, nothing would make me happier than being able to keep that ook on your
mother’ s face for the rest of her life. She deserves better than me, but she’s letting me
claim her. | have no intention of making her ever want to leave me.”

“But if she doeswant to leave you,” Caleb pressed, “would you let her go?’

“No.” | didn’'t hesitate with my answer.

“You' d keep her against her will?” Now his gaze was narrowed on me. If looks could
kill, Caleb and | wouldn’t be having this conversation.

“1 didn’t say that.” Violet mumbled something and lifted her face so that she nestled
between my neck and shoulder before she settled once again. “If she ever wants to
leave, I'll find out what | fucked up and fix it. Understand me, Caleb, | would do
anything to keep you and your mom in my life.”

“ Me?" he asked incredulously. “Y ou actually want me? Not just my mom?”’

“1 do. You're going to be a great man, Caleb.



You're going to be a man other men want to follow because you admit when you're
wrong.

Y ou're willing to do anything you have to for the people you care about.

| don’t know many men brave enough to go outside their comfort zone the way you
did with me.

You made hard decisions based on information you trusted, and you did what was
best for your mom.

| want to watch you grow into that man, and be your friend.

That way you know I’ [l always have your back. ”

Again, Caleb studied me closely before nodding his head. “If all that’s bullshit, it's
really good bullshit.” He tilted his head. “But | don’t think it is. | think you mean
every word you're saying.”

“1 do, Caleb. With everything | am.”

“Good.” He put his shoulders back. “ She's aways looking out for everyone else and
forgets to take care of herself.”

“Y ou can count on me. | swear it.”

He gave me a curt nod and turned to go. “Caleb?” When | called, he stopped, turning
his head in my direction. “First thing in the morning. Unless you want to talk now.”

“About your past? Why you went to prison?’



“Yeah. | had to tell your mom first.”

“So she could censor you?” The kid was a master at interrogation. At least,
interrogating someone who cared about the information he was spilling and the
people involved.

| winced. “Well, | wouldn’t put it quite like that...”

“But you wanted her to approve of how you worded what you told me.”

Again, | winced. Christ, this kid! “Look. | promised | wouldn’'t lie to you, and |
won't. But | will always defer to your mom on shit like this. | hope you and | can be
the best of friends, but mother trumps friend in this case.”

“l hear you. But don't worry about it.” He actually smirked at me. “I heard you
talking to Mom before you guys went to bed. | know all of it. And I do mean all of
it.”

“Christ, Caleb.” | wanted to be horrified and part of me was. What came out was a
clipped laugh.

Violet snorted awake, looking around her with confusion but not fear. “Caeb?’
Violet’s voice was slurred with sleep. She tried to open her eyes but only managed to
get one eye open for longer than a couple of seconds. Part way.

“Everything's good, Mom,” Caleb leaned in and kissed Violet on top of her head.
“Go back to sleep.”

“Love you, squirt.” Violet stretched and held her hand up to her son even as she laid
her head back on my chest.



Caleb took her hand and squeezed lightly before letting go. “Love you too, Mom.”

We both waited a few minutes for Violet to settle. | doubted she’d remember this. |
hoped she didn’t remember this...

Caleb stared at me as | lay there with his mother in my arms, cuddling her against me.

What the fuck else was | supposed to do?

The kid had this whol e intimidation thing down pat.

In afight, | could take the kid. Easy. The problem was, there was no way 1'd fight
Caleb.

If he thought | needed a beating, I'd take it like a man.

Finally, Caleb glanced down at his mother.

In the dim light from the clock on the nightstand, | saw his features soften before he
looked back at me again.

Instantly his expression changed to one of menace.

Then he pointed at his eyes with two fingers, then pointed the fingers at me.

He did this a couple times, raising his eyebrows when he finished.

| nodded my acknowledgment. He was watching me.

Good to know. The young man finally nodded back at me before turning to leave.



Once Caleb had closed the door behind him, | let out a long breath. Christ, that kid
was going to give me a heart attack before thiswas over.

| glanced down at Violet, her face peaceful in sleep against my chest. The weight of
her trust crushed me in the best possible way.

I’d spent sixteen yearsin prison with nothing but my rage and regret for company.

Now | had this woman and her son in my life, and I'd kill anyone who tried to take
them from me.

Just as | suspected, Violet didn’t move afterward.

Apparently, the woman was exhausted. And, honestly, | was surprised she hadn’t
crashed already.

Probably because she didn’t have a safe place to let her guard down.

I’d be lying if the thought of her being comfortable enough with me, safe enough
with me, to get the rest she needed didn’t make me feel ten feet tall.

| kissed the top of Violet’s head before closing my eyes again. She didn’t move.

| must have dozed off because the next thing | knew, the room was flooded with
sunlight from the open curtains.

Violet was still sound asleep in the same position.

Her hand rested lightly on my chest. There was a soft, contented look on her face.

My heart melted. Never in my life had | felt so proud and important.



This woman needed me. | knew better than anyone who'd never been to prison how
rare atruly, peaceful sleep was when you didn't feel safe.

| had no desire to move. | didn’t care how uncomfortable | was becoming, only that
Violet didn't seem interested in moving, and | wanted her to sleep as long as she
could.

She needed it. Unfortunately, my phone buzzed.

Several times. I'd initidly tried to ignore it, but after the fifth time someone tried to
call, I knew | was going to have to answer.

Carefully, | extracted myself from Violet’s sleeping form. Once I'd gotten up from
the bed and made sure Violet was still settled and asleep, | picked up my phone from
the nightstand and stepped just outside the door to her bedroom.

Just as | shut the door, the fucking phone started buzzing again.

“This better be fuckin’ important,” | grumbled when | answered the fucking thing.
“Nice to hear your voicetoo, Riot.” Knight was deceptively cheerful.

Mainly because Knight was typically reserved.

Sure, he had awicked sense of humor, but it wasn't often that side of him came out to
play.

Of all of us, Knight had been in prison the longest and had had the worst time of it.

How he’d managed to have a grip on the latest technology and could manipulate it to
serve his needs, | had no idea.



But the man wasn't just smart. He was fucking smart.

“Get your ass to my office if you want to know the latest on your girl.”

“Tell me now.” The second the words left my mouth, | knew 1'd fucked up. | hastily
added, “Please.”

“Uh-huh.” | could ailmost see the tic next to his eye indicating how pissed off he was.
“1 could do that.” There was a long silence while | waited for him to continue but he
didn’t.

“Well?’

“l said | could. Not that | would. You want shit delivered to you in a manner
convenient for you, my suggestion would be to answer your phone alittle nicer.”

“Sor --" | stopped speaking when the phone beeped, indicating the call had been
terminated. “ Temperamental asshole,” | muttered before opening the door to Violet's
room again and glancing in. She hadn’t moved. Good. Because it looked like | was
going to see Knight.

| went to my room and got dressed, throwing on a pair of jeans, a T-shirt and my cut.
When | opened the door, it was to a scowling Caleb.
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| raised my hands in a defensive gesture.
“1 swear to God, | didn’t touch her last night other than to kiss her.

" I’d blurted out the information without intending to, but honestly, the kid had this
whole intimidation thing down.

Or it could be | knew how important it was to earn Caleb’ strust. Not just for my sake
in winning over Violet, but for Caleb’s sake.

He' d never fedl safeif he didn’'t trust me.
If hedidn’t feel safe, Violet wouldn’t either.
His gaze narrowed. “Y ou kissed her. My mother.” His voice was cold and deadly.

“Are you sure you're twelve?’ | suddenly realized I'd taken a step backward,
retreating when | hadn’t intended to.

He said nothing, so | scrubbed a hand over my face, opening the door further so
Caleb could come inside my bedroom and we could talk without disturbing Violet.

“Yeah. | kissed her. But only because she kissed me. | was kissing her back.” Again,
Calebjust stared at me.

“OK, I'd have kissed her anyway if I'd known she wanted me to.



" Still nothing. “If | say | liked it, are you going to hire someone to kick my ass?’

“You saying you don't think | can beat you on my own?’ Finaly, the kid spoke. And
yeah, he sounded as angry as I’ d first thought.

“No. I'm saying you'd want someone you knew could kill me because Violet
wouldn’t approve of you killing me.” | smirked because we both knew it was true.
Not because she liked me or anything. She'd be against her son killing anyone.
Regardless of if they needed killing or not.

Caleb’s expression didn’t change. “Who said she'd ever find out?’

Fuck.

Y eah. Mic drop moment.

“Jesus Christ,” | muttered, running my hand through my hair. This kid was something
else entirely. “Look, | get it. You're protective of your mom. But I’m not your dad. |

would never hurt her.”

“Heard that before,” Caleb said flatly, his gaze boring into me, probably trying to see
into my soul. “Men make promises they’ re unable to keep.”

| stepped closer to him, keeping my voice low but firm. “I’m not asking you to trust
me blindly, Caleb. I'm asking you to watch me. Judge me by what | do, not what |

say. Y our mom deserves someone who treats her right, and | intend to be that man.”

Something flickered in Caleb’s eyes. Maybe uncertainty, maybe grudging respect. It
was hard to tell.

“Knight called,” | continued, changing the subject. “He’s got information about your



situation. | need to go see him.”

“1I"m coming with you,” Caleb said immediately. Not a request.

| considered arguing but thought better of it. “Fine. But you stay close to me, and if |
tell you to do something, you do it without question. Got it?’

He nodded once, a sharp jerk of his head.

“We should leave your mom a note,” | said, glancing toward her bedroom door. “I
don’t want her to wake up and panic.”

“Already done,” Caleb said. “I left one on the kitchen counter. Told her we were
checking out the compound.”

| sighed. “I realize you're pushing me and I’ m fine with you testing the boundaries.
But there are some things you don’'t get to decide. Hell, there are some things | don’t
get to decide, and thisis my home.”

Caeb gave me a patient look. Like he was bored with the whole conversation.
“Look.” Caleb sighed. “I get what you're saying. | just don't give a fuck. If it
involves my mom, I’'m going to be there. End of story. Someone doesn't like it, they
can tell me to my face.”

“Yeah. | don't think you'reredly twelve.”
Caleb followed me to Knight's office. The door, which was always open, was now
closed. A quick check of the handle revealed it was locked too. “Fucking grumpy

bastard,” | muttered before knocking. “Knight! It's me! Open up!”

There was a long enough pause | knew he was making a point. When he opened the



door, his glare was unmistakable.

| sighed. “I apologize for being rude on the phone.” Sometimes it was best to admit
you were wrong. “1 didn’t want to wake Violet.” It was alow blow, but | couldn’t let
the bastard think he’ d won the war instead of just the battle.

He rolled his eyes but stepped back and let me and Caleb inside his office. Instead of
talking to me, he offered Caleb a seat in front of his desk before perching on the edge
himself.

“I’ve filed the paperwork that officially finalizes the divorce between your mother
and father.

She’ s free, but she got nothing from him in the way of monetary value.

" Knight got down to business, but he completely ignored me.

Y eah, he wasn't giving up on the war just yet.

“l have everything ready that will free you from him as well, but | hadn’t talked to
you about it. ”

“Mom told Riot | should have achoice.” Caleb didn’t flinch at the news. Any of it.
Knight shrugged. “Didn’t realize that, but | wouldn’t have done anything permanent
without checking with you first. You're old enough, and severing legal ties with a

parent isn't atrivial matter.”

That seemed to surprise Caleb. | wasn't sure why, but he clearly wasn’t expecting
Knight to ask his opinion on something like this.



“1 figured you' d do what Mom and Riot thought was best no matter what | wanted.”
He glanced at me.

Two things struck me at Caleb’ s statement.

First, he was clearly shocked Knight was taking his feelings in the matter into
consideration and wasn't doing anything until he had the answers he was looking for.

Second, Caleb included me in what he thought the decision-making process would
be. That surprised the shit outta me.

Knight waved his concerns away. “Doesn’t matter what they want.

This decision affects you in very intimate ways.

Cutting someone’s father out of their life isn't something I'd ever do if the person
was able to make that decision rationally.

You're clearly in possession of your faculties, so it’s your choice. ”

“Then my choice isto never seethat son of abitch again.”

Caeb' sfierce assertion was all Knight needed. “Consider it done.”

“Dad’'s gonna be pissed,” Caleb stated. | swear to God, the kid could have been one
of the patched members of Kiss of Death the way he adapted to the situation at hand.
He hadn’t flinched no matter what we threw at him, however unintentional. “What

happens next?’

“That's part of the reason | called Riot. Your dad’s hired some really nasty people to
come after your mother.”



“Kill him,” Caeb said without pause. “If he's dead he can’'t pay anyone. If there’'s no
money, there’ s no danger. Problem solved.”

Knight gave me alook. | shrugged. If he was looking for a clue as to how to deal with
thiskid he was going to have to look at someone else. | had no fucking clue.

“That's certainly one option,” Knight said carefully. “Maybe we could look for
another deterrent?’

“1 want him gone,” Caleb insisted, his voice steel. “He’ll never stop otherwise.”
| stepped forward, finally inserting myself into the conversation. “We need to think
strategically, Caleb. Killing your father might solve one problem but create ten

more.”

Knight nodded. “Riot’s right. Your father has connections -- financial, political, and
criminal.

First rule of being in aclub like Kiss of Death isto never kill if it can be avoided.

Why? It makes people look. Especially someone like your father.

The more connected someone is, the more questions people ask and the more they
demand answers. ”

“So, what then?’ Caeb demanded, frustration evident in his tense shoulders. “We
just wait for him to try again? Maybe succeed the next time?”’

| placed a hand on Caleb’s shoulder. “No. We make it impossible for him to come
after you. We make the cost too high.”



Knight tapped a few keys on his computer. “I’ve been digging into Harrington's
business. There are... irregularities.” A smirk crossed his face. “Significant ones.
Your father appears to be under investigation aready. Has been for months, and
probably has no clue.”

Caleb’s eyes widened. “By whom?”’

“Seems your father’'s business dealings have attracted federal attention,” Knight
replied. “FBI, DEA, and IRS. The unholy trinity.”

“Can we usethat?’ | asked.

Knight's smile was cold. “Oh, | think we can do better than that. In fact, if we play
our cards right, there's every possibility Doug Harrington’s unspoken associates will
do himin.”

It was hard to tell what Caleb was feeling, but | thought there was a sense of
frustration. This was a kid who had some big feelings, and | couldn’t read him for
shit.

“Knight.” | gave him awary look. “Is this something you want to discuss now?’
“What?" Knight asked, not looking confused in the least. “Killin’ the kid's father?”
He shrugged. “The way | figure it, the kid's got just as much a right as anyone other

than maybe your woman to decide what happens to the bastard.”

“Mom would never condone this.” Caleb’s expression still didn’t change, but | could
tell how he felt about it. “So you don’t say anything to her.”

That got my attention. “Uh, maybe this isn’'t the best conversation to be having?’ |
gave Knight a hard look.



“If I'm not keeping this from you, Caleb, I’'m not keeping it from your mother. Y ou
both get to have asay in this.”

“Are we really fuckin' talkin’ about this?’ | felt like someone had to be the voice of
reason here.

Knight shrugged. “Honestly, it’s probably all moot.

Harrington has been laundering money through several businesses for years.

He's also been skimming from his bosses, which is never a good idea, but especially
not with the people he’ sworking for.

In any case, the Feds have been building a case for months.

If they don’t get him the cartel will, since that’s who he' s been working for. ”

“Can we use that to keep him away from us?’ Caleb’'s voice had lost some of its
hardness, replaced by genuine curiosity.

“That’ s the beauty of it,” Knight said with a satisfied smirk.

“We don’'t have to do anything illegal ourselves.

We just need to make sure the right information reaches the right people.

" He glanced up at me before turning his attention back to Caleb.

“Both the Feds and your father’s associates would be very interested in certain files
I’ ve uncovered. ”



“S0 either the Feds get him or the cartel does.” Caleb looked thoughtful. “It’ll take
the Feds forever.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.” Knight crossed his arms over his chest. “Either way, all we
have to doissit tight and wait.”

“Except I’'m sure my dad will find a reason to drag Mom back to court. Any time she
goes outside this compound, she'll be at risk.”

Knight stared at Caleb for along moment. Then he looked at me. “You sure thiskid's

twelve?’

“Twelve?’ | snorted. “Heard he was gonna be forty his next birthday.”

“1 will totally tell my mom you guys ganged up on me.” The smirk on Caleb’s face
would have made me laugh out loud if | hadn’t been slightly wary of the kid. “I’m not
stupid. I’'m also not about to let anything happen to my mom. No matter what has to
be done.”

“Give me afew days, Caleb.” Knight moved from the edge of his desk to the bank of
computer screens behind him. “No matter what happens, | promise your mom will be
safe.”

| wasn't sure Knight's promise satisfied Caleb, but he didn’'t raise any more
objections.

“How long before I’'m not legally Doug Harrington’s son?’” The sudden change of
topic was welcome as far as I’ m concerned.

“Give me twenty-four hours. I'll have to contact a couple of people, but | swear to
you, Caleb, when I'm done, Harrington will think every signature of his connected



with your mom'’s divorce or your parental custody change might actually be legit.
Even though he knows he didn’t sign anything.”

“Won't people be ableto tell it’s not his signature?’

Knight gave Caleb an evil grin. “Nope. In fact, if he contests anything, there will be a
string of experts already consulted who will swear his signature is spot-on.”

That seemed to satisfy Caleb. The kid stood and held out his hand to Knight who
immediately stood and took it. “Thanks. Now. Y ou’ve just got one more thing to do.”

“What'sthat?’ | could tell Knight couldn’t wait to hear what Caleb had to say.

“1 want you to legally make Riot and Mom married.”
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Violet

For amoment, | thought I’d misheard what Caleb had said.

| stood frozen in the doorway of Knight's office, my hand still gripping the frame.
I’d woken up alone, found Caleb’ s note and decided to do alittle exploring myself.
| ran into Hannah and she said she'd seen them in Knight' s office.

| followed her directions to Knight's office where, sure enough, | found them.

And I'd arrived just in time to hear my twelve-year-old son ask a man | barely knew
to forge marriage documents between me and Riot.

“Caleb!” | gasped, finally finding my voice.
All three males whipped around to face me. Knight looked mildly amused, Riot
looked like he’'d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar, and Caleb... my son

simply gave me a steady look, not in the least repentant.

“Mom, it makes sense,” he said, his voice perfectly reasonable. “If you're legally
married to Riot, Dad can’t touch you.”

| stepped into the room, my legs shaky beneath me. “That’s not how this works,
Caleb. You can't just decide who | marry.”



“Why not?’ Caleb crossed his arms. “You didn’t decide who you married the first
time.”

His words hit me like a physical blow. | flinched, and immediately Riot was at my
side, his hand warm and steady at the small of my back. “ That’s enough, Caleb,” Riot
said, his voice gentle but firm. “Your mother deserves to make her own choices,
especially about letting another man in her life.”

Caleb didn’'t back down. “Are you telling me you don’t want to be with Riot, Mom?”’

“1 don’'t know what | want, Caleb.” | tried to keep calm, but the fact was | was reeling
on theinside.

Not because Caleb had, apparently, found me a husband, but because | wasn't as
opposed to the idea of marrying Riot as | should be.

Not because | loved him. | didn’t know Riot well enough to love him.

Riot represented safety and security and all the gentle, tender things I’ d needed for so
long but had never had.

He was also unfailingly kind to me and seemed willing to give me anything he
thought | needed.

“Yes, you do.” Caleb didn't flinch. “Or are you telling me he climbed into your bed
without your knowledge or consent? Because if he did, Dad’s not the only one I'll
make sure has amiserable life.”

“OK, thisisreally getting out of hand.” | tried to use my sternest voice.

“Mom, it was out of hand the first time Dad put his hands on you. Now it’s time for



you to belong to someone who protects rather than hurts.”

“Caleb --”

“No, Mom.” He was more forceful now, an Alpha male in the making. “I heard every
conversation you' ve had with Riot. | know the best way for the rest of the men in this
club to get involved in making Dad stay away from usis for them to see you as Riot’s

woman.”

“We can't expect these people to risk everything to help us. They’ ve done more than
enough already.”

“Then do it for me, Mom. Marry Riot. | don't know if Knight could do something to
have Riot adopt me and make it al legal and stuff before Dad catches on or not.

" He gave Knight a sneaky glance. Knight narrowed his gaze.

| wasn't sure if it was because he knew he was being manipulated or if he was
incensed that Caleb would doubt his skills.

Could be either. “If he can’t, at least he’s making it so Dad has no rightsto me. ”

“1 can do any fucking thing with a computer,” Knight said stiffly, straightening to his
full height. “ Anything.”

“Then marrying Mom and Riot and making Riot my legal parent shouldn't be a
problem for you.” Caleb didn’t back down, giving orders like he was not only an

adult, but the adult in charge.

“1 don’t know whether to strangle you or be proud of you,” | muttered.



“Beproud,” Riot said with agrin, giving my shoulder alittle squeeze.
“I"m assuming you ain’'t supposed to be given the opportunity to protest this union,
Riot?” Knight turned to his keyboard and started doing computer shit without looking

in our direction.

“Nope,” Caeb said. “He lost that right when | caught him in my mother’s bed.
Cuddling her.” He made aface. “That’s just gross.”

| couldn’t help but laugh despite myself. “We were just sleeping, Caleb.”

“Uh-huh.” His skeptical tone made me want to simultaneously hug him and ground
him for life.

| never had been able to get the upper hand on this kid.

Mainly because everything the child did, and | mean everything since he was old
enough to realize something might be wrong with me and his dad, was to make my
life better.

How the hell did you argue with akid who was that observant and empathetic?

Riot cleared his throat. “1 think we need to slow down here.” His voice was steady,
but | could feel the tension in his body where his hand now rested against my back.
“Marriage isn’t something you rush into.”

“You don’'t want to marry my mom?’ Caleb challenged Riot, his eyes narrowing.

“Not what | said, kid.” Riot’s jaw tightened. “1 happen to think your mom deserves to
be wooed properly before she gets hitched again.”



Knight leaned back in his chair, clearly enjoying the show.

“Notice he didn’'t say anything about having met her less than twenty-four hours ago.

" Then he shrugged. “I could have the paperwork ready within the hour. | backdated
your divorce papers six months just in case getting married was what you needed to
keep him away. So | can have a marriage properly filed, witnesses accounted for,
even signed by clergy. No one would question it.”

“That’s not the point,” | said, finding my voice again. “The point is that decision like
this should be made by the people actualy getting married! Not a twelve-year-old
with delusions of grandeur!”

“S0, you're saying you don’t want to marry Riot,” Caleb pressed.

| felt my face flush. “I’'m saying that’s between me and Riot to discuss. Privately .
Which means you don't get to eavesdrop or manipulate the narrative.” | actualy

shook my finger at him before | realized what | was doing and quickly put my hands
behind my back.

Caleb grinned. “Y ou forgot to add ‘young man’.”
Just like that, all my outrage disappeared.

“l give up,” | said, opening my armsto hug my son.

“If all men were as protective of their families as you, Caleb, the world would be a
much happier, better place.” | looked up at Riot.

“1 really hope you know what you’ re doing.



Because that is what you have to live up to,” | said, pointing at Caleb. “He'll make
sure you do.”

“‘Cause if he doesn’t live up to my standards, he may not live long.” Caleb gave Riot
abright smile and a big thumbs-up before scowling at him.

Riot shot Caleb an exasperated |ook, then held out his hand to me. “Why don’t we go
talk about this?’

“Not sure why,” | grumbled. “Seems to me the three of you have taken matters into
your own hands.”

“Paperwork isn’'t done yet, Violet,” Knight said softly. Where before | thought maybe
he' d been playing along, enjoying Riot’s discomfort, now Knight was sober and very
serious. “No matter what | said before, | was only teasing. If you really don’t want to
do this, | won't doiit.”

“1 have the feeling | should have stayed in bed.” This was happening. | knew it like |
knew my own name. Knight was going to get everything properly dated and filed,
and | was going to be Riot’'s wife. Mrs. Quinn Devereaux. How did | know this?
Because my son said that’ s what he wanted.

Caleb’'s smile was radiant. “Awesome!” Then he turned to Riot. “You know there's
no way my dad can belong to an MC and not teach his son to ride a motorcycle.

Right?’

“Nice try,” Riot said, without hesitation. “That’s one hundred percent up to your
mother. And | have afeeling | know how she feels about you riding a motorcycle.”

Caleb shrugged. “I'll get her there.”



“Christ, my life,” | muttered.

“Go talk thisout.” My son plopped down in agaming chair in the corner of the room.
“1’m gonna be here for hours and hours.” He pushed off the desk to make the chair
spin. “Gotta supervise. Make sure Knight gets everything done the way | want it.”

“You sure you can handle this?’ | asked Riot.

The big man grinned. “Nope. Still not letting you back out.” He snagged my hand.
“Come on. We got some things to discuss.”

Riot led me out of the office with Caeb calling after us, “Don’t do anything |
wouldn’t do!”

| was so nervous and excited and keyed up | thought | was going to puke.

Somehow | made it through the lift ride.

We didn't get off on the fourth floor, however.

Instead, Riot led me by the hand halfway down the long hallway to the door to
another apartment.

We passed a couple of guys on the way, but they greeted Riot and acknowledged me
withanod and a“Ma am. ”

The second he opened the door and | stepped inside, | knew it was his room. His
living area. He'd brought me into his private space, and | was going to get to see a

little more of what he was readlly like.

Soon. We had more important matters to discuss first.



Riot shut and locked the door, then turned to me.

There was such longing and need on his face, it took my breath.

| knew the second we left Knight's office what was going to happen.

Caleb had practicaly signed his consent for us to have sex, so | really had no other
objection.

The only reason | hadn’t already fallen into this man’s arms was Caleb.

Caleb would always come first. No matter how old he got or pretended to be.
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I’d never had a lover other than Doug, and he was about as far from a “lover” as he
could get.

He was a man who fucked me occasionally.

Nothing more. I’ d never experienced sexual arousal before Riot.
I’d never experienced any kind of pleasure during sex.

I’d grown to loathe the thought of anything to do with sex.

Now, | wanted to explore everything 1'd been denied, and | wanted to do it in the
arms of aman of my choosing. | wanted Riot.

“We don’t have to do this, Violet.” Riot’s voice was rough, strained with the effort of
restraint. “Marriage, | mean. I’ll protect you no matter what.”

| shook my head, taking a step toward him. “1 know that. But | think | want this. All
of it.” My heart hammered in my chest as | closed the distance between us. “I’ve
never had a choice before. Not with Doug, not with anything. But I'm choosing you,
Quinn.”

His eyes darkened at the sound of his real name on my lips. “Are you sure? Once |
have you, | won't let you go.”

“That’ s exactly what I’ m counting on.”



With a growl, he pulled me to him, his mouth finding mine a little desperately. This
wasn’'t the gentle kiss from last night. This was hunger and need and promise all
wrapped into one. His tongue demanded entrance and | gave it willingly, meeting his
passion with my own awakening desire.

He backed me against the wall, his powerful body pressing against mine. | could feel
every hard muscle playing under his skin, the heat of him burning through my
clothes. One hand tangled in my hair while the other gripped my hip, holding me
steady.

“You deserve better than me,” he murmured against my lips. “But I'm too fuckin’
selfish to walk away.”

“1 don’'t want better ,” | whispered. “1 want you .”

His hand gslid from my hip to the small of my back, pulling me closer to him until |
felt his hard cock against my stomach.

The sensation sent athrill through me. Not fear, though.

Anticipation. “Christ, Violet,” he groaned, hislipstrailing down my neck.

| thought he inhaled like he was taking in my scent. “If you want me to stop, tell me

now.

Instead of answering, | tugged at the hem of his shirt, wanting to feel his skin against
mine.

Understanding immediately, Riot stepped back just enough to take off his vest and
pull his shirt over his head in one fluid motion.



The vest he carefully draped over the back of a nearby chair, the shirt he dropped on
the floor.

| gasped at the sight of him. His chest and arms were covered in intricate tattoos, a
beautiful canvas of art that couldn’t hide the scars beneath.

Some scars were thin and white with age; others were puckered and angry -- the
physical reminders of histimein prison.

There was also the bandage along his side where he’d been hurt defending me and
Caleb.

Without thinking, | reached out to trace where that curved around hisribs.

“Doesit bother you?’ he asked, watching my face carefully.

“No,” | whispered honestly. “Well, only that you were hurt. This is part of who you
are. These scars helped make you into the man you are. And my son, the kid who,
because of how he’'d hurt me, threatened to kill his own father if | didn’t leave the
bastard, wants you to be my husband.”

“He wants me for your protector. | can be that without marrying you. Or fuckin’
you.” Something in his expression shifted, avulnerability | hadn’t seen before.

“You're worth more than simply being a protector, Quinn. You're a good man. A
kind man. You' re also a man who protects people important to him.”

“Christ, woman.” Then he kissed me again. His hand slid underneath the hem of my
shirt, skimming up my side around to my back. “You better be fuckin’ sure about
this.”



“I’ve never been surer of anything in my life.”

| knew this experience would be different than what I’ d been through before.

Doug liked to hurt, not pleasure. | thought I’ d been kissed before, but what Quinn did
to me was something entirely different.

It was possession and tenderness wrapped together with a need so intense it stole my
breath.

He ran his hands over my torso anywhere he could reach, learning my body with
reverent touches that made me shiver.

When his palm cupped my breast through my bra, | gasped against his mouth.

“Too much?’ he murmured, already pulling back.

“Not enough,” | whispered, surprising myself with my boldness. I'd never been a
demanding lover. Couldn't be. Now | was going to make damned sure | enjoyed
myself. And the only way to do that was to make Goddamned sure Riot knew what |
wanted.

Something dangerous flashed in his eyes. He lifted me effortlessly, and | wrapped my
legs around his waist. He carried me toward his bed in the far corner of the open
room. The whole time, his mouth never left mine, kissing me like | was oxygen and
he was drowning.

He laid me on the bed with unexpected gentleness, his body covering mine. His
weight should have frightened me after years with Doug, but instead | felt sheltered,
protected. Quinn propped himself on one elbow, studying my face.



“I went to prison when | was sixteen. Before, | was with one woman. She was three
years older than me. | lasted a minute and ahalf.” 1 couldn’t help but smile.

Before | could say anything, he continued.

“Even back then, I’d never wanted a woman the way | want you,” he said, his voice
rough.

“1 swear to you, | will protect you and Caleb with my life.”

| felt small beneath Riot, but instead of fear, all | felt was an overwhelming sense of
relief and expectation.

He was so gentle, yet fine tremors racked his body and sweat erupted over his skin
like he was stressed.

| leaned up to kiss his neck, needing to give him whatever he needed.

His confession and the careful way he treated me only affirmed my belief he was the
perfect man for me.

He inhaled sharply at the touch of my lips against his skin, a shudder running through
his powerful frame. “Violet...” He breathed my name like a prayer, his hand sliding
beneath my shirt again, thistime pushing it upward. “Can | see you? All of you?’

| nodded, suddenly shy but determined. He helped me sit up just enough to pull my
shirt over my head, tossing it aside. His eyes darkened as they took in my simple
cotton bra, nothing fancy or seductive about it.

“You're fucking gorgeous,” he murmured, his fingers tracing the edge of the fabric.
“So fucking beautiful it hurts.”



No man had ever looked at me this way, with reverence and hunger mingled together.
Doug had aways treated my body as something to use, never to appreciate. The way
Quinn looked at me made me feel beautiful for the first timein years. Maybe ever.

| reached behind me to unclasp my bra, letting it fall away. His sharp intake of breath
sent a thrill through me. When his calloused palm cupped my breast, his thumb
brushing across my nipple, | arched into his touch with a gasp.

“Tell me what to do, Vi.” | couldn’t imagine any other man in this position asking
that question. Not because | expected him to know, but because no other man | knew
would care more about making this good for me than protecting his ego.

“Whatever you want. Touch. Explore. Taste. Then you let me do the same.”

Riot’s eyes flashed with heat at my words.

“1 want everything,” he growled as he lowered his head to my breast. The first touch
of his mouth on my nipple sent electricity shooting through me.

| gasped, arching into him as he sucked gently, then with more pressure, his tongue
circling the sensitive peak and making me cry out.

| tunneled my hands through his hair, my fingers tangling in the dark strands, holding
him to me.

He switched to my other breast, giving it the same attention while his hand kneaded
the one his mouth had abandoned.

All the while, he growled and snarled against my chest. Though he was obviously a
man on the edge, his touch was still gentle, almost reverent.



“Quinn,” | moaned, squirming beneath him as heat pooled between my thighs. I'd
never felt anything like this before, this desperate, clawing need building inside me. It
was frightening and exhilarating all at the same time.

“I’ve got you,” he murmured against my skin, his mouth trailing down my stomach.
His hands moved to the waistband of my pants, hesitating there. “ Still okay?”’

Christ, thisman! It was obvious how much he wanted to fuck me.

And maybe any woman would do. But he was still stopping to check with me.

He wasn’'t moving and counting on me to stop him, he was forcing me to make the
decision myself so he knew he wasn’t scaring me into submission.

No one had to tell me that’s what he was doing.

Thiswas who Riot was. A protector through and through.

“Yes,” | breathed, lifting my hipsin invitation. “I’m more than OK. Don’'t stop, Riot.
| swear I'll tell you if you scare or hurt me. Just do what feels good.”

He must have needed the encouragement because he groaned and sat up on his heels,
sliding my pants and underwear down in one smooth motion.

| was completely naked beneath him now, and Riot’ s gaze ate me alive.

| fought the urge to cover myself as his gaze traveled over me, hungry and
appreciative.

“Fucking perfect.” He scrubbed a hand over his mouth.



“If 1 could have made awoman for myself, she'd look exactly like you. ”

“Where have you been all my fucking life?’ | whispered.

He snorted out alaugh. “In prison. But not anymore.”

| smiled, reaching for him. “No. Not anymore.”

“1 got lost time to make up for.” He raised his eyebrows as if challenging me.

“1 know a double-dog dare when | hear one.”

Riot moved from the bed and stripped off his jeans and boxer briefs. His cock stood
out proudly from the thick curls at its base. He was long and thick, hisfist circling the
base. He gave a slow pump, and | saw pre-cum glistening on the top.

My mouth went dry at the sight of him. I’d never seen a naked man and actually
wanted to look at him, never wanted to reach out and touch, taste, explore. But now |
couldn’'t look away from Quinn’'s powerful body, scarred and tattooed and utterly
magnificent.

“ See something you like?” he asked, his voice deep and rough.

“Everything,” | whispered honestly. “1 love everything | see.”

He climbed back onto the bed, his movements predatory and controlled.

When his naked body covered mine, skin to skin, | gasped at the sensation.

The weight of him, the heat, the incredible feeling of his hard cock pressed against
my belly, it was overwhelming in the best possible way. | wanted more.



“1 want to taste you,” he murmured against my neck. “Every inch of you.”

Before | could respond, he was moving down my body, pressing kisses along my
collarbone, between my breasts, across my stomach. His hands gripped my thighs,
gently spreading them as he settled between them. The first touch of his tongue
against my pussy had me arching off the bed with a sharp cry.

“Christ, you taste good,” he growled, his hands holding my hips steady as he
explored me with hislips, tongue, and teeth. “Worth the Goddamned wait.”

Riot fastened his mouth on my pussy, his tongue making a long, slow sweep. | fisted
my hands in the sheets as pleasure unlike anything I'd ever experienced rocketed
through me.

“Oh my God!” | whimpered as he continued his relentless erotic assault. He circled
his tongue over my clit before dipping lower to tease my entrance.

One large hand splayed across my stomach, holding me in place as | writhed beneath
him. He slipped two fingers of his other hand inside me, petting my pussy until | was
bucking my hips, desperate to come.

“Fuck, you're so wet,” he groaned against my thigh, his fingers curling inside me to
find that perfect spot. “ So fucking perfect.”

When he returned his mouth to my clit, he sucked gently while working his fingers
inside me. There was something building, a tension coiling tighter and tighter at my
core. I’d never felt anything like this before, this rising, desperate need for release.

“Quinn,” | gasped, my hands finding his head, tangling in his hair. “I'm gonna
comel”



“Fuck, yes,” he urged, his voice rough with desire. “Come for me. Wanna feel you
come on my tongue.”

His words pushed me over the edge. The orgasm crashed through me like a wrecking
ball.

| thrashed beneath him, my body arching upward, thighs trembling as pleasure unlike
anything I’ d ever known consumed me.

| cried out his hame, over and over, as he worked me through it, gentling his touch
but not stopping until the last tremor subsided.

When | finaly collapsed back on the bed, boneless and breathless, Riot crawled up
my body, pressing kisses against my heated skin as he went. His eyes were dark with
al kinds of emotion. Pride, eagerness, anticipation, but most of all raging desire
shimmered in his gaze.

He reached into the nightstand and took out a condom. Stood to reason. He'd only
just gotten out of prison. No way he didn’t have condoms handy. He ripped open the
packet and rolled the bit of latex over his shaft.

When he laid on top of me once again, he gave me a brows-drawn look of longing.
Stroking my face with one fingertip he leaned in to rub his nose against mine. “Are
you sure, Vi? Last chance.” Instead of answering, | pulled him down for a kiss, then
guided him inside me.
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The feeling of her guiding me into her body nearly broke me.

I’d never felt anything like this. The wet heat of her wrapped around me, taking me
inch by inch.

| had to clench my jaw to keep from coming right then.

Sixteen years without a woman, and now | was buried inside the only one who'd ever
mattered.

“Fuck,” | groaned, my forehead pressed against hers as | fought for control. “Y ou feel
so Goddamn good.”

She trailed her hands over my back, nails digging into my skin as | began to move. |
started slowly, giving her time to adjust, watching her face for any sign of discomfort.
Also, | thought it might be a good idea for me to calm the fuck down or this would be
over beforeit really began.

“More,” she whispered, lifting her hips to meet mine. “Please, Quinn.”

The sound of my real name on her lips pushed me further toward the edge.

| drove into her, holding myself deep to keep from coming.

| couldn’t take my eyes off her face. The flush on her cheeks, the way her lips parted



with each thrust, the absolute trust in her gaze were all so satisfying | wanted to howl
invictory.

“You're mine now,” | growled, tangling one hand in her hair. “I can see it in your
eyes.

She gave me a tremulous smile. “1 know. | can fed it too, Quinn.” Reaching up,
Violet stroked my beard, letting her fingers sift through the strands. “1’m supposed to
be yours. And you’ re supposed to be mine.”

Her words hit me like a punch to the gut. The raw honesty, the welcome and
compl ete acceptance were everything I’d never dared hope for. | captured her mouth
in a desperate kiss, my hips moving with more urgency now. Each thrust drove me
deeper, claiming her in the most primal way possible.

“You have no idea what you do to me,” | panted against her neck, inhaling the sweet
scent of her skin. “How long I’ ve waited for you and didn’t even know it.”

She wrapped her legs around my waist, changing the angle and taking me impossibly
deeper. The little gasp that escaped her lips told me I’ d hit something good inside her.

“There,” she breathed, her eyes widening. “Oh God, right there!”

| kept the angle, driving into her with measured strokes, watching as pleasure
transformed her face.

Her eyes fluttered closed, her head thrown back against the pillow.

I’d never seen anything so beautiful in my life.

This woman coming undone beneath me, because of me, was the most awe-inspiring
thing I’d ever seen.



Her face was flushed with pleasure. A little puff of air left her parted lips with every
forward stroke | made inside her body.

“Look at me,” | commanded softly. “I want to see your eyes when you come again.”

Her eyes opened, hazy with pleasure but focused on mine. The connection between
us in that moment was more intimate than the joining of our bodies.

| slid my hand between us, finding her clit with my fingers. The second | did, Violet
screamed. Her body seized around me and my world detonated.

“Oh God, Quinn!” Her eyes locked with mine, pupils blown wide as another orgasm
ripped through her. The sight of her completely undone pushed me over the edge.

| buried myself deep inside her and let go with a hoarse shout, my release hitting me
like a freight train. Every muscle in my body tensed as | pulsed inside her, the

pleasure so intense it bordered on pain.

“Fuck, Violet,” | gasped, collapsing beside her and pulling her against me. | couldn’t
bear to be separated from her, not even for a second. “Just... fuck .”

She giggled as she nuzzled against my chest, her breathing gradually slowing. “Y eah.
| guess that’s a good way to describeit.”

| rolled us over so | was on my back and Violet cuddled against my side.

We lay therein silence for several minutes.

| traced lazy patterns on the bare skin of her shoulder.

| kept waiting for regret to hit her, for her to pull away and start making excuses.



But she just sighed contentedly and pressed closer.

“S0,” | finally said. “I guess we're getting married.”

She laughed, the sound vibrating against my chest. “ Apparently. My twelve-year-old
son has arranged it all.”

“Areyou okay with that?’ | needed to hear her say it.

Violet propped herself up on one elbow, looking at me with those clear blue eyes.

“1 should be terrified. | should be telling you this is crazy, that we barely know each
other.” Shetraced afinger aong my jaw.

“But nothing about this feels anything but right . | believe that thisis right where I'm
supposed to be.

With you. With your club.” She grinned. “I don’t even know what motorcycle clubs
like this do.

And, quite frankly, | don't care. You all came to my rescue, and you didn't even
know me.

" She leaned in and kissed my lips. There was so much wonder and affection in her
gaze it nearly made me tear up.

Y ou know. If | wasthe kind of guy to do that kinda shit.

“And that, Quinn, is al | need to know about you and your club. You helped a
stranger and her son when you didn’t have to. | think you’ ve all earned my trust.”



| couldn’t help the grin that spread across my face. There was something about this
woman'’ strust that felt sacred, like I’ d been handed something precious and fragile.

“You're takin’ a hell of a chance on me, honey,” | said, tucking a strand of hair
behind her ear. “But | swear | won't let you down.”

She settled against me again, her warm breath fanning across my chest. “1 don’t think
you could if you tried. It's not in your genetic makeup.”

We lay in comfortable silence for afew minutes.

Part of me couldn’t believe this was happening.

Twenty-four hours ago, | was just another ex-con trying to figure out how to navigate
life on the outside.

Now | had a woman who was going to be my wife and a kid who, despite his threats,
seemed to think | was worthy of his mother.

“l just have one thing to tell you, and | need to do it now. While I'm sure we're
alone.”

“Oh Lord,” she said with more than a hint of humor in her voice. “Here it comes.”
“Caleb scares me. If you even hint that I’ ve done something he doesn’t much approve
of, he will dlit my Goddamned throat in my sleep. I'm not ashamed to admit I'm
worried for my safety.”

“Simple solution.”

“Oh? What' s that?’



“Don’t do anything he doesn’t approve of.”

| thought about that for a moment, then grunted. “Y eah. Can’'t argue with that logic.”
“He's the best thing to ever happen to me,” she admitted softly. “But | think you're
the best thing to ever happen to me and Caleb.” She looked up a me, stark

vulnerability in her gaze. “Please be that man, Quinn.”

“On my life, honey. On my life.”
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The following week and a half were tense, but I’ ve never enjoyed life more.

Every morning | woke up with Violet in my arms, her warm body curled against mine
like she’' d always belonged there.

Each day, Caleb tested me with probing questions and suspicious glances that
gradually softened into something resembling respect.

By the third day, he'd stopped threatening to kill me in my sleep, which | considered
amajor victory.

Knight had worked his magic, creating a paper trail of our marriage that would hold
up under any scrutiny.

According to official records, Violet and | had been married for aweek.

Her divorce from Harrington was finalized six months before.

Sure, Harrington was gonna pitch a bitch fit when this got presented, but Knight
guaranteed no one would be able to prove their divorce, our marriage, and Caleb’s
adoption were anything other than legit.

L ana assured me Judge Whitmore wouldn’t bat an eyelash.

In fact, Knight had already been in touch with her.



Apparently, she’d had a confrontation with Mr. Todd about the discrepancy and, as
far as the court was concerned, the divorce and adoption was “an oversight the court
deeply regretsfiling incorrectly.” That's how she put it.

Knuckles had called a meeting with the full club to announce Violet and Caleb were
under Kiss of Death protection. No one questioned it. Even before they heard what
Harrington had done, every brother in the room was ready to ride for my new family
simply because they were mine.

“You look happy,” Violet said, leaning against the doorframe of our bedroom. She
was wearing one of my T-shirts, the hem hitting her mid-thigh. The sight of her in my
clothes did thingsto me | couldn’t put into words.

“1 am happy,” | admitted, setting down the gun I’ d been cleaning. When she raised an
eyebrow, | shrugged. “Better to be prepared. None of us are supposed to have guns so
we keep them in a weapons locker, hidden away. We don’t have them out much, but

I’m not taking chances with you and Caleb.”

“You think he's going to use physical force?’ Violet looked worried, but | could tell
she trusted me.

“1 don’t know, honey. When did you last talk with Lana?’

“Yesterday,” she said. “She just said nothing new had developed and to stay with you
until she said it was safeto leave.”

| frowned. “ She hasn’'t heard from Harrington’ s lawyers?’

“1 don’'t know. If she has, she didn’'t say.”

| put my arm around her and led her to the little oasis we' d created in the very center



warehouse in our territory.

We' d hollowed out the thing and put in a swimming pool.

It wasn't really fancy or anything, but it was a safe place to grill out and have a party
if we wanted.

Since the guys had started acquiring old ladies, they’ d quickly taken over this place.

There was camo netting over the ceiling, but sunlight still filtered down.

Sometimes, the girls had us remove the net to let in direct sunlight, but since Violet
and Caleb got here, we decided it was best to hunker down.

Which actually made this place al the better.

Maybe because the enclosure was so big, or the way the sun hit the windows around
the perimeter, but more sunlight came through here than anywhere else on the
property inside the camo netting.

Thiswas by far Violet’s favorite place on the whole property.

“Good afternoon, Violet.”

| spun around, putting myself between Violet and the newcomer. Which was when
two things happened. First, | realized it was Doug Harrington speaking. He'd
somehow gotten inside the compound and hunted us down.

Then, he shot me.

“Riot!” Violet screamed as | spun around. Harrington had fired at the same time as



I’d moved and managed to only graze my arm. | grunted and jerked but didn’'t go
down.

With a roar of fury, | launched myself at Harrington. He got off another shot but
missed. | heard Violet scream and looked over my shoulder. “Vi!” If that bastard had
hit her, I’d tear him apart.

The second | took my eyes off him, Harrington attacked, tackling me to the ground.

The impact slammed me hard against the concrete, but | barely felt it through the
adrenaline.

Harrington’s face was twisted with rage as he tried to bring the gun down toward my
head.

| caught hiswrist, straining against his surprising strength.

“You think you can take what's mine?’ he snarled, spittle flying from his lips. “The
bitch belongs to me! So does the boy!”

“Like hell,” | growled, twisting hiswrist until | heard the satisfying crack of bone. He
howled, the gun clattering to the floor. | shoved him off me, scrambling to my feet.
Blood soaked my shirt sleeve from the graze, but | barely noticed. My only thought
was getting to Violet.

She stood frozen several feet away, her face pale with shock. “Quinn!”

“Get out of here!” | yelled, gesturing toward the exit. “Find Caleb!”

Harrington dove for the gun, but | kicked it away, sending it skidding across the
concrete. He turned on me with a vicious growl, pulling a knife from his belt.



“You're nothing,” he spat. “Just some ex-con piece of trash. You think she wants
you? She'sjust using you for protection.”

| circled him warily, keeping myself between him and Violet. “ So?’

That seemed to catch him off guard. “Are you willing to die for a little whore who'll
never love you?’

“ Absolutely.”

Harrington’s face contorted with rage. He lunged at me, his knife slashing toward my
chest. | sidestepped, grabbing his wrist and using his momentum to slam him face
first into a steel post. The knife clattered to the ground but he recovered quickly,
spinning and landing a solid punch to my wounded arm.

Pain exploded through me, but I'd endured worse in prison. | drove my fist into his
gut, then his face when he doubled over. Blood spurted from his nose as he staggered
backward. “How the fuck did you get in here?’ | demanded, advancing on him.

He spat blood onto the concrete. “Money opens all doors.”

“Not hereit doesn’'t,” | growled.

“Quinn, behind you!” Violet screamed.

| whirled to see another man entering from the far door, gun raised. I’d seen this man
at court. He hadn’t been in the courtroom with Harrington and his lawyer. He' d been

outside. Had to be one of Harrington’s bodyguards.

| crouched and dove for Harrington just as a shot rang out. | swear, | could feel the
wind from the bullet on my cheek. Violet screamed again as | slammed Harrington's



head against the concrete, knocking him out.

There was another shout. The newcomer raised his gun again, and this time he had a
good bead on me. Another shot exploded and | flinched... but there was no pain.

The man jerked, ared stain blossoming on his chest, then he collapsed. That’s when |
realized it hadn’t been the newcomer who’d shot. Violet had the gun Harrington had
dropped. She clutched it in shaking hands, eyes wide but determined.

“Violet?’ | put myself between her and the two men.

“Is he dead? Her voice was surprisingly steady, all things considered. If she
trembled a little, I'd never mention it. She still clutched the gun in one hand at her
side.

“1 don’t know. How about we get you out of here, then I’ll figure that out.”

“I"ll make sure you get sent back to prison, you son of abitch.”

Doug Harrington wasn't dead. | thought I'd knocked him out for a while, though.
Guess | was wrong.

“No, you won't.” Violet sucked in a breath. Standing in the doorway was Caleb. He
had agun in his hand, finger on the trigger.

“Caleb. Good. Get rid of this asshole. He's a criminal. Probably killed a bunch of
innocent people, so you'd be doing the world a favor.” Harrington looked like he

fully expected his son to shoot me.

“Riot’ staking care of Mom now. Y ou don’t get to touch her ever again.



" Caleb’'s voice was steady, though | could tell he realized he'd bitten off more than
he could chew.

The redlity of what he was poised to do was far different from the daydream.

Caleb fully understood that killing a man wasn't atrivial matter.

Not when it was your father you were killing.

“Caleb. Come on.” The patronizing look Harrington gave Caleb had my hackles
rising for a multitude of reasons. Mostly because | was afraid it would be the thing to

set Caleb off. “Be reasonable. Y ou’re not going to kill me.”

My heart pounded, but | didn’t dare move. Not until | knew Caleb wasn't going to
pull that trigger.

“He'll never stop,” Caleb said, his voice eerily cam. The gun didn't waver in his
grip. Yet another red flag. “He'll aways come after Mom. Not because he loves her.
Because he can’'t stand to lose.”

“You'renot akiller, Caleb.” Harrington tried to adopt a soothing tone, but it came out
calculating and manipulative. “Don’t do something you can’'t take back.”

Caleb's eyes flickered between his father and me, the internal struggle clear on his
face. Then his gaze settled on me, searching for something. “You killed your father

when you were sixteen.”

“l did,” | acknowledged, taking another step toward him. “You know the whole
story.”

“And you didn’t regret it.”



“You heard what | told your mom. No. | didn't.

But the cost was high, and you’ ve got a future here.

Once my mom was dead, | had nothing.” | tried to keep one eye on Caleb and the
other on Harrington, but | was going to keep Caleb from killing his father, no matter
what happened to me.

Hell, I'd rather the kid accidentally kill me than intentionally kill his father.

“Your mom still depends on you. She needs you. | do too, so | don’'t screw things up
for Violet. ”

“Listen to your mom’s criminal boyfriend. He knows what happens to murderers.”

“Christ, Doug. Know when to shut up,” Violet snapped.

Caleb’'s hand trembled dlightly now. “You know I'm right. He'll never stop. You
know he won’t.”
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“I’ll take care of it. You know | don't lie. So | swear to you, | will take care of him.”
Caeb pulled the hammer back. He was going to do it. | could see the exact moment
he made the decision. Recognized it deep in my soul. I'm pretty sure | had the exact

same expression on my face the second before | swung that bat at my father and beat
him to death.

| lunged for Caleb, grabbing his hands and shoving them over his head away from
Violet and Harrington. The instant we hit the ground, there was a deafening BOOM
as a gun went off,

Harrington dropped to the ground. | wasn’t sure where he got hit, but | knew by the
way he hit the floor the bastard was dead. | rolled me and Caleb, keeping the gun
over our heads as | put our backs to Harrington’s bodly.

| looked up at the gun. It hadn’t been fired.

Tugging the weapon away from Caleb’ s limp fingers, | scrambled to my feet.

Violet stood with her gun still pointed at Harrington.

The gun she' d picked up — Harrington’s gun -- was a.

357 Magnum. Looking from Violet back to Harrington, my guess was he had Critical

Defense rounds loaded, because Violet had shot him in the face. Now Harrington had
no head.



“Huh,” Violet grunted. “I guess Dirty Harry was right.”

“The Christ happened here?’ Knuckles and five other brothers charged into the room,
gunsin hand. Knight was right behind Knuckles.

“Qasis. Need heavy clean up,” Knight said into his radio. | knew the rest of the club
would be on the way. We banded together like that. No one would ever find those
bodies or any evidence that either man had ever been within ten miles of this place.

“Get Caleb and Violet out of here, Riot.” Hawk spoke softly as | handed him the gun
I’d taken from Caleb. “We'll take care of this.”

“The gun Violet shot Harrington with was his.” | didn’t know if they needed to know,
but I d rather err on the side of caution.

“Got it.” Hawk gripped my shoulder. “Go on. Take care of your family.”

My family . Caleb had hurried to his mother. The pair clung to each other. | kept
myself between them and Harrington. | wasn't sure what Caleb had actually seen, but
| didn’t want to take a chance on him seeing more if | could prevent that.

| put my arms around both of them, shielding them from the gruesome scene behind
us. Violet was shaking, adrenaline drop setting in as her body calmed. Caleb’s face
was buried against his mother’ s shoulder, his body rigid with tension.

“Let’sget out of here,” | murmured, guiding them toward the exit.

As we stepped outside, the bright afternoon sunlight felt surreal after what had just
happened.

| could hear the efficient sounds of my brothers already at work behind us, securing



the scene, removing evidence.

Kiss of Death MC took care of itsown, and Violet and Caleb were now family.

| led them to our apartment, keeping my arm around Violet’s shoulders.

Caleb walked stiffly beside us, hisface pale and jaw set.

The kid was in shock, processing what had just happened.

Hell, we all were. Violet held Caleb’ s hand in awhite-knuckled grip.

No one spoke until we were safely inside with the door locked behind us.

Violet collapsed onto the couch, her body still trembling.

Caleb sat beside his mother, putting an arm around her slim shoulders.

| went to the fridge and dug out a couple bottles of water, handing them each a bottle
before | sat on the coffee table in front of them.

“He s gone,” Violet whispered. | was afraid she was have trouble processing, but she
actually sounded relieved. “He’ sreally gone.”

“Y eah, honey. He's gone. He can't hurt either of you ever again.”

Caleb looked up at me. He was stunned but shaking it off quickly. “I was gonna kill

him.

“You didn’'t have to.” Violet tightened her grip on her son. “I did what | had to do to
protect you both. He would have killed Quinn and taken us back.”



There was a knock at the door. “Riot. I1t's Knuckles and Gunnar.”

| stood and squeezed Violet's shoulder as | passed her on the way to the door to let
the men in. Knight was there too.

“Everything OK?’ | asked, searching Knuckles face for a sign something was
wrong.

“We' ve got everything under control.”

| snagged a couple chairs from the kitchen table and pulled them closer to Violet and
Caleb so everyone could sit.

“Lana Thompson called me alittle bit ago.” Knuckles said without preamble.

“She said everything was filed properly with your divorce and marriage, as well as
Riot’ s adoption of Caleb.

Apparently, Harrington’s lawyer islivid but can’'t find anything to overturn any of it.

She said Harrington might come after you. ”

“Well, | guess she was right.” Violet seemed to be coming to life the longer she sat
there. She was still trembling, but some of her color was back at |east.

“No one will ever find him, Violet,” Gunnar said softly.
“Even if the law investigates you or Caleb or us there will be nothing tying any of us

to Harrington since the last court appearance. That's why Lana avoided talking to
you.



She wanted to be able to say she’d had minimal contact with you in case things went
south. She's our biggest alibi.”

Violet nodded slowly, understanding dawning on her face. “She knew he’'d come
after us. She was protecting herself legally while still helping us.”

“She’'s a smart woman,” Knight confirmed. “She’s been around this club, and others,
long enough to know how we operate.”

Caleb's jaw tightened. “So that’s it? He just... disappears, and we get to go on with
our lives?’

“That’s exactly it,” Knuckles said, his voice gentle but firm.

“Some people might ask questions for a while, but without a body, without evidence,
it'll eventually be forgotten.

Just another rich asshole who went missing.

And to be honest, with the Feds after him, who'sto say he didn’t leave the country?”

| watched Caleb’s face carefully, trying to gauge how he was processing everything.
The kid had been ready to pull the trigger on his own father. That kind of moment
changes a person forever, even if they don’t follow through. “Y ou okay, kid?’ | asked
softly.

“Yeah.” He nodded slowly. “I think I am.” And yeah. I’d seen that same look on my
face. He might not have killed his father in truth, but in his heart, he'd been the one to

blow his head off. “I just hate it had to be Mom who killed him.”

“Don’'t be sorry about that, Caleb,” Violet said, gripping her son’s hand. She smiled



at him. “It wasn’'t something I’ d have done under any other circumstance, but | would
do anything to protect my family. And that’s you and Quinn.”

“1’m going to need therapy for years after this,” Caleb muttered. “Or maybe | can con
Knight into getting me a set up like he has and | can do a first-person-shooter gaming
marathon or something.”

There was a beat of silence before Violet let out a small chuckle. Then we all started
laughing. Inappropriate? Absolutely. The way | saw it, sometimesit’s either laugh or
cry. I’d rather laugh any day of the week.
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Violet
Both Caleb and | had nightmares for weeks after Doug’ s death.
Gradually we both healed mentally and physically.

Caleb had been sleeping much better. In fact, it had been at least two weeks since I'd
heard him up in the middle of the night, and he was |ooking much better rested.

He was also acting more and more like his old self -- the person he was before he'd
found me in the middle of the floor with his father hitting me.

We still didn’t know how Doug had gotten into the compound, but | knew Riot would
find out.

Once he did, God help whoever was responsible.
The door opened and Riot stepped inside, shutting the door carefully behind him. He
watched me warily, like he knew he'd sprung a trap and was waiting for the jaws to

close around him.

“1 just want to say | had nothing to do with it. | didn’t even know what had happened
until it was done.

" Riot looked as guilty as any teenager |’ d ever seen.

If 1 didn’t know the man was actually three years older than me, I'd swear he and



Caleb were the same age sometimes.

He played like a kid and seemed to have this driving need to win my approval.

| supposed | understood. He' d been robbed of his childhood and his family.

| tried my best to give him any emotional support he needed and then some.

Honest to God, the man was aoncein alifetime find.

“l see.” | wouldn’'t have to pry to get him to tell me. The man couldn’t keep secrets
from me for shit, much to Caleb’s dismay.

“1 swear, honey.” He was actually pleading with me now. “He aready had it here
before | could stop it.”

“Did he?’ | had no idea who or what he was talking about, but | was guessing it had
something to do with Caleb.

“VI, the bike was already here when | got back from the shop. Swear to God.” He
was working for Tiny in his motorcycle garage.

He built custom bikes for high-end customers.

Which was used to launder money. Among other things.

Me and Quinn both were finding out Knuckles was way the fuck more resourceful
and connected than Quinn had thought.

Which was good because it seemed Knuckles had half the police department and state
police working the Nashville area on the payroll.



Also, that was two oaths to God almost back-to-back. He must feel really guilty.
“Riot,” | said, using his road name to get his attention. “Is Caleb al right?’

“What?" He looked confused, then his eyes widened. “Yes! Caleb’'s fine. Nothing
happened to Caleb.” When | merely raised an eyebrow, he ducked his gaze, toeing
the edge of the rug with his shoe. Then he sighed and | knew | had him. “He bought a
motorcycle.”

| blinked. “Come again?’

“| swear --"

“To God. Yes. You said that,” | snapped. “What the fuck is going on, Quinn?’ This...
was alarming. For multiple reasons.

“Caleb bought a motorcycle. He had it delivered to Tiny’s this afternoon after he got
out of school.”

“A motorcycle.”

“Uh, yeah. Kind of a nice one too. A Harley Breakout.” He swallowed, trying to
smile but failing.

“OK. So, my first question is how did a twelve-year-old buy a motorcycle? Without
an adult present at the time of the buying.” Oh, the guilty look just got worse and
worse.

“OK, it'smy fault. I'm sorry! But the kid practically double-dog dared me!” He hung
his head like a naughty child. | also knew the old double-dog dare scheme from Caleb
all toowdl. “I'msorry | lied. And I’'m sorry | sworeto God and still lied.”



| tried to keep a straight face. | really tried. It was simply impossible with Quinn
sometimes. “1’m going to ground you both for this.”

“It'smy fault. Don’t ground Caleb.” Riot actually stuck hislip out. Pouting !

“Oh, so you didn’t take that double-dog dare?’

“OK, so that’s not true either. He did double-dog dare me and | couldn’t help but take
it, but | still don’t want you to get him in trouble.”

Y eah, the asshole was playing me, making me laugh so I'd forgive him and my son. |
knew he was managing me, and | didn’t give a good Goddamn. “Y ou’re incorrigible!

Both of you!”

“Oh, yeah?' Instantly, his demeanor changed. Instead of cute and contrite, he now
looked wicked and corrupt. “1’ll show you incorrigible.”

In a heartbeat, he was on me, his mouth claiming mine with a hungry intensity that
stole my breath.

My back hit the wall as his powerful body pressed against mine.

He gripped my hips with a possessive heat that had me melting into his touch.

“You think I’'m bad?’ he growled against my lips.

“Y ou should see what I’m about to do to you. ”

| gasped as his teeth grazed up my neck. | was already tugging at his shirt, needing
nothing between us. “Caleb --”

“Is at Knight's for the next two hours learning computer shit.” He dlid his hands up



my shirt, his rough palms skimming over my bare skin. “Which means | have you all
to myself, Mrs. Devereaux.”

The way he said my name sent a shiver down my spine. Three months of marriage
and | still wasn’t used to it being so wonderful. Quinn had shown me what it felt like
to belong to someone who treasured rather than possessed.

“Quinn,” | moaned as he lifted me, and | automatically wrapped my legs around his
waist.

He carried me to our bedroom, kicking the door shut and locking it behind us even
though we were alone.

Better safe than sorry. He laid me on the bed with the same gentleness I’d come to
crave like a drug before standing back to strip off his shirt, revealing the tattooed
expanse of his chest and abs.

“You're still the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” he said, his eyes dark with
desire as he watched me pull my own shirt over my head.

| smiled up at him, no longer shy about my body. “Y ou’re not so bad yourself.”

Quinn undressed me, tossing my clothing aside before lowering his mouth to my
breast. He circled my nipple, sending an electric zing straight to my clit. | arched
beneath him, tangling my fingersin his hair.

“1 love the sounds you make when we fuck,” he said, his voice gruff with lust.
“Drives me fuckin’ mad!” He shoved at his pants, getting them over his hips before
leaning in to swipe his tongue through my pussy.

| cried out at the first touch of histongue, my body already conditioned to respond to
him. Every swipe, every delicious lick sent pleasure coursing through me. He gripped



my thighs, holding me open for his hungry mouth.

“Quinn, please,” | gasped, my hips lifting off the bed. “I need you inside me.”

He looked up a me with those storm-gray eyes, his mouth glistening with my
arousal. “Not yet,” he growled. “Want to taste you first. Want to feel you come on my
tongue.”

He returned to his task with renewed vigor, his tongue circling my clit before dipping
lower. When he did two fingers into me, curling them to hit that perfect spot, | nearly
came off the bed.

“That’sit, baby,” he murmured against my sensitive flesh. “Let go for me.”

My orgasm crashed through me with stunning intensity, my body shaking as pleasure
enveloped me. Before | could recover, Quinn was moving up my body, positioning
himself between my thighs.

“Never get tired of watching you come,” he said, his voice rough with need as he
guided himself to my entrance. He pushed inside with one smooth thrust, filling me
completely.

| moaned at the delicious stretch, wrapping my legs around his waist to take him
deeper. “You feel so good,” | whispered, running my hands over the hard planes of
his back.

Quinn started to move with slow, deep strokes that had me gasping against his
shoulder. His powerful body covered mine completely, making me feel sheltered and
cherished even as he claimed me with increasing urgency.

“Fuck, | love you,” he groaned, his forehead pressed against mine. The words fell
from hislips so naturally, so honestly that my heart stuttered in my chest.



“1 loveyou too,” | whispered back, and I meant it with every fiber of my being.

His rhythm faltered for just a moment, his eyes searching mine with wonder and
disbelief. It was the first time either of us had said those words. We'd shown our love
in countless ways over the past months, but neither had dared speak it aloud until

now.

“Say it again,” he demanded, his hips driving harder now, pushing me toward another
peak.

“1 love you, Quinn Devereaux,” | gasped, cupping his face between my hands. “1 love
everything about you.”

He captured my mouth in a searing kiss, swallowing my cries as he thrust deeper. His
hand dlipped between us, finding my clit with unerring precision. The dual sensations
of his cock inside me and his fingers against my most sensitive spot had me spiraling
toward release again.

“Come for me, Vi,” he urged, his voice strained with the effort of holding back his
own climax. “Wannafeel you come around my cock.”

My second orgasm hit even harder than the first. | shattered around him, crying out
his name as | thrashed helplessly underneath him. Quinn soon followed me, burying
himself deep as he found his own release with a hoarse groan against my neck.

For several minutes, we lay tangled together, our breathing gradually slowing.
Quinn’s weight pressed me into the mattress, but | welcomed it, the solid reality of
him anchoring me to this moment, this life we' d built together.

“Did you mean it?’ hefinally asked, lifting his head to look at me.

“Every word,” | whispered, tracing the line of hisjaw. “I love you, Quinn.”



His smile was breathtaking in its intensity. “I’ve loved you since the moment | saw
you, | think. Just took me a while to understand what | was feeling.” He rolled to his
side, taking me with him, so we remained connected. His fingers traced lazy patterns
on my back as we basked in the afterglow.

“So,” | said after a comfortable silence. “About that motorcycle...”



