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Most Rikki-Tik

Kirby Westbrook had served his country
proudly, coming home to find his life greatly changed. Struggling
to recover from his injuries, he embarked on a new mission, to
rebuild his grandfather’s Texas-based MC, bringing together men
just like him. Those who longed for the brotherhood a club can
provide but who weren’t quite ready to reenter
the civilian world.

Everything’s on schedule, the entire
operation silk smooth, until a childhood
friend strolls out of a thunderstorm and into the picture. Dana
Currier throws a monkey wrench into everything, seeming to go out
of her way to disrupt his plans right and left, and it’s only after
a crisis he realizes...he wouldn’t have it any other way.







Chapter One

Mid-August

Kirby Westbrook heeled the kickstand on his
bike down and parked with a sigh. With the engine off, rumbling
echoes from the exhaust still rolled through the empty lot when he
leaned far back in a stretch. Thunder crashed in the distance,
and he frowned. He’d been dodging August
storms since Memphis, alternately parking to wait out a squall or
riding through the stinging slap of drizzle and light rain
periodically throughout the day. Who gives a shit? Since
I’m here, let it pour.

Looking around at the scenery, Kirby snorted
a laugh. As he’d remembered, this small town in Northeast Texas was
definitely the kind that rolled up the sidewalks at sundown, and
except for halos of light underneath the widely spaced security
lights, the entirety of Main Street appeared closed.

He squinted and looked off to his right. Two
blocks down and around a corner, something was lit up, because he
could see the red and green flashing lights reflecting off the dark
windows of the facing insurance office. Too early for
Christmas, he thought, shaking his head in dismissal. Up off
the bike, he rolled his shoulders to seat his jacket more
comfortably, then flashed a glance at the silent house behind him.
Just like everything else in the town, the big two-story building
looked put to bed, quiet and dark in a way
that informed any visitor no one was home.

Through the window, a dim amber glow of
lights from the alarm panel assured him
services were still active, which was good. It was what he’d paid
his cousin Oscar Mayhan to deal with, and Kirby was glad to see it
was money well spent. He angled a glance down the street again,
then gathered his bags and walked to the house. It gave him
confidence to find the stair treads were firm
underfoot, and the porch gave off a solid echo from the pounding of
his boot heels. Everything outside was as it should be.

Key in the lock, he paused a moment to look
back as a flash of lightning stroked through
the sky, illuminating everything in stark relief. Tall southern
pine trees swayed in the wind, the dark green of their needles
stripped by the bright bursts of light. As the door opened under
his hand, he stopped in place, watching as a figure struggled up
the sidewalk on the other side of the street, burdened under a mass
of bags. Huh. After years of hearing his family tout the
benefits of tiny Mayhan, Texas, he would never have expected to see
a homeless person within his first ten minutes of being back in
town.

There was another brilliant strobe of light
from the sky, and then it was as if the bottom
had dropped out of every cloud on the horizon at once. It rolled
over him, a deafening sound of rain pummeling the ground until it
almost sounded as if he were under a waterfall. The homeless person
was out of sight now, lost in the darkness, and Kirby turned his
back on the street and stepped inside the house. The hushed quiet
inside was relative, because with the amount
of sound going on beyond the walls, a portion of it inevitably bled
over. But, in comparison to the unceasing cacophony outside,
silence reigned.

Glad he’d arrived when he did, he dropped
his bags just inside the door and felt to the side, palm gliding
across the smooth surface of the wall. He found the switch and
flipped it, the click preceding the light by the barest of moments,
and then the reality of what he’d created began to really sink in.
He’d seen pictures, of course. Oscar had provided those along the
way, as the contractors worked towards his demands. It’s
perfect.

A lot of the building’s interior walls had
been removed from the front of the downstairs, opening up the space
to allow for multiple couches and chairs. There was an old beam
from a barn mounted across the back wall, at
exactly the right height for a man to lean against and place a
drink. There was a renovated fireplace with a broad hearth; the
contractor had removed an old gas-powered insert to make way for
real wood. Above the mantel, he saw the photo
frames had already been mounted, and Kirby stalked across to stare
up at them.

Gonna do this right, Pops. His silent
promise was directed towards the center image, a picture of his and
Oscar’s grandfather sitting on his old Vietnam War-era motorcycle.
There was a massive group arrayed behind him, hard men turned to
the photographer with scowls on each face, as if war had stripped everything soft from them. That stern
appearance wasn’t how Kirby remembered his pops’ expression best. No, his pops
had been filled with laughter and joy, pleasure in the success of
the men he’d surrounded himself with, and a belief that he was
doing right by everyone who depended on him.

Pops, or Old Man Mayhan as the locals called
him, hadn’t just founded the town; he’d also started the Mayhan
Bucklers, a motorcycle club filled with men he’d served alongside
overseas. Named after the soldiers who led the forward charge in
the jungles of Vietnam, the Bucklers were known to be fighters,
both overseas and here at home. Rough and tumble, but Kirby’s
memories of them were filled with love for the loyalty they’d shown
his pops.

The club had fallen apart following Pops’
death, but there were still a few old-timers holding on, pockets of
men throughout Northeast Texas, and Kirby was determined to honor
his grandfather by bringing back the club in a way that would make
a positive impact on the town. The MBMC had never been about the
drugs or women like some of the westerly clubs had. More than
anything, it was something Pops had used to help settle the men so
profoundly hurt by the things they’d been required to do at the
asking of their country. Exactly what Kirby planned to do. Two
years into his rehab, he’d had the idea, but it had taken another
two to make this day possible.

Gonna make the MBMC great again, he
thought. “Most rikki-tik.” He quietly echoed
something he’d heard his grandfather say a thousand times over.
Immediately, if not sooner.

Kirby lifted his arms, rolling his neck, and
felt the pop and click of muscles and tendons stretching as he
surveyed the rest of the downstairs. Off to the right, there was a
short wall separating the living area from the kitchen. He moved
that way, enjoying how the movement brought more and more of the
area into view. There was a long countertop that ran the width of
that section, and just this side was a dining table that matched in
size. Easily seating more than a dozen big men, the table would be
put to good use soon, he hoped. Most rikki-tik.

Idly opening cabinets at random, he saw
industrial-sized pots and pans, and found tubs
and containers of foodstuffs lined up in a
row. There was a waist-high counter by a door with a single padded
bench seat at the end, and in nearby cabinets, he found supplements
and creams alongside medical supplies.

The footprint of the house was larger than
it appeared outside, his grandparents raising their tribe of kids
within these walls, Kirby’s mom one of nine siblings. It had made
for crowded tables and built-in playmates during the holidays, and
he’d spent more than one Christmas sitting near the fireplace out
there, listening to the men talk politics and jobs, life and
loves, each of them deferring to Pops as his
earned right. Loyalty always, boy. Remember that. Traditions
passed down generation to generation, each of them something Kirby missed and was
determined to reboot with his men.

As he circled through the rooms on the main
floor, Kirby counted them off in his head. Living area, dining, and
kitchen were all open-plan, then the back of the house had been
carved into smaller, individual spaces that housed what they’d use
for medical, manager’s office, and a media room. He stopped in the
doorway that led back to the living room and looked up the stairs.
He was tired, and once he made his way up them, he knew he might
not reappear until the morning. Better close things up down
here, then.

On his way back to collect the bags he’d dropped earlier, Kirby was startled by a
booming knock on the wooden door. Heart racing, he forced himself
to straighten from the instinctive crouch into which the loud sound
had driven him. Moving slowly, he tried to ignore the clammy sweat
that had his shirt sticking to his skin across his shoulders. There
was a second light switch next to the one he’d already flipped, so
he toggled that one and looked out through the glass window next to
the door.

A figure was visible, facing out with their
back to the door, clothing soaked through from the rain. Only one
person it could be, and Kirby grinned because his cousin was early
by two days, but it meant he wouldn’t be alone in this house of
jumbled memories tonight. He flung open the door and shouted,
“Oscar,” as he reached out to grip the figure by the shoulder and
spin them. He took a quick step backwards when
instead of his cousin’s features, a gamine face peered up at him
from under a mass of chestnut hair, bundled under a snugged-tight
hoodie. She was familiar, the tilt of her eyes making his brain
stutter for a moment as it tried to line up whatever memories she’d
stirred.

“Shit,” he muttered, backing up another step
to avoid towering over the woman standing on his front porch.
“Sorry, ma’am.” Fuck, who is she? He took in a slow breath,
heart still racing as he asked, “How can I help you?”

“I saw the light,” she offered with a smile
as she reached up to push the fabric away from her face. “I live
just up the block.” She pointed over her shoulder towards where
he’d noted the reflected holiday lights. “Just got home from the
grocery store. Man, the rain’s pretty crazy
tonight, huh?” Standing there, face turned so
it shone under the porchlight, the woman waited patiently for him
to do or say something. Kirby just didn’t have the first clue what
she was expecting. She felt more familiar now, the cadence of her
words different from the locals in a way that prompted good
memories. Family and close friends around a table, sharing food
and breaking bread together, Pops laughing at something Kirby said.
Sitting on the local creek bank, fishing lines in the water, head
tilted back until the sun dazzled his eyes. He traced the curve
of her cheek with his gaze, trying to snare the frustrating
memories that felt just out of reach.

He went for a safely innocuous response.
“Yeah. Heavy storm for August.” Kirby frowned. Something about her
air of persistent expectation seemed off, and he reached out to
grip the edge of the door, not wanting to give her a chance to slip
inside around him. “Can I help you, ma’am?”

The grin faded from her lips, and she scrunched up her nose attractively as she sighed.
She’s cute.

He flicked his gaze down and back up,
unsatisfied by how her rain-soaked clothing hid everything else
about her.

The woman chuckled and told him, “Well, this
is awkward.” The woman paused a beat, then said his name like a
question, “Kirby?” He nodded, still puzzled. How the hell does
she know me? “Kirby Westbrook.” Less of a question now, but
that wasn’t surprising. His ownership of the building was public
record, untangled from family finances as he’d bought out each
cousin’s stake in the old home originally owned by his grandfather.
It had seemed too perfect to get things rolling here, where it had
all begun so long ago.

“Yes, ma’am. At your service.”
Service, he scoffed inwardly. He’d done his service to
country and man. Done more than. Kirby glanced behind her,
seeing his bike still parked at the curb, hard to pick out beyond
the shimmering curtain of rain still pelting from the sky.

“You don’t remember me, do you?”
Disappointment rode her voice hard, with long tones of hurt at what
was clearly a slight in her eyes. She wanted him to remember her,
had felt she was important enough for it, and he hated that he’d
upset her somehow. Her head tilted to the side, and he watched as her hair shifted with the movement,
rich brown shades hidden in the tresses coming to life, gleaming
under the porch light. For an instant, she
looked so damned familiar, something about the movement tweaking
his mind with an out-of-reach moment in time. He again saw flashes
of sunshine off a creek, cane pole in hand as he laughed hard, the
relief of giving himself over to the hilarity only a child could
know. Everything was brighter in the summertime, more real
somehow. Kirby gave it a minute, seeing if his brain would be
able to follow the trails back to what she needed from him, but
there was nothing, just a great void beyond the divide between what
he was before and where he was now. With a grimace, he shook his
head and she huffed out an audible sigh. Chin
down, she muttered, “Yeah, this is way awkward.”

“I’m sorry.” He paused, then tried to decide
how much to give her. Might as well. If she were a local, a
townie as they called themselves, she’d know sooner or later
anyway. Shit. She was probably part of the home-grown
commerce group he and Oscar had corresponded with to get their
paperwork into order for what was needed with the house. In that
case, she’d have read his medical discharge
and might know more about his condition than he did right now. “I
was in the army. It’s just…I’ve got some memory issues these days.”
Understatement of the year. As part of the
coalition force dispatched to Syria, he’d gotten his bell rung on a
dark night in Aleppo, thrown by a blast into the wall of a house.
Most things he remembered were more entrenched in long-ago
experiences than the current day. He’d had more than a few years to
get used to his brain’s version of failing muscle memory. Give
me a day and I’ll forget,
give me a decade and I
might remember. With a shrug, he told her, “I’m sorry.” For
so many things.

Lightning flashed brightly, followed by a
cascade of concussive thunder shocks, and for an instant, he was
flat on his back in the sand, red raining down around him as
mortars pounded their position. He blinked the after-flashes away,
trying to hold on to himself, heart pounding hard. Fuck.
Kirby could feel his hold slipping, and knew he was losing the
battle when she subtly shifted position. The scuffing of her soles
on the boards of the porch helped ground him back in the here and
now. Jesus. All it took was a moment and he could be lost. Not the best first
impression.

“Danielle.” She gave him a tiny grin, and
when he shrugged at the name, continued to fill in the gaps for
him, drawing lines between what he could remember and where they
stood now. “Currier. I’m Dana. Dana Currier.”

Oh my God. Kirby felt a slow smile
settle into place on his face and watched a matching one curl
Dana’s plump lips. I never thought I’d see her again. He
studied her face for a moment, superimposing the memory of her face
on the one she wore now, grinning broadly as feature after feature
lined up, shifting his perception of her from a stranger into a
face he knew as well as the back of his own hand. Someone he’d
missed and had hoped to see again someday. That someday is
now. “Dana? Holy shit, Dana?”

“In the flesh, Kirby.” She didn’t duck away
when he reached for her, allowed him to wrap his arms around her
shoulders and yank her against his chest. He’d needed to be sure
she was real, not a ghost or illusion conjured by his head. The way
she filled up his arms told him it was true. Dana. God, I’d
forgotten how much I missed her. She sagged towards him, and as
his senses flooded with the pleasure of holding this woman in his
arms, her tight grip around his waist pulled him even closer as if
she felt just like he did. In the moment, it
was as if he’d never been gone, and she’d been here with him
forever. Kirby had been hoping to find something in his hometown to
anchor himself to, never expecting it to be her. I’ll take
it. All day long. “I haven’t seen you in a long
time.”

Arms tightening in one final squeeze, he
leaned back and stared down, starting the long process of
cataloging the differences in a way that would let him recognize
her the next time he saw her. “Too long. My senior year. God, girl.
It’s good to see you.” A much younger Dana had been the highlight
of his summers through high school. Coming in from LA to visit her
grandparents, like clockwork she’d show up a few days before the
town’s Independence Day festivities and stay for two weeks. Best
two weeks of the year.

The last time he’d seen her she’d been
suffering through the final growing-out stages of her little
sister’s revenge haircut, had a full set of braces and wires in her
mouth, and barely carried the height of her age, coming up about
midchest to him. Kinda like now. That Dana had been feisty
and fun, always up for a run through the woods to the creek where
they’d fish or scoop up crawdads. Flat as a board at thirteen,
city-girl Dana loved the freedom to act as one of the guys. He’d
liked her, more than he should have, given the age difference.
Thirteen to his nearly eighteen seemed insurmountable, and he’d set aside any thoughts he might
have had.

She’d been a friend. His best friend. Those
two weeks carried him through the year until the time spent with
Dana rolled back around. Someone to joke around with. A best bud to help tackle toilet papering someone’s house
over imagined insults. This Dana? Very different. Her lips
were full and looked soft, and the arch of her eyebrows might
signal the same fun-loving personality, but he suspected the fun
she got up to these days was a fair sight different from back then.
Still petite, she’d filled out impressively, and he found his
fingers at her waist were stroking along some of the softest skin
he’d ever touched, in a way he’d often dreamed of. How did I not
recognize her?

She didn’t respond, so he gave her a shake,
telling her, “You’ve grown up.” Her eyes were shining, and he
stared into the colored rings surrounding the dark of her pupils.
Her eyes had flakes of gold there, and he was mesmerized by the
gleam. So beautiful. A man could get lost in eyes like that.
Add that to the hair and curves, and he held every man’s dream in
his hands. The corners of those eyes crinkled, and he suddenly realized he was holding her close. Too
close. So close she couldn’t mistake the effect she was having on
him. Instead of jerking away, he gave himself selfish permission to
trail a slow fingertip along her skin in one final caress before he
stepped backwards, her hands in his. Kirby
made a show of looking her up and down, then winked before telling
her, “You’re pretty, Dana. You grew up good.”

As he’d hoped, his heavy-handed joking set
her at ease, settling them back into the routine of friendship
they’d grown up with. “Jerk. You grew up nice, too.” She shook one
hand free and cupped her fingers around his bicep with a tight
squeeze. He humored her with a quick flex of his muscle, and grinned when she exclaimed, “Bam.
That’s a gun show right there.”

Head back and laughing, he barely flinched
at the next strike of electricity arcing down from the clouds.
“You’re wet,” he said, reaching for the zipper of her hoodie. “Come
in, let’s get you dried off.”

She complied with a laugh, taking over
unfastening her jacket as she walked in front of him and freed her
hands from the sleeves of wet fabric. She smiled shyly as she
handed him the sopping garment. When she stopped with a gasp, he
planted his feet, fingers anxiously bunching the fabric in front of
him. Other than Oscar, this would be the first time anyone who
remembered what the house had been before would see what he’d
turned it into.

“What do you think?” His voice came out
nervous and slow, because Dana’s opinion
mattered. Which didn’t make any sense.
Fifteen minutes ago, I had forgotten her, and now I need her
approval?

“I think it’s amazing, Kirby.” His name from
her mouth mattered, too, and he rocked in place as it resonated
through him, igniting a fuse in his belly that burned hotter than
the lightning outside. “I read the proposal, of course, but
reality far outshines anything I could have
imagined. This place,” she turned, gaze sweeping the visible part
of the rooms, “it’s amazing. You’re going to do good here. I just
know it.”

Back straight, he looked again at what he’d
done. More than an MC clubhouse, even if
that’s what it would be underneath everything, the focus of this
building was on healing, building up, and making men more than
they’d been left in the aftermath of war. The foundation already
had more than a hundred applicants, men who had been part of a club
before they joined the military and wanted that for themselves
again.

His men—and they would
be his just as much as the MBMC members had been his
grandfather’s—would be coming home in many
ways, trying to dig deep and reach into the past to find the core
of who they were. He’d bring them together for the club and then
keep them whole with the rest of everything he would offer. Medical
and psychological on-site care as needed, but the important part
was the residential aspect of the house that
would keep them embedded with like-minded men, all of them focused
on moving forwards in healthy ways. Kirby and Oscar had worked with
dozens of medical professionals and had expert consultants they
could call on for prosthetic care, PTSD management, addiction
counseling, and funding.

The money.

He'd found that no matter how much you had
in the pipeline or socked away, there was a continual concern about
steady funding. The ever-present shadow over everything would
always be the money it all cost. With Oscar’s help, he’d secured
enough for the first year, but even starting on a shoestring, the
expenses were insane. Worth it, though, he thought as he
surveyed his domain. Be worth anything to make this
work.

“Yeah,” he agreed softly, “I hope so.”

Crooked grin pulling her lips to one side in
a way he remembered usually preceded some kind of prank, she
stalked towards him, her water-logged shoes making squeaky sounds
on the floor. “Oh, I know so.” Dana stopped in front of him and
tipped her head up, grin still in place. Balled fists on either
hip, she told him, “I’m your new manager.”

Kirby took a step backwards. “Uh, no you aren’t. That’s Oscar’s job.” He
and his cousin had sorted all the details together. Kirby knew he
couldn’t handle the stress of the day-to-day running of the MBMC
Clubhouse. After Aleppo, he simply lacked the mental capabilities
needed. That realization had been hard earned, the shame of it
burned deep and unforgettable. Trying to keep track of a thousand
and one tiny details wouldn’t work; there wasn’t enough list-making
software in the world that would let him be what this place needed.
Oscar, however, was perfectly capable and exactly the kind of
person the place needed. His own military experiences meant he was
perfectly suited to helping keep the dozen
residents and members in line when they got caught up in memories
or flashbacks. Not a buck-nothing tiny dynamo, even if it was Dana.
Kirby shook his head again. “That’s Oscar’s job. Sorry, Dana, no
can do.” Until his shoulders solidly slammed against the door, he
wasn’t aware he was backing away from her. With a final headshake,
he told her, “I’m not sure what Oscar was up to, but that’s not in
the cards.”

“Why?” Mouth still quirked to the side, her
grin had lost some of its intensity, even as her eyes had darkened,
those flecks of gold fading into swirls of whiskey-brown. “Why not?
Tell me, Kirby-cat,”—He snorted a laugh at her
dredging up his old nickname—“Why do you think
I can’t do this job?” There was a trail of desperation in her
voice, and he briefly wondered at it; then she pushed forwards and
distracted him. “You think I’m not strong enough?”

“Dana, this isn’t up for discussion. It’s a
no from me, sorry. The foundation manager won’t be housed in some
expensive California high-rise.” He tipped his chin towards the
back of the building. “Office is here, on-site. But, this isn’t a
pretty little co-ed fitness place. This is an MC club, working in
lockstep with the foundation to provide extra services for men
who’ve lost too much overseas and at home. I’m not going to let
them down, and they need to know they’re safe here. Safe to talk
about what happened, without having to worry about some civilian’s
sensibilities. They have to know in their gut.” He knew his mouth
was running away from him, but the words were out there now
and he couldn’t take them back. But I
didn’t invite her to be part of my plan, he reminded himself.
She’d invited herself, and friend or not, it
didn’t matter. “I need things done my way here, and Oscar is my
way. Sorry.”

“Final word?” She was giving in too easy.
The Dana he knew wouldn’t have backed away from something if she
felt strongly about it. “That your final word, Kirby?”

“Yeah, it is. Sorry. It’s good to see you,
though.” He winced at the tentative olive branch he offered,
hearing the lie in his own words. “Really good. I missed you.” That
was better, because he had missed her. Dana
had never been far from his thoughts, and through the years, he’d
wondered what had happened to her, at least until he’d lost himself
in his own head for so long.

“You’re going to be disappointed then,
Kirby. Because the only way these doors open”—head tipped to one
side, she gestured behind him—“is with my hand at the helm.”

***

“What do you mean she’s telling the truth?”
Kirby pushed away from the desk and rolled his neck, trying to
stretch out muscles still tense from the encounter a few hours ago.
Dana had left not long after her final pronouncement, easing past
him and out the door as soon as the rain had slackened. It had
taken longer for Kirby to calm enough to call Oscar, and he’d made
it past the panic methodically unpacking his things into the
smallest room upstairs, a windowless one he’d reserved for himself.
“No. She can’t be. Oscar, we had this all worked out, man. You
cannot bail on me now.”

“Not bailing. I told you about this change,
Kirby.” Oscar’s gruff tone signaled Kirby was nearing the end of
his patience. They’d been on the phone for an hour and had cycled
through this argument a dozen times. So far. Kirby rubbed
his pounding forehead, trying hard to not let the pain drive him
farther than he should go. I just want things how they should
be. “The city planning committee wanted someone in charge who
had experience and a stake in how things go down from the town’s
perspective. That’s how we can afford the counseling, with those
tax waivers. City’s calling this one single
shot, and Dana’s the best option there is, brother.”

“Man, I don’t have any notes about this.
Something this big, I’d have written it down so I’d remember. I
don’t remember, and I can’t do this. It’s too big, Oscar. You can’t
saddle me with her.” Adding Dana to the mix felt overwhelming. She
was too much of the here when mixed in with old memories of Pops.
Kirby’s head still felt muddled from the fleeting feel of her in
his arms. “I need you. You and me know
how it needs to be. I don’t want her. I want you.”

“And I’ll be there. In two days. I’m still
part of it, and I plan on riding herd on her, so you don’t have to
worry about things not being in your control. What you want is what
we’re going to do. Promise.” There was a sigh, then Oscar told him
something Kirby already knew, “I’m on your side, Kirby.
Always.”

“Okay.” God, this sucks. “Okay,
Oscar. I know you are. Sorry.” Eyes fixed on the ceiling, Kirby
accepted what seemed inevitable, hating the rush of relief evident
in his cousin’s heavy sigh at his words. I’m such a pain in his
ass. “I’m sorry. But this doesn’t change anything, right?”

“No, Kirby. It doesn’t change anything.”
Oscar paused, then softly suggested, “Write it down, brother. Make
it real in your head. That’ll help. You know it will.”

“Yeah.” His grunted word wasn’t a graceful
acknowledgment of his shortcomings, but Oscar knew what had been
taken from him, what Kirby had lost. “I’ll do that right now. See
you soon.”

He disconnected the call and stared at the
wall, not seeing anything except the curvy woman who’d caught him
unawares on his doorstep. Dana Currier. She didn’t know it,
but he’d been sweet on her all those years ago. More than sweet, if
he were being honest. She wasn’t but a
baby. His head repeated the rationale he’d told himself, a tiny
voice whispering an answer. She’s no baby now.

Elbow to the desktop, he leaned forwards and tugged his wallet free from his pocket.
Inside, folded and tucked into the back, was a picture that had
been around the world a dozen times, always accompanying him on his
tours and missions. Creased and stained with sweat and blood, the
image that looked up at him was how he wanted to remember himself.
Carefree and happy, forever young. Dana was standing beside him,
arm around his waist. She was looking up at him with an expression
on her face he’d never been able to decipher, while he’d stared at
whoever was behind the camera.

Phone in hand, he pulled up the reminder app
he liked best and set a daily note naming Dana the manager. He considered the default settings, then
extended the task by an extra week and added a lock-screen
notification that would be sure to get his attention first thing in
the mornings. The method wasn’t foolproof, but it helped to have a
mental prompt like that, one of a dozen coping mechanisms he used
to fill in the gaps where his brain refused to populate new
memories. This is important. Glaring at the device, he
sighed in frustration and changed the frequency to twice a day.
Fuckin’ hate my own damn fucking head.

A nearby filing cabinet mocked him with a
label of Management Staff, and he was up and out of the chair in an
instant, yanking open the drawer. Sure enough, there was a folder
inside on him, Oscar, all the professionals who’d be coming in and
out of their doors, and Dana. He grabbed it and retreated to the
desk, taking his time before laying it open on the surface. Then he
dug in to figure out the Dana from today, the one who’d faced him
down in that room tonight, never flinching from his anger.


Chapter Two

Oscar’s head lifted, the movement catching
Kirby’s attention, and he studied his cousin’s reaction curiously.
There was a quizzical expression on Oscar’s face for a second, then
a broad grin split his features, white teeth shining in the middle
of the bush he called a beard. A moment later Kirby felt it and
then heard the unmistakable sound, the vibration and rumble that was a pack of bikes approaching.
Experienced through the soles of his feet and in the center of his
chest, a thrumming beat that brought him to his feet to turn and
stare at the door. “They’re here.” Oh my God, it’s
happening.

“Yup.” Oscar’s response was laconic, and
Kirby grinned at the wealth of emotion held in that single grunted
word. This was what they’d both been laboring towards for two
years, and Kirby reached out to grip Oscar’s wrist, pulling him
close to pound his back.

“They’re here.”

On the surface, it shouldn’t matter who the
managing director was as long as their credentials were in line,
and from Kirby’s research, Dana’s were extensive. Even Oscar
admitted he’d dreaded the idea and would never have the patience to
do the kind of schooling she’d taken on to have built the résumé
Dana had, and Kirby knew how much Oscar liked tackling
challenges.

In the week since he’d first run into her,
Kirby had quickly learned how deep her hooks already went into the
foundation and club he and Oscar had envisioned and built with
their dreams and strength of will.

Dana would likely be a huge asset to the
club and foundation, but Kirby didn’t know if he could get past the
sense of betrayal he still felt when he thought about how she’d
gone about everything. From the records he’d found so far, she’d
begun attending the open meetings about opening the foundation
early on, working her way into the heart of the town to ensure her
name was first on everyone’s lips when it came to a vote. Neither
he nor Oscar had given the votes much thought,
because they were both homegrown boys, families twined with the
history of the town itself, named after their grandfather. Dana had
been from off, a summertime visitor, but in person, she was a persuasive little minx. Kirby had
struggled with how much he still liked her, paired against how
pissed he’d been with her little ambush.

Day two she’d shown up at the house and
hadn’t even knocked, just barged in on him in the kitchen in his
skivvies, wanting to talk. Wordlessly, he’d shoved a mug full of
coffee in her direction and leaned back on the edge of the counter,
his own cup of java in hand. Her curves called to him, and Kirby
let himself remember the feel of her skin under his fingers and
deliberately hadn’t done anything to curb his imagination, with all
the expected results.

It had been a short-lived discussion, with
him only offering single grunts in response to her questions, and
her trying her hardest to not look at the growing erection tenting
his boxers. Eventually, she’d whirled and told
him she’d come back later, stalked towards the door only to turn
and rush back to set down the mug of still-steaming coffee.

Day three had been her coming in while the
prosthetic technician was in the house, and the expression on her
face had churned Kirby’s gut into an acidotic mess. He’d flinched
when the door had flung open but clamped down on the edge of the
table tightly, holding himself in place while concentrating on his
breathing to pull back from the adrenaline abyss that waited inside
him. The look on her face as she surveyed the assortment of
compression sleeves for multiple types of amputations tore at him.
The way her gaze skipped across the metal and plastic limbs arrayed
on the counter in the med room told him everything. She might have
thought she knew about combat-wounded veterans and what they’d
lost, but when shoved in her face like that, she hadn’t been
prepared. It had been another encounter where she’d beaten a
wordless retreat.

Day four had started much better, with
uninterrupted early morning coffee and a media room video
conference call with a potential sponsor. Oscar had conducted most
of the talking during the meeting, but Kirby had managed to pull
his weight, following the tightly constructed script he and Oscar
had put together for his portion of the pitch. Kirby wasn’t one to
shout his own achievements from the rooftops, but if it garnered
donations for the foundation, he’d bare his soul every day and damn
the cost.

But Dana had been in the office when he went
back, intending to decompress in privacy. No chance of doing that
with her sitting behind the desk, so Kirby had been the one to
storm out that time, his own mouth silent in response to her
intrusion. He didn’t know what his expression had told her, but it
must have said volumes because the hurt on her features nearly cut
the knees out from under him.

Five and six had been a Dana-less weekend,
and he’d celebrated by lounging around, alternating between coffee
and beer. He and Oscar had built a fire in the pit out back and sat
to watch the flames leap to the sky for hours, dragging inside well
after two o’clock this morning.

And now, the planned escort of their men was
approaching the house. The column had left Mount Pleasant about two
hours ago, his dozen men matched and quadrupled by a complement of
riders from several local MCs. Kirby looked at Oscar as he released
him, glad to see the same overwhelming emotions on his cousin’s
face. “They’re here,” he said a final time and took in a deep
breath. This was it. The moment everything came together. What
they’d been working towards would be real the instant he opened
that door.

Without hesitating longer, he flung it open
and stepped out into the sunshine in time to see the leaders of the
column straighten after turning onto Main Street a dozen blocks up.
Centuries-old oak trees spread their leafy branches across the
street, the white center line giving the lead riders something to
follow. The route had been planned to allow the news crews to get a
good shot of the riders arriving, showing the mass of bikes
escorting the heroes home through tree shadows and sunshine. Oscar
had wanted Kirby to ride at the head, but he’d waved off the idea.
This wasn’t about him.

Beginning today, the focus needed to be on
the men who would make up his chosen family, those who would
benefit from the supports the foundation could offer them. The goal
was to bring in men who needed the most, then get them to a place
where they could begin to live independently again, move them out
into a secondary house yet to be purchased or set up, and then fill
their spot with another vet who matched their program. The need was
vast, their resources small, but Kirby knew each man they worked
with, each one who became a brother—it mattered. Mattered to them,
their families, and to Kirby. The ongoing management of the
organization would grow year over year, and he
glanced at Oscar. Maybe it’s good it’ll be Dana, because that’ll free
Oscar up for other things.

Shaking off the thoughts, he focused on the
bikes approaching. In the lead was the man who’d be wearing the VP
patch for the club, a fellow US Army veteran, and someone Kirby
trusted as he did Oscar. Nathan Smith had served alongside Kirby
for two years before Aleppo and continued on
another tour before he encountered his own career-ending injury.
Fresh out of the rehab hospital for his most recent round of
surgeries, he probably shouldn’t be riding,
but he had argued for it, needing the wind as much as he needed his
brothers around him.

Alongside him was Donny Doss, a navy vet who’d suffered a traumatic brain injury similar
to Kirby’s and dealt with the same kind of symptoms. The next
riders were part of the escort, and even though he’d met with each
man a dozen times over the past months, Kirby gave up trying to
match names to faces after that. He watched with pride as the long
double line of bikes rolled up Main Street, splitting a half a
block past the house to park in the reserved spaces on either side
of the street. Then it was a quietly controlled chaos as he greeted
every man and woman who’d ridden in, smiling as he watched Oscar
surreptitiously wipe under his eye more than once.

It’s real, he thought as he received
a back-pounding hug from yet another rider. It’s happening, and
it’s really real.

Dana stepped into view, an uncertain
expression on her face, and he winced, because in the joy of the
moment, the look cut him deeply. He reached out and hooked an arm
around her neck to pull her close. Kirby leaned down and put his
mouth next to her ear, and when she didn’t relax in his hold,
clearly expecting a continuation of their fight, he quietly ceded
control, telling her, “This is my dream, Dana. Please, God
please, be good to it.” She melted against him, her palms
slipping around his waist in a tight hug that steadied the
trembling in his limbs. “These men deserve everything we can
do.”

“I know, Kirby. I promise I’ll take care of
it for you.”

Then silence reigned in the street for a
long moment. Kirby looked up, gaze sweeping the length of the
spaces where bikes had parked, seeing the potential of freedom in
every machine. A second later, the clapping and cheering started,
led by Oscar, whose eyes looked suspiciously bright as he stepped
down into the street and turned to face where Kirby stood, his arm
still around Dana’s neck. The men picked up the cheer, applause
sounding from every person, steps bringing them closer to where he
stood. The escort riders knew the mission, the members, his men—and
they were his even if he hadn’t patched them in yet—they knew the
goal. Local residents surrounding the clubhouse were present, and
they might have positioned themselves towards the rear of the mass
of riders, but their cheers weren’t quiet as
they threw their public backing for the foundation out there for
anyone to see.

Kirby stood on the top step in front of the
doors and took it all in for a moment. One
breath, then another, and he lifted his arm from Dana’s shoulders,
raising both fists into the air on a shout. “Mayhan Bucklers.” If
anything, the sound increased, and he stared
in tolerant amusement at the boisterous men, still shouting and
high-fiving those next to them. He tried again, louder, “Mayhan
Bucklers.” The noise level reduced slightly, and he grinned at their contagious enthusiasm. “Say it
with me.” Arms tightened around his waist, and
he realized Dana had never released him, that knowledge starting a
warm kernel of pleasure in his chest. “All right, all right.” He
patted the air, and the sound level reduced
again, but only slightly, the men still cheering and clapping
persistently. “Settle down.” He could hear himself better
now and hoped others could hear him as well.
“Mayhan Bucklers, say it with me, because beginning today we are a
family, a club, and brothers forever, because
we are—” He paused a moment, then finished, relieved when his voice
wasn’t alone any longer, but buoyed up with a hundred other shouts.
“Mayhan Bucklers.”

He swept the street one final time with his
gaze, taking in his men first, then the rest of the still-growing
crowd. “I thank you for your service, brothers.” This wasn’t the
first time that word had slipped unbidden from his lips, but he
liked how it felt out there on the air right now, greeting these
men. It resonated within him, making his heart beat faster.
“My brothers, let me be the first to welcome you.” He
dropped an arm back to Dana’s shoulders to steer her to the side,
shuffling them away from the doors. “Come on inside, and make
yourselves at home. What’s mine is yours, brothers. Welcome home.” Another brief spate of applause
from the men, then they were lining up to ascend the stairs and
onto the porch, boards ringing with the stamps from their heels.
Kirby gave the doors a shove, letting them swing wide as the rest
of the crowd continued applauding.

Each man paused in front of him and thrust
his hand forwards, Kirby’s meeting theirs in the middle, gripping
and plunging up and down a couple of times as they leaned in to
press their forehead to his, sharing breath. Eyes bright, he held
their gaze one after the other, silently vowing he’d go the
distance, stay true to the mission, have their backs, and be
whatever they needed him to be. My pledge to you. In return
he got the same, a promise they believed in him, trusted him with
their souls and sanity, and were all-in on his dream. Wordless and real, he didn’t
realize Dana had stepped behind him until he felt her palms on his
shoulders, telling him in her way that she’d be there too, have his
back, and work towards his dream alongside him.

He couldn’t have spoken in that moment, throat tight with emotion he didn’t have
words to convey, honored to the bottom of his heart that these men
trusted him. “Brother,” he heard more than a dozen times, each
utterance making him fight to keep his composure. Oscar, Nathan,
Donny, Michael, Kent, Nick, Sam, Dave, Walt, Brian, Adam, Phillip,
and John. My men.

The porch quieted with each man that filed
inside, clearing space for the next in line, until they were all
sheltered by the house he’d built for them.

Dana’s hands were firm against his back. It
seemed it was her turn to steer, and she applied pressure to angle
him through the doorway. They stepped to the side to allow the news
crews and escort riders to enter, and Kirby watched as his men
explored the space. They’d all seen brochures, of course, been
provided opportunities to watch the videos Oscar had posted during
the construction phase, but this was the first time they
were seeing it in person. Their first time
taking in all the details of the place he’d made for them.

Not a halfway house, not a rehab facility,
this was a home they’d have as long as they wanted or needed, and
he grinned as he watched Nathan make his way to the couch and fall
backwards with a heavy sigh. Reaching down,
Nate fiddled with something under the hem of his pants, and a moment later his prosthesis clattered to the floor,
shoe lying on its side. Leaning his head on the cushions, he called
loudly, “Honey, I’m home.”

Another round of quieter applause from the
escorts, who were smiling broadly as they watched their charges
settling in, uncaring of the audience. Oscar stepped in front of
Kirby and stared at him for a moment; then he leaned in, forearms
resting on Kirby’s shoulders. Mouth beside Kirby’s ear, he said,
“You done good, cuz. You’ve done real good.
Look at what you’ve made.”

Kirby fisted his hand in Oscar’s hair,
holding tight.

Oscar sighed, and said, “You saw a need and
filled it, gonna make a difference to every one of those men.
Already made a difference to me. Gave me something to believe in
after I came back. I didn’t get wounded overseas, not like you did.
I might not be walking wounded, but still, I came back different
and needed something. You saw that, and you fixed it for me, cuz.”
Oscar cleared his throat, then in a softer voice, continued. “Saw
what I needed and made it happen, because that’s what you do.”
Knuckles thumped gently against his skull, Oscar careful of the
headaches that would always plague Kirby. “Don’t matter what
happened to you up here.” Another knuckle thump centered on his
breastbone. “Matters what you got in here. Biggest part of you is your heart. You’re my cousin, my
friend, and now—” Oscar pulled back, eyes bright as he blinked.
“Now, you’re my president. Pops would be so proud, brother. So
proud.”


Chapter Three

Late October

“What did the council want?” Kirby was
seated at the dining room table, a map spread out in front of him.
He’d been trying to plot out a good route for a run tomorrow with
the boys, but he kept getting lost in the road
numbers. He could sound out the town names in his head, but putting it to paper so he could figure out the
time was proving to be difficult today. Dana had just walked in to
begin her day, and he remembered there had
been a city meeting the night before.

She stopped and looked at him, eyes
narrowing. “Council?” She shrugged off her jacket and hung it on a
hook near the door. “What council thing?”

Fuck. He didn’t answer her, just slid
his phone closer and tapped the calendar icon. The previous night
was clear of any appointments, and he stared at the screen. Kirby
squeezed his eyes shut tightly and dipped his chin towards his
throat. Oscar’s voice echoed in his head, but the words were
jumbled with the numbers from the map, and he couldn’t hold any of
it steady enough to grasp.

“Kirby?” Dana’s voice was closer, and he
hated the thought of her staring down at him. The damned mental
cripple, sitting here making a fool of himself. “There’s a city
meeting next Wednesday. Is that what you were thinking of?”

“Yeah,” Oscar said, “week from Wednesday.
Put it in your calendar, cuz.”

He pulled the phone closer, angling his body
over it as if she might cheat on this test of his mind. There it
was, set for four days from now, with a reminder for each morning
starting tomorrow. Like the one naming Dana the manager, it would
wake his phone so it’d be the first thing he’d see. “Yeah, just got
it jumbled.” Muttering, he fisted the maps in one hand and stood.
“Sorry.”

Dana’s hand landed on his arm, and Kirby jolted from how good it felt. It wasn’t the
first time she’d touched him, but each chance to have skin-to-skin contact with her was welcome. His body
betrayed him, dick fattening as it uncoiled along his hip. He
hunched over and sat forwards in the chair, leaning over the table,
not wanting her to see. Voice soft and sweet, she released him from
any wrongdoing. “Nothing to be sorry about.” Chin angled away from
her, he didn’t see her reaching for his hand, surprised by the
glide of her fingers over his, untucking his strangling grip on the
map. “Where are we going tomorrow?”

“We?” he asked, a quick eagerness flashing
through his chest. She hadn’t consented to ride with him yet, but
he’d offered more than once in the hope she’d take him up on it.
“You comin’ with, Dana?”

“No.” She laughed, flattening the crinkled
paper on the wooden surface. “I meant ‘we’ as in you and the guys.
I’m a pretty good navigator. Can I take a stab at making a
route?”

She stared at him, gaze steady, and he read
there that she understood all he wanted was the best for the men.
I can take her help. He nodded at her, rewarded by her quick
smile. Don’t make me less of anything. The lie sounded
hollow in his head, and he winced. She
noticed, her eyes dimming, concern wreathing her features for a
moment. “Sure,” he said, trying to keep his voice even. “Lemme tell
you what I want to do.” As he talked, she bent her head over the
map next to Kirby, close enough to give him a hint of her
scent.

The ride was a success, and Kirby along with
the men returned to the clubhouse late that evening. Once in the
door, they dispersed, some heading to rooms, others out back to the
firepit. Kirby found Dana in the office, and
he frowned.

“Hey,” he said, taking in the sweet beauty
of her smile as she turned his way.

“Hey yourself,” she responded as she pushed
back from the desk.

He glanced at his phone to verify the time.
“It’s late, what are you doing still here?” She should have gone
home hours ago. “Anything wrong?” He frowned and glanced at the
phone again, pulling up the calendar application. “What are you
doing here today, anyway? It’s Sunday.”

“Always paperwork,” she said offhandedly.
“It’s not a big deal. Did you have a good ride?”

“Yeah.” He gave her a salute. “Thank you,
ma’am. You did good with the routing.”

“I’m glad, Kirby.” She tipped her head
slightly and tapped the keyboard, then started shutting the
computer down. “How’d you keep up with the turns?”

He chuckled. “I use a dry erase marker on
the inside of my windshield. I’d made notes. You helped me with
those, so I just had to transfer the info to the plastic. Worked
like a charm.”

“That’s ingenious.” She turned the chair and
stood, stepping close enough to place a hand on his chest. “You’re
something else.” He froze, standing still as a statue as she rolled
up on her toes to place a soft kiss on the corner of his jaw. Mouth
to his ear, she whispered, “Have a good night, Kirby.”

By the time he got himself unstuck, she was
gone out the door, regret wafting on the air in her wake.


Chapter Four

Mid-December

The ringing sounds of bike pipes died out in
the street, and a minute later, the front door opened. Kirby
grinned as Nathan came in cursing and shivering, cheeks red from
the wind and cold. “Jesus, that’s a bitch of a ride, Prez.”

“Do you remember what time I said was the
best to take that run?” Nathan had gone to a nearby town to pick up
a donation check for the club’s upcoming Christmas party, and while
it wasn’t too far, only about fifty miles one way, he’d evidently
found out the hard way that while they might be in Texas, it was
still edging past mid-December. The entire club had been discussing
it last night around the dinner table, and Kirby believed he’d been
clear with his recommendations. “It sure as shit wasn’t eight in
the morning. Damn few things need doin’ at that time of day.”

“I just…” Nathan’s voice trailed off as he
ducked his head. He dug in his jacket pocket for an envelope he
passed to Donny, standing nearby with a smile on his face. “I just
wanted to get it done.” He jerked around to stare at the empty
kitchen, then back at Kirby, who felt his grin fading away. “I
couldn’t sleep anyway.” His head yanked around the other direction,
glaring at the shadows near the fireplace. Donny took a step
backwards, his smile gone, too. “Figured I’d
get something constructive done.”

“When you have problems sleeping—”Kirby took
a careful step closer to Nathan“—you’re supposed to tell me.
Remember the plan?”

Nathan’s PTSD had manifested more strongly
the closer they’d gotten to the holiday time, and Kirby understood
the reasons why. Nathan’s convoy had been escorting noncombatants
when they’d been hit. Headed into what should have been a safe
zone, carrying supplies and medicine for the locals, he had been on
a Christmas-season, feel-good mission that had gone tits-up without
warning. Their psychologist had planned for this, providing Kirby
and the rest of the men info on coping skills to help Nathan,
knowing the medication he needed would always be the stubborn man’s
last refuge.

“If you don’t talk to me, then I can’t help
you, brother.” Kirby waited a beat, then
angled his chin down, giving Nathan a scowl that had always worked
on the babies the army had sent into the field.

“I know.” Nathan’s neck rotated, and he looked back towards the door, then the other
direction. “Fuck. I know. I know, man. I’m just…I’m a little
wired today,” he admitted as his head swiveled back the original
direction. “I can’t quite get a handle on it, Prez.”

“That’s what we’re here for, brother. To
help you when you can’t help yourself.” Kirby made certain Nathan
saw his hand reaching out, waiting for the tiny dip of his head
that gave permission before he gripped the other man’s shoulder.
“None of us have to do this alone. Not anymore.” Nathan pulled in a
shaky breath as his head sagged forwards, tension flowing out of
his muscles at Kirby’s touch. “You’re here with your brothers, man.
We’re here, with you. You just gotta let us in.”

What the original funding documentation had
called a social experiment had become an unequivocal success by any
measure. In the months since the clubhouse doors had opened for the
handpicked members, the group’s regular evaluation reports had all
been hugely positive. Building a found-family as they had, it
mimicked the support system the men had all depended on in the
service. Being held accountable for their own success by a group of
peers they leaned on, believed in, and trusted
with their lives made it so each man became
what he needed the others to be. A round robin of positive
feedback, and the results had been
phenomenal.

Kirby had to take everyone’s word for all
the official stuff because of the holes in his memories. But in his
gut and heart, he knew he’d done a good thing. Looking at the faces
of the men every day, seeing the ravages of war slowly fading away,
watching as the horrors they remembered too well were replaced with
a warmth and camaraderie they’d all been
lacking in their post-military lives, he knew he’d done good.

“I’m tryin’, Prez.” Nathan’s head swung
slowly back and forth. “Every day.”

“We know you are, brother.” Oscar spoke from across the room, and Kirby watched him walk towards where they stood. “We
all are. Better and better, yeah?” Nathan nodded. “Let’s go call
Dom, yeah?” Dominic was the counselor, and
while he didn’t live on premises, he was close. If Oscar and Dom
thought Nathan needed him, the man would be here in five minutes,
without fail. “Kirby, Dana’s in the office. She needs a word.”

And that explains why he’s taking Nathan
and leaving me to the wolves, Kirby thought, giving Oscar a dip
of his chin in response. Something in the air over the past couple
of weeks had made Dana mad as anything, and all the men had been
giving her a wide berth while she worked through whatever it was.
Between budgeting and sourcing new funds to keep the foundation and
clubhouse going for another year, Kirby honestly didn’t know what
he would have done without her. Not gonna give her the
satisfaction of me sayin’ so aloud, though. He snorted, hung up
Nathan’s jacket, and turned to the kitchen.

Mug in hand, he sauntered towards the
office, slowing when he approached the slightly open door. Dana was
clearly on the phone, and as he listened to the one-sided
conversation, he thought he might have a good idea what was
wrong.

“No. God, no. I told you this, David. I’m
not going to come home for Christmas.” She sighed heavily, and
Kirby could imagine her eyes rolling to the back of her head. She’d
used that expression on him a time or dozen over the past few
months. The only difference was her tone didn’t carry any of the
amused tolerance she had with him. Whoever this David was, he was
on her last nerve.

“No, it’s not up for discussion. The last
time I saw you I told you exactly what I wanted. If you aren’t
ready for that yet, then it seems we’re at a stalemate.”

I wonder what she wants. Kirby closed
his eyes at the idea of her wanting something she didn’t have.
I’d break my back to do whatever it was. Dana’s work at the
foundation was necessary to their mission, but Kirby suddenly
realized how much she’d been working. Hours and hours she’d spent
making sure everything his men needed was at their fingertips.
She works all the damn time.

“No, David, I can’t say that.” There was a
thump and he startled, belatedly realizing it
was her feet hitting the floor. “Jesus,” her voice was lower,
and he could hear the strain in just that
single word. This conversation was taking something out of her she
didn’t have to give. Whoever this David was—and Kirby was
determined to know everything about him right damn now—he
was pushing when he shouldn’t, and Dana was stuck in the
middle.

“I’m not coming home. Not now.” She paused,
and Kirby listened intently. “Not ever. We’re over.” He jerked
back, reeling, the acknowledgment from her that this was a romantic
relationship nearly taking his legs from under him. We’re
over. The pain in those two words was all-consuming, flaming through his gut, and the words
weren’t even aimed at him.

Silence filled the space behind the door,
and he reached out to tap a quiet knuckle on
the surface. It opened into the office with that slight pressure to
reveal Dana seated at her desk, face pressed to her palms. Kirby
didn’t hesitate. He stepped inside and closed the door behind him,
thumb working the lock to make sure no one else saw Dana like this,
defenseless and hurting.

A moment later, he was around the corner of
the desk and squatting down beside her. Arms around her shoulders,
he pulled her close, ignored her startled gasp, and gave her no
space to shove him away like she halfheartedly tried. “Kirby,” her
voice broke and she choked on a sob.

“Shhhh, Dana. I got you.” She’s one of
the team, he told himself. Her curves fit against his hard
muscles as if she’d been made as a match for him. Effortlessly, he
lifted her from the chair and twisted to put his back to the wall,
sliding down to settle on the floor with her in his lap. I’d do
the same for any of the men. Kirby swallowed. That last was a
lie, because he was definitely cuddling Dana,
something he’d never consider doing for Nathan. “I got you.” She
twisted and wrapped her arms around his neck, held on tight as her
tears fell in earnest. Sobbing against his shoulder, her fingers
twisted into the collar of his shirt, fingertips grazing against
his skin now and again, a heated glancing touch he tried to ignore.
“You can’t carry this alone, Dana. Give me some of it, and I’ll help. Tell me what I can do.”

“You can’t do anything.” Soft, broken with
sobs, her words ghosted across his skin. “This is on me.”

He adjusted his grip on her, cradling her
close. “You don’t gotta do it alone. Don’t matter what it is,
sharing the load always helps.”

“You wouldn’t understand.”

He shook his head. “Because I’m not a woman?
Because I’ve never been anything to anyone? Because I’m broken? Why
is it I wouldn’t understand, Dana?” Arms tightening around her, he
gave her a squeeze. “Try me. You might be surprised.”

“Broken hearts are hard to understand.”
Dammit, I was right. David was an ex, and not long in the
past, which meant she’d been running when she came back to Mayhan.
Buried herself in my dream to escape another man. He hated
how much that stung.

“You think I’ve never had my heart broken?”
He hadn’t, but she’d never know for sure. The one he’d wanted
hadn’t been old enough to return the affection, and from how she
acted now, had likely always been oblivious to how he’d felt.
Left me bruised, not broken. “Tell me who David is.”

“You heard that, huh?” The words came out
steadier, their careful banter helping her regain control. “I never
meant for anyone here to know.”

Unbidden, his hand stroked up her back,
coming to rest on the back of her neck. He gripped firmly for a
moment, trying to ignore how good she felt cradled against him like
this. Kirby swallowed hard, traitorous thoughts filling his mind of
how it could be with Dana pliable in his arms, willing and ready
for him. Fuck. She shifted and her
breasts pressed to his chest, soft to his hard. “What is it we tell
the men? We can’t fix what we don’t know.” He cleared his throat,
the tightening of his abs making his erection jump. Dana’s curvy
ass fit against him, and he suppressed a
groan. “It works both ways, Dana.”

She leaned back against his hand, and he
lifted his eyes to the ceiling as she studied him. If he looked at
her, he’d kiss her, and that wasn’t what she needed from him right
now. Maybe never. “Yeah,” she said softly, her hand on his
shoulder, holding on. “It goes both ways here, Kirby.” She sighed
and patted his chest, then wiped a palm across her cheeks. “Let me
up, big guy. I have work to do.”

Without looking at her face, he gave her a
hand up, keeping his seat on the floor as he steadied her. Kirby
couldn’t help himself, wrapping his fingers tight around her hips
for the space of two breaths, then he forced himself to release
her. “There you go.” Legs stretched in front of him, he crossed his
feet and leaned his head back, staring at her a moment before
closing his eyes. “Back to work, Dana.”

“What are you doing?” Even without opening
his eyes, he knew she was smiling. The welcome change in emotion
was clear in her voice, and he grinned to hear
it. “Kirby-cat, you can’t sit there.”

“Sure I can.” He didn’t move, fingers laced
together across his belly. Pulling in a deep breath, he noted the
subtle scent he associated with Dana, glad for that indication his
brain had settled on the now-version, finally. She was ingrained in him now, and he grinned wider at the
thought. I’ll never let her go. “Gonna hang with you. Out of
the way, but here. You have stories to tell so
I can help you get past them. I figure if I don’t stick around, you
can’t talk to me, so this is me makin’ good on my promise to help
fix things for you. Help fix whatever it is this asshole’s done,
and if you don’t wanna talk?” He shifted, finding a more
comfortable position for his ass against the hard floor. “I’ll be
here anyway. Just in case.”

“Kirby.” Soft and sweet, her whisper held a
thousand emotions, vulnerable in a way he’d never heard from her.
“Thank you.”

“My pleasure, Dana. I’m here. You need me?
I’m here.”

***

Kirby listened to the house settling around
him. There was a rhythm to the winding down of the residents, those
who inhabited his living dream. Boot soles slipped and scuffed near
the top of the stairs, and he knew that would be Donny, having
finished watching the reality show he favored and headed to bed.
Nathan was already in bed and asleep, his soft snores echoing
through the walls as a gentle reminder he lived.

An unfamiliar noise caught his attention,
and Kirby held his breath, listening intently. Another, this close
enough to be identified as a footstep. Silent but for the creak of
a board midway between his room and the next, he waited, rewarded
at length by the quiet rap of a knuckle against the wood.

“Yeah?” He pushed up in bed, angled so he
could see this polite visitor, expecting to see one of the men who
struggled with sleep, or Oscar come to say goodbye before he left
for his own home. Across two blocks behind them, he was camped out
in what would become their secondary house, a just-purchased place
for graduates of the program, men who still needed the support of
brothers around them but not the intensive interventions provided
by the medical and mental help on site here on Main Street.

The doorknob turned, and he watched as it opened slowly, revealing not Oscar,
but Dana. Head to one side, he asked her, “Thought you went home
hours ago?” She had, he was certain of it, because he’d remained
with her until suppertime, maneuvering things to sit next to her at
the big table, providing a measure of space between her and the
men. “What are you doing back here?”

“Can I stay with you awhile?” This was an
echo of their childhood friendship, where hanging out at her
grandparents’ house was a respite from the
chores assigned to him, and her visiting his family’s home lent a
sense of belonging she’d claimed to want. She leaned one shoulder
against the doorframe, chewing on her lip. “Just for a bit?”

Wordlessly, Kirby shifted to one side in the
bed, fluffing the pillow on the side nearest where she stood, her
silent invitation. Dana sighed and closed the door behind her,
climbed into bed beside him, and rested on top of the covers. She
turned onto her side, hands folded under her cheek as she looked at
him.

Mirroring her pose, Kirby smiled at her.
“Hey.”

“Hey yourself,” she returned, one corner of
her mouth quirking. “Whatcha doin’?”

“Nothin’ much.” He sighed, stifling a yawn.
He smiled when she reacted, a sympathetic yawn stretching her mouth
wide. “’Bout to go to sleep.” She hummed in an agreeable response.

They lay like that for a few minutes, the
quiet sounds of the house resuming with the low hum of the
refrigerator downstairs, a soft thud that was Donny’s closet door
closing behind whatever he’d placed inside. Kirby let his eyelids
slip closed, thinking this was what Dana had needed, just being
close to another human being after dealing and arguing with her
ex today. So it was a surprise when she broke
the silence, leading with a confession he hadn’t expected.

“It was nice what you did earlier. I liked
knowing you were there for me.” That was an acknowledgment he
hadn’t expected. Then she surprised him further by continuing to
speak. “I liked being held by you. It was…better than nice. It was
soothing, comfortable. Like you were showing me you’d have my back
no matter what.”

There was safety in the darkness behind his
lids, so he didn’t open his eyes, just grunted in response.

More silence, and he thought she might be
slipping down the hill towards sleep when she spoke again. “It
doesn’t scare me, you know. What’s happened to you. I believe in you, Kirby-cat.” She sighed. “Always
did. You just didn’t see it.”

He gave her a minute to elaborate, then
asked, “What does that mean, Dana?” When he looked at her, Kirby
was surprised to see her eyes closed, breathing even and slow.
Either she was asleep between the ending of her last word and now,
or she was the world’s best fraud, because the way her mouth
softened, lips bowing sweetly—that didn’t look faked. When she
didn’t respond, didn’t stir, he relaxed back into the mattress and kept his eyes on her for as long as he could
hold them open.

When Kirby finally slept, it was deep and
dreamless, and she was gone by the time he woke, only the indent in
the pillow testimony to the reality of his strange evening.


Chapter Five

“Hey.” Kirby recognized Dana’s voice from
across the street and winced, then continued cinching his bag tight
on the back of his bike. He was still pissed about how she’d left
him this morning, making his brain turn over their conversation a
dozen times to ensure she’d actually been there beside him. Not
a dream, he’d had to remind himself over and over. Eyes fixed
on his task, he offered a low wave and turned
back to his final preparations. She called again, from closer.
“Hey, Kirby.”

He glanced up to realize she’d darted out
from the other sidewalk without checking and her back was to the
oncoming traffic, which wasn’t slowing.

Fuck.

From flatfooted to racing towards her in
less than a breath, he pushed hard to lengthen his strides, praying
for even a second of grace.

He’d made snap decisions a thousand times on
patrol, and his gut told him now the truck driver wouldn’t see her
in time; the man’s head was bent over something occupying his
attention inside the truck. Pouring a mug of coffee or texting the
wife—it didn’t matter because he hadn’t seen Dana and wouldn’t see
her until she was thrown against his windshield, blood smearing the
glass before her body dropped back to the road. His memory might be
fucked twenty ways from Sunday, but Kirby could see this moment in
his head. Where things that could happen would happen, become set
in stone the longer those probabilities weren’t nudged, and for
now, he was the only one that could change the path of things.

Angling from the side so he could put a
shoulder into her belly, then leap those last few feet, he flew and
twisted in the air so he hit the pavement
first, Dana’s slight weight bouncing against his chest, his body
protecting her from impact. He heard the hit
before he felt it, the booming echo traveling through his bones in
a way that hurt. Then came a twisting of his foot, torquing it
around in ways the human limb wasn’t intended to bend.

The squealing of the truck tires against the
pavement was loud, sliding along accompanied by the blare of a cautionary air horn, the
bitter scent of overheated brake pads scenting the air. Alongside
that odor, Kirby pulled Dana’s light perfume into his lungs, felt
her body stiff with what he prayed was shock and not injury.

Then his head hit the pavement and all bets were off, pure darkness dropping on him like
a bomb, like the blast that had taken so many of his friends, and
Kirby fought it like he’d never done, losing in an instant, but
knowing he’d wanted to win more than anything he’d ever wanted
before.

***

Hushed quiet enveloped him. Not a true
silence of absence, but that which surrounds those gravely wounded.
Antiseptic scents twined through the air, accompanied by something
unlabeled but familiar, his brain’s version of tip-of-the-tongue
frustration.

Kirby breathed, head exploding with pain on
every inhale, as if the act pumped up a
balloon occupying space in his brain. The pain didn’t so much ebb
and flow as it built on each breath, like high tide advancing with
each passing moment, inexorably moving through him.

He knew from long practice that opening his
eyes would need to be a gradual process, introducing the agony of
light a fraction of an inch at a time. It had been a long time
since the headaches had been this bad, and Kirby wondered what he’d
done to anger the brain gods, bringing their attention back to his
existence with such a vengeance. Bit by bit, he pried his lids open
to find his head resting on the flat mattress in a small room, not
quite hospital-looking, but starker than a
typical residential room. It was nothing like the VA hospital where
he’d been living for months at a time.

A nearby sound almost tricked him into
looking in that direction, either by angling his eyes or turning
his head, but he remembered just in time what a bad decision that
would be. Instead, he tried his voice, pleased when speaking didn’t
increase the level of pain. Small favors. “Who’s there?”
Quiet, a bare whisper was all he could manage, but he knew he’d
been heard when a face popped into view. It took him a minute to
put words to his recognition, but after a false start or two where
his mouth didn’t produce anything, he gave the person a name.
“Oscar.” Relief flooded his cousin’s expression, and Kirby wondered at that. “What are you doing
here?”

Caution resurfaced in Oscar’s features, and
he asked, “What?”

“Why aren’t you in Texas?” Now fear darkened
his out-of-place cousin’s face. Home for Oscar was the town where
they’d grown up, while Kirby had been based out of Fort Bragg in
North Carolina for the past handful of years. Reed had sent him
back there for rehab after the blast. Aleppo. “What’s
wrong?”

“Where do you think you are?”

The question made Kirby uncomfortable,
and he shifted on the hard cot assigned by the
military, instead finding a plush mattress
under him, his elbows digging deep when he tried to sit up. A shaft
of pain spiked through the center of his head, centering just
behind his eyes, but that wasn’t unfamiliar. He’d lived with that
pain for a while now.

No, that’s not right. Not if he was
just back from Aleppo.

He sat up slightly, wincing when his foot
and ankle joined in on the fun, sending shooting waves of
discomfort up his leg. “What the fuck?” That was new, and not
something he expected. Looking down his body, he saw an elastic
wrap covering his lower leg, toes looking like black and blue
sausages poking out the end.

“Oscar.” His cousin made a sound, and Kirby
tipped his head slowly so he could see Oscar’s face. Flashes of
things started sparking through his memories. He latched onto one
of those and set a date to it, using methods therapists had taught
him on how to remember.

Nurse Donovan dealing cards to him for
hours on end, sharply high-fiving Kirby when he put together a good
hand to play. That had been a year after hitting home dirt.

Tired bags bracketed the neurologist’s
eyes as he explained to Kirby all the things his TBI had taken from
him. He’d been deep into the second year, learning how to cook
simple meals again.

Kirby holding the salute until his
commanding officer returned it, Kirby taking his time before
reaching out to accept the folded flag from the CO’s hands.
That had been the turning point, and he held on to that memory for
a long moment, remembering how it had felt to fight his tears
knowing his best friend had ridden a bullet home. Each of those
triggering until he was drowning in a flood of scenes.

“The club.”

Oscar nodded, mouth staying closed. Kirby
frowned.

“In Mayhan.” Another nod. At least I’m
getting closer.

He lay back down on the mattress, no pillows
in sight, which wasn’t right. He’d earned those back months ago. He
had watched Dana lay her head on one in this very bed not two weeks
ago. Dana. That vision in his head started the flashes
coming faster.

Dana gone when he woke, Kirby irrationally angry at himself
for missing her leaving. Deciding to take a ride, planning on being
gone before she came to work, he’d found himself outside when she
saw him and called his name.

“Dana.” The truck driver’s head bent down,
eyes not seeing her darting out into the street. “Is she okay?” He
scraped his hands on the covers, feeling the sting of abrasions
along his arms. He remembered the starburst of pain when he’d hit
the surface of the road, the wrenching pain in his leg from the
truck striking him, his leap a split second too slow to clear the
vehicle entirely. He’d read that possibility in the moment and had taken the chance anyway, praying he
could save Dana. All other outcomes were acceptable, but not one
where she was hurt. “Oscar, is she okay?”

“Yeah, Kirby. She’s right as rain, man. Said
she didn’t even see the truck coming. From what I can tell, he’d
have hit her if you hadn’t knocked her out of the way, brother. You
did good, man. You did good. She’s okay.”
Oscar wasn’t mentioning the darkened room in which he lay or the
abnormal silence all around.

“I hit my head.” Oscar flinched, and that involuntary movement from his cousin
told him so much. “Bad?” A slow nod. “Fuck.”

“Yeah. That’s about it.”

The docs had been clear about what another
brain injury could do to him. They’d talked it to death, repeating
themselves until every detail stuck in his head. Even if mild,
another concussion could reverse all of the gains he’d seen since
returning, stripping the advancements made through sweat-filled
sessions in speech, physical, and occupational therapy. His brain
hadn’t fully healed from what had happened to him overseas, but
he’d proven to have the ability to remap
things so he could learn new ways of doing. He might never remember
things that should have been muscle memory, but he could find
different ways to train his body.

Memory remained a problem, as had his
concentration, but he’d believed it would get better. Through time,
persistence, and hard work, he could continue to improve his
condition. Healing was in his hands, and he could make of it what
he wanted.

Another TBI? That could change all the
rules.

Even if it wasn’t blast-associated,
something that carried its own special subset categories of damage,
any closed head injury could result in greater
long-term impairment, giving him more uphill battles to fight just
to function. There was a syndrome associated with secondary
injuries that encompassed many issues: swelling, tissue death,
bleeding, lasting damage to the fibers that made up the neuron
pathways were the beginning. That was just during the first thirty
minutes through day one following the reinjury. Beyond that were
memory failures, concentration issues, debilitating headache,
nausea, uncontrolled anger, paranoia, insomnia, depression…and the
ever-present specter of suicide.

“We’re at the clubhouse?” Not a hospital,
which didn’t make sense.

Oscar nodded. “Took you in. You and Dana
both. She’s fine, but I wanted to be sure. Your leg’s bruised all
to hell and gone, and swollen, but nothing’s
broken. Your head—” Oscar paused and Kirby
slit his eyes at him, willing him to continue. “Your head took a
hard hit. They did a scan, and there weren’t
any signs of diffuse swelling. No bleeding. And Kirby, you were
with us. Talking, making sense, as if nothing had happened. You
didn’t wake up until halfway to the hospital, but then you seemed
fine. So when they released you, I didn’t think anything of it.
Just glad you were okay. That lasted until we got home and you
didn’t remember being here, didn’t remember your room, didn’t
remember half the guys. I wanted to call an ambulance and take your
ass right back, but you got upset. So I brought you up here.”

“How long?” The way he felt, it was more
than a few hours, and if the bruising of his foot was anything to
go by, he had been out of it awhile.

“A day. No more. You went to sleep last
night but then wouldn’t wake up this morning.
I’ve been sitting here waiting. Waiting and praying. Did I do
right? I know you hate hospitals, but when I called the medic in,
he took your vitals, said everything seemed okay enough to not
panic. So I just waited, brother.”

“Yeah, you did fine. I’m okay now, right?”
He closed his eyes, feeling peace as darkness smothered the pain in
his head. “Dana’s okay. That’s really all I ever cared about.”

A short time later, he heard that same
damned telltale in the hallway, the giving creak of wood under a
foot. The door opened and he breathed deeper,
pulling in her perfume. In a quiet murmur, she asked Oscar, “How is
he?”

Oscar’s answer was a subdued rumble of
sound. “He was awake a bit ago. Took him a minute, but he was with
me. Beyond that, it’s anyone’s guess.”

Without opening his eyes, Kirby said, “He’s
still awake, just enjoying the silence.” Dana’s inrushing breath
sang of relief at hearing his voice, so he gave her a little more.
“He’s also glad you’re okay, Dana. Worth it all, if you’re
okay.”

“I am, Kirby. You, what you did? You saved
me.” Fabric rustling in the darkness, then her hand was on his
shoulder squeezing gently. “You always were one for big
gestures.”

“The biggest,” he agreed, rolling his head
slightly to trap her hand against his cheek, marveling at the
coolness of her fingers.

“Don’t do it again.” Her firm order made him
smile. “That’s an order.”

“No promises.”


Chapter Six

“God.” He was sitting on the edge of the
bed, leg throbbing, fighting off another wave of nausea. It was day
three and the headache was better, ironically,
but his body was revolting at the idea of getting up and moving
around. It was less than a week before the Christmas party, and he
wanted to see how plans were shaping up. Oscar had been tightlipped
all day about anything to do with the foundation, and Dana just
grinned at him with a headshake when he’d asked. Rest,
they’d told him. “I’ve had a bellyful of resting.”

“An entire bellyful?” Laughter was rich in
Dana’s voice as she pushed open the door with a hip, tray in her
hands. “Get back in the bed, Kirby-cat. I brought you dinner.”

He stared at her, waiting for his stomach to
roll again. The scent from whatever she carried was thick with the
smell of tomatoes and onions, a spicy whang of vinegar and brown
sugar. The nausea settled, and irrational anger welled inside him at how it had given
way to Dana. That’s the concussion talking, he reminded
himself, as he’d had to do a dozen times that day. Anger was a
byproduct of the injury, and he knew it, had tried to keep a lid on
the rage so Oscar wouldn’t see, keep it so Dana wouldn’t know.

“What’s on tap tonight?” He eased back onto
the mattress, edging towards the side to give her room to place the
tray. She surprised him by settling in beside him, her burden
balanced on her lap instead. “You bring me anything good?”

“Nathan made pulled pork, which is
surprisingly tasty.” Fussing with a piece of folded fabric, she
flipped it out and then efficiently covered his lap, belly to
midthigh, with a towel. “I didn’t know if you’d want a sandwich, so
I have the fixings, but you can just fork the meat from the bowl if
that’s easier.”

“Bonus for me? You don’t suck as a nurse.”
He accepted the bowl and fork, trying a sample bite before he
shoved in a larger one. “Damn, that’s good.”

“Told you,” she teased, rearranging the
items on the tray. He glimpsed a sliced bun and was glad she’d
thought of the bowl because it was a fair sight easier to handle.
There was a small plate with a piece of pie
and a glass of what looked like tea.

“That sweet tea?” He was reaching for it
before she could answer. The chill glass slipped through his
uncoordinated fingers for a frightening instant, then he clamped
tight on it. Two sips later, he returned it to the tray, angry all
over again at how his hand shook, nearly spilling over the rim.
“Every goddamned fuckin’ thing is so hard.” He held the bowl
tightly in hand, scrubbing at his jaw with his
other palm. After a few moments, he got himself back under control,
swallowing the fury that had rolled over him at his body’s
betrayal. “Sorry, Dana.”

“Do not apologize to me.” Shocked
at the depth of anger in her tone, he angled
his head to look into her face. “Do not ever apologize to me,
Kirby. You’ve given so much. Done more than your share. It’s not
fair.”

“Oscar told you.” He didn’t elaborate, but wasn’t surprised when she nodded. “It’s
not a death sentence, Dana. Just a thing to watch. Long-term means just that, and I’m alive today. What a
day, huh? I’m alive and a beautiful woman
brought me dinner in bed, taking care of me in a way that shows she
cares.” She didn’t respond, just leaned against him, and he took
her weight, eyes slipping closed when she rested her head on his
shoulder. They sat there for a time, and Kirby dozed as the food
and quiet worked their precious magic to push back the pain. He
woke briefly when she retrieved the bowl from his grasp, sliding to
lie down when she quietly urged rest.

He woke again when she returned to the room
and joined him, head on a pillow she’d produced out of thin air,
perfume scenting the air and making his sleep sweet. Gone when he
woke, but instead of castigating himself over missing her
departure, he let his mind wander to the possibility of the night,
smiling as dreams of her beside him soothed his soul.

***

“You’re using them wrong.” Nathan offered
his pithy assessment of Kirby’s skill with the crutches from his
position on the couch. He’d removed his prosthesis and had his
amputated leg propped up on a pillow, compression sock still in
place. “I can see the marks in your pits from here. You keep that
up and you’ll bruise, and then where’ll you be? A body can lean on the crutches while at
rest, sure, but movement is hand and arm only.
They’re adjusted like shit, too. Gimme.” He held out a hand, and
Kirby gladly surrendered the devices, seating himself in a nearby
recliner.

“Anything you can do, brother. I didn’t want
to bother any of the regular help on the weekend, and Oscar is shit
at this.” It was day five post-accident, and Kirby couldn’t stand
to stay in his room another minute, crawling to the hallway where
Oscar had stored the crutches. “I count it a win I didn’t take
another header tryin’ to wrestle my way down the stairs.” He
yawned, turning to watch the TV screen for a moment. The volume was
low, thankfully, but the captioning moved too fast for him to keep
up. Frustrated, he jerked his head the other direction too quickly,
setting off a pulse of pain. “I’m not goin’ anywhere for a bit, you
can take your time.”

“Already done.” Nathan laughed, placing the
crutches on the floor next to Kirby’s chair. “How you doin’,
boss?”

“Better than expected.” He listened to the
sounds in the house, finding it quiet for a Sunday afternoon.
“Where is everybody?”

“It’s surprisingly warm out, so a bunch of
the guys took a run. Gettin’ some wind therapy, then heading to the
range to blow off some steam.” Nathan shifted his position, leaning
up to adjust the pillow under his leg. “Stubbie’s hurting today, so
I didn’t want to spend a lot of time in the socket. Told Oscar I’d
babysit you.”

“Go to hell.” A swell of red covered his
vision. “I don’t need babysitting.” Kirby pushed upright, hissing
when his injured foot thumped solidly against the hard floor,
pounding pain blasting through him. “Fuck.”

“Jesus, Prez. Get your panties out of your
ass. You fucked up your leg. It’s not a big deal. But you
need someone with you right now. What if you’d fallen on
your ass during that piss-poor attempt at navigating the stairs
with the sticks? Don’t be an asshole.” Nathan glared at him. “You
know what? You can go to hell yourself. Concussion brain sucks
balls, man. But I’m not lettin’ you take whatever it is inside you
out on me. Fuck that noise.”

Kirby stared at him a moment, vibrating with
anger. Then he took a breath, wedging free his tight grip on the
emotion, and let himself deflate, leaning back in the chair.
“Fuck,” he repeated, but with a totally different intonation this
time.

“Yeah. Sucks.” Nathan cleared his throat.
“Upside? Least you still got two legs.”

Kirby snorted at his attempt at gallows
humor. “Yeah, there’s that.” He pushed with his good foot, the
recliner doing its thing until he was laid back and staring up at
the ceiling. “Indoor range?”

Nathan gave him the subject change with a
laugh. “Outdoor. They’re gonna blow stuff up, too. Texas, man.
Don’t know why I wasn’t born here. It’s the patron state of
shootin’ shit, and I do love to shoot shit. I
shoulda been a native Texan.”

“No doubt.” Kirby’s chuckles trailed off.
“Supper was good last night.”

“Only thing I can cook worth a damn. You hit
it on a good night, brother.” Silence, then, “How’s the head,
really?”

“Could be worse.” Kirby blinked, then gave
Nathan the truth. “Could be better. I’m hopin’ I’m not fucked with
this latest, you know? I see all the things I’m doing, and it’s
like I know it’s the head but can’t stop it right away. Scary as
fuck.”

“Yeah. I had six different LOC blast-related
events. LTP isn’t great for guys like us.” Kirby didn’t try to hide
his intake of breath.

“I didn’t know it was so many.” LOC, or loss
of consciousness, was a good marker for a concussion, and for
Nathan to have had six of those meant his long-term prognosis was
far more dire than Kirby’s. “Is it better now
than when you hit home dirt?”

“Oh, fuck yeah. I was one angry pigeon when
I flew home.” Nathan’s laugh held no humor. “I count these days a
win, brother.”

“Do you worry about it?” This might be a
better topic to take to Dom, but Kirby trusted his gut, asking this
man who’d become a brother. “What could happen?”

“Only every fuckin’ day.” The TV clicked,
turning off, and Kirby swung his head to look at Nathan, who was
staring at his mutilated leg, jaw tense and tight, rage suffusing
his features. “Every fuckin’ day. When my big toe itches, but it
can’t, because it isn’t there anymore, which means I can’t scratch
it, can’t get no relief. Deep in the night, after everything’s
quiet, alla y’all
sleeping the sleep of warriors returned home, rest earned by the
deeds done and honor won—that’s when I think about it. When I catch
a call from a friend to hear a brother’s gone ahead to Valhalla, I
think about it. When I remember my little girl’s face in the base
hospital, and her not remembering me as her daddy, asking my
ex-wife who the mad man was. Oh, yeah. I
fuckin’ think about it.”

“Brother.” Kirby choked out the word, grief
for his brother’s pain holding his breath hostage, backs of his
eyes burning.

“I sometimes wonder who
drew the fuckin’ long straw so I got the short
one. Then I remember one of those men at the VA, chair-bound
because he lost both legs, or that other one who lost a leg and an
arm, and I realize there isn’t no single short straw. Every one of
us who took up the mantle our country laid on us and went over
there to serve and protect, we all held short straws in our fists.”
Nathan’s head swung until he stared at Kirby, expression fierce.
“Do it again, brother. Like I know you would. It was an honor to
serve this goddamned country, and I’d do it all over again in a
fuckin’ heartbeat.”

“Same, brother.” Kirby sniffed. “Same.”

“Do not fuckin’ cry for me, you fucking
asshole.” Nathan blinked away the wetness in his eyes, and Kirby
watched as a single tear tracked down his cheek. “I’d do it
again.”

“Dust in the air, brother. Not cryin’.”
Kirby shook his head, reaching out, holding tight when Nathan
clasped hold of his wrist. “Oscar’s shit at cleaning.”

“You know it.” Nathan sniffed and laughed,
this more a true sound, small at first, then growing in volume.
“Fuckin’ dust.”


Chapter Seven

He woke in the dark, Dana’s scent drifting
on the air. There was a difference tonight, though, the blankets
not drawn tight around him by her resting on top. He reached out
and encountered flesh, covered by a thin shirt, her body stretched
out between the sheets with him. Kirby didn’t waste a single second
rethinking his instincts. The instant he realized where she was, he
curved an arm around her waist, fingers splayed across her belly as
he pulled her tight against him. Curled at her back, he spooned
her, face buried in her hair as he breathed deeply, wanting to draw
her as far inside him as he could.

He sucked in another breath, finding it
easier than the first, muscles relaxing. Her shoulders shook
and she chuckled sleepily. “Hey there,
soldier.”

Pressing closer, he angled a knee up, taking
her leg with him. Pelvis nestled tight against her ass, Kirby let
out a sigh. “Ma’am.”

She snuggled backwards,
erasing any remaining distance separating them. “Can I tell you a
story?” Dana sounded uncertain, and Kirby found he didn’t like how
it made him feel, wanting to put her at ease immediately.

“Sure. I love a good story.” He drew a small
circle on her neck with the tip of his nose. “I’m awake now
anyway.”

Tensing, she asked, “You want me gone?”

“God, no,” he blurted, arms tightening
around her instinctively. “I like you here, Dana.”

Muscles relaxing, she slumped back against
his chest. “Good. I like being here.”

She was quiet for a moment, so he asked,
“Was that the story?”

A low giggle, then her soft whisper, “No.
You have to let me tell it my way. Don’t…just let me tell it,
okay?”

“Okay.” He paused, then asked, “Can I say
something before you start?” He had an idea this story wended back
into the past, and he wanted to give her
something to hold to as she told him whatever she thought he needed
to hear. She nodded, and he stretched up until he could press his
cheek to hers. “Stay the night with me. No matter what comes next,
I want you here, Dana. It matters to me.”

“I will,” she promised, and he gave her a
squeeze, then subsided to the pillow behind her, waiting. She
pulled in a deep, deep breath, and he felt her get still as she
blew it back out slowly. She’s nervous. “A long time ago a
girl loved summers more than anything in the world.” He smiled at
her whimsical beginning, spinning it like a fairy tale in the
making. “Not because those months were situated between the school
years, giving her a break, but because of what summertime meant to
her.” Her voice was soft, wavering slightly, and he focused
to catch every word. “Middle of every summer
gave her a glimpse into what a real family looked like. How it felt
to be loved for who she was. She and her sister didn’t have the
same father, see, and her mother’s new husband hadn’t been a fan of
her old husband, which meant he didn’t like the girl very much. But
her father’s family loved her very much, and two weeks out of each
summer she got to spend time in this tiny Texas town. A far cry
from where her family lived in Los Angeles. Stepping off the plane
was like taking a leap back in time, and she
loved it.” He found her hand with his and gripped it, threading
their fingers together. “There was a lot of good in that tiny town,
but the thing she loved most about it, other than her family, was
this boy. Every summer she’d hold her breath until he saw
her, because the way his face would light up
was enough to hold her through a year’s worth of being told how
unworthy she was.”

“What the fuck?” Kirby pushed up on an
elbow. “You never said anything about that, Dana. I’d have talked
to your grandma or grandpa for you.”

“You promised to let me tell this my way,”
she reminded him, head turned so her face was
hidden. “Please, Kirby?”

“I’ll agree if you let me bitch about it
later,” he grumbled as he lay back down. He took a deep breath,
relaxed deliberately by wrapping his arm around her tighter, then
gave her the go-ahead to continue. “Okay.”

“God, you’re so good to me.” She laughed
softly. “Okay, where was I?”

“Where your stepdad was a dickhead
and your mom didn’t do a thing to make him not
be a dickhead.” He heard the bite in his own voice and toned it
down. “And how you liked that boy you saw in the summertime.”

“Ah, yes. The boy. My summertime boy. We’re
getting to my favorite part.” She paused and flexed her fingers,
then tightened her grip on his hand before she pulled it up to rest
between her breasts. He sighed and she chuffed
a laugh again. “I did like him. More than he knew. See, where I
lived, kids grew up fast. Too fast. Meanwhile,
he was in this gorgeous town I loved, aging at a country rate. He
knew a lot about a lot of things, but one thing he didn’t know
about was girls. The year I turned thirteen, he was seventeen and
about to enter his last year of school. I’d already had two
boyfriends at that point, neither of which measured up to my
summertime boy, and he’d never had a girlfriend. I knew because I asked. It didn’t matter, though. Because
he didn’t see me like I saw him.”

“He did, but you were too young.” Kirby’s
mouth was dry, nerves cutting through his chest like bullets. “It
was wrong for me to look at you like I wanted to.”

“I know that now. Doesn’t mean it didn’t
hurt at the time.” Her head dipped, and her lips pressed gently on
his knuckles, heat from her breath warming them. “The stars weren’t
aligned for us back then.”

Kirby steadied his breathing, focusing on
how her heartbeat pounded under the press of his hand. “Are they
now, Dana?” He propped himself up, arm locked to hold him in place
as he shook free of her grip and stretched out his other hand. He
touched her jaw and turned her to face him. For the first time
since he’d moved in, he wished for a room with windows, something
that would let light in, giving him a chance to decipher the
expression on her face. All he had was the tiny glow of his phone
across the room, and it cast more shadows than illumination. “If I
told you I saw you then, that I see you now, would that
matter?”

She rolled then, freeing her arms to reach
up and twine around his neck. Hand cupping the back of his head
gently, she pulled him down. Just before their lips met, she
answered his question with something that was so Dana,
exactly the girl she’d been now grown into the woman she was, and
surprisingly, all his. “Duh. What do you think, Kirby-cat?”

Sweetly scented breath gusted over his lips,
and then his mouth was on her, owning her the way he’d dreamed of,
drawing tiny gasps from her. He angled his head and took more,
working from side to side with lips and teeth, nipping and kissing
his way to the corner of her mouth and across her cheek. Softly, he
told her his dearest wish, body tingling with the knowledge he was
holding her, finally; lying beside her, finally, and kissing her.
Fucking finally. “I want you, Dana. Wanna make love to you.”
Teeth tugging on the lobe of her ear, he murmured, “Wanna hold you
and eat you and fuck you.” Her groan was music to his ears,
and he smiled at the sound. “That a yes,
sweetheart?”

“God, yes,” she returned, her face turning
to bury against his neck. “I want that too. Kirby, I’ve wanted you
for so long.” Her body was moving, hips lifting, back arching to
press her breasts against his chest as Kirby kissed down the
elegant column of her neck, mouthing at the juncture with her
shoulder.

Tiny straps supported the pj top she’d worn to bed, and he
eased them down her arms one at a time, giving himself unfettered
access to an expanse of skin that felt smooth to his touch, strong
muscles stretched over good bones, all making up the beautiful
woman in his arms.

“Here,” she muttered, sliding partway out
from under him. “Let me help.”

Arms crossed over her chest, she gripped the
hem in each hand and lifted until Kirby had to catch his breath
because perfection was spread out across his sheets. Dana tossed
the garment to the side, and Kirby bent his neck, lifting a breast
to his mouth. Sipping at the taut nipple, he rolled it between his
teeth gently, giving her the heated breath from within his chest
one moment, followed by a cool draft drawn through his lips. Then
he latched deep, drawing hard, listening to the deep moan she let
loose, telling him he was doing everything right for her.

Kirby returned to her mouth for another deep
drink, teasing her lips apart to dip inside, drawing her into a
response, conducting an intense campaign of sensual attacks,
tongues sliding together in a sweet caress. She lifted her chin,
offering, and he took every inch, deepening the kiss until their
breathing was ragged and rushed. He’d kept one hand on her breast,
kneading and plumping it gently, fingers tightening around the
flesh when she’d nipped at his bottom lip, teeth grasping as his
fingertips tweaked and pinched. “Dana, you feel so good.”

“Likewise,” she whispered, her palms curling
around his hips, one arm going high and one low, fingernails
scraping along his shoulder blade as her other hand slipped under
the waistband of his briefs. “Um. I didn’t come prepared. This is
kind of an impromptu pajama party.” Her soft admission told him a
lot. These nights spent with him, in his bed, up to this point
they’d had a different meaning, a way for her to be close to him
without pressuring for more. She hadn’t known how each night had
been sweet torture for him, dick so hard it hurt, leaking puddles
on his stomach as they lay separated by layers of fabric. He’d
imagined it was on him alone, that she’d done it as a friend, but
now he knew different.

Using his toes to push up farther on the
mattress, he stretched across her, trying to ignore how her fingers
came to rest on his sides, thumbs grazing his ribs as if she were
counting the bones. Drawer opened, then
closed, and he coiled back on himself, flashing the wrapped condom
at her with a smile. “I’ve got us covered.” The grin she gave him
was barely visible in the uncertain light, but he could see her
eyes shining. He pressed the package into her hand. “You hold on to
that, okay? I’ve got somewhere to be first.”

Her head tipped to one side, and he watched her smile dim, slowly fading. Before it
was gone completely, he reached down and drew one side of her
panties most of the way down her thigh. Angling himself away, he
worked the same actions on the other side, grinning at her when she
bent her knees, tangling her toes in the fabric to pull it down.
Panties removed and tossed to the floor, he kicked the covers off,
slipped between her legs and worked his way backwards. Mouth to the side of her breast, he sucked
hard, smiling victoriously at the mark left behind when he pulled
off. Her other breast was given the same treatment, and he tipped
his chin up to smile at her, letting her touch trail across his
face, reading his features like Braille. “I want you, Dana.”

“We’ve both wanted for so long,” she
returned, and he pressed his lips to her palm. She stroked her
thumb across his lips, a gentle smile on her face. “This is the
only place I want to be. Right here, right now, with you.”

“A man like me?” His question sparked
laughter and she filled the room with easygoing amusement. The way
her belly quivered reminded him of his destination, so he told her,
“Hold that thought. We can talk later.”

Bending his neck, he placed a row of kisses
along her hipbone, underlining each with a caress from his tongue,
hands slipping under her ass to steady and lift her. Kirby worked
his way across, listening to her breathing, to the tiny sounds she
made, paying attention to her tug and pull in his hair until he was
there, at her core.

He savored her taste, mouth covering her
while he made a meal out of her, eating and sucking, tongue delving
between folds of flesh to plunge inside, then up again as he
diddled her pearl, already sensitive enough to have her gasping for
breath, groaning his name. “Bend your knees, baby,” he told
her and spread her wide. He dropped his chest
and pushed farther down that sensitive seam, teasing her dark
pucker, twirling the tip of his tongue around and around.

Hands moving, he circled her other entrance
with a fingertip once, twice, timing it with his assault on her ass
so he breached the openings at the same time,
finger diving deep inside, tongue thrusting and teasing. Thumb on
her clit, he persisted in ramping up the sensations overwhelming
her, ignoring the sting of her fists in his hair.

She wasn’t trying to guide him now, wasn’t
pulling or pushing. Dana was just holding on as the wave he’d been
building in her broke and crashed over her. It tumbled her under as
her body rolled with it, hips rising in movement as her stomach
went concave, legs tightening around his shoulders.

He slowed his assault, touching her
tenderly, laving her with the flat of his
tongue softly, working his face back and forth, wanting her scent
all over him, as much as he could manage. It was minutes before her
grip on him eased, and Kirby worked her through each wave of
sensation, wanting her boneless at the end, sated in a way he hoped
she’d never experienced before.

He wanted this to mean something to her, to
be memorable, for them to talk about it so he wouldn’t lose it.
That was one of his greatest fears, that
something this profound and life-changing would be discarded by his
traitorous brain as inconsequential, lost forever in the damaged
places that existed in his disloyal head.

Eventually he shifted,
moving up her body in a reverse of how he’d
moved down, pausing to worship along the way. He left a path of
kisses and nips, touches, caressing every inch. Rising over her, he
stared in wonder. She lay beneath him, hair mussed in a wild mass
around her head, features soft, the smile that graced her lips
extending to her eyes, crinkling the corners. Even in the low
light, he could see the satisfied gleam and
smiled broadly.

She chuckled, asking, “Pretty proud of
yourself?” He nodded, shifted to one arm, and lifted a corner of
the sheet to wipe his face. “Kiss me, handsome.” She pursed her
lips, waiting, and he didn’t hesitate, curving down, continuing his
open-mouthed offensive, and he groaned when
she met him with eagerness, lapping at his lips before biting at
him with a terrible impression of a growl.

He pulled back, taking in everything she
offered. “You still want me?”

Her smile would have been answer enough, but she laughed softly before locking her
arms behind his back, hands curving over his shoulders to lift her
up. Mouth to his, she promised, “More than yesterday, but not as
much as tomorrow.” She paused; then he felt her lips move against
his and knew it was a smile when she giggled, the sound light and
free. “I kinda lost the condom in the bed when you hit me with
those magic moves.”

Laughing with her, he ran his hand down her
side, finding the crinkling package before he pulled away and sat
up, kneeling between her thighs. He ran one hand along her stomach
to her breasts, caressing them in turn while he opened the condom.
Palm to her belly, he stroked and rubbed, distracting himself by
petting her silky skin.

Condom finally in place, he didn’t discount
her words from moments ago, honoring the promise of them by
covering her with his body. She reached down and grasped hold of
him, heat from her hand scarcely muted by the latex, but he was
thankful for even that, wanting this to last. Another breath and
she had him positioned, and Kirby started the
first slow glide into her, gasping aloud at how good she felt,
tight and hot around him, strength covered by silken flesh.

“Jesus, Dana,” was all he could manage, the
words pouring from his brain not making sense to his tongue, but
she understood, oh how she understood, because she took up the
torch, voice and words matching the cadence of
his movements, narrating their experience to help cement it.

“God, yes, Kirby. So big, you’re so big,
baby. I can take you, take all of you.” She gasped and her hips leapt up, muscles clamping down on him as
she shuddered. Not pain, but something else that made him preen a
little. “Holy Jesus, right there. Can you do that again?” He
chuckled and pulled out slightly before clenching his stomach
muscles, jerking his cock inside her. “Oh my Jesus, that’s
so…please, honey. That’s you, inside me. I love how that feels,
knowing we’re here together.” He did it again, and her head flew back, chin angled up at the ceiling as
she cried out. “Kirby, you’re gonna make me…” She lifted her head
and stared at him. “I’ve never…not from just having…it’s you,
Kirby. It’s you giving this to me. God.”

Neck bent to look down their joined bodies,
he watched himself plunge in and out, hips moving smoothly, meeting
the rising push from her trembling legs. He fucked her hard,
grinding against her with every inward thrust. She tightened around
him in pulses, tiny flutters growing larger, until it felt like her
body was drawing him in as her nails scored up his back. “God,
Dana.” He shifted, wedging her legs wider, finding a new rhythm
that began to devolve the rigid grip he had on his control. “Baby,
you’re perfect.”

Kirby leaned down, placing his forehead
against hers, salt stinging his eyes as he watched this woman come
unraveled in his arms, giving herself over to the sensations again
sweeping her body. Their bellies slipped and slid, sweat-wet in the
best way, and as she came around him, pulling him deeper, he
loosened the remaining hold he had, letting his hips buck against
her hard, harder, trusting he couldn’t break her, that she was
strong enough, that she wanted all of him, as she’d promised.

He thrust deep, grinding. Then his neck
arched, lifting his head as his spine bowed. Toes of his good foot
curling into the sheets, he drove forwards forcefully, whole body
movements now, muscles locked tight as he came hard, heat flooding
around the head of his cock, her hands smoothing and soothing
across the planes of his back, caressing skin where she could
touch, her reach feeling like it went deeper somehow, digging deep,
curling around his heart, warming him from the inside out.

“This,” he gasped, and she made a sound that
could have been a question. “This is everything I ever wanted. You,
Dana. In my head, in my heart, it’s always been you.”

“My summertime boy,” she whispered, her lips
grazing up his neck as he brought his head down. Mouth to hers, he
gave himself over to her, letting her lead the way this time with
gentle plucks and smacks, tiny kisses that stunned him with the
emotion they released, like they circled his head to hold
everything inside, letting him keep all that happened, at least for
now. “My lovely, sweet summertime boy.” Her head angled to the
side, and the glow from his phone shone brighter on her face until
he could see all the worry lines had fallen away. Her features were
relaxed, brow smooth, and she looked content. Happy, even. She
looked loved. I gave that to her. “Merry Christmas,
Kirby-cat.”

He glanced over to see it was past three,
well into the early morning. “Merry Christmas,” he returned, then
paused. Now or later? He studied her face a moment, made a
decision, and asked, “Can I give you my gift?”

She undulated under him, squeezing his
softening cock gently. “You already did.”

“Naw.” He chuckled and
liked how she gasped at that, feeling him laugh inside and over
her. “That’s an everyday present. We won’t be holding that back for
special occasions. Welcome to your new wake-up call, Dana.”

“Oh.” She laughed, turning her head to kiss
him softly. “I could get used to this.”

He moved and slipped slowly from her body,
liking the pout she put on for him, the tiny
sigh of disappointment at losing him. “Hold that thought, baby.”
Condom taken care of, he balanced on one foot
as he opened the top drawer of his dresser and
brought out the tiny box he’d placed there weeks ago, when his heart recognized she wasn’t going anywhere.
“I picked this up in Dallas when we went there
for the Veterans Day memorial ride back in November. It took weeks
to have it made. I was afraid it wouldn’t be ready in time.” She
hadn’t gone, staying behind at the clubhouse, and he realized she’d
never consented to ride on his bike. Never ridden on any of the
bikes. Gonna have to correct that. Without fanfare, he
climbed back on the bed and stretched out
beside her as he placed the box between her breasts, directly over
her heart. “Open it.”

“Should we wait for everyone?” She plucked
the package up, turning it this way and that, fingers slowly
trailing along the edges of the bow that was nearly as large as the
package itself.

Kirby shook his head. “Nope. This is all
you. You and me.” Just how I want it to be. “Open it,” he
urged again. Fist wedged under his head, he propped up and watched
as she carefully teased the tape loose,
unfolding the paper instead of ripping into it like he would have.
“You’re doing that just to annoy me.” Dana cut her eyes at him, a
look of such shy pleasure on her face that he swooped in for a
kiss. “Go ahead, annoy me more.”

“If that’s my reward, honey, prepare
yourself to be mightily annoyed.” She laughed, setting the ribbon
and paper aside. “Here we go.” She used a fingernail to pry the box
open, then gasped softly, gaze fixed on the
contents. “Oh, Kirby.” Tipping the box, she let the necklace flow
into her hand. The gold chain was fine, links shining even in the
dimness, but what held her attention was the pendant. The front
carried the emblem for the club, worked into a circle of gold, with
words etched on the back. “Most Rikki-Tik.” Fingertips tracing the
letters, she turned a hopeful gaze on him. “Does this mean I’m an
honorary member now?”

“Forever and ever, you’re one of us.” He
paused when she reached up, coin dangling from the chain as she
caressed the side of his face, the gold already heated from her
grip. He closed his eyes, savoring her touch, and he marveled at
how everything had fallen into place for him. For us.
“You’re mine now, Dana. No going back.” The motion of her hand
ceased, and he opened his eyes, staring down at her openmouthed
expression. “No taking any of this back. I’ve wanted you for so
long, you can’t take that away from me.”

“No, I don’t expect I’d want to, truth be
told.” She smiled and sighed. “Is it too early to say the
words?”

“Not if you feel ’em in your heart.” He
shook his head. “I’m not afraid of jinxing us, because this is real
and true.” Pressing his lips to hers, he kissed her gently,
reverently, before telling her, “I’ve wanted a love like this with
you forever, woman. Tell me how you feel.”

“I love you, Kirby Westbrook. I love just
you.”

***

The house had been quiet when they’d come
down the stairs, Dana trailing behind, connected by her small hand
in his waistband. Kirby had propped the crutches to one side
and gotten coffee started in the kitchen while
she retrieved breakfast fixings from the refrigerator. Together
they’d made heaping platters of scrambled eggs and crispy bacon. A
few more minutes saw a stack of toast on a plate. By then, there’d
been half a dozen of the men in the kitchen with them, mugs of
coffee in hand. It was silent, but not uncomfortable, just the
normal quiet communion with brothers not yet awake.

Kirby winced when he heard Nathan’s
distinctive footfalls in the upstairs hallway, accompanied by low
cursing. That generally only happened when his stump was swollen
and he’d had to force it into the socket of his prosthesis. Kirby
looked up to see Dana and Oscar sharing a
look, and he knew they would take care of whatever Nathan needed.
This, he thought, this is why I wanted the club.

Then Nathan pounded on any still-closed
doors upstairs and Kirby grinned. “And that,
my friends, is how we start Christmas morning at the MBMC.”
Laughter filled the kitchen, and he locked
gazes with Dana, watching as she reached up and fingered the
pendant resting at the base of her throat. “From here forwards,” he said as Nathan
made his way into the kitchen to stand
shoulder-to-shoulder with them, the just-awoken men crowding behind
him. “We make our own traditions, plot our own courses, and bear
the burdens so our brothers don’t have to. If
you stumble, we’ll steady you. If you fall, we’ll help you up. When
you can’t walk the path on your own, we will carry you. This—” He
spread his hand towards Dana, smiling when she accepted his offer,
coming to him and letting him cradle her into his side. “This is
the result of everything we’ve all worked for, and I thank you, my
brothers. We remember those gone ahead, securing the shores of
Valhalla until we’re together again.”

When he looked around the room, every eye
was on him, intense gazes from these men he’d promised so much to
all those months ago. “Together we’re stronger, and I’m proud to be
a Mayhan Buckler.” Dana’s hand pressed to his chest, and he glanced down, happy to see a smile on her face.
“Thank you, brothers. For believing in me. In us. In what we wanted
to build. For being part of this thing, grown so much larger than I
imagined. I’m proud of you.”

Mugs of coffee lifted in an accepting toast,
every head nodded, and Kirby saw more than one man furtively
knuckle an eye.

Then Oscar asked the question Kirby had been
waiting for. “So, you and Dana?”

She tensed beside him, and he gave her what
he hoped was a reassuring squeeze. “Yeah, me and Dana.”

“Good.” Nathan coughed and choked, then
sputtered through what turned into whooping gales of laughter. “I
was hoping that’s what all that noise was last night.” He elbowed
Kirby, still chuckling. “You know you’re marrying up, right?”

It was Kirby’s turn to freeze, much to the
amusement of every man, and woman, in the room. He allowed the
laughter, because it signaled so much more
than it seemed. He and Dana were together, and his club accepted
it. His brothers were happy for him because they could see what it
meant.

Hope you’re happy, Pops. Mayhan Bucklers
forever.
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“There's not enough stars to give this book and 5
just doesn't really do it justice!”

~DeLane C

 


“I couldn't put this book down from page one! Tried
to stop & go to bed but couldn't sleep thinking about Alace and
got up & finished the book.”

~Debbie M

 


“MariaLisa DeMora, wordsmith that
she is, made this a story of the enlightenment of a woman and
finding love in a life where she has had none.”

~Kat W

 


“Whatever deep dark trench
[deMora] pulled a character like Alace from should be revisited
again and often.”

~Confessions of a Serial Reader












ADDITIONAL SERIES AND BOOKS

Please note that books in a series
frequently feature characters from additional books within that
series. If series books are read out of order, readers will twig to
spoilers for the other books, so going back to read the skipped
titles won’t have the same angsty reveals.

Rebel Wayfarers MC series:

Mica, #1

A Sweet & Merry Christmas, #1.5

Slate, #2

Bear, #3

Jase, #4

Gunny, #5

Mason, #6

Hoss, #7

Harddrive Holidays, #7.5

Duck, #8

Biker Chick Campout, #8.5

Watcher, #9

A Kiss to Keep You, #9.25

Gun Totin’ Annie, #9.5

Secret Santa, #9.75

Bones, #10

Gunny’s Pups, #10.25

Never Settle, #10.5

Not Even A Mouse, #10.75

Fury, #11

Christmas Doings, #11.25

Gypsy’s Lady, #11.5

Cassie, #12

Road Runner’s Ride, #12.5






Occupy Yourself band series:

Born Into Trouble, #1

Grace In Motion, #2 (TBD)

What They Say, #3 (TBD)






Neither This, Nor That MC series:

This Is the Route Of Twisted Pain, #1

Treading the Traitor’s Path: Out Bad, #2

Shelter My Heart, #3

Trapped by Fate on Reckless Roads, #4

Thunderstruck, #5

 


Mayhan Bucklers MC series:

Most Rikki-Tik, #1

Mad Minute, #2

Pucker Factor, #3

 


If You Could Change One Thing: Tangled Fates
Stories

There Are Limits, #1

Rules Are Rules, #2

The Gray Zone, #3

 


Other Books:

With My Whole Heart

Alace Sweets

Hard Focus






More information available at
mldemora.com.
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