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A NOTE ABOUT THE SAVAGE ANGELS MC SERIES

 

It is recommended that each book be read in order.

 

Savage Angels MC Series

In Order:

Savage Stalker (Savage Angels MC #1)

Savage Fire (Savage Angels MC #2)

Savage Town (Savage Angels MC #3)

Savage Lover (Savage Angels MC #4)

Savage Sacrifice (Savage Angels MC #5)

Savage Rebel (Savage Angels MC—Novella #6)

Savage Lies (Savage Angels MC #7)

Savage Life (Savage Angels MC #8 - Coming 2019)

 

The Grinders Series

 

Truth (The Grinders Book 1)

Curtis (The Grinders Book 2—Coming 2020)

 

 

Keep up to date with my books on my website

kathleenkellyauthor.com

 

WARNING:

For Mature Audience 18+

Contains Adult Sexual Situations, Graphic Violence, Coarse or Offensive Language.

It’s “R” rated for a reason.

If you’ve read me before, you’ll know what to expect, enjoy!

 


 

Robyn Corcoran and Belinda Donaldson.

This one is for you.

Without your continued support, love, friendship and the occasional “push,” I’m not sure I would have finished this.

You both mean the world to me. I wonder why you put up with me, but I’m grateful you do. We three couldn’t be more different but we have a couple of things in common:

Our love of books.

Our honesty.

And our friendship xx
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Zeke

Soldier in the Savage Angels MC

 

Cassia Lee pulls her fancy Mercedes into my driveway. I share a house with Dirt, Sergeant at Arms in my MC. Well, it’s his house, but he kindly rents me a room. Thankfully, he’s out for the evening. I look back at the table I’ve set, making sure I’ve got all the necessary utensils laid out.

Fuck, what am I doing?

Cassia Lee is way above my pay grade, and I have no idea why she’d want to personally deliver my order from her daddy’s store or invite herself to dinner. I do know she’s the prettiest little thing I’ve seen in a while.

A knock on the door drags me back to my current situation. I open it quickly and find her struggling to hold up my new duffle filled with everything I’ve purchased from shirts to boots.

“Ahh, you could take it. It’s kind of heavy,” says Cassia as she tries to hold up the bag.

“Right! Sorry.” Awkwardly, I take it from her and put it just inside the door.

Cassia looks around me, a small smile on her lips.

“Are you going to invite me in?”

Jesus. I’m such an oaf.

I move out of the way quickly and gesture for her to come inside.

“Yes. Yes, p-please come in.”

Cassia walks straight to the table and sits down. She stares at me and points to the chair nearest her. “You going to join me?”

I’m still standing at the open door. I don’t know what it is about this woman, but I need to put myself together. She is, after all, just a woman. I slam the door closed and walk toward her, then do a quick turn toward the fridge and pull out a bottle of red.

“You put it in the fridge?” Cassia asks.

“Yeah, it was hot.”

She giggles, and the sound goes straight to my dick.

With a shake of her head, Cassia holds up the wine glass I have on the table.

“Fair enough. Pour me a glass, will you?”

The corkscrew is on the table. I open the bottle and pour the foul-tasting red liquid into her glass.

“You’re not having one?”

“Fuck no, I’ve got beer.” I open the fridge and grab a beer. I’m about to put her bottle back in when she laughs.

“What?” I ask.

“Leave the bottle on the table, Zeke. Let’s let it breathe.”

I quirk an eyebrow at her, pop the top off my beer, place the wine bottle near her, and sit down.

“So, did you get me a pizza?”

“Yeah, it’s in the oven keeping warm. I got pepperoni like you asked.”

Cassia grins and looks at me wickedly. “You always do as you’re told?”

“Hardly.” I lock eyes with her and ask, “Woman, why are you here?”

“Woman?” She laughs a little. “I like you.”

I rock back in my chair and stare at her for the longest time, trying to figure her out, and the reason she likes me hits me like a ton of bricks, so I nod. “I get it. I’m a big bad biker, and your daddy won’t approve.”

“What? No! You think that’s why I’m here?” Cassia shakes her head and stands. “See ya, Zeke.”

I’m up and out of my chair so quickly it falls over. I grab her by the arm and look down at her. “I’m not a pawn to be used.”

“I wasn’t going to use you. I meant it when I said I liked… like you. I’ve tried a few times to grab your attention, but when you came into the store, I figured today was my chance.”

I’m searching her pretty green eyes and find only truth in them. Cassia isn’t even attempting to pull out of my grasp. I reach up my other hand and tuck her hair behind her ear. She doesn’t flinch, and her mouth drops open slightly. This woman has me in unchartered territory. Cassia isn’t a club whore nor is she someone I’d normally go for, but here she is, in my house, and my dick is as hard as stone.

“Want to share your pizza?” Cassia asks.

“Yeah.”

But I don’t let her go. I continue to stare at that pretty little mouth and wonder what she’d taste like.

“Zeke?”

I gaze into her eyes, and before I realize it, I’ve pulled her into my arms and claimed her. Cassia doesn’t react the way I thought she would—the woman melts against me while her hands roam my body. I walk her backward until we hit the wall, then pull back and look down at her. Cassia’s eyes are closed, her mouth slightly open, and a flush of red has made its way from her ample chest to her face. Beautiful.

I rest my forehead to hers. “Dinner, I think you invited yourself to dinner.”

Cassia opens her eyes, smiles lazily, and says, “Yes, I did. You’re the most perplexing man I’ve ever tried to get the attention of.”

“Is that so?”

Cassia nods. “Yep. Dinner. Let’s eat and get to know each other.”

I run a hand from her breast to her hip, and she moans. “I can do that.”
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Zeke

 

The room is full of steam as I pump in and out of my green-eyed vixen. It’s been six months since that first date and we get stronger every day. We are at her place—the shower is big enough for two. She’s on her knees, and I grip her shoulder-length blonde hair to make her look at me. Cassia smiles and closes her eyes while I pull tighter, and they snap back open.

“Like to look into your pretty eyes as I fuck you. You know that,” I growl.

“Zeke, can we go into the bedroom? These tiles are killing my knees.”

She’s not the only one. I laugh and stop what I’m doing.

“This was your idea. I wanted to do it in the kitchen, but you said you were cold and wanted to warm up. What do I get if we move to another location?”

Cassia twists and kneels in front of me, her luscious lips close to mine.

“Anything you want,” Cassia purrs.

I grin at her. My sexual tastes are more adventurous than hers and a lot broader. Cassia has had a few lovers, but I’ve had many. The promise of being able to do anything to her makes me harder than a fucking diamond.

“You sure about that?” I ask as I run my stubbly chin up her throat.

Cassia moans and nods. I nip her throat, leaving a small mark. Tonight, I will leave many more on her. I stand and help her to her feet, then with her back crushed to my front, we inch toward the bed. There are so many things I want to do to this body, but up until now, she’s been a little resistant. My hands cup her breasts, and I pinch her nipples, causing them to pebble and Cassia to cry out.

I draw her earlobe into my mouth and suck. For every pain, there must be a pleasure, and she loves this. I keep playing with one nipple as the other hand travels down her body to her core.

“Spread your legs for me, Cass.”

Doing as she’s told, I touch and caress her most sensitive region, enjoying the slick sensation of her dripping wet pussy. Cassia grinds into me, and I know she’s seeking her release as her movements become quicker and more erratic. I move away from her, and her cry of protest means I’m doing a good job. I chuckle and push her onto the bed.

“Remember to breathe,” I say as I bend over and bite her ass cheek.

Her gasp excites me. I stand up and go in search of my belt. It’s still in my jeans in the kitchen. I pull it out and move back into the bedroom. Cassia is laying on the bed in the same position I left her in—on her stomach, legs spread, looking like my best sexual fantasy.

I’ve grown my hair longer on top, and two days ago she said she’d like to see me with a beard, so I’m growing it out. I have no idea what gods I appeased to have Cassia in my life, but whatever or whoever they are, I’m eternally grateful.

Bending, I kiss the sole of her foot and rub my stubbly face up her torso until I get to her neck. Compared to me, she’s a tiny little thing, only five feet tall. My body covers hers, and I lay there for a moment enjoying the feel of her but knowing she’s probably having a hard time breathing. I roll off, and she looks at me and smiles.

“Is that why you told me to breathe?”

“No, petal.” I hold up my belt. “Rollover.” I wink and grin as she does as she’s asked. “Hands above your head.”

With a sideways grin, she looks at me apprehensively but slowly raises her hands. I straddle her body, making a loop with my belt and fix her hands to the bed headboard. Deliberately, I make my way back down her torso, dragging my teeth along it. The urge to bite her is overwhelming, and I sink my teeth into the side of her hip and suck.

“Zeke!”

“Relax, Cass. Close your eyes, breathe through the pain, and I promise you’ll enjoy yourself.”

She nods at me, and I blow onto the spot where I bit down, it’s already becoming a lovely shade of red. I move across her stomach and suck at the top of her trimmed pussy. I draw the flesh into my mouth, she gasps. I release it and plunge my tongue between the folds of her pussy, sucking, licking, tasting the very essence of her.

“Oh, Zeke,” she moans, low and throaty.

I rub my chin into her, and she bucks wildly. My hands work their way up to her nipples, and I tug and pull at them as she rides my face.

Cassia opens her legs wider, and I know from the taste and this movement that she’s close. I stop and laugh as she groans in frustration.

“Don’t laugh, keep going. I’m so close!”

Cassia tugs at her bindings, unable to loosen them.

“Not yet, petal.” I lean down and kiss her, forcing my tongue into her mouth, letting her taste how sweet she is, like honey. My cock is rubbing up and down her slit, and it’s not long before she’s kissing me back and trying to get me to mount her.

“Patience,” I whisper as I pull back and stare into her eyes.

“I’m ready. I’m so goddamn ready!” Cassia hisses at me.

I chuckle and again begin my assault on her body. This time I bite down on her nipple, drawing it into my mouth and flicking my tongue across it. Cassia arches her back, moaning in pleasure. It’s important to me for her to understand that after my upbringing, I like pain in the bedroom. I like teeth and nails digging into my back. I fucking love teeth.

Moving further down, I push her legs up and place her feet on my shoulders, positioning my cock at her entrance.

“Look at me, Cass.” Her eyes open, filled with pleasure. “You ready for me?”

“Please,” Cass begs.

Slowly, I enter her. She’s slick, tight, and I love that she has my marks on her body. Pulling back out, I slam back into her, and she cries out. My thumb goes to her clit. I’m not gentle, but I know how to make her writhe in ecstasy, and I bring her to the brink many times but never letting her orgasm.

Her face is flushed, and a line of sweat is forming on her forehead as she seeks her release.

“Are you ready, Cass?” She nods, her eyes betray that she’s desperate to orgasm. It’s an all-consuming thought flashing behind them. “You need to wait for me. Do you understand, Cass?” With desire fueling her, she nods enthusiastically. “Okay, petal, keep those eyes on me.”

With my thumb applying pressure to her clit, I move in and out, slowly.

“Faster,” demands Cassia.

I chuckle and increase my speed. Looking into her green eyes, I feel my orgasm building. Her moans are getting louder. Cass bites her bottom lip, her face is a mask of concentration.

“Come for me, Cass, come for me now,” I growl.

“Zeke!” screams Cassia.

Her pussy spasms around my cock, and I grunt in satisfaction as my seed spills out of me. I’m moving in and out as she keeps coming, milking me with every movement. It feels like hours before she stops and only then do I stop my assault on her.

Delicately, I place her legs on the bed, one at a time, then I lean over her and undo my belt. I lay down beside her, roll her onto her side with her back facing me, then I bite down and suck hard on her shoulder, ensuring a very large mark will emerge there. Cassia cries out, but her body betrays her as her ass pushes back toward my cock.

“Why did you do that?”

“When you look in the mirror, you’ll see my marks and know that you’re mine,” I say as I kiss her lightly on the same spot.

“I’m going to have to wear turtlenecks.”

“I promise in the summer, I’ll leave them where only we can see them. Tell me you like it.”

Cassia rolls onto her back, and I place a leg and one of my arms over her. My hand goes to her breast, and I play with her nipple. She smiles, but I can tell she’s worn out. I love it when she has that totally satisfied look, and sleep wants to claim her.

“I thought I was going to explode.”

“Good. I aim to please,” I say as I kiss her.

I am consumed by her, and without thinking, my hand travels down to her soaking wet pussy, and I insert two fingers—Cassia groans with pleasure. I keep going until I feel her come around my fingers, her eyes locked with mine.

“That’s not fair for you.”

“You have no idea how much I love watching you. It’s not always about me. Sometimes, it can just be about you. I get pleasure from watching you get off.”

Cassia reaches up and pulls me to her, kissing me so softly on the lips.

“I need a shower and clean, dry sheets,” she says with a smirk.

“How about you go shower? I’ll strip the bed and find clean sheets, then we can make the bed together?”

“How about we strip the bed, we shower together, and we make the bed? We’re a team, right?”

I chuckle. “Okay, petal, let’s do that.”

I roll off her, and we both sit up. Walking into the bathroom together, she inspects my marks on her body in the mirror.

“You okay?” I ask.

“Yeah, I like them. They’ll remind me of you when you aren’t around.” A small smile plays on her lips as she traces the mark on her hip.

“That’s the idea, petal, so I’m the first and last thing you think about.”
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Zeke

 

I stalk through the clubhouse doors, not paying attention to who’s in the room, which is my first mistake. The next thing I know I’m sprawled out on my stomach with someone on top of me, sticking their wet finger in my ear.

“What the fuck!” I roar.

“Zeke, my man, that was too fucking easy. Since you’ve been seeing Cass, you’ve gone soft and don’t spend time with us anymore.” Rebel laughs.

“Get. Off. Me.”

Still laughing to himself, Rebel gets up and quickly moves behind the bar. I stand, dust myself off, and use the bottom of my t-shirt to clean my ear.

“Rebel, one day soon I’m going to get you back for that,” I say threateningly.

He winks, blows me a kiss, and puts a beer on the bar for me. “Calm down, princess.”

The clubhouse is full of members and the odd female who are either laughing or grinning at me. I grab my beer, take a swig, and look around the room.

“Yeah, laugh it up, people. Payback’s a bitch.”

“Called Zeke, ‘cause you’ve gone soft,” retorts Rebel.

“Fuck you.”

“What’s that line you like to use? You’re not my type. Vaginas, I like vaginas!” Rebel smirks.

“Right now, Rebel, you’re one big vagina,” I grumble.

Rebel winks at me and moves further down the bar. With my pride hurt, I walk toward the pool tables.

“Anyone seen Kade or Dane?” I ask.

Keg approaches me. “They’re both in the garage working on one of the school buses. Reb’s right, you know, not about going soft, only that we don’t see you as much now that you’ve taken up with Gerald Lee’s daughter.”

“So?”

“She’s not exactly the type to hang out with us. She seems to keep you pretty busy.” Keg frowns and leans up against the pool table.

“Cassia is shy, is all. She’ll come around.”

“You sure that’s all?” asks Keg.

“Yeah, man, that’s all. I need to talk to Kade. Check back in with you later?”

Keg nods, and with my beer in hand, I walk toward the garage. There are a few people in the compound, some I recognize, giving them a nod and wave. I open the office door, and Addy, Jonas’ woman, is sitting behind the desk with a mountain of paperwork in front of her.

“What’s up, Addy?”

“Do you lot even know how to keep good records? I’m amazed the IRS doesn’t camp out in the compound.”

I chuckle at her. “I’d offer to help, but let’s face it, I’d be useless. You seen Kade?”

Addy nods and motions toward the workshop. “He’s in there working.”

“Cool. Have fun.”

“Yeah, fun, that’s what I’m having.”

I wink at her and keep going. Dane and Kade are standing beside the school bus, and Dane doesn’t look happy.

I walk up and punch Kade in the arm. “What’s up, brother?”

“The fucking bus is toast. It’d be kinder to torch it than try and fix it again.”

Dane nods and throws a rag at the engine. “Yeah, you’re right. The school was hoping it’d last the year before they needed a new one.”

“Want me to take a look?” I ask.

Both men look at me. Dane smirks.

“You think you can fix something that I can’t?” asks Dane.

“No, Prez,” I say, hands help up, taking a step back. “Just thought a fresh pair of eyes might help.”

“Have at it,” replies Dane with a grunt as he saunters away.

I look at Kade who’s shaking his head at me. “Brother, have you got a fucking death wish? I’ve been working on the piece of shit, too, you know?”

“Stop being a princess. I was only offering to help.”

Kade quirks an eyebrow at me. “Whatever. What do you want?”

“I’m not feeling the love.”

“Fuck you, Zeke. What do you want?”

“Cassia’s father is having a party tomorrow night, and I’ve been invited.”

“Yeah, so?”

I look at the ground, embarrassed. “Ahh, what do I wear?”

Kade laughs, but he soon stops when he sees how serious I am. “Cassia knows who you are. She won’t care.”

“It’s not Cassia I’m trying to impress but her old man.”

Kade walks toward the hand basin. “You trying to fuck him, too?” he teases. “What type of party?”

“All the businesses in town are going. So, a fancy one?”

“Sounds more like a nice shirt and jacket. You could wear jeans.” I nod and once again look down. “What is it?” asks Kade.

“I don’t own a nice shirt or jacket.”

“Fuck, man, is that it?” Kade starts washing his hands. “Let’s go shopping.”

“We’ll have to go to Pearl County. I don’t want her old man knowing I had to buy something.”

Kade nods and dries his hands. “Let’s get going. It’ll be good to clear my head with a ride.”
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Zeke

 

Gerald Lee is standing in the center of the room, surrounded by people. He’s a tall man, and all those around him seem enthralled by whatever it is he’s saying. He and I don’t get along. He doesn’t approve of me for his daughter, but I admire a man who can command a room as he does. Only other men I’ve seen do that are my father and Dane Reynolds, President of my MC.

Gerald casts a look in my direction and raises his glass. I give him a two-fingered wave, he smiles at me, but even from this distance, I can tell it doesn’t reach his eyes.

“Hey, handsome.”

I turn around to find Cassia smiling up at me. She’s wearing a tight, black dress with a low ‘V’ at the front and three-quarter length sleeves. Like all little black dresses, it finishes just above the knee, and she’s paired it with fuck-me six-inch red stilettos and a choker necklace. My dick goes hard at the sight of her. Reaching down, I pull on the choker, exposing one of my marks.

“Damn, petal, you look good enough to eat,” I say as I kiss her chastely on the lips.

“You don’t look so bad yourself.” Cassia grins and looks around the room. “Is everyone playing nice? Are they making you feel welcome?”

In truth, no one has said hello, and those who have managed to make eye contact with me soon scurry away. It’s expected. They all know I’m in the MC, and although many in town like and respect us, no one wants to be associated with us, unless of course, they need help or money, then we are deemed civilized.

“Yes, Cass. I’d rather talk about where you and I can get five minutes alone with those shoes digging into my back.”

“Only five minutes? Surely, I’m worth more than that?” teases Cass while smiling smugly at me.

“The first time is just for me. You’ll get your turn later.”

Cass grabs my hand and pushes up against me, resting her other hand on my chest.

“You sure know how to turn a girl on.”

I lean down, my mouth almost touching hers. “Not any girl, my girl.”

Cass’ eyes are glued to my mouth, and I’m about to close the gap when a hand clamps down on my shoulder.

“Zeke! Enjoying the party?” asks Gerald Lee.

Cassia takes a step back and smooths out her dress. I give Gerald a tight smile and wrap an arm around her waist.

“You put on an impressive gathering.”

Gerald looks displeased at my arm around his daughter, then smiles broadly at me.

“Come, let’s introduce you to our friends.”

Cassia beams at him, but I hear the inflection in his voice, our meaning I’m not wanted. I give him my best grin, take Cassia by the hand, and let him lead the way.
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Gerald Lee didn’t leave Cassia and me alone for the rest of the night. I felt like the prized horse being shown to the town to see if they approved. I have a sick taste in my mouth, and I want to leave, but he’s invited me into his study to have a chat.

Gerald is pouring both of us a drink, he lights a cigar and walks toward me, drink outstretched.

“So, what did you think of our little shindig, son?”

“You put on a fine gathering,” I reply as a take a swig of whiskey.

“It’s a twenty-five-year-old single malt, a good drop.”

Gerald walks toward a chair behind his desk and motions for me to sit opposite him. As I sit down, the leather creaks, and the chair groans—probably an antique and another reminder that I don’t belong in this world.

The study door opens, and Cassia’s brother, Jeremiah, pokes his head into the room.

“Hey, Dad,” Jeremiah glances at me. “Everything okay?”

“Yes, son. We’re just getting to know each other.”

“Okay.” Jeremiah nods at me. “Zeke.”

“Jeremiah,” I reply with the same amount of disapproval in my voice.

Jeremiah frowns at me and looks back to his father.

“Well, when you’re done in here, Judge Ackerman wants a word.”

“I won’t be long,” says Gerald.

The door closes, and we sit across from each other, his large oak desk spanning the distance between us. Neither of us talk until Gerald reaches into his pocket and pulls out an envelope.

“I know you’re fond of my girl, and I know she cares for you but, son, you have to know you’re batting above your belt.” Gerald frowns, turns the envelope over then holds it out to me. “Maybe this can soften the blow?”

Confused, I take the envelope from him, open it, and find a check inside for five hundred and seventy-five thousand dollars.

“Are you trying to pay me to get rid of me?” I ask incredulously.

Gerald leans forward, his face hardens. “I’ve done some digging on you and your family. That preacher daddy of yours is sure in a whole world of trouble. That right there,” Gerald points to the check, “could save him and yours a very bad time, and all you have to do is walk away from my Cassia. What can someone like you offer her anyway?”

I nod, smile, and finish my drink. “Thanks for the whiskey, it was a fine drop.” I stand and rip the check in two. “As for this, I don’t need it, and Cassia is old enough to make up her own mind who she wants to be with. I’m not going to tell her about this. It’d break her heart.”

Gerald stands. “Now you wait a goddamned minute! Either you take that check and leave, or I’ll make sure you leave, and trust me, son, you ain’t going to like the second option.”

I rip the check up some more, crumple it up in my fist and let it fall to the floor, then I laugh.

“Bring it.” I step up to his desk, and the old guy doesn’t back down. He stands his ground. “You can’t buy me.”

I stalk out of the room and run into Cassia. I grab her by her upper arm and drag her toward the front of the house.

“Zeke! What are you doing?”

“I’m leaving and taking you with me.”

We get outside, and Cassia struggles against me, and I only let her go when we get to my bike. Picking up the helmet off my seat, I thrust it at her.

“Put this on.”

“No! What the hell is going on?”

“Cassia! Is that man hurting you?” yells one of Gerald’s friends.

“What? No!” yells Cassia.

“Get on the bike,” I demand.

“You sure?” asks the nosey friend.

“Yes!” Cassia turns to him. “I’m fine. We’re just having a private chat. Please go back to the party.”

“I’m gettin’ your daddy.” The man turns and strides into the house.

“Great!” Cassia throws her hands up in the air and turns around. “What’s going on?”

“I want to leave,” I ground out.

Cassia places a hand on my chest. “Okay, love, I get that, but I can’t. Daddy will expect me to stay. You get that, right?”

I nod. “Yeah.”

“Cassia! Is he hurting you?” demands Gerald as he thunders toward us.

Cassia turns to talk to her father, “Daddy… what happened to your face?”

I look at the man, and he’s got a cut above his eye and a split lip.

“Why don’t you ask him?” yells Gerald, pointing at me.

“What?” asks Cassia turning around to face me.

“You lying sack of shit.” I take a step toward him, and Cassia steps in front of me.

“Zeke, you better go.”

I lock eyes with her. “You’re not believing this bullshit, are you?”

Cassia looks down, shakes her head. “I don’t know what to believe right now, but one thing I do know is you came out of that room angry, and now my father looks like this.”

“Right. So, of course, the big bad biker hit an old man. I didn’t do it, but I’ll be damned, Cassia, if I’m going to be blamed for something I didn’t do.”

I push Cassia out of the way. She trips and falls, then I raise my fist and smash it into Gerald Lee’s smug face. He goes down, my rings splitting his lip further.

Looking down at Cassia, I hold up my bloody fist. “See, petal, if I had hit him, there’d be blood on me and see that lip?” I ask, pointing at her father. “If I’d hit him the first time with these rings that’s what it would look like.”

I don’t look at Cassia or her father. Anger runs through my veins as I mount my bike and head for the compound. Fuck it. I don’t need the goddamn hassle of some small-town girl and her uppity father.

When I arrive at the compound, I see Kade’s bike parked out front. I dismount, take the stairs two at a time, and head for the bar. I’m greeted with wolf whistles by the guys inside.

Slamming my fist on the counter, I demand, “Whiskey!”

Rebel comes toward me, bottle in hand. “What’s up your ass?”

I glare at him as he pours me a drink, and I swipe the bottle off him. “I’m good for it.”

Rebel gives me a hard look and walks away.

“I’m guessing the party didn’t go well?” asks Kade as he takes the bottle from me and drinks out of it.

“Her fucking old man,” I growl shaking my head.

“That his blood on your hand?” I look down at it and nod. “What the fuck did you do, Zeke?”

“He told Cassia I hit him.”

“So, to prove you didn’t, you did?” I glance at Kade and nod. “Wow, what a fucking idiot.”

“You know, man, if I needed my ass chewed out, I’d go back to that fucking party.”

“He played you, and you let him.” Kade slaps me on the back and walks away with my bottle.

I stand at the bar with my one fucking drink, and I want so badly to hit something or someone. Bear, our road captain, stands next to me.

“Brother, I need some help.”

I stare up at the big man. Since he’s been seeing Shaz, he’s lost thirty pounds, and he’s looking good.

“What can I help you with, Bear?”

“I need someone to hold onto the punching bag outside but none of the guys will. Can you spot me?”

“Only if you hold it for me later.”

“You right to work out in your fancy clothes?”

Taking off my jacket, I roll up my sleeves. “Is this better?”

“You still look like a princess, but yeah, it’s better.”

“Change of plans, you hold the bag first.”
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Bear lets me punch out my frustrations for an hour and only stops when Shaz asks him to take her home. The man is devoted to her.

I’m sitting on the front steps, sweat trickling down my back, and I’m beat, emotionally and physically.

“Feel better?” asks Dane.

“Not really, Prez.”

“You know Kade asked him to wear you out?”

“Yeah, I figured.”

“Gerald Lee is highly respected in town. It’s spread like wildfire that you beat him. The old fucker is going to use that against you.”

“I hit him once. I figured if I was going to be blamed for it, then I was going to do it.”

Dane chuckles. “Yeah, I get it. What about Cassia?”

My head drops, and I stare at the ground. “I fucked up,” I admit.

“Yeah, brother, you did.”

I hear Dane walk away, and I ponder my options. The best course of action is to find Cassia and apologize to her if she’ll see me.

I stand and walk toward my bike. I need to see her to see if I can make this right.
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The lights are on in Cassia’s lounge room and bedroom when I pull up. The sound of my Harley must alert her that I’m here and the porch light comes on. I turn off my bike and quickly go to her front door. Before I can knock, it’s opened. Cassia is standing there with red and swollen eyes and makeup smudged. I instantly feel like a fool.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper.

Cassia shakes her head, sending fresh tears down her face. I close the gap between us, crushing her to my chest.

“I shouldn’t have hit him, but I swear it was only once.”

I look down at Cassia. She’s clutching my shirt, her eyes wide with emotion.

“I swear it, petal, only once. Your old man doesn’t approve of me. You know that, yeah?”

Cassia pushes away from me, shaking her head. “You hit him.”

“Cass, baby, I’m so sorry.”

“You hit him!” Cassia yells at me.

“I know.” I hold up my hands. “Tell me how to fix this, and I’ll do it.”

“You can’t,” Cassia whispers.

I take a step back as more tears fall down her face. “Cassia, please.”

“Goodbye, Zeke.”

She shuts the door, and I’m left standing outside alone, wishing I could take it all back.
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Cassia

 

My ear is pressed up against the door listening for Zeke to leave but at the same time hoping he won’t. When I hear his Harley start up, I turn off the light and slide down to the floor.

Zeke was right. My father has never liked him, right from the first moment he met him at his clothing store. Zeke had come in to replace all of his belongings when the Savage Angels clubhouse had burned down. I felt an instant attraction to him, but I have to admit, in the beginning, I went out with Zeke just to annoy my father. As the months wore on, it became more. He’s one of the most thoughtful men I’ve ever dated, especially in the bedroom.

I still can’t believe he hit my dad. Zeke has never had a temper, but my father does. It makes me wonder what my dad said to provoke him. But that’s not the point, Zeke should never have hit him.

Pulling my knees up to my chest, I rest my chin on them and cry some more. The whole situation is a mess. Even if what Zeke says is true, and he didn’t hit my dad the first time, he did do it and in front of me, no less.

Forcing myself to stand, I walk into the bathroom. Memories of Zeke come flooding back, and they usually make me smile, but tonight, fresh tears fall. I turn on the shower, determined not to let my emotions get the best of me, but as I step in and the hot water bites at my skin, all I can think about is Zeke.

When the water runs cold, I get out, dry off, and climb into my bed. The smell of him lingers here. I sigh and roll over, staring at the ceiling, trying to calm the swirl of emotions within me.

Logically, I know my dad had to have done something for Zeke to hit him. But does that excuse Zeke for actually doing it? As all this keeps running around in my head like a bad movie, I fall asleep.
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When I wake, I smell Zeke on my sheets and look for him, only to remember what happened last night. Today, I’m going to confront my dad and find out what happened. If I choose Zeke over him, my family and most of the town will probably disown me.

I’m not sure I’m strong enough for that, but I love Zeke. If nothing else, my night of heartbreak made me realize that. Can I forgive him for what he’s done? I don’t know. But first, I need to have some time apart from him and confront my dad and then decide what’s best for me.
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Zeke

 

I ride back to the home I share with Dirt. It’s just the two of us. The house belongs to Dirt, and although he complains about me being here, I secretly think he enjoys the company. He seemed almost sad when Kade and Destiny moved out into a place of their own. I open the front door, and Dirt is sitting in his favorite chair watching television.

“Hey, man,” I mutter as I head for my room.

“Hey,” replies Dirt as he takes another sip of beer.

I keep going, enter my room, and shut my door. I’m not in the mood for company. Sitting on my bed, I look around. Everything I own is in this room. It’s not much, but it is mine. Before Kade, JJ, and I moved to Tourmaline, we were nomads traveling the road, going where we were needed. When JJ got killed, it became important to me to put down roots. Truthfully, if Kade had wanted to leave, I would have followed him. He’s the closest thing I have to family.

Family. Fuck.

I look up at the ceiling. What was it that Gerald Lee said? That my father is in trouble. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen him. I keep in touch with my sisters, but they don’t understand how awful that man was to me. The girls he adored, me he abhorred. I’ve never understood it.

My phone vibrates in my pocket, and I take it out. It’s Kade. I’m not in the mood to rehash the events of tonight, so I place the phone on my side table letting it ring out. There’s a knock on my door, and before I can say ‘come in,’ the door opens. Kade is standing there, phone in hand, eyebrow raised, looking at me questioningly.

“What, you ignoring my calls now?”

“Nah, man, just didn’t feel like talking.”

“So, you are ignoring my calls.”

“Whatever.” I flick a hand at him. I don’t have the energy or inclination to fight with him.

“Want to talk about it?”

“No.”

“Tell me, anyway.”

“No,” I say flatly.

“If you don’t, I’m going to call Destiny and tell her you’re upset, and she’ll be here in a heartbeat.”

“You’re a fucking asshole, you know that?” Destiny would do anything for me. She knows I’m important to Kade, and what’s important to Kade is important to her.

Kade grins at me and sits down on the bed next to me. “Yeah, I do. So, tell me.”

I sigh and scrub a hand over my face. “The party was fucking horrible. Gerald was parading me around to all his friends, the look of disdain on all of their faces.” I stand and begin to pace. “Then he invites me into his office, offers me a drink, oh and a check for five hundred and seventy-five thousand dollars.”

“You’re fucking kidding me!”

“Nope. It was a, ‘your family is in trouble, this will bail them out and keep away from my daughter’ kind of thing.”

“So, you hit him?”

“I hit him later. It was fucking stupid.”

“Yeah. You think he’s telling the truth about your family?”

“He said my father owed people. I don’t know if it’s the truth or not, but I need to get out of here and find out.”

“I’ll come with.”

“No.”

“Don’t be an asshole, Zeke. Of course, I’m coming.”

“No,” I repeat forcefully. “You have Destiny to think of. She’ll worry. I’ll be fine.”

“This isn’t how we work. We stick together.”

“Not this time. I’ll call if I need you. It’s time I faced my father.”

“He’s a vicious psychopath, and he may have helped create you, but he’s no fucking father.”

Kade and I found each other on the streets. His upbringing was very different from mine. He grew up in luxury but with a family who couldn’t have cared less about him. I might have the scars on my back from repeated whippings, but he has them on the inside from neglect. The only person in his family he was remotely close to was his mother, and she’s been dead a long time.

“I need to do this on my own. I’m not a scared little kid anymore looking for approval.”

“No, you’re a fucking member of the Savage Angels MC. Remember what JJ used to say? ‘Don’t fuck with the archangels, they’re God’s hitmen.’ The same rule applies to us… you fuck with one, you fuck with all of us.”

I chuckle. “You know if JJ hadn’t liked the whole archangel thing, we could have ended up anywhere.”

“Yeah, but we didn’t. We found a home here.”

I stop pacing and look Kade in the eye. “I’ll be fine, brother. I will call if I need you.”

Kade stands. “Call me if you don’t. I want you checking in every day, okay?”

“Yeah,” I rub my eyes with the palms of my hands. “It’s been too long since I’ve seen the girls. Never thought I’d see the old man again.”

“Every day, yeah?” repeats Kade. I look into his eyes and see only concern.

“What? Are you my mother?”

Kade punches me in the arm. “No, I’m fucking family, and I’m worried about you. When are you leaving?”

“Tomorrow morning. Cassia doesn’t want me around so…”

“She’ll come around. Deep down, she knows what type of man her daddy is. We all know what our parents are. Good or bad, it comes to the surface.”

“You believe that?”

Kade frowns. “Yeah, Zeke, I do. Give her time. Gerald will fuck up, you’ll see.”

I nod, not wanting to say that I think we’re finished. Gerald has his hooks deep into his daughter. She has no reason to believe me, except for the fact that I’ve never lied to her.

“Ride safe. Take your time getting there. Be careful.” Kade holds out his hand, and I grip it with my own. “You need anything, you reach out.”

“I will.”
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Cassia

 

It’s a slow day at the store, and I look for Mavis, our oldest serving employee. I catch her eye, and she walks toward me.

“Everything okay, sweetie?”

“I need to talk to Dad. Could you watch the counter?”

“Yes, sweetie, off you go. Old Mavis has got this.”

I giggle at her, smile big, and walk toward the back of the store. Each step and my stomach twists into knots. Jeremiah comes out of Dad’s office, and his face hardens as he spies me walking toward him

“You’ve got great fucking taste in men. I expected better from you, Cassia.”

Jeremiah is my older brother. His body is his temple, and he works out regularly, but his brain is no bigger than that of a pet chicken. Jeremiah has always done everything Daddy ever asked without thinking. I’m not that stupid.

“Leave me alone, Jeremiah.”

I walk past him, but he grabs my arm, squeezing it hard. I often wonder if he gets off on domineering over women. Mavis is the only one he doesn’t try it on—that woman would hit him over the head and tell the entire populace of Tourmaline what he did.

“You will stay away from that vermin.”

Although he’s hurting me, I try not to show it.

“Get your hands off me!” I hiss. “And whomever I date is my business, not yours, brother!”

With a shove, he releases me. “He hit Dad!” thunders Jeremiah.

“Keep your voice down!” I glance around the store, and everyone in it is looking at our exchange. Smiling, I lock eyes with my loathsome brother and lower my voice. “And what did Dad do to deserve it?”

Jeremiah’s eyes widen, but I don’t wait for an answer I stride toward my father’s office and open the door without knocking and shut it quickly behind me. I’m breathing hard and rubbing my upper arm, glancing at my dad behind his desk, on the phone looking at me over the rim of his glasses.

“Hey, Ronnie? Yeah, something’s come up, I need to call you back.” He pauses. “No, no, everything’s fine. I’ll call you back in ten.”

Dad hangs up and stands. He goes to walk toward me, and I hold up a hand.

“What?” Dad asks.

“What happened with Zeke?” I whisper as tears rim my eyes.

“You mean apart from the fact he hit me?” asks Dad, pointing at his face.

“He didn’t have blood on his hands when he came out, only after he hit you outside.”

“Are we really going to talk about this? Cassia, come on! He’s filth. That boy is nothing but bad, and you could do so much better!”

“You don’t even know him. You’ve never given him a chance.”

“What’s to know? He hangs out all day with those bikers, and everyone knows they’re into drugs, guns, and Lord knows what else. Do you honestly see yourself with someone like that?”

“They’ve been raided, and the sheriff has never found anything!”

“And that right there should tell you something! Have we ever been raided? No!” Dad bellows back.

My mouth is hanging open. I have no reply. He’s right, but he’s also wrong. I can see he’s not going to understand.

“Why did he hit you?” I demand forcefully.

Dad looks at me with disgust and shakes his head. “Because he’s a thug, a lowlife, a—”

“Enough! You don’t know him. Zeke has never so much as raised his voice to me! I know you, Dad, I know how you can twist things and make people mad or worse! Zeke isn’t like you. He’s a good man!”

My father’s face twists into something cold and hard, almost unrecognizable. “Get out,” he growls at me.

“I’m going!’

I turn and open the door, but he’s quicker than I thought and reaches me before I can escape.

“You mark my words, Cassia, that boy is no good, and you’re not going to see him again.”

Tears run down my face. I try to tug out of his grip, but he holds on tighter.

“Let me g-go,” I choke out.

“Not until you see some sense, girl!”

Someone clears their throat, and we both look up to see Mavis staring at my father with a scowl on her face.

“Gerald, line two is for you. It’s Bobby Clarke from Boot Scootin’ Bootwear and Belts wanting to verify your order.”

Dad relaxes his hold on me and gives her a big smile. “Thank you, Mavis.”

Mavis reaches out for my hand and pulls me toward her, forcing my father to either hold on or let go. He immediately releases me and shuts his office door.

Without looking at me, Mavis keeps her attention on his door. She says, “Your brother is working the front counter, you go out the side door. Go home or go to my house. The key is where I’ve always left it. You take the rest of the day off.”

“I’m supposed to close.”

Mavis flicks her eyes to me. “Not today, you aren’t. Now get.”

I do as she says and avoid all the looks from customers and staff as I leave via the side door and to my car.
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Once home, I make myself a hot bath, pour a large glass of red wine, and soak my worries away. My confrontation with Dad didn’t alleviate any of my misgivings but only threw petrol on them and turned them into a blazing fire. The more I think about it, the more I know that Zeke probably didn’t do anything to my father except for date his only daughter.

It’s true, though, we do come from different worlds. Money has always been important to my father and Jeremiah. Jeremiah has only ever dated women who have it or those who come from the ‘right’ type of families. I see things a little differently, always have. Money isn’t the be-all and end-all, but it does help to have some. Even my home was bought for me by my father. Everything in it, I’ve paid for, but I work for him. If I choose Zeke, I’m going to lose my home, my family, and probably most of my friends.

I take a sip of wine and notice my fingers have already gone pruney, but the water is still warm, so I’m not getting out yet. Mentally, I try and remember how much I have in my savings account, certainly enough to rent somewhere nice but not enough to buy. I’ll be okay for a while, but I’ll need a job fairly quickly. The only problem is, Tourmaline is a small town, and my father knows a lot of people, and they may not offer me a job because of him. No one crosses Gerald Lee.
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Zeke

 

My hometown has a population of twelve thousand people. For some, that’s big, but for a preacher’s son, it’s small. Growing up, I felt like my dad knew the whole town. I get off my bike and walk into what used to be called the Dine Right Diner but is now called The Countryside Diner—same checkered pattern on the floor, same booths, but now they are upholstered in red instead of blue.

It’s taken me five days to get here. I didn’t stop to sleep, only to eat, refuel, and relieve myself. I’m tired, probably look like something the cat dragged in. I sit at the counter and pull off my sunglasses. I rub a hand over my face as it feels gritty with road grime.

“What can I getcha?” asks the waitress.

I look at her, and although she doesn’t recognize me, I remember her—Isabella Finemore. My high-school crush.

“Coffee, black.”

Isabella looks at me and cocks her head to the side. “Is that all?”

“I used to come here years ago, and they made a waffle—”

“Waffle, bacon, sausage combo. Yeah, they still do that. What’s your name?”

I grin at her. “It’s been a while, Izzy. I’ll have the combo, please.”

She gives me a quizzical look, pours me a cup, then shrugs and walks away. I take a sip of the dark liquid. It tastes okay—not the best cup I’ve ever had but not the worst either. The thing I dislike about it the most is the cup—it’s too small and has one of those tiny handles that my pinky couldn’t fit through, so I’m gripping the whole cup. The bell above the door goes off, and I look up to see Doc Green walking in. He recognizes me immediately and shuffles toward me. Doc patched me up more than once after my father beat me. I always wondered why he never did anything, why he never tried to save me.

“Well, if it isn’t Zeke Russo!” He claps me on the back. “How are you, son?”

I stay on my stool and smile. “Good, Doc. You?”

“I got old, boy!” He sits down next to me. “What brings you home?”

“Time to talk to my father,” I answer.

Doc’s old face screws up in a sneer. “Why you want to do a fool thing like that? That man’s poison. Why do you think I never went to church?”

I grin at the old man. “It’s time.”

Izzy walks back with my order. “Hey, Doc, what can I getcha?”

“I’ll have what he’s having,” replies Doc Green.

“Nope, not going to happen. You can have a bowl of fruit or some toast, but I’m not giving you a plate full of grease and watching you have another heart attack.”

I look down at my plate, wishing she hadn’t said that.

“Relax, mister, you’ve got a few more years before I give you the same lecture.”

“Izzy, this is Zeke Russo, you remember him? And I’ll have the toast and coffee.”

“Oh, my! Zeke Russo, the preacher’s boy? Damn! Didn’t you grow up!”

“It’s just Zeke, Izzy. Zeke.”

“Yeah, I can tell you aren’t the preacher’s boy anymore. Okay, Doc, fruit and coffee coming up!”

“I said toast, dammit!”

I chuckle and so does Izzy. “I’m in need of a place to stay. Is the motel on the edge of town still open?”

“You’re not staying with your daddy?” asks Izzy.

“Well, of course, he isn’t! I’ve got a spare room, you can stay with me,” replies Doc.

“That’s very kind of you Doc but no.”

“Nonsense! Since my Millie died, I’m in that big ole house by myself. You can have the back room. It has its own entrance.”

“It’ll be better than that fleabag motel. And you’d be good company for Doc,” interjects Izzy.

Feeling like I can’t say no, I nod. “Thanks, Doc, that’s good of you.”

“It ain’t nothin’. Least I can do.”

Izzy puts a bowl of fruit down in front of the old man, and he scowls at her but doesn’t say anything. For a while, we eat in silence. I’m so dog tired, I pay little attention to them and concentrate solely on my meal. It’s not as good as I remembered. The waffles don’t have the same texture, or maybe it’s because I was a kid, and the previous owner gave me extra maple syrup.

When I’m done, I look up at them and find their gazes firmly planted on me.

“What?”

“Did you chew?” asks Izzy.

Doc smiles. “When was the last time you ate?”

I feel my face redden. “It’s taken me five days to get here. Not a lot of stops, and I’m dead on my feet. I needed food, and now I need to sleep.” I smile at the Doc. “Your offer still good?”

“Do bears crap in the woods?” asks Doc as he fishes out some notes and hands them to Izzy.

“I’ll take that as a yes.” I stand and place some money on the counter and look at Izzy. “It’s good seeing you again. You still the prettiest girl in town?”

Izzy laughs. “I was never the prettiest girl in town.”

I head for the door with Doc, but I stop and turn around as I get to it.

“You were to me.” I wink at her and grin as a look of shock crosses her face, then step out onto the sidewalk.

Doc is outside looking at me with bemusement. “I don’t remember you being this good with the women.”

“I had to grow up sometime.”

“Indeed.”
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Doc’s house is nothing like I remember. The paint is peeling off, all the windows need a good cleaning, and the garden is overgrown. When I was young, the place always looked immaculate. I park my bike in front of Doc’s and wait as he makes the short trip from the diner to his home. As he walks to the front door, he’s limping, and as I look at him, I can see he’s tired.

“You been sleeping okay, Doc?”

He shakes his head. “Not since Millie died.” Doc gives me a half-smile and shrugs. “It’s only been a year.” Not knowing what to say, I nod. Doc opens the door and turns to me. “The place is a bit of a mess, but your room hasn’t been used for a long time, so it’ll need some airing, but it’s clean.”

“It’s cool, Doc. I’m grateful I don’t have to stay in that fleabag motel.”

Doc nods, and we both head inside. There’s a layer of dust everywhere and some plates on the coffee table in the living room. The carpets could use a good vacuuming, and I notice as we walk through the kitchen that the floors need a mopping as well. There are more dishes piled high in the sink. Doc has let everything slip, and I wonder if anyone has been to visit him in a while.

We get to the back of the house, and Doc opens the door. Inside, I find a double bed, all made up, and the room, although stuffy, is clean. I immediately walk to the window and open it.

“Thanks, Doc. This is great.”

I look around the room decorated in white and blue. The quilt seems handmade in various shades of blue with a white ruffle.

Doc points to the corner of the room that has a screen in front of it. “There’s a door behind there. If you park your bike around the back, you can come and go as you please.”

“Bathroom?” I ask.

“It’s across the hall. It hasn’t been used in a while either…” Doc looks around the room.

“Doc, I get it. It’s hard losing someone. There are no judgments here.”

The old man looks up at me quickly. “I keep telling myself I have to be better, and then I think, what’s the point?” Before I can respond, he’s walking out of the room and waving a hand in the air. “I’ll leave you to it. Dinner is at six. You can cook, and there should be towels in the cupboard in the corner of the bathroom.”

I watch his retreating form and yell, “Thanks.”

The bathroom has some dead bugs in the shower and a layer of dust, but apart from that, it’s fine.

The warm water feels like heaven as it flows down my body. I can feel the road grime fall off me and my muscles relax. I soap up and get clean. When I’m sure I’ve washed the road away, I dry off and stumble toward the bed.

Laying there, I look up at the ceiling and remember my father, Michael Russo. He is taller than me. I’m five-foot-eleven, and he towered over me growing up at six-foot-five. Dad always said I took after my mother, and he never said it kindly. The man never showed me an ounce of love or kindness, and when I ran away at fifteen, he never so much as posted a missing person report. Kade and JJ were the only family I ever really had. A lump forms in my throat thinking about JJ. We may have gotten justice for him, but the loss of him affects me to this day. JJ was closer than a brother, more to me than my damaged family. I’d trade places with him in a heartbeat. Being back in my hometown with my father and sisters, I realize Kade and JJ had my back like they never did.

I close my eyes, trying to block out memories of my family by focusing on the true friendships I shared with JJ and Kade.
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Zeke

 

I’ve been hiding in Doc’s house for two days. We eat breakfast together, which I cook, and have lunch at the diner where I flirt with Izzy. For dinner, we either go back to the diner or I concoct something here. I’ve also cleaned the downstairs of Doc’s home, so it’s sparkling. The decline of his home and him disturbs me. He refuses to get help, and I feel like he’s just existing here, waiting to die and join Millie.

I’m standing in the kitchen, helping myself to a coffee when Doc comes in.

“Son, I appreciate everything you’re doing, but I’m sure you didn’t come all this way to clean my house… or did you?”

I chuckle at the old man. “No, Doc, I didn’t,” I pause and look at the floor. “It’s been so long, I don’t know how to approach him. It’s not like we were ever close.”

Doc makes a clucking noise, and I look up at him. “Zeke, need you to listen to me and good. He’s not worth your time. Whatever made you come back to see him, forget it. That man is no man of God, well, at least he was never that to you.”

I nod. There’s no need to say anything. Doc patched me up more than once at the hands of my father.

“Guess, I should go find him.”

“Why not visit your sisters first? They’ll be happy to see you.”

I shake my head. “Nah, need to confront the devil before I see the angels.”

Doc laughs. “You always had a soft spot for those girls. Never could understand why he took his rage out on you and not them.”

I frown. “Me either.”

Reluctantly, I put my cup in the sink and head for the back of the house. This time of day, my father will be at the church. With any luck, there’ll be parishioners there, and he’ll be forced to be nice to me. I walk out the back door and mount my bike. It’s an old seventy-five shovelhead, and it’s painted matte black. The chrome gleams against the paintwork. Well, it would if it weren’t coated with five-day-old road grime.

It takes me less than five minutes to drive to the church. It’s close to the center of town, and I barely recognize the place as I pull up and park. Where once stood a humble wooden building with a dirt parking lot now stands a brick building with a concrete lot.

There are a few people standing outside. Everyone stops and stares at me as I dismount. I’m dressed in boots, a black tee, jeans, and my cut with my black wraparounds. I am, no doubt, an imposing figure.

I walk up the steps and nod at the people on the way in and go through the doors. The outside of this building was impressive, but the inside screams wealth. Is this where he’s put all the money that he borrowed?

I pull off my wraparounds and let my eyes adjust to the light. A scream from the front of the church draws my attention. My sister, Debbie, is running toward me. When she reaches me, she throws her arms around my neck.

“Zeke! I can’t believe it’s you! Why didn’t you tell us you were coming! Daddy is going to be so pleased.”

Debbie is the youngest of my sisters and the most excitable. I manage to pry her off me.

“Hey, sis, it’s been a while,” I say softly as being inside his church has always had that effect on me. I don’t think I’ve ever spoken loudly unless he was beating on me.

Debbie places a hand either side of my face. “You look good!” Then she pulls on my beard. “But you’re way too handsome to cover up your face with this!”

I chuckle at her. Debbie is five-foot-two, carrying more weight than the last time I saw her with long, dark curly hair.

“It’s all part of the image,” I reply with a wink.

“You’ll never fool me, Zeke Russo. I know you’re a good man underneath all that… stuff.”

“Ri-ight,” I say, drawing out the word, then I look around. “Things have changed a bit.”

“Yes, Daddy has done well investing the church’s money and building us a better house of The Lord.”

“Speaking of Dad, where is he?” I ask with fake enthusiasm.

“You’re not here to start trouble, are you, Zeke?” asks Debbie with a crease furrowing her brow.

“Why would you ask me that?”

“It’s just that,” Debbie pauses and looks around and lowers her voice, “there were some men here last week that looked like you. Daddy said they were only here to hear The Lord, but…”

“They looked like me? They were in the Savage Angels?”

“No, not bikers, but they had tattoos and looked scruffy.”

I scowl at her and take a step back. Debbie has lived a sheltered life. My father always favored her and kept her from everything. She has no real-world experience. From time to time, I would visit with her, Leonie, and Elizabeth. The other two are both older than me. Leonie got married at seventeen and had six children one after the other. Elizabeth got married at twenty-one but has had no children. We’ve never discussed it, but I get the feeling she just never wanted any. Debbie has never married. Hell, I’m not even sure if she’s had a boyfriend as she’s spent all her time with Dad and the church.

“Not everyone who has tattoos and a beard is a bad person,” I say with a scowl.

“Well, I know you’re not!” Debbie huffs at me. “Although, Daddy says we shouldn’t encourage you.”

“Does he now?” I ask, raising my voice slightly.

“Oh, don’t be like that! You’ve always challenged Daddy, and there’s no need for it.”

I purse my lips together and scowl. It’s no use having any kind of conversation about Dad with any of my sisters. None of them have ever believed that he used to beat me. If he hurt me too bad, Doc and Millie would look after me, or he’d tell them and the town that I was clumsy. I swear I must have been the clumsiest kid in the whole county. Being the pillar of the community, no one ever challenged him or asked about my injuries.

“Where is he?”

“He’s out back. Now, be nice. It’s been what, three years since you’ve seen him?” asks Debbie as she grabs my arm and drags me toward the back of the church.

“No, love, it’s been five.”

“No, you were here three years ago.”

“I come for you, Leonie, and Elizabeth, not him.”

“There you go again causing trouble! It’s no wonder Daddy doesn’t like to talk about you. Why can’t you just let things be?”

“Meaning?”

“You provoke him! You know Daddy doesn’t approve of your lifestyle.”

“Do not judge lest ye be judged,” I reply as I walk ahead of her and out the back entrance of the church.

When I open the door, I’m blown away at what I find. They’ve purchased the lot next door, knocked down the building that was there, and have planted a lavish garden.

I turn to Debbie. “How did he afford to do all this?” I ask as I sweep my arm wide.

“I told you, Daddy made some wise investments.”

Knowing what I know, I nod, keep my mouth shut, and proceed further into the garden. My father spots me first. I watch as he excuses himself from his flock and hurries toward me. He’s older, a little stooped, but the expression on his face is still the same—quiet fury at my presence.

“Daddy! Look who’s come to visit,” squeals Debbie.

He gives Debbie a tight smile and holds his hand out to me. “Zeke, nice of you to visit. How long are you staying?” He doesn’t wait for me to answer. Dear old Dad gestures to the group he just left and says, “I’m in the middle of something now. Why don’t you go back to the house with Debbie, and we’ll catch up in an hour or so?” His eyes bore into mine and again he continues. “Good. See you later. Debbie, take him to the house.” Dad pats her on the arm and strides away.

Debbie beams at me. “See! He’s happy to see you! Now, do you want to come in my car or follow me?”

“I think I remember where we live, Debbie.”

“Oh, no! Daddy doesn’t live there anymore. We have a new home now.” Debbie smiles sweetly at me and walks back in through the church doors.

I cast another look at my father to see he’s watching me with a look of distaste on his face. Great. Just like old times, except it’s been a long time since anyone has laid a hand on me in anger and not lived to regret it.
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I’m sitting in one of the fanciest kitchens I’ve ever been in, let alone seen. It looks like something out of a home magazine. White cabinets are inlaid with glass with black handles and marble countertops. All the appliances are top-of-the-line stainless steel. Even the stool I’m sitting on is chrome and leather. No expense has been spared here.

Debbie made me a cup of coffee. It’s good. It came out of a fancy machine, and I’m watching Debbie as she fusses and tries to look busy in this ridiculous house.

“Where’d Dad get all the money for this?” I ask as I gesture around the room.

“People have been very generous,” replies Debbie with a smile.

“Hmmm… I guess they have.”

“Would you like more coffee?”

“Yeah, Deb, that would be good.”

She’s avoiding conversation and eye contact. I’m thinking Deb knows what’s going on.

“You seeing anyone?”

Deb stops what she’s doing and starts shaking her head. “No. Between looking after Daddy and all the work I do for the church, there isn’t time. How about you?”

“Sort of.”

“Sort of? What does that mean?” asks Deb.

I scrunch my face up as an image of Cassia comes to mind. “It’s complicated. Her daddy doesn’t approve.”

My father’s voice comes from behind me. “Why am I not surprised? If you lay down with dogs, you’ll get fleas.”

“Daddy!” yells Debbie, dropping my replacement coffee.

“Debbie, leave the mess and leave us. Your brother and I have things to discuss.”

“Daddy, Zeke is here to—”

“Leave!” yells my father.

Debbie looks at me, tries to smile, then runs from the room.

Slowly, I turn the stool around and face him.

He curls his top lip and asks, “Why are you here, boy?”

“I’ve missed you, too, Dad.” I get off the stool, hold my arms out wide and do a twirl. “Seems like you’re doing very well for yourself.”

My father scoffs. “Ahh, that’s why you’re here. I have nothing for you. I never did.”

Scowling, I recoil from him, rage builds inside me. “If you haven’t noticed, I want for nothing, and I have never asked you for anything. What would make you think I’d take anything off you, anyway?”

He laughs, copies me, and holds his arms wide and does a twirl. “So, you’re just here to see how well we’re doing without you?” Dad shakes his head and levels me with a hard look, much like he did when I was a child, but I am a man now. “There’s no place for you here,” Dad states flatly.

“You got that right. I’m here for the girls. Do they know how much you’ve borrowed for all this and your fancy new church?”

The color drains out of his face, and his mouth falls open. I begin nodding my head, and a snarl escapes me.

“Well, do they?” I ask, raising my voice.

“I-I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Dad snaps.

“Why do you think I’m here? I got offered a deal! It’s a small fucking world, Dad, if you break the law.”

He takes two steps toward me and slaps me hard across the face. “Watch your language!”

I rock back on one foot, rub my jaw, and smile. “You only get one. Do that again, and you’ll find out how much of a man I’ve turned into.” I step into his space. “Do. You. Get. Me?” I ground out.

His eyes widen, and he stumbles backward. “Get out!”

“No,” I say with an eerie calm.

“I said, get out!” Dad yells at me and raises his fist.

I glance at it. “I dare you, I fucking dare you.”

I can see a whole tumult of emotions crisscross his face, and slowly he lowers his hand.

“I said get out,” he whispers.

“I will, but I’ll be back, and so will the men you owe money to. You’d best tell the girls what you’ve done ‘cause if you don’t, I will.”

I stride out of his house and onto my bike, rage gnawing at my insides. I keep riding until I’m at a familiar place. It’s a park on the outskirts near the river. As a kid, we all came out here to have some fun, but for me, it was to escape my father. My phone is against my ear, and I’ve dialed Kade without even realizing it.

“Hey, man, what’s up?” Kade answers cheerfully.

I’m lost for words. I know I need to say something, but nothing comes.

“Zeke?” Worry laces his tone.

I grunt. I’m worried if I speak, I’ll either yell or cry or explode, none of which are what I want to do. Fuck I don’t even know why I came.

“Are you hurt?” asks Kade, followed by, “Do you need me to come?”

I’m nodding, but he can’t see that, so I say, “Fine.”

I can hear him release a breath. “You’re fucking old man?” It’s a question and a statement all rolled into one, and I can hear his voice turn from concern to hatred.

“Yep.”

“I’m coming.”

Kade clicks off, and I’m left sitting in a park with my demons. Kade and I are closer than family, and like any brotherhood forged in fire, he’ll do what I can’t, or worse, won’t do.
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Zeke

 

The door to the diner swings open easily, and I go to my usual seat at the counter. Doc is already there. He and Izzy eye me but say nothing as I get comfortable.

“Izzy, you look nice today. Could I have a burger with the works, please, and do you have anything stronger than coffee?”

“It’s a diner, not a bar,” states Izzy as she walks away.

Doc is staring at me with one eyebrow raised and his lips turned down.

“What?” I ask.

“What do you mean, what? How did it go? He still the same old bastard he always was?”

I smirk and nod. “Yeah, he hasn’t changed.”

“Fuck him then. Leave this town for good, boy.”

I rock back on my chair and look at him. Doc isn’t known for swearing. “He’s in over his head. It could get him killed.”

“So? What’s he to you? Why do you care?”

“Debbie, Leonie, Elizabeth,” I reply.

Doc raises his hands in the air and lets them drop onto the counter with a bang. “Those girls know what kind of man he is! Don’t you for a minute think they don’t! They choose not to see!”

I shake my head. “They don’t know.”

Doc pokes me in the chest and in a quieter tone says, “No, son, it’s you who doesn’t know.”

Izzy walks back out with a mug of coffee. She puts it down in front of me and winks. I smile at her and take a sip—it’s laced with whiskey. I think I’m in love. Izzy winks again and grins.

“Doc, I’m cooking you a burger, too,” Izzy gestures to me. “Zeke’s treat.”

Doc smiles at us both. “Well, that’s mighty nice of you, Zeke.”

“Seems I didn’t have a lot of say in it,” I reply curtly.

“You enjoying that coffee?” asks Izzy.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Then shut up.” I quirk an eyebrow at Izzy, and her grin completely transforms her face into a thing of beauty. “Don’t mess with me, or I’ll spit in your food.”

I bark out a laugh, and Doc chuckles. “Your special ingredient?” I tease.

Izzy says nothing and goes into the back room of the diner to finish our meals, and I hope not to add anything extra.

“Doc, is it okay if a friend comes to stay?”

“A woman?”

“No.”

“A biker, like you?”

“Yes.”

“He a good man?” asks Doc as he looks me in the eyes.

“Yes, sir, he is. My oldest friend.”

“I have no problem with that.”

Izzy pushes back through the doors with a plate in each hand and places them in front of us. “Eat!” she orders.

I’ve got a side of fries, but Doc has a salad. He eyes my plate but says nothing. Izzy is watching him with her hands on her hips, waiting for him to say something. When he doesn’t, she nods once and heads for the back room. Only to poke her head back through the doors.

“Don’t share your fries!”

Doc scowls at her, and she smiles sweetly at him, then disappears.
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It’s getting dark when we finish dinner. As we exit the building, there’s a police car parked out front, and the officer appears to be running my plate.

I approach him with Doc hot on my heels.

“Is there a problem, officer?”

He looks up at me, and I recognize him. His name is Don Sharp, and on more than one occasion, took me to Doc’s to have me patched up. Don looks me up and down and makes a tut-tutting noise.

“The apple did fall far from the tree, didn’t it?”

“Officer Sh—”

“That’s Sheriff Sharp now, son! License and registration.”

I walk toward my bike, and he places a hand on his gun. Holding my hands up, I say, “My registration is in my saddlebags. Do you want me to get it?”

“Slowly, and don’t make any fast moves,” sneers Sheriff Sharp.

“Oh, for Pete’s sake, Don! This is Zeke! He’s Michael Russo’s son! You’ve known him since he was a twinkle in his mother’s eye!” says Doc exasperatedly.

“I’m aware who he is, and I’m also aware he threatened his father a short time ago.”

“No, sir, I didn’t.”

“You trying to tell me that a man of The Lord is lying?”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Doc replies sarcastically.

“Doc! Please keep out of it! Did you threaten your father?”

“No.” I can feel the nerve in my jaw start to tick, and I clench and unclench my hands while I try to remain calm.

“One look at you, and I can tell you are trouble.”

“How do you figure?” I ask.

“What with your bike and your cut. It’s obvious you’re no good, never were.”

Doc steps forward, face flushed, lips curled back in a snarl. I place a hand on his chest and give the barest shake of my head.

“Can I do anything for you, Sheriff?” I ask.

“Need you to come down to the office so that I can take your statement.”

“Am I being charged?”

“No. But let’s clear this up tonight, now. Then you can go on your merry way.”

“He hasn’t done anything wrong!” yells Doc.

The sheriff straightens and looks Doc in the eye. “And you’d be smart to keep your trap shut, Doc.” His hand drifts back down to his gun, and the Doc looks openly shocked.

“Doc, be calm. I’ll see you later. Go home.”

“Go home! This is ridiculous! He can’t,” Doc leans closer to the sheriff, “by law make you do anything! Not if he’s not going to charge you!”

I grab Doc by the arm and move him away from the sheriff and quietly say, “Doc, if I don’t make it home tonight, I want you to call the last number I dialed in my phone.” I take it out of my pocket and put it in his hand. “His name is Kade. He’ll know what to do. Now, calm down and let me get this over with. You know how my old man is.”

Doc nods and puts it in his coat pocket. “Okay.”

I walk back to the sheriff, and he opens the back door to his cruiser.

“Can’t I follow you on my bike?”

“It’d be better if you didn’t.”

“What the hell is going on?” demands Izzy, coming out onto the sidewalk.

“This has nothing to do with you, Isabella Finemore,” replies the sheriff as I get into the backseat.

“Like hell, it doesn’t! He’s a good customer and a great tipper. Unlike some people in this town.”

“Let it be, Isabella!” grounds out the sheriff.

“Zeke, are you okay?” I nod at her. “Can I have his bike’s keys? Leaving it here it could get damaged or stolen.”

The sheriff gives her a withering look then slowly nods. I reach into my pocket and hand over the key to her.

“You scratch her even a little bit, and I won’t be happy,” I say without a smile.

“Don’t worry, I learned how to ride from my brother. She’s in good hands.”

No one but my MC brethren have ridden my bike and handing her over to Izzy, even if she is trying to do me a solid, doesn’t sit well.

“I promise,” Izzy says as if she can read my mind.

The sheriff slams the back door and gives me a smirk as he walks to the driver’s side to get in. I watch their faces as we drive toward the Sherriff’s Office. It’s a small town, and everyone knows that when the sheriff wants to talk to you, very little talking gets done.
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Doc

 

With trepidation, I watch as the sheriff drives away. He used to be a good man once, but he’s been in the job too long, knows how to wrought the system and take advantage of those less able. I shake my head and see the same concern plastered across Izzy’s face as she too watches them drive away.

“What do we do?” Izzy asks without looking at me.

“Get his bike off the street. Knowing the sheriff and his goons, they’re probably fixin’ to do something to it.”

Izzy shakes her head. “Damn shame.” Her eyes go to the bike in front of us. “Can you watch the diner while I move it around the back?”

“I can do that. You sure you know how to ride it?”

Izzy scowls at me. “Does a bear shit in the woods?”

I chuckle at her and go inside. I’m impressed as she gets on, hitching her dress up, exposing a fair amount of skin and a tattoo that I’ve never seen before. Taking the phone out of my pocket, I look up the last number called and hit dial.

I don’t hear it ring, but a deep male voice answers, “Hey, Zeke, you okay?”

“This is Doctor Ernest Green, to whom am I speaking to?”

“Is Zeke okay?” asks the voice.

“I’ll get to that, but first I need to know who’s on the other end of the line.”

“My name is Kade Cantrill. Is Zeke all right?” This time the voice is angry.

“Calm down, son. Zeke is staying with me. I’m an old family friend.”

“Old man, you better answer my fucking question,” replies Kade with irritation.

“He just got arrested and told me to ring you if he doesn’t come home tonight, but the sheriff is a… well he’s a…”

“He’s a what?”

“Well, son, he’s a fucking bastard is what he is.”

I hear an intake of breath and then some muffled conversation.

“Son, you there?”

“Where are you right now?” asks another voice.

“I’m in The Countryside Diner. Who’s this?”

“My name is Dane. Zeke is one of mine. This sheriff, will he harm him?” This man sounds like he’s barely controlling his anger, and for an old man like me, I’m fighting the urge not to hang up. I allow myself to sit down as my legs suddenly don’t feel so good.

“Probably. He’s always protected the preacher. Can’t see he’d change his ways now.”

“Fuck. What’s your name?”

“Doc Green,” I reply timidly.

“Doc Green, we were coming by road, but now, now we’re headed to the nearest airport. We’ll be there tomorrow. You tell that sheriff we’re coming, and if one hair is displaced on Zeke’s head, the Savage Angels are going to rip that fucking town apart.”

I suck in a breath, confident this man means business, but before I can respond, he’s hung up, and I’m left sitting there trying to make the fear in my stomach subside.
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Dane

 

I’m six-foot-six and have the body mass to match. These fucking little economy seats are made for midgets. Worse still, I’m sitting next to a little old lady who keeps touching my leg as she talks to me about her family. Either I’m slipping in the scary department, or this woman is very lonely. On the other side of me is a businessman who is trying to mold himself into the window and keep as far away from me as possible. I look at him and smile, his eyes widen, and he tries to move further away.

This is hell when I die. This is what my hell is going to look like. I lean forward and look to my left where Kade is on the aisle, his long legs are stretched out into it, and he’s asleep. Fucker. Looking up, I see Dirt walking toward me, shit-eating grin on his face.

“Excuse me, ma’am, would you mind if I had a word with the gentleman beside you?” Dirt asks, holding out his hand to help her up.

“Oh, no, he’s been the perfect gentleman! So sweet,” she replies as she gropes my knee again.

When she vacates, I try and extract myself without disturbing those around me too much. From the dirty look I got from the woman in the seat directly in front of me, I failed. I smile at the old lady and follow Dirt back to where he came from.

“Seems like you’ve got a new woman. Should I let Kat know?” asks Dirt, barely containing his amusement.

I know as my Sergeant at Arms that he will always have my back, but right now I could pummel him into the carpet and feel good about it. So instead of answering his question, I give him a hard look, no humor to be found anywhere around me or in my being.

Dirt holds up his hands. “Okaay. I got you a seat with more legroom.”

I pull him into an awkward embrace. “Thank fuck.”

Dirt pulls away and looks up at me. “That fucking bad?”

“You have no idea, brother.”

I stretch up, and my hands hit the ceiling. I groan in discomfort. Normally, if I have to fly, I take my wife, Kat’s private jet, but seeing as we were already on the road, a commercial airline was the best we could do, and all the business-class tickets were already sold. Thankfully, there was an affiliate club that offered to look after our bikes.

“Lead the way,” I command.

Dirt smiles, the scar running down his face becoming more pronounced. “This way. You know it’s only two more hours and then we land.”

“Well, it’ll be two more fucking hours where I feel like I’m a sardine in a tin can.”

The seat he takes me to has more legroom, and no one is sitting in any of the three chairs.

“Why is it when we checked in, we didn’t get these seats?”

Dirt shrugs. “You look mean.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t say that,” says an older airline hostess. “But you will need to sit down so we can get the drinks and snacks out to people.”

The smile she gives me is as plastic as the snacks she’s about to hand out, but I do as I’m told and sit by the window. Dirt takes the aisle seat, giving me plenty of room.

“Has someone arranged for transport?” I ask.

“Yeah, Judge said he had it handled. Our biggest problem is getting in and out without any of the other MCs finding out. We’re going to be close to some enemy territory.”

“Close but not in, right?”

“Yeah, but I still don’t like it. Why’d you come, anyway? Between Kade, Rebel, and me, we could have handled things.”

“Cabin fever. With Kat and the twins, I hardly have time for myself. Not that I’m complaining, it’s just nice to get my teeth into something. Lately, I feel like a businessman, not the president of an MC. It’s all employees and profit charts. Hell, I had a woman come to the house to ask me which drapes I wanted to hang in the refurb of the casino. Why the fuck would I care? Shit. Sometimes, I think it was easier to run guns and shit.”

Dirt chuckles. “Ahh, the ever-changing face of the Savage Angels MC.”

“Yeah, but no one gets killed now. Even Carlos comes to the house for dinner occasionally.” Carlos Morales is the local sheriff in our hometown, Tourmaline. He’s a tough bastard, but he can see we are trying to go straight. Occasionally, he rides us to let us know he’s in charge, but we donate a fair amount into the local community, so he’s not as hard as he used to be. If it weren’t for my wife, though, I doubt he’d be coming to the house. That woman has mended more fences for us than anyone. Being a household name has worked wonders for us in many areas, not that I drop her name at every business meeting, but most people know I’m married to Kat Saunders, a band member in The Grinders.

“You ever wish it was back to the way it was?”

“Nah, we lost too many. The way we’re going is right. I know you don’t always agree, but we haven’t lost anyone in three years. That’s a fucking miracle right there.”

Dirt nods. He’s old-school and would probably prefer to be doing all the illegal shit. This is the better way—no prison, no loss of life.

The hostess returns, and I take a beer and a packet of pretzels. She kindly gives me two packets. The rest of the flight is much more comfortable, and no one is groping my leg.
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We checked no baggage, so we disembark and head for the car rentals. Judge has organized a Chevrolet Tahoe—nice and big. Rebel goes up to the counter to get the keys, and I can see him waving his hands around, and I look at Dirt who raises an eyebrow at me. When Rebel comes back to us, he looks anything but happy.

“We have an issue.”

“What?” I growl.

“They only have a Ford Fiesta.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I yell.

“No fucking way!” says Dirt.

“This is bullshit,” replies Kade.

Rebel takes a step back. “I fucking know! But this,” he holds up the key, “is all they have left.”

I glare at the skinny man behind the counter who puts up a sign that says he’ll be back in five minutes and scurries away. Pussy.

“From one fucking tin can to another,” I mutter. “Fuck it, I’m driving.”

I am the tallest and the president of the MC, so although they may not like it, I don’t care.

“Shotgun,” says Kade quicker than the other two.

“I’m behind Kade,” Dirt says as he hits Rebel in the shoulder.

“Just fucking great!” replies Rebel with a scowl at him.

We walk out to the rental cars and find our small, red Fiesta. Jesus, it looks smaller than I remembered they looked like. With a groan, I head for the driver’s door. I unlock the car, and that’s when I hear the sound of Harleys filling the air.

“Fuck, we don’t have any weapons,” Dirt says with a worried look on his face.

“Maybe they’re not here for us?” suggests Rebel.

Dirt shoots him a glare with a shake of his head.

“Reb’s right. They might not be here for us.” But my gut is telling me they are.

My men come and stand with me as a dozen Harleys swarm around us. No weapons, no backup, this could get fucked-up very quickly.
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Izzy comes with me to the Sheriff’s Office. It’s one of the most significant buildings in town. I’ll never understand why they painted over the red brick and made it gray. The brick had a bit of style, but this makes it look imposing and bland. Maybe that’s the point.

We enter the building and find a deputy rocking back on his chair as he talks on the phone. I know just about everyone in town. I used to be one of five doctors who looked after everyone. Now, with the broader population, there are many more, but I still know a lot of the townsfolk. This young man’s name badge says ‘Tinker’ which means he’s related in some way to the sheriff. Probably a nephew or a cousin. They married into the Sharp line about twenty years ago. The deputy places his chair flat on the ground and holds a finger up to us, indicating he won’t be long.

Izzy gives him an impatient groan, and I look around the office. I can’t see Zeke anywhere, and there are no other officers in the bullpen. Not good. Or maybe they are all out on patrol?

The deputy finally hangs up the phone. He doesn’t even stand up.

“How can I help you?” Deputy Tinker asks in a bored tone.

“Well, for starters, young man, stand up. There’s a lady in the room.”

“Who? Izzy from the diner?” Tinker asks incredulously.

“Yes, as a matter of fact, Ms. Finemore is a lady and a tax-paying citizen who helps pay your wages. So… stand up!”

Izzy smiles at me, then fixes the deputy with an icy stare. Slowly, he gets himself upright on his feet, which only serves to make me even angrier.

“How can I help you, sir?” he asks.

“A friend of mine was brought in here, and I want to see him.”

“Sorry, no visitors.”

“Has he been charged?”

“That’s none of your business.”

The front door of the Sheriff’s Office opens and in walks Devon ‘Rush’ Rushard, the highest-paid lawyer in the county and my oldest friend.

“Ah, Ernest! Good to see you!” Devon reaches into his waistcoat pocket and pulls out a card, handing it to the deputy. “Devon Rushard, counsel for one Zeke Russo.”

The deputy looks at him with a shocked expression.

“Well, come on, Deputy Tinker. My time is money!”

The deputy stumbles away. Devon watches him like a hawk, his eyes never leaving him as he opens a door at the back of the building and talks to someone we can’t see.

“You sure about this, Ernest?”

“Yes, Rush. Do you remember Zeke? His daddy was always a bastard to him.”

Rush was there on more than one occasion when Zeke would stumble in, and one time I remember him laying hands on Michael Russo for it. There’s no love lost between the two men. Rush even goes to a church in the next county, he detests him so much. When Rush was younger, he courted Eleanora Walsh, who later became Eleanora Russo. I don’t know that he ever got over her.

Rush turns to Izzy. “Devon Rushard.” He holds out his hand to her.

Izzy grasps it. “Isabella Finemore.” She straightens her uniform as soon as he lets her hand go.

He’s every inch the successful lawyer—fawn-colored suit, matching vest with light blue fancy work, white shirt, and light blue tie. Rush even has a pocket watch hanging off his vest. I stopped being impressed with Rush’s wardrobe years ago. It’s all for show. At home, he wanders around in t-shirts and shorts. This is his public facade.

The deputy comes back, standing a little straighter and seems more confident. “The prisoner doesn’t know you.”

“I’m his attorney. So, you best get me in a room with him, or I’m going to sue you and everyone else in this building,” retorts Rush with a smile that I know doesn’t reach his eyes.

The deputy looks over his shoulder, his new-found confidence waning.

“Now,” demands Rush.

The deputy holds up both hands and scuttles back to the closed door.

“I don’t like this, Ernest. Not one bit,” he turns to me and smiles. “But I dislike the sheriff and the preacher more, so thank you.”

With that, he opens the bullpen gate and walks on through to that closed door. I take one look at Izzy, and we both hurry after him. The sheriff opens the door wide and glares at us.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” demands Sheriff Sharp.

“I’m fairly sure Deputy Tinker here told you I’m Zeke Russo’s counsel. Where is he?”

“I don’t know who you’re talking about,” replies the sheriff with a smirk.

I feel my stomach hit my shoes, and my legs feel like they are going to go out from under me as I remember the man on the phone and his warning.

“Doc, are you okay?” asks Izzy as she pulls a chair over for me to sit on.

“Ernest?” asks Rush with concern.

“I’m fine, I’m fine,” I say, waving a hand at them. “It’s just that people are coming, and they aren’t going to be happy if Zeke isn’t here to greet them.”

The sheriff makes a scoffing noise, and his deputy just looks confused.

“What do you mean, Ernest?” asks Rush.

“It’s why I got you involved, Rush. The man said Zeke is one of his, and if the sheriff does anything to him, he’s going to rip this town apart. He sounded serious, the kind of man who doesn’t make threats but promises. I figured if anyone could get Zeke out, unharmed, it would be you.”

Rush looks at the sheriff. “You know who he’s talking about, don’t you?”

“His fairy godmother?” replies the sheriff smugly.

“No, you dolt! The Savage Angels! If that boy is hurt, they’re going to come down on you like a ton of bricks, and this town will be in the crossfire!”

I watch the color drain out of the sheriff’s face, and his eyes go wide. Then I look to Rush, who’s all flushed, and I wonder how he even knew that Zeke was in the MC.

“I’m the law in this t-town,” stutters the sheriff.

“I don’t think they’ll care,” I say.

“The bigger question is, where’s Zeke?” asks Izzy.

The sheriff hops from foot to foot and eventually says, “In the cells, the last one on the right. Counselor, I’m sure you know the way.”

“Why’d you lie?” asks Rush.

“He-he had an accident, and we were waiting for a doctor. Guess you’ll do, Doc.”

Rage runs through my veins, and I stand quickly knocking over the chair I was sitting on in the process.

“What did you do?”

“Nothing, he did it himself.” The sheriff steps back and closes his office door, leaving us standing there staring daggers at Deputy Tinker.
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Dane

 

Nothing will make you feel frostier than a group of Harleys parked around you in a circle. All of the men have bandannas over their faces and their cuts say Kings of Death MC. Their Harleys roar around us, and I cast a look to Dirt.

“You know them?”

“No, Prez. No fucking idea who they are. All of them are carrying.”

I nod, it’s not something I missed. I’m pretty sure all of us are feeling underdressed for this meet. As one, the Harleys all stop, like they’ve done this a thousand times to intimidate their prey. I step forward and look at the men surrounding me with a smile, trying to project that I’m not scared, and this is a regular occurrence for us.

I sense movement behind me and turn to see a man get off his bike. He pulls down his bandanna, and I notice his patch says ‘President.’ He’s about six-foot-two with muscle but not bulk like me, maybe thirty or late twenties. It’s his eyes that have me worried—they’re much older and wiser for someone his age. He’s seen some battles, and from the look of him, he’s won.

I walk toward him and stop about a foot away. He looks me up and down, and I know that if he decides to kill us right now, there’s not a damn thing I can do about it.

I hold out my hand. “Dane Reynolds, President of the Savage Angels MC.”

He locks eyes with me, and I can see there’s no emotion behind them. He’s sizing me up. I’m about to drop my hand when he clasps it.

“Samuel Smith, Smithy to my friends. President of the Kings of Death MC.”

Smithy drops my hand and looks around me, then takes a few steps and looks in the back of the car.

“Are you looking for someone, Smithy?” I ask as I glance at Dirt who shrugs.

Smith straightens and looks embarrassed. Now I’m confused.

“Ahh, we heard you were flying in from your affiliate club. We got no beef with you or them, and we just wanted to welcome you.”

“Okay… thank you?”

One of Smithy’s guys chuckles, and he gives him a death stare that silences him instantly.

“You rented a Fiesta?”

“No, we rented a Tahoe, but we ended up with a Fiesta.”

A few of his men chuckle.

“You think you’ll fit?”

I place a hand on my hip and look at the car.

“If I move the seat all the way back and I drive, probably.” Smithy chuckles, and I smile. “Smithy, this is my Sergeant at Arms, Dirt, and that’s Kade and Rebel.”

They all shake hands and exchange pleasantries.

“Rumor has it that you’re going straight?” asks Smithy looking at me.

“Is that the rumor?” I ask.

“Yeah, is it true? You used to run guns through our territory but not in a while, some drugs, too. We turned a blind eye, no sense in starting a war with a club as big as yours.”

I have no idea where this conversation is going. The man seems tough as nails, but I’m getting the impression he wants to discuss something.

“Bloodshed on either side is a waste. It’s one of the reasons we’re pulling out of all illegal activities. It’s not for everyone, but I got sick of burying my men and visiting them in prison.”

“That wife of yours have anything to do with it?”

“No. I was already guiding us in that direction before I met Kat. She just helped speed a few things up.”

Smithy smiles. “We thought she might be with you,” he admits sheepishly.

Now it makes sense. Bloody Kat has more fans than I care to think about.

I grin. “You’re a fan?”

“Yeah, we all are. It’s the main reason we came out.”

All the tension eases out of me. “Well, shit, I’d have brought her if I’d known.”

“For real?” asks the young guy who laughed earlier.

“That’s my cousin, Saxon.”

“Yeah, man, but this isn’t a vacation. One of ours got arrested in Black Ridge, and we’re on our way to get him out.”

“The sheriff there is a prick. Known for being a hard-ass. He doesn’t like our kind or any kind that’s not white and clean.”

“We were warned.” I look over my shoulder at Kade, his fists are clenched at his sides, and the veins in his neck look like they’re about to explode.

“Want an escort? A show of force?”

“Yes,” states Kade.

Smithy raises his eyebrows at me. “Yes,” I repeat.

“It’ll cost you.”

“What do you want?” I ask with an edge to my voice.

“A sit-down. A conversation. That’s all.”

It’s never ‘that’s all,’ but going into this town with a dozen Harleys will hopefully scare this sheriff.

“I can do that.”

“I’ll call for some more of my men to meet us in town.”

“Can they be trusted to keep their cool?” I ask.

“Do your men do as you tell them to?” I nod. “Same here, and if they don’t…” Smithy smiles, and I get the feeling none of his men would ever step out of line for fear of what hides behind it.
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Zeke

 

The metallic taste of blood is in my mouth. Someone is shaking me and slowly, the darkness recedes. I sit up, fists raised, ready to defend myself again.

“Zeke! It’s me, Doc!” yells the old man.

One of my eyes is swollen shut, and it takes a moment for the good one to focus on him. Izzy drops down in front of me.

“Jesus,” she whispers, concern written all over her pretty face.

“You should see the other guy,” I joke.

“They implied you did this to yourself,” says a very well-dressed man. “I’m going to have his fucking job for this.”

“Izzy, move out of the way so that I can get a look at him. Zeke, this is Devon Rushard, he’s your attorney,” states Doc.

“Didn’t know I had one,” I mutter.

Doc starts prodding me, and I flinch when he gets to my ribs and suck in air which makes it worse.

“Oh fuck,” I say quietly.

“You’ve either got broken or cracked ribs.” Doc looks at my attorney. “Help me get him up, Rush.”

They place a hand under each armpit and help me to my feet. The pain in my side worsens, and I clutch at it as a groan escapes me.

“I’m so sorry, son,” whispers Rush.

“Pretty sure you didn’t do this to me,” I reply with a grin.

We hear footsteps coming toward us, and I straighten, wincing at the pain but ready to fight them off. A deputy I haven’t seen appears in my cell doorway.

“The sheriff says he’s free to go, and next time, watch where you step. These floors can be slippery.”

Izzy steps forward, placing both hands on her hips. “Are you trying to tell me he looks the way he does from falling over?”

“The sheriff said he slipped on his own piss, hit his head on the sink, and then fell back onto the edge of the cot and knocked himself out.”

“I’m calling bullshit!”

The deputy looks at me and nods. “Yeah, well, he’s free to go.”

“My cut, where’s my cut?”

“You’re what?” asks the deputy.

“My fucking jacket. Where is it?” I demand.

“I’m sure all of your things will be waiting for you at the front desk,” replies the deputy as he walks away.

“Motherfuckers,” Izzy looks at me. “Can you walk?”

“I’ll bloody well run if that’s what it takes to get out of here. Don’t you worry.”

“Good. Don’t give them the satisfaction of seeing your pain.” Izzy grips both sides of my face. “You’re a fucking badass biker, now act like it!”

Izzy stalks out of the cell, leaving me with Doc and Rush.

“I like her,” says Rush.

“Me, too,” replies Doc.

“Me, three.” I push off the wall and grit my teeth as pain seers through me. “Let’s do this.”
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Dane

 

Smithy follows us into Black Ridge where we find another dozen Harleys parked out front of the Sheriff’s Office. I peel myself out of the car and enjoy the feeling of freedom.

It’s early morning, and a deputy is outside the building, shotgun in hand, hat on wearing mirrored sunglasses. I grin at him and whatever he sees makes him take a step back and straighten up. I walk toward him, my men right behind me.

“Good morning, officer. I’m here to post bail for a man you arrested yesterday.”

“W-we have no one in our cells.”

I glance at Kade, who takes two steps away, phone pressed to his ear.

The door to the Sheriff’s Office opens, and an older, heavyset man comes out—the sheriff.

“Move along!” he yells at us.

Laughter fills the air from the Kings of Death MC.

“You must be the sheriff? I’m Dane Reynolds. I’m here about one of my men that you arrested.”

“I’m Sheriff Sharp, and we haven’t arrested anyone. Your man was brought in for questioning and let go late yesterday.”

I step into his personal space, and his deputy cocks the shotgun, causing me to grin. “Did you get my message, Sheriff?”

The man swallows and sweat forms on his upper lip. “Y-you need to move along.”

I raise my hand, pointing in the air. All of the Kings of Death begin revving their engines, and I lean in closer to the sheriff ensuring he’s the only one who hears me over the noise.

“He better be in one piece… perfect.” I step back from him and dust imaginary dust off his shoulder as fear flickers in his beady little eyes. “I’ll be seeing you, Sheriff.”

Kade steps up next to me. “You’ll be seeing all of us. Hope you sleep well tonight, you never know when it’s going to be your last.”

I raise my hand in the air again and make a circle in the air, all the Harleys peel away, and we four get back into the fucking Fiesta and drive away.

Rebel says, “He looked like he was going to shit himself. What the fuck did you say?”

“Just a warning. Where the fuck are we going?”

“He’s at the doctor’s house. Doc said to park out the back. He wouldn’t let me talk to Zeke. Said he’s okay but…”

“But you think he’s hurt?” I ask.

“Yeah, Dane, I think he’s hurt.
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Kade is bouncing his legs up and down in the passenger seat. Dirt let him have it without saying a word. The tension is rolling off him, and I can feel the other two are on heightened alert. You hurt us, we hurt you back, tenfold. It’s always been this way. We live by a code, but this is the sheriff of a small town. The law is something we steer clear of, and I’m not sure how I’m going to keep Kade from killing the man in broad daylight.

I pull into the backyard of a two-story house. The engine hasn’t even stopped and Kade is out the door and headed inside. As he gets to the back door, it opens, and an older man in jeans and a white short-sleeved shirt begins talking to him. He has his hand on Kade’s chest and even from this distance, I can see Kade’s head is down, and he appears to be studying it.

As we get closer, Kade is nodding and tries to go around the man.

“Son, I need you to know, he’s all right. Just banged up a bit. The man sitting with him, he’s my friend, Devon Rushard, Rush to his friends. He’s also a lawyer but don’t hold that against him.”

The old man drops his hand and moves out of the way to let Kade pass, then closes the gap and eyes me. I smile at him, and he frowns, then looks at Dirt, then Rebel.

“Hello, sir, my name is Dane Reynolds, we spoke on the phone?”

He holds out his hand, and I grasp it, noticing there’s still power in his grip. “Doctor Ernest Green. Doc for short.”

“Thank you, Doc, for looking out for Zeke.”

“Seems like I’ve done that his whole life.”

Not knowing why he’d say that, I nod and point at the others. “Dirt and Rebel.”

Doc shakes their hands and makes no sign that he’s going to move.

“We’d like to see Zeke…”

“I know. I’m sizing you up. You’re a big fucker, aren’t you?”

Dirt chuckles, and I shoot him a look. “Yes, sir.”

The Kings of Death MC pull in behind the Fiesta. Smithy and two of his men walk toward us.

“This is Smithy, he’s President of the Kings of Death MC,” I explain.

Smithy also shakes Doc’s hand, and again he doesn’t move.

“This is Rio and Roman,” says Smithy as they too shake the Doc’s hand.

The Doc looks at all of us and nods, his gaze goes to the ground, and he speaks to all of us. “The sheriff is a bad man. I’ve watched him turn into a dictator as the power has gone to his head.” Doc looks up at us. “But this is a good town, it just has a few bad apples. The sheriff, a couple of his deputies, and the preacher, Zeke’s father.”

I raise my eyebrows at him. All I know about Zeke and Kade is that they are closer than brothers. Their lives before the MC aren’t important. I know they have my back and are loyal. That’s all that matters. They do what needs to be done. For me, love and loyalty are the same thing, and those two have proved that time and again.

Doc moves out of the way. “The kitchen is down the hallway, and I’ve got cold beer in the fridge. Zeke’s room is the first on the left, bathroom first on the right.”

I move past him and walk into Zeke’s room, so do Dirt and Rebel. The Kings of Death keep going to the kitchen, I assume.

Zeke is laying on a bed, shirt off, bandages around his torso. The left side of his face is bruised, and his eye is swollen shut. He sees me and tries to sit up, sucking air in through clenched teeth, pain evident to everyone in the room.

“Lay back down,” I order.

Zeke shakes his head, and Kade helps him into a sitting position.

“I’m cool, Prez.”

“Like fuck you are,” I growl.

“He’s got bruised ribs and some bruising, but he’ll heal,” explains the Doc.

“The sheriff do this to you?” I ask.

“Yeah.”

“Under your daddy’s order, though, right?” asks Kade angrily.

Zeke nods.

There’s another man in the room, well dressed, and he punches the wall, creating a fist-sized hole.

“Fuck!” he hisses.

“Rush! What the darnation do you think you’re doing? That’s my goddamn wall!”

“I’ll fix it! I’ll fix it!” Rush shakes his head and shakes himself. “Sorry, Ernest, that man just makes my blood boil.”

“Me, too, but I don’t go punching holes in the wall!”

I grin at the two men and hold out my hand to Rush. “Dane Reynolds.”

“Devon Rushard, attorney at law.”

I nod and look down at Zeke. “You okay?”

“Yeah, Prez. Just need a down day or two,” replies Zeke with a weak-ass attempt to be funny.

“Right. You attached to your daddy?”

“There’s more to it. This was a warning for me to leave, but I’ve got family here, my sisters, and I can’t abandon them.”

“Fuck that. They turned a blind eye to the crap your father put… puts you through, and you still want to help them? No man, no,” responds Kade angrily.

“They’re family, Kade.”

“They stopped being family the minute this happened,” hisses Kade.

“Blood, Kade. The girls don’t know.”

“The girls don’t want to know,” interjects Doc.

“Enough. No one goes after one of mine. We’ll make sure your sisters are unharmed.”

Zeke shakes his head. “You hurt him, it’ll hurt them.”

“I’ll handle it.” Then I turn to look at the Doc. “That offer of a beer still stand?”

“Yes, come this way.”

Doc walks out into the hall. I take one last look at Zeke and follow him. When we hit the kitchen, I find the Kings of Death, each with a beer in their hands, murmuring amongst themselves.

“Tell me about the sheriff,” I say.

“Well, his daddy was—” starts the Doc.

“Not from you. Smithy?”

“He’s got his fingers in a few pies. Takes regular payoffs. He leaves us alone. We get that you want retribution, we’d want the same, but we have a… business arrangement. You could potentially hurt that.”

“You have a business arrangement with the sheriff?” asks Doc.

“Ahh, Doc, I’m thinking we need to make this conversation a private one,” I say.

“This is my house.”

“True. Let’s take this outside.”

Smithy and his men stand, and we all go back out the way we came in. Except they’ve all got beers in their hands, and I don’t.

“Smithy, they have to pay. What are you running, and how can we make this work for you?”

“Sharp turns a blind eye to us running guns and drugs through his town. We don’t sell here. He’s even helped us when the state troopers got nosy. Sharp’s a fucking bastard, but he worships the mighty dollar, and in the process, we use him to get what we want.”

I nod. I understand he has men, a club, and a source of revenue to protect, but I have a reputation.

“What if I introduced you to some like-minded people who could… show you another way?”

“We ain’t selling shit door to door, no pyramid schemes,” says Rio.

I chuckle, and Smithy pins him with a look and sighs. “He’s my sister’s kid.” He shrugs.

“Do we fucking look like we go door to door? No man, no pyramid schemes. I’ll sit you down with our treasurer who’ll show you a better, easier, fewer risks way to invest your money. Short term, your income will drop, long-term it’s a better investment, but you gotta be patient.”

“How long are we talking?”

“Two years minimum.”

Smithy shakes his head and begins to pace. His two men watch him cautiously.

I try another approach. “How much are you making right now?”

“Enough.”

“Have the sit-down. I’ll get him and another friend to come to you.” Looking him in the eyes, I say, “The sheriff has to bleed for what he’s done and so does the preacher. We’re doing it either way. I’d rather do it with you, Smithy, than against you.”

Smithy nods, his expression is grim, a nerve ticks in his neck, and I know he’s not down with what we want to do. But I also know he understands, and if he’s asking me about other avenues of income, he’s ready to change.

“You have an in with The Chosen Legion,” states Smithy.

This surprises me as not many people know that we are affiliated. It’s something we are slowly easing out of but running moonshine makes us a nice profit. I let Dirt do most of the heavy lifting for this. He organizes the runs, the cash, and the shine. Dirt has never been comfortable with us going straight.

I turn around and face the house. Dirt, as if on cue, opens the door. I motion for him to join us.

“Smithy here seems to think we’re affiliated with The Chosen Legion and their moonshine running,” I say as he stands next to me.

“What’s it to him if we are?” replies Dirt.

“I know you are, we’ve tried to get in on the deal, but they shut us down every time. With your backing, we could have a place at the table, and then when you go after the piece-of-shit sheriff, we won’t get hurt as bad.”

Dirt says nothing and looks to me. I nod once, then hold out my hand to Smithy. “You’ve got a deal.”
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Zeke

 

I don’t know what’s going down between Dane and the Kings of Death, but when I see Dane hold out his hand to one of them, I let out a sigh of relief.

“You okay, son?” asks Rush.

“Yeah.” I gesture to the men outside. “Politics, it can get messy.”

“Ahh, yes, yes it can,” agrees Rush.

The man hasn’t left the room since he helped me into the bed. I know him as it’s a small town, but I can’t say we were ever friends or ran in the same circles.

“You know my dad?” I ask.

Rush’s top lip goes up in a sneer. “I know of your dad. We aren’t friends.”

“I take it you don’t like him.”

Rush shakes his head. “No, he was never good enough for your mother.”

“You knew my mom?”

The sneer is replaced with a small smile. “Yes. Eleanora was a remarkable woman and pretty as a picture,” Rush pauses, and I wait for him to say more. “I’ll go get Doc.”

He nods once and leaves the room. It’s always been like that when people talk about my mother. No one has ever had a bad word to say about her except for my father. Why she stayed with him as long as she did is anyone’s guess.

Doc walks into the room grinning at me. “How you feeling?”

“I’m fine, Doc, just sore.”

“Your friend, Kade, is a little… intense,” Doc pauses and frowns. “Actually, Zeke, they all are. What do you think they’re going to do?”

Not wanting to worry him, I smile. “Don’t worry, Doc. Everything’s going to be fine. I need to talk to Kade. Could you send him in?”

Doc frowns at me, then leaves the room. The pain in my side from my ribs feels like it’s gone up a level, and every breath is excruciating. Not being able to see out of my left eye is annoying, but the Doc says the swelling should go down soon. On the side table, next to my bed, are some painkillers that the Doc has left me. I want them so badly, but I have to keep my wits about me to prevent my friends from hurting anyone in this town.

“You asked for me?”

Kade walks in and sees me looking at the pills, picks them up and the glass of water next to them, and holds them out to me.

“No, I’m good.”

“Bullshit,” replies Kade as he thrusts them at me.

I take them off him, but I hold onto them. “Kade, promise me that you’ll speak to the girls. Promise me they’ll be okay.”

Kade frowns and shakes his head. “I don’t get you on this. Did they really think you were a clumsy kid? Do they really believe you’re the devil and he’s a saint? Come on, Zeke, he’s a sadistic motherfucker. They must realize it.”

“Kade, he loves the girls, always has. With me, he was indifferent until I was about nine, and that’s when the beatings got worse. It was about the time my mother died. Mom used to protect me, but after she was gone, I was alone. He told everyone I was accident prone or that I’d gotten into a fight with someone at school. I’m telling you the girls don’t know.”

Kade shakes his head, and I think he’s going to argue with me further. Instead, he says, “Take the pills, get some rest. We’ll talk about what we’re going to do after you’ve had some sleep.”

I put them in my mouth and take a sip of water to wash them down. “Thanks, man.”

Kade nods and takes the glass off me. “The meeting with the old man rattled you, why?”

“He has a fancy new church and home. Deb, my sister, said the congregation has been very generous, but it’s a small town. I don’t know what he’s into, but he’s borrowed a lot from the wrong type of people. Deb said they’ve been to visit. It sounds like whoever they are, they’ve threatened him. She said they looked like me.”

“Savage Angels?”

“Nah, to Deb ‘looks like me’ is tattoos. She’s not very worldly.”

Kade smirks. “I bet half the population has hidden tattoos.”

“Yeah, probably.” I can feel myself getting sleepy. “Kade, Izzy has my bike. Make sure it’s in one piece, yeah?”

“Who’s Izzy?”

“My high school crush,” I reply, grinning.

“That doesn’t help me.”

“Works at The Countryside Diner. You’ll like her. She’s got balls.”

Dirt walks into the room. “How you feeling?”

“Good. Pain is less.”

Kade looks at Dirt. “Made him take some pills. Whatever they are, he’s almost out.”

“Good.”

“Kade, don’t forget my bike.”

“I won’t, Zeke. Close your eyes, buddy. You’ll feel better when you wake up.”

I do as I’m told and feel myself drift off, and just before I’m gone, I hear Dane.

“Time to visit the preacher.”

I try to open my eyes to tell them again that my sisters are important, but sleep takes over.
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Kade

 

Zeke is out. The Doc is a nice old man, and he genuinely seems to care for Zeke. Rush? Him, I don’t get. I can see he’s friends with the Doc, but why he’s still here is anyone’s guess. We’re all seated around the kitchen table. I haven’t said much, but I want to go and see Zeke’s dad. Then, I want to wait at the sheriff’s house for him to come home and pay him back for what he’s done to my friend. But first, I need to go and get Zeke’s bike.

“Doc, where’s The Countryside Diner?” I ask.

“It’s not far, an easy walk to Main Street. You hungry?”

Now that he mentions it, I am. “Yeah, and someone called Izzy has Zeke’s bike. I promised I’d get it.”

“I could cook you up something to eat?” suggests Doc.

He’s a good guy, but one look in his fridge tells me he doesn’t have enough beer, let alone food for all of us.

“Nah, how about we all go to the diner?” I reply.

Doc stands. “Sounds good, I’ll get my coat.”

I wait till he’s out of the room. His friend, Rush, is at the table, though, so I try to be considerate. “Doc doesn’t seem to have a lot. I’m thinking we need to stock him up.”

Rush chuckles. “Doc has more than all of us put together, but since his Millie died, he’s lost interest in a few things.”

Doc walks back in, and we all stare at him. “What?” he asks.

“Nothing, Ernest, lead the way. The walk will do us all good, besides I don’t think we’d all fit into your rental,” says Rush.

Smithy laughs. “I’d rather walk any day of the week than get in that piece of crap.”

“It’s all they had,” replies Rebel with his hands in the air.

All of us laugh.

“Someone needs to stay with Zeke,” states Doc.

“I’ll do it,” Dirt answers immediately. “But someone better bring me back something to eat.”

“We will,” says Dane as he rises and pats him on the back at the same time. “You’re a good man, Dirt.”

“Don’t tell him that, he’ll believe you,” teases Rebel.

“Fuck you, Reb.”

“In your dreams, Dirt,” quips Rebel.
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We made an odd group as we walked to the diner. Many of the Kings decided not to go. Six MC, a doctor, and a lawyer sounds like a bad joke. The townspeople kept out of our way, and some of them deliberately crossed over the road to avoid us. This caused Doc and Rush to yell out greetings to them—one man tripped and nearly fell over in his surprise. It was comical the way the two men waved and said hello to all they passed, and I’m pretty sure everyone knew who they were. In a town as small as this, it’s going to spread like wildfire that the two men were in the company of ‘bad’ men.

Rush opened the diner door for us, and we all filed in. Behind the counter is a woman with long, dark hair shaved on one side with pretty brown eyes. There’s a tattoo of an abstract clock near her wrist—it’s whimsical as the numbers look like they are flying away. Her eyes widen as she takes us all in.

“Izzy, these are Zeke’s friends. That one,” Doc points at me, “is Kade, and Zeke sent him to fetch his bike.”

“How is he?” she asks.

“Sleeping. We left one of the boys with him. He’ll be sore, but I’m thinking by tomorrow that eye should be a bit better. Hopefully, the swelling will come down, and he’ll be able to see out of it.”

“Thanks, Doc.” Izzy looks at me and holds out her hand. “I’m Izzy.”

I grasp it gently. “Kade. Thank you for looking after Zeke’s bike. Truthfully, I can’t believe he let you ride it. He never lets anyone ride it.”

Izzy smiles. “It’s a bike, not a woman.”

We all erupt into laughter, and the men all introduce themselves to her and exchange pleasantries.

“Now, what can I get you?” asks Izzy.

Dane answers for all of us. “Burgers and fries.”

“One for each of you?” asks Izzy.

“I’ll have two,” states Dane.

“Me, too,” replies Rebel.

“Anyone else?” asks Izzy.

“I need one to go as well,” says Dane.

Everyone except Doc and Rush have two.

“Okay, I’ll be back in a bit. Going to start cooking the meat. Make yourselves at home, and I’ll be back to get your drinks.”

Doc grins at me. “I’m going to get fries!”

“Yeah,” I say slowly.

“She never gives me fries! I’m so glad we all came in together. That woman always gives me a salad. I had one heart attack, one, and you’d think I was on death’s door!”

“You’re a real doctor, right?” I ask.

“Now, don’t you start. I’m a grown man. I’ve had a good life, I deserve fries.”

“Yeah, I can see that.”

Izzy walks back through the doors. “What drinks would you all like?”

Rush sits next to Doc at the counter, and we all follow suit instead of sitting in booths. Most of us order cokes, but Doc, Rush, and Dane order coffee. Izzy is quick in getting our drinks and disappears again behind the doors.

“She works here by herself?” I ask.

“Yeah, long hours. Town’s not what it used to be. Sometimes she gets help from a local girl or boy on the weekends, but through the week, it’s just Izzy.”

“She married?” I ask.

“You interested?” asks Doc.

“No, I’ve got a woman. Just making conversation, that’s all.”

“She’s cute,” replies Smithy.

“She’s a fine-looking woman. Not sure about the hairstyle, but it seems to suit her,” interjects Rush.

“She’s got gumption,” states Doc.

“Gumption?” I ask.

“Yeah, you know, balls, stainless steel ones at that. You don’t want to mess with her.”

I nearly choke on my drink, and Rebel snorts.

“Zeke said she has balls,” I say with a grin.

“She’s a good woman,” says Rush.

Izzy walks back through the doors. “Meat’s nearly done. You all good for drinks?”

A few of us hand her our glasses for refills, and without asking, she tops up the coffees, then disappears again.

“When are we going to visit the preacher?” I ask.

“You and I are going to see him after we’ve eaten,” responds Dane, then he looks at Smithy. “I have a favor to ask.”

“Anything.”

“Can I borrow your bike?”

“Fuck no, but you can have Rio’s.”

“What?” asks Rio looking pissed.

Smithy gives him a warning look. “He’ll take care of it, and if he so much as gets it wet, I’m sure he’ll get you a new one.”

“Fuck, Prez, I’ve never let anyone else ride it. Why can’t he have Roman’s?”

“‘Cause I said he could have yours.”

A silent battle wages between the two men, and eventually, Rio backs down. “Fine.”

Smithy nods at Dane, and the conversation stalls. That’s when Izzy walks back through the doors balancing four plates. She puts them down one at a time in front of us but skips Doc. When she comes back with more, the one she puts in front of him has no fries on it but a salad instead. The old guy says nothing but glares at the greenery on his plate. I push my plate toward him just as Izzy comes back with more food.

“No, you don’t! And don’t you dare eat any of those fries, or I swear I won’t cook for you again, Doc!” orders Izzy.

Doc scowls and turns to her. “Izzy, I’m a grown man!”

Izzy leans on the counter toward him. “Well, act like it!” She pauses and looks at the startled faces of the men staring at her and continues in a softer tone, “Doc I need you around for a long time. The burger is bad enough, you know it. Now, eat up, and I might let you have pie.” Izzy grins at him.

“Fair enough,” replies Doc in a deflated tone. “But I’m having pie with ice cream.”

“Hmmm… we’ll see about that,” replies Izzy with a wink.

It’s obvious she cares for the old man and vice versa. They exchange a meaningful stare, and Doc eventually starts eating. Izzy nods and looks at all of us.

“Can I get you anything else?”

Most of us shake our heads, but Rio holds out his glass. “A refill and your number?”

Izzy laughs. “No chance, sunshine, but I’ll refill your drink.”

We all laugh at him, and his face goes red, and I can’t tell if it’s from anger or embarrassment. Rio says nothing more but glares at Izzy from time to time. The woman is a trooper, though she ignores him and carries on as if nothing has happened.

Eventually, we all finish our meals. Dane has been very quiet as we ate. Rebel was his usual self and kept us all entertained. He’s the one member of our club I trust the least. Sometimes when I talk to him, you can tell there’s something more sinister going on behind his eyes. He’s been better since he hooked up with Ruby. Rebel brought her back from Vegas and helped set her to set up a tattoo shop in town. I’ve had her rework a couple of my earlier pieces that are just shit, and Ruby has breathed new life into them and made them better, but each time, Rebel has been there while I was there. He watches her with a predatory look. I’m not the only one who’s noticed, but Dane trusts him.

“Kade?” asks Izzy, breaking me out of my thoughts.

“Yeah?”

Izzy opens the countertop and says, “If you come through here, I can show you where I have Zeke’s bike.”

I stand and stretch. “Cool.”

As I walk behind the counter and follow her out the back, Rio calls out, “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

The guy’s a dick. Izzy keeps walking, but I can see her shaking her head. The kitchen is spotless as we walk through, and she keeps going past a stairwell to a backdoor that leads out to a courtyard. In the middle of it is what I assume is Zeke’s bike with a sheet over it.

Izzy hands me the keys. “I covered it up in case it rains. I also washed it. It was filthy.”

“Thanks, Izzy, and sorry for Rio.”

Izzy laughs. “Don’t you think twice about it. I’ve handled worse customers than him.” She pulls the sheet off the bike and looks me in the eye. “Is Zeke really okay?” The worry is evident in the creases in her forehead.

“Yeah, he’s tough.”

“Yeah, he is. Is he, well that is, does he, I mean…”

“Spit it out,” I chuckle.

“Does he have someone at home?” Izzy asks quickly, then busies herself with folding the sheet.

“You’d have to ask him about that,” I answer, unsure if he’s still interested in Cassia. “I wouldn’t say he was tied to anyone, though.”

Izzy grins. “Thanks. He’s turned into a good guy.”

“The best.”

Izzy nods and motions over her shoulder to the diner. “I need to get back. Just go down the alleyway and turn left and left again, and you’ll find yourself in front of the diner.”

I nod, climb on, and start the bike. It comes to life, and I maneuver it out of the courtyard and down the alley. When I get to the diner, Dane is sitting on Rio’s bike waiting for me.

I pull up alongside him. “You know where we’re going?” I ask.

“To church, brother,” replies Dane with a grin.
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Kade

 

The car park to the church has three cars in it when we pull up. Dane parks nearest to the doors, and I park next to him. The bikes are loud, and a few people who are walking past stop and stare at us. We are an imposing sight. I’m six-foot-three, and Dane is six-foot-six, and both of us are built. Dane has more muscle than me, and for a big guy, he manages to walk with the grace of a gazelle while I seem to stomp alongside him.

We both take the stairs to the church two at a time. Going through the doors, you can tell that there’s wealth here with the ornate wood carvings and the shine to the pews. There are a few parishioners milling about, but we make a beeline for the preacher at the back of the church. The man eyes us as we walk toward him, contempt evident in his gaze.

A woman blocks our path before we can reach him. “Welcome to The Holy Light Church. It’s so good to have new members!”

I give her a cursory glance and say, “We’re here for the preacher.” I attempt to walk past her, and she gets in my way again.

“Daddy? He’s busy today, maybe you could come back tomorrow?” she says hurriedly.

“He’s your father?” asks Dane.

“Why yes! My name is Debbie Russo.”

I study her. She’s definitely related to Zeke. It’s evident in the shape of her eyes and nose.

“Hello, Debbie. My name is Kade, and this is Dane. We’re friends of Zeke’s, and we’re here to have a word with your daddy. So, you best move.”

To her credit, she straightens her spine and squares her shoulders. “I told you he’s busy today,” she repeats.

“Lady, out of respect for your brother, I suggest you move. ‘Cause darlin’, we mean to have a word with him, today,” states Dane as he towers over her menacingly.

Debbie gulps and looks over her shoulder. The preacher nods at her, and she moves to the side.

“Thank you,” says Dane with a grin that doesn’t quite touch his eyes.

Debbie swallows again and nods, fear etched into her face.

The preacher meets us halfway. “What do you want?” he demands.

I grab him by his black preacher’s jacket and walk him backward, anger rolling off me in waves. The man stumbles and falls. I tower over him, fist raised.

Then Debbie screams out, “No!”

I glance at Dane, who shrugs and gives Debbie a meaningful stare. The preacher struggles to sit up, and I push him back down.

“Why?” I demand to know.

“Why what?” he yells back.

“You really going to make me beat it out of you?” I ask, barely able to control my rage.

“He came back here for money! I asked the sheriff to warn him off! He’s no good, just like his whore of a mother!” screams the preacher in a high-pitched voice.

“Daddy!” screams Debbie.

The man’s face softens as he looks around me to her. “Go outside, Debbie, now!”

“What did you do?” asks Debbie.

“Leave now, call the sheriff!”

Dane smiles. “Yes, Debbie, call the sheriff. Tell him we’ll wait for him.”

Debbie looks at Dane and cringes, but she runs from the church, mobile phone in hand.

I look back down at the preacher, willing myself not to hurt him in public. Roughly, I shove him away, and his head bounces off the wooden floor.

“Zeke didn’t come here for the money. He wouldn’t take anything off you. Your son came back here for his sisters and to try and help you out of the hole you’ve dug by borrowing money from the wrong people. And he wasn’t doing it for you,” I sneer as spittle sprays from my lips. “He was doing it for them,” I say as I point in the direction Debbie ran.

“He’s no son of mine!” yells the preacher.

I raise my fist, and Dane grabs my arm. “Only a good son would come back to help a fucker like you. Zeke is loyal. Why can’t you see that?” asks Dane.

The preacher scuttles backward from us, eyes wide and crazy. “He’s no son of mine! That slut I married couldn’t keep her legs shut! But I got her…” he lowers his voice and hisses, “I. Got. Her.”

Dane and I exchange a look, the meaning of what the preacher is saying rings through loud and clear—he murdered his wife. When Zeke talks about his mother, it was always with reverence, and I know she died when he was young, but I can’t remember how she died.

“What did you do?” I whisper.

The preacher smiles, it’s twisted and gloating. “You’ll never know.”

For a tall man, he gets up quickly and runs to the back of the church and out a side door. I’m left standing there, wondering what the hell he’s just told us. I glance at Dane whose face has gone as hard as marble, his top lip peeled back in disgust.

“Now what?” I ask him.

“We talk to Zeke. Find out what he knows about his mother’s death, deal with the sheriff, the sisters, and the men the fuckwad owes money to.”

“Is that it?”

“It’s enough for now,” rumbles Dane.
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We waited for an extra five minutes outside the church to see if the sheriff would show up—he didn’t. Debbie went running back into the church as soon as we left. None of the parishioners came to the preacher’s defense, which I found strange. When we arrive back at Doc’s house, Zeke is still out.

Doc and his friend, Rush, are sitting in the living room, and I take a seat in one of the Doc’s chairs.

“Where is everyone?” I ask.

Doc answers, “The ones you came with went into town to buy groceries, and those other boys said they’d be back later tonight or tomorrow for their bike.”

I nod, not sure how to start this conversation. I’ve always found honesty to be the easiest way to go. I wish Destiny was with me. She’s good at this stuff and can twist Zeke around her little finger. The man does as he’s told with her. Hell, most men do, me included.

“Doc, we had a conversation with Zeke’s father, and he said some interesting things.”

Doc’s head snaps up, and his eyes become sharper as he looks at me. Rush leans back and crosses his arms.

“What did that evil son of a bitch say?” asks Doc.

“How did Zeke’s mom die?”

Rush sucks in a breath of air while Doc nods his head, looking sad. “Eleanora could have done a lot better than Michael Russo. Never understood why she married him. As far as I know, she died in a car accident. There was never any hint of foul play, was there, Rush?”

“N-no. Not that we ever suspected. Why do you ask?”

“The preacher inferred that he ‘got her.’ He made it sound like he killed her,” I reply.

Rush stands up, and Doc purses his lips together.

“Did he say that?” demands Rush in a louder tone.

“He more or less did. Called her a slut who couldn’t keep her legs closed, and that Zeke wasn’t his.”

The color drains out of Rush’s face, and I think he’s going to keel over. Doc stands and places a hand on the man’s arm.

“Rush, are you okay?”

“Zeke isn’t his?” asks Rush as he stumbles out of the living room toward Zeke’s bedroom.

Doc follows him, and so do I. Rush stops outside of Zeke’s room as tears well in his eyes.

“She never told me. She came to see me a month before she died, said she’d had enough. Eleanora said she was going to leave him. That he’d finally pushed her too far and what did she need to do to file for divorce. I should have taken her into my home then. I always loved her, but when we were young, I had ambition, a career, and I didn’t want to be saddled with a wife and family.” A tear trickles down his face. “I was a fool. Eleanora broke her vow to Russo once. I came across her in the supermarket, and she took one look at me and burst into tears. One thing led to another, and I knew she was unhappy. I took advantage, just to have her once.” Rush stares at me. “She never told me. Zeke would be about the right age. Apart from that one time, Eleanora wouldn’t see me again, not like that. Regardless of what Russo says, she was and always will be a lady.”

Rush rubs his eyes and turns his back on us and walks out the back door. Doc looks speechless. I stare at Zeke’s sleeping form and look for a likeness with the man.

“He looks like him,” I state.

“Yeah, he does. I’ve known that man forever, and I never knew. I mean I knew he held a candle for Eleanora but not this.”

I nod and walk out the backdoor looking for Rush. I find him just staring straight ahead. Dane is out here sitting on the hood of the Fiesta, mobile phone pressed to his ear probably talking to Kat. He takes one look at me, and the smile falls off his face. In another thirty seconds, he’s off the phone and walking toward me.

“What’s up now?”

“Seems like Rush and Zeke’s mom had a thing, and he could be Zeke’s dad.”

Dane’s eyebrows go up. “Well, fuck.”

I nod. That pretty much sums up the entire day. Dane walks up to the older man and places a hand on his shoulder.

“Tough day?”

Rush turns around and faces us, no more tears. Instead, anger blazes from his eyes. “That man has to pay! I want him to bleed for what he’s done.”

“Agreed,” states Dane.
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Zeke

 

I wake up with a dry mouth, ribs that throb, and my left eye has minimal vision because of the swelling. I attempt to get out of bed and groan as my ribs take it up a notch. When I swing my legs over the edge of the bed, I realize Kade is sitting in a chair watching me.

“Creeper,” I mutter.

“Fuck you. I was making sure you were okay. You’ve been out for a day.”

“A fucking day, and you watched me sleep? I’ve always wondered about you,” I tease.

“Dare you to say that to Destiny,” answers Kade.

“That woman knows I like vaginas. I’ve never watched you sleep.”

“That woman has a vagina, so I’m pretty sure I’m not into guys, especially you.”

Both of us chuckle.

I hold out my hand to him. “Bit of help up?”

Kade moves quickly and helps me to my feet and to the bathroom door.

“Thanks, man, think I’ve got it from here.”

“Don’t need me to hold it for you?”

“Well, it’s bigger than yours. You might strain something.”

“You’re a fucking funny fucker, aren’t you?”

“I aim to please.”

I shuffle toward the toilet. My muscles are stiff from lack of use. I do what I need to do and wash my hands and face. The beard is getting too long, and I think about trimming it, but Cassia likes it. Holding onto my side, I try to walk normally back to the bedroom but stop in the hall and walk to the kitchen instead.

I find Kade, Dane, Rebel, and Dirt sitting around Doc’s table.

“Hey, fellas, what’s up?” I ask.

“You look like shit,” says Rebel.

“Thanks, man. and fuck you, too.”

Rebel grins at me and rubs a hand over his head. The man wears his hair so short and never has a beard of any kind.

Dane stands and offers me his seat. “Sit.”

“Nah, Prez, been laying down too long. Need to stand and get some feeling back.”

Dane nods and looks at Kade. “Tell him.”

Kade looks uncomfortable and shifts in his seat. “You hungry?”

“Tell me what, Kade?”

“You hungry? Or want a drink? Or—”

“For fuck sake, just tell me,” I demand, cutting him off.

Kade strums his fingers on the table, nods once and looks up at me. “Your father owes money to a branch of the Russian mob. Which is weird they’d even be interested, but it appears as though Gerald Lee had a hand in it.”

“What?” I ask, confused.

Dane cuts in, “It’s all been a set up to get you out of Cassia’s life. Dirt reached out to the person who holds the marker only to be told it was onsold. Gerald Lee doesn’t like you very much, and it appears that he thought he could get rid of you by settling the debt. The only problem is you didn’t take the money. So now they are coming after the preacher for it.”

“How would Gerald Lee even know about the Russian mob?” I ask.

“Zeke, that man knows a lot of people. From what I can gather, he borrowed off them years ago to open the store. He repaid the debt in no time flat, but they kept in touch with him. Gerald saw an opportunity to fuck you over through your family and took it.”

“How did you find all this out?” I ask as I pour myself a glass of water.

“Salvatore Abruzzi,” answers Dirt. “He has a working relationship with them, and no one wants a war. They’re willing to work with us if the money gets repaid with thirty percent interest.”

My head is spinning, and I’m not sure if it’s from this new-found information, my injuries, or the fact that Kade still looks uncomfortable which means there’s more to come.

“What else? I ask, staring at him.

Kade stands and frowns. “Sit,” he orders.

Not wanting to prolong this any longer than I have to, I do as he says.

“Dane and I went to visit your dad.” Kade looks at me. His face is a mask of tension, the kind you have when you’re delivering bad news. “He basically said he killed your mom.”

“No, no. She died in a car accident. There wasn’t even a police investigation. It was an accident.”

“He said ‘he got her’ and he also said,” Kade winces and purses his lips, “that he wasn’t your biological father.”

“That’s a fucking lie. I’ve told you what a bastard he was to me over the years.”

“And doesn’t this explain why? Why he loved the girls and not you. You’ve told me time and again he was never a father to you.”

I swallow hard and look into Kade’s eyes. One thing is for sure, he believes what he’s telling me. The Russian mob I can understand, the murder of my mother and him not being my father, no.

Dane fills a glass with water and puts it in front of me. One problem at a time, that’s all I can deal with. I take a sip of water, grateful not to have to speak for a moment.

“He owes 500K to the Russians, including interest. You think he has that much, Zeke?” asks Dirt.

“No way. Even if he sold his new house, there’s no way in a town like this that someone would pay that much for it.”

Kade places a hand on my shoulder. “I’ll cover it.”

Kade has a trust fund that his mother left him. I’ve never asked how much is in it, but to the best of my knowledge, he’s never touched it. For him to do this for me is huge, but I know he wouldn’t do it otherwise.

“Can’t ask you to do that, brother.”

“You didn’t. I’m offering.”

“Fuck me! Where did you get that kind of cash?” asks Rebel incredulously.

“Trust fund,” replies Kade with no trace of emotion on his face or in his voice.

“I should have charged you more in rent,” says Dirt, grinning.

“He’s never touched it,” I state.

Kade rubs the back of his neck and looks at the floor. “Not exactly true. I bought Destiny a ring. I dipped into it for that, and I’m thinking of buying a house in Tourmaline.”

I’m shocked. For as long as I’ve known him, the money has always been tainted. The guys continue ragging on Kade as I try to process all this information. It’s Dane who notices I’m not joining in.

“Zeke, what do you want to do?”

“I need to talk to my father.”

“I’ll drive you,” states Dane.

“I need a shower and clean clothes.” I stand and ignore my ribs as they throb.

No one says anything as I walk from the room.
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Doc strapped my ribs for me and was unusually quiet as I got ready to leave. Dane and Kade said they were coming with me and neither would back down. No one speaks on the way out to my father’s house.

As we pull up, Kade says, “No matter what you find out, we’re still your family. That doesn’t change. You get that, right?”

“I know.”

Kade nods and opens the door as do Dane and I. Slowly, I get out of the car and walk toward the front door and knock. Debbie answers, and her mouth drops open at the sight of me.

“Your face,” Debbie whispers.

“Courtesy of Dad.”

“He would never,” Debbie loud whispers.

Kade explodes behind me and pushes the door open. “Seriously? You think he did this to himself? Were you all on crack when he was growing up? How many kids have that many accidents? Your father is a sadistic son of a bitch! Where is he?” yells Kade moving into her space.

Debbie backs up to a wall, face pale. “Dad is in his office. He called the sheriff the minute he heard the car. You should leave now.”

I place a hand on Kade’s chest and push him back to give her some space. “Kade’s right, Deb, it’s time the monster paid.”

Debbie scowls at me. “You were never one of us. Always in trouble. It was much better after you left.”

Kade reacts by punching a hole in the wall beside Debbie’s head.

“So, he deserved to be beaten? Is that what you’re saying?”

Dane drags Kade back as Debbie stares at him with wide eyes.

“Take us to him, Deb,” I demand.

She walks down a long hallway and into my father’s office. It has bookshelves on two sides, is decorated in dark reds with a brown leather sofa, and on one wall is a large wrought-iron cross. I wonder if he knows who or what God is, having twisted the good word for so long.

Michael Russo stands as we walk into the room, placing his pen in the holder on his desk.

“The sheriff is on his way. I have nothing to say to you.”

“Do you like the sheriff’s handiwork?” He sneers at me and says nothing, so I continue, “Is it true? Did you kill my mother? Are you my father?”

Debbie makes a scoffing noise. “God, Zeke! Anyone can tell you aren’t one of us! We girls all have daddy’s dimple in his chin, but not you. Of course, you’re not!”

“Debbie!” yells my father, and she goes quiet and moves to stand with him.

It’s true. I don’t have the dimple they all have. I thought it had just skipped me. Kade places a hand on my shoulder.

“I knew the minute you were born that you weren’t mine.”

I nod as I finally understand his hatred toward me. Seeing me every day must have festered in his mind, knowing his wife had cheated on him.

“And Mom?”

“Your mother was a whore! I gave her my name, I gave her a roof over her head, and how did she repay me? By trying to divorce me! I wasn’t going to be made a mockery of in my hometown.”

“So, you killed her?”

“Don’t be ridiculous! Of course, I didn’t kill her. The police report says it was an accident.” There’s something in his tone and eyes. He appears smug, all-knowing.

“Why did you tell my friends you did?”

Dad smiles as does Debbie. It’s then I realize she’s known all along.

“You know, don’t you?” I ask her.

Debbie gives the smallest of nods, and if I weren’t facing her, I would’ve missed it. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she replies sweetly.

“Jesus, Deb! Why are you still here? If you knew he killed Mom, why?”

“Maybe he’s fucking his daughter,” says Kade in a steely voice.

“Don’t be ridiculous!” yells my father.

“Why else would she stay quiet? What’s in it for her?” asks Kade.

I look at my family with new eyes. I always wondered about the chin, but it never crossed my mind that my mother would have strayed. Eleanora Russo was a good woman, a God-fearing woman. It makes no sense.

“Why did she do it?”

“Fuck someone else?” asks my father as he sits down and crosses his arms over his chest. The vernacular he’s using seems foreign to my ears. He always said people who swear are of low intelligence and have a poor grasp of the English language. “It was the first time I hit her. Eleanora left and fell into the arms of someone else. Of course, she came back. Where was she going to go without Leonie and Elizabeth? I wasn’t going to let her have them, and the sheriff is a lifelong friend. Together we would have ensured that she never saw them again. I made that clear.”

All I can do is stare at him and wonder who the hell he is.

Dad clears his voice and says, “After you were born, it became easier. For everything she did to annoy me, I took it out on you. It kept her in line. She wouldn’t have marital relations with me anymore, though. So, one day I discovered that I could slip something into her coffee, and she’d forget everything I’d done. It’s how we got Debbie.” He places a hand on the small of her back lovingly.

“You raped her?” I whisper.

“No, I did what I had to do to ensure my bloodline, and she still didn’t give me a son. You ruined her for me.”

I knew he was a sick son of a bitch, but I had no idea he was capable of this.

“She found out, didn’t she?” asked Dane.

He’d been so quiet I’d forgotten he was in the room. As I look up at him, I see a nerve ticking in his jaw. Knowing him for as long as I have, this indicates he’s barely controlling his rage.

“Yes, it’s why she went and saw that lawyer, Rushard.”

“You staged the car accident, didn’t you?” Dane’s voice has gone deadly.

“Pfft!” replies my father waving a hand at us. “She died in an accident!”

There’s something in the way Debbie is looking at him, and I snap. I walk toward her and grab her by the arm, throwing her into the bookcases. The pain in my side is nothing compared to the rage I feel.

“You fucking know, don’t you?” I yell at her.

“Daddy!”

Dane and Kade move toward my father, but he makes no move to get up. “Calm down, Debbie. He won’t hurt you.”

“Like fuck I won’t.” I shove Debbie into the bookcase, and books topple off the shelves onto both of us and the floor. “Tell me!”

“I heard them arguing in their bedroom. Mom was screaming at him over something you’d made him do. She always favored you. Daddy hit her, and she fell backward over the ottoman at the end of their bed and broke her neck,” says Debbie quickly with fear in her eyes.

“Why didn’t you say anything?” I ask through gritted teeth.

“Did you ever notice, Zeke, that she couldn’t even look at me? Daddy was the only one who showed me any affection. I had to protect him.”

“You were six. Can’t you see he manipulated you?”

“No, Daddy has taken care of me. We have the church and this house and each other. It’s always been him and me.”

I take a step back and give her a look of disgust. “How did she end up in the car?”

“Daddy put her there and drove out to the bluff and pushed the car off. No one suspected anything. You can’t prove any of this, Zeke! I won’t testify against him in court.”

Dane begins to laugh, but it’s the scariest thing I’ve ever heard. He grabs my father by the throat and picks him up, smashing him against the bookcase. Dad is making a strange high-pitched noise as Dane, with one hand, squeezes his neck harder and blocks his airway. Dad claws at Dane’s hand, but it’s like swatting a fly, he isn’t letting go.

“Freeze!” yells the sheriff with his gun drawn as he barrels into the room.

Dane continues to hold onto my father until I say, “Let him go, Prez.”

The man falls to his knees, taking in large gulps of air and clutches his throat. There are already red marks forming on his neck from Dane’s hand. Dane kicks him and takes two steps away, hands raised. I cast a glance at Kade who’s grinning.

“What the fuck are you smiling about?” demands the sheriff.

“Can’t you hear it, Sheriff Sharp?”

“Hear what?” he asks, looking around the room.

“The sound of your death coming.”

It’s then I hear it, Harleys, lots of them. The sheriff blanches as he realizes what’s coming.

“Did you bring backup?” asks Kade, smiling.

“What the fuck have you gotten me into, Russo!” yells the sheriff, staring at the man I thought was my father.

Michael Russo pulls himself up by clawing at his desk.

“Shoot them,” he rasps.

“What!”

Russo stands to his full height. “I said, shoot them!”

“Are you out of your ever-loving mind? If they have more of them outside, you and I don’t stand a snowball’s chance in hell!” The sheriff holsters his weapon. “Get out! Get outside so your brethren can see you’re all right!”

Dane and Kade both grin and head for the door. I wait until they have gone.

“Did you know what he did to my mother, Sheriff?”

“What do you mean?”

“He killed her.”

“The boy is delusional! You know that, Don!” replies my father loudly.

“Did you know?” my voice is steely with an icy edge to it. I almost don’t recognize the sound.

“No, son. I didn’t know.” The sheriff eyes the preacher. “Did you do it?”

“Of course, Daddy didn’t do it! You know how Zeke is! He’s been getting into trouble from the day he was born. Bad apple.”

“They say the apple doesn’t fall very far from the tree…” replies the sheriff.

I turn my back on them as Debbie and my father begin to talk to the sheriff at the same time. I’m about to walk outside when the sheriff’s hand tries to wrap around my bicep.

“Son, I swear to God, I didn’t know about your ma. She was a good woman, everyone thought so.” He drops his hand. “I believed your dad about a lot of things, maybe I shouldn’t have.”

“Day late and a dollar short,” I respond as I walk outside to my brothers and the Kings of Death MC.
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Zeke

 

I walked out and got into the car. Dane and Kade were waiting for me. The drive back to Doc’s house is done at high speed. When Dane loses his temper, he takes it out on the road. His Harley normally bears the brunt of his rage, but today, it’s the Fiesta that’s not really equipped to handle high speed. Nonetheless, we get back to Doc’s in no time at all.

When we arrive, we all stay in the car. The Kings of Death MC swarm around us and eventually, their engines go silent.

“I want him to spend the rest of his days in hell,” I say quietly looking straight ahead.

“Done,” replies Dane.

Turning my head to Kade, I say, “Don’t pay the debt.”

“Your sisters?”

“Will the Russians go after them?”

“Yeah, man, they will. They’ll go through them to get to him.”

“Pay the debt,” I say with a sigh. “Dane, how were you going to make him pay?”

“That’s the easy part. We’ll talk on that later. How are you feeling?”

“Sore, but I’m okay.”

“Wanna get drunk?”

Kade and I both say, “Yeah.”

“Let’s party with the Kings, then.”

“I need to eat first. I’ll be sick as a dog if I don’t.”

“Agreed. He pukes like a girl if he hasn’t eaten.”

I give Kade a scathing look and climb out of the car.

“I need to talk to Doc.”

With that, I stride away from them, nodding at the Kings of Death on my way past.
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I find Doc sitting at his kitchen table, worry etched into his face. Dirt and Rebel are there too, but they take one look at me and head outside.

“You okay, son?”

“Debbie knew everything. He killed Mom, and she kept quiet about it all these years.” I flop down in a chair next to him.

“Never liked that one. Always thinking she was better than the rest of us.” Doc pauses and smacks his lips together. “Did he say anything else?” asks Doc hesitantly.

I can tell by the question that Doc knows something. I nod. “He’s not my father.”

Doc nods and places an arm across my shoulders. “We can thank the Lord for that. You were always too good to have come from his loins.”

“You knew?”

“Only found out today.”

“Do you know who my father is?”

“Yes… probably. I took a swab from your mouth while you slept and from the man I suspect and sent it to the labs. We should know for sure, soon enough. But don’t ask me to name him. He wants to talk to you himself.”

Not knowing how to take on board all this new information, I say nothing and think about my mother. Even at nine, I knew she wasn’t in love with my Dad. There was little affection for him compared to what she lathered on her children. In my mind, she was as close to a saint as you could get, but I was looking at her through a child’s eyes.

Cassia would make a good mother, and if anything ever happens to me, I know her father, asshole that he is, would take care of her. My mother had no one. Surely, she confided in the man she had the affair with? He must have known how unhappy she was? Did she confide in him? How long did it go on? All these questions and more swim around in my head.

Doc places a cup of coffee in front of me, and I hadn’t even realized he’d moved. “To soothe your soul.” Then he pats me on the back and leaves.

I pull my phone out of my pocket and dial Cassia, she answers immediately.

“Zeke?”

I say nothing.

“Zeke are you there?” Cassia asks.

“Yeah, love.”

“Where are you?”

“Visiting family.”

“Are you okay?”

“No. I’ll be home soon. Do-do you miss me?”

I hear her intake of breath. “Of course, I miss you,” she whispers. “But it doesn’t forgive what you did.”

“I only hit him the once. It was stupid. But I figured if I were going to be blamed for it, I’d do it. You should ask your father how he started the store, who he borrowed the money from, and then you should ask him if he keeps in touch with them.”

“Zeke, what are you saying?”

“I’m saying your daddy never liked me and had the connections to destroy us.” I scoff at myself. “But in the end, it was me that killed us, wasn’t it?”

I wait for her response, and she says nothing. Cassia’s silence speaks volumes.

“Goodbye, love. Take care.”

I hang up, push away from the table, and head out the front door away from the men in the backyard and head for The Countryside Diner.
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There’s hardly anyone on the walk to the diner. The streets feel empty, or maybe that’s just how I’m feeling. I know that I have my brothers in the MC, and they’d never let me down, but I knew my place in the universe. I knew who my family was, such as they are, and where I belonged in their world. Now I have no idea who I am.

The door swings easily open, and I see a Kings of Death member sitting at the counter, and he has Izzy by the wrist. She doesn’t look happy, and I can see she’s trying to pull away.

“Dude, not cool. Let the woman go,” I growl.

He lets her go by pulling her forward then shoving her back. Izzy stumbles but doesn’t fall. She turns and looks at me mouthing ‘thank you’ as she scuttles back behind the counter.

“So, you’re the reason we’re all here!” He stands and extends his hand. “I’m Rio.”

“Zeke.” I shake his hand, but I don’t want to. No one has the right to lay their unwanted hands on any woman.

“You look like shit, man,” Rio says with a shit-eating grin.

“Thanks for that,” I reply, sitting two stools down from him.

Rio gets up and moves next to me. I can feel his eyes on me, studying me. I turn to face him as the sight in my left eye still isn’t great.

“Is there a problem?” I ask aggressively. “‘Cause as pretty as you are, I like vaginas.”

Rio laughs, but it’s that fake over-the-top kind of heckle. He even slaps his knee, then he stops and looks at me with a deadly stare.

“I was having a moment with the woman, and you interrupted. Seems to me your club owes us so if I were you, I’d be a bit fucking nicer to me.”

Now, it’s my turn to laugh, and I’m waving a finger at him, slapping my knee as I do.

“We have chapters all over the US. We’re thousands strong. How many are in your piss-ant club? No, don’t answer that. It doesn’t matter.” I shake my head and let the smile fall off my face. “It all comes down to the woman. I can tell you right now that she’s not interested. I’ve known her a long time, so I suggest you fuck off.”

Rio raises his eyebrows. “Fuck me! Didn’t know she was claimed.” He looks at Izzy. “My deepest apologies.” Then he returns his gaze to me. “Piss-ant club, hey?” Rio grits his teeth and leans into me. “Say it again.”

“Boys! This has gone on long enough! How do burgers on the house sound?” chimes in Izzy with super-fake enthusiasm.

I cast her a glance. “A burger sounds good, Izzy, but I’ll pay for mine.”

“You’re seriously going to hide behind a skank like her?”

Without too much thought, my hand comes up and smashes Rio’s head into the counter. He’s momentarily stunned, and it allows me to push him off the stool and onto the floor. Standing, I prepare for the fucker to stand. He does, cracks his neck from side to side, smiles, and fake punches for my head but actually connects with my ribs. The pain is immediate, and I’m winded.

Rio moves back and smiles. I’m doubled over and furious that the fucker is beating me. As I drag air into my lungs, the sheer effort of it causes my body to burn with pain.

Izzy appears beside me. “Leave him the fuck alone! You’ve proven what a big man you are by fighting with a wounded comrade. Aren’t you two supposed to be getting along? Jesus! Grow up, the pair of you,” yells Izzy as she places an arm around me.

Rio moves in closer and sneers at Izzy. “You’re a mouthy little slut, aren’t you? Clearly, he’s not shown you who’s boss. Perhaps someone should?”

The door to the diner flies open, Kade comes barreling in and grabs Rio around the throat and walks him backward, slamming him into the wall with a spine-crunching thud. Rio pushes him off, and the pair of them go at it, fists slamming into each other over and over again. Kade doesn’t know how to lose a fight. His heart is so huge, he just keeps going. I can see Rio’s face is beginning to look bloody while Kade’s is only red from exertion.

The door to the diner opens and an almighty, “Enough!” explodes from Dane. “What the fuck do you two think you’re doing?”

Kade is breathing hard, but he’s backing away from Rio who’s bleeding from his nose and mouth.

Dane moves past Izzy and I and places a hand on Kade’s shoulder.

“Get outside,” Dane orders in a deadly tone.

Kade, knowing better than to argue, walks backward until he gets past me, then he claps me on the shoulder, turns and walks outside.

“You fucked up, Rio. You picked a fight with the wrong man. What the fuck were you thinking?” demands Dane.

“He started it,” replies Rio as he spits on the floor and wipes the blood from his mouth onto his cut. “Your man got all pissy ‘cause I was talking to the woman.”

Dane’s nostrils flare, and he turns to look at me. “Is that fucking true?” he asks through gritted teeth.

“He laid hands on her and called her a slut.”

“What the fuck? Are you both five and in fucking kindergarten? We’re trying to build a fucking relationship here, and you start a fight over a woman?”

Izzy makes a noise that quickly dies in her throat when Dane shakes his head slightly at her. Her eyes go wide, and she clutches harder onto me.

Dane turns back to Rio. “Are you good?”

Rio looks at Izzy and me and nods. “Yeah man, I’m good.”

“You’ll let this shit drop?” Rio nods. “Good.”

As Rio goes to walk past Dane, Dane leans into him and whispers, “Don’t ever touch a member of my MC ever fucking again. We have a motto, you hurt us, we bury you. Do. You. Fucking. Get. Me?” Rio pales and nods avoiding eye contact with the behemoth of a man. “Now, when Smithy asks what happened to you, you better fucking say you worked this shit out, comprende?” Rio nods again. “That’s not going to work for me, say the fucking words.”

“I get it. We worked this shit out.”

Dane smiles and claps him on the shoulder. “Good man, and I won’t forget this.” The double meaning to his words isn’t lost on any of us in the room as Rio stumbles out. Kade flexes his fists as Rio walks past and watches the man walk away. When he’s apparently moved far enough along, Kade opens the door and comes back inside. Izzy has me sitting in a booth, neither of us have said a word as we wait for Kade.

Dane waits until Kade is back inside the diner before he speaks. “Have you two lost your ever-loving minds? We’re outnumbered here! No fucking weapons and the Kings have extended a fucking olive branch. They could have slaughtered us at the airport or here for Jesus fucking Christ!” explodes Dane.

“It’s my fault,” I say.

“Yes, it’s your fault! I don’t like men manhandling women either, but be fucking smart about it. And you,” growls Dane as he waves a hand in Kade’s direction, “what the fuck were you doing?”

“He was laying into Zeke. That fucker is nothing less than a scum-sucking bottom dweller. He only picks on those weaker than himself. You can bet your last fucking dollar that if Zeke were feeling one hundred percent, he wouldn’t have even tried.”

“I don’t fucking care. Use your head,” says Dane, eyes bulging as he points to his own head.

“It’s my fault. I didn’t know how to get rid of him,” states Izzy, and we all stare at her. “Well, it is. The thing is, I can take care of myself. I’m a black belt in karate, so I could have kicked his ass.”

Kade chuckles, Dane pins him with a look, but I can’t help but laugh. Then Izzy joins in, and a smile creeps across Dane’s face. He shakes his head, a laugh escapes him, and Izzy reaches up and touches his arm.

“I’m sorry.”

The laughter dies as Dane looks down at her hand and shakes his head. “You have nothing to be sorry for. The guy was a douche, but these two know better.” Kade shakes his head slightly. “Fuck that, Kade, you do know better. I get it. The guy had it coming. It’s not just about you or Zeke, what just happened affects the whole bloody club. You’ve got to be smarter, both of you.” Dane pauses and looks down at Izzy whose hand is back in her lap. “And you, don’t be going anywhere alone. Make sure one of my men are with you or a friend of yours. I don’t need to be worried about you, too.” Dane pins Kade with one last scathing look and heads back outside.

“Fuck, he’s big and scary,” whispers Izzy as she watches Dane walk away.

I chuckle and look at Kade. “He’s a good man. But yeah, I wouldn’t want to be on the receiving end of his fist.”

Kade flops down into the other side of the booth. “I could take him.”

“In your fucking dreams you could,” I say.

“What? No faith in me, brother?”

“Kade, you don’t know how to lose, but Dane has never lost a fight. You’d kill each other before either of you conceded defeat.”

“Enough talk of death. How are your ribs feeling? And can I get either of you something to eat or drink?” asks Izzy.

“You,” says Kade with a grin, pointing at her. “You can take care of yourself? Well, fuck, woman, next time do it.”

“Fuck you,” mumbles Izzy.

I smirk at her, pride swelling in my chest. “You go, girl.”

Izzy smiles at me, her brown eyes twinkling. She reaches over and touches my arm. “Can I get you anything?”

“Water. Water would be good.”

She smiles at me a moment longer, gives a small shake of her head, and leaves us alone.

“I like her,” states Kade.

“Me, too.”

“Really?”

I pin him with a look and point at him. “Whatever it is, keep it to yourself.”

Kade knows me. Deep down, I feel like he’s my only real family, but I don’t need him analyzing me right now. I don’t want him scratching at the thoughts in my head, and I don’t need to be thinking about Cassia.

Shit.

Cassia.

Her face is swimming around in the mess that is my mind, and I don’t want to think about her. I close my eyes and shake my head violently to get the image gone. When I open them, Kade is looking at me warily.

“Did it work? Did you make her disappear?” I say nothing. I give him empty eyes and an expressionless face. Kade points in the direction where Izzy has disappeared. “She’s the past. She’s an awesome chick, and if you hadn’t met Cassia, she’d be the one, but you did. You have. Cassia is the future. Reach out to her before she becomes the past before you fuck it all up.”

I scoff at him. “You mean I haven’t already?”

“Not all the way, brother. But if you do that,” Kade nods in Izzy’s direction, “Cassia is history.”

I watch Kade leave.

Cassia.

I pull out my phone and scroll down to her number, thumb hovering over the call button. A glass of water is placed in front of me, and I turn off my phone and put it away.

“Thanks, Izzy.”

“You okay?”

I rub my side and say, “Nothing a few Advils and some sleep won’t fix.”

“You look like hamburger meat.”

“You look good… real good.”

Izzy sits next to me, her eyes searching mine. A small smile plays on her lips.

“Zeke, you need rest.” Izzy leans in and lightly kisses my lips. It’s so soft and fleeting that if my eyes weren’t open, I would’ve missed it. “We can talk later.”
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Cassia

 

Zeke’s last words are haunting me, ‘Goodbye, love. Take care.’ It sounds so final. So finished. And I don’t know if I’m ready for that. I glance up at my father, and although the bruise is almost gone, I can still see the faint outline of it. Dad nods and smiles at me, and I return the greeting but keep walking through the store. I don’t want another confrontation like the other day. I’m not sure I could emotionally handle it. The store is a part of me, but it’s just a business, and even though I did one day think I’d run it, I’ll find something else, I have to. My whole life I’ve worked here. I remember being six and sitting on the counter and serving customers. Sure, I went away to college, but when I was finished, I came back here to my father, to safety and stability.

Opening the storeroom door, I find our longtime employee, Mavis, counting stock.

“Hey, Mavis, how’s it going?”

Mavis stops and looks at me over the top of her glasses. “What’s wrong, sweetie?”

I give her a confused smile and say, “Nothing. Nothing’s wrong.”

“I call bullshit,” states Mavis sternly.

“Mavis! What’s gotten into you?”

“I’ve known you since before you took your first breath. I know you, girlie, and after your chat with your dad the other day, I think you owe me an explanation. So,” Mavis pauses and sits on a chair and pats the one next to her. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

I sit down and shake my head. I try to speak, but my throat closes up. Shaking my head again, I stare straight ahead, trying to get myself under control. Mavis places my hand in her own and pats it lightly.

“Did I ever tell you that I wished you’d never come back to this town after you left for school?” Eyes wide, I quickly face her. “I missed you, but I always thought you’d find your place in the world, but your daddy got you to come back. It’s not too late.”

“B-but it is,” I whisper as my voice cracks and betrays my emotions.

“Oh, no, sweet girl. Your father never approved of that Zeke, but I could see how much you blossomed around him. You know it is okay to disobey your father. He might think he’s right about everything, but he’s not.” A tear falls down my cheek, and Mavis brushes it away. “Don’t cry, love. Do you love that young man?”

“I don’t know.”

“Yes, you do. Your daddy loves you, but your daddy also wants to keep you under his thumb. The real question is what do you want?”

“It’s not that easy,” I whisper.

“Of course, it is!” Mavis stands up. “I’ll ask you again, do you love him?” I search my heart, and without even realizing it, I nod. “There’s your answer, sweet girl. Now, get out of here and go find him before someone else snaps him up. He is a bit of a looker, that one.”

I stand and walk out of the storeroom, past my father, and out the front door of the store. On the sidewalk, I falter. Where do I go? Where has he gone? Turning I walk toward the Savage Angels’ compound—a place I’ve never been before, never wanted to go to before. They scare me, always have. I’m nice and polite to them, but before Zeke, I’d never dated any of them.

As I enter the compound, I can’t get myself to walk up the clubhouse steps, so I head toward the garage and its office. Opening the door, I find Adelynn Turner sitting behind a desk, looking frazzled. She looks up at me, and the smile that creases her face fades as she rises and takes me into her arms.

“Whatever it is, we can fix it,” Adelynn states firmly.

“I need to find Zeke.”

Adelynn pulls away from me. “Jonas will know where he is. Take a seat. There’s coffee if you need it, and if you’re any good at paperwork, feel free to look over the accounts. I swear these boys only know chicken scrawl when it comes to filling these things out.”

I smile at her as she leaves and flop into a chair. After about thirty minutes, I look at the paperwork that appears to be in piles on the desk. I turn the first page around and can see why Adelynn looked so frazzled. It’s messy, so I make some notes on it, and when I’m done, I pick up the next one, then the next, and the next. Soon I’ve done a whole pile, so I stand and walk around the desk and begin on the next pile. The phone rings, and without thinking, I answer it.

“Hello?”

“Hello. Is this the garage in Tourmaline?”

“Oh, yes, I’m so sorry. How can we help you?”

“I’ve broken down about five miles out of town. Can you send someone out for a tow?”

“We sure can, Mr.?”

“George Route, sorry.”

“All good, Mr. Route. Now we take card or cash. What suits you best?”

“Card. How long will it be?”

“We’ll be there in the next half hour, if not sooner, depending on where you are.”

“I’m on the road to Pearl County. It’s a white 4Runner.”

“We’ll see you soon, Mr. Route.”

I’ve written all his information down on a notepad that’s near the phone. Standing, I open the door to the workshop where a half dozen men work, and they all stop and stare at me.

“Who’s in charge of the tow truck today?” I ask loudly.

A man dressed in overalls with scruffy hair that is sticking up in every direction, nods at me. “I am.”

I walk over to him and hand him my notes. “A Mr. Route has broken down on the road to Pearl County, it’s a white 4Runner. He needs a tow, and he’s paying by card. I told him you’d be a half-hour.”

“Thanks. When did you start working here?”

“I don’t, I just answered the phone.”

“I’m Keg.”

“I’m Cassia.”

“Yeah, I know. Zeke’s woman.”

I blush and nod. “I hope so.”

Keg smiles and holds the piece of paper up. “Thanks for this.” I watch him head for the tow truck and turn and walk back into the office. Jonas White, VP to the Savage Angels, is sitting in the chair behind the desk, looking at my notes.

“Did you do this?” he asks as I walk into the room.

“I’m so sorry. Adelynn left me for so long, and she said if I wanted to do it, I could… so I did.” I look around the room, waiting for the floor to swallow me up. “I hope you don’t mind.”

“Are you kidding?” Jonas asks, spreading his hands wide over the paperwork.

“I should go. Tell Adelynn I’m sorry.”

“Sit!” demands Jonas. “And we call her Addy.” I fall into a chair and stare at him, unable to speak. “You know this is supposed to be my job. Addy helps me with it, but half the time, I can’t make any sense of it, but you, you got all this done without any help.”

“Y-yes?”

“Hmmm, I know you work for your daddy at the store, but would you like a job? We can’t—”

“Yes!”

“Yes?”

“Yes, I want a job.”

Jonas grins and nods at me. “Okay, then! Now, what did you want?”

“Zeke, I want Zeke.”

“He’s not here.”

“I know. But you know where he is, and I need to see him.”

Jonas chuckles and shakes his head. “Your daddy won’t approve.”

“I know. I’ll deal with him later. Right now, I just need Zeke.”

Jonas impales me with his pale green eyes. I feel like I’m being judged as though he’s having some inner battle within himself. Finally, he smacks his lips together and nods.

“Zeke’s gone home. He’s with his family, but there’s trouble. Dane, along with a few of the boys, have gone to get him.”

“Is he okay? Is Kade with him?”

Jonas nods. “Yes, he’s okay, sort of, and yes, Kade is with him.” I stand and walk toward the door. “Wait!” Hand on the door handle, I pause and look over my shoulder at him. “Be careful. I’ll tell them you’re coming.”

“No!”

“No?”

“Jonas, I need to make this right. I don’t want Zeke overthinking this, and I need him to see that I’m all in.”

Jonas nods. “I get it, but I’m still telling Dane, up to him if he tells Zeke.”

“Fair enough.”

I stride out of the office, and my phone begins to ring. I look down at the caller ID, and it’s my daddy, so I ignore it. Then not five minutes later, it begins ringing again, this time it’s my brother. I don’t have the time or the inclination to talk to either of them right now. I know they’ll talk me out of going to find Zeke, and although things with him are a bit messy right now, he’s the one I want. Family be damned.
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Zeke

 

Doc’s kitchen is sparkling in the early morning light. My body is healing, but I ache. I have my hands wrapped around a hot cup of coffee, and I’m listening to the sounds of the house. I can hear Doc upstairs, Dane in the living room, and Rebel is snoring somewhere, his usual loud self. A door at the back of the house opens, and I look up to see Rush walking down the hallway.

I smile at him, and he returns it.

“Coffee?” I ask him.

“That’d be good, but I’ll get it, you sit.” Rush opens the cupboard and gets himself a cup, then pours the coffee. He holds up the pot to me, and I slide my cup toward him. “Liquid gold.”

“I don’t think I’d go that far, but it’s nice and hot.”

Rush chuckles and sits down with me.

“Where is everybody?”

“Some are still sleeping. I can hear Doc upstairs. I’m not sure where they all are.”

Rush nods then sips his coffee. “It’s been good having you here. Ernest has needed the company. He spends too much time alone.”

“What about you?”

“Me? I still keep my hand in the pot, so to speak. I only take high-profile cases now or ones that pique my interest. You ever think about leaving Tourmaline and coming home?”

I scowl at Rush and shake my head. “Not in a million years. This town isn’t home. I don’t think it ever was after my mom died. My father, I mean Michael Russo, made sure of that.”

“Doc told me he’s not your father.”

Rush takes another sip of his coffee and clears his throat.

I nod at him. “Apparently not.”

Rush is nodding his head and staring intently at his cup.

“I knew your mother. Eleanora was a hell of a woman. Sweet. I’ll never know why she married him.”

“I think my fath… I mean, hell, I don’t know what to call him, but I think he was good at hiding his true self. I think maybe she saw through it at the end but couldn’t find a way out. Or maybe she was ashamed of me and thought she could fix things by staying with him. I guess we’ll never know.”

“She wanted to leave.” Rush continues to stare at his coffee cup.

“How do you know?”

“Eleanora came to see me. I should have done more to help her, but I was younger and not as wise as I am now,” Rush pauses and finally meets my gaze. “I loved your mother. Always have.” Rush’s voice breaks, he clears his throat.

“You’re my father?” I ask.

Rush nods as he struggles to control his emotions, words appear to be failing him.

“Doc took my DNA. But, boy, I now know, we even look alike. Your mother wasn’t some wanton woman who slept with anyone. Eleanora was a sweet, kind, God-fearing woman. I wished she’d picked me. I wish I could have been more to you.” A single tear slides down his cheek, and Rush brushes it away and tries to smile.

I take a sip of coffee. There’s much I want to say, but I know I need to word it carefully.

“There’s still time for you and me. Let’s wait for the results to come in. And Rush, no matter the results, I’d like for us to be friends. I’d like to hear your stories about Mom. So many of my memories of her are tarnished by him. If you could share your version of her, I’d like that.”

Rush clears his throat. “I can do that, boy. I can do that.”
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Zeke

 

My ribs hurt, and if I’m totally honest with myself, I’m wishing I never set foot in this town. Nothing is how it’s supposed to be. My father isn’t my father, which tarnishes my mother’s memory. I’m in Doc’s kitchen at the table, and Dane walks in. He’s drinking coffee and staring straight ahead. Something’s on his mind, and I’m guessing that when he’s ready, he’ll talk to me about it.

The guys have kept Doc’s house clean. The laminate countertops are gleaming. Dane lived by himself for a long time. Before Kat, he was a stickler for keeping his home tidy. In reflection, it was like that house was waiting for Kat, waiting for a woman’s touch.

“So, you and Izzy?” asks Dane breaking me out of my thoughts.

“She’s a great chick, but I live in Tourmaline.”

“You could make the long-distance thing work or move here.”

I shake my head. “Not sure I want to come back.”

Dane nods, frowns, and pulls out a chair. “You have family here. And your real father wants to get to know you. Rush seems like a good man. Hell, he wants to bleed them almost as much as I do.” Dane chuckles. “Having a lawyer in the family might not be such a bad thing.”

Family. Most people don’t get it, and not all MCs are the same, but the Savage Angels? We are a family. It’s because of Dane, and he shares the wealth, takes care of its members close to home and far and wide. The man changed the way we do things. Most of the charters have turned things around with him. Dane has a mind for business, and if he doesn’t know the answer, he’s not too proud to admit it and find out. A good leader.

“Izzy is a good fit,” Dane states.

“As opposed to Cassia?”

“You need a woman who’ll stand behind you, not her daddy.”

“I don’t blame her. I was the one who lost my temper. Cassia wants to believe her father. I get that.”

Dane nods. “Yeah.” He looks down at the kitchen table.

“You got something on your mind, Prez?”

“Always.” Dane stands. “Good talk.”

I raise my eyebrows in surprise as he leaves the room. Good talk? Whatever it is that he wants to talk about, I think he just got his answer. But I have no idea what that was.

Kade walks into the kitchen, and he must have passed Dane on the way in.

“What did Dane want?”

“I have no fucking idea.”

“Trouble at home?” asks Kade.

“Why would you say that?”

“He was on the phone to Jonas earlier.”

I shrug. “He didn’t mention it. Kade, I…”

“I know.”

“You fucking know what?” I ask a little hotly.

“I know it’s not easy for you to take money from me, but seriously, Zeke, it’s not a big thing.”

The man is a fucking mind reader. I shake my head, trying to find the words. Kade punches my shoulder lightly.

“Destiny says hello.”

“It’s a big thing.” I clear my throat. “I’m forever in your debt.”

Kade scoffs. “Fuck, yeah, you are! But we’re family. What’s mine is yours and what’s yours is mine. Not that I want any of your shitty possessions.”

“You make us sound like a married couple,” I mutter.

“Nah, more than that,” replies Kade earnestly.

“I ain’t fucking you.”

Kade barks out a laugh. “No, brother. I like vaginas.”

We both laugh.

“Honestly, Kade, thank you,” I say solemnly.

Kade shrugs. “You hungry?” he asks.

“Yeah.”

“Wanna go visit with Izzy? Get us some food?”

“Sounds like a plan.”
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I’m sitting in a booth at the diner. Kade is across from me, facing the door. Izzy is in the back, making us some lunch. The bell for the door goes off, and I look up at Kade, his eyes widen making me turn around. Standing in the doorway is Cassia.

“Oh, my,” Cassia whispers when she sees me then louder, “What happened to your face?”

Awkwardly, I stand and go to her. She seems glued to the spot. I stop about an arm’s length from her.

“What are you doing here?” I ask.

In a flash, she’s in my arms, kissing my bruised face and squeezing me in a viselike grip. I wrap my arms around her as my ribs pulse with pain.

“Easy, love, easy. My face isn’t the only thing that’s banged up.”

Cassia immediately lets me go and stands at arm’s length.

“I’m so sorry. Zeke, I’m so sorry about everything. I wish I could go back to that night and change it.” Cassia steps back into my space and places a hand on my cheek. “I miss you. I love you. And I’ll never doubt you again.”

I pull her toward me with a hand wrapped around her neck.

“Promise?” I rasp.

Cassia’s tear-stained face looks up at me. “Promise.”

My mouth takes possession of hers. It’s not a gentle kiss, it’s a probing, passionate, claiming kiss. I feel like I need to drink her in, to make her mine. My dick is hard, and if this diner were empty, I’d be fucking her on one of the tables.

A cough from behind me brings me to my senses. I put my forehead to Cassia’s and slowly push away from her. I turn my head toward the sound, and it’s Izzy with a shocked look on her face. She’s holding two plates, and I walk toward her, taking them off her.

“Izzy, this is Cassia, my woman.”

Tears immediately form in her eyes, and she turns and walks out the back. I look at Cassia, who looks confused.

“I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere.” I glance at Kade, who’s smiling. “Sit with Kade.”

I don’t wait for her to answer or even see if she does as she’s told. I walk quickly to catch up with Izzy, who’s kept walking out the back door.

Izzy turns on me, arms raised. “Your fucking woman?”

“It’s complicated. I didn’t mean to deceive you. I didn’t even know if we were still a couple. But seeing her just now, she’s mine.”

Izzy gives me her back and wraps her arms around herself. “Right.”

“You know I think you’re amazing. You’ve been a good friend to me, Izzy.”

“Yes, I have. I guess I was hoping to be more.” Izzy sighs and rubs her arms. “I’ve been in this shitty town too long.”

“You could leave.”

Izzy turns. “And go where?” She shakes her head. “I have the diner, I have friends, I’m just lonely. Truthfully, we would never have worked, but you could have been a nice distraction.”

I grin at her. “You deserve more than a distraction.”

Izzy squares her shoulders. “Damn straight, I do!”

I close the gap between us and hug her.

“Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For going easy on me. For being a good friend.”

“You owe me.”

I chuckle and place my arm around her shoulders. “I could hook you up with a brother?”

Izzy laughs. “I think I’ll find my own man if that’s okay?”

“What, you don’t trust me?”

“With my life.”

I look down at her and know she’s speaking the truth.

I nod. “Right back at you.”
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I’m sitting on the edge of my bed in Doc’s house. Cassia is in the chair that Kade sat in while he watched over me.

“Did you fuck her?” Cassia asks.

I snap my head in her direction. “No.”

“Did you kiss her?”

“No, I didn’t kiss her.”

“That sounds like a half-truth,” states Cassia.

“Izzy kissed me. But it wasn’t what you’re thinking. It was barely a peck.”

Cassia nods furiously as color works its way up her neck. “Right!”

I stand, and she does too. Cassia takes a step toward the door then stops and turns on me. Before she can open her mouth, I place my hand over it and push her up against the wall, my dick throbbing to be inside her.

“Izzy is a friend. You are my future. Do I care about her, yes. Does she make me feel like you do, like you are right now? No. My cock wants you. I want you. I haven’t betrayed you. I couldn’t. You’re it for me, Cass.”

I take my hand away from her mouth and place it on the wall beside her head. Cassia stares at me, eyes searching mine, then her lips crush against mine. Her tongue pushes inside my mouth, and her hands rub my cock. I groan and let my body press up against hers.

Compared to me, she’s so soft. Cassia undoes my belt and jeans, then her hands go to my cock and stroke it. I moan into her mouth, taking everything from her. Without breaking the kiss, I reach down and pull up her skirt, and with one quick movement, I rip her panties off. Cassia gasps, rocking her hips against mine. I walk us toward the bed with my jeans around my ankles. I turn, break the kiss, and sit down. Cassia pushes me back, then her mouth claims mine again, and she straddles my cock. Slowly, she eases down onto it, taking all of me. There’s nothing like having a woman on top who knows what she’s doing, or more importantly, Cassia, who knows what I like. She rolls her hips, and I break the kiss as I sit her up and grip her ass. When she moves again, I arch up and move her faster. Cassia moans. With her hands on my chest, she pulls my t-shirt up, needing to touch my skin. Every nerve ending is on fire, and when her eyes lock with mine, I grip her ass harder.

“Come for me, Cass.”

Her pussy pulses around my cock, and I move her faster as she loses herself to the orgasm that washes over her. Cassia’s sex grips mine, her head is thrown back as she rides me and the orgasm that keeps coming.

“Zeke!” Cassia cries out.

With my name on her lips, I find my release. I push up inside her as I explode. My only thought is her. My Cassia. She rides me with her pussy still clenching my cock. With one last grunt, I stop all movement. My hands reach up under her shirt, and I tenderly fondle her soft breasts. Cassia reaches down and pulls the shirt up over her head, exposing her breasts in a white lacy bra, then she collapses on top of me. It is only now that my ribs begin to hurt.

I grunt, and she raises up on locked elbows and looks down, seeing the bruises.

“Oh my God!”

Cassia goes to roll off me, but I stop her.

“No, petal, stay.”

“But you’re hurt.”

“Just don’t apply pressure to my ribs, and we’re good.”

With my cock still inside her, she sits up straight and lightly touches my torso.

“Why is it always so good between us?”

“You were made for me. We fit like a sword in a scabbard.”

Cassia giggles. “That does not sound romantic. I have visions of you stabbing me with your cock.”

“It’d be a nice way to go, though. Yeah?”

Cassia nods. “Yeah.” A smile plays on her lips, and she looks around the room. “Whose house is this?”

I stroke her thighs. “It belongs to Doc Green. I’ve known him since I was little. He’s a friend.”

My hand goes up under her skirt, and my thumb presses against her clit.

“Move for me, Cass.”

Crimson colors her face, and she gives a slight shake of her head. I pinch her hard on the ass, and she rocks her hips to get away from me.

“Again.”

This time Cass does as she’s told, and I keep working her until she lets out a gasp, and her pussy once again contracts around my cock.

“Beautiful,” I state.

“That’s not fair,” purrs Cassia.

“Yeah, it was. I’ve missed you.”

Cassia rolls off and tucks herself into my side, her legs hanging off the side of the bed.

“How about we move?” I ask.

“Bathroom?”

I sit up, holding my side and reach for my jeans. Cassia is off the bed and on her knees pulling them up. I stand, and her mouth is the right height for my cock. If I weren’t wholly spent, I’d have it in her pretty little mouth. Cassia rises, pulling my jeans as she does, then she puts her shirt back on.

“Thanks, love.”

“My pleasure,” she says with a wink.

I walk her across the hall and close the door.

“You want a shower?”

“No, I just want to clean up.”

Cassia looks at the toilet and back at me.

“Don’t let me stop you,” I growl.

“Zeke, out. I need some privacy.”

I grin and wash my hands. “Okay, love.”

I open the door and go back to my room. A short time later, Cassia comes in. I shut the door and push her up against it. With my face close to hers and my lips almost touching hers, I stare into her eyes.

“I’m in this now. You’re mine. I have some family stuff to finish up here, but when we get back to Tourmaline, we’re finding a place, together. Your father be damned.”

Cassia nods. “Does it have to be Tourmaline?”

I move my head slightly to the side. “What do you mean?”

“My father has a long reach, and I need to put some distance between him and me. I was thinking about Pearl County.”

“Pearl?” Cassia nods. “Okay, love. Pearl it is.” I grip her chin with my thumb and finger. “You sure you’re okay with this?”

“Oh yeah.”
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Zeke

 

I’ve got Cassia’s hand in mine as we walk further into town. It’s just to stretch my legs and spend some time alone with her. Cass is quiet as we walk, occasionally stopping to look in the windows of the few stores that are in town. With her here, this town doesn’t feel so tainted. Even my ribs feel better.

I pull her to a stop and wrap my arms around her.

“Penny for your thoughts?”

“I was just thinking about home and how much all small towns can feel the same.”

“This isn’t Tourmaline. There are way too many bad memories in this town.” I look around and spot one of the sheriff’s deputies sitting on the hood of his car staring at us. “Come on, love. Let’s head back.” He smiles at me and gets in his car.

Walking more quickly, I take Cassia back to Doc Green’s house. As we get to it, the deputy’s car drives slowly by.

“Goddammit,” I mutter as I drag Cass into the house.

“What’s wrong?” asks Cass.

“I shouldn’t have paraded you around town.”

Cass tugs on my hand, stopping both of us in Doc Green’s entryway. She shuts the door and places her hands on her hips.

“Honey, I might look like a lady, but I can shoot and fight with the best of them. I grew up in a household full of men. So, if you think for one minute that I can’t take care of myself, then you’re delusional.”

“Guess that’s better than saying you’re dumber than you look,” quips Kade.

We both glare at him.

“Cass, look at my face. It won’t be one on one. It won’t be a fair fight, and you are a woman.”

Cass huffs at me and looks at Kade. “Give me a gun. Something small so I can conceal it.” Her gaze returns to me. “I may not be able to fight them off, Zeke, but I sure as hell can shoot their asses.”

Kade chuckles and gives Cassia the thumbs up while Cassia smiles smugly at him.

“A gun?” I ask, jerking my head back.

“Cass is right. She should be able to defend herself,” agrees Kade.

I give him a scathing look, and he backs up, hands raised.

“I know how to handle a gun. My daddy has a huge collection. We were both taught from a young age how to shoot.”

I blow my cheeks out. I know she’s right, but I don’t have to like it.

“Kade!” I yell.

“Yeah, brother?”

“Get her a gun.”

Kade snorts and exchanges a look with Cassia. “I can do that.”

I’m not amused with their inside joke, so I grab her by the arm and go back to our room. Once inside, I hold her at arm’s length.

“You will be careful. This is only a preventative measure. I’ll not lose you,” I say, clearing my throat as it feels constricted.

Cassia puts her head on my chest. “I know, and I’ll be fine.” Cassia straightens up, shoulders back, chest out. “I can handle myself.”

She has a gleam in her eye, and I know she believes what she’s telling me, so I do the only thing I can do and nod.
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I left Cassia with Doc at his house. Dane, Kade, Dirt, Rebel, and myself are headed to the Sheriff’s Office. We need to have a conversation with the all-powerful Sheriff Sharp. When we pull up, all crammed into the Fiesta like sardines, the deputy from the other day is walking out. He gives us a smirk and tips his hat as he gets into his car. I don’t like the fucker—he enjoyed beating the shit out of me.

Dane goes through the doors of the office first, and I bring up the rear. Sitting behind the desk is the officer who discharged me the last time I was here. The man’s eyes drop to my chest as he’s unable to lock eyes with me. He hunches over, and sweat forms on his brow.

“Deputy, is your sheriff available?” asks Dane with contempt.

The man pushes his chair out, nods, and says, “Let me check,” Then he scurries away.

Dane grins at me. “I think he’s feeling remorseful.”

We all chuckle as we know that local law enforcement must be feeling inadequate when faced with the Kings of Death MC. Those boys aren’t as civilized as we are. Sheriff Sharp comes out of his office, pulls his pants up under his gut, and frowns. Clearly, he’s excited to see us.

From the back of the office, he yells, “What?”

Dane clenches his jaw, opens the gate to the bullpen, and walks toward him.

“We want a minute with you, Sheriff, if you’re not too busy?” Sarcasm drips off every word, and the sheriff squints at him.

“Fine!” He turns around and goes back into his office.

The others all file in. When I get to the deputy, I stop and straighten his name tag and smile at him. The guy stands stock still, and I think he even stops breathing. I slap both sides of his face.

“Looking good, deputy,” I say smugly to him as I enter the office.

Rebel snorts and puts his hand over his mouth as he looks at the shock on the deputy’s face.

The sheriff sits down behind his desk and asks, “What can I do for you?”

“We want the preacher,” states Dane.

The sheriff looks at me and harrumphs. “I didn’t know about your ma. She was a good woman. If he did kill her, I had no part in it.”

I nod. The man is still a scumbag, but it’s nice to know he’d draw the line somewhere.

“The preacher,” repeats Dane.

The sheriff shakes his head. “Can’t let you kill him.”

“We aren’t going to kill him. But we bought his marker, and we’re going to call it in.”

“His marker?”

“How else does a preacher pay for a new church, home, and Lord knows what else,” I state flatly.

Dane nods and looks back to the sheriff. “Well?”

“If the preacher, I mean if Russo owes you money, that’s got nothing to do with me.”

“Russo?” I query.

The sheriff stands, fixing his pants again. “Don’t seem right calling him a preacher if he did kill your ma.”

“But beating the crap out of me for years, that was okay?”

The sheriff shrugs. “Michael was my friend, I believed him,” replies the sheriff sheepishly.

I snarl at him, turn on my heel, and stalk out of the office. The deputy at the front desk backs away from me as I slam open the door.

Dane walks up behind me and puts a hand on my shoulder. “Are you okay?”

I lock eyes with him. “Let’s do this.”
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Michael Russo is in church. The parking lot is full. Dane pulls up out front, and we all get out of the Fiesta.

“You sure you want to do it this way?” Dane asks.

“I can’t take his life,” I admit. “But I can destroy his reputation, which is the next best thing. Without his church and his standing in the community, he’ll have nothing, he’ll be nothing. It’s worse for him than death.”

“After you,” says Dane as he sweeps his arm toward the closed church doors.

I take a deep breath, steady myself, and walk up the stairs. I open both doors. Dane takes one and Kade the other, propping them open. I walk up the aisle. My father has stopped speaking, hand raised. A murmur makes its way around the church that gets louder the closer I get to my father. Sitting in the front row are his bodyguards. Most churches have them. You never know when a parishioner or an outsider is going to flip out and try to kill the messenger of God. They will all have guns, and I’ve explained this to my brothers. Dane points at one of the men and shakes his head. The guy looks to my father who nods.

I know what’s about to happen, so I raise my voice, “I wouldn’t if I were you. We’re the tip of the sword and demand vengeance.”

My father scoffs. “You’re no God-fearing man, you are only the sword and must be smote down!”

“You’d risk your parishioners over a family matter?”

“You’re no son of mine!”

“And that we can agree on.”

He squints at me and tilts his head. “You have shamed me long enough. Take your friends and leave this house of the Lord!”

I walk up to the pulpit and stand next to him, facing the crowd. “Let’s talk about this house of the Lord. How did you manage to build it?”

“Donations from the flock!” yells my father.

“Let’s do a quick count. Is this a normal amount of people in here for a sermon?”

My father says nothing, only smiles and shakes his head. He then turns his back to me, trying to ignore me.

One of his bodyguards comes forward. “I’ve phoned the sheriff.”

I look down at him and smile. “The sheriff knows we’re here. We went to him first,” I state.

“Lies!” yells my father.

I shake my head. “For years I lived in this town and for years, this man… ” I say gesturing to my father, “… beat me. Not one of you ever came to my aid.” Someone clears their voice, and Doc stands up, sitting either side of him is Izzy and Rush. “I beg your pardon, one man did.” I grin at the Doc who moves out into the aisle. “How many broken arms and black eyes were accidents? None. This man here isn’t a good man.”

“The good people of this town, don’t want to hear your lies!” bellows my father.

“They aren’t lies!” yells Doc Green.

My father scoffs and throws his hands in the air dramatically.

“I want to ask all of you, how much do you think this church and his new home cost?” I look out over the parishioners, and some are whispering to each other. “One hundred thousand? Two hundred thousand? Anyone?”

People look about, confusion on their faces.

“Stop this!” yells my father.

I move away from him and take a step down from the pulpit.

“I know you all see the jacket, the tattoos, and think scum. I get it. I don’t lie. I don’t need to. You’re all smart, probably smarter than me. So, your preacher here has a new church, new home, new car. Am I missing anything?”

“It was all church donations!” yells Debbie from the front row.

“Sit down, Debbie, and shut up. Your God will judge you when your time comes,” I growl.

“You can’t talk to me like that!”

Kade walks toward Debbie and stands in front of her. Slowly, she sits down, avoiding eye contact with my friend.

“Shall I tell you how much your preacher borrowed?” I glance at my father. His lips are peeled back in distaste as he grips the pulpit with eyes only for me. “Three hundred and eighty-five thousand dollars!”

Gasps go through the crowd. My father shakes his head and goes down the stairs, heading for the open doors.

“And what about my mother?” I yell, and he stops mid-stride and whirls around. “I’ve found out recently that he killed her and made it look like an accident. His own daughter, my sister, helped him.”

“Lies!” bellows my father as he points at me and takes two steps toward me. “All lies!”

“How did you pay for all of this?” I yell back, arms extended, palms facing upward. “Every person in this room knows it wasn’t from church donations! That would have taken years.”

“That’s right, it did!”

“Am I your son?”

“What?” my father asks, looking around him, hands on his hips.

“Simple question. Am I your son?”

“Of course, you are.”

“Liar!” yells Doc Green.

My father turns to the Doc.

“I’m the only father he’s ever known. So, yes, in every way imaginable, he’s mine, just not biologically.”

“Is that why you beat him? Is that why you had the sheriff and his men beat him? Look at him, Michael! You killed his mother because he’s Devon Rushard’s son,” fires back Doc Green.

The whole congregation has gone silent. It’s so quiet you could hear a pin drop. Michael Russo smiles and turns slowly, taking in the faces of his flock. The smile fades as he sees, finally, that he’s not convincing anyone.

I look at Doc surprised. I guess the results came in. I’m not upset. I’m relieved that a good man like Rush is my father. I just wish I’d known sooner.

His upper lip goes up in a snarl, and he shakes his head. “Your mother was a whore, and you’re a bastard. And as for the money for this church, what’s it to you?”

Dane steps in the aisle, smile on his face, shaking his finger at him. “Tsk, tsk, tsk. We saved you. How did you think you were going to pay the Russian mob? Did you think they wouldn’t come looking for their money?”

Michael Russo smiles and chuckles to himself as he looks at Dane. “I knew my son wouldn’t let anything happen to his sisters. I knew he’d find a way to pay, and he did, didn’t he?”

Dane raises his eyebrows, muscles flexing under his black t-shirt. “You set him up?”

“Wasn’t hard. It seems he’s dating above his office, and her daddy gave me the contacts.”

Kade steps beside Dane. “So, you gambled with the lives of your children in the hopes that your bastard son, the son you never had a kind word or soft fucking hand for, would do the right thing? You’re a fucking monster,” states Kade in a deadly tone.

“And you’re all scum. Look at you! Tattoos! Bikers! Felons!”

“Yeah, we’re all of those things, and yet you knew I’d do the right thing. You knew I’d protect the girls. What does that say about me, and more importantly, what does it say about you?” I ask loudly.

Michael Russo sneers at me. “It’s because of me that he did the right thing.”

“I call bullshit,” states Doc. “That boy gets his moral compass from his mother. You’re nothing but a money-hungry asshole who bet the lives of his children and possibly some of the people in this town for what? Money?”

Russo raises his arms in the air. “Yes! Money! And why shouldn’t I have some? Why shouldn’t I have the church and home I deserve? I’ve looked after the people of this town my entire life. I’ve scrimped and saved, and it was never enough! And then my whore of a wife bears another man’s son? You’re damned right I wanted a payday!”

Rush runs toward him and punches him in the face, sending Michael Russo flying through the air and landing on his ass. He’s sitting there, dazed, shaking his head when an older lady, sitting in the front of the church, stands and walks toward him. She drops a bible in his lap.

“Shame on you. I never liked you. And your wife, she was a lady. Always had a kind word for everyone.” Then she walks out of the church.

One by one, his parishioners walk past him, some drop bibles but all say the same thing, ‘shame on you,’ as they pass. When the final parishioner leaves the church, I look down at him, covered in bibles, muttering to himself. The only people left in the church are my sisters, Debbie, Leonie, and Elizabeth. Leonie and Elizabeth are looking at him with pity in their eyes while Debbie only has eyes for me. Hatred pours out of her, and she looks like she’s ready to explode. I walk past him, Kade by my side. As we get to the doors, Michael Russo roars. I stop and look at him as he’s getting up off the floor.

“This is nothing but a setback!” Russo yells.

Dane pushes him and moves into his space, shaking his head. “The Savage Angels own your marker.” Dane pokes him in the chest. “Which means everything you own you’re going to turn over to us.”

Kade walks back to Russo. “Dane’s right. You’re finished in this town.”

“No!” roars Russo.

“Yes!” yells Leonie. “Why, Dad? Why? Elizabeth and I both have families!” Then she turns to Debbie. “Is it true? Did you help him with Mom?”

Debbie scoffs. “Don’t be ridiculous!”

From the back of the church, I yell, “Come on, Deb, you’ve always been his little conspirator. Time to tell the truth. You know how you were created, don’t you? You know why Mom couldn’t bear to look at you, right? He raped her, Deb. You were nothing more than a way to keep her trapped in a loveless marriage. Every day she looked at you, she had to see him!” It hurts to say these words. Debbie begins to shake her head, tears stream down her cheeks. As much as I want to hurt him and have the truth come out, my entire life I’ve tried to protect the girls, and now, now I’ve destroyed everything.

“You don’t know! You left!” Debbie faces our sisters. “And you, you all left, too. Leaving me with him!”

In a quiet tone, Elizabeth says, “You could have left, too, Deb. Why stay?”

“Money. Dad has always looked after me. I like my life.” Debbie looks at Dane. “As for the debt you claim he owes you? You’re going to forgive it. You’re going to leave us, and in return,” Debbie scowls at me and continues, “we’ll give you your girlfriend back.”

Rebel and Dirt grab Debbie by her arms, dragging her toward me.

“Let me go, you heathens!” screams Debbie.

I pull out my phone and dial Cassia. It’s picked up on the third ring.

“Hello,” says a male voice.

“Put Cassia on the phone,” I demand.

“Not going to work like that. Put the preacher or Debbie on the phone.”

I feel the color drain out of my face, and Kade takes the phone from me.

“Talk to me,” Kade says.

“He’s got Cassia, he wants to talk to Debbie or him,” I say, pointing at the man I once thought was my father.

“Give me the phone,” demands Debbie.

Kade holds it out to her, and as she reaches for it, he pulls it out of her reach.

“If a hair on Cassia’s head has been hurt, hell touched, there will be nothing that can stop me from putting a bullet in your head and,” Kade points at Michael Russo. “His. Not a fucking thing. Do you get me?”

“Give me the phone,” repeats Debbie in a stronger tone.

Kade grimaces and looks at me. I nod, and he hands it over.

“Talk to me,” says Debbie.

Michael Russo stands up, straightens his shoulders, and looks around the room. No one says anything as we wait for Debbie to finish the phone call. Dane has a tick in his jaw, and Rebel is looking at Debbie like he could gut her in front of all of us. My only thoughts are of Cassia. Kade walks toward me and places a hand on my chest, walking me backward. He stops but continues to stare straight ahead while I have my eyes glued to Debbie.

“You ready for what’s coming?” Kade whispers.

I nod.

“If she’s dead,” my eyes lock with his, “I’m killing both of them and whoever’s on the end of that phone,” states Kade.

I shake my head and look back at Debbie. “No, it’s my kill.”

“Whatever you need, brother.”
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Dane stayed behind at the church, phone to his ear, talking to someone as we left. Debbie demanded that only she, Dad, and I were to go and get Cassia. The whole thing stinks, and from the glances that her and Dad keep exchanging, I know something else is going on.

We drive through town and pass the Sheriff’s Office. The only time Debbie speaks to me is to tell me where to turn. It’s a small town. I grew up here, and from the direction we’re traveling, I know where we’re headed. There’s an old mine on the outskirts of town. Years ago, when I was a boy, a rich man came to town and convinced everyone that there was gold in the hills. There wasn’t, but it didn’t stop everyone from helping him dig his mine. He promised the town would be rich, but instead, it crippled us, and when the gold and the money didn’t appear, the man disappeared along with a substantial amount of cash from the town council. The mines have been boarded up for years. It’s a good place to hide a body. That thought sobers me up, and I glance at Debbie.

“What?” she asks aggressively.

“Why?”

Debbie looks at Dad, then back at me. “I knew you’d come to the rescue. When her father came to us and said he’d help us, I knew you’d save the day. Dad wasn’t so sure, but when you turned up in church that day, I knew I’d backed a winner.”

“What made you think I had that kind of money?”

“Oh, no, not you. Your friend Kade. Years ago, I did some digging on you to make sure you were okay.” Debbie chuckles. “And Kade Cantrill, heir to the Felicity Cantrill Trust, was your best friend. How on earth did you manage that?” She waves a hand in the air. “Doesn’t matter. So, when your girlfriend’s dad came to us wanting us to convince you to leave her, a plan was formed. You’ve played your part very well.”

“Fuck you!” I growl.

“Oh, Zeke! Come on! You’ve always worn your heart on your sleeve. You’ve always loved too much and too wholeheartedly. You never got that from us.”

“He’s poisoned you, Deb, and turned you into a heartless bitch. You know you’re finished in this town, yeah? You might have the church and the house, but you and he are done. You’ll be pariahs.”

Debbie grins. “Turn here. And yes, we will be, but Zeke, there’s always a plan.”

We go through the gates to the mine entry. They’re wide open, and I drive the short distance to the first shaft. There’s a police cruiser parked with that deputy that was watching Cass and me the other day. He’s standing, leaning up against the hood of his car, ankles crossed like he doesn’t have a care in the world.

Debbie gets out and goes straight to him. He smiles and draws her in for a hug. I look at Michael Russo.

“How long’s that been going on?” I ask.

“A while. It’s not serious. He’s a pawn. When we get what we want, he’ll be disposed of.”

I look at him with disgust. “How did you get like this? You’re supposed to be a man of God. All I ever wanted was for you to love me. To treat me like you did the girls, but instead, you drove me away. You might not have been my biological father, but you were the only one I knew. You have to know that my MC won’t let this stand. You’ll be hunted. Dane won’t let this slide.”

Russo scoffs. “He has to find us first.”

We both get out of the car. Debbie and the deputy are whispering to each other and stop as we get close. I look in the back of the car and can’t see Cassia.

“Where is she?” I demand.

“Are we all set?” the Deputy asks Debbie.

“Yes,” she replies.

He nods and tosses me a set of keys. “Check the trunk.”

I jog to it and open it. It’s empty. I slam it down, and he and Debbie are laughing. Rage surges through me, and I stalk toward him. The deputy draws his gun.

“Come on! You didn’t think it would be that easy, did you?” he asks.

“Brian, don’t tease. Tell him where she is.”

Brian points toward the open mine. “She’s tied up at the end of the shaft. She’s fine.”

I start to walk toward it, and Debbie calls to me.

“Wait!”

I stop and turn around to face her.

“What?”

“Take Daddy with you.”

“Debbie?” asks Russo.

“He’s going to need help untying her. Please, Daddy, just do it.”

Brian, the deputy, hands him a knife. “For the ropes. She’s tied up pretty good. I’m going to wait for you while Debbie drives that car to the rendezvous point.” Brian looks at me. “After you’ve untied her, I want you and the woman to wait thirty minutes before you come out. Preacher, as soon as she’s untied, you hightail it back to me.”

“You’ll be waiting?” asks Russo skeptically.

“That’s the plan!” replies the deputy, grinning.

Russo eyes him and his daughter and nods. Even I know this doesn’t feel right. I suspect Debbie has another plan that doesn’t include him. The deputy hands Russo a torch and claps him on the shoulder.

“See you soon, Dad,” quips the deputy.

Russo nods and gestures toward the mine. “After you.”

I go first with Russo a couple of steps behind me, the beam of light glinting off the rock walls. It’s cooler in here, and if we didn’t have light, I wouldn’t be able to see my hand in front of my face.

“Could we pick up the pace?” I ask testily.

“Son, she’s not going anywhere,” replies Russo sarcastically.

I turn on him, closing in on his personal space. “I’m not your son. Never was. Cassia is alone in the dark, and she’s probably scared. I need to make sure she’s okay,” I say through gritted teeth.

“Fair enough.”

He does pick up speed, but it’s still not fast enough for me. After ten minutes, I stop, and he nearly runs into me.

“Give me the flashlight and the knife.”

“No. You heard what Brian and Debbie said.”

“Old man, we both know they aren’t going to be there when you go back out. You’ve been fucked over by family. How does it feel?”

In the dim light, his eyes go wide, and he shakes his head.

“No, we have a plan.”

“Makes no sense for you to be down here. And if Cassia is dead, I’ll rip you limb from limb, and no one will ever find you.”

Russo turns, and I grab him by the arm. “Give me the torch and the knife.”

“I need the torch! How am I going to find my way out?”

“Put your hand on the wall and follow it up. You’ll be fine, and if Debbie and Brian are waiting, you can leave with them. And if they aren’t, it’ll give you a head start from me. When I get out of here, I’m going hunting, and Dad, you better pray I don’t find you.”

Reluctantly, he hands over the torch and knife. I turn away from him and begin to jog further into the mine. I don’t wait to see what he’ll do, all I can think about is Cassia. The mine’s path is relatively smooth, and the walls feel like they are closing in on me the further down I go.

“Cassia!” I yell into the void.

“Zeke!” I hear faintly ahead of me.

“Keep yelling, petal. I’m coming!”

“Zeke! I’m so cold! The water is so cold!”

My jog turns into a sprint. Water? There shouldn’t be any water. Even as a kid, there wasn’t water in here. Mind you, I’ve never been this deep before. As I round a bend, I see Cassia—arms over her head, tied at the wrists, suspended in a body of water.

“Zeke!” Cassia screams.

The smell from the water hits me first, and it’s definitely cooler here.

“Hang on. I need to cut you down.”

The rope is suspended by a pulley and tied off at the wall. A knife isn’t needed. It makes me wonder if Deputy Brian wanted me to kill Russo all along.

“I’m going to lower you down.”

“I’m not sure how deep the water is, and my feet are tied,” replies Cassia in sheer panic.

“Okay, Cassia, look at me.” Cassia drags her eyes from the murky water below to me. “I’m going to lower you into the water. Then I’m going to swim out to you. You might need to float, love. You can’t panic. If you do, you’ll drown.”

“I’m scared,” Cassia whimpers.

I wedge the torch into a crack in the wall. I turn and grin at her. “Do you believe me when I tell you I’ll get you out safe and sound?”

“Y-yes. But I’m cold, and my arms are numb.”

“Cassia, I’ve got you.”

With that, I slowly lower her until she’s up to her neck in the icy water.

“You ready?”

Cassia nods. I let go of the rope and jog into the water. The temperature of it takes my breath away. I keep going, then I dive under and swim as fast as I can in her direction. The water is putrid, and the stench of rotting flesh fills my lungs. When I get to Cassia, she’s shivering but floating.

“That’s my girl.”

“C-cold.”

“I know love, I know.”

I pull her into me, grab her around the waist, and swim us back to shore. It’s not easy with my bruised ribs but I can feel how terrified she is. There’s no way I’m letting her go. When I can touch the bottom, I pick her up and carry her the rest of the way. In my whole life, I’ve never experienced anything like this. Is it a dead body in the water or an animal? Even in the dim torchlight, I can see we’re covered in grit and lord knows what else.

Delicately, I cut the ropes from her hands then her feet. Cassia immediately throws her arms around me and sobs, the kind that makes your entire body shake, and all the while she’s clutching at me, trying to get closer. The noise echoes around us as she lets out all of her misery, and then the torch flickers once and goes out. Cassia screams and goes rigid in my arms. I press my lips to her forehead.

“Calm down, Cass. We’re in this together. I’m not letting you go.” I feel Cassia nod her head, the movement jerky and her breathing is rapid. “Love, we need to go. It’s cold down here, and we’re both wet. We need to get moving and get out of this hell hole.”

“Y-yes,” Cassia agrees shakily.

I stand and pull her up with me. “We’re going to go as fast as we can, we’ll need to hold onto the wall and feel our way out. Do you think you can do that?”

“Yes, Zeke, just don’t leave me.”

“Never again.” It’s more than words. It’s a promise, a vow.

The pace at which we walk is slow. I end up putting one hand on the wall and my other arm goes around Cass as she clutches my waist. To begin with, she says nothing, but I think the darkness around us is playing with her mind. I feel so responsible for her being in this position.

“Zeke, I’m sorry,” Cassia whispers.

“You have nothing to be sorry for,” I state firmly.

“I-I doubted you.”

“Cass, that’s on your dad. Not you. Family is complicated. Hell, look at what mine did to you.”

“I still love him.”

“I know, petal. We’ll work it out, together. I think by the time we have kids, he’ll come around.”

Cassia comes to a complete standstill. Her hands feel up my chest to my face.

“Kids?”

“Yeah, petal, kids. I’ve always wanted more than the two point five kids and a white picket fence. The more the better.”

In the darkness, Cassia crushes herself against me, her lips seeking out mine. This kiss is needy, wanting, and I allow her to lead it. It’s not about sex, it’s about wanting to be closer, needing to feel that connection, and I let her have it. When she breaks away, Cassia grabs my hand and starts jogging forward into the darkness.

“Petal, I appreciate you wanting to get out of here, but I don’t want you breaking your neck in the process.”

My ribs throb slightly, and I thank Doc silently for strapping me up so well.

“I’m going to live! You’re going to marry me, give me children, and we’re going to fix things, eventually, with my dad. So, get your legs moving, honey, I’ve got things to do!”

I burst out laughing as she continues to drag me through the darkness. Eventually, we see a pinprick of light ahead. All this does is make Cassia move faster. By the time we make it outside, I’m breathing hard, and her face is flushed from the exertion.

Cass lets go of my hand, bends over and places her hands on her knees as she breathes deeply. “God, I smell awful.”

“Me, too, love.”

I look around us, and there’s no one here. There are no cars, and we are a fair way out of town.

“The others will be waging war on this town if we don’t get back to them soon. Think you can keep up the pace you set in the mine? We need to get back.”

Covered in filth, smelling worse, Cass smiles at me. “Hell, yes. Let’s see if you can keep up, future husband.”

“For the record, I mentioned kids, not marriage.”

Cass grins at me. “It was implied.”

“You think so?” I ask with a smirk.

“Oh, honey, I know so.”
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Debbie

 

Brian and I got on the road as soon as I couldn’t see Dad anymore. Stupid old man trusted me implicitly. We are headed to the nearest airport and freedom.

“Deb, how much are we getting?”

“A lot. If we’re careful, it’ll last a lifetime.”

“Tell me the exact number.”

Brian’s hand goes from the steering wheel to my leg, and he squeezes lightly. I smile at him and pull up the bank account details on my phone. While I wait for it to load, I rub Brian’s arm soothingly.

“Well?”

The bank account finally loads, and the balance is zero. Involuntarily, I gasp and Brian’s hand tightens on my leg, almost painfully.

“What?” demands Brian.

“T-the bank account is empty,” I stutter.

“What?” replies Brian angrily.

“It’s not there. The money is gone.”

Brian pulls the car over, slamming on the breaks. He twists in his seat, face all scrunched up, hatred pouring from his eyes.

“What do you mean it’s gone?”

“I don’t know—”

“If you’re trying to screw me, Debbie, I suggest you rethink it!”

“I wouldn’t! I love you! We have to go back. Dad must have betrayed me. I mean us.”

“How?” Brian has doubt and distrust laced within that one little word.

“I don’t know. All I know is I don’t have it, so he must.”

Brian looks both ways up and down the road, and when there’s a break in the traffic, he turns the cruiser around.

Hands gripping the steering wheel so tight, his knuckles are white. “You better not be fucking with me.” I shake my head vigorously. “We need to ditch the cruiser and find another car. Where would your father go?”

“He’d go somewhere familiar. He’d go to the house. The church would be too risky. We need to go home.”

Brian nods, but I can tell he’s not happy. I had planned on getting rid of him at the airport either here or when we hit Mexico, but maybe I need to do it sooner. I’m watching him from the corner of my eye. Brian begins to nod, and then a smile works its way across his handsome features.

“It’s going to be fine, Debbie. We’ll get what we deserve and leave this fucking town behind us.”

“Yes, we will,” I agree.

In my mind, I know Brian is going to get exactly what he deserves.
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Dane

 

Smithy and a couple of his men stake out the preacher’s home. Imagine their surprise when he came back. After a quick phone call, it was decided they would wait and see if anyone else showed up. The rest of his and my MCs are out looking for Zeke. My men and I wait at the church. The longer it takes to locate him, the more my gut twists in on itself as I fear the worst.

Kade was no help, his constant pacing with a face set like stone did nothing to alleviate my fears.

“Stop,” I order, and he immediately does and faces me. “We’ll find him.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Zeke is strong, smart, and he’s got Cassia to live for. It’s only a matter of time before he turns up.”

Kade places both hands on his hips, lets out a breath, and looks down at his feet.

“I can’t lose him, too.”

I knew JJ would be running through his mind. JJ was one of his closest friends, and he got killed a while back. Losing him hurt Kade and Zeke immeasurably. I wasn’t sure if either of them would stay in Tourmaline, but they did.

“This isn’t the same. Zeke knows this town, he’ll find an out. You have to have faith, brother.”

Kade nods and looks into my eyes.

“I’ll burn this fucking town down if he doesn’t come home.”

“One of the reasons I wanted you two patched in at Tourmaline is your dedication to each other and the MC. I’m here with you in this piss-ant town because I believe in you, so believe me when I tell you, Zeke is fine.”

Kade straightens and nods seemingly convinced by my words even though I’m not sure I believe them myself.

“Dane?” Rebel asks.

We both turn to face him.

“There’s a guy named Boris here, and he wants to talk to you. Claims he’s with the Nazarov Organization.”

I raise my eyebrows and cast a glance at Kade who shrugs.

“Let’s not keep the Russian mob waiting. Lead the way.”

We are at the back of the church in the garden as we walk into the building. It takes my eyes a moment to adjust to the darkness. Elizabeth and Leonie are still sitting in the front pews looking strained and confused by the day’s events.

A man in a black suit with an ugly red Hawaiian shirt is sitting on the opposite side of the church to Zeke’s sisters. His head is down, and for all intents and purposes, he looks like he’s praying. I look at Rebel who shrugs and points at him. The man appears to be about forty with thinning blond hair. I sit beside him as he mumbles to himself, fist pressed to his lips. I clear my throat, and he tilts his head and stares at me, stopping his murmurings then closes his eyes, mumbles a few more words, crosses himself and then gives me his full attention.

“It’s been a while since I’ve been in a church,” he replies with a thick accent.

“Confessing your sins?”

“That would take far longer than we have time for today.” I grin, and so does he. “Boris,” he says, holding out his hand.

“Dane.”

“I know. The Nazarov family would like to apologize for this… misunderstanding. Had we known you and the Abruzzi family were involved, we would have handled this differently.”

“What are you looking for?”

“The full amount plus ten percent, and before you ask, we don’t negotiate. We would normally ask for more, especially for an overdue debt.”

We’ve never had permanent dealings with the Russians except for the occasional gun deal. They can be unpredictable as they don’t know how to lose.

I nod at him. “Thank you for your generosity, but one can’t help but ask what else you want?”

Boris smiles broadly at me. “They said you were shrewd.”

“They?”

Boris waves a hand dismissively in the air. “You have a good working relationship with the Abruzzis, and we desire that, too. Of course, you’d get a fee for the introduction.”

“Aren’t you in deep with the Dark Warriors MC in Vegas?”

Boris neither confirms nor denies my question, only smiles. “One has nothing to do with the other. We would very much like to explore a relationship with the Abruzzis and you. We’ve watched your dealings with much interest. The real estate deals are something we’d like to be a part of, especially in Vegas.”

“I can’t promise anything.” Boris nods. “This fee for the introduction, could we waive the ten percent?”

Boris squints at me and puffs out his cheeks. It all feels very theatrical. “If the union bears fruit, that could be arranged.” He holds out his hand, and we shake. “We hope to hear from you soon. Mr. Nazarov, Viktor, is looking forward to having a sit-down with you and Salvatore Agostino, perhaps in Vegas?”

“Viktor? I thought Anton was in charge?”

“The son has taken control.”

Boris stands, nods at my men, the ladies, and gives me a wave as he exits the church.

“So now we’re in with the Russians?” asks Rebel.

“It would appear so.”

“Rumor has it that Viktor has been making major changes within their family. Not everyone is happy. Are we sure we want to be involved?” asks Kade.

“Right now, we don’t have a choice,” I state, but I have an ulterior motive. It would make our lives a whole lot easier if we had a working relationship with them, if only for our interests in Vegas. Too many times we’ve nearly had a war there.

My phone rings, and it’s Smithy. “Yes?”

“The daughter and a cop just pulled up.”

“Zeke and Cassia?” I ask.

“No sign.”

I glance at Kade whose brow is furrowed with worry. “Do you have somewhere safe to stash all of them?”

“Oh, yeah, brother, we do.”

“Good. Keep me informed and keep them alive.”

“We will try.”

I hang up and turn to Kade. “The preacher, Debbie, and a cop are all out at the preacher’s house.”

“Dad came back?” asks Leonie as she and Elizabeth walk toward me.

I frown. There are too many witnesses who aren’t necessarily on our side. I nod and wait for their reactions. They look at each other, something unspoken passes between them.

“Zeke?” asks Elizabeth apprehensively.

I shake my head, and her face pales. “No word yet on Zeke or Cassia.”

“It’s such a mess. We had no idea,” replies Leonie.

“Because you didn’t want to know!” explodes Kade. “How many times did Zeke tell you about that fucking monster? How many?”

A tear slips down Leonie’s face, and she nods. “You have to understand that Dad never let us see it.”

“So, it’s normal for a fifteen-year-old to move out on his own? To move away from everything and everyone he knows? Let’s face it, you lot never cared about Zeke, and all he ever did was worry about you!”

“Kade,” I growl.

“No, he’s right,” admits Elizabeth with tears in her eyes. “We’ve been blind.”

My phone starts ringing, and it’s Smithy again. “Yeah?”

“State troopers just hit town. If I were you, I’d get to the Sheriff’s Office and get ahead of this before it all blows up in our faces.”

“Have you secured our problem?”

“Oh, yeah, they’re alive.”

From his tone, I suspect they aren’t in one piece. “Injured?”

“Nothing they’ll die from.”

“Good.” I hang up and look at Zeke’s sisters. “I need you to go home.” They both nod. “Do you love your brother?”

“Yes,” they reply in unison.

“Then I need you to both keep quiet about your dad, Debbie, and the cop. Can you do that?”

“Y-yes,” replies Leonie, and Elizabeth nods.

“Thank you.” I look at Rebel and Kade. “We need to go to the Sheriff’s Office. The state troopers are in town. We need to keep our stories straight for when we find Zeke.”

“If they’re back at the house, where the fuck is he? And where the fuck is Cassia?” asks Kade.

“I refuse to believe with everything my brother has been through that the Lord would let trouble befall him. I feel it in my heart, Zeke’s okay,” says Leonie.

Kade turns to her, face flushed with anger, and I place a hand on his arm.

“Kade, go outside and get in the car. Ladies, go home. As soon as we know where Zeke is, we’ll let you know.”

Kade strides from the building, anger like a dark cloud around him.

“Ladies, if you could keep your opinions about Zeke on hold in front of him, I’d appreciate it. Zeke is like a brother to him. As soon as we know something, I’ll call you.”

Both women nod and we all exit the building.
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Zeke

 

I let Cassia set the pace as we jog back into town. We’ve been going for what feels like hours, but I’m sure is only thirty minutes when the sound of a Harley penetrates the quiet of our surroundings. I begin to wave my arms at the bike in the distance, and when he pulls up in front of us, it’s Rio. He turns off his bike, dismounts, walks around us and bursts out laughing.

“Yeah, man, laugh it up.”

Putting a hand to his mouth, he says, “Dude, you both look and smell like something that’s been baking in the sun, dead, a few days.”

“Very fucking funny,” I mutter.

“No really, you absolutely fucking do.”

“I don’t like you,” states Cassia as she tries to smooth her hair behind her ears in an effort to look better.

“Trust me, honey. I don’t like the look of you either.” Rio laughs harder. “Get it? ‘Cause you both smell and look awful.”

“Really fucking funny, man. Can you call Dane and let everyone know we’re okay?”

Still laughing, Rio pulls out his phone and hits some numbers.

“Hey, Smithy, found ‘em.” Rio nods and then casts me a quick glance, the smile he was wearing a moment ago turns into a frown. “Prez, please don’t ask me to do that. They smell like decomp… I’ll never get it out of the seat.”

Looking pissed, Rio hands over his phone to me.

“Hello?” I ask.

“This is Smithy. Sure glad you two are okay. I’m sending a bike out to collect Rio. In the meantime, you and your woman use his bike and come back into town.”

“He doesn’t seem too happy about that,” I say.

Rio nods emphatically while Cassia smiles up at him sweetly.

“He’ll get over it. Your prez needs to see you, and so does Kade, before they start killing people.”

“Got it.” I hang up and hand the phone to Rio. “Sorry, man. I’ll wash and clean your bike myself. She’ll be pristine, and if we can’t get the smell out, I’ll replace the seat.”

“Yes, you will,” agrees Rio with a frown. “Everyone is at the Sheriff’s Office.”

“Everyone?”

“Yeah, everyone.”

I nod at Rio, wanting to thank him, but the words are frozen in my throat.

“You best get going.” Rio takes two steps back from us. “You owe me.”

I climb on the bike, and Cass gets on behind me. “Maybe this will make us even.”

“Not fucking likely,” states Rio.
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There’s a crowd outside the Sheriff’s Office when we pull up. There are MC, townsfolk, and state troopers. Like Moses parting the sea, everyone gets out of our way. I’m not sure whether it’s because of who we are or the fact we smell so bad.

Izzy pushes her way through the crowd and goes to hug me, but her gag reflex kicks in, and she takes two steps back quickly.

“Oh my God. What have you been doing?” Izzy shrieks, holding her nose.

“Swimming in the old mine. Not sure if it’s a dead animal or human.”

Izzy’s eyes widen, then she looks at Cassia, and holds out her hand to her. “I’m Izzy, an old friend of Zeke’s. We went to school together. We didn’t meet the other day formally.”

Cassia smiles trying to smooth her hair again and says, “Cassia, Zeke’s fiancé.”

Izzy’s mouth drops open as Cassia shakes her hand.

“That’s only just happened,” I state as an explanation of Cassia’s new-found title.

“Right, right,” replies Izzy, giving me the stink eye, but smiling at the same time.

“What did he expect? He mentioned children, of course, we’ll get married. Am I right?” asks Cassia grinning from ear to ear.

Izzy gives me a tight smile. “You got that right.” Then Izzy wipes her hand on her jeans, Cassia frowns at her. “I’m sorry, but you really smell bad.”

I nod, and Cassia looks at the crowd around us who are backing away and holding hands over their mouths.

“Could we have a shower first, before we answer any questions?” Cassia asks me.

“I hope so, petal.”

A state trooper pushes through the crowd only to stop short of us and back up.

“We need a shower,” demands Cassia. The trooper gags, nods and points to the door of the Sheriff’s Office. “Thank you.”

Inside the office are a bunch of parishioners, police and MC, all the conversation in the room stops as they take us in. We are covered in filth and even though I can no longer smell us, I’m sure they can.

“Shower?” I ask. One of the deputies points to the back of the building. “We’ll be right back.”

“Wait!” says Dane sternly. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, Prez, just need a shower.”

Cassia walks ahead of me but stops before going down a corridor. I walk toward her then stop and look back at Dane.

“Do you know where they all are?” I ask.

Dane grins but quickly hides it by shaking his head and looks at the state trooper next to him. “Perhaps you should tell him?”

“Unfortunately, we haven’t been able to locate your father or your sister.”

“What about the deputy, first name Brian?”

The state trooper’s eyebrows draw together, and he looks at me questioningly. “Who?”

Dane gives a slight nod then claps the trooper on the back. “Go shower. We can sort through all of that when you’re clean.”

I drape an arm across Cassia’s shoulders, and she gags.

“Really?” I ask.

“Oh my God, you reek.”

I raise an eyebrow at her and keep walking, making sure her hand is clasped firmly in mine. She’s not getting away from me again.
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I’m out first. Someone has put a pile of clothes on a seat for me. There are tracksuit pants and a white t-shirt. I put it on, it’s a little big on me, but it’s clean. There’s another pile for Cassia, and it looks exactly the same except the t-shirt is black. I chuckle to myself. It’s going to swim on her.

Cassia steps out of the shower with a towel wrapped around her, her hair is messy and dripping. I walk over and pick up a lock of her hair.

“I know it’s a mess, but they only had soap, and I had to wash it!”

I pull her into me. “You look perfect.”

“Now, I know you’re lying,” Cassia mumbles into my chest.

I sit down on the chair and look up at her as she inspects the clothes.

“Do you want to tell me what happened to you before we speak to the others?”

Cassia stops what she’s doing and looks at me. “I went out for a walk. The deputy pulled up alongside me. I know I shouldn’t have left the house.” Cass picks up the t-shirt and puts it on—it comes to just above her knees. “Anyway, he told me he was taking me to you, so I stupidly got in the car. Next thing I know, I’m tied up in that god-awful place in the dark, terrified.”

“He didn’t… hurt you?”

Cassia drops to her knees between my legs and cups my face. “No, no, no, Zeke,” replies Cassia as she understands what I’m trying to ask. “He was a dick, but he didn’t hurt or touch me.”

I rest my forehead against hers. “I’m so sorry. If it weren’t for me, you wouldn’t be here, and none of this would have happened.”

“Shut up! Yes, it’s because of you that I’m here, but, Zeke, I’d have followed you anywhere. It just took me a little while to realize you’re what I want.”

A knock at the door draws both our attention. Standing there is Kade, looking relieved.

“I was fucking worried about you, brother. You, too, Cass. There are a lot of people out here who want to ask you some questions.” Kade places his hands on his hips. “You’d best get to it.”

“Give us a minute. Then we’ll be right out.”

Kade nods and walks away. Cassia is watching his retreating form.

“You ready for this?”

Cassia’s attention is back on me. She stands and picks up the tracksuit pants.

“Zeke, there ain’t nothing I can’t do without you by my side.”

I chuckle at Cass’s attempt to sound sassy. “Tough as nails. You better put those on before I get other ideas,” I say, pointing at the pants.

“Tease,” quips Cassia.

I grin at her. “That will come later.”

We walk out into the corridor and find Kade waiting.

“You both ready?” he asks.

I nod.

“Yes, Kade. We’re ready. Who do we need to talk to first?” asks Cassia slipping her hand in mine.

“State troopers. Just tell them what happened.” Kade looks at me. “We’ll fill you in on the rest later.”

“The rest?” asks Cassia.

Kade looks at her and says, “Later.” Then he turns and walks away.

Cassia looks at me, and I shrug. “You heard him. Later.”

“Men,” states Cassia and stalks away from me, only to stop and look back at me. “You coming?”

“Yeah, love. You ain’t getting away from me that easily.”
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We are taken into the Sheriff’s Office, and Sheriff Sharp is told to wait outside. He grumbles and looks livid, but he does as he’s told. The state trooper offers us a seat then sits behind the desk.

“I’m Captain Ronald Carland. Why don’t you folks tell me what happened?”

Cass and I both begin talking at the same time, then we stop and look at each other, smiling.

“How about you go first, miss?”

“Thank you, my name is Cassia Lee. I came here to visit with my fiancée, Zeke Russo. Deputy Brian Howlett told me he needed to talk to me about Zeke, but the bastard drove me to a mine and strung me up. The water was disgusting, cold, and I was in the dark, terrified. You have no idea how happy I was to see Zeke. He rescued me.”

Carland listens to her and nods. “You just got in a car with a stranger?”

I reach over and grab her hand for support, but my woman has got this.

“The deputy is a policeman, and where I’m from, we show respect for the law. I had no reason to doubt him. As far as I knew, Zeke was here visiting family, and I had nothing to worry about.”

“Of course, ma’am. I didn’t mean to imply you’d done something wrong.”

“That’s good because I didn’t,” states Cass haughtily.

Carland nods and looks at me. “Could you tell us your version, please, son? Starting at when you arrived in this town.”

“I came to visit my father—”

“But he’s not your father, is he?”

I glance at Cassia. “He’s the only father I’ve ever known,” I reply, locking eyes with him.

He nods. “Go on.”

“I went to see him at his church and then later at his home. He’s always been hard on me.” I look at Cassia. “At least now, I know why.”

“Oh, honey, that’s awful! You’ve said in the past what a bastard he was to you. I’m so sorry,” says Cassia with tears in her eyes.

“And yet you came back here to see him. And now he’s missing,” states Carland.

“Did you miss the part where my girlfriend—”

“Fiancée,” states Cassia quickly.

I glance at her and smile. “Sorry, fiancée, was abducted, and I went to save her?”

“No, but from witness accounts, you left with your father and Debbie and now no one can find either of them. Why don’t you tell me about that?”

Knowing Dane has them stashed somewhere, I stick to the truth. “Debbie and my father drove us out to the mine where Deputy Howlett was waiting. He gave me a knife and a torch and told me Cassia was waiting at the end of the shaft. I went down, found her, and we started walking back into town, when Rio, a friend, found us and lent us his bike. We came straight here. That’s it. I don’t know anything more.”

“That’s all you know?”

“Yep.” I lock eyes with Carland, and he looks away first.

He nods, stands, and walks around the desk. “All right. This sure is a shit storm, son. The sheriff in this town, I don’t know about him.” Carland leans up against the desk facing forward. Slowly, he turns his head to look at me. “Care to fill me in on him?”

“I’m the wrong person to ask. I’ve only been back in town a couple of days. Although, the fucking bastard did work me over on my father’s instructions, no doubt.”

“And yet you know nothing about where they are?”

“I’m thinking Deputy Howlett helped, and he’s on your team. So that’s on you.”

“I’m going to say this once, son. If Howlett did something, then he’s not on the same team as me, and I will bring him to justice,” declares Carland as he stands up and opens the door.

I stand and hold out my hand to Cassia.

“Are we free to go?” I ask.

“Yep. But as the old cliché goes, don’t leave town.”

I chuckle. “I don’t live here anymore, Captain. But when it’s time to leave, I’ll be sure to check in first.”

“Make sure you do.”

 

[image: ]

 

When we get outside, Dane walks toward us and embraces both of us in a bear hug.

“It’s good to see you both, and you smell a hell of a lot better now.”

“What’s the plan?” I ask as he lets us go.

“We’ll go back to Doc Green’s. Get you fed and into some clothes that fit you. The Kings of Death are waiting for us there. Let’s get moving.”

Dane turns and walks out, and we follow him. The Fiesta is parked out front. Dane gets into the driver’s seat, and Cass and I get in the back. Seeing his big hulking frame in this little car brings a smirk to my face. Cass glances at me and grins.

“Yeah, yeah, laugh it up. You try being over six-foot and fitting into this fucking tin can.”

“I’m not laughing at you, I’m laughing with you,” replies Cass.

“Do you see me laughing?” asks Dane as he glares at us in the rearview mirror.

Cass places a hand over her mouth, but I continue to smile. Dane does look funny.
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Doc Green’s backyard must have all of the Kings of Death MC gathered there. It’s a little disconcerting to have so many of them here. As I open the door, Dane twists in the driver seat.

“Be sure and thank Smithy, show them the proper respect.” Dane pauses and looks at Cassia. “You ready?”

“Y-yes.”

“Stay close to Zeke, and if things get too much for you, find one of us.”

“One of you?”

“Savage Angels. If you lose Zeke, find one of us, got it?” Cass nods. “Okay, let’s do this.”

Smithy makes his way through the crowd, followed by Rio. Out of a need to protect Cassia, I tuck her in behind me as the masses converge. Smithy holds out his hand, and I grasp it. He squeezes a little too hard, but I don’t flinch or show any reaction at all.

“Good to fucking see you both.”

“Thanks, Smithy, wouldn’t be here without your man, Rio.” I let go and hold out my hand to Rio. He hesitates for a second, then also grips my hand tightly. “Thanks, man.”

Rio nods but says nothing. Dane steps in and punches Rio lightly.

“We owe you.”

I raise my eyebrows, surprised by Dane’s statement. From the expression on Rio’s face, he’s shocked too. It’s no small thing for Dane to tell someone he owes them. It’s like having the winning lottery numbers.

Rio glances at Smithy and says, “All we want is an introduction to The Chosen Legion.”

“That’s already in the works. Think about it. You don’t have to tell me now.”

Dane keeps going, and I follow, pulling Cassia along with me. Smithy catches up to Dane, and although I can see their lips moving, I can’t hear the conversation. Dane grins and casts a glance to me over his shoulder. He claps Smithy on the back and nods.

Smithy lets out a long, loud whistle, puts his hand in the air, points, and makes a circle. The Kings of Death MC immediately begin to mount their bikes, Dane and Smithy shake hands, and Dane gives Rio a meaningful look. Within ten minutes, the only people left in Doc Green’s backyard are the Savage Angels MC.
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No one says anything until the rumble of Harleys is very much in the distance. I look at the men around me and know they will always have my back.

“Where are they?” I ask.

Dane looks at Cassia. “Why don’t you go inside and see Doc Green? He’ll be wanting to make sure you’re okay.”

“I want to hear,” replies Cassia.

Dane shakes his head. Cass looks to me, and I do the same.

“Go inside, petal. There are some things you don’t need to hear, club business.”

“But I’m in this.”

“It’s not about that. I can tell you’re invested. There are things I don’t share with my own wife. It’s for your protection as well as ours,” explains Dane.

Cassia looks between us and eventually nods. Quickly, she kisses me on the lips and jogs into the house.

“You got lucky with that one.”

I look at Dane, but he’s watching Cassia.

“I know.”

Dane looks at me. “She’s not like her Daddy.”

“I know that, too. Where are they?”

“Smithy has them stashed in an old farmhouse outside of town. You ready to face your demons?”

“It’s a fucking mess, isn’t it? I’ve dragged the club into a fucking mess.”

“Actually, it looks like it’s going to be good for us. We’ve struck up a deal with the Russians, but we’ll get into all that later. For now, let’s pay your father a visit and decide what you want to do.”

“What I want?”

“This begins and ends with you.”

 

[image: ]

 

I’m sitting on my bike, Kade stands beside me, and we are waiting outside the farmhouse. It’s an old white, wooden building, and the front porch is lying on the ground in a pile. Weeds grow in the gutters, and there’s a tree that has branches that have gone in through the front windows. We are waiting for the Kings of Death MC to leave. Dane, Rebel, and Dirt are inside. Three members of the Kings come out, they nod, but we don’t exchange words. Everyone knows why we are here.

“You don’t need to do this.”

I get off my bike and walk toward the house. Kade places a hand on my shoulder, and I stop and face him.

“We both know I need to face my demons.” I point to the house. “He’s waiting in there. I need to end this.”

Kade, my oldest friend, nods. “I’m right here with you.”

“You know Dane is right, love and loyalty. It’s not about blood but those who are willing to stand beside you through thick and thin.”

“Fuck, yeah.”

Stepping carefully over the rubble, we enter the house. My father, Debbie, and Brian are all tied to chairs with gray tape over their mouths. I notice that there’s blood on the floorboards, but it’s not theirs. At home in Tourmaline, we have a place called The Barn. It’s where we dispose of our problems. The difference is you’d never know that blood has drenched its floors. We cover our tracks, it gets scrubbed clean, no evidence is ever left behind so that nothing blows back on us.

I walk up to my father and rip the tape off him, and he cries out in pain.

“How are you going to make this right?” I ask.

Dane leans up against a wall, Dirt right beside him.

“You can’t do this!” hisses my father.

“How are you going to make this right?” I repeat.

“People will be looking for me!”

I put the tape back over his mouth and look at Debbie. Her mascara is running in rivers down her face. She at least looks scared. Slowly, I peel it off her, trying not to hurt her.

“T-thank you,” Debbie sobs.

“How are you going to fix this?”

“Zeke, it’s me, your sister.”

In frustration, I sigh and stare at her.

“Bitch, please. You might be blood, but you’re not family. Answer the man’s question,” says Kade icily.

“I don’t know! Tell me what I can do!”

This is someone I trusted. Someone I loved, but I haven’t forgotten what she said to me and what she did. I move onto Deputy Brian. The tape comes off in one fluid movement, skin ripping off with it.

“Fuck!” growls Brian. I look at him expectantly. “You, stupid bitch! He wants the money. Give him the money!”

I smile and put the tape back over his mouth and look back at Debbie. She’s shaking her head as more tears flow.

“He betrayed m-me.”

I turn my back on all three of them and look at Dane. He’s smirking.

“And they call us low-lifes. We don’t betray those closest to us, we protect and help them. You three disgust me. Zeke, however you want to handle this, I’ll back you. These people aren’t family. You get that, yeah?”

I nod, fearing my voice will betray me. Although I know everything they’ve done, for my entire life I’ve thought of them as family, as my blood.

Dane walks from the room, Dirt nods at me and follows, and when I turn back around, Rebel is there with a can in his hands. He walks toward me, unscrewing the cap then pours a circle of the liquid around the three chairs, and petrol hits my senses. Rebel hands me the cap and can that holds more of the explosive liquid and leaves the room.

“Zeke! You can’t!” screams Debbie.

“Shut it!” I yell back at her spilling petrol onto the floorboards.

I pour the remaining fuel onto my father and remove the tape from his mouth.

“How are you going to fix this?”

“Son, this isn’t the way,” he whispers.

From behind me, I hear Kade’s disgusted growl.

I shrug and lock eyes with the man who I once would have done anything to gain his approval.

“You can have what’s left of the money.”

“It’s not enough.”

“It is! We invested it wisely. We have enough!”

I shake my head and look at Debbie. Her eyes are wide, and she’s breathing rapidly.

“The house, you can have the house!” pleads Debbie. I stare at her with vacant, dead eyes. “And the church!” Debbie looks at our father. “Sign over the house and the church!”

“No,” replies Michael Russo flatly.

“Can you smell what’s on you? Don’t be an idiot, Dad! Our lives are on the line!”

“Without us, he gets nothing. He won’t do it.”

Kade laughs. “Old man, I’ve already covered the debt, so you have no bargaining chip. Give him your house, your church, and your money, and you might live to see tomorrow. But don’t think for a second that Zeke needs you.”

Kade hands me a lighter, grins at me with pure joy, and leaves the room. It’s one of those old silver flip-top lighters with an eagle engraved on it. I look down at Michael Russo and start opening and shutting it while giving him nothing. Debbie begins to struggle and so does the deputy.

“Zeke, please!” whimpers Debbie.

I open it, and my thumb turns the igniter, a flame appears, I smile at Michael Russo, take a step back, making sure I’m not in the pool of fuel. I extend my hand, and he struggles to try and loosen his binds.

“Stop! All right! You can have everything!”

“Everything?”

“Yes, damn you, everything!”

“I want a confession.”

“About what?” Michael Russo asks.

“My mother. I want you both to admit what you did.”

“To what end?”

“So, she can have some justice so that she can rest easy,” I reply with vehemence in my tone.

“Fine! Let us go first.”

“No way.”

I walk to the front of the house. Kade is standing there with documents for the house and church. He hands them to me with a pen. I walk back toward my father and pull out a knife. He flinches as I cut the bindings off one hand.

“Sign these.”

With a shaking hand, he does as he’s told, looking at me with hatred and contempt in his eyes.

“The money?” I ask.

“I transferred it into an off-shore account. The details are at my, I mean, your house in what used to be my desk in the top drawer.”

I turn and go back out to Kade. He’s already on the phone talking to someone. I glance over my shoulder and see Michael trying to undo the tape that holds his other arm down. I laugh, he looks up and stops. We both know he’s not going anywhere. Even if he could escape, he’s covered in petrol, and there are more of us then he can handle.

Kade walks into the room, phone at his ear. “The password for the account,” he asks my father.

“Family with a capital ‘F’ and the number 3.”

Kade relays the information, turns his back on my father, looks at me, and nods.

“Now, all I need you to do is explain how you killed my mother and,” I pause and look at Debbie, “how you helped him cover it up.”

Debbie goes white and gives a slight shake of her head.

“Yes, you will, or you’ll burn,” I reply.

Debbie looks at Michael Russo, but his full attention is on me. For the first time, I see fear in his eyes. My whole life I’ve looked at him that way, and now to see him actually afraid of me. It doesn’t feel like I thought it would. I feel like a monster.

I turn my back on him, not wanting to see the man I’ve feared reduced to this pitiful thing. Scrubbing a hand over my face, I sigh and reach into my back pocket. I open the app that records and look back at him.

“I want everything you both did. Start at the beginning.”

I hit record and close my eyes as this wretched man reminds me of the type of monster, he really is. His words wash over me, and I’m sickened. I say nothing, nor do I look at him or Debbie while they recount what happened to my mother. When at last they are spent, I hit stop and walk out of the room. Kade is still waiting and further outside I see Dane, Dirt, and Rebel. As the three of them walk toward me, Kade places a hand on my shoulder.

“You should go. Cassia will be worried.”

I nod.

“Did you get it?” asks Dane.

“Yeah.”

“Well, there’s only one thing left to do.”

I nod, hand Dane the lighter and walk toward my bike. I don’t need to be here for what’s about to happen next. Kade is right beside me, and he climbs on a bike that has been loaned to him by the Kings of Death MC, then starts it.

“Rush wants to talk to you. You up for that?”

“Yeah, I’m guessing that’s long overdue.”

“What are you going to do with the recording?”

“Dane wants it sent to that trooper, Carland. I’m going to send it to a hacker that’ll send it to him. Might not be admissible in court, but the preacher is finished in this town, anyway.”

“Let’s ride.”

“Best thing I’ve heard all day.”
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Cassia is sitting on a chair at the back of Doc Green’s house with Rush beside her. As I climb off my bike, she runs and launches herself at me. For a little thing, her embrace is strong. We stand like that for a while neither saying anything, just holding onto each other. Kade chuckles as he walks past. He nods at Rush and continues into the house. Within moments, Doc Green is outside standing next to his friend, both of them watching us.

“Petal, you need to let go.” I feel Cass take a deep breath, but she doesn’t release me. “I’m okay.”

“I know.”

“I need to talk to Rush.”

“I know that, too.” Cass pulls back, searching my face. “You look like him.”

“Rush?”

Cass nods. I glance at the man and can see some resemblance, but I’ve always looked more like my mom.

“You have the same eyes.” Cass lets me go and puts her hand in mine. “He’s been sitting with me, waiting for you. Rush is a good man.”

I say nothing as I walk toward him. Doc Green gets to me first and hugs me.

“Good to see you, boy!”

Then he takes Cassia by the arm and guides her inside, leaving me alone outside with Rush.

“As your attorney, you can’t tell me anything that could get you arrested but as your… as your fam—” Rush stops and looks me in the eyes while he searches for the right words. “As your father, you can tell me anything, and I’ll take it to the grave.”

“Do you want to hear what he did to Mom?”

Rush’s face screws up in pain, his hands go into his linen trouser pockets, and he rocks back on his heels.

“No,” he says emphatically. “No, I don’t.”

Not knowing what to say to Rush, I open the back door.

“You could stay here in Black Ridge if you wanted,” he says quickly.

“No, I can’t, Rush. My life is in Tourmaline. This isn’t my home anymore.”

“Maybe, I could come visit? We could get to know each other a bit?”

“I’d like that. You’re welcome anytime. Tourmaline is a little bigger than Black Ridge, but I have a hell of a lot more friends there.”

Rush chuckles. “So, the local sheriff doesn’t work you over?”

“I wouldn’t go that far, but Carlos is a good man. He doesn’t put up with any of our shit. I think you’d like Tourmaline.”

“They got any good lawyers in town?”

“A couple, but I know we don’t use them. Dane doesn’t believe they would keep client confidentiality.”

“You and yours would never have to worry about that with me.”

Rush is looking me dead in the eyes, and I believe every word he’s said. This man, my real father, is a good man, and I’m glad I’ve gotten to know him.

“Come on, Rush, let’s get a beer. It’s been a long few days.”

“I brought whiskey and not that cheap shit Doc drinks, the good stuff. Come on, son, let’s knock back a few and talk with that pretty fiancée of yours.”

I shake my head and laugh. “You know I didn’t actually ask her to marry me.”

“You’d be a fool not to, son.”

With that, we walk into the house in search of whiskey, company, and a little peace.
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Michael Russo

 

I emerged from the dark, dank mine to find my daughter and that good-for-nothing deputy gone. Debbie always was a leech. Now I’m covered in gasoline ruminating over how I got here. I should never have gone back to the house. This bastard son now has everything I’ve ever worked for.

With gasoline permeating my senses, I wait for the inevitable to happen. I’ve given him everything he wanted, so there’s no reason for him to keep me alive. The big man, his president, walks back into the room with a sneer on his face. He’s holding the lighter in one hand and a knife in the other. Debbie, whimpers like the sniveling little slut she is but not me. If death is coming for me, I’m going to battle it head-on. I’ve lived my life the way I wanted, and I’ll be damned if I cower to this behemoth of a man in death.

The knife glints in the dim light as he walks toward me. I brace myself, waiting for the impact. Instead, he undoes Debbie’s binds with quick flicks of his wrist. For a moment, Debbie sits there, not moving, petrified even to breathe. He steps back and swings his arm, with the knife wide, motioning for Debbie to leave. Slowly, she stands, takes several steps sideways, and then bolts for the door, not even a backward glance at her boyfriend or me.

“You’re letting us go?” I ask.

“I’m letting her go.”

His voice is like death—no emotion—and his eyes are blue but icy cold. I watch as he pulls the tape off Brian’s mouth.

“What do we do with you, Deputy?”

“Let me go. I’m nothing to you. As it is, I’m going to have to run. I did kidnap the little blonde.”

“Yeah, you did.” He leans closer to Brian, knife held out in front of him. “There’s a Captain Ronald Carland in town who’d love to have a conversation with you.”

I’m watching his profile, and he smiles. This MC President is terrifying. I find myself leaning away from him as though the very air around him is instilled with death. Brian flinches, and the color drains from his face. His head goes from side to side as he tracks the path of the knife.

“You’re no threat to us, Deputy. You’re screwed in this town. A pariah, a wanted one at that. I suggest you run and forget you ever fucked with the Savage Angels. Of course, you could try your luck with Carland.”

Brian shakes his head and casts a look at me.

“No, I’m done in this town. It’s not the first time I’ve had to reinvent myself, and it won’t be the last.”

The president rocks back and eyes Brian thoughtfully.

“You’re not going to cause us problems are you, Deputy?”

“No. You’re doing me a solid by letting me go. I’m grateful. I haven’t survived this long by not recognizing a gift horse.” Brian pauses and looks at me. “I did like your daughter. Probably not enough to not screw her over, but I’m pretty sure she’d have done it to me first.”

“I thought she’d never betray me, so you’re probably right,” I reply bitterly.

With a few quick flicks of his blade, the deputy is free. Brian touches his top lip gingerly, stands, walks past the behemoth and out the door.

“That’s it? You’re letting him go?”

“He’s not a threat to us. Besides, who’s going to believe him?”

“Debbie knows I’m here. Debbie will look after me.”

But even to my own ears, I can hear the lie. My daughter didn’t so much as spare me a backward glance, and she tried to leave me behind at the mine. Debbie is only worried about Debbie.

Dane clicks his tongue behind his teeth and shakes his head at me. The lighter in his hand comes to life with a flick of his thumb.

“No!” I shout as I struggle to get out of the chair. It topples over, and my head bounces off the gasoline-soaked wooden floor.

Dane kneels in front of me with that grin that doesn’t reach his eyes and chills me to my bones. He closes the lighter and shakes his head slightly at me.

“You’re pathetic, you know that? I don’t know all the story between you and Zeke, but I can damn well tell you that he’d never piss himself at the thought of death. He’s made of stronger stuff than that, than you.”

It’s only then I feel the warmth tricking through my pant legs. My face infuses with heat as I try to right myself, but I feel like a turtle on its back as I struggle, tied to the chair.

“You don’t know me!” I hiss.

“You’re right, and I’m happy about that.”

With a grimace, he leans over me and cuts through all my bindings then he stands over me as I scramble to stand up. Two more of his men appear in the doorway, faces devoid of any emotion.

“What are you going to do?” I ask as I step back and away from him.

“Nothing.” Then he chuckles to himself. “I suggest you go into town, tell everyone what happened. I’m sure they’d believe you.”

“They will! I’m a pillar in the community! I’m respected!”

Dane laughs harder, waggles a finger at me, and walks from the room without uttering another word.

“You’ll see!” I scream.

I stand there in my own filth and gasoline waiting for them to come back in and finish me, but when I hear their motorcycles start up, I realize they are done with me. Stumbling to the front of the building, I watch them as they ride away.

It doesn’t make sense. Those filthy bikers should have killed me. I take a step outside the building, scanning the area, but no one is around. I take another step and another, but no one comes out of hiding to kill me. Why? Before I know it, I’m running as fast as I can to get away from this house and the nightmare they put me through. If I can get to Sheriff Sharpe, I know I can fix all of this. He’s been a trusted friend and backed me all through the years. I can count on him.
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Zeke

 

With the help of a friend, I sent the recording to Ronald Carland. It can’t be traced back to me or the MC, and it’s probably not admissible in court, but at least people will know what he did. For good measure, I made sure the local newspaper got it too. Within a day, the story went national. It ignited a fire across the nation with ‘Preacher Gone Bad,’ one of those heaven-and-hell-type articles. There are pictures of Michael Russo standing in front of what used to be his church looking miserable. I don’t feel sorry for him, though. I won’t allow myself to do so.

A hand clamps down on my shoulder. It’s Rush. He glances at the newspaper in my hands, and his lips go into a hard line.

“When are you leaving?”

Dane, Dirt, and Rebel left yesterday, while Kade is waiting until Cassia and I hit the road before he leaves. I swear he’s worse than a mother hen. An aggressive, volatile mother hen who’ll fuck you up if you threaten those he loves.

I grin to myself. “Tomorrow. I thought maybe you and I could have dinner tonight, shoot the shit.” I pause, fold the paper up, and throw it in the bin. “Get to know each other a bit.”

Rush smiles. “I’d like that. Bring your pretty fiancée, too.”

“Sounds good. Maybe we should invite Doc and Izzy, too?”

Rush nods. “Ernest would never forgive me if he weren’t invited. Come to the house at five. We can have drinks while I grill.”

“You’re going to cook?”

Rush nods again. “Best ribs in the county! I always win the county fair with them. You’re all in for a treat.”

His eyes sparkle as he pats me on the back and goes back inside. I can hear Cassia and Doc talking in the house, probably in the kitchen. Rush has spent every other minute here at Doc Green’s house, making sure we are all okay. I’m surprised at how well he fits in with me and the MC. He doesn’t make blanket judgments. Rush talks to each of us and makes up his own mind as to whether we are good or bad. So far, the only one he appears to be wary of is Rebel.

“You going inside?” asks Kade.

“Nope. I was going to go and see Izzy.”

“Want company?”

I shake my head. Although Izzy and I are only friends, I feel like I’ve let her down. “Nah, this is something I need to do alone.”

“She’s a good chick.”

“Yeah, she is. Too good for this town.”

“Agreed.” Kade smiles and wanders inside.
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I pause outside the diner for a heartbeat before I open the door. When I go inside, the place is empty. The bell above the door alerts Izzy that someone has come in, so I sit at the counter and wait.

She pushes through the back door, fake smile in place, but when she sees it’s me, it falls off her face and is replaced with a scowl.

“I like it better when you smile.”

“Yeah, well, I liked you better when you were single.”

And there it is. Izzy is pissed that I wasn’t upfront and honest with her. I don’t blame her, but to be fair, I didn’t know where I stood with Cassia. Now I know she’s right beside me.

“I deserved that. Sort of.” Izzy walks toward me, hands on hips. “Cass and I were going through a bad patch. I didn’t know if we were still together or not…”

Izzy raises an eyebrow, One hand moves to rest on the counter, scrutinizing me.

“So, you thought you’d toy with the girl you used to know?”

“Izzy, you were the prettiest girl in school, surrounded by all the popular kids. Why are you still here?”

A frown mars her pretty features, and she looks down at the countertops.

“I fell in love with Tommy Pritchard, remember him?”

Tommy was the high school quarterback and came from a wealthy family.

“I remember him.”

“Do you know what happened to him?” I shake my head. “Tommy and I started dating just after high school. He went away to college, and I was still trying to decide what I wanted to do with myself, you know? He came home for fall break, and we connected. I fell for him so hard.” There’s a small smile on her lips as she remembers Tommy fondly. “After that, we were inseparable. I was his, and he was mine.”

“Where’s Tommy now?”

“Three years ago, he went for a drive and never came back. I’ve been waiting. His family thinks he’s dead. The police think he’s dead, but they never found him or his car, so…”

“So, you’ve been waiting?”

“Yeah.”

“Three years is a long time,” I state sadly.

“Yes, it is.” Izzy smooths her uniform and laughs to herself. “But I’m still here.”

Her voice cracks, and I watch her as she tries to pull it together without meeting my eyes. Izzy grabs a cup and pours coffee into it placing it in front of me, then pours one for herself.

“Come back to Tourmaline with me.” Izzy’s eyes bulge out of her head. “Not with me, but along with me to get a fresh start. No one will know you there. It’s a good town. You could be happy there. Reinvent yourself.”

“Sounds like running away.”

“To stay, sounds like stagnating. You’ve given Tommy three years. If he loved you like you loved him, if he were alive, he’d have found a way back to you. It’s time to move on.”

Izzy nods. “You’re right. But I have family here, friends. If I leave, I’ll be alone.”

“Not if you come to Tourmaline. You’ll have Cassia and me if you let her in. During the winter months, Tourmaline has a population explosion. Lots of money comes into town with the tourists.”

Izzy chews on her bottom lip. “What would I do? Do they have a good diner?”

“Yeah, we do. But honestly, between you and Cassia, I’m sure you two could come up with something. Tourmaline is only getting bigger with lots of new developments and new people. I’d help, so would the MC.”

The bell above the door sounds, and I turn to see Cassia standing there.

“Hey,” Cass says to both of us.

“Hey, Cass,” replies Izzy.

Cassia comes to me and kisses me lightly on the lips. “What are you two talking about?”

“Zeke is trying to get me to move to Tourmaline,” states Izzy.

Cassia’s eyes widen. “Is he now?”

I pull Cass into me and nod. “You know I have.” I look back at Izzy. “We’ve talked about it. Izzy, come back with us.”

“I don’t know what’s keeping you in Black Ridge, but this diner is never busy, so I can tell you aren’t making a huge amount of money out of it. Why not come? I have some money saved, and the one thing Tourmaline doesn’t have is a good rental company for skis and tours. In the winter months, we could book people in for the best ski slopes, and in the summer, with help from Zeke and the MC, we could book ATV tours of the mountains. It’s something my daddy talked about doing, but in the end, passed it over as he’s happy just having his store.”

As she mentions her father, I see Cassia frown slightly. I know he’s hurt her badly, and I’m not sure if she can ever forgive him.

“I know nothing about running tourists or tours.”

“Neither do I. We can learn together. Something I do know is you’re good with people, and Zeke trusts you.” Cassia pauses and looks at me. “He’s a good judge of character.”

I return her easy smile and look at Izzy, but she’s looking at the countertop again, a deep frown mars her pretty face.

“I know how to ride an ATV,” Izzy states.

“I know how to ski, and I know Tourmaline like the back of my hand,” Cassia responds.

One side of Izzy’s mouth kicks up in a half-smile.

“Where would I live?” asks Izzy.

Cassia looks at me. “That’s a good question, where would we live?”

“As in you and me?” I ask her.

“Well, that, too, I guess. I can’t go back to my house that Daddy bought for me.”

I nod at her. This just got a little harder.

“We’ll figure it out. It’s our first obstacle. One of many, I’m sure. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Do you want to leave here, Izzy?”

Izzy places both hands on the counter and looks directly at Cassia.

“I kissed him.”

Cassia straightens up. “I know.”

“Okay, then. If I leave here, and if we do this do, you think you can work with me?”

“So long as you don’t try to kiss him again,” quips Cassia. “But forget about the business idea. Do you want to leave here?”

Izzy looks around, her face softens. “Yeah, I do. I’m just not sure if Tourmaline is the place to go to.”

“How about you look at it as a first step? If you decide to stay, we’ll work it out, and if you decide to move on, we’ll help with that, too,” I say to Izzy with a grin.

Izzy is nodding her head, and she smiles. “I can do that. I can take it a step at a time. I’ve got some money put away, not much but enough to get me to Tourmaline and set me up.” Izzy looks back at Cassia. “You sure you want me around?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Okay, then. When do we leave?”

“Cassia and I are leaving tomorrow by my bike. You got a car?” Izzy nods. “Good, you can follow us.”

Izzy shakes her head. “No, it’s going to take me a few days to get things settled here, then I’ll follow. I’ve had the diner for sale a couple of times before and didn’t even get a bite. There’s a guy in the next town over who’s interested in some of the equipment. I know he’ll give me a good price.”

I grin at her. “Good. You’ll like Tourmaline. The people there are solid, hardworking, and the MC will make sure you’re protected.”

“I like the sound of that.”
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Zeke

 

The countryside goes by in a blur. All I’m concentrating on is my woman holding onto me and the road—no better feeling than that. We’ve taken our time getting back to Tourmaline, stopping at motels and enjoying our time together. Today is the final stretch, and the closer we get to town, the tighter Cassia strengthens her grip on me. We ride past her father’s store and continue on until we hit the clubhouse. I kill the engine, but she doesn’t release me or make a move to get off the bike.

“You okay, petal?”

“I knew it would be hard. I just didn’t realize how hard until we rode through town.”

I pat her hands, and she slowly releases me and climbs off. First out of the clubhouse doors is Dirt. He engulfs me in a hug while I’m still on my bike.

“You’re a fucking sight for sore eyes!”

“Get off me, old man!”

“Yeah, I know, I know… you like vaginas!” teases Dirt, then he turns and gives Cassia a bear hug. “Did he treat you good? Did he take care of you?”

“Yes, he did,” replies Cassia as she tries to break free of him.

Dirt holds her at arm’s length and says, “Good.”

Dane strolls out next with Kat firmly tucked under one arm, a big grin on his face.

“You finally made it!” booms our president and my friend.

“Yeah, Prez. Took our time. It’s good to see you.”

Kat gets out from under his arm and hugs me. “I think your fearless leader was worried about you.”

“Isn’t he your fearless leader, too?” asks Cassia.

“Hardly!” teases Kat, giving Dane a wink. “Maybe I let him lead in the bedroom.”

Dane puts an arm around Kat’s neck and pulls her back into him. “My woman has a mind of her own, but we both know who’s boss.”

Kat mouths ‘me’ which causes Cassia to burst out laughing. Dane looks down at his wife and shakes his head.

“Come on, let’s get you inside. There’s a beer with your name on it,” says Dane.

I wink at Kat on my way past, and she giggles.

“Sounds good. Is Kade around?”

“He’ll be here soon. He’s gone to get Destiny,” says Dirt as he goes into the clubhouse.

I grab Cassia’s hand, and as we walk through the doors, a roar erupts from those within. I hold up a hand and nod at the crowd.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m back!” Rebel is at his usual spot behind the bar, and he holds up a beer. “Better make that two, one for my girl.”

“Hey, Cassia, good to see you,” replies Rebel, handing her a beer.

“It’s good to be h-home,” stutters Cassia.

Rebel smiles at her but doesn’t say anything. After riding for so long, neither of us want to sit down, so we stay standing at the bar.

“How was the trip back?” asks Kat.

“My ass is sore,” replies Cassia with a grin.

Kat nods. “Yeah, I remember my first time across the country with Dane. As much fun as it was, my ass was numb for a week. You want a shower?”

“That would be divine.”

“Come on. I’ll show you to our room. You can shower in there. I’m a little bigger than you, but my clothes should fit you okay.”

“Thank you.” Cassia kisses me quickly and smiles. “You going to be okay?”

“Yes, love. Go shower.”

Cassia smiles at me then follows Kat further into the clubhouse.

Dane sidles up to me, beer in hand. “People have been looking for you.”

“Gerald Lee?”

“Yeah, and Rush. He got to town two days ago. Rented himself a room at Addy’s motel. Think he’s fixing to stay, and he brought Doc Green with him. Tourmaline is having a population explosion,” jokes Dane.

“They’re both here?”

“And Izzy got in a day ago. She’s staying out at my place.”

“Really? Anyone else?”

“That’s it. Rush has told just about everyone he’s your biological father. Doc Green has told everyone he’s your friend, and Izzy has made an impression on Carlos. They’re all fitting in fine. Have you seen the news?” Dane’s face loses all joviality as he pierces me with his eyes.

I shake my head. “No, I haven’t looked at a TV since we left Black Ridge.”

“Your father,” Dane stops and shakes his head. “Michael Russo was found hanging from the pulpit in the church. They think it was murder. And before you ask, it wasn’t us.”

I feel the color drain from my face. Dane pushes me onto a stool as I stare blankly down at my drink.

“Do we know who?”

“We think it was the Russians, but they have neither confirmed nor denied.”

“My sister, Debbie, has she turned up?”

Dane shakes his head. “No. The other two have called here looking for you, but Debbie, no. Seems like she vanished.”

In time, I’ll deal with Elizabeth and Leonie, but Debbie, she’s as slippery as a snake. I can’t believe that she covered for him all this time. Kept all of his secrets. For her to disappear, that takes money, so she obviously had some stashed somewhere. Crafty bitch.

“The Doc and Rush, do we know why they came?”

“After Russo died, Doc said it got difficult in town. I think it was also a major reason for Izzy turning up so quickly. People finally saw him for what he was, but there will always be those who’d rather believe a lie than the truth. He was a respected pillar in the community for a long time.” Dane pauses and takes a swig of his drink. “Doc Jordan has put Doc Green to work at the clinic. Those two are getting along like a house on fire. But you’re going to have to speak to Gerald Lee. Carlos has been in here looking for you and Cassia. Lee told him that you were keeping Cassia prisoner. I set Carlos straight, so did Izzy, but he’s still going to want to talk to her.” Dane takes another sip of his beer.

Carlos Morales is the town sheriff. He’s a good man, honest, and even though he doesn’t appreciate all of our business dealings, he knows we don’t conduct anything in Tourmaline.

“Yeah, that sounds like Carlos. Fucking Lee, that man doesn’t know how to let things go.”

There are noise and movement outside. Dane walks to the clubhouse doors, shakes his head and looks at me.

“You best get yourself out here. Gerald Lee is getting into it with Kade, and Destiny is pitching a fit,” says Dane, but he doesn’t look worried, merely amused.

I rush out in time to see Gerald push Kade. Destiny gets between them, but from the look on Kade’s face, she should just move out of the way.

“Hey, Kade!” I yell from the top of the stairs. “What’re you doing?” I jog down to greet them, and when I reach Kade, I lightly punch him on the arm. “Miss me?”

Kade’s face cracks into a grin, and Destiny puts both hands on my face and kisses me.

“About time you got home!”

Kade pulls her away from me. “Don’t kiss him! You’ve got no fucking idea where he’s been,” teases Kade.

Destiny swats at him with both hands. “Kade Cantrill, stop it! You’ve been worried, too.”

“Are you three just about done?” asks Gerald Lee, sarcasm dripping off every word.

For a moment, I forgot he was there. The smile on Kade’s face slips off, replaced with barely controlled rage. I place a hand on his chest and shake my head slightly.

“Destiny, why don’t you take Kade inside? Gerald Lee and I need to have a chat.”

Destiny looks worried, judging by the crease between her eyes, but she pulls on Kade’s hand until he slowly walks away from us.

I raise my gaze to Gerald. He’s watching me with laser-beam scrutiny.

“Now, you tell me where—”

In a quiet voice, I cut him off. “Stop.” He opens his mouth, I take a step toward him in a louder tone, and repeat myself. “Stop.”

Gerald narrows his gaze and grinds his teeth, but he stays silent.

“I know you’re worried about Cass. She doesn’t want to see you. And the way she’s feeling right now, she may never want to see you again. So, this is how I see it. In a couple of weeks, I’m going to bring her into town, we’re going to meet you at Betty’s Diner, and you’re going to be nice to her and me. I’m going to marry her and—”

“Like fuck you’re going to marry my daughter!” hisses Gerald.

“I asked her, and she said yes. That’s the end of that. It’s got nothing to do with you.”

“She’s my daughter!”

“And that’s the only reason I don’t push your teeth through to the back of your head,” I ground out as I flex and crack my knuckles.

Gerald steps back, a snarl on his face.

“This isn’t over,” he growls.

Dane walks up to us and claps me on the shoulder.

“Mr. Lee, I think your time here is up,” says Dane cheerfully. This makes me nervous. Dane isn’t one to be messed with.

“Not until I’ve seen Cassia!”

The joviality that was evident in Dane a moment ago slips, and in its place, is the hard, deadly man, I know he can be.

“You’re on Savage Angels’ property, Mr. Lee, and I don’t want you on it anymore.”

Gerald holds Dane’s gaze for a moment, blows out his cheeks, turns and strides out of the compound.

Dane watches him go and says, “There are things you don’t know. Sal reached out to the Russians. They’ve known Gerald Lee for a very long time. He’s not done with you yet, Zeke. The Russians went to Sal. Lee’s offered to pay them to take you out.” Dane’s gaze comes back to me, and he chuckles. “Now that they’ve got a working relationship with us and the Abruzzi crime family, they’ve offered to take him out instead.”

I’m stunned at what Dane has told me. I know Gerald Lee doesn’t like me but kill me? He’s out of his goddamn mind if he thinks that will fix the rift between him and his daughter.

Dane gives me a tight smile. “We’ve told them to hold off. The decision is yours. I know your answer before you give it. But,” Dane pauses and searches my face. “Gerald Lee will find someone else. You need to put this to bed. Either kill the old fucker or make him see the light. The choice is yours.”

Dane leaves me outside and alone with my thoughts. I can’t kill Gerald. Cassia loves him, and a part of me could never hurt her like that, even if she didn’t know I had a hand in it. How do you get through to a man who has always gotten everything he’s ever gone after?

A hand touches mine, and I look down and find Cassia standing next to me. Suddenly, everything becomes clear. The woman beside me, the one who is holding my hand and ready to face the world with me, Cassia holds the key.
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Zeke

 

Kade and Destiny helped us find a place in Pearl County even before we got home. It’s a two-bedroom house on the outskirts of town, closer to Tourmaline, very private.

Kade and I are putting the bed together, and the girls are in the front room.

“You spoken to Lee yet?” Kade asks.

“Only at the clubhouse.”

“How are you going to handle it?” asks Kade as he screws in a post.

“I’m going to let Cassia do it.”

Kade frowns and shakes his head. “Fight fire with fire.”

“I am, brother. Gerald loves his daughter, and that’s what all this is about. It’s what it has always been about. He doesn’t think I’m good enough, and we both know I’m not.”

“Fuck off. You love her, you’ll protect her, and you’ll do everything in your power to make sure she’s happy. What else can the fucker want?”

“I take it you’re talking about my dad?” asks Cassia from the doorway.

Kade nods. “Yeah, he caused a lot of shit that he didn’t need to because he doesn’t like Zeke.”’

“I know,” Cassia pauses and chews on her bottom lip. “He means well. Zeke isn’t someone he pictured me with, that’s all.”

“And what the fuck does that mean?” asks Kade, hand on hip looking annoyed.

“Kade, man, back the fuck off,” I state.

“No, fuck that. Either she’s in, or she’s out. There are no half measures.” Kade points at Cassia, his face mottled with anger. “So, what is it?”

Cassia straightens her shoulders and glares at him. “Kade Cantrill, I love Zeke. Not that it’s any of your business. I loved him before things went pear-shaped with my dad.”

“Then you walked,” replies Kade sternly.

“Yes, I did. I thought Zeke had hit him and he did, in front of me! But I went out and found him. I traveled to the middle of nowhere to claim what’s mine and make no mistake about this Kade, Zeke is mine.”

Kade drops the screwdriver and drags her in for a hug. “Good,” he states before letting her go and going back to putting the bed together.

Cassia gives me a shocked look, and I grin and shake my head.

“Well, I’ll leave you to it…” says Cassia as she slowly walks away.

“You didn’t need to do that, brother,” I state.

“Yeah, I did. Can’t have her running off or running you off again. You’re my family, Zeke, you and Destiny. I know the club will always have my back but with you two, I know who you are, and I don’t want you leaving again. I’m hoping Cassia will be family one day. I see the way you are with her. I want for you what I have with Destiny.”

“I’ve got that, brother.”

“No, you don’t. Not until this shit with Lee is finalized. If it were me, he’d be six-foot under already.”

“Right, you’d hurt Destiny like that? Her brother, the one in prison, the one she’s been trying to get out, the reason she studies law. If he were a threat, you’d put him down?”

Kade sucks in a breath and shakes his head. “No.”

“That’s how it is with Cassia and me. So back the fuck off.”

Kade nods. “I’m going to meet her brother soon.”

“You’re going to Glenford Maximum Security Prison? Never thought you’d set foot in a place like that.”

“He’s all she’s got left. I need to ask for permission.”

A laugh escapes me. “Somehow I don’t think you do.”

“It’ll mean something to Destiny if I do.”

“And that’s how Cassia feels about her father.”
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I watch as Cassia unpacks a box in the kitchen. I’m sitting at the table drinking a beer. When she bends over, her black tank top exposes more of her cleavage, and I find myself wishing she was naked, and that thought makes my cock go hard. I put down the beer and walk up behind her while she’s bent over. I grab her hips and pull her against me.

“Zeke!” Cassia cries out. “What are you doing?”

“I want you.” Cassia stands up, and I place one arm around her waist and the other on her breast. “Now.”

“Zeke, we still have to unpack.”

“It can wait.”

“Babe, come on, it won’t take long,” replies Cassia as she bats at my hands.

Undeterred, I scoop her up and take her into the bedroom.

“Zeke!” screeches Cassia.

I throw her on the bed and unbuckle my jeans. Cassia shakes her head at me and tries to scramble off the bed, but I grab her ankles and drag her to me.

“Zeke—,” Cassia starts to say, but I cut her off by placing her hand on my cock.

“See what you do to me? Feel how hard I am? That’s what you do.”

Cassia smiles. “It won’t take long to finish unpacking.”

“I can be quick.”

In frustration, Cassia throws herself back on the bed, and I quickly take advantage of the situation. I pull up her tank top and bra, drawing her nipple into my mouth while my other hand applies pressure to her core. A moan escapes her, and she arches up. Being the bastard that I can be, I stand up, her eyes fly open, and she frowns at me.

“Still want to unpack?”

“That’s not fair,” Cassia pouts at me.

“No, it’s not.”

I kick off my boots and lose my jeans as she wriggles out of her shorts.

“Tell me what you want,” I growl at her.

“Zeke, you know I’m not comfortable talking like that.”

“Then I’ll fuck you and leave you wanting.”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

Cassia crosses her ankles and smiles smugly at me. Knowing what she likes, I bury my face at her apex and kiss and lick. Within moments, she opens for me, hands buried in my hair, pushing me to do more. I work my way up her body licking, sucking, biting, and when I get to her mouth, I thrust inside her.

“Told you to tell me, love.”

Cassia’s eyes fly open as she realizes what I’m about to do. My teeth sink into the soft flesh of her shoulder as I pump in and out of her.

“No, Zeke!”

I lick where I’ve bitten and kiss her as I thrust into her faster.

“No, what?” I ask.

“Make me come.”

I stop all movement, my cock screams for release.

“How?”

“With your mouth.”

I smile down at her, slowly withdraw, inching down her body. Each nipple is sucked and bitten until it pebbles, and the entire time Cassia squirms under me and pushes me further down.

With her legs spread wide, I thrust my tongue inside her and Cassia moans loudly. Sucking her clit, I place two fingers inside her, and she arches upward, hands gripping my hair, pushing me for more.

My girl tastes sweet, and she’s so wet. I insert another finger, then another, slowly moving them in and out until my fist is inside her.

“It’s too much!”

Raising my head, I slowly shake it. “Shhh, love, just relax.”

I move my fist while I suck her clit, and Cassia moans and grinds into me. This is the furthest I’ve taken her, and when I feel her tighten around me and scream my name, I stop eating her and smile. Her pussy is clenching, and Cassia is moaning loudly as her orgasm crashes over her and keeps on coming. Her hands are clutching the sheets, sweat on her brow, and the most seductive smile on her beautiful face. When she is finally sated, I flip her over. Cassia is like a rag doll and entirely spent.

Grabbing a pillow, I tell her, “Lift up your hips, love.”

Cassia complies, and I place it under her, then thrust inside her, my fingers digging into the soft flesh of her ass as I do. A moan so soft escapes her as I pound into her, dragging her up on all fours. My thumb presses against her anus, and she shakes her head slightly.

“Will you say no to me again.”

“Baby, I—”

I apply more pressure, the excitement of making her comply making me braver. I’m tempted to thrust into her, to see if she can handle it, but I know she’s not ready. Cassia shakes her head furiously.

“No, never,” Cassia replies desperately.

I chuckle, place both hands on her hips and buck into her, roaring when I find my release. Cassia sags onto the bed, face first, and I make my way into the bathroom. She’s unpacked in here, face cloths in a neat pile on the open shelf. I grab one, run it under warm water and go back to my angel. Cassia hasn’t moved. When I place the warm cloth against her core, she moves her head to the side.

“Did I hurt you?”

Cassia smiles at me. “No, but I think we need a safe word.”

“I have certain needs…”

Cassia rolls over onto her back. “You think I don’t know that?”

I lay down beside her, placing my arm under her head. “In the bedroom, I need to be in control, I need to dominate.”

Cassia wriggles closer to me, her face inches from mine. “I know. I’ve always known. You need to go slow with me, teach me, and so long as we’re both having a good time, Zeke, it’s okay.”

I kiss her softly on the lips and lean back. Cass snuggles closer still, her fingertips tracing the tattoo on my chest.

“I want all of you. No more secrets. I’m not going to push you away again. I meant it when I told Kade you were mine. All you have to do is let me in. Share your darkest secrets, and I’ll share mine.”

I kiss her again this time. I press my tongue against her closed mouth, and she opens for me, giving me everything. My hand moves down her body, and I find the now cold, face cloth.

“Oh shit,” I mutter as I pull away from her.

Cassia shrugs. “It felt nice.”

“It’s cold.”

“Yeah, but it still felt nice.” Cassia smiles and looks away from me. “Anal?” The way she says it makes it a question, and I lift her chin, so she’s looking straight at me.

“You’ve never…” Cassia shakes her head. “It can feel good, better than good, but only if you want to.”

“You like it?”

“Yeah, but it’s not a deal-breaker. Your pussy is tight, and I love the way you respond to me. I love you and everything about you.”

Cassia blushes and rests a hand on my face. “We could try.”

The wave of emotion that washes over me takes me by surprise. This woman is willing to entrust her body to me in every way possible, and it warms me from the inside out. I kiss her fingers one by one, then lean in for a soft kiss.

“And you’re right, we need a safe word. You pick.”

Without hesitation, Cassia replies, “Savage.”

I chuckle, and she grins at me. “Is that because of my club or you think I’m a savage?”

“Both.”

I pull her closer and whisper, “I’ll always be your savage through thick and thin.”

“For better or worse?” Cassia asks, eyebrows raised.

“In sickness and in health,” I reply.

“Until death do us part.”

“Death will not separate us, Cass. I won’t let it.”

“That’s because you’re a Savage Angel.”

“Amen.”
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We laid in bed for hours, neither wanting to let go of the other. When she finally falls asleep, the house is in darkness, and I slip away from her warm body. Cass mumbles but doesn’t wake. As silently as I can, I pad out of the room, shutting the door and head for the kitchen.

I flip on the coffeemaker and go into the laundry room in search of a pair of jeans. It’s dark out, but it’s a full moon, so I don’t put on any lights. Through the backdoor, I see a torchlight bobbing up and down as someone makes their way through our yard.

I put on the jeans, go back to the bedroom and place a hand over Cassia’s mouth. Her eyes fly open, and I place a finger to my lips.

“Shhh. I need you to be quiet, and I need you to hide under the bed and stay there until I come get you, okay?”

“Why?” Cassia whispers.

“Someone’s in the yard. Now, do as I say.”

Cassia nods when she’s under the bed. I open my side table and get out my Glock.

Approaching the backdoor, I can no longer see the torchlight or anyone outside. I stand stock-still and listen for movement inside the house. After a minute, when I’m sure there’s no one inside, I open the backdoor and shut it behind me. I stand with my back up against the door, listening to the night. There are crickets and the odd frog, but nothing sinister appears to be lurking in the dark.

I step down the porch steps, and the last one creaks loudly into the night. Inwardly, I swear and take two steps away from the house onto the grass. My foot touches something. The moon is so bright, I crouch down and find three dead birds at my feet—all ravens. Straining, I listen to my surroundings but continue to hear nothing that shouldn’t be there. I prowl around the house and cannot see or find the trespasser. I do another loop and find nothing apart from those dead birds. Weird. I go back inside the house, shutting and locking the door behind me and walk back into our bedroom.

“Come out, love.”

Cassia scrambles out from under the bed and rushes me, wrapping her arms around me.

“Did you find them?” Cassia whispers.

I grip her by the shoulders and push her back, crouching a little, so we are the same height, and so I can stare into her eyes.

“No. I couldn’t find anyone. I’m going to call Kade and Dirt.” I pause and briefly glance down at the floor before meeting her eyes again. “Keep the lights off. Go shower and get dressed.” I kiss her, turn her around, and gently push her in the direction of the bathroom. Without looking back, Cass does as she’s told. I wait until I hear the shower running before I ring Kade. He picks up on the second ring.

“Zeke?” Kade asks.

“There was someone in our yard tonight. Don’t know who or what they wanted, but we had an intruder.”

“I’m on my way.”

“Bring Dirt, and can you come by car? If someone is gunning for me, I need Cass to be safe. Don’t want someone taking me out if she’s on the back of my bike and killing her in the process.”

“You think they are hostile?”

“I’m armed, and I did walk around and couldn’t find anyone, but I’m on my own here.”

“We’re coming.”

Kade clicks off, and I find Cassia beside me, hand on my arm, fully dressed, the tips of her blonde hair dripping.

“You are not on your own. I can shoot. Give me a gun.”

I shake my head slightly.

“Don’t you give me that, Zeke Russo. I’ve been shooting guns for most of my life. My daddy made sure I could handle everything from a rifle to a handgun. I can probably shoot better than you.”

“But could you shoot a man?”

“If some fucker is trespassing, hell yes.”

I pull on a t-shirt and my boots, then open the closet door and put a gray gun case on the bed. I punch in the code to open it and pull out another Glock.

“This weapon is clean.” I hand it to her.

“It’s clean?”

I don’t explain. I nod and hand her a clip.

“Coffee?”

Cassia slams the clip into the gun, makes sure the safety is on and heads for the kitchen, nodding as she goes.

“No lights,” I state.

“Got it.”

I walk toward the front door and peer out in the night. Nothing moves, everything is as it should be. I let the curtain fall back into place and glance over my shoulder to Cass. She holds up a cup for me.

“Who’s after us?”

“Not us love, me.”

“Why you? Something to do with the club?”

I shake my head and sit at the table, placing my gun on it. I point at the chair next to me, and Cass sits beside me, placing her gun on the table too.

“Your father. That mess with my family? He organized the whole thing. Your dad is tied up with the Russian mob, and he’s asked them to kill me.”

Cassia shakes her head. “No.”

“Yes,” I say, forcefully. Licking my lips, I think about what to say next and grasp her hand in mine. “You need to talk to him. You need to make him understand because if he continues the way he’s going, I’m going to have to kill him.” Cassia lets out a gasp. “I don’t want to, love, but if it’s a choice between him and me? What would you have me do?”

“You’re sure?”

“Absolutely. I was going to tell you, but this has sped up the timeline. He’s doing all this for you. He wants me out of your life so badly, he’s prepared to kill me. He’s lied, he’s bribed people, and he’s manipulated everyone. Cass, your dad is trying really hard to wipe me from the face of the earth. You need to talk to him before I’m asked by Dane to do what I know will break your heart.”

“If I get him to stand down, will that be enough? I’ve been around you and your club a while now. They deal with… treachery fiercely,” Cassia says with her lips firmly pursed in a line.

“Let me worry about that. Dane will give me some leeway, not a lot and only if we can get Gerald to tow the line and compensate the club.”

“Compensate the club?”

I nod. “It’s the way it’s done in my world.”

“Dear old dad isn’t fond of parting with his money.”

“You need to convince him.”

I take a sip of my lukewarm coffee and grimace. Headlights from a car light up the house, and I pick up my gun.

“Stay here until I know who it is.”

I stand and move to the front curtain, moving it slightly to see who’s waiting for us. The headlights turn off, and I wait, gun raised, I see two men coming toward me, and I can tell by his walk one of them is Kade. I open the door when he hits the porch stairs.

“Hey, Kade.”

“You okay?”

“Yeah, like I said on the phone, nothing happened just a person in the yard.”

Kade nods, and Dirt appears behind him.

“Let’s get you two to the clubhouse,” states Dirt as he looks around.

Cass comes up beside me with her handbag clutched under one arm and the gun in the other.

“Thank you both so much for coming.” It sounds so formal, she gives them a fake smile and walks out onto the porch. “Let’s do what Dirt suggests and get going.”

Kade raises his eyebrows at me, and I shrug, for now. Cassia needs to work through this on her own. I’ll let her have some time and, in the morning, we’ll work it out together.
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Cassia

 

Absorbed in my thoughts, I don’t talk to the boys on the trip to the clubhouse. My father has always been a hard man, but I can’t believe he’d do all the things Zeke has said. Zeke’s hand covers mine, and I look down at our fingers entwined. I know he wouldn’t lie to me, no matter how much it would hurt me. I tighten my grip and shuffle closer to him. Casting a look at him, Zeke gives me a small smile and leans in kissing my temple. His lips linger there, offering me a soothing balm for my soul.

When we arrive at the clubhouse, Kade and Dirt get out. I have my hand on the door, but I don’t open it.

Staring straight ahead but not seeing, I say to Zeke, “Promise me you won’t kill my father.”

“Cass…”

I look down at our hands, and a single tear escapes.

“Promise me,” I repeat in a stronger voice.

Zeke sighs and lets go of my hand only to place his arm around my shoulders and put his face closer to mine.

“I promise you.”

Only then do I meet his gaze. I see nothing but love and understanding in his eyes, but I know, deep down, if Dane orders it, Zeke will do as he’s told. This promise, it’s a stalemate, a way to buy my father some time to reconsider. As I stare into Zeke’s eyes, I reaffirm to myself that he is indeed mine, and if it comes to it, I’ll put my father down.

Looking at me attentively, Zeke pulls back as though he can read my mind. I blink several times, shake my head, and lightly kiss his lips.

“I’m tired. Let’s get some sleep before daylight breaks. I have a feeling it’s going to be a long day.”
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Zeke

 

I put Cass to bed and go in search of Kade and Dirt. I find them in the meeting room sitting at the clubhouse table. Conversation stops when I walk into the room. Both men look at me with apprehension in their eyes.

“We don’t know who it was. It could have been anyone,” I state.

“Yeah, that’s why you had me come out in the middle of the night, with backup, because it was a… what? A driver who was lost? Someone wanting to borrow a cup of sugar?”

“Don’t be an asshole,” I snap.

Dirt stands. “Don’t be naive. Lee is making a move, and you need to strike first. That fucker has meddled and fucked you around for far too long.”

“Cass—”

“If Cass doesn’t get this, then she’s not the fucking one for you! I’m telling you now, brother, it’s you or him,” replies Kade, cutting me off.

I blow out a breath and place my hands on my hips. “I need a day before we take this to Dane.”

“Too late,” states Dirt.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I ask.

“When Kade rang me, I rang Jonas. If he hasn’t told Dane, he will when he sees him. And before you get your fucking panties in a knot, I did it in case something happened to us, the chain of command, or are you forgetting who’s in charge around here?”

Jonas is VP in the Savage Angels MC, and he’s Dane’s best friend. What one knows, the other quickly finds out. I know Dirt has done the right thing, but it still pisses me off. In frustration, I punch the wall causing a hole and splitting my knuckles.

I glare at Dirt and nod furiously at him. “I just wanted some time to sort it all out!”

“Gerald fucking Lee sped up the timeline, not me and not you, brother,” replies Dirt calmly.

“I’ll go see Lee today. I’ll try and talk some sense into him. I’ll fix this,” I state rubbing my hand.

“You want company?” asks Kade.

“I’ll be taking Cassia. If she can’t get through to him, no one can.”

Both men nod, and I leave them in search of my woman and a calming hand.
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We are sitting in Betty’s Diner. Cassia has ordered the pancake stack, and I’ve ordered a breakfast with the lot. Cass keeps looking past me to the people walking by on the sidewalk.

“Be calm, Cass. He won’t come in here. Your dad won’t want a public display.”

Her eyes dart to mine and widen.

“I wasn’t looking for him,” Cass whispers loudly.

“Who then?”

“Rush, Doc Green, and Izzy.”

I raise my eyebrows at her and lean back. “Not what I thought you were going to say.”

Howie, who normally works in the kitchen, puts two cups on the table and pours us both coffees.

“Morning folks, We’re a little shorthanded today, so I’ll be cooking as well as helping out here.”

“Hey, Howie, how are you?” asks Cassia.

“In desperate need of a reliable waitress,” Howie replies quickly.

“What happened to the girl who took our order?” I ask.

Howie raises his hand in the air doing quotations. “Women problems.” With a shake of his head, he goes back into the kitchen.

“Poor Howie,” says Cass as she watches him walk away.

The bell above the door goes off as a couple walks in with Izzy behind them. She waves and makes a beeline for us as the couple sits in a booth. Cass casts a look in the direction Howie went, gets up and goes behind the counter, grabbing a pad and pen. She winks at me and goes up to the couple. Izzy looks at Cass quizzically as she sits opposite me. I shrug.

“What can I get you?” Cass asks.

“Black coffee for starters,” replies the woman.

Cass smiles, puts the pad and pen into her jeans pocket and goes and gets two mugs and the pot of coffee. I smile at her and shake my head. She proceeds to chat with the customers, takes their orders, and even refills my coffee cup.

“Hey, Izzy, you want a coffee?”

“Are you working here?”

“Howie is short-staffed, so I thought I’d help out.”

Howie comes rushing out the front with our orders as Cassia is putting the coffee pot back. For a moment, he looks confused, but Cassia walks up to him and hands him the new order from the other couple.

“Make sure the husband’s bacon is super crispy and the wife’s eggs are over medium.”

“Thank you, Cassia. I heard the bell go off, but I was busy cooking your meals.”

“It’s how I made extra cash in college. It was fun.”

“I don’t suppose you could keep an eye on things out here while I cook? Your breakfast is on the house!”

Cassis laughs. “You go cook, and I’ll keep an eye on everyone.”

Howie turns and heads for the kitchen only to stop and whirl back around.

“I know you’re not working at your dad’s store anymore, and I know you went to college and all, but we could use the help around here if you’re looking for work?”

Cassia looks at me, I grin at her and shrug. It’s her decision, not mine.

“You know Howie that’d be great. My friend, Izzy, is new in town, but she ran a diner in Black Ridge. Do you think you’d have enough work for her, too? Do we need to run it by Betty?” asks Cass as she points at Izzy, who smiles broadly at him.

Betty’s Diner is owned by Betty Copeland, not that she spends too much time in here anymore as she must be pushing ninety.

Howie’s face goes red, and he shakes his head. “Betty knows I’m struggling. She won’t mind.”

“Great! Do you think you could use both of us?”

Howie nods. “Yes! You’re a lifesaver.”

“When do you need us to start?” asks Cass.

“Now?” asks Howie as he hurries back to the kitchen.

Cassia sits opposite me, grinning like a Cheshire cat. “That’s two jobs! I’ve got two jobs and one for Izzy!”

“Thank you, Cass! I was wondering what I was going to do. He seems like a nice guy,” says Izzy.

“I thought you weren’t going to work for your dad anymore?” I ask.

“I’m not.”

I cock my head to the side and watch as she stuffs a mouthful of her pancake stack into her mouth.

“Love, what’s the other job?”

Cassia holds up a finger as she tries to chew and swallow her food.

Holding a hand over her mouth, she says, “Jonas gave me a job doing the books and working in the office.”

“When?”

“Just before I came to get you. It’s not a problem, is it?”

“No, Cass, it just would have been nice to know,” I reply with a smirk. “Damn, woman, you’re going to make me look bad.”

“You have a job,”’ Cass pauses and looks at me intently. “What do you do again?”

“Whatever the club needs. And I know that’s not much of an answer. One day I’ll tell you everything, I promise, but today isn’t that fucking day. Today we need to deal with your dad, so as soon as you’re finished here, we’ll pay him a visit.”

“I’m going to go and speak with Howie and let you two talk,” says Izzy as she gets up and walks into the backroom.

Cass frowns at me. “Today?”

“Yeah, we need to get a handle on this ASAP.”

Cassia nods, eats more of her pancakes, and looks thoughtfully around the diner.

“You know I love this town. I couldn’t wait to come back home after college. My dad has always been my protector and advisor. I know he’s made some bad choices lately, and I know he needs to be dealt with, but Zeke, he’s my dad, and I’ll always love him.” Cassia takes a sip of her coffee and continues, “But right now, I don’t like him very much.”

This is one of the reasons I love Cass—she has a big heart. I take a sip of my coffee just as the bell above the door goes off and in walks Cassia’s brother, Jeremiah Lee. Our eyes lock, and his mouth goes into a grim line. Instinctively, I reach across the table, touching Cass’ hand. She turns, and her face stills as he walks toward us. Jeremiah is six-foot-two, muscular in a bodybuilding kind of way. I’m pretty sure the man spends more time in the gym than working. He looks a lot like Cass, blond hair, but a little darker and those same green eyes. Cass casts me a worried look. I pat her hand and smile.

“Cassia, when did you get back into town?”

“Hello Jeremiah, I’m good, thank you. How are you?” Cass replies as she lifts her cup toward her lips.

Jeremiah scoffs and replies, “We’ve all been worried about you. You haven’t been to work.”

“That’s because I don’t work there anymore.”

Jeremiah grabs Cass by the arm, and that’s when I stand up.

“Take your hand off her,” I growl.

Jeremiah finally looks at me, or more correctly through me, then proceeds to try and drag Cass out of the booth.

“Jeremiah, let me go!” Cass says loudly.

I shove him, and he lets her go.

“Who the fuck do you think you are?” demands Jeremiah.

“I’m Cassia’s future husband, and I’ll not allow you to manhandle her.”

Jeremiah’s top lip curls up in a snarl. “It’s all your fault. You turned her against us!”

Cassia gets between us.

“Jeremiah, you’re being a dick. Zeke did not turn me against anyone.”

“Then why aren’t you working at the store? Do you expect a free ride?”

“What? No! I’ve got two jobs, and I’m more than capable of taking care of myself.”

Jeremiah gestures toward Cass and me.

“This… this infatuation you have with this biker won’t last. You should come back now before Dad can’t forgive you. You’ve taken this way too far already.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask aggressively.

“You’re really asking me that?” Jeremiah asks with eyes wide and a shake of his head.

“Jeremiah, you need to leave,” states Cass.

But it’s like he doesn’t hear her. Jeremiah is glaring at me, face contorted in rage, and a vein popping at his temple.

“You’re scum. The whole town knows it. My sister is from a good family with good prospects. She could marry anyone. I can’t believe she’d choose you. You’re nothing but a disgusting biker who’s taking advantage of her good nature!”

My vision goes red, and Cassia steps out of the way. I grab Jeremiah by the throat and walk him backward out the front door and onto the sidewalk where I shove him, and he falls flat on his ass.

“Get up!” I yell.

Scrambling to his feet, he fakes a punch with his left and then tries to hit me with his right. I dodge it and hit him hard in the ribs. He winces and swings again, but he misses.

“Fuck, Jeremiah, with all those muscles, I thought you’d at least know how to fight! Or does your daddy do that for you, too?”

A roar escapes him, and he charges me. I step to the side and push him, and he collides with a parked car.

“Why couldn’t you have just taken the money! Why did you have to ruin everything! You’re nothing! What can you give her? What? A lifetime of poverty?”

“I don’t care about money!” yells Cassia.

Jeremiah scoffs and looks at her. “You know what they say, Cassia, if you lie down with dogs, you’ll get fleas!”

“You’re an idiot. Do you want to know why I’m with him? Zeke doesn’t try to make decisions for me or tell me what to wear or speak down to me. Zeke loves me, Jeremiah. What more could I ask for?”

“You’ll come back. You’ll crawl back when he’s done with you. Men like him don’t know how to commit and take responsibility seriously. In his world, women are disposable. He’ll use you up and throw you away!”

Hearing enough, I advance on him, draw back my arm, and connect with his smug-looking face. His nose breaks, blood pours out of it, and to my surprise, he screams like a little girl. I raise my hand to hit him again but realize he’s not worth it. I take three steps back and look at him. Jeremiah is holding his nose and looking at me like I’m a monster. I cast a look at Cass, and she grins at me.

“Sorry, petal,” I offer.

“Oh please, he so had that coming. Fleas? Me really? What did he mean about the money?”

“Your dad—”

“You shut your mouth! He’s nothing but a fucking liar, and now he’s hit two members of your family! Are you seriously going to choose him over your own blood?”

“Shut up, Jeremiah!”

Cassia places both her hands on her hips and looks at me.

“Your father offered me five hundred and seventy-five thousand dollars to leave you. I turned him down.”

“That’s what happened the night of the party?” I nod. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Love, you believed him when he said I hit him. Would you have believed me if I told you he’d done that?”

Cassia nods, then chews on her bottom lip. She wraps her arms around my waist and looks up at me.

“No, I probably wouldn’t have believed my father would do that. Zeke, that was a lot of money.”

Cassia breaks from me and pokes her brother in the chest.

“How could you let Dad do this? Why didn’t you try and stop him?”

“We believed we were doing the best by you,” states Jeremiah flatly.

“You’re an idiot. The fact he turned down the money, that should tell you what kind of a man he is. But you don’t get it, do you, J?”

Jeremiah shakes his head. Cassia nods and looks sad.

“Go home, Jeremiah, and pray that one day I’ll forgive you.”

“You’ll forgive me? What for?” Jeremiah asks incredulously.

“For not having enough faith in me. For not believing I have a mind of my own and for attacking my fiancé.”

“I’m the one bleeding here.”

“Yes, you are,” replies Cass with a smirk. “Come on, Zeke, let’s finish breakfast.”

“Don’t you turn your back on me, Cassia Lee!” yells Jeremiah.

“Buddy, don’t you know when to quit? Cass has chosen, and if you’re lucky, when we have children, I might let you see them.”

Jeremiah’s face goes bright red again, and he swings at me. For a big guy, he’s not a good fighter. I dodge the attack and strike him hard in the ribs twice then an uppercut to his jaw. He goes down, hits the pavement so hard his head bounces off it. Standing over him, I can see he’s out. Sheepishly, I cast a glance at Cass and she’s grinning.

“I’m so sorry.”

“Zeke, he got what he deserved. You have nothing to apologize for. Are there any other secrets about my family I should know?” Cass asks teasingly.

“No, you know it all. Bribery, hiring a hitman, and good old-fashioned stay away from my daughter.”

The blood drains from her gorgeous face. All the humor has drained away as she stares at me bug-eyed.

“He’s awful.”

I shake my head. “I was going to ask you to talk to him as the Russians have offered to take him out for me instead.”

Cassia leans up against the diner’s wall, hands on her knees, taking in great mouthfuls of air, all the while shaking her head.

I crouch down in front of her. “Just breathe, Cass.”

“I feel like he’s this monster I never really knew. I can’t believe he’d go this far. I get that he would be protective of me but murder? That’s taking fatherly love a little too far.”

I stand and place an arm around her. “Come on, let’s get you inside so we can talk about it and figure out what to do.”

Cassia looks at me. “Who was in our backyard last night?”

“I don’t know. I know it wasn’t the Russians, but your dad might have hired someone else.”

Like her brother, Cassia’s face goes red, and a vein at her temple begins to pulse. She breaks free of me and stands over her brother. Cassia’s fists are clenched as she stares down at his prone form. She lets out a frustrated growl and kicks him in the side.

“Cass!” I yell.

“What? It wasn’t that hard! Jeremiah will know stuff, so we need to torture him!”

I chuckle, hook her around the waist, and walk her backward.

“We don’t torture people. Ever. Besides, you’d feel guilty tomorrow, and I bet right now you’re feeling bad you kicked him.”

Cassia whirls in my arms, burying her face in my chest. I hold onto her, and when she finally looks up at me, tears rim her eyes.

“I do feel bad.”

“He’ll never know.”

“He’ll never know what?” asks a voice from behind me.

I turn my head, and Cass peaks around me, standing there is the town’s sheriff, Carlos Morales.

“Sheriff,” I say as a greeting and cast a look at Jeremiah. “Seems Jeremiah has had a little too much to drink.”

“Zeke, it’s eight o’clock in the morning.”

“I know, it surprised both of us.”

Carlos places his hands on his hips and looks down at Jeremiah.

“Zeke, someone phoned it in and said you attacked him, and now he’s sprawled out on the sidewalk bleeding,” replies Carlos looking grim.

The diner door opens, and Howie comes out with Izzy hot on his heels.

“Hey, Sheriff, glad you made it. Jeremiah was harassing our newest employee. He got all handsy with Cassia, and Zeke stepped in. There are witnesses inside if you’d like to talk to them.”

Carlos stares at Cassia. “You work here? When did that happen?”

It’s a small town and news travels fast. Carlos’ confusion is understandable.

“I employed Cassia and Izzy today,” states Howie.

“Take me to your witnesses. You two wait out here,” orders Carlos. As he walks past Izzy, he squeezes her hand, and she goes beetroot red.

It surprises me that Carlos doesn’t check on Jeremiah. I look down at Cass, and she looks apprehensive.

“The sheriff is a good man. He’ll sort it out.”

“Should we put something under J’s head?”

“Nope. Maybe you could kick him again?” I tease.

Cass swats my arm. “It’s not funny.”

The sheriff comes back out with a bucket of water in his hands.

“I spoke to everyone inside. Seems Jeremiah here was at fault, and you were defending yourself against him.” Carlos looks down at Jeremiah with distaste, upper lip curled. “Never liked him. You, on the other hand, Cassia, have always been a good woman. Although why you’re with this guy, I’ll never understand.”

“Fuck you, Carlos,” I say with a grin.

“That’s fuck you, Sheriff Morales, and I meant it.” Carlos is grinning at me, glances at Cassia, and then throws the water over her brother.

Jeremiah sits bolt upright, spluttering. It takes him a good minute to gain his bearings, then he begins ordering the sheriff about.

“Arrest him! Arrest that motherfucker! He assaulted me!”

The sheriff tries to smother the laughter that escapes him by coughing and holding a hand over his mouth.

“Now, Mr. Lee, from all accounts, you attacked Mr. Russo here first after he defended Miss Lee from you.” Jeremiah gets to his feet, blood smearing the front of his white shirt. “Miss Lee, Mr. Russo, do you want to file charges?” asks the sheriff.

“What? Them file charges against me? Are you fucking kidding?” yells Jeremiah.

“Now, that’s an excellent question, son. Are you, Sheriff? It being an election year and all?” asks Gerald Lee as he approaches us from behind.

“I’m not sure what one has to do with the other, Mr. Lee. If the good people of Tourmaline don’t want me as sheriff anymore, there’s not much I can do about that.”

“I donate a lot to your campaign fund. Suppose that was to disappear?”

Carlos places one hand on his hip and the other on his gun and steps closer to Gerald. Both of them are wearing wide-brimmed hats that almost touch. I’ve seen Carlos angry before but never this close. His lips are in a firm line, shoulders squared.

“That sounds an awful lot like a bribe,” replies Carlos in a stern, angry tone.

“No, not at all. You misunderstand me,” says Gerald with a false smile on his face. “Just stating a fact.”

“No, I don’t want to press charges and neither does Zeke,” interrupts Cassia.

Slowly, the sheriff turns his head to look at her. “You sure?”

“Yes, Sheriff.”

“Seems like your job is done here, Sheriff,” says Gerald smugly.

Not wanting Carlos to lose face in front of Gerald, I take a step toward him and hold out my hand.

“Thank you, Sheriff Morales. I’m sure that if you need campaign funds, the town will band together and donate. There’s plenty of folk in town who know what a good job you do.”

Carlos shakes my hand, nods at Cass, and walks away. The fact of the matter is, even though the Savage Angels have had our run-ins with the sheriff, he’s clean, unlike his predecessor who was as crooked as they come. Sheriff Morales can’t be bought by anyone. He’s a man of honor, and I know Dane or Kat would help him out if it looked like he was going to lose his position.

“Bye, Sheriff,” says Jeremiah loudly.

It’s eight-thirty in the morning, and there’s a small crowd gathered around the diner now. Carlos goes rigid at the sound of Jeremiah’s cocky voice. He stops and turns around, a grin firmly plastered on his face.

“Bye, Jeremiah Lee. Next time I catch you drunk and disorderly at this hour, I’ll have no choice but to lock you up. You’re lucky your sister didn’t want to press charges. There’s nothing worse than a man who lays hands on a woman. In my book, they’re the same as a pedophile, picking on someone weaker than themselves.” Carlos tips his hat and strides away.

Jeremiah’s face loses all color as he looks at the crowd. Some shake their heads in disgust while others whisper to each other.

“That’s not fucking true!” yells Jeremiah to the sheriff’s retreating form. In response, Carlos does a two-fingered wave but doesn’t turn around. He just keeps going.

Jeremiah, with arms outstretched, looks at the people around him, then he grabs Cass by the upper arm and demands, “Tell them, tell them it’s not true.”

This time, I’m not standing for it. I yank his hand off Cass and shove him hard. Jeremiah stumbles, and Gerald Lee gets between us.

“Out of the way, old man,” I growl.

“Now, son, calm down. This is a family matter and everyone in town knows you aren’t part of my family.” Gerald smiles at the crowd.

“You’re right, Dad. Zeke isn’t part of your family, but he is part of mine,” replies Cassia tearfully.

“Now, Cassia, enough of this! Do you honestly think this man can give you a future? Look at him!”

“I am, Daddy. I am looking at him, and I’m looking at you, too. And you know what? If I had to choose the better man, I’d choose him every time. You’re not the man I thought you were. You’re a monster.” Tears fall down her face, and she goes back into the diner, Howie hot on her heels.

“You happy now, Gerald? You’ve managed to turn your daughter against you. She knows everything. The check, the Russians, the hit, everything. Even if you get me out of her life, you’ve lost her forever. I could help you, Gerald, but it all has to stop or,” I close the gap between us and lower my voice. “I’ll put you in the ground. Cass and I don’t have secrets. She knows a penalty must be paid. Ball’s in your court.”

Gerald squints at me, lips turned down in a frown. I step back and go looking for Cass.

“That’s it? You’re just going to let that low-life walk away?” demands Jeremiah.

“Shut up, Jeremiah!” bellows Gerald as I shut the diner door.
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Not wanting to put Cass or myself in any danger, I decide we’ll be staying at the clubhouse in the immediate future. Cass and Izzy worked at the diner for a couple of hours, with me watching over them. It turns out Cass is a natural at making people feel welcome and convincing them to order more than they can eat. I’m pretty sure every customer she served got a slice of pie. Right now, she’s in our room taking a nap. We left Izzy with Howie so he could introduce her to the locals and show her around the place. I’m waiting for Dane and Jonas in the meeting room. The whole town will know what happened at the diner by now, and I’m unsure how my president is going to take it. Dane walks into the clubhouse, does the rounds with the men and some of the women and finally comes into the room.

“Jonas isn’t here?” he asks.

“No, Prez, he’s MIA.”

“Nah, he’s just running late. Seems Doc Green and Rush have him running all over town doing errands. Those two sure are persuasive.” Dane chuckles as he sits at the head of the table. The man is six-foot-six and weighs three hundred pounds of muscle. Today he’s got on jeans and a black t-shirt that’s straining against his bulk. Dane casually leans back in the chair, fingers steepled in front of him, eyeing me carefully.

Dane takes a breath and says, “So, I heard about the ruckus in town today.” Dane leans forward and appears to be weighing up a decision. “And I got a call from Gerald Lee.”

I raise my eyebrows in surprise. “Gerald phoned you?”

“Yeah.”

Jonas walks in, looking frazzled. He points at me. “Go and visit Doc Green and Rush, for fuck’s sake. I can’t be their personal chauffeur. You need to do something.”

I grin at him and nod. “I will. Sorry, man.”

“No, don’t be sorry. They spent the whole morning telling me how they’re giving you space and time to reconnect with your community.” Jonas shakes his head. “Well, as far as I’m concerned, you’ve had enough of all of that shit. Go sort out your business. Now, what did I miss?”

“I just told Zeke, Gerald Lee phoned me.”

Jonas pulls out a chair and sits down. “Okay.” Jonas eyes me carefully. “Seems Gerald has seen the light.”

Dane clears his throat and shakes his head slightly. “He’s offered to pay back the money we paid the Russians plus ten percent.”

Dane and Jonas stare at me and from their demeanor, I can tell there’s more.

“What else?”

“Told you he was smart,” states Jonas.

“He said he’ll give us twenty percent if you keep away from Cassia,” replies Dane.

I let out a whistle and lean back. I’ve helped the club with business deals, but I’ve only ever been a soldier. It’s a lot of money and bottom line if Dane tells me to walk away from Cassia, I’ll have to, but I know that, in time, I’ll leave the club. My gut clenches at the thought. I don’t want to have to choose. Sweat beads on my brow as I think about my words carefully.

“I can appreciate the amount of money Lee has offered you. I don’t know how, but I’ll make it up to the club. I’ll do the runs no one wants to do, the hard yards. I’ll—”

“Enough,” declares Dane. “The club is in the best shape financially that’s it’s ever been in. We’re taking the deal. Kade will get his money, and the club will take the ten percent.”

“Ten percent?” I ask.

“Yeah, man, ten percent. We don’t like men like Lee trying to buy us.”

I stare at Jonas, letting his words sink in then back to Dane.

“There’s more?”

Dane nods. “We don’t believe Lee when he says he’ll let it go. I’m pretty sure he was convinced that we’d take the twenty percent. He alluded to more money, but he could tell by my voice, I wasn’t taking it. You need to have a sit down with him, and we believe this should happen here at this table with the leaders of the MC by your side. Gerald Lee is a man used to getting what he wants, and we need to make it clear to him what will happen if a hair on your head is mussed up or you’re missing. His money is going to go a long way in keeping us at bay, but we can’t be bought, and we will not fucking lay down for the likes of him.”

I nod, expel a breath I was holding. “When?”

“Today. I’ve put out the call to the others. They’ll be here at three. It’s your job to get Lee here and to make him understand that we will not be fucked with,” replies Jonas solemnly.

“Right.” I stand and scrub a hand over my face. “I’ll get onto it, now.”

Dane stands and holds out his hand. “I don’t envy you. And I never thought in a million years that Gerald Lee would have connections to the mob.”

I grasp his hand in mine and shake it. “Yeah, that’s a story we need to know.”
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I walk into Lee’s store and am greeted by Mavis.

“I’ve got a bone to pick with you!”

Her tone is brusque and business-like, but she does have a smile on her face.

“How’s that?”

“You bring our girl back to town, set up in a new house, but I don’t get an invite for dinner or even lunch?”

I smile at the old bird. “Apologies, Miss Mavis. You’re welcome at our home any time. You don’t need an invite.”

“Good to know, son.”

“Is Mr. Lee around?”

“Yeah, I’ll go get him.” Mavis stops near me and places a hand on my upper arm. “You make her happy, and that’s all that matters.” She smiles big at me and goes looking for Lee.

I’m looking at a stack of shirts on sale when Jeremiah comes into the store. His face twists into a grimace at the sight of me.

“Jeremiah, how you feeling this afternoon?”

“What the fuck do you want?”

“World peace and for you to—,” I pause and square my shoulders and lock eyes with him. “Watch your fucking tone with me.”

Jeremiah rocks back in surprise. “Wow, did you find your balls?”

“Do you not get I beat you earlier? My balls are just fine. You know what you don’t understand, Jeremiah? I love Cassia. I’ll protect her till my dying breath, and you know what else?” I ask, walking toward him. “Cassia feels the same way about me. She’s chosen me. You need to get that through your thick skull. Cass is prepared never to see you or your father again. Is that what you want?”

Jeremiah looks at me with rage in his eyes. It’s like the lights are on, but nobody’s home. I can tell he’s just not getting it.

“Jeremiah, you get to the back room,” says Gerald Lee from behind me.

Jeremiah glances at his father then at me. “Gladly.”

He does the tough-guy thing and tries to bump me with his shoulder on the way past, but I’m prepared for it. All he succeeds in doing is nearly tripping over himself. I count to ten and slowly turn around to face Gerald Lee.

“You’re wanted at the clubhouse at three o’clock today.”

“Is that so you can extort me for money?” asks Lee.

I shake my head. “No. It’s so you can pay what you owe and make peace with the club and me if you ever want to see your daughter again.”

“Threatening me, boy?”

“No, stating a fact, old man.” I sigh in frustration and take a step toward him. “It’s simple. Do you want a relationship with Cassia?” He nods and sneers at me. “Then you pay up, and you be civil to me at family gatherings, or Gerald, Dad, when we do tie the knot and eventually have kids, you’ll never see any of them… ever. As God is my fucking witness.”

I turn, take two steps toward the door and yell, “Bye, Mavis! You’re welcome at the house anytime!” She waves at me. I look at Gerald, and in a softer tone, “You, on the other hand, will need to ring first. Three o’clock. Don’t be late.”

I turn and walk out of the store and run straight into Rush.

“Hey, Zeke! How are you?”

“Rush! Good, good. I heard you and Doc had come to town.”

“Yeah, it’s all right, isn’t it? It seemed like the right thing to do. I couldn’t stay in that town anymore, and well, it’s not good for Doc just to be existing. He needed a purpose.”

“It’s fine. I’m glad you’re both here.” I rub the back of my neck. “But you’ve got to stop asking Jonas for rides. I can hook you up with a car or a prospect can drive you around.’

Rush laughs and waves his hands in the air. “No need, no need. I bought a car. All we need now is a place big enough for the two of us. And I need some clients, got to keep my hand in, you know?”

“So, you’re staying permanently?”

“So long as it’s not too weird for you, son.”

Son, so much meaning in that one word.

“No, no, it’s fine. What are you doing right now?”

“Looking for you.”

“Well, you found me. Come on, let’s go to the clubhouse, and I can introduce you around.”

Rush slaps me on the back, and we begin to walk through town. He smiles and nods to just about everyone. We must make an interesting sight, me in my jeans, black tee and cut, and Rush in his linen suit, blue shirt, and vest. We chat easily as we walk down Main Street. I see Kat walking toward us, deep in conversation with the town mayor, Justice Leaverton.

When she is three feet from us, I say, “Hey, Kat, Justice, how’s it going?”

Kat stops talking and throws her arms around me. “Zeke! It’s good to see you!”

Awkwardly, I pat her on the back and step back. She is, after all, the president’s wife, and although Kat can be friendly, she doesn’t normally hug me.

“And who’s this handsome man?” asks Kat, gesturing to Rush.

“Kat Saunders this is Devon Rushard, Rush for short, he’s my,” I pause and look Rush in the eye. “He’s my father.”

“Really?”

“Yes, ma’am. We only recently found out,” replies Rush as he shakes Kat’s hand.

“Oh, excuse my manners! This is Justice Leaverton, town mayor, and my very close friend.”

“Nice to meet you, Mayor Leaverton and Ms. Saunders,” says Rush formally.

“Call me, Kat, Rush. Are you two headed to the clubhouse?”

“Yeah,” I say.

“Can you tell Dane I’m going to be late? I’d tell him myself, but my phone is dead.”

“You can charge it at my office.”

“Thanks, Justice. It’s just he worries if he can’t find me.” Kat casts me a look. “You know how he can be. Justice and I have a bunch of forms to get through. We’re launching stage five of the development, and we need to get this right.”

“Legal issues?” asks Rush.

“Oh my Lord, are there!” replies Kat.

“Perhaps, I could help? I’m a lawyer.”

“Really? That’d be great!” Kat links her arm through Rush’s and winks at me.

Which means Kat meant to run into us, and she already knew Rush was a lawyer. That explains the hug I received earlier.

“Are you okay with that, son?”

“We can catch up another time. The clubhouse isn’t going anywhere and maybe talk to Kat about a house. Her and Justice here sell beautiful homes up on the ridge.”

“Are you in the market, Rush?” asks Justice.

“I am. Needs to be big. Big enough for two men, so we don’t run into each other.”

“Two men?” asks Justice.

“Oh, no! Not like that. I like women. He’s my friend, childhood friend,” replies Rush quickly.

“You know, I know a guy who continually tells people he likes vaginas, sounds like you and him have a lot to talk about.”

Rush goes red, Kat smiles at me cheekily, and Justice ushers them on their way.

“See you later,” I say to their retreating forms.

“Don’t forget to tell Dane!” Kat says happily over her shoulder. “Oh, and Izzy is staying with us out at the house. She’s amazing. I like her.” With that, Kat walks quickly away with the two men.

I shake my head and keep walking. That woman is one of the best manipulators I know but in a good way. For a rich, famous person, she’s always trying to find a way to lighten the load of those around her.

When I get to the end of the street, waiting outside the compound is Doc Green.

“Hey, Doc, what’s up?”

“I think the correct thing to say is ‘What’s up, Doc?’” he replies, laughing.

“Right. You want to come in? Meet the guys?”

“Is it all right?”

“Yeah, you’ll be with me, and the guys are cool.” We start walking. “How are you settling in?”

“Everyone is so nice here. And your town doctor is a real good guy. Mind you, he’s had me working, but I think I needed that.”

I push open the doors to the clubhouse, and Jonas yells out a greeting, “Hey, Doc!”

Doc Green waves and walks toward him. “Hey, Jonas. I’ll have what you’re having.”

“Rebel, beer for the Doc here,” yells Jonas.

All three of us sit at the bar, and Rebel lines us all up with a beer.

“You talk to Lee?” asks Jonas.

“Yeah, I passed on the message. Fuck if I know if he’ll turn up, but I made things as crystal fucking clear as I could.”

“If he doesn’t show, you need to be the one to go get him,” states Rebel.

I nod and look at Doc. “Tell me about Doc Jordan. What has that old guy had you doing?”

Doc Green takes a sip of his beer. “Aww, just working at the clinic and helping him with house calls. I think I’d like a tour if that’s okay?” asks Doc, staring at Jonas.

“Sure, old man. Zeke, show Doc around.”

I grab my beer and walk toward the meeting room with Doc following me.
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We all sit around the table, waiting.

Dane keeps flicking his eyes toward me, disapproval at being made to wait evident in every glance and movement.

It’s three fifteen.

I look across the table to Kade, who has an I-told-you-so look on his face. I feel like all eyes are on me, sweat beads on my brow. My hands are clasped together on the table to prevent myself from fidgeting. I cast a look to the MC’s Enforcer and Sergeant at Arms, Dirt, and he raises his eyebrows and shrugs.

Slowly, I stand, and my chair makes a loud noise as it scrapes across the wooden floors. All the leaders of the MC are here—President, Vice President, Road Captain, Sergeant at Arms, and Treasurer. Then there are patched-in members like Rebel and Kade. I lean forward, hands bent, knuckles supporting my frame. Nervously, I run a hand down my beard.

“There’s only one thing left to do,” I pause and suck in a breath of air. “I’ll do it.” I glance at Kade and then give Dane my full attention. “I’ll get him to The Barn.”

Dane nods once. The Barn is where we go to sort out our problems. The place where the ground is soaked in blood, not that you would know—it’s scrubbed clean. For here, the dead tell no tales and angels fear to tread lest they incur the wrath of Dane, who will deal with all betrayers with deadly force.

As I move around the table, all eyes watch me. They all know what this will mean to Cassia and me. I open the doors to the room, and Gerald Lee is on the other side, hand raised as if he’s about to knock. I am flooded with relief that I don’t have to kill him. Yet.

“You’re late,” I ground out.

“I had a fussy customer, he’s new in town. You were with him earlier. He wanted to order some new linen suits.”

Rush.

Rush felt him out. I’ve no doubt he knew who Gerald is, and a part of me is touched that Rush was trying to be the father I’ve never had. My lips turn down as I step to the side and usher Gerald into the room. I look at Dane whose lips are pursed together in a firm line, his gaze deadly.

“Sit,” orders Dane as he points to an empty seat.

I go back to my chair and ignore Gerald. My focus is on Dane, my president, and I will abide by any decision he makes.

“Gentlemen… ahh… fellas,” says Gerald, by way of a greeting.

No one speaks, and Dane stares at him like he’s nothing. Gerald sits quickly and looks around the table at the somber faces. None of us give any signs of emotion. The room feels clinical except for Gerald’s presence. He doesn’t realize it, but he’s the bug under the microscope, the specimen that we are thinking of dismembering.

“Sorry I’m late,” offers Gerald.

Dane nods once seemingly appeased.

“Do you agree to our terms?” asks Dane.

“Yes,” replies Gerald with a smile that doesn’t quite reach his eyes.

“Before we continue, we have some questions,” states Dane.

Gerald looks surprised, and eyes Dane cautiously, the smile falling off his face.

“How do you know the Russians?”

Gerald scoffs. “Well, they weren’t the ‘Russians’ when I met Ivan. He was just a man known for lending people money… a loan shark. So long as you paid your debt, with interest, he was fine to do business with. Ivan helped me out a few times over the years with various deals, and then five maybe seven years ago, I heard about a business deal going down near him, construction, and it wasn’t right for me, so I passed it onto Ivan. He made a lot of money and said he owed me one. I never paid it much mind until this one here began to date my daughter.”

A nerve in my jaw begins to tick. I want so badly to reach across the table and squeeze the life out of him. My knuckles are white as I keep my hands gripped together, preventing myself from doing something I might regret.

Dane turns his head toward me. “Your call.”

Gerald lets out a surprised gasp, and it’s only then do I allow myself to look at him. His mouth is hanging open, shock written across his features. Gerald’s gaze comes to me, and whatever he sees in my eyes, makes him blanch. My instincts tell me to kill him, but my heart tells me to remember Cassia.

“The original debt plus fifteen percent. You will give your oath that you will not pursue any more hitmen,” I pause, locking eyes with him. “And who was in my back yard a few nights ago?”

“Fifteen?”

I nod.

“Fine. And yes, you have my oath. As for who was in your backyard, I have no idea.”

“Your daughter was sleeping beside me, Gerald. Who was it?”

He leans back in the chair, arm slung over the top and eyes me. Gerald seems like he’s thinking about it. Eventually, he shrugs and says, “The Russians?”

“Don’t fucking lie to us,” I state with venom in my voice.

“I’ve only approached the Russians. It’s not like I know these kinds of people. I know Ivan, that’s all.”

I glance at Dane, who nods once. Gerald stands, anger flushing his features.

“Are you saying my daughter is in some sort of danger? Because of you? Because as God and every man in here is my witness, if she’s hurt because of you, deal or no deal, I’ll kill you myself.”

I stand and bend my head, cracking my neck, eyes never leaving Gerald’s.

“We’re done here.” I throw an envelope at him. “Inside are bank account numbers. You have forty-eight hours to make the transfers. Now, get the fuck out.”

Gerald snatches the envelope off the table and glares at me, then at all the men in around it. “You mark my words,” he snarls.

Kade laughs, and Dirt joins in. Gerald looks confused but hurries from the room. I watch him go until Rebel shuts the doors.

The laughter dies, and Dane says, “Who the fuck was in your backyard?”

I stare at him, that very thought running through my mind. If it wasn’t organized by Gerald, then who? Shaking my head, I look at Kade.

“Whoever it was only did reconnaissance. Maybe it really was a lost driver or… I don’t know. Maybe they weren’t a threat?” offers Kade.

“Not buying it. Middle of the night, from the back of the house? If it was a lost driver or whatever, they would’ve gone to the front door not snooped around in the dark,” Dane looks at me. “We can’t protect you out there. I know why you picked that spot, but you need to stay closer to home. You’re more than welcome to stay out at my place in one of the cottages until you can get something a little closer to us.” Dane stands and walks toward me. “Or you two could stay here, but I think the club’s whores will give Cassia a hard time.”

I nod. “There’s something else. It’s probably nothing, but I found some dead birds near the back door.”

“Dead birds? You think the intruder left them for you?” asks Dane, frowning.

“I don’t know. All I know is they weren’t there when we moved in. Like I said, it’s probably nothing.”

Dane shrugs and looks at Kade then me. “It’s weird, but I think you’re right. It’s probably nothing.”
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Zeke

 

Gerald Lee paid the money. Cass still doesn’t want to see him, and her brother is a complete tool ignoring her every time he comes into the diner. Which is stupid as she’s normally the only waitress working, and Izzy hates him, so they both work around him, and eventually he leaves without being fed. Howie thinks it’s hilarious. Turns out Howie owns Betty’s Diner, has for over a year. Betty asked if he could keep it quiet, and Howie being the good guy, has agreed. She comes in from time to time acting like she owns it, and Howie just smiles.

I’m sitting in a booth eating breakfast when Izzy comes in. The woman has bloomed since she moved to Tourmaline a month ago. The smile on her face widens when she spies me. Izzy makes a beeline for me.

“Hey, stranger!”

I stand and engulf her in a hug.

“Hey, Izzy. How’s life out at Dane’s?”

“You mean, Kat’s?” teases Izzy.

“Let me rephrase that, how’s life out at the Reynold’s household?”

“Smart man! Good. They’ve been fantastic. Never thought I’d get to hang out with Kat Saunders, but she’s so freaking nice.”

“You here for breakfast?”

“Yes and no. I’m here to see Cassia. We’ve been looking at possible shop fronts in town to lease, but Carlos knows the man who owns the hall at the end of town, and he might be interested in letting us lease it. It’d be perfect. It’s big and has that shed out the back for all of the equipment. I think we should look at it together.”

I grin at her as she talks enthusiastically about her plans. I was surprised at how quickly Izzy fit in here. She and Cass have become fast friends.

“Carlos?” I ask.

“Really, Zeke, out of all of that the only thing you heard was Carlos?” Izzy places a hand on her hip and tilts her head to the side.

“No, you talked about the hall at the end of town, a shed, and Carlos.”

Izzy shakes her head and sits at my table.

“He’s… he’s a good guy,” Izzy admits haltingly.

“For the town sheriff, yeah, he is,” I agree.

“No, he’s more than that.” Heat creeps up her face. Izzy shakes her head and waves a hand in my face. “Enough talk about Carlos, he’ll be here soon. Have you found a place to stay in town?”

“You’re meeting him for breakfast?”

“Cass said you two were going to look at something yesterday, how was it?” asks Izzy, completely ignoring my question.

As if on cue, Cass comes out from behind the counter, and Carlos walks in the front door. Izzy and I both stand as we greet our partners. Partner? I cast a glance at Carlos, and from the way he’s looking at Izzy, I think partner is a damned good description.

“You need more coffee?” asks Cass.

“Yeah, petal, that’d be good.”

Cass presses her lips to mine. It’s a quick kiss, and like always, I can’t get enough of her.

“Carlos? Izzy?” asks Cass, holding up the coffee pot.

Carlos breaks eye contact with Izzy and nods. “Yeah, Cassia, and the breakfast special, please.”

“Yes, please, and pancakes with lots of maple syrup.”

Carlos laughs, eyes crinkling at the corners. “Woman, how much maple syrup can you eat?”

“I told you I didn’t eat all your syrup, I dropped it!” giggles Izzy.

Carlos wraps his arm around her shoulders and walks Izzy to a table. All of the other diners are watching the town sheriff as he sits with Izzy. I’m sure tongues are going to be wagging all over town.

I sit back down, and Cass fills up my cup.

In a quieter tone, she says, “They look good together. Izzy looks happy.”

I look over at Izzy, and she’s talking animatedly, waving her hands in the air. Carlos grabs one of them, and as she turns sideways, I see the blush that creeps up her neck and onto her face. Yeah, Izzy looks happy.

I sip my coffee and watch Cass’ ass as she bustles around the diner. She’s already told Howie and Jonas she’ll need to cut back her hours when they get their business up and running.

It turns out Gerald Lee had her do all the leg work for this venture, and Cass thought he was going to let her run it, but changed his mind and said he didn’t want to expand his business interests in Tourmaline. Without my knowledge, she arranged a business meeting with Dane and asked if the Savage Angels would invest in her and Izzy. Dane said yes for a twenty percent stake in the business and an understanding that she would employ members of the MC when and if she and Izzy decided they needed help. It was a win-win for everyone.

I finish my coffee, leave money on the table, pat Izzy on the shoulder, and make my way out onto the sidewalk. A hand clamps down on my shoulder, it’s Carlos.

“Sheriff, did I do something wrong?” I ask, staring at his hand.

“No.” Carlos’ hand drops to the back of his neck where he rubs it. His face is concerned. “I heard about your intruder from Addy.”

“Okay?”

“Now isn’t the time, but I need to sit down with you… and bring Dane. We might have a problem. Can you meet me at the office at say, one o’clock?”

“I’ll need to check with Dane. I’ll call you if he’s busy.”

“Make sure he isn’t.” Carlos looks serious. He nods and goes back inside the diner.

Pulling my phone from my pocket, I dial Dane.

“Yeah?” Dane asks.

“Hey, Prez, Carlos wants a sit-down at the office at one. He asked that you be there, too.”

“What did you do?”

I chuckle. “To the best of my knowledge, nothing. He mentioned the intruder that was in my backyard.”

“And?”

“That’s it. Then he said he wanted a sit-down with you and me.”

I hear Dane breathing on the other end of the line making a ticking sound.

“Okay, see you at one.” Dane pauses. “Zeke, you better not have done something.”

The line goes dead. I haven’t done anything. I’ve kept away from Gerald and Jeremiah Lee and tried to make Cass happy. I look through the window to where Carlos is sitting with his back is to me, and all I can see is Izzy’s smiling face as she entwines her fingers with his. Maybe it has something to do with Izzy? But then why would he mention my intruder? I shake my head and walk toward the compound.
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When I arrive, Kade is sitting on his bike, talking to Rush. Kade is in black jeans, a black t-shirt, and his cut. Rush, on the other hand, is in another beige linen suit, light pink shirt, and a beige and pink vest. Both men look comfortable, friendly even. When they spy me, Kade raises his hand in a greeting, and Rush walks toward me and embraces me in a hug.

“Zeke, my boy! How are you?”

“Good, Rush, good. What brings you to the dark side?”

Rush barks out a laugh and shakes his head. “Came down to see you and ran into Kade here. Did you know Destiny is studying to be a lawyer?”

“Yep,” I state matter-of-factly.

“Of course, you did! But seeing as I’m starting up a practice here, it makes sense to hire her! I could show her the ropes and help her with her brother’s case.”

For the past month, Rush and even Doc Green have made it their mission to get to know everyone in the MC. Part of me is happy that they are making an effort, but not everything in my life is roses and sunshine. There are also darkness and death here too.

“Well, I guess that’s up to Destiny. Have you spoken to her yet?” I ask as I glance at Kade, who nods.

“Oh, yes! Smart as a tack, that one! Are you free for dinner?” asks Rush.

“Yeah, we are.”

Kade grins and shakes his head. It’s not over the dinner invitation but over the ‘we.’ Cassia and I have become inseparable since we got back to Tourmaline. She’s good for my soul, and Kade approves.

“Great! See you at six!” Rush goes to walk away, then turns back around. “Kade, would you and Destiny like to join us?”

Kade nods. “Yes, we would. See you then.”

Rush nods, waves, and heads back into town. I watch him walk away, and when he gets to Doc Jordan’s clinic, he goes inside. Doc Green must be working there today.

“They’ve fit right in,” states Kade.

I nod and look at him. “Yeah, he’s trying really hard.”

“So are you. He’s a good man.”

“Yeah. Hey, ahh, Carlos wants a sit down with Dane and me. You want to come along?”

“What about?”

“He said it was about the intruder in my backyard.”

Kade swings his leg back over his shiny blue bike and stands up.

“You don’t think that’s what it was about?”

“I’ve got no reason to doubt him. The only thing I can think of is that Lee might be kicking up a stink over something.”

Kade shakes his head. “Nah, he’s been nothing but nice to us since the last meeting.” Kade draws his eyebrows together and nods. “What time?”

“Said to meet him at the office at one.”

“I’ll be there.” Kade gets back on his bike and starts it. “Later.”
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I’m waiting outside the Sheriff’s Office with Kade when Dane and Jonas arrive on their Harleys.

Dane shrugs as he gets off. “Safety in numbers, yeah?”

I chuckle as does Kade. “Yeah, Prez,” I agree.

All four of us walk into the office with Dane taking the lead. It’s a small town, so we know all of the deputies under Carlos, not that all of them like us. The deputy on the desk isn’t a fan and finishes his paperwork before he looks up at us, annoyance in his stare.

“Yes?” he asks in a bored tone.

“We have a meeting with Sheriff Morales. Is he available?” asks Dane without smiling.

The deputy picks up a phone and hits a number. “There’s a group of bikers here for you.”

The back-office door opens, and Carlos steps out. The deputy still has the phone to his ear.

“Let them through,” says Carlos in a raised voice.

The deputy stands and opens the gate. We all file down to Carlos as his men either smile and nod or completely ignore us.

“Come in.” Carlos moves to one side so we can all fit into his office.

Sitting at his desk is a hard-looking man with a round-shaped scar on his face. It looks like a bullet wound. I try not to stare, but it is the only flaw in his features—high cheekbones, clearly of Indian descent, black hair tied neatly back into a ponytail.

“Take a seat,” says Carlos gesturing to the four empty seats in front of his desk. Clearly, he knew we’d come as a unit. “This is Special Agent Wilson Blackbear.”

We all shake hands and sit down. Carlos takes his seat behind his desk, facing all five of us.

“What’s going on, Sheriff?” asks Dane.

Carlos sighs, puts his elbows on the desk, and steeples his fingers. “Wilson and I came up together through the LAPD. I called him after these were left on my doorstep.” Carlos opens his desk drawer and pulls out photos. He hesitates for a moment before he hands them to Dane.

Dane turns them over to reveal photos of dead ravens. I feel my stomach drop, and Dane looks at me quickly.

“They’re ravens?”

Special Agent Blackbear clears his throat and looks at me. “Sheriff Morales rang me when he found ravens at your backdoor. It’s not the first time Sheriff Morales has been gifted these. The photos you’re looking at were taken at his residence a week ago. The next one was taken eight years ago. Also left as a gift for Sheriff Morales, although back then he was a detective.”

“I don’t understand,” I say.

“Zeke, they’re a calling card from a serial killer from LA. One who disappeared years ago. I thought he must have died or… I don’t know. But he’s back, and he’s marked Cassia.”

Special Agent Blackbear stands up. “Doesn’t mean she’s still on his hit list. It was a warning, probably meant for Carlos. It was a sheer accident he even found them. You never reported an intruder.”

“We handle this sort of thing in-house,” replies Dane.

Blackbear nods and looks at Carlos.

“I overheard Cassia telling Izzy. So, I went for a look around and found them. He’s been dormant for a long while. But I have a feeling if you hadn’t been home, Cassia would have been next.”

My gut turns to stone. I look at Dane, and his jaw is ticking. A fucking serial killer in Tourmaline? We don’t have that kind of town.

“Did you bring this here with you, Carlos?” asks Dane as he stares at the pictures.

“I think he might have tracked me down. I don’t know why. I never got close to him. I spent years tracking him, so did the feds. No one knows why he’s shown up again, but I’m obviously the key.”

Dane glances at me, then asks, “Is Cassia in danger?”

Carlos frowns and folds his hands onto the desktop. “Maybe? We don’t know or he could have just been letting us know he’s back and could have killed her.”

“Could it be a copycat?” I ask.

“No, the birds were never released to the public. It could be a partner or someone he told things to. We don’t know for sure,” replies Blackbear.

As I stare at Carlos, I can tell there’s more to this story. He’s looking at Blackbear with impatience and a lets out a huff.

“What aren’t you telling us, Sheriff?” I ask.

Carlos glances at Blackbear, shakes his head, and leans back in the chair.

“Three ravens mean—”

“Need to know, Sheriff,” replies Blackbear sharply.

“Fuck that, Wilson. They need to know.”

“Not your fucking place to tell them. This is an FBI matter now, Sheriff. You will do as you’re told.”

Carlos’s face twists into rage. “I called you in as you were my friend. This is my town, and I think they have a right to know. They’re the ones being targeted.”

“Enough!” yells Blackbear.

Dane stands, leans over on the sheriff’s desk with his fists and elbows locked. “What do we need to know, Carlos?”

“Three ravens mean he’s killed three women, and we just haven’t found their bodies yet. A stripper from your club, The Cherry, has been missing for a week—”

“Candy,” states Dane.

Carlos nods. “And I’ve had reports from two families that their girls are missing. They’ve been known to hang out with the Savage Angels. I didn’t put them all together until the ravens turned up on your backdoor,” Carlos glances at me, “and mine.”

“Fucking hell, Carlos!” yells Special Agent Wilson Blackbear. “Keep your fucking mouth shut!”

Dane turns on him, contempt dripping from his words. “This is Carlos’ town, but this psycho is targeting those that associate with us. We protect our own, so Special Agent Blackbear, if Sheriff Morales hadn’t told us and more of us went missing, we’d crucify him. He did the right thing.” Dane looks back at Carlos. “How can we help?”

“I need to know who were the last people to talk to the women. I’ve been trying to run this investigation quietly, but your people won’t talk to us. Hell, Tobias, told me to fuck off.”

Tobias Dupont is the manager of The Cherry, and although he isn’t one of us, he does know how to keep our secrets and is loyal.

I listen to the conversation, but all I can think about is Cassia and her safety. I stand, and everyone stops talking and looks at me.

“Is Cassia safe?”

Carlos shakes his head. “We don’t know. It could be a ploy, so while we’re looking in one direction, he goes in another. We don’t know.” Carlos spreads his hands upward and outward and shrugs.

“What do you want from us?” I ask.

“We need you to keep what we’ve told you in this room. And we need access to the people who last saw these women. I have their names and lastly, we need to know if someone new has been hanging around the club?”

I shake my head and look at Kade.

“Not that I can think of,” replies Kade, then he asks, “How long ago did the first woman go missing?”

“Three months ago. He’s taken a woman every month since then,” states Carlos.

“How long between kills?” asks Jonas.

“We don’t officially know they are dead,” replies Blackbear tersely.

“Come on, Wilson! You know how this guy works!” thunders Carlos.

“It might not even be him! Eight years is a long time to be dormant. It could be a copycat or an understudy, we just don’t know.” Spittle flies from Blackbear’s lips as he growls out his reply.

I push the chair back and step around it. My only thought is to keep Cassia safe, and right now, I need to find her. With my hand on the doorknob, Blackbear grips me by the upper bicep.

“You need to keep this to yourself.”

“I get that, but I also need to make sure Cassia is okay. It’s been a fucking month since that happened.”

“Which means if he’s operating in the area, he’s already taken another woman, so Cassia is safe. We’ve kept an eye on her,” Blackbear says in a steady tone.

“What the fuck?” says Kade.

Blackbear continues to look at me. “We used her as bait, but he didn’t bite.”

“You. Used. My. Woman?” I ground out.

“Zeke, calm down. We made sure she was safe. We couldn’t tell you. Couldn’t risk tipping our hand,” replies Carlos as he stands.

I can feel the doorknob in my fist as I grip it, and my knuckles have gone white as I barely control my anger.

Kade stands and looks at Blackbear. “Take your hand off him before he uses your head as a punching bag. Sheriff, you should have told us.” Kade claps me on the back. “Come on, brother, let’s go find Cassia and Destiny. Make sure our women are okay.”

I nod, words won’t form as my rage battles within me. I leave Dane and Jonas with the lawmakers. My only thought is to get to my woman.
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I watch as Kade and Zeke leave the Sheriff’s Office. Both look mad, and from the way they tear up Main Street, something’s not right. Maybe they know about me? But not who I am. No, they don’t know that. It’s funny how time can pass, but people can remain the same.

Same boring lives. Same boring people.

I look down into my paper bag at the four dead ravens. Such beautiful birds. Did you know that if you see a raven when someone dies, it means they’re on their way to heaven? Not my beauties, though. I capture and kill ravens. None of mine will make it to the promised land.

It’s good to see Carlos again. What a stroke of luck that he’s in the same town as Kade Cantrill. Two birds, one stone. I chuckle to myself and begin to walk up Main Street. Such a friendly town, everyone smiles and nods as you pass them, but no one truly sees me, not until I want them to.

Tourmaline.

Such a pretty name.

The stone to which the town is named after means it’s soothing. I smile to myself. By the time I’m done with them, soothing is the last thing it will feel like.

 

The End.
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